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“Amelia Athobry-Lamont!”

Jolted from the dark recesses of my mind, my head snapped up. My long blond tresses cascaded up like a waterfall in reverse as I locked eyes with my teacher. I was in English, my last class for the day. Up front behind her desk, Ms. Little was pissed, her squinty eyes that were as black as her hair needling me through wiry glasses. “Sorry, I…” Heat seared my cheeks, realizing I was now the center of attention. Every pair of eyes in the classroom watched me. I shrank down in my seat and gulped, unable to stop my gaze shooting to the arm of the guy next to me. The arm of the football player I’d been mesmerized by as I watched his pulse blip along the fat vein up his forearm.

Mr. popularity cleared his throat and shifted his
arm.

I gasped and looked away. I’d done it again. What the hell was I doing? “Sorry. What was the question?”

Ms. Little snickered. “No question. Only a statement. You and David are paired up for the short story assignment.”

My heart dropped. Great! Now I was stuck with Mr. Popularity who probably thought I was obsessed with him like one of his groupie followers. All three of which were currently glaring at me like they wanted to stab
me.

The teacher stood and scribbled on the blackboard. When she started to drone on again I barely heard her. A loud thudding had started drumming in my ears. It was growing louder by the second. I couldn’t help myself as I fought to keep my head front and center. My eyes had their own idea and shifted down and to the left. Back to his arm resting on his desk. Boom—boom—boom. “No way,” my voice was a choked whisper. That drumming in my ears was in perfect sync with the throbbing of Mr. Popularity’s vein coursing thick, potent, sweet…

My mouth watered and I licked my
lips.

A nudge into my other side had me snapping out of it so fast I gave myself whiplash. Dorian, my twin brother, was staring at me. Leaning across the gap between our desks, he tilted his head to one side, his styled dark hair following the movement. “You okay?” he whispered. “What’s going
on?”

I’d somehow forgotten he was even in the same class as me. Which wasn’t too hard to do. He was usually occupied with one of the ‘popular’ girls, flirting and putting his natural charisma to use. Now that fun-loving side of him was gone, replaced by deep concern.

“Ah…” I cleared my throat and then hunched my shoulders when a few kids turned to give me ‘weirdo alert’ looks. Not that I’d ever fit in before, but if I’d ever thought I had a chance to, that hope doused like they’d just seen me face-plant a giant mud puddle. My tongue tied as that thumping sound returned, growing louder and losing clarity—because it wasn’t solely coming from the guy to my other side. It was like I could hear everyone’s pulse in this enclosed room with its small windows and one closed door. My breath started to come faster and I shook my head. Smells overwhelmed me like I’d just walked through the perfume cloud the groupies always reeked of. Except this wasn’t just their perfume I could smell. Like my nose had suddenly become a smell detector, I picked up each scent individually: perfume, deodorant, body odor, salt from sweat, rank socks in sneakers, hairspray, gel, moisturizers, scented lip gloss, and something else I couldn’t put a name to. It was metallic and tangy. I could almost taste it on my tongue.

“Amelia, hey.” Dorian touched my arm as the bell
rang.

I leaped upright, snatching my backpack off the back of the seat. Everyone else was up and rushing for the door, so no one really noticed my hasty movements. Except for Dorian. “I’ll—I’ll see you at
home.”

My head spun as I turned to sprint from the room. Dorian snatched my wrist and pulled me back. “What’s going on with you? You’re not catching the
bus?”

The girl he’d been working his magic on for the past few days appeared then. She clutched his arm and smiled wide, flicking her black hair over her shoulder. “You bussing it today?”

“Ah, yeah.” Dorian didn’t release my arm. “Amelia?”

I wriggled free and backed away, nearing the open door. “I need some air.” The smell of the girl hanging off of him was suddenly too much, that undefined scent swirling up my nose. “I’m gonna walk
home.”

“But—”

I escaped through the classroom door before he could stop me again—and hit a sea of moving students rushing to lockers and heading for the main exit. Lungs hitching, I held my breath. My hands came up, fingers plugging my ears. The other kids noticed, they always noticed, and for some reason this felt like it wasn’t the first time they were seeing me behave like this. But even though I felt a pang of déjà vu, I couldn’t make my mind think back clearly. All I knew was that I needed to get out. And fast. The spinning in my head amped up to hurricane speed. Not breathing wasn’t helping, and it along with my plugged ears still didn’t cut off the sounds and smells.

Oh God, what is happening to
me?

I burst through the main doors, shoving students and a teacher aside as I escaped. The parking lot was packed with teens and moving cars, and I hooked right. Sprinting like I was escaping a fire, I cleared the edge of the redbrick building and the long line of classrooms. Beyond the school sports oval, everything I sprinted past became a blur, houses and cars on busy streets whizzing by until they were just gone. Still, I kept running, my legs aching in a way that somehow felt good and needed. When green rushed past me and the cool Alaskan air chilled my lungs, I finally slowed. Trees surrounded me, tall and skeletal with limbs caked in snow. They reached for the dreary sky as if trying to escape the shadows that skulked all around.

