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VAMPIRE
ADDICTION:

THE VAMPIRES OF ATHENS, BOOK
ONE



Chapter One: The Boy on
the Bus

 


“I hadn’t realized you
packed that coat,”
Gertie’s mother complained as Gertie and her parents were leaving
their room at the Hotel Excelsior in
Venice. “It’s not one of your
best.”

It was a gray puffer coat that tied at
the waist and had a soft flannel lining.

“Then it’s a good thing you
won’t have to look at it,” Gertie muttered.

Her father glared at her but didn’t
comment. Instead, he went ahead of her through the lobby to the
front desk to check out.

On the way to the ferry, in the back of
the limo, Gertie sat across from her parents and said, “It’s still
not too late to change your minds.”

“We’re not having this
discussion again,” her father said. “End of story.”

“Don’t worry, Gertrude.
You’ll have the time of your life.”

Somehow, Gertie doubted
that.

“I know I did,” her mother added. “I’m
jealous of you, actually.”

Gertie frowned. “You’re welcome to go
in my place.”

Her mother leaned forward and patted
Gertie’s knee. “Everyone’s frightened of trying new
things.”

She flinched, unused to being touched.
“I’m not,” she lied. “I just like my own bed.”

“It will be there for you
when you get back,” her father said. “You’re seventeen, now. It’s
time for you to venture away from the nest.”

“Happy Birthday to me,” she
muttered beneath her breath.

Gertie tried to ignore the fact that
they were more excited for her to go than she was. She’d never
heard of two people more eager to become empty-nesters than her
parents. And it wasn’t like she was the last in a long line of
siblings. She was an only child—an independent one at that. Why
couldn’t she stay in her room and be left alone?

She wasn’t surprised when they didn’t
get out of the limo and walk her to the ferry. Instead, they had
their driver do it. They had offered plenty of excuses—it was too
windy out for her mother’s asthma and too sunny for her fair skin.
Plus her father had a heart condition. And so on and so
forth.

Once she was onboard and inside her
cabin, she sat on the bed and cried. She hated her parents for
making her do this. They had told her to enjoy the scenic boat ride
along the Adriatic Sea, but she was determined to spend it all
indoors. She rummaged through her bag, found her e-reader, and read
until she fell asleep.

It was dark the next day when she got
off the ferry in Patras to board the bus to Athens. So much for
seeing the sights.

The wind blew strands of her blond hair
into her mouth, her eyes, and the sweaty crease of her neck. It
wasn’t cold—was actually quite warm—but she was glad to have her
coat as she pulled her bags behind her.

Gertie expected more people to be
riding the bus, but there were only three: an older couple sitting
together in the front seat and a boy her age near the back. He was
cute and was looking at her with interest. She sat two seats in
front of him, without returning his gaze.

“People like you don’t
usually ride the bus at night,” he said after a few minutes. His
Greek accent was thick and sexy.

She glanced back at him. “People like
me?”

“Young and
wealthy.”

“Well, if you want to rob
me, go for it.”

He laughed. “I don’t want to rob
you.”

“The bus driver seems to
think so,” she said. “He keeps looking at us in his
mirror.”

“He’s bored and has nothing
else to do.”

She didn’t reply, but pulled out her
phone and logged on to Goodreads.

“You must be pretty hot,” he
said after a while.

“I beg your pardon?” She
felt a blush coming on.

“In that coat. It’s eighty
degrees.”

“Yeah. I didn’t have room in
my luggage.” She spoke without turning back to face him, while
scrolling through Goodreads on her phone. She wanted to update her
status on where she was in her book.

“Where are you going?” he
asked.

“Athens.”

“I guessed that much. Are
you going to visit relatives?”

“Nope.”

“Then you must be one of
those visiting students,” he said, moving to the seat behind
hers.

He smelled like soap.

“Yep. You nailed
it.”

“I did what?”

“I’m sorry. That’s just an
expression.” She glanced back at him. His face was so close, that
she could see the big round pupils in his dark brown eyes. His dark
curly hair fell around his face, nearly touching his shoulders,
which were bare except for the one-inch strap of his blue cotton
tank. The muscles in his arms were solid and well defined. If he
weren’t so cute, she might be uncomfortable.

When she looked into his eyes, she
found it difficult to pull away. He was mesmerizing.

Her phone vibrated, stirring her from
her stupor. It was a text from her mother, asking if she had landed
yet in Patras.

“On bus to Athens,” she
texted back.

When the boy said nothing more, she
rummaged through her bag for her e-reader and returned to the world
of her book.

Not thirty minutes had passed when she
felt the boy lean on the back of her seat and ask, “What are you
reading?”

“Interview with the
Vampire, by Anne Rice.”

He gasped.

She spun around to face him. “Have you
read it?”

“No, no. Is it
good?”

“So far, yes. I’m loving
it.” Then she added, “I’ve always been fascinated by vampire
stories.”

The corners of his mouth quirked. “Is
that so?”

“What’s so funny?” She
narrowed her eyes. “I don’t believe in them or anything; I’m just
interested in the mythology.”

“I see.”

She didn’t like that he was laughing at
her, so she turned around in her seat to face the front and
continued reading. It was difficult for her to get back into the
novel after that. She kept seeing the boy’s face in place of the
words.

Only a few minutes had passed, however,
when the boy leaned forward and asked, “So what interests you?
About the vampires?”

“A lot of things.” She
glanced back at him. “Their superpowers, for one: invisibility,
flight, mind control…”

“Don’t forget x-ray vision,”
he said, giving her a once over.

“Yeah. Right.” She laughed.
“You’re thinking of Superman.”

He laughed, too. “What
else?”

She turned in her seat and rested her
back against the bus window so she could face him. “I guess the
idea of conquering death is interesting to me.”

“Are you afraid of
death?”

“No. Not really. But I
suppose I’m curious about it.”

“In what way?” He leaned
closer.

“Well, don’t you wonder if
there’s life after death? Do we go to heaven? Or do we go to sleep?
Or do we just stop existing? Not that it matters. I just wonder,
that’s all.”

“If it doesn’t matter, then
why do you wonder about it?”

“It matters. I just meant we’re going to
die regardless of what happens.” She twisted the belt of her coat.
“Like my grandma. She just died. And so I wonder if she can still
hear me and stuff, you know?”

He sat back in his seat and studied
her, like he was assessing her.

She blushed. “What?”

He shook his head. “So what
else about vampire mythology
do you find interesting?”

“I don’t know.” She twisted
the belt in the opposite direction. “The combination of power and
powerlessness, I guess. It makes them tragic.”

“Powerlessness?”

“They can’t help what they
are. They don’t usually choose to become vampires.”

“But they prey on humans,
yes?” he asked.

“In the story I’m reading
right now, a vampire is trying to live on the blood of animals, but
it’s very difficult for him.”

“Thee moy.” The boy cringed.
“I can imagine.”

“I once read that vampires
are a reflection of us. We created the mythology to represent
ourselves.”

He leaned forward again, his arm almost
touching her. “Explain.”

She bit her lip, searching for the
right words. She must have been thinking hard, for she drew blood.
The boy leaned in, and for a moment, she thought he would kiss
her.

