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dedication
For anyone still finding their way through the misty woods.



ONE
a picture-perfect birthday party
ON THE DAY OF MY sister’s seventeenth birthday, blood rain falls from the sky.
No one in my family listens when I point it out. In Michigan, the weather changes just about every ten minutes. And maybe I’m prone to slight exaggeration. But this time it’s real, I swear. Thin red rivers are running down white picket fences, and no one’s paying any attention.
On the other hand, my sister has no trouble getting noticed. Any day, any time. And unlike me, she does it so effortlessly.
I can hear Fiona upstairs, pacing back and forth. The Alt 97 radio station reverberates downstairs to me and Dad in the living room, maudlin and muffled. I don’t even need to see my sister to know what she’s doing at this very moment. Sifting through her bedroom closet, looking for the perfect babydoll dress for her party. Plaid, floral, pastel. I know she’ll go with something pretty and delicate, with just the right amount of edge to keep it from being saccharine. Today’s her special day, after all. Yet another moment for her to shine and be fawned over.
I’m wrapping up her present as hastily as I can—a black velvet choker with a dangling, sterling silver F pendant that I picked up on clearance at the mall. Outside the living room window, I can see the whole town. Nearly identical houses, bordered by those familiar white fences, now dripping red. Automatically scheduled lawn sprinklers are going off despite the rain, clicking and hissing in rhythm, winding in their long circles. Songbirds twitter in the trees, mad and sweet. You can have a wonderful life here in Glen Hills, as long as you know how to play your part.
It’s August, and normally the sky would be blue and cloudless. But today there’s rain, and it’s not the rain I’m used to. It comes down rust-red over the town like old blood, the color of corrosion.
“A bad omen,” I mumble, sort of joking, sort of not, over the sound of The Cranberries’ morose guitar riffs filtering out from Fiona’s room. “Maybe we shouldn’t have the party outside, after all.”
“There’s an explanation for that. There always is,” Dad tells me calmly. Always the reasonable one. Awake by six, asleep by ten.
Dad lives for routine. He loves his work as a dentist—a job he’s had forever. A job he’s had since even before Mom left us. He wears button downs and khakis. He keeps the lawn pristine. Dad’s the very essence of Glen Hills, and so is my sister.
When it comes to this town, neither of them has ever had a hair out of line—especially not Fiona. They’ve always conformed to the rules, both the spoken and unspoken ones. Anything to fit in, I guess. Although with my sister, she somehow manages to stand out in the right way too. Fiona has a certain shine. Everyone knows that.
For all my life, I’ve had to hear about how great my sister is. She cooks, she bakes, she volunteers at the senior center. The perfect student and the perfect daughter. She even sews her own clothes. Even though we’re the only Chinese family in the whole neighborhood, she’s teaching herself Mandarin. Less than a year older than me and she’s got it all figured out. There’s nothing she can’t do, as far as Dad is concerned. She’s got the whole town convinced of it too.
I head to my own room, Fiona’s present tucked under my arm.
I throw her birthday gift under a pile of old laundry when I hear the knock at my door. My sister peeks in, her long dark hair carefully braided, the ends slightly curling. She’s a little damp from the shower, and smells like cucumber melon body wash. She’s gone with a white satin babydoll dress covered in tiny flowers. Classic Fiona.
“Here,” she says, nudging a bundle of soft cloth into my arms. I unfold it, and it’s basically the same dress she has on, but this one’s in light purple, with darker velvet trim along the scooped neckline. “You can wear it today.”
She wants us to match, but I’m sick of matching her. I’m tired of being the younger version of my sister, the worse version, always falling short by comparison. But because it’s her big day, I grit my teeth and smile.
“Thanks. By the way … don’t you think something’s off with the weather?”
We both look outside. The rain is definitely not clear, and even Fiona knows it. But she points to the old elm across the street from our house. The bark is reddish and flaking. The tree is unquestionably dying.
“Something’s eating the tree. A parasite, maybe,” she says. “The flaking dust has mixed in with the rain. It’s perfectly normal. There’s no need to be so dramatic, Aja.”
Something flares inside me. An ugly feeling that I push back as far as I can. “Aren’t you worried about your birthday, though?”
“It’ll clear up.” She smiles decisively. She doesn’t look worried whatsoever. “I know it will.”


On the way to the park, I pass manicured green lawns and smiling neighbors. Being smiled at too much makes me feel itchy. I stand out in Glen Hills, but unlike my sister, it seems to be for all the wrong reasons. I slouch too much and don’t smile back the way I’m supposed to. Or maybe I’m not what they want me to be.
And all the neighbors only seem to want to ask about Fiona, anyways. They’ll be at her party later. Almost everyone will be. This whole town loves my sister; it’s maddening. I hear it all the time. Fiona this, Fiona that. I might as well be invisible.
The drizzle is clearing up already. My sister was right, even about that prediction. The sky is the most perfect shade of blue again. Blue like a painting. Blue like Jason Priestley’s eyes. The only person I have to complain to about any of this is Mary. But we’re not exactly speaking, not after our latest fight.
It’s hard to ignore her, though. When I finally reach the gazebo at the park, the white-washed structure is already lined with banners and festooned with balloons. The work I was supposed to help with is almost finished. Mary’s clearly been here for hours.
I walk up while she wrangles an aluminum-silver balloon shaped like the number seven to one of the wooden rails. I’d feel bad telling her that she’s done it backward, especially as I’ve arrived too late to help out. The balloon shaped like the number one is on the right side of the entrance, and the seven is on the left side, like we’re celebrating my sister’s seventy-first birthday. Oh well.
“Oh,” Mary says flatly, eying my purple dress. “Sleeping Beauty finally awakens.”
Mary doesn’t care much about clothes. Her preferences go something like this: sweats over pants, pants over shorts, shorts over skorts. And she’d rather be dead than caught in a dress.
“I had to say hi to half the town on the way over. You know how it is.”
Mary snorts. It’s her version of agreeing with me.
A few early guests have started to arrive. I’m surprised to see Alex, a red-faced twenty-something Glen Hills townie, trudge up toward the gazebo in his steel-toed Doc Martens, flannel tied around his waist even though it’s ninety degrees out and humid. He gives me a brief nod. Fiona’s friends, girls a grade above us, cluster primly around one of the tables in the back. Girls named Hazel and Daisy and Lillian. Pretty, delicate names, fit for pretty, delicate girls. None of them look at me nor Mary, and each one of them has a perfectly wrapped gift.
“I saw something weird on the way over,” I tell Mary, before I can stop myself. I keep forgetting we’re not friends right now.
“I swear they looked like … alien bugs or something.”
I’d feel crazy not telling someone about the flaking elm tree. When I got up close, I’d seen tons of little holes in the worn bark. White caterpillars had been eating clean through it. Ones with shiny black eyes and sharp teeth. I’d never seen anything like it before. They burrowed deep in the tree trunk, wriggling away from me. But even though I couldn’t see them when they hid, I could still hear their hungry clicking.
Mary opens her mouth, and I can almost hear the sarcastic retort flying out. I can imagine our endless back and forth and subsequent debate about skipping out on my sister’s birthday to take another look. But instead, Mary says nothing. She tucks an errant strand of blond hair behind her ears. Her blue eyes flare. Her mouth is stubbornly set. She remains stony and silent.
It didn’t use to be this way—Mary and I have the matching scars to prove it. We slashed them ourselves. Vertical lines down both our left palms, raised and pinkish white. Sixty-eight kids in our grade, but we chose each other early on, and clung fast and tight. Blood sisters. Maybe she’s closer to me than even my real sister.
She storms away and helps set up more of the party. I wish we weren’t fighting, but I’m not going to be the first to apologize for whatever dumb thing it is this time. I watch as Mary puts out little Dixie cups and homemade pink lemonade. More guests arrive. My sister’s classmates and their parents have come to pay their respects to Glen Hills’ favorite girl. The lovely and brilliant Fiona.
I greet them all with the smile I learned from my older sister. My face hurts from pretending. My hand makes a tight fist around Fiona’s present. I gave up on further wrapping attempts. Now the silver F presses into my skin like a branding. I smile and smile and smile for all of Glen Hills, despite the dull ache in my jaw and the sharp one in my palm.
But my masquerade falters as soon a long gust of wind sweeps over the park, pricking my skin with sudden goose-bumps. It’s the stark cold that makes me look past the gazebo. Past Mary and the amiable crowd of neighbors filling in around the park. Down past the dock and the placid lake, toward Glen Hills Forest. Mary’s saying something about the upcoming school year to one of Fiona’s friends, but my thoughts are distracted—it looks like there’s a mist coming in from the trees in the distance. A slight, silvery haze.
Strange.
But maybe that’s just a Michigan thing. The weather’s always changing here, after all. Maybe my dad and sister are both right … there’s always a good explanation for everything.
It is really cold, though. Though it was humid moments ago, there’s definitely a chill in the air now. It ripples through the crowd. Someone’s dad lets out a booming laugh that sounds more forced than usual. And even though she tries not to, Mary finally looks over at me, and raises an eyebrow.
Something’s wrong.
There was the rust-colored rain this morning. And those strange, black-eyed caterpillars … This had to be more than my imagination. Mary sees it too.
The fog from the forest grows denser as sunset descends rapidly over Glen Hills. The fog is coming through the tall green trees. The silver looms. I can’t make a scene. I won’t make a scene, I chant to myself, clutching Fiona’s present against my palm even harder. Because today is still Fiona’s birthday, weird fog or not. I can’t ruin things.
Right then, my sister walks into the party with my dad—right around dusk—so perfectly that I wonder if she’d somehow timed it. Heads turn like it’s her goddamn cotillion. She’s wearing the babydoll dress with black Mary Janes, carrying a tiny, beaded bag that I would have never thought functional. What could it possibly hold? Two lipsticks? People are already lining up with presents and telling her how great she looks and what a special day it is. There’s only one year before college.
“I’m staying in Glen Hills,” my sister tells them with a light laugh, her voice pealing like a silver bell. “Of course I am. Don’t worry. I’m staying right here.”
An unpleasant jolt of surprise courses through me. With her grades, Fiona could have gone anywhere. But at the same time, I couldn’t imagine her anywhere else but here; I couldn’t imagine my sister living away from our dad. Maybe she’ll stay in this town forever. Now that’s a really scary thought.
“It’s cold out,” Mary mumbles, sidling up next to me. At least for now, she’s forgotten about our fight. “What the hell?”
Our birthday girl looks unbothered by the quick change in the weather. Nothing will mar this day. Fiona smiles radiantly, and everyone watches her in admiration. One of the parents is handing out sparklers. They light up the park, crackling like Pop Rocks.
Mary’s mom comes in with the cake, huffing and puffing. There’s a streak of flour on the front of her sweatshirt. She’s tied up her long blond hair into a tight ponytail. She looks so much like Mary and yet their personalities are so different.
“For the beautiful birthday girl,” she says to Fiona, handing her a massive white cardboard box. “We’ve just made this. Sorry for the lateness, the shop’s been swamped today. If only my daughter had been there to help.”
Mary’s mom says this last part pointedly, and I can feel Mary stiffening at my side. I slip the hand that isn’t holding Fiona’s present into Mary’s hand and give it a squeeze. Our scars match up. Mary squeezes back.
Mary works at her mom’s bakery every weekend and most days after school. She’s gotten pretty good at piping flowers and decorating cakes, but she still doesn’t give a shit about baking.
“Sorry,” I whisper, low enough so no one hears but Mary.
She pulls her hand away. “It’s fine,” she says, even though I know it isn’t.
The clouds look tumultuous and the sky is rumbling, but here in the gazebo, everything’s so lovely. Everything’s just swell. Men in checkered shirts and khaki pants and women in long floral dresses and pearl necklaces look at our family with indulgent smiles.
“We got the good ones,” someone says.
They’re talking about us. But Dad only laughs. My sister smiles. I don’t say a word, even though those words feel like nails under my skin. Even though my dad and sister have done everything right, even though we’ve lived in this same town my entire life—the neighbors still see us as outsiders. We don’t fit in, and we never will.
“Cake, cake, cake.” The chant begins. It feels like all of Glen Hills is demanding cake. They circle the gazebo and clap. “Cake, cake, cake.”
My sister obliges them. My dad, fumbling between the unlit candles and the wire-framed glasses slipping down the bridge of his nose, sighs and hands them all over to Fiona.
“You always do everything better,” he admits, flustered. My sister takes the seventeen candles and carefully lights each one.
It’s fully dark outside now. The only light comes from the candles on the massive white layer cake. The cake itself is almost too beautiful to eat. I can tell how much painstaking care Mary’s mom put into it. There’s our house in miniature, piped in icing. There’s our green lawn and our red roses coming up the sides, sparkling in red sprinkles. And there’s Fiona, a cute little topper, above it all. It’s almost perfect, except this one thing: the girl on the cake is white, not Asian.
“The wait was worth it,” Fiona says, with her trademark smile.
“Make a wish,” someone urges her.
Fiona closes her eyes and blows out the candles. Everyone cheers.
For a few minutes, everyone laughs in the dark before fumbling for the fairy lights. Of course. How did we forget the fairy lights around the gazebo?
Someone gets the switch. Maybe my dad, certainly some parent; darkness is bad, after all. Darkness invites temptation, I’ve been told. And then, when the gazebo is lit, when we can all see again—someone in the crowd lets out a piercing shriek.
There’s something squirming out of the cake. Shiny black eyes and countless little teeth. A white glistening body covered in bristles. It skitters across the cake and ruins our little icing house, knocking over the mini-Fiona along the way. It leaves imprints from its hundreds of little legs, scraping a line over the cake frosting. The insect leaps off the side of the table.
It scrambles across the gazebo and heads in the direction of Glen Hills Forest.
It was much bigger than the ones I’d seen in the dying elm tree. Thicker than three fingers wide with a bulging midsection.
It takes a moment for everyone to collect themselves after witnessing the spectacle. The creature that invaded my sister’s birthday party. I feel dizzy thinking about those black eyes and sharp teeth. How had it even gotten into the cake? How could it have found its way in?
“So glad this didn’t happen at my daughter’s birthday,” someone’s mom titters, which I immediately take to mean: Better them than us. It’s just another barb to ignore.
People seem pretty eager to move onto presents and smooth over the cake debacle. The crowd swells and moves toward the wooden table glistening with aluminum bows and silver packages.
I fumble through the crowd and give Fiona the choker. No wrapping paper and no card, just the last-minute present I got from the mall. She smiles and puts it on immediately. Of course she does. Unlike me, my sister has perfect manners.
“I love it,” she says. The silver F lays nestled between her collarbones.
“Happy birthday,” I tell her, as the rain comes down.


At home, long after the party’s over, and I’ve gone up to bed, Fiona knocks on my door.
“Aja?” she says quietly. “Are you awake?”
She’s still wearing the choker I got for her birthday. Even through my drowsiness, I feel a twinge of real happiness. She liked my present enough to wear it to bed. She liked it enough to keep it close to her.
Fiona curls next to me on my bed. The walls of our house are rattling. Somehow, I’d managed to sleep through the storm.
“What is it?” I mumble, still mostly asleep.
“Do you know what I wished for? When I blew out those candles?”
We turn to face each other, side by side, bodies curved into half circles, touching knee to knee. The same way we used to when we were very small.
The wind howls. It seems that the storm is only picking up, only getting worse.
“What was it?”
Lightning crackles, illuminating my room. My sister smiles in a way I’ve never seen before. My sister smiles, and I don’t recognize her at all.
“I wished everything was different.”



TWO
endless summer rain
FIONA’S BEEN GONE FOR A week now. But gone is probably the wrong word; gone has a permanence that I’m unwilling to accept. Missing is more accurate, and even then, it’s hard to admit this is the truth—that my sister has been missing since the night of her birthday party. Fiona told me to go back to sleep, and then she’d disappeared in the middle of the night.
The days are too quiet. There’s no more Cranberries playing on the radio. No more steady whirring of her blow-dryer or the sound of rustling dresses as she sifts through each one carefully. Fiona’s room is empty and already, a fine layer of dust settles over the desk and top of her wardrobe. Dead roses from her party are crumbling in the milk-glass vase on the windowsill.
Dad’s not handling it well. He keeps waiting for Fiona to come back. Like she’s just gone for a long walk and will be home any minute. When Mom left, things went the same way. Dad roamed around listlessly, in total denial of everything that was happening. But this time, Fiona wasn’t there to help get things back to normal.
The police came and took their perfunctory notes, but there wasn’t much to go off on.
No, she’s never done anything like this before.
No, running away couldn’t be a possibility, Dad said. Not for his perfect, eldest daughter.
There are no leads and no signs of her anywhere. Nothing that stands out except her last words to me. I should’ve told the cops what she said when I had the chance, but I didn’t remember it in time. Like everyone else in Glen Hills, I felt too shocked by what had happened. It was hard for me to actually process.
Where could she have possibly gone? The only place we’ve ever really known is Glen Hills.
Dad moves through the day like a zombie now. He takes sleeping pills at night. I know he does, because otherwise, he couldn’t possibly sleep through the summer storms we’ve been having lately. I find myself picking up the slack where I can. Mimicking the same things Fiona did. Smoothing the curtains and dusting the corners.
The storm beats against our house relentlessly. Rust-red rain. It comes down so hard that one night, a leak forms in the ceiling of my sister’s room. The red rain drips through, and Dad’s still asleep. The red rain drips through and I don’t notice it until the next morning, when I enter my sister’s room, thinking that, somehow, she’ll be in there, sifting through her lovely clothes, humming along to Alt 97. I turn the doorknob and imagine she’s waiting for me on the other side, with a perfect smile, her black hair braided just so. Waiting for me and tsking about my cowlick bangs, my misguided efforts in style. “I know, it can be hard,” She’ll say, because she knows how I felt in this town—awkward, and too different. “But here—take this dress. Do your hair like this. See how I’ve done it? It’s not so bad.” And I can almost hear her even, steady breathing. I can see the graceful tilt of her head, imagine the thin black ribbon around her neck and the reflection off the silver F nestled between her collarbones. I can see her fixing me gently. Modeling me after what has worked clearly worked well in Glen Hills—herself. But when I turn the door and look in, my sister’s not there. There’s nothing there but an empty room and her flowered coverlet, stained red from the rain.
There’s a long crack in her ceiling. And suddenly I’m afraid; afraid of what it could mean. I’m afraid of the horrible rain coming through and the dead tree eaten away by strange caterpillars. I’m afraid now of the look I saw in my sister’s eyes—the one right before she disappeared.
I try to tell Dad how I feel about the rain, but he quashes my fears. He doesn’t want to act—he really thinks she’ll come walking through the front door any minute.
“Don’t you think we should do something?” I ask him.
But all he says is, in a quiet, broken voice, is: “Your sister will be back. She knows we need her.”


The strange weather continues. I walk around my neighborhood, wishing I had a purpose. I look at the dead tree’s reddish bark and pretend it’s normal. At night, I stare out the bedroom window and wonder where the hell my sister is.
Mary’s still mad for who-knows-what at this point, but not mad enough to stay away. She comes to my house late in the afternoon with treats from her mom’s bakery: classic Michigan apple pie, beef pasties stuffed with rutabaga and onions, and warm, jelly-filled donuts. She sits at the kitchen table and helps herself to some of it while my dad sleeps. His snores carry through the walls.
“He’s been napping a lot,” I explain, while Mary licks powdered sugar from her fingers.
“We should be looking for her,” Mary says. She’s not terribly tactful, but at least she doesn’t point out that my dad’s napping when he’s supposed to be at work. “Do you have any ideas or know where to start?”
I rattle on while Mary listens. I only have the last words Fiona told me on the night before she went missing. There’s only that, and the red rain. “I can’t piece it together,” I tell her. “But I feel like it’s linked. That there’s something I’m not seeing. Something that connects it all together—the weather, the caterpillars, my sister’s disappearance.”
“And fog,” Mary reminds me slowly. “It was cold on her birthday. Remember?”
Fiona always said I had an overactive imagination. But Mary tended to go right along with it. She has an imagination that’s just as wild as my own. As younger girls, we crowned ourselves with daisy chains and pretended to be rulers of faraway kingdoms. We played princess and pirate for longer than we would’ve liked to admit and took turns saving each other from imaginary monsters.
“Does this mean you’re not mad at me anymore?”
Mary’s face darkens. “Of course I’m still mad. You think I’ve forgotten about it?”
I don’t remember what “it” is. I have no idea what we’re supposed to be fighting about this time. When you’ve known someone your whole life, it’s usually not just one big thing that pulls the two of you apart. It’s the buildup of small grievances over time. It’s putting myself first when Mary needs me. It’s Mary taking Fiona’s side when I need her on mine.
Plus, there’s some stuff that Mary doesn’t understand at all. Even if I wanted to, I could never really fit in with the rest of Glen Hills. As for Mary? She actively chooses not to. Sometimes, I feel like her being friends with me is just another way for her to flip the bird to our neighborhood. That I’m an accessory to her, like a Scrunchie or even a protest sign. It’s a horrible thing for me to feel. But it’s even worse that Mary makes me feel this way.
Mary steals a snickerdoodle I was still in the middle of eating. She wipes her hands off on her denim shorts and heads for the family computer in the living room. She doesn’t bother asking for permission. She doesn’t care that she’s tying up the phone line, either.
“Should I even ask what you’re up to?”
“Research,” Mary says, over her shoulder, while she connects to the modem. The dial-up tone drones on, occasionally letting out a sputter or screech.
“There’s nothing good on the internet,” I tell her, feeling dubious.
But I lean in, anyways. I watch as Mary clicks around different websites, using search terms for strange weather phenomena. It takes a long time for everything to load. But soon we’re on a fan site riddled with glitter text and pixelated rain. It doesn’t look like it has any credibility at all.
Plus, it’s starting to get late. Long shadows cross the room. In the growing dark, Mary’s face glows bluish from the computer screen. The sun will be setting soon.
Dad’s still asleep. Dinner’s been erratic ever since Fiona went missing. I guess it’s a good thing Mary came over with baked goods. Donuts are definitely better than nothing. My stomach whines pitifully.
“Rain again,” I mutter. It’s always raining lately.
Mary looks up from her typing and frowns. “Aja … does that tree look weird to you?”
I don’t see anything until I get close to the window. Besides the dead elm across the street, there’s another tree that’s newly infested. The bark is reddish brown, and the trunk is riddled with holes. If I squint—I can see them. White caterpillars, crawling in and out.
An awful feeling comes over me. They’re getting closer.
“You should go home,” I tell her. “Before it gets dark.”
Mary’s house is nearby. She can make it without any problems if she leaves soon.
There’s only drizzle now. But I know it’s only going to get worse from here. And I can’t help but picture Mary caught in it. Mary’s body covered in red. Mary trapped in the dark, in the relentless rain.
“Yeah,” Mary says casually. But there’s a slight hitch in her voice, and I know she’s thinking about the possibility of a coming storm.
“The weather always changes in Michigan. And it’s normal to see new bugs in the summer.” I tell her, sounding just like my dad.
“Yeah. Totally.”
She heads for the door, and I think about having her sleep over, instead. The trundle is basically hers at this point. But at least her house is close. She’ll be okay. I get her an umbrella from the closet—white, and covered in embroidered flowers. It’s Fiona’s, of course. Everything lovely belongs to her.
The red rain keeps coming down and I know there’s a good reason for it. There’s a good reason for everything, after all. Dad and Fiona both told me that. But now Dad’s sleeping through the day, and my sister’s missing.
Something is wrong and I have a feeling it will only get worse.
“Talk to you soon,” Mary says, in a voice that’s over-chipper. She heads out before I can say, Wait, don’t leave me by myself. Before I can say, I need you to listen. Under the embroidered umbrella, I can see her bobbing blond ponytail. She cuts across the manicured green lawn. But I can’t see her enter the front door of her house. I don’t know if she’s gotten inside yet.
Mary will be fine, I tell myself. She’s always been good at taking care of herself.
Now I’m alone in the house. Dad is dead to the world. I can’t even hear him snoring. The red rain comes pouring down and I’m staying calm. The caterpillars are eating through the trees in my neighborhood, and that’s fine too.
The computer screen glows blue. I need to turn it off. There’s nothing useful about looking into weird theories. Nothing useful about looking into weird pockets of the internet. I need to turn off the computer and it has nothing to do with how it ties up the phone line. It has nothing to do with how it cuts me off from calling for help.
I have an overactive imagination. So of course I’m seeing and hearing things I shouldn’t be. I can hear clicking in the walls. But it’s not real; it can’t be. Those caterpillars won’t find their way into my house.
I reach to power off the computer. I can see something reflected in the screen. A long shape; a human-like shadow. My hands are shaking and my throat goes dry. No—there’s nothing there. It’s just me in the house. It’s only my own shadow—nothing can get to me.
Not when I’m inside my house.
I power off the family computer, and the shadow disappears. The rain comes down, but I’m still protected, as long as I remain indoors. And I’m going up the stairs now, up to my bedroom where it’s even safer when I hear a voice, coming from outside in the dark. An unfamiliar, beautiful voice that asks me, “Darling, what’s your name?”



THREE
an unbreakable fever
I’M NOT DOING WELL THESE days. Dad says it’s the stress finally getting to me, and that the best thing I can do is stay in bed and try to get better soon. He doesn’t want to hear about the voice I heard at night—the voice coming from right outside the house.
“There’s a good reason for that,” he says. “You’re overwhelmed, Aja.”
Dad’s been sleeping a lot. But he always looks so damn tired. He stares at photos of Fiona, and I know he’s thinking about how Mom left, too.
We’re both waiting for the weather to break. For Fiona to return, and for things to go back to normal.
She has to come back. We’re supposed to leave Glen Hills at the end of each summer. Head west with the windows rolled all the way down. Dad in the driver’s seat, and my sister in the passenger seat, because Fiona has to have the best view. I’m in the back, sprawled out, the wind whipping through my hair. We’re supposed to drive through towns and cities until we reach Lake Michigan. We’re supposed to catch trout and throw them back in the water, or at least Dad and I are. Fiona will watch us and scrunch her nose. The lake will be sparkling blue. The sunlight and breeze will feel eternal. Long rays of sunlight will fall on our shoulders. It will be nice out there; it will be so perfect.
It will be the exact opposite of the way things are currently going at home.
I swear the rain is getting worse. The bugs keep spreading too. More trees are turning red and sloughing off old bark and I can see their dying insides and I know why. It’s because the caterpillars will never, ever stop eating.
There was even one that managed to squirm into the house. I saw it in my sister’s room, tunneling through the floral wallpaper. It had black, glittering eyes. Sharp, clicking teeth. I couldn’t catch it in time. It got away.
Dad pried me from my sister’s room eventually, or maybe it was Mary.
I wake up in my own bed with a damp cloth over my head, alone and still fevered.


There is too much food in the house these days. Neighbors drop off casseroles and sheet cakes and their beautifully rehearsed sympathies. Midwestern hospitality at its finest. Someone’s son has been mowing our lawn. After all, this is still Glen Hills. Things have to be presentable, at least on the outside. Or what would the neighborhood association think of us?
Mary’s worried about me.
She sits by my bed and tries to make small talk. It’s not exactly her strong suit. After a few minutes, she fails entirely, and asks if I’ve heard about what’s happened to Hazel, or Noah, or Ricky.
“No,” I say, sitting up. My back hurts. It’s stiff from all this laying around and nonstop moping. “What is it?”
Mary fiddles around with my favorite Beanie Baby, Mystic the Unicorn. She squishes the iridescent plush horn and shifts it, left hand to right hand. I can hear Mystic’s inner beads churning. Outside, the world somehow still goes on. Children are playing hopscotch and jump rope. They are laughing and having fun. Their perfect older sisters are not missing.
“What happened to them?” I ask her again.
There’s a long silence before she speaks, and I know what’s coming. I know what she’ll say but I can’t believe it just yet. Not when there are children still playing outside. Not when the lawns remain so pristine, and the Glen Hills summer parade is only a few days away.
But it happened to my sister. If it happened to Fiona, then maybe it could happen to anyone here.
“They’re gone too,” Mary finally says.
“Missing,” I correct her, mechanically. “Fiona will come back.”
I hate the way I sound saying it. I hate waiting around and not doing anything.
Fiona’s not the only one missing anymore. Noah and Ricky are incoming high school seniors too. And I’d seen Hazel at Fiona’s birthday. Pretty, quiet Hazel, who played violin for the school orchestra. She’s one of my sister’s best friends. This information takes some time to settle. Nothing feels quite real.
Four teenagers are missing in Glen Hills.
“There are a lot more police around,” Mary informs me grimly. “They don’t think it’s a missing persons case at this point. They’re thinking it’s a pattern—that it could be a kidnapping ring or something.”
She doesn’t know about the thing outside my house. I haven’t told her about it yet, but I should. She should know that something terrible has come to Glen Hills. Something that moves like a shadow. Something with an insidiously lovely voice.
Darling, what’s your name?
Was it even real? Or just another side effect of fever?
At least I hadn’t told the thing who I was. I haven’t done anything wrong yet. And it’s because I haven’t done anything at all. I wait around uselessly all day. Fiona would’ve never let it get to this point if our roles were reversed.
I get out of bed and Mary follows me down the hallway of family portraits, down the stairs filled with my cruddy pencil sketches and Fiona’s polished watercolors. I pass my dad’s room. He’s quiet. And I know he’s still waiting for her to come back.
In the living room, surrounded by increasingly dried-out baked goods, I ask Mary, “Do you think that monsters could be real?”
Because at this point, I’m pretty fucking sure it’s a monster that’s taken my sister.
Mary raises her eyebrows in clear alarm. Even with our years of playing make-believe, monster is a bit too far of a stretch for her. “You mean like … a really bad person?”
No, not like a really bad person. Like an actual creature. One with a silky, flattering voice.
“I saw something the other night,” I tell her. My voice trembles too much. The human-like shadow I’d seen on the computer screen … I knew it didn’t belong to me. Something had been watching me from outside. Maybe the very thing that took my sister.
Mary listens while I tell her everything I remember. It’s hard to stay focused with the police cars parked down the block. The cops are interviewing the neighbors again. They’ll make their way to the house soon, and ask about the three kids—Hazel, Noah, and Ricky. And Dad will bend over backward to be nice to them. Even though they still don’t have anything on Fiona. Even though all they seem capable of is probing us with their stupid questions.
Questions like, Does your daughter Fiona have a wild side?
And even worse: Have you three lived here for long?
I blithely asked, “You mean here in Glen Hills?” when I knew that wasn’t what they meant at all. They meant here in this country. Dad smiled through his teeth and said, “She’s just kidding, officers.”
I was over it, pretty much. Having to cater to people who never saw me as a full person. It wasn’t the only the cops. I knew that it permeated the neighborhood. It was some of the smiling neighbors behind their white picket fences too. With just their eyes, they let me know how different I was.
“Aja,” Mary says loudly, so I turn my attention back to her. “What you’re saying is … you think there’s a monster that’s taking people?”
Her arms are crossed. She doesn’t look particularly impressed by my monster conjectures, but it makes perfect sense to me. Fiona would never willingly leave home on her own, and I know she’s way too smart to go off with just anyone. She had to have been tricked into it, somehow. Plus, a monster would help explain the weird weather and the strange bugs. Something horrible and inhuman had brought them into town.
Not to mention, a monster would explain the eerie way I’d felt when I heard the voice outside my house. A person couldn’t do that to me. I’d felt cold everywhere, and this strange, entrancing pull. I’d wanted to give up my name when it asked. I’d wanted to press myself against the window, to look outside and see what was there.
This was the part I couldn’t ever tell Mary about. That, despite the horribleness, there was something I actually liked about it.
“Are you watching Twilight Zone reruns again?” she asks me dubiously.
“No,” I snap.
Mary still looks thoroughly unconvinced. “If someone—or something—does come to your house tonight, you should probably call the police. At least, you should tell your dad about it.”
She’s not taking any of this seriously. She doesn’t believe a word of what I’m saying. Worse, she’s staring at me with obvious concern. Before I can say a word in response, Mary presses the back of her hand against my forehead.
“You feel really warm, Aja. Are you sure you don’t want to sit down?”
I don’t want to sit down. I don’t want to lie around and appease people the same way Dad does.
“I’ll get your dad,” Mary says quickly. It’s the worst thing she could have said in the moment. She’s looking at me the way I might look at a feral animal.
“You don’t have to. Really. Mary—” I start to protest, but it’s too late. She’s already up the stairs and knocking on his door before I can do anything. Dad follows her down in his well-worn house slippers, and they both look at me like it’s some kind of big intervention.
Dad pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose and surveys me in the living room of our nice, suburban house. Never mind that one of the bedrooms is empty. Behind the two of them is the oversized picture window, perfect for revealing a long row of dead trees. White caterpillars are invading my neighborhood. Blood-red rain falls over our perfect little town. And somewhere in this hellscape is Fiona, my missing sister.
Mary tells him everything. She says I’m hallucinating monsters.
“Aja,” Dad tells me softly. “I think you should go back to bed.”
They’re trying to protect me from myself. But I’m fine. “Don’t worry about me,” I tell him.
“You haven’t been sleeping. I can hear you late at night, muttering and pacing.”
“You’ve been doing enough sleeping for the both of us,” I shoot back. And I must’ve landed that one precisely, because my dad actually steps back and flinches.
I’ve managed to hurt him.
“You haven’t been yourself …” he tries again.
“Who am I supposed to be? This is how I am,” I tell them. I don’t care how I look. I don’t care that my voice is too loud; that I’m seconds away from an ugly meltdown. I’m not Fiona, after all. I don’t have to be perfect, because my sister’s already performed that well enough for everyone. She’s already claimed the one spot there ever was, and now there’s nothing left for me.
“Hazel and Fiona are best friends,” Dad says. His brow furrows as he thinks it over. “Those boys are close too. Both of you need to be careful—it isn’t safe out there. You too, Mary. We have to get some new rules around here.”
Dad already seems different, now that there’s rumors of a kidnapping ring, now that there’s a pattern to follow. He’s already more vigilant. I know the other parents are going to be the same way. They’ll all want a curfew.
“I’m really worried about her,” Mary says, like I’m not even in the room with them.
The police officers are getting closer to the house. I don’t want to deal with them or their dumb questions at all. I turn my back on Mary and my dad and storm up the stairs the way I always do after fights. I slam the door and wait for Fiona to knock and come in and make things better, but she doesn’t. She isn’t here anymore. And I don’t know how to find her.
I pull the covers over my head, even though it’s way too early for bed. I pull them up to drown out the impending rain and the incessant click of those little monsters’ horrible teeth.
They’re getting closer. I know they’re getting worse.



FOUR
the thing at the window
NIGHT SETTLES OVER GLEN HILLS and the air not only hums, but shudders.
Dad’s snoring on sleeping pills. The whole world’s asleep, every single person but me. Lightning cracks across the sky, and I shift restlessly in bed, watching the rain beat down against the window. I can tell by the way the shutters are rattling that tonight won’t end well. The wind is picking up, and I think it might take my house right along with it.
I shouldn’t be awake. I know that nothing good ever happens in a small town at midnight.
But I’m up in spite of it, my hands gripping the sweaty sheets. I’m fully awake and vibrating from head to toe. My throat feels parched. I should go downstairs and get a glass of water. And then I’ll come back to my room and close the door. I’ll go back to bed like I’m supposed to. Yeah, that’s exactly what I’ll do.
The floorboards creak under my bare feet. The house moans like a feral thing. I am in the hallway when I hear its voice, low and thrilling, sweeter than honey. The monster I’d been both hoping and dreading was real. “Let me in.”
Down in my living room, I can see a shadow against the drawn curtain.
“Let me in,” it says again, and I’ve never wanted to do something so badly in my life.
Mary didn’t believe a word I told her. Dad didn’t either. But I was right all along, and it’s such a relief I could cry. The monster has a lovely voice that promises me the world. Everything I could ever want is on the other side of the door.
I float down the stairs. I am hovering at the threshold. I stop myself as soon as I realize my hand is already reaching for the burnished handle of the front door, the tip of my index finger zinging with static.
Very slowly, I back up two steps.
My eyes drift to the beige telephone hanging limply against the wall. I could pick it up and could punch in those three numbers: nine … one … one. Or I could call for Dad, but then the creature would slip away. Then Dad would tell me it was stress, that I saw things that weren’t real. He’d triple-bolt the front door and say that I could never leave the house.
“Darling, won’t you come to me?” It tries again, sensing my hesitation. I can feel the thing’s dark grin. It hovers in the dark, waiting for me to join it. I am being pulled forward. My already-small living room shrinks rapidly until it’s me and the door and the monstrous thing on the other side.
“No.” I am surprised I can still speak. I test the word on my tongue.
“No,” I say again, louder this time.
The monster laughs. It’s a sound like music—a downward slide of notes that ends in the pit of my stomach, twisting it. My body is warm. I am sick. In horror, I realize that I like this feeling.
“I want to look at you,” it murmurs.
I try to form the words again, just two small letters, but they get stuck in my throat. My feet are walking. Where are they going? I am heading past the low, checkered couch and the Sassy magazines my sister left behind, straight to the nearest window. I have to see what’s out there.
“Come here,” it whispers. “Just once, let me see your face. Only for a moment, and then I’ll be gone.”
I am leaning forward, drawn in again. One hand is on the white lace curtain, the other supporting my weight against the wooden table. I am in my sister’s hand-me-down clothes. I will never be beautiful like her. What could it possibly want with someone like me?
“Beloved, why do you hide from me?” That soft, silky voice is breaking my heart. “I have been looking for you my entire life. I have come all this way, just for you.”
“I can’t,” I say. I don’t remember what it is I can’t be doing, but the words fly out. Adrenaline courses through me. “I can’t do it!”
“You can, my darling. Open the curtain.”
My hands are trembling. Something is terribly wrong. I can’t stop shaking, but maybe I am only nervous. I am not lovely like my older sister is. Tears stream down my face, unbidden. What if I’m not enough?
“Open the curtain,” he says again, and this time, I actually do it.
On the other side of the glass, the whole world is different.
Red rain falls like spilled blood. End Days are here. No one is awake to see it but me; Glen Hills half-drowned in crimson tide. I can’t look away, not from the rain and not from the monster who peers directly into my window, his hair the very color of the terrible rain. It’s the red of my nightmares; the red of my dreams. His eyes glitter black; two endless voids.
He doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen before. He isn’t the monster I imagined him to be, either.
He’s beautiful.
“Come here,” he says, and I lean in even closer. His voice is in my veins.
He presses the flat of his palm against the window, more solemn than an oath. For a moment, he could have been a boy my own age. His dark red hair curls around his face in loose tendrils, soft and romantic.
If not for the panes of thick glass between us, it would have looked like the beginning of a kiss.
I look at myself through him. In this strange light, against the glass and the glistening red rain, I might have even been mistaken for Fiona herself. The monster’s high cheekbones and bluish skin augment my own. He is perfection, and through this reflection—now I am too.
Then his lips curl back, his black iris-less eyes sweeping across my face with animal calculation, and I can see that we are not the same at all. My mouth is ungenerously small, my dark hair limp and lusterless. And my eyes, the only common feature I share with my sister, are wider than they’ve ever been.
“Don’t be afraid,” he says in that wonderful, honeyed voice. “No one can hear us.”
“What do you want?”
His smile reveals sharp teeth. But his face is lovely, and his voice lovelier still. “A name I can call you.”
It’s a trick. He’s not even a person. The glasses in the cupboards are shaking, and underneath me the floor rumbles. “No one,” I tell him.
He laughs with cold amusement. “Hello, No One. I’m Padraic.”
It’s a strange name. Out of time and out of place. It doesn’t belong in Glen Hills. Nothing about him does—he’s alien all the way through. Something moves down the sleeve of his white button-down shirt, winding and squirming. It escapes out the wrist. The creature presses against the window with sharp teeth and eyes like his. A white caterpillar is oozing its way toward me.
“I could scream,” I warn him, despite my shaking legs. I need any leverage I can get.
“You won’t,” Padraic says calmly. “Because I have something for you.”
He’s watching my reaction closely. It takes everything in me not to open the window and grab his pale neck. He has my sister; I know it. Lured her out with his pretty voice and crooked smile. He has all of them—Noah, Hazel, and Ricky.
No one is waking up. The dim streetlamps reveal empty roads and quiet houses. My dad is dead asleep, and he won’t come down and save me. I am in a spell, and the only thing separating me and the caster is the thin pane of glass between us.
The white fences drip with blood rain and the flower gardens are in ruin. The trees are dead or dying and all he does is grin. “You won’t call for help. You won’t scream. You’ll come outside, won’t you? I think you want to see me. I’d certainly love to see you.”
I can’t go outside. Nothing good will happen if I leave my house.
“The hours are waning. I’ll be gone in the morning, little No One. Come outside and greet me; don’t be so shy. We could be such good friends.”
I’m beginning to see just what kind of monster he is. A night creature. I couldn’t imagine him in the daylight, not with skin like that. White like the color at the end of the tunnel, white like the pallor of death. Padraic exists only in the dark, thriving in the small hours, when the whole world is asleep.
And upon arriving at that conclusion, a plan slowly begins to take shape in my mind. I could bide my time and uncover his weaknesses. I could learn where’s he’s taken Fiona, and get her back. For once, maybe I could be the hero. I could finally be more than Fiona’s kid sister.
“If we’re going to be friends, then I should know more about you,” I tell him, surprised by my own boldness. “Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”
His black eyes gleam in delight. “Why don’t we take turns learning about one another?”
A horrible feeling squirms in the pit of my stomach. This isn’t a good idea. But I lean forward despite my own instincts, listening to the lovely lull of his voice.



