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          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      We burst into the house with a crash as the stuck door gave way and thudded against the wall. Stumbling, arms full of boxes, my sister and I guffawed at the echoing noise. My Dachshund-Chihuahua mix darted around our feet and hurried into the empty foyer on stubby legs.

      "I told you the key would work."

      "On the third try, Emma," Julia groused.

      "The hinges need oil."

      "Or a battering ram."

      I rolled my eyes and set my box on the dusty floor. A sneeze tickled my nose. Dark walnut floors that hadn't been polished in ages cried for attention. The staircase, composed of the same rich wood, looked nearly black under a coat of old grime. The windows were opaque with a film of water spots, cobwebs clung to the overhead crystal chandelier, and the fireplace was filled with old ashes.

      It wasn't the warm homecoming I envisioned, but it was all mine.

      "It stinks," my sister said.

      "It needs some airing out." I took her box and set it on the floor next to mine. "And a little cleaning."

      Julia scoffed. "I still don't understand why you wanted this place."

      When I told my sister weeks ago that I'd accepted this 1906 home in lieu of alimony, she berated me for a solid twenty minutes. I told her then, and several times since, that I'd been drawn to the Queen Anne Victorian since I laid eyes on it. Part of an inheritance from his grandmother, the house was left to my ex-husband Troy to do with as he wished. He planned to sell it to developers who would raze the house to the ground and build a duplex. I couldn't let that happen.

      "The last thing I want to do is chase Troy through the courts. This way, we're over and done with."

      For once, Julia cast her sympathetic hazel eyes in my direction.

      "Besides," I added, "now that the apartment is released, he's stuck without a place to stay."

      That made her smile. "The least he could've done is run a broom across the floor before handing over the keys."

      I shrugged. "That's what you're here for."

      "Gee, thanks."

      We fell silent, the only sound in the ghostly house my dog's toenails clicking across the floor as he sniffed every crack and surface.

      "Well, give me a tour," Julia said.

      I wiped the back of my hand across my nose, trying to stifle a sneeze, and nodded. It'd been a while since Troy and I visited the place, and I braced myself for my sister's inevitable complaining. Even if the house was new, and it definitely was not, she'd find fault with something.

      "This is the living room, obviously." I led the way through a wide doorway into the nearby room. There was another fireplace there, more hardwood floors, and another crystal chandelier. At one end of the room, there was an alcove in the shape of a half-circle with three windows overlooking the neighboring yard. "I think this is the dining room."

      Beyond, there was a small breezeway leading into the kitchen. That was the room I knew Julia would have the most trouble with, as it was the one I worried about. The cabinets looked familiar, but the appliances did not. The extremely old-fashioned gas stove was so intimidating I feared I might burn the house down, and the wooden—yes, wooden—refrigerator didn't look like it would properly work.

      "What is that thing?" Julia asked, immediately zeroing in on the offending contraption.

      "It's an icebox," I said, trying to sound breezy and failing.

      Julia's too-dark eyebrows climbed her forehead toward bleach-blonde bangs. "Oh, I've got to stick around long enough to see you cook."

      I rolled my eyes, gesturing toward the small door at the back of the room. "In there is the pantry-slash-laundry room." I didn't bother to show her, knowing the old crank washing machine would bring similar derisive comments.

      Julia returned her attention to the icebox. She reached for the doors of the antique when I swiftly redirected her. "Let me show you my bedroom."

      I didn't miss her smirk.

      We retraced our steps to the dining room and walked through a sitting room. Again, it was completely empty save a light fixture. Luckily there were many windows that bounced light off the stark white walls. I was already imagining what furniture I would put where and hoping I could afford some new pieces. I'd need to majorly overhaul my personal inventory to stick with the twentieth-century aesthetic.

      We walked up the back stairs, a narrow, crooked hallway to the second floor. There were three bedrooms there: two smaller twin-sized rooms as well as the master bedroom. I planned to convert one of the smaller rooms into an office and use the other as a guest room. I was most excited to show Julia the master bedroom.

      I opened the door for her and stepped out of the way with a flourish. I couldn't help smiling, imagining her envy. Like the dining room below, there was a large semi-circular alcove with three windows looking out at the yard beyond. The area looked like a turret in an old castle. It was begging to be made into a cozy window seat.

      There was another fireplace with room enough left for a huge four-poster bed. I could imagine the curtains and bed clothes stirring in the breeze from the open window.

      Julia turned to me with a blank expression. "Huh."

      "Huh?" I asked in disbelief. "Can't you imagine it? Cozy nights with a fire burning, snow outside the window. Huddling under a huge down comforter and sipping hot chocolate?"

      My sister rolled her eyes. "It sounds lonely in this huge house."

      I felt my face fall. "I have Schnitzel."

      She glanced down at my dog, who was scratching behind his pointy airplane ear.

      "And maybe you can sleep over sometimes."

      Julia snorted. "We're a little old for that."

      "Maybe you are, but I'm not." I ignored my sister’s pointed look, not bothering to acknowledge she was only two years older. "Anyway, I'm not staying single forever. Just for the foreseeable future."

      We headed back into the hall, where she glanced between the two smaller bedrooms. There wasn't much to see, without furniture, so I focused on the bathroom instead. Unlike the rest of the house, which had hardwood flooring, here beautiful tiles lined the room in a checkerboard pattern. A small vanity and sink stood between us and the object of my obsession: an absolutely huge clawfoot tub. I knew I'd sink into that thing up to my nose. It looked big enough to swim in.

      I wanted her to love it as much as I did, but she took one look at the circular copper shower curtain frame and wrinkled her nose. "There isn't a single modern thing about this house."

      "That's the point. Besides, the electricity was updated in the '80's."

      "Em..." She shook her head, rather than finish her thought.

      "Just say what you⁠—"

      Schnitzel's growl cut me off as he scrambled across the room and out the door, his claws creating a horrible racket. I followed and found him bristling at a closed door. Long nose snuffling the crack, he released a low whine and scratched at the floor planks.

      "Schnitzel, stop that!"

      "What's his deal?"

      I shook my head, unable to answer. No one could possibly be here. It took us three tries to get in the front door.

      "What's back there?" Julia whispered.

      "It's the stairs to the attic. I haven't been up there. When I visited with Troy, he didn't bother unlocking it."

      "Maybe you have raccoons?"

