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Chapter 1


Aster was no economist, but something she probably could have seen coming was that, when you completely wipe out the elite council of vampires that secretly controls the majority of the world’s economy, things can look a little different when you get home the next day. 

Especially when that home is New York City, the penthouse of capitalism.

The first clue came when their plane landed in the LaGuardia terminal. The moment everyone got their cell phone service back, phones started ringing off the wire. People were crying, screaming, squirming in their seats, bulldozing each other with their suitcases. Aster didn’t put two and two together until Sylvia pinched her brow and scowled. 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she paused. “I think I might have to do something about this.” 

Of course, what Aster thought Sylvia meant was that she was going to start eating people in order to get to the front of the plane. 

(Sylvia hated waiting in lines.) 

But when Sylvia instead just continued watching Finding Nemo on the in-flight entertainment screen until everyone left, Aster got confused. Aster got even more confused when they exited the plane, hailed a cab, and Sylvia called someone on the phone. 

“Hey Yasmine,” she sing-songed. “It’s seven AM. We’ve just landed back home. They’re all dead. Even Leonard. Wall Street is pissing itself. The president is probably going to announce a recession next afternoon. I don’t give a flying shit about any of it, but I figure you and your cheap data plan do. Fix this mess for me and I’ll owe you one, sweet cheeks. Anyway, Aster and I bit each other in that gross, marry-me way and now she has a rash on her ass, which I sent you a picture of. So maybe you can let me know what that is. Thanks. Going to take our honeymoon now. Hopefully you won’t mind me stealing your credit card for a few days. Bye!” 

All Aster heard was honeymoon. 




ABOUT A YEAR AND A HALF LATER




Yasmine Sokolov was going to die alone. 

That was, if she ever had the pleasure of dying. 

Vampires were immortal by default, but some were more easily done away with than others. Unfortunately, Yasmine was one of the frustratingly resilient ones. Practically unkillable. It was a complete disaster. 

So she’d probably be cockroaching her way through time and space until the sun finally exploded. 

Someone loudly cleared their throat. Yasmine looked up, her impending doom increasing as she remembered what exactly had made her come to such a conclusion. 

Sitting across from her was Man Von Whatshisface. Kidding. She had no idea what his name was. All she remembered from his VampireMatch dating profile was the “Von” part, because there was a small chance it meant he was also as ancient as she was. 

It turned out to be a secret, worse, second thing. 

The man was twenty-eight years old, five years into being a vampire, and he changed his last name because he thought it sounded more vampire-y. 

“As I was saying,” he said. Yasmine stared at the hairy caterpillar above his lip as he spoke. It looked almost alive. Fascinating. “I started as a stock trader right out of uni.” 

“Uni?” Her eyes flicked up. “What the hell is uni?” 

“University?” 

“Ah,” she said, leaning back in her chair and taking a long sip of her coffee. “I think this date is done. That was the sixth time you abbreviated something that didn’t need to be abbreviated. I’m not particularly interested in someone who can’t finish the second half of a word.” 

His eyes widened, his cheeks flushed, and he let out a sharp, disapproving laugh. The obvious misery in it was the first thing that gave Yasmine joy all day. 

“Jeez,” he said. “You’re a real—” 

Yasmine flashed him a great wide smile, and his tongue froze in his mouth. His pupils dilated. The hairs of his mustache stood straight up like he’d been electrocuted. 

She perched her chin on her hand, bored, just watching it happen. The frustrating thing about Yasmine’s power was that she could never see what they saw. She would have loved to know what this man’s greatest fear was. He was probably visualizing his Robinhood account getting hacked, or his stocks vesting a year late. Poor thing. 

Either way, it ended as it usually did. Man Von Guy screamed at the top of his lungs, ran out of the shop like a headless chicken, and descended into the swell of hot dog carts, Tiktok-streaming street performers, overly vertical tour buses, and knockoff handbag scammers that made up the innards and organs of New York City in late July. 

“Wow. Can you teach me how you do that?” 

Yasmine nearly came out of her seat. She’d been indulging in too much schadenfreude again: she’d been completely snuck up on. 

She turned her head toward the sound of the light, charming voice. Despite her initial shock, that voice was like hearing doves sing compared to the nails-on-a-chalkboard conversation she’d been wrestled into minutes before. 

Standing next to her table was a Barbie doll of a woman. Tall, impossibly blonde—in a way that adults should never be, it was unnerving—with her hair slicked back in a messy bun. She was, in a word, manicured. 

She was also an employee. The apron she was wearing—much too unfashionable for this woman to be wearing otherwise—told her so. 

“You’re new,” Yasmine said, rather stupidly. She had been coming to the Nightingale every day since she relocated to New York City. So every day for about… a year and a half. 

“And you’re Yasmine Sokolov.” 

Yasmine blinked. She looked down to see if she was wearing a name tag. She was not. 

The woman laughed at her. It was, again, a very pleasant sound. Endearing, even. Which was very bad news for Yasmine. 

Because if the Nightingale had finally found a way to hire someone with an emotional IQ higher than 3, that meant the insect plague known as tourists would soon arrive at her blissfully dirty doorstep. 

She enjoyed this coffee shop for a series of very specific reasons: the staff were rude, the coffees were overpriced, the bathroom sink was always broken, the pipes made a sound every five minutes that sounded like a bomb going off, the kitchen most likely had an unhandled mold problem, and, most of all, because it only entertained a customer every two and a half hours, due to previously mentioned reasons. 

Having an attractive and non-offputting member of the staff meant one of those things might change. Yasmine could not hide her horror. Thankfully, she had the foresight to stop her power from activating as she grimaced. Even though it would have been a very practical solution to her problem, she didn’t actually like scaring people who didn’t deserve it. 

The girl’s smile had dropped slightly. “Did I say something to offend you?” 

Yasmine shook her head. “No. It’s fine.” She sighed. “Why are you working here?” 

Yasmine thought this was a perfectly respectable question to ask. The girl didn’t seem to agree, because she laughed in her face. 

“Is there a problem with me working here?” 

She sounded a little offended. Yasmine was offended on her behalf that she thought so little of herself. 

“Of course there is. You—no offense, I’m sure there’s more to you than the fact that you’re an adult blonde, but it’s pretty distracting—but you look like an expensive collector’s edition doll. And your smile muscles still work. This place is a soul-sucking dump. Could you not get a job somewhere else? Like Starbucks? Or, if you really hate yourself, the Juice Palace?” Yasmine said, matter-of-fact, then bit down on her tongue when she realized she’d forgotten to address something. “Wait, how do you know my name?” 

The adult blonde stared at her for an agonizingly long moment. Yasmine wasn’t sure why it was so agonizing. If she could do one thing in life, it was wait. She’d once waited for twenty-three days in a solitary confinement cell in the freezing cold of Siberia. That was what she got for relying on Sylvia to get anything done in a timely fashion. 

Anyway, patience was a virtue she possessed in spades. But currently, she felt unnerved. Her knee was bobbing up and down. Maybe it was the bad date. Or the consistently bad coffee. 

“Your reputation precedes you,” the woman confessed with a small smile. “There was a note on the wall of the kitchen when I arrived with your coffee order. A double espresso, topped with two tablespoons of hot water. Which is—” 

“I refuse to call it an Americano,” Yasmine cut in. “I will not indulge the belief that America invented anything. The country’s barely a toddler.” 

“The post-it note mentioned that opinion, too.” The girl snorted. “You’re a lot.” 

Yasmine was struck by her honesty. It made her laugh, genuinely laugh; it also made her knee bob a little faster. “Thank you. I am. That’s how I do it, by the way. The driving away men bit. By being a lot. If you really wanted to take notes.” 

“Thank you, I’ll remember that,” she said, then tapped her finger—french tip pink nails, so Barbie—to Yasmine’s notebook. Well, one of her notebooks. There were around fifteen in total stacked on top of each other like Jenga. Several had coffee stains from their various interactions with the floor. “You seem to take a lot of notes. Student?” 

Yasmine blinked incredulously. “Do I look that young to you?” 

“Well, you certainly don’t look old.” 

Yasmine would have laughed, but for some reason it stung a bit. There was a certain loneliness in not looking your age. No wrinkles to bear all the things you’d endured. God, I sound like a character from a soap opera. Being immortal was both incredibly isolating and also totally silly. Sometimes it hurt to become aware of it, sometimes it didn’t. 

“Take whatever age you’re thinking about, then multiply it by a thousand,” she said, holding the woman’s gaze for a moment before turning back to her work. Her pen had lapsed next to an unsolved equation. She usually took her dates during her breaks. Quantum equations had so far been a lot more tantalizing than anyone she’d met. 

Instead of disappearing like Yasmine would expect her to, the woman just stood there, put a hand on her hip, and hummed. 

“Huh. So that would put you right at the death of Charlemagne.” 

Before Yasmine thought about it, she reflexively replied, “Fifteen years after, actually, not that I can remember much—” She froze, realizing the girl was joking. 

Of course she was joking. This was a human barista at fucking Nightingale. She looked all of twenty-seven years old. Maybe twenty-eight. 

But what the hell? Why had she been so dead on? 

Yasmine’s whole body suddenly itched. Itched to leave, to say something. The woman bit down on her lip and looked like she was about to say something when a man in an ashtray of an outfit stepped out from the kitchen. 

“Bella!” he said, waving towards them. “Come here! Chad just got a five dollar lottery ticket! He needs you to run to the gas station to redeem it. He says you can buy yourself something nice with a dollar fifty of the winnings, eh? What does that get you these days?” 

The woman, this completely baffling woman—Bella?—kept her gaze pinned on Yasmine for a moment longer before she sighed, turned on her heel, and addressed the owner of this fine dining establishment. “Absolutely nothing, Larry. Nothing.” 

Before she departed, though, she turned back once more, and gently touched Yasmine on the hand. “It was nice to meet you, Yasmine,” she said. “And I’m eager to hear more about what it was like living in the Holy Roman Empire next time we chat.” 

Yasmine did nothing but blink at her. She would have said something, anything, really, but Bella was headed to the bar and Yasmine’s phone was vibrating so loudly it nearly toppled off the table. She caught it at the last second, taking a breath in before she noticed who was lighting up the screen. 

Financial Leech: so, how’d the date go? This one a keeper, or did you just do calculus on the side like last time, you complete nerd? 

Financial Leech: also, asking for a friend, what the fuck are you supposed to do if your child has started levitating out of their crib at night


Chapter 2 


“Huh. You really weren’t kidding.”

“Did you think I was lying to you?” Sylvia scoffed. “Why would I ever do that?”

Yasmine rolled her eyes. If there was one certainty in her life, it was that she could rely on Sylvia Maroven for nothing, least of all the truth. But as she hung up her rain jacket and strolled into the Maroven/Castelmar residence, a rent-controlled apartment on the Upper East Side, where the rent was controlled, of course, by Yasmine, there really was a levitating baby.

The pregnancy had come as a serious surprise to both Sylvia and Aster. Of course, if Sylvia had chosen to consult Yasmine for all of five whole minutes before rashly going through with it, she could have supplied her with a field guide on vampire procreation. Because despite what Catrina Maroven—the 10th century equivalent of an abstinence-only sex ed teacher—had taught her daughter, creating life was not exclusive to those of the heterosexual persuasion.

On the contrary, after the marriage bite, any two vampires who stayed in close proximity long enough would end up with a baby.

It was how the species kept its long, dreadful lineage going.

But she could understand why Sylvia hadn’t asked her. Yasmine’s parents had not been vampires, and Yasmine had her son, Wallace, with a human man.

Unlike Sylvia and Aster’s child, though, Wallace was only half-accidental. It was Christmastime up in Albany when the whole ordeal began. She was off from university for the holidays, which was a long-awaited blessing for most professors, but to Yasmine, it was equivalent to mental waterboarding. When left without a problem to solve, her subconscious mind was like the Terrace of Sloth from Dante’s Inferno: a chaotic hell-plane full of screaming, running little creatures, each of them scared to death of being smited for lazing around.

Which is why on that particular evening she had just finished baking five rounds of sourdough, decorating her entire villa with decorations that no one but herself would see, and drinking herself into a stupor in front of a Golden Girls marathon. She found herself inexplicably crying during an ad-break, and suddenly she was on a sperm donation website.

She received the e-mail days later that she’d been approved, and things had continued from there. It was a spur of the moment decision. One that gave her the greatest joy of her life, her Wallace, but also the greatest regret in her life:

Her Wallace.

Because the thing with the human children of vampires is—they can’t be turned. And the thing with humans is—they die.

No matter how much you love them.

Stop it. She sighed. He’s alive. He just texted you from Taco Bell.

She ground her teeth together and shook off the thought. It was not difficult to do, as the present moment was an incredibly good distraction. Sylvia had climbed onto the sofa and was now stretching both arms up towards the ceiling, miserably failing at capturing the giggling child that was crawling across the white plaster. Yasmine couldn’t help but snort.

“This is really not a laughing matter,” Sylvia snapped at Yasmine. Then her voice lowered to something pleading and almost maternal as she beckoned the infant to come off the ceiling. “Rafael. Please. Your mother has not had her coffee yet today and she’s trying to break a generational cycle of hating one’s child.”

Yasmine was about to ask where Aster had gone when the woman of the hour materialized from the bathroom, wearing nothing but a Metallica t-shirt and black underwear, a toothbrush hanging out of her mouth.

And even though Yasmine had been visiting them for over a year now, it still startled her to see the Murder Princess herself reduced to an outfit from Uniqlo. Their whole domestic bliss thing was just… strange.

Not that it was exactly domestic. Or bliss. The apartment was a complete mess. Sylvia’s DVD collection had been moved into the living room to make space for Rafa’s future bedroom. The collection of discs was so large that they were having to repurpose some of them as footstools and side tables. Currently, Yasmine was sitting in an armchair with her feet propped up on a collector’s edition Jaws Blu-ray.

“Oh hey there, Dracula, you’re early," Aster said, smirking as she stepped over season one of Friends and season two of The Wire to make her way to the couch. “Sylvia, let me.”

Aster leaned over toward the kitchen table and grabbed an overturned milk bottle. The tiny plastic thing was full of a red sloshing liquid.

“Absolutely not. You already fed him this morning and last night. I’m not letting you become the favorite parent this early in the game.”

Aster laughed, smiling affectionately at her girlfriend. “You say that like it’s some kind of inevitability.”

Sylvia scoffed. “Um, because it is? Lest you forget, I’m so emotionally abrasive that I put you in a partial memory coma for six hundred years. Also, I’m a Maroven. I’ll inevitably push him too hard to be good at something and you’ll be like aw Rafa, it’s fine, you just be whoever you are.”

“Come on. I’m sure we’ll find ways to even things out. You can be the parent that goes to all of his parent-teacher conferences, and I’ll make sure to reek of weed when I pick him up from school late. Automatic win for you.”

Sylvia made an unenthused noise. “You and your solutions. Give me that.”

Aster handed over the bottle with a laugh, and Sylvia managed to wrangle the crocodile of an infant back into her arms. Once he was no longer defying gravity, she handed him over to Aster, and said, “Alright. Now you can be the good mom and go change him.”

Aster sniffed the baby and grimaced. “I’d rather be the bad mother.”

“Sorry. Too bad. That slot’s already taken. Get on with it so I can find out if Yasmine met the love of her life yesterday. I’m dying with anticipation.”

Yasmine rolled her eyes. “The sarcasm is not lost on me.”

“That’s a first,” Sylvia said with a snicker.

Aster swatted her girlfriend on the shoulder, muttered, “Be nice, she pays our rent,” and then made her way to Rafa’s room, nearly tripping over the vacuum cleaner that had been left splayed on the floor since the last time Yasmine visited, which was four days ago.

“So?” Sylvia made an expectant gesture with her hands. “Tell me everything.”

Yasmine sighed. For some strange reason, she felt uncomfortable discussing it. She’d found it easy to go on and on about how terrible her previous twenty dates had gone, but this one had left a boulder in her stomach. It was weird.

“Nothing to tell,” she said. “Total dud.”

“Aw, really?” Sylvia fake-pouted, batting her eyelashes. “And who could have told you that? Someone really wise, probably.”

This woman. “Yes, the one who accidentally got herself a vampire baby because she didn’t consult me first is the wise one in this equation.”

“I didn’t realize you were a vampire sex expert,” Sylvia groaned. “You had a kid with a human! Anyone can have a kid with a human.”

“The identity of my child’s father has no bearing on my wisdom.”

Sylvia shook her head, groaning again, and Yasmine found herself smiling. She couldn’t stand Sylvia most of the time—she was chronically late, rude, and of course a chronic expense column in Yasmine’s bank accounts—but about twenty percent of the time she made her feel just… good. At ease.

Most of it, she chalked up to time. They’d endured all the same plagues and empires and revolutions and witch hunts. It was hard to find another person with that much shared history. It was kind of like having a sibling.

“So that’s it? Nothing more to tell?” Sylvia said. “God, you’re boring. Come on, give me some kind of fun detail. Did he try to get you to join his multi-level marketing scheme? Did he have a tattoo of some other girl’s name on the back of his neck?”

“No, and no. He was just a man,” Yasmine said, blowing a crimson strand of hair out of her eyes. “The barista was much more interesting, honestly.”

Immediately, the predator’s instincts kicked in. Sylvia’s eyes flashed with that wolfish curiosity and Yasmine completely regretted her choice of words.

“Not like that. She’s a human.”

“She!” Sylvia clapped her hands. “At least we’re getting somewhere.”

Yasmine rolled her eyes. “You know I date both.”

“Wow, this is going faster than I could have dreamed. You already admitted you want to date her!” Sylvia giggled. The woman actually giggled. Then she shouted loudly, so Aster could hear, “Yasmine’s dating a human woman!”

Aster’s head immediately materialized by the doorframe. There were bags under her eyes that weren’t there five minutes ago. Apparently, changing the diaper of a baby who can levitate presents its own challenges. “You’re dating a human?”

“A woman human,” Sylvia reiterated.

“I’m not dating her! Or anyone!” Yasmine covered her face in humiliation. “And honestly I think I’m going to stop trying with the whole VampireMatch thing.” Sylvia opened her mouth, and Yasmine cut her off. “I know you think it’s good for me, but I moved here for my work. For my research. For my new position at Columbia. Everything else is just a distraction.”

“Finding love is a distraction from… doing math?” Aster asked, rocking the now sleeping Rafael back and forth in her arms as she rejoined Sylvia on the couch.

“Well, yes,” she muttered. “When that math has the potential to be revolutionary in the field of health and disease science, then absolutely.”

“Okay, fair, but consider this,” Sylvia said, waving her hands around like a magician revealing a trick. “You can afford to take six months off.”

“No, I can’t.”

“Of course you can. Aster and I often take six decades off, and it’s no problem.”

“Off from what?” Yasmine hissed. “You two don’t work, Sylvia.”

Of course, this was bait, as proved by the winning smile on Sylvia’s face. But Yasmine fell for it every time.

“What do you mean? Aster is a freelance kubernetes engineer.”

Yasmine took a measured breath in to avoid Nightmaring her.

“I know this is hard for your brain to understand,” she said, pressing her hands together. “But I am the premier biophysicist in the country. If I don’t spend my time on these theories, then who will? Human lifetimes are short. If I can make them even a little bit longer, then I need to do that now, not later.”

Yasmine’s fingers curled into fists, her chest trembling. Embarrassing. You’re embarrassing yourself. Yasmine knew they were only teasing her, but it was very easy for her to get worked up about the subject.

“I know,” Sylvia said softly. The unspoken drifted between them. Wallace. If she could make Wallace’s life a little bit longer, that would mean everything.

Silence enveloped the room. The wind whisked loudly against the windows.

“Well,” Yasmine cleared her throat and anxiously clapped her hands against her pants. “This was fun. As always. But I think I’ll be going now.”

“Yasmine, wait—”

Yasmine turned on her heel, stepped over a skyscraper of Gilmore Girls DVDs, and let the door to the apartment fall flat behind her.

She knew Sylvia thought her research was a dead end. It had been for years, but that didn’t mean Yasmine was going to give up on it and devote her time to something as useless and fleeting as a romance.

If she was the only vampire on Earth who was going to give a damn about the future of humanity, then she’d be alone in that. And that was fine. Not all paths were walked with other people. Some were walked—

Yasmine froze. She had been halfway home, lost in thought, when she realized she wasn’t near her apartment at all.

Her stupid betraying feet had taken her to the Nightingale.

Never mind the fact that it was nine PM. and the coffee shop closed four hours ago. Completely unhelpful. She couldn’t even get herself a coffee. Well, she could always break in, but… she wasn’t Sylvia.

That was practically her life’s mantra at this point.

As she collected herself, she found herself staring into the windows of the shop, expecting to see nothing inside except the grim, molding interior. But something caught her eye. If she was a human, she wouldn’t have noticed it. But vampire eyes are excellent for seeing in the dark. And through those exceptional pupils of hers, Yasmine saw a woman lying on the floor.

A blonde woman. Tucked into the fetal position, sleeping. Sleeping on the floor of the Nightingale. She would have assumed she was dead, but she could faintly hear her pulse through the shop’s paper-thin walls. She was snoring slightly, her nose scrunching.

That was Bella, wasn’t it? The new barista?

What the hell?

Yasmine bit down on her lip. Walk away. Mind your business. Walk away. Mind your business.

Fuck. No, she needed to know.


Chapter 3

How the hell do you break into a building in a normal way?

Yasmine groaned. Being a vampire was like walking around the Museum of Glass with hammers for fingers.

Vampiric powers made it easy to get things done—things like breaking someone’s neck, or persuading the president of a university into giving you millions of dollars in funding on a moonshot research project—but doing small things, quietly and without force, was much harder.

So she didn’t bother.

If anything, a broken door would help the Nightingale maintain its reputation.

The door came politely off its hinges with a quick yank. Yasmine was no Aster, but she could get the job done.

She didn’t let it fall to the ground—she didn’t want to startle Bella—so she just let it gently rest on the doorframe as she pushed into the shop.

She took several steps inside before pausing to contemplate just how insane this was. What was her game plan, exactly?

Wake the girl and say hey, I have no idea why you’re sleeping on a floor that is quite literally inventing new diseases as we speak, but I just wanted to let you know I could give you some money for a hotel if you wanted? Or if not a hotel, how about one of the fifteen places I own? You could even stay at Sylvia’s apartment, I’ll throw them out without a second thought…

“Yasmine?”

Yasmine jumped. While she’d been stuck flailing in the currents of her own indecision, Bella’s eyes had snapped open, and she was suddenly sitting up, shoulders back, totally composed.

How did she do that so fast?

Bella narrowed her eyes into the dark as she nervously combed her hand through her blonde hair. It was considerably more disheveled now, and Yasmine thought she preferred it that way. Why do you care what state her hair is in? There were more pressing issues.

“Hi. Yes. Hello.” She sucked in a breath to balance herself. “I’m sorry to have startled you. It’s just that I was walking home … Well, walking with the intention to go home, but my feet have a life of their own … and I came across you sleeping on the floor and I thought to myself, well, that looks uncomfortable.”

Bella stared at her for a moment with a disquieting intensity. Seeing her now at night, without any makeup or customer service artifice, Yasmine noticed for the first time that Bella had a strange quality about her pupils. They were slightly elongated vertically, almost like cat eyes, but not as skinny.

She’d never seen irises like that on a human before. Or a vampire, for that matter. Maybe it was a medical condition?

“I see,” Bella said, clearing her throat. “So you decided to break into the store and what, find me a blanket?”

“I—” Yasmine stuttered. “I was simply concerned for your health.”

She must have looked completely embarrassed with herself, because the blonde laughed and shook her head.

“It’s sweet of you to worry. I’m just teasing you.”

“You’re… teasing me.”

“Has no one ever done that before?”

“Certainly not from the mold-infested floor of my local coffee place,” Yasmine said, trying to find her conversational footing again. She was ancient, for God’s sake. This woman was barely in existence.

Bella sighed wistfully. “It’s not actually mold-infested, unfortunately.” She rose from the ground with an elegance that did not befit someone who was just asleep. She must be a former dancer. She certainly fit the profile.

“Unfortunately?” Yasmine questioned as Bella walked herself to the counter. A small, black, heart-shaped purse was sitting there. “That would be fortunate to you?”

Bella rifled through the purse for a moment before withdrawing a lipstick, uncapping it, and smudging it across her lips. The color was a dark, almost muddy red. Like dried blood.

Why is she putting on lipstick at nine PM?

Ignoring Yasmine’s question, Bella said instead, “I’m surprised you were able to spot me from the sidewalk. I double-checked earlier if you can see the interior from the outside, and you can’t. Are you sure you don’t have superpowers?”

She swiped a last stroke across her upper lip then set it aside. Yasmine swallowed.

To avoid getting into a discussion about the peculiarities of her vision, she pivoted, “Bella, I don’t mean to pry, but do you not have somewhere to live?”

Bella gave her a cat-like smile. “Do you think I’m sleeping here for fun?”

“This is New York City,” Yasmine huffed. “People do stranger things.”

“Fair enough.” Bella shrugged, then leaned against the counter, all-too-casual for a woman who’d just been curled up on the floor. “Technically I have a place, but my roommate is awful. She’s one of those obsessively cleanly types, so the dormitory always smells like bleach and vinegar. I think it was burning holes inside of my nose.”

A dormitory? “Wait,” Yasmine said, dread stirring inside of her. “You’re a student?”

Bella plucked something else out of her purse. It was rectangular. A card? No. Yasmine instantly recognized the emblem. It was a student badge. A Columbia University student badge.

She wordlessly handed it over to Yasmine, and Yasmine stared at it in the dark.

Bella Dragomir. Department of Biological Sciences.

Dragomir, was the first thing she noticed. Sounds Romanian.

The second thing she noticed was:

“Oh god,” Yasmine felt nauseous. It was mortifying enough to be (accidentally) half-stalking a random woman, but the random woman was a student at her university? Worse than that, in her department? It was truly a misfortune that Yasmine couldn’t die. “Please don’t tell me you’re an undergraduate.”

Bella laughed, looking positively delighted by the accusation. “No, but thank you for thinking so,” she said, biting down on her lip. “Post-doc. Studying mycology.”

She’s not a student at all. Relief washed over Yasmine, and she wasn’t particularly sure why. She told herself it was because she couldn’t stand undergraduates. They were somehow even more ignorant than high schoolers.

Feeling in her element, Yasmine nodded. “Mycology. So that’s why you’re weirdly into mold,” she said, then added, “And against bleach.”

“Well done, detective,” Bella joked.

From there, they just studied each other for a moment. Yasmine felt something stir in her stomach. It was probably the stench of the place. They had clearly left today’s trash to rot somewhere in the kitchen. Yasmine couldn’t imagine sleeping in these kinds of conditions.
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Yasmine swallowed. What she wanted to say was If you need a place to live, I can give you one but that felt strangely forward so she settled on, “Why did you just put lipstick on?”

Bella blinked. For the first time since Yasmine snuck up on her in the dead of night, she looked actually caught off guard.

She touched her finger to her lip and made an o shape with her mouth when it came away red, as if she’d surprised herself.

“Second nature, I suppose,” she replied. “It’s the first thing I do after I wake up in the morning. Have to put my face on.”

“But it’s nine pm. Where’s your face going?”

Bella let out another sharp laugh. “Well, I guess my clock’s off,” Bella drawled, stepping forward into Yasmine’s personal space and grinning. “Given that some random customer decided to break into the shop and wake me up. Hm?”

“That’s… fair. My apologies.”

“It’s fine. I’m a terrible sleeper anyways. Now that I’m up, I’m up,” Bella laughed, withdrawing from Yasmine’s bubble. Yasmine felt a strange sensation in her fingertips at the sudden loss of proximity. “So, since you’re here, you want me to make you a coffee?”

“A coffee?” Yasmine’s mouth opened, then closed. “It’s nine pm.”

Of course, she really would have loved a coffee. On non-teaching days like today, she slept vampire hours, 4pm-10am. So a nine pm coffee was by no means outrageous. But she couldn’t raise suspicions over something so silly.

“I can make it decaf,” Bella offered.

Yasmine couldn’t stop herself from letting out an aghast scoff. “Decaf is an insult to coffee.”

“Thought you’d say that,” Bella huffed. Despite Yasmine’s protests, Bella squatted down and checked that the espresso machine was still plugged in. Yasmine frowned at the mystery liquid sitting dangerously close to the electrical socket. “So, are you going to tell my boss that I’m camping out?”

Yasmine’s pulse quickened at the abrupt question. Bella didn’t even look at her when she asked it: her pale hands were busy plucking a mug from the sink and scrubbing it clean. Yasmine was surprised the streetlights outside gave her enough illumination to see what she was doing.

“Of course not,” Yasmine said. “I would have nothing to gain by doing that.”

“Good,” Bella replied. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to threaten you.”

Yasmine let out a noise of disbelief. The other woman was smiling to herself, as if she had anticipated Yasmine’s reaction already. “I’m sorry. Threaten me?”

Bella set down the cup, grabbed a napkin, and began to dry it off. She was meticulous with her motions. Precise and surgical, with steady hands. Clearly she made a good lab tech.

After it was dry, she wordlessly filled it up with an Americano, then leaned over the counter and innocently offered her the steaming hot beverage.

“Of course,” Bella said, letting out a slow breath. Yasmine stared at the drink, then flicked her eyes upward to meet Bella’s. “It wouldn’t be hard to blackmail you.”

Completely enraptured by the turn of this conversation, Yasmine saw no other option other than to take the drink. Sue her. It smelled tantalizing.

“And how would you go about doing that?” Yasmine said, taking a molten hot sip.

“Don’t burn yourself.”

“I’ve already melted off all the nerve endings,” Yasmine said, not missing a beat. “Get on with it. How would you blackmail me?”

Bella propped her elbows on the counter and tapped her chin thoughtfully.

“I’d probably start with sending a message to your dean.”

Yasmine blinked, taken aback. “I thought you knew my name because of my coffee order.”

“I do know your name because of your coffee order,” Bella said with a shrug. “I also know it because you’re the winner of three early-career research awards, former principal investigator on two NIH-funded projects, and the most qualified faculty hire in your department’s history. I also know that you engineered a fake scandal for your predecessor that allowed you to get this job.”

At that last comment, Yasmine’s fingertips trembled. She let out a trapped, stilted breath. She could not remember a time in modern history that a human had made her sweat—and yet here it was, the goddamn barista.

How could she possibly…

“There is no evidence of that,” she whispered. There really wasn’t. She’d had Sylvia trance the former occupant of her position into stripping naked in the Columbia quad, completely of his own volition. Well, of Sylvia’s volition, but still. No one could tell the difference. “Why on Earth would you think that?”

Bella smiled grandly. Her teeth were eerily perfect. White as ivory.

“I’m just teasing,” she said. “That’s just the rumor around the department. The way the professors talk about you, you’d think you’re a witch who eats babies.”

“Oh.” Yasmine bit down on her lip, panic deflating. That was absolutely believable: the other professors did hate her.

She wasn’t sure when their faces had gotten so close together. She was grateful for the mug sitting between her nose and Bella’s, as it provided the singular barricade preventing them from—from what? It’s not like Yasmine was going to— “How’s the coffee taste?”

Yasmine almost choked on it.

“Unfortunately,” she muttered. “Spectacular.”

“Good. Want another? On the house.”

“No. Of course not. And I insist on paying.”

“You’re no fun.”

“And you’re insane. I might just have to get you fired.”

Bella laughed, tilting her head back so her long blonde hair was nearly at her waist.

“I think you’d regret that,” she said.

“Probably not,” Yasmine replied, then licked her lips. Don’t say it. Don’t say it. “Seeing as you’re homeless … would you like to live with me?”


Chapter 4

“Live… with you?”

Idiot. Idiot. Idiot.

Why had she said that? She’d meant to say literally anything except that. Yasmine had five apartments within Manhattan alone.

She could have offered any one of them.

Then again, it wasn’t necessarily a good idea to flaunt her exorbitant wealth to a coworker. As far as the university (and her U.S. tax returns) were concerned, she was upper middle class at most. The only income she registered was the salary she got from Columbia and a handful of stocks and bonds that seemed believable for a professor of her age.

Of course, Yasmine possessed a lot more than a handful of stocks and bonds. She would easily rank in the top ten of richest people on planet Earth, and hiding that was no simple task. She had a long list of shell companies and property managers that took care of all her estates and business interests (and, more importantly, heavily smudged her paper trail.) She had enough accountants that she had an assistant who just dealt with her accountants. And then an assistant who dealt with that assistant.

Her entire life was designed so that she could do exactly what she wanted to do with as little interference from other people as possible. That kind of lifestyle required discretion. She had no interest in disassembling it in one afternoon.

So Yasmine cleared her throat, and doubled down.

“Sure. I have an extra room. Three of them, actually. So you can have your pick of the litter. I see no reason that one of my colleagues should be sleeping on the floor of a coffee shop while I have the space.”

“Would the university staff not find that strange?”

Yasmine bit down on her lip. What she really wanted to say was if any of them did find it strange, I would have zero problem getting Sylvia to Suggest them into taking a long vacation, but that didn’t seem prudent.

So she became the personification of class and dignity instead, propping her hands on her hips and nodding once, solemnly.

“That’s true,” she said, feigning concern. “I have a solution, though. We just won’t tell them.”

At that, Bella full-body laughed. Her head careened forward, her long hair splaying over the countertop. It looked like a blonde waterfall.

“I can see why they hired you. You truly operate on a higher level.”

“Oh, fuck you.”

Bella’s lips spread into a cartoonish frown, and she slowly leaned away from the counter. Yasmine thought for a moment she might have actually injured the girl’s ego, but then the blonde circled around the countertop, slung her tiny black purse over her shoulder, and gestured toward the door.

“Fine. Lead the way.”

Yasmine blinked. Then, realizing Bella was actually agreeing to her ludicrous plan, she panicked. Internally, of course. Externally, it probably manifested as a singular eye twitch.

It’s fine. You’re just being charitable. You’re always being charitable.

After all, with the amount of money she gave away to Sylvia every month, she was practically Mother Teresa.

***

“Professor Sokolov, this isn’t an apartment. This is a mansion.”

“If you ever call me that again, I will evict you on the spot.”

Bella snickered, closing the door and shutting out the incessant honking. It had been a brisk—and awkward—fifteen minute walk north to the Upper West Side, where Yasmine’s home sat across from Central Park. Or, as Yasmine liked to call it, “Pissing Field For Dogs.”

She had a lot of opinions about twenty-first century dog ownership.

“What should I call you then?” Bella asked.

“My name,” Yasmine said, removing her leather boots and whisking open the coat closet. Distracted by the paintings lining the walls, Bella began to step into the foyer, but Yasmine stopped her with a snappy, “No shoes in the house.”

Bella immediately froze up. “Sorry.”

Yasmine grimaced. Way to go. You probably sound like her mother. “No. It’s fine. I’m—I’m just weird about germs. Outside shoes, inside shoes. You know.”

Bella kicked off her shoes. “You’re weird about germs and yet you choose to hang out at the coffee shop in Manhattan with possibly the worst kitchen hygiene I’ve ever seen?”

Yasmine winced. That germophobe excuse usually worked, but this girl was annoyingly keen.

The truth was, she didn’t care about germs in the least. She was a vampire, meaning her gut biome was built of steel and spikes, and even the most deadly human diseases usually manifested in some bizarre but totally harmless side effect.

For example, when she caught the Black Death, she spent the whole week with a horrible itch between her shoulder blades that she couldn’t scratch. Which was really annoying, because no one in her neighborhood was alive to itch it for her.

She was just very… particular about her home. Which was why—on days where she wasn’t acting like a complete lunatic—she did not invite people over. Ever.

“Forget about it,” Yasmine said, shaking her head and taking Bella’s shoes from her. They were heavier than Yasmine expected—the pointy kitten heel was as weighty as a boulder—and she dropped them onto the carpet. “Damn it.”

She kneeled down to grab them, and Bella apparently had the same idea. Yasmine’s hand fell over Bella’s as it wrapped around the shoe.

Yasmine froze. Her first instinct was to release it and apologize, but the feel of Bella’s hand was strangely distracting: her skin was abnormally warm, and softer than even the rare silks Yasmine had kept through the centuries. It almost didn’t feel like normal skin. It felt like she was made of mink.

God, I wouldn’t mind a blanket made out of her.

“Yasmine?”

Yasmine’s eyes snapped up. Bella looked confused, perhaps mildly startled.

Please dear heavenly father I pray I didn’t say that out loud.

“Yes?" Yasmine said, her voice strained.

“You’re gripping my hand a bit tightly.”

Yasmine turned the shade of red she expected the sun might turn when it eventually exploded. She didn’t even try to apologize: she just released the woman’s hand, turned towards the dark closet, and pinched the bridge of her nose until the shame lessened.

After a moment, she released a breath.

“It’s late. Must be after ten or eleven now,” she said, as if that might explain her behavior. “Let me show you to your room.”

Without glancing back, she led Bella into the living room, then up the spiral staircase onto the second floor. Thankfully, Bella couldn’t have been overly affected by the interaction, because she was busy marveling at just about everything in Yasmine’s apartment. Which, Yasmine would admit, gave her a modicum of satisfaction. Besides Wallace, no one else was ever over to appreciate it. And for all the things she loved about her son, appreciation for the art of interior design was not high on his list of qualities.

“I take back what I said before,” Bella said as they made their way onto the second floor landing. “This isn’t a mansion. This is a museum. You have so much… everything.”

“I’m a bit of a collector,” Yasmine said quietly. Every vampire was.

She didn’t put anything on display that she couldn’t afford losing, but that still left quite a few nice pieces. Her favorites were the maps of the world from throughout the centuries. It was fun to see the human understanding of the globe widen and warp, the reigning opinions of the time expressed so literally through the shape and size of each continent. She also enjoyed the oil portraits that hung on the wall by the stairs. The subjects were mostly humans, people Yasmine had befriended once upon a time, and who she didn’t want to forget.

Her gaze lingered on one of those portraits now, a young, brown-haired girl whose radiant smile was half-hidden by the railing. Yasmine didn’t need to read the plaque to remember who that one was, the nausea in her stomach told her enough.

“Who’s this?”

Yasmine looked behind to find the blonde holding a picture frame.

She turned it in Yasmine’s direction, arching an eyebrow expectantly.

Yasmine’s stomach fell. It was Wallace. A picture of them at his college graduation.

No one at Columbia knew about Wallace. Even during the fiasco of Tommy’s death, she’d managed to keep Wallace out of the public eye. He’d always gone to local schools in Albany—nothing private, nothing fancy—so outside of Sylvia and Aster, almost no one else in the mortal or the vampire world knew he was her son. He was safer that way.

“My nephew,” Yasmine answered.

“Oh,” Bella said, squinting at it. “Makes sense. His hair color is nowhere near as cool as yours.”

Yasmine laughed in shock. “As cool? You find my hair cool?”

“I mean, I find you cool in general,” Bella said. She set down the picture and joined Yasmine by the doorframe to the bedroom. “But the phoenix hair really sells it. It's so gorgeous. Is it seriously natural?"

“It grows out of my scalp without any interference from me, so I suppose, yes," Yasmine said unsteadily, because Bella was very close again. “So, your room.”

“My room,” Bella echoed, mercifully shifting her gaze from Yasmine to their surroundings. Her voice was oddly quiet when she continued, “Feels strange to say that.”

“Have you… not had a room of your own before?”

Bella turned her head back towards Yasmine. She was wearing a small smile, one that didn’t reach her eyes. Hardly her usual exuberance.

“Always shared with my siblings.”

“Oh,” Yasmine said. She realized in that moment just how little she knew about the stranger she’d invited into her house. “You have siblings.”

Bella laughed, and Yasmine felt a warmth in her stomach seeing how free it looked, her usual impishness returning color to her face.

“As many people do,” Bella joked.

Yasmine rolled her eyes. “Not me. Just one brother.”

“Ah. My condolences,” Bella joked.

“Thank you. He is dead though, actually. Fun fact.”

Bella’s face fell catastrophically. She looked as pale as a corpse. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…”

“It’s fine.” It’s been a thousand years. “It’s been a while.”

Bella frowned at her, and Yasmine decided she didn’t like that expression on her, so she tugged Bella by the arm, dragging her out of the infernally claustrophobic doorframe and into the bedroom. Then she closed the door shut behind them out of reflex. (Back before the miracle of central heating, doors needed to always be tightly closed to keep the heat in.)

Bella apparently did not understand this reflex, because her eyes widened and she laughed again. “Yasmine, what are you doing?”

“What do you mean what am I doing?”

“Closing the door to the bedroom?” Bella said. “Is this going to be a sleepover?”

Yasmine spluttered. “Of course not. I have a bedroom.”

“Oh.” Bella folded her arms and frowned. “That’s disappointing.”

Yasmine blinked several times, assuming that she must have heard that wrong.

“What?”

Bella seemed to not care that she was leaving Yasmine in distress, because she proceeded to open the dresser drawers, innocently peering inside.

“These are empty,” Bella astutely observed.

“Well, of course they are. Why would I put stuff in the drawers of a guest room?”

“I guess it’s just hard for me to imagine the existence of a guest room. My sisters and I were constantly warring over closet space.”

Yasmine’s mouth opened, then closed. It’d been so many years since she’d ever had to think about money, she often forgot just how little others lived with.

“Do your sisters live in New York as well?”

Bella slowly shut the dresser drawers, pressing her hands flush to the oak.

“No,” she said, without any emotion. “They’re still back at home.”

“Home, okay. Which is… where?”

Avoiding the question, Bella just flashed her a smile. Then, to Yasmine’s horror, she curled her warm hands around Yasmine’s arms.

“Thank you so much for letting me stay the night, Yasmine,” she said, in a quiet voice that made the hairs on Yasmine’s arms stand straight. “And don’t worry, I’ll be out of your hair before you even wake up. I have to teach a class at eight-thirty, and I’ll have to get back to my office by six so I can pick up my lecture materials and a change of clothes.”

“You keep your clothes… at your office?”

Bella shrugged. “I keep everything there. I only make trips to my apartment when I have to. Dealing with my roommate is like stepping into a lion’s den.”

“You should really find a new roommate,” Yasmine said, an embarrassing stiltedness to her voice.

It was just—she couldn’t help it—this woman’s hands were like portable ovens, and her pupils were fully dilated, and her hair was glowing under the low light of the oil lamp like some kind of fallen angel and—God, she was just annoyingly pretty.

Oh.

Hm.

She could not, under any circumstances, tell Sylvia about this.

“I think I already found one,” Bella joked, curling her fingers into the flesh of Yasmine’s arm again before releasing them. “You know, you should come to one of my lectures sometime. I wouldn’t say our areas of focus overlap much, but I’d be honored to have you attend.”

Yasmine swallowed down the realization she’d just had, and the lengthy spiral of thoughts that immediately followed it.

“Of course. I have to make sure I’m not hosting a bad scientist.”

Bella snorted.

“I’m a lot of things, but not that,” she said, looking at Yasmine with a glint in her eye “Goodnight Yasmine. Don’t get lost on the way to your room.”

Yasmine inhaled, and thought to herself—

You’ve made a really poor decision.

But all she said was, “I’ll try my best.”


Chapter 5

It was not often that Yasmine dreamt.

At least, not since she was a child.

It was hard to remember the exact timeline now, but she knew that she came fully into her powers about three years after her family was killed. The other thing she remembered was that they were an immediate shitshow to control.

For instance, she’d be buying bread in the marketplace when suddenly her eyes would roll back in her skull, and she’d drop her lunch into the dirt. A moment later she’d lurch back into reality to find stray dogs sprinting away with her food, the vendor cursing her out, shouting for the guards.

It was even worse at night. The visions lasted hours, and her throat would get so dry from screaming in her sleep that she sometimes couldn’t breathe. Her roommates were sometimes helpful in that regard—usually they’d get so angry with her noises that they’d chuck their shoes at her to wake her up—but the dreams were often so engrossing, that physical force wasn’t enough.

Her visions were usually about war. Armies marching. Young men forking each other through the chest with rusty swords. Classic medieval activities. For a while, she thought she was having magical premonitions—that was a silver lining, at least, she could predict the future! She could declare which king would fall and who would take his place!—but by her two-hundredth birthday, she realized that was a complete misreading of the situation.

Her dreams sometimes came true, sure, but that was only because she kept up with the times, and she was good at predicting how dominoes tended to fall.

If Polymarket had been around back then, she would have made a killing.

In actuality, all Yasmine was really doing was giving herself nightmares. She was unknowingly pickpocketing fears from the heads of peasants and noblemen and casting those terrors into elaborate dramas in her own head.

Essentially, her talent was amplifying the fears of others, and she had made herself the victim of it for decades. A Nightmare vampire—there was no such thing in the vampire canon, so she had to name herself.

Not a particularly powerful skill, nightmares, or so she thought at the time. Fear, as it turned out, was often a much more potent weapon than even violence.

Nevertheless, she eventually figured out how to stop projecting the nightmares inwards, and the visions stopped. She hardly dreamt at all for the next eight hundred years.

Which was why it was exceptionally odd that she found herself doing it now.

It arrived in a short, horrible burst just before her alarm. She found herself in some sort of tiny darkened closet, the door locked. Long ballgowns surrounded her on all sides, hung from handcrafted oak hangers. The dresses looked worse for wear, clearly unworn for decades. The whole room choked with dust and mothballs.

A powerful and impatient knock came at the closet door, startling her. A striking fear possessed Yasmine just at the mere sound of it. Her whole body trembled like it was remembering something, but Yasmine could not recall what it was.

As she fruitlessly tried to place her location, she found her mouth opening without her own volition, like she was a sock puppet. “Can I leave now?” she said.

“No,” answered a voice from outside the door. It was old and feminine. Almost comforting in its tone. “Two more years.”

Yasmine’s heart lurched in her chest.

Years? Spent in here?

In her panic, everything narrowed. The ballgowns seemed to grow in size and press inward, their previously soft silky fabric now sandpaper against her skin. The tiny spiders haunting the corners of the closet scattered into the cracks in the wall.

Two more years, she caught herself thinking. I can do two more years.

“Okay, mother,” she said, swallowing it down.

And then her alarm went off.

***

“Damn it.”

Yasmine struck her pencil hard against the paper, crossing out her previous attempt at a solution. The nib of the graphite split under the force, and she groaned.

This was the third time now that she’d completely messed up the math on what should have been a very basic calculation.

She leaned back in her chair, and sleepily rubbed her eyes until shapes began to form behind them. This morning is such a complete wash.

She’d missed the Columbia stop twice on her commute, she’d forgotten to bring her laptop to her morning lecture, and then halfway through that very lecture, her students informed her she was giving the same lecture as last week, verbatim.

All thanks to that stupid nightmare.

“I need a walk,” she announced. Not that anyone heard it. Unlike the other professors, she didn’t share an office. That was a very important stipulation of her contract. Still, sometimes she had to speak out loud to herself in order to force a thought through the incessant noise of her subconscious.

And it was certainly one of those days.

She abandoned her work and exited into the crowded hallway. Usually she brought her notes with her everywhere, just in case inspiration struck, but she knew it would be for nothing today. A singular problem occupied her mind, and she would be unable to fixate on anything else until she solved it.

And that problem was, from the sound of it, teaching a seminar down the hall.

As Yasmine stalked towards the familiar voice, she became more and more certain.

The nightmare had to belong to Bella. Yasmine saw no other clear candidate.

Now that she was mature in her powers, she only ever picked up the fears of people she was in close, prolonged proximity to. Not just physically, but… emotionally. It was a big reason why she kept such strict boundaries between herself and anyone who tried to befriend her.

She saw no need in inheriting the trauma of strangers.

And yet, you invited a stranger to live with you.

It was completely inexplicable. She wouldn’t even invite Sylvia over for lunch.

She tried not to dwell on it as she arrived at the door to Lecture Hall 304A.

Thankfully, it was already slightly ajar, so she felt less like a stalker.

You’re not a stalker. She invited you to watch.

She sighed, then tugged the door handle softly so it didn’t creak.

To her shock, Yasmine almost immediately ran into the back of a student. 304A was one of the department’s larger lecture halls, built in tiers that wrapped around the front like an amphitheater, and seated around a hundred and fifty when full. Today, though, it felt closer to two hundred. Students sat cross-legged by the stage, while others pressed against the back walls, trying to catch a glimpse.

A glimpse of… Yasmine’s new roommate.

Yasmine grimaced. It was embarrassing how well she understood the mopey, awestruck looks the male students wore as Bella sorted through her lecture notes, her nose scrunching endearingly as she paged through a thick stack of papers.

The blonde had changed out of her work uniform and into a white, deep V-cut blouse that tucked neatly into perfectly ironed blue jeans. The shirt wasn’t revealing enough to be unprofessional, but it was certainly, um…

Jesus Christ. I’m acting like I just got off the Mayflower.

“Professor Sokolov?”

Yasmine’s head snapped up like an owl when someone tapped her on the shoulder. Her cheeks burned. She felt like she’d been caught in the act, although she wasn’t sure what act that would be, unless going through an internal crisis about a human woman’s cleavage had recently been outlawed in the constitution.

“Yes? What?” she hissed through her teeth. She vaguely recognized the face of the girl who was talking to her. Probably one of her new batch of graduate students. Couldn’t be a notable one, though. She committed the smart ones to memory.

When she spoke, even at the low volume, a few more heads turned to face her. She had pressed herself as far into the wall as possible to avoid people noticing her, but being the single redheaded professor on the staff was not helpful in staying low profile.

“I didn’t realize you were working with Dr. Dragomir,” the girl said.

Yasmine’s mouth opened, then closed. “I’m not. I’m just… dropping in.”

“Oh.” The girl looked very unenthused by this answer. “That’s too bad. I was hoping your course might engage with some of her research. I wanted to take her lecture, but it filled up within minutes of the registration going online, so I’m only getting to audit it. Which is fine, whatever, but some days when I get here it’s so busy I don’t even have some place to stand.”

Yasmine wanted to feel offended at how this student had very clearly insinuated that she’d rather have taken Bella’s lecture over her own, but her own curiosity overshadowed it. Classes taught by post-docs weren’t usually very tantalizing for masters students. They typically preferred getting to work with established professors: the kind of people who could write recommendations that would get them competitive positions down the line.

Post-docs didn’t have that same sort of sway in the world of academia.

Which meant Bella’s research had to be actually interesting.

It also meant they clearly were not paying her enough. Obviously.

“If the room’s this full, why don’t you just watch her lectures online?” Yasmine said, returning her attention to the student. All lectures were recorded for online viewing these days. She let her students choose if they wanted to come in person or not.

“Oh. That’s because Dr. Dragomir doesn’t allow herself to be recorded.”

That got Yasmine’s head to turn again. “What?” She snorted. “She doesn’t have her lectures recorded? Why?”

The girl shrugged. “She’s a little bit strange about cameras in general. She has everyone turn in their phones at the beginning of class.”

Yasmine’s eyebrows lifted comically.

“She takes people’s phones away and her class is still packed? She must be a witch.”

“Eh hem.”

Unlike her good friend Sylvia, Yasmine prided herself on being aware of her speaking volume. But apparently nothing about Yasmine was operating correctly this morning. Her eyes anxiously slid towards the stage, and found exactly what she feared—Bella Dragomir had stopped sorting her notes.

One arm balancing casually on the podium, her finger tapping her maroon-painted lips, she was staring straight at Yasmine. As was every other head in the audience.

“Huh. It seems we have a guest.”

Dear God, smite me now.

Yasmine gave her, and every watching student, a tight-lipped smile.

“I apologize for my volume. I was just discussing something with a student. Dr. Dragomir, please. Go ahead.”

She gave her a hand gesture that she hoped signified, Get on with it and stop attracting attention to the fact that I can’t stop thinking about you to the point where I’m now forgoing my life’s work to stand in the corner of a packed lecture hall and watch you talk about mold.

It was a silly, fleeting infatuation, that was all it was. Yasmine had endured a handful of them in a thousand years. It just simply wasn’t every day she ran into a human that was both objectively, nauseatingly beautiful and also mildly (perhaps even moderately) intelligent.

She’d get over it in a few days and kick the girl out of her house. Politely, of course. With enough money in Bella’s bank account to make up for any hurt feelings.

That’s all she was. A blip. It would peter out into nothing soon enough.

“Why don’t you come up to the podium, Professor,” said the blip. “It’s not every day I have a living legend in my class.”

Oh, for the love of God.

“No, no. I’m good,” Yasmine said. “This is your class. The living legend will leave.”

Bella crossed her arms across her chest and laughed.

“Nonsense. Do we want Professor Sokolov to leave?”

It was a testament to Bella’s future as a cult leader that the entire class immediately said No we don’t in a perfectly synchronous chorus.

To make matters worse, Bella looked her straight in the eye and mouthed Come here, bending her finger beckoningly. There would be no escaping.

Resigning herself to her fate, Yasmine rolled her eyes and tried to make it look like it was completely her choice when she jogged down the amphitheater steps towards the stage. Bella offered her a hand to help her up, and even though Yasmine didn’t need the help, she took it anyway, ignoring the jolt of electricity she felt in the brief moment of contact.

“Thanks,” Yasmine muttered.

Bella hummed, then leaned her back against the podium so that she was just facing Yasmine, out of view of the students. And since there were no cameras recording the session, Yasmine knew it really was just them when the blonde gave her a small, almost sheepish smile and said, quietly, “Hi.”

Yasmine felt her throat swell up.

“Hi,” she whispered back.

“You actually came to watch me talk.”

“I… did. I mean, you invited me.”

“That’s true. I just wasn’t expecting you to take me up on it… twelve hours later.”

Yasmine pinched the bridge of her nose. It had been hasty, hadn’t it? She’d been so wrapped up in that dream, she’d forgotten her social graces. Not that she had any.

“My apologies, I’ll leave right now—”

“No, no. Please don’t.” Bella caught her wrist. “I’m just a bit nervous about starting now. My lecture, I mean.”

Yasmine blinked, completely thrown off. She looked back at the students. They were talking a bit amongst themselves, but the great majority of the class was still just sitting, staring, waiting. It was like they were under some kind of spell.

This kind of behavior from a group of undergraduates was unheard of. If this was her classroom, they’d already be loudly watching TikToks.

“You have no reason to be nervous,” Yasmine scoffed. “You’ve booked a full house to talk about…” Her eyes flitted to the screen above them. “Fungal Enzymes That Interrupt Cellular Breakdown. Do you know how rare this level of attendance is?”

“I’m not nervous about the students,” Bella said. “I’m nervous because of you.”

Yasmine froze. She felt her lungs constrict slightly. Bella said it so off-hand.

But then again, it made sense. Yasmine was a Distinguished Professor, high-ranking in the department faculty. If she wanted, she could pull ropes to get Bella a position after her post-doc period ended. How naive she’d been to forget that. She’d been so fixated on how she saw Bella, she’d forgotten how Bella probably saw her.

“Oh,” Yasmine said, dusting off her sleeves just to give her anxious hands something to do. “That’s even sillier, then. I’m not worth getting nervous over. I’ll happily recommend you to join the permanent teaching staff if they ask me. It would surely increase the mean IQ score of the professors in this department."

A beat passed where Yasmine just stared at her hands, writhing in the silence. Then Bella did something which was becoming all too common between them—and laughed in her face.

“Yasmine, I don’t care about your recommendation.”

Yasmine’s head snapped up.

“What?” she said. “You don’t?”

“No,” Bella said, then she took a step closer, so Yasmine’s world narrowed just to the two of them, and the faint glow of the projector behind Bella’s head, which gave her a false halo. “I don’t care about getting a teaching position here. I’m nervous because I want you to think I’m a decent enough scientist to join your lab.”

Yasmine blinked, stunned.

“My lab?” she repeated, making sure she’d heard that correctly. But Bella just nodded. “I hate to break it to you, but I don’t study mold. I study…”

“Theoretical biological immortality. I know,” Bella said, with a teasing, playful edge to it, as if Yasmine was stating the glaringly obvious. “But you possess a frankly mind boggling amount of funding, way too much for a single researcher to work with in a human lifetime, and I have none. No one really cares about funding mycology. So I figure, I rub your back, you rub mine…”

Okay—that drew a sharp and frankly delighted laugh out of Yasmine. No one in academia had ever been this upfront with her about wanting a dose of departmental nepotism. Usually they just gossiped jealously behind her back.

“So, if it’s okay,” Bella said, taking Yasmine’s wrist gingerly. “I need you to sit there in the front row,”—she motioned toward a seat—“watch what I hope will be a tantalizing lecture, and then after that, we can chat about working together, okay?”

Yasmine knew somewhere in the back of her head that there were two hundred adolescent faces staring at them right now. She could acknowledge that logically, but no part of her could register it anymore.

Not when Bella’s thumb was rubbing a circle on her wrist. If Yasmine didn’t know better, she would have thought this girl was Suggesting her. But her eyes weren’t red in the slightest. Just a gentle and deceptive blue.

“Bella, I don’t want to give you the wrong impression of me,” she finally choked out. “I know it might seem strange from the woman who invited you to sleep at her house last night, but I don’t really work well with others. I conduct all of my research alone.”

“I’m well aware. But I think we’d make a good team.”

“Yes, well, I’m sure you would make a great teammate to any normal person. But what I’m saying is that I do not work well with people, at large, as a group—”

"I'm very familiar with how little you think of the general public," Bella said, the smallest smirk forming on her face. “I am not the general public.”

Yasmine blinked. She couldn't find this blind, ridiculous confidence more attractive if she tried. But she did still have some dignity she intended to preserve.

“We’ll see,” she replied quietly, reaching up to Bella’s blouse, and adjusting the V slightly, under the guise of professionalism. The other woman’s lips parted in surprise. “We can talk about it at my house. After the workday. Over some coffee.”

Bella's face fell. She opened her mouth to say something more, but before she had a chance, someone in the audience cleared their throat.

“Dr. Dragomir. Professor Sokolov. I apologize for interrupting, but we’re cutting into class time.”

Containing the rabid beating in her chest, Yasmine released Bella’s blouse, and turned to the student, a tight, impervious smile on her face.

“My apologies,” she said.

She climbed off the stage, made an effort to at least look towards the exit, but, of course, she ended up sitting in the front row.


Chapter 6

If Sylvia wasn’t a thousand year old vampire, and instead just your normal, run-of-the-mill capitalist sadist, she’d probably run a department store. 

“I just don’t think you should legally be able to sell hand soap for more than five dollars,” Sylvia muttered into the crook of her neck, which was awkwardly propping up her iPhone. “If you get above that price point, I better be washing myself with secretions from an extinct species of whale.” 

She finished scratching the tester label off the soap and slipped it in her handbag. 

“Ma’am.” 

Shit. 

Someone cleared their throat directly behind her, close enough that they definitely saw that. 

Sylvia spun to face this offended onlooker, who turned out to be a twenty-something girl with eyeliner-heavy waterlines and a deep-set frown. Sylvia smiled: maybe she wouldn’t even need to Suggest this one. She looked one bad day away from quitting her job anyway. 

“You didn’t see anything,” Sylvia said with a wink. “Can you show me where the changing rooms are? I want to try on a few things.” 

The girl studied her for a moment. Sylvia hoped she wouldn’t do something stupid, like call the police, or worse, the store manager. Sylvia could Suggest her, but using her powers tired her out, and she was already exhausted. Infants will do that to you. Soul-sucking little cretins. 

After a beat, the girl finally spoke up. “If you’re going to shoplift something, I’d pick a better soap.” 

Sylvia snorted, instantly relieved. 

“I knew you were my people. Yasmine, hold on a second.” She took the soap out from her handbag and showed it to her new accomplice. “I only chose this one because it says baby safe and fragrance free but is baby safe even a federally-regulated term? Or do they just slap it on every product that isn’t made of toxic waste? I just want something that won’t give my son hives. If I can do one thing right as a mother, let it be that.” 

“Pretty low bar for motherhood,” the twenty-something said, taking the soap and giving it a bored once-over. “Yeah, your son should probably be fine. I think. I don’t know. I don’t have kids. Or want them.” 

Sylvia took it back with a huff. “I didn’t want kids either. Now here I am. Watch out, it might happen to you. Then you’ll have to care about stuff like this.” 

The woman’s expressionless eyes opened slightly. “You get knocked up?” 

Sylvia weighed the idea of venting her life’s story to this adolescent then erasing its memory, but Yasmine was already complaining to her on the other side of the phone. 

“I did the knocking up,” is what she settled on. “I’m kind of like a deadbeat dad. Except that instead of leaving, I see my child every day, and traumatize them.” Sylvia cleared her throat. “So, changing room?” 

*** 

Sylvia pressed the skin-tight dress to her body and sighed miserably at her reflection. 

Perfect fit. As always. 

Aster had done the hard part. Carrying the baby. Being nauseous for nine months and throwing up in Yasmine’s marble sink. The delivery itself had been easy—Aster’s pain tolerance capped out at being annihilated by a space laser, pushing out a child barely felt like a pinprick to her—but at least it had left a mark. A few stretch marks right below her stomach. 

They were beautiful. Sylvia kissed them every morning. 

She knew it was the stupidest thing to care about, the fact she didn’t have her own battle wounds. Her skin was still as poreless and taut as a twenty-year-old. If she had only had some sort of mark, she dreamed, then she could at least feel like she did something to help with Rafael. But no. She couldn’t even fall back on the physical toll, like a bad mother might. As the non-birthing parent, she had to do the thing of actually being good at parenting. Her. Of all people. 

Catrina Maroven’s daughter. 

She clenched her teeth, and looked away from her own reflection. Her nose had started looking too much like her mother’s. 

“Sylvia? Are you there?” 

Yasmine’s voice barreled through Sylvia’s spiral. 

“Of course I’m here. I’m listening.” She wasn’t. “What were we talking about?” 

Yasmine sighed impatiently. “My new colleague.” 

“Right.” Sylvia dragged out the word, trying to piece together all the half-sentences she’d absorbed from their conversation. “The one who’s working as the barista?” 

“Correct.” 

“Why the hell is she doing that, by the way? Don’t they pay her enough?” 

“Evidently not.” 

“Well, I’m sure you’ll fix that soon. Now that you’re dating her.” 

Sylvia snickered to herself in the mirror when she heard Yasmine make some sort of scandalized choking sound on the other end. 

In truth, she knew the likelihood that Yasmine would ever date anyone was pretty much in the negatives. 

She’d known Yasmine for over eight hundred years, and not once had she seen her so much as hold pinkies with another person. There had been Richard, of course, the thrall-husband, but he had always been a cover for her. 

No one questions the wife’s finances when she has a rich husband. It was always assumed her money came from him. 

But as far as real romance, there had been nothing. She knew Yasmine slept around occasionally, discreetly, but that was about it. Back during one of Sylvia’s homeless stints, she’d stayed over at Yasmine’s place for a year, and she’d brought back a girl for dinner and drinks. The mansion had been large enough that Sylvia could listen through the vents, and she’d overheard the most boring conversation of her life—some perfunctory bullshit about the weather before Yasmine eventually asked, “So, should we have sex now?” 

