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"My mother named my brother. Most people assumed that
his name was short for Mortimer or Morton or something, but this
being my mom, it was just the Latin word for death. My father
pretended that he had agreed to the name so my mother could have
her little joke. “My little life and death,” she called us. In
reality, Dad had no say in Morte’s name. It was one thing to name
me, his baby girl, his first-born, the Norwegian word for life. It
was quite another to name his son Death."






Just like their names, Liv and Morte have always been
opposites. The two can barely be in the same room together for more
than a moment before all conversations turn into fights. It's not
until Morte disappears after a typical field party that Liv even
realizes that she might actually love her brother after all.

Missing is the tale of Liv's journey to find
out what happened to her brother the night he disappeared—to
discover if everyone at the field party had really been
typical.
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Vita mutatur, non tollitur

Life is changed, not taken away
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“Can I have a ride to Issy’s?” asked my
brother, the living embodiment of death.

“No.” I stuffed my pajamas in my backpack
then turned to face Morte. He leaned in the doorway with his gaunt
arms crossed against his chest. He wore a flannel shirt to hide his
toothpick appendages and xylophone ribs, but I still knew his
skeletal frame was there.

My mother named my brother. Most people
assumed that his name was short for Mortimer or Morton or
something, but this being my mom, it was just the Latin word for
death. My father pretended that he had agreed to the name so my
mother could have her little joke. “My little life and death,” she
called us. In reality, Dad had no say in Morte’s name. It was one
thing to name me, his baby girl, his first-born, the Norwegian word
for life. It was quite another to name his son Death. But Dad was
over in Iraq flying helicopters for the army when Morte was born.
He hadn’t been asked.

I don’t know if Mom had just been dead on
with the name or if the name had affected her child, but death
clung to Morte closer than a mummy’s shroud. Two days after his
birth, my dad’s parents died in a commercial plane crash that
killed one hundred and thirty-seven others. They’d been flying
cross-country to see the new baby. When my father finally retired
from the military, we moved to Texas to be closer to my Mom’s
parents. Her father died of a massive, unexpected stroke twenty-six
days after we arrived. My grandmother followed less than a year
later. My mother had tried to convince me it was just a
coincidence.

“Liv, my little life,” she’d said. I had lain
sobbing on the floor of the bathroom.

“It’s his fault,” I’d screamed and had
pointed at my brother hovering in the door like a ghost trying to
decide whether or not to cross back over into our world. He had
frozen in the doorway, his jet black, permanently bruised eyes
wide. Slowly, Morte had raised his thumb to his mouth and started
sucking on it, even though he was eight by then and hadn’t sucked
his thumb for years.

“He killed them, Grammy and Papop. He’s
Death!” I had yelled at my mother, but I had wanted my brother to
hear.

“Ssh,” my mother had said. She’d pushed the
door shut in Morte’s face, and then she had knelt beside me and
stroked my hair. “Liv, a little boy can’t cause Papop’s stroke.
Morte didn’t make Grammy lose the will to live. Papop’s death broke
Grammy’s heart. Your brother had nothing to do with it.”

“But,” I had started. Tears had still dripped
down my face, and I’d wiped snot off my upper lip with the back of
my hand. “I will never forgive him! Never!” I had screamed at the
door. I had known he still lurked behind it.

My mother had grabbed my head in her hands.
“Stop this. Morte’s name is Death. He isn’t Death,” she’d
said.

But I knew better. In my mind, Morte was an
Angel of Death, killing people I knew, people I loved, or even
strangers on the street. When Dad was still in the army moving us
from base to base, whatever state we were in saw a spike in its
suicide rates for as long as we were there. Most recently, half the
varsity football team at our school had been killed in a bus
accident on the way back from an away game. Even though it had been
six months, the student body still wasn’t entirely over it.

So, I didn’t think I was being overly
neurotic if I didn’t want to give Morte a ride to his friend’s
house in my car.

“What makes you think I’m going out?” I
added.

Morte grinned. “You’re packing a bag. Either
you’re running away or going to stay with Emma or Mandy tonight.
Doesn’t matter to me. You can drop me off at Issy’s on your
way.”

I didn’t grin back. “No,” I said. I turned my
back to him.

“I’ll tell Mom,” he said.

