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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Fallon
 
 
It’s been a long time since I smelled the salty aroma of a pier. As the ferry pulled up to its slip, I inhaled deeply the combination of drenched wood, fog, seaweed, wet rope, and something else that I couldn’t figure out. It didn’t matter, of course; I’d never seen this pier before and didn’t know what existed beyond it.
“Welcome to Black Cat Rock,” my mother said as she came to lean beside me on the railing. “What do you think so far?”
I frowned. “I can’t really see anything. Is it always this foggy?”
She shook her head. “The captain said that there was a storm last night and this fog is what’s left. Once we get away from the pier, you should be able to see everything. Anyway, I came to get you. Dad’s already in the truck, and he wants to leave as soon as the ramp drops.”
I looked at the gray haze that covered everything and frowned again. How could anyone see well enough to drive in this? All I could make out were shadows that could have been anything. Even now, my imagination wanted to believe that the quickly moving dark spot in the gray mist wasn’t a car, but an animal stalking its prey.
“Fallon, hurry up! Dad’s waiting.”
With a sigh, I left my perch from the top deck of the ferry and followed my mom down the metal stairs to the bay where all of the cars going to the island sat parked. Our truck, an old beater with a large moving trailer hitched to it, was rumbling with impatience.
“It’s about time you got down here, kitten,” my dad laughed, his dark brown eyes crinkling with amusement. “They’re going to drop the ramp soon; get in so we can be first in line.”
My nostrils flared and my jaw popped to the side. “We’re the only ones here,” I huffed.
“Get in the truck, child,” Mom said as she opened the passenger door and pushed the seat forward.
I climbed into the back, grumbling at the narrow bench that I’d outgrown years ago. “When can we get a new car again? I’m tired of feeling like a canned tomato back here.”
“Hush, Fallon. You can ride your bike anywhere you want after we get to the house; it’s only going to be a little longer.”
I saw Mom’s face in the rearview mirror, her dark brown skin glowing with happiness at the mention of the house. It was her childhood home, where she grew up and where she and Dad got married. It had passed on to her when my grandparents died, but this was the first time I would ever see it.
After spending the past thirty years in the Air Force as mechanics, both Mom and Dad had finally retired and chosen to return to the small house at Black Cat Rock. The last time they’d been home was just before they adopted me fifteen years ago.
“Has it changed much?” I asked as the truck rattled forward, the ramp lowering as the ferry stilled. Boys grabbed ropes and were tying them to posts as we moved past them, their faces obscured by the haze.
“Besides the fog?” Mom laughed. “I’ll let you know when we get further in.”
In less than a minute, we were bouncing down the wooden pier toward a gravel road. Dad honked his horn at a couple riding one of those bicycles with two seats and called out to them. They waved as we passed. “That was Kay Byron and David Fong. Remember them?” he said to Mom.
“Yes. And they still have that ugly tandem bicycle,” Mom laughed.
When the road changed from gravel to asphalt, Dad made a left turn. The sky was still gray; the only break in the bleakness was in the little rainbow stickers that I’d stuck to the rear window of the truck when I was six and we were driving across the country. The once bright colors were now faded, but even dulled, they brightened up everything.
“Are they people you used to go to school with?” I asked.
Mom turned around in her seat and nodded. “Kay and David are the only people who’ve dated longer than Dad and me.”
Dad snorted. “Yeah, by about two hours.”
“That’s because you overslept and missed the first ferry to school,” Mom laughed.
They looked so happy, so carefree to be here. I could only hope that I’d feel the same way. After spending my entire life moving from one place to the next, I wasn’t sure how I’d handle staying still. And in a place that was so small that it didn’t show up on most maps no less.
Black Cat Rock was a tiny island off the coast of Maine. According to its website, it was one of the top ten vacation spots on the east coast and was most famously known for being the honeymoon destination for a recently married royal couple. “Yeah, but where will I go to school?” I remember asking myself as I closed my laptop.
“Oh, this is the main road, Fallon. Take a look,” Mom said with a grin, forcing me to look out the side window.
The two-way street was lined with two and three-story buildings that looked as though we’d driven back in time. They were Victorian in style, and each one had large bay windows with the names of the businesses held within painted in big, bold letters on the glass in gold or black paint. The wide cobblestone sidewalks in front of them met up with narrow, recessed doorways, and I half expected to see Jane Austen’s Anne Elliot pop out of one of the many souvenir shops with a set of coasters and a Black Cat Rock t-shirt.
“Modern,” I commented.
“Smartass,” she laughed. “Ooh, that’s where Dad and I went for our first date: Kimble’s Stacks. They serve the best pancakes all day, every day. Except Sunday; Sunday they serve waffles.”
She pointed to a little restaurant with white tables covered in blue floral tablecloths outside. It was busy, with a short line forming to the left of the door.
“So is that where you had your first kiss?” I asked.
Dad coughed. “I don’t think that’s any of your business.”
“Mom?”
She nodded and then smirked. “We had cranberry pancakes, shared an ice cream float, and then he kissed me right here-” she pointed to the corner of her mouth “-in front of all of his friends. It was very scandalous.”
“Ugh. That’s it? Josh and I were making out in front of his friends from day one.”
“Can we not talk about
your
mouth making out with anyone?” Dad groaned. “I’m still a father, for crying out loud.”
“Fine,” I sighed, turning my attention to the people and buildings that we passed. It was easy to spot the tourists, their arms filled with shopping bags, their skin glowing from too much of the sun that we’d obviously missed.
The smell of food wafted through the open window, and my stomach growled. “Can we stop to get something to eat? I’m starving!”
“Oh yes, come on, Ray. Let’s get some breakfast at Lyssa’s mom’s place. A plate of fried sardines and some sourdough toast sounds fantastic after that ferry ride.” Mom looked at Dad expectantly.
“Okay,” he said quietly. We pulled up in front of a small shop that had been painted a dusty purple, with bright red scrollwork and cream trim framing the large paned window in front. A group of teens rushed out of a swinging door as Mom climbed out of the truck. I watched them, the way they moved down the sidewalk, their heads pulling back with carefree laughter. They were dressed comfortably, with old shirts and cut-off shorts, their feet exposed in flip-flops that looked worn and thin.
“Maybe you can catch up to those kids later and introduce yourself,” Mom said as she pulled back the bench seat to let me out.
“Maybe,” I replied before taking a closer look at where we were and seeing no name painted in the window. “Where are we?”
“This is the Wisteria. My old friend Lyssa’s mom used to run this place, although I believe that Lyssa’s probably running it now,” Mom said excitedly. “They don’t do much business in the morning, but come lunchtime, this place will be packed with people. No one gets off the ferry without hearing about this place.”
We walked in through the doorway, and I was immediately struck by how simply the place was decorated. The tables were plain, no tablecloths or decorations covering them. The menu was written in chalk on a large blackboard hanging above the counter, a cake plate keeping the flies away from a pile of muffins sitting on the counter’s tiled surface.
The walls were covered in framed newspaper articles and photographs of the island, with peeps of the same lilac paint that covered the outside showing through. Light fixtures that jutted out from the walls gave the space a strange, yellowish glow, while the lone window let in just enough light to see that the floor was wooden and heavily scuffed.
“It hasn’t changed,” Dad commented as he pulled up a rickety wooden chair. “You’d think after all these years they’d at least get a fan. It’s only seven and it’s already stifling in here.”
We sat down around the table nearest the door, and Mom called out to someone in the back. A tall, elderly woman appeared, her hair piled atop her head in a messy knot, her face pulled down with age. “Who the hell is yelling in my restaurant?”
“It’s us, Mrs. Simon. Ray and Vangie,” my mom said with a laugh as she stood and gave the old woman a hug.
“Raymond Timmons and Evangeline Dowd? What brings you two back to Black Cat Rock?” she asked, returning the hug. She released my mom and turned to Dad, who stood to give her a hug as well. I was struck at how tall she was, even compared to my parents who each stood over six feet.
“We’ve retired and are finally moving in to the old house,” Dad answered, his grin wide as the old woman pinched his cheek and then slapped it playfully.
“Well, it’s about time you came home. Everyone lost touch with you two right before the war started; must have been all that moving you guys did. I hope your wanderlust has finally left you.” She stopped talking and looked at me, her expression strange. “Who’s this? Did you bring her here for breakfast?”
Dad’s voice lost a bit of its playfulness when he replied, “This is our daughter, Fallon.”
Right away, I knew what she was thinking. There’s no way I was Raymond and Evangeline Timmons’ daughter. Mom’s and Dad’s skins were like the color of dark chocolate, Mom would say, while mine resembled a cup of tea at best. We all had thick, black hair, but while mine was straight with pink streaks framing my face, theirs pulled up in tight springs against their scalps, darker than black, darker than sleep. Dad kept his cut short, but Mom had allowed hers to grow, ironing it straight every other morning and then pinning it up, unable to let go of decades of military regulated hairstyles.
But what people noticed most, beyond the differences in skin color and hair, and even height, was the color of our eyes. Mine were brown; simple, boring brown; the kind of brown that most people in the world had. But Mom’s and Dad’s eyes were this odd, golden shade that looked like they’d stared at the sun too long and the color stuck. It was bright and vibrant, and no one who saw them could ignore the difference.
But different on the outside meant squat when on the inside, all I ever felt from Mom and Dad was how much they loved me. They were my parents, and it didn’t matter how many strange looks we got because we were a family. A very hungry family.
“You look like your mother,” Mrs. Simon said with a smile, her pale green eyes twinkling. “Now, what’ll you three be having before we start playing catch-up?”
“Ray and I’ll have the usual with two cups of coffee,” Mom ordered. “What do you want, Fallon?”
I looked at the numbered meals on the chalkboard and grimaced. “There’s no bacon.”
“We don’t serve bacon here.”
“You don’t serve bacon? What kind of place serves breakfast without bacon?” I huffed. “Do you have anything on the menu that doesn’t include fish in it?”
Mrs. Simon looked at me in shock. “You don’t eat fish?”
A cold shiver ran through me at the thought of consuming those scaly, slimy things. “No. Ugh…”
“You two raised a daughter who doesn’t eat fish?”
Mom and Dad both shared a look of embarrassment, and I frowned in confusion. “What? What’s so bad about not eating fish?”
Dad sighed. “Fall, this is a fishing town. Tourism only lasts a few months out of the year here, which means that the people survive off of what they catch in the ocean. No one here
doesn’t
like fish.”
“Fine. I’ll have your fish sausage and some scrambled eggs,” I relented.
“That’s a good girl,” Mrs. Simon said before leaving to head back to the kitchen. She returned after only a few minutes and gave us the once over again. “This is nice, seeing you two back here after all these years. You haven’t aged well, though. Especially you, Raymond. You look like you could use some time on Joe’s boat, get some sea air into you, and some of that…bacon out of you.”
This name made Mom’s face light up. “How is he? Last time we saw him, he and Lyssa had two little ones. Is he finally captaining his own boat?”
Mrs. Simon’s smile fell slightly as she nodded. “He took control of Benny’s old boat about a year after you two left that last time.”
“And Lyssa? I’m pretty sure being mother to two teenagers must be as karmatic for her as it is for me considering the hell we put you and my mom through. How is she? Does she only have the two? Or did she and Joe finally agree on three like she wanted?”
“Lyssa’s dead,” Mrs. Simon said stiffly before she turned around and headed back toward the kitchen.
I looked at Mom, her reaction a dramatic one. Her mouth hung open for a short period of time, unable to utter a single word as she stared at the spot where Mrs. Simon had stood. Then she turned away to stare at the wall, her eyes blinking rapidly as tears formed quickly, fat and heavy and unstoppable. I had never seen her cry before; I didn’t know what to do.
Our food arrived in silence, and Dad and I ate just as quietly while Mom ignored the food on her plate completely. I didn’t ask who Lyssa was, or why her being dead was such a big deal. My parents hadn’t talked about the people from Black Cat Rock often, so this Lyssa person was as much of a stranger to me as Mrs. Simon.
When Dad asked for the bill, the old woman finally spoke. “You never paid for food here before; why start now?”
“Because it’s the right thing to do,” Dad answered. “Come on, Mrs. Simon. Let me pay this bill and all the past bills right now.”
The old woman looked at Dad with disapproval. “You want to pay me back now? After all these years? Is it because I told you Lyssa’s dead, because if so, I don’t want your pity. She’s been dead a long time-”
“No! No, that’s not it at all. A lot of time has passed, and we’re all different people now. Vangie and I…we came back to make amends and start over. Let us start here; let me pay the bill.”
The woman snorted, and then walked away. She headed toward the counter and crouched down behind it, disappearing from view for only a moment before reappearing with a stack of notebooks in her hands. “According to these books, you two owe me over three thousand dollars and forty-two cents, not including the sixteen for your breakfast.”
Dad coughed. “Three…three thousand? Are you still on the sauce, old woman? There’s no way Vangie and I ate three thousand dollars worth of sardines!”
“You didn’t. But with compounded interest and late fees, that’s how much you owe.”
“Late fees?!”
Mom stood up, unnoticed by anyone but me, and walked out of the restaurant. I followed her, glad to leave the arguing behind. “Mom?”
She turned around when she heard me call out to her, surprised that I hadn’t chosen to stay. “Fallon. Oh honey, I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her puffy face with the back of her hand. “You’re probably thinking I’ve lost my mind, huh?”
“No. I just…you…”
“You’ve never seen me act this way. I know. Lyssa was my best friend growing up. We used to dream about getting married together, having children together, and raising our families together. When your dad and I enlisted, she wanted to join up, too, but she wasn’t old enough yet and her mom wasn’t going to sign the papers letting her go.
“When we came back that last time, Lyssa was pregnant and depressed. She didn’t want to stay on this island anymore and asked us to take her and her kids with us to Germany after your adoption was finalized. I wanted to, I did! But we couldn’t. We were already under so much scrutiny by the family court that we just…we couldn’t take on anything more. We didn’t want to risk losing you.
“When we told her, she said to us…well, she said to me, anyway, that it was okay. She said she learned a long time ago that she couldn’t depend on us and that she’d find her own way off the rock. That was the last time I heard from her.”
Mom began sobbing at those last words, and I did the only thing you’re supposed to do when that happens: I hugged her. Even though she stood half a foot taller than me, she leaned her head down on my shoulder, her body shaking with sadness and guilt.
“I…I don’t know what to do, Mom,” I said to her, confused.
“Just…just walk with me a little while. That’s all I need, baby. I just need you to walk with me.” She straightened up, took my hand, and we started walking down the stone sidewalk. It had been years since she’d held my hand and I couldn’t help but smile. It didn’t make me feel like a little girl, just…needed, which is pretty rare when your parents are both strong, independent people who’ve never needed anything.
“You must hate us now, huh? Dragging you from one end of the world to the other, only to end up on this rock and watch me turn into a bowl of Jello in only an hour.”
“No,” I argued, looking straight ahead, not wanting her to see the semi-lie.
“Fallon Timmons, you know better than to lie to me,” Mom chastised between sniffles, obviously not needing to see me to know the truth. “You didn’t speak to us for days when we told you about the move, and you not speaking to us is about as dramatic as you get.”
We stopped in front of a store that sold handmade pottery, the plates on display all in the shape of fishes. “I thought we’d be staying in California, that’s all. Josh was stationed there, and we had the house and the garage and-”
“And you were tired of moving around,” Mom finished for me.
“Yeah.”
She patted my arm and sighed long and hard, a mother’s sigh. “You know we didn’t like disappointing you, but California wasn’t our home. None of the places we were stationed at was home, not to Dad and me. We spent thirty years running away from this place. It was time for us to come back. It was time to bring you here.”
We began walking again, and as we crossed a small alley, I caught sight of a group of girls across the street surrounding another who was in a wheelchair. They were laughing, but not with her. I knew just from the way their laughs sounded that they were teasing her. I pulled away from Mom’s hand and crossed the street with purpose, ignoring her calls to me to let it go.
“Do you have a boyfriend?” one of the girls asked mockingly.
“How do you screw someone with wheels attached to their ass? What does he do first? Buckle you in or grease your wheels?” laughed another.
“I’ll bet you five bucks that her ass looks like one big callus split down the middle,” cackled the third.
I could see right away that the girl in the wheelchair was crying. She couldn’t leave while they surrounded her, and she appeared too afraid to say anything or cry out for help. She was a mouse trapped by three hungry, taunting cats.
“Hey!” I shouted. “You want to pick on someone? Pick on me.”
I wedged myself between the girl in the wheelchair and her attackers, taking a good look at the three who had chosen her weakness as their target. “Come on. Let’s see what you got. Here, let me start it off for you.” I looked at the one who’d asked about having a boyfriend. “How many boyfriends do you have? Oh, I’m sorry. You probably don’t have boyfriends; you probably have customers.”
I turned to the second one. “And you. How do you screw anyone with that big ego in the way?”
Finally, my eyes landed on the third girl. “You know, I could get nasty like you. I could get mean, but I’m not. I’m just going to stand here and stare at you as if you’ve got something wrong with your face.”
“Who do you think you are?” she sneered. “Are you her lover or something?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Wanna watch?”
The looks on their faces made the girl in the wheelchair start to laugh, and they knew that they’d lost whatever power they had. They left, muttering under their breath. I turned around to face the girl in the wheelchair, kneeling so she wouldn’t have to look up at me.
“Are you okay? When I saw those girls and heard what they were saying, I couldn’t just stand around and do nothing, you know?”
“Yeah. Thanks,” she said with a sniff, her eyes following the three girls as they made their way angrily down the walkway. “I can usually handle myself but today’s been kind of a crappy day.”
“Hey, no problem,” I told her. “We all have days like that, right? Especially with people like them.”
She held her hand out. “I’m Audrey, by the way. And yeah, I was always told to just walk away from people like them, you know? Well…I guess in my case, it’s not walk away so much as roll away.” She started laughing, tears slipping out of her eyes for a different reason now and so I laughed with her.
“I’m Fallon.” I took her hand and shook it, her strong grip surprising me. Audrey was probably the most beautiful person I’d ever seen in my life. She had thick, red hair that was pulled in a strange braid running down side of her head. The shade of red would have looked unnatural on most people, but on her it looked like the color had come straight from the deep red of her lips, which hid pretty teeth and a soft voice.
Her eyes were amber colored, her tears making them glitter like topaz. They were almond-shaped, with dark red lashes that made them look like they were framed by fire. Her skin wasn’t pale, but kissed with the color of a lifetime of sun and sea, which only deepened the intensity of her fiery hair.
“Get away from my sister!” a rough voice shouted, cutting through our laughter.
I looked up at the sound of that voice and felt myself being shoved onto the ground by rough hands. I looked up into a pair of angry hazel eyes perched in the face of a boy who held nothing but resentment for me. “What?” I said, stammering as I took in the full effect of him. His hair was black like mine, his dark brows drawn together over disapproving eyes. His nose was crooked between those eyes, but what caused my words to catch in my throat was his mouth.
His lips were curled back over his teeth, but one side pulled tighter than the other and as his snarl grew I saw why: a thick, raised scar ran from the middle of his left cheek to the corner of his mouth. The scar was pink with red, angry edges. With his nostrils flaring, his lips pulled back, and his teeth bared, he looked like a wild animal.
“Get away from my sister. Stay away from her, you hear me you damn trog?”
He grabbed the handles of Audrey’s wheelchair and pushed, her protests falling on deaf ears. The sidewalk cleared a path for the two of them as they made their way toward an alley and disappeared. I stood up. I wanted to run after him and tell him he was being as much of a bully as those other girls had been, but I couldn’t. Instead, I just stared.
“I see you’ve met my grandchildren,” a voice said behind me. I turned around to see Mom, Dad, and Mrs. Simon.
“Your grandchildren?” I said, stunned.
“My daughter Lyssa’s kids, Audrey and Liam,” she replied. “They’re close.”
“Yeah, well, if he’d been a little closer maybe he could have stopped those girls instead of having some stranger do it,” I mumbled before heading back to the truck.


CHAPTER TWO
LIAM
 
 
I couldn’t push the wheelchair fast enough. I wanted to run. I wanted to pick her up, chair and all, and just take off. The arrival of these damn trogs made the island feel even smaller than it already was. There was no place to get away from them, not even at home now.
“Would you stop? Stop pushing, Liam!”
I looked down at Audrey’s face. Her eyes were still red and puffy from crying. “You’re not supposed to be out there by yourself,” I reminded her. “You’re supposed to always have someone with you. You know that.”
“I don’t need a babysitter, Liam. God! I’m sixteen-years-old!”
“Fifteen!”
“I’ll be sixteen in a month!”
“You’re still fifteen. And yes, you do need a babysitter. That girl wouldn’t have upset you if you’d been with Grans or Jameson. Dad would be pissed if you’d had one of your episodes right there in front of Grans’ place with all those tourists around. And he would have had my ass for it, too.”
Audrey grabbed the wheels of her chair, forcing it to stop and causing me to almost flip completely over it. “You’re an idiot, you know that?”
“Jeez, what the hell?” I hissed at her after tripping over my own feet and falling on my knees.
“Fallon didn’t make me cry. She made me laugh. She was helping me. Maybe you would have seen it if you weren’t busy plugging Brenda’s holes instead of the ones on Dad’s boat.”
“Don’t talk like that,” I scolded.
“Don’t tell me what to do!”
My sister was beautiful when she was angry. She was beautiful when she was sad, too. But when she was being stubborn, she looked like an angel. “Aud-”
“No! Look, I’m not some broken doll, okay? It’s summer! I don’t want to stop doing anything just because there are tourists around and you and Dad are paranoid.”
“We’re not paranoid,” I grumbled. “Those trogs don’t care about what their crap does to us. Aud. They don’t care about your feelings-”
“I don’t care about their feelings either,” she snorted. “And you know you feel the same way. You don’t care about what they say or what they do; it only makes things easier for you.”
My sister had a way of knowing and speaking the truth that always got on my nerves. “Them simply existing makes things easier,” I grunted before dusting off my knees.
“Yeah, well, I like Fallon. She’s not like them.”
“I don’t care what her name is. She’s exactly like them. Just because she decided to play the hero once doesn’t make her different,” I reminded her. “Look, I’ve gotta get back to the dock. I’m gonna take you to find Brenda, and this time I want you to stay with her.”
“Why?”
I sighed, hearing the disappointment in her voice and hating it, hating the fact that I was the reason why it was there. “Because I need you to be safe. If anything happened to you, it’d kill Dad. You know that.” It’d kill me, too.
She huffed, and her shoulders fell even lower than they’d been when I found her across the street from Grans, but I wasn’t going to react to it. “Fine.”
“Good.”
 
 
***
 
 
Every crate of fish that I carried on deck must have weighed over a hundred pounds. I was tired, and sore, and the sun was barely overhead.
“Quit daydreaming and hurry up.” I heard my dad shout from the deck of his boat, the Lyssa.
I looked up and saw him standing there with another stack of crates in his arms. He carried them six at a time down the ramp, slamming them onto the pier so roughly I half expected them to keep on going straight through the old wood and back into the sea. The sardines were long since dead, but the things that lived in the water wouldn’t give a damn.
“Did you hear me, boy? I said hurry up. I’ve gotta get these crates to your grandma’s place before the noon lunch rush.”
I climbed the ramp back onto the boat and grabbed the last six crates. The sound of seagulls squawking overhead was like an alarm to move; no one liked being crapped on by birds, and no one wanted to eat fish that had been crapped on, either. I walked down the ramp and put the crates of fish down just in time to see my dad’s truck approach in reverse. As soon as the only working brake light lit up, I began to transfer the crates to the back of the truck, three crates at a time to keep them from tipping over.
“Did you find your sister?” Dad asked as he handed me the truck’s keys.
“Yeah. She was being harassed by some trog.”
“And?”
I climbed into the truck and started the engine up. “I handled it.”
Dad sighed and grabbed the back of his head. “She’s gotta be more careful. With her condition growing worse and all these damn tourists, things can get hairy.”
“Don’t worry, Dad,” I reassured him as I took the foot brake off. “I’ll keep her safe.”
“You’d better or I’ll have your tail!” he shouted after me as I pulled away.
I could see the ferry creeping in, every single inch of its rail surrounded by trogs. They had their cameras hanging around their necks, the white flashes of pictures being taken making the whole damn scene look like Christmas. Some were coming to stay at their vacation homes closer to the cliffs. Others were going to stay at the inns that lined the beach on the other side of town. The rest were just coming for the day. They waved at me, at the truck and the crates of stinking fish in the back. It was the same thing every summer and this year wasn’t any different. Dad would have honked, but I just drove.
I stopped at the beginning of town while a row of trucks heading to pick up supplies crossed the road to get to the ferry before it docked. The truck’s passenger door opened suddenly. I turned to look and smirked when I saw Jameson Paul climb in. Like everyone else on the island, we’d grown up together, but he was the only one who enjoyed hunting the way I did. Even Brenda would rather wait for her food to be brought to her than get it herself.
“Yo,” Jameson grunted as he slammed the door.
“Yo.”
“Last catch?”
I nodded. “Grans had better be able to feed these trogs for a week with this one because I’m not going back on the boat for at least that long.”
“Hunting season?”
“Hunting season.”
The road cleared and I pressed my foot on the gas. We roared through the street and passed by the shops and restaurants closest to the wharf. The sidewalks were already crowded with twice as many people as there’d been when I left with Audrey. I snarled.
“It’s like sitting in one of those crates and not being able to do anything,” I said out loud.
“Give it time, man,” Jameson laughed as he waved at some of the trogs he noticed smiling at him. “Summer only just started.”
“And they’re already acting like stuck-up pieces of meat,” I growled, thinking of the girl who’d made Audrey cry.
“What happened now? Ask a girl out to dinner and got turned down?” Jameson laughed.
“I wish. Some trog was harassing Audrey.”
Jameson stiffened and grew serious. “What? Do you remember what she looks like?”
Of course I remember. It’s hard to forget a face like hers. She looked a lot like Audrey, except for her hair. It was black, like mine, only straight and smooth like the ocean at night when it was calm.
“Ugh.” What the hell was I doing?
“What? Was she a dog?”
“No,” I admitted. “But it doesn’t matter what she looks like, does it?”
“D’ya wanna go and find her? Sniff her out before we make a move? Scare her a little?” Jameson’s grin ran from ear to ear.
The idea made me smile. “Nah. Like you said, summer just started. We’ve got plenty of time.”
“Yeah, man. Our first summer hunting alone; I’m stoked.”
Jameson put his bare feet up on the dashboard and leaned back into the bench seat. I could hear the springs giving up to him and glared mockingly. “Dude, until my dad pays me for the work I’ve done, try not to break anything that I can’t fix, okay? There aren’t that many useable bench seats left in the junkyard which means if you break this one, you’ll have to ride in back with the bait.”
“Are you calling me…fat?” Jameson asked, his mouth dropping wide open.
“Yeah, you fricken’ cow.”
A moment of seriousness passed between us before we both busted out laughing.
“Moo, ya bastid,” Jameson said, punching me in the arm.
I turned down an alley and parked behind my grandma’s place, the screen door in the back already swarming with flies. There were empty crates stacked ten high, and the smell of rotting fish forcing its way through the truck’s windows burned my eyes.
“Come on,” I grunted. “Let’s get this done so we can get moving.”
We climbed out of the truck. I honked the horn twice and then headed to the back where Jameson had already lowered the tailgate and was pulling out the crates. Three by three we pulled them out and stacked them beside the truck bed until all twenty-four crates were on the ground. The ice that kept the sardines cold was melting fast as the sun began to rise, cooking the stink into our skin.
I heard the screen door slam, and I watched my grandmother walk toward us with her eyes counting the fish, doing the math in her head to see how much we’d brought and how long it would last before we needed to set the boat out again. “Is this it?”
“Yeah, that’s it,” I told her.
“You think that’s gonna last me a week, don’t’cha, boy?”
“Summer just started, Grans. The ferries aren’t even two-thirds full yet. This is more than enough to last you through the week,” I pointed out.
“You’d like to think so, wouldn’t you? How many restaurants do you run, boy? Huh? Don’t think that just because you’re turning eighteen soon that you’re smarter than me. All that schooling and all that playing you boys have been doing don’t mean nothing here. Only one thing matters here and that’s feeding your family. If you can’t do that, you’re worthless.”
Without another word, she bent down and stacked three crates on top of each other and then took the six inside, opening the door with one hand, the crates balanced in the other.
Jameson whistled. “She’s stronger than my dad!”
“She’s stronger than both of our dads,” I agreed as I bent down to repeat her moves. I struggled and nearly dropped them as I opened the screen door. The kitchen was small, with most of the floor covered with boxes and crates. It always surprised me that Grans hadn’t killed herself yet by tripping over them.
“Just put them over there by the fryer,” she barked as she passed me, moving to get the rest of the crates.
I could hear people talking in the restaurant, their forks clinking against their plates as they ate the food my grandmother made for them. They laughed at the decorations, at the mix-matched plates and silverware. I could hear them snickering, so confident that no one was listening to them criticizing everything.
“You gonna just stand there drooling, or you gonna get the last one?”
I turned around and saw Grans standing there, her arms loaded with crates that skimmed the ceiling. “Sorry,” I mumbled and raced out to find one crate still sitting on the ground beside the truck’s rear tire. I picked it up and saw Jameson leaning against the doorframe. “Move,” I growled.
“There you go, calling me fat again. You know, if you keep this up, I might just go out and find someone else who’ll appreciate me like I deserve,” Jameson joked.
I squeezed past him and placed the last crate on top of the counter now that there was no space left. Grans was already busy cleaning the small fish, her hands moving so fast that the fish looked like they were being born straight from her fingers.
“Do you need me to do anything else?”
“You wanna help me clean?” she asked, not bothering to look up.
“Not really.”
“Then why ask?”
I shrugged. “I just thought-”
She turned to face me, the knife in her hand covered in scales and fish blood. “You thought that you’d ask just to be nice. Well, I don’t need nice today, boy. I need help. And since you’re not planning on giving me any, you’d best leave me alone. I’ve got customers lining up outside and fish to fry.”
I began to leave when she grabbed my arm, her sharp nails clawing into my skin. “And you’d better not think to cause a scene in front of my place again. We don’t need the tourists thinking that they can’t walk around here without one of the locals attacking them.”
“I didn’t attack any-”
Her bony hand slapped across my face, the hard knobs of her fingers finding familiar places to hit and hurt. “Don’t you lie to me, boy. I saw you. You always act without thinking. You’re just like your mama and look where she is now, in a bottle on your daddy’s nightstand. You’d better wise up and realize that the world we have here only exists because of the world out there, their world.”
“So I’m supposed to be grateful to them for having to work my ass off on a boat for sixteen hours a day? I’m supposed to be grateful for Audrey being stuck in a wheelchair for the rest of her life? I’m supposed to be grateful for Mom being dead and you beating me every day, you old crone?”
The look on her face wasn’t one of shock. She didn’t look hurt either. Instead, she seemed pleased, like something she’d been wanting or expecting to happen did. “Nice to see you finally find your balls, boy. Now get out of my kitchen. And tell your sister I said hello.”
I gave my grandma one final look before doing as she said and leaving. Jameson smirked at me as I passed.
“If you say anything about what just happened, I’ll tell everyone about your membership to that boy band’s fan club,” I warned.
His grin disappeared. “It was a gift!” he said as he followed close behind. “And I wasn’t gonna say a damn thing to anyone. Hell, considering how many times your grandma’s hit me, I should be the one telling you not to say anything.”
We climbed into the truck and I started the engine, the loud, angry roar of the motor rattling the windows. From the back, every single shop and eatery looked like the coffins of buildings long since dead. Even if life still beat inside them, even if the voices of the living flowed out of every window, the fact that they and Black Cat Rock were nothing but graveyards, cemeteries where the bodies of dreams came to be buried, couldn’t be ignored.
My mother’s dreams died here. The dreams of my father died here. My sister’s would soon enough and join the dead dreams of mine that were buried beneath the tires of the truck. It didn’t matter what the dream was. Whether it was to become doctors, or lawyers, celebrities, or hell, even teachers, reality always came roaring forward with its claws out and teeth bared, ready rip the throat of that dream out and let it bleed to death in front of you.
We were told in school that it didn’t matter what we wanted, we could get it if we worked hard. We rode that ferry in the cold, in the wet, and even in the darkness to hear those words spoken to us every single day. We rode that ferry home, rushing to finish our homework before we docked because no one knew when we’d be able to do it after that.
We studied when we could get an extra minute, but it was hard. We were all so damn busy working with our parents or for them on their boats or in their shops that there wasn’t really any time to do much else. And because our parents worked so hard and so long, it was up to us to take care of the younger kids and make sure they ate, got clean, and went to bed before the sun came up again so that at least they could say they slept.
Then we did it all over again the next day. We took those tests and spoke to those counselors, all that career and college planning bull they tell us to do, but in the end no matter how hard we worked, it wasn’t good enough. But still we rode; we rode that ferry for the lies and for the dreams we didn’t want to see die because we were kids, and kids live on dreams.
And when we finally accepted that our dreams were dead, we rode that ferry for food.
“Let’s go hunting, Jameson. I’m ready for some fresh meat.”


CHAPTER THREE
Fallon
 
 
The house was small, with dirty white siding, a black tarpaper roof, dark green shutters framing old paned windows, and a path of dead flowers that lead up to the sagging porch. A red door with peeling paint opened up to a small, yellow living room filled with horribly mismatched furniture. It was flanked by two bedrooms with white, narrow doors. A bathroom the size of a cell phone was accessible only through the kitchen, with a small clawfoot tub, pedestal sink, and toilet all crammed inside.
The kitchen was painted a glaring white, with a round, red wooden table at its heart, two chairs each holding a flattened, dirty-orange cushion on its seat tucked beneath it. A yellowed doily sat in the middle of the table with a set of black cat salt and pepper shakers on top. Mom pulled out one of the chairs and sat down, taking those salt and pepper shakers in her hands and pressing them against her cheeks.
She sighed, and closed her eyes. Dad pulled me away and showed me to my room. I knew it was Mom’s before I even walked through the narrow door; the faded posters of bands and celebrities that I didn’t know on the wall, and the old quilt on the metal bed with the chipped white paint made it seem like I’d walked back in time.
“Your mom and I used to sit on that bed and talk about our future, what we wanted to do, where we wanted to go.” He pointed to a map that was stuck to the wall with pins. “We wanted to see the world and picked out places that looked good in our geography books. We didn’t know how, but we knew we were gonna do it. Your mom and me never wanted anything more than we wanted that.”
I sat on the bed, flinching as the springs squeaked and the mattress dipped so low my knees touched my chest, and touched the red pushpin that was sticking out of Germany. I picked up a photo frame that held a picture of Mom and Dad when they were younger. “Did you guys ever dream about having kids?”
Dad sat beside me, the bed crying under the weight of his six-foot frame. He took the picture from me and looked at it intently. “Your mom found out when she was about your age that she couldn’t have kids, so whatever dreams we might’ve had for bio kids didn’t matter. When we joined the Air Force, we didn’t think anyone would let us adopt, and going from one base to the next, getting deployed…it just didn’t seem like a good idea to try. We resigned ourselves to growing old and alone and maybe owning an auto repair shop once we’d retired.”
He reached over me and touched the red pin in Japan. “That’s where we met your parents.”
I nodded and touched his finger. “You told me. You guys were all stationed there together and when you returned the states and I was born, they made you my godparents. When they died, you adopted me because they had no other family.”
“We had to go across the world and then back again to realize that our dream could never match real life. You’re the best thing to happen to us, and for the rest of our lives, your mom and I will be grateful to your parents for bringing you into this world and for trusting us with your life.”
Guilt washed over me at his words. “I’m sorry for being such a brat about coming here,” I said to him before throwing my arms around him, my fingertips barely touching each other as I pressed my head against his shoulder.
“It’s not me you should apologize to,” he pointed out. “But…don’t go doing it right now. She’ll think you’re just doing it because I told you to.”
“Well…isn’t that what you’re kinda doing?”
He laughed. “Smartass. Just give it a day or two, all right? She’s had a pretty big shock.”
“All right,” I agreed, feeling him push my arms out of the way so he could return my hug, his grip strong and firm.
“Hey, can I join in on this bonding moment, or is this a father-daughter thing only?” Mom looked at us from her position in the doorway, her eyes glittering with unshed tears.
Dad pushed me over as he made room for Mom beside him. “Fallon and I were just talking about how we used to map out where we’d be going when we were in high school.”
Mom’s eyes traveled to the map and she smiled. “We’ve been to almost all of them, too. Let that be a lesson to you, Fallon: it doesn’t matter how big the dream, if you want it badly enough, you can have it. Want to know another life lesson?”
I looked at Dad and then back at her. “What?”
“The sooner we unpack, the sooner we can go and check out the rest of the island.”
A deep, disappointed groan slipped out of me as I flung myself back on the bed, thinking about the truck bed and trailer that were filled with boxes. “By the time we’re done, I’ll have to start school.”
“Oh, stop being such a drama queen, Fallon. I just want to bring in the boxes from the truck. We can unload the trailer tomorrow,” Mom laughed. “It’ll take us a couple of hours, max, and then we can go looking around and maybe get something to eat in town for dinner.”
“Fine,” I huffed before sitting up and following my parents out of the room. “But can we eat somewhere that has something else on the menu besides fish?”
 