Thinking back to it, Sylvia had to stifle a laugh. Yasmine was a very straightforward person. She didn’t do messy. She didn’t even drink from the humans she slept with. Hell, she didn’t drink from humans at all. 

God, she could be so boring. 

Even with all her money, she only drank from the blood bank. It’s more ethical that way, Yasmine would insist. Sylvia held the opposite view. 

Life was too long to be ethical. She wasn’t put here on Earth with her good looks and fantastic personality to live like a monk. 

“I’m not dating her,” Yasmine insisted, sounding more irritated than usual by the accusation. “I’m not sleeping with her either. The thought did cross my mind in the beginning, but…” 

Sylvia absolutely lit up. She tossed the dress aside in celebration and it skidded across the floor and into the stall next to her. “Wait, it did? Fuck! I knew it!” 

She heard Yasmine mutter damn it under her breath. 

“Briefly! I thought about it briefly! Sue me. She’s like an America’s Next Top Model dropout or something.” Sylvia could hear her friend loudly pacing around her living room. “But I just attended her lecture and… God, Sylvia. She’s good. She’s really good. I can’t sleep with someone that smart.” 

“Well, that’s the dumbest thing I’ve maybe ever heard you say.” 

A loud knock cratered into the left wall of Sylvia’s dressing room. “Excuse me?” an intruding voice shouted. “Can you not throw your shit into my stall?” 

Sylvia’s eyes went comically large as she stared through the gap at the bottom of the stall, finding a pair of porcelain-doll feet pointed in her direction. 

“One second, Yasmine, I might have to kill someone,” she whispered, then raised her voice. “Were you speaking to me?” 

“Um, yes? I could have slipped on that and broken something.” 

Sylvia covered the receiver on the phone and shouted back, “My deepest apologies. I didn’t realize you were one of those inflatable tube men they put outside car dealerships.” She rolled her eyes aggressively. “The dress is made of satin, it should not have been able to knock you over.” 

The woman let out a shrill sound of disbelief. The porcelain feet disappeared, footsteps pounded against the blindingly white changing room tile, and a moment later Sylvia’s own stall door was being yanked ajar. 

Backlit by the horrible fluorescent overheads was a skyscraper of a woman. She was a cherry blonde, aggressively well-dressed, fisting three overly stuffed shopping bags in her right hand. 

Her left was pointing at Sylvia with complete derision. 

The woman’s slightly yellowed eyes looked her up, down, then settled on, “Bitch.” 

Sylvia snorted. It was so simple, so singular, it left her momentarily speechless. By the time she was ready to respond, the woman was already turning away from her. 

“Let’s go, Teodora,” the woman said, eyes fixed on someone Sylvia couldn’t see, likely someone in the dressing room waiting area. “Mother’s going to wonder why we’ve been gone so long. And we haven’t hit our quota for today.” 

“Noo. Sabina, please. We can’t leave the mall yet,” whined another voice. “I’ve never been to a Sephora before. I’ll die if I don’t go.” 

“It’s literally just a store that sells makeup. Bucharest has those, too.” 

Bucharest? 

The apparently Romanian skyscraper—Sabina?—didn’t give Sylvia another glance before stalking off toward the cash register. Another woman, around her same height, watched her flash by and followed behind her like a lost dog. 

Sylvia stared after them for a long moment, feeling a foreign sense of familiarity. Like deja vu, almost. But, she couldn’t place it. 

“Sylvia?” Yasmine muttered into her ear. “Have you stopped harassing the public yet?” 

Sylvia laughed, coming out of her reverie. 

“Yes, I’m done, I’m done,” she said, grabbing her things before hopping over to Sabina’s abandoned stall to pick up her dress. She reached down for it, but frowned at the texture. She rubbed the fabric in between her fingers, and it felt brittle now, like it’d been sucked dry. The threading came apart just with a single drag of her thumb. 

“So much for quality materials,” she muttered, letting it droop back onto the floor. She sighed: the dress wasn’t going to help her anyway. 

It was just a bandaid. 

Sylvia lifted her bag back onto her shoulder and walked out. “So, you were just telling me how this girl is too smart for you to have sex with her?” 

“That is not what I said.” 

“It is exactly what you said, actually.” 

Yasmine sighed dramatically. “Well, it’s more than that. I’ve decided to hire her into my lab. And I’m not going to have sex with one of my employees. It’s an… ethical dilemma. Not to mention, it’ll distract from the work." 

Sylvia stopped in her tracks. 

Had she heard that correctly? 

“Yasmine,” she paused. “You’ve never invited anyone to join your lab. Any of your labs. You've never let anyone even look at your research.” 

The other line went silent. Sylvia stood there and waited, shopping carts squeaking by. Women dragged their wailing children into the home goods aisle. Sylvia wondered at what point she’d start relating to other mothers. 

“Yes…” Yasmine finally said. “I suppose that’s true.” 

Her voice sounded uncharacteristically confessional. 

“Until now, no one had ever been impressive enough for me to try.”


Chapter 7 


It was a perfectly normal morning… at first.

The grandfather clock in Yasmine’s living room struck six as she padded in, groggily dragging her slippers  across the hardwood. Rays of sunlight were rolling through the floor-to-ceiling glass, and she basked in the slight burn of it on her skin as she fell onto the couch.

Sun used to give her lava-red hives; now, it just felt tingly. Such were the perks of living a thousand years: it was plenty of time to get over an allergy.

A stack of ungraded exams was waiting for her on the coffee table. She’d successfully put them off for a couple days, but then the emails started piling up, and there was hardly anything more annoying than a desperate student. The first email was always cordial, then the second was like a diary entry. Sick grandparent. Credit card debt. A hundred reasons why Yasmine needed to give them a chance to redo an exam that hadn’t even been graded yet.

Groaning, she snatched them from the table and lowered her reading glasses over her eyes. She began to skim the answers, a frown carving deeper into her features with each subsequent test question she read.

Yasmine went into every semester open to the possibility that she might find a student fit to join her lab, but judging by these exams, it seemed that America’s literacy crisis had finally breached the walls of her classroom. None of these graduate students would be touching her research with a ten foot pole.

Speaking of a ten foot pole— “You finally giving in?”

Yasmine’s eyes flicked up, and her cheeks burned.

Ah, yes. There went her naive sense of normalcy.

She’d nearly forgotten about her barista turned colleague turned roommate.

Her unnaturally tall and grossly beautiful roommate, who was wearing a long New York Yankees shirt, Lululemon leggings, and holding two mugs of steaming coffee.

“Yes, unfortunately,” Yasmine said, suddenly feeling uncomfortable in her own home. “I thought you’d be at work already.”

It had been two weeks since Yasmine made the wonderful decision to invite her somewhat-homeless coworker to live with her, and she’d mostly managed to avoid the consequences so far.

They had vastly different seminar schedules, and Bella liked to be out the door early so she could change at the office, so the two avoided each other very well.

Until today, apparently.

“I brought some of my clothes back here, so I have some more time today,” Bella said with a shrug, then gestured to the couch. “Mind if I join you?”

Yasmine shifted her gaze to the left, at the side of the couch that never saw any use. Almost all of Yasmine’s furniture was antique, designed during a time when people were smaller and houses less spacious, so it was quite cozy for two people.

“The armchair is very comfortable,” Yasmine offered, pointing across the table. A beautiful mahogany leather chair stood in complete disuse. “These couch cushions sink like the Titanic when two people are on it. I don’t want to crowd you.”

Bella laughed. This information was meant to deter her. It failed.

“Let me take a look at those exams,” Bella said instead, setting the coffee on the table and then falling right next to Yasmine.

Predictably, the cushions sank, and Bella was practically pressed flush to Yasmine’s side. Yasmine’s chest tightened at the contact; Bella didn’t seem to care. She just reached over Yasmine’s arm and plucked the stapled sheets of paper out of her hand.

Bella’s eyes studied the text, and Yasmine found herself, in absence of anything else to do, studying Bella.

Unsurprisingly, she was a fascinating subject. Despite the fact that she’d clearly just woken up, all her jewelry was already in: small silver studs on her earlobes, two rings on each finger, a half-moon necklace dangling over defined collarbones. Her makeup was already dutifully applied, too: foundation, mascara, that damn lipstick.

She clearly takes her appearance very seriously. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her barefaced.

Yasmine thought back to that nightmare. The gowns in the closet. Those were ballgowns. Very few families in America would own those in this day and age. Was she from the South? Had she been one of those rich debutante girls?

Stylistically, it made sense. She could see Bella twirling around in a white dress with some cookie cutter 2.1 GPA business student by her side.

But everything she’d alluded to about her home life pointed towards a childhood on the poverty line. Lower middle class at best.

Maybe they used to be rich, then had a fall from grace?

Yasmine’s skin was starting to itch.

She’d been polite long enough, she decided.

Bella turned the page, and let out a shock of laughter. “Wow. These exams are catastrophically bad.”

“I know,” Yasmine said, then licked her lips. “Question. Are you American?”

Bella’s eyebrows rose, and the exam packet fell into her lap. Yasmine had asked Bella where she was from before, back at the Nightingale, but she’d dutifully avoided the question.

She seemed intent on doing the same now, as she kept her eyes fixed ahead and reached for one of the mugs of coffee. She offered it to Yasmine with a nudge.

“Come on,” Bella said. “Don’t let it get cold.”

“Bella.”

Bella’s coy smile dropped.

“What?” she said, sounding annoyed.

“Are you here illegally? Is that why you keep evading the question? Because I hope you know I am the last person on Earth to care about that kind of thing.”

Yasmine would have happily forged her some papers if she just asked, but she wasn’t going to volunteer that kind of service out of nowhere.

Bella went silent. Her hand absentmindedly clutched the half-moon pendant.

“I’m not here illegally,” she said after a beat, propping her elbow up on the back of the couch and looking carefully at Yasmine. “I’d rather discuss something else.”

“Why?”

“It’s a touchy subject.”

“I see,” Yasmine said, bringing her leg up on the couch so she could turn her body completely towards Bella when she asked, “Are you from Romania?”

Bella laughed in shock. “God, you are persistent.”

Yasmine shrugged. She’d been told as much before. “I’m just doing basic reconnaissance. Letting you live with me is one thing. Letting a stranger into my lab, around my research, is another altogether.”

And okay, that was kind of true. Mostly Yasmine was nosy, and Bella was the definition of a closed book, so naturally she felt the urge to tear her pages open.

But also, more importantly, her research was her world. And there were plenty of people at Columbia—and beyond—who would love to see her project collapse, burn, end in scandal and public humiliation, et cetera. If there was a possibility that Bella was working for someone else, she’d like to know ahead of time.

Yasmine was torn abruptly from her thoughts when Bella’s hands coiled tightly around her arms. Her mouth was slightly agape, her eyes wide. She looked like she’d just scratched off a winning lottery ticket.

“Wait, are you being serious?” she asked, voice catching. “You’re actually letting me join your lab?”

Oh, damn it.

So, this phenomenon happened to Yasmine embarrassingly often where she would tell Sylvia something, then assume she’d told everybody else that thing, too.

“Oh. I suppose… Well, yes. Your lecture was… slightly impressive, and you’ve seen the kind of graduate students I’m working with…”

Bella surged forward, wrapping Yasmine up in a bone-cracking hug.

“Oh my god. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Bella’s breath landed hot on Yasmine’s ear. Encouraged by the natural dip in the couch, the blonde had completely engulfed her: her knees nudging into Yasmine’s stomach, her hand tight around the back of Yasmine’s neck, not letting go.

“You have no idea what this means to me,” Bella confessed quietly.

It sounded uncharacteristically earnest.

In the silence, Bella’s nails scratched along the base of Yasmine’s neck. It was incredibly intimate, and it also, very obviously, had to have been a mistake. Bella was emotionally overwhelmed, not thinking about her actions, not taking account of her hands—but it was enough of a shock to get Yasmine to speak.

“Exactly. I don’t know,” Yasmine replied, pulling back. “That’s what makes me so hesitant about involving you.”

Bella’s fingers froze against Yasmine’s neck. She took in a breath, and then peeled herself off, extricating her limbs.

Yasmine was eternally grateful for it. Any longer enduring that kind of proximity would have been torturous.

“Well, if working together really necessitates total honesty…” Bella trailed off, pulling her knee up to her chest, then perching her chin on it. “I might as well start with the bigger potential issue threatening our scientific partnership.”

Yasmine stared at her in bewilderment.

“What bigger issue?”

Bella looked shyly down at her socks, as if she was counting the stripes on them. After a long moment, she trailed her eyes back up to Yasmine’s face.

“Well, for one,” Bella sighed, “I find you really, really attractive.”


Chapter 8

Yasmine’s heart lurched in her chest. She blinked at Bella in distress.

Do I need my ears suctioned? She didn’t just say that.

But, as the air settled, and Bella made no move to elaborate, it became clear that she had, in fact, said that.

Yasmine immediately scanned Bella’s face for signs of bullshit. Was she holding back a laugh? Did she have her phone out? Was she recording this? How much was she getting paid? Who was paying her?

Bella’s hand fell over Yasmine’s knee, giving it a light squeeze, like a zookeeper trying to reason with a frightened animal.

“Hey, are you okay?”

She had the audacity to look worried. This woman.

“Of course I’m okay. I’m an adult,” Yasmine said, but it came out strangled.

To give herself a semblance of control, she backed up until there was nowhere else on the couch to go, which was only about two inches.

How dare it be so miserably small? She would be replacing it with one of those supersized IKEA monstrosities as soon as this conversation was over.

“An adult who is crawling backwards away from me.”

“I’m not…” Yasmine said defensively, then took in a humiliated breath, pinching the bridge of her nose. She definitely was. “Are you fucking with me?”

Bella frowned, grabbing her coffee from the table and taking a long sip, as if this situation required no urgency from her. As if they were still talking about exams.

“What? No. I wouldn’t lie about finding someone attractive,” she said, then arched an eyebrow. “Would you lie about something like that?”

Yasmine blinked. How the hell is she turning this around on me?

“Of course not.”

“Good. I’d think less of you. It’s cruel to toy with someone’s self confidence.”

Is she for real? “Um, sure,” Yasmine said curtly. She was starting to lose her mind a little bit. “Bella, are you… propositioning me right now?”

If this was a dream, God, she’d be thrilled. It’d be a great few subconscious hours.

But it wasn’t.

This was her living room at six AM on a teaching day, and she was sitting inches away from her colleague. Her colleague who she was hoping to employ.

She’d laid it all out to Sylvia on the phone already why this—her and Bella doing whatever, being whatever—could not happen.

She had to remind herself of that as she watched Bella chew absentmindedly on her red-tipped fingernail.

“Propositioning? Seriously? You really might be as old as you say you are,” Bella teased, grinning around her finger, and Yasmine’s stomach did flips. “No, I’m not propositioning you. I was just trying to take some of the tension out of the room. You were getting a little intense with your interrogation. You might have a promising second career with the FBI.”

Bella grinned wider at her own joke, and Yasmine balked. If confessing to your colleague that you found them hot was Bella’s definition of lightening the mood, the literacy crisis might have also reached her.

“So you don’t find me attractive,” Yasmine deduced slowly.

It didn’t even sting at this point. She was just completely lost.

“What? No, I do. I think you’re gorgeous. Honestly, I thought about giving you my number when I first saw you scare that poor guy out of the coffee shop. But I was joking about it being an issue. Obviously, we can still work together.”

When Yasmine continued to stare at her like a lost child, Bella tucked a blonde lock behind her ear and sighed.

“My sisters are always telling me I’m too blunt with people,” she said. “I promise I just meant it as a compliment. You don’t have to worry about me trying to make out with you on the lab table. Cross my heart.”

God, I really wish you would, though.

Yasmine’s own thought struck her like a bat. Her cheeks heated horribly. This was so, so much worse than thinking Bella was some unavailable straight woman.

But so what, Bella found her attractive? Human beings, especially colleagues, found each other attractive all the time. Most people just weren’t so upfront about it. Kudos to Bella for being so socially evolved that she could announce it at six AM over coffee. It clearly didn’t mean much to her.

Even though she did kind of imply that in any other situation we would probably be having sex.

Yasmine felt the room spin. Dear god.

Taking a deep breath in, she finally took the coffee from the table.

“This is way too much for six AM,” she muttered into her now cold beverage. The cup smelled like Bella’s perfume, which didn’t help.

“That’s fine. Should we switch topics?” Bella volunteered easily. Yasmine saw right through the tactic.

“Yes,” Yasmine said, then, seeing her opportunity, she smiled tightly. “So, where the fuck are you from, Bella?”

To Yasmine’s surprise, Bella let out a laugh. A genuine one that had her shaking her head afterward. She pushed Yasmine lightly on the chest.

“God, you don’t let things go.”

“This is me being nice.”

Bella lifted her eyebrows. “That so?” she added suggestively, but she thankfully didn’t take the joke any farther. “Fine, fine. Give me a drum roll, at least.”

Yasmine rolled her eyes, probably to avoid fixating on the pressure of Bella’s hands briefly against her collarbones. “No.”

“Spoilsport.”

“Bella.”

Bella grinned so wide, with such mischievous glee, that Yasmine just wanted to smother her. The slight crookedness of her lips was unbearably endearing.

“Fine,” Bella sighed. “I’ll do it myself.”

She drummed against her ankle for effect.

“I’m from. Dun-dun-dun…” She made a great flourish with her hands. “Boston. Go Sox.”

Yasmine’s eye twitched as Bella danced her fingers in the air like confetti.

“Bella… Do you think I’m stupid?” Yasmine muttered, then gestured with violent exasperation at Bella’s shirt. “You’re literally wearing a Yankees shirt.”

Bella’s eyebrows creased as she looked down at herself, pulling at the hem of the shirt as if she’d never seen it before. She mouthed out the words on it.

“Huh. So that’s what it says. Surprised you can read it, it’s so washed out.” It was completely legible. “So? I got it from the thrift store. I’m broke. We both know this.”

“You’re such a liar,” Yasmine said, reaching out to push her on the chest.

Bella caught her arms.

“I’m not lying. I…” Her eyebrows furrowed as she contemplated how to linguistically achieve her next sentence, “I wicked am from Boston.”
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“Oh my god. That is not how they use that word.”

Bella giggled—that heavenly, deceptively innocent laugh of hers—and Yasmine fought her way out of her grip, so now it was her hands wrapping around Bella’s arms. She pushed the blonde down onto the couch, straddling her.

“I’m not joking. Tell me where you’re really from,” Yasmine said. “Last chance. Or consider the lab invitation rescinded.”

Bella inhaled sharply, her eyes widening. Yasmine only realized then what she’d done. Bella’s thighs were hot under hers, her midriff exposed as her t-shirt hiked up just over her belly button. Yasmine was completely on top of her.

Bella went silent for a long moment, and it drove Yasmine insane. She was never silent. Why now? Why when Yasmine could see each of her individual eyelashes?

“I really am from Boston,” she finally whispered. “Well, twenty minutes outside of it, technically. We don’t all have the accent.”

“Bella,” Yasmine threatened, staring daggers at her.

“If you say my name like that again I really will kiss you,” Bella said breathily.

Yasmine’s heart thumped uncontrollably. At some point Bella’s hands had curled around Yasmine’s waist, perhaps to stabilize her. The touch felt unbearably hot.

“Do you have your passport with you?” Yasmine said, ignoring the building heat in her center. “Some proof of birthplace?

“No.” The couch creaked under them as Bella took a breath in. “It’s at school.”

“Show it to me tomorrow. Driver’s license too, if you have one.”

“Jeez. Alright, officer. You run a strict program,” Bella laughed, pinching Yasmine’s waist. Then she leaned up, her abs flexing as she rose high enough to press her lips to the shell of Yasmine’s ear. “Am I free to go now?”

Yasmine took in a shaky breath.

“Yes,” she said.

“Uh huh. You know, that will require you to get off of me,” Bella said, splaying her hand across Yasmine’s thigh, which was still keeping her pinned.

Yasmine flushed. She quickly extricated herself, shaking her head as if she’d been possessed.

“I’m sorry for intruding on your personal space,” Yasmine said, clearing her throat and fixing her eyes on the floor as Bella rose from the couch. “Even though you were being unbearably evasive, I still shouldn’t have done that.”

“Oh, I really don’t mind,” Bella said, picking up the empty mugs. “We’re going to be working late hours in tight quarters. Might as well get comfortable now. Maybe we should have a sleepover in your room soon, really break the ice.”

She turned back to wink. Yasmine coughed to avoid choking on air.

“I’m glad I didn’t offend you,” Yasmine muttered, ignoring all the other nonsense she just spouted. “I just didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

Bella turned back, and cocked her head. “Yasmine… I really only meant it as a compliment. Plus, you’re about to be my boss, right? Boss, colleague, landlord, roommate. Do you really think it would be wise for us to add friends with benefits to that list? Kind of messy, even for me.” She laughed again.

Yasmine’s mouth opened, then shut. She decided to drop the topic before she said something truly stupid. She nodded once. “Glad we’re on the same page, then.”

Bella snorted. “Not sure we’re even in the same book, but we’ll get there.”

***

Your search - Bella Dragomir - did not match any documents.

Suggestions:

Check for typos or spelling errors.

Experiment with alternative keywords.

Broaden your search with more general terms.

Yasmine groaned. Maybe that wasn’t her full name.

Your search - Isabella Dragomir - did not match any documents.

Suggestions:

Check for typos or spelling errors.

Experiment with alternative keywords.

Broaden your search with more general terms.

Seriously?

How could someone alive in 2026 have zero digital footprint?

Yasmine slapped the laptop shut and tossed it into the armchair next to her bed, reaching for her phone instead.

Even after hours of scrounging around every search engine available to the western hemisphere, she’d found nothing. Nothing real, at least. Plenty of scientific papers about mold. Peer-reviewed works. A graduate thesis from Princeton. But anything before her graduate studies was nonexistent, as if it had been scrubbed clean.

“From Boston my ass,” she muttered. “I can’t believe I have to resort to this. Humiliating.”

Yasmine: i need a favor.

financial leech: jeez. Haven’t heard that since 1402. you kill someone?

Yasmine: worse. i think im cohabitating with a pathological liar.

financial leech: wait, cohabitating? As in you let someone in your house?

Damn it.

Yasmine was going to regret that information slip for the rest of her eternal life.

Yasmine: ignore that part. I need you to do a deep search on the name bella dragomir. Maybe Isabella Dragomir. I’m not sure. You’re better at computer stuff than I am. I can’t find anything. Like she’s some kind of ghost. Normally I’d ask Rebecca, but she’s with her kids today. So you’re my last resort.

financial leech: oh my god. wait. you’re living with HER?

Groaning aloud, Yasmine navigated to the settings app and turned on limit data. Then she slapped the phone down on the comforter, and buried her head in her pillows.


Chapter 9

Today’s bruise was on Bella’s neck. A large, stretchy one. Bright blue.

She sighed. Anywhere on my body, and it just had to be there.

She’d been staring out the window of the train when she noticed it. She never looked at her phone during her commute. To her, looking away from the tracks was tantamount to missing a baby’s first steps. There was always something new and exciting to see in the subway. New graffiti on the faded white tile, new exposed wiring dangling from the ceiling, new faces and new outfits and new shoes, hundreds of completely new people from the day before, all standing on the platform in horizontal lines, like sardines from a tin she’d just peeled open.

It didn’t matter how long she had lived in the city, she never got bored of it. She imagined an Arctic penguin might feel the same way if he took a trip to the Amazon. The concept that so many people could exist next to each other, that the average individual became completely anonymous—it filled her with an excruciating longing, even though she theoretically had it herself, now. That freedom.

But the bruise was a reminder of the contrary. She frowned as she trailed it with her eyes. It traveled from the back of her ear to the center of her collarbone. It was an unpleasant one. Enough to catch the eye of the woman standing next to her.

“You’re sure everything is okay…” The concerned citizen lowered her voice, her eyes scanning suspiciously around the train car. “...At home?”

Bella let out a light laugh as the train screeched against the tracks. They were rapidly approaching her station. How sad. She could have easily gone another loop.

“You’re sweet,” Bella said. They usually were. This happened to her all the time, especially when her symptoms were flaring. “But I just have a condition.”

Pent up air shot out from under the tracks. Tightly packed bodies shifted and grunted, elbows nudging into her side as she grabbed her leather bag from between her legs, the fabric of it sweating from the heat.

“Are you positive?” the woman asked, narrowing her eyes.

Bella noted her scrubs. A doctor, maybe. Or a nurse. She probably dealt with a lot of bullshit artists.

And as far as bullshit artists went, Bella could qualify for an Olympic medal. People actually had a harder time believing her whenever she told them the truth.

“Well, honestly, home life could be better. But Mom hasn’t hit me in at least fifteen years, so the bruise is probably unrelated,” she said, shining her award winning smile. The woman’s mouth dropped open. “Have a good afternoon, alright?”

“Wait!”

Bella shouldered her way out onto the platform. The train car doors slapped shut, and she sighed as she caught her reflection again in the puddle of mystery liquid that she just narrowly avoided stepping in.

She grimaced. Thank God Yasmine worked late hours. She’d need to stop by Sephora.

***

Four extremely expensive bottles of foundation later, she was home.

Home.

Funny way to describe Yasmine’s apartment. Calling this place home was a lot like calling your coworkers your family. It was the only place she had in New York state with a bed she could sleep in—that was a far better definition.

She closed the door to the bathroom and methodically placed her new bottles on the counter, tossing the empty ones into the trash can, which was already overflowing. Basically her entire post-doc salary was in that garbage pile.

Good thing you have your own Daddy Warbucks now.

She let out a small, mirthless laugh at her own joke, before catching her reflection again and wincing. The discoloration on her neck was even worse up this close. No wonder the woman on the train looked so alarmed.

She twisted the cap off the concealer and grabbed her makeup sponge, dabbing at it until it faded into a muddy tan color.

It looked fine now. But what if Yasmine had seen it first?

Her chest clenched. She was lying to Yasmine enough as it was—about her other “apartment,” about her terrible and nonexistent roommate. About her hometown.

But how do you explain away something so visible?

She let out a sigh. After taking inventory, she picked up the one re-usable bottle in her collection. The word Suppressive was scrawled in black ballpoint ink on the lid. It was a cream. Bella’s own scientific creation.

Unscrewing the top, she stared at its milky white surface with derision. She had a love-hate relationship with this particular part of her beauty routine.

This cream was, in fact, what caused all her bruising. But not applying it would create an even larger problem. It was essentially an analogy for her entire life. Constantly stuck in the middle of two bad decisions.

Taking a breath in, she placed the bottle down, and focused on something she could control. She opened the cabinet behind the mirror, and grabbed her tweezers. Keeping herself pretty: that was a problem with an actual solution. What a refreshing change of pace.

Her phone buzzed on the marble counter, nearly falling off. The tweezer dropped from her hands as she moved to catch it. She could not afford a new phone.

Gorgeous: Oh my god. My students are completely lobotomized.

Gorgeous: Heading out now. Do you want dinner?

Bella’s heart clenched. A stupid grin split her face.

She was so lucky Yasmine hadn’t spotted her contact name for her yet.

With the bruise addressed, Bella shut off the bathroom light and headed down to the living room. She used the railing to keep her from falling as she stared at the text, unable to stop grinning like a giddy teenager. This was awful. Awful.

Her chest only tightened further when she passed by the couch, memories from yesterday rushing back.

She was such a fool.

Why on Earth had she told Yasmine that she was attracted to her? Why? Okay, she knew why. Two main reasons. One, because it was true—Yasmine Sokolov had the looks of a redheaded Aphrodite and the personality of someone’s German grandmother, and two: because Bella loved to sabotage herself.

The single most promising opportunity of her life was dangling right in front of her, and she was playing with it like a cat pawing at a fishing line.

It’s not either of those things though, is it, really?

It’s the one you refuse to actually think about.

Bella’s mood turned sour as she opened the fridge. Yasmine kept it exceedingly stocked: zucchini, peppers, cantaloupe, blueberries, four cartons of 2% fat milk.

It was the milk that gave it away. No single person needed four cartons of any perishable liquid. At least one would go bad before you could get through them all.

Yasmine was smart, Bella certainly knew that, but the thing with smart people was that they tended to overthink things.

Stock the fridge with milk. That will seem human.

“Classic vampire,” Bella sighed, slightly adoringly, and pushed all of it aside to reach into the compartment at the back of the fridge.

The compartment, of course, was the second thing that gave it away. What average person needed an area of their fridge locked with a pincode? Well, probably some people. But Yasmine didn’t seem the type to be neurotic about food, and Bella had never seen her drink more than a single glass of wine.

Bella entered the code—4321—and the compartment sprung open, revealing four glass bottles of red lying on a curved metal rack. Bella carefully extracted one, grabbed a glass from the cabinet, and poured two inches of blood in.

She brought it up to her nose and sniffed.

Urgh.

Horrible quality. Yasmine was this rich and still drank like this? It was confounding. But it also made complete sense. If she was one thing besides rich, she was almost annoyingly principled. She only drank excess blood donations. Bella had noticed Yasmine’s personal assistant waiting outside the blood bank on multiple occasions.

But it wasn’t like the quality really mattered. The blood didn’t do anything for Bella except bandaid the bigger issue. It was enough to keep her system from totally losing it, but it was just as temporary a measure as the cream.

She swallowed it down in one gulp, and grimaced.

Then she reached into her back pocket for the food dye she’d bought from the grocery. She filled her now empty glass with an equivalent amount of water from the sink, poured the food dye in, and stirred it with a spoon.

Then she carefully poured it back into the glass bottle.

She let out a breath as she shoved it back inside and closed the fridge.

Leave no trace.

At first, she worried supplementing the blood with water would noticeably affect the taste, but she’d seen the way Yasmine drank her blood. She mixed it every morning in a blender with a bunch of fruits and vegetables.

Understandable, given how bad it was.

And honestly, even if Bella was careless about how she went about it, the best thing she had working on her side was that Yasmine didn’t suspect her.

Well, okay, Yasmine suspected her of a lot of things, but being a supernatural entity as old as Christ was not on that list.

That was by design. Classic red herring strategy.

She washed up the dishes, then she sank into the couch. She tried to keep her foolish smiling to a minimum as she re-read her texts.

Bella: Yes pls. Do you like sushi?

Gorgeous: Urgh. Raw fish?

Bella snorted. She really badly wanted to text back you’re a vampire, everything you eat is raw but she was mildly dedicated to her own charade, so she didn’t.

Bella: Um, yes? It’s delicious.

Gorgeous: I’m sure it is. I’m just kind of vegetarian. What about curry?

Bella: sure.

Two vampires who technically didn’t need to eat any food debating dinner plans to avoid outing themselves to the other. If it wasn’t so stupid, it would be hilarious.

As she waited for Yasmine to get home, she ran her hand over the fabric of the couch, letting her fingers dip into it, thinking about how hard Yasmine had pressed her into that fabric.

If she was actually human, it probably would have broken a rib. But Yasmine had no idea; she probably didn’t touch other people much. Not like that, at least.

Look at that. You’re special to her.

“Shut up,” she said to no one but herself, then groaned.

She’d hate you if she knew what you really were.

She frowned. Her eyes began to sting. She covered her betraying tear ducts with her hands and groaned.

You might as well kiss her now before she finds out.

Annoyed with herself and her life and her circumstances—a daily occurrence with seemingly no end—she threw her phone across the couch, and put the tv on, numbing herself with an hour of The Exciting Private Lives of Lemurs from the Natural History Channel until the front door creaked open.

That noise used to terrify her. Now, her heart leapt just at the sound of it. A few seconds later, tousled red hair and a horribly endearing frown were piling three boxes of takeout onto the living room table. The boxes had different restaurant names on them. One was an Indian place, the other was…

Yasmine flicked open the paper box, revealing a seventeen pack of salmon layered over rice. Bella had never seen so much sushi in her life.

“I had no idea how much to order,” Yasmine said, rubbing her face.

Bella blinked at her, confused. “I thought we were getting curry.”

“Well, you said you like sushi, so,” Yasmine said with a shrug, blowing a hair out of her face.

Oh. Bella’s heart ached horribly in her chest. That’s why she’d taken so long.

“But you don’t,” she said quietly.

“So?” Yasmine fell into the couch, mindful—Bella noticed—to keep a few centimeters between them. “Just think of it as your reward, if that helps.”

“My reward?”

Yasmine grinned, slinging her arm over the cushion as she turned to Bella with an open, waiting hand.

“For your passport. Pretty please.”

Bella rolled her eyes, her chest aching.

This was going to end very badly.


Chapter 10

“I guess some people are actually from Boston.”

Scowling, Yasmine threw her blue, Columbia-branded squeeze-ball at her office wall, catching it again when it boomeranged off the plaster.

“Yes, I know, Sylvia. But Bella Dragomir—”

“So I’m about to introduce you to a fascinating concept known as immigration.”

Yasmine groaned into the phone speaker loud enough to drown out the rest of Sylvia’s sentence. She caught the ball once more, set it down, and turned towards her laptop, where she’d been looking over Sylvia’s investigation.

“There’s no birth certificate,” Yasmine said petulantly as she scrolled through the abundant e-mail.

Sylvia scoffed. “Yes, because those are so readily available on the internet. The rest of what I found speaks for itself.”

Unfortunately, it did.

Sylvia had been able to dig up high school transcripts for one Arabella Dragomir at Walpole High School, class of 2014. Just like Bella had said, Walpole was a suburb about twenty-five minutes outside of Boston. And if she did graduate in 2014, that put her on a realistic timeline to be entering her post-doc phase this year.

Yasmine scrolled through the transcript, glancing at Bella's classes.

An A in Biology. A in Physics. B- in Spanish. Yasmine snorted. So she’s bad at something. That’s comforting.

But, everything still felt off.

“How do we know she didn’t plant this transcript for us to find?” Yasmine murmured.

“I have a better question,” Sylvia said. “Why the hell would a random Columbia post-doc be fabricating her background?”

Fair point. Not that she’d ever give Sylvia that kind of gratification.

“God, I don’t know. She’s just so damn secretive about it.”

“Okay, and? Why do you even care? Maybe she killed her family and now she’s in witness protection. Maybe she runs a secret drug cartel. I’m pretty sure you’d still employ her in your lab regardless. Your moral standards are incredibly flexible. Like, your best friend meets almost every criteria for the dictionary definition of a serial killer. And we’re still buddies.”

Yasmine rolled her eyes and reached for one of the pencils lying across her desk. She chewed on the eraser.

“I’m not sure what best friend you’re talking about,” she said.

“Me, you asshole,” Sylvia spat.

Yasmine grinned.

A knock hammered at her office door.

Startled, Yasmine instinctually slammed her laptop shut and hung up on Sylvia in one fell swoop, quickly opening a notebook to try and look busy.

“Professor Sokolov.”

Oh, for the love of God.

Yasmine slowly swiveled her chair around toward the unfortunately familiar voice.

Fuming by her doorframe was none other than Professor Ford Waldorf: human male, distinguished professor in the area of biology, aged somewhere between sixty and corpse, owner of a purple midlife-crisis Ferrari that occupies two faculty parking spaces. Also, the bane of Yasmine’s academic existence.

“That would be me,” she replied, smiling without her eyes. “How can I help you today, Professor?”

“Hmm.” He made a grand show of thinking about it, furrowing his peppery eyebrows. He was almost as performative as Sylvia. “Oh, I know! How about you stop stealing my goddamn post-docs to work on your fraudulent research?”

Yasmine’s eyebrows rose comically.

Oh.

Riiight.

So, the thing about Suggesting the president of Columbia University and the Director of the NIH to give you a combined gazillion dollars in funding for your moonshot project is that—unless you also Suggest all your colleagues as well—you will become immediately hated by all of them.

Not that she really blamed them. She would probably feel the same in their shoes.

Still, that didn’t mean it wasn’t agitating. Gossip about Yasmine was pretty much the main hobby for most professors in the department, and Waldorf was the most vocal amongst them.

When a post-doc is hired, they are typically hired to work under one specific professor, in that professor’s lab, on that professor’s research. Clearly Yasmine hadn’t hired Bella, which meant…

“She’s on my grant,” Waldorf said, dramatically pointing at his chest. “My budget. My lab. Do you know how competitive it was to get her?”

At that, Yasmine sat incrementally forward in her seat. She couldn’t care less about his complaining, but if he knew something interesting about Bella…

“Why?” she said with a shrug, feigning disinterest. “Is she special or something?”

Waldorf let out a short, humorless laugh.

“Oh, like you don’t know,” he seethed. “Dragomir turned down three other Ivy League labs and an industry offer. A real one. Not your imaginary Nobel bait.”

Turned down three Ivy labs? God, as if she could get hotter…

“She came here for me. Because I have a twenty-year track record placing post-docs into tenure lines,” he continued. “Because I run a stable lab, a real lab, and I have funding that doesn’t evaporate when someone looks too closely at it.”

Yasmine withheld a laugh. He clearly didn’t know Bella at all.

Neither did Yasmine, obviously. But she knew her well enough to tell that she was not motivated in the least by stability.

If she really turned down two Ivies to be here, it was because of something much more interesting than the promise of tenure.

Yasmine frowned. Journeying down that train of thought, something at the back of her skull itched. It felt like she was forgetting something.

Trying to summon whatever it was, she grabbed her squeeze ball off her desk and began to toss it between her hands. The vein in Waldorf’s forehead protruded a bit further every time she caught it.

“Do you know where she went for undergrad?” she asked. The trail Sylvia found stopped at high school, then re-materialized at Princeton for her masters. An agitating gap lay in-between. Yasmine couldn’t stand a mystery.

He blinked, caught off guard by the question, then his scowl deepened.

“Undergrad? Why does that even matter?”

Yasmine shrugged. “Humor me, and maybe I’ll give her back.”

“You don’t have her to begin with,” he growled, smacking the doorframe.

“Careful, Waldorf.”

He seethed, curling his fingers into the wood. Yasmine was going to get her way: they both knew that already. This whole argument was just ceremonial.

Eventually, he threw his hands up. “I don’t remember. Wasn’t important.”

Yasmine rolled her eyes. Useless.

“So.” She pressed the ball between her hands, applying pressure. “Anything else?”

His eyes fluttered in disbelief. “What do you mean, anything else? So you agree? You’re going to leave her alone?”

Yasmine shrugged. “No, I don’t think I will. She wants to work in my lab, and if she really is as impressive as you say, why should I stop her?”

Waldorf’s eyes darkened, shoulders stiffening. Yasmine saw the kicked dog getting ready to bite. “Her job is tied to my funding. If she wants to leave my position, she will have to leave Columbia.”

Wow. That’s the best he’s got?

Boring.

Yasmine sighed, tiring of this circular argument. She got up from her seat, grabbed her laptop, and headed for the door.

Unfortunately, an annoying obstacle was blocking her exit.

She patted his arm delicately. “Would you mind getting out of the way?”

Waldorf spluttered, looking at her as if she was a block of wood that had just gained sentience. “Where are you going? We’re in the middle of a discussion!”

In his surprise, he took a half-step to the right, allowing her to shoulder her way through the door. She waved her hand dismissively behind herself as she left.

“Don’t worry, I’ll have some funding allocated to you so you can find a new science servant,” she called out, not bothering to watch the expression on his face. Her mind was already trained forward. She desperately needed to be at the one place on campus where no one could bother her.

***

Snapping on her nitrile gloves, Yasmine slowly lifted the lid of the tank.

“Good morning, Francesca. Hope you slept better than me,” she whispered, hand grasping around the floating mass of red spikes. The sea urchin’s spines lurched away from her fingers, allowing her to turn it over and inspect it from all sides.

Its jaw seemed in working order. No visible injuries or decay. No signs of infection.

Her eyes flitted to the sticky note on the front of the glass.

Francesca. S. franciscanus. Est. age: 120 - 130 yrs.

“And yet you still manage to look younger than Waldorf. Fascinating."

Smirking to herself, she slowly lifted the urchin out of its tank, cradling it like a baby in her hands before setting it into a shallow magnesium chloride bath to anesthetize it for sampling.

She paused, watching it bob in the solution, its spines relaxing. She always felt bad transferring it for testing. She imagined it must feel scared being thrust into the open air like that. Yasmine certainly wouldn’t like it if some giant white-coated god picked her up and squeezed the oxygen out of her lungs every Tuesday.

I’m way too maternal over these things.

It was hard not to be. They were strange, inherently offputting, and also potentially the solution for extending her son’s life.

Emphasis on potentially.

Little-known fact about the red sea urchin: they are effectively immortal. Which meant, theoretically, if she could understand the mechanisms for why that was, she could design a model for creating immortality in human beings.

Well, maybe.

If it sounded stupid that she’d focus on a red sea urchin instead of herself, a human being turned vampire, let the record show that she already tried that approach. She’d spent the last forty years rigorously punishing her body with a battery of tests every day of the week, and she’d learned almost nothing that got her any closer to replicating vampirism scientifically.

All her blood work had been regular. All her imaging scans had been unremarkable. Every marker she could measure behaved like that of an ordinary human woman in her thirties.

So she decided to shift focus. She figured if she could identify how immortality functioned in something as small and simple as a sea urchin, if she could understand what mechanisms they used to repair their cells at such astonishing rates, it would give her a better lens to go back to studying herself. Odds are it would take years, but she had years.

Wallace didn’t, though. Wallace only had seventy more, if he was lucky.

Taking a deep, shuddering breath in, she tabbed through the latest lab results, picked up a pen and threw open her notebook. Over the course of the next two hours, she jotted down the new numbers, plugged them into the analysis program, then summarized her findings in plain English in her journal:

Nothing new.

Fuck.

It had been the same for months now. Her current experiment was showing no change. The experiment before that had been the same. She’d have to shift course again, find a new theory to focus on. But, she couldn’t let herself be deterred by failure. Ars longa, vita brevis. Art is long, life is short. Science takes time.

That didn’t change the fact that she needed a drink.

Against her better instincts, she peeled off her gloves, and reached for her phone.

Yasmine: do you drink?

Yasmine: let me clarify. do you drink liquids besides all the milk in my fridge?

Her foot tapped nervously on the floor as she waited for a response, her eyes gliding to Francesca, who was sloshing silently in the bath, staring up at her.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Yasmine muttered.

Adult blonde: maybe

Yasmine rolled her eyes. “Can you believe this woman?”

She almost showed the sea urchin the screen to prove her point, before realizing what she was doing. It doesn’t even have eyes, Yasmine.

Yasmine: can you not be all mysterious for like 5 seconds i really need a drink

Adult blonde: hahaha

Adult blonde: ok but you’re paying

Yasmine: OBVIOUSLY

Adult blonde has sent a location on Google Maps. Would you like to open it?

Yasmine: what the hell is this place? It has a rating average of 1.47 stars

Adult blonde: it’s cheap. and compared to the one next door we probably won’t get mugged

Yasmine: what a shining endorsement

Yasmine: no if im going to pay we’re going somewhere respectable

Yasmine: meet me at my office after you’re done with your lectures and we can go there together

Adult blonde: sorry but i have to work, remember? I have a shift at the Nightingale until ten

Yasmine frowned.

Yasmine: what? why are you still working there?

Adult blonde: for money? This is america, I still have to find a way to pay for the dentist even if I’m freeloading at my boss’s house

Yasmine: ugh.

It would be so much easier if it was socially acceptable to drop a few million dollars into someone’s bank account.

Yasmine: fine ill pick you up from your shift at the job you should quit later

Adult blonde: lol… you’re such a gentleman

Yasmine took a shaky breath in, closing her eyes. Her heart was hammering in her chest for no good reason. She just—she couldn’t stop imagining Bella’s stupid pretty face smirking on the other side of the phone, giggling to herself.

Yasmine: see you at ten.


Chapter 11

This was a bad idea.

This became apparent as soon as Yasmine arrived at the Nightingale.

She stopped short of the still broken door, gazing through the window to find Bella holding court in the kitchen. The blonde was sitting on the counter, legs swinging, the greased-up cooks and teenage baristas laughing at her jokes like she was the funniest woman alive.

Even from outside, it was mesmerizing. Yasmine stood there watching the spectacle for what could have been twenty minutes. She only became aware that time had passed when her watch beeped, alerting her that her BPM had gone above 135.

You’ve entered workout mode! Enjoy your workout!

Yasmine stared blankly at her wrist, wrestling with the realization that her pulse had risen to 135 just from looking at Bella for too long.

Unbelievable.

She decided, then and there, that this had become unsustainable. She would just have to turn on her heel and head home. She’d write Bella a text about how she caught the stomach flu, Venmo her a few thousand dollars for a hotel stay, and then, over the period of a few weeks, slowly break the news that they could not actually work together.

It would be for the best. It might be awkward at first, but so be it.

By the time her plan was fully formulated, a hand was pushing Yasmine on the shoulder.

“God, you really do need a drink,” Bella said with an almost pitying grin, linking their arms together. “Come on, tell me the address. I’ll cover the Uber.”

And when Bella’s hand gripped tightly around Yasmine’s bicep, not letting go, every escape hatch in Yasmine’s mind promptly closed.

It’ll be fine, she thought, fully knowing it wouldn’t.

***

“This is your definition of respectable?” Bella whispered as the doorman graciously took Yasmine’s jacket. “I feel like I’m committing white collar crime by osmosis.”

Yasmine rolled her eyes affectionately. She thanked the gentleman, tugged Bella by the sleeve of her shirt toward the reception, then shot back, “These people wish they were criminals. I’ll take you to where the actual evil rich men are sometime. Way different vibe.”

12th Street was, by Yasmine’s standards, passable. Sure, it had one or two Michelin stars—which used to mean something back when vampires were in charge of distributing them—but this place didn’t even have anything contestably legal on the menu.

Everyone knew a really good restaurant required a lawyer.

Nevertheless, what it did have was floor-to-ceiling windows on the eighty-ninth floor, affording them a full bird’s eye view of Manhattan. And when the hostess guided them to their seats right by the glass, Bella, for once, didn’t have anything to say.

Her bulging eyes were doing all the talking.

“Nice, right?” Yasmine said, annoyed at the sheepish tone in her voice. Why did she care if Bella was impressed? She chose this place merely because it was close by. Not because—

“This view is amazing,” Bella whispered, and Yasmine’s stomach tightened, relief pouring through her. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this high up in my life.”

Bella had that tone in her voice again. That brief and rare vulnerability. Yasmine didn’t realize how rarely she heard it until then, how much she enjoyed hearing it.

“You’ve never taken a plane?” she asked quietly, hoping not to scare her off the subject.

Bella laughed, as if it was an unbelievable question. “I didn’t start being broke yesterday. It’s been a lifelong endeavor. No, the best I’ve done is a ship.”

“A ship? Like, overseas?”

Yasmine watched Bella smirk in the reflection of the glass, the city lights filtering through the mirror image of her face.

“No. To Provincetown. For vacation. From Boston,” Bella emphasized mockingly as she slowly removed her leather jacket, exposing the skin-tight satin underneath. The long-sleeve was a V-neck with the top button undone, which Yasmine hoped she didn’t spend too long noticing.

Apparently, she did.

“You like my shirt?” Bella said in a low, conspiratorial whisper.

Yasmine’s smart watch nearly lit up again. She swallowed roughly, looking anywhere but at Bella’s face, which was smirking wildly.

“It’s… fine.”

“Your eyes said otherwise.”

Startled, Yasmine’s eyes flicked urgently up to meet Bella’s.

Is she actually flirting with me?

No. She’s just the type of person who talks like that.

A waiter in a crisp black suit cleared his throat. They both glanced up, completely torn from their bubble.

“Have you had a chance to look at the menu yet?” he asked.

“Not in the least,” Yasmine muttered under her breath. But before she could tell him to give them a few more minutes, Bella turned towards him, beaming, and said, “Yes. Four shots of fireball, please. Two for each of us.”

Yasmine nearly had an aneurism. So did the waiter, probably, but he hid it well.

“Fireball?” Yasmine deadpanned. “Are you nineteen?”

“Four shots, of course,” the bartender interjected, not missing a beat. “Anything else?”

“A real drink,” Yasmine said quickly, before Bella could do more damage. “An Old Fashioned for me and a Negroni for her.”

After the waiter nodded and made his way back to the bar, Bella lowered her elbows onto the table and frowned comically. “Eugh, a Negroni?”

Yasmine was grateful for the chance to argue about something that wasn’t Bella’s shirt. “Don’t even talk to me for the next five minutes. Fireball.”

Bella gave her one of those wolfish grins that looked entirely out of place on her Gucci-ad-campaign of a face.

“You need to loosen up,” she said, kicking Yasmine’s foot lightly under the table. It was stupid and immature but it sent a jolt of electricity up Yasmine all the same.

She kicked her right back and said, “I can loosen up without reverting to the worst impulses of American youth.”

Bella cocked her head to the side like a curious dog.

“You know, Yasmine, for as much as you’ve grilled me, I’ve never really gotten the opportunity to ask you where you’re from. Because it’s clearly not America.”

At that, Yasmine’s leg went limp, their game of footsie abruptly ending. Her hand tightened into a fist where it lay on the glass table. Bella noticed, her eyes traveling from Yasmine’s firmed up arm back to her face, eyebrows arching in question.

“It’s not a secret,” Yasmine said quietly.

It wasn’t. It was just that the question made her relive memories she’d rather stay shut in a box for the rest of eternity.

She knew she wasn’t rare in that way. Good childhoods were distributed with some rarity to all of Earth’s creatures, and Yasmine had not been one of the lucky ones.

Frowning, Bella reached out and touched Yasmine’s hand.

“Hey, sorry. We don’t have to talk about it. I’m happy to bug you about other things.”

Yasmine inhaled with a shudder, looking down at their hands on the table. Bella squeezed her warm palm around Yasmine’s cold fingers, wearing a worried little frown on her face.

She was giving Yasmine grace she certainly hadn’t earned.

“I’d be a complete hypocrite if I didn’t tell you. Russia, originally,” Yasmine said, withdrawing her hand from Bella’s and stuffing it into her lap. It felt like it’d been stung by a bee. “But we moved around a lot. Spent a lot of formative years in Romania and Austria.”

Something she said made Bella’s throat bob, but she seemed to gather herself quickly.

“You must speak a lot of languages,” she said, tapping her fingernails on the table. Her hand looked lonely there now. Yasmine regretted stealing hers away. “I only know two.”

Yasmine brightened, curious. “English, and…?”

Bella wrapped her arms around her midsection as she gave a little nervous smile.

“Latin,” she confessed quietly.

Yasmine blinked. What?

She had expected Romanian, obviously. Maybe not Spanish, given that report card, but German, potentially…

“...Latin?”

“Your drinks, ladies.”

Four shots were placed with an assassin’s accuracy on the table. The waiter carried the Old Fashioned and the Negroni on a tray that he kept lifted in the air, probably waiting for them to finish the offending fireball before serving them.

Not missing a beat, Bella thanked the waiter, then reached for the shots, handing one out to Yasmine. Reeling from whiplash, Yasmine was helpless to take it.

“Let’s make a toast,” Bella said, pressing her glass to Yasmine’s. “To our partnership.”

Yasmine’s mouth opened, then closed. “Our what?”

“Our scientific partnership?”

Oh. Oh.

“Yes. Right. That. Cheers.”

Bella laughed with her head leaned back, clinked their glasses, then downed both shots in practiced succession. Yasmine took hers down as well, too obediently, and nearly dry heaved when the cinnamon liquid seared down her throat. Utterly disgusting.

“I feel like I’m back in college getting hazed by my sorority sisters,” Yasmine muttered, trying to stop herself from gagging. Bella just giggled, completely unfazed. “Which reminds me, I have a new question I need you to answer before you join my lab.”

The waiter took their shot glasses away and set down the real drinks. Yasmine was eternally grateful to see the fireball disappear.

“Anything,” Bella mouthed silently, balancing her chin on her hands and beaming up at Yasmine. The alcohol had colored her cheeks a rosy pink, and the dim light brought out the yellow in her eyes. She was, unfortunately, a painting.

“I need you,” Yasmine said, pointing at Bella with her finger. “To justify to me why you would turn down both Princeton and Harvard to work with the human cockroach Ford Waldorf.”

Bella’s smile fell. Yasmine immediately worried that she’d hit a nerve, internally chastising herself for hurting the poor girl’s feelings. But Bella recovered quickly, as Bella always did.

“Did he get mad at you for poaching me?”

“Of course he did. He nearly took the paint off the walls of my office.”

Bella giggled at that, and Yasmine felt like a general who had just won a war. It was truly disastrous how much she cared about Bella enjoying her company.

“Simple answer,” Bella said, grabbing her drink. “I chose him because you rejected me.”

“Oh, that makes—” Yasmine paused, then spluttered as Bella took a long noisy sip of her Negroni. “What do you mean, I rejected you?”

“This is disgusting,” Bella said after finishing half the drink in one go. “And I mean that I applied to join your lab, and you rejected me. Not sure how else to phrase that.”

As Bella made an array of stupid expressions while she drank the rest of her Negroni, Yasmine reeled. That made no sense. Bella hadn’t applied to her. And yet.

That feeling she’d had this morning, like she’d been forgetting something. It shot back through her now, squirming through her brain and unpacking a memory from last year.

That’s right. One of her assistants had mentioned a standout application by some Princeton grad. Yasmine had shrugged it off like all the other “standout applications.” She grouped them all together as snooty rich kids who cared more about prestige than real science.

Of course, she could see the fault in that generalization now, in the shape of the woman in front of her. The woman who had delivered such an impressive lecture on mold that it had actually made Yasmine jealous. Jealous of a human being. As if.

The human being in question kicked her foot underneath the table.

“You were zoning out on me,” Bella said. “Very rude.”

“I…” Yasmine gathered her thoughts, dragging her hands through her hair. “I’m sorry I rejected your application. If it helps, I pretty much auto-reject all of them.”

“It’s fine. I got what I wanted either way.”

Yasmine blinked. Wait. She’d sort of glossed over it before, but now… Bella had come all the way to Columbia to work with that horrible man on lackluster research just for the possibility of getting to work with her? No—not work with her. She had to remind herself of what Bella was really looking for. Her funding. Her instruments. Her lab space. She’d been upfront about it.

Still, that’s an insane level of commitment.

“God, you are such a schemer,” Yasmine snorted.

It just bubbled up out of her. She should have found it upsetting, to be the target of what was pretty much funding theft. But she just found it incredibly impressive instead.

Impressive and kind of…

Yasmine crossed her legs more tightly together.

“Guilty,” Bella said breathily, finishing off her drink.

“Did you get the job at the Nightingale because you knew I liked to go there?”

Yasmine surprised herself with the question. But if Bella had really gone to such a length to get the job at Columbia, would it really be surprising if that was all staged, too?
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“Yasmine,” Bella gasped, feigning offense. “Stalking you? I would never.”

Yasmine took a long drink. “Bullshit.”

“Would you be into that?”

The tip of Bella’s shoe nudged at the hem of Yasmine’s jeans. Yasmine’s breath caught in her throat when Bella kept it there, moving it up and down so slowly it was almost unnoticeable.

Bella’s eyes were fixed on her, her teeth biting into her lip. “Would you find it hot if I told you I’ve been thinking about you for the past five years?”

The breath left Yasmine’s chest.

“Five years?”

“Guilty,” Bella confessed again. “Come on, Yasmine. Finish your drink. You’ve barely made a dent in it. What kind of Eastern European are you?”

Unable to fight back against Bella when her shoe was dragging across Yasmine’s shin, she took a long, shuddering sip of her Old Fashioned.

“There,” she said, setting it back down, even as her fingers trembled. “You didn’t answer my question. Did you decide to work there because of me?”

Bella licked across her lips. The gorgeous flush from her face had spread down to her shoulders. Yasmine would accuse her of being a lightweight, but she had no breath to fuel it.

“And you didn’t answer mine,” Bella finally said. “Would you find it hot if I did?”

Yasmine couldn’t excuse the question a second time. The first time it was a joke, but now Bella looked deadly serious. Almost desperately so.

Yasmine couldn’t help but answer honestly.

“Yes,” she admitted weakly, her voice trembling. “I would.”

Bella’s lips spread into a huge grin, like she’d just gotten everything she’d ever wanted.

Then, almost as quickly, she stood.

“I think I need to use the bathroom.”

She walked off, Yasmine staring gobsmacked from the table as she disappeared into the dim light, headed for the equally dark restroom.

It was an invitation. Even Yasmine wasn’t too dense to see that.

Yasmine took a shuddering breath in.

What the actual fuck is going on?

Bella had told her yesterday that she found her attractive, then said it was only a compliment. That they shouldn’t involve themselves in anything. That she was just being nice.

More importantly, Yasmine had told herself that this could not happen. She found Bella attractive, yes, but she also valued her talent. What if Bella had feelings for her? Yasmine would feel terrible rejecting her, and worse, it would jeopardize their collaboration.

All of these words sounded very nice in her head, all very rational and sensible, but, of course, Yasmine was already walking herself to the bathroom.

“Bella?”

The bathroom was like a mirror maze. A dim green circle of lights wrapped around the ceiling like ivy, providing just enough illumination for her to see a couple inches in front of herself.

A large marble fountain, like you might find at Central Park, sat in the center of the room, and Yasmine padded around it carefully until she reached the stalls.

“Come here. You’ve got to see these toilets.”

Yasmine’s head snapped left, where a stall door stood ajar. Bella beckoned her in with a hand, and Yasmine followed, closing the door behind herself instinctively.

It echoed loudly when it did. These stalls were enclosed floor to ceiling, so they were more likely private rooms than stalls.

“The toilets? What’s so special about them?” Yasmine said, feigning an excuse to be trapped in there with her.

But also, genuinely, the toilet was completely unremarkable. Compared to the weird elegance of the rest of the bathroom, it was just your normal white porcelain.

Bella leaned against the wall, just staring at Yasmine. She didn’t say anything for a moment, just studying her like a hawk. It made Yasmine’s entire body warm.

“I lied,” Bella finally said. “There’s nothing special about the toilets.”

Then she leaned off the wall, took a step forward, and grabbed Yasmine’s waist, pushing her gently into the cold stone.

Yasmine’s breath hitched, expecting her to lean forward, to kiss her, to smother her, to try and kill her, God—she’d let Bella do anything she wanted, but tragically, the woman paused. Her face levitated just a few inches away from Yasmine’s, her eyes closed.

“Yasmine,” Bella breathed out. It sounded like a question.

“Yes?”

From this distance, Yasmine could smell the blood pumping under her skin. She could see the beautiful blue of it in the vein of her neck.

Yasmine took a shuddering breath in. Why was she having these thoughts? Yasmine kept herself hydrated, overly so, consuming way past the daily required amount of blood so that she never had to deal with her vampirism rearing its ugly head.

And so far, it had worked for her. In all her flings with humans, the thought of drinking from them had never even crossed her mind.

But looking at the pale plane of Bella’s neck, an urge festered low in Yasmine’s stomach that was worse than anything she’d felt, even when she was poor and starving.

I just know she would taste so good.

Then Bella pressed closer, her knee sliding between Yasmine’s legs, and all of Yasmine’s thoughts turned to white noise in her brain.

“Just a small question first,” Bella said, her nose nudging at Yasmine’s throat. “If I touch you right now… will you still let me use your lab space?”

Yasmine’s chest shuddered, her hands instinctively grasping at Bella’s waist. Her skin was so hot, like coals. You’d think she was burning alive.

“God, I don’t know,” Yasmine said honestly. “It’s messy.”

She expected Bella to recoil in offense, to pry herself away, but instead she felt the other woman smile into her skin. And what killed Yasmine is that it felt sweet, almost soft, when nothing about this situation was either.

“You’ve gotta promise you will, okay?” Bella said, pressing a chaste kiss to Yasmine’s neck. Oh god. Oh god. “Because I really want to work with you. I respect you a lot as a colleague.”

Yasmine groaned. “Yes, because that’s what I want to hear right now. How much you respect me as a colleague.”

Bella somehow found the zipper of Yasmine’s jeans at that moment, and dragged it down noiselessly. Yasmine gasped as the blonde laid her hand on her lower stomach, just above her underwear, playing with the waistband.

“I mean it. I’d like us to be friends,” Bella said, and Yasmine couldn’t believe how stupidly genuine it sounded. All while Bella was toying with her underwear. “I really was trying my best for this not to happen. But then you just had to flirt with me and make it impossible.”

Yasmine grabbed her by the hair, dragging her backwards so Bella was forced to look her in the eyes.

“Me? Flirt with you?” she said. “Now you’re just gaslighting me.”

“God. That hurt, Yasmine,” Bella said with a laugh, massaging her scalp.

Yasmine immediately softened. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I forgive you,” Bella said, then slid her hand into Yasmine’s underwear.

Yasmine gasped, arching into the wall. “Fuck, Bella.”

She should have known Bella would be good at this. She was good at everything. Annoyingly good. Bella’s fingers found her center immediately, pressing down teasingly.

Meanwhile, Bella’s teeth found her neck. Yasmine didn’t expect them to break skin, but she felt it immediately, the pinch, delightfully painful. It made Yasmine want to explode.

“Now we’re even,” Bella said breathily, like there was a boulder caught in her throat. Her fingers started to work themselves against her. “God, you’re so wet. When did you get so wet?”

Yasmine was too ashamed to answer. If she was being honest, it was probably back at the Nightingale. But it’d definitely gotten worse over the past ten minutes.

“Don’t be so cocky about it,” Yasmine muttered, pressing the back of Bella’s head into her neck. She wished there was a normal way to ask a human to bite you again.

Bella achieved a close second, pressing open-mouth kisses to the mark. It felt almost as heavenly as her teeth, and Yasmine groaned, pushing her in deeper.

“Teeth,” Yasmine moaned as Bella’s fingers continued circling. “Please. I like it.”

Bella didn’t even protest. To Yasmine’s surprise, she felt her clamp down against her skin almost immediately. It was more intense now, almost enough to draw blood, definitely going to leave a bruise. But god, the idea of Bella really biting her.

Of sucking her dry.

What’s wrong with me?

Yasmine in her thousand years had never even been with another vampire, so it wasn’t like she was used to playing around like this. It had always been humans. Easy, vanilla humans. Just one-offs to stave off her sex drive for a few years.

She never behaved like this, all desperate for… what was she even desperate for?

She got her answer when Bella bit down on her neck, pushed two fingers inside of her, and let out the prettiest whine Yasmine had ever heard.

“Fuck, Yasmine, I can’t…” Bella pressed herself against Yasmine’s thigh. Yasmine could feel the heat of her through her jeans, and she so desperately wanted to rip them off. “I’m going to come.”

That snapped Yasmine to attention, even through the utter bliss Bella was inflicting on her with her fingers. “You’re going to come? From what?”

Bella looked her in the eyes for the first time since they started this, and said, voice breaking, “Touching you. You’re just so pretty.”

Her utterly devastated tone left Yasmine speechless. She’d never looked more beautiful than at that moment, her eyes watering slightly, a speck of blood smeared across her upper lip.

Yasmine couldn’t help herself.

She leaned forward, capturing Bella’s mouth. Bella let out a whimper as they melted together, and it drove Yasmine insane.

Wanting to contribute somehow, Yasmine offered her knee up to press against Bella’s center—and God, it was warmer than the sun. Bella seemed to appreciate the pressure, whimpering again into her mouth, her pace inside Yasmine growing loose and haphazard.

