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Chapter One:
Stories


(Vanessa)

 


 


Having my back turned toward the empty parking lot
as I lock up the dance studio is slightly unnerving. In the back of
my mind, I know there’s nothing to fear, but I still turn the key
quickly and spin around to face the approaching darkness.

I hold myself close to the door, waiting for the
feeling to leave me. Several minutes pass before I realize it isn’t
going away. I can either stand here all night, or start walking.
Eventually, I take a step forward. As I walk away from the dance
studio, I know I’m being silly. My brother, Zander, is constantly
telling me that fear is a weakness. I know how to defend
myself.

Defending myself isn’t the problem. Controlling
myself is.

The walk to my grandma’s house, where Zander and I
have been living for the past year, is a good five miles away. I
was supposed to ask Grandma to pick me up when Zander said he
couldn’t, but I thought some time alone sounded better. At least,
at the time, it sounded like a good idea. Now, I’m not so sure that
a fifteen-year-old girl walking home alone at night is smart at
all. It only invites trouble, but probably not the kind you might
think. The fading sun seems to retreat faster than normal. Within
ten minutes, I’m left skulking along the streets of Albuquerque in
the full black of night.

I know the way home, but in the darkness I feel the
weight of my hunger bear down on me. I’m not the only one out on
the streets, and that is potentially dangerous. Average looking
people mill about on the sidewalks, but I keep my distance.

Eyes down, I walk. I’m only two blocks away from the
cramped little neighborhood where Grandma has lived for twenty
years. I am almost there when I lurch to a stop in front of a dank
alley filled with scuffling noises and pain.

An all too familiar feeling rises in the center of
my body. I try to take another step, to get away, but I can’t. A
muffled scream sends another shot of wretched pain shooting through
the air. It’s too much to resist.

Dance bag abandoned, tennis shoes slapping against
asphalt, my body powers down the alley independent of rational
thought. Fragile bones snap and the sting of a knife pierces my
thigh. Delicious satisfaction rushes in as agony fills the damp
alley. Everything else is forgotten.

“Hey!” someone yells out.

Suddenly, without warning, the space around me is
empty. I stumble up to my feet in search of the three chollo
gangsters who were just on top of me. They’re racing out of the
alley, only one looking back with a terrified expression before
darting around the corner.

Stunned, confused, I stand up
covered in blood and bruises. My eyes flit around for an
explanation, landing on a caramel-haired teenage boy with a cell
phone in his hand. I think he tries to say something to me. I watch
his lips move without comprehending. The only rational thought I
have is that he’s holding my ballet bag. Then, I hear the
word police slip
past his lips. In a panic, I snatch my bag out of his hand and
run.

 


***

 


Laney’s elbow knocks into my head as she tries to
slide into the seat next to me. The contact sends my hair into my
face, and I jump as applesauce sloshes off her tray to land in a
cold splat on my bare thigh.

“Sorry!” Laney apologizes. She finally manages to
drop her lunch tray on the table, and grabs a handful of napkins.
She passes them to me with another apology. “Sorry, Van. These new
heels have been tripping me up all day.”

“I told you they were too high,” I say as I start
wiping off my leg. Laney grimaces and points to my hair as well.
Shaking my head at her, I wipe applesauce out of my stark white
locks.

“They aren’t too high! I just need a little
practice,” Laney says with a pout.

“If you haven’t mastered walking by now …”

Laney opens her mouth to object, but is cut off by a
new arrival. Two new arrivals, actually. Identically adorable,
Sandra and Kari barely reach five foot, but their eclectic
style—which consists mainly of as many mismatching colors and
patterns as possible—makes them extremely noticeable. They sit down
at the table in perfect unison. I think they practice that. Beyond
weird, but they’re my friends, and I don’t have nearly enough of
those to go tossing them out just because of a few idiosyncrasies.
The banana yellow top with the flouncy green and pink ruffled
skirt, fur lined boots, grey dancer’s shrug, and rhinestone studded
belt are quickly giving me a headache. And that’s just Sandra’s
outfit. Kari’s is even worse.

If they notice my chagrin at all, they don’t mention
it. Kari says, “We think your stilettos are to die for …”

“You would,” I interject.

Sandra throws me a scowl and continues. “But Vanessa
is right about your ability to walk across a flat surface without
nearly killing yourself.”

Vanessa. Why do they insist on using my full
name?

“I am perfectly capable …”

“No, you aren’t,” Kari interrupts, “so we think you
should give us the shoes. We’ll make much better use of them.”

They both grin. I feel like Alice staring at a
double nightmare of Cheshire cats. Any minute now the rest of them
will disappear—taking their bizarre outfits with them,
hopefully—and leave only their too-big smiles behind. Laney sticks
her tongue out at them. It completes the down-the-rabbit-hole
experience for me.

I’m determined to tune all three of them out as
Sandra starts talking about feather boas and rubber galoshes. Maybe
I should feel left out, but the hum of craziness that surrounds my
group of friends is comforting. Until Laney jabs me with her elbow
and starts waving wildly at someone behind the twins’ heads. All I
can see is a hot pink streak against a background of short ebony
hair. Friend of the twins?

