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To my mom:

Thank you for sharing your love of reading and romance novels.

I love you.

For both our sakes, you’re probably going to need to skip some pages in here. Like, a lot of pages. 

You know what? Maybe just stop right here.
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It’s Friday night, and I’m hungry. A little too hungry.

I ignore the cold sweat forming on my upper lip. “Here’s the spreadsheet printout you wanted,” I say at the threshold of Dr. Kelleher’s office, forcing a smile.

I don’t want to go in. Kelleher, the head of the Office of Alumni Records and Engagement, is the queen of “Great, thanks. Oh, one more thing . . .” Last month, when we were working with the campus redevelopment committee on the big historical display for the union, it took me an average of four attempts to successfully exit the building.

Tonight, I just need to drop these papers off and ghost out of here—no good night, no “see you Monday”—before she “one more things” me to death.

Well, not my death.

Behind the desk, Dr. Kelleher flips over another page in a file folder, turning a red Sharpie between her elegant fingers, before looking up at me. “Oh, Jo,” she says, sounding vaguely surprised. As if she and I aren’t the only ones left in the building, more than an hour after closing.

After tucking a loose strand of silvery blond hair behind her ear, she waves me forward, a leisurely gesture, as if she has all the time in the world. She does not.

I shake my head at myself. Get a grip, Jo. I’ve put off feeding for too long this time. I can tell when I start thinking like that. Sometimes it feels like my whole life centers around that act—feeding or not feeding, minimizing my need, trying not to hurt people.

With Kelleher waiting, I cross to her desk and hand her the manila folder, virtually identical to all the others stacked neatly on her desk. She adds it to the pile nearest her, aligning the edges with a deliberate snap that speaks to exactness.

But experience tells me she will never be able to find that folder again. I’ll have to print it out for her at least twice more, even though it’s on the shared drive. Which she refuses to learn how to use. I shouldn’t complain—it’s because of her organized disorganization and anti-tech attitude that I got this work study job to begin with. The first couple of years I worked in the union cafeteria and that was rough. One word: hairnets.

On this particular evening, though, I might have traded the relatively cushy office setting for the precision operation of food service on a college campus. Hairnets aside, I was never late getting out of there.

Dr. Kelleher returns her attention to the open folder in front of her, and I start backing out of the office, sweat trickling down my spine under my sweatshirt and pooling at the waistband of my jeans.

I am never waiting this long again. It’s just . . . last week, Friday dinner hadn’t worked because it was Halloween. And the week before, it was midterms. I already feel guilty enough—screwing up someone else’s grades because they were too tired or hazy to perform well just seemed additionally cruel.

My boot touches the thicker carpet of the hallway behind me, and I almost let out a breath of relief. Almost.

But then Kelleher looks up, as if she’s sensed my escape. “Oh, Jo. Wait. One more thing.”

Damnit. If I didn’t need this job . . . 

“Do you know where we left off with the class of 1970? I have the summary here somewhere, don’t I?” She frowns at the piles of neatly labeled folders, surrounding her like castle crenellations, protecting the vulnerable interior.

Vulnerable. Yes. But the glow of life in her is strong still. I can sense it, like the warmth of sunlight playing over my face. She’s in her later forties but she still rows crew with a group of alums on weekends, and she runs. Marathons. For fun.

It would be so easy to just . . . pull. To drag a little of that life out of her and inhale it like a monster bag of cheesy puffs.

A moment of disorientation, a few more silver hairs, maybe a month or two off her lifespan. I could probably stop myself before I went too far.

Probably.

That thought jolts me back to myself with an accompanying burst of horror. I have to get out of here. Now.

Kelleher frowns. “Jo? Are you all right? You don’t look well.”

“I’m just—” My stomach interrupts with a loud rumble, despite the peanut butter and crackers I managed to force down twenty minutes ago. Sometimes real food can hold off the hunger for a while. But not this time. Not when it’s been so long.

“Oh my goodness.” Kelleher tsks her disapproval. “You girls and skipping meals.”

We could certainly fix that, a little voice in my head coos. Right now.

Kelleher looks at her watch. “It’s only a little past six. But I suppose you can go if you—”

I don’t wait for her to finish, just in case there’s a task at the end of that sentence.

Grabbing my coat and backpack from the reception area at the end of the hall, I’m down the stairs and out the door in less than a minute. The sky is dark when I push out the front door of Hayes, the administration building, but central campus is well-lit with high-powered street lamps at regular intervals along the sidewalks. On the edge of the purplish-white artificial brightness, Hayes is cast in shadow, a stacked brick-and-column structure with bare ivy strands turned into grasping tentacles. A single crow chitters a complaint as it settles into the branches of a nearby tree, but I ignore it.

I already feel better, just being outside. Making progress.

A thudding bass line cuts through the cold air, carrying all the way over from the freshman residence halls, and leaves crunch underneath my boots as I cross the walkway and cut through the browning grass. Across the quad, other students are scurrying to evening classes in twos and threes, trailing brightly colored scarves, beanies pulled low against the chill.

This is my favorite time of year. The sweet musty decaying smell of the leaves, the early nightfall, and the crispness of the air—even the stars seem brighter. It all just adds to a sense of anticipation. A feeling that something good is coming.

Seasonal depression and high flu rates, family holiday drama and failing grades, these are a few of my favorite things.

I close my eyes for a second, trying to focus. Faint wisps of rejection, depression, misery hang in the air, all my fellow students experiencing tiny forms of death. Every sip helps, but at a distance, it’s like trying to catch cotton candy strands in gale-force winds. They break apart and scatter before I can feed on them.

I need more. A direct line.

Pressing my hand against my stomach through my coat, I blow out a slow breath, trying to regulate the hunger.

I’m working on it. I will feed you. Sometimes it’s easier to think of the need as a “thing” inside me, something separate from myself. It’s not accurate. But it’s easier.

