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Chapter 1 | The Protests

I’d told Drake this morning on the phone that I wouldn’t have missed seeing this for the world. Now that I was here, sitting in class, though, I was rethinking that. 

I closed my eyes and listened instead of watched the other students find their seats.

I was fine. Everything was fine. 

After school, Ferris and I would go back home, like every other day since the beginning of the school year. No, Drake wouldn’t be there, but I was accustomed to that now. It was almost easy. 

Almost. 

“Okay, everybody.” The teacher began talking so I opened my eyes. “I agreed to let you all watch this because I’m a sucker and because you were right that it’s applicable to the class,” he joked. “Don’t make me regret it. Leah, could you get the lights?”

Huh? Oh, me. Right. My desk was near the light switch. 

I gave a nod and pushed myself up from my seat. But when I got to the light switch, I had to stop my feet from taking me out the door. 

I wanted to leave. But that was ridiculous. 

Nothing was going to happen. 

I flipped the switch and returned to my desk through the flickering light of the television mounted above the whiteboard at the front of the room.

Nothing was going to happen. Drake had said it so many times I’d lost count. So had Ferris. And I’d agreed. Every time, I’d shrugged and laughed it off like of course they were right. 

Because they probably were. 

Still, as this day had drawn closer and closer, it had become harder and harder to shake the shaking in my stomach. Harder to dismiss the pressure in my chest whenever I thought of it. 

Mr. Beckman found the channel and unmuted the television as my butt hit my seat. I looked up in time to see a casually coiffed reporter on the screen with the lawn and the Lincoln Memorial in the distance behind her. 

I closed my eyes as she began to speak. I’d have plugged my ears if I could have without drawing attention to myself. 

Besides, I wanted to see this, right? That’s what I’d said this morning, at least. But now maybe just hearing it would be enough.  

“The march is scheduled to culminate here in front of the Lincoln Memorial,” the reporter said. “As you can see behind me, the lawn is beginning to fill in already.”

My stomach dropped like I was riding a rollercoaster instead of sitting at my desk. A telltale tingle tickled the crown of my head, so faint it might have been nothing more than the air conditioning moving my hair. But still. I couldn’t listen to this. 

So I cast my mind back, thumbing through photo memories to the ones in high def: memories of Tubac. Of Drake. 

I could feel the baking sun on my shoulders. Smell the dusty air, and the scent of Drake’s skin: vanilla and spice. The color of the pale green cactus and his eyes. The sound of gravel as it crunched under foot, of toads and crickets and the desert at night—of his voice as he said my name. 

As he whispered he loved me. 

I’d been back for weeks. I’d readjusted to Denver’s altitude in a matter of hours, to being home in a matter of days—but it had taken longer to find the rhythm that made Drake and I both comfortable being so far apart. 

Okay, maybe comfortable was too strong a word. 

My parents didn’t know about him. It wasn’t a secret, per se, but I couldn’t figure out how to tell them and the more I’d thought about it, the less necessary it seemed for them to know. They knew I’d met one of Cecelia’s friends’ kids—that he was a fellow shifter. They didn’t know what we meant to each other. 

Sometimes I thought we didn’t even really know. 

We texted throughout the day, whenever I could sneak into the girls’ room since I wasn’t supposed to use my phone at school. We spoke late into the night. Ever since Ferris had moved into my room just before the school year started, I’d taken to sitting in the closet to talk. That way she could talk to Collin and neither of us would interrupt the other. It was the only tricky thing about sharing a room with Ferris. And even that wasn’t really a bother. Neither of us minded. 

Something changed. The air in the room maybe? 

Whatever it was, I couldn’t help but open my eyes. 

Everyone was looking at the screen, but that wasn’t remarkable. It was the way nobody was moving. It was the open mouths, the sneers that made my heart rate tick up a notch. 

It was the scream from the television that had my eyes snapping to the screen. 

A man was there. He was fair skinned, his hair close cut and auburn brown. His eyes were strange, so dark you couldn’t see his pupils. 

It took a breath for my focus to zoom out. For me to see the woman in his arms. To see the way his mouth was locked on her neck. The way he jerked.

My heartbeat tripped when I saw the blood that pooled in the hollow of the reporter’s collarbone and spilled below the neckline of her top. 

But before I could even gasp, the black-eyed man dropped the woman to the ground like so much trash. And another woman stepped in front of the camera. 