      That was the last thing I needed. Digging in my pocket, I grabbed the keys my ex gave me. Hopefully I'd have more luck with this door than the last.

      "If that's the case, maybe Schnitzel can scare them off."

      "Or we'll get rabies."

      "You're so helpful, Jules," I muttered, as I fit the key in the lock.

      "And I'll helpfully take up the rear flank."

      I glared at her over my shoulder. She smiled, dimples flashing. With barely a struggle, I unlocked the door. I braced myself as I turned the knob and pulled. Schnitzel zipped up the rickety staircase like an arrow released from a bow. I hurried behind him and hoped he wasn't about to get hurt.

      We crested the stairs in a blink. I reached for a light switch but didn't find one. It was dark, barely enough light filtering through the one shaded window to see a foot in front of me. Schnitzel barked and immediately began searching for his quarry. I felt Julia bump into my back.

      "I don't hear any raccoons," Julia mumbled.

      "How would you know what raccoons sound like?"

      She didn't answer.

      Ominous shapes filled the room, giving me the creeps. My heart pounded in my chest, echoing in my ears. My sister brushed past me as a scratching sound filled the air. I hoped that was my dog and not something hidden in the walls.

      There was the rattle of a chain being pulled across metal, followed by a click, and blessed light filled the room from the bulb on the ceiling. The attic was still dim, but I could finally see the sheet-shrouded chairs and various items propped up against the wall. The walls sloped toward the ceiling at the top on three sides. The smell was musty and pungent, even sour, as if the room had been locked for decades.

      I glanced back at Schnitzel, who was trying to wedge his chubby sausage body behind a picture frame propped against the wall. The painting faced the wall, a faint provenance visible on the stretched canvas. Curiosity propelled me closer, but I was torn between grabbing my dog and saving the painting from his scratchy claws.

      The moment I reached for the heavy ornate frame and pulled it back, a giant gray rodent ran out the other side.

      "Rat!"

      I let go of the frame with a shriek and stumbled back. The painting thunked to the floor. Schnitzel's claws scrabbled as he raced after the rat, yapping like an idiot. I bumped into my sister, gasped, and watched as my dog pursued the rodent. He wasn't fast enough to grab the rat before it disappeared into a crack at the corner of two chunks of ancient drywall. Still growling and gnashing his teeth, Schnitzel angrily tore at the wall.

      All of this happened so fast, but Julia was roaring with laughter before it was over. Thoroughly creeped out, I shook my arms. "Gross! I feel like it's crawling on me!"

      Still laughing, Julia bent over to grab the painting and pulled it right side up before leaning it against the wall once more.

      "I almost had a heart attack."

      "At least it wasn't a rabid raccoon. That thing was as big as your dog, Em!"

      Schnitzel's growls grated on me. "Enough!" I yelled, stamping my foot on the floor.

      With a few more growls, he stepped back from the wall and cast me a disgruntled look as he snorted.

      Still flustered, I cast my gaze on the painting. It was an old-fashioned portrait of a man in a top hat and suit, his solemn pale eyes staring at me. There was something about his face, so aloof and cavalier yet undeniably sad, that I couldn't look away. A jagged tear marred the canvas, but it was nothing that couldn't be fixed. It would need cleaning, the frame didn't quite match...

      "Nice pork chops," Julia said, with an audible grin.

      It took me a moment to figure out what she was talking about: the man's facial hair. "I think you mean mutton chops, but those are sideburns. Mutton chops are longer and bushier."

      "You're doing it again."

      "What?"

      "Fixing a painting in your head."

      "I'm an art conservator. Restoring paintings is literally my job, Jules." I took one last glance at the wall where the rat disappeared before stepping closer and grabbing the heavy frame. "It's got chipped paint, a cupped craquelure surface, and dirty yellowed varnish, but it’s fixable."

      "Who wants a painting of some random old dude?"

      "He's thirty at most."

      "You know what I mean. He's a stranger."

      "So I'll research. Maybe I can find out who he is."

      "You're bringing that with us?"

      "Yes, I am." After a good visit from an exterminator, maybe some of the chairs would be salvageable too. "Let's get out of here. The girls will be here soon to help with unpacking. Schnitzel, come."

      "I'm leaving this light on. That rat isn't sneaking up on my ass from behind."

      "Fine by me."
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        * * *

      

      It was a blessing when my friends arrived to help us move the larger furniture pieces off the rental truck. We managed to unload my mattress and couches by careful maneuvering with a dolly and combined effort. The satisfaction of getting it done was almost worth the money I saved by not hiring professional movers.

      "Is the truck empty?"

      Kate, my petite Filipino neighbor from the old apartment, nodded, and puffed out her cheeks. "Yep, that's the last of the boxes."

      I squeezed her shoulder in gratitude. "I think the rest of this can wait until tomorrow. How about we move this party outside and enjoy ourselves?"

      "What do you have in mind?" Alyssa asked, tying her natural blonde hair into a ponytail. My apprentice at the studio was always ready to party.

      "Kate brought hot dogs and marshmallows. There's a firepit out back. We're going to have a cookout."

      "And more importantly," Kate said, "I brought pre-mixed margaritas."

      More than ready to relax, we all trooped through the kitchen to the back door. Kate grabbed the grocery bags with the supplies. It wasn't until we were all gathered around the firepit that I realized the problem. There was absolutely nowhere to sit but the damp ground.

      Julia giggled. "Guess you forgot something, Em."

      Alyssa, noticing my crestfallen expression, said, "It's okay. We'll grab some of the unsplit logs and sit on them."

      I gave her a grateful smile, on the verge of tears for some reason.

      "Great, we'll get sap on our pants," Julia groused.

      "Shut up, Jules," Alyssa muttered.

      We headed over to the wood pile and grabbed several of the unsplit logs. They were about three feet long and unwieldy, but they rolled easily enough toward the firepit. Alyssa gathered an armful of split wood for the fire, giving me a reassuring dimpled smile, her green eyes full of compassion. I plopped my butt on the bark of a log and watched dispiritedly as my friends attempted to start the fire with my sister's lighter.

      "What's wrong with you?" Julia asked, hands on her hips.

      I shrugged, blinking moisture out of my eyes. "I don't know."

      "They're just chairs, Emma. We'll bring some next time."

      "It's not that." I let my eyes drift toward the house and its faded gray, blistered paint. "I guess it's just hitting me all at once."

