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CHAPTER ONE







She sits at the same bench, in the same park, every night.


Mostly it rains, every now and then it snows, but the clear, cloudless nights are her favorite. She has made friends with the stars, has made a mother out of the moon, and she greets them all like the old friends they are. When ice begins to spiderweb over the earth, she looks forward to basking in Aries’ warm gaze. In the Spring, Leo winks and sends her budding flowers.


Once, time was tracked by the length and frequency of their visits. Words like ‘years’ or ‘weeks’ have become foreign, and she does not understand them well enough to use them. She used to make notches on the wooden slats of her bench every time Cancer visited her summer sky, but while she slept the bench was replaced, and she has since lost track. Now, instead of tracking the stars, she measures time in written pages.


In a small room, perched at the top of an abandoned stone building, she keeps the decaying walls lined with the broken spines of adopted books. Most are stained, incomplete remnants fished from the large dumpster behind the city’s public library—relics from a time when she wandered the network of streets and alleyways with no purpose other than to do something. A time before she found her bench; before she found a purpose hiding in the empty spaces of lined paper. The books offer her a glimpse of a world outside her own, but it is the stories she has mapped out in mismatched ink that gives her existence meaning.


Her friends in the night sky come and go, the blank pages of notebooks fill and get stacked in neat piles on the dusty floor of her dwelling. Around her, things change. Buildings grow higher and trees fatten. Sometimes she thinks she recognizes a boy in the face of a man. The world evolves. Time touches everything.


Everything but her.


Her pale hands do not wrinkle and weather with age, and the ashen blonde hair teasing her shoulder blades never lengthens. When she looks down at herself, she is always greeted by the same sight: a pair of freckles balancing on a full hip, a faint x-shaped scar on the outside of a slim wrist, and a body that neither grows nor spoils. She is the pin holding the hands of a clock, watching the city move around her as she remains unchanged and constant. 


So she sits, the worn bench beneath her and the lamplight overhead illuminating her blank pages with artificial warmth. Every night she waits for inspiration to find her. Sometimes she sees it in the face of the rare stranger, other times it is found in an abandoned toy hiding in the shadow of the children’s playground. Last night she wrote for an empty Coke left at the foot of her bench.


Tonight she spies an empty pack of cigarettes half buried at the base of an ancient pine tree. Its label has faded, but she can see that it once bore the proud Morley logo. Words flow from her ballpoint pen as she imagines the owner of said box. A man, she decides. A man with bleach blonde hair slicked back, blue eyes, and cheekbones that could cut glass. He is impulsive and crude, with a sneer that could either terrify or draw women closer. He is all hard angles and rough edges, and he would have tossed that little scrap of cardboard over his shoulder without a second thought or a moment’s regret.


She lets herself become immersed in the story, intent on discovering why such a man of leather and whiskey would come to the park. Idly, she recognizes the sound of footsteps approaching, but she does not spare the intruder a glance. She has already found tonight’s inspiration and she will not abandon it—not until the story is told. In all two hundred and thirty-two bound notebooks, she has always sat alone and (mostly) undisturbed. So even when the footsteps hesitate in front of her bench, her pen doesn't pause.


"You ok?"


His voice is deep, the words teetering on the edge of baffled concern, and directed solely at her. She is not prepared to answer, so she doesn't. Pulling her eyes away from her half-filled page, she blinks at the stranger who interrupted her flow of ink. His skin is tan, bronzed by a sun she hasn't seen in ages, and she finds the dark curls peeking out from beneath his gray beanie to be distracting. 


When she doesn't respond, the crease in the young man’s brow deepens. "You, uh, were here when I left for work, and that was hours ago. It’s almost two in the morning." 


She fails to understand his point.


Shaking his head, his expression softens. "Is someone coming to pick you up? I could call an Uber or something for you?" He looks around, his gaze lingering on a trio of men stumbling along the sidewalk that borders her park. From where she sits, she can hear their slurred laughter, but is unable to determine what it is they find so funny. "This… isn't such a great area. Not this late."


She doesn't know what an Uber is. She understands his concern even less. "I am fine," she says, because this is her bench. She comes here every night. 


The stranger doesn't look convinced. He shifts from one foot to the other, staring as if looking at her long enough will help him come to a decision. "Right. Ok, yeah." Awkwardly, he raises a hand—mouth half curling into a timid smile. "Bye then, I guess."


"Goodbye," she echoes back, her tone more dismissive than his had been. She wants to finish her story. The empty lines are calling to be filled, and she knows time is only growing shorter.


After hesitating, he walks away. She taps the pen against the page, trying to decide if the man with the Morley smokes would have come to the park for a brawl or for a girl. Maybe both, she thinks.


She completes two sentences, and half of a third, before he comes back.


"Know what? On second thought, you mind if I sit with you?"


She isn't sure if she does or not, so (for now) she only answers with a question. "Why?"


He shrugs, but the way he does it feels like an excuse. "I don't know. It's got to be lonely, being out here, right?"


Lonely? She does not remember the last time she felt lonely. She thinks it must have been around the same time when the sharp, stabbing pain of hunger became something normal. Something numb. "I'm not."


He shoves his hands into his jacket pockets, rocking back on his heels and casting distracted glances down the path he traveled from. There must be something in his pocket because she can hear his finger tapping anxiously against something solid. When his dark eyes find hers again, the smile he gives is tight as he nods toward the empty spot beside her. “Can I?”


Down the curving pathway, one of the men gives a loud, jarring whoop into the night air. The trees and shrubbery block them from her sight, but she can hear the other two cackling even as they shush him. Her lips thin, irritated by the growing list of interruptions. Still, she finds herself agreeing to the stranger’s request with a small nod. If she allows him to sit, she thinks, then perhaps he will at least do so quietly.


Jerkily, he moves to sit on the opposite side of the bench—carefully keeping a respectable distance. By the time he is leaning into the wooden slats, the group of middle-aged men are rounding the bend. One of them gives her a long, considering look as he walks by. She meets his stare unflinchingly, curiously watching as it drops away after flicking to the stranger next to her. Their conversation continues in a lower, if not still irritatingly loud, volume. She is relieved when they disappear around the next corner, eager for the return of silence.


Beside her, the stranger sighs. There is a strange combination of relief and exasperation in the soft sound, but she can’t pinpoint a reason for either.


“There’s a bunch of dive bars down the street,” he says, reaching up and adjusting his beanie so it sits more fully over his ears. “So, like I said, this really isn’t a good place to be. Not this late, anyway.”


He says it as if such a thing matters. There is an insinuation buried beneath his words, a suggestion to find somewhere better, but that is impossible. "This is my bench," she tells him. So he will know. So he will understand.


He blinks. "Oh." Something shifts, the casual set of his shoulders is suddenly tense and his eyes seem to be trying to read her the way she does her books; studying her. "Ok… well, what do you do at, uh, your bench?"


She squirms, annoyed by his questions. She wonders why he hasn’t left yet. "I tell stories," she says. Her right hand itches, and she rolls the pen between her fingers to help soothe her restless nerves.


The stranger frowns, glancing around the empty park skeptically. "To who?"


The way he says it makes an unfamiliar emotion stir in her chest. It's hot and makes her body stiffen. "Just because they aren't shared doesn't mean they don't exist." The point of her pen indents the paper, but her voice remains the same neutral drawl. She is constant, unchanging, even if this boy tries to make her be otherwise.


For a moment his eyes, so dark they are almost black, flick to the wire-bound paper in her hands and comprehension seems to find him. "Oh! You mean you write stories."


To her it is the same thing. She gives stories—gives histories—to the aluminum can, the broken toy, the empty package of cigarettes, and she archives it in her pages. She finds broken, abandoned things and brings them purpose. This boy in front of her doesn't understand though. She can tell.


She doesn't offer to enlighten him.


He kicks his feet out and leans into the slatted back casually, looking out over the playground. This close, she can see a dusting of freckles over his nose and cheeks. For a moment she thinks she spots a constellation perched just below his eye, but he moves—facing her—before she can recognize it. "Will you read me one?"


Frowning, she looks at the half-filled page on her lap and tries to ignore the feeling of his stare. "I don't know if they want to be told."


Shaking his head, his lips pull into a lopsided smile. When he looks at her, she swears she can see laughter warming the depths of his dark eyes. "What's the point in writing stories if you're never going to share them?"


She hesitates, eyeing the boy carefully. Is it selfish to paint a picture only for herself? Maybe, but she thinks it is rude of him to pry. "I don't think they are the sort of stories you like." It is not a lie, but it is not the truth either. Mostly, she doesn’t feel comfortable sharing her words with a stranger. It feels too much like sharing herself.


He shrugs, unfazed. “Guess we won’t know unless you decide to read one.”


She considers this carefully. He is right, of course, but she doesn’t particularly care to know his thoughts. When he doesn’t comment further, she hovers the tip of her pen above the empty line. Regaining focus is hard. She tries to ignore the boy beside her, but it is a struggle. Every other sentence that flows from her pen is interrupted by the noises he makes—the whisper of his jacket as he adjusts his posture, the tapping of his thumb against the screen of his phone, the occasional, tired yawn. 


He is a constant distraction, and it takes longer than it should to finish her story. When she places the final punctuation, she worries that she has not done the little cardboard box justice. 


He must notice the stillness of her hand because he looks up from his phone curiously. “All done?”


Nodding, she carefully closes the cover—tucking in the inked words as if they were children. Her fingers run along a wide crease in the corner; a scar from a time before it was hers. “Yes.” 


The stars on the horizon are beginning to fade, blinking out like candles set too close to an open window. When she stands, she is momentarily struck by how strange it is to see someone else sitting at her bench. She shifts her weight, mindful of his open stare. Not knowing how best to remove herself, she echoes his earlier words back to him. “Goodbye.” As an afterthought, she gives a small wave similar to the one he gave her, before briskly turning down her familiar path.


"Whoa, wait!" He reaches out to her, fingertips brushing (burning) against her wrist before he catches himself—hand retreating into the confines of his pocket. The smile he gives is tight, apologetic. "Sorry, I just—I never asked your name."


Her name? She thinks of her rows of notebooks, neatly organized from oldest to newest. The one at the very beginning—pink with red splotches that look like stains—has a name on the cover. "Lily." The moment it leaves her lips, she is sure she is right.


Above them the lamp hums, and somehow the artificial light makes his dimpled smile look even brighter. "Hi, Lily. I'm Sam."


Sam. His name sounds like summer and brings fragmented images of carefree days splashing in cool lake waters with the warmth of the sun on her shoulders. It suits him.


His free hand gestures to the surrounding park, shifting nervously. “You sure you don’t want me to call you a ride? Or a friend? Someone to pick you up?”


Shaking her head, she holds her notebook closer to her chest. “No.” Then, recalling an etiquette she has long since had the opportunity to use, she adds, “Thank you.” The words are rusty, but they feel right. 


He seems uncomfortable by her refusal. “Maybe I could walk with you then? At least part way? Do you live close by?” 


She does not know what his definition of close is, but she’s certain where she is going does not fit that description. Even if it did, she would not allow him to follow her there. Pensively, she mulls over the best words to give him. “I walk alone,” she offers, hoping it is enough. She does not understand why he wishes to accompany her.


Anxiously, he removes his hat and runs a hand through his hair—fingers separating the curls. “You sure?” When she nods, he mirrors the gesture (albeit hesitantly). “Ok. Well, I live in that building there.” He points to the tall brick clad apartment down the way; across the street from where her little path joins the sidewalk. “Maybe I could at least walk you that far?”


She can’t think of any reason to say no, so she doesn’t. Her chin dips in the tiniest of nods before allowing her feet to follow the familiar path without waiting for a response. Sam must have seen it though, because he quickly catches up to her; his long strides only slowing once they are side by side.


He is quiet while they walk. The only sound between them is the steady, rhythmic drumming of their soles against the packed earth. When they reach the sidewalk, they both hesitate. 


“This is my stop.” The content expression he wears briefly hardens. “Stay safe, ok?”


“I will.” It is an easy thing to agree to. “Goodbye.”


The wave he gives her this time is more familiar, lightened by a lack of awkwardness that had been present before. “See ya.”


It is an odd salutation, one she finds perplexing, but she doesn’t have time to question it. Her friends in the sky are fading one by one; hiding from the threat of sunlight on the horizon. They urge her to do the same.


A few steps, and his voice stops her. “Hey, Lily?" When she looks over her shoulder, the tilt of his lips is soft. “It was nice meeting you.”


There is an honesty in his expression, a kindness, that she isn't used to. Her fingers pluck anxiously at the spiraled wire of her notebook, unsure of how to interpret the phantom warmth blooming in her chest. "It was nice to meet you too," she responds softly. Even though she is merely mimicking his sentiments, the words ring with a shadow of truth. 










CHAPTER TWO







Lily has decorated three pages in ink when he finds her. 


"Again?" He sounds exasperated, but his small, lopsided smile seems amused. The beanie he wore previously is missing, and his loose curls dance freely around his ears. "Don't you sleep?"


"Sometimes," she answers honestly. She isn’t sure what to think—how to feel—about a stranger acknowledging her two nights in a row. Only… no, that isn’t right. He is no longer a stranger to her; he has a name. Sam? Yes, that’s right. The boy of sun and summer smiles.


He laughs under his breath, as if she is joking, before helping himself to the empty spot beside her. "Guess I'm not much better," he admits, shrugging. Sinking his hands deep into his jacket pockets, he kicks his feet out and slouches against the bench's wooden back. He glances curiously (nosily) at her notebook. "Writing?"


The fragile grip on her pen tightens, and she dismisses the urge to hug the pages to her chest. "Yes." She wonders if twice is the start of a habit, because he has interrupted her as many times. Tomorrow she will write faster, just in case.


He nods, seeming to have expected as much. Lily wonders why he bothers to ask things he knows the answers to. “You really don’t share them? Not with anyone?”


“No.” She doesn’t tell him that no one has ever asked.


The answering hum he gives is odd. Lily can’t tell if it is edged with pity or indifference. “That’s… kind of sad.”


She doesn't understand. “Sad?”


He shrugs. “I don’t know. It just seems sad to me. Seems lonely.”


There is that word again—lonely. “I am not,” she reminds him.


Tilting his head back, Sam frowns up at the sky. “I know. I just think I would be, is all.” When she says nothing, he looks at her. “How often do you come here?”


She wonders why he wishes to know, but tells him without hesitation. “Every night.”


His dark, thick brows raise. “Every… night?” He speaks as if there is a possibility he misunderstood her, but Lily knows that is impossible. She is speaking plain English.


“Yes.”


“Why?”


She frowns, knowing she has already told him. “This is my bench.”


He rubs his temple. “Right, of course.” For a long moment he stares at her. “How long have you been coming out here every night?”


Time is not something she has the right words for, not in ways that he would understand, so she shrugs instead.


Sam scoffs. “That long, huh?” He runs a hand through his hair and cringes. Lily wonders if his fingers caught on a snag. “You’re lucky no one…” He hesitates, suddenly eyeing her with concern. “Er, no one’s ever bothered you, right?”


She gives the question some thought. “Only you,” she admits.


He laughs, but it is strained—awkward. Under the warm lamplight, a hint of redness visibly darkens his cheeks, and he rubs the back of his neck. “I’m not—do you want me to leave?”


She considers his question thoughtfully; long enough to make him shift restlessly. Her eyes wander to the sky, flitting between the stars. Aries smiles down at her, winking optimistically against the inky black night. “No.” 


The moment the word leaves her, she knows it is true. Even though he is disrupting her pen’s progress, even though she knows she will leave with more blank pages, she does not regret him being there. For so long, the only changes she witnessed were the rotation of the heavens and the changing of the seasons. All are as familiar, as predictable, as her own handwriting. Sam is different. He is unexpected and unscripted—exciting in ways she had forgotten.


Above them the crescent moon grins between scattered clouds, but somehow Sam’s dimpled smile seems brighter. Or, perhaps, it is simply warmer. “Good. Cause you seem pretty cool.”


Cool? Her brows furrow, and she is torn on whether she should take offense to such a statement. “I am not cold.”


“What? Oh! No, I didn’t mean, I meant cool like, like you seem like you’d be a coo—er, nice person to hang out with.” His hand returns to the back of his neck, rubbing at the skin there. “You don’t know that saying?”


She shrugs, still trying to wade through the wave of words he has just bombarded her with. She still isn’t sure how cool means nice, but she thinks asking will only prove to confuse her more.


The look he gives her is a strange combination of bafflement and disbelief. “You go to a fancy private school or something?”


“I do not go to school.”


“Oh.” He seems surprised. “Really?”


She doesn’t understand his skepticism. “Why?”


“I don’t know, you just… I guess I thought you were younger than you are is all. No offense or anything, but you could pass for a seventeen-year-old.”


She does not have words to measure time, but she knows that she has seen more than seventeen summers. Because he seems interested in knowing, she tells him, “I am older.”


“And no college, huh?” When she shakes her head he shrugs. “Yeah, me neither. Not really college material. I’m kinda surprised you don’t though, with how you like to write. You ever think about taking one of those creative writing courses?”


She frowns. “Why?”


“Well, I don’t know. For fun, I guess?” She must look as unimpressed as she feels, because the little laugh he gives is strained and he holds his hands up as if surrendering. “No? Ok, right. Stupid idea. Probably shouldn’t listen to the guy that hated English in high school.”


There is a silent question floating between them, drifting carelessly on the breeze. It would be easier to let it slip away, less hassle, but instead she plucks it from the air. “I have everything I need here.” She has a bench to sit on, paper and pen to write with, and things to write for. How could she ever need anything else?


There is something amicable about the way the corner of his mouth curls. “You know, I think I might have said those exact same words to my family a few weeks ago. My grandparents had always kind of expected me to go to college—I mean, my aunt is a doctor, so she did a ton of schooling.” He shrugs. “I did a couple courses at the community college, but honestly? I’m just… I’m happy where I am, I guess.” He focuses on her. “What about you?”


“What about me?” She wishes he would be more specific with his questions.


He rolls his eyes, plucking some lint from his sleeve. “Your parents. How’d they take it when you told them you didn’t want to live the college dream?”


In one of the rooms below hers, there is a man the others address as Father. Lily has never been able to call him by that name, though. It would choke her, lodge itself in throat and starve her lungs, if she were to try. He is no father to her; she does not seek family figures from monsters. “I do not have parents.”


Sam stills, eyes intensely bright as he assesses her. Lily doesn’t know what he is searching for, but he must see something. “Me either.” He doesn’t seem sad when he says it, only apologetic. Perhaps he has practiced the words enough that they no longer sting. “You miss them?”


“No,” she says honestly. Their faces, even their names, are lost to her. She cannot miss, cannot mourn, what she does not remember. “Do you?”


His shoulders lift in a weak shrug. “My mom died when I was born, and I don’t even know who my father was, so… no. Not really.”


She knows there is something she should say, but it takes a moment before her tongue remembers the syllables. When it does, she knows it must sound as delayed as it feels. “I am sorry.”


The corner of his mouth twitches, his eyes flickering with amusement. “Don’t be. I had my grandparents. They loved me enough for the both of them.”


There is something sad and wistful in his tone that makes her uncomfortable. She lets the silence fill the space between them, heavy but not stifling, and tilts her head back to study the stars. They blink back at her, and a verse tugs at her memory. “Perhaps she is up there,” she murmurs. She is not sure if she says it more to herself or him, but he hears her regardless.


He follows her gaze, the bridge of his nose wrinkling skeptically as he follows her gaze. "In… the sky? You mean Heaven?"


She nods, pale face reflecting the moonlight. "'When he shall die, take him and cut him out in little stars, and he will make the face of heaven so fine that all the world will be in love with night,'" she quotes. She gives Sam a soft smile. "Maybe someone cut her into stars so you can visit."


Understanding lights his eyes, and he ducks his head with a somber smile. "You know, my grandfather used to say things like that when I was a kid." He looks up at the sky. Lily wonders if he sees the face he is looking for. “Said she could hear me if I talked to her. When I was little, I was sure that she was trying to talk to me by making the stars blink.” He eyes her curiously. "Where'd you hear that? The whole thing about the stars?"


"I read it." It is in one of the battered, torn up books she keeps on her shelf. She had found it next to a garbage bin by the school, its cover and pages torn cruelly from its binding, and the paper curling from being exposed to the frost. She has poured over those withered pages, fallen in love with the painted words, and memorized her favorites. Part of the beginning is missing, but it is when she turns to the last page and finds the story incomplete that she feels a hollow ache. The artful prose, severed mid sentence, hangs heavy and silent—a life cut short.


Sam laughs under his breath. "Guess I should have expected that much. What book?”


A soft little smile graces her lips, her answer a regretful sigh, "Romeo and Juliet."


He groans. "Of course it is."


There is something in his tone that tells her he does not regard it with the same reverence. Still, she feels hope bloom unexpectedly in her chest—its fragile petals grazing her heart. “You know it?”


Sam gives her a strange look, confused by her sudden eagerness. "Well, yeah. I mean, I don't go quoting it or anything, but it was mandatory reading in high school. Can’t say I was much of a fan.”


She couldn’t care less if he enjoyed it or not. “Do you know the ending?” For the first time since he sat beside her, she gives him her undivided attention. 


He shifts, restless under her scrutiny. “Doesn’t everyone?”


“No.”


Disbelief pulls at his mouth, the bridge of his nose wrinkling. “How do you go quoting the thing when you don’t even know the ending?”


“The ending was stolen.”


“Stolen,” he repeats, tone dry and brows raised. “Think I might need you to explain that one.”


Her lips purse, irritated by his lack of understanding. “On the last page, the friar tells Juliet he will send Romeo a letter. Does he get it?”


“What? That isn’t how it—oh.” His mouth parts in quiet understanding, but it is short lived. His hands emerge from his pockets, and he holds them up between them. "Wait, let me get this straight. The copy you have is missing the ending? Like, was it ripped out, or was that how it was printed?"


“The ending was stolen.” She has already told him as much, but he must not have understood. “Someone took it.”


He rubs his face. "Probably should have just tossed it," he mumbles. Then, seeing her horrified expression, he waves his hands in a placating gesture. "Kidding! Just kidding! That would be, uh, bad?" Awkwardly, he scratches the back of his neck, his eyes searching hers. "You really don't know how it ends?"


She shakes her head. It has haunted her for a long time; not knowing the ending. Sometimes she tries to imagine what happens next, but she is unpracticed in the art of painting futures. She tells beginnings, not endings.


He seems to hesitate, a thoughtful frown pulling at his brows. “He, uh, doesn’t get it. Not in time.” Her disappointment must be palpable, because he seems to flinch. “But they, um, find each other anyway. I guess?”


“And they are happy?” A wish, tentative and fragile, makes her voice sound breathless.


He studies her face, as if searching for an answer in the pale flecks of her irises. When he finally responds, the words sound hollow despite how carefully he says them. “Yeah. They’re happy.”


She nods, lips curving into the smallest, sweetest of smiles as she admires the stars. It won’t be long before they disappear with the coming dawn, and she finds herself wishing for more time. “I am glad.”


In the silence that follows she hears him shift beside her, but she is too distracted with the warm, content feeling thrumming beneath her ribs. It has been many notebooks, and even more pages, since she first read Romeo and Juliet. Knowing the ending has filled an empty ache—one so old she had nearly forgotten its existence. She longs to read the words that make up the final pages; memorize them and hold them as closely as she has the rest. 


“Thank you,” she murmurs. For telling her—for knowing.


Sam ducks his head, fiddling with the cuff of his jacket and looking everywhere but her. “It’s nothing.”


It isn’t, not for her, but she doesn’t expect him to understand. What he has given her is nothing short of a gift. When it is time for her to go, she doesn’t regret the unfinished story in her hands (she vows to finish under the safety of her roof). Sam has proven himself to be worth the delay and, when they say farewell, he sends her off with the same see-you-later smile.










CHAPTER THREE







The following night she writes four pages about the owner of the gossip magazine that was left on her bench before she finds herself listening for footsteps. By the fifth page, she stops fighting the urge to look up. Her little corner of the park is empty. Lonely, the night whispers. She tries not to think about how the voice sounds like Sam's. This is how it should be, she reminds herself. She has the stars overhead; has ink and paper, and the words to paint with. This is all she needs. 


When she can feel the sun starting to creep towards the horizon, she tells herself it's for the best. Still, after she closes her notebook, she hesitates. A quick scan convinces her of what she already knows. She is still alone. 


There is a heavy feeling in her chest, a bitter taste on her tongue, that she doesn’t dare name. It follows her home, lingering as she slips through one of the few unboarded windows. Silently, she creeps through the wooden halls, careful to avoid the spots that creak. The building smells of decades old dust tempered by damp mold and, beneath that, iron and sweet smelling rust. She can hear the others laughing in the other room, and hurries up the two flights of stairs to escape the sound.


Her room is her own. The two round, milky windows are too large to cover with sheets or curtains, and the muted light that streams through makes the others that live below her anxious. It used to make her skin crawl too, at first, but she had been desperate for a space of solitude. Now, despite the warning hum beneath her skin, she finds comfort in the glow. She likes to pretend the windows are twin moons lulling her to sleep; the groaning of the old building her lullaby and the useless set of gears in the center of the room her mobile.


She can feel the sun rising. Even if she closed her eyes and ignored the way light is slowly filtering into her room, she would recognize its arrival. It is something she feels, something that she inherently just knows. Below her, the voices go quiet. They can feel it too.


She sets her notebook on the designated pile beside the old sofa cushion she uses for a pillow and settles in. The blanket is scratchy against her cheek. It is heavy, olive green wool, frayed at the edges and as dirty as the rest of this place. She doesn’t even remember where she found it. She should just get rid of it entirely—she doesn’t need its warmth—but under its weight she feels safe. Sheltered. It is only a phantom of the real thing, but she would rather have a ghost whispering false promises of protection than nothing at all. 


She stares up at the gears and levers decorating the ceiling, but sleep does not come for her. She wishes it would. Dreaming would be better than thinking; than feeling. Especially tonight. 


The heaviness remains, taunting her with reminders of its existence. Goading her into giving it a name. Her lips move silently around a word; tasting it, but refusing to commit it to sound.


Disappointment.


She thinks about his parting words, how he had told her he would see her later instead of saying goodbye. At the time she had thought it was odd. Now she just finds it misleading. Cruel. If he had not intended to come, then she wishes he would have never made such a promise.


Maybe tonight, she thinks, he will find her again. The thought, the almost wish, settles over her heart like a weight. The longer it sits, the heavier it feels. Days always seem to last longer than they should, but now it feels like it will last forever. By the time the sun descends she is pacing, chest so tight she can hardly breathe. When it finally inches below the horizon, she is already making her escape before any of the others begin to stir.


Her strides are longer, her pace quicker, and above her the moon’s face smirks knowingly. If she stares, it reminds her of someone else’s lopsided grin, so she keeps her eyes on the sidewalk instead. The thinning soles of her boots slap loudly against the concrete in a rhythm that is quicker than that of a stranger’s heart, but once she arrives at the park her steps falter, slowing before stalling completely.


Her bench is empty.


As it should be, she tells herself.


As it has always been.


Why would she have expected, hoped, for anything different? When she sits down, the slats of her bench feel familiar, but somehow… not. The contentment the worn, weathered wood usually brings her is absent. In the numb, empty space of her chest she feels her heart whisper a dark, forbidden question into the void—is this loneliness? She tilts her head up, searching for an answer from the stars.


They blink back, silent. The moon continues to grin.


Lily can feel the answer, cold and hollow, resonating from the empty space beside her, but she refuses to answer it.










CHAPTER FOUR







She doesn't expect to see him again. Perhaps that is why, two nights later, she finds Sam waiting for her.


He sits at her bench; the lamplight illuminating his hunched form. One of his knees bounces to a rhythm too rapid for any song she knows, while he mumbles incoherently under his breath. In the cold, she can see the words curl from his lips in a fine mist, but is unable to read them. She sort of wishes she could.


Lily is not skilled at reading people’s expressions (she does not have the experience needed for it) but she thinks the way his creased brow smooths upon seeing her can be interpreted as relief. There are thin white wires leading from his ears to his jacket pocket. Lily can’t comprehend what it is until he pulls little buds from his ears and she hears music.


“Hey!” Somehow, with only one word, he still manages to sound rushed—excited?


She does not return the greeting; she is too busy trying to determine how she feels about him being there. “You did not come before.”


Slouching against her bench, he rubs the back of his neck. “Yeah, I was out of town for my best friend’s wedding. I didn’t get back till this morning.” He gives her a sheepish smile. “I almost didn’t think you were coming. Been waiting here for a few hours.”


She is not sure why he bothered, but she is glad that he did. She almost tells him as much, but his hair distracts her. One of the loose curls resting on his forehead is a shocking shade of pink. 


He must notice her stare, because his hand reaches up to touch it and the smile he gives her is shy. "Does it look that bad?"


Lily considers the dyed strands thoughtfully. "No." If he was a stranger passing by she would have written a story about that hair. She would have explored the shade and given it a name—'Bubblegum,' she thinks. "It is a good story."


He blinks. "Uh, thanks?" He sounds pleased with her answer, even if he doesn't seem to completely understand it. His eyes brighten, and he runs a hand through his thick curls with a soft smile.


She gently takes the lock of colored hair between her fingers, ignoring the way he stiffens. The strands are softer than she expects. "What is it called?" she asks, intrigued.


"What?" he asks, voice tight and steeped in awkwardness.


Her fixation falters, attention shifting to catch his expression. His eyes are wide and his face is beginning to rival the color of his hair. She wonders if he is sick—she thinks she remembers that fevers cause flushing—but he seemed fine just a moment ago, so she decides not to concern herself with it. "The color," she clarifies, giving the strands a gentle tug. "Does it have a name?"


For a moment his mouth gapes wordlessly. Then he releases a loud breath that sounds like a cross between a sigh and a laugh. The flush slowly fades from his cheeks. "Uh, probably? I kinda just grabbed it off the shelf, you know?"


Lily frowns, disappointed, and releases the brightly colored curl. "Why did you change it?" She wants to know the story. Maybe she can even immortalize it in her pages.


He studies her thoughtfully. "How about we trade?" He taps her journal with a grin. "I give you mine, you read me one of yours?"


The thought of listening to a story instead of telling one is appealing. Still, she hesitates. Anxiety crawls beneath her skin, worming its way to her heart. She has never shared her stories with anyone. The pasts she paints are her purpose; she worries over the damage he could do should he mock it.


Seeming to recognize her reluctance, Sam amends, "Tell you what, how about I tell you mine and if you like it then we can trade?" He holds his hands up, a sign of peace or surrender—Lily can't be sure. "If you don't, then no worries."


Slowly, cautiously, she nods. Even though she has not promised to reciprocate, Sam is beaming at her as if she has given him a gift.


"My Aunt and I both work for the family business—my grandfather owns a karaoke bar downtown, that's why I get off so late." He shrugs. "Aunt Maggie and I made a bet on who could sing “Bohemian Rhapsody” better." Sam chuckles, shaking his head. "She killed it."


Lily jolts, alarmed. "She killed who?"


He pins her with a baffled stare. "What? No, no. The song. She killed the song. Like, she sang it really, really good."


Her nose wrinkles. "Killing it... is good?" She thinks that maybe she is missing something, but he looks confused himself. 


"Um, yeah? I guess?" The look she gives him is unconvinced, and he shakes his head. "It's just an expression."


"It is an odd expression," she says, remaining skeptical. 


His laugh is breathy, more of a huff, but his smile is crooked. "You know, now that you mention it, you're not wrong." He pulls the pink curl straight, trying to catch a glimpse. "Anyway, she won the bet." The sideways glance he gives is sly. "Jokes on her though—she never said how long I had to leave it. It's just the temporary stuff so it should wash right out." Eyebrows arching, he gives the journal on her lap a pointed nod. "So what do you think? Did I earn a story?" 


She mulls it over before nodding. "It is fair." The story he told lacked description, but it was entertaining enough. It was nice to listen instead of tell.


Her eyes scan the park, looking for inspiration, when she feels him shift restlessly. "You gonna open it?" One hand gestures to her notebook, the other is busy rubbing the back of his neck.


She frowns at him. "I already told those stories. I have to tell a new one." She tells a new one every night, the items she has collected in her notebook have already been given pasts, she must do the same for something else now. It is her purpose.


"Oh, ok." She can tell by the confused crease of his forehead that he doesn't understand, but she appreciates that he is silent anyway.


Finally, her gray eyes land on something suitable. She points towards the monkey bars. "Do you see the bandaid?" she asks.


Following her finger, he squints and then slowly nods. "Uh, yeah. I see it."


"It came off a little girl’s knee," she says, eyes glazing. Invisible threads are dancing in front of her. She plucks and twists the strands, weaves them into something tangible. "Her name is Margret and she is six years old. Her hair is dark brown and thick, like her father's, but her eyes are wide and hazel like her mother's. They live in a big mansion on a few acres with lots of tall willow trees that she likes to climb. She likes to pretend the branches are the crow’s nest of a pirate ship."


Words are stringing together faster than she can say them, piling up and pushing from her lips with fervor. Over her notebook, she rolls her pen between her fingers in an effort to soothe the restless urge to document the words on paper. Later, she tells herself. There is always later. "A few days ago she slipped and skinned her knee on the rough bark, but she kept playing anyway because pirates don't cry. When her father saw the blood, he was angry and forbade her from playing in the trees because it wasn't ladylike and she was far too old for those kinds of games..."


Her gaze darkens, her brows pulling in thought as she stares at the bloody bandaid laying like a casualty among the playground bark. "She cried because the trees were her friends and she didn't want to leave them. To make her feel better, her mother brought her here. She was a lonely girl, and being around other children made her happy. She never noticed when the bandaid came off."


Satisfied, she turns to her companion. He is staring at her as if he has never seen her before—his eyes wide and his full mouth slightly parted. For a moment she stares back, but she quickly grows impatient. "That is all," she prods.


He shakes himself. "No, wait. What happened next?"


She frowns, confused. "Next?"


"Yeah. What happened when they got to the park?" His eyes are bright and full of honest curiosity. For a moment, he looks more like a boy than a man, and she feels something like regret settle on her shoulders.


"I don't know." She only paints pasts, not futures.


He looks at her strangely, as if lost, and then his mouth curls into a stubborn grin. "You know what I think?" he asks, but continues before she can guess. "I think she was still really upset when she got here. In fact, she was so upset that she didn't even want to play!"


He leans towards her, his eyes bright and burning with the reflection of the light above them. "But then a little boy her age came along. He took her hand and invited her to play with him on the swings. They made each other smile."


She is intrigued, willingly wrapping herself in the web he's spun. "What is his name?" she asks. She is ensnared in the future he has woven, cocooned in the soft silk fibers.


Stumped, he pauses. "Uh, I don't know. George?" Her nose crinkles and he hastily tries again. "Mathew?"


The corners of her mouth tug into a wistful smile as she stares out at the park. "Mathew is a good name." Visions of children playing dance like ghosts in front of her eyes. She sees Margaret laughing and smiling as a faceless boy pushes her on the swing. "What does he look like?"


He pauses for a moment, humming. The sideways glance he gives her is mischievous, his tone almost teasing. "Blonde hair and blue eyes, I think."


She nods, unsure of how to interpret his odd behavior. The description fits, but no matter how long she stares, the little boy’s hair remains a mess of inky, loose curls and his eyes stay dark and bottomless. His wide smile is warm like summer. Margaret's hair begins to pale until, suddenly, she is replaced by a little girl with icy gray eyes that Lily is afraid to recognize.


For the first time in a long, long time, she too finds herself wondering what comes next. There is a desperation stirring in her chest. She wants him to keep telling her the future and let it unfold in phantom images in front of her eyes. Above them the humming of the street lamp, a noise as constant as herself, seems louder. "Tell me more," she whispers.


He humors her, spins stories about pinky promises and adventure. When she has to leave, he ends it with, "They lived happily ever after."


As she walks away, the sunrise on her heels, she holds his parting words close—wraps them around her like a blanket and basks in the warmth they bring.


“See you.”


Not unlike the time before, he does not say when. But Lily has faith that it will be sooner rather than later, and that is enough.










CHAPTER FIVE




SHE MEETS HIM at her bench at least every other story.


Most nights he arrives about three or four pages in, quietly watching her write until she finishes her thought. Occasionally she will find him waiting for her, the light from the device he calls a phone illuminating his face. Sometimes, on the nights when he doesn’t come at all, she walks back to her building with only disappointment for company.


Tonight he is waiting for her, but instead of his phone there is a brightly colored bag perched on his lap. His hand disappears into it with a metallic crinkle and stares out at the shadowed playground. When it reappears, it is to pop something into his mouth—something that crunches as he chews and coats his fingertips in orange powder. When he hears her footsteps he pauses, his eyes landing on her form the moment she steps into the light's reach. His wide grin is both warm and contagious.


"Hey, Lil." He scoots over, leaving her plenty of room to sit in her usual spot on his left. "Kept it warm for you."


She greets him with a nod, her own lips curling ever so slightly at the corners. Lily does not remember when (or why) he gave her the nickname, but she has come to expect it from his lips more than the name she gave him. She sits, casually noting the thick, black-framed glasses perched on his freckled nose. “You are wearing glasses.”


Sam pushes them up, grinning. “What do you think? Do I look smarter? Because, not going to lie, I feel smarter.”


Lily’s brow creases. She does not know why glasses would make him look (or feel) smarter, but she doesn’t want to disappoint him by disagreeing. They are wide rimmed, and they frame his face in a way she finds appealing. “It looks nice.”


The knit beanie he wears keeps him from running his hand through his hair, so he tugs it shyly over the tips of ears instead. “Thanks.” He plucks at the fabric of her jacket, sobering. “Aren’t you cold? This seems way too thin for the weather we’re having.”


She shakes her head. She does not feel the heat or cold. For her, clothing is a matter of modesty, not comfort. "I am fine."


He raises an eyebrow but doesn’t push. "If you say so." The bag in his hand crinkles as he fishes for another snack. As he chews, he holds it out to her. "Want one?"


Lily peers into the bag. It seems to be half-full of strange, orange colored puffs that resemble styrofoam more than food. She decides against it. “No, thank you.”


Sam merely shrugs. "Your loss." He pops another in his mouth, looking at her from the corner of his eye. "So, what's tonight’s story?"


After some consideration, she settles for the broken Tonka truck lies, half-buried, in the sandbox. Sam listens, attentive as ever, while she tells the story of the toy’s past. It is only when she finishes, her last words hanging in the air in open invitation, that Sam speaks. Lily lets herself become lost in his voice; in his words. It is like this every night. She paints the past so he can tell her the future.


He always finishes with 'happily ever after'.


Lily knows, in her heart, that different stories should have different endings, but she brushes it aside. She's not sure how she feels about 'ever after', but she likes the idea of 'happily' too much to consider giving it up.


As she transcribes words in ink, she tries to remember how many notebooks he has helped her fill, but can't seem to grasp the number. It disturbs her, because she feels as though that is a detail she should know. She asks Sam, but he answers her in months instead of pages.


"You know, I’m not sure." There is an orange powder lingering at the corner of his mouth—the shade matches the fingers on his right hand. “Almost two months?”


Lily returns his smile softly, despite the fact that he is speaking a language she can't comprehend. She hums as if agreeing. In truth, it is hard to remember the time when he wasn't there to greet her with his summer smile.


He holds the bag out to her in offering. "You sure you don't want some?"


She hesitates, but curiosity wins her over. She reaches into the bag cautiously, her fingers retrieving what looks to be an orange powdered piece of packing foam. She eyes it skeptically, holding it away from her. "What is it?"


Her question earns her a dumbfounded look. "It's a Cheeto."


Lily frowns down at it, wondering exactly what it is made of.


Sam must sense her trepidation. "Seriously? You've never had Cheetos?" Now he sounds appalled. "Where the hell have you been!?"


She frowns, ignoring his first question since she is pretty sure it was only rhetorical anyway. "I come here every night." Sometimes he asks such silly questions. He knows that she always comes here—she has told him.


"Well, yeah, but what do you eat?" She remains awkwardly silent and he quickly shakes his head. "Know what, never mind." He looks embarrassed that he even asked. "Just try it!"


She is still unsure, but because it is Sam, she does what he asks. Lily is not sure what she expected, though she’s certain it wasn’t anything close to what she has received. The thing he calls a ‘Cheeto’ tastes like ash and sticks unpleasantly to her the roof of her mouth like sand. Her nose wrinkles in distaste, but she forces herself to swallow it down.


Sam seems perplexed. "Seriously? You don't like it?" She shakes her head and he slumps in the seat, a defeated—yet still fond—chuckle escaping him. "Well, damn. I don't think I've met anyone who doesn't like Cheetos."


Her tongue prods at the lingering food stuck to her back molar, eyeing the orange bag with mixed feelings. She is not surprised that she is alone in not liking the (supposedly) cheese flavored snack—it is not the first time she was proven to be different. "It is because I am broken," she says absently, as a way of explanation.


Immediately, his expression darkens. "What?" His voice is a breathy, pained sigh—it doesn't fit him.


Lily wonders why he didn't hear her; she did not whisper. She regards him carefully but repeats the words, "I am broken."


The emotions flitting over his features are as concerning as it is foreign. Lily has never witnessed such a serrated heat in his gaze.


His hands abandon the bag of snacks to cradle either side of her face. She can feel the gritty cheese flavoring on the tips of his fingers as his palms burn against her marble cheeks. "Who told you that?" His voice is different. It is edged and raw, and she is confused by the passion behind it. In his eyes, the reflection of the lamplight looks like a white hot flame.


"I… don't remember." She doesn't. She only knows that someone must have at some point. She knows with the same certainty as she knows that it is true. She was made wrong.


His finger twitches against her cheek. He seems to be holding himself back from something, but she isn't sure what. His voice is so low, so fierce, she can almost feel it in her chest. "Listen to me. You are not broken. Ok? Don't talk like that."


She is though. She knows she is. There is something in her that made her wrong. She doesn't understand why he is so upset by it. "You are angry," she says, her eyes evaluating. "Why?"


The sharp edge in his gaze drops, softening into something somber. "Not at you," he murmurs, brows drawn. He must see the question in her eyes because he continues with a sigh. "Whoever told you that… they're just some idiot who doesn't know what they're talking about. Ok? Don't listen to them."


"But it is true." She still does not understand why he is upset.


The muscle in his jaw jumps and his hands drop from her cheeks to rest on her shoulders. His grip is firm, she can feel the individual imprints of his fingers through her jacket, but it is not painful. "No. It's not."


She is lost. His emotions are so very deep, she feels as if they may drown her. "But I don't mind being broken." Her head tilts, her lips pursed into a frown. "Do you?"


Sam pauses, his body stiffening. His eyes trace hers thoughtfully, brows drawing in a mixture of concern and something else she can't seem to place. "Lil… I want you to listen really carefully, alright?" She nods—she is always listening because he is Sam. He is the only one that meets her at her bench, the only one that talks to her and makes her smile. "You're not broken, ok? You're perfect. I like you just the way you are."


He is still wrong, but she doesn't tell him. There is a stubborn gleam in his eyes that tells her he either can't, or won't, understand. Broken things, flawed things, cannot be perfect—cannot be fixed. Even if she was glued back together, there would be spiderwebbed scars visible to anyone who bothered to look. She knows this, has lived with it, and is at peace. Relieved, even.


She would rather be made wrong than be made right.


Sam's face is so grim, so serious, she wants to smooth it all away until he looks like himself again. She does not want him to be upset, so she nods instead of repeating the truth. Lily brings her hand to his cheek, an echo of his actions only moments before. His touch had brought her comfort; she hopes it will do the same for him. "I like you the way you are too," she says, because if he will not accept one truth she feels that she should give him another.


He ducks his head, hiding a shy smile. Under her palms, his cheeks feel warmer. Lily feels a bit lighter at the sight.


He looks more like Sam now.










CHAPTER SIX




LILY’S HEAD BOWS over her notebook, her pen trailing faithfully across the page, when she feels him hovering over her. So focused on her words, she forgot to listen for his footsteps. Her pen pauses mid-sentence, lifting her eyes to his. She is concerned when he doesn’t immediately take a seat beside her, but the prick of worry is soothed by his easy grin.


"Hey," he greets, his eyes gleaming with sly amusement. "Was wondering when you were going to notice me. Usually you catch me before I can sneak up on you." 


This is true. He has tried (and failed) several times to arrive without her noticing, but has never succeeded until tonight. If it is not his footsteps that give himself away, it is his heartbeat. It is unnerving that it took so long to recognize his presence—it is not like her.


It is even more unnerving that he is still standing.


Her forehead creases, head tilting as she looks up at him questioningly. "You are not sitting." He always sits beside her, always nudges her shoulder with his and greets her with a smile.


His grin widens, and he shoves his hands casually in his sweatshirt pocket. "Yeah, about that. I was wondering if maybe you'd like to come with me to where I work? My family would love to –"


"Away from here?" she asks, interrupting him. The thought of leaving makes her skin itch, an uncomfortable pressure settling over her chest.


His nose crinkles, and he gives a little snort of laughter. "Well, yeah." He holds out a hand to her, palm facing upwards in warm invitation. "Come on, it'll be fun!"


An anxious frown pulls at her mouth, her fingers gripping the edges of her notebook for assurance. She stares at the offered hand regretfully. "But… this is my bench."


His smile falters, his hand lowering. She can tell by the furrowed line of his brow that he is struggling to understand. "Yeah, but… don't you ever want to, you know, go somewhere other than here?"


She shakes her head. This is her bench, her park. It is the place she belongs.


For a moment he just stands there, staring down at her in disappointed, but then he is taking her cold hands in his and coaxing her up. "Baby steps then, yeah?" His voice is soft, encouraging. It matches the softness of his gaze. "Let's change it up and sit on the swings tonight."


She hesitates, still unsure, but the warmth of his hands and the eagerness in his smile persuade her. The swing set is only a few yards away, visible from her bench. She tells herself it is ok, even though she feels an uncomfortable pull in her gut as Sam enthusiastically leads her onto the playground she has only ever seen and never touched. When he coaxes her into sitting, the seat of the swing feels strange. The thick band of black rubber grips her hips tightly, and she misses the familiarity of wooden planks.


Sam stands behind her, his energy humming at her back as his hands grasp the chains on either side of her. "I'll push you!" There is a childlike exuberance lighting his voice that she doesn’t understand. When she cranes her neck to look at him she is greeted with a wide grin, and she finds herself only more confused. "How high do you want to go?"


She shrugs and feels her oversized jacket shift; feels the cool night air brush against the junction of her neck and shoulder. Above her, she sees something flicker in Sam's expression as his eyes trail over the newly exposed skin. His smile wanes, his hand sliding from the chain and gently pushing the lapel of her jacket aside inquisitively.


"Damn," he murmurs. His fingers ghost across the skin of her neck and shoulder. She feels her body tense at the sensation, but he doesn't seem to notice. He is too preoccupied staring at where the tips of his fingers trace her skin. "That's one hell of a scar…"


She covers the puckered skin self-consciously, her gaze sliding away and lingering on her bench. The raised skin feels bitter against her palm. Lily had forgotten it was there. She doesn't even know what it looks like, only how it feels—how it aches.


His hand returns to the chain, but Lily can still feel the heat of his fingers—a phantom brand on her skin. "Lil, where'd you get that?" There is a strange depth to his voice. She’s not sure how to interpret it, but she can tell the subdued edge isn't directed at her.


Instinctively, her mouth tightens as she contemplates. "I don't remember," she admits. Whenever she thinks of the jagged scar her body tenses and her mind rebels. Something inside her whispers to leave it be, so she does.


Behind her, Sam gives her a gentle push, his long fingers caressing her shoulder blades like wings. "Really? Did you get it when you were little or something?"


She shrugs, swinging her feet to help the swing’s momentum. The feeling of air whipping past her face, tangling her hair, makes her smile. She is glad Sam convinced her to leave her bench, if only for a moment. "I don't remember."


She hears him murmur a baffled "weird", before he gives her another push. "What about yours?" she asks.


"Mine?"


"The scar on your chin." She remembers noticing it one night, when he had found something she said particularly funny and he had thrown his head back and laughed. It is as thick as her finger and just as long, but pale with age. She has always been curious about it, has always wanted to know its story, but has always forgotten to ask.


"Oh." There is a perplexed frown coloring his voice. "I'm surprised you even noticed it. I got it when I was a kid. Was standing on a rocking chair like an idiot and nailed the corner of the fireplace." Another push, a heavy pause. Lily tilts her head, searching for her friend’s faces among the stars, and spies Taurus charging through the night. Sam's voice, a muttering that seems more to himself than to her, distracts her from sending the bull a smile. “Lola chewed me out something good the whole way to the ER.”


She looks at him over her shoulder. “Who is Lola?”


“My grandmother.” 


“Does she work at the…” she fumbles, struggling to remember the word. 


“Karaoke,” Sam supplies, saving her. The next push he gives feels subdued, more solemn. “She used to. She died just before I graduated high school. Breast cancer.” There is a hint of old pain coloring his voice, the only evidence of the scar he must be hiding over his heart.


“I’m sorry,” she murmurs. Above them a wispy cloud drifts in front of the full moon, blocking some of its pale light. Lily thinks of the time he told her of his mother’s death—how he used to speak to her through the stars. She wonders if they are laughing together, their lights blinking merrily, in the same constellation.


“It was a long time ago,” he says, as if it makes a difference. Maybe it does. She isn’t versed in the art of grieving, so she can’t be sure.


Only the creaking of the swing fills the silence, his hands a rhythmic reminder as he gently pushes her. There was a time when she preferred it this way—a night filled with the muted sounds of the city but no words. Now she finds herself missing the sound of his voice and wonders how to lure him into conversation. Sam saves her the trouble.


“Anyway, after that I only asked Lolo and Maggie to take me if I needed to go to the ER.”


The toes of her rubber boots, a size too big, drags through the bark and her swing slows. She casts him a concerned look over her shoulder. “There were more times?”


He shrugs. “Eh, a couple. Went in for a fractured arm once. And I had to get a bunch of stitches after a cooking accident. See?” He holds out his left hand, palm up. Lily can just make out the raised, shiny edges of a scar spanning over the pads of the first three fingers.


Carefully, Lily traces the warm, puckered line of skin. She thinks of how, sometimes, the scar at her neck throbs. “Does it hurt?”


“Nah. My Aunt thinks I might have actually damaged some of the nerves when it happened. I haven’t had much feeling in them since.” He nods toward his hand, eyes watching as her fingers trail over the length of the scar. “Can’t even feel you touching it.”


She withdraws her inquisitive fingers, wrapping them around the cold chain instead. It must be nice, she thinks, to not have to feel the ache of old injuries. She wishes she could say the same for her own. Then, remembering the pain that laced his voice when he spoke of his grandmother, she thinks that perhaps she is the one who is better off.










CHAPTER SEVEN




SHE BEGINS TO forget things.


It is a slow process. One that starts with the mere fumbling of words and syllables that tease the tip of her tongue but adamantly refuse to pass her lips. The familiar threads she uses to weave her stories thicken until they resemble coarse, scratchy yarn instead of fine silk. Soon the fibers knot and tangle, and she finds herself struggling to separate the heavy, awkward strands.


She tries to ignore it, buries it beneath shadowed smiles, and for a while Sam doesn't seem to notice the change in her. When Lily asks him to supply her with the words she's lost, he does so with a smile, always so happy to be of help. It makes her feel better, less inept, when he has to pull out his phone to consult Google for assistance (she does not know who this Google person is, but she is always grateful for his seemingly infinite knowledge). It is only when he finds her staring at a blank page, frustration pulling at her mouth, that she sees his brow pinch—the trembling beginnings of concern. She doesn't tell him she can't remember how to start. Instead, she smiles up at him with warmth as artificial as the light above them and says she can't decide which story to tell.


His answering smile, so full of relief, makes swallowing the bitter taste of the lie worth it.


The act of forgetting is not new to her—some things are not worth remembering—but lately it feels like she is living on half-formed thoughts. It is the night she becomes lost in the hallways, no longer remembering how to find her room, that she is forced to recognize there is a problem. She hides in a deserted corner of what used to be a bathroom, silent and still, as the sun moves from one end of the earth to the other. By the time it sets, she is struggling to recall what it is she is supposed to remember. Scattered thoughts drift listlessly around her head, fluttering like broken little birds that can no longer sing. When she tries to read, she finds that she can't remember how. Sometimes she stares at the pages so long she forgets that words exist at all.


She remembers Sam, though. He is the one thing she refuses to let break and fall away. Every morning she sits on the floor, knees tucked to her chest, and forces herself to recall his every detail until he becomes more instinct than memory. She knows him with the same certainty, the same fierceness, that the park bench facing the playground is hers.


Lily begins to catch him giving her contemplating glances that are reminiscent of worry. It seems to have become a habit now; she sees it so frequently. She hides her fractured thoughts as much as she can behind painted smiles, but soon finds herself forgetting what it is she's hiding at all. It seems as if he comes to see her more often, but she can't be sure—the nights are bleeding into each other, and without words to measure she is lost.


Tonight, she sees Sam waiting for her. His knee bounces impatiently (another habit she has forced into memory) while he peers into the darkness. She can always tell when he sees her. His shoulders relax and his mouth curls into a welcoming smile. Lately, the warm look in his eyes seems to speak of relief, but she doesn't understand why.


When she steps into the light, his gaze travels down and he frowns. "Where's your notebook?"


She looks down at her empty hands, confused. Her notebook? Yes, that's right—she has many that line the walls of the room she goes back to every morning. Pages full of stories. Stories that she used to write when she remembered how.


A hollow ache settles over her heart. "It... it is broken." She knows it isn't. The notebook is sitting on the shelf, completely intact and whole. She is the one who is broken, but she remembers that he was unhappy the last time she spoke that particular truth, so she doesn't repeat it.


"Broken?" he echoes, shifting in his seat. "How? Did the wire snap or something?"


Hesitantly, she nods before settling next to him. As she sits, the warmth radiating off his body gives her a sense of familiar comfort. Still, there is a distressing emptiness in her chest that lingers, an unpleasant aftertaste, whenever she looks down at her barren hands.


Sam gently nudges her shoulder with his own. "Hey, don't worry!" When she looks up, he is gifting her with a sympathetic smile. "I'll get you another one, alright?"


She tries to return the gesture, but her lips feel as heavy as her heart. Seeing the way his expression wavers, she knows she isn't at all convincing.


His hand grips her shoulder lightly, giving a gentle squeeze that is meant to be reassuring. "Hey, it's alright. Don't go crying on me." His eyes are dark with concern, mouth twisting in a shy grimace. "I'm really not good at that kind of stuff."


Cry? Her hands reach up to her cheeks. They are dry. "I am not."


He falters, looking at her carefully. "I know, it's just—you looked like you were about to." He releases her shoulder and rubs the back of his neck, suddenly looking sheepish. "I wasn't kidding, you know, about that whole not being good at that sort of thing." He winces, giving her a timid smile. "I'd probably be totally useless if you started. Hell, I’d probably make it worse."


She doesn't want him to feel useless. It is a feeling she is too familiar with, and she doesn't want him to suffer from it like she does. "I don't remember how to," she admits softly. She looks down at her lap, her fingers straying to brush against her bottom eyelashes thoughtfully. "I don't think I can."


He blinks, head tilting as he tries to untangle her words and reorder them into something he can understand. "Cry?" When she nods, he laughs lightly, running his hand through his hair. "Well, that's a relief… I don't want you to cry."


A rare memory pulls at her, but the details part like mist between her grasping fingers. "Crying makes you human," she murmurs. Someone used to tell her that… she can still hear the phantom echoes of a soft, feminine voice dancing listlessly across her memory, but both face and name escape her.


Sam pauses, hesitant and solemn in his response. "Yeah, I guess you're right." His mouth quirks into a soft smile, but its warmth is weighed down by the pensive pull of his brow. "I guess I just don't want you to have any reason to."


She doesn't remind him that, for her, tears are impossible. He didn't understand the first time she said it, and she knows he won't understand the second time either. There are some things that Sam will never understand, no matter how many times she repeats herself. He spends too much time in the sun; he has not learned how to see in the dark like she has.


Looking down at her hands, she wonders why they look so empty.


Sam's callused fingers encase hers, his touch burning hot and his face pinched with concern. "Lil, is everything ok?"


No, it's not. She has always been broken, but she has never felt so lost. "I am fine.” It is another lie, this one tasting more bitter than the last.


He shifts restlessly. The way his lips thin makes her think he isn’t inclined to believe her. "You sure? You've been acting really…" He hesitates for a moment, fishing for the right word before shaking his head. "You just seem different."


Lily doesn't know what to say, so she says nothing. She doesn't have the words to comfort him, doesn't know what syllables to string together to make it better. Around them, the darkness seems to inch closer despite the steady glow of the lamplight.


Sam squeezes her hand. "Look, you don't have to talk to me about it if you don't want to, alright? I won't—I'm not going to force you or anything. But if there's anything I can do, you'll tell me, right?" He is so desperately hopeful that she nods in agreement before she can think better of it. The relief in his smile is worth the weight of the promise.


She leans her head against his shoulder, finding comfort in his warmth. "Tell me a story?" There is a pleading lilt to her voice that makes her words more of a question than a demand.


"You're way better at it than I am," he mumbles. She feels his cheek rest against her hair. "You sure you don't want me to just help you pick something? You can always write it down later."


Carefully, as to avoid dislodging either of them from the place they have found in each other, she shakes her head. "No." She doesn't trust herself to tell stories anymore. She is too afraid that she will make them as broken as she is. "I just want to listen."


"All right," he mutters, sounding uncomfortable. She feels him fidget. "Uh, how about a story about a princess? You like princesses?"


A smile teases her lips. She will like anything so long as she can hear it in his rich timber. "Yes."


He tells her a story about cursed spinning wheels and a princess doomed to sleep until true love comes to wake her with a kiss. Lily listens attentively, eyes staring out at nothing while his words ensnare her. She is his willing prisoner.


He ends, as always, with “they lived happily ever after.” Above them the street lamp hums, and a moth taps eagerly at the glass in a futile effort to get closer to the light.










CHAPTER EIGHT




IT IS RAINING. It is not a harsh storm; the water comes down steadily but it lacks ferocity. Lily is more saddened by the clouds preventing her from visiting with her star-faced friends than the way her clothes are becoming heavy with rain. She feels like it has been forever since she last spoke to them, but she can't be sure. She can't remember.


Water rolls down her face and makes her hair stick wetly to her neck. She wishes to write, but she is afraid the water will make the words bleed from the pages. Then she remembers that her hands are empty—she has not brought her notebook with her since the night she forgot how to use words.


The rain is beautiful, though. It makes the lamplight spread until the pavers appear to be made of gold. Or maybe it is yellow? She vaguely remembers a story about a yellow brick road, but she can't remember the details—she only remembers that it went somewhere… somewhere happy where broken things can be fixed.


She tilts her face towards the darkened sky, closes her eyes and lets the rain kiss her cheeks. She thinks it is a good feeling; like the softest of touches from a friend long since gone. It feels like it has been a long time since she felt the gentle touch of anyone other than Sam. His touches feel much different though—they are always warm, always full of care. When she feels Sam's hands against her fingers, against her face, she feels something in her stir. He makes her feel safe and cared for.


The rain reminds her that she is alive, but Sam makes her feel like she is not alone.


Unexpectedly, the water stops tapping against her skin. When she opens her eyes, Sam is holding an umbrella over her head and frowning down at her. He is so busy shielding her that he doesn't seem to notice that he has left himself exposed. She watches in concerned fascination as water rolls down his neck before disappearing beneath his collar. She wants to ask him if it feels cold, but he speaks before her tongue can form the words. His voice is strained and heavy with apprehension. "You shouldn't be out here, Lil. You could get really sick."


She doesn't tell him that disease, like time, is another thing that cannot touch her. Instead, she only reminds him, "This is my bench."


He sighs, and Lily can tell he is exasperated with her. "Yeah, I know. Your bench. Got it." He studies her face, his brow creased with concern. He seems to be thinking carefully over something. "Why don't you come stay with me tonight? Get out of the rain?"


She bites her lip, hesitant to leave. She has never gone anywhere else at night.


Sam seems to sense her concern. "It'll still be there in the morning." He takes her hand, his skin burning hot against her damp palm. "You can even see it from my window." Still, she hesitates, and he gives her a gentle squeeze. His eyes are pleading. "Please, Lily. I can't leave you out here."


But… everything she knows is here. She feels safe here—her bench is here. She is scared, but Sam is looking at her as if he is afraid she will break in front of him. She does not want him to be afraid, not for her. Fear tastes like copper—sharp, metallic, and burning hot. She does not wish to put such a terrible taste in his mouth. She does not wish to make him worry even more.