I shivered. “Guess I’m not in Kansas anymore.” I knew where I had ended up. It was the only place that made sense, the only place close enough to walk to. A place I knew well enough since our house backed onto part of it. Far North Bicentennial Park, a huge reserve of four thousand acres of nature and walking tracks. The sun was a fuzzy orb behind thick clouds. Even though it was below the treetops, it didn’t seem low enough in the sky for the time it should have taken me to run here. And that wasn’t all. Amongst the sounds of blips and tweets from buzzing and scampering birds and insects, there was something else. Something prominent and rhythmic. Something almost hypnotic. That thumping sound was
back.

I wasn’t alone.

Beyond the mossy tree I was crouched behind was the source of the beating that pounded in my ears. Not my own racing heart from running here. Somehow my heart was steady and even. My breath was normal too. How am I not panting after sprinting for that long? But those abnormalities became a second thought as my sense of smell heightened. Earthy soil, decomposing leaves, ash from a long-ago fire that had recovered with sprouting green, and then something so much stronger. It was metallic and gamey. The smell was similar to what I hadn’t been able to identify in class, but it was different. Distinct. It was coming from…the herd of deer down in the clearing of long grass below.

My throat was suddenly stripped of moisture. I gulped and bit my lip. My fingers needled the mossy tree, nails biting into the squishy green layer. With no one to stop me I stared, studying each animal one by one, from the buck with its head raised and nostrils testing the air, to the does grazing, and then to their fauns that kept close for safety. Those little one’s hearts beat faster. Their legs were shorter and weaker. “They can’t run as
fast.”

I clapped my hand over my mouth. Why had I said that? Why had I thought that? Breathing faster now and feeling a rush of panic sweep through me, I stood abruptly, twigs and leaves crunching underfoot. The buck heard me and squealed, darting away and taking the rest of his scattering herd with him through the concealing trees. I kept stepping back until underbrush tripped me and I landed on my backpack. The panic refused to recede as I shot up and sprinted away. Tree branches and rough bushes scratched at my jeans and nicked at my bare arms. Tears wetted my cheeks, streaming back into my hair as I ran. My mind was racing, but the words from my lips were certain. “I was staring at them—at Bambis—like I was a mountain lion and they were my
prey.”
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After walking for over an hour, I still wasn’t home. Eerie mist now surrounded me, weaving through the trees that blocked out the low-lying sun. I began to wonder if I was going in circles when I found a familiar overgrown track. “At least I’m not lost out here,” I muttered to myself as the temperature around me plummeted. It was winter and my breath escaped in white puffs. Patches of snow were everywhere now, and light specks of white floated down as if being released from the gates of skeletal tree claws that laced the darkening sky. But I wasn’t even cold. The wannabe biker jacket in my backpack was still nestled away. I didn’t even have goosebumps. I rubbed my arms, trying to wake my senses up. Nothing happened, which after all the onslaught of smells and sounds earlier was… “Weird.”

I kept on walking, picking up the pace while trying not to face-plant over hazardous tree roots, short shrubs, and fallen dead trees. A branch snapped nearby and a chill rocketed up my spine.

Trying not to seem worried, I shot glances around as I continued on. Probably just wildlife or… I tried to rein in my paranoia, but the sensation of eyes on me grew stronger with each quickened step I
took.

A sudden vibration almost made me jump out of my skin. My cell phone. This was the sixth call since school, and I had great odds on guessing who it was. Pulling it from my backpack I fumbled as I answered, feet still walking and eyes still scanning. Even though no ID was displayed, I knew who was on the other line. “Hey, Dorian.”

“How’d you know it was
me?”

His voice was a mixture of casual and concern, the first put-on to cover the worry he still clearly had after my weirdness earlier. I sighed, forgetting that watched sensation and focusing on the clearing path ahead as I tried to keep my Vans from splashing in puddles. “You’ve called five times since school, and now there’s no caller ID? I’m not dumb, Dorian.”

He chuckled, but it was at least half forced. “Yeah, I know. Why didn’t you answer?”

I sighed. Even though we were twins and I trusted Dorian, I felt my tongue tie in my throat. This was only the first question, and I knew there would be more. “I…I just needed some time to myself.” I braced for round
two.

“Right. But where did you go? Where are you now? And what happened earlier?”

I slowed and stopped, splashing into a freaking puddle! Dirty water sprayed up, soaking one leg of my jeans and staining the white of my shoes. “Shit.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s nothing. Bloody mud,” I muttered under my breath. “I’m on a track in Far North Bicentennial Park and everything is wet and gross. I’ll be home soon.” Possible, if I picked up the
pace.

“So why’d you go there? Amelia, tell me what happened earlier?”

“Ah…”

I didn’t know how to blurt out something that made absolutely no sense to me and have him understand. Well, Dorian, I was transfixed by Mr. Popularity’s pulse, and then everyone’s in the classroom. Oh, plus the smell of everyone, including every product they were wearing. So I freaked out and sprinted to the forest without meaning to and stalked a herd of deer—so I could pick out the weakest. Yeah, that would go over well. Not only did it not make sense, it was insane. I sighed again. Dorian was used to my weirdness. He had always tried to help me fit in, but there just seemed to be something standing in my way when it came to almost everyone my age. I had always felt like an outsider, like I was different somehow. Except for when it came to my best friend, Kendrick. But he didn’t go to my school. He was home schooled.