The bus hit a bump, and she fell back
against the window, hitting her head. The boy eased back in his
seat. She rubbed her head and turned to face the front.

“You okay?” he asked from
behind.

She nodded without looking at
him.

“So tell me,” he said,
leaning on the back of the seat. “How are vampires a reflection of
humans?”

“Deep down inside, we’re all
monsters.”

“You really think
so?”

She nodded. “And yet we have so little
control.”

“Power and no
power.”

She glanced back and gave him a subtle
smile. “Exactly.”

He said nothing in reply, so she turned
to her book. After several minutes, she was finally able to get
back into the story. A few times, she wondered about the boy behind
her, but she didn’t see any reason to try to talk to him. She would
be leaving this country in one year, to never return, so what was
the use of making friends?

She could hear her mother’s voice in
the back of her head reminding her that she had no friends at home,
either, but it wasn’t Gertie’s fault that everyone at her private
school in New York was fake.

At some point, she must have fallen
asleep. When she opened her eyes, she saw the boy leaning over the
back of the seat looking down at her with a mouth full of fangs and
blood.

She cringed and opened her eyes—for
real this time. She glanced back at the boy, but he was
gone.


Chapter Two: The Host
Family

 


When she arrived at the station in
Athens, she found a boy holding up a sign with her name written on
it: Gertrude Morgan. She almost didn’t see the sign, because the
boy holding it was so beautiful. He was flanked by another boy
about his age—eighteen or nineteen, but shorter—and a girl, either
the same age or younger.

The girl had studs in her nose and
cheek and had spikey, short hair. All three wore summer shorts,
flip flops, and t-shirts with graphics of what appeared to be
bands. Gertie realized the outer two were related, both having the
same brown hair and brown eyes and petite build. They looked
nothing like the boy in the middle, who towered over them and was
breathtaking, like a Greek god.

“Gertie?” the girl asked as
Gertie came to a halt in front of them.

“That’s right.”

She was astonished when the girl nearly
plowed her down with an embrace. “I’m Nikita! It’s so great to
finally meet you!”

Nikita was the name of one of the
members of her host family. She and Gertie had been texting and
emailing the past two weeks about the trip—what to bring and what
to expect. Surely this girl wasn’t one and the same.

“You’re Nikita?”

The girl frowned. “This is Hector, our
friend. And that’s Klaus, my brother. I’m pretty sure I told you
all about him. He’s been dying to meet you.”

“Okay, Nikita,” Klaus said.
“You don’t have to make me sound so eager.”

“It’s nice to meet you,”
Gertie said, still a little shocked. They didn’t look like the
private school kids back home.

“Our parents and little
sister are waiting in the car,” Nikita said. “Can you boys help her
with her bags?”

The two boys took her rolling
suitcases—one apiece—and Nikita took one of her shoulder bags, and
then they followed the boys through the station to the sidewalk
outside. Gertie found herself studying the lines on the back of the
taller boy named Hector.

When they reached the car, Gertie had
another shock. It was a two-door coupe meant for four passengers,
but there were already three inside.

They weren’t inside long. Just as
Nikita had done, the man, woman, and child, all thin and petite and
dark-haired like their other family members, climbed out and hugged
her. The mother even kissed her on her cheek.

“We’re so glad to have you
join our family,” the mother said, cupping Gertie’s face in her
hands. “Look at you, Gertoula! You’re so beautiful, koreetsi
mou!”

“It’s Gertie,” Gertie
said.

“Of course, Gertoula! I mean
Gertie.”

“Mamá  puts oula and itsa and aki on the end of everyone’s
name. Even Babá’s!” Nikita explained. “She calls him Babáki
mou!”

“Yes, Nikitsa, koreetsi
mou!” her mother said, and turning to Gertie, said, “So you call me
Mamá, too. Yes?”

“And I’m Babá,” the father
said affectionately. Then he picked up his little girl, who seemed
seven or eight years old, and said, “And this is
Phoebe.”

“Mamá calls her Phoeboula,
so don’t get confused,” Klaus said.

“Hello,” Gertie said to the
girl.

The girl smiled, but said nothing. Then
Gertie remembered what Nikita had said in her text about the fire
three years ago. Their baby brother had died. Phoebe hadn’t spoken
since.

Babá and the boys put her luggage in
the trunk of the coupe before piling into the car. Phoebe sat in
the front seat, without a seatbelt, and Nikita climbed on her
brother’s lap.

“Should I call a cab?”
Gertie asked.

“No, no!” Babá said, holding
the door open for her. “There’s room for you.”

Hector climbed out. “Take my place. I
need to head home anyway. I’ll take a cab or the bus.”

“No, Hector. I promised you
baklava,” Mamá insisted.

“I’ll come by for some
tomorrow,” Hector said. He waved goodbye and then raised his hand
for a cab.

Gertie climbed in beside Klaus. Nikita
shifted from her brother’s lap and squeezed between them. No one
wore their seatbelts. Gertie wasn’t even sure the old coupe had
them.

The car smelled like onions, mold, and
sweat, but Gertie resisted pinching her nose as they drove through
the streets of Athens from the bus station. Mamá and Babá spoke
animatedly about their country, the American school, the ruins, and
many other topics during the thirty minute ride. When they pulled
up in front of a dilapidated apartment building, Gertie thought
they were playing a joke on her.

It wasn’t a joke.

Babá and Klaus dragged the heavy
suitcases up the three flights of steps to the apartment.
Apparently, there were no elevators. When Mamá opened the door and
flipped on the light, at least a dozen roaches scrambled for
cover.

“Get them!” Babá
called.

Nikita dropped Gertie’s bag and rushed
in behind her brother, stomping like wine-makers in a vat of
grapes. Phoebe joined them, enthusiastically, like it was a
game.

“Good! Well done!” Babá said
as they scooped up the dead bugs with their bare hands and threw
them in the garbage can across the room.

Gertie was afraid to step
inside.

“Come in! Come in!” Mamá
said. “It’s not much, but it’s very comfortable. No? Let me take
your coat. You won’t need that here but maybe a few days out of the
year.”

Gertie kept her coat. “That’s all
right. Thank you.”

The furniture was shabby, but tidy. The
kitchen across the room was neat but very outdated. The lighting
was poor, which Gertie thought was probably good.

“I’ll show you where to put
your things,” Nikita said. “Let’s go.”

“And then come back here for
my baklava, so Gertoula has a proper welcome,” Mamá
said.

As they turned down a narrow hall,
Nikita said, “That’s my brother’s room, and my parents have a room
down the hall. There’s the bathroom, and here is my room, where
you’ll be staying.”

Gertie’s face paled. A family of five
shared a three-bedroom apartment? The living area and kitchen were
tiny, so Gertie had hoped there were bedrooms to escape to. How did
everyone fit?

“You can have Phoebe’s bed.
She’ll sleep on a cot with Mamá and Babá while you’re
here.”

“I don’t want to be any
trouble,” Gertie managed to say.

“You must be joking!” Nikita
said. “We’re all so happy to have you. It’s all Mamá and Babá have
been talking about. It’s been the American girl this and the
American girl that for two weeks!”

“I don’t understand why they
are so happy to have me,” Gertie said.

