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    For Ottie. 


    



    You deserved much longer than you got. Thanks for carrying me through the parking lot that night when my feet hurt too bad to keep going. I wish I could have returned the favor. 


    

  


  
    


    

Content Considerations


    



    This novella contains content that may be disturbing to some readers. Content includes depictions or mentions of self-harm, suicidal ideation, suicide, death, bodily harm, homophobia, transphobia, religious trauma, and violence. 


    
Reader discretion is advised.


    

  


  
    


    

    Chapter One.


    

    Claude says I never matured out of my adolescent slouch, and being here, in this suffocating heat, kills my best attempt at correct posture even more than usual. Music spills out from the open space behind my head. Whiskey Mike’s latest first-time performer is . . . loud. With the shimmering roll-up doors open, that noise thunders out to where Luke and I are posted up on the sidewalk just outside. The only real barrier between us and this new guy is the metal railing that keeps the drunk people on property and the underaged college students off of it. My ears would bleed if they still could. I think his name, the guy onstage, is Geoff, not that it really matters. He’ll be dinner, whether I have his name right or not. 


    Luke pinches an unlit cigarette between his teeth, head bowed against the rush of hot air as a Subaru with a lot of after-market additions flies past us. It’s blazing tonight, and even though the chilled air from inside Whiskey Mike’s is pumping out onto us, it’s not enough to hide the fact that it’s well over ninety out, even with the sun down. I breathe in that cold air and glance longingly at his cigarette. At his mouth. I jolt away hard from that thought and roll my shoulders to try to get the sudden tension out. Some old cages in my head still haven’t clicked open.


    “Rotten shits,” Luke mutters. 


    “They’re just kids.” 


    He shrugs. Lights his cigarette with one hand while the other fingers the worn plastic handle of his guitar case. 


    Despite my best efforts, I can’t seem to keep myself from noticing him. The traffic light changes from green to yellow, and his white hair flickers like a fogged-over mirror. “S’that what Claude would say?” 


    My turn to shrug. “He’d probably agree with you and then tell us that we’re rotten shits too.” 


    That makes him laugh, and I let myself smile. Not with teeth since the sidewalk overflows with college students, but enough for him to see. Smiling is a safe thing I can do, even if it’s a little tense. Even if that caged part of me wants to reach up and feel his laugh against my fingertips. 


    “Wipe that smirk off your face, kid. Here come Dannie and Loverboy.” 


    I try to straighten up. To look sharp for our older family members. Across from our corner, Dannie and Lover saunter past the twenty-four-hour breakfast lounge looking tough as teeth. 


    They must have spotted us from a block or two away because neither of them looks surprised that we’re in Gilbert tonight. I tug at a little rough patch of skin on my lip. 


    Luke starts to hiss at me to stop fussing, but they’re already on us before he can get the sound out past his fangs. 


    “Since when do you rats hang out over here?” Dannie asks. Her eyes always remind me of the marbles I used to find stuck in the dirt as a little kid out in the desert. Dark little marbles that have no business being so easy to keep looking at. 


    Luke puffs up a bit. He’s not even close to being as tall as Loverboy, but he’s trying. “Got a gig tonight, thank you.” He jiggles his guitar case at her. 


    Her pretty eyebrow arches high and almost kisses her blunt, black bangs. She clucks her tongue against her teeth and shares a look with Loverboy. “Uh-huh. Right. And you cleared that with Claude?” 


    “You want me to call him right now?” Luke’s words make him taller. 


    I shrink next to him against the railing that keeps us out of the bar for now. It’s always easier when I lie back and let them duke it out. 


    “Yeah—” 


    The first-timer inside Whiskey Mike’s screeches something resembling words. Peaks the mic in the process. All of us wince. Dannie goes so far as to twitch her hand up to cover the ear closest to the bar. 


    Dannie rolls her eyes and starts over when he goes back to shredding his guitar. “Yeah, you should. Zedekiah’s on the prowl. We all need to be aware of the boundary lines.” 


    I gulp. My fingers slip on my own case, and it knocks into my thigh. Luke flicks his lighter and everything turns to smoke. The edges of my canines press hard and sharp against my lip as I try to swallow around them; around the rules of going out that I still can’t seem to get my teeth around. 


    “Don’t make that face at her. You know she’s right,” Lover rumbles. His voice matches the engine pitch of another heavily modded car that goes past us, an old Camaro. 


    Normally, I don’t take sides. Luke’s looking at Dannie like she’s stupid, though, and I hunch harder. Get smaller. I know I’ll agree with her but only because it’s not fair that she’s the only girl and her boyfriend is usually the only one who defends her when she’s right. And she reminds me of Marcella when she sneers. 


    “Zedekiah is dangerous. I don’t know why you act like he isn’t.” 


    “Sure, sure, he’s real dangerous and I’m only twenty-eight.”


    Only, Dannie doesn’t snicker. Loverboy shoves his hands in his pockets. Something in me creeps up the back of my neck on scuttling legs. 


    “Shut up, Luke.” 


    Everyone turns to me. Dannie’s eyebrow tries to disappear. “You got somethin’ to say, kid?” 


    I shake my head and let my shoulders climb up toward my ears. “Not really.” 


    “Do you wanna meet Zedekiah out here without your sire around to back you up?” she pushes. 


    “Not really.” 


    Loverboy cocks his hip, just missing a gaggle of college girls in matching pink dresses and cowboy boots. One of them shoots him a look that then stalls out to shock instead. I get it. Loverboy is . . . lovely. Tall, dark, handsome. The usual type. He’s all Hollywood and the Bronx. Tough pretty. 