As her breaths came faster and faster, Bella briefly disconnected their mouths. “I didn’t join the Nightingale to stalk you, you know. It was just a coincidence. I actually needed the money.”

If Yasmine wasn’t so close, she would have laughed at how ridiculous it was for Bella to feel like confessing that now. But all she could do was rut into Bella’s hand.

“But when I saw you there, the person I’d been wanting to meet for so many years… I thought to myself, she’s quite short for someone so impressive.”

Bella pumped into her once, twice. Yasmine groaned.

“You have the worst dirty talk known to man.”

“I’m not finished.”

As if to prove her point, she curled her fingers into Yasmine, and Yasmine nearly collapsed from ecstasy. She was close, so close—

“But my second thought was… The universe has to hate me,” Bella said, then whined again, a high sound in the back of her throat. “Because I knew I was going to have to touch myself every day for the next week and a half if I had any hope of talking to you normally.”

Yasmine cried out, her body seizing. Bella kissed her hard against the stall, pressing them like two magnets flush to metal.

“Did you?” Yasmine said, a tear streaking down her face, the pleasure washing over her.

“Yes,” Bella groaned, rutting into Yasmine’s thigh. “And then you had to invite me into your house, and God, I felt so guilty doing it in your guest bedroom…”

“Fuck.”

“I’m sorry, Yasmine,” she said, like they were in a confessional. It had a strange gravity to it, like she was apologizing for something grander.

But then Bella’s hips were stuttering against her, and Yasmine knew she was trapped, because Bella’s brows knit together so endearingly, her mouth gasping for air, and Yasmine would rather die than let this be the last time she was the one responsible for that expression.

Once it was over, their foreheads a mess of sweat pressed together, Yasmine resigned herself to that fact, and decided she’d deal with the consequences later.

“I thought about it,” she said, peeking up at her new biggest problem. “You can still work in my lab.”


Chapter 12

Yasmine was a naive, clueless idiot. 

That was the only conclusion she could come to as she sat next to Bella during the Department of Biological Sciences’ quarterly faculty meeting. 

It had been approximately eighteen hours since they hooked up in 12th Street’s marble cage of a bathroom, and everything between then and now had, miraculously, been going just fine. Once they’d returned home from the bar, they shared a late-night latte, talked a bit about lab logistics, then went back to their separate rooms, separate beds. No extraneous kissing or touching. 

And even if there had been, Yasmine would have excused it. Humans release a lot of post-coitus hormones that make them do strange things. 

But Bella had been impressively professional about it all. 

Well, until that moment, when she casually leaned her head on Yasmine’s shoulder while Dean Maguire droned on about grants. 

Yasmine immediately tensed. She didn’t possess that useful vampiric power that gave you eyes in the back of your head, but she knew the professors in the row behind them had to be staring. Due to Yasmine’s uniquely crimson hair, and Bella’s freakish tallness and general magnetism, there was no question that they were easy to recognize. 

“Bella?” Yasmine whispered harshly. “What are you doing?” 

The heavy lump of blonde hair was unmoved by Yasmine’s panicked tone. 

“Tired,” Bella said. “Didn’t sleep much last night.” 

Yasmine’s brow creased in confusion. Bella had disappeared into her room at eleven PM. and only came back out at eleven A.M, when she groggily made her way down the stairs in a bathrobe and slippers, hair completely mussed. 

Yasmine had been on her way out the door then to her mid-day lecture, and thank God for that, because the sight of Bella in that loose robe was very overwhelming. 

“I’m sorry you didn’t sleep well, but I’m going to need you to stop using me as a headrest regardless. We’re in a public meeting.” 

And even though it was a pretty innocent gesture, it was still making Yasmine’s chest tighten, having her this close. She could smell Bella’s strawberry-scented conditioner. 

With an annoyed grunt, Bella slowly lifted her head. 

“You’re not that comfortable anyway,” she said, rubbing the side of her forehead for effect. “Way too bony. It’s like you're made of porcupine needles.” 

Yasmine stifled a smile, looking away towards the lectern. Maguire had clicked onto a new slide, one that had caused the murmur in the room to quiet completely. Strangely enough, the Dean’s tired eyes seemed to be focused on her, of all people. 

Quickly reading text off the slide, Yasmine’s throat clenched. 

NIH Notice of Administrative Review – R01 Allocation 

Her fingers gripped the plastic chair beneath her. 

No. 

They wouldn’t. 

The dean cleared his throat. “The university has been notified, concerning Professor Sokolov’s research, that there might have been some irregularities in the fund awarding process. Typically, concerns like this are addressed prior to notice of award. But it seems something has come up retroactively.” 

Yasmine nearly broke the base of her chair from gripping it so tightly. Her gaze immediately shot like an arrow towards Ford Waldorf. He was sitting in the front row, his arm hanging over his chair as he turned to stare directly at her, grinning. 

That little bitch, she concluded. 

She knew he’d been trying to get the NIH’s attention for months, but her stint with Bella must have sent him over the edge. Who knows how many emails he sent to his contacts there after their little discussion in her office. She probably should have done a better job not pissing him off, but then again, the man was insufferable. She should have been awarded for her restraint that she hadn’t just stabbed him to death with a ballpoint pen. 

Maguire adjusted his glasses, and clicked to the next slide. 

“The university has also been contacted by the Office of Research Integrity. Until this matter is resolved, the awarded funds are temporarily frozen.” 

That got Yasmine out of her seat. 

“Frozen?” she barked. The entire room no longer tried to hide their wolfish leering: the other professors were practically licking their lips with schadenfreude. 

“To clarify,” Maguire began, lifting a hand. 

Yasmine didn’t let him finish. 

“With respect, Dean,” she said, in a tone that exuded no respect at all. “My lab runs continuous marine systems. We have live sea urchin specimens both here and in Alaska. If vendor payments are halted, or if staff contracts are paused, those animals will die, and my research will be completely disrupted.” 

Maguire grimaced. 

“...And we can discuss all of that in private, after this meeting, Professor,” he continued. “This was just a general notice so that the rest of the staff can be ready to pick up some of your lectures if you need to focus on dealing with this investigation. Everyone will understand if you feel the need to take a step back during this time.” 

A step back. Yasmine was three seconds away from sending the entire department into a living nightmare. The gall. 

A hand on Yasmine’s leg drew her out of her boiling anger. 

She turned, finding Bella looking back up at her. Unlike everyone else in the room, Bella didn’t seem moved by this revelation at all. She had her legs casually crossed, her head propped up with her hand, tapping at her cheek, as if she might fall asleep without the stimulation. 

“Relax,” Bella mouthed, as if Yasmine was having some kind of unprovoked tantrum. Then she leaned closer and whispered, “We both know you don’t need that money. Are a few million dollars really something to get worked up about?” 

Yasmine blinked. It felt like shutters had fallen over the room, eclipsing everyone except the two of them. 

Despite the fact that Bella was a completely irrelevant entity in this—arguably the least powerful person in the room if ranking by degree, position, money, experience—she seemed to have total control over the situation. Not a worry in the world. 

It was so irritating. 

But also, she was right. 

Yasmine did have enough money to fund her own research. It wouldn’t be simple—she’d have to very quickly invent a handful of new companies, divert funds carefully into the correct nonprofits, divest a large amount of stocks, all in a relatively short amount of time—but it would be doable. 

Bella released her hand from Yasmine’s leg, and made a noncommittal gesture to the stage that was equivalent to: Go handle this so we can get lunch. 

Apathy had never looked sexier on anyone. Yasmine’s throat was dry when she tried to swallow, but she managed it, turning back towards the stage. 

“Thank you so much, Dean Maguire, for informing me,” she said, smiling tightly at the pack of wolves disguised as scientists. For her last sentence, though, she fixated completely on Waldorf. “I think I will take a break from teaching for a few months, then, while I deal with this. It’s good to know I’ll be leaving my students in really qualified hands, hm?” 

The room absorbed her change of heart with a beat of silent bafflement. Waldorf especially, his jaw was clicking open and closed like a nutcracker as he looked back and forth between Yasmine and Maguire, expecting some divine punishment to befall her. But all the Dean did was sag further into his oversized coat. 

“Oh. Well then. Thank you for your understanding, Professor Sokolov,” Maguire said with a distraught blink. After a beat, he grabbed his clicker and continued to the next slide. “Now, a few administrative changes when it comes to office space…” 

Yasmine slunk back into her seat, the attention off her at last. She was ready to close her eyes and tune out the rest of this circus performance when Bella’s hand slunk its way across her thigh, then patted it twice. 

“Good girl,” she said, teasingly. “Coffee on me today. To celebrate your retirement.” 

Yasmine’s cheeks burned. She wasn’t ready to face what those two words just did to her, so she just looked up at the fluorescent lights until her eyes hurt, and nodded. 

*** 

“You said we were getting—” Yasmine’s head slammed into the file cabinet, and she groaned. “—Damn it. Coffee. This is not coffee.” 

Instead of apologizing, Bella just giggled, reached under Yasmine’s legs, and hoisted her onto the janitor’s table. Dust plumed around them as Bella leaned forward and captured her lips again. All Yasmine could do was let out a tiny sound in protest. 

“It was just too much watching you get worked up in there,” Bella whined once they separated, both of them gasping for air. “Not to mention these fuck me jeans.” 

“They’re called Levi’s.” 

“Don’t say some man’s name when we’re kissing, please.” 

The way Bella said when we’re kissing, so whiny and petulant and almost sweet, made Yasmine’s entire being turn to mush. It was an entirely different feeling from the one she had low in her stomach, and it was starting to get confusing. 

No, everything had been confusing to begin with. Now it was only worsening. 

Bella reached for the zipper of Yasmine’s pants again, but Yasmine caught her hand, stopping her. “How do you know how much money I have?” she asked. 

Bella giggled. She didn’t try to escape Yasmine’s grappling hands, but instead leaned in again, shifting past Yasmine’s lips to press two kisses to her cheek. They were soft and brief and pointless, and they made Yasmine’s chest shudder. 

She would really have to talk to Bella about boundaries soon. Very soon. Right now would be ideal, but she really needed to prioritize her problems. 

“Bella,” she pressed, yanking her back by the hair—gentler now than last night, but not by much. “Tell me how you know.” 

Bella rolled her eyes, and massaged the back of her scalp. 

“Well, for one,” Bella began, and Yasmine realized just how effective a technique hooking up with Bella was to getting her to admit things. Suddenly she felt way better about her decisions. “You live in a mansion in front of Central Park. And before you yell at me, yes, I know that doesn’t make you a billionaire by default. I know about that part because my main hobby outside of work is reading all the fake news articles you have your assistant write about your various shell corporations. Some of them are so funny.” 

Yasmine pulled back, stunned. 

She could barely see the shape of Bella’s face in the dim light of the janitor’s closet, but what she could see was completely full of herself. This asshole. 

“Maybe I should suspect that you were the one who had my funding pulled,” Yasmine scoffed. 

It was a joke, but also, it wasn’t. Yasmine was paying the best accountants, financial advisors, international lawyers and professional hackers on Planet Earth to obfuscate her paper trail. The idea that a random Princeton grad from Boston, Massachusetts could figure any of this out was completely insane. 

At first, Yasmine had written off all her little outbursts as Bella making educated guesses, but combined with what she had said earlier about Yasmine conning her way into Columbia, she clearly knew way more than she let on. 

“How did you figure it out?” Yasmine whispered. “I know you said you’ve been wanting to work with me for years, but so have thousands of hungry post-docs. I don’t think any of them know anything close to what you do about me. I don’t think the U.S. government even does.” 

Bella bit down on her lip. Yasmine was starting to see a pattern in her little micro-expressions. This one meant: Bella didn’t want to tell her. 

That just wouldn’t do. 

Deciding to make use of their predicament, Yasmine leaned in, taking Bella by surprise with a searing kiss. Startled at first, Bella leaned into it after a fraction of a second, whimpering, clearly pleased. It took everything inside Yasmine to immediately pull back. 

Bella frowned when their lips roughly disconnected. 

“Come back here,” she mumbled. 

“No. Tell me first.” 

Bella’s brows creased in a way that told Yasmine she could see the game she was playing. But apparently Yasmine was playing it well, because for the first time, Yasmine saw a crack in the facade. 

Bella let out a small sigh, and tucked a strand of hair behind Yasmine’s ear. 

“If I tell you now, you have to promise to finish having sex with me first before you run out of this room to scream at her.” 

Yasmine blinked. “Scream at whom?” 

Bella dragged a hand across her face, shaking her head. 

“Your friend, uh, Sylvia, I think her name was,” Bella began, narrowing her eyes in memory. “She’s been using your shell company credit cards to pay for streaming services. But she doesn’t use the correct fake names on the cards when she signs up. She just bills everything to Yasmine Sokolov. So all of your previously hidden offshore bank accounts have been paying for Netflix and Hulu under your name for the past six months. It’s… pretty easy to track, so… You’ll probably get a call from the IRS soon.” 

Bella finished this confession with a shrug, and Yasmine stared off into space. The bare lightbulb dangling on a wire from the ceiling reflected her gaping mouth back at her. 

“I’m actually going to get her assassinated.” 

Bella frowned. “After, though, right?” 

Yasmine was going to protest—she really wasn’t in the frame of mind to do anything except beat Sylvia right now, preferably with one of those bats that had nails in it—but then Bella made the insane decision of climbing up onto the table, straddling her, and whispering, “I think my honesty should be rewarded, don’t you?” 

*** 

Bella sighed as she stretched across the empty couch, watching through Yasmine’s stupidly large windows as the street collected with mobs of drunk university students. 

This was so sad. The people of Manhattan were out there having fun, and she was alone in the house. Again. 

And it was all her fault, too. She just had to let that thing slip about Sylvia. 

They’d at least gotten to finish what they’d started, but Yasmine was so… vacant during it. 

What does it matter? It’s just sex. She’s into it. You’re into it. That’s it. You should count your lucky stars that the prettiest vampire on Planet Earth wants to sleep with you. 

Whatever. It wasn’t her fault Yasmine kept looking at her like that after Bella kissed her, so soft and delicate, as if Bella was some kind of sexual revelation in this thousand-year-old woman’s life. 

Of course Bella enjoyed that, and of course she noticed when it abruptly stopped. 

She just wanted Yasmine to feel good. That was all. Bella was charitable, a giver! 

Yeah right. 

Groaning, Bella grabbed one of Yasmine’s ungraded exams, flipped it over, and scrawled with a black ink pen, in large block letters: 

REMEMBER. WHAT. YOU’RE. HERE. FOR. 

She underlined it twice, then added another line underneath: 

FIND. A. CURE. 

That was all that mattered. Bella would have formal access to Yasmine’s lab starting tomorrow, when they’d do their onboarding. 

She would observe the research progress Yasmine had made so far, combine it with her own, and work toward a solution. 

That’s what she liked about science. It was straightforward. It had correct answers. They weren’t always obvious at first, but they were there. Human beings were more like multiple choice. Or, worse, open response questions. 

Sighing, she crumpled the test and threw it in the fireplace. Then, she reached for the remote and turned on the tv. 

The news caught her eye. A reporter was standing in front of a burnt carcass of a house in Brooklyn. Two fire trucks and five ambulances were parked on the street. It looked like a typical house fire, a bad one, sure, but nothing special. 

But then the camera panned to the right, exposing the rest of the street. 

Each and every house on the block had been turned into a husk. 

Between the houses, the grass was dry and brittle. The trees and the plants in the yards weren’t burnt, just shriveled, like they hadn’t seen sun or water in years. 

The camera man turned again, towards the middle of the street. A strong computer-generated blur immediately coated the screen, the kind they used to protect viewers from seeing anything too grotesque. 

But even through the imposed fog, Bella could see the fuzzy shape of what they were trying to cover up—bodies upon bodies were strewn across the pavement. 

Her heart lurched. Her hand flew to her chest, nails digging into her skin. 

No. It’s just a coincidence. Don’t be silly. 

Maybe they’re not bodies. You can only see the outlines anyway. 

But even as she rationalized it in her head, she didn’t click away. She stayed glued to the screen as the camera shifted again, and in the cameraman’s haste, one of the bodies lingered just outside the blur box, completely exposed for a fraction of a second. 

A single tear streaked down Bella’s cheek as she saw the corpse. 

There were no burn marks. The victim’s body was completely dehydrated, squeezed out like a sponge. No blood left, not even a speck on the pavement. 

Only one kind of vampire left a body like that. 

For the first time in many, many years, Bella had visitors.


Chapter 13 


“Dear God,” Bella said. “No wonder everyone in the department hates you.” 

The lab doors slammed closed, abandoning the pair of scientists alone in the blue glow of Yasmine’s laboratory. Bella was stuck like gum, immediately enraptured. Yasmine just laughed, opened a drawer, and snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves. 

“They’re going to hate me even more next week,” she said. “When the newly formed Urchin Research Foundation drops thirty-three million dollars in my bank account.” 

Bella nodded. She was sure the resentment would be torrential. 

Before this, she had never completely understood why Waldorf had it out for Yasmine so badly—almost as soon as Bella arrived at Columbia, he’d informed her of the singular professor she was to avoid at all costs, the “red-haired eastern European nymph,” which only added to Yasmine’s allure—but now she understood. 

Her laboratory was ridiculous. 

Yasmine kept her lab like a dictator kept his prison: overflowing. It was hard to imagine that even the Boston Aquarium possessed this kind of marine inventory, and Yasmine was managing it in a facility an eighth of the size. 

“I ordered this for you,” Yasmine said, stealing her attention away. She casually tossed Bella something long and white. “If it’s not your size, let me know. I’ll have it sorted.” 

Bella caught it, turning the fabric over in her hands. 

A lab coat? 

Not just a lab coat. An exceptionally expensive one, judging by the feel of it. It had a small red insignia embedded in the chest pocket: the initials B. D. written in cursive. 

Bella let out a short, disbelieving laugh to distract from the way her chest clenched. 

“You had it embroidered?” 

Yasmine shrugged her own coat on as she shot Bella a bewildered look. 

“Of course. What, did Dr. Idiot have you wearing an old rag?” 

Bella covered her mouth with a gloved hand, trying not to laugh too hard. 

It was genuinely hilarious how much that silly human man got under Yasmine’s skin. It was as if she saw herself in genuine competition with Waldorf. 

In competition with him… for me. 

The thought made Bella’s stomach flutter. If she didn’t know better, she’d think Yasmine was being genuinely possessive of her. 

Bella’s smile faltered. 

Don’t do that. Don’t be foolish. 

She had to keep herself far, far away from those fantasies. 

Especially now. 

In the back of her mind, a tape played on repeat. That hollowed, bloodless corpse from the television screen felt so close, like it was in the room with her, walking the tank-filled rows. 

Every so often, she would hallucinate it—its freeze-dried face would pause behind a tank, twist its snapped neck, and glare at her from behind bubbling water. 

Bella took in a breath, shook away the apparition, and started speed-walking in the opposite direction. 

“Hey! Where are you going?” 

“I want to get a sense of the place,” she replied, keeping a step ahead of Yasmine so she didn’t have to look at her. “Will I be responsible for cleaning the tanks?” 

Unfortunately, trying to stay ahead of Yasmine was a Sisyphean task. Being the wired little monkey that she was, Yasmine caught up to her in seconds. And once she was in front of Bella, she started walking backwards like a campus tour guide. 

“If I wasted your talent on scrubbing glass all day, I would hope you’d kill me in retaliation,” Yasmine scoffed. “My little, er… night helpers take care of all the cleaning.” 

Yasmine’s utter confusion at what to call her staff forced a laugh out of Bella, even through the fog occupying her brain. 

“Let me take a wild guess,” Bella said. “You’ve never actually met the people who clean and maintain your labyrinth of a lab, have you?” 

Yasmine bit her lip. It wasn’t a guilty expression, but it was at the least mildly embarrassed. She clearly didn’t like how easily Bella could read her. 

“Not once,” she confessed. “My assistant takes care of them.” 

“Ah, your assistant.. And how many of those do you have?” 

Narrowing her eyes in thought, Yasmine abruptly stopped walking. She cocked her head to the side adorably, then counted on her fingers. 

“Um… twenty? Thirty? Gosh, I don’t know. I have an assistant who oversees all my assistants. I call her the Lead Assistant. I think her name’s Rebecca. Or Ashley.” 

“You don’t even know your Lead Assistant’s name?” 

Yasmine shrugged. “I try not to form attachments.” 

Bella snorted, even when that made her chest hurt. 

Because she knew it wasn’t just a throwaway comment. 

Even before Bella had arrived in America, she’d known about Yasmine. She was a bit of a living legend in vampire society. Even though the outcast Dragomirs had always fluttered like bloodletting fruit flies on the perimeter of the vampire world, her mother collected gossip like a vacuum—and the red-haired nightmare queen was a very prominent topic at their dinner table. 

“It seems Ms. Sokolov has done away with another companion. So many gravestones in that backyard. She sounds like a real pleasure, doesn’t she, girls?” 

Bella never heard the definitive story about what happened to Yasmine’s family, but their deaths seemed to be the beginning of a longstanding pattern. 

Any vampire who proposed to her? Graveyard. 

That thrall she’d married, Richard? Buried. 

So, by any logic, Bella was certainly next on the chopping block. And yet here she was, neck under the guillotine, maddeningly attracted to the executioner. 

“Anyway,” Yasmine said, clapping her hands together so loudly that it made Bella snap to attention. “These are not the questions I’m paying you to ask. Let’s get into the research.” 

“Right,” Bella replied unsteadily. She cleared her throat. “I’ll follow your lead, Professor.” 

Yasmine rolled her eyes and grabbed Bella by the waist, piloting her in the correct direction, towards where Yasmine kept her instruments. “Do not call me that.” 

*** 

Bella learned several things in the next couple hours, as the pair of them hunched over a computer screen and examined a year and a half of data. 

One, Yasmine “I try not to form attachments” Sokolov gave each one of her sea urchins their own unique name. 

Two, Bella found fact number one incredibly endearing. 

And three, Yasmine’s research… had gone absolutely nowhere. 

Okay, not nowhere. She’d made remarkable progress in understanding the mechanisms that slowed cell degradation in sea urchins. 

But as far as applying it to humans? Uh… 

How could Bella phrase this nicely? 

Reading Yasmine’s research was like watching an incredibly intelligent alien try to explain the difference between humans and monkeys. 

To the highly advanced alien, these two species of hairy primates are incredibly similar, to the point where there are almost no noticeable differences beyond the superficial. Of course, ask a human, and they’d be insulted by the question. 

Yasmine was viewing vampires and sea urchins the same way. Since she didn’t understand the mechanism of immortality, she assumed she could reasonably replicate it between species. 

Bella probably would have started there as well, if she didn’t know better. 

“So,” Yasmine said, rolling her chair back to look at Bella. “What do you think?” 

“It’s, uh…” 

“A complete waste of a year and a half of my life?” 

“No, I wouldn’t say that…” Bella trailed off, trying to find the right words. She was not very good at sugarcoating things. “It’s a very impressive study of sea urchins. The marine science community will be, um, overjoyed.” 

Yasmine grew visibly more miserable, shoulders sagging, and Bella couldn’t help herself. 

She grabbed the edge of the other woman’s chair and rolled it forward, so their knees were flush. 

“It’s very good science, Yasmine,” she said seriously, laying her hand on Yasmine’s thigh. “Don’t put yourself down.” 

Yasmine looked at her with an impassive expression, eyes flitting to Bella’s hand, then back to her face. To Bella’s surprise, Yasmine didn’t coil into a spiky defensive ball like she usually did when her scientific ability was brought into question. She didn’t even yell at Bella about the unnecessary touching. She clearly wasn’t happy with the critique, but she didn’t run away from it. 

Instead, she looked up at Bella with a starkly different expression than usual. She frowned helplessly, with a limp sort of frustration. 

“I’m completely lost in this,” she admitted. “Do you know how long I’ve been slamming my head into this problem? I’m scared one and a half years is going to turn into thirty. Time passes so quickly without me noticing, it just flies through my fingers, and that terrifies me. I can’t just be doing really good sea urchin research. I need to be doing research that actually extends human life. I need to, Bella.” 

Exasperated tears were forming under Yasmine’s eyes. When Bella noticed, Yasmine immediately blinked them away, took a breath in, and hung her head down. 

Bella was stunned. 

She knew Yasmine was obviously passionate about this research from a theoretical perspective—all vampires had some sort of life’s work, it was how you made the years pass without going insane—but this pet project seemed to wade deeper for her. 

Bella found herself grasping at straws to understand why. 

Was there a human being that Yasmine loved? Had she fallen for one? 

No. That would make no sense. Why would she be casually hooking up with her post-doc if she was head over heels for some human? And beyond that, she’d been going on unsuccessful dates with vampires for months before she met Bella. 

What else could it be, though? Was she mourning her late thrall husband? Did she actually care about him on some level? 

Yasmine got up from her chair, shaking out her shoulders. 

“I’m sorry,” she said in an unreadable tone. “My passion got away from me.” 

“Come on. Your passion is what I came to New York for,” Bella said, launching herself out of her chair at the same time, so they ended up much closer than either of them planned—practically toe to toe. 

Yasmine tried to walk back, to put an inch of space between them, but the computer table stopped her, and she nearly tripped. 

Bella grabbed her by the waist, steadying her. 

Even though she knew her family was here ahead of schedule, even though she knew the thing that needed all of her attention was at the bottom of a microscope, Bella couldn’t help but look longingly at Yasmine’s lips, and make stupid promises. 

“Don’t be such a downer. It’s going to be fine. I’m going to help you,” she said breathily. She tried to wrench her hands off of Yasmine’s waist, but they stubbornly stayed there, digging into her leather belt. “I have some pretty compelling theories around symbiotic fungi and biological immortality that I’ve wanted to test for years, but I’ve never had the finances or the equipment.” 

At that, Yasmine seemed to free herself from the mental riptide she had been flailing around in. She looked up at Bella and took a shaky breath in, winding her hands around Bella’s waist in a way she tried not to label as possessive. 

“And what would you need for that research?” Yasmine whispered. 

Thankfully, even the burn of Yasmine’s fingertips couldn’t wipe the script Bella had been rehearsing ever since she arrived on campus. 

“A genome sequencer. An electron microscope…” 

Yasmine’s eyebrows lifted, but her grip only tightened. 

“That already puts the budget into the millions.” 

“I know,” Bella said. 

Yasmine studied her face thoughtfully. 

“Okay,” she said after a beat, like it was nothing. “Whatever resources you need, whatever funding it requires, you can have it.” 

Taken aback, Bella whispered, “Really? Just like that?” 

“Just like that.” 

Yasmine threaded her fingers through the belt loops on Bella’s jeans, and pulled her slightly closer. Bella wasn’t sure she was even aware she was doing it. 

“But,” Yasmine said, her nails scratching around Bella’s waist. “There is a condition.” 

Bella inhaled. “Yes?” 

Yasmine took a moment, bit her lip. The sea urchin behind her head bobbed around in its watery cage. 

“You have to be right." 

Bella narrowed her eyes, lost. "I have to be... right?" 

"Yes. If I waste my time and money on your ideas, and they don’t produce an actual resolution, I will drop you from my lab,” Yasmine said, in a completely measured tone. “If you try to undermine my goal or work for your own end in any way, you will never see the inside of a lab again.” 

That shocked Bella like a slap across the face. Not one that hurt, though. On the contrary, she was almost delighted. 

How nice it was to finally see under the charitable mask. 

Still, given those extreme terms, it would have been a much smarter call to tell her no. Bella had offers waiting for her at Harvard and at Yale. She wouldn’t be able to access the scale of funding that Yasmine was offering elsewhere, but she could probably work her way up to acquiring it over several years. 

But after what she saw last night, the conservative approach was no longer an option. 

Her family was here, in New York City, four years ahead of schedule. She probably had a week at most before they found her, and a month before they figured out that she was trying to rid herself of the one thing that made her valuable to them. 

“Counter-offer,” Bella said, adrenaline edging her on. “If I deliver you the results you’re looking for in less than a month, you wire eighty million dollars into my bank account.” 

When Yasmine’s eyebrows flew up, Bella immediately wished she’d demanded less. But then again, if she wanted to stay off the radar, she needed the money to do so. It was very expensive to stay completely anonymous, and her family was annoyingly good at turning up unasked. See: right now. 

“Less than a month,” Yasmine said, her breath falling cold on Bella’s lips. “That’s impossible. It undermines my opinion of you to even offer it.” 

Bella would have believed that—but Yasmine’s fingers were digging even deeper into her back, and her eyes were colored faintly red. 

This Russian roulette game they were playing was… turning her on. 

And fuck, it was turning Bella on, too. It really shouldn’t have, given she was the one with a gun to her forehead and Yasmine was the one holding it. But still. 

Bella reached up, tucking a hair behind Yasmine’s ear. “Yes or no, Yasmine.” 

“Well—let me just clarify the terms,” Yasmine breathed. “Eighty million dollars if you give me a way to extend human life in under a month. Zero dollars and no career if you’re fucking with me.” 

Bella smiled, the white noise of the pipes and the filters and the tanks vibrating like hard bass around them. She nudged her nose against Yasmine’s and nodded. 

“I find I work better under pressure,” she joked. “If you’d actually read the application I submitted, you would have known that.” 

For a moment, Yasmine didn’t move. Her lips just lingered open a centimeter away from Bella’s own. 

“You are a really strange human being,” Yasmine said slowly, raising her hand to cup Bella’s face. “And it’s definitely a liability that I like you so much.” 

Bella’s chest tightened. 

“So, you have a deal,” Yasmine finished. She leaned in, placing a soft, gentle kiss to Bella’s lips, one that was so much worse than if she’d just fucked her. Bella had expected something hard and quick, a messy culmination, not that. “Now, let’s talk about this whole fungi thing. Because I’m going to be honest with you, I fail to see the connection between immortality and mold. But eighty million dollars says otherwise, so.” 

Yasmine pushed against Bella’s chest lightly, slipping out of the embrace and back towards her computer. 

Bella just stared after her, watching as Yasmine opened Google Scholar, as if she hadn’t just kissed her, or threatened her career, or done anything strange at all. 

And all Bella could do was sit next to her, direct her towards a better search engine, and pretend like the guillotine blade wasn’t closing in. 

Because if they were actually going to do this, then Bella was going to have to tell her everything.


Chapter 14 


For Yasmine Sokolov, most problems could be solved by a hot bath.

As it turned out, Bella Dragomir was not most problems.

Yasmine groaned, lathering shampoo into her scalp, hoping to scrape out the thoughts that kept bubbling up from the drain.

I shouldn’t have been so strict with her.

She massaged the foam in harder, raking her fingernails down to the base of her neck.

You had no other choice. You have to end this quickly.

The oddly fruity scent wafting from her head made the cognitive loop even more inescapable. She frowned, looking down at her own hands like they’d betrayed her. Her fingers were full of pink fluffy suds.

Looking up, her eyes found the bottle she’d just squeezed.

Strawberry shampoo.

This is what I get for telling Bella she could use the jacuzzi.

Groaning, she vigorously splashed her hands into the water to rid herself of the pink foam, then dunked her head so deep in the bath water that she could no longer breathe.

It was pleasant for a few seconds, that deprivation. Squinting through the water, she looked up at the white porcelain tiles on the ceiling, at the severe grey grout lines between each square. The longer she stayed submerged, the more the lines morphed and twisted, until there was no distinction at all.

She could relate.

Her phone rattled on the side of the jacuzzi, and her body’s autonomic processes betrayed her, forcing her to gasp for air. She patted her hand around like a newborn, searching for the vibrating torture device, until she finally grasped it. She picked it up and swiped messily at the screen.

“Hello?”

“Mom?”

Yasmine’s chest deflated, a sudden shame enveloping her.

Wallace.

“Hi, sweetheart.”

“Hi, Mom,” Wallace said, sounding relieved. “I was starting to get worried about you.”

Yasmine pinched the bridge of her nose, cringing. He’d texted her several times this week, and she’d forgotten to reply to all of them.

Mother of the year, she was not.

“I’m sorry, my darling. I know I’ve been horrible at getting back to you,” she said, refusing to let herself dwell on the reason—or rather, person—keeping her so occupied. “They cancelled my research funding. It’s been a whole ordeal.”

“Oh shit. Seriously? Cancelled? Is everything going to be ok with the lab?”

Yasmine’s heart sank. She hated how genuine and sweet he sounded when he asked. He’d always been this way: an angel of a listener.

She’d tried stomping that trait out of him from a young age—empathy was a dangerous thing to have, it tended to invite vultures—but he was stubbornly good, that boy.

“Yes, it’ll be fine,” she reassured him quickly. “My colleague reminded me that I have more than enough money to deal with funding issues myself.”

The line went oddly silent for a second. All Yasmine could hear was Wallace’s footsteps against pavement.

“You’re actually friendly with a colleague?” he finally said. “That’s new.”

Oh. Yasmine’s cheeks burned. God, could she not go five seconds without inserting Bella into the conversation? It was a blessing she didn’t mention her by name.

“It’s not new. I have collaborated with many people before.”

“Yes. Yourself, under different pen names.”

Yasmine rolled her eyes. It was hard to hide from her own flesh and blood.

“I’ve come across a promising post-doc, so I hired her to my lab. I assure you she is very real.”

Wallace audibly gasped. “You hired someone to actually work alongside you? Not on a different time schedule, so you never have to see them?”

“Is it really that unbelievable?” Yasmine muttered, remembering Bella’s teasing from earlier. It had not been obvious to her previously just how anti-social she was.

Car horns blared in the background as Wallace seemingly crossed an intersection. Yasmine’s eyebrows furrowed. Where is he going?

It was late. Almost ten thirty, and a weekday.

“Is someone threatening you? Is that why your funding disappeared?” He went quiet for a second, then asked, “Is this… vampire stuff?”

Yasmine’s fingers clenched under the water.

Ever since Tommy’s death, Wallace had started asking that question a lot. Yasmine had kept him at a safe distance from vampire society for a very long time, but Sylvia and Aster had torn the shutters off of his windows, and now he was constantly scared of another bird flying into the glass.

Anger surged through her at the memory, and she jerked up and out of the tub, wet feet padding out onto the cold tiles.

“No, no vampire stuff, dear,” she said, grabbing a towel.

She asked herself many times why she’d forgiven Sylvia for everything she’d put her through last year.

There was, of course, the story she’d told herself: how Tommy was a corrupt asshole, just like his father; how he had money laundering and tax evasion allegations hanging over his head that would have inevitably shipped him off to white collar prison; how Earth did not lose an angel when they killed him.

But that was the thing. They didn’t need to kill him. They didn’t need to pointlessly traumatize her son. It was selfish and stupid, and yet Yasmine had forgiven Sylvia nonetheless, extending her arm once more over the fence, even as the dog continued to bite the hand that fed it.

It’s because you’re scared you’ll lose your only friend if you tell her off.

Yasmine gritted her teeth. How pathetic. How could she be a role model to Wallace if she kept letting herself get taken advantage of?

This was why she needed to set that ultimatum with Bella.

She had one friend who used her, and that was enough. She couldn’t bear knowing that all she was good for was her money two times, even if it was true.

She wrapped her towel around herself and wedged the phone into her neck as she walked towards the kitchen. “Enough about me. I’m tired enough of my own life, I don’t want to hear my own voice anymore,” she said. “Tell me about you. Where are you going this late at night? I thought you gave up drinking at like, age seventeen.”

Yasmine heard something click on Wallace’s end. A door lock?

“Would you prefer that I drink? You are such a strange parental figure,” he said. The rush of cars outside quieted to nothing. “Just coming home after buying groceries.”

Bullshit.

“I just want you to have fun. I mean, not too much fun. But an appropriate amount. In moderation. Enough to stave off depression but not enough to invite mania. Like, you can smoke weed, but don’t let it be a gateway drug, that sort of thing.”

“Thank you so much for giving me permission to smoke weed,” Wallace said. “I’ll take that into account while I’m watching Love Island in bed.”

Yasmine frowned. Plodding into the kitchen, she pulled up her surveillance app. She’d sewn an Air Tag into Wallace’s backpack several years ago, so she could follow his every movement through Manhattan.

Yes, she was aware that was not great parenting.

But even though the Council had been obliterated by Aster, a power vacuum always welcomed new, deadly insects. Better to be safe than sorry, especially when her son was so terrifyingly powerless.

The little blinking green dot that represented Wallace lit up somewhere in Brooklyn. He did not live in Brooklyn.

“I don’t believe you,” she sing-songed, her damp fingers slipping off the screen as she attempted to zoom in. “It’s not good to lie to your mother, Wallace.”

“Mm, but my mother loves lying to me. Must run in the family,” he shot back. Yasmine heard a muffled male voice in the background, and Wallace abruptly cleared his throat, “Gotta go. Thanks for letting me know you’re alive.”

“Wallace! Who was that?”

The line cut off.

Yasmine stared at her frowning face in the reflection of the Call Ended screen.

She sighed, put the phone face down on the counter, then reached for the fridge door. It was probably just a boy he was seeing. He was allowed to have a boyfriend; Yasmine couldn’t ground him for that. For one, because he was an adult man, and two, because Yasmine didn’t want him to be totally alone.

It wasn’t healthy for humans. They needed companionship.

You say that like you weren’t a human once.

Even though it was true, it felt like a lie. She felt so much like a sentient corpse.

Not Wallace, though. He still has a chance to be a person.

She took a shuddering breath in as she grabbed a bottle of blood.

She’d been finding herself needing more and more of it these days, despite her diet not changing. She chalked it up to the stress of her research; cortisol did strange things to one’s metabolism.

And if Bella had introduced anything to Yasmine’s life, it was cortisol.

Bella.

She’d blissfully forgotten about the blonde for ten minutes, and now the mere mention of her name in her own mind had her nearly spilling her glass of blood onto the countertop. It was agonizing: this feeling, this desperation. It needed to end.

She needed to make it end.

And not just because it was physically and mentally derailing her daily life. No, if they were to pull this feat of research off in one month, she needed total concentration.

What if she missed the result that would change Wallace’s life all because she couldn’t stop fixating on how far Bella’s mouth was from hers?

She’d never forgive herself.

Wallace could have a human boyfriend. That was fine. It made sense. But Yasmine and Bella? Yasmine could not have a human… Fuck. Why was she even going there? Why was she even making comparisons? This was sex. This was overextended horniness. This was a mess.

Her brain was on the verge of a gas leak.

“Need to end this,” she said decisively, letting the adrenaline of it push her on as she swallowed down her last gulp of blood and reached for her phone.

First, she changed Bella’s contact to just her name. The nickname was only making things worse, suggesting a familiarity that wasn’t there. Then, she started to type.

Yasmine: when are you going to get back to my place?

Yasmine: we need to talk

A minute passed, and no response came. Yasmine frowned; she began to pace around her living room, her shadow stalking back and forth beneath the light of her chandelier.

One minute turned into five, then ten, then fifteen.

“Where the hell is she?”

Yasmine knew Bella had a shift at the Nightingale, but that should have ended hours ago. Was she grabbing groceries? It didn’t take that long to put broccoli in a bag.

She abruptly stopped pacing, her eyes drawn towards the street.

There was a drunk couple making out on the bench just outside Central Park, directly opposite her window.

It occurred to Yasmine for the first time then, as she watched those strangers’ sloppy mouths go at it under the street light, that Bella had things she could do besides work in Yasmine’s lab, serve people coffee, and get them broccoli.

Yasmine swallowed. She felt tremendously stupid.

Because of course Bella had friends. She was young, smart, not to mention that she looked like Marilyn Monroe’s previously unreported half-sister.

Fuck, she could have anyone she wanted. She was probably at a bar, smiling that stupid pretty grin of hers, gathering numbers like a fisherman hoisting up a net of clams.

The rope around her lungs tightened to an unbearable degree. She looked away from the couple, unable to stand it any longer, and marched towards the stairs. She was still only in her towel, dripping water onto the carpet, she was a mess, she needed to get dressed…

Bella: yasmine

Yasmine nearly tripped on the staircase, her hand gripping the railing so she didn’t fall backwards. She stared down at her phone, her heartbeat in her throat.

Bella: sorry can we talk about whatever is on your mind later

Bella: just kind of a bad time right now

Bella: i need help. like medical attention sort of

…What?

Immediately, every thought left Yasmine’s head. Everything went dark around her as her trembling fingertips typed out a response.

Yasmine: where are you?

Without waiting to hear back, she flew up the remaining stairs, throwing her towel onto the floor and yanking her dresser drawers open. She had no idea what she was putting on. She didn’t care.

Yasmine: bella? where are you?

She had a horrible feeling in her chest: a sinking, terrible dread.

You’re overreacting, Yasmine told herself as she tried to control her breathing. This isn’t like the other times. She’s a human in her late twenties. She’s probably just drunk and needs a ride home.

Bella: bleeding a lot

Bella: dont call ambulance it wont work. need my cream

Bella: its in the top drawer of my stuff. it’s the one with the little red sticker

Bleeding a lot.

Yasmine took in a shaky breath.

No.

Bella Dragomir has sent a location on Google Maps. Would you like to open it?


Chapter 15

Yasmine’s feet were bleeding by the time she crested Canal Street. 

It was her fault for grabbing whatever was lying around, but Bella was all she could think about as she slipped into her dress heels and went storming out the door. Now she was running across another intersection, the bottoms of her pants soaked with sewer water, and a screaming pinky toe. 

And—she checked Google Maps and grimaced—all to no avail. She was still fifteen minutes away from the bar. 

Yasmine had been right about one thing: Bella had been out drinking. 

The address she’d shared with her was for a place called Little Midnight, a divey joint in Chinatown that only had a single (two-star) review on Google Maps that said “they don’t take Apple Pay.” 

“Ms. Sokolov! Please stop running!” 

The heel nearly broke off Yasmine’s shoe as she was forced to halt. 

A black SUV slammed its brakes right over the crosswalk, the cars trapped behind it honking like a horde of frenzied geese. The SUV’s window rolled down, and the driver beckoned Yasmine in aggressively. 

Relief washed over her when she saw who was driving. She reached for the handle. “Took you long enough,” she said, falling into the seat and swinging the door closed. 

As soon as she was inside, Rebecca sent them jetting. Her Lead Assistant was a very unsuspecting-looking person, a short, stocky, cardigan-wearing mother of two, or three, Yasmine couldn’t remember, but she had a quicker reaction time than a Navy SEAL. She was the only person Yasmine interviewed that scored highly in driving ability, gun handling, grocery shopping, and business administration. 

A real New York diamond. 

“That’s because I’ve been chasing you down,” Rebecca shot back in a harsh whisper, keeping her eyes on the road but her mouth twisted in a very severe frown. “You told me to pick you up from your residence, but you weren’t there when I arrived. And then you kept running by me every time I honked.” 

One thing Rebecca had not scored high on was personality. She tended to let Yasmine have it more often than not, which was actually another reason she shot to the top of the recruitment list. Yasmine hated kiss-asses. 

“It would have been a waste of time for me to sit in traffic with you,” Yasmine said, leaning over the dashboard so she could scan the street. “Next left.” 

The car swerved, tires shrieking across the sidewalk. Yasmine made eye contact with a pedestrian who saw his life flash before his eyes. 

“What is this about anyway?” Her assistant asked. “Should I call Dr. Larson?” 

Yasmine bit her nail and nodded. “Yes. Get him in a car and have him on standby.” 

“Anything else? Security reinforcements?” 

“Not necessary,” Yasmine said, then paused. What if Bella had been stabbed? The woman had completely stopped responding after she shared her location. Yasmine’s heart rate tripled just contemplating it. “Actually, have them on standby as well.” 

Rebecca’s eyes briefly slid over to Yasmine’s bobbing leg. 

“Is this a Wallace thing?” she asked softly. “You seem really…” 

Seeing her assistant’s concern, Yasmine forced her hand over her knee, pressing it down. She checked her map; just two minutes away. The streets had gotten narrower now, and Chinese characters were pressed in thick red paint on window panes advertising roast meat and herbal medicine. Yasmine counted the blocks. 

“There it is.” 

Yasmine was opening the door before the words were even out of her mouth. Thankfully, Rebecca was used to her insanity, because she slowed in an instant, the car jerking violently backwards a few inches away from a fire hydrant. 

“Not to be too demanding, but some extremely basic details on what we’re working with would be nice,” Rebecca said, leaning out the window as Yasmine slammed the door and curved around the hood of the car. “Should I contact my guy at the press? Is this another cleaning up after Sylvia situation? ” 

“If that was true,” Yasmine said, giving her one last glance before pulling open the door to the bar. “The person you’d be cleaning up would be Sylvia.” 

Yasmine’s foot faltered as she stepped inside. 

There was no bar greeting her on the other side of the doorway. Just a set of steep stairs, narrow white walls, and a few cracked lightbulbs. Deeper down, she could hear a bass thrumming. Yasmine shoved her phone in her pocket and stalked down into the belly of the beast 

And a beast it was—it was like walking into the end of a lit cigarette. A smoke machine was pouring out red fog. A small elevated stage sat in the center, where four adolescents with more hair colors than the rainbow tuned their guitars over the speakers. It smelled like sour cherry and it was incredibly hard to breathe. 

Is this where Bella hangs out? 

Are these people her friends? 

Horribly unhelpful questions. And that little flare of jealousy in her gut—that was unhelpful, too. It was as if her mind was designed against prioritizing. 

Yasmine folded her hands over her ears. Where is she? She shouldered through clumps of twenty-somethings, spun around a few tall, dancing blondes, but none of them were her blonde. 

She was considering stealing the microphone away to do a public service announcement when she spotted a girl folded over at the bar. 

Yasmine’s eyes scanned down her limp body. Black leather jacket. Cherry earrings. Slim boots with a ludicrous heel. An outfit that said look at me, I’m enjoying myself. The girl’s head was lying in her hands. Her fingertips were painted that dizzying bubblegum pink Yasmine fixated on the first day they met. 

Yasmine’s body moved without instruction. She bulldozed through the crowd, laying a shaking hand over Bella’s back and leaning down towards her. She couldn’t see her face, only the reddened tips of her ears. They looked cold, almost frostbitten. 

“Bella?” she shouted over the music. “Bella? Are you okay?” 

She didn’t see any blood. There was nothing leaking through her white cotton turtleneck. Same with her jeans: spotless. The only thing that was unusual were the bruises on her hands, starting at her wrists and spreading into her palms. 

Yasmine realized that Bella’s hands were the only exposed skin she had—her neck was covered by her long hair, and her ankles disappeared into leather boots. 

Yasmine hurriedly peeled her turtleneck down, pressing two fingers to Bella’s neck. She let out a sigh of relief when she felt a distinct pulse underneath. But there was more bruising there. She nudged the cotton down further, and the bluish-brown pattern continued, not leaving even a sliver of unblemished skin. 

“Oh god.” Yasmine felt herself begin to panic. “Bella. You buried the fucking lede.” 

Bella had meant internal bleeding. 

Yasmine’s heart leapt in her chest when Bella made a small groaning noise. She slowly began to raise her head, dragging it slowly upwards, neck bent, like her skull was made of cement. She blinked several times, slowly. Yasmine couldn’t see her pupils. It was like they’d disappeared into the whites of her eyes. 

She carefully curled her fingers around the side of Bella’s face, offering support. The woman’s skin was so soft and pliable, like a warm towel from the dryer. 

“Can you hear me?” Yasmine whispered. “Are you able to walk?” 

A bartender leaned over the counter, snapping his fingers. “Is this your friend? She’s too drunk. She needs to go home.” 

Yasmine’s head snapped towards him. All the fear and fury she’d been packing into a tight coil in her chest bubbled up then, shooting straight out through her gaze. As soon as their eyes connected, his jaw went slack. His teeth started to chatter. He made a few weak whining noises, before he collapsed to the floor. 

She winced, taking a breath in to steady herself. She had to stay calm. Good things didn’t happen when she got worked up. Saving Bella’s life would be a lot harder if she plunged the entire bar into living hell. 

“Yasmine?” Bella asked weakly. “Do you have the cream?” 

Yasmine’s fury drained away immediately when Bella spoke. The blonde’s eyes were closed, but she’d finally managed to sit up straight. She’d wrapped her hands around Yasmine’s arms, using her for balance as she swayed slightly on the stool. 

“Of course I do. What the hell happened?” Yasmine said, sounding more accusatory than she meant to, her voice laced with worry as she nodded towards her purse. She’d brought just about everything in Bella’s makeup cabinet. “Did someone attack you? Are they still here? What did they look like?” 

Yasmine was already imagining the instructions she’d give to her assistant once she knew who did this. No, she’d skip her assistant entirely; she’d speed-dial Sylvia and have her pass the phone to Aster. 

“No one attacked me,” Bella whispered. “I…” 

She winced mid-sentence, took in a haggard breath, then nearly collapsed against the bar again. Yasmine caught her, holding her completely. She felt so heavy, like complete dead weight. Her hands were clammy where they lay on Yasmine’s sides. 

“It’s okay. I’ve got you,” Yasmine said, her voice trembling. She tried and failed to keep it level. 
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Bella groaned into the nape of her neck. “Need to apply the cream. Give me.” She attempted to raise her own hand, but it shook violently before falling again. 

“Please stop wasting your oxygen. I'm getting you out of here." 

Bella seemed like she was going to protest, but Yasmine surprised her by scooping her from under her legs, heaving her upwards. 

And it really did require heaving; if it wasn’t for the adrenaline, Yasmine probably would have dropped her. For a woman who looked like she’d be as easy to carry as a purse, she was as heavy as a whole soaking wet giraffe. It was inexplicable. 

Still, Yasmine pressed her in close. Outside of her newborn son, she’d never held anything tighter as she shoveled through the sweaty crowds. It felt like bursting out of a smoking oven when she was finally greeted by the glittering lights of sleeping Manhattan. 

Thankfully, her people spotted her immediately. Rebecca gave a signal out of her car window, and a white van pulled up behind her, its back doors lurching open. 

It probably looked a lot like a kidnapping, which is why it necessitated the third element: Yasmine’s security team, a neat escort of five men in very convincing NYPD costumes. They blockaded the street, letting Yasmine slip behind them. A gaggle of college students stopped to watch, one even got their phone out, but Yasmine was already in the van when she heard it shatter against the pavement. 

Dr. Larson’s car was essentially an ambulance wearing camouflage. The outside looked like nothing more than a moving van, but inside it was equipped with enough technology to power a rural hospital. 

The man himself, a solemn sixty-two year old Swede with the disposition of a dry boulder, climbed out of the driver’s seat just as Rebecca climbed in. Rebecca jerked the clutch, the wheels started moving, and Yasmine laid Bella out carefully on the gurney, holding the back of her head gently as she pressed her down. 

“Yasmine,” Bella coughed, keeping a weak grip on Yasmine’s arm, even once she was fully disattached from her. “I don’t need a doctor. I need the cream.” 

“No offense, but we can let the doctor decide if you need a doctor,” Yasmine said. She looked up towards the doctor. “Start an IV.” 

Dr. Larson gave her one solemn nod. Unlike Rebecca, Larson wasn’t mouthy. Yasmine knew more about medicine than most people holding advanced medical degrees, so she just needed someone who would follow orders, dispose of bodies, and, on the rare occasion, keep people alive. 

This was his opportunity to prove he could do the latter. 

While Larson set up the IV, Yasmine dug through her purse, producing the small tube and unscrewing it. It was definitely not enough cream to cover Bella’s whole body. It was barely enough for the length of her arm. 

Yasmine looked at it in disbelief. How the hell was it supposed to help with bruising? Internal bleeding? If Sephora had invented a foundation that could substitute for surgery, Yasmine sure as hell would have heard of it. 

“What does this do?” Yasmine asked, then realized this was not the time for being nosy about details. She shook her head. “Where do I put it?” 

“Vitals aren’t looking good,” Larson interjected, nudging the blood pressure cuff he’d attached to Bella’s arm. “She’s hypotensive, heart rate elevated. Could be internal bleeding or acute anemia.” 

“Respectfully,” Bella coughed, looking at Larson, then back at Yasmine. “Please get this man out of here, and put the cream on my chest.” Bella lifted a shaking finger to the space right above her collarbones. “Before I actually die.” 

It pissed Yasmine off that Bella managed to sound in control of the situation even when she was literally lying on a stretcher. Yasmine glanced up at Larson. He just shrugged and said, “Your call.” 

“Just go sit in the front,” Yasmine commanded after a moment, and Larson nodded. 

As he re-opened the latch to join Rebecca in the front seat, Yasmine lingered over Bella, her fingers flexing on the gurney. The woman’s lips were parted, her breathing shallow. A butterfly rash sat over her nose and danced onto her cheeks. 

It was unfathomably more painful than Yasmine expected to see Bella like this, defenseless and weak; this strongwilled woman reduced to a shaking mess. 

It was almost like Yasmine had forgotten she was mortal. How naive of her. Humans were like cattle; they could die from a few too many flies in the feed. She needed to remember that. She needed to remember Bella was no different. 

“I’m going to take off your turtleneck,” Yasmine whispered, not sure why she was narrating. 

They’d had sex twice now, but it occurred to Yasmine then that it was always Bella touching her, always Bella pulling off her shirt, kissing down her neck. She’d never even gotten to take Bella’s jacket off. She’d never seen an inch of her. 

Was that on purpose? Has she been hiding herself? 

As if sensing her thoughts, Bella’s eyes drifted open. Her mouth quivered; she looked nervous, almost embarrassed? 

“Don’t be scared,” Bella coughed, but it sounded less like a warning, and more like a plea. “It’s not always this bad.” 

Yasmine took a shallow breath in when she saw what Bella meant. Her stomach was a warzone. Haphazard streaks of blue and brown lay like soldiers’ footsteps over her navel, dragging loudly across her ribcage. 

Undeterred, Yasmine kept going. She gently pulled the sweater over Bella’s black lace bra, and then up to her neck. She noticed that her hands, even as light as they touched, left pink streaks on Bella’s skin that didn’t fade. 

“Skin writing,” Yasmine said to herself. An odd symptom. Then her eyes drifted to the pink pattern on Bella’s face—the butterfly. That was a malar rash. “Is this autoimmune? Lupus?” 

Bella didn’t reply; Yasmine carefully pulled the sweater all the way over her neck, adjusting her head so it didn’t thump on the gurney. Then she reached for the bottle, uncapped it, and squeezed out the lotion onto Bella’s chest. 

Tentatively, Yasmine began to massage it over the bruised skin. Bella winced immediately, but didn’t make a noise to stop her, so she continued. 

The lotion smelled waxy and plastic, like some kind of cheap soap. Yasmine was starting to wonder if Bella’s fixation on it was a complete fluke. If maybe her thinking wasn’t clear, and it was the first thing she could think of to help, like how she put on her lipstick when Yasmine had woken her up back at the cafe. 

That memory felt like a knife dragged across her stomach. The rope was back around Yasmine’s lungs as she counted Bella’s breaths, tracking every time her mouth parted. Watching the mortal coil twist and twist. 

Yasmine wasn’t sure when Bella’s eyes had opened, but suddenly they were alive and vibrant again, big and beautiful with that deep scathing blue, and Bella’s hand was gripping around Yasmine’s wrist. “Hey,” Bella said. “Breathe. It’s okay. You’re done. At this point, you’re just feeling me up.” 

Yasmine’s hands tensed. Looking down, she saw Bella’s point; she’d drawn her fingers so many times over Bella’s skin that her chest looked like ski tracks on a mountain slope. There was no cream left, she’d blended it to infinity. 

“Do you actually… feel better?” Yasmine said, voice shaking again. 

Bella nodded, then with a groan, she actually managed to sit herself up on the gurney, its wheels screeching against the van floor. 

Yasmine reached for her back to help her up, not ready to let her do it alone yet. Bella gave her a shy smile in return. 

“Like a hundred bucks,” Bella said, then looked down at her bare stomach. “I’m going to need to buy a lot of concealer before I head to the beach next weekend, though. I look like someone gave a toddler a blank wall and a paint bucket.” 

Yasmine let out a humorless laugh. She couldn’t do anything else, couldn’t say anything else. She was absolutely reeling. Looking at the gorgeous, ridiculous, half-naked woman in front of her, Yasmine could only think one thing: she was alive. She was alive, and worse yet, Yasmine was so happy she was. 

Oh. Yasmine's face fell. Oh god. 

It was obvious, laid as bare as a Roman statue: the thing Yasmine was so terrified of happening had already happened. 

She had become attached—deeply attached—to a human being. 

There was only one thing to do about that, then. 

Deal with it later. 

Yasmine sucked a breath in. She rolled out the small stool that was sitting under Larson’s desk, and sat on it. Then she leaned forward, perching her elbows on her knees. 

“I’m glad you’re feeling better,” she said quietly. “Really glad. But I do have one quick question, if you’re feeling good enough to answer it.” 

Bella’s eyebrows raised at Yasmine’s cool tone, clearly reading it for the warning it was. Her cheeks colored a bit red. 

“Shoot.” 

Yasmine nodded a few times to herself, trying to find the correct words to address it. How could she put this politely… 

“What the hell is wrong with you?”


Chapter 16 


As Yasmine’s question lingered in the air, Bella bit down on her lip, looking almost… nervous. Yasmine thought she’d finally gotten Bella off her game, but then Bella’s lip quivered, her chest rose, and a laugh came tearing out of her. 

She doubled over in hysterics. 

To make matters worse, she looked stunningly beautiful as she delighted in Yasmine’s misery. Without the threat of imminent death hanging over her, Bella’s bruises started to look like art, her skin a canvas of colors. 

“What’s so funny?” Yasmine muttered. 

“Nothing, nothing,” Bella said, wiping a tear from under her eye. “I just didn’t expect this to be the way I’d tell you. I was planning a whole presentation.” 

Yasmine blinked slowly. 

Talking to this girl was like being strapped to a never-ending carousel. 

“A… presentation?” 

Bella took a breath in, steadying herself. She gripped at the metal edges of the gurney. 

“My interest in fungus,” she said, “is not coincidental.” 

She reached for the discarded bottle of cream, and dangled it in front of Yasmine’s face. “This is a fast-acting antifungal compound. A sort of symptom suppressor. I designed it myself.” 

Yasmine’s lips parted. That was the last thing she’d expected. 

“You have… a fungal infection?” Yasmine enunciated slowly. 

“Not really an infection,” Bella sighed. She reached for her discarded sweater, slinking it back over her head. Yasmine tried not to mourn the view. “We all have thousands of fungi living in us. This one just makes a lot of noise. I’ve had it my whole life. And before you try to guess what kind of fungus it is, you won’t be able to. It’s undiagnosable, at least via existing medical literature.” 

The scientist inside of Yasmine prickled. “Nothing is undiagnosable.” 

Bella let out a short snort. 

“I am,” she said, taking Yasmine’s shoulders and giving them a gentle shake. “On many levels, according to a few therapists.” 

She jumped off the table, balancing easily even as the van bobbed up and down on the uneven pavement. “The symptoms started when I was really young. About five or six. I’d get…” Bella trailed off, looking down at her hands. “Really hungry. Starving. It was almost unbearable. Nothing ever really made me feel full.” 

Yasmine pounced immediately. “That sounds like leptin resistance. Not fungi.” 

Bella looked up at her with a sly smile. “Good girl. That was my first guess too.” 

Yasmine’s cheeks burned, hating how quickly Bella had upset their dynamic again. 

“I’d get these black spots under my eyes,” Bella said, touching just above her cheeks. “It looked almost like eyeshadow, but it was just really dark skin discoloration. My mother always called it pretty, but I hated it.” 

Yasmine found herself wishing she could have seen what they looked like. She’d never seen a symptom like that. But the bruising could suggest… 

“A severe vitamin deficiency,” Yasmine said. “Or… hemophilia? People with hemophilia tend to get lots of bruises. Were you ever tested for it?” 

Bella licked her lips. “Yes, I tested myself. No hemophilia.” 

“How about Leukocytoclastic vasculitis? God, there’s so many options.” 

Before Yasmine could throw out another theory, Bella pressed her into the cold edge of Larson’s medical desk. 

“Do you want to actually learn something?” Bella laughed, pinching her waist. “Or do you want to just hear the sound of your own voice reciting medical terminology?” 

Bella was only a few inches taller than her, but Yasmine felt so small under her gaze. No human in history that she’d interacted with had this sort of presence. She couldn’t stand it. 

“I’m just questioning the validity of your statement,” she muttered. 

“Usually the best time to ask questions is after someone is finished talking.” 

Yasmine’s cheeks burned, thoroughly chastised. “Fine. Continue.” 

“I identified triggers for the symptoms. Stress, the kind of food I was eating,” Bella said, her fingers tracing the table behind Yasmine. “Once I got to college, I started keeping meticulous records. Every meal, how much I slept. I worked at the school infirmary so I could run my own blood tests and bill for my own experimental medications. I pretended to be a hundred different patients. It was actually incredible that I didn’t get caught.” 

Yasmine let out a clipped laugh, trying not to let it show how impressed she was. But it was frustratingly attractive just how singleminded this woman was. 

“And you learned…?” 

“A lot of nothing. Blood tests were abysmally normal.” Just like mine had been, Yasmine thought idly, even though they were clearly dealing with different issues. “So I pivoted. The first breakthrough was when I noticed that the symptoms correlated with changes in my gut flora. That’s when the fungal gears started churning.” 

Yasmine studied the pink in Bella’s cheeks. She’s so close. It made it very difficult to focus on unpacking the case she was making. “While that is interesting,” Yasmine mumbled. “I’ve still never in my life read about a fungal issue making someone turn into a walking bruise.” 

“Yes. That’s the key phrase, isn’t it.” Bella smiled. “Never read about. That’s because I believe this is a novel fungus. One that acts in ways that have never been documented before. Thankfully, I took the liberty of doing so.” 

Bella wiggled her fingers for emphasis. Yasmine rolled her eyes, trying to contain her affection. 

For a genius, Bella really was a fool. 

“Let me get this straight. You want me to believe you’re host to some kind of indescribable, medically novel, dare I say magical organism that makes you insatiably hungry and… easily bruised?” 

“It almost sounds sexy when you put it like that,” Bella said, letting out a cold breath of air on the shell of Yasmine’s ear. “But yes. Lucky me, right?” 

She released her hold on Yasmine, and Yasmine felt like she could breathe again. Then, as if they were discussing something as blasé as the weather, Bella leaned down to casually grab Yasmine’s purse, pulling out the other makeup Yasmine had taken from her dresser. She found her foundation and opened it up. 

Yasmine’s mouth opened and closed like a nutcracker. How was she even supposed to respond to this kind of thing? “This is an insane theory,” she landed on. 

“And yet I have a gut feeling about it,” Bella said, then smirked wildly. “Get it?” 

“So this is why you want access to my lab,” Yasmine scoffed. “So you can test your magic fungi theory?” 

Bella completely ignored her condescension, smirk still firmly on her face. “You throw around the word magic like it’s something you don’t believe exists.” 

Yasmine paused, gobsmacked, watching as Bella finished with her foundation, then started filling in her lips, so they were that vibrant, terrifying crimson. 