 
***
 
 
Despite how small the island was, it was made clear to me that I could get lost very easily if I didn’t know where I was going. One side of the island was nothing but beaches, with inns and shops fronting the shore. Some gigantic homes were scattered after them like rocks. They were surrounded by high, wrought iron fences with spikes that blocked public access to the beaches hidden behind them
“Cat walls,” Dad called them, “To keep the cats out.”
“Cats?” I asked, laughing. “Those are pretty high gates just to keep some cats out.”
“Not housecats, Fallon,” Mom said, her voice serious. “Wild cats. Black Cat Rock was named for the big cats that live around the cliffs and in the woods.”
“There are mountain lions here?” My voice sounded squeaky, panicked.
“Don’t worry. There hasn’t been an attack here in over fifty years. The cats just like being a little destructive, that’s all.”
The other side of the island held the cliffs, forest, and huge vacation homes that dotted the scenery like white freckles. “Why don’t they have one of those cat walls?” I asked as we passed one with just a dirt path leading up to the front of the house.
“Those houses don’t need them; the cats leave them alone,” Dad explained simply. I never thought to ask why.
When Mom had been talking about the main road, she wasn’t kidding; it was pretty much the only real road on the entire island. It took you completely around without stopping in just over an hour – even in the old truck – but Dad wasn’t content with just one turn. We drove through the town again, past the little shops and the restaurants, the place we stopped at for breakfast, past the inns and the beach homes, until we came to a stretch where both sides of the road were covered in tall grass.
“They call this area the maze,” Dad said as we slowed down, stopping at the point where the road disappeared around a turn. He climbed out of the truck and walked around to the passenger side, opening Mom’s door and then pulling the seat forward so that I could climb out as well. He and Mom walked through the weeds, disappearing in them and leaving me behind.
“Hey!” I called out, running after them.
In an instant, I was swallowed up. The smell of dry, dead grass was so thick, it made my nose twitch. I could hear the hum of crickets and the buzz of other insects as they moved away from me, but I couldn’t hear my parents.
“Mom! Dad! Where are you?”
I pushed the grass out of my way as I tried to head in as straight a line as I could. I listened for their movements, for them to respond to my call, but I heard nothing except the bugs and my feet crunching down. “Okay, this is ridiculous,” I mumbled before turning around. “What the heck?”
The grass that should have been tamped down was standing straight up, as if I hadn’t just walked through there seconds ago. I spun around, confusion and fear taking turns in my chest as I began to shout frantically for my parents.
And just like that, they appeared, popping out from between the blades of grass as though they’d always been there. “Not cool,” I scolded. “I’m freaking out here and you guys are just…you’re just…what were you guys doing anyway?”
Dad looked at Mom and they both giggled – actually giggled – before grabbing my hand and pulling me, the three of us plowing through the field of yellow. On and on the grass went. I looked up and the sky was blue and clear and endless. My feet moved against their will.
“And we’re here!” Dad shouted as the grass disappeared and the sound of our feet crunching on grass turned into the soft shuffle of sand.
I looked down and squeaked. We were standing in front of a beach that was so small, a simple turn of my head would cause it to vanish. The grass ended where clean, creamy sand began. It stretched out for only about ten feet before water the color of a jade storm reached up to touch it.
“Wow,” I said, letting go of my parents’ hands and walking up to get a closer look. “Does the water look like this on the other beaches?”
Mom kicked some of the sand up into the water and laughed. “Nope. Those beaches smell like coconut grease and are for the tourists, baby. This place, this is only for those who know how to get here and no one can just show you or draw you a map. Your feet have to learn which way to go.”
“My feet-”
Dad came behind me and scooped me up. “Yes, kitten. First lesson? Getting them wet!”
I screamed as he waded into the water, my cries for Mom’s help falling on deaf ears; she was too busy laughing at what was happening to care. With no effort at all, Dad tossed me into the chilly water, my body sinking quickly in the salty liquid. I hit bottom in seconds and brought my legs beneath me, standing up and coughing out water as my parents playfully splashed me even more.
“That wasn’t funny!”
“Yes, it was,” Mom laughed. “Come on, Fallon. It’s the beach! You’re supposed to get wet!”
“Yeah, but not fully dressed!” I shouted, pushing my wet hair out of my face. “Are we gonna go home before we go back to town?”
“Are you kidding? You’re an islander now, kitten! No one is going to care if you’re dripping wet and covered in sand. You’ll see.”
“I’ll see, my butt,” I grumbled as I trudged out of the water and plopped onto the hot sand. My t-shirt and khaki shorts squished as I did so, while water sloshed out of my sneakers. I pulled the shoes off and held them upside-down, watching as water and sand poured out, landing in clumps on the sand by my feet.
Dad and Mom played in the water for a little while longer before returning to my side. They grabbed my arms, Dad grabbing my sneakers, and dragged me back through the grass to the truck. We climbed in, my parents’ laughter and the sound of old, cracked vinyl meeting wet clothes somehow making everything feel right for the first time today.
We drove back into town and parked in a sandy lot next to the tiny theater. The people traffic was heavy as the tourists made their way from shop to shop before heading back to the inns or to the beach. The smell of sunscreen and tanning oil was heavy, and I could have sworn I saw a trail of grease following every one of them.
I read the title of the movie on the marquee out loud. “Dark Veil? Is that some kind of crime drama or something?”
Dad’s face crinkled up. “A really cheesy murder mystery. It’s the only thing the theater’s played since it opened up thirty years ago.”
“And we’re going to watch it?”
Dad’s head bounced up and down. “If we have time after dinner. Good God, look who’s heading this way, Vangie.”
Mom and I turned our heads and Mom cooed while I groaned. A man with bright red hair was approaching us. He wore a plaid, button-down shirt over a gray t-shirt. He had jeans on and a pair of thick, black boots covering his feet. His face was wide, with weathered lines marking his forehead and spraying out from the corner of his eyes. His skin was a sun-baked brown, and as he came closer, I could see that his eyes were the same color as the water at the beach we’d just came from.
But he wasn’t why I groaned.
Standing beside him, pushing Audrey in her wheelchair, was
him, the jerk who’d shoved me to the ground.
“Johann Mace, good to see you!” Mom said as she leaned in to give him a hug. I was surprised when she stood a couple of inches taller than he was.
“Vangie Dowd, am I seeing things? Have you finally made it back to the island? And you brought your old dog with you. How’s it going, Ray?”
He and Dad shook hands, patting each other on the shoulder and laughing at the obvious height difference between them.
“Doing good, man; doing good. We’re here to stay; we’ve moved into Vangie’s grandparents’ place.”
“You mean by the junkyard?” Johann laughed, the sound of it deep and hoarse, like he’d been shouting all day. “Oh hey, these are my kids. They were just babies when you last saw them. Guys, this is Evangeline and Raymond Timmons. They grew up on the island with your mom and me.”
Audrey reached out and shook Mom’s and Dad’s hands. I noticed that she was wearing a pair of white shorts and a black t-shirt that read “I Got Clawed At Black Cat Rock” on its front. She was smiling, her eyes now clear and her cheeks pink with happiness instead of red from hurt. I couldn’t help but smile because of that.
“And who’s that? A dinner guest?”
The jerk was speaking again, and he was glaring at me while he did it.
“Oh,” Mom said, noticing and smiling nervously. “This is our daughter, Fallon.”
“Your daughter? How the hell is this trog your daughter?”
“Liam!” Johann snapped.
“I told you she’s not a trog,” Audrey said smugly before rolling toward me. “Hey.”
“Hey.” I said, trying very hard to keep my teeth from gnashing.
“You’ve met already?” Audrey’s father asked, looking between the two of us, surprised.
“I told you, Dad, she’s the one who was harassing Aud,” Liam said, his voice angry, his eyes filled with contempt.
“She was not harassing me!”
“I wasn’t harassing her!”
Our synchronized protests at the accusation caused everyone moving around us to stop, their attention caught by the sudden outburst.
“I saw you. You made her cry,” Liam hissed, his finger somehow reaching across the wide space between us to jam into my shoulder. “And my sister doesn’t cry.”
Audrey pulled her brother’s arm down and like lightning, her fist flew out and she punched him in the gut, doubling him over. “You jerk! I told you it wasn’t her fault! What part of ‘not her fault’ do you not get?”
Johann pushed himself between his children and looked at them and then me, my parents standing silently behind me as they waited for an explanation. “What happened.”
Quickly, Audrey told her father what happened, thankfully leaving out the part where I admitted to being her lover. “I was already having a bad day so it was easy for those girls to get under my skin, and Fallon kept them from making things worse. She didn’t make me cry; she helped me.”
I could see it, see the anger and resentment in Liam’s eyes as his sister repeated it over and over again. I didn’t understand why he looked at me the way he did, why he felt so much hatred for me. I tried to look away but he snarled, and my pride refused to let him think that I would be that easily scared. I snarled back, although nowhere near as menacing or as angry as his.
“You helped my daughter. You didn’t even know her and you helped her,” Johann said, taking my shoulders into his hands and bringing me to his chest quickly. I heard my parents gasp before they both started coughing, as though something they expected to happen didn’t, and they wanted to mask their shock. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”
“It was nothing,” I mumbled into his shirt.
He pulled me away and looked at me almost fiercely. “It was everything. You don’t know what you’ve done. I can’t thank you enough for helping Audrey…and me.”
“You’re welcome,” I said softly before he let me go. I winked at Audrey, who grinned “So, where are you guys going?”
“We were heading to my mother-in-law’s for dinner. Hey, why don’t you come and say hello. I’m pretty sure that Ma would love to see you guys.”
Dad laughed. “We already did. We stopped by this morning after getting off the ferry. The old lady still cooks a mean sardine.”
“Eh. What’s so hard about cooking a fish? We used to do it all the time, remember?” Johann said cockily.
Mom butted in and wagged her finger at the two of them. “Yeah, but no one would ever pay to eat one of those matchsticks you guys called food.”
“Why’d you go and adopt someone like her?” Liam asked my parents suddenly, cutting into the laughter and silencing everyone. “The last thing we need is one of her kind messing up our lives again.”
“Liam!”
Liam stormed off, his father reaching out to grab him but only getting a fistful of shirt before his son wormed free. “Goddamn that boy.”
Mom wrapped a comforting arm around Johann. “He’s a teenager, Joe. They have attitudes. You used to have one, too, remember?”
Johann shook his head, his voice somber. “I never acted like that. I never treated the others like that. Ever since Lyssa died…he’s just not the same boy.”
I looked at Audrey and I could see the sadness in her face that was in her father’s voice. I didn’t dare ask what was going on. Losing a parent was something I just couldn’t remember. I didn’t know that feeling because my memory told me that Raymond and Evangeline Timmons were my parents. I didn’t know a life before them, and I felt no guilt in saying that I didn’t want to. But Audrey, and obviously her brother knew, and in spite of myself, I felt a little sorry for them.
“He’s a good kid, though. You can tell,” Dad spoke up. “He’s protective of his sister. That’s a good trait. You can be proud of that, Joe.”
“Yeah, well, when he stops acting like a punk, I’ll be sure to tell him how proud of him I am. So, dinner?”
“Sure. I could go for some sardines again. Vangie?”
Audrey excitedly bobbed her head up and down. “Yes! Maybe you guys could come back to the house after?”
Mom nodded and I groaned at the idea of more sardines as the adults headed away. Audrey began pushing her wheels and I followed, wondering how long I could go living on this island without food.


CHAPTER FOUR
LIAM
 
 
It bothered me how angry I was. I couldn’t believe that that drowned rat that looked so comfortable around Audrey and Dad now
lived
here and was one of us. What the hell were her parents thinking, adopting someone like that and bringing her here?
“I don’t understand why you care so much about this trog.” My girlfriend Brenda was lazily pulling her brown hair into a thick braid. “So she’s adopted. Big deal. It’s not like everyone on the rock is gonna start adopting trogs now, too.”
Brenda’s bed was old and it squeaked as I rolled over to look at her, her body covered in bite marks and scratches. She was naked except for her hair, her feet tucked under her crossed legs as she looked at me, bored already with my explanation. She’d said nothing when I showed up at her window needing to work off the worst of my anger.
The sex was rough and quick and it showed. Brenda’s green eyes were flat when it was over, and I felt a little prick to my pride that neither of us had gotten anything from it. “You’re not seriously going to let some trog get to you like that, are you? She’s nothing.”
“It’s not that simple. I don’t care what Audrey says. I know Fallon did something to her.”
“Fallon? Her name is Fallon? What the hell kind of name is that?” Brenda asked, her braiding finished.
“I don’t know, Brenda,” I snapped. “I didn’t exactly stop to ask for the meaning or her sign. Next time, I’ll ask what her birthstone is, too, would you like that?”
“Stop being such a dick already. What’s your problem? Why were you with your dad and sister anyway? I thought you and Jameson were going hunting.”
The subject hadn’t come up once with anyone, not even Dad when he saw me walking in the house two hours ago with the truck keys clenched in my hand. “It’s Jameson’s fault.”
Brenda stood up, snorting. “Everything is always someone else’s fault.” She grabbed a pair of shorts from the end of the bed and slipped them on. “What did he do this time, huh? Tell you he’s got a bigger wang?”
“Audrey asked him out,” I shouted, the same repulsed feeling I’d gotten when Jameson told me coming back to me, hard and fast.
“And? She’s had a crush on him since she was ten. You knew that already. Hell, everyone did.” Brenda slipped on my shirt and sat back down beside me. “So…did he say yes? Is that what’s got you all pissed off?”
That would have been the reason to be pissed off, wouldn’t it? That would have made sense. It would have been exactly what every other brother would get angry about. Dating a friend’s sister was a deal breaker, no matter where you were, no matter who you were. But Audrey wasn’t just anyone’s sister. She was
my
sister. And I wanted to see her happy, no matter how.
“He said no.”
Brenda laughed, her body shaking the bed with each damn guffaw. “That’s why you’re mad? Because he said no? Are you kidding me?”
“He broke her heart, Bren. He’s been flirting with her
–
we’ve both seen it
–
but when she finally felt brave enough to ask him out, he just flat out tells her no, like it was all a game or something.” I punched the bed, hearing Brenda shriek as the frame collapsed and the mattress slammed onto the floor.
“So he told her no. What’s the big deal? It’s not like things would have worked out anyway. You know the rules, so does Audrey. She and Jameson would’ve never worked. You know that.”
I thought I was angry. I thought I was furious before. But the way Brenda laughed when she said that, the way she smiled made my stomach turn. “You think because she’s in a wheelchair that she doesn’t deserve to be with anyone, don’t you?”
My accusation stung. Her eyes told me so. “Liam, it wouldn’t matter if she was in that chair or not. We all know what’s gonna happen when she turns sixteen. She’s gonna be told the same thing they told my sister, and your aunt, and half the women on this damn island: she can’t have kids. Even if she could walk, she can’t give anyone a future. She’s a walking headstone and you, and Jameson, and even Audrey knows it.”
“No, we don’t,” I said firmly. “No one knows whether or not Audrey will be able to have kids. She has as good a chance as you did to have kids. Her being in that chair’s got nothing to do with it.”
Her hands rubbed on my chest as she leaned in, her lips pink and pouty. “Baby, I know you want to believe that she’s going to be okay, but the sooner we accept the truth, the easier it’ll be. I love Audrey. You know I do. And Jameson loves her, too. It’s why he turned her down. He doesn’t want to spend the rest of his life growing to resent her because he can’t have what he wants. Or worse, cheat on her. Is that what you want? You want your sister and your best friend to be miserable together for the rest of their lives because one of them has a crush?”
“They don’t have to get married, Bren. She’s fifteen! The last thing she’s thinking about right now is forever. They could have just gone out with each other for a week or two and then they would have realized that it wouldn’t have worked out. He didn’t have to shut her down like that,” I argued, taking her hands and squeezing them.
“Maybe that’s the real reason why she was crying.”
This time it was my turn to sit up. “What?”
“Well, you said that she swore up and down that that trog person didn’t make her cry. What if what she said happened was the truth? What if Jameson turning her down made her so upset that what she said happened at your grans’ place was what really happened?”
I looked at her stupidly. “Are you seriously taking the trog’s side?”
“No, you idiot, I’m taking Audrey’s side. Why would she lie about something like that? To protect a trog? Really? You think she’d lie to her brother and her father just to save some trog she’s never met? Your sister’s sweet, but she’s not that sweet.”
“So…what you’re saying is that even the lion knows better than to eat the mouse that’s trying to save it?” I didn’t even realize what I had said until I looked at Brenda and saw the confusion on her face. It was so blatant; I didn’t know whether or not it was real.
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Aesop’s fable, the Lion and the Mouse; come on, we all read it in school,” I reminded her.
“You know I don’t care about that stuff. Books and stories don’t really mean much in my mom’s salon.”
When it came to dreams, Brenda’s was probably the only one on the island that would come true. She’d always dreamed of taking over her mother’s salon, and since businesses were never bought here but rather inherited, she would be getting exactly what she wanted and it made her lazy.
But…that was Brenda. She knew her limitations. She’d never excelled in school
–
her grades were barely enough to move her on to the next grade
–
because she knew that her life was here on the island with the rest of us. That’s how it was here; we all knew what was in store for us. Brenda would take over the salon. I’d take over my dad’s boat. Jameson would take over his dad’s crate building shop.
And Audrey…I’d take care of her, too. Because, no matter how much I hated to admit it, Brenda was right. We had rules on the island, rules that had been set in place for centuries that kept it in our hands. The original deeds for property had been given out over a century ago with clauses that allowed the property to only be auctioned off when there was no family left to inherit.
What made this clause different, however, was the fact that not just any family member could inherit the property. Only someone who was related by blood could inherit; it was called a blood law and no one on the island dared to break it. Not even me.
Which is why Jameson not wanting to be with Audrey shouldn’t have made me so angry. He didn’t want to end up with someone who couldn’t give him kids; without them, everything he owned, everything his parents had worked for, his grandparents…it would all end up being sold at auction to the highest bidder, and in our world that was almost always a trog, a tourist who hopped islands like frogs, hopping from one to the other and infesting them. Our island was no different, but with our law we’d managed to keep most of them from buying up everything like they had everywhere else.
Every single time they’d been able to do it here, they’d destroyed the old buildings or homes and turned them into inns or private estates. The numbers were increasing over the years as more people died without any relatives, which put fear into our community that had never been there before. We were dying out.
And all at once, like being punched in the head, I realized why Audrey had been hurt. It was more than just being turned down. It was more than the possibility of never having kids. It was the fear of being alone.
I shoved Brenda off and grabbed my clothes, quickly pulling them on. “Goddamn it, now I wanna kill Jameson and every freaking trog on this damn island,” I shouted, not caring who heard me.
“Because of Audrey?”
“Yeah, because of Audrey. She never cries, Bren. You know that. She never, ever cries, but today she was. Today she was and for some stupid reason I thought it was because of that damn trog, Fallon. Part of me thinks that if it had been anyone else, any other trog, that I would have known sooner.”
Brenda followed me around her room as I gathered my wallet and keys. “Why?”
“Why what?”
She grabbed my arm. “Why would you have known sooner? How would you have known that it was because of Jameson if that Fallon chick hadn’t been there?”
It seemed so simple that I didn’t get how she didn’t know. “Because she’s different, Bren. She was raised by people like us. She knows about us, she has to. Do you know how dangerous that is? Bringing someone like that here? It’s no fable this time. It really is like letting a mouse loose to play with the cats.”
Brenda purred and licked my ear before whispering, “But Liam, I thought you liked playing with your food.”


CHAPTER FIVE
FALLON
 
 
Mom and Dad were too tired to head on over to Audrey’s house after dinner, so I made plans to meet up with her in the morning. We said goodbye and then Mom drove us home since Dad had had one too many beers with Audrey’s dad to even walk straight. He sat in the back this time, crunched up in the tiny space, and the whole way back to the house he kept singing classic rock songs that made me cringe.
“Don’t mind your dad,” Mom said loudly to me as we drove along in the dark. “After he wakes up tomorrow, he’ll never want to drink that much ever again.”
“I hope not,” I shouted back, my fingers in my ears. I looked back at him, his mouth wide open as he belted out another off-key verse. “It’s a good thing Dad decided to become a mechanic and not a rock star, because we’d be broke as hell.”
“Watch your mouth, young lady. That off-key singing, drunk-as-a-barrel-of-gin man back there is still your father…no matter how many songs he butchers.”
I giggled. “Is he gonna remember anything about tonight?”
“Maybe. He hasn’t been this drunk since we were you’re ag…he hasn’t been this drunk in a while,” Mom quickly corrected herself. “Anyway, how about we start the unpacking later in the morning? That’ll give you time to head on over to Audrey’s house and hang out for a little while.”
The thought of seeing Audrey again made me smile. “She’s nice, right?”
“Yes. Very nice. She reminds me a lot of her mom…” Mom’s voice trailed off as she tried to control the same sadness that had affected her earlier in the morning. Knowing her, she’d changed the subject. “Her brother’s cute, isn’t he?”
I shuddered, thinking about him and his scar, and how it made his snarl look ten times more menacing. “Sure, if you like jerkbags.”
“He was just doing what any good big brother would do. If he had been your big brother, he would’ve done the same thing for you.”
“Yeah, right,” I huffed. “He’d have fallen all over himself to help take me down, you mean. I like Audrey, but her brother can suck it.”
“Well, you can’t have one without the other, you know. If you’re going to be Audrey’s friend, you’re going to have to learn to tolerate her brother.”
“Joy,” I muttered as we pulled up to the house. “I’m one for one and it’s only been one day here. Tomorrow’s gotta be better.”
 
 
***
 
 
At nine the next morning, I climbed onto my dirt bike and peeled out of the driveway of the little house we now called home. I’d woken up two hours earlier and began tackling the boxes in the trailer. It took me an hour to clear out enough room so that I could set up the ramp to wheel my bike out. It was my prized possession, my first complete rebuild.
It had taken me an entire year to do it, but I didn’t care. Everything about the bike had been my choice, and I was proud of it. It didn’t matter that the paintjob had been done using cans of spray paint bought at a garage sale on base. It didn’t matter that the seat had a big crack in the middle that exposed the old, orange foam inside.
All that mattered was that when I turned sixteen, I didn’t have to beg anyone for a car or ask anyone for a ride anywhere. I had freedom that a lot of my friends didn’t, and I was willing to protect that freedom at all costs. It’s why I’d convinced my parents to let me bring the bike in the trailer, instead of shipping it along with all of the rest of our things like they’d wanted; I didn’t trust it in the hands of anyone else but me.
I walked the bike away from the house and then checked my switches. The choke was off, as was the petcock valve; I turned all of the switches to on, and climbed onto the seat. My foot found the kick starter and with a slight jump, I pushed down, adding the weight of my body to the peg. It took half a dozen tries to get the engine to roar to life, but I knew that was mostly because it had been sitting idle for too long.
“Even bikes can grow lazy,” Mom said before she’d said goodbye to me.
“It’s a bike,” I laughed as I kissed her cheek.
“Don’t be home past lunch. And mind your manners! I’ll find out if you don’t!” she yelled.
“Yeah, yeah,” I laughed as I waved.
But as I rode, I began to feel the doubt grow within me. This was a small island. My parents had always found out about me getting into trouble while we lived on base, no matter how big or small it was; it was almost guaranteed that the same thing would happen here.
Doing my best to ignore that doubt, I rode my bike down the main road, following it all the way to the pier. The slip where the ferries docked was currently empty, and most of the other boats were gone as well. I stopped the bike and pulled out the piece of paper with the directions on it. There was a small side street that left the main road and traveled past a few gray homes and shops before ending in front of a two-story home that was only a shade lighter than the gray homes before it.
I looked at the directions again and then looked at that last house. There was a ramp that wound around up to the porch, and I knew right away it was the right house. I rode up to the porch and then turned the bike off. I kicked the stand out and left the bike at the end of the ramp. I walked up and quickly took a look around before knocking on the screen door.
There was a wooden bench pushed up against the wall beneath a window with flowered curtains. A pair of tall boots had fallen beneath the bench, a bucket and a tattered towel sitting beside them. My knuckles had barely brushed against the weathered wood of the door when Audrey appeared behind the screen, her smile beaming clear through the dark, torn surface.
“You’re here! I heard a lot of rumbling and thought maybe it was my brother working on the truck. Come inside! I hope you’re hungry; I made pie!” She pushed the door open for me, and I walked in, the sound of my heavy boots on the wooden floor a complete contrast to the quiet of her wheels rolling ahead of me.
Unlike the tiny house that I’d just left, this one was big and roomy. There wasn’t much furniture in the living room
–
just a sofa and a chair with a coffee table between them
–
which made it easier for Audrey to maneuver her wheelchair around. She went through a wide doorway, calling out for me to follow, and we entered a kitchen with low countertops and a rectangular table with two chairs on one side and none on the other.
On one end of the table was a three-tiered metal rack with several small pies on the bottom two and a large one on the top. I inhaled the thick, heavy aroma in the air and wrinkled my nose. The combination of fruit and fish made my stomach grumble in a way that said quite clearly that hungry was the last thing I was about to be.
“Please, please tell me you’re not gonna try to feed me an apple and sardine pie,” I groaned as I saw her pull a couple of plates from off the counter.
Audrey laughed. “The fish pies are for my dad. He’s going out on his boat for the next week.”
“That’s all he’s gonna eat?” I asked, counting only six pies.
Nervously, she giggled and nodded before taking the smaller pies into her lap and then putting them on the counter. She pulled open a drawer and removed a pie server and a couple of forks and then turned around.
“Dad’s on this particular diet and can’t eat too much heavy food-”
“But…that’s a sardine pie,” I pointed out. “Anything with the word ‘pie’ in it is gonna be, you know, heavy.”
“Yeah, well…it’s a diet sardine pie,” she said quickly before pulling the apple pie down from the rack and slicing it.
She placed a wedge on one of the plates and handed it to me. I accepted it and the fork she offered, leaning against the counter before sniffing the pie skeptically. “Are you sure there’s no fish in it?” I asked, knowing that the conversation we’d had over dinner about my extreme dislike of fish had not yet been forgotten.
“It’s just apples, some butter, sugar, cinnamon, nutmeg, and lemon juice. No fish; scout’s honor.” She held up her hand with index and ring fingers crossed.
“That’s not how the scouts do it,” I mumbled before dipping my fork into the crispy pastry and pulling out a bite. I placed it into my mouth and waited for my gag reflex to kick in. When it didn’t, I made a sound that told her clearly that I was surprised.
“I told you,” she said smugly before taking a wedge for herself. She didn’t take a bite, I noticed, and instead just watched me eat.
“Not hungry?”
Her head shook from side to side. “I’ve been picking at filling and dough for the past few hours. I shouldn’t have even grabbed this slice, but I thought it would be rude to have you eat alone.”
I took the plate from her and finished the slice for her, scraping the fork against the white china to gather up all of the filling. “You know, this is probably one of the best apple pies I’ve ever had,” I said with my mouth still full.
“Thanks. It’s my grans’ recipe. She serves it for all the tourists.”
“Don’t you mean trogs?” I corrected, watching her reaction to the word.
“No. Liam…he and his friends like to use that word, but I don’t.”
My mouth pinched up into an annoyed pout at the mention of her brother. I knew that he’d come up sooner or later; I was just hoping that later would mean way after I’d already gone back home.
“You don’t like my brother, do you?”
How do I answer that her without offending her?
“No. I think he’s a jerk.”
That’s not exactly the way to do it…
“You’re right. He was a jerk to you and I don’t blame you. But he’s my brother and I’ve gotta defend him.”
“I know,” I agreed. “I’d probably do the same thing if I had a brother.”
“He’s a really good guy, once you get to know him.”
“Uh-huh,” I nodded.
“You don’t believe me, do you?”
I looked at her, at her brown eyes and the way she frowned slightly at the thought of me doubting her. “I’m sorry, Audrey. I get why you guys don’t like tourists. We moved around so much that it was basically like being a tourist; professional new kid…that’s what kids like me call ourselves because of how many times we’ve moved. I know how people who’ve lived somewhere all their lives feel about people like me when we show up.
“But I’ve never been treated the way Liam’s treated me. I know that he’s your brother, but both times that I’ve seen him, he’s acted like I’ve got cancer or something and I’m trying to give it to you.”
Audrey’s face paled and her eyes watered at my words. I quickly went over what I’d said to cause such a dramatic reaction but I couldn’t find anything that was anywhere near insulting. It didn’t matter, though. The look in her eyes was all it took to feel like the vulture of guilt was eating my heart out. “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean-” My apology was cut short.
Audrey’s watery eyes glazed over and she made a sort of wheezy sound before her bottom lip began to tremble. Her hands clutched the armrests of her wheelchair so tightly, her knuckles turned white while the tips of her fingers turned a frighteningly deep blood red.
“Audrey?” I knelt beside her and saw her jaw clench and then snap open so suddenly that I heard it pop, the sound of it so loud I flinched. “Audrey, are you okay?”
I put my hand against her head and pushed some hair that had fallen into her face back before looking closely at her. She looked past me, and I could feel a slight vibration in her, a hum just beneath her skin. It grew louder, and though I knew that I was calling out her name over and over again, asking repeatedly if she was all right, I couldn’t hear it; it was as if the humming was drowning out everything.
The floor was hard against my knees as I leaned into the wheelchair to put my hands on Audrey’s. I looked down at them and for the first time noticed how thin and bony they were. There were scars on them as well; small, ghostly lines that looked like scratches from a cat or a dog. There was also a thick, raised scar that ran along her left calf and beneath the crook of her knee. There was a fine layer of hair growing on the skin that traced the scar, making it stand out even more than it should.
“Audrey-” I began once again, this time hearing my voice loud and clear, the growing panic obvious, but I couldn’t even begin to do anything about it when, with a sudden jerk, Audrey twisted and fell out of the chair and onto me. I fell back onto the hard, wooden floor and hit my elbow, the shock of it shooting all the way to my foot.
Small spasms took Audrey’s body from limp to rigid in intervals, her back arching so sharply that her useless legs pulled up and then pushed down like uncontrollable pistons. Every quake made it more and more difficult for me to sit up without dropping her onto the floor. A stuttered gasp kept coming out of her mouth, as though each time she inhaled it hit a wall and then bounced back, half spit, half air. It passed through her clenched teeth, her jaw having snapped shut when she fell.
Audrey was having a seizure. I’d only ever seen it happen once before, with a teacher in the third grade, but I knew that she needed help and she needed it fast. I looked around quickly for a phone. I couldn’t see one on the walls anywhere in the kitchen or on the table and I’d left my cell phone at home. “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” I said to myself.
“Help!” It was the only thing I could do. I called out, shouting as loud as I could, hoping that someone in one of the houses along the street could hear me. “Help! Someone help me!”
Each call for help seemed to trigger another spasm in Audrey, and her head butted against my ribs, causing my cries to break up. “Help” turned into “hell”, and I felt the panic within me grow. I wrapped my arms around Audrey’s head, trying to keep her from hurting herself as again and again, she stiffened and relaxed, her teeth grinding against each other so loudly, my own teeth hurt at the sound.
“It’s okay, Audrey. Everything’s gonna be okay,” I whispered into her ear. I put my hands behind me and began pulling myself backwards, inch by inch, my legs holding onto Audrey’s waist to keep her as steady as possible. I continued to call out for help, but the eerie silence that met each shout told me that either no one was listening, or no one cared.
As I made it past the doorway, I heard the mechanical grumble of a car engine. Whether it was coming or going, I didn’t know and I didn’t care. I screamed for help, feeling the desperation leave scratches in my throat.
The unmistakable sound of hurried footsteps on the porch numbed my throat, and I yelled louder than ever. The squeak of the screen door opening was like a switch in my voice, and I turned my neck around as much as possible to direct my cries toward whoever had arrived.
Liam stood in the doorway for a second before rushing toward us, his hands clawing at me, grabbing me by my neck and pulling me out from beneath his sister with ease. He looked at me, his eyes fierce with that same rage that had filled them yesterday, and he growled. “Get out of my house.”
I stood and backed away, unsure if it was the right thing to do but once again unable to stop him as he picked his sister up and ran past me, out of the house.


CHAPTER SIX
LIAM
 
 
I’d heard the cries long before the truck stopped in front of the house. I knew before I’d even stepped inside what had happened, and it was like I was ten-years-old all over again and seeing my little sister unconscious and dying, only this time the person holding her was the trog.
I was so scared and so angry. The combination of those two feelings would drive anyone to kill, and I wanted to kill Fallon. I wanted to kill her for whatever it was that she did to my sister. She might have been helping yesterday, but there was no reason for Audrey to have one of her episodes while safe at home unless Fallon gave her a reason.
Jameson was standing on the porch when I ran past him with Audrey in my arms. He called out to me, said something that I swore I’d remember later. It didn’t matter what he wanted right now, not when I could feel the humming in Audrey’s body grow stronger. She was grunting, her teeth grinding in pain. Her body wanted to change but it couldn’t. It couldn’t change the way mine could, the way our father’s could…the way everyone who had been born on this rock could.
Her skin and hair wanted to grow thicker and darker. Her bones were begging to stretch and curve beneath the muscles that were struggling to expand and grow. I looked at her and saw her jaw expanding, widening. Teeth that had just been sharp were now dangerous and jutted out past lips that had grown thinner and black. Her eyes were open and wide, staring at me blankly as her pupil shook, the golden ring that surrounded it shimmering as it grew, widening and doubling in size.
“Hold on, Audrey,” I begged as I put the truck in reverse and slammed my foot on the gas. I spun around at the start of our small street and raced past the pier, down the main road and toward the small clinic near the end of town. I pulled her head down into my lap so that no one could see what was happening to her.
Already her long, red hair was gone, her face completely covered in dark auburn fur. But the change was incomplete. Her ears remained round and hairless despite now being on the top of her head, while her nose still looked human in most ways, though wider now with nostrils that flared at the pain I knew was attacking the rest of her body.
Her hands had swelled up, her palms now fat and callused. Her fingernails had thickened and grew, curling from her darkened fingertips and ending in deadly points. Her wrists and arms had the same thick, glossy auburn hair covering them as her face, and where she’d once been thin, muscles now rippled and flexed like they were a separate animal completely.
But even as her arms and hands changed, the rest of her didn’t. Her chest, her frail legs, her bare feet all remained human and untouched. It was always the same, always the same result. She could never change at will like the rest of us could. Instead, it was only through the seizures that her body would allow a partial transformation. Her emotional state had to be protected at all costs, Dad had told me.
It was why she couldn’t be left alone in town, with all those damn trogs who pounced on weakness just as quickly as we did. They didn’t know what they could provoke; none of them did. It was the black secret of this island, the dark truth that we would protect at all costs.
Black Cat Rock was home to the Panthus. We’ve been called many things: cat people, cat walkers, werecats, but no one has ever seen us change and lived to tell about it. This meant no one could see Audrey, half-formed, and be allowed to live. The consequences of killing an island full of tourists…I couldn’t even think about it.
The stories people told about our island, that we depended on the tourists to survive, were only partially true. They ate the fish we caught, they slept in the beds we made, and bought the souvenirs with our island screen printed on them, but they never once knew that it wasn’t their money we really wanted.
“Liam,” I heard gasped beside me.
I looked down and saw Audrey’s eyes. They were filled with pain and confusion. “Hey, sis. How are you feeling?”
Her mouth moved, and little growls slipped past her sharp fangs. Human ears would have heard the growls only, but I heard the words in them, the whimpers. “It hurts,” she said. “It hurts everywhere.”
“I know, I know. I’m taking you to get help. We’re almost there, Aud. Just hold on…”
I put my hand on her shoulder to try and calm her, but when she snarled, I knew that the pain was becoming too much for her, and I snatched my hand away. Without being able to complete the transformation, her body would continue to stress itself. If she didn’t turn back, she would die.
The small clinic that stood at the end of town had only one employee, Dr. Phan, a veterinarian and the only human who knew the truth about us. She was older than Grans, and she was meaner than fleas. Not many people on the rock liked her, but she was the only human we knew we could trust. And she was the only one who could help Audrey.
I parked the truck and ran into the clinic, leaving Audrey inside, afraid to move her or touch her. The clinic was small, with only a curtain separating the waiting area from the exam area, which meant if I didn’t already hear Dr. Phan or see her, she wasn’t there.
Thankfully, she was. The minute she saw me, saw the terror in my eyes, she knew what was wrong. She grabbed a sheet from a shelf beside a stack of cages, and a syringe. She opened up a mini refrigerator that sat on the floor next to a set of chairs, pulling out a small bottle and tucking it into the pocket of her dingy coat.
“Is she in the truck?” she asked, rushing past me.
“Yeah,” I answered, following her.
She was old, but she was quick. Her spotted legs moved her quickly to the passenger side, and she flung open the door with one hand while shaking open the sheet with the other. She covered Audrey as if she were a mattress, quickly tucking in the corners of the sheet around her feet and head so that no part of her could be seen.
With each touch, Audrey snarled, but she was in too much pain to do anything else. Dr. Phan reached into her pocket and pulled out the small bottle. She inserted the syringe into its cap and then pulled back on the plunger. I’d seen this repeated so many times that I could probably do it myself if I knew that it wouldn’t hurt Audrey.
But it did. That small needle prick in her arm must have felt like fire. She roared. I was afraid that one of the trogs would hear and come, curious about the sound and what we were doing. But, in less than a minute she was quiet, and Dr. Phan made room for me so that I could carry her into the clinic.
“Put her on the last bed,” the woman told me as I walked toward the curtain. She flipped over a small sign, telling everyone outside that the clinic was closed, and then opened a cabinet filled with bags and boxes of medical supplies. “What happened this time?”
“I don’t know,” I answered, surprised. It wasn’t the truth, but it felt like the truth. It came out so easily, it might as well have been the truth. “She was with this human girl when I got to the house. The girl was screaming for help. Audrey was on top of her.”
“She didn’t see what happened, did she? She didn’t see Audrey change?”
“No.” Again, it sounded like the truth. It felt like the truth. But was it the truth?
“Well, good. I don’t want to have to explain another missing person on this island.”
Dr. Phan unwrapped Audrey, the fur on her arms and face already starting to fall off in clumps as the stress began to take its toll. White foam clung to the corners of her mouth, and her tongue
–
half human, short and fat, and half Panthus, long and thin
–
hung out limply over her teeth and lips, pale as sand.
“It’s bad,” the doctor said as she began to shave away a spot in Audrey’s arm to put in an IV. “She’s feverish and she’s molting. I need to get fluids in her now and I need to cool her off. Go to your grandmother’s place and get me some ice. Lots of it.”
“You’re gonna freeze her?” I asked, shocked at the idea of covering my sister in ice like she was some stupid fish.
“No, you stupid boy, I’m going to cool her down. Now, are you gonna stand there and ask me stupid questions while your sister dies or are you gonna get me that ice?”
I wanted to claw out her eyes and eat them for that comment, but she was right, and that’s why my hands did nothing but follow me into the truck. It was still running, the smell of the exhaust masking the smell of my fear. It took several minutes for me to get to the restaurant, and I stopped the truck in the middle of the road. I ran into the place named after my mom, shoving the trogs aside and rushing into the kitchen where my grandma was busy plating up some fish sausages.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she shouted at me, her hand holding a hot, oil-covered spatula.
“It’s Audrey,” I said breathlessly as I began shoveling ice into whatever containers I could find.
That was all I needed to say. Ignoring the plates of food and the sizzling of frying fish, she started lugging plastic bins full of ice to the back of the waiting truck. She ignored the complaints of her customers and didn’t stop until all of the ice from the restaurant was in the truck bed, already melting underneath the hot summer sun.
“You make her better,” was all she said to me before disappearing back into the restaurant to deal with the angry crowd that had begun to gather inside.
The short trip back to the clinic felt like a marathon. Crowds of trogs were walking from one side of the road to the other. I shouted at them to move, but no one walked any faster. No one hurried up. No one even looked at me.
“Get the hell out of the way, you damn trogs!”
It did no good. I couldn’t run them all over so I just waited, each second ticking by another second where I hated them even more. I was so full of rage by the time I reached the clinic, it took every ounce of control I had to keep from tearing out Dr. Phan’s heart just for being one of them.
“I’ve done everything I can,” she said when she saw me, taking one of the containers of ice that I had in my hands and quickly dumping it all over Audrey’s body. “I’ve given her the shot and something for the pain. The ice should bring down her fever. You did get more ice than this, didn’t you?”
Nodding, I left the containers of ice near the bed and went back to the truck, repeating this until I’d emptied the truck bed. I then helped Dr. Phan dump container after container of ice over my sister’s body until there was nothing left and our feet were swimming in what was quickly melting onto the floor.
“Now what?” I asked nervously.
“We wait. Sit there, if you want. But we wait,” came the stiff reply. “You know how this works. If she wakes up before the sun goes down, there’s a good chance she’ll be okay. If she doesn’t, well…”
I sat down beside the bed on an upturned crate and took Audrey’s hand in mine. She was asleep but her body still hummed with energy, the basic need to change fighting against her will to live.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, looking up to see if the old doctor had heard me. She was too busy looking out of the window to care anymore about me or Audrey.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
It was the same thing every time. Sometimes Dad would be with us, but usually he wasn’t. Mom couldn’t even bring herself to look at Audrey when this had happened while she was alive, and she’d leave. It had always been me that Audrey had woken up to. It had always been my hand that held hers. It had always been my voice that apologized over and over again for her being different from us, broken…
No one understood what she went through. Even me. I saw the things that happened to her. I heard her crying. I watched her body burn and freeze. But I didn’t understand what it was like inside. She couldn’t walk. She couldn’t run. She couldn’t dance. When we’d go to the maze, she’d just sit on the sand and stare at us in the water until one of us carried her into it. She didn’t know what it felt like to have sand between her toes. She didn’t know what it was to cool her feet off in the blue water.
But she dreamed that one day she would. She hadn’t yet learned that dreams die. She didn’t know what that kind of disappointment felt like, yet. She would soon, though, I had to admit. Soon, she’d have her test, and then she’d find out for sure whether or not she’d be a breeder or just a breather.
“It won’t matter,” she’d said last night as she cried on my bed, telling me why it was wrong to be mad at Jameson. “Even if I can have kids, who’s gonna want to have them with me, the crippled cat?”
“You’re not crippled, Aud,” I had argued, but she was just as stubborn as I was.
“You have two legs and four paws to get you around. I’ve got wheels. You don’t need to have someone lift you in and out of the bathtub. I do. You don’t need to wear diapers when you go to bed at night just in case you can’t make it to the bathroom in time. I’m crippled, Liam. I’m broken. I’m a monster.”
She cried for a few more minutes before she started to laugh and then tell me about something that Fallon girl had told her at dinner.
“Ugh…I’m sorry,” I said again, remembering the scene in the house and finally seeing it without panic or fear turning my vision red.
Fallon had been calling for help, but I thought it was for her. I thought she was scared for herself. But I could see clearly that she wasn’t. She’d been holding Audrey still, trying to keep her from hurting herself. She was…protecting her.
“I’m a jackass, Audrey,” I admitted, knowing she couldn’t hear me. “I don’t know what happened, but I know that tro…that Fallon wasn’t hurting you. There. I said it and I’m not gonna say it again. It’s a good thing you’re unconscious.”
I couldn’t believe this was happening. My sister was sick, maybe dying, and I was admitting that I was wrong and that a trog had tried to save her life. It was only one damn day. If this kept up, I’d be marrying the stupid girl by the end of the week.
“You’d best call your dad,” Dr. Phan said, mercifully breaking into my thoughts.
“He’s on the boat getting ready for a trip,” I muttered, not even looking at her.
“And if she dies while he’s on his
trip?”
My ass would be litter. Dammit. And then I remembered Jameson. He’d shouted at me when I’d left the house.
“I’ll get your dad.”
I breathed a sigh of relief and then kissed Audrey’s hand. “Jameson’s gonna get him.”
Dr. Phan laughed, the kind that was full of doubt. “You put a lot of faith in that boy and no faith in me. Maybe if I grew a tail, you’d finally learn to say thank-you, eh?”
I snorted. “Dogs have tails, too. Do you see any on this island?”
“One day I’ll be gone, and then you’ll wish you had learned to be polite, boy. Your sister at least has some manners. We can thank your mom for that, eh?”
I was on that woman so quickly I caught the glass bottle of medicine she had dropped when my hand went around her throat. “You don’t talk about my mom, you hear me? You don’t ever, ever talk about her. You didn’t save her life. You let her die and I’ll never tell you thank you, no matter how many times you save Audrey’s life, because you let our mom die.”
The doctor was calm, her eyes showing no fear as she whispered a reply. “It was her or you. I saved the one who could take care of your sister; your mother was already dying. I chose to save you so that you could help keep Audrey alive. Don’t make me regret it.”
I let her go and she took the bottle from my hand, continuing on as if nothing had happened. I sat down next to Audrey again and tried not to make the doctor regret it.