My limping heart stopped: that woman was a—

But there wasn’t time to finish the thought before she closed her eyes—and shifted. 

Brunette hair replaced blond. Bone structure bent and turned until it wasn’t the woman who had stood there at all, but the reporter. 

The one we’d just seen be killed.  

“What the fuck?!”

Sound rushed into my awareness: sobs and yells, curse words, and prayers from the students around me. 

I cast my gaze around the room. Some of the girls were crying. Others were trying to comfort them. And yet others were standing, staring at the screen that had turned into an unmoving logo for the channel. Everybody was out of their seats, but I was glued to mine. 

She shifted. That woman had shifted. On national television. 

A warmth came flying toward me. It thawed my brain and brought me back into focus. The classroom door swung open and my eyes met Ferris’. Her dark hair was in a messy knot on top of her head, her brown eyes wild and intense. My ass was out of my seat and I was sprinting for the door with my next breath. Then I was beelining down the hall with the breath after that to the sounds of the teacher calling me back, yelling something about staying calm. 

Fuck calm. 

Less than two minutes later, I was behind the wheel of the yellow hatchback Mom and Dad had bought me as a welcome home gift and Ferris was in the passenger seat. I cranked the ignition, threw the thing into reverse and looked into the rearview mirror. A river of students was spilling out of the front doors of the building, all headed for their cars. 

I hammered on the gas, whipped the car out of the parking spot, and threw it into drive. Then I punched the accelerator, determined to be at the front of the line, unwilling to get stuck behind the inevitable swarm of high schoolers. 

“They’re gonna lock the gate!” Ferris exclaimed, the first words she’d said. 

I looked up ahead and, sure enough, there was the Vice Principle jogging up the sidewalk of the long driveway that led back out to the road. 

Something took hold. Determination burned in my chest as I pressed the accelerator. He tried to wave us down, hollering something about stopping as we blew by him but I was beyond caring what the teachers wanted, or what the other students thought. Their lives had just been turned upside down, sure, but only because they’d just seen the truth for what it was. 

Not because their very existence had just been broadcast for the world to see. Not because the very secret they were sworn to keep had just been screamed from every roof top on earth. A secret that marked them as other. That marked them as more. 

Or less. Depending on who you were and how you looked at it. 

Squeezing my teeth together until my jaw ached, my tires squealed as I took an illegal right turn off the school property and out onto the road. 

“What do we do?” Ferris exclaimed. “There are vampires?”

I turned to look at her, to say something helpful, something reassuring about making a plan, or calling Aunt Cecelia, but all I could manage was to throw her a glance with my mouth hanging open before pinning my eyes to the road in front of us again. 

Because, apparently, yes, there were vampires. And apparently, yes, we’d just watched one kill a woman on national television. 

How was this real life?!

“I need to call Drake. Can you give me my phone?”

A moment spent rummaging in my bag at her feet later, she slapped my phone into my waiting hand. I brought it into my line of sight as I slowed to a stop at a red light only to see that Drake had already left me a voicemail. His voice, when I played the message on speaker, was intense and commanding. 

“Leah. I just heard what happened. Are you okay? Are you stuck at school? Call me if you can, or text if that’s all you can manage. Just let me know you’re alright. I love you.” 

I had to swallow the lump of emotion in my throat as I dialed the short series of numbers that would call up Drake on speed dial. Half of a ring, then voicemail: 

“Hey, this is Drake. I’m ignoring you. Unless you’re Leah, then there’s gotta be a really good reason I’m not answering my phone. Leave a message.” 

“Hey D. It’s me.” The light turned green and I cleared my scratchy throat at the same time I pressed the gas petal. “We’re safe. Ferris and I were the first ones out of the building after it happened. We’re driving home. Call me as soon as you can.” My voice cracked on the last word. Tears spilled onto my cheeks as I hung up. 

I wasn’t even sure why I was crying. I wiped the tears away as quickly as they fell, but some were too fast and went skating off my chin, landing in my lap. 

“You okay?” Ferris asked, her voice quiet. 

She’d seen me cry so many times since leaving Tubac. She had to be used to it by now. Still, she never faltered in her caring tone, never failed to ask me if I was alright. 

I nodded and sniffled, scrubbing at my cheeks with the sleeve of my shirt. “How did you know?” I asked. “Were you watching it in Calc?” 

“No. I was texting Collin in the girl’s room while he was watching it.”