“Dorian, I…” The pressing weight of someone’s eyes on me stalled my words. I spun in a circle, forgetting about my shoes and the mess I was making of them. No one was there, just trees that shivered in the cold I couldn’t feel. “Look…I, ah…you know how it is.” I decided to make this interrogation end so I could focus on getting home and out of the forest that was getting creepier and creepier as darkness closed in around me. An owl hooted and I jumped. I spoke fast. “I was embarrassed, okay? David noticed me looking at him, and then Ms. Nosey Body pointed it out to the whole class.”

“Amelia, I don’t think that’s
what—”

“Then don’t,” I interrupted, irritation rising as I faced the way I needed to walk and made my legs move. “Think what you want. I told you what happened. And that’s that. I’m on my way, and I’ll be home
soon.”

I hung up and shoved my phone into my backpack, not missing a step as I stalked on. I knew I was lying to my brother, but to have him so blatantly not believe me hurt.  And there it was again, that feeling. Eyes were watching me. I wasn’t alone.

Breaking into a jog, I was about to take off, to bolt for home, but then that sensation became overwhelming. If this wasn’t paranoia, I wasn’t about to play the victim and act like someone’s prey. I pulled to a halt and crossed my arms over my chest. “Who’s there?” My voice was loud and strong. The strength and lack of fear I projected actually impressed me. And if I was wrong and no one was out there, at least I wouldn’t have an audience to watch me make a fool of myself.

When no one appeared but that sensation grew, making nausea swell in my stomach, I stood straighter. “Well, come on then, stalker. Or are you too chicken?”

“Hardly.”

The smooth velvety voice that responded struck through me like a knife. The pale guy that leaped down from a thick tree was seriously freaking handsome with white-blond hair, epic silvery-blue eyes, and a jawline that would make Cullen fans swoon. Each step as he walked was somehow calculated, and his brightening smile seemed to chase away the shadows.

“Who the hell are you?” Despite his looks, this guy, even though he didn’t look like a deranged stalker, had been stalking me. He’d been watching and had followed me. And how the hell had he gotten up that tree when there were no lower branches to climb? “What do you want?” I looked at his hands, expecting to find a weapon. There was none, and something deep down told me he wouldn’t need one if his intentions were devious.

He didn’t stop walking, his stunning yet unique eyes scouring my face as if he’d never seen a teenage girl before. I instinctively stepped
back—

My shoe hit a thick tree root that stuck out of the dirt, and the guy moved like lightning, catching my arm to stop my fall. Electricity burned beneath his strong grip and I yelped from the shock of it. Tugging away, he let go as I gained footing and didn’t follow as I put distance between us. “Don’t touch
me.”

I held my tingling arm to my chest. He smiled as he looked from my tense arms and back up at my face. “Your scratches are
gone.”

I frowned and peeked down for a split second, not wanting to take my eyes off this weird stranger who was watching me like a hawk. Then I did a double take. My bare arms were unblemished, free of the small cuts and grazes I’d felt as branches ripped into me when I’d run from the deer. “Impossible,” I whispered.

“Didn’t you want to know who I was and what I wanted?”

Remembering I was far from alone, I backed up further, almost certain this guy had been following me for much longer than I had even suspected. If I went for my phone in my backpack would he try to stop
me?

“I’m not here to hurt
you.”

His stunning eyes stared into my own as he said the words, and the panic and fear in me washed away. Something about the way he kept looking at me put me at ease even though I was desperate to stay on edge and alert. Thoughts of getting my phone to call for help fled my mind, and my curiosity took over. “Then why are you
here?”

“To deliver a message. Let me tell you?” He came closer one slow step at a time, his eyes that were as deep as the ocean never leaving mine. My insides jumped, but my feet remained planted. I felt like there was an internal battle being fought inside of me that I had no control over. “Once I’m gone you won’t be able to picture me, but you won’t forget my words.” Now right in front of me he leaned in close, his clean-shaven face grazing my cheek and sending sparks down my neck. He brushed my long hair over my shoulder, his breath icy as he spoke into my ear. “You don’t know who you are. It’s all a
lie.”

I felt a release with the end of his words and I jolted back. My eyes slammed shut in confusion and anger. Had this guy seen me watching the deer? Had he been watching and waiting for me outside my classroom? “Who do you think—” I stopped speaking as my eyelids flung open, stopped breathing for a second too. The muddy path in front of me lined with underbrush and tall snowy skeletons was…empty. The guy, whoever he was, was gone. And now that I thought about it, what had happened seemed like a strange, unnerving dream. I couldn’t even remember what the guy had looked
like.