“What is your problem today?” I snap at Laney when
she elbows me again.

The pink-and-black-headed mystery sees Laney and
changes course. Laney is too busy gesturing like a maniac to answer
me, so I scoot away from her and start stabbing at my meatloaf, or
whatever it’s supposed to be. I’m still trying to talk myself into
taking a bite when a familiar feeling courses through me. My head
pops up to stare at this nightmare of a girl.

I can feel the muscles in my body tightening to the
point of near-rupture. Every cell is begging me to give in again.
Tears burn behind my eyes at the effort it takes not to listen. I
can almost feel it… almost feel her suntanned skin dimpling under
the pressure of my grip before giving way and breaking in welcome
of my hunger.

Terrified by the intensity of my reaction, I scour
her for some explanation. I scan her from head to toe with no
success. I shouldn’t want to harm her, but I do. I want it more
than anything I have ever wanted in my life. Only slightly more
startling that my desire to kill her is the sudden, undeniable
knowledge that strikes me. Whoever this girl is, she’s about to
ruin everything.

I have no idea how I know that, but I learned long
ago that I can stake my life on listening to my weirdly accurate
intuition. It’s come in handy more than once. Just like my insane
hunger erupting just now like it has just tasted true pain for the
first time, this sense of danger nearly consumes me, scaring me to
my core.

The sound of something snapping draws the new girl’s
and Laney’s attention to me.

“Geez, use a fork much?” Laney asks me. The girl
across from me stares with one eyebrow cocked curiously.

It takes me a minute to look down at my fork. I
blink in surprise at the broken shards of plastic littering my
meatloaf.

“You… all right?” Laney asks slowly.

My gaze snaps over to her. Shame for my thoughts and
near-actions overpower my hunger enough for me to respond. “Yeah,
sorry. This food, it’s so gross,” I mumble.

“So you thought killing it a second time would help
that problem?” Laney laughs and bumps into me with her shoulder.
She’s known me long enough not to be surprised by my sudden and
unexplained funks. She flicks away her worry and turns back to the
pink and black haired girl. I reluctantly follow her gaze.

The hunger tries to explode again when I look at
her, but I do better now that I’m expecting it. A little better, at
least. It’s only a gnawing ache on the brink of breaking me rather
than an all-consuming need. The fear… that’s another matter
entirely.

What really helps me keep myself in check is her
wide-eyed expression. Laney may be able to brush off my weirdness,
but this girl is staring at me like she’s afraid I might take my
mangled fork to her eyes. She must be psychic. Or just smarter than
the average bear.

Frightened by my reaction to this girl, I sit very
still, and will her to do the same. I can’t mess up. I can’t give
in. After what Oscar did… one more mistake would mean leaving, at
the very least. Being locked up or dying, those would be the worst,
but still very possible. I can’t do that to Zander. My brother has
suffered so much already. Thinking of him focuses my energy. I’m
the only one left who can protect him. Even knowing that, I
struggle to rein in my hunger.

“This is my cousin, Ivy Guerra. I told you about
her, remember? Her family just moved here from San Diego,” Laney
says.

I can only manage stare at Ivy for a few seconds.
It’s not that I’m trying to be rude, but if I open my mouth right
now, the result may not be pretty. I flex and point my toes,
slowly, focusing on the contracting and relaxing of my muscles. It
helps sometimes.

“Nice to meet you, Ivy,” I finally manage to say.
“I’m Van.”

“Short for Vanessa?” she asks.

I nod, not wanting to open my mouth again.

A tray drops onto the table next to me, splashing
yet another blob of applesauce onto my body. My arm, this time.
“Would people please stop spilling food on me?” I snap.

His answering grin weakens my anger as it always
does. His presence distracts me from Ivy beautifully, as well. I do
my best to remain annoyed, but I’m secretly grateful he showed up.
The warmth behind his smile seeps under my skin.

“Sorry, Van. Who else spilled goop on you?” he asks.
“Laney? I saw her fall into a row of lockers on her way to class
this morning.”

Laney pointedly ignores him after that, and he turns
his attention to trying to wipe the applesauce off my arm. His
touch is a little too much like a caress. My body softens in
response, savoring the contact. Ivy notices the exchange, her
eyebrow rising in question. I force myself to snatch the napkin out
of his hand and finish cleaning myself up without looking at either
of them. It earns me a frustrated sigh from Ketchup, but he knows
this is how it has to be. Knowing doesn’t stop him from scooting
his chair close enough that our knees touch. I resist the urge to
lay my hand on his thigh, but I can’t make myself move away from
him.

“Ivy, this is Ketchup. Ketchup, Ivy. She’s my
cousin,” Laney says casually.

“Ketchup?” Ivy asks. Yeah, she definitely thinks
we’re all crazy. “What kind of name is that?”

“Why? What’s wrong with it?” Ketchup asks in mock
outrage. “You’re named after a vine. Why can’t I be named after
America’s favorite condiment?”