“Fine.” I grabbed my backpack and marched
past him to the den. No way was he getting the first word. “Mom, I
don’t have time to be Morte’s chauffeur. Let him walk.”

“What could possibly have you in such a
hurry?” asked Mom. “Issy’s house is on the way to Emma’s.”

“Movies,” I said. “I have to pick Emma and
Mandy up on the way. If I drop him off, we’ll miss the previews.”
It was a total lie. None of us had been to the movies since we got
our licenses. But if lying was what it took to keep Morte out of my
car, I wasn’t above doing it.

“Movies?” My mom quirked one eyebrow, a skill
I’d never mastered. “I doubt it. I can’t imagine that you girls
have gone to a single movie since Emma got her license last
spring.”

I mentally swore. Sometimes, it was like she
was psychic.

“Drop your brother at Issy’s.”

“But, Mom,” I started.

“No.” She looked back over at the TV, done
with the conversation.

I turned to stomp out of the room and
collided with my smirking little brother.

“Move,” I said. I shoved past him to the
front door. When I glanced back, he still stood in the same spot.
“If you’re coming, get your ass in gear.”

“Language,” my mother interrupted. She didn’t
even look over at us.

I rolled my eyes. “Fine, get your
non-existent rump in gear,” I said. “I’m not going to miss the
previews.”

Morte bit his lip, probably to keep from
laughing at me. “Bye, Mom,” he said. “See you later.”

“Curfew is midnight,” said Mom. She glanced
away from the TV long enough to give Morte a good long,
mind-reading stare. “If you’re late again, Morte Reginald Seward,
you’re grounded for a week.”

Now it was my turn to smirk. “Busted,” I
murmured when Morte caught up to me.

Morte shrugged. “Please,” he whispered back.
He slammed the front door behind us. “Mom and Dad are in bed by
eleven,” he said in his normal voice. “They don’t know when I get
in. As long as I’m in bed in the morning, I’m fine.”

We drove a block in silence before Morte
started again.

“You’re not really going to the movies.” It
wasn’t a question.

I glanced at Morte’s smug expression out of
the corner of my eye.

“Course we are,” I said.

“What are you seeing?” He leaned up against
the passenger door for a better view of my face. If the little
freshman thought he was going to catch me squirming, he had another
thing coming.

“My Soul Shall Always Be Alive,” I
said. I’d perfected lying before he’d hit junior high.

Morte frowned. “I’ve never heard of it.”

Neither had I. I’d just made it up. “Chick
flick,” I said. I didn’t even pause. “I think the reviewer in the
trailer said that it ‘plumbs the depths of human emotion to a
degree never before seen in American cinema.’ And it’s
subtitled.”

My brother liked to think of himself as the
Movie God, but even he didn’t go in for foreign films.

“You’re watching an art film?” His eyebrows
shot up. “I didn’t think you or the Tampon Twits had any
taste.”

“Emma and Mandy and I have lots of taste,” I
said, my voice oozing with dignity. “We don’t hang out with you.” I
pulled over to the side of the road. “Out.”

Morte forgot about my make-believe movie.
“What?” He sat up and looked out the windshield. “We’re still a
block from Issy’s.”

“I think you can walk five houses. The
exercise might do you good. You might actually find a muscle.” I
smiled and batted my eyelashes once.

Morte’s eyes narrowed and his jawbones
clenched together.

“Besides,” I added. “I have to turn here, and
I don’t want to have to turn around in front of Issy’s. It’d be
like a fourteen point turn.”

“If you don’t drive me down there, I’ll tell
Mom.”

“And if you do, I’ll tell her about the
magazine you keep under your bed.”

Morte’s face managed to lose even more of its
color, something I hadn’t thought possible.

“Fine.” He unfolded himself out of the Jeep
and slammed the door shut.

I rolled down the window. “Morte, have a
lovely stroll to Issy’s and a fabulous night.”

“Bite me, Liv.” My brother walked across the
street, a living skeleton taking a stroll from his grave.
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“Field party tonight,” Emma called. She held
up two different shirts, both cut lower than anything my mother
would let me own. My other best friend, Mandy, stood at the mirror,
putting the final touches on her makeup.

I dropped my backpack on the floor next to
the sleeping bag Emma’s mom had pulled out for me.

“Are we going?” I wrinkled my nose. I was not
in the mood. Field parties were boring excuses for drunk girls to
act loose and drunk guys to act stupid. Besides, there weren’t
going to be any guys I wanted to see at this thing.