A chill seeped through me then, the cold finally penetrating my skin and attacking my bones. I hugged my arms around myself, my stalker’s words looping through my mind. You don’t know who you are. It’s all a
lie.
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Leaving the comfort of warm swirling steam that filled my bathroom after a late dinner, I scrunched the towel around my hair to dry the tangled length. It was much colder in my upstairs bedroom, but unlike my chill earlier, I was back to not feeling the cold. My body seemed to have forgotten what it had felt, but my mind refused to let what had happened and my interaction with the disappearing guy go. I’d closed my eyes for a second, not long enough for him to vanish without a sight. Or a sound. Had he even been there at all…or had I imagined the whole encounter?

I rubbed at my arm that I could swear was still tingling from his electric touch. Maybe I had a brain tumor that was making me see things—and hear and smell and feel things—that weren’t really there.

The possibility was almost better than the alternative, which I refused to contemplate as I tugged sweat pants and a T-shirt on over the panties and bra I’d already put on. Falling back onto the end of my bed with its welcoming, purple blanket, I couldn’t keep my eyes from the window beside my dresser. It was still dreary out there, a thicker cover of snow falling to coat everything in white. The words that guy had said floated through my mind as if on an invisible wave. You don’t know who you are. It’s all a lie. I still couldn’t remember anything about him, what he’d looked like, not even how old he might have
been.

At least my senses had returned to normal. No more crazy sense of smell and heightened hearing.

A cleared throat made me spin up off my bed to find someone lurking at my bedroom door. “Dorian!” I tried to breathe and calm my heart that had jumped into marathon
mode.

“Sorry.” Dorian shrugged and came into the room. He’d been absent from dinner, so I’d had a break from his questions. Looked like my luck was up though. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” He handed out a large piece of glossy paper that had been rolled up tight. “The poster you ordered arrived earlier. Thought you’d want
it.”

“Oh, thanks.” I snatched it, wondering why he had it. It hadn’t been in the pile of mail on the kitchen bench earlier. Which meant he’d swiped it to have an excuse to check in on me. Sighing, I unraveled the length. It was the poster for the new Write This Down album. With most of my walls covered already, there was one special place for this one above the padded, material headboard of my bed. To keep the subject neutral, I noted his clothes as I unintentionally sniffed the air. Clean jeans and a crisp shirt. I could actually smell the washing powder that’d been used. “You going out again?”

Dorian nodded. “I thought you might want to come.” At my poisonous look he added, “It might help smooth over what happened today. There’s a whole group of us going to the café in
town.”

There was nothing I wanted to do less. After everything that had happened today, and feeling like I couldn’t tell anyone, not even my best friend whose call I’d ignored earlier, I needed to do something. I needed to see if there was any truth to the words that strange guy—if he’d been real—had said.  “I’ll take a pass. Maybe next
time?”

Dorian frowned, noticing the way my eyes kept skittering over to the window and the tall, thick forest our property backed onto. “You sure you’re okay? You know you can tell me anything, Sis.”

He was right, of course. But I still wanted some proof that I wasn’t losing my marbles before I aired any of this out to him. “I know. And I’m fine. Sorry I got angry over the phone earlier.”

He smiled and wrapped his arms around me. “Call me punching bag, and I’ll come running.” He let go and his brows lifted. “Call me if you need
me?”

I nodded and he left my room, closing the door behind him. A moment later I found myself at my window, staring out at the wintery wonderland that was more spooky than festive. I was about to turn away when a darting figure down below caught my eye. A person, a woman, with identical platinum blond hair to mine and a thin physique. “Mom?” And then she was gone, escaping through the bordering trees backing our property and disappearing into the wilderness. “What the
hell?”

Hearing a car’s engine rumble and the close of the front door, I quickly checked the house. Dorian must have just taken off with his friends. There was no one else here, not downstairs in the kitchen or the lounge. Even Mom’s room was empty. Returning to my bedroom, I shut myself in and dialed Mom’s phone. The standard ringtone hummed out from somewhere down the
hall.

Feeling more confused and unsure about everything that had happened today, I sat down at my dresser and lifted my laptop screen. Minutes later I was scouring the internet, searching for old news headlines from over sixteen years ago about a man being killed during a break and enter. After thirty minutes of trying all kinds of different keywords, nothing came up, not even when I search for him by name. Mr. Athobry, our father who’d protected us even before we’d been born and had died to keep us safe, didn’t exist. I switched to searching for Lamayli Lamont, my mother’s maiden name. I even resorted to checking one of those ancestry sites, but it turned up nothing. My parents didn’t exist. “What the hell is going
on?”

A flash of movement outside had me up and out of my seat in a flash. The padded chair toppled over, but what I saw through the window kept me from picking it back up. My mom was out there, rushing to get back inside, and she looked…dirty.

Running from my bedroom, I saw Mom’s bedroom door shut without a sound. How had she gotten upstairs so fast? I hadn’t even heard the back door shut. I had no idea what was going on, but I needed to. Something wasn’t right here. Nothing about today had been right. Or normal. Tiptoeing over the hall runner to her door, I listened. There was shuffling inside, and I knocked and cleared my throat. “Mom?”

“Just a minute, Amelia. I’m…about to have a shower.”

I opened the door anyway—and froze at the sight of her. A black top hung limply from one of her hands, leaving her in only a bra and leggings. But seeing her partially dressed wasn’t the problem. The blood and dirt smeared over her stomach, chest, and hands were. I backed up a step, any and all words caught in my throat. And then I smelled it, that same metallic scent I’d picked up twice today. I can smell the blood.

