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Prologue

 


The sky was growing dark
crimson over the clearing in the forest behind our house as I
drifted across the glen toward the edge of the trees. I walked as
if I knew exactly what it was I was looking for, and where I was
going to find it as well.

A small crackling noise
caused me to stop halfway across the field. I turned to look in the
direction the sound came from- that's when I saw him.

Those dark green eyes and
his dark auburn spikes were so familiar after seeing them for the
past fourteen years, that it was always a relief to see
him.

He walked towards me, and
stopped at my side. The dry winter grass beneath our feet was
barely audible as we took a step forward, lacing our fingers
together.

The sky was no longer
crimson, but had transformed into a deep indigo and a slight breeze
had picked up. The hairs on my arms rose as the chill in the air
assaulted my body. I moved closer to him out of instinct. His body
temperature seemed to be so much higher than mine that just being
near him kept me warm, strangely from the inside out. The moon had
risen. The color was a frightening shade of blood red and the wind
strewn clouds blew across the face of the cratered orb. He held
suddenly, very still, as the breeze brought scents from across the
clearing. With his eyes closed, he breathed in deeply. Those dark
emeralds popped back into view and carried the fear that the
grimace on his face displayed.

That's when we heard it-
the howl. The sound was terrifying, like a large wolf. Somehow,
inside, I knew it wasn't a wolf, at least not in the conventional
sense, and that scared me more than anything. My body froze and my
mind blanked with fear. I watched his grimace change to a visible
snarl and those beautiful green eyes flash a dangerous shade of
ruby. The next thing I knew he was pushing me out of the field and
into the cover of the trees.

I wanted to plead to him,
but no words would form with my dry tongue sticking to every ridge
in my mouth. He grabbed hold of me and whispered “run” very softly
into my ear- then he was gone. It took me a minute to get over the
shock, but then my feet moved as quickly as possible.

I could not escape the
sound of his scream as the forest closed its arms around
me.

 


I knew it was a dream, not
any dream but the dream. The dream I've had since I was a little girl. Every scene
was memorized from beginning to end, and I again knew the sting of
the silent tears that cascaded down my hot, flushed
cheeks.

 



Chapter One

 


I knew that I should probably get up,
seeing as the alarm had been merrily buzzing for the last half
hour. Everything seemed too bright though and my eyelids were
weighed down by the dream … and those damn tears.

Why do I always cry? And
who is that guy? I thought about the
questions that'd plagued me since three this morning.

The dream normally didn't bother me
that bad, but something was different last night- it felt more
real. Three and a half hours after the episode, I was still awake
and now, out of time too.

Today was the first day of senior year
and I was going to be late because of some freaky dream that I've
had since I was at least three.

Wonderful, better get
outta bed, Em.

I've always loved how my brain talks
to me on a first name basis, a clear sign of insanity.

I reached out a ruby
polished finger to hit the off button on the alarm. The silence was
eerie and reminded me too much of the dream. I pushed the emerald
comforter off of me and rolled out of bed. My black cotton pajamas
were plastered to my damp skin. God, I
look like crap!

What the mirror showed was just a
minimal reflection of the way I felt after last night.

 


 


The hot shower felt good against my
stiff muscles and the questions that clung to my mind were washed
away. Having a blank mind was a nice change from the flood of words
that had bounced against my brain all night long.

After I dried off, I
grabbed my clothes and put them on. I
wonder if wearing all black on the first day will put a jinx on the
entire year?

My black pleated skirt, black button
up, and black combat boots looked fine to me, but to be on the safe
side, I changed my shirt for my favorite burgundy tee that said,
“Beware, I bite without warning.”

As I read the words over
again, a wicked little smile played at the edge of my lips.
If only I had this shirt when I was younger. All
those upset parents wouldn't have been able to say anything to my
parents, they would've been warned.

My laughter was the first sound to
break the morning silence. If anyone had been around it probably
would've frightened them, but Mom and Dad were in England
completing a business deal- nothing new there. Grandmama and
Grandpa were playing tennis from six until eight in the morning,
which they decided was fine since I was seventeen and they no
longer had to make sure I got up for school. It was always amusing
having them around more when my parents were off
working.

 


 


We all lived together in our two-story
plantation home. However, my parents were only around for the
“important” days and left me in the care of my grandparents. It
used to bug me that I was so easily left behind, but now I only get
upset because they get to go to all these exotic places while I'm
stuck here in this small town that I was born in. I guess you could
say that I'm a little jealous.

Our house was beautiful, but far too
big for this little town. As I walked down the stairs from the
second floor, I realized that even the inside was too lavish and
rich for here. We were too rich for here; it made us seem out of
place, and odd. Even though we had the money, bought most of my
clothes from the local stores- Mom and Grandmama ordered their
things from Paris and the like. Sometimes, I felt like it was a
little distasteful the way my family allowed themselves to throw
their good fortune around.

I grabbed an apple off of
the counter and checked my wallet for lunch money.
Just enough funds to make sure I don't look like
a snob, good.

I never liked to flaunt the
fact that I was born into wealth and most of the people in town
lived on a tenth of what the interest was from my own savings
account. I looked at the clock before stepping out of the side door
from the kitchen to the garage. It was seven-thirty.
Better take the highway so I'm not
late.

My 1994 wrangler was
already pulled out of the garage and was facing the road.
Thanks Grandpa.

He always seemed to know when I'd be
behind schedule enough to be in a hurry ... and likely to take out
part of the garage in my haste to get my black chrome rear end
out.

I wasn't one to buy a new shiny car,
but my used one was definitely in a better state than when I
purchased it. The paint was new, and so was the green flame detail
on the sides. I replaced everything I could for chrome, and added
all terrain, all weather tires. I absolutely spoiled myself on my
'baby' ... and I loved it.

The drive was especially pleasant this
morning. The trees filtered the bright morning shine into soft
shapes against my windshield. It was a nice temperature and the
cool air flowing in my window added to the calming atmosphere. The
trees were a beautiful honey color and the breeze caused the leaves
to look like they were doing an intricate dance. It was absolutely
stunning. All the fear and dread that I still carried with me from
last night vanished by the time I turned out of our huge gate and
onto to the highway. It would only take another fifteen

minutes to get into town, being that I
never went less than seventy on the highway and we only lived about
seventeen miles away by highway.

 


 


I got into town in ten minutes instead
of fifteen- I admit I have a lead foot when I'm in a hurry. I never
really mind being in a hurry through this town though; it's all too
quaint for me.

The post office was a place
where Mrs. Wilkins has been working since before I was born, and
believe me she knows something scandalous about everyone. The
sheriff, Mr. Johnson, really only busts tourists for breaking the
speed limits, and I've never seen an arrest here in town. I've
never been to church, but they say that the Priest can make you cry
for spitting in public, and yes, if you did it, someone saw you.
Everyone knows everyone else. All the little shops are run by the
locals and everyone says “Hello” to you. It is too boring for me, but I grew up here, so maybe I would like it more if I
moved from some huge city that was scary or something.

 


I drove up to the cluster
of plain brown buildings that were just as I had left them- dull. I
parked in the student lot, my car usually stuck out like a sore
thumb, but today there was a shiny, red sports bike in the lot.
Being that I was already running late, I'd have to gawk at it
later. Wipe the drool and get to class,
you can't be late on the first day!

I closed the door of my
little beast and slung my bag over my shoulder. The little bat pin
scraped my upper arm, leaving behind a scarlet line of
blood. Damn! Oh well, best get
going.

I wiped the red beads away with my
fingers and walked over to the sad two story building that held all
the senior classes.

It was the same dreary brown as the
rest of the buildings, but, somehow, it stood apart from its
cluster. Maybe the administration thought it was a good idea to
separate us from the rest of the student body.

The thick, heavy doors were painted an
ugly moss green- one of the school's colors, the other was white. I
pulled the huge dungeon-like door open and took one last look at
the smallish windows, praying they had grown as I stepped
inside.

 


The hot, stuffy air hit me
as I entered the white hallway. My eyes stung at the memory of the
fresh, cool morning air on the other side of the door. I had five
minutes to get upstairs and find a seat in room 2A, my English
class. I only hope that this semester will
have some interesting novels to read.

Every year seemed to crawl
on with the most mundane amount of rubbish that a human could stand
to read. I wanted to read Dracula, Pride
and Prejudice, Frankenstein, something,
anything of substance. I would even settle for Animal Farm and we could talk of
Communism.

My feet dragged slightly as
I walked up the rough concrete stairs. The door was open to the
room next to ours, which was where I would have to doodle my way
through math. GAH, I really hate math, why
can't I just have two Art classes?

My feet made a small
scuffling sound as I walked to the next room. The rich aroma of
fresh brewed coffee wafted down the hall to greet me.
Mr. Fitzgerald must be behind schedule this
morning.

Arthur Fitzgerald, the English teacher
for both the juniors and seniors, was a coffee addict. If a student
was greeted with the smell of fresh brewed black gold, then he was
behind schedule and probably in a foul mood. Even though the scent
meant that Mr. Fitzgerald would not be happy if I was late this
morning, it was a nice change from the musty smell of
indoors.

I walked into the room and smiled my
best grin at Mr. Fitzgerald as I took my seat in the back. It was a
small room so all the faces looked up as I crossed their path. I
knew everyone, and said hello to them- even though this year
wouldn't change my desire to not be associated with any of the
cliques here.

Once I reached my little desk and sat
down, I glanced around the room. The walls were painted the same
humdrum white as the hallway and Mr. Fitzgerald had everything
arranged in the same manner as his classroom for the juniors- drab
and symmetrical. There was nothing on the walls, except for the
clock that was in the back of the room so we couldn't stare at it.
The chalk boards were well used and never seemed to get back to
their original shade of bright green. Nothing was written on the
boards yet so we had to wait until he organized himself.

I looked around at the familiar faces
once more, and that's when I noticed the new student.

He was tall, and wasn't
really paying any attention to anyone in the class- some of whom
seemed to be trying to get his attention. His hair was auburn, and
spiked. Odd coincidence, his hair looks
like the guy from my dreams.

His skin wasn't pale like mine, but
held a nice golden hue to it. It was as though he had existed in
his own tropical paradise that gave him the slightest tan in this
often overcast place. He was wearing black cargo pants, black
combat boots, and a tight scarlet shirt. I couldn't see what it
said, if anything, but I could see the definition of his toned
upper torso.

“You guys match,” the girl
next to me giggled as she noticed the direction of my
stare.

“Eh? Oh, I suppose we do,
Kelly,” I managed to say with a remembering smile to the little
blonde that generally sat further away from me, from fear of my
vicious bite. Some wounds heal, but they are not forgotten- like a
five year old taking a chomp out of your hand.

“His name is Michael
O'Shanold, in case you wanted to know,” she whispered in my
direction, “but it doesn't seem like he wants to talk to anyone,”
she added with a visible frown.

I wasn't listening to her at this
point, because, as soon as she said his name, he turned his head
and looked at me. The full intensity of his deep, emerald green
eyes were upon me in a second and I was lost to this world. Sucked
back into my horrible dream world.

This was different though, I wasn't
afraid, and I knew nothing bad would happen at the end- I was
simply drawn to him.

 


It was exactly as every
dream started- the cool night air shifted in the trees that
surrounded the grass circle, and the huge golden orb hung in the
sky. I wasn't standing alone in the clearing this time. He was
standing next to me instead of coming for me out of the trees. He
was smiling, and although neither of us said anything, it was as
though we said a million words of relief. His smile reached his
beautiful eyes and I could see the slight freckling across his
nose. I smiled at him, and he grabbed me in his arms. I knew at
once it was him, and this was where I was supposed to be. The
entire experience was so pleasant, I had completely forgotten about
my English class and the way these dreams normally end.

 


I was pulled abruptly out
of the daydream and back into the classroom as the kid in front of
me, Tommy, shoved a paper on my desk. My mind was working in slow
motion. It's him, it's him, it's
him!

I looked from his handsome familiar
face down to the paper in front of me and finally registered that
it was a reading list for the semester.

“Yes!” The word was out of
my mouth before my brain could catch up to it. Everyone turned to
look at me.

“Is there something you
would like to share with the rest of the class, Miss Hutchinson?”
Mr. Fitzgerald asked with a curious tilt of his head.

I looked at Michael and realized that
he seemed to be staring at me with the same intensity that I had at
him, the recognition was clear, but I wasn't sure why.