“Of course,” said Emma. She picked the teal
shirt that would coordinate with her color contacts. “Ryan’s going
to be there.” She grinned at Mandy’s back.

I grinned too. Mandy’s current mission in
life was to make Ryan notice she existed.

Mandy turned to me. “So we have to go.” She
smiled.

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “What if you guys
went without me?”

Mandy stopped moving. She’d been reaching for
her purse. “You serious?” she asked. “Miss a party? You’ve never
done that before.”

“I know, but I just don’t feel like standing
in the cold all night.” The car ride with Morte had put me in a
foul mood. It wasn’t the mini-fight or our conversation. His very
presence had made me seethe. There was just something about my
brother I couldn’t stand. And my car had seemed to reek of grave
mold the entire time he was in it. “It’s not like there won’t be
another party.”

“You are coming,” said Emma. “And you’re
wearing this.” She threw me a turtleneck sweater with silver thread
woven in it. “You can’t pretend to be cold in a sweater and your
coat.”

“But,” I said. I really didn’t want to go.
The movie lie I’d told my mom was starting to sound good. Maybe I
could go sit through a chick flick that actually existed in a nice
warm movie theater while Emma and Mandy froze their asses off in
some random field.

“No buts,” she giggled. “Especially if you
wear your new coat. God, the thing comes to your thighs.”

I rolled my eyes. “So lame.”

Emma and Mandy laughed.

I slumped down on Emma’s bed still holding
the sparkly sweater. “It’s just that Doug will probably be there
and he’s getting all touchy-feely again. And you know it’ll be just
like that last field party. We’ll spend half the night wandering
around lost in the dark trying to avoid the cops that’ll break the
party up.”

Emma and Mandy glanced at each other. Emma
seemed annoyed, but by the time she looked my way again, her face
glowed from her huge smile.

“It won’t be anything like that,” she
said.

“Please,” said Mandy. “It won’t be the same
if you don’t come.”

I twirled some of my hair around one of my
fingers. “I don’t know.” Part of me wanted a night to myself, but I
didn’t want to let them down.

“She’s coming,” said Emma to Mandy. She
turned back to me. “Besides, you have to drive.” She held up a
copied map. “Your Jeep’s the only car that can get there. So you
can’t stay home. If you don’t go, then we can’t go.” Her eyes
narrowed. “So we’re going.”

“Oh,” I said. I turned to put on the sweater.
I knew when I’d been beat.
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The car ride to the site did not improve my
mood. Emma spent the whole never-ending ride harping on some
ex-cheerleader none of us knew personally.

Emma and I had met in fifth grade when my
family moved to Texas. She’d been at my assigned table. Although it
was my third elementary school, I still hadn’t gotten used to
trying to make new friends quickly. Emma had surprised me by liking
my earrings.

“Thanks,” I’d said. “My mom got them for me
for my birthday.”

We’d talked all through lunch and recess that
day and the next. By the end of the first week, we’d taken a vow to
be best friends forever. I had wanted to do a blood-oath, but Emma
had thought it too gross. We’d just hugged instead.

We’d met Mandy the next year in middle
school. Her old friends had just decided she wasn’t cool enough for
them. We’d been inseparable ever since. My mother gave us the
unoriginal name of the Three Musketeers, friends for life and
always there for each other. Morte called us the Tampon Twits. We
gave it points for originality, but it scored way too high on the
ick-factor for us to adopt the name ourselves.

Most days, I loved Emma and Mandy’s company.
They kept high school from becoming the boring “educational
experience” my parents wanted it to be. But tonight Emma’s tirade
left me wanting to reach around and yank her vocal cords from her
throat. It was one thing to make fun of the color-blind freaks who
wore stripes and plaids on the same day, but this girl, Amy, had
been through Hell.

“And according to Laura, Amy doesn’t even use
makeup anymore. She just drags herself into school all red-eyed and
looking like she just pulled herself out of bed. Even her clothes
are wrinkled.” Emma laughed. “How the mighty have fallen.”

I have never had much love for the cheers in
our school, but this was a bit much even for me. “Lay off, Emma,” I
said. “Her boyfriend just died.” Mandy, riding shotgun, nodded.

I glanced down at the map on my lap to make
sure I didn’t miss the last turn.