FIVE
nights calls
I DIDN’T EXPECT TO BE negotiating with a vampire tonight.
In exchange for trivial details about my life—when I was born, my favorite color, things of that ilk—Padraic tells me his weaknesses.
“Sunlight and silver,” he says easily. “And pretty girls.”
The creature is a slippery charmer; the last part was certainly meant to throw me off-balance, make me wonder what he thought of me.
Had he always been so magnetic, or had he become that way through the necessity of his position? He has a flattering way of speaking; the words meld together so sweetly. Coating me, coaxing me. No one else exists; I am the sum of his universe.
How many others have had the same thought and gone with him through the dark as a result of this pull? I have to be very careful; he’s even trickier than I expected. And he doesn’t ever look away, doesn’t ever seem to stop smiling.
I’m already lying to him about even the mundane details. When I tell him what my favorite color is, there’s a catch in my voice. I lie that it’s green, because my favorite color is red, and red reminds me too much of him already.
It’s easy to tell him about my mom, because that part feels far away. I’d been too young to really know her. Vanessa left when I was four, drove away on a Sunday morning. When I tell him that she left before we were expected for church, the vampire’s lip curls with secret amusement.
“What do you have of hers?”
Her dark eyes, her slight stature. Nothing else.
Things that are harder to hold back on: my complicated feelings about my hometown and the people in it. My growing resentment toward Dad. My complete detachment from my extended family. We can’t understand each other—there’s an ocean between us and a language barrier that makes it worse. The vampire listens intently, his black eyes glimmering, and I can almost imagine there’s some sympathy in them.
In the process of venting, I have forgotten to lie.
He tells me that he remembers mere traces of his human life. He remembers rolling green hills and music. Long ago, he had loved those things.
“Home is something I have wanted for a long time,” he muses. He looks pensive outside my window, like a forlorn boy in the rain. But maybe it’s only because he knows how to show me what I want to see. I remind myself once again that he’s not a boy at all. He’s a dead, unnatural thing. A blight upon this town.
The red rain is because of him. The caterpillars are too. My sister’s gone … and I’m just standing here, calmly talking to the monster that stole her away. The questions he asks me are certainly not innocent. And their true purpose is dawning on me—he’s not interested in the answers, but my reactions to them. He’s probing at my weaknesses.
I’ve been wasting my time trying to understand him instead of trying to find out how to destroy him.
“Tell me this,” I ask, quiet and vicious. I’m sick of his games. “How do you die?”
But the vampire is wholly unfazed by my question.
“Open the window, and I’ll show you.”
I don’t move an inch, for I am safe as long as I remain in the house. As long as I don’t let him inside. Dad is upstairs asleep, completely oblivious to what I’m up to right now. I should have never gone downstairs at all; I should have never looked outside the window. The monster smiles, and his black eyes reveal nothing. Not one single emotion. They remind me of the caterpillars and the tunnels they left in the trees. Pitiless black holes.
“Get a knife from your kitchen—mind that it’s real silver. Open the window, and I’ll teach you how you can hurt me.”
“I didn’t ask about hurting you. I asked how to kill you,” I tell him.
In that beautiful, unhurried voice, he says, “We’re running out of time, little No One.”
Daylight is hours away. He’ll leave before daybreak, I’m certain of that. I head to the kitchen and open the drawer—the one where the good silverware is kept, along with white doilies and floral napkin rings never once taken out from their plastic wrapping. I return and he’s still there, watching me patiently from the other side of the window. There’s a knife in my hand, cold and heavy. And sharp.
I think about what it would be like to press the blade down against his skin. I wonder if he would scream or even make a single sound. Or if he’d stand there with those black unreadable eyes, still smiling as I severed him. Could a thing like him even bleed?
His skin is so pale that it looks blue in certain angles. He’s dead, and that thought startles me so much I can feel my face twitch. He’s dead, and he’s a monster. “Come with me,” he says, and I want to. His mouth is close against the window, sensual and nearly colorless.
“Why should I?” I ask, when I should have said, with no waver in my voice, no trembling doubt: Give me my sister back.
“Because I think it would make you happy.”
These words are more terrifying than anything else he’s done. Because beyond his flattering tenor, they ring true. Even the monster can see how stifled I’ve been here.
I hadn’t allowed myself to consider what he was really offering: something beyond the four walls of my house. Something outside of this cloister of white picket fences and friendship bracelets and sand art, Sunny D and Pogo balls and merry-go-rounds.
Up until now, I hadn’t considered where he was taking us.
“I need something else,” I manage. “That isn’t enough.”
His expression is almost kind—or as kind as one could be with eyes black from end-to-end. “Open the window, and I’ll make you a better offer, then.”
I crack it open, just wide enough so that the night breeze filters in, cool and enticing. I can hear the rain against the wet grass and the broken shingles dangling from my neighbor’s roof, but I can’t hear the boy with blood-red hair. He has no breath, no heartbeat. He doesn’t even blink.
The vampire takes the ring from his right index finger and pushes it through to me. It’s black, with an engraving of two hands clasped around a crowned heart. It glitters on the windowsill, a dark star. “This is one of my oldest possessions, and yours for safekeeping for as long as you’re with me.”
“Why?”
“I’ll make you my favorite,” he says. “Out of everyone—I’ll like you best of all.”
His offer stings. Best of all. It was something I always wanted, and never once had. Not with Fiona beside me. I could be the favorite, for once. I could be the best.
“I can leave whenever I want,” I counter. “I can leave, and I can take anyone I want back with me.”
He grins, and I see them again—those pointed teeth of his, wicked and bright, like the wolf in the fairytale. “I can’t let you have that. You can come and leave alone. Seven nights—starting tomorrow.”
“What happens after seven nights?”
“You’ll be mine forever,” he says. His eyes slide over me, waiting for my reaction.
“Then I’ll be sure to leave well before,” I retort, cheeks burning. He only laughs.
I slide his ring on, experimentally. It’s cold and circles my middle finger like deadweight. “How can I trust you?”
“You shouldn’t,” he chides me. Playfully.
“But I want to.”
He doesn’t speak. The clock in my living room ticks on. I am going to lose this chance unless I take it. I am going to remain inside these four walls forever.
“Swear—on the ring, on any part of you that remembers what a promise is—that you won’t let me be hurt. Swear that I can come back from wherever we go.”
He reaches toward me through the crack in the window, and I flinch instinctively. I can’t get the image of white caterpillars away. His pale fingers remind me so much of them. But after a moment, I reach back—and he slides his cold hand around my warm one, and his voice goes quiet, goes solemn.
“I promise.”
I walk toward the door with the thing’s gaze on my back. I turn the metal handle myself. He’s not the one compelling me now. I’m doing this for me. I’m doing this for Fiona. I choose this, not him.
At least, that’s what I’m telling myself.
He’s waiting for me, beyond my front steps, in sleek dark trousers and a white buttoned shirt. If not for his dark red hair, it would have seemed like a black-and-white photograph. My heart beats against my chest; a hummingbird’s heart, quick and fickle.
He doesn’t look like a boy waiting to take a girl on a date. He doesn’t look like a boy at all. His eyes are black and cold. He holds out his hand—pale, skim-milk blue—and I take it in mine. The moon’s reflection off the ring on my finger is so bright that it momentarily stuns me.
We’re walking past the familiar landscapes of my hometown. We’re heading into something new. His focus is fixed on the fog looming in the distance, beyond the trees of my neighborhood park, the same fog I’d seen on the night of my sister’s birthday. The white gazebo is empty now; its facade is red and ruined with rain.
As we trod through wet, itching grass, past ruined rosebushes and vegetable plots and the creaking playground swings, it dawns on me that this vampire means to take me into Glen Hills Forest. Unlike our carefully maintained neighborhood, I know that the forest is overgrown and wild. I know that I should stay away from such things.
If I wanted, I could turn back. I could try to run away still. There is time.
Nothing good happens in the forest. The cold is already coming through the trees. I can see wisps of fog winding toward me. What could the promise of a vampire even be worth? I shouldn’t go with him, but I want to. I need to see for myself what he’s doing to my town.
His gaze flickers toward me, his lip curling into a soft smile. As if he can read my hesitation.
Before me, the fog spans through the trees in a slow-moving, viscous swirl. Undulating and hypnotic. I don’t know how long I’ve been standing. How long I’ve been here, contemplating the forest and what’s next.
I reach out before I can lose my nerve. Coldness spreads from my fingertips, sharp as a knife. I come up right against it, and the bite of it shoots through my arm, up my neck, to the ends of my hair.
“Shall we?” he asks, gesturing me forward. What a gentleman he might be, if only he weren’t dead.
The monster and I walk hand in hand through the blood rain, far from the warm glow of my neighbors’ houses and my own house—so small now, like a breakable dollhouse with its flimsy, little white fence—and into the relentless grey fog.



SIX
into the fog
THE FIRST RUSH OF COLD hits me like a wave.
The second rush feels closer to a tsunami.
I’m fumbling through the mist, my hands outstretched in front of me, but I can’t see anything. There’s nothing in here, no shapes or shadows. Only endless, undulating fog in every direction I face, all of it freezing as it bores ceaselessly over me.
A few seconds ago, we’d been at the outskirts of Glen Hills Forest. It was where Fiona and I gathered wildflowers and berries before she outgrew it for piano lessons and drawing classes and new, shinier friends. The fog cuts deeper into the forest, obscuring the same tall trees Mary used to climb while grinning down at me, with scraped knees and a triumphant look, because I hadn’t been brave enough to follow. This was where I used to try to keep up, and now it’s where I’m trying to survive.
The fog is completely opaque, and I can no longer recognize anything at all. There’s no forward or backward from here. No Mary and no Fiona to anchor me. Panic floods through my body, drowning me from inside out. It dawns on me that the vampire wanted me to die like this, without sight, without hope. And I will—blind and lost, forever searching and seeking, until the cold slows and eventually stops me, draining me of my ability to move, draining me of my will to live.
“Help me,” I choke. It comes out all distorted. The fog gets in my mouth, and the sharp bite of it against my teeth is worse than needles. The cold drills in and there’s no anesthesia. There’s nothing that can help. No one to save me.
It was a mistake to go with the vampire. If I hadn’t been so careless and foolish, I’d be home right now. I would be safe in my own bed, with Mystic at my side.
How many others have been in my very position? Is this how things had gone for Hazel, Noah, and Ricky? Did my sister end up lost in the fog too? Pleading for help that would never come?
“Help,” I try again, and it stings.
“You shouldn’t have let go of me,” a voice says, seemingly out of nowhere. He sounds bemused, this vampire. His cold hand fastens itself around my own, his thumb idly stroking the ring around my middle finger, over the black hands and crowned heart. “That was a very bad idea.”
If I wasn’t freezing, if speaking didn’t hurt so much, I would have attempted a retort. But that’s impossible now. I have no choice but to trust him. I keep my mouth shut and hold fast while we walk through the fog. My heart pounds against my rib cage, so loud that he must surely be able to hear it.
As the vampire leads us deeper into the forest, the biting cold of the fog somewhat subsides. In spite of how unbearable it’d been initially, I’m slowly acclimating. There’s running water somewhere in the distance—possibly a babbling brook. I’m starting to see figures through the fog, both large and small. Trees are becoming visible, and there might even be animals. Long grass tickles my bare legs. Shadows are moving, and the fog is finally dissipating.
Something’s fluttering around me. It’s feather-light and winged—too small to be a bird. I swat it away with my free hand, but it circles deftly, drawn to me again and again.
It’s soon joined by even more of the creatures. They find the nape of my neck and the backs of my knees. Kissing me. Stinging me. They graze my ears and wrists, leaving behind a tingling, pestering itch. And now the vampire sucks in a long hiss, his grip on my hand loosening.
“We’re almost there,” he says. His voice is soft and dangerously low against my neck. “Should we stop and have a meal first?”
When he says we, what he means is I.
My entire body tenses, bracing itself against him. The vampire senses it. He laughs, low and knowing, which does nothing to put me at ease. “Perhaps some other time.”
We’ve walked for long enough that the grey is beginning to dissipate. Now I can see what those winged creatures are: butterflies, with the same glittering black eyes as Padraic. Some of them are white, with pink-tipped edges. The ones clinging to my arms are deep red. They’re parasites, just like he is. All of them are bloodsuckers.
My palm comes away red when I brush it over my itching arm and Padraic looks down at the smeared blood, suddenly very still. For a moment, everything stops. I am waiting for something terrible to happen; I am waiting for him to do it to me. But he looks back up, and smiles. In the gloom, I can just barely make out his teeth. Shiny and very sharp.
“Let’s keep going,” he suggests, and we carry on.
Poplar trees loom overhead. Along their drooping branches hang whitish-green orbs, faintly glowing. The orbs rotate slowly on their gossamer threads. I thought they were jewels at first, but now that we’ve reached the edge of the fog, I can see that they’re clearly cocoons, harboring even more leeching insects inside. The farther we get away from Glen Hills, the more of them appear. The eerie, living guideposts direct us toward the center of the forest. Shadows squirm inside each one.
I hear faint voices coming closer. Merry laughter floats down toward me from the hill. And there’s something else I hear—the strings of a violin. It seems unbelievable that where we’re headed, there could be music playing.
We’ve reached a large clearing. And in its middle lies a massive church, sloped above the grey fog. One I never could have imagined existing in Glen Hills. It certainly doesn’t belong among my neighbors’ white picket fences and manicured lawns. It’s decadent and decaying—it looks alive.
This place is where he’s taken the others. This is where my sister could be now. Through those doors or in this field I could see her again. I could see her turning around, her dark hair tumbling over her shoulders, the black velvet choker at her neck, the dainty silver F glinting and shifting back and forth, back and forth. And then, finally, then, I could cross the long distance between us and ask her why—because that’s the part I’m most at a loss about. That’s the part that has kept me up these past weeks, filled with nameless, growing dread. What could have swayed my perfect sister to leave the town that adores her so much?
What Padraic doesn’t know is that I have the silver knife in my pocket. What he doesn’t know is that as soon as it’s sunrise, I’ll cut his throat with the blade and drag his body into the sun. See how he smiles then.
I knew what his weaknesses were. Sunrise and silver. And pretty girls, that other part of me whispered; the part I despised. My mouth sours like I’ve bitten down on some bitter fruit. Had the vampire meant my sister when he said it?
“Why are you doing this?” I at least have to try to understand. Why someone, something, would orchestrate a grotesque place like this. Why did it have to be here in Glen Hills?
The red-haired vampire shrugs elegantly. “I have to survive, don’t I? I think you’re forgetting something, too, little mouse.”
“What?” I wish I could wipe his awful smile away.
“You wanted to be here.”
His words are a slap in the face. I want to protest, but I can’t. He would use it against me, manipulate me further, if he knew I was looking for Fiona in these dire woods. I hold my tongue and swallow my pride. I won’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he’s gotten under my skin.
Rain is falling again. The lurid red comes down within the ring of grey. I can see the droplets forming on the end of the vampire’s lashes. His black eyes look into me, through me, sweeping and seeking.
I remember the way those eyes first looked at me, with only the window between us.
“You might like it here, little mouse,” he says, in a silky, slow way that twists at my insides. How dare he call me that. “You’re afraid of that, too, aren’t you?”
We’re at the entrance of the church now, past the poplar trees and skittering shadows, up the sloping grey steps. The stone building is dark and tall, flanked by two symmetrical wings, with a long cross on top of its single turret. Its large, yellow-lit windows remind me of the eyes of a black cat. An old church, overrun by vampires. A lost church, hidden in the forest. Its facade is half obscured by a wild, overgrown bramble.
Padraic opens the heavy black doors for me with a gentlemanly bow and a crooked grin that immediately betrays it. “Welcome home.”



SEVEN
the other vampire
I THINK I’VE STEPPED INSIDE a dream.
I enter a vast room beyond the church’s heavy black doors. It has a high arched ceiling and three long rows of wooden pews. At the end of the pews is the altar, graced on both sides by standing candelabras. Once, a pastor might have given a service here, but now it’s where Hazel plays music.
This place is nothing like the Trinity Church in Glen Hills. Here there are no linoleum floors, no nice old ladies handing out plates of food after service, no endlessly chatting adults. I wasn’t sure if God was in the confines of any of those beige rooms. I went through the motions and sang every song, but I never got a sign anyone was listening.
I’m not sure God is here, either.
Hazel’s brown hair is tousled like she’s just gotten out of bed, but she’s performing brilliantly tonight—almost fervently. While I’d often seen her performing solos with the school orchestra, it’s nothing compared to what I’m hearing now. Hazel plays so effortlessly that the violin seems less an instrument than an extension of her own arm. She’s in all in white, nearly spectral in the flickering candlelight. Even from here, I see the splotches of red seeping through her gown. Across the podium, I spy the reason—butterflies’ membranous wings changing from white, to pink, and then red. More hungry bloodsuckers.
Behind her is a massive stained glass window depicting an ornate crimson cross. Panes of yellow and orange glass radiating outward from the cross resemble beams of light. I can’t tell if the display is supposed to represent heaven or hell. But I’m starting to think, based on Hazel’s blissful smile and blank eyes, that it’s something of both.
She’s playing to an invisible audience. To empty and worn-down pews, to ghosts only visible to her. She’s not herself; she doesn’t even register my presence as I walk through the room. I’ve known Hazel all my life, but she doesn’t know me, not anymore. She plays on with a beatific expression and an empty gaze. The song is so lovely, so dreamy.
I am an intruder in Hazel’s dreamworld. I don’t fit in, wearing my sister’s old flannel pajamas. There’s a weapon in my pocket—the silver knife I took from home.
Padraic has slipped away so soundlessly that I don’t even notice his absence. Unease creeps over me, too insidious to ignore. It seems odd he would disappear so quickly after bringing me here. I need to be careful.
I am here for my sister, but I still haven’t seen Fiona anywhere in the church.
Where could she be? Fiona must be here, somewhere. There are vaulted entrances to the west and east wings of the church, halfway between the front doors and the stained glass cross. She could be in any one of the rooms.
I hesitate deciding which direction to go first. The west and east wings look so similar. I’ll have to start with one and then search the other. Heading west first seems best—west was where we’d head at the end of every summer, after all. The path seems better lit.
I’m heading toward the west wing when I notice the dark holes in the floorboards. They’re all across the nave in various shapes and sizes. Some of the holes are small and clustered together. A few are considerably larger and isolated. In the aisles, under the pews, everywhere. And now I’m remembering Fiona’s ruined birthday cake, the dead trees outside my house. Something is coming up from the wooden floor—white and clicking.
I bite back a scream.
Caterpillars are crawling up from the holes in the ground. White hungry creatures. I can imagine them crawling all over me. Crawling inside my skin.
I’m frozen in disgust while Hazel is blissfully playing another song to no one.
Wait—not to no one. Fear grips me by the throat. I can’t speak. I can’t say a single word. The vision is both awful and wholly unexpected.
It seems Hazel has an intended audience, after all.
Above her is a small mezzanine, overlooking the pews. It’d escaped my notice before, although now, I’m wondering how. The seats in the mezzanine are much finer than the ones below—blue velvet benches once clearly reserved for special members of the church. They’re all empty except for the low bench at the very front. The sight is horrifying.
I stride toward Hazel and she doesn’t react. It takes my shaking her by the shoulders for her to finally stop playing. Her violin hangs loosely at her side, and she looks at me, her blissful expression suddenly turning sour.
“We have to go,” I tell her, trying to keep the hysteria at bay. It’s cresting up and threatening to spill out. My hands are slippery with sweat against the thin gauze of her white gown. There’s a catch in my voice, and Hazel blinks in confusion.
“Why?” she asks.
“There’s something above us. Something that shouldn’t be happening.”
“No,” Hazel says, rather forcefully. She puts her instrument down on the pew. Then she’s running—not away from—but toward the mezzanine. She heads up the wide recessed steps at the back of the room, taking two at a time.
Hazel’s lack of self-preservation bewilders me. I follow her, hoping to stop her on the stairs and catch her in time. Why would she be heading in the direction of danger instead of away from it? Stop it, I want to scream at her, but can’t. Because if I screamed, the thing upstairs would hear me.
Hazel has had too much of a head start. I struggle to catch up, but it’s too late—we’ve both arrived at the mezzanine above the pews. The walls are painted with elaborate religious iconography: crosses and serpents hidden within a landscape of a dark mountain range covered by tumultuous clouds. There’s a metallic, coppery scent in the air. Dizzying and nauseating.
But Hazel doesn’t seem to mind. She scrambles for the low velvet bench at the front of the mezzanine … toward the church’s second vampire.
The girl sitting at the bench is achingly beautiful. Her jet-black hair falls straight to her waist, and her skin is so pale that it’s faintly tinged with green—the milky luster of a jade stone. Her dark dress suits her perfectly: long, black, and tightly fitted. There’s no room in it to breathe, but of course, that wouldn’t have made a difference to her at all.
Because she’s dead.
The vampire cradles a boy’s face in her long fingers, her translucent grey nails curved like talons. The boy is covered in red puncture wounds and draped over the velvet bench like a lazy house cat. A flurry of butterflies, some white and the others red, circle his untended wounds.
This is where Noah’s been. But Noah isn’t himself anymore. He’s been completely enthralled by the monster.
He’s doesn’t acknowledge either of us—clearly preferring to stare up in dazed adoration at the vampire. But the vampire certainly does notice her new interlopers. Hazel is already at the vampire’s side, clamoring for her attention, but the dead girl looks straight at me. Her gaze is as black as Padraic’s, and her smile is red from the blood she’s been siphoning directly from Noah. She wipes her bloody mouth with the back of her hand and inclines her head ever so slightly.
“That ring,” she says. Her voice is dismissive. Even though she’s dead, there’s a streak of girlishness in her that reminds me, improbably, of popular upperclassman girls. “He gave it to you? How boring and predictable, my Padraic.”
“Look at me,” Hazel pleads, but the vampire barely acknowledges her presence. She shakes her beautiful head like Hazel is a particularly irritating gnat at her side.
“He did,” I tell her carefully. At the time, I had considered it a token of goodwill, reflecting the promise between us. Seven nights, starting tomorrow. He promised that I wouldn’t come to any harm here.
But now I’m not so sure what this ring means.
“I guess you’re his favorite now,” she tells me, with an indolent, almost sour look. She presses her finger to her thrall’s neck, smearing the line of blood there, before popping it back into her own mouth. For a moment, I glimpse her grey tongue. “Do you know what it means to be a favorite, little one?”
“No, what does it mean?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady. I try not to see it again, but the image still comes, unbidden. The vampire’s pale face at my window, grotesque and beautiful. Peering in and finding some part of me I wish never existed.
“You’re the new toy,” she says, running her long fingers through Noah’s floppy brown hair. “Can you guess what vampires do with their toys when they’re done?”
Noah turns on his side, shamelessly sprawled over the beautiful vampire’s lap. He’s wearing a white tunic and white pants, and like Hazel, he’s barefoot too. They both look like cultists, but he’s even more far gone than she is. Noah mumbles like he’s on a drug, his words slurred and indecipherable. There are holes in his neck. They remind me of the ones in the nave’s floorboards, eaten through by insatiable creatures.
“Katie,” Hazel begs, pulling on the vampire’s sleeves. “Don’t I mean anything to you?”
“What do vampires do?” I find myself asking, even though I think I already know. The vampire girl’s glassy black eyes widen. They’re bright and impenetrable. The corners of her mouth turn up in delight.
Instead of answering me, the dead girl shows me exactly what it is that the vampires do. She presses down on Noah’s wrist. His watch, a ubiquitous black Casio, starts to crack under the pressure. The glass face splinters and he doesn’t react. The watch comes apart and clatters to the ground and he smiles. The pieces glitter in shards. She presses down still harder, and this time, Noah’s face begins to whiten. She’s pressing into the bone. Pressing down hard enough to break his wrist this time.
His mouth parts open, and a single bead of sweat trails down the side of his face. He squeaks.
“Stop it!” I find myself screaming. “Stop it right now!”
The vampire pauses. Noah sits up, half-dazed, rubbing his sore wrist. His dreamy gaze is marred by the crease between his eyebrows. Subconsciously, he must be aware that there’s something’s wrong with him. He winces and blinks. The butterflies cling to him, siphoning from his open wounds, and slowly, Noah slips back into dreamland. His face goes horribly empty, and his jaw slackens.
My face flushes as the vampire looks me over up and down, her expression cold and unreadable.
“Padraic adores his favorites,” she tells me, cooing. “He loves his little humans the way a careless child loves a toy before breaking it. I believe I’ll enjoy watching him break you … Perhaps I’ll share in his fun.”
I’ll enjoy seeing you in the daylight, I think, but don’t dare voice that particular sentiment aloud. I settle for silence. Her smile spreads wide, bloody, and dark.
The vampire’s words are alarming, but I won’t let her see that I’m unnerved. I won’t let her get under my skin more than she has. I can tell that she likes it. There’s something that differentiates her from Padraic. This vampire shows open disdain for humans and has a sadistic side too. And more evidently, she has quite the appetite for blood.
“You like me best, don’t you?” Hazel tries again. The contrast between her pleading words and the vampire’s horrific actions are drastic enough that my stomach turns. She looks to the vampire with such unadulterated adoration. “I’m your favorite, aren’t I?”
The dead girl pushes her off impatiently.
“Stop,” she says crossly. Yet the mood in the room has noticeably shifted. For a second, I thought the vampire might have even smiled indulgently. “You pester me far too much. Go and play your songs.”
Hazel gets up meekly and brushes off dust from her white dress. The vampire’s response seems to have satisfied her enough. Without another word, Hazel heads back down the stairs, her steps light and even.
The rain comes down steadily against the roof of the deteriorating church, and I don’t have to see it to know that it’s blood red. I’m so far away from Glen Hills. Everything that had been slowly spreading into my neighborhood is concentrated in this church, from the fog to the rain to the vampires themselves. It’s dawning on me how completely out of my depth I am. Two of the four missing teenagers are still unaccounted for. Ricky and my sister.
And who knows where Padraic went, or why?
The vampire smiles with teeth, and an enthralled Noah stirs again, half-asleep in her arms. Butterflies fluttering around them both. “More?” He asks his mistress, drowsily. “Do you want more? It’s all yours.”
I close my eyes when the vampire’s black eyes flash, when her long, dark hair falls over her thrall’s body, when she lunges toward the boy’s neck.
Downstairs, the music is merrier than ever.


The night goes on, and I think about what a liar Padraic has been. He’d done everything he could to coax me out of my house. He claimed there wasn’t much time left for me to make a decision. And yet the hours have dragged on.
The long candles lining the nave have nearly burned to their stubs. Wax drips onto the wooden floors in molten pockets of white. I watch Hazel play songs until she nearly collapses right in the middle of one. She drifts toward a pew near the back and immediately falls asleep. Her legs dangle over the edge, too close to the floor. There are caterpillars worming their way up around the pew. But she’s too big for them to eat.
They can’t get to her, I tell myself. I stay near her, watching them for a while. It’s only the butterflies who bite at her exposed ankles and knees, their wings turning red and heavy in the process.
After I’m positive she’ll survive the night, I sit on the front steps of the ruined church, contemplating what I might do next. The rain continues to drizzle around me. I cup my hands to see if I can catch any of it, but the drops slide through my fingers, staining my palms red. Beyond me, the grey fog undulates, obscuring the way back home to Glen Hills. It circles me on all sides, like a fortress.
I can’t leave this place on my own. I couldn’t get out of here alive. No way.
My stomach twists itself into uneasy knots. Padraic promised I could go back to Glen Hills if I wanted to. He gave me his ring. But what could the word of a vampire be worth? Could I even go back now, without knowing what’s become of Fiona? Did he think that I wouldn’t want to leave?
The vampire girl told me Padraic loved to break his favorites. I picture myself as a doll, blank-eyed and smiling as he slowly twists off my arms and legs, separating them from my torso.
What games are they playing with us? Why did it have to be Glen Hills? Why did it have to be my town?
Fear and exhaustion threaten to overcome me—but at least I’ve still got my knife and plenty of hours of daylight ahead. Even though these challenges seem insurmountable, I know things will get better in the morning. The vampires will be asleep. And even if I can’t kill them, I can still find my sister. There must be a way through this. I just have to keep looking.
A butterfly flutters by my ear, and I’m too tired to brush it away. It floats away red and leaves a lingering itch by my neck. My eyelids are beginning to grow heavy. The green trees and the endless rain and the red butterflies are blurring into each other. Sometime before the night ends, I finally drift into sleep.


I dream of Fiona in the church, wearing a long, white gown embroidered with satin flowers. Hazel plays a beautiful song on the violin. Padraic’s ring glitters on her hand. She is dancing with the red-haired vampire.
My sister is the most beautiful girl in the world. Everyone has come out to see her special day. The whole town sits in the pews, having donned their finest suits and gowns. Fiona’s dark eyes sparkle, her cheeks flushed pink with excitement. For today is her wedding day.
“My darling Fiona,” Padraic murmurs, before pressing his mouth against hers. “My favorite.”
I wake up with my heart thudding and my jaw aching. The sun beams down straight overhead. It’s noon now, and both of my arms are covered in angry, red welts.
My sister is still nowhere to be found.



EIGHT
games we play
IN THE BRIGHT DAYLIGHT, I can see the same foliage I grew up with—beeches and maples and firs. I even see the same white wildflowers that Mary and I used to squeeze, marveling at the bright red juice that oozed from them. It’s the same yellow sun and the same bright blue sky that I’ve always known. It’s even a couple of the same teenagers too.
Padraic had warned me that I might like it here. I’m starting to see what I’m up against—the temptation I have to resist falling into. There’s a dream-like lull ensconcing this church. Ensconcing us all.
I’m in a long white gown, the same one Hazel wears. Hazel woke me up in the morning, nudging it into my arms, and said it would be better to have it than not. I could fit in, this way. I’m shoeless and my old clothes are gone. My silver knife is gone too. Hazel took it when I was busy getting changed.
“You won’t need that here,” Hazel said, holding it between her hands, the silver glinting in the sun. There’s a hard edge to her voice. “Why would you need a weapon in such a beautiful place?”
Beyond her, the grey fog undulates, obscuring the path back home.
My stomach twinges when I think about home. It’s morning now—and Dad will definitely see that I’m not in my room. He must be worried sick, with both me and Fiona gone. He’ll try to deny how things are for as long as he can, and when he can’t deny it any longer, he’ll probably fall apart. The longer I stay here the more likely that will happen. Which means I have to do my best to come back home with my sister, as soon as I can. I should’ve left a note, but maybe that would’ve been even worse.
I reach out to take the knife back from Hazel, but she shakes her head. Her eyes are less clouded than they were last night, but she’s still not completely herself. She backs away from me and says, very simply, “If you make any trouble, I’ll have to tell Katie.” And with that she takes away my one source of self-defense, before I even have a chance to protest.
I’ll have to get it back from her when she’s preoccupied. My fingers twist at the fabric of my gown. I will myself to not be reactive—I won’t let Hazel see that I have plans here that are quite different from her own.
The two of us have breakfast in the east wing of the church, past the empty kitchen. The kitchen pantry is full of shelf-stable food, leftovers from the original occupants. At a long table, we eat the stale oatmeal methodically. Hazel has dark circles under her eyes, but I’d never seen her talk so animatedly before. She gestures wildly with her hands, her dark brown eyes brimming with excitement. It’s a stark contrast to the mild-mannered girl I knew at home.
I still haven’t seen Ricky and Fiona. Noah isn’t here, either. My knife has been secreted away to some place by Hazel. If I want it back, I’ll have to ask Dear Katie for it. Even thinking about the vampire—those black eyes, that bloody mouth—makes me feel cold all over.
Doubt starts to creep in. Am I foolish for thinking I can ever get out of here alive?
“Kate can be harsh,” Hazel acknowledges, between grey spoonfuls. “But she’s promised me so much. I have to do what I can to stay on her good side.”
I hadn’t even known Katie was an affectionate nickname until now. Poor Hazel. She can’t be lucid. If she were, she’d never believe a word the vampire says. There’s a pair of holes in Hazel’s neck, raw and red. I’m sure that’s part of the reason she’s so deluded.
“Where’s Noah?” I ask her.
Hazel’s face darkens when I mention his name. “He’s not important. What’s important is the bond I share with Katie. He’s a distraction, you know. He should’ve never come here at all.”
“Why did you?”
“She came to my window,” Hazel says. She seems to like this line of conversation much better. A slow smile spreads across her face. She leans forward on the long table and pushes up the sleeves of her dress. It’s hard for me not to flinch, because between the freckles dotting her arms, there are a lot more vampire bites. “She said she had a way out for me. Naturally, I took it.”
Hazel and I had both been lured by the vampires’ promises. Padraic had said something very similar to get me out of the house. Did that mean Fiona was also lied to? But what could she even gain from being here, if her life was already perfect in Glen Hills?
I wished everything was different. The words from her birthday echo back, making me even more uneasy. I knew Fiona hadn’t been herself when she said that. Something was wrong—and I wouldn’t find out what it was until I found her again.
“Have you seen my sister?” I ask Hazel.
“Oh, Fiona?” Hazel rolls her eyes. “Who hasn’t? She’s gorgeous, isn’t she? I wish I could pull off the stuff she wears. Those little dresses and Mary Janes. A real living doll.”
“I mean,” I interject impatiently, “have you seen her here?”
Hazel chews in silence, not answering my question. Then she pushes her finished bowl of oatmeal away slowly. “No, I haven’t.”
“You haven’t?”
Hazel gets up from her seat, and I follow her through the nave to the west wing. But we’re not alone—the caterpillars keep to the cool shadows, watching us with black, beady eyes. Under almost every crack and crevice.
“It’s just Padraic and Katie here. Then there’s me, and you, and ugh—Noah. And Ricky, I suppose, but I haven’t seen him around here lately, either.”
Hazel traipses through the west wing while my uncertainty continually grows. Fiona wasn’t ever here, and Ricky had been?
After a brief tour of the bathrooms, music room, and sleeping quarters, complete with bunk beds—the hard little mattresses nearly as uncomfortable as the long wooden pews—Hazel shows me where the white nightgowns and tunics are stored. There are countless numbers of them, some of them frayed, and others with holes. Caterpillars, I think instinctively, and shudder. Because I know they’ll eat through anything.
The nightgowns and tunics likely came from the church’s original occupants; donations that never got sent. “How nice for us, don’t you think?” is Hazel’s take on the matter.
She skips over the last room—a small library that I barely manage to get a peek into. The green and brown room reminds me of something right out of an old movie. A quiet room full of dark corners and darker secrets, complete with green velvet chaise and a larger-than-life oil painting of the Virgin Mary.
“There’s nothing good in that room,” Hazel says suddenly. “You really shouldn’t go in.”
But I’m still at a loss over her earlier words. I can’t believe that Fiona isn’t here.
We walk back outside into the sun-dappled grass. Birds are singing in the tall trees. I hear the babbling brook in the distance. What a nice day it might’ve been, if not for the fact that I had no idea where my sister was.
And the fact that I was trapped in an unholy church with a pair of vampires and their thralls.
“Don’t ruin this for me,” Hazel says flatly. “You wouldn’t step out of line, would you?”
She waits for my answer.
“No,” I tell her. Her eyes sift over me, and then she smiles. The tension eases between us, just a bit.
Yet something doesn’t quite add up. I have a strong feeling Fiona’s here. Call it sister’s intuition, but when you spend your whole life growing up in the room next to someone, you get a little psychic about things. I was there during her Michael Jackson craze and jelly bracelet obsession. I was there when she cried about over-tweezing her eyebrows … arguably maybe the one time my sister didn’t look perfect.
I can feel her presence in the church and in this field.
Fiona has to be around.
I run through different scenarios in my head, frustrated when they seem to lead to nothing but dead ends. I don’t have the knife, but that might not be such a bad thing. Based on my first night here, there’s no way that I could ever physically beat the vampires. At least, not on my own.
But maybe if I got the other Glen Hills teenagers on my side, we could stand a chance. Maybe if we worked together—we could all escape from this church. That might be my best option.
“Why Kate?” I ask Hazel. I’ll probe until I find a weak link somewhere. “Is there a reason why you and Noah are both fixated on her instead of the other vampire?”
Padraic. It’s hard to even say his name. His black ring glitters on my hand. I wonder if I’m in more danger than I even realize. He makes me feel strange—he makes me feel like I’m the only person in the world.
“It feels good to be bitten,” Hazel says, with a little smirk. “I’m sure you’ll see in time.”
I brush it away as best I can. I try not to think about his fangs in my neck. “But why Kate?”
“Padraic already has a favorite,” Hazel says, looking at my ring. “But Katie’s still undecided—although why, I’ll never understand. I’m clearly more suited to her than Noah. And she promised …”
Hazel’s voice trails off, uncertain for the first time.
“What did she promise?” I prod, searching Hazel’s expression.
I’m sure whatever the vampire’s told them both is a lie. Exposing the lie could be my opportunity. I could draw it out until they realized it. I could turn Hazel and Noah against Kate, instead of against each other.
“Katie said she’d take one of us with her,” Hazel says slowly. “Away from Glen Hills. She said if I proved myself loyal to her … she might even turn me into a vampire.”
But Kate was clearly toying with both Hazel and Noah. Kate promised them power when all she really did was take it away. She’d made that clear to me last night by demonstrating her hold on them. And with Hazel and Noah both repeatedly bitten and drained—they weren’t clear-headed enough to even notice what she was doing to them.
Could I be next? The thought has crossed my mind more than once today. I’ll have to play things carefully, especially around Padraic. I can’t fall for his tricks.
“Okay,” I tell Hazel, pretending that her answer satisfies me, even though all it does is unsettle me. “I hope you get it.”
A bright smile from her tells me all I need to know. Detaching Hazel from Kate won’t be easy. Both she and Noah are under the vampire’s spell.
The sun’s low against my back, already slicked with sweat despite my lightweight muslin gown. It’s late afternoon; I’m too warm and exhausted from a night of tossing and turning.
Something stirs in the tall grass. A white caterpillar wriggles toward us, glistening and unnaturally pale against all the green. It doesn’t go for me or Hazel but approaches another creature in the grass. I watch as it devours a grasshopper nearly twice its size. The grasshopper struggles, but the caterpillar is relentless. It eats through the still-alive body of the grasshopper, bit by bit. And by the time the caterpillar is finished, it has ballooned in size. The white abdominal body is engorged and glistening. It flops over in the grass, well sated after its latest meal, little legs sticking straight up. The black eyes stare directly at me, alien and ever-hungry.
I can’t help but shudder.
“Night’s coming,” Hazel says. She gets up abruptly, and heads for the church.
I should be afraid.
The temperature is dropping fast now. The wind rips through the trees like a shudder. I hear the pad of footsteps growing ever fainter; Hazel is going to meet Kate soon. The yellow sun is low in the sky. The crescent moon is rising on the opposite side, pale white and arced like a blade.
I should be worrying about those who are still missing—Ricky and my own sister. But all I can think about is him, holding my hand in his dead one, guiding me here. Crimson-haired like the wings of those butterflies. His smile even brighter than my hidden silver knife, slicing me open and leaving me exposed and raw.
Why am I like this? Why can’t I stop thinking about the vampire?
The wind swirls patterns in the grass, creating looping circles and curling waves, artful and strange. The trees are aglow with the white cocoons, spinning slowly on their gossamer strings.
The sun has set. Night is here; I’ll see him again. I need to go home; I need to find Fiona—but all I can think about is Padraic.
The church is lit up—its window eyes are yellow and blinking. Hazel walks through its wide black mouth. It swallows her up. Then it takes me in too. The vampires’ games will begin again soon.
My annoyance dissipates, replaced by intermingled feelings of dread and excitement.
I don’t know the rules of this place. And I don’t even know what game I’m playing anymore. But something about it all—my own clammy hands, my own palpitating heart—makes me feel that I’ve already lost.