Ivy doesn’t seem to know how to respond. She takes a
bite of her roll, watching him carefully. He keeps up his attempt
at an intimidating glare. I know he’s a big dopey pushover, but Ivy
doesn’t. I grab an apple slice off Ketchup’s tray and throw it at
his chest. Laney backs me up by chucking a piece of bread at him.
His façade cracks when he jumps and tries to deflect the food
missiles. I just shake my head at him and try not to regret having
pushed him away. As if he knows my unspoken desire, he moves his
chair even closer to me when he sits back down. I swallow hard and
turn my attention back to Ivy. I don’t really want to look at her,
but something tells me I shouldn’t run from her just yet.

“His name’s not really Ketchup. It’s just a
nickname,” I say in an attempt to appear halfway normal and ward
off any awkward questions.

“How do you get a nickname like Ketchup?” she
asks.

“By pulling his lunch out first day of kindergarten
and having nothing but a plain piece of bread and a bunch of
Ketchup packets,” Laney says. “He sat there squirting Ketchup all
over his bread while the rest of us just stared at him. And then he
actually ate it.” Laney shivers at the memory.

I like Ketchup as much as the next person, but
gross! Ketchup just laughs as he tears the corners off three
Ketchup packets and starts squirting them all over his meatloaf.
Ivy and I both wrinkle our noses at him.

“What?” he laughs. “You’re supposed to eat ketchup
on meatloaf!”

“Not that much,” I say.

“Whatever.” He drops the empty packets on my tray
and takes a huge bite of his Ketchup-drowned lunch.

“What’s your real name?” Ivy asks him when he
finishes chewing the gloppy mess.

Ketchup stops, taps his finger against the side of
his head, and says, “You know, I don’t think anyone remembers.”

“Really?” Ivy asks sarcastically.

He looks over at Laney and me for confirmation. We
both shrug. Even the teachers know him as Ketchup. Ivy shakes her
head.

“This has got to be the weirdest group of friends
I’ve ever met. Two matching fashion catastrophes, my klutzy cousin,
a guy named Ketchup, and a… and Van. You guys are messed up.”

She doesn’t know the half of it.

Ketchup and Laney both laugh at
Ivy’s apt descriptions of everyone, but I’m left wondering what she
was going to say about me. And a what? I’d say she couldn’t possible
know anything about me, but somehow I know that would be a lie.
People knowing anything about me is dangerous. Nothing she’s said
or done has given me reason to believe she’s not who she says she
is, but something is definitely off about this girl.

I can’t put my finger on what it is, though. I’m
going to have to keep an eye on her, which is probably a bad idea
given the hunger I am still struggling to control. Just thinking
about subjecting myself to her presence again makes giving in that
much more irresistible. My fingers grip the edges of my chair,
clenching to the point of deforming the bumpy plastic seat.

I frantically try to calm myself back down.
Breathing, stretching, counting down from one million. Sensing my
need, Ketchup’s hand slides onto my knee and squeezes. My hunger
instantly drops a few notches as I focus on his touch. No one else
notices the contact, but it helps immensely. I try to banish the
rest of my hunger by drinking in the ambient noise of the cafeteria
and letting it momentarily numb my brain.

“So, how did you all end up becoming friends?” Ivy
asks, her voice ratcheting up the hunger inside me. “You guys seem
like a pretty odd combination, so there must be a good story behind
it.”

Oh no. My insides squirm and twist in panic. My hand
snaps down over Ketchup’s, begging for strength. I try to find my
voice somewhere amid the aching need to hurt Ivy so I can stop
anyone at the table from answering and giving her what I suspect
she’s really after, but Ketchup is faster.

“Not just one story, but six very interesting
stories. One for each of us.”

“But there’s only five of you here,” Ivy argues.

“You haven’t met Wyatt and Holly yet,” Laney pipes
in.

“That’s seven.”

“There’s six, not including Van.”

“Why doesn’t Van get a story?”

“Because she’s in all of ours,” Ketchup says. “She’s
the one who brought us all together.”

“How did she do that?” Ivy asks.

I want to stop him from saying anything. My rigid
muscles won’t let me. All I can manage is to look over at her and
see the heat of something I don’t understand held tight in her
features as she waits for her answer.

Ketchup grins, sending my stomach down to the
basement. “She saved our lives.”

 


 



Chapter Two: The
Rules

(Vanessa)

 


 


I hurry away from the cafeteria in search of peace and quiet.
That means my Home Economics class, a passion I owe to Grandma. A
professional pastry chef in her younger years, her mouthwatering
dishes made me fall in love with cooking the first time I tasted a
piece of her Black Forest cake.

I scurry into class, being sure to stay well away
from Simon Dale and the hunger he always inspires. After what I
just experienced with Ivy, I can’t handle any more temptations.
Years of practice avoiding Simon lets me move past him quickly and
reach my work table. I huddle in my seat, glad to be away from Ivy.
I’m sure I surprised everyone by bolting up from the table before
she could ask questions, but I don’t care. I needed to get away
from her.

Soaking up the calming scents and flavors of the
room, I sit quietly with my eyes closed in hopes of blocking
everyone else out. A sudden, fiery flash of hunger snaps my eyes
open. My sanctuary has just been tainted pink and black.

Ivy stands before me looking rather smug, but
feigning politeness. “Um,” she starts, “is it okay if I sit here? I
didn’t see any other tables open, but if you already have a
partner…”

“Nope,” I say, sounding sharper than I would have
liked. “I usually work alone.”