Nikita shrugged. “They are very proud
of our country and relish the opportunity to show it off to a
young, impressionable American. In other words, they have plans for
you every day between now and the start of school. Tomorrow, we go
to Crete, Babá’s favorite island.”

Gertie took in a deep breath. A tiny
apartment filled with people and daily activities galore. She
wondered when and how she would have time to be alone to read and
relax.

She wanted to call her parents and tell
them she was sick.

“I’m not feeling well,” she
said to Nikita. “Can I go straight to bed?”

Nikita’s eyes widened. “Oh, no. You
just arrived! Mamá and Babá and Klaus and Phoebe—they will all be
so disappointed. They’ve been anxious. I’m sure Mamá has some
medicine to make you feel better. Come with me.”

Gertie hesitated, so Nikita waited for
her in the doorway as Gertie looked around the small bedroom, with
its plain white walls and short metal beds. Two scratched-up wooden
chests of drawers took up all the wall space between the beds, and
there was no on-suite bath—just a small closet without a door,
stuffed to the gills with clothes and books.

Gertie stepped closer to the books.
“You like to read?”

“Oh, yes. Klaus and I both
read voraciously. This is only a small part of our collection. We
have many more books downstairs in the basement.”

“There’s a basement?” Gertie
wondered if that might be her getaway.

“It’s not very pleasant, but
yes. I’ll show you tomorrow. Right now, Mamá wants us to eat her
dessert.”


Chapter Three: The
Basement

 


Gertie had hoped to sleep in, but the
walls were thin and the rooms too close to keep the apartment quiet
much later than nine o’clock, so she crawled out of bed and asked
to use the shower. Because the shower in the main bathroom didn’t
work, Gertie was forced to use the one in Mamá and Babá’s room.
Nikita warned her, however, that the toilet in that bathroom was
broken, so she should use the one in the hall. So between the two
bathrooms there was only one working shower and one working toilet,
but plenty of roaches.

“When do we leave for
Crete?” Gertie asked Nikita once she had finished dressing and had
put on her shoes.

“Not until tonight.” Nikita
plopped on the rickety bed across from Gertie’s. “Want some
breakfast?”

“No, thank you. Why
tonight?”

“Well, mainly because Babá
works all day, but also because it’s better to take the ferry while
you’re sleeping, so you don’t waste time.”

Great, Gertie thought. Another long
ferry ride. She wondered how many people would be sharing her
cabin.

“Babá wants us to lunch at
his café,” Nikita said.

“He owns a café?”

“No, no. He’s the cook. He
wants to show off his culinary skills. So what do you want to do
until then? Hector offered to drive us wherever we want to go.
Maybe you want to see the Parthenon?”

“Maybe.” She wouldn’t mind
seeing more of Hector. “But what I’d really like to see is the
basement. Before we go sightseeing, will you show me the rest of
your books?”

Nikita frowned. “I don’t
know.”

“Please? You were okay with
it last night.”

Nikita stood up and crossed to the
door. “Okay, but don’t touch anything.”

Gertie followed her out.

When Klaus heard where they were going,
he wanted to come too. Mamá begged Gertie to eat something, but
Gertie said her stomach was upset.

“Don’t touch anything that
doesn’t belong to you down there,” Mamá said to her children as the
three teens waved goodbye.

The stairs to the basement were not
well-lit, so Gertie held tightly to the railing as her eyes
adjusted to the darkness. Once they had made it all the way down,
Klaus pulled a chain above his head, and a single bulb illuminated
the cavernous room. It was a fairly massive basement, with the
dimensions of the building broken up into many nooks and crannies,
and entire rooms closed off with heavy wooden doors.

“Our books are over here,”
Nikita said.

Gertie followed Nikita through a maze
of boxes and crates toward a wooden bookshelf against the back
wall. Along the way, Gertie noticed two chests in the middle of the
room resembling antique coffins. One was as large as a man, and the
other half its size.

“Are those what I think they
are?” Gertie asked. Heavy chains and padlocks wrapped around the
middle of both coffins.

“Of course,” Nikita said.
“But they don’t have dead bodies in them.” She laughed—nervously,
it seemed to Gertie. “Just a bunch of old stuff.”

“How old are these?” Gertie
touched the top of the one nearest her.

“No!” Klaus grabbed her
hand. “Don’t touch that.”

Gertie lifted her brows with surprise.
“Why not?”

Klaus was still holding Gertie’s hand.
He dropped it, blushed, and averted his eyes.

“There really are bodies in
them, aren’t there?” Gertie said without inflection.

“Yes,” Klaus said. “So leave
them alone.”

Nikita narrowed her eyes at her
brother. “He’s joking.”

“Why are they kept down
here?” Gertie asked. “Instead of a cemetery?”

Klaus turned to Nikita. “We should tell
her.”

“Shut up, Klaus!” Nikita gave him a
threatening glare.

“Tell me what?”

“She’s going to find out
sooner or later,” Klaus insisted.

“We are not having this conversation. It will
gross her out.” Nikita turned to Gertie. “Just ignore him. He wants
to frighten you with old stories about the dead, but they
are just ghost
stories.”

“I love ghost stories,”
Gertie said, brightening. “I’m especially fond of
vampires.”

Nikita clapped a hand to her forehead
and closed her eyes. “Can we just look at the books and
leave?”

Gertie moved closer to the
book shelf and read the titles along the spines. Many of the books
were in Greek, but at least a third of them were in English. Of the
English books, most were children’s classics, such as
The Secret Garden,
Charlotte’s Web, Huckleberry Finn,
Little Women,
Island of the Blue Dolphins, and Treasure
Island—all of which Gertie had already
read. They also had the Harry Potter books, all Rick Riordan books,
most of Tolkien’s works, and—of all things—all ten books of Anne
Rice’s The Vampire Chronicles.

“Have you read these?”
Gertie asked.

“We’ve read everything down
here,” Klaus replied.

“I’m on the first one.”
Gertie plucked the dusty paperback from its place on the shelf and
cracked it open. “I have it on my e-reader.”

“You’re welcome to borrow
anything you see,” Klaus said.

“Any book you see,” Nikita qualified.
“Most of this stuff down here doesn’t belong to us.”

“So which one of you is the
vampire lover?” Gertie asked, as she returned the book to its
shelf.

Before the siblings could answer, a
loud noise, like the sound of a thud, startled all three of
them.

And it came from the smaller of the two
coffins.

All three looked first at the coffin,
and then at each other with shocked and terrified eyes. No one
breathed for a full five seconds.

Then Klaus said, “Let’s get out of
here.”

The teens scrambled up the basement
stairs.

In the doorway, Gertie said, “The
light.”

“Leave it,” Klaus said.
“Let’s go.”


Chapter Four: The
Parthenon

 


After lunch at Babá’s café, where the
only thing Gertie recognized was the gyro (so that’s what she ate),
Hector drove Gertie, Nikita, and Klaus to see the Parthenon and
other ancient sites.

He drove a red and white Mini
Cooper—not what she expected for a boy of his stature, because he
seemed too big for it. But it was in good condition, and the four
of them fit comfortably. Klaus and Nikita insisted that she take
the front seat so she had the better view of the sights as they
drove toward the acropolis.