“I’m a scientist,” Yasmine said. “Of course I don’t believe in magic. I wouldn’t be studying immortality if I thought it was something that could only be given to you by some indescribable, unseeable, un-studyable force.” 

Bella rolled her eyes, shooting her a knowing smile. Then she capped her lipstick, tucking it away. 

“Sure, of course,” Bella said. “Yes. You’re correct. This is why I wanted access to your lab. You have DNA sequencing machines, anaerobic chambers, oh, and a shit ton of money for anything else I’d need. It would help my research considerably.” 

“But that’s not what we agreed to. I hired you to work on the subject of immortality. Not to mention, you promised we’d complete that research in a month.” 

Bella’s eyes drifted toward her in the reflection of the small makeup mirror. Yasmine gripped the edge of the desk harder as she forced herself to stand her ground. 

“I sympathize with what you’re going through, and under other circumstances, I’d probably love to study your condition myself,” Yasmine said quietly. “But if you want to work with me and use my equipment, we’ll be working on my thesis, not yours.” 

Bella snapped the mirror closed. 

“Sorry, I think I’ve confused you,” she said, sighing. She looked at her nails, studying the glossy sheen for several long seconds, as if she was thinking about her next words, before she fixed Yasmine with a look. “There’s one other symptom about my condition that I didn’t mention that makes it very relevant to your research.” 

Taking a step forward, she pressed her hands to Yasmine’s shirt, ironing out the wrinkles. Yasmine swallowed, her thoughts reeling. 

Bella bit her lip, looking down at Yasmine with nervous eyes. 

“You have to make me a few promises before I tell you,” she said, a genuine vulnerability in her voice. 

Yasmine hated how she instantly felt like she wanted to protect Bella from whatever it was she was afraid of. 

“Okay,” Yasmine said, taking a breath in. “I can try.” 

“Well first, you can’t tell anyone about this… symptom. Even your friends.” 

Yasmine blinked, surprised. That wouldn’t be hard. All she cared about was the end result, sharing the details of how they got there wouldn’t be necessary. 

“Easy. What else?” 

Bella’s fingers clenched around the fabric of Yasmine’s shirt. She couldn’t meet her eyes. It was incredibly out of character. 

“You need to keep up your end of the deal. If we finish the research within a month, you still owe me the money.” 

“Um, duh?” 

Yasmine tapped her foot, growing impatient. If Bella was just wasting her time again… 

“And lastly, you can’t ask me any questions about my condition outside the scope of our research,” she said, letting out a shaky breath as she finally released Yasmine’s shirt. “Deal?” 

These details seemed completely insignificant to Yasmine, who just shrugged and said, “Sure, what the hell. It’s not like you ever answer any of my questions anyways. Deal.” 

Bella swallowed. “Thank you,” she said, voice strained. 

“So?” Yasmine said, pushing Bella lightly backwards at her hips, so there was some distance between them. “What’s next, do you need me to sign an NDA?” 

Bella laughed, finally regaining some of that lightness. 

“No. With the kind of legal team I’m sure you have, I’m pretty sure that would just backfire on me. Guilt tripping you for breaking a promise is way more effective.” 

Yasmine rolled her eyes. “Probably. Now out with it. What’s your secret?” 

Bella nodded. She took a step back, sat back down on the gurney, and looked at Yasmine through strands of disorderly blonde hair. 

“Well, it’s no big deal, really. I wouldn’t say it’s a problematic age gap. It’s just that…” Bella trailed off, then bit her lip. “I’m older than you.”


Chapter 17 


Yasmine blinked. “Older than me?” 

Publicly, Yasmine was thirty-six. May 5th, 1989 was the date of birth on her latest forged passport. Physically and cellularly, it was a pretty decent approximation. Bella looked, well… Her eyes scanned over Bella’s poreless, wrinkle-free face. Even with the bruises, she looked like a fountain of youth. Early thirties at the very most. 

Also, Bella’s high school diploma stated that she was class of 2014. The great majority of people—even eccentric prodigies—graduated high school right around the time they turned eighteen. Which would make Bella exactly thirty years old. 

“First of all,” Yasmine said, crossing her arms. “You’re absolutely not older than me. Second, what the hell does your age have to do with your … fungal symptoms?” 

“No, I’m really serious,” Bella said, with an almost pitying frown. The kind you’d get from a teacher who knew you were bad at math. “I am older than you, Yasmine.” 

“Like hell you are. I’m thirty-six.” 

Bella ran her tongue over her lip. It seemed like she was stalling something. She didn’t seem majorly nervous—but at least minorly. Yasmine was about to ask her to spit it out when Bella finally volunteered, “You were born in 829 AD. That would make you…” Bella began to count on her fingers, “1,197 years old.” 

Yasmine blinked, her next words dying in her throat as the color drained from her face. The van jerked right, and she had to fight to stay upright, her hands clawing around the table at her back. Bella, meanwhile, maintained her balance just fine. 

829 AD. That wasn’t some kind of loose guess one could excuse as a joke. 

That was the exact year Yasmine was born. 

Sometimes, a revelation is too baffling to comprehend all at once. Yasmine learned this at a very young age, when she walked into her childhood living room one evening and saw the bodies of everyone she’d ever loved lying cold on the floor. Faced with something like that, the brain turns everything into abstracts. Bodies turn into ovals, the walls of the house become rectangles, the ceiling a trapezoid. 

All ability to understand and classify runs out the door. 

Strangely, she felt the same way now. Every time she’d tried to understand what Bella just said, her brain regurgitated it instead. 

Don’t jump to conclusions, she reminded herself. This girl was smart, resourceful, and very good at making Yasmine feel like she was going insane. 

Figuring out that Yasmine was a billionaire through some careful internet sleuthing was one thing–tracking her back that far through time, discerning her actual age: that was impossible. 

There was no paper trail that went back that far. 

No. What? No. There’s no fucking way. 

But what other option was there? 

To know her real birthday, you’d have to have been alive back then. 

You’d have to be a vampire. Or a vampire’s thrall. 

“We’re approaching your residence, Ms. Sokolov,” Rebecca shouted from the front, but her voice registered in Yasmine’s ears as a dull ringing. 

The windowless van felt suddenly like a coffin. The air felt humid, chalky. Her hands became so clammy that they could barely hold on to the table. 

But crawling out from beneath that fear, that shock and confusion, was anger. Before she knew what she was doing, she took Bella by the front of her turtleneck and jerked her head forward. She was seething, her fingertips trembling. 

“Who do you belong to?” Yasmine spat, her voice cracking. 

Yasmine had many enemies. Much fewer after Sylvia and Aster’s spontaneous slaughter of the council, but they still existed—nightwalkers who coveted her immense wealth, or, far more annoyingly, the ones who coveted the artifacts in her collection. She had never considered a vampire who would be smart enough to covet her research. But Bella was smart. And whoever owned her might be smarter. 

“Belong to?” Bella said with a light, almost offended laugh, raising her hand to hold Yasmine’s curled, reddening fingers. “Do you seriously think I’m a thrall?” 

A thrall. Hearing the words fall so easily out of Bella’s mouth solidified Yasmine’s horrible paranoia. 

She could hardly breathe. Couldn’t think. She felt nauseous. Yasmine felt like a pirate who’d walked himself off the gangplank at the mere sight of a siren. She’d been tricked. She’d seen it coming from a hundred miles out, and yet. 

“If you’re not a thrall…” Yasmine said, jerking Bella closer despite the tidal wave of bile in her throat. The other woman let out a choked breath. Yasmine tried not to care if she was hurting her, but she softened her grip even so, her voice breaking. “Then why are you telling me this right now? You could have fooled me for another few months. You could have stolen my research and just left.” 

“Oh, Yasmine, no offense, but…” Bella mumbled, even as she began to slowly asphyxiate under her turtleneck. “There was really nothing to steal, honey.” 

That honey stung. To think that Yasmine had really believed Bella wanted them to be friends. How foolish and stupid and childish it felt now, that she’d wanted it, too. 

A mirthless smile spread across Yasmine’s face. Her blood was pumping with a fury she had nothing to do with. She felt duped. She felt so very stupid. 

“So funny.” 

She used more strength than she meant to as she let go of Bella, propelling the gurney straight into the opposite wall. Yasmine winced when the gurney slammed into the side of the armored truck, causing the vehicle to veer. 

“Christ! Watch it!” Rebecca shouted, cutting the wheel to compensate. 

Dr. Larson’s face turned toward the commotion, the shadow of his head visible through the small window partition separating the two halves of the van. 

“Ms. Sokolov?” he called out. “Do you need my assistance?” 

“No, no, stay put,” Yasmine muttered. “Everything’s perfect back here.” 

As she expected, Bella hadn’t been thrown off by even an inch. There were no new bruises on her collarbones where Yasmine had gripped her. No, she was completely fine; in fact, the blonde hopped off the now-misshapen gurney with all the nonchalance of someone rising out of a bus seat. 

That push should have done something to her, Yasmine thought, with a small pulse of fear; and what was funny was that fear wasn’t new. She’d been irrationally afraid of Bella ever since she met her, only now she had a reason to be. 

How quickly she’d gone from wanting to protect this woman to wanting to protect herself from her. 

“I’m sorry, Yasmine. I really didn’t mean to upset you,” Bella said quietly. “I’m just nervous. I wasn’t sure you’d take the news well.” 

Take the news well. As if this was Bella announcing that she was opening a fucking restaurant. 

They met again in the middle, this time without a large metal obstruction between them. 

Yasmine tried to look her straight in the eyes unflinchingly when she asked, “I don’t care what the hell you’re feeling. What clan are you from? Do you have a matriarch, a patriarch? Who am I dealing with here?” 

Bella’s face fell, and she threw up a hand. “I plead the third.” 

“It’s the fifth,” Yasmine sputtered. 

“I’m not talking about this silly country’s constitutional amendments. I’m talking about our vastly more important agreement. Stipulation three. You can’t ask me anything about my condition outside the scope of the research.” 

At that, Yasmine’s rage boiled down into pure astonishment. 

“When I agreed to that, I had no idea your condition would be vampirism.” 

“Well, then it’s your fault you made an agreement before you had the full picture. You can’t blame me for that.” 

Yasmine pushed against Bella’s folded arms, this time without nearly as much force. “I can quite explicitly blame you for that!” 

For the first time in many minutes, Bella laughed, and it sounded to Yasmine like someone was stabbing her with pretty little knives, like she was Caesar on the Ides of March. 

Because this human woman, this brilliant scientist who’d been tormenting her for months, was a vampire. A vampire. The revelation simply wouldn’t digest. She felt it stuck in her throat; she was choking on it. 

“I still don’t believe you,” Yasmine said. “I’ve never seen your eyes go red.” 

“Of course you haven’t. I’ve never used my powers on you.” 

“And those are?” 

Bella poked her tongue into her cheek. “Not relevant.” 

Yasmine’s mouth opened and closed, completely aghast. Angry. Pissed off. Furious. This woman gave her an inch, then made her work for a mile. It shouldn’t be like this. Yasmine was the one in control. Yasmine could have her killed on a dime. 

No, she could do worse than that. Yasmine could make Bella relive the worst moments of her life over and over, for the rest of her questionably immortal existence. All it would take is a blink of her eyelashes, and Bella would be reduced to the little girl trapped in the closet. 

And yet, God—God—Yasmine knew she couldn’t do that. 

Bella had burrowed under her skin. Had that been her plan all along? To make Yasmine like her so much as a human, as some innocent non-offensive little mortal creature, that she’d be too enamored to kill her once she learned the truth? 

“Bella,” Yasmine said quietly. “You could have told me you were a vampire the day we met. You obviously knew back then. You could have told me any day since. You haven’t. You kissed me, fucked me—” Yasmine’s voice faltered. That didn’t matter. Didn’t matter at all. Why was she bringing it up? “You lied to my face.” 

A shadow swept across Bella’s face. She swallowed, and for the first time, Yasmine saw a hint of real nervousness under the facade, peeking through. 

“I wasn’t trying to play games with you,” she said softly. “I really thought the only way I’d convince you to work with me was if you didn’t know. Which—well—that was probably the correct instinct, seeing how you’re responding right now. And I didn’t have sex with you as some sort of ploy. I did it because I find you….” 

Yasmine’s mouth went dry, feeling speechless as Bella’s eyes lingered too long on her face. The blonde cleared her throat, not finishing her sentence. 

“The only reason I’m telling you now is well, because…” Bella studied her fingers for a moment, before fixing Yasmine with those gleaming blue eyes, always so focused. “I have this foolish instinct that I can trust you. It’s probably just the near-death adrenaline, but too late now, cat’s out of the bag. You’re my confidant.” 

Yasmine’s chest fluttered, but her disbelief overrode the feeling. 

“I’m sorry,” she hesitated. “That you can trust me? I think you confused the order of pronouns there.” 

Bella’s head cocked up. “No, I meant that. What makes you more trustworthy than me? What makes you less likely to betray me than I am to betray you?” 

“Um, everything? I’ve been upfront about everything, for one.” 

“No you haven’t. You didn’t tell me you were a vampire, either.” 

“Well, I would have!” Yasmine all but hissed. 

Yasmine’s distress brought a grin out of Bella. Yasmine hated that she was still delighted by the way her upper lip was slightly crooked on one side. 

“Yes, of course,” Bella said. “And look, I’m sure you’ve been upfront with all the people you’ve eventually had maimed and killed. That’s just how you are, Yasmine. You’re a blunt instrument. It doesn’t make you inherently less dangerous. I had to make sure who I was dealing with before I spilled my innards out to you.” 

That visual drew a rash laugh of disbelief out of Yasmine. But she couldn’t necessarily dispute Bella’s point, so she reached for something else. 

“You won’t even tell me your real name,” she mumbled back. 

“Bella Dragomir is my real name.” 

“What?” Yasmine sputtered. “Dragomir? I don’t recognize it.” There wasn’t a vampire clan on Earth that she didn’t at least have a passing familiarity with. 

“Yes, well,” Bella swallowed again, looking like she was on the verge of something. “We were a bit before your time. About a thousand years before your time.” 

Yasmine’s mouth fell agape, stunned. 

After a beat, Yasmine finally found the words, but as she was about to speak, the siren of a fire truck whizzed by them, blaring like hell. It was immediately followed by another, then another. A cacophony of screaming whistles drowning out every other sound. Bella’s expression turned from thoughtful to scared. 

Her eardrums splintering, Yasmine snapped her head toward the driver’s seat. “What the hell is going on out there?” 

“Fire,” Rebecca said, but it didn’t contain her usual sassy apathy. “Ms. Sokolov, the entire block is burning.” She turned toward Yasmine. “Including your house.”


Chapter 18 


Smoke was wafting up from Central Park West like steam from a boiling pot. 

Jumping down from the van, Yasmine brought her sleeve up to cover her mouth, but she still found it hard to breathe. The acrid plastic smell was burning up her nostrils. 

She squinted through the smoke. It was almost impossible to make out her house. All that was visible were charred patches of wood falling off the sides of it like sliced kebab meat. A huddle of firemen pushed past her, sprinting toward it. 

Her nails dug into her palms. If she were a human being, she probably would have felt sad about this. But Yasmine had learned better than to become attached to the inanimate. Plus, all her items of actual value were distributed across the globe in various vaults, better protected than any president—Rebecca made sure of that. All this house had contained were some pictures of her and Wallace, eclectic eighteenth century art, and some exceptionally beautiful chandeliers. 

Her cheek twitched as something wet trailed down from her eye. She winced, scrubbing all evidence away, likely ruining her mascara. 

Get a hold of yourself. 

She cleared the thickness in her throat and turned to Rebecca. 

“What am I looking at? Is it arson?” 

Rebecca shot her a half-pitying frown, and Yasmine considered firing her for it, but her assistant knew better than to keep that kind of expression on her face for long. She quickly schooled it into something more sensible. 

“Definitely,” Rebecca said. “There’s been a string of identical house fires in the past month. This would make the third.” 

“Several?” Yasmine’s obsession with Bella really had kept her out of the loop. “And they haven’t found the perpetrators yet? There’s no video footage?” 

New York City was full of street cameras. Committing a crime on a public street, especially a crime as vibrant as arson, seemed like it’d be difficult to do completely out of view of the surveillance state. 

That’s why she always advised Sylvia to try and restrict her murderous impulses to private, unsupervised places. Not that she ever listened. 

“No. There’s plenty of footage. All the tapes feature these two young women, but they’re always wearing masks.” 

“Masks? Like ski masks?” 

“No, no. Think masquerade ball.” 

“That is so tacky,” Bella groaned as she hopped out of the van, pushed past Yasmine, and headed towards the fire. The delayed part of Yasmine’s mind immediately worried about Bella’s feeble little human lungs, but then she remembered. Right. 

She jogged after her. “Where do you think you’re going? Don’t think for a second that our conversation is over just because someone burned down my house.” 

They both disappeared into the haze, and even though Yasmine’s lungs could filter air better than her mortal counterparts, they still weren't miracle workers. She covered her mouth and blinked through the burning air as she tried to keep the quickly disappearing shape of Bella in her sights. 

“Yes, yes, I’m happy to play twenty questions later! But don’t follow me!” Bella shouted. “Just wait outside until the smoke clears. I need to get something.” 

Yasmine balked. Who did she think she was ordering around? And more importantly—“Do you have a death wish? Whatever lipstick you left in there is not worth cooking yourself alive for.” 

The heat grew more oppressive as they neared the house. Yasmine had no idea how Bella was walking so brazenly through it, but she was—she stepped easily through the ashes of the front door, calmly shouldering past a fireman who stared after her in complete horror. 

Yasmine scowled. 

What the hell does she think she’s doing, exposing herself like this? 

It wasn’t easy to explain away a woman strutting through a burning building in blue jeans. God, did she have another Sylvia on her hands? She’d assumed Bella would be less reckless, with all the effort she’d put in keeping her identity a secret so far… 

A cold, vacant feeling filled her stomach when she realized how quickly she was positioning Bella as someone who would stay around. She was supposed to be furious with her—she was furious with her—she was no Sylvia. She was no friend. 

“Sorry about this. You really don’t deserve it,” Yasmine said, facing the fireman. She looked him right in his baby blue eyes, holding his gaze until it darkened. Every person reacted differently to their nightmare, but most screamed or ran or both. It was a testament to this man’s character that only his eye twitched. 

Yasmine waved over the other firemen in her smoldering foyer. “I think your friend is having a seizure. Best to get him out of here,” she shouted. They quickly came to help, one or two insisting that she get back outside, that she’d die if she inhaled any more of the air, and she agreed. She made a show of leaving, but once she was out of their line of vision, she slunk back inside, using the smoke as cover. 

“Bella!” Yasmine hissed as she stepped over cracked glass. She dared not look down, lest she find the remains of her favorite Rembrandt. “Where are you?” 

Silence. Even though she was growing dizzier by the second, she pushed into the living room. It was wrecked; the ceiling sagged so far downward that the chandelier dangled just above the floor. The couch was as black as an overcooked steak. There was still an active fire at the top of the stairs spewing heat. 

Still, there was no sign of Bella on this floor. Had she actually gone upstairs? Yasmine began to grow anxious. 

She had only just begun to unstack Bella’s matryoshka dolls. She wasn’t ready to lose her to something as stupid as this. No, if Bella was going to die, it was because Yasmine was going to kill her. She would not accept anything short of that. 

“Bella!” Heat filled her throat, and she coughed violently. 

Vampires could withstand high temperatures much better than mortals, but walking through an active fire was a touch too far. Yasmine had experienced it herself once. She’d lived in Massachusetts for a stint during the witch trials era, and some dimwit teenager had tried to torch her house. 

She’d survived, obviously, but the burn marks took weeks to heal. 

“Bella!” she shouted again, rounding the staircase and taking an apprehensive step upward. She could hear someone talking up there. It was muffled by the gusts of wind blowing through the blown-out windows, but it was distinctive. 

“Where are you two? Where are you hiding?” This time, it wasn’t Yasmine asking the question: it was Bella. She was shouting it over and over as she stalked the second floor. Yasmine could hear her footsteps hectically crunching overhead. 

How was she doing that, pacing through the fire like she was on a phone call? Did she not feel any pain? 

Groaning at the extreme heat, Yasmine forced herself up the stairs. Once she’d breached the second floor, staring out at the crumpled stacks of charred wood that used to be her display tables and drawers and painting frames, she finally caught sight of Bella. 

The blonde had stopped her incessant walking and yelling, and was now sitting on the floor, knees to her chest, hands in her hair. Flames were raging on all sides of her. 

What the hell? 

The flames were raging, but they didn’t swallow Bella; on the contrary, the fire halted a few inches from where she was sitting. It was like watching a pack of trapped wolves salivating at a piece of meat. Whenever the fire dared to encroach a centimeter further towards her, it quickly guttered and died, turning to smoke. 

Can she control fire, somehow? Yasmine thought the heat might have caused her to imagine it, but then Bella reached out, pushing her hand straight into the fire, and it recoiled. Any flame that grazed her fingertips immediately smoked out. Bella frowned, as if annoyed by the reaction, and tucked her hand back in. 

“Is this your power?” Yasmine choked out. “You’re, what, the vampire version of firefighter foam?” 

Bella’s head whipped in her direction, eyebrows flung high. 

“Yasmine. You shouldn’t be in here,” Bella said, clambering to her feet. Looking at Yasmine, she was suddenly pale with concern. “You’re so red. You’re going to have heat stroke. Or a heart attack.” 

Yasmine pushed Bella’s hand off her forehead. 

“What else can you do?” Yasmine said, ignoring her. Then, realizing she had a more pressing question—“And who were you shouting to?” 

“People who clearly aren’t here anymore,” Bella said with an annoyed slant to her voice. She latched on to Yasmine’s right arm. “I thought I might be able to catch those arsonists that Rebecca was telling you about, but it seems they’re gone.” 

“If they were still up here, they would be corpses.” 

Bella licked across her lips. 

“If only. Come on, let’s get you out of here.” 

Bella hooked her arm around Yasmine’s midsection, keeping her steady as they began to walk back down the stairs. Yasmine wanted to swat her away. She had to remind herself of her fury that had been doused so quickly—did Bella have that effect on everyone?—but when she tried to, she felt a wave of dizziness pour over her. Her heart started pounding madly in her chest. 

“Ah, there it is,” Yasmine murmured, feeling her vision darken. “Heat stroke.” 

“I told you, idiot.” 

“Don’t call me idiot,” Yasmine slurred. Oh, there went the last of her vision. Complete darkness now. At least she could still hear. “You’re the one who ran into the burning house in complete view of the public. If you come back outside without a blemish on you, people are going to talk. There might even be video footage. You could be on television, you big, dumb vampire.” 

Even through the smoke, Bella managed to laugh, her hand tightening around Yasmine’s waist. They were nearly to the bottom of the stairwell now. Yasmine could tell because the heat was a lot less oppressive, and she could hear people shouting again. The crowd outside had definitely gotten larger. 

“You’ll deal with it,” Bella said, much too cocky for Yasmine’s liking. “What’s your money even good for if you can’t bribe your local news anchors?” 

Unable to support her neck, Yasmine leaned her forehead into Bella’s chest and made a sound of indignation. Bella wrapped her arm tighter around her. Bella’s skin felt so warm. Somehow not a burning warm; just pleasant. Like a wool blanket. 

It was completely strange. A vampire had never felt comforting to her before. 

They were always so… cold. 

“I’m only holding onto you because I can’t see,” Yasmine muttered quietly into her collarbone. “I’m still weighing the possibility of having you assassinated.” 

Bella pinched her side. 

“I would expect no less. You might need a nap before you call the hitman, though. You’re drooling on me a little.” 

Yasmine didn’t have to see her to know she was smiling. 

*** 

Of all things, an infant woke Yasmine up. 

One of Rafael’s feet was dangling just above her head, kicking her softly and repeatedly in the cheek. He wasn’t being hoisted there by some mischievous adult: he was just there, levitating, holding a juice pouch and a picture book. 

Because babies can only hold onto things for approximately three seconds before losing interest, the picture book was shortly released onto Yasmine’s forehead. 

She hissed, scrubbing the quickly forming welt. The book was needlessly heavy. 

“Sorry, those things are like mega dumbbells,” Aster said as Rafael began to float upward. “We had all his toys enchanted to be thirty times heavier than their normal weight so he stops flying out of windows.” 

“Enchanted?” Yasmine mumbled, slowly rising from the couch she’d been laid out on. God, her head hurt. 

Aster gently yanked Rafael down before he could make a full ascent towards the ceiling. “Yes, enchanted. Sylvia needed a new hobby to distract herself from having thoughts. Her words, not mine.” 

“Ah. Sounds healthy,” Yasmine muttered, massaging her pounding temple. She hadn’t talked to Sylvia in a while, now that she thought about it. Not after their little fight about the credit cards. “And where is the thoughtless woman?” 

Yasmine heard the water run in the bathroom. “On a work trip,” Aster answered. 

“A work trip?” Now Yasmine thought she really might be in some kind of coma-induced dream. “Sylvia doesn’t work.” 

The door to the bathroom opened, and Aster hastily pinned Rafael to her chest, so he couldn’t fly off anywhere. Yasmine was confused by her urgency until she realized who had just come out of the bathroom. 

It was Bella. 

And everything came rushing back to Yasmine. The fire. Bella’s confession. The last thing that Yasmine remembered is that she was walking down the stairs back to her burnt foyer. And now she was here. Did Bella take her here? Why did she know where Sylvia lived? Then again, she’d known enough about Sylvia to know she was abusing Yasmine’s credit cards. Of course she knew her address. 

“I like your soap,” Bella said to Aster, as if this was a hotel. “It smells like… I don’t even know what it smells like. But it’s nice.” 

“Thanks,” Aster said. “Sylvia shoplifted it. Apparently it’s shark secretions.” 

Bella snorted. Yasmine watched them interact with her jaw slightly dislodged. 

“I see you two are acquainted,” Yasmine said, wincing as she pried herself off of the couch. “Bella, how did you even get me here?” 

Bella gave her a bewildered look, as if that was a stupid question. 

“You have a fleet of SUVs, and a personal driver that follows you around like a puppy. I just asked her where you’d ideally like to wake up after your house just burnt down, and she drove us here. Plus, it’s not like I had a place to take you.” 

The sentimentality in that question made Yasmine frown. She could admit that it had been comforting, waking up in Sylvia’s apartment. A false sort of comfort, though. She could only romanticize it because Sylvia wasn’t in town to piss her off. She’d left behind her much less offensive counterpart—the literal serial killer. 

“Were you in the house while it was burning? Because you look like shit,” Aster said, sizing her up. Yasmine looked down at her arms, wincing when she saw the burn marks. “I can’t believe you were targeted. Sylvia would be having a field day with this. She’s been obsessed with those girls all week.” 

Bella clicked her tongue. One of her nervous tics, Yasmine registered idly before feeling an odd sense of discomfort that she’d picked up on that. 

Meanwhile, Aster settled down across from Yasmine in an armchair, and Bella joined Yasmine on the couch. 

Given the positioning, Yasmine felt suddenly like they were at couples therapy. 

Yasmine slid over several inches so there was a wide margin between her and Bella. She didn’t want to give Aster the wrong idea about them. 

“Of course Sylvia’s obsessed,” she muttered. “She’s a true crime junkie. What has the illustrious idiot detective made of the situation, then? Has she figured out who they are yet?” 

“Well, she seems to think they’re…” Aster paused, then stared at Bella. She made that awkward face that she always pulled when she had to lie. “...Supernaturally good at what they do.” 

Oh, for the love of fuck. 

It had only been a few minutes, and Yasmine had already had enough of this circus. Aster was holding her tongue because she thought Bella was a human. Bella was refusing to say otherwise because she was pointlessly secretive about her identity. And Yasmine wasn’t speaking up because she’d promised Bella that she wouldn’t divulge her secret to anyone else, per their stupid agreement. 

Well, Yasmine hadn’t signed any dotted line. 

“Aster,” Yasmine said, wearing the world’s tightest smile. “Bella is a vampire.” 

She didn't look at Bella when she said it, but she could hear the blonde’s teeth clench. She could also very much feel the temperature in the room increase. 

Bella tried to do her usual thing of laughing it off. “Yasmine, don’t be silly—” 

Yasmine didn’t even let her try and start the bullshit machine. She just grabbed Bella’s hand, then grabbed Aster’s, yanking them both forward towards each other. 

“Aster, this is Bella. She’s two thousand years old, can put out fires with her hands, and she’s been fucking with me for the last month and a half. Bella, this is Aster. She’s essentially impossible to kill, and she can separate your head from your neck in two seconds flat. So, keep that in mind. Wonderful to finally introduce you.” 


Chapter 19 


It was extremely annoying just how quickly Bella got over it. 

Yasmine had been hoping to piss her off even a little, but no. 

Miss Vampire Cool Girl just stared into space for half a second, collected herself, then shook Aster’s hand. 

“Splendid to meet you,” she said, like this was a Zoom call between two politicians. “Although I have to confess I already know who you are. I’m a big admirer of your work.” 

Aster’s face rarely ever revealed much, but Yasmine could tell she was surprised from the way she loosened her grip on Rafael, letting him float out of her hands. 

“Nice to meet you… too,” she enunciated slowly. Her eyes slid over to Yasmine. “I feel like I missed a few episodes. Isn’t this your coffee girl?” 

Yasmine’s cheeks reddened at the highly unnecessary usage of the word your. Bella, not missing a beat, flashed her a wild smirk. 

“Is that really how you’ve pitched me to your friends?” she asked, sliding her hand around Yasmine’s waist in a way that had to be retribution. “A bit of a shallow description. I’m also the mold girl.” 

“So you two are together,” Aster said. 

“Absolutely,” Bella said. 

“Not in any way, shape, or form,” Yasmine scoffed simultaneously. 

Bella barked out a laugh; Yasmine looked at her in astonishment. 

“Not in any way, shape, or form? I mean, that’s just a lie,” Bella said. 

Yasmine stared at her—confused, aghast. What the hell was she saying? Was this her attempt at wresting back control of the situation? It didn’t feel like she’d lost any ground to begin with; she was sitting there like she owned the place, last night's charred outfit substituted for a pair of Aster’s black jeans and a Linkin Park hoodie, blonde hair methodically brushed and swept back behind her ears. 

She knew this was just Bella toying with her, but still… Bella being a vampire changed nothing about their non-arrangement. If anything, it made their relationship even more untenable. At least when she was a human, she was harmless. She could be Yasmine’s coworker and her fling, and the worst fallout they could have would be a screaming match at Yasmine’s apartment. 

Vampire breakups were a lot more like eighteenth century duels. Two gentlemen enter the ring, one leaves. 

Not that any of that really mattered. She was a pathological liar, and despite her age, completely petulant; Yasmine was stable, and organized, and a mother. 

And yet, Yasmine’s stomach couldn’t stop doing flips. 

“It’s not a lie,” she hissed. Aster didn’t seem convinced. Even Rafael had stopped babbling to crook his head down and listen. “We slept together twice. Before I knew she was immortal. That does not constitute a relationship.” 

Aster nearly spit out the wine she was drinking. She recovered with a deep cough, blinking several times in disbelief. “Oh my god, Sylvia is going to be so pissed that she missed this.” 

Yasmine sat there in mortification as she realized just how much private information she’d readily divulged. She and Aster had a relationship that usually belonged exclusively to two husbands whose wives were friends: they talked about the weather, politics, occasionally they went to a basketball game together and wore matching jerseys. Nothing personal. This was all Bella’s fault. 

Groaning, she decided to pivot. 

“Where is Sylvia, anyway? Because I know she’s not working.” 

Aster’s smirk dissolved. She looked like she was weighing something. Ultimately, she set down her glass with a huff, and rummaged for something in her pocket. 

She offered Yasmine her phone. “Take a look for yourself.” 

Confused, Yasmine took it. The device was open to a gallery of images—all photos Sylvia had sent Aster in the last week. In sequential order: Sylvia on a plane, drinking wine; Sylvia on a sailboat, drinking wine; Sylvia posing with an older Italian woman, with a vineyard full of ripe grapes in the background, presumably to be harvested and then ingested in the form of wine. 

“That’s Lillian,” Aster commented dryly, pointing at the older woman. “Her Enchanting instructor. She’s the one who made us these rings.” 

Aster flashed the serpent ring around her finger, and it slithered slightly in the light. While Sylvia and Aster had never had an official ceremony, they’d started wearing the rings ever since they arrived back from Iceland. If they were any other couple, Yasmine might describe it as cute. But knowing that they probably proposed to each other with bloodstains on their clothes, it was less so. 

“Enchanting… instructor,” Yasmine repeated aloud, just to be sure she hadn’t lost her hearing. “What?” 

“It’s her new Mommy-hobby,” Aster said, then bit down on her lip. “Me referring to it as that is potentially why she left in the first place.” 

Yasmine’s mind refused to process this information. “I’m sorry, Sylvia stuck you with a toddler while she fucked off to Sicily to learn how to turn baby books into heavier baby books?” 

“Look, she’s having post-partum… something,” Aster said, leaning back in her chair to glance up at Rafael, who was twirling himself in a circle and giggling. “I’m just letting it run its course.” 

Yasmine sighed. “You don’t have to take her shit, you know.” 

Aster tilted her head back towards her, her slick black bangs falling over brown eyes. She smiled; it had a warmth there that Yasmine couldn’t quite grasp. 

“I think I like taking her shit, though. And anyway, what’s the saying? The pot is calling the kettle black?” 

The clunkiness of the phrase only drew further attention to the slight color of her accent that still hadn’t eroded over the years. 

“Now,” Aster continued. “I want to talk about the actual gossip. Your whole… house fire. Please. I’m desperate for entertainment.” 

“Our budding relationship isn’t good enough gossip?” Bella interjected, pushing at Yasmine’s arm. “Honey, say something.” 

Yasmine’s heart hammered in her chest, and not in a pleasant way. She stared at the skin on her arm that Bella had just touched for a half second too long. What is wrong with her? 

She studied Bella’s face, but she couldn’t pierce through whatever dumb bit she was doing. The pathological liar was apparently also a method actress. 

“Please have your maladaptive daydreams in a different corner of the apartment,” Yasmine finally muttered, blushing as she turned her full attention to Aster. She put a hand up to keep Bella out of her peripheral vision. “So what, Sylvia thinks the arsonists are vampires?” 

Aster snorted at Yasmine’s quickly thinning patience, then nodded. 

“What’s her basis for that?” Yasmine continued. “I have every vampire family in New England documented in my online database—the Smiths, the Kumars, the Wangs. We’re all relatively friendly.” 

Yasmine sent annual holiday postcards to all the significant vampire families in the Eastern Seaboard; it was a good way to establish dominance. 

“She thinks they’re out-of-townies,” Aster said. “Overseas.” 

Yasmine shrugged. That made no difference. “I pretty much get an alert every time a vampire anywhere in this world takes a plane.” 

Aster looked skeptical. “You didn’t even know that Sylvia was out of town.” 

Yasmine’s shoulders dipped slightly. That was true; why did Rebecca not tell her? 

Probably because she didn’t deem it important enough. Yasmine had hired her for her discretion, after all. She only floated the most vital information up the chain. 

“I don’t need to keep tabs on my friends.” They were usually the ones she needed the most tabs on. But anyways. “Rebecca would tell me if anyone notable had come to Manhattan. She hasn’t.” 

“What if it’s someone she didn’t consider notable?” Aster proposed with a shrug. Fresh out of blood, she got up from the chair and started walking to the fridge. “Also, how do you know that every vampire is in your catalog? I know for a fact you weren’t able to track my movements. I ate all your spies.” 

“Yeah, but Sylvia didn’t. So I bundled the two of you together.” 

“That’s not very precise,” Aster teased. “There were about three times per century that we took a day off from each other. What if I chose then to come kill you?” 

“I’d love to see you try.” 

“Me too,” Aster said, smiling broadly as she took a blood bottle out of the top shelf of the fridge. “But I wouldn’t want your girlfriend to be mad.” 

Yasmine was not ready for the overwhelming pulling feeling in her stomach hearing that word being directed at her and Bella. 

“Don’t call her that,” Yasmine said. It was much weaker than she intended it to be. 

To Yasmine’s surprise, Bella wasn’t glowing from the attention. 

In fact, since the conversation shifted, she looked a lot less comfortable than she did a moment before. She had her head ducked down, scrolling through her phone. 

Yasmine couldn’t resist spying, especially when she spotted the familiar iMessage screen. She saw it for only a fraction of a second before Bella clicked the lock button, but she’d had enough time to read the name off—Sabina. 

“Who’s Sabina?” Yasmine asked, because fuck it. “Friend? Secret lover?” 

“Just a coworker,” Bella said briskly, looking distraught that Yasmine had noticed. 

“Sylvia met a woman named Sabina at the department store across the street from the Nightingale the other day. Apparently they nearly got in a fistfight in the dressing room,” said Aster simultaneously, then she joked, “Maybe it’s the same one.” 

Yasmine fell silent as Aster closed the fridge and started beckoning Rafael from the ceiling, waving the bottle around in the air like it was a fishing lure. 

As amusing as that display was, Yasmine couldn’t help but trail her eyes slowly back to Bella, watching her face very carefully. Her lips were schooled in a straight line, and her gaze was fixed on the floor, studying the carpet. 

“Yes…” Yasmine trailed off. “What a coincidence.” 

But she didn’t push the topic. 

No, in fact, she showed remarkable restraint, letting the rest of the morning unfold as normally as it could, quietly observing Bella and Aster chatter about trivialities. Unlike Yasmine, Aster seemed uninterested in pressing Bella for information. It was a tactic Yasmine had never considered, and somehow it coaxed more out of Bella in a single afternoon than Yasmine had managed in a month. 

Aster served them breakfast, and they discussed silly, annoyingly inconsequential  things, like their favorite musicians; Aster showed Bella her iPod Nano full of exclusively Joan Jett songs, and Bella told Aster about the Paramore concert she’d seen at Gillette Stadium a few years back. She even showed them a few pictures, which Yasmine tried not to stare too intently at. 

Bella had pink hair then, and she was wearing a Walpole High School crewneck. A few friends were posed next to her, throwing up peace signs. 

It was all incredibly late 2000s. 

So she did go to high school there? That timeline makes no sense. 

Still, Yasmine didn’t dare interrupt. Aster was either the least skeptical person on Earth, or an incredible detective, because the information just kept coming. 

“This is Polly, this is Trish, and this is Monica,” Bella said, her gel-tip nail pointing at various teenage faces on her phone screen. “Polly and Trish are both moms now, and Monica’s this big-time lawyer out in Cali. I’d love to visit her sometime. We always promised we’d get matching tattoos once we both landed our dream jobs. Guess I have to message her now.” 

Yasmine’s stomach turned. The sincerity in her voice made her even more confused. She couldn’t possibly mean that working in Yasmine’s lab had actually been her dream? 

“It’s fun you made so many friends,” Aster said, spooning yogurt into her mouth absentmindedly. “I kind of wish I’d gotten to go to human high school. I’ve always wondered what algebra actually is.” 

“You still can go, if you want,” Bella said, a genuine look of conviction on her face. “I’d be happy to forge you the papers.” 

Aster chuckled. “I think I’ll wait until Rafael’s walking and talking before I consider becoming a teen mom.” 

“Okay, I’m sorry, but what the hell am I missing?” 

Yasmine popped their dreamy little bubble with a needle. She had tried to restrain herself, she really had, but she couldn’t help it. She needed to know. 

Aster frowned. “I don’t know, what are you missing?” 

“I don’t know, maybe how Bella, a two-thousand year old woman, went to high school in 2014?” 

Bella’s face flushed. Yasmine had never seen it turn that color. She averted her eyes, closing her phone and swirling the small spoon in her yogurt bowl. 

“Um, I think that’s quite obvious,” Aster said, eyes sliding from her to Bella, looking concerned. “She went because she wanted to?” 

“Why would anyone want to go to human high school? In the United States, of all places? You’re lucky if they teach you about something that transpired before George Washington was born.” 

Aster looked at her like she was being tone deaf, and Bella sighed. She stood, and her chair scraped unpleasantly against the floor. It was an antique—1867 from Vienna with steam-bent wood—one that Yasmine had let Sylvia borrow. Here it had been reduced to a kitchen effigy stained with applesauce. 

“What? Am I wrong?” Yasmine mumbled, but she was being thoroughly ignored. 

“Thank you for the breakfast, Aster,” Bella said. “It was a pleasure meeting you. If you ever feel compelled to murder me in the future, I hope our brief companionship deters you from it, or at least gives you a bit of hesitation. I’ll wash and iron your clothes and get them back to you tomorrow.” 

Aster laughed, rising as well to shake her hand. 

“Ironing isn’t necessary.” 

“Oh, good. Because I don’t own one.” 

They shared another laugh and Yasmine felt a brief and furious jealousy. It wasn’t that they couldn’t be friends—Yasmine could share—but why did she feel like she was on the outside of something? 

Yasmine said goodbye next, and it all felt so procedural. Bella grabbed her coat and shucked on a tote bag. As she was tying her boots, Aster gave Yasmine a withering look that said fix that, but Yasmine had no idea what exactly she was supposed to fix. They made their way silently down the stairs, each of their footfalls timed one after another, so Bella was always a step too far ahead. 

Outside, the air was humid and miserable, and Yasmine’s first instinct was to call a car. Whatever was wrong between them, they could right it at home—or, well, a home. She dug into her pocket for her phone, but before she could ring Rebecca, Bella was already walking. 

“Where are you going?” Yasmine called after her. 

“Feel free to take the car,” Bella shouted into the wind. “I need some fresh air.” 

Yasmine balked. She felt like her stomach was tied on a string, and Bella was tugging it like a carcass along the pavement. There was no other option—of course she was going to follow her. 

Bella regarded her decision with nothing but a glance as Yasmine jogged up to her side. 

“You consider this fresh?” Yasmine said. “It feels like we’re inside an aquarium.” 

Bella didn’t reply. A car rushed past them, spraying the sidewalk with muck, and normally Bella would dodge out of the way, but she just singlemindedly walked forward, letting the water soak into the hem of her jeans. 

“Did I offend you?” Yasmine asked, heaving out an exasperated breath. “Well, of course I did. But can you spell it out for me, just this once? I feel like my foot lives in my mouth whenever I’m around you.” 

Bella let out a laugh, but it was dry and humorless. 

“You didn’t offend me. Really.” 

She said it in a completely unreadable tone. Her face didn’t help either. She was only allowing Yasmine to see the side of it, and as usual it was perfectly manicured, her lips not quite a smile or a frown. 

Yasmine sighed, feeling woefully unequipped. She hadn’t apologized to anyone in at least seven hundred years. Trying to summon one now, she felt like one of those dogs whose owners taught them to communicate through buttons on the floor. 

So instead, she said, “Can you slow down?” 

“I’m twice your age, Yasmine. Shouldn’t you be doing laps around me?” 

“Bella.” 

“Yes?” 

Bella allowed Yasmine another sliver of her face. Just a tenth of it, a slight look to the left. But it was enough to urge Yasmine on. 

“Look, I’m… I’m sorry if I’ve been abrasive,” she said. “And overbearing. And probably, on the whole, quite unpleasant to be around.” 

That tore a short laugh out of her walking companion—and lowered her walking speed by a few seconds. It was enough for Yasmine to catch her breath. 

“It’s just—it’s been a very long time since I’ve had a friend,” she continued, throat pinching with embarrassment at such a juvenile confession, and Bella raised an eyebrow; Yasmine read her meaning. “Sylvia doesn’t count. She’s more like an old purse that I can’t throw away for sentimental reasons.” 

The edge of Bella's lip tugged up, an encouraging sign. Yasmine’s lungs tightened. 

She knew what she wanted to say, but it felt so small and fragile in her chest. She hadn’t touched the memory in a long time, and it was still tender. 

Bella seemed to read her mind, arching that expectant eyebrow. It was enough. 

“After my parents and my brother passed,” Yasmine began shakily. “This human family briefly took me in. They had a girl who was roughly my age, named Tabitha. We both liked cows, and playing in the dirt. That’s pretty much equivalent to being platonic soulmates when you’re small.” 

The tug at Bella’s lips had become a full-fledged smile. It was such a contrast to the horrible dread Yasmine felt at dredging up the memory. 

“During the summer, Tabitha went off to her grandmother’s. I wasn’t allowed to come, because her grandmother only had one extra bed. I hated being left alone. It terrified me, it made me so angry—” Yasmine took a breath in, “—that when Tabitha returned, I gave her a nightmare so bad that she ran into the woods, crying and screaming. She was lost in there for an entire weekend.” 

Yasmine glanced at Bella’s face, waiting for it to fall; waiting for the inevitable horror. But her expression remained remarkably unmoved. 

“That’s unfortunate,” Bella said. “Did you give her the nightmare on purpose?” 

Yasmine blinked. She’d never been asked that before, nor had she considered it. 

“I can’t remember,” Yasmine said. “But it feels as if I did. I must have. They kicked me out after that, and I lived by myself for a very long time. I’ve had friends here and there since, but when I lose my temper, I tend to…” 

Yasmine hovered her hands an inch from her skull, then mimicked an explosion. 

“Do your powers actually kill people?” 

“No, not usually,” Yasmine said. “They just slowly drive them insane.” 

“Huh. I must be the odd one out, then,” Bella said. “Knowing you has made me feel way more sane than I ever have before.” 

Yasmine glanced up at her, startled. Bella was looking to the side, at a lake, where several ducklings were chasing after their darting mother. Yasmine wasn’t sure when they’d entered Central Park; it was a place she typically avoided at all costs, as it was always so packed with people living lives so apart from her own, but it was different with Bella. They blended in. 

“...Really?” Yasmine ventured, hoping she didn’t sound as desperate as she felt. 

Bella turned toward her, and smiled. It wasn’t forced, or pitiful. “You know when you move to a new city, and suddenly no one knows about that time in first grade when you cried in front of the class?” 

Yasmine squinted at her, feeling lost. “Not particularly.” 

Bella laughed. “Not that exact scenario. I just mean the feeling of it. Of being brand new.” 

They came to the edge of the pond, and Bella knelt down by the ridge of it, silently inviting Yasmine to join her. So she did. 

“Like reinventing yourself?” Yasmine asked. 

Bella nodded, and Yasmine watched her in the water’s reflection. The pond was crowded with people and animals and storefronts on wheels. A newsstand, a hot dog seller, a bride and a groom and their wedding photographer, and a gaggle of children chasing ducks. It was so loud that Yasmine had to reluctantly move closer to hear Bella, the two of them pressed knee to knee. 

“Kind of,” Bella said, looking between them, where their legs touched. “When I was growing up, the woman who cut my hair said I liked my hair cut short, but really it was just more convenient for her to cut it that way. That sort of thing, you know?” 

Bella ran her fingers through her hair; it was long enough now that it splayed over her collarbones. 

“I have to admit, I don’t,” Yasmine said quietly. “I always cut my own hair off with a knife.” 

Bella laughed, her eyes squinting into the sunlight. Yasmine thought that might have been an unempathetic thing to say, but it didn’t seem to land that way. 

“There wasn’t really room for me to have that sort of autonomy,” she said. “Only forty people lived in my village, and my mother was the queen bee. I was taught very little, only sewing and knitting and thankfully Latin, because it was the tongue of the nobles. Logic and mathematics and science were all far away concepts, basically fairy tales. My mother didn’t view having thoughts and opinions and worldly knowledge as pertinent to my job.” 

Yasmine wanted to ask what she meant by her job, but she didn’t press. 

“So when I got the opportunity to come here,” Bella trailed off, taking a breath in. “To Boston. I essentially arrived with nothing except passable English I’d learned from television. I fed this local human librarian a whole half-fabricated sob story, and she gave me a place to stay, and she tutored me until I was ready to enroll in the local high school in Walpole. And God, once I got there, it was… exhilarating. My classmates were so encouraging, and bright—far more bright than any vampires I knew, who were two millennia their senior—and I learned so much so quickly. I was a sponge. And I had fun. I was even the prom queen senior year.” 

Yasmine felt a tight warmth in her chest imagining Bella spinning around in a dress, laughing, having fun. “Of course you were.” 

Bella snickered. 

“I was always aware that I wasn’t actually a teenager, and these people weren’t my contemporaries. But it didn’t matter. For the first time in my life, I actually felt like I was growing into something instead of running into brick walls.” 

Yasmine’s heart strained, thinking back to that nightmare. Had Bella really spent two years trapped in a broom closet? And worse even, had it happened multiple times? The more she relived the memory, the more furious for her she became. But all that trapped resentment puffed out like a cigarette when Bella began speaking again. 

“And it was so funny, honestly, how some of the things they were going through—crushes, unfavorable parenting, poor courtship attempts from boys—I had lived through a hundred times. But with other things, like figuring out what to do with their short lives, it felt like these seventeen year olds had much more wisdom than me. They were so certain in their direction. They felt as if nothing inhibited them. It made me feel silly for living two thousand years without having a plan.” 

Bella’s hand settled on Yasmine’s knee. 

“But then I learned about you,” she said, with a glassy look in her eye. “I’d known about you vaguely before—my mother likes to gossip—but one of my science teachers mentioned your research in class, how he’d just come from a conference you’d been speaking at. He couldn’t shut up about how magnetic of a speaker you were. And God, once I put two and two together about who you were, I couldn’t get my mind off of you. A vampire who cared about something other than themselves. Frankly, you sounded impossible.” 

Yasmine snorted, covering her face with her hands. To her shock, Bella quickly pried them open, then took them in her own, intertwining them. 

“And then I actually met you,” she said, giving her fingers a squeeze. “And contrary to everything I’d experienced, you were exactly like I imagined you to be.” 

“Arrogant?” Yasmine said stiltedly, hoping to distract from the rapid beating of her heart that Bella surely could hear. “Self-absorbed?” 

“No. Unbelievably charitable and kind,” Bella said instead, and it made Yasmine feel like a ship that had just been hit on several sides, and was now rapidly taking on water. “First you invited me to live with you, and then you came to my lecture, and you liked my lecture—and God. I told myself I’d work with you because it was the fastest way to solve my own problems, but really—I think I just really needed to be around a vampire who saw me as… intelligent. An equal.” 

Bella’s voice trembled. She cleared her throat, and finished, “I don’t want you to think about who I was before I got here. The best version of me is who you’re seeing right now.” 

“Bella…” 

Yasmine’s heart clenched. When she didn’t answer immediately, Bella covered her face and groaned, as if she was embarrassed with herself. 

“Which is why I’ve been so secretive. And cocky. And overzealous. I’m not here to destroy you. I just wanted to impress you,” she said, her voice muffled by the palms of her hands. “And it’s not exactly impressive to say that I learned algebra for the first time at the age of two thousand and fifteen.” 

This time, it was Yasmine prying Bella’s fingers from her face. Bella never looked more beautiful, her eyes a little watery, her lipstick a little smudged. 

It was all too much. 

“I don’t care when you learned algebra, Bella.” 

Bella laughed once, and wiped her wet cheek. “You don’t?” 

“This might surprise you, but that is not the barometer I use to decide if I’m going to be friends with someone or not.” 

And as stupid and childish and silly as Yasmine felt, talking about friendship and holding hands in Central Park like a couple of twenty-somethings on a first date, it was all worth it for the wolfish, shit-eating grin she got in return. 

“So we are friends.” 

“Don’t push it,” Yasmine warned. “I’m letting it happen. Trying something new.” 

“Does this mean I get to take all your money now, interest-free?” 

Yasmine rolled her eyes. “No. I only have room for one leech.” 

Bella laughed, and wrapped Yasmine in a hug that took her by surprise. It was tight, and long, like Bella really needed it. 

After a moment, Bella said quietly in Yasmine’s ear, “I’ll just have to find my own unique lane, then.” 

Yasmine’s hands froze by her sides, taking in a breath before lightly reciprocating, patting Bella once on the back. 

“I think you’re already carving one,” Yasmine muttered. “With a shovel and a pickaxe.” 

Bella laughed; she was about to say something when her phone vibrated, and Yasmine saw the name flutter across the screen again. Sabina. 

It wasn’t a text message this time. 

“I… I should take this,” Bella said, a fear and an urgency in her voice where it hadn’t existed a moment ago. “Meet you back at school?” 

Yasmine’s eyes darted from the phone, to Bella’s face, and back again. She was suddenly reminded of a rare memory from before she lost everyone. When she was a kid, and her little brother would hang over the side of the bed; his face looked so strange upside down, his lips uneven and too large, his nose misplaced. It was as if he was an alien doing an impersonation of a human being. 

Back then, she’d pushed him off the bed, and told him to never do it again—it made her feel scared—but now, she didn’t say anything. She just held it in her chest. 

“Sure,” she eventually said with a nod. “Say hi for me, to whoever that is.”


Chapter 20 


If Yasmine was anyone else, having her house set on fire probably would have distracted her from her work, at least for a few days. But, after she ensured that Wallace was safe, she barely even registered that it had happened at all. 

It might seem strange—and perhaps deeply psychologically unsettling—that she was so unbothered, but it was helpful to remember that she had been threatened by vampires her entire life. Even Evanorah Maroven had tried, and failed, to have her assassinated. And if Evanorah couldn’t kill you, who could? 

That was how she and Sylvia met, actually. 

It was a few years before Evanorah’s death, at the ripe beginning of the millenium. Yasmine was still just scraping by back then, offering her services as a fortune teller to various barons. 

A nobleman named Harrald Weiss had been keeping her particularly employed at the time. He was the paranoid type (always the most lucrative) which meant he would consult with Yasmine on a daily basis to figure out which of his men was planning on betraying him. 

In reality, it was none of them, but Yasmine made a lot of money pointing fingers and sending heads to the guillotine. It weighed on her conscience every time, but this was before she had enough money to afford developing a moral backbone. 

But consequences did eventually catch up to her, as they tended to do. 

One of the men she accused of being a backstabber turned out to be a vampire who was seeking to enthrall Weiss. A Maroven Clan member—not that she knew that then. Besides the vampires who’d turned her and killed her family, she was acquainted with none, and that was by design. She naturally despised them. But she wasn’t exactly trying to invoke their wrath, either. 

Wrath came anyway, in the form of Sylvia Maroven. Sylvia had been even sloppier back then than she was now. She’d snuck into Yasmine’s room in the night, only snuck was not the right word—it was more like slammed, or crashed, or rummaged. Her hip bumped into Yasmine’s desk, her elbow knocked over her candlestick, and her feet tripped over a stack of books. 

Naturally, Yasmine’s eyes flew open a second later, and Sylvia cursed. She came at Yasmine with a stake, but halted midway. Her shoulders went limp, then her knees, then her eyes hollowed. The usual procedure. To her credit, she fought off the nightmare three times, each time getting closer to Yasmine before falling into it again, as if they were playing a game of Red Light, Green Light. At some point it became so ridiculous that Yasmine started laughing. 

“What’s so funny?” Sylvia had groaned, sounding more annoyed than furious. After a few more failed attempts, she gave up and sat on the floor by Yasmine’s bed, completely depleted. She took a ten minute nap, then asked Yasmine if she had anything to drink, preferably wine. Yasmine should have tried to kill her in retaliation, but she found something about the woman’s audaciousness weirdly charming. So, they struck up a conversation instead. 

They ended up having more in common than they anticipated. 

They both hated vampires, had strong opinions about politics, and were looking forward to the day where women had more rights than horses. They agreed that Sylvia would go back to her mother with the news that Yasmine had begged for forgiveness and pledged allegiance to the Maroven Clan. 

That plan failed. Evanorah deemed her daughter useless—what a surprise—and sent three more mercenaries after Yasmine. All their murder attempts were equally fruitless. If anything, they helped Yasmine’s career. She rounded them up, convinced Weiss that they were assassins there to kill him, and he got to execute more people. Eventually, Evanorah gave up, then she died. 

Thank you Aster. 

So, she was quite used to a little violence from the immortal riff-raff. 

Still, she made sure to assign Rebecca on the task of figuring out who was responsible, and if that didn’t pan out, she also preemptively sent out an invitation to all the vampire families in the Northeast to come to her Albany compound for a dinner party. She figured that, if nothing else, she could discern who was trying to kill her over a nice dinner of steak and potatoes. 

This was all to say, her research finally had her undivided attention. It might as well have been a miracle. For the first time since Yasmine had agreed to let Bella into her lab, they were actually–finally–getting somewhere. 

It all came together fairly quickly after their chat by the lake. Since Yasmine’s lab was full of sea creatures, she was able to secure a temporary hold on Waldorf’s lab to conduct the fungus research. There had been quite a few vacant lab spaces available, but his was outfitted with the exact instruments Yasmine would need to test Bella’s theory—high-resolution microscopes, centrifuges, live-cell imaging equipment—and besides that, sending him that e-mail was so satisfying. 

It took two days before he finally gave up the fight, and another two to move his research materials elsewhere. That meant, by the time they had finally gotten their coats on the hanger, Bella had twenty-six days left to effectively solve immortality. 

Not that she was acting like it. 

“You’re late,” Yasmine said when she heard the door to the lab shutter. She glanced up at the clock on the wall. Nine forty-three A.M. “Three minutes worse than yesterday.” 

Bella strolled in, shucked on her lab coat, and bent down so she was eye level with Yasmine, who was already an hour deep into analyzing slides. 

“New personal best,” she said, her tone exuding zero guilt. “But I promise I have a good explanation this time. I was walking to work when…” 

“Please spare me the details.” 

“...I saw a poster outside of Kwala Coffee advertising their new birthday cake latte. Apparently the owner’s daughter came up with the recipe. She’s, like, nine years old. A coffee prodigy. What was I going to do? Not try it? But there was a long line.” 

The sheer ludicrousness of this excuse forced Yasmine to look up from her slides. 

“Your emergency is that you were emotionally manipulated by a poster?” 

Bella huffed, kicking her shoes off before hopping on the examination table to Yasmine’s right. Yasmine had prepped it already, a roll of waxy paper crumpling underneath Bella’s fingers. 

“I wasn’t manipulated. I acted in accordance with my values.” Bella rolled up her sleeve so her arm was exposed. “It’s my moral imperative to support female entrepreneurs.” 

That forced a laugh out of Yasmine. She rose from her chair, snapped on a new pair of nitrile gloves, and picked out a clean collection tube. 

“I think your real moral imperative is spending at least ten dollars before nine A.M,” Yasmine said, laying her hand on Bella’s arm. “All while you still owe me rent.” 

Bella just smiled at her, dropping their sham of an argument with a clipped laugh. Despite Yasmine’s efforts to keep their discussion light and stupid—and that it very much was—her voice fell frustratingly quiet once she was touching Bella’s skin. 

It was such a clinical thing, taking someone’s blood. Yasmine had done it a hundred times over during her temporary stint as a phlebotomist, and it had never once felt sexy, even for someone who belonged to a species of blood worshippers. 

People’s veins were finicky, and you had to pay attention to get the needle in right. It was an exacting task that required focus. 

And yet, all Yasmine could focus on was keeping her heart rate down. 

Because despite a somewhat successful first day in the lab yesterday—and Yasmine’s commitment to using the word friends to describe their tenuous relationship—shifting their dynamic towards something professional was not without its growing pains. 

They had—at least in Yasmine’s head—made an implicit agreement that they would start focusing on the work, and put whatever sexual chemistry they had to the side. But somehow trying to not think about it made it so much worse. 

“You put the needle in the vein, darling,” Bella said, cutting into Yasmine’s internal monologue. She had the audacity to look at Yasmine like she was an amnesia patient. “And then blood comes out.” 

“Shut up,” Yasmine muttered, inserting the needle without warning. Unforgivably, Bella didn’t flinch; she just looked Yasmine straight in the eyes, like a psychopath. 

“I’m your patient, Yasmine. Have some decorum.” 

Yasmine watched the tube fill up with blood, averting her gaze from Bella. “I don’t have decorum. Why do you think I got fired from the hospital I worked at?” 

“You worked at a hospital?” Bella dropped the scandalized act as quickly as she adopted it. She would have made a phenomenal actress. “Why would you ever need to work anywhere?” 

“I wanted the experience of working with human biology. I thought it’d be useful in case I ever needed to patch up Wallace—” 

Yasmine froze, staring at the collection tube as her mouth went slack. She saw Bella’s reflection in the glass; she was narrowing her eyes curiously. 

“Wallace,” Bella repeated. “Who is Wallace?” 

Shit. Shit. Shit. 

Even though she’d started to trust Bella more since their last conversation—whether that was because she had actually divulged something personal, or simply because Yasmine was exhausted by her own paranoia, she wasn’t sure—but still she didn’t feel like she could just tell Bella about her son. 

It was like handing her a gun and a silver bullet. 

“My nephew,” she settled on. 

“Ah. Right.” She saw Bella’s eyes dip to something on the floor a few feet away. She got off the examination table, and reached for her tote bag. “Speaking of.” 

Bella extracted something from the bag, then held it up; it was a photoframe. Specifically, the photo of Yasmine and Wallace that had been sitting on Yasmine’s display table back at home. She’d assumed it’d been lost in the fire. 

Unable to help it, Yasmine’s fingers curled around the frame protectively. There was a single crack down the middle, but the image inside was preserved. 

“I went back for it,” Bella said carefully. “Just in case you didn’t have a backup.” 

Of course, Yasmine did have a backup; she had every photograph taken of Wallace digitally and physically archived, but her chest got unhelpfully heavy from the sentimentality of the gesture. It felt like Bella was trying to strangle her. 

“That’s… sweet of you,” she whispered. She swallowed down the thickness in her throat. “But you really didn’t have to.” 

Bella reached out and squeezed Yasmine’s hand, then shrugged. 

“You’re someone who’s worth going out of my way for.” 

Yasmine’s chest tightened. For once, Bella’s nails were bare, untouched by polish or extensions. Her face was the same. No lipstick, just the barest amount of foundation painted over a bruise on her neck. Yasmine didn’t put much stock in the equivalencies human men tended to make between makeup and honesty, but it was nice to see her like this—vulnerable. 

Even if it was only for the sake of avoiding cross-contamination. 

“Anyway,” Bella said, intertwining their fingers and pointing their conjoined hands towards the blood sample Yasmine had abandoned. “That one’s already a goner, probably.” 

Yasmine flinched, returning to reality. “Damn it.” She dropped Bella’s hand, ignoring the way the other woman’s typically invincible smile dipped at the side. 

Trying to react quickly, she scrambled for the collection tube. She drew a small amount of blood out of it before transferring a single droplet onto a glass side. Then she smeared the top with another slide so that the cells were all on one clean observable layer. 

Ducking under the sterile hood, she moved to the microscope, haphazardly adjusting the knobs. 

The image of Bella’s blood came into focus quickly, but the cells were already deteriorating. “Hell’s sake.” Her grip around the microscope tightened with frustration. 

They’d taken almost thirty blood samples from Bella since they began yesterday, and not a single one had survived exposure to the outside environment. In itself, that had been a fascinating revelation; blood wasn’t supposed to rapidly break down when it left the body. But, if they were going to find this hypothetical fungus, they needed an actual sample they could analyze. 