NINE
dead-end promises
I LOOK FOR HIM INSTINCTIVELY; for reasons related to my flushed face and tight throat. For reasons I hate. A low-grade fever is spreading through me and I’m not sure how to stop it. I know when I see him it’ll only get worse, and I think I’d like that too. But Padraic isn’t here in the nave to make me any sicker—it’s the other vampire who is.
Kate sees me immediately from the low velvet bench on the mezzanine. Her smile grows sharp with malice. We lock eyes. Now I am caught; the whole room is shrinking. The pews are gone. Everything blurs and tilts. She leans over the edge of the railing, knees bent, sharp teeth protruding. Her long dress rustles as she moves.
She’s coming to get me, and there’s nothing I can do to stop her.
Her pale hand grips the ledge now. She’s springing forward off the low velvet bench. I close my eyes, so I don’t see her come hurling down. I cover my face with my hands, bracing for what will come next. I pray that it at least ends quickly—I know she won’t make it painless.
In the moment before the vampire comes for me, I remember previous near-death encounters. The time I flew downhill on my bike and hit the curb at the end of our street. Iridescent handlebar streamers crinkling in the wind, the world turning upside down, and my sister running toward me as fast as she can. In the moment before I am dead, I remember the car accident on the drive back from the carnival. Banging against the seat, the seat belt straining hard against my torso, the rush of light and a rainbow of flying Skittles, my sister holding me tight.
This time, Fiona isn’t here to help me.
I wait for the end and think about how stupid I was to come through the fog with the vampire. I could’ve had a future. Could’ve gotten out of Glen Hills.
I wait for the end … but then, nothing happens. I am still alive; the vampire doesn’t come for me, after all. I open my eyes. Hazel is standing in my path.
“Wouldn’t you rather spend time with me?” the girl asks Kate petulantly.
It’s jarring when the vampire laughs. I thought I was about to die, and the vampire’s only response is cold amusement. She wraps a pale arm around Hazel’s back, and says, “How about more music, my darling?”
They walk across the nave toward the podium, and Hazel doesn’t tear her eyes away once. I am immediately forgotten. Hazel looks up at Kate with unmistakable adoration; even as the dead girl drags a long, grey nail across the back of her exposed neck and licks the blood off her pale-green finger.
Something scratches against my foot, and when I look down, it’s there. Yet another white caterpillar. The creature wriggles its way to another hole in the floorboards and tunnels its way down. My stomach turns with revulsion. Long after it has gone, I can still feel the lingering itch and hear the chatter of teeth.
I can’t be in this room for another minute, especially not with that vampire staring at me.
I head for the clearing, but something catches my wrist before I’m out the door. The cold spreads first through my forearm, then up to my shoulder. It snakes farther still and curls the soft, downy hairs along my neck. And I think maybe Kate changed her mind. Maybe I’m her meal for tonight.
But it’s him this time. The other vampire. The one I’ve been waiting for.
“Your heart pounds so deliciously when you’re frightened,” he tells me, lip curling. “Little mouse.”
I think I can count myself in the category of idiot too. Because instead of pulling away, I square my shoulders to face him. Padraic with his dark red hair and even darker eyes, wearing a long wool cloak fastened with a jeweled clasp, looking the very image of a vampire.
Unease twinges in my chest. I can’t get rid of the feeling that there’s a trap somewhere. And maybe the trap is him.
“You promised I could leave,” I tell him. I level my gaze at him, and I don’t flinch when he runs his hand over the ring on my finger, caressing it. “Did you really mean that?”
“You’re not having fun?” He puts a hand over his un-beating heart. He pretends to be aghast, playing pretend at gracious host. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
If I don’t press him, he’ll slide around me easily, oozing flattery and meaningless banter, more slippery than an eel. His tricks won’t get him any further than this, I’ve decided. And I don’t think he’s talking about the normal kind of fun, in any case. His black eyes are fixed on my neck.
The vampire sees my stony face and grins. “All right. I did promise you that, didn’t I? How about spending some time with me before you go? It would be such a pity to leave things as they are. We’ve barely met.”
Somehow, he’s maneuvered me from the nave to the adjacent hallway to the east. I hear the methodical sounds of kitchen work—glasses clinking, pans being scrubbed, water running over hollowed bowls—just beyond us, through the thin wooden walls.
Even flanked by the rows of dim wall sconces, Padraic looks more shadow than human. The jeweled clasp around his neck forms a line of glistening rubies. It gives the impression of a slit throat.
“I don’t want to interrupt Kate and her friend,” he says drolly. “Especially not with my Dear Kate glaring daggers at my back.” He speaks of her as an equal. There is respect in his voice when he says her name. Dear Kate. How many ranks above favorite is Dear Kate?
Stratospheres.
A strange feeling bubbles up in me and leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. I want to throw the ring back in his face and leave a mark between his shiny black eyes. I want it to disfigure him permanently; I want to hurt him terribly.
I want the vampire to be afraid of me. I want Padraic to consider me as his equal. I wish I had sway over him—I wish I had any power here. There must be something I can use. The vampires aren’t the only ones who can play tricks.
Before I know it, we’re in the kitchen, with Padraic leading the way. I quash the raw, blistering feelings inside of me. If I am clever enough, I’ll be able to get more answers out of him tonight.
It’s a larger room than I expected—about the size of an industrial kitchen, and just as tidy and efficient. And even though she’s not in this room, I find myself craning my neck, looking for my sister. Out of all the rooms in this church, this one seems the like the one she’d likely spend time in.
Fiona loves cooking and baking—she can make everything from dumplings to cornbread. It was a hobby she took up soon after Mom left. I knew she did it in part so I would eat something more than sugary cereal. She coaxed me out of that, slowly and patiently, even though she was barely any older than me.
She loved baking for her own reasons too. Up until last year, our house always smelled like freshly baked bread. She and Mary’s mom had a running joke about how Fiona was planning to steal her customers away.
But the only person who’s here besides me and the vampire is Noah, methodically washing the dishes from breakfast. He didn’t pause when we came in. He does everything in the same order—glasses, bowls, utensils. His movements are unhurried and even. A couple of butterflies nip at his exposed skin, and he doesn’t swat them away. After a few minutes, I realize he’s been washing the same three dishes, over and over, as if he’s on auto-pilot mode.
Padraic’s watching my reaction, slant-eyed and curious. He’s sitting on one of the long grey tables, head lolling, considering me as a collector might survey his latest acquisition. He’s left his cloak in a discarded pile on the stone floor, the jeweled clasp glittering in the dark folds. His white dress shirt is rolled up to the elbows. In the flickering candlelight, his black shoes glint—but not nearly as much as those strange black eyes do.
“Come here,” he says. Not to me, but to Noah. His voice is molten honey. “Bring a glass and a knife.”
Noah’s hands freeze in place, mid-wash. I’m conscious of my own, balling into fists at my side. Without pause, Noah gets them both from the cupboard. A flat black knife and a small crystal glass.
He comes to Padraic mechanically. There are bite marks all over his body from both Kate and the horrible bugs. I can see them through the flimsy tunic. Pink scabs and pink lines. I can see the scars on him too—one clearly visible near his sternum. But Noah is perfectly content. His smile, however, is a touch too bright.
“Cut your arm,” Padraic says softly. “And put it over the glass.”
Noah does it without any hesitation. Padraic turns to me, black eyes glittering. He drinks from the small cup of blood slowly, like some wine connoisseur. Then he drains it to its very dregs. He wipes his red mouth and smiles. “Before you leave, isn’t there anything you’d like to know, little mouse?”
The vampire’s biding his time and stealing mine in the process. Maybe asking him questions isn’t such a smart idea, after all.
I don’t know that I could find Fiona or Ricky without getting enthralled by the vampires the same way Noah and Hazel have been. But if I can get back to Glen Hills soon, I could tell the authorities I’d found Noah and Hazel—and maybe that would be enough to get the cops searching for Fiona and Ricky.
The sooner I do it, the better. Every minute I spend with the vampire, I begin to see just how dangerous he really is.
But I’m too curious about one thing to resist asking. “Why did you come to our town?”
The vampire leans forward. His hands are on my shoulders, long fingers spread over my neck, to my collarbone. His cold metal rings brush over me. His dead mouth near my hair, then my ear. His tongue—is it grey like hers too? I can feel his sharp teeth hovering near my lobe now, barely grazing it. Any closer and he’ll draw blood.
“Maybe I was looking for you,” he murmurs, in that beautiful, lilting voice.
And despite my attempts at stoicism, my treacherous heart flutters.
Then I come to my senses. I push him away and he only looks amused. “The real answer,” I tell him flatly. “Or you should take me home right now.”
The vampire’s mask-like expression changes—if I didn’t know any better, I would have thought him genuinely surprised by my question. He leans back on the kitchen table.
Behind us, Noah stands docile and quiet, like a puppet. He’s nothing like the boy I knew in Glen Hills. No letterman jacket, no stupid yo-yo pranks, no Ricky at his side. The butterflies suck at his exposed skin and I swear, he goes slightly pale right before my eyes. Yet he waits ever so obediently. Enthralled by Kate like Hazel is and ready to offer himself up whenever the vampires see fit.
If Padraic wanted more blood, Noah would give it. I think that if Padraic were to tell him to jump off a ledge, Noah would do that too. He’d do it gladly.
“Why did I come here?” the vampire asks, and it’s like he’s talking to himself. “I suppose it’s because I was tired of leaving.”
“Leaving?”
“Oh yes,” Padraic says with a sharp smile. “We’re always leaving, Kate and I. There’s no other way for us to survive.”
I can picture the two of them waiting in dark alleys and dead-end roads for unlucky passersby. Moving from town to town before anyone gets a glimpse of two nighttime creatures with pale skin and black, glittering eyes.
“You’ve never stayed anywhere before? You’ve never had a home?” These are the wrong questions, but I ask them, regardless. I want to know. I have to know.
“We’ve never had that, I suppose.” His response is almost hesitant. The corner of his mouth turns down—he’s suddenly frowning. “Perhaps that’s what I’ve been wanting.”
It feels like he’s going off-script. This isn’t the smooth, expressionless creature I’ve come to expect. The one with the flattering smile and endless deflections. He looks nearly troubled.
“No one’s asked me that before,” he says, peering at me again, those black eyes cryptic and searching. “Only you.”
I want to believe it’s true. I want to leave a mark on him, I want it to stick, I don’t want to be another thrall in the endless row of thralls. I want him to see me; I want to matter.
“Is that really true?”
He smiles and it could be a genuine smile. I’ll never know. “I promise.”
“You’ll take me home,” I tell him, but it comes out more like a question than a statement. “You have to.”
The vampire grins, and his beautiful mask is back. “Do I?”
The panic I’d felt ever since I came is rushing up, bubbling out. He promised. He promised I could leave and now I’m getting stuck. I’m spinning my wheels and he’s watching with a bemused smile.
“Yes,” I choke out, furious. “You do.”
“You have seven more nights,” he agrees, in that lilting accent I can’t place. “For now, how about a bite to eat?”
“No, thank you,” I snap.
Padraic gets up from the table and ruffles my hair like I’m a small dog. Before he leaves, he tells Noah, quite politely, “You should go see your lovely Katie now, don’t you think?”
Noah’s autopilot mode shifts into a new gear. He springs for the door, practically bounding toward the nave. I’m so busy watching him that I never notice that Padraic’s gone too. Slipped away like a shadow.


I’m halfway through the hallway when I hear the noise. A small cry, followed by a loud sniffle. It’s Hazel. I run to the refectory and find her slumped on the ground in the dark, her bangs hanging over her face like a curtain. Both of her arms are smeared in blood.
I don’t even think about it. I tear off a sleeve of my gown and dab it over both her arms as she squirms to get away.
“I’m fine,” she hiccups. “Really.”
“What happened?” I ask, even though I think I already know.
“Things were going so well with Katie. It’s all my fault—I probably didn’t have enough for her. She gets so hungry.”
It takes me a moment to realize Hazel is talking about her own blood. My stomach lurches.
“You shouldn’t put up with this. You won’t have to much longer, I promise.” Because when I get home, I’ll tell everyone the kidnapped kids are here. Maybe that will be enough to get people to believe me and actually take some action.
“No,” Hazel says. Her brown eyes flash. “Don’t you dare ruin things for me. Can’t you see how happy I am here?”
It’s absolutely twisted that Kate’s done this to her. All the vampire has done is toy with both Hazel and Noah. Turn them into dancing husks, pull them like puppets on strings.
I can see red rain coming down against the window. In the long grass, the white caterpillars are only getting bigger and bolder. The fog lurks beyond it. All of it is the vampires’ doing.
“She even has a special name for me,” Hazel whispers, hugging her knees to her chest. “I know she does care. She has to.”
“That’s not enough, Hazel. This isn’t a good place—we need to get out.”
“If you try and take me, I’ll kill you,” she says slowly, in a voice I don’t recognize anymore. “I’ll cut you with that silver knife of yours—I swear, I’ll fucking do it. You won’t take me away from Katie.”
Her eyes are completely shuttered. I back away slowly. “Okay,” I say, in the most soothing voice I can manage. I mimic Fiona the best I can, and it must be working, because Hazel is soon smiling again. “I won’t take you anywhere.”
“She calls me ‘little mouse,’” Hazel continues, “and that’s how I know I’m special. I’m her little pet, and she loves me.”
Little mouse. That was what Padraic had called me too. Which meant Hazel was wrong—neither of us mean anything to these vampires. We were only little mice here.
There’s a fluttering sound in the air. Butterflies gather to Hazel’s wounds and their wings transform from white to red as they siphon her blood. Hazel doesn’t mind at all. They click their hungry teeth, feeding on her. Her expression goes dreamy.
She points to the ring Padraic gave me and says in a singsong voice, “Oh, how pretty. He must like you a lot, too, to give you that ring.”
Too. Was there someone else that Padraic liked?
“What do you mean?” I ask. “Are you sure there’s no one in the church except the three of us … and them?”
Her expression gets suddenly rigid. Her voice flattens. “No. There’s no one else here.”
She won’t tell me the truth about anything. And it’s because of Kate’s influence on her.
In that moment, I realize how stupid I’ve been. I’ve fallen for the vampire’s tricks. Another night’s slipped away.
Now I have six left.



TEN
an unexpected visitor
AFTER SPENDING THE NIGHT IN the refectory, the backs of my knees are sore with red bumps. Hazel and I play checkers in the far corner of the music room. I’m trying my best not to scratch the itch, uncomfortable as it is. I know that if I draw blood, more of those butterflies will try to feast on me.
There’s an old piano in the center of the room, all cracked mahogany and yellowed keys. There’s so much dust on the lid that my eyes water just from looking at it. Half-peeling paintings of saints line the walls, their bright halos tarnished by age. The hazy sunlight filtering in through the oily port windows blurs their faces. The upholstered green chairs that form a semicircle around the piano are thoroughly moth-eaten—or rather, thoroughly caterpillar-eaten. Along the walls are closets full of white gowns and tunics. But, being boxed away for so long and kept out of the sun, they hardly show any signs of wear, unlike the rest of the things in the room.
I’m grateful to be able to exchange the one I had from last night—with its torn sleeve covered in Hazel’s blood—for a fresh gown.
“Are you really leaving tonight?” Hazel asks me again, for the third time this morning.
For some stupid reason, my first instinct is to look down at the ring on my finger. “Yeah,” I tell her, after a slight pause.
She moves her heavy black piece across the board, skimming over two of my red pieces and sweeping them off the board with a small smile. She’s more lucid today than I’ve ever seen her in this church … and pretty damn good at checkers, too, I’d have to admit.
Playing this game reminds me of Glen Hills. Before things fell apart, I used to love playing board games at my house. All of that feels so long ago now that it might as well have been a different lifetime.
There would be a group of us—me, Mary, sometimes Fiona—and my dad would join in when we needed four. We’d get so competitive about everything, everything except the big things that really mattered. Like Mary, getting more and more annoyed with me over time but not explaining why. Like Fiona, endlessly gazing out the window.
Was there something wrong, after all?
“Aja, it’s your turn to move,” Hazel says, tucking a strand of brown hair behind her ear. “I might miss you when you leave, honestly. It won’t be as nice here with only me and … ugh, you know. Him.” She won’t even call Noah by name.
It’s impossible to concentrate on this game of checkers, considering everything I’m worried about. Fiona and Ricky are still nowhere to be found.
I’ve already checked over every room since Hazel’s given me the tour. I’m pretty sure that I’m better off letting the authorities search the building.
“Speak of the devil,” Hazel mutters—and I immediately think of him, the red-haired vampire, even though it’s daytime now.
But it’s not Padraic; it can’t be. Vampires exist only in dark corners. They only come out at night.
Noah’s at the door to the music room, his shaggy blond-brown hair disheveled. His breath comes out ragged and uneven. He’d clearly run as fast as he could to get here.
“What is it?” I ask him. I haven’t seen him this agitated before. He looks between me and Hazel with bewilderment.
“Someone’s here,” he tells us hesitantly. “She came through the fog.”


As soon as he tells us the news, I run through the hallway of the west wing and into the nave. White caterpillars skitter back into the shadows as I stride toward the front doors of the church. Hazel and Noah are both behind me, footsteps pounding against the wood floor.
It shouldn’t have been possible for anyone to get through the thick fog. I remember the shuddering cold and the sharp bite in my mouth, days later. I remember the blinding panic I felt when I wasn’t able to see forward from backward—and that was still with Padraic at my side, guiding me through it.
But if anyone could get through that fog, it’d have to be my sister. Dad was right … the whole town was. There is nothing she can’t do. I know it—Fiona must have gone home and then come back for me.
I burst through the heavy black doors. Warm, bright sunlight beams down on my face while long, green grass tickles my legs. Around me, the trees in the clearing are half-dead. Their bark is reddish and blighted from the hungry white caterpillars and the cocoons drooping from their branches. The fog circles me like a prison, but none of that matters—because my sister’s here with me at last.
If I could take back every jealous thought I had ever had about her, I’d do it in an instant. I swear I’ll be different in the future, just as long as she’s okay. As long as we can both get back home safely, I’ll never complain about her again. I’ll be a better sister. I’ll act more like she does. I’ll be perfect too.
I can make her out at the edge of the fog. I rush toward her, and my stomach drops as I get closer. She’s lying facedown in the grass, and she isn’t moving at all. Behind me, Hazel starts to scream.
The girl’s hair isn’t black like mine. It’s blond.
Her exposed legs and arms are covered in what must be hundreds of insect bites. She’s covered in so many puncture wounds that her normally tan skin is pale from lack of blood. I can even see dark splotches through her denim shortalls. She’s bleeding nearly everywhere.
It’s not Fiona, but Mary.
The next few minutes are a complete blur. Noah and Hazel are both shouting in some indecipherable, garbled panic. I’m grabbing Mary by the legs while Noah hoists her up from the shoulders. We carry her prone body back into the church. It’s pure dead weight.
My hand’s wet from her blood-soaked knees. Mary doesn’t stir or speak, and her mouth hangs slightly open. She’s completely unconscious.
Hazel holds open the front doors while Noah and I carry Mary into the church. Hazel starts protesting when we enter the small library in the west wing, mumbling about how Kate would disapprove.
“She doesn’t like it when anyone goes …” Hazel says, but falters when she meets my glare.
“Kate’s not here now, is she?” I retort. “Move.”
Hazel glowers but steps aside. Noah and I lower Mary to the only remotely comfortable surface in the whole church—the green chaise lounge under the gilded portrait of the Virgin. White caterpillars skitter behind the frame, and finally, Mary stirs. Her eyes flutter briefly open, and she groans.
“Hazel, get some wet towels from the kitchen. Noah, try to find bandages and food. Anything that might help.”
Both of them stare at me, shocked by how curt I’m being. But this is Mary. I have to do whatever I can.
“Now,” I emphasize, surprising myself with my own assertiveness.
While the two of them hurry to gather supplies, I wait at Mary’s side. She drifts in and out of sleep. Her skin is clammy, and her cheeks are pink and puffy with bites. I’m relieved she’s at least alive and stable. Although I’m more confused than ever, since I never expected Mary to come here. I peel off her dirty jelly sandals and see that her feet are swollen with bites too.
I bide my time, waiting for Mary to wake up. I try not to be too disappointed that she isn’t Fiona. The other Mary, the hallowed one in the gilded frame, gazes straight ahead with an inscrutable smile. The oil painting is surrounded by rows of bookshelves along each of the dark wood walls. Mostly different versions of the Bible, but there are a few acceptable favorites as well. I read gilt titles on calf-bound spines: The Jungle Book, Aesop’s Fables.
“Why are you wearing that stupid dress?” my Mary croaks, finally awake now.
She’s turned on her side, straining to raise her eyebrows despite the bites all over her face. She winces and settles for a slight grimace.
“Hi, Mary,” I say, surprised she’s already up.
“Hi, Aja. Care to explain what the hell is going on?”
“It’s … complicated. Everyone else here is wearing this stuff too.”
Mary doesn’t look very impressed by my answer. She wriggles and tries to find the most comfortable position on the chaise and settles for flat on her back, both straps of her shortalls unsnapped to reveal even more bloody bites along her upper chest, evident through her ribbed white tank top.
“What happened to you?” I ask.
Mary lets out a snort. “What happened to me? Aja, what the hell happened to you? I saw you from my house. Leaving in the middle of the night with some … I swear to god, some freakish pale monster.”
Hazel and Noah both return to the library room, bearing various supplies. I take some wet towels from Hazel and start dabbing them over Mary’s wounds while she attempts to push me away. The towels come away pink, then red as I press in farther. Mary flinches, ever so slightly.
She saw me with Padraic. I can’t believe it. She saw me and then … what? Followed me here?
“No antibiotics, I’m guessing,” she says dryly. “Just perfect.”
“No, but I brought you clean clothes,” Hazel says dourly, holding up another one of the white nightgowns. Mary takes it from her suspiciously.
“Thanks,” she mutters.
Mary struggles to sit upright but refuses to get help from anyone. After a few moments, she gives up and slumps back down against the chaise. Noah gingerly offers her a packet of saltine crackers and Mary rips through the plastic packaging, devouring them instantaneously. Crumbs fall onto the carpet. A small white caterpillar immediately scurries over, eats it, and then disappears under a bookcase.
“Got anything else?” Mary asks. The color is already returning to her face.
Noah hands over a white can of pop labelled Dixi-Cola. The steel rim is tarnished and covered in grime. Mary does her best to wipe it off. She pops it open and there’s no fizzle. She takes one gulp and immediately spews it out. The spray lands over the front of my dress.
“Definitely expired,” she groans, wiping her mouth. “What even is that stuff?”
“It’s from the pantry,” Noah offers, somewhat sheepishly.
Mary’s lake-blue eyes grow wary as she surveys the three of us. “Where are we?”
“The most wonderful place on Earth,” Hazel says, as if we’re in Disneyland and not some decrepit church overrun with blood-thirsty vampires. “That reminds me, I should be busy practicing for tonight. I want Kate to be even more impressed with me. Even though it should be pretty clear that I’m more talented than some people here.”
And with that, she traipses out of the room, humming a song to herself. A few moments later, Noah heads out after her, muttering about how playing violin isn’t that impressive. Which leaves just me and Mary together in the library.
Mary takes another sip of Dixi-Cola and manages to keep it down this time. She takes turns alternating between frowning at the white nightgown Hazel left for her and frowning at me.
“Will you tell me what you were thinking, leaving your house with that thing?” Mary tries to cross her arms, but there are too many bites on both of them. She settles for prolonged groaning.
“You didn’t think that monsters could exist in Glen Hills,” I retort.
“So me not believing in monsters translates into you … leaving with one of them? Real nice, Aja. Great job with that one.”
“At least I didn’t try going through the fog by myself.”
Mary’s jaw tightens. She looks down at the thick, ivy-patterned carpet. Two spots of pink appear in her cheeks. Then she says, “I did that for you.”
“For me?”
“I wanted to make sure you were okay, dummy.”
“I’m the dumb one? You could’ve gotten killed!”
I can’t believe Mary followed me and Padraic into the fog. It’s reckless yet so typical of her. Mary tries to stand up. She sways and sits back down, gritting her teeth in obvious pain. I almost think about trying to get her another wet towel, but I know for some reason it’ll just make her more mad at me.
She could have died. Another day in those woods—without food, sight, or water—and she certainly would have. She was probably scared witless, not knowing when the fog would ever end. And being bitten the whole time, by those awful, blood-leeching butterflies …
“Well, I didn’t die.” Mary says flatly. “So there.”
If it were anyone else, this would be the moment we’d hug and cry and promise to never leave each other. But it’s Mary, so all we do is face each other and glower.
Down the hall, Hazel has started to warm up for tonight’s performance. Music thrums through the walls. Mary’s giving me that suspicious look again. “It’s not here, is it?” she mutters.
“It …?”
“That thing,“ she practically spits out. “That monster you followed from your house.”
“Padraic,” I correct automatically, bristling. If it weren’t for Mary’s arrival, leaving this church would have been much easier. Now I’m not sure what the best move is. Because if I left, who knows what would happen to her?
Mary scrunches her face. “Glad you’re on a first-name basis with that—that creature. Anything else I should know?”
“There’s another one of them. Kate. Which makes two vampires in this church.”
Mary swears at length.
By the time I’ve told her everything I know—Fiona’s absence here, Ricky’s disappearance, and how me, Hazel, and Noah are stuck inside this hellish circle of fog—hours have passed. We’ve walked through both wings of the church and the nave. Mary’s nose wrinkles as she takes in the long wooden pews and stained glass windows.
“This sucks,” she mutters.
Even back at home, Mary hated Sunday service. Her eyes always roved toward the window while we were supposed to be paying attention to scripture stories. I don’t think Mary believes in any higher power. In fact, I’m pretty sure Mary only believes in Mary.
I pull her outside. Here in the clearing, we’ll be able to talk without Hazel or Noah listening in. Although after seeing Mary’s horrified expression, I’m not sure I should have. She shudders when she sees the swirling grey clouds—even from the opposite end of the clearing.
“Should we try to find out where the vampires sleep?” I ask her, as quietly as I can.
Mary stares at me in disbelief. “And then what?”
“Then we …” I fumble for words. It’s hard to conceive of what would happen if we did find them. Would I have the nerve to actually do it? Sever their cold flesh with a knife, or fling open the windows and have the sun take care of the rest?
Could a vampire be anything but evil?
I don’t have the answer to any of that.
The sun is low in the sky now. Ivy climbs the stone facade of the church. Black-eyed caterpillars wind their way up through the leaves, as if they’re trying to reach the top of the turret. The cocoons along the trees’ drooping branches glow a faint green. There’s a chill in the air—sharp, like his smile.
Mary’s shoeless, like the rest of us, and clearly in a terrible mood because of it. I know I’ll have to stick with her. She came all this way—she nearly lost her own life trying to save mine.
By the time it’s almost sunset, the two us come to a tentative truce. We’ll go our separate ways in the evening, to learn what we can about the vampires on our own. During the day, while they slumber, we’ll regroup in the library and discuss anything new we’ve uncovered.
“There has to be another way out of the forest besides through the fog,” she insists. “Unless …”
“Unless what?”
“Unless you want to stay here, that is.”
Mary glances at the ring around my finger. The silver sparkles in the growing dark. My throat tightens. She thinks that I’m a fool.
“Why would I want to stay?”
Mary’s smile is very thin. “Aja, do you really want me to say it?”
“I don’t. But you’re wrong.”
My being here has nothing to do with the vampire, especially now that I know people don’t mean anything to those creatures. We are all just little mice to them. Nothing more than that.
Something wet lands on my head from above. A single drop of rain. I peer up—there’s going to be a storm tonight. I can tell by the darkening sky and rumbling clouds. My stupid heart flutters. The clearing is coming alive with night creatures. They rustle through the long grass, paler than the moon.
I hate that I search for him instinctively when night comes. I hate that the rest of the world ceases to exist as soon as I find him. And Padraic probably knows how I feel. His bloodless lips curve into that inscrutable smile while his black eyes search me for more weaknesses.
The vampire’s compulsion doesn’t work the way I thought it would. I’m enthralled not by some supernatural power, but by his attention. I might even crave it.
“We’ll work together the best we can, okay? Promise me, Aja,” Mary says.
She holds out her hand—the one with the vertical scar shaped just like mine—and I shake it as the red rain comes down in earnest.



ELEVEN
the trouble with vampires
THERE’S A WHITE COCOON SUSPENDED from a craggy tree branch, which I’m watching from inside the church’s front window. The cocoon rotates slowly on its gossamer strand, swaying in the whispering wind. Behind me, I hear the light pitter-patter of footsteps. Hazel and Noah. Listless and smiling, the candlelight flickering in their vacant eyes. Nighttime is dreamland.
Red rain falls over dead trees. Shadows hiss and click and speak. They even call me little mouse.
Mary’s off in the west wing, determined to find some way through that doesn’t involve the treacherous fog. I’m sitting by the front window and watching the cocoon break open. I see something dark inside it, a squirming shape, struggling to get out. And then it’s splitting—the hard womb falling open, the insides soft and glistening, wet like clay. A butterfly crawls out from its former shell and flitters into the night, black eyes glittering, white wings still clumped and damp.
Soon, those wings will likely turn red. The parasites are always evolving.
It’s after dusk, which means I’ll see the vampire soon. I’ll give him the ring back, because wearing it feels like a curse. This time I’ll walk away instead of leaning close. I won’t try to understand his nature. I won’t let him touch me with his cold hands, won’t let him make me feel like I’m the center of the world, his favorite, the best girl there ever was.
What’s your name? he’ll ask again. His weakness is pretty girls, or so he says. His red hair will fall into his black eyes, and he’ll smile just for me.
Fiona, I’ll tell him, tilting my head the way she does, and with a small smile.
It takes me a good minute to realize what I’ve done … and I’m thoroughly mortified by it. Fiona is omnipresent, no matter where I am. Her absence only seems to magnify her. Even in my own daydreams, my sister still takes center stage.
Something is very wrong. Maybe it’s this place, my nerves, my complete lack of sleep. I can feel her here; I swear it. She’s in the fabric of the gowns themselves, gauzy and delicate, just like the dresses she loves. I feel traces of her all around me, always out of reach. I follow the echoes, and they lead me to nothing.
Lightning flashes outside, illuminating the red rain. The walls shake. The floors tremble. Hazel’s playing stops abruptly. She moves back from the podium, her violin hanging by her side. Caterpillars skitter back into their holes, and finally, the vampires come out from the shadows.
My sister can wait—everything disappears but this moment—the red-haired vampire stumbling from the left hallway leading to the nave, the black-haired one in close pursuit. Padraic is violently bleeding.
He staggers down the candlelit pews, holding his pale blue hand against his stomach. There’s that dark viscous fluid dripping onto his white shirt. The smell of it acrid and dizzying. Burning my nose and my throat.
“Damn you,” Kate seethes, following behind him, her black dress rippling. “Damn you, damn you, damn you Padraic!”
“Oh, Katie,” Padraic says, with a hoarse laugh. “It’s under control. When have I gone back on a promise to you?”
“There’s a first time for everything,” she says, black eyes glittering. “I told you, we shouldn’t have stayed here. And now there’s another little mouse running around too.”
“It’s temporary,” the other vampire says, his voice sliding over hers like honey poured over bitter tea. “They can both stay—as long as they behave themselves. Six nights, Kate. And then …”
“And then what?” she spits out.
“And then.” Now Padraic looks at me, smiling. “And then we’ll see.”
Kate’s lip curls in disdain as she looks around the nave, her gaze finally landing on me. The vampire storms through the double black doors of the church without another word.
Padraic keeps going, stumbling down the wooden aisle, the floor glistening around him. There’s something wrong with his right hand. With a sickening lurch, I realize that the vampire’s now missing one of his fingers. He limps toward the east wing, leaving a trail of his lifeblood behind him.
Hazel and Noah both watch soundlessly. Unmoving and frozen in place. I’m supposed to stay away, but I can’t. I follow after the vampire instead.


Padraic’s in the kitchen, leaning against a long slab table. Dark red hair falling into his still-darker eyes.
“Is this our place?” he asks, chuckling, as I come barreling through the door, out of breath and panting. “Twice we’ve met like this now, little mouse.”
I don’t know how he could still be smiling. His eyes widen when he sees me tearing the hem from my gown. I step into the vampire’s blood, barefoot. It’s wet and cold and stinging, but I don’t care.
My actions are automatic—I wrap the white fabric around where his index finger had been, holding it fast with my own hands. His breath on me is cold, so cold that I half-expect it to leave frost in my hair, to leave me as blue as he is.
“You’re trying to help me,” he says slowly. There’s a note of wonder in his voice. His lifeblood seeps through the thin muslin, but I still hold on, my eyes watering from the sting of it.
“Yes,” I tell him, unsure of why I’m even bothering to help him.
“Is there something you wanted?” Padraic muses. His black gaze fixed on my face, sweeping and searching. His mouth is so close. One step closer and he’d be eating me. “Why would you help me?”
“Because you were hurt,” I respond, shifting away uncomfortably. I feel suddenly foolish and awkward. I let go of his hand, wiping the dark substance on my gown.
I didn’t even think about it. I helped a vampire out of instinct, even though they’ve done nothing but make my life miserable. Even though I’m supposed to hate him, I can’t help but see something else in him.
His spilled lifeblood is dissipating. It leaves a trail of smoke in the air as it evaporates. Padraic flexes his right hand, observing the stump of his index finger. Something is pushing out from the gaping wound. Segment by segment, the finger reforms right before my eyes.
“All better now,” he grins, wriggling it. And I can almost imagine the white finger growing little legs of its own, little black eyes, little clicking teeth to round it out.
I should be disgusted. But more than anything, I’m just relieved he’s okay.
“Why did she hurt you?”
“Nothing hurts me—not for long.”
It’s a half-answer; he’s as slippery and inscrutable as ever. He flexes his new finger experimentally. He cracks it sharply, and in the empty room, the sound reverberates. I wince.
“I mean Kate. Why is she so angry with you? What’s under control?”
Padraic grins, all traces of his uncertainty gone now. “She wants to leave. But don’t worry, little mouse, we’re not going for some time. You’re not getting rid of me yet.”
Leaving? That was what Kate was so angry about? It didn’t seem quite right. She looked so furious back in the nave. And she’d severed his finger for it too. I look down at the new one, resting against the long table. It’s paler than the rest of his fingers—an unnatural, bloodless white thing.
I never considered that the vampires might leave Glen Hills even before I did.
“I don’t want to go,” he muses. “I rather like it here.”
He gestures for me to take the seat beside him, up on the grey slab table. If Mary could see me now, I would never hear the end of it. Even so, I sit on the table, slide next to him tentatively. Padraic’s right hand grazes my left one. I pull mine away as fast as if it was a burning stove instead of the cold, dead thing it is.
“You’re not going to leave either, are you?” he asks, black eyes glimmering. “Now that the blond girl is here.”
There’s nothing that escapes that gaze. I wonder if he somehow knows she’s looking for an exit route too. When he looks at me—how much can he really see into me? Does he know all the things I want, and all the things I’m afraid of?
“Promise me she won’t get hurt,” I tell him. “You won’t touch her. Promise Kate will leave her alone.”
“You’re our guests,” he says, with an indulgent smile. “No harm will come to either of you. As long as you remain good little guests, of course.”
“If we’re guests here, then shouldn’t I get to know the hosts better?” I throw back the same question he’d asked me earlier.
Padraic leans close and touches my hair, and I forget about my sister, Mary, Glen Hills, all of it. The cold metal rings graze the side of my face. His fingers trace my ear and I forget how to breathe.
Then he leans back, showing me what’s on the very tip of his index finger: a minuscule white caterpillar; the size of a bead. It clings to his pale grey fingernail, curled in a half circle. “It was in your hair,” he says slyly. “I think they like you.”
I shudder, and it only makes him grin wider. “You’re trying to scare me. But I don’t think you’re nearly as horrible as you’d like me to think.”
“And why is that?”
“You haven’t done anything beyond what you need to in order to survive. You haven’t killed.”
Padraic lolls his head, considering my answer. His facade is coming apart again. And underneath the pale mask I swear I can see it; the boy he once was. But just as quickly, it disappears. His face goes smooth and expressionless.
“I’m not human,” he chides. “Remember?”
I swallow the lump in my throat while he watches with calculated interest. I feel like I’m in a fragile spell. That this room is a womb. Nothing can enter as long as I’m careful. It’s just me and him, the thing that’s almost a boy. I look at his hand again—the one with the newly reformed finger—and my stomach suddenly turns.
“Why do you put up with it?” I ask. “Why did you let Kate treat you that way?”
“She’s young,” he says, although he looks very young himself, not a day older than seventeen. Even though his cadence marks him as from another world entirely. “When I was young, I was much worse than her.”
“You were?”
Padraic smiles darkly. His gaze is somewhere far beyond this room, as if recalling some distant, dreamy memory. “Oh, I was. And if you stay long enough, you’ll find out just how inhuman I really was, little mouse.”
I sit at Padraic’s side, listening intently as he speaks in that voice that’s low and lulling and forever unplaceable.
As a newly turned vampire, Padraic’s first memory was the sight of his master, standing over the bed, black-eyed and pale-faced. But he doesn’t remember his old master’s name anymore. “Only that it had started with an M,” Padraic says, with a very sly look. I look at the M signet ring on his small finger and repress a shudder. “He was quite delicious.”
For years after, Padraic roved on his own, hungry but never sated. When he was a newborn, he never left thralls alive. Over rocky Bavarian mountains and green English countryside, the body count grew. The vampire left trails of dead behind him, depleting entire villages along the way. He was the inevitable harbinger of fog, treacherous weather, and death. There were legends of a red-haired grim reaper.
“Are you frightened by my story?” he asks softly, black eyes fixed on mine.
I tell him I’m not, but he reads the lie all over my face.
Padraic continues his story with relish. He tells me that things changed once he got accustomed to his new life. Under the gnawing, ceaseless hunger, there was something new he wanted: companionship. And so, many years later, he made Kate. He turned her from a teenager into something like him. Unyielding and cold. The two of them formed their own coven. They left bloody trails and disappeared before they were ever found.
“It’s not out of kindness that I spare your lives now,” Padraic says, concluding his tale. His ragged sleeve brushes against mine, and my stomach does a strange flutter at his touch. “It’s simply more convenient. The blood supply is so small in this little town of yours.”
Padraic is old—even older than I imagined. I don’t doubt his words are true, especially in regard to his bloodied past. There is too much satisfaction in his look for it to have been mere storytelling.
“You wouldn’t really hurt us.” His smile fades as I speak. “Your story’s just a show, meant to scare me.”
“I’m not something you can ever have faith in. I’m a parasite by nature; don’t you see? I’ll never be any good, little mouse.”
“Aja,” I correct him. The vampire freezes in place. I see that uncertain look cross his face again, so fleeting I would have missed it in a blink. “My name isn’t little mouse. It’s Aja—and I’m not telling it to you because you’ve tricked me into it. I’m telling you it because that’s what I want you to call me from now on.”
I can’t stand being called little mouse by him anymore. I’m a human being and I need him to recognize me as one—even if that makes our already tenuous dynamic even more complicated. I’m not interchangeable with anyone else. I’m not Hazel, and I’m not Noah. I’m me.
“If you knew all the things I’ve done, you’d be more afraid,” the vampire says, black eyes glittering. “Aja.”
He’s trying to frighten me, but he can’t. Now that I’ve gotten a glimpse of who he is beneath the smooth exterior, his threats don’t worry me so much. I lean toward him, and I swear—this time, he’s the one who flinches.
I want him to tell me the truth for once. Instead of this endless deflection, this dizzying merry-go-round of threats and flattering lies. “Padraic,” I call him, for the first time. And now he’s definitely startled. “You’re not just a vampire. You were a boy once, weren’t you?”
But the vampire isn’t in the room anymore. Even his lifeblood has completely dissipated. There’s no stinging fluid, no acrid scent. Not a single trace of Padraic has been left behind.
He’s gone. He’d rather flee than answer my question.
“Coward,“ I whisper. To an empty room.
I get up from the table. I look around just to make sure. But I’d suspected Padraic might leave as soon as I asked him the question. The vampire’s allowed to probe at my weaknesses, but as soon as it’s the other way around, he disappears.
I slump against the cold wall, feeling drained even without his fangs sinking into me. I’m starting to see how Hazel and Noah succumbed to Kate. There’s no time for sleep with the vampires and blood butterflies around every corner. Glen Hills feels so far away.
It’s overwhelming. I’m so fucking tired. I only meant to close my eyes for a moment, but then I slip into sleep.
The vampire stands before me. A tall, pale, shadow. He doesn’t say a word, even when I rip the skin right off his face. I throw away the charming rubber mask. Underneath it lies the sinister one. His fangs are so bright, so sharp. It hurts just to look. I’m surrounded by the neighbors and all of them are begging me to stop; please stop.
The vampire’s black eyes gleam, daring me to find the real version of him. The one underneath all the facades.
I peel off another layer of skin, and this time it’s much harder. My fingers fumble to find purchase against the cold, rubber flesh. Voices press in at me from all sides. Some of them even come from underneath my feet. The voices scratch at my skin.
Sweat pools under my arms. Even though everyone is begging me to stop, I know I have to do it. I have to see what’s really there. I peel away the last mask and brace myself to face him.
But before I get a chance to see what’s really there—I wake up.