“Sorry, Mr. Fitzgerald, I
am just excited about this semester's reading list is all, it has
some of my favorite classics on it,” I finally managed to say as my
cheeks tinted red with blood. Great way to start the
semester.

“Well, I appreciate your
enthusiasm, but if you wouldn't mind keeping it a little less
audible … so I can start this morning's lecture.” He finished with
a raised eyebrow.

“Yes, Mr. Fitzgerald, sorry
about that,” I replied and slunk further down into my
desk.

Michael looked away and was
back to doing whatever it was that he was doing before he noticed
me, but his ears gave away the smile that was now on his
face. I am such an ogre, what was I
thinking? Surely he can't be the guy from my dreams, and even if he
is- it's not like he knows who I am. Idiot, idiot,
idiot!

My mind circled back to this train of
thought throughout the entire hour that was filled with Mr.
Fitzgerald explaining the importance of knowing the classic works
in literature, and why we were reading each one.

By the end of the class my
head hurt from coming in and out of his discussion, and from the
last question my mind came up with; why
did he look like he recognized me?

The bell rang and everyone was out of
their seat and crowded toward the only door that would let them
have a minute of freedom between their classes. Most of us would be
together in our classes- there were only so many ways that they
could shuffle around our schedules. So, I slowly gathered up my
things, and shoved them into my bag. I didn't want to look over to
see if he was still there, or if I'd merely imagined him, so I
slung my bag over my shoulder and headed out of the
room.

I had gotten to the door when I heard
him behind me. My heart sped up and my breathing accelerated. I
turned to look at him.

“Hi. My name's Mike,” he
said and blushed a beautiful shade of crimson.

“Hey, Mike, welcome to our
high school, it's pretty dull, but it's what we got. Where's your
next class, maybe I could show you how to get there?” I asked,
trying to be a good welcoming committee.

“I have Science with Mrs.
Roberts,” he said as he looked at his schedule. I think he was
thankful to have something to talk about.

“Well, today's your lucky
day- I have the same class. Let's walk together.” I smiled at him
and grabbed his arm. He felt the normal body temperature of
everyone around us. Strange, he was so
much warmer in my dreams.

“Thanks, I've got to tell
you something though; your face is really familiar to me. Have I
seen you somewhere before?” Mike asked as we walked down the short
hall to the stairs.

“How funny, I was going to
ask you that as well. I know that I've never seen you before, but
my mind insists that I know you. Odd, huh?” I was trying
desperately not to sound like a complete loony. I so wanted him to
stay around, it was as though he was a flame and I was a
moth.

“Yup. So, what's high
school like? I've been home schooled the entire time that we've
lived here, and I don't know anyone or anything.” His face flushed
again, and he looked quickly away.

“Well,” I didn't want to
stop talking and the sound of our shoes echoing down the stairs
made me nervous, “high school is, eh, busy. There are a lot of
things that happen. You were home schooled? How long have you lived
here?”

“Busy- that sounds … nice.
Um, we moved here when I was like four, so it's been fourteen years
now. I got a tutor around then as well.” His smile must have been
in response to my look of utter shock. A
four year old with a tutor?! Oh my God, he must be really
smart!

I closed my mouth, “So, you know a lot
of stuff, huh?” I looked down at my boots, I was embarrassed and
the boots were a nice contrast to the black and white checkered
tiles.

“I don't know if I would
say I know a lot of stuff, but I do know enough,” he replied,
obviously aware of my discomfort.

“Well, this is it. Mrs.
Roberts is a little nutty, but I suppose all scientists are a
little mad, muaw
ha ha!” I said as a rubbed my hands together in a menacing manner,
he laughed and then I did too.

We walked into the light blue room-
nothing was ever plain with Mrs. Roberts. I led him to the lab
table in the back that was empty.

“So, we'll be lab partners,
kay?” I whispered at him as the bell rang and we slid down onto the
hard wooden stools. He merely smiled in return.

 


 


The lecture wasn't anything special-
because it was the first day- and Mrs. Roberts was going over
safety rules and what she expected of us. Her little white bun on
top of her head bobbed back and forth as she shifted in front of
the room. Her white lab coat had bright blue buttons on it, and a
little pin that said, “Science breeds dangerous lives.”

She must be close to eighty by now,
but she moved as though she was twenty and her enthusiasm for her
work was unmatched by any other faculty member.

Even though her lab coat
was buttoned all the way down, you could see her striped pink and
blue stockings going into her black high-tops. Eccentric, that's the only word for her.

I glanced around the room at the
shelves that were overflowing with strange liquids in jars- with
even stranger unknown items inside them.

Each desk had a burner and some
beakers on it, along with the text book for the class. There was
also a small pile of yellow papers on each desk- these were the
safety rules and syllabuses. I looked over at Mike to see what he
was doing, and he was looking back at me. He smiled and I looked
down and blushed.

He slid me a piece of paper, “She's an
odd duck, isn't she?” is all it said in red ink.

I took out my green pen and wrote,
“Yeah, but she's the best teacher we got. She really loves her
work.” I added a little smiley face.

“So, what class do you have
next?” I noticed his question marks curved slightly more than the
rest of his writing.

“I have Gym. Ugh!” I made a
disgusted face as I wrote this, and I could see him watching me out
the corner of my eye.

“Don't like gym I take it?
I'll keep a note to not take you to do gym-like stuff when we go
out. I have History.” He added a little swirly eyed smiley after
that.

Man, does he have some
gall. I can't believe that he's already making plans to take me
places. Not that I wouldn't say yes or anything, but
jeeze!

“History is back upstairs,
diagonal from where English was this morning. Ms. Henderson is a
divorcée, and can get really distracted from her lectures. She's
pretty plain, and the room should be similar to Mr. Fitzgerald's.
Just try not to fall asleep, she really hates that. That's my best
advice.” I wrote this note back with a plain expression, just in
case he was watching me again- and was waiting for a reaction from
his little comment about taking me out.

He frowned slightly at my reply. “So,
I don't even get a maybe to going out with me?” the next note said.
I guess he didn't want to give me anything to talk about except a
direct answer.

I sighed. “Maybe,” was all I wrote,
and I drew a little winking smiley face.

That seemed to be enough for him
though because he took the note folded it a couple of times and
then stuck it in his back pocket. I watched him out with my side
vision and I could see him smiling as he stared blankly in Mrs.
Roberts' direction.

I wonder what he is
planning?

 


 


I sat through the last fifteen minutes
of class not really paying any attention to what was going on, I
was merely lost in my own thoughts.

When the bell rang, a group
of the most popular kids in our school approached the table. Kelly
was their 'leader' these days, but she was generally pushed along
by her second in command, Julia. Whereas Kelly was a cute little
blonde that fit the ideal of what a cheerleader should look like,
Julia was a brunette that was average height – and average in
general. But it wasn't her appearance that got Julia her spotbehind
Kelly, it was her attitude- she put the mean element in the group.

Kelly came to the table and stopped,
keeping her usual distance from me, and she smiled at
Mike.

“Hello, Michael. We were
wondering if you would like to join us during this little break,
and lunch? I am sure that Emma has other things to do and wouldn't
mind letting you get to experience all of our little high school.”
She smiled her perfect white teeth at him and I fought back the
urge not to vomit on myself.

Stupid bimbo! Evil
snake!

“I'm sorry, but Em here has
already accepted my lunch date. So, unfortunately, I will have to
turn down your very sweet offer.” He smiled back at her, but his
eyes burned a little more brightly and his teeth looked like they
could be full of venom, waiting to strike.

“Perhaps tomorrow you will
be able to join us then?” She pressed on still, this time she added
a little eyelash fluttering.

I could feel my eyes turn into slits
and the anger rise inside me. I pulled my hands into my lap and
clenched my fists shut tight – digging my nails into my
palms.

“No, I am afraid that is
quite impossible. You see, Em and I will be spending all of my
available lunches and breaks together. You'll have to make do
without me, but you guys have a great day.” He smiled again, but it
was visibly strained. This made it perfectly clear that he was done
with this conversation.

“Now, Em, what were you
going to show me during break?” He turned his back to the perfect
blonde and winked at me.

“Well, I need to go to the
store before my next class, and I know you haven't met everyone,
and I figured that as long as we were quick about it, we could go.”
My smile was a little too smug, and I knew that something would
eventually bite me for this, but I didn't care. I was enjoying
watching Kelly and her troop of snobs being snuffed.

 


We gathered up our things,
Mike even took my shoulder bag and slung it over him. It was a
perfect show, but somehow it felt more important than a mere show.
It felt right, and that made me nervous. What are you doing? You don't even know him, and why would
anyone want to turn down that perfect tramp?

It was hard for me to trust my
instincts and enjoy his company, and my brain kept shouting the
fact at me.

As we walked along the shop room
toward the other class level buildings, I was starting to get
really nervous. I knew I should be putting this off until lunch or
after school, and now I didn't want to make him late as well, but I
wanted to be alone with him.

“So, why didn't you tell
the blonde that I was just 'b.s.ing', and that you had no intention
of going anywhere with me?” His question caught me off guard but
his eyes settled my balance almost as quickly.

“I've never liked Kelly,
and I certainly don't think that busting her perfect damn bubble
every so often is a bad thing. Besides, I didn't particularly like
the way she was looking at you, like you were a piece of meat.” My
face turned beet red and I was glad that the wind had caught my
hair and blown it in my face. The black curtain made perfect cover
and gave me just enough time to get my face closer to its normal
shade. Could you be so obvious! That's
almost as bad as that blonde tramp ... no it's worse because you
aren't normally like this!

“It seemed to me that she
didn't particularly enjoy your company and being that I wanted to
be around you, the invitation was a no go.” He finished with a huge
smile on his face.

 


By the time we got around the student
buildings and into the student parking lot, we hadn't said much
else. But, as soon as I got near that bike again, I instantly knew
that it belonged to him. I walked over to my beast and threw the
books in the back seat. I always hated carrying around extra books
for no reason.

“Nice wrangler. It's a '94
right? Wow, did you do all the custom work or did you have someone
else do it?” His questions flew at me one after the other, but his
face was lit up like a child at Christmas.

“Thanks. I got it used, but
had it fixed up out of town. I wanted too much special work to get it done in town.
Do you know a lot about cars?” I was curious about him, and he
seemed less reserved right now.

“Yup. Fixing things up is
my hobby, probably why I have auto shop here ... but it isn't until
sixth period. God, your machine is a beaut. Must've cost a small
fortune, but hey, if it's worth it then go for it. That's what my
dad always says. Anyways, yeah, I fixed up my bike too, but I did
it myself.” He bragged a moment and his speech was
quick.

“Beaut? Who says 'beaut'
any more?” I tried hard not to giggle.

“Well, I do. I know I talk
like a snob sometimes. Most of my slang comes from my visits with
visiting family. Home school seriously sucked.” He told
me.

The bell rang. “Damn, we
better get to class. We can go to the store later, if you really
want to go with me?” I said as I grabbed both my messenger bag and
my gym pack. God, I hate gym.

“Yes, I still want to go
with you. You're not going to get rid of me that easy. Oh, I have
Math after History, what about you?” he asked as we walked back
toward the buildings.

“I have math as well. I'll
meet you outside the class. See ya.” I waved briefly as I ran over
to the gym.

 


 


Gym was nothing out of the ordinary.
We didn't have to change today because it was the first day. I
thought it was odd because we had the same gym coach every year, so
nothing really changed. But hey, if I get a day without having to
put on ugly polyester shorts and a shirt with our school logo on
it, I was happy. But I did wish that I didn't have to sit on that
stupid high gloss wood floor while Mr. Williams talked about what
the proper techniques for bouncing a basketball were, apparently
that was the first form of torture- basketball.

The period didn't seem to last as long
as the other two did. Perhaps it was because I wasn't watching the
clock and was thinking over what had happened with Michael in the
morning instead, or maybe it was merely because we didn't have to
suffer through any form of torture today.

The bell rang and I was up
before the rest of the class. I rushed over to the senior building
and slowed my pace. Don't want to seem too
eager.

By the time I got up the stairs my
body made the choice of not running, but not exactly walking
either, to get up to room 2B with Mrs. Rogers.

He was waiting for me when I got to
the door. He smiled as I got closer to him.