Yasmine gave Bella a harried look, and Bella laughed, understanding it immediately. She laid back down and rolled up her sleeve. They repeated the process, only this time, Yasmine didn’t let herself get distracted. She already had the microscope set to the correct focus in advance, so she could slide the glass in as quickly as possible without sending it flying. It came into focus immediately, and, ah, ah— 

She slammed her fist onto the table. 

“I saw something!” 

“You did?” 

“Yes. It was there for like half a second, but I swear. There were little spindly fibers.” 

“Oh my god. You mean—” 

“Hyphae,” Yasmine said breathlessly. 

“Hyphae!” 

Bella tugged Yasmine’s rolly chair forward, folding her into a hug. Yasmine was too excited to shrug her off, even if this was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever embraced someone over. Hyphae were the tiny, thread-like parts that made up fungi. Red blood cells were round, uniform; they didn’t have any stringy bits. 

Spotting hyphae with a microscope was no real marvel, but spotting it under these circumstances was. 

For one, fungi shouldn’t have been so easily visible on an unstained slide; and two, the only time fungi ever entered the bloodstream was during something like fungemia, and if Bella had fungemia, she wouldn’t be laughing and kicking her feet painfully into Yasmine’s ribs. 

Bella nudged her nose against Yasmine’s ear. “I told you so.” 

Yasmine shuddered, and finally had the wherewithal to push her away. 

“Bella,” she said, holding her gaze. “We need to set some… boundaries.” 

“Oh, finally. I was wondering when this conversation would happen.” 

Yasmine’s eyebrows rose, her steely face faltering. 

“What conversation?” 

“This one. That we’re about to have,” Bella said, tongue poking into her cheek. “About how you want me to stop flirting with you.” 

Yasmine’s cheeks flushed. God, was this woman always ten infuriating steps ahead of her? “Well. That’s not exactly…” She stuttered. “Actually, yes. You’re right. That is the heart of it.” 

“Let me do some more guesswork. It’s because you think it makes us unproductive,” Bella continued mechanically, as if they were going over a contract that she’d already read ten times over. “And now that you know I’m a vampire, the adrenaline-pumping appeal of hooking up with your younger human post-doc has disappeared. Am I correct?” 

Yasmines scoffed. “Not at all. You being younger and a post-doc were the main reasons I was avoiding it to begin with. It’s much more appealing…” Yasmine’s words trailed off as she realized the grave mistake she was making, but the hole was already dug. “...Now.” 

Bella’s cocky grin melted off her face. Her knuckles whitened where they held the edge of the exam table. 

From her expression, it looked as if she hadn’t considered the possibility that Yasmine was still attracted to her. How could she have possibly assumed that? It wasn’t like Bella had suddenly stopped looking like a Victoria Secret model. 

“Now?” Bella said quietly, a frog in her throat. “Please elaborate.” 

Yasmine covered her face in embarrassment. “I’d rather not.” 

“You’re the one who started this conversation.” 

“And now I’d like to be the one to end it, thank you.” 

Bella grabbed her wrist, forcibly but gently peeling her hand from her forehead. 

“Hey,” she said, pulling Yasmine’s hand to her mouth and pressing her lips to it softly. It was jolting. “I’m a big girl. I can handle rejection. Just tell me.” 

“I’m not—this isn’t a rejection,” Yasmine breathed out. Her chest felt like a stove burner that had been left on. “We were just hooking up. Having sex. Which was great, I’m not saying it wasn’t, but now it poses a distraction to the real reason we’re here, so it’s best if we just drop it. I’m sure you’ve had this kind of tryst with… countless vampires. These arrangements come and go.” 

“Countless vampires? That’s a bit presumptive.” 

“You’re built like a siren. It’s not presumptive at all.” 

At that, Bella cackled, squeezing Yasmine’s hand hard. It hurt, but not in a bad way. 

“You are ridiculous,” Bella chastised. There was an affection in her voice that made Yasmine tremble a little. “You make it sound like you’ve never hooked up with a vampire before.” 

Yasmine blinked. Had she really made it that obvious? Oh, god. She couldn’t meet Bella’s eyes, squeezing them shut instead as her skin burned with embarrassment. 

“Wait.” Bella’s voice cracked. “No way.” 

“Yes, well—humans are far less complicated.” 

“Yasmine. Never?” 

Yasmine shrugged. 

“Oh my god,” Bella exhaled. “You should have never told me that. Now I absolutely can’t honor this breakup. There is so much you’re missing out on.” 

It was the word breakup that finally pushed her over the edge. Not the word itself, but the fact that Yasmine knew she was using it for comedic effect. 

“I don’t like it when you joke about that.” 

She immediately regretted saying it. Regretted it more when Bella’s face fell. Yasmine tried to turn away from her, but Bella gripped her waist, fixing her there. 

“Joke about what?” 

Yasmine’s stomach clenched. Her eyes darted down to Bella’s hands, holding her there firmly. Everything about this woman was inescapable. 

“I… Everything you said while we were at Aster’s apartment,” she stuttered. “Calling me your… girlfriend. Talking about us breaking up, as if we were ever an item. It’s not funny to me. It’s… confusing.” 

Yasmine had no idea where she was going with this, or why she felt so defensive about it. All she’d meant to do was put an end to the needless petting and hand holding—things that did not belong in a scientific environment—and now words were falling out of her mouth uselessly like fish flopping out of a barrel. 

Yasmine hoped Bella might see her discomfort and drop the topic, but instead she studied Yasmine’s face with a great and sudden intensity. Her eyes were like a loaded bow. They were the same in that way, horrible at letting things go. 

“Oh.” Bella paused, frowning thoughtfully. “I apologize.” 

Seeing the distraught look on Bella’s face, Yasmine began to retreat immediately. “That’s not necessary. Really, let’s just drop it.” 

Bella shook her head. “It is necessary,” she pressed. “Like I said before, back at your apartment—I don’t think it’s funny to give people the wrong impression. I think it’s one of the worst things you can do to someone. Really.” 

Yasmine’s face burned, feeling an unfamiliar pinch of rejection in her stomach. 

“You weren’t giving me the wrong impression,” she said quickly. “I know exactly the nature of our relationship.” 

The words sounded convincing enough. At least until Bella continued staring at her. 

“We’re friendly,” Yasmine went on. “We’re coworkers.” 

Bella’s expression didn’t change. 

“Look—we’ve slept together. You think I’m attractive, I think you’re attractive. We have a mutual intellectual respect. That’s all there is to it.” Despite the conviction in her voice, the sentence felt flimsy. “I understand why the jokes were funny, I just… I’d rather we not play around with it. We don’t have to make it into a whole thing.” 

Bella’s expression softened. Her gaze stayed on Yasmine for a long moment, like she was trying to choose her words carefully. Then she shook her head, almost imperceptibly, and frowned. 

“See,” she said softly, and her voice had changed in a way that made it sound thinner than before. “I did give you the wrong impression.” 

Yasmine’s brow creased. “What? How?” 

Bella looked back up, and laughed. 

“Because I wasn’t teasing you like that because I thought our relationship was something trivial,” she said. “It was… wishful thinking, on my behalf. Projection.” 

For a moment Yasmine simply stared at her. 

Wishful thinking? 

The words seemed to arrive several seconds late. 

"...What?" 

Bella's gaze dropped to their joined hands. "It's embarrassing, but..." She let out a short, humorless laugh."I've never been with someone, and actually found it pleasurable. It’s always been very transactional for me.” 

She traced her thumb across Yasmine’s palms for a moment, swallowing. 

“I think… selfishly, I want to hang onto that pleasure for as long as possible, and I get threatened when you try to take it away.” 

Her voice softened, barely audible, like she was retreating into herself. 

“But I shouldn’t be putting that on you,” she whispered. “It’s just been a long time since I’ve been able to enjoy my own body.” 

“Transactional?” Yasmine echoed. “Bella, do you mean—” 

Bella had been homeless. She had money issues. And it wasn’t like she could just Suggest money out of people like Sylvia. 

Bella exhaled a short laugh before Yasmine could finish. 

“No,” she said. “I’m not a prostitute. Formerly, or currently.” 

Her gaze shifted away from Yasmine’s face, lingering on the gurney instead. 

“At least not in the way you’re thinking. But my job back home wasn’t completely different. My body was very much an asset to the work.” 

Yasmine’s frown deepened. There was it again—that job. From the unspoken before times. 

She couldn’t do it anymore. She was trying to be good, trying to press less, like Aster had done so masterfully—but she had to know. 

“Bella,” she exhaled, squeezing her hand tightly. “What was your job?” 

Bella smiled sadly, then slowly broke their hands apart. 

Before Yasmine could miss her touch too much, Bella reached out to push a lock of misbehaving hair behind Yasmine’s ear. It felt like electricity. 

“Stealing,” she admitted, finally, with a tight smile. “From noblemen.” 

“Stealing? Like what, their possessions? Selling them for money?” 

“No. Stealing their life force. Like, their souls.” Bella sighed. “And giving them to my mother.”


Chapter 21 


Yasmine blinked, stupefied by what she’d just heard. 

“Life force,” she repeated. It felt like such an unusually grand way to say it. “Do you mean their blood? You removed their blood… and gave it to your mother?” 

In all of Yasmine’s many years of vampiric research, she’d very rarely encountered a story about a vampire stealing blood to give to someone else. 

Mostly because it was impractical. 

Feeding was the vampire’s natural instinct, and for most of history there were no good alternatives. Unless Bella had been draining victims with a syringe? But they didn’t have the same cooling and storing technology back then that they did now. The blood would be clotted and rancid by the time she could give it to her mother. 

Bella shook her head. 

“No, no. Not blood.” She pressed her hand to her chest. “Their life force.” 

Yasmine leaned back in her chair, cocking her head to the side. “Like, their organs?” 

Bella laughed. “God, no. Ew. I have no use for a man’s liver.” 

“Then what?” Yasmine said with exasperation. “I have no clue what you’re talking about.” 

“That’s fair. You’re too young to understand.” 

Yasmine pinned her with a searing glare, and Bella responded with that easy, innocent grin of hers. It was so frustrating just how disarming she was. Like she could lead Yasmine straight to hell and somehow convince her it was paradise. 

“I’m a thousand years old, Bella,” she muttered. “I’m sure I have the faculties.” 

Bella laughed again. “Not like that. I just mean, you’re literally too young. Or should I say, too evolved.” She paused. “Where do you keep your library?” 

Yasmine let out a baffled shock of laughter. “My library?” 

“You’re a total hoarder. Don’t tell me you don’t have the entirety of the vampire canon assembled in a basement somewhere.” 

Yasmine grimaced, and Bella laughed. 

She did, indeed—although it wasn’t in a basement. All the most important primary and secondary sources she’d found throughout the years were stored in a highly-protected underground facility in Pennsylvania. 

Reading her face, Bella shook her head, delighted. “I knew it. Can you have some things shipped here?” 

“Shipping won’t be necessary,” Yasmine said, then turned towards her computer monitor. She started typing in the password to her online database. “I have everything digitized.” 

A hand lay over Yasmine’s on the keyboard, stopping her before she could hit enter. 

“It’ll be easier to see with the real copy,” Bella said. “Trust me.” 

Yasmine studied her for a long moment, but Bella’s tight smile revealed nothing. 

“Fine,” Yasmine said with a shrug, extracting her fingers from underneath Bella’s hands before she started enjoying it too much. “I can have anything you want overnighted.” 

“Overnighted.” Bella fanned her face. “You make that sound sexy somehow.” 

“Bella.” 

“Yasmine.” 

Bella’s eyes lingered on Yasmine’s lips. Yasmine wanted nothing more than to climb on top of that examination table and kiss her stupid, overly secretive face senseless. 

“I wish you were uglier,” Yasmine muttered, and Bella’s eyebrows flew up. It was nice to finally startle her, for once. “Come on. I want to show you my new toys.” 

*** 

To Bella’s great dismay, toys did not mean what she was hoping they would. But million-dollar science equipment was a nice second best. 

As they continued their work, the rest of the day swam by, five hours passing right under Bella’s nose. 

Despite the lingering dread that had settled in since she learned her family had arrived in New York early, Bella was having the most fun she’d ever had—not that there was much fun to compete with in the life she’d had, but still. 

Working with Yasmine was just so addicting. She was like a meat grinder. She talked a mile a minute, developing novel theories then abandoning them in the span of thirty seconds. Then, just as you thought you’d caught up to her line of thinking, she’d freeze, lift her goggles up—so you could see the adorable red rims they’d left around her eyes—then she’d nod to herself, and slide them back on. 

Sometimes she got so wrapped up in the work that she’d forget the boundaries she’d just begged Bella for, and she’d lean her forehead on Bella’s shoulder, muttering equations to herself. At one point, she stayed there so long that Bella decided to wrap her hands around her, just to see what she could get away with. 

To Bella’s great surprise, Yasmine didn’t jump away. She did twitch slightly, but after a moment of hesitance, she wrapped her arms back around Bella, sending a jolt up Bella’s spine; then Yasmine sighed into her lab coat, and mumbled, “I think better when I’m next to something warm. Don’t think about it too hard.” 

Don’t think about it too hard—if anything was descriptive of their relationship right now, it was that. 

Bella tried not to. She was afraid if she dwelled on it too long, she’d find something very deep and very lonely crawling out of her. 

Thankfully, the research was a worthy distraction. Five hours. That’s how long it took for them to make more progress than Bella assumed many scientists made in their entire career. Half of that she chalked up to Yasmine’s genius, and the other half to the sheer amount of money at their disposal. 

All of Bella’s research in the past had been conducted in poor man’s labs with poor man’s instruments, and now she was throwing her DNA into a $1.5 million dollar sequencer like it was pumpkin pie going in the oven. 

And that was actually the cheapest hunk of metal they had. The electron microscope was $7 million apiece—and they had two. Thank you, Urchin Research Foundation. 

The microscopes hooked up to massive overhead screens, where the fungus was magnified a million times, transformed from a simple blood-stain into a terrifying, 3D landscape of crystalline spikes and interlocking proteins. 

It was a view of an infection that only a handful of people on the planet would ever be privileged to see. Bella considered herself lucky. 

Of course, she would have been even luckier if it wasn’t hers. 

As the day crested into the afternoon, the dawning sun peeking in through Waldorf’s lab windows, Yasmine and she stood side by side in front of the screens. 

“Is that… is the hypha going inside the cell?” 

Bella bit the end of her pencil as she followed Yasmine’s finger. 

It was pointed at the mitochondria. Bubbling black fibrous strands had wrapped around it like a noose. 

Yasmine’s face darkened, her fingers flexing into the belt of her pants. Eventually, her eyes drifted over to Bella. 

For once, they had both arrived at the same theory at the same time. 

“So.” Bella drummed her fingers on her arm to distract from the dread growing in her stomach. “It’s like a hostage situation.” 

Yasmine opened her mouth to correct her, but then faltered. 

They had assumed—without ever really stating it out loud—that the fungus would behave like a conventional pathogen. Something introduced and removed like a treatment without tearing the host apart in the process. 

But this looked a lot more like…hmm, how to put this optimistically… It looked like the fungus had shot her cells to death, and taken over the corpses. 

“Well,” Yasmine said. “Fuck.” 

Bella took a harried breath in. She tightened her hands into fists, trying to claw onto the remaining shreds of hope that were rapidly slipping through her fingers. 

“I think I need a minute.” 

*** 

Bella got on her tiptoes, dragging a wet cloth across the top shelf of the cupboard. She let out a sigh of relief when it came back dusty. Something still left to clean. 

The Nightingale’s sink had been completely emptied of dishes, the floors were mopped to the point where they were showing signs of water damage, and Bella was still not ready to go back to the apartment. 

About an hour after they’d looked at the fungal scans, Bella had to take off for her late night cafe shift. It was the first time since they’d started working together that she’d been grateful to get away from Yasmine. 

It was stupid. It wasn’t like this revelation was a complete dead end for them. In fact it was a significant first step at figuring out how the infection worked. With the speed of their research, they’d probably have a working theory of immortality within a week. 

But also, tragically, Bella wasn’t an idiot. She’d seen what the interior of her cell looked like. It was dead, and the fungus was essentially keeping all its functions on life support. Even if Yasmine was able to create a viable mimic of the infection that didn’t kill the cell, it would only be useful to other people. 

Some stupid tech CEO would get to live an extra seven hundred years, and Bella would be stuck with her powers. 

At least Yasmine will get what she wants, she told herself. And I’ll get enough money to keep my family off my back for a little while. 

She ran the cloth under the tap again, then wrung it out. It snapped in two as she twisted, startling her. She tried not to cry at the timing of it. 

But it was her fault for cleaning without gloves. 

Sometimes she forgot what she was. 

The water had run the cream off her hands, and without her cream, everything she touched—she looked at the brittle, corpse-like state of her Yankees dish towel—ended up rather drained. 

Which brought her to the real reason she didn’t want to go back to the apartment. She was running very low on her cream. She’d been so busy recently between work and her shifts and the stress of knowing her family was somewhere in Manhattan that she hadn’t had the time to synthesize any more. 

Which meant her symptoms were getting worse again. She’d turned the bedsheets Yasmine loaned her into dusty rags, even her nice satin pillowcases. She’d mistakenly brushed her hand against the dresser and now it was cracking. 

She didn’t want to ruin any more of Yasmine’s things. She was trying to leave as small a blemish as possible in Yasmine’s life, but it was already turning into a bruise. 

She sighed, undid her apron, and started walking towards the entrance. But as she was about to reach for the recently repaired doorknob, a gust of sharp wind racketed against the windows. The breeze was so harsh, it sounded like men thumping their fists on the glass. It continued for half a second, then everything fell still again. Bella inhaled. The wind returned, doubled now in intensity. 

Then, as if someone had slammed them with a metal rod—the windows shattered. 

Glass sprayed over all the tables and stools. Bella covered her face and ducked to the side, her body pressed flush to the magazine stand. The plastic edges of the tabloids bit into her skin as she saw a leg slowly raise over the windowsill. 

“Baby sister,” a voice cooed. “You’ve been avoidinggg meee.” 

“God damn it,” Bella whispered into the dark. 

Tears prickled in her eyes. There was no avoiding it now. There was no running. Sabina was faster than her, even in heels. 

She took a breath in, and stepped out of the darkness. 

“Hi, Sabina.” 
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The hauntingly pale circle of her oldest sister’s face emerged from the dark like a smiling full moon. Despite the years that had passed, she looked remarkably the same. Which was to say, she looked like Bella. They were roughly the same height, with the same rigid ballerina posture; the only real difference was in the hair. Sabina had a rotten apple red quality to it. 

“Arabella,” Sabina said in a dramatic whine, forcing her sister into a tight embrace. “Gosh, I’ve missed you.” She let go, then cupped Bella’s face. “Well, don’t you look drearily human. Have you been getting too much sun recently? Have you not been wearing the shawl I gifted you before you left?” 

Bella touched her face, briefly confused. 

Oh. 

She knew she was paler than most humans, but to Sabina, she probably looked startlingly tan. In addition to suppressing her powers, the cream also suppressed the other unfortunate things that came with being who she was. 

“Usually the correct way to enter a restaurant is through a door, you know,” Bella sighed, moving to grab the broom. “Not the window.” 

“That is how you greet your sister after all this time?” 

“Were you expecting a parade? You’re four years early.” 

Sabina yanked the broom from her, then pushed her on the shoulder. 

“God, America has made you rude.” 

“And yet your manners remain intact.” 

Sabina huffed, then took her by the cheeks again. She examined her like she was a doll that she’d lost in the attic. 

“You poor thing,” she mumbled. “It must be taking so much of your energy to keep yourself presentable like this all the time.” 

Bella bristled. “Sabina—” 

“I don’t know how you do it. Now that it’s just the two of us, I think I’ll let my hair down…” 

Before Bella could stop her, Sabina took a step back, laid her hands over her own face, and began to drag down, as if she was peeling off a mask. 

Her fingertips left a trail as they traveled: an inky, smokey black that smelled sweet and nostalgic to Bella’s nose. The powder snaked across her cheeks like warpaint, over her nose, down her plump red lips, then her neck, thin zig-zagging needles of black dancing all the way to her collarbones. To a human being, it probably looked like the kind of Halloween makeup that would take hours to apply. 

Then, she slunk off her white-leather jacket, turning away to hang it placidly on the coat hanger. Her shoulder blades flexed, and black marks that looked like lightning scattered rapidly across her spine, before leathery wings tore out of her skin and opened five feet wide in the small space, knocking over the spice cabinet. 

Bella felt bile climb in the back of her throat. She didn’t realize then, but somewhere along the way, through high school and then college and now here, with Yasmine, perfectly normal, pretty, gorgeous Yasmine, she’d convinced herself that this was not actually what she looked like when she wasn’t trying so hard to suppress it. 

Sabina turned on her heel, and let out a contented sigh. 

“That feels so much better. God, you wouldn’t believe how tight my wings got after flying economy on the way here. Never again,” Sabina said, reapproaching her sister with that look. “But look at you! Big, impressive big city Bella. You’ll cover all our flights back with that money you made eating face at Columbia, I’m sure.” 

Eating face. Bella couldn’t help but scowl at the old phrase. A sense of stupid, blind defensiveness shocked through her. 

Don’t say it. Don’t say it. 

“I didn’t get that job using my powers.” 

Sabina’s eyebrows flew up, and Bella sucked in a breath. She couldn't keep her damn mouth closed. Not when her sister once again insisted that the only thing she was good for was—just drop it. 

“Is that so? So you’re really a what, a science person?” Sabina asked. “Why?” 

Bella crossed her arms defensively, fearing the real answer might jump out of her stomach. 

“Because I felt like it?” She responded. Not her strongest return. 

Sabina’s voice lowered conspiratorially. “Oh my god. Is it because of a guy? Did you meet an old-fashioned New England vampire? Is he rich?” 

Bella scoffed. She was relieved her sister’s suspicions were completely off-base, but her cheeks burned nonetheless, a shock of protectiveness running through her. That was new. Feeling protective over someone that wasn’t herself. 

God, if she only knew just how rich she is, she thought, immediately followed up with: They can absolutely never meet her. 

“No, there’s no guy… Sabina, I don’t understand why you’re here.” 

“Well of course you do. I told you on the phone.” 

“Because you wanted to see the Empire State Building? Okay, well, go for it. I’ll show you to the fucking ferry. But you weren’t supposed to contact me until—” 

“God, it’s always you and that word. Supposed to. What? Did we ink some promise down in blood? I don’t think so.” Sabina groaned. “I had no idea you had taken our conversation before so literally. Mother let you go to America for a few years so you could play around and scout out new targets across the sea.” 

Sabina took out one of the magazines from the newspaper stands and flipped through it idly. “But it doesn’t seem like you’re doing a great job on your assignment. I mean, have you even eaten anyone interesting yet?” 

“Sure I have,” Bella countered bitterly. 

Sabina looked up from Smooth Living, perking immediately. “Oh, who?” 

“None of your business.” 

Sabina dropped the magazine with a whine. “It is so my business.” She came up to Bella and shook her by the shoulders. “You are the darling of the family, Bel-Bel. Do you know how miserable it is being the main soul-sucker now that you’re gone? I can only drag so many men by the ankles back to our house per day! They’ve gotten so much heavier in the twenty-first century. Too many processed foods.” 

Bella shoved her off. “Do I know how miserable it is? Are you seriously asking me that? Why the hell do you think I left?” 

Sabina groaned. “Sure, whatever. But now you’ve had your vacation time! You took your little cruise across the ocean, lived in dazzling Manhattan. Don’t you think it’s been enough? The workload will be so much more manageable between the two of us.” 

“Three of us,” Bella snapped. “Hasn’t Teodora been helping you?” 

“Bella,” Sabina deadpanned, rolling her eyes. “I love Teodora dearly, I would die for her at a moment’s notice, but she’s as useless as a wet sock. Sometimes she brings home a river otter instead of a human and asks Mother if that would be sufficient.” 

For the first time since Sabina arrived, Bella let out a genuine laugh. Sabina grinned back at her, exposing that little dented fang she got back when they were kids. 

For a moment, Sabina was just her older sister again, tickling her feet when they swam in the lake. It made Bella’s heart sick at what could be something nice between them. 

Bella sighed. “You can drop the pretense about being a tourist, Sabina. I know you’ve been burning down those houses. I’ve been watching the news.” 

Sabina’s smile faltered. 

“Ah. So you have.” 

Bella wanted nothing more than to ask her why Yasmine’s house had been a target, but she couldn’t risk it. If they didn’t know about their closeness yet, then she would keep that true for as long as she possibly could. Hopefully forever, if she could manage it. 

So she left it broad—“Why those houses? Were the people living in them special?” 

Sabina smirked. “I knew you still cared.” 

Whatever. Let her think so. “Are you going to let me in, or what? You beg me to rejoin the family business, but you’re keeping me in the dark?” 

Sabina studied her for a moment, evidently sensing bullshit. Fortunately, Sabina had never been a very good judge of Bella. She saw what she wanted to see. 

“Well, it’s really nothing you don’t know already,” she said, beginning to walk in a circle around Bella. “I assume you’re up to date with the latest in the vampire world? The fall of the bothersome Council? The eradication of that man—Leonard?” 

Bella’s eyes followed her apprehensively as she walked. Her feet were scorching the floor, leaving burn marks. It would be hell to fix. 

“Yeah. It was sort of impossible to miss. The economy nearly went into a freefall.” 

“That it did. Until it didn’t. Strange, isn’t that?” 

Bella’s stomach tightened. “What are you getting at?” 

“Oh, nothing. It’s just interesting that even though a certain two vampires managed to kill off all the people responsible for the world’s economies, those economies only endured about two days of stress and confusion before an intervening force seemed to—” Sabina made a motion with her hands as if she was re-adjusting the frame of a painting. “—Set everything back into place. Not really something a human would be qualified to do, I don’t think.” 

Bella’s breath came faster, ragged in her chest. She tried to keep it steady as Sabina turned towards her, and pressed an accusatory finger at her chest. 

“You know if it came down to pure strength, agility, prowess, intelligence—we would be on top of this world, ruling it, not prowling around from the sidelines as we’ve had to do for so long,” she spat. She sounded so much like Mother. “The only thing we have always lacked is the power of Suggestion. The ability to actually command influence. No one in the world has wielded it since Evanorah Maroven fell, and now that there are no other ruling powers keeping us at bay, we have a real chance of attaining it.” 

At that, Bella scoffed. “Sister, are you actually delusional? What do you plan on doing? Tracking down Sylvia Maroven and making her your little pet? Good luck. Look at what happened to the people who tried doing that the first time.” 

“Do you take me for an idiot?” Sabina smiled. “We aren’t interested in Sylvia, silly. Everyone knows she doesn’t own the contract anymore.” 

Bella paused, her heart clenching. “What contract?” 

“The Mass Suggestion contract,” Sabina said. “It belongs to Yasmine Sokolov now. The Nightmare Queen. Remember her?”


Chapter 22 


It had been a very long time since Yasmine last had guests over for dinner. 

Eight hundred years, give or take. She just hadn’t been in the mood for the last several millenium. But as she smoothed her hand over her old tablecloth, she realized with discomfort that she was not brimming with dread at the prospect. 

Which was really odd, because technically this entire dinner party was designed for her to figure out who might have torched her house. She was inviting over suspects at worst; long-standing rivals at best. Not friends. But maybe that was why she felt some excitement about it; it was the adrenaline of unveiling an attempted murderer, as if she were a bisexual blood-sucking Sherlock Holmes. 

That had to be it. What was the alternative? That her dried corpse of a personality was suddenly climbing out of its coffin and enjoying a night of small talk? She’d been disinterested in society for millennia. What could be different now? 

“Ms. Sokolov? Ms. Dragomir has arrived early.” 

Yasmine looked up from the table. A very harried Rebecca was standing by the doorframe, holding a clipboard to her chest. 

Bags had formed under her assistant’s normally taut eyes. It took a lot to get Rebecca to look visibly exhausted—she was practically a Marine when it came to maintaining a good work-life balance—but then again, organizing a dinner party for immortal killers is not the most straightforward project management task. 

But Yasmine thought she’d done a swell job preparing the appropriate security measures—mostly by putting Sylvia and Aster up at a nearby hotel, and ensuring they were on speed dial. They were strictly not invited to join the actual dinner, but they had unfettered access to room service and a hired babysitter, so she doubted they minded. 

“Of course she is,” Yasmine muttered, wishing her mood mimicked her tone. Honestly, she was relieved. 

She needed to see her. 

Originally, Yasmine wasn’t going to invite Bella either. But last night, Bella had called her and insisted on coming. It was strange. She hadn’t sounded like herself over the phone: her tone was blunt, clipped. Yasmine had tried not to worry about it. 

She’d failed. 

“Go, go. Stop that. I’ll finish the table for you,” Rebecca said, roughly yanking the cutlery out of Yasmine’s hands. 

Yasmine laughed at her brusqueness. “What’s with the urgency?” 

Rebecca turned to look at her with a frown. “I fear that Bruce has cornered Ms. Dragomir into conversation.” 

*** 

As a rule, vampires were not very obedient individuals. 

Even the most dense amongst them eventually realized that society was nothing more than a well-marketed pyramid scheme, in which only those at the top derived any real value. After coming to that conclusion, well, it’s hard not to step outside the career ladder, and start building your own pyramid. 

But there existed some vampires which, like many humans, were simply not capable of scheming. Or plotting. 

Or being in charge of their own affairs whatsoever. 

Bruce was one of those vampires. 

“...And that’s when Ms. Sokolov grabbed me off of the other guy at the bar and said— ‘Aye, Bruce, you’re better than this. You got potential.’” 

The thick Boston accent carried down the hallway, and Yasmine winced. 

She couldn’t really blame him for telling the (severely distorted) story of how they met. He so rarely got the opportunity to talk to other vampires. What she could blame him for was his insultingly bad impersonation of her. 

Bella’s laugh split Yasmine from her thoughts like a lightning strike. It was full-bodied, genuinely cheerful. Her shoulders sagged with relief just at the sound of it. 

As she turned the corner, she quickly got confirmation of what she’d heard. The pair of them were standing under the massive steel doorway that separated the foyer from the courtyard. Bella, dressed in a low-cut, glittering silver gown, was bent over in a fit of laughter. Bruce, five foot seven but as big as a bear, was wearing a gleaming, victorious smile that Yasmine could unfortunately relate to. 

She felt a flare of something in her gut. 

If you’re jealous of Bruce, you’ve officially lost it. 

“Ms. Sokolov!” Bruce said, arms outstretched as if he were going to welcome her in for a hug. Fortunately, he knew better, and dropped them. “I was just telling Ms. Dragomir here how you’re a real saint. One of God’s best.” 

“I don’t know about that,” Yasmine muttered, embarrassed by the praise. “All I did was stop you from dying an embarrassing and preventable death.” 

“Exactly! You saved me! Like Mother Teresa!” 

Yasmine gave him a placating smile. Another thing about Bruce—even in light of his undead immortality, he had remained an adamant Catholic. She admired his faith. It sounded nice to believe in something good happening at the end of all of this. 

Bella laughed again, making Yasmine’s chest tighten. She found herself unable to look at the other woman for a second, frozen for some unknown reason. It felt a bit like preparing yourself to stare into the sun. 

“Gosh, you really do have a habit of picking up stray dogs,” Bella said, forcing Yasmine to finally acknowledge her. “Here I thought I was special.” 

Yasmine flushed at Bella’s small, coy smile. 

Dressed in their lab coats and focused so intently on their research, Yasmine had managed to somewhat ignore Bella’s general face and body for the last week. 

Now it was impossible. 

She was dressed like a Y2K take on a medieval princess: miniature silver swords were dangling from her ears; a small chain necklace lay over her clavicle with a diamond at its center; her heels looked sharp enough to stab a man. 

Yasmine forced her eyes upward with the last vestiges of her dignity. 

“You’re not a stray dog,” she said. “You’re more like one of those ravens that starts following a human around and gifting them marbles and sticks.” 

“Wow, that’s exactly what every lady wants to hear. Thank you.” 

Unable to help herself, Yasmine cracked a smile. Bruce carefully shut the door behind Bella, and asked for her jacket, which Bella supplied. As he turned to tuck into the coat closet, Yasmine and Bella began to walk back down the hallway, towards the main room. 

“That accent is wonderful,” Bella said. “He must be a young one.” 

Grateful for something inconsequential to talk about—hoping it might act as a neutralizing force to the warmth she was feeling—Yasmine nodded. 

“Early eighteen hundreds. One of the guests tonight, Charlie Smith, was actually the one to turn him. That’ll be a fun reunion.” 

“Oh, the drama.” 

“Don’t expect much. I doubt either one of them remembers. They got in a drunken fistfight over the modern equivalent of fifteen dollars, and Charlie was so shitfaced that he tried to drink from Bruce. He ended up turning him instead.” 

“Spectacular,” Bella laughed. “What were you doing there?” 

Yasmine’s brows furrowed. “At a bar? Why? I drink.” 

“Please. I know you drink. I’m a victim of your dreadful taste in alcohol,” Bella said, to Yasmine’s offense. “I just didn’t think you, like, hung out. Especially with other vampires. You don’t even meet up with Sylvia and Aster outside of their living room.” 

Yasmine huffed. “Well, there was a time when I thought Charlie Smith and I might…” She shook her head. “It’s not even worth discussing. He’s an imbecile.” 

Bella’s feet halted on the carpet. Yasmine sighed, turning toward her, already annoyed. They did not have time for this inevitable round of teasing. 

Even though she’d arrived early, Yasmine wanted as much time as possible to discuss the books she’d had sent over from Pennsylvania before the guests began to arrive. Her ravenous curiosity had been killing her ever since their conversation. 

To Yasmine’s surprise, though, Bella didn’t tease her. She just looked sort of… startled. Taken off guard. 

“Seriously? How long were you dating for?” 

Yasmine’s eyebrows furrowed. She was stunned that she cared. 

“That’s what I’m saying,” she replied. “We didn’t. He sent me an invitation to court me, I denied it. He sent another one. Same answer. Eventually, after twenty attempts, I gave in, and joined him at the bar. That was the first time I met him. He tried to kiss me, I turned away, and then in retaliation he got himself drunk enough to turn the innocent village clown immortal. I could never forgive him for that.” 

“Oh.” 

Bella softened. She looked as if she had been about to throw up, only for the nausea to suddenly pass. She shook her head, and walked back to Yasmine. 

She slid her hand around the cuff of Yasmine’s sleeve, making a show of ironing it out. “Good,” she said. “You deserve to be with someone more honorable than that.” 

There was something unusually melancholic in the way she said it. It made Yasmine’s stomach tighten. 

“Maybe. But tragically, I don’t tend to like honorable people,” she said, thinking of Sylvia. “If I really wanted to date someone honorable, I would date Bruce.” 

Bella rolled her eyes. Her fingers slipped under Yasmine’s sleeve onto the bare skin of her forearm, where her fingers began to massage idly. It made Yasmine swallow. 

“Maybe you should.” Bella shrugged. “He might be good for you.” 

Yasmine’s heart thudded as Bella’s fingers plied softly into her skin. What was she doing? They didn’t have time for this. And it was not making Yasmine’s life easier. 

“In what possible way?” she replied. “I don’t think we have any mutual interests.” 

Bella withdrew her hand, and Yasmine missed the contact with a scathing, unprompted sadness—only for Bella to slide both hands around Yasmine’s waist a moment later. She studied Yasmine’s eyes with a thoughtful frown. 

“Shared interests don’t necessarily make or break a relationship.” 

Yasmine sucked in a breath. It didn’t feel like they were talking about Bruce anymore. She didn’t know what they were talking about, frankly. 

She took the bait nonetheless. “If I’m going to be in love with someone, I would hope they could carry a conversation about something other than sports betting.” 

“Oh, is that all?” Bella tightened her grip on Yasmine’s waist. She felt like she was wearing a corset. “Seems like a low bar. Even I could clear that one.” 

Yasmine’s eyebrows flew up. She felt like she’d taken the wrong turn somewhere off the highway, and now she was fumbling around in the dark with broken headlights. This is just her playing around again. Even though Yasmine had explicitly told her to stop. Fine, then, she’d play along. 

“Well, you’d stand a much better chance than Charlie Smith.” 

“Really?” Bella said, eyebrows raising. 

“Well, you haven’t turned any humans against their will, have you?” 

“Not that I can recall.” 

“Great. Marry me, then.” 

At that, Bella flushed, and smiled that weirdly tragic grin of hers again. She sighed, then drew closer, burying her head into Yasmine’s shoulder. Yasmine felt a shot of pure, stupid happiness as she felt Bella’s smiling lips press to her skin. 

“Trust me, marrying me is not a wise decision.” 

Yasmine’s heart threatened to burst at the soft way Bella was caressing her back, idly playing with the strands of her hair. This conversation was rapidly falling off a cliff—she had to find a way to wrest control again. 

“Well.” She swallowed. “There’s always divorce.” 

Bella let out a quiet laugh. It was warm against Yasmine’s neck. But she didn’t say anything back. They just stood there for several seconds, two tiny figures in a grand hall. Normally Yasmine would have pushed her away under the guise of there being work to do, but she sensed, somehow, that Bella needed this. 

“I’m sorry. I’m being really weird,” Bella confessed quietly. “I haven’t gotten much sleep the past few nights. It feels like I’ve lost my filter.” 

She finally leaned back, and took a step away, so they were untangled again. Yasmine felt like a piece of paper that had been ripped in two. 

“Why? Is everything alright?” Yasmine asked, trying to get back her bearings. “You got the key I sent you to the new apartment, right?” 

Yasmine had taken the past two days off to come up to Albany and prepare for the dinner, while Bella continued working on their research back in the city. And since Yasmine’s home had gone up in smoke, she’d given Bella a new place to stay in Brooklyn. They hadn’t talked much between then and now, but Yasmine had assumed everything was alright—that Bella was just consumed by their project. 

“Of course. And it’s a wonderful apartment,” Bella said, smiling gently. “It’s really nothing. Just insomnia.” She gestured toward the hallway. “Didn’t you say you wanted to look at something before the guests arrived?” 

Yasmine scrutinized her face, but as usual, it was as revealing as the Mona Lisa. 

“For the record, I am very aware of your talent for changing the topic. I’m just allowing you to do it this time,” she mumbled. “But yes. Follow me, but please don’t ask any questions about the decor. It was my fault for giving Bruce a credit card.” 

*** 

Yasmine shut the door to her private study with a forceful click. She sighed in relief, happy to finally be done with the torture that was walking through the one corridor in the compound completely dedicated to Red Sox baseball memorabilia. 

“I think your doorman might have a mild fixation on Babe Ruth.” 

Yasmine gave her an exasperated look. “Trust me, I know. Imagine how disappointed he was when I told him he wasn’t allowed to make the Bambino immortal.” 

Bella laughed again, but weakly. It paled in comparison to her usual snorting. 

Yasmine watched her with concern as she strolled around the room, examining the bookshelves, the reading desk, Yasmine’s old ink wells. Yasmine was worried again now; even more worried than she’d been last night. But she didn’t know how to address it. Or what even to address. She was famously bad at getting to the bottom of Bella’s emotions, and she’d grown increasingly wary of trying. 

“Is this where you stayed back when you worked for the college in Albany?” 

“Correct,” Yasmine said, sitting down on the small burgundy sofa. Her feet were aching from running around all day. 

“Did you not get lonely?” Bella asked quietly. “Such a big place all for yourself?” 

Yasmine went quiet. 

Loneliness wasn’t something she really contemplated much. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel it; it was more that she didn’t leave room for it. She was good at spotting it from several paces out, and outrunning it until it gave up. 

“I had Bruce,” she said. “And—” 

She was about to say Wallace, but she stopped herself. 

“—And Rebecca.” 

“Your doorman and your personal assistant,” Bella said, looking at her with amusement. “Very close contacts.” 

Yasmine rolled her eyes. “And you’re so much better? You have a thousand extra years on me. Where’s your husband? Where’s your kids?” 

She hadn’t meant the joke to sound so aggressive. Luckily, Bella was seemingly immune to the charms of her personality. She only laughed. 

“Funny you should ask,” she said. “Where are the books?” 

Yasmine didn’t quite know what she meant by the first part, but she was anxious enough about the latter question to just wave it off. “Right in front of you.” 

Bella’s eyes turned to the oak reading desk. Her face turned curious, then surprised, when she noticed the mountain of books sitting off to the side. 

“My god. You really do have everything, you hoarder.” 

She picked up the book on top of the rest, laid it out on the table, and started paging through it. 

Yasmine snorted when she recognized what was written on the spine. “Does that book actually matter, or are you just being annoying?” 

The book in question was a list of marriage records between vampires. It went back as far as five hundred AD. It was actually one of the least valuable things in Yasmine’s collection. There was nothing vampires cared more about than lineage and legacy, so books like this were a dime a dozen. Almost every family had their own. 

Still, unable to contain her interest, Yasmine walked up behind her. Bella paused, her fingers stalling. 

“I see,” she said quietly, with a clipped laugh. “Wow.” 

Yasmine’s eyebrows furrowed. “What?” 

Bella pointed to an entry on the page. 

Basarab, Sorin (b. 515, Dacia) 

Bound in matrimony to human female (name not entered) 

“Huh. He married a human.” It was uncommon, but not unheard of. 

Usually it was first-generation vampires who had been turned and didn’t understand the implications of it. It was what Bruce would have been if she’d left him behind. Clueless vampires with no knowledge of the supernatural, alone with their fate. 

It was what Yasmine was, too, for the first few years. 

Bella let out another clipped laugh. Yasmine didn’t understand what was funny. “Are there drawings?” Bella asked. “Portraits of the betrothed?” 

Yasmine nodded. “A few. If they were wealthy enough to commission an artist to do them. They’re in the appendix.” 

Bella tilted the book, and it yawned open to the appropriate section. Black and white sketches were labeled in a four by four grid on the page. 

“Is there someone you’re looking for…?” Yasmine began to ask, before the words died in her throat as she caught sight of the woman drawn opposite Sorin Basarab. 

She swallowed hard, as if she was physically shoving the realization down her esophagus; she brought her face almost flush to the old, sweet-smelling parchment, making sure she was seeing it correctly, then, after several moments, slowly slid her eyes back towards Bella, who had her lip bitten guiltily. 

So it wasn’t a joke. 

Yasmine’s heart hammered. 

She wasn’t sure why she was so surprised. Bella was two thousand years old. She was overwhelmingly gorgeous. Enigmatic. A great conversationalist. Intelligent. 

Yasmine’s chest clenched the more she rationalized it. Why was she rationalizing anything? Why was she having an emotional response to this? Probably because of their conversation earlier. She was just surprised, that was all. 

She straightened her shoulders, cleared her throat. 

“So you’ve been married,” Yasmine breathed out. “Is he still alive?” 

Bella laughed. “Absolutely not.” 

Yasmine felt her muscles relax mildly. 

“Why did they mark you down as human?” 

“Because I told him I was.” 

“Why? He was a vampire too. You wanted to spend your life with someone keeping such a large, useless secret?” 

Bella smiled sadly, but she didn’t reply. She turned back to the book and flipped a few more pages in the appendix. Then pointed her finger at another portrait. 

It was—Yasmine blinked—also her. 

Before Yasmine could get a word in, Bella flipped again. 

There was another one. Another sorry man, another identical portrait of Bella. Different clothes. Hair down instead of up. If you weren’t looking closely, you probably wouldn’t be able to tell it was the same person. Yasmine definitely hadn’t noticed when she’d skimmed the book years ago. 

Yasmine shook her head in disbelief. The oppressive feeling in her chest evaporated at the sheer ludicrosity of it. It wasn’t the fact that she’d remarried. It was the fact that each of the marriages were spaced just years apart. 

She turned towards Bella, blinking at her like a sloth. 

“Were you addicted to getting hitched, or something?” 

Bella didn’t laugh this time. She was quiet, her eyes glassy. It was a side of her Yasmine had only seen glimpses of—this detached melancholy. But it was brief. She inhaled, turned back towards the book, and kept turning the pages. 

There was Bella. And then Bella. And Bella. She looked wildly different through the ages, but her expression was always the same. A small, uneven smile. It didn’t reach her eyes. There she was, on the supposed happiest day of her life, and she looked miserable. For years. Decades. Centuries. 

Yasmine looked at her colleague—and, Yasmine was realizing, with the heavy protectiveness in her heart, her friend—and whispered, “I don’t understand.” 

Bella closed the book. It seemed too much for her to look at anymore. 

“They all died,” she said shakily. “About five days after I married them.” 

She paced the room, then settled on the couch, looking down at her hands. Her shoulders were trembling. She took a breath in. 

“It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago,” she said. It seemed self-soothing. She looked back up at Yasmine with that same smile from the drawings. “My powers work within seconds on inanimate objects. With humans, it takes a few minutes. Vampires, though, I need hours. It’s easier if they’re sleeping. And, well, it’s easy to make men fall asleep after you sleep with them.” 

Yasmine took a step forward. She felt this magnetic pull towards the other woman. It was so hard watching her so obviously distraught. 

“I don’t get it,” she said quietly. “Your powers do what?” 

“Drain life force, Yasmine.” 

Yasmine wasn’t able to get in another word. Bella suddenly stood. She looked over Yasmine’s shoulder, then stampeded past her. Yasmine turned around to find Bella burying her hand in a freshly watered flower vase. 

“What on Earth are you doing?” 

Bella yanked her hand out, then waved it around until it was no longer completely wet with plant water. 

“Do you have something in here you don’t care about?” 

Yasmine was utterly lost, but Bella was clearly impatient, so she picked out a book from her bookshelf. It was a copy of The Great Gatsby. 

“Dreadful book,” Yasmine said. “You can eat it for all I care.” 

Bella took it with her dry hand. Then, swallowing, she transferred it to her damp one. 

It crumbled instantly. 

No, crumbled wasn’t the right word. That suggested that there were distinct pieces left of it. There was just a pile of dark, smoldering ash. You would never know it had once been a book; it had lost all its identity, like a cremated body. 

Yasmine looked at the smoking remains darkening her carpet, then back at Bella, who was trembling. 

“I destroy everything I touch.” She said, then smiled, even though her eyes were wet. “And if it helps, the in-laws are even worse. Still want to marry me?” 

Yasmine held her gaze, mind reeling. If Yasmine was any other person, she probably would have found that display horrifying. The idea that someone could touch her and wither her like a leaf left out to dry under the sun—it was a devastating power. 

Aster’s humongous strength was one thing, but at least it could be trained and controlled. This kind of power was unpreventable. Even if you never wanted to use it, you had no way to stop yourself. Bella had found some way to lessen the effect, obviously, but only a temporary measure. 

Yasmine couldn’t think of anything more lonely. 

Before she knew what she was doing, her feet were moving across the floor. Bella startled as Yasmine pushed her into the doorway, pinned her hand above her head, so it couldn't hurt either of them, at least for now, and kissed her.


Chapter 23 


At first, Bella froze against her lips. Yasmine was about to pull away, to frantically apologize, but then Bella took her free hand and wrapped it around her neck, pulling her in with a deep desperation, like she was taking Yasmine’s soul with her. 

That thought alone made Yasmine whimper into Bella’s mouth. God, what was wrong with her? Why did she want her even more now, so much more now? 

“Oh god,” Bella moaned. “I missed kissing you.” 

Yasmine’s breath hitched at the admission, a terrible ripping feeling in her chest. She didn’t have the strength to admit the same—it felt like admitting something larger, and far more terrifying—so she just kept going, pressing Bella harder into the door. 

“I thought we weren’t supposed to do this anymore,” Bella continued, but she didn’t stop kissing her. No, the opposite—Bella pulled her in tighter, her long fingernails raking against the back of Yasmine’s neck, fixing her in place so she couldn’t leave. 

Yasmine kissed the side of her mouth, inhaling the warm vanilla perfume she always wore. This must be how heaven smells. “Said who?” 

Bella let out a shuddering breath. “You. You said.” 

The longer she kept Bella’s other hand pinned to the wall, the more strength it required to keep it up there. She felt a tingling numbness in her wrist, and thought about the consequences of dropping it. If Bella’s hand fell on her shoulder, would it turn her arm to dust? Would it disintegrate her collarbone? No, Bella had said it took longer with vampires—would it feel like being slowly sanded down with sandpaper? 

Yasmine groaned again, and Bella swallowed it, tugging Yasmine’s hair tightly. 

The more of an ancient monster and a soul-sucking devil and a very bad idea Bella appeared to be, the more Yasmine wanted her. No, needed her. 

She imagined her own portrait in the pages of the wedding record painted in black and white, another bored, immortal businessman. She imagined Bella next to her looking like the perfect little harmless human bride. She imagined Bella fucking her to death. 

“Yasmine…” Bella whispered against her lips. “What are we doing?” 

I don’t know didn’t seem sufficient, so Yasmine answered her with another desperate press of her lips, unable to stop herself. She felt as if she was running out of time. She kissed Bella with a reckless abandon she was unaware she still possessed. 

It felt like the wanting part of her had been revived with a defibrillator. 

Bella pushed against her chest, hard enough now to separate them an inch. Yasmine’s chest heaved. She had barely been breathing between kisses. 

“Yasmine,” Bella repeated. Her eyes were as dark as coal, but her expression looked lost, almost upset. “What—what are you doing? Why are you kissing me?" 

Yasmine opened her mouth with a quickness, as if the answer was glaringly obvious, only to find that she had nothing to say. She paused, blinking, thinking. 

The emotion, the urge, had been so overwhelming that it made it feel like there was a clear motivation—but her mind stalled as she tried to recollect it. 

Had it been pity? Had she felt bad for Bella? No. She’d pitied Bella plenty when she first inherited her nightmare. Seeing her as a child, scared and alone in that closet, that was sad, that was pitiable. This was different. This was almost the opposite. 

Yasmine failed to find the words as she brought a hand up to cup Bella’s smooth, perfect chin. It shone with a slight reflection from the desk light, like plastic would. 

No; it wasn’t pity at all, she decided. But she couldn’t really describe the magnetism. It was just that Bella had seemed so incredulous at the idea that— 

Oh. That was what it was. 

Yasmine shuddered out a breath. “I didn’t like the way you were looking at me.” 

“Looking at you?” Bella whispered, caught off guard. “How was I looking at you?” 

“Like you didn’t believe I’d marry you.” 

Bella’s face paled. Yasmine’s chest hurt, but she forced the rest of her words out. 

“It just, drove me mad,” she said, the words rushing out. “Of course I’d marry you. I mean…” Yasmine scoffed in disbelief. “You first learned about biology ten years ago, and you’re outdoing me at my own research. You are so much smarter than me, Bella. You’re a genius. You’re observant. And funny. And you somehow make me feel like maybe I’m not the most unbearable person on the planet to be around.” 

Bella seemed utterly stunned. Her hands were trembling against the doorframe. But she still found a way to whisper out, “You’re not unbearable. You’re wonderful.” 

“No, I’m really not. But see—that’s what I’m talking about. It’s no wonder you got half of Romania to marry you. You’re like the world’s most believable sycophant.” 

Bella let out a startled laugh. Yasmine slowly guided Bella’s hand down from the wall so it was no longer a guillotine hanging above both their heads. 

Then, in a rash move, she unsteadily brought the hand to her lips. She couldn’t help herself. She was too curious. 

Bella gasped, trying to rip it away, but Yasmine held it steady. 

The burn was barely noticeable at first, but the pain slowly hastened. It was like swiping your fingertip through a flickering candle flame several times, going slower with each pass. The intensity built and built. 

When Yasmine could feel her lips beginning to flake, she finally released the hand. Bella snapped it back to her side, looking at Yasmine in astonishment. 

“Your powers don’t scare me. Frankly, I find them—God, this is embarrassing—I find them ridiculously sexy,” she admitted quietly as she licked over her dried lip. “I just want you to know a destructive power is nothing to be ashamed of.” 

The more Yasmine talked, the more uncertain Bella’s eyes became. Which frustrated Yasmine, because how much more obvious could she be in her point? She didn’t want Bella to be insecure about her powers. She knew what that was like, to view yourself as some… some creature all because of something out of your control. 

Yasmine took a step back, extricating herself with a shallow breath. 

“Trust me, I’ve spent eons feeling like an irredeemable monster,” she continued, sliding her hands down her blouse to flatten down the wrinkles. “It took me almost until I was seven hundred years old to forgive myself for what I’d done as a child to survive. Did you really believe I’d think less of you for a couple of groom murders?” 

Bella studied her. She was looking at Yasmine like she was a puzzle. 

“Well, I had hoped you might be understanding,” she admitted quietly. “I didn’t expect you would kiss me like a nuke might be dropping any second.” 

It felt like an accusation. For the first time, Yasmine’s cheeks burned with a tinge of regret for acting so impulsively. 

“I mean, it’s not like we haven’t done it before,” she said, feeling defensive. “You just look, well… That gown is… I—I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” 

Bella frowned. 

Yasmine realized she’d never seen Bella look so frustrated. Not until now. The emotion looked wrong on her face, like a dress hanging improperly off a hanger. 

The dark expression stayed for a moment before she groaned, dragging her hands over her eyes. 

“I’m not uncomfortable, Yasmine. I have never once been uncomfortable.” 

“Then why are you upset?” 

“Because you don’t seem to be hearing yourself.” 

“Hearing myself?” Yasmine mumbled, growing self-conscious. “What, did I say something wrong? Look, I’m the first to admit that I’m not the best communicator, but if you can believe it, I was trying to make you feel better. Less… alone.” 

Bella sighed, her eyes softening. 

“I know,” she said. “But also, Yasmine… did you or did you not just say that you would be okay with marrying me?” 

Goosebumps ran up Yasmine’s arms. Bella’s tone was as sharp as the swords dangling from her ears. This might have been the most serious Yasmine had ever heard her be, and they’d discussed topics with much higher stakes. 

“I suppose I did, yes? Why?” 

The tips of Bella’s ears turned bright red. She looked flabbergasted at Yasmine’s casual tone, which made Yasmine even more confused. 

Because she’d just seen the pragmatism with which Bella clearly viewed marriage. She’d done it a dozen times, if not hundreds. 

“You’re making it sound like it’s nothing,” Bella said, sounding injured. 

“That’s not true at all,” Yasmine said, growing flustered. “It’s not nothing. It’s an… expression of genuine trust. Our financial records would be intertwined. There are all kinds of legalities at play. You could control potentially life-changing medical decisions made about me. You could… ruin my life, really.” 

Bella’s shoulders slumped. Understanding seemed to finally dawn on her, but it didn’t look like the relief that Yasmine was hoping for. 

“Ah,” she breathed. “No. You’re right. That’s not nothing.” 

Yasmine sighed. “And yet you still look like I offended you.” 

Bella gave her a small, humorless smile. In lieu of replying, she dug into her purse, and took out a pair of thin black satin gloves. She slipped them on easily. 

“These block my powers,” she explained. “I designed them myself.” 

Before Yasmine could question why she was bringing that up now, Bella took her face in her hands, and kissed her softly on the mouth. 

It caught Yasmine completely off guard, like a van suddenly swerving into her lane. 

It was the most gentle kiss they’d ever had. Completely unhurried. Bella whimpered into it, caressing Yasmine’s cheek softly as she sighed into her mouth. It tasted warm, and then salty. It made Yasmine’s stomach turn painfully. 

Why did this kiss hurt? Even as it was happening, Yasmine was already missing it. 

She could barely function with how much she liked it like this, slow and soft. There was almost no lust in it, and yet it felt more disarming than any other kiss she’d ever had. Yasmine felt like an addict fighting to hold onto her high. 

Which made it twice as horrible when Bella pulled away. Yasmine tried to lean back in, desperate for more, but Bella maintained the distance between them. 

“Why?” Yasmine sighed out. 

Bella sighed, as if it was obvious. 

“Yasmine, do you view yourself as someone capable of falling in love?” 

The question gave her more whiplash. Yasmine’s heart clenched so hard in her chest she nearly forgot she was immortal. She trembled, taking a step back. 

“I…” 

Her mouth opened, then closed. Of course she did. Didn’t she? 

Before she met Bella, she had already been on a hundred dates. Terribly unsuccessful ones. And that was only in New York. 

It wasn’t that she hadn’t tried to fall in love. She’d tried plenty, and she’d gotten close. She’d dated some halfway decent people in a thousand years. 

But the switch just… never flipped for her. 

That was the only way she could describe it. She’d feel attraction, sometimes even infatuation, but the closer they got, the worse and more frequent the nightmares became. She drove people mad. No one could put up with it. 

So, at some point, she had stopped trying. She just couldn’t handle it turning out the same way again. Having no one was vastly preferable to watching someone you liked slowly begin to hate you because of something you couldn’t control. 

“Regardless of what I want,” Yasmine began shakily. “I don’t think it’s possible for someone to fall in love with me and keep their sanity in the process.” 

Bella let out a clipped laugh, like Yasmine had said something horribly amusing. 

“And I end up turning the ones I like into dust, so who has it easier, hm?” 

Yasmine’s gut twisted. “We sound like a match made in Russian Roulette.” 

“We do. Anyone who would gamble on us would be an idiot.” 

I might be an idiot, then. 

Bile climbed into Yasmine’s throat at the sudden thought. Goosebumps assaulted her skin. Her eyes widened. No; she didn’t actually think like that, did she? 

She was letting herself get caught up in the moment. They had reviewed the terms of their relationship several times. Yasmine didn’t love Bella. She liked her. 

It was just that she liked so few people. One or two per millenium, really. 

But it’s never felt like this, has it? 

With a breath in, Yasmine nodded. “Agreed.” 

Bella gave her one of those smiles that was half a frown, a sad, regretful sort of expression. 

She was communicating something with her eyes that Yasmine couldn’t decipher. 

With her non-offending hand, Bella reached over and tenderly held the side of Yasmine’s face. 

“I really do appreciate your trust, Yasmine. Even if you pick incredibly strange ways of demonstrating it,” she breathed, eyes flitting to Yasmine’s lips, then back to her eyes. “But if I was going to marry someone again, I wouldn’t want it to be a practical affair. I would want to be in love. I want to have one final headshot in that stupid book, and leave it at that. For eternity.” 

“Oh,” Yasmine said. It felt as if an undressed wound in her side had been suddenly scrubbed with bleach. “I understand.” 

Bella smiled, then pressed forward, kissing Yasmine’s cheek chastely. She lingered there for a moment, her breath warm on Yasmine’s cheek, and all Yasmine wanted to do was turn to the side and capture her lips and kiss her like they’d just kissed, slowly and with all the time in the world—but would Bella want that? And what would that mean? 

Bella pulled away. “As much as I’d like to finish what we just started, I think Rebecca will be mad if I keep you from your guests.” 

Yasmine’s breath hitched. 

The fucking dinner party. 

She’d completely forgotten about it. 

“Right,” she said, eyes darting towards the old analog clock hanging on the wall. She cursed. “God, time sped by me—they’re probably already here.” 

Bella pushed her shoulder, sending her in the direction of the door. 

“Go, go. Vampires are a deeply impatient people. They might start chewing on Bruce if you make them wait too long.” 

Yasmine stepped forward, her mind doing its best to reorient itself towards the task at hand, but then she frowned when Bella didn’t follow her. 

“Aren’t you coming?” she whispered. 

Bella refused to look her in the eye. “I will, don’t worry. I’m just going to touch up in the bathroom first.” 

Yasmine scrutinized her face. She saw nothing out of place. 

“I’m not sure what you need to touch up,” she said. “You look perfect already.” 

A beat passed between them. The clock ticked, and it was so loud now that Yasmine couldn’t believe she hadn’t heard it before; she was unbearably aware of it now. 

“Just go,” Bella said quietly, giving her one more small, strange smile, before escorting her out the door. She didn’t ask where the bathroom was—she just started stalking down the hallway in the opposite direction, her gown fluttering behind her like the wings of a silver moth. 

*** 

Brushing the tears from below her eyes, Bella took a ragged breath in, and painted the wet skin over with concealer. She looked so small in the reflection of the bathroom mirrors—they had to be nine feet tall each, and similar in width. 

But the opulence only began there. The sinks were all marble. There were sketches by Da Vinci hanging over the toilets. Originals. 

Maybe it’s possible to evade loneliness if you surround yourself with enough beauty. Maybe that’s how she does it. 

Her hand tightened around her makeup pouch. Bella didn’t quite believe that theory, but if it worked for Yasmine, maybe it would work for her someday, too. 

I’m not sure why you got your hopes up anyway. It’s not like you could have gone through with it. Just focus on enjoying your time away from the exploding bomb. 

It was true. Really, she should be grateful for this escape; after hearing out Sabina’s plans, she’d spent the past few days in a doom spiral. Because of course they had to be here for Yasmine. 

Because she was never allowed to have something that was just hers, was she? 

But it was fine. It didn’t matter. Luckily, since Bella knew exactly where Yasmine would be for the next few days, it was quite easy for her to throw them off her trail for now. 

And while they were searching for her in California, Bella could be here, and tell Yasmine all about their stupid plans. 

That’s why she’d arrived early to dinner in the first place. 

But then Yasmine just had to go and kiss her against the wall and evaporate every thought out of her skull. 

But it was fine. 

She’d collect herself, enjoy dinner, try not to murder whoever Charlie Smith was, and then she’d come completely clean. She’d already told Yasmine most of everything now, all she was leaving out were the names. 

Yasmine trusted her. She’d said it herself. 

So even if they weren’t going to be more than friends, they could still be something Bella had a dire need for—allies. 

That could be enough. 

It had to be enough. 

Her phone buzzed, startling her out of her thoughts. She winced in pain at the sound of it. But no, why would it be her family? It probably was just spam. 

There would be no reason for— 

Sabina: You won’t believe this. Yesterday I sucked dry this vampire loser that I met off of VampireMatch. He was in town for the weekend. Name was Charlie Smith. Like he’s some puritan pilgrim! Most boring lay EVER! But do you know what he had in his man-purse? An invitation to a dinner party for this weekend. From Yasmine Sokolov!! 

Sabina: We're pulling into the driveway now. I’m texting you the address. Take the train up to Albany and meet us there, won’t you?


Chapter 24 


Sweat dripped down Bella’s neck as her phone glared back at her from the sink top. She re-read the text again and again, her ears roaring with jet engines of dread. 

I need to warn Yasmine. 

She packed her makeup haphazardly back into her bag, then steamrolled into the hallway. In an effort to put as much distance between her and Yasmine as possible, she’d walked herself to the bathroom on the third floor. 

A decision she was regretting deeply now, as her heels padded across the floor of the insurmountably long corridor, her hand hugging the railing as she looked down at the foyer. Unlike the hallways on the lower floors, this one was open on one side, so she had a full view of the winding driveway leading into the compound’s courtyard. 

Five cars sat parked out front, all unmistakably high-end: long, glossy bodies with deep-tinted glass, wide grilles, and oversized wheels. Status symbols of the modern epoch. While still obviously expensive, there was one vehicle that looked slightly out of place—or rather out of era. It was a long black limousine. 

It looks like it could belong to the nomenklatura. Her mother had desperately wanted to be a part of that flashy Soviet bureaucracy. 