When she finally nods, he wastes no time coaxing her from her seat and wrapping an arm around her shoulders. Even through their clothing, Lily can feel the heat that seeps off his skin. He curses. "Damn it, Lil, you're freezing…" He rubs at her arm and shoulder, drawing her even closer to him as the umbrella struggles to shelter them both. "Come on, we need to get you home before you catch something."


He guides her away from her bench, away from her park. She stops many times to look back, but he continues to usher her forward with gentle words of encouragement. When they arrive at the oversized doors of his building, she freezes. It feels wrong. It all feels wrong. Her sanctuary is behind her when this building before her is too unknown. Sam's hand on her shoulder squeezes softly in what she knows is supposed to be encouragement. It makes her feel trapped instead.


"Lil, look at me." She does, but only because he is Sam. Only because if she turns and runs now, she knows he will follow. His eyes are intense as he stares down at her. "It's ok, everything is going to be fine. Your bench will still be there, I promise. Come on, we'll go in together."


Her teeth sink into her lip. She still does not want to enter the strange building, but as Sam gently leads her through the doors she realizes she can't deny him. He releases her briefly to collapse and shake the umbrella, and Lily immediately misses the comfort of his warm embrace. Sam must know, because the moment he is done he reaches out for her and brings her tightly against his side.


They go up several flights of stairs—she counts up to three before she loses track. With the way he is holding her, it is an awkward climb, but Lily is relieved when he doesn't let go. Sam murmurs an apology and something about maintenance never getting around fixing the elevator. By the time they leave the stairwell, her nerves have settled. The monotony of the steps combined with Sam's warmth has eased her fear into anticipation. Curiosity stirs as Sam stops in front of one of the many doors lining the hallway. There is a paint-chipped number hanging, tilted, on the face of the door, but she can't remember what it is called or what it means.


Sam turns the handle and roughly pushes it open with his shoulder. The wooden door groans but opens readily. He walks through the open doorway and chucks the abused umbrella into a corner.


She lingers in the hall and he stares back at her in confusion, noticing her hesitancy. "You coming?"


"You didn't invite me in."


He blinks before an amused grin tugs at the corner of his mouth. Holding the door open, he gives her an exaggerated bow and clears his throat with a cough. "Forgive me, milady, won't you please come in?"


She blinks, but steps over the threshold—ignoring his odd behavior. The word 'milady' jogs something in her brain. "That's what Leo calls me," she says absently, her eyes scanning over his apartment. It is a mess. There are clothes and dirty dishes scattered everywhere, and a musty quality to the air that is reminiscent of mold. Underneath a pile of laundry she can see a small table. In the kitchen she suspects there is a sink hiding underneath the mountain of dishes. Somehow, it still manages to feel welcoming despite the clutter. She thinks it might be because it is his.


"Leo?" he asks, shutting the door with a heavy thud. She hears the click of the deadbolt. "He a friend of yours?"


She nods, eyes tracing longingly over a lopsided bookshelf in the corner. Most of its shelves house assorted knick-knacks that hold no meaning to her, but she spies several well-worn books scattered haphazardly amongst the clutter. "Yes. I was hoping to see him today, but the clouds came instead."


"Well, at least one of you is smart enough to stay out of the rain," he grumbles, shrugging out of his jacket and tossing it over the arm of what she guesses to be a dining room chair. "He live around here?"


"No," she answers, shaking her head. "He lives in the sky with the other stars."


He pauses in removing his shoes. "Oh… I, uh, bet the view is great up there."


She hums in agreement, gaze flitting curiously over his belongings—a colorfully striped afghan draped over the couch, several plastic crates that are strategically placed as side tables—before landing on the oversized window. Her feet move until her fingertips brush over the cool glass. Below she can see her bench, framed by the canopies of two ancient oaks, and the golden glow of the streetlight shines between the branches. Relief floods through her. She wouldn't know what to do if it had disappeared.


"See? I told you you'd be able to see it," he says, coming to stand next to her. A moment later she feels his hand at her elbow. "Here, give me your coat."


She tilts her head, a confused frown pulling at her lips. "Why?"


He raises his eyebrows. "Because it's wet?"


She looks down at herself. He is right—her light cotton jacket is heavy with water. She hadn't noticed before. Mindlessly, she begins to undo the buttons and allows him to help slide the fabric off her shoulders. When she is rid of it, his frown deepens. "Shit. Even your clothes underneath are soaked through. How long were you out there?"


She shrugs, unconcerned. "I have no words to measure time."


He shakes his head, worry darkening his eyes. "I don't know what that means…" She remains silent, because she does not know how to explain it any other way, and he sighs. "Never mind. Let's just concentrate on getting you warm and dry, ok?"


Not knowing what else to do, she nods.


"Come on. Let's get you into a warm bath, and then you can borrow some of my clothes for the night." Gently, he grasps her hand and leads her down the hall where one of only a few doors hangs partially open. The bathroom is—not clean—but not as cluttered as the front room either. She suspects that the tiles are white under the thin layer of grime that has dusted over them. The mirror greets her with the empty image of the wall behind her. Lily steps forward and ignores its taunting, while Sam leans over the tub and fiddles with the knobs. She watches curiously as water gushes from the faucet at his command. After a few moments of letting it flow over his fingers, steam rises. He adjusts once more before plugging the bottom.


The abandoned building she calls home does not have running water—she cannot remember the last time that 'bathing' meant more than a rag and a bucket of water stolen from the neighboring river. She can almost feel the teasing warmth of the rising steam. Sam sits on the edge of the tub and gestures her forward. She complies eagerly. "Is this temperature ok? Not too hot?" he asks. She submerges her hand. Against her cold flesh the water is scalding, but it feels so wonderfully warm she only sighs in pleasure.


"I can go in?" she asks, tentatively hopeful. It has been so long since she has felt warm. She wants to be surrounded by it.


The smile he gives her is soft. It matches his eyes. "Yeah, I made it for you." He stands and sets his hands on her shoulders. Through the thin fabric of her shirt, she can feel the calluses lining his palms. "I'm going to go get you some clothes for you to change into, ok? I'll be right back." Sam doesn’t wait for a response, but he does give her shoulder a soft squeeze before leaving the room. 


Lily stares down at the water, the steam beckoning her like an old friend. Without hesitation, she pulls her shirt above her head, slips her skirt and undergarments off her hips and down her legs, and steps into the welcoming heat. For a moment it stings against her skin, but it is soon soothed away and she is left enveloped in delicious heat. The sensation draws a sigh from her lips. The water is only coming up to her mid-calf and already it feels so wonderful.


Sam's voice carries from the hallway, growing closer with his footsteps. "I don't know if the pants will f—" He freezes in the doorway, his eyes wide and his face growing several shades darker, before he abruptly spins away. Only, what he has in speed he lacks in grace, and his elbow catches the doorframe with an audible crack.


"Shit!" he curses, dropping the clothing and clutching the bruised appendage. "Shit. I'm sorry! I didn't—" he groans, tilting his head back and grimacing. "Damn it, didn't you hear me say I was coming back?"


"Yes," she answers, not sure why his voice sounds so strained. She wonders if it is because his elbow hurts.


"So why didn't you wait?"


He is still staring at the ceiling, but after a cursory glance Lily can't figure out what is so interesting about it. "I was supposed to wait?" she asks absently, looking down at her submerged feet. She doesn't want to leave the warm water, but she will if Sam says she should.


He laughs, but for some reason it doesn't ring true. He runs a hand through his hair. "Yeah. Or at least close the door."


Oh. Was that all? She forgot doors were meant to close. How silly of her. She begins to step out of the tub, but instead of relaxing, Sam only seems to tense up more.


"Not now!" One hand slaps over his eyes. She pauses, unsure of what he wants from her. "Uhg, Lil, you're killing me here," he mutters, sounding pained.


A chill sweeps through her despite the warmth of the water. Fear chokes her; wraps its hands around her throat and pricks the back of her neck with taloned fingers. On her tongue she tastes phantom traces of copper. "But I don't want to!" Her voice rings in the small room, bouncing off the tiles and echoing through her chest.


For a moment it looks like he is going to turn around, but he seems to stop himself. "No—I didn't mean—" He sighs, rubbing his temples. "Not literally. It's just, you're making it really hard—" he pauses, seeming to rethink his words. "Uh, I mean—shit." He takes a deep breath. "It's really… difficult for me to talk to you when you're naked, ok?"


She doesn't understand. "Why?"


He snorts. "Gee, I don’t know, Lil. Maybe it has something to do with you being absolutely, stupidly pretty."


She blinks, looking down at her body. She is pretty? She had forgotten… "I don't understand," she mutters, her brow furrowing. "If I am pretty, then why did you turn away?" Don't people admire beautiful things?


His breath comes out sounding strangled, and he leans bonelessly in the doorway. For a while he is silent, and Lily wonders if perhaps he didn't hear her. When he finally answers, his voice is low and full of an emotion she can't name. She wishes she could see his face. "Because you aren't mine to look at." He bends down and picks the clothes up from the floor. "Are you still in the tub?"


Lily frowns, still pondering over his words as she answers, "Yes."


"Good. Why don't you stay in there and close that curtain around you, ok?"


She looks to her left, seeing the opaque plastic curtain he is referring to. Her hand clasps the edge and pulls. The rings click across the bar in a cacophony of sounds until her vision of Sam is fogged.


"Is it closed?"


She nods before remembering that he is not looking at her. "Yes."


"All the way?"


"Yes."


He releases a long, drawn out breath before his blurred form approaches the tub, setting the clothing on the toilet lid. The closer he is, the more she can make out his fuzzy features. She can tell that he still isn't facing her directly when he mutters, "You can lay down in the water, Lil."


She doesn't hesitate. With excruciating patience, she sinks into the water with a delighted sigh. It is so warm that it makes her ache with pleasure.


"You can use the shampoo and everything, ok?" Sam offers, voice soft. Lily hums her agreement, cupping the steaming water in her hand and letting it slip languidly through her fingers as he continues. "When you're done, there's a towel and some clothes for you to change into… Keep the door closed until you're dressed."


She watches as his outline fades into a blurred shadow the closer he gets to the door, the soles of his feet slapping softly against the tile. Embraced by the warm water, she feels something in her stir. "Sam?”


The sound of his footsteps pause, and she knows he is waiting for her to continue. His words from earlier nag at her—she still doesn't understand, but she wants to. She wants to so badly, because if she understood then maybe she could soothe away the taint of remorse that had laced his voice. "I don't think I would mind being yours," she says softly. She doesn't know what it means, but she knows that he makes her feel warm and happy. Sam takes care of her, makes her smile. She is sure that being his cannot be a bad thing.


For a moment there is silence, but she knows he is still there. She can make out his silhouette through the hazy plastic curtain separating them. "Lily… you trust me, right?"


She doesn't even have to think about it. Her mind is a tangled web of knots and snipped threads, but this is something she knows with every fiber of her being. "Yes." Sam is the only one she trusts. He is the only one she would ever leave her bench for.


"Good, because I don’t—I don’t ever want to do anything that would make you doubt me. I want to deserve your trust."


She frowns, sinking into the water until tickles her chin. "I still don't understand."


"I know," he answers, voice soft and full of regret. "It’s ok that you don’t. Just—I just want you to know that I would never do anything to hurt you. Ok?" 


“Ok.” The word is meek, tempered by her confusion. She doesn’t know why he is telling her this—she knows he would hurt himself before ever hurting her. She knows it so well that it is instinct; a truth etched into her bones.


“Ok, then,” he murmurs, but his voice sounds flat. “I’ll be right on the other side of the wall, so, you know, if you need anything just shout. And, uh, the clothes are on top of the toilet. You know, for when you’re finished.” He pauses. His hand must be on the door handle because she can hear the groaning of the hinges. “Do you understand?”


She is more lost than ever, but she senses that he is referring only to his last statements. “Yes.” 


It must be the right answer, because she hears him murmur approvingly under his breath before the sound of the latch clicking shut assures her of his departure. Alone and surrounded by water, with the steam fogging her vision and warming her lungs, she still doesn't understand.










CHAPTER NINE







She sits in the tub until the water turns as cold as she is.


On the other side of the wall, she can hear Sam pacing around the apartment. It is accompanied by the clinking of dishes, the moving of various objects she can't name, and muffled curses. She doesn't know what he is doing, but she is comforted by the sound of him. It would be too lonely, too unnerving, to be in this strange place without evidence of him being nearby.


As she stands, the water runs off her skin in rivulets and she relishes the feeling that comes with being fully clean. The smell of Sam's shampoo lingers in the humid air around her, and it is both spicy and masculine in ways she isn't used to. Soap is a luxury not often afforded to her. To have such a distinctive scent (especially one that reminds her of Sam) is oddly pleasing.


Pulling the plug, she watches the water drain in a lazy, gurgling spiral, before stepping out of the bathtub. The clothes Sam brought sit on the lid of the toilet. There is a black button-up shirt that looks unworn. Sharp crease marks still mar the fabric, and when she holds it up she can smell the faintest traces of plastic. Underneath there are a pair of old blue sweatpants that bear a faded insignia she doesn't recognize. Dutifully, she remembers Sam's insistence that she not leave the bathroom before she is dressed and sets the clothing on the vanity while she dries herself with a thin white towel off.


The first few buttons on the shirt are already undone, and it slides over her head without trouble. It is long on her, easily reaching mid-thigh, but she doesn't mind. However, when steps into the shorts, she finds them too narrow to slide over her hips, so she abandons them on the floor with the rest of her wet clothes. Eagerly, she exits the bathroom on quiet feet.


The hallway is short, and it is only a matter of a few long strides before she is straddling the invisible line marking the open kitchen and living room. Sam’s back is to her; hovering over the sink and muttering profanities under his breath while he scrubs at a plate. Lily blinks, her eyes wandering from his tense shoulders and evaluating the rest of the room. There are fewer clothes scattered across the floor, less mess. She can see the furniture more clearly. "It is cleaner," she says.


Sam continues to vigorously work at a spot of dried food, seemingly unsurprised by her arrival. "Yeah, usually I wouldn't bother but... uh, I guess I figured I should, just, you know. Tidy up." Looking over his shoulder, the grin he prepared for her withers. “The, uh, sweatpants didn’t fit?”


Lily shakes her head, her attention straying to the decrepit bookshelf in the living area. She steps towards it, eager to get a closer look, while Sam grumbles at her back.


"Damn, I was hoping since they were my old high school ones they would… were they too big even with the drawstring?" he asks.


"They were too small," she hums, distracted. Even though she cannot read the words decorating the spines, Lily is entranced. Her eyes trace each one—five, she counts—and wonders what stories they hold. They are Sam’s, so she thinks they must all end with ‘happily ever after’.


Behind her, she can hear him still. "Oh." When she looks over her shoulder, he is staring at her hips like they are completely new to him. She finds it strange, but perhaps he is measuring with his eyes so he can give her pants that fit in the future. "Right. Uh, yeah. Hips. Right. Wasn't thinking about those…" He clears his throat awkwardly, lifting his eyes to meet hers. "I have some others you can try."


Lily shrugs, turning back to her evaluation of his meager book collection. Her fingers skim the dusty edge of a green one whose spine seems too stiff to have ever been opened. "I am comfortable."


"Right," he mutters, sounding tired, "Of course you are." She hears him approach, his footsteps hesitant and awkward. "Do you want anything to eat? Drink? I don't have all that much… I mostly eat at work, but I could probably scrounge up some cereal or something."


She recognizes the word, but she can't visualize what cereal looks like. Lily thinks of the thing he called a Cheeto and decides she doesn't particularly want to experience what he's offering. "I am comfortable," she repeats. At the top of the shelf, another book snares her attention. Its binding is thick, and the red cover is paired with faded gold lettering. Unlike the green one, it looks worn in all the right ways—like it has been read too many times to count. Her hand raises, her fingers itching to trace the spine. The hem of her shirt tickles up the back of her thighs as she reaches until, suddenly, Sam’s hand stops her own. She sends him a questioning look, unsure if she has done something wrong.


His face is flushed—the same color as the book she was reaching for—and his palm feels hot against her skin. "Why don't you let me get the high stuff?" he says, voice tight. "At least until we get you back into some pants."


She doesn't understand, but she lets the warm hand at her elbow coax her arm down, anyway. He sighs, and Lily thinks it sounds relieved. When he grabs the book and takes a step away from her, she can feel the warmth of his body leave with him.


Between them, the book hovers in offering, but she pushes the bound pages towards him instead of accepting it. To her eyes, the words will be nothing more than ink on paper; she needs Sam to breathe life into them before they can mean anything. "Read it to me?" Her voice is soft, edged with hope as she looks up at him.


The breathy, shy laugh he gives is encouraging. "Come on, we'll read it on the couch." He flops onto the stained furniture, his feet resting against the edge of the coffee table with a familiarity that speaks of habit. The edge of the honeyed wood is faded and worn underneath his heels. Lily follows, sitting next to him and curling her legs beneath her. Their shoulders touch and she leans into his warmth, resting her head against his shoulder.


He smiles down at her, and Lily is happy to see the spark of excitement in his gaze. "This was pretty much the only book I actually liked to read as a kid," he admits. Lily can tell—the cover is worn and bears the scars of being loved.


"What kind of story does it tell?" she asks, her fingers reaching out to trace the dulled, gilded lettering on the cover.


Sam scoffs, but the sound is more amused than irritated. "You can't tell from the title?"


Her fingers roam, exploring the feel of the author's name. For some reason, his question makes her sad. "I can't read it." When he answers her in silence, she tears her gaze away from the book to read his expression.


The excitement that brightened his eyes is gone, replaced by apprehension. When he speaks, his voice is low. "What do you mean you can't read it?"


She shrugs, feeling uncomfortable under his shadowed gaze. "I can't read the words."


"But you used to write all the time…"


Yes, she remembers; she would document pasts so he could paint futures. Something else nags at her, a tiny pinprick of a memory, but it is only seeing his growing panic that reminds her what it is. She wanted to hide this from him, keep her loss of words safe and secret—locked away where it couldn't worry him. It is too late though; she can tell. His complexion is rapidly paling and his eyes are wide with horror and understanding. "That's why you don't bring your notebook anymore…"


He stands suddenly, the cherished book falling from his lap and hitting the floor with a heavy thud. The sound echoes in her ears, but Sam’s stare prevents her from comforting the abused pages. He looks terrified, his hands laying limp at his sides even though his spine is as taut as piano wire. When she looks close enough, she can see them tremble. "For how long?" he asks. When her brow furrows he clarifies, his voice rising. "How long have you been unable to write? To read?!"


She hesitates. There is a restrained edge to his voice that makes her nervous. "I don't have words to measure time…"


He pauses, as if trying to reorder her answer into something he can understand, before he shakes his head. "We're going to the hospital." His eyes darken and he holds out his hand to her. She takes it and lets him lead her towards the front door despite her confusion.


"Why?" she asks. Sam releases her, throwing open the door adjacent to his entryway. She watches, concerned, as he examines a few jackets before tossing them to the floor. "Are you sick?"


"No, Lil, not me." He examines a long coat critically before seeming to find it acceptable. He faces her, gesturing for her to step closer. "For you. We're going to get you some help. Put this on."


She frowns. "Sickness can not touch me."


He is already guiding her arms through the coat sleeves. The lining is soft, and slides across her cool skin. "Yeah, well, something sure as hell isn't right," he snaps.


When he tries to help her other arm through, she resists. "It is alright. It is just because I am broken."


"You're not broken!" The anger in his voice makes her flinch, and she takes an unconscious step away from him. Immediately, his expression softens and he reaches out to her with gentle hands. "Damn it, I'm sorry. I'm just—I'm worried, ok? And, honestly, kind of pissed off. I should have realized sooner, but instead I just—" He shakes his head, a grimace twisting his mouth. "I'm an idiot, ok? I should have taken you to the doctor a long time ago."


Gently, he adjusts the coat so it will be easier to thread her other hand through the empty sleeve. She doesn't move, and he winces. "Come on, Lil. We need to get you to the hospital."


She shakes her head, curling her coatless arm protectively against her chest. "No hospital. No doctor." Instinct tells her those places, those people, would do her more harm than good. She doesn't remember why, but she knows that she is to stay clear of such places at all costs.


His brows draw together and his mouth tightens. "Look, if it's money you're worried about, don't. I'll take care of it, but you need to be looked at, Lil."


But they won't see her—they will only see a body. They won't see her.


When she shakes her head, Sam’s hands clench and a muscle in his jaw jumps. Lily can hear the groaning of his teeth as they clench. He doesn't understand.


His hands encase her shoulders. "Lil, please. I know you don't like new places, and I was probably pushing my luck even getting you to come here, but something is seriously wrong." His gaze is open and imploring; daringly honest in his desperation. So close, she can see the tiny flecks of russet hiding in the darkness of his irises. "You realize that, don't you?"


Hesitantly, she answers, "Yes." She brings his hands to either side of her head, sighing as his thumbs caress her temples with warmth. "It is broken. I am broken." His jaw tenses, and she knows he wants to argue. "I can't be fixed."


His hands lower, cradling her cheeks. "How do you know?" he asks, voice hoarse. "How can you know unless you let someone look at you?"


She doesn't answer. She doesn't know how to. What she has told him is the truth—she can feel it resounding in the cold cavern of her chest like an echo from her past. It is distorted and muddled, but it rings true.


He inhales shakily, his eyes boring into hers with an intensity she isn't used to. "I need you to tell me the truth, Lil. Have seen a doctor for this?" When she shakes her head, his fingers twitch against her cheek. "Please, please let me take you to the hospital."


Her teeth bite into her bottom lip, regret swimming in her gaze, but her answer is the same.


"Lil, look—I'm begging you here."


"I can't."


"You can."


"No," Lily says, stepping away from his touch. She slips the coat off her shoulder, holding it out to him.


"Lil–"


"No," she repeats, thrusting the bundle of cloth out more insistently.


He stares at her, disbelief coloring his features before it is shadowed by frustration. Slowly, he takes the coat from her. The tightening of his mouth, the way his hands clench in the fabric, paints his ire vividly despite his restraint. She hates that he is upset with her, but she would rather face Sam's temper than strangers in white coats. “My Aunt is a doctor. I could take you to see—”


Lily knows what comes next. She doesn’t bother to hear it. “No.”


He spins away from her—pacing the length of the kitchen and bringing a fisted hand to his mouth, pressing on his lips as if to seal away any angry words that might escape. Eventually he brings it away and runs his fingers through his hair. “No. This is—this is—” He laughs, but it is twisted by his fury. “Insane. It’s insane! Do you get that?” Jerkily, he taps his fingers against his temple. “You could have a tumor—shit, Lily, you could be having some kind of stroke! You can’t—this isn’t some joke, or—or a story you can just write the ending for! This is your life!”


Lily says nothing. Her answer has not changed. There are very few things she will not do for him, but this is one of them. Beneath her breast there is no heartbeat, no sign of life, but she is there. Somewhere in the maze of stone cold muscle and spiderwebbed veins, she exists. Lily is sure of it. She trusts Sam with everything that she is because he sees her. She knows that the doctors, with their stethoscopes and their machines, will not.


Sam interprets her silence for what it is—refusal. “God damn it!” He throws the coat to the floor, his hands lacing together in a white-knuckled grip behind his neck. The glare he gives is heated; a mixture of resentment and determination. “You can’t read. You can’t write,” he says slowly. Lily feels the words like a blow, but the way he way he closes his eyes, as if coming to a grim decision, feels like a bad omen. “Why the hell am I even listening to you?” he mutters to himself. 


When he opens his eyes, Lily can see an apology swimming in his gaze. “Stay here, Lil. I’m going to go make a phone call.”


He stalks down the hallway, into his bedroom. The door swings only partway shut, and even from the opposite end of his apartment she knows when the person on the other line has picked up. “Hey, is Auntie Nina with you?”


Lily doesn’t listen to the rest. She is already closing the front door behind her and trying to remember which direction she must go to find the stairs.










CHAPTER TEN




SHE DOES NOT exit through the same door she entered. The twists and turns of the staircase are dizzying, and she opens the door to an alleyway instead. Under her bare feet, the asphalt is cold to touch and saturated with water. Overhead, clouds are still blocking her view of the stars, but no rain. She wonders if they have run out.


If she turns enough corners, she knows she will eventually find her park, but the smell of smoke stops her. Sitting on an upturned crate and leaning against the brick, a lit cigarette perched loosely between his fingers, is a man she does not recognize.


He is watching her, the glow of his cigarette reflecting in his blue eyes when he brings it up for a puff. The smoke slips between his teeth as he talks. “Well, aren’t you looking a little lost?”


Lily edges closer, eager to see if her park is visible from around the corner he’s guarding. “I am looking for my bench.” She is close enough now to smell the alcohol wafting from his clothes; from his breath. Light flashes from around the corner; the deep rumbling of an engine informs her they are headlights. 


“Your bench, eh?” Peppered brows raise, his eyes lazily inspecting her form—lingering on her bare legs and shoeless feet. He takes a final drag before standing, grinding the half-lit cigarette beneath his heel. “Why don’t you let ole’ Jerry help you find it, then?”


There is something off. His smile is wide, showing off tobacco-stained teeth, but it doesn’t feel honest; there is a cool, calculating edge in his eyes that sends a warning trill down her spine. Lily has never met this man—Jerry—but she has seen that look. She knows she has, even if she cannot remember when. “I can find it,” she says. Behind him is a strip of green, a flash of familiar foliage. The safety of her bench is close enough for her to make out the lamplight through the trees, she need only go straight.


He blocks her path—muscular arms spread wide. “I insist. There’s a shortcut through the building here. I’d be happy to take you.” His palms are upturned, a gesture of goodwill, but she cannot unsee the threat, the dark intent, hiding behind his coaxing smile.


Instinct tells her no amount of refusals, no stringing of words, will sway him, so she says nothing. The alleyway is too wide for him to block completely, plenty of room to walk around him, but she only takes two before his hand shoots out, wrapping around her wrist with a grip hard enough to bruise. 


“Come on now, you’re gonna hurt my feelings,” he croons, lies slipping past his teeth like smoke. “Be a good girl, do what I tell you, and no one’s gotta get hurt.”


Lily wonders if his words are supposed to scare her—if they should. The fingers digging into her wrist are straining, knuckles so white they almost disappear against her pale skin, but the observation doesn’t spark any fear. She doesn’t remember why, but she is certain the roles should be reversed. He should be afraid of her. When she looks at his face, he seems pleased with himself. “Let me go,” she says, voice even. She is constant—the pin in the clock—and only Sam holds the power to make her otherwise.


The arrogant slant of his lips falters, eyes hardening in the face of her indifference. “Ah, I see. Fancy yourself brave, do you? Think you just got to wait things out till someone comes walking by?” His sneer is mocking, his breath a putrid mix of whiskey and tobacco as leans in close. “Ain’t no one coming, Sweetheart.”


He is wrong on all accounts: being unafraid has little to do with bravery, and she has had little thought of who might happen to pass by. She starts to tell him as much, but Sam’s voice—sharp and full of fury—reverberates like a clap of thunder through the alley. “Get your hands off her!” 


Her captor jerks, dropping her wrist. “You gotta be fucking kidding me,” he grumbles, too low for anyone but her to hear. Sam’s strides are long, charged with a fury that curls his fingers into fists. Jerry holds up pacifying hands, his lips curling in the same deceptively innocent smile he failed to lure her with. “Just helping the little lady get back—.”


Sam draws back, swings. Cartilage crunches beneath his fist. “I know exactly what you were doing, you piece of shit!”


The man stumbles back, fingers dabbing at his nose. They come away red, a trickle of blood smearing over his lip. “You’re going to regret that, kid.” A blade flashes at his hip, a small pocketknife fished from his jacket pocket. 


Lily sees the glint of metal; knows what it means. She shoves the burly man with as much strength as she can muster, taking him by surprise. The knife flings from his hand and slides beneath a dumpster bin. Too far to reach.


Jerry growls, turning on her. The back of his hand strikes her cheek, a starburst of pain, with enough force to send her sprawling. Disoriented, her hands plant themselves on patched, wet asphalt as she tries to find the balance she needs to stand. Rain begins to tap at the ground, slowly at first, but quickly escalating. The water soaks through her shirt, sends ripples in the puddling water beneath her feet. Distantly, she hears Sam fighting off her attacker, but it’s muted by the ringing in her ears. 


The side of her face, where the warm metal of the stranger’s heavy ring met her flesh, burns.


Something stirs in her. Deep and instinctual, it rises—fueled by the fear that follows the sharp crack of knuckles against Sam's jaw and the white-hot fury that comes with the minute scent of his blood. She stands, her voice ringing with an authority, a confidence, she does not recognize. “Stop.”


He has Sam in a headlock, struggling to wedge his thick bicep beneath Sam’s tucked chin—grunting when Sam shoves him against the brick wall at their backs. It must be her tone that catches the man’s attention. He glances at her, a fleeting thing born more of impulse than intention, but it is all she needs.


Staring past the blue of his irises, she snares him. Threads are weaving; surrounding him with the strength of spider silk and the warning of a hangman’s noose. She wills him to unravel, twisted piece by twisted piece. 


His grip loosens. Sam’s elbow slams into his ribs, sending the stranger at his back stumbling, and ducks away—immediately positioning himself in front of her. Shielding her. Only, Lily doesn’t need protecting.


Something shifts.


Over Sam’s shoulder, she watches the cruel curve of the man's lips go slack; his pupils dilated. He looks less like a predator and more like prey. No—not prey. A puppet. She pulls at the strings, plucks at them until she can feel them singing. For a brief moment, she recognizes a flash of fear behind the glassy, distant stare. Blood mixes with the rainwater running over his parted lips and dripping from his chin.


Leave, she thinks. A silent command. An unnamed threat. It thrums through the strings with enough strength to rattle bones. Leave now.


Sam’s eyes narrow, teeth bared. “What are you—“ His words fall, forgotten and drowned out by rain, as the stranger abruptly turns and walks away. Sam stares after him, his fists lowering weakly to his sides.


Lily waits until the man becomes nothing more than whispered footsteps and moving shadows, before seeking out Sam’s injuries. The rain has long since straightened his curls, leaving the dark strands plastered to his face. Water runs off his slackened jaw, and in the dim light his eyes are wide; staring at her with an emotion she doesn't recognize. He is still catching his breath when he asks, "What did you do?"


Lily doesn't know, so she does not answer. Instead, she focuses on the swelling of his jaw. She knows it will only look worse in the light. "You are hurt." 


His hand comes up to touch the abused flesh and winces. "Yeah, gonna look real pretty tomorrow." A frown pulls at his mouth, his fingers feather soft against her cheek. “There’s no mark...” he mutters, shaking his head. Bewilderment deepens the crease of his brow. “I thought—I would have sworn I saw him hit you...” 


“I am fine,” she says. The sting is nothing more than a barely there reminder. She is far more concerned for him. "Do you need a doctor?"


Sam stills, eyeing her strangely. Lily tries to untangle the meaning behind his intense stare, but she only finds herself more lost. He seems to be searching for an answer, but she does not understand why he thinks she would have it.


Finally, he sighs. The sound is shaky, tainted by ghosts she cannot see. "No." His eyes fall to her bare legs. The embarrassed flush he wore only a short time ago is missing; replaced by something almost cautious. "You're not cold?"


"No." She thinks of the bath he made her, and of the steam that curled between her fingers. "But I am not warm."


Swallowing, he nods. When he holds out his hand, it trembles faintly. "Then let's get you warm."


"No hospital?"


Sam’s face softens. "No, Lil. No hospital. No doctors."


The relief she feels is tangible; as real as the heat spreading from his palm to hers when she takes his hand. She thinks of how insistent he was before, how desperate. She does not know why he has changed his mind, but she is glad for it. “They can not see me,” she tells him, hoping to soothe the tension in his shoulders.


He doesn’t know how to interpret her words, but she can tell that he is trying. “What do you mean?”


Lily splays a hand over her chest, knowing what she wants to express but struggling to find the words. Frustration pulls at her brow, but she is determined. She wants him to know. She wants him to understand. “Me.”


A moment, maybe two, and comprehension lights his eyes. He swallows thickly, the corded muscle in his neck tightening, and then his arms are around her. She can feel the warmth of him burning through the wet cotton of their clothing, can feel his breath ghosting over her hair. She thinks, if she could, the feeling would be good enough to make her cry. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen.”


Forgiving him is easier than breathing. Her fingers curl in his shirt as she returns his embrace. Beneath her cheek she feels him shiver, and is reminded of the cold. Reluctantly, she pulls away from him. “I am ready.”


He releases a shaky breath, his hand reaching up to touch her face. His thumb traces the ridge of her cheek, brushing away a drop of rain. “Ok.”


The journey back up to his apartment is a quiet one, interrupted only when they pass one of his neighbors on the stairs. Her glare is disapproving, and perhaps a bit scandalized, but she looks away the moment Sam snaps, “Got something to say?” Lily hears her mutter under her breath, but she is more concerned with how slippery the wooden treads are with her wet, bare feet. 


When they reach his door, still decorated with the numbers she cannot read, he turns the knob without unlocking it. After she crosses the threshold, Sam turns the deadbolt before stalking down the hallway without sparing her a glance. When he returns, it is with a fresh towel. “Come here.”


Once she is standing in front of him, he drapes the towel over her hair. Lily blinks up at him, feeling as if she is pretending to wear a veil. It is a strange thought, but before she can voice it, Sam’s hands are massaging her scalp with the dingy white terry cloth. 


“Maybe I should invest in a hair dryer,” he mutters, letting the towel slip down and gently squeezing water from the ends. When he is satisfied, he dries his own hair with a quick, tousling motion that looks much less gentle than what he had done for her. Lily knows he is finished when he tosses the towel over the back of a chair.


Sam takes her hand loosely, guiding her to his bedroom and dropping it only to rifle through his drawers. While he searches, Lily admires the small space. It is just as cluttered as the living area, but the modest bed is free of the various clothing that litters the floor. There is a hamper full of what must be clean clothes sitting on the dresser, and on the single nightstand there is so much cluttering the surface that Lily can’t see the top. Covering the far wall, there are pictures. Lots of pictures. Each one is framed with tape on the corners, creating a collage so chaotic that it makes her dizzy.


She feels compelled to go closer, to learn the faces of these other people in Sam’s life, but he hands her a new shirt and a different pair of shorts before she can take the first step.


“Here,” he says, shifting some clothing under his arm. “Change into this, ok? I’ll be right back.”


He doesn’t wait for a response, and Lily watches as he shuts the door firmly behind him. The shirt she wears sticks wetly to her skin as she pulls it over her head, and it makes a heavy squelching sound when she drops it to the floor. She has just pulled the dry shirt over her head, letting the hem fall and tease the skin of her thighs, when Sam knocks gently on the door.


“Lil, you dressed?”


The shorts are on the foot of the bed, untouched. She looks down at herself, noting that she is just as covered as she was before and just as comfortable. “Yes.”


He opens the door, stilling briefly when he sees her. Then he sighs. “Shorts didn’t fit again?”


Lily shrugs. “I do not know.”


He seems to struggle with words, before giving up. Shaking his head, he wordlessly straightens the covers. Lily watches curiously as he tugs on the sheets. She thinks it is a bit strange that he goes through the trouble of making his bed mere moments before getting in it. It is only as he folds back the covers and gestures her forward that she understands it is for her.


Eagerly she lets her body slide between the sheets and sighs in contentment when Sam securely tucks the comforter around her. She does not remember the last time she slept in a bed. "Will this be warm enough for you? I can grab another blanket." She shakes her head. She is more comfortable than she has been in a long, long time. He nods. "If you need anything, I'll be out in the living room, ok?"


She frowns. "You are not staying?"


He hesitates, and she feels his weight shift on the mattress as he fidgets. "Uh, no. I'm gonna go sleep on the couch."


That seems wrong. Couches are for sitting. "But there is room for both of us."


He laughs, but it is breathy and without humor. "Thanks, but I’m good." The smile he gives her is still strained, tainted by worry, and his eyes glaze with a level of exhaustion she hasn't seen on him. "Just get some sleep, ok? We'll figure everything out in the morning."


Lily wants to argue, wants to tell him that she doesn't mind sharing the bed with him, but he looks exhausted and she does not want to cause him any more grief. She nods instead and is rewarded by the relieved curl of his mouth before he gets up and quietly shuts the door behind him. 


Without him, the room is completely still—completely silent. There is no breathing, no heartbeat to prove the passing of time. It is the same as her place in the abandoned building across town, but instead of offering her familiar comfort, it makes her feel more on edge.


She wishes Sam had stayed.


Lily doesn't need sleep, but she enjoys it. She likes the weightless feeling of dreams. Sometimes they are so vivid they feel like memories, other times they are so fantastical—so disjointed—that she knows she is in another world entirely. As her head sinks into the pillow and her eyes close, she raises her anchor to reality and lets herself drift.
















CHAPTER ELEVEN







When she wakes up, she is alone.


This is not new, but the mattress and pillow beneath her is. So is the scent lingering on the sheets—a mixture of the spicy, masculine scent of Sam’s deodorant, the laundry detergent he uses, and something else that is distinctly him. Sitting up, her eyes evaluate the sliver of light peeking between the blackout curtains. The words to measure time are still missing, but she knows she has woken earlier than normal.


The apartment is quiet. Peaceful. It is only curiosity that pulls her from the lulling comfort of Sam’s bed. She makes her way to the living room; her whispered steps interrupted only by the occasional creaking of old, honeyed oak beneath her feet. From the uncovered windows, light streams into the room and casts narrow slabs of light across the floor. She eyes them warily, knowing they will thicken as the sun moves across the sky. The glass will protect her from harm, but it won’t save her from pain. 


She spies Sam draped over the couch, laying on his stomach with his feet dangling over the armrest. His face is pressed against the cushion, one arm curled awkwardly over his head while the other hangs limply, knuckles resting against the floor. A deep, purple bruise has bloomed across his jaw during the night; bleeding under his skin. 


Guilt stirs in her stomach, sharpened by concern, and her fingers trace the outline of the angry blemish. She wonders if he has always been so fragile.


He stirs beneath the feathered touch—mumbling unintelligibly as her hand drops and his eyes blink open. For a moment he stares at her, a baffled frown creasing his brow. Then he blinks again, slower this time, and groans. “Wha’ time is it?” he slurs, sitting up and rubbing at his eyes with the heels of his hand. There is a red mark, imprinted from the couch fabric, decorating the side of his face.


“I do not have words to measure time,” she reminds him, slightly alarmed by the popping sounds coming from his body as he arches his back.


He continues his odd ritual—cracking his neck and releasing a moaning sigh, before bringing a hand up to massage the tanned flesh there. “Right. Forgot.” He looks over his shoulder, squinting at the lighted numbers above the oven. After a moment he shakes his head, giving up. “Can you read that? The numbers?”


She is almost certain she cannot, but she tries anyway. The lines that make up the digits are clear, but she can’t interpret them. “No.”


Under his breath, he curses. “Damn. Me either. Need to figure out where the hell I left my glasses.” He looks again, leaning over the back of the couch and narrowing his eyes almost to slits. The bridge of his nose wrinkles in concentration. An irritated snort, and he gives up. “S’too early.”


Lily takes his word for it.


"How'd you sleep?" The question is entangled in a yawn, but his gaze—lingering on her unblemished cheek—holds weight. "You feel better at all?"


She doesn't understand what he means by better; she had never felt bad. "I am comfortable," she responds, but she can tell by the way his face falls that it is not the answer he was hoping for.


He runs a hand through his sleep-mussed curls and sighs. "Right. Ok." When their eyes meet, his gaze is searching. “Will you stay?”


Her head tilts, unsure of what he is asking. "Stay?"


Sam fidgets, absently scratching his shoulder. "Yeah. Stay. Like, here… with me?" The smile he gives her is strained; a strange combination of nervousness and hope.


She does not mind staying—she is comfortable here with Sam and his luxuries—but she doesn't understand why he seems so anxious about her leaving. "I will stay," she says softly, and is rewarded with a grin that is so much brighter than the one before.


"Good." The way the tension slides off his back and shoulders tells her he is relieved by her answer. She doesn't understand why. "I'm going to get in the shower, and then I'll scrounge us up something to eat, ok?"


She nods even though she has no desire to eat whatever he concocts. Food does not taste the way it should, does not leave her satisfied the way it does for him. Sam still looks tired though; there is a weariness around his eyes that tells her he did not sleep as well as she did. She does not wish to trouble him with her refusal.


Sam gestures towards the box in the corner of the room. "Feel free to watch some TV or something. I know it looks like an antique and all, but it still works." He makes a motion with his hands that she can't quite interpret. "If it goes, out just jiggle the antenna and then—actually… nevermind. I’ll do it."


She watches as he fumbles with the knobs, and nearly jumps when a voice other than Sam's fills the room. Moments later, the animated face of a man in a hunting cap appears. Lily stares, mesmerized, and moves closer to the screen. Her fingertips graze the screen, a static touch to the character’s cheek. This… thing, is familiar. She knows she has seen something like it before. The colorful images pull at a hidden memory with an intensity that is unusual, but she still can't bring forth anything concrete. She knows, but she doesn't remember.


Sam's voice, soft despite the worry weighing it down, pulls her from her thoughts. "Lil? You ok?"


Lily nods, forcing her eyes away from the screen. She wants to tell him that this is something she knows, but his concern makes her hesitate. Instead she says, "It has been a long time."


He releases a breath, his body relaxing. "This show?"


"No," she says, shaking her head. Her eyes slide back to the lighted screen. There is a rabbit eating a carrot, leaning confidently against a tree, while the hunter stalks passed. The word tugs at her tongue, twisting at the tip, but it is only when it leaves her mouth that she knows it is the right one. "Television."


For a long moment, there is nothing but the exaggerated sounds of cartoons filling the apartment. When he crouches next to her, his hand resting on her shoulder, she is surprised by the seriousness of his expression. "Lil… where have you been living?"


She points to a place beyond the window, the direction in which she knows her meager belongings sit in a water-stained room, immersed in the scent of mold and rust. "On the other side. By the river." In the abandoned stone building right along the water, with its broken windows and moss covered roof. The place where people go to disappear.


His lips thin, distaste souring the corners. "Alone?"


She thinks of the other residents that frequent her building. Her room is her own, but only because the others avoid her. Still, it lacks the safety of true solitude. The others are not quiet in their activities, and she has yet to forget the danger that lies in the rooms below. She shakes her head.


"Are you staying with friends? Family?"


She finds this question to be easier than the last. Simpler. "No."


"… You don't have anyone to help take care of you?"


She blinks, head tilting. "I take care of me."


Sam just stares, too long for it to feel comfortable. There are words weighing on his tongue, but he swallows them instead of speaking. Eventually, he releases a long sigh, his hand running through his hair. "Alright, just—don't go running off again, ok?”


Lily frowns. "I don't want to run."


"So you'll stay here? You won't leave this apartment without telling me?"


She pauses, thrown off by the seriousness of his voice. He is looking at her intently, as if her answer is worth more than she understands. Slowly, because she is still unsure of its importance, she nods. The relief in his gaze is worth the weight of the promise.


"Thanks," he breathes, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze before standing. "I'm going to hop in the shower now, ok?"


She doesn't know why anyone would 'hop' while bathing, but (because it is Sam) she doesn't question it. "Alright."


He hesitates a second longer, watching her carefully, before disappearing into the bathroom. Moments later, she hears the water turn on and her eyes turn back to the television, immersing herself in the comical sounds and the slapstick humor.


She is not sure how long she sits there, though it doesn't feel like very long, when there is suddenly three distinct blows against the apartment door. Her body freezes. The sound of the television fades into the background as she stares intently across the room. Seconds later the pounding starts again, louder and more insistent. It is accompanied by a voice she does not recognize. "Sam! Get your ass up and open the door!"


From the bathroom, she hears Sam swear. "Shit! I'll be there in a second! Hold on!" Moments later she hears the water shut off and a few more muffled curses as he fumbles around.


Lily waits, but Sam still has not emerged from the bathroom. She does not measure time the way he does, but she thinks he is taking longer than a second. The pounding on the door continues, obnoxious and loud. A frown pulls at her lips. She remembers that when someone knocks there is supposed to be someone there to answer.


She stands slowly, her feet quietly bringing her closer to the sound. Sam still has not arrived, and the pounding is becoming inconsistent in its rhythm. Anxiety stirs in her stomach, fluttering against her ribs, as her hand reaches for the knob.


She opens the door.


The man on the other side pauses, mid knock, his hazel eyes wide and his mouth gaping. He is young, like Sam, but his face is more round curves than sharp angles, and the subtle beard he wears makes him look older. His ginger red hair is trimmed neatly above his ears. "What the–" He glances down, his fair complexion turning pink, before quickly focusing back on her face. “Uh...”


Sam emerges from the bathroom, his pajama pants hanging off his hips and nothing else. His wet hair is plastered to his forehead, and Lily can tell that he didn't bother to towel himself dry by the water still clinging to his chest. When he sees the door swung wide, the brass knob still in her hand, he freezes momentarily before his face flushes. "Damn it, you weren't supposed to open it!"


She frowns, confused when he grabs the blanket from the back of the couch and stalks towards her with a sense of urgency she doesn't comprehend. "I wasn't?"


"No, Lil." The stocky man in the hallway is still looking at her like she shouldn't exist, and Sam's expression darkens when he notices. “Damn it, Finn. Quit staring!" he snaps, securing the heavy knit around her shoulders protectively.


"Sorry! Sorry!" He brings his hands up, pointedly averting his gaze. “Caught me off guard, ok? Not like you ever have half-naked women answering your door,” he grumbles, mostly to himself. 


Sam ignores him. His hands hold the blanket around her shoulders closed, and he speaks to her softly. "Don't open the door anymore, ok? Whoever it is they can wait. Especially if it's this asshole."


She looks from Sam, to the stranger named Finn, and back. The latter is rolling his eyes (presumably in response to being called an asshole). She still does not understand why she shouldn't have opened the door when he was going to anyway—maybe it is another one of those unspoken rules she has forgotten—but she agrees with a nod.


Finn narrows his eyes, staring at the bruise decorating Sam’s jaw. “What the hell happened to your face?”


Sam cringes, his hands adjusting the blanket so it lays securely over her front before pulling away. “Long story.” He pulls the door open wider. "What are you doing here, anyway? Don't you have official police work to do or something?"


Finn scowls, taking the silent invitation to enter. "Nice try. You know I’m on swing shift. I’m off duty till five." He crosses his arms over his broad chest, eyes evaluating. “Seriously, what the hell happened?”


Sam runs his fingers through his hair, tousling the wet curls as he shuts the door. “It’s no big deal. Just drop it.”


“Fat chance.” Shaking his head, exasperated, he looks to Lily. “Do you know what happened to him?”


Lily’s lips part, ready to answer, but Sam cuts in before she can string the words together. “I got in a fight, ok? Just leave it alone. Seriously.”


Finn gives him a long, hard look before sighing in defeat. “Whatever. I’ll let Maggie beat it out of you.” His eyes drift around the apartment, and he blinks. "Wow, I can actually see your floor."


The change of subject feels like a peace offering, and some of the tension eases from Sam’s shoulders. His face softens in what Lily can only describe as a mixture of relief and resigned irritation. “Why are you here again?"


The off-duty officer waves him off. "Maggie asked me to check on you since you sounded so sick when you called out from work last night," he drawls. A smug smile curls at the corner of his mouth, and he sends Sam an amused look. He nods towards her, and Lily thinks it has a suggestive quality to it but she is more concerned by his words than his actions. "She's gonna be thrilled with what you came down with."


Lily frowns up at Sam. As his mouth opens to retort, she reaches out from under the blanket to tug on his hand. "You are sick?" she asks. Worry settles in her stomach, heavy like a weight. 


He gives her fingers a light squeeze. "No, he was just joking."


"Oh." Her frown deepens. "It was not very funny."


The corner of Sam’s mouth twitches in amusement. "Yeah, well, he's an asshole."


"Will you knock that off?” Finn glowers. When he turns his gaze to her, his expression is imploring. “I’m a nice guy. Really.” He sends Sam a pointed look. “You wanna introduce me to your girlfriend and maybe let her know I’m not some creep?”


The glare Sam sends him is dark and full of veiled threats. "Finn, this is my friend, Lily. Lily, this is Finn. He lives a few floors up, and he’s a good guy.” He gives a mocking half shrug and adds, “Mostly."


Finn sends him a dry look, clearly unamused, but seems to decide against arguing. Instead, he holds out his hand, letting it hover between them. "Nice to meet you."


After a few moments of awkward silence, Sam nudges her. "You're supposed to shake it, Lil."


She blinks. "Oh." Her hand snakes out from between the folds of the blanket and tentatively grasps the man's fingers. She shakes them diligently, but she thinks she may have done it wrong—the man named Finn is giving her a very odd look. She releases his hand.


The two men share a glance. She can sense a question in Finn’s gaze, can read it in the way his eyebrows tick upward, but she can’t seem to interpret Sam’s minute shake of the head. Sam lays a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Hey, Lil? Why don’t you go see if any of my sweatpants fit?”


She is comfortable, but she thinks it might make Sam feel more at ease. "Alright." She starts to return the blanket to him, but his hands stop her.


"Uh, go ahead and keep that. At least till you're dressed, ok?"


She doesn't understand, but he is not asking for much, and she doesn't really mind either way. She gives one last glance to the man called Finn before leaving them. Her footsteps are light on the hardwood, the occasional squeaks of the floorboards are easily drowned out by the television, as she walks to the bedroom. Before she closes the door, she hears Finn’s voice—soft, but edged with something she can’t place. “Is she…?”


Sam’s voice is tense. “Lily is… different. Let’s just leave it at that.”


There’s a moment of silence before Finn speaks again. When he does his words are hushed. Lily can barely make it out through the thin walls. “Sam… she looks young. She’s not –”


Sam cuts him off before he can finish. “I told you, it’s not like that.” His tone is clipped, leaving no room for argument. “But if it makes you feel better, she definitely isn’t a high school student.”


“You sure about that?” Finn sounds skeptical, and perhaps a bit concerned. Wary.


“Yes. Mostly… I don’t know. She just—I know she looks young. I get it. I thought the same thing the first time I met her, but she doesn’t… she’s older than she looks. Ok?”


Again there is a pause, a stifling silence that is only broken by a reluctant sigh. “Alright. If you say so. But, Sam? Be careful. Seriously. Be triple sure on this, because if someone reports it…”


“How many times am I going to have to tell you it’s not like that?”


“Are you seriously this dense? It doesn’t matter if it’s like that. She’s staying with you, right? If this girl is a minor and someone is looking for her, then you’re boned. Best case scenario is you’d be looking at kidnapping charges. So do your best friend a favor and be absolutely sure about this.”


Lily navigates Sam’s room, stepping over some of the discarded clothes littering the floor and towards the dresser. As she opens the drawer, slowly and quietly, she hears Sam’s response.


“No one’s taking care of her, Finn. She hangs out at the park at night. Every night. And she stays till a few hours before dawn.”


There is a lengthy, heavy, pause. "That park?"


"… yeah. Why?"


"Nothing. Just, there was a murder there in the seventies. It's kinda become a legend at the station."


Her hands find the soft material of black sweatpants, and she puts them on diligently—distractedly. She never knew there was a legend about her park, and her interest is piqued. She can tell that Sam‘s is too.


"Legend? What legend?"


"Well, the body went missing. Just up and disappeared out of the coroner's office. Then some dipshit leaked it to the press, so of course the station got calls years after about seeing the girl's ghost. Some evidence goes missing. Just some crazy stuff. A bunch of the older guys at the station think the dad was involved. The guy was filthy rich, wouldn't be a stretch for a guy like that to hire someone to sneak the body out."


"Why would he—"


"For someone who used to marathon CSI, you'd make a really shitty investigator. He was a suspect—get rid of the body, you get rid of the evidence. Course, Mac always said it was all just a bunch of nonsense, and he was actually one of the ones to work it. People just like to talk.”


When Lily steps out of the hallway, she feels like she is interrupting. Their conversation is immediately dropped at the sight of her, their eyes pinning her where she stands. Sam recovers first, sending her a strained smile. “Hey, looks like they fit.”


She looks down, fingers playing with the strings. “Yes.”


Awkwardly, Finn rubs the back of his neck. “Anyway, I’m gonna head back up. Julia was whipping up some grub when I came down. You wanna join us? Bet she’d love to meet Lily.”


Lily shifts, not entirely comfortable with the idea of leaving the safety of the apartment. She sends Sam a nervous glance, but he is already declining. “Thanks, but, uh, maybe next time.” He makes a weak gesture to the apartment, but his gaze lingers on her. “There's something I got to do.”


Finn’s brows rise, eyes darting to Lily before settling back on Sam. “Uh huh.”


Sam’s face flushes. Lily can’t be sure if it is in embarrassment or anger. “Out. Get out. Go home. I don’t even know why we’re friends.”


“Hey, I keep you grounded. Remember?” Finn laughs, but Sam remains unamused. “Fine, fine. I’ll leave you and your friend alone.”


“Finn.” His voice is edged with warning, but the man at the door must either be deaf to it or entirely unconcerned.


He opens the door, but loiters in the hall. “Remember when I first started dating Julia? And I told you to go ahead and live it up, because payback’s a bitch?”


“For the love of—we aren’t like that.”


“Don’t care,” he sing songs, his face rounded by the force of his grin. “I’ve waited way too long for this moment.”


Sam slams the door shut. On the other side of the wood, Finn snickers. Sam lingers in the small entryway, staring up at the ceiling and seeming to grapple with something. Eventually, he grits his teeth and turns the knob. “Hey, tell Julia I said hi. And that I miss her more than your ugly mug.”


When Finn answers, his voice is muted by distance and Lily realizes he must have already begun walking down the hall. “Yeah, yeah. Love you too, buddy.”


This time, when Sam closes the door he turns the deadbolt as well. His expression is dark, full of thoughts Lily can’t read, as he stares at her. She tilts her head, confused by his intensity, when his eyes drift to the raised scar on her neck. “Sam?”


He doesn’t seem to hear her. Shaking his head, he mutters something under his breath and scans the apartment searchingly. He strides into the living room, footsteps as heavy as the dread pitting in her stomach, and grabs his phone off the coffee table. There is an urgency in the way his thumbs tap on the screen. On the television, a shampoo commercial plays.


“What are you doing?” she asks.


His answer is one part distracted and another part evasive. “Nothing—just, looking something up.”


Sam swipes at his phone, eyes following text she cannot see. Suddenly he stills, thumb hovering over the screen while blood drains from his face. "Shit." The phone slips in his hand, but he catches it before it can clatter to the floor. Hand shaking, he places it on the coffee table before collapsing onto the couch. Both hands sink into his hair, fingers curling against his scalp. Even though the screen is face down, he continues to stare at his phone as if he can see right through it. "Shit."


His chest rises and falls rapidly with deep, open-mouthed breaths. Watching him is like watching a fish out of water—gasping and struggling for breath even though it is surrounded by air. Concern grips her. “Sam?” He doesn’t answer, doesn’t look at her, and the worry tightening her chest becomes a chokehold. Something is wrong. Her eyes fall to his phone, her hand moving before the thought is fully formed.


She needs to know what has made him so upset; needs to understand how she can make it better. She is broken and already drowning herself, but she will do anything to help push Sam up to the surface so he can just breathe.


Except, when she looks at the screen, she finds no answers. There is only a photo of a girl tucked between a series of words she cannot read on the display. "Who is she?" she asks, some of her concern melting away into bafflement. She cannot understand why this would cause such a reaction from him.


Sam’s head snaps up, his hands dropping to lay limply between his knees. "What?" The single word is released with a wheezing exhale, but she is happy to see that, at the very least, his breathing has slowed.


Lily points to the screen, eyes tracing the girl's school uniform and her pale hair—braided and as tidy as the rest of her—and wonders why she looks familiar. "The girl on your phone," she clarifies.


He doesn’t answer right away, and when she looks up she is confused by his wary expression. "You… don't know?"


There is something in the way he says it—in the way he stares at her—that makes her think she should. Lily blinks, looking again. She tries to be more thorough this time, but the result is the same. The girl in the photo stares back, and Lily feels as if she is staring down a ghost. “No.”


Slowly, carefully, he retrieves his phone from her hand. For a long moment he stares down at the screen, his jaw tight with an emotion she can’t place. When he pats the empty space beside him, it feels more like a request than an invitation. The springs squeak beneath her added weight and Sam fidgets. The words he gives are not the ones she expects. “Why do you always sit at that bench every night?”


She does not understand his reasons for asking, but she answers him anyway. “It is mine.”


“But why? What makes it yours?”


She does not know. It just is. She struggles, staring across his modest living room to the window she knows will give her a view of the closest place she has to a home. “I… I do not have the words.” She wishes she did. She wishes she could pluck them like fruit so she could present them to his open, waiting hands, but her tree is bare.


His silence drags, suffocating. When he speaks, his voice cuts through the quiet like ice splintering beneath heavy feet—she tries not to think about what lies in the frigid water below. “Lil, I'm going to tell you a story, ok?"


A nervous buzz hums under her skin, a warning, but the desire to know is too compelling for her to ignore. Sam has told her many stories, but he has never looked at her the way he is now. There is an anxiety in his gaze, a restrained edge in his voice, that makes her nervous. Somehow she knows this story will not end in 'happily ever after' like all the others. "It is not a good story, is it?"


He hesitates. "It… it isn't happy."


"Then why are you telling it?" She wants to know. She doesn't understand why he would tell her a story that makes him sad. Why he would force himself to speak the words when it is so painfully clear that he would rather bury them. Curiosity nags at her; nibbles at the edges of her thoughts like mice, but she would rather be consumed than for Sam to share something he’d rather keep hidden.


He kneels in front of her, his hands grasping hers and encasing them in heat. "Because I have to. Because I can't…" He pauses, searching for the right words. "I can't figure out the ending. I need your help. Can you do that for me?"


She frowns, uncomfortable with his request. "I only paint pasts," she murmurs regretfully. Really, she doesn't even do that anymore. She cannot remember the last time she used words to paint a picture. She cannot even remember the last story she told.


He squeezes her hand softly, reassuringly. "I know. This story already happened—that's why I need your help. Because I only do the futures, remember?"


Warily, she nods. She doubts her own abilities, but she has plenty of faith in him. Lily trusts that he will not let her fail.


Sam swallows thickly; she can see the way his Adam's apple bobs under the pressure—feel the tremor in his hands when he guides her to the couch. The springs squeak beneath their weight. "Once upon a time, there was this girl. She lived in this big mansion with her parents –"


"What was her name?" She asks, interrupting him.


He hesitates, and she doesn't understand why. He never has before. "I—I'm not sure."


She frowns. Names are important. Without a name, the girl in the mansion is just a thing and not a person. He seems to sense this, because his thumbs stroke her wrists apologetically. "We'll find her a name when the story is over, ok?"


She is still uneasy about the girl being nameless, but this is an acceptable compromise. "What did she look like?"


He is watching her carefully, as if gauging her reaction. "Blonde hair. Gray-blue eyes. Very pretty."


She nods, satisfied.


Sam’s stare is solemn, his breath coming out in a shaky exhale before he continues. "She… she loved to write stories. She kept them all in a notebook that she took with her everywhere."


She thinks of the many notebooks that line her shelves. "Like mine?" she asks.


"Yeah," he breathes. His voice sounds strange, as if he has to forcibly push the words from his throat. "A lot like yours."


"Is her name on the cover too?" She only wants to know because if it is then they could find the girl’s name the same way Lily found hers, but the stricken look on Sam’s face makes her regret asking.


"I—I don't know. Maybe." Perhaps it is the way he winces, or the foreign depth to his voice, but Lily thinks he might not be speaking the truth. The temptation to keep asking is there; she feels it pacing in her breast like a living thing, but she restrains the urge. There is a level of pain in his gaze as he looks at her, a clamminess to his hands, that suffocates her curiosity with concern.


"One day, she took her notebook and went to the park so she could write. She sat on one of the park benches," he says, voice rougher than she has ever heard it. He licks his dry lips, eyes never leaving hers despite the discomfort she sees reflecting in his gaze. "She got so distracted that she didn't notice when the sun went down…"


Something prods the back of her memory—an ice cold prick of recognition. In his grasp, her hands begin to tremble. "I don't think I like this story," she whispers, voice edged with terror. Something inside her screams to leave it alone, that this is one story that would be best forgotten. "I don't think it wants to be told."


His grip tightens in what she knows is supposed to provide reassurance, but it only makes her feel trapped. "I know. I don't like it either, but I need you to be honest with me, ok? Do you know the ending?"