CHAPTER SEVEN
FALLON
 
 
I did my best to clean things up. I pushed the wheelchair by the front door, and then cleaned up the kitchen, washing the dishes and putting away the remaining pie. When I was done, I walked outside to my bike, stopping at the bottom step when I saw that I wasn’t alone. A boy stood beside my motorcycle, his brown hair clumped in his hands as he held them against his head.
“What are you doing here?” he asked me angrily.
“You know, I’m getting really tired of being treated like I’m committing some kind of crime just by being here. I’ve only been here for one freaking day. Give me a week before you start hating me, okay?” I barked, shoving past him and grabbing my helmet from its place, hanging on my handlebars.
“I’m sorry,” he said quickly, taking me by surprise.
“Oh.”
“Oh? I just said I’m sorry and all you can say is ‘oh’?”
“Sorry. I’m just a little upset, okay? I’m worried about Audrey.”
He nodded, a look of surprise sending his eyebrows shooting upward. “So…you know Audrey then?”
“Yeah. I was having pie with her and she just…she…” I couldn’t find the words. The way her body just seemed to leap out of her wheelchair, the way her expression turned blank, and then full of nothing but pain…the hairs on my arm stood up at the fear that spread beneath my skin.
“She’s always been like that. Don’t worry too much about it,” the boy said with a casual shrug.
“You act like you don’t care,” I told him, this time surprise marking my face.
“I do. I love Audrey. But like I said, she’s always been like that. She’s got health problems, had them all her life. Dr. Phan knows what to do, and Liam’s pretty quick with his driving so she’ll be fine.”
As he explained, I could hear the way his voice shook, and I knew that he was worried. He might be talking like he didn’t care, but his voice was telling me something completely different.
“You love her. So, are you…”
He shook his head, his hands in front of him crisscrossing as he denied it like his life depended on it. “No. No-no-no-no-no way. She’s like my sister.”
“And? This is a small island. You’re not gonna just date tourists all the time, are you?” I said, pointing down the street toward the pier and the people walking there, taking pictures.
“Are you…are you actually trying to set me up with my best friend’s sister? You don’t even know my name-”
“What’s your name?” I asked abruptly.
“Wh-wha? J-J-Jameson,” he stuttered, stunned at my question.
“Hi, Jameson. I’m Fallon.”
“Whoa. Whoa, hold on. Fallon? Liam’s Fallon?”
I bristled. “Excuse me?”
“You’re the one he’s all pissed off at? The one he said who made Audrey cry?”
“I didn’t make her cry,” I growled.
“That’s not what Liam told me.”
“Yeah, well, maybe you should’ve asked the person who was actually there instead of listening to that talking anus.”
He grinned; that shit-eating grin that guys get when they realize something that no one else has. I wanted to punch him in the mouth.
“Look, if it’ll make you feel better, I’m the reason Audrey was crying, okay? She asked me out, and I turned her down.”
“You turned her down? Why?” I asked.
His shoulders hitched up as he looked away. “Like I said, she’s like my sister. She’s my best friend’s sister. That’s a line you don’t cross.”
“Uh-huh.” I didn’t believe him. Would you? Would anyone?
“Hey, I’m not gonna lie. Audrey’s hot. But she could be on fire and I still wouldn’t go out with her.”
“Uh-huh.”
“I know what you’re thinking,” he said sharply. “You think it’s because she’s in a wheelchair. Well, it’s not. I wouldn’t care if she could run around the island in ten minutes and then swim to the mainland. She’s Liam’s sister and that means she’s off limits.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Do you trogs all speak like ditzes or is this a special talent of yours?”
“I’m sorry. I don’t waste my smartass answers on people who don’t know how to breathe without lying about it,” I answered angrily.
He glared at me, his gray eyes turning dark, almost stormy. And then, he laughed. “You know, I like you, Fallon.”
“Uh-huh,” I said stiffly before I smiled.
We stood there, Jameson laughing quietly, me smiling, the two of us staring at the wildflowers that grew along the edge of the porch. Finally, I chose to say something.
“What’s wrong with Audrey?”
He shuffled his feet and shoved his hands into the pockets of his cut-off shorts, his upper lip curling up as he struggled to tell me. “She…she was born wrong,” he said quietly.
“Born wrong?”
He nodded. “Yeah. I don’t know everything, just what Liam knows and even he doesn’t know everything. I just know that when she was born, something went wrong and her back was broken or something. Liam said that when she was a baby, she got this fever and after that she started having seizures. It’s been that way ever since.”
“Don’t they treat it with medication?”
He shrugged again. “I don’t know. She doesn’t like to talk about it and I don’t ask. I just go and get help when I need to.”
“So where’d they go? I didn’t see a hospital here.
Is
there a hospital here?”
He hesitated before nodding again. “There’s a veterinary clinic at the end of town. Dr. Phan…she treats people, too.”
A fit of coughs hit me as I thought about Audrey lying on a bed next to cats and dogs, getting treated by the same person who’d just done CPR to a parrot. “Are you…are you for real?” I asked when I could catch my breath.
“Hey, we’re not picky. Have you taken a look around here? We’re not a freaking city. We don’t have an ambulance here, we don’t have police, we don’t even have a fire department. What we got is a vet who doesn’t mind helping us out. She’s saved Audrey’s life, like, a thousand times already. She saved Liam’s life, too. I’m pretty freaking glad that we have a vet on the rock.”
I knew my face was red with embarrassment and guilt. It was easy to look down on places like this; I never knew what it meant to not have those things. There was always a universal care clinic or a hospital nearby growing up. Mom would say I was acting like a spoiled brat if she saw me now.
“I’m sorry,” I said honestly.
“Forget it,” Jameson said stiffly.
More silence passed between us before he looked up and then groaned. “Crap. I gotta let Mr. Mace know.”
“I’ll take you to him,” I said quickly.
“No. His slip isn’t that far. I can run.”
“I’ve got a bike,” I told him, pointing to my dirt bike and handing him the helmet. “It’ll carry two. I’ll even let you wear my helmet if you’re scared.”
“Ha-ha. I’m fine, don’t worry. It’ll take me just a couple of minutes to get to the boat. You…you go home or go shopping, or whatever it is that you do.”
I looked at the watch on my wrist and echoed his groan. “Crap. I’ve gotta get back home.”
“Good girl,” he said with a laugh.
“Shut-up.”
He laughed some more. “It was nice meeting you, Fallon. And just so you know, Liam was wrong. You don’t look like a dog.” He ran off before I could reply, disappearing between the houses.
I slipped the helmet on and stomped on the kick start. The bike growled like an angry beast, and then I was off, moving faster than anything. I took the bike down the street and past the pier. I got onto the main road and then followed it to the end of town, looking for any sign of the clinic. A truck was stopped in the middle of the road, its engine idling but its cab empty.
The building it was parked in front of had nothing painted on the window to let you know what exactly was going on behind it, but there was a closed sign hanging on the window in the door. I rode around the truck and continued on home.
When I arrived back at the small house, the trailer was completely empty, and empty boxes stood outside, crumpled newspaper and Styrofoam pellets littered around them. I parked the bike in front of the truck and then ran inside the house. Anyone else would have probably tripped over their own feet when they saw the living room.
The furniture had been transformed, mom’s slipcovers changing the ugly, mismatched sofas and chairs into something more familiar and comfortable. There were photo frames on the wall, as well as on the tables. Mom’s favorite rug was on the floor, her curtains in the windows, and her knitting on the arm of a rocking chair that had been in the trailer.
I walked into the kitchen and saw that the small table had been covered in one of Mom’s favorite tablecloths. The salt and pepper shakers were still there, but the doily was gone. All of the appliances that we’d brought were on the counters, and the dishes were in the open cabinets in the same way that they’d been in our old house.
“Mom?” I called out, heading to the tiny bathroom. The door was closed, but when I opened it, I saw that the bathroom was empty. But, even there, Mom’s touch was obvious. It smelled of cleanser and potpourri, and small rugs were on the cold tile floor.
I left the bathroom and kitchen and then opened the back door. There was a clothesline outside, and I saw Mom hanging up a sheet. “I’m home,” I said to her but she didn’t respond.
Then I saw the wires dangling from her ears. “Figures,” I mumbled. She always listened to music when doing chores. I walked down the back stairs and tapped her on her shoulder. She turned around and popped out one of the earphones.
“Hey, kitten. Did you and Audrey have a good morning?” she asked, smiling.
“Yeah, up until she started having a seizure,” I said, taking a sheet from the basket on the ground and helping her.
“She what? Is she okay?”
I took a clothespin from her and pinned a corner of the sheet on the line. “I don’t know. Her brother showed up and just took her. One minute she was fine. We were talking and she made me a pie. And then…then she just, like…jumped out of her wheelchair and fell on top of me. I caught her but I fell, too. I didn’t have my phone with me so I couldn’t call 911. I started screaming for help but no one was around.”
“But you said that her brother took her.”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding, pinning the last corner up, the white sheet standing between us. “He showed up, grabbed her, blamed me for everything, and then left. You know, the usual.” I sounded bitter.
“Well, I think you should be a little more understanding, Fall. The kid’s been through a lot.”
“Yeah, I know. His sister’s in a wheelchair and he lives on this rock,” I grumbled.
“So you didn’t hear anything that was said last night?”
“I heard, Mom. I heard. He’s protective and he loves his sister and blah-blah-blah, I should be more understanding. I got the same line from Audrey. He’s still a jerk. I was trying to help her-”
“So you
didn’t
hear anything that was said last night at dinner.” Mom looked disappointed.
“What didn’t I hear?” I asked, annoyed that I could feel guilty when I hadn’t done anything wrong.
“Fallon, Liam and Audrey’s mom died almost eight years ago when she drove her car off of the pier. She had Liam and Audrey with her. Liam was ten. He got his sister out of the car before it went under the water completely and then went back after Lyssa. He managed to get her out, but he wasn’t strong enough to pull her to the surface and had to be rescued by some of the fisherman who’d seen what happened.
“She died and he almost died, too. That scar on his face, he got that from a piece of glass from the car window. He sliced his mouth open pulling his sister out of the window.”
“She cut her leg on the glass, too,” I whispered, remembering the thick scar on Audrey’s calf.
“She almost bled to death and Liam blames himself for that. Their dad hasn’t helped. Joe’s made Audrey’s welfare Liam’s responsibility. He doesn’t see how that kind of pressure on a kid will affect them. Liam believes that everything bad that happens to Audrey is his fault, which means you have to be patient with him.”
Being patient with someone who’s accused me of hurting his sister twice, when all I was trying to do was help her? I’d rather eat sardines.
“Fine. I’ll be patient,” I muttered before grabbing the empty basket on the ground. “Hey, Mom, where’s the vet clinic?”
She was straightening the sheets, adjusting the pins so that they didn’t create any wrinkles. “At the dry end of town. Why?”
“That’s where Jameson said Liam took Audrey. I was just thinking after I was done unpacking my room that I’d go and see if she’s okay.”
“Who’s Jameson?” she asked, her amber eyes staring intently at me.
“Oh. He’s Liam’s best friend, apparently. I asked him to show me where the clinic was before I left Audrey’s house, but he said he had to go tell Mr. Mace.”
Mom’s eyes filled with panic. I could see it. I knew what it looked like because it was the same look she’d had when I’d fallen off of my bike when I was six and broke my leg. It was the kind of look that sucked all the blood away from your face and turned your lips thin and pale. Mom’s face looked almost waxy when she grabbed my shoulder and looked at me fiercely.
“Don’t ever, ever accept a ride alone, okay? Promise me, Fallon. Promise me that you won’t ever get in a car or give someone a ride unless we tell you it’s okay.”
I’d gotten this lecture before, this warning about being careful, but it had only ever applied to people I didn’t know. “So if Mr. Mace-”
“Absolutely no one, Fallon. I mean that. Don’t disobey me on this.”
“But Mom, he’s your friend.”
“Yes. He’s
my
friend. That doesn’t mean he’s yours.”
I thought of something. “I went to Audrey’s house. I was alone with her, until Liam showed up. Isn’t that the same thing?”
She shook her head. “No, it isn’t.”
“But I was alone-”
Her voice became loud and sharp, the slight growl that clung to the edges frightening me and sending me stumbling back, her hand keeping me from tripping over my own feet. “Don’t talk back to me!”
She looked so angry, and at the same time, so afraid, that I couldn’t do anything but nod in compliance. The minute she let go, I took off, running to my room and slamming the door, the whole house seeming to shake from the force of it.
The boxes with my things inside of them were stacked next to the bare bed. The posters that had been up on the wall were now gone; Mom had managed to do more in a couple of hours than I probably could in a day. Everything that had made this room hers was gone…even the map.
I opened the top box labeled “bedding” and pulled out the comforter that had covered my bed back at our old house in California. I unpacked the sheets and quickly made the bed, staring back at the small piece of familiarity and comfort in this strange place that had turned both me and Mom into some monsters.
The sheets were white, like the ones that I’d helped hang up on the line. But the comforter, that was something special. Mom and Dad had gotten it for me from some catalog I’d seen it in for my tenth birthday. It was white on the inside, soft, like an old t-shirt. But the outside, it was jet black, plain except for a pair of golden-green eyes that stared out of the face of a black panther.
I’d seen one at a zoo once when I was too young to remember how old I was, but ever since, I’d dreamt about them every night. I used to imagine that they followed me, and when Mom and Dad bought the comforter, I imagined that they slept with me, too. It was the only thing I kept when I moved from dolls to engines.
I sat down on the comforter and stroked the head of the big cat, and then frowned when I noticed that the eyes that stared back at me looked familiar. And, irritatingly, I realized that the eyes were incredibly similar to Liam’s.
“Oh, hell no,” I grumbled before pulling the comforter down and hurrying to finish unpacking the rest of the boxes.


CHAPTER EIGHT
LIAM
 
 
Audrey woke up just as the sun was setting. She had begun to change back an hour before, leaving the bed beneath her completely covered in dark red fur. Dad showed up as her teeth settled back into her human jaw, the sharp points of her fangs growing duller with each passing minute. By the time I was able to carry her back to the truck, all that was left of her incomplete transformation was a long, deformed claw on her left thumb.
I put her to bed after she’d eaten one of the pies she’d made for Dad, and then sat down and listened to Dad chew me out for the next hour, his constant reminders of how I’m responsible for Audrey, how she depends on me burning my ears and making me feel like I was ten-years-old again.
“No matter what you’re doing, no matter who you’re with, Audrey always comes first, do you hear me? I can’t always be here
–
I won’t always be here
–
and Audrey’s always going to need someone around to take care of her. You’re her brother, which means that someone’s gonna be you. And when you and Brenda marry, she’ll help. Your kids, too.”
This was new, a part of the ritual lecture that had only been added a few months ago. And I hated it. “Why do you always gotta talk about me getting married? What if I don’t ever wanna get married? What if I don’t wanna have kids? I’m seventeen; the last thing I want to think about is chaining myself to a wife and kids.”
Dad knew what to say then. He always did.
“If you didn’t want to keep our race alive, maybe you should have just stayed in the car.”
“Maybe I should’ve,” I said before walking away. It didn’t do any good to argue after that. Dad never once said that he wished that had happened. Instead, he’d told me more than once that it was the proudest moment in his life. That didn’t make what he’d just said any easier to deal with.
Because every single mention of that day was like hitting replay in my mind, and the last thing I wanted before trying to sleep was to hear Audrey’s screams in my head.
I went to Audrey’s room one last time and saw that she was awake, her puffy eyes filled with tears. “What’s the matter, Aud?” I asked, sitting down beside her.
“You and Dad shouldn’t fight,” she said softly.
“Who’s he gonna fight with, then?” I laughed half-heartedly.
“Grans can take him on. You do too much for him to talk like that to you.”
“I can deal with it,” I said with a shrug.
She pushed the quilt that covered her down and reached for my hand. “No, you can’t. You’ve been acting all kinds of weird lately and I know it’s because of Dad.”
“You’re one to talk,” I said, tickling the back of her hand. “Since when do you get all weepy, huh?”
“See! That’s what I’m talking about! Since when do you use words like weepy?”
“Hey! Don’t change the subject,” I laughed. “Seriously, what’s with all the waterworks all of a sudden?” I knew the answer. I knew it. I just wanted her to admit it.
“Hormones,” she said without missing a beat. She knew what I was doing and she wasn’t going to let me get my answer that easily.
“You’re lying.”
“And you’re digging.”
“I know about Jameson,” I said quietly, waiting for her reaction. Her eyes were moist, but Jameson’s name alone wasn’t gonna make her release her tears.
“And? Everyone on the island knows about Jameson now, thanks to Brenda. I knew he didn’t like me that way. Him turning me down isn’t that big of a deal.”
Audrey’s tears didn’t budge, so I moved them for her. “You know you can’t lie to me. I know that you wanted him to go out with you because you think him saying yes will mean you’ll be able to have babies-”
“Shut-up,” she whispered, cutting me off.
“Aud-”
This time her voice was louder, angrier. “No! Just shut the hell up! You don’t know what it’s like. You don’t know what it’s like to be so wrong in every way except one, and then find out that even that might be all wrong. You don’t have to worry about never finding someone to be with because everyone will want to be with you. You don’t know what it feels like to not be able to have dreams because there are no dreams for people like me.”
My hand felt her fingers digging into my palm, her nails sharp and thick and her grip incredibly strong despite what she’d been through. “I know what it means to not have dreams. I also know what it means to have them and give them up.”
“Well, I had my first dream last night,” she said, her mouth a thin line across her face. “And I owe that to Fallon.”
“That trog?” I snorted, wanting to kill this conversation as quickly as possible.
“She’s not a trog! She’s my friend and you should be kissing her feet after what she’s done for me,” Audrey scolded.
“I don’t kiss human feet. I eat them,” I spat, angrily. “And so do you!”
Her head rocked back and forth. “Not anymore. I can’t be friends with Fallon and do that.”
This wasn’t expected. “You wanna be her friend, fine. Be the stupid trog’s friend. But don’t give up being who you are for her. She might have helped you out a couple of times-”
“So you admit that she wasn’t trying to hurt me!”
My mouth flew open, but then shut just as quickly.
“Fallon’s human, but you shouldn’t hold that against her. She didn’t have to stop those girls yesterday, but she did. And after the way you treated her yesterday, she had no reason to even come over today, but she did and I’m glad she did-”
“Even after what happened?” I cut her off.
Her eyes flashed with anger and stubbornness. “Yes! She could’ve left me this morning but she didn’t. I don’t care what you or Jameson or Brenda, or anyone else thinks about it; she’s my friend and even humans have rules on not eating their friends.”
I growled. “Friend or not, you
need
to eat-”
This time her pillow hit me square in the head. “Have you taken a good look at me lately,
big brother? I’m not one of you. I’m not
like
you. I never have been and I never will. I’ll never go on a hunt with you. I’ll never know what it feels like to kill and I don’t need to. My body doesn’t need to eat human meat in order to change because it never will. It’s not a part of who I am. Don’t you see that?”
“And all of this is because of Fallon? You’re gonna just forget who you are because she stopped a couple of bullies and held your head during one of your episodes?” I was so angry, the only thing keeping me from finding Fallon and tearing out her throat was Audrey’s grip on my hand.
“No. I’m gonna forget that I can’t have what I want because of Fallon. She made me see that I don’t have to be empty inside. She made me see that if I want, I can have kids, too.”
“Good grief, and how the hell did she do that in only twenty-four hours?”
“By existing. By coming here and being Mr. and Mrs. Timmons’ daughter,” she answered simply. “You want to know why I’m all weepy?”
“Why?”
She smiled. It was a real smile, with a kind of relaxed look taking over her face. “Because for the first time in a long time, I don’t care about turning sixteen or taking the test because it doesn’t matter what the results are. I can have as many kids as I want.”
“So what, you’re gonna just start adopting human babies now? You know, when humans do that, it’s called having a family. But when we do it, it’s called farming.”
“That’s not funny,” she said, her smile fading slightly.
“I’m sorry. It’s just…this whole thing is weird. One minute, I need to be okay with you being friends with Fallon, and the next minute, you’re adopting a whole tribe of little Fallons.”
She laughed and her grip on my hand loosened. “I’m not adopting anyone right now, you dork! I want to finish school, and maybe see the world like Fallon’s parents did.”
“So what do you want from me, Aud? Tell me.”
Her eyes sparkled as her smile returned, pure and full of happiness. “Just be nice to her. Can you do that? Can you be nice to my friend?”
 
 
***
 
 
For a week, it was easy to be nice to her. I’d gone hunting with Jameson as we’d planned, spending the entire time off the island which meant seven days of never having to see her face, hear her voice, or find her doing something while my sister was crying or seizing. “It was the best week of my life,” I said when we were riding the ferry back to the rock.
The truck was waiting for me when the ferry docked, and I drove to Kimble’s Stacks to get some breakfast for Audrey before I picked her up from Grans’. The place was already crowded with trogs and Panthus. I wasn’t hungry, and probably wouldn’t be for at least another week, but the smell of apples did something to my stomach. When I tried to order a stack of apple pancakes, I was told they hadn’t made any that day.
Confused and slightly disappointed, I stood at the take-out counter, watching the way everyone moved like a machine; in and out, sitting down and standing up, eating, wiping their mouths, cutting their food; it was the dance of the hungry if this was how you fed yourself. It was how we fed ourselves when we had to. We could live pretty well on human recipes and never know the difference.
But we’d never be able to change after that. Our bodies wouldn’t let us. We hunted to change and we changed to hunt. It was our way of life.
“Did Audrey want butter on her pancakes?”
Lola Fong was looking at me from behind the counter, annoyed that she was stuck working while I was coming back from vacation. She’d already said so, but had continued to show it by getting my order wrong twice, and asking the same question over and over again because she knew it would get on my nerves.
“I told you twice already, she likes it on the side.”
Lola’s hot-pink lip curled up, revealing the small fangs beneath, a sign that she was hungry for more than just pancakes. “I heard.”
She took a quick glance around the small restaurant, looking at the faces that filled up the chairs inside. “They all smell like coconut oil and deodorant,” she whispered. “It’s just as bad as if they were sitting there with their throats cut open.”
I could smell it, too. Humans were very good at trying to mask their smell. They thought they were hiding their scent, but it made them more obvious to us. “Don’t talk like that here,” I reminded her.
“Yeah-yeah-yeah. I’m not stupid, Liam. Oh, hey, Audrey’s little trog friend is sitting over there by the fan. You gonna go and say hi?”
I looked behind me and frowned. Fallon had her nose in what looked like some kind of manual. She had a cup of coffee next to her elbow and a plate of half-eaten cranberry pancakes in front of her. “How long has she been here?” I asked as I watched her turn a page, her hand blindly reaching for her fork and lifting it, full of food, to her mouth.
“About twenty minutes. She came in, asked for a seat, ordered a number one, and then started reading that book.”
“That’s not a book.”
“What?”
I turned around and looked at her, confused. “Huh?”
“You said ‘that’s not a book’. It looks like a book to me.”
“It’s not a book,” I said with a half-shrug as I tried to figure out why I even cared enough to correct her. “It’s a repair manual.”
“It looks just like a book to me.”
Of course it would. Lola was gonna be voted least likely to read a book this year; I’d bet money on that.
“Hey, where’s my food?” I asked. I didn’t want to talk about Fallon’s book
or
manual. I just wanted to get my food and go say hi to my sister. I turned around again and saw Fallon bite down on the tip of the fork that she had partially dangling from her mouth.
Lola answered behind me. “It’s coming. We’re slammed right now; hello! Look around you! Your order will be up when it’s done, okay? God. Maybe you should’ve stopped to see Brenda before you came here. Or maybe you’re looking for something a little bit…different.”
I ignored her last comment. Lola liked to cause trouble more than she hated to read, and I’d spent more than enough time trying to talk Brenda out of a rage after Lola had told her some stupid lie or another; I wasn’t going to say anything that would give her ammunition to start another fight.
Fallon put down the fork and replaced it with a pen as she alternated between chewing the end of the cap and writing notes in the margins of the manual. I spat out a curse when I realized that I was mimicking her mouth each time she brought the pen to her lips.
“Hey, Lola, can you ring up the check for the trog in the corner? She had the number one with coffee, black, extra syrup and butter on the side. I’ve gotta take a leak.”
Lola’s older sister Eileen tossed a narrow pad on the table, the scribbling showing the order between a list of others. Lola grabbed the pad and punched some numbers in the old cash register. A strip of paper curled out of the top of the register, the total price printed on it in black ink. She tore the slip of paper off and clipped it to a piece of the same cardboard that was used for all of the bills at Kimble’s.
I caught it as she tossed it onto the counter for her sister.
“What are you doing?” she asked, looking at the bill and then at me.
“I’m gonna pay the tab.”
Lola’s jaw fell. “Are you serious?” When I nodded, her jaw fell even lower. “Why?”
I grunted as I tossed down a few bucks. “Because my sister asked me to be nice.”


CHAPTER NINE
FALLON
 
 
Three dollars doesn’t normally feel like anything when it’s in your pocket, unless it’s in change. But the three dollars that was folded in my wallet felt like they weighed a hundred pounds. I’d left the little pancake place that Mom and Dad had their first date in confused and still carrying the money with no real idea why.
The waitress said that my bill had been paid for, but she wouldn’t tell me who had paid it. I looked around the small restaurant but I didn’t recognize anyone, and I don’t care where you are, no stranger’s gonna pay your bill and then leave without at least letting you know what they’ve done.
I walked out of the restaurant, my bike sitting outside in an adjacent alley. Everywhere I looked, there were tourists walking, their skin greasy with sunscreen. It had been difficult to eat my food and actually taste it while I sat inside of Kimble’s because of that heavy, coconut scent that followed the tourists everywhere. It was strange, really. Even in California, the smell of sunscreen was never this strong.
Holding my breath, I took my backpack off and unzipped the small pocket. Inside was a small bottle of body spray. I pressed the pump a few times, spritzing me with the cool, red liquid and inhaling. It smelled like fresh apples, clean and crisp, and
not
like that syrupy sweet coconut. I looked at the bottle and sighed, seeing that it was more than half-empty. “Good thing I’ve got another bottle at home,” I said to myself out loud before stuffing it away, pulling the bag back onto my shoulders, and climbing onto the bike.
I pulled on my helmet, started the bike, and pulled out slowly from the alley, peeking to make sure that there weren’t tourists on the road; I’d nearly ran over a couple of them already. With the way clear, I sped down the main road, the rush of air in my face a welcome change.
It wasn’t long before the buildings in town faded away and the tall grass that lined the lonely road made their appearance. Mom said there’d been some storms before we arrived, and the yellow grass was starting to turn green again. It made the ride home a bit more interesting, especially since the road was almost always empty and I still couldn’t remember how to find the maze.
Today didn’t look like it was going to be any different until I saw the truck’s hazard lights blinking about a dozen yards ahead of me. The license plate was missing, and faded stickers covered the rusted chrome bumper. I’d seen the truck before, but it had been empty then. Now, though, someone was sitting in the passenger seat.
I rolled the bike up to the driver’s side window and stopped. “Audrey?” I said, surprised. “What are you doing out here?”
She turned to look at me, a plastic fork in her hand, her cheeks puffed up and stuffed with food. “Momygoff! Fawwon! Owtwuffwonfart!”
I laughed. It was impossible not to.
She quickly swallowed her food and laughed along with me, wiping her mouth and taking a sip from a cup she had perched on the truck’s dashboard. “I’m sorry! Our truck won’t start!”
I leaned back a bit and saw a body dangling out beneath the raised hood. I didn’t need to get a better look to know who it was working on the engine. “Do you know what happened?” I asked loudly.
“The truck won’t start. Liam pulled over and turned it off because he said he had to take a leak and-”
“Audrey!”
Liam stood in front of me, his eyes narrowed, his nostrils flaring as he glared at me and his sister. I looked away and saw that a shirt was dangling from the driver’s side mirror. Immediately my mouth breathed, “don’t do it”, but my brain didn’t listen and my eyes moved, returning to Liam and seeing what his shirt had been hiding.
His tan skin, browner than mine by at least three summers of sun, was riddled with scars of various sizes and shapes. His shoulders were wide, the cords of muscle on his neck standing out as his biceps flexed and twitched, his annoyance clear. But I couldn’t look away. His chest was spattered with sweat while a slow, thin line of moisture moved down over the ridges of muscle and scars that made up his belly before disappearing in a tuft of black hair that peeked out at the top of his jeans.
I swallowed and then cursed myself because I didn’t want to be ogling, yet I was. I was looking at him like some guy would look at a topless girl, and he knew it. And when I finally had the courage to look into his eyes, the reaction was the same as any guy would have received. His hazel eyes had turned to a dark, brownish green, the pupils now tiny dots as his anger moved from his clenched muscles to the dark twists of hair above his eyes.
“Shouldn’t you be going home?” he said stiffly.
“I…” I stopped myself, looked down, and then returned my gaze back to his, determined to speak without showing any sign that he had affected me somehow. “I might be able to help you out. I kinda know a bit about engines so-”
“We don’t need your help,” Liam ground out before grabbing his shirt and pulling it on. He moved past me, his shoulder brushing against mine, and I almost fell over at how hot his skin felt. I looked at Audrey and she shrugged.
I heard the sound of the truck’s tailgate fall and took the opportunity to climb off my bike and head to the front of the truck, peering into the engine to see if the problem was something obvious. I snorted at what I saw and then hurried to Audrey’s side of the truck.
“Hey, what do you have in that cup,” I asked.
“A coke,” she answered quickly.
“Does it have ice in it?”
She shook her head and I asked her if I could have it. She handed it to me, curious but not asking why I needed it. I placed the cup of soda on the engine and then reached into my pocket to pull out the pocket tool that Mom had bought me for Christmas. I unfolded the metal hinge so that a pair of pliers appeared and began to loosen the bolts on the battery cables.
The terminals were so corroded it looked like some kind of alien had taken a dump on the battery and then decided to play with it. Using my pliers, I loosened the bolts on the battery cables, putting them to the side. I grabbed the cup of soda and removed the lid. Carefully, I began to pour the soda over the battery terminals, watching as the green corrosion mixed with the brown soda and turned into a nasty, mold-colored foam.
I peeked around to see if Liam was coming, but he was too busy grunting and banging things at the back of the truck to notice anything that I was doing. I poured more of the soda on the battery, watching the bubbling carefully. I counted, second by second, until I knew it was time to rinse the foam away.
I grabbed the bottle of water in my backpack and emptied it over the battery, smiling at the result. The terminals weren’t spotless or sparkling, but they were recognizable again. I put my backpack on the ground and took off one of my tank tops, the second one refusing to budge already due to the sweat that was slicking off my skin and soaking it, gluing it to my body. I used the first one as a rag to wipe the battery down, almost jealous that it was cooler than I was.
In my back pocket was a stick of lip balm. I pulled it out and removed the cap before twisting the bottom until half the stick was exposed. I broke it off and then rubbed it on the battery terminals before reattaching the cables and tightening the bolts.
“Hey, Audrey,” I shouted, wiping my hands on my dirty shirt.
“Yeah?”
“Try and start the truck.”
Liam heard me and slammed the tailgate shut so forcefully that the front bumper caught me in the shins. He was stomping toward me when the truck coughed weakly to life. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demanded to know as he shoved me aside with his shoulder to look at the engine himself.
“Fixing your truck,” I answered plainly as I rubbed my arm. “It sounds like you have a slight vacuum leak, too. Oh, and you might want to tighten the screws on the carburetor flange; they look loose. The whole thing might need replacing soon, too. If you want-”
“I don’t need you or want you to tell me what’s wrong with my truck,” he snarled.
“I’m sorry,” I said honestly. I knew that car advice from a girl would almost always rub a guy the wrong way; Mom had warned me on that way too many times for me to forget but for some reason, I had.
Liam didn’t seem to hear my apology
–
or maybe he ignored it
–
and instead swiped the cup of soda onto the ground and then slammed the truck’s hood down. He climbed into the truck, and I jumped out of the way as he put the truck into gear and drove off. I could see Audrey looking back at me, her face saying clearly that she was sorry, too.
I wanted to follow them. Instead, I headed home. His pride might have been bruised by my simple solution to his problem, but I wasn’t gonna give him a fair shot at bruising mine just to even up the score.


CHAPTER TEN
LIAM
 
 
She took off her shirt.
For a good five minutes, that’s all that I could think about.
My eyes didn’t need to look at her long to see that she had been wearing two tank tops, but the second one had been thinner, and I could see…
“Hey, are you gonna talk to me or are we just going to sit here like crabs?”
Audrey had her feet in the sand and her hands were busy covering her legs, scooping out handfuls of sand at a time.
“Sorry,” I mumbled.
“What’s wrong? Are you mad at Fallon for fixing the truck?”
My shoulders slumped at her question in embarrassment and denial. “No.”
“Liar.”
“Oh, so now
I’m
the liar?”
She sprinkled some sand on my legs and nodded. I took some sand in my hand and returned the favor. “I’m not lying, Aud. I’m just...confused.”
“And horny.”
“What?” I yelled, surprised. “What the hell do you know about being horny? You’re fifteen, dammit!”
“And? You and Brenda started boning when you were fifteen! And I know you got a stiffy when you saw Fallon take off her shirt.”
This time I wasn’t gonna just sit there and pour sand on her leg. I knocked her arm out from beside her and sent her falling onto her side. “You sound like a jerk when you talk like that.”
“And you sound like a guy who doesn’t want to admit he’s got a thing for a human.”
I ignored her and walked toward the water. It was cold, but it helped to stop certain things from happening when I pictured Fallon in that thin shirt again. I dove down, closing my eyes and seeing her behind my lids.
She wasn’t thin, like Brenda. I’d known that from the first time I saw her with Audrey. But this was the first time I’d actually
looked
at her. She was thicker in the waist but not softer; I could tell that just from the way the shirt was sticking to her skin. There were lines running down the sides of her belly, but there was also a roundness there where Brenda’s would have normally dipped in.
She had on a bikini top beneath the shirt, something gray and purple with black straps tied around her neck. I roared beneath the water when I realized that I was curious about what those stripes were hiding.
And I know you got a stiffy when you saw Fallon take off her shirt.
Damn you, Audrey. It’s what happens when a guy looks at a girl. It’s what happens when a guy’s gone without sex for a week. It’s what happens when…a girl looks at him like he’s got something she wants.
And Fallon did look. I’d bet my tail on it. She was looking and the way her face had turned pink, she liked what she saw. I came up for air and pushed my hair back, the salt water stinging my eyes and burning the scrapes I had on my skin. The pain felt good because it gave me something else to think about besides Fallon Timmons.
“You think drowning yourself is gonna make it go away?” Audrey shouted from the sand.
“I think my little sister needs to learn to shut up,” I shouted back.
“Admit it, you think she’s pretty.”
“I’ll admit she’s pretty damn annoying.”
Her laugh was clear and crisp as I splashed in the chilly water. “That’s a new one. How do you get a chubby from being annoyed?”
For a split second, I couldn’t do anything but stare at her. Who was this person, and what the hell was coming out of her mouth? And then I stormed out of the water, stopping at her feet and crouching down to look at her, shocked. “How the hell do you know what those words mean? I’ve never talked like that around you. And I know sure as hell that Jameson wouldn’t say something like that to you.”
“Brenda,” she said casually, her cheeks turning a bright pink as she saw how uncomfortable I was.
“Brenda?”
I should have known. Girls talked, too.
“Yeah, Brenda. Come on, what else do you think we talk about when you’re gone? We don’t like the same things; she likes tanning and make-up; I like food and art. The only thing we
can
talk about is boys, and she’s got a lot more experience with them than I do.”
My mouth curved up, my laughter short and bitter. “The only experience Brenda has with boys is with me. And what she knows about me…you don’t want to know anyway.”
Audrey was drawing in the sand with her finger, the corner of her own mouth lifting in quiet amusement. “What we both know about you wouldn’t even come close to what you keep secret, big brother. But it doesn’t matter. Brenda doesn’t talk about
you; she knows that would just gross me out. I think it would gross her out, too.
“What she talks about, what she tells me is what it’s like to be someone’s girlfriend, what it’s like to go on a date, kiss someone
–
even if it is you
–
and what it’s like to know that she can make someone want her. She knows that I’ll probably never have that, so she doesn’t mind talking to me about it.”
It was hard, looking at her and knowing what she said was true. It was hard enough as a human to have someone look at you twice if you were in a wheelchair and not either feel sorry for you or grossed out. When you were one of us, it was almost impossible. Audrey had friends here besides me, Jameson, and Brenda, but we all knew
–
especially after Jameson
–
that none of them would ever look at her the way that a guy should look at a girl.
And that made me angry.
Audrey was beautiful. Next to her, everyone looked boring and plain. She should have been the one everyone wanted to love and be with. Instead, she was the one everyone wanted to take care of, and she hated that.
I
hated that. My sister deserved better than
–
no, she deserved
more
than that.
“You want to go in for a dip?” I asked, needing to change the subject.
“Sure. Promise you won’t dunk me, though.”
I scooped her up and kissed her forehead. “I promise.”
 