“Amelia, just listen…” Mom came closer, dropping her top into the dirty clothes hamper at the opening to her walk-in robe. She pressed her palms together as if begging for me to listen. “It’s not what it looks
like.”

I stepped back again, my nostrils flaring as I failed to stop myself from smelling the red that stained her skin. “And what does it look like? That you went out into the forest and killed someone?”

Mom gasped and her already pale skin turned even whiter. She laughed a little and shook her head, her expression and breathing anything but normal. “Amelia, sweetheart. You’re being overdramatic and jumping to conclusions.” She reached out and I flinched away from her bloody hand. “I went for a jog and I ah, came across a trap. The rabbit, it was in a bad way but it was still alive.” Her eyes fell from mine and she turned away, taking a few steady breaths as she went to sit down on her huge bed. At the last second she thought better of it, probably realizing she’d ruin the flower-patterned, Egyptian cotton sheets. “I tried to save it, but…” Captivated by her story and that smell, I crept further into the room. Mom didn’t look up at me, keeping her glassy eyes down on her crimson hands. “As I got the trap open the wounds, they bled out. I tried but I couldn’t stop the
flow.”

I gulped to clear the pooling saliva from my mouth as I imagined my mom on her hands and knees in the snow and mud, and her pained expression as the life she’d tried to save slipped away. My mom wasn’t a killer. She ran charity functions not only to help with overcoming terrible illnesses in people but also to advocate for the lives and proper treatment of animals. “Sorry, Mom.” I placed my hand over hers that were clutched tight in front of her. Mom stiffened, but I didn’t let go. The blood was still wet, but for some reason and even knowing where it had come from, the feel of it didn’t gross me out. I felt bad for my mom, for what she must be feeling after failing to save a poor, defenseless animal. But even more than that I felt…hungry. “It’s…” I shook my head. “It’s not your fault it
died.”

“Amelia, are you feeling alright?”

Realizing my grip on her hand had tightened, I stopped the motion of my tongue that was sliding over my teeth and abruptly walked to the door. “Um, yeah. I’m fine.” I changed to breathing through my mouth to dull the smell that was just as potent where I now stood, a whole eight feet further away. “Maybe, um…your next charity should be to stop illegal hunting. It’s bad enough to kill animals for sport, but that could have been your foot in the trap.” The visual made my mouth water even more as I envisioned flowing rivulets of blood. “Ah…it’s not
safe.”

The look on Mom’s face was a puzzle I couldn’t complete. “No. It’s not
safe.”

When she said nothing else, I turned toward the door, but spun back before I could leave. “Hey, Mom?”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

I knew now was the wrong time. I desperately needed space to clear my sinuses. But I had to know. “Is there something you haven’t told
me?”

Mom’s frown came as quickly as it went. She clutched and unclutched her hands. “Whatever about?”

A pang of suspicion shot through my stomach. I suddenly felt sick. “My father.”

She looked away with a shake of her head. When her eyes met mine, sadness resonated in them. “I’ve told you all you need to know many times before. But,” she added when I opened my mouth to object, “if it’ll make you feel better, we can have a chat tomorrow after school. Okay?”

That pang increased in my gut. We’d never seen a photo of the man before, and Mom never offered to talk about him. Never. What was going on? “Ah, okay…” Tomorrow it was then, and I wasn’t taking any excuses for a rain check. I faked a smile. “Goodnight, Mom.”
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On the back streets, I kept running, cars passing as I sprinted past house after house. It was the following afternoon and today hadn’t been any better than yesterday. It had been worse. All day my amplified senses had assaulted me, distracting me to the point that I had needed to get a pass to go hide out in the bathrooms. Dorian had been at me again with questions about my weird behavior and if I was okay. He was sure something was up. So with my thoughts stuck between ‘what the hell?’ and ‘am I going crazy?’ I’d taken off from school in a mad dash. Aside from needing to escape my brother and a packed bus of teens, I wanted to get home to Mom. I needed to hear her story again and demand answers to the questions I
had.

Now I’d been running for twenty minutes and it didn’t even phase me. Unlike Dorian, I had never been into sports, and I’d never gotten into athletics. Not being puffed by now was weird. As weird as being able to detect exhaust fumes and old oil from cars, and the crisp freshness of snow (I didn’t know snow had a scent), while hearing far-off idling from car engines, and even tires gripping to asphalt. The sounds, the smells, my stamina… It was too much like my run into the forest yesterday before…I ran into that stalker guy. My body tightened at the thought and as that creepy watched feeling settled over me again, I slowed to a jog, then a brisk walk. I was on a quieter street now, with much less traffic and tall bushy trees lining the sidewalk. A steady breeze whipped my hair back from my face and bit through my clothes to my skin. Hugging my arms around me, I covertly glanced across the road. Then I looked behind—

A honk made me jump and whirl. My heart bashed like a drum into my
ribs.