The doorbell rang. From her perch over the railing, Bella watched Bruce open it with a grin. Her adrenaline spiked, then calmed, when a family of four entered. A father dressed in a tuxedo, his wife in a plain blue dress. Their two children were fully grown but more energetic, anywhere in age between twenty-five and a thousand. 

“Good evening, Mr. Wang,” Bruce said, taking the man’s jacket. “Drinks are being served in the salon. The Kumars, the Garfields, the Kennedys and the Comănecis have all arrived and are excited to catch up with you.” 

The Wang patriarch paused as the rest of his family eagerly vanished out of view, heading somewhere under the view of Bella’s railing. “The Comănecis? I’m unfamiliar with a family by that name. Are they from out of town?” 

“Very perceptive, Mr. Wang,” Bruce said, slapping the man’s shoulder. Wang grimaced. “It seems the Smiths couldn’t make it, so they gave their invitation to a European vampire family that has been staying with them. They seem like some very upstanding ladies. Maybe one of your sons…” 

Bella’s fingers tightened around the railing, splintering the wood. She didn’t wait around to hear the rest of the introduction. She trembled as she sped down the spiral staircase, her mind assaulting her with vivid, grotesque pictures. 

She imagined Yasmine’s face melting under the palm of her mother’s hand. She imagined the compound up in flames, Hieronymus Bosch paintings liquefied to tar and dripping across the concrete driveway. Why had she thought she could get away with this? Why had she been so naive and stupid? 

All the stress made her skin itch terribly. She felt like she did back at the bar, before Yasmine had rescued her. She couldn’t afford to deal with her body right now. 

“Ms. Dragomir!” Bruce greeted warmly once she finally made it to the foyer. “Ms. Sokolov is eagerly waiting for you in the—” 

Bella was already stalking into the salon before Bruce could finish his well-rehearsed script. She was forced to cover her eyes as she crossed into the room, blinded briefly by the chandelier light reflecting off someone’s crystal champagne flute. 

It felt as if she’d tripped and fallen back into the eighteenth century; the room was long and needlessly formal, with tall sash windows and heavy velvet drapes. Everything smelled perfumed: the napkins, the tables, the silverware. 

It was a good imitation. Yasmine had intended to design a place that matched the average age of the vampires attending—a classic nostalgia-inducing technique that, combined with overflowing booze, was wonderful at getting people to open up—and she’d executed it beautifully (well, Rebecca had). 

But it made Bella viscerally uncomfortable. She had no desire to travel back in time. 

Hugging her arms around her chest, she scanned the room more deliberately. Small circular tables had been arranged throughout, each draped in white cloth and crowded by clusters of guests. It was a pretty small gathering so far. About twenty people. She internally matched faces to the family names she’d heard Bruce mention by the door. She prayed her sisters were busy flirting with some inconsequential vampire bachelor. 

At least no one looked dead or disintegrated yet. Which meant her family was behaving so far. A small miracle. 

“Oh, there she is now,” Yasmine shouted. “Bella! Come here. Do you know the Comănecis?” 

Yasmine’s voice had never curdled dread inside of Bella until then. 

It was the one corner of the room she hadn’t examined yet. Tucked away behind the door to the kitchen, three figures were standing with their backs to her. 

She didn’t need to see their faces to recognize them. 

It was obvious in the ways their shoulder blades flared at an unnatural angle, threatening to rip out of the back of their satin gowns; their handbags (Gucci, Gucci, and her mother’s treasured Dior); Teodora’s fidgeting foot tapping under the table; the scar running down Sabina’s neck that she covered with the wrong color foundation; and of course, her mother’s long, black wig, the same wig for centuries. The sentimental attachment she had to it would be sweet, if it was anyone else. 

They turned around all at once, heads swiveling like a trio of owls. 

Yasmine’s expression faltered when she saw Bella’s face drain of color. She must have looked as desperate and helpless as she felt. What was she supposed to do? She couldn’t fight her family all at once, especially with her powers repressed like this. Could Yasmine handle them? She couldn’t imagine something as weak as a nightmare deterring her mother. Her mother was haunted by nothing. 

I won’t let them hurt her. That was the only thought Bella had as she stalked towards them, undeterred by their startled expressions. She circled the table and stood next to Yasmine, immediately grasping her wrist with her gloved hand. It did nothing—it protected her in no way—but she couldn’t stop herself. 

Sabina, as always, was the first one to speak. “How did you…” she began. She probably would have finished with …get here so quickly, but their mother cut her off mid-sentence, extending her hand across the table. 

“How nice to meet you, Bella,” she said, the very picture of a graceful stranger. “I’m Ileana Comăneci. These are my daughters, Vivianna and Cessi.” 

Vivianna and Cessi. It seems her mother hadn’t even opted for new aliases—she’d reached in the laundry bag and upcycled last century’s names. Sabina and Teodora looked up at Ileana in complete confusion. Sabina was at least semi-decent at hiding it, but Teodora looked like a lost baby bird. 

“Do you not recognize her, Mother?” Teodora said. “That’s—” 

Ileana smacked Teodora’s side with her purse. “Your facial recognition skills are concerningly bad, dear. We’ve never met this lovely girl. Have we, Vivianna?” 

Sabina’s mouth opened and closed. She looked like she was panicking. If it wasn’t for the situation at hand, Bella would have found that amusing. 

“I find it crazy that you all haven’t met before. Are there really that many vampire clans from Romania?” Yasmine said, frowning endearingly as she looked between them. It was both adorable and deeply concerning how little subtext she had just picked up on. “Then again, I guess it’s like subject zero for vampirism out there, with Dracula and everything. Did you all know Dracula?” 

“Of course,” Ileana said, taking a sip of champagne. Bella noted the long black gloves she was wearing on both hands—both her sisters wore the same. “We dated for a small time. Those were desperate days.” 

Yasmine gasped, absolutely delighted. Bella had no idea she was such a gossip. Another thing she’d love to find out under different conditions. 

“And were the rumors true?” Yasmine asked conspiratorily. 

“That he was all-powerful? Please. Not at all. He was a total sham. In reality, his power was that he could turn really small. Like, palm-of-your-hand tiny. It was completely useless, unless you enjoy living life through the perspective of a sewer rat. He couldn’t even eavesdrop effectively because his power made his eardrums too tiny. All the impressive rumors he spread about himself were just him overcompensating.” 

Yasmine laughed so hard she choked on her champagne. It stung, how much Bella loved that laugh—and then knowing who had caused it. The thought that there was a universe where her mother and Yasmine might really get along hurt more. 

Allowing herself to play in that nonexistent universe for a moment, just like she did as a child, she shyly lifted her eyes to meet her mother’s. 

Maybe this doesn’t have to end in disaster. 

There was a possibility that Ileana was here to barter with Yasmine in earnest for the contract. Ileana knew how deadly Yasmine could be—maybe she’d be wiser than to try and steal from her. But then, if that were true, why was she lying now? Her mother was as unpredictable as the weather in April. She was a cunning woman, but she was also an overconfident one, and her pride was her sore spot. 

A sore spot that apparently hadn’t faded in their time apart. 

This became abundantly clear as Yasmine bent down to clear her throat, and Ileana’s eyes met hers with a cold severity. 

“You lied to us,” she mouthed. She didn’t look angry, which was even scarier than the alternative. “You said she’d be in Los Angeles.” 

Bella visibly winced. It would have been a fine lie, if not for fucking Charlie Smith. 

“I didn’t…” Bella began, but then Yasmine was already standing back up, having successfully gotten her drink down her throat. 

“God,” Yasmine laughed. “I’m so happy you three could make it in Charlie’s stead. You are so much more fun than that idiot drunkard.” 

Under the table, Yasmine found Bella’s hand. Bella startled when she intertwined their fingers and gripped her tightly. 

Confused, she looked at Yasmine’s eyes. Was she drunk? She didn’t look drunk. 

“We are so pleased we could come,” Ileana said. “We’ve heard a lot about you overseas. About your great collection.” She made a complimentary gesture towards the paintings on the wall. “Here I thought it was all rumor. Well, some of it must be, at least. I would assume we would have spotted him tonight, otherwise.” 

Yasmine’s smile tightened, as did her grip on Bella’s hand. 

“Him?” Yasmine said breathily. “I’m not sure I know who you mean.” 

Bella felt the air grow thinner. She had no idea who they could possibly be talking about. It wasn’t like Yasmine was hiding a secret husband. 

“Your son, of course.” 

Bella’s chest clenched. What? 

A son? 

Ileana lifted her glass to her lips. Yasmine’s stare went blank. 

Bella had spent enough time around Yasmine to be able to read her pretty well by now. She had a very expressive face. If she had a thought, she wore it. 

She couldn’t read Yasmine’s face at all then. 

“Hypothetical son,” Ileana corrected. “Seems I was lied to.” 

Yasmine let go of Bella’s hand. She used it to dig into her pocket and seamlessly take out her phone. She dialed 1, then slid it back in her pants. 

Bella’s heart felt like a racehorse in her chest. What was she doing? 

“Seems you were,” Yasmine said. She smiled then, at Sabina and Teodora. It looked strangely genuine. “But look at your daughters. They’re beautiful.” 

“Er, yes. They are.” 

Ileana’s guise briefly faltered. Bella could not for the life of her grasp what was happening; that was a clear attempt from her mother to unsettle Yasmine. She knew that much. And for a moment, it seemed to work—until it didn’t. 

“Are you two married?” Yasmine asked her sisters, sipping the last of her drink. She flagged over a waiter for another. 

When she and Bella were children, Sabina would practice smiling in the mirror. She flashed that exact one now as she brought up her hand. “No ring yet.” 

Teodora did the same, but with a frown. “I thought I found the one last year, but he left me for another vampire he met on Instagram. Some whore from Miami.” 

Yasmine let out another shock of laughter, and it sounded completely earnest. She looked at Bella then, eyes crinkled, as if she wanted to share the moment with her. As if this was something special between them. Bella didn’t understand. She wanted to. 

“His loss,” Yasmine said, turning away as the waiters served them more drinks. “But that’s alright. There’s way more to life than romance. Any hobbies?” 

Ileana looked like she was about to interrupt, but Teodora beat her to it, nodding eagerly. She got out her phone—the newest iPhone, with a Hello Kitty case—and faced it to Yasmine as she scrolled through her photo album. It was full of pictures of… credit cards. Some of them were cut up with scissors. 

“Credit card churning,” Teodora said. “You collect all the sign-up bonuses, spend the money, then cancel the card. It’s so fun. Sab–Vivianna taught me how.” 

Bella was impressed she remembered to use the fake name at all. 

“A terrible decision,” Sabina interjected. When Yasmine looked at her expectantly, Sabina huffed, as if she was above the question. “I don’t do hobbies.” 

Yasmine smiled sadly at her. “You don’t do anything for fun?” 

Sabina’s eyes darted to Bella then, ever briefly, before turning back to Yasmine. Bella hated that she could read her mind, even so many years later. They were both thinking of what they used to do for fun, back when fun was an option. 

They’d climb to the highest point in their village—a crumbling, abandoned watchtower—and perch like birds at the top. Then they’d grip each other's hands, let their wings burst out of their backs, and they’d sail down until they tumbled into the weeds, giggling as they spit dirt out of their mouths. 

“I do my nails sometimes,” Sabina murmured. She took off her glove briefly to flash them to Yasmine. They were a beautiful blue, painted over with acrylic ocean waves. 

Yasmine held her hand, inspecting the art for a long moment. 

“They’re really nice. You have talent.” 

Sabina blushed—a rare sight—and jerked her hand back. Ileana glared at her for her impoliteness, and she reddened some more. 

“Thank you,” Sabina replied, like a reprimanded child. 

“You’re very welcome.” Yasmine took a final sip of her drink, emptying it. Then she sighed, and fixed her gaze back at Ileana. “You raised three great daughters.” 

The buzz of voices and clinking glasses all fell suddenly and devastatingly quiet on Bella’s ears. Did she..? No… 

“Two, you mean,” Ileana said slowly, eyes moving between Yasmine and Bella. 

“I meant three.” Yasmine set down her glass, then glanced toward Bella. Bella gaped. Panicked. 

This entire time, she thought Yasmine had been clueless. 

“Yasmine…” Bella began. It felt as if her throat was swelling. Would Yasmine assume she was in on the lie with them? No, no, no. She felt like she couldn’t breathe. “I didn’t…” 

Yasmine squeezed her hand, and gave her a small, reassuring smile. 

“I know.” 

At the same time, there was a heavy knock on the front door. Bruce cleared his throat, straightened his suit—anticipating another gaggle of guests. 

“So, there are a few options here,” Yasmine said calmly, absentmindedly playing with the tips of her dragon-red hair. “You all can stay for dinner, and we can have a great evening. I’ll break out my favorite red from 17th century Italia, and over a few glasses you can tell me why you decided to burn down my house. After that, maybe we play cards. A boardgame. Charades. We can have a merry, merry time. Then you can leave, and we can stay in touch, send letters, that sort of thing.” 

Yasmine lifted her right hand, and dark, wispy smoke curled around her fingers. Bella was taken aback; she didn’t know Yasmine had any sort of tangible power. Her mother seemed to share her surprise—although only in a way that Bella could spot, having learned to master Ileana’s micro-expressions—her teeth tightened slightly. 

“Alternatively,” Yasmine said, eyes melting to a violent crimson. “You can continue to silently torment your daughter all evening. And while I’m usually the last person to intervene in another family’s questionable dynamics, unfortunately, I really, really like Bella.” Yasmine’s eyes flitted almost shyly over to her for a split-second, and a warmth poured through Bella’s clenched chest. “So, if it will help her to stop vibrating with terror next to me, I will have no problem handing you off to my friends, who—look at that—just arrived. There they are.” 

Two figures strode into the ballroom, neither dressed for the occasion. Sylvia was wearing a hoodie and sweatpants, and Aster’s hair was still wet from the shower. 

They waved, and Ileana laughed. 

“Oh my,” she said, absolutely tickled. “Is that…” 

“The Maroven daughter,” Sabina hissed, face pale. “And Lady Death.” 

“Aren’t they known for, like, killing everyone?” Teodora whispered innocently. 

“Don’t be rude, Teodora,” Ileana said, and the use of her real name itself was a small concession towards Yasmine. “But yes. What a great party this is. Such exciting guests. We so rarely meet real celebrities back in Romania. Right girls?” 

Teodora nodded easily. Sabina seemed too stunned to do anything. 

Clipping her purse shut, Ileana shot Yasmine an apologetic smile. “Which makes it too bad that we have to leave early. We told the driver we’d only stay for drinks. Sabina, Teodora, tell him to get the car started, will you?” 

The sisters nodded obediently. Sabina gave Bella one more look—a frenzied, almost scared glance—before dragging Teodora towards the foyer. They bumped shoulders with Aster on their way out, and Sabina turned even whiter. 

Ileana and Yasmine studied each other in silence, both smiling tightly. Bella’s entire body was frozen in fear. All these superficial niceties would only last as far as Ileana wanted them to. But she had sent her sisters away, so that had to mean something—perhaps a genuine retreat, at least for now. 

“My dear Bella.” Ileana’s gaze turned to her, and Bella could see the act drop in real time. She understood at once why she’d sent Sabina and Teodora to the car. “You have no idea what I’ve put up with in your absence. Your absolutely useless sisters.” Ileana let out a huff. “It doesn’t surprise me in the least that you’ve acquired such a prestigious friend. You’ve always had that magic touch.” 

Bella’s stomach sank as far down as a shipwreck. Praise, praise, praise. That was always her mother’s strategy. Throw her sisters under the bus, then drown Bella in reasons why she was better than them. It had created a chasm as big as the Atlantic between her and Sabina over the years. 

“They aren’t useless, Mother,” she said quietly. 

Ileana laughed, waved her hand. 

“You don’t need to defend them. They can’t hear you. Now, come on, go join them by the vehicle. Ms. Sokolov and I have to discuss a few more things, then…” 

“Join them?” Yasmine interjected with a laugh. “She’s not leaving with you.” 

Bella shot Yasmine a terrified look. What was she doing? Of course Bella didn’t want to get in the car with them; no, it was the last thing she wanted, but she knew she could endure whatever Ileana had planned for her if it meant this was over. 

That Yasmine was safe. 

“Yes, she is,” Ileana said, eyebrows furrowing—she looked absolutely confused at the idea of Bella not following an order. “Bella, go.” 

“No,” Yasmine said, gripping Bella’s wrist. “She’s staying right here. Next to me.” 

Ileana’s eyes slid between them. 

“Hm. Is that so,” she said, like she was appraising a piece of furniture. “Well, perhaps I can loan her to you for a bit longer. In fact, that can serve as a basis for our negotiation. You get my gold star for the week, and you lend me yours.” 

Ileana pointed over Yasmine’s shoulder towards Rebecca, who was watching the whole affair from a distance with thinly veiled concern. 

Yasmine balked. “My assistant? She is not up for sale.” 

“Come on, darling. It will only be a week. I just need someone who can get our affairs in order before we travel back home.” 

She’s lying, Bella wanted to shout, but it stayed clenched between her teeth. She didn’t know what her mother wanted Rebecca for, but it probably had to do with the contract. And anything that got her closer to an enthralling device was a horrible idea. So Bella shook her head vigorously and finally stopped being a wet blanket. 

“Anything you need arranged, I can arrange it, Mother,” she said, letting go of Yasmine’s hand even as she ached to hold it. “You don’t need to poach Yasmine’s employees. I can book plane tickets and hotels just as well as any human.” 

Ileana shot her that irritated smile that said don’t interrupt when Mommy’s working. It was the same one that Bella received when humans would come to visit their shop back in Dacia, and eager, friendly little Bella would try and strike up a conversation with the human customers. 

Her mother didn’t like her fraternizing too much with the food. 

“I’m sorry, but no,” Yasmine said, stepping away from the table. “No Rebecca, no Bella. No gift bags. This is not a birthday party.” 

“Yasmine—” Bella began, but Yasmine cut her off, rounding the edge of the table and extending her hand to Ileana. 

“It was a pleasure to meet you. Don’t get lost on your way to the door.” 

Ileana let out a startled laugh. For the first time, she could not seem to find a way to deflect the conversation back in her favor. Yasmine had offered her a brick wall. 

Ileana turned with knives in her eyes towards Bella. Bella could see the implicit question in them— 

Who are you loyal to? 

It made Bella’s entire body tremble. Her stomach clenched horribly. 

Her wings, pressed so deeply into her back that she sometimes forgot they were there, started to itch. 

This was the worst possible outcome. Worse even than a fight, a deadly one; at least a battle left room for ambiguity. Bella could pretend to be hurt, she could make herself bleed, she could flee and hide in the woods like she used to. 

This, however, was a binary choice. Staying with Yasmine would invite a series of consequences she had spent her entire life living in fear of. 

Bella’s body sagged with that weight. The new world had made her feel so very brave and reinvented, this bold new version of herself, untouchable, and yet the illusion of that freedom crumpled under one irritated look from her mother. 

Two thousand years old, and she was still the same child hiding in the closet, counting how many days had passed since her mother had locked the door. 

She turned to Yasmine, and reached out for her hand, squeezing it. “Don’t worry, I won’t miss a day at the lab. I’ll text you once I see them off to the airport, okay?” 

Yasmine blinked in disbelief. In that small way, Yasmine was similar to Ileana—she was thoroughly unused to not getting what she wanted. 

It’s not like she actually wants you. She’s just being a good friend. 

Yasmine gripped her hand, not letting go. “Bella, no.” 

“Just have a nice rest of your party. Rebecca put so much effort in.” 

Yasmine’s eyes were going red again. “Stop it.” 

“It’s really not a big deal. It’s fine. I’m fine.” 

“But you’re not,” Yasmine’s voice broke quietly. “You’re so scared. It’s all I can feel.” 

The devastated expression on Yasmine’s face—it felt like someone had buried their hand in Bella’s chest and squeezed her heart with their bare hands. There was so much emotion in her voice; she’d never heard it so stricken. 

Bella knew that Yasmine’s powers allowed her to sense fear more palpably than other people, but she was usually so calm, so collected—it was hard to imagine that it actually affected her. But she could see it now. Yasmine was trembling. 

All because of me, Bella realized in dismay. I caused this. She's absorbing all my fear. 

A pit the size of a boulder lodged itself in Bella’s throat. She opened up her mouth to say something, anything, to assuage her panic, but then something dripped from the ceiling onto the table. It looked like black sludge. 

“Fuck,” Yasmine breathed, eyes fixating on the stain. “No, no, no. Get it together.” 

Sludge began to dribble out of the walls. Slow at first—seeping out from behind paintings, pushing through the wrinkles in the curtains—until suddenly, it was as if a pipe had burst. 

A tsunami of black swallowed the room. 

Ileana shrieked, and her wings burst from her back, so she could fly out of the way of the waves. Yasmine grabbed Bella, pressing her to her chest. 

“Close your eyes,” she shouted. “Please. I promise it’ll be over soon. It’s not real.” 

Around them, the entire room had descended into a frenzy. Guests were swimming and running and spilling out into the foyer. The sludge pounded into the walls, tore into the wallpaper, ate away at the curtains. 

Her heart hammering, she pried herself from Yasmine’s chest, and held her panicked face delicately. “Yasmine, what’s happening?” 

Bella saw the reflection of a strange, blurry image in Yasmine's eyes when she confessed, “I’m having a nightmare.”


Chapter 25 


It was happening again. 

Yasmine’s heart pounded, rapid and uneven, as she turned through the room, watching the pandemonium spread. One guest was desperately clawing up the curtain towards the ceiling; another was slamming his fists against the walls, calling for help, seemingly unaware that it wasn’t a locked door. She didn’t know what visions they were seeing. The nightmare looked different to everyone. 

But Yasmine saw the monsters. 

She’d first met them when she was a child. She’d just returned from a playdate with Tabitha, and she’d snuck under the fence into the wide field where they kept the cattle. That was where she saw Wendy. Yasmine’s favorite: the black-spotted heifer with the crooked lip. She was tilted over in the grass. Yasmine blamed the neighborhood boys, until she walked over to the cow, and saw its stomach was wide open. 

Even though she couldn’t remember her mother’s name anymore, she remembered screaming it as she ran into the house. Her eyes were blurry with tears, and maybe that was a blessing, but it was also a curse, because she never clearly saw the faces of the creatures that she found inside. 

Her mind had tried to invent a clear picture of them ever since. 

That was the horrible and unproductive thing about the human subconscious. It’s like a pathological detective; it can’t leave a stone unturned. When you endure something terrible, it will search endlessly for little details that might help you go back and fix what happened to you. Yasmine wondered for a long time if humans used to have access to time machines, and God had at some point revoked the privilege. 

At least the human imagination was restricted to the measly brain. Yasmine’s imagination leapt and shrieked into the present, and now swarming through the air were pale, malnourished bodies, stricken skeletal things, like baby birds without the feathers. They were horrible, stomach-churning creatures. But at this point, Yasmine was used to her mind inventing even worse—what actually paralyzed her was the horror on her guests’ faces as the things grabbed them, stopping them from escaping. 

The creatures had one of the Kumars now. The patriarch of the family. A strong businessman with a tight jaw, hundreds of years old, unshakable. 

He was crying for his mother. 

“Yasmine,” Bella’s voice cut through her terror like scissors. “How do I help you?” 

Yasmine’s breath hitched as she kept her hands tightly wound around Bella’s back, fingernails digging protectively into the fabric of her dress. 

In that moment, she realized everyone else could go to hell. 

The house—every painting, every teacup set, every rug and chandelier—the demons could ransack every inch. Just not her. Not Bella. 

“Just stay still,” Yasmine said, voice breaking. “Don’t move. Don’t look at them. They feed on your fear.” 

“Them?” Bella asked, voice thin with confusion. “Who are you talking about?” 

Yasmine was about to explain, when another voice cut in. 

“What are you doing waiting around down there?” 

Through the wind in Yasmine’s ears, Ileana’s voice barely registered. But she could feel Bella tense in her arms. She could feel the bubble of fear around her swell again. No, no, no. Yasmine’s entire body pulsed with conviction to keep Bella close. Because if Bella took a single step, the demons would sniff her out. They’d grab her; they’d terrorize her; they’d break her mind and leave her crying. 

And Bella would see Yasmine for who she really was. 

A living host to terrible, terrible things. 

Bella slowly looked upwards, eyes falling on her mother. She was flapping her wings madly in the air just behind Yasmine. 

“I can’t just leave her like this,” Bella shouted back to her. 

“Have you lost your mind?” Ileana spat. “Look what’s happening. Your little friend is about to bring this entire house down. Do you want to be crushed?” 

“It’ll be fine,” Bella's voice wavered. “She just needs to calm down.” 

A tear wet Yasmine’s cheek as Bella slowly pulled back. 

She felt like a ship whose anchor had been violently wrenched away by the sea. 

Her Nightmare immediately responded to the feeling. The windows blew out, shards of glass flying onto the terrace. The gigantic oaks outside lurched and groaned. The chandelier swept back and forth, its chain whining. 

Dear God, get it together. 

This would only get worse if she couldn’t put a lid on her emotions. It wasn’t just Bella’s mind at stake; the humans in the house could be killed. Rebecca could die. 

As Yasmine tried to concentrate on her breathing, filling her stomach and then emptying it, Ileana suddenly appeared behind Bella, putting a firm, possessive hand on her daughter’s shoulder. The creatures glanced her way, but they didn’t jump her. Their freakish noses—which lacked cartilage, so they were more like two gaping holes—sniffed in her direction, then recoiled, like she was rotten. 

Yasmine blinked. The nightmare… isn’t affecting her? 

Watching their strange reaction, she was reminded of how she found Bella the day of the fire. How the raging flames on the second floor had reacted similarly, rearing like horses on their back legs, fearful of touching her. 

“These powers of hers—she drove her own family into suicidal madness,” Ileana said as her enormous black wings unfolded on either side of Bella. “She’s a thief of joy. She takes everything pleasant inside of you for herself, and leaves you with a gaping maw staring back at you. I mean, really, her parents had no other choice than to kill themselves before they were just hollow sacks.” 

“That’s…” Yasmine’s lungs felt like they were being filled with nails. Was that really what happened? Had she misunderstood it, all this time? No. No. “That’s not true.” She looked at Bella, desperation filling her entire being. “That’s not true, Bella. She’s lying.” 

Bella stared at her, expression unreadable. Despite their closeness, their bodies only inches from each other, Yasmine felt like she was looking at her from across a canyon. 

“She really makes you pity her, doesn’t she,” Ileana said quietly, eyes raking up and down Yasmine’s face. “And I do, I really do. Pity you. Feel for you. I am no stranger to ostracization myself. But my daughter is too important to me. So, you must forgive me for being over-protective. I’m sure you understand.” 

Another twist around Yasmine’s intestines. This one even worse—because she did understand. She would protect Wallace from anything. 

She would lie cruelly, too, if it meant he would be safe. 

Maybe Ileana was right. Maybe Bella would be better off. 

No, not maybe—definitely. 

Yasmine’s eyes darkened, and she let the Nightmare pour out of her in tidal waves. Why bother trying to restrain it? There was nothing she could do. She’d had a thousand years to learn and control her demons, and she couldn’t. 

If she couldn’t keep Bella safe now, how did she hope to do it later? And if she couldn’t protect a vampire, what about her own son? 

She’d never lost it on him, but it was only a matter of time. 

She could do everything to extend his life, and maybe she’d end up killing him in the end. Wouldn’t that be just perfect? Maybe everyone would be better without her. 

The roof was shaking. The house is coming down. 

“Listen to your mom, Bella,” she said, feeling vacant. “She’s right. You should get out of here.” 

She turned away from Bella, towards the wall that led into the kitchen. The creatures were waiting for her there, the whole pack of them smiling toothlessly. The horror of their faces and their spindly limbs was almost comforting to her now. Familiar. Maybe it would be good if she went with them this time. She’d never thought of that before. 

Just letting them take her away, back to where they came from. Maybe that was how she finally escaped this feeling. Maybe that was her ship back home. 

She inhaled sharply, then let out a quiet, choked sob, and took a step forward. 

Then, Bella cleared her throat. 

“I think you should join Sabina and Teodora by the car, Mother,” she said, causing Yasmine to halt in place. “They must be tired of waiting for you.” 

“What?” Ileana snapped. 

Bella’s voice gained more conviction. “Yasmine is going to need some help clearing up the dinner table. You raised me with better manners than to abandon the host with all the dirty dishes.” 

Something warm touched Yasmine’s back. The press of a palm against her shoulder blades. It felt like a brief storm of rain during a wildfire, an instant relief. The creatures’ lopsided smiles instantly dissolved from their faces. 

Ileana took a moment before responding. During that silence, Yasmine didn’t dare move. 

“This friendship will not survive the summer. I hope you know that.” 

Yasmine couldn’t see Bella, but she could feel her fingers press harder on her back. 

They felt like an anchor. 

“I agree with you, Mother. It won’t,” Bella said, and nothing more. 

Yasmine’s shoulders dropped, her last breath of hope exhaling with them. 

But then Ileana snarled. “God—don’t be so.” She paused, seeming to re-evaluate. “Fine, then, it makes no difference,” she finally decided. “But don’t expect us to wait for you. Fuel is expensive, and I assume Teodora has been sitting there with her feet kicked up on the dashboard, running the air conditioner.” 

Ileana waited another minute, leaving room for Bella to change her mind, but she didn’t. Bella stayed. Even though she didn’t believe their friendship would survive the summer, she was still there, touching her, not backing up an inch. It left Yasmine frozen with disbelief; frozen even after she heard Ileana stalk towards the door. Even after it slammed closed, and left only a haunting silence. 

“Turn around, Yasmine,” Bella whispered. 

Yasmine looked up, as if for permission. The creatures all shook their heads in one decisive, seething, no. 

“You should leave,” Yasmine replied shakily, not turning around. “Your mom is right about me. Even if she’s a shitty messenger.” 

Bella scoffed, but it wasn’t mean-hearted. “She’s a pathological liar, Yasmine. And even if she wasn’t, I know you didn’t kill your parents.” 

Yasmine saw a flash of their bodies on the floor again. The creatures laughed, as if they were reveling in the memory. She winced. 

“You weren’t there,” Yasmine snapped. “So how would you know? I was there, front and center, and I can barely remember what happened.” 

Bella took an unexpected step forward, pushing their bodies flush together; she laced her fingers around Yasmine’s stomach. She was as warm and inviting as a campfire. 

“I took an elementary abnormal psychology class in freshman year of college, and do you know what I learned?” she asked. “Cold-blooded killers don’t spend their lives consumed with guilt, trying every day to repent for some unabsolvable sin. Nor do they grow up to be really good mothers.” 

Mothers. 

Goosebumps raced down Yasmine’s arms, and she let out an unbidden sob. 

She knows. And she doesn’t hate me for keeping it from her. 

It was almost enough to make her flip around, but she was still too scared; all she could do was tremble in Bella’s arms. 

“You have a son,” Bella said in the most tender, understanding way. “Not a nephew.” 

Yasmine wanted to deny it. She wanted to believe she could still keep Wallace safe through purposeful omission, but even she knew that veil had long been stripped. 

“I… I do,” she confessed, a tear streaking down her cheek. It felt like a release just to say it. “Wallace.” 

“Wallace.” Bella inhaled softly, like that was the most wonderful revelation. “He’s human, isn’t he?” 

“Yes.” 

“That’s why you want to understand immortality. You don’t want to lose him.” 

She’d never quite said that bit out loud, had she? “Yes.” 

“Turn around, Yasmine. Please. I’m not that scary to look at.” 

Yasmine let out a shuddering breath. The fleshy, half-human creatures blinked and twitched at her. Bella would certainly be a nicer visual alternative. 

But there was still something stopping her. 

“I can’t,” she whispered, guilt and shame enwrapping her like a winter coat. “If you look me in the eyes, they’ll leech onto you. I can control it under usual circumstances, but not now. It’s still so raw. They’re right there.” 

Bella leaned her forehead against Yasmine’s shoulder, and, after lingering for a moment, pressed a kiss there. It struck Yasmine like a brief shock of lightning. 

“Bella, what are you—” 

“I just told my mother to fuck off for the first time in my life. First time in two thousand years, mind you,” Bella said, her breath landing hot on Yasmine’s exposed skin. “There’s not a demon from hell that can get me off that high. So try me. Look me right in the eyes, and scare me.” 

Bella sounded so sure of herself, Yasmine almost forgot it was all theatrics. She almost turned around. 

“You don’t understand how bad it can get. It sends you to a very dark place.” 

“The woman you just met once trapped me in an unlit closet for four years. I might actually be uniquely prepared.” Bella pressed another kiss to the nape of Yasmine’s neck, like this was some game. “Or, you could just look at me, and if I start to scream, you could just kiss me. That seems to work in the movies.” 

Bella didn’t give her an opportunity to come up with another excuse. She grabbed her waist more firmly, then turned her around, forcing her away from the darkness. 

And there Bella was, smiling adoringly, with one fang sitting over her bottom lip. 

And God—fuck—Yasmine was— 

Yasmine was so— 

“You have wings,” she observed with a shaky breath, because if she said what she was really thinking, she would have nowhere to hide anymore. 

Bella blushed, and gorgeous black feathers folded inward, hiding shyly behind her back. 

“They were more useful before helicopters and airplanes. Now I can’t do anything fun without being registered as an unidentified flying object.” 

Yasmine laughed, actually laughed, and the hissing wind in her ears went down a decibel. 

But she was still too scared to look Bella in the eyes. 

“I think they’re very nice,” she said instead. 

Bella scoffed. “I think you’re very nice. And the wings are ugly, but tolerable.” 

“Ugly, but tolerable,” Yasmine repeated. “I think you once said something similar about my personality.” 

“God, you really always need the last word, don’t you?” 

Bella reached for her chin, and Yasmine shivered as she raised it up. The movement was so quick and gentle, she couldn’t help the basic instinct to look—look into Bella’s eyes, which were as red and soft as a field of poppies. 

Yasmine wasn’t sure she’d ever seen such a violent color look so pretty. 

But then, almost as soon as she let herself be comforted, she felt it. The jolt of electricity that passed between her and a victim. The nightmare spreading. 

Bella’s soft eyes darkened, and her smile fell. The creatures flew out from behind her, globbing onto Bella in a giant, fleshy mass. 

Yasmine cried out. 

She was about to start tearing them off, prying them off of Bella with bare hands—even if she knew it was useless—when the mass of monsters pulsed, once, like a heartbeat. 

And then they… disintegrated into dust. 

Blown out with the wind, into the oak trees. And Bella stood there, as unaffected and casual as a gas station girl on her lunch break. 

“Huh,” Bella said, blinking several times. Her eyes quickly regained their spritely brightness. “Your powers taste like… like, something I used to eat when I was younger. I can’t really put a name to it. Maybe a custard?” 

“I’m sorry, taste?” Yasmine sputtered, astonished. “How are—are you okay? How did you do that?” 

Bella rolled her eyes in amusement. 

“Do you usually ask the oven if it’s okay after it burns your food?” When Yasmine just looked at her with further bemusement, Bella tucked a hair behind her ear with her gloved hand. “I’m a furnace, babe. My powers disintegrate things. I wasn’t sure it would work on your demons, but it seems I’m an equal opportunity blowtorch.” 

“Oh.” 

Oh. 

Yasmine couldn’t believe it. 

“So, that makes you…immune,” she said weakly. 

“Yeah. Sorry. A bit anti-climactic,” Bella said with a small laugh. “I did think about pretending for a few seconds, so you might try and kiss me Sleeping Beauty-style. But I figured that might backfire.” 

Yasmine let out a rushed, incredulous laugh. And for the hundredth time since they first met, Yasmine felt like maybe she’d dreamt this woman up. 

It would have been the first pleasant dream she’d had in a long, long time. 

“You smug fucking idiot,” Yasmine muttered, even through her tears. “You don’t have to trick me into kissing you.” 

And because she really did always need the last word, she leaned forward; Bella met her there with an equal desperation. Something built within Yasmine as she wrapped her hands around Bella’s slim waist in that gorgeous dress, as she traced the rough edges of her wings under the fabric; Bella made a soft whimpering sound that went right to Yasmine’s stomach; and Yasmine thought— 

I want to keep her forever. 

Yasmine’s heart lurched, and before she could spend even a moment with that thought, or what it meant, Bella’s lips slipped away from hers. 

“Yasmine… where is Rebecca?”


Chapter 26 


Yasmine drew slowly apart from Bella, her vision pulsing, her heart still hammering. 

She'd been so close to saying something. 

She'd felt the words bubbling up from somewhere deep inside her, clawing their way toward her throat like a ravenous animal. 

What had she been about to say? 

She glanced at Bella's eyes again, remembering that it was, somehow, by some miracle, a safe thing to do. She'd spent so long being afraid of simple eye contact. 

It was almost inconceivable that she could hold Bella's gaze for as long as she wanted, and nothing would come of it. 

Nothing would come of it besides Yasmine falling deeper in... 

Oh. 

Oh. 

“Yasmine.” 

Bella's fingers were digging into her collarbones, shaking her slightly. Her touch was warm enough to wrench Yasmine from the depths of her mind. 

"Did you hear me? I think they took Rebecca." 

That was pretty much the only thing that could distract Yasmine from the thought that had just assaulted her. 

She breathed in, trying to shake it off. She'd just been caught up in the moment, the adrenaline. Thoughts didn’t really describe reality, they were just passing tumbleweeds. That didn’t feel like a tumbleweed. 

Didn’t matter. She could deal with it later. She could deal with everything later. She needed to make sure that Wallace was safe. And Rebecca, fuck, fuck— 

Yasmine massaged her temples, trying to get the room to stop spinning. 

"You think they kidnapped her?" 

"That would be the polite word for it. But I don't think they're planning on killing her, at least not until they get what they’re after.” Bella pinched the bridge of her nose in frustration. “Do you know about the mass suggestion contract?" 

Yasmine’s heart sank to her feet. 

"Oh, fuck." 

*** 

Yasmine tore through the house. Opening doors, slamming them, not caring when entire load-bearing walls shuddered behind her. 

She looked and looked and looked. Not a soul was left inside. 

Certainly not Rebecca. 

The mansion had emptied like a stomach; Yasmine’s nightmare had vomited up all of the guests. She ploughed through the space where the front door used to be, and found lingering bits of bile in the form of Sylvia, Aster, and Bruce strewn about the garden in varying states of distress. 

They were all coming down from their fights with their respective inner demons. Bruce was nursing his head, which he'd probably slammed into the wall while brawling an imaginary bottle of alcohol, or perhaps a rival baseball fan. Sylvia’s eyes were bloodshot; she'd probably just had a traumatic conversation with her dead mother. Aster seemed mostly fine, which was deeply annoying, but predictable. 

But there was no sign of Rebecca. 

Yasmine’s heels sunk into the mud as she stalked onto the lawn. There was only one car left in the driveway, and no limousine. 

“Did you see Bella’s family leave?” she shouted at Bruce. “Did they take Rebecca?” 

It took Bruce several moments to discern what she was talking about. “Take?” he finally said. “I thought you loaned them Ms. Rebecca.” 

Yasmine groaned. 

Oh my God. 

“Bruce. I do not loan.” She stabbed her finger to his chest. “Paintings, jewelry, furniture, tupperware, least of all my staff.” 

“Oh,” Bruce said, his mouth turning into a perfect o. He added quietly, “Not even me? I might deserve it, Ms. Sokolov. I let them breeze right by.” 

Yasmine’s eyes softened. He looked completely prepared for her to fire him right then and there. It was unexpectedly hurtful, seeing just how much he expected that reaction. Like she’d just toss him away after all this time. 

Worse yet, she knew he was right to feel that way. 

Maybe a few months ago, she would have. 

“I….” She stuttered. Finding a strange, foreign forgiveness inside of her, she continued, “It’s not your fault. You didn't know. It’s okay.” 

She saw Sylvia, even in her disgruntled state, raise an eyebrow. 

“That’s new,” she mused. “When did you start being nice?” 

Yasmine did not have time to argue with her right now—and yet she always found it anyway. “I’ve always been nice,” she shot back. 

“Not at all,” Sylvia snorted. “You’re decent. But not nice.” 

Yasmine’s mouth opened, then closed. She found herself unable to argue. 

Because, yes—she had spent hundreds of years building her persona around efficiency and rationality. She wasn’t a cruel employer, but she wasn’t a friendly one. She’d told Rebecca the day after she hired her: “if I fire you, it’s not personal.” It was just work. 

That’s what it always had been. Everything was in service of the work. 

Even Yasmine was a cog in her own machine. If she’d died, Rebecca knew she was in charge of finding a suitable replacement to finish her research. 

And honestly, Rebecca probably would have found an excellent replacement—one far better and more effective than Yasmine, if Bella was any indication. That was what made Rebecca so incredible. She drastically improved every plan she touched. 

And because of that, Yasmine had viewed Rebecca as nothing more than a highly effective tool. 

Now she was realizing that Rebecca was more like a replacement for Yasmine’s entire prefrontal cortex. She had been relying on her. Deeply so. 

Case in point: standing in the field, frustrated with what to do next, she instantly opened her mouth to yell for Rebecca to send a team to find Rebecca. 

Then she paused. 

“I’m an idiot,” she groaned. 

It had been so long that she’d had to use her brain to solve a problem that wasn’t mathematical or scientific in nature. It had been years since she’d paid an electricity bill, or driven a car. Was she really this useless? God. 

What would Rebecca do? 

She tried to summon the voice of her wonderfully blunt assistant. Rebecca would probably tell her to act quickly. To stop stalling. 

“Whose car is that?” Yasmine snapped, pointing to the last remaining vehicle in the drive. 

“That’s your car, ma'am,” Bruce said. 

“Oh.” 

Yasmine owned so many things, she sometimes felt like one of those “repopulate the Earth” people with fourteen children. Once you get past five, you sort of forget the other ones exist. Same went for belongings. 

She began to nod to herself, snapping her fingers, forming a plan in the way a toddler might when playing pretend. 

“We’re out in the boondocks. There's only one road that goes from here to the highway,” she said, waving towards the horizon. “If they just left, I’m sure we can catch them if we speed. Get in the car and drive.” 

Bruce nodded decisively, picking the right key out from his massive key ring. But then as he was walking towards the car, he froze, turning to Yasmine with a grimace. 

“Ma'am, I, er, don't know how to drive stick,” he said. “Rebecca always did it.” 

Yasmine could scream. “Oh, for the love of God. Why do I even own a stick shift?” 

“Because Rebecca prefers stick,” Bruce added unhelpfully. “And she’s the driver.” 

Shaking her head, Yasmine stole the keys out of his hand, and jingled them loudly to her audience in the lawn. 

“Hello? Ancient vampires? Do any of you know how to drive a stick shift?” 

She stared daggers at Sylvia, then Aster. 

“You’ve seen your own credit card bills,” Sylvia snorted. “I’m practically a shareholder in the Uber corporation at this point.” 

Aster just shrugged. “I can try, if we want. But we might die.” 

“Goddamnit,” Yasmine sighed. 

They were all so useless. Including herself. Back when she drove, she’d exclusively used an automatic car. She had no idea what the gears meant. 

A warm hand lay over Yasmine's, snatching the keys from her. 

“Bunch of passenger princesses," Bella said, laughing as she swung open the driver’s door. 

*** 

Sylvia, Aster and Bruce were stuffed in the back of the car like three troublesome children, Bruce's hulking frame in the middle so the former two were pushed flush to the windows. Officially, the three of them were responsible for keeping an eye out while Bella and Yasmine strategized up front. 

Unofficially, Yasmine was sitting shotgun because, well… 

I just need to talk to her like normal again. Then I’ll get this feeling out of my system. 

Another doomed plan. Yasmine swallowed as she watched Bella’s fingers on the gear shifter. The car lurched backward, Bella reversing then quickly accelerating onto the main drag. Soon enough, they were shooting down the street at sixty miles an hour. 

Yasmine licked her lips. Bella was an impressively good driver. 

What the hell can’t she do? 

Whatever Yasmine had felt that first time, back at Columbia, staring up at Bella from the audience at her lecture—that twisted, desperate pulling in her stomach that she’d referred to as a temporary affliction—it was no longer temporary. 

It had multiplied like a virus. 

Bella's eyes slid over to her in the rearview mirror, catching her off guard. 

"Hey," she said quietly, in such a sweet tone that it made Yasmine even more frustrated. "It's gonna be okay. We'll find her. My mother is smart, but she’s no genius.” 

Yasmine’s mouth opened, then closed. Rebecca should be entitled to shoot me for how far she is from my mind right now. 

"Yes, right," Yasmine said, taking a breath in. She needed a distraction. Anything. "When did you learn to drive stick shift?" 

Bella smiled knowingly at the question. “No matter how much I tell you, you’re still so nosy.” But, probably out of pity, she didn’t make Yasmine work for it. “I used to do gig work to pay my way through college. Hard to deliver food without a driver’s license. And the cheapest cars had manual transmission. I drove an old used one.” 

"Oh," Yasmine said. 

She'd forgotten just how little money Bella had when she’d arrived here. 

Yasmine's eyebrows furrowed. Thinking back to it now—she'd never really gotten that part of the story straight, had she? 

“Your family. How did you ever…” 

“Escape?” Bella snorted, but there was a look of quiet anger in her eyes. “Well, it took me two thousand years, and even then all I’ve gotten is the equivalent of a smoke break. Even though I married and drained enough rich men to pay for two billion Balenciaga bags, all my mother decided I was entitled to was a roundtrip cruise ticket from Romania to Boston and some pocket change. And even that came with a time limit. I knew they’d come fetch me eventually, just thought I had more time.” 

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Yasmine’s question seemed to open the flood gates. Bella shook her head, as if she was in disbelief at her own memories. 

“Once I got to Boston, I did as much as I could to completely extricate myself from their life. I didn't use any social media. I didn’t let other people take pictures of me.” 

Yasmine remembered how she’d teased Bella about refusing to let her lectures be filmed; she felt a dark pit in her stomach thinking about it now. 

“After I finished at Princeton, I didn't originally plan to move to New York City,” she breathed. “I wanted to go way farther than that. Somewhere they would have much less access to. The plan was Japan. You should see my Duolingo level in Japanese.” 

When Yasmine laughed, Bella’s eyes flitted over to her briefly. 

“But then I found out about you, and I don't know,” she paused. “Everything after that just felt inevitable.” 

Yasmine’s heart clenched. 

You feel inevitable to me, too. 

The thought burned, but Yasmine didn’t try and wipe it from her mind this time. 

“Anyway,” Bella said, clearing her throat. “They can’t even be mad at me, because technically my scouting mission went really well. I mean, look at you. I could have been richer than the devil if I had sucked you dry. You should really be thanking me.” 

Yasmine rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t stop the smile forming on her face. But even though it was clearly a joke—it did make her pause. 

Don’t ask her. Seriously, don’t ask— 

“Why didn’t you?” she mumbled quietly, so the back row couldn’t hear. “You’re smart. You could have engineered a tranquilizer to knock me out. You could have been the richest vampire on planet Earth. Then you’d have plenty of options for escaping your family, plus more than enough funding for your own research.” 

Bella’s smile faltered. She shifted the gear, and the car rocketed up another ten miles an hour. Trees and wide fields of cattle sped by, blurry as oil paintings. 

“To be honest, I thought about it,” Bella admitted, then took a breath in. “But every time I pictured going through with it, I…” 

She met Yasmine’s gaze in the rearview mirror again. Her fingertips trembled on the steering wheel. 

“I imagined putting you to sleep, taking all of your money, jetsetting to Paris… to somewhere romantic, and rich, staying at some fancy hotel… eating lobsters, crabs, I don’t know—whatever rich people eat—and then coming back to the hotel room… and finding you sitting there, angrily flipping through channels on the television.” 

A fierce blush spread over Bella’s nose. She ducked her head down. 

“Turns out, you were the one person I wanted to celebrate my freedom with,” she mumbled. “Which made killing you a bit impractical.” 

Yasmine’s voice went hoarse. 

“Bella…” 

A siren wailed just as they were about to curve onto the highway. White lights flashed forward from the exit ramp. Two fire trucks curved around them, headed south. 

A fire? 

“Those assholes,” Bella cursed. 

She jerked the stick, reversing the car into the metal railing separating the road from a steep dropoff. Sylvia yelped as the back of the car dented inward. 

“Are you trying to skewer us?” she shouted. “I’m a mother. Think of my child.” 

Yasmine rolled her eyes. “Oh, be quiet—” 

The rest of her sentence was locked in her throat as the car lurched forward, turned, then rocketed down the road. Bella looked furious. 

Looking through the windshield, Yasmine quickly found out why. 

A dark plume of smoke crested over the horizon. A few yards out from the main road was a field that was scattered with blackened debris. The lights of what had formerly been the limousine were dangling from a telephone post. Flames were licking across the grass, towards the trees. This would be a full blown forest fire. 

Yasmine’s stomach was in her throat. No. No. No. 

Rebecca had three kids. She knew that much about her. 

God, why was that all she knew? Why hadn't she paid more attention? 

What was she going to tell her children? 

As soon as Bella hit the brakes, Yasmine tore out of the car, sprinting towards the vehicle. The driver’s seat was sitting in the middle of the field, completely separated from the rest of the car. Sitting inside, one hand still on the steering wheel, was a charred body. 

Its eyes were still open. 

God, no. 

No, no. 

She felt the Nightmare seeping out again. 

“Yasmine.” Bella’s arms wrapped around from behind, squeezing her tightly. “Yasmine, breathe. It's not Rebecca. Look. Look.” 

Bella guided her eyes toward the corpse's face again. The eyes—they were bright blue. Rebecca’s were a dark brown. And this face had facial hair, a mustache now burnt at the edges. The memory came back to her suddenly; she realized she'd seen his face out the window back at the mansion, waiting by the car. He had been their driver. 

Her shoulders sagged in relief, but only for a moment. 

He still didn't deserve this. 

Humans were all worth something, every single one of them. Dignity did not belong to those she deemed important. 

She knew what Rebecca would do in this situation. Summoning her strength, she reached out her trembling fingers, and closed his eyelids. 

After a moment, she regained her composure, turning away from the body, and toward Bella, who was still holding her in her arms. It took all the strength in her to pry herself out of the embrace, taking a step back. She looked off into the woods. 

“Do you think they ran from here?” she asked shakily. 

Bella looked at her with concern, but she knew how much Yasmine hated being pitied, so she didn’t push the issue. 

“Definitely not. My mother probably chartered a helicopter in preparation.” When Yasmine looked at her incredulously, she said. “You aren’t the only one with money.” 

“I… see.” 

“But thankfully, we still have the advantage,” Bella said, taking a deep breath in. “We know what they want, and you know where it is. So all we have to do is get there first.” 

Yasmine blinked. “Right. Yes… Where it’s… stored.” 

“Oh my god.” Bella gave her the most withering look in existence. “You don’t know.” 

“I don’t not know.” Yasmine paused. “No, I don’t.” 

“Have you ever heard of a single point of failure system?” 

Yasmine grabbed Bella’s hand, and yanked her driver towards the car. “It’s not a single point of failure. I have one other point.” 

*** 

A powerful, persistent knock thudded on Wallace’s door. 

He shot into a sitting position, nearly giving himself a heart attack. “What was that?” He yanked the cord on his bedside lamp, and his boyfriend groaned. 

“Babe,” Jason said, shielding himself from the light. “It’s like 2 AM.” 

“Yes, precisely,” Wallace hissed. “Which is why I need you to grab the baseball bat.” 

“Baseball bat? Wally, you are so paranoid.” 

“I said grab it.”


Chapter 27 


Wallace's apartment was different than she remembered. 

For one, all the beautiful Rembrandts she'd given him were nowhere to be seen. They’d been taken down and replaced with “inspirational” phrases. 

For example, above the dining room table now hung a “Stay Positive,” and lurking next to the sink was “Be Like Sisyphus” with a stick figure pushing a circle up a hill. 

She couldn’t imagine what Sisyphean task Wallace was dealing with as a product manager at a dental technology company. 

But then again, she was just an old hag; maybe selling patient bibs over Zoom was the back-breaking labor of the twenty-first century. 

“Mom,” Wallace said for the third time in the last five minutes. “What are you doing?” 

Yasmine picked at the wooden frame encasing the poster. 

“Even the wood feels like plastic," she muttered. “Where’d you get this? Temu?” 

Wallace let out a sigh with enough exasperation to put out a small fire. 

"Mother, it is 4 AM. If you’re here to talk about the structural integrity of my wall-hangings, you’re welcome to come back at any time after eleven." 

Yasmine crossed her arms, and huffed. 

Of course, she wasn’t actually here to discuss his lacking interior design choices. She was here to deal with their very pressing Rebecca issue. 

Which she’d been full of urgency and determination to do… before her son had answered the door. Practically naked except for some heart-patterned boxers, and standing next to a young man about his age, who was holding a baseball bat. 

Because she’d been right. Wallace had a boyfriend, and he had been hiding it from her. But it wasn’t just that. Judging by the little anniversary photo of them at Disney Florida hanging on the fridge, he’d been hiding it for an entire year. 

To say it disarmed her a little was an understatement. 

Several minutes had passed in an enduringly awkward silence. The tall, gangly human boy—Jason, apparently—was now standing by the stovetop, staring at the steam wafting out of the tea kettle. Every so often, he’d nervously flit his eyes between Yasmine, Wallace, and occasionally, Bella. 

Bella, who was, yes, also here. Staying completely, uncharacteristically quiet. Of all the times for her to let Yasmine take the lead. 

Jason cleared his throat. "I think the water’s ready. What kind of tea would you like, Ms. Sokolov, ma’am?" 

Yasmine blinked at him. It wasn’t that she had been ignoring him completely, but well—yes, she had been. It was just too much to digest all at once. But now he was being all sweet and cordial and obviously nervous, and this was her son’s… boyfriend. 

She glanced back at him and tried to smile. "Do you have anything herbal?" 

He apprehensively opened the cupboard. From the glimpse she got inside of it, she saw that there was almost nothing in Wallace's pantry, save for one box of Earl Grey. 

"Ah, no," he whispered back in defeat. 

Yasmine scoffed, finding another thing to latch onto. She fixed her attention on Wallace once more. “Where did all the tea I gave you go?" 

Unfortunately, he did not take the bait. "Will you please, for the love of God, tell us why you're here? And who this is?" Wallace said, waving his hand towards Bella. 

Oh. Right. 

"That’s my…” Yasmine trailed off; where was she even to start? “Lab assistant." 

Wallace shot her a look of disbelief. "And why is your lab assistant here?" He flushed when he made eye contact with Bella. "I'm sorry. You have a name. I'm being rude." 

Yasmine was reminded eerily of herself when Wallace stuck his hand forward and said, "Hi, I'm Wallace. My mother is insane, which I'm sure you know. Blink twice if you need me to call the appropriate authorities." 

Bella snorted, eyes bright with delight. It both calmed Yasmine and rattled her sails even further seeing Bella look so tenderly at her son. 

She had never really imagined them meeting. 

She hadn't let herself go that far. 

Bella extended a gloved hand and shook his. 

"Bella Dragomir," she said. “You have your mom’s waves. They’re lovely.” 

Wallace flushed, as he always did receiving any compliment. But the name must have jogged something in the back of his mind. His eyebrows shot up, and he whipped his head to the side towards his increasingly nervous boyfriend. 

"Jason, oh my god, this is…" 

Catching himself, he trailed off, then looked nervously back at Yasmine. 

"Yes? What? She’s my lab assistant," Yasmine reiterated in a huff. 

Bella laughed, which did not help her case. 

"Yes. My mother's lab assistant," Wallace mumbled. "My mother's… employee. Anyway, not to be rude, but—" 

Yasmine flung up her hands. "Why are we here, I know, I know. I’m getting to it.” 

She sighed and raked one of Wallace's chairs across the linoleum flooring. Joining Bella at the table, she splayed her hands wearily across its surface, staring at her reflection in the glossy sheen. Her pupils were still blown from the nightmare. She could see the remnants of it pulling at the edges of her vision. They looked like little black whiskers. 

Feeling that familiar fear swell up again, she glanced at Bella, who was already staring at her. She was wearing a small, sweet smile, but saying nothing. 

I can’t believe she’s immune. 

Yasmine couldn’t believe a lot of things, frankly. 

It had been a long, rainy drive down from upstate. The downpour had left room for a lot of stewing. Yasmine had a million things she wanted to say to Bella, but none of them felt possible to vocalize in the company of Sylvia and Aster, and certainly not Bruce. And definitely not now in front of Wallace and his human boyfriend. 

I just need to talk to her in private. 

She felt it with a deep, clawing urgency. 

As if sensing how unmoored she felt, Bella reached out and squeezed her hand lightly. "I can fill them in?" 

Wallace’s eyes flitted down to their hands briefly. He gave his mother a loaded glance. 

"It's fine,” Yasmine said, slowly peeling her hand away, despite how it felt like pulling apart two magnets. “But, Wallace, I don't think your boyfriend should be here to listen to this. It's… family business." 

Jason put his hands up, already prepared–and perhaps eager–to retreat back to the bedroom, but Wallace grabbed his arm and stopped him. 

"Jason, stay put,” he huffed. “If your employee can hear it, so can Jason." 

Yasmine balked. Family business was the phrase they’d always used when she didn't want a human overhearing something vampiric. Had he forgotten? 

He must be confused because Bella’s here. 

“Bella already knows about… it,” Yasmine replied carefully. “So there’s no point in making her leave.” 

That seemed to change something. Wallace’s eyes widened, and he looked at Bella with a different sort of regard, as if he was appraising her. 

“Bella… You told Bella… about family business,” he said slowly. “I can’t believe it.” 

Yasmine frowned. The metaphor was officially running into its limits. 

“She’s… well, she’s like family,” she said, trying to guide him to the correct conclusion. 

Wallace swallowed. He seemed to be summoning the confidence to say something. 

“Well, so is Jason, then.” 

Yasmine paused, her heart thumping against her ribs. 

He couldn't possibly mean— 

“You found a vampire boyfriend?” she announced, lurching forward out of her chair. “And you hid him from me?!” 

“What?” Wallace blurted out. “No! How did you just come to that conclusion?” 

Yasmine reeled, eyes rapidly traveling from Wallace to Jason and back again. 

“What other conclusion was I supposed to reach?” she hissed. 

Wallace massaged his temple and dragged his hands down his face before letting out a groan. "Jason is human, mother. He just knows that you're a—" 

"Supernatural entity?" Jason cut in with a worried, guilty smile. "Don’t worry, I’m exceptionally good at keeping a secret. My parents still don’t even know I’m gay.” 

Yasmine just stared, and reeled, absolutely speechless. Eventually, she slumped back down in her chair, falling against it like a dumbbell. 

“Oh my god.” 

*** 

Yasmine had never intended to tell Wallace she was a vampire. 

Unfortunately, it was a plan which quickly proved unsustainable. 

The first time a problem arose, Wallace was six years old. The curious little boy had dug his way into her blood supply, and vomited up a gallon’s worth of what he had thought was red Kool-Aid. 

She’d told him it was wine, and that kids’ stomachs just couldn’t tolerate the taste. That narrative bought her a few more years, until he was about eleven years old. A worried frown was beginning to permanently etch into his cheeks, and he’d come home from school saying things like: “Other people’s moms eat a meal at dinner time.” and “Other people’s moms don’t have wine every morning and every evening.” 

Then, she got a call from the guidance counselor. Your son is worried about you. Should we be worried, too? 

She got the picture pretty quickly. Fix your shit, or we call child protective services. 

So she sat him down at dinner. 

“Wallace,” she’d said. “I’m going to give you a word to use to describe me, but it’s not one that I want you to share with your friends, okay?” 

She remembered how scared Wallace had looked. But he’d nodded, the brave boy. 

“I know you’ve heard of vampires.” 

This had been right around the height of Twilight’s fame, which was both fortunate and unfortunate for Yasmine. 

Wallace had several—like, three or four—Robert Pattinson posters in his room. And when she asked him about it, he had flushed and said, “I just think he’s a really good actor.” The closet door had always been wide open. 

She cleared her throat. “Well, Edward is kind of like my distant cousin. We have some stuff in common, some stuff not. I need blood to live, too. Sun hurts me, although it doesn’t hurt me that much. They greatly exaggerate it. I definitely don’t sparkle. And I sort of have special powers.” She made an abstract gesture with her hands. “But they’re not very special. They’re mostly extremely annoying.” 

Wallace looked at her like she’d just grown three heads. She remembered how terrified she felt confessing that to him—not only because she knew he’d be skeptical, but also because what if he felt betrayed, terrified, alienated? 

What if he saw his own mother as an irredeemable monster? 

What if he went to school the next day, and the police were at her door that afternoon? 

She could make a lot of problems go away with money. But you can’t buy your way into your child’s heart. 

“Is this a joke?” was all he had said in response. 

She gave him a tight smile. “No, it’s not a joke.” 

She knew any son of hers would require empirical proof. So, she had been prepared for this line of questioning. She absolutely avoided using her powers around him at all costs, but she had prepared an illustration of them that wouldn’t be too dangerous. 

While her powers were primarily mental, they had a physical manifestation. They typically didn’t injure living creatures, but the reverberations they caused while summoned could impact surroundings—walls, chairs, buildings. It was hard to explain. 

So, in the spirit of demonstrating, she snatched a newspaper from the foyer, put it on the floor a few feet away, and then told Wallace to get behind her. 

Then she swallowed, and thought back in time. She didn’t pick out an exact memory. She just yanked at something that felt vaguely painful, like taking a thumbtack out of her foot, and then directed that brief fury at the newspaper. 

Black wisps of smoke erupted around it, and then tore it to pieces. 

Naturally, Wallace had a thousand questions after that. She’d only answered half of them. 

From then on, he was introduced to the world of vampires—albeit in a deeply sheltered sort of way. No one was allowed to know about her special boy. 

And the most important way to ensure that? Not revealing mommy’s identity to anyone. Because if one human knew, then another human knew. And then eventually it would make its way to a vampire, and Wallace would become, at best, bait. 

At worst, dead. 

All of this lived in Yasmine’s mind as she sipped Earl Grey, and gazed at the locked bedroom door. She could hear the loud music that Jason was playing inside, as she’d asked him to do. Wallace had been upset with her over her shutting him away for the time being, but then she’d told him it was about Rebecca, and he’d finally complied. 

"What do you mean someone has Rebecca?" Wallace said. “Like, they just took her? She’s not the most easily takeable person. I can’t imagine her not putting up a fight.” 

Yasmine involuntarily glanced in Bella's direction. 

Where she had been spritely before, obviously excited to meet Yasmine's son, she was now completely dejected, sinking into her seat like she wanted to be invisible. 

Yasmine could tell she felt guilty for what happened, but it wasn't her fault. 

"You don't need all the details," Yasmine said, looking back at Wallace. "It's a vampire clan. One that wasn't really on my radar until now. They took her because they're trying to get to the contract. Do you remember what contract I’m talking about?" 

Wallace’s eyebrows rose. That was thankfully enough to get him off the topic. 

"Of course I do. It's only the most terrifying thing Catrina Maroven ever created,” he muttered. “Aside from Sylvia, of course.” 