Sitting down next to me, Ivy asks, “Why’s that?”

I look away, not interested in explaining anything
to Ivy. Some kids go through high school as outcasts because of one
idiotic reason or another. Lame clothes, not enough money,
unfortunate physique or skin issues… the usual. I’m not one of
those people. My status as untouchable is rightly deserved. It
wouldn’t be the first time my hunger has gotten me into trouble.
There’s no unfairness about it, just plain old common sense. Stay
away from Van, stay alive. Simple as that.

Mrs. Huff starts class with her overly loud voice
and squeaky dry erase marker as she writes out the instructions for
today’s recipe on the board, repeating every word as if she thinks
we aren’t capable of reading it ourselves. Everyone starts
rummaging around in cabinets and gathering up supplies from the
pantry. I get mine. Ivy gets hers. No talking necessary. If only
our work areas were a little farther apart. Being only a few feet
away from her, no matter how far I push my chair away, sets my
teeth grinding with the effort to keep them in check.

“So… did you really save Laney’s
life?” She waits expectantly when her unwelcome question causes me
to look up at her. I look away without answering, but she
continues. “I mean, Laney told me you’d helped her out of a bad
situation once, but she didn’t really go into details.”

I don’t respond.

“Laney’s pretty accident prone, but it sounded like
it was something more than that, and she said it was a long time
ago, like when you two were little, but how young could you have
been, right? How many four-year-olds go around saving people’s
lives?”

Five-year-olds, actually. But I don’t say that out
loud.

Ivy waits expectantly. She can keep waiting all she
wants.

After a few minutes, she finally seems to realize
I’m not interested in sharing. She goes back to preparing
ingredients for the recipe without voicing any more questions.
Outwardly, she seems perfectly absorbed in her work, but a hint of
irritation lines her features.

Clearly, Ketchup’s mentioning of the stories has her
interest piqued, but she seems to already know something about
Laney’s story. Her irritation about not hearing the rest seems
unjustified, which makes me wonder. Laney wouldn’t give away what
really happened—not only because she’s a true friend, but because
she knows anyone she tried to tell would think she had cracked like
Humpty Dumpty and she’d be sent off to try and put her head back
together again.

Laney knows about insanity, and where it’s housed,
from being friends with me. She wouldn’t risk that, and telling her
story would be a one way ticket to professional help. As far as Ivy
should know, I’m just some fifteen year old girl living quietly in
the middle of the desert.

Except, I’m not.

It’s not exactly a secret that I’m a freak. That’s
why no one sits with me in class. I’ve grown up through elementary
school with a lot of these kids, but even the ones I’ve only known
since we were all pooled into the same high school have heard the
stories and know enough to stay away from me, even if they don’t
actually know why.

But who am I kidding? I don’t even know why. I don’t
understand the most basic part of who I am. Grandma tries to help,
but even she is limited in what she knows. Her only knowledge comes
from family legends passed down through generations of old coots
mumbling scary bedtime stories to trembling little children. Half
of what she’s told me sounds like total crap.

That doesn’t stop me from wanting answers, though.
It’s not something Zander and I agree on. I can’t stand not knowing
while he sticks his head in the sand. I hate being different, being
someone people are scared of. More than anything, I want to be
normal and boring and safe. If Ivy knows more about me than she’s
pretending, does that mean she knows the truth?

I carry the filled cookie sheet to the oven, scared
and intrigued by that thought. I slide the tray in and step back to
close the oven door without paying much attention. Someone smacks
into the back of me, hard. My hands spring out in front of me,
palms slapping into the hot racks and oven door.

The pain that bursts through my body kills, but
rouses my hunger as well. It’s a battle between not reacting to the
injury and lapping up the pain hungrily. Ivy, who is suddenly next
to me, yanks me back from the oven. Her touch barely registers
under the pain of my scorched flesh. My brain finally refocuses,
and I push the oven door shut with my elbow, hoping desperately
that no one saw what just happened. I shove my blistered hands
down, out of sight before anyone can take notice.

My sigh of relief is interrupted by Mrs. Huff
rushing over to us with a panicked expression. I guess I didn’t
escape everyone’s notice. “Sorry,” I say quickly, “I wasn’t paying
attention and I bumped into someone.”

My eyes dart around for whoever ran into me, but
everyone else seems to be working quietly at their tables. A sick,
angry feeling stabs at my insides. I turn back to look at Ivy, more
suspicious than ever.

“Are you both okay?” Mrs. Huff asks, her eyes
darting over us.

“Yeah,” I start to say, not taking my eyes off Ivy,
but Ivy interrupts me.

“No, Van got burned! I saw her hands fall on the
oven racks.” Ivy grabs for my hands, but I yank them behind my back
before she can get me. I keep my eye on her for a second attempt
and completely miss Mrs. Huff making the same move. She pulls my
hands from behind my back and stares at them. Then she flips them
over, and back. She touches my pink, perfect skin gently, then more
forcefully.

“Looks fine to me,” she says with relief.

Ivy’s eyes pop open wide in disbelief. “What? I saw
her touch the racks! They were both red and blistered!”