Ducking my head against the wind, I angle through the grass by the library, P. Edgars Hall, and down a side street to reach old Beecher campus. The newish wrought iron fence around the remains of the church cemetery is shocking in its modernity, compared to the sunken graves and slanted stones within its boundaries. A lone mausoleum, outsized compared to everything else, dominates the entire back right corner.

I hurry past the Greek Row bungalows, where a seemingly unattended bonfire burns in a parking area. Farther down, at the Foreign Language House—it’s German this year, much to Daan’s chagrin—Daan’s bright yellow bike is gone from the rack.

That’s good. That probably means he’s already at the bar.

I can see the sign for Happy’s, a smiling anthropomorphic pizza slice holding a beer, glowing through the trees, a glimpse of the promised land. I’m almost at the corner where I can—though we’re not supposed to—cut through residential backyards to reach the run-down strip mall where the pizza pub holds court. It’s a well-worn path, despite a multitude of warnings from campus admin and no-trespassing signs. But what is private property to college students if it stands between them and cheap foamy beer and parmesan-crusted dough nuggets? Especially when it saves ten minutes of walking in a Massachusetts winter.

But before I can cross the street, tires crunch on the road behind me, headlights casting my shadow ahead of me. The engine is smooth and nearly soundless, catching me off guard.

The vehicle slows, and instinctively I tense, hands clenching into fists in my mismatched gloves. Beecher is relatively safe, both the campus and the surrounding small town, if you don’t count the rumors of a serial killer fifty-plus years ago. I mean, every college has to have its urban myths, right? Still, that doesn’t preclude a drunk townie, a random creeper, or—more likely, given that I’m still technically on campus—a bunch of obnoxious frat guys.

They can’t hurt you. No, but I could hurt them, and that would mess everything up just as neatly. Hard to explain a bunch of dead rich boys in a car.

I need to stay in control.

I keep walking, my pace even and unrushed. Showing fear is only going to escalate the situation.

The whine of a window going down tells me ignoring them isn’t going to work, not this time.

“Hey little girl, want some candy?” The harsh raspy voice sounds . . . odd, forced. Someone trying not to be recognized.

A pulse of panic and preemptive guilt flashes through me as I spin around, hands up, ready. Just like good old “Dad” taught me. Find the center, the brightest glow of life, and pull.

Imagine it streaming right toward you, like water flowing from a hose, only you’re in control. There, you’ve got it! His voice is soft in my memory, but his pride in my accomplishment comes through loud and clear, sending chills over my skin even now. Like I was learning to ride a bike without training wheels or some other normal childhood activity.

I cut the memory off, squinting into the too-bright headlights. An unidentifiable dark shadow hangs out the driver’s side window, and that’s all I can see.

Until the car, a black BMW hybrid, edges up closer and the driver laughs, with her familiar high-pitched snort.

I lower my hands as her face comes into focus. “Jesus, Lennie,” I exhale. Blood is rushing in my ears with a staticky roar.

“The look on your face!” Lennie McCarthy cackles from her open window, her strawberry blond waves trembling in the heat blasting from the interior vents. “And your hands. What, were you going to slap fight me? Officer Schute would be so disappointed in you.”

I bite back my irritation to keep my tone mild. “Not a great idea to roll up on a lone girl and pretend to be a predator, Lennie.” Particularly here. A self-defense class—the very one Officer Schute taught—is required for all freshmen with updates offered at the beginning of every new school year.

She rolls her eyes at me, tapping her ringed hand impatiently on the frame of the car. The heavy twist of silver on her middle finger was a gift from her flaky mother—a “bespoke birthstone piece” designed around a hunk of aquamarine. Even though Lennie was born in October.

“Whatever, Jo. It’s Beecher. Nothing happens here.”

While completely missing my point, she is correct. Which, as it happens, is exactly why I chose it. Not because of the low crime rate—mostly bar fights and petty theft—not exactly. I did the requisite college visit grand tour as a senior in high school. Beecher, the town and the campus, was the only one that felt . . . right. It took me a while to realize that was because here, unlike everywhere else, including my hometown of Highland Park, I didn’t feel the constant skin-crawling tingle of magic. Of other people like me using, feeding, and challenging each other in territorial disputes.

Anywhere else, a slow car rolling up might not just be a regular old human trying to abduct or kill me but someone with an actual chance at succeeding at both.

But as far as I can tell, based on some very sketchy online sources, Beecher is something of a magical dead zone. Rare but not unheard of. I think it might have something to do with its proximity to Danvers, just a town over. Danvers is better known as Salem Village, where all that witch hysteria fuckery actually happened. Big magic went bad there, and it could have pulled from the surrounding area in the process, creating a void. Though honestly that’s just a guess. It’s not like the Old Ones are into explaining anything.

Still, even with minimal crime and a magical dead zone, pulling the shit Lennie just did is a good way to get the life drained out of her.

Or a face full of pepper spray.

But pointing that out to Lennie will only piss her off. We’ve been friends since freshman year. At times, she’s the most difficult combination of sensitive and utterly oblivious. I have to pick my battles carefully.

“What are you doing here?” I ask instead.

Lennie shrugs easily. “I was running late, and I figured you would be too because your stupid boss never lets you out on time. Thought you might want a ride, so I came this way to see if I could find you. It’s cold out.”

Carelessly thoughtful. That is one hundred percent Lennie. She donates half of her “allowance” to a local animal shelter in Beecher—except in the months she forgets. She’ll throw an obnoxiously loud party, inviting all the neighbors in her apartment building and sending pizza to the ones who don’t want to come (never mind that they might want peace and quiet over free food.)

Lennie is like that little spray of bubbles that pops out unexpectedly from the dish soap spout when you put down the bottle a little too hard. Fun, charming, impossible to contain, and ridiculously fragile.

My annoyance relents, subsumed by a wave of affection. And hunger. “Thanks, Len.” I walk around the car to the passenger side and climb inside.