I threw her a glance. Then another as I took the turn into my neighborhood. “You were skipping class?” I had no idea why, but that made me laugh. 

Which seemed to make her smile and laugh in return. “I wasn’t skipping,” she insisted through her laughter. “I was just going to be late, that’s all.” 

“Uh huh,” I replied, all disbelieving sarcasm. It felt good to joke around. 

“You know me,” she teased. “A class-skipping rebel without a cause.” 

I laughed at that as I pulled into the driveway in front of my house. I was about to say something about she and Collin’s conversation having better been something good, but the sight of my Mom jogging down the front steps with the cordless phone in her hand stopped me short. 

I killed the engine and popped my door while a sinking kind of certainty settled against my ribs. She held the phone out to me as I climbed out and looked at her over the roof of the car. 

“Lee, It’s your aunt.”
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Aunt Cecelia had told me to do what I was planning to do already: drive to her house. She gave me explicit instructions on what to tell anyone who might stop us along the way—she’d heard they might be putting up road blocks—but other than that, her directions were simple: Just get there as fast as we could. 

So Ferris and I had bound up the stairs, thrown clothes, underwear and tooth brushes into duffle bags and now we were in the kitchen, standing in front of my Mom. She looked older than she was. Her hair was disheveled, though I could tell she’d styled it this morning. And the lines by her eyes, that usually looked kind and intelligent, looked sad and stress-laden.

Dad was sitting in front of Mallory, who was perched on the edge of the sofa, crying uncontrollably and wailing things like “that woman!” in a voice that bordered on hysterical. Dad tried to comfort her, but what could he say? It wasn’t the reporter’s time. It wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t what she’d have wanted, or even a noble way to die. She’d died for show, as someone’s food. 

I wished I’d been able to stop that thought before it had fully developed. 

Mom handed me a large, manila envelope. “This is for Cecelia,” she said somberly, trying to fight the emotion that hovered on the edge of her eyes and in her voice. “Do not open it. Just give it to Cecelia the minute you arrive. Understand?”

“Okay,” I agreed numbly. I couldn’t imagine what she’d be giving to Cecelia that I couldn’t see, but I was beyond caring at that point. Details like that didn’t matter. 

She hugged Ferris and I both, then glanced at Mallory, still crying on the sofa. I walked over to her while Ferris hung back. I put my hand on Dad’s shoulder. He looked up at me with the same tired eyes as Mom had. 

“We’re leaving,” I said quietly. “Mallory, I...I don’t know what to say.”

She looked up at me with an expression like a lost child. “They killed that reporter,” she whimpered. “Then she...she...” the crying stole her words, but I knew what she was going to say. 

I knelt down and hugged her. “We aren’t all like that,” I whispered. “Please believe me.”

She didn’t respond but for the wailing sobs that continued to pour from her, so I stood up and hugged Dad because I didn’t know what else to do. 

“Mom gave you the envelope?” he asked as he stepped back from the hug.

I nodded, lifting it in my hand so he could see it. 

He tried to smile. “Good. Give it to Cici when you get there.”

“I will.” But then I couldn’t will my feet to move or get more words out of my mouth. 

He hugged me once more like he knew I was stuck. “It’s just for a few days. We’ll see ya soon, kid.” Why did it sound like he wasn’t sure he believed it when he said that?

I just nodded, stepping back and drawing a breath that felt like breathing through a straw.

A few minutes later, Ferris and I were in the car. I took a deep breath and turned the key in the ignition. Then I backed down the drive way, put it in drive, and watched my parents on the front lawn through my rear view mirror until I had to turn right at the end of my street and I couldn’t see them anymore. 

I had a map of how to get to Cecelia’s house burned into my photographic memory; we were about to get on Interstate 25 heading South before I turned to look at Ferris or either of us spoke. 

“Wait, what about your parents?” I asked. “Do you want to call them or something?”

They’d kicked her out when she told them about Collin, just like she’d expected them to. What I hadn’t expected was that they would refuse to speak to her when she went to talk to them a few days later. I’d never asked her if that had surprised her. Still, they were her parents and I couldn’t imagine she’d leave town and not want to tell them. 

But she shook her head when I’d thought she might at least call them. “No. I’m good.”  

* * *
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Try as I might, I couldn’t get the picture of what we’d witnessed today out of my head. It was there, indelibly. It had left a mark. A burning, stinging scar on me. Sometimes photographic memory is a real bitch. 