Her body is shaking. Behind Sam, there are shadows playing at the edge of her vision. If she listens, she can hear memories of cruel laughter. "There was a man… He wanted…" Her hand drifts to the scar on her neck. "He said he was hungry."


She sees a flash of a pointed smile and a phantom pain blooms at her neck—throbbing underneath her scar. There is the sound of cloth ripping and muffled screams that sound too familiar. She tastes rancid copper on her tongue. "She couldn't get away. He ripped her clothes… she bit his hand. There was this light…" Flashing red and blue, voices shouting. Too late.


She looks down at Sam. His forehead is pressed against her knees, his grip on her hands painfully tight. "Sam? What is her name?"


He exhales shakily, voice hoarse and full of pain. "You know her name, Lil."


She thinks of the oldest notebook on her shelf, scrawled with her name and with stains on the cover. Blood. The stains are from blood. "I think… her name is my name."


His eyes swim with apologies he does not owe her; regret for a past he can not change. He brushes a strand of pale hair away from her face, his hand lingering against her temple. "Yeah… It is. I wish it wasn't, but it is."


Gently, as if she may fracture beneath his touch, his fingers glide down the column of her throat and hover over the ugly, puckered scar at the juncture of her neck and shoulder. She sees him swallow. "Do—do you know what you are?"


She doesn't hesitate in answering. "I am broken."


He doesn't scold her for saying so. For the first time, he seems to be trying to understand. "Why? What makes you broken?"


There are many things, she knows, but she can only remember the one. "Because I tell stories instead of ending them."


For a moment he frowns, confused. Then, suddenly, Sam is looking at her in amazing. His hand reaches up to caress her face, his palm deliciously warm against her cool cheek. As his thumb traces the corner of her mouth, his expression hardens. "When was the last time you ate?"


Ate? She tries to remember, but the only thing she can recall is the hunger. There was the cheesy styrofoam snack that he fed her, but somehow she knows that is not what he is asking. "Many stories ago."


The fingers against her cheek shudder at the admittance, before slowly pulling away altogether. When he stands, turning away from her, she worries she has said the wrong thing, but there is a determined set to his shoulders—a resolve in his steadfast gait as he strides into the kitchen—that resembles anything but anger.


She hears the rattling of silverware as he shuffles through a drawer, his brows drawn and his mouth set. When he slams the drawer shut, she knows he has found what he is looking for. In his hand there is a knife with a small, smooth blade. It glints, casting reflections from the amber light of the ceiling fan.


Sam’s eyes meet hers unflinchingly. "Come here, Lil."


She does not know what he intends, but she trusts that it will not hurt. In all the stories they have written together, Sam has never caused her pain. There is no hesitation, no fear, in her steps. She stands in front of him, close enough to touch, without the burden of doubt. There is a tender promise in his smile as his hands raise, hovering in the empty space between them. His left hand, palm up and empty, clearly displays the pale line of scar tissue marring the pads of his first three fingers. The knife flashes; quick and unwavering. Lily doesn't understand what is happening, not until it is too late to stop him.


He runs the blade across his fingers.










CHAPTER TWELVE




SHE STARES, TRANSFIXED as the blood flows from his fingers—flooding the creases and valleys of his palm. It pools, a crimson offering, as he brings his injured hand up to her lips. When she looks, the smile he wears is soft. Encouraging. “Go on, Lil. I didn't cut them for nothing."


At first, she hesitates. She doesn't like the idea of feeding off him. He is Sam and not just a body full of blood, but the coppery scent is drowning her thoughts, and her stomach gives a painful, hungry lurch. With shaking fingers she brings his cupped palm to her lips and tilts his hand as if it were a chalice. The blood is hot and thick, coating her throat in pleasant fire. She wants more. The desire to feel warm again is as overwhelming as the hunger.


Fervently, her tongue drags across his stained palm before her lips wrap greedily over the wound. She hears him take a sharp intake of breath, but she is too lost in the hunger to think about stopping. Sluggishly, the pads of his fingers bleed and pulse against her tongue, slowly filling her mouth with sticky, syrupy heat. It is too slow though, and she is too desperate. She sucks and swallows her rewarded efforts with a pleased hum.


Four swallows, and she can feel a phantom warmth spreading from her stomach. Seven and she feels the heart in her chest tremble and stutter. After ten, she realizes the hand she’s clinging to is shaking, and the man attached is panting for breath.


She tears herself away from him, terrified that she took too much, but his face is flushed instead of pale. "Sam?"


He swallows thickly, his dark eyes fixated on her mouth. "That… was probably a really bad idea on my part," he mumbles. He clears his throat with a cough and lifts his hand. Blood is still weeping from his fingers, but it is weak. "Are you still, uh, hungry?"


Yes, she thinks, she is starving. But she doesn’t know how much is too much, so she bites the inside of her cheek and shakes her head. There is some blood lingering at the corner of her mouth; she wipes it away with the back of her hand despite the urge to lick her lips.


He frowns, seeming to see right through her. "You sure? It didn't seem like you took that much. It doesn’t hurt, if that’s what you’re worried about."


Glancing at his hand, she watches as fresh blood runs down his fingers before resting in his upturned palm. In her hunger she hadn’t noticed, but now she can see that he had run the blade over his old scars—the ones he had once told her he could no longer feel. “It is enough,” she says, uncomfortable under his scrutiny.


For a moment he says nothing, wrapping his damaged fingers in a paper towel as he tries to stem the flow of blood. He frowns, but it seems to be more thoughtful than upset. "Does it have to be human?" he asks. "I mean, can you drink pig's blood or something?"


She shrugs, her gaze straying back towards his hand without her permission. "I don't know."


His answering silence is stifling, prompting her to look up. He fidgets. There is a question hiding in his eyes; an answer he wants but is afraid to ask. "Lil… What did you eat before?"


"I am broken," she reminds him. She wants him to know that she has never tasted anyone else—that she would never hurt for her hunger. Suddenly, she realizes he has every reason to fear her, and it breaks her weak, quivering heart. She does not want him to be afraid. Not of her, not ever.


He shakes his head, stepping towards her. "No—I know. That's not what I meant." His brow furrows, a mixture of concern and sadness. Pity. She wants to smooth the lines away with her thumb. "I mean, what have you eaten? A cat, a dog, a—a rat? Anything?"


Lily shrinks, arms winding around her middle. She can’t meet his eyes. "A Cheeto," she whispers. "Just a Cheeto."


"A Cheeto," he repeats. His face draws back in horror, his complexion paling. "Shit. How—"


The question hangs, severed by the flash of anger twisting his features and raising his voice. "Fuck!" She flinches under the heat in his gaze, but doesn't shy from the callused hands grasping her shoulders. He must have reopened his cut, because she can feel his blood seeping through the paper towel. "Damn it! Why the hell didn't you say anything?!"


She doesn't respond, only stares up at him with wide eyes. As suddenly as it appeared, his fury wanes. On her shoulders, his grip weakens until it is suddenly replaced by his embrace. She stands, frozen, as his head rests against the juncture of her neck and shoulder. His words whisper, hot and full of guilt, against her collar. "This whole time. This whole fucking time you were starving..."


Tentatively, because she is both worried and surprised by the amount of pain lacing his voice, she returns his embrace. She doesn’t know what to say to make it better. Even with his blood warming her heart, she still can't grasp why he feels guilt for something he isn't responsible for. "I cannot die," she reminds him.


His hold on her tightens, his voice raw and edged with anger. "You suffered. No one should have to go through that."


Lily does not deny it—she cannot. She remembers the pain of hunger more than anything else.


He strokes her hair. She feels a dampness, warm and smelling of salt, against her shoulder. "I'm so sorry, Lil. So, so sorry." He gives her a comforting squeeze. It feels like a promise. "I'll never let you go hungry again, I swear."


Part of her, the part that is humming with his blood, thinks ‘never’ is an awfully long time, but she doesn't voice it. Something tells her it is better for him to believe.


He pulls away from her, callused palms grasping her shoulders. "You'll tell me from now on, right? When you're hungry?"


She nods. If he wants to know, she will tell him. But she will not feed from him again. She refuses to risk him to her hunger, no matter how much it hurts.


"Are you still hungry?"


She hesitates, realizing that he will catch her earlier lie if she answers truthfully now. "I am fine," she says carefully.


He frowns. "That's not an answer, Lil. Are you hungry? Yes or no?"


Fidgeting, she pinches her bottom lip between her teeth. "Yes," she answers reluctantly. He begins removing the napkin twisted around his fingers, but she stops him, shaking her head. "No."


The bridge of his nose wrinkles. "What? Do I taste bad?"


Her lips quirk into a smile before she can help herself. The idea of him being anything but good is laughable. "I do not want to take it from you—it is yours." She places a hand over his chest, feeling the strong thrumming of his heart. "You need it."


For a moment he looks like he wishes to argue, but he sighs instead. "Ok, alright. I'm gonna go run to the butcher's then—I'm pretty sure the one down the street is open till nine." He hesitates. "You'll stay here, right? You won't leave while I'm gone?"


"I promised I wouldn't." She doesn't understand why he feels the need to ask.


He releases a breath, tension easing from his shoulders. The smile he gives her is small but sincere. "Wasn't sure if you remembered."


Her head tilts. "I remember every promise I give you," she admits softly, but she knows it is more than that. Sam is the one thing she refuses to let slip away; she hoards memories of him the way storybook dragons hoard gold. Everything he says, everything he does, is treasured. She doesn’t tell him this, though. Somehow, admitting she knows him better than she knows herself fills her with unease.


"All right, wait here for me then, alright?" When she agrees with a nod, he smiles before grabbing his wallet and keys off the dining table. As he shrugs on his coat, he tilts his chin towards the deadbolt. “Lock the door behind me, ok?”


She frowns. "But I am here." His apartment is safe, she would never let anyone take his things.


He pauses, studying her curiously. "Well, yeah, I know." His hand wraps around the knob, turning. "That's why I want you to lock it. So no one bothers you while I'm gone."


"Who would bother me?" she asks, watching as he opens the door.


He shakes his head. "Never mind, just—lock the deadbolt for me? I'd feel better about leaving if you did."


She still doesn't understand, but she nods anyway. If it makes him feel better to do such a simple thing, then she can see no reason to deny him. The smile he gives her seems one part grateful and two parts relieved, and he mutters a quick, "be right back" before closing the door behind him. It is only after the bolt slides into place that she hears his footsteps carry him away.


Time still escapes her, so she can not tell how long she stands in the entryway. With Sam gone, she is unsure of what to do with herself. Her eyes survey the room, searching for something to occupy her. She’s not sure why her eyes land on it (perhaps it is the bright red lettering and the oversized logo) but she finds her gaze lingering on a flyer for buy-one-get-one-free pizzas that Sam has pinned to the front of the fridge.


She stills.


Reads it again—and again, and again—before she lets herself believe it.


Excitement bubbles up within her, tightening her chest with a happiness so great it physically hurts. She can read. Shaking, her fingers trace the ink. When she finally tears her eyes away, it is only to search out other words. She has the uncontrollable urge to confirm it is not only advertisements for Luigi’s Pizza that she can read.


It isn't.


She is able to read all the book titles on Sam's shelf, every brand decorating the appliances in his kitchen. Everything that is made up of letters, everything built with words, she can read. A smile, so wide that her cheeks ache from the force, spreads across her face.


A knock sounds on the door, followed closely by the muffled sound of Sam's voice. "Lil?"


With one last lingering look at the flyer, she hurries to the door and lets him in. In both hands, he holds two heavy looking plastic bags. Lily can smell the blood through the plastic. Sam doesn't seem to notice her sudden pause.


"Got some weird looks from the butcher—told him I was making an amateur horror film," he quips, kicking the door closed and making his way into the kitchen. He deposits the bags on the counter before sending a grin over his shoulder. "He seemed to buy it."


Her brow furrows. "Buy what?"


"The story," he answers distractedly. Lily counts each styrofoam container as he pulls it out—four. "I didn't know how much to get… I, uh, got pig’s blood because, I don't know, they always use pigs on CSI and stuff. For their experiments, you know? So I thought, maybe it'd be similar enough?" He gives her a sheepish smile. "I guess we'll find out, right?"


Her mouth curls in response, but it is strained. The smell of the blood is stronger now that he has released the containers from their plastic prison, and it makes her stomach lurch hungrily. Sam’s blood has filed down the sharp edge of her hunger, but the dull pain still remains.


He peels back the lid of one container before hesitating. "Uh, should I warm it?"


She doesn't answer him, her gaze is piercing through the cheap styrofoam in his hands. With the lid removed, the scent of blood hangs heavy in the air and settles on her senses like a crimson veil. She swallows the saliva that is pooling on her tongue.


Sam's face is a bit ashen as he stares down at the congealed blood floating at the top. "We should put it in the microwave. It… it’d be more like if you, you know, took it naturally, or whatever." He looks up, giving her an evaluating look. "Don't you think?"


She nods even though she wants to rip the container from his hands. She does not care if it is cold; she is too hungry to care. Still, she will be patient and she will wait. She does not want Sam to see how hungry she truly is. With sharpened eyes, she watches as he puts it in the metal box on the counter and continues to stare as it rotates. It feels like it takes forever, and the way the smell begins to grow heavier as the blood warms makes her stomach tighten in anticipation. By the time he removes it, her stomach is clenching painfully.


He holds it out to her carefully, and her hands visibly shake as she takes it from him. He keeps a steadying hand on the bottom, his face pinched in concern. "Just—go real slow, ok? Start with a couple sips. We don't know if it’ll work the same…"


Again, she nods. She hears his words, understands the reason for caution, but as she takes her first painfully hesitant sip, the world slips away from her.


The blood fills her mouth, a burst of savory heat on her tongue. She can vaguely hear Sam urging her to slow down, but she can't. She has been hungry for so, so long and this time there is no risk to the man beside her; no reason to keep herself in control. The veins branching beneath her skin are thirsting for life, grabbing greedily at every drop she swallows. She feels them swelling, feels her heart beginning to race in her chest—faster and stronger with every ounce of blood that slides down her throat. Under her fingers, the styrofoam container feels more solid. Sounds are sharper, and when she opens her eyes the blood looks richer. At some point she must have sunk to the floor, because she can feel each individual groove in the wooden planks biting into her knees.


This is what it feels like, she thinks, this is what it feels like to be alive.


Memories flicker behind her irises, like an old black and white film that has seen more years than care. They are fuzzy, random, and muddled, but they are there. They are her’s. She remembers playing in the willow trees on her family’s estate, remembers her nanny’s soft, aged smiles and her parents’ tendency to only be seen at dinner (if at all). She remembers long empty hallways with marble floors polished so brightly she could see her reflection; remembers thinking they were more cold than pretty. She remembers, she remembers, she remembers.


On Sam’s phone, she knows what the headline reads above her picture. She knows because Mei had taunted her with it weeks after she had risen—“Sole Heir of the Lablanc Fortune Murdered”. It is a title that says everything and nothing at all. It paints the picture of how they must have found her broken body sprawled over her favorite park bench, tells how investigators are urging anyone with information to come forward. They only know her story's beginning and end—they know nothing of the in-between.


She wonders if the case files are different, if they show the sheer amount of terror she felt when he pinned her down. Maybe the bruises in the shape of his fingers on her neck and face told the investigators that the man that murdered her was more interested in playing with his food—to listening to her scream—than anything her body could give him.


Warm hands are cupping her face, and when her eyes refocus, she sees Sam kneeling in front of her—his face pale with fear. He says her name, and she realizes he’s been saying it for a while now. At some point, she has emptied the container and brought it down to rest in her lap. Blood runs down her neck, making her shirt stick warmly to her skin. She stares down at the crimson stain spreading across her chest.


"Lily?! Lil, look at me!" She does, pained by the terror in his voice. It rims the edges of his dark eyes. Of her? Is he afraid of her? He should be. She is covered in blood. Only monsters wear blood like it is wine. "Can you hear me?"


Slowly, miserably, she nods.


The callused hands encasing her face twitch, and he releases a shaky breath. "Are you ok? Does anything hurt?" Hurt? Why would she hurt? He gives her a strange look, one mixed with worry and confusion, and she realizes she has said her thoughts out loud. "You're crying…"


She reaches up to touch her cheek, just underneath her eye. It is wet, but when she pulls her hand away to stare at her damp fingertips, it is not with blood.


Crying makes you human… Her nanny, the only person she ever considered a friend, used to tell her that. She remembers.


The tears come faster, harder, and sobs rip at the heart that only just started beating. Not even Sam's warm embrace, his reassuring words ("it's ok, everything’s going to be ok") can calm her, because she knows better now.


Crying doesn’t make her human. Not anymore.


Not ever again.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN







Lily doesn't know how long she sits there, a crumpled mass of tears and tangled limbs, but she think it feels closer to hours than minutes. Outside, only a few remaining stars shine in the face of the city lights and the approaching dawn. Sam holds her close, his back against the kitchen cabinets and his arms wrapped securely around her. At some point he has pulled her into his lap, and with her face pressed intimately against the solid wall of his chest she can hear every beat of his heart. If she concentrates hard enough, she can even hear the thrumming of blood traveling through his veins.


She is surrounded by sound: the gurgling of water in the copper pipes spiderwebbing behind the walls, the stampeding footsteps of the toddler living a floor below. The blood has honed her senses; sharpened them beyond anything a human could hope to achieve. It is as disorienting as the first time she awakened, only this time the panic—the fear—doesn’t come. Sam’s embrace is gentle, but strong. Solid. 


He strokes her hair, his words an aching whisper against her crown. "Tell me what to do. Just tell me how to fix it."


His request brings more tears. They gather, quietly burning, at the corners of her eyes. "I can't be fixed." They are the same words she gave him last night when he urged her to go to the hospital, but it’s no longer he mind needing mending. The blood has done its job; filling the voids in her memory and neatly arranging her scattered thoughts. A light, bright and shining, has illuminated the forgotten parts of her. Only, now that she can see, she wishes she could remain in the dark. "I can't change what I am."


She has already told him as much last night. When he tried to convince her to go to the hospital, she had repeated it insistently. Only this time she isn't talking about her mind. The blood has done its job; filling the voids that were pulling her into the shadows and hiding her memories. Now that she can see, she wishes she had stayed in the dark. "I can't undo what I am."


His breath leaves him in a rush; she can feel the heat of it fan against her hair. "I know. I didn't mean—" He pauses. Beneath her cheek, his body tenses, his arms pulling her closer. "I… I just want you to be happy. How can I make you happy?" Desperation colors his voice, straining and raw. When she pulls away to look at his face, it is twisted in a grimace. Gently, he wipes a stray tear gliding along her jawline. "I don't—I'm not good at this stuff, remember? Just—just tell me what to do."


Happy? How could she be, after everything that’s happened? After what she has become? Words rest on the tip of her tongue—bitter and full of pain—but she bites them back. It’s not his fault that she is what she is.


Besides… since Sam sat at her bench, interrupting her lonely existence, she has been happy. Her mind was broken, and the nightmarish memories that haunt her now were hiding behind her hunger, but she was content. If she could be happy then—without her memories and without her mind—then maybe, with his help, she can find happiness now, too.


He seems so pained by her misery that she feels she must at least try.


She bites her bottom lip, a habit her nanny used to scold her for, and tastes some of the blood that lingers there. Her hand swipes at her chin, eyes traveling to Sam's white shirt. It is stained with a mixture of blood and tears. Both are her fault.


Suddenly she realizes what she must look like—covered in the blood she was unable to greedily devour. Lily knows she has never looked more a monster, but she only finds concern in his gaze. "You aren't afraid?"


He frowns, skeptical. "Well, no… Should I be?"


"Yes," she answers. It is only the truth. He has every reason to fear her. He knows what she is now. "I could hurt you."


Sam stares at her. "Yeah," he agrees softly, “you could.” His hands encase her shoulders as she looks down at her lap, and he ducks his head to meet her eyes. “But I know you won’t.”


His words are honest, void of even the trembling beginnings of uncertainty. Lily wonders how she could have ever instilled such faith when she has done nothing to deserve it. He should not be so quick to trust her, not when she isn't even sure if she trusts herself. She may not wish to harm him, but she knows she is capable, and that alone makes her someone to be wary of. She is a monster in the shape of a human. The only reason he is still alive is the same reason Mei and all the others call her broken. She was made wrong.


Still, in the face of his conviction, she can't seem to summon the courage to argue with him. Maybe it is selfish of her, but she doesn’t want to drive him away—not when he is the only one to ever see her as she is. Not when he is the only one she can call 'friend'.


Sam’s smile is tiny compared to his usual grins, but somehow it still holds enough warmth to make her feel at ease. "Let's get you cleaned up, ok?"


Hesitantly, she nods. When she stands, it is with a grace she isn't accustomed to. She had never realized how weak she was, how sluggish, but with the blood circulating through her system she can't help but notice the difference. Beneath her skin she can feel muscles contracting, joints bending, with a smoothness that feels foreign. She feels strong.


Sam fishes an old dish towel from one of the drawers and fills a large bowl with warm water. When he’s done, he nods toward the chair behind her. "You wanna sit?"


She shifts restlessly, unable to meet his eyes even as she takes a seat. While Sam mirrors her motion, setting the bowl on the tabletop, she focuses on the floor and counts the individual nail holes marring the planks. When the wash cloth grazes her cheek, she forces herself not to flinch.


Even in his diligence, Sam is gentle, and soon the water bleeds pink as he wrings the cloth out before moving to her neck. He is so careful with her, he always has been, but it has never prompted embarrassment until now. She grasps his hand, their eyes meeting. "I can do it." She is capable of taking care of herself. He does not need to tend to her as if she were a child. Not anymore.


"Oh, right. Sure. I just thought—never mind." He shakes his head, handing her the damp washcloth. "Here. Do you—I mean, the bathroom has a mirror. You know, if you want."


The cloth is warm under her fingers and softened from use. She wonders how much of the warmth is from the water and how much is from him. She wipes blindly at her neck, and the dingy white cloth comes away red. For a moment she stares, then his words register and she tries to hide her frown. "I do not have a reflection."


"Oh." The air around them feels awkward—heavy. "Right—I, uh, I didn't know that was a real thing."


Lily doesn't respond; she suspects he didn't think her kind were a real thing either.


Between them it grows so silent that when he finally speaks, his words drop like weights. "You sure you're feeling ok?"


"I don't know how to answer that," she admits. Beneath his frown, she can see another question burning at the tip of his tongue. She elaborates before he can ask. "I remember now," she confesses softly. "I wish I didn't."


A second, maybe two, and understanding casts shadows over his eyes. "I'm sorry… I didn't—I thought I was helping."


She gives him a stiff smile, but they both know it is more for his sake than anything. "You did. It just—it hurts.” From the depths of her past, a memory floats to the surface, but it takes her a while to see through the rust. “Healing hurts." 


Ms. Bennett had told her that, only once, but it stuck. Lily had been nine when she found her nanny crying, tears silently streaming down her face as she cast an empty gaze out the window. Her father had died months prior, but the way the willows swayed in the afternoon breeze had reminded her of the one she and her papa would read under when she was just a girl. “Healing hurts,” she had said, “but it will get easier”. Lily wonders if it is strange to feel the same sort of ache, go through the same sort of mourning, when she is the one who has died. 


Sam nods and, while she knows he will never fully comprehend, she feels that he understands just enough. “It will get better. I promise.” His vows do little to assure her. The future is too unpredictable and her situation is too… unique. However, his sentiments echo Ms. Bennett’s in a way that makes her think that, maybe, he’s not wrong.


Nervously, he licks his lips and brings his hand up to her jaw. His thumb swipes at a spot just below her chin. "Missed a spot," he mumbles, as way of explanation. "Do you—I mean, I can fill up the tub for you? If you want?"


She looks down at herself and is reminded of the blood sticking to her chest. It is more than she can expect the little rag in her hand to clean. Silently, because she doesn’t trust the words to make it past the lump in her throat, she nods.


Moments later, she hears the roar of water as it splashes against the cast iron tub. Occasionally there is an indistinguishable mumble, and an honest smile teases her lips. It is not the first time she’s caught him talking to himself, and she finds that she’s grown fond of his little habit. Perhaps it is because she has been alone for so long, maybe she still unconsciously craves the sound of another person's voice, but she suspects it might just be him.


In the corridor adjoining Sam’s apartment, she hears a heavy set of running feet—soles hammering the floor like a drum, its volume growing louder (closer) with every thundering step until it stops just outside the door. Pounding feet are replaced by fists, crashing so violently that the door rattles on its hinges. A frantic voice bleeds through the cracks, one Lily barely recognizes as belonging to the man who visited hours before. “Sam! Sam, open the door!”


Sam is already running down the hallway, cursing under his breath. He swings the door open, hissing. “What the hell?! Are you trying to wake up the neighbors?!”


Finn shoves past him, slamming the door closed behind them. He’s in full uniform, obviously having just come from the end of his shift. His complexion is paler than Lily remembers, more ashen. "Sam, she isn't human! She—" Seeing her, Finn yelps, yanking his gun from the holster at his hip. A manila folder tumbles from his grasp, the papers inside slipping out and scattering over the floor. “Holy shit!”


Lily stares, unmoving, down the end of the steel barrel. There is a nervous thrill buzzing under her skin—adrenaline—but no traces of fear. She wonders what would happen if he were to pull the trigger. It is a morbid thought, but it is there. Over the years she has seen her kind bleed out from wounds they shouldn’t have survived—knives embedded in throats, bullets in hearts. One night, when she was newly turned, the one called Father made her watch as one of his children bled out over the floor until going completely still. She had thought she was gone, but hours later Mei poured blood down her throat and the brightness returned to her eyes, her limbs twitching. For them, as long as there is blood, there is life. They could be buried seven feet under, but if enough blood soaked the ground, they would rise.


Still, she wonders if it would hurt—dying all over again.


Coming back again.


“No!” Suddenly, Lily is staring at Sam’s back instead of down a metal barrel. His hands are up, placating. “Finn, put the gun down!”


Finn shakes his head, eyes wide with horror and his hands trembling as he looks between them—conflicted. Sweat beads on his forehead, and Lily suddenly understands his fear. She is still covered in blood. In her, Finn sees what Sam should have. A monster. “Sam, step aside!” 


“No! She won’t hurt you!”


The look Finn gives him is incredulous, but he lowers the barrel—just enough to keep Sam out of the line of fire. "She's covered in blood!"


"It's WILBUR'S!" Sam thunders, gesturing wildly to the remaining cartons on the counter. “Now, for the love of God, will you put that thing away?!”


Finn hesitates, glancing at the butcher’s logo. Licking the sweat off his upper lip, he adjusts his grip, finger hovering over the trigger. “You don’t understand,” he implores. “She isn’t human! I looked up that case, the one in the park, she –”


“I know,” Sam says, deflating. His hands drop listlessly to his side, sounding drained. “I know what she is. Who she is. Alright?” He gives the gun a pointed nod. “I’m not going to let you shoot her. So unless you want to go through me first, you might as well put it away.”


For a long, silent moment, the two men stare at each other. Finally, Finn runs a palm down his face, flicking the safety and sliding the gun back into the holster. "This is nuts. This is absolutely nuts.” He looks like he is on the verge of a panic attack. Lily can see the way his body quivers even from across the room.


Sam offers a strained smile. “Bout time.”


Finn doesn’t smile back. His gaze keeps finding its way to her, nervous glances she would have to be blind to miss. Still, it takes her longer than it should for her to realize it’s her bloodied shirt that makes him so uncomfortable. So scared.


Self consciously, she wraps her arms around herself. "I will go wash up."


Sam's eyes dart to the dried, crusting stain covering her chest as if he had forgotten it was even there. Lily is surprised he was able to look away. "Oh. Right. Um, I didn't get the tub filled. I can go and—“


She shakes her head. "I can do it." He seems unsure, so she gives him the tiniest of smiles. "I will be fine."


When he nods, she walks to the bathroom without looking back. She can feel their eyes follow, and knows they each watch her for entirely different reasons—a contrast of fear and concern. She shuts the bathroom door, leaning her forehead against the grained wood. Seconds tick by, stifling in its silence, before she hears the low murmur of their voices. If she concentrates, she could interpret their whispers, but she refrains. Even if she didn’t owe Sam his privacy, Lily doesn’t want to hear the words they’re exchanging.


She turns, staring at the empty space in the mirror, and imagines what she must look like.


For the first time, she is relieved by her lack of reflection.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN







She showers instead of bathing.


The thought of sitting in blood tinged water makes her stomach churn, and she doesn't want to risk staining Sam's tub—even if it is currently lined with soap scum. She turns the heat up as high as it will go until the water is scalding. Steam fills her vision and coats her lungs with every inhale.


Breathing is a habit, a comfort rather than a necessity. One that the others used to snicker at—Mei particularly. Her elder would often accuse her of ‘playing human’ when she had the gift of immortality and power at her feet. She wasn't wrong, though Lily never said as much. Then again, she never had to.


From the start, it was clear she was different. She woke up starving, the smell of blood as tantalizing as freshly baked bread—as they all did—but the lust for violence never followed. The appreciation for human life never disappeared. Her humanity, though lost in the physical sense, stayed with her. She died and came back as herself when all the others had changed.


Her murderer, the pale faced demon that calls himself Father, was the only one who saw her differences as intriguing instead of shameful. She is a curiosity; the fledgling he never meant to make. For the first month, Lily could feel his eyes, glacial blue, follow her every movement. His voice, smooth and inviting, would beckon her—the call of a master to his dog—but Lily was never fooled into following. Not when she could smell the blood on his breath and remember the way hers had once painted his mouth.


It took a year, but eventually he grew bored with her. Lily did everything she could to stay out of sight (out of mind). Every morning she would be the last to return, the sun kissing her heels, and she would isolate herself in the safety of the clock tower—far from where he and his children dwell on the ground floor. 


Lily’s hand rests over her steadily beating heart, feeling the thrumming of blood beneath her palm. The water from the shower head sprays against her back and shoulders.


If she were to go back there, if her sire were to see her, he would know. There is no way to hide her reawakened pulse; not from someone as old as him. Probably not even from Mei. She will have to avoid them at all costs. No doubt the change in her would re-inspire the master's unwanted attention…


But her books.


Regret tightens her chest; her heart throbbing with the intensity of it. She can’t go back. Her books, her stories, are lost to her. The pain that comes with the realization is staggering. For so long, words have made up her entire existence. The spiral bound notebooks stacked neatly along the walls of her room are so much more to her than just paper and ink. In those pages she measured time; with her pen she found a purpose.


She knows she will never see them again.


Her skin feels cold, but it takes her a moment to realize it is because she has used all the hot water and not solely because of her dark thoughts. The knob groans weakly as she shuts off the valve. When she reaches for the folded towel, she realizes the only sound is of water dripping from the shower head. There are no murmured voices from the living room. Instinctively, she knows it is not because Finn has left.


She doesn't bother wringing out her hair, but as she wraps the towel around her body she realizes she has made a minor error. The only clothes in the bathroom are the blood stained ones on the floor. She shifts her weight, nerves prickling her palms, but she forces herself to leave the safety of the bathroom. Standing in the hallway, the cool air brushes against her exposed skin—a stark contrast to the trails of steam wafting from the bathroom. She feels all too bare. Judging by the redness of Sam's cheeks and Finn's averted gaze, she is not merely being modest.


She draws the towel tighter against her chest. "I didn't… the clothes," she stammers, words fumbled and incomplete. Sam understands her anyway.


"Oh, right. Um, just, you know. Help yourself to whatever's in the closet. And, uh, there's sweats and shorts in the dresser."


Tipping her chin in acknowledgment, she hastily retreats into his bedroom. It doesn't take her long—her only preference in clothing is to find something baggy enough to hide that there is nothing underneath. She wonders where the bra she wore coming here went, and realizes with uncomfortable certainty that Sam must have washed it with the rest of her things. Embarrassment fills her, but she pushes it down. She’s not the same shy, seventeen-year-old girl she was when she died, and Sam seeing her bra is trivial when he has seen everything else.


The blood in her veins, still warm, flushes her cheeks. She vows not to think about it—not now—and sets her used towel in the hamper by the door (despite the excess of dirty laundry strewn across Sam’s bedroom floor). It isn’t much, but she’s determined not to cause more trouble than she already has.


When she steps back into the living room, Finn's cautious gaze lacks the venom it held earlier, and Lily knows that Sam has told him—if not everything—than enough. The relief of being spared the task of explaining is as powerful as the anxiety of someone other than Sam knowing.


From the couch, Sam smiles up at her, but she can see the strain of it thinning his lips. He must have changed while she showered, because the clothes he wears now are free of blood. "Hey, feel better?"


“Yes,” she murmurs, taking the seat beside him. The smell of spilt blood from the kitchen still follows her, a hungry ghost, but the hot water has helped cleanse her of self-pity.


Her weight has barely settled on the cushion when Finn blurts out, “This is real.”


Sharing a look with her, Sam sighs, “Yes.”


The redhead rubs a palm over his beard, his grin bordering on manic. “Jesus. I thought, I mean, I had hoped this was a prank. A really stupid, well-thought-out joke.” He laughs, but the sound falls flat. When no one joins in, his smile falls. “Oh God, this really isn’t a joke.”


Sam grimaces. “Finn…”


He holds up a hand, effectively silencing his friend. “Shut up. Just, shut up. I’m processing.” After a long moment, he points to her. “You, you drink blood.” He doesn’t phrase it as a question, so Lily doesn’t answer. Finn doesn’t seem to expect her to. “You died. Like, you were in the morgue. They had you in the fridge.”


Lily cringes. The memory of waking up, cold and surrounded by stainless steel walls, is one she would do well to forget. She confirms, hoping that doing so will dissuade him from speaking of it again. “Yes.”


“You aren’t dead.”


Lily considers, but Finn seems to be searching for easy answers and not long, drawn out explanations. “No.”


“But you were. Almost forty years ago.”


“Yes.”


“But you haven’t aged.”


Beside her, Sam rolls his eyes. “No shit, Sherlock. Can you stop stating the obvious?”


Finn sends him a withering glare. “I am processing!” he says, gritting his teeth. “Cut me some slack, here, alright? This isn’t exactly an easy pill to swallow.” His large hands come together, resting against his mouth. If his eyes weren’t wide open and staring, Lily would almost think he is praying. “You… you drink blood. Like, real blood.” When she gives a tentative nod, he says, “Like… like a vampire.”


The silence that fills the room is stifling. Lily can feel it pressing on her lungs, drowning her in doubt, but she forces herself to speak. “I… am.” It is the first time she has admitted it out loud, but it does not bring relief the way a confession should. Instead, it churns in her stomach—a stomach full of blood—and makes her feel lightheaded.


Sam’s hand is warm on her shoulder; the weight of it grounding her. “Lil?”


There’s an unvoiced question hanging after her name, one she can’t bring herself to interpret. Finn gets up from his seat, hands lacing behind his neck as he paces the living room. “Nuts. This is nuts.” Suddenly he stops, pointing to Sam accusingly. “Wait, how long did you know about this?”


Lily can still feel Sam’s gaze, but she can’t bring herself to meet it. “Not till you told me about the park,” Sam says. “About that legend.”


“And what?” Finn growls, gesturing towards her. “You just let me leave you here with a monster?!”


The couch screeches against the wood floors, jarred by how quickly, how forcibly, Sam stands. “Don’t call her that!” he snaps, hands fisting at his sides.


Finn looks like he wants to argue, but bites his tongue in the face of Sam’s temper. For a long moment he simply stands there, chewing on his words as if they were gravel. He breaks away from Sam’s gaze to glare down at her. “Are there more of you?" His voice is level, but even in its neutrality Lily can taste his fear.


"No… not like me," she mutters. As uncomfortable as it is for her to talk about, she wants them to know the unpleasant truth. "They aren't broken."


Finn's face twists, looking to Sam for an interpretation. "Broken? What the hell does that mean?"


Beside her, she hears Sam release a shaky breath and knows he understood. "It means she's the only one getting dinner from a carton." He collapses back onto the couch, his shoulder brushing against hers as their eyes meet. "Right?"


Slowly, she nods. She can feel Finn's eyes cutting into her, but she refuses to meet them. She knows what his next question is before he even gives life to the first syllable.


"How many?" he asks, expression grave.


“It does not matter.” Her arms wind around her waist, seeking warmth even though she knows she won't find any. "You do not want to find them."


Sam fidgets next to her. "Lil… If the police can—"


"The police have no power. Not against him," she says dismally. It is an unfortunate truth, one she wants them to know. To understand.


Finn keeps pushing. "I'm not talking about a few guys here. If I can convince the captain I’m not off my freaking rocker, then we'd get a whole S.W.A.T team out to –"


She shakes her head rigorously. “You think you understand, but you don’t. It doesn't matter who you send. If you look for them, the only thing you will find is death." She brings her knees up to her chest, staring out into the park. Her bench looks lonely without her on it. “If you are lucky, it will be quick.”


“I can’t just do nothing,” Finn snaps. “I can’t—shit, how many of those missing person cases are they responsible for? How many murders? They won’t stop, right?” Lily doesn’t respond, but her silence is answer enough. Finn looks to Sam for support. “We have friends in this city—family. You want to just sit back and wait for them to be next?”


Sam visibly pales. Lily knows he must be thinking of every person he has framed up on his wall. “No,” he murmurs. “We just, I don’t know. If Lily says–”


“What, you’re going to just take her word for it?”


Finn’s question is rhetorical, but Sam answers anyway. “Yes,” he says, without hesitation and without regret.


The single word must hold weight, because Finn freezes. Gazes locked, something invisible passes between them. When he looks at her again he is still wary, but the muscle in his jaw no longer jumps from the force he is putting on his teeth. A resigned sigh passes his lips. Lily thinks she can see some of his tension leave with it. “Ok. Ok.” He scratches at his beard. “So what should we do?”


Lily shuts her eyes, unable to look at either of them. “Nothing. We can do nothing.”


“There has to be something,” Sam pleads, palm warm against her back. “Come on, Lil.”


She wishes there was. There is a reason her sire survived for as long as he has. Centuries of witch hunts and superstition, and still he lives. No, she has no hope of defeating him. Her only wish is to keep Sam at a safe distance. “He will kill you if you try,” she says, desperate for him to understand. “Please, please, do not look for them. Do not put yourself in danger.”


The weight of their silence gives her hope that they are starting to believe her, but Finn’s voice shatters the moment. “What else. Because I’m not going to just sit here and hope to not die.”


Lily studies him. His shoulders are set, and the stubborn pull of his brow makes it clear that he won’t accept ‘nothing’ as a solution. “The one they call Father… he does not like attracting attention. When they hunt, they are careful in who they choose. People they think will not be missed.”


“How often?” Finn demands.


She flinches, eyes dropping. “I do not know.”


Finn looks like he is about to argue, to interrogate her further, but Sam cuts in before he can start—his voice low. “She hasn’t eaten before tonight.”


As the words sink in, Finn’s sneer slowly fades into cold disbelief. “That’s impossible.”


Sam scoffs, but it’s a dark sound. “So are vampires.”


Finn sinks into the ratty, floral wingback adjacent to the couch, slouching into the back as his hand cradles his temple. “Nuts,” he mutters, mostly to himself. “It’s all just completely nuts.”


Huffing, Sam asks, “Would you like more time to process?”


“What I’d like is for things to make bloody sense,” he snaps. He points to Lily. “Forty years without eating? How the hell do you people—vampires—whatever, freaking die?! Should I be carrying stakes next to my holster? Garlic? Silver bullets?”


Lily shifts, uncomfortable. “I don’t know…” The only ones she has ever known to die have done so by Father’s hands, but she was never present when it happened.


Her answer seems to fuel Finn’s rising horror. She can hear his heart pounding behind his ribs, see the way his eyes dilate. Beside her, Sam is achingly still, but there is a telltale jump in his pulse. “Let me get this straight,” Finn says, voice quivering. “You’re saying there are a bunch of super powered serial killers out there, in my city, and there may be no way to kill them?”


“There is the sun,” she offers weakly. She wishes she had a better answer for him.


“The sun,” Finn echoes dryly, rubbing his temples with a large hand. “Fan-fucking-tastic.”


Sam stands. “Finn, go home. Get some rest. Julia’s probably worried sick by now.”


The look the Finn sends him is incredulous. “If you think I’m going to leave you with—”


Sam rolls his eyes. “She’s gone forty years without eating. If she wakes up hungry, I’m feeling pretty good about her chances of making it to the fridge.”


Warily, Finn’s eyes settle on her. Under his stare she shrinks, ashamed, but she meets his gaze. A muscle in his jaw jumps, and he looks anything but satisfied when he finally turns back to Sam. “I don’t like this.”


“Not asking you to.”


“She could kill you.”


Sam doesn’t flinch. “She won’t.”


In the face of his friend’s conviction, Finn hesitates. “… You can’t know that.”


Sam glowers up at the ceiling, trying to reign in his frustration. Even still, some of his ire leaks into his voice. “I know it the same damn way I knew you wouldn’t pull the trigger with me in the way. The same way you know Julia isn’t slipping arsenic into your food. Ok? I trust her.”


Finn is not easily swayed. It takes another ten minutes of convincing before Sam finally ushers the red head out, and it is with a heavy, relieved sigh that he closes the door behind him. The sound of the deadbolt sliding closed is loud in the otherwise quiet room. The way Sam leans his forehead against the door, so still, makes her think he is struggling more than he let Finn see. 


She looks away, allowing him to regain his composure in peace, when her eyes catch on an unfamiliar folder on the coffee table. It is the same one Finn had been holding when he entered; the one he had dropped. Someone must have tidied up the papers while she showered. With all the tension, Lily’s mildly surprised they even bothered. Then she sees the writing on the tab and understands.


The file is hers.


In neat, plain letters is her name. Lily knows that, beneath the stamped insignia of Finn’s police department, she will find the details of her case—her murder. Finn must have brought it as proof.


When Sam turns back to her, their eyes meet and an awkward silence, not unlike all the others that night, settles between them. There are still questions swimming in his gaze. She can see the way he struggles to keep them under the surface. Some of them are more prudent, more important, than others. One in particular, she knows she should not wait to answer.


"It isn't the teeth you should be afraid of," she whispers, looking out the window. Light is beginning to bleed onto the horizon. Soon its rays will reach her bench. "It's the eyes."


“Eyes?”


"They turn people into puppets."


Sam hesitates, seeming to chew on her words. They must be tough though, hard to swallow, because his nose crinkles at the bridge. "You mean, like, possession or something?" He stills, eyeing her curiously. “Last night, is that why he stopped? Did you…?”


Anxious, she shifts before giving a small, stiff nod. She doesn't really know the finer details of it, but possession doesn't seem quite right. When she used it on the man in the alley, it had been with more instinct than intention. She had looked into his eyes, willed him to stop, and he had obeyed. It didn't feel like possession though—it felt like submission. 


"They call it a thrall," she murmurs, eyes tracing her bench. Now that she remembers what happened there—how she bled, how she screamed—the sight of it should fill her with terror. It doesn't. Perhaps she has seen too many horrors since that hot summer night that she has become numb to it. Or maybe the time spent next to Sam's warmth has warded off the chill of her death. She can't be sure, but for whatever reason the sight of the worn wooden planks under the lamplight only brings her comfort.


“Why didn’t you tell Finn?” he asks, voice soft. He leans against the bookcase, head tilted and brow furrowed—trying to understand.


Lily closes her eyes, pained. "He is already afraid."


Sam winces, but doesn’t deny it. “He’ll come around. It’s just… a bit of a shock. You know?”


Lily doesn’t share his confidence. The way Finn’s pulse jumped with her every movement, no matter how subtle, and the musty scent of fear that spilled from his pores, smothers any hopes she may have once harbored. He is not like Sam; Finn cannot dismiss what she is for who she is, so easily.


Sam rubs a hand over his face, releasing a yawn wide enough for her to hear the popping of his jaw. Suddenly, Lily can't help but notice the red rimming his eyes. When he speaks, the words are heavy with exhaustion. "You ready for bed?"


She almost tells him she doesn't need sleep, but she stops herself. Even though she will never feel the physical side of fatigue, the emotional toll of the past few hours has made her long for the reprieve of sleep. “Yes,” she says, guilt stirring in her chest when she looks at the clock. It’s already half-past four in the morning.


She follows him to the bedroom, quietly welcoming the way he wordlessly tucks her into the covers with the same amount of tenderness as he had the night before. Only, this time, she grabs his wrist before he can retreat. "Don't go," she pleads, her words escaping her in a tumble of desperation. He stills, and a flush creeps up her neck. She knows it is not proper—understands the implications that come with asking him to stay—but she can't bring herself to take it back. "Please… I don't want to be alone."


There is a war raging in his eyes, a decision he struggles to come to terms with. It makes her feel bad for even asking, but she wants so badly to escape her reality and flee to a place of disconnected dreams. If he doesn’t stay, if she doesn’t have his heartbeat to distract her from the borrowed blood pumping through her chest, Lily knows she won’t be able to.


Nervously, he licks his upper lip. "Yeah. Yeah, sure. I mean, uh, right." He pulls back the covers, his knees sinking into the mattress. Lily can hear the racing of his heart as he settles down beside her, hands laced over his stomach and body stiff. It is only the blush staining his cheeks that assures her it is in embarrassment and not fear.


“Sam?” His name is a whisper on her lips, so quiet she isn’t sure he’ll hear.


He turns his head, dark eyes reflecting the glimmer of city lights peaking through the curtains. “Yeah?”


She searches his face, summoning her courage, before she forces the burning words off her tongue. "Would it be alright if I—" She falters, her gaze sliding away. "If I listened to your heart?"


A pause, long enough to make her worry, before his breathy voice assures her otherwise. "Does it—I mean… would it help?"


Her teeth worry her bottom lip and she nods. "It helps me forget my own," she admits. In the darkness of the room the words land heavily between them despite the softness of the confession.


"Why would you…" His voice trails off, and when she peeks up through her lashes she can see understanding darkening his gaze. A determined frown settles on his lips, even as the pink in his cheeks darken. "Can I hear?"


She is surprised by the boldness of his question, but nods numbly. It seems fair that the man who restarted her heart should be the first to hear its beating. Shyly, he scoots closer to her, eyeing her expression for any sign he should stop. She doesn't give him with one.


His ear settles high on her chest, closer to her collar bone than anything else. She can feel his breath fan warmly across her skin, and as the seconds tick by she forgets to breathe herself. She wonders if he can tell that her pulse is quicker than it should be, but when he pulls away he shows no sign of noticing anything abnormal. In fact, his smile is soft—tender. "It sounds just like a normal heart."


Her chest tightens. "But it isn't," she breathes, a dark confession. "It can't beat on its own."


Sam frowns, lips parting around words he never speaks and his eyes bright with concern. A deep breath, then a deeper sigh, escapes him and he shakes his head. “Come here.” His head falls back onto the pillow, his arms opening in invitation. She does not waste it.


The cotton of his t–shirt is soft against her cheek, but it is the steady beating of his heart that eases the tension in her chest. She was right—the sound of his pulse easily drowns out her own. His arms wrap around her securely, and somehow she knows if it was anyone else she would feel trapped, but with him—with Sam—she only feels comfort.


"You know," he mutters sleepily against her hair, "mine isn't really beating by itself either if you think about it. Diet's just different, is all."


His words linger, teasing her ears long after he has fallen asleep.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN







Lily doesn't sleep—she can't.


Her mind is too busy. In the quiet, it’s as if all her whispered thoughts have amplified. When she closes her eyes, she sees memories—both old and new—printed on the backs of her lids. They fight for dominance; for recognition and attention. There is too much for her to remember, too much for her to sort through. They crowd around her until she feels buried beneath their weight. 


She stops trying. Instead, she lays with Sam's heartbeat thrumming under her ear and watches the slow and steady rise of his chest. If she focuses on him, then the other things don't seem so overwhelming. If she embraces the way his breath fans her hair, the way the long, callused fingers on her waist occasionally twitch, she feels more calm. Stray thoughts and unpleasant memories still surround her, but with Sam it is more like floating on the surface of the ocean and less like drowning in it.


Between the curtains, the artificial lights of the city have bled into natural sunlight; she has been struggling to find sleep for hours. She feels compelled to move—to pace. With blood flowing in her veins, her body buzzes with energy, and sitting still begins to make her feel more anxious than at ease.


Carefully, as to avoid waking him, she untangles herself from Sam's arms. He murmurs in his sleep but, after rolling onto his stomach, his breathing deepens until he is on the verge of snoring. For a moment she hovers at the edge of the bed, eyes following the strong curve of his jaw and lingering on the dark lashes fanned against his tan skin. His hair has gotten longer since he first found her, and the length only makes the curls more pronounced. She wonders how soft the strands would feel between her fingers, but shakes off the temptation. It is too intimate an action.


He is handsome, in a boyish sort of way—high cheekbones dusted with dark freckles against olive skin and full lips. Somehow she has always known this, but only now can she appreciate it. Similarly, it is only now that she finds herself embarrassed by the observation. Quietly, she slides off the bed and leaves him with his dreams.


Sam’s living room is flooded with light, but a glance proves that the sun still hangs low on the skyline. When she looks, the shadow of the building is shading a large part of the park—stretching past her bench. The only light that enters the little apartment is filtered, nothing direct, and it puts her at ease knowing she won't have to step around stubborn sun beams for hours yet.


Standing in the center of the apartment, she feels awkward and out of place. She is a mere guest in his home, and the etiquette she was taught as a child—though rusty—has not been entirely forgotten. She debates on whether it is appropriate for her to make use of his furniture without his invitation, but decides Sam would want her to be comfortable.


She sits stiffly on the couch, her hands folded neatly in her lap and her eyes darting around the room. It hasn't changed—not really—but there are so many little treasures crowding his bookshelves that she feels like she discovers something new the longer she looks. Eventually her eyes land on a familiar red book teetering on the edge of the side table and finds herself reaching for it before she can dissuade herself.


Her fingers trace the title, smiling as the faded gold lettering stares back up at her. Once Upon A Time. She should have known that Sam's favorite book would be one of fairy tales.


She opens the cover, fingering the edges of the gilded pages as her eyes drink in the printed words. She reads story after story, tale after tale. Some are humorous, others are full of adventure. Nearly all of them end with 'happily ever after'—even the ones that don't say it in words. By the time she hears Sam stirring on the other side of the wall, she is more than halfway through and the sun outside has shifted dramatically.


His feet shuffle into the hallway. "Lil?" he mumbles, his voice stained with sleep and half remembered dreams. When he sees her on the couch, he seems to relax. "Whatcha doing?"


She shrugs, feeling self-conscious under his lazy stare. "I couldn't sleep."


He blinks a few times, as if to clear them. "Oh. Ok then." He rubs the grit out of eyes, yawning. "You hungry?" She shakes her head and is rewarded with a glower. "Lil…"


It takes her a moment to place the reason behind his warning tone. When she does, she gives him a small, yet sincere, smile. "It doesn't work that way."


He seems skeptical. When she considers how long she’s been hungry, she doesn't altogether blame him. "Yeah, but you still gotta eat."


"Not as often." She doesn't know when she will feel the stirrings of hunger again; only that it will likely be closer to weeks than days. The older her kind becomes, the less they need to feed. Their bodies—their corpses—adjust and evolve to make them more efficient. Even the newly turned only feel the need to fill their bellies once a week—anything more is a combination of gluttony and blood lust. Someone as old as her sire could probably go an entire year—maybe even longer—without feeling the pangs of hunger.


It is a small mercy, but it is one of the few that her kind offers.


Sam is skeptic. "Really? I mean, I know you told Finn you didn’t know how often, but I just figured… I don’t know. Guess I thought it’d still be similar, you know?" He shifts his weight, hand scratching the back of his neck awkwardly. "You'll tell me when you are, right?"


Lily gifts him with a smile. "I promise."


He releases a long breath, his expression softening. "Ok, well, I'm going to make some eggs. You want the tv on?"


She shakes her head, fingering the edges of the book. "No, I am happy reading."


His eyes land on the open pages, recognition lighting his gaze and a lopsided smile dimpling his cheeks. "That's my favorite you know."


Her mouth curves wistfully. "Yes, I can see why."


Sam searches one of the lower kitchen cabinets, filling the room with the clanging of pots and pans. "Why don't you read it out loud?" he suggests loudly, voice rising over the noise. A second later, he gives a triumphant shout. "Ha! Here is is!" He holds up a heavy, cast iron frying pan for her to see. "Thing is older than I am, but I swear it makes the best scrambled eggs!"


She smiles, eyes drifting back to the story on her lap. There is something nostalgic in his request, and as her voice brings life to the words on the page she can't help but think of warm summer nights and the feeling of her worn wooden bench beneath her. It is different—the story she tells is not her own, and Sam is busy hovering over the stove with eggs sizzling in the pan instead of beside her—but the feeling of contentment is the same.


By the time he sits beside her the story has ended, but instead of turning the page she finds herself glancing curiously at his plate. The smell of eggs, tinted with butter and a dash of pepper, doesn't make her stomach stir hungrily like it would if she were still human, but she is surprised to find that it doesn't seem altogether unappetizing either.


Sam must notice her gaze because he holds out the fork to her, speaking around a mouthful. "Want some?"


She shakes her head, eyes lingering on the offered utensil. "I don't need human food," she reminds him.


He shrugs. "Yeah, but doesn't mean you can't enjoy it. Right?" When she remains silent, his face falls. The warmth in his eyes dims into something that looks like pity. "Oh," he breathes, the fork clinking as he rests it on the plate. "That’s why you didn’t like Cheetos."


She tucks a strand of pale hair behind her ear. "I… don't know." She remembers that the thing he called a Cheeto tasted like ash—dry and hard to swallow—but her senses had been dulled by her hunger. Since feeding, everything has become sharper: her sense of smell, of sight, of touch. Perhaps taste has changed as well. "May I try?"


Fumbling, he eagerly hands her the fork. "Yeah. Yeah, of course. Here."


Her fingers grasp the utensil, gingerly spearing one of the smaller cluster of eggs. When she brings it to her lips, she is half expecting to receive the same results as his favorite cheese flavored snack, but instead finds herself pleasantly surprised.


Sam eyes her eagerly. "Well?"


She chews thoughtfully. There is a definite lack of the ashy taste she experienced last time, but it isn't exactly… right, either. The taste is there, stirring up memories of the grand breakfasts she would consume when she was alive, but it is muted. She has to concentrate in order to appreciate the taste. She swallows the morsel, fork still balancing between her fingers. "It… It isn't the same," she admits, "but it isn't bad either. Just… bland."


He blinks, as if processing the information before a wide, eager smile crinkles the corners of his eyes. "Just a sec!" He leaps from the couch, handing her the plate before she can protest, and rushes into the kitchen. Opening the cabinet beside the stove, he shuffles various containers around before pulling out a bottle of red sauce she doesn't recognize. A moment later he is drizzling it over the eggs and she gets a strong whiff of chili.


She watches, curious. "What is it?"


The grin is still plastered to his face when he answers. "Sriracha! It's a chili sauce. Try it! I eat it on eggs all the time!"


She frowns, looking up at him questioningly. "Why didn't you this time?"


He pauses, seeming to struggle for words. "Ah, well, I don't know." He shrugs, his grin dimming into something sheepish. "I figured in case you changed your mind and wanted some…”


She gives him an appreciative smile, but hesitates before reaching for another bite. She wasn't particularly fond of spicy food when she was alive, but she understands Sam's reasoning. If her sense of taste is muted, then adding chili sauce could give her the flavor she’s missing. Cautiously, she brings the bite to her mouth. Again, the taste of the egg is bland, but the Sriracha gives it a heat that wasn't there before.


"What do you think?"


Looking up, she sees the hopeful, expectant look on his face and swallows the meager bite. "I can taste it much better, but I don't think it is my favorite," she answers honestly, offering the plate back to him with a smile. "Besides, you are still hungry." She can tell. Unlike most, she is not deaf to the empty gurgling of his stomach.


He takes it from her without complaint, making himself comfortable on the seat cushion next to her and propping his bare feet up on the coffee table. "No argument there," he quips, sending her a bright smile. “But hey, it’s something, right? You being able to taste it?”


“I suppose,” she agrees, though his enthusiasm seems to outweigh her own. 


Chewing, he taps his finger against the rim of his plate. “What was your favorite food?”


The question surprises her. It has been so long since she has even thought about food, that she struggles to find an answer. After a few quiet moments of grappling, she gives up. “I don’t remember.” The admittance bothers her more than it should.


Judging by his silence, it is not the answer he was expecting. Grimacing, he sets down his fork. “Sorry. I didn’t—“


Lily doesn’t let him finish. “It’s fine.” Her lips curve into soothing smile. “Do not be sorry.”


Sam stares at her, tension tightening his jaw. He doesn’t look inclined to believe her, and after a long moment he sets his unfinished plate onto the coffee table before standing. His feet slap against the floor, taking him back into the kitchen with determined strides. 


Lily watches, confused, as he opens his cabinets and scans the contents. “What are you doing?”


He pulls out a boxed mix, pauses, and then pulls out another. “Cooking,” he says simply.


Frowning, she glances at the remaining food on his plate. “But you did not finish.”


He sets a second box on the counter before raiding the fridge. “We’re gonna figure out your favorites.” When he comes up with a carton of eggs in his hand, he is grinning crookedly. “It’ll be fun!”


Lily doesn’t know how to respond, but his enthusiasm is infectious. She can feel her mouth twitching at the corners; a smile waiting to bloom. In her chest a warmth that has nothing to do with blood, spreads over her heart.


His eyes crinkle in the corners, a brightness lightening the depths of his dark eyes, as he holds up a box in each hand so that the image on the front is presented to her. “Behold: brownies and waffles. Breakfast of champions.”










CHAPTER SIXTEEN







The evenings are lonely without Sam, but she doesn’t tell him as much.


Asking him to stay is a temptation she won’t allow herself to indulge in. Even though she knows that work is not optional for him, that money is not readily available, he would stay should she ask it. Since he brought her home, Sam has done nothing but support her in every sense of the word. He has gone out of his way to provide her food—has cleared out a side of his dresser so that he could fill it with clothing he has bought for her. He even goes so far as to cook for both of them, even with the knowledge that she does not require it, just so she can enjoy. She worries about the cost attached to these acts of kindness. 


Growing up, she never learned the value of the dollar. Even if she did, time has certainly changed that along with everything else. Her father, while absent in almost every other sense, made sure she was well provided for. Money was never a concern for her, but she saw the way Sam cringed before crumpling up the receipt for her clothes and realized, with certainty, that he was far from having that luxury. So, when he leaves for work, she forces a smile and wishes him a good night. 


When the door closes, her smile fades. By the time she hears the deadbolt sliding into place, it is gone completely and unlikely to return until he does. It is not that she is uncomfortable in Sam’s apartment. She likes the coziness of the small space—relishes in the comforts it provides. The cushiness of the couch, the luxury of television and electricity, are all things that she lacked in the old stone building on the other side of the city. With all these things at her disposal, boredom shouldn’t be an issue (especially in comparison to her old dwellings) but, somehow, it is.


The television doesn’t hold her attention, and she has already managed to read through Sam’s small collection of books. She finds the laptop confusing despite his best efforts to teach her. Lily is half afraid of breaking it anyway, so she generally leaves it alone. It is as she watches Sam try to shove as many clothes as possible into the tiny hall closet washing machine that she realizes what she is missing.


Purpose.


When it was just her and her words, she had filled her waking hours with writing stories. Even though she was lonely, even though the place she called home was no more than a dusty corner in an old, faceless clock tower, she had felt fulfilled. Now, with the blood running fresh through her veins, it is not enough. She craves something to do to fill the hours she is alone, but she also needs to feel like she is contributing to something in this new, unfamiliar world.


The next night, when Sam leaves, her smile is genuine. When the door closes, she does not wait for the click of the deadbolt before getting up and getting to work. She starts with the clothes, mostly because Sam seems to struggle with laundry more than anything. It takes her longer than when he does it, but after thoroughly reading the instructions on both the underside of the washing machine lid and the detergent box, she manages. Still, she is nervous; she has never cleaned or done laundry before. She sits in the hallway, her back against the wall as she watches the machine work with wary eyes. Part of her expects something catastrophic to happen. The spin cycle makes so much noise that she almost thinks it has, but then it buzzes the way the instructions told her it would, and the clothes at least smell clean. Hope rises in her as she lifts the damp clothing into the dryer, and she is even brave enough to start another wash load at the same time. When the dryer beeps, she marvels at the warmth of the clothing as she awkwardly folds it with inexperienced hands.


