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      I killed my first Alexander at seventeen. That was also the age I fell in love, an emotion supposedly beyond my kind.

      We rippers make our homes in the love of others. We kill the people who’ve so forsaken love they’ve burned away their souls. But actually experiencing the warmth of that strange emotion was something none of us dared achieve.

      I guess Momma was right when she said I’m the strangest of monsters.

      But before the love came the kill, which happened a few hours after we arrived in the city of Medea. Momma and I stumbled down the dark cobblestone streets during a howling blizzard, only occasional gaslights slashing open the night.

      I hoped if anyone saw me and Momma they’d mistake us for a human woman and her teenage daughter. I also prayed—something that would have angered Momma if she’d heard me—that we wouldn’t run into any of the church zealots who’d chased us from our last home.

      We passed large tenements along the train tracks with the white cross of the Vita Dei painted above many of the doorways. I’d tasted the overwhelming anger of Alexanders here and there as we fled our old home, their fury always burning into me as if I’d held my hand over a tea kettle’s steam. But the city’s brownstones, mansions, and tenements—especially those marked with white crosses—contained far more Alexanders than I’d ever dreamed existed.

      “Be careful,” Momma whispered. “There are some powerful Alexanders in this city.”

      I understood. You had to be careful around them. They could easily kill rippers when they outnumbered us.

      “Let’s go back to the countryside,” I said, already hating this dirty, cold city. I shivered, nearly frozen despite the stolen coat I wore.

      “Too dangerous,” Momma said. “Easier for the church to track our kills in the countryside.”

      We turned down an alley and sheltered in an alcove between two buildings, directly across from a seedy pub. Next door to the pub was a horsecar stable, metal rails running from the building down the cobblestone street. The horses inside nickered. I smelled manure, stale hay, sour alcohol, and human sweat along with other sickly scents I didn’t recognize.

      “This is a good spot,” Momma said. “Nasty, dark places late at night are good hunting. Remember that.”

      I nodded and huddled closer to Momma, trying to stay warm but careful not to embrace her. I didn’t need another lecture about how rippers shouldn’t hug one another.

      The door to the pub opened and a drunk man stepped out. I hoped he was an Alexander. But I didn’t scent violence on him, and our magic prevented us from harming anyone who wasn’t an Alexander. The man looked right through our bodies without seeing us before staggering away down the road.

      This was my first time joining Momma on a hunt and despite being so cold I watched the men leaving the bar with curiosity. Not all Alexanders were men, but the vast majority were. Momma blamed society for that. She said too many men these days were given opportunities to be violent, something the church zealots encouraged.

      I’d always wondered at what point a violent, angry person lost their humanity and became an Alexander. Momma had never given me a clear answer. She wouldn’t even tell me why we called them Alexanders. But she did mention once that just as there are rules that govern the magic powering our lives, so too are there rules for Alexanders. Once a person bent the world too far through hate and anger and violence, all that remained for them was us.

      I tasted the scent of each man leaving the bar. The men walked by themselves or in groups, some laughing and singing, others cursing or even silent. But none were Alexanders. My stomach growled, and I leaned closer to Momma’s warm body.

      A man slammed the pub door open. He was angry and left a bitter, metallic tang of pending violence on my tongue. An Alexander. He walked purposefully down the alley toward the shophouses facing the harbor. The evil buzzing where his soul once lived called to me, sending an excited, instinctual shiver through my body.

      “Stay quiet,” Momma whispered.

      We slipped out of the alcove, sneaking after the man. While most people couldn’t see us at night, Alexanders could. Especially when they aimed to hurt someone.

      We followed him down the hill and along the street. The man staggered past rows of stone piers and wooden docks. Hundreds of sailing ships and fishing trawlers were tied up alongside the docks, bobbing in the waves. The man glanced back once, as if sensing us, but we hid in the blowing snow. He cursed and continued walking.

      Momma’s claws emerged from her fingers, and she spun them around, trying to conjure a blood-maw—a portal into the inner world all rippers drew our power from. But she was too weak to create a one, and I’d never been able to. She glanced at me. We’d have to do this the hard, messy way.

      The man stopped before a brick shophouse. Above the door, the words DRY GOODS had been painted in gold letters on a green-stained wooden sign. The paint was faded and flaking and the store’s picture window cracked, as if the building had given up caring what the world thought of it.