      "What?"

      "Everything that's gone wrong lately."

      "If you mean Mom and Dad cutting ties with you, that's hardly new."

      I glared at her but shook my head. It had nothing to do with my parents' disapproval of my failed marriage.

      Kate sat down next to me and began pulling red Solo cups out of the grocery bag. Her dark eyes were direct and blunt. "Please tell me this isn't about Troy, the dick. He cheated on you. More than once."

      "I know." I felt Schnitzel sit down on my foot, his cold nose pressing against my bare shin just below my pedal pushers. It made me smile, in spite of my emotions. "It's not sadness. It's frustration. I made so many mistakes."

      "That's what you get for marrying a younger man," Julia said.

      "What does that have to do with it?" Kate asked her.

      "Girls mature faster than boys. And he was definitely immature."

      I couldn't disagree. The man spent more time sleeping on my couch and playing video games than he ever did looking for a job. I should've known better than to keep giving him chances.

      "It doesn't matter how old he was," Kate pointed out. "He took advantage of her. He had women over to their place when she was at work."

      I winced. Before I knew it, I had a Solo cup full of slushy pale green margarita in my hand. I sipped gratefully, feeling cold liquid rush down my throat followed by a surprising amount of heat in my belly. It was a nice change from the brisk March air.

      "You should be glad to be rid of him."

      "I am."

      "So what are you crying for?" Julia asked.

      "I'm not!" Except I was, a little. I blinked my eyes clear. "I'm scared, okay? I've never lived by myself. I always had a roommate or a live-in boyfriend. And this place is huge."

      "I can stay with you tonight, if you want," Alyssa offered, sweetly.

      I wanted so badly to take her up on it, but I knew I'd have to face being alone sooner or later. "I can't let you do that," I said, shaking my head. "I'd never let you leave."

      She stepped back from the smoldering wood and dusted off her knees. "That's okay. We could carpool to work."

      I grinned at her. "It's sweet that you offered. Thank you, but I'll be okay."

      "We might have to break some branches off of your apple tree to use as skewers. If that's okay with you?"

      I nodded, glancing at the massive tree. It had to be nearly as old as the house.

      Schnitzel turned his attention to Kate as she began pulling out the food. My little hot dog was practically salivating over the beef franks.

      "Thank you, guys, for your help today," I said in a quiet but heartfelt voice. "I appreciate it so much."

      Kate wrapped her arm around my shoulders and squeezed. "Any time, toots."

      "It's a good thing you don't have any more friends," Julia said, sitting down on a log as if it might bite her. "I don't think you could fit anyone else in this tiny yard."

      Alyssa met my gaze and rolled her eyes in exaggeration, making me snort.

      A delicious heat spread through my belly as I sipped my drink. A similar warmth was building before me, displacing my shivers as the fire crackled to life.

      "I think your house is beautiful, Emma," Alyssa said.

      "Thank you. I do, too."

      "You'll have to have us over for dinner, after you get settled."

      That made Julia giggle again, no doubt thinking about the kitchen. I could only nod in agreement.

      We spent a few minutes gathering sticks and threading our hot dogs onto the shaved ends, and before long they were roasting over the flames. Eager for scraps, Schnitzel trotted around our logs and beseeched us with pleading eyes.

      With the hand not preoccupied with her hot dog stick, Alyssa held out her Solo cup in salute. "To your new house, babe."

      I toasted her, smiling, and tapped my plastic cup against the others. Schnitzel let out a loud howling bark as he stared up at my house. The group of us turned to look at the towering facade in unison, wondering what he saw.

      Schnitzel continued to growl, the chest-rattling sound reverberating in the air.

      I honestly had no idea what his problem was. I couldn't see anything unusual.

      "Maybe the rats are back?" Julia asked.

      "Ugh, don't remind me," I said. "I'm not going to be able to sleep tonight."

      Schnitzel barked a few more times, the sound echoing in the neighborhood, letting whatever he saw know he wasn't pleased.

      "You shush," I said, snapping my fingers at him. I tried to concentrate on my friends, but my gaze continually strayed back to the house. What did my dog sense about my new home that I didn't?
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          MICAH

        

      

    

    
      Of all the things that I thought might bring me back to life, I did not expect the yapping of a small dog.

      I flattened my hands against the silk draped above me. Panic welled up as I remembered where I was. Inside a casket. A push and I felt the lid lift. I relaxed. I wasn't underground. So far the plan was working.

      I shoved the lid. It swung upwards with a squeak. The dog's yaps doubled in volume and frequency. I climbed out of the casket. My knees protested that they hadn't been flexed for at least fifty years. But I was on my feet in the pitch black, narrow space, hidden from the rest of the attic.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairway. The attic door creaked open.

      "I don't hear any raccoons," a feminine voice mumbled.

      "How would you know what raccoons sound like?" another female voice responded.

      There was a sound of a chain being pulled.

      Light stabbed through the peephole. It wasn't the soft flicker of a gaslamp, but the harsh glare of Edison's lightbulb. I put my eye to the peephole and squinted. The attic had been empty when I went to sleep. Now it was filled with dusty sheets tossed over what I assumed was furniture. But my focus was the two women talking under the bare bulb. At the sight of them, my fangs dropped as my hunger flared.

      They bore an obvious familial resemblance, the same height and slender build, although one had long coffee brown hair and the other's was short and unnaturally white. The brunette gazed at the foot of the wall between us, and her brow furrowed as the dog continued to growl and bark. She stepped closer, her face dipping into shadow as her head obscured the light, but I could still see plenty. The delicate oval of her ivory face was spotless, save the freckles scattered like stars over her nose, and her eyebrows were sable arches over amber eyes. Her heart-shaped mouth puckered as she reached for something in the space between us.

      Although I was unable to see what it was, the heavy edge of whatever she’d been holding slammed to the floor as the woman jumped back and gasped.

      "Rat!" she shrieked, nearly knocking her over her companion.

      The dog took off after the rodent, its claws audible as it scratched the wall.

      My hands clenched as my fangs dropped, eyes fixed on the brunette. She was mesmerizing and triggered my instincts. I fought the urge to leap out of my hiding place and drain her. That is not who I am.

      The gnawing hunger in my belly said otherwise.

      I meant to focus on her words to glean any information I could. All I could hear was the siren pounding of her heart. I closed my eyes and refocused on the words the women spoke as the brunette's panic subsided.