TWELVE
those dark, endless tunnels
IT’S BREAKFAST TIME IN THE refectory. My dull silver spoon clinks against the chipped white bowl, and I swallow more watery gruel. Yet another day of no-cook oatmeal. Yet another day of delirious sleeplessness.
If our positions were reversed, Fiona would be doing everything in her power to find me right now. I’m wasting time every night. Everything gets clearer in the morning because he’s not around. I feel absolutely terrible.
Across the table, Mary waves her hand in front of my face to get my attention, but I can barely register her. She spent the rest of the night resting and avoiding Kate. Even so, she still seems way more rested than me.
The nightmare I had makes me incredibly uneasy. In it, I pulled the skin from his face like a rubber mask. I still don’t know what the real version of him is, but it doesn’t matter. The vampire shouldn’t be my priority here. I really should have asked about my sister, instead.
If Fiona were in my place, I know she wouldn’t be swayed by some vampire. She’d be rallying everyone together. Between Hazel, Noah, Mary and herself, they’d uncover a secret way to get home. Parents and authorities would come to Glen Hills Forest and raze this unholy church to the ground. Fiona would have found me by now, I know it. The vampires would disappear, and everything would go back to normal. Back in Glen Hills, they’d be clapping and cheering for my sister. Maybe she’d even get her own statue on Main Street, surrounded by pink and yellow tulips.
“After breakfast, I was thinking we could look around,” Mary says. Her bowl is already empty. “Maybe we should ask Hazel or Noah if they know anything.”
“Yeah, that sounds great,” I manage to mutter.
Hazel and Noah are no help at all—Mary’ll learn that soon enough. Kate’s appetite seems to know no bounds, so they’re sluggish from being drained every night. The two of them are covered in more puncture wounds than ever.
We take our bowls—Mary’s empty; mine, mostly full—back to the kitchen. I can still picture Padraic on the long grey table, telling me about himself without really saying anything at all. Black eyes glittering like the caterpillars’. Not human, and beyond salvation.
The wood creaks under our bare feet as we walk through the nave. Many-legged caterpillars skitter back into the dark. There’s no reason to be afraid, I tell myself. We’re bigger than them.
The morning sunlight pours in through the open doors and windows, illuminating just how many times Mary’s been bitten since she came through the fog. The red and pink marks are pronounced and hideous. Mary’s scratching absently at a bite on her shoulder. Blood soaks through the fabric of her thin white nightgown and she turns to me, wrinkling her nose.
“These nightgowns,“ she groans. “Why couldn’t this church have been full of … I don’t know. Bike shorts, or something useful.”
The idea of all of us wearing bike shorts is funny enough that I snort. Hazel and Noah fighting over Kate in bike shorts. Me talking to Padraic while wearing bike shorts. Mary hasn’t been here long enough to understand how things work.
“Why would a church have bike shorts?” I ask.
Mary just shrugs. “Dunno. You were the one who paid attention during Sunday services, not me.”
The west wing is right ahead. I look left and right. I listen for sounds in the narrow hallway and relax when I don’t hear Hazel or Noah. Mary and I are alone.
“The library’s off-limits. Obviously, that means we should explore it, right?”
Mary grins. “Excellent.”
Her enthusiasm is infectious. It reminds me of how things used to be, back in Glen Hills. Mary and I would sneak into houses under construction in the neighborhood—long before the fences went up, long before the families and their golden labs arrived. We’d go through the half-finished rooms and come home with scraped knees and a litany of excuses.
I was happy to go where I shouldn’t. I was happy to be bad with Mary—especially because Fiona was against it.
My sister doesn’t break the rules. I’m the one who does.
“There’s gotta be something in here the vampires don’t want us to see,” I say.
Mary nods, blue eyes shimmering. “Exactly.”
We rifle through the old Bibles and fables in the bookshelves for clues. Mary rolls up the thick, ivy-patterned carpet and a huge wave of dust kicks up in our faces. She covers my mouth, so I don’t make too much noise when I cough. Tears stream down our faces. With this amount of unsubtle noise, even Noah and Hazel will find us soon.
Under the rolled-up carpet, there are tons of visible holes in the wood floor. It has to mean more caterpillars. Some of the holes are the size of a yo-yo. I swallow, then I get on all fours.
I peer into the holes—and there’s nothing there.
“You should get up,” Mary tells me. I wonder if it’s because she wants to be the brave one.
I laugh it off, but a frisson of unease slithers up my spine. I don’t want to see any of the white caterpillars squirming out of the holes. I don’t want to see them coming out with sharp, hungry mouths. Especially not with my eyes this close to the ground.
But I shrug, playing it off like it’s nothing. “I’m bigger than they are.”
“You should maybe be … a little more careful?” Mary grouses.
Now I do get up. “You went through the fog. You almost died. You’re saying I can’t even take a look in some holes in the floor without your permission?”
I know she means well, but it rubs me the wrong way. I don’t need to be saved by anyone. Especially not Mary.
The air is thick with awkward tension. I don’t feel like apologizing. I’ve done nothing wrong. And I’m sure as hell Mary won’t bother to, either. We sift through books in rigid silence.
There’s nothing useful in any of these tomes, as far as I can tell. I almost expect that removing one from its shelf will result in a trap door opening, but nothing weird happens. There’s just a big pile of discarded books on the ground and a whole lot of dust. We’ve been here awhile—it’ll be afternoon soon enough. It means that in only a few hours, the vampires will be back. And we still haven’t made any progress.
“I’m not sure there’s anything in here,” I tell Mary dubiously. She keeps doggedly rifling through each book. “Maybe the vampires don’t want us in here because of … that.”
The larger-than-life portrait of the Virgin Mary stares straight ahead with that inscrutable smile. Along her gilded frame, a small caterpillar inches its way back down to the floor. I couldn’t imagine vampires being too fond of a huge religious painting of her.
But Mary remains dissuaded. Flipping through everything she can. Tearing the library inside out, overdoing it for no good reason. I sit down on the green chaise under the portrait and watch while Mary ravages the room, looking for secrets or clues. More dust billows in the air, tickling my nose.
Eventually, the commotion brings Hazel in. She looks between me and Mary, and frowns. Her brown eyes are clouded over. Her neck is covered in puncture wounds. In sets of two, of course—Kate’s handy work.
“You really shouldn’t be in here,” she tells us. “If Katie finds out …”
Mary stops what she’s doing and crosses her arms. “She’ll do what?”
“I’ll get Noah too,” Hazel snaps. “You can’t just do anything, you know. You have to do what Kate wants. Or what Padraic wants.”
“You can stop this crap,” Mary tells her impatiently. “Don’t let her bite you. You don’t have to keep playing music all the time, either.”
Hazel’s expression of uncertainty shifts to palpable anger. Two spots of pink appear in her cheeks. A considerable feat, considering how often she’s been bitten and drained of blood. “You don’t understand. I want this. I need to be her favorite.”
“Hazel …” I start, then hesitate. She looks at me with large, hopeless eyes. “You know what? Never mind.”
Mary has no qualms with telling Hazel exactly what she thinks, though. “Kate doesn’t care about you,” she says bluntly. “We’re just their sources of food. All of them, I mean—from the caterpillars, to the butterflies, to the vampires themselves.”
Hazel’s body goes rigid. Her fists are clenched. And then, in a very quiet voice, she says, “Get out.”
Mary and I exchange confused glances. Neither of us move an inch. But then skinny Hazel—mustering strength I didn’t realize she possessed—pushes both of us out of the library and whips the door shut, nearly grazing my face. From the hallway, I can hear her loud, ragged sobs.
“Should we make sure she’s okay?” I venture.
“Well,” Mary says grimly. “Hazel is definitely not okay. That much is obvious. But I think she could use a private moment or two to come to her senses.”
Slowly, we head back into the nave. Noah’s head pops up from one of the wooden pews in the back row. He sits upright and stretches his arms. It’s obvious he had a late night. There are dark circles under his eyes, and even across the room, I can see the scars along his arms and through his white tunic. Kate must have been hungry last night.
Hazel’s crying echoes even into this room. The cavernous room seems to only make it louder. Noah shakes his head. “Kate will never like her the way she likes me,” he tells us smugly. “Hazel’s too sensitive.”
“Naturally,” Mary says, rolling her eyes. But then she turns to me and says, “You should be careful, too, you know.”
She looks down at the ring on my finger. Favorite, he’d called me, on the night I first saw him. Red rain falling from the sky. Only a thin pane of glass between us.
“I am,” I tell her, but she still looks suspicious.
“Literally no survival instinct at all,” she mutters. “Luckily you have me.”
There’s already a retort at the tip of my tongue—but I think there’s a better way I can irritate Mary. I push up my sleeves, hike up my gown, and sit on the floor. I know there’s something underneath us—I can hear it. And Mary won’t stop me from finding out what it is.
“What are you doing?” Mary hisses when I tilt my head toward the holes in the ground.
Back in the pew, Noah’s already fallen asleep. His snores mingle with Hazel’s softening sobs.
Before she can stop me, I put my ear right against the floor. Right against one of the holes. And now I can hear them. Hungry mouths, swelling together in an ever-growing chorus.
Of course there’s something down here. There’s a whole lot of somethings—a network of white caterpillars, tunneling through the foundation of this church. Coming up from the earth and eating everything in sight. Getting bigger and hungrier the whole damn time.
They’re calling for me.
“It’s not just the bugs,” I whisper. “Mary—I think I hear something else, moving under us. But it’s so faint; I can’t make it out.”
“Aja, I swear to god, you need to stop doing that shit.”
I swear I can hear it breathing. It moves underneath the rotted wood. Impatient and hungry. I can hear it and I can feel it—but I can’t see it. Not yet. Is it a vampire’s pet, slavering away? Is it something else entirely?
I sit up with a painful, sudden yelp. Something’s clinging to my earlobe. Small, bristled legs wave wildly in the air, scratching at my cheek. Out of the corner of my eye, I see its small white body, twisting and turning. Little teeth click madly, and then the caterpillar bites down onto my flesh. “Fuck!”
I flick the squirming thing off with one of my fingers. The creature lands several feet away in the nave, up on its back. The legs continue to jerk and move. After a few minutes, it finally stops spasming. The caterpillar curls up in a half circle. Dead.
Mary’s yelling at me about how careless I am but I’m too busy thinking about the strange sounds I heard underneath the floorboards. It could be the vampires, writhing at the very bottom of the church. Maybe Kate doesn’t want us in the library because it’s a key to where they hide during the daytime.
“We have to go back,” I tell her. “The library leads to the vampires.”
“Aja,” Mary says grimly. “That’s exactly why we shouldn’t go back there.”
We both turn when we hear the scurrying sounds of another white caterpillar. It treks across the dusty wooden floor, thick white segments glistening in the afternoon light. Mary and I watch as it heads straight toward the dead, greying one. It opens its mouth wide, and I can see the rows of sharp teeth. It sucks down the dead caterpillar, becoming even more engorged. When it’s done and sated, it wriggles back under the shadow of a wooden pew. Even in the dark, I can see the black eyes glittering.
“Damn,” Mary says.
“Damn,” I agree faintly.
My heart races with new possibilities. I’m getting closer to something—I’m sure of it. All we have to do now is find it. To look and confront whatever lies beneath us.



THIRTEEN
the thing in the fog
“IT’S STOPPED HEALING, HASN’T IT?”
Kate’s words echo from the mezzanine. I can’t make out what’s going on, nor am I the only person who’s curious. Even Hazel looks up from her podium at the front of the nave. The vampires are arguing again. I inch up the pews, trying to hear them better. Kate doesn’t bother to keep her voice down, but I can’t hear a single thing Padraic says.
Shoes clip briskly across the floor of the mezzanine. A shower of dust comes down around Hazel, standing below it. She blinks, wipes her watery eyes, and then continues to play the violin as though nothing’s wrong.
It’s hot in the church. Humidity clings on like a second skin. Sweat rolls down the back of my neck. Even this thin nightgown is too much. The flickering candlelight certainly doesn’t help, either. Pink-winged butterflies hover around me, hoping for another nibble.
Nights like this were supposed to be for campfires, for making s’mores with Dad and Fiona. Not for spying on vampires. I push aside the thought. Thinking about them both right now is hard. Especially Dad, who’s still waiting for us to come home. Waiting and worrying and losing hope the longer we’re gone.
I’ve reached the front row of the pews. Hazel smiles at me from the podium, playing her songs, her tears from this afternoon already forgotten. I can hear the vampires better from here. Padraic’s laughter is low and reverberant.
“Yes, it’s stopped healing,” he replies, very evenly.
“I told you, we shouldn’t stay,” the other vampire hisses. “You and your sentimentality. It’ll be the end of us both.”
“Oh, Katie. I forget how young you are. Don’t you think it’s nice to have a home for once?”
“But at what cost?” Each syllable drips with ice.
“It’s nothing I can’t afford to lose.”
I can see them clearly, while their backs are turned to me. The vampires don’t care if I can hear them or not. They don’t care that they have a human audience of two. Mary’s by my side, looking up at them as well. There’s an angry mark on her wrist—and I know it’s Kate’s handiwork. The vampire had clearly bitten her.
I know that Mary’s presence at my side is her way of making sure I don’t do something stupid. Her dress brushes against mine—and instead of being touched by her gesture, I bristle on instinct. Mary can’t protect me. She never has.
Padraic lifts his right hand. His index finger is now permanently missing. There’s no stench of lifeblood in the air. No sound of the bone and flesh slowly reforming, segment by segment. There’s a stump where his finger once was—a dark wound that stands out in stark relief against the milk blue of his skin.
“One finger for now,” Kate says tightly. “Maybe your head will be next.”
The red-haired vampire sits down on one of the velvet benches, his legs crossed leisurely. His black patent shoes glint in the flickering candlelight. “I’m not worried, Kate. You shouldn’t be, either.”
“If it were my choice, we’d have left at the beginning of summer,” Kate says, much softer now. “I’d lend you my strength, if you needed. So that we could continue onward forever. Just the two of us.”
A long silence. Mary and I are both straining to hear more. She’s practically on her tiptoes. I don’t understand the vampires’ dynamic. I don’t understand how Padraic is so calm when he’s lost a finger.
“Aja,” Mary says, nudging me in the shoulder. “Does this mean they’re leaving?”
If they are, I should be happy. But if it’s such good news, why am I filled with dread?
The front doors of the nave fly open—something’s gone through it. Mary’s warnings are fading away. The pews are behind me. I follow the shadow through the open doors.
I need to see him. There are so many things I still have questions about. I hope he has answers. At the very least, I can sift through his slippery responses and find the truth that way.


There’s no moon tonight. There are no stars. A thick veil obscures this forest, cloistering us inward. The sky is dark, and for once, there’s no rain. There’s nothing to see—it’s pitch-black and silent.
In the clearing, it’s so quiet. Even the trees are still. There’s no wind, no sound but my own breath.
“Are you there?” I call into the dark.
There’s no reply.
Mary won’t come out in the dark—not with the fog on all sides. She’s reckless on many counts, but even she has a limit. She wouldn’t risk making the same mistake twice. She’s probably on the front steps of the church, making sure I don’t do anything stupid.
“Padraic?” I try again.
My voice cuts through the dense night. The long grass brushes against my exposed legs like long fingers. The hot, still air changes with each step forward I take. I’m past the dark church, past the thralls in white. Close to the fog itself.
It tugs at me, beckoning me closer. No one would stop me if I walked right up to it. It’s foolish, but I can’t help it—I walk up to the barrier, trying not to shiver as the cold starts to creep toward me. It permeates my skin to the bone. I’m suddenly lightheaded, and my thoughts are cloudy.
“Padraic?” I whisper into it. There’s nothing but mist, nothing but the unyielding grey. “Padraic, are you in there?”
I should be focused on my sister. But it’s nearly impossible. This place is one enormous cocoon. It extends from the stone church all the way through the forest, through the hypnotic tendrils of fog. I stumble through it in a dreamlike trance. In my pupa phase, with Hazel and Noah and even Mary in the same state. Squirming boys and girls in white. I’m hungry but not for food. There’s something else I want.
I’ve looked and looked, and he’s still not here. Disappointment presses against my chest. I let out an ugly, dry sob. It’s then that someone chuckles. She came so quietly I didn’t hear her at all. I have no idea how long she’s been watching me.
“Little mouse,” Kate says, her voice high and saccharine. There are tiny golden hoops threaded through her pale green lobes. They tinkle as she moves toward me. “Were you hoping for a sweet kiss?”
The vampire is resplendent tonight. Her black hair and dress match the night so perfectly that she could be a luminous floating face with a pair of disembodied white arms. Her features are attenuated to the dark—she’s all glittering eyes and silver teeth.
“No, I came for answers.”
“Liar.” She grins. Her fangs are out. “You were hoping for him tonight. But come to me, and I’ll give you a kiss you’ll never forget.”
I immediately think of Hazel and Noah. Their empty smiles, the rows of puncture wounds in their necks. “I think,” I swallow. “I’m fine, actually.” I can’t end up like them. Puppets to Kate, who wasn’t always this creature. Kate was just a teenage girl, once. Someone more like me.
I could almost picture it: Kate in a different life, her hair long and black, but her pale cheeks flushed with color. Did she wear her spite on her sleeve openly, or did she hide it from others back then? Was that an innate part of her—or was it something that crystallized after she rose again, bloodless and cold?
It extended beyond her treatment of humans. She hurled invectives at Padraic too. Even mutilated him out of anger. There was so much I didn’t understand about her—especially the new urgency in her voice these past two nights. Why was she so eager to leave Glen Hills behind?
“Why are you leaving?” I ask her. “Why now?”
Kate doesn’t take the question well. I can feel her long claws digging into my arms, pressing through the thin fabric of my gown and into my skin. “How funny you are. Do you think because you wear that ring, I won’t hurt you? Do you think I wouldn’t rip it off your finger?”
Attributing sympathetic characteristics to the vampire is clearly a mistake. Her threat hangs by a thread as thin as the silvery strands of the cocoons. If I say one wrong word, it’ll snap. Kate isn’t human; she’s cold all the way through. She doesn’t understand remorse anymore.
“Oh, and little mouse,” she continues. “Another little one told me you were bad today. Don’t you know whose home this is? Mine.”
Hazel must have told Kate we went into the library today, or maybe it was Noah. The two of them would do anything for the vampire. Now, more than ever, it was clear where their loyalties really lay. I couldn’t trust either of them.
“I—”
But I don’t get another word out. Kate’s voice goes dreamy. And something about it reminds me of that first night, Padraic at the window. Red rain falling from the sky. I’d do anything for her; I have to.
“Why don’t you scurry off now, little mouse? Crawl into the fog.”
As soon as she’s done speaking, my knees immediately buckle. I fall forward onto my hands. I can’t get up. My fingers won’t lift. My knees are pressed into the grass, stuck. Kate looks down at me, her long dress billowing in the wind. Her pale-jade face frighteningly serene.
It’s the same voice Padraic used at my window in Glen Hills. I would have followed him anywhere he asked me to go. I’ll follow wherever this voice compels me to. Even into the depths of Hell.
“Now,” she says. The hem of her black dress ripples against my leg. “Find your way home, little mouse.” The sound of her laughter drifts away as she leaves me to fulfill her will.
My limbs move automatically, disconnected from my mind. Despite my best efforts, I do as she says. I put one hand in front of the other. I crawl toward the fog. Sticks break under my palms. Rocks grind against my knees. Her dreamy voice is in my veins.
Mary will come out. Or Padraic will. Someone will have to stop me, won’t they?
Fighting each step forward is torture. I can slow it down. But I can’t make myself stop. I grit my teeth and squeeze my eyes shut. Nothing helps. I can’t concentrate hard enough. The fog comes ever closer.
I’m being pulled toward it. One step at a time. I bite the insides of my cheeks so hard that blood trickles into my mouth. Someone is in the grounds behind me, their legs rustling through the long grass. Distantly, I can hear music coming from the church.
There’s blood on my tongue. There’s blood on my teeth. It tastes warm and salty, like tarnished metal. I hope Mary gets out. My knees drag against the grass, through the dirt. I hope Noah and Hazel do too. The butterflies nip at my shoulders, my wrists, the nape of my neck.
The fog comes ever closer.
Against my closed eyelids, I see Kate’s laughing face, more incandescent than the stolen moon. A butterfly stings my shoulder, and I can’t swat it away. I crawl forward. The music is farther away now. It has a tinny quality to it, like I’m listening on the wrong frequency. There’s something in their bites—the caterpillars’, the butterflies’, the vampires’. Something that makes us fall under their spell.
I should have stayed at home instead of trying to be some hero. Dad is probably worried sick. Mary’s mom must be terrified too. It’s all my fault her daughter came here. Frustrated tears stream down my face. I never do the right thing. I can’t stop moving, no matter how hard I try. I look down—there’s spots of blood on my gown too.
Kate’s gone, but the fog is here. Right in front of me. I have one hand in it already. A hand that’s now as cold as his. The chill spreads up the length of my arm like a vise.
My other hand, the one that wears his black ring, reaches out to join it. My head is pounding. My heart is pounding. The ring glitters despite the starless sky. Unnatural, just like him. Just like her. How did I get here? Why can’t I stop myself? There’s a dull roar in my head, like the sound of crashing waves. I’m dizzy and shocked and numb.
Then my hand connects against something hard.
It’s not grass or dirt—the object jangles when I touch it. I run my fingers over it, trying to figure out what it is. It feels like a small, beaded bag, made out of some kind of plastic material. I’m so jarred by contacting it that I manage to stop moving forward into the fog.
Something rolls out of it when I press down against its surface. Something small and shaped like a tube, wafting a sweet, artificial strawberry scent through the fog. It’s lip gloss.
That’s when it dawns on me: this is Fiona’s bag. Which means my sister came through the fog too.
My fingers curl around its thin handle. And then, slowly, I back out the way I came in. I pull my hand out of the fog. Then the other one. My gown is smeared in dirt and grass, and I’m bleeding from three different places.
But I’m still here. I’m safe.
I get up slowly and unsteadily. In my hands is a tiny, white beaded handbag. It looks like the same one my sister was carrying at her seventeenth birthday party. I don’t know whether to cry or laugh in disbelief. I feel shell-shocked. My whole body is trembling and slicked with cold sweat.
Mary runs toward me through the clearing. She stops when she sees what’s in my hands.
I knew Fiona was here. And now I have the concrete proof.


I make my way back inside the church with Mary, still too numb to say or do much of anything. But I couldn’t in any case. Because by the stained glass cross behind the podium, the two vampires are in another standoff.
Kate’s face is a mask of fury. Padraic’s is as composed and distant as always. And yet, there’s clearly something wrong with his arm. When I get closer, I see that he’s been wounded even more than before.
There’s a slash on his sleeve, as if something has torn through it. There are puncture wounds near his wrist, like the ones that mark the thralls, but while everyone else’s are relatively superficial, his wounds run deep and ragged. I can see the white of his bone, exposed through his pale, bluish flesh. And it’s not blood on his arm but something else entirely. It fills the air with an acrid scent. The stench stings my nose—it’s the lifeblood of the vampire.
The flesh isn’t growing back this time, either. His gleaming bone is a reminder of even a vampire’s vulnerability.
“Your fault,” I hear Kate say in a low hiss. Each word like a stab. “And your mistakes are yours to pay. I won’t play a part in any of this.”
He looks at her, black eyes unwavering. His lips part as though to smile but winces instead. He’s more injured than I thought possible. Kate’s mouth curls back, revealing her fangs. As if she means to hurt him again.
“Yes,” he agrees. His lifeblood still drips onto the wood floor. His voice remains neutral in spite of his wounds. “Perhaps you’re right about that, my Dear Kate.”
A strange emotion tugs at me. I have the urge to help him, even though he’s responsible for so much of my suffering here. I hate how Kate’s eyes flash, how they dart over him with such terrible possessiveness and cruelty.
“Stop it,” I manage. Next to me, Mary swears.
Kate’s lip curls as she looks me over. “It speaks.”
“He doesn’t deserve this,” I tell her. Heat flushes my cheeks. “You’ve mangled him for wanting something different than you … don’t you understand how wrong that is?”
Her blank expression explains more than her answer does. “No.”
“Aja …” Padraic says, almost hesitant. He stops when Kate’s face twists in anger—she doesn’t like him calling me by name. “Let this go.”
Kate’s hand encircles his wrist. Her grip tightens. Long nails dig into his skin. He doesn’t grimace, even when she draws his blood.
“He’s soft for his favorites,” Kate says dourly. “Soft … until his interests no longer align with your own. Little mouse, don’t bother yourself with affairs beyond your understanding.”
The vampires don’t move an inch, but there is someone who edges closer to me. The white scar on her palm matches my own. She squeezes my hand tight. “Careful,“ Mary whispers.
“Remember,” Kate tells Padraic now. “I won’t share your fate. Remember my face when you come to the ruin you desire.”
“I’ll remember,” Padraic says. Smoke hisses from the wound on his wrist. If not for Mary standing so stoically at my side, I would have cried out in surprise.
Kate leaves in a swirl of billowing black silk, storming down the aisle and toward the church’s open doors, back into the night. She doesn’t even look at me. Nothing I do has any consequence—I’m too low in the food chain for her to acknowledge any further.
Padraic remains behind. He gazes at something none of us can see, past the stone walls, past the dark woods, somewhere far away from Glen Hills. His black eyes are inscrutable, the sharp angles of his cheeks even more pronounced under the illuminated window. He’s remembering something, or maybe someone. Strangely, he seems pensive.
I can’t follow him where he’s gone. I don’t know what he’s thinking, or even how he thinks. Does he think like we do? Does a vampire ever yearn for things to be different?
No. They can’t.
It’s the compulsion, I remind myself again. It’s not real. He had other favorites. I must be more careful.
“Let’s go,” Mary whispers, nudging me none too gently.
He looks toward the wooden pews. He finds me right away, and his mouth curves into a half-smile. The look we exchange is brief, no longer than a second. But in that fleeting moment, I think I understand.
It’s a secret look, meant just for me. A look one accomplice gives to the other.
Something’s blossoming in my chest, something messy and tangled and hopeless—like the thistles that always came up in our rose garden at home, like the crude sketches I made to match Fiona’s watercolors. I wonder if he can hear it from there, the sound of my heart beating furiously against my chest, the sound of a prisoner locked in their cage.
Could he really be anything but monstrous? Anything but an obstacle?
I want Padraic to look at me again, so I know I didn’t imagine it the first time. I want a sign, anything to confirm that he could be something other than a monster. But when I look back, there’s only the stained glass cross, crimson red and glowing.



FOURTEEN
labyrinth
THE BEADED HANDBAG DOES LOOK like Fiona’s—it’s not only a doppelganger for the one she’d been carrying on her birthday, but it’s also in her exact style. Small and delicate white resin beads. The perfect accessory for a sweet babydoll dress or a tiny, cropped cardigan—although, this particular bag hadn’t fared well in the fog. Some of the beads are loose, and the zipper’s broken too.
There’s only a single tube of lip gloss inside. A Bonne Bell Lip Lix with the holographic wrapper almost entirely peeled off. It’s strawberry scented, artificial and sweet. No plastic cap, so grass, dirt, and even bugs found their way into the sticky balm.
Mary’s more convinced than I am at this point that the bag belonged to Fiona. The folded piece of paper tucked inside its cloth compartment isn’t something my sister would have held on to. It was one of those help numbers for troubled teenagers. The thin, glossy page was cut straight out of a magazine. 1-900-376-TALK. Why would Fiona ever have something like that? It doesn’t make any sense.
“Something’s off,” I tell Mary over a lunch of watery oatmeal. “There’s no way that scrap of paper belongs to her.”
We’re sitting upstairs in the mezzanine today. We’ve gone through rooms in both wings the entire morning. There’s nothing in the music room. Nothing in the refectory or kitchen except a lot of expired snacks. We’ve even searched the mezzanine despite my worries that Kate will find out.
Mary sifts through the velvet chairs and stops when she reaches the bench near the front.
When she touches its seat, something shifts. The bench swings open on its rusted hinge like a yawning mouth.
Inside, there are rows of what looked like red wine, ranging in color from vermillion to rust brown. Some of the liquid is contained in cylindrical glass containers, others in stout, pot-bellied jugs. There’s a tiny crystal vial with a gold atomizer, resembling a bottle of perfume, nestled in the bottom of the trunk. In that glass, the liquid sloshes bright crimson.
Before I can stop her, Mary pops open the cork on one of the bottles and takes a whiff.
“Blood,” she pronounces grimly. “These bottles are all filled with human blood, I bet.”
It’s horrible to imagine Kate and Padraic chatting up here, drinking from these bottles like they were at a wine bar or something. But I’d rather think about that than the white beaded bag in my lap. “What do you think the small bottle is for?” I ask, determined to think about anything but the paper that certainly didn’t belong to my sister. “Special occasion blood? Like Courtney Love’s blood or something?”
“I think we’d know by now if Courtney’s been bitten by a vampire,” Mary replies, a bit impatiently. Her eyes rove over the pews below. “It would be pretty hard for her to perform with her band, wouldn’t it?”
“Hazel performs with no problem,” I point out. “And Courtney’s got those huge sunglasses to hide her eyes behind.”
“We can’t trust Hazel or Noah,” Mary interrupts me, although her mouth quirks up into a smile, despite herself. The thought of Courtney Love being a thrall is pretty amusing, honestly.
And at least Mary and I can agree on this—that Noah and Hazel aren’t people we can rely on at this point. We’ll have to work around them.
“Hazel also took my knife,” I mumble.
“You had a knife and you let Hazel take it from you?” Mary laughs to herself for a good minute.
I’m starting to get annoyed by the direction of this conversation. I was the one who was trying to learn about and negotiate with the vampires. All Mary had done since she got here was get in the way of me leaving—while also making me feel worse about every decision I’ve made.
“Aja, you’ve never taken care of yourself,” Mary pauses before continuing. “You’ve always had me … or your sister … or your Dad to look out for you.”
And there it is again: one of the constant sources of conflict between me and Mary. She considers me basically useless—with herself as my hero, naturally. The realization leaves an unpleasant taste in my mouth. Sweet Saint Mary. My supposed savior.
This is why I can’t tell her anything. Mary would never understand the deal I made with Padraic. And it doesn’t matter now, anyways. I’m stuck with her.
I get up and head down the mezzanine’s wide steps, leaving the beaded handbag behind on the bench. Mary follows me toward the pews, sighing with exasperation. Something jangles in her hand. She’s taken the beaded bag with her. The beads glint in the sunlight reflected from the long windows, and I look away, aching for some reason.
“There’s something wrong with the vampires,” I tell Mary, determined to change the subject. “Their fights are getting worse … haven’t you noticed that?”
“Why does it matter?” she asks, crossing her arms.
Because Kate’s mutilated him. Because there might be something else to him. Something that isn’t all bad … maybe even some part that’s redeemable.
I can’t tell her that part, though. Mary wouldn’t understand at all. She’d see Padraic as another thing she had to warn me against and to save me from. Even though I don’t need her saving. I don’t need her to do a single thing for me … just like I didn’t need her to come through the fog to find me.
“I just thought it was curious,” I tell her, instead.
“Is that so.” Mary doesn’t phrase it like a question. Her gaze lingers on the black ring around my finger.
There’s no use talking to Mary when she’s like this. She’s so sure that she’s right. She thinks the flyer in the handbag belongs to my sister, even though I know it can’t possibly be. Why would my sister need help? Fiona has the answer for everything. Fiona has won our whole town over—she has everything she needs.
I know Mary thinks I’m going to do something stupid because of the vampire. She’s wrong about that too.
I watch the caterpillars squirm out of the subterranean network they’ve made under our very feet. I have to know what’s under us. I have to see it with my own two eyes … I have to find it. There’s something strange about this church. It whispers in the walls and the floors.
“You don’t look well,” Mary tells me flatly. “I don’t think you’ve gotten more than a few hours of sleep since I’ve been here.”
I ignore her. My thoughts race. Maybe I could even work with Padraic. There’s a riddle here … and I can’t seem to solve it. I’ve been looking in all the wrong places.
Hazel’s blocked off the library. The vampires are downstairs, but so is something else. I’m almost sure of it. I can’t forget about the sounds I heard beneath the floorboards. They’re ones that don’t sound like caterpillars at all. Something is hungry.
“I have to look,” I mutter to myself. “I have to see it …”
If I learn all the nooks and crannies, the twisted path will be as easy to walk as a straight line. I’ll follow where it goes. All the way down, if I have to.
“The library,” I tell Mary. She backs up a few steps when she sees my expression. “We have to find out what’s in there.”
“Hazel’s in that room right now,” Mary says bluntly. “It’ll be dark soon too.”
She’s right—the shadows are getting longer, which means it’ll be nighttime soon. Noah mumbles in his sleep, turning on his side in one of the wooden pews in the back of the nave. It’s Kate’s fault he’s barely ever awake—she’s drained so much of his blood. She’s turned Hazel into her puppet too. And even Padraic … he doesn’t get a pass from her, either.
Padraic might have been Kate’s creator, but it’s clear who has the most power here.
“Be careful,” Mary warns me. Her voice shakes. “Aja, I mean it. There’s something wrong.”
Of course there’s something wrong. Everything about this place is off—from the decrepit walls to the caterpillars in crevices to the Virgin’s smile in the green library room. But I’ll be the one to find out what it is, and not Mary. Not this time. I’ll get us out of here, not her.
“I’m fine,” I snap. Because I don’t need her telling me what to do.
It’s coming again—the pestering feeling that I’ve overlooked something. Something awful is pressing up against me. I can hear the voices below me. Voices out of sight. Hungry voices, scratching at the surface.
I say it again, louder this time. To block out the awful, eating sound—and to convince myself too. “I’m fine.”



FIFTEEN
silent saints
I THINK I MUST BE dreaming that it’s a normal evening. Moonlight illuminates the music room. There’s no storm, no wind, no bleeding rain. The saints gaze at me opaquely from the walls, their expressions blurred by the passage of time. The room is nearly empty. No one sits in the green chairs; no one sits at the piano. The windows are half-open, and the balmy night air seeps in.
He’s kneeling in front of me, the dead boy with shining black eyes. There’s something on his shirt, nearly as black. Blooming wetly across the length of his torso. He was so quiet that I never even noticed him entering the room.
“I thought you were going to come looking for me tonight,” Padraic says. “I confess, I was disappointed that you hadn’t.”
His bluish hands rest against the surface of the desk. I see the two rings glittering on his fingers—the black signet M on his left hand and the garnet teardrop on the other, and the stump of where his index finger should be.
I came in here to be alone. To avoid Hazel and Noah and their puppet master, Kate. Most of all I came to avoid Mary. But I didn’t expect to see him, and especially not as he is now. There’s a new injury on him. A red streak ravaged across his chest.
“Why would I come looking for you?” I ask instead, tempering my voice to sound much sweeter than how I actually feel.
He gestures to the spreading lifeblood across his torso. “I’ve been injured,” he says. “I thought you might care, since you seemed to before. You tried to fix me in the kitchen—such a saint, you were. And now …?”
“I’m no saint,” I snap, but the vampire only looks amused by my answer.
His wrist bone gleams brittle in the moonlight—another stark reminder of his fading ability to regenerate. Between that, his missing finger, and now his bleeding torso, the vampire’s been dealing with a significant amount of personal injury.
“The other vampire did that to you?” I ask him.
Padraic nods. “It’s not healing anymore,” he says, those black eyes fixed on me. “But staying here with you might still be worth it.”
His flattering words cocoon me. I have to be careful. I draw myself up from the desk and lean forward to see if he’s telling me the truth, at least about the injury. It’s only another reminder of how this vampire isn’t human. But it does mean he’s not impervious to wounds. Dead things could still degenerate.
“You can check, to be sure,” he adds, with a lazy smile. His blue fingers linger over the pearlescent buttons of his spoiled white shirt. “If you’d like to, of course.”
“I’ll trust you,” I tell him curtly. I don’t understand how he can be so cavalier about these injuries, especially as they’re not healing anymore. Mostly, I feel irritated at myself for even caring what becomes of him.
Hazel’s song comes through the walls, then Kate’s laugh, high and giddy. Another night of revelry. Another night slipping away, bringing me one step closer to being stuck here, forever.
The vampire draws me away from the desk, his cold hands on my too-warm ones. I should push away, but I don’t. He pulls me against him. Now his lifeblood’s on me too. It covers the front of my white nightgown, leaving a dark, wet mark at my sternum.
It’s only when he spins me that I realize we’re dancing.
“Little mouse,” Padraic says, in a voice that might have even been fond. When he looks down into my face, I can see myself in the reflection of his shining eyes. Magic 8 Ball eyes that reveal nothing. There’s no future in them—nothing but the endless abyss. “Tell me, why are you really here?”
I can’t tell him the real answer: that I’m searching for my sister. But if I lie, he’ll see it. So I tell him instead about feeling alienated in Glen Hills, feeling cloistered behind those white fences. He spins me in another slow circle and I’m telling him about school, those long, mundane hallways, never once measuring up to—
Her name gets stuck in my throat. I can’t say it aloud. If I do, I’ll surely fall to pieces. Fiona.
“I’m sorry,” Padraic says. His voice is forlorn, which startles me. And when I look at him, he blurs between boy and monster. “You’re in a difficult position. Perhaps I can make it easier.”
He draws away instead of pulling me close. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with my hands anymore. I don’t know what sort of face I’m supposed to be making. The last thing I want to do is cry in front of him. He brought the fog and the rain; he came to my window—it’s his fault everything’s happened.
Padraic sits on the mahogany bench beside the piano, his black gaze fixed on me. I’ve moved toward the wall, against the windows. As if keeping that space between us means I’ll be safe. Shielded.
“How?” I ask him, when I can’t resist any longer. “How could you possibly help me?”
There are rows of empty chairs between the wall and the piano. There’s stuffing coming out of the green woven fabric. My gown is ruined, the same as his shirt—both of them covered in the vampire’s lifeblood. Dark red hair falls across his strange, angular face. There are plenty of boys in Glen Hills, yet it’s this vampire I find so impossible to look away from.
The warm night air wraps itself around me. The breeze ripples through my hair. The vampire’s face is solemn, more than I’d ever seen it before. I want to be closer to him. I want to get rid of the distance between us, and I hate myself for the same reason Mary does. She’s right about me—I like being around the vampire. What if I’m in more trouble than I know?
I’m torn between wanting to throttle him and wanting to understand how he came to be this way.
“Aja, why do you want to stay here?” The question comes back, nips me like one of the many parasitic butterflies that proliferate through the church. It itches and it pesters. I can’t swat it away—Padraic won’t let me. Minutes pass in agony, but the vampire has time to wait. He has all the time in the world.
I don’t know what to say that won’t sound like a lie.
There’s a loose nail on one of the windowsills, and I think, maybe I don’t have to say anything at all. I could take that nail and drag it across my skin, deep enough to bleed. I could show him that I’m here because of him. I can picture the scene unfolding in precise detail: the ragged puncture, the bright, red droplets opening in a line across my hand, his widening black eyes. The space between us narrowing in until there’s none at all. Then, his grey tongue tracing my palm. But as for what comes after that …
No, I don’t think I’m prepared for it.
So, what is there, then? What could I say to make him believe me?
Time is ticking down. From the nave, Hazel’s music gets slower. Even Kate’s voice grows languid—sated, probably, by her two thralls. Padraic’s expression shifts as he gets up from the bench and walks toward me, black shoes clipping even and measured against the floor.
“Tell me the truth,” he says, those black eyes shuttered, and I know he means it as a test. Pass or fail.
An answer comes to me suddenly, one that’s shockingly not a lie at all. Even with my sister gone, there’s still a part of me that believes it. A part that I hate, I guess—but at least it’s there, and I can use it now.
“I think there’s a part of you that’s human,” I say, at last. “I’m here because I want to find it.”
For a brief moment, my words hang suspended between us. His colorless mouth opens, as if trying to draw breath. He crosses over to me in three long strides, pinning me against the wall. I don’t struggle. I lean closer, my face tilted up toward his.
“What did you say?” he demands.
The idea feels inspired. And while he has me here against the window, cold hands like dead weights on my shoulders, I reach forward, and very gently brush back the dark crimson hair falling into his eyes.
The vampire jolts away like I’ve physically shocked him.
“There’s something in you,” I affirm, emboldened now by his reaction. “I think I’m right about that.”
I feel an overwhelming sense of giddiness. Maybe it’s a slight thing in the overall scheme, but for me it’s important. I’ve managed to throw the vampire himself off-balance. While we’re here in this church, I intend to keep doing that for as long as I need to.
“You still remember things about your human life,” I continue, while the vampire stares, unspeaking. “I bet if you tried, you could remember even more.”
“Little mouse—”
“Aja,“ I remind him.
Padraic’s black eyes flare. His unnaturally pale face tenses, and for a moment, I think he may really be dangerous, after all. I can sense his unspoken struggle in the myriad shadows that cross his face, and besides that, his long nails are digging into the soft curves of my shoulders.
“That hurts,” I say, pushing him away.
“Sorry,” he mutters, suddenly sounding just like a sullen boy would. “Aja.”
I rub my sore shoulders, wincing. Padraic looks frozen, more frozen than usual, for the vampire. Then I realize the reason. He’s dug into my shoulders hard enough to draw blood. It seeps through the muslin fabric. Through the open window, a butterfly flutters in. Flittering around the room before settling back on my shoulders. More insects come in—white- and pink-winged little vampires, floating like flower petals on the wind.
He makes a clicking sound from the back of his throat. And just like that, they’re gone.
“Do you still think part of me is human?” he demands.
I slide down against the wall and pat the empty space beside me. “I do. And I want to hear everything you can remember about yourself.”