I kept blinking, squeezing my eyes shut for split seconds at a time, then opening them wide in an attempt to let the road that stretched out in front of us replace the picture memories. But there wasn’t enough to see, even when the cars had piled up on the way out of town and we sat in traffic for an hour. There just wasn’t enough stimuli to distract me from that picture: The way the vampire jerked as he drank. How dark the blood was as it spilled down the reporter’s chest. The look on the shifter’s face after she replaced her features with the vampire’s victim’s: A look of dismissal. An expression that said ‘oh well.’ That she didn’t care. Didn’t care about the woman whose identity she’d just stolen, or about the rest of her kind who were left stranded now, with nowhere to go. The rest of us who’d treated our gift with respect. Who’d kept the secret for the safety and wellbeing of everyone else. 

Her expression said that she didn’t care about any of that. 

“I think I’m gonna be sick,” Ferris finally said. 

Without replying, I veered off the road, thankful for the highway we were on now, instead of being stuck in rush hour/post-apocalyptic traffic. 

She was unbuckling her seat belt before the car had come to a stop. She threw open the door as soon as it was safe to do so. Then she stumbled toward the rear and braced herself with one hand against the car while she doubled over and puked her guts out. 

We must have been thinking of similar things, I guess... 

I had bottles of water in the trunk, so I climbed out and got one for her. She stood up and took the bottle from me gratefully, but without any pretense of trying to laugh the episode off. 

“Car sick, or delayed reaction?” was all I asked. 

“Delayed reaction, I think.” She took another sip of water and spit it onto the side of the road, still gasping a little. “I’m okay now. We should keep moving.”

I just nodded and turned back toward the driver’s side door. We wordlessly returned to our seats and I pulled back out onto the highway. I think we were both just...destroyed. Both just barely able to comprehend what was happening, let alone form any kind of conversation. 

Drake hadn’t called me back, so I dialed him while I drove. 

He didn’t answer. 

“D, where are you?” I said after waiting for the beep. “Maybe you don’t have service. You must be driving. Ferris and I left Denver a couple of hours ago. Cell reception is gonna be spotty until I hit Albuquerque so don’t stress if I don’t answer. We’re fine. I’ll see you soon. I love you.” I hung up and sighed.

“So there are vampires...” Ferris said quietly after a moment. From the tone of her voice, it sounded like she’d been thinking about this for a while. So had I. 

Yes. Apparently there were. But I didn’t know how to respond. 

“What else do you think there is?” she asked, her voice as small and quiet as a lost child’s. 

“I...I don’t know.” Hadn’t I had this very conversation with myself the night I learned I was a shifter? Hadn’t I wondered what else there was that I’d never known about? But I’d let that curiosity fall so easily to the wayside. Why hadn’t anyone told me? Why hadn’t Drake told me? 

How does a person fail to mention the existence of an entire...species? Was that what we called them? Or kind. Or...something.

And why wasn’t he calling me back? A swell of frustration rose in my chest but I swallowed it away. It wouldn’t do any good to get angry now. Maybe he didn’t have any cell service. It wouldn’t be long before I didn’t, either. I hoped he called me before I entered the first cell phone dead-zone on this drive. 

“I guess we should have assumed there were other...” I struggled for the words. I still didn’t have a name for it, which only renewed that stinging taste of frustration. “We should have assumed that other things we thought were imaginary aren’t.” When I finally got the words out, they had a bit of a biting edge.

Ferris just nodded and looked out her window. “I guess you’re right.” 

“Have you talked to Collin?” I asked, trying to change the subject and get some comforting news.

“Not since they left Tempe.”

“When was that?” 

“About an hour ago.”

I gave a nod. If they left an hour ago, they were still driving. I remembered Drake telling me once that it was a two-and-a-half hour drive. Which meant it was an hour and a half to Tucson, give or take. There wasn’t a lot between Tempe and Tucson, and not much of anything between Tucson and Tubac. So, yeah. He probably just didn’t have reception. He’d call or text when he could. Which would probably be when I was the one without reception. 

Maybe it was best if I just resigned myself to the fact that I might not get to talk to him until we got there. 

We drove a while longer in silence. The terrain turning scrubby and beige as we went. 