 
***
 
 
As we drove home, we stopped at Grans’ to pick up some dinner. The inn was having a buffet special which left most of the other places selling food on the main road empty. At least, it should have been. One table inside Grans’ was taken, and when Audrey called out to them, I groaned.
Fallon and her parents were sitting down to a dinner of fish stew. At least, her parents were. She had a salad in front of her, her face wrinkled up as if something bothered her. When she saw Audrey, though, her expression changed almost instantly. Audrey rolled her chair beside Fallon’s, and they began to talk loudly about everything that had happened on the road.
Fallon’s dad nodded at what he heard and then turned to look at me. His eyebrows rose as one side of his mouth lifted in a half-smile. He raised his hand in a silent greeting. He understood; Audrey had mentioned once or twice that his wife was also a mechanic. I raised my hand in acknowledgement before heading to the kitchen where Grans was busy cleaning up.
There was a white, plastic bag on the counter beside a stack of clean, dried dishes. She looked at me and then motioned to the pile of dirty dishes stacked in double rows by the sink beside her. “Get started on those before you go. You sister spent all week helping with the cooking. You can help clean.”
I wanted to tell her that if not for me, she wouldn’t have had the fish to cook, but I bit my tongue and did as she said. There was no fancy dishwasher here. All I had was a brush and a sink full of soapy water. The washing took almost an hour, the dried food sticking to the plates like stink on fish.
“And don’t forget to clean out the sink!” Grans barked as she piled the dishes from the dining room next to me.
“Why don’t you make them wash these?” I grumbled, hating the fact that Fallon was out there, laughing at me while I was in here, cleaning her dishes like some kind of maid.
“Because they actually paid for their food tonight,” Grans growled, her mouth, lined with wrinkles, set into a deep scowl. “You want to be treated like a customer instead of a slave? You start paying for your food, too.”
“Fine,” I said, shoving my wet, pruney hand into my pocket and pulling out a crushed wad of bills. “Here. That’s seven dollars. That’s more than enough for some fried sardines.”
I grabbed the bag and stormed out of the kitchen. Audrey was still talking to Fallon but stopped when she saw me. “Guess I’ve gotta go,” she said with a smile, “but you’re coming tomorrow, right?”
“Right,” Fallon said, turning to look at me, her eyes daring me to tell her no, to tell her that she wasn’t welcome at our house.
Instead, I waited for Audrey and then left. The ride home was quiet. Audrey ate dinner, and I helped her get ready for bed. Her room was downstairs, a converted side parlor with a toilet, shower, and sink situated in a corner to make it easy to care for her but, more importantly, easy for her to care for herself. That didn’t mean she always wanted it, though, and tonight was no different when she asked for my help.
“What do you need me to do?” I asked as I watched her pull out her clothes for bed.
“Could you get the water ready?” she said quietly.
I walked over to the shower and turned the water on. The shower was a simple, crude design: a section of the floor was tiled with a drain to let the water escape. A pipe jutted out of the wall, an adjustable showerhead hanging at waist-height. It was connected to the pipe by a long hose, making it easy for Audrey to use it to wash herself. A plastic chair sat over the drain while a shelf next to it held her shampoo, soap, and washcloth.
“I’m sorry for teasing you about Fallon,” I heard her say behind me.
“Don’t worry about it.” It was my own damn fault. I shouldn’t have let my brain go on vacation the minute she looked at me with something else besides disgust in her eyes.
I stuck my hand in the shower spray and then nodded, knowing that if I didn’t do something else, I’d admit that small truth to her, too. “Okay. Water’s hot.”
This was the routine for us. I’d ask what she needed and she’d tell me to turn the water on. We both knew it was so she could get undressed, and as she wheeled toward me, a large towel wrapped around her, I knew it was time to leave.
“Let me know if you need anything else,” I said before walking away, closing the door behind me.
Dad was home, sitting in his favorite chair, his face covered in a week’s worth of beard.
“How was the hunt?” he asked stiffly.
“Fine.”
“No. How was the
hunt?”
My shoulders rose and fell as I sat down on the old couch. I didn’t know what he meant. I’d already answered him once.
“I want to make this clear to you, Liam,” Dad said, taking my shrug as indifference. “You will leave the Timmons’ girl alone. She’s human, but she’s not for you, or for anyone.”
I felt my tongue grow fat in my throat, my eyes feeling huge and buggy as I looked at him, trying to understand how the hell he knew about today. “Look, I can’t help it, okay? She’s a girl, and she…she looked at me like she liked what she saw. And I’m not gonna lie, I liked what I saw, too. Even if she’s a human. But I’m not gonna date her. Yeah, you might like her and think she’s okay and all, but she’s Audrey’s friend, not mine. Most of the time, I can’t stand to look at her. She gets on my damn nerves every time she opens her mouth. Besides, Brenda would eat me whole if I broke up with her to date her dinner.”
The roar that came out of Dad’s mouth shook the house. I could hear the walls shaking at his voice as he came to stand in front of me, his hands turning into claws that dug into my shoulder when he gripped them. “Are you stupid or did you just eat too many stupid people this week? I was talking about killing her. If I’d known that you were actually considering…I was going to tell you that Fallon Timmons is off-limits, that she’s not to be touched by anyone. But I see that there’s more that you need to be told.”
“Look, don’t worry about it, okay?” I started, wincing at the pain in my shoulders, but Dad cut me off.
“No. I’m gonna worry about it. Are you seriously telling me that you’ve got feelings for this girl?”
He squeezed, his claws digging deeper, growing wider and sharper, and I grunted. “Rraaghh, No! The only thing I feel for her right now is hate.” It was as honest an answer as I’d ever given.
“We don’t date humans, Liam. We don’t do it. We don’t mix kinds. You know this. You know why.”
Right there, right then, in his voice was that crack. That crack of pain that I’d only heard when he spoke about
it. He let go and returned to his chair, his head hanging as the grief and the disappointment, the hurt and betrayal hit him again like it was brand new.
My shirt was growing sticky and wet with blood, but I sat there and watched as my father turned into a pile of useless bones. I knew what was replaying over and over in his head. The memory of the argument was as fresh in my mind as it was in his. I could still hear my mom’s voice admitting to the secret that she’d been keeping for a year.
“I don’t love you anymore, Joe. I haven’t loved you for years. I hate it here. I hate this house. I’m leaving. I’m leaving and I’m taking the kids.” She had been sad for so many years that the sound of her voice coming out with that much determination was like listening to someone else.
Audrey and I were sitting on the porch, listening quietly. She had been holding my hand just as much as I had been holding hers.
“You’re not taking the kids, Lys. And you’re not leaving. I love you and no matter what you say, I know you love me, too.” Dad’s voice was stern, strong, and more sure than he had a right to sound because immediately after that, Mom said something that changed everything.
“I’m seeing someone else. He’s human, he knows what I am, and he loves me. He makes me happy, Joe, and I haven’t been happy for a long, long time; you know how unhappy I’ve been here with you. He wants me to marry him. He wants us to be a family, Joe. A real family, just the five of us.”
“Five?”
A long pause filled in the time it took for me to count in my head the number of people involved before my mother answered, her voice shaky. “I’m pregnant.”
It only took a couple of seconds from her announcement to her wail, but in that small amount of time we heard Dad say something to her, something that we’d heard many, many times before. He told her she was bleeding.
We heard her collapse, and then Dad was running out of the house with Mom in his arms. Her legs were covered in blood, her hands holding her stomach as she sobbed and cried out a name that we’d never heard before. When they returned several hours later, we were still on the porch.
Mom walked ahead of Dad, her eyes puffy and red from crying. Dad looked like a corpse, his own eyes sunken in. He told us to get to bed, and we did. Audrey begged me to stay with her, so we slept together in the same bed, waking up the next morning in the car, Mom sitting in the driver’s seat, her forehead pressed against the steering wheel.
Audrey asked where we were going, but all Mom kept mumbling was that she’d lost her only way out. I looked out the window and saw boats. We were on the pier, and the ferry was coming in.
I was about to ask where we were going when I heard the car’s engine rumble to life and then the boats were flying past us. At least, that’s how I always remembered it. Within seconds we were underwater, and before the sun set, Mom was dead and our lives were changed forever.
Mom had never been what some people called normal, but she’d never been so out of it, so sad that she’d hurt us. For the most part, we’d never have noticed her depression if Grans and Dad hadn’t brought it up every now and again.
But that day in the car, we saw that she was someone different. She’d changed from our mom into two different people in less than twenty-four hours, and there was no real acceptable explanation for it except for her relationship with her human lover. We didn’t need to know who he was, or what kind of person he was, to know that if it hadn’t been for him, Mom would’ve never wanted to leave. She would’ve never packed us in the car and driven off a pier after her miscarriage.
Our kind never broke up someone else’s home. Our kind never cheated. Our kind would never leave one of our own alone. Our kind would never leave. The rock is our home, our home is our rock, and on the rock we stay. It was rock’s motto and only humans could make us forget that.
I straightened my shoulders and looked at my father, saying with clear determination, “Don’t worry, Dad. I’m not going to make the same mistake that Mom made. I’m not her.”
“Your mom wasn’t herself either,” Dad said softly.
Of course she wasn’t. With those five words, he made it clear that anyone who fell in love with a human was crazy, and he was right. And, thankfully for all of us, there was no danger of it happening to me, no matter how many shirts were taken off…


CHAPTER ELEVEN
FALLON
 
 
My second week on Black Cat Rock went a lot more smoothly than the first. Dad took me to the junkyard that was behind our house and it was like Christmas. There wasn’t a great deal of junkers to look through, but what was there was gold.
The cars that were parked side-by-side weren’t old, like the ones that were on the road here. Instead, they were newer, some looking almost brand new. Dad said that they were cars that had been abandoned on the ferry. There were probably two or three dozen cars that were about ten years younger than our own truck, and I eyed them enviously.
“Don’t even think about it, Fallon,” Dad warned when he saw my expression that first day.
“Oh, come on,” I complained. “Why’d you bring me here if I can’t drool and secretly plot to rebuild one of these for myself?”
“Because we’re here to look for parts for the Triumph.”
Everyone has that one thing they talk about that transports them, makes them look like they’ve gone back in time. Their voice gets all whispery and soft, and their eyes shine and light up like Christmas lights. For Dad, it was the Triumph, a motorcycle that he’d spent the past five years working on. It ran like a dream, but he was never satisfied. It needed more this, more that, and he’d make it happen or else he’d turn in his wrench set. At least, that’s what he kept saying.
The bike had arrived the other day with the rest of our things, which meant Mom was busy trying to fit all of the things in the tiny house and didn’t want any of us inside, which meant I had to keep Dad out of trouble.
That first trip to the junkyard was to find a seat with no damage to its upholstery. Dad’s plan was to rip the seams and then use the material to reupholster the seat to his bike. He found a black leather captain’s seat that he liked, and we spent the rest of the day working. I was supposed to go to Audrey’s house but I lost track of the time and only when Mom came to get us for dinner did I realize how late it was.
After that, I’d only stay with Dad until lunch, after he made it clear that it was too hot to go another round surrounded by the corpses of cars; he’d rather play mortician to a motorcycle.
My afternoons were spent with Audrey at her house, or sometimes I’d meet her at her grandmother’s restaurant. The first couple of days were difficult because I kept worrying that at any moment, she’d start having seizures again.
“I’m sorry if I freaked you out,” she’d said about a dozen times that first day. I probably told her that it wasn’t that big a deal just as many times. But after a while, I did tell her the truth, that I was scared she would die and, mostly, that it had been all my fault.
“It wasn’t your fault,” she insisted. “You didn’t know about my…condition. And besides, I was due for an episode; you just happened to be there when it happened.”
She handed me a sandwich and automatically I sniffed it.
“It’s not fish,” she laughed, pulling apart the slices of bread on her own to prove it to me. “Ham and cheese. See?”
Satisfied, I took a bite. We were outside on the porch, Audrey in her chair, me on the bench. The heat in the house was overwhelming and when she’d suggested we eat our lunch outside, I almost ran.
“So what do you do here all by yourself?” I asked, looking down the empty street. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s around for you to hang with.”
She grabbed a glass of lemonade from the bench and gulped half of it down impressively, her sandwich untouched. “I’m not usually by myself. If Liam’s not here, then I’m either with my grandma, Liam’s best friend Jameson, or Liam’s girlfriend, Brenda. They take turns babysitting me, but they don’t call it babysitting, even if that’s exactly what it is. You’re the only person who doesn’t make me feel like I’m just waiting to be picked up by my Dad.”
“Well, I know what that’s like. No one thinks you can take care of yourself, they always think you need a babysitter or, or a hero or something. I’ve had to prove to people over and over again that I don’t need someone to take care of me, but it’s not like it changes when you move to a new school. And,” I said with a knowing frown, “it doesn’t matter if you have a set of working legs or not.”
“You’ve moved a lot, huh?” Audrey looked at me, her elbow resting on the armrest of her wheelchair, her chin in her hand.
My head bounced several times to emphasize my answer. “Yeah. My parents are really good at what they do. My dad can fix anything with wings and my mom…they used to call her the engine whisperer. Because of that, they went where the need was. They trained mechanics and even engineers, and it took them pretty much everywhere.
“When my parents adopted me, I was only a year old. I don’t know how many times we moved before I could start remembering things, but before we came here we must’ve moved about seven times. We have a house in California
–
that’s where we lived before we came here
–
and I always thought that’s where we’d stay. That’s what my mom and dad kept saying, anyway.”
I could hear the sadness in my voice and so could she. “You miss it, huh? Your house? Did you have a best friend there? A boyfriend?”
I put my cup down and crumpled the napkin that had held my sandwich in my hand. How to talk about California without turning into a complete baby?
“I had a lot of friends in California. I’ve got friends everywhere, really; God, that sounds conceited, doesn’t it?”
“No! No it doesn’t…well, okay. Yeah, it does sound conceited. Especially when the only friends I’ve got live on this rock,” Audrey said with a snort.
“Where are they?” I asked, hoping it didn’t sound like I didn’t believe her.
“Oh, right now they’re all working either with their parents or for them. It’s kind of like what Liam does for our Dad, and what I do for my grandma whenever I get the chance. None of the stores or restaurants or inns here hire out. Everyone that works here lives here. And hey, way to avoid the boyfriend question!” She was laughing, and I laughed with her, although I wasn’t feeling as amused as she was.
“Sorry. My best friend growing up was this boy named Josh, Joshua Pepper. Our parents were stationed on the same bases so many times, it was like we were stalking each other. He’s three years older than me, but he always said he could look past it since I could fix his dad’s lawn mower better than the guy they took it to.
“I was thirteen when he kissed me for the first time. His family was leaving again and mine was staying. I thought…I thought it was the most awesomely gross thing to ever happen to me. I laughed at him and he didn’t call me or text or email me for a year because of that.”
It had hurt, not hearing from Josh for so long. At school, when my friends were starting to hold hands with other boys and kiss them while hiding behind their locker doors and under the stairs, I was picturing Josh kissing someone else. Oh sure, I’d been asked out. Everyone got asked out. Even the ones that others thought never would. But I never said yes to anyone.
That started the rumor that I was gay, which then turned into the rumor that I wasn’t gay at all, but that I was having a hot affair with a teacher. Then the teacher turned into an officer. Finally, the rumor came full circle when it started to spread that not only was I was gay, but I was having an affair with a female officer. It was easy to make fun of now, but three years ago, it had felt like my whole life was over and all because I’d laughed at a kiss and made Josh hate me.
“So what happened?” Audrey’s voice broke into my thoughts.
“With Josh?”
She nodded, her lips stretched across her face in an interested smile. “Yeah, with Josh!”
It was difficult to remember that part without feeling the mixed emotions of joy and sadness that had brought Josh back into my life. “My mom got a letter from Josh’s grandparents when I was fourteen. Josh’s dad had died in an accident just a few months after they’d moved, and his mom died from cancer a few months after that.
“Josh was broken. He started skipping school and drinking. His grandparents thought that if I wrote to him, or called him, that maybe it would help. My mom didn’t want me to do it, but my dad snuck me Josh’s grandparents’ address and phone number and then left it up to me. So one day I called. He sounded so…different. We talked for a little while, but it wasn’t like it had been before. I didn’t call him again after that.
“But then six months later my parents got a billet for California and he was just a couple of hours away from our house. He showed up the day we moved in, and he stayed for a week.”
Audrey coughed, her jaw hinged open in shock. “Your parents let your boyfriend sleep over?”
My head shook and I laughed. “He wasn’t my boyfriend. Not then, anyway. To my parents, he was their friend’s son, and my best friend. He spent most of the time he was with us with my dad, anyway.
“When I started school, Josh started going back, too. I only saw him after that on the weekends. He asked me to go tuxedo shopping with him when he was going to prom. I helped him pick out a tuxedo and a corsage for his prom date.”
“So…were you his prom date?”
“I was too young to be his prom date, and my parents weren’t gonna let me go.”
“But they let him sleep in your house,” Audrey pointed out.
“On the sofa,” I reminded her. “And like I said, we weren’t dating then.”
“So when
did
you guys start dating?” I could hear the impatience in Audrey’s voice, and I grinned.
“My fifteenth birthday. My parents threw a little party and some of my new friends at school came and so did Josh. He brought the girl he went to prom with-”
Audrey sputtered in shock, cutting me off. “Wait. He brought his girlfriend with him to your birthday party…and then you two started dating? How the hell does that happen?”
“She wasn’t his girlfriend. She made that very clear when they showed up. Josh brought her because it was the only way she could meet her boyfriend, who picked her up from my house fifteen minutes after she and Josh arrived.”
This made Audrey’s face pale before it quickly turned beet red with sympathetic anger. “She did what?”
“Her parents didn’t approve of her boyfriend so she told them that she was dating Josh. Her parents knew his grandparents, and you know how that is…inner circles and all that.”
“Yeah,” Audrey nodded, embarrassed.
“Well, after she left, my friends and I were joking around and one of them asked Josh if he wanted to play the alphabet game.”
“What’s that?”
My face felt hot as the memory came back, new and fresh as if it had just happened hours ago and I was sharing it for the first time. “It’s kind of like seven seconds in heaven, where you go into a closet and make out with someone for seven seconds. Only, in the alphabet game, you make out while everyone else outside starts naming things for each letter of the alphabet. If they can name twenty-six things, you can be in that closet for long time. If they screw up, you come out.
“My friends didn’t screw up.”
The smile that formed on Audrey’s face was both pleased and sad at the same time. “I don’t think my friends would do that for me,” she said with a half-laugh. “I mean, they would, but only if there was someone to play with, and there isn’t anyone. But I think that’s awesome that your friends did that for you.”
“Yeah,” I agreed, “it was awesome. Josh and I were pretty inseparable after that.”
“So…what happened? Is he in California, missing you and sending you texts and emails like crazy now?”
I laughed, but not because what she’d said was funny. No, I laughed because if I didn’t, I knew that I’d start tearing up and the last thing I wanted to do was cry in front of Audrey. What were my problems compared to hers?
“He tested out of high school, took his GED exam and then enlisted in the Army. He was still training when my mom found out about the house here. I haven’t seen him in…it’s been almost six months.”
Six months never sounded so long before. I didn’t even realize it had been that long, but saying it, acknowledging it, made it that much harder to accept and Audrey, instead of being bored or annoyed, seemed to understand. “You know, when I was eight and my mom died, it was almost a whole year before Liam said anything. It wasn’t his stitches or anything like that. He just…he wouldn’t talk.
“I know you think Liam’s a jerk; after the way he’s acted, I can’t blame you for thinking that way. But he’s always taken care of me. He didn’t…he didn’t speak to anyone, not even to me. I thought it was my fault, you know. I thought that he blamed me for what happened to his face, or maybe for what happened to our mom because…because I used to.”
I saw the sparkle of tears in her eyes, tears that I had been too afraid to show, but in a flash they were gone, blinked away and replaced with something I knew instantly as pride.“But then one night I had one of my episodes. Our dad was on his boat so we were all alone. Liam carried me all the way to Dr. Phan’s, and the whole way there he kept telling me that I was gonna be okay, that he was gonna take care of me. It was probably the best thing I’d ever heard. And…I think that when you see Josh again it’ll be like that. Like…he’s the best thing you’ve ever seen.”
My eyes closed at the idea, but it wasn’t Josh’s golden hair, or bright blue eyes, or crooked smile that I saw staring back at me. Things would’ve been so much simpler if it had been. Instead, it was the angry, hazel eyes and scowl of Liam Mace that appeared, and I shuddered at what that might mean.


CHAPTER TWELVE
LIAM
 
 
Dad was missing when I woke up the next morning, his boat gone from its slip. I wanted to believe that he was fishing. I wanted to believe that, but I knew better. Ever since Mom died, he’d done what I guess anyone would: he started drinking. It wasn’t really a problem – he never let it keep him from doing what he needed to – but whenever he or someone else talked about Mom, he’d hit the bottle and forget the world for as long as the booze wanted him.
I went to work with Jameson’s dad that day and then spent the night at Brenda’s. When I went home early the next morning, Audrey was up, staring into the refrigerator with disgust. “Is all this meat what I think it is?”
I grabbed the door and peered in. A stack of raw meat sat on the top rack, unwrapped and dripping blood onto the plastic containers beneath it. “I didn’t bring that,” I told her truthfully. I wanted to tell her that it was probably just some pork steaks that Dad had brought, but the smell of human blood could never be mistaken with blood from a pig. Human blood smelled clean, earthy, and sweet; just like how it tasted. Pig blood smelled like it had gone bad the moment it touched air. It smelled like sickness, or rot. I never wanted to know what it tasted like.
“I told you. I’m not eating it anymore. Take it out.”
With a shrug, I pulled the meat out and began to eat it. It tasted fresh, probably a twenty or thirty-year-old. “So what are you gonna eat besides seafood?”
She pulled out a package of deli meat from a drawer. “I bought ham.”
This made me laugh between bites. “Ham? Are you trying to make yourself sick again?”
The package of ham smelled awful. It wasn’t even open yet and already I could smell the stink of it. “It’s more for Fallon than for me,” she said with a sigh. “I had some raw eggs this morning and I’ll have some more later.”
“She’s coming over again? Didn’t you have enough fun yesterday?”
“She didn’t come yesterday. But she’s coming today for lunch.”
I swallowed the last piece of meat and went over to the sink, the taste in my mouth no longer sweet. “Well, then I’m out of here. I’m gonna see if Jameson’s dad needs more help.”
 
 
***
 
 
It turned out that Jameson’s dad was gone for the next couple of days, so I went to Grans and took out the trash and old crates. She paid me twenty bucks, and I went home to see if Audrey wanted to go see Dark Veil at the theater for about the thousandth time.
When I arrived at the house, I saw two empty glasses on the porch. I walked inside and I could hear Audrey talking to someone. I looked at my watch and cursed silently when I saw that it wasn’t as late as I thought it was; Fallon was probably still here.
“So, when did you know that you were in love?”
Audrey’s question made my feet freeze on the wooden floor. Against common sense, I turned my head and strained to hear the response.
Fallon’s voice was soft, but I could still make out every word. “I knew I loved him the first time I met him. I know it doesn’t sound real, but it’s true. And it’s not like you read about, you know? There’s no bang or thunder or music in your head. It’s not like you suddenly realize it and your heart blows up with all these feelings. It’s more like…it’s more like a slow burn that gets hotter and hotter until the only thing left is how you feel. That’s how it was with Josh.”
It made no sense, no sense at all, but hearing her talk about this Josh kid like that made my hands tighten up and my teeth start to grind. I could feel the hairs on my arms rise and thicken, and the more she talked about him, the more things started to happen inside of me.
“Liam!”
Audrey was sitting in front of me, her wide eyes dropping to my hands. She took them in hers quickly and squeezed my fingers against her palms. “Your hands,” she whispered.
I pulled them away from her and looked at them. My fingernails were long, dark, black down to the nail bed, with sharp points. I shoved my hands into my pockets, feeling the fabric shred and my nails graze against my thighs.
“Why is she still here?” I growled.
“Because I invited her. Why are
you
here? And why are you-” her voice lowered to a hiss “-changing?”
I didn’t get to answer her because Fallon appeared behind her, a sandwich in her mouth. She looked at me, her big brown eyes traveling down and then up again, her mouth not moving. But I saw her swallow. I heard it. I could also hear her heart beating, fast and excited. Just talking about that Josh kid did that to her.
“I’m going to take a shower,” I mumbled, storming toward the stairs.
I reached the first step when I heard my sister ask Fallon another question. “What are you doing on the fourth of July?”
“I don’t know. My parents like to do the fireworks thing, but that’s usually at night.”
“Want to come to a party here? Liam and I are throwing a birthday party for ourselves-”
Without thinking, I rushed over to Audrey and roared. “No! She isn’t coming to my party, Aud. The answer is no. Do you hear me? No!”
It was difficult to breathe. Fallon was standing right behind my sister, her face unmoving, no fear in her eyes, no trembling in her limbs. But there was a smell that came off of her, the smell of blood and…and apples. I couldn’t believe it when I realized that I was the one trembling. She stood just feet from me, and I didn’t know whether or not to rip her throat out or…or…
“Fallon, you can’t come to Liam’s party. But you can definitely come to mine. It starts at noon. There’ll be cake and games. Maybe…maybe I can convince some of our friends to try out that alphabet game of yours.”
“Sounds like fun. I’ll definitely come to your party, Audrey.”
And like that, she was gone, her motorcycle snarling to life before she disappeared down the street. I don’t know how long I watched the curl of dust spin behind her, but I knew it was too damn long.
“Brenda’s not gonna like this,” I said to my sister as she rolled up beside me.
“Of course not. She’s gonna see you making goo-goo eyes at Fallon and then she’s going to tear your balls off. Either way, it’ll make it the most interesting birthday we’ve ever had.” The smile on Audrey’s face made me want to strangle her.
“I wasn’t making goo-goo eyes at her. She smells like meat.” I paused, and then looked at her with a worried frown pulling the corners of my mouth down. “You know…I thought you were her friend, but you’re inviting her to a party filled with folks who’re gonna smell the same thing I smell, and see her the same way I see her: as food. What kind of friend does that?”
Audrey grinned, not buying my act for a minute. “No one’s gonna touch Fallon because you’re gonna make sure that she’s safe. You promised you’d take care of me, Liam.”
“Yeah,” I argued, “I said I’d take care of you. Not your pets.”
Audrey didn’t argue because she knew that she’d already won. Instead, she hugged me, her arms wrapping around my waist. “Thank you.”
“You’re lucky I love you,” I laughed before I groaned, the scratches in my thighs burning. I pulled my hands out of my pockets and saw that my fingernails had returned to normal, dirty and ragged. Audrey was right.
Brenda was going to tear my balls off.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
FALLON
 
 
I put the pile of jeans on the counter and watched as the sales lady rang them up, the total growing and Mom’s voice fading. “Two-hundred and seventy-four dollars and sixty-two cents. How would you like to pay for that?”
Mom pulled a bank card from her wallet and handed it over before looking at me with distaste. “You get more and more expensive every year. Do you really need all these clothes? Six pairs of jeans, a dozen t-shirts, and four camisoles? Summer here doesn’t last that long, Fallon. You should be looking at getting some warmer things, like jackets, sweaters, long underwear with footies.”
My mouth hung open and the sales lady smirked. “Mom!”
“Fallon, you know you can’t stand the cold, and winters here are pretty bad. You’re going to need some long underwear beneath your clothes, especially on the ferry.”
Her voice had grown louder, and I looked around the store to see just how many people had heard. A girl who looked my age was snickering behind a rack of summer dresses. “Could you keep your voice down?” I hissed.
“Why? No one here knows you. Besides, I didn’t say we’d get the kind with the hatch in the back, did I?” She laughed. She actually laughed. Sometimes parents just don’t get it.
“Can we leave?” I asked, grabbing the bags and heading toward the door.
Mom followed and we walked along the stores that lined the first floor of the shopping mall Mom took me to. We’d already bought me a new pair of boots, a pair of wedges, and a pair of sneakers. With the clothes, the only thing left to buy was something for Audrey’s birthday.
“Do you think they have a sporting goods store here?” I asked as I pushed ahead, my eyes darting back and forth.
“Two stores down,” Mom answered behind me.
I turned to look at her and saw that she was struggling with some of the bags so I took them from her. “Come on, Ma!” I told her.
“Fallon Eugenia Timmons, I know you did
not
just call me ‘Ma’!”
“Mom!” I hissed, my neck stretching as my eyes felt like they were about to pop out of my head. “Stop telling everyone my middle name! You know I hate that name!”
Mom walked calmly to my side and then gave me the most disappointed sigh I’d ever heard. “When we adopted you, your dad and I promised that we’d only change your last name. Eugenia is the name your real mom gave you. It was her grandmother’s name. Saying you hate that name is like saying you hate her, and you should never say you hate someone you’ve never met.”
I apologized, shamed more than I’d been in a long time. “One day I’ll appreciate it.”
“One day you’ll appreciate a lot of things, Fallon, the least of all your middle name.”
We began walking again, passing the sporting goods store when I realized it wouldn’t have what I was looking for. We left the mall and headed to a shop near the pier that we’d seen coming in. It sold leather jackets and pants for bikers, but what I wanted was a helmet and I found it. It was matte black and domed, with a lip hanging over the front trimmed in bright chrome. It looked like the helmets that were worn when motorcycles were just bicycles with engines and needed something to scare the people on the road into submission.
“This,” I said to my mom when it was being rung up, “is the helmet that will make Audrey more than just a girl in a wheelchair. This is gonna make her dangerous.”
 
 
***
 
 
“I’m having second thoughts.”
The ride home on the ferry was long and quiet, most of the tourists already getting off on the other islands. Black Cat Rock loomed ahead and I was ready to get on my bike and feel the grit of the ground instead of the sway of the water. The way everything bobbed and swished made me think too much about things.
Like alphabets.
“Second thoughts about the helmet?”
“No. I don’t know if I should go to that party tomorrow.”
“Why not?” Mom had a cup of coffee in her hands, the smell of it cutting through the salt air like a welcomed knife.
“The only person who’s gonna want me there is Audrey. It’s been a month and she’s the only one who talks to me. And I don’t know any of her friends. But…I guess that’s my fault, since I’ve only ever gone to Audrey’s.”
“See? It’s your fault your social life stinks.”
I laughed. “Mom!”
“Well, at least Liam’s being a lot nicer to you,” she laughed along with me.
“Yeah, sure, if by nice you mean not trying to kill me by staring,” I snorted which led Mom into a fit of coughing and nervous laughter.
Liam hadn’t spoken a single word to me since Audrey invited me to their party, but he did stare. He stared at me so much, I finally figured out that he wasn’t really staring at me but through me. He hated me so much that he was acting like I wasn’t even there.
That wasn’t anything new. The people of the rock weren’t any different from anyone else I’d met. They didn’t know me, and I hadn’t made any real attempts to know them, so they pretended I wasn’t anyone
to
know. It made it easier, I guess. Besides, Audrey did all the dirty work of having to talk to me, and everyone else got off easy by hearing about it through the small town telephone.
Or, as Mom liked to call it, “Gossip”.
“Fallon, if you want to go to this party, go. Audrey wants you there. It doesn’t matter if no one else does. You’re not going for them. It would really disappoint her if you didn’t show up, and if you’re worried about what people think about you now, just wait until they hear that you stood Audrey up at her own birthday party.”
“I’m not worried about what everyone else thinks, but gee, thanks, Mom. That just makes things so much easier,” I said sarcastically.
 
 
***
 
 
I left Mom in town with the truck and our shopping bags so she could pick up some groceries. My bike had been in the bed so I just rode that home. I stopped at the Wisteria to see if Audrey might be there; I was still struggling with whether or not I’d go to the party and I thought maybe seeing her would help me decide. When Mrs. Simon said that Audrey was at Brenda’s, I turned around and left faster than I think my bike wanted to go.
The ride home was always short. It wouldn’t take more than ten minutes from any starting point and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to get home that fast, so I rode my bike as slowly as I could past the last inn and toward the cliff houses and fields of grass hid secret beaches.
I thought of what Mom said, about going to the party for Audrey and not for anyone else. I’d never given two farts about what other people thought before, so why was this any different? The answer was simple, really. The truth wasn’t that I was worried about what Audrey’s friends thought. The truth was that I didn’t want to be in the same room as Liam Mace.
I could deal with Audrey’s friends. If they were anything like the Jameson kid, I might have a good time. But Liam…it might have been easy for him to pretend that I wasn’t there, but it wasn’t that easy for me. I wanted to blame it on the fact that I hadn’t told him off, or maybe even punched him in the neck like I’d wanted to the first day we’d met. Sometimes I dreamt that I had, and I’d wake up feeling accomplished.
If I only had those kinds of dreams then maybe I wouldn’t feel so confused. But I didn’t have only those kinds of dreams. Instead, I had dreams where I found myself locked in a closet with him while everyone outside recited the alphabet. Those dreams I had a lot, and I remembered them all so vividly that they made me dread seeing him again. It might have been stupid, but I was afraid that he’d look at me and see those dreams and then laugh.
For no good reason, it hurt to imagine that.
“Oh, stupid, stupid, stupid,” I muttered to myself, knocking my helmet with my fist. The bike was moving so slowly that it wobbled when I did that and I struggled to bring it steady again. Embarrassed, I turned my head to look behind me to see if anyone had been following and had seen. But no one was behind me. No one human.
My throat tightened up as I tried desperately to swallow back a yelp of fear. A large, golden cat was behind me, running on huge paws, its long, thick tail bouncing up and down with each stride. It made no sound, but I could see its amber eyes, and I could tell that it was hungry.
“Oh God.”
My hand turned the throttle on the handlebars and the bike spit out dirt and debris behind me as I sped forward. Grass as tall as I was flew past me like a wall of yellow fire, and I tried not to look behind me but found it impossible. I turned my head and shouted, frightened beyond anything I’d ever felt before when I saw that the cat was closer, and much bigger.
I could hear it now, its paws on the rough pavement, its claws scraping against rock and dirt and whatever else was between us as it tried just as desperately to get to me as I tried to get away. Each time I turned to look and see if I was getting ahead, the cat was closer.
My eyes darted ahead. I knew how much further I had left to go, and I knew that even a minute more of riding and the cat would pounce. I turned my head one last time and felt a spasm of fear and instantaneous relief when a black blur flew from one side of the road to the other, swallowing the golden cat in its shadow.
Common sense told me to keep going, to keep on riding until I was home and safe behind doors and walls and surrounded by sharp, pointy things.
Instead, curiosity made me slow down. Against the rumbling stutter of the dirt bike, I could hear snarls and snapping jaws. A roar, the sound that shouldn’t exist anywhere near people – especially me – rose out of the grass behind me and then…nothing.
Slowly, I pushed the bike backwards. On the road, I could see deep gouges digging into the asphalt, and a claw, bloody and ragged at its base, was lying next to them. I lifted my leg to climb off the bike and pick the claw up when a rumble that didn’t come from the engine filled my ears. I turned to the grass and saw a pair of eyes staring back at me from a face so black and so large it could have been a hole in the middle of the air.
The cat, black and as tall as I was standing, padded toward me, a noticeable limp coming from its hind leg on its right side. Its eyes were the color of dying grass, green at the core, but golden and dark at the edges. Its nose was black and wet, and as it reached me, its mouth opened curiously, one side pulling up tighter than the other to reveal sharp, white teeth longer than my fingers. A tongue, thick and red and long curled out to lap my cheek. I nearly stumbled off the bike, the feeling of the rough, hot tongue against my skin sending prickles down my arms and legs.
I couldn’t scream. I might have forgotten how. The wet nose nudged against my ear, and I felt hot air puff through my hair microseconds before I felt my hair pull toward the cat’s face as it inhaled, deep and long. I realized as my hands, quaking with fear, reached carefully to touch the massive head, that the rumbling I’d heard earlier was purring.
The moment my fingers grazed the cat’s ear, it was gone, taking off back into the grass and leaving me shaking on my bike, my neck wet, my hair sticky and clinging to my face. Like some kind of zombie, I rode my bike home, unsure if any of it had actually happened or if seasickness could cause hallucinations.
Dad was sitting out in the tiny shop that stood a dozen yards away from the house; his head was covered in a welding mask, the white sparks of heat flying in front of his face like fireworks. He saw me and lowered his torch, using his free hand to flip up his helmet so I could see him, his golden eyes filled with amusement to see me. “Hey, kitten. Did you bankrupt me already? Did your mother lay down the law with the skirt lengths? I’m fine with it being ankle length, but no shorter.”
“Th…there…there was…” I couldn’t speak. The bike fell as I climbed off, and I looked at my hands. I hadn’t felt them at all during the short ride home, but now, they were shaking so violently that the motions moved up my arms and vibrated through the rest of my body.
“Fallon?” Dad’s worried voice sounded tinny in my ears. “What happened?”
I took several deep breaths, inhaling and exhaling the smell of metal and dirt, and also the dried saliva on my face. “There was cat. A big, black cat on the road.”
Like a flash of lightning, I saw the panic in Dad’s eyes. It was real. I knew it was real. But then it was gone and he was laughing. “A cat? Really, Fallon? You’ve been out in the sun too long, haven’t you?”
I gasped. “There are cats here. You said so!”
“Yes. And I also said they don’t bother people. Now, go and get washed up. You’ve got something in your hair.” Dad pushed his visor down and sparked up his torch again, disappearing behind the bright, white light.
I left my bike and walked into the house. The bathroom window let in enough light to help me see the redness on my cheek and the way my hair stuck together in clumps by my ear. “It really did happen,” I said to my reflection, touching my skin and feeling the crunchiness in my hair.
And then I giggled. “Holy crap, I’ve gotta tell Audrey!”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
LIAM
 
 
There was so much anger around me I could almost grip it in my hands like I did the sand beneath me. We were at the maze, the sky clear, the water crisp and clean and cool. Jameson, Brenda, Audrey, and I were staring each other down, the attack on Fallon standing between the four of us like a mirror reflecting our own stupidity.
“Are you really that dumb? Are you freaking blind? What do you think will happen if you kill her, huh?” I was furious, but what bothered me the most was that I didn’t know what made me angrier the most: the fact that Jameson and Brenda could be so stupid, or that Fallon being hurt terrified me.
The image of Fallon being chased down by a cat, the fear in her eyes, sat like a scar in my mind. It would not leave me and the more I focused on it, the worse it became. I could feel the rage turning physical, the heat in my blood ready to bubble at any moment and I hated it…and her.
“What the hell do
you
think is gonna happen?” Brenda’s anger and hatred was just as potent. She was rubbing Jameson’s arm, the bruises there from my attack on him violently purple and red.
She looked beautiful, mad. It used to be that I’d say something to piss her off just so I could see her eyes glitter with anger. And making up was always awesome. But now, right now, beautiful wasn’t enough to make me forget what happened or how it made me feel.
Watching Jameson run after Fallon, seeing the fear in her eyes as she realized that she was going to die had affected me more than it should have. I’d seen the life drain out of dozens of eyes, watched mouths freeze open in terror, and seen skin torn to shreds without a freaking spark of sympathy. I enjoyed it. I looked forward to it.
But despite everything I’d said about her, despite how much I hated the feelings I had whenever I saw her or heard her name, I didn’t want that to happen to Fallon.
“God, it’s so damn simple! You know the rule; it’s not like there’s more than one! No human dies on the rock. Not a single, freaking one! Not even in an accident. If even one person dies here, the trogs would stop coming and then we’d have to go to them for work. Do you want your mom working in some trog’s salon, making less than any of the other stylists because they know that she’s different and they have a choice of who to go to?
“And what about you, Jameson? Do you think your dad wants to work in someone else’s factory, making crates for someone else instead of for his own kind?”
Jameson grunted. “My dad’s crates can be sold anywhere.”
“But they’re not, are they? They’re only being sold here because we’re the only ones buying them,” Audrey spoke up. “How will he pay the bills if no one here has any money to buy his crates?”
Brenda, frustrated, shoved Jameson away. “Oh, who cares? So we won’t have tons of cash. Big deal; it’s not like we’re freaking loaded right now anyway. It’s not like we’re gonna starve to death…especially if we don’t like our bosses.”
She laughed at that last part, and Jameson, lying sprawled on the ground, laughed with her. “She’s got a point, man. Your dad works your ass and his to the freaking bone to catch fish for those damn trogs during the summer season, and then he’s off for weeks setting and picking up pods for the lobsters to sell to the trogs on the mainland, and for what? How has it made any of your lives better? Has it helped Audrey any?”
“Oh shut-up, Jameson,” Audrey snapped. “Don’t act like you give a damn about what happens to me.”
“I do care about you, Audrey,” Jameson insisted, sitting up and grabbing her knees, knowing she could not feel his touch.
“Give me a break. You just attacked my friend.”
“She’s a trog!”
“She’s. My. Friend. She’s been a better friend to me this past month than you have ever, that’s for sure.”
Jameson looked hurt. “What? I’ve been helping take care of you since…since forever! What the hell, Aud? You’ve known her for what, a minute? I’ve been taking care of you since you were what, six? Seven? The hell if she’s been a better friend!”
“I don’t want my friends to take care of me, Jameson. Jeez! You’re such an idiot! I’ve been taking care of you, Liam, Dad, and hell, even Brenda for the past four years, cooking and cleaning for you. I’ve even washed your funky underwear when you’ve stayed over and borrowed Liam’s clothes, and I think you and I both know who really needs someone to take care of them.”
She paused, her mouth set in a thin line as realization visibly hit her. “And yeah, Fallon has been a better friend. I’ve never had to question her motives and I’ve never doubted them. She’s honest with me, which is a hell of a lot more than I can say for you! You couldn’t even tell me that the real reason you won’t go out with me is because you know I won’t be able to give you any kids. Instead, you used being friends with Liam as your excuse. Well, screw you, your future wife, and your future kids.”
Sputtering, Jameson looked at Audrey and then at me before looking at the ground, too embarrassed and ashamed by her accusations.
Audrey turned to look at me, blame sitting clearly in her eyes. “This is your fault. You could have stopped this by being nice to her. I told you, I begged you. She’s my friend, the only one who chose to be my friend all on her own and not because I’m part of some messed up gene pool, and now she’s probably so scared she won’t come to our party. She probably won’t want to leave home, period.”
The splashing sound of a rock hitting the water was followed by a roar from an irate Brenda. She was glaring at me, her anger matching Audrey’s in intensity. “She was invited? When the hell did this happen? Why? And why am I only finding out about it now? Did
you
invite her? Did you invite her to the party?”
“It happened a couple of weeks ago. And
I
invited her to
my
party, not Liam’s. Besides, it’s none of your business who I invite or why. And why are you so pissed off, Brenda?” Audrey demanded to know. “You’ve never even met her. Hell, no one wants to meet her-”
“Of course no one wants to meet her. She’s human, Audrey.” Brenda’s words were slightly slurred, her lips and teeth growing in her face as the anger took over. “That’s the difference between humans and Panthus. We don’t become friends with our food.”
“Or invite them to our birthday parties,” Jameson added, taking the opportunity given to him. “Yo, Brenda…it’s time to shave.” He tapped his upper lip and then tipped his chin up at her, laughing when the hair there thickened, the orange hair popping through like grass.
Her slurred speech turned into growls, and I grabbed her before she could claw at Jameson’s face. “Whoa, whoa Bren,” I said in as soothing a voice as I could. “There are enough scarred people on this island right now. And…I think Jameson’s already been beat up enough.”
“Yeah, by you, you jackass,” Jameson laughed before letting out a groan. “Oh, damn…I think you bruised a rib…or four. Well, at least I got you good. How’s that foot feeling?”
Brenda’s transformation completed in my arms and she became far too big to contain. As she stalked to the water’s edge, I bent down to grab Jameson, being careful not to hurt him any more than I already had and trying not to put too much weight on my right foot. My second toe had finally stopped bleeding, but the nail that had been there was gone, lost on the road somewhere. “My foot’s just fine. And you deserved it, you ass. She was just going home.”
“How do you know that?” Brenda asked in her growls.
“The same way everyone does,” Audrey said with a snort. “Because that’s where she lives. She lives by the junkyard. She had just gotten off the ferry with her mom. She came looking for me first but I was with you. Grans told me so.”
Brenda then asked where I was, and how I knew what Jameson was about to do. I looked at her and then at him, unsure of what to say. How do I explain that I’d seen her leave Grans’ restaurant and followed her? The assumptions would fly like sea spray and everything would get covered in a crust of disbelief and lies….especially my own.
Because I couldn’t admit that as hard as I had tried to ignore her, to pretend that she wasn’t there, I couldn’t. She seemed to be everywhere, even if she never went anywhere. If I knew she wasn’t around, I’d still feel her there, like some kind of ghost haunting me. Even in my sleep, she was there, her brown eyes glaring at me, daring me to do it, daring to chase her down and break her neck…
Only when I caught her, I didn’t kill her. It wasn’t her blood that I tasted. It wasn’t her scream of terror that I heard. She wasn’t running from me and she wasn’t afraid either. She was bold and fearless and she wanted me as much as I-
The pain of something hitting my head snapped me out of my thoughts.
“Jesus Christ, what the hell are you on, Liam?” Brenda was standing in the water, her torn clothes still lying on the sand, her body hidden beneath cold, blue-gray water.
I could feel the heat of embarrassment and guilt in my face. Did she know what I was thinking about? Did she see the things my mind had thrown at me?
“What?”
“I asked you what the hell do you want to do about this? You don’t want us to kill Fallon on the island, fine. So what do you want to do?”
The answer was simple. “How about we leave her alone?” If only I could follow it.
“Leave her alone? I was kinda hoping you’d be smart and say something like take her off island and then kill her. But…leave her alone? She’s a human living with us. She’s not just living on the island. She’s not vacationing here. She’s living with two of us.
“She obviously doesn’t know what the hell is going on which means that sooner or later, she will, and then it’ll be too damn late. She needs to go, Liam.” Brenda was shouting now. The water had cooled her temper enough to change her back, but it wouldn’t hold her that way for long.
“We have to be objective here-”
“Objective my ass,” I heard Audrey mumble under her breath.
“We have to be objective here,” I repeated. “We can’t go around talking about killing her. Her parents will know what happened to her and they’ll know who to blame.”
“So what?” Jameson complained. “They can blame us all they want but what are they gonna do, huh? Call the cops and turn themselves in for being Panthus? Look, if they’re smart, they’ll blame themselves for even thinking about bringing her here. Brenda’s right, man. Fallon’s cool and all for what she did, but she still doesn’t belong here and I don’t see her leaving on her own.”
“I can’t believe you guys are talking like this,” Audrey scolded. “You’re talking about my friend. You guys are talking about kidnapping and killing my friend.”
Brenda strode over to her, not caring that she was naked. “We’re
your friends, Audrey.
We’re
the only ones who understand.
We’re
the only ones who know you.”
Audrey’s eyes narrowed into slits as she glared at Brenda. “You don’t know anything. And you don’t understand anything either.” She turned her head to me and frowned. “You saved her. I don’t know why you did it and I don’t care either. Just tell me that you’re not gonna let them hurt Fallon.”
It hurt to hear the pain and disapproval in her voice. “Of course not. The rule has been driven into my brain just as much as it has everyone else, Aud, and I know what’ll happen if any of us-” I made sure Jameson and Brenda both saw and heard me “-breaks it. I saved Fallon despite her being what she is because I don’t want any of that to happen to us.”
My sister pushed herself up and then flipped over, crawling away on the palms of her hands. But she stopped long enough to look me in the eye and hiss, “You’re a liar, Liam Mace. You know you did it because of
who
she is.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
FALLON
 