“Why didn’t you take your
car to the bus station last night?” she asked Hector out of
curiosity.

“Mr. and Mrs. Angelis didn’t
want me to waste my gas when we were going to the same
place.”

“That’s their way,” Klaus
said.

“Mamá and Babá can be very
persuasive,” Nikita added.

“So what made you decide to
come to Greece?” Hector asked.

Gertie shrugged. “I didn’t decide. My
mom did.”

“Is she from Greece?” he
asked.

“No. She came to school here
for a year, just before she married my dad. She loved it so much
that she wanted me to come, too.”

“You’ll love it,” Nikita
said. “Greece is the most beautiful place in the world.”

Gertie wished she cared more about
seeing beautiful places, but, the truth was, she’d rather read. The
adventures in books were always so much more interesting than the
ones in real life—though she had to admit that if Hector lived in
New York City, she wouldn’t mind having an adventure with him. Too
bad he lived here.

“It’s especially beautiful
at night,” Klaus said. “We have to take her to the rock to watch
the sunset.”

“Don’t we have to catch the
ferry to Crete?” Gertie asked.

“At ten-thirty,” Nikita
said. “We have plenty of time.”

“It can be dangerous here at
night,” Hector said. “But I guess if we stay together, we’ll be all
right.”

“Dangerous how?” Gertie
asked. “You mean like muggers?”

Hector glanced in his rearview mirror
at the siblings in the backseat, but they kept their mouths clamped
shut.

“Just stay with
me.” Hector reached over
and patted her hand, sending shocks of energy up her arm. “And
you’ll be fine.”

Hector squeezed the car into a spot on
the side of the road, and then they walked in the summer heat up
toward the acropolis. The first thing they came upon was the
Theater of Dionysus wedged in the southern slope of the
hill.

“Dionysus?” Gertie perked
up. “I thought the Parthenon was a tribute to Athena.”

“That happened after,”
Hector said. “This area was first occupied by a cult of Dionysus.
This is where drama is said to have been born.”

Although Gertie wasn’t a fan of
sightseeing, she was a fan of the ancient Greeks and their
mythology. She loved it almost as much as she did vampire
lore.

“There used to be a temple
for him here, too,” Nikita added. “But it got moved when they built
the Parthenon.”

“Some people believe that
Dionysus continues to hang out here, beneath the acropolis, in the
secret caves,” Klaus added.

“Secret caves?” Gertie
asked. She’d much rather see the secret caves than the broken old
buildings.

Nikita and Hector both rolled their
eyes at Klaus.

“Come on.” Hector continued
along the path.

Gertie caught up to him. “Can we go see
the caves?”

“They’re closed off to
tourists,” Hector said. “And they’re dangerous, so no.”

When they passed the area leading up to
the Parthenon, Gertie stopped. “Don’t we want to go this way?” It
was the way everyone else was going.

“Later, before sunset,”
Nikita said.

“I want to show you the
Temple of Hephaestus,” Hector said. “It’s the best preserved
ancient temple in the world.”

“And it’s special to him,
too,” Klaus added.

Hector sighed and Nikita shook her
head.

“Special how?” Gertie
asked.

“Let’s go get something to
drink.” Nikita slapped her brother on the arm. “It’s too hot out
here.”

As they continued down the path,
passing an enormous amphitheater they called the Odeon, Klaus said,
“You guys are only postponing the inevitable.”

Gertie stopped just as they were
turning onto a pedestrian street. “What are you talking about,
Klaus? What are they not telling me?”

Nikita stepped in front of her brother
and squared herself to Gertie. “Hector was born there. He’s
embarrassed by the story, but Klaus doesn’t know how to keep his
mouth shut.”

“Oh.” Gertie followed them
along the street toward a stretch of shops and cafés.

The teens were shining with sweat by
the time they sat down and ordered drinks. Gertie asked for a Coke.
Hector ordered a Frappe. Nikita and Klaus ordered water and
insisted on paying the bill. But Hector pulled out his wallet and
handed money to the waitress before either of the other
two.

“You should let me pay for
everything,” Gertie said after the waitress had left. “My parents
gave me a credit card with unlimited credit.”

Nikita and Klaus turned red.

“But you’re our guest,”
Klaus said. “We want to pay.”

“Yes, but…” Gertie was about
to say that her parents had so much more money than theirs, but she
bit her lip. “You are already having me in your home. I want to
give something back.”

The Angelis kids
smiled. Faux pas averted.

“Maybe next time,” Hector
said.

They took their drinks with them as
they walked down the road toward the temple. It was a fifteen
minute walk, but the heat shining down on them and reflecting up
from the pavement made it seem longer.

“Helios is bright today,”
Hector said.

Gertie smiled. “The sun god,
right?”

“She knows Helios!” Klaus
said laughing. “This is great.”

“I know about all the Greek
gods and goddesses,” Gertie said. “I love them almost as much as I
do vampires.”

Hector flinched at her last statement
but then tried to cover it up. As they walked further, however, he
couldn’t seem to resist asking, “How can anybody love
vampires?”

“I meant I’m interested in
the lore. I love reading stories about them.” She told him
about The Vampire Chronicles
and some of the other novels she had read that had
made her want to read Anne Rice. “Klaus and Nikita have the whole
collection in their basement.” Then she added, “That basement is
pretty creepy, by the way. We’ll have to ask Babá to get me the
rest of the books.” She laughed.

But Hector’s face was serious when he
asked, “What happened in the basement?”

“We heard a noise,” Gertie
said. “In one of the coffins.”

“It was probably just a
rat,” Nikita said, avoiding Gertie’s eyes.

“But that coffin is heavily
chained,” Gertie objected. “How would it have gotten
inside?”

“Rats can eat through just
about anything,” Hector said. “Oh, look. See the temple over
there?”

They couldn’t get to it from that side,
so they had to go around to the east for a few more minutes. Once
they reached the ruin, Gertie thought it was worth the walk. It
looked exactly as it must have once appeared in ancient Greece,
except for a few cracks. Standing in the same spot where others
once stood thousands of years ago was surreal.

After they walked around and read some
of the plaques, Hector returned to the front of the temple and sat
on the ledge looking out over the landscape below.

“See that jumble of rocks
down there?” he asked.

Gertie sat beside him and looked down
the hill at a maze of stones in the grassy hillside.

“That’s the ancient agora,”
he said.

Nikita and Klaus joined them on the
ledge.

Nikita said, “It was like the town
square of ancient Greece.”

“It’s where our ancestors
would go to have fun,” Klaus said.

Hector laughed. “Like all they did back
then was party.”

They all laughed.

“They had to have fun some
time,” Klaus said.

As an American, that was one thing
Gertie didn’t have: because her ancestors were immigrants, she
couldn’t walk around in her hometown and reflect on the ancient
past of her heritage. She had to go to another country to do
that.

Gertie really wanted to ask Hector to
tell the story about the day he was born, but she didn’t know him
well enough, and she didn’t want to embarrass him. She supposed she
would have to coax the details out of Nikita later.