“I'm glad that we have
another class together. I was thinking about how it seems that this
is our last class together for the day. Kind of a bummer, but hey,
at least I get to spend lunch with you.” His eyes sparkled as
though they had a secret they were keeping from everyone. I greatly
enjoyed looking into those deep eyes.

“Yeah, I have History and
Art after lunch … and it would seem that you have Gym and Auto
Shop. Two classes that I don't think I would do well in.” I
shrugged at him as we entered yet another white room.

We took our seats next to each other
on the left side of the room, the last two chairs available
together. The room was set up so that there was an aisle down the
middle and the left side of the room faced the right side. Mrs.
Rogers would walk down the middle while she lectured, but basically
everything that she had to say was written on the multiple chalk
boards around the room. Since our seats were separate little desks,
like this morning, it was harder for us to talk to each other. But
that didn't seem to stop Mike.

“Let's go to town for
lunch. Shake head for yes or cross eyes for no,” the little piece
of paper said in bright blue ink.

What if I didn't know how
to cross my eyes? Perhaps he was counting on that?

I shook my head once and smiled. It
was intoxicating being around him, he was so much fun, and he was
about as cocky as I was.

This class was like every
other class today and all we did was stare aimlessly at Mrs. Rogers
as she prattled on about her love for math and what she expected
from each one of us. It was quite boring, and I almost fell asleep.
Well, let's say I was asleep until Mike flicked a paper clip at me
and it hit me on the nose. The little
beast!

 


After my nap the class sort of
disappeared in a small war of throwing things back and forth, until
the bell rang.

“You butt! That could have
really hurt, or you could've put my eye out!” I said as I stuck my
tongue out and grabbed my bag.

“I have great aim, and the
only concern you should have had was for it going in your mouth as
the drool came out,” he responded, sticking his pierced tongue out
in defiance.

Oh no, I wasn't drooling!
Please tell me I wasn't drooling! I reached
up and wiped my mouth.

“Chill out, I was only
playing. I didn't see any drool.” He smiled as he noticed that his
words had affected me.

We walked out the door, down the
stairs, and pushed the evil dungeon door open. We walked faster
than earlier to make sure that we would make it to town to get food
without being late.

“Your beast or mine?” he
asked with a wicked grin that showed off his perfect
smile.

“Got an extra helmet?” I
asked in doubt.

“Of course I do, and it's
black with green flames on it!” He knew he had me there.

I tossed my bag in my Jeep
and grabbed the helmet. I shoved it on my head and pulled my long
black hair into a pony tail. No use giving
anyone whiplash with my hair.

He was on the sleek bike and waiting.
I clamored on behind him, and wrapped my arms around his waist. I
took a deep breath and inhaled some of his cologne- spicy, yet
minty. I enjoyed it.

He revved the little beast up and we
were off.

Since the town was so
small, it didn't even take five minutes to get to the little deli.
We still had a full twenty-five minutes to eat and get back to
school. I got off the bike and handed him the helmet.
Man, it is a beautiful machine.

I watched as he swung his leg over the
bike and stuck both helmets on the handles. He hooked his arm
through mine and we walked into the deli.

The smells were delicious. Fine
cheeses, meats, and fresh vegetables twisted right under your nose,
drawing you closer to the sandwich bar. We didn't really have time
to have everything made right then so I steered us toward the 'made
fresh this morning' section. I grabbed a roast beef sandwich, a bag
of corn chips, and a grapefruit soda. His selection was the same as
mine except he got a coke instead. We went to the register to
pay.

“Hello, Emma, how are you
doing today? I had the best tennis match with your grandparents
this morning, soon enough, I'll never win,” Mr. Stevenson said as I
reached inside my wallet to pay.

“I'm doing great, Mr.
Stevenson. I'm glad you're still giving them a run for their money
though; they need someone to show them they aren't the best
all the time. Oh, this is
Michael O'Shanold, by the way.” I liked Mr. Stevenson, he was a
nice old man and he was always nice to me. He used to give me
Italian sweets when I was little.

“Hello, Mike, I know your
family, although I haven't seen you yet. You guys live quite a ways
out there. Out by the lake if I'm not mistaken? Beautiful house
though. It’s nice meeting you. Keep our little Emma out of trouble,
okay?” His smile made the skin around his eyes wrinkle under his
wire-rimmed glasses.

“Thank you, Mr. Stevenson.
Yes, our house is out by the lake. I usually went out of town
before, but since I enrolled in the high school, I should be in
town more often. And I promise to try to keep Em out of trouble.”
He smiled back as we paid for our food.

 


We went and sat at the little table
outside and ate in silence. It was great to be able to sit with
someone without them trying to fill every second with endless
chatter.

When we finished our meal we threw the
trash away at the little red garbage can at the edge of the store
and went back to the bike.

 


The ride back to school was as quick
as before. This time, when I handed him the helmet, he stuck it in
the hide-away compartment under the seat and put his on the
handles. We stood there for a minute in an awkward
silence.

“Thanks for coming to lunch
with me, and introducing me to Mr. Stevenson. I really enjoyed it.
Perhaps we could do it again sometime? Maybe I could take you out
to do something soon, something new for you?” He blushed but looked
down at his boots to try and cover it.

“I had a great time this
afternoon. I would love to go out again. Maybe we could discuss
where we know each other from too. I have to get to History and you
don't want to be late for Gym, even on the first day Mr. Williams
will make you do push-ups for being late. I probably won't see you
after school though; I've got to hurry to get home as I have an
instructor coming over to help with my dancing. My parents don't
want me making a fool of myself on my eighteenth birthday. So, I'm
going to cut out of Art early, but I'll see you tomorrow morning.
Oh and here's my number in case you want to call.” I handed him a
small piece of paper with my cell phone number written in crimson
ink. I wasn't normally this forward, but he brought it out in me. I
gave him a quick hug and headed off toward History.

“Bye, Em. See ya!” he
called from his direction.

 


 


The rest of the day passed without
incident. History was really boring, just as I told Mike it would
be, and my Art class was more of independent study for
me.

Miss Forrest taught an art class at
this time, but we'd already discussed the fact that I'd taken art
classes since I was a little girl, so I was a little too advanced
for her intro class. We decided I could take the class period and
carry on with my own art work and she would occasionally check on
my progress.

Today wasn't a work day so I helped
her pass out her materials and sat in the back of the class until
fifteen minutes before the class ended, then I snuck out the back
door.

 


I raced over to my car and threw my
stuff in the backseat. I opened the door and found a single red
rose sitting on the seat. There was a little note attached to it
that said; “Thank you for a beautiful first day. See ya tomorrow.”
It was signed with just the letter 'M'.

I brought the rose up to my
nose and smelled- it was heavenly. My face flushed red and my eyes
watered up as I climbed into my little monster. That is so nice. I can't believe he got me a rose. When did
he have time to get me a rose? Oh!

I set the rose down gently on the seat
next to me and drove home. I left the stereo off and enjoyed the
silence and feel of the wind on my face.

 


 


When I got home, I parked inside the
garage and went through the side door again. I met my instructor in
our 'living room' that was more like a ball room.

He started the same way he did every
Monday, with me trying not to fall on my head while he told me how
to stretch. Come to think of it, the entire session was me more or
less concentrating on not falling, tripping, or injuring myself in
some odd manner.

By the time the hour had ended, I
still couldn't waltz and I am sure that his feet hurt from me
dancing on them. I was tired, and I thanked him for his hard work.
I knew I had another session on Saturday.

Perhaps if I brought
Michael with me, then the instructor could stand back and not have
to ice his feet every time he left here. I
sighed and went upstairs.

I ate dinner in my room, which was all
right with my grandparents as they knew how I generally felt after
my sessions. After dinner, I got into my pajamas and went to sleep.
The dream didn't come until halfway through the night, but it was
the same dream and I woke up crying more fiercely than ever-
probably because I really knew him now- all I had to do was wait
for the next day to start.


Chapter Two

 


The days fell into routine and my
dreams continued. The more time I spent with Mike, the worse the
reactions to the dream got.

It was the last Monday in
September and my birthday was approaching fast. My dancing sessions
had become two hours and I was miserable. Between the waltz and
foxtrot, my feet hurt and I felt unimaginably clumsy. I finally
decided that if I was going to suffer that I should do it with
company- I was going to ask Mike to join me in my torture. I needed
something to make the experience more bearable. Now that I had the
idea in my head, I needed to figure out how to approach the subject
with him. I didn't want to seem like I was suffering and he must
save me from this, I wanted it to be more enjoyable.
Not that listening to my instructor yelp every
time I stepped on him wasn't enjoyable.

 


During lunch at the deli- we never
ate at school anymore- I decided that it was now or never.
What's the worst that could happen? He
could say no – no big deal.

I grabbed a salad and green fizzy soda and
went to sit down, it was Mike's turn to pay and Mr. Stevenson saw
what I got.

When Mike sat down at the table he looked at
me like he knew there was something on my mind. It was frightening
how close we'd gotten over the last three weeks.

Mom and Dad will be home tonight
so he'll be able to meet them.

Both of us managed to avoid going home while
we were together. I was going to be the one to change
that.

“So, are you going to tell
me what's up ... or continue to have the discussion in your head
without my input?” His grin was bright, but his eyes darkened with
concern.

“It's nothing really, I,
uh, was just wondering if you might want to come over after school,
and go through my dancing lesson with me?” It all came out so
quickly that I was afraid it would be a jumbled mess.

“Em! That would be awesome!
I was waiting for you to ask, I've been taking all sorts of dancing
lessons since I was five.” His enthusiasm was a little shocking and
my mouth dropped open in spite of myself.

“You wanted to come?
You know how to
dance? I am terrible and you'll probably have to bandage your toes
afterwards. And it's two hours, not to mention the fact that you'll have to
leave shop early. I suppose you'll have to follow on your bike
too.” The shock turned into doubt and then planning- my brain was
in fast forward.

“Slow down, Em! Yes, of
course I want to come over, and yes I can dance. You should have
asked before- I could've been helping you. I'm sure you won't
injure either of us and I'll meet you in the parking lot fifteen
minutes before school ends, ok?” His voice was calm and steady- it
held all the confidence mine was lacking.

“Ok,” I mumbled, through a
bite of my crisp salad.

We finished eating and climbed back on
the bike.

When we got back to school we had to
rush to get to class on time. Apparently, we had taken longer at
the deli than either of us had realized.

 


 


The rest of the day flew by
as I tried not to have a panic attack. I knew I'd make a fool of
myself, probably even trip and break both my legs.
Good, then I wouldn't have to dance and they
could just push me around the floor!

There were quite a few
times when fear seized my normal functions and I couldn't do even
simple tasks. What is wrong with you,
Emma? It won't be that bad, and it's not like Mike will disappear
because you step on his boots. I giggled in
a way that sounded way too close to hysteria for comfort. I took a
few breaths to calm my nerves.

By the time to go, I had started my
sketch of the clearing from my dream and cleaned up all the
materials. It was relaxing to work simply with my pencil, to get
the base lines for something that I saw so vividly while I was
asleep, and, so far, the sketch was looking very
familiar.

I slipped out of the room while the
newly budding artists were trying to draw their own hands. I walked
down the checkered hall and out the heavy door- it always felt nice
to feel the fresh air hit you in the face after the stuffy
atmosphere of the classroom. I was tempted to walk by the shop to
check to see if Mike had forgotten, but I decided it would be
quicker to go through the cafeteria and give him a little credit.
It was odd to walk by all the plain beige tables, where I never sat
and ate, as I was surrounded by friends. I could picture all the
little groups sitting together yet separate and all the work it
took to fit in- I didn't want that.

 


I got to the student lot and saw him
waiting for me by my Jeep. I walked slowly up to my car and threw
my stuff in the back. I turned quickly and gave him a huge
hug.

“Thanks for doing this.” I
was so happy to see him.

“Em, I told ya I'd be here,
now let's go before you get even more sappy,” he said as he gave my
cheek a kiss.

I could've easily fainted but instead
I got in my wrangler and watched Mike climb onto his bike. He
signaled “after you” at me and revved his bike. I turned my key in
the ignition and heard the purr of the engine. I backed out of the
spot and turned out of the lot. I drove through town at the
twenty-five miles per hour speed limit, but as soon as I hit the
highway, I hit seventy. I never lost sight of Mike- he stayed right
behind me the entire time.

When we reached the turn off to my
little road, I slowed down to fifty and went through the gate. That
was the only time Mike fell back, he looked like he was lost
staring at the gate. But it only lasted a second and soon he was
right behind me again.