“Besides,” she continues, as I settle in and buckle my seat belt, “it’s not as if anyone else wants me there. You’re the only one who insists on these weekly dinners.” Beneath her wry tone, her voice holds a mix of injury and bitterness.

There it is. I go still, hand frozen on the buckle release. A faint sensation, a trickle of warmth slips down the back of my throat. Like that first comforting spoonful of chicken noodle soup after a terrible bout of flu. Nothing has ever tasted better.

Sipping on other people’s misery—failure, rejection, disappointment, hurt, all tiny deaths in a way—is not quite the same as pulling life out of them, killing them in degrees. This is offered voluntarily, and rather than a sunny glow that I have to focus on directing, this is like standing with my hands out in front of a vent blasting hot air for a few seconds.

My stomach moans in relief, and I slump back against the headrest. Surviving this way isn’t easy; like sustaining life on a handful of stolen popcorn every day instead of digging into the steak and baked potato on the other side of the table. But when that steak and potato is a person, maybe even a friend, whose existence is threatened by your need to eat, well, then popcorn it is.

“That’s not true,” I manage to say to Lennie after a moment. But it is kind of true. “Daan will be—”

“Daan will be too busy chasing after everything in tight pants and a septum ring to hang out with me,” she says with a sigh. The two of them have a complicated relationship that I don’t understand. Mutual flirting, and jealousy of the other’s time, but seemingly nothing more than friendship.

The warmth of her emotion gathers and rolls down my throat. For some reason, the verbal expression of those darker feelings goes a lot further than just the mood itself or even a thought.

I keep an eye on her hands, resting on the steering wheel as she drives, just in case. But as always, she shows no sign of ill effects, other than a slight tensing of fingers. My little sips of her misery don’t seem to bother her, unlike everyone else. She doesn’t faint or vomit or turn gray. It’s almost like Lennie’s bulletproof, wrapped in her layers of focused self-absorption. Though I would prefer not to test that theory to the extreme.

“And Chessa hates me, even though I’ve never done anything but be nice to her,” Lennie continues, lifting her chin in defiance.

I despise this, being caught in the weird position of trying to talk Lennie out of her feelings . . . while also literally feeding on them.

I’m a bad friend.

No, you are a hungry friend.

Same difference.

“It’s not you,” I say. “The two of you are just really different. That’s all.”

A drastic understatement. Chessa, my roommate and closest friend, is Lennie’s opposite in nearly every way. Chessa is a townie who worked her ass off to get scholarships here; Lennie is a three-generation legacy. Chessa is tall and slender with dark skin and box braids; Lennie is short, curvy, and white with an expensive strawberry blond blowout that she maintains with biweekly trips to the local salon even though she’s never satisfied with their work.

Also, Chessa wouldn’t complain if she were on fire, but Lennie turns every paper cut into a three-day saga including possible blood poisoning and a brush with flesh-eating bacteria. Which is helpful for me, given my specific . . . needs. But it makes being friends with both of them complicated.

Lennie sniffs, then waves her hand dramatically. “Whatever, it doesn’t matter. I don’t care.”

But she does. A lot.

“Guess who I ran into today.” Lennie bounces in her seat a little, her natural ebullience making a reappearance. She’s never down for long, just frequently. Mercurial. That would be the word for her.

“Professor Burkitt again?” I ask, unable to resist a smirk. Now that I’m not starving, I can pay attention again. I can be an actual friend instead of a black hole of need. I’m not full—never full—but the urgency has faded some.

Lennie gives a horrified squeak. “Jo! Ew, no!” But she’s blushing, hard enough I can see it even in the dim interior light of the car.

“You said he was hot,” I remind her.

“I didn’t know it was him! He had his back to me when he was doing those squats!”

“Uh-huh.”

“He’s like fifty years old!”

“With, and I quote, the thighs of a mountain man,” I say, snickering.

She takes her attention off the road long enough to scowl at me. “I never should have told you that. Also, it should be illegal for the professors to use the same gym as us! One minute you’re on the treadmill, and the next you’re trying to avoid a flash of ball sack from the guy who gave you a C in Child Dev.”

“Or admiring his cuts,” I tease.

“Oh my God, Jo,” she groans. “You’re the worst.” But she’s laughing as she says it.

“I am,” I agree easily.

Then she’s pulling into the crumbling asphalt lot outside of Happy’s—and parking across the yellow lines, as usual. We hurry for the door, with Lennie leading the way, the heels of her leopard-print ankle boots click-clacking. It’s only once we’re inside that I realize Lennie never told me who she ran into. But she no longer needs to.

On the far side of the bar, I spot Chessa and Daan in one of the big booths, and they’re not alone.

Broad shoulders pull at a blue sweater and the matching striped button-down underneath. The sleeves of both are rolled up his forearms in crisp, precise folds. Only the gold-glinting stubble on his jaw and the lock of matching hair across his forehead say, “casual, laid-back,” but knowing him, he likely orchestrated both. His middle name should probably be Control Freak, but it’s actually Thomas.

“Carter!” Lennie shouts with delight. “You came!”

Well, fuck.
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A year and half ago, when I couldn’t stand the thought of spending another stultifying summer at home in Highland Park with my mother’s silence, I broke down and took Lennie up on her offer to stay at her place in Beecher. She was going to be gone a good chunk of the summer anyway, back home visiting friends—and random European countries, as one does—but her lease at River Crossing was year-round and her building is swank. Cool gray walls, faux hardwood floors, central air-conditioning, and built in the last couple of years instead of the last couple of centuries.

The problem was that Crossing, a Beecher University–owned complex, is inhabited mostly by grad students.

Which is where I messed up.

“Lennie,” I say now, slowing down. Carter’s gaze flicks past Lennie to land on me. His blue eyes meet mine and heat spreads up my neck and into my cheeks, my heart giving a tortured, anguished beat.