“Must’ve been the lighting. I stopped myself in
time,” I say tightly. I tug my hands out of Mrs. Huff’s grip and
start back to my table. Our teacher just shakes her head at Ivy and
stalks back to the front of the classroom.

“I could have sworn…”

Ivy falls silent as I start cleaning up the mess I
made while mixing my cookie dough. She doesn’t say anything else,
but the smug expression on Ivy’s face before she turns away stops
me. What did that look mean? I’m sure she was the one who ran into
me, and as I head out of Home Ec a few minutes later, I am even
more convinced that it wasn’t an accident. It was a test.

Ivy’s odd behavior follows me the rest of the day. I
can’t remember a single thing any of my teachers talked about in my
classes after Home Ec. All I can think about is the way Ivy looked
like she had gotten what she wanted after seeing my hands
unburned.

Could she have really been trying to burn me just to
see what would happen? That is beyond sick, but I don’t find it
hard to believe. She was so quick to point out that I’d been
burned. Sure, she could have been genuinely concerned about me, I
guess. Or was there another reason? Did she want someone else to
witness that the injuries I had definitely sustained were already
healed? She looked so satisfied when my hands were fine, despite
her confusion and disbelief just a few moments earlier. She was
acting. I’m just not completely sure which part was the act.

By the time I burst out of my last class and gather
my books from my locker, I’m actively looking for Laney and her
bizarre cousin. I need some help, some indication of whether or not
I’m going crazy, and I know just who to turn to. I need Zander. I
know I shouldn’t get him involved. Zander has been through enough
over the last few years. Everything that happened nearly broke him,
and it scared me to death.

I debate going to him for help as I walk away from
my locker, but I’m positive he’ll pick up on any honest to goodness
weirdness. Meeting my brother may give her an opportunity to sniff
out a few more clues about us, but Zander is always so careful. She
shouldn’t be any risk to him. Whatever this curse is, it doesn’t
work like that. We don’t share meals. Zander will know if my
reaction to her is something above normal. It may just be that I’m
getting too close to my sixteenth birthday, but it might be
something else.

When Laney and Ivy come down the hall toward me, I
force myself to put on a somewhat friendly appearance. It’s the
best I can manage in the face of the reaction she elicits from me.
I take my place next to Laney when they reach me. That puts Ivy on
Laney’s other side, away from me. Even still, it isn’t much of a
buffer. My hunger still gnaws at me, so I step a little further
away.

“Hey,” Laney says, “what time do you work today? Ivy
and I wanted to go for ice cream. Wanna come?”

“Can’t. I’ve got class right after school today.
It’s Monday and Wednesday I don’t go in until five,” I remind
her.

Laney purses her lips. “I can never remember what
days you teach what. I really need to write it down somewhere.”

“If you tried coming to a class, maybe you’d
remember.”

Her snorting laugh startles Ivy. “Yeah, right. You
just want me to come so you can laugh at me.”

“Everyone laughs at you, anyway,” Ketchups says as
he catches up to us. Laney rolls her eyes. He ignores her and
slings his arm around my shoulder. Normally, I would throw it back
off, but the comfort of having him next to me helps with my
hunger.

Ketchup was obviously expecting my rebuff, and when
it doesn’t happen he looks down at me with a frown. I try to avoid
making eye contact. That’s not very easy when it comes to Ketchup.
His jet black hair, baby blues, and general Superman-lookalike
quality makes it hard not to stare. I meet his concerned eyes and
he sees the turmoil raging inside of me.

“You okay?” he asks quietly.

No. But I can’t explain this to him. Ketchup is
always there for me, no matter what, but he has no idea what is
really behind my strange abilities and disconcerting mood swings. I
shrug and look away, wishing Zander wasn’t right, wishing I could
tell Ketchup everything.

“What do you teach?” Ivy asks, her eyes focused on
Ketchup and his arm around my shoulders. Her scrutiny almost makes
me push Ketchup away, but the hunger keeps me from listening.

“Hip hop and ballet,” I say, hoping it will distract
her from Ketchup.

It does.

I watch as her eyes take in the surprise of me being
in any way rhythmically inclined. That’s the reaction I usually
get. People who don’t know me well think I’m a moody, dark
teenager. I’m really just trying not to kill them.

Ketchup takes offense to Ivy’s disbelief. “Van’s a
great dancer. Best in her class.”

A small smile creeps onto my lips. I snuggle into
Ketchup’s embrace for a brief moment before remembering myself and
putting a little distance between us. Ketchup frowns, but doesn’t
comment, given that I still haven’t pushed his arm away.

“Where do you teach?” Ivy asks as we head to the
parking lot.

“All Star Dance, over on Candelaria. It’s not a very
big studio, but we compete all over the state. It’s a lot of fun.”
I smile honestly for the first time today. Dancing is more than
fun, it’s my only release. It is the only time I get to take hold
of my emotions and hunger and channel them into something
beautiful. I can hide everything that’s wrong with me when I
dance.

Ivy’s mouth turns up along with mine. “I used to
dance. I haven’t taken a class in a couple of years, but I’ve
wanted to get back into it. Maybe I’ll try out one of your
classes.”

“Yeah… great,” I say, trying to hold onto my smile.
The last thing I want is her ruining my hunger-free time.