A car was on the road behind me, and the lights flashed on highs. A guy’s head poked out of the driver’s side window, a brilliant smile flashing his white teeth. “Wanna
lift?”

His features stripped the panic right out of me. Golden brown hair, handsome face, kind eyes, and excited expression. “Kendrick!” Not my creepy stalker, my best friend. Seeing clearly as my heart slowed back down, I realized he was driving my mom’s black Mercedes. Unlike me, he was already sixteen. “What are you doing
here?”

Kendrick pulled over and jumped out of the car. In two bounds he was right in front of me, lifting me up and swinging me around in his
arms.

I giggled and hugged him back as the familiar smell of him, teenage boy with his own individual spin, relaxed me in a way I’d been unable to feel over the past few days. “I missed you
too.”

Kendrick lowered my feet to the ground and took my hand. The way he smiled at me made me feel like I belonged, a way no one else in this world ever had before. “Your mom thought you needed to see me. But really?” he added when I opened my mouth to question him. “I wanted to come. It’s been almost a month and I missed you. Plus your uncle was making the trip so he picked me up on the
way.”

That niggling suspicion settled into my stomach like a layer of something that was living and growing. I was thrilled Kendrick was here, but I could see right through Mom. This was a diversion to prolong her promised chat. And Uncle Caius was here? I knew he’d come for our birthday, but he was a busy man. The unexpected trip just seemed too convenient.

“You’re not happy to see
me?”

“Huh? What?” My eyes refocused and I saw the dejection and concern on Kendrick’s face. “Oh, no.” I gave his hand a squeeze. “Of course I
am.”

Kendrick’s smile returned. “Come on then.” Tilting his head back toward the car, I followed over the cracked sidewalk. Still holding my hand, he leaned in through the car’s window. “I know it’s not your birthday yet…” He reemerged a moment later with a small silver-and-purple wrapped present. “But I ordered this online and I wanted you to have it
now.”

I took the gift he offered and ripped open the paper. A smile graced my lips at what was inside. It was a cell phone case picturing one of my favorite bands. Three Days Grace. I threw my arms around Kendrick and kissed his cheek. “I love
it.”

Kendrick hugged me back and then let go a little abruptly. He opened the driver’s side door and slid into position, leaning over and pushing open the passenger door. “Get
in!”

I skipped around the car and dropped into the seat. Mom was smart, but I’d pick up what she’d postponed later on. “Where are we going?”

“Just a drive.” Kendrick took the car out of park and merged back onto the road after a lonely car passed by. “I thought we could
talk.”

“Oh.” Unsure of what to say, I felt a sense of unease at the more serious smile he sent my way. “Okay.”

It was silent for a little while as we drove from quieter residential streets to busier roads, the world outside rushing by in a blur of colorful shop fronts made monotone with the dreary weather, and then fading altogether. When the shops and houses dwindled away, brown, green, and white rushed by. The road was winding, taking us further from Anchorage and up in elevation. A gentle haze permeated everything outside, stealing clarity and adding a dreamlike fog. “So you had a freak-out yesterday with you
mom?”

My mouth fell open. She’d told him. Why? I shook my head. “It was a misunderstanding. It was nothing.”

“Are you
sure?”

No, I was anything but sure. I mean, what she’d said made sense, but after everything else that had happened yesterday, and then again today…

“What about school? Is everything going okay at school?”

I glanced sideways at him, wondering if Dorian had been talking to him too, telling him about my increasingly weird behavior. Then something occurred to me. I hadn’t even thought it was strange before; I’d been so caught up in the surprise of seeing my best friend. “Dorian called you, he told you I didn’t catch the
bus?”

“He’s a bit worried about you.” We reached a section of road that had a break between the trees with a log railing that looked out over the thick forest, Kendrick pulled the car over. Looking away from the hazy view, he placed his hand on my leg. “He said you haven’t quite been yourself.” He smiled and squeezed my thigh. “Wanna tell me about it? Maybe I can
help?”

His eyes seemed to be pleading for honesty—his eyes that were a unique silvery-blue color. The distinct color prodded my subconscious. I swear I’d seen that shade on someone new recently, but I couldn’t remember who. I thought of my stalker, wondering if it had been him, but his features were still a blur I couldn’t recall. “Ah…I…” I’d never kept anything from Kendrick, I trusted him completely, so why was I hesitating?

Kendrick switched the car off and turned further in his seat, giving me his full attention. “You trust me, don’t
you?”

As much as I did my twin brother. Maybe even more. Praying that what I was about to say didn’t make him look at me like all the kids at school did, the words tumbled out of my mouth. “I think there’s something wrong with my senses. Smells seem stronger. My hearing is sharper
too.”

As the words left my mouth, a persistent and elevating beat reached my ears. My hand landed on Kendrick’s that had tensed on my thigh. His pulse now throbbing against my palm was gaining speed—and it matched the thudding in my
ears.

“I always wondered if it would happen. I guess I always hoped. I mean, if you knew how alike we really were… It’s the only thing that has kept me from acting on my feelings…”

Kendrick was still talking, rambling on and on. But I’d stopped listening. All I could hear was that thudding. Breathing faster, that metallic scent flooded my mouth, burning its way down my throat and into my lungs. My mouth watered. My eyes were laser focused, traveling from the pulsing vein in Kendrick’s arm and following it up past his Burton T-shirt to his neck. Watching the throbbing blip was mesmerizing. I licked my
lips. 