I turned into the garage and parked
and by the time I got out of my beast, Mike was standing by the
front of the garage walking his bike deeper inside.

“Just put it where it will
be easiest to get out for you,” I told him as I thought of how my
grandparents were out of town and how Mom and Dad would park around
the oval in the front of the house.

“Nice place you have here,”
he said as he looked back at the entrance of the garage.

“Nothing special. What did
you stop to look at?” I asked as I remembered him at the
gate.

“Oh, I was remembering when
I was little and we drove into town and I saw those huge gates. I
thought they were spooky.” He was lost in his memory
again.

“Earth to Mike, are you
ready to dance, dance, dance?” I was trying to bring him back to
the moment.

“Oh. Sorry, Em. I was
thinking about how our gates look more inviting, but how, if I had
known you lived here, I probably would have come exploring.” He
smiled and laughed his perfect tenor laugh.

I blushed as usual. I often wondered
why I didn't know anything about the other 'rich' family that lived
at the other end of town. It was strange how my family never
mentioned his.

I grabbed my practicing pumps that I
kept by the side door and led Mike into the house.

 


“Good afternoon,
instructor, this is my friend, Mike. He'll be my partner today, if
you don't mind that is?” I gave him my sweetest smile and looked up
at him from under my lashes.

“That's fine, Miss
Hutchinson, it is good for you to learn to dance with different
partners.” The relief was written on his face as he said
this.

I slipped my red peek-a-boo pumps on
and went and stood in the center of the room as usual. Mike walked
over and joined me, his combat boots made clunking sounds as he
took his spot opposite me.

The instructor-
why I couldn't call him Rene was a puzzle to
me- came and stood at our left
side.

“Now, Miss Hutchinson, into
your position, please, and Mike, could you please...” That was as
far as the instructor got before Mike had me in his
arms.

“Instructor, I have been
instructed since I was five years old. I know my placements well; I
am here to help Emma. Please instruct her.” His tone was formal,
but also respectful. I was shocked.

“Ok, Michael. Miss Hutchinson we will be
working on the waltz today and if that goes well then perhaps we
will get to the foxtrot.” The venom in his voice for Mike was
clear, but his appearance remained composed.

I met Mike at the beginning position
and we locked hands. Mike had the stance of a dancer and if I
hadn't been so afraid, I suppose I would've been in awe of
him.

I felt my hands clam up as he held
mine and I knew that my hand was leaving a sweat print on the back
of his t-shirt. Nerves racked my body, and soon I felt rather
light-headed. The instructor was saying something, but I couldn't
make it out.

Mike leaned closer to me and
whispered, “Em, its okay. Just breathe and everything will be fine.
We're going to start and I want you to only look at me. Please try
okay, Em.”

His words filtered through
whatever was happening to me and I nodded in response. The room
seemed to disappear and all I could see was Mike.
I'm afraid. He shouldn't be able to consume my
entire world like this. But it is nice to dance without thinking
about dancing.

I knew I was moving, I could still
vaguely feel my feet moving, but I didn't care how it looked. All I
wanted to do was focus on Mike.

“That was a very nice
start, Miss Hutchinson. By far the best improvement yet.” The
instructor seemed to gloat at his great accomplishment. “I think we
should try it again, and see how you do with a little quicker
tempo.”

“Don't worry, Em, you know
the steps. Focus on me and it will be fine.” Mike's rich and deep
whisper sent shivers through my body.

We started in the beginning position
again, the music started – a little quicker than the last piece.
Mike led me around the room, and I was amazed that I did not trip
over myself at the speed things seemed to be moving. But that was
when it happened- everything turned black.

 


The room faded back into
focus, but something was different. I looked around me and realized
that this was the room we had been dancing in, but it was now
decorated in a way I had never seen before. It looked old, way too
old. I looked down at my dress.

When did I put on a dress, and where
did my little red pumps go?

My dress was a golden hue
of shiny satin. Something felt odd about the dress though, it was
sleek and with a slight train. The cut of it was empire, and it
showed the top of my chest. I suddenly felt extremely exposed. I
turned to see if I could find someone I knew, someone to help
explain what was happening. I caught a glimpse of myself in a
mirror. My hair was a curly pile of tendrils that were cascading
down from a small hair pin of green gems. My face seemed to have
makeup on it as well, but I could not tell for certain. It all felt
too right. I smiled and saw that my canine teeth were slightly
longer and sharper than usual.

Oh my God, I'm a vampire! This is one
crazy dream.

How did I know it was a
dream? I turned to look at the guests and family that seemed to
surround me and I realized that I was like them. They were
all vampires. I slowly
moved toward an open door, I didn't care where it led- I wanted out
of this room. I found my way outside. The cool night air was a
savior to my already fuzzy head.

What was going on? And where was
Mike?

I walked over to a stone
bench and sat in the moonlight. That was when he appeared, almost
out of nowhere. He walked toward me and I knew right away- it was
Mike.

“Mike, what's going on?” I
asked as soon as he was close enough to hear me.

“Em, this is of your
creation. I cannot tell you. But ... I know that I don't belong
here.” His words hung in the air like a thick smoke.

“My creation? If it's my
creation, then you definitely belong here.” I smiled because it was
the best reasoning I had at that moment.

Mike cringed slightly at my smile, and
I knew. I was different from him. He was not one of these
fabricated monsters. “Sorry, Em. I won't leave you, do not worry. I
have a hard time adjusting to this.” His eyes looked sad to me and
a tear slid down my cheek.

“But, Mike, if you are not
like me and this is my creation, then what are you?” I had to know
what was separating us in this imagined time.

“Why, Em, I thought you
knew your monster tales better than I do? What can't be with a
vampire because they're enemies?” His words echoed in my head as I
searched for an answer. The darkness surrounded me once
more.

 


 


When I came to, I was in our house
again. I was wearing the clothes I wore to school and my little red
pumps. I was lying on the floor with one of the couch pillows under
my head. Mike sat on the floor next to me holding my left
hand.

When I looked over at him,
his eyes were as big as saucers and he was staring blankly ahead.
Someone was holding my right hand, I looked over and saw Mom
kneeling next to me, and Dad was yelling at the instructor behind
her. I hope he doesn't blow a fuse or
something.

There was a great blanket of concern
covering the room.

“What happened? Why am I on
the floor?” I squeaked. Curiosity had finally won me over when no
one noticed I was awake.

“Oh, Em!” Mike shouted his
eyes and body relaxed a little bit with relief.

“Emma Mary Hutchinson, you
scared us half to death!” Mom said as a single tear rolled down her
cheek. She grabbed me in a hug and the room lurched
around.

“Mom, I, er, can't breathe
... and the room is slanting,” I panted from her embrace. She let
go and helped me lay back down.

“So, what happened?” I
asked again.

All the eyes in the room went to Mike.
“I don't know, Em, we were waltzing and in the middle of a turn and
you became dead weight in my arms. I thought you might have
fainted, but when I laid you down on the floor, your eyes were
flickering behind the lids and your muscles twitched. I was really
worried. The instructor called your parents, and here we are.” He
was tense with nerves and I couldn't figure out why.

“Well, I'm okay now so
everyone stop looking like the grim reaper was here trying to
barter for my soul.” I tried to sound exasperated, but I knew it
sounded whiny.

“Okay, Emma, let me help
you up. Your instructor said you were doing beautifully today
anyway. Perhaps you can stop with your lessons if you want. Maybe
this young man could help you if you feel more comfortable with his
help?” Dad's voice carried the sound of a worried father, and I had
to stop myself from laughing.

“Oh, Mom, Dad, this is
Michael O'Shanold. He lives on the other side of town.
And he has been taking
dance lessons since he was five! Mike, this is my mom and dad, Mrs.
Edwina Hutchinson and Mr. William Hutchinson.” I knew that I was
bragging about Mike, but I really wanted them to like
him.

“Well, hello there,
Michael. I see that you've been an improvement on our little Emma's
dancing abilities. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
Mom's words were pleasant, but it seemed like something was
bothering her.

“It's nice to meet you,
Michael.” That was all Dad could muster, his usual bright blue eyes
seemed to turn shades darker.

“It's a pleasure to meet
the both of you as well. Em has said such wonderful things about
her family; I was beginning to wonder if I would ever get to meet
you.” Mike smiled, but I could tell that the tension my parents
were emitting was making him nervous.



I wonder what is up with
them?

Something felt strangely out of place.
This was magnified when Mom and Dad excused themselves from the
rest of the evening, saying they had promised friends to eat dinner
with them. I knew it wasn't true but I wanted the coldness in the
room to leave.

“I don't think they like
me,” Mike said with a frown. “Maybe it's the way I'm dressed or
something.” I looked at him and then looked down at what I was
wearing. We both broke out in laughter.

“Sure, that's it, and
secretly they hate the way I dress too.” I smiled at him, but I was
really worried about what took place.

“Maybe I should head home,
Em. You've had a long afternoon.” His smile disappeared and he was
slightly frowning again.

I didn't know how to answer- I always
loved spending time with Mike, but I wanted to know what was up
with my parents. I decided to compromise.

“How about we eat something
first? We'll go to the little pizza place in town. And then you
only have halfway to go alone.” I smiled triumphantly.

“Alright, Em, but then I'm
heading home. It's getting late and I don't have an awesome excuse
to stay home tomorrow.” He gave me a fake smile.

“Why on Earth would I stay
home when I get to spend more time with you?” I fluttered my
eyelashes at him.

“You're impossible, Emma!”
He grabbed me in a tight bear hug.

 


As impossible as he thought I was, he
and I drove back to town and ate some cheesy pizza at the little
hole in the wall Italian place. The silence that filled most of
time drove me insane, I had to break it.

“Maybe they're worried that
I'm becoming a snob or something, being that your family's the only
other rich ones around.” I mumbled through an exceptionally cheesy
bite.

“I doubt that, Em. It was
something else. Maybe our parents don't get along,” he suggested
with a shrug.

“No way. I never even heard
of your family really.” I knew it had to be something; I wasn't
sure what it was.

“Maybe that's my point.” He
slipped back into silence.

The rest of our time together passed
in the same way- silent. I wanted to scream that it would all be
okay, but I knew Mike wouldn't listen right now. Something was as
wrong as he thought. I didn't know what it was- yet … but I'd find
out.

“Don't worry so much, Mike,
I'm sure that there's nothing wrong. And if there is something,
I'll figure it out.” I smiled at him.

“I know, Em, I guess it was
an odd reaction to me or something. Next time, I'm sure they'll
love me.” He smiled in reply, but it was forced.

“Okay, let me know when you
get home so I know you're okay, alright?” I said as we got up from
the table.

“You know I will, love ya,
Em.” He kissed my cheek and beckoned his two-wheeled monster to
life.

I watched as he headed toward the
highway that led to his house. I wanted to make it all better, I
knew something was wrong. I wanted to sit and hold Mike until I was
sure that his mood passed. That would have to wait until I found
out what was going on. I got in my own four wheeled beast and
drove.

 


By the time I got home, both my
parents and grandparents were home- big surprise to me. It was late
so I left my car in the driveway knowing I'd probably be running
late tomorrow. I slipped in the kitchen door and that's when I
heard them in the dining room. My parents and grandparents were
sitting at the table, deep in conversation. I inched toward the
door that was slightly ajar and listened.

“Are you sure that she
didn't suspect anything from your reaction to him?” Winfred asked
with a tone of urgency I had never heard my grandmother
use.

“Yes, Mother. I'm sure. We
were so shocked to have one of them
in our
house,” William said, exasperated.

“Honey, he hasn't changed
yet- maybe he won't. You know she really likes him.” Edwina's voice
was full of hope.

“You know as well as I do-
just as she'll change, so will he. I could smell it. The change has
started in them- even if they've not noticed the signs yet.”
William's voice was completely void of the hope my mother's voice
held.

“I think perhaps this
conversation is best left for when the house is again empty … and
not so easily overheard.” Alfred's voice traveled closer and I knew
I had to move.

I ran as quietly as I could up the
stairs and into my room. I figured I might be getting a visit from
Grandpa, but before he got up to me I needed to think about what
I'd heard. Mom and Dad reacted to him that way because of something
he was- different from what we were.