As the evening wears on and the music dwindles, Padraic tells me about his life … mostly his undead one.
“Perhaps the easiest way to understand it is through these trinkets I carry,” the vampire says. He shows me his rings again—the black signet on his small finger with the looping cursive M, and the dark red garnet glittering on his right hand. He nods to the one on my own hand, the black ring engraved with two hands clasping a crowned heart. The favorite’s ring.
His fingers are very slender, long and tapered. His hands are beautiful and thin—a pianist’s hands, enviably graceful if not for their luster, which reminds me so much of embalmment. Flesh made fleshless. Of course, one of those lovely fingers is permanently gone because of his spiteful counterpart.
“How could you let her treat you like this?” I ask. He’s missing a digit because of Kate, and yet they remain so fiercely loyal to each other.
He shows me the dark garnet on his finger, shaped like a teardrop. “She gave this to me, willingly, from her own hand. Even as a newborn, when her thoughts were marred completely by the hunger. We have been together ever since she turned. Always together.”
For decades Padraic had lived alone, depleting towns in Europe, keeping more and more to the shadows over time as humans became savvier. When he saw the girl, black-haired and sharp-tongued and alone in the alley, his first thought had been to drain her.
“I liked how she shouted at me,” the vampire says, sounding amused now. “She said all manner of awful things a human girl should never say to a monster. Quite creative and ghastly. I began to think maybe she was meant to be a monster herself.”
He turned her, and she gave herself the name Kate when she awoke, black-eyed and bloodless like him.
“Did you name yourself too?” I ask him.
He looks startled by my question. “No,” he says slowly. “I heard myself called that. Before I tore out my master’s throat, I heard him call out Padraic, just once. I suppose he named me then. Or else, it had once been my human name.”
“Are you Kate’s master?” I’m curious about how they work together, given her vicious temperament. She hurts Padraic, and he does nothing to stop her.
“Kate has no master.” Padraic grins. “I am her maker, but never her master. She is fully my equal.”
She stays in the church because he does. I file away this information carefully … it feels important in a way I don’t quite understand yet. I want to remember it. Kate had a choice—and this is what she chose. Who she chose.
“You already know about the signet ring,” Padraic continues. “It was the first one I collected when I awoke as a vampire.”
For he had immediately turned on his old master as soon as he sprung back from the dead. He’d reached forward and tore out his pale throat. Padraic was hungry, so hungry that he tried to feed on the dead vampire himself. So hungry that he drank down every drop of his lifeblood, sucked out so much of his old master that there was no return for even a near-immortal being. “It wasn’t pleasant. But I soon reconciled with the rest of the inn. Then the surrounding town. They were delicious. Quite delicious.”
He then pried the black signet ring from his dead master’s small finger before departing. “I suppose I wanted a keepsake,” he muses now, black eyes flickering over me, “of our brief time together.”
“I’m not afraid,” I tell him, trying to match my words to my feelings.
“You should be,” he chides me. Padraic’s face is very luminous in the near dark, too angular to be handsome. He’s all eyes and cheekbones and teeth. There’s no softness to him except in the tendrils of dark red hair that fall around his face.
His eyes settle at last on the cold ring on my finger, heavy as a tomb. “That one’s the only remaining relic of my human days.”
The ring I wear now was the only one he’d worn through both life and death. He still has those memories of his human life before turning. He remembers a vague impression of green hills and a river, a distant sound of laughter and music. But I know there’s more. There has to be more to him than these glimpses he’s shown me.
My stomach churns when I think of how he’s re-created those aspects of his former life in his new one. It’s evident in the night music that plays in the church, in the thralls’ dancing and laughing. He wants to experience it. Again and again and again. Horrifying, and yet surprisingly sentimental. At least for a vampire.
“She won’t be harmed,” Padraic adds. “Your little friend. You’re both guests here … at least for now.”
I’m running out of time. I’m running out of places to look.
“Is your curiosity satisfied now?” he asks, in that lightly accented voice I’ll never place.
“No, I think there’s still more,” I tell him. There’s something you’re hiding from me, I want to say, but don’t dare to.
“Then we’ll continue this conversation until you’re satisfied,” Padraic concludes. It’s so late that even the vampire looks up through the window, his expression sharp and suddenly watchful. The sky is beginning to lighten. Within an hour, it’ll be dawn again.
“I’d like to keep talking,” he tells me in his strange, lilting voice. “But you must let me know whether you’d like to resume our chat tomorrow evening, or continue it now.”
“Continue it now?”
The vampire looks me over, fingers idly trailing the sleeve of my gown. Even through the fabric, his hand feels cold. “What do you think, Aja?” the vampire asks. “I could show you to my bedchambers. You could lay with me, side by side. I could whisper all manner of things to you there.”
I know that he can see my flushed cheeks. I know he hears my palpitating heart. But before I can even think to answer him, he adds one more thing.
“Know this,” he says, very quietly. “There’s no return this time, if you follow me there.”
Now his true meaning is becoming clear. And I’m starting to understand what it is he wants with me.
I study his black eyes and colorless lips. His hands, colder than ice. He lacks remorse, and I have no sense of his motives. Worse—there’s something about him that’s alluring to me. Even though he’s dead.
The sky is beginning to brighten. I can make out the tops of the trees in the clearing, singed by the night. “Tomorrow night is fine,” I tell him. I try to keep my voice steady, but it quavers on the word night.
“Tomorrow night, then,” Padraic agrees, with a slow, lazy smile that pulls at my chest. An invisible thread hangs between us. All he has to do is tug. “And one more thing, little mouse.”
“Aja,” I correct him, automatically.
“Aja,” he smiles, amenably. “A word of advice from one friend to another: Don’t go looking for trouble. Don’t go looking for things you’re not ready to find.”
“Move carefully,” he says, black eyes shining in the dark. “Have patience … and I’ll show you everything, myself. I promise.”
He’s gone before I can register it. I’m alone in the music room. The piano is quiet, and the faded saints along the walls will never speak a word.
But beneath the floor, the little caterpillars click along in their growing tunnels, burrowing into the recesses of the church. And I swear, some of them have even learned to whisper. I can hear their buzzing mouths against the old wood.
Aja, they call me. A vibrating chorus, eating their way up toward me. Aja, Aja, Aja.



SIXTEEN
a slow reckoning
DAY COMES, AND MY INSIDES feel like they’re blistering.
Between being compelled into the fog by Kate, the discovery of the handbag, and now contending with Padraic’s offer … I wish for nothing less than the reversal of time, futile as that is. I wish I had never come to this church. Most of all, I wish that the vampire had never seen me through the window … I wish he’d never clawed his way in. I can feel his fingers probing in my twitching chest. Sifting for where I’m weak.
Have patience, he’d warned me, just last night. His lyrical voice underpinned with palpable threat.
I can feel the weight of the vampire’s test, even in the daylight. It hangs on my shoulders and presses in on my back. Entombing me, even now. Move carefully. When Noah’s eyes flicker over me blankly in the nave—I know he’s watching with their gaze, not his own. He’s reporting to Kate, the same way Hazel is. Like her, he’ll do anything to be her favorite.
And as usual, there a plenty of puncture wounds along my classmate’s neck. He grins sheepishly at me and Mary. He looks like one of the Hanson brothers—floppy brown hair and all-American good looks. Except for the fact that Noah is fucking possessed.
“Good morning,” he says, walking past us.
“No,” Mary shoots back. “It’s really not. At all.”
Mary is losing it at this point too. We all are. Reality and nightmare blurs together, while a perpetual hunger gnaws at my stomach. The only ones who seem rested and sated are the vampires themselves.
But what were they hiding?
It’s something in the library; it’s something below the floorboards.
“Where is Ricky?” I ask Noah without preamble. His smile fades at my question.
“I … don’t know,” Noah says. His jaw tenses visibly and he doesn’t make eye contact with either of us. Or maybe Kate’s preventing him from telling us the truth. I can see the strain in his face—he’s definitely lying about something. His mouth twitches and his eyes dart around the nave like he’s looking for an escape from my questions.
“Ricky is your best friend,” I continue, surprised by how icy my voice sounds. “You played in Little League together. Don’t you remember how inseparable you were?”
A single bead of sweat trails down from his forehead. At my side, Mary says nothing.
The air is thick with dust. The light streaming in from the stained window turns us into strange orange-and-red hued creatures, while the wooden floorboards strain and creak under our steps. Little white caterpillars inch from shadow to shadow, ever hungry.
“Tell me, and I’ll put in a good word for you with Padraic. Don’t you want a better standing here? Don’t you know I can give it to you?”
“Really?” Noah asks. His voice cracks. “Could you do that?”
“I swear,” I tell him, surprised by the smoothness of my own lie.
Noah is breaking. We just have to push a little harder. His face looks stricken. The veins in his hands are bulging. He’s clenching them together so tightly. Just a little further now, and I’ll get somewhere.
I’m tired of not getting anywhere in this church. And if I have to, I’ll find any crack I can get. I’ll press on it until it gives way. I’ll say anything I can, hurt anyone I have to. There’s not much time to waste, according to Padraic’s promise. Three more nights, and then I’ll be stuck here forever.
“She doesn’t care about you, Noah. She’s going to go with Hazel as favorite,” I say sharply, while Mary nods. “You don’t have any leverage here. Not with Kate, and now—not with me, either. You’re completely disposable. Can’t you see that?”
“Kate likes me more,” Noah insists abruptly. His words come out fast and loose. He’s getting careless. “I know she does, because Hazel doesn’t know about the portrait in the library …”
His eyes widen when he realizes what he let slip.
So that’s it. There’s the clue we’ve needed this whole time. There’s a secret in the library, and it’s related to the painting. It could lead to where the vampires sleep. I’m sure it leads to a lot more than that too.
The voices I heard, the thing moving beneath us …
“Don’t tell Kate,” Noah says, gulping. “She’ll never forgive me.”
Mary and I exchange a silent look. We’re getting closer to something. One step, then another step forward, until we find whatever it is.
“You don’t have to worry,” Mary reassures him. “We won’t tell Kate anything.”
“Please,” Noah says again. All the color drains from his face. “When she gets angry …” He doesn’t finish the sentence—he doesn’t have to. Kate wouldn’t hesitate to hurt any one of us. She’d even hurt Padraic if he got in her way. She’d broken off one of his fingers—and I know she’d do worse if she felt like she had to. If not for Padraic’s show of good faith to me, I can’t imagine what she’d do to me. What she’d do to Mary.
That vampire! What was it about him?
I look for signs of goodness in him when I shouldn’t. I even wear his ring. Hazel and Noah aren’t the only enthralled ones here. There might be something wrong with me too.
“It won’t be your fault,” I console him. “We can blame Hazel for everything.”
Noah visibly relaxes. His jaw unclenches and he nods. “Okay. That works for me.”
I don’t feel bad for pinning things on her, if I have to. It’ll be worth it to see what’s really in the library. If Hazel finally gets a taste of the vampires’ displeasure as a consequence, then so be it.
I can live with that.
The floorboards creak while Hazel approaches us from the west wing of the church. Her gown is red with blood, but her expression is dreamy and elated. The holes in her arms remind me of the holes in the ground. Kate’s tunneled through her, gnawing and biting anywhere she could. Hazel’s pale, skinny arms dribble red, and I think of the white fences in Glen Hills, back on the morning of Fiona’s seventeenth birthday, and the red rain coming down on them.
“What are you three talking about?” Hazel asks, twisting a strand of hair between her thin fingers. Her voice is soft, but I see how her hard gaze lingers on Noah.
“Home,” Mary says flatly. “It’s where we should all be right now.”
But I can’t go back just yet. Not without finding my sister. Not without learning the library’s secret. Not without learning the vampires’ true intentions with this place … and with us.
Did Padraic mean it when he promised me forever?
“I am home. I have everything I could ever want right here,” Hazel tells us. “I can sleep in during the day. No expectations, no pointless niceties, no stupid fucking rules left. I can break them all, and I’m glad to do it. I’m glad to be gone.”
The brittleness in her voice surprises me. I hadn’t known until this very moment how she really felt about Glen Hills. Hating it through a cherry-tinted smile. She’d been pretending the whole time; putting on a show for the whole damn town.
“But you’re—” I struggled for the words. Hazel never had a hair out of place. Hazel was one of the perfect girls. Just like my sister. “Everyone loves you,” I finish lamely.
They were gleaming white teeth and soft pink nails. They were perfect grades and glossy hair and everything I wasn’t. They were the measuring stick to which I always fell short.
“They love the idea of me,” she says with a bitter laugh. “They have no idea who I really am. You of all people should know how that works.”
Mary steps in automatically. Literally bracing me from Hazel. She can’t help the instinct. Her savior complex kicks in whenever she senses the slightest whiff of trouble. I push her out of my way impatiently. And then I ask Hazel, “What do you mean?”
“I mean, you’re Fiona’s sister,” Hazel says slowly. “So I think you’d had a firsthand look at all of that pretending in action, right?”
Hazel isn’t making any sense right now. It’s the blood loss; it’s the lack of sleep. It’s her delusion with Kate. It has to be.
“You’re completely out of it,” I tell her flatly. “You don’t have any idea what you’re saying.”
But even as the words come out, something is starting to sink in. Something I should have seen much earlier.
Fiona did everything she could to make sure we didn’t stand out too much in Glen Hills. We don’t look like anyone else, she’d tell me, like I needed another reminder of that. She’d fix my dress and check for lint. Smooth my hair so not even a single strand was out of place. The D. J. Tanner to my Michelle, even though we were less than a year apart in age. If Full House ever cast people who looked like us, that is. That’s why we need to work harder to fit in, you know?
Fiona had been pretending too. She hated Glen Hills, maybe even more than I did.
“Okay, Aja,” Hazel smiles. Her voice drips with condescension. “Enjoy your little delusions, then.”
Caterpillars gnaw at the boards under my feet. They crawl up around our ankles, scraping against our skin with bristled legs and even sharper teeth. I watch Noah bicker with Hazel. Neither of them cares that we’re surrounded by parasites. Mary touches my shoulder and doesn’t seem surprised when I flinch away immediately. I hate being smothered by anyone—I always have.
“Mary,” I say quietly. “Fiona’s been here. We have to find her.”
Mary nods, her blue eyes level with mine. “Don’t worry; we will.”
Something in me shifts now. It hurts all the way down. But I won’t act like anything’s wrong. I can’t in front of Hazel and Noah.
“Tomorrow?” I ask Mary, low enough so they can’t overhear us. “Will you go with me and look in the library?”
She takes my hand and squeezes it reassuringly. Our scars match up. “Of course,” she promises. This time, I squeeze back.
I can’t let myself be swayed by Padraic. I can’t keep waiting around … I don’t trust myself with him. And I really don’t trust him with me.
There’s something horrible under us. It gets louder every night. Despite the humidity and late summer heat … my hands go cold. The back of my neck tingles. I can’t shake the feeling that something’s been wrong for a very long time. That it’s something much bigger than all of us.


It was Fiona’s bag. It was Fiona’s folded note too. There’s no use in pretending otherwise, anymore.
While Mary looks for clues inside, I walk into the clearing alone. The cold lances my back straight as I approach the grey fog. I drop the tiny, beaded handbag in, watching it disappear. Watching it get swallowed whole.
My sister loved pretty things. Anything that shined, anything that glittered. Over time, she’d made herself into the ultimate perfect thing. And it still wasn’t enough to take away the gnawing pain she hid from almost everyone.
It’s so quiet out in the clearing, I can hear my own breath. In and out. Rapid and uneven.
I’d ignored all the warning signs before now.
Between the sticky lip balm, there had been that teen helpline number. 1-900-376-TALK. I’d discounted it so impulsively. Maybe to protect myself from the truth.
Fiona had run away from home. She’d come to this church, thinking it might finally take her somewhere better than Glen Hills.
I don’t have much time left to find her.



SEVENTEEN
the last of the dead brides
EVERY MOMENT AFTER DARK IS the witching hour. The wood floors groan, and the stained glass windows shudder as night comes over the clearing. Outside, the elm tree boughs lay heavy with winding, gossamer cocoons, glowing faintly in the dark. Strange stars indeed. Then there’s the rain; bright red rain falling from the wounded sky, dripping down the sides of the white stone church.
I look down and see the blood on my hand, the blood under my nail beds in rust-red crescents. I’d been absently scratching away—my hand itches from the caterpillar bites from this morning. I can feel the sting lingering under my skin, even in my veins. I can’t satisfy the itch, hard as I try. Red droplets ooze from the puncture wounds along my knuckles and on the other side of the room, Kate licks her lips.
Kate watches me with eager black eyes as I walk from the nave into the west wing hall, trying to make it seem natural. Trying to make it seem like I’m not running away. She’s busy enough between the three other teenagers to not bother with me. She doesn’t follow, and all the tension in my shoulder gives out immediately as soon as I’m out of her view. I’m still safe—for now.
The sound of Hazel’s song fades as a new one begins. The tune comes out halting and unfamiliar, echoing through the long hallway. It takes me a moment to realize that there’s someone singing in the music room.
I open the door—and there’s Padraic at the piano, his pale blue fingers pressing down on cracked yellow keys. The sound is tentative and discordant against his soft humming. He doesn’t look up when I enter the room, or when I close the door, or when I sit beside him on the low, mahogany bench. In all my time here—I’ve never once heard him play any music.
I didn’t know that he even could.
The song is slow and stately, too melancholic to be a love song. He fumbles to get it right, but it’s not quite coming together. The nine fingers—those slender, pianist fingers, glittering with rings—are clumsy against the keys. I’ve never seen him so unsure about anything before.
But despite his fumbling, his voice is still lovely and resonant. He knows this song well. It occurs to me immediately that Padraic must have been a musician, once. Perhaps that’s why there was always music playing in the church. Maybe he was trying to find his way back to his human life.
“It’s an old song,” he tells me, when it finally ends. “I believe this is a folk song from my childhood. But I’m afraid that I’ve got the wrong instrument for accompaniment.”
The mute saints watch us from their walls with veiled expressions. I am the vampire’s only audience besides them and the half-circle of moth-eaten chairs that surround the piano. The sounds from the nave seem so far away while I’m in this new cocoon. Padraic turns to look at me and the world melts away.
“I’m remembering things again,” he says. His tone is contemplative and measured. “The longer I stay in one place, the easier those old memories come back to me.”
His black eyes glimmer and I swear, they look almost warm. I want to speak, but I don’t know what I’d say. It’d all get jumbled up, and the last thing I want to do is end whatever strange spell is happening right now.
“I grew up hungry,” Padraic continues. “This was before I ever turned. I grew up with a gnawing ache in my stomach that hardly ever went away. It followed me from childhood onward. But I was happy, too, in spite of that.”
“Why were you happy?” Despite my reservations, I’m fascinated. I want to learn more about him—the real him.
“I had music,” the vampire says. “I had people around me that I loved, and was in turn loved by them.”
His gaze is fixed on the heavy, black ring around my middle finger. Two hands clasped around a crowned heart. The vampire called it his favorite’s ring, but now I know what it really was.
“You were once engaged,” I say, and it comes out more a statement than a question.
The vampire nods. “Yes—I was.”
On the first night I arrived in this place, Kate had taken one look at the ring on my finger and said that Padraic always had a favorite. Now all I can see is a long line of dead brides, and Padraic as an undead Bluebeard, always in search of his newest beloved.
“I can’t remember her face,” Padraic tells me. “But I think I’ve been trying to find her ever since I woke up changed, with that ring still on my finger; the one talisman of my human life. My favorites never lasted very long. I was impatient and wild and careless with them … but I’ve learned better now. I can be patient, especially if the right person comes along.”
It’s easy to read between the lines. Padraic has certainly killed humans before; he told me so early on. He’s lured girls out of their houses and made them promises he couldn’t keep. I should be running away screaming. But I stay at his side, looking into the abysses of his eyes. Seeing if there might be anything there.
“Aja,” he says. His voice is so gentle that I almost can’t bear it. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For staying—and for seeing something in me that I hadn’t. It’s better with you. I’m better … with you at my side.”
I don’t know what the vampire sees in me. It’s not my beauty. There are girls certainly more beautiful. Maybe it’s my foolishness. I look for the innate goodness in him, behind his many masks. I’ve already met the charismatic vampire and the cruel vampire. Now here’s the lost boy. Was that even his real face, or just another mask of his?
“The world is different from what I’d previously fathomed. We could have a home here—we could make a growing family,” he says softly. “Consider it.” I think of the caterpillars clawing their way into every crevasse. Growing in number, growing hungrier. The vampire stares at me with the same shining black eyes.
Why did he pick me?
Somewhere along the way, my lies for staying had blurred into the truth. Or maybe the truth was that from the very beginning, this was what I had yearned for as much as I wanted to find my sister. I wanted someone who saw me beyond the role I was forced into playing in my hometown. The vampire came to my window and probed until he found my real fears, my real desires.
The rain comes down steadily over the church, rain the color of End Days, but it feels like the beginning of something else. Padraic leans forward so close that if I wanted to, I could kiss him now. Press my too-warm lips against his too-cold ones. Maybe then we’d be even; maybe then we’d balance each other out. I feel dizzy and lightheaded, and I don’t know if it’s the lingering effects of the blood-siphoning butterflies or the vampire’s proximity.
Since arriving at the church, Padraic hasn’t bitten me, not even once. I’ve imagined what it might be like ever since I first saw his face against my window. I don’t want him to move from town to town, forgetting me. I want to leave a trail of kisses on him that stings even better than the butterflies.
Padraic’s exposed wrist bone peeks out from his white shirt, and it should make me sick to see it. But it doesn’t. I touch it with my own hand, gently. It’s cold and more brittle than I imagined. Fragile. Breakable.
“Come with me,” he says softly.
“Where would we go?” I ask, even though I know the answer.
“Down.”
Down into that brand-new world. Down into what the Glen Hills adults would certainly consider Hell.
“You’ll be mine if you stay,” he smiles. “Three more nights, remember? But we can make it sooner. We don’t have to wait.”
He’s impatient. I can feel how he hurries. How he leans in, coaxing me. He wants a quick decision. He wants my yes.
But could the vampire really have a soul? I search him as he searches me—we look at each other to find ourselves. The music room is almost entirely quiet. Red rain trails down the window. White caterpillars skitter across the floor. There’s only one heartbeat between the two of us.
He takes my hand with his mutilated one and very simply asks, “Will you?”
To which I respond, “I don’t know.”
I could be the last favorite in his long line of dead girls. But for that, I would be giving up the sun on my shoulders and fishing in Lake Michigan with Dad. I would be leaving Fiona and Mary behind. It would be giving up life as I know it, for the complete unknown. A future that was still riddled with far too many secrets.
Concerningly, Kate had promised Hazel or Noah the very same thing Padraic had promised me—and I was almost certain she was lying. She enjoyed toying with them both. Who was to say Padraic wasn’t doing the very same thing to me now?
“What is it like to turn?” I ask.
The vampire takes his time in answering me. His black gaze goes beyond me, past the walls of the music room, past even the clearing, and into that unknown place again. Hazel’s music slows, and I know the night is nearing its end now.
“It hurts,” he tells me. “The transformation is arduous. You’ll wake up new and hungry. But I’ll stay beside you, and you’ll learn to control the hunger.”
“What happens if I can’t?”
“You won’t survive,” he says simply, and after a slight, somewhat tense pause, he adds, “There’s always that risk.”
“What’s the worst part of it?”
“The churning. The sloughing of old layers for new ones,” he says slowly. “Even watching it happen to another … I can recall my own painful process. It’s not only our exteriors that change; it’s internal too. Everything becomes different—the world expands in some ways and contracts in others. Your needs change.”
He’s being honest with me, I think. No tricks or lies this time. The pain will certainly be worse than anything I’ve ever experienced. My heart would stop; my skin, turn cold. I’d wake up with black eyes, bloodless and insatiably hungry. And yet, in some ways, I’d still be Aja, somewhere, somehow. Just as Padraic held pieces of his past life within his new one.
“I don’t know.” I tell him again. This whole place feels like one long fever dream, from the ring of fog surrounding the clearing to the dead boy at my side.
Kate wasn’t too fond of staying in this church. Yet Padraic still insisted on settling here. He wanted a family. A coven, the cautious part of me interjects. Not a family.
Mary and I were going to the library tomorrow despite the vampire’s warnings. Two of us are still missing—Ricky, and my sister—and I think the library is the key.
Suddenly, I think of Bluebeard again, and the young brides turning the handle of the forbidden door. Seeing their predecessors strung up on the ceiling, the floor slicked red with blood.
What was in that library?
“Think about it,” he says, cutting through my thoughts. “Please, consider my offer. You could be happy; we could all be.”
The we Padraic references doesn’t sit right with me. Something is off in the vampire’s meaning, but I have no idea what it is.
There’s a discrepancy between his words and his expression. I’m good at spotting that now. I’ve had years of practice, between the show I put on for Glen Hills, and the ones I learned from Fiona. She’s always been better than me at everything, even at pretending.
“What are you hiding?” I ask him. “What won’t you tell me, Padraic?”
The vampire opens his mouth to either reply or deflect, but I’ll never know which one he planned for. His words are cut short by a loud, reverberant clatter. It comes from below, down in the basement of this church. It clangs and echoes deep down from the foundation of this very structure. I hear the whisper of white caterpillars beneath my feet; their little teeth clicking madly.
One appears after another. Rows of white caterpillars are swarming up into the music room. Up from their dark tunnels in the wood boards. They rush and scatter around the room in disjointed paths, and scramble for new corners to hide in. They even climb up the walls, over the faces of washed-out saints, over the blood-drenched windows.
A sudden realization comes over me. Kate’s hysteria over the past few days is likely related to this—she wants to get out because of whatever is happening below. Maybe it’s an infestation; a new abomination. One that not even the vampires can control.
Within seconds, the black-haired vampire comes racing into the music room. Her long hair billows around her like a curtain. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think she looked afraid. “We have to go,” Kate says—and there’s an actual stammer in that high, cold voice of hers. “Padraic—we have to go now.”
The two of them are gone before I can blink twice.
There’s no more clattering from below; no resounding echo of clanging metal. Most of the caterpillars have already disappeared into crevices and corners I can’t see. The rain comes down, steady as always, against the window.
I’m not afraid of the dark so much as what comes out from the shadows. The unknown doesn’t scare me, but its true form does. I’m afraid of coming closer to the truth, afraid of confronting it without flinching away.
I can still hear my sister’s voice in my ear, telling me to stand up a little straighter. To make my smile a little wider. We have to be perfect, she always said, twirling in those lovely, babydoll dresses. Not a hair out of place. They have to know we’re two of the good ones.
I’m afraid to look at where the rot begins. I’m afraid of how bad it might actually be. And with each passing night, I’m getting more afraid of what’s really at the end of those long, dark, tunnels.
But I have to know the answer. If just for my own sanity at this point.
I press my ear against the wood floor to listen. His ring glitters on my finger in the dark, quiet room. Tauntingly, it seems to me now. I strain against the wood as best as I can, even pressing my ear into one of those awful holes—but I hear nothing at all.
There is only endless, heavy silence.



EIGHTEEN
the library’s secret
PADRAIC HAS PROMISED TO SHOW me what lies beneath the floorboards—but only in his own way. Only if I am patient and don’t explore on my own. If I move forward without him, it means I’m taking a step against the vampire.
But if things go well today, he’ll never find out. I twist the black ring on my hand, and think, maybe, I could still be his favorite, despite what I’ve got planned.
Mary and I have taken advantage of one of Hazel and Noah’s fights this morning to get a head start. They’re too busy squabbling in the kitchen to notice the two of us. As usual, they’re fighting for pecking order when it comes to Kate. Noah mutters dark warnings and Hazel breaks the porcelain plates. She’s mine, she’s mine, she’s mine … the refrain screeches through the hall like a warped CD. It follows us through the nave and into the west wing. She’s mine, she’s mine, she’s mine …
The portrait of the Virgin looms against the wall of the library, smiling inscrutably. I stride toward it, my steps muffled against the thick, ivy-patterned carpet. More dust kicks up from the bookshelves, making my eyes water. For a moment, her smile seems rather sinister. But then I blink, and it’s all back to normal.
I lean closer to the picture, my hand pressed against the green chaise underneath it for support. White caterpillars scurry across the painting and along its gilded frame. Mary’s brow is furrowed in concentration as she looks around the small, dimly lit room.
“There are no windows here,” she mutters. “Ever notice that?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean,“ Mary says slowly. “The vampires have to sleep somewhere, don’t they?”
She’s right. Kate and Padraic are probably below us at this very moment. Sleeping monsters in a cold, dark chamber, their pale legs and arms entwined. Surrounded by their hungry swarms of caterpillars.
On the carpet, a lone caterpillar seems to gaze directly at me.
“Let’s keep going,” I tell Mary, swallowing my fears.
It isn’t just that the Virgin’s expression is unnerving. The caterpillars continually burrow in and out from her gilded frame. Noah was telling us the truth—there is something very strange about this portrait. There’s something these creatures are coming out of: a secret entrance behind the picture.
There are several white caterpillars on the Virgin’s portrait. Some of them are small, around the size of a dime. Others are longer than my finger and twice as thick. All of them are endlessly hungry. The Virgin’s smile is inscrutable yet knowing. The caterpillars crawl over her serene face. They creep out from behind the frame, from the shadows.
“Aja?” Mary asks, reaching for my arm. “What is it?”
My heart is pounding. If I’m right about this, which I think I will be, it means we’ll be even closer to uncovering some truth of this place. I place a shaky hand on the right edge of the portrait. The caterpillars immediately scatter. Then I swing the portrait open on its hinge, revealing the black room behind it.
A black room teeming with white caterpillars.


Mary crosses the threshold behind the portrait first. I follow a few paces behind. Once we’ve made it beyond the secret door of the library, it’s clear we’re not in a room at all, but in a stone stairwell.
It takes us a few minutes to close the door; I had to really work to convince Mary to go along with it. She only caves because of the possibility of Hazel or Noah seeing us. But finally, we close the door and relinquish ourselves to darkness.
There are so many caterpillars along the stone walls. In the dark, it’s hard to see much of anything, but I can hear them, click-clicking incessantly near my ear. Endlessly hungry.
“Down?” Mary asks, a few paces ahead of me.
“Down,” I reply, stifling my burgeoning dread.
I use the stone column to guide myself downward. The stairs are winding and hard beneath my bare feet. They’re made of coarse stone, likely the same ones as the church’s exterior. With every step I take, it gets colder and colder. Caterpillars scatter over my hand, leaving their unpleasant lingering itch behind.
In the dark stairwell, time feels both suspended and endless. We continue to step around and round, even as the chill hits. I can hear Mary’s teeth chattering. It echoes around us, ricocheting off the walls.
There’s a faint glow a few feet ahead. We have to be close to the end now. Close to the basement.
“I’m glad it’s still daytime,” Mary mutters, and I couldn’t agree more. The idea of encountering Kate awake downstairs is horrifying.
The slow cold spreads over me. The walls are filled with the creatures. It’s like we’re in some kind of nest. Every surface I touch squirms wetly under my fingers. Black eyes glitter and blink in the dark. A wave of revulsion washes over me, and I stop moving. I can’t go any farther. The caterpillars are crawling over my legs. The walls are breathing.
It’s so much worse down here. The caterpillars are never ending. There’s something coming up the sleeve of my dress. I can’t see anything. I can only feel the endless legs making their way up. From my wrist to my elbow it goes up and up. Then it’s at my shoulder, wriggling itself over the flimsy neckline of my nightgown. The little teeth are at my neck. Scraping against my skin. It pierces its way in, teeth sinking into flesh, and I think—this thing is going to try and tunnel through me, too, now—isn’t it?
“Mary!“ I scream, far too loud. Footsteps thunder from above me, and down comes a rain of them. Wriggling and falling from the ceiling like another bad omen. The End Days are here. Squirming caterpillars are falling into my hair. They’re falling into the stone steps with a sick, squelchy plop. Some of them are surely dead but I’ll never be rid of them all—there’ll always be more, and they’ll always be so hungry …
Mary turns in the dark and grabs my hand. “Aja, I swear to god … if you don’t shut up—”
But Mary isn’t afraid of them the way I am. Mary doesn’t think of their horrible black eyes. They don’t get into her dreams and infect her waking life. She doesn’t think of him getting closer, those lips curling, those cold fingers spreading around her neck …
There’s a sickly stench in the air now—so thick that I’m gagging on it. My stomach roils in waves.
Mary stiffens a few paces ahead of me, but doesn’t stop moving forward … and I can’t, either. The vampires are close, maybe even stirring from their slumber. We barrel down the rest of the steps, and the smell gets so much worse. Blood and urine and sweat. And something sweet. Something awful.
Footsteps rumble overhead. Hazel’s coming. Noah is too. But I still have to see what the vampires are hiding.
We’ve reached what appears to be an old wine cellar. Rows of white caterpillars swarm up toward the exit. A few cocoons creak overhead, twisting on their gossamer strings, and emitting a faint, greenish glow. There’s one large shape in front of us that doesn’t move at all.
In the near dark, I can barely make out what it is. There’s a hallway ahead and another annex behind the shelves of wine. But those rooms fade against the heavy shadow of the solid, unmoving object—the boy tied to a single chair in the wine cellar. A few hungry caterpillars have started to skitter away as we approach. The stench is stronger the closer we get to him.
It’s Ricky.
He grins at me emptily. His eyeballs have both putrefied. Strips of flesh hang from him in tattered ribbons.
“Fuck,” Mary hisses. “Fuck fuck fuck—”
Caterpillars are crawling in and out of his rotting corpse, squirming from the sagging yellow and purple mottled patches of overripe flesh. Thick, glistening bugs gorge themselves on his skin, his blood. They suck his marrow dry. Ricky continues to smile. His mouth is one big, endless hole.
This time, I don’t even bother to hold back my scream.
A boy I knew is dead. Padraic is the monster responsible for it. And now everything feels irrevocably broken. My thoughts are swimming. Mary’s yelling something at me, but her voice feels so far away. It sounds like she’s underwater, or maybe I am.
I think I’m drowning.
The thing that used to be Ricky continues to grin at us from the dark. His hair, usually gelled into spikes, lays greased and matted on top of his skull like roadkill. His entire body is riddled with black holes. The caterpillars burrow into the arms that used to slug home runs and the legs that used to steal bases. He’s dead meat in a chair, rotting flesh fit only for endlessly hungry, clicking little mouths.
It’s almost a relief when the light floods in from above. The caterpillars skitter and shrink under the stone columns, twisting themselves back into nooks and crannies and crevices between stones. Then there’s a triumphant shout from the stairwell—the sound of Hazel and Noah catching up to our plans.
They scramble down the stone steps and into the wine cellar. They grab me and Mary with insistent arms and borrowed strength from Kate’s control. The two of them drag us up the stairs, pull us out of the painting, and tie our arms behind our backs with strips of cloth ripped from their own gowns and tunics.
Neither of them seems remotely fazed by the dead boy in the cellar.
“Ricky’s dead,” I say, feeling dazed. “They killed him—Padraic and Kate …”
“Shut up,” Hazel says, her sweet voice gone steely. Her grip on my shoulder is inflexible. “You think that matters to us?”
Despite being firmly at odds with each other, Hazel and Noah have managed to come together to follow Kate’s orders.
But there’s something different about Noah, I swear. He’s much quieter. Ricky had been his best friend. Maybe, even through the fog of enthrallment, he could sense how much he’d lost. It was Ricky, after all.
“Kate will punish them,” Noah says, his voice much more subdued than Hazel’s steely tenor. “Where should we put them for now?”
Hazel stops a moment to consider. “We’ll lock them in the pantry until night.”
“And then?” Noah probes.
“And then the vampires will deal with them both,” Hazel tells us, with a glassy smile.
We walk down the hall in a single-file line. My heart jackhammers against my chest. They’re going to tell Padraic. He’s going to know we’ve all seen Ricky, dead and rotting in the cellar. What will he do, now that I’ve gone behind his back?
The same thing he’s done to all his other favorites.
Hazel pushes Mary into the pantry first. Then she kicks me in with the brunt of her knee and locks the door shut. Eyes glitter in the dark, but all I can think about are Ricky’s missing ones, now putrefied into nothing, and that awful, tongueless mouth. His skin patterned with holes.
“Let us out,” I beg. “Noah, please …”
But I know how this goes, and from her stiff silence, I’m sure that Mary knows it too.
No one will help. No one will save us. And now, we’re almost all out of time.