Ketchup’s arm tightens around my shoulder. “I’ve
gotta go run a few errands for my mom. See you tomorrow.”

Laney and Ivy mumble their goodbyes, but I panic. My
sudden stiffness gives Ketchup pause. He turns just enough to get
away from Laney and Ivy. His voice is filled with concern as he
asks again, “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, sure. It’s fine.”

He frowns at me, not taking my lame answer at face
value.

I sigh. He won’t back down. “It’s… family stuff. I’m
just worried. No big deal.”

Ketchup’s gaze goes from probing to compassionate.
Talking about my family is generally off limits, and he respects
that. There’s just too much I can’t explain to him. He knows enough
to understand that my family is precious to me, and that we’re all
walking a fine line to stay together, those of us who are left. I
don’t know how he’s managed to stick by me all these years without
knowing our secrets, but his support means everything to me.

“If you need to talk…”

Tears singe the inside of my eyelids. “Thanks,
Ketchup.”

He walks away, then, leaving me at the mercy of my
hunger. It takes monumental effort to turn around and face Ivy
without launching myself at her throat. I have to force myself to
remember why I wanted to follow them outside to begin with.

“Hey, Laney, I have that khaki skirt you wanted to
borrow in the truck. You wanna come grab it?” When she nods, I turn
away and start walking before Ivy can get too close to me. I know
I’m not wrong about her.

When I see the familiar silver truck, the
outrageously gigantic one I’m forced to be driven around in, I pick
up speed. He’s only a few steps ahead of me. My brother’s height
matches the truck, and so does his build. Zander always reminds me
of a tree… tall, massive, and immovable. That’s not the only
tree-like thing about him. His expression is as interesting as
bark. Nothing affects him, good or bad. I think a nice way of
putting his emotional blandness would be even-tempered. The only
time anyone ever sees any kind of emotion out of him is when he
plays sports, when he channels his own hunger into pounding his
opponents into the ground.

Zander sees me coming and pauses. His eyebrow crooks
up at my approach. I must look like a lunatic half running toward
him, but I don’t care. I push forward and nearly burst when I make
it to his side.

“In a hurry?” he asks flatly.

“There’s someone I need you to meet,” I say in a
rush.

Before he can ask any questions, Laney stumbles up
behind me. “Good grief, Van, I wasn’t in that big of a hurry to get
the skirt. You didn’t have to run like that. My feet are killing me
bad enough already.”

“Sorry, I…”

Ivy moves from behind Laney and I never get the
chance to finish. My body convulses with the renewed urge to hurt.
I’m shocked when I feel Zander react as well. Nobody else can ever
feel the hunger rising inside of us, but we can feel it in each
other almost as strong as within ourselves. It ripples over me in a
massive wave that combines with my own burning desires and makes me
stagger forward. I don’t even realize his hand has clamped around
my arm until he jerks me back to his side. The throbbing pain in my
arm barely even registers in the face of our combined urge to rip
Ivy apart. Suddenly, I realize Zander wasn’t just pulling me to his
side, he’s holding me back, still.

Laney is staring at the both of us with wide eyes.
“Uh… Ivy, this is Van’s brother, Zander.”

“Hey,” Ivy says. The uncertainty is clear in her
voice and expression.

The pain in my arm spikes. I look
down to see Zander’s fingers turning white under the force of his
grip. Suddenly, he releases me and storms away, around the truck to
the driver’s side. He yanks open the door without a word to anyone
and climbs in. The slam of the door makes me jump. His reaction is
completely unexpected, frightening even. Ivy affected him enough to
break his indomitable cool, but the really scary part is that he
shouldn’t have reacted to her at all. I am stunned. He felt it too.
That’s not supposed to happen.

My fear of Ivy’s real intentions amps up even more.
If Zander is reacting to her, there is definitely something wrong.
She didn’t leave the sand and ocean behind for just plain old
desert sand for the heck of it. I’m more convinced than ever that
she came here for a reason. She came here for us.

Determination to stop her steels my resolve.
Whatever she wants with us, she’s not getting it. I’ve lost too
much already to let some pink haired freak take anything else.

Voices from behind slowly pulls me out of my
plotting. I can’t seem to take my eyes off Zander’s hulking form
sitting in the truck, staring dead ahead at nothing, his fingers
slowly strangling the steering wheel. My ears, though, manage to
catch a few bits of their conversation.

“I don’t know, Ivy. He doesn’t usually act like
that,” Laney says. “I mean, he’s always kinda quiet and
standoffish, but that was just weird. I don’t know what was with
Van, either. I’m really sorry.”

“No,” Ivy says, her voice carrying a tiny tremor, “I
should have expected it.”

Expected it? What does she mean by that?

“Expected what? For them to both give you such a
bizarre welcome?” Laney asks.

“No, uh, I just meant…” Ivy suddenly sounds like
she’s trying to backpedal. “You told me Van was a little different.
I should have expected it to take a while for her to warm up to me.
That’s all I meant. Her brother’s probably the same. They just…
surprised me.”