His nod at me is cool and brief. Like I’m some random undergrad that he vaguely remembers from a class he taught.

As if he’s never gripped my hips so hard he left thumbprint bruises on my skin, as if I haven’t felt the soft catch of his breath against my neck, as if the friction and pressure of his thigh between mine is just a fantasy in my head.

Fury rushes in, hot and tight in my chest, and I stop walking.

Lennie glances over her shoulder and pauses. “Don’t make it weird, Jo,” she says in a pleading voice. “Carter hasn’t been your TA for almost a year now.”

Like that’s the issue, the pure discomfort of hanging out socially with someone who used to determine my grade, my future. Then again, as far as Lennie knows, it is.

She turns to face me, walking backward toward the booth. “Come on, please? I think he’s single. But I caught him staring at Annie Caughey at my Halloween party. I need to find out if he’s interested before he moves on.”

I don’t know what Carter’s saying about his relationship status this year. It’s not something we’ve ever discussed. However, I do know that Annie Caughey—tiny, petite, adorable Annie—was standing in front of me at Lennie’s party, while I hovered awkwardly near the makeshift bar for most of the night. Pretending not to notice Carter as he pretended not to notice me.

Guess one of us is better at that game than the other.

I should just turn around and walk out. I should.

But I’m not full, and I haven’t eaten actual food, either. Plus, in spite of everything else, curiosity curls and flickers through me—why here, why now? It’s a curiosity, though, like running your finger through an open flame, testing how long it takes before you feel pain—it’s going to hurt, you just don’t know when, exactly.

“Fine,” I say.

“Yay!” Lennie mock-squeals, before pivoting to face forward. She heads toward Carter’s side of the booth like he’s a fridge and she’s one of those cute little miniature fruit magnets. (Missy Banks, my best friend in fifth grade, had them in her kitchen. My mother would never put anything so “gauche” up in her home; all our appliances are that nonmagnetic stainless steel anyway.)

I follow more slowly.

Lennie is already sliding in next to Carter, peppering him with questions—“How are you? What’s new? How has this semester been going?”—by the time I drop my bag on the floor and shrug out of my coat. Carter’s dark blue peacoat is hanging on the booth’s hook like it belongs there, right next to Chessa’s puffer coat and Daan’s ski jacket.

Carter nods in response to Lennie while she continues to chatter at him, but that’s it. He doesn’t say much; he never does. Especially in a crowd. I used to think it was because he believed he was better than the rest of us. Than me. Because he was older. Because he was smarter. Now, I suspect he’s that weird flavor of awkward that comes across as reserved, almost stilted, and semi-intimidating.

He doesn’t feel like he belongs, so he keeps his mouth shut. The thought sends a sharp, stabbing pang through me.

Absolutely not, Jo. We are not doing this again. And no, he doesn’t belong here because he’s made his position very clear.

I’m not enough? Not worth the risk? Fine. Then stay the fuck away. Don’t come find me with my friends.

“I mean, right?” Lennie asks Carter with a giggle, carrying on with her mostly one-sided conversation.

I could just leave. But I won’t. This Lennie is bright, sparkling, almost manic at the prospect of capturing Carter’s attention. There’s no hint of the dry bitterness from before.

But this mood won’t last. Carter, however little I may understand him in other ways, is not interested in Lennie in that way. And she will eventually realize it. With great disappointment or even hurt. I can almost taste it.

Very bad friend.

Chessa darts her eyes toward Carter, then raises an inquisitive brow at me over her clear plastic-framed glasses, asking if I’m okay without a word.

That is the benefit of being friends and roommates for so long. Not only does she know my drama—well, most of it anyway—she knows when to speak up and when to find another way.

I shrug my shoulders in answer. For the moment, I’m just going to do my best to ignore him.

Chessa gives her head a little shake, which might mean “Don’t do this to yourself, stay strong” or “I still can’t believe you’re in this mess.” Actually, it’s probably both.

“Jo.” Daan interrupts our silent conversation in a plaintive voice. “Tell Chessa she is wrong.” He tucks his shoulder-length dirty blond hair behind his ears and waits.

Grateful for the distraction, I smile at him. “I doubt it.” Daan’s insistence on how things should be has gotten him in trouble more than once.

Daan was my first real friend at Beecher. Ever since freshman year when he managed to get himself locked out of our residence hall.

Beecher is both literally and figuratively old school—founded on the grounds of a seventeenth century Puritan village, then converted to a “women’s teaching college” during the Civil War, all before its current incarnation—some of the old-fashioned ideas have lingered longer than they should have. Residence hall floors segregated by gender (the year before I started they finally added a gender-inclusive wing as an option), visiting hours for non-residents, and a two AM curfew for incoming first-years.

For the first six weeks, the hall doors are locked and building access cards don’t work after curfew. If you ring the buzzer, an advisor or director will let you in, but it costs: a hundred bucks for the first incident, doubling with every additional violation. And if they catch you on camera letting someone in a side door, you both get fined.

It’s stupid, but Beecher admin is not fucking around.

For some of my peers, like Lennie, a hundred dollars is the equivalent of forgotten change tucked into a cupholder. But for the rest of us, it was more than sufficient deterrent.

On the night before classes were due to start, my roommate, Ryann, was already asleep—and snoring like a hibernating grizzly—when I heard the faint tapping of fingertips against the glass of our first-floor window.

When I got up to check it out, Daan’s anxious face was a pale oval staring up at me from the bushes just below. At that point, I only knew him as the tall guy in all black I’d seen in the lobby a few times.

He waved frantically, then gestured with a cranking motion for me to open the window.

“This is ridiculous,” he whispered to me, pushing leaves and branches out of the way. “I was only out talking to people. Locking the doors, it only encourages onheil. Wat een onzin!” His grip on the bushes slipped in his quiet outrage, and the bushes retaliated, promptly slapping him across the face.