Emboldened by her success, she goes through the apartment searching for the clothing that did not make it into the laundry basket. She finds Sam’s missing pair of glasses in the pocket of a sweatshirt that somehow managed to get kicked beneath the couch. She sets them carefully on the corner of the table where he tends to set his keys and wallet, before dropping the sweatshirt into the machine with her other finds. Once every last piece of clothing is either hung, or tucked snugly in a drawer, her attention wanders. It is not long before she finds herself in front of the wall of photos. It is also not the first time. 


There are dozens of them; little Polaroid squares fitting corner to corner in no particular order. Some faces appear more than others, and there are more than a few that Lily assumes must be from his workplace. All of them are happy. 


She can’t help but be fascinated by it. 


When she was alive, her own family album had consisted only of posed photos and fake smiles. She remembers the way the photographer would neatly arrange her—a tilt of the shoulders this way, a lift of the chin, smile sweetly but, please, no teeth. Don’t speak, don’t move, be like a doll. The flash would make her eyes water, but instead of blinking she kept them wide and open, because anything less than perfect was unacceptable. 


There are a few photos on the wall that are posed, but so many are candid. She sees one of Finn dancing on top of a bar with a dark haired woman that must be his wife. Another is of an elderly woman in the kitchen, salt and pepper hair escaping her low bun as she cooks. In the upper corner, two women kiss either side of an old man’s cheek and the grin he wears makes her want to laugh with him. Dozens of little captured moments, and Lily’s heart aches with yearning.


This is what she had always imagined family could be, but never had.


Her parents had little time for her. Father was always working, and Mother always entertaining. To her parents, she was more of a chore than a daughter. A pet to be provided for—like the pair of yellow canaries her mother liked to keep in a large wicker cage in the sunroom. Out of the way, but close enough to enjoy when it suited her. From a young age, she had learned it was best to go to her nanny for anything she needed. Ms. Bennett had been kind to her, far kinder than her own parents. She had been the only one to ever ask how her day went. The only one who seemed to genuinely care. When Lily tries to remember the people of her past, it is Ms. Bennett’s kind, honey eyes, the wispy gray curls, and full, fair face that she can see most clearly. She remembers how only one cheek dimpled when she smiled, how her face flushed horribly when she was angry or embarrassed. If she had the skill, Lily thinks she could paint her from memory.


She knows she can’t say the same for her parents. The details she remembers of them are too fuzzy, too unfamiliar. She remembers her mother being very beautiful, can recall being envious of her grace, but the shape of her nose, the exact shade of her blonde hair, escapes her. The memory of her father is even worse. The most she remembers of him is his absence.


For the first time in what must be decades now, she wonders if her parents are still alive. She’s not sure if she even cares to know. Ms. Bennett is certain to have passed.


From the other side of the apartment, Sam’s key turns the lock of the deadbolt noisily. Lily doesn’t bother to meet him—she is still too occupied by her thoughts. Besides, she knows that he will have no trouble finding her.


She hears the sound of his bare feet padding down the hallway. Taking his shoes off when he comes home is a habit of his. Once she had thought it was for the sake of keeping his floors clean, but the way he leaves his shoes and socks haphazardly in the entry makes her think otherwise. “Hey, what are you—whoa.” Sam blinks, taking in the state of his room. “You cleaned.”


She’s not sure how to interpret his blank expression. “Is that alright?”


He scoffs, his mouth curling into a lopsided grin. “You’re kidding, right? Don’t think my room has looked this good since I moved in.” After reacquainting himself with how his dresser looks with the clothes in the drawers, he seems to notice where her gaze lingers. “You like my picture wall?”


She nods, finding more to see the longer she looks. “Yes.”


He taps against one off to the left. “That’s my Aunt Nina and Aunt Maggie. And that’s Lolo.”


She tilts her head, evaluating the wrinkled face of the man he is pointing to. “That is his name?”


“Huh? Oh, no. That’s just what I call him. It means grandfather.”


She gestures to the photo of his grandfather, the one where his two aunts are kissing either cheek. “What is this one’s story?”


Sam grins. “That was the night Auntie Nina proposed to Maggie.” The corner of his mouth lifts into an amused smirk. “Auntie hates karaoke. I can't remember her so much as humming growing up, and she isn't exactly the type to go looking for attention, but she got up there and sang for Maggie. She can't carry a tune to save her life, but it worked. Maggie said yes.” He points to a photo in the top right corner. “That one was at their wedding a few years ago.”


Lily evaluates the picture more closely. She had noticed it earlier, but she had not recognized their white dresses for what they were—wedding gowns. She looks back at the smiling man’s face, tracing the laugh lines around his eyes. “Your grandfather was happy for them?”


At her all girl school, lesbianism wasn’t unheard of. There were two girls in her year that everyone knew were more than friends, but it was all kept very quiet. It was an unspoken rule that such things never be so much as whispered, and while the staff didn’t attempt to catch anyone in the act, they made it very clear that such behavior was considered unacceptable. Taboo.


Sam shrugs. “Well, yeah. They’d been dating for practically forever by then, and Aunt Maggie had been working with Lolo for just as long. I think it made him happy that she could officially be called family, you know? Besides, Lola approved, and Lolo pretty much followed her lead.”


His eyes search, skipping over the photos. “I kinda messed it up by starting in the middle. All the recent ones are on the edges,” he mutters, before he finds the one he’s looking for. “See? That’s Lolo and Lola.”


The photo he points to is faded with age, and the face of the man he calls Lolo is considerably younger but still recognizably him. The woman beside him is laughing and holding a toddler in her arms. Both she and the child share the same eyes, dark and smiling. Familiar. “This is you?”


He rubs the back of his neck, his lips quirking fondly. “Yeah.”


“You and your grandmother have the same eyes.”


“Yeah, my mom did too. Auntie Nina’s are more like Lolo’s—not as dark.”


Lily looks between the pictures. She can see the similarities between his aunt and grandfather. Both their faces are more square, and their deep set eyes are more brown than black.


For a long, drawn out moment he is quiet, but there is an energy humming beneath his skin—a question prodding at the tip of his tongue—that diverts her attention away from the wall of photos. When her gaze rests on his face, he is wetting his lips and having trouble finding something to do with his hands.


Under her questioning stare, he gestures to the wall. “Maybe you could come with me one day? To meet them.” He shrugs his shoulders, his shy smile strained with a nervousness she can’t quite decipher. “They’re dying to meet you, you know. ‘Specially Lolo and Aunt Maggie. They both ask just about every time I see them. Auntie Nina wants to meet you too, though. She’s just, uh, quieter about that sort of thing, I guess.”


He is babbling, but she is glad for it. It gives her the time she needs to stumble through her shock. “You… want me to meet your family?”


The shrug he gives is stiffer, more awkward than the last. “Well, yeah. I mean, if you want.”


“I would like to,” she responds, hesitantly hopeful.


Sam’s brows raise, his head tilting as he evaluates her. “I'm sensing a ‘but’ there.”


Teeth biting into her lower lip, she wrings her hands nervously as she struggles to put her reservations into words. “Will they… know? About me?” She thinks about the phone call he made to his Aunt the night she ran from him. He has never told her how much was said before he realized she was gone, and she has never asked. Now, knowing that meeting his family face to face is in the realm of possibility, she wishes she had summoned the courage to find out.


Sam’s eyes light with understanding, and he shakes his head. “Only if you want them to. I wouldn’t—I won’t tell anyone unless you want me to.”


“I am… not good at being around people.”


The smile he wears is crooked, dimpling a cheek with a silent laugh. “You’ll fit in fine. Trust me.”


There is a confidence when he says it that eases her nerves but can’t abate them completely. She does trust him. More than anyone she has ever known. Her eyes wander back to the wall of photos, feeling small under the weight of their grins. “Maybe,” she murmurs, hating that it isn’t the answer he is hoping for.


His smile dims, but doesn’t disappear completely. “‘Maybe’ is good,” he says, but Lily thinks what he really means is it’s better than ‘no’. Abruptly (mercifully) he switches back to the original subject, his chin nodding pointedly to the wall. “You know something? I’m pretty sure it’s missing someone.”


She frowns, watching curiously as he opens the top drawer of his nightstand. “Who?”


He holds up an old Polaroid camera, excitement palpable. “Us.”


Blinking, she eyes the camera uncertainly. “There is no one to take it for us.”


The laugh he gives is the same as whenever she says something he thinks to be silly. “We’re doing a selfie.”


She doesn’t bother to ask what a ‘selfie’ is. Mostly because, as Sam’s arm drapes over her shoulders and holds the camera out as far as his limb will allow, she is almost certain she is about to find out. 


He is already grinning into the lens when he says, “Smile!”


Lily can’t help but do as he asks, amused by the absurdity of it all. The camera flashes, and she blinks the light from her eyes as Sam’s arm slides from her shoulders and he retrieves the ejected film.


Together, they watch as colors and shapes bleed into the white framed photo. Lily's smile slowly fades as the polaroid becomes more of an image. A miniature Sam grins up at them, but the space inside the circle of his arm is empty. She is not there. 


He frowns down at it, his brow furrowed. "That doesn't make sense. How…?"


She smiles up at him, hoping it is bright enough to hide the pain behind it. “It’s alright,” she says, before trying to change the subject. “Have you eaten?”


Sam’s expression remains unchanged as he looks from the photo to her. “What? No, I mean, yes I’ve eaten, but…” He holds the picture up, seeming almost as disappointed as she feels. “I just, I don’t get it.”


She shrugs, trying to appear neutral, but the action is weak. “I don’t have a reflection.”


“I know, but—oh.” He looks down at the camera, cringing. “Right. I forgot they use mirrors to project it onto the film. I’m sorry, Lil.”


“There is nothing for you to be sorry for,” she says softly, even though she knows what he means. “I should have known better.” Had she taken the time to remember what she is, she knows she would have. She has let herself become far too comfortable. Too complacent. Without her realizing, she has made his apartment into her own little cocoon, a safe haven, away from the rest of the world. The empty space in the photo is simply proof that what she is, what she has become, cannot just be forgotten out of existence.


Disappointment weighs down his shoulders as he looks from the photo in his hand to the collection on his wall. “We’ll figure something else out,” he says. 


Lily isn’t sure if he is trying to reassure himself or her. Perhaps it is both. She nods, hoping the tiny smile she manages doesn’t reveal her doubts. Sometimes it is better, easier, to believe there’s hope. She would never rob him of that, not even for something as silly as a picture.


Sam sets the half empty Polaroid on his nightstand, shaking his head. “What about you? Did you eat?”


“No,” she answers, shrugging. “I am not yet hungry.”


“Still?” The frown he wears is more confused than disapproving, and Lily realizes that, even though there is a question in his voice, he believes her.


“It is not the same for us,” she reminds him, knowing how hungry he gets after only a few hours. Hunger has not visited her since she fed, but she has begun to feel the tiniest of stirrings. Peckish.


“No, I know, it’s just… wow. I mean, I guess it’s a good thing. I just thought…” He rubs the back of his neck, giving her a sheepish smile. “Guess I should have asked first. I sorta, went ahead and picked some up. But, I don’t know, maybe it’ll keep till you are hungry?” He blinks, pausing. Head tilting, his brow pinches in thought. “Does blood expire? I mean, it has to, right?”


She shakes her head. “I do not know.” She has never had the opportunity to find out. It is amusing to her that he should even think to wonder. 


He pats his pockets, looking for his phone. “Must have left it on the counter. Google’s going to be sending me some freaking weird ads with all these blood related questions,” he mutters, already stepping into the hallway. “Next, Facebook will be suggesting some recipes for blood pudding.”


Lily follows him into the kitchen, watching curiously as he picks up his phone and taps at the screen. On the counter, the container of blood is still wrapped in its plastic bag.


“Oh. We can freeze it, I think? Crap, all these articles are about donor blood, not, you know, for eating.” He runs his hand through his hair, the curls he disrupts sticking up between his fingers like stubborn weeds growing through cracks in cement. “You think it matters if it’s low in, uh,” he rereads the print on his screen, “Nitric oxide?”


“I don’t know what that is,” she answers evenly.


“Me either,” he grumbles. “Something about how it delivers oxygen to the body?”


Oh. “Then I do not think it will matter.”


He looks up from his phone to stare at her, puzzled by her certainty. “Why not?”


“I do not need to breathe.”


For a moment he is completely still, with only the sound of his sharp inhale lingering between them as he processes. “Really?” When she nods, he shakes his head. “But you do. Breathe, I mean. I’ve seen you.”


The shrug she gives is tiny and self-conscious. “It is habit.” It feels strange not to.


“Huh. Add that to the growing list of things I didn’t know. Right underneath vampires exist.”


“And that blood can be frozen,” she adds.


Sam gives a snort of laughter, cheeks dimpling in the corners with the force of his smile. “Lil, did you just make a joke?”


“I haven’t decided yet.” She was mostly just reminding him, but she would be lying if she said she didn’t see the humor in her words before she said them. “Maybe.”


He takes the container of blood out of the bag, still smiling as he places it into the top freezer. “I’ll take maybe.” His eyes catch hers, bright with an enthusiasm she doesn’t quite understand. “‘Maybe’ is good.”










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







It is another month before she summons enough courage to venture out of the apartment, and she knows it is only Sam’s encouragement that makes it possible.


There is a feeling of unease stirring in the pit of her stomach—a fluttering that belays her nerves. She stays close to Sam’s side, their arms brushing occasionally as she veers away from the others walking along the sidewalk. The presence of other pedestrians make her palms itch. There were never many people frequenting her route to the park, and those that did seemed to have enough sense to keep their distance. The street they walk down now is very different—the farther they walk from Sam's apartment the more crowded the streets become. There is an energy humming in the air, a static cultivated by all the noise and movement. It makes her feel on edge.


Sam bumps her shoulder with his, successfully gaining her attention. There is a concerned frown pulling at his mouth—a hesitancy in his gaze. "You ok? We can turn back if you want."


She knows they can't. Not really. If they turn back now, he will be late.


It has been six weeks since she fed—six weeks since her reawakening. Every day, she feels herself becoming more aware of her surroundings, and more disoriented. The world has changed in the decades since her death. Sam has been nothing but patient with her, but she feels frustrated with her lack of knowledge. Most things only require a simple explanation—things like text messages and DVDs are easy enough for her to understand, but certain concepts still escape her no matter how much she grasps for it.


The Internet is one of them.


She doesn't understand how it works, and she feels lost whenever Sam tries to explain it to her. Even when he demonstrates the various websites for shopping and entertainment on his laptop (another thing she finds herself adjusting to) she still struggles. When he shows her how to order clothes with nothing more than a keyboard and a credit card, she didn't entirely believe him when he said the purchase would arrive. The next day she watched as Sam opened the door and took the large package from the delivery man in exchange for a signature, and she knew that the world had drastically changed without her.


The knowledge makes her feel more disjointed than ever. The more she learns, the more she realizes how far removed she is from everything she once knew. When Sam sleeps, when he showers, when he cooks, she reads. She reads the stray magazines she finds under the coffee table, devours the morning paper the moment she hears it being set in front of the door. It takes her longer than she is proud to admit to remember that Portland is a city—her city—and she feels disgusted with herself for having forgotten the name of the place she has lived most of her life. Sometimes she reads on the glowing screen of Sam's laptop—mostly the daily news articles.


She steers away from the thing he calls Google.


The empty search bar that Sam showed her, the place she can enter any question and receive an answer, mocks her. She is not ready for the kind of knowledge it can provide her with—not ready to face the answers to the questions that burn her. She doesn't know if she ever will be. It is better, she thinks, not to know what information would follow her parents’ names.


For now, it is best if she only focuses on the present, to familiarize herself with today. There is nothing left for her in the past. The world she knew is dead and gone. It has evolved into something she only barely recognizes, and she knows that it will only continue to change. The articles she reads all point to the same thing. Technology is becoming more advanced, politics more complicated. Every day brings more and more change when she is already struggling to catch up to this decade.


She runs her fingers over the hem of her oversized sweater. The knit fibers are soft to the touch and comforting in ways she had forgotten. It feels good to be in clothes that fit her, even if the bra beneath is uncomfortably tight. It is still a vast improvement over the clothing she used to scavenge from the donation center’s trash bin.


She owes it to Sam to make his life easier in any small way that she can… Even if the idea of being surrounded by so many people makes her uncomfortable.


"No," she says, shaking her head and giving him a reassuring smile. "I would like to meet your family."


He still seems uncertain. "Yeah, but if you aren't ready, I totally understand. I mean, I don't want you to feel like you have to just because you overheard Lolo griping about it."


That is, admittedly, one of the main reasons she is forcing herself to go. She knows going to work without her would be to sign him up for nagging the moment he walked through the door. She has not been blind to the frustrated pull on his brow whenever he receives a text message, or deaf to his muttered complaints about 'nosey aunts' that follow. She thinks over her next words carefully, determined to make sure they are right. "I am scared," she admits softly. "It has been so long since I have been around others, I'm afraid I won't know how to act…” Her eyes lift to meet his warmly. "But I want to feel like I am a part of this world again. I never will if I continue to hide."


For a moment he stares at her, as if confirming that she is telling the truth and not just feeding him the words he wants to hear. After a while, an excited grin dimples his cheeks. "They’re gonna love you, you’ll see."


The smile she gives him is tight—strained. She doesn't share the same confidence that she will make such a great impression. It is all too easy to recall the look of disgust and fear on Finn's face, and she feels a shallow ache across her chest.


She wants them to like her, because they are Sam’s family and she has no doubt that she will like them. But she knows better than to hope for the same in return. Finn is right to fear her. She is a wolf. She will always be a wolf—no matter how much she wishes to go back to being a sheep.


Sam leads her down an alley that quickly dead ends. "Well, here it is!" The oversized neon light above the large wooden door reflects in the puddles at their feet. The lighted tubing is twisted into a shape she is not familiar with, and with the design’s simplicity she has trouble distinguishing what it is. Her eyes lower to the aged wooden sign below it, visually tracing the bright, scripted letters that read ‘Karaoke’.


Sam rubs the back of his neck. “For the record, that's a microphone and not, you know, something else.”


She tilts her head, evaluating the sign more closely. Now that she knows what she is seeing, it is easy to make out the shape as being a microphone. “What else would it be?”


He clears his throat and slides one hand into his pocket. “Uh, never mind. Moral of the story: don't hire neon guys you meet at a bar. Especially if they don't have some kind of portfolio.” He pulls the door open, gesturing for her to enter. “Ladies first.”


She still doesn't understand even half of what he’s talking about, but she steps inside anyway. The first thing she notices are the walls. There are frames everywhere—some are personal photos (a few of which she even recognizes), but most are a random assortment of movie posters, old newspaper headlines, and old black and white pictures.


The woman behind the bar pauses in wiping down a glass, a grin slowly brightening her face. Her skin is rich—like earth after a long rain. Hanging from her ears are large, white floral earrings that Lily recognizes as magnolias. It is fitting; with the force of her smile, Lily half expects to see the flowers blooming in the reflection of her warm, dark eyes. “Well now! Would you look at that!” She leans away from the counter, craning her elegant neck and yelling towards the half-open door to the left of the bar. “Hey, Pops! Come see who Sam finally brought around!”


The older man that steps out of what must be the office shares few resemblances to the young man beside her. While Sam is nearly a full head taller than her, his grandfather nearly matches her height. His skin, though similar to Sam’s tanned bronze, lacks the spattering of freckles that Lily has come to love so much. The square jaw and deep-set eyes are different too. If it wasn't for the deep dimples on either side of his cheeks, and the enthusiastic smile he was sending her way, Lily isn't sure she would ever guess they were related. 


“Ah!” He exclaims, hands held up and eyes lit with a delight she doesn't understand. “You've finally brought her!” Striding forward, he places his hands on her shoulders and kisses either side of her cheek before she has the chance to register what is happening. “I’m so glad you’re here! I’ve been telling Samson to bring you for weeks now! I was starting to think he didn't care about his poor old grandfather’s feelings! Oh, but look at you! You’re even prettier than he described!”


Clearly embarrassed, Sam gives his grandfather a look that might be intimidating if it weren’t for the reddening of his cheeks. “Would you stop?”


“Samson?” Lily gives Sam a questioning glance, intrigued by the way he cringes. 


“Lolo’s the only one that actually calls me by my full name,” he grumbles.


The older man claps a hand on his grandson’s shoulder. “It’s the name your mother gave you, so it’s the name I’ll use.” He turns to her, his smile wide. It emphasizes the heavy wrinkles around his mouth and eyes, but somehow the brightness of his grin only makes him seem younger. Lily can clearly see where Sam has inherited his dimples. “You must be Lily!”


She tips her chin as her hands clasp anxiously in front of her. “Hello, I—it is nice to meet you.” Vaguely, she remembers that Finn had held out his hand for her to shake when they had met, but before she can make the motion she finds arms wrapping around her shoulders in a quick embrace. When Lolo pulls back, his palms rest on her shoulders.


“We are so happy to have you,” he says, voice warm with sincerity. “Isn’t that right, Maggie?”


Sam’s aunt is still behind the bar, leaning with her elbows on the counter and smiling widely as she hums. “Sure is.”


There is a teasing glint in his eyes when he adds, “I was starting to think I’d die before he brought a girl home.”


Beside her, Sam groans. “I told you, Lolo. She’s just a friend.”


He pats her shoulder with his weathered hand before releasing her with a wink. “Well of course, Samson. I never said anything different.”


Lily is not blind to the weary glare Sam sends him. “Why don’t you like it?” she asks, curious. Then, seeing his odd expression, she clarifies, “Your name.”


He grunts, rubbing the back of his neck and looking away. “I went to a catholic school till I was twelve. Do you know how many hair jokes I had to deal with?”


Lolo ruffles said curls fondly. “You do have a good head on you.”


“Though your manners could still use some work,” Maggie teases, coming from around the bar. Hr sculpted eyebrows raise as she crosses her arms under her chest. “You gonna introduce us or just stand there?”


“Like you don’t already know,” Sam grumbles, but gestures to the short-haired woman with curls spun even more tightly than his own. “Lily, this is my Aunt Maggie.” He waves a hand toward his grandfather. “And this is my grandfather, Benji.”


To Lily’s relief, Maggie offers her hand instead of hugging her. “Nice to finally meet you, Sugar. We’ve heard a lot about you, you know.”


Her palm is warm and smooth when Lily grasps it in a tentative shake. Nerves are still buzzing beneath her skin, but the tight smile she gives is a sincere one. “I have heard a lot about you also.”


Benji waves her toward the bar, hand patting one of the red pleather stools. “Come, come. Take a seat and get comfortable!”


Shyly, and with a hesitant glance to Sam, she does as requested. As she sits, her eyes linger on a square of bright teal with a geometric pattern that looks like a mismatched cross—hanging above the bar like a trophy. When she looks closer, she sees it’s actually carpet sitting behind the glass. 


Mr. De la Cruz notices her scrutiny and grins proudly. “Ah, do you recognize it?” When she shakes her head, he seems only mildly disappointed. 


Maggie snorts, already filling a glass of water. “It's a piece of carpet.”


The glare he gives her is well practiced, but there is no bite behind it. Lily suspects this is a conversation they have had before. “It’s history.”


Lips pursed, Maggie raises a skeptical brow. The sound of the glass hitting the wooden bar top in front of her is muted by the cork coaster she sets underneath. “So’s that plaid shirt you’re wearing, don’t mean it ain’t just a shirt.”


“Bah!” He waves her off. “You’ll see. One of these days, it’s gonna be worth some money.” He turns to Lily. “You see, I’m a collector—”


“Hoarder,” Maggie and Sam correct simultaneously.


“I’m a collector. And that there, is not just any piece of carpet. It’s original carpet from PDX.”


“The Portland airport,” Sam supplies, perhaps predicting her confusion. The explanation only prompts further questions, but she thinks it’s better not to ask.


The bell above the door chimes, and Lolo’s face lights up in a smile when a pair of gentleman his age walks in. “George! Bill! Come meet my grandson’s girl friend!”


“We aren’t—”


He holds his hands up, but the cheeky grin he wears makes Lily think he is doing anything but surrendering. “Friend who is a girl. Girl friend.” He holds his hands in front of him, palms only inches apart. “With a space.”


Sam looks like he’s nursing a headache. “This is my friend Lily. Lily, this is George and Bill. They’re my grandfather’s long time drinking buddies. They come every Thursday so Lolo has an excuse not to work.”


Lolo grins, grabbing his jacket from the back of one of the dozen bar stools and leaning over the bar to give Maggie a mutual cheek kiss. “Hold down the fort, my dear.”


“Always do, don’t I?” Maggie nods toward the older gentlemen still waiting patiently by the door. “Ya’ll stay out of trouble.”


The one with the sports hat—Bill she thinks—cackles. “Ah, come on now, Mags. What fun would that be?”


Chuckling, Lolo sneaks in another ruffle of Sam’s hair (expertly dodging the hand that swats at him in retaliation) before shrugging into his jacket. “Come on already!” George urges. “The game’s gonna be starting soon!”


Bill shrugs as the three of them head out. Before the door closes, Lily catches him telling the others glibly, “I’m just here for the beer, anyway.”


Sam runs a hand down his face, looking mildly embarrassed. “Uh, yeah.” He gestures to the door his grandfather just left through. Lily can still hear the echo of their laughter if she concentrates. “So, that’s Lolo. And, uh, yeah.” His lips curl sheepishly and he rubs the back of his neck self consciously. “He’s a bit, uh, eccentric?”


She returns his smile with one of her own. It is easier to forget her own nervousness in the face of his. “He seems very kind.” Much kinder than her own her family had ever been. The love he has for his grandson is apparent; and that alone is reason enough for Lily to like him.


A relieved breath—one she hadn’t even realized he’d been holding—leaves him in a rush, and his careful smile begins to dimple. “He is.” A white apron is thrown over the bar, expertly pelting him in the side of the face and precariously draping over his shoulder.


“Time for work, lover boy,” Maggie chimes with a wide, teasing smile. “Can cuddle on your break, but we got fryers that need starting.”


Sam’s face flames, a muscle in his jaw jumping as he hisses through his teeth. “Aunt Maggie, on the other hand!”


Ignoring her nephew’s dark glare, she nods towards one of the bar stools. “Come on now, Sugar. You’ll be hanging out with me while our boy here gets a start on his chores.”


Sam pauses in roughly tying the apron around his waist, blinking up at the ceiling as Lily hesitantly sits on the cushioned stool. “I… did not think this through.”


Maggie cackles, shaking her head. “You sure didn’t, but don’t worry. Us ladies are gonna have a great time. Pretty sure your grand daddy has your baby album lying around here somewhere…”


Savagely tying off the last knot, Sam casts his aunt a warning glare before laying a gentle hand on Lily’s shoulder. “If she starts bothering you—or actually brings out photo albums—scream for me.” He flicks his eyes towards a set of swinging utility doors behind the bar, his voice lowering. “I’m just gonna be on the other side of those doors, ok?”


Despite his irritated warning, his smile is full of confidence—as if he knows she will not need to call for him. Lily’s not so sure, but she gives him a hesitant nod anyway—reminding herself that this is what she wants; to relearn how to interact with people who aren’t him.


He gives her shoulder a light squeeze. “I’ll be back in a bit.”


She nods, quietly wringing her hands under the bar as she forces a smile. Sam disappears behind the door, and Lily realizes that Maggie is openly staring at her—chin resting on the heel of her hand. Uncomfortable being the focus of the woman’s undivided attention, she fidgets, and Maggie responds with a smile and a tiny shake of the head.


“Sorry, Sugar. Didn't mean to stare. It’s so nice to have a face to the name, is all. Pops teases him so much about bringing a girl home, he wouldn’t even show us a picture.”


Lily, perhaps wisely, refrains from pointing out that a lot of the teasing seems to have come from Maggie herself. 


Maggie places a laminated menu in front of her. “Here, order before the doors open. We're just a two man show down here, so orders can get backed up quick.”


Lily tries to hand it back. “Oh, I don't need—”


Maggie won’t hear of it. “Honey, it's on the house. And if Pops comes in tomorrow and I tell him you didn't try nothing, it'll about break the poor man’s heart.” She pushes the menu closer to the blonde, a smile on her lips but an order on her tongue. “Pick something.”
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She chooses the mac and cheese solely because she has heard Sam speak of it with praise. When it comes out of the kitchen, it’s served in the shape of a smiley face, and Maggie rolls her eyes and makes a comment Lily doesn't fully understand as she sets it down in front of her.


Sam sits with her when he can, but both the customers and the kitchen keep him busy. He and Maggie seem to have developed a routine of juggling cooking and serving, but no matter how long Lily studies them she can't seem to make out any kind of pattern. Somehow they just work smoothly. Lily suspects that the harmony is a result of years of practice.


Maggie is diligent in tending to her. Her glass of water is always full and she is asked at least another four times if she has had enough to eat. Even when Lily stumbles and trips during their conversations, Maggie is kind and patient in a way that Lily doesn’t think she altogether deserves. She knows she is horribly awkward, and she openly cringes when her nerves inadvertently cause her to revert to the ineloquent, simplified way of speaking she had been reduced to back when Sam found her sitting in the rain. Maggie doesn’t seem to fault her for her fumbling; in fact, the way she smiles almost makes it seem as if she finds it to be endearing. The realization makes it easier to speak to the woman, and by the time the clock reads midnight she has found it infinitely easier to interact with her.


It’s near closing time, and Lily is looking forward to when Sam finishes washing the dishes so they can return home, when the man next to her spills his beer. The amber liquid runs off the lacquered bar top and onto her before she can think to move.


Under her breath, Maggie curses. “Go home, Jake. You’re drunk.”


“M’sorry,” he slurs, pulling napkins out of the dispenser a dozen at a time and laying it over the spill with clumsy fingers. His blonde hair is greasy and unkempt, and long enough for the tips to touch his shoulders. When he starts to try and pat Lily’s sweater, Maggie pulls him by the collar just as Lily flinches away from his hands. 


“I’m gonna say it again, Jake. Cause I know you be hard of hearing, and all. I’m cutting you off.” She guides him by the shoulders and gently pushes him towards the door. “Goodnight.”


He nods, but the movement is so exaggerated he looks as if he were trying to impersonate a bobble head. “S’ok. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Maggie sighs, but doesn’t lose her patience even when the middle-aged man turns, off balance, to face her. “Ok, Jake. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Y’know something?” he drawls, taking a tumbling step backward. “You make the best beer.”


She brings a hand to her temple. Lily can hear her muttering a prayer under her breath. “I don’t make the beer, Jake. I just pour it in the glass.” He starts to say something, but she cuts him off. “Goodnight.”


His mouth shuts, pulling into a frown as he stumbles toward the door. “Right, right. Goodnight.” When he struggles to push the door open, Maggie does it for him—holding it open until he makes his way out, and quickly shutting it behind him once he does.


“Good Lord, that man drives me crazy, and it sure as hell ain't in a good way.” She pushes herself off the door, her small heels clicking against the floor as she comes to inspect Lily’s sweater—tsking when she sees the damage. “Sorry about that, Sugar. He’s a drunk if I ever saw one, but he ain’t mean—just stupid. I got a spare sweatshirt you can wear, because no amount of napkins gonna fix that.”


Lily pauses in dabbing at her sweater, dismayed to admit that Maggie is right, but thankful she has a black tank top underneath the gray knit. There are no other customers at the bar or in the private rooms, and she is relieved not to have to deal with any additional eyes on her. “Thank you,” she murmurs shyly before pulling the damp sweater over her head—eager to get the sticky liquid away before it soaks her undershirt as well.


Maggie pauses, the tip of her tongue pressing against the roof of her mouth as if hesitating to speak. After a moment the words come, as kind as they are careful. “Now, I don’t want to embarrass you, but that bra is a couple sizes too small, baby. How are you even breathing?”


Lily looks down at herself. Even through her tank top it is easy to see how her breasts are spilling over the tops of the modest cups. Embarrassed, she tries to adjust them, but knows she is only mildly successful. Maggie’s gaze is sympathetic. Perhaps that’s what prompts her into mumbling the truth. “I don’t think he knew the right size,” she admits, realizing only seconds later what she has confessed.


Immediately, the older woman’s manicured brows shoot up. “Didn’t he now? I’m sorry, Sugar, could you give me a moment?” She turns, opening the door behind the bar. “Boy, your lucky I don't tan your hide!”


Sam stills, eyes narrowing skeptically as he adjusts the bin of dirty dishes in his hands. “What? Why?”


Maggie points to Lily’s chest, completely unabashed. “That’s why. Now I know I taught you better. You gonna buy your girl lingerie, then you best do it right. What the hell were you thinking? You use your hands to measure?”


Face flaming, Sam balks. “Wait, no! It wasn’t—she just needed some new clothes!”


Maggie clucks her tongue, disappointed. “Uh huh. Sure, Honey.” Closing the door, she gives Lil an appraising look. “You know what size you are, Sugar?”


Too mortified to speak, Lily responds with a jerky shake of her head.


“Well, you’re in luck. Come on back with me to the office and we’ll get you sized. Ain’t no more people gonna be coming in this late anyhow.”


Not knowing what else to do, she follows the graceful woman through a side door that is clearly marked for employees only.


The office walls are even more cluttered than the lobby. An old, faded set of blueprints here, creased movie posters and vintage magazine covers there. On one wall, there are stacks of frames lined up like soldiers ready for deployment, but it takes only a quick glance to see there is nowhere for them to go. Lily wonders how long they have sat there, lovingly placed behind glass but without a home to go to. In the far corner is a narrow staircase leading up to the second floor. “What is upstairs?”


“Pops lives up there,” Maggie replies, distractedly rummaging through the desk drawers. After going through two, she grumbles about unorganized old men before finding the rolled measuring tape she was searching for. 


“I used to work at a lingerie store back home in Nashville,” she says, wrapping the pink tape just underneath Lily’s bust. “Long time ago, of course, but some things stick with you.”


It has been so long since she has thought about geography, and even longer since she has looked at a map (she almost regrets not looking closer at the one in the lobby). Lily struggles to pinpoint what state Nashville belongs to. As Maggie readjusts the tape, Lily silently mouths the city’s name before committing. “Tennessee?” It sounds right.


Maggie nods, moving the measuring tape over her breasts. “That’s right. Born and raised.”


“Why did you decide to come here?”


The laugh she gives is sharp and full of irritation. “Honey, I was young and dumb. Thought I found “the one” and followed a boy all the way out here.” Dark eyes smile up at her, full lips pulled back into a smile that shows off straight, white teeth. “Crossed the country for a man, but stayed for a woman. Life’s funny like that.”


Lily thinks about the pictures on Sam’s wall. “Sam’s aunt?”


Maggie hums, smile turning wistful. “That’s right. Best thing I’ve ever done, sharing my life with her.” She rolls up the measuring tape. “Alright, Sugar. You’re looking at about 36D. Write it down somewhere that boy won’t lose it. Now, different brands run on different sizes, you hear? So find one you like and write that down for him too. If he goes and messes it up again, then tell him to find something else to treat you with and leave the bras to you.”


Lily wrings her hands. “We really aren’t—”


Maggie levels her with a look, mouth curving into an amused smirk. “I know, Sugar. I just like to watch him dance a little, ya know?”


She really doesn’t, but nods anyway. Maggie seems to approve. 


Shaking her head and smiling, Maggie rummages through some garments hanging off the wooden coat rack in the corner. “Ah, here we go. Don’t want you getting cold.” She hands Lily a cotton sweatshirt with a large, faded metallic heart on the front. “Just bring it back when you get the chance. Ain’t no rush.”


Lily nods, already pulling it over her head. She doesn’t feel the cold—not like Maggie or Sam do—but she doesn’t want to draw any suspicions by refusing. 


Maggie nudges her shoulder with her own and it feels like she is approving far more than just putting on a garment. “Come on now. It’ll be time to close up soon, and my girl will be needing some breakfast when she gets home. My Nina don’t do so well with the late shifts.”


Lily tugs at one of the sleeves. “Sam says you are a good cook.”


Maggie’s smile is wide, brightening the whole room, and she winks. “I didn’t get a girl like Nina by looking fine and talking fancy. What about you, Sugar? You cook?”


“Never.”


Maggie stops, her brows raised and her lips parted. “Never?” When Lily gives a tiny, self-conscious shrug, the taller woman shakes her head. “Nah uh. That won’t fly. Girl’s got to know how to cook something. How else you gonna feed yourself?” She continues walking, gesturing with a sharp nod that Lily should follow. “Come on. High time you learn something.”


When they enter the kitchen, Sam has just finished cleaning the floors and looks up from wringing out the mop. “There you are. What are—”


“Sam, baby, go pull out two skillets.”


He frowns, baffled. “What? But—”


She cuts him off with a look. “Did I stutter? Lily and I are going to make some breakfast. You in?”


For a moment he just stands there, mop in hand, but eventually he grins. “Yeah. I’m in. What are we making?”


“When you gonna learn that I like to surprise you? My Daddy used to always say, there’s far too few good surprises in life, and let me tell you, my Daddy, bless his heart, was a damn fool about everything else but he was right there. So hush up.”


Sam rolls his eyes, but it is with a fondness that reminds Lily of how very different his family is to the one she was born into. “I’ll go pull out some aprons, too. You getting the ingredients?”


Maggie hums her approval, already pulling things from the pantry. The two of them set up quickly, well practiced in the workings of the kitchen while Lily watches, awkwardly, from the sidelines. The mystery of what they are making is short lived—one look at the ingredients and Sam is quick to guess the menu was biscuits and gravy with a side of fried potatoes, but Maggie seems more proud than upset.


In her hand the knife feels awkward, and Lily struggles to match the neat, efficient slices that Maggie had demonstrated for her. Each cut is less clumsy than the last, and by her third potato she feels the tiniest amount of accomplishment. She is nowhere near as fast as either of them, but she is getting quicker, and the cubed pieces are more even. 


Sam looks over her shoulder, grin contagious. In the time it takes for her to cut three potatoes, he has already slid the first baking sheet of biscuits in the oven and is working on a second. “Hey, you’re doing good.”


Behind them, whisking gravy on the stove, Maggie snorts. “Helluva lot better than your first lesson, that’s for sure.”


Sam sends her a dry look. “I was, what, twelve? Cut me some slack.”


Maggie pauses in her stirring, one hand on her trim hip as she points a long, elegant finger in his direction while holding Lily’s gaze. “This boy goes and cuts himself instead of the sweet potatoes. Then there’s blood all over the kitchen because he's too busy staring at his hand instead of covering it up and putting pressure on it. It was a hot mess.”


“Twelve. I was twelve,” Sam interjects irritably.


“Here I am thinking, boy, this is it. I’m gonna get myself fired for letting the boy play with knives, and I ain’t even been here two months. Of course it’s the one day Pops is off at some family reunion outta state, so I go and close the bar, take him to the emergency. Boy had to get stitches, the whole shebang. And there I was, sitting in the exam room with him and praying to Lord Jesus that I’m not fired over this, when who do you think just happens to be doing their residency that day? Nina. I'm sweating, I got blood all over my shirt, bout to lose it and start begging for forgiveness, and then she just looks between us, shakes her head, and turns to Sam asking “what now?” Sugar, I just about sank to the floor I was so relieved,” Maggie laughs.


“Why is this your favorite story?” Sam groans. “Why can’t it be Lolo falling into the dumpster trying to get that old radio, or Nina setting the alarm off on your birthday?”


Maggie nudges his shoulder with her own. “Ah, don’t be sour. Not my fault your clumsy fingers landed me a date with my better half.” She gives him a goading smile as she goes back to stirring. “Guess you should have thought to introduce us before, then it’d be a different story, now wouldn’t it?”


“The alarm?” Lily asks, mostly to distract Sam from glowering, but also curious despite herself.


“Huh? Oh. She was trying to bake Maggie a cake.”


“So Nina cooks too?”


Sam barks out a laugh. From behind him, Maggie sends him an exasperated glare before turning her gaze to Lily. “My Nina is a very smart, very skilled woman—”


“But she’s a disaster in the kitchen,” Sam finishes. “I might have been a bit clumsy with a knife, but put Auntie Nina behind a stove and you risk the whole place burning down.”


Maggie swats the back of his head. “Load your brain before you go shooting your mouth off. She ain’t that bad.”


The look Sam gives her is incredulous. “She started a fire with the microwave.”


Maggie’s lips purse, stirring the gravy one last stir before turning off the heat. “Yeah, well, sometimes I get cook time and timer mixed up too.”


A smooth feminine voice materializes behind them. It is unfamiliar to Lily’s ears, but the flat tone is similar to the dry one Sam has mastered. “Also, it was archaic. I believe I did us all a favor.” The woman lets the kitchen door close behind her, looking between them. “Is breakfast ready?”


Maggie’s wide smile, and the way she promptly walks over to give the shorter woman a kiss on the lips makes it clear she is Sam’s aunt, but Lily suspects she would have recognized her even without such a bold clue. Even wearing dirty scrubs and an exhausted expression, Nina is just as pretty as the pictures Sam displays on his wall.


Her dark mahogany eyes meet hers, unflinchingly direct. “Who are you?”


The words are so blunt that Lily finds herself hesitating out of surprise. Maggie swats her wife lightly on the shoulder with a roll of her eyes. “Baby, you gone and forgot to leave your serious doctor face at the door again. Put your civilian face on. You’re gonna scare the poor girl.”


Nina raises a dark brow, looking unrepentant. “This is my civilian face.”


Sam scoffs, rubbing the back of his neck and suppressing a grin. “She’s got better manners when you’re a patient,” he reassures her. Lily can’t quite tell if he’s joking or not. “Auntie, this is my friend, Lily. Lily, this is my Auntie Nina.”


Nina blinks, suddenly eyeing her with more interest. “Oh, the one you’re always talking about?”


The tips of Sam’s ears darken. “Thanks for throwing that out there for everyone to know, but yeah. That’s the one.”


Nina is unapologetic. “If you didn't want everyone to know then you shouldn't have talked so much.” She gives Lily a small nod, and it feels almost like approval. “It’s nice to meet you.”


Lily mirrors the motion, a tiny bit relieved that the doctor seems as content as she is to forgo a more physical greeting. “You as well.”


The doctor’s eyes flit between their workstations, and her interest is noticeably peaked as her gaze lingers on the oven. “Biscuits and gravy?” 


“With fried potatoes,” Maggie confirms, lacing their fingers and leaving a kiss on her wife’s cheek. “Told you I’d make coming down here after work worth it.”










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







Lily is reading the instructions on the back of the macaroni box when she hears the knock on the door. Sam has only just left to go to the grocery store down the street for some cheddar and a few other things for the bar, but the evening sun made it impossible for her to go with him. She knows, had he forgotten something, he would have merely let himself in. It has taken time, but he has learned that she no longer requires his careful consideration, and he does not fear for her the way he has in the past. Even though she appreciates his help, she is more than capable of taking care of herself, and she has told him as much.


It is for this reason—because she fully remembers him insisting she not open the door—that she opens it anyway. 


Finn blinks down at her, alarmed.


“Sam is at the store,” she offers, instead of waiting for him to ask. She is not deaf to the way his pulse picked up when it was she who answered, nor is she surprised. The last time Finn entered this apartment, she was covered in blood and looking every bit a monster. She wonders if it is strange for him—seeing her dressed in jeans and a sweater, a box of uncooked macaroni in her hand, and looking entirely human. She opens the door wider in invitation, eager to prove she can at least act the part. “You may wait if you’d like.”


He hesitates, hands slapping nervously at his sides. Lily wonders if he is missing his holster. She fully expects him to decline, perhaps even to leave without so much as another word, so it surprises her when he asks, “What store did he go to?”


Her brain struggles to recall the name, trying to wrap her mouth around the entirely unfamiliar word. “Cos…”


“Costco?”


She sighs in relief. “Yes. That one.”


He sucks on his teeth, fingers tapping against his jean pockets. “Screw it,” he mutters, walking through the open door and eyeing the large, well used pot on the stove. “You’re… cooking?”


She glances at the water, noting that it is still far from boiling, and sets the box of pasta on the counter beside the cooktop. “Maggie and Sam have been teaching me.” A few days ago, Sam had taught her how to make lumpia. Their efforts are piled high in the freezer. “It’s a good skill.”


He raises his thick brows, skeptical. “Can you even eat it?”


Tersely, she nods—reminding herself not to take offense. “Yes, I just don’t need it.”


“Then why bother?”


Lily shrugs. “Sam does.” She thought that would be obvious, but for some reason her answer seems to surprise him.


“So, what? You’re feeding him now?”


“Why shouldn’t I? He feeds me,” she says, not realizing how such a statement sounds until she hears Finn’s raspy intake of breath. Before he has time to respond, she hurries to clarify. “He buys the blood from the butcher.” She gestures to the rest of the meager apartment. “Sam pays for everything. I don’t have a way of earning money, so I try to contribute in any way I can.”


The breath he releases is long winded and sounds like relief. Lily wonders if he had been holding it in the whole time she spoke. “That’s… fair. I guess.”


The water begins to bubble along the sides of the pot, a subdued rumble that reminds her of thunder. Carefully, she peels back the cardboard top, pours in the uncooked pasta, and watches it swirl and dance in the boiling water. “It’s not,” she murmurs, “but it is the best I can do.”


Finn doesn’t answer. She folds up the little blue box before adding it to the pile of recycle she has started in the corner of the kitchen. “Is it something important?” she asks, desperate for the silence to be filled but eager for a different topic. Seeing his baffled expression, she clarifies. “What you need to speak to Sam about?”


“Oh. Uh, not really. Just, been a while since I’ve checked up on him.”


Her head tilts, brow creasing. “But you—” she doesn’t finish her thought, realizing with a pang what he means. Sam and Finn message each other through their phones daily, but they haven’t spoken in at least two weeks when Sam ran into him in the stairway on his way to work. “You thought it was me messaging you?”


He cringes, and it is proof enough that she is right. “I thought it was a possibility.”


She stirs the pasta, avoiding his gaze and ignoring the hurt. “I do not use Sam’s phone. I don’t know how.”


Her words are clipped, but in the quiet space between them they seem to linger. It is, of course, at this moment that her stomach decides to give a low, whining growl. She freezes, mid stir, and glances up at the stocky man—praying his human ears didn’t hear it.


He stares back at her, equally still and looking ready to bolt. “You, uh, hungry?”


She ducks her head. “Only a little. Do not tell Sam.”


Finn hesitates. “Why?”


“He will worry.”


“No shit,” he scoffs, eyeing her warily. “I’m worried.”


Sighing, she sets the wooden spoon on the counter. She knows that Finn’s concerns are of an entirely different nature than Sam’s would be. She opens the freezer and fishes the carton of blood from the back. “I only wanted to see how long it would take,” she mutters, leaving the container on the counter to thaw. She does not bother with the microwave, even though Sam has taught her how to use it. She wouldn't drink it in front of Finn, anyway. When she finally finds the courage and looks up to catch the officer’s gaze, she hopes he can see the sincerity in her words. “I thought it could be helpful to you. There are only four others. I thought if you knew how often they needed to feed…”


Understanding dawns, lighting his eyes. “How long since…?”


“Not since I awoke.”


Finn is staring at her as if she is speaking some other language, but there seems to be some form of acceptance dawning in his gaze. She can see him adding up the weeks in his head. “That was almost two months ago…”


“It will be longer for them,” she offers. “I am the youngest.”


It is a long time before Finn speaks again, but when he does his tone is more open—more like the first time they met and less like the last. He speaks to her like she is a girl instead of a monster. “Thank you.”


She nods, lips twisting into a sad, almost smile. “I hope it helps.”


Finn pulls a chair away from the dining table, before sinking into it. “It will. I’m not sure how yet, but it will.” Something has shifted between them, but it is not a bad change. The way he stares at her is more out of curiosity than suspicion. His heavy fingers drum against the wooden surface, almost keeping time with his pulse. Steady and relaxed. “Can I ask you something?”


She does not understand why he bothers to ask for permission, but nods anyway. 


“After you, you know, rose from the dead or whatever, did you go back to the station?”


“The police station?” she asks, feeling the need to clarify. It seems too silly a thing to ask, but Finn’s short, solemn nod assures her that she has understood him correctly. “No. It wasn’t safe.”


“What do you mean?”


“I… was myself when I woke up. I wasn’t… there was no confusing what I was.” She had woken up, naked and confined in a cold, metal box with only a thin white sheet and a tag with her name tied onto her toe. She had panicked, of course. Had anyone bothered to work late that night, they would have heard her screams, the thundering of her fists against stainless steel. They would have heard her sobs as she wrapped the sheet around her body in an effort to hold herself together. “Why do you ask?”


He shrugs. “Curious. Some of the older guys at the station still talk about your case every now and then. One of them mentioned that a few months after your bod—er, you, disappeared, that your notebook went missing out of the evidence locker. Thought maybe it was you.”


She knows what one he is speaking of—can envision the exact shapes of the splotched stains on the cover. “No,” she answers, voice soft. She looks out the window beyond the living room, unable to see her bench but knowing it is there. “A man brought it to me.”


He frowns. “A man?”


“He recognized who I was… who I used to be.” He had found her sitting at her bench, the sole place she had claimed for herself not a week prior in an effort to escape the dark laughter that echoed in the abandoned building by the river. The first time he saw her, he paled. She remembers noticing how his hands shook when he asked for her name and how he seemed ready to run when she told him. He only visited her a few times, but they were memorable in that he was one of the few men to show her kindness. The night he left her with her old notebook was the last she saw of him, but he had given her more than just half finished stories. He had provided her with a purpose.


"That journal saved me," she confesses softly, wishing she could form the right words to make him understand the gravity of those pages. "I think… I would have lost myself a lot sooner if it wasn't for him.”


Finn is standing, rifling through his pockets in search of his phone. Fumbling, he pulls it out and slides his thumb across the screen. Lily is a moment away from asking what he is looking for when he holds it out to her. “This man?”


On the screen is a photo of a man she only just barely recognizes. Hidden beneath graying hair, deep set wrinkles, extra weight, and a thinning hairline is the echo of the man that had handed her a blood stained notebook all those years ago. “How did you…?”


His exhale sounds like laughter. “When I first got hired on, he was my partner.” Hiding behind his large, freckled hand is a disbelieving grin. “Small world.”


Lily looks back at the picture, smiling. He looks happy. “He is a good man.”


Immediately, he sobers. “Yeah… He was.” The change in tenses is not lost on her, and her gaze snaps up—alarmed. Finn is staring at the photo in her hands with a subdued fondness that comes with missing someone long gone. “He died a few years back. Heart attack.”


“I’m sorry.” She is. There is an ache in her breast, a hollowness. She had not thought of him in a long time, and she had certainly never believed she would see him again, but to be only a few years too late feels cruel. She would have liked to thank him, to let him know how much his one act of kindness meant.


"Does he have a grave?" she asks. He seems to hesitate before nodding, and she smiles sadly in response. In her hand the screen has gone dark. She offers it back to him, regret pricking at her heart. "Then maybe one night I can visit him."


Finn takes his phone, seeming to stare past the blackened window. “I think he’d like that.” He snorts. “Should have known he knew more than he let on. He was a huge gossip, you know. He’d talk about anything and everything for hours. Everything except you. Anytime I asked him about your case, he’d just clam up. Guess now I know why.”


“He never told me his name,” she admits. It hadn’t bothered her before, but suddenly she has the urge to know. “What was it?”


“Rupert MacDonald. Everyone at the station called him Mac.” Finn smiles. “He hated being called by his first name. Said it made him sound old.”


Lily commits the name to memory, sounds it out silently so that she may spell it out over her heart.


Finn nods toward the pot on the stove. “You know, that’s probably done by now.”


“Oh.” She looks up at the digital clock on the oven, but it does her little good when she can’t remember what time she put the pasta in.


Finn must see her distress, because he takes the spoon from her and fishes out a stray macaroni. “Next time set the timer,” he suggests, blowing steam from c-shaped pasta.


“Timer?”


He gestures to the folded up box in the corner. “Yeah. Like, on the directions?”


She frowns, peering into the pot and narrowly missing a face full of steam. “Maggie says directions are for people who can’t cook.”


Finn snorts. “Look, there are amazing, very gifted people in the world like Maggie and my wife that can just throw crap together and make it amazing. For people like us, there are directions.”


“Like us?”


He gives her a dry look. “Sam told me about the muffin incident.”


If she had fed more recently, she thinks she would have blushed to the roots of her hair. “It was an accident.”


“One easily avoided by reading the directions,” he quips, popping the macaroni in his mouth and chewing thoughtfully. “Yeah, you’re good to go.” He turns the heat off. “Where’s that pot thing with the holes in the bottom?”


Lily has no idea what he is talking about, but Finn is already rifling through the cabinets. She has started to look through the drawers in search for anything that remotely fits his description when the apartment door opens. 


Sam’s hand is still on the knob when he sees them, and he freezes even though the door is only halfway open. Two reusable grocery bags hang from the crook of his elbow. Scanning the kitchen, he takes in the various cookware lining his counters as if trying to determine exactly what he has walked into. “Finn, whatever you’re doing, stop.”


Finn looks at him from around a cabinet door. “What the hell took you so long? Where’s the thing you put the pasta in after you boil it?”


Sam, still bemused, takes a moment before answering. “The strainer?”


“Yes! Freaking hell. That stupid thing. Where is it?”


“Oh.” Lily casts Sam an apologetic look, sheepish. “It is in the dishwasher.”


“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Finn grumbles, already opening the appliance and rifling through the bottom rack.


She looks to Sam when she answers. “He called it a pot with holes.”


Sam snorts, smiling as he closes the door. “He would. He’s as hopeless in the kitchen as Auntie Nina.”


“Challenged,” Finn grumbles. “I prefer the term challenged.”


“Whatever helps you sleep at night, Buddy.” Sam drops the bags onto the counter and begins to pull out the contents. “Where’s Julia?”


“Bridal shower. You remember her cousin, Tia?”


“The one you tried to set me up with at your wedding?”


“That’s the one.”


“That was only, what? Six, seven months ago? Now she’s engaged?”


Draining the pasta over the sink, Finn curses under his breath when a few drops catch his fingers. He flicks his hand, as if to shake off the remaining sting. “Yeah. Family get-togethers just got a lot more dramatic. It’s like an episode of Judge Judy, except there’s no one in charge to call them all to order.” He shakes his head, sending his friend an exasperated glance. “Basically, I don’t ask questions anymore. You probably shouldn’t either.”


“Well, alright then. Thanks for the heads up.” 


Awkwardly, Finn continues to hold the strainer full of pasta over the sink—distractedly shaking any remaining water still clinging to the noodles. “She wants to know if you can do dinner next Tuesday. When she comes back.”


Sam sends him an odd look. “Tia?”


“No,” Finn says, rolling his eyes. “Julia. Why the hell would Tia want to see you?”


Dishware clinks together as Sam searches for a big enough bowl for the pasta. Lily watches as he fishes one from the back of the cabinet, body straining to reach. Her eyes linger on his back, admiring the defined line of his shoulders. “I don’t know,” he grunts, fingers finally grasping the bowl. “She wouldn't leave me alone at your wedding, even after I told her I was interested in someone else. Didn't seem like that much of a stretch.”


“Guess that’s true enough.” Finn sends her a glance, as if he’s checking for a reaction from her, but she doesn’t know what he is searching for. When he breaks eye contact, dumping the pasta into the chipped blue ceramic bowl Sam has procured, Lily still isn’t quite sure what she has missed. “So what do you say? You two free?”


Momentarily, Sam stills. The confused pull of his brow makes her think he may be playing the words over in his mind, the way she is. “Both of us?” he clarifies.


Finn rolls his eyes. “Like you would come alone? Yes, both of you. Julia’s gonna want to meet her.”


Sam’s lips spread into a smile so wide his eyes crinkle in the corners. “I think we can clear our schedule. What do you say, Lil?”


Earning an invitation into Finn’s home is more than she ever expected. Lily wonders if he understands the weight of what he is offering. Hesitantly, she looks between the two of them, hands wringing in front of her, and is struck with a whole other conflict. “Does your wife, Julia, does she know?”


Neither of them need further explanation, she can see it in the way their faces fall. Sam looks to Finn, seeming equally curious about his answer.


“She doesn’t even know you exist,” he says, almost apologetically. “I didn’t know how to tell her.”


Sam frowns. “She doesn’t know about Lily at all?”


“No. I just, I made up a bunch of excuses. Alright? So if she asks about your crazy work schedule, just roll with it.”


“Crazy work schedule? What the hell have you been telling her?”


“I was just trying to keep her away from your apartment, ok?”


Lily doesn’t need to ask why. If she knew a monster was living several floors down, she would be afraid for her family too. “You could have told her the truth,” she says.


“The truth,” Finn echoes, laughing under his breath. “I’m still not sure I completely believe the truth, to be honest.” He looks between her and Sam. “Besides… not really my secret to tell, is it?”


She is surprised that he would even extend such a courtesy to her. It is too easy to remember the look of cold horror that Finn wore the night she awakened. Sometimes, when she walks among the living, the scent of fear haunts her. If they only knew, she thinks. If they knew they were walking among monsters, they would wear the same scent like a bitter cologne. From the corner of her eye she sees the relieved sag of Sam’s shoulders, and suddenly she understands. It wasn’t her secret that Finn was protecting, but Sam’s.


“Thanks,” Sam says, genuine. “I appreciate it.”


Finn shrugs him off, almost sheepish. “Yeah, yeah. Feed me and we’ll call it even. I got nothing but cereal and coffee at my place.”










CHAPTER NINETEEN







Meeting Julia is almost as nerve-racking as meeting Sam’s family. While she is Finn’s wife, she can tell by the way Sam speaks of her that he cares for her deeply as well. He tells her that they met each other in their high school English class—that he had been desperate enough for a passing grade to beg her for study help. She learns that it was Sam who introduced her to Finn, and it is clear that he is proud of the fact.


Lily shifts restlessly as Sam knocks on their door and holds her breath when it swings open on oiled hinges. The picture on Sam’s photo wall has, for the most part, prepared her on what to expect. Her wavy black hair is loosely braided and hanging over a petite shoulder, and her round face is bright with an almost childlike excitement. Perhaps it is because she has spent so much time around Maggie, but it comes as a mild surprise when she finds herself looking slightly down to meet the tiny woman’s gaze.


"Sam! Where have you been? It feels like forever!” She hugs him like family, and Sam bends his knees so her arms can wrap around his shoulders. When she pulls away and looks at her it is with caramel colored eyes that are warm with an empathy that makes Lily feel small. "You must be Lily!" She grasps her cold, pale hands in her own warm ones. “I have heard so much about you! Please, please come in! Finn’s just grabbing a few things from the store.”


Lily tries to catch Sam’s gaze, but she is ushered through the threshold before she can manage it. Their apartment is bigger than Sam’s, but it maintains a coziness despite the extra square footage. The smells from the kitchen fills her lungs with the pleasant, warm aroma of spices she can’t place. Combined with the heavy blankets draped over the back of the couch, the woven rugs underfoot, and the vibrant colors scattered throughout, it is more than welcoming. As she steps further into the apartment, she sees that the small wall adjacent to the entryway is lined with open shelving. Unlike the set in Sam’s apartment, they are filled with more books than trinkets.


Her fingers trace the old leather binding of a book titled, Through the Looking Glass and wonders what kind of story the aged, yellowing pages hold.


“Do you like to read, too?” Julia asks, her eyes bright with pride as she glances over her collection before focusing on her. When Lily nods her smile widens. “My Papa taught English Literature before he retired, so I always had access to all the classics growing up.” She nods to the book Lily was just admiring. “You can borrow some if you’d like.”


Lily hesitates, unsure. She gives Sam a tentative look. The crooked smile he wears helps to soothe her nerves. 


“Julia works at the library downtown,” he offers, as if in explanation. “Just don’t dog-ear her pages and you’ll be good.”


The dark-haired woman scowls at him, but there is humor in her eyes. “Yes, Sam has already been put on my blacklist.”


“You… really don’t mind?” Lily asks. Her hands itch to run over the spines of the other books on the shelves, but she reigns in the urge. The broken down books that had once made up her own collection had been treasured almost as much as her notebooks, but as much as she wishes to accept Julia’s offer, she wants to be sure it wasn’t made merely out of politeness.


“Of course not!” Julia leans closer, seemingly overjoyed. “Finn doesn’t touch them, and I only read one at a time.” Her grin is contagious. “They could do with some extra love. Really.”


Despite the nerves still tickling her skin, Lily feels herself responding with a tiny, but honest, smile of her own. “Thank you.”


Julia nudges her shoulder with her own. “Hey, anything for a fellow book lover!” She nods her head towards Sam, a teasing glint warming her gaze. “And, you know, a friend of that guy, I guess.”


“Love you too, Julia.”


She blows him an exaggerated kiss. “Any way, feel free to browse while I check on the lasagna. Mi casa es su casa!”