 
Strapped to the back of my bike were two boxes, each one wrapped in cartoon wrapping paper that we’d had since my fifth birthday. I thought it would be fun to use it, kind of like a gag gift, but as I pulled up to Audrey’s house, the street facing it lined with cars and trucks, I felt stupid. Most parties I’d gone to before had balloons and streamers and music blasting so loud you could hear it a couple of blocks up the street.
The Mace house was different. The only sound I could hear was the blaring of the ferry announcing its noon arrival. I hesitated, the last bits of doubt lingering at the edge of my mind where they were loudest.
If I went inside, I’d be surrounded by people I didn’t know who would each look at me and speculate whether or not I was really there for Audrey or for Liam. Because, I admitted to myself, just the sight of Liam’s truck brought flashes of memory back to me and all I could see were hazel eyes and sweat dripping down his chest.
“Come on, Fallon,” I said to myself. “This is not the hardest thing you’ve had to do. You know that.”
With a new resolve, I untied the boxes from the bike and headed up the porch. The front door was open and I walked in. I heard laughter coming from the kitchen so I headed straight toward it, and then spotted faces outside in the back.
“Fallon!” Audrey was wheeling herself toward me, a large smile on her face. “You made it! And you’re on time!”
“That’s such a loser thing to do,” I said, laughing.
“Yeah, well, I was a whole sixteen years early for this day so, you know, get in line.” She grabbed the presents from me, raising a dark eyebrow when she felt their weight and read the tags. “You got a present for Liam, too?”
I shrugged. “It would’ve been rude not to.”
She placed the boxes on two separate tables, each one piled with present wrapped in newspaper, foil, and even plastic bags. “Come on, I’m gonna introduce you to my friends.”
I followed her toward the group of kids gathered around a small bonfire that had been built behind the house. It blazed inside a circle of rocks and gave off such a tremendous heat, I could feel myself already sweating. I looked down at my clothes, my leggings and tunic suddenly far too hot and dressy for the party. I also realized right then that I’d forgotten to apply my deodorant before I’d left the house.
Great. I was going to meet them smelling like some jockstrap.
“Fallon, this is Lola, Mark, Yvonne, Shay, Sparky, and Jaz.”
I looked at them and tried my best to remember their names and faces. Jaz had the same dark skin as Mom and Dad, her face long, her eyes grey and probing. Sparky was paler than anyone I’d ever met before, with light blond hair that was pulled tight against her scalp so that her pale blue eyes looked almond shaped, giving her an almost fairy-like appearance.
Shay, it was obvious to see, was Sparky’s brother. His hair was short and spiked, but still that same ghostly blond color as his sister’s. Mark, standing in complete contrast to Sparky, had dark hair and dark blue eyes that looked deeper than they should. Yvonne stood taller than the rest, her hair cut close to her scalp and bleached to a white gold. Her dark eyebrows betrayed the truth of the color as her dark amber eyes looked me over with a casual glance.
I recognized Lola’s bright pink hair and dark green eyes right away. “Lola…you work at the pancake place, right? Kimble’s?”
Lola nodded. “Yeah.” That was it. She turned to talk to Mark, who didn’t even bother responding to me when I started to tell him hello. The others turned away as well, joining a smaller group of kids who all had their backs turned to us. Audrey gave me an embarrassed and disappointed sigh.
“I’m sorry. They’re kinda protective of me and…well…”
I smiled at her and squeezed her shoulder. “They think that whatever it was your brother told them is the truth, that I totally suck, and you’re just defending me because you’re a nice person.”
She laughed nervously. “If only it was that simple.”
“Look, don’t worry about it. I’ve gone through this a dozen times already; I’m the professional new kid, remember? Besides, I don’t hang out with them so they don’t know me. Wait till we start school. Things will change.”
Whether she believed me or not, I didn’t know. She just looked like she was stuck somewhere between cussing everyone out and bursting into tears, and I felt bad that me showing up was the cause of it. I was ready to offer to leave so that she’d feel more comfortable around her friends but then she made this sound that was like a laugh trapped in a sob.
“You’re too much, you know that? My friends treat you like crap because…well, who cares why. It doesn’t matter why because they’re the ones looking stupid and missing out. And here you are, all ready to give them a second chance even though none of them deserve one. It’s wrong, Fallon. It’s wrong that they don’t trust you like I do.”
“No one ever trusts the new kid,” I reminded her.
“Yeah, well, everyone always underestimates the kid in the wheelchair,” she said, this time the laugh more obvious. “They think we’re all weaklings but give us a head start and we’ll run all of them down and do it laughing.”
Suddenly, I remembered what happened on the road. I could still feel the friction of the tongue on my cheek and the rush of fear in my chest as I began to tell her everything that happened on the road. I even told her about the cat licking me and sniffing my hair. I waited for her reaction, expecting her to be surprised or frightened, but instead she looked almost bored, as if she’d heard the story before.
“I’m just glad you’re okay,” she told me when I asked why she was so quiet.
“Oh. Okay.”
Audrey looked at me and then paused, her mouth open mid-word, before her voice came out, slightly sad yet also hopeful. “To be honest, I didn’t think you’d come at all, you know. I actually believed that you wouldn’t, and…after hearing about what happened, I’m kinda surprised that you did.”
I laughed nervously, the sound louder than it should have been as I realized that we were the only ones having a conversation. I could feel the dozen pairs of eyes burning into my skin, but one burned hotter. I knew it without turning my head to confirm it. But I
did
turn my head.
Hazel eyes watched me from hooded lids, and when he saw me looking back, he let out a curse, his lids lowering as annoyance turned the gold of his eyes so dark, his pupils seemed to double in size. But he didn’t look away. And neither did I.
“My brother’s kind of stubborn,” Audrey said beside me.
“Kind of? That’s like me saying this rock’s
kind of
surrounded by water.”
Audrey’s laughter let loose this time, free and rich, not caring that we were the center of everyone’s attention. “He likes you. He might not be able to admit it, but he does.”
“Yeah. It’s so obvious. The bruises I had on my ass after he pushed me that first day told me so,” I laughed along with her.
Against my better judgment, I walked toward him. With each step I took that he didn’t leave, I grew braver. He was only a couple of yards ahead of me, and my feet were moving faster than normal. Seconds, it would take only seconds to reach him and maybe, maybe try to start again. That would be nice, I admitted to myself. If I wanted to be really honest, it would be more than nice. I felt my mouth curve up into a smile and then my lips parted as I made an attempt to speak.
“Hello, Li-”
He walked away. Well…limped, actually. His face was hard, his arm extended behind him, his hand holding tightly to a girl with rich, brown hair and piercing green eyes. I knew who she was, but even if I didn’t, it wouldn’t take much to know that she was warning me away, her grip on his hand as sure a sign as anything that he was hers and I had no chance at anything with him…not even friendship. Brenda was pretty. But, more than that, she was confident.
She knew that Liam didn’t like me and the smile on her face, small and almost undetectable to anyone not looking for it, told me that she would do everything she could to make sure that dislike stayed permanent. And she would win.
She knew it and, more importantly, I did, too.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
LIAM
 
 
I’ve been eighteen for only eight hours and already I feel like I’m a hundred years old. Or, maybe it’s the fact that turning eighteen changed the way I experienced everything. Everything smelled differently now. Everything looked different. Things even smelled different.
The minute I turned eighteen, everything changed around me. I felt it, the physical change. Every muscle in my body seemed to clench up at the same time, like a full-body cramp that didn’t want to end. I was lying on the floor, surrounded, feeling more like a circus freak than a man.
Brenda had shown up to help, despite the fight at the maze. She’d been through the change already, and knew what to expect. “I didn’t want you to think I didn’t care,” she said quietly as she laid down beside me.
Jameson had showed up, too, and helped to hold me down to keep me from hurting myself or someone else when the pain gripped my body so hard, I couldn’t control what it wanted to do.
Audrey…she wasn’t really talking to me after what happened at the maze, but she knew she needed to be there with me. She held my head when the pain first hit, spreading like a stain through my body. She didn’t say anything, but she did keep her eyes on mine. It was probably how she looked at me when she was having her episodes, only she was braver; she always had been.
She never made a sound when it was her, but she was always the stronger one. I screamed. I screamed like I was ten years old again and afraid of dying in that damn car. It had been a long time since I felt pain that bad. I swore I felt the scar on my face rip open, and as my scream turned into gurgles, I was almost positive that I was drowning in my own blood.
It felt like my skin was being ripped off layer by layer, while my muscles were slowly burning underneath. Blood isn’t supposed to curdle, but that’s what I was sure was happening as everything just grew hotter and hotter. Every breath, every blink was an earthquake of pain.
For over three straight hours my body went through the storm of changes like every other Panthus before me. On the floor in Audrey’s room, everything changed. I used to be a cat in a boy’s body. By the time it was all over, I was a man in a panther’s.
One thing about changing, though, is that it’s easy to get distracted by things and how different they were from what I imagined. I knew I’d be able to tell that Brenda was nearby just by the sound of her heart beating. I knew that the smell of her would change because I’d be smelling what was inside her instead of what was on her.
What I didn’t expect was that I’d be able to smell how someone felt. It wasn’t subtle, either. Brenda’s jealousy had a smell, like friction-heated skin. Audrey’s disappointment smelled like the end of a pier, where everything is drenched with salty water and dark with the weight of it.
The smell of smoke and irritation, on the other hand, are exactly the same, and anyone standing within five feet of me today would know just by inhaling that I was irritated.
The joint birthday parties had been Audrey’s idea. She wanted to celebrate it together because that’s how it had been when we were kids, before Mom died. She wanted to start over, she said. So I gave in and said okay. That was before the attack on Fallon. Now, it was just us trying not to disappoint our friends.
Dad didn’t tell us we couldn’t have it. The only thing he wanted was for everything to be cleaned up and dinner made when he came home. If he stayed out as long as he had for the past week, he’d be back well after dinner, which meant that the party could last until after dark.
Normally, that would’ve been great; nothing but friends and fire and maybe even some wine coolers if someone could find any to sneak in. But with Audrey not speaking to me or any of my friends, and her friends doing the same, great was the last thing this party was gonna be.
And then Fallon showed up, turning the party from not great to full of suck. Audrey tried to introduce her to her friends, but they weren’t open to accepting her and I knew that it was mostly my fault. The only upside was that after Fallon came, everyone else found a common target. It was easy to hate Fallon, especially when she was pretty much everything Audrey talked about now, as if she was the only thing Audrey thought about.
What made it worse was that if I wasn’t paying attention, if I wasn’t going out of my way to make sure it didn’t happen, Fallon was all I thought about, too.
Her smell would be all over the house after she’d visit. I’d have to go upstairs to escape it, and then when I was in my room, I’d find reasons to go back downstairs, like some kind of junkie looking for a fix. I’d hunt around the kitchen and the sofas trying to find where her scent was strongest and then I’d stand there like an idiot, inhaling. Audrey caught me doing it once, but said nothing.
Maybe if she had, I wouldn’t feel so damn guilty now, with Fallon so near and my senses picking up everything about her. She always smelled like apples, but now I could smell the blood in her, the sweetness to it.
“It’s always the fruit you can’t have that tastes the sweetest,” Brenda said with a huff. I reminded her quietly that we’d all agreed to leave her alone, for Audrey’s sake.
“Audrey’s friend is starting to cramp my style,” she muttered before turning to speak to Jameson about school starting up again.
Ignored, I watched Audrey and Fallon talk. I could hear them and see how close they’d become in such a short time. Audrey laughed more than she ever had before, and she smiled more, too. I never really thought Audrey had been sad or depressed, but I could see now that happy wasn’t exactly what she’d been either.
It was a heavy feeling knowing that it took a human to make my sister feel this way. And then when Fallon turned her head and looked at me, I cursed under my breath because damn her and those brown eyes…she made me feel things, too.
She continued to talk to Audrey, but she never looked away. I heard what they were saying, but I didn’t care. I was too busy trying to understand why her eyes were so different. They were ordinary brown, nothing special about them, really. How many hundreds of girls came onto the rock with brown eyes and all I ever wanted to do was see them skinned.
But her brown eyes made me stop breathing. They made me stop thinking. It was like some sick game being played with my head and I wanted out of it because I knew I’d lose. I didn’t know what losing meant, but if I had to spend another second with my eyes locked with hers, I’d find out.
So when she came up to me, her voice getting ready to say my name, I couldn’t let her finish. I couldn’t let her see just how close I was to crossing that line. So I walked away.
I was surprised to feel Brenda’s hand in mine as she followed, her grip tight. I knew she smelled the fear in me. I could only hope she thought that I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to keep myself from tearing Fallon apart instead of…instead of what? What did I want to do?
My head started pounding at the question, but answering it wasn’t something I wanted to do. I just…
“Hey, let’s open some presents,” Brenda shouted as we approached the tables covered with what looked like someone’s trash. Old newspapers and bags, even an old coffee can held our birthday presents. Only one present on my table had actual wrapping paper around it; it didn’t take much to know who it was from, and I frowned when I saw the same paper on Audrey’s table.
“Presents!” some of my friends whooped. Everyone gathered around as I stood behind the one tagged as mine, while Audrey wheeled herself in front of hers.
“I’m going first, since I’m the pretty one,” Audrey laughed. Her friends, distracted by the idea of seeing Audrey open their gifts, forgot about Fallon and crowded in beside her. For a moment, she looked like she belonged. No one looking in would think any different…until they smelled her.
“Ooh, this one is from my dad. He told me this morning to open his first.”
She tore at the newspaper and let out a shriek. She showed everyone the box and we all hooted in response; Dad had shelled out some serious dough to get her a brand new MP3 player. She’d been begging for one for years, but Dad had never had the money.
“I am so gonna cook him a good dinner tonight,” Audrey said with a laugh as she put the box aside and reached for my gift to her. It was wrapped in a black trash bag, but she didn’t care. She pulled out two huge hubcaps that I’d modified to fit her wheelchair. I’d even painted them her favorite color.
“Okay, this totally kicks tail,” she said to me with a laugh, forgetting her anger at me for a brief moment. “I’ll have the sickest looking ride on the rock. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, Aud,” I said with a smile, glad that I’d done something right at least.
She continued to open present after present, until finally the only one left was Fallon’s. Audrey carefully peeled apart the taped edges of the wrapping paper, the box so large it took up most of her lap. The box was plain, but it was taped, too, and Audrey took her time getting it open. When she pulled back the cardboard flaps, she looked in and then looked at Fallon, obviously confused.
“What it is?” I heard Lola ask.
Audrey pulled out a helmet. I knew right away it was an old motorcycle helmet. Or, at least, it was meant to look old. “What’s it for?” she asked, looking at Fallon.
“My dad and I’ve been working on a tandem car for one of his bikes. As soon as it’s completed, I’m going to take you for a ride in it and you’re gonna need your own helmet, so I got one for you.”
I watched as Audrey’s eyes sparkled. “You’re gonna take me on a motorcycle ride?”
Fallon’s head bobbed up and down, her smile reaching from ear to ear. “Just ‘cause you can’t walk, that doesn’t mean you can’t ride.”
Audrey wheeled herself to Fallon and wrapped her arms around her. Fallon returned the hug, and immediately I could feel the discomfort in the room. I was the only one who felt, different, almost…jealous.
Brenda must have noticed. “Okay, okay, enough with the sappy crap. It’s time for my baby’s presents!” She handed me her present first. “Happy birthday, baby.”
The magazine wrapping was easy to remove from the small package. “Hey, a wallet!”
“Open it.”
The wallet was light tan, and opened up to reveal a photo of Brenda and me taken a few months ago at prom. “Thanks, baby,” I said, kissing her lightly on the corner of her mouth.
I opened Dad’s gift next and saw that he’d also gotten me an MP3 player, even though I hadn’t asked for one or even hinted at it. Jameson snorted. “Now you can listen to all your girl band songs without us seeing the hot pink CDs.”
I laughed. “That reminds me, I’ve gotta return your ultimate boy band compilation CDs.”
Jameson’s face turned an awesome shade of red, but he laughed, too. It felt good. The discomfort was gone again, and everyone was just interested in presents. We all whooped when Jameson’s gift turned out to be the wine coolers that no one else had brought. Eventually, the last present had to be opened and even though I hadn’t planned it that way, just like it had been for Audrey, Fallon’s present was last.
“Uh, so yeah, I don’t know why you got me one, but thanks,” I said, putting it aside. “I’ll open it later.”
“No, you’re gonna open it now,” Audrey and Brenda both insisted.
With a grunt, I tore apart the paper and opened the heavy box. Now I understood how Audrey felt when she’d opened her gift and learned why Fallon had chosen it. But I didn’t need to hear Fallon explain her gift. I knew why she’d bought it.
“What is it?”
“What’s in the box?”
Shoulders and bodies pushed up against me to get a better look. Sighing, I pulled out Fallon’s gift and laid it on the table.
“It’s a carburetor.”
“A what?”
Brenda looked at it, then at me, and finally at Fallon. “You bought him something for his engine?”
“No, I rebuilt it,” she said matter-of-factly, as if the idea of buying a new part alone was enough to require a tetanus shot.
“This is, like, the worst present ever. What kind of girl gives a guy an engine part? Do you think it’s going to make him like you? Like, he’s gonna be all impressed with you knowing how to pick up a wrench or something? You probably don’t know jack about rebuilding a carburetor. Look at you. What kind of girl that rebuilds carburetors wears clothes like that, huh? Go put on some overalls, you dyke.”
“What the hell, Brenda?” Audrey cursed.
Just as everyone else did, I looked at Fallon, noticing for the first time that she was wearing something that kinda looked like a metallic green dress over a pair of tight, black leather pants. She had belted the dress at her waist with what looked like silver chains, and I tried to look away but I couldn’t.
She looked like a girl...a delicious girl.
Fallon’s head tilted up, her shoulders pulling back as she eyed Brenda defiantly. “Wow, you really dug deep for that one, didn’t you? Just reached into your little insult pocket and pulled out a winner, like I’ve never been called a dyke before. Do you really think calling me a dyke’s gonna hurt my feelings? Well, just so you know, for future reference, I’d rather be called a beaver-eating, carpet-diving, pink taco-loving lesbian every damned day of my life than be called, oh, I don’t know, ‘Brenda’, even once.”
I could hear the rage boiling within Brenda, feel the vibrations of it in her skin. She was trying very hard to contain herself, and I knew that if Fallon didn’t stop talking, Brenda would stop her instead.
But Fallon couldn’t hear what I could, so she continued, her face never flinching, her voice firm. “And just in case you were wondering, my parents taught me how to rebuild engines. I built my bike from the ground up and it runs better than almost anything that’s got wheels on this island.
“If Liam doesn’t trust me or my skills enough to use the carburetor, that’s fine. He doesn’t have to use it. Trash it, give it away; I don’t care.”
Audrey spoke up angrily. “I trust you, Fallon. That should be enough. That should be more than enough for you, Brenda.”
Brenda’s body was growing hot, and I could see the hair on her arms thickening. “Well it’s not, okay? And what the hell is wrong with you, anyway? You barely know her and you’re all ready to trust her with your only brother? Look around, Audrey. No one wants her here except you. You’re the only person here who thinks she has a place here, and I’m sorry but you know you’ve got pretty bad judgment.”
“Hey!” I shouted, but Audrey cut me off.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
Brenda’s eyes flicked over to Jameson. “Do you really want me to say it out loud?”
I saw Audrey’s face, saw her eyes widen at the hint of betrayal and I was done; I’d had enough. “Dammit, Brenda, just shut up, okay? Just shut up about the whole damn thing.”
“No! No, I won’t shut up. I want to know why the hell she gave this to you. What the hell is she trying to prove here? What does she want?” Brenda yelled, the fire in her eyes leaping out with each word as she turned to look at Fallon. “What do you want?”
“It’s just a goddamn carburetor, not a freaking engagement ring. Jeez. Look, I’ll take it back, okay?” Fallon grumbled, stepping forward and reaching for the part just as I grabbed it off the table.
This was the last straw; Brenda growled before her hand lashed out like a snake striking. I reached for her, grabbing her arm and dropping the carburetor in the process. I heard a metallic clang, and then a gasp. Brenda had already stopped her lunge, her hands falling dead at her sides, my arms wrapped around her just in case. We stood there, staring at the ground. The carburetor had struck a rock stabilizing the table leg but surprisingly, the carburetor looked undamaged.
Fallon looked at her gift on the ground and then at me. Her face was flat, expressionless as her eyes darted back and forth between Audrey’s and mine. I wanted to apologize – I was going to apologize – but then she left. She mumbled a quick “I’m out of here” and then left.
Audrey called out after her. I almost did, too, but I realized before it was too late that I was still holding onto Brenda. I might not understand what the hell was going on with Fallon, but I knew better than anything that if I’d said her name, if I even breathed it, Brenda would eat me for dinner. Slowly.
But, I guess it really didn’t matter what I did at that point. The party was over. Audrey would blame me and Brenda; everyone else would blame Fallon. There was no going back.
Instead, I bent down to pick up the carburetor. The minute my fingers touched the cool metal I felt…almost possessed. A lot of work had gone into rebuilding this stupid part and Fallon had done it for me…and I wanted to know why.
“If you don’t want it, I’ll take it. Maybe I can sell it online or something,” Jameson said as he came up to look at the part in my hand.
“What are you gonna say in the description, huh?” Brenda laughed. “Lovingly rebuilt by a girl for a cat?”
“What the hell are you talking about? She hates me,” I argued, but Brenda shook it off.
“Yeah, right. Don’t tell me you didn’t smell it. The way she became nervous only around you? The way her blood heated up when she looked at you? Human or not, she’s in heat. The smell of it is so damn strong, she’s dripping with it.”
Was that it? Did she look at me the way she did because she was…because she…
“I didn’t smell anything,” Jameson said with a huff, breaking up my thoughts before extending his hand out to me. “So? You gonna let me have it or what?”
Heavy. That’s what it felt like. The part in my hand, Brenda’s observation, the way the knowledge that Fallon had spent hours to make something just for me…it all felt heavy. A ton of just…stuff sitting right on top of my chest and it wouldn’t move. It just got heavier the more I thought.
“Yo. Liam. Can I have the carburetor?”
Slowly, I took in a breath. It was like sucking in mud through one of those damn coffee straws at Grans’ place. My hands grabbed the box that the part had come in and I put the carburetor inside. I folded the lid down and tucked the flaps back into place. Everything was done carefully before I looked at Jameson and shook my head. “No, man. I’m keeping it.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
FALLON
 
 
Stupid.
Stupid, stupid, stupid.
Stupid, dumb, brain-dead idiot.
I couldn’t stop thinking it or even shouting it out loud into the wind as I rode my bike home. It was stupid to go to the party. It was stupid to spend so much time on Liam’s gift. It was a stupid gift.
“Gah! I’m such a bonehead!”
Why didn’t I realize he’d hate my gift? I thought I was being smart. I thought if I gave him the carburetor he’d see I wasn’t just some girl pretending to like cars. Instead, he looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. He looked at me as if I was wearing some kind of “I hate penises” sign on my forehead.
“So what?” I shouted to no one. “So what if I did? What does it matter what he thinks about me?”
Because I like him.
“I do not!”
Yes…I do.
“No, I don’t!”
I shouted this as I pulled into the shop behind our house.
“Don’t what?”
I cut the engine and looked at Dad as he squatted beside the Triumph, the sidecar’s braces positioned against the bike’s frame, ready to be attached. “What?”
“Don’t what? You come in here screaming at the top of your lungs that you don’t…what?”
Dad’s puzzled expression was mixed with amusement, and he waited until I’d climbed off my bike and pulled my helmet off my head before handing me a socket wrench. I took it and grunted as I squatted beside him. “Nothing.”
I didn’t like lying to him. I tried not to, but the growing reality was that I sometimes had no choice. I couldn’t understand any of the thoughts in my head so how could I explain them to him? How could I tell him that I’d just had an argument with myself over something so stupid?
Dad’s sigh was long and exasperated. “You know, when your mom talks to herself, it’s only when things are really bad that she starts answering back. I’m not going to ask what happened because you’re just like her and, let’s face it, she scares me. So, I’m going to go inside and have some lunch. If you’re not done hitching this sidecar up by dinner, you’ll leave me no choice but to disown you completely because your ability to put things together is the only thing I can take any credit for.”
I frowned at him, shaking my head in disagreement. “You know that’s not true. Mom taught me how to do that, too.”
He threw his hands up, laughing. “I give up!”
He ruffled my hair before leaving, and I grasped the wrench in my hand tightly, feeling the weight of it, loving the feel of the cool metal against my palm. It was automatic; the minute my fingers curled around the wrench, I calmed down. It was like I was in a trance.
Quietly, I began to work around the bike and sidecar. The assembly was pretty cut and dry, with several u-shaped clamps that attached the struts to the bike’s frame already in place and waiting for the struts. Dad had already positioned and adjusted everything so all I needed to do was insert a few bolts, adjust the angles of the struts, and insure proper torque when tightening everything. It was as easy as baking a cake.
Or, at least it would be if I baked.
Dad didn’t come back from lunch, not that I expected him to. He always left me to finish a project. It was the only way I’d learn, he said. It was the only way any of us learned anything. He had told me before what needed to be done, and told me how I had to do it. It was up to me to remember and know exactly what he was talking about. Sometimes…I didn’t know.
“A machine is just like life, kitten,” he said once when I was ten, lying beneath the old truck as he showed me how to change the oil. “It takes a lot of little parts and experiences to make up someone, and then you’ve gotta take care of those parts. When something’s gone all wrong inside you, you’ve gotta take care of it. I take care of real engines, but I know that it takes a lot more care to fix a person on the inside.
“There’s gonna come a time when you’ll need that kind of fixing-”
“Oh, I already had that talk with Mom. I’ll just use a pad until I’m old enough to use a tampon.”
My response had silenced him faster than anything I’d ever been able to do before. Even falling out of a tree and breaking my ankle at six hadn’t made him fall so quiet so fast. But that was what I’d wanted. I knew he was going to start rambling like he always did, and he’d end up forgetting what it was he’d starting talking about and then before we knew it, the truck would be in pieces. Again.
So I did what I’d seen Mom do a thousand times before. And it worked.
But right now, hearing him go on and on about philosophical-type things would be better than what was going on in my head now that there was nothing else to do.
“Idle hands are the devil’s playthings,” Mom would probably say; it was her favorite random quote.
“Who said that?” I had asked once.
“Dr. Seuss,” she replied with a straight face.
I learned later where the saying came from, but Mom always insisted that everything she ever quoted came from him, and for us, it worked. So, I decided to put old Dr. Seuss’ advice to work and began finding things to do. Things that wouldn’t leave me with any time to think about the party, or the look on Liam’s face when he saw my-
“Oh, screw him. Screw him and his truck and his carburetor. Screw his mildew-eyed girlfriend. Screw his eyes, and his…muscles. Screw him for throwing my gift on the ground. Screw him for making me never want to see him again.”
I threw the socket wrench in my hand at the wall. The old wood was no match against the heavy tool and a hole appeared where the wrench flew through it. I saw the light stream through, and then an eye appeared, golden and wide with surprise.
“Remodeling?”
Mom.
She walked around and stood at the entrance to the shop, looking at me with a knowing smile and a plate of food in her hand. “Dad said you were having a little one-on-one with yourself but he didn’t say it had turned into a fistfight.”
“You think I’m crazy, right?” I asked as I took the plate of food. Fried chicken and mashed potatoes covered the surface, a cob of corn resting on top of it all, glistening with melted butter.
She shook her head. “Crazy? No. Not really. Not a lot. Okay, maybe just a tiny bit.”
“Mom!”
She laughed and tugged at my earlobe. “Does any of this have to do with the party?”
“What makes you say that?” I asked before taking a bite out of a drumstick, the sharp crunch of the skin sounding a lot better than her question had.
“Well, let’s see. You left less than two hours ago but you’ve been in here almost an hour, you haven’t changed out of your favorite pants or top and now they’re covered in grease, and you’ve got Dad telling me to come and talk to you.
“So, either something pretty crappy happened at the party or you’re on drugs and about ready to sell Dad’s bike to pay for your next fix.”
“Mom!” I groaned with a mouth full of food.
“What? I watch the news.”
I rolled my eyes at her explanation. “I’m not on drugs; not the good kind, anyway.”
“Okay, so obviously it’s not drugs. Want to tell me what happened? How’d the party go?”
I kept chewing. The taste of batter and spices was much more interesting to me than what was going on in my head. And it felt better, too.
“It went that well, huh?” She didn’t wait for me to respond. She walked around the sidecar, inspecting my work, nodding in approval. “I know it’s hard, Fallon. It’s not easy for these kids either, you know, seeing a new face.”
“Oh, come on, Mom,” I grumbled as I inspected the corn cob. “They see new faces every day. This place is full of tourists. They get smiles and they get jokes and then they get to leave.”
Mom straightened her back, her head cocking to the side. “And that’s why they hate them so much, Fallon. The tourists come here, yeah. But they also get to leave. And when these rock kids look at you, they see that you get to leave, too.”
My snort flew food out of my mouth. “There isn’t anything keeping these people here! The ferry runs a billion times a day! Anyone can leave this rock. You and Dad did it. They can do it, too. There’s no reason why anyone has to stay here.”
The expression on Mom’s face had no name. It wasn’t doubt, or disbelief. It wasn’t sadness or disappointment. It was more like…a little bit of everything with a blank spot in the middle. She didn’t smile, she didn’t frown. She didn’t even blink. She just…looked at me. “Baby, there’s going to come a day when you realize that we don’t always have the same choices.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
LIAM
 
 
The small islands that we passed looked like the backs of turtles floating on the surface of the water. No one lived there; nothing lived there. Dozens of them dotted the way to the ferry’s next stop. They were uninteresting but the trogs kept taking pictures of them anyway. Anything for a picture. At least tonight, they had the fireworks.
“Why do you think they did it?” Jameson had his back to the water. He was watching the trogs, his eyes searching, his mouth opening and closing. “Why do you think they just couldn’t accept it?”
“Couldn’t accept what?” I asked, counting the number of flashes that happened on either side of us.
“You know, the fact that they couldn’t have kids? My dad said that when they came back before they adopted her, Lola’s parents and even Brenda’s offered to give them a couple of their younger ones. Hell, my dad said that your mom even begged them to take you. Hah. Can you imagine? You and Fallon, brother and sister?”
He laughed at the idea. Maybe a month ago I’d have laughed, too; maybe even a week ago. But today, the only thing I could do was stare at him with my mouth pulled tight in confusion. Being brother and sister would be a lot less complicated than what was between us.
“Dude, they obviously didn’t think this whole thing through. I keep thinking about what’ll happen if she finds out and tells everyone. It’ll be like something out of one of those sci-fi movies; men in giant white condoms will come here and probe and dissect us like aliens.” Jameson screwed up his face as he spoke, his eyes crossing and his teeth bared as a blonde girl walked by, a sly smile forming on her face when she caught Jameson watching.
“Want to dissect her?” he asked with a nudge.
“You know,” I said, ignoring the girl, “Fallon’s lived with her parents for a pretty long time. If she hasn’t found out the truth about her parents by now, she probably never will.”
How had Fallon’s parents managed to keep their secret from her for so long? She’d been here less than a week before she’d almost learned everything. If I hadn’t shown up when I did, she’d have seen the truth in Audrey and then she’d see the truth in me.
“She’s lived with them in her world, though. They had to be careful all the time. Now that they’re back on the rock-”
I shook my head. “Now that they’re back, they’ll be more careful than ever. They have to be. We all have to be.”
Jameson’s scoff was loud and thick. “Screw that. I’m not gonna change because they decided to get a pet.”
“Then do it for Audrey.”
The sound of a hiss was the last thing I expected to come out of Jameson. His anger was even more surprising. “Do it for Audrey? Why do you think we want Fallon gone? Ever since she showed up, all she’s done is make things worse for Audrey. She’s the reason Audrey had that last attack. You know it and I know it. And you saw her face when Fallon left today. You saw what that did to her. What the hell, dude? How’d you go from wanting to tear her heart out to guarding it in a month?”
I didn’t know. I didn’t know what it meant or how it had happened so fast. Everything that I hated about Fallon was also everything that I couldn’t stop thinking about. If I admitted it, all this thinking was driving me-
“Crazy, man. All of this is just crazy. Audrey’s obsessed with her and you’ve gone soft. If you keep this up, Brenda’s gonna drop you like an addiction. She might even start looking at me and you know I won’t be able to resist her delicate nature.”
It was impossible not to laugh at that. The idea that Brenda would break up with me and move on to Jameson was one thing. But to call her delicate? She was as delicate as a hurricane. Everything about her was sharp and powerful. Hunting with her was a competition and not just a trip for food. She always wanted the biggest catch, and with her looks she could bring them in without giving a chase.
But Brenda loved the chase. It was her favorite part, above everything else. The last time I’d gone hunting with her, she’d spotted her kill before we’d even boarded the ferry. She flirted with it, learned its name, and even found out what it liked to eat. She let it ask her to go with it somewhere, and did. She followed it until she was sure it was safe to change.
Brenda changing was beautiful. The way her body would start to stretch and thicken, and the way her fur shimmered over her body as it came through her skin like a wave of golden-brown light was always such a turn on. She’d roar deeply and richly as the muscles in her back pulled apart her shoulders so that when she landed on fully-formed paws, she was three times wider and longer than before.
Her head would tower above her mesmerized prey. To them, she was a combination of terrifying beast and beautiful charmer. They didn’t know what was happening; they didn’t know what those sharp teeth tearing through her gums would do to their bodies. They didn’t know that those black gums would clamp over their skin and trap any blood that spilled out as she bit through their throats and crushed their windpipes. They didn’t know that those big, green eyes would never blink – not once – so that they wouldn’t miss a thing.
All her prey knew was their own fear as it blended with the confusion and disbelief that filled their insides, choking them with all of the emotions and thoughts that grip you, strangle you just as the realization hits that you’re going to die.
Brenda loved the smell of fear. She loved the frantic drum of hearts racing in terror. She thrilled at the sound of cries for help. She encouraged it. I’d follow her as she chased her prey from room to room, or from tops of trees to the roots beneath them. She would claw at them just enough to spill their blood, just enough to give her a sample of what she would taste.
And then she’d push them, harder, make them gasp for breath as they crawled away in some futile attempt to escape her. Brenda was no different from any lioness or panther: she liked to toy with her food before she ate; the perfect cat to the human mouse. But, when it was time for the kill, Brenda was merciful. It was then more than any other time that she proved she had a soft side to her.
She’d kill her prey quickly, the strength in her jaws no more noticeable than when she controlled the power of her bite so that she didn’t snap the head of her victim completely off. Instead, she’d clamp down, the weight of her head almost enough to cut off the circulation to the human’s brain. In minutes, she’d be tearing flesh from bone, forgetting the world as the bloodlust that existed in all of us took over. Feeding was the only time we were allowed to lose control. It was the only time we were allowed to truly be animals.
But even as animals, we maintained our sense of selves. Brenda was always careful and neat. She made sure that her kill was clean. Jameson was always wild and reckless. He always left a path of destruction behind him during his chase. It wasn’t unheard of to see his prey lose an arm or a pint of blood before Jameson finally killed it, spending more time afterward cleaning up his mess than he did actually hunting.
I followed my dad’s way of hunting: Quick, fast, and clean, but always make sure to taste the blood first. It was the only way to be sure that the flesh I’d be eating wasn’t tainted with drugs or worse…disease.
Hunting with Brenda was always strictly about the kill. She wouldn’t talk to me or even acknowledge me. Her kill and mine were separate things, like two dinners in different restaurants, on different planets. It was the only time things between us were cold and distant. As people, we were doing it like two feral cats in heat. Yowling included.
“Look, do you, you know,
like
this Fallon chick? Because if you do, that’s gonna make things pretty freaking complicated. She’s the last thing you need right now, man. You and Brenda…you’ve got a good thing together. She’s hot, she’s smart, and she’s got working parts. She loves Audrey and she loves you.
“What more do you want?” Jameson was now standing across from me, his back pressed up against the wall of the main cabin.
I scratched my head and groaned at the question. “Who said I wanted anything more? I’m not trying to get rid of Brenda. I don’t
want
to get rid of Brenda. And I don’t
like
Fallon. This is stupid.”
“If you don’t like her then what’s the deal?”
“I just… look, Fallon’s not like that blonde that you were checking out. You’ll hunt her down, kill her, and when her family starts looking for her, they won’t know where to start. They’ll think she ran away. They’ll think she was kidnapped. They’ll think she’s still alive up until it’s past the point of common sense.
“And then they’ll eventually stop and move on. That’s how humans are. They forget things; they move on; they learn to live life with one less human in their lives. It’s not like that for us and you know it. We never forget. We never move on. We never let anything go because it never lets us.”
Instinctually, my hand moved to my face, covering my scar and part of my eye. Through the slits of my fingers I stared at Jameson. He was staring after the blond girl again. She’d stopped at the end of the deck and was now looking at us, her mouth still curled up in a mischievous smile. She saw the look in Jameson’s eyes but through her own, all she saw was a want for her, a desire that made her feel wanted. It was all she needed to trust him.
We needed more than that. We needed actions, not words or looks. We needed something that we could hold in our hands, something we could feel. Like a scar.
The ferry shook, the jolt of it bumping against something vibrating through my body. I dropped my hand. We were docking. The sound of activity broke Jameson’s attention from the girl and he finally looked at me.
“Fallon’s parents won’t forget, but they won’t exactly be able to blame us, either. They put her on the island on purpose. They knew what was gonna happen. If they didn’t want her to get hurt, they wouldn’t have brought her.”
I shook my head and “They brought her here because they knew that we could be trusted. They knew we wouldn’t do anything to her. They’re one of us. What kind of Panthus would we be if we betray them for a human?”
Jameson’s mouth opened and then closed. He turned to watch the ramp slam down on the pier and said nothing for a while as cars drove off, heading onto the mainland. The blond walked by us again, her hair brushing my face as she gave Jameson one last look before heading down the stairs to leave the ferry.
“You’re right,” he said as his eyes followed the girl. “And I gotta say, I kinda like her. She’s okay looking I guess…for a human. But man, that whole fixing cars thing? That’s sexy as hell. And the way she stood up to Brenda? That takes balls.” He paused, his face paling. “Um…don’t tell Brenda I said that. I like having a set of my own that’s, you know, still attached to my body.”
He started to hum, and then laughed. “Why don’t we have a theme song?”
“What?” I asked, confused.
His laugh faded as he hummed again. “We need a theme song. Batman has a theme song. Spiderman has a theme song. We need one, too.”
Annoyed, I shook my head. “We do. It goes ‘meow-meow-meow-meow-meow, meow-meow-meow-meow’.”
“Nice to see you still got a sense of humor, Liam.” He moved from the wall and headed toward the metal stairs, his shoulders back, his chin up in that smug way that told everyone that he was about to win at a game that no one else besides him was playing.
I watched him, my feet refusing to follow. Instead, I just stood there as he kept going, disappearing below the top deck. I turned toward the pier and waited until I saw him disembark. He was following the blonde and hadn’t noticed that I wasn’t with him. I let out a sharp whistle and laughed when Jameson’s head turned with a snap.
“What the hell? Come on, dude, before the scent grows cold!” he shouted angrily.
I shook my head and raised my hand in a wave. “I’m heading back to the rock.”
He looked behind him desperately, not wanting his catch to get away. “What about dinner?”
I thought about the girl and looked ahead of him. She was standing still, her hands in her pockets, her eyes lit up with excitement as Jameson’s words carried to her. This would be the last time I saw her. This would be the last time the world saw her. For a moment, I wanted to warn her. I wanted to tell her to run away just as much as I wanted to taste her, bite into her flesh and feel the warmth of it cool in my mouth. But there was another human who was a lot more important at the moment, and I needed to know why.
“I’ve got more important stuff to do. I’ll catch you later,” I shouted, watching Jameson’s face gather up in puckered confusion before the blonde’s hand touched his shoulder and he was lost. Food came first; especially when that food was practically climbing into your lap.
My eyes continued to follow Jameson as he raised a lazy hand in farewell before walking side-by-side with the girl down the pier and disappearing past the lights and into the darkness.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
FALLON
 