Dark green, rough little bushes dotted the hills on each side of the Interstate. If I wasn’t so distracted, it would have been cool to watch the way the environment changed as we drove. It was easy to tell that we were leaving green behind and driving into the red and gold desert. 

Just a few miles later, we crossed into New Mexico. 

“Do you want me to drive for a while?” Ferris offered. 

I’d been driving for a few hours. We could probably make the fourteen-hour drive in one trek if we took turns at the wheel. “Yeah. I’ll pull over at the next rest stop.”

There was a little rest stop just a few miles into New Mexico. The first lucky thing to happen all day. We took turns in the restroom. I washed my face in the cold water from the sad little sink, then trudged back out to the car.

“Hey, it’s almost six. Do you wanna grab something to eat somewhere?” I asked Ferris as I drew near. 

She was drinking from a new bottle of water, sitting on the hood of my car. “I’m not hungry,” she replied with a shrug.

I wasn’t either. “Okay. Then I’m gonna try to sleep for an hour or so while you drive. I figure if we drive all night, we can get there by four or five tomorrow morning.”

Ferris nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”

If we used as few words as possible, we reduced how much we had to think, which felt good with everything swirling in my head. So we climbed into the car, Ferris in the driver’s seat this time, and pulled back out onto the highway. I wasn’t sure why I was so tired—it was barely dinnertime—but I fell asleep pretty quickly, curled up in the passenger seat, almost like my mind chose to power down in the face of everything it had been forced to process today. I slept with my cell phone on vibrate, clutched in my hand so it would wake me up when Drake called. 

“Leah,” Ferris’ hand on my arm, spiraling warmth into my skin, woke me to the sound of her panicked whisper. 

“Huh?” I sat up. It was dark outside. How long had I been asleep? 

There were lights flashing up ahead. 

“They’re stopping everyone. What do we do?” She was creeping close to the edge of true panic.

I looked around, adrenaline flooding my body in a tangible ‘whoosh’. My heart started to hammer against my ribs. What had Cecelia told me to tell anyone that stopped us? I tried to clear the cobwebs of sleep from my mind. 

We were nearing the front of the line. Just two cars ahead of ours. 

“Leah!” Ferris’ hands were shaking, gripped tight on the steering wheel, white knuckled.

I looked up to see a police officer sauntering his way toward our car. His black uniform made him blend with the black night. Only his pale face stuck out. He tilted his head to see into our car as he drew nearer.

My mind cleared. 

“I’ll talk,” I said to Ferris just before he made it to our driver’s side window. I reminded her to roll it down and put on my most pleasant, innocent expression. 

“Where are you girls headed?” he asked, leaning down into the window.

“To my aunt’s house,” I replied. “Is there a problem?”

“No, no,” he said placatingly, “no problem. We’re just stopping everyone as a precaution, that’s all.”

I smiled. 

“Where does your aunt live?” he asked. “Do you have much further to go?”

We were in New Mexico, right? “She lives in California,” I lied, just like Aunt Cecelia had told me to do. “Near the Mexico border. My parents sent us to stay with her until everything calms down. She lives in the middle of nowhere so they think we’ll be safe there.” I gave a laugh and a generous eyeroll that I knew grown men found cute from watching my sister do it and almost always get what she wanted. 

He stood erect for a moment, surveying the highway in that way that cops do. He nodded while he did it, and for a split second, I was worried he was giving someone a signal. Ferris gave me a nervous, sideways glance. But then he leaned back down into the window with a pleasant expression. 

“That’s smart of your parents. You girls both buckled up?”

“Yes sir,” I replied.

“Alright. Drive safe.”

“Thank you,” I said sweetly as he stepped away from our car. 

I could tell it took a lot of concentration for Ferris not to gun it out of there once he let us go, but to her credit, she eased on the gas until we were well away from the policemen and the roadblock. Then she picked up speed. 

We didn’t talk again until we spotted a gas station up ahead. 

“Pull over,” I said. “I’ll drive for a while and we probably need gas.”

Ferris obliged wordlessly and I sent her into the mini-mart while I gassed up the car. When she came back, her eyes were red and puffy, but I could tell that she was trying not to draw attention to it so I pretended not to notice. I used the restroom and bought a soda while she waited in the car, then we were on the road again.

I let my mind wander while I drove, a collection of numb, white noise, punctuated with moments of decipherable thoughts.