While the other woman is checking the oven, Lily sends Sam a questioning glance. Somehow he knows without her having to put it into words, and he leans in close to whisper into her ear, “It means ‘my house is your house.’”


“Oh,” she mutters back, impressed “I didn’t realize she was multilingual.”


Sam stifles a laugh. “Yeah, not even a little bit. She bombed Spanish class.” When she blinks up at him—lost more than ever—he gives her a fond smile. “Well, I guess maybe a little. It’s, uh, just a really popular saying.”


Lily nods even though she doesn’t fully understand, when she hears the jingle of keys on the other side of the door. A few seconds later it opens, revealing Finn and several bags of groceries. Seeing them, the red head smiles. “Looks like you made it.”


“Did they have it?” Julia calls from the kitchen, carefully setting the heavy looking baking dish onto a hot plate before stripping her hands of the bulky chili pepper themed oven mitts.


Finn holds up the grocery bag as if it is a trophy and waggles his eyebrows in his wife’s direction. “Let it never be said that I don't bring home the cheesecake.”


Julia gives her husband a hug around the waist, patiently waiting for her him to lean down so she can give him a peck on the lips. “So much better than bacon.”


“Debatable,” Finn hums, “but I’ll take it.”


Sam raises a brow, cheek dimpling on one side as his mouth curls into an uneven grin. “Cheesecake? Since when are you guys so fancy?”


Julia points a warning finger in his direction. “Watch it, or I’ll give you the stale cookies in the back of the pantry and keep the cheesecake to myself.”


Sam shrugs, seemingly unintimidated by her idle threats. “Just wondering how much I’m gonna have to step it up next time I have you for dinner.”


The scoff Finn gives is short and sharp as he pulls the cheesecake out and sets it in the center of the table. “Sam, you don't ever have us for dinner.”


“Well, yeah, this is why,” he retaliates jokingly, following Finn to the dining table. “Your guys’ adulting game is way too strong. It's embarrassing.” He pulls a chair out, his amused gaze reaching for hers. “Here, Lil.”


She sits in the offered chair, relieved when Sam takes the seat beside her despite having already expected it. Having him close is a balm to her nerves; being able to reach out and grasp his hand feels like a lifeline. Finn and Julia sit at the other corner of the rectangular table, sharing an excited smile Lily can’t quite interpret.


A few more jokes are tossed around while they settle into their seats and fill their plates, but there is a small lull as they begin eating—a momentary silence filled with only the soft chinking of silverware and the crackling crunch of garlic bread as they chew. There is something else there, something she can’t quite pinpoint. She glances around the table, her fork laying limp in her hands as it slowly dawns on her.


There is an extra heartbeat.


It is soft and rhythmic, but so fast that she understands why she didn’t immediately recognize it for what it is. She pauses, listening intently as she tries to place it. Her gaze falls to the flat plane of Julia’s stomach, finally understanding the implications. "You're pregnant," she marvels, voice hushed with awe. 


Julia’s delicate, graceful hands fumble with the utensils, eyes widening with surprise. Her mouth parts, but Sam speaks first. "Wait, what?” He looks between his two longtime friends, his excitement building when they both answer back with guilty grins. “Serious?!”


Finn rubs the back of his neck, sheepish. The smile filling his face is so bright, so happy. Lily suspects it won’t be fading anytime soon. “What, you thought I’ve been nagging you to come over for dinner the past week because we actually missed you, or something?”


Sam is already standing, the feet of his chair squeaking against the floors as he pushes it back. “Holy crap! Guys, this is great!” He goes around the table, hugging a beaming Julia and clapping Finn on the shoulder. “When?”


“October,” Julia answers, hand hovering over her lower stomach. “We were going to wait to tell everyone, but, well…” Her eyes drift to her husband.


“I couldn’t take it,” Finn finishes, seeming anything but apologetic. 


Julia turns to her, eyes lit with curiosity. “How did you know?"


Lily falters, unsure of what she can safely admit. "Just a feeling, I guess,” she lies. “You have that, um, pregnancy glow."


Julia’s cheeks flush with happiness, her teeth white and gleaming with the force of her smile. “Well, as long as it wasn’t because the house smells like vomit,” she jokes. 


Finn and Sam both laugh along with her, but Lily can see a curiosity in their gazes. It doesn’t go away as dinner progresses. Even when the topic has moved to things like stingy old high school professors, and the stupid people Finn has had to deal with that week, she can practically feel it brushing against her, it’s so palpable. They both want to know, but neither of them can ask while Julia is there, so it sits on their tongues—stewing. By the time Julia cuts the cheesecake, both men seem to have grudgingly accepted that answers will have to wait for another time.


After they’ve left, and they walk together down the quiet hallways, Sam asks, "How'd you know? Really?"


Lily shrugs, picking at the hem of her sleeve. "I could hear the heartbeat," she answers softly, still a bit dazed by it all.


For a moment he is silent, and then a heavy breath rushes from his lips. "Wow." His grin is soft, full of awe and tempered with fondness. “That’s amazing.” Shaking his head, he stuffs his hands into his pockets. “Can’t believe Finn’s gonna be a dad.”


She is baffled by his statement. “Did you not think he would?”


“Nah, just, I don’t know. I guess I never really stopped to think about it as something that would happen so soon, you know?”


It is a strange sentiment. When she was living, children almost always came after marriage and it was generally agreed on that the sooner they came, the better. She had thought today’s world was not so different in that regard, but perhaps she is wrong. “Is that not how it goes?” At his questioning glance, she clarifies, “Marriage and then children?”


Sam chuckles. “Yeah, I mean, typically I guess. Everyone’s different, but that wasn’t really what I meant, anyway. I just meant… I guess time just got away from me is all. Feels like we were just graduating, and now he’s starting a family. Guess we’re officially adults, now.”


Lily can’t relate. For her, time has been such an abstract idea for too long—something that affects others, but not herself. Time is something she sees. It is in the growth of every tree in her park, the rising of every building. She sees it, but she does not feel it. Not for the first time, Lily thinks she has been robbed of more than just her life.


She follows him down the stairs, her feet only three steps behind. As she stares at the back of his head, she wonders. Someday, she knows, she will be telling time by how many gray hairs coil in those dark curls—she will count them the way she used to count lined pages. She tries to think of how long it has been since he sat on her bench, but the number is difficult to grasp. It feels like it could have been last week or a lifetime ago, and nothing in between. Her steps falter, her grip tightening on the baluster.


Will it feel this way in a year’s time? In ten? In twenty? When his youthful face has aged into one of wrinkled grins and gray hair, when his joints creak and his heartbeat begins to sound weary, will it feel like she has had a lifetime? She has always known it would never be enough—that he could live to a hundred and she would still want more—but it had never occurred to her that a lifetime, his lifetime, could feel so, so short. 


He turns, sensing that she is no longer following. There must be something in her expression, because his soft smile quickly fades. “Lil?”


The words are there, burning in her throat, but she swallows them down—wraps them around her heart so tightly she knows they will be branded there forever. “It’s nothing,” she says, her voice smooth as glass despite the troubled storm brewing beneath. “I just remembered that I forgot to switch the laundry.”


Sam’s stare is evaluating, sharp in his scrutiny, but he doesn’t push for a different answer. Even though she’s certain he knows one exists. He never does. “It’s ok,” he says, “We’ll take care of it.”


Lily suspects he isn’t talking about damp clothing.










CHAPTER TWENTY







When it happens, it is by accident.


Sam is using the camera on his phone, taking a picture with a dry expression and his middle finger raised high—for Finn, he tells her, but does not explain why—when he sees it. Immediately he stills, his lips slowly curling into an excited smile. “Lil! Lil, look!”


She does (because how could she not?) but it takes her longer than it should to realize what she is seeing. On the screen is Sam and a woman—a girl—that she barely recognizes. A girl that blinks when she blinks, moves when she moves. A girl that is her.


With shaking hands, she takes the phone and brings it closer until the frame is filled with the image of her face. She touches her cheek with tentative fingers, reacquainting herself with the pale, faded freckle on her chin—a souvenir from the days before her mother decided to start caring about her complexion. “How?” she breathes.


Sam is laughing, shaking his head and running a hand through his hair. “Digital! No mirrors!” He says it like it's obvious, but she still doesn’t understand. She doesn’t care. His grin is infectious, and the arm he throws around her shoulders is warm. “Smile!”


He needn’t have bothered to tell her; she is beaming and her cheeks are burning from the force. When Sam taps the button at the bottom of the screen, there is a sound of a camera shutter and she holds her breath. For perhaps the first time since she has awakened, she allows herself to hope.


He wastes no time pulling up the image, his smile impossibly wide as he shows it to her. “Welcome to the 21st century, Lil.”


On the screen is them, but for her it is more. In the thousands, perhaps millions, of colored pixels that make up her image, is proof that she is more than a ghost of a girl wandering in a time never meant for her.


It is proof that she exists.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







She laughs more and smiles often.


There is a comfort that comes with routine. She looks forward to Tuesday night dinners with Finn and Julia; enjoys the few nights a week she follows Sam to the bar. Maggie has begun putting her to use in the kitchen: prepping food, washing dishes. It’s only later she finds out that, technically, she’s supposed to have some sort of license to be in the kitchen at all, but when she asks Maggie about it, she just puts her finger to her lips and gives her a wink. She still does not have the instinct for cooking the way Maggie does, and she still has a tendency to overcook the food whenever she is given the chance, but she has become more than proficient with a knife. Mr. De la Cruz offers to put her on the payroll, to hire her officially, but she declines before he can hand her the forms.


She has nothing. No identification, no social security number (at least not one she can use). She doesn't know the fine details, but she suspects she needs these things if she were to become an employee. The government only knows of her as someone long since dead—she doesn't dare do anything that may lead them to discover otherwise. It is a wise decision in more ways than one.


It has become clear that, while they have quite a few loyal patrons, the majority of the business comes on Friday and Saturday nights. Lily is not convinced it is enough, but when she voices her concerns to Sam he only shrugs.


“He’s fine, trust me,” he says. “I mean, Lolo isn’t well off by any means, but he isn’t hurting either.” She believes him, because she knows nothing about business, and Sam has grown up within these walls. She finds out later from Maggie why Sam is so confident in his grandfather’s success despite never dealing with the books. Benji de la Cruz had bought the building for next to nothing in comparison to its worth now, and the mortgage has long since been paid off. 


Occasionally, Nina comes on her days off and sets up her work laptop at the end of the bar. Her father fusses over her with an enthusiasm that makes them both sound younger than they are, saying her full name (Nenita, Lily discovers) and pet names such as ‘darling daughter’ interchangeably. She does not seem to share her nephew’s disdain for her given name, but then Lily isn’t sure she would know if she did. She finds that Nenita is a woman of few words, even when she isn’t being distracted by work. The words they do share are usually pleasant and always short; a stark contrast of Maggie’s constant banter. She sees how they are a good fit together. Nina exudes a poised sort of confidence, a steadiness, that is almost intimidating when you have her full attention and she is directing questions. Lily imagines that, at work, she has no problems with extracting truth from her patients. Under her sharp eyes, Lily sometimes feels as if she is being carefully dissected, one careful layer at a time, and she bites her tongue—afraid that it will be compelled to confess her secrets. 


If she had nothing to hide, she thinks it would be different. She is not blind to the way Maggie softens when her wife is around. The same intensity that puts Lily on edge, seems to put the taller woman at ease. One day, while filling some beer mugs from the tap, Maggie tells her that Nina is her rock. It’s a term of endearment Lily has heard in passing, but not quite one she has ever understood. “If she is your rock, what are you?”


Maggie laughs, as if she has just delivered the punch line to a joke. “Me?” She shakes her head, rubbing a short, tightly coiled curl above her ear. “I guess I’m her water.” She sets the last of five mugs on the tray, her full mouth tilting into a tender smile. “She slows me down—keeps me steady—and I smooth her edges.”


It’s not a metaphor she has heard before, but seeing how they interact with each other, it is one Lily fully understands. They compliment each other. She looks at Sam and wonders if he is rock or water. To her, he feels like a bit of both.


It is Thursday night, and Lolo has already left to have his weekly night out with his friends. There have been relatively few customers, but one of the private rooms has a group of nine, and there was a couple sitting at the bar that only just left a few minutes ago. Lily is helping Maggie mop up some spilled cranberry juice behind the bar when she hears the bell above the door jingle. She looks up, a greeting ready on her lips, but she ends up swallowing them instead of speaking them.


There is a weariness in the way Finn walks through the bar door. Maggie must sense it too, because instead of popping the top of his favorite imported beer she pours whiskey over ice. “Go on and take this to our friend there, Sugar. I got to go check on that private party, and Finn’s lookin’ like he could use it sooner rather than later.”


Mutely, Lily nods. Maggie doesn’t usually let her serve anything more than food or soft drinks, but she doesn’t argue. The southern woman has always had an innate ability to know just what someone needs. It is a level of empathy that Lily envies, because even as her hands close around the chilled glass, she does not know what she can possibly do to ease the tension in the officer’s shoulders.


It’s not uncommon for him to stop by after a shift, but tonight is different. There is no smile as he sits at the empty bar, no witty greeting, just a solemn nod and a grunt of “thanks” as he accepts the glass of whiskey he never even asked for.


"Bad day?" she asks hesitantly. She already knows it was. The way his shoulders slump and the slow, careful tilt of his glass tells her as much.


His eyes slide over to hers, and for a moment he seems to consider lying. "You could say that." He swirls the amber liquid, his lips pressing together. "One missing persons and one homicide." He snorts, disgust turning his lips. "Bastard just left the body in the alley like she was trash." He gives her a meaningful glance, his voice lowering. "I think one of your old… roommates might have had something to do with it.”


Immediately she feels her body stiffen. Finn has asked several times for the details of the coven’s location. She has refused each time, but she knows he will ask again anyway. Even though she knows where this conversation will lead, she still lets the question pass her lips. “Why?”


"Throat trauma,” he answers, staring into his glass unseeingly. “And the body was pretty much drained dry—forensics think she must have been killed somewhere else, but I didn't see any evidence that the body was moved."


Lily closes her eyes, feeling slightly ill. She grips the counter, glancing over her shoulder to ensure Maggie has not yet returned. "It… it must have been newly risen." When Finn shoots her a sharp look, she tucks a stray hair behind her ear anxiously. "He—the one they call Father—he doesn’t like messes. The others, the ones that were there when I left, they would have known better than to leave anything behind."


He snorts, rubbing a large hand over his tired eyes. “Wonderful. Just one more monster on the street.”


“No,” she says, shaking her head. “Whoever killed that girl, they are probably nothing more than dust by now.”


“Yeah?” he asks, hesitantly hopeful. “What makes you so sure?”


“I told you—he doesn’t like messes,” she says darkly, unable to meet his eyes. “He’s killed his children for less.”


Understanding flickers in his eyes, and he laughs bitterly into his drink. "And here I was thinking fewer bodies meant fewer monsters. Fucking hell." He takes a long drink of whiskey and a moment of tense silence passes between them before he asks, under his breath, "Still won't tell me where they hide out?"


She shakes her head. "No." Nothing has changed—the one they call Father would destroy any specialized team Finn sent in. Worse—he could send them back out. The idea of a heavily armed team of soldiers under his control makes her physically shiver. It would be a bloodbath—one the coven would surely take advantage of. "I'm sorry," she murmurs, but she's not entirely sure if she's telling the truth.


He shrugs. He has stopped being irritated by her answer weeks ago. "Figured as much."


She regards him, too curious to be cautious. "Why do you still ask?"


"Doesn't hurt, right? Maybe one of these days you'll change your mind." He says it with a heavy smile—like a lighthearted joke trying to distract them from the fact that there is one girl missing and another dead. Lily can't find it in herself to smile back.


"Oh," he sets his glass down and fumbles through his coat pockets. "Almost forgot. I picked you up something. Better take it before Maggie comes back."


He hands her a card—a license—and Lily is shocked to find her picture from before she died staring back up at her from the rigid plastic. "How did you–?"


"I know a guy," he states simply, the ice in his drink clinking against the glass. "Figured it was about time to get you an identity. Hope you don't mind being Ms. Lily Smith. Leblanc isn’t exactly common, but I figured it’d be better to play it safe."


She nods, understanding his concern. Her death is not fresh in the public's mind as it was forty years ago, but the name Leblanc is still a powerful one to the right ears. Old money always is. “Thank you.”


He shrugs, eyes darting over her shoulder only a split second before giving her a tired, albeit honest, grin. “Made sure the guy made you twenty-one too,” he says, waggling his bushy eyebrows and holding up the remainder of his drink. “You’re way past due for alcohol privileges.”


She’s not even sure alcohol would work on her, but she smiles anyway—appreciating the sentiment. “Thank you.”


He waves her off, as if it is nothing, and takes another drink. “Was no trouble.”


Lily knows better than to believe him, but doesn't say otherwise. 


Behind her, the door to the kitchen swings open. Sam’s hands are full with a tray weighed down by the large parties’ order of buffalo wings and cheese fries, but he is still quick to notice the remaining whiskey in his friend’s glass. Smile faltering, he pauses in the doorway. “Everything alright?”


Finn scoffs, staring at the almost empty glass in his grasp. “Yeah, I'm almost empty. What's a guy gotta do to get a refill around here? The service here is—” he pauses, eyes staring over Lily’s shoulder. When Lily looks, Maggie is there with her arms crossed and an eyebrow raised. “Absolutely exemplary,” Finn finishes. “Top notch.”


Maggie hums, sliding back behind the bar and grabbing the whiskey off the shelf. “Uh huh. Give me your glass, you freeloader. You obviously need more, talking fancy like that.”


Finn laughs under his breath and taking one last drink before handing her his the empty glass. “Julia’s been reading Sherlock Holmes. Out loud. Something’s bound to rub off.”


Sam snickers, letting the weight of his tray rest on the edge of the counter. “Really? Thought she gave up on you ages ago.”


Shaking his head, Finn’s mouth curls skeptically. “She’s not reading it to me. She's reading it to the baby. Something about getting a head start on language skills or something? I don't know.”


“Honey, if it makes her happy you just roll with it. Bite your tongue till it bleeds if you got to,” Maggie advises, almost sympathetic until her gaze flicks over to Sam. “That for Room 2?”


“Hm? Oh, yeah.” He offers it to her. “You wanna take it? I’ll let you take the entire tip.”


Maggie grins, seeming amused. “What makes you think I want it?”


Sam shrugs. “Auntie Nina’s birthday is in a few weeks.”


“Ain't you clever,” she says, fondly ruffling his hair and ignoring his weak protests. “Hand her over, but don’t think this means I’m doing all the waiting tonight.”


Smug, Sam hands her the tray. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”


The look Maggie sends him is dry and full of skepticism, but there is a tiny smile flirting at the corners of her mouth as she takes the tray. “Uh huh.”


Sam’s grin is crooked as his aunt walks away, resting his elbows onto the bar top and leaning into her until their shoulders bump playfully. “Auntie Nina figured out her present one year from the bank statement,” he explains, but then his gaze catches on the piece of plastic in her hands and his smile drops.


“Holy crap.” He takes the card from her, evaluating it more closely. “Finn, how’d you –”


The officer waves him off as he takes another drink. “I pulled some favors, alright? Don’t make a big deal out of it.”


Sam sends him a goading smirk. "Smith? Really?"


Finn groans. “Bloody hell, here we go.”


Sam holds his hands up, voice light. "I'm just saying you could have put a little more effort into it, is all."


Finn's expression turns dry. "What, and given her something like De la Cruz?"


Sam sputters, and Lily can almost feel his embarrassment match her own. "No! I didn't—I never said—“


Shooting back the rest of his whiskey, Finn throws him a sly glance. "Wow. Didn't think you'd have such an issue with having a sister. Guess it's a good thing you're an only child."


Sam gapes uselessly for a moment, his complexion quickly becoming red in what Lily assumes is a mixture of humiliation and anger. “I hate you.”


Finn tips his glass with a smirk. “Love ya too, buddy.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







Lily is helping Maggie in the kitchen, peeling potatoes in preparation for Room One's double order of chili fries, when Mr. De la Cruz asks:


"Do you have any plans for tomorrow? For your birthday?"


Sam's hands are wrist deep in soapy water and busy scrubbing at a pan, but the question causes pause. "No, no plans."


There is a nervousness in Benji that Lily has never seen. He turns the gold wedding band back and forth over his aged knuckle. "You know, we could do something here if you'd like. We're closed anyway, so we wouldn't be losing any business if you wanted something private. You could invite Finn and Julia—anyone you want." 


The way he says it is so cautiously hopeful, it speaks of a history she isn't aware of. The peeler in her grasp has stopped halfway down the potato. She gives Maggie a questioning glance, but the other woman doesn't return it. The blade of her knife continues to chop and slice, but there is a tightness around her mouth that tells Lily she is listening as closely as she is.


Sam continues scrubbing, avidly avoiding his grandfather’s gaze. "Thanks, Lolo, but I really just want a quiet birthday this year."


It’s not hard to read the disappointment on Mr. De la Cruz’s face. His whole body seems to sag. “Of course. Maybe next time.”


“Yeah,” Sam says, but it feels more like an effort to appease his grandfather than genuine interest. “Maybe next year.”


Lily looks between them, becoming more anxious over the exchange when Lolo gives her a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes and pats her shoulder. “Well, this old man’s gonna head upstairs and into bed. You keep an eye on that stubborn grandson of mine, yeah?” When she gives him a tentative nod, he gives her shoulder a tiny squeeze before dropping his hand and turning towards his daughter-in-law. “Goodnight, my dear. Don’t forget there’s that big party of ten coming in about an hour.”


Maggie leans away from the counter, twisting to accept his cheek kiss. “I got it, Pops. Go get yourself some shuteye.”


He nods, but his smile still seems weighted as he closes the office door behind him.


The kitchen goes quiet, filled with only the dull sound of the knife meeting the cutting board and the running water from the sink. It's not until Sam leaves to take the trash out, that Maggie speaks. "No need to worry, Sugar. It's the same every year." She drops the slivered potatoes into the fryer, watching as they hiss on impact. “Pops just got his hopes a little higher this time is all.”


Lily stares at the door Sam just left through. “I didn’t know.” It’s been so long since she has even thought of her own, that it has never occurred to her to ask about his. “He never told me.”


Maggie shakes her head, agitating the frying basket. “He wouldn’t have. I think that boy would just let it pass on by if we let him.”


When she was alive, birthdays were not something she particularly looked forward to either. Her parents would use it as an excuse to throw a party, but the invitations only ever went to their own friends of high standing and business partners. The only participation she had in the celebration was to be put on a pedestal and play the part of the grateful, demure daughter. She would hear choruses of birthday wishes, but only one would ever feel sincere. Ms. Bennett would make her pancakes the morning of her birthday. She’d stack them up, drizzle them in blackberry syrup and whipped cream, and top them with a lighted candle. Lily remembers it being the only part of her birthday that she actually looked forward to. 


Lily knows the De la Cruz family now—she is more familiar with them than she had been with her own—and she knows that Sam’s aversion to birthdays must be for entirely different reasons. She almost asks, but she can hear Sam’s footsteps, so she bites her tongue with a silent promise to talk to him about it later.







X







The tension doesn’t ease even though there is no more mention of birthdays. The silence seems to weigh on the clock hands because it feels like it takes forever to reach closing time. Questions still sit heavily on her tongue, but she holds them back as they tell Maggie goodbye and start the walk home. She has every intention to wait until they are in the safety of their apartment, but ten minutes into their journey he stops at in intersection despite the crosswalk being clear.


“Sam?”


He stares down a road she has no memory of traveling. “I… I have this kind of… tradition, I guess.” He rubs the back of his neck, hesitantly meeting her gaze as he gestures down the street. “At the cemetery.”


Her confusion is short-lived.


It is an older memory, one of their first together, but their conversation of stars and his mother’s place among them is still clear in her mind. A heaviness settles over her chest—a guilty pressure for not realizing sooner. She no longer feels the need to ask why birthdays are something he doesn’t wish to celebrate.


Lily shifts, fingers fiddling with the hem of her shirt. His expression is hard for her to read. She isn’t sure if he is asking for her to leave or to stay. “Do you want to be alone?”


Swallowing, Sam shakes his head. “No, I—I was going to ask if you’d like to come.”


Her breath leaves her, and the tightening around her heart increases for entirely different reasons. She senses that this is not something he has shared with anyone else. That he would trust her with something so close to his heart makes her own ache. “Yes.” 


Nodding stiffly, he stuffs his hands into his hoodie and tilts his chin to the road on their right. She can hear him fiddling with something in his pockets. “It’s, uh, this way.”


Lily follows, only a step behind, and stares at the hard line of his shoulders. The quiet between them is stifling in ways it isn’t normally. She feels as if there is something she should say, but any words she comes up with never leave her—they feel too much like an effort to fill the silence and not much else. The cemetery is a fifteen minute walk, and by the time she sees the gates she still hasn’t found anything constructive to say. The entry is clearly locked—big padlocked chains wrapped around the front makes it feel more like a prison than a resting place. Lily hadn’t even considered that the grounds would be closed, but Sam walks past it, following the fence line, as if he had expected nothing less. When they get to the back corner, she understands.


There is a single rail missing in the stretch of fence, creating a gap just big enough for a person to squeeze through. Sam threads his arm through first, then his head, then his body. From the other side, he holds out a hand to help her balance as she follows his example. It is a tight squeeze, bordering on uncomfortable, but she makes it. She expects him to release her hand, but he only readjusts so he can hold it more comfortably.


“It gets dark out here,” he says, as if by explanation. Lily doesn’t remind him that she sees better in the dark than he ever will. The warmth of his palm is soothing to her nerves.


Sam navigates them through rows of mismatched tombstones, never faltering. Most have been darkened by the elements over time, but some of the newer stone glows like ghosts in the half-mooned light. She can read a majority of the etched names, but some are too deteriorated and would require closer inspection than she has time to give. One towers above the rest, looming like a shadow. When they pass it Sam takes a hard left and counts under his breath. His steps slow and stop at what would be number thirteen, but the number is never mumbled.


It is modest, simple with curved corners and only rising to her knee. Age has begun to barely soften the letters marking the front, but she recognizes the name immediately. 


Eleanor de la Cruz.


Sam pulls a lighter from his pocket, and a few tea lights from the other. With steady hands, he lights them one by one until the face of her gravestone glows in the warm light. He sits with his knees folded, his fingers drumming nervously on the denim. “You can, uh, you know. Sit. If you want.”


She's not entirely sure what she wants, but she sits anyway, because it would feel strange not to—like standing during a dinner party. 


For a long time they don’t speak, and Lily finds her eyes roaming from his mother’s tombstone to his face. She looks for something in his expression, a pull of his brow or a tick in the muscle of his jaw, but he is still. If it weren’t for the candlelight casting shadows over his face, she might mistake him for another statue. She finds it jarring. There is something inherently wrong about Sam not being in motion. It reminds her too much of herself; too much of cold benches and colder nights with only the stars to speak to.


“When I was growing up, I used to ask about my dad all the time,” Sam murmurs, anxiously licking his upper lip. “Who he was. Where he went. Lolo and Lola always said they didn’t know anything—Auntie Nina too—but I always thought they were lying.” He dusts off a corner of the headstone. 


“I found the copy of the police records when I was fifteen.” The tiny, hushed, laugh he gives is edged with bitterness. “Turns out they weren’t.” He runs a hand through his hair, fingers tangling in the curls that no one else in his family has inherited. He winces, lips pulling back into a pained grimace. “My mom… she didn’t get a good look at his face. It was too dark. They didn’t even have any suspects.”


Lily thinks of the first time they met—of how his eyes nervously watched the group of drunken men on the street. In the quiet moments she would sometimes find herself wondering, but she had never summoned the courage to ask. “That’s why you sat at my bench.”


He shrugs weakly, avoiding her gaze. “What if they had tried something, and I had just… left you there?”


She doesn’t tell him there were others that had. Doesn't remind him that if they had dared to stop they would have been sent on their way, like all the others before them, by her will alone. She doesn’t, because she knows it doesn’t matter. She had never been in any danger, but Sam had saved her all the same.


“If someone had stopped for my mom—someone had to have heard her. They had to have. If someone had just stopped to help.”


“You wouldn’t be here,” she reminds him, voice soft. 


Sam says nothing; only stares down at his mother’s name. Somehow, his answering silence is worse than words.


“You wouldn't be here,” she repeats, more firmly this time, “and I would still be alone.” Without him, she would still be dying instead of living. She would be on her park bench now, staring into an empty playground and missing the words she used to write with. Maybe one day she would have forgotten to fear the sunrise, too.


Sam is silent; his dark eyes staring into the face of the tombstone. “You asked once, if I missed her. I think… I wish I did. Maybe if I did, I wouldn’t feel so—” he stops, the corded muscles in his neck tight as the word sticks in his throat. Lily doesn’t try to force it free. She knows what it sounds like. Knows how it feels.


She lays a hand on his, gently urging his palm to open so she can weave their fingers together. When they are fully entwined, he squeezes her hand as if it is the rope keeping him from drowning. “It’s ok,” she soothes, leaning her head against his shoulder. “It’s ok to be sad that she is gone, but happy to be here.”


The sigh that leaves him is heavy with a lifetime of guilt. It claws up from his lungs as if it were a living, breathing thing. Lily can feel it settling at their feet, still there—still growling—but its claws are no longer piercing his heart. She wishes it had been buried with his mother before it had the chance to grow. Before it could hurt him.


She wishes she could sink her hands into the empty spot between the headstones and bury it herself.
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That morning she makes him pancakes. They don’t have any syrup, but she finds a jar of strawberry jam in the back of the fridge and she figures it should work just as well. There are no candles, mostly because a thorough search of the junk drawer was without success, but she thinks Sam understands anyway. He is still rubbing the sleep out of his eyes while she anxiously holds the plate out to him. There is only a moment of hesitation, a quick questioning glance, before understanding lights his eyes.


“Happy birthday,” she says, voice barely over a whisper. The moment feels fragile; she is afraid of breaking it by speaking too loudly.


He reaches for the plate, his mouth curling into a shy sort of smile, and Lily feels the weight over her heart lift away. He still doesn’t agree to a party, but they do have a late family dinner at Nina and Maggie’s old craftsman style home. Lolo arrives shortly after them, and there is a gratitude swimming in his glassy eyed expression that makes her think things are exactly as they should be.


When the room is illuminated by only a dozen candles and the sound of singing, Sam smiles instead of flinching.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







She becomes more independent. 


Most nights she goes with Sam to the bar, but not always. Sometimes she simply stays home, curls up on the couch and reads one of the many books from Julia’s collection. Occasionally, when she is feeling brave, she leaves the apartment by herself. Usually it is purely for practical purposes—the need for a few groceries or to deliver something Sam has forgotten. He has taken to leaving a modest amount of cash on the counter in case of such outings.


Her bench has been calling to her, whispering a lullaby that Lily can hear even through the panes of glass separating them. It is silly, she knows, especially now that she remembers its significance. She wonders if any of the others feel the same pull towards their place of death, but she knows she will likely never find out. She does not plan on seeing them again—not if she can help it.


Her books, still sitting in the musty clock tower, cry out to her, but she knows better than to answer. As much as it hurts to leave them behind, they are not worth the risk. Exposing herself could mean exposing Sam, and she would die all over again before she would endanger him. The books Julia lends her help to soothe the ache—the more she reads, the less she misses the words she left behind.


It takes only two days to read Pride and Prejudice. Les Miserables takes her a week. While Sam sleeps, she curls into the corner of the couch and devours page after page with greedy eyes. It doesn’t occur to her that her reading pace is unnatural, not until she is faced with Julia’s shocked expression when she returns three books to her within a few days of borrowing them. After that she paces herself; one book for every week. Even if she finishes it within the first day.


Lily reads through about a quarter of Julia’s personal library before a thin book, its cover so faded with age she can’t make out the title, catches her attention. When she opens to the cover page, she can barely contain her smile.


Romeo and Juliet.


She thinks about the ripped copy she clung to not so long ago, and of the night Sam filled the empty space in her heart that the missing pages had left. Now, with the volume in its entirety sitting in her hands, she feels the same thrill buzzing beneath her skin. “May I borrow this one?”


Julia’s smile is sincere, if a bit exasperated. The dark haired woman has told her time and time again that there are no books off limits to her, but Lily still feels compelled to ask. “Of course.” She slices through the onion on the counter, the blade meeting the butcher block with a dull thunk with every pass. “Are you staying for dinner tonight? Finn should be home pretty soon.”


Lily shakes her head. The meal Julia is preparing is sure to taste wonderful, but the book weighs heavily in her hands, and she is eager to read it. Besides, she and Sam are already planning on joining the couple for dinner in a few days—as is their usual Tuesday night routine—and she knows she will have plenty of time to visit then. “Thank you, but I have some things to do.”


It is not a total lie. There is at least one load of laundry that could use her attention, and it has been a while since she last swept. Julia’s smile is too understanding though, and Lily thinks she is perhaps more perceptive than she gives her credit for. Her suspicions are confirmed when, upon leaving, the petite woman sends her off with a chimed, “happy reading” instead of a goodbye.


She forces herself to load and start the washer before settling on the couch with her borrowed literature. She remembers most of what she has read, but she starts from the beginning anyway—eager to savor the words all over again, with the knowledge that the ending is waiting for her.


Only, as she introduces herself to the pages she’s never met, she is horrified. She had always mourned not having the ending, but now, as she stares at the opening lines, she realizes that if she had only had the first page, she would have known.


Romeo and Juliet don't live happily ever after—they die, needlessly, in the dark corners of a crypt.


Part of her doesn't believe it. Part of her simply can't. So she reads, eyes frantically drinking up the words like a man half mad with thirst. She is reading, and rereading, the parting words—her lungs frozen and forgetful as she stops breathing. 


This is how Sam finds her, but she hardly registers the sound of the front door closing until he speaks.


"Geeze, what a freaking day." He throws his keys onto the counter, already slipping out of his shoes with a groaning sigh. "Had a party of twenty today. Twenty. I'm beat."


From the couch she says nothing. The book lays heavy in her hand, the words on the last page glaring up at her. She is frozen. 


"Lil? You ok?" Seeing her expression he stills. "What's wrong?"


"You lied," she whispers. Saying the words out loud makes the pain in her chest more real. Something is brewing, heating the blood in her veins until she feels as if she is burning. Hands trembling, she forces herself to set the book down—the pages flat and open against the top of the wooden coffee table. If she can't see the words, maybe they won't cut so deeply. "You said they found each other. That they were happy. You lied."


Sam's brows are drawn, his jaw tight with what seems to be the prelude to denial. "What are you—" His dark gaze falls to the book’s cover, and immediately his face falls. "Oh." When she remains silent he winces. "The ending's depressing, ok? I just—you seemed to like it so much. I didn't want to this—random guy that crushed your dreams. Alright?"


Lily’s hands clench, balling into fists against the couch cushions. "It's not alright. You lied. You lied, and I believed you."


He blinks at her, and then he is shaking his head. "Are you serious?" Her stare is unwavering and all the answer he needs. Bitterly, he gestures to the book’s cover. "It's just a book that some dead guy wrote over a hundred freaking years ago! I lied about the ending, yeah, but it doesn't matter."


"It does," she says, the words a hissing breath that sounds more defeated than bitter. "It does to me."


It shouldn't, but it does. In some ways she knows he’s right—it is just a story, words written hundreds of years ago and played out ever since, but for her it is more. For so many years she has read and reread those lines, thinking they were part of a masterpiece that conveyed messages of love triumphing over anything. That if you loved someone enough, then all other obstacles would fall. When everything else around her was darkened by blood and violence, she had worshipped those pages. That torn up book had been her salvation—one of the few bright things in her existence. Only, now she knows that it was all a lie. The words she loved so much have always been as dark and as tragic as the rest of it.


She feels cheated—lied to. Not only by Sam, but by the world, and for the first time in a long time she feels angry.


The fact that he doesn't understand—that he will probably never understand—only serves to darken her mood. She bites the inside of her cheek to refrain from saying something she knows she will regret. She doesn’t want to be angry with him, and, given time, she knows she won't be. It is not his fault that what he thought to be an act of mercy ended up being a dose of slow, bitter poison.


Her eyes burn with a growing intensity and she rubs the heels of her hands against her eyes, irritated when it provides no relief.


Sam deflates. "Hey, what're you doing?" His fingers grasp her wrists, gently coaxing them away from her face. "You're going to hurt yourself rubbing them like that," he mutters.


Lily scowls, trying to blink away the pain. "They are burning," she chokes, throats tight.


His forehead creases, concern melting any of his lingering irritation as his hands move to slide along her jaw. "Come on, let me see," he murmurs, tilting her face up to his. His thumb caresses the line of her cheek as she refuses to meet his gaze.


In her lap, her fingers tangle in the cotton fabric of her sweatshirt. She wants to cry, but no tears come. It is like she’s all dried up. She tries to remember if that's how it was before, but she can't grasp the memory.


"They're all red and puffy, like you—" he stills, his breath escaping him and his eyes darken. His stare is so sharp and evaluating that, for a moment, the resemblance to Nina is uncanny. "Lil… are you hungry?"


Her eyes meet his briefly before sliding away. "It has only been a few weeks."


"That's not what I asked, and you know it," he grunts. His hands fall from her face and disappear into his hair as he leans back and glares up at the ceiling. After a long, tension filled silence, his eyes meet hers. "It's the frozen, isn't it? It's gotta be."


The shrug she gives is weak. "It is filling." There is a ‘but’ hanging silently at the end of her answer, but she doesn’t voice it. She can tell by Sam’s darkening expression that she doesn’t need to.


"Why didn't you say something?"


“I didn’t think it was important. I’m not hungry.”


He shakes his head, moving to grab his shoes from the entry before jerkily pulling a chair away from the dining table so he can sit to put them on. “Just cause you’re not hungry doesn’t mean you’re getting what you need, Lily,” he growls, pulling on his tennis shoes with more force than needed. When he has both on, he sends her a look that is uncompromising. “No more frozen. I’m going to run to the butcher before they close. Toss whatever’s left in the freezer in the trash while I’m gone.”


She wants to argue. It’s a waste and she’s fine. It’s not like she can die. Anger is burning at the tip of her tongue, dipping her words in barbs, but she grits her teeth to keep them from escaping. She is angry, but she is not stupid. She knows this is not an argument she will win; even if it was, the rational side of her whispers that it isn’t one worth fighting. Still, the nod she gives him is bitterly sharp.


The muscle in his jaw jumps, and Lily knows that he is biting back the urge to voice his own frustrations. He releases a long, drawn out sigh through his nose. “I’ll be back.”


She doesn’t tell him she’ll be there, and when the door snaps closed behind him, she recognizes that she doesn’t have any intention to be. On the coffee table, Romeo and Juliet stares up mockingly at her, and words she wishes she never read ring bitterly in her ears. Outside is her bench, and tonight—more than ever—she is eager to head its call. 
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She doesn't have any notebooks to carry with her, and as she stands in front of her bench she is dismayed to find that her hands and heart still feel empty without it. The months she has spent with Sam have not erased the decades of lonely habit, and she fights off angry tears—hands fisting at her sides and glaring at the patch of ground behind the light post. She wonders if she were to dig down deep enough if she would find dried blood beneath her fingernails, or if time has robbed her of even that.


When she sits, the wooden slats beneath her don't feel the same. Absence had made her heart fond, but the reality is her bench no longer feels like hers. It no longer feels like home. 


The anger she carried abandons her, leaving her body lax and her heart aching with emotions so mixed she can hardly name them. She still wishes Sam had told her the truth, but she is beginning to recognize that the words that carried her a lifetime ago are no longer something she needs now. This place is still with her—it's memory etched into her heart like a scar—but it is no longer her life. Home now is on the fifth floor of the old brick building overlooking the park—behind the red door with crooked numbers hanging on the front, and a room with a wall of pictures that includes her. 


Home is where Sam is.


She closes her eyes and tilts her head back. When she opens them the sky is cloudless, but the stars don't greet her as brightly as they used to. Once, when she was alone and starved for companionship, they had been her security blanket, but they don't offer the same peace that they used to. She has outgrown them. 


She shakes her head, ready to go home, but when she lowers her eyes, she is greeted by a woman with long dark hair, and Lily goes still. 


Her lips are stained a deep red, her eyes lined with smoky coal, and her face powdered to perfection. The gold hoop earrings she wears frame her round face, and the low cut, rose-colored sequined tube top makes it clear she is coming from one of the clubs. Her black leather boots end just above her knee and have a dangerous point to the heel, but the look in her eyes is sharper.


Mei.


Lily tries to calm the racing of her heart, but she can tell by the older woman’s feral, painted smile that it is already too late.


“Well, I’ll be damned.” Red lips curl darkly at the corners, as if she is laughing at a silent joke that Lily has no chance of hearing. “You actually did it, didn’t you?”


Mei’s slender finger runs lightly against the line of her jaw, and Lily withholds a shudder. The woman's hands are not like Sam's. They are beautiful, but they are cold and hard—like marble.


Like her own.


Lily recoils from the contact, but her elder grips her chin between her fingers before she can fully flee, her nails digging into her flesh as she forces her gray eyes to her russet ones. Lily withholds a grimace. She can smell blood on the woman's hands. She wonders if she paints her nails with it.


“I was beginning to wonder where you ran off to. Of course, I figured you had just found some corner to rot in,” Mei admits, obvious in her indifference to the possibility. “Who would have thought you would finally give in after all these years? Tell me, did you actually hunt for your meal? Or did you eat a strung out junkie like a coward?”


Lily slaps her hand away, standing and quickly putting distance between them. “Leave me alone.”


The woman laughs, but it is dark and it pierces the air around them with the subtlety of a knife. “Leave you alone? Why, Little Sister, you only just became interesting.” Her eyes darken, her lips curving into a smile so sharp it feels like a threat. “Wait until Daddy hears, he will be so thrilled.”


“I’m not your sister,” Lily snaps. Despite the shaking in her limbs, the fear driving her heart, her hands fist at her sides. “I’m not one of you.”


Shaking her head and crossing her arms under her modest chest, Mei tuts mockingly. “Still singing that song? Even with all that fresh, stolen blood pumping through that pathetic little heart of yours?”


Lily doesn’t answer. She’s too afraid to. Even though she wants to scream that she’s not like them, not a murderer, she bites her tongue. Sam is far more precious than her pride, and she won’t risk endangering him by saying too much.


Mei misinterprets her silence as an admission. “Oh, feeling guilty are we? Is that what brings you back here, of all places? Feeling sentimental? Or are you just punishing yourself?”


“This is my bench. My park.” She can’t bring herself to say they are her hunting grounds, but it is implied. Territory is important—it is instinct. Too much death in one place attracts unwanted attention, and her kind has long since learned to spread out. She hopes it is enough to convince her elder to leave.


The woman raises a haughty chin, delicate eyebrows arching. Against her arm, a slender finger taps. When it stops, Lily feels no more at ease for it. “You’re hiding something.” When she receives no response, her eyes narrow. “Where are you sleeping during the day?”


Lily fights the urge to run. She has nowhere to go but home, and she has no intention of leading Mei there. “It doesn’t matter.”


The dark haired woman scoffs—a dainty sound, but it is laden with disgust. “Of course it does. I don’t know how you’re feeding, but I have no doubt it’s sloppy, and you know how Daddy feels about keeping things tidy.”


Lily tries to control her shaking, but it feels as if her very bones are trembling within her. The demon they call Father does not tolerate messy children. Those that cause too much trouble are promptly snipped as easily, and as effortlessly, as a loose thread. Mei has always hated her—has always been disgusted by her humanity. Lily knows she wouldn’t mind watching her be cut down.


She realizes with sudden clarity, that saying nothing is far too dangerous. Telling Mei where she lives is not an option, but telling her how she feeds is. “I haven’t killed anyone,” she says slowly, knowing what she is about to divulge is a risk. “I don’t need to.”


Mei appraises her, leery, but there is a spark of curiosity hiding in her dark, narrowed eyes that gives Lily hope. “What are you talking about?”


“Pig’s blood.”


Laughter pours past her crimson lips, dark and condescending—exactly how Lily remembers it. “Stupid girl. You really think that will fill you? That it will satisfy you?”


Lily’s shoulders stiffen, her spine straightening with a determination she hasn’t felt in a long time. She knows what their Father has preached—that the blood of humans, and only the blood of humans, will sate their thirst. Lily knows it to be a lie now, but before she found herself on Sam’s floor with animal blood sliding down her throat and dripping from her chin, she had believed it. 


She knows Mei believes it too.


Lily has never liked Mei, but right now she hates her. She hates her for being so certain—for never even trying. How many people could have been saved, had she ever bothered to test it? How many of the others would have followed her lead if only she had exposed her father’s lies for what they were? She is the second oldest in the coven; his eldest child. Her words would have held enough weight to turn the rest against him. 


The blood branching out through her veins is boiling. Maybe that is what gives her the courage to tell the truth, despite the daggers in Mei’s smile. “It already has.”


The laughter stops. "You lie," she hisses. In the dim lighting, the other woman's eyes burn like embers. There is anger there, fury even, but behind it is a pinprick of doubt.


"It's true," Lily says, her voice unwavering. She has never cared if Mei believed her or not, but she hopes she does now. Some of it is purely out of spite—she wants the woman who was so eager to dismiss her to know she is wrong, but—mostly—she wants her to believe so she will think twice before trusting the devil she calls a father.


“Lil, what are you…” Sam trails off, but the damage is already done.


At the sound of his voice, cold horror washes over her. Lily knows Mei is out hunting tonight—she always dresses provocatively, likes to play the part of the dark princess so she can eat the first man to label her as “exotic.” She knows Sam will not play that game with her, but she is terrified by the fact that it may not matter.


Mei looks between them, eyes wide as she puzzles over their connection. There is no malice in her expression, not yet, only open curiosity. Lily wonders how long she has before Mei realizes Sam knows. Then Lily sees the plastic bag he holds, recognizes the logo as the one from the butcher down the street. She knows Mei can smell what’s inside just as well as she can.


Blood. Pig’s blood.


The woman’s eyes narrow, but the way she takes a step back seems anything but threatening. Her gaze captures Lily’s and holds it. “He is feeding you.” Her voice is a shrill whisper, teetering between disbelief and horror.


Lily doesn’t answer. She doesn’t need to. Sam is hesitating just behind her, close enough to reach out and touch her. His heartbeat drums in her ears, a rhythmic reminder of everything she has to lose. He must realize what Mei is, because he remains still and silent—a deer in the face of a wolf.


Mei makes a sound of disgust, but it is weak—distracted. Her eyes are trained on the plastic bag in Sam’s grasp. She sniffs, testing the scent of the blood, and Lily knows she is wondering how it would taste. If it would satisfy her just as much as the man holding it.


Eventually her eyes lift to meet Lily’s unwavering stare. “He will find out,” she says. Lily thinks it may be the first time she has spoken to her without a condescending sneer. Mei’s gaze holds a warning, but it lacks the edge of a threat. “He always finds out.”


Lily nods, swallowing thickly. There is an undercurrent to those words, a truth that comes from experience. At some point, probably long before her birth, someone else in the coven must have wandered astray. She doesn’t have to ask what happened to them. “I am careful.”


Mei scoffs. “Yet here you are.” The words ‘at the same bench, in the same park’ are silent but implied. “Did you really think he’d just let you go? That he wouldn’t get curious enough to see where you’ve gone?”


Lily stills. It feels like a small bird has replaced her heart—she can feel wings beating frantically against her ribs, hollow-boned and fragile. Easily crushed. “Is that why you’re here?” Mei’s impassive silence is answer enough. These are not her hunting grounds, and finding strays in the park is not her game. Why else would she have come? “Will you tell him?”


With her lips pursed, Mei’s gaze flits to Sam momentarily before regarding her. The mask she wore when she first entered the park has slid back into place, cold and without empathy. “Why wouldn’t I?”


Mei turns, the sound of her heeled boots echoing with every predatory step. Just before she begins to bleed into the darkness, Lily finds her voice—small and smothered by the pressure on her chest, but there all the same. “Because what else has he lied about?”


Mei pauses without turning. It is a brief moment before she continues walking away, but Lily thinks it is long enough to matter—to mean something. She hopes it means enough.


Dimly, she registers the weight of Sam’s hand on her shoulder. She must not have heard his footsteps over the loud drumming in her ears. “Lil, was that, I mean, was she…” he trails off, looking uncertainly at their surroundings. 


Lily understands why. Even though she knows it is unlikely, fear and adrenaline have awakened a paranoia. Her skin crawls, and her eyes search the darkness for shadows that don’t exist. Mei is too old, too skilled, to hide so carelessly. If she is watching, she will not be found by the likes of her.


She takes Sam’s hand from her shoulder, but doesn’t let go. The warmth of his palm eases the shaking of her limbs, and she laces their fingers just so she can feel like she has something to hold on to. “We have to go.”


Sam nods, already following. “Home?”


No. Anywhere but home. 


In his other hand, the plastic bag crinkles as he brushes it against his coat. The sound makes her pause, and for a moment she stares at the red printed logo as she thinks. Mei has already seen it, would probably recognize it again if given the chance, but it is better to be safe. “Give me the blood,” she murmurs, looking off into the direction Mei disappeared.


Sam looks at her as if she is crazy. Part of her thinks she is. “Are you serious?”


Instead of answering, she takes the bag from him—relieved when he doesn’t try to fight her for it. Tearing the plastic handles, she pulls out the plain, unlabeled styrofoam carton before stuffing the bag into her pocket. She leaves it beside her bench, just at the foot of the cast iron street lamp, before rushing back to Sam’s side. As she takes his hand, threads their fingers, and pulls him along to she-doesn’t-even-know-where, she catches a glimpse of his expression and knows he understands.


If Mei is still watching, if her curiosity wins out and she takes the blood, it could mean one less death tonight. If she takes it and finds it as filling as any other meal it could mean their lives. 


They wander. When Sam realizes they’re not going home—not going anywhere—he takes the lead. The streets he travels are well lit with the occasional car driving past. He avoids all the alleys, but turns on every main corner they come across. They don’t speak. Sam’s brows are knit together in concentration as they wind their way further into the city. At first she thinks he is drawing up a mental map of each of the turns they have taken, but when she starts to turn on a street corner that, to her, looks like all the others, he shakes his head and mutters, “Dead end.” 


It is only when she sees the familiar red brick of their building that she realizes Sam has somehow circled them back. With all the turns, she must have become dizzy, because it doesn’t feel as though they should have ended up here. As they enter through the front doors, the sunrise only twenty minutes behind them, she takes comfort in how disoriented she is. If Mei did try to follow them, she was more than a few corners behind, and their entrance into their building would go unnoticed. 


When they are both safely in the apartment, the door closed firmly behind them, she pads cautiously to the living room window. The morning is gray and the clouds hang low and heavy with the promise of spring rain. The spot beside her bench, still illuminated by the last lingering light of the street lamp overhead, is empty.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







It's been a month since the night she read the parting words of Romeo and Juliet; a month since Mei found her. Spring has swept by in a flurry of rain showers and tulips, and the humid heat of summer has settled over the city. Neither she nor Sam talk about the fight they had in his living room—it seems trivial in the face of the fear Mei has inspired. It has been a month, but instead of feeling safe, Lily only finds herself more anxious. She feels as if there is a blade hovering, its shadow pressing against the back of her neck, just waiting for someone to order it to drop.


Summer brings longer days, and while most of the city celebrates the extra hours of light, she quietly curses it. She can no longer walk with Sam to the karaoke bar. Instead, she is forced to wait impatiently in the apartment for the sun to set so she can meet him there. The sun is the only thing that separates them. She has become his shadow everywhere else.


Lolo jokes about them being joined at the hip, smiling widely as he says it. Lily doesn’t tell him she’s afraid of leaving his grandson alone; doesn’t tell him there are monsters that know his face. Between Sam and her, there is a constant anxiety that buzzes beneath their feet like a hornet nest they can’t see. Every step feels like a risk, and when nothing happens it is a mixture of relief and dread because they have no idea what road they’re traveling—only that there are bound to be traps set for them along the way.


Then the invitation comes in the mail, and Lily’s feelings are so muddled she can’t figure out if it feels like a blessing or a curse. It’s for an engagement party—a friend of both his and Finn’s since high school. Sam seems equally perplexed about his feelings on the matter, but he marks it on the calendar anyway. The celebration is being held out of town and far away from where they are now.


It is for this reason that Lily tells him to go.


Sam shakes his head, his damp hair curling against his forehead and a bath towel draped over his shoulders. He’s found his glasses (again) and the thick rims sit on his nose despite only really needing them for distance. In fact, he has been making a habit of wearing them more often in the past few weeks. Lily doesn't need to ask why. Pushing up the frames, he stares at the invitation on the table, brow furrowed as if the simple slip of paper was created solely to make his life difficult. “I’m not leaving you here,” he gripes, jaw tense. “Besides, I don’t have a car.”


“Your Aunt Nina has a car,” she offers. The doctor drives it to the bar whenever she visits after her shift; Lily was impressed by the sleek lines and the depth of the platinum paint.


“Even if she let me drive it—which she wouldn’t—my license is expired,” he grumbles, looking away. “My only way up there would be to go with Finn and Julia, and they’re not gonna be coming home till Monday afternoon. No way I’m leaving you alone for three days.”


He leans back in his chair, running his fingers through his hair. When he drops both hands back into his lap, the strands are slicked back. It looks odd on him. Missing his curls, Lily fights the urge to mimic one of his grandfather’s habits and ruffling his hair. 


Her hands reach up to his face, gingerly removing his glasses. They are handsome on him, but right now she craves connection, and she doesn't want that to be interrupted by a glass lens. She doesn't want to be reminded that one (if not the only) reason he wears them is out of fear. “I’ve been alone for most of my existence,” she reminds him kindly. “I’ll be fine.”


A muscle in his jaw jumps, his dark eyes contemplating her pale gaze appraisingly. For a few breaths he quietly stares, motionless except for a single finger that taps against the tabletop, then he huffs. “You wouldn’t leave either. If it was all reversed, you’d stay too.”


She doesn't disagree.


He sighs. “Come on. Let's just, forget about it for now, yeah? We’re gonna be late for dinner.”


Lily recognizes his blatant attempt of a change of subject for what it is, but doesn't call him out on it. Gently, she hooks his glasses over the backs of his ears and savors the amused smile he gives in return. There will be other opportunities to convince him, and she would never rob him of the quiet reprieve that Finn and Julia offer.
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The first thing Lily notices when Julia opens the door is the little bonsai tree in the corner by the window.


Sam is the first to voice the question, “When did you get a plant?”


Julia cringes, bracing her back with her hands and displaying a modest bump. She is nearly halfway through her pregnancy. Lily knows from their conversation over tamales last week that she is due for her anatomy ultrasound next Friday, and while they confessed they had no intention of finding out the child’s sex, both were excited to see their child’s face. Julia’s sigh is full of disappointment. “Yeah, Bonnie’s seen better days.”


“Bonnie?” Lily considers the browning needles thoughtfully, trying to recall if it had been there last time. It isn’t completely dead, but its needles are decorating the table like toasted confetti.


“Bonnie the Bonsai,” she grumbles, rubbing her temple. The teal nail polish from her cousin’s bachelorette party two weekends ago is beginning to chip away at the edges. “I thought naming it would help me keep the stupid thing alive, but now I just feel more guilty. Like I’m a plant murderer.”


Lily’s lips purse in an effort to hide her smile, but Sam isn't so kind. He snickers, loudly, behind his hand as he looks at the sickly tree. 


Julia sends him a dark glare, and punches him lightly on his arm. “Don’t laugh! I’m hormonal and I’ll come after you next!”


Rubbing his abused arm, Sam struggles (and fails) to smother his smile. “Right, sorry.” A snorted laugh escapes, and he holds up his hands. “Sorry, sorry! Really!”


From the kitchen, Finn shakes his head as he pulls potatoes from the boiling water on the stove. From between the metal tongs, its steam curls like smoke. “Don't worry, Sam. I'll say a few words at your funeral.”


“Assuming you find the body,” Julia scoffs, already heading into the kitchen. “Is the tri-tip almost there?”


It is like being doused in ice water, despite knowing they are only joking. Lily represses a shiver, glancing hesitantly at Sam and finding his complexion pale. She knows he is thinking about painted lips and pointed smiles. There is a wraith hovering over her shoulder, whispering dark promises in her ear. “He always finds out.” She wonders if Sam can hear it too.


His hand is cold when she grasps it, and he jumps at the initial contact, but when he looks at her the tension is soothed. He squeezes her hand; his smile weak but sincere.


“Hey, you guys ok with medium rare?” Finn calls over his shoulder, peering into the test cut he has made in the slab of beef. He has to raise his voice over the sound of the stand mixer beating the potatoes while Julia adds in chunks of butter.


Sam clears his throat, seeming relieved that neither friend noticed his momentary lapse. “Uh, yeah. Sounds good to me.” He adjusts his grip on her hand, his thumb stroking her knuckle. “You?”


She nods, never having much of a preference so long as it isn't overdone.


“What?! I can't hear you over the bloody—for the love of—Julia, I think they’re done!”


She scowls at him, temporarily turning off the machine. “I want them fluffy.”


Finn rolls his eyes, muttering under his breath. Lily catches, “bloody hell” before he gestures to the tri-tip with an open hand. “Medium rare? Yes? No?”


Sam sends him a crooked smirk when his friend’s face drops the moment the mixer starts up again. Sending him a thumbs up, he yells over the noise, “Sounds great!”


A final squeeze, and their hands slip from each other’s grasp. Lily sets the table while Sam helps Julia put the remaining ingredients into the salad. Before long they are all sitting, passing dishes around and filling their plates.


Lily isn't sure if it's the regular intake of blood, or the frequency in which she eats regular meals, but food tastes richer than it had the first time she ate eggs off Sam’s plate. It tastes the way she thinks it should.


She takes a bite of mashed potatoes, rolling the buttery flavor on her tongue before swallowing. There is something else there; something familiar in a way that tells her she must have tasted it before, but it’s so hard to grasp she thinks it must have been before her death. With the steady intake of blood, her sense of taste has sharpened enough for her to pinpoint certain flavors, but this one escapes her. When inspecting a forkful still leaves her without answers, she asks, “What is in the potatoes?”


Julia blinks at her from across the table, and Lily realizes she has accidentally interrupted a conversation. Beside his wife, Finn’s face goes pale as he stares at the large serving on his plate, but Julia doesn’t seem to notice his growing horror. “Oh, nothing special. Just butter and garlic. Little milk.”


Next to her, Sam chokes.


“Garlic!?” he wheezes, eyes wild as he looks at her. His gaze snaps to her fork and he slaps it out of her hand. Bits of potato splatter the tabletop and the utensil clatters to the floor.


“Sam –”


“Did you eat it?!" he asks. His eyes are wide—frightened. When Lily nods cautiously he groans, his hands sinking in his hair as he stares at her. "Shit—oh shit. Ok. Think. Vomit! Can you vomit?!"


Julia stands, looking between them. Finn and Sam’s panic must be infectious, because her voice is shrill. “What’s wrong!?”


Finn opens his mouth to answer, but in his hesitation Sam answers instead—gesturing madly to the plate in front of her. "The potatoes!" he yells, distressed.


Gently, Lily lays a hand on his arm. “Sam, I’m fine.”


A second, maybe two, and his expression sobers into something less manic. “Are you sure?


Finn sinks into his chair, a hand running down his face. “Guess we can cross garlic off the list.” If he sees Sam’s withering glare, he doesn’t show it.


Still standing, Julia’s eyes bore into her husband’s—a demand for truth adding weight to her words. “Finn, what’s going on?”


He shrinks under her stare, casting pleading glances to Sam as he rolls his fork nervously between his fingers. When he answers, his voice sounds small for such a large man. “What?” 


Julia’s responding scowl proves it to be a wrong answer.


Sam is still looking at her, fingers grazing her shoulder—as if touch provides him with enough evidence that she is not in danger. The tension in his shoulders ease, his eyes softening into a question. What do you want to do? He waits, patiently, for an answer she isn’t sure she has the courage to give. It would be easy to lie—spin a story about allergies and previous close calls—but the words stick in her throat. When she finally finds her voice, she is surprised to find that it rings with truth.


“I’m not human.”


The room is silent, but Sam’s gaze is approving. Proud. The warmth of it helps melt away the numbing chill of fear.
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The truth isn’t easy.


Her mind is too numb to coax the words from her lips. The wary expression on Julia’s face, the hoarse “what” that escapes her lips, strikes her like a blade to the chest. Instinctually, she holds breath—preparing herself so she won’t drown when everything crashes around her.