They spent the rest of the afternoon
walking around the acropolis and then had some dinner at one of the
cafés. Gertie was able to convince them to let her pay with her
credit card. At seven in the evening, they climbed the hill up to
the Parthenon. Most of the other tourists were leaving to catch
their buses and ferries and taxis, but there were still some
milling about and enjoying the drop in temperature on the now windy
hill.

They walked around inside, all three of
them inundating Gertie with information, and then Klaus called
everyone outside.

“Let’s climb down to the
rock,” he said. “The sun is close to setting.”

“Don’t you mean Helios is
about to sink in his cup?” Gertie teased.

“Wait,” Nikita said. “First
Hector should tell Gertie about his great-grandfather. It happened
right here.”

“What happened right there?”
Gertie asked.

“Oh, okay,” Hector said.
“But first, look over there. That’s where Athena and Poseidon had
their famous contest over who would become the patron god of this
city. Have you heard the story?”

Gertie nodded. “That’s where it
happened, huh? Poseidon gave them a salty river and Athena the
olive tree. So where’s the olive tree?”

“They’re all over this
area,” Hector replied. “We have the best olive oil in the
world.”

“Now you sound like Babá,”
Nikita said.

“But it’s true,” Hector
argued.

“Can we go to the rock now?”
Klaus asked.

“Wait, his
great-grandfather’s story,” Nikita prompted. “Go ahead,
Hector.”

Gertie was beginning to get the feeling
that Nikita was in love with Hector.

“Oh, right,” Hector said.
“Well, during World War II, the Nazis occupied Athens.”

Klaus came over and put an arm around
Gertie. “And his great-grandfather was guarding the Greek flag when
the Nazis ordered him to take it down.”

Klaus was the same height as Gertie,
and he looked at her, eye-to-eye with a cute smile on his face. She
hadn’t noticed his deep dimples before. Was he flirting with her?
Or just being friendly, like Mamá and Babá and Nikita?

“So did he take it down?”
Gertie asked Hector.

“He did,” Hector said. “He
took it down, put it on, like a badge of courage, and jumped to his
death, right down there.”

“He was standing on this
very spot. Right, Hector?” Nikita said.

Hector nodded.

“Can we go to the rock now?”
Klaus, who still had his arm around Gertie, asked.

“Let’s go,” Hector said,
leading the way.

They climbed down from the flag
platform onto a dimpled, raw ledge of rock jetting out from the
acropolis just below the Parthenon. According to Nikita, teenagers
liked to come hang out here some evenings, sometimes with an iced
chest of beer or bottle of wine to share—always in groups and never
alone. Tonight, there were no others, and the few tourists above
them were already making their way down along the path on the other
side of the hill.

Every part of Athens was visible from
this spot except the west, but the view of the sun dipping down
behind the Parthenon from here was spectacular. She sat between
Klaus and Nikita, with Hector on the other side of Klaus, all
dangling their legs over the cliff edge. It was peaceful and
beautiful up here, as the tiled rooftops sparkled in the evening
sun and the lights of the city slowly began to twinkle as dusk
settled.

The city below was not quite sleepy,
however. Gertie could see cars, people, smoke from chimney tops,
and lots of other signs of human activity. She looked at her phone
for the time.

“I thought this place closed
at eight-thirty,” she said.

“We can climb down from
here,” Klaus said, showing his dimples, apparently happy for the
adventure.

“Too bad Dionysus can’t come
out and bring us some of his wine,” Gertie said with a laugh.
“Thanks a lot for giving me ideas, Nikita. I’m thirsty
now.”

The other three didn’t laugh, so Gertie
added, “Just joking.” She thought Europeans were more open-minded
about the drinking age; maybe she was wrong.

They were quiet then as the wind lifted
their hair in its breeze and cooled them down.

That’s when Gertie noticed two people
climbing up from the hillside toward them.

Hector stood up. “Don’t say anything to
them when they come by.”

Gertie bent her brows. They’d been
surrounded by people all day. What made these two any
different?

“And don’t make eye contact
with them.” Klaus stood up too.

Gertie gave Nikita a quizzical
look.

“They’re tramps,” she
whispered. “They just want to take advantage of you.”

“How can you tell?” Gertie
asked.

The boy and girl making their way up
toward them didn’t look much different from anyone else. They wore
summer tanks and blue jeans and had dark, wavy hair. They looked
like brother and sister, but were thicker and taller in stature
than the Angelis kids.

As the two hikers climbed closer,
Gertie’s brows shot up even higher. She recognized one of them. He
was the boy from the bus.

The boy noticed her, too, and
smiled.

“The girl from the bus,” he
said. “The vampire lover.”

“Vampire lover?” the girl
beside him asked.

Hector helped Gertie and Nikita to
their feet. Then he positioned himself between them and the
newcomers. Klaus stood beside him.

“This is my sister,
Calandra,” the boy said, ignoring Hector. “Calandra, this is…sorry,
I didn’t get your name.”

“Don’t answer,” Hector
muttered. “Xasoy apo ta matia moy.”

“It’s okay,” Gertie said.
“I’ve talked with him before.”

“But you don’t understand,
Gertie,” Klaus said.

Hector turned to Klaus. “Way to
go.”

“Gertie? Nice to meet you.
I’m Jeno.”

He gave her his brilliant smile, and
she was suddenly reminded of the dream she’d had on the bus, of him
looming over her with his mouth full of fangs and blood. She
shuddered, but, out of habit, said, “It’s nice to meet
you.”

“We were just leaving,”
Hector said, pulling the girls down the hill in the opposite
direction.

Klaus followed closely
behind.

“I hope we meet again!” Jeno
called after them.

Gertie couldn’t understand how the
friendliest people on the planet could be so rude, but she waited
until they were at the bottom of the hillside, on the street,
walking back toward the car, to bring it up.

“They seemed nice,” she
said. “I don’t understand why we had to leave.”

“We need to get to the ferry
anyway,” Nikita said.

Hector stopped abruptly and turned,
looking down at her with his face fierce and close to hers. “Never
talk to them again, okay?”

“But why?” she
asked.

“Trust me,” Hector said, his
breath washing against her face.

“But I’ve just met you.” She
narrowed her eyes. “In fact, I met Jeno before I met you. That
means I’ve known him longer. Give me a reason why I shouldn’t talk
to him.”

“Because he’s dangerous,”
Klaus said.

The muscles of Hector’s jaw tightened.
“Dangerous and selfish. He’ll try to hurt you.”


Chapter Five: Close
Quarters

 


“So you four take that
one,” Babá said in the hallway of the ferry, “and Phoebe and Mamá
and I will sleep here.”

“Girls on top, boys on
bottom,” Mamá added, which caused all four teens to
snicker.

Babá’s face turned bright red, and he
smiled sheepishly, but Mamá just bent her brows and asked,
“What?”

The four-bed cabin had no window, and
the beds were like coffins with no more than two feet between them.
The top bunks were bolted onto the wall and folded up when they
weren’t being used. Since the teens weren’t sleepy, they left the
top beds folded and sat across from one another—girls on one bed
and boys on another—utterly awkward and bored until Nikita begged
Hector to play his ukulele.

“What if I didn’t pack it?”
Hector asked.

“No way,” Nikita challenged.
“You never go on journeys without it.”