I sat back on my bed and that's when I
remembered the strange vision I'd had during my dance lessons
today. I knew that it held something important and it had to do
with what they were talking about, but there were no clues as to
what. My mind wouldn't work the way I wanted it to.

“Emma.” The voice was
gentle and I knew it was Grandpa.

“Yeah, Grandpa.” My voice
quivered and I hoped he didn't notice.

He pushed my door open and came and
sat next to me.

“Sometimes we learn things
that we don't understand, at least not at the moment. When that
happens, know that all the questions that are brought up by this
information will be answered at the right time.” His voice carried
a gentle air of wisdom.

He rose to leave.

“Grandpa...” My words
trailed.

“Yes, sweetheart.” His eyes
sparkled.

“Will Mom and Dad make me
stop seeing Mike?” I couldn't hide the tears that began to streak
down my face.

“Oh, honey. Don't worry.
You can still see your friend.” He wiped a single tear with his
soft cool hand and then left my room.

I didn't know what to think, but I did
know I could still see Mike and I didn't care what they thought we
were becoming. With that I fell into the shaded world of
sleep.

 


 


When I woke the next morning I was
already late. My cell buzzed on my deep cherry nightstand. I
grabbed it and it said, “one new text message.” I clicked the OK
button when I was prompted to read it.

“Em, Get up! You're late
already!! See ya soon!” It was from Mike, and he was right- I'd
slept through first period.

I threw on some jeans, a
t-shirt, and my boots. I ran out to my truck and found Grandpa had
stuck a note inside excusing me for being late. How does he always know?

I got in and sped to school. I made it
to second period as the class was starting. Mike sat at our usual
table and greeted me with a head nod.

“Always got to get you
outta bed,” he said with a smile.

I knew that yesterday had been
forgotten, so I wouldn't bring it up.

“Yeah, well, I was awake-
just not functioning yet,” I grumbled.

You could try getting me
into bed. The thought came and went and
left a rosy tint to my cheeks.

“Bad thoughts as usual?” he
said, shaking his head as he gently touched my now burning
cheek.

“I don't know what you're
talking about.” I knew the guilt was written on my face.

 


The day passed as they usually did and
soon it was Thursday, the day before my birthday- I was scared. I'd
asked Mike to come, but he still hadn't given me an answer. My
parents hadn't told me he couldn't come, they said that he might
not feel comfortable with all our family there from Europe and the
others that they'd invited. I knew I needed his answer today and
that I wouldn't get upset if he decided not to go.

Today is unusually bright
and sunny. I grimaced as the sun glared off
a bench and into my eyes for like the hundredth time. I was waiting
for Mike outside his shop class. It took me all day to build up the
nerve to talk to him about tomorrow. Miss Ashley said I could go
early today, saying something about her knowing all the
preparations that still needed to be done for my celebration
tomorrow. So, instead of heading home, I took the opportunity to
clear my mind and figure out how to talk to Mike about tomorrow. I
couldn't do it then since I wouldn't be in school due to the high
volume of guests coming into town. I sat on the table in the
cafeteria closest to the shop and stared at the shut brick red
door. I never could understand why that door was red.

I don't know what to say
to him. I wonder why he hasn't mentioned it. Maybe it's time to
start to talk to him about the dream and about the vision I had two
weeks ago. I don't know how we've managed not to talk about it
all.

I sighed and the bell rang- Mike was
the last one out of the room.

“Hey slowpoke.” I waved him
over to the shiny beige table.

“Hiya, Em. Whatcha doing
out here?” he asked without looking surprised to see me.

“Well ... I was wondering
if you're gonna come tomorrow.” I waited to see some clue as to
what his response would be, but nothing showed.

“Em ... I asked my parents
and they said I'm not allowed to go because I have family
obligations. Apparently, we have some family coming into town as
well.” He frowned and looked away.

I never want to see him
frown ... I hate it.

“No worries, Mike. My
parents said you'd probably be bored stiff since it's only family
and all.” My fake smile began to crack.

“I hope its lots of fun ...
even though it is only family. I'm gonna miss ya tomorrow- I'm
stuck at our house welcoming people. Ugh!”He led the conversation
and our direction out of the cafeteria.

“I hope you don't go postal
and kill anyone. I mean you don't even have a party to link the
craziness too!” Awkwardness snaked in the pit of my stomach as I
joked half-heartedly. My mood began to darken like thick rain
clouds rolling in. What's the point of a
birthday party if I can't spend it with whom I want?

“Hey, I got you something
... I know you told me not to and all ... but I thought it could be
something we share. Here, open it.” I could read the nervousness on
his face as he handed me a black wrapped present with a green satin
ribbon.

I untied the ribbon and tied it into a
head band for my hair. Then I took one high glossed crimson
polished nail and cut through the tape holding together the thick
black paper. I slid back the flaps to reveal a book.

It was thick, worn sienna
colored leather, and the pages looked out of sorts. I ran my hand
along the edge and fell in love with the texture of the aged pages.
I looked up at Mike and the tears started to stream down my
cheeks. God, I am such a baby.

“Mike ...” My words got
caught in my sob.

“Em, if you don't like it-
maybe you'll like its contents.” He frowned again completely
misunderstanding my reaction.

“I love it!” I shouted and
hugged him.

“Oh! Great! Well, then
you'll love the inside.” He smiled.

I opened the book to the middle and
found it blank. I decided to thumb back toward the front. That's
when I found his small and scratchy handwriting. I looked up
confused.

“It's kinda like a journal.
I thought we could write to each other. The first entry is of why I
think I knew you right away.” He looked down at his
boots.

“Oh, Mike! This is the best
present ever! I was just thinking about how we never talked about
that. I can't wait to read it,” I said as I started to turn toward
the front again.

He stopped me. “Not now, later. And
then you have to write about how you thought you knew me, okay?” He
smiled and grabbed his helmet. “I gotta go now, Em. Promise you'll
let me know when your party is over and, hopefully, I'll be able to
see you, okay?” He shoved his shiny red helmet on.

“Mike, wait. Take your
helmet off.” I said it as calm and collected as I could but I was
scared of what I was about to do.

Mike took his helmet off and looked
curiously at me. He was about to open his mouth to say something
when I threw myself at him. His shock was momentary and soon his
lips responded to mine.

Being this close seemed to cause a
flood of emotions to pass through us, between one another. I could
hear his blood flowing through his body and I could smell the
change of his body- to lust. I don't know how long we kissed, but I
do know that when it ended, I was more connected to Mike than I
ever thought possible. Mike stared at me as his normally tan face
returned from the red hue it had taken on.

“I wanted to let you know
that I love the present and I hope that you have a great time
tomorrow. Okay, bye.” It all tumbled out as I hopped in my Jeep-
and then I sped off. I love him! I never
thought I would be one of those foolish people to fall in love, but
I guess I am.

When I looked up in my rear-view
window, I saw that beautiful red bike following me. I had already
driven passed my house- I didn't even realize it. I turned onto the
trail that led up to the old mines. I parked my Jeep and got out.
Mike stopped his bike and watched me to see if I would object to
his company.

“Em, you know we both
should be heading home.” He was always the voice of
reason.

“So, head home then.
Otherwise, come and grab my hand and walk with me.” I stuck out my
tongue and held out my hand. He took it. We walked together in
silence through the thick trees. I never walked this part of the
forest before but it somehow felt familiar.

The sun was hiding behind the clouds
making the sky look as though it was set on fire- it was beautiful.
We stepped out into a clearing and we both froze. Fear gripped my
heart and I could feel the sweat beginning to flow between our
hands. I looked at Mike and I understood what the front of journal
held. We both knew this place from our dreams. I took a step back –
I was afraid.

“Don't be afraid, Emma.
We're together and I'm not going anywhere.” Mike's voice sounded
trance like to me.

“Mike, I don't know what
your dreams held for you, but this place never brings anything
other than trouble. I'm afraid. I don't want to lose you.” My voice
trembled and I pulled back on his arm as he stepped
forward.

“My dreams have always
haunted me- always ending badly. But I'm drawn to the place that
I've seen for most of my life.” He seemed so distant to
me.

I stepped in front of him,
placed my hands on either side of his face and made him make eye
contact. “We can come back during the day, okay? You said yourself
that we should both be heading home.” I wanted to cry, but then I
saw the focus come back into his eyes. Thank God.

“Okay, Em. We'll come back
some other day.” He smiled and turned. “Oh, by the way...” He
grabbed me and kissed me fiercely and hard. “I owed you one.” He
walked back to his bike and waited for me to get back to my
car.

“Okay, I guess I'll see you
later, Mike,” I mumbled and I got into my black beauty.

 


We both drove together
until my turn off where Mike waved bye to me and kept driving. I
pulled into the garage and realized that the house was ablaze with
lights- both inside and out. Great, now I
have to deal with all the family.

I sighed and walked toward
the kitchen door. Why do I even have to
have a big party?

I walked into the living
room and my mouth dropped open. The entire room was transformed
into the room from my dream. This is
crazy!

“Honey, I'm glad you're
home, I was getting worried,” my mother cooed at me.

“Eh, sorry I'm late. I
wanted to hang out with Mike since I won't see him tomorrow.” I
shrugged. God I hate it when she tries the
everyday parent thing.

“Oh, I'm sorry your friend
can't make it. But don't worry; you'll have plenty of company.” She
smiled and I could see the relief on her face.

“Mom, I know we've not
talked about any of the details of this whole thing. But I was
thinking I'd wear my black satin dress.” I wanted to get her mind
off of Mike.

“That reminds me. Your
grandmother and I got you the most wonderful present. And your
grandfather got you something as well,” she said as she crossed the
living room over to our ancient Chinese cabinet. That's when she
opened the cabinet and pulled out a lusciously wrapped present in
sage green and a small black velvet box. She handed both items to
me.

“The black one is from your
grandfather and the other is from your grandmother and me.” She
smiled and waited for me to open them.

I opened Grandpa's gift
first. The soft black velvet felt wonderful in my hands.
Maybe this is why Mom and Grandma always buy
jewelry? The lid clicked open and I moved a
soft beige cloth to see the trinket inside. That's when I saw the
sparkle of emeralds.

Within this tiny box, I
found a pair of small studs, a small pendant, a studded bracelet,
and a medium-sized hairpin. It was the hairpin that caught my
attention. It wasn't large or gaudy, it was shaped like a bat and
it was meant to hold up my hair. The bat
must be Grandpa trying to make it more 'me'. But I know that
hairpin, I've seen it before. But where have I seen it? Oh my God
... it was from my dream!

That's when I tore the
paper off the other present. I didn't care about the beautifully
textured sage green paper or the fact that I sliced my pinky open
in my haste. The smell of blood assaulted my olfactory nerves, but
I ignored it. I pulled the box apart, pushed the pale pink tissue
paper aside, and saw the shiny golden satin. My hands trembled as I
lifted the dress out of the box. The empire cut was the same as my
dream as well as the slight train that flowed down the back.
I think I'm losing my mind.

My mother mistook my shear shock for
excitement. “I'm so glad that you like it, honey. Well, I have
things to take care of before everyone starts to arrive.” She gave
me a quick kiss on the cheek and walked out of the room.

I sat on the floor and only
stared. What does it all mean?

I really wanted to call Mike, but I
knew he had people coming over. Instead, I decided to go up to the
widow's walk and write in the journal.

 


The walk through the house was
surreal. We had a staff on for the weekend. Everyone and everything
seemed to be moving around me as I moved in slow-motion. I walked
up the stairs and into my room. I switched the journal for the
dress on my bed and climbed up the ladder in the top right corner
of my room that lead up to the attic. The attic and its widow's
walk were my places to be alone.

I walked through the
double-glass doors and the cool night air felt good on my warm
face. I could tell my cheeks were flushed. I took the old lantern I
kept up there, struck a match and lit it. The glow it gave off was
a gentle warm orange. I was starting to feel better.
I don't know what is happening to me.

My mind blanked and then I remembered
the conversation that I'd overheard. My father's voice echoed in my
head, “The change has started in them- even if they've not noticed
the signs yet.”

“What change?” I shouted
into the air. All I knew was that I was seeing things before they
happened- I could smell and hear blood, and that I must be going
nuts. Who the Hell can smell and hear
blood? I've officially lost my mind.

That's when I remembered why I went up
there. I looked at the journal I had set down on the small table
that held the lantern and I knew I had to write to Mike. I opened
the book to the first cream colored page and smiled. Mike's words
jumped out at me.