When they both quiet and fall into an awkward
silence, I finally manage to get my mind and body back on the same
page. I open the door of the truck and grab the skirt without
looking at Zander. I make a quick exchange of the skirt with a
hasty apology for Zander and use work as an excuse to ditch them
both.

I turn back around to get into the truck and freeze
when I catch sight of Zander’s eyes drilling into me. An
involuntary flinch runs through me. I got what I wanted out of this
plan, but I broke the rules to do it.

 


 



Chapter Three: No Happy
Endings


(Zander)

 


 


I watch
as Van, my little sister who is always getting herself into
trouble, climbs into the truck with her head hanging. She looks
plenty ashamed already, but I’m not about to let this slide. “What
were you thinking?” I demand through gritted teeth.

“You felt it,” she whispers.

She doesn’t say it in the form of a question, but I
answer anyway. “Yeah, I felt it! Why on earth would you bring her
around me if you knew I would react like that? I could have hurt
her! I could have killed her, Van! I was this close,” I say,
holding up my first two fingers bare millimeters apart from each
other. “I was so close to grabbing her and tearing her into little
pieces. You know better than to bring someone like that around me.
Do you want me to end up like Oscar?”

“No!” Tears start dripping down her cheeks. “Of
course I don’t want you to end up like Oscar. I’m sorry, Zander, I
had no idea you would feel it, too.”

Another string of threats and fury are about to slip
out of my mouth when her words sink in. “Too?” I ask slowly. “What
do you mean?”

Van sniffs and wipes her nose, still refusing to
look at me when she talks. “When I met Ivy at lunch today I almost
jumped over the table to attack her.”

My stomach churns at the mental image. Van has
always had much bloodier tastes than I have. More dramatic, too.
Her hunger craves blood and gore just as much as pain. The messier
the better for her. I know all too well that the girl’s throat
would have been removed with Van’s teeth, like a predatory animal.
Van is predictable in that way, fast, adrenaline driven, and
deadly. My hunger has a totally different taint to it. Just
thinking about what I wanted to do to that girl makes the steering
wheel crunch under my hands. My whole body is shaking with the
desire to jump out of the truck and follow her. I can still see her
walking away from me, the pink stripe in her hair bouncing lightly
with each step.

I shake my head and try to clear my thoughts of the
girl so I can focus on what Van is telling me. “Your hunger wanted
that girl, and so did mine. It’s never worked like that
before.”

Van trembles and hugs herself. “I know.”

“What made you bring her to me, then, if it wasn’t
to test my reaction?” I ask, my body finally starting to relax.

“I’ve never felt such a strong desire to kill anyone
before. That was the worst it’s ever been for me. She’s different.
Something’s wrong with her. I thought I was losing it, but I
thought that if you could feel me respond so much it would at least
mean it was real. I never expected you to react to her. I’m so
sorry, Zander.”

I manage to get one hand off the steering wheel and
rub it against my forehead. Was seeing that girl, Ivy, a worse
reaction for me than usual like it was for Van? I shiver at the
mere memory of it. The hunger for her is going to stay with me for
a very long time. Van is always looking for something more,
something to explain what’s wrong with our family. She wants our
problems to be bigger than us. She wants an explanation. I do too,
but I came to face the reality that we are alone a while ago. There
is no secret behind our disastrous existence. We’re freaks,
mistakes, oddities. No one is going to come and explain the purpose
behind our design. I understand that, but Van doesn’t. That’s why
I’m not about to admit to her how much Ivy affected me.

“It’s probably just because you’re getting closer to
your birthday. You know the hunger gets worse once you hit
sixteen.”

“No,” Van says shaking her head, “this was
different. I’ve felt it all day. She knows something, Zander. She’s
been acting really strange. There’s something off about her.”

My frustration with her bursts out of me in a growl.
“There’s nothing wrong with her, Van. There’s something wrong with
us! Or haven’t you figured that out by now?”

I don’t wait for her to answer. I jam the gearshift
into reverse and plow out of my space without checking for cars or
pedestrians. The truck powers out of the parking lot and into the
busy afternoon traffic like a bulldozer. Everyone gets out of my
way.

The quiet roar of the truck’s engine is the only
sound as we drive. Van sits quietly, tugging at a loose string on
the hem of her shirt. Part of me wants to put my arm around her
shoulder. I’d like to tell her that everything will be okay. I
would give anything to be the comforting big brother I know she’s
desperate to have like she used to. But I can’t. Not after Oscar. I
can’t turn into him no matter how much Van wants him back. I
learned my lesson with him. Van needs to grow up, and the sooner
the better. She needs to accept that if she doesn’t figure out how
to control her hunger now, it’s going to change her into something
neither of us will recognize.

I pull up to the dance studio and turn off the
engine. Usually, I just hold the brake and wait for her to jump
out. She looks over at me with a question in her blue eyes.

“I want you to stay away from that girl,” I say.

“But she’s Laney’s cousin. I can’t avoid her without
doing the same to Laney.”

“Maybe that’s just how it has to be, then. When you
turn sixteen and your hunger really wakes up, it will be too
intense and you’ll have to give up all of your friends anyway. You
know that, even if you won’t admit it.” Giving up friends, it’s
something Van should get used to now, because it isn’t going to
stop any time soon.