“Maybe now we can be more… Hey!” Kendrick released my thigh quickly, snatching back the hand I’d been clinging to. With a deep breath in, he touched my chin, tilting my face up. “Amelia, are you listening to me? Have you heard a thing I’ve been saying?”

The punch of that amazing smell soared, becoming all I could think about. I snatched his hand back to see a bloodied crescent across one of his knuckles. Licking my lips, I brought his hand closer, desperate
to—

“Amelia!” Kendrick tugged his hand away. “What are you doing?”

The piercing look he gave me shook me out of my transfixed state. I shook my head, willing the smell of him and the sound of his pulse to melt away. Forcing my eyes not to stare at the cut I’d inflicted with my own nail. What was happening to me? “You’re…you’re bleeding.”

Kendrick brushed over his knuckles and the blood wiped away. There was no cut to be seen in its place. “It’s nothing.”

Now I was imagining hurting my best friend and seeing blood? How could I tell him that? I scrambled for something normal to say. “I’ve, um…been having trouble concentrating. What were you saying?”

Kendrick shook his head, the hope in his eyes fading to resignation. “Nothing. It was nothing.” He returned his attention to the steering wheel and clutched the leather. Flexing his fingers out he sighed and started the engine. Out of park, he backed up fast, doing a hairpin turn on the road. “I’ll take you
home.”

I said nothing back to him. That shiver returned to my spine, and it wasn’t even mostly caused by his bipolar mood swing, which was totally warranted. Aside from flat-out ignoring him, I’d been staring at my best friend like I had stared at those deer yesterday. Like they were a meal. Like they were to be hunted. I’d been a second away from licking his freaking hand. What the hell was wrong with
me?
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Kendrick pulled into my driveway without saying a word, turning the headlights off as he parked in front of the garage. The rest of the drive home had been tense. I didn’t know what I missed when I had zoned out, but it seemed to have really hit a nerve with him. Either that, or like everyone else he now thought I was a freak. I sighed and stared out the windshield. It wasn’t snowing but the white accumulation from yesterday stood out in clumps around the red clapboard exterior and on the edges of the roof. The lights were on at the entry and a yellow glow emanated out from the lounge room. We’d been gone long enough for it to become
dark.

“I’m sorry, Kendrick. I don’t know why I’m so distract…” I trailed off as voices reached my ears. They were quiet but their identity was clear. Mom and Uncle Caius. “Um…”

They were arguing inside, my mom speaking fast and Caius trying to get a word in before she spoke over him again. I stared through the window, seeing the lounge room with its worn green armchair and matching three-seater couch. The view of the blazing fireplace was unobscured, and I swear I could hear the crackling and spitting flames. They had to be standing on either side of the
room.

“Amelia?”

I jolted at Kendrick’s voice, remembering that I was outside in my mom’s car and he was sitting right next to me. “Sorry, what?”

Kendrick covered my hand with his and frown lines scarred his face. “Are you
okay?”

I barely heard his question, instantly zoning out from his voice and zeroing back in on the argument inside that was rising in volume.

“They can’t know. They’re not ready for this. I’m
not.”

I couldn’t understand how I could so clearly hear Mom’s voice, but the shrill desperation in it was something I’d never heard before. My free hand crept to the door handle, and cool air swirled inside as the door cracked open. “Can you…” I stopped before I could ask if Kendrick could hear what I was hearing. Of course he couldn’t. We were outside, yards away from my mom and uncle and separated by walls and windows, not to mention howling
wind. 

“Look, Amelia, I have to go.” Kendrick’s hand snapped back from mine like I’d stung him. The tenor of his voice had changed and there was a sense of urgency I felt as he handed me the car keys. “We’ll catch up later. Call me, okay?”

I looked at him for a second, wondering why he seemed nervous all of a sudden, wondering why it seemed like he was asking permission to have me call him later. “Yeah. Sure.”

I stepped out of the car right after him and watched as he left, hands deep in the pockets of his cargo pants. My hair swirled around my face and obscured my view of him, but not before I saw the way his jaw clenched. Before I could worry about our drive, what I’d missed him saying, his mood swings, and how I’d tried to lick him, the voices inside became crystal clear. 

“You heard what Dorian said before he went out. About what’s been happening at school. And who knows where she went when she didn’t come home on the bus yesterday.”

Through the open drapes to the lounge room, I saw Caius. Dressed in a suit, as he almost always was, he crossed the room and clutched my mom’s arms. Even from this distance, I could see the strain across his aged face, and I couldn’t miss the way his tight grip wrinkled her white blouse.

Despite being a stickler for iron-free silk, Mom didn’t pull away. Instead, she glared up at him. “You can’t let this happen. Not after all we’ve
done.”

“Lamayli, we have done all we can. They have had almost sixteen years.”

They? They were talking about me and
Dorian.