      The room went silent. The brunette (Em, according to the other woman) stared at the painting, her head tilted.

      My eyes widened as I recognized the painting. It was me, seated, my eyes focused on a spot in the distance. It's still here. My lips pulled into a smile around my fangs. She hasn't found me.

      Emotional satisfaction did nothing to fill the empty pit in my stomach. I closed my eyes again. The women were unaware of my presence, making them the perfect prey. I could take them both down and feed to my heart's content. Except I knew I could only stop one and the other would get away. Or worse, return armed with a stake.

      I swallowed. I needed to focus. They were talking about my painting.

      "You're bringing that with us?"

      "Yes, I am."

      My eyes widened and panic swirled in my stomach. No! I can't lose possession of that painting. If Vanessa saw it, she might use it to find me. I couldn't let that happen.

      I heard them summon the dog. My instincts screamed to leap out of my hiding place and sink my fangs into the woman carrying my portrait, killing two birds with one stone. And I would have if there hadn't been the second woman to deal with.

      The door closed, and all I could think was that I let my meal get away when I should be focusing on what came next. I was supposed to be hibernating fifty years at most. I hoped that would be long enough to break the connection with Vanessa...

      No. Don't think of her. Don't accidentally strengthen the bond that you worked so hard to weaken.

      Micah, my darling, is that really you?

      My heart leapt as the thought that wasn't mine echoed through my brain. It didn't work. I failed. We were still bonded. And worse, Vanessa knew I was awake. If she didn't know where I was, she would soon. And she would come for me.

      I never thought I would hear you again. Her excitement, even in my head, made my stomach churn. I thought you met the sun. Welcome home, my darling.

      Gasping, I tried to block her out. I piled on mental bricks until I had built a wall between us.

      Can't hear you...Connection is getting weak.

      Her laughter echoed in my head. Honestly, Micah, do you think that's going to work?

      The weak hope I had shattered. And my temper got the better of me. I did the one thing I had promised myself I wouldn't.

      Leave me the hell alone!

      Tell me where you are, and I might.

      I'm not stupid, I growled back. My hands curled into fists. You want me, come and find me.

      You have no idea how much I want you, darling. And I'll have you.

      I felt her withdraw. Swallowing, I realized the clock was ticking and I needed to get out of here. But before I could do that, I needed answers. And blood.
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        * * *

      

      I didn't feel safe leaving my sanctuary yet. I couldn't be sure where she was. I had left her on the other side of the country, but it didn't mean that she had stayed there.

      I had been so careful. Jonas, my companion, bought the cross-country train tickets from New York to Seattle using my funds but under his name, and we traveled together. The frantic, last-minute trip was dangerous and unplanned. If I knew in advance, Vanessa might've read my thoughts and intercepted us.

      We made sure the house was in Jonas's name as well. We had chosen a neighborhood being built, something upper middle class. Jonas was annoyed that I paid but didn't want my name on the paperwork. I couldn't risk pointing straight to my new hiding place. He would be watching over me. I wanted to make sure he was comfortable while he did so.

      Now, it all seemed pointless.

      I wanted to stay hidden in this dark sanctuary as long as I could, but I needed to get moving. I stood, drew in a deep breath more for comfort than the need for oxygen, and pushed the door open.

      It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the brightness of the attic. I walked to the window and took my first look outside since I had gone to sleep.

      "What in the name of God?"

      I gripped the windowsill and stared out at the world I'd woken up to. The third story attic window gave me a wide view, not that I could decipher it. I rubbed my eyes, like the pressure on them would help make sense of this alien landscape.

      Seattle had been in a process of change before my hibernation. I witnessed a hill carved away near the spot this house stands. But the skyline now stood taller than the hills that had been leveled. I didn't think the world would be capable of this much change in fifty years. How long had I been asleep? And where the hell was Jonas?

      I looked up at the sky, trying to find anything familiar. The waning crescent moon hadn't changed, but there were fewer stars accompanying her. And the night was not dark enough. The streetlamps no longer cast the warm glow of gas, and the light was whiter than I remembered.

      Laughter floated through the window. I looked down in the yard. My jaw dropped. Why were young women parading in their pantaloons? I looked away out of common decency, but something about the brunette pulled my gaze back to her. She was the one I saw a few moments ago in the attic. The white-blonde woman was also in the circle, but my gaze kept going back to the brunette.

      She was seated with the others on cut logs around a firepit, her face aglow from the flames. Despite the evident merriment of the others, she stared down at her lap and bit her lower lip. She only managed a half smile when her little dog sat on her foot.

      A taller blonde woman across from her held a red cup aloft and declared, "To your new house, Emma."

      Emma lifted her own cup. As did the others, toasting along with her.

      New house? I gripped the windowsill tighter as dread pooled in my stomach. When had Jonas lost control of the property? And where was he?

      Emma raised her cup to her lips, only to jerk it away when her dog let out a howling bark.

      I spun out of the window to rest against the wall, hopefully before any heads turned my way.

      "Maybe the rats are back?" an unfamiliar voice asked.

      "Ugh, don't remind me," Emma said. "I'm not going to sleep tonight."

      The dog continued to bark for a few minutes before listening to his mistress's command to hush. I wasn't willing to risk being seen, but I was curious about these women gathered on my lawn. They didn't have the bearing of soiled doves, but I had never seen the fairer sex so comfortable in such a state of undress. I felt a pang of guilt. A gentleman would not listen to their conversation. But I needed to learn about this strange new world. I closed my eyes and focused on my hearing.

      The first thing I heard? The rumble of my stomach, followed by a squeak of a rat. I focused on the squeaks and the faint scratching of tiny claws against wood. I darted forward, and my hand closed around a small, furry body.

      Rats weren't my favorite. They were stinky, squirmy, and had a habit of urinating on everything, especially the hand I grabbed it with. But I needed blood, and that damned dog wasn't around. I wrinkled my nose and drained the small body. It wasn't enough by any means, but I could feel some of the hunger fog lift.

      I would need more, and soon.
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      I shut the door behind my sister and flipped the lock, watching her fading silhouette through the glass. Schnitzel stood by my side, staring up at me. I knew he was tired, so I didn't linger over how weird it felt to be home alone in a strange, new place. I walked to the stairs, trying to shake the feeling I was being watched.