“You got me there,” he said
with a smile. He pulled a bag out from under one of the beds. “Let
me just unzip this here and get out the ol’ instrument
then.”

The other three broke into hysterical
laughter.

“You’re worse than Mamá!”
Klaus cried. Tears had come to his eyes from laughing so
hard.

Gertie fell back on the bed, forgetting
how narrow it was, and hit her head on the cabin wall. This brought
more laughter from the bunch, including Gertie, who didn’t mind the
brief smart to her skull.

Hector played traditional songs that
all of them knew, except Gertie. She listened to them sing in
Greek. Then they taught her some of the words. It was all rubbish
to her, until they translated it, and even then, it was still
rubbish.

“What does that mean, ‘four
winds took them on a promenade’?” she asked them.

They laughed and shrugged, until Hector
said, “Chance was dancing with them. See?”

“But none of it makes sense
when you put it all together,” Gertie said. “Gilded words for the
next generation, going down to Hades. I don’t get it.”

“You’ll get it someday,”
Klaus said sagely.

“My young padawan,” Nikita
giggled.

As much as Gertie laughed at them, she
had to admit that all three of them had lovely voices. It was
obvious they sang together often, because they were able to
harmonize. When Gertie asked if they were in choir or a band, they
said no, not yet.

“We will be,” Nikita said.
“In school this year.”

Around midnight, Babá knocked on the
door and told them all to go to bed, so they did. They took turns
using the toilet in the tiny closet. Gertie couldn’t stop giggling
as she lay on her bunk thinking how she was “sleeping on top of
Hector.” She cupped her hand to her mouth and tried to
stop.

Eventually, she pulled her
e-reader from her bag and read the last chapters of
Interview with a Vampire as the others snored.

At some point, after she had finished
the book and had nearly dozed off, she heard Hector get up and
leave the cabin. She looked at the time on her phone. Four in the
morning? Where would he be going at four in the morning?

She left her phone and e-reader beneath
her pillow and climbed from her bed to follow him.

In her bare feet, she crept along the
narrow hallway. Hector was nowhere in sight. Worried she might be
sleep walking, she pinched herself. No. She was definitely not
asleep.

When she reached the top of the steps
leading to the deck, the wind railed against her, sending her hair
in all directions. Despite the wind, the night sky was clear and
full of stars. The moon was full, bathing the deck in
light.

She glanced around and finally saw
Hector twenty feet away, leaning against the rail, looking out to
sea. His pale skin, blond hair, and white t-shirt and boxers made
him easy to spot in the moonlight. Gertie realized her own blonde
hair, white night shirt, and purple shorts made her equally
conspicuous, but she didn’t care. All she cared about was learning
what had prompted Hector to come. Had he needed fresh air? Maybe he
couldn’t sleep.

The sea air was amazingly refreshing.
For a moment, Gertie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then
she clutched the rail and looked out at the ocean and the distant
land, both twinkling with lights. The reflection of the stars on
the sea resembled flittering fireflies, and the lights on the land
in the distance a fireworks show. Gertie was grateful to see
it.

She was startled by a couple making out
in the corner—at least she hoped they were just making out. She
crept past them and headed toward Hector.

The wind made it impossible to hear
anything, so there was no use calling his name. She glanced up to
the bridge and couldn’t see anyone manning the ferry—though she was
sure someone had to be there steering it. She continued toward
Hector and was about four feet behind him when he did something
that completely shocked her: He climbed over the railing and flung
himself into the sea.

Gertie’s mouth dropped open and she ran
to the rail, searching the waters for his pale head. It emerged but
was many yards away by now as the ferry rolled onward. She glanced
back up at the bridge, hoping an adult had seen him jump, but no
horn blasted, no voice shouted, nothing.

Not knowing what to do, she hollered
out for help. “Man overboard!”

Maybe the couple would hear her. She
even looked for them. They were no longer on deck. Not knowing what
else to do, she climbed onto the rail and jumped in after
Hector.

The water was ice cold! And
she immediately regretted her stupid, stupid decision to jump. What
could she do? She
was at least a hundred yards away from Hector. She’d never find him
in this enormous sea, and the boat was disappearing
fast.

Plus the waves were much bigger than
they had appeared from on board the ferry. From the bottom of a
swell, she could see nothing but a wall of water in front of her,
and then she was lifted up, higher and higher, and could see the
signs of land and of civilization by their twinkling lights. But
then she was down, deep, at the bottom of another swell, hopelessly
treading water and getting nowhere.

All she could think was what a stupid,
stupid girl she was.

“I panicked,” she muttered.
“They’ll come back for us. Eventually.”

It might be hours before
anyone would wake up and notice, but she tried to think
optimistically. She and Hector would be found. They
would be. They
had to be.

Maybe Hector didn’t want to be found.
Why else would he jump? He hadn’t seemed depressed or suicidal.
Gertie’s mind reeled.

Then she began to think of
all the creatures in the water below her and was seized by terror.
In all the Discovery and Animal Planet shows she had ever watched, getting attacked by sharks was
never a pleasant experience.

Once she awoke from the shock, she
screamed, “Hector! Hector!”

She knew he was too far away to hear
her, but what else could she do alone in the middle of the dark sea
with creatures swimming beneath her, ready to eat her
alive?

“Hector!”

Then she noticed something moving
toward her in the water—something big and fast. She saw no dorsal
fin, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a shark.

She screamed.

The thing stopped, and a pale head
surfaced. It flung wet hair back from its face and looked at her
with bright blue eyes.

“Gertie?”

She stared at the creature for several
seconds before she realized it was Hector.

“Gertie, what are you doing
out here? Are you crazy?”

She opened and closed her chattering
jaw several times, but couldn’t find the words. Did he realize what
he was saying?

He moved closer and put his arms around
her. “You’re going to be okay.”

“You jumped,” she finally
said.

“I didn’t know anyone was
following me.”

“But why?”

He used his body to attempt to warm her
trembling limbs. “I, um, was in the mood for a swim.”

She narrowed her eyes at
him.


Chapter Six: The
Crane

 


“What do you mean you were
in the mood for a swim? You’re the one who’s crazy,” she
said.

He smiled and pulled her close. Now
that more of the shock had worn off, she was aware of his strong,
hard body against hers.

“What’s going on?” she
demanded.

“I’m a fast swimmer,” he
said. “I would have caught up with the boat.”

She pushed away from him. “Are you
insane?”

He laughed and turned a little red.
“No. I’m not. But I don’t think I can catch up to it towing
you.”

He pulled her close, turned her back to
him, and then wrapped an arm across her chest, like a beauty
pageant sash. She flailed her arms, fighting him, but it did no
good. Before she could say one word, he took off swimming, as fast
as a dolphin, with her back against his chest.

The ocean swells continued to lift them
up and set them down in the night sky, but now they were moving as
fast as a tug boat toward the island of Crete.

This did not gel with anything Gertie
knew about the universe, and within seconds she was totally freaked
out. The only thing she could think to do was to scream.

Hector stopped. “What’s
wrong?”

Where could she begin?

“I think I
am the one who’s crazy,”
she muttered through chattering lips.

He turned her around to face
him.