“Please, it’s been six months,” said Emma.
Tyler, Amy’s boyfriend, had been one of the football players killed
in the bus accident. “Everyone else has completely moved on.”

I rolled my eyes. If by “moved on” she meant
that every day kids still lit candles and brought flowers to the
huge memorial to the football players in the cafeteria, then I
couldn’t argue with her.

“Give her a break. They were together like
five years – since the eighth grade or something.”

“Aaron told me Tyler and Amy were soul
mates,” Mandy added. She sighed. “Do you think Ryan could be
mine?”

“There’s no such thing,” said Emma. Mandy
kind of started to deflate, like a balloon that’s developed a slow
leak.

I glanced in the rearview mirror. Emma sat
forward in the back seat glaring at me like her eyes had developed
lasers and if she stared hard enough she could evaporate my head.
She hated when anyone argued with her over anything, no matter the
topic, but I wasn’t going to back down.

“Just leave her alone is all I’m saying,” I
said. “We have no idea what she’s going through. Her boyfriend is
dead. Forever.”

Emma opened her mouth, probably to say
something snarky, but before she could get it out, my Jeep hit a
particularly deep rut tilting the whole thing at least forty-five
degrees.

“Shit, we nearly joined Tyler,” she said
instead.

Mandy let out a nervous little giggle.

I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I’d
been holding. “At least we made it,” I said. I parked the Jeep next
to some other cars and trucks in the field and turned it off. I
started to get out, but Emma’s hand on my shoulder stopped me.

“I still think Amy needs to just get over
Tyler’s death,” said Emma. “It’s been six months. Some people just
need to learn how to move on.”

I didn’t want to start that conversation
again, so I didn’t reply, but I really wished Emma didn’t always
have to have the last word.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4




 


[image: tmp_257cc56e75f4035324e34fc36a5a6de3_VTvaas_html_5bb26590.png]

 


 


“Hey, Liv,” Emma said. She crossed her arms
and gave me a smile I didn’t like. “Is that your brother? Who told
the babies about tonight?”

I peered across the bonfire into the gloom on
the other side. In the midst of some other freshmen and a few
sophomores stood my nemesis.

I groaned. The last person I wanted to see at
a perfectly innocent field party was Morte. I thought I’d gotten
rid of him for the night when I threw him out of my car. I dumped
my almost-full cup of beer on the ground. With Morte and his death
curse around, there was now an above average chance someone would
die. If I could help it, that drunk-driving death would not be
mine.

“Yeah,” I said, turning back to Emma and
chucking my empty plastic cup on the ground. “That’s him.”

Emma looked almost ecstatic that Morte and
the others had shown up. No one held a grudge like Emma, and she
was still annoyed with me for standing up to her in the car. She
knew how I felt about my brother.

“How’d they get here?” asked Mandy.

I shrugged. “Someone drove.” I didn’t want to
think about it. It was bad enough having a younger brother crash
the party. Someone was bound to think I was the one who’d told
them. I’d be lucky if I even heard about the next few parties
after they had happened. But I knew it could get much worse.
Before, we would have had a good night if the cops hadn’t busted
us. Now, it’d be a miracle if someone didn’t choke to death on
vomit.

“Hey, pretty girl.” Doug threw his arm around
me and squeezed.

I tried to smile back, but Morte’s presence
on the other side of the fire bothered me like a new, itchy
scab.

“Hey, Doug.” I tried leaning out of his
one-sided embrace. We’d dated some last year while he’d been a
junior and me a sophomore, but it hadn’t worked out. His hands had
been interested in visiting more parts of me than I’d wanted. Even
now, a year later, his touch made my skin squirm.

“So, I talked to your brother and his little
girlfriend,” Doug slurred at me.

I nodded. Technically, Issy wasn’t Morte’s
girlfriend, but his best friend. She was dating a sophomore guy
name Steve. I’d seen him over with Issy and Morte. He must have
driven the gaggle of freshmen out here.

“They said Sarah’s sister told them about
tonight,” he continued.

I smiled. No one would blame me for their
presence.

“I’m surprised they found it,” said Emma. “We
barely did, and we had a map.”

Mandy nodded. I just wanted Doug to get his
arm off me. I tried to step out from under his arm but he just
started squeezing tighter.