“It’s not enough! It’ll never be enough!” Mom pulled free and paced back and forth. “She caught me last night. I meant to wait, but it had been too long and my stocks were gone. Then she asked me about her father. She’s suspicious.”

Uncle Caius scrubbed a palm over his mouth. Then his hands dropped to his sides and he sighed. “Then I will keep trying.” He patted his breast pocket. “This new one should mask it. Bury what she is beginning to experience.”

Without noticing, I’d crept closer to the house. I was almost at the front door, just able to see them from this angle through the window. Apart from needing to know the truth about myself, I felt a strong need to protect my brother. How was he part of whatever this was? Unable to stop myself, I opened the door without making a sound and crept into the entryway. Bypassing the kitchen that sat to the right, I tiptoed to the left, nearing the stairs without any intention of taking
them.

“Lamayli,” Caius’s voice was just as clear in here as it had been outside. Except now there was a tinge of warning to it. “Stop talking.”

“No. I will not stop talking. And I will not change my mind when there’s still another option. Amelia and Dorian can never know where they came from. They will never know their father. I will not risk my children.”

“My father?”

I removed myself from the shadows and stepped into the light of the lounge room. Mom squeaked at my presence and whirled, her face white. And then Uncle Caius moved—like the wind. I dropped the car keys. One second he was across the room, standing on the rug between the couch and coffee table, the next second he was right in front of me, holding something thin and sharp that glinted in the firelight. He caught my arm with one hand. The other stabbed a syringe needle into my bicep and dispensed the contents.

I struggled as warmth flooded from the injection site and up into my shoulder. “Let me
go!”

Caius caught my face with his hand as he pocketed the syringe, his touch soft and yet unyielding. My eyes widened as I stared at my uncle in shock. “Amelia, you will forget what you heard us discussing in this room. You will forget everything you have seen, heard, or experienced that was abnormal as of late. Nothing is going on here. There is nothing to be suspicious
of.”

All the fear in me subsided and a strange calm took over as if I were being drowned by water I didn’t even know I was inhaling.

“Is it working?” Over Caius’s shoulder, Mom’s eyes were glassy. When she got a nod in response, she sighed. “I love you, sweetheart.”

Still holding my face, Caius brought his lips to my forehead for a brief second. When he released me and looked down, I wondered why I was standing
here.

“After dinner, I would like it if you went to your room and searched for some tickets to your favorite band.” Caius nodded down at me. “We can make it my birthday gift to
you.”

I couldn’t think of a better gift or way to spend my evening. In fact, the thought of waiting until after dinner seemed too far away. “Can I start looking
now?”

A warm smile parted Caius’s lips. “Of course, my dear. Anything for my favorite niece.”

“Favorite because you only have one.” With a teasing smile, I spun away and jogged out into the darkened entryway and up the stairs, but as I reached my door, I paused. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I had this strange feeling deep down in my stomach, almost like I was forgetting something vital. I shrugged. If I couldn’t remember, it couldn’t be that important. Could
it?
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My mind screamed for me to move. To fight the monster who trapped me with its arms. But my body remained paralyzed, a prisoner of flesh and bone. It wasn’t fear. I knew that much. Inside I was striking out with limbs, nails, and teeth. But any connection to actual movement was lost. My whole body felt like it was filled with cement1.

Parted lips closed in on my neck. My eyes darted around, desperate to find a way out of this. Darkness stretched beyond the waning light of a naked bulb. There was a single door, then nothing but damp stone and shadow. The stink of death and decay hung thick in the air. Horror seeped through my veins.

There was nothing I could do. No way to stop this. No way to save my
life.

The sound of labored breath rasped. Not my own. Not this monster’s. In the shadows it was impossible to see where it came from. Was someone watching? Fear snaked through my soul. The fear wasn’t for my own life, not really. I was afraid for someone else. But
who?

Any thoughts vanished as fangs punctured my flesh. A gasp escaped my
lips.

Flames bloomed from the punctures, swarming across my skin. The monster clutched my body tighter and tighter with every sickening
gulp.

As the flames began to dull, my internal screams and my drive to fight faded. Without the current of blood filling my veins, violent shivers took hold of my entire
body.

My body was giving
up.

With shallow contractions, my heart slowed. My mind wavered as my body began to fail. The crushing pain of imminent death faded. As my eyes fluttered shut, a memory of the boy I loved floated across the backs of my eyelids. I saw his dejected expression. I felt the moment he had crushed me against his body, covering my lips with his. Then I heard the words he had spoken for the very first time. “Amelia, I love
you.”

An icy tear escaped my eye. Now he would never know the truth. Never know that my feelings for him were still as irrefutable and irrevocable as ever. Never know that I would give anything just to be in his arms and feel the warmth of his kiss one last time. The realization was more agonizing than knowing my fate now, more agonizing than any lingering
pain.

I love you too. The memory faded, dissipating like a cloud of smoke.

The room began to blur and spin. Unable to blink, my eyes stared up at the dusty light bulb. Blood loss pressed in on me. I was so deathly cold. The edge of my vision turned black, light being eaten away by a stain like blotted ink. Then empty darkness took
hold.

This is it. I’m dying.
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