      The man tried to open the front door, but it didn’t budge. He shook the doorknob in anger. “Unlatch the door, Joanie,” he yelled. “Abner, don’t make me do this!” He rattled the door again.

      Through the dirty window, I saw a woman in a faded robe holding a candle and a kitchen knife in the rear of the store. A young man my age stood beside her holding a wooden mallet. Even at this distance, I could see fear and determination etching their faces. Neither approached the door.

      “Open it!” the man yelled again. When the people inside didn’t respond, he pulled a billy club from under his coat.

      Momma and I sneaked up behind him. As we neared, I scented all of this Alexander’s sins. How he beat his wife and son most days. How he’d come close to killing his wife on two occasions. I felt his family’s fear and despair. How they couldn’t escape and couldn’t run. How his wife stayed with him for the sake of their son, and the son stayed for the sake of his mother.

      The shared memories made me want to vomit, but I forced myself to stay strong like a true and proper monster.

      “Hello, Alexander,” my mother said as she stepped behind the man.

      He jumped, turning and swinging the billy club, but Momma dodged. He tried to yell but she grabbed his throat and squeezed his vocal cords.

      The man swung his billy club a second time, this time connecting with Momma’s head. She released his throat and staggered back.

      I grabbed the hand holding the club, stopping him from hurting her more. As he tried to shake me off, I grew claws from my fingers and two large fangs in my mouth. I bit his arm, tearing out a big chunk of meat and severing his brachial artery. He screamed but Momma grabbed his throat again, silencing him.

      I swallowed the meat and licked my lips. “Hello, Alexander,” I said, mimicking Momma.

      “Not,” he gasped. “Name’s not ... Alexander …”

      “It is now,” Momma said.

      Momma’s mouth ripped open from ear to ear, revealing a massive world of teeth. And while she’d been unable to open her blood-maw, I still heard the millions more teeth within her clicking and gnashing and begging for the Alexander and his sins. Listening to that sound was like falling from the edge of a steep, rocky canyon—and knowing that every part of the abyss below glistened with hungry, wet teeth.

      She pulled the Alexander to her and ripped his throat out as he struggled and kicked. Blood splashed across the front step and froze in the frigid cold. She tore the man to pieces in a fury, swallowing one of his arms as she tore off the other and handed it to me. I dislocated my jaw, ripped my mouth into a giant opening, and swallowed it eagerly. I was so hungry.

      We finished eating just in time for the front door to open. The woman and her son stood there, staring at us. When we killed a violent Alexander, their death sang out to everyone they’d ever harmed, calling them to us. Calming them. Telling them to come see that they no longer had anything to fear.

      “Hello, Joanie. Hello, Abner,” Momma said, touching a finger to their foreheads. “My daughter and I need shelter. May we stay in your home? We’ll protect you from harm. You’ll be very happy with us living here.”

      They both nodded from Momma’s hypnotic words, and Joanie waved for us to enter. Momma staggered for a moment—in recent years, it exhausted her to use her powers like this on people’s minds—and then we walked into our new home.

      Joanie locked the front door behind us, then she and her son led us across the store to a stairway leading to the rooms above. As we followed, Momma manipulated their memories so they’d forget all they’d witnessed.

      On the second floor, Momma and I collapsed in the living room next to the fireplace, where the banked coals of a fire glowed warmly. Dribbles of blood showed where we’d walked across the floor.

      “We’ll clean up the mess in the morning,” Momma said to the woman whose husband she’d just killed. I liked that Momma was always polite to people even when they wouldn’t remember us.

      Joanie nodded as if in a dream, a peaceful smile on her face. Abner smiled too, and they left us, closing the door gently on their way out.

      I breathed deeply. The stench of the Alexander who’d terrorized this family was already dissipating. The love in this house, which had survived for years despite the Alexander, wrapped around me.

      For the first time in weeks we had a true home.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, before the sun rose, I wiped down all the floors and stairs and then sat next to the fireplace warming myself. Momma was still cleaning up the blood and meaty bits outside the shophouse door. When I’d last seen her, she’d been muttering in irritation as she tossed bloody chunks of snow and ice into the bay. I’d offered to help but she didn’t want me outside with the sun coming up, in case someone spotted us.