NINETEEN
rotten things
THE LIGHT SIFTS IN UNDER the door, bright enough for me to read the familiar labels on the shelves above me. Barilla, Maruchan, Jif. The pantry is about half the length as my small bedroom at home but a quarter of the width. Cracked wooden shelves extend out from all three sides, forcing us even closer. In the near dark, Mary constantly bumps my legs. It’s a good thing that neither of us is particularly claustrophobic.
After Hazel and Noah locked us in the kitchen pantry, we wriggled out of our cloth bindings. My wrists are still sore from being tied together behind my back. The cramped space doesn’t help with my comfort level, either. Mary’s breath is suffocatingly warm.
“Ricky’s dead,” I mutter, rocking back and forth on my heels. “They left him there like a sack of rice. The vampires killed him.”
The caterpillars had been eating away at his corpse—even his face was covered in holes. Noah and Hazel both saw what Ricky had become, and neither of them did anything about it. They left him in the cellar to rot. He didn’t deserve that. None of us deserved what was happening to us here.
“They killed Ricky,” I whisper again. A broken record now. The same words on loop. “They killed Ricky … and I think …”
Mary leans forward in the dark, her gaze fixed on me. “Aja—”
“I think my sister’s dead too.”
Fiona hasn’t been anywhere in the church. It’s the most logical conclusion, especially now knowing what was down in the basement. The vampires had proved themselves more vicious than I thought capable. They let a boy die—and the reason they did it still eludes me. Did they have fun, torturing him together? Could it have been an accident? Kate makes me suspect the former is likely—but then, Padraic gives me pause. Could he be capable of something that brutal?
The vampires didn’t even bury him; they left his body out for the caterpillars. These were the same caterpillars that grew restless, that ate their way up to the nave—to even Glen Hills itself.
“Maybe she’s not dead,” Mary says, in that voice I hate. Well-meaning but tinged with just a trace of condescension, the same as the rest of the neighborhood. “We didn’t see her down there. There’s still a chance, Aja. I could help find her.”
Mary would do anything to temper my feelings. To center herself as the solution to my every problem. I could choke on all her good intentions—really, I could. I hate that she followed me here—I hate that we’re stuck together. I could’ve been home by now if she hadn’t dragged herself into this mess with me.
She doesn’t know that part. Mary has no idea what she’s put me through.
Heat creeps up my neck. The pantry feels even smaller than it did a few minutes ago. “Are you going to find my sister for me, Mary? Are you going to save the day? You’re the same as everyone else in Glen Hills, even though you pretend you’re the opposite. You pretend like you understand me. You pretend that you’re on my side. But you aren’t.”
“That’s not fair,” she whispers, freezing in place. “Aja, come on.”
“You don’t know what it’s like. You’ve never understood how much things really suck for me, being in a town like Glen Hills. You think everything will turn out okay because things always turn out okay for girls like you.”
“What do you want me to do?” Mary demands. I’m not the only one pissed off now. “I’ve tried helping you every way that I can. I came through this fog … for you.”
“Do less. You’re not my fucking savior, Mary.”
I’m tired of holding back. Tired of being suffocated under Mary, and tired of playing the sidekick. She’ll never get it.
Of course, that was how I ended up following the vampire into this church. He promised I’d finally get something I’d never once had. Not with my perfect sister, winning the whole town over and taking the one spot for girls like us—girls who didn’t look like everyone else. Not with Mary, squashing me into the best friend role. Padraic said I’d be the favorite. And that was what I’d always wanted, deep down.
Mary’s voice is very flat when she finally speaks. “I’m not going to save you this time, Aja. I’m going to get the fuck out and get away from this hellhole on my own. I don’t care anymore. I just … can’t do it.”
“Good,” I whisper savagely. “I don’t need you. I never did.”
My heart thrums with the satisfaction of finally getting it all out. Maybe this wasn’t the best way to tell her, but it was definitely something she needed to hear. I exist outside of her. I exist outside of the parameters of what she’s made me into … what Fiona’s made me into … what this whole town’s made me into. I’m more.
Mary’s crying. I can hear her trying to muffle her sobs against her own folded arms. The pantry’s so cramped that there’s nowhere to go. She probably expects me to apologize and smooth things over.
But I won’t.
There’s a loud bang against the pantry door. All around us, boxes and cans rattle against the shelves. A skittering caterpillar darts across the streak of light under the door and hides itself behind a bottle of Crisco. “Keep it down in there,” comes Noah’s muffled voice through the door, “Or else I’ll tell Kate about it, too.”
Kate, who’d laughed as I’d crawled on all fours toward the fog. Kate, who pulled the strings on Hazel and Noah like a puppet master. Kate, who certainly didn’t care if Ricky was dead.
I know that things will only get worse when they finally let us out.
I can’t stop seeing visions of Ricky’s rotting face. Was that going to happen to us too? Was that what they did to my sister?
“Noah,” I whisper, through the door. “She killed Ricky.”
Outside the pantry, I can hear the sound of water running over pots and pans. It’s almost dinnertime, and only a matter of time before it’s dark out, before both of the vampires are awake. Noah doesn’t say a word, but I can hear him breathing on the other side.
“Please let us out. Noah, don’t you see what’s happening? They’re going to kill us.”
A long silence. Mary, still bleary-eyed from crying, leans closer to hear his answer too. But Noah remains quiet.
“You have to remember Ricky. You guys were inseparable. Noah, please. If not for us, then for him. He’s dead—and it’s their fault. Kate and Padraic. You can’t trust the vampires.”
“You … you don’t know what you’re talking about,” he finally says. There’s a thread of hesitancy in his voice and I want to pull on it. But already, he’s walking away, and quickly—as if he’s afraid to listen to our pleas any longer. His loyalty’s with Kate—even though she’s killed his best friend.
The kitchen is quiet. Noah is gone. All I can hear is the slow drip of water coming from one of the faucets. The drip reminds me of the sound of a ticking clock, of passing time.
Drip, drip, drip.
“The rain’s starting,” Mary mumbles, wiping her eyes. “I’m so sick of this shitty weather.”
I draw my knees up to my chest, listening to the steady pitter-patter against the roof. It’s another bad omen for tonight.
It must be after dark—we’ve been locked in this pantry for a while. Black eyes watch us from the top shelves, clicking their little teeth. Waiting behind translucent jars and bottles, bolder as time goes on. The caterpillars are getting hungrier, too.
We’ve already had half a box of stale cereal since being locked in. Mary’s started eating peanut butter directly out of the jar, scooping it out with her fingers. My stomach is rumbling. I don’t know if it’s from hunger or if cereal can go bad. I have no appetite, even though I haven’t had anything substantial in hours. I’m too unnerved to eat.
What will the vampires do to us?
Maybe there’s a chance things won’t be as bad as I fear. It depends on how Padraic will react.
I’d seen glimpses of something in him that wasn’t quite monstrous. He was remembering parts of his human life. He was more than his hunger. Underneath that cold exterior, there was something else.
Maybe, he’d be lenient with us. Maybe, he’d understand.
He’d danced me around the music room. He’d played a song on the piano, tentative and unsure. My treacherous heart lurches in my chest. I twist the black ring on my finger.
Mary stares down at my hands, her expression one of pure, unmitigated disgust. “Jesus Christ,” she scoffs.
“What?” I ask, ears burning.
“You’re just like the other two idiots. We’re doomed.”
But I wasn’t them. This was different from Hazel and Noah’s obsession with Kate. Padraic was different—he’d proven himself capable of evolving.
“You were right,” Mary says slowly. “I should have never come here. You don’t even want to leave this place, do you? Even with Ricky dead, there’s still a part of you that thinks maybe it won’t happen to you. That somehow, you’ll be the exception.”
“Shut up,” I tell her. But my voice cracks. “That’s not it, not at all.”
Mary opens her mouth, and I’m already bracing for her retort … when the floor suddenly starts to shake.
Caterpillars scatter behind shelves, clicking their teeth. Caterpillars wriggling up from beneath our very feet. A box of old cereal topples onto my head. Then something clangs. The metal rattles somewhere deep within the foundation of this church.
“They’re afraid,” Mary says instead, looking down at the skittering bugs. “It’s like they’re trying to get away from something.”
There were other rooms in the basement. I’d forgotten about them in light of seeing Ricky’s rotting corpse in the middle of the cellar. There was the annex behind the wine bottles and a long hallway. There was something else in the basement—something that not only the caterpillars were afraid of—but the vampires too.
What could be even worse than vampires?
My mind draws a blank. There’s nothing I can conceive of that’s more frightening than what I’ve already encountered here in this church.
Mary’s shoulders tense when footsteps approach.
Someone’s coming.
The pantry swings open. Mary and I nearly fall on top of each other in scrambling out. Hazel and Noah greet us with twin beatific smiles, their eyes glazed and cloudy. Around their shoulders swirl the blood-sucking butterflies.
“What’s going on?” Mary demands, scrambling upright.
“You’ll just have to see for yourself,” Hazel replies sweetly.
Together, we walk down the hallway and into the nave, where Kate and Padraic have been awaiting our arrival. Hazel and Noah stand behind us, watching our every move. Making sure we don’t try to escape.
The vampires look both lovely and awful against the flickering candlelight, in their fine, dark clothes and glittering rings. Two sets of black eyes bore into me like tunnels.
It’s raining again; it’s always raining here. Red rain slides down the stained glass windowpanes. The church shudders—a sure sign of the coming storm. And Kate, that beautiful, cruel vampire, beckons Mary forward with the crook of her long, grey fingernail.
“Come here,” she says. There’s a white caterpillar wriggling in her hand, thick and gleaming.
“What are you doing?” I blurt out. Not to her, but Padraic. He’s the only one of the vampires who might listen to me.
In one fluid motion, Padraic strides toward me, clasping his hands around my shoulder. “Aja,” he says. He’s never called me that unprompted before. I can feel the stump of where his own index finger once was, so cold against my collarbone—and instinctively, I squirm away. “My darling, what have you done? I forbade you to go. How I wish you’d listened to me.”
“You can stop Kate,” I tell him, but he only shakes his beautiful head.
“You should have trusted me,” he murmurs. Lightning flashes, bisecting his face in shadow. “You should have waited just two more nights. Now, you’ve left me no choice. I’ll have to go along with Katie’s way of doing things.”
“You killed Ricky,” I tell him. He doesn’t flinch. “You left a boy I know to sit and rot and be devoured by caterpillars.”
“Be quiet,” he says. “My faithless favorite. You should have waited for me. Then, you’d understand why it had to happen.”
Behind me, Hazel giggles. It’s a strange, hysterical babble. Giddy, breathless, delirious. Out-of-sync with reality.
Padraic leans toward me, stroking my hair. His black eyes glitter. “You can still be one of us,” he says. His teeth graze against my ear, sharp enough to draw blood. “It would have been nicer my way. But Kate must have her show.”
“You’re crazy,” I tell him, trying to pull away. But he holds on fast.
“I won’t let her kill you,” he says, cold fingers tracing the ring on my hand. “And if you listen to me this time, your friend doesn’t have to die, either.”
This was the real Padraic. Not the smooth charmer. Not the unsure boy. But this fevered monster. Mary was right from the beginning.
“What’s going to happen?” I whisper.
The vampire’s black gaze is fixed on Mary and Kate. “Watch and see.”



TWENTY
a perfect facade
NOAH SHOVES MARY UP TO the podium. Kate’s grin is so wide I can see all of her pointed teeth, the white caterpillar still wriggling in her pale hand.
Mary intakes a sharp breath when Kate roughly pushes up the thin sleeve of her nightgown. But instead of biting down, the vampire cuts a line across the inside of Mary’s arm using the point of her long, curved fingernail. Beads of blood bloom in a line across Mary’s skin. A flurry of white butterflies hover toward her arm, eager to drink … but Kate has different plans.
The vampire takes the white caterpillar in her hand and cups it over Mary’s arm. A few seconds later, Mary is screaming. And when Kate steps away I finally can see what she’s done.
The caterpillar has clawed its way inside of Mary’s arm. Her skin bulges and moves with the creature. I can see the winding shape of it under the white gown. Scrambling inside of Mary’s skin.
Mary buckles onto all fours, her face contorted in pain. Slapping at her own skin, trying to stop the creature in its tracks, her face coated in a fine layer of sweat. Finally, she manages to locate it in her bicep. She smashes in with the flat palm of her hand. There’s a sickening squish before Mary collapses on the wooden podium.
“It’ll be worse tomorrow,” Kate promises, looking down at her with a smile.
“Kate …” Padraic says quietly. “That’s enough.”
“Don’t tell me after all these years, you’ve learned to pity the creatures,” she retorts, brushing the falling dust off her black sleeves.
“It’s not pity,” Padraic says, eyes flashing. “It’s evolution.”
I shrink back from him, shuddering at his change. I thought he was becoming a boy, when this whole time, he was becoming something much worse. Mary’s turned on her side, staring up wordlessly at the two vampires. Hazel and Noah are perfectly still and docile—their white tunic and gown grow increasingly blood-stained the longer the fluttering butterflies hover around their shoulders.
No one speaks. The wind howls against the side of the church. Caterpillars click their little teeth and crawl from hole to hole in the wooden floor. The candlelight flickers across Padraic’s angular face, but it illuminates nothing. He’s looking directly at me, and I don’t know what he’s thinking. I don’t know what his plans with us are. Or how much worse things can even get.
There’s a strange, hiccupping noise coming from Noah. He’s standing next to Hazel, stiff and straight while butterflies siphon blood from his exposed limbs. He’s smiling as tears stream down his face.
“Why am I crying?” he asks no one. “When I’m so happy and lucky to be here?”
“Because of Ricky,“ I snarl. “Don’t you see what this place has done to you?”
His best friend was rotting in the basement while he offered himself up to the parasites. They were both sustenance for monsters, but in different ways. Noah stares at me, slack jawed and trembling.
“Ricky …” he mutters, almost to himself.
If Ricky is gone, then I would have to assume the worst about Fiona too. All she’d wanted was to escape her life in Glen Hills. Her words from the night of her seventeenth birthday haunt me. I wish everything was different.
Red rain comes down over the town. Fog undulates in the forest, encircling this broken church, keeping us cocooned. I’ve been so sleepless and distracted and delirious to notice what should have been immediately clear. I’m in hell, and it’s all the vampires’ fault.
I don’t think anymore, but instead, act on instinct. I lunge for Kate’s neck.
Those black eyes flash. She clicks her sharp teeth. I’m pushing the vampire against the ground and throttling her pale neck. It doesn’t matter that she doesn’t breathe—I’ll crush her windpipe. I’d learned from Padraic that the vampires had a limit to their regeneration. I’m extremely eager to find hers.
But Hazel and Noah are already scrambling behind me.
Kate’s puppets wrestle me away from her. I kick my legs and twist my arms, but I can’t get free of them. My heart is thudding and my vision floods red. Mary rushes forward, grabbing Hazel by the arms, trying to pry her off me. They struggle in the aisle before Hazel lets out a loud shriek—Mary’s injured her. There’s a dark shadow blooming on the side of Hazel’s mouth, quickly turning purple.
“How dare you,” Kate chokes, her black eyes widening. Hazel runs into her arms, and the vampire strokes her soft brown hair, worrying it free of knots. They sit curled up at the base of the podium, Hazel’s eyes never leaving Kate’s baleful, black ones. “My poor little mouse.”
Even through the acute, throbbing pain, even through the horrible chasm that’s torn through my heart, I can’t help but see how ironic this situation is. Kate claims to not care about humans, and yet now she soothes Hazel in her arms. Her mouth curves down into a hideous frown as she glares at Mary.
“Until we leave, your life here will be miserable,” the vampire tells Mary. “Every day and every night. You can be sure of that.” Hazel and Noah are only for her to use; no one else can touch them without facing her wrath.
Kate doesn’t even seem fazed by my attack. What I do won’t work—what I need is a weapon. If only I still had that silver knife I’d left home with.
“I’m happy,” Noah insists. His eyes remain glassy, but his mouth quivers slightly. And I know he’s thinking about Ricky, his best friend. His old partner in crime. “I’m grateful to be here with Katie.”
Ricky, who was always moving and laughing and shoulder-to-shoulder with Noah. Who played baseball and ran so fast across the sandlot. Ricky who was going places, everyone said. He had a baseball scholarship and would’ve been out of Glen Hills by next year. Ricky, who was a jerk but still opened doors for old ladies.
My head swims with memories of my sister. How could Fiona possibly be dead when she was the very best thing about Glen Hills? How could my sister be dead when I still needed her so much? It was impossible.
“You’re almost out of time,” Padraic reminds me. “Remember our deal?”
Kate looks up suddenly, her pale mouth twisting into a smile. The vampires haven’t forgotten that in two nights, I’ll never leave this place again.
But what does surprise me is that they aren’t in a hurry to kill me quickly, or to at least do the same to me as Kate’s done to Mary.
“You’re out of time, because you wanted to be,” Padraic concludes, his cold hand on my shoulder. “You wanted to stay with me forever.”
“I didn’t—” But the words won’t come out. The vampire caresses the black ring on my hand, and he looks at me with an expression that sends a jolt of cold fear down my spine. He looks at me and he doesn’t see anything. His eyes are flat black mirrors.
“You’ll be my bride,” he says softly. “It’s what you’ve wanted. I knew it from the moment we met.”
Where is the boy fumbling at the yellow piano keys? Where is the boy who said he was changing? I don’t see a single trace of that in the monster before me.
“I was looking for you,” he whispers. “Did you know that? For years and years, I went the wrong way. But now you’re here, and everything is perfect.”
The wrong way. That’s an interesting way for him to put it. Padraic had other favorites before me, and I know what happened when they disappointed him.
“This is sick,” Mary mutters. Her cheeks are flushed red, her eyes blazing with indignant anger. “You two monstrous freaks—”
But Padraic continues, ignoring her. His black eyes rove over me, blank as can be. “We’ll be married in two nights, Aja. You’ll be part of this … with us. I’ll turn you myself. We will flourish here. Instead of forever roving, we could finally have a home.”
No. This has to be some nightmare. When Padraic tells me this plan, nothing about him registers as human. It isn’t evolution he wants. What he has is an ever-growing appetite. It’s a sickness.
Outside, the thunder continues to rumble. Lightning flashes against the stained glass windows, while red rain drips down them like blood. But it’s more dangerous inside than out there.
The click-click-click of unseen creatures continues in the floorboards. Eating away at everything they can and growing in number, always hungry.
“If only you hadn’t gone against me,” Padraic chides, blue finger grazing my cheek. “Then we could have had a proper courtship. But Kate has a role in things too. It’s give and take, you see?”
He has the same eyes as the caterpillars. Inhuman black voids.
“What happens if I don’t join you?” I ask him.
Kate’s grin is sharper than a knife. “Then you and your friend will both die. You can be sure I’ll enjoy that immeasurably.”
“You wouldn’t disappoint me, would you?” Padraic murmurs. “My favorites have always disappointed me. I thought you would be the exception.”
His long row of brides, cursed and exploited by his black betrothal ring. Rows and rows of girls in white, all marched into death. The image of those lines turns my stomach. I conflate them with the white caterpillars, tunneling in long rows. Tunneling through Ricky.
“This is disgusting,” Mary spits out. “You’re both sick.”
“Be quiet,” Kate says. And if there was truly any feeling in those black eyes, then it would have been only this: a sadistic gleam. “Or else I’ll set more of my creatures on you.”
I’m trapped in a horrible situation. If I don’t turn in two nights, I’ll die. And if I do, I’ll be siding with the monsters responsible for my sister’s death. There is also another problem: Can I even trust them to turn me? Clearly Kate would rather kill me, and she might before Padraic ever gets a chance to make me into a monster like him.
And as for Padraic …
There is something fundamentally wrong with him. And the awful part is I can still sympathize with those echoes of humanity. I reach for those faint traces, even now. I remember him at the piano, out of practice but trying to remember. Fingers hesitant over the yellowed keys.
But Ricky’s dead because of him. And so is my sister. Not to mention those other girls. Girls who were young and besotted and then murdered, his black ring pried from their dead, cold fingers.
A plan slowly starts to take shape in my mind. The monsters are not the only ones who can lie, after all. During the day, I’ll look for the knife. I’ll work with Noah—and if she doesn’t hate me too much—with Mary too.
“I want to stay and be your bride,” I tell him, my stomach turning. I need to buy as much time as I can. “That’s why I came here. You’re right.”
Mary looks up with a startled, stricken expression. I can feel Kate’s black gaze penetrating me. Padraic tilts his beautiful head and a strand of his crimson hair falls—just so—across his forehead. My dead, horrible groom.
“Truly?” he asks me, his black eyes sweeping over me, sifting for lies.
“You’ve finally found a place you don’t need to run from. No one will ever find you in the forest. This could be your home,” I swallow, feeling sick. “Our home.” As soon as I get the opportunity, I’ll open the portrait door of the library, and slit both vampires’ throats. I’ll drag their bodies into the clearing and watch them burn.
Kate’s laugh reverberates throughout the nave, high and bright. She narrows her eyes at me. “Padraic, she’s a tricky one. Let’s hope she doesn’t get cold feet.”
It’s a terrible tightrope to walk—lying to the vampires at night, while working to undermine them during the day. But I don’t think I’ll be alone. Noah’s been acting strangely ever since we went down to the basement. With a little more pushing, he might even start to see things my way.
He has to. The vampires killed his best friend.
“Things will get worse for her,” Kate croons at me. “No matter your decision in two nights’ time—I’ll ensure that someone pays for your treachery. Tonight was just a preview. Perhaps she won’t even survive tomorrow night.”
“Kate,“ Padraic says, a warning in his voice. “Enough.”
And it’s things like that that confuse me for a moment. That slight turn, that slight glimpse—of something that isn’t quite what I expected in a monster.
I want the vampire to pretend he’s something that he’s not. He’s good at that, isn’t he? He came to my window and got me to leave my house in the middle of the night, in the endless torrent of red rain. He managed the same with Fiona. We left those white picket fences behind for this unholy church. That’s how he good he was. The vampire’s an expert at telling me what I want to hear, so shouldn’t he lie to me now?
I want him to lie to me better than he ever has before—he’s had an eternity to practice, after all. I want him to take my two hands between his dead ones and whisper how sorry he is, about everything. I want him to brush my hair back and tell me something beautiful. I want him to be kind.
And it’s like he knows; it’s like he can read my mind. Padraic kneels on the floor and takes my hands into his, just like I hoped he would. His cold rings brush my fingers. His face is closer than it’s ever been. His gaze is fixed on my face and it’s like we’re the only ones that exist here. If I’m not careful, he’ll look like a boy who is just as lost and miserable as I am.
“Aja,” he says. I love the way he draws out my name and makes it a city, its own world.
He’s so close but I can’t feel his breath. There’s nothing between us but dead air.
“I won’t let her die,” he says, his grey tongue tracing sharp teeth. “Unless you leave me with no other choice.”
And that only confirms what I’ve probably known all along. I have to get the fuck out of here.
I smile just like Fiona taught me. A perfect smile meant to flatter its recipient, and to mirror what they expect to see. I show him my hand—the one with his ring clasped around my middle finger. Two black hands encircling a crowned heart.
“I’m your favorite, aren’t I?” I say, now deflecting in the same way he’s taught me.
Already, Hazel is back playing her songs at the podium. Noah dances in the pews. Mary glares at me in disbelief. I smile up at Padraic and think: Soon, you’ll be really dead.



TWENTY-ONE
thicker than blood
IT’S THE SMELL THAT FIRST awakens me. The smell of blood and summer, unfurling flowers, damp moss, a needle-covered path beyond the clearing. Then that familiar iron scent, coppery and metallic. Sunlight comes through the long cathedral windows, bright and suffocating.
My neck is tense. It’s so sore that I sit up immediately, running my hand over it to check for puncture wounds. I’d fallen asleep on one of the wooden pews late in the night. My dreams were red and vivid. I saw Padraic in them, following me like my own shadow. It felt so real. I felt his teeth on my skin, his tongue on my throat. His venom in my veins, the pain of it equal parts exquisite and heinous.
I woke up with bite marks all along the nape of my neck, but they’re not from the vampire. I see pink, raised spots between my fingers and on the backs of both hands. The butterflies drained me as I slept, siphoning my blood until sated.
All my sleepiness evaporates as soon as I remember my sister is dead.
I tread past the long wooden pews. The bright sunlight reveals something I’d missed before: There are black holes tunneled through most of the pews. I know there are white caterpillars buried deep within the wood. White caterpillars who’d nestled around me as I slept. Eating and burrowing still deeper into the wood I slept on, their little mouths clicking, hungry for more. I should be happy they didn’t nibble away at my face or eat into my flesh, the way they’d done to Mary.
Soon, I’ll be the vampire’s bride. Either that, or dead, like my sister and Ricky.
Revulsion hits me so hard that I begin to heave, but I keep moving forward, the wood warm against my bare feet. If I don’t keep it together, my facade will crack, and my sister won’t ever get the justice she deserves. If I don’t keep it together, I’m screwed. I have to keep going.
I walk through the long hallway and into the kitchen. Mary’s locked in the pantry, which is where she’ll be stuck until nightfall. Kate ordered Noah and Hazel to make sure Mary suffered every moment in this church. It’s her way of getting back at me too. If Kate had her way, we’d both be locked up together. It was only because of Padraic that I wasn’t in there with her now.
Was I supposed to be grateful for that?
I knew what had become of his other favorites. If I made a wrong move, I was likely to share the same fate. Join the thread of dead girls while he roved on and on … so careless and charming and ghoulish. As soon as he discarded one of us, he replaced her with another.
I listen for Hazel or Noah approaching, and only when I’m sure that neither of them is around, I drop to my knees, pressing my ear against the pantry door.
“Mary, it’s me. I don’t know how much time I have. I just wanted to let you know that I’m on your side. We’ll get out of this, I promise. Together.”
There’s nothing but a short laugh on the other end. It’s not a particularly happy sound, either.
“Mary, listen. I’ll get you out of here. I think we could get Noah’s help too. We’ll go down to the basement and then—”
“And then what?” Mary’s voice cuts in. “We’ll kill the vampires or something?”
“Yes,” I tell her. “Then we’ll all get out of here and finally go home.”
The faucet drips. Candlelight flickers. Caterpillars skitter in the cracks and crevices, mad and hungry. But Mary doesn’t say a word.
“What’s wrong?” I ask. She’s never this quiet. In fact, it’s usually pretty hard to get Mary to shut up.
“We’re not going to kill the vampires,” Mary mumbles. “Not ever.”
“I’ll find the knife. We’ll get Noah. We’ll all get out of this alive, I swear.”
There’s a loud thump on the other side of the pantry door. Mary sliding down onto the ground. Then a sigh comes through, wearily. “No, we won’t. You won’t kill the vampires. Not Kate, and especially not Padraic.”
It’s a slap in the face. How could she think such a thing, when the vampires were responsible for Ricky’s death? For my sister’s?
“How could you say that?” I whisper.
“How could you think that I came through this fog just to be some hero? We’re supposed to be best friends, Aja. I came because I care about you. We were supposed to stick together,” Mary mutters.
I guess she hasn’t forgotten what I’d told her the last time we were in this kitchen together. Back when we fought in the pantry.
“I wanted to make sure you were okay, but it’s even worse than I thought,” she continues. “I’ve seen the way you look at him. It’s the same way Hazel looks at Kate, you know. It’s like some sickness has taken over you. Face it, Aja. We’re both going to die.”
“I can do it,” I tell her, stilling the stammer in my voice. Something flutters in my stomach, tepid and sluggish like a blood-sated butterfly. “I will. I’ll get us out of here.”
“Promise me,” Mary says. And when I look down, I see her hand snaking out the bottom of the pantry door, palm up. There’s that familiar raised scar, slashed all the way down. It matches my own.
We were idiots back then. Drawing lines in the sand and daring each other to cross them. Together, forever, we promised each other. Sticky and sweaty and feral.
“I—”
The words die on my lips as footsteps approach.
Mary slides her hand back to the other side of the pantry before I can squeeze it. Hazel’s already here, leaning against the counter, fiddling with the ends of her long braids. Under the kitchen lights, the holes in her neck are especially pronounced.
“The point is for no one to talk to her,” she tells me, with a frosty smile. “We’ll isolate her all day and then at night, Katie will have her turn.”
Mary really thinks I’m like Hazel? She must not think very much of me at all, then.
“Didn’t get the memo,” I offer. If only there was some way to communicate to Mary that this was just me pretending.
Hazel’s voice is very cold when she finally responds.
“Don’t let it happen again.”
It’s unnerving how different Hazel is here than she’d been at home. Back in Glen Hills, I never thought of Hazel outside of the Hazel-Daisy-Lillian-Fiona circle I was used to. Mary and I sat near the emergency exit sign during school dances—Mary in whatever itchy dress her mom foisted upon her, and me in a suitable hand-me-done from Fiona—but the older girls were always in the spotlight; an impenetrable forcefield of dELiA*s dresses, platform sandals, and glossy-lipped smiles.
Hazel was one of the perfect girls, just like my sister. Now Hazel was enthralled, and Fiona was dead.
How could it have happened like this?


In the refectory, over silver spoonfuls of watery oatmeal, Hazel tells me about the sister I never even knew.
Nothing Hazel says feels congruous with the version of Fiona I have in my head.
“The Fiona I knew would never do this,” I tell her, but Hazel just smirks. “She’d never leave me behind, she wouldn’t—”
“There’s so much about her you don’t know,” Hazel says calmly, interrupting me. “Even at sleepovers, she’d daydream about what it might be like to start over. Feign her own death, all that morbid shit. We both did.”
Glen Hills was more stifling to her than I even imagined. She hated her role in it—that was a point where she and Hazel bonded. Both of them wanted out. Fiona had even left me and Dad behind in an attempt to get there.
“She’s better off anywhere else but Glen Hills,” Hazel laughs. “She’s better off dead.”
When had Hazel gotten so cold? She says the words so casually, like it doesn’t matter at all. One of her closest friends is gone.
A white-hot streak of anger bolts through me. Under the table, my hands knuckle. But I can’t let her see how I feel. Hazel might be enthralled, but she’s still sharp enough to notice things and report back to Kate.
My sister is dead.
It doesn’t feel quite real yet. If I never find her here, then maybe … maybe she’s all right. Fiona might have gotten out, after all. She might’ve finally escaped to all those places outside the cloistered white fences that kept her prisoner.
Fiona could be somewhere far away, living under a new identity. She’d have to burn all her old clothes—all those babydoll dresses and pristine Mary Janes and pearlescent hair clips. She could have started over with a better fit. Maybe I could see her in the future. If I did, I would tell her that I forgive her. That I understand what it’s like to feel suffocated by the place that’s supposed to be home, that I understand why she did it.
Maybe, in a different world, she can be who she wants.
Is it a fantasy? My delirium?
I would know if my own sister were dead, wouldn’t I? My sixth sense would’ve kicked in by now. I would’ve felt something; anything. But instead, all I have are more questions.
Hazel’s one of the only people who can answer them. She saw my sister in a way I never had a chance to. She knew the despair and anger and hurt that Fiona had felt in Glen Hills—in a way that Fiona had always shielded me from.
But unfortunately, Hazel’s not herself anymore. There’s someone pulling the strings behind her. I can almost see Kate staring out at me from across the table. She turns up Hazel’s mouth in a malicious smile. She shifts Hazel’s eyes up and down, searching me for signs of treachery.
The vampire will do what she can to make sure that in two nights’ time, Padraic will have a reason to kill me and Mary.
I have to think quickly. I have to try to get Noah on our side.
I’m not sure I can do the same with Hazel—she’s too entwined with Kate. Not to mention, some of the vampire’s callousness has rubbed off on her too. Hazel’s words ring in my ear long after she’s left the refectory. She’s better off dead.
I slump down in the west wing hallway, too tired to cry.
A caterpillar crawls over my foot and inches up the wall, its little mouth opening wide. I know that if it could, it’d devour me. So without a second thought, I flatten the thing with the tip of my thumb.
The caterpillar’s white body is splayed, its many legs twitching. I’m suddenly afraid it’ll piece itself back together the way Padraic’s finger did, one ligament at a time. I crush it with my fist for good measure. It stings against my skin and leaks a dark viscous fluid onto the wall.
And for a moment—a brief shining moment after days and nights of this perpetual nightmare—I feel viciously satisfied.



TWENTY-TWO
hell
NIGHT SWEEPS OVER THE CHURCH. Caterpillars and butterflies, emboldened by the dark, come out from their corners and tunnels to feast.
Blood drips down Mary’s arms and legs. The black-haired vampire leans over her squirming form with a wide smile. There’ll be more medical theatre, with Mary serving as the body for her live operation. Kate promised hell and she’s delivering on it tonight.
Mary’s bound by her wrists and ankles. Her hair’s slicked with sweat.
“If only you had not gone against me,” Padraic tells me, shaking his crimson head. “I had hoped things would have gone another way—a nicer way.”
My answer is drowned out by Mary’s throttled scream.
Eager white butterflies hover over her, but they’re already too late. Her skin bulges in patches. Kate’s set several caterpillars inside of her. I can see them twisting and turning in her calves and forearms. After a day of solitary confinement in the pantry—she had this to look forward to.
I’m literally the captive audience for this grotesque night spectacle. What makes it worse is Hazel, smiling and staring straight ahead, playing a lively piece on her violin. Padraic’s at my side, his cold hand clasped over mine, idle blue fingers grazing the black betrothal ring.
I’ll be wedded to Death by the end of tomorrow night.
Mary just screams and screams. The sound stabs through me. And in every tremble, every break, I hear the implication: this is all my fault. Mary should have never followed me through the fog. She would’ve been at home safe and unharmed.
“Stop,” someone says. I whirl around to see Noah, standing up from his seat at the pew. His eyes are glassy and his voice is tremulous. “This … this isn’t right.”
Kate glances up from the podium, her long hands still hovering over Mary’s body, caterpillars squirming between her fingers. “What did you say to me?”
Noah sits down. Tension works in his jaw. And then he looks down, disgruntled. “Nothing.”
This is the first time I’ve ever heard him openly defying the vampire. But hopefully, it won’t be the last. I’ll find him tomorrow, once both the creatures are asleep. I’ll convince him that it’s in his best interest to work with me and Mary to get the hell out of here. He’s my best shot.
Kate’s eyes narrow in suspicion. She looks at Noah for a long moment, before returning her attention to Mary. She drops in more caterpillars and they eat their way into Mary’s open wounds.
Mary’s shrieks are deafening as they echo throughout the nave.
“I didn’t want this,” Padraic tells me, with a mournful tinge to his voice. “You know that, little mouse. I’ve always wanted better.”
“Aja,” I remind him. He only laughs at my expression. “My name is Aja.”
“Surely, it won’t be too long until I call you by a new title.”
“Which is what?”
“Bride,“ he smiles, baring pointed teeth. I can hear the low click in his throat, so very like the creatures currently burying themselves in and out of Mary’s skin.
There’s something both sickening and captivating about him—and with every face he wears, I find myself fascinated. He has a certain skill in molding himself to fit whatever position he needs to, in order to maintain power. And he calls it evolution.
He’s terrifying in a way I didn’t expect. He’s turned my hometown into something even worse than it was before. The vampires blight everything they come into contact with.
“You don’t have to listen to her,” I whisper, while Kate’s busy dragging her nails into Mary. “You could be better.”
“I am better,” he says blankly. His black gaze reveals nothing. “I don’t want to merely survive anymore. I want something new … and I want you at my side for it.”
But why me? Not for any human reason. He doesn’t feel the way I do. I know because I’ve looked for it … to the point that it has caused Mary to distrust me.
The vampire couldn’t care less about me. He only sees me as something to possess and puppeteer. I know that. As soon as I’m not useful, he’ll cast me away the same as he did his other girls. Maybe I’ll even rot next to Ricky, down in the church basement.
“I’ll learn the songs from my human days. They’re coming back, you know. I didn’t think this much change was possible … until I met you. The world’s opening up for me here. We’ll grow and grow and grow,” he tells me. Reverence in each word. Delusion, too.
He wants to turn Glen Hills into his own nest of vampires. He genuinely believes this is a good idea.
I saw so much in him: an alluring stranger, a lost boy, a charismatic monster. I saw so much that probably wasn’t there at all, but not this. Not until now.
He’s completely out of his mind.
Before us, Mary’s screams have crescendoed into an octave range I didn’t think was possible. She squirms against the wood floor, her skin undulating in unnatural patterns. And with the stained glass cross in the background, it almost looks like an exorcism.
“If you’re as evolved as you claim to be, then you won’t let this continue,” I tell him.
Padraic opens his mouth. Doesn’t speak.
Kate’s head whips up from her place at the podium. Her black eyes flash. “What will you do now, Padraic? Who will you choose?”
“I’ll compromise,” he says, in a quiet, measured voice. “It’s what families always do.”
Now Mary’s not the only one who’s screaming. Kate’s shriek punctures the room, bright and fatal. She storms up to the other vampire beside me, clutching him by the front of his white button-down shirt. Anger palpably emanates from her, and for a brief moment, I forget she’s cold and dead.
“I should kill you right here,” she tells him. “Your plans are going to be the end of me.”
“So pessimistic,” he says, with an indulgent smile. “My Kate.”
“This place is the end of us,” she says, her eyes briefly darting to me. “I can feel it; it’s all gone wrong. Ever since we came here, things have been different. You’ve been different.”
Despite her machinations and nightly torture, something frightens the vampire. Something about this church, this town, even me. But what?
An ugly sound comes out of her. The black-haired vampire’s shoulders are shaking. Her pale face is twisted into a grotesque mask. To my utter shock, I realize she’s crying. But no tears will come out of her. They can’t anymore.
“Did you want me all to yourself?” Padraic asks Kate.
“Yes,” The other vampire tells him. “Forever and ever.”
It’s as if they’ve forgotten that I’m in the room. Kate looks down at Padraic with an expression somewhere between rage and heartbreak.
“We can’t go,” Padraic says admonishingly. “You know that the plans have recently changed.”
“Oh yes,” Kate says viciously. “Our growing family.”
“Kate.” There’s a warning note to Padraic’s voice now. “You’ve said more than enough.”
The black-haired vampire bares her sharp teeth, but she says nothing else. She whirls back to the podium, her pale fists clenched at her side. The music picks up again, and Mary lies twisted into a half-circle, picking at her own skin, slapping the skittering things underneath it until they squish flat, her nightgown drenched dark purple.
The tension in the room mostly dissipates, but there are traces of it left in Padraic’s rigid posture. He’s no longer smiling but staring down at the wood floor, watching the white caterpillars tunnel in and out of their dark holes. I can’t reach him anymore—he’s too far gone.
“What did Kate mean by growing family?” I ask him, over the echoes of Hazel’s resumed music.
But Padraic doesn’t say a word, only continues to stare down in the dark tunnels that the caterpillars have made. Looking into something that I can’t quite see.



TWENTY-THREE
twisting the knife
IN THE EARLY DAYLIGHT, THE old church loses its luster of haunted beauty. It becomes nothing but a decrepit structure, rotting away from the inside out. The scrim of mildew runs visibly along the cracks of its high, white ceiling. There’s so much dust in the nave that it looks like snow. Christmas in July. The wood cracks under my bare feet, hot, coarse, and filled to the brim with secrets.
At the end of last night, I swore I heard caterpillars whispering to me from below. Mary would probably call it delirium due to lack of sleep, but she’s currently in solitary confinement. Hazel watches me closely—she’s intent on making sure I don’t go behind the vampires’ backs again.
Mary will be trapped in the pantry all day, and Hazel will be closely monitoring her and me both. And what worries me is that Mary really thinks that I’ve fallen under the spell of the vampires, the same way Noah and Hazel have. There’s no way for me to let her know that I’m on her side more than anyone else.
I can see things more clearly now. Padraic’s not what I thought he was. He’s something much worse—and he wants to keep going. He’ll always be hungry.
I have to kill the vampires and get out of here. There’s only one more night before Padraic makes me his bride.
I wish the monsters had never come to Glen Hills. At least, soon I’ll watch them burn in the daylight. And then my smile will finally be in earnest, not pretend. Fiona had pretended her whole life—pretended for the neighborhood, for Dad, even for me. The least I can do is pretend for just a little longer.