 


Dear Emma.

I thought this would be
the best present I could give you. We never really talked about it.
But I know I knew you before we ever met.

You see, I've been having
dreams about you for the last fourteen years! I know it sounds
crazy, but I'm pretty sure you've had something similar. I know
this because the day we met, we dream fasted the first time that
our eyes met. That dream was much more pleasant than any dream I've
ever had, unlike the one I'm going to tell you about now. Yes, it
has only been one- one that has grown in intensity since I met you
in real life. It is always the same though. There's a full moon
that's slightly obscured by the rolling clouds. I'm walking through
the forest and I can hear the winter grass crunching under my feet.
I am warm in the cool night air. My hearing, sight, and sense of
smell are heightened. I hear other footsteps and can smell another
person- a female. Her scent comforts me and I move to meet her in
the center of the clearing that is just ahead of me. I move to her
side and a slight breeze kicks up. Her long black hair whips behind
her and she moves closer to me- I can feel the chill of
her.

Her skin is cooler than
the night air. We take a few steps and the wind catches a new scent
and sends it toward us. I inhale as I hear the cry of a lone forest
wolf. The sound is familiar and comforting. I smell the wolf and
something else- my enemy.

The hairs on my neck stand
and I snarl defensively to protect this female. That's when I hear
its call to her- it calls to her in a tender caring tone. She
doesn't seem to hear it- only the wolf- and she's scared. I lean
toward her and whisper “run” in her ear, then I shove her toward
the cover of the forest. I can hear her heart speed up and her
freeze up. I hear her start to run. I scream in defiance of
whatever is out there. “You can't have her!” I say into the night.
The air grows cold around me, I know it's near. Then, it is as
though the wind itself is talking, the words swirl around me, “Too
late, she's ours.” I run as fast as I can toward the sound and
where she ran to- panic floods my body.

That's where I usually
wake up, panting, with a tear always running down my
cheek.

You see, the girl is you.
It has always been and, now that I know you, all the sensations
from my dream are a hundred-fold. I just wanted you to know about
the dream.

There is something else as
well- you see, every time I see the girl in my dream, I know that I
love her and, when I met you, I fell in love with the real one. In
short, what I'm trying to say is that I love you.

Happy Birthday, Emma Mary
Hutchinson.

 


I stared at the page, and at those words. He loves me? It all seemed too
surreal to me. I love him but I never expected him to say it or
even think it. He loves me!

The words danced in my head
like little sugar plum fairies. I had discovered what a natural
high felt like and I loved it. I reached for my phone to call and
talk to him, but then I remembered why I hadn't called him in the
first place. I also remembered why I was up there. I turned the
page in the book and stared at it for a minute. How do I begin?

 


Dear Mike.

Thank you for the best
present ever! Today has been filled with interesting happenings-
this awesome journal, our kiss, the clearing, your entry, a dress,
and some jewelry. I suppose it's my turn to tell you about my
dream. Yes, it's been one dream for me as well.The dream is
identical to yours only from my side. In the end, it is fear that
always drives me back toward your screams- ones I feel are of pain
and terror.

Besides the utter fear and
tears that the dream brings on, it also tells me that I'm in love
with that boy- or you, I should say. Besides that dream, I had one
the day when I fainted while we were dancing, but this dream was
almost as though it was my birthday party. It was in the ballroom,
there were lots of people I didn't know. As I looked around the
room, I realized they all had fangs! When I looked in the mirror –
my hair was up with an emerald pin, I was wearing a golden satin
dress and I had fangs as well! I freaked out and I went outside and
then you appeared and shied away because of the fangs but said
you'd never leave me. You also told me that we'd never be able to
be together because we were too different and you told me to think
about what couldn't be with a vampire. Then I woke up. The weird
part is today when I got home, the ballroom looked exactly like my
dream and my mom and grandmother gave me a dress just like the one
in my dream. Not to mention the emerald jewelry, including a
hairpin, Grandpa gave me. Am I losing my mind or something? Can I
see the future or something? I feel crazy. I would've called but
... you have family there. I hope you call soon.

 


Now that the words were on
paper, I felt better, even though it all read crazy.
I know it all means something- I don't know
what.

I could hear car doors
being closed. I blew out my lantern and I headed back downstairs. I
didn't want to deal with the invaders of my house- but it was what
was expected of me. I listened to the murmur of voices mix with the
creak of the ladder as I climbed down into my room. I checked my
appearance in the mirror behind the door. I noticed that the cool
night air had given a slight pink tint to my cheeks.
Well, at least I look alive. I placed my best show smile on and headed
downstairs.

The brightness of all the lights
bothered me and I damn-near tripped walking down the stairs. It
didn't matter since everyone was gathered in the foyer and study.
The front door was left open and the night breeze was gently
blowing in. I could hear numerous conversations happening as I
walked closer to the ever growing crowds.

The majority of the words that buzzed
around the room were greetings and catch-ups. I walked into the
foyer and found my grandpa greeting folks as they came through the
door.

“Hi, Grandpa.” I smiled at
him.

“Oh, Emma. I'm glad you
came down. Now you can help me welcome our guests.” He seemed to be
full of pride that night.

“Of course, Grandpa,” I
said, “but where are all these people going to sleep?” I whispered
as I realized that there must be at least fifty people here and
more seemed to be coming.

“Well, dear, some are
staying here and the rest are staying in town. Everyone wanted to
come by and say hello before they went to bed and such.” His eyes
were kind as he whispered back to me.

 


The rest of my evening was spent
talking and smiling to people I had never met before. By the time I
got upstairs and into my room, I was exhausted. I grabbed my cell
to check the time and saw it had a text message.

“Goodnight Emma & Happy
Birthday, love. Get some sleep.”

I went to bed smiling.

 


 


The knock at my door is what finally
drew me out of the darkness of sleep. I felt like I had forgotten
something as I stumbled out of my bed.

“Just a minute …,” I
mumbled as I shifted my pajamas back into their proper
positions.

I turned the knob and saw the most
beautiful blonde man standing there, holding the deepest red rose I
had ever seen.

“Happy Birthday, Little
Emma Bird.” There was a slight accent to it, perhaps Italian, but
the prefect smile and bright green eyes seemed familiar.

“Um ... do I ... know you?”
My cheeks flushed from the guilt of forgetting someone.
Little Emma Bird. Only one person ever
…

“Wait, you couldn't be ...
Dominic!” I shouted as I gave him a huge hug.

“Hello, Emma. It has been
awhile. You've grown into such a beautiful woman.” His smile was
perfect but something threw caution at me.

“Oh my God. Dominic, I
didn't know you guys were coming. Is Isabella here? I'd love to see
her.” I blushed as I realized I was standing in front of my first
love, in my pajamas- without a bra on. Now, mind you, I was only
like four when I decided I was in love with my best friend's
brother, but it didn't matter as they moved back to Europe that
year. I remembered their parents complaining about the trash moving
into town. Who moved here then? Wasn't that the year Mike moved
here ... no, it couldn't be?

“Principessa Bella. Isabella isn't here. There have been some problems with her and the family.” His
lips turned down as the sadness came through his voice. God, look
at those lips. I shook my head. What the Hell is wrong with me?
Have I completely forgotten about Mike?

“So, what happened? Did she
do something forbidden?” I waggled my eyebrows and winked at him,
but he didn't smile.

“Unfortunately,
mia bella, she did do
something terrible ... she ran off with some creature and shamed
the family by turning down her betrothed.” The anger burned fierce
in his eyes.

“Wait ... Issy was
betrothed? Didn't that die out, like in the middle ages?” I scoffed
at the idea that my childhood best friend had been excommunicated
from her family for finding love.

“Don't make fun at
tradition, Little Emma Bird. You'd be surprised at how much
tradition is invested in your famiglia.” He handed me
the rose and with that he walked away.

I thought about going after him but I
needed a shower before I faced any more of this day.

 


The shower felt good and
hot. Last night I felt more conscience of the dream. I knew it
would happen the way it did every night, but when I heard the wolf
cry, I tried not to be scared and listen. Nothing changed and I
couldn't change anything. When I had woken up after it, my tears
were fierce. Thinking back on it, I wonder if that was from not
having the ability to change the dream, or from the dream itself.
Then thoughts of Dominic drifted into my mind. I wonder what he meant about my family? Then it hit me. Oh my God!

“I'm betrothed!” The words
jumped out of my mouth. Suddenly the shower felt extremely
cold. My parents would never do such a
thing to me. But something inside knew
different and that scared the Hell out of me.

I got dressed in my satin black
button-up and black dress pants. I slipped on my black peek-a-boo
pumps. The only color I wore was the blood red fingernail and
toenail polish. The attire was suitable for a funeral, which I
suddenly felt like I was about to attend. I needed to find
Grandpa.

I managed to find him after
successfully avoiding everyone in the house. He was on our tennis
court practicing his swing shot. I was extremely lucky this
morning; it would appear that he was alone.

“Grandpa. I need to talk to
you ... now.” I
knew my voice sounded harsh but I also knew he would understand
once I talked to him.

“Emma, my sweetheart. I was
expecting you after I saw Dominic huff away from your door this
morning.” His voice was gentle and understanding.

“I don't know how you
always know these things, but I needed to talk to you about
something he said to me,” I replied as we walked to the edge of the
court to sit down.

He sat and patted the bench next to
him. “Emma, in the next few months you're going to find out many
things you won't like or won't agree with. I want you to know that
I am always here for you to talk to. Now, what did that boy say
that has upset you so?” He smiled and his eyes twinkled as
usual.

I suspected he already knew what I was
going to say but I needed to hear what he would say.

“Well, we were talking
about Issy. He mentioned how much trouble she was in for breaking
her betrothal and running off with some guy. Then he implied that I
was betrothed as well after I said that betrothal was so old
school.” My face flushed and I knew I sounded like a little girl
again.

“I know that you would like
me to tell you that none of it is true, and that he was trying to
upset you- which of course would be a terrible birthday present.
Unfortunately, I cannot. What he told you is true ... which is part
of the reason no one ever pushed you to find someone. However, your
friend Michael has complicated things quite a bit. You see, ever
since you were a little girl, you have been betrothed to Dominic.
So, when he was your first love, everything was going on schedule.
Only a problem arose when his family became snobbish when the
O'Shanold family moved into town. Don't ask why, you'll know the
answer soon enough. Your father has discussed your relationship
with this Michael O'Shanold to get advice on how to handle things,
and so many people know of it. Unfortunately, Dominic is one of
them and you are on the same track as your dear friend Isabella. I
hope you aren't too angry with me for not telling you sooner.” He
was staring off in the direction of the forest now.

“Grandpa, you know I could
never be angry with you. I am, however, confused. I don't
understand what's wrong with Michael and me. I also don't
understand what my Dad is doing. What is going on?” I sighed into
my hands.

“There is so much that I
want to tell you, but the time is not right, my dear. Your father
is confused as well and he is trying to find the right approach for
your relationship. Your father is not as- let's say intuitive- as I
am. He doesn't realize how close you and your Michael are. He has
never had to comfort away your tears from that horrible dream that
I am pretty sure you and him share, in some manner. Times are
changing away from what were the traditions.” He smiled again but
did not look away from the trees.

“Grandpa, how did you know
about the dream and how we share it?” I was so shocked.

“Knowing about the dream
was not hard since you've had it since you were three, and someone
had to come and hold you while you calmed down. Unfortunately, I
cannot tell you how I know you're dream fasted to him. It will have
to wait for another day. I also think it is time for you to go and
visit with the guests that are here for your big evening, my little
sweetheart.” He looked at me and gave me a kiss on the
cheek.

“Okay, Grandpa. Thank you
for answering what you could. I love you.” I gave him a great big
hug. I had more questions than I had come to him with, but I knew
some things had to wait until their proper time. Besides, I didn't
want to push Grandpa.

 


 


The day looked beautiful and like it
would give way to a wonderful evening. A part of me was really
excited about tonight and another part of me was really worried. I
had no idea what tonight was going to hold in terms of these
“traditions” I kept hearing about.

Worrying about it won't
stop it from happening, so might as well enjoy the day.

I ultimately had no time to worry,
since the day flew by. When I wasn't visiting with out of town
friends and family, then we were eating.

There were lots of people I didn't
know, but everyone I did talk to gave off the air of caution. I
don't know why but everyone here made me nervous.