Van shakes her head. “No, Zander. She’s my best
friend. I’m not going to bail on Laney like that, no matter how bad
my hunger gets.”

“You think she’ll be happy you stayed friends with
her when you kill her pretty little cousin?” I snap.

Her head drops down, but I can still see the corner
of her mouth twitching. “I can control it. I won’t hurt her.”

“You can’t guarantee that.”

“I won’t live like you,” she says quietly. “I won’t
live alone for the rest of my life because I’m scared of hurting
people.”

I sigh and close my eyes. “It’s not about being
scared, Van. It’s about being smart. Stay away from her.”

For a long moment, she doesn’t say anything. Deep
down, I’m hoping with everything I have that she’ll listen to me. I
can’t go through it again. Watching Oscar deteriorate nearly broke
me. She can’t expect me to go through that with her. I won’t make
it. Please just listen to me, I beg.

When she finally speaks, her voice startles me. “She
knows something.”

It’s just a simple sentence, but it ignites my anger
like a match to a fuse. “She doesn’t know anything! Nobody does.
Get that through your head and quit looking for answers, Van!”

My sister’s head snaps up and my hands tighten into
fists at the determination in her eyes. “She knows something, and
I’m going to find out what it is.”

Then she throws open the door of the truck and runs
away.

A pair of little girls, who can’t be more than four
years old, bounce into the studio behind Van with their tutus and
ballet slippers. The urge to run in after my sister and shake her
until she changes her mind dissipates as the tiny ballerinas start
pouring into the building. She’s not going to escape me, though. I
still have to pick her up when she’s done working, and take her
home, and drive her to school tomorrow. I’m going to crush this out
of her eventually.

Since my crusade is going to have to wait until at
least eight o’clock, and football practice starts in twenty
minutes, I pull out of the parking lot and speed back toward the
school. When I burst into the locker room, it’s almost empty. Only
a few stragglers are still pulling on pads and practice
jerseys.

A quick look around confirms to me that Carson Davis
isn’t one of them. Carson is the only one of my teammates that
stirs up my hunger this year. Last year, two of the seniors nearly
made it impossible to control myself on the field. Luckily, Carson
plays on the offensive line, opposite my usual starting position,
and we have very little contact. Carson is the least of my problems
today.

Curses run through my mind as I rant at both myself
and my sister. Outwardly, I’m calm and controlled. My movements are
efficient as I shrug into my gear. As quickly as possible, I am
stalking out of the locker room.

As soon as my feet hit the turf, the other players
come alive. I never join in their rowdy behavior and general
excitement, but my team’s enthusiasm to see me makes me smile
inwardly. They all know their chances of winning double as soon as
I step onto the field. When I finished my freshman tryout, Coach
Benson walked up to me and simply asked what position I wanted to
play. It didn’t matter that the team already had a senior playing
quarterback, another one at wide receiver, and juniors at most of
the other key positions. I could have my pick, no questions
asked.

I think my answer surprised him. Safety isn't the
most glorious position in football. Coach Benson didn’t seem to
appreciate my choice, and all but refused at first. He wanted me in
a more active, game determining position. His suggestion was
runningback. I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of playing
runningback, and it took a deal with Coach Benson to finally make
me agree. I got to play safety on defense as long as I tore up the
field as a runningback on the offense. Offense doesn’t interest me
that much, because I’m always running away from the other players,
but as long as I get to be where I know I will get to hit a lot of
people on the other side of the ball, I don’t mind as much.

Nobody gets by me, which is how I ended up the team
captain as a junior instead of the senior playing quarterback. We
all pile out onto the field together, the others jogging excitedly,
me walking with my thoughts more focused on Van and Ivy than
football. It’s almost impossible to stop thinking about my sister
and the effect that strange girl had on me until the first real
play kicks off during a scrimmage. The massive bodies of the
offense charging down the field reaches down inside me and grabs
onto the hunger I keep so carefully hidden.

Hitting people hurts. The person getting hit feels
it the most, but the person doing the damage gets a piece of it as
well. It’s nothing compared to willfully and maliciously causing
pain to another human being. Nothing can replace the all-consuming
feeling of stripping away life, but this is a substitute that keeps
me from indulging in things I shouldn’t.

Samuel keeps the ball tucked under his arm and
against his chest like he’s supposed to. He’s got guts. I keep my
eyes on him as his body speeds toward me, judging my position and
trying in vain to get around me. The hunger I felt at the sight of
Ivy rebuilds inside of me. It’s so hard not to let it fill me, to
carry me over the limit of my endurance. My vision tints red as I
burst forward. Samuel’s eyes widen as his body turns slightly to
prepare for the impact he knows is coming. The strength in my arms
wraps around Samuel to the point that I can feel all the breath
rush out of him. Whatever air was left comes bursting out as I
fling him to the ground with me.

We roll a couple times across the grass before
coming to a stop. There’s still so much hunger left that my fingers
dig into the grass in an effort to keep them from acting. It takes
me a moment to realize Samuel hasn’t gotten up yet, either. The
familiar feel of panic pulls me up from the ground. I crawl over to
my teammate in a rush. I let myself drink too deeply. My hunger
will take me on a ride I can’t control
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