Morning yawns into noon. When the temperature climbs to its peak, when not a single caterpillar is in sight, when even the floors creak and groan for relief against the incessant heat, I ask if Noah will meet me in the clearing behind the church.
I’m relieved—and somewhat suspicious—when he agrees, almost instantly.
The neighboring fog cushions us from the oppressive summer heat. It’s always cold by the edge of the clearing. It gets colder the closer we get to the ring of fog—the unforgiving border around Glen Hills Forest.
The grey tendrils beckon, and like a Magic Eye image, I think if I look hard enough, it will finally make sense. That beneath the strange, unending pattern of undulating grey lies the hidden, real image. The cold reaches for me, slow and unhurried. It reminds me of Padraic—and maybe, if I had the time to wait, I’d see the vampire’s own face emerging from the shadowy fog.
My heart lurches unpleasantly at the prospect.
“I can’t do this anymore,” Noah says, as soon as we’re out of earshot. He kicks a loose rock with the tip of his toe and sends it spiraling into the grey beyond the trees.
“What’s wrong?” I ask. I’m aiming for the simple and straightforward approach.
His chest falls and rises rapidly in clear agitation. His shaggy hair is slicked with sweat, and he pushes it back with an impatient hand. Noah laughs hoarsely. “What isn’t?”
His eyes are glassy as always, but there’s a certain glint in them that wasn’t there before. The wild edge in his voice makes me feel uneasy; he’s too loud. If Hazel hears us, that’ll be the end of my plans. Maybe even my life.
“I want things to be normal again,” he says pensively, staring into the rows of dead trees. “I want baseball and homecoming … and I want Ricky back.”
“We need to get out of here,” I tell him. “Please, Noah. You can help.”
He gestures to his exposed limbs. The scars from the bite marks are peeling off and healing. Even his neck, which I’d grown accustomed to seeing with fresh puncture wounds from Kate, seems mostly healed now.
“She doesn’t bite me much anymore,” Noah adds, with a rueful smile. “I think because of that, I’m starting to see things the way I used to.” It confirms for me that the more bitten someone is, the more enthralled they become.
“Do you know where the knife is?”
He hesitates, and I think I might’ve pushed him too far. His eyes flit back toward the church. Finally, he nods. “I’ll show you.”
We walk through the east wing hall. Thick, white caterpillars scurry along the wood floor, and I swear, there are more of them now than ever. The scratch-scratch of their bristled black legs against the floorboards is so pronounced and methodical that they seem more like a single, swelling organism than individual insects moving out of their own volition. Even when they scatter into their underground tunnels and into various crevices, I can’t get rid of the feeling that they’re all working together—that something is piloting them, pushing them forward and onward. That something bigger is plotting against us. It’s a scary train of thought, imagining how far they’ll go. How many of them will cover this church, this clearing, and maybe even the town itself.
We’ll never be able to get rid of them all, I think, suddenly panicking. There were so many of them behind the library portrait. Down in the staircase, the walls breathed with the creatures …
I recall the strange argument between Kate and Padraic last night, and how Padraic had stared down at the wood floors, watching the caterpillars tunnel in and out of the holes. The vampires’ plans had apparently changed too. Was that because of me, or something else?
Our growing family. There was something incredibly eerie about Kate’s statement. The vampires had a shared secret, on top of being at odds with each other now. Kate still wanted to leave, but Padraic was determined to stay in Glen Hills Forest. Was it really because of me? What was part of their growing family?
As I contemplate for the hundredth time how monstrous the vampires are and what they’re really after, Noah strides up to the nave. He stands at the podium, waiting for me with an expectant expression. “It’s under here.”
“Why me?” I ask, cautiously. I’m not sure where Noah’s head is at. This could even be a trick.
“Better you than Hazel,” Noah says simply. “I don’t trust her with it.”
Noah looks honest enough. But I feel ominous about taking the knife back now. Keeping the weapon means I’m one step closer to what I’ve stayed to do. Kill the vampires. Slit their throats, watch the dark lifeblood ooze down their pale necks.
It is something I never could’ve envisioned myself doing. But circumstances change. I know that my hopes of Fiona being alive are just fantasies. She has to be dead. I’d seen what had become of Ricky, after all.
“You’re sure Hazel isn’t here watching?” I ask, very quietly.
“Yeah.”
I lie down flat on my stomach along the nave’s wood floor. There’s a glint of silver beneath the podium. Something pushes up against my torso for a moment, and I try not to think about what it is. I slide my hand into the empty space beneath the podium. My fingers reach into an abyss of cobwebs and dust.
Something wet crawls over the back of my hand, leaving its stinging itch across my flesh. Caterpillars. Of course, there are caterpillars in here too. When the second one nibbles my thumb, that’s when I realize it’s not just a few of them, but a whole swarm.
They’re going to eat my hand. I know this with a sickening certainty. A third, then a fourth caterpillar joins the other two. They scratch against my skin and find purchase where they can—biting the soft flesh between my thumb and pointer finger. One even sucks at my knuckle. Its mouth hovers over the joint, tiny teeth grazing and prickling me, drinking my blood.
I pull my hand out and scramble away from the podium. I look up at Noah to see if this was his plan all along. To watch me get my hand eaten by endlessly hungry caterpillars. But Noah looks only perplexed by my furious expression.
He takes a step back from me and raises both his arms. “Is everything okay?”
So maybe he didn’t know what would happen to my hand down there. Or maybe he’s that good at acting.
Noah’s eyes widen when he takes in my hand. It’s covered in pockets of tiny red welts. Some of them are even bleeding.
“Sorry,” Noah says, looking abashed. “I had no idea it was like that down there.”
“I’m sure.”
For a moment, we just stand there, looking at each other. Noah with marked confusion, and me with what I’m sure is a suspicious look on my face.
“I don’t have time for games,” I tell him slowly. “You understand that, right? They’re going to kill us just like they killed Ricky. Just like they killed my sister. Tomorrow’s our only chance. It has to be during the day.”
His jaw tightens. “I know. Believe me, I’ve been thinking about that. Ever since I saw him down there …” he trails off for a moment, shuddering. “That thing was Ricky!“
I would have to separate my memories of Fiona from whatever I saw down there. Whatever shape I found her in—I couldn’t remember her like that. No, that thing would not be my sister.
It’s easier to be angry than filled with grief. Grief will render me immobile. But anger is what keeps me moving forward; anger gives me purpose. And it’s because of purpose that I end up facing the sliver of abyss under the podium once again.
I grit my teeth and reach for a second try.
Pain shoots up my arm almost immediately. Caterpillars cling to my flesh, biting viciously into the soft folds between my fingers. If I leave it in there long enough, they’ll take my whole hand.
My fingers claw for the silver knife and finally, they brush up against something cold and sharp. I extract my hand from under the podium and wipe the blood off on my white nightgown.
“Damn,” Noah says, staring at my welts. “You really want to do this, don’t you?”
“Don’t you?” I counter.
“For Ricky,” he nods solemnly. “He didn’t deserve that.”
We’ll go down the stairwell soon. Creeping closer and closer to their chambers—which I can only think of as a mausoleum now; the place they’re both entombed in. Overrun with all those skittering caterpillars.
“Everything changed from the moment we went downstairs,” Noah says bitterly. “We’ll do Ricky and Fiona justice. I swear, we’ll watch those two monsters burn.”
I have the knife now.
This is what I’d stayed for. And I’d been hoping to get Noah on my side too. But now that the clock is ticking down, I can’t help but feel ill at ease. Padraic had said that he was changing, that he remembers more of his human life now.
He’s not a boy, I remind myself again, thinking of those shiny black eyes, his cold, strange flesh. There was no blood under that skin, no pulse whatsoever. It was flesh made fleshless—the skin of the embalmed.
I can’t fix what’s already dead.
“How should we plan on dealing with Hazel?” I venture.
The two of us seem to be on the same page about her. But I have no idea what Noah is thinking. Even though Hazel’s loyal to Kate, it’s not like she really has a choice in the matter. Every night, Kate drains her blood, and whispers all sorts of pretty lies. My favorite. My little mouse.
I was pretty familiar with that experience, myself.
“It’s three against one if Mary’s coming along.” Noah shrugs. “I figured we could just tie Hazel up in the pantry. Then head down those stairs in the library.”
At the bottom of those stairs we’d find the vampires. Kate and Padraic would most likely be asleep. Surrounded by those endless, hungry caterpillars. That is where all the tunnels go, after all. But if the vampires wake up and see us …
Noah seems to sense my hesitation. “When was the last time a vampire ever woke up during the day?” he asks me rhetorically. “I’ve been here longer than you, and it hasn’t happened yet. We’ll be totally fine.”
There was always going to be some amount of risk in this plan. None of us have ever been far down into the basement to find the vampires. And Kate and Padraic both deserved to die, didn’t they?
If I hadn’t seen Padraic myself, the idea of vampires would be nothing more than a fantasy. Nothing more than a bad dream.
Fiona and Ricky should be alive today. Ricky should be at baseball camp with Noah. Fiona should be in the bedroom next to mine. Humming along to Alt 97 and picking out a summer dress to wear. This horrible shift started because of the vampires and the fog they brought with them, which obfuscated not just the forest, but even our thoughts too.
My answer remains unvoiced. The room is quiet except for the ever-present clicking. Below us, caterpillars are eating away in their tunnels. They whisper in the floor. They swarm up from the bowels of the church. We’re all going to see much more of them soon.
I take a deep breath, and then I tell Noah, “Tomorrow morning it is, then. Let’s do this.”


While Noah keeps Hazel preoccupied, I hide the silver knife in the library. The Virgin stares at me with her inscrutable smile while caterpillars crawl over her face.
I slide the weapon between the worn pages of an old Bible, thinking about how ironic the situation is. Thou shall not kill. It was one of the first things I’d learned from Sunday school.
But could I kill what was already dead?
How could I know for sure what couldn’t be saved?
Mary—my Mary, that is—had an answer for that. God, salvation, faith … those weren’t concerns for her at all. She didn’t believe in anything but herself.
Yet I still worried about my role in the world. How would I know what the right thing to do was? Would I ever know that answer?
I shelve the Bible back into place. For a moment I just stand there, frozen with indecision. So many thoughts are swirling in my head. So many different outcomes are based on my next step.
This room doesn’t help, either. It’s unsettling—knowing what lies just beyond that oil painting. So many dead things were down in that basement.
I steady myself against the wall, suddenly dizzy. It’s been hours since I’ve had anything to drink or eat. The long hours of sleeplessness are getting to me too.
A nightmare seeps in. It has to be a hallucination, because I swear I’m hearing something impossible. I hear my sister’s voice, calling to me from beneath the ground.
Save me, she whispers.



TWENTY-FOUR
hunger
THE TREES IN THE CLEARING are blighted with red bark, their branches groaning with the growing strain of cocoons. In their hollows, bloated caterpillars squirm and tunnel still deeper. They’ll eat anything they can—wood, plants, dead animals.
They like dark places and cold temperatures. They slink out of the shadows when they’re hungry. Which is often. They’ve spread out over the clearing, crawling up from the wood floors of the church. They’ve nearly decimated the garden. Like the vampires, the night weather doesn’t affect them. In fact, they thrive in it.
White caterpillars wriggle over the long grass. White cocoons sway on creaking branches. White butterflies hover near my arms and legs, their membranous wings translucent, revealing thin bluish veins. I swat them away, but they always come back, little teeth grazing the skin of my ear, the skin of my neck.
The weather is already cooling off. Summer is slowly turning into fall. Cold red rain comes down, transforming my gown from white to pink. From within the church, I hear the opening notes of a new violin solo. Hazel’s still inside. With any luck, Noah can keep her distracted until tomorrow morning.
Kate finds me in the garden, minutes after sunset. The vampire smiles at me bitterly, revealing sharp teeth coated in blood. “I’m here to ask a favor.”
It’s surprising that she would come to me now, especially as I’ve just made up my mind about what to do next. Tonight will be the last time I ever see Kate. It’ll be the last time I see Padraic too.
“You must think it odd,” she tells me, her mouth twisted as though there was some unpleasant taste lingering on her tongue. “But there’s something I would ask of you.”
I know how much pride it must take for her to speak as though we exist on a level plane of existence. But from her bloodless lips, even a favor sounds like an insult. I can hear the utter revulsion straining her voice. She’s much easier to read than Padraic. Kate still thinks of me as a pest—a little mouse she’d simply love to exterminate.
“Family is important to him,” she goes on tightly. “As it is to me. I hope you make him happy, unlike the others. It’s a rare opportunity for a plain little thing like you—to become part of something like us. You should be honored beyond words.” She couldn’t resist revealing her contempt for me in the end.
“I’ve let your little friend have this night,” she adds balefully. “A peace treaty, I suppose. To show you I’m operating in good faith.”
It’s the last thing I expected she’d say. Kate takes in my surprised look and scoffs.
“Things can’t go on in this indecisive pattern,” she says. “It’s almost time. I hope you haven’t gotten cold feet about the wedding … that would really be a pity.”
Kate stands with her thin arms crossed. Black dress billowing. All edge and no softness, emanating intense impatience. Strange for a vampire, who you’d think would have all the time in the world. I don’t know what Hazel sees in someone like her. I can’t imagine Kate yielding to anyone, not even by an inch. Is there something beyond that intimidating exterior? Could there be?
“You don’t understand a thing,” she continues, still in that lofty voice. “You’ll never understand love; not the way you are. Your human bonds are weak. Mine and his span lifetimes. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him—not even if it meant the end for us both.”
Cold rain comes down more steadily. It lands sharply against the roof of the church, a steady storm of bullets. A red hailstorm is coming soon.
Kate’s voice gets low and ominous. “He’ll come to you tonight, and you can retreat into your fantasy world. But you can’t exist in that place forever. You need to see this through to the end, little mouse. One way or another.”
Something was just now beginning to dawn on me. Kate was always the bridesmaid, and never the bride. Even with Padraic’s long trail of dead brides in white. Even when he looked everywhere else—everywhere except for her. She stayed with him because she wanted to.
In her own twisted way, she truly loved him.
“Goodbye, Kate,” I say quietly but firmly. Her eyes widen; she’s taken aback by my quick dismissal.
“At least consider this,” Kate snarls, her voice dripping with bitter disappointment, “do you know how many girls he’s found unfit and disappointing? Can you guess how many of them are exactly like you?” She leaves for the church as the hail comes down in sharp, red sheets.
I know better than to let Kate get to me. But there was something unnerving in her final words. So many girls like me have died because of Padraic. I knew that had to be true.
The vampires’ tricks are endless, but it doesn’t matter anymore. By tomorrow night, they’ll both be dead.
It’s getting worse out. The ice pellets are relentless now. Too blinding and too vivid and too dangerous for me to stay here anymore, either. The clearing is awash in red. Bracing myself against the hail, I start to run back inside while I still have a chance. There are thousands of glittering pellets hurtling down from the sky. The long grass trembles, and the wind whips through my thin gown, fluttering against my legs.
A few feet ahead, a willow tree bends, groaning against the weight of the wind and the bloated cocoons hanging on its branches. Then it snaps—the trunk splinters in two, felling a crown of long, spindly leaves. Enormous caterpillars stream out from the capsized hollow. They scuttle through the grass, quicker than thieves.
The caterpillars crawl over trampled wildflowers and through the decayed remains of the garden. Some of them are heading up to the church itself, systematically, in a long white line. They make their way up the climbing ivy, over the dark stones, toward the top of the black steeple.
“Aja,” a disembodied voice says. A shadow in the shape of a boy. “It’s you. My little mouse.”
When our eyes meet, he gives me that look again—the fleeting one that suggests we share some immensely entertaining secret. His mouth curves up, and I remember how he told me of his faint memories of being human, of rolling green hills and music.
I can see him as a teenage boy in the countryside. Lounging in a clearing much like this one, his eyes—were they once green? Were they brown? Looking beyond the distant hills, his mouth quirked in that strange smile.
Padraic heads toward me slowly, his hands in the pockets of his sleek trousers, and I don’t know whether to step back or to run into his arms. I’m caught in between. I stand motionlessly until he’s right before me. He looks down; he smiles.
I’m close enough that I can clearly see the rings glittering on his thin fingers—Kate’s dark garnet, and his old master’s black signet. It’s the compulsion again, drawing me closer. That, and nothing more.
Cocoons groan and fall from the relentless red hail. They land in the tall grass unborn and ruined. A pulpy white mess. I find myself walking toward him, trampling over them. My feet sting from their itch. It doesn’t matter; I have to close the gap between us.
The wind sweeps through the vampire’s dark hair, the red of clotted blood. The black sky illuminates his skin, skin so pale that it’s gone death blue. It aches to look at him because he’ll never feel the same way about me. It aches because, in spite of my very real horror and dread, I find him so very beautiful.
I’m hungry, so hungry for him that I feel sick.
“Aja,” he says, pulling me against him. I’m pressed flush against his chest. His white shirt is butter soft. His hands are on my shoulders, and his breath is cold on my neck. I look up, and for a wild moment, I think he might bend his head to mine and kiss my mouth ravenously, devour all of me at once. We’re so close—there’s nothing to see before me but his black shining eyes.
“My lovely bride,” he tells me, almost fondly. “Staying here with you has made me consider a different world. Things will get better for all of us. Kate’s changing here, despite her own protests.”
He pauses, looking over at the black-haired vampire, glowering at the church entrance. “Did you know, she’s really thinking about turning Hazel? You’ve seen how even she can change.”
Why would he say this now? It’s too late; it’s not enough. The hail comes down harder and part of me wishes it would smite me on the spot so that I’d stop wondering if I’ve made the wrong decision.
“We should go inside,” I tell him. “It’s not safe out here in this weather.”
“You’re safe with me,” he says, which is exactly the right thing to say. The thing I hoped for. The worst part of all is, I can almost believe it’s true.
“Do you really promise that?” I ask him. My voice is unsteady, although I’m trying my best to be brave.
I hate him. I love him. I want him dead.
A strange look crosses the vampire’s angular face. One I don’t understand, but that’s all right, because I don’t think I’ll ever understand him, not in this life. Maybe not even in the next one.
“Yes,” he says, after a long pause. “Yes, I think so, Aja. As long as you’re with me.”
I’m cold all over. My hair is drenched, my teeth are chattering. Padraic looks down at me and I wonder if he’s ever told me the truth. Even once.
“You’re the one for me,” he says. “And tomorrow night, we will be married. But there’s one thing I must tell you before. I’ve been keeping a secret from you, my lovely favorite. I believe you should know it. I’ve grown enough to see that you deserve more than one chance—as long as you promise to never go against me again. Do you want me to tell you the truth?”
“No—I don’t need to know,” I tell him. I’ve already made my decision. There’s no way forward other than this: the vampire must die. None of his secrets matter anymore.
The sky is blinding. Red hail streams down around us. I can’t see anything. And it means no one can see me, either. No one except Padraic.
I reach out and my hands find his shirt. He’s cold all the way through it. I fumble to him, through the blinding light. His hands catch my elbows, steadying me.
I pull him toward me and press my mouth against his, desperately, hatefully, hungrily.
His lips are warmer than I thought they would be. His grip on my elbows tightens. I kiss him like I’m the one draining him. I kiss him like I’m trying to pull something out of him, unroot something buried deep inside his cold, unfeeling body. My hands are in his hair. It feels like real hair, human hair. The strands are smooth and soft. It almost feels like I’m holding a boy, not a monster.
He doesn’t pull away. I press insistently, pull him in even closer. The world is washed over in red. My head is spinning. His hands trail up to my shoulders. Then up to my neck. I tense momentarily, thinking he’s going to claw me. But they keep going, traversing feather-light and farther up, until both of them are cupping my face. I can feel the stub of his missing index finger pressed against my cheek. Colder than ice.
I want him to kiss me back. But he just stands there, not leaning in. Not moving away.
I sweep my tongue over his lips, trying to find purchase inside his mouth. I press myself closer against him. But he doesn’t yield at all.
And then it all stops. The hail turns to drizzle. The clearing comes back into focus. I can see myself reflected in his dark, iris-less eyes. They’re the eyes of an insect, of a monster, of a dead thing. I can see my own small face, easily caught between his fingers. I can see my own thin, trembling lips.
“What is this?” His voice is so quiet that I instinctively lean even closer to hear him.
“I don’t know,” I tell him. His grey, translucent nails graze the side of my cheek. “But I wanted it.”
“I can see that.” Black eyes unblinking. Eyes just like those caterpillars I hate. “I’m not capable of giving you what you want, as I am.”
And now the awful truth comes out. “I thought you might be different. I wanted things to be different from this.” I’ve made a fool of myself. I can only hope now that Mary and Noah never saw what happened between us. I lower my chin, trembling. There’s that feeling in my chest again, so bright and painful that I feel like it could burst open, raw and visceral. Pulpy and bright red; bleeding.
“I’m not human,” he chides, although I certainly don’t need the reminder. His voice is low and thick with want. When I finally look up at him, I understand why. There’s a shallow cut on my cheek from where his nail scratched me. There’s blood on the tip of his pale blue finger. My blood.
“Don’t move,” he tells me, his voice suddenly soft and dangerous, but I wouldn’t have dared, anyways. He brings my face to his, between his cold hands. I’m flush against him, and I know he can hear it—the furious beat of my heart, thundering against my chest, so close to where his own once was.
Slowly, gingerly, Padraic licks the cut.
He traces the trail of blood from my cheek, his tongue both colder and softer than I expected. He doesn’t stop there, either. He licks away my salty tears too.
Then he lets me go.
“Come with me, and let’s all of us be happy,” he murmurs. “I’ll wait with you through the transformation. I want you to wear my ring forever. My chosen one; my lovely bride.”
For the first time in my life, I’m the one. A hand-picked favorite. But his spotlight doesn’t warm me. It only makes me feel cold and alone. And terribly afraid.
It would be better to hate him completely. So much cleaner to see him as some faceless enemy. But there’s that awful tug at my chest that won’t go away. There’s that ring on my hand that I’m unable to take off. I want to be special, but not like this.
Not because of him.
“When?” he asks softly, holding my hands between his cold ones.
“Tomorrow night,” I tell him, and now I’m the liar.
Padraic’s black eyes widen. His mouth curves into a smile. He thinks the kiss means this is the beginning—he doesn’t have any idea that it really means the end. “Are you crying because you’re happy?”
I lie to him for the very last time. “Yes. Of course I am.”



TWENTY-FIVE
one last warning
I’M TOO RESTLESS FOR SLEEP.
I drift in and out of a mosaic of dream images. I try to escape them, but they’re always watching. I’m at the bottom of a cold, dark well and there are people at the very top, leaning over to stare. Mary’s suntanned face sharpens into my sister’s. Kate’s high voice blurs into Padraic’s low, lilting one and reverberates all the way down. So many pairs of eyes look down the well; everyone in Glen Hills is here. I try to reach them, but my hands slide against the wall, pressing down into something soft and wet. My hand stings. Everyone laughs. Everyone is in the wall too—a thousand mirrored eyes press in at me from all sides. They’re so very hungry.
My heart twists with dread. I banish the nightmares the best I can. I lie on my side in the hard wooden pew and wait for the sun to come up. The dancing lights of the chandeliers have flickered out and thin plumes of grey smoke trail across the nave. Even the skittering sound of caterpillars has ceased. I stare down into the wood floor, into another dark tunnel.
I can’t believe what’s going to happen today. It feels so surreal.
We’re going to kill the vampires.
I get up in the dim, quiet room and head outside to watch the sunrise. The wood creaks under my steps. I sit on the stone steps, staring down the dew-covered clearing, toward the fog. Today it’s cold enough that my breath has shape. I find myself absentmindedly picking at the raised scar on my palm.
What a stupid thing to have done—branding myself with Mary. We were so young when we did that together. My dad and her mom were furious. Fiona hated it too. But years later she’d told me that it made her a little jealous. At least you have something to believe in, she’d said, with a slightly pained smile.
It hurts now in a way that feels impossibly heavy. My sister never had what I did. She couldn’t afford to make my mistakes. She always had to set the example.
“You’re up early,” a voice says suddenly, from behind me.
I whirl around, bracing instinctively for a fight. But it’s only Noah, greeting me with a key in his raised fist. The dull metal gleams in the dark. With this, we can get into the pantry and rescue Mary.
“We have to get this plan right,” he says somberly. “For Ricky and your sister.”
“We will.”
The clearing is coming awake. Something rustles in the tall grass before us. A lone bird calls from somewhere I can’t see. The stone warms beneath my feet. We both head back inside.
It’s finally going to happen.
We’re going to kill the vampires.


Unfortunately, the first problem we have is Mary.
She’s not awake when Noah and I sneak into the kitchen. I can hear her snores through the pantry door. From summer camp to sleepovers, Mary’s always slept like the dead. Now is the absolute worst for that.
“She needs to be … conscious before we can break her out,” Noah mutters, with a sidelong glance at me.
“Mary,“ I hiss, more viciously than I intended. “Wake up. It’s me.”
Mary’s only response from inside the pantry is a startled snore.
I don’t know how much time we have before Hazel comes back. After what feels like forever, Mary finally wakes up. I can hear her pressed against the door, breathing loudly.
“What do you want?” she grumbles.
“We’re getting you out—we’re all going downstairs—we’re going to kill the vampires,” I tell her in a hurried whisper.
“I’m covered in bug bites,” Mary tells me flatly. “You just stood there and let Kate torture me while fawning over that other vampire. There are literally dead caterpillars inside my skin, Aja.”
The caterpillars have taken a toll on her in other ways too. I’ve seen her wincing every time she moves—teeth gritted; eyes squeezed tight. Mumbling dark threats under her breath. And knowing how stubborn Mary is, it’s probably a lot worse than she lets on.
“I’m sorry. I can explain later. We’re running out of time.”
“You’re going to get us all killed, Aja,” Mary says flatly. “We’re going to go downstairs and you’re just going to stand there. You’re not going to let anything happen to Padraic. I know it.”
Noah grimaces, eyes flickering back to the door. Hazel could be coming back any second now.
“We don’t need Mary,” he tells me. “We can go downstairs without her.”
“No,” Mary and I say, almost in unison.
“She’s coming,” I add firmly. “I’m not doing this without her.”
Noah turns the key and Mary comes tumbling out in the kitchen. She brushes off the lint from her white nightgown. There are horrible bruises on her skin—deep purple and red. Her arms are crisscrossed with scratch marks from Kate’s nails.
It hurts to look at her for too long. Even Noah turns away, gulping.
“All right,” Mary says grimly. “Even though I’m still mad, I’m ready to give this terrible idea a try.”


The second problem we run into is Hazel.
As soon as she comes into the kitchen—she takes one look at me, Noah, and Mary. And immediately bolts for it.
Hazel’s faster than she looks. She darts down hallways and winds through different rooms, nimble as a deer. Noah and I knock over half the furniture in the music room trying to get to her, creating a haphazard domino effect of moth-eaten green chairs. She slips out of my grasp, and even manages to get a good hit in, whacking me across the face.
My ear’s ringing. I work my jaw open and closed to make sure it’s still properly functioning, and then I run after her with Noah, back into the nave. My face aches, my feet ache, and my muscles burn.
“I knew it,” she wheezes breathlessly, winding through the wooden pews. “You all planned to backstab the vampires … to backstab me. None of you deserve to turn. And once I get to Kate, you’ll all pay for going behind her back!”
“It’s fucked up,” Noah tells her, out of breath. His shaggy hair is slicked with sweat. Despite his athletic prowess, he struggles to catch up with the much smaller girl. “This place is a trap. Hazel, please listen. Just this once.”
None of us had anticipated that she’d get away from the kitchen. Hazel is almost at the front doors. But Noah is faster. He overtakes her and blocks the exit out. She pauses and looks toward the east wing, calculating her chances.
Mary comes up behind her. And between the two of them, Hazel’s stuck with nowhere to run.
Noah ties her arms behind her back. And now Hazel switches gears.
“You can’t go down in the basement,” she says, with her chin jutting out. “It’s not safe for any of you.”
“Right,” Noah says. “We should probably stuff her mouth too. Otherwise, she’ll try and convince us out of this.”
But there’s something about Hazel’s warning that gives me a moment’s pause. It echoes Kate’s warnings from last night. There was certainly something strange downstairs.
“I want to hear what she says,” I say, interrupting Noah. “Hazel, what makes it dangerous?”
Noah ties her ankles together when we reach the kitchen. Hazel squirms against her bindings but can’t get free. She wriggles on her side and in her white nightgown, she looks like an extra-large caterpillar. “Couldn’t you make this a little more comfortable?”
“Ha,” Noah snorts, tying her ankles even tighter for good measure. He gives me a wary, sidelong glance. “She’s just stalling for time. We should go.”
“Stop,“ Hazel says, still struggling against the bindings. “I mean it! That place isn’t safe. Haven’t you heard the sounds from the basement?”
Now even Noah pauses. “What is it?”
“Katie told me,” Hazel says. After a bit of a tussle, she manages to sit upright. Under the crack of the kitchen counter, several pairs of black eyes gleam hungrily. “Even she and Padraic can’t control it. So there’s no way the three of you will be able to.”
“What is it?” I repeat, but Hazel only gives me a superior little smile.
“It’s my secret,” she says quietly. “I promised Kate I’d never tell anyone.”
The three of us exchange a long look. We’re not getting anywhere with Hazel. All she’s doing is slowing us down. It’s already later in the morning than we planned.
There’s an uneasy feeling squirming in the pit of my stomach. Even though Hazel’s an obstacle against us, I can’t help but feel that her warning might be true. I’d heard a loud clang coming from below the floorboards. Both vampires had immediately disappeared to handle it. Those long, dark tunnels all led down to whatever it was.
Maybe in her own way, Hazel’s trying to help us.
“You’ll die if you go down there,” is the last thing she tells me when we gag her, then push her into the pantry. “Even the vampires are afraid of it.”


The third problem we run into is the smell. There’s a sickly sweet odor in the library room, mingled with a metallic, coppery scent that’s become all too familiar in this church. Blood.
“Do you think Hazel was telling the truth?” Mary whispers.
Hazel has refused to tell us anything else, other than we shouldn’t go down into the basement. Her warning echoes with each step I take closer to the library. You’ll die if you go down there.
Even though Hazel is safely out of the picture, there’s a grim feeling in the air. It matches the ornate severity of the library. I understand why Mary would whisper in here. The other Mary—the one in the gilded frame—stares opaquely at all three of us.
The old books—fables and Bible stories—have been half-eaten by caterpillars. Tattered pages lay strewn about. Even the green chaise below the painting has holes in it now. The caterpillars have only gotten hungrier the longer we’ve stayed here.
“Do you think Hazel is okay in the pantry? What if she breaks out or something?”
Noah shakes his head at my question. “She’s getting to you both, trust me. We’ll untie her once we’ve finished the job.” Not even he can say the words aloud—kill the vampires.
I take the hidden silver knife out of the old Bible on the bookshelf. It’s heavier than I remembered. After a moment, I pass it over to Noah.
I’m supposed to watch and stand guard as Noah cuts the knife into Kate and Padraic. He’ll sever them into smaller parts for easier transport back up the stairs. I’ll help carry some of their disembodied limbs. A pair of Kate’s legs, maybe. Padraic’s blue arm. Even thinking about it makes me feel sick.
“They’re not human,” Mary says, watching my expression. “If that’s any consolation.”
I kissed Padraic last night. Pressed my lips against his. He told me he was evolving. That Kate was too.
“I know,” I tell her, wishing I believed it a bit more.
Every time the plush, ivy-patterned carpet groans under our steps, all three of us jump. And I know it’s because we’re considering what Hazel warned us about. There might be something horrifying in the bowels of the church. It was something that worried Kate. Something that could even overpower the vampires.
“Hazel is probably lying,” Mary says. But her voice wavers.
“This is an old church,” Noah agrees. “There are always going to be weird sounds because of that.”
“But the tunnels …” I mumble. “Where do they go?”
The smell only gets stronger the closer we are to the portrait. Blood and something else—something both sweet and foul. The Virgin Mary smiles and tells us nothing. From behind her frame, caterpillars skitter in and out.
Noah unlatches the portrait door before Mary and I can scare ourselves witless. Immediately, a swarm of white caterpillars crawl out from the dark enclosure. The caterpillars scatter over the thick carpet. They head for the books, the wooden shelves, the dark corners. Their teeth chatter in excitement, bright black eyes gleaming. Already, they have begun to eat.
“Everything’s still working according to our plan,” Noah says. There’s a tremor in his voice. But he steps into the room behind the portrait. Mary follows, and I bring up the rear. And then, the three of us head down the dark, living stairwell.
Caterpillars crawl over my body. Caterpillars squish under my feet. Down and down we go.
This time, we’ve left the door open for light. And I’m not sure I prefer it to total darkness. There must be hundreds of them. Maybe thousands. The farther down the steps we go, the more caterpillars there seem to be. The ones I’m seeing are so small. Tiny white caterpillars, smaller than my fingernail, tickle my legs and arms.
“I’ll lead the way,” Noah mumbles. “You two are there for backup. Okay?”
When I tell him “Okay,” something wriggles into my mouth.
It squirms frantically along my tongue. Rows of bristled, itchy feet scratch the inside of my mouth. There’s a tiny caterpillar crawling in my teeth. And before I know what I’m doing, I bite down in a panic. The texture is weirdly reminiscent of shrimp, but the taste is absolutely horrifying. Rancid and sweet.
I can hear something groaning inside my own mouth. And I know it’s the caterpillar trying to regenerate, segment by segment. I spit the slippery, ruined glob out directly onto Mary’s back.
“What the fuck was that?” she says, stopping in her tracks.
I’m not sure I can even keep going at this rate. But Noah pushes on, and Mary just turns around and looks at me in disbelief.
“Aja … did you just … spit on my back?”
“No,” I say, keeping my lips as close together as I can this time. No way is another one of those creatures getting into my mouth.
The farther down we go, the colder it gets in the stairwell. The smell is getting worse too. Riper, more pungent. Mary covers her face with the sleeve of her nightgown, trying her best not to retch. A few paces ahead, Noah’s started to dry heave.
Based on the smell, Ricky’s decomposition must have gotten a lot worse.
“I don’t want to see him,” Noah mumbles against his sleeve. “I don’t want to see what they’ve done to him.”
We enter the basement wine cellar. My eyes sting from the pungent smell. But when I look ahead to where Ricky once was, there’s hardly anything left of him. The caterpillars have whittled away his flesh, leaving only bone behind.
His white tunic lays on the cold ground, crumpled. There used to be a boy inside it. But now he’s gone forever.
“I’ll kill them both,” Noah says flatly, staring at the annex beyond the wine cellar. “You can count on that.”
It dawns on me that the bottles down here are filled with the same substance as the ones in the mezzanine. They’re all filled with blood. The vampires had been siphoning from Ricky before they let the caterpillars have him.
Of course they had bled him in every way possible.
In the few scraps of flesh Ricky had left on his bones, I saw puncture wounds in sets of two. Vampire bites. He slumps forward on the chair, all matted hair and brittle white bone. Noah looks away stiffly. In the faint light from the overhead cocoons, I see that he’s shaking. With muted anger or sadness or both.
Something stops me in my tracks. There’s a small glint of silver in Ricky’s rotting hand.
“What are you doing?” Mary whispers, when I get even closer to the corpse.
I pry the object away from his skeletal grip. Ricky grins at me slack jawed, his eyes two wide and endless black holes. A strange feeling comes over me.
Ricky had been holding the necklace I got Fiona for her seventeenth birthday. A black choker with a tarnished silver F. It looks like it came off with a struggle. The velvet ends are ragged and torn.
“How did he get this?” I ask slowly. “Where did he get this?”
No answer.
Ricky could have told us, but Ricky’s not here anymore. The skeleton sits in eternal silence, mocking us with its gaping, empty smile.



TWENTY-SIX
the belly of the beast
I TURN THE NECKLACE OVER in my palm, fingering the frayed edges. A frisson of unease runs down my spine. Fiona wasn’t exactly a fighter. What had ripped her choker? What had she struggled against?
The caterpillars nipping away at Ricky’s ankles and legs have all but disappeared. But I know they’re still in here, watching from beneath the dusty shelves of glinting bottles, and in the cracks and crevices of the stone foundation.
Whiter caterpillars scurry over the stone tiles. Mary follows them with her eyes too. We watch them migrate from the basement systematically, a clear order to their madness. They’re heading upstairs.
There’s something odd about the way they’re moving. They only move in a singular direction, scurrying in straight lines. They’re everywhere—all along the cold floor and all along the cold walls.
“There’s the hallway,” I mumble, pointing toward it. This room extends to a dim corridor—that’s where the caterpillars crawl out from.
It’s dark in here. The only light comes from the cocoons winding overhead. They jerk wildly above the glass bottles, straining for blood. I can see dark shapes inside, struggling to break free of their shells, turning and shuffling. Their mouths are muffled, their hunger barely repressed. One silken layer separates them from the thing they crave.
“Should we see what’s over there?” Mary asks.
Noah nods. “Let’s make sure to be quiet. Don’t want to wake up the monsters, after all.”
“I’ll go first,” I say, surprising them both. I feel eerily calm, looking down the dim hallway.
“Then take the knife,” Noah says, handing it to me. The blade is serrated and sharp.
Hazel’s warning creeps back to me. Even the vampires are afraid of it. The hallway is so dark. A few stray cocoons are all that lights the path.
“She’s asleep until dark,” Mary says, in a soothing voice. “We’ll be fine.”
“We’ll be okay,” I echo. There’s no way Kate can get to us while she’s still asleep. We’ve got an advantage during the daytime. But instinctively, I grip the knife even tighter.
Then we start walking.


There’s a horrible, sickly sweet smell in the hallway. Cloying and claustrophobic, tickling the inside of my throat. Like dead flowers, a delicate thing gone to rot. It triggers a memory, but I can’t quite make it out. I can’t see its form, but I know that just down the hall, I’ll finally understand it.
Mary follows close behind me, and Noah a few paces after her. I wet my lips, but my throat’s still dry.
Caterpillars scurry over the ground and along the walls in long, white lines. They’re extremely small—like wriggling grains of rice. The phosphorescent cocoons sway slightly, right above our heads.
As far as I can see, this path only goes one way, all the way down to the end. It’s freezing in this area of the basement. The cold presses in, seeping into my pores. My teeth won’t stop chattering, despite the several despairing looks Mary’s given me for it. It’s hard to be silent—but for some reason, we all feel the instinct to.
The same as I would in a holy place; the same as I would at a funeral. There’s something heavy in the air. It feels like death, or whatever comes after.
We walk for a few feet when the smell really hits me. Foul and sweet. Syrupy. There’s fluid on the ground, faintly green and glowing. It reminds me of the cocoons. It gets stronger as we continue onward. But we keep moving forward cautiously. It’s daylight now, I remind myself. We should have some time to make it.
There’s something on the walls. Clusters of tiny, glistening green orbs. It dawns on both me and Mary what they are at the exact same moment. Mary swears at length.
“Eggs,” I whisper. “Caterpillar eggs, aren’t they?”
Some of them have already burst open. Tiny newborn caterpillars wriggle out from the gooey green substance. But most of them are still waiting to hatch. They wait in their glistening clusters for the right time to emerge.
“How long does it take for eggs to hatch?” Noah mumbles.
“I don’t know. Maybe a week?”
“That’s around how long we’ve been in this church, I think,” Mary says, a little breathless now. “What’s going to happen with them?”
Shit. We’re not only walking toward the vampires’ den, but also directly into a path of eggs and hatchlings. I hear the soft pop-pop-pop of eggs bursting around me in the near-dark. The strange green fluid on the ground is probably a result of more caterpillars hatching too.
“I’m gonna be sick,” Noah announces weakly.
I can’t stop feeling like there’s someone watching me from the shadows. I can’t stop thinking of Kate’s words. Do you know how many girls he’s found unfit and disappointing?
The black ring on my middle finger gleams like his caterpillar eyes. I’m reaching toward Padraic’s secret now.
We’re almost at the end of the hall, where I can just make out a row of rusted metal bars. The clanging sound I heard a couple of nights ago probably came from whatever it is. It was the thing that had immediately diverted Kate and Padraic’s attention.
“You have the knife, right?” Mary asks hesitantly.
We tread through the goopy green sludge. The caterpillars are whispering, I swear. Stay away. Don’t come any closer. Their sharp teeth chatter and click hungrily. I have the silver knife in one hand and Fiona’s choker in the other.
Mary’s pace slows as we reach the end. Before us is a barred metal cage. Long shards of broken glass lay scattered around the edges of the confine—broken bottles from the cellar. The long vertical poles are rusted with age. The smell is so pungent here that my eyes well up. I blink back itchy tears.
Mary draws in a long breath. “The cage has been broken,” she says, sounding stunned.
And now I can see it too. Bent metal bars, down at the very bottom. Large enough for a smaller person to fit through, but just barely. It’s nothing that a monster could climb out of. It would only fit something quite slender.
There’s a scrap of torn lace, wound around the twisted metal. Worn and yellowed with age. Mary bends down, picking it up. As she does, tens of caterpillars wriggle out from the empty cage. The strange smell is so intense that I have to fight back the constant urge to retch.
Mary holds the fragile fabric to the light, her face filled with dread. “It’s part of a shirt, maybe a dress,” she says slowly. “A girl’s.” Mutely, she shows me the scrap of clothing.
Even though it’s mostly covered in dirt and debris, there’s something about the pattern that looks so familiar.
“It’s from a wedding dress,” I whisper, becoming certain of it the more I look at the rotten lace. It’s very old fabric. Older than any of us by several generations.
Passed down and down and down. To unfit girls, just like me.
Clusters of eggs cover almost every surface of the cage. I don’t see Kate or Padraic anywhere. But there’s someone else here; someone I never expected to see ever again. Her black hair is in disarray. She’s lying facedown in the green goop, a prisoner behind the metal bars. She’s the one wearing the soiled white wedding dress.
I had even had a nightmare about this very scenario. But at least in that one, my sister was still in the vampire’s arms. At least in that gruesome vision, she was still pink-cheeked and laughing.
Of course Fiona had been his favorite. My sister was always everyone’s favorite.
“Mary, help me,” I manage. “We need to get her out of here.”
The bars barely budge. Mary pries at them with all her strength but it’s not enough for us to break in. Fiona’s right on the other side. I strain to reach her through the bars, but I don’t even come close to touching her.
Her ruined gown is covered in clusters of caterpillar eggs. When I look harder, I see that there are even some of them on her skin. Eggs in the crook of her knees. Eggs covering the backs of her hands. Some of them have started to burst open, letting out small wisps of fog. White caterpillars are crawling over my sister’s unmoving body.
The contrast between how she looks now and how I always picture her has never been more vast. When I close my eyes, I still see Fiona back in Glen Hills, smiling and flawless. Blowing out the candles on her birthday cake, the whole town in an approving circle around her.
I remember Fiona walking down the school hallway side by side with Hazel and Daisy and Lillian. Glen Hills’ perfect girls. In my mind they are always smiling, always laughing.
“Aja …” Mary says slowly. “I don’t think she’s alive.”
It seems the vampire had found even my sister disappointing, the same as all his other brides.
White caterpillars crawl out from between the bars in their methodical lines. They scurry around me and Mary and continue onward, toward the first floor of the church. They’ll tunnel their way up wherever they can. They’ll find their way to wood. They’ve even learned to enjoy the taste of human flesh now. Ricky is certainly proof of that.
They’ll eat their way through the clearing. Through the fog. Some of them are surely in Glen Hills by now. They’ve even laid their eggs in my sister’s dead body.
I shake the metal bars, but Fiona never stirs. I scream out her name and she doesn’t move a muscle. The only sound is the skittering of caterpillars and the slow, oozing pop of new ones being born.
Mary squeezes my shoulder. I can’t tear my eyes away from the awful sight of her. Fiona was supposed to be the perfect one. Now she’s dead in a cage. I wish everything was different. If only Fiona knew what she’d become when she told me that.
“I’m so sorry, Aja,” Mary says. “I don’t know what else to say.”
Noah pulls at the metal bars, but they don’t give. He’s got more strength than Mary, but even that doesn’t help at all. It’s futile. He can’t get Fiona out.
It’s strange.
Noah didn’t have the strength to move the metal bars, but the rattling sound they made reminded me of what I’d heard beneath the floorboards when no one but Fiona would’ve been here. Kate and Padraic had been holding court in the nave, and all the while, my sister had been trying to escape. Padraic had flattered me as his new favorite while down in the basement, my sister, his already-cast-aside bride, was imprisoned and dying.
Fiona was delicate and dainty. How could she have moved the bars? How could she have possibly had strength that Mary didn’t possess?
The whitish-green eggs burst open on my dead sister like pus. I’m realizing that’s what the smell is. My sister is rotting away. In fact, it almost looks like she’s molting.
Kate was afraid of something down in this basement. For the past few nights, she’d begged Padraic to leave. The red-haired vampire had insisted on staying, interested in cultivating his growing family.
“Fuck,” Mary says. “What time is it now?”
“It’s getting late,” I tell her, automatically. We had a challenging start today, between waking Mary and tying up Hazel in the pantry. We wasted time deciding whether to listen to Hazel’s warnings. Warnings I’m now thinking we should have considered more thoroughly. Down in the basement, there’s no sense of time at all. Sunlight doesn’t penetrate here, making it the perfect breeding ground for these caterpillars.
Ever since we came to this church, I had a strange feeling I might see my sister again. The intuition I felt from the very beginning had been spot on. Fiona had been here, after all. Always a bit out of my reach.
“Noah,” Mary says, taking an abrupt step backward. “You need to get away from those bars—”
From the other side of the cage, I can hear the steady pop of eggs hatching all over Fiona’s body. White caterpillars wriggle out. And now, she’s finally stirring. My sister turns over slowly in the goopy green fluid. Her eyes widen when she sees us. Pitch black and gleaming.
She crawls toward the three of us, sharp teeth clicking. Then she bites down hard on Noah’s wrist.
“Oh fuck,” Noah says, turning pale. “Fuck fuck fuck.”
He lets go abruptly, falling against me.
The metal bars are moving now. Fiona’s smile is red with Noah’s blood. Her pale face is so close to mine. Those black eyes are endless tunnels.
The cage bursts open and white caterpillars fall from my sister’s molting skin. They plop onto the stone floor and head down the hallway, cacophonous and hungry.
Fiona crawls out in her ruined wedding dress. Skittering on her hands and knees. Her pale white throat ebbs in and out, glistening and churning. She rushes past the three of us, to join the rest of the caterpillars.
Noah’s the first to react. He runs back into the wine cellar, followed by Mary. Caterpillars burst under my feet and stitch themselves back together, one ligament at a time. I take a quick look around the cellar and see Ricky’s corpse, still tied to the chair. And now I know why he’d pried the necklace from my sister’s neck.
Kate and Padraic had been feeding him to my sister.
Fiona’s no longer in the room. I know she’s gone up the stone stairwell. Climbed through the portrait door and into the library.
The ceiling begins to shake. Above us, a few pebbles come loose.
We’ve accidentally let the third vampire out.