 


By six o'clock the guests who weren't
staying with us left to get ready, and those who were staying with
us went to their rooms. Dinner was at eight and then afterwards,
there was supposed to be a great ball-like experience. Looking at
it, I realized it was all old fashioned, and I also realized no one
from town was invited- except for Miss Ashley- which I thought was
odd. But it didn't change the fact that I had to get ready for this
entire experience.

My Mom and Grandma flew a
beautician in from New York to do my hair and makeup. Apparently,
I'm not allowed to do my own hair and makeup on such
occasions. Who could blame them with all
the dark colors I wear and dark makeup I put on. They were probably
worried I'd do something intentional.

So, I walked up the stairs to my room
and bathroom, to await my fate.

When I reached my room, I
found it to be unusually bright and there was an extra three-way
monstrosity of a mirror in it. My dress sparkled like some exotic
jewel in all the light. Suddenly I felt very attracted to shiny
things. Great now I am losing my IQ over
this whole affair.

I walked through to my bathroom and
found it to be even brighter, which I didn't think was humanly
possible. It caused me to momentarily shield my eyes. When they
adjusted to the flash bomb type lighting, I saw a short squat woman
who reminded me of a toad.

“You must be Emma?” she
said, with a slight New York accent. It was more upper east side
than Brooklyn. “My name is Monique and I'll be your stylist this
evening.” She gave a slight bow as she continued.

“Your mother and
grandmother gave me some clue about this event, and I've seen your
dress, so I have some ideas about hair and makeup. I think your
hair should be up with curls, we can pin it with this gorgeous hair
pin. Your polish can stay as it makes a beautiful contrast to the
gold of your dress … and as for your makeup; I thought we'd
highlight those beautiful eyes and color your lips to match those
nails of yours. What do you think?” Her fast talking seemed to
confuse my brain.

“Um, that would be fine. I
mean, you're the expert. So, work your magic.” I smiled and tried
not to be afraid.

She sat me down in a portable salon
chair that I hadn't noticed before. Somehow it managed to be comfy,
which I was thankful for. I wasn't thankful for the hideous bright
pink leather. Then, she misted my hair with something smelly and
started to place hard red curlers in my long black hair.

After she finished getting the curlers
in, she blew dry my entire head. It all felt strange and alien. My
head had become some sort of space helmet.

After my locks were dry, she began
taking out the hot plastic rollers and my hair cascaded down in
delicate tendrils. It was strange to see my hair in such a way, but
I liked it as well. The small toad-like woman with a mushroom cut
of hair began to pile the newly formed ringlets upon my head and
affix them with black bobby pins – scraping my scalp ever so often
and never muttering even an apology.

Her final addition to the
do was to add in the hair pin Grandpa gave me. I looked stunning
and exactly like my dream- I knew tonight would be interesting. I
had a total of what felt like two-seconds to take in my hair style
before she attacked my face with powder for every inch of my
skin. I know I'm going to end up looking
like a clown or a stripper- I so don't need all this crap on my
face!

When she finished, she swirled my
chair back toward the mirror and I was shocked.

“So, what do you think,
honey?” she asked as though she really wanted to know.

“I love it!” I flashed my
best smile.

My face was transformed. My eyes were
outlined slightly in black but were surrounded in golden shimmer.
The effect seemed to brighten my already brilliant eyes. My entire
skin glowed slightly and my lips were tinted the same shade as my
nails; blood red. The woman bowed her head and excused
herself.

I was startled when a young
maid came and told me that she was instructed to help me
dress. Oh my God! This is so annoying! Why
do they feel that I can't do anything myself? I felt greatly annoyed with my mother and grandmother.
However, I didn't want the girl to get in trouble, so I
agreed.

“Only with the dress, I
don't want you to get in trouble. Otherwise I'd decline.” The words
came out flatly.

“Understood, Miss Emma. And
may I wish you the best birthday.” She smiled shyly.
I guess she is used to knowing her
place.

“Thank you, but please just
call me Emma. I'm not royalty and you're not my indebted servant.
Deal? What's your name by the way?” I smiled at the girl as
friendly as I could, managed with as tense as I was.

“That's a deal, Miss- oh,
sorry, Emma. My name is Mary.” The girl smiled a little
bolder.

“Mary, how wonderful.
That's my middle name. Say, were you guys brought over for this
event or something? I keep catching a slight hint of an accent.” I
looked at Mary who must have been maybe fifteen.
She’s quite pretty.

“Why, yes, we were brought
over from England for this affair.” I could see her struggle with
losing the formalities.

“Well, you all have done
wonderful. The house is beautiful and all the guests here are
happy.” I knew time was almost up and I shouldn't be
late.

Mary grabbed the beautiful
gown, unzipped it and held it for me to step into. The satin was
warm against my skin but soon it seemed to regulate itself to my
temperature. I put on each piece of emerald jewelry that Grandpa
had given me. The effect was magnificent. The rich green against my
light skin that seemed to be covered in gold. The sight was
marvelous. I so don't recognize
myself.

I slipped on my strappy gold heels and
grew three inches- making myself a 'sexy' five foot six inches. I
checked my reflection one more time and noticed how young and
little Mary looked compared to me right now.

“You look lovely, Miss. But
it is time for dinner.” She sounded concerned.

“Yes, thank you, Mary. I'll
head down now.” I smiled and went out my bedroom door.

 


The walk down the stairs was very
lonely and quiet. I was terribly frightened as well since I'd be
walking into the room where everyone would be. I knew that everyone
would look up from their tables- the tables that were temporarily
set up in the middle of the room and would be removed immediately
after dinner, to make room for the dancing.

I took a deep breath and walked the
rest of the way down the stairs with my head held high. Everyone at
all the tables watched me descend the stairs and walk to my
parents' table. The table had the least amount of people at it- my
mother, father, grandfather, grandmother, Dominic, and his parents.
I stood at my seat in between Dominic and Grandpa and the whole
room rose to join me. It is absolutely frightening when you are the
complete center of attention.

“Happy Birthday, Emma!” My
father said proudly and the room repeated the words.
Wow, this feels cult-like!

“Thank you. Thank you,
everyone. Please sit down.” I smiled at the room and then took my
seat. God, I hate having to talk to
people.

I exhaled deeply as conversations
began to rise in the room.

 


The meal was pleasant- filled with all
my favorite dishes. I made small talk with Dominic and his parents.
I remained as calm and collected as possible. The time seemed to
fly by and I was grateful that eating took up most of the time and
I only had to contribute minimal to the discussions at
hand.

At the end of the meal my father stood
up once more- I looked at Grandpa for any idea of what to expect.
But he was looking at Dad and smiling. Then Dad began to
talk.

“Tonight we are all
gathered here to celebrate my daughter's eighteenth birthday and
the new changes that are to come in the future. We are all grateful
to have all of you here. I would also like to announce the
betrothal of my daughter and Dominic DeDominico. Now, I am sure my
daughter is quite excited to find out this long held tradition and
she is certainly honored to see our two great families joined.” He
beamed as the room filled with applause. I
am going to murder him.

I desperately tried to keep
my smile from cracking and not jumping across the table and beating
my father to death. My grandfather gently took my hand and rubbed
the back with his thumb. Suddenly, I also felt another hand reach
down and gently squeeze my upper thigh. Oh
the pig, I'm going to kill him too!

I took my other hand off
the table and pried his slimy paw off my thigh. I made sure to dig
my nails in enough for him to know he'd better not try it again. I
grabbed hold of my champagne glass and downed the entire thing.
Tonight was going to be long. Hopefully I
won't remember it tomorrow. Why didn't Dad talk to me first? This
is so embarrassing.

 


 


Dinner was over and everyone got up
from their tables to allow the staff to remove them. The musicians
were already step up with their equipment along the back
wall.

While the tables were being
moved, it seemed that everyone took the opportunity to congratulate
the two families – especially Dominic and me. Dominic, of course,
glowed and glutted through the endeavor. I merely tried my best not
to pout or throw up. God, why is this
happening to me? Whatever it is that I did, I'm sorry and I take it
back. The room was finally
cleared.

The conductor spoke in a strong voice.
“Now, the first dance goes to the new couple.”

Kill me now.

I quickly finished the
glass of champagne I was holding as Dominic walked up to me and
bowed slightly. I responded with the appropriate curtsy. He took my
hand and we were off in a waltz. The crowd moved as we danced
through it. Everything was surreal. I know
I must be in some sick version of the twilight zone. This is like
out of the middle ages. What the Hell is going on?
I smiled as best I could as we spun around the
room.

“I told you that your
family held many traditions,” he whispered into my ear.

My grip tightened around him.
“Traditions are best discussed amongst people, not publicly
announced.” I said through my smile, but I knew my eyes had turned
fierce.

“It is too late now, my
Little Emma Bird.” His words seemed to echo in my ears.

“I need to sit down,
Dominic. My head is spinning.” I grabbed his arm for support as the
waltz ended and everyone moved on to the floor to being their
dancing.“Come; let us get you some nice night air. Perhaps one so
small should not intake so much alcohol so quickly. The effect does
not seem to be well with you.” The concern was, apparently, masked
in humor- but I let him lead me outside through a stream of
“congratulations” and “perfect couple.”

The night air wasn't cold
enough to cool my warm body, but it was fresh and helped calm the
swimming feeling of my head. Next time, no
alcohol to try and fix the evening.

I stared out over the lawn and tried
not to think of my father's announcement- it was hard with Dominic
holding my hand. I slipped my hand out of his and walked over to
the stone bench and prayed it would be cold. I sat down, but felt
no relief. Dominic sat as well. I could tell he was about to start
talking, I couldn't imagine anything he could say that might make
this evening any better.

“How about I get you
another drink, Principessa? It will make you feel better.” He
smiled and rose. I didn't object as the silence of the night was
pleasant.

I took a long deep breath,
but my mind continued to be fuzzy. I
shouldn't feel this way. I've had champagne before. What's wrong
with me?

I heard the tapping of footsteps
approaching. I opened my eyes to see Dominic return carrying two
goblets. I couldn't see through them so I was nervous of their
contents.

“Here, drink this. I
promise you'll feel better,” he said as he handed me the
cup.

“I don't need any more
alcohol, Dominic,” I said as I looked into the cool metal
container. “What is this stuff anyways?”

“It's an old remedy for
what is happening to you. I can help make everything better, but
you have to take a sip first, mia
bella.” His voice seemed honest enough and
I so desperately wanted to feel better.

I took a sip of the deep red liquid
and my mind felt confused and fuzzier. Something was not
right.

“Did you drug meeee?” The
words slurred coming out as I tried to focus on his
face.

“I didn't drug you. I'm
trying to help you change. They've not explained anything to you-
they are foolish.” His temper was rising and I could see his facial
features change with it.

“What change? And don't
call my family foolish!” My temper was rising to meet
his.

“Emma Bird, you're changing
into one of us. I could help it happen faster- just one little bite
and your body would know what to do. Do you want me to help?” His
words seemed to float at me through some sort of fog as he leaned
closer to me.

“What are you talking
about?” My words sounded far away and everything felt
wrong.

“Let me help.” His lips
were on my neck- they were cold. He pulled back far enough for me
to see his mouth- he had fangs!

He's going to bite me- oh
crap! How do I stop this? Grandpa!

Grandpa will save
me!

“Grandpa!” The word was
faint- barely over a whisper, and the world seemed to be turning
black, and quiet.

“He won't hear you- nor
will that dog of a boyfriend you have. You will be mine.” His words
were cruel.

You don't even know
Mike! I had to defend him, even if I
couldn't defend myself.

“What on Earth do you think
you are doing, Dominic?” It was Grandpa- I knew I was saved. The
world turned completely black and absolutely silent.


Chapter Three

 


When the darkness faded
back into light, it was the next morning. My head ached and my
mouth tasted like old blood. My mind was completely blank and I
couldn't remember anything from the night before.
Oh no, what did I do last
night?

I had the sickening feeling that
something happened last night. The feeling was like an ominous
cloud, waiting to break open and pour down on me.

The bad vibes never left me all day. I
couldn't remember the night before and I was afraid to ask if I had
done something. I managed to avoid my family and most of the
guests, but, when I did come across someone's path, they seemed a
bit nervous around me- like I'd suddenly bite them, or something. I
tried to call Mike, but he still had family over and he couldn't
talk long. I so needed someone to tell me everything would be fine.
I knew something had happened last night and everything was forever
changed as a result.