“I’m having some kind of
hallucination,” she said. “Maybe someone drugged me.”

She touched his face, to see if it felt
real. It did. She cupped his face in both of her hands and studied
him. “Are you real?”

He wasn’t smiling anymore. His face
took on a serious expression as his gaze fell upon her
mouth.

“Yes, I am,” he whispered as
he covered her lips with his.

What a strange night, Gertie thought,
as she closed her eyes and sank into his arms. She kissed him back,
with the attitude that if she was going to have a hallucination, it
may as well be a good one. If this had been real, she would have
pulled away, out of respect for Nikita’s obvious feelings, but it
wasn’t. Although she didn’t know how to kiss, he seemed to be doing
just fine with her inexperience as he slid his soft, wet, luscious
lips across hers.

“I’m sorry,” he said,
lifting his head and avoiding her eyes. “I…”

“I’m not,” she said
bravely—it was a hallucination, so what did it matter what she
said? “I liked it.”

He smiled at her. “Look at you. You’re
freezing. I’ll call my dad for help.”

Of course, there was no way
he could do such a thing. First, even if he did have a phone on him somewhere
(and where exactly would that be? In his boxers?), it would be
ruined by now. Second, what could his father do to help them? Fly a
copter overhead and launch a rope ladder down to them?

“This is such a strange
hallucination,” she muttered. “But okay, call your dad.”

Hector closed his eyes and lifted his
face toward the stars.

She studied the fine lines of his
forehead, cheeks, nose, and jaw. She wanted to reach out and trace
her finger along his solid neck, Adam’s apple, and chest. “And why
shouldn’t I?” she whispered to herself as she shivered with the
cold water splashing against her. So she touched his jaw and felt
the skin along his neck. She felt the pectoral muscles of his chest
beneath the t-shirt. He opened his eyes and looked at her, as
though he, too, were in a trance. She moved her hands to his hard
abs and encircled his waist. She was about to continue her hands’
journey down his backside, when he grabbed her arms, cleared his
throat, and pointed to the sky.

An enormous white bird flew toward
them, its long neck outstretched, its wings moving gracefully
through the wind. It swooped down and grasped hold of each of
them—one in each of its claws, wrapped firmly around their
waists.

Gertie screamed and flailed wildly
through the air.

“Gertie, it’s okay!” Hector
shouted. “Relax! Relax and enjoy the ride!”

She stopped flailing and looked
around.

They sailed twenty feet above the sea,
side by side in the claws of the giant crane. The bird carried them
in the direction of the ferry and the island of Crete. Gertie shook
her head, wondering what she had ingested, and who had given it to
her. She’d never experienced anything like this before.

Hector reached out and held her hand.
She returned his smile and began to laugh. This was so crazy. She
was so crazy. But it was also amazing. She may as well
enjoy.

Within minutes, the ferry came into
view. Gertie glanced over at Hector and laughed.

“Woo-hoo!” he shouted.
“Isn’t this great?”

“It’s amazing!” she shouted.
“Incredible!”

The crane hovered over the deck. Gertie
looked through the windows of the bridge for sign of a captain. She
thought she saw someone bent over a control panel. She couldn’t be
sure.

“Get ready!” Hector shouted.
“We’ll have to jump.”

“What? Are you serious?”
Then she laughed, because she kept forgetting none of this was
real. “Okay! Just say when!”

“Don’t forget to roll!” he
said, squeezing her hand. “On the count of three.”

She nodded, waiting, as the bird
hovered over the deck.

“One, two, three!” Hector
cried, and the bird released them.

Their hands fell apart as they landed
on the deck. Her hip and shoulder hit hard against the boat. She
forgot to roll. She hadn’t thought it mattered, but now she was in
pain.

Hector looked down at her, where she
lay sprawled on the back of the boat. “Are you okay?”

Gertie closed her eyes. Everything
hurt. This must be where the hangover would begin.

She blinked to find herself in Hector’s
arms as he maneuvered down the steps below deck and through the
narrow hallway to their cabin. Except for the heat from his body,
she was colder now than she’d been in the sea, and she shivered
uncontrollably. Hector opened the door of their cabin and laid her
down on his bottom bunk. He helped her from her wet clothes and
wrapped her tightly in the blankets. She was so sleepy, tired, and
dazed, that she went through the motions, only partially
aware.

Then he climbed out of his own wet
clothes, slipped on dry ones, and crawled in beside her. He held
her in his arms, and whispered, “Try to get some sleep. I’ll
explain everything tomorrow.”

Her body rejoiced at the warmth and
coziness enfolding it, so she did as Hector said and closed her
eyes. Behind her lids, she saw the big, beautiful, white crane
flying across the dark night.


Chapter Seven: The Island
of Crete

 


“Gertie?” someone murmured
near Gertie’s ear.

She blinked, opened her eyes, and
looked up. This was not the same place she had gone to sleep the
night before. She felt beneath her pillow for her e-reader and
phone, and came up empty. Her arms wrapped themselves around her
shoulders only to find no clothes between them and the rest of
her.

“Where are my
clothes?”

Clinging to the covers, which
surrounded her like a burrito, she turned in the bed to see Hector
lying beside her. Her hip, shoulder, and head hurt, but the sight
of him beside her made adrenaline surge through her body, numbing
it. What she had taken for a hallucination last night must have
been, in part, real. Obviously a giant bird hadn’t swooped down and
lifted her and Hector from the sea, but maybe they had made out. He
had removed her clothes. Had he also drugged her?

“They’re still wet,” he
said.

“Why are they wet?” she
demanded. “And what did you do?”

She moved as far away from him in the
bed as possible, clutching the covers around her otherwise naked
body.

“Will you both be quiet?”
Nikita said from her top bunk. “It’s not time to get up
yet.”

“Don’t you remember?” Hector
whispered.

“Did you drug me?” She made
no attempt to keep her voice down. Anger flared through
her.

His jaw dropped open and he
flinched.

Klaus lifted his sleepy head from his
pillow, just two feet away. “What’s going on over
there?”

“Hector?” Gertie said. “Can
you explain?”

His mouth hung open for a few more
seconds before he said, “I thought we had a beautiful night
together, but I guess I was wrong.”

He climbed from the bed and went to the
closet to use the toilet.

Klaus stared at Gertie. “What
happened?”

She shrugged as heat flooded to her
face. “I honestly don’t know.”

“You don’t make sense,”
Klaus said, falling back on his pillow.

“I think he drugged me,” she
whispered.

Klaus laughed. “Hector would never do
such a thing.”

“Could you hand me my bag?
It’s on the foot of my bed.”

Klaus reluctantly crawled from his bunk
just as Hector was returning from the toilet. The cabin grew silent
as the two boys stood beside one another between the beds. Gertie
thought they were exchanging looks, maybe even whispers, but she
couldn’t see their faces to know for sure. Klaus handed over her
bag as Hector climbed into a pair of jeans. Babá knocked on the
door and told everyone to wake up.

“We go first to Lion Square
for Bhougatsa and coffee,” Babá said through the door.

Gertie spent the day ignoring Hector as
best as she could without being too noticeable to the rest of the
family. She didn’t want to ruin everyone else’s fun after all the
trouble they had gone to, and she certainly didn’t want Nikita to
know what may or may not have happened.