Sam’s hand is warm against her own, comforting. Then he speaks, and the relief is so immediate that Lily almost cries. He tells Julia of how he first found her—of how he stayed. The story he tells is pulled together coarsely, all facts and no details, but she can tell by Julia’s paling face that it’s enough for her to understand. When he describes the moment he understood who she was—what she is—it’s surreal. When he explains how she had starved herself into delirium, he doesn’t mention how she had stood naked and exposed in his bathroom, offering to be his—only that she had lost her words the way other people lose their keys. He tells her how he fed her from a carton bought from the butcher, but excludes how he traced his scars with a blade, how she pulled the blood from his fingertips with her tongue, first.


Finn remains silent, even when the story concerns him. He doesn’t add that, when he broke in that night, she was covered in blood and looking every bit a monster. Sam skips the part where Finn had pointed a gun to her chest, ready and willing to pull the trigger if Sam hadn’t placed himself between them.


The room goes silent. It takes longer than it should for her to realize it’s because his story has ended. Julia sits in her chair, hand over the swell of her stomach as she stares at the monster she never realized she invited in. Her mouth is hidden behind her hand, but Lily can still recognize the fear warring with disbelief as the woman pushes herself away from the table.


“I’m going to be sick,” she blurts against her palm.


Finn’s hand rests on her shoulder, leaning close. “Julia–”


She swats him away, standing urgently. “No, I—I’m actually going to—” Gagging, she runs to the bathroom without slamming the door behind her. The sound of her vomiting carries to the rest of them, and Finn clears his throat, looking slightly green.


“Right, I should, uh, help. I guess.” He stands, rubbing the sweat from his palms on his jeans as he glances between them.


Sam is already grabbing his jacket. “You go take care of Julia. We’re going to get going.”


Finn hesitates, but from the bathroom Julia retches again and he flinches. “I’ll call you.”


Sam nods, as if he expected nothing less, and takes her hand—gently coaxing. “Come on, Lil. Let’s go home.”


She is still numb, but she lets him guide her. Before they close the door behind them, she can hear Julia and Finn talking. If Lily wanted to, she could make out the words, but she doesn’t want to hear them. She doesn’t want to know.


As they walk down the hallway, Sam tells her she is brave. That he’s proud of her.


Lily only acknowledges his words of encouragement with a dip of her chin—her eyes staring unseeingly down at her feet. She doesn’t feel brave at all. She feels foolish. 


When they get to their floor, she stares at the crooked numbers on the door and wonders what the truth will have cost them.
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Finn doesn’t call. Lily’s in the bathroom, chin deep in lukewarm water, when she hears Sam and Finn’s hushed voices on the other side of the wall. She sinks lower into the tub until the water fills her ears and drowns them out. She doesn’t rise until the water goes cold and the apartment goes silent. Sam is sitting on the couch when she finally opens the bathroom door. He jumps when he hears the creaking of the hinges, but gives her a lopsided smile she didn’t realize she needed.


“Hey.”


“Hey,” she echoes, voice as soft as his. She’s torn between trying to read the expression on his face and wanting to be blind to it. There’s something warm in his eyes, though. Something telling her to take courage. 


“Finn came by,” he says, as if it were any other casual conversation.


She swallows, staring at her hands as she admits, “I know.”


He doesn’t seem surprised.


“You still haven't told him.” At his questioning look, she clarifies. “About Mei.”


He sucks in a breath, looking away and cringing. “No… I didn't.”


She sinks into the empty spot beside him, her gaze tracing the freckles dotting his cheeks. “Why?”


Sam’s jaw clenches. He still can't meet her eyes. “I didn't think—I didn't want them to be afraid.”


Her mouth goes dry. “I understand.”


The way he shakes his head is almost violent, and when he looks at her the ghosts haunting his eyes are the same as her own. “No, Lily. You don't.” He shifts, their knees bumping as he brings his palms to rest against her cheeks. “I don't care if they know about you. The only reason I’ve never told anyone is because I know you're not ready. And it's not my choice—it's yours—and I get that.” 


His fingers brush against her face, tucking a stray piece of hair back behind her ear. “I’m not worried about them being scared of you,” he murmurs, “Because anyone who knows you, knows better. Julia included. I just—these last few weeks…” He winces, face softening into something vulnerable. “I don't want them looking over their shoulder and jumping at every sound. Especially Julia.”


Especially now.


She stares at him, but the lack of reflection in his glasses distracts her from his eyes. “They need to know,” she whispers, scared of the consequences she’s certain will follow. “Mei is right. He always finds out. Finn and Julia… they will be safer if they know to be afraid.”


He goes quiet, but the way he brings a fist to his mouth and his eyes stare out the living room window, tell her that—even though he hates it—he knows she is right.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







She tells him to go to the party.


Mostly because she still thinks he will be safest out of town, but partly because she hopes that spending time with Julia will help ease the tension she has caused and give Sam the opportunity to warn them of what may be coming. She thinks that Sam might have considered this as well, because even while he grumbles about not wanting to leave her alone, he doesn't outright refuse either.


When she provides him with a packed bag, he accepts it grudgingly. “I still don't like this.”


“You don't have to.” The way he stares makes her chest feel tight. His gaze is open—vulnerable. She can easily read the uncertainty pulling at his heart. 


“Promise me you won't leave the apartment while I'm gone,” he begs, hand tightening on the handle of his suitcase as he gives the oven clock furtive glances. He needs to leave soon; should have probably left already. “Please, just stay here so I won't be freaking out the entire time?”


She hugs him, because she knows he needs it as much as she does. Nerves are plucking at her pulse, but hearing his heartbeat against her ear makes it easier to remember why it’s better for him to leave. Still, as the sound of the suitcase hits the floor and he returns her embrace, she savors the warmth of him. She doesn't want him to be afraid; she just wants him to be safe. “I won't leave. I promise.”


His relief is palpable, and he holds her just a little tighter before bringing his hands up to her shoulders and pulling back. This close, he has to duck his head to look her in the eye. “It’s just for three days. Today, tomorrow, and then I’ll be back Monday evening, ok?”


Lily feels that his reassurances are as much for himself as they are for her. She smiles. “I’ll be fine. Go have fun.”


Sam cringes. “No, see, when you say it like that, I feel like an asshole.” He runs both hands through his hair, pacing. “I shouldn't go. I shouldn't—”


She shoves his suitcase against his chest, with enough force to startle him into silence. Out of instinct, his hands catch the sides before the suitcase can fall to the ground. His bewildered expression is enough to pull a genuine smile from her. “You need to go.”


He gapes at her, but any argument that may have been resting on his tongue is interrupted by Finn’s sharp knock. “Sam! Hurry up!” He calls through the door. “Julia’s already waiting down at the car!”


Lily lets her eyes linger a second longer before she opens the door. Finn is without bags, which means he must have already placed them in the car in a clear effort to give his friend more time. She steps aside, leaving room for the redhead to enter. “He’s ready.”


Finn’s smile is sincere as he accepts her silent invitation and steps into the apartment. “Hey there, Lily. What’s been taking him—” He catches sight of Sam—still clutching his suitcase to his chest and looking pained—and rolls his eyes to the ceiling as if praying for heaven’s help. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! It's just for one bloody weekend!”


Glowering, Sam pointedly ignores Finn’s jibes and instead looks to her. “You're sure?”


“I'm sure,” she answers.


“Yes, yes, she’ll be waiting for you when you get back.” Finn gestures for him to move out the door as if he were directing traffic. “Now give her a kiss so we can go. We gotta beat the traffic!”


Flushing, Sam sends his friend a withering glare, hissing through his teeth. “Just wait a minute, would you?!”


Finn throws his hands up, turning to leave and grumbling under his breath about love sick idiots. As he exits he sends a wave in her direction. “See you in a few days, Lily.”


She returns the gesture, her other hand lingering on the knob despite letting the door hang open. “Sam will be right behind you,” she promises, smiling when Finn’s wry laugh echoes down the hall.


Ears still darkened by embarrassment, Sam shifts his suitcase till he’s holding it by the leather handle at his side. He rocks back on his feet, rubbing the back of his neck with his free hand and he giving her a nervous, crooked smile. “Be safe, ok?”


“I will,” she tells him, and then—because she suspects he needs to hear it—she adds, “I'll be right here waiting for you.”


Sam nods, but the motion is jerky. “Yeah, right. I know you will.” He doesn't make any motion to move, simply standing and staring at her—eyes brimming with indecision.


She suspects that no amount of reassurances will be enough to make him want to leave, but Finn and Julia are waiting, and Lily knows that she is not the only one that makes Sam’s life whole. He needs this time with Julia. Needs to reaffirm their friendship and ease any lingering fear that clouds her heart. So, even though she will miss him, even though she will worry for him, she nods towards the door and gives him the gentle order. “Go.”


His eyes slip shut in a grimace and he nervously wets his lips. “Right. Sorry, you're right.” Sam’s strides are long and stiff; as if the faster he goes, the easier it will be. 


The knob is still cool against her palm, and she keeps the door open and inviting, but he still hesitates at the threshold. There is a new, timid edge to his gaze that she can't quite interpret. Before she can name it, he leans in and places a chaste, abrupt, kiss to her cheek. 


When he pulls away his face is flushed, and she can tell it takes every bit of his courage to meet her gaze instead of simply running. “See you later.”


She resists the urge to trace the phantom warmth lingering on her skin, but she can't contain the shy smile it inspires. “See you later.”


After she closes the door behind him and the silence of the apartment engulfs her, Lily has never been so grateful for Sam’s penchant for never saying the word goodbye.
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She waits.


Most of her time is spent reading, and when she gets bored with that she decides to dust the shelves. Once every book and knick-knack are polished, she notices the coffee table hasn't been wiped down for a while, so she goes about doing too. The compulsion to clean isn't satisfied—she moves onto the kitchen counters, then the laundry that's accumulated in Sam’s room. She is on her hands and knees, scrubbing at the bathroom floor when she feels it.


A pull.


Lily grasps at her chest. The soap from the floor soaks into her shirt, warm against her skin as it slithers down her arms and drips off her elbows, but she doesn’t care. She sucks in a lungful of air, holding it in as she prays for the feeling to be a fluke—for it to go away. It doesn’t.


The pressure stays; a steady pulsing over her heart. Between the twinging ache is a command disguised as temptation.


Come home.


Lily chokes on a sob, her body trembling as she sits on the wet bathroom tiles, knowing that beneath the decrepit, molded roof she once slept beneath, the demon who calls himself her father has remembered she exists. He is calling for her, sweetly tugging at the connection between them—the connection Lily hadn’t even realized existed—and coaxing her with promises.


There is no pain, and it is dull enough that she knows she can easily ignore it, but the fact that it’s there at all terrifies her. It’s proof that he still cares about where she is and what she’s doing. Lily doesn't doubt that, when she refuses his pull, he will start searching. 


Only two more days—today and tomorrow—before Sam comes home. Two days to wait, with this feeling in her chest and anxiety clawing at her heart.


Two days for her to figure out what to do.


Lily doesn't sleep. She doesn't eat. If she isn't sitting, she’s pacing—torn between the instinct to freeze and the compulsion to move. Neither really help. Part of her wishes Sam would stay away where it's safer, but the desire to see him—to confirm that he really is ok—is overwhelmingly stronger.


She doesn't have a phone to call him with—even if she did she wouldn't know the number to dial. She considers going to his work and borrowing Maggie's, but no matter how many times she rearranges the words in her head, they still sound insane to anyone who doesn't know better. Even if she were willing to risk looking like a lunatic, she promised Sam she wouldn't leave the apartment and, as much as it kills her, she doesn't break the promises she makes him. Especially when speaking to him would be more for her peace of mind than for his safety.


So she continues to wait.


She wraps herself in self assurances, brittle enough to snap between her fingers but strong enough to keep herself from falling apart. Her teeth gnaw at her fingernails—a childhood habit resurrected from decades of abandonment. By the time Sam is due to return, they are chewed short, the cuticles red and bordering on bloody.


They must be stuck in traffic—perhaps an accident on the freeway—because the time Sam said he'd be home by has come and gone. Finn is always complaining about incompetent drivers. The numbers on the oven clock keep changing. Outside, it keeps getting darker. She stares out the window anyway, searching for a sign that doesn't arrive. Her heart is in her throat, but she doesn't let herself think the worst.


The sun rises. Sam still doesn’t come home. 


Anxiety tightens her chest and worry eats at her stomach. She paces in front of the window, still searching for a familiar head of dark, curly hair. Sunlight is beginning to stream through the windows, and even though she follows the lingering shadows, she can still feel it stinging against her skin in warning. It catches her elbow when she isn’t paying enough attention, and she is rewarded with a pain that creeps across her skin, slowly burning until it becomes enough for her to flinch. She tucks herself further into a shaded corner. 


A knock, followed by the calling of her name, sounds at the door. She recognizes the voice, but it is not the one she is waiting for. Still, she is opening the door faster than she can remember moving. When she sees Finn on the other side, expression bleak, she feels her knees go weak.


“Sam—where is Sam?” she gasps, forcing the words around the fear choking her heart.


“Sam?” Something clicks and he shakes his head, his large hand coming to rest on her shoulder in what feels like an apology. “He’s fine. Sam’s fine.”


She staggers back, lightheaded with relief. “He didn’t come home. I thought—” Finn must know what she thought. He must. There are tears still dripping from her chin, burning trails along her cheeks. “Where is he?”


Finn steps inside, carefully shutting the door behind him. There is a heaviness about the action—a sadness—that sets her on edge. “Sam asked me to come by… he’s at the hospital with Maggie and Nina.”


“What?” she wheezes. “You said—”


He cuts her off before she can finish. “It’s Benji. He… he had a stroke.”


A hundred different feelings hit her at once. She is ashamed that one of them is relief. Not Sam. Sam is safe. She staggers back, letting his hand drop from her shoulder, as she tries to find answers in Finn’s expression. “How,” she croaks, wetting her lips and clearing her throat, “how bad is it?” She doesn’t know anything about strokes—nothing about medicine.


He hesitates, swallowing thickly and blinking away the tears pooling behind his lids. “Lily, he’s gone. He’s dead.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







For the next few days, most of her hours are still spent waiting in an empty apartment.


The pulling sensation continues, merciless, but Lily keeps it to herself. Surrounded by Sam’s heartbreak, she can't bring herself to give him any other reason to worry. Besides, there is a heaviness in her own heart that makes it easy to forget the ongoing pressure of her sire’s command. 


Finn stops by when he can to check on her. The bar is temporarily closed while the De la Cruz family juggles funeral preparations, writing obituaries, and contacting relatives that had been considered distant only a week ago. Sam comes home at night, looking exhausted and pale; only a ghost of himself. Finn tells her it’s normal, that’s what grief does to people, and to give him time and space. 


She does. Not only because Finn suggests it, but because she doesn’t have even the slightest idea of how to make it better. She is inexperienced in the art of grieving. 


On the second night, hours after he has told her goodnight, she hears him break. A low, choking sob claws from underneath his bedroom door and burrows in her ears. It is a small sound, one that any living human may have missed, but it anchors itself in her heart like a weight. Finn’s voice echoes in her mind, reminding her to give him space. Give him time. 


She opens the door anyway.


Sam doesn't hear her enter. Lily doesn’t think he’s capable of hearing anything over his own gasping breaths. Sitting on the edge of his bed, both his hands tangled in his hair; his elbows planted on his knees and his eyes staring unfocused and unseeing at the floor. She doesn’t know what words he is thinking, or what he is remembering, but the air smells like regret.


When she touches his shoulder, he jumps. His red-rimmed eyes are glassy as he stares at her, searching for something she can’t name. Her hands rise, thumbs wiping away the tears and wishing she could erase the pain just as easily, and he crumbles underneath her touch.


He ducks, forehead resting against her collar and his arms winding around her waist. Sam holds her with a fierceness, a desperation, that temporarily robs her lungs of air. It is fine though, because comforting Sam in this moment far outweighs her instinct to breathe. She can feel his tears sliding down her chest, dampening the cotton of her simple black tank top. Under her hands his body trembles, and she rubs slow, measured circles over his back. She doesn’t know what to say, so she says nothing. In the darkness of his room, his gasping breaths and the whisper of fabric against her open palm are the only sounds within his bedroom walls.


After what feels like forever, the tears slow and his voice, rough with pain, fills her ears. He tells her about the family driving up from California—the ones they hadn’t spoken to in years—and how he wishes they wouldn’t come at all. They wanted nothing to do with Lolo since he gave his blessing for Nina to marry Maggie. They don’t deserve to come say goodbye when they were so eager to never say hello. It’s not fair. Nothing about any of this is fair.


Lily silently agrees, but she knows more than most that nothing in life is. She doesn’t tell him though. She’s certain he already knows, and some things don’t need reminding.


A brief, but heavy silence falls—a prelude to weighty words. When Sam finally frees them, his voice is a hoarse whisper. A confession. “The lawyer came by today and read the will. He gave it to me. The apartment and the bar—the whole business.” He holds her tighter, his ear pressed against her upper chest as if searching for an answer in her heartbeat. “Why would he do that?”


Instinct drives her to run her hand through his curls, nails lightly dragging against his scalp. She receives a stuttered sigh for her efforts. “Maybe he knew you needed it.”


Beneath her hands, he stiffens, tilting his chin to look up at her. “What?”


She shrugs, staring out into nothing as she struggles to find the right words. “Nina has her work at the hospital, and Maggie has Nina. Maybe he realized they didn’t need it as much as you did.”


For a long moment he is silent. When she looks, his brows are drawn in thought. “It just… it doesn’t seem right. Skipping over Nina like that. She’s his daughter.”


She doesn’t remind him that Lolo raised him like a son. Instead, she asks, “Were they upset?”


He shakes his head, before returning to the home he has made against her. “No. It was like… it was like they already knew.”


His hair tickles her chin, and she fights the urge to kiss his temple. “Maybe they did.”


He is quiet for a long time. When he does speak, it is barely over a whisper—hesitant, and not entirely convinced, but thoughtful. “Maybe.”


Lily doesn’t try to convince him. For now, maybe is more than enough. Maybe is good.
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She doesn’t go to the funeral, but only because she can’t. 


The service is being held in the Catholic church Lolo faithfully visited every Sunday. While Lily suspects that crosses are as much a myth as garlic, she has no way to get there. Not with the sunlight filling the streets. She wishes she had a solution, some kind of remedy, but she can’t find any. Lily did not have the opportunity to make many memories with the man, but she thinks the world is somehow less without him in it.


When Sam returns home, the sun is only just beginning to fall past the horizon, and the black suit and tie he wears sports wrinkles that weren’t there when he left. They match the bruises beneath his eyes. Every move he makes paints a picture of exhaustion—the way his hand drags after placing the keys on the counter; how he doesn’t bother removing his dress shoes, even though she knows he prefers to be barefoot. 


They say nothing to each other as she gently guides him to the bedroom. Nothing as she helps him remove his tie and unlace his shoes. The bed frame squeaks as he collapses onto the mattress. He throws an arm over his eyes, a shaky sigh escaping his lips. Lily eyes his shirt. She is certain that he is tired enough to sleep in anything, but she thinks the buttons lining his front combined with the tight fit over his shoulders will make it uncomfortable. 


Quietly, she pulls one of his cotton T-shirts from the designated dresser drawer before sitting on the bed beside him. When her hand reaches up to undo the top button, he doesn’t flinch. The arm he had draped over his eyes falls to the side as he casts her a blank look.


“You shouldn’t sleep in this,” she explains softly. “Change into something comfortable.”


His eyes blink slowly before glancing down at his clothing. The neutral gaze he wears suggests that he doesn’t care, but he sits up anyway—gripping the back of his shirt and pulling it over his head. A week ago she would have been entranced by the smooth lines of muscle defining his chest and shoulders, but the heaviness of the heart beneath distracts her and keeps her from sparing more than a glance.


After the clean shirt settles over his shoulders, he lets his head fall back onto his pillow. He stares, unseeing, up at the ceiling. Lily wonders if there are more memories dancing behind his eyes, or if his mind is as empty as his expression. 


As she turns to leave, his hand catches hers—fingers twining loosely with her own. “Stay.” At her questioning look, his mouth twists into a somber smile. There is a sad truth hiding in the depths of his gaze; a vulnerability she is unaccustomed to seeing. “I don’t want to be alone.”


They are the same words she had given him the night his blood had awakened her. She’s not sure if he even realizes it, but she feels them like a blow to the chest. It is too easy to remember the pain she felt that night; like a wound scabbed over but not yet healed. She wonders how long it will take for it to scar. She squeezes his fingers, unwilling to let him go even as she climbs into bed beside him.


The space between them is small enough that she can feel the heat radiating from his body, but in the heavy silence it feels much more vast—a chasm she doesn’t know how to cross. She lays awake, listening to his breathing. Hours pass, and she can tell by the rise and fall of his chest that sleep has not claimed him either.


When she looks, his eyes are open—unfocused and staring up at the ceiling. Lily wonders if he has even tried to close them. "You are not sleeping."


He blinks, but doesn't look at her. "I can't. I'm tired, but I just can't. I keep thinking about—" he stops, closing his eyes as if overwhelmed by his own reminder. "I don't know what I'm going to do."


Lily shifts, leaning over him. "You need sleep." She's not sure if she says it more to herself or to him, but the fact is painfully obvious. There are bruises darkening his eyes, a weariness in his expression. She evaluates him carefully, thoughtfully, as an unpleasant—but perhaps necessary—idea comes to her. 


"I can't. I just can't." His voice cracks; as if even the words themselves weigh on him, prompting him to shatter.


She nods, understanding. There are nights when she cannot sleep either; when her attention is torn between little truths and bigger fears. But it is different for her—less dangerous. She does not need sleep. She will function just as easily, just as smoothly, without it. It’s not the same for Sam. Sam with his human body and his human needs. He will make himself sick if he does not rest. 


Her fingers trace over his forehead, following the creases she is unfamiliar with. Worry lines, Ms. Bennett used to call them. "Will you trust me?"


His frown is more confused than cautious, but he doesn't ask. Lily thinks he’s too tired to even think to. "With my life."


She nods, relieved that (even through his exhaustion) his words ring true. Her hand cups his cheek, and she wills him to let her in. To give her control. There is no plucking of threads, no convincing. She leads and he follows. He falls into her gaze as if doing so is as painless as breathing. The muscles in his back and shoulders loosen, and his eyes become dark and unfocused as he stares at her. Her hand slides along his jaw, his stubble rough against her palm. "Close your eyes, Sam. Sleep." 


A few heartbeats, and his breathing becomes slow and even. Lily hopes that, behind his closed eyes, he is having good dreams.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







Lily hasn’t forgotten that there are still monsters roaming the streets at night—how can she when she carries the reminder over her heart? But, for now, she is more concerned with the phantoms lingering in their apartment—haunting Sam’s dreams and wrapping heavy arms over his shoulders.


She begins to make a habit of sleeping beside him. He doesn't seem to mind her presence—there is none of the stumbling embarrassment the first time she slept by his side. Most mornings she wakes up with the weight of his arm draped over her waist and his nose buried in her hair. One morning he rises before her, and she wakes to him calling her name and his hands shaking her shoulders—his face pale and his pulse hammering so hard she almost mistakes it for her own. 


"You weren't breathing," he says, his voice barely above a whisper. "I thought—“ He doesn't finish, but Lily doesn't need him to. 


Gently, she reminds him she doesn't need to breathe—it is only habit that prompts her to carry out the motions. He nods, but she can tell that he’s still shaken. The death of his grandfather is still hanging over all of them—a dark reminder that life is all too temporary.


The smile she gives is soft, but strained. She knows it is probably not as comforting as it ought to be. She worries about him. He has asked numerous times to fall into her gaze so he can sleep soundly under her spell. Most nights she weaves him dreams with thread so fine it would fall apart between his fingers should he ever try to escape. He never does. He would make a home in her if she would allow it; wrap himself in the blinking stars and inky skies she paints for him and never let it go. Lily knows better than to let him. He has dreams of his own to paint; dreams that will never be realized if she continues to rob him of the brush.


Bringing her hands up to his cheek, she guides him back onto the mattress—allows his ear to settle high on her chest. The steady beating of her heart lulls him, makes the muscles in his back and shoulders ease even as the arm around her waist pulls her in tighter.


The following week it is the same. Even when they fall asleep on opposite sides of the bed, Lily always wakes with the weight of his head over her pulse. She doesn't mind. It should embarrass her, but the feeling never comes. Maybe the death of Benji has made her numb. Maybe she is simply too tired to feel awkward. Mostly, she thinks, it's just Sam; and there is nothing romantic about him being afraid to lose her. 


On the sixth night he doesn't bother with pretenses, and settles his ear against her chest. His exhale is shaky as it ghosts across her skin. If she were alive, she thinks the sensation would have triggered goosebumps. As it is, she suppresses a shiver. There is a tension in him, his body is curled around her but he feels less relaxed and more like a coil ready to spring. Gently, she runs her fingers through his hair and is relieved when the action is rewarded with a sigh. There are words resting on his tongue—she can tell by the way he inhales deeply, as if to fuel his courage, only to sputter soundlessly. She waits patiently, because if anyone understands the elusiveness of words (particularly the important ones) it is her. 


Eventually his voice murmurs over her heart, a soft confession. "I’m an idiot.”


Lily continues to run her hand through his hair, short nails dragging against his scalp. "You’re not." She doesn’t know why he would ever think otherwise.


“Yeah, I am. It’s been two weeks, and I still don’t know what the hell I’m doing. Every time I open up the door to his office, I just, expect to see him sitting there. Like, it was all just in my head. Just another bad dream. When Lola died it was slow, you know? We knew about the cancer. We knew to be prepared. This was so sudden. I didn’t even…” he pauses, as if the words are sticking in his throat. When he finally forces them, his voice is rough. “I didn’t get to say goodbye.”


The laugh that escapes him is dark and without humor. Broken. “Don’t even know why… it probably wouldn’t even make a difference, but I just, I can’t shake it. I feel like, I don’t know, like I’ve been cheated.”


His loss is something she has never experienced for herself, but she thinks that his feelings are more than reasonable. “I think it is normal to feel that way.”


Sam shifts, lifting his head and giving her a puzzled, almost hopeful look. “Is… I never even… is that how it was for you? With your family?”


They have never spoken about her past life in detail. Whenever it was brought up, it was in the vaguest of ways—only an acknowledgement that she had a life before her death. “They were alive when I died,” she tells him. “It’s not the same.”


“And now?” 


She can’t interpret the look he’s giving her. There is a pity in his gaze, but it borders on desperation. A chance to connect over shared pain. “I don’t know,” she confesses. The admittance weighs almost guiltily between them. “I’ve never looked.”


He recoils. “You never… but, why?”


“It doesn't matter.” It is the truth, but for some reason she can't bring herself to meet his eyes.


He shakes his head, leaning on his elbows and hovering over her. “Of course it matters! What if they’re still alive? What if you have one more chance to see them?”


She grips his arm before he can reach for his phone and search on her behalf. “Sam, I don't want to see them.”


When his words come, it is after a considerable pause. “I don't understand.”


“There’s only one person from my old life that I miss,” she admits. Her voice is soft, but in the quietness of the room it sounds louder than it is. “And she was too old to be alive now.”


“But your parents…?” he doesn't finish his question, but she doesn't need him to.


“They were strangers.” She tries to keep the bitterness from bleeding into her voice, but it leaks through anyway. “I don't miss them. If I were to find out they died… I'm not sure I would feel anything.” It is a dark confession, one that she has held onto, but she can’t bring herself to regret the truth.


“You didn't love them?” he asks, brow furrowing as he struggles to understand.


“No,” she murmurs. “They never loved me.”


He says nothing at first, and she thinks that her explanation has failed. Then he sighs, so deep that she can feel his breath on her cheek. “I’m sorry.”


She looks at him, surprised by his acceptance even though she knows she shouldn't be. Sam has grown up in a world far away from her own, but what he lacks in understanding he makes up for in empathy.


“How could they–” He shakes his head—cringing as if the very idea of it is nothing short of insanity. "You're amazing." He hesitates, his hand hovering between them and his fingers curling. He swallows thickly, and his brow furrows with indecisiveness. Lily is a moment away from inquiring when his rough palm caresses her cheek. “You're perfect.”


She blinks up at him, surprised. He has always been physical in his affections with her—an arm thrown over her shoulders, the holding of her hand—but it has always been innocent. The way his fingertips brush against her hairline—the way his thumb strokes her cheek—feels more than friendly. It feels romantic. 


Her pulse flutters, and she forgets to breathe. She doesn't miss the way his eyes drift down to her lips, or the way he swallows when they part. The shaky sigh he gives ghosts across her skin and she trembles. 


"I just," he murmurs, "I want you to know how much I—how happy I am that you're here. With me."


Her fingers seek his, and she fights the impulse to let her lips graze his open palm. Old warnings ring in her ears, echoed reminders of the pain that will come from loving him, but she thinks that perhaps it is already too late. From the moment he sat down at her bench, Sam became the most important person in her life. With every visit, every touch, he has pulled her in; embraced her with kind words and promises. She doesn't want him to let go. If he does, she doesn't know where she will drift, and she has already spent decades being lost. 


She swallows, mouth dry. There is an ocean of unspoken words between them, but the only ones she can pull to the surface are, "Me too."


He nods, lips twitching into a small, sad smile, and Lily senses that they have missed an opportunity. The urge to kiss him is still there, but the moment has passed. There is a softness in Sam's eyes that speaks of regret as much as it does tenderness, and she thinks that maybe he realizes it too.
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When she falls asleep, she dreams of him. His lips, his hands—his warmth. His arms are still around her when she wakes, her cheek propped up by his bicep and her fingers curled into the cotton of his shirt. 


She notices the difference immediately, but it takes her a moment to pinpoint what it is. The quiet nudge on her heart is gone; no longer pulling her towards where the coven sleeps. Relief knocks the air from her lungs, and she has to remind herself not to jostle the man beside her.


She’s free.


If her sire had still wanted her, he wouldn’t have let her go. Lily has always made a point to avoid him, but she knows enough to realize he could have continued to call on her until she turned to dust. For him to have let her go, must mean he did so voluntarily—that he no longer wishes to be bothered with her.


Sam’s steady breath tickles her cheek and, heart racing, she tilts her chin so she can see his face. His eyes are closed, lips parted. Lily doesn’t remember when she has felt so full of hope. Perhaps that is why, when she stares at his mouth, she lets herself wonder.


She has been kissed before, by a boy whose name she doesn't remember. It was at one of the few dances her expensive private school had arranged. He had been nice enough, and she had been both brave and angry enough at her parents. She remembers it being awkward, all lips and clacking teeth.


Somehow, she knows with Sam it would be different.


Perhaps it would be clumsy, perhaps he would be no more skilled at kissing than that boy had been, but it could never be bad. Never disappointing.


A tiny shift is all it would take for her to find out. Instead, she tucks her chin against her chest, closes her eyes, and wills herself not to think about it. Someday he will leave her, she reminds herself, but it doesn’t ring with the same intensity.


Losing him won't be like losing her parents, or even Ms. Bennett. Sam has cared for her like family, laughed with her like a friend. He soothed the loneliness that had plagued her since her death, but also filled a piece she had never even realized she was missing. The thought of him not being part of the world, of his laughter not filling some small space in the universe, makes her grieve like nothing ever has. 


Staring up at his sleeping face, she knows with a sudden certainty that it no longer matters. Staying friends will not make losing him hurt any less. Kissing him will not make him leaving any more crushing. From the moment he took her home—fed her and brought her back to life—he had rooted himself so deeply into her heart that there was no hope of ever untangling him.


On his nightstand, his phone vibrates—the sound filling the room as it rattles obnoxiously against the wooden top. Sam groans, shifting and throwing his hand out blindly towards it. He blinks blearily at the screen, a mumbled curse passing his lips as he presses a button along the side to stop the sound. It's only as he drops the phone carelessly onto the comforter and settles back against his pillow, that he seems to realize how close they are. 


Unblinkingly, Lily watches his confusion quickly melt into something considerably softer. "Hey," he croaks, voice still full of sleep. 


"Hello," she murmurs. Maybe it is because they are so close, but it feels as if speaking too loudly will somehow shatter the relaxed atmosphere they woke up to.


"Did ya sleep?" he asks around a yawn. Lily can hear his jaw popping from the force of it.


It is not an unusual question from him. He has made a point of asking ever since she informed him that she doesn’t physically require rest. Normally it is an easy inquiry to answer, but she can still sense the phantom touch of his dream self's hands—still hear the echo of his voice. She gives a tiny nod, not trusting her voice to be as neutral as it should be.


He opens his mouth to say something, but the vibration of his phone disrupts him. "Damn it," he grumbles, hand skimming over the covers until he finds the device and answers. "You know, most people leave a freaking voicemail when there's no answer, not keep calling."


There is a long, tense moment of silence before Finn's voice materializes from the speaker at his ear. “Sorry, just wanted to check on you is all. How are you holding up?”


Sam’s jaw tightens, and Lily watches his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows thickly. “Rather not talk about it.”


“Ok, what would you like to talk about.” Finn’s voice is sympathetic. Understanding. Lily thinks that he seems well aquatinted with grief, and wonders if it was Mac or someone else that taught him. Regardless, she is thankful.


“I don’t know,” Sam answers, almost automatically. Then he thinks about it, and asks, “How’s Julia?”


On the other line, Finn snorts on a laugh. “She’s a mess. Came home to her bawling her eyes out because of some baby formula commercial or whatever. And she’s craving everything under the freaking sun that’s not in season. Do you realize how impossible it is to find peppermint milkshakes in the middle of summer?”


Sam gives a breathy laugh that sounds as amused as it does relieved. “Why don’t you get her the ice cream? They usually have it in stores year round.”


“You would think that’s how it would work, but apparently it isn’t the same.”


Lily watches Sam as he talks, noting the way the tension in his back and shoulders seems to ease the longer they speak. This is what he needs, she thinks. Normalcy. A taste of the routine to remind him that the world is still turning, and that he is still living.


Sam is staring at her, his smile widening into something soft, and Lily realizes that her thoughts have distracted her from the conversation. She missed something—something important. She almost asks what it is, but Sam’s voice alleviates any lingering confusion.


“Yeah, we’d love to come over for dinner.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







Things get easier. 


It is a gradual change. One made possible only with time. Lily moves with him, a constant support, as Sam struggles to adapt to his new life. She still goes to the bar with him, only now it is with the intent to help and not just keep him safe. The summer sun still prevents her from getting there until hours after opening—too late to be much help with the prep work in the kitchen. Then she sees Sam staring blankly at the book he is supposed to be balancing, and it dawns on her that there are other ways she can help lighten his load.


Mathematics had never been her strongest subject—in fact, she remembers hating her classes—but she has enough patience to manage the balancing of numbers. Maggie teaches both her and Sam how to do the books. It quickly becomes apparent that she is more suited to it than he is, and she takes it upon herself to run the numbers every night so Sam won’t have to look at the ledger that still has his grandfather’s initials stamped on the lower right corner.


It is a new system, one that all of them find difficult at first, but they make it work. Nina comes more often when she gets off work before closing. Every time she purses her lips and mutters under her breath about needing to sift through the things her father left behind, but no one does. So the treasures that he collected over his lifetime stay, mounted on the walls and filling up the shelves, as if they are as revered as the man himself. Sometimes Lily even catches Maggie staring at the framed piece of carpet from the airport—the one she had once teased Lolo about having—with a shadow of amusement.


Still, there are other things to sort through.


It becomes apparent that, while Benji kept all his records, he didn’t organize them. There are boxes full of documents and receipts, but not even Maggie can make out any rhyme or reason as to how her father-in-law arranged them. Lily catches Sam staring at them one day, cringing, and she knows what will eventually follow.


Tuesday, when the bar is closed, they all begin sifting through the contents. Most are stored in the office’s broom closet. It is not a wide area, but she and Sam quickly determine that it’s deeper than it looks. Cardboard boxes are stacked all the way to the ceiling, claiming every square inch of space. The sheer magnitude is daunting, even for her. 


Sam brings them down one by one, and they develop a system. Papers pile up on the floor, sorted by type and year. By the time they are four boxes in, most of the floor has been covered.


Maggie shakes her head, setting another batch of yellowed paper into the black plastic garbage bag they have designated for shredding. From where she sits, Lily thinks they look like grocery receipts. “I knew Pops was a hoarder, but I hadn't realized it was this bad.”


Nina flips through a stack of bills, trying to determine what to save. “Mama used to do all the paperwork.” She looks up from her papers, looking at the room as if diagnosing a patient. “I would not qualify this as hoarding so much as laziness.”


Sam collapses one of the empty boxes. “Yeah, what about all the other stuff?” His eyes glance to the stacks of pictures still leaning precariously against the walls.


Nina’s head tilts, her mahogany eyes still as the surface of a pond on a windless day. “He was a collector.” No one argues, and after a quiet moment Maggie reaches over to hold her wife’s hand. 


Sam clears his throat as he forces his eyes away from what looks like a child’s finger painting on the wall. “Yeah,” he says softly, “he was.”
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In the next three hours, they work through the first layer of boxes. The bag of papers to be shredded is nearly overflowing. Maggie stands, stretching with her hands linked over her head until her spine gives a series of pops. A satisfied sigh passes her lips before her arms fall to her sides. “I think it’s high time for a break, ya’ll.”


Nina glances at the clock before nodding. “A break would be beneficial.”


Sam sets down the piece of paper he’s been staring at, sending his aunt a hopeful grin. “So would pizza.”


Nina blinks, unmoved by the display. “We have a kitchen full of food.”


Maggie is already shaking her head. “Nah, uh. I’m with Sam. No way any of us are cooking after all this.” She grabs both of their purses from the desk chair.


There is the tiniest hint of exasperation in Nina’s expression as she stands, but it reads more fond than anything. “Perhaps you're correct.”


Maggie's smile is knowing. “Course I am.” She hands Nina her simple brown leather purse while she hooks her bright teal designer one over her shoulder. “Go to that one off 10th? I’ll call it in while you drive?”


Nina nods, looking over her shoulder to catch Lily’s gaze. “Do you like jalapeño?”


Lily doesn't know, but she nods anyway—sensing that it is likely (somehow?) included in their regular order. By the way Nina’s lip quirks, Lily suspects she approves.


Sam’s excitement is tangible. “Hey, can you get those garlic knots too? Oh! And ranch!”


Maggie shakes her head, amused but eager to leave. “Come on, Baby. Before he has us ordering everything else on the menu.”


Nina follows without further comment, letting her wife lead her by the hand. Lily catches the way their fingers lace before the door closes and can't help but remember how warm Sam’s hand felt when he had done the same for her.


Sam waves them off even though they can't see, before staring at the open door to the closet as if it holds a question and he is debating his answer. Eventually he gives a heavy, resigned sigh and stands. “Guess I should go ahead and bring the next box down so we’re ready to go after we eat.”


It is only a little past eleven, and they are used to staying up far later, but there is a tiredness around his eyes that concerns her. “It can wait,” she reminds him, but instead of sitting back down he shrugs weakly.


“Yeah, but I might as well.” The smile he gives her seems more for her sake than anything. “I just want to get this done with, you know?”


Lily doesn’t—not really. Whether he does it today or tomorrow, it will still take the same amount of time; but perhaps that is a sentiment that comes from immortality. She thinks of the phrase she has heard Sam occasionally use—the one that compares things to ripping off a bandaid, and wonders if perhaps this is what he has in mind. If so, she is happy to assist if it will mean less pain. “I can help you sort until they come back.”


He smiles, and while it’s small, it feels more honest than the last. “Thanks, Lil.”


“Always,” she promises. It is a vow she is happy to make and determined to keep.


There is a shy gratitude in his eyes, even as he sheepishly rubs the back of his neck. “Have you, uh, seen the footstool?”


“Under the desk.” She tries not to sound too amused by his embarrassment. Ever since he almost kissed her, she has been hyper aware of him. It’s nice to know she is not the only one. There is something dancing between them—perhaps there always has been. Only now she recognizes it for what it is.


He mutters a quick thanks before disappearing momentarily beneath the desk and escaping into the closet with the footstool in hand.


Lily fights a smile as she pulls out the last handful of papers from the box in front of her. She is a second away from starting to break down the cardboard when, from the closet, there is a loud crash followed closely by a shouted curse and the sound of glass shattering. There is the faintest taste of blood in the air, and Lily rises so fast that her foot slips on the pile of tax documents. She scrambles across the floor, scattering papers in her wake, until she can finally get her feet under her. By the time she gets to the door, Sam is swearing loudly from his crouched position on the floor—blood dribbling from a cut on his bottom lip.


“God damn it!” Gingerly, he prods at the split flesh and winces. He sends the empty, broken frame beside him a withering glare. “Why the hell would there be a frame up there?”


Lily steps carefully around the shards of glass, glancing at the box beside it with growing concern as her hands gently coax his face upward. His bottom lip is split, but beneath the blood it is only a small cut. She suspects the corner of the frame is the culprit more than the force of the blow itself. Her hands drift to his shoulders, gently prodding. “Where does it hurt?” The boxes he has been pulling down are heavy. She cringes to think of the damage they could cause if struck by one.


Sam stops her hands with his own, the blood on his fingers smearing over the tops of her knuckles. “I’m fine,” he seethes. “Didn’t see the stupid frame on top of the box till it was flying towards my face.”


She watches a bead of blood drip from his chin and onto the floor. Something deep and instinctual stirs in her lower stomach, but she pushes it down without evaluating it. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to get some ice.”


He grunts, fingers already pressing against the abused flesh in exploration. Lily takes the somewhat ambiguous sound as approval and quickly heads to the kitchen. 


She wastes no time grabbing a large cube of ice from the freezer and wetting a clean rag. As the water saturates the cotton, she sees the blood on her knuckles and, after a second of staring, runs her hand under the water as well.


When she returns, Sam has moved from the closet to the desk chair, cupping his hand under his chin to catch the droplets of blood. He accepts the towel wrapped cube of ice gratefully while she perches herself on the edge of the desk. It doesn’t take long for the bleeding to stop, but Sam applies pressure for longer. Lily realizes, belatedly, that he is probably hoping the cold will help reduce any swelling.


After a few minutes, he spots the mess behind her and snorts. “So much for organizing,” he jokes, tone dry.


Lily looks over her shoulder, wincing as she registers that the strewn papers across the room are entirely her fault. “I’m sorry.”


Slowly removing the cloth from his lip, he shakes his head. “Don’t be.” He wipes the blood from his chin before moving to his hands and scrubbing at his cuticles. When he’s done, he tosses it onto the desk. There is a smile teasing the corners of his mouth, but he doesn’t let it pull at his lips. “We can get it fixed before the Aunties get back.” 


She nods, distracted by some crusting blood that he missed just under his chin. Her thumb wipes it away, satisfied when she leaves nothing but skin behind. When her eyes lift, she notices his questioning stare, and feels sheepish. She hasn’t forgotten that, once upon a time, he has done the exact same for her. “You missed a spot.” 


Lily thinks he must recognize the words because he starts to smile, but it quickly turns into a grimace as his lip reopens.


"Damn… just got it to stop," he grumbles. His finger comes away with a bit of blood after he touches the wound, but it is not nearly as much as before. He stands, reaching for the rag behind her. 


He doesn't seem to notice how close they are, but she can feel the heat off him. When his hand closes around the bloodied rag and he pulls away, her eyes lock onto the growing bead of blood darkening his lower lip.


There is that feeling again—that urge. Except now it isn’t dampened by panic. The blood in her veins thrums and her pulse quickens. She can tell the exact moment Sam notices the shift. He must feel the heaviness growing in the air between them; must be able to read the wish darkening her eyes. 


He swallows thickly and she can almost hear it above the hammering of his heart. "Lil?" he whispers, gaze drifting to her mouth.


There is a nervous thrill buzzing under her skin. She wonders if he would feel it if he touched her. She hasn't tasted him since that first night—when he traced the scars on his fingertips with a blade. A promise was made, unspoken and only to herself, that she would never drink from him again. Only the temptation she is feeling now isn't derived from the hunger. She wants him in other ways than just friendship and blood. She wants to find out how low his voice goes when he moans, wants to feel how hot his skin is under her open palms.


Her tongue wets her lips. It is an unconscious action, one made purely out of instinct, but she finds pleasure in the shaky exhale it draws from him. She forces her gaze away from his mouth and settles on his eyes. A moment, maybe two, and he mimics her. "Can I?" The words come out as a little more than a whisper, but she knows he has heard her. 


He stops breathing, his eyes searching for something in her face. She thinks of their almost kiss; remembers the flush in his cheeks and the shakiness of his limbs the night she drank from his fingertips. There are little to no doubts that he wants this as much as she does, but she still needs to hear it. She won’t risk crossing the carefully drawn line between friendship and more without him there to hold her hand as they jump.


"You know what you're asking, right? I don't want—" his words taper off, but Lily understands anyway. 


They are back in the bathroom, with her standing naked and unashamed in the tub—telling him she wouldn't mind being his. Only this time she knows what she’s offering. She knows what she wants. "Yes."


Hesitantly, he nods, and it is all the permission she needs.


She stands, her hands reaching and caressing the lines of his jaw. Even though she is not as cold as she once was, his skin still feels warm, and the day old stubble tickles her palms. She savors the way he feels, how dark his eyes go as he stares down at her—waiting and wanting.


As their lips touch, his hands settle just above her hips. It is soft, tentative, and ever so careful. Her tongue gently swipes over the split in his lip and she is rewarded with a sharp intake of breath. She pulls back, concerned, but his grip tightens and prevents her from stepping away. His eyes are closed, his thick lashes fanning over his freckled skin, and his mouth parted.


Her fingers brush over his lip. She wants to kiss him again, to sink into him until she drowns, but the stuttering sigh against her fingers makes her hesitate. “Does it hurt?”


"No," he breathes, eyes cracking open. "Hell no.” 


His gaze burns into hers with the sweetest intensity, one of his hands moving to settle at her neck. His thumb strokes her jaw, and his gaze travels back to her mouth. When he leans towards her it is slow, almost hesitant. Lily sees it for what it is—an opportunity for her to shy away. To deny him. His lips are so close she can feel them whispering against her own as he echoes her words back to her, his eyes half lidded. “Can I?”


Her hands slide to his chest, fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt, as she stares up at him. Her voice is lost, hiding somewhere behind the pounding of her heart, so she nods instead.


His mouth slants over hers with an urgency that leaves her breathless. It is hungry, bruising, and everything she wants. The edge of the desk presses at the backs of her thighs, and she absently registers the sound of a cup of pens falling and hitting the ground, but she is far from caring. He tastes like blood—like life—and something else that is so purely Sam it makes her head spin. She wants him with an intensity that leaves her weak and a desperation that makes her bold. Her body aches for more touch. More friction. The desire to be closer to him is as real as the hand tangling in her hair and the tongue slipping past her teeth. 


Her hands sneak under the hem of his shirt, searching for the warmth of his skin. As her fingers brush against his lower back, Sam gasps, momentarily breaking their kiss. His blood is smeared across his parted mouth, and the sight makes her lick her own in response. His eyes are dazed as he looks down at her, something akin to awe hinting in their depths. 


The sound of the knob turning breaks the moment, and Sam pulls away so quickly the backs of his knees hit the chair with enough force to send it rolling backward. He finishes wiping his mouth with the back of his hand just as the door opens.


“You guys still…” Maggie’s voice trails off, her gaze flitting over the mess of papers on the floor before narrowing on Sam’s injuries. “What in the world –”


Nina appears at her elbow, taking one look before purposefully striding into the room—swiftly taking Sam’s chin in her hands to inspect the damage. “What did you do? Why don’t you have ice on it?”


He flinches, but doesn't recoil from her examination. If anything, he seems to subconsciously bring himself closer to her level so she doesn't have to crane her neck while she completes her assessment. “Why do you always say that like it’s my fault?” he grumbles.


Lily holds the cloth and ice out to him, trying not to think of how she can still taste him on her tongue. “There was a frame on top of one of the boxes,” she offers.


Nina shakes her head, seemingly unimpressed, but releases her hold on his chin. “You should be using ice for ten to twenty minutes at a time.” She eyes his lip critically. “No straws or anything else that might reopen it. Have you applied antibiotic ointment?”


Maggie lays a gentle hand on the petite woman's shoulder. “Baby, just let the boy eat. It ain’t nothing that can’t wait till he’s got some food in him.” She glances at the mess of papers. “We’ll get things sorted after.”


Lily looks away—embarrassed by the mess she made, but knowing she would likely do the same again. On their way out, Sam’s knuckles brush her own. When she looks up his eyes are giddy with shared secrets and there is a wistfulness to his mouth that holds a tentative promise.


Later?


The smile she answers with leaves no room for misinterpretation.
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Later, when they slip between the covers, their lips find each other in the last hour of twilight, and it is as if they never separated. Her fingers thread through his hair, and her nails decorate his tanned, freckled shoulders with indents in the shape of crescent moons. His skin is hot, and everywhere he touches feels like sunlight but without the singeing pain. It is a different sort of fire—one that builds with every brush of his lips, every exploratory touch of his fingers. It paints his skin in sweat, colors their voices with needy gasps and heady moans until she is burning for him and it is both too much and not enough. 


After, soaking in the quiet aftermath, she lays with his front flush against her back; his body curling around hers until even their feet touch, and his lips pepper kisses along the nape of her neck. She breathes his name into the silence, afraid to disturb the moment but unable to keep her thoughts to herself. The words have been pulling at her heart for what feels like forever, begging to be born, and Lily no longer has the will to stop them. "Sam?"


He grunts, pulling her in closer and nuzzling the skin behind her ear. "Yeah?"


"I think I’m in love with you."


For a moment he pauses, and then he is chuckling. "Welcome to the club."


She frowns, threading her fingers with the hand resting against her ribs. "I don't know what that means."


He plants a kiss to her shoulder, his grin so wide that she can feel his lips curling against her skin. "It means I love you too."










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE







When she sleeps, she dreams of rivers filled with stars and a sun that doesn't burn. It rains even though there are no clouds, but the water is warm, and it tastes sweet when she licks it from her lips. Lily doesn't remember sitting, but she must have. Tall, green stalks of grass tickle her elbows. Sam sits beside her with his head tilted up to the sky. When he looks at her, it is with a grin; his kisses as light and pure as the rainwater. It is nice, but something nags at her. It's only as his hand slips into hers that she realizes what it is.


The heat she has come to associate with him is missing. She is as warm as he is.


The revelation lingers even as her eyes grudgingly open. The diffused light bleeding past the curtains tells her that it is afternoon and her instinct regarding the sun’s path confirms it. There is an arm draped over her waist, fingers curled against her stomach. She doesn't need to look behind her to know he is awake. Against her ear, his breathing is relaxed, but his pulse gives him away.


She rolls onto her other side, facing him. The sleepy, dimpled grin he wears is infectious. “Hi,” she murmurs, admiring his mussed curls with newfound appreciation.


He kisses the corner of her mouth, the arm around her waist pulling her in closer. “Hey, beautiful.” When she blinks, taken aback, he flushes. “Sorry, too much, right?”


She kisses him softly, reassuringly. It’s not the endearment that makes her uncomfortable, it is the compliment. The only one she was used to hearing in her old life was too similar—uttered from the mouths of men and women alike as if being beautiful was all a girl in her position could aspire to. As if that was all she was worth. She doesn't want Sam to call her beautiful—she just wants him to call her his. 


Lily doesn't want to explain it to him, though. At least not now. There is a level of contentment that makes her lax. She doesn't know if there has ever been any singular moment in time where she has felt more at peace than here—with his skin warm against her own and the sheets shielding them from the world. 


When she pulls away, her fingers trace the line of his jaw before ghosting over the wound on his bottom lip. “Does it hurt at all?”


“Not enough to keep me from kissing you,” he murmurs, gently pushing her hair away from her face—fingertips trailing over her cheek. 


There is an honesty in his words that makes her bite back a smile. When she kisses him, there is a taste of promises on his lips. Lily wants to tell him that she doesn't ever want him to stop kissing her, but as his hand cradles the back of her neck and he shifts until he is hovering her, she suspects she will never need to. 
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Staying in bed is a temptation that has both of them lingering longer than they should. She can hear the rumbling of Sam’s stomach, knows that he is far past due for a meal, but whenever she suggests they get up his hands wander and her resolve crumbles. It is only when he can't hold off from going to the bathroom that they untangle, albeit reluctantly.


In between subtle glances and teasing touches, they manage to make breakfast. Their feet bump playfully under the table as they eat, and they share shy smiles over their eggs and toast. By the time they need to go help open the bar, Lily is wishing they didn't. She isn't ready to leave the privacy of the apartment—doesn't want to give up the heaven they have built within these walls.


She thinks Sam must be having similar reservations, because the kiss he initiates before they leave is thorough and without rush—as if he is trying to extend and preserve every last second. It makes leaving the apartment easier, but it doesn't make her stop wanting more.


Wednesday’s are normally closed, but a small music company chose to rent the rooms and bar to themselves for the night. Lily isn’t particularly happy about the timing, but she is grateful they at least booked it late enough for the sun to have set before Sam and her need to leave. She doesn’t want to part with him at all, let alone have to wait in the apartment so she can meet him hours later.


Outside, there is a breeze in the air that is strong enough to make the loose hair around her shoulders troublesome. After brushing it from her face for the fifth time, she ties it back with the hair tie she still wears on her wrist from yesterday. She doesn’t think anything of it until they arrive and Maggie pauses, a knowing grin curling at the corners of her full mouth. 


She leans back, hand on her hip as she looks Lily over. “Well, what do you know.”


Lily frowns, looking down at herself, but she can’t figure out what the taller woman is referring to. “What?”


Humming, Maggie’s smile turns sly. “Oh, nothing. Just admiring our boy’s handiwork, is all.”


Lily is still desperately confused. It must show, because not a moment later Nina comments from behind her laptop—her eyes never leaving the bright screen. “She’s talking about the hickeys on your neck.”


Lily catches Sam’s shy, but pleased smile before he ducks his head and laces his fingers with her own. Her free hand blindly touches her neck, but she is too charmed by his happiness to feel embarrassed by it.


Nina taps a few keys on her keyboard. "Are you using adequate protection?"


Sam's smile drops, and Maggie cackles as she wipes down the counter. "Auntie,” he whines, almost pleading.


Lily frowns, looking between them. "Protection?" Sam shoots her a frantic look, one that clearly begs for her not to say another word. Only, she thinks it may already be too late because Nina is closing her laptop and giving Lily her full attention.


“Birth control.”


Sam groans. “Auntie, no. Please, just no. I’m freaking twenty-five,” he hisses.


Nina raises a brow, seeming completely unconcerned by her nephew’s embarrassment. "Condoms are only 98 percent effective if you use and store them correctly. Really, the number is closer to—"


"85 percent," Sam recites, cringing. "You gave me the talk when I was thirteen, remember?"


She hums approvingly. "Just making sure it stuck."


Sam avoids his Aunt’s eyes as his complexion darkens. "Like it's something I could forget." 


Lily listens, chest tightening with every word that passes between them. Behind the counter, Maggie chuckles—clearly amused. Lily wishes she could feel the same. "I… can't have children."


Tension fills the room, quiet but heavy. Stifling, and only broken by Sam’s sharp intake of breath. She can’t bring herself to look at his expression—too scared of what she may find there—but both Nina and Maggie still, staring at her with varying levels of surprise. Lily can see the remorse painting Nina’s mahogany eyes before they slowly close in a wince. 


"I'm sorry."


Lily wonders if she is sorry to hear of her infertility or for prying. She doesn't have a response for either, so she just mutely tilts her chin in acknowledgment. The look on Maggie's face is pure sympathy. Lily knows that, if she is allowed to speak them, her words will be too. Only, she doesn't want to hear them. She doesn't want to talk about it. "I can start getting the rooms ready if you'd like?"


Maggie hesitates, sending Sam a tentative glance that he doesn’t meet. “Sure, Sugar. That’d be great.”


Eager for an escape, she nods stiffly before heading down the hallway. Behind her she can hear Nina’s voice, more vulnerable than she has ever heard it, just before she slips into the first room.


“Sam—”


“It’s ok, Auntie. I know.”


It doesn’t take long for him to follow. She is waiting for the television screen to come to life when she looks up to find him hesitating at the threshold. Under her stare, he cringes. “Auntie… she meant well. She didn't know.”


She thinks of the sharp edge that came with his inhale after she had breathed life into the words. “Neither did you.”


His hand reaches up, rubbing the back of his neck. He doesn’t meet her eyes. “I should have. I mean, I think I even did in a way. I just never… put two and two together, I guess.” He softly shuts the door before closing the small distance between them, his hands reaching for her own and stroking the backs of her knuckles apologetically. “I’m sorry.”


She shakes her head, her grip on his fingers tightening as she tries to swallow down the growing lump in her throat. “You still don’t understand.” He never has. Sam has always been so eager to disregard what she is in favor for who she is.


He doesn’t flinch away from the accusation, but his brow furrows. “Understand what?” He ducks his head to catch her straying gaze, voice soft. “Hey, talk to me. I’m not going anywhere.”


Her eyes slip shut, pained. “Yes, you are.” She removes her hands from his gentle grip; wrapping her arms around her waist as she summons the courage to look at him. “You’re getting older.”


Someday he will die. It is a truth she has come to accept—one that she keeps close, a barbed shield for when the inevitable happens. It is her sacrifice for loving him, her penance for allowing herself the privilege of falling into the shelter of his heart. Only, now she is realizing with rapid certainty that, in loving her, Sam is making sacrifices too. “I’m not.”


“I—I know. I know that.” The cringe he gives is full of pain. She wonders if his heart hurts as much as hers does. The way he rubs at his chest makes her think that it must. “I’m… I know I won’t be around forever. Not like you.” He gives a breathy laugh, but the sound is heavy with regret and falls flat. “I’m just… a footnote for you. Maybe a chapter—I don’t know. But, I’m ok with that. I am, really. I just—damn it, Lil. I just want a life with you in it. I…” He swallows thickly, eyes drifting to the ceiling as if he can find the right words hidden between the blades of the ceiling fan. When he finally looks at her, his gaze is pleading for her to understand. “I want to paint the future with you.”


There are tears stinging at her eyes. She blinks them away, angry that he could ever believe he is a footnote when in reality he is the only part of her life that has been worth reading. “How could you think that?” she hisses. Squeezing her eyes shut, she refuses to let the tears fall. She feels his arms wrap around her, feels his breath ghosting over her hair, and holds herself tighter—willing herself not to break. “I don’t want to remember my life without you in it. I don’t want to think of how broken I will be when you’re gone. But you don’t understand what you’re sacrificing.”


His lips brush against her forehead, murmuring the words against her skin. “Nothing I’m not willing to.”


The sound that leaves her tastes bitter on her tongue. She can't tell if she’s laughing or sobbing. “I can’t give you a family. I can’t even be your wife.”


The way he shakes his head is almost angry. “Stop. Just stop.” He runs his hand through her hair, eyes burning into hers with a fierceness she doesn't recognize. “You’re my family. Auntie Nina and Maggie, they’re my family. Hell, Finn and Julia too.” His palms cup her cheeks, hot against her skin. “And I sure as hell don’t need a piece of paper to love you till I stop breathing.”


Another tear, then two, escape. They tickle as they roll over her cheeks and slide down her neck. “Ok,” she murmurs, voice hoarse. If she speaks any louder, she knows it will break. “Ok.”


“Till death do us part?” he breathes, his nose tracing hers as he leans toward her. 


Her teeth sink into her bottom lip in an effort to quell its trembling. “Till death do us part.” The whisper is loud between them, heavy in a way that only the most important promises can be.


He holds her, lips soothing the sharp pain in her heart with kisses so soft they make her cry harder. There’s a dark part of her whispering—she doesn’t have to say goodbye, she has the power to keep him beside her for as long as forever. Lily doesn’t turn the idea over, doesn’t dare look temptation in its eye. She knows better. 


She thinks of the others—of The Twins, who have been so stripped of who they were they don’t even remember how to act as individuals. Who, when given an order, never do or say anything but obey. Lily doesn’t think she’s ever seen them wear any expression other than apathy. 


She thinks of Mei—of her sneers and her spite. The way she brags about the stupid men she seduces; forcing them to buy her pretty things before sucking them dry.


She thinks of the one who made her.


Seeing Sam’s warm smile turn into something cruel, something predatory, and knowing she is the cause would be far worse than living in a world without him.










CHAPTER THIRTY







Lily is not sure what she expected—perhaps she hadn't expected anything—but the following week doesn't feel altogether different from the ones before.