Drake hadn’t called me. He had to be home by now. But a quick glance at my phone confirmed that I had no cell service once again so it was hard to know if I was worrying for no reason. Still, I sent a wish out into the universe, praying he hadn’t been stopped like we had but not allowed to continue on. 

I compressed the accelerator further.

A few hours later, and despite the caffeinated soda I’d finished some miles back, I began to realize that my eyes kept losing focus.

And every once in a while, I’d recognize that I’d been driving without paying any kind of attention. Ferris was sleeping peacefully in the passenger seat—as peacefully as could be expected—and the sound of her breathing, slow and deep, was lulling me into a sleepy, slow, fuzzy place where my mind wandered and my eyes threatened not to open again the next time I blinked.

I squeezed them shut, then forced them open, only to see flashing red and blue lights up ahead. I slowed, taking my foot off the accelerator. I didn’t use the brake until the road block came into view—until I was sure that the lights weren’t just for some accident that had nothing to do with me. 

“Are you serious?” I sighed to myself. How many road blocks were we going to have to suffer through? But I was grateful, at least, that Ferris got to sleep through this one. Poor thing didn’t need any more drama today. 

As I rolled to a stop, a sign appeared up ahead marking the Arizona state boarder. We were getting closer. 

A police officer, a woman this time, came walking up to the car at a quick clip. When I glanced over at Ferris as I rolled my window down, I saw that another officer had taken a post at the passenger side. I don’t know why, but it made me more nervous. Like being surrounded. Or like they suspected us of doing something wrong without having any reason to. I hadn’t even been speeding. 

“Hi there,” I said to the police woman that sauntered up to my door. 

“Are you aware that there’s a curfew?” she asked, in poor response to my greeting. 

It was unfortunate that this lady cop was choosing to prove my Dad’s distasteful jokes about woman police officers correct. 

“Oh, no, I wasn’t,” I replied truthfully. “We’ve been driving since about three o’clock this afternoon.”

“Where are you coming from?”

“Denver.”

“And headed? It must be pretty urgent to have you driving all night.”

I tried not to let myself become annoyed with her condescending tone. “My aunt’s house,” I said simply—only a little short, which I felt she deserved. “My parents sent us to stay there until things calm down.”

“And where’s your aunt live?”

“Southern California,” I lied, like last time. “Just this side of Mexico.”

The officer stood erect for a moment, presumably to confer silently with her partner, who still had not left his post near my passenger door. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought that Ferris might have woken up. If so, she was right to act like she was still asleep. Why interact with the cops if she didn’t have to? 

“Can I see your driver’s license?” The officer ducked back to the level of my window.

“Sure.” I turned in my seat and retrieved my purse from behind me. Then I fished my license from my wallet and handed it to the cop. 

She jotted my information onto her little note pad and gave my license back. “Your friend asleep?”

“Yeah,” I replied causally, still a little annoyed by the police woman’s lack of warmth. I’d been nothing but polite and cooperative. “She had the last shift.”

Ferris coughed, still curled up in her seat beside me. I still wasn’t sure if she was feigning sleep or not. 

“She sleeps like a rock,” I added for good measure. 

The police officer nodded. “I won’t bother her then,” she said, showing her first glimmer of humanity. “You pull over if you get tired, alright?”

“I will,” I replied with a smile. “Thanks.”

She stepped away from the door and waved me on. 

I pulled away, watching the flashing lights in my rear view mirror as they shrank into the distance, behind me. They were just specs in the mirror before Ferris stirred in her seat. 

“Ugh,” she sat up and ran her hands through her hair. “That was awkward.”

“Were you awake?” I asked.

“Yeah. I woke up when you slowed down. I don’t actually sleep like a rock,” she stretched her neck, tilting her head to one side, then the other, “especially in a car.”

I laughed a little—a reaction to the dissipating adrenaline that had flooded my blood stream as I spoke with the officer. “She wasn’t as jovial as the last cop, huh?”

“No, definitely not,” Ferris agreed. “But I guess it is nighttime, now. They probably have to be even more careful after dark.”

I sighed with a nod.

She was probably right, but I still didn’t see how being careful equated to being rude. I wasn’t cut out to be a police officer, I knew that much. 

“I feel a lot better now that I’ve slept,” she went on. “Do you want me to drive for a while?”

“You’ve only been asleep a few hours,” I replied. “No, I’ll be good for a while longer.”

“Okay,” she agreed, “just let me know. I probably won’t sleep anymore until my next break.”