 
After Mom left with my leftover chicken bones and my naked corn on the cob, I decided to work on my bike. Taking it apart and cleaning it up always helped to take my mind off of things and I really needed that. I needed to hear the sound of a socket wrench clicking, the scrape of a wire brush cleaning, the abrasive slide of a scouring pad…
Hours went by, and I didn’t notice that it had gotten dark until I stopped to stretch and blinked that slow, squeeze of the eyes that happens when you have to readjust to the light – or lack of it – around you. I must have lit a small lamp without realizing it because its orange-yellow glow stood out in the dark like a candle.
I looked at my watch, squeezing the sides to light its face and the green glow read half-past nine. My fingers were stiff, and I knew I was completely covered in grease. The strong, orange scent of the soap I’d used to wash my hands with wasn’t enough to mask the odor of sweat and dirt and grease.
It was a great feeling.
With a groan, I stood up and headed toward the house. The porch light was on, but the rest of the house was dark. Mom and Dad were probably getting ready for bed. Dinner would be waiting for me in the microwave as usual; I’d returned to my normal routine and so had they.
The sky was glittered with Fourth of July fireworks, and I was less than ten feet away from the house when I felt it, that uneasy, cold feeling of someone watching you. It was dark, but I couldn’t see anything or anyone. I inhaled deeply, and then held my breath the way Dad had taught me so that I could listen for any sounds near me, anything that would tell me who – or what – was out there. Nothing but quiet filled my ears.
Slowly, I took a step forward. Gravel and grass beneath my feet made loud crunching noises as my boots made contact. I exhaled quickly and then inhaled again and listened. Again, all I heard was silence. There wasn’t even a breeze. Everything was still.
“Who’s there?” I called out into the dark.
I could feel the eyes burning into my skin from every angle, turning the hair on my arms into spikes and the sweat clinging to me into icicles. “Who’s out there?”
The sound of breathing finally emerged from the silence, and I felt my heart jump straight into my throat. Its pounding made it difficult for me to hear anything over it, and I tried to calm myself down but it became impossible when the breathing wasn’t just a sound anymore but a…a feeling, a sweep of hot, moist air against the back of my neck.
I screamed, and reaction became the only thing I understood. In a burst of speed, my arm flew backward, bent at the elbow and sharp. The jolt ran through me like a cold stab, and I felt fingers clench around my elbow and my arm, squeezing me firmly.
Mom had been adamant that I learn how to defend myself if someone tried to hurt me, and everything she taught me, everything she’d spent most of my life teaching me, became as automatic to me as breathing. My foot picked up and then fell, hard, on the instep of person behind me. I spun around, my fingers curled up tight against my palm as I aimed for a throat. It didn’t matter who it belonged to as long as a strong strike could bring that person down.
“Whoa, Fallon, calm down. It’s me!”
My fist hit a strong palm just as that familiar voice reached my ears. I was breathing quickly and heavily in a mixture of fear and excitement, the sound of my panting filling up the quiet of the night that had hidden him. Him: a face that made everything inside of me turn hot and cold at the same time. Even in the dark, I could see the yellow-gold of his hair and the pale blue of his eyes.
“Josh,” I breathed before he dropped his hand and reached for me, his arms strong and fast.
I wrapped my arms around him and held him as close to me as I could. His familiar face and his voice, his smell, his heat…I’d never felt so comforted and didn’t realize just how much I needed it.
“Jesus, girl, you almost turned me into a corpse. What’s got you so spooked, huh?”
His voice was so tender, so soft, I could have cried,
if
I cried. “Shut-up for a minute,” I scolded, just wanting to feel him,
needing
to feel him.
He laughed, but continued to hold me close to him, pressing my head against his shoulder, breathing in slow, hot breaths against my hair. This was how we’d left each other when he’d gone to boot camp. It wasn’t meant to be a goodbye – that’s what we told ourselves and each other – but we hadn’t seen each other or heard each other’s voices for half a year. The only communication we had was through the cold, black and white reality that was email or texting.
I used to look at his pictures and worry that I’d forget what he looked like. As more time would pass, I became more and more convinced that he didn’t look that way anymore. But here he was, still tall, still handsome, still sweet-voiced and gentle. He was the first person I loved completely on my own. I thought nothing could or would tear us apart, and yet I was proven wrong over and over again.
But Josh and I always found a way back to each other, like nothing had happened, like nothing had changed and no time had passed between us. Except this time, it was easy to sense that something was missing between us. It wasn’t a surprise to either of us and almost immediately, Josh brought it up, pulling away just enough so that he could look into my eyes to prove his sincerity.
“Fall, you know that I regret more than anything that I wasn’t there for you. I wish you’d have waited for me.”
Even now, I could still hear the sadness and bitterness in his voice. “Josh, it’s alright. I’m over it.”
“But I’m not,” he insisted. “You had to go through all of that alone. I should have been there with you.”
“I didn’t go through it alone,” I said, finally admitting to something that he didn’t know.
“But…”
Sighing, I eased myself away from him, the sigh turning into a groan when I felt the tug of his clothes against mine as the grease that covered me clung to his shirt and refused to let go without force. “My mom knows. She’s the one who came with me.”
Even in the dark I could see Josh’s face turn pale. “She knows?” When I nodded, his hand slapped against his forehead. “That’s why she acted like she wanted to bite my head off. God, Fallon, why didn’t you tell me she knew?”
I shrugged, and answered him honestly. “Because I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”
His reaction hurt to see, but no amount of pain on his face could match what I’d felt that day six months ago when he was gone, pursuing his dream while I sat in a waiting room with my disappointed mom, filling out forms so that I could have an abortion. I’d felt stupid and guilty, the consequences of thinking that you couldn’t get pregnant on your first try as obvious and real as two blue lines on a nine dollar piece of plastic you pissed on while terrified in the bathroom.
“You’re my best friend. You’re the only person I’ve ever been with, the only person I’ve ever felt close to. You knew I was coming back. You knew that.”
I shook my head angrily. “No, I didn’t. You said that us being together before you left was the only thing that would make it easier for you to be away from me. I gave up my virginity to you. I got pregnant because of it and when I said I didn’t want to have it, you said you’d be there with me.
“You promised and then you never showed. Mom told me to forget about you but I couldn’t. And I didn’t. And even though sometimes it felt like I hated you, I kept on writing to you because I didn’t want to be-”
“Like me,” he finished for me, knowing what I was going to say; he always did. “I couldn’t come, Fallon. If I could have, I would’ve been right by your side the whole time. It killed me that I couldn’t be there for you; that you were going through it all by yourself.”
“But you still could’ve called,” I reminded him, feeling the fear and pain of disappointment all over again.
“I didn’t call because I was scared. I didn’t know how to deal with any of it, and I so didn’t know what to say to you so I just…didn’t. I’ve never not known what to say to you before, and I know that’s not an excuse but it’s all I got. I was an ass, Fallon, a complete ass.”
“You’re right,” I agreed.
“I guess it’s stupid now to ask if you’ll ever forgive me.”
“Of course I forgive you. Why do you think I haven’t set you on fire yet?”
He chuckled and reached out to touch my chin. “You do that just by smiling.”
I was amazed at how easily he could make my stomach fill with flutters. It was so familiar, so enjoyable; I didn’t want the feeling to stop. “You’re a liar, you know; you always know what to say.”
“So…if I tell you that I missed your voice and your emails this past month, you’d…”
Laughing, I stepped closer to him and grabbed his waist. “I’d tell you that maybe you should have come to visit sooner.” I bolted from him, heading back toward the shop when he caught me and spun me around, our laughter mixing together as the sound of crickets chirping around us sounded like miniature applause.
Josh stopped suddenly and put me down. “You know what? I totally forgot to send you your birthday present.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. “Here.”
“What is it?” I asked as I pushed the lid off and pulled out another small box.
“It’s an engagement ring,” he answered casually.
“Shut-up! As if my Mom needed another reason to want to kill you,” I hissed.
He laughed and took the box from my shaking fingers. “Don’t worry. I remember what you said when I enlisted-”
“And the threats. Don’t forget the threats,” I reminded him.
“Yeah, my balls are still hiding somewhere beneath my kidneys after that,” he laughed. “It’s a keychain. See? I had it engraved.”
Inside the smaller box was a metal circle attached to a silver ring. Using his cell phone, Josh lit up the small surface so I could see what he’d had engraved. I looked at him and blinked away the annoying stinging. “You remembered.”
“It was my first kiss, too.”
“You keep saying that, but I don’t believe you.”
He laughed again, this time more softly. “I know. But it’s true. Just like you were the first person I’ve ever been with.”
I felt a burst of sadness wash over me as a question I’d never thought I’d ask slipped past my lips and into the air. “Have you been with anyone else since…?”
He was quiet. I knew what quiet meant. “You don’t have to answer,” I said quickly but he shook his head and sighed, the sound of guilt and defeat.
“I met a girl. It wasn’t…it wasn’t serious, but it wasn’t unserious either.”
My head bounced once, understanding. “You and her…”
His head mimicked mine, bouncing in confirmation. “It was just once. It really didn’t mean anything.”
I laughed. I was surprised at it, and so was he. “It didn’t mean anything? Josh, if you’re gonna do it with someone it should mean something.”
Josh’s eyes widened, his mouth dropping open in surprise. “You’re not mad. Why?”
Why? I closed my eyes and the reason why was there, plain as if it was standing right in front me. Hazel eyes, dark, midnight hair, and a scar that looked more like a smile than anything that had actually formed on his lips had. I could hear his voice, the grittiness of it getting under my skin – even in my head – like sand. If I dared to admit it, if I dared to admit anything, it was that I hadn’t really missed Josh as much as I should have because…
“Oh.”
Josh’s voice was quiet, but when I opened my eyes to look at him he didn’t look hurt. He didn’t look upset at all. Instead, he looked…happy. “It’s not that I don’t still love you, Josh, because I do. I love you. I don’t think I’ll ever really say the word without thinking about you first.”
He smiled. And then he laughed, softly at first, and then loud and free as he reached for me and swung me around, the keychain falling to the ground, the dark past between us forgotten for a moment. “Fall, I love you. I love you like a pizza loves cheese.”
“Like a burger loves fries,” I laughed with him, throwing my head back and enjoying the spinning.
“Like ice cream loves cake.”
We fell to the ground, Josh landing on me and then rolling over until I was on top, our giggles finally defeating the undying chirping of crickets. “Best friends always,” I breathed.
“Always,” he promised. He kissed my forehead, soft and warm, and familiar.
“Oh God, you don’t know how much I needed to see you,” I sighed as I pressed my forehead to his lips.
“What’s been going on, Fall?”
“I don’t know,” I laughed sadly. “I’m so confused. It’s been hard before, but making friends here is like trying to eat worms to crap out diamonds. I’ve made one friend here, Josh. One. And after today, I don’t know if I still have her.”
“Anyone who doesn’t want to be your friend is too stupid to know what they’re missing. It’s not every day you meet a girl who can rebuild an engine better than she can bake a cake.” He squeezed my side and laughed. I laughed with him.
“You and I need to talk.”
Josh and I both looked at each other, the voice that spoke not belonging to either of us.
I scrambled off of him and he leapt to his feet, quickly pulling me up with him. Together we turned our heads toward the crunch of footsteps.
“Liam.”


CHAPTER TWENTY
LIAM
It was late when I got to the old Timmons place. I could see from the turn in the road that there were only porch lights on at the house. Porch lights meant that someone wasn’t home yet. And when I heard the voices breaking through the trees that lined the road, I knew who it was.
Her voice wasn’t exactly the kind you’d recognize with your eyes closed, but for some reason, I knew it was her. Even before I smelled her, or heard her heart racing. Even before I felt my own body’s reaction to her, I knew she was there just a few feet away…with someone else.
I moved closer to listen to them talk and the minute I did, I hated them. I hated her. She was speaking to him softly, saying things she never would say to me, and I hated her for it.
“I love you. I don’t think I’ll ever really say the word without thinking about you first.”
My ears rang. It was like being punched in the head and in the chest all at once. My stomach fell through to my feet and it felt like if I took a step forward, I’d step in it. Oh, who the hell was I kidding; I’d already stepped in it. I was the dumbest guy on the rock. There was no point to staying anymore.
I looked up as I heard her laugh. She sounded…happy. I don’t think I ever really heard her happy before. Then I saw them; saw her on top of him. He kissed her, and what was left of my gut twisted into sailors’ knots.
“You and I need to talk,” I said out loud before I knew what I was doing.
I walked out into the open where they could see me.
“Liam.” Her voice sounded surprised, disappointed even. I’d interrupted something, and it felt good. It felt damn good.
“What you did today was messed up,” I said, seeing my opportunity and taking it with claws and teeth. “Audrey invited you to our party because she thought you were her friend. I told you once to stay away from my sister, because I know your kind; you only care about yourself. When you left today, you proved me right.”
“What the hell was I supposed to do, huh?” she shot back at me.
“You left. You did it. No one made you do a damn thing and you know it. You might be new, but that doesn’t give you the right to act like a damn trog.”
I looked at her, and then at the guy who was with her. He stood close to her, his hand behind her back, holding her like she was his. There was no need to ask who he was; it was obvious he was her boyfriend just by the way he hovered over her, like a freaking vulture ready to vomit on her so that I stayed away.
It’s weird, how you don’t even know someone and you hate them instantly. And I hated this guy. I hated him for being so close to her, and for her wanting him to be that close. I hated him for being everything that I clearly wasn’t, which was everything that she wanted. His hair didn’t look like grease, and his face didn’t have a scar that turned his smile into a monster’s grimace.
This was the guy she talked about with Audrey. This was the guy who was making her heart race in her chest, the one she was probably always thinking about and comparing every single guy on the rock to. God, I was so stupid. “Idiot,” I muttered before turning and heading back into the trees. I heard her boyfriend call out after me, but I ignored him.
How dumb, how stupid am I? Why the hell did I think that she was interested in me when all she ever did was act like I had fleas? Why the hell didn’t I just kill her when I had the chance, or let Jameson do it?
With a snarl, I began to run. My shoes grew tight around my feet and I knew I should take them off but I didn’t because I didn’t care. I could feel my feet widening, growing. The soles of my feet thickened and even as my shoes began to tear away, the ground grew softer as the thick, hard skin that formed on the bottom of my feet appeared.
Every inch of flesh was growing and changing. My skin stretched as my bones grew longer and thicker. My neck crackled while my head vibrated, shaking so violently that my jaw popped as its shape morphed to accommodate the sharp fangs that my teeth turned into.
My arms became hot as thick, black hair pushed through my skin like needles. Every inch of my body throbbed in pain, but I didn’t stop running. I couldn’t. As my back curved inward, and the calluses on my palms grew thicker and blacker, I fell forward, still running, moving faster and faster, as if I could outrun the sounds in my head. My muscles burned like they were sitting on the sun as human arms became the long limbs of a panther, and hands that had wanted to rip out Fallon’s boyfriend’s throat were now thick, heavy paws that padded against the rocks and prickly grass.
Behind me, every leap, every large stretch of my body was balanced by the tail that reached out like a shadow. In the dark, that’s exactly what I was: a shadow. But shadows…shadows didn’t feel. So why did I? Why did I feel like roaring? Why did I feel like my head was going to explode with everything that I wanted to say but couldn’t?
But what could I say? And who would listen? There was no one to talk to about this. There was no one who’d understand. Then again, how could anyone understand if
I
didn’t even understand what was going on? I mean, why did it have to be her? Why couldn’t it be someone I could kill and not have to think about again? Why does she have the power to make me feel like everything inside just died and is rotting inside of me?
So many questions…too many. Paws on the ground, I ran. I ran until the hollows of my claws filled with the cool, soft sand of the beach. When I’d started, I didn’t know where I was running to, but that’s one of the things about the rock that you couldn’t find anywhere else: it knew what you needed and it gave it to you whether you wanted it or not. And yet…the sound of water pulling against the shore didn’t drown out her voice. It didn’t silence the softness of her words as she spoke to him…
“And that’s what I need, dammit! I mean, come on! How many times could her saying she loved someone else play in my head before I blow up?”
The answer was obvious. Hearing it just once was enough to drive me so crazy, I was talking to myself.
Roaring, I rushed the water, the chill of it doing nothing to cool me off. My ears tucked against my head to keep the water out and trapped my thoughts inside. I was angry. I was…my head popped out of the water and I tasted salt and bitterness. Oh God. I’m jealous. That’s what this is. I’m freaking jealous.
I’m jealous of a goddamn human.
The water made waves around me as I swam out and then in, over and over again, trying to exhaust myself. If I was too tired to swim, I’d be too tired to think. It was my last chance and I took it. I let the burning muscles turn to ash. I swam and I swam until I couldn’t remember what it meant to feel dry, or rested, or…hurt in that way that went beyond pain.
This was the closest to numb I’d felt in a while, and numb was better than anything. It didn’t let in emotions. It didn’t let it in feelings. It didn’t let in anything but air. Cool, salty air that filled my lungs and let me breathe freely for once without hearing a single whisper of a name or a desire.
Things would be different tomorrow, but for now, I was free of Fallon, and I’d never felt more…
Empty.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
FALLON
 
 
I’ve never played the tour guide before, and Josh didn’t seem to mind – or notice – that my descriptions of the rock were completely made up. He started to make up stories, too, and together we decided that the biggest house on the cliff was owned by a wealthy woman who had a million cats and one parrot…for balance. And, it was because of these million cats that the name of the island was wrong.
“This isn’t Black Cat Rock,” he said. “It’s really Black Scat Rock.”
We drove in Dad’s truck to town, parking near one of the inns and then making the rest of the trip on foot. Dad had been more than happy to see us off, but Mom gave me that look…no one who saw it missed its meaning. Well…no one but Dad, of course. It was the look that was half-lidded and dark, a look that made everything on a once soft face turn hard and mean. It was the look that told me to behave myself or else my ass would be branded with the heel of my mother’s jump boot.
Of course, that look had been on Mom’s face since this morning. The sofa had been made up for Josh to sleep on, but the minute we’d come inside last night, Mom was there, her arms crossed over her chest, her eyes filled with disapproval. It was one thing to talk about Josh – she never let it show just how much she hated what had happened between Josh and me – but with him here, with him right in front of her, everything that I felt as a scared fifteen-year-old girl, she felt ten times more deeply as a mom.
And like a mama cat protecting her kitten, she hissed at Josh. At least, that’s what it sounded like to me. To him, it was just a warning. “Don’t even think about getting up off of that sofa tonight, Josh. If you’ve gotta hit the head, you grow another bladder until morning. I’ll be listening. If I hear even a squeak of those springs, I’ll be on you like flies on a dead dog’s ass. Do you hear me, boy?”
Josh had swallowed, the sound unnaturally loud in the quiet house, and then nodded. He went into the bathroom to change, and then laid down on the sofa, his eyes staring straight up at the ceiling. I went in after him, showering off the grease and shampooing it out of my hair.
When I went to bed, Mom stood there, watching me, waiting for the door to close behind me. Josh told me later that she stood there for an hour before finally heading to her room. Dad was clueless.
The tourists were out in full force when Josh and I made it to town. Josh blended in, but I realized that I didn’t. I didn’t and it felt strange…and unexpected.
“Fallon!”
I turned my head as behind me, Audrey wheeled herself toward us. She was smiling, her teeth bright behind pink lips, and I felt a sense of relief come to me as I smiled back. But then the smile on her face faded as she saw Josh beside me. Her arms stilled and her wheels came to a stop.
“And Fallon’s friend! You must be Josh…right?”
Josh looked at me and then at Audrey. A smile broke on his face that made all of the glitter in Audrey’s eyes just explode. “You’re Audrey.”
Her cheeks turned a bright shade of pink, and she stuttered, her mouth moving up and then across, her smile growing wider and bigger with each passing second. I knew that look. It was the look that existed only when you heard your name said in a voice that made everything inside of you turn to jelly. It was the kind of look you didn’t know existed until it happened.
I never expected it to happen because of Josh. And I definitely never expected it to happen to Audrey because of Josh.
But there it was, and Josh’s face didn’t lie: he was just as pleased and surprised.
“Fallon didn’t tell me that you were coming for a visit,” Audrey managed to squeak out as she stared at him, completely mesmerized.
“That’s because she didn’t know. It was a surprise.”
“That’s so…romantic,” was Audrey’s breathy reply. One that made me burst into a fit of laughter.
“Oh, please. Romantic? I was covered in grease and smelled like the bad end of an oil change.”
Josh ignored me and grinned. “It was romantic, wasn’t it? But see, Fallon’s never been one for that. I’m completely wasted on her.”
This time Audrey laughed. “That’s too bad. The only thing romantic that ever happens here comes with a ticket.”
Puzzled, Josh looked at me and then at Audrey. “Huh?”
She lifted her arm and pointed down the road, her finger directed toward the movie theater. “Dark Veil; you gotta buy a ticket to see it.”
“I thought that was a murder-mystery,” I interrupted, but I might have been talking to myself the way they ignored me.
“Have you seen it?” Josh asked her.
“Yes, but I don’t mind seeing it again,” she answered quickly.
“Well then, how about you and I go see the show after lunch?”
“Okay. I can totally get you a discounted price. I know the girl at the ticket counter.”
I couldn’t help it. I blinked and felt my mouth grow slack. Right in front of my eyes, in less time than it takes most people to brush their teeth, Josh had asked Audrey out on a date. They knew each other for all of a minute and they had practically forgotten that I was there, standing beside them looking like a human fly trap.
“Where are you guys going now?” Audrey asked, her eyes locked onto Josh’s.
“Fallon’s taking me around the island for a tour before I have to leave tonight.”
“You’re leaving? But I thought you just got here!” The disappointment in Audrey’s voice was like hearing glass shattering on the ground.
“I have to get back. I’ve got training starting in two days. It took a lot just to get here.”
They talked for a few more minutes and, as I gaped, I watched them exchange phone numbers and addresses. “I don’t have a computer so I can’t email you, but I still know how to use a pen and paper,” Audrey said wistfully.
“Hey, I’ll take what I can get. We still have our movie date after lunch…right?” Josh asked, his fingers clutching onto the little scrap of paper he had in his hand as if it were trying to escape.
“Yes. You can find me over at the Wisteria. Fallon knows where it is.”
As Audrey wheeled away, I realized that I hadn’t actually apologized to her for what happened yesterday. And then, of course, I grinned. It gave me another reason to see her after her “date” with Josh.
“She’s nice,” Josh said as we entered a small shop with t-shirts and other items that had the island’s name printed all over them.
“Uh, yeah…that’s exactly what your face said when you saw her. ‘Nice’. Give me a break, Josh; you’ve got drool hanging off your chin.” I touched his face and grimaced.
Josh laughed as he grabbed my hand and flung it away before grabbing at his chin. “Shut-up; I do not.”
“Then why did you wipe it away?” I said, my laughter loud and filling the almost empty store.
“It’s itchy; I need to shave,” he said gruffly before grinning. “Hey, what do you think? Does this color make me look easy?”
He held up a hot pink shirt against his chest and I nodded. “Yes.”
He nodded, and picked up another shirt in white, flicking my ear before heading to the counter with the two shirts. I recognized the girl at the register from the party. She was the one with the silvery hair.
“Sparky, right?” I said to her as she rung up Josh’s shirts.
She looked at me and smiled the smile of someone being polite because she was being paid to. Everything in her face said she would rather be picking splinters out of her ass than talk to me. Josh saw it, recognized it just as quickly as I did, and grabbed the shirts off the counter. He turned his back to us and walked to the shelf where he’d picked up the shirts, putting them back carefully before returning.
“Were they the wrong size; the wrong color?” Sparky asked, looking both confused and irritated.
“Wrong attitude,” he said stiffly before grabbing my hand and storming out of the store, pulling me until we were well out of Sparky’s hearing. “What the hell was that?”
“What the hell was what?”
He pointed behind us, his face glowing red with rage. “That! That…prematurely-gray cow back there with the funk behind her eyes so bad she curled my ass hair?”
It was impossible to keep a straight face and I wasn’t sure I wanted to try. “I told you. I haven’t exactly been making friends here.”
“Yeah, but she looks like you just took her boyfriend away. Or her cheeseburger. She definitely looks like she’s missed a few calories.”
“They don’t have those here,” I said, my grin finally dying.
“What, calories?”
It came out almost like a whimper. “No. Cheeseburgers.”
“That’s against the law, isn’t it?” Josh asked, his face crunching up in disgust at the idea of a cheeseburger-less town.
“I wish! There’s this one place – Audrey’s grandmother actually runs it – where they serve nothing but stuff made out of fish. Even the sausages,” I told him with a shudder.
“Is that why you’ve lost weight? Fish sausages?”
We’d stopped outside of Kimble’s and Josh sniffed the air while answered his question. “It’s weird. The grocery store never carries any hamburger meat or steaks. It sells three things: fish, chicken, and pork; lots and lots of pork. Dad and Mom would eat pork chops and sardines for every meal if I wasn’t around.”
“So what do you eat?”
I shrugged. “At home, Mom will make chicken or some pulled pork for me to have something for dinner throughout the week. I’ll make egg salad sandwiches for lunch or open a can of soup. When I’m with Audrey, or just by myself, I’ll have a ham sandwich or pancakes. This place right here makes some pretty mean pancakes.”
Josh eyed the people eating outside on the white tables, watching them eat greedily. “Pancakes and salad and sandwiches. Fallon, if you keep eating like that, you’re gonna end up with gray hair like Bessie back there, slow and dumb.”
“Her name’s Sparky. And I eat more than that,” I insisted.
“Yeah, well, you don’t look it,” he countered. “Come on. I’ll buy you an early lunch but you’re not allowed to eat pancakes or anything that’s less than a billion calories. You got me, private?”
“Private? I should tell my dad what you just said. No. I should tell my mom!”
Josh’s laugh was clear and crisp in the morning air as he threw his hands in front of him, waving them as he shook his head. “No. Don’t tell your mom. She’d ream me a new one so fast, I’d need to strap a toilet to my ass.”
“Do you guys need a table?” Lola was standing at the entrance, a smile on her face that seemed genuine stretching from one cheek to the other.
“For two, please,” Josh replied to her, smiling back.
“Outside or in?”
Josh looked at the crowded walkway and then shook his head. “Inside, please. You guys have air conditioning inside, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Great.”
We sat down at a small table in the center of the café. The smell of syrup and pancakes and fruit was overwhelmingly delicious and I knew immediately what I wanted to order, but Josh shook his head when he heard what I wanted. “Nope. You’re getting an omelet.”
“Since when do you-” I stopped talking when a crowd of kids walked into the restaurant, their voices loud, their faces marked with smiles. Josh saw me, watched as I lost my ability to speak once again, and then turned around. He stood up, his body rigid with leftover frustration from last night.
Liam and his friends were standing at the entrance, but only he was looking in our direction. Only his eyes were locked with mine. Only…
“Hey, bro, you’ve got a lot of nerve coming to Fallon’s house last night and chewing her out like that.”
I groaned. The last thing I needed was some kind of hero. “Josh, don’t worry about it,” I told him in a low voice.
“No, let him finish,” Liam said with a snort. “Come on, Captain America. Tell me that it’s okay for your stuck-up girlfriend to treat my sister like crap, to leave her hanging on her freaking birthday and not even call her to apologize after my sister pissed off all of her friends by inviting her. Come on and tell me that that’s oh-freaking-kay…bro.”
A flicker of anger happened before my eyes – that’s what happens when everything in color turns black and white. I stood up and grabbed Josh’s shoulder. I pushed him back into his seat and walked up to Liam, ignoring the jeers from his friends and his bitch-faced girlfriend who stood protectively by his side with a sneer glued to her mouth.
I looked into Liam’s face, into his eyes, and saw the anger there, the fire turning the browns and dark greens into golds and grassy hues. “Hold up. How dare you come in here and tell me that I’m being stuck up and that I treat other people like crap. You’re the one who acted like an ass from day one.”
“I told you to leave my sister alone. That’s all you had to do was leave her alone,” he said in a low rumble.
“I don’t care what you told me. You don’t get to act like a goddamn bully just because you don’t like me. I’ve never done a damn thing to you – to any of you. I helped fix your truck and you didn’t even have the balls to tell me thank you. I spent a lot of time working on that carburetor for you and you threw it on the ground.”
“I didn’t throw it on the ground!” It was a shout, shaking the walls around us and causing Josh to stand up again, his chest pressed firmly against my back, itching for a sign – any sign – that I couldn’t handle this.
I looked at the way Liam’s eyes had widened and at the way his nostrils flared. His eyebrows even seemed to stand on end, he was so angry. If I didn’t watch it, I was going to say something that made him lose what little control he had. But I didn’t have any control left. I’d had enough.
“Yes you did, you lying son-of-a-bitch! You talk about treating people like crap but who just stood there while your girlfriend over here called me a dyke, huh? And why did she do that? Because I won’t let her paint my goddamn toenails at her stupid salon?
“Or is it because I’m not stuck like a leech on some guy’s face? You come to my house and you act all superior, talking about how I hurt Audrey when the only person who keeps hurting her is you.”
I shook my head and laughed, the whole thing just so pathetic now that there wasn’t anything else to do. “God, you know what? I wish I hadn’t come to this stupid island. You know what else? I wish I’d never met your sister because then I’d never have met you and then I-”
I wanted to finish my sentence. I wanted to finish it and then punch him in the left eye. And then the right. And then I’d punch him in the neck. Twice. Because I like even numbers.
But I couldn’t.
I couldn’t even think.
I couldn’t think or say anything. It’s pretty impossible to say or think or do anything when everything inside of you implodes and the only thing you can do is feel. Feel your face gripped so tightly, your jaw hurts; feel your mouth pressed down on like the world was trying to find your heat through your throat; feel your lips vibrate and tingle so intensely, the sensation travels to your feet and then bounces back up, making everything else irrelevant except for the way your heart is beating so powerfully in your chest it could power a small country.
Liam.
Liam Mace.
Liam Goddamn Mace.
Liam Asshole Jerkface Mace was kissing me.
And I didn’t want him to stop.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
LIAM
 
 
If there was ever a reason to run away and never come back to this stupid island, well…I’d just found it.
Hearing the way Brenda’s voice cracked while she yelled at me was one of the worst things I’ve ever heard. It was like hearing a dam break during a storm.
“Why would you do that to me? Why would you do that to us?” Her eyes were glassy. I’d never seen her like that before. I didn’t think it was possible for Brenda to cry but it was impossible to ignore the tears that left little silver trails down her face.
Jameson, bouncing back and forth between being angry and being amused, only made me more confused. “You kissed her, man. That’s like the crown jewel of stupid! What was it like?”
And Audrey…she’d already had her say, but she made me feel the worst of all.
“I know that sometimes you’re mean. I know that sometimes you can say and do things to people that are wrong on so many levels, but I never thought you’d play with someone’s head like that.” The way she looked at me, her eyes dark and empty, her mouth not frowning, not even set in an angry line, just…dead.
Part of me blamed Brenda and Jameson for that. If they hadn’t dragged me back to Grans’, Audrey wouldn’t have found out until I’d had enough time to think of something to say that didn’t sound half as dumb as the stutter she got when she asked why I’d done it; why I kissed Fallon. I didn’t know how to answer her. I didn’t know what to say to her.
Brenda wasn’t going to just let me get away with stutters, though.
“You’ve been acting all kinds of weird since she came here. Defending her, fighting with us, and now you’re kissing her. Why? Is it because you’re curious? Do you want to be with her, see what it’s like to be with a human?”
Grans, who had been busy in the kitchen, came through and slapped her hand on the table as she glared at us. “You wanna talk about the Timmons girl, go ahead and talk. But she’s just a girl to you – all of you – and that’s exactly what you’ll call her.”
“Aww, Granny Simon, c’mon! Ain’t nothin’ serious happening here. Don’t worry about it,” Jameson said to her with a toothy grin.
“If it’s happening in my restaurant with my grandchildren, you better believe I’m gonna worry about it,” she said to him, her bony, wrinkled finger held just an inch away from his nose.
“Sorry, Grans,” I said remorsefully, although it wasn’t because she was upset. I waited until she had returned to the kitchen to look at Brenda and take her hand. She let me, which was a good start.
“Bren, I don’t want to be with Fallon.” My voice was low so that the trogs eating around us couldn’t hear. “You saw what was happening. I was angry. If I didn’t do something, I was going to change right there in front of her, in front of all those trogs, and then what do you think would’ve happened?
“It was either kiss her or eat her. I didn’t know any other way to shut her up and make her stop. I didn’t think; I’m sorry.”
The doubt in her eyes was clear and her voice crackled with it. “You’re right, you didn’t think. You couldn’t have punched her or-or-or just left? You had to kiss her? In front of everyone, in front of me?”
“Yes.”
No. Of course I didn’t have to kiss her.
No. That was a lie.
I was lying to Brenda and I was lying to myself.
I did have to. I needed to kiss her. I needed to kiss Fallon.
The minute I saw her in Kimble’s with her boyfriend, the minute I smelled her, heard her heartbeat, her voice, I had to kiss her. I had to feel her mouth and taste her. It wasn’t like anything I’d felt before. It felt like an ocean current that was pulling me away from shore. I know that feeling. I know what it feels like to be pulled so far under that you believe you’re about to drown.
And like an idiot, I thought we’d both sink to the bottom, where our words toward each other would turn heavy and everything we saw in each other, everything we knew about each other would finally give in to the ugliness and hate that brewed between us every single time we crossed paths. I thought by drowning, by finally giving in that I’d get over this…this stupid infatuation.
But what I saw made my throat tighten and my stomach drop to my feet. She’d always been strong and hard, her anger hot and burning. I’d never seen her crack or fall apart when we’d argue. Instead, it seemed like each time we clashed she became stronger and fiery. But I saw what my words did to her through her eyes. The once rich brown rings turned muddy and plain against the endless black of her pupils. The whites of her eyes somehow grew whiter while the red lines that crisscrossed over them had grown darker and deeper, like scratches.
She could have been a ghost if the color of her skin didn’t look so beautifully golden, and her head wasn’t held up so proudly. She spoke to me with a voice that didn’t tremble or show an ounce of fear. But her eyes…they told me she was hurt. I could even smell it wafting up from her skin, drifting along with her breath.
It was like seeing what being stabbed was like. It was like feeling the cold edge of glass slice through my skin again and again. I didn’t want to feel it, but as I watched her, listened to her, there was no escaping it. The brutal truth in her words was every slap, ever stab, every cut I’d ever experienced meeting up with my chest and ramming into it. Over and over again, I felt it.
And then she said it. She spoke, her words sharp and deadly.
“God, you know what? I wish I hadn’t come to this stupid island. You know what else? I wish I’d never met your sister because then I’d never have met you and then I-”
Words were always just words. They’d never really meant much to us; we were all about doing. We showed how we felt; we didn’t say it. We didn’t…write it out and let someone else read about it. If we couldn’t express our feelings, we didn’t do anything at all. We were empty, smiling only when we needed to, speaking only when it was required. There was no in-between and it had always been enough for us.
But Fallon’s words weren’t just words anymore. They weren’t words to me. They were actions. They were knives to my stomach and glass to my heart. She was saying she wished she’d never met me. She hated me.
Nothing had ever hurt that much before.
How could she hate me when I felt…when I…
I couldn’t hear her finish. I wouldn’t let her finish.
So I kissed her. I grabbed her with more force than I should have and crashed into her, mouth first. Everything she had said up until that moment was forgotten. All I knew, all I felt, all I smelled, all I tasted was…her. Fallon was the problem and the fix and I didn’t want to accept it until my lips could feel the way her skin vibrated against mine.
This wasn’t just a kiss. This wasn’t some stupid, clumsy, awkward thing that made me feel more embarrassed than horny. This was what feeling alive was like. This was greater than that first taste of blood after you’ve captured your prey. My heart had never raced so fast or so hard.
This was the world spinning just for you. No one else mattered. No one else existed. This was all that there was: this fire, this burning, this overwhelming hunger and need for more of her, for more of everything.
This was electric.
This was life.
This was l-
No. It wasn’t. It couldn’t be.
I broke away before I let the word fall out of my thoughts. If I didn’t think it, it wouldn’t be real. It wasn’t real. The possibility that…that…I would feel…THAT… It wasn’t possible. It was stupid, is what it was. How could anyone feel…that
when they didn’t even know the person? What did I know about her? What did she know about me? No.
There were a lot of screwed up things in this world that seem to like spending time hanging around my life, but this wasn’t gonna be one of them. How could it be?
The restaurant was quiet, as if the kiss itself could stop time and freeze everyone in place, cutting off their voices and even their thoughts as I looked at Fallon. I could see the shock in her face, the complete and total surprise that took away her rejection and left only feeling. For a moment, I was afraid that she’d somehow managed to hear the beginning of that horrible thought.
Would she be disgusted?
That thought felt even worse than the first one. I could feel my face pinch up at the idea, at the fear of it. And then…
She touched her mouth. It was a simple gesture, meaningless except that it meant everything. She didn’t have to say anything to me to tell me that what had just happened had affected her just as much as it affected me. Part of me wanted her to kiss me back. Okay, most of me did. And when she looked at me with her mouth parted, her lips almost bruised from the force I’d used, I knew she would.
But I’m not as good at reading humans as I thought I was.
And I’m not as good at blocking their punches either.
What I know now is that Fallon has an incredible right hook, and she’s even faster with her left. And she did not want to kiss me again.
“You jerkoff! Don’t you ever put your hands on me again or next time my aim will be lower.”
She left quietly, her boyfriend following after her. No one stopped her, no one said a word. It was only after she was gone that I recognized the familiar taste of blood. And, as I licked at the tear in my lip, I realized that the blood that tingled my tongue and made my veins almost jump out of my body wasn’t just mine.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
FALLON
 