She still occasionally reads out loud while Sam cooks, even though she suspects he mostly listens to her voice more than the narrative. When it's time for sleep, they still share the same bed; only now they wear imprints of wandering hands and languishing kisses on their skin instead of clothes. On Tuesday nights, Finn’s teasing hasn't relented but it is now chorused with Julia’s lamenting of how she knew it all along. Maggie is equally merciless, and only tempered by her wife’s apathy—as she says, it is not as if the development is in any way surprising.


Mostly, crossing the boundary from friends to lovers has meant no longer suffering the tension that comes with what-ifs. Every touch brings her farther and farther away from the concerns she had once shielded her heart with; every kiss makes her believe it is worth it. The reality of their future has not changed, she knows it never will, but she no longer feels the weight of it pressing down on her. Instead, she savors every brush of his hands, commits the way he smiles against her skin to memory. Lily doesn’t know how long she will live, but she knows that someday he will die. She is determined not to waste what time she has.


The days are shortening, but they are still entirely too long. She is still forced to wait, anxiously, in Sam’s apartment while he and Maggie open the bar. It is Saturday, which means the bar is opening even earlier than usual to cater to the customers looking for an early dinner with their entertainment. Lily hates it, but knows better than to dwell on things she can’t change.


The sun descends, and she finishes the last few entries in the bar’s ledger. In the last month, she has made a habit of bringing it home with her. Balancing numbers provides a good distraction while she waits, and it allows her to help Sam in the kitchen once she arrives. Tucking them safely into her canvas messenger bag, she pauses after she zips it closed.


There is a tingling at the back of her neck, a warning trill, that comes with the feeling of being watched. A glance around the apartment confirms what she already knows—she is alone. Still, the feeling persists. The fine hairs along her arms stand on end as she frowns, gaze darting around in search of the cause. Perhaps it is instinct, but it does not take long for her eyes to search beyond the apartment and to the park outside the window. 


Standing at her bench is a man. He is as pale as she is, with blonde hair that is darker than hers and warm like honey. Lily recognizes him immediately, but it brings terror instead of relief. Her pulse is hammering in her ears, flooding her veins with a level of adrenaline she hasn’t felt since she bled out over the spot he now sits over. He is looking straight at her, his light blue eyes bright and leering in the darkness. He wears the same shadowed smirk, the same goading stare, as the night he killed her. Lily knows what it means; knows he has found a new game and that he intends for her to be the pawn.


She stumbles away from the window, nearly tripping over the coffee table, until she can no longer see him—until he can no longer see her. He watches every step, his sinister smile growing with every panicked beat of her heart, until the building blocks him from sight. Her body is trembling, and her brain is abuzz with so much fear she can hardly think, but, somehow, one thought pushes through with bold clarity.


He knows where she lives.


Frantic, she looks to the oven clock, but the digital numbers only confirm what she already knows. The sun has only been down for ten minutes. He has found somewhere close to shield him during the day. He will still be there, waiting, when Sam comes home.


She pivots, socked feet almost slipping from under her as she scrambles to unlock the door. Going outside is not an option—she is nowhere near a match against his strength—but the need to warn Sam is burning through her veins, searing her heart. She doesn’t take the time to lock the door behind her, but she does hesitate on the staircase landing for a brief moment before she acknowledges the instinct to go up instead of down. It is only as she reaches the top floor that she understands why, and her eyes scan each numbered door as she bolts down the hallway, stopping only once she has found the right one.


She brings her fist down on the door, again, and again, and again. The rhythm matches the frantic racing of her heart. She hears Finn on the other side, cursing and stumbling through the apartment and yelling to “stop already.” 


She doesn't. Her hand continues to connect against the painted wood—red, red like blood—until it swings open. When he sees it’s her, his irritation fades into something like concern.


"Jesus, Lily, what –"


"You need to call Sam," she blurts. "Tell him not to come home." For a few, agonizing seconds he does nothing but stare at her. She is near tears, flirting on the edge of hysteria, and she does not have time. Finn must sense her urgency, because even though he doesn’t move as quickly as she’d like, he doesn’t question her further before pulling his phone from his pocket.


As the phone rings, he ushers her inside, glancing up and down the hall before shutting the door. Lily strains to hear, counting the rings that sound against Finn’s ear. The fourth is interrupted by Sam’s voice. “Hey, what’s up?”


Finn doesn’t get the chance to answer, Lily has already snatched the phone away—nearly sobbing in relief. “Where are you?”


There is a lengthy pause on the other line. “Lil? What—”


“Sam, please. Where are you?”


“Uh, I’m in the kitchen? Lily, what’s going on? Are you crying?”


She is. The tears are rolling down her cheeks faster than she can stop them. Vaguely, she recognizes the feeling of Finn’s hand on her shoulder. “Close it. Close the bar and go to Maggie and Nina’s. Don’t let anyone in and don’t come home. Not till morning.”


“Lil, you’re scaring me. What the hell is—”


“He’s here. He’s outside. Sam, he knows.” Sam is silent on the other line, probably trying to untangle her jumbled warnings.


Beside her, Finn stiffens, the hand on her shoulder turning her to face him. “Who? Who’s here?”


The adrenaline is waning; the blood pumping through her heart freezing as dread fills her. “The one who made me.”


One second, maybe two, and Finn grabs the phone from her. “Sam, do what she says. I have to call Julia, she’s at her mother’s.”


Sam’s voice is faint. “I will, but Finn—“


“I’ll take care of her.”


“Thanks.”


Finn hangs up, quickly calling his wife. Lily sinks to the floor, back against the wall, sitting there amongst Finn and Julia’s shoes. If she is sitting on one of the brunette’s sandals, she is numb to it. She feels numb to everything except the insistent pounding of her heart against her ribs, and the rush of blood drumming in her ears. She isn’t sure how long she sits there, but eventually she feels Finn settle beside her, forearms resting on his bent knees as he stares straight ahead—past his living room and to the window beyond.


“Sam texted me. They’re all safe at Maggie and Nina’s place.”


She nods, wiping at her cheek with the heel of her hand. “Thank you.”


“Was this the first time you saw him?” When she gives another (more miserable) nod, he sighs. “Good.”


It’s not. It’s not good at all. “You don’t understand,” she whispers, as if the very walls can listen. “He wanted me to see him. He wanted me to know.”


The silence between them is thicker than the blood roaring in her ears. When Finn finally speaks, it is hushed. “Know what?”


She looks at him. His jaw is tense, his brow drawn in trepidation. In his eyes, she can see the reflection of her own horror staring back at her. “This is what he does. He makes it into a game. He wants me to know because he wants me to play.” A shiver trails up her spine, and she stares at her clenched fists—watching in detached interest as they violently tremble against her thighs. “He wants me to try to protect the people I love, just so he can prove that I can’t.”


For a moment Finn just stares, processing, and then he’s shaking his head—a bitter laugh hissing through his teeth. “Of course. Of course he’d be one of those freaking psycho types.” His head falls back as he stares at the ceiling, hitting the wall with a dull thunk. “Jesus, Lily. What are we going to do? Move?”


She doesn’t know if that would be enough. He has always been too tenacious, too cruel, to let anyone go so easily. And with her, his pet project, she is almost sure that he would travel half the world just to watch her break. Lily should have known. She should have recognized that him releasing the pull on her heart wasn’t a sign of surrender, but a warning. It was an offer—come home or play—and in denying one she has accepted the other.


All it would take is for him to infiltrate someone who has access to social security and he could get everything—where Sam lives, where he works. Knowing him, he already has what he needs to track everyone else as well. He wouldn’t have revealed himself to her otherwise. 


Finn is staring at her now—waiting for an answer. She hates that she doesn’t have one to give him. Every plan she weaves falls apart before it has the chance to form. She doesn’t know what to do, only that they must do something.


“The old stone building,” she murmurs. “The one by Saint John’s Bridge.” She’s still unsure about what she is revealing but she needs, more than anything, to have someone else’s input. Finn doesn't have a full understanding of what she is capable of—not yet—but perhaps his mind will be more tactical than her own. “That’s where they are.”


His eyes narrow skeptically. “That old GasCo building? It’s abandoned.”


She cringes. “It's not abandoned.”


Finn shakes his head, his body turning to face her more fully. “They have a guard out there every night to keep stupid kids from going in there. I pass by everyday on my way to work.”


“He doesn't guard it,” she says softly. “It’s a trap. If there’s no one there to see, he is the one that leads them in.”


Finn’s breath leaves him in a rush. “Wait, so he’s one of them?”


“No, he’s human.” Finn looks like he is about to argue, but she silences him with a look. Regret is making her throat feel tight, and she feels her eyes burn with the threat of more tears. She has never wanted Finn to know what she is capable of—has always been afraid of the fear that may follow—but to keep it a secret now would mean inviting death. “The first thing the guards do is inspect the building. Every time they go in, he puts them under a thrall.” She sets a quivering hand on his arm, relieved when he doesn’t flinch away from her touch. “They go home remembering what he wants them to remember. Even if it never happened.”


Finn visibly pales. “He can do that?”


“It is the eyes you should be afraid of,” she whispers.


“So even if we sent a S.W.A.T team in there…”


She can’t meet his eyes. “He’d have control over them in an instant. We would be handing him trained soldiers with weapons.”


Finn leans back into the wall, his breathing becoming sharp as he stares unseeingly at his living room. “Why are you telling me this?”


Lily follows his gaze. Perhaps for the first time since her death, she wishes for the sun to rise. “Running won’t save us.”


He goes quiet, and Lily can tell by the racing of his heart that he understands. “Ok, right. Ok.” He breathes into his closed fist, before letting his hand drop away. “We’ll… we’ll figure out something. In the meantime, if we have to go somewhere, we go during the day. Except you, uh, for, you know, obvious reasons. Maybe you and Sam should stay with us, since he knows your apartment.”


Lily can’t bring herself to tell him that it doesn’t matter.
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When Sam arrives, it is well past sunrise. Lily throws herself into his arms so quickly she almost doesn't catch his grimace. She pulls away, but the question burning her tongue shrivels as she realizes he didn’t come alone. Behind him, both Maggie and Nina stand patiently in the hall. Their grim expressions tell her enough.


"You told them," she murmurs, more a statement than a question. It escapes her before she can think better of it. She watches, numb, as the couple share a glance.


Sam winces. "Lil," he starts, wavering. His palm rests against her cheek, expression twisted with guilt. "I'm sorry—I had to." 


She can hardly breathe, her chest is so tight, but she nods stiffly. "It's alright," she tells him, even though her hands are trembling. "I understand." Them knowing is both terrifying and a relief—something she had always anticipated but was never quite ready for.


The sigh Sam gives is full of gratitude. He gives a soft kiss to her forehead, murmuring against her skin. "It's gonna be ok."


For the first time Lily can remember, she doesn't believe him. She wishes she did. 


Lily is unsure how to proceed—she's still not even sure how she feels. Before she can figure it out, Maggie steps forward. Her long, graceful arms pulling her in and hugging her close. She is everything Sam's embrace was not. Soft. Maternal. It feels so good she almost cries.


When Maggie pulls away, she places her hands on either side of Lily's cheeks and offers a weak smile. "You're still you, Sugar. Ain't nothing in the world gonna change that."


Lily can hear the woman’s elevated pulse, but there is a softness in her eyes as she looks at her. It takes Lily a moment to understand, but when she does she feels hope blooming in her chest. Maggie is afraid, but not of her. Relief floods through her, and suddenly all Lily wants is to be held again.


Maggie, ever perceptive, folds her arms around her and whispers into her hair. “There, there, Sugar.” She doesn’t offer any false hopes, and Lily is glad for it. Right now, all she wants is the comfort of knowing she’s not alone.


When she glances over the taller woman's shoulder, Nina hasn't moved from the entryway. Her eyes are measuring their interaction—not with the apprehension or fear that Lily expected, but with the same calculating interest that comes with solving a puzzle. When she catches Lily staring, she shakes her head. “I’ve worked in Emergency for the past six years,” she says, brow furrowing. “I should have seen it earlier. There have been so many strange cases on the night shifts. I should have suspected, but it's just so…”


Maggie’s arms loosen, but her hand lingers on Lily’s shoulder as she turns to comfort her wife. “Honey, you had no way of knowing. No one did. This is a whole other level of crazy.”


Lily tries to calm the blood rushing in her ears. There is guilt tightening the corners of Nina’s eyes; a regret for all the times impossible truths came through the hospital doors and were dismissed as pure fantasy. Lily knows that, for the most part, any of her regrets are unfounded. “You've done nothing wrong,” she assures her. Her voice trembles, but even though she’s still shaken, she tries to relay her certainty. “They don't leave witnesses or survivors. I would be surprised if even one made it to see you.”


There is still a hesitation in Nina’s gaze, but eventually she concedes with a tilt of her chin. She still seems to lack her usual confidence, but she is sensible enough to accept that, in this, Lily is the expert. “I have questions.”


Lily swallows, nodding. “I know.” She only hopes her answers don't scare them away.










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE







She spends the next two hours providing explanations.


Crammed into the living room, Julia sits with next to Sam and Lily on the couch with Finn sitting on the armrest beside his wife. Across from them, Nina and Maggie curl up onto the old, second hand wingback chairs by the window. Everyone wants to know what they are up against, but Nina in particular is keen on understanding every nuance of what she is. She wears an openly curious expression as she delivers question after question. Lily thinks it is merely the thirst for knowledge that prompts the onslaught until the questions become more pointed.


The mug in Nina’s hands has become as cold as the untouched tea inside it, but she continues to hold it anyway. “You were on the brink of death?”


“Yes,” Lily answers, somewhat wary. It is not something she likes to talk about, but she has been around the doctor long enough to know that the more answers she gives, the more Nina will understand—and the less likely she will be afraid.


“And it is that man’s, the vampire’s, blood that revived you?” The word vampire still sounds foreign on Nina’s lips—as if she has to force her tongue around the syllables of another language entirely.


Maggie must see Lily’s discomfort, because she quickly interjects. “Honey, why don’t we put this on the shelf a bit. We got bigger fish to fry.”


For the first time, Lily watches as Nina ignores her wife’s suggestion. “Does it have to be his?”


Bells are ringing urgent warnings. She knows where this conversation will lead. Finn must too, because he lifts his head up from his hands—suddenly interested in their conversation. “You can’t be thinking what I think you’re thinking.”


Beside him, Julia seems to catch on, her face paling as she turns wide eyes to the doctor. “Please don’t. Please, please don’t.”


Nina shakes her head, but to Lily’s horror it isn’t in denial. “Think of the medicinal value this may have. If we could find a way to modify her blood, it could mean saving lives—”


Lily won’t let her finish. “They won’t come back the same,” she stresses. “I’m… I’m the only one.”


Next to her, Sam squeezes her hand, cringing and eyes begging to let this conversation drop. “None of the others are getting takeout, Auntie.”


Nina stills, her eyes closing briefly. When she opens them, her gaze is focused on Lily. “So you’re the anomaly.”


“Yes,” she answers, relief easing the tightness in her chest.


Nodding, Nina leans back into her chair. “I see. It’s still possible that your blood could have something to offer, but I think it’s safe to say the risk is too great.”


“Well good,” Julia chimes, shifting her weight on the couch as she tries to find a more comfortable position. “Because what you’re talking about is exactly how apocalypses start. Like, all the time.”


Maggie hums, agreeing. “She ain’t wrong.”


Nina frowns. “There hasn’t been an apocalypse.”


“She’s talking about in movies, Auntie,” Sam clarifies around a yawn.


This only seems to deepen Nina’s confusion. “Fiction is hardly a basis for reality.”


Julia looks appalled. “Fiction should always be a basis for reality.” She gestures an open hand to the immortal woman beside her. “There’s a vampire in my apartment, and another one out there that wants to eat us. I rest my case.”


Nina looks tempted to counter her argument, but settles for shaking her head—not quite convinced, but not ready to argue over it either. “Valid point,” she concedes, before looking to her wife. “We should gather some things from home while it’s still light out.” Her gaze drifts, lingering on each of them. “We need to formulate some sort of plan.”


The scowl Finn wears is dark and full of dread. “Yeah,” he mutters. “We got to figure out how to strike this asshole down and fast. Everyone should sleep here tonight. We can be out of his sight but still go downstairs to keep an eye on the bastard if we need to.” He stands, bending over to give his wife a peck on the cheek. “I’m gonna go run to the store and stock up on some food. Text me if you’re craving something specific, alright?”


Julia’s head snaps up, eyes hopeful. “You know those hot dogs in the can?”


Finn pauses, a look of disgust and disbelief twisting his features. “Veggie links?”


“Oh my god, yes!” Julia’s relief is almost comical. “Those. Get me those.”


Maggie laughs as she gathers up her purse. “Just roll with it.”


Shaking his head, Finn leans in to give her one last kiss on the forehead. “You’re lucky I love you, because those are so gross.” 


The smile she gives him is sugary sweet. “I’m going to be pushing your child out of my vagina in about a month. Tell me again how lucky I am?”


Maggie snorts on a laugh as she opens the door for Nina. “You tell him, girl! Take no prisoners!”


Finn chuckles, a smile curling his lips despite the anxiety still darkening the circles around his eyes. He grabs his wallet off the counter. “Definitely me, Babe. Definitely me.”


“Don’t forget it!” she sing–songs over the back of the couch, seconds before Finn closes the door with a parting grin.


With Finn, Maggie, and Nina gone, the apartment goes quiet for approximately twenty seconds before Julia breaks the silence. “I’m hungry.”
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There isn’t much in the fridge, but it’s enough for Sam to make a decent egg scramble. One glance at the swelling in Julia’s feet and she’s banned from standing in the kitchen, so she takes a place at the dining table instead—peeling potatoes over a plastic grocery bag while Sam takes the large chef’s knife to the bright red bell peppers he found in the back corner of the fridge. It feels strange to be doing something so domestic when all of their lives are at stake, but if she looks closely she can still see the stress weighing on both of them. 


Sam’s shoulders are tense, his eyes too focused, as he brings the blade down. It is taking him longer than it should to slice them, and Lily knows he is struggling to hold on to this tiny act of normalcy, because if he lets it go the panic will set in. Julia is faring no better. Her eyes keep flitting to the window, anxiously measuring the amount of sunlight left even though it isn’t even ten o’clock. Lily takes her time cracking the remaining eggs into a bowl. The sound of the shell breaking feels as loud as the knife meeting the cutting board, and she watches in detached interest as the smooth, yellow yolks slip into the glass bowel until she can no longer tell where one ends and the other begins.


A knock sounds on the door and they all look up, frozen.


Maybe it is because the sun is still up—luring her into a sense of security. Or maybe she simply didn’t stop to think better of it, but she doesn’t object when Julia stands and opens the door.


“Holy—Sam! Call—" 


Alarmed by the fear in Julia's voice, Lily and Sam rush forward. When she sees Mei in the doorway—half of her face covered in scabbed, blackened flesh—she already knows what comes next. She can see it in the way Julia opens the door a little wider, how she rushes forward to take Mei's elbow. "No!"


But it's too late. Lily knows the moment the tension drains from Julia’s shoulders. She knows by the warning, cruel edge of Mei’s smile.


Lily chokes—bile rising in her throat. She has enough sense to grab Sam by the arm as he tries to come to Julia’s rescue. “No,” she repeats, only this time it’s directed at the man beside her.


Sam fights her grasp. “Let go! What are you—”


“It’s too late.” There must be something in her voice, because he stills beneath her hand.


The curl of Mei’s smile splits the scabbed skin and thick, yellow fluid fills the cracks. "Good. I was hoping I wouldn't have to explain it to you." She peers down at Julia, haughtily evaluating. “Go on. Invite me in like a good little hostess.”


Julia shifts to the side, hand extended in invitation. Lily can see the proof of what she suspected in her eyes. The brightness of her gaze has dulled; her will all but gone under Mei’s stronghold. She may as well be sleep walking. “Please, come in.”


Beside her, Sam is shaking. Lily doesn't need to look at his expression to know it is in both terror and rage. “Let her go,” he hisses. “She has nothing to do with any of this.”


Mei walks through the threshold, flicking her hand in a silent order for Julia to close the door behind her. “Like I care?” Her eyes flit across the apartment, lip curling at the colorful afghans draped over the couch as the front door clicks shut. “Ugh, people still crochet?”


Instinct tells Lily to be still. Right now, any attack she makes on Mei means an attack on Julia—they are at her elder’s mercy. Sam must realize it too, because even though he still has a knife in his hand, he doesn’t try to use it.


“What the hell do you want?!” he seethes.


Mei glances at the blade before rolling her eyes. “Put the toy down. I’m here for Lily. Be a good boy and get out.” She jerks her chin towards Julia. “I’ll even let you take Two–For–One with you.”


Sam’s reaction is instant. “If you think—”


“Look,” Mei interrupts. “It’s simple. Either you play along or I make you. So, for the last time, get lost.”


Lily tugs on his wrist. She doesn’t know how serious Mei’s threat is, but she doesn’t want to risk finding out. She doesn’t want to risk Julia. “Sam—”


“I’m not leaving you!” he says, fuming through gritted teeth. Lily can hear the truth in his words as easily as the torment. His eyes are glued to Julia’s impassive expression, pained as he struggles to find a way to save them both.


Lily knows there isn’t one.


“The sun’s up,” she reminds him, voice gentle. “She can’t take me out of the building.”


His attention snaps to her, furious that she’d even suggest he’d leave. “That doesn’t mean she can’t hurt you!”


“This is a waste of time,” Mei sneers.


Lily knows what comes next, can practically see the barbed lines trying to catch Sam’s gaze—trying to smother his will so Mei can pull at his strings. She gives a shout, despite knowing it will be too late. Mei is older than her by centuries. She does not need to untangle threads the way Lily does—she does not need time. A glance is all it takes, and Sam is so busy watching for danger that he doesn't think to guard his eyes from it.


Only nothing happens, and Mei’s irritation turns to surprise. “Well, that’s unexpected.” Her stare has lost its edge, softened by curiosity as she looks at her sister. “You actually did it. You used your thrall on him.”


Lily’s breath is caught in her throat, but she knows Mei isn’t looking for a confirmation. She doesn’t ask how her elder knows. So long as it means Sam is safe, she doesn’t really care. 


The burnt, charred skin becomes more grotesque the longer she looks at it. For once, in all the time she has known her, Mei looks every bit a monster, but there is something different—something Lily can't quite place. Mei is still condescending—still dangerous—but the monster that taunted and tormented her is missing. The eyes staring back at her aren’t that of a cold blooded killer. They’re human. Lily doesn’t know when that changed, but she suspects she might know why.


The smile Mei sends her looks more like a sneer. “Like the new look?”


The burns on her elder’s face are black and angry, but they don’t look fresh. Mei has probably been nursing them for a few days now. The fact that they’re still there at all tells Lily she hasn’t fed since she received them. Lily doesn’t need to ask who caused them, but the reason escapes her. Mei is Father’s favorite, has always been his favorite. She is his eldest child, the firstborn. “Why would he—”


Mei’s dark, sharp laugh cuts her off. “Didn’t I tell you?” Her deep brown eyes are narrowed, lit with a level of fury that Lily has never seen her wear. “He always finds out,” she hisses, “Always.”


Lily sucks in a breath. She thinks about the container of pig’s blood she left by her bench—how it was gone by the time she entered Sam’s apartment. She always hoped that Mei was the one to take it, but has never been sure. “The blood,” she murmurs under her breath. She says it more to herself than anyone, but she knows Mei must have heard.


Instead of addressing her, Mei’s eyes flit to Sam, obviously still irritated by his presence. “Don’t you get it yet? I’m not here to hurt your little girlfriend. So leave.” When Sam doesn't move, she rolls her eyes and turns toward Julia. “Go grab a beer at that bar down the street while I talk to my sister.”


Julia moves fluidly and without hesitation—a marionette guided by the hands of a master—reaching for the handle just as Sam jumps forward to stop her, the knife in his hand clattering to the ground.


“Julia, stop!” He grabs her by both wrists, but she doesn’t stop trying to obey her commands. She never will. Not unless Mei tells her she can.


Lily watches, chest tightening with guilt as Sam continues to struggle to do the impossible. “Let her go to Sam’s apartment instead,” she pleads, pinning Mei with a wide, imploring stare. “Please. She’ll go on her own—they both will. Just let her go.”


Sam snarls, his back now flush against the door in a frantic effort to stop his friend from fulfilling her orders. “I’m not leaving!” He pushes Julia’s hands away from the handle. “We’re not leaving!”


“Do you think you could have picked someone more dramatic?” Mei mocks, sending her sibling an exasperated glare and flicking her hand. At the door, Julia stops clawing for the handle, but before Lily can feel any relief Mei continues. “Why don’t you make him leave then? This is ridiculous.”


Lily recoils. The thought of forcing Sam to do anything is enough to make her nauseous. “Sam.” His name feels as heavy as her heart. “Please.” She knows this is hard for him; that it goes against his every instinct. Lily would feel the same amount of horror if it had been him asking her to leave, but she also recognizes that she is far safer than they could ever be. Even if Mei has come on her father’s behalf, he would never order for her death. “I’ll be here when you come back,” she promises, stepping towards him.


Julia is still under Mei’s spell, but the sense of danger has passed. If Mei wanted her harmed, it would have been as easy as commanding her to stop breathing. The fact that Julia was only ordered to leave—and that the command was temporarily rescinded—gives Lily hope.


Sam’s jaw clenches. Lily can tell that it takes everything he has to keep from arguing. His gaze darts between her and Julia anxiously, but he doesn’t move away from the door. When she reaches for his hands, his palms are clammy as they squeeze hers back.


“Go,” she urges, catching his eyes. “Make sure Julia is safe and,” she hesitates, glancing at the burns marring Mei’s face before following through. “Get some blood. At least three containers.”


Appalled, Sam looks from her, to Mei, and back again—face pinching in disbelief. “Are you serious?” he hisses, voice low. His entire body is taut, ready to spring—ready to fight. 


Lily places her palms against his cheeks, smooths a curl away from his face. “Trust me?”


He flinches, horrified that she could think anything else. “I trust you with my life,” he bristles. “But I don’t trust her.”


Lily shakes her head. “I’m not asking you to. Just, trust my instincts. I’ll be fine, but you and Julia need to leave.”


He still doesn’t seem convinced, and when he finally nods it is jerky and forced. His hands caress her wrists, thumb rubbing soothingly against her pulse as he leans his forehead against her own. The warmth in his eyes is missing, replaced by a cold dread rimmed with anguish. “I won’t be long, ok? If anything—” He swallows, chews the words to make them go down easier. “Go straight to our apartment? Ok? Do you promise?”


Lily kisses his palm, aware of the disgusted sneer painting Mei’s face even as she does so. “I promise, now go.”


“Finally,” Mei gripes, sensing his acceptance. “Take the girl wherever, I don’t care. And make it four containers. Just because Lily is a lightweight doesn’t mean I am,” Mei taunts, leaning against the arm of the couch and looking entirely too comfortable. She smiles, and it would be sugary sweet if not for the blood staining her teeth. “I’ll take a tall, skinny blonde with a side of redhead.”


Sam practically vibrates with fury. “If you hurt her, I swear to god I’ll—”


“Kill me?” Mei taunts, raising a skeptical brow. “Work on your threats while on your blood run.” When Sam doesn’t move, she rolls her eyes. “Pathetic. If I was going to hurt her, I would have already done it. Now scram.”


Lily can tell that he wants to say more, but he bites his tongue, reaching for the door handle. He gives Lily one last, lingering look over Julia’s head as she walks passed the threshold. Resentment makes his eyes burn, but there is an edge of fear that gives Lily hope even as it breaks her heart. He may never forgive her for asking him to leave, but maybe someday he’ll grudgingly accept that it was the right thing to do.


The door doesn’t slam behind him, but the click of the latch sounds just as loud—just as final—as if he did.


“The drama,” Mei mocks.


Lily knows better than to buy into her teasing. “How did you know to come here?”


“The old bat on the second floor doesn’t know how to mind her business,” Mei says flippantly. She’s already meandering through the apartment, starting with the bookshelves. “I didn’t even have to put her under a thrall to get the information I wanted.” 


Lily eyes her warily. The way her lacquered nails trail over the book spines makes her uncomfortable. “You could have hurt her,” Lily accuses, thinking of Julia’s blank stare and shivering. “She would have left on her own.”


Mei waves her off, pulling a book from the shelf and flipping idly through the pages. “Please. She’s fine.”


“She’s pregnant and you tried to send her to a bar,” Lily reminds her fiercely, glaring.


Mei gives a delicate snort. “Please. What bar is going to be open at this time in the morning?” She tosses the book over her shoulder, already looking for another. “Besides, not like any of them would have the guts to serve her, anyway. Everyone’s too self-righteous to mind their own business these days.”


Taken aback, Lily hesitates. She hadn’t considered that the bars would be closed, but she’s even more surprised that Mei had. She watches another book hit the ground, landing with its pages splayed and its faded cover staring at the ceiling—Pride and Prejudice. “I didn’t know if you had taken it,” she admits softly. “I hoped it was you, but I wasn’t sure.”


“Taken what?” Mei asks, giving up on the bookshelf and wandering into the kitchen. She glances over all the ingredients on the counter with curious intensity, as if baffled at what they could have possibly been in the midst of making before she interrupted.


“The blood,” Lily clarifies.


Mei stills, her hand hovering over the peppers before withdrawing completely. “Yeah,” she confirms, matching her gaze. “Turns out you were good for something after all, Little Sister.” 


After a beat of silence, she gestures to the side of her face. “As you can see, Daddy was ever so pleased when he found out. Decided to reward me,” she spits. “He thinks it’s a punishment. That he has robbed me of the hunt, but he’s wrong. I quit long before he made me, and now that bastard’s only fanning the fire.”


Lily stares at her burns, understanding. Mei’s game was always seduction. A pretty smile, a wink over her shoulder. The scars branching across her face will not lure the type of men she had always enjoyed bringing home. “What will you do?”


Mei’s lip curls over her teeth, exasperated for reasons Lily can't understand. “You still don’t get it, do you? You think you’re the only one? That you’re so special?” She sniffs, evaluating her. “Then again, maybe you are. In four hundred years, I never even tried to be anything but a monster. You never stopped.” 


Her hands run across the edge of the kitchen counter, distracted. “I cried the first time, did you know that? As I sunk my teeth into that old woman’s throat, I sobbed so hard I could barely drink her down. The first few years I would only eat the old ones. Ones I thought had little life left, anyway. The ones that were better off dead.”


It feels as if the world has shifted beneath her. This whole time Lily had assumed she was made wrong, that something had happened when she died to prevent her from being the monster he wished for. Lily’s voice is soft when she finally brings herself to ask, “What changed?”


Mei is silent for a long time. “A man tried to take me—he thought I’d fetch a good price at the whorehouse.” She sighs haughtily, shaking off any hint of disquiet. “I could have let him go, but I didn’t want to. I wanted him to suffer.”


Hesitantly, Lily nods. She thinks of the man who pinned her against the outside of this very building—she remembers the stink of alcohol on his breath and the feeling of his hand around her throat—and she understands. Even if Sam hadn't intervened, Lily doesn't think she would've killed him, but she can see how someone could. She can understand why Mei did. “Was it the same for the others?” she asks, voice hoarse.


Mei shrugs, a dainty tilt of her shoulder. “Only one.” Her eyes meet hers pointedly. “He tried to warn his village about what we are. Father convinced them he had been possessed by the devil. He made sure we all watched when they burned him at the stake.” She huffs, glaring at the outside world. “Most are monsters from the moment they rise. Bloodthirsty to the point of stupidity. They have all the instinct to feed, but none of the brains. Father’s failures.”


Lily remembers the sadistic twist of his lips as he stared at her through the glass—how it darkened with satisfaction when her expression turned to horror. He loves the taste of fear, loves to cultivate it and draw it out until it has fermented like wine. He is different, worse, than the type of monster Mei is describing. He would consider the mindless killing to be artless, a wasted opportunity. “What does he do with them?”


“You never did pay attention up in your little tower, did you?” she sniffs, but there is an absence of disdain. She sounds tired. “Usually kills them off before their first dawn. Only ones he gave half a chance were The Twins, and that was more for the novelty than anything else. Look where that left us. Those girls are hardly better than circus animals. Only smart thing about them is they do what they're told.” 


She looks at her, eyes sharp and seeing too much. “In all the children he’s made, we are all that’s left. Three successes among hundreds of failures. If you care at all for that boy of yours, you’ll remember that.”


“I know.” Lily meets her gaze, unflinching. “I’ve always known.”


There is no change to Mei’s expression. It is as if she already half expected it. “You’re setting yourself up for heartbreak.”


“Yes,” she says. She has known that for a long time, too.


Mei shakes her head, ebony hair brushing against her shoulder as she scoffs. “Father’s right. This world is going to burn you up, but you keep walking right on into the fire. You really think you're going to feel that way when he dies?”


“Maybe not,” Lily admits, her voice a vulnerable whisper. “But I won’t ruin his life just because I’m afraid of living mine without him.”


Mei regards her; pity softening her brow. “You love him.”


Lily doesn’t answer. She knows she doesn’t have to.


Manicured fingers twist a piece of dark hair, but Mei looks away when she says, “Father suspects as much.”


Lily flinches. She knew he must have been studying her, but she had hoped (foolishly) that her feelings for Sam were overlooked. Staring out the window, she measures the long stretch of shadows. “He found me last night,” she whispers, knowing that Mei will hear. “I saw him standing in front of the building, staring right at me.”


Her elder doesn’t react. “I know.”


Lily isn’t surprised. Mei has always been his right hand, the one he counts on. “He’ll kill them.” The words feel like a blow to the chest even as she speaks them.


Mei’s eyes slip shut; a quiet sort of regret pulling softly at the corners of her mouth. “If they’re lucky.”


“What should I do?”


Mei looks at her, eyes soft. Vulnerable. Without her cold mask of superiority, she looks younger. Lily wonders how old she was when her life was stolen. She thinks maybe it was not so different from her own. “Run? Hide? He will find you all eventually, but it might buy them some more time.”


Lily eyes the beams of sunlight painting the world in an orange hue, thoughtful. “He wants me to suffer,” she murmurs. “But what if—”


She is interrupted before she can finish voicing the thought. “He would be furious. He’d kill them even if you weren’t alive to witness, just to spite you.”


Silently, Lily wanders closer to the window. Below them people are walking along the sidewalks, and cars are lining up in front of the red light. Something stirs, anxious and pacing in her chest—a feeling so foreign that it takes a few moments of reflection to name it.


Courage.


“I’m tired of hiding,” she says. “I’m tired of being afraid.”


Mei scoffs. “It’s good to be afraid. That’s how you stay alive.”


“But it’s not how I want to live,” she whispers. She thinks of the night she told Julia what she is, of how Sam praised her for being brave. She didn’t feel it then, but she does now. It floods her veins in fire, igniting a will that goes beyond simple desperation. “It’s not how I want the people I care about to live.”


“You’d rather lead them, bravely, to the slaughter?” Mei taunts disdainfully. “Don’t be foolish.”


“I’d rather they all live,” Lily snaps, her temper flaring. “I want them to live long enough to be old. I want them to have as much time as they can.” She wants as many moments, as many memories, as she can hold on to. She wants to collect them the way Sam does pictures; tape them over her heart and keep them close, so she isn’t left with nothing when they are gone.


Mei faces her, irritation sharpening her features into something more familiar. The gesture she makes toward the window is mocking. “I want the sun to never rise again, so unless you have something to suggest, then find someone else to whine to.”


“We could stop him.”


The laughter that passes Mei’s lips is dark and condescending. “Don’t be stupid. He’d kill us before we could try. We’re no match.”


Lily ignores her, staring at the long shafts of sunlight stretching over the city landscape. “He’ll die in the sunlight,” she breathes.


Mei looks at her as if she’s stupid. “So will we.”


Lily turns to her, confidence growing. “Humans won’t.”


Slowly, Mei’s mask of skepticism melts away until she too is looking at the light with careful consideration.










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO







Lily knows what blood does for her kind, but she still finds it disconcerting to watch.


She stares as the blackened burns covering Mei’s face peel away while she drinks—the bloodied scabs dropping away like clumps of rotten bark. The skin underneath is shiny and riddled with uneven scars, but as she gulps down the second container that too fades until there is nothing left but smooth, porcelain skin.


Sam eyes the process with wary fascination, his fingers reaching for her own as he leans close and whispers in her ear. “Is that… that’s really all it takes? Blood?”


Mei makes a scoffing sound from the perch she’s made on top of the dining table, but doesn't stop drinking. Her eyes narrow over the styrofoam rim, clearly ready to bait him into another argument.


Lily is quick to answer, aware that—while their answers will be the same—her version will be infinitely more polite. “Yes.”


After finishing the remaining container, Mei swipes the corner of her mouth—removing what her tongue missed. The way she stares at Sam, smirking, as she sucks it off her thumb is taunting, and the dark glare she receives in return only serves to make her more amused. She folds her legs up onto the table, crossing them at the ankles. “What? Did you think you brought little Lily here back from the brink of insanity with love and friendship?” she jeers. “It’s always blood.”


Sam doesn't answer—perhaps he realizes there is some truth to what she says. Or perhaps he just doesn't want to give her the satisfaction of a reply, and settles for ignoring her instead. “What do you want to do about this?”


Lily’s head tilts, her brow furrowing. She doesn't understand what he’s asking until he huffs. “Everyone’s going to be back soon,” he reminds her, and nods his head toward where Mei sits, looking as regal on the table as any throne. “What do you want to do? Send them to our place?”


Mei rolls her eyes. “What are you so worried about? I already told you I’d leave them alone. I let that Jessica girl go, didn't I?” she appeals, holding up a hand mockingly. “Scout’s honor.”


“Julia. And like you’ve ever been any sort of scout. You're not even doing the pledge right.” Sam growls. “It's supposed to be a few fingers—not your whole hand.”


Mei shrugs, unfazed. “I ate one of those higher up scout leader guys. Does that count?”


Sam’s jaw clenches, looking to Lily for support. Instead, she releases a heavy sigh, wishing Mei would withhold the snide remarks but knowing she wouldn’t even if she asked. “Sam, we need her help.”


Sam brings her aside, his voice dropping to a whisper. “You really trust her on this?” he hisses. “What if she–”


Mei scoffs. “Please, you're going to hurt my delicate feelings. You do know I can still hear you, right?”


Lily lays a comforting hand on his arm before he can snap back. “It’ll be ok.” Her eyes drift to her elder, catching her gaze. “Mei is…” She hesitates, trying to remember how Sam described it to Nina only hours ago. “She’s eating takeout too.” She looks to Sam, hoping he will understand. That he will trust her. “She has since we left the container at the park.”


“There?” Mei murmurs, breaking the short silence that had filled the room and averting her gaze. When her eyes meet Sam’s, they are sharp with determination, but they have lost their taunting edge. “Now you have two vampires with muzzles. So before I stay for the slaughter, I’d like to know the damn plan.”


For the first time, Sam seems to sense the truth to her words, and even though he is still far from trusting her, he must come to the same conclusion that Lily had nearly an hour before. An alliance with Mei is worth the risk, because without it they are lost. “Best we have right now is to just bunker down here until we can think of something better.”


Mei is unimpressed, and it shows. “That’s a shit plan.”


Sam bites the inside of his cheek, but nods reluctantly. “You got any ideas?”


She’s goes quiet, eyes searching out Lily’s. “The longer you wait, the more time you’re giving him to prepare.”


Lily’s eyelids flutter shut, her pulse drumming in her ears. Mei’s right. She hates it, but she’s right. When she opens her eyes, Sam is staring at her—looking as terrified and as lost as she feels. “I agree,” she murmurs. “As soon as possible.
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From the moment she steps back into her apartment, Julia avoids looking at Mei directly. Lily has explained the situation to her, but she is still impressed that the petite woman had the nerve to return despite the offer to let her stay in their apartment.


The rest of them seem torn between the instinct to watch the older vampire out of suspicion and avoiding eye contact because they know what it could cost them. 


“What about the foundation?” Julia offers, wringing her hands in her lap. “I could probably find a copy of the blueprints at the library.”


Maggie frowns. “I’m not following you, Honey. What about it?”


“We would see where the foundations are.” Julia explains. “If we figure out the weak spots, we could bring the whole building down.”


Tilting her head, Nina seems to consider the suggestion. “We could plant a bomb,” she offers. “They’re easy enough to make.” She glances at the clock. “However, we would need to get the materials quickly.”


Lily looks out the window, measuring the light. The clock flashing on the microwave proves her suspicions—it’s already half-past eleven.


Maggie stares at her, brows raised. “Baby, since when do you know how to make bombs?”


Nina shrugs, unperturbed by her wife’s incredulous expression. “It’s simple chemistry.”


Finn groans, falling back into the couch and both hands dragging down his face. “Oh my god, we’re all going to jail.”


Mei scoffs. “Assuming you don't die first.” When she is greeted with hostile glares—proof that some of their fear is waning. Mei rolls her eyes. “Well, it's true.”


“Rather be in jail than dead,” Sam grumbles. 


“Well, what about fire then?” Maggie suggests. “That's a thing, right? Vampires and fire?”


Finn pinches the bridge of his nose. “Because arson is also a felony? Besides, how in the hell would we torch a place that big in broad daylight?”


Mei looks as if she is ready to give up on them entirely. “It doesn’t matter. They’d just wait it out in the tunnels and come out to slit your throats once the sun dropped.”


“Tunnels?” Sam repeats, skeptical. “Why the hell would there be tunnels under an old corporate building?”


“Why do you have to question everything?” Mei fires back. “Not that it matters, but dear old Daddy had us dig them.”


“What, as an escape route?” Sam asks, voice laced with sarcasm.


Mei, of course, takes his tone as a challenge. “As a tomb.”


Finn pales, horrified. “There’re bodies buried under there?!”


Mei’s lip curls in disbelief. “What did you think we do with them?”


Sam rubs his temples. “So, basically hitting the building during the day is out.”


Mei doesn't hesitate in answering, annoyed. “Yes. Glad you’ve finally figured that out.”


They continue to offer suggestions, but each and every one feel more desperate and more improbable than the last. Lily knows they aren't going to be able to take the fight to him. They need to draw him out, but on their terms. Somewhere they can depend on him coming, so they can actually make a plan that stands a chance. 


“He’ll come for me,” Lily says, and even though the declaration lacks volume, the room goes silent. “He’s going to come back. If I wait at the bench—“


Sam cuts her off, his voice sharp and leaving no room for argument. “No.”


“If he—“


“No.” He gets up, staring down at her with a firmness that is foreign. “There’s no way in hell I’m going to let you down there—where he killed you—and use yourself as bait!”


Maggie looks between them, rubbing at the goosebumps on her arms. “Sorry, Sugar. I’m with Sam on this one.”


Mei holds up a hand, silencing any further comments. Her eyes dart between Sam and her sister. “No, she’s onto something here.”


Sam turns on her, hands shaking with rage as he points an accusing finger in her direction. “Shut the hell up! You don't give a crap about what happens to her!”


“Well, of course not,” Mei snaps, face drawn back into a snarl. “But I want that bastard dead just as much as she does!”


“And you’d be willing to sacrifice Lily to do it,” Finn points out scathingly, arms crossing over his chest. “No. Forget that. For all we know, you're a double agent!”


Mei bares her teeth at him, body practically vibrating. “If I wasn't on a diet, I’d—”


“Stop!” Lily shouts. “Just stop!” She doesn’t need Mei’s sarcasm to feed into the fear and distrust she’s already founded, and she certainly doesn’t need it to fuel another pointless quarrel. She turns to Sam, reaching for his hands. When she finds them, they are clenched. “I know you’re scared. But without his eyes, he’s no stronger than any other man. If I can somehow chain him to the bench, then the sun will do the rest.”


Sam is seething. “No. You’re not doing this alone.”


Mei looks up at the ceiling, mouth pinched as if she’s sucking on her teeth and praying for patience. “She won’t be. I’ll be there. And if you don’t trust me, then feel free to tag along too.” She must know that Lily is bound to object, because she is quick to assure her. “Father can’t touch him. You’ve got that boy so wrapped up in you it’s disgusting.”


Lily sucks in a breath; thinks of all the nights she wove Sam dreams of magic and stars. She had never realized the claim she was staking—never thought about it in the terms of her kind. All she wanted was to bring him a little bit of peace and some much needed rest. 


Nina breaks through her epiphany, looking between her and Sam apprehensively. “What does that mean?”


Sam shifts, unable to meet his aunt’s eyes. “Nothing, just… Lily was helping me sleep. After Lolo died.”


It is as if he struck her. “You should have come to me. I could have prescribed—“


Sam cuts her off, wincing. “Auntie—“


She isn't listening. Betrayal pinches her face and sharpens her words with anger despite the calming caress of Maggie’s hand in her own. “What does this mean? What can this do to him?”


Lily can't answer—she doesn't know.


“It’s saving his ass right now,” Mei argues, irritated by the interruption. “So who the hell cares?”


“I care!” Nina retorts, hands fisting at her sides. Her eyes are dark with an anger that’s born from concern. “How could you both be so careless? This could have long-term effects that you aren't even aware of!”


Sam stands, voice rising to match his aunt’s. “Pretty sure those effects won't matter if we’re all dead!” 


Nina hesitates, her expression gradually shifting into grudging acceptance. At the end of every day, she is a woman of sense and reason—numbers and science—and as upset as she is, she knows facts when she sees them. “We will discuss it later.” 


It is an olive branch disguised as an order, but Sam sees through it, anyway. His shoulders relax, and he returns to his seat. “Deal.”


Lily laces their fingers, but she’s not sure if it’s to comfort him or herself. “If we can’t corner him we will lose,” she reminds them softly. “This gives us the best chance.”


The room is just as silent as the first time, but it stretches longer and is weighted with resignation. Lily can feel their eyes on her, but she’s too busy staring at Sam’s pained expression to see anyone else's.


“I hate this,” he hisses, his hand squeezing her’s tightly. “I hate this.”


“I know,” she whispers. “I'm sorry.”


Maggie’s voice is quiet, but it still pierces the silence. “What do we need to do, Sugar?”


Lily doesn't have any ideas further than drawing him out and forcing him to stay for the sunrise, but it’s enough for everyone else to work off of. A plan forms, little by little, stitched together by their shared will to survive.


They decide to wait until tomorrow night. Preparations are needed, and the daylight is fading too fast for them to manage everything before nightfall. In Lolo’s vast collection, is a shoebox of antique badges he collected over the years. They don’t hold any real authority, but combined with a few of Finn’s extra uniforms, they would be convincing enough to fool someone who doesn’t know better. Uniformed, Finn, Maggie, and Nina would be able to secure the park perimeter and ensure no stray people stumble in.


The Twins, despite their lack of cunning, still need to be removed from the battle if they have any hope of winning. As their elder, Mei is someone they obey without question, but her commands will mean nothing if their sire is nearby to discredit it.


It falls on Sam and Lily to subdue him—mace to the eyes, handcuffs to his wrists. Mei, in her eagerness to watch her father fall, is confident she will be back in time to help. If they can shackle him to the lamppost, all they will need to wait for is the sun.


It is a simple plan, but it hinges on one factor—Sam.


Lily knows there is a bond between them—the claim she never meant to make has already deflected Mei’s attempt to ensnare him—but she worries it won’t be enough. Mei is strong, but she is not Father. Sam doesn’t share her concerns, and it is the first (and perhaps only) thing he and Mei agree on. The nervous churning in her stomach isn’t eased by their assurances, but Lily pushes it down. She knows she’s not the only one—they are all afraid.


Lily wanders into the kitchen—a weak attempt at escape. Everyone is still busy preparing lists and finalizing plans in the living room, so she doesn’t expect her brief absence to draw any attention, but Mei is apparently too perceptive to miss it.


Her stare is unnervingly direct; a blatant question. Lily doesn’t know what she’s asking, but there’s something in the way Mei’s brow ticks upward that makes her think the older vampire knows the answer even if Lily doesn’t.


It isn’t until the sun starts to descend and she catches Sam nodding off on the couch, the last rays of sunlight tangling in his curls and washing his freckled skin in warmth, that she understands. Lily can’t follow the plan they had so painstakingly laid out. Not when the stakes are so high and the risks are so great.


The demon they call Father took her life in that park and the forty years that followed. She won’t let Sam, or anyone else, fall to the same fate.










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE







Sam struggles to sleep that night.


Laying next to him in Finn and Julia’s nursery, surrounded by painted yellow ducks on the walls and squeezed against a crib in the corner, Lily knows he’s not the only one. She can hear everyone in the apartment turning anxiously—struggling to find the rest they all need.


Hours after the sun has set, when she knows the others are fast asleep, Sam is still tense. His hands clasp hers, thumbs stroking her knuckles and nose tracing the shell of her ear. He holds her tightly, afraid to let her go. Lily wishes the sentiment was without warrant.


Once, Lily didn’t even have a word for hours. Even if she did, she couldn’t have measured them. Now, she watches the clock on the nursery wall and is painfully aware of what little time they have left. She rolls over, turning so she can kiss him. It is not the urgent, open-mouthed kiss she intended. Guilt tempers her passion, molding it until her lips move slowly against his—reverent. She kisses him as if they have all the time in the world and, for a moment, she almost convinces herself.


But Lily doesn’t measure the day by minutes and hours. She measures it by the way the shadows lengthen and the light fades, and she knows—the way all of her kind knows—that on the other side of the world the sun is making its way back, and that her time is running short.


She murmurs his name against his lips, a whispered regret.


When she opens her eyes, he is the picture of confusion, a question—or perhaps reassurances—poised and ready on his tongue.


She doesn’t give him time to speak them.


He falls into her gaze, as easy as ever, before she can even finish weaving him dreams of a silver-lined future. Tears burn her eyes, and she kisses his cheek, his forehead, his nose, before leaving one last, lingering kiss to his lips in apology. What she has done is unforgivable, but she hopes she will have the chance, come morning, to ask for it anyway.


She should leave right away; the steady ticking of the clock reminds her that time is only moving forward, but she gives herself just a few more minutes. Just enough time to lay her head on his chest and focus on the even breaths whispering past her cheek; the steady heartbeat sounding in her ears. She tries to memorize how his warmth seeps into her skin, so when she goes to take her place on the park bench she won't feel so alone.


This isn't his battle—it never was. Still, she knows he wants to fight it for her, to protect her like he always tries to. Lily remembers the way he bled in the alleyway, struggling to save her from the man who wished her harm.


She remembers how, despite his best efforts, it was her who saved them both.


The one they know only as Father isn't human, and even if Mei’s right and he can't steal Sam’s eyes, Lily knows he's dangerous in other ways. Lily isn't willing to risk the one she loves more than anything to the one she hates most.


Father is her demon to fight, her battle to win.


Mei knows, perhaps she has from the start, that they would be going alone. Father is her demon too, and she waits by the door, illuminated only by the blue digital lights from the appliances. “Took you long enough to figure it out,” she complains, but there's no bite behind it. “Lets go.”


Lily follows, giving one last glance over her shoulder before she closes the door quietly behind her. Walking down the long hallway, she tells herself that the piercing ache in her chest is proof that what she's doing is right.
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On the first floor, their paths diverge. Father will come for her, but The Twins still need to be dealt with. Mei's eyes meet hers, hard with determination and promise. “I’ll get there as soon as I can. Just don't do anything stupid.”


Lily nods, nerves buzzing like a hive of bees—humming in her ears and stinging her heart until it feels so swollen she imagines it pressing against her ribs. “I won't.”


Mei’s gaze lingers a few seconds longer, but she doesn't comment even though Lily can tell she wants to. Instead she dips her chin, turns and raises a flippant wave over her shoulder as she leaves. “Don't die again.”


Lily thinks it is meant as a joke, but she can’t find it in herself to smile.
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The bench is as unwelcoming as she remembers from her last visit. The moon is nearly full, and the stars wink brightly against the clear, black night, but they remain a distant beauty and not the familial light that she once, in her loneliness, believed them to be. She stares at the playground, lets her eyes follow the swooping curves of the slide—the creaking lines of chain on the swings—while she waits.


She isn't alone for long.


Lily feels him before she sees him. There is a warning in the air, a prickling at the nape of her neck, and the cold weight of dread settling in her stomach. It is the same feeling she has always associated with him, but she’s never known if it was his age or the fact that he’s her killer—her sire—that inspires the reaction. She suspects if she ever asked he would likely answer, with a smile sinister enough to make her palms itch, that it is both.


“I knew you would come.”


She closes her eyes, hating the smooth confidence dripping from his voice. Hating that it makes her feel as small and as vulnerable as it did the very first time he found her. She tries to sound more confident than she feels. “I didn't have much choice.”


He sits beside her with a grace that is only earned by living far too long. He is unnaturally beautiful—he always has been. Full lips, sharp cheekbones, and hair that gleams far more golden than her own pale strands. Lily thinks if Dorian Gray was inspired by a real monster, then he would wear the face of the demon that killed her.


He looks out over the playground, crossing his legs and straightening his fine, tailored suit. “There’s always a choice.” His gaze slides over to her, and his eyes are as terrifying as she remembers—the same shade of blue that bleeds from glaciers and just as icy. “You know that.” 


Her hands fist in the cotton of her dress. “You stack the deck,” she accuses.


He shrugs, completely unfazed. “I do what it takes to get what I want.” His eyes sharpen, edged with a threat. “You should have known better, Lily. I gave you the chance to come on your own, and instead you kept me waiting. I don't let go of the things that belong to me.”


She sucks in a breath of air, lets it sit in her lungs. When she releases it she is still vibrating with an anger so hot she can almost feel the cold, borrowed blood in her veins begin to warm. “I don't belong to you.”


His hand raises, hooking her chin with a knuckle. If he were anyone else, it would almost be gentle, but there is a calm, calculated fury brewing—a possessiveness—that speaks of final warnings. “Is that what you think, little dove?” His eyes narrow. “I didn't give you wings so you could fly off with them.”


She matches his gaze. “You didn't mean for me to fly at all,” she reminds him. 


It was her who bit his hand in retaliation—a desperate, final act of defiance from a girl too young to understand that it was already too late. She is the one who’s actions made her rebirth possible. Once that knowledge made her sick. Now she thinks of Sam—of Maggie and Nina, Finn and Julia—and she knows she would do it all over again.


“Which makes you all the more valuable.” The grip he has on her chin tightens, his upper lip curling into a sneer. “It is my blood that brought you back. My blood that gave you this gift of all eternity that you have so boldly spat on for all these years.”


When she doesn't respond—doesn't flinch—he releases her with a sigh. “Have I not been generous with you? I let you have your clock tower and your books; gave you time to test your wings once you deemed them worth using. Now you think you can simply leave?” He tsks, shaking his head in a mocking imitation of a disappointed parent. “Such a selfish girl.”


“I don’t think I’m the selfish one.”


He regards her, scowling. “You've grown braver. More insolent. It's not cute.”


The glare she gives him is as piercing as her hatred. “Then let me go.”


He laughs, the sound cruel and curling around her like chains. “Ah, but breaking you… breaking you will be more fun this time around. Besides, there's the matter of discipline. Honestly, pig’s blood?” His face pinches, obviously horrified and disgusted by the thought alone. “Only you would think of something so preposterous. Though, how you managed to convince Mei to sink so low is beyond me.”


“It works,” she tells him, unrepentant.


“It's garbage.” he snaps, bared teeth glinting in the moonlight. “Now that you know what it's like, I’m sure a few decades starving in the crypts will make you understand that perfectly well.” He stands, any hints of amusement now gone. “Now get up.”


Lily stares up at him, trying to find the fear she once had. The terror she felt is as easy to remember as the pain at her neck and the taste of blood between her teeth. He had towered over her then too, just as imposing as he does now, but he doesn't wear the same reaper smile. His lips are pressed into a firm line, his brow fixed into a scowl. He is furious with her, but somehow that only makes her feel more empowered. 


Mei’s parting words whisper, a careful reminder—don't do anything stupid.


Lily knows she should play along; get up and follow him back to the place he calls home. It is the smart thing to do, but she can't bring herself to take a single step. She doesn't want to return to her lonely clock tower full of books and paper; those remnants from the time she was so broken she had nothing but words to live for. Mostly, she doesn't want to follow him.


“No.” The word tastes as good as his fury feels.


He snarls, hand lashing out and grabbing her by the back of her head before she can defend herself. His fingers dig into her scalp, her hair curled tightly in his fist as he hauls her up. “You forget your place,” he seethes. “You will come with me, or I will drag you.” He leans close enough for her to feel his words hissing against her ear. “And after I'm done, I will make that boy pay for your insolence. I'll bring you his body in pieces, wrap it up like present. Or maybe I should make you watch? We’ll drag it out a bit, make sure the only thing you remember about him is how he screams.”


Her scalp burns where he is pulling her hair too tightly, but she ignores it. She’s not afraid of him. Not anymore. Never again. She’s not that same little lost girl looking for a story to escape to. “You won't touch him,” she says through gritted teeth. “I'll die before I let you.”


His laughter pierces, edged steel honed specifically with the intent to hurt her. “Is that what you think?” His eyes flick up, his smile growing wild and venomous. The hand gripping the back of her head tightens, and he forcibly turns her body until she faces Sam’s apartment building. To her horror, the lights of his apartment are on, and she can see him frantically searching, running across the front room and into the hallway—for her. He’s searching for her. It’s only a matter of time before he looks out the window. At her back, her sire whispers in ear. “I'm curious, do you think he's foolish enough to rush to your rescue? Or will he watch you suffer like a coward?”


Lily watches, praying Sam will stay in the safety of the apartment but knowing he won’t. Her stomach drops, and she feels as if she’s going to throw up. When Sam returns to her line of sight, it only takes two seconds before their eyes meet. The fear she finds there echoes her own, but he is already turning—running towards the door—before she can scream at him to stay.


The demon at her back chuckles. “Ah, fool it is. Shall we take him home with us, darling?”


There is a sob stuck in her throat, but Lily ignores it. She won't just wait and let Sam run into the arms of death. She throws herself back with as much force as she's capable. He's stronger and heavier than she is, but it's enough to send him off balance and they both plummet backwards. The pain on her scalp is agonizing, skin tearing. Blood slips, hot and sticky, down the back of her neck, but there is adrenaline coursing through her heart—a desperation she hasn't felt since she died—that urges her to ignore it.


When they hit the ground, the hold he has on her loosens, and she scrambles to get away from him. She almost makes it, for a moment she thinks she does, but a hand wraps around her ankle—securing her with a bruising, unrelenting grip. Blindly, she kicks at him until she’s released and she's able to put some distance between them. The relief is short lived—shattered by his laughter.


“We’ve done this before, Lily.” He crouches, eyes glinting madly in the lamplight. “Don't you remember? It ended with me robbing you of a pulse and dumping your body on that bench you’ve loved for so long!”


She hates it, but he’s right. The memories of her death are scattered—fogged by decades of her trying to forget—but she knows what is happening now is eerily similar to that night. There was blood staining her hair red then, too. Only, the fear seizing her heart now isn’t the same as it was then.


Until Mei comes, she has nothing but her fists for defense. If it weren't for Sam, for the promise of rescue she saw in his eyes, she wouldn’t even care. She would take the beatings and the pain her so called “Father” dealt, knowing Mei would soon be there to deliver his death. Now she wishes she had grabbed the gun from Finn’s holster, or a knife from Julia’s kitchen drawer. Anything that might slow the demon down.


She doesn’t fear for herself, not this time. Lily fears for the boy running towards them. The boy who can’t save her but will still die trying.


Hastily, she stands—searching for a way out, but she doesn’t find one. Her sire is blocking her path to the apartment, and she doesn’t dare run with the assumption he will follow. The blood seeping from the back of her head is sliding down her shoulder blades, tracing her spine in crimson. It spreads and blossoms over the back of her white sundress. 


She doesn't have time to plan, and she doesn't have time to wait. This may be where she died—where he killed her—but she won't let it be Sam’s grave too. Lily launches herself at him, nails dragging over his face and leaving raw, angry welts behind. She aims for his eyes, hoping to cause enough harm to prevent him from using them, but he already has her wrists encased in his grip—hands as cold and unrelenting as steel shackles.


His snarl reverberates through her, but she keeps fighting. She kicks at his shins, twists and strains to get her hands free so her nails can continue their assault. Her knee connects, she doesn’t know where, but he grunts and his hold on her wrists falters so she doesn’t really care.


“Stop this now!” he commands, the words growled so venomously she can feel it sinking into her skin; resonating with a force infinitely stronger than his call to return home had been. It’s enough to make her knees go weak, and she fights the urge to sink to the ground and cower beneath him.


“Hey! Asshole!”


Her sire turns—and is greeted by Sam and a face full of police grade pepper spray. He roars, releasing his hold on her to claw at his eyes.