We drove in silence for a few long moments.

“Have you heard from Drake?” I could tell she was trying to keep her mind off of more traumatic topics—like watching a woman being consumed—but this subject was nearly as painful for me.

“No,” I replied quietly. “You don’t think something happened, do you? Have you heard from Collin?”

“Not since I fell asleep." She pulled her phone from her pocket and flipped it open. “No bars.” She confirmed what I already suspected. Until we saw buildings, the chance of cell phone reception was nil. I listened to the soft clicking of her fingers against the keys as she tried to find a signal. 

Mom and Dad had added her to our family’s cell phone plan when it became obvious that her presence in our household was turning permanent. They’d been really cool with the whole thing. I hoped I’d told them goodbye well enough this afternoon. That I’d said the right thing and not rushed. This afternoon felt like it was days ago. Last summer felt like a lifetime ago now.

My phone vibrated in my lap, where it always sat while I drove. Automatically, I took it in my hand and flipped it open. 

It was a text message from Drake. “Can’t talk right now, but wanted to tell you we’re okay. I hope you get this as soon as you have reception—your phone goes straight to voicemail when I call. You must be in a dead zone. I love you and I’ll see you soon.” 

I’d never been so relieved to receive a text message. 

Ferris and I switched again only about thirty minutes later. I slept for a couple of hours while she drove, then spent another hour awake before switching one last time. Then I drove the last two hours, every mile feeling longer the closer we got. By the time I left Tubac’s town center and turned onto the empty rural highway that led to Cecelia’s, I was nearly shaking with anxiety and anticipation for seeing Drake. 

I don’t know why I thought he’d be there when we got to Aunt Cecelia’s little house. But I was glad when I wasn’t wrong. 
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She was waiting for us, out in her dry lawn when we pulled up. The headlights ran over the front of the house, throwing her into yellow light for a second as I turned into the driveway. She was wearing a flowing, paisley skirt and a shawl around her shoulders. Her shoulder-length grey curls were pulled back from her face, showing off the big earrings that were quintessential to my aunt. 

The sight of Cecelia as she came down the walk toward the car almost made me burst into tears. 

We’d made it. We were safe. And the realization, coupled with the overwhelming exhaustion of having just spent the last 13 hours in a car threatened to topple me over. 

Ferris and I nearly smashed our heads together as we dove into the back seat to retrieve our things, we were so relieved and ecstatic to be out of the car. Then we threw the doors open and bound out onto the driveway. 

Cecelia smiled and raised her arms as we came toward her. “Long time no see!” she exclaimed quietly, like she thought her voice might wake up the desert. 

It was still dark outside. The sky was only just lightening, from deepest black to darkest blue. 

I wrapped my arms around her and so did Ferris. I let her warmth calm me. Let it convince me that we were okay. That everything was fine. Let it wash the images from my mind that refused to be ignored. 

“You have an envelope for me?” Cecelia asked, stepping back. 

The envelope, right. I’d said I’d give it to her the minute we arrived. I was glad she’s asked for it because I would have completely spaced it otherwise. When I dug it out from inside my duffle bag, it was a little worse for wear, but still sealed tight. Again I wondered what was in it, but was too tired to really care. 

She took it from me, and tucked it under her arm.

“Are you girls hungry?” she asked as we made our way up her gravel driveway toward the front door. “You couldn’t have eaten a bite, given what good time you made.” 

Ferris and I exchanged a look. Her expression told me that she felt like I did: not hungry. 

“Nah, I think we’re alright,” I replied for us both. 

Cecelia eyed us for a second, but then decided against the chiding that I could see forming on the tip of her tongue. “Well, alright.”

I fully registered the warmth I’d been so anxious to feel again as we drew near the front door. And, suddenly, I couldn’t get inside fast enough. I lost all interest in the disapproving expression that was still on Cecelia’s face, and the sunrise that seemed to be just minutes away; even crawling into bed and going to sleep held less interest now. Drake was inside. He wasn’t far from the door, if I was sensing it correctly. 

Cecelia paused with her hand on the nob. “The two of you really ought to eat something.”

It took everything I had not to push by her. “We will. We’re just tired,” I replied impatiently, keeping my eyes on the door.

“Well, let’s see,” Cecelia continued slowly. “There’s juice in the fridge. Bread and things for sandwiches, if that sounds good... What else...?” 