    “Then you shut up. Call your daddy, and then get outta here before I have to break up something I really don’t have time for. Because me and Lover just saw one of Zed’s tramps on the run over, and you know he doesn’t let them out on their own.” 


    “Too late.” Luke’s small like me again. He huffs on his cigarette like it’s his last, and I snatch it and smoke off it because it might be mine too. 


    I hear the clink of metal spurs even over the shrieks bleeding out of Whiskey Mike’s. The other three huddle in closer and push me tighter to the rail. Loverboy ends up with the neck of my case locked between his calves. 


    Zedekiah’s by himself when he peels away from the shadows at the corner opposite us. The neon lights above him turn his black pearl snapper a dusty orange. I hold my breath as his eyes pass over us. Bored. Unsurprised. That part of me that clings to slouching wonders if I can make it back to Luke’s truck and get out of here before Zedekiah can cross the street. If it comes to a fight, it’s not the three of them he’ll go after. 


    Dannie raises her hand in greeting, but the muscles in her forearm are so tense, they look laser-cut. The air crackles. The humans around us go about their nighttime meandering without paying us any mind. Without feeling the waves of power emanating from the demon on the corner lapping up against the curb. I never know if I envy or pity them for their severely dulled survival skills.


    Zedekiah doesn’t raise his voice above a conversational hum. “Four little pups come to the market. Three who know how to fly and one who . . . doesn’t.” 


    Dannie pushes me so hard into the rail that my spine dips back over it, and I have to catch myself to stay upright. As I’m trying not to fall, Luke huffs out a smoke cloud and crushes the rest of the cigarette under his shoe, the picture of easy annoyance. The air crackles again as if his cool attitude is offensive. 


    “We were just—” 


    Dannie’s voice gets swallowed by another modded car. I don’t dare look for the make and model. It’s loud. The guy in Whiskey Mike’s is loud. I think this is how I die; the terrified, excited shiver in my chest is undeniable.


    A sudden, glass-shattering clap cuts everything to its knees. Dannie’s hand flies back to lock around my wrist, but there’s no reason for her panic. I relax the second I hear it. 


    All my tension gone, I look expectantly in the direction of the scent of spicy sea water that has flooded my nose. Claude de Lorraine. Dressed in one of his favorite yellow suits. Strawberry hair perfectly tamed back from his face in shiny, short waves. He smiles wide as he leans in next to me. “Bravo. I do appreciate an entrance.” 


     The atmosphere shifts back to unbearable warmth. Dannie drops my wrist as Claude bumps his shoulder into mine. “What do you think, little one?” 


    “Sure. Real cool.” 


    “Let my darlings have their fun tonight, Z. You have my word that they’ll be on their best behavior.” Claude is already pushing off the rail to walk in front of us. 


    When I finally look back at the corner, the shadows and the demon are gone. More college girls giggle their way past us, Claude all they see. 


    “Now,” he continues as he rounds on us, “do not stay out late. I believe our friend will not be so lenient if he catches you again. This borderland is very gray.” 


    “We’ll be back in Chandler before midnight,” Dannie says. 


    “Nice suit.” Loverboy’s eyes roam over Claude in a way that makes me feel like I could still blush. The walls of my cage rattle. 


    “Very good. I will expect to see you all then.” 


    And then Claude’s gone as if he was never there at all, and Dannie jabs her finger at my chest. “Stay in line tonight, runt. Don’t give us another reason to leave you behind.” 


    The tension between us flickers. I wonder how many strikes I have left before something really bad happens. Before they all decide they don’t want me anymore. 


    It’s a relief when Luke swings his arm around me and puffs up his chest and shoulders again. “Leave him be, Dan. Everyone’s hungry. We’ll do our show, get the baby a snack, and then go about our evening. Same as always.” 


    Her sneer is all teeth as she and Lover step away from us to disappear up the street toward the parking garages. I wrinkle my nose at the backs of their heads. 


    “I was trying to be nice to her this time.” 


    “Don’t listen to ‘em,” Luke tells me, guiding me toward the entrance as the noise dies down inside. Geoff calls out his thanks to the crowd and their scattered applause. 


    “Yeah, yeah. Everyone’s hungry. Not taking it personal.” 


    “Good. Let’s get in here, play some tunes, and then get that tone-deaf in the green room before you start drooling everywhere.” 


    We go inside to the relief of chilly AC. It’s been a minute since Luke and I played here, but we know every venue in the valley well enough that it doesn’t matter. It’s easy to walk up on stage, Luke’s hand lingering over my lower back before he takes up at the mic. I suppress a shudder and lock my proverbial cage tighter. Focus instead on getting my guitar out and checking my tuning.


    Luke’s Martin flashes the stage lights out at the patrons as he lifts it from the case. Somebody hoots. 


    “Thank you. She’s a beauty, ain’t she?” he purrs into the mic as he perches against the stool. I lean back into the amp and practice the hard parts of our setlist while he sweet-talks the audience and introduces us to them. Something about pretty girls and good liquor, I don’t know. I never listen to this part. We start slow, two covers that get the crowd warmed up, and then whatever original pieces he thinks they’ll respond to best. I just do everything I can to keep up while also tracking the first-timer and the drink he’s nursing.


    Alcohol will make him taste sharp, but it’ll help him not remember what we’re about to do to him. I wrinkle my nose. Luke must see because he picks up the tempo a bit to pull me back to him. To this moment. To not get so lost in the thirst and the future hunt that I forget we’re playing in front of almost sixty people. 


    Me and this part of my change aren’t friends yet. Claude says it’ll come with time, but I don’t know if I believe him. I think the others are just better at hiding how they feel than I am.
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