The pull in her chest retreats, leaving her dizzy. She grabs onto her sire’s suit lapels with the intent of pulling him away from Sam, but she stumbles and only manages to send them both to the ground.


Sam is quick to compensate for her mistake. The sound of handcuffs closing is sharp despite her sire’s snarls. One and two. Against his pale wrists, the metal glints like gaudy, silver bracelets in the moonlight—his arms hugging the same metal lamppost Lily has sat under for nearly forty years.


Sam pants beside her, the adrenaline making his heart pound against his ribs more than the actual exertion. When he looks at her, there is a heat—a fury—that has never been directed towards her. She knows she deserves it.


“Sam—”


“Don’t,” he snaps. “I can’t even—I am so pissed off right now. So just don’t.”


She goes quiet, tentatively nodding. There is an ache in her heart, a tightness in her throat, but she swallows down the hurt. There is still a monster to deal with, and until he’s dead she doesn’t dare risk letting herself dwell on her pain.


From the ground, her sire seems to be recovering. The whites of his eyes are red, and the scratches she had inflicted earlier are even angrier, but his gaze is amused. “Ah, the fool arrives. Tell me, is there trouble in paradise?”


Sam bristles, unflinchingly meeting his gaze. “Shut up.”


Father bares his teeth, eager to pull him apart, but when Sam continues to wear the same stiff glare, he recoils. Then he laughs—dark and entirely too proud as he looks at her. “You did it. You actually did it. Tell me, did it feel good? Unraveling him? Bending him to your will?” He shakes his head. “Tsk tsk, no wonder he’s angry. You should have been more firm with him, my dear. You plucked at his strings when you should have snapped them.”


Lily looks away. She’s still on the ground, shame and remorse churning in her gut until she feels it rising up her throat, threatening to make her vomit. She hates what she did. It makes her feel unclean—inhuman. What’s worse is she doesn’t doubt that, given the chance, she would make the same choice. For Sam, she will sacrifice anything—everything—if it means he’s safe. 


Sam says nothing, despite the heckling laughter coming from the demon at his feet. His eyes are fixed on something behind her. The resentful pull of his mouth tells Lily who it is before she even turns her head.


A clap, slow and mocking, silences her sire’s laughter. “Well, well. Didn't know you had it in you, lover boy,” Mei says, grudgingly impressed. “Guess we should have brought you along after all.” She glances at Lily, still sprawled on the ground with dirt and blood in her hair. “Apparently you’re doing a hell of a lot better than my sister.”


Lily stands, cautiously hopeful as she watches her for a sign of success. It only takes a few steps for her to know—she can tell by her elder’s gait alone, but the predatory grin she wears proves it. They won’t need to worry about The Twins. Not tonight.


It takes a second, but when her words sink in and he realizes that Mei, his beloved firstborn, is also against him, he bares his teeth. “Mei.” The cold fury that sharpened his eyes is building into a blaze. “This is how you treat your father?! After all I have done for you?!”


Sam scoffs. “You killed her.”


“I made her live!” he snarls, turning to him so swiftly the cuffs groan in protest. “Both of them! I gave them the gift of immortality! Because of me they will never die! The debt they owe me is infinite!”


“Oh, Daddy. Don't be upset,” Mei coos, sarcasm so thick Lily can almost see it dripping off her tongue. “I’m only trying to make you proud. Isn't that what you've been trying to teach me all these long, long years?” She kicks the back of his knee, forcing him into the dirt, and she sneers down at him. “Take no prisoners. Leave no witnesses.”


He growls up at her, lips pulls back and eyes rabid. “You will die for this.”


Mei scoffs. “Don't you get it? No one’s coming. Not the tailor from down the street, or the grocery clerk around the corner—not even the college football coach that lives two blocks down. No one.” She crouches, elbows resting on her pale, dainty knees. “It took a while—the tailor especially—but in the end it wasn't all that difficult. You haven't used them in months, and your claim is weak. They’re mine now, but don't worry. I’ll take good care of them.” She rises fluidly and with the finality that comes with knowing she’s won. “They're patrolling now, just in case.”


“Oh!” she exclaims, a manicured finger resting against her chin as if suddenly struck by thought. “And don't worry about The Twins. I saw them on my way to the grocer’s place—you know how they just never learn to change up their venue.” She smiles, enjoying the way her father’s face twists the longer she talks. “I told them to go back home and wait for their punishment, and they're such well behaved, stupid little girls that they did exactly what they were told.”


He is shaking, eyes wild with fury and, beneath that, a mounting fear that Mei is telling him the truth. For the first time since they placed the handcuffs over his wrists, he looks caught. He pulls, the metal digging into the skin until it bleeds, but Sam closed them as tight as they’d let him go, and no amount of pulling will force his hands through. “You bitch! You stupid—”


Mei strikes him, the back of her hand meeting his face with enough force to derail his insults. “Ugh, I’d love to take my time killing you, but these two are so damn squeamish and, honestly? I’m so sick of hearing your voice I don’t think I could take it.” She pulls a knife from the inside seam of her black boot. It’s small, glinting in the light and looking deceptively innocent. Mei’s eyes lift, settling on her sister. “Go.”


Lily hesitates, unsure, but Mei repeats herself with a roll of her eyes. “Are you still that stupid? I said go. Get out of here.” She searches the ground, picking up a sizable rock and throwing it up at the street lamp with alarming accuracy. The bulb shatters, raining glass over the demon’s shoulders and plunging them into darkness. If it weren’t for the street lights in front of Sam’s apartment building and the sliver of moonlight, Lily isn’t sure she’d be able to see at all. 


Mei’s eyes gleam. “You don’t need to be here for this.”


She wants to protest, to insist that she can handle it, but Sam’s voice—softer, less angry than before—stops her. “She’s right, Lil.” He eyes the blood in her hair, frowning. “I’ll see you at home.”


She’s being given an out. A way to be rid of her demon but keep her hands clean. Lily doesn’t want it—she doesn’t deserve it. His death is her responsibility too. “But—”


Unexpectedly, he steps towards her. Lily doesn’t understand why until his mouth crashes against hers. She can taste his frustration with her; it’s bruising and desperate—hot in a way that burns instead of soothes, but beneath is a subtle hurt that cools the sting. When he stops, he still stays close, leaning his forehead against hers. “I’m still angry with you,” he grumbles, their noses brushing and his breath fanning over her lips. “Really, really angry.”


Lily swallows, voice hushed. “I know.”


Sam nods, the muscle in his jaw jumping. “Go back to Finn and Julia’s. Have Auntie Nina take a look at your head, ok?”


She nods, finding herself unable to argue with him. How can she when he has given her a sign of forgiveness she had feared may never come? She wants to ask him to come with her, but she knows why he can’t. Someone has to stay until the sun rises to make sure it’s really over.


It’s hard, but she lets them protect her—protect her humanity. As she walks away, her sire laughs. Softly at first, then quickly growing into something verging on hysteric.


“Do you know why I’ve never told you my name?” he jeers, eyes glinting madly. His mouth and wrist are bloody from where he has tried to chew through his limb. One look at the appendage proves that he would have succeeded given more time. “So you won’t ever know me by anything other than Father,” he spits. “A hundred years from now, that is how you will think of me. You will be reminded that I am the one that gave you life!”


Mei delivers a swift fist to his face, unsatisfied when he responds with wicked, victorious laughter despite the crunch of cartilage.


Lily doesn't cringe, doesn't smile—doesn't give him any emotion, because she knows he doesn't deserve any of it. “You're wrong. I plan on never thinking about you at all.” It is less of a promise and more of a fact. She meets Mei’s eyes, finding understanding there. “Neither of us do. You, the legacy you think you're leaving, will be gone as soon as the sun rises.”


She turns away without waiting for a response, but the flash of uncertainty that flickers over his face fills her with satisfaction. As she walks away, a snarl starts and cuts off with a gurgle. She knows if she were to look back there would be blood pooling at the ground beneath his knees, but she has no regrets. 


This is where he killed her. She thinks there is some poetic justice in that he will die here, too.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR







Maggie’s eyes go glassy the moment Lily steps through the door, her trembling hands embracing her cheeks and her gaze flitting over the blood still dripping from her hair. “Oh, Sugar. What’d you go and do that for?” she whispers, horrified.


Lily swallows down the emotions tightening her throat. Nina is already at the back of her head, gently pushing hair away to get a better look at the damage. Finn and Julia watch, pale faced from a few feet away—worried but unsure how to help.


“Sam’s ok,” she tells them, assuming Maggie’s question was rhetorical—they all know why she left on her own. “He’s just waiting for the sun—”


Maggie shushes her, swiftly steering her by the elbow into one of the barstools. “Sugar, we know. We just talked to him on the phone. You need to be worrying about you right now. Do you hear?” She blinks away tears, her voice catching. She forces a deep breath before meeting her wife’s eyes over Lily’s shoulder. “How bad is it?”


“I’ll need to stitch it, but at least all the skin is present,” Nina murmurs, diligently assessing the damage.


Lily knows she will mend quicker with blood than medicine. “It’s nothing,” Lily insists, flinching away from the doctor’s prying fingers. “I just need to drink.”


Finn scowls, already moving towards the fridge. “Nothing, she says. Of all the stupid things to do,” he mutters darkly under his breath, pulling out the one container of blood Mei hadn’t finished. He hesitates before setting it in front of her, staring down at the opaque lid, perplexed. “Wait. Do you, uh, want it warm?”


Julia takes it from her husband’s grasp, sending him a disappointed frown. “Of course she does! Do you drink soup cold?” She scolds, standing on her toes to set the container in the microwave. Before she closes the door, she looks to Lily for confirmation—as if suddenly unsure. When Lily nods, she sends her husband an I-told-you-so smile before punching in the cook time. “See?”


“It was an honest question,” Finn grumbles, surrendering the task to his wife.


Nina still insists on cleaning the wound before she drinks. Maggie doesn’t leave her side, her hand a comforting weight on Lily’s shoulders. The scent of disinfectant fills her nose and burns against her scalp, and she fights the urge to hiss. After the blood is set, warm, in front of her, Julia excuses herself and retreats to her bedroom. When she returns, there is a set of fresh clothes in her hand. Lily is relieved to throw the blood stained sundress in the trash can, but the clean cotton shirt and sleep shorts don’t alleviate the anxiety gripping her heart. There’s a tension in the room that suggests she’s not alone.


Mei returns only ten minutes before the sun rises. There’s dried blood covering her hands, hiding the lacquered finish of her nail polish under the ruddy, dull texture. She seems unbothered by it, but upon noticing the uncomfortable stares she rolls her eyes and washes it off with one of Julia’s good oven towels.


For the first time in four decades, when the sunlight spills into the streets it feels like a blessing instead of a curse. Something in Lily’s chest loosens—a coiled tension she has carried since her second birth. Mei’s expression is unguarded, her eyes tracing over the world beyond the window. She must feel it too.


When Sam enters the apartment there is a weariness in his shoulders, but the small smile he wears is one of relief. Her murderer is finally gone. She can live without looking over her shoulder and searching for shadows. 


The hope she feels is tempered by knowing Sam is still upset with her. She doesn’t know if she should celebrate; it feels crude in the face of his anger. As always, Sam seems to sense her reluctance and, despite the bitterness still burning brightly in his dark eyes, he wraps his arms around her.


She hugs him fiercely, relieved when he returns it in equal force. “I’m sorry,” she murmurs into his shoulder, tears slipping down her cheeks and catching on his shirt.


“That was such a stupid thing to do, Lil,” he grumbles, kissing her temple. “What the hell were you even thinking?”


“I couldn’t risk it,” she admits, “If anyone got hurt, if you—” She can’t even finish saying the words out loud, they’re too terrible. Losing them to her so-called Father is no longer a danger, but the thought still pains her with the subtlety of a knife.


His arms tighten, and his breath hisses angrily against her ear. “Like I could live with myself? God, Lily.” He buries his face in her neck, just over her puckered scar. “Don’t you ever do something that stupid again.”


He doesn’t condemn her for using her thrall on him, but she suspects he knows that he doesn’t need to. The guilt that comes with betraying his trust is something that will follow her forever.


When he kisses her, it is slow and sweet—untainted by the desperation and anger that haunted his lips when they parted. They have the rest of his life to love each other. And while Lily knows it will feel far too short, she believes it will be enough. Even if it isn't, she knows it will be worth it.


Mei rolls her eyes. “Sappier than Titanic.”


Finn lifts his head, still slouched on the couch with an arm thrown over Julia’s petite shoulders. “You think a movie about hundreds of people freezing to death is sappy?” It is clear by the heavy skepticism in his voice that his question is rhetorical. “Where the hell do you get money to go to the movies, anyway?”


She recoils, disgusted by the thought. “Why the hell would I need money?” she huffs, arms crossing over her chest. “I tell people to pay for me and they do it.”


Finn groans. “Of course you do. That’s so messed up.”


Julia weakly smacks her husband’s chest, not bothering to open her eyes. “No fighting,” she mumbles. “Too tired. When’s bedtime?”


“Uh…” Finn glances towards Mei, uneasy. 


From the kitchen, Maggie finishes her cup of coffee and intervenes before Mei can deliver a scathing comeback. “Ya’ll can come over to our place.” Her eyes flit between the two vampires in the room. “I got a feeling there’s still some things that need discussing here.”


Lily nods, grateful. There are things she wants to ask, things she wants to say, but she knows Mei will be less inclined to speak while the others are in the room. Sam’s arms remain curled around her, and she places a kiss to the underside of his jaw. “I’ll meet you at home.”


He gives Mei an appraising glance, completely devoid of the edged threats that were present the last time he left Lily in her care. After a few seconds he nods, placing a kiss to the corner of Lily’s mouth before he releases her. There is a tiny smile flirting at the corner of his lips as he pushes a lock of pale hair away from her face—fingertips whispering against her skin. “Sure. I’ll get some breakfast started. It feels like a pancake kind of day.”


The laugh that escapes her is breathless, and her answering smile is so wide her cheeks feel sore from the force of it. “Pancakes sound perfect.”


Finn is gently ushering his wife up with Maggie’s help, bravely facing her moaned complaints as she stands. 


Sam chuckles, kissing her nose before following them out. This time he doesn’t offer Mei any threats as he closes the door behind him, but the nod he gives is one of grudging respect.


Mei gives a weak snort. “Do they really think killing off Daddy means I don’t want to kill you?”


Lily’s smile doesn’t dim. She’s not sure she could make it disappear if she tried. “Do you?” She doesn’t receive an answer, but Lily has become well versed in interpreting silence. She glances toward the window, overcome with the feeling that the world outside is bigger than ever before. “What will you do now?”


“After putting The Twins out of their misery?” Mei follows her gaze, staring as the sun rises up and over the horizon as if it is something entirely new to her. “Go home,” she murmurs, “Find my parents’ graves. Pay my respects.”


“That’s a long way.” Lily knows very little about how Mei died, but she knows it happened in China. Centuries have robbed her of her accent, but there were several occasions when Lily would have sworn she heard Mei muttering her native language under her breath the way a student recites the alphabet. The way someone does when they are desperately trying to hold on to something they wish to remember.


“I have the time.” A genuine, wistful smile—the first Lily has ever seen her wear—curls the corners of her mouth. “I have the freedom.”


“I hope you find them,” Lily offers. ‘I hope you find peace’ remains unsaid, but there is a spark of gratitude in Mei’s eyes that makes Lily think that, somehow, she has heard it anyway.


They stand in comfortable silence; watching as the early morning commuters begin to fill the streets. “Perhaps I will come back. In eighty years or so. See how the city has changed without me.” 


Lily recognizes the proposal for what it is—the gift of having someone to look forward to after the family she has made for herself is dead and gone. She wets her lips, trying to soothe the sudden scratching of her throat. “Thank you.”


There is pity in the way Mei nods. No quips. No sneers. The only words she offers is, “Your pancakes are going to get cold.”


“Would you like to come?”


“To eat pancakes and watch you slobber all over each other?” Her lip curls, repulsed, and she shakes her head. “No thanks.”


Lily bites her lower lip in an effort to stifle her smile, but is mostly unsuccessful. While Mei’s visual is grossly exaggerated, Lily doesn’t bother to pretend that she is wrong. “I’ll come back after,” she promises. “I’ll see you then?”


Mei raises an eyebrow. “There’s a blazing ball of death in the sky. Where the hell am I going to go?”


Lily laughs softly, exiting the apartment with a see–you–soon smile and a small wave. When she arrives home, Sam greets her with kisses and pancakes (in that order). The syrup is sweet and his hands are gentle as they glide over her ribs, and for a blindingly beautiful moment her world is perfect.


When she goes upstairs, back to Finn and Julia’s apartment, she finds it empty. Sunlight is still painting the landscape—hours away from setting—but Lily doesn’t feel any panic. Mei is in the building, hiding away in someone’s apartment. Perhaps she is speaking to the old woman in hair rollers on the second floor, sipping on gossip as if it were blood. A small part of Lily regrets that she most likely won’t see her sister for decades, but a larger part of her understands.


Goodbyes are an art, and she hasn’t mastered them yet either.
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It takes twenty-two hours for Julia to bring her daughter into the world. It is twenty-two hours of nervous, buzzing, excitement as Sam and Lily wait for news. Twenty-two hours of Sam pacing though the apartment and texting Nina every hour and asking, ‘Is it normal for it to take this long?’


Nina’s responses are always patient, but after the sixth one Maggie calls and tells him to quit asking and that Julia will have that baby “whenever she damn well pleases”. Still, even with both of his Aunties’ reassurances, Lily also finds herself growing concerned as she watches the clock. When they finally get the text message, there is a picture of a red faced, screaming newborn with a shock of wild dark hair, and it is met with both relief and joy. Beneath the photo comes exact time of birth, weight, and a name.


Matilda—Mattie for short.


Lily doesn't know what to expect when they arrive home with their child—with Mattie—tightly swaddled in yellow duck printed fabric. Apart from passing glances on the street and television, she has no experience with newborns. She doesn't particularly have any experience with children. There was never anyone younger than herself growing up—no siblings, no cousins. There had been some extended family in Europe, but no one had ever bothered to talk on the phone let alone visit. So when she sees Mattie for the first time, it is surreal.


There is a pull in her chest, but it isn't the painful longing she expected. Looking at Mattie, cradled in her mother’s arms, she feels connection. She is the product of two people she loves dearly and, somehow, knowing that makes the newborn all the more precious.


When Sam holds her, it is with an odd combination of fear and awe. He smiles down at her sleeping face, cheeks dimpling and eyes glassy. “Hey, there.” His finger brushes against her tiny knuckles and he beams when she wraps her hand wraps around his finger. “Damn, she’s just so tiny!”


Julia’s glare is teasing. “Language!”


Sam chuckles. “Right, sorry.” He looks at Lily, expression soft. “You want to hold her?”


She is a second away from saying no—that she is happy just to watch and admire—but Finn is already answering for her. 


Taking his daughter from Sam, he brings the baby to her with a grin brimming with pride. “Come on and meet your Auntie Lily.”


Emotion tightens her chest. “Auntie…” she echoes, as the baby is placed into her arms. Lily knows she is a healthy, normal sized newborn, but holding her… she feels lighter. Fragile. When she looks down, Mattie’s dark eyes are open and quietly staring back at her. The sudden burst of affection she feels is as involuntary as her answering smile.


Later, in the comfort of their bed and basking in the last hours of darkness, Lily lays her head against Sam’s bare chest and listens to the gentle thrum of his heart. “Do you regret it?” she asks. Do you regret me?


He plants a sweet, gentle kiss against her temple, his words whispering against her skin. “Never.”







X 







Lily doesn't remember what her birthday is. It had never been all that important to her in life, and now… well, now it just seems trivial. Still, while the day escapes her, she’s certain it is in the spring. She remembers that the weather every year was equal chances of scattered showers or clear skies, but that the flowers in the garden were always in bloom. The huge, white peonies that held just the faintest traces of pink were always arranged by Ms. Bennett’s careful hands and displayed throughout the house.


It is for this reason she doesn’t expect to wake up to pancakes stacked high as a cake, smothered in blackberry syrup and topped with candles. Sam’s dimpled smile is bright and encouraging as he instructs her to make a wish, but her eyes are too busy flitting between him and the candles—trying to make sense of exactly what is happening. 


The candlelight illuminates the dimming of his smile, changing it into something soft—something tender. “It’s your birthday, Lil.” He doesn’t ask if she has forgotten. He already knows the answer. “Now hurry up and make a wish before the wax gets everywhere.”


Lily stares at the candles. Another year on top of eternity is not worth celebrating, but another year with him is. As she watches the reflection of flames flicker in Sam’s ever patient gaze, she feels her heart constrict. There is only one thing she wants, and she knows it is something she will never get. Time is fickle like that.


She wishes for more of it anyway.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE







When Sam finds his first gray hair, Lily starts to feel the panic setting in. He is only forty—they should have plenty of time—but she still finds it jarring. She knows that one little gray strand in a sea of black is a promise of more to come, and even though she has prepared herself, it still feels too soon. Time is going too quickly, and the desire to make it slow down hits her with the force of a bomb.


“Take it,” she says, holding her arm out to Nina. It is only a week since discovering proof of Sam’s aging, but she knows she would have come sooner if Sam had taken Mattie out for her first late night movie earlier. They are in her private office; one of the perks Nina has earned from becoming the medical director in her department. “Take my blood.”


Nina stares at her blankly, before her gaze flits to her arm and back. Her own dark hair is streaked silver, and the wrinkles in her brow deepen when she frowns. “Why?”


Lily has to swallow down the lump in her throat. “Sam has a gray hair.” It sounds silly when she says it—childish. She doesn’t care. “Maybe you can find something.”


Nina hesitates, but Lily can see the curiosity swimming in her eyes as she stares at the pale arm being offered to her. She wants to know what kind of secrets hide there; wants to see if the blood within it holds the answers to some of medicine’s greatest mysteries.


Finally, after what feels like the longest minute of her life, Nina nods. “Alright.” She gestures to the chair beside her desk. “Take a seat.”


Lily does as she’s instructed, arm still outstretched. She is surprised when Nina merely pricks her finger, collecting the blood on a glass slide. “Don’t you need more than that?”


Nina is already placing the slide under the microscope. “We’ll start with this.” She doesn’t explain why, and Lily doesn’t ask for fear of disrupting the doctor’s focus. Nina fiddles with the magnification, her eyes peering into the eyepiece. When she finally looks up, it is with clear disappointment.


“What is it?” Lily asks. She needs more than just an answer. She needs a solution—a miracle. Her heart is knocking against her ribs, the sound drumming in her ears.


“Pig’s blood,” Nina answers, gaze sympathetic. “It’s just pig’s blood.”
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She knows something is wrong when she sees the ambulance parked in front of their building. Lily tells herself there are dozens of tenants, that the odds of it being Sam are slim, but her pulse still jumps. Instinct tells her to go faster, and she all but runs up the flights of stairs—the bag of soup Sam had requested strangling her wrist. He had been feeling tired all day; the start of what they believed to be the flu. 


The container of soup hangs limp, in danger of falling from her grasp entirely, as she rounds the corner and is faced with a team of EMTs barking orders as they wheel a gurney towards the elevators. She can’t see the patient’s face, but she recognizes the red T-shirt that lays, cut open, on either side of an achingly familiar chest.


The door to their apartment is open.


She is frozen, her voice weak. “Wait.” The word comes out as a crackle, barely audible over the static in her ears. The world around her keeps moving. No one spares her a glance. The elevator dings, and everything around her crashes as she realizes they are taking him. “Wait!” 


Faces turn toward her, finally, but it is nothing more than a glance as they push the gurney through the elevator doors. When she moves to follow, a pair of gloved hands grip her shoulders—stopping her.


“Miss, are you a relative?”


“No. No, he’s–” Her lover? Her best friend? Somehow she knows neither answer will suffice. “Please, is he ok?”


The paramedic hesitates, seeming to weigh his response carefully. “I’m sorry. I can’t say much, Miss,” he says softly, regretfully. “But, if I were you, I would get to the hospital as quickly as you can.”


Lily feels his words like a blow to the chest. “But, I—I brought him soup.” The container is still hanging from her wrist. She holds it up, brandishing it as proof. “He wanted soup.”


The man’s eyes soften around the edges. “Do you have someone you can call? Friends? Family?”


Family? Maggie and Nina are out of the country—Paris—for their anniversary. She thinks of Finn and Julia, who only just moved out of the apartment building two years ago to a neighborhood filled with tree-lined streets and better schools. Too far for her to run to, but close enough to help. “Yes. Yes, I can call—but Sam. Where are they taking Sam?”


She has to ask him to repeat the name of the hospital twice before it registers. She recognizes it. Nina had talked about transferring there because they have some of the best cardiovascular care in the country. Her hands shake as she dials Finn’s number. She doesn’t even remember what she says, but his response rings like a promise in her ears.


“Stay there, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


The other uniformed men have quietly packed up their supplies, all but the one. He puts his hand on her shoulder. The motion is so practiced, Lily wonders how many others he has comforted in the exact same way. He asks if someone’s coming for her; if she’s alright. She tells him yes without thinking about it. It’s true enough for the first part of his question, but she’s not sure about the second. She’s sitting on a wire, stars tangling in her hair and the moon staring at her back, wondering if this is the moment she will come crashing down to earth.


Lily doesn’t remember the paramedics leaving, only that they must have. She is alone in their apartment, sitting with her back against the wall of their bedroom and staring at Sam’s wall of photos. It is only the knock on the door, and the knowledge that it must be Finn on the other side, that prompts her to look up.


His beard is now peppered with graying hair, and the laugh lines around his eyes and mouth are becoming more permanent. They remain, etched onto his skin, despite the red rimming his eyes. He clears his throat, but his voice still sounds rougher than it should. “He’s stable, Lily. Doc says he’s gonna come out just fine.” 


It's not the full story, and they both know it. The ambulance wouldn't have taken him if it wasn't serious; and as much as Finn may downplay it, there is a paleness to him that tells her he is as worried as she is. “What happened?”


He releases a shaky breath, unable to meet her eyes. “It was a heart attack.”


She coughs on a short sob before forcing herself to fill her lungs with deep, gasping breaths. She can't let herself break. If she does, it will take far too long to put herself back together, and she has places she needs to be. “Take me to him,” she wheezes.


Finn cringes, giving her pained look. “He’s stable, Lily. I called Nina on my way here, and she spoke to the hospital. Sam’s ok. He’s conscious and everything.”


His words should bring more relief than they do. She needs to see for herself; needs to hear his heartbeat and feel the warmth of his skin. “Take me to him,” she repeats, shakily.


He rubs his palm over his jaw, the other hand gesturing weakly down the hall. “I can’t. Lily, it’s morning.”


She stares at him—willing it to be a lie—but she knows better. Even when it is something she doesn't want to hear, Finn has never told her anything but the truth. Trembling, she stands. Finn must see the desperation in her gaze, because he is quick to step aside so she can see for herself.


The living room is glowing with summer dawn’s warm light—the sky a mixture or marbled reds and oranges. Anger fills her; sharp and bitter. Violent. She wants to scream up at the sun and curse it with every word she knows. Tears sting at the corners of her eyes, and her lips pull back into a silent, broken, snarl.


Finn places a hand on her shoulder—the way the paramedic had. Lily wonders if all first responders go through a class on how to deal with heartbreak. “I’m sorry,” he mutters.


Lily believes him, but she doesn’t care. She knows where she needs to be, and it is not in their apartment waiting for him to come back. If he comes back. She grits her teeth. Positive. Sam would want her to stay positive. “What are the visiting hours?”


He hesitates, biting back a wince, and Lily already knows she’s going to hate his answer. “Eight to seven.”


It's the middle of summer. The sun doesn’t dip past the horizon until after 7:30pm. Her hands fist at her sides, shaking. “I need to see him, Finn. I need to,” she hisses.


“What do you want me to do about it, Lily?” He sighs, removing his hand from her shoulder and running it through his graying hair. “I’m sorry. It’s out of our control.”


She stares down at the shadows the buildings cast along the street. “What direction does the entrance face?”


“What?”


“The hospital entrance,” she repeats. “What directions does it face? North? South?”


He eyes her suspiciously. “Why does it matter?”


“The shadows,” she answers, nodding toward the street. “If I can time it right, and you drop me off in front, I can make it.”


“Oh no. No, no, no. No. You do not know that. Also, Sam would kill me if I let you try.”


“If you don’t take me, I will go by myself.” She looks him in the eye, makes sure that he knows she means every word. “I don’t need your permission. I don’t even need your blessing.”


His jaw tenses. He knows she’s right. If she wanted to, she could simply demand that he take her. He seems to sense that she is desperate enough to consider it. “Fine,” he says. The word is heavy as steel and just as hard. 
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Finn insists they leave nothing to chance. He makes her wait until late afternoon, when the shadows around the hospital entrance will be the longest, and brings both an umbrella and the comforter off the bed. She thinks it’s probably over cautious, but she appreciates it anyway. Nina has called several times throughout the day with updates. Sam has been moved to intensive care to recover and receive further testing as the attending doctors try to determine the best treatment. Lily can tell that Nina is rattled. Her voice is as calm as ever, but it has a clinical edge, as if she were talking about any other patient and not the nephew she helped raise like a brother. 


Finn pulls into the side alley, where the shadows are deepest, but she still pulls the comforter over her head and body while he guides her into the backseat and buckles her in. She doesn’t ride in cars often—most of what Sam and her need are in walking distance—but she has never ridden blind. She concentrates on how many turns they take, tries to map it out in her head, to determine how close they are to their destination. When they finally pull up, Finn doesn’t bother to stifle his curses as he throws the car into park.


Her voice is muffled by down when she assures him, “It will be fine.”


“Should have just let you use your mojo on me,” he grumbles, fumbling with the door locks. “Least then I could put all the blame on you.”


“You can still blame me,” she tells him honestly. She was planning on taking it anyway. As he reaches to unbuckle her, she blindly reaches for his hand—ignoring the irritation on her skin from the light. “Thank you,” she says, hoping he can hear her sincerity since he can’t see her face. “I don’t think I could have made it without you.”


“Don’t thank me until we get you into that building without you bursting into flames,” he grumbles. “And get your hand back in the covers.”


Lily does as he asks, smiling softly against the patterned cotton. “I don’t think that’s how it works.”


“Yeah, well, till we know any different that’s what I’m gonna roll with, alright? Now, I’m gonna to guide you out, but we’re going to do this quick. Got it? Don’t stop. Don’t trip. Just, let me guide you and don’t die. You ready?”


She takes a deep breath. “I’m ready.” Lily pulls the comforter tighter around her—trusting Finn to lead her into the hospital entrance. She doesn’t trip, and she doesn’t burst into flames. She feels like a child playing ghost, only she hasn't been a child in a such a long, long time, and she thinks the sheet ought to have been white instead of black. A blast of air conditioning and the sound of automated doors closing behind them, and she knows they’re inside the building. Still, Finn ushers her forward a few more paces before he lets her pull the covers off her head.


People are giving them odd, questioning looks, but she ignores them. Her eyes are too busy getting lost in the directory map. “Where do we go?”


“Follow me,” he mutters, already walking down one of the bleached hallways. Under his breath, she can hear him griping about how much he hates hospitals.


The building is a maze. There are doors and corridors going every direction, and many are unmarked. As Finn navigates them through, most of the people they pass are wearing scrubs and an occasional white coat. The heels of her sandals sound loud against the linoleum tiles, echoing down the hall like a heartbeat. It's almost in time with the drumming in her ears. Each turn, each step, makes her pulse jump. She is nervous. Anxious to see Sam, to assure herself that he is ok, but terrified that he won't be.


Finally, they reach what seems to be an information desk, and Finn doesn’t hesitate to walk up to it. “Hi, we’re here to visit Samson de la Cruz. Do you know what room he’s in?”


The receptionist at the desk is wearing scrubs decorated with kittens and yarn, and her winged, hot pink eyeglasses have rhinestones embedded in the frames. She takes one look at Lily and brightens. “Oh! You must be his daughter!”


Finn must feel her shock, because he is quick to answer for her. “Yes.”


She wags a finger at her. “I thought so. You look just like your mother! He’s already got her picture up on his bedside table, you know. It’s just adorable.”


Lily’s stomach churns as she forces herself to smile back, but the muscles in her face won’t cooperate and she suspects it looks as false as it feels. “What room is he in?” 


“Oh, of course,” she answers, her cheerful demeanor dimming. “Room 627, it’s just down that hall, dear.”


Nodding, Lily gives her another tense smile before walking down the corridor. Behind her she hears Finn thank the nurse and a small part of her cringes, knowing she should have done so as well. Perhaps the tightness in her chest is smothering her heart—restricting her pulse and making her cold—but she can’t quite bring herself to regret her lapse in manners. She is too busy reading the numbers on the doors, her pace quickening as fast as they climb, until her hand is turning the knob to room 627.


The room is bright; cheerful in a way that Lily finds mocking. The large window at the end of the room lets in an ample amount of diffused light and showcases the surrounding rooftops and the clouds carpeting the sky. The bed is empty, but the crumpled sheets are proof that it is used. At first she thinks the nurse must be wrong, that she told her the wrong room, but before she can turn back her gaze snags on the bedside table.


Beside a wallet that looks painfully familiar, is an old, faded photo of them—her first picture since her death. Lily doesn't even know when he started carrying it with him.


Bile rises in her throat and she feels like she may vomit. She pushes it down, breathing deeply as she turns wild eyes to her friend behind her. “Where is he?” Her voice is weak, shaky.


Finn lays a hand on her shoulder. “It’s ok, Lily. They probably just took him down for some more testing.”


She knows that he is trying to comfort her—to calm her—but fear is clawing at her throat and leaking from the corners of her eyes. “What if he had another attack? What if—”


The door to the personal bathroom opens, and Sam grumbles as he pushes the IV cart through the doorway, pausing when he sees them. “Lily?”


She doesn’t remember running to him, but she must have because suddenly she is wrapping her arms around his waist and burying her face in his chest. Her teeth bite into her lip in an attempt to quell her tears, but only succeeds in reducing sobs into sniffles. When she feels him return the embrace, his hand running over her hair, she whimpers.


“Lil, Lil, you shouldn’t be here,” he murmurs against her crown.


From the doorway, Finn speaks in a hollow voice. “She insisted.”


His embrace tightens, his voice edged with an irritation she knows isn’t directed at her. Perhaps it isn’t even directed at anyone. “She shouldn’t be here, Finn. The sun—”


“I made him take me,” she admits, tilting her face up so she can see his. “I didn’t give him a choice. Don’t be angry.”


“Told me if I didn’t take her she was going to try to get here on her own… figured it’d be better this way.”


Sam’s thumb strokes her cheek, wiping at a tear. “That was really stupid, Lil. You should have waited at home—”


“You almost died,” she hisses, and even though she knows it sounds like an accusation, she can’t bring herself to take it back. She has always known that one day he would leave her, but nothing could have prepared her for the moment when he almost did.


Sam’s eyes trace her face as his palms cup her cheeks. He leans forward, resting his forehead against hers—the tips of their noses brushing. He is usually so warm, but today his skin feels cold. Lily wonders if it is because of the room or her imagination. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. In the two words, Lily hears everything unsaid. 


I’m sorry I worried you. I’m sorry I almost left. I’m sorry I can’t stay forever.


Something in her breaks, the snapping of a rubber band stretched too tight, and a sob tears at her throat. Sam holds her tighter, tucking her head into his collar as he whispers in her ear. It does, and doesn’t help. In one ear she hears his voice, in the other she hears the beating of his aging, failing heart. 


Later, when her tears have run dry and the sun has begun its decent, they lay together on the hospital bed with their legs tangled and his fingers running through her hair. Finn has left to go pick Mattie up from her grandparents and won’t be back for at least an hour. Lily keeps her ear pressed against his chest. Beneath her cheek, she feels him sigh.


“Visiting hours are going to be over in a few minutes.”


She knows he is trying to prepare her, to remind her that she will have to say goodbye, but she isn’t ready to face that truth yet. Instead, her mind strays to another topic. “The nurse at the front thinks I’m your daughter.”


Sam chokes on a laugh. “Serious?” When she remains silent, he shakes his head. “Damn. Guess I really am old.”


Lily doesn’t laugh with him. She can’t even bring herself to force a smile. “Someday they will think I’m your granddaughter.” In the darkest corner of her heart, she wonders if he will live that long, but she silences it before it can unwind her carefully constructed sense of control. She cannot think that way. She cannot let one incident taint whatever time they have left with fear.


He snorts. A dimpled grin—the one she fell in love with—brightens his eyes. “Man. The other guys at the old folk’s home are gonna be so freaking jealous.”


She frowns. “That you have a granddaughter?”


“No. That I have a super young, super hot girlfriend.” When she sends him a dry, unamused look, he nudges her. “Come on. That was funny.” His eyes are bright with amusement, and somehow the boyish smile he wears makes him look younger even as it highlights the laugh lines around his eyes. Surrounded by stale walls and sterile hospital gowns, Lily thinks it is the first time he's looked like himself.


The smile that tugs at her lips is more of relief than amusement, but she continues to dwell on it long after the nurse comes to usher her from the room. When she arrives home to their empty apartment, she cuts her hair. It is a painstakingly slow process with only the camera on her phone and feel to go by, but it has the desired result. The angled bob makes her look older. More mature. When she visits him the next morning, Sam mourns the loss, playing with the pale ends with a quiet sort of regret. Lily wonders if it is really just the strands he is missing.
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Lily doesn’t understand most of what the doctors tell Sam before discharge. The attending and cardiologist go on about genetic predispositions and markers. The word ‘cholesterol’ and ‘plaque’ are used generously. There is a regret there, too. They’re making hearts now. They have the technology—she’s seen it on the news—but when she asks, both the physicians look at each other uncomfortably. Sam squeezes her hand and gives her a weak smile. “I don’t qualify. I’d have the same problem, even with a new heart. My genetics won’t change.”


“But it would give you more time,” she says carefully, looking between the three men in the room. None of them argue against her statement.


Sam swallows thickly. “Yeah, maybe. But it’s an expensive treatment, Lil. They just aren't able to get one for just anyone.”


She remains quiet even though she wants to scream that he isn't just anyone. He is hers. Having almost lost him has stripped her raw, and any gratitude she had felt for his doctors is blistering beneath the hot realization that she is nowhere near ready to let him go.


For the second time that week, she considers using the gifts that death gave her. The cardiologist’s eyes are green and flecked with amber. His will would be easy to grasp, easy to control. Age has strengthened her mind even as it has weakened Sam’s heart. She could probably pluck at his puppet strings all the way from the apartment if she had to.


Sam’s hand reaches down, gently uncurling her fisted fingers and lacing them with his own. “Lil, look at me.”


She swallows thickly, hands trembling, but she lets her eyes drop away from the doctor’s before she commits to snaring them. Sam’s expression is soft, but there is a promise there that makes her chest ache.


“It's gonna be ok.”


Lily bites her lip to keep it from trembling, her gaze diverting to the floor. She can't look at him while she nods. She doesn't want him to see the doubt crawling across her heart or the unshed tears burning her eyes.


They send him home with three new bottles of medication and instructions to eat well and exercise regularly. There is a silent promise hanging on the end—a grim prediction of what will happen if he chooses not to. They don’t speak the words out loud, even once Sam is home and settled, but she knows it hangs over him as much as it does her.


She knows, because it is the next day that he tells her to stop buying red meat. He begins to sacrifice the yolks in his morning eggs, the full helping of Lolo’s revered mac and cheese when he’s working at the bar. Every day, before the sun disappears behind the horizon, he goes for a run. He takes his medication faithfully—religiously—even though he used to always grumble about taking so much as a multivitamin. Lily watches these changes and feels her heart constrict. A salad instead of a steak for a few more minutes; a five mile run for a few more hours.


A year later, Sam decides to close his grandfather’s karaoke bar. The rent they get from both the bar and the apartment above it is more than what was being made from the business itself anyway, but Lily knows that isn’t why he chose to close it down. 


Sam doesn’t say it, but beneath the quiet regret is a resolve. He wants to make more memories with her, as many as he can, because he knows that will be all she is left with. The business his grandfather built is important, and it will always hold a place in his heart, but it isn’t as precious as the remaining time they have together. The following month he pulls up to the apartment in a motorhome, his eyes shining behind his glasses as he holds out an open hand. It’s the first time she’s left the city since she died, and for the next few years they travel as far as the roads can take them. They drive through redwood forests, along rocky coastlines, and painted deserts. They dance under the light of the full moon at the edge of the Grand Canyon; feel the mist on their faces as they gaze at Niagara Falls. When the hours allow it, they visit museums and attend classes (cooking, photography, pottery). They indulge in their whims. Sam takes pictures. Lily grasps each moment with fervor, trying to commit each to crystalline memory.


She finds herself counting. First days. Then months. Then birthdays. She counts the times he laughs so deeply it aches, and the soft, tender kisses he gives her forehead when he thinks she is asleep. She counts until it becomes as instinctive as breathing; a nightly ritual of tallying numbers in place of prayers.


Eighteen years, seventeen birthdays, one thousand five hundred and fifty-two bursts of laughter, and ten thousand six hundred and seventy-two kisses later, Sam dies at the age of sixty-two.


And Lily stops counting.










CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX







Lily’s eyes linger on the portrait hanging on Maggie and Nina’s wall. Her own painted face stares back at her. It doesn’t feel that long, but Lily knows it has been years since Mattie had her sit for it. It is a good likeness. Years of art classes and dozens of paint sets have helped to hone her niece’s skills. The lines are fine, the colors flawless. Lily is proud of her niece’s accomplishment; from across the room she could be looking at a photograph.


Lily hates it.


It brings her nothing but pain, especially now, to see the evidence of how she will never change. Even though it was painted over a decade ago, Lily could have sat for it yesterday. Meanwhile, the people around her are graying; their skin turning leathery from the sun. 


People move around her, a sea of black clad bodies. Most of them are familiar, but there are a few who aren’t. Nina and Maggie are speaking to someone in the kitchen, perhaps a cousin or distant relative. She should be making rounds, shaking hands. Even if Maggie and Nina are hosting, she was a wife in everything but paper to Sam.


But she hears the whispers.


Some wonder about plastic surgery. Others eye her questioningly, quietly asking their neighbor if Sam had left any children behind after all. She doesn’t have the strength to correct them, nor the patience to offer them false smiles, so she doesn’t.


A large hand gently touches her shoulder. She knows who it is without turning to look; his heavy footsteps almost as familiar as Sam’s were. “Hey, you ok?”


She stares into her portrait’s eyes, tracing the painted echoes of happiness that reflect back at her. “People have been asking me that all day,” she murmurs. She struggles to meet his gaze without being distracted by the wrinkles that line his eyes. “I don’t know if they actually want the truth or not.”


Finn eyes her with careful consideration. “What is the truth?”


For a long moment she doesn’t answer. The truth is too twisted, too tangled, to put into words he will understand. When she tries to straighten her feelings into something tangible, she knows even before she answers that it will not suffice. “I’m scared.” The words taste bitter. Incomplete. “I’m scared of living without him.”


“It’ll get easier,” he says, voice quiet. The words sound practiced, as if he has told himself the same thing—repeated it like a whispered mantra when he is in the safety of solitude. It rings hollow.


“Easier is not the same as better.”


“Lily…”


“I’ll be ninety-five in two months,” she confesses, meeting his stare.


His stare hardens into something suspicious, his chin tilting as he watches her with a painstaking level of concern. “What are you saying?”


“I’m ready,” she says, meeting his stare unflinchingly.


He shakes his head. “Come on. Don’t say that.”


She smiles, and hopes he sees the truth in it. “I’m not saying it to upset you. I…” She trails off, searching for the right words. She’s not sure there are any, so she settles. “I just want you to know. For when the time comes.”


“Nothing’s going to happen to you, ok?” He runs a hand down his face, looking over his shoulder to ensure that the rest of the family isn’t listening. “Look, when you say stuff like that, it makes it sound… shit, Lily. It makes it sound like you want to die.”


She looks at him. Thinks of all the words she could use to paint the faded red hair in a sea of thinning white, and the crow’s feet dancing in the corners of his eyes. “Being ready isn’t the same as wanting to go.” He is getting older, but still not old enough to understand. Someday he will. She does, and doesn’t, hope she will be beside him when he does. She places a hand on his shoulder, because he looks like he needs the comfort. “I am happy to be here.”


“You don’t wish you were with him?” he asks. There is no need to ask who ‘he’ is.


She takes her time responding, partly because she knows that he deserves a thoughtful answer and partly because it is an unexpected question. She does not wish she died with him, only that he had never died at all. “No,” she says, meeting his eyes unwaveringly, “But I wish he was still here. Still with us. There isn’t a moment in the day that I don’t miss him.”


The smile he gives her is both sad and relieved. “I miss him too.”


“I know,” she says, because she never had any doubt that Sam was a bright light in lives other than her own. She doesn’t tell him that there are nights where the loneliness is all encompassing, that there are moments where she misses him so desperately that she searches the apartment for a trace of his scent. Sometimes she wakes up from dreaming, confused and disoriented, wondering why the bed is cold. She doesn’t tell him there are dozens of moments in the day where she misses him so keenly that she feels like she is breaking.


She suspects she will never stop.


Finn stares at her, quietly assessing. “Why don’t you come with us to the cabin this year? Get out of that apartment?”


She looks out the window, at the world beyond it. A world without Sam de la Cruz. “Maybe,” she murmurs. It sounds like ‘no’ even to her own hers.


A soft, disappointed sigh passes Finn’s lips. He tries to hide it, but the tension in his jaw is as telling as words. He is frustrated with her. Impatient. Sam would have responded with a quirk of his lips and words of encouragement.


Maybe is good.


There is a knife buried deep in her chest. She feels the blade twist, the pain nearly choking her. She sets her jaw and turns away before Finn can continue their conversation. Her eyes watch the clock, waiting eagerly for the moment she can return home.
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She writes.


In one week she has filled more pages than in all the years she has spent with Sam combined. There is nothing and no one to distract her. No reason to stop, but every reason to continue. Sam is gone. A few days after the service, sitting in their—her—silent apartment, the reality of what that means hits her. She is alone. Even though the space is comfortable and safe in all the ways her old stone room wasn’t, somehow it feels as if she has come full circle. 


So she writes. At first it is about little nothings—snippets of thoughts all tangled together like scrapped thread. Words born from necessity; a refuge from the silence pressing down on her. It is not until she is scouring through the junk drawer, hunting for a working pen, that she finds any semblance of direction. Her eyes catch on a little blue sticky note that had found a hiding spot toward the back of the drawer. There are words on it—some kind of list from who knows when. Garbage. It’s just garbage, but to her it feels like treasure, because even though the random words make no sense, they are in Sam’s handwriting. 


Lily struggles to remember why he would have had a need for a reminder about nails and drywall. When she does, she gives a watery laugh—remembering the way he came home with drywall dust in his hair after taking it upon himself to patch the bar’s ceiling after a pipe leaked. She had almost forgotten.


In her chest her heart stutters, and for the first time in days she actually looks around the apartment. Since Sam left, nothing has been moved. His shoes and socks are still by the door in a heap, his light jacket is draped over the back of the couch. If she bothered to look, she knows she would find his laundry mixed with hers in the dryer. She sees him everywhere she looks. He is in the scratches on the floor, the dusty knickknacks on the shelves.


What other stories are hiding, waiting to be remembered? What other memories has she almost forgotten?


Carefully, she places the sticky note on the counter. She picks up a pen, pulls her notebook towards her, and writes.


She writes about the way his dark curls looked gray beneath layers of drywall dust, of how it felt fine—like flour—between her fingers when she swiped some from his cheek. His grin and rolled eyes when Finn snarkily asked, “Did you bake us a cake?” She writes everything she can remember, because she is terrified of forgetting. 


Hours go by, then days, and she loses track.


Only the need for more paper forces her from the apartment. When she gets to the store she fills her cart with multipacks of notebooks and bulk bags of pens. She walks home with rows of reusable bag handles lining her arms like heavy, oversized bracelets. When she opens the door to her apartment, she is taken aback to find someone else in it.


Finn sits at the dining table, his head in his hands. Beside him, Mattie gives her a nervous smile. “Hi, Auntie.”


Lily is quick to notice the single sheet of paper in her hands—lines filled with her own handwriting. “Hello.” She looks between the two of them, unsure how she should interpret Finn’s silence. “Is everything alright?”


Sighing deeply, Finn drags a weathered hand over his mouth as he lifts his eyes to survey the living space. His eyes linger over the stacks of paper scattered throughout the apartment in a chaotic system only she understands. Instead of answering, he speaks to his daughter. “Honey, why don’t you wait for me in the car?”


“But Dad—”


The look he gives her leaves no room for argument. “Now, Mattie.”


Mattie is thirty-seven years old now, an adult with two sons of her own, but she must sense that this is the kind of battle best avoided. Reluctantly, she shuffles away. Pausing at the doorway, she offers her aunt the paper in her hands. “For what it’s worth, I think it’s really sweet,” she murmurs, dark eyes full of sadness.


Lily takes the page from her, eyes scanning the words to determine what story she has archived there. It is the second time she met Sam—the night he told her Romeo and Juliet ended with happily ever after. Throat tight, she gives her niece the smallest of nods, laying a grateful hand on her shoulder before Mattie leaves; the apartment door closing softly behind her.


The way Finn stares at her is reminiscent of the look he gave at Sam’s funeral—disappointed. “What are you doing?”


She looks down at the bags still hanging off her arms. “I went to the store—”


“No. This.” He gestures to the pile of pages scattered across the surface of her dining table. “We haven’t heard from you in over a week. We came to check on you and instead we find… Lily, what is all this?”


She sets the paper in her hand on the counter before letting the bags slide off her wrist and onto the floor. She doesn’t look at Finn when she answers, instead busying herself with tidying up pages that had, at some point, fallen. “Memories.”


“I can see that,” he grumbles, rubbing a hand over his temple. “There’s paper everywhere. Have you even slept?”


“I don’t need those things,” she says, temper growing short.


“Lily this isn’t… this can’t be healthy.”


“I don’t need the things you do,” she snaps, irritated that she has to remind him. “I’m not human.”


“I wasn’t talking about physically!” His words fall, heavy enough to render her silent. There is a rawness to him, teetering on despair as he runs a hand down his face. “That first time, at the hospital… before I brought you,” he breathes, voice so soft that Lily may have missed it if she were anyone else. Finn coughs into his fist, clearing the graveled edges from his throat. “He asked me to take care of you once he… if I outlived him. I swore to him that I would.” His eyes are hard with determination. “I swore it.”


“I need to do this,” she whispers. She can appreciate how much weight such a promise would leave on Finn’s shoulders, but it doesn’t change the yearning she feels. It doesn’t quench her thirst. “It’s important. Sam would understand.”


Finn is apprehensive. “Lily—”


“He would. You told me once that people grieve differently.” Her hand splays over her heart, the other sweeping across the memories scattered across the floor. “This is me grieving. I have to—if I don’t write it down… what if I forget?” Sniffing, she wipes an angry tear away from her face with the heel of her hand. “I can’t. I can’t forget him. If I forget him then he’ll really be gone.”


Finn stares at her, eyes glassy and chest heaving. Finally, after what feels like forever, he nods. “Ok,” he rasps. “Ok, Lily. Just, tell me what you need.”


He means it. She can tell. 


Inside, something in her shatters—a carefully constructed wall of glass cracks and splinters until it ultimately crashes around her. She sinks to her knees, and even though she can feel Finn’s hands on her shoulders, she can only focus on the sting of phantom glass burying into her skin and the singular thought ringing painfully in her skull.


She needs Sam.
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Two years later Mattie moves out of the state, chasing dreams of California sunshine and sandy beaches all the way down to Los Angeles. She tells her parents that she’s leaving to perfect her art—she’s signed up for classes at a well known institute. She wants to do what she loves for a living instead of working the same desk job day in and day out. Lily feels the loss—a whining twinge over the constant, throbbing ache she has learned to live with. Mattie leaving is just another reminder that time is passing without her. The baby she once held in her arms, the child she once read stories to, has grown into an adult before Lily had the chance to prepare herself.


Without Mattie and their grandsons close by, Finn and Julia retire to a small town about an hour outside the city limits. They try to convince her to come with them so they can stay close, but Lily knows better.


In that apartment, with its large windows overlooking her park, she is home. 
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Years pass. She knows this, even though she can no longer bring herself to count them. The world continues to change, and one by one, the family she has made for herself becomes smaller. Maggie is seventy–nine when they diagnose her with Alzheimer's. It is tragic in a way that only slow deaths can be. Every month her memory deteriorates. Nina handles it with a grace that Lily almost envies, but she can see the fear that lines her eyes. 


Medicine has evolved. The artificial heart they denied Sam more than two decades ago are available to anyone and everyone. Skin grafts, lungs—even appendages—are easily created with the help of a tissue sample and advanced 3–D printers. Everything the human body needs, doctors can replicate. Everything except the brain. Some things are still out of mankind's grasp, and even though Nina reassures her that the treatments for Alzheimer's has come a long way, Lily knows it has not come far enough. 


Lily visits as often as she can, but the sicker Maggie becomes the harder it is. Sometimes the days she doesn’t remember are the easiest. When she recognizes her, hugs her and calls her by name, the follow up question is always the same.


“Where’s Sam, Sugar?” 


She doesn’t tell her the truth. The words are too heavy and serrated. If she forces them passed the lump in her throat her mouth will be left as bloody and raw as her heart. Instead, she tells her he’s at home. Nina doesn’t correct her. There is a small amount of approval in her glassy eyed stare. So long as they make her happy, they let her have her delusions. 
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Maggie dies.


It is news that Lily learns with mixed emotion. She is heartbroken to see the woman she has grown to think of as an older sister leave this world, but she is relieved that she is no longer suffering—no longer stuck in an infinite tangle of thoughts and looped memories. 


There is no funeral. Maggie made it clear that she didn't want one. She didn't want people coming together to grieve her death—she wanted them to celebrate her life. 


In this day and age, traditional burials are limited only to the elite. The world simply isn't big enough to share with the dead. Cremation is the cheapest and most common route, but some choose to spend the extra money to send their loved one’s body out into space. People like the appeal of bodies never changing, but when Lily thinks of the thousands of bodies floating, frozen over in sheets of ice in the dark vastness that space offers, she thinks it just sounds lonely. Then she looks up at the night sky, notices the lack of stars, and thinks about how visible they must be outside earth’s polluted atmosphere. Perhaps the cold and loneliness would be worth swimming in the heavens. If she could find Sam’s face in the constellations, she knows it would be worth it for her.


Maggie never specified what she would like done to her remains. Nina chooses cremation, but her wife's final resting place isn't an urn. It’s in the roots of a tree—a magnolia tree. She plants it in front of their home, and in the early summer they sit together under the safety of the shaded porch and admire the huge, white blossoms; memories of Maggie dancing behind their eyes and streaming down their cheeks.
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She stays in her little apartment for as long as she is able. The other residents in the building are constantly changing—moving in only until they can move up. She often hears her neighbors (whoever they may be at the time) grumbling about the thin walls and old plumbing before they too leave. Still, she doesn't expect the eviction notice that is slid beneath her door, and it leaves her momentarily breathless. When she calls Finn, she flirting on the edge of full blown panic, but she doesn't miss the deep sigh on the other end of the line.


“You knew,” she whispers. It is not a question—not even an accusation—but a realization.


There is a flinch in his voice when he responds. “I heard some rumors they wanted to tear it down for a high rise,” he admits lowly. “I was hoping it wouldn't go through.”


Tear it down?


Numbly, she looks around the apartment. A new level of horror sinking into her bones with a heaviness that makes her weak. 


“We still have an extra room here; you know we’d love to have you.”


Her body slides down the wall—exposed brick digging into her shoulders as her bottom meets the floor. Tear it down. They’re going to tear it down. She thinks of the little bits of Sam that still linger throughout the apartment—things she can't pick up and move with her—and her breath becomes quick and gasping. “But I don't want to leave.”


“I know,” he says softly, apologetically. He knows what this means for her. Knows how much it hurts. “I'm sorry.”


She swallows down the pain and nods, even though there is no one to see it. “Me too.” She doesn’t know what else to say—he doesn’t either—so they simply sit, their phones transmitting nothing but silence while both of them try to summon the courage to breathe.


She tries to tell herself that it’s just a building. Just a bunch of wood and bricks that someone pieced together before even she was born. But months later, when her things have all been packed and taken away, she looks around the empty apartment and fights the urge to cry, because with nothing on the walls the place she once called home looks naked. Stripped of everything that gave it life. Lily knows that the apartments behind all the doors in the building are in the same barren state, and lets her hand linger on the brick—whispering a “thank you” before forcing herself to leave.


When she comes back the following week, there is nothing but rubble—just snapped wooden beams for bones and crumbling brick for skin. It is just a building, she reminds herself, but the longer she looks the more the remnants resemble a corpse.







X







It takes two years and her living with them for Finn and Julia to convince her to join them on their family vacation up to the mountains. They say on the news that land is becoming a commodity worth more than any other investment. Populations keep growing, but the world is staying the same. National parks have begun to be auctioned off as a result of the growing housing crisis. The cabin passed down to Finn from his father is worth millions, but he has refused to sell it—despite the offers. Some things, he says, are worth more than money. 


His hair is completely white now, and the wrinkles lining his eyes and mouth run deep. His skin sags, fragile and so thin that Lily can see the blue veins running beneath. Julia’s state is not unlike her husband’s, though her hair is a darker gray and the hunch of her back makes her even shorter.


Finn’s joints creak when he sits in the lawn chair beside her. Inside, pans bang around as Julia searches for her favorite pot for cooking rice pudding. They sit together in a comfortable silence, but when he finally speaks the words are unexpected. “I get it now,” he tells her. “When you said you were ready. You’re right. It isn’t the same at all.”


They look out across the lawn, watching Mattie help her grandsons catch frogs. There is a wistfulness in the moment, a contentment, that Lily hasn't felt in years. With the trees towering overhead and the scent of flowers still hanging in the air, Lily thinks it isn't unlike the park she had found refuge in for all those years. Between the branches, she can see stars. “I did a poor job of explaining it.”


Beside her, Finn follows her gaze—moonlight reflecting in his eyes. “Don’t know if there is a better way, to be honest.”


She thinks about it. In the grass, crickets chirp and play their songs. She can hear Julia mumbling ingredients to herself inside with the occasional curse under her breath. “Being ready is… knowing that you have lived your life well. It’s taking every moment as it comes and being grateful for it, and knowing if you were to die tomorrow you would die content.”


Finn chuckles, and Lily admires how his once smooth voice has roughened with age. “You’re right. That was a hell of a lot better explanation than that shit you gave me.”







X







Finn dies next. Then Nina, then Julia. Mattie is now a great grandmother. She still lives in California with her husband, but Lily sees her and her descendants at least one week out of every year when they come up to the cabin. It’s where she lives now—the cabin. Ever since Julia was sent to an assisted living and the house was sold. Ever since Lily found herself with nowhere else to go. It is a lonely existence, but she tries to remind herself that it is temporary.


It will be another six years before she can expect Mei to return to this continent. Realistically, Lily knows it may take another ten for the dark-haired woman to find her tucked away in the mountains. Still, it is something to look forward to.


A thought teases her, barely formed but struggling for life. Lily stares at the piles of notebooks, filled with snippets of memories, and wonders. Writing has always been a therapy for her. Something done more out of necessity than pleasure. She can't remember a time when she brought the pen to paper for any reason other than an escape. In the days she sat on her bench, she scrawled words in her secondhand notebooks as a way to stave off the madness; after Sam died, she wrote furiously to help outrun her grief. It dawns on her that she has never simply written anything for herself.


"What's the point in writing stories if you're never going to share them?"


Sam’s words echo. The memory of his voice is faded with time, perhaps if weren’t for their home videos it would be lost completely, but the words are as clear as if he had said them yesterday instead of a lifetime ago—and for once they are not a knife to her heart, but a nudge. Books are something that time has not erased; humanity will always crave a world outside their own. What better way to immortalize Sam than to share him with the world? 


Perhaps if she were to write one herself, it would be enough for Mei to find her. Perhaps it would be enough to not have to exist alone. 


Hesitantly, she pulls a blank paper from the drawer of her desk—her pen hovering as she sums up her courage to bring ink to the page. She scrawls the first word with a careful hand, then the second, then the third. When she is done with the first, opening sentence, she leans back and reads the words silently. In her chest, her heart gives a heavy throb. The words feel right. On the page they stare up at her, winking in encouragement.


She sits at the same bench, in the same park, every night.




THE END
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