      It's just an old house, I told myself. There are no ghosts here.

      I flinched as the floorboards squeaked. I had the juvenile impulse to leave on every light in the house, like a teenage girl babysitting for the first time. I passed the painting from the attic. The nineteenth-century man's eerie light eyes followed me as I walked.

      I remembered Alyssa's offer to stay the night. I wished I'd taken her up on it. The house was too quiet. I was going to analyze every sound, worrying that someone might break in. Hiring a security company to install an alarm had to be my first priority.

      "What do you think, boy?" I asked, to quell the silence. "Are we going to be happy here?"

      Schnitzel snorted, trotting into my bedroom and toward his familiar old bed. He flopped down on the slightly dirty donut and rolled.

      "Yeah, I hope you're right."

      Hands on my hips, I stared at my bed. It looked terribly lonely. In the few months preceding my divorce, I slept in the guest bedroom at my sister's house. I was accustomed to waking up to her kids jumping on my bed. I couldn't expect my dog to do the same. He couldn't even reach without my help.

      "I hate this," I muttered to myself. The house was too quiet, each sound echoing under the high ceilings. The room felt drafty, goosebumps dotting my skin. I couldn't shake the feeling of how exposed I was, how alone. I had the urge to call my sister, just to hear another voice.

      With a sigh of resignation, I undressed. I doubted I'd find my pajamas, since I hadn't unpacked much, but I could sleep in my underwear for now. Desperate for sound beyond the dog's groaning, I hummed a shaky tune as I dropped my pants to the floor and pulled my t-shirt over my head. My gaze slid to the uncovered window, and I worried momentarily about being seen. What if there was some kind of pervert living next door?

      Worse, what if that pervert broke into my house?

      I kicked free of my jeans and hurried to the light switch. The moment I left myself in total darkness, save the street lights outside, I felt more alone than ever. I shivered hard and scurried to my bed, trying not to think about rats in the walls. I hopped under the covers and lay there staring at the ceiling, trying to ignore the tears that stung my eyes.

      It was only a few moments before I heard Schnitzel's nails on the floor. Smiling to myself, I leaned over and pulled him onto the bed. We snuggled together and tried to sleep.

      Silence hung over me as thick as the comforter covering my body. I barely started drifting off when Schnitzel jerked against me. His head pointed towards the door, and he growled.

      I lifted my head, trying to make out any movement in the darkness. Had the rats come down from the attic? Dachshunds were supposed to be ratters, weren't they? I remained silent, even as he growled, listening for sounds, convincing myself I wasn't hearing things. Were those footsteps?

      Stop. That's not funny, I told myself. It's rats. It's just rats.

      "Schnitzel, shh!" The dog squirmed out of my arms and dove headfirst off the bed. I bolted upright. "Schnitzel!"

      I could hear his nails clatter against the wooden floor, so at least he hadn't injured himself landing. His growls grew louder instead of fainter as he scrambled through the door. I sat in the bed, not sure if I should go after him and potentially have a rat run across my feet, when he yelped.

      I wasn't going to let a rat hurt my dog. I climbed out of the bed and scooped up one of my shoes to fling at the rodent. Barefoot and almost naked, I ran out the door, hitting the light in the hall.

      The man holding Schnitzel by the scruff of his neck hissed.

      I gasped and skidded to a stop, gaping at the grown man standing in my hall...who honest to God hissed at me. Two things happened simultaneously: I screamed like a banshee and threw my shoe at his head. He ducked and dropped my dog. Legs wobbly, I hurried forward to grab Schnitzel,barely noticing that instead of going for the man's ankles with a vengeance, my dog cowered in fear.

      A grip like a steel vise clamped down on my wrist, spinning me face first into the wall. His weight pinned me, trapping one hand between my stomach and the wall while the other remained wrenched in his unbreakable grip. His other hand brushed the hair from my neck. I bucked at the touch. I felt the brush of cold lips and the sharp prick of teeth breaking my skin.

      Heart pounding, I strained against his grip, thrashing with my legs, and only succeeded in having more air shoved from my lungs. His teeth tore my flesh painfully and I yelped as his wet mouth attached to my neck. My legs slid against his, my feet at first moving in panic and then curling around his calves to gain purchase.

      The pain subsided, replaced with a spreading warmth that made me sink into his frame. Head lolling, I closed my eyes as my mind drifted. Every part of me tingled, my skin flushed, the fine hairs on my arms raised. Despite what little I wore, my clothes felt too tight and restrictive. Under my stretchy tank top, my nipples tightened to hard points. My pulse became an insistent throb between my legs.

      He leaned against my back, making a soft growl more like a cat's purr.

      He released me. Head spinning, I whipped around to see him staring at me. His mouth, stained with my blood, hung open, revealing two sharp-looking teeth longer than the rest. Almost as quickly, he fled, his feet pounding down the stairs followed by the slam of a door.

      Quivering, I slid down the wall in an ungraceful heap. Schnitzel crawled into my lap, whimpering, his little body shaking and his nails scratching my bare legs. I gathered him in my numb arms and swallowed hard as he started licking my face. My mind was racing so fast I couldn't focus on a single thought other than, What the hell just happened?

      Schnitzel burrowed closer, his licks sliding down to my throat. The moment his tongue slid over the wound on my neck, I winced away from him. I lifted a trembling hand to my neck, my fingers encountering tacky liquid. I lifted my fingers, shocked to see congealing blood. My blood.

      My stomach churned, and my breath in rapid gasps as I gathered my dog to my chest and rose to my feet. Knees knocking together, I kept an eye on the stairs as I raced to my bedroom.

      I'm dreaming, I thought. I have to be. Wake up, damn it!

      It was the only explanation that made sense. There was no way on earth that I'd just been bitten by a...by a...a freakin' vampire in my own damned house!
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      Yes! Kill the bitch. Bathe in her blood and dance on her corpse, my prince.

      I stared at the woman I attacked, trying to ignore the voice pounding through my skull. The warmth of her blood rushed through me, and the heat of her skin lingered on my lips. She stared, pupils swallowing her hazel irises. Even the dog was silent. And I knew what she saw.

      A monster covered in blood. A creature of nightmares.

      What are you doing, Micah? Drain her! I can feel your desire from here. Suck her dry, she's yours for the taking. She wants it, too.

      And God help me, in a moment that stretched forever, I considered it.