“They had Sarah’s map,” Doug slurred. “She
left it on her bed, and her sister found it.”

“Well, better than her mother,” I said.

Doug chose that moment to lean into me with
all his weight. Beer guzzling wasn’t doing anything for his
waistline. I could barely hold him up. I made a face, and Mandy and
Emma grimaced back in sympathy.

“So,” Doug stopped to burp hello as another
guy passed us then added, “I told the babies they could have some
of the beer, but not much. I don’t want to waste too much on
them.”

“How sweet,” I said. Doug missed my sarcasm.
Actually, I wished he’d sent them away.

“Oh, there’s Trent.” Doug shoved off of me to
walk away. In the process he managed to spill most of his beer on
my brand new suede coat. I screamed. Doug didn’t even look
back.

Emma and Mandy fussed over me, trying to blot
at the beer with dead grass, but the suede soaked it up like the
dry ground does rain. My coat was ruined.

It had turned into a miserable, crappy
night.
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We may have tolerated the younger kids, but
we didn’t like the strange ones that showed up around one. I’d been
avoiding Morte and his friends all night. If I could help it, I
didn’t even look in Morte’s direction. So, I was the first one to
see the firelight reflect off the new kids’ silver studded
piercings. The group consisted of ubër-Goths, all with died black
hair and pale ghostly skin. They ranked up there with Morte in
sallowness. While they walked up the path from the parked cars to
the bonfire, I searched for a familiar face but didn’t recognize
any of them from our school. I frowned. It was one thing for a
group of freshmen siblings to show up. It was quite another for
strangers from the local high school to crash.

I assumed they were locals. In order to find
a field suitable for a keg, a bonfire and loud music—the
requirements of a good field party—we’d had to drive more than an
hour from our homes. I doubted any of us knew or could vouch for
these kids with their black clothes, dog collars and girls wearing
blood red lipstick.

The Goths hovered around the fire in their
own little clique for a while. I tried to ignore them, just like
I’d been trying to ignore Morte, but they gave off the same kind of
energy he did, unpleasant and morose. No matter where I looked or
who I tried to talk with, I could still sense both Morte and the
Goths at all times. It was like having a hangnail the size of my
thumb. No matter how much I tried to ignore them, they were always
there breaking my concentration.

Then Morte laughed. Someone in his group must
have said something because the others with him were smiling, too.
There wasn’t anything unusual about his laugh. It grated on my
nerves like squeaky hinges on a coffin, but that was normal. I
probably wouldn’t have even noticed it if the music hadn’t been off
while Doug screwed with his mp3. Still, it should have just been a
standard moment at a staggeringly dull field party. And it would
have been if it hadn’t been for the Gothic freaks.

As one, the whole pack of strange kids turned
to look at Morte. He had his back to them so he didn’t notice. If I
hadn’t been staring in their direction, I wouldn’t have noticed
either. I’d never seen so many people that weren’t in some sort of
choreographed dance move at the exact same moment like that. Their
faces all got the same look, like they’d all just discovered God
right then. They oozed adoration, and their eyes sparkled with
something close to mania. Even the most die-hard,
devote-their-lives-to-a-star-until-they-start-stalking-him groupies
didn’t get such crazy looks on their faces. They emanated a hunger
that I felt so forcefully I took a step back. And it was all
directed at my brother.

“Why are they here?” I turned to Doug as he
stumbled past me on his way to offer a somewhat hot girl a beer. I
pointed at The Goths still silently staring at Morte. They were
really starting to freak me out. I may not have been that close to
my brother, but I wouldn’t have wished those kids’ weird, devoted
stares on anyone.

Doug tried to shrug but couldn’t quite get
his drunk shoulders to work. “Don’t know. They must have been
driving around and seen the fire. At least they’re not cops.”

“Aren’t you going to get rid of them?” I
fiddled my drink-less hands, hoping he’d march over and yell at
them. The outsiders stood in a little cluster just beyond the light
of the fire, staring at Morte and sipping their beers.

“Nah,” he said. “Hey, Liv, live and let
live.” He laughed.

I rolled my eyes at his completely unoriginal
pun, but deep down I was surprised. Doug gave a whole new
definition to the word territorial when it came to beer. I’d
watched him single-handedly throw out an entire group of jocks and
cheers who’d shown up uninvited to one of our parties. The rest of
us had stood in shock, dazzled by his complete disregard for the
school hierarchy. So, I couldn’t imagine him letting total
strangers hang around. Maybe the thought of talking to them
bothered him as much as it bothered me.