He stumbled back with a muffled curse, clutching at his cheek, and I tried not to laugh. I had no idea what onheil whatever whatever was, but the rest of it I agreed with.

“Please?” he asked, peering up at me hopefully, fingers still pressed to his reddened skin. “My roommate is not answering. Will you help me up? I promise, I will not trouble you again.”

I am a sucker for victims of draconian policy. Also, it’s hard not to feel for someone after you’ve seen them backhanded by a boxwood.

Once he pulled himself up, I helped him inside, yanking him across the sill by his belt. He slipped upstairs to his room without anyone the wiser or him the poorer.

Daan repaid his debt the next morning, bringing me coffee and a sealed bowl of Froot Loops. He is kind of impossible not to love.

“What is it this time?” I ask Daan. “Bartenders again?” The two behind the bar on most Friday nights, a man and a woman, are an ongoing fixation for Daan. They’re both his type—tall, skinny, dressed in black, with a variety of piercings.

He opens his mouth to speak, but Chessa beats him to it. “Of course it’s bartenders,” she confirms, rolling her eyes. But her mouth curves in an affectionate smile. She hasn’t known Daan quite as long as I have, but he doesn’t take long to grow on you.

“Daan,” I say. “We’ve talked about this. Just because they work together does not mean they do everything together.”

“You don’t know that,” Daan says with a pout, resting his chin in his hand. Then he straightens up with a longing expression. “Just look at them. How they move around each other without colliding, like a dance, it’s beautiful.”

I watch the two in question swirl in a coordinated whirlwind behind the scratched wooden bar. It is impressive how they keep up with the increasing demands of drunken college students with minimal spills and breakage, I’ll admit that.

“Also, you don’t want to be that guy,” Chessa adds. “That guy who hits on the bartenders while they’re trying to work.”

“That guy who flirts at a funeral,” I jump in. “With a grieving family member.”

“That guy who follows you into the bathroom to convince you that you need his number,” Chessa says with distaste, and we both shudder at the memory.

“You’re better than that guy,” I say, and Chessa nods.

“Maybe I am not,” he says with defiance. “Just look at them. They are two halves of a whole.” He holds his hand out like he’s delivering a passionate soliloquy. “They are matching pieces who found each other in this harsh, difficult world. They are—”

“They are brother and sister,” Carter speaks up, startling me, his tone wry.

“Wait.” Daan sits forward in the booth, shifting his attention to Carter. “Are you serious?”

Carter nods. “Fraternal twins, actually. Dove was in Economic Theory with me last year.”

Of course. I shake my head.

A sharp blast of laughter escapes from Chessa before she claps her palm over her mouth. When she lowers her hand a moment later, her expression is one of deep solemnity, but her eyes are bright with humor and her mouth is twitching with the effort to stay straight. “How fortunate they didn’t have to look very far to find each other in this harsh, difficult world,” she says in a strangled voice.

“Haha, yes, very funny,” Daan says, giving her the finger.

Chessa breaks, doubling over with laughter.

I swallow in anticipation of the disappointment from Daan, already watchful to make sure it’s not too much for him.

But no. There’s no swaying in his seat, no color fading from his face. No disappointment. Instead, Daan looks thoughtful.

Okay, ew. I have no siblings, but I used to wish for one, an older brother or sister, to guide me through the still-steaming shitshow that is occasionally my life. Someone who would understand, someone who I would be close with.

But not that kind of close.

I grimace involuntarily, and Carter, across from me, meets my gaze, amusement crinkling the corners of his eyes and pulling at his full mouth. A mouth that I’ve felt pressed against my own. The moment feels . . . intimate. Like it’s just the two of us here, in a world of our own, operating in some secret understanding.

Except there is no understanding.

Pain sears through me.

“Carter, did you hear what I said?” Lennie asks, her voice just this side of a husky whine, drawing his attention back to her.

I reach for the almost-empty beer pitcher abruptly. “More beer? We need more beer.” I slide out of the booth, moving quickly toward the bar.

Happy’s is divided in half, with booths and four-tops on one side, and dartboards, a jukebox, and tall tables on the other side. The elevated bar dominates the center, patrons gathering in concentric circles around it.

Clutching the handle of the plastic pitcher tightly in my now-sweaty palm, I weave my way through to the bartop and step up.

“Another pitcher, please,” I say to Dove. Now that I’m looking for it, I see the resemblance between her and her brother. The brightly colored hair—hers is a neon red and his has bright blue streaks—is a surface differentiation that works at distracting from the obvious.

She nods in acknowledgement, grabbing the pitcher and spinning away.

Daan is right; she is graceful in a strangely elegant way. Is that what drew Carter’s attention to her in their shared class last year?

Jesus, Jo, get a grip. It was a class. Is he not supposed to know her name?

I lean forward over the bar. “And a shot of Jäger, please,” I call after Dove.

She holds up a finger in acknowledgement, and I lower myself back down.

“Jäger. Must be serious,” a familiar voice says behind me.

Carter.

I stiffen, gripping the edge of the bar. “What do you want? Why are you here?”

I sense more than see Carter’s shrug as he moves up next to me to rest his elbows on the bar. He’s careful, though, to keep facing forward, like we’re just two people who happened to bump into each other here. “I ran into Lennie in the hallway. She invited me,” he says.

“Bullshit.” I turn toward him. “Last week, you wouldn’t even acknowledge my existence, and now you’re here, hanging out with my friends?” The same ones we’ve been trying to hide this . . . whatever from for over a year. “What happened to ‘this is a mistake we can’t keep making’?”

A mistake that has generally landed us with our hands and mouths all over each other in whatever enclosed space was nearby: a closet in Lennie’s apartment the first time, before we knew our professional connection, but then also a balcony, a study room on the third floor of P. Edgars, the tiny overheated bathroom in the union by the bowling lanes, I can’t even remember them all.