      No! I bolted down the stairs. The door lock took a few seconds to figure out. I fumbled out the door and down the porch to land face-first on the lawn.

      You fool! Get back in there and feed. You're starving!

      I couldn't argue. I needed to feed.

      It took a moment to gather myself as much as I could, face down in the muddy grass. At least the rain hadn't changed. It may have been the only thing that hadn't. The lights were too tall and bright, casting a steady glow reflected by the wet ground. Each house had one. There were some in the streets too low to provide decent illumination. And the streets! The rain cascaded over a hard, solid surface and into gutters instead of seeping between bricks.

      Did those years away from me turn you into a pussy?

      I staggered to my feet. I looked around for a carriage to hail. Anything to get me away from the woman. She was far too tempting, and the monster within me too hungry. If I focused, I could hear her heartbeat mixed with the growl of the dog.

      No, that wasn't her or the dog. A metallic box on wheels roared passed, belching noxious fumes as it passed. It didn't look like a Roadster, but something about the way it moved without tracks reminded me of those Oldsmobile automobiles. Curiosity getting the better of me, I stumbled to the middle of the road and stared after the retreating horseless carriage.

      An unholy three-tone blare blasted behind me. I leapt to one side, tripping over the raised lip of the curb. On all fours, I scrambled to one side as another carriage, this one metallic silver and all sharp angles, sped through where I had been standing. The only sound it made was a cacophony of horns, otherwise giving no warning of its approach.

      Christ. You're fucking hopeless. I can't listen anymore.

      I lay on the grass, desperately trying to ignore the voice in my head when another engine roar began. This one had a scream threaded through it. I looked along the road, expecting another self-propelled vehicle. But there was nothing coming. The roar threatening to deafen me, I pressed my hands to my ears and looked up. There was a set of lights higher than any streetlamp had a right to be, and they were coming straight toward me.

      The woman may have armed herself, but my instinct for self-preservation took over. I bolted to the house, dashing for the front door. There was a storage space beneath the stairs. I could secrete myself in it and figure out my next move.

      The door, thankfully, had not locked behind me. I burst through it and paused, trying to regain my bearings. I looked around, confused by the boxes and lack of furnishings that served as landmarks. Then the dog began yapping. I had forgotten about the dog.

      A thump sounded above my head, followed by hurried footsteps. They headed in one direction before backtracking and pounded down the stairs. Emma bounded into view, her body wrapped in a thin blanket, brandishing a cane-handle umbrella. Her little dog followed, barking wildly, but notably stayed at her heels.

      "Oh no, you don't! Get out of my house! Don't make me use this," she said, pointing it at me with a shaking arm. Her words were punctuated when the umbrella abruptly opened and obstructed my view. "Fuck..."

      That was the last thing I expected to be confronted with. After dealing with the mental threats of my sire, I couldn't help my reaction. I managed to clamp my jaws shut, turning my guffaw into a snort. My aborted laugh only angered her further. She struggled with the umbrella with one hand, muttering about the stupid snap, only to lower it and glare at me over the open canopy.

      "You see that steel tip? I can still stab you with it."

      The smirk fell off my face. Despite the fact the top of her head barely came to my shoulder, she still was a threat. Steel could injure me, but it wouldn't do the real harm wood would. I held up my hands and backed away, hoping she was willing to give me information. "Can you tell me what year it is?"

      "What?"

      "What year is it?"

      "It's the year you get the fuck out of my house!" She took a hesitant step forward, umbrella still held before her. "You bit me, you freak. I'm bleeding!"

      I wished she hadn't drawn attention to it. I could smell the coppery scent of her blood calling me to attack her again. My fangs throbbed. I ground them together, trying to grasp tightly to my self-control. "What. Year. Is. It?"

      "2026, asshole. What year is it on your planet?"

      "No." I backed away from her into the dark and empty parlor. "No! No! No!" Not only had I overslept, but that damned mental link, the reason for me going into hibernation, remained unbroken! My back slammed against the wall. My hands pressed to my eyes as I slid down the wall. All our careful planning. All that time, wasted! For nothing!

      Her dog snarled. For a minute, she remained motionless. Hackles raised, her dog continued to growl on and off.

      "You can't stay here," Emma said. Her body was shaking, but she stood her ground. "This is my house. How did you get in? Don't you need an invitation?"

      "Your house?" My sob was both bitter and ironic. Given that Jonas was most likely dead from the passage of time, this might legally be her house. "I've been here the whole time."

      She lowered the umbrella tip to the floor, having given up on closing it. "That's not possible. This house was empty. I just moved in. I would've noticed a strange...man?" she said, with an obvious question in her voice, before adding, "living in my house."

      I noticed the hesitation. What had she been about to say? Monster? That was what I felt like. I focused on giving an explanation and not the tantalizing scent of her blood. "If you compare the measurements of the attic on the blueprints with the actual room, you'll find a discrepancy." Just enough to slip in a casket behind a hidden door. "I've been sleeping there. Could you step back a couple of feet? Please?"

      She narrowed her eyes. "You're creeping around my attic, and you want me to back up?" She stepped back twice, nearly tripping over her blanket. "Should I give you my bedroom, too?"

      "Not if the shutters on the east-facing windows are still broken." I winced at my sarcasm. I shouldn't antagonize her. She might be the only way I survive to see another moonrise. "I'm sorry. I've overslept by about seventy years, and my best friend is probably dead." I drew in a sobbing breath despite myself. I hadn't meant to divulge so much. At least I hadn't told her about my sire.

      "Seventy—Please tell me you're joking." She cast her gaze toward the ceiling. "Seriously, I'm barely hanging on by a thread here. Tell me there isn't an actual friggin' vampire in my house. This isn't funny," she said.

      I thumped my head against the wall, looking up at the ceiling. "Tell me about it." I glanced out the window, gauging the level of darkness. It was hard to determine given the artificial light that now shone in the sky. I wouldn't be able to get to any of the other vampires in the area, assuming they survived the century. "I don't have anywhere to go. I need to stay in the attic until sunset tomorrow."

      She stood up straight, her head shaking rapidly. "That can't happen. I have errands to do tomorrow. I'm not leaving you here with my dog. You're going to have to find a friend or something."