      Abner came sneaking down the hall and looked carefully around the living room as if a monster was about to jump him. Seeing nothing, he walked toward the kitchen—and stopped when he saw me sitting next to the fireplace.

      He shook his head, as if debating my very existence, before looking again.

      “Uh, hi,” he said tentatively.

      I held my breath, trying to force myself to turn invisible in his mind. But all I did was make myself kind of fuzzy and see-through. I cursed, walked over, and thunked his forehead, trying to rework his memories like Momma did. But it didn’t work. He rubbed his head as I cursed again.

      “My mother used to make me eat a piece of soap when I said words like that,” he said.

      “Me and Momma use those words all the time, and we never eat soap.”

      He considered this. “You a ghost?”

      “Kinda like a ghost. Could you act like you can’t see me? Momma will be mad if she finds out someone saw me. She already thinks I’m not ready to live on my own.”

      He smiled. “I’m Abner,” he whispered.

      “Amelia,” I said, trying not to point out that I already knew his name. At least the magic Momma used to wipe his memories of last night seemed to be holding.

      He walked to the kitchen and turned, making an extremely obvious attempt not to stare at me. I sighed. That wouldn’t fool Momma. I ran after him.

      “Please,” I whispered. “We haven’t had a home for weeks and nearly died. If Momma realizes you can see me, she’ll make us leave.”

      “I understand. I mean, I think I do. But when can I actually see you? Without acting like I can’t?”

      I laughed at his confusion. “I’ll tell you.” I shooed him deeper into the kitchen. “Just pretend I’m not here.”

      “Okay. But you need to help me. If you see my father coming, warn me.”

      “Why?”

      Abner looked away as if he really couldn’t see me. For the first time I noticed the bruises on his arms and neck.

      “Deal,” I said, not wanting to point out that his father would never hurt him again. I held out my hand to him. Abner shook it, and we both grinned.

      The sound of Momma climbing the stairs from the shop below, so I ran back to the fireplace and lay down, pretending to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      For the next week Momma and I rested to the side of the fireplace on some blankets we’d borrowed from Joanie and Abner. We were always lethargic after eating—we usually wouldn’t eat again for a month or so. We also slept a lot. We’d wake up if anyone approached, but most people sensed not to approach us when we were sleeping, even if we couldn’t be seen.

      One morning I woke well before Momma. I touched her forehead with my palm and was shocked at how cold she was. She’d been feeling ill the last year and needed her rest. I pulled her closer to the fire.

      As Momma sighed in her sleep from the extra warmth, I stood and stretched ... and saw Abner across the room, sitting on the sofa reading a book. He waved.

      I walked over to him. “We need to talk,” I whispered.

      We went down the hall to Abner’s room. The walls were lined with shelves containing cheap penny dreadfuls with titles like Spring-heeled Jack and the Demon Barber of Fleet Street, along with lead toy soldiers whose uniforms were painted in a rainbow of colors. But all the toy soldiers were distorted and warped, with heads bent back and legs wrapped around their bodies like taffy.

      I closed the door. “Did you see me sleeping this week?”

      Abner nodded. “Saw your mother too. Both of you looked cute sleeping next to each other.”

      I cursed, and not only because rippers shouldn’t be called cute. If he could see Momma too, I’d really messed up. I tapped his forehead again and felt his memories. But they still refused to change.

      “That feels … weird,” Abner said.

      “Not supposed to feel weird. Supposed to make you forget me.”

      “Don’t worry, I haven’t said anything. I want you to stay here. Mom’s been happy since you arrived, and the house feels safer. Mom believes God finally answered her prayers, but I’m thinking it’s you two.”

      “That’s what we do: help people feel happy and safe wherever we live.”

      I looked at the penny dreadfuls again, which included a number of monster stories such as Varney the Vampire. Abner noticed my gaze and pulled out that booklet. The cover showed a skeleton-like vampire spreading his cape as he prepared to feast on the blood of a sleeping woman.

      Abner glanced several times from the cover to me, obviously dying to ask if I was a vampire.

      “That’s not me,” I said. “And you’re not supposed to see me unless I want you to see me.”

      “Don’t worry. My mother hasn’t seen either of you. And my father hasn’t been here.”

      He’d said it casually, but he stared at me until I awkwardly scratched my neck and looked away.

      “He’s not coming back, is he?” Abner asked.

      I shook my head.

      Abner sat cross-legged
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