Carter’s shoulder is dangerously close to me; he smells like pine and something citrus. An insane part of my brain is whispering at me to shift nearer to him, to press my chest against him, to make that heat flare in his expression once more. It makes me feel powerful, alive, in a way that even feeding does not. He’s brilliant, observant, kind, and extremely restrained. But I can rile him. I can make him suck in a sharp breath and demand more, even when doing so is against both of our best interests.

It’s addicting and utterly terrifying at the same time.

“I saw your paperwork in Stephens’s inbox,” he says quietly, still not looking at me.

I freeze. Dr. Stephens is the Psychology Department chairperson, my advisor, and Carter’s boss.

“If you change your major now, you’ll be stuck here for at least another year. Maybe two,” Carter says.

He’s wrong—if I play my cards right and go to grad school here, it’ll be four more years. Which is exactly the plan. Beecher is the only place I’ve ever felt safe, the only place that has ever felt like home. Not that he would understand that. Not that he can. At Beecher, I can be normal. Or, as normal as it’s possible for me to ever be.

“I’m not changing my major,” I say. “I’m adding one. Psychology and sociology.” Because God help me, if I can learn to understand people—that is, full-blooded humans—it’ll all be worth it.

“It has nearly the same effect, Jocasta,” Carter says in that dark disapproving tone that sends a blade of heat through me, despite his use of my full name. Or maybe because of it.

“And Beecher won’t be the same without your friends here. You know that. Why are you working so hard to stay?” he asks, leaning forward on the bar. “You’re smart. And the smart move is not sticking around here for more undergrad.”

I clear my throat—it feels like I can never speak clearly around him. “I believe this is considered—what is it, again?—oh yeah, none of your business. I have an advisor, thank you very much.”

Dove returns with my Jägermeister and a full pitcher. I slide my credit card out of my pocket and pass it over.

“Listen, I know what I said last time,” Carter says tightly, his eyes fixed on the line of liquor bottles behind the bar. “I screwed up, and I’m sorry.”

I shoot the Jäger, wincing at the bite. “And?” I ask, my eyes watering from the shot and only the shot. I hope.

“What do you mean ‘and’?” he asks, turning toward me with wariness.

“What do you want, Carter?” I say, enunciating each word carefully. I can already feel the pleasant heat from the liqueur spreading through me.

Dove returns with my card and the bill. I stuff the card back into my pocket and scrawl my name and a generous tip that I probably can’t really afford across the bottom of the receipt.

Carter makes a soft, frustrated noise. “I don’t know. Can’t we be . . . friends? For now? There are no rules against that.”

Technically, since I’m no longer in his class, we’re not doing anything wrong. But we’re still in the same department. People, including possibly Dr. Stephens, will assume anything going on now was going on before. And those rumors might well follow Carter elsewhere, tainting his career before it even has a chance to start.

In other words, the same problems that have plagued us from the beginning, from that party—the one where he didn’t know I was an undergrad, the one where I had no clue he was a TA, let alone scheduled to be my TA—are still present and accounted for.

Friends. The word stings like a slap, but I force a laugh. “Exactly how much beer did you drink before I got here?” I ask, grabbing the pitcher and starting to turn away.

“Jocasta—” he begins, and my grip on my temper slips.

“Carter, why do you care?” I demand. “You said it’s too much of a risk, and nothing’s changed.”

“I miss you,” he says with a straightforwardness that stops me in my tracks.

When I glance back at him, he nods, blue eyes meeting mine without hesitation, confirming that I heard him correctly. Longing squeezes my chest.

But then he continues.

“And I’m not the only one with issues,” he says pointedly. “The first time we met, you told me you didn’t ‘do relationships.’”

My cheeks flush hot. “That’s not the same thing.” It’s dangerous to let my guard down, to be that vulnerable. Dangerous for him. Plus, even if he was able to accept me for who I am, that would mean opening him up to a world he doesn’t even know exists.

Carter reaches out and gently takes my free hand. Startled, I allow it. He tugs my sleeve up, exposing my wrist and forearm.

“This one is Ancient Greek.” His finger traces over the black letters tattooed vertically from the base of my thumb down the side of my hand, and I can’t breathe for fear that he’ll stop.

Then he turns my palm face up. His thumb moves horizontally over the vulnerable skin at the inside of my wrist, where a string of cuneiform signs, tiny black images, live. It feels so good, the surety of his touch. Not hesitant. Not afraid. “This one is, I think, Sumerian.”

The pitcher in my other hand starts to wobble, sending foamy beer perilously close to the edge.

How does he know Sumerian? Ancient Greek, okay—we live on a college campus and several of the letters are obviously recognizable as such, if he’s at all familiar with the fraternities and sororities.

But Sumerian? No one knows Sumerian. That was, in fact, the point. That only a few specific people—using that term generously—would be able to read it. My “father” was so pissed. My mother just hated the way the tattoos looked.

Carter must read the question on my face.

“Talin zijn mijn hobby,” he says, releasing my hand.

The only word I get is hobby. The rest sounds like when Daan is speaking to friends and family back in the Netherlands. But I understand the gist. This, this is why I can’t stay away from Carter. Who else has a hobby of learning random languages for fun? Despite the current chatter about six-packs and thigh cuts, which he does have, curiosity and interest in learning more, being more, is always going to be hotter. For me, at least.

“Why do you have tattoos declaring yourself poisonous, Jocasta?” he asks, leaning closer, his serious brow furrowed with concern.

Technically, I have tattoos declaring that I’m toxic—deadly, even—but close enough.

Oh, hell. I sigh. He thinks this is all because of some deep-seated struggle with inadequacy. That’s what all that “You’re so smart, Jocasta” stuff was.

Of course that’s what he would think. What else is he supposed to conclude? Certainly nothing close to the truth.