Yasmine nodded in agreement. 

“And do you still have those… CDs I gave you? Or did you toss them too?" 

Yasmine tried and failed to keep the hurt out of her voice. 

It was stupid. He was a young man discovering his tastes. Even if they were questionable, he'd only had twenty-something years to develop them. 

She'd had a thousand years to become this discerning. 

But it still hurt. She’d felt excited to give him things for his apartment. To think that they might have been thrown in a landfill, or donated to a thrift shop… 

"Of course I still have them," he said quietly, looking at her with gentle eyes. "Do you think I would ever throw your things out?" 

Yasmine's heart clenched. He rose from his seat, beckoning them toward one of the doors on the far side of the kitchen. She’d never been in that room before. She thought it was some kind of broom closet, or a laundry space. 

But it was a small office. It had a simple desk, a laptop, an ergonomic chair. And on the walls—every painting Yasmine had lent him. Every book he'd taken from Albany. Even the ones she'd read to him as a kid, all sorted alphabetically. 

Yasmine immediately melted. 

He leaned down to reach for something on his bookshelf, and pulled out a rack of CDs. There were about seven of them. Titles were inked in sharpie on top of each. Some of them were school plays Wallace had been in, others were home films. 

"I don't have a computer that can play these anymore," he said. "But you can have them." 

Bella, leaning on the doorway, narrowed her eyes as Wallace held out the disc to Yasmine. 

"I’m sorry to intrude, but I can’t help myself—these are relevant how, exactly?" 

Wallace and Yasmine shared a small smile. 

"I don't know,” he said. 

Yasmine said, "And neither do I." 

There was one facet of Yasmine’s powers that she used very sparingly. 

Which was, when she wanted to, she could make people forget things. 

It didn't work quite the same way as Sylvia's powers. She couldn't Suggest fake information into people's minds, but she could warp the fences around certain memories, close them off, re-open them. 

It was how she allowed Aster to access the repressed, gated off sections of her mind back at Richard’s funeral. Anything that had a fear attached to it, or a strong emotion, she could repress and manipulate. Both in herself, and in other people. 

She had suspected that was the strategy she'd taken here. Although she couldn't remember where the contract was stored, or why Wallace’s CDs were relevant to it, she knew they were. It was a strategy to make torture or mind-tampering techniques less useful. If someone wanted to know about the contract, even the best of the best like Dr. Vey wouldn’t be able to see much more than a picture of a CD in her head. 

It wasn't a foolproof strategy, but it had held up so far. 

"Bella and I can watch through these and figure out what's relevant,” Yasmine said, taking the CD stack. "Meanwhile, I'm going to send a car up to retrieve you later this afternoon. Don’t worry, I know you get carsick, so it’s the closest bunker in the area. The one in Allentown. It’ll only take an hour or two to get there.” 

Wallace froze, his smile dropping. 

"...What?" he said quietly. "What are you talking about?" 

"Well, you're going to have to go underground for a bit, darling," she said, taking a step closer to him so she could squeeze his hand. "Your life is in danger." 

He let out a humorless laugh, snapping his arm to his chest. 

“Mom, I have a job now. A real one, not some nepotism bullshit where I have to clean up Tommy’s messes,” he said. “And the deadline for our next project is in two weeks. I can't just up and leave. What would my boss think? My coworkers? I care about their opinion of me. And I don’t want to pretend to be sick again.” 

Yasmine’s mouth fell open in disbelief. His frustration stabbed her straight in the chest, and it scared her. 

Because he knew she wouldn’t ask this lightly. Every time in the past that she'd told him to go dark for a while, he complied. He understood the danger and he'd gone along with it. But there was a new defiant fire in his eyes that she didn't recognize. 

It made her realize just how little time they'd spent together in the last few months. When had he changed so drastically? When had he grown such a backbone? 

She found herself feeling as proud as she  was terrified. 

You should be grateful any child of yours was ever open to taking direction. 

Patience and obedience were not embedded in the Sokolov DNA. 

She tried to calm herself down. Wallace had told her multiple times that he didn’t like talking to her when she was in one of her “fits of anxiety.” He was a really wise boy in that way. Without him, she’d be an even greater slave to her own emotions. 

"Wallace… I promise I’m not trying to steal your agency, but this isn't an argument I’m willing to have. You're still human. They could kill you without even trying to,” she said, then paused. “Is your job really as important as your life?" 

Wallace's face sunk inward. 

"Still human?" he said coldly. "I'm not still human, Mom. I am human. I will always be human. And because of that, I do care about things like my job, and my career, and having a boyfriend, and telling my boyfriend things about myself and about my life." 

Yasmine sucked in a breath. Oh boy. 

“And that’s—it’s not fine, exactly, but I am coming around to it,” Yasmine mumbled diplomatically. “Jason seems like an upstanding human male adolescent, as far as that is possible—and I understand all you’re saying, I really do. No one wants you to have a normal life more than me. I promise. I just want you to be safe.” 

Wallace’s shoulders slumped down, his eyes softening slightly. 

“I really wish you wouldn’t call him a human male adolescent,” he muttered. “We are both grown adult people. Not sea urchins.” 

Before Yasmine could get another word in, Bella stepped forward. She’d been so quiet up until that moment, Yasmine had forgotten she was even there. 

“If I may,” she said quietly, then looked at Wallace. “You have my promise that it will just be a few days. Three, at maximum. People have colds that last three days, it’s not unusual. And your boyfriend should come with you. You guys can treat it like a slumber party. I will ensure Yasmine supplies alcohol and videogames.” 

Yasmine sucked in a breath. “Alcohol? He doesn’t—” 

Wallace hummed. “How flexible is this liquor budget?” 

Bella cackled. Yasmine stared at both of them with her jaw hanging open. 

“God, he really is your son.” Bella opened her purse, and began to flit through it. “If I'm paying, you're getting cheap vodka. If your mother is paying…” 

Wallace laughed as Bella, like a clown at a children’s birthday party, began to pick out a variety of random things from her purse: hair ties, post it notes, glittering gel pens, and finally a few stray twenties latched together with an elastic band. 

There was something so… domestic about it all. Yasmine got that feeling from earlier again—the tight, wanting one in her stomach, like a hungry child trapped in a classroom watching an ice cream truck roll by. She felt like she was catching a glimpse of an alternate reality. One where she’d introduced Bella and Wallace under different circumstances. One where they’d taken Wallace to the mall, or to a movie, where they’d bought him new clothes or a new shiny set of headphones. Where they bickered about the price of milk at the grocery store and Wallace yelled at them because neither of you drinks milk anyway, and Bella would reply it’s a matter of principle. 

In reality, Yasmine watched the two of them now as they went back and forth trading barbs in some inane discussion about beer pong, and she realized she'd never seen her son look so loose. It felt like he’d spent his whole life with his shoulders bunched up to his ears, and now they were free and swinging. When did that happen? 

He'd always been scared of alcohol, ever since he was a kid. After the incident with the blood, after watching her drink what he thought was wine every night. 

But it was strange, the thing with children—the thing with people in general, really—is when you look away for a few seconds, they can molt their feathers. 

“Deal,” Bella said, shaking Wallace’s hand firmly. Wallace nodded to her in turn, like they were two businessmen who had just finished a round of negotiations. 

“Wait—what did you two just agree to?” Yasmine said, snapping back to reality. 

“A private agreement,” Bella said, grinning as she tugged Yasmine around the stomach, and began pulling her to the door, back to the kitchen. “Come on, you big nosy vampire. I think it’s time we release Jason from the bedroom. He’s been replaying the same Taylor Swift song for thirty-five minutes straight.” 

Yasmine snorted, and over Bella’s shoulder, she could see Wallace watching the two of them, a small, unreadable smile on his face. It made Yasmine blush. 

Maybe she wasn’t too old to molt a few feathers, too. 

*** 

“So,” Bella said, her hair wet with rain as they slid into the driver and passenger seats, respectively. “Which of your seventy apartments is housing a CD player?” 

Yasmine clicked in her seatbelt, and rolled her eyes. 

“I’ll put it in the GPS.” 

As a matter of fact, they all had CD players. 

But Yasmine had only one place in mind.


Chapter 28 


"I logically know that you're a billionaire, but it’s moments like this that really rub it in,” Bella said, shaking her head as she shut the front door behind her. “Do you actually just have an unlimited supply of vacant apartments?”

“Not unlimited. Just fifteen.”

“Fifteen. Right, sorry, Robin Hood.” Bella shook out her soggy boot and laughed. “God, I feel like a drowned dog. Do you have a laundry basket for me to toss all my stuff in?”

“Just leave everything on the welcome mat," Yasmine said, feeling that uncomfortable sense of domesticity again. "I'll throw it all in the laundry later."

Bella nodded, immediately disrobing down to just her bra and underwear. Yasmine reddened, jumping slightly like a startled chihuahua.

Thankfully, the drive to Yasmine’s apartment in the Lower East Side had only been about fifteen minutes. That was about all Yasmine could endure being completely alone with Bella without combusting like a steam engine—a feeling that was quickly returning now as she took in a deep, balancing breath.

Get. It. Together.

"What?" Bella said with a laugh. "The dress was wet, too."

“Of course," Yasmine said, averting her gaze out of politeness, but also out of survival instinct. “I didn’t say anything.”

She looked down at the CD she was gripping in her hand and released some of the tension she was putting on it. If I’m not careful, I might break it—and there would go their entire gameplan on how to get Rebecca back.

Rebecca.

Yasmine sucked in a tight breath. She had to stay focused. Thinking about how to rescue Rebecca was the only way she wasn’t going to have a nervous breakdown.

"I'm going to grab the CD player out of storage," she said, forcing her voice into an apathetic timbre. "The bathroom is just down the hall if you want to take a shower."

Bella studied her for a long moment.

"But you’re wet from the rain, too,” she said quietly. “Do you really want to risk getting water on your electronics?”

“It’ll be fine. I’ll just take a shower after.”

“Or,” Bella mumbled, cheeks reddening as she stepped closer to Yasmine. “You could take one with me.”

Yasmine froze.

"Take a shower… with you?"

Bella looked at her shyly, and shrugged.

Fuck.

"Come on," Bella said softly, sliding her hands around Yasmine's waist. "You just lost control of your powers, had your assistant kidnapped, and then—to rub salt in the wound—you found out your son has been hiding a secret boyfriend from you. I can practically feel the bees buzzing up there. You need to relax and reset for a few minutes. You won’t save Rebecca running on fumes.”

Bella bit her lip, bringing a gentle hand up to touch Yasmine’s forehead, like she was a child with the flu. Yasmine hated that she shuddered at the touch.

“Bella…” she breathed out in warning.

“Yasmine.”

Bella held her gaze like it was nothing, and Yasmine was never going to get used to that. She’d spent her entire life watching people’s expressions crumple into despair every time they looked at her for too long. She’d always felt like a funhouse mirror.

And as much as she’d detested that fact, she had never taken a moment to acknowledge how much protection it had afforded her, too.

It felt like Bella was scraping the surface of Yasmine’s soul with her fingernails.

“Take a shower with me,” Bella whispered, threading her fingers tightly behind Yasmine’s back in a way that forced them closer together. “Come on. I know you miss your organic lavender-honey-milk-wheat-sheep-goat soap.”

That drew a stilted laugh out of Yasmine, even as her heart stormed in her chest.

“Don’t act like you didn’t beg me to restock that.”

Bella snickered. Their faces had gotten incredibly close again, like they always seemed to do. Bella’s eyes dipped down to her lips, then fluttered back to her eyes.

She bit her lip, a thoughtful sadness overtaking her expression.

“There’s something you said back at the house that’s been on my mind.”

Yasmine bristled, guard immediately raised again.

“You don’t have to trick me into kissing you,” Bella recalled, her fingers tightening against the damp cloth of Yasmine’s shirt. “That’s what you said.”

“I—” Yasmine’s heart thudded against her ribs. “Yes, well. It’s true.”

“Is it?” Bella said quietly, almost nervously, her eyes falling to Yasmine’s lips again. She had that rare severity to her voice. “Because I’d like to kiss you right now, just once, for no reason, but I don’t feel like I have a good enough excuse. I feel like I’m walking through an airport without a passport.” Bella smiled mirthlessly. “You get what I mean?”

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Yasmine trembled. Her body didn’t know what else to do.

So she just said what she felt, which was, “You don’t need an excuse.”

There was a loaded look in Bella’s eye then; she laughed, but then she nodded.

“If you say so,” she said, and leaned in, pressing the softest kiss against Yasmine’s lips, and it was enough to make Yasmine feel like the sun was exploding, and Oh, god, she leaned in, needing more, needing way more—“I’m going to shower.”

***

Like always, it felt like Yasmine had no choice but to follow.

The bathroom was incredibly spacious. A football field of white, gleaming tile; marble sinks; panoramic mirrors. It produced a sense of scathing, inescapable self-awareness. One Yasmine was already feeling with a burning intensity as she stepped in the room.

She found Bella washing her hands by the sink, and it tugged Yasmine’s lips up despite the overwhelming panic in her stomach. Bella always had this tick of washing her hands before getting in the shower. It was as if she was micro-dosing the idea of water touching her body. It was stupidly charming.

"I’m actually really excited to watch those CDs with you later," Bella said casually as the sink water washed over her hands, as if their conversation from a minute before hadn't been a loaded gun. "I know our mission is to figure out which one relates to the contract, but I’m sort of hoping I get to see Wallace playing Tree Number Four in The Wizard of Oz first. I know he’s going to outshine Dorothy.”

Yasmine's heart pulled.

Because this was always the thing with Bella, wasn’t it? Yasmine could never stay mad at her. Not that she was mad in the first place—God, more like the opposite—more like frustrated, irate at this… this untenable, unspeakable pulling feeling between them.

But she always deflated that frustration into a puddle at a moment’s notice. She was just so… relentlessly sweet. None of it was a front with her.

"He was a really good Tree Number Four,” Yasmine exhaled. “He was super into musical theater up until high school. Then he took one computer programming class and thought he was going to become the next Mark Zuckerberg.”

Bella scoffed. "He’s doing himself a disservice with that dream. He could be way better. I mean, he’s your son. He must be a genius."

Yasmine rolled her eyes at the compliment, even though it warmed her even more.

She never really felt like a genius, no matter how many times people called her it.

"He is smart, but he didn’t get that from me. I’m no genius. In fact, I’m dyslexic, and it took me almost twenty years before I could read properly. Another twenty before I was doing math,” Yasmine confessed. She so rarely ever told people that—she’d always felt ashamed of it. But Bella, apparently, was the Great Can Opener. “I’ve just so happened to spend my extended lifespan productively increasing my intelligence.”

Bella gawked at her in astonishment. There was an awe in her eyes that made Yasmine feel like she was on a stage, under a spotlight. She tried not to look away.

“Well,” Bella said softly. “I think persistence is much more useful than talent, anyway.”

Their eyes connected in the mirror, and Bella gave Yasmine a shy, nervous smile; Yasmine didn’t quite understand why she looked nervous, until Bella unclipped her bra, and let it drop to the white tile.

And—oh, god.

Yasmine had always joked that Bella was some sort of retired Victoria’s Secret model—one that, in a twist of fate only found in Y2K romance films, had been fired from her modeling job and forced to become a Harvard-grade biologist to pay the bills.

But she never meant it more than now; all of her bruises had healed, leaving her with bare, poreless skin, as pretty and porcelain as a Russian tea set.

While Yasmine watched on like some kind of stunned adolescent, Bella wordlessly opened the glass door to the shower and slipped inside. Yasmine was only stunned out of her silence when Bella began to fiddle with its various buttons, and yelped in shock when jets of water began shooting out from the floor.

“What the fuck? Yasmine,” she shouted, with adorable frustration in her voice. “Why does your shower have the same control scheme as a Space Shuttle?"

Yasmine laughed. The ridiculousness of it allowed her to temporarily put aside the warmth pooling in her stomach, and she followed Bella in.

“Be patient,” she chastised, coming behind Bella, careful not to get too close, and extending a hand towards the panel of buttons. She pressed the On symbol.

From above, a gentle stream of water began to drip down. That particular stream was designed to emulate a gentle rainfall, and calculated to be at a perfect temperature—warm, not hot, and very soft. No extraneous minerals.

“Oh. That is nice,” Bella muttered, looking up, into the stream, her pretty eyelashes blinking. “But I still think a shower shouldn’t have a learning curve.”

Yasmine rolled her eyes. Bella quickly dropped her faux-annoyance, and looked back down at her, starting to blush when her eyes drifted briefly down to Yasmine’s chest.

“Fuck,” she mumbled. Yasmine noticed her squeeze her legs closer together. It was a subtle enough motion that Yasmine barely registered it, but she did.

Yasmine took a deep breath in.

This was about to be a disaster, wasn’t it?

The plan had been to talk to Bella. They were supposed to watch the recordings, figure out where Rebecca was, then, if they had some time to spare before they left, they were going to discuss maturely, as adults, whatever it was… that Yasmine was feeling… They would settle it, tie it up in a nice little bow, and be on their way.

“God, Yasmine,” Bella breathed out, eyes raking her up and down. “You are perfect.”

Fuck. So much for that plan.

Yasmine involuntarily took a step forward. Bella’s breath hitched, and she backed into the shower wall, her head thumping on the tile. It sounded like it hurt.

“Damn it. Are you okay?” Yasmine whispered, immediately worrying. She touched the base of Bella’s head, carding her fingers through the warm wetness of her hair.

Bella let out a quiet, startled laugh, eyes connecting with Yasmine’s. “I’m not made of glass. But you shouldn’t touch me like that while we’re under the water. It’ll hurt.”

Yasmine narrowed her eyes at her. “Hurt?”

She’d nearly forgot—Bella’s powers. The cream washed off in the shower.

Her fingers tingled just a bit where they touched Bella’s neck, but it was a pleasant sensation, like putting her hand on a warm stone.

“I’m not made of glass, either,” Yasmine whispered. A pit formed in her stomach as she thought about their previous two sexual encounters—god, how selfish had she been? Taking, never giving anything back? “Is this why you’ve never let me touch you? Like, when we were having sex? You were afraid of hurting me?”

Bella swallowed, then frowned.

“Yes,” she sighed out, like it was a relief to admit.

“Even though you…” Yasmine paused. “Wanted me to?”

“Oh gosh,” Bella exhaled. “So badly.”

Yasmine nearly keeled over from all the pent-up need in Bella’s eyes.

And it looked more than just sexual; the furrow of her brows, the way she was biting nervously at her lips; she was carrying so much tension. She hadn’t let Yasmine see it until now, but for all of Bella’s acting talents, the character always broke eventually. Everything that had happened at the party, with her sisters, with her mother, all that fear, it was still lingering, and Yasmine immediately wanted to help her release it.

“Is that why you invited me into the shower with you?” Yasmine whispered, holding Bella’s hand gently, intertwining their fingers. “Did you want me to touch you?”

Bella shuddered, her pupils getting even wider.

“Yasmine…”

“I can,” Yasmine said, hoping it didn’t sound too desperate. “If you want.”

Bella swallowed. She looked like it was taking all the restraint in her body not to let out a sound. After a moment, she shook her head.

“I don’t want to force anything. I mean, I know you’re attracted to me on some level,” she said, looking almost embarrassed. “But I didn’t know if you actually wanted to, well—some people just like receiving. And I didn’t let you see much of my body before.”

Yasmine’s brows furrowed. It took four full seconds for her to process what she’d just heard, and once she did, her mouth dropped open in pure affront.

“Bella…” she trailed off, blinking, “You can’t seriously think… You’re wondering if I’m attracted to you?”

“Well, yes?” Bella mumbled defensively. She was never defensive. “Is that so unbelievable?”

“Um, well, yes? Extremely?” Yasmine scoffed. “I literally got so worked up looking at your cleavage in a classroom that I had to go home early. I canceled an entire lecture because I kept thinking about your… breasts.”

The wires in Bella’s brain seemed to shortcircuit. She let out a sharp laugh.

“I’m sorry—what?”

“Don’t even,” Yasmine reddened, embarrassment shooting through her at the memory. “You don’t want to know the half of it.”

Bella shook her head violently. “I want to know all of it. Please.”

Yasmine stilled, licking across her bottom lip. Under any other circumstance, she would not have volunteered any of this information.

But she could see how much Bella needed it. So she took in a breath.

“I never have dreams. I actively suppress them because of the nightmares,” Yasmine said shakily. “But then… literally since the day we met, I started waking up wet in the middle of the night. Repeatedly. To the point where I forced myself to start unsuppressing them because I was so confused and frankly, alarmed. Turns out, I wasn’t even having sex dreams. I was just dreaming about kissing you, palming you through your shirt… and it was enough that I had to regularly change my underwear. All because of some PG-13 fantasies I was having about making out with you behind the fucking Nightingale.”

Bella just stared at her, for several seconds, speechlessly. It went on for so long that Yasmine worried she might have just turned her off completely.

Finally, her jaw clicked closed, and she snorted. “I had no idea you were so into boobs.”

Yasmine turned red with humiliation.

“I’m not, even!” she groaned. “It’s just—yours. Everything about your body, really. That was just what I had available visually at the time.”

“And yet you’ve barely looked at them now that we’re literally naked.”

Yasmine paused, growing impossibly redder. “Well, I didn’t want to leer.”

“Well then, how about instead of leering, you go ahead and touch them?”

Bella had kept her voice so tight and apathetic that Yasmine had momentarily forgotten how she’d been looking at her just a minute ago. She saw it again now. Her pupils were fully blown, her nipples—fuck—were very stiff, even under the hot water.

Looking up at Bella’s face, Yasmine checked once more for permission.

“Yasmine,” Bella said lowly. “One thing about me you should know up front—I’m really not into begging.”

Yasmine didn’t need to be told twice. She took a breath in, and took another step closer to Bella, so their bodies were nearly flush. Then she carefully swept her hands up the curve of Bella’s hips until they were right under her breasts. And God, they were every bit as gorgeous as Yasmine had imagined they would be—round, and quite a bit larger than Yasmine’s. D-cups, probably, not that it had ever really mattered to her. But because they were Bella’s, it was suddenly the hottest thing in the world.

She cupped her hands over them, pressing softly down over Bella’s nipples and massaging her fingers into the soft, Sahara-warm skin.

Bella immediately closed her eyes and whimpered, arching just slightly off the shower wall. They were so close, it was enough to close the distance between Bella’s center and Yasmine’s thigh, and she could immediately feel how wet she was.

“God, I haven’t even done anything to you yet,” Yasmine whispered, her own stomach fluttering at the contact. “You’re already that worked up?”

“You’re lucky I didn’t come while we were just talking about it,” Bella mumbled, cheeks flushed. She backed her hips away from Yasmine’s thigh as if she was trying to prevent just that.

“Are you serious?” Yasmine said, incredulous. “You come that easily?”

She remembered back when they first started this in the restaurant bathroom, how Bella had come in her jeans just from touching Yasmine, with barely any stimulation.

“Never before you,” Bella confessed, biting her lip. “But like I keep telling you, you’re the prettiest woman I’ve ever met. You should have felt how turned on I was when you were taking my blood back at the lab. Fuck.”

Yasmine briefly stopped rolling her hands over Bella’s breasts, caught off guard.

“Really?”

“Is that so surprising?” Bella moaned, obviously annoyed that Yasmine had stopped. “We’re vampires. Have you seriously never thought of it?”
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“Thought… of what?”

Bella blinked at her.

“Of drinking from me?”

Yasmine’s breath caught. Somehow, she’d forgotten again. Bella had kept up the human charade for so long, she was constantly re-discovering it.

“I’ve thought about it once or twice, sure.” Basically every time we’ve had sex, which, thank God, has only been twice. “But I would never actually do it. I know from the experience of people close to me that it’s the quickest way to fuck with your own head.”

“Sure, I mean, if you overdo it,” Bella said with a shrug. “But if you keep it within a limit, it’s just… really enjoyable. Fuck. I keep forgetting you’ve never had sex with a vampire before. You don’t know about the fang thing either, do you?”

Yasmine’s voice faltered, feeling suddenly inadequate. “What… fang thing?”

Bella bit her lip, studying Yasmine’s face for a moment.

“Open your mouth for me,” she whispered.

Yasmine felt that command race down her spine like an electric shock.

She never thought about herself as an obedient person—quite the opposite—but for some reason she parted her lips almost instantly when Bella asked.

“Good girl,” Bella joked, and Yasmine had to pretend it didn’t do something to her as Bella pushed her thumb and her forefinger gently inside Yasmine’s mouth.

“Are you not going to explain what you’re–” Yasmine mumbled around her fingers, but the rest of the sentence died in her throat as Bella’s fingers found her left fang, holding it for a moment before massaging it gently, soothingly between her fingers.

Oh my god.

A whine escaped Yasmine’s mouth involuntarily as she felt the sensation travel instantly down to her core. Her hips rutted against Bella’s thigh without meaning to.

Bella had a look on her face like she’d just managed to cast magic.

“Fuck, Yasmine,” she exhaled. “They must be so sensitive if you’ve never done it before.”

Yasmine was startled by her own reaction. “I don’t understand,” she mumbled.

She knew that fangs had the potential to be erotic, but she’d only ever heard of experiencing pleasure there when you actually bit someone. She thought it had to do with absorbing the blood, with the euphoric act of feeding—

“You know when something pisses you off, how your eyes get really red?” Bella said, dragging her free hand across Yasmine’s thigh. “And your fangs drop to their full length?”

Yasmine nodded, seeing Bella through tunnel vision. Her entire being was hoping she’d start moving her fingers again, but she had too much dignity to beg.

“This is basically achieving that without any of the usual triggers,” she whispered, starting to massage it again. “I’m coaxing the fang out. It builds anticipation for a bite.”

As if to illustrate her point, Bella resumed, and just as she said—Yasmine felt her fangs begin to slowly sharpen. It had never happened slowly before, so she’d never bothered to wonder if it was a pleasurable thing, that process of extension.

But fuck, it felt so goddamn good. She was getting so wet.

I could come from just this, she realized, groaning.

Somehow reading her mind, Bella glided her free hand from where it was resting on Yasmine’s thigh, dipping it into her center. Yasmine nearly cried from the intensity of the pleasure when Bella’s lithe fingers pressed down gently on her clit. 

“Don’t come yet, baby,” Bella whispered. “There’s so much I want to do with you first.”

Baby. The shellshock of the pet name forced her to open her eyes, and she found Bella gazing at her with an intensity that almost seemed to transcend sex.

It almost sounded like she was begging her not to leave.

I’m not going anywhere is what she wanted to say, but the words got jumbled in her throat, and she said instead, “Why are you touching me if you don’t want me to come?”

“Because I couldn’t help it,” Bella said with a frown, as if it was genuinely involuntary. As if there was some kind of magnetic connection between Bella’s fingers and Yasmine’s clit. “Fuck, Yasmine. I need you to kiss me.”

Yasmine had never followed a direction faster.

She surged forward, barely giving Bella time to move her fingers before their lips crashed together. And because she was tired of not hearing Bella whining for her, she slid her own hand down Bella’s body, and circled two fingers around her core.

The sound Bella let out was almost inhuman. Yasmine supposed it was.

But somehow, the kissing wasn’t fast. It was slow, like before, when Bella had kissed her in her office back at Albany. Soft, and tender, and fuck—it was romantic, wasn’t it?

All of this was romantic.

“Bella,” Yasmine whined into Bella’s mouth, her heart rabbiting in her chest at the thought. “What do you like, baby? What do you want me to do?”

Bella pressed herself into Yasmine’s hand with a groan.

“You just called me—baby.”

“You said it before,” Yasmine breathed out, swirling her fingers. “But if you don’t like it—”

“No, I love it,” Bella said quietly. “Please call me that again.”

Yasmine inhaled sharply, holding Bella’s increasingly red eyes. “Yeah? Okay.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Sirens were practically blaring in Yasmine’s head at how intimate this was getting, but she couldn’t stop herself. She wanted to make Bella feel so good and so safe. As safe as she’d made Yasmine feel when her powers were flaring out of control.

“Anything you want,” Yasmine said quietly, pressing a kiss to Bella’s cheek. “Anything.”

Bella had a far away look in her eyes then, almost a sad one. It made Yasmine want to back off immediately, but it dissolved just as quickly.

“If you’re sure it won’t hurt you…” Bella said quietly. “I want you inside.”

Oh, god.

Yasmine felt her own core twitch at just the idea of it.

“Fuck, please,” Yasmine moaned, kissing Bella’s neck. “Of course.”

She would have done it even if it burned her fingers off, but she didn’t tell Bella that.

Before Bella could overthink it, Yasmine leaned in, capturing her in another kiss, and started to move her fingers against Bella’s core again, easing her into it.

“This is going to feel so good, okay?” Yasmine whispered against Bella’s lips. “Don’t think about hurting me. You won’t. Just let me fill you up.”

It was apparently the right thing to say, because Bella whined against her lips like she was begging for it.

So Yasmine slipped one finger in. She had meant to push it in gently, but Bella was so wet that it was essentially frictionless.

“Oh god, more, please,” Bella cried. “Use two.”

Yasmine complied easily, pushing in two and moaning in time with Bella as she got them in to the knuckle. That warmth that Bella exuded from her skin—it was turned up a hundred degrees inside, like an exquisitely pleasant bath of lava.

It was indescribable how good it felt to be inside of her, Yasmine’s hips arching up involuntarily with each gentle thrust she did with her fingers.

“Oh my god,” Bella exhaled, her hips stuttering. “Oh my fucking god.”

“Does it hurt? Are you okay?”

“No, no—please don’t stop,” Bella said. “It feels so good. Please, just like that.”

The vision of Bella, soaked from head to toe from the gently pouring water, her glossy blonde hair falling like perfect silk over her shoulders, porcelain hips arching into Yasmine’s fingers—it was almost too much to take.

And beyond that, the wet, glossy sheen on her neck made the bright blue of her veins so much brighter. Yasmine’s fangs—still half-dropped and expectant—started to tingle.

Yasmine tried to shake the impulse off. Don’t be selfish.

Bella seemed to pick up on her hesitance, because she cupped Yasmine’s face, looking at her imploringly. “Hey, you stopped.”

“Fuck,” Yasmine cursed her lazy hand. “I’m sorry. It was—my fangs—I started looking at your neck. It was just distracting. Please, let me continue.”

She began to pump into Bella again, and the other woman whined, hips immediately arching again. But she didn’t look away from Yasmine or close her eyes this time.

“It’s okay,” Bella said through moans. “You can put them in.”

Yasmine’s heart skipped a beat. “What… what?”

“I want you inside of me both ways,” Bella panted. “Please.”

Yasmine’s mind had veered seven solar systems away from rationality at this point. All she could see was the desperate expression on Bella’s face, and she wanted to give her everything she ever wanted.

So she did something she’d promised herself she’d never do.

She carefully took Bella’s chin in her hand, balancing herself, then she lowered her teeth to Bella’s skin… and she bit another vampire.

Since her fangs had already been waiting, they slid in like butter. The ecstasy was immediate, and indescribable. Yasmine swore her vision briefly went out, like lights at a club, as the first of Bella’s blood soaked onto her teeth.

“Fuck, baby,” Bella cried out. “Oh my god.”

Through it all, she managed to keep a steady pace inside Bella—it was the one thing she was determined to do—even though it felt like fireworks were exploding inside of her mind, and her lower stomach. Bella tasted like absolute heaven.

Yasmine realized, then, with perfect clarity, that she would need this forever.

There was no argument against it anymore.

She felt Bella’s core clench around her fingers, drawing her out of her own ecstasy.

“I’m going to—” Bella whimpered. “Oh god.”

Yasmine pulled out of her neck, desperate to kiss her as it happened. She held the side of Bella’s face and kissed her soft and delicate as she felt Bella’s center pulse and flutter around her fingers, the blonde arching and whimpering into her mouth.

Sensing Bella needed just a bit more, Yasmine pumped one last time, curling her fingers. Bella let out a high-pitched sound, her center convulsed again, and, in a rush, her wings exploded out of her back, crowding around them in the smaller shower space.

Yasmine nearly jumped back, startled.

“Oh my god,” she mumbled. “Did I just fuck the wings out of your back?”

Bella’s face went so red she looked sunburnt.

Yasmine wasn’t sure she’d ever seen someone look so mortified.

“I’m,” Bella froze. “So sorry.”

“Do not apologize,” Yasmine said. “That is, strangely, so sexy.”

Yasmine leaned in to kiss her again, slowly slipping her fingers out from Bella’s center, the water from the shower rinsing over them.

“I… thank you for that,” Bella whispered, her wings receding back.

“Any time,” Yasmine said, stroking her thumb along Bella’s cheek. “I… enjoy making you feel good. I really enjoy it, actually. Also, I might be extremely high right now.”

Bella let out a shock of delighted laughter.

“I can’t believe I just took your fang virginity,” she snorted, wiping a smidge of red off of Yasmine’s lips and sucking it into her own mouth. “God, I like you so much.”

The sincerity of it jolted Yasmine. She didn’t know it was possible to blush this hard. She was surprised there was enough blood left in the rest of her body to keep her standing.

But neither of them made any move to step away. They just let the water run, the only sound in the room the soft hum of the vent in the ceiling.

Yasmine swallowed. Her mind felt as foggy as the shower. “I know you’re joking, but, I am like, unbearably turned on right now.”

Bella laughed again, then pressed a soft, sweet kiss to Yasmine’s cheek, her free hand thumbing over Yasmine’s clit again, startling her. But it immediately brought her back into the intense, bone-deep wanting she’d been feeling a moment ago.

“This okay, beautiful?” Bella whispered. “Sometimes it can feel too much.”

“Not too much,” Yasmine said, sucking in a breath. Bella nodded, then leaned in, but she didn’t kiss her mouth. She kissed her right cheek, then her left.

“You know, I’ve never come that hard for anyone, ever,” she said breathlessly against Yasmine’s neck, all the while softly pressing down on her clit. “Just you. Only you.”

Yasmine couldn’t help the moan that escaped her at that. Bella’s words somehow made her even hornier than her touch even did.

Which is probably why Yasmine found herself saying, without the permission of her mind, “I don’t want you to come that hard with anyone else.”

Bella whimpered loudly against her neck, pressing a kiss there.

“No? You want me all to yourself?” she said quietly. She sounded unsure; no, she sounded desperate. Maybe she sounded both.

“Yes,” Yasmine hissed as Bella began circling faster. The words kept falling out of her. “I don’t want you to fuck anyone else. I don’t want you to kiss anyone else. I don’t want you to sleep over at anyone else’s house. I don’t want you to live with anyone else.”

Bella whimpered again against Yasmine’s cheek. She brought her into another kiss, and this one felt different than every other one before. The kind of kiss that separated a life into a before and an after. And, fuck, maybe it was because Yasmine was high on blood; maybe it was because she was seconds away from coming all over Bella’s hand, harder than she ever had; but she’d never felt more certain in her life.

This was what her life had been leading up to. No matter what had happened before, or what was going to happen in the future. Bella was supposed to be hers.

“Okay, then,” Bella breathed shakily against her lips. “I won’t. Just as long as you do one thing for me.”

“Yes,” Yasmine whined. “Anything.”

“Come for me, darling.”


Chapter 29 


Bella placed a tall glass of red on the coffee table.

“I mixed it with some grapefruit juice,” she said. “Just how you like it. Psycho.”

Bella giggled at her own insult. Yasmine glanced up, and almost immediately had to look away.

It was already difficult to look at Bella on a normal day. She was like a grinning sunbeam: too bright and beautiful. It was almost eviscerating.

But Yasmine felt an entirely different pain now, something even more cutting in the soft adoration of Bella’s expression as she lowered herself next to Yasmine on the couch.

She was wearing a pair of Yasmine’s clothes that she’d abandoned at this apartment years ago—graying Harvard sweatpants and a United Nations hoodie.

“I see you found my old rags.”

Bella laughed, pulling at the fabric where the U.N. logo was. “Only you could call this a rag. Fair enough, though, I bet you have like forty of these, Ms. Queen of Earth.”

Yasmine humored her with a smile, but she didn’t really feel it. It was odd. Those organizations used to feel like giants to her, these great big bastions of human industry, of scientific development and moral progress. For hundreds of years, nothing had felt more important to her than access to those places, to those people. She had spent so much of her time on Earth clawing her way to the pinnacle.

Now, as the sun streamed in through the windows and laid bare the threads, all she saw were a bunch of logos printed on pieces of cloth. Her ambitions felt so far away, and so utterly, terrifyingly hollow. She didn’t want to climb any more corporate mountains. She didn’t want to sit on any more boards and make important decisions.

The only thing that mattered to her about those clothes now was the fact that Bella was wearing them. Her Bella.

Goosebumps ran up Yasmine’s arms. It had been around an hour since they got out of the shower. An hour since Yasmine had all but demanded that Bella see her… exclusively.

She wasn’t going to call it a love declaration.

Someone might, but not her. Then she’d have to throw up.

“Did you figure out the CD player?” Bella asked, letting the fabric go.

Yasmine swallowed down the eggshells in her throat. She was grateful for an opportunity to do something she was very comfortable with: complaining.

“Barely,” she said. “How is it that a CD player already feels prehistoric? I couldn’t even remember what the cables do, or where they plug in. They all feel so big and dumb and clumsy now. Apple has made me expect all my technology to be tiny and slim and petite. I feel like a misogynist. All in the span of fifteen years.”

Bella let out an easy giggle. Easy for her to produce, hard for Yasmine to hear, because it made her feel that tsunami inside all over again. Yasmine reached for the wine glass. She softened immediately when the fruit mix breached her lips.

It really was exactly how she liked it.

“God, I know,” Bella said, turning towards Yasmine so they were only inches apart. “It used to be 500 years of the same shit. It was the most exciting thing in the world if a random guy showed up in your town spouting some batshit prophecy. It just broke up the endless monotony. And then suddenly there was the—”

“The printing press,” Yasmine snorted.

“Yes!” Bella clapped her hands down on Yasmine’s thighs. “I can’t believe I used to think it was amazing that some people owned books. Time is so strange. And so long.”

Yasmine’s throat went dry as she looked down at her lap, then back up at Bella. Bella had a nervous expression on her face when their eyes connected, her throat bobbing.

“I can’t believe you’ve been on this planet for ten human lifetimes,” she whispered. “And I only just now met you in this one.”

Yasmine inhaled sharply. Bella lifted her hand to the side of Yasmine’s face, cupping her cheek. The pads of her fingertips were cold. She’d just re-applied the cream.

Yasmine didn’t like that she felt she still had to do that.

“Bella,” Yasmine swallowed. “We should… Rebecca…”

“They won’t hurt her, not while she’s still useful. We have time.”

Before Yasmine could get another word out, Bella’s lips were sliding across hers. She straddled Yasmine on the couch, pressing her into it.

And God—Yasmine so wanted to let her.

She inhaled, pushing the other woman gently off of her. It wrenched Yasmine’s heart painfully when she saw the lost, hurt expression in Bella’s eyes.

But she couldn’t shake the feeling that was settling in her chest.

“Bella,” she said quietly. “Are you… deliberately delaying us?”

She’d thought it once earlier, just after they’d finished their shower. They were coming down from the high, both of them panting and gripping each other like they were buoys adrift at sea, Yasmine’s forehead buried in the crook of Bella’s neck. They stayed like that for several minutes, just catching their breath, but what had surprised Yasmine was how tightly Bella kept her pressed to her chest, not loosening the tension even a little.

Like she was scared of something.

"Delaying?" Bella repeated, eyes wide and terrified. "Why would I do that?"

Yasmine curled her fingers around Bella's arm, trying to assure her.

"I'm not accusing you of anything. I know you're not working with your family." That thought would have crossed Yasmine's mind a month ago, but not now. Bella was a good liar, but not that good. "I'm just… asking you a question."

Bella's face shuffled through a dozen different expressions: startled; scared; a brief, sad smile; before finally landing on a thin line of apathy. At least, she had been aiming for apathy, but Yasmine could feel the fear radiating off of her.

Bella's lip twitched, and she pulled away, putting space between them on the couch.

"I'm sorry," she said quietly, pulling her bare knees up to her chest and training her eyes on the CD player. "You’re right. We should watch it."

Yasmine blinked, stunned.

She hadn't expected Bella to concede that quickly. No, she was doing something different than conceding—she was receding, folding into herself like a scared child.

"Bella." Yasmine tried to warm her voice. "I really wasn't trying to hurt your feelings. I just want to understand what you’re… scared of.”

Bella winced, covering her face with her hands. “Fuck. You can feel it, can’t you?”

Yasmine gave her a sympathetic smile. “I know it must feel invasive, but I can’t just turn my powers off. You might as well be a walking mood ring around me.”

Bella let out a shaky breath into the palms of her hands. Yasmine ached to hold her hands, but she refrained. She was developing a real talent for refraining. Instead, she waited, even as Bella continued to shake her head into her hands, as if she was trying to dispel her own emotions like they were some irritating curse set on her by a witch.

Finally, she let her hands fall from her face. Her eyes looked tired underneath.

"Don’t let this get to your head—but yes, you’re right,” she confessed. “But I don't want to talk about it. It wouldn’t be productive."

Yasmine, famously good at dropping a subject of conversation, nodded once, then asked, "Is it about what I said in the shower?"

Bella finally snapped her gaze toward her, and she frowned softly.

"No." She paused, looking down at the space between them on the couch, and slowly reached out to intertwine their fingers. "No," she repeated.

Outside, jackhammers loudly rattled against steel. The Meridian Tower had been under construction for months—a nonstop plague on the Manhattan soundscape: whining cranes, endlessly screeching drills, snapping nail guns. This apartment was only a few streets away, so you could hear the reverberations like they were operating inside of your ear drums. Yasmine's mind felt much the same.

“Okay. But, what… did you think about what I said in the shower?”

Bella gave her a sad, watery smile. She tightened her grip on Yasmine’s hand, their fingers so close they were nearly bone-to-bone.

“I thought… how nice would it be, for the first time in my life, to get what I wanted?”

All the air left Yasmine’s lungs. They were exactly the words she wanted to hear—even if they terrified her, down to the very atom, down to the damned electron—but the expression on Bella's face didn’t match her excitement. Her fear was as palpable as the July humidity. It was choking the room.

Yasmine took a risk, and tucked a hair behind Bella’s ear, holding her face tenderly.

“You deserve to get everything you want, Bella. Lord knows you’ve paid your dues.”

Bella just kept that air-tight smile on her face. Yasmine couldn’t say she was surprised, even if it punctured her heart to run against that wall again. If Yasmine knew anything about this girl, it was that no amount of knocking at the door would make her open it.

So Yasmine did what Yasmine did best.

She deflected.

"Let's just watch the footage, okay?" Yasmine said. "Then this can be over with. And we can… explore what it is you—I—we want, exactly. Whatever that is. Maybe it’s a new television. This one—" She tapped aggressively on the remote control. “Sucks.”

***

It took three CDs to find the right one—a grainy camcorder film from April 12, 1998—back when Yasmine was still sporting her baby bump. While you couldn't see Rebecca in the film, there was no one else on Yasmine’s payroll that had the gusto to be barking at her from behind the camera. “It’s customary to look both ways when you cross the street, Ms. Sokolov. What sort of example are you setting for Wallace?”

A time before Wallace. It was hard to conceive of. No one was holding a phone on the subway. Newspapers still littered the streets. When Yasmine and Rebecca waved down a taxi, it was still a yellow cab. No Uber label on the windshield.

“Take us to Ruddy Street in Allentown,” Rebecca said, handing the cabby three hundred dollars for the extended trip. “And don’t put this drive on your record.”

Allentown.

It wasn't even five seconds after that address came out of Rebecca's lips that Yasmine's heart nearly stopped beating. She whipped around towards Bella; Bella whipped towards her. For the first time that afternoon, there was no invisible wall sitting tenuously between them—they said the same thing in the same breath.

"Wallace."


Chapter 30

Yasmine had never been to Allentown, New Jersey before.

At least, she had no memory of it.

It could be because it looked like every other copy-paste suburb in the Tristate area. A Presbyterian church with a white steeple; a few “historic” houses—American historic, which meant they barely qualified to use the term—a pizza place, and a bunch of nostalgic-sounding cafes with names like Petunias and Wallace Bobby Coffee.

But not a single thing rang a bell. It was driving Yasmine insane. She’d seen herself in that video footage, in her stupid nineties cardigan and loafers, sipping a coffee as she and Rebecca walked from the main district into the woods. She saw herself point towards the horizon, and watched the camera zoom in towards a rusted fence.

A rusted fence. Yasmine came back to the present as they were about to speed by it.

“This is it,” Yasmine inhaled, pounding at the window of the car. “Pull over!”

It was like a frame right out of the video. The Allentown Water Utility building.

The driver stalled the car at the end of a narrow service road. Just like in the footage, a chain-link fence surrounded the property, though several sections sagged inward as if no one had maintained them in years.

That’s the trick. It looks unmaintained. A public building with no funding to demolish it and no use in rebuilding it, it was the perfect specimen.

Yasmine slammed the car door behind her and started stalking towards the building’s entrance. Despite the rest of the property’s dedication to looking abandoned, Yasmine immediately spotted the security cameras mounted beneath the roofline. They still looked intact, meaning no one had tried to disarm them.

Her shoulders sagged in relief when she tried the door. It didn’t budge.

“How’s it looking?” Bella said, coming up behind Yasmine. She had this permanent guilty edge to her voice now, even though Yasmine had reminded her a hundred times in the car that she couldn’t have known.

“It doesn’t seem like anyone’s tampered with anything.” Yasmine moved towards the keypad mounted to the side of the doorframe. A small red light glowed above the pad, indicating that security was still online. “Which could be a good or a bad sign.”

“Why would it be a bad sign?”

Yasmine forgot to reply as she began to wordlessly punch the numbers in. She had no idea what the code was, but her fingers seemed to remember.

The keypad buzzed, and blinked green.

A chill went down Yasmine’s spine.

“We’re in,” she breathed.

Inside, the lights shuddered to life, one after another. There were generators buzzing on all sides of them, but Yasmine could barely hear anything over the pulse in her ears. Her fingers were twitching uncontrollably as she called for the freight elevator.

She probably looked mildly on edge to the random observer, but internally she was trying everything she could not to lose her mind completely. If her powers destroyed any part of this facility, the security measures would fire, and they would be stranded on the top level, completely locked out of the inner bunker beneath.

And they’d have no access to Wallace.

A warm hand touched Yasmine’s, and it felt like spying a buoy over a dark horizon. Her eyes snapped up to meet Bella’s sharp pupils.

The elevator shaft was small, so even though they were leaning on opposite walls, there wasn’t much space to hide in. She could still hear Bella’s pulse, even over the whining of the cables.

“We should talk about what to do if my family is down there,” Bella whispered. “Or if they arrive shortly after we do, and we don’t have time to get out first.”

Yasmine’s eyes widened. She had been expecting Bella to placate her—not strategize with her. Bella was always supposed to be the optimistic one.

That didn’t bode well.

“Right,” she said, taking in a haggard breath. “Yes, good idea.”

Bella nodded, then looked out of the shaft, towards the cold cement walls that were whipping past. She kept her eyes trained there as she spoke.

“All my mother wants are two things. The contract, and me. If she gets both of those things, I trust she’ll leave you and Wallace alone. So in the case that she has the contract, I’ll just go with her. Then you can take Wallace.”

“Why do you keep doing that?”

Bella blinked, furrowing her eyebrows. “Doing what?”

“Offering yourself back to her. All your ideas start with that as a given.”

Bella’s eyes went cold. She looked shellshocked by the accusation—as if it wasn’t obvious. Maybe to her, it wasn’t.

Yasmine didn’t leave her to stew in it. She shook her decisively, and continued.

“Either way, even if you did go back with her, I think expecting her to leave me and my son out of it seems naive. If I were her, I would definitely try to kill me. I’m just about the biggest nuisance she could ever invite into her life. Allowing me the time to strategize and plot a counter-measure against her would be a mistake.”

Bella paused for a long moment as they plummeted through the dark.

“She doesn’t work that way. She doesn’t really… kill people. My sisters and I kill people when she tells us to, but she doesn’t like getting her own hands messy.”

“She doesn’t kill people, or she can’t kill people?”

That made Bella pause, her lips falling open. Yasmine watched her frown thoughtfully in the dim reflection of the passing cables.

“She… can. I heard her do it several times when I was a child, but she’d always lock us in the other room, so I never saw it in person,” she said. “I think draining people tires her out. She’s much older than we are, if you can imagine that.”

“Much older?” Yasmine scoffed, startled. “How is that even possible? Was she prancing around with the dinosaurs when the asteroid hit?”

Bella huffed out a laugh. It was nice to hear again.

“I wouldn’t be surprised. Honestly, I have no idea what her true age is. She’s very cryptic about her childhood. All I know is that her parents were human.”

“So she was turned?”

Bella shook her head.

“No. No one turned her. It started with my mother.”

The elevator began to creak loudly, the cables gasping for breath; they were approaching the lower floors. Yasmine could see the lights begin to click on below.

“It,” Yasmine said slowly. “You mean vampirism.”

Bella shrugged. “I mean the fungus. I think there was something in our village in Dacia… or whatever village my mother was from originally. I don’t know why it reacted only to her biology. I’m sure there were other people living there. You’d think there’d be way more vampires than there are, if all it took was a simple infection.”

“Maybe there were more, and she killed them all.”

Bella hummed. “I never even considered that, but, yeah. Maybe.” She paused, her usual mischievousness coming alight in her eyes again. “Seems like something she’d do. She’s like the Tonya Harding of vampires.”

Yasmine let out a small, accidental laugh. It was like opening the oven door and letting the steam roll out; she’d momentarily forgotten just how terrified she was.

But Bella’s words kept spinning around in her head. She never saw her mother drain someone. The detail itched at her. She reached out across the space, and intertwined their fingers. Their clasped hands painted a towering shadow on the wall.

“I have a theory on why she doesn’t kill people around you,” Yasmine said, squeezing Bella’s palm. “And why she hasn’t done it since you were a child.”

Bella glanced up with a startled look in her eye, her eyebrows furrowed. The elevator seized as it landed on the ground floor, the doors shuttering open.

“What is it?”

“Because she knows not seeing it is worse,” Yasmine said, stepping out. “You can spend your whole life imagining something more frightening than what’s actually there.”

***

Six more keycode-protected hallways later, they were finally approaching the shelter. Ahead, a heavy steel door waited at the end of the corridor. GUEST ROOM was stenciled across it in oversized white letters.

Yasmine suspected the name had once been a joke between her and Rebecca.

That thought made her heart ache.

“It looks fine from here,” Bella said, sounding relieved. Or at the very least, forcing herself to sound it. “I mean, we knew it would be. You wiped everyone’s memory of this place, including Rebecca’s. And only we had the CD.”

Despite the logic in Bella’s words, something was still itching at Yasmine, even from their distance from the door. Something she’d been trying to avoid thinking about, so she didn’t accidentally set her powers afire.

“Rebecca wouldn’t need the CD to know the contract is here.”

“...What?”

“Yeah. She’s in charge of what types of items we store in each of the bunkers, so even if she couldn’t recall exactly which one she put the contract in, she could use a process of elimination to figure it out. I’m sure it wouldn’t take her more than ten minutes.”

Bella paused. “Even if she could figure it out, she could still lie to them.”

“Well, all of us can make wise choices. Doesn’t mean we always do. And being surrounded by a bunch of soulsucking vampires doesn't exactly breed rationality.”

Before Bella could get another word in, they arrived at the door. At first, it looked identical to every other barrier they’d encountered: a flat slab of metal with a keypad attached to the left. But when Yasmine went to punch the numbers in—remembering them immediately, 0521, May 21st, Wallace’s birthday—a sliver of light blinded her.

It was coming from inside the room. The door was left ajar by just a few centimeters, allowing light to spill out from inside.

Light, and, crucially, noise.

“Just keep applying pressure to the wound.”

Oh, god. That’s Rebecca’s voice. But it had none of the command it usually did; she sounded scattered, frenzied, strained, like her throat was hoarse from screaming.

“Get ready to lift him,” Rebecca continued. “Transport will be here soon.”

The doors inside the facility were designed to keep even a dragon at bay, but when Yasmine yanked this one open, the hinges screamed like they were being murdered.

She barreled into the room, blinking into the blinding fluorescent light. The bunker looked like the aftermath of a teenage house party. Shattered bottles of alcohol were strewn across the ground like corpses. Drawers and cupboards were ransacked.

Rebecca sucked in a disbelieving breath. “Oh my god, Yasmine.”

Yasmine snapped her head in the direction of the voice, her eyes landing on two kneeling figures. One was Rebecca, her arms and legs covered in purple bruises—some looked fresh, others looked old. Next to her was Jason, who didn’t acknowledge their entrance, his eyes still transfixed at something below him, his hands hidden from view.

When Rebecca got to her feet, Yasmine could see what it was the boy was so intent on paying attention to.

And it felt like giving birth again.

Wallace had been a NICU baby, yellow and early and underweight, fighting for his life from his very first breath. Yasmine remembered the sixty-two seconds he’d spent cradled to her chest, looking up at her—she knew the exact number viscerally—before they’d whisked him away to the medical bay, insisting that he needed urgent attention.

She remembered thinking—I only just created this boy, how could he already be leaving me?

She felt the same now.

“Move,” she screamed, feeling the edges of her vision already darkening as tears ran down her face. “My darling, my darling. What did they do to you?”

Yasmine’s knees burned as she fell messily to the floor, cradling the side of his face. The whole of him looked completely depleted. His cheeks were sunken in, like unfilled pools. His bones were pushing against his ribcage. She could see his pulse fluttering light and feathery in his neck. His lips twitched.

They’d nearly drained him to completion—but fuck, he’s still alive.

Behind her, Yasmine could hear the vague buzz of a heated conversation. Bella and Rebecca were talking, their feet padding on the floor. More light entered the room, then less. Were they leaving? Coming back? It was all noise to her as she pressed her lips to Wallace’s cheek, then his forehead, kissing him uselessly, as if it could heal.

“Mom…?”

Yasmine pulled away from his face like she’d been electrocuted. He had been in a daze before, but now his pupils were focusing again.

“My darling,” she breathed out. “I’m here, I’m here.”

He nodded once, weakly.

“Is Jason…? And Rebecca?”

“He’s fine. They’re both fine.”

He made a strained expression. It looked relieved.

“That’s good,” he said airily. “I think I just… met Bella’s family. I think they…”

He opened his mouth to say something else, but then his chest seized. He coughed, and blood wet his mouth.

And Yasmine saw her entire world flash black.

The walls of the room began to shake violently. She could hear the voices whispering again in the back of her head—if he’s not here, you shouldn’t be either. Bury the whole building. Cover yourself in debris—dark violent magma began to seep out of her hands; the cupboards tipped over, glasses shattering.

No, no, no.

“It’s happening again,” Yasmine screamed. “No, stop it. Stop it. Not now!”

She slapped herself across the face so hard that the world briefly spun. And yet it wasn’t hard enough—the floor kept shaking, cracks exploding through the cement. She tried to scoop under Wallace’s fragile body, tried to heave him up and carry him, but she couldn’t stop trembling. Her muscles weren’t listening to her.

But then—Wallace was being lifted, gently and easily, as if he was as light as a teddy bear. Yasmine thought for a moment that she’d had a breakthrough, that she’d finally pushed through the noise, until she saw the hands that were holding him.

They were wearing gloves.

Bella held him to her chest, cradling the back of his head, keeping him steady, giving his lungs enough room to breathe. And when she was finally happy with his position, she looked over his shoulder, her gaze connecting with Yasmine’s. Her eyes had a conviction like steel—like a mother’s.

“Yasmine,” she said. “I’ve got him.”

***

She had no idea when they’d arrived at the lab.

Up until that point, every atom of her being was concentrated on not letting it escape: her hands clapped over her ears, her eyes closed tightly like iron shutters.

She had the vague idea that they'd taken a helicopter. She'd heard the blades chopping the air above—loud as hammers. But besides that, the only thing tethering her to the present was Bella’s hand. Yasmine was clenching it so hard, her grip would have snapped a human’s wrist in two. But Bella could handle it.

That phrase kept her breathing. Bella is handling it. It was killing Yasmine not to be in control—she couldn’t even look at her child—but she knew that her being in control could shoot the helicopter straight out of the sky, and bury them all on the pavement.

So she had to trust Bella. It was inconceivable, trusting someone else with Wallace.

But her whole world had narrowed to that blind faith.

Despite her best efforts to keep the world muted, she still heard snippets of Bella and Rebecca’s conversation during the flight—conversation about what had happened.

There was something about Bella's mother threatening Rebecca's children. How Ileana had waved a picture of the three of them in front of Rebecca's face, and told her she’d have to pick between Yasmine’s trust, or their lives.

Yasmine didn’t blame her for the choice. She couldn’t have known.

But if Yasmine had heard correctly—Rebecca had tried to protect Wallace; she was the only reason Wallace was still alive at all. Before they could finish him off, Rebecca finally persuaded them that Yasmine was arriving soon, and gave them exact instructions on which room held the contract. They moved on before they could kill him.

Kill him.

Those two words nearly lurched the demons out of her.

She took in another sharp inhale of bleach and plastic, and risked opening her eyes.

And as she expected—they weren’t flying anymore. They were back in Waldorf’s lab. Yasmine had been put in a chair in the corner of a room, a blanket draped over her, while Bella had laid Wallace out on the operating table. Dr. Larson was checking his vitals. There were a bunch of medical assistants orbiting around, cleaning up. Everyone looked calm, especially Bella. That had to be a good sign, right?

But why were they cleaning? Had they just finished a surgery? How long had Yasmine been zoning out for? She’d completely lost track of space and time.

Trying to get a grip of her surroundings, she craned her head towards the door. It wasn't fully closed, so she could see out into the hallway of the attached Columbia science building. Where there would usually be a crowd of students clogging the hallways, the school’s arteries were now crammed with armed guards in SWAT armor, wielding stakes and machine guns. Hundreds of them.

Rebecca was clearly back in charge.

Yasmine didn’t realize she was still covering her ears until two hands laid on either side of her face, prying them off gently.

“Hi, darling.”

Hearing Bella's voice again was like coming out of a coma. Her words felt loud and jumbled even though Yasmine knew she was whispering.

But just seeing Bella was a balm for that unmooring feeling. She nearly cried, latching on to her hands like a mosquito. She felt parasitic, the way she needed her.

“Bella,” Yasmine said with a shudder, then felt nauseous again as soon as she remembered what they were doing here. “How is he?”

“Stable,” she answered immediately, sensing the panic in her voice. “He’s definitely got your genes, because he’s got one stubborn organ system. He’s going to be okay.”

The moment Yasmine heard he’s going to be okay, she sagged into Bella’s chest, her forehead pressing against the fine cloth of her lab coat.

“Fuck,” she said, letting the tears fall. “Really?”

“Of course. His mother-slash-primary-doctor was out of commission, so I had to sub in for a bit,” Bella said, wrapping a strong, protective arm around her. “But god, he had me stressing at first. We had to intubate him, then for a few minutes I had to pump his heart manually. And once we got the rhythm back, we had to crash-cool his core temperature down to thirty-two degrees...”

Yasmine pulled back, staring at Bella in awe as she idly recounted all the measures she’d taken to keep Wallace breathing.

“And on top of all that,” Bella huffed. “I had to figure out how to turn him immortal.”

“What?”

Yasmine shot out of her chair. Bella gripped her arms, keeping her in place so she couldn’t surge forward towards the operating table.

“Yasmine, wait,” she said desperately. “He didn’t take it.”

Yasmine could hardly breathe, her throat was so dry. She looked from Bella to Wallace, who was lying there, flat and asleep. But his heartbeat was steady on the monitor.

Her shoulders sagged, but adrenaline was still flooding through her. Her head shook several times as she stared at Bella, her mouth opening and closing.

“Didn’t take what?” she forced out. “What did you do?”

Bella swallowed. She looked nervously over at the computer, where there was a single image open. It was one they captured using the electron microscope—the image of Bella’s corroded DNA. There was something different about it, but Yasmine couldn’t tell what from this distance, and her brain was still so foggy—

“The research,” Bella breathed out. “I finished it.”


Chapter 31

“You… what?”

“I finished it,” Bella repeated, but that didn’t make the fact any more digestible. God, Yasmine was surprised she didn’t throw up right then and there. It felt like someone had stuck putty inside of her lungs. Her breath could barely maneuver around it.

She’d given that one-month deadline to Bella out of pure desperation, not out of actual confidence. As much as she did believe in Bella’s intelligence, there was being smart, and then there was being able to summon biblical miracles.

But Bella didn’t look like she was joking, or lying. A rarity.

Yasmine choked out, “I don’t understand.”

“Don’t worry,” Bella said. “I’ll explain.”

There was something odd in the tone of her voice. She should have been overjoyed. She should have been lording this over Yasmine like she deserved to. But she was delivering the information like a doctor delivered bad news.

Before Yasmine could question her about it, Bella was pulling her out of her seat, toward the dinosaur of a lab computer. Wallace had been moved to a makeshift hospital bed a couple of feet away, and Yasmine pulled away briefly to check on him.

She couldn’t help it—even if Bella said he was fine, even if she was still at risk of having another Nightmare if she looked at his injuries too long—this was her son.

There was never going to be an option where she looked away.

What she saw filled her both with relief, and a renewed sense of terrible unease. On the upside, his vitals did look stable. All the correct lines were spiking and rolling on the monitor. But physically, he looked exactly the same as before: withered.

His arms were tight and weak. He’d lost so much muscle mass.

Only now, with the evidence laid out skinny and stricken in front of her, could she truly process how horrific Bella’s family’s powers were.

They’d reduced him to something as fragile as an egg shell.

But he’s alive.

She rammed that thought through her skull with a jackhammer, over and over.

Muscle can easily be regained. Wallace was like her, an infernal busy-body. He’d be training his calves into overdrive the minute he was back to walking, zigzagging around Manhattan like a worker bee on the way to his little job.

And if Bella could really make him immortal—gooseflesh ran down her arms just at the thought—he’d be back on his feet even sooner.

As if sensing the turn in Yasmine’s thoughts, Bella’s warm fingers pulled at her wrist, prying it from the side of Wallace’s bed.

“It’ll be better if we cover the research before he wakes up,” she said gently. “The last thing you’ll want is to have to pick between comforting your son and listening to me drone on about molecular biology.”

Yasmine’s fingers tightened once more on the cool metal of the gurney, an innate reflex, as if he was being taken away from her again, before she finally loosened her grip.

You’ll just be sitting a few feet away. Don’t be dramatic.

In a show of rare obedience towards rationality, she joined Bella by the computer.

Thankfully, what Bella had ready to present to her was definitely interesting enough to serve as a worthy distraction—on the screen was a high-definition picture of… something? Yasmine’s mind reeled to place it. What it looked like was a strand of black frayed hair, picked out of a cheap wig, but it couldn’t be that, because this picture was clearly zoomed in a thousand times smaller than the human eye could ever perceive.

“Alright,” Yasmine said, perching her elbows on the desk and leaning in towards the pixels. “Tell me what I’m looking at, because I have no fucking clue.”