“Food. Great.” Tearing my attention from the front door to see what was taking her so long, I caught the smirk that pulled at her mouth before she could squelch it. It was only then that I realized she was stalling because she thought it was funny, watching me squirm impatiently, only feet away from Drake. My eyes narrowed in an almost serious glare. 

“Okay, okay,” she sighed, pushing the door open and waltzing through. “But he only fell asleep about an hour ago, so let him be.”

I launched myself over the threshold, dropping my duffle bag to the ground and following his warmth, calm and peaceful with sleep, to where he lay, unconscious on the sofa. 

The moment I saw him, a weight was lifted. A weight that had been under my skin since I’d left at the end of the summer, and that had only grown more heavy as each hour had passed after the protests. It was gone now. 

The corner of his mouth, smooth and perfect, twitched pleasantly, the phantom suggestion of a smile, as if he too was acknowledging the weight’s lifting, even in sleep. His dark hair, even darker than the shadows in the room, made a short, black halo around his head on the white pillow.

The heat pulled at me. It tugged gently but insistently at my hands. Before I knew fully what I was doing, I was brushing the hair from his forehead and laying my hand on his grey t-shirt, feeling the rise and fall of his breath.

“Leah,” Cecelia put her hand on my arm. “Let’s get you to bed.”

I looked up at her, reluctantly abandoning my attention on Drake. “No. Please, let me stay with him,” I begged. “I’ll sleep on the floor. Or curl up at the other end of the sofa,” I added when her expression turned to one of skeptical disbelief. 

The look in her eyes changed with what I said, like she was seeing the seriousness of my request. Behind her, Ferris looked on with something like concern in her face. 

“Please,” I said one last time, hearing the desperation in my voice that was out of proportion with reality, but unable to stop it. Truthfully, walking away from him now would be torture. He was here. I was here. And so the idea of sleeping with walls between us was...even that distance was too much when it was so unnecessary. Something in me needed him. Covetously. Badly enough that I was shamelessly begging my aunt not to make me walk away from him. Please don’t make me walk away from him again.

“Okay,” she nodded in reluctant agreement after eyeing me for a moment in a way I wasn’t sure I liked. 

But I couldn‘t care to decipher her expression. She was going to let me stay near him, where I could keep some form of contact with him all night long. That’s all that mattered. Let her think I was crazy. Maybe I was. 

I knew this wasn’t normal. But I couldn’t bring myself to care. 

“I’ll be in my bedroom,” she said. “And I’ll come out to check on you.” Then she turned to Ferris. “Will you be okay in the upstairs bedroom by yourself?”

“As long as there’s still a bed, I’m all for it,” Ferris mumbled, her voice tired.

Cecelia chuckled appreciatively and led the way to the stairs. Ferris gave me a questioning look before following her. 

“Good night,” I whispered, watching her turn down the hallway before returning my attention to Drake who was still breathing deeply, his chest rising and falling beneath the hand that I’d placed back onto it. I smiled despite myself while I stared down at him, feeling in me a sort of triumph at having made it here. It was a victory, I suppose, to be with him again. A victory that hadn’t come without a certain degree of loss. 

Quickly, as to be without his touch for as short a time as possible, I rounded the end of the sofa and tucked myself against the arm, near his feet. One of his legs was stretched down the sofa’s length. The other foot was still planted on the ground. I snuggled down next to his outstretched leg so that I could lay my hand on his ankle. Slowly, I slid my fingers under the hem of his jeans, inhaling deeply as heat spiraled up my arm from his skin, relaying messages as it went. 

Peace. Comfort. Waiting.

It was so much more warmth, so much more detail than I remembered. My memory had not done the feel of him justice. 

A breath hung in his chest for a moment before his eyes opened, focusing on me squarely, with no wandering or bleariness, though I could feel in the heat that he still wasn’t fully awake.

We stared at each other for a period of seconds, three heartbeats long. I mouthed the word “hey,” with only the quietest of breath behind it. He mouthed it back. 

Without warning, the prickle of tears stung in my eyes and the day came crashing onto me with a weariness I wasn‘t prepared for. I abandoned my promise to stay on the end of the sofa and crawled up his body where I laid my head low on his chest. He brought his other leg up onto the sofa, one hand to my shoulder, and the other to the back of my head where his fingers entwined gently with my hair. 

He sighed. It was a sigh of relief, of exhaustion. A sigh of victory, hard won. 
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