      "I don't have a friend," I snapped. "He was mortal. Human." I had been warned not to make friends with them. They would die too soon, like a beloved pet. Speaking of pets... "I'm sorry about your dog. I'm sorry I attacked you. I need a day to figure out what to do. I swear I will not attack you again."

      As if on cue, the dog barked. "Or your dog."

      "I agree, Schnitzel," she said, glancing at the dog. "He's not convincing." She started to say something else when the blanket around her torso slid down to reveal creamy skin covered in the thinnest, most form-fitting white fabric I'd ever glimpsed. "Oh God." She curled in on herself, struggling to rewrap the cloth. "Stop looking, I'm not trying to entice you."

      I buried my head in my hands. I did not need thoughts of lust merging with my blood hunger. I didn't know what I could do or say to convince her to let me stay. And there was a stubborn part of me that irrationally argued that this was my home. But without Jonas, how would I prove it?

      "God, Jonas, what happened to you?"

      Finally modest once more, Emma said, "Who's Jonas?"

      "Jonas Walker," I mumbled. My best friend and the man who had risked his life to save me. I also signed over a portion of my wealth for his upkeep. Did the bank accounts still exist? Did banks?

      She was quiet for so long that I looked at her. As she met my gaze, she said, "Jonas Walker was my hus—my ex-husband's great-grandfather. He owned this house, about a hundred years ago. I'm pretty sure he died of old age."

      I dropped my head, biting back the curse that wanted to spill from my lips. "How long ago?"

      "Long enough that his great-grandson was going to sell this house. You're lucky I fought for it, or it might've been demolished."

      "Damn it." My friend was...gone. Given what I am and what he was, we knew I would outlive him. But not like this. We had considered that I wouldn't wake up, but not that he would die before I reawakened. And now I had no one to mourn him with. "Do you know if it was a peaceful death?"

      She shook her head. "I barely recognized his name."

      With a soft sigh, she reached out to flip the light switch on the wall. We both blinked as a yellowy glow filled the room. My eyes seemed less able to adapt to the brightness than hers. When I finally focused on her face, squinting, she stared at me in astonishment.

      "That's you," she said, pointing toward the dining room. "You're the man in the portrait."

      I nodded, squinting through the glare. "It was done shortly after I was turned." I studied the painting. "Why did you move it?"

      She plopped down onto the second stair from the bottom of the staircase, as if her legs lost strength. "I-I was going to fix it," she said, before changing the subject. "This house was yours? I got a house with a vampire in it, and...they're real?"

      "It is mine...was. And I’m as real as you are." I felt the corners of my mouth turn up despite myself. "And I wasn't awake until you showed up. In fact, you might be why I'm awake now."

      "How? You said you were asleep since" —She gestured toward the portrait again— "for however long. Why would I change that?"

      I shrugged. "I don't know."

      She let out an unladylike snort. "Well, fuck me. Figures I'd summon a vampire. Or a demon."

      My curiosity got the better of me. "Do ladies now use such language amongst company?"

      She laughed outright. "You haven't heard anything yet." Her dog sat down at her feet and let out a growling yawn. Emma reached down and patted its head. "You better get used to swearing. Everyone does it now. Even kids."

      I stared at her. I knew children were not the innocents their mothers believed, but I would've had my hide stripped off  me if my mother heard me using such language. "How much has changed since I went to sleep?"

      She shrugged her shoulders. "Probably everything...and at the same time, very little. It feels like the country is backsliding." Her smile was bittersweet and shaky. "What year do you last remember?

      "Nineteen oh si—no, seven." I remembered talking about RMS Lucitania being knocked off her throne as the largest passenger ship only three months after she was christened. "That's when I went into hibernation."

      "Oh." She was quiet. "Ohhh. I almost don't want to say." She frowned. "You missed some big wars. Two huge wars...World Wars. They killed a lot of people."

      "World War?" I blinked, stunned by the thought. "No wait, wars? Plural?" That wasn't possible. The War of the Rebellion had been horrifying enough.

      Emma nodded. "The United States used the atomic bomb on the Japanese. It was terrible...but it happened so long ago that almost all the men who fought in those wars are dead." She paused. "Come to think of it, your friend Jonas might've fought in one of those wars."

      "Atomic bomb?" What was she talking about? I shook my head. I should focus on the current day and figure out what happened when I was safe. "You said your ex-husband was Jonas's great-grandson. How did you end up with the house?"

      She made a sour face. "It was part of my divorce settlement. Troy inherited the house when his grandmother died. Alice. She was Jonas's daughter."

      I shook my head. "I don't know those names. He wasn't courting when..."

      At least it sounded like he had some happiness in his life.

      "I know a way to check this information, but I'm afraid I'd give you a panic attack." She cast a small smile in my direction that quickly disappeared. "Just know that it is possible to verify everything, fast."

      I nodded. "I know about the telegraph. And I had the house wired so a telephone could be added." I glanced outside, trying to gauge how much darkness I had left. The steady glare from the overhead bulbs was too much for me to determine when dawn would be. "These are electric lights, aren't they?"

      If I wasn't mistaken, she stifled another smile. "Yes. It's common these days. Some cars even run on it."

      "Yes, I know about streetcars also."

      "Of course." She glanced at her dog, petting the animal's head again. "Well, if this is your house, I can't kick you out, but you tried to kill me. How could you reassure me you aren't going to bite me or my dog again?"

      I wanted to protest that I never bit her dog. If anything it had bitten me. The dog never took its eye off me for long. I doubted it would leave her side as long as I was near. She had a point, though. And there's only one oath I could swear, although I didn't know if she'd understand how much it meant to me. "I swear to you, on the name of Jonas Walker, that I will never bite you or your dog again."

      "What will you eat then? You can't starve, and I doubt you're going to go right back into hibernation."

      "I don't know," I admitted. There had to be vampires in the area. If I could find them, they would help me adapt. Or at least that had been the code then. But I couldn't divulge that to her. "That's a problem for tomorrow night."

      "Do you expect your situation to have changed?" She shook her head. "You must know something I don't."

      She was too smart. "I need time to think," I said. I wasn't going to tell her that I would grab the few remaining rats, as disgusting as it was. Then I would need to get downtown and see if the old markers remained that we used to communicate safe spaces for vampires.

      Emma stifled a yawn, her eyes watering. Her dog was leaning more firmly against her legs, as well. "What will you do until morning? It's hours away."