TWENTY-SEVEN
the vampire’s bride
IT’S EASY ENOUGH TO FOLLOW my sister’s trail.
The portrait of the Virgin Mary hangs off-kilter on its strained hinge, half-destroyed. There are long lines dragged through the carpet, coupled with the pungent, syrupy smell from downstairs. The low table’s been broken in half, and loose pages flutter as we scan the room for signs of the monster. Almost everything in this room has been overturned.
Fiona has already been through this room.
Noah clutches his bleeding hand, wincing. The three of us follow the long, dirt-streaked marks into the hall of the west wing. There are heavy scratches on the wood floor. They tell us the direction my sister’s gone, but beyond those marks, there’s a much more obvious clue.
There’s a large puddle of blood that streaks from the nave toward the doors of the church.
It’s sunset. The dark pours through the shattered glass windows. Several of the pews are on their sides. Large shards of glass lay scattered everywhere. Strong gusts of wind bring sleet into the room.
The blood by the entrance is nearly pitch-black, viscous and glistening. It burns my nose and stings my eyes.
“Vampire blood,” Mary breathes.
Kate and Padraic must be awake from all the commotion. The black double doors of the church have been flung wide open. Lines of white caterpillars scurry in a single direction—out. From the front lawn, I hear a long, keening wail.
I know newborn vampires are vicious. They’re far more unpredictable and deadly than their more-experienced counterparts. Padraic had told me so himself. He told me how he’d been so hungry that he drained his old master. So hungry that he drained whole towns and still wanted more.
Fiona killed Ricky. And based on what I’d seen of her down the basement, I don’t think she’s done with killing just yet.
Mary and I run through the gaping mouth of the church and into the clearing, Noah following a little behind. Dark sleet bears down on us, soaking our thin white gowns, matting our hair and making it hard to see the three figures by the looming hemlock, no more than twenty feet ahead.
Last night, Padraic had tried to tell me what secret he’d been keeping from me. I wasn’t the only part of his plans for a growing family. Like with everything else in my life—Fiona had gotten there just a little before me. She was the bride before me. On the same night I was to be wedded to the vampire, my sister is taking center stage.
“Aja,” Mary says, shaking my shoulders. I can barely hear her voice. “Aja, what’s wrong with you? Your expression is really scaring me.”
Cocoons twist in the ceaseless downpour. White butterflies flap in the wind, winding toward the hemlock tree, toward the three vampires of the night church.
This can’t be real. This has to be a nightmare.
“Aja.” Mary shakes me again, her face so close to my own that I could count the flecks of brown in her pupils if I had wanted to. Rain trails through her matted blond hair. “You’ve got to get it together. You can’t go over there—it’s too dangerous.”
Fiona had always wanted to leave Glen Hills behind. It was obvious to everyone but me.
Slowly, mechanically, I walk toward the three figures by the flowering hemlock. They’re close to the fog, which makes it even harder to see them. Grey wisps spread toward them while butterflies flitter madly.
My sister’s in the same dress worn by the vampire’s former brides. It might have been beautiful once, but now it’s covered in rust-red splotches and yellowed from decay. Caterpillars wriggle from the gaping holes in the lace. The long hem is ragged and steeped red from generations of dried blood.
“You kept me trapped,” Fiona wails, her voice high and breathless. The syrupy, sweet smell is stronger here than even the basement, as though oozing straight from her pale, marbled flesh. “You promised an escape … and all you did was make me your prisoner!”
There are white caterpillars all over the grass under the hemlock tree. One of them drops from the sweeping bell sleeve of her soiled bridal whites. When I get up closer, I see that the caterpillars are all over her body.
Tiny white caterpillars come out of her ears and the side of her mouth, wriggling wildly. One of them, smaller than a dime, crawls out from the inner fold of her black eye. It inches down the length of her exquisitely lovely face. Down past her small, sharp chin. Then it burrows itself into the sharp fold of her shoulder. It wriggles under her skin like a malformed vein, bulging and pulsating.
All of the eggs in her skin have hatched.
Kate and Padraic are holding her with all their strength, but Fiona resists. Kate holds her by her arms and Padraic by her legs. Fiona squirms to get away but they don’t let go. My sister lets out a high, frustrated scream. A fountain of green goop pours from her open mouth, spilling down the front of her dress.
“You promised me a better life,” she warbles, licking her teeth clean and expunging the rest of her molted casings. Her black eyes are fixed on Padraic. “You’ve trapped me here … but I’m still so hungry.”
I want to say something to her—anything—but I’m at a complete loss for words. Mary’s at my side, mumbling something, but I’m too fixated on the three vampires to listen.
“I told you we should have left at the beginning of summer,” Kate tells Padraic. The dead girl looks at my sister with marked distaste. “If you hadn’t become so besotted with the stupid creatures, we’d be long gone by now. Free of this wretched little town. I’d be free of your fruitless, hopeless plans. You shouldn’t have ever turned her. It should have remained us, just you and me. Now everything is in ruin.”
Fiona doesn’t see me come up to the hemlock tree. She doesn’t seem to register Mary, either. Her black gaze is solely focused on the two vampires who have captured her. Her wriggling gets her nowhere. But already, the long wound in her torso is knitting itself back together. I’m now realizing that the spilled blood in the church is my sister’s.
“You were similar to her yourself when you were newly born,” Padraic says to Kate, in that familiar lilting voice. “And you said you would try it with me, Katie. We’ve never had a settlement before.”
“Home,“ Kate says, and laughs mirthlessly. “A home for vampires and their humans. What a fool I was to go along with such a plan. Staying by your side has always been at my own expense. Your appetite for new brides knows no end.”
Fiona’s frantic screams pierce through the clearing. They pierce through the din of the howling wind and dark sleet, high and bright and unearthly. They bring Hazel running into the clearing.
The cloth bindings we tied her with are gone. Her hands, especially her knuckles, are red and bleeding. She must have untied herself and pushed her way out of the pantry.
For a moment, Hazel glowers darkly at me and Mary. I think she’s going to take this moment to tell Kate what we’ve done—but the evidence is pretty much right out in the open. Fiona writhes against her two captors, now silently mutinous.
“Hazel, my darling,” Kate says, her lip curling into a smile. “What do you want?” I’ve never heard the vampire call her by name before. We were always interchangeable little mice in her eyes. We’re evolving, Padraic had promised me. The longer they stayed in one place, the more they remembered of their human life.
“I came to protect you,” Hazel says, which makes the dead girl laugh in delight.
Mary grips my hand tight, palming Fiona’s black choker. I keep forgetting that I’m holding the silver knife in my other hand. A weapon meant to kill the vampires with.
Padraic looks at me. Opens his mouth to speak some excuse, to surely confuse me further with soft, flattering words. Hazel leans over my sister’s body to kiss her beloved Kate, and then—
And then my sister breaks loose for the second time today, taking advantage of Kate’s momentary distraction.
She scrambles away from the other vampires and stares at Hazel hungrily. A rain of white caterpillars spills from the holes in her skin. Her sharp teeth click. She lunges directly for the girl, but someone gets in the way before she can bite down.
Kate and my sister are tumbling in the long grass. Kate’s pale hands are outstretched toward my sister, clawing at the air so viciously I can hear the slash of her long nails, as if they’re slicing through the night itself.
Not hands—hand in the singular. Because Kate has only one of them left. My sister’s ripped the other one off.
Kate’s other hand lies on the grass, roughly severed at the wrist. It’s pale green and faintly glowing, the long grey nails now uselessly curved. Black blood oozes from the open end, glistening brightly. I take an unconscious step back, despite my awful, enduring fascination.
“Give it back,” Kate shrieks, her black eyes blazing. “Give me back my hand.”
“See if you can take it,” my sister says, in a sweet, chilling voice I don’t recognize at all. It’s not Fiona. This … thing can’t be my sister.
“Fiona,” I manage. She doesn’t turn when I call out her name. No one does.
Kate’s missing hand is already regenerating. I can hear the churning bone. The new, wet skin emerging from the bleeding stump.
Fiona pushes Kate into the wet grass and now, I hear a much different sound. There’s an awful, throttled scream. Something is slowly cracking apart, but I can’t see what’s happening until I see the long spill of black hair rolling in the grass. Kate’s body twitches.
Kate’s beautiful head lies a few feet away, thoroughly separated from the rest of her. Wet strings of tendon and flesh cling to her exposed spine. Despite the separation from the rest of her body, Kate’s mouth is still screaming bloody murder.
Next to me, there’s a loud thump. Hazel’s fainted dead away in the grass.
“Run!“ Mary yells. “Aja, we need to get the fuck away from here.”
But I can’t move. I’m fixed to the very spot where I stand, as if roots had grown under my bare feet, thick heavy roots, burrowing deep into the fertile dirt of this wretched place.
I’d always felt my sister’s presence. There were traces of her everywhere in this church.
But most of all, I’ve always felt her presence in myself. The two of us had wanted the same thing—to leave Glen Hills behind. To be something different. To be who we wanted.
Fiona wanted something more than the expectations placed on her. She hated having to be perfect all the time. I know—even now, even as she is—she has to recognize me. Despite her cold flesh and un-beating heart.
But no words will come out of me. I am frozen and my mouth is sealed shut. I can’t call her by name. I can’t believe what my sister has turned into.
The perfect monster.
Padraic attempts to save Kate, but Fiona pushes the red-haired vampire away with ease. He crashes against the hemlock and takes the whole thing down with him. Green cocoons are crushed against the dirt, dead on impact. The few surviving caterpillars are scurrying away in the long grass, teeth chattering madly.
Then, my sister bends over and starts to eat from Kate’s severed neck. She slurps down the lifeblood and tears through the pale flesh with relish. Kate’s mouth gurgles. Then abruptly, her black eyes fall shut.
“Aja,” Mary says again, but there’s a roar in my ears. A roar like waves, crashing over me. Dull and thunderous.
Fiona has to remember her old life, doesn’t she? I know that somewhere inside of that new body are still memories of her old one. Memories of me, Dad, our town.
Won’t she remember if I just remind her? Won’t she just wake up out of this awful state?
Fiona gets up from Kate’s headless body, swaying slightly and drunk off blood. Kate’s fingers twitch in the grass, and then they too, finally stop moving. The vampire is irrevocably dead.
“I’m still hungry,” my sister grins, staring directly at me.



TWENTY-EIGHT
a perfect monster
I CAN BARELY PROCESS THE fact that Kate’s gone. My sister killed her. No, it’s even worse than that. Fiona ate parts of the other vampire. Slurped her down like a fucking smoothie.
Caterpillars are still crawling in and out of Fiona’s new skin. Her black eyes gleam as she looks me over. She walks toward me, slowly and deliberately. Through her ruined wedding dress, I can see her stomach squirming. Still digesting the other vampire.
First, she killed Ricky. Now Kate’s gone too.
“It’s me,” I tell her, which makes her pause for a moment. “I’m your sister.”
“My sister?” she echoes blankly. “What family could I have? I have no one.”
“I’m Aja. I got you this necklace for your birthday,” I say, showing it to her. The sterling silver F glints in my palm, wet with rain. “We live in Glen Hills. Your bedroom is next to mine. Remember? You love The Cranberries and baking sweets. You got a terrible awful perm a few years ago and swore me and Dad to secrecy until you got it fixed. Fiona, please … Fiona, look at me.”
The vampire lolls her head. My sister’s normally smooth black hair is disheveled and crawling with bugs. She takes the black velvet choker from me with a pale hand, considering my words.
“Aja,” Padraic says, leaning against the felled hemlock for support. His voice sounds strange. His throat—why does his throat look that way? My sister’s crushed his windpipe. There’s a hand-shaped dent where Fiona pushed him into the tree. And unlike with Kate, I don’t see Padraic fixing himself. He’s already been too injured to regenerate any further.
“She doesn’t recognize you,” Padraic tells me, in an unfamiliar, raspy voice. Black blood pools from his mouth. “But with time, she might be able to. You need to go now. Listen to your friend and run as far as you can.”
I can’t just leave. Fiona is still my sister. She has to stop killing everyone around her—she has to see that there’s a better way to exist than this one, doesn’t she?
Mary’s trying to revive Hazel. She cradles the other girl in the wet grass, shouting at her to get up, but Hazel’s eyes barely flutter open. It was clearly too much for her to see what had become of Kate.
Cold sleet continues to pour over us in the clearing. Everything that was once white is now red. Our nightgowns, Padraic’s shirt, even the church behind us. Red drips down the white stones, while the crushed cocoons ooze a goopy, glowing fluid. It singes the grass wherever it lands. Hissing.
The grey fog undulates in a circle around us. Cold and unyielding. Fiona narrows her black eyes and continues to walk toward me, stepping over Kate’s severed hand without a second glance.
“I don’t have a sister,” she tells me. “I grew up alone, in a dark prison. Hungry. I’ve been trapped since the day I was born … I need to get out of here. But first, I’d better have a bite to eat.”
She lunges for me.
I brace myself for the impact, but it doesn’t come. Padraic puts himself in front of me.
If only he had never come to Glen Hills. If only he had never come to my window. Everything could have been different.
I remember vividly the first time I ever saw him. There was only the pane of glass between us. Even then I couldn’t decide whether he was boy or monster.
That answer doesn’t seem to matter much now.
My sister grabs him by the neck easily. Padraic tries to fight her off. But he certainly can’t finish what Kate couldn’t handle. He’s not as young as she’d been, and besides that, he’s been severely weakened already.
I remember Padraic telling me that he was evolving. He said that Kate was evolving too. I still wonder about that. I still think about things that could have been.
Padraic turns his head to look at me. His gaze is steady and unflinching. And he smiles that secret smile that had so tugged at my chest. That smile tugs at me even now, despite everything.
“I’m sorry, Aja,” he manages to whisper, out of his crushed throat. His mouth curves into that cat-like smile I know so well. “My favorite little mouse.”
Those are the last words he ever says.
Fiona drinks him down until he stops thrashing. Until he’s limp and docile like a doll. When she’s done with him, she tosses his body aside to join Kate’s under the tree.
Both of the vampires are dead.
There will be no more nights of music. No more Hazel at the podium, no more Kate clapping along, her black eyes gleaming with delight. I’ll never see Padraic leaning against the kitchen table, watching me with a languid smile.
My sister killed two vampires—but it’s still not enough to sate her hunger.
Fiona wipes the dark blood off her face. She holds out her pale arms to me. Caterpillars crawl out of the long sleeves of her lace dress. Caterpillars bulge in her face. She opens her mouth and I see rows of sharp, blood-drenched teeth. She asks, in a sweet, dripping voice, “How about giving your sister a kiss?”
This feels like an endless nightmare. I can’t move; I can’t scream. Kate and Padraic’s bodies are so still. Like separated doll parts. Caterpillars are already eating at them, tearing into their pale flesh with pointed, razor-sharp teeth.
An ugly, strangled noise comes out of my throat. The grief comes over me so quickly that it almost knocks me to my feet. Fiona’s killed Padraic. He’s gone and he won’t come back.
I’ll never sit next to him in the kitchen, half-tense and half-hopeful as he leans in close, tells me some secret in his teasing, lilting voice. I’ll never feel those black eyes flickering over me with amusement.
I’ll never see the red-haired vampire ever again. Not in this life or any other.
“Nooo,“ a familiar voice wails. Hazel gets up from the grass woozily. Swaying for a moment. “She promised to turn me … what have you done to Katie?”
She races for my sister, both her hands curled into tight fists. But before she can even land a blow, my sister grabs her by the shoulders. Then she begins to drink from her neck. Long, ravished gulps.
“Stop it,” I scream. “Fiona … that’s Hazel!”
Fiona’s too far gone to hear me. Mary pulls me back while Noah rushes forward.
“You killed Ricky,” he says, his voice broken with rage. “You killed Ricky, you fucking monster—”
My sister twists his neck in one fluid motion. The sudden crack of his spine is low, resounding, and fatal. Noah lies slumped on the ground, dead. His eyes are wide open, as if he can’t quite believe it himself. Fiona’s killed him with just one hand.
Fiona keeps drinking from Hazel’s neck. The girl twitches in her grasp, struggling to get away. But then she stops too. Her legs stop moving. Her arms stop. Her feet twitch, and then she’s completely still. Fiona pushes Hazel’s dead body aside like it’s a broken toy.
Caterpillars immediately scurry toward their bodies. Gnawing and gashing their little teeth. They suck and pull and rip through flesh, making quick work of Hazel’s and Noah’s bodies.
“You can stop this,” I stammer, staring at the creature that was once my sister smiles. “Please, Fiona. Please just stop.”
“Aja,” Mary screams. “Get the fuck back!”
“Fiona,” I whisper. “Fiona, it’s me. Aja.”
But Fiona doesn’t hear my words. She continues toward me in the rain, each step slow and deliberate. The pace of an executioner. The sickly sweet scent of her carries over to me, nearly choking me.
And now Mary—brave, stupid Mary—has flung herself toward Fiona. Directly into the path of the vengeful newborn.
Butterflies flitter around my sister, forming what almost looks like a roving crown. Their red wings flutter. Their sharp teeth click. Their black eyes gleam.
“I’m still hungry,” Fiona moans. “So very hungry. And there are only two little children left here. It’s not very much blood at all.”
Mary’s knees are shaking, but she doesn’t flinch when my sister turns toward her.
“You won’t get us,” Mary says through gritted teeth. “Stay back.”
I know my sister doesn’t see Mary at all. What she sees is soft, pliant flesh, right in front of her. What she sees are breakable bones and fresh pints of blood.
I remember when we played board games together. The three of us sprawled under a willow tree by the edge of the forest, as far away from those white picket fences as we could. Fiona complained about how she should be with her own friends. Pretty, sensible girls. Glen Hills’ favorites.
“If we’re such babies, why do you hang out with us?” Mary had demanded.
“I round the group out.” Fiona pointed out. “The two of you would kill each other if it wasn’t for me.”
But I knew there was another reason she joined us. She didn’t have to be so buttoned up around me and Mary. And between our loud, friendly bickering, she had the space to relax. To not worry so much about the future. She could be less than perfect for once.
Could she have really forgotten everything? Could she not remember her old life at all?
This new, terrifying Fiona takes another step toward Mary, and I know I have no choice but to stop her while her back’s turned.
The vampire’s skin is raised and undulating. Caterpillars are crawling in and out of her flesh, bulging and twisting. Ever-hungry, ever-growing. Her skin continually knits itself back together as they tunnel in and out of her. It dawns on me that the caterpillars are a byproduct of the vampires. Down in the basement, as Fiona had rotted away, something new was forming in her flesh. Gestating. Her skin was their first womb.
My sister’s cold hands are fastened around Mary’s throat. I can hear Fiona choking her breath.
The silver knife feels too light in my hand. But at least it’s something I can use. She can’t take Mary from me. I won’t let her.
In a split-second decision, I stab the knife into my sister’s back. It slides easily though her new skin, poking through like jelly. Fiona lets out a small gasp when the knife goes in to the hilt.
She stops choking Mary. Her grip loosens, and then her whole body goes rigid.
Mary scrambles away from my sister. Dark blood is blooming across the front of her rain-soaked nightgown. For a dizzy moment, I think that Mary’s been severely injured. Until I realize that it’s not her blood, but Fiona’s.
My sister makes an awful, retching sound. She falls onto her hands and knees and vomits everything up onto the grass. The strange substance bubbles while her body violently shakes. By Mary’s disgusted expression, I know that seeing it from the other side is even worse.
The butterflies around Fiona disperse, fluttering madly before fleeing into the fog. The caterpillars scatter from the vampires’ corpses, burrowing themselves in the dirt.
My sister picks herself up from the tall grass and turns to me. I can see the glimpse of the silver knife—jutting out from between her ribcage, through the ruined wedding dress. A few errant caterpillars crawl over her, but there are much fewer of them now.
The clearing is quiet. Red sleet turns to red drizzle. His rings glitter in the tall grass. His master’s signet; Kate’s garnet. I swallow the lump in my throat and try not to think about his soft laugh, his soft hair.
Fiona’s classmates lay on the grass, glassy-eyed and slack jawed. Hazel and Noah will never return to Glen Hills.
The newborn vampire is inches away from me now. I can see myself so clearly in those reflective black eyes of hers. My own shock is mirrored by the vampire’s expression.
She clutches at her black choker, half buried in the tall, wet grass. She twists at the sterling silver F with sharp, grey nails.
“I’m dying,” she froths, blood bubbling from her mouth. Her black eyes widen in realization. “You’ve killed me.”
“You were already dead,” I whisper. And as soon as I say it, I’m certain it’s true. The Fiona I knew was truly gone.
Fiona had died the moment she’d been turned into a vampire. This creature wasn’t my sister, but something else entirely. She’d been sold a beautiful, bewitching lie—and she’d paid for it with her own life.
She’d paid for it with other lives too. Ricky, Kate, Padraic, Hazel, and Noah. They were all dead because of what she’d turned into.
“I wanted to live,” she says, and if I didn’t know better, I would have thought she was pleading with me.
“I know.” That’s the part that hurts so much. Fiona never got a chance to really live at all.
“Help me,” she whispers, but already, her black eyes are fluttering shut. “Please … save me.”
There’s nothing left to save. The vampire shudders once—and then she lies very still. Her skin already greying.
I sink into the long grass. I lie there for so long that the sun comes up again. Even my bones feel tired.
The bodies that once held Kate and Padraic are burning. Flames lap at their fine clothes and flesh, melting everything away. Caterpillars scream; consumed alive by the flame. Smokes rises in the air and meets the morning light.
The thing that used to be Fiona burns alongside them, still clutching the black velvet choker. Her flesh bubbles and melts. And then there’s nothing left of her but the tarnished sterling silver F.
I’m not sure how long I cry. All I know is everything feels unbearable until someone touches my shoulder. I look up to see Mary, holding out her hand to me.
“Come on,” she tells me. “It’s time to go home.”



TWENTY-NINE
dawn
THE CLEARING IS ALREADY CHANGING now that the vampires are gone. There are fewer caterpillars outside, and the fog is continually dissipating. It’s lifted enough that I can make out shapes throughout it, including the outline of a trickling stream.
The enthrallment over Glen Hills Forest has been broken. I can feel it too. It feels like cobwebs being brushed away from a dusty corner. The pull tethering me to this place has been severed for good.
My mind feels clearer than it has in months. Mary’s right; it’s time to go home.
But the pain I feel is anything but numbing. It has a sharp bite to it. It makes me want to throw myself onto the ground and cry forever. My sister is gone. How am I supposed to keep living? And what am I going to tell Dad?
Everything has changed.
Mary and I are the two last teenagers remaining. Ricky, Noah, and Hazel are dead. There’s not much left of them but their white tunics and gowns.
“You saved my life,” Mary says, wrapping her arms around me. Her head slumps against my shoulder. She smells like sweat and grass and something that’s just Mary. Her familiarity is such a relief that I could cry. I pull her in even tighter.
I wish I could have saved the others; I wish I could have acted sooner. But I didn’t know then what I know now. Fiona was dead from the moment she turned. She didn’t recognize me. I gave up a sister who no longer existed, but I still had someone who loved me, however imperfectly.
Behind me and Mary, the stone church is empty. Its windows are shattered, and its pews overturned. No one lives there anymore. There’s no more music and no more dancing. Everything’s gone.
The fog is clear enough to make out the way back to Glen Hills.
“Hey,” I say. My voice comes out scratchy. “I wanted to say something.”
“What is it?” Mary asks.
“I’m sorry you came here. I’m sorry I dragged you into this hellhole.”
“I came because I wanted to. You came for the same reason,” she tells me. “And I guess you saved my life. So, we can call it even.”
“For now,” I counter.
“For now,” she agrees, bumping her hip against mine.
The two of us walk, side by side, leaning against each other, back into Glen Hills, as the light morning rain comes down.


I walk past the white gazebo where Fiona had her last birthday. Someone’s left up decorations for a different event. Cheery yellow streamers billow in the wind in lieu of the silver balloons spelling out “17.” I walk past the old swings where Fiona and I used to take turns seeing who could go the highest. I walk past the familiar white picket fences, and then, I’m almost finally home.
Mary’s already gone inside. I watch as her mother pulls her in from the front door, sobbing.
But my own steps are slower, trudging—and maybe even a little reluctant too. I don’t know what I’ll find at home. I’m scared of telling Dad what happened. I don’t even know if he’ll believe me or just be in denial about it. His daughter is dead. What will he do?
The door to my own house is wide open. The lights are on in the living room. It looks like someone’s been waiting up for me.
When I step through the door, I see my dad sitting on his favorite chair, rocking back and forth, a steaming cup of tea by the table. He’s just the same as I remember him.
But I’m so tired from everything that’s happened that I can hardly say a word to him.
“Aja,” he whispers, getting up. He lifts up his glasses and rubs his eyes in disbelief. His dark brown eyes are already welling with tears. “You came back home.”
He holds me in his tight, wiry grip. We sway, staying like that for a while. Outside, I can hear laughter. More crying. Birdsong and automatic sprinklers going off. I can’t believe that somehow, it’s still summer.
It feels like I’ve been away for so long.
Then he asks me the question I’ve been dreading. His voice is so expectant and hopeful that my heart’s breaking all over again. He waits for my response, his liver-spotted hands clenched together, as if in prayer.
He doesn’t know. He can never know what happened.
“Where’s Fiona?” he asks me urgently. “Where’s your sister?” His smile fades as the silence between us grows longer and longer. By the time I speak, he’s already sobbing.
“She’s gone.”
My dad’s face completely crumples. In a few minutes, it looks like he’s aged twenty years.
“No,” he gasps, as if the word is being wrenched out of him. It comes out long and stretching and grasping. It’s the sound of a long, endless ache. “That can’t be true. Not Fiona. Not my daughter.”
He crumples, and I catch him.
I’m so much stronger than I used to be.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I couldn’t save her.”
Dad shakes his head. “Something’s been wrong for a long time. I didn’t realize it until I found her letter.”
He walks over to the kitchen and pulls open a drawer. When he comes back into the living room, he’s holding two envelopes. One of them, addressed to Dad, is already open. The other is addressed to me, still sealed.
“I found these after you left home. Your sister left them for us.”
I take mine mutely from him.
“She said she was leaving,” Dad tells me, rubbing his bleary eyes. “She couldn’t take being in this town anymore. Maybe it’s all my fault.”
If only I’d opened a different drawer on the night I left with Padraic, I would have seen the letter Fiona left for me.
But I don’t know what difference it would have made. I would’ve gone in after her. I would’ve tried to get her back. And I still would have lost her, anyways.
Looking at what she’d become felt like looking into a fun house mirror. Seeing the me that could have been. Maybe if I’d been pushed a little further, maybe if I’d felt more trapped, maybe if I didn’t have someone like Mary … I would have ended up like Fiona too.
But I made a choice. And maybe when the pain isn’t so raw, I’ll be able to see it for what it was—the right choice to make. The only choice.
Birds trill from the trees in our front yard. One even flits to the living room window, blue wings flitting furiously. Their cheery songs are completely inappropriate. If I had more energy, I’d yell at them to go away.
Don’t they know it’s the worst day of my life? Don’t they realize my sister is dead?
“I have to be different,” Dad says slowly. “Everything has changed.”
He stands very still, staring out the window, into our overgrown front lawn. No more manicured grass and pristine rows of flowers. No more pointless facades.
I walk up the stairs to the sound of his dry, ragged sobs. There’s my room on the left, but I head straight into Fiona’s.
As soon as I close the door, I open the white envelope. A single sheet of floral stationary paper falls out.
Dear Aja,
By the time you read this letter, I’ll be gone. It’s hard to explain why I’m leaving, but I think this is my only way out and a chance to finally do things the way I want.
I want you to know that this has nothing to do with you. I hope you never fall into the same trap I did. Don’t let them get to you. You’re perfect the way you are. I’m sorry if I ever made you feel any other way.
He’s calling for me now—and I don’t have much time. Please excuse my poor penmanship. Where I’m going, I don’t have to worry about things like that anymore. In fact, I won’t have to worry about much at all.
I hope you can forgive me eventually.
Love you forever and ever (and ever),
Fiona
I curl up under her lace coverlet, surrounded by all the things she had once loved—her wardrobe of babydoll dresses, her desk full of colorful notebooks and planners, her framed pictures of friends and family. Her little jars of perfume and incense. There’s a Polaroid on her desk of me and her from when we were little, in our matching plaid dresses. I beam for the camera with a toothy grin, still missing a couple of teeth. She’s not even looking at the camera in that one. Her arms are wrapped protectively around my shoulders. In the frame, Fiona’s looking straight at me.
Sunlight and silver. And pretty girls, the vampire told me, that first night at my window. Those were his weaknesses. It was only because of that I managed to stay alive. To save myself, and save Mary too.
I go to sleep for a very long time, dreaming about my sister.
I dream that we’re on the swing set in the park. I dream that we always go up and down at the same time, perfectly in unison. Around her neck is the black velvet choker. The sterling silver F swings back and forth, twinkling in the sunlight.
“Happy birthday,” I tell her. “I forgive you.”
It’s the best thing I could give her now. It’s the only thing I have left.
“Thank you.” She smiles. And in the moment right before I wake up, she reaches out to me, and her hand is warm.



THIRTY
the last goodbye
TIME PASSES IN A BLUR.
I wear starched black dresses for two straight weeks, attending back-to-back funerals for Ricky, Noah, Hazel, and my sister. I dart for bathrooms, for break rooms, for any kind of respite from those crowds, feeling dizzy and nauseous from perfumed flowers and perfumed neighbors. I swallow bland tea sandwiches and dry chocolate chip cookies, trying to avoid questions as much as I possibly can. The truth is too much for any of my neighbors to handle.
People are naturally curious about what happened. When the authorities and the news vans and the police come to the clearing, almost nothing is there but an empty church and a handful of crumpled white nightgowns and tunics.
The caterpillars are gone, having died out without their food source. Most people are now convinced it was a temporary infestation. A parasitic species had taken over Glen Hills Forest. Teenagers, confused by the red dust and driven by curiosity, had stumbled into their lair. Those explanations have worked well enough to satisfy most people.
Forensics handle the rest, determining that four teenagers died in the forest. The authorities never find Fiona’s remains, but enough of her possessions are in the clearing to confirm what had happened.
The white gowns spur rumors about a teenage death cult. People say we went wild in the church. That the strange bugs had made it worse, had made us all feral and hallucinate. Certainly, the dead bugs that doctors found under Mary’s skin help that theory become popular.
There is never any mention of vampires. Of course not—there was no trace of them left. And the caterpillars had been the only real source of evidence.
Pretty soon, the official story is that the problem had been with the insects themselves. Now that they are gone, everything can go back to the way it was. And in some ways, everything is back to usual—except for the few lingering effects.
Glen Hills has made national news. Reporters call our house so frequently that Dad ends up disconnecting the phone for a while. I hide out upstairs, watching the news vans pull up to our driveway.
Mary’s terrified of bugs now. And after what happened with Kate, I really don’t blame her.
Dad’s different too. He wakes up early and goes on long jogs. He goes to work on time without my ever needing to prod him. He doesn’t socialize much; he’d rather spend time with me. We still do our annual lake trip, even though it feels strange, not having Fiona there with us. “She’s always with us,” Dad had told me, with an encouraging smile meant not just for me, but for himself too. “Don’t you forget that.”
Mary and I are the only ones who know the truth. We’re the only ones who know what really happened in Glen Hills Forest.


Mary and I have been mulling over the idea of going back. Just to see what it’s like. She lies down with her head in my lap, staring up at the whitewashed wooden beams of the gazebo. There are still marks all over her body—bruises and scars from where the caterpillars got her. She’s been on antibiotics ever since she came home.
Eventually, she’ll be fine, the doctors promise. But it might hurt for a while.
Our heads whirl when we hear the crunch of footsteps over fallen leaves. But it’s only a brown squirrel, coming to collect an acorn. It freezes in place when it sees us, cheeks puffy.
“I can’t deal with sudden noises.” Mary shudders, sitting up. “I’m always on the lookout for something weird to start happening again.”
At least school will start soon. I never used to look forward to the start of a new school year, but these last days of summer have been agonizing. Too many neighbors have visited us, offering words of encouragement. Maybe when school starts, people will have moved on a little. At least I hope so. It’s been hard deflecting answers for this long.
I stare up into the beams overhead. A dragonfly is trapped in a spider’s web. Still wriggling to get out. I can hear the slow, distant creak of the swing sets in the park, accompanied by the sound of laughing children.
“I hate it,” Mary says, her face scrunched up as she stares at the insects. “All bugs remind me of this summer way too much.”
The dragonfly finally gives up and stops moving. The spider waits patiently. I close my eyes and can picture them both so clearly. Kate in her long black dress. Padraic in his white shirt. I twist his black ring on my finger, feeling a bit at a loss.
“You’re still wearing it,” Mary says abruptly, staring at my hand. The black ring glints brightly in the sun. Cold even though the rest of me is warm.
“I haven’t taken it off yet,” I confess. “Is that weird?”
“I don’t know,” she shrugs. “We’ve both experienced far stranger things this summer, to be honest.”
The trees in the park look better than they used to. There’s new growth over the charred bark. No more red dust. No more red rain. No more red-haired vampire, grinning at me like we have some shared secret.
“Do you think they’re really dead?” Mary wonders.
“Yeah. I do.” That’s one of the parts that hurts, even though I wish it didn’t. Kate and Padraic are dead. I’ll never know what they might’ve become. We’re evolving every day, he promised. I saw that in them both. He was telling me the truth.
But it still wasn’t enough, especially given the stark consequences of the vampires’ arrival. Four of the kids I grew up with are dead because of their arrival in Glen Hills. My own sister is gone. None of them are ever coming back.
I’ll be older than Fiona someday, I realize with a jolt. It’s a deeply unsettling feeling.
Mary squeezes my hand sympathetically, her own hand sticky with heat.
“Do you want to see what’s left of the place?” Mary asks, hopping up from her seat. “We could walk back there and check. It’s probably safe.”
She means Glen Hills Forest. Back to the clearing. I haven’t been there since the day we left it, but I can’t say I haven’t been curious about what it’s like. We’ve talked about it pretty much every day.
“Don’t you care about what the neighbors might think?”
“No,” Mary tells me bluntly. “Do you?”
“No.”
It doesn’t matter what my neighbors think of me. It doesn’t matter how they act, or what they say, or even if they try to cast me as an outsider.
I belong here just as much as any of them.
Mary and I walk side by side to the edge of the park. Animals skitter when we cross their paths. Normal ones. Bugs with far fewer legs. So far, there’s nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing clamors for our blood. Nothing lures us into the dark. Instead, we go together, out of our own volition.
People watch us as we go. Moms with their baby strollers, retirees playing checkers. I can feel their gaze on my back, and I’m sure we’re giving them plenty to gossip about. I’m sure they’ll all have a lot to say to both my dad and Mary’s mom.
It’s late afternoon now, and there’s a slight chill in the air. I wish I brought a jacket with me, but it’s too late to run home and grab one. I don’t want Dad to ask where I’m going. I rub my bare arms for warmth. Fall is coming much faster than I thought it would.
After taking a deep breath, Mary and I step into Glen Hills Forest at the same time.
There’s no more fog in here. No more biting cold.
We wind through the dirt path together, and now, not only do I wish I’d brought a jacket, but that I also had better shoes on too. My sneakers squish with every step I take through the wet grass. They’re white and canvas—two mistakes for the price of one.
Mary jumps over the trickling stream. I follow her.
Something watches us from behind a bush. It’s only a brown Michigan squirrel. As soon as I step over a broken tree branch, it runs away.
“It’ll be dark soon,” I tell Mary, looking up at the sky.
“Is that okay?” she asks.
“Yeah.” I nod, swallowing my fear.
There have been no signs of white butterflies ever since we left. I can’t even find a single caterpillar here now. I check the underside of tree branches and large rocks, while Mary does the same. There’s not even one cocoon. It’s like the vampires never existed at all.
Many of the blighted trees have already been cleared away. The path is less dense. It’s more welcoming for visitors now. Finally, we approach the clearing.
The empty church stands on the top of the green slope. Yellow caution tape surrounds its perimeters. Everything is quiet.
A couple more weeks and kids will be daring each other to step over that yellow caution tape. Right now, they’re still too cautious. Come Halloween, I know they’ll be back, daring each other through the heavy black doors. The bravest ones will go for the basement.
Soon, they’ll make up their own stories about this place. They’ll say it was haunted by ghosts from the 1800s. They’ll say that a wicked witch once lived here and that she gobbled up all the bad children. They’ll say anything and everything but the truth—that two vampires came to Glen Hills Forest and created a nightmarish spectacle. That their names were Kate and Padraic, and they were beautiful and terrible creatures.
“It’s weird to see it like this,” Mary says, staring at the church. “So empty.”
I half-expected the lights to still be on, flickering tapered candles all along the nave that would make the windows glow like yellow cat eyes again. I thought that somehow, I would hear Hazel playing the violin inside, her smile bright and dreamy. But the church is quiet. There are no more dancers in white. There are no more vampires, either.
There’s nothing left to worry about.
“Do you want to go in?” Mary asks, a little more hesitantly now. There are probably thirty minutes left before dark. “If that seems good to you, we can do it.”
“That’s okay.”
I’ve thought of something better to do.
I walk over to the felled hemlock tree where Kate and Padraic burned. There are no traces of them left—except for his rings, half-buried in the tall grass. His old master’s signet. Kate’s dark garnet.
I know he’s gone for good.
I run my fingers over Padraic’s black ring. I run my fingers over the clasped hands and crowned heart. Moving images of his crooked smile play over and over in my mind, the sound of his laughter soft in my ear.
I’ll always remember him. The black-eyed boy who once cherished music. The trickster fiend I’d both dreaded and yearned to spend time with. He was the distorted mirror that showed me my own hidden fears and desires.
I’ll remember the long green grass and the stained windows and the red butterflies for as long as I live. I’ll remember the howling wind and the red rain washing over me. I’ll remember the girls and boys in white. And I’ll remember the dancing as vividly as if I were still in his arms.
The strange feelings and fears creep up, of course. They always will. They squirm in and out of me with their sharp bristles. They gnaw at my insides. They burrow themselves bone deep. But I don’t have to give into them. I don’t have to become anything other than who I want to be.
I think Fiona would be pretty proud to see the person I’m turning into.
I’m finally coming into my own skin. Slowly and hesitantly, I twist his ring off my own finger. I drop it into the tall grass to join his others.
“I’m all set,” I tell Mary, and then we head home.
THE END
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