But as I open my mouth to respond, the loud crash of glass breaking brings everything except the jukebox—Mariah Carey crooning about Christmas already—to a halt. At the far end of the bar, Dove stands with her arms loosely at her sides, staring off to the opposite side of the room, sparkling bits of glasses and larger hunks of beer mugs scattered on the mat at her feet. She’s making no move to pick any of it up.

Frowning, I set the pitcher back on the bar and lean forward to check on her. “Hey, are you—”

Goosebumps erupt suddenly on my skin, prickly shivers spreading up my arms, across my chest, and down my back. Like my skin is trying to shed me.

Oh no. I know what this is. It’s been over three years since I felt it last and never, ever, in Beecher, but it’s not a sensation easily forgotten.

Dread makes my stomach pitch southward.

“Jocasta?” Carter asks, but I ignore him, my whole body shuddering in reflex.

Someone else is here. Someone like me, a child of the Old Ones.

And whoever it is, they’re fucking spraying the room with magic.
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At the bar, I raise up on my tiptoes to see over the crowd and follow the direction of Dove’s transfixed stare.

Despite the sheer volume of bodies in Happy’s, I pick the stranger out almost instantly.

He’s leaning against one of the high-top tables by the dartboards, a mug of beer in one hand. Dressed in dark jeans and an expensive-looking white cable-knit sweater, one of those Irish ones, he stands out among students in their puffer jackets and bright purple Beecher sweats like a predator in a herd of unwitting gazelles.

Or el chupacabra in a daycare.

He’s handsome, of course. A messy tousle of dark hair, strong brows that might be on the edge of too thick, a square chin straight out of a superhero comic book. It’s not his individual features so much as their combination that creates the allure, the charisma that makes it hard to look away from him.

But it’s more than just his appearance; it’s the semicircle of people around him, drawing closer every second. Like they’re dying of thirst and he’s the oasis they’ve been searching for.

He must sense me watching, because his gaze snaps from his adoring fans straight to me, direct, unflinching. Like he doesn’t care who sees him see me. Green eyes meet mine steadily, sending a bolt of attraction zipping down my spine.

Stupid lust magic.

As if he knows what I’m thinking, he winks at me. Then he mouths words, so carefully, so precisely, that I can “hear” him all the way across the room.

“Hello, Death’s Daughter.”

My breath vanishes like I’ve been punched in the lungs, and I struggle to inhale.

He knows who I am.

Instantly, I lower myself from my tiptoes to stand flat-footed, blending in with the crowd a little more. Bad enough that he knows I’m like him—a child of the Old Ones—but knowing me is worse, so much worse.

My heart thunders in my chest, like the hoofbeats of panicked horses pounding down the beach. Okay, okay, calm down.

This guy can’t be here for a territorial dispute. No one has claimed Beecher, the town or campus. No children of who-the-hell-ever anywhere around. Beecher is the magical equivalent of an abandoned house, as far as the Old Ones are concerned. I made sure of that before I confirmed my enrollment freshman year.

But this is a hella aggressive way to introduce himself. So there’s a decent chance that he wants conflict. Probably so he can claim to have bested Death’s Daughter. Sweat gathers at my hairline. I can’t go through that again, can’t do that again.

But . . . running isn’t an option, either. He’ll just follow me around campus, into classes, maybe even my dorm. It’s not like he’d have a hard time convincing someone to let him in.

I rub my palms, damp with sweat, down my jeans. Okay, so talk to him, de-escalate the situation, and then get him out of Beecher. That’s the plan.

“Jocasta?” Carter asks, his voice rough.

Shit. I managed to forget all about Carter, even with him right here. Get it together, Jo.

“Sorry. I saw someone I know from home so I . . .” The words die in my throat as I shift to face Carter.

His expression is soft with heat, pupils widened to dark pools of desire. He must be right on the edge of this guy’s range. He’s clearly affected but not so much that he’s drifting toward the other side of the bar to be closer to the source. Not yet, anyway.

I swallow back a wordless scream of frustration.

I take a deep breath. Okay, okay, it’s fine. This is fine. “Never mind,” I say to Carter gently. “I need you to go wait at the booth for me, okay?” I rest my hands on his biceps to nudge him back toward the booth, but he twists away, catching at my hand.

His thumb presses into the center of my palm with just the right amount of pressure. It sends a pulse of heat through me. I’ve never thought of my palm as a particularly sensitive or sensual body part, until now.

“I wanted to hate you,” Carter says plainly.

I freeze. This is part of the lowered inhibitions aspect. Stupid, stupid lust magic.

“You’re going to ruin my plans. Destroy my life.” Carter’s jaw tightens. “And I still want you anyway. You’re like me. Caught up in a mess you didn’t choose.”

Something in my chest gives an agonized twist. He’s right—even more than he realizes—but that doesn’t stop it from hurting. Sometimes honesty isn’t the best policy, especially the magically induced kind.

Okay, enough. “Maybe we can talk about this later, when you’re feeling more like yourself,” I say, guiding him away from the bar. “But for now, I just need you to go back to the booth so I can—” I stop, my gaze locking onto our destination.

The battered red-pleather booth, where Daan, Lennie, and Chessa should be—where I left them—is empty. Only mugs, crumpled napkins, and a half-eaten pizza remain.

Shit, shit, shit.

I spin around toward the other side of the restaurant, where trouble is currently waiting for me, and pop up on my toes again for a better look over there.

Without the height of the raised bar, I can’t see much. But a glimpse of the back of Daan’s head through the crowd—he’s so tall and lanky, he always stands out—tells me everything I need to know. Maybe it’s just a coincidence; maybe one of them, Lennie, decided to drag Chessa and Daan out to dance or play darts.

Or, maybe, just maybe, the stranger, my fellow spawn of the Old Ones, knows more about me than just my designation and aimed for them specifically, before turning loose on everyone else.

I turn back to Carter. “Stay here, okay?” I ask. “Right here. Promise me?”

His brow furrows in serious contemplation, as if he’s suddenly not sure what I’m asking or why, but he nods.