Bella gave her a warm smile, sliding into the chair next to her and pressing the two of them thigh-to-thigh, just like they used to work a few weeks ago.

God, how many years have passed in these few goddamn weeks?

Before Yasmine could spiral again, Bella drew her attention toward something she hadn’t noticed before—tapping the right portion of the screen with her fingernail.

“That’s a clump of Wallace’s cells,” she said plainly, then slid her finger towards the black strand of hair. “And that’s my infection.”

“Wait, that’s the fungus?”

Now that Bella said it, Yasmine could immediately spot the resemblance. It looked almost identical in color and thickness to the black strands that had invaded Bella’s cells and taken over her mitochondria. But what had thrown her off was the way it was splintered into many split ends—splattered, as if someone had flayed it alive with a hairbrush.

“Mhm. I captured a few back-to-back shots of it, like my very own stop motion film.” She began pressing down on the arrow keys. “You can see here, it looks pretty normal, but then I introduced a bit of protein isolated from Wallace’s genome and… and… boom.”

The last captured photo was like the aftermath of a battlefield. The fungus had been completely lysed—decimated into shriveled, shredded husks lying around like corpses.

Yasmine slowly turned to face Bella, and they shared a long, loaded look. It felt like a lit fuse slowly approaching the waiting body of the bomb.

“His enzymes… killed the fungus?”

There was no fucking way. She was probably way off base. That would mean—

“Assassinated it, really,” Bella cut her off, sounding vaguely proud of him. “The human children of vampires are very often unturnable, right? I think this is why. They must have a gene mutation that specifically immunizes them against this fungus. His body is literally inhospitable to bloodsucking. Bless his pure heart.”

Yasmine’s chest felt like it was seizing. “But what does that mean for him? If his body is inhospitable to vampirism, could he ever be made immortal?”

Bella gave her a tight smile.

“Made… yes,” she said. “You could use a pretty standard stabilizing agent—something that matches his genetic markers but can act as a delivery system for the fungus—we can essentially trick his cells into accepting it. Like a Trojan horse.”

Yasmine took a shaky breath in. “God. I hate you. You’re a fucking genius, Bella,” she said, then expelled the air trapped in her chest. “Biomimetic cloaking.”

“Exactly,” Bella exhaled, blushing slightly. “But that would still make him a vampire. He’d still have to drink blood to live, probably work through a sun allergy. That’s not what you tasked me with. You said one month to figure out immortality, so I…”

Bella turned her attention back to the screen and tapped a sequence on the keyboard, so the shriveled cells vanished.  In their place appeared a towering, three-dimensional genomic map of the fungus, twisting slowly in a bright blue rendering.

Yasmine leaned so close to the screen that the blue light washed out her skin.

“There’s more?” Her eyes traced the intricate branches of the model. It was like observing a network of densely interconnected roots. It was miraculous. “What is this?”

“Just a full map of the fungus’s genome.”

Yasmine nearly slapped her across the face.

"Just a—" she gasped out, her voice dropping into a stunned, hollow register. "Bella… do not fuck with me.”

“Trust me, I would not have skipped sleeping for three nights just to fuck with you.”

“Three nights? This should have taken a team of geneticists a year."

For the first time in weeks, a flicker of genuine, quiet pride sparked in Bella’s eyes.

“Not my fault they’re slow,” she said simply, but didn’t pause to soak in the compliment. She was already moving on, tapping the glass to indicate a dark knot in the molecular chain. “This specific section right here—this is the L-Vamp gene cluster. It’s the part that forces the body to depend on blood to survive.”

Before Yasmine could jump in, Bella was hitting the spacebar, and a tiny, glowing DNA strand drifted across the screen. It latched onto the L-Vamp cluster, and with a clean, digital snap, the knot was deleted entirely, vanishing from the model.

“So I built a genetic sniper,” Bella explained. “A synthetic retrovirus. I’ve programmed it to act like a pair of microscopic scissors. The second it enters Wallace’s system—or anyone who is infected, for that matter—the virus is going to hijack the fungal cells, hunt down that L-Vamp cluster, and literally snip it out of the infection’s DNA. It completely amputates the blood dependency, the sun sensitivity, all the extraneous vampiric bits… It should, theoretically, make the person functionally immortal. So, yeah. Congratulations, humanity. I’ve officially extended your lease.”

Bella mimed throwing a fistful of confetti into the air, letting out a mirthless laugh.

Yasmine blinked at her in absolute, fatal astonishment.

“Just… like that?”

“Just like that,” Bella said with a shrug. “Add it to the list of remarkable things that have ever happened on a…” She looked at her phone. “Tuesday.”

For all the moments of Yasmine’s life that had produced a Wikipedia page, absolutely nothing compared to this. Nothing except, maybe, when she met Bella in the first place.

She felt numb. Her chest had completely hollowed out of panic, refilled now with an aggressive, dizzying wave of awe. Was this how humans felt when they first struck two sticks together and made fire? She wanted to throw her arms around Bella’s neck. She wanted to grab her by the collar and kiss her. She wanted to drop to her knees.

Everything felt entirely appropriate and entirely inadequate all at once.

It was a quiet, crushing blow to her pride. She had spent a lifetime navigating the world with the absolute conviction that she was unmatched, that no one could run at her pace. What an ugly, bloated delusion. She wasn't the apex of anything. Standing next to the casual divinity of Bella's mind, Yasmine felt… not small, but entirely, beautifully eclipsed. Her ego didn’t feel shattered. It felt, for the first time, relieved.

It seemed that Atlas could finally shrug.

“Damn it,” Yasmine sighed, her face reddening. “I am so fucking in love with you.”

It took several seconds—and the flabbergasted expression on Bella’s face—for Yasmine to realize what she’d said, clapping her hand over her mouth.

And all of a sudden, that grave uneasiness from earlier was in Bella’s expression again.

“Yasmine, wait…”

Yasmine’s stomach bottomed out, her own romantic haze instantly curdling into a cold, frantic panic. Her brain scrambled to build a defensive wall, assuming the absolute worst. Of course. Of course she doesn't feel the same way. She’d just dropped a bomb on Bella while they were in the middle of a medical crisis. It wasn’t fair at all.

“I’m sorry, I—forget I said that,” Yasmine stammered, her voice rising an octave as she began to doom-spiral out loud. “I’m just overwhelmed because—well, obviously. You saved my son. You just ushered in a new era of human history. I need a second.”

“Yasmine… I—” Bella started, but the words caught hard in her throat. Her face twisted into a mask of intense, aching conflict. “Wait, before we—before I—I just don’t want to confuse you. I did figure out the solution, but that doesn’t mean Wallace wants to use it. I might have misunderstood him, but I’m pretty sure he… he wants to stay human.”

The words dropped on Yasmine like the Earth’s weight plummeting back onto her shoulders.

She sat frozen, her hand still hovering near her mouth.

“What?” she said, voice breaking. “What do you mean he doesn’t want it?”

“It should be Wallace who talks to you about this,” Bella said, her voice tight, reaching out a hand as if to steady her. “It’s his choice, and he needs to be the one to—”

“You’re right.” Yasmine pulled her hand back, her mind spinning too fast to focus on anything Bella was saying. Her eyes darted across the room to the makeshift hospital bed. “Is he okay to wake up? Can I wake him up?”

“Yasmine, wait. Don’t do this right now,” Bella insisted, her eyes pleading. “You need to process what we just talked about before you go charging in there—”

“I don’t need to process anything,” Yasmine snapped. She stood up, her entire body trembling. She pushed past Bella. “Dr. Larson! Is he cleared to wake up?”

Dr. Larson, who had been quietly monitoring the equipment nearby, looked up from his clipboard, startled by the sudden spike in volume. He glanced between Yasmine and Bella, narrowing his eyes, before checking the monitor.

“Physically? Yes, his vitals have leveled out. He’s out of danger, just resting deeply from the sedation. It’s safe to bring him out, if you wish.”

Yasmine didn’t wait for another word. She was already at Wallace’s side. She leaned over the guardrail, her hands trembling as she gently shook his uninjured shoulder. “Wallace. Wallace, sweetie, wake up. It’s Mom. Come on, open your eyes for me.”

It took a few agonizing seconds, but Wallace’s eyelids fluttered, groaning softly as he fought his way through the chemical fog. His head rolled on the pillow, his eyes unfocused as they slowly locked onto her face.

“Mom...?” he mumbled, his voice thick and raspy. “Where... what happened?”

“You’re safe, you’re okay,” Yasmine said softly. She smoothed a stray lock of hair away from his forehead, forcing her voice into a soothing tone that masked the absolute hurricane raging inside her chest. “You’re in the lab. Bella fixed you up. The Dragomirs are gone. How are you feeling, baby? Does anything hurt?”

“No. But I’m also on, like, so much morphine, I think,” he muttered, blinking against the harsh fluorescent lights. “God, my head hurts. I think I might have a concussion.”

“Oh, most definitely. But it’s fine.” Yasmine kept stroking his hair, keeping the gentle maternal front alive for as long as her frayed nerves could possibly manage. But the weight of Bella’s words was a ticking time bomb in her mind. Her hand slowed, finally coming to a rest against his cheek. “Wallace... I need to ask you something.”

“What is it?”

Yasmine swallowed back the lump in her throat, her eyes searching his.

“Why are you refusing immortality?”

Wallace blinked, his breath hitching as the question caught him completely off guard. He opened his mouth, closed it, and stuttered through the haze of his sedation.

“W—what? Mom, how... did Bella tell you?”

“Is it true?” Yasmine pressed, her thumb pressing a fraction harder against his cheek, as if she could hold him to the earth by force alone.

Wallace looked past her for a fleeting second, searching for Bella in the dim light of the lab, before his gaze dropped back to his mother. He swallowed hard, his raspy voice dropping to a quiet, firm line. “Yes. It’s true.”

“Why?” The word tore out of Yasmine, sharp and broken. “Why would you do that, Wallace? Bella has a cure now. A real cure, without any of the shitty vampiric parts.”

“Mom, listen to me—”

“No, you listen to me.” Her voice broke; tears finally spilled over her lashes. “If you stay mortal, you’re choosing to age, you’re choosing to get sick, you’re choosing to die. I don’t understand why you would pick that when you finally have an alternative.”

Wallace’s expression softened. He didn’t flinch at her shouting. He didn't look angry, or defensive, or even surprised. He just looked… he looked like he did when he was a little boy, and he’d catch her pacing the hallways at three in the morning. He’d wander out of his bedroom, tug at the hem of her shirt, and ask, “Would you like me to read you a bedtime story, Mom?”

He’d always look for ways to settle her. It shouldn’t have been his job to do that.

Which is maybe why it was even more painful when he nodded once, and said,

“I know, Mom. And I’m sorry. But I don’t think your life improved by it being longer. I think it was just that—longer. And…” He frowned. “Lonelier.”

“It doesn’t have to be lonely,” Yasmine shot back instantly, her heart hammering against her ribs. “Jason can take it too—”

“And what if he doesn’t want to?” Wallace interrupted softly. “Or what if he does, then someone stakes him through the chest the next day? Immortality isn’t unkillability, Mom. You should know that better than anyone. Look at Sylvia’s mom. There’ll be nothing you can do to keep me safe from everything forever unless you lock me in the bunker. And I’ll be honest, I think that might put a dent in our relationship.”

He offered her a small, fragile smile, the corners of his eyes crinkling with a weak attempt at humor. But the faint glint of amusement soon faded.

“I don’t know how to phrase this in a way that doesn’t sound stupid and insignificant to you, like you pretty much view everything in my human life, but… I want to go to work, and sell dental supplies, and get promoted, and maybe become a stupid middle manager, and have some interns that look up to me, and I want to go home and watch reruns of Glee with Jason, and then retire someday. And then I’ll die. And that’s okay. Dying is okay. I’m sorry, genuinely, I am—that you’ve been robbed of it.”

He took in a shuddering breath.

“I like my life,” he said. “And I like who I am. You taught me to.”

Yasmine blinked, a slow, sinking feeling in her stomach. The frantic panic about his mortality momentarily stalled, overwritten by a deep, freezing wave of shame.

My sad, stupid, insignificant human life.

Is that really… how he thought she saw him?

“Wallace…” She grabbed his hand. “I don’t think your life is sad. I never once thought that.”

Wallace let out a weak, breathy huff of a laugh, his crinkling eyes sliding shut as he rolled his head back against the pillow. “I know, Mom. It’s fine. I’m just messing with you. You’re a thousand year old supernatural creature with billions of dollars and, like, four different PhDs. It’s allowed to be a little depressing that I sell root canal equipment.”

“It is not depressing,” Yasmine pressed. She leaned over the guardrail, trying to force him to look at her, to see the absolute gravity in her face. “I am proud of everything you’ve ever achieved. Do you not remember my closet in Albany? I still have every notebook that you wrote in from grades one to twelve. There’s a story in there that you wrote at seven years old about a worm. I re-read it before bed regularly.”

Wallace rolled his eyes, but a winning smile snuck out even so. The expression felt more genuine than anything he’d worn in months.

“You’re incredibly embarrassing.”

“It’s part of being a mother. You might understand it someday if you decide to have your very own human children.”

“Must you put human before everything?”

“Leave me some small concession if I’m going to have to bury my own son.”

Wallace frowned, his hand going slack against hers.

“Mom—”

“It’s fine. I didn’t mean that cruelly. I—” The cold laboratory air turned stifling and thick as a phantom grip clamped down hard around her forearm. Invisible fingers dug into her shoulders, anchoring her in place. The Nightmare was coming again, inevitably. “I just need some time to stare aimlessly at the television.”

Wallace squeezed her hand, smiling at her as he laid his head down on the pillow.

“I love you.”

“I love you more.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Wallace said, closing his eyes, his breath slowing. “You haven’t seen the gift I’m getting you for your 1,198th.”

A tear dripped softly down Yasmine’s cheek.

“Another mug?”

“Another mug,” he laughed. “Better than last year’s, though. This one has a sea urchin.”

They shared a laugh, and she held his hand until he fell asleep again.


Chapter 32

She wasn’t sure how she’d ended up at Sylvia’s doorstep.

All she knew was that she had to leave the lab before she accidentally nuked the building. She’d had just enough time to give Bella one cowardly wave, but then she was stalking outside, walking and walking—letting the bright painful sun eviscerate the demons trying to pry her skull open—and then here she was.

Sylvia’s doorstep—ha, as if she owned it—Yasmine rolled her eyes as she looked at the several plaques on the door. The one mounted above said Castelmar and Maroven. Below it: Arrest warrants, debt inquiries, credit card payments, place here—with an arrow pointing towards a painfully full garbage bin. Below that one, a newer plaque, in shiny metal: available on a for-hire basis for enchanting work.

“I’m sorry, she’s a freelancer now?”

Yasmine had let herself in. Of course she had the key, but this was the first time she used it without knocking. If they were having sex, then so be it. Maybe the shock and horror of it would pull her out of the teetering edge of madness she was currently on.

But no such luck. There was no one in the living room, no one in the bathroom. It was all as empty as a pilfered Easter egg.

Yasmine's fingers began to twitch, the demons bashing at the perimeter fence of her subconscious again. She felt something bubbling up under her eyelids.

Goddamnit. She clenched her eyes closed.

Was she really about to lose it on the floor of Sylvia’s apartment? Of all the humiliating locations on God’s green Earth?

She should have picked somewhere else to go. Somewhere deserted, far away from any infrastructure, where she could avoid bursting someone’s pipes or lurching the roof off the top of the building. But the stupid lonely part of her took her here. She simply couldn’t resist the idea of comfort it gave her; Sylvia of all people, comfort—that’s rich.

But she’d told Bella she’d loved her, and Bella hadn’t said anything back.

She’d found a cure for Wallace, and he didn’t want it.

She felt like a child who’d saved up her allowance to buy her mother a gift, and found it thrown in the trash. She’d finally allowed herself to want something, and here she was.

You should have known better.

She took a few measured breaths in and sat her shaking frame down on the couch. One of the creatures she so loved to ignore appeared beside her, stretching its emaciated legs on the cushions, staring at her with deadened eyes and a wide smile.

“Fuck off,” she muttered, grabbing the remote. It didn’t say anything back. So not even her nightmares had the grace for some light conversation. Fine.

She didn’t have to turn the television on—it was already running, even though they clearly weren’t here to watch it. It was so typically Sylvia. She always needed some background noise. She couldn’t digest the horror of ever having a thought.

Yasmine bit at her nail.

Some high horse you’re on.

The last thing she wanted to do now was think.

She grabbed the closest DVD. It was sitting propped up on the couch cushion, partially open. It was a copy of Jaws. She slipped it in the DVD player, and started watching.

It only took five seconds before she felt incredibly stupid.

What are you even doing here? Leave. Go home.

Go home where? The one that was burned down? The one in Albany you blew up because you can’t get a hold of yourself? Go home to who, Bella?

Oh, that hurt. Huh. So this was what being in love was, was it? Pain all the way down. She was supposed to be calming down. Processing. That was the therapy-speak Bella had used on her. Oh, she was processing, alright. She was processing so much that she was starting to see things that weren’t there. The creature next to her placed an icy hand over hers. She was going to process until her head blew off.

Her phone buzzed, and she flinched the moment she saw the name on the screen.

Bella: hi

Bella: where did you go?

Oh, fuck.

All her indignation blew out of her lungs. The immature, terrified part of herself wanted to ignore her completely and stuff her head under a pillow. God, she felt fifteen.

The creature next to her limped its skinny fingers towards her phone, reaching to take it away. She swatted it away like it was a naughty sibling.

Yasmine: Hi. I’m sorry about that. I just needed some fresh air before I nuked the lab.

Bella: ah. that’s understandable

God—they were talking like coworkers. I guess that is what we are.

Yasmine: How is Wallace doing?

Bella: the same as he was about twenty minutes ago. snoring like a dog. health-wise, he seems fine, no blockages, but i might order a diagnostic for sleep apnea

Yasmine cursed how easy it was for Bella to make her laugh. It was a mirthless one, but still, a light tug at her stomach.

She felt like a child with a crush. Only it was so much bigger than a crush now, and where it had felt before like grazing her hand over a tide pool, now she was six feet underwater, being drowned by a kraken. It made her think about what Wallace had said to her. How her life was just longer and lonelier. Maybe he was right. Because she’d never felt this—this explosion in her stomach before. Not in a thousand years.

Bella: i have something to tell you

Yasmine’s jaw clenched. Were they really going to do this over text, of all the available communication mediums?

She wished she’d write Yasmine a letter, so at least she could keep it. Or call her on the phone, so she could listen to her voice a little longer while she dumped her—

Bella: rebecca and her terrifying surveillance state/personal militia have seemingly tracked down my family. i would have bet a quadrillion dollars that they’d already be on a plane home right now taking that contract as far away as possible, but apparently they’re still in the city. like, remarkably close by

Yasmine had been so caught up in herself that she’d nearly forgotten.

Fuck.

No big deal. It was only the most significant mind control device of the 15th century in the hands of sadistic idiots.

Before she could get out another text, Bella was already typing again.

Bella: i know i was keeping a brave face before, but i feel so horrible about all of this. delaying us from watching the CD. everything with wallace. they could have killed him if it wasn’t for rebecca. I dont even know what i would have done if that had happened.

Bella: you’re already shaken up enough mentally after yesterday. you shouldn’t have to deal with any of this anymore. my family is my responsibility, so i’m going to get the contract back for you. before they can leave for the airport.

Um, what?

Yasmine’s blood ran cold, a deep sense of foreboding burrowing in her stomach.

She shook her head several times in disbelief, as if Bella could actually see the gesture.

Yasmine: Stop it, there’s nothing you have to feel guilty for. It’s way too dangerous for you to just march in there alone.

Bella: it'll be fine. it’s not like they’ll kill me.

Is she out of her mind?

Yasmine: You’re being insane. At least let me come with you.

Bella: that’ll just make things worse, trust me. i’ll be in and out.
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Yasmine texted her several more times, insisting on getting the location, but Bella had stopped responding. Great, Yasmine’s love declaration had made Bella suicidal. Including Wallace, that made two today—what a joy to have that effect on people!

Thankfully, she didn’t need Bella to tell her. She had a much more reliable resource.

“Yasmine?” Rebecca answered after only two rings. “I’m sorry—Ms. Sokolov.”

“Give me the address, Rebecca.”

Yasmine was already opening her notes app to jot it down. Rebecca usually had the reaction time of a sharpshooter, but this time, she went briefly silent.

“I’m sorry, I tried to stop her. But that girl’s like a pigeon. She was instantly out of my sight,” Rebecca whispered. It was hard to make Rebecca sound exhausted; Bella had evidently succeeded—she was endlessly impressive. “I sent a security detail after her.”

“That’s nice—the address, please, now.”

“Are you positive, Ms. Sokolov?”

“I’m sorry, are you my mother, or do you work for me?”

“I work for you. Which is why I’m doing what you pay me to do—stopping you from making rash decisions.”

Yasmine’s foot stilled on the floor. She felt the floor shake subtly beneath it. Someone must have just arrived in the building.

“Fine, then.” Yasmine paused. “Advise me.”

Rebecca went quiet for another few seconds, then took in a sharp breath. Yasmine could hear the beeping of a monitor behind her. She was probably still by Wallace’s side.

That alone made Yasmine soften, and give Rebecca time to gather her thoughts.

“You’re in a sensitive state right now,” she began. “We both know how bad it can get. So take this all with a grain of salt, because I’ve only just started gathering information. We just intercepted some footage, audio included, from the video cameras…”

“Wait, wait. What video cameras?”

“At the Meridian Tower.”

Yasmine’s eyes widened, her gaze snapping instinctually toward the window. Sylvia’s apartment was farther from the tower than the one she and Bella had stayed at, but she could still see the eyesore standing like a bloated needle on the horizon.

“The Dragomirs are staying there? But isn’t it under construction?”

“I believe Ileana used the contract to enthrall the building owner. They told him he was signing for a package, and, well—they got him to send the construction team home. They’re officially the building’s first and only tenants.”

“Why in the world would they do that? Couldn’t they just enthrall the owner of the Marriott or the Hilton instead? The Meridian has no staff, no beds.”

Rebecca paused. She seemed like she was straining to tell Yasmine something—it was so totally unlike her. “I think a hotel would have been a bit busy for what Ms. Ileana is trying to accomplish. She doesn’t seem to want any attention.”

“That woman doesn’t want attention?”

Rebecca cleared her throat. “I don’t think I’d want an audience either if I was trying to enthrall my own daughters. It’s cult 101, really. Don’t let in any outside information.”

“She’s—” Yasmine’s body went cold. “What?”

“I don’t believe Bella’s sisters have any idea how the contract works,” Rebecca continued quickly. “They seem to be under the impression that signing it gives you… Sylvia’s weird whatever you call it… the power of Suggestion? I believe Ileana is planning to make them sign the contract before Bella can tell them it doesn’t work that way.”

Yasmine felt her stomach bottom out. All her conversations with Bella about the contract suddenly flashed behind her eyelids like a series of bad car crashes. “My mother already laid out the fine print to me years ago, Yasmine. I know everything about it.”

It had made sense at the time, so Yasmine hadn't pressed.

Now, she was starting to see the jagged edges of the trap.

In the modern era, every important vampire would already know how the contract worked—it would be near impossible to get them to sign it by tricking them to hand their signature over like Catrina Maroven had done when she first invented it, which rendered it a very poor world domination instrument.

That little detail had bothered Yasmine this whole time; Ileana seemed smarter than to risk everything over an overhyped artifact that relied completely on voluntary submission.

But that was the thing: she didn’t need every powerful vampire to sign it.

She just needed one.

“Rebecca,” Yasmine choked out. “I don’t think Bella knows how it works, either.”

***

In all her years of having supernatural bone density, Sylvia had only broken a bone once. It was Aster’s fault. They’d been watching some Jason Bateman movie that wasn’t nearly as funny as Aster thought, and she’d slapped Sylvia’s knee so hard that the cap shattered. They had to go to a human hospital and wait in a human line. It was horrible.

The second time was apparently right now.

The front door to their apartment lurched open just as Sylvia pushed it, and someone was barreling through. Sylvia was holding baby Rafael—she’d just gotten comfortable actually holding him for more than twenty minutes before panicking that she was going to drop him somehow—and in that split second she realized she could either choose between Rafael getting knocked around a little, or having the bridge of her nose snapped in two.

Maybe I am a decent mother after all.

Sylvia covered Rafael with both hands just as Yasmine smacked into her like a tugboat. They both groaned. Sylvia saw stars.

“Fuck fuckity fuck,” she cursed. “You just broke my nose, you asshole.”

When those stars faded, she saw something even more alarming. She had to check for a moment that she wasn’t dreaming.

“Wait, pause,” she croaked, blinking as she held her nose. “Are you… crying?”

Yasmine Sokolov, as a rule, did not cry. Sylvia hadn’t seen her do it even once since they met—and they’d endured plenty. She also didn’t visit their home unannounced. She also didn’t have a jacket that said Malibu Barbie on the back. Or hold Sylvia’s hand.

Which she was now doing, totally unaffected by the fact that both of their noses were now running with blood. Rafael began to cry. Oh, Jesus.

“My messages aren’t delivering to Bella’s phone,” Yasmine said coldly, tugging Sylvia frantically toward the stairwell. “They’re not delivering.”

“I’m sorry, is this middle school? I’m sure she’ll get back to you,” Sylvia choked, reeling with whiplash. “She probably just has her data turned off. I know data is a foreign concept to you, but—you just shattered my nose—my child is sobbing—”

As they reached the bottom of the stairs, Yasmine whipped around. Her eyes were as red as the blood dripping down her lip. Sylvia had never, not once, seen them that shade.

It sent fear ripping down her spine.

She never realized just how much she relied on Yasmine to be her measurement of the rightness of the world—if Yasmine wasn’t worried, it probably wasn’t a big deal. And really, up until then, Yasmine had never been worried. She could be antsy, annoyed, frustrated, agitated, slightly offput, certainly angry, but never truly, genuinely, desperate.

“They have your mother’s contract, Sylvia. I…” she trailed off. “I need your help.”


Chapter 33

30 MINUTES EARLIER




If moving to Boston all those years ago had been a taste of freedom, a bare sip from the bottle, Bella was drinking down the whole jug now.

She’d never felt such a twister of emotions as she did walking through the wide open front door of the Meridian Tower and catching her reflection in the metal slabs. Her hair was a mess, hadn’t been brushed in days. Her mascara was smudged; she hadn’t remembered to apply her lipstick. Little brown freckles splayed across her nose.

Her mother would hate to see her like this. A small, scared smile crossed her face.

But it wasn’t just her appearance that she’d hate—Bella’s eyes flitted down to the bandage on her arm. She could still feel the pinch where the needle had gone in. She hadn’t felt any different after. Maybe this would change that.

She walked into the lobby, where the construction staff had obviously been wrapping up before her mother shooed them away. There were beer bottles sitting on expensive crystal tables. A tangle of raw wires was still hanging exposed from the ceiling.

It was an odd choice of hideout for her image–obsessed mother. If Yasmine was here, Bella was sure she’d be concocting a flurry of theories on why she’d chosen it, but…

Her throat tightened.

She looked down at her phone again, their conversation from before instantly lighting up the screen. She re-read the messages, a pit forming in her stomach.

Yasmine: You’re being insane. At least let me come with you.

Bella: that’ll just make things worse, trust me. i’ll be in and out.

Yasmine: are you-serious?

Yasmine: what if - she kidnaps. you???

Bella had never seen Yasmine care so little about correct punctuation. She could only imagine the speed at which she was battling her phone keyboard.

Yasmine: just wait, talk to me about it first before you rush in.

Bella sighed, and held the power button for several seconds, watching as the texts faded away to black. She tucked it back into her pocket, where she couldn’t dwell on it.

Of course she wanted Yasmine there with her. Bella was a coward at her core, after all. She would have loved nothing more than to cower behind someone else so she didn’t have to face her mother. Even when she’d run away from home, she’d gotten her family’s consent first, like they were writing her a permission slip to go on a school trip.

But this, she had to do alone.

Not because she was suddenly able to easily shuck off her mother’s disapproval—on the contrary, just a few days ago, she’d decided that she’d solve Yasmine’s research, then she would go home on that jet with them, like a dog with its tail between its legs; she’d cherish the nice little break she’d had, forever hold onto it like a dead bug crystallized in glass, then fall back in line, and wait for her next opportunity to maybe dream a little again.

But now, Yasmine Sokolov was in love with her.

Bella called for the elevator, watching it tick down the floors. The organs of the building were still exposed, but it was hooked up to the electricity. Probably something her mother did with her newfound Suggestion. A horrible, stupid application of it—so unsurprising.

She stepped inside, clicked the 13th floor, like Sabina had told her to. She’d gotten the text from her not long before Rebecca had found out about their location: Meet us at the tall ugly building across from Pinocio’s. If you make Mother wait longer I think she’ll kill us.

The elevator door slid open, and she was shocked to find her family only a few feet away, lazing about the place, chattering away like they were back home in Dacia.

There were about six hundred shopping bags littering the concrete floors. Sephora, Sephora, Sephora, Dior. Teodora was bent over a stack of make-up palettes, her mother had her feet kicked up on the table, scrolling through her phone, and Sabina was reading a copy of Persuasion, a New York Public Library sticker pressed to the front cover.

It was eerie how familiar it felt, almost comforting in its normalcy. She felt herself momentarily second guessing what she’d set out to do. But then she shook it out of her shoulders—familiar didn’t mean good. It was so easy to forget that.

So she took a breath in, and nodded her head toward Sabina.

“You got a library card?”

Only Sabina and Teodora looked up, her mother just humming at her arrival. Just like always. Whenever Bella would come home from a marriage ceremony, shaken up and tired, her mother would usually ignore her for a little, while her sisters, well—

“Bell!” Teodora squealed, dropping the palette onto the floor and running toward her.

“Why would I pay to read?” Sabina huffed, then followed Teodora, trying to seem apathetic, but still hugging her anyway. “You are so late.”

“I think it’s impossible to be on time with you,” Bella said.

Sabina rolled her eyes, then frowned as she dragged her hand through Bella’s hair.

“You look… disheveled.” She took Bella’s chin gently. “Are you… did you get in a fight?”

Bella hated how all it took was the slightest hint of concern, of empathy, to make her want to forgive Sabina for everything.

But not today. Bella took her hand and clenched it hard. Sabina’s eyes widened—she’d never laid a finger on Sabina, not since they were playing as kids.

“I can’t believe you,” she whispered, unable to stop the emotion from rising into her voice as visions of Wallace’s limp body flashed behind her eyes. “How could you do that to a child?”

“A child?” Teodora said, releasing Bella to look at Sabina in confusion. “What child?”

Sabina’s eyes went cold, clearly startled.

She so rarely ever looked guilty—she was the most defensive woman on Earth, maybe after their mother, but Bella knew what that twitch in her lip was.

Sabina ripped her hand away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t lie to my face.”

“Oh, you’re going to lecture me about lying? The girl who sent us to Los Angeles while you were cozying up with Sokolov in Albany?”

The sharp edge of genuine hurt in Sabina’s voice made Bella pause. Sabina folded her arms protectively over her chest.

“I had no idea you two were even friends,” she spat. “You told me she was just a colleague that you were keeping your eyes on for us. You said you were lining up some rich first-gen vampire bachelor. Where is he? I hope he came with you. I didn’t see him on the cameras!”

Bella blinked, reeling. She sounded so… petulant. Like a jealous toddler.

It all clicked.

“You’re angry with me,” Bella said quietly. “You drained Wallace to get back at me.”

Sabina’s face heated, the guilt flashing raw across her features.

“Oh my god,” Bella inhaled sharply. “You actually tried to kill Yasmine’s son because you were annoyed with me. Are you fucking kidding? Are you an actual child?”

“I wasn’t going to actually kill him—that would be dumb, killing Sokolov’s kid—she’d have our heads—”

“You would have killed him if it was someone else’s son, then?” Bella shouted, seeing red.

“And you wouldn’t? Fuck, what horse did you ride in on?” Sabina got in her face. “Your body count is hundreds higher than mine is, sister.”

“Those were vampires,” Bella choked. “Adult vampires.”

“Ah, Teodora, there she goes again,” Sabina laughed mirthlessly. “Raising the bar. Let’s all pray to our divine nun sister, our dear moral compass, before she ascends. Thank goodness you’re back, we nearly lost our way without you. We didn’t kill someone, just left him with some bruises. Now that you’re back we can get on with our murderous ways.”

Bella froze, her heart thundering.

Another day, that would have been enough. They’d done this dance a hundred times before: Bella tells them that she wants to be better. Then Sabina uses her own fledgling morality against her—it’s laughable that you want to be the good guy, you’re the worst of us—and Bella eventually capitulates.

She’d never known anything else.

Bella inhaled sharply, summoning back the strength she’d felt coming in here. She clenched the phone in her pocket, thinking of her.

“You’re right,” she said. “I have killed hundreds of people. Way more than you.”

Sabina let out a breath of relief, eyeing their mother.

“Finally, we’re getting somewhere…”

“But you’ll have plenty of time to catch up with me now,” Bella said, voice trembling as she continued, “Because I’m not going to kill anyone going forward. I’m done. Retired.”

At that, her mother finally had to stop pretending she wasn’t paying attention. The chair creaked loudly against the floor. Bella hated how sick she felt at the sound.

Meanwhile, Sabina scoffed like Bella had shot her.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Sokolov has put ideas in your head, hasn’t she?”

“Don’t bring Yasmine into this. I had the ideas all along.”

“Then I don’t know what to tell you. You’re a killer, Bella! I know you don’t like the label, because you’re sensitive—something only you get to be, because you’re the baby—but you’ve had two thousand years to get used to it! It’s who you—we—have been since we turned eighteen. It’s how we survive. We’d be dead otherwise. It’s them, or us.”

Bella stared straight into her sister’s eyes, surprised by the profound sadness washing over her. Pity, not anger. Because even at two millennia old, they were still so stunted.

“Who even is them, Sabina?”

Sabina blinked.

“What?”

“You said it’s them, or us. So who are they that you’re so petrified of?”

“Must I really jog your memory relentlessly? Do you not remember when the humans in the village would ram stakes through our doors, wait in the brush with daggers? And what about the vampire lord that passed through Dacia and tried to take Teodora with him?”

Bella rolled her eyes. No matter how many centuries passed, it was always the same old script. “Those were two incidents in two thousand years.”

“Yes! And do you know why? Because we took precautions afterwards!”

Bella’s hands began to tremble. She was so damn tired of the paranoia.

“Did we take precautions, or did we become the predators? You’re always telling me to use my brain, Sabina. Use yours. Because I am desperate for you to wake up.” She took in a breath, then an unexpected surge of emotion sent a humiliating tremor through her voice. “I—I don’t want to be accomplices anymore. I just want my big sister back.”

The fight drained out of Sabina all at once, leaving her face pale and entirely exposed. Before she could reply, a leathery wing cut straight through the space between them, creating an ironclad barrier.

“I think that’s enough, girls.”

Ileana rescinded her wing, and stepped between them. She always had two inches over Bella, and while it was the thinnest difference, it was enough to look down on her.

“So you don’t want to kill anymore, darling?” she said. “That’s fine.”

Bella winced under her gaze. A cold dread flooded her veins, every survival instinct screaming a frantic warning. Her mother was many things, but never agreeable.

“I understand your anger, dear. You feel for your friend. You’ve had very few friends in your life, besides your sisters. This must feel like some kind of wonderful revelation.”

Ileana walked toward the table they’d been sitting at, and picked up a piece of paper that Bella hadn’t spotted when she walked in.

It was so thin, it looked like it would rip just by touching it. But as she brought it closer, Bella saw the yellowed parchment, and instantly, she knew.

The text was written in a garbled, runic script. Completely illegible. The only clear instruction was an arrow pointing towards a thin line, a place for a signature. There was an old one there, stained into the page, but it was painfully faded, so Bella couldn’t make out the name. It had to have been thousands of years old.

“But the truth remains that Yasmine is dangerous. It would be a tragedy—and as your mother, unforgivable—to see you join the long list of souls she has driven into madness,” Ileana murmured, tracing the ancient runes with a long, sharp nail. “Friends are fickle. Do you know what’s not fickle, darling?”

“Family?” Teodora volunteered.

“Mind control.”

Bella snorted in pure disbelief.

“Thank you for the lecture, Mother.” She forced her shoulders to drop, meeting Ileana’s oppressive gaze. “But I don’t need one. I’m already on board. I’m done killing. I just want the easy way out. I’ve always said our strategy needed to evolve—this is it evolving.”

Ileana’s head cocked to the side, eyebrows raising. Her piercing gaze bore into Bella's as if she could peel back her skull and read her thoughts. She was hunting for even the slightest tremor in Bella's expression.

“You… really?”

“Yes,” Bella said, not flinching. “Where’s the pen?”

“No fair, Bella gets to sign it first?” Teodora whined.

Bella clenched her jaw as her mother turned away to look for a writing instrument.

She had deliberated for hours over how to play this. She’d considered trying to reason with her mother, to ask her for the contract in exchange for something else of value. But every avenue where she was honest ended with her sacrificing something. And she’d sacrificed enough. So, yes—she was going to take the easy way out.

She was going to do what her mother never expected her to do, because she hadn’t done it, truly, meaningfully, in two thousand years; she’d paid lip service to it, she’d argued endlessly with Sabina about it; but she’d never actually done it.

She was going to betray her. There would be no pretense.

Ileana handed her a quill. It was darkened with ink at the end.

“Brought this with me from Dacia,” she said. “Thought it would be a better instrument to usher in a new era for our family than a lousy pencil.”

“A new era for our family,” Bella said slowly, taking the quill. “Right.”

Her mother’s impassive smile faltered slightly at the edge.

“I knew you wouldn’t leave me. My sweet, perfect girl,” Ileana said, and it made Bella pause.

Because it sounded genuinely sweet. It sounded desperate. It sounded like when Bella was just five, and her powers hadn’t developed yet, and she scraped her knees outside on the rocks. Her mother had wiped them clean with a rag, pressed a kiss to each cap, and told her this will make you stronger. Bella had felt so loved then. The next day, Bella’s legs still hurt, and she refused to work in the shop. Her mother had locked her in the closet.

Bella didn’t have it in her to smile back. Even if it would help the sham. All she could do was press the quill to the page, and write the name her mother gave her.

***

It didn’t matter that she hadn’t driven in decades. Yasmine didn’t watch the speed limit; she didn’t watch the street. She busted off six rear-view mirrors by the time she pulled onto the sidewalk outside the Meridian. All she could hear was her own pulse in her throat, white noise blaring in her ears, and Sylvia—

“Aster’s on her way in an Uber, but she’s coming all the way from Brooklyn. Fuck.” Sylvia slunk out of the passenger’s seat. Yasmine followed her to the door of the Meridian—it was already standing ajar. “Of all the days she decided to look at apartments.”

Yasmine paused for a split second, staring at Sylvia through the glass of the door, caught completely off guard.

“Look for apartments? Why… why is she doing that?”

Sylvia pushed her inside, and they both surveyed the space. Empty. Nothing but beer bottles. Rebecca had said they’d be on the thirteenth floor. Yasmine spotted an elevator—

“So we can stop living inside of my DVD collection. As much as I love my child, I do not think he should be the only person in the house with a bedroom.”

“I have plenty of bigger apartments. You could have just asked.”

“I didn’t need to. I’m a woman of means now, darling. I’m running a business.”

Yasmine stared at her in confusion as the elevator dragged upward.

“You mean your whole enchanting… scam.”

“It’s not a scam. I legitimately took a course. I even have a certificate now.”

“Why in the hell are you trying to make money? Did motherhood melt your brain?”

“If you can believe it, I’m allowed to develop character traits outside of being a mother,” she said. “I’m doing it so you finally change my name in your phone.”

Yasmine choked out a laugh, but, for once in her life, it didn’t seem that Sylvia was joking.

She looked… embarrassed? Yasmine saw her cheeks redden in the gleaming metal of the elevator.

Oh.

Yasmine’s chest tightened. “Sylvia…”

The elevator dinged, but Yasmine hardly heard it. There was a much louder noise coming from outside the elevator door—voices, yelling.

“She’s not moving, Mother! It must be faulty!”

“It’s not faulty—it just takes a moment. She’s inheriting an ancient power. Be patient.”

“What if she’s stuck like this forever?”

Oh, fuck.

The elevator doors vaulted open. Inside the barren, unfinished room, a mess of half-concrete and half-carpet, was the entire Dragomir clan.

Ileana was at the center of the screaming match, standing there with a scowl, her black robe spilling over the brutalistic gray floor. Her daughters flanked her on either side, shouting and pointing fingers, Teodora crying, Sabina waving a book around like she might use it as a makeshift weapon. In another universe, it would have been amusing.

In this one, Yasmine didn’t breathe until her eyes found Bella’s. At first, she’d looked between the sisters, expecting to find her standing there; it was obvious she’d signed the contract, but maybe it hadn’t settled in yet, maybe she was still processing it, maybe Sylvia could reverse the effects if it was early enough—

Instead, Bella was several feet away, sitting at a dining table. She was looking at her family with a blank, slightly troubled expression. Her nose was scrunched slightly, the way it always was when she was confused, her chin balanced on the top of her hand.

The best way Yasmine could describe the look in her eyes now was—waiting.

A great wave of nausea spread through her as she recognized that expression.

When Sylvia had first enthralled her ex-husband, Richard, Yasmine had watched in a matter of minutes as he shifted from a narcissistic, abusive corporate juggernaut, ripping into Sylvia with insults, physically tearing at the restraints she’d put around his wrists, into a silent shrug of a man. He still retained his aptitude for business, his sharp wit, but his voice always sounded like it was echoing from somewhere else.

Like he was accessing his personality remotely, through a fire wall.

Enthrallment didn't rewrite someone’s essence completely; it more so… sharpened some senses, and dulled others; the parts of humanity needed to process orders were heightened, anything combative or disagreeable was smothered like a fire.

Yasmine had always regretted letting Sylvia do that to Richard, even if he really had deserved it—but she had never felt the raw cruelty of the act until Bella's eyes drifted innocently over to hers, and the blonde startled, then smiled, in a sort of mechanical way.

"Yasmine,” she said softly, with a simple, disconnected cheeriness. “You’re here. That’s good. I was hoping I would see you before we left. I still had something to tell you.”

The Dragomirs turned towards them, shocked first by Bella’s voice, then secondly by who she was talking to. But before they could say anything, Bella continued—

“Ah, well, I guess it doesn’t really matter anymore, since we’ll be getting on a plane back to Bucharest this evening,” she said, with a small, nearly-sad frown. “But for what it’s worth, I really did love you, too. A lot, I think. It’s fuzzy now.”

Teodora gasped, Sabina went rigid, and Ileana immediately shifted her massive wings to block her daughters from view.

But Yasmine never got to see their reactions.

Usually, Yasmine had some sort of warning before it happened. She would see ripples at the edges of her vision; she’d feel her stomach twist. Her sometimes merciful mind would give her the equivalent of a check engine light on a car. But there was nothing to alert her then. There was just shock, then disbelief, then sadness, and then the all-encompassing void.

***

Sylvia didn’t know Yasmine could fly.

In fact, she was almost certain that before this moment in time, where she was slowly levitating off the floor, that she could not fly.

While Yasmine kept Sylvia in the dark about many things, her powers had not been one of them. She was remarkably open about them, and soon after they’d become friends, she’d shared with Sylvia everything she knew about them—I make people visit their demons; I drive everyone I know insane; sometimes, when I get scared, my glassware shatters.

When they were very young, Sylvia thought this was a ploy, some kind of scheme to gain Sylvia’s trust, to get her to open up about the intricacies of Suggestion. She couldn’t imagine another reason for such a private, calculating woman to divulge such important information about herself to such a dangerous acquaintance. Yasmine knew better than anyone else how it could be used against her later. But she’d trusted Sylvia with it.

At first Sylvia had been mildly flattered, but then she’d realized, about a hundred years into their friendship, that it hadn’t been a show of trust at all.

It had been desperation.

Yasmine didn’t grow up around vampires. Yasmine didn’t inherit her powers from anyone. The vampire clan that bit her died of starvation in the desert only a few years later, and very little was known about them except that they were unusually skinny and tall, that they looked more like skeletons than men.

Yasmine had been bestowed with an inheritance she didn’t want, that she didn’t understand, at the hands of her family’s killers—the only thing she could control was her understanding of it.

Sylvia always suspected that’s what got her into science.

A feeling of helplessness.

It was hard to imagine her as helpless now: her body levitating several feet off the ground, hands spread wide, black wisps of smoke collecting around them like serpents. Everything in the room began to suction towards her, as if pulled by a gravitational force. The hanging wires, the books on the table, the bags on the floor, they all began to whirl.

The walls shook violently; the building whined. Sylvia pressed Rafael to her chest. Her awe was broken by the very real fact that she knew quite certainly that she could not fly.

“Yasmine!” she shouted. “You’re going to take this tower down!”

But Yasmine was unresponsive. Her eyes had gone completely dark—not red, but two pools of black ink. She was breathing slowly through her mouth, and on every inhalation, the whipping winds got stronger.

But Ileana didn’t seem deterred. In fact, the gruesome witch was smiling, laughing. Even as her daughters were bracing themselves with their wings so they didn’t fly away.

“Oh, Yasmine Sokolov, what a gorgeous opportunity you’ve presented us to test our family’s new power. This could not be more perfect. Thank you!”

She snapped her fingers, and through the flying shards of glass, Sylvia saw Bella shoot up from her chair. A crater formed in Sylvia’s stomach as she saw the girl walk unsteadily towards the center of the room, so she was standing in front of Ileana like a shield, and glancing up at Yasmine like a helpless child facing the center of a hurricane.

“Oh, you are one sick fuck, Ileana,” Sylvia laughed shrilly, her insides boiling with a rare sense of injustice. “I was going to wait on my wife to deal with you, seeing as I’m babysitting, but you know what—I haven’t snapped a neck in a while. Yours looks nice.”

She stepped forward, eyes flaring red.

“Girls, get her!”

Sabina and Teodora looked at a loss, but then Ileana screamed at them louder, and the blossoming self-awareness was squashed under a thick boot. They flew at her in a fury.

And Sylvia rolled her eyes.

“You, sit down,” she said, shooting a Suggestion straight into Teodora’s amygdala. The girl fell over in an instant. “And you,”—she shouted at Sabina—“Go slap your mother.”

Sabina must have been wanting to do that for a while, because it barely took a flash of Sylvia’s eyes for her to turn around.

Ileana’s smile finally dropped, and Sylvia relished in it.

“Bella! Kill her!” Ileana barked, turning Bella’s attention on Sylvia then.

Bella nodded once, and charged. But the winds only increased their speed, and she lost her footing quickly, struggling to stay upright.

“Use your wings, you foolish girl!” Ileana shouted. “Drain her, now!”

Suddenly, Bella stopped in her tracks, just standing there, bracing herself against a chair. “I don’t have wings anymore, Mother.”

Ileana’s eyes went wide.

“What are you talking about?”

“I apologize for inconveniencing you,” Bella said, with a thoughtful frown. “But I cured myself, before I signed the contract. I don’t have powers anymore. I can’t… drain her.”

“You…” Ileana stuttered. “Did what?”

That deliciously devastated expression only lasted on her face for a split-second—Sylvia wished it was longer, she really did—before Ileana was being smashed through a window.

It happened so quickly, it was almost impossible to perceive with the naked eye. But Sylvia swore that in the span of a split second, about a thousand flying particles—dust mites, shreds of paper and plastic, paint stripped from the walls, crumbs from food left behind by the workers, shards of glass, so many tiny, unpowerful things—stalled midair, like they were frozen in time, then came together all at once, shooting forward.

And crashed into Ileana like a battering ram.

Sylvia considered herself an intelligent woman, someone with a quick wit, but even she didn’t truly grasp how Yasmine had done it for the first few seconds. All she could do was stare at the gaping maw left in the side of the building, at Yasmine as she flew out into the raw air, catching Ileana by the collar and holding her over the 13th story drop.

Ileana choked, grappling at Yasmine’s hand at her throat.

“Don’t think you’re fooling me, girl,” she spat. “I know your domain is fear. This is probably some big illusion—that’s why Bella’s powers aren’t activating. That’s not even my daughter in there. That’s one of your—your little fear demons, isn’t it?”

Yasmine looked down at her unblinkingly.

“No,” she said, the air vibrating around her. “All of this is real.”

Ileana’s hands went momentarily limp, but then she shook her head.

“So be it,” she growled, smiling cruelly. “She’s still my slave. You will never get her back. That contract has no expiration date.”

Yasmine’s breathing came faster. Above her, Sylvia noticed a shape start to form. All those particles she’d seen before were congealing again, but new parts were accumulating now, joining the undulating form—metal being pulled off nearby fire exits, entire bricks being shot out of buildings, all pulling towards Yasmine like she was the sun.

“You’re so pathetic,” Ileana laughed. “You think this scares me? Being dangled over the concrete? Have you forgotten I have wings?”

Her wings shot out of her sides, flapping wildly. Yasmine didn’t even twitch.

The shape above Yasmine’s head, the accumulation of debris, like a work of stained-glass art, had finally compacted into its final form.

In that moment, as Sylvia blinked at the giant stake it had created, it clicked for her.

“You know, if we’re exchanging thank you’s, I might as well go next,” Yasmine said, the stake lifting. “I’ve been so afraid of my powers for so long, living in fear of what they might do to people on accident, I never really got the opportunity to test what they could do to people on purpose. It turns out, I don’t just give people nightmares.”

Yasmine dragged her free hand up, and the stake floated with it. Ileana noticed it for the first time as the shadow of it dragged over her face, like an eclipse over the sun.

“Fears, emotions—I don’t just amplify them, I give them mass,” she said, glancing up at her slowly rotating stake. “God, I’m a physicist, and I didn’t put that together until just now. How embarrassing. Well, late is better than never. Wouldn’t you agree?”

The stake lifted, and Ileana squirmed, screamed, tried to break away—but Sylvia could see a pressure in the air around her keeping her pinned. An invisible force.

“Turns out, there aren’t four fundamental forces of nature. There’s five. Me,”  Yasmine whispered. “Consider your contract voided.”

Sylvia covered Rafael’s eyes, anticipating the stake surging down. She heard Ileana’s daughters scream, a woosh, felt a powerful rush of air, and then a reverberation so loud and so vicious it buckled her knees. She looked down, expecting to find an Ileana-sized splotch on the cement. But she was still there—in the air, floating, unstabbed.

And in front of Yasmine was the contract, pierced through the center, ripped to shreds.

Wait… she…

It should have been indestructible.

Several seconds of stunned silence passed before Sylvia felt a hand on her shoulder. It was as warm as a wildfire. Sylvia looked behind her, and saw—

Bella laughed, free as a bird. “God, that’s my girl.”


Epilogue

6 MONTHS LATER




“Is this you breaking up with me? Is that why you’ve taken me on this blisteringly hot day to get my skull vibrated in a torture machine?”

“Baby, it’s an amusement park.”

“This has to be a form of cruel and unusual punishment. What did I do to you two?”

“For the love of God, Mom, just swipe your credit card.”

Yasmine made her displeasure known with a groan, but ultimately, she succumbed.

Wild Waves Park just outside Exeter, New Hampshire embodied everything Yasmine Sokolov disliked in a location: one, it was in New Hampshire, which was sin enough; two, it was packed with enough sweaty human beings to constitute a human zoo; and three, it meant watching her two favorite people on Earth put their lives into the hands of a metal seatbelt and a teenage ride operator.

It’s what her new therapist called exposure therapy.

“Oh my god,” Wallace squealed. “That one looks so fun.”

He pointed up at a flying disc that contained another flying disc that contained another flying disc, a proper Matryoshka doll of rotating agony. The sign outside the booth called it the Throw-er Upper, with an endearing logo of a man holding a paper bag to his face.

Yasmine sighed. “When we get home, I’m going to buy this park and close it.”

Wallace ignored her, grabbing Jason’s hand and dragging him towards the queue.

She expected Bella to jog after them—she was the worst adrenaline junkie in the whole pack—but this time, she lagged behind, coiling her arm around Yasmine’s back, forcing her to face her.

And like any good drug, one glance at Bella was enough to dissolve every miserable complaint out of Yasmine’s head.

Because even though dark, overfed September clouds were hanging just overhead, Bella was dressed like it was still the dead center of sunny July, in a tight tank top and denim shorts. Ever since curing herself, she had developed a weather-agnostic fashion sense, opting to wear as little clothing as possible as much of the time as she could. Yasmine couldn’t blame her—she’d been waiting two thousand years to feel comfortable in her skin.

It made Yasmine smile like a fool to see her finally basking in it.

She reached over, tucking a stray hair behind Bella’s mildly sunburnt ear. “You’re not joining them for the Vomit-tron 2000?” she said. “Seems right up your alley.”

“Oh, don’t be fooled. I’m going. I’m just slow.” She made a show of lifting her leg with her arm, as if it couldn’t manage on its own. “You know, old bones.”

Yasmine laughed, equal parts annoyed and delighted. “God, fuck off.”

Bella had recently become a member of a local running club in the Upper East Side. The first time she joined, she accidentally ran a three minute mile. The following week, an Olympic recruiter showed up at their doorstep, asking if “blonde Usain Bolt” was already signed, or if she was still exploring contracts.

Bella grinned, dropping her leg and leaning in to press a brief, jolting kiss to Yasmine’s lips.

“You’re doing great, you know,” she whispered against them.

Yasmine shivered. Even though she supposed it was technically normal now for Bella to show her random bouts of affection, her body was certainly not accustomed to it.

It always felt like the hottest woman on Earth had taken time out of her day to do something charitable.

You should probably bring that up to the damn psychiatrist.

“Doing great?” Yasmine said, trying to hide the tremble in her voice. “At what?”

“What else? This.”

“Enduring a theme park? Thank you, it’s an under-recognized art.”

“Yasmine.”

“Bella.”

Bella rolled her eyes, putting her hands into the back pockets of Yasmine’s jeans.

“Letting Wallace live his life,” Bella whispered. “Living it with him. As opposed to your previous strategy of locking yourself in a laboratory and only seeing him once a month.”

“It felt sane at the time,” Yasmine muttered. She bit her lip, feeling more vulnerable than she wanted to when she asked, “You really think I’m doing better?”

Ever since their conversation several months ago, when Wallace had been lying limp on a gurney, Yasmine had changed… a lot of things about her life.

The most seismic of them all was probably that she handed off her lab.

After long ignoring her graduate student applications, she’d finally looked over the list Rebecca had sent her. On the top of it was Bella’s from two years ago—Rebecca certainly had a sense of humor—but underneath that were, admittedly, several impressive CVs.

So she’d hired ten of them. Ten extremely promising students from various backgrounds—Ivy League universities, community colleges, foreign academies, even one eager high schooler—and given them unlimited funding, and a lab full of sea urchins.

Because, after spending many months unpacking the solution for immortality that Bella had created, they’d come to the conclusion that it was not ready for the public. It required administering vampirism first, which would awaken powers in every person who received a dose; and since they didn’t like the idea of corralling immortality to a select few, that would mean enrolling the entire world in an evil villain lottery. No thanks.

So they shelved it, and told the college students to take the longer, smarter route. Longevity research. Her students were already making way bigger strides than she ever did—they were on track to increase human life expectancy by two years.

Yasmine smiled after Wallace as he loaded himself into the ride, dragging a terrified Jason behind him. Two years. She’d take it. She’d take every extra moment she got.

“Hey! Losers!”

Yasmine and Bella broke apart at the sound of Sylvia’s voice. Bella’s eyebrows flew up, her fingertips trembling against Yasmine’s; Yasmine sensed a burst of, was it fear? No… relief?

A tear streaked down Bella’s face. “Is that… is that actually them?”

“Did you know you can receive a lifetime ban from one of these places?” Sylvia said as she strolled up with a baby carriage, Aster in hangover sunglasses, and what looked like a vodka martini. “That’s what they threatened me with. Totally without reason, by the way.”

“I think I’m looking at the reason,” Yasmine muttered, taking the martini out of her hands, but she was still confused—why was Bella crying about these two? They were subjected to them every weekend for what Aster and Bella called “game night” and what Yasmine called  “Sylvia’s weekly financial literacy course.” Very slow progress on that subject so far.

She got her answer when Bella took off running. Running right past Sylvia and Aster, but directly behind them, towards a crowd of people that had just gotten through the entrance.

She saw Bella jump at someone—no, into someone’s arms—and they caught her and spun her around like a hurricane, laughing, yelling something Yasmine couldn’t hear. Then a second stranger came up from the side, hugging Bella from behind. Yasmine felt Bella's relief radiate and blossom and expand until it was the only emotion she could feel.

The stranger dropped her, and Yasmine got a good look at their faces for the first time.

And—oh.

***

In the minutes after Yasmine tore apart the contract, and Bella was freed from the shackles of Suggestion, Bella had been filled with so much hope. A hope like she’d never had before.

Because her sisters had finally seen what her mother was capable of. They’d seen that they were just tools to her; that she’d never wanted children, she’d wanted servants.

But then Yasmine had let Ileana go.

She’d been merciful, because that’s who Yasmine was. And Ileana had flown right back up towards them, shaken and furious, and she’d looked Sabina and Teodora plainly in the face, and told them that Bella had gained the power of Suggestion and used it against Ileana—that’s what had caused her to say all those mean, awful things. She told them that Bella had betrayed them all, and she was dead to the family. Dead, dead, dead.

Teodora and Sabina didn’t believe it at first. They defended Bella. Bella defended herself. The shouting match lasted an hour.

But Ileana had always been a better liar than Bella was at telling the truth.

And when Ileana threw up her hands and said that she was leaving, that she was going on an airplane back to Romania and if they didn’t come with her, they were dead to her, too…

They went.

In the end, Sabina chose their mother.

And whatever Sabina chose, Teodora chose, too.

And even though Bella always knew it might happen someday—she’d prepared for it her whole life—actually losing them was a crushing blow. Bella fell into a depression that lasted weeks. One that only alleviated when Yasmine slunk into bed next to her one day, curled a hand around her cold stomach, and said, “You know, they do still have cell phones.”

Bella had texted them almost every single day since. Furious, angry, screaming messages at first. They didn’t reply. Slowly, as her emotions tempered, she began to send pictures. Life updates. Telling them every time she and Yasmine went to an interesting museum, or traveled to a new city. She thought maybe flexing her freedom would tempt them.

But they’d never replied. Not even Teodora. She’d cried about it for a long time, until it hardened into a scar. But she still kept texting them.

Bella: matcha update - tried the new flavor at Lola’s. WAY too sweet.

Bella: visited the animal shelter today. found this hairless cat named smooches who tried to claw me to death. he kind of has your eyebrows, sabina

Bella: just passed a street performer that was belting that one schlager song that was super big on romanian radio in the 80s. the one mom used to hate. i stood there for twenty minutes just listening. people probably thought i was crazy for crying, the lyrics are so bad

Bella: it’s storming really badly here. remember when we were little and we used to build a fort under sabina’s bed whenever it thundered? i’m sitting on a king-sized mattress right now and it feels way too big.

Bella: i found an old lip gloss in the pocket of my winter coat. it's the sparkly pink one you bought me for my three hundredth birthday teodora. it’s completely dried up now.

Bella: i had a nightmare last night that i forgot what your voices sounded like. i don’t want that to happen someday. im starting to feel like it might.

She hadn’t texted for a while after that one. It hurt too much. But then, a week later, over breakfast, Yasmine had slipped her a post it note with a bank account number on it.

“The eighty million dollars I owe you for finishing your research. It’s all there,” she’d said, sipping her not-Americano. “Sorry it took so long. I didn’t tell Rebecca about the agreement when we first decided it, so naturally I forgot about it entirely. Oops.”

“Yasmine,” Bella had laughed. “I don’t need this. You pay for everything anyway.”

“I put it in an online Romanian bank account under your name. If you don’t want the money, you can always put other names on it. The process is easy.”

Bella hadn’t understood why that was relevant at first, but later that day, when she opened her chat with her sisters, she’d realized.

She’d sent them the account number, and told them how to access it. No reply.

Bella: we’re going to an amusement park next Sunday called Wild Waves, which is hilarious because there’s zero water park elements. it’s supposed to have some solid coasters though. do you still like riding rollercoasters, Teodora? there’s a really big new one there that’s making people sick. i wish we could ride it together. i think it’d be fun.

Of course, they hadn’t replied.

And honestly, Bella hadn’t been thinking of them that day.

She’d been having too much fun.

She had a new home now, and it was enough.

***

After a lot of laughing and a lot of crying, the sisters finally separated.

Yasmine had been waiting patiently there the whole time, fidgeting with her hands, taking several nondiscreet family photos. It was so ridiculously endearing that Bella could hardly take it.

Bella cleared her throat, wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand, and looked at her sisters.

“Go get some cotton candy,” Bella said, her voice still thick. She pointed toward a brightly lit pink stall a few yards away. “Do you see the woman over there? The one wearing heels in an amusement park? She’s very nice. She’ll pay for your cotton candy.”

Teodora squealed, immediately hooking her arm through Sabina’s and pulling her along before Sabina could protest. They walked away with their shoulders pressed tight against each other, looking around the gaudy American theme park like they had just landed on Mars.

Bella watched them go, her heart doing a strange, fluttering dance in her chest until they were completely swallowed by the crowd.

Then she turned to Yasmine, shooting her an accusatory glance.

“You absolutely had something to do with this.”

Yasmine scoffed, gesticulating wildly with her hands. “Me? No, this was all of their own volition—”

“Yasmine.”

Yasmine’s hands fell limp, and she bit down on her lip.

“Okay, but for the record, they reached out to me first—and they were supposed to visit a month from now,” she said. “I had a hotel locked in and everything. I even sprung for the complimentary breakfast—all without Rebecca’s help, mind you. All on my lonesome. Big feat. I have no idea how they even got the timing or the address right for this place.”

Bella let out a loud, wet laugh.

“I might have tipped Teodora off,” she said, wrapping her arms around Yasmine’s waist. “Sorry. I’m always ruining your plans.”

Yasmine shook her head. As the rain went from a drizzle to a pour, and the guests around them parted in waves to get to safety under tents, she cupped the side of Bella’s face.

“You’re the only plan worth sticking to, anyway.”

Bella burned red.

“When did you get so cheesy?”

“Oh, fuck off.” Yasmine pushed at her chest playfully. “That wasn’t cheesy. That was romantic. And also, I’m a physicist, not a writer—”

“That was a joke, Yasmine. I love you.”

“Oh. Well. You’re a biologist, not a comedian, so…”

“Say it back.”

“Say what back?”

“That you love me, you idiot.”

Yasmine grinned, leaned in, and kissed Bella so hard she nearly fell backwards.

“I love you,” she said. “Now come on. Before Sylvia kills your poor sister.”


THANK YOU FOR READING!

If you enjoyed this story, I highly recommend you join my mailing list to be notified of more lesbian vampires and other sapphic stories, coming soon! 




Visit subscribepage.io/valeriehunter to sign up!
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