 
The last ferry out was pulling into its slip while around us the nervous and excited energy of the people waiting to board it grew. I looked at them, saw their faces light up underneath the overhead fluorescent lights, and felt instantly jealous.
“Take me with you,” I said softly.
Josh was holding my hand, his fingers twisted around mine, his palm meeting my own. His duffel was sitting by our feet as we waited, our last, precious minutes together slipping away far too quickly.
“I would if I could. You know that.”
I felt my head flop down, defeated without even trying. “I know.”
“Fall…”
“I don’t know how much longer I can do this, Josh. Everything here just sucks. And now they’re gonna get worse. I’ve got almost two months before school starts, and I don’t want to spend all of that time hiding at home. Mom and Dad don’t understand what it feels like for me here. They grew up here. This is their home. Before, it used to be okay, you know? Every time we moved, we were all strangers together; I’m the only stranger here.”
Josh’s mouth turned down at the corners. “You’ve made at least one friend. Audrey might be the best this island has to offer, but it’s a pretty great best if you ask me.”
The fact that I felt like an absolute turd couldn’t keep me from smirking at his comment. “You like her. Your little date to the movies must have been a hit.”
The false light above us flickered, but even when it returned, its unnatural hue couldn’t hide the blush that crept up his face like a blanket being pulled up. “It wasn’t a date.”
“Lies. You two were alone, you were in a dark movie theater together, you watched some kind of romantic drama-type-thing. That’s a date,” I pointed out with a nudge.
His free hand went to rub his forehead, as if that could somehow stop the reddening of his face. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to talk to you about this.”
My lips puffed out as I sighed. I knew what the problem was and it was stupid to not have realized it sooner. “Oh, Josh, I’m not mad.”
“Or jealous?” he asked cautiously.
Jealous? I should have been jealous. Any normal girl would’ve felt jealous. But how could I feel jealous when everything was so…mixed up inside of me? “Josh, what are we? I mean, are we even together anymore? Do I even have the right to be jealous?”
His face crinkled up at my question. “I…I don’t know. When I left, when we… Look, all I knew then was that we were together. I loved you; I love you. You’re my first everything. But-”
“But I’m not your last,” I finished for him, understanding.
“Yeah. I mean, no! I mean…yeah. Look, Fall, when I left for boot camp, I didn’t go thinking that what we had was gonna just…end. If I had, what happened with you…well, none of that would have happened and maybe things would have been different between us. I left thinking that we were gonna be forever.”
It wasn’t that hard to nod in agreement. I’d felt the same thing. Fifteen and stupid. That’s what I’d been. Fifteen and stupid and completely dumb to everything that could go wrong when all you see is how much you love someone.
“I still think that,” I admitted. “But…I know that’s it different. It’s not like it was before you left.”
“A lot of things aren’t like how they were before I left.”
We sat in silence for a few minutes, and I tried to think if maybe that’s how I wanted it. It would’ve been easier if things hadn’t changed. It was easy to love Josh. It had been pretty easy to hate him, too. “A lot of things happened since you left, and not just the abortion. Even before you left, things were changing. And now things are just…crazy.”
“Tell me about it. What happened today was mental. I’ve never seen you act like that before,” he said with snort.
“I never needed to act like that before,” I countered. “I can’t believe that walking ball-sack did that.”
“What’s the big deal? He kissed you. Did it suck that badly?”
“What? Yes! No! I mean…”
Oh, my head hurt. Why did this have to happen now, on the day that Josh was leaving me? Who else would I be able to talk to about this?
What the hell was I thinking – like I could talk to him about this. How do you talk to your boyfr…ex-boyfriend about a guy who never leaves your thoughts? Who’s in your head like some kind of infection?
“You like him.”
“Wh-what?” I sputtered.
“Admit it. You like him.”
My head twisted back and forth in denial. “There’s nothing about him to like.”
The pier shook as the ramp of the ferry slammed down. The first of the cars began to pull out and the people sitting next to us stood up, ready to board with their bags and their memories clutched closely to them.
Josh’s mouth was pulled up at the side in an obnoxious smirk as he stood up and moved in front of me. “Fallon, I know you, and I know that if you didn’t like someone, you wouldn’t care what they said about you. Come on. You’re an Air Force brat; this kind of stuff is the way of life for you and me. What he says matters, and it only matters because for some reason,
he
matters.”
“No, he doesn’t. Well, okay, maybe he does. But it’s only because he’s Audrey’s brother. That’s it. I don’t care about him. In fact, I don’t even think about him.”
The sound of his laughter seemed odd against the clomping of feet on the wooden pier. “You’re such a crappy liar, Fallon. If you don’t think about him, then why did you scratch a giant ‘L’ into the bench?”
Anyone else would have immediately looked down beside them. Anyone else would have instantly denied that they’d done anything. But me, I just moved my hand over the scratch. I didn’t need to see it to know that it was there. The raw feeling in my fingers already told me that it was.
“There’s nothing wrong with liking him, you know.”
A grunt came out of me; the kind that comes out when you’ve just heard the dumbest thing ever spoken. “You think that it’s okay for me to like him? That nothing he’s done so far makes him, oh, I don’t know…wrong?”
Josh looked at the ferry and at the crowd of people slowly shrinking as they boarded before turning to look at me. “Do I think Liam’s an ass? Yeah. I think that the guy deserves to get the crap beat out of him every single day for the way he’s made you feel. But some of the other things he’s made you feel aren’t exactly bad either.”
He grabbed my hand and pulled me up before bending down to pick up his duffel. “I’m not saying go out on a date with the guy. I’m not even saying to consider it. Hell, I hope he asks and you turn his ass down with a broken nose to match his fat lip.
“What I
am
saying is that you shouldn’t feel bad about liking someone else. Even if it is someone like Liam.”
We began to walk toward the ferry, our steps in time with each other like we were marching. He was still holding my hand as we got in line, and his face looked suddenly sad.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“I…I didn’t want to tell you until the last minute. This training I’ve gotta get to, it’s required before deployment.”
My feet froze, locking me to the wooden planks as he continued moving. Only when he felt my hand tug his did he stop. He didn’t turn around to look at me, and I was pretty sure it was to keep me from seeing his face just as much as it was to keep him from seeing mine. “You’re being deployed? Like…‘to war’ deployed? Josh, answer me!”
I yanked my hand free from his and rushed to face him. He looked stricken. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
“Because I didn’t want to ruin anything. I only had a day to spend with you and the last thing I wanted was make you worry. I’m sorry, Fallon. I’m so sorry.”
He dropped his bag and grabbed me. I went from looking into his eyes to breathing in the smell of his skin in the blink of an eye. It was against his neck, feeling the slow rhythm of his pulse, that I finally felt the weird, wet trickle of tears down my cheeks. I realized that in the past six months, I hadn’t once cried for Josh or for anything that happened between us, and the minute the tears began I couldn’t stop them.
“Don’t die. Don’t you dare leave me here and go off to fight in some stupid war and die. I’m strong enough for a lot of things but if you leave me, I’ll have no choice but to kill you,” I sobbed into his shoulder.
He squeezed, his hands pressing my head even closer to him than before. He sighed, and I felt the wet drip of moisture on my own shoulder. “I’ll make you a promise. I won’t die if you promise not to let your heart get broken.”
Stunned, I pulled away. “And how would I do that?”
His face was red and blotchy, his eyes two puffy balls of sadness and concern. “Just don’t be afraid to take risks. You’ll race on your bike and dive off of rocks, but when it comes to us guys, you’re as careful as a nun,” he said in a low voice.
I frowned. “I wasn’t so careful with you.”
His lips, puffy and stiff, pulled up in a smile. “You were the one who would take any dare, any challenge. You didn’t care what anyone else thought and you always plunged headfirst into everything. You could have had anyone that you wanted because of that, but you waited for me because I was the safe choice and you know it.”
I wanted to argue with him, but I couldn’t. Josh was right. I wasn’t as brave and fearless as I thought I was, and despite what happened between us, he was still the safe choice; he always would be.
“Was I the safe choice for you?”
My question brought his lips over his teeth. “You’re never the safe choice. I knew the minute I met you that you’d be trouble and I was right.”
“I’m not trouble,” I laughed through my tears as I punched him on the arm.
He threw his head to the side and laughed with me as the ferry’s horn gave one final warning blare. “So why am I late for my boat back to the mainland?”
“Shit,” I hissed before grabbing his bag from our feet and running toward the end of the pier, pulling a laughing Josh behind me.
He ran up the ramp, our fingers slipping apart as the gap of space between us grew wider and wider. He stopped and turned around. He took quick steps back to me as the dockhands grumbled at yet another delay. “I love you, Fallon. Safe or trouble, you’ve always been my best friend. That’s what’s gonna keep me alive, you know.”
“It better.”
He bent down to kiss me, and I leaned forward to meet him. It was sweet and soft, and made my heart fill with an overwhelming sense of warmth. It was everything that Liam’s kiss wasn’t. It was everything that Liam’s kiss should have been.
If it had, I wouldn’t have been able to notice a difference. I wouldn’t have been able to think about Liam’s kiss and feel…charged. I would have been able to forget it and only keep Josh’s kiss in my memory. Instead, even now, even with warm lips pressed against mine, and familiar scents and feelings blanketing over me, I could only think of him…
Josh pulled away and the ramp was lifted. “Tell Audrey I’ll write to her,” he shouted just before the final blare of the ferry’s horn sounded.
“Are you really?” I shouted back.
He answered, but I couldn’t hear him. I waved, and watched as he disappeared, fading away into the dark like a dimming light. “Be safe, Josh,” I whispered. “One of us has to.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
LIAM
 
 
I don’t know why I followed him.
I should have just turned around and gone home the minute I saw them. Maybe then I wouldn’t have seen the way they looked at each other. Maybe then I wouldn’t have seen him kiss her. And maybe then, I wouldn’t have been disappointed when she didn’t punch him in the face.
But I didn’t turn around and go home.
Instead, I waited until the ferry had pushed away from the pier. I waited until the aft of the ferry was as empty as I felt. Then I ran. And then I jumped. My feet hit frigid water, but my hands clasped the rail as tightly as they would a human throat. I pulled myself up quickly and shook the water out from my shoes without missing a beat.
The bow of the ferry was crowded, everyone’s eyes looking forward instead of back. Of course; no one ever wanted to look back at the rock. No one ever wanted to look back at us. We were forgettable in the dark. Too easily forgettable…
“Yo, Liam. Hunting again?”
I looked up. One of the guys who worked the ferry was leaning against the rail on the upper deck, his eyes watching me. “Hey, Bo.”
“Liam. Out for a late-night snack?”
“Yeah. I’ve got my eye on something good.”
His head turned toward the crowd and nodded. “Me, too. Saw a nice, fat beast that’ll taste really good with some of that local beer they sell at the pier bar on the mainland.”
“Bo, let me borrow your cap.”
“My what?” Bo’s hand went to his head, where a wool, brimless cap sat. “What for?”
“To keep my head warm. Duh.”
Slowly, he removed the gray scrap of wool, his dark blonde hair stringy and dirty beneath. “Just make sure you give it back before we get back to the rock,” he said before tossing it down to me.
I nodded as I pulled it down over my head. With my hands shoved into my pockets and my head down, I walked into the crowd and began to inhale. The scent of her, the smell of her was heavy in the air among these trogs. She could have been standing right beside me and I would have known no different.
But her scent was only to lead me to him. He was leaning against the front rail, his back to me, his head tilted up toward the sky. What was he thinking about? Was he thinking about her? Was he thinking about kissing her? About the way she had tears in her eyes because he was leaving her?
Jerk.
I backed away from him, never taking my eyes off his head; I needed to keep my distance. There was plenty of time left before the ferry made its last stop on the mainland, and I wanted to study him like I’ve never studied a target before. I wanted to see what it was about him that made him what she wanted. What was it about him that made her cry when all I ever got was spit and blood?
He carried himself as though he was the only person on the ferry. The crowd bumped against him as they all tried to get a closer look at the black sea and the far off lights ahead, but he remained still and unmoving. Did he miss her that much already? Did his feelings run that deep?
For the next few hours, I watched him. He could have been a corpse. To the trogs around him, he could have been as dead as sound. But I could hear him breathing. And I could hear his heart. It was slow and beat with a sadness that I hated to admit I recognized and worse, shared. I wasn’t ashamed to admit that this made me hate him even more.
When the ferry finally docked on the mainland, I stalked him like any other prey. He left the pier, staying in the light like any good Boy Scout would, and walked with his back straight and his head facing forward. He didn’t look at the people he passed. The calls of the prostitutes went ignored, and the drunken slurs of the bums who hung around waiting to rob some unsuspecting trog of the last of their vacation money might as well have been whispered. He did not pay attention, didn’t waste a single second on the sounds that demanded he notice them.
He walked with a purpose.
So did I.
Up ahead was a bus stop. It was empty with just the pale orange glow of a street lamp keeping it from being swallowed completely by the darkness. He stopped there, dropping his duffel on the old bench before turning around.
“I don’t bite; I’m not like you…Liam.”
He stood there, his eyes mocking as he stared at me in the shadows. I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “You don’t know what I am.”
“If you think so. What do you want.”
I stepped into the light, feeling my insides rumble with agitation and excitement. Did I have the courage to tear his throat out right here? Of course I did. But first…first I wanted answers. “What’s going on between you and Fallon?”
“We love each other. That’s what’s going on between us,” he answered with smug satisfaction.
My teeth met the stale air that filled the space between us as a snarl crawled up my throat. My lip pulled up to expose my gums and my growing fangs. “What else?”
He laughed. He looked at me with clear eyes and laughed at me. “Look at you. Do you think I’m scared of you, with your…teeth and your…fishy funk? If you want to know, I love Fallon and she loves me, but we’re as much a couple as you are an angel.”
His laugh grew softer. So did his face. “She’s been my best friend for as long as I’ve ever really had friends, and when I’m nothing but dust in the ground, she’ll still be my friend.”
“She’s…just your friend?”
“What, did a diet of sardines and punches to the face make you deaf? Yes, she’s just my friend.”
There’s no explaining how those few words made me feel. I’d wanted to tear his gut out, feel his flesh grow cold in my mouth before I ate him, piece by piece, until the only thing that remained of him besides his bones was a stain that people would walk all over without a second thought. I’d wanted to peel his skin off of him while he still breathed and feed it to him while telling him in insane detail what I would do to him after.
But with just four words, my own gut became full of something else.
“Why do you care whether or not we’re friends?” he asked as my head swam with a swarm of so many possibilities.
I looked at him for the first time as something different. Not a threat. Not even food. “That’s none of your business.”
His hand found my shirt, his fist pulling and tightening the fabric around my neck. “If it involves Fallon, it’ll always be my business. If anything happens to her, if you or anyone else on that rock of yours hurts her, I’ll hunt you down like the animal you are.”
There was a lot to admire in the way he looked at me as if he really wasn’t afraid. He loved her. I always knew that. Any idiot with eyes would know that. But it was something different, his love. It was the love I’d seen a thousand times before. I recognized it. I knew it.
“Nothing’s going to happen to Fallon,” I said quietly.
We stood there under that orange light, staring at each other with silent threats passing between us as the minutes flowed like sweat dripping off our foreheads.
“Promise me. Give me your word as best as one of your kind can give it. Swear that nothing will happen to her.”
“Nothing’s going to happen to Fallon,” I repeated.
The hissing and piercing squeal of brakes was where the standoff had to end. “I’m holding you to your word. Nothing happens to her or else I’m coming after you.”
With one final glare, he was on the bus that had stopped, his head passing by the windows, one after the other, until he was all the way at the back. He watched me, just as I watched him. Even when the bus disappeared down the road and the fumes had faded away, leaving nothing to mask the stink of piss and failure, I stared after it.
A rumbling argument sounded, loud and violent. I turned around and frowned at the emptiness that surrounded me. I was alone. But the rumbling continued. It was, I realized with a laugh, my stomach. This was the second time in as many days that I’d given up my prey.
Because of her.
“Damn you,” I cursed out loud. “First you starve my brain of common sense and now you’re starving my damn body of food. Why the hell can’t I just be normal around you?”
And why couldn’t I get the taste of her blood out of my mouth? Why did its iron tang cling to my tongue? Even now, hours later, it was stuck in my mouth like a film refusing to let go, refusing to let me go. One small glimpse of what her flesh would taste like within me and now it wouldn’t leave. Fallon was a cancer. That’s what she was. She was a cancer and cell by cell, she was eating up what made me…me, and I couldn’t let that happen.
“Aaaaarrrggghhh!”
I turned and ran back into the darkness, quickly shifting, changing into something the night liked more than my arrogant human body. Hunger and raw, blood-thirsty need drove me, and I didn’t care if I ate a greasy bum or some virus filled hooker; I was going to eat before the sun came up or else. I was going to get rid of the taste of her.
Paws against pavement were a lot quieter than feet, and no one keeping safe in the blobs of light beneath each individual street lamp could hear or see me. They might sense me. They might even smell me, hot and hungry in the dark, already feeding off the scent of their fear. But they could not see me, and this was the thing they were afraid of the most.
I knew what they were feeling; for once I knew every single thing they felt as I made my way toward them and I didn’t know whether to be glad for this change in me or hate it. Just by breathing I knew that the hairs on the back of their neck had turned into tiny spikes of fear. The air around them felt several degrees colder because their blood had chilled. They pulled their jackets around them tighter, but it wasn’t working. Suddenly, they began to breathe faster, not knowing why, only that they had to.
I licked my lips, my tongue curving around my wide mouth and tasting the air for their breaths. There were three humans hiding near me. One was too old and thin to bother with – I’ll leave that one for the dogs. One wasn’t as scared as they should’ve been; drugs would make anyone brave. But one had just the right level of fear, with a heartbeat slipping and jumping to its own rhythm as it sensed that something was wrong.
The ground was sticky as I made my way closer. My prey was a female, with coffee on her breath. She was moving slowly, her shuffles loud in the dark. I huffed, my breath misting in the cool air and forming a cloud of dusty white.
“Wh-who’s there?” her voice called out from the shadows she thought she could hide in.
We were so close to the harbor that the air was filled with salt, and yet her breath still tasted sweet as I grew closer and closer to her. My eyes adjusted to the shift in light and dark as I made my way through the break in light to the complete emptiness that my prey hid in. I could see her, trembling against a wall with her hands pressed flat behind her.
With a swipe of my paw, she was on the ground, the breath knocked out of her and her scream trapped in her gut. I moved over her quickly, my front paws pinning down her arms while I sat on her legs, the weight of me causing her to force out a painful groan. I pushed up against her throat with my nose, feeling the warmth of her skin and smelling her through her fear and her dread. She smelled like…apples.
I let out a strange sound and pulled away to look at her. Her face was dirty, and frozen in a silent scream. There were scars marking her face as used, damaged, even broken. Nothing about her was worth giving a second look, except I did and caught the brown stare of her eyes.
Apples and brown eyes…
What the hell was I doing?
Forgetting the frightened hooker, forgetting the angry grumble in my stomach, I kept on moving down the pier. The ferry was docked for the night, and the last fishing boat had left back for the rock. I was stuck on mainland Maine for the night with an empty stomach and a suddenly guilty conscience that was going to eat me alive, even if I never hunted again.
Well…at least something was gonna eat tonight.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
FALLON
 
 
Josh’s ferry was gone, and I’d sat on my bike for twenty minutes, watching the town fall asleep before I decided to head home. It had turned cold pretty quickly, and I regretted driving back to exchange the truck for the bike while Josh was watching the movie with Audrey. I thought it would be smarter, faster.
Now I realized it was just stupid.
I was shivering, my teeth close to cracking they were chattering so hard, but I knew that I couldn’t go back to the house by myself. I didn’t want to accept the idea of another month with having to either hide inside my room, or face having to see Liam again and deal with what that would do to me. Josh may have given his blessing for me to screw myself up, but that doesn’t mean that I wanted to, or that I was going to.
Nothing sucks more than being chased by a nightmare. That’s what this was, a freaking nightmare.
So the monster had stalked me until it was past its bedtime and everyone went to sleep so I could ride home in peace. My pocket started vibrating, and I reached in to grab my cell phone.
“Peace my butt,” I grumbled as I pushed the answer button.
“Fallon? Where the hell are you?” Dad’s voice blurted through the phone before I’d even had a chance to press it against my ear.
“I’m coming, Dad. I guess I lost track of the time or something.”
“I’m gonna come and get you. Where are you?”
I looked around at the empty pier and sighed. “I’m still at the pier. Don’t worry, Dad. I’m leaving now.”
“Tell her she needs to get her butt home now,” Mom yelled out over Dad.
“You heard her. Take the safe road-”
“There’s only one road, Dad,” I reminded him.
“You know what I mean, Fall. It’s late, and dark. Are you sure you don’t want me to come and pick you up?”
It was hard not to smile. “It’s okay. I know the way home.”
“Are you sure?”
I found myself nodding, and then I laughed because he obviously couldn’t see me. “Yeah, I’m sure. Look, the longer I stay on the phone, the longer it’ll take for me to get home.”
“Okay, kitten. Want me to wait up?”
“I know it doesn’t matter if I say yes or no; you’re gonna wait up anyway.”
This time he laughed. “You’re right. So hurry up. Ride safe.”
“I will.”
The line clicked and I returned the phone to my back pocket. I pulled my helmet on and as I stomped on the starter, the quiet of the pier, the silence of being alone made it sound like the bike was eating the world as that loud, grumbling roar lashed out with each rev of the engine. I couldn’t help it. I felt almost…powerful. Like I was some kind of jeans and sneakers wearing beast master or something.
But of course, because everyone was asleep, no one would be impressed. Or frightened. Or care.
“Beast Master,” I snorted. “More like housecat master. Ugh…I need to go to bed; I am so not funny.”
If I thought I was cold before, I was absolutely frozen by the time I was halfway home. I started fantasizing about warm things, things like hot baths and cocoa, blankets, and freshly used bowling shoes.
I closed my eyes for just a moment, just long enough to see sunlight and feel the imaginary beginning of a tan creep across my skin. It felt fantastic, like being in Cali again. Like being in the real world again, where real people lived and not these mannequins with their stupid diets and their instant message-like gossiping system, and their kisses.
Oh God, especially their kisses.
It felt so real, it felt so familiar that I opened my eyes, positive that everything would still be there. And it was. The sun was there, though not as bright, and definitely not as inviting. And it was a lot hairier…with teeth.
And then everything stopped. The bike stopped. I stopped. It felt like I was crashing into the sun. Or, maybe the sun was crashing into me. I stopped feeling cold. It was instantaneous, the way my skin grew hot and everything beneath my skin and above it seemed to feel like the bottom of a fireplace. The world was spinning.
No. I was spinning.
Rolling, actually. I saw my bike, shaking to a stop in front of me as I rolled away from it, further and further back until my body hit the prickly edge of grass. When I stopped moving, I was facedown, nose-deep in old, broken asphalt. Was it broken because of me? Or had it always been that way?
I didn’t have time to answer the question, though. A ruffling sound, hot and wet at the same time, fluttered over to me. Through the helmet, it seemed nice, comforting…friendly. But when I looked up, when my hands removed the helmet, the sound was like hearing my life end in hot, heavy breaths.
A gigantic cat, something that looked like a lion on steroids or a cougar that had been fed on fertilizer and probably the souls of little children, was crouching just a few feet away from me. In the dark, its fur glowed like a new penny, shiny and smooth. As it breathed, the copper color shifted back and forth, looking like it was on fire, almost…molten. And its breath…it puffed through its teeth like slivered clouds, the heat from deep in its throat meeting the cold air in an almost explosive way.
I was surprised that I could see the color of its eyes. The green was probably richer and more vibrant in the daylight, but in the dark it glowed an almost neon green, like antifreeze. That should have been enough to frighten the crap out of me, but blame too many horrorfest Fridays or an imagination that was way more creative than real life because instead of scared, I was curious. I tried to sit up to get a better look but a pain rocketed through my leg and sent me slamming back down.
The cat laughed. Or, at least, that’s what it sounded like. Maybe I was hallucinating. I was in so much pain the cat probably wasn’t even a cat. Maybe it was just a really big, really mad rabbit. Something cuddly and cute. With fangs.
“Is that it? Are you really a mutant rabbit or something?” I asked through gritted teeth as I managed to haul myself up all the way. My jeans pulled against my legs, and I reached down to feel bare skin. I yanked my hand back at the way my leg stung, and at the gritty, rough feeling that met my fingers. I knew what it was; I’d had enough experiences with road rash to know that my legs were torn up and digesting asphalt.
“Well? Are you gonna eat me or just watch me die from tetanus?”
The cat snarled. It didn’t sound like one of those special effects you hear in the movies, high-pitched and hollow. It was deeper, lower, and it reached into you, found whatever it was that made you feel nothing but scared, and it clawed at it until you bled with fear. In the movies, this was the part where the hero jumps into the scene to save the day. This was where the hero and the cat would fight some kind of epic battle and the hero would emerge victorious.
But this wasn’t a movie.
And there was no hero just waiting for his cue to come and rescue me.
That meant that unless I wanted to become the next deposit in this cat’s litter box, I had to save myself. Which of course meant that the cat would choose that moment to attack. It moved faster than I thought it would considering its size; it wasn’t bigger than the enormous black cat that I’d seen, but it was big enough that I could feel the ground shake as it pushed off on its hind legs to turn me into dinner.
It was completely a reflex when my hand lashed out in self-defense, bringing my helmet with it. What had saved my head from being turned into jelly now became the only way I could save the rest of me. As the helmet crashed into the side of the cat’s head, it reached out with a dangerous paw.
I could either pull away or keep the momentum and hope that would be enough to knock the cat out. Either way, I knew I’d only get one chance, so I let the helmet hit home just as the paw did. The solid sound of bones and fiberglass cracking came second to the jarring sensation that shot up my arm and through my shoulder. It landed at my throat and stayed there, as if it got lost and decided that was as far as it needed to go.
My body twisted on the ground, and my aching legs followed until I had done a complete rotation, stopping in the middle of the road, closer to my bike, and further away from the cat that staggered on shaky legs, its head wobbly, its eye bleeding black tears in the dark. I didn’t know how long I had before it steadied itself so I bit through the pain, and got on my hands and knees.
I pushed myself up to my feet and hobbled to my bike. It took every curse word I knew to get the bike upright, but even cussing wasn’t gonna get the bike started. It hurt. There was nothing but pain burning paths through my body as I stomped on the kick starter over and over again, looking back at the cat with each attempt because I’m a glutton for punishment.
Finally, the bike grumbled its return and I twisted the throttle like strangling it was the only way to get it to live. I didn’t look behind me again.
The ride home was probably even colder than it had been when I left the pier, but I couldn’t tell. All I felt was the fire that was eating me alive. My legs were already going numb, but my right shoulder and neck were throbbing with heat and something else that I didn’t want to know. I just wanted to get home.
That porch light looked like heaven as I pulled up the drive. The trees even seemed relieved that I was back since none of them cast a shadow that blocked the house and that wonderful light from my view. I rode to the porch and then stumbled off the bike, my knee hitting the first step and causing me to yelp out in pain.
Only the yelp wasn’t really a yelp. It was more raspy, like I’d just chain smoked an entire tobacco farm or something. I saw dark blobs appear on the wood and finally reached up a hand to my neck, feeling softness and stickiness where there shouldn’t have been.
“Oh crap,” I said. Or…didn’t say. In my head I said it. But nothing came out of my mouth. Not anything that sounded like words, anyway.
The front door flew open wide, and I saw my Dad’s bare feet. I didn’t think it was weird that it was so cold out but he had no socks on; I was used to his weird ways. But I wasn’t used to hearing him yell the way he did when he saw me. I wasn’t used to the sound that his voice made when he grabbed me and turned my face to him.
I probably said something to him but again, nothing came out of my mouth that could be heard. A pinging sound was starting to fill my ears as I watched with fuzzy eyes the way Dad’s mouth moved, slow and almost cartoonish, while his eyes grew unnaturally wide. Mom’s face appeared beside his, her eyes huge and frozen with fear.
Mom was never scared. That’s the last thing I remember before everything else shut off.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
LIAM
 
 
It was just past dawn when I finally made it back to the rock. The first fishing boat out was captained by a human, but I didn’t care. I even ate the lousy tuna melt he offered me for breakfast. In exchange for the ride, I helped him with his nets and pots. If he hadn’t been human, he might have been friends with my dad, and I might have spent some time working on his boat to make extra money.
But he was human, so I stayed at a safe distance. I didn’t want to get too close in case my stomach decided to overrule my brain.
The docks were busy as usual when we arrived. The captain went off to speak to Jameson’s dad about some crates, and I went by Dad’s slip. It was empty, which meant that Audrey was probably home alone. I hurried home and found her in the kitchen, crying.
“Aud? What happened? What’s wrong?” I was on my knees in front her, gripping her chair and looking into her eyes as much as she’d let me. She was a complete mess, and I worried that at any second, she’d have an episode.
“Fallon was attacked,” she said, her eyes hard and cold.
A month ago, those three words wouldn’t have meant anything at all. But I knew now that I cared about what happened to Fallon. I liked her.
I liked her.
I liked Fallon Timmons.
I cared about her and wanted her to be safe.
More than that, I wanted her to be safe and know that I liked her.
But someone had attacked her and I didn’t know how badly. I didn’t even know if she was still alive.
“How bad is it?” I asked carefully.
The look in Audrey’s eyes couldn’t have been any clearer: she blamed me. “Why do you care? You wanted this. You wanted this to happen,” she accused.
“I didn’t want this to happen. I was gonna tell her today that I…that I…like her.”
She punched me. “Of course you like her. You’d like her on some toast. You’d like her fresh and bleeding on the floor. You’d like her filleted and served with a side of ‘ding-dong the witch is dead.’ I hate you, Liam. I hate you for this.”
There was no point arguing with her anymore so I stood up. “Where is she?”
“Where do you think?”
She probably heard the door slam before that last word left her mouth. I was running. I was moving down the road and past the buildings, past the faces of the early risers and the late sleepers. I didn’t care what I looked like. I didn’t care what anyone was going to say about what they saw. In my head, the only thing that mattered was finding out what happened to Fallon and making sure that she was okay.
The curtains were closed, but the vet clinic’s door was open and I pushed my way in. I saw Fallon’s parents both sitting on the bed where she slept. She was pale. Her olive skin looked more like a bleached banana would, and she had blood-soaked bandages taped across her neck and right shoulder.
“What happened?” I said, not caring who answered me, only that someone did.
I should have known better than to ask; Fallon’s dad stood up and charged toward me. His hand wrapped around my throat and he squeezed. He could have crushed me without a second thought, but he needed answers, too.
“That’s the same thing I want to know. What the hell happened to my daughter? What did you do?”
It was hard to speak, but I managed to find enough breath to tell him that it wasn’t me. I don’t know if he believed me or not, but he let me go and I started coughing. It felt like there were needles in my throat, sticking and jabbing deeper and deeper with each swallow. Mr. Timmons didn’t look sympathetic.
“Why should we believe you?”
“I was on the mainland all night,” I gasped between coughs, the prickles growing more and more intense with each constriction of my throat. “I missed the last ferry and came in on a fishing boat this morning. I just found out and came straight here.”
“If it wasn’t you, then who was it? We brought her here as our daughter. She’s no different than you are-”
“She’s plenty different,” I yelled.
“Only because you refuse to look her as anything but food.” Fallon’s mom was now in my face, and I realized with a gulp that her husband had protected me from her because just standing, she was terrifying. Her eyes were bright and almost feral, her teeth already sharp and bared though the rest of her remained human in form. She had such control over her body, I couldn’t be anything but impressed.
“She should have been welcomed because she’s our daughter.”
I admit it. In that moment, a wave of absolute stupidity came over me. I don’t know why I said it, but I did. “But she’s not your daughter.”
And, of course, I paid for it.
 
 
***
 
 
I woke up in a bed next to Fallon’s, my head feeling like it had been torn off and then stapled back on. Fallon’s parents were again sitting on the bed, but they didn’t look at me. Mrs. Timmons had a smile on her face while her husband looked worried. I sat up slowly and tried to remember what happened.
“She kicked your ass,” Dr. Phan informed me.
“I didn’t ask…”
“It’s written all over your face,” she said with a shrug. “I just thought you’d like to know that the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”
With a groan, I turned around, putting my legs on the floor so that I could face Fallon’s bed. She was still asleep, but I could’ve sworn that she’d gotten paler. “What time is it?” I asked groggily.
“Noon,” Fallon’s dad replied.
“How long has she been like this?” I moved forward and then grasped my head in my hands as a sharp pain blasted through it.
Ignoring my pain, he responded. “She came home like this at around midnight. I don’t know how she managed to get away or even get home. She’s lost so much blood…she might not wake up.”
I felt the heaviness of worry and fear fall right against my chest. “Why won’t she wake up?”
Dr. Phan came to stand between the two beds and gave me a glass of water and a small cup with two small pills inside. “Because she was mauled by a big, dumb cat, that’s why. Take this. It’ll help with your headache.”
I grabbed the glass and cup and downed them both. “How bad is it?” I asked the doctor quietly after I handed them back.
“It’s not as bad as it could’ve been. She lost at least three pints of blood. You guys don’t normally leave any survivors so she’s pretty lucky. Or unlucky. Whoever attacked her left a gnarly wound; her days of wearing tank tops are over, but then again she’s not exactly in California anymore, is she?”
Fallon’s mom rumbled, and I twitched. She looked at me, her voice threatening as she spoke. “You’d better tell me who did this.”
I looked away, focusing on Fallon’s chest as it rose and fell with each slow breath. “I wish I could. I wish that it had been me that attacked her because then you could do something, but it wasn’t me.”
“Fallon said that a cat chased her on the road a few weeks ago and that another helped her. Do you know who they were?” Mrs. Timmons demanded to know.
My head bobbed and I hissed at the resulting pain. “It was me and my best friend. He was trying to scare her. I stopped him.”
“Why?” This time, her voice was calmer.
The medicine must have chosen right then to kick in. Or maybe my brain felt that it didn’t need to warn me about her anymore. Either way, I answered without fear. “Because I don’t want anything bad to happen to her. I care about her.”
“You care about her?” Mrs. Timmons huffed. “I know it’s been a long time since we’ve been home, but I don’t think things have changed so much that showing that you care about someone means treating them like garbage.”
“I…I didn’t know how to treat her,” I said honestly. “It’s not…natural to care about a human like that. I mean, you gotta understand that.” I wasn’t looking at her when I spoke. It was weird. I felt like the only person I could look at was Fallon.
“It’s only unnatural to care about humans if you can’t care about anyone.”
My eyes didn’t leave the soft rise and fall of Fallon’s chest when I responded, “I care more about my sister than I do about anyone else on this rock. I would rather skin myself alive than see her hurt.
“But that doesn’t mean that when I look at your daughter that I don’t see food, because I do. But I also see someone I don’t want to hurt, and-” I gripped my forehead in my hands “-I gotta tell you, I’m all kinds of confused here. How can you hunt and feed and then look her in the eye afterward?”
Fallon’s dad answered me this time, his voice carrying over like a heavy fog. “We haven’t hunted since we got her. We both realized that we couldn’t raise a human as our own if we were also killing and eating them. She had to learn to trust us, to be able to depend on us, which meant that she had to be safe with us.”
A hand grabbed my chin and forced me to turn my head. I was looking into Mrs. Timmons’ eyes, her own narrow and searching. “You haven’t fed for a while, have you?”
I shook my head. “The last time was a week after you guys came. I tried hunting last night but stopped. I couldn’t go through with it.”
Suspicion painted her one word question. “Why?”
I probably shouldn’t have, but I chuckled. “Because of her. I just couldn’t… I don’t know why.”
The hand that had been on my chin was now on my shoulder, comforting if not firm. “We know.”
I could see that she was telling the truth. She understood. And it was incredible. I thought I was alone in the way I felt. I mean, I knew that Audrey was her friend, but being someone’s friend was different than what I wanted.
Wait…
What the hell
did
I want? It’s not like I could just ask her out. We’d already drawn the lines between us and I was pretty sure she didn’t want either of us to cross them. And then there was Brenda. She was barely keeping her claws in already; she’d tear Fallon limb from limb if she knew how I really felt about her.
“You’ve got a lot to think about, Liam.” Mrs. Timmons’ voice wasn’t exactly soft, but it wasn’t about ready to cut me either. “We had nothing to lose but our past when we adopted Fallon. You have a lot more.”
I reached across the gap between my bed and Fallon’s and grabbed her hand. It was cool, and limp. I turned it over and felt the lines against her palm with my thumb. Audrey liked to say that the lines on a human palm were their past, their present, and their future. I put my own next to hers and the difference was like night and day. Or human and Panthus.
While her palm was marked with a bunch of lines and creases, mine was blank. Her nails were pink and smooth, and they were chewed down to the tip with what looked like grease beneath a couple of them. Her skin was an odd combination of smooth and rough, as calluses marked the ends of each finger.
I squeezed her hand, feeling the way it felt in mine, the shape, the fit, the weight, and liking it. But it wasn’t enough. There wasn’t any difference between her hand right then and there and a fishing pole. Hands were supposed to feel warm, and squeeze back.
At that moment, I’d have given my tail to have her squeeze back.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
FALLON
 