“I’ll be right back.” I hope.

I pull my hand free of Carter’s and edge my way through bodies, past elbows and raised drinks, ignoring the mild protests that follow my movement and trying to consider next steps.

The stranger has to be one of Lust’s offspring. Unsurprisingly, Lust and a couple of other Old Ones compete—perhaps officially, perhaps not, again no one tells us anything—for the title of Most Prolific.

That is one good thing about being Death spawn. I am the one and only. Of course, that can also make me a highly attractive target. Case in point.

But as soon as I clear the bar area and reach the other side of Happy’s, all thoughts of calmly talking to the stranger vanish.

Chessa and Daan are with the other afflicted, all of them staring at the stranger like he’s a Korean pop star who’s just announced he’s single and looking to date a civilian. Eyes wide, cheeks flushed, lips parted, oblivious to the world around them.

But Lennie . . . Lennie is pressed up against the stranger, whispering in his ear, her nose nuzzling his cheek. His arm curves around Lennie’s waist, and he rests his open palm on her lower back to steady her. Ostensibly. Mainly it serves to press Lennie more tightly against him.

His magic works differently than mine. We both feed on life energy, but he sparks need and then warms himself on the fire. Lowering inhibitions and raising, well, desire. Desire for him, desire for someone else, whatever he wants. All to feed the wielder. And to entertain. That’s what makes him, and others like him, so terrifying. You aren’t attracted to men, as Chessa isn’t? Doesn’t matter. You don’t really have any interest in sex right now, or at all? Makes zero difference.

Resting her hand on the stranger’s chest, Lennie throws her head back in a laugh, an excessively high-pitched and giddy noise that raises the hairs on the back of my neck.

Best case scenario ends with Lennie waking up tomorrow bewildered, exhausted, and sore, with no clear idea of why she slept with an enigmatic stranger fifteen minutes after meeting him. It’s the magical equivalent of being too drunk to consent. Worst case . . . might be way worse.

His knowing gaze meets mine, then he raises an eyebrow with a smirk, asking without words what I’m going to do about it.

All right, then. So forget de-escalation.

I stalk over to him. “Reel it in,” I snap. “Now. These are my friends, and this is my”—I have to bite back the words that immediately leap to my tongue: territory, home—“campus,” I finish finally.

The Lust spawn grins at me over the top of Lennie’s head. His green eyes are bright with mischief.

Even knowing what it is, his charm is hard to ignore. He’s watching me like I’m not just the center of his attention right now but his whole life. That feels better than it should.

“That territorial instinct is hard to resist, isn’t it?” he says.

I shake off the sensation. “Is that why you’re here? Territory?” I demand, trying to keep my voice low. Spawn who are more involved in the world of the Old Ones compete to claim territory. Theoretically, it’s for feeding purposes. Like owning enough land and cows to keep yourself and your family fed. Realistically, it’s more to show off. The more territory you have, the more you have to defend, so therefore the stronger you must be. And taking territory from another spawn is a power play, a reputation builder.

“It’s been almost four years,” I say. “I’ve never felt any claim on Beecher.”

He winces, shuddering exaggeratedly. “Little wonder, when this place has the vibe of a funeral home.”

Lennie shifts slightly to give me a pointed stare over her shoulder. “You’re interrupting, Jo. I’m talking to . . .” She pauses, leaving an opening, while she caresses the side of his face with her palm. Her aquamarine ring glitters in the dim light.

“You can call me Devon,” the stranger says obligingly.

“Devon,” Lennie repeats, savoring the syllables like a sip from a wine bottle bearing her family’s last name.

I roll my eyes. That is one hundred percent not his name. I hate this cutesy Old Ones bullshit. Names have power, but not in the way the stories tell it.

But it won’t matter. Lennie is high on him right now; nothing matters.

“Turn it off,” I say flatly. “Let them go.”

“Not yet,” Devon says. “I find that cutting the flow off abruptly makes them unpredictable, all that lovely oxytocin just gone.” He snaps his finger, and I catch myself flinching. “That’s a portion of the evening that I would prefer to miss.”

Instead Devon looks down at Lennie resting her head against his chest. He tucks a strand of her strawberry blond hair behind her ear with a genuine tenderness that seems out of character. “I need a moment to talk to your friend, love,” he says.

Lennie pouts. “No.”

“Yes,” Devon says. “Off you go.” He presses gently against her shoulders until she steps back, tossing a scowl at me as she goes.

“I’ll be here waiting,” Lennie says, beaming at him, while also managing to shoot me a significant amount of side-eye. It’s a talent.

Lennie drifts off, but she only makes it about ten feet before turning around to watch us.

Devon’s attention focuses on me then, and I can feel his power pulling at me, like invisible hands stroking my skin. “Knock it off.”

I expect him to press, to try harder, but instead the sensation vanishes. He tips his head sideways, regarding me with interest. “You can sense it, but you’re strong enough to resist.”

“Yes, I’m a very special girl,” I say dryly, and Devon chokes on a laugh.

“That you are, I suppose,” he agrees.

“If this isn’t about territory, what do you want?” I ask. My pulse is slowing slightly. He’s made no move to charge at me or started screaming about me taking over. Both good signs. Relatively.

Devon picks up his beer again, swirling the remains of it in the mug. “Just thought it might be an opportune moment to introduce myself. Allegiances are . . . a delicate matter, as always.” Some of the humor leaches from his expression, leaving a darker, more wary look. “I wanted to reach you first, see what kind of arrangement we might be able to come to, given the announcement.”

Allegiances? Arrangement?

I stare at him. His words were in English, I understood them individually, but I still have absolutely no idea what he’s talking about. I shake my head. “What announcement?”

He laughs, but then stills abruptly, reading my face. He puts down his glass. “You don’t know.” It’s not a question, but his voice still holds a hint of uncertainty, as if he can
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