      I looked around to see if she had an almanac or something I could use to orient myself to this new age. Nothing. "I have more than enough to ponder for the rest of the night."

      She glanced toward the boxes at the other end of the room. "I might have an old radio, in case of power outages."

      "I thought radios were for communications overseas. Why would I want to talk to Europe?"

      "At least they'd be awake," she said, with a small smirk. "I should go to bed. Don't take offense if you hear me moving furniture."

      "I fully expect your dresser to be in front of the door." I dipped my head. "I normally would say 'sleep well,' but I know that will be difficult."

      She nodded, picking up her dog and the wickedly sharp umbrella. The latter she held between us, a make-shift barrier. The animal growled, protesting as it was forced to look at her instead of me. Turning sideways, not showing her back as she retreated, she said, "Good night, then."

      "Good night, Ms. Emma." A bit of a familiarity to use her first name, but I didn't know her last.

      She froze, staring at me with enormous eyes. "You know my name?"

      "I, uh, overheard it while I was in the attic." That sounded creepy, even to me.

      She frowned. "You were listening to us?" Her gaze grew unfocused as she tried to recall her own words. "For how long?"

      There was no good answer. "I heard you and the woman I believe to be your sister in the attic. I listened on and off until your friends left."

      She lowered her gaze before mumbling, "I didn't imagine it."

      "No. You did not."

      After a long pause, she turned her attention to the second-floor landing once more.

      "Good night."

      I watched as she crab-walked up the stairs with the umbrella firmly held between us. A few seconds later her door closed. After that, there was a heavy scrape of furniture moving above me. I hadn't bothered to tell her that dresser wouldn't stop me if I really wanted in.

      I sighed and looked out the window into the too bright night sky. "Now what?"
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      There was a vampire in my house. A freaking vampire with glowing blue eyes!

      How?

      I stared at the dresser in front of the bedroom door, my mind racing. I tried to convince myself the flimsy furniture would keep me safe, but I wasn't positive he couldn't bust right through it. Neither was Schnitzel, who flinched at every sound. Every once in a while, there was a thump or a creak from downstairs. I wondered what he was doing, but I wasn't about to open my door and find out.

      I had an umbrella to protect myself, but couldn't he break it in half?

      A brief urge to crawl back to my parents' home and beg their forgiveness came over me, but I forced the impulse away. Even if they provided safety, I couldn't stomach the thought of my mother's chastisement. If I couldn't count on her to escape my emotionally abusive ex, why did I think she'd be any different now?

      And what guarantee was there that the vampire wouldn't follow me and kill my family?

      I stared at my door for hours, bleary-eyed, shivering under my covers, until shortly before dawn. That was when I heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps in the hall. Schnitzel growled, and I put a hand on his rigid back to gather him close. The footfalls and creak of the floorboards paused outside my door, and I held my breath, silently praying. My chest began to ache. The vampire walked past my room, and I heard the door to the attic open. I exhaled in a gust, stirring the bed sheet. I listened silently as he moved up the stairs and closed the door behind him.

      For several minutes, I remained still. When it was clear he was staying put for the day, I rolled over in my bed and faced the window.

      Schnitzel let out a yawn, shaking himself to shed his anxiety. I smiled, understanding how he felt.

      "We'll be okay, Schnitz. I won't let him hurt you."
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        * * *

      

      The vampire was waiting in the hall when I emerged in the morning. Despite the sun and the early morning hour, he lurked in the shadows.

      Without a word, he seized me. Eyes alight with an eerie blue glow, he pinned me against the wall. I couldn't move, couldn't scream. Breath sawing in and out, I froze as the vampire leaned closer. He opened his mouth, revealing needle-sharp fangs that gleamed in the light. Heart pounding so hard it might explode, I watched him tilt his head and move in to⁠—

      Lick me on the lips.

      I sputtered, shocked out of my dream, and shoved Schnitzel off of my body. My poor little dog grunted in protest, and I sat upright as I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

      "Gross, Schnitz!"

      He snorted, wagging his tail.

      Wide awake, I understood what he wanted. Time for breakfast. Groaning, I grabbed the covers and pulled them back. I hated leaving my warm bed, but my dog wouldn't wait. I settled my feet on the cold floor and shivered. The room was bright, and I felt relief for the first time in hours. There was no way the vampire could withstand this much light. Even the hallway would be bright.

      After dressing and slipping on some shoes, I braced myself to shove my dresser back where it belonged. Schnitzel danced next to me, eager to sniff the crack suspiciously in search of intruders. He began to bark before I opened the door, but it wasn't a shrill warning. He was excited to eat.

      The hallway was indeed bright, as was the rest of the house. I fed Schnitzel and unpacked my coffee maker. I'd feel human again as soon as I got some French roast in me. The scent of brewing coffee made me take a deep breath and sigh. Then I remembered I didn't have any flavored creamer, and my mood instantly soured.

      "Damn it."

      I'd have to order groceries and figure out the stupid ancient ice box. Just my luck to inherit a house that hadn't been occupied steadily for close to seventy years. I opened the ice box and stared. There was a metal tray that led to a small spigot on the side. I deduced that I would need actual ice to make the thing work.

      "What a piece of crap. Why didn't they install a real fridge?"

      The contraption wasn't even electric, nor was the stove. When was the last time someone cooked in this house, I wondered. I was going to have to call an electrician and order new appliances. I wasn't a cook—more of a boxed mac and cheese girl—but there was no way this would work.

      With nothing else to do, I started unpacking my kitchen utensils. Within twenty minutes, both of the boxes in the kitchen were empty, and I was sipping ridiculously sugary black coffee from an Obsessed With Weiners mug. I gagged at the bitter aftertaste but kept drinking. I unplugged my phone from the charger and brought it with me.

      I basked in the sun on the back steps, enjoying the heat on my face as Schnitzel went potty. Light meant safety, and I felt more relaxed than I had in hours. I searched for a nearby grocery store and started a new account for a delivery order. I was pleased to see that they had bags of ice I could add to my list.

      Garlic might come in handy. Or a broomstick I could sharpen.

      If only they had blood.

      The errant thought popped into my head and wouldn't let go. If I had blood on hand, I wouldn't have to worry about the vampire attacking me or my dog. But where does a person get blood, if not from a fellow human? It wasn't like I could rob a blood bank at gunpoint.

      Opening a new tab on my web browser, I searched for local butchers. Surely
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