Only one thing was perfectly clear to
Gertie: she had awakened in Hector’s bed without a stitch of
clothes on her body.

The city of Heraklion was not what she
had expected, and not what she had hoped to see. Except for the
fountains, it looked just like any other modern city with its
congested streets and busy sidewalks. Babá took them from one
restaurant to another, bragging about the food, how it was the best
and the freshest in the world. He also bought several bottles of
local olive oil, honey, and some spices he said you couldn’t get
anywhere else.

Mamá wanted them to see some of the
museums, which were even more boring than the restaurants. It
wasn’t until they took a cab to the palace ruins of Knossos that
Gertie perked up.

She already knew the stories of King
Minos and the Minotaur, of Daedalus and the labyrinth. She also
knew the story of Icarus, who flew too close to the sun, melting
the wax holding together the wings built for him by his father
before falling into the sea to his death.

It was amazing to stand among the ruins
of all those old stories and imagine the characters and their
lives. The legends had to be based on some truth, after
all.

Hector seemed to notice her change of
mood, and when she was standing alone, gazing at a painting of a
bull, he came up behind her and said, “Pretty incredible,
huh?”

She nodded without looking at him, the
awkward feelings returning with his presence.

“Knossos is the oldest city
of Europe,” he said. “We’re standing on the foundation of modern
civilization.”

She wished she could forget about what
had happened, so she could turn and smile and say how surreal it
all was, but she couldn’t trust him anymore. She felt
betrayed.

“I have a family connection
to this place,” Hector continued. “My family shares the same
bloodline with Daedalus, the person credited for
designing…”

“I know who Daedalus was,”
she interrupted.

“Look,” he began. “I don’t
understand why you’re angry with me, or why you would think I would
drug you.”

She struggled with whether she should
admit everything she had imagined to the person who may have caused
it. “I had a strange vision last night. Like a hallucination. I
must have ingested something. I thought maybe you…”

His face paled. Then the muscles in his
jaws flexed, like he was holding something back. “No. I
didn’t.”

Before she had a chance to ask how she
had ended up in his bed, he walked away without another
word.

Later, while she was following the maze
of the ruins and imagining the Minotaur and Ariadne and Theseus,
and also the seven boys and girls sent from Athens every year to be
eaten by the Minotaur, Nikita came up behind her.

“Hey, Gertie. Are you doing
okay?”

She waited for Nikita to catch up to
her. “I’m fine.”

They traced the maze of the ruins
together in silence until Nikita asked, “Are we overwhelming you
with all this sightseeing? You must be tired.”

“I’m fine,” she said
again.

“You seem quieter
today.”

“I had strange dreams last
night and couldn’t sleep.”

“Oh.”

They walked along in silence again, and
then, almost as though she couldn’t help herself, Nikita asked,
“What kind of strange dreams? Of vampires?”

Gertie decided to tell her what she’d
imagined—except for the parts about making out with Hector and
waking up in his bed. She had expected Nikita to laugh and agree
with how bizarre it sounded, but, instead, Nikita’s mouth hung open
like a Labrador retriever’s.

“Did you say a giant crane?”
Nikita asked.

“Pretty weird, right?”
Gertie kept walking along the path, about to overtake another group
of tourists.

Nikita stopped and grabbed Gertie’s
arm. “Wait.”

Gertie searched Nikita’s face.
“What?”

Nikita waited for a few other tourists
to pass them by, and then she said, “Never mind. You’re right. That
was a bizarre dream.”

Gertie was suspicious now that Nikita
wasn’t being upfront with her. She glanced warily at her new friend
wondering just how much she could trust her. A sick feeling in her
stomach made her wish she was back home, where at least she knew
what to expect from day to day.

Before they caught up with the others
in their group, Gertie asked, “Why is Hector embarrassed to talk
about the day he was born?”

“I’m not embarrassed,” he
said from behind her.

She nearly jumped out of her shoes. She
had no idea he had been there.

Turning to look at him, she
said, “I thought you said you were.”

“No, Nikita did,” he
clarified. “She was just saying that to make things easier. I don’t
like to tell my story to just anyone, and not because it’s
embarrassing. In fact, it’s the opposite of embarrassing. But it’s
a secret. And I only share it with people I trust.”

He brushed past them and caught up with
Klaus and the rest of the Angelis family.

Gertie glanced at Nikita, whose face
had turned pink.

“What did you say to Hector
to make him so angry?” Nikita whispered.

Tears stung Gertie’s eyes. “I just want
to go home.”


Chapter Eight: Lost in the
City

 


The ferry ride home was miserable for
Gertie. Everyone went straight to bed, worn out from the
sightseeing, but Gertie couldn’t fall asleep. To make matters
worse, both her phone and her e-reader were dead, and there was no
place in the cabin to charge them.

So she lay there thinking of all the
things she could say to her parents to get them to let her come
home.

By the time they reached the apartment,
Gertie could no longer keep her eyes open, so she went to her bed
to sleep. It didn’t seem like much time had passed when she felt
someone nudge her awake.

“Gertoula.” Mamá sat on the
edge of the bed and patted Gertie’s leg. “Did we wear you out,
koreetsi mou?”

Gertie sat up and leaned against the
metal head board. “I’m okay. I just couldn’t sleep on the
ferry.”

Mamá caressed Gertie’s hair in a way
Gertie’s own mother never had. “You are such a pretty girl. I hope
you are happy with us. You seemed sad yesterday in
Crete.”

“I’m a little homesick,”
Gertie said, which wasn’t exactly
a lie.

Mamá threw her arms around Gertie. “I
am sorry, koreetsi mou. Have you spoken to your parents
today?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Maybe you should call
them.” She pulled back from the hug and cupped Gertie’s cheeks.
“Maybe hearing your mother’s voice will cheer you up,
yes?”

Gertie doubted that, but she nodded. “I
could also use some fresh air.” She really just wanted to be alone
with her thoughts. “May I go for a walk?”

“Of course you may. Nikita
and Klaus would love to show you around after you eat.”

“I meant alone, so I can
think.”

Mamá frowned. “I understand. Yes, of
course. But you won’t go far? And you won’t get lost?”

Gertie brought out her phone. “I have
Google Maps.”

“Google what?” Mamá looked
perplexed.

“My phone will show me the
way home.” She had plugged it in as soon as they had returned from
Crete, and it was fully charged.

“Okay, koreetsi mou, but you
must promise to return home before dark. I love my city, and am
very proud of its history, but I would wish for no one to walk the
streets alone at night.”

Gertie nodded. “I promise.”

“Eat something first,
yes?”

Gertie followed Mamá into the kitchen
where the rest of the Angelis family were already sitting around
the table, crammed close together. Mamá insisted that Gertie take
her chair.

“I like to stand,” Mamá
said, holding her plate up to her chin.

Although the spices were different from
what Gertie was used to, the pork, rice, and vegetables were
delicious. She dipped the flat bread into the olive oil and wiped
her plate clean. This made Mamá and Babá very happy.

When they had finished eating, Mamá
announced, “Nikita and Klaus will help
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