 
Dizzy.
How is it possible to be dizzy with your eyes closed? My eyes…they were closed. I think. Right?
“Mmm…”
Well, that was me.
I was lying down. The bed was uncomfortable, and it was cold. And it smelled like wet dog. Or cat.
“Fallon?”
So many hands…one more than there should be. My eyes opened and then shut at the bright, fluorescent light that hung directly above my head. “Turn that off,” I grumbled.
“Cut the light,” I heard Mom order.
It took a couple of seconds before the darkness my lids should have offered finally appeared. My mouth felt stiff, the corners around my lips cracking and I groaned with embarrassment; I’d been drooling. “Where am I?”
“At the vet’s,” Dad said softly. His voice was so…tired and weak.
My eyes opened more slowly this time and, though fuzzy, I could make out the wired cover of the light above me and the flat, gray ceiling. “Mmm…why am I at the vet’s?”
“Because we didn’t-”
“Because the ferry was out and we couldn’t get you off the island,” Mom interrupted Dad.
I turned toward her voice and saw her sitting beside me to my left, her hands clutching mine, her face looking almost gray in the dim light. Dad knelt beside her, his hands holding my arm and shoulder, his chin resting on my elbow. There was relief in his eyes, and he smiled almost sheepishly at me, as if he felt embarrassed that he’d been worried at all.
“How are you feeling?” he asked.
“Like a human scratching post,” I said with a light laugh.
A pressure built in my right hand and I felt pulled toward it. A hand gripped mine tightly, like a vise, and my eyes followed the arm it was attached to until they reached that scarred and worried face that seemed like it never left my thoughts now. His eyes were hooded, his expression too difficult to read.
“Why the hell are you here?”
He looked hurt by my question, which surprised me. “I…I heard about what happened and I wanted to help.”
Hurt or not, what he said pissed me off. I pulled my hand out of his. “I don’t want your kind of help.”
Mom sounded confused, her anger forced when she chastised me. “Fallon, I know you don’t want him here. I’m still not sure I want him here. But Liam’s been by your side since he found out. He hasn’t left-”
“So what? He’s probably only here for Audrey. Or to get a good look at me and then tell his friends all about how the stupid trog got scratched up by the big cat.”
Dad was also just as unconvincing when he argued, “He’s been here for the past two days, watching you so your mom and I could get some rest and something to eat. Give the boy some credit.”
Two days? I’d been unconscious for two days? I swallowed, feeling the tightness in my throat, and reached up with my free hand. My fingers found the bandages at my shoulder, and as my hand moved up, the bandages continued until I felt the gauze and tape stop just beneath my chin.
“I want a mirror.” I announced as I began to pry the tape from my skin.
“Fallon, all you’re gonna see are bandages; leave them alone,” she chastised, grabbing my hands to keep them from removing the bandages.
“I want to see what’s underneath them,” I told her, fighting but having no success; she always had been stronger than me.
“Let her see,” Dad said quietly. “It’s better that she sees the worst of it now. It’ll make the scar easier to accept.”
Sighing, Mom stood up and walked away. She disappeared into another room. Muffled sounds of metal scraping and things falling onto a tiled floor followed before she returned, a large, rectangular mirror in her hand.
“Is…Mom, is that the mirror from the medicine cabinet?” I asked as I saw the bent hinges hanging from one side of the metal frame.
“No,” she said with a straight face.
Dad took it from her and handed it to me. “It doesn’t matter where the mirror came from. You wanted to see your wounds and your mom got you something to see it with.”
I began to sit up, and then realized I wasn’t wearing any clothes. My hands slapped against my chest to keep the sheet that had been covering me from falling down. I eyed Liam, who had not moved from his spot. “Excuse me!”
His face turned a deep shade of cherry red before he turned around, his back now facing me. I looked at Dad, who turned away as well. Mom knelt on the bed in front of me and helped me up, pulling the sheet tight behind me and then taking the mirror with her other hand, leaving me with two free hands to peel away the bandages.
I looked at myself in the mirror and saw dark, circular shadows framing my eyes. My lips were dry and cracked, and a stream of white crust trailed out from the corners of my mouth down my cheeks and toward my ears. Drool. Gorgeous.
Below my face, hidden by my chin, were the bandages. They looked new, as if they’d been changed recently. Gently, I picked at the edge of some of the tape that kept the white gauze pressed against my skin. As I lifted each scalloped edge free, I could feel the tugging of something tender and raw; I knew that the bandage was sticking to my wounds.
“Go slowly,” Mom cautioned.
“Ya think?” I squeaked.
The caution in her voice became replaced with irritation almost at the speed of light. “I don’t care how much pain you’re in. You don’t talk to me like that, little girl.”
“Sorry,” I muttered before pulling the bandage down, inch by slow, painful inch until it was hanging like a flag from the top of my chest over the sheet. I had tried to close my eyes before I saw anything to let my eyes take it all in at once, but the minute I saw the reddened, angry skin, I couldn’t look away.
The bandage covered up the ugliness of the wound the way a mask would hide someone’s tortured face. My skin was puckered as small, dark blue stitches kept what looked like deep gouges from opening up and exposing what hid underneath. The cool air felt like tiny needles on skin, telling me just how sensitive the area was. I pressed gently on some of the reddened flesh between the rows of stitches and hissed; I might as well have branded myself with the word “idiot”.
“I don’t have any of that surgical glue that they’re using on the mainland so I went old school.” A woman wearing a stained, white coat appeared behind Mom, her eyes watchful. “You don’t need to keep the bandage on for that long, but I think a couple more days are necessary to keep the skin from drying out and pulling at the stitches. You got a nasty swat there, young lady; you’re lucky you’re still alive.”
I saw a small line of stitches just beneath my collarbone, right above my heart. “What’s this?”
Mom was quiet, and Dad looked both scared and clueless. But the woman held her own hand up in the air, her fingers spread out and curved like a claw. She pointed to her thumb with her other hand.
“It’s called the dew claw. Whoever got you was trying really hard to make sure they got you good. If they’d succeeded, you’d be beyond dead right now. You’d be lumps under some sand on one of the beaches and-”
“That’s enough, Dr. Phan,” Mom barked.
Dr. Phan huffed. “You’re gonna have to tell her sooner or later. This won’t be the last time this happens, you know.”
Confused, I looked at Mom. “Tell me what?”
“Fallon, you don’t need to worry about that right now.”
I snorted and then pointed to my chest. “When exactly am I supposed to worry about it? I got mauled, Ma!”
“Don’t call me ‘Ma’. You know I hate that.”
“Then tell me what’s going on.”
Mom glared at Dr. Phan, and I heard a sharp intake of breath follow. I don’t know if it came from Dad or Liam, but both of them seemed to freeze, not breathing, not moving, just….sitting there like statues with their backs toward me.
“We…we lied about the island. We…lied about the cats attacking people.”
“No, really?” I said acidly. “I couldn’t tell, what with all these stitches in my neck.”
I pushed the bandage back over the wound and pressed the tapes down, rubbing them until they stopped trying to peel back off. Mom eased away from me, her hand letting go of the sheet. I grabbed it quickly and clutched it to my chest lying on my side. I realized too late that I was facing Liam.
He’d already turned around, his face so much softer than I’d ever seen it before. It was different and I didn’t know if I liked it this way or not. When he was angry and defensive, it was…fun figuring out what he was thinking, feeling. I could doubt the real reason behind his scowl and instead make up my own. When he looked so defenseless, like he did right now, I couldn’t lie about what I saw. I couldn’t avoid it.
And not avoiding it meant that I had to admit that what I saw was as close to concern as it could get. He really was worried about me.
No. How stupid was that? He wasn’t worried about me. He was worried about the damn island and its reputation. I was a “trog.” I wasn’t his friend.
But then he spoke. His mouth opened and words that weren’t insults or dripping in hate and sarcasm came out, slowly and thoughtfully. “Do you remember what the cat looked like? Do you remember what color it was, or how big it was?”
My mouth began to let words slip out, descriptions that were full and vivid because even though it had been dark and I’d been too cold to think straight, I would never forget the copper cat who’d taken a swipe at my life. Liam’s reaction was like lightning exploding right in front of me. Light seemed to reflect in his eyes, bright and golden. His face hardened as rage took away the softness and replaced it with sharp angles and dark corners.
“Liam,” my mother said to him, the word carrying a warning, but he was already gone.
He ran past us and out of the clinic. I heard a bell that was probably attached to the door clang angrily. “What’s he gonna do?” I asked nervously as I saw the worried faces on Mom and Dad.
Mom said nothing, just looked away, anger and disappointment plain on her face, but Dad mumbled something that sounded a lot like “start a war”.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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What did I expect? What had I expected? Did I think it would have been someone else? I’d hoped it would’ve been. I’d hoped it would’ve been someone else, someone who didn’t really matter. But I knew that life wasn’t like that. I knew that life was never gonna be easy for me. The scars on my face and body told me that every day.
But you’d think that the people you trusted the most would care enough about you to not piss you off. And I was pissed. I was more than pissed. I was ready to kill.
I couldn’t explain to Fallon what had happened to her, or who had attacked her. I couldn’t even at least tell her why, and neither could her parents. The truth had to be kept from her. I understood now more than I probably ever did why Fallon’s life was built on a foundation of carefully constructed lies. She didn’t know anything about us or about her parents to keep all of us safe until she was ready. Now she’d never be ready.
How could she trust any of us after what happened to her?
How could we expect her to trust us?
Maybe being a monster would have been okay if the monster had never hurt her. But it was too late now. The monster had done more than hurt her; the monster had destroyed her innocence and I knew better than most that you never got that back. The monster…was us.
So when I opened the door to the beauty salon, I didn’t see faces of people. I saw monsters and trogs. I saw myself.
“Baby! What are you doing here?” Brenda asked with a fake smile.
I grabbed her arm and dragged her away from the register. I walked past the chairs filled with trogs getting their hair…whatever. I pulled Brenda into the back storage room and slammed the door. Her pickup wasn’t that great because she misunderstood what I was doing and wrapped her arms around me.
Her mouth was against my ear, her voice deep and sultry. “Baby, if you wanted some quickie hatesex, all you had to do was say so.”
I gotta admit it. The invitation was…well, it made my thoughts kind of skid to a stop. My body had always reacted to her; the smell of her always sent my common sense into a nosedive straight into a pile of stupidity and horniness, and this time wasn’t any different. When she purred, the vibration went through my skin and into my blood.
She put her nose to my neck and nibbled, nuzzling me and licking, her tongue rough against my throat. We’d never done this before – have sex in the shop – and the excitement was like a storm. Roughly, she pushed me against a shelf stocked with dozens of bottles and jars. They scattered on the ground, some splattering open and spraying us with what was inside.
“Oops,” she laughed.
The force of her nibbling intensified as she gripped my shirt in her hands and pulled, tearing the cloth until she exposed my bare chest. She began to bite across the tops of my shoulders, her fingers raking down toward my abdomen. I felt her fingers fumbling at the button on my jeans. My brain said to make her stop. Heh…stupid brain.
Her mouth was hot, and she used each breath to whisper the things she was planning on doing to me. She began to sink, lower and lower until she was on her knees, her mouth hot on my navel. She looked up at me and I felt the rate of my breathing increase, deep breaths came in, fast and hard, while shallow breaths pushed out, hot and moist.
“I know what you need. This always makes you feel better.”
Her words were a promise that my body remembered, and she knew it. She knew it and she worked it. “Do you want me to lick it and make it feel better?”
No. No, I don’t. No, no, no…
I could feel my jeans growing tighter; feel the familiar pressure build between my legs that grew when I heard her chuckle. She was smiling. She was smiling because she knew what she was doing and what kind of affect it was having on me.
…work, brain…work!
My hands went in front of my jeans as her fingers moved to pull down my zipper. She laughed and grabbed my hands. Her voice was thick as she whispered, “Don’t stop yourself from feeling good, Liam. You know you want to.” She brought them to her face and licked my palm. Suddenly, she stopped and looked at me.
“What the hell is this?” She stood up, my hand still in hers. “What the hell is this, Liam?”
The look in her eyes was murderous. “What the hell is what?”
She pushed my hand into my face, my palm crushed against my nose. “This. Why does your hand smell like it’s been shoved up that skank trog’s snatch? Is this what you’ve been doing the past couple of days? Have you been boning her at the clinic?”
I shoved her away and watched her crash into the shelf across from us. She stopped a bottle from falling with her hand and then, wrapping her fingers around it, threw it at me. I ducked but whatever was in it splashed out onto my face as it shattered.
“You’re crazy, Brenda. I’m not boning Fallon. I’m not doing anything with Fallon and never will. Not after what you’ve done.”
She cocked her chin up and only then did I notice the bruising and swelling around her left eye. Her eye was half-white, half-bloodshot; it looked like it had been dipped in red paint at the corner, and I half expected her to blink blood red tears just for the attention it would get. She turned slightly, and I could see a dent and several poorly-done stitches. I smiled.
Well done, Fallon.
The corner of her mouth picked up with a smug smirk. “You mean that’s all it took? What’s the matter, she allergic to cats?”
“You could have killed her!” I shouted, my voice rattling around the small room.
Her eyes flashed with disappointment, her voice feeling and sounding like ice stabbing my ears. “I know. I’m going to have to try harder next time.”
I charged, her words too filled with promise to ignore and my body too gripped with fear to control. My hands found the shelf right beneath her shoulders. I gripped them and pressed myself in as close as I dared, the wood cracking beneath my fingers. “I warned you once to stay away from her. I told you to leave her alone. She’s not like the other humans-”
Her voice was sharp and almost crazed. “Tell me something the whole island doesn’t know. If she’d been anyone else, you’d have torn out her throat. Instead, you shoved your tongue down it.”
“I told you why I did that,” I reminded her but she laughed.
“Yeah, and it’s still bullshit. You didn’t kiss her to keep our secret; you kissed her because you wanted her to know yours. And now I know it, too. But I’m not going to let you screw us over like her parents did…or like your mom tried to do.”
My fingers were moving on their own, my brain and my hand completely disconnected. They moved like a snake striking at her throat. Quick and determined, my fingers wrapped around her neck, squeezing. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“Don’t be stupid,” she wheezed out, her smile never leaving her face. “Adopting a human kid? Losing your mind and then going and getting pregnant with some mutant half-breed? We stay on this rock because we don’t want to mix with humans, and her parents and your mom went out of their way to get crotch deep into them.
“They turned their back on their own kind and you’re very close to doing the same thing.”
Suddenly, I let go and stepped back. The things she said weren’t lies. But that’s because she saw things differently. She didn’t see things the way my mom saw them, or Mr. and Mrs. Timmons did. She didn’t see things the way that I saw them…at least, not the way I saw them now.
And looking at Brenda, I realized that it wasn’t just humans that looked different to me. I’d always thought Brenda was the best looking girl I’d ever seen. She still was.
She was always going to have the perfect body and the perfect smile. She would always be protective over us, to the point where she’d do stupid things like attack Fallon. She loved me, she loved Audrey, and I was always gonna love her. Every single part of me loved her and would never stop. I’d done things with her, shared things with her, that I’ll probably never do or share with anyone else ever again.
But none of that mattered because looking at her, at her bruises and her smirk, her green eyes and her thick, brown braid, I saw something that I didn’t like.
My head shook in disappointment and I walked back toward the door, stepping over the bottles that had fallen on the floor. I didn’t look back at her, but I did pause before leaving, looking at a poster of a girl with bright red hair grinning back at me, her teeth biting down on her finger. Someone had written the word “yum” next to it, and I surprised myself when I didn’t smile.
I heard my voice, and then the sound of the door close as I left, unsure which one made more of an impact on Brenda.
“I didn’t turn my back against our kind, Brenda; you did that the minute you attacked Mr. and Mrs. Timmons’ daughter.”
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I went home the day I woke up. I wasn’t allowed to walk to the truck. Or to the house. Or to the sofa. Dad carried me pretty much every inch I moved, even though the doctor said I could walk, and the only things that needed attention were my stitches. My legs still had some nasty black bits of asphalt stuck inside them, but a nice hot bath would take care of that.
Mom carried me that time.
I had dinner on the couch with Mom and Dad watching over me like hawks. We watched some corny talent show rerun together, and then I was carried into my room and tucked into bed like I was five and the invisible monster under my bed had attacked me instead of some ginormous cat with day-glo eyes. I slept like a baby.
That is, until I rolled over and my shoulder felt like a bomb had gone off on it and my legs turned into two four alarm fires. Then I was up, and hurting. And maybe it’s not this way for everyone, but for me, when I’m in pain, my brain starts coming up with ways of making it hurt worse. Random things began to flash through my mind, things that I’d pretty much sworn on my life and the lives of my fictional great-great-great-grandchildren that I was never going to think about again.
Which meant four-letter words started spilling out of my mouth.
Including the worst four-letter word ever invented.
“Liam.”
Ugh.
I must have taken too many pain pills.
I sat up in bed and stared at my door, as if he was there and I could eye him out and stare him to death. But the more I stared, the more I could see him, his face, his eyes, his mouth. Even his scar. I loved that scar.
“What the hell is wrong with me?” I said out loud. “I love his scar?”
How the hell can you love a scar? Especially when you don’t even like the person the scar is attached to?
God, I’m such a bad liar. I can’t even lie to myself.
Because I did like him. I liked Liam a lot.
But I also hated him.
“And his stupid scar!”
I stopped when I realized what I must have sounded like to my parents if they were listening, then laughed with relief when I looked over to the clock on my nightstand and saw that there was no way they were still up. Still, I kept quiet for the rest of the night.
When the sun finally decided to show up, I was out of bed and limping like an idiot to the bathroom. Mom and Dad’s door was closed which meant it was bowl of cereal for breakfast. Of course, when I opened the refrigerator, there wasn’t any milk. Which probably made sense since when I opened the pantry door, there wasn’t any cereal either.
My stomach was rumbling, but the last thing I was going to do was start a house fire trying to fry up some eggs and pretend the empty space beside them was bacon. Or turkey bacon. Or tofu bacon. Or even paper bacon.
So I took the keys to the truck, hobbled outside, and stopped dead in my tracks.
“Hey.”
“Hey.”
Audrey was sitting in her chair, her hair neatly braided into a circle around her head. She was wearing a pretty coral dress, and it looked like her ears had been pierced because she had tiny little balls of gold glinting from her lobes. She had a tired smile on her face, and her eyes looked like they had enough luggage beneath them to go to Mars.
“You look about as bad as I feel,” she said with a soft laugh.
“That’s funny,” I laughed along with her. “I was gonna say the same thing to you.”
“I was so worried about you that I did everything I could think of to keep myself busy until Liam could come home and bring me over to see you. I thought Dr. Phan would keep you in the clinic longer but then we went over there and I think we kinda woke her up because I didn’t realize it was so early but I couldn’t wait to see you and now I’m here and you’re here and…yeah.”
She said all of this in one breath. One long, pause-free breath.
“So you came here instead?” My eyes searched for him, knowing he was here,
feeling
he was here. “Where is he?”
She looked around her, behind her, and then at me with a shrug. “Gone.”
“Gone?”
I looked past her, past the truck, down the drive, through the trees, but there wasn’t anything or anyone there.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said nervously. “Where are you going?”
She was looking at the keys in my hand, and for a minute I forgot. “Um…”
But then my stomach reminded me – loudly – like some kind of rabid badger trying to gnaw its way out through my gut.
“Hungry, huh?”
Laughing, I nodded. “I was planning on going into town and hunt down some breakfast. Want to come?”
She grinned, and wheeled herself to the passenger side of the truck. I opened the door for her and watched her pull herself up and in without a struggle. Me, on the other hand…I looked like some kind of troll, hobbling as I grabbed her wheelchair.
“What happened to your chair?” I asked as I tried to collapse it before putting it into the truck bed. Part of the frame was dented, and I could see some holes torn in the fabric of the chair’s back. She didn’t hear me, though; she was buckled in, her door closed, ready to go by the time I was in the driver seat.
“I’m sorry about what happened,” she said to me, looking at the bandage peeking out from the neckline of my shirt.
“Why? It’s not your fault,” I told her with a shrug, wincing with pain as I felt my stitches tug.
“Sure,” she said quietly, looking out of the window as I backed out and headed down the drive. She was touching the glass, her face pressed against it and her shoulders slouching down with a pretty dramatic sigh.
I knew it was impossible, but for some reason she looked…guilty, as if what had happened to me was her fault or something. I didn’t understand why. It’s not like she could control what the freakishly big and obviously starving animals did.
She just lived here.


CHAPTER THIRTY
LIAM
She couldn’t see me. I knew she couldn’t see me. I’d carried Audrey the whole way to Fallon’s house on my back, her wheelchair clamped in my mouth, my clothes squashed firmly between her and my pelt. It was still dark out when we’d left Dr. Phan’s so no one would see us. Audrey didn’t want me to wait with her; she told me to stay hidden behind the trees.
Actually, she told me to go climb up one of them and not come down until she gave me a sign. Trouble is, she never said what that sign was. She just sort of wheeled herself up to the front of Fallon’s house and sat there while the sky changed from black to purple to bruise-colored. Instead of hiding in a tree, though, I sat on the roof of the workshop.
And then Fallon came out. She looked surprised – I felt surprised – but she also looked happy. And she looked confused. I guess that’s kind of understandable at six in the morning. What did I expect from her anyway? She wasn’t gonna treat Audrey the same way she treated me if I’d shown up at her house at six in the morning. She’d probably think that I was stalking her or something.
Because yeah…it did sound kinda stalkerish.
Kinda like sitting on the roof of her workshop, watching her talk to my kid sister and listening in to see if she said anything about me.
“Stupid,” I breathed as I watched them drive away. “I’m so stupid.”
And of course nothing proved it more than following the truck. I ran in the grass, my clothes tucked in my mouth, my ears pricked up to hear the truck’s every sound. It wasn’t like I was gonna lose it – there was only one main road on the rock – but I didn’t want to get ahead, or fall too far behind just in case…
Just in case what? The truck broke down? The girl could probably fix the problem before I got my jeans on.
Then what? Just in case Brenda attacked them again?
But…she’d taken care of herself then, too.
I didn’t get a chance to figure any of it out because they’d already driven past the maze and were heading closer and closer to town. I had to stop, change back into my human shape, and pull my clothes on before the grass ran out. By the time I was done picking the grass out of my hair and underwear, the truck was parked in front of one of the inns…and it was empty.
Maybe they’d gone into the inn to have some breakfast. Part of me wanted to go inside and make sure. But I didn’t. Instead, I waited outside, leaning against the hood of that old, beaten up truck. I watched the trogs walk by, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t look at them as food.
Well…most of them anyway. There was this one guy who looked like he could spare a thigh or two.
“I can’t believe you found a place that serves bacon waffles as part of its buffet,” a voice laughed, crisp and clear like a bell in my head.
“I was passing by the other day and saw that they’d added it to their menu,” Audrey said, her voice sweet and thoughtful. She hadn’t spoken to me like that in weeks. It was like anything was possible when she sounded like that.
“I think I must’ve eaten a good ton of them, plus a good pound of sausage. I almost forgot what real sausage tastes like.”
“Yeah, but that was turkey sausage-”
Fallon’s laugh was loud, and I found myself smiling at the sound of it. “I don’t care! It didn’t have sardines in it!”
They were approaching the truck, Fallon walking, Audrey pushing herself. Both stopped as soon as they saw me, their laughter following soon after.
“Iiiiiiiiiiii’mmmmmmm gonna go and see how Grans is doing,” Audrey said before rolling away faster than she should have, cutting through the walkway and flying across the street.
Fallon and I stared after her before turning to look at each other. Whatever happiness that bacon and turkey sausage gave her was gone, and I was the reason for it. She began to walk to the driver’s side, but I moved in front of her, taking advantage of my speed and her limp. “Fallon, we need to talk.”
“Look, if you’re expecting thanks or something for staying with me…thanks.”
She tried to walk past me but I knew if I let her go, I wasn’t going to get another chance. This was go time.
So I grabbed her, picked her up, and sat her on the hood of the truck. She went off like a firecracker, squirming and shouting at me, but I held her down. “Fallon, stop.”
“Stop? Oh, I’ll stop. I’ll stop when you stop being an ass-faced jerk,” she spat.
“Please,” I said softly. “I’m sorry. I’m not good at showing my emotions-”
She kicked, her glare oddly directed elsewhere. “That’s funny. I’ve seen you be cold, selfish, rude, inconsiderate, controlling, heinous, ungrateful-”
I put my hand over her mouth, but yanked it back when I felt her tongue on my palm as she prepared to bite. “Okay, okay. I get it. I was a jerk. I’m sorry-”
“No, you weren’t just a jerk. You were an ass-faced jerk,” she corrected, her eyes staring over my head. Or maybe at my forehead; I couldn’t tell.
“Okay, I was an ass-faced jerk. But I’m asking you to give me another chance.”
Finally, she looked at me, and it was like I’d just confessed to killing every puppy and kitten alive. Everywhere. Ever. “Do I look stupid to you?”
“Huh?”
“Do I look stupid to you?”
Confused, I shook my head. “No.”
“So why would you think that I’d be dumb enough to give you another chance? Every single time I was nice to you, every single time I helped you out, you treated me like dirt. From day one-”
I interrupted her, my guilt eating at my common sense. “I know. I screwed up. From the first day to the last day, I’ve done nothing but screw up. And I know I don’t deserve another chance, but I’m kinda stubborn, and I think I can change your mind.”
Her head shook, almost violently, the vibrations reaching my arms and traveling to my feet. “Sorry, that’s not gonna happen.”
She moved her hand to scratch at her neck, and I saw the bandage shift under her fingers. “You shouldn’t scratch that. Rub, instead.”
“Oh, so now you’re an expert on stitches?” she asked snidely.
I snorted and turned my face, making sure she saw my scar. “I might know a thing or two.”
When she didn’t say anything, I began to turn my head back toward her, but my eyes caught something that made me smile. She was wearing a pair of cut off shorts, her legs bare until her knees, where the tops of knee-high, neon rainbow-colored socks began. They traveled down her calves and disappeared under fluorescent yellow sneakers.
“Nice,” I told her.
“Shut-up,” she snapped back.
Suddenly, a stupid idea popped into my head. I knew it was a stupid idea because, well, it just was. It was the dumbest idea I’d had since…I’d kissed her in front of everyone at Kimble’s. But I didn’t regret doing that. Not even with the punches she threw at me. In fact, just thinking about that made me want to do a lot more things that I wouldn’t regret.
So I did.
Quickly, before she had a chance to struggle or even know what I was doing, I took off her shoe and then her sock. I looked at her leg, the bandages that the sock had hidden, and I touched it as gently as I could. She was soft, softer than anything I’d felt in a long time. And then I was backing away.
“Hey!” she hollered. “Give my shoe and sock back!”
I began to walk away, calling over my shoulder to her with each step. “I’ll give them back when you forgive me.”
“Are you crazy?”
“Hey, I’m already an inconsiderate, cold, ungrateful, selfish, unfeeling, ass-faced jerk. Crazy isn’t gonna make that big of a difference right now,” I shouted.
I heard the hood of the truck unbuckle from her weight and I knew she was following. I didn’t stop walking, though; let her catch up to me.
But she didn’t. Or, rather, she did, but she didn’t stop. She kept going, walking past me.
“Hey!” I called out to her, watching her move weirdly, like a lopsided duck down the walkway. The trogs who were in her way just moved aside, stopping to watch her curiously as she stormed past them. I admit, I kinda puffed up with pride at the way she didn’t let anyone get in her way. “Fallon! What about your stuff?”
“Keep’m!” she shouted, not looking back. “They’re not worth looking like an idiot again.”
I stopped.
Guilt feels like crap. It feels like the biggest turd you’ve ever stepped in. It stinks, it covers you in its funk, and you can’t do anything about it until you figure out a way to step out of it. But the only thing I seemed to know how to do was step in it. I’d just done it again and didn’t even realize it until I saw the bottom of Fallon’s dirty feet lift up as she took another step away from me.
“I really am an ass-faced jerk.”
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I was the biggest idiot ever.
Why did I let him take my shoe? Why did I let him take my sock? And why the hell was I walking away from the truck?
If I was driving, no one would see my bare foot.
“But then I’d have to turn around and he might still be there,” I said out loud.
No. I had to go and be stubborn and prove to him that I didn’t care about my shoe or about my sock because then it would prove that I didn’t care about him. And I didn’t.
I really, really didn’t.
I really didn’t care…about my shoe. Or my sock. Or him.
Why should I care about him anyway? Him holding my hand in a veterinarian’s office for a few hours wouldn’t make me forget how he’d treated me since the moment I got here. Even Mom said that I should be thankful but nothing else.
But him holding my hand had felt so natural, so…nice…
“Shut-up!”
“Excuse me!” an old woman with pale pink hair said with a huff as she stormed past me.
“I didn’t mean you!” I called out after her, but it didn’t matter. I looked around and saw the faces of complete strangers, their bodies greased up with sunblock, looking at me as if my face was on some wanted poster somewhere for doing something insane, like talking to myself while walking half-barefoot in public.
Ugh…what the hell was it about Liam Mace that made me so freaking crazy? It’s not like he’s the cutest guy I’d ever seen; Josh would win that contest every single time. And it’s not like he’s the most romantic guy on the planet – what the hell is romantic about taking someone’s shoe anyway?
And he sucked at fixing cars. I mean, come on! Who could look at that battery and not know what the hell was wrong with it? How could I like anyone who didn’t know to fix a stupid battery corrosion problem?
But…he did love his sister. That was a plus. I’d never forget how worried he’dlooked when she had her seizure. The fear in his eyes had burned itself into my mind. It was proof that he cared more for her than anyone.
It was the same fear I saw when I woke up in the clinic.
“Oh, whatever!” He didn’t care about me. Not like that. No matter what his stupid, scarred-up, handsome face had to say.
Except…he didn’t have to be there, stay there. And he definitely didn’t have to do it holding my hand. Stupidly, I looked down at my hand and watched my fingers clench as though maybe, just maybe, they’d remember what it had felt like. Because you’re supposed to remember something like that…that first time you held someone’s hand, felt their palm touching yours. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t remember any of it.
What I did remember was him lifting me up onto the truck, the way his hands felt strong and hot on my waist. I could see his eyes as he asked me to give him another chance. They were more green than gold today, with a really dark gold ring right around the pupil. I could probably see all of his secrets if I stared into his eyes long enough.
Which is probably why I couldn’t look at him for too long; I didn’t want to know his secrets. I didn’t want to know because something inside of me was scared. I was terrified, actually. What if…what if he didn’t like me? What if he hated me and was only doing this because of Audrey? Then that would mean that what I felt when his hands were on my leg – that flash of fire and ice that knew, just knew how to reach my heart – was nothing. That it meant…nothing.
My eyes started to burn. “Oh my God, really?” I slapped my fingers against my eyes to try and stop the teasing tears. What the hell was wrong with me? So what if it meant nothing! We’d never shared a single, meaningful moment so how could anything that happened between us mean anything at all?
My heart stuttered in my chest at the memory of his kiss. That kiss meant more than something. It meant everything. I could still feel it, like no time had passed at all. Liam hadn’t been gentle. It wasn’t a romantic kiss, but it changed things inside of me. If my first kiss ever with Josh was like seeing things with new eyes, then my first kiss with Liam was like walking into a whole new world. Kisses aren’t supposed to do that to you.
But you couldn’t base a relationship on a kiss. Especially when the person who kissed you probably hated your guts.
“Ugh, dammit, I should have looked in his eyes!” I realized then that I’d stopped walking. Again. Thankfully, no one was staring at me talking to myself.
Now I had to know. I had to know how he felt. If he hated me, then nothing’s changed. I could live with him hating me…maybe. Eventually how I felt about him would fade. It had to.
“But what if he doesn’t hate me? What if…what if he likes me?”
My face grew hot at the question, but more so because of the things I imagined we’d do if he did. Holding his hand, feeling him touch my legs again, kissing him…
My mind made up, I turned around. He’d still be at the truck. At least, I hoped he would be. I needed him to be.
“L-iam,” I gasped.
He was standing right there, just three feet away from me looking embarrassed. “Hey,” he said softly.
How long had he been standing there?
“Were you following me?”
He blinked, and threw his hands into his pockets. For a second, his head shook, but then his eyes found mine and we were locked. He opened his mouth. “Yes.”
I was very close to drowning. “Why?”
“Because I was worried about you.”
Like a broken record, I asked him why again.
He moved closer. “I care about you.”
His words were so clear, even though his voice was softer, and it took a while for me to finally speak, even if it was just two words. “You do?”
He stepped even closer. “I do.”
And like an idiot, my brain shut off and my mouth stayed on. “I care about you, too.”
He smiled. It was the first time I’d ever seen him smile because of something I said. “You shouldn’t.”
It was my turn to smile. “I know.”
We started walking again, each of us too nervous to start talking to each other. We’d never had an actual conversation, and I was pretty sure that he was wondering the same thing I was: how the hell did you start a regular conversation with someone you’d only ever argued with?
Then he laughed. He laughed and he laughed, and I looked at him and understood. I laughed, too. We’d fought every step of the way to this point and now didn’t know what the hell to do, so we laughed. It felt good. Weird, but good.
“Can I…can I kiss you?”
Stunned, I stopped walking again. “What?”
It was happening again. He had my face in his hands, and he was looking down at me, his mouth so close I could feel the heat of his breath on my skin and everything in my head was growing foggy.
“Why?” Yes…that’s good. Answer a question with a question. That’ll give me enough time to clear my head.
“Because I didn’t ask the last time,” he answered quickly.
Well that sucked.
“No.”
And my answer sucked even more. His hands dropped away and we started walking again. In just a span of a few minutes, I’d completely destroyed the small bit of progress we’d made with one, two-letter word and he didn’t seem to mind. He didn’t ask why I said no. He just…kept pace. Obviously he wanted me to say no. He’d only asked to see what I’d say.
Well, two could play at this game.
I stopped and grabbed him.
“Fallon, wha-”
My hands were holding onto his head, my thumbs resting against his cheeks. I felt his scar, felt how cold it was compared to the rest of his face. His eyes were wide with deepening colors that shifted with each breath; I just couldn’t tell if it was each of mine or his own. I’d meant to be rough, like he had been. I’d meant to be unfeeling.
But I paused. And then I sighed. And then…
I kissed him. His mouth was still hard. And his lips were still hot. But there was nothing angry about this kiss. There was nothing there but heat. And hands. I felt him pull me into him; it would have taken an act of God to keep me from letting him. His hands were at my back, my neck, my face. His breath was swift and hot against the top of my mouth, and all I knew, all I felt was this overwhelming need to be closer to him.
He tasted like salt. He smelled like the ocean. I couldn’t get enough of it. My fingers moved through his hair and I pulled at him. I pressed my mouth against his even harder than he had. It was a weird desperation that made me do it, but deep inside of me I felt a little scared that the minute we broke apart, everything would go back to the way it was.
Maybe he felt the same way. It almost felt like we were trying to climb inside each other, the both of us fighting to stay in the moment because the world that was waiting just outside of our closed lids and our fused mouths wasn’t going to want us to be together as much as we did. And we did. He moaned, and that sound told me everything.
And when he bit my lip, and his hand grazed against my throat…I didn’t care about the pain.
But then it was over. We broke apart at the same time, him for his own reasons, and me because I was starting to get scared at what was happening between us. One minute we were at each other’s throats and now we were making out in front of – I looked around and gasped – everyone. We’d stopped in front of the Wisteria. Jameson, Sparky, Brenda, and even Audrey were standing out front. I didn’t know what they’d been talking about. All I saw were their expressions.
I straightened up, brushed my hands through my hair, and pulled my shirt down a little. I looked at his friends and then at him. “There, now we’re even.”
He grinned, the lopsided pull of his smile filling me up with an incredible sense of warmth. “We are, huh?”
I looked at him, prepared to nod, when I saw a flash of silver approach. Screams erupted all around me as people began running. My neck began to throb and my heart began to fly in my chest as a large, silver cat charged toward me. I saw pale green eyes in its silver head before I reacted.
My arms wrapped around Liam and I pulled, the two of us falling down and rolling, me over him, him over me, the softness of each other meeting with the hard reality of the wooden walkway beneath us. I held Liam against me as my back crashed into something hard and metal. I heard tires screeching, and more screams further away. The cat was moving down the main road.
Liam was breathing quickly, his body vibrating strangely. His eyes had grown large, his eyebrows looking thicker and blacker than they normally were. I realized that I was breathing rapidly, too, and closed my eyes and tried to calm myself.
I was pulled to my feet, my back dusted off, my hands pressed against my chest as this time, I was engulfed in two strong arms. The activity around us was like a buzz in my ears as I took in the frantic breathing that might have been mine, or maybe it was his.
“I’m not gonna let anything happen to you,” Liam vowed.
“Good,” I said, shaking. “I’m tired of saving people’s lives; especially my own.”
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The rest of the summer was quiet. The trogs, instead of being scared and canceling their reservations, were excited by the danger of a wild cat on the island. The stories they told as they sat and ate at Grans’ were all ridiculous and exaggerated.
The cat was twelve feet long. It stood ten feet tall. It was white. It was black. It had fangs like a saber-tooth tiger. It had stripes. It had spots. Some even said it had had a saddle.
A news crew from the mainland had arrived and interviewed the trogs and some of us, too. Sparky and Shay both gave contradicting descriptions, while Brenda said she hadn’t seen anything at all. Jameson flirted with the reporter before telling her that the cat was really an alien who came to the rock for vacation. The reporter went missing two days later.
Fallon had to go back to Dr. Phan’s to get her wounds patched up again; she’d popped all her stitches when she’d grabbed me and didn’t want her parents to find out.
“They’ll freak,” she said when I told her it was better if she called them and let them know what had happened.
“They’re gonna find out. This is a small island and the people here have big mouths.”
She shook her head stubbornly. “My mom’s probably already planning to ground me until I’m old enough to vote just for leaving the house. I don’t want her anywhere near me when someone’s putting a needle through my neck.”
Dr. Phan was just finishing up putting the bandage over the fresh stitches when Mr. and Mrs. Timmons arrived. I didn’t even have time to breathe a hello before I was thrown out of the clinic and onto my ass.
“Vangie and I gave you a chance because of your mom. We both wanted to believe that you could see Fallon as something to protect, but you couldn’t even last twenty-four hours.”
“It wasn’t me,” I insisted as I scrambled back to my feet.
“No, but you know who it was, don’t you?”
If I could’ve answered yes, I would have. But what was clear to me and everyone who was there was that no one knew who the cat was. There wasn’t anyone on the rock who had silver fur. Shay and Sparky might’ve had silver hair, but their fur grew dark when they changed, turning an almost charcoal gray when they were at their best.
Mr. Timmons didn’t want to hear that I didn’t know anything. He probably didn’t even want to hear me speak. I looked at Fallon through the glass. She waved, helpless, as her mother stood beside her like a bodyguard. I waved back before my view of her was blocked by her dad.
The reaction I got when Dad came home was nearly ten times worse, but only because he’d heard about the kiss.
“Are you trying to kill us off?” he’d roared at me while Audrey was taking her shower.
“How would kissing Fallon Timmons do that?”
Dad kicked the chair that was beside him, splintering it and sending it flying against the door. “Are you that dumb? Are you that stupid that you don’t see what happens when you screw around with humans?”
“It was just a kiss. I’m not screwing her! But jeez, even if I was, that’s not gonna kill us off. Mom screwing around sure as hell didn’t,” I blurted.
It was a dumb thing to say. I knew it before my father’s fist hit the side of my head, but feeling that pain, hearing my teeth knock together, and tasting blood in my mouth after biting into the side of my cheek pretty much confirmed it.
“You son-of-a-bitch. You think that what happened hasn’t damaged us? We are a dying breed, Liam. Only half of the girls born here are able to have children. Your mom refused to have any more children after Audrey and Audrey can’t have any kids-”
I had to cut him off. The way he was talking about Audrey like she was some kind of brood mare…I couldn’t let him finish. “We don’t know if she can or can’t. She hasn’t told anyone yet and she doesn’t care either. And Mom didn’t not want to have any more kids; she just didn’t want to have anymore with you.”
I left the house before Dad could say anything else – or do anything else. When I came home the next day, Dad was gone, but he’d left a note on my door telling me to meet him at the boat. I should’ve ignored it; the minute I arrived on the boat, Dad put me to work.
We spent a week on the boat doing repairs. The deck needed to be patched, the hull needed scraping and painting, and the engine needed an entire overhaul. When we couldn’t figure out what was wrong with it, I suggested we get Fallon to help. Part of me did it because I wanted Dad to see that she wasn’t a threat, but the other part of me did it because I wanted to see her.
But, Dad wasn’t interested in having Fallon anywhere near me. Instead, her mom showed up. She and Dad had their heads together as they worked, their voices low as they talked about the boat, about the rock, and about us.
I knew that they both hated the idea of Fallon and me being together, but what I didn’t know was how much. After Mrs. Timmons left, Dad told me we were heading out for a week. He wanted to lay the nets as well as some lobster pods to see how they were doing.
When we got back, Fallon and her mom were gone. Audrey said they’d flown to California to settle the sale of the house there. It was during that time that I had to deal with the questions from Jameson and the others about her.
“Look, I get that you like her, but come on, man. You don’t date your dinner.”
The nods of agreement to Jameson’s comment told me better than anything that my feelings weren’t gonna be considered. If we were gonna be accepted as a couple, it would have to be because she was important to all of us.
Audrey was the key to making that argument and she knew it. “I don’t care what you think we should or shouldn’t do. I care about Fallon. She’s my friend, and she’s my friend because she wants to be my friend, not because I’m her friend’s kid sister.”
“Aud, I-”
“Shut-up, Jameson. You guys are hypocrites, you know that? You don’t like Fallon because she’s different from us, because she’s food. But then you go and draw the line right down the middle between our own: breeder and breather. You’re still waiting too, aren’t you? To find out which side of the line I’m gonna stand on? To find out whether or not I can get pregnant?”
Jameson watched Audrey, nodding his head slowly.
“Well, too bad. I don’t care what I am. I stopped caring because of Fallon and I’m not gonna let it rule my life the way it has everyone else.”
Sparky and Shay had been there, as well as Lola. The silver-haired siblings shrugged, but Lola’s head bounced in agreement. “I worried about it a lot, too.”
Shay looked up in surprise. “But your test came positive.”
Lola’s mouth thinned, and her eyes darted away. “No. I lied.”
“Why?” Sparky and Audrey both asked at the same time while Jameson looked at Lola in surprise.
“Because I didn’t want people to look at me all weird and crap…the way we looked at Audrey,” she said honestly.
That conversation didn’t exactly end in acceptance of me and Fallon being together, but Audrey told me later that when she and Fallon had breakfast at Kimble’s after Fallon had come back from California, Lola actually said “hi” first. It was better than nothing.
But there were days when I worried about whether or not Fallon and I being together really was such a good idea. I kept hearing the arguments in my head against it coming from every side. Dad’s voice, Jameson’s, Fallon’s parents…even Brenda’s voice all battled to rule my thoughts. But none of them were as loud or as real as the memory of Fallon’s warm blood on my lips and the tangy sweetness of it on my tongue.
Nothing else could remind me more than that of just how different we were, or how dangerous that difference was. I hadn’t hunted in almost three months, and the hunger was starting to burn. Audrey said she didn’t understand why I was having such a hard time when she wasn’t, but then again she couldn’t have.
Not when Grans was secretly feeding her human meat in her fish sausage; something I’d learned one day when Dad and Mrs. Timmons were discussing rebuilding the engine on the boat before the winter storms came in.
So I suffered alone, unable to talk to anyone about the roaring hunger within me. Twice, I thought about speaking to Fallon’s parents, but both times I chickened out. Fallon’s dad had made it pretty clear to me that he didn’t want me near his daughter anymore, and her mom had tattooed it into my brain.
Which I guess should’ve made things easier for me, but even as the desire to feed grew, the need to see Fallon and be with her was greater. When she was gone, I imagined her everywhere. When she’d returned, and her parents hovered over her like the cub she was, I’d get Audrey to give her messages for me, little notes that said stupid things like how my hands hurt from scraping barnacles off the boat, or how I missed arguing with her.
She’d write back, and Audrey would sit in her chair, watching me as I’d read Fallon’s responses, waiting for my next message. When I asked her to meet me at the maze, I felt more excited than I had in a long time.
And when she met me, after getting lost and calling out to me, following the sound of my voice until she reached the tiny beach, I…I don’t know. It felt so strange and fantastic, and all she did was smile at me.
That was the first time we’d actually talked. We didn’t have long but I learned what her favorite color was – green – and her favorite movie – Cry Baby – and most importantly, I learned her middle name.
“Wow,” I’d told her sympathetically. “That’s rough.”
“You’re only the second person in the world besides my parents who knows. Well…except for that lady at the mall, but she doesn’t count since all she saw were dollar signs. I don’t know why I told you, but now you can’t tell anyone else or I’ll have to kill you,” she’d said half-jokingly.
She kissed me – a quick puff of lips against mine – and then she was gone. That had been two days ago. School would start in one. My last note to her told her that I was looking forward to seeing her on the ferry. She’d written back that she would hold my hand and that I’d better not be embarrassed.
It was easy to read those notes and smile, thinking about how easy it all seemed. But always, always, I had to remember that it wasn’t easy at all. It was actually really freaking hard. Tomorrow I’d be surrounded by humans, and for the first time in my life, I wouldn’t be looking at them like a hunter. I wouldn’t be looking at them as nothing but walking trays of meat. It wouldn’t be their blood I was imagining warming my throat or their flesh I was fantasizing burying my teeth into.
I’d already caught my prey.
The hard part was trying not to kill her.
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