 


It was nightfall when
Grandpa finally caught up to me. I was terribly nervous and I
didn't want to look him in the eyes. Man,
I'm such a chicken.

“Emma, I noticed that
you've been avoiding everyone today and I have a feeling that you
don't remember last night- an unfortunate after effect of what
Dominic tried to do.” His wise eyes burned fierce.

“No, Grandpa, I don't
remember. Should I be ashamed of myself? What happened? What did he
do?” I wanted to cry.

“My darling little Emma,
you have nothing to be ashamed of. You were absolutely
well-behaved. You danced beautifully with Dominic, you didn't
murder your father for the announcement of your betrothal, and you
did the right thing by calling for me when Dominic got out of line
outside.” He looked away as though he was ashamed for not stopping
all the badness of the night before.

Slowly all the happenings from the
night before started to flood back to me. I didn't know whether to
be sick or pissed.

“Grandpa, what did he give
me?”

“Well, sweetheart, I can't
tell you exactly what he gave you but it was meant to help you
change. Think of it as an accelerant … catalyst.” He seemed very
upset.

“Okay, I get that there are
some things you can't tell me- but why? What would it hurt if I
knew more about this change?” I could feel my temper rising and I
couldn't even justify it to myself.

“Emma, the reason we've not
talked to you about what's going to happen is because of two
reasons. The first is that we're worried how you'll handle the
information. The second is because it's a family secret and we
couldn't risk you telling anyone.” I knew he was trying to be kind
but I could tell something was bothering him.

I felt angry for being lied to about
what was happening with my own body and not being trusted.
“Grandpa, I'm extremely upset. I don't understand why I'm not being
trusted enough to know what's going on inside me- or whatever this
change is.” I knew my eyes were flashing dangerously as my temper
grew.

“I'm sorry, Emma, it isn't
my place. You'll have to take it up with your parents. If they
agree then I'll tell you- until then my hands are tied.” With that
Grandpa walked off.

That's when I felt like
something inside me broke. I stormed up to my room and screamed
into my pillows. My temper was raging when I heard the light rap at
my door and I knew it was my mother. What
does she want?

“Come in, Mom,” I said
trying to control the fire burning inside me.

“You're much like your
grandfather- do you know that? Speaking of him, he said you wanted
to ask about something?” She was smiling but clearly examining my
room with obvious disappointment. Why does
she even bother? Ugh!

“Yes, I would like to know
why exactly I cannot be trusted with the information of what this
“change” is?” I made sure to use finger quotations when I said the
word “change.”

“Oh. Well, you've not
progressed enough for it to be safe to tell you. I know you don't
understand my darling, but once you find out more, then you will,”
she said and reached out for my hand.

“What the Hell do you mean,
I've not progressed enough? Shouldn't I get to know what the devil
is going to happen to me? How would you even know if I've changed
if you never even notice me?” The little control I had mustered was
dissolving. What's wrong with
me?

“I'll leave you then,
Emma.” Something flashed across her face- it seemed as though she
was afraid of me. She got up and left.

Great now she's scared of
me. I sighed. I lied down and let the
darkness take me. The whole night was plagued by images of my
party, of Dominic, of his fangs. I woke up in a deep sweat-
he had fangs! Something
inside me clicked but I didn't know what it was, the sleepiness was
pulling me back under. He had fangs! I
knew it- but what does it mean?

 


 


I woke as I do most early
mornings- crying. God I hate that
dream. I decided to try and let it go. I
needed sleep, the world felt like a trap door waiting to fall out
from under me. The dream didn't change- it never did. But I was ...
and that scared me.

I felt the strange
sensation that I was forgetting something important, something I
had dreamt- but it was gone. Oh
well. I covered my head with my comforter
and forced myself back into sleep.

By the time my brain got my
eye lids open it was sunny. I grabbed my cell to check the
time. Damn, two o'clock, and still no word
from Mike. Fine screw them all! Today I was
staying in my room and not bothering with the world.
I'll stay in my pjs and watch some classics
like Dracula.

I cuddled deeper into my
blanket and wished the day away. It passed quick enough without
incident or word from the outside world. Normally I'd worry- but
today I had my own pity party going. I went to sleep early.
You should eat something- otherwise you'll have
nightmares. I didn't care.

 


Monday brought hope to my
smelly self. Mike will be at school and
will fix everything. I showered, got
dressed, and actually ate a full breakfast, instead of a quick
bite.

When I got to school I found Mike but
he was lost in some world of thoughts. I waved my hand in front of
his face and held out the journal.

“Your turn.” I smiled and
winked at him.

He blinked at the journal
and then looked from it to me. Something
is clearly wrong.

“What's up buttercup?” I
sat down next to him on the cold, gray concrete of the
curb.

“Uh, nothing. I had a
really long weekend. How'd Friday go? I'm sorry I was m.i.a. all
weekend.” He seemed to be letting something go for now.

“Oh, you know, the usual-
my father announced my betrothal to my childhood best friend's
brother, got tipsy as a result, got drugged by said guy, and then I
blacked out. You know the usual.” I tried to keep my voice neutral
as I said these things.

“What?” His voice carried
anger with it and his mouth dropped open slightly.

“I tried to call you, but
you were busy.” I could see the hurt in his eyes.
I shouldn't have said that. “I'm sorry Mike.”

“No, you're right, I wasn't
available and now I so wish that I had been. You're betrothed? Do
you want me to knock this guy out and hide the body?”

I couldn't tell if he was kidding or
not- something inside seemed to warn me that he wasn't.

“Yeah, apparently no one
felt the need to tell me that I am going to be married to some
almost complete stranger. But screw that. So I read the journal.” I
wanted to change the subject; I batted my lashes at him.

“You did? Did you find it
interesting?” I could see the struggle for him to let go of the
stuff I told him.

I grabbed him close to me and kissed
him hard. “Yes, I read the journal,” I whispered as the bell rang
and I headed to class.

Mike stared after me for a few minutes
and then he ran to catch up to me. “Hey, wait for me.”

And just like that all was quieted- at
least for now. The week passed uneventfully. I didn't talk to my
family- I avoided them at all costs. I found that I couldn't
forgive them for my birthday and that horrid boy. Mike and I hung
out and started to plan for the Halloween dance that always seemed
to come out of nowhere. I was excited because it was Mike's
birthday as well. I got him his present already and all I wanted to
do was tell him what it was. I had to have it custom made- it being
a silver bracelet with a scene etched into it. I thought that a
little full moon with the silhouette of a wolf and a bat against it
would be awesome. I, of course, was right. The twisted black
leather band had been worn so it was comfortable to wear. And the
back said, “We're quite an odd pair that surely will last
forever.”

The town turned from its normal
dullness to the perfectly haunted Halloween town. Everything was
decorated and took on an eerie atmosphere. It was absolutely
splendid- of course Christmas was like this too, but then I wanted
to toss my red and green cookies.

You see, Halloween will forever be my
favorite holiday- it's the one day when I can be myself and no one
gives a damn. Everyone- well not everyone- becomes like me. It's
absolutely marvelous.

Mike and I decided that he
was going to be Wolfman from the old black and white movies and I
was going to be Dracula's bride. The next week we spent all our
spare time getting the costumes made and we had to special order
custom accessories. It was so awesome to have a pair of real fangs
sent to me. But he had fangs.
I felt like I had lost my mind. I put them on as I
followed the directions to a T. When I looked at myself in the
mirror, I found something strangely familiar. I smiled and the
fangs looked so natural.

“That guy did an awesome
job,” I said to the mirror as I touched my reflection.
Looks like my vision of my birthday.

I shook my head at the thought as I
had chosen to ignore the happenings of that day. But I knew I had
not managed to do that as I could feel my temper burn bright within
me. I needed to do something anything to make me feel like I was in
control. I grabbed my cell as I headed downstairs to my Jeep- fangs
still in place.

“Hey, Mike.” It sounded
slightly slurred and sharp.

“Em. What's a matter? Have
you been drinkin' or somethin'?” He sounded concerned.

“No, I just got my fangs
and I forgot to take them out. I'm coming to pick you up, get
dressed.” It all sounded a little snake-like to me and I had a
mental image of me with a forked tongue- I giggled.

“Okay, where are we going
and how do you know I'm not dressed?” It was almost as though I
could hear him lift his eyebrow with a smirk.

“Ugh. You perv! It's Sunday
so I know you're sitting on your butt, watching t.v. or something,
now get dressed. I'll be there in twentyish minutes. Bye.” I smiled
at my phone knowing I'd won this round.

There was no traffic so the
ride went quickly. I pulled up to the gates outside his house and
he was standing there. I blushed as I gave him the once over. He
was in black cargo pants, his combat boots, and a tight black
tank. God, he is sexy.

“Are you just going to gawk
at me, or can I get in the car?” His eyes were bright with
excitement.

“I thought I'd gawk a bit
more, but if you're gonna whine- get in my beast,” I said as I
leaned across the seats and pushed open the door.

“So, what's up, Em? You
look like you mean trouble.” He always could tell what was going on
with me.

“Let's go get tattoos.” I
blurted out- I had clearly not thought this through all the
way.

“How about we have a chat
about what's up, and then maybe we can get tats?” He looked at me
with concern again.

“Sorry, mate, this is a
live free vessel and I'm the cap'n- so you in or not?” I didn't
want to discuss what I didn't even understand.

“Okay- never call me mate,
it should be matey, you dork. And what are you getting?” He knew it
was a moot point to argue with me right now.

“Alright may-tee,” I drew
it out. “I'm getting a bat on my inner wrist- what about you?” I
eyed him as we pulled away from his house and headed for the
highway leading away from the town.

“Well, if you're getting a
bat then I'll get a wolf howling silhouette.” He smiled at me and
lightly brushed a hair away from my face. It's those gestures that make me crazy on the
inside.

“Then we're off to see the
wizard,” I said as we hit the highway like a bat outta
Hell.

 


 


It takes an hour to get into the city,
but it is bustling with life and I knew the drive was worth it.
Every time I had gone to the world outside our little haven, I was
amazed and most of all- happy. This was one of the few places where
I could be myself and not be seen as the freak. Mike seemed to have
paled by the time I'd found parking.

“Oh, don't be such a baby.
I'm sure it won't hurt at all. Jeeze, boys are such wimps!” I
leaned over and punched him lightly in the arm.

“Em, I'm not a baby. I
merely enjoy not thinking about being stabbed repeatedly over and
over again with needles,” he said as he hopped out of my
Jeep.

“Baby,” I said as we walked
across the street.

The sun was bright- like
once we left our protective bubble, the sun was able to shine.
Every reflective surface was like a mirror of glare. Nothing was as
bright as the neon flashing purple signs trying to lure people into
inkings or piercings. I was sold at the giant bat on the sign
boasting the name, “Dracula's Dungeon,” with the cute slogan of
“we'll slay ya!” I couldn't have hoped for
something better.

“Isn't it awesome?” I asked
as I stared open-mouthed at the beautifully black building with
tinted windows.

“I don't know, Em. It gives
me the creeps. Don't call me a baby. Maybe my sense of survival is
better than yours.” He smiled at me but his eyes held the caution
that his voice expressed.

“So, you don't want to go
in?” I sighed.

“I know better. Besides,
you'd go without me and I'd never hear the end of it.” He grabbed
the door handle and opened the door for me.

The cool conditioned air
shot out the door and seemed to slap us in the face. I looked at
Mike and caution seemed to cover his entire face now. I stepped
inside the florescent haven. Everything was either black leather,
blood red velvet, or a shiny metal surface. I love it!

“Oi, what can I do fer ya
miss? Oh, it's you. I suppose ya want yer family crest. Yer pup is
lookin' a lil' green around da gills there.” The guy was tall,
pale, had a Mohawk ... and fangs!

I stared at his teeth as I ran my
tongue over my own set of fangs. “Um, my family crest? I don't
understand.” My mind seemed to float on a cloud of
confusion.

“Well, ya turned eighteen-
that be da time when y'all normally get it. Was there somethin'
else then?” He raised his perfect pierced brow.

“Eh, yeah. I want to get a
bat silhouette on my wrist- what's this family crest?” I looked up
into his violet eyes. Wow.

“It's yer family markings.
Look, obviously they didn't tell ya yet- but I believe all things
happen for a reason. I'll put yers on ya under ya bat, okay?” He
nodded for me to follow.
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