“Damn,” he said. “Mike’s trying to do a keg
stand.” He headed off.

Mike could barely stand let alone do a
handstand on a keg. I followed Doug’s wavering path over to the keg
to watch. When I looked back at Morte, he still hadn’t noticed the
Goths. They had moved a good two feet closer to him.

Of course, Mike didn’t manage to get any beer
in his mouth. We laughed and yelled, but in reality it was a
pathetic attempt.

Emma tugged on my jacket sleeve even before
Mike fell off.

“Liv,” she said. “This party sucks. Ryan
didn’t even show.”

“Yeah,” said Mandy. “Are you ready to go
yet?”

I looked back over at my brother. The Goths
were another two feet closer. They’d be on him in a minute.

“Let me just go tell my brother goodbye,” I
said. I started to move, but Emma grabbed my jacket again.

“Why?” she said. I’m sure she’d noticed I
hadn’t bothered to speak to him all night. “Let’s go.”

“I’ll just be a sec.”

“Fine.” Emma turned her back to me with a
sigh.

I wandered over to the other side of the
fire, trying to look casual and unassuming, like acknowledging my
brother in public was something I normally did. After all, it
wasn’t his fault his entire walk through life left a trail of blood
longer than the Trail of Tears. The little kids stood milling about
with their red cups of beer just talking. Some of the freshmen guys
dared each other to go ask out a junior or senior girl. None of the
boys were stupid enough to try.

“Hey, Issy, Steve,” I said.

Issy saluted me with a mock toast with her
glass. Her mouth was busy playing with Steve’s ear.

“Hey,” Steve sort of squeaked.

I grinned and turned to Morte. “What’s up?” I
asked him.

“Aw, shitballs,” said my brother.

“What?” I hadn’t expected a loving comment
after dumping him out of the car, but this seemed a bit much. I
started to come up with a wittier reply when I realized Morte
hadn’t even seen me. I turned around to look at what he was staring
at. Morte had finally discovered the Goths.

When they saw Morte looking at them, they all
smiled and walked over. My dislike of them turned to complete
disgust. Every single one of them had fake fangs on their teeth. A
court of wanna-be vampires headed towards us.

I resisted the urge to grab Morte’s arm and
pull him away with me right then. Every single one of the hairs on
my neck stood on end. Anyone who dreamed of killing people for
their blood disturbed me. Perhaps it was the fact that I was
related to the living Death Head, but I hated death in all its
forms, including the undead. I was too enamored with life.

Morte still hadn’t said anything to me. He
was busy muttering a string of profanities under his breath. He was
not fond of the Goth lifestyle.

I hadn’t even been standing there two
seconds, and already the freaks had converged on us, drawn to Morte
like flies to rotting flesh. Despite having no interest in Goths or
vampires, my brother’s appearance as the personification of Death
always brought the loonies to him. Morte had pale, sallow skin with
sunken eyes and blue veins lining his face. His pitch-black hair
framed his death head. But it was his emaciated, skeletal
appearance that all those death-obsessed maniacs loved. He did his
best to hide under long sleeved shirts and pants, but in the end
nothing could hide his gauntness.

Morte finally noticed me. An even more
annoyed look crossed his face. “What do you want?” he asked. I
couldn’t tell if his sour tone was for me or the wanna-be vampires
– probably both.

“We’re going,” I said.

“So?” he asked.

“I was wondering if you wanted a ride.” I
fiddled with a button on my ruined jacket.

Morte stared at me like I’d suddenly grown a
second head.

“I mean, you’ve already missed curfew,” I
said, knowing just how lame I sounded. I couldn’t think of anything
else to say. I couldn’t tell him that I felt a strong urge to take
him away from the scary death lovers when they surrounded me.

Morte’s eyes got even larger. I felt like a
fool.

“Are you kidding?” He kind of laughed at me.
“What, have you suddenly gotten maternal? Does someone need a
puppy?” he baby-talked.

I wanted to storm off, mad at this
unprecedented, irrational protective urge I was suddenly feeling,
but I couldn’t. I bit my lip in an effort to stay civil. “So you
don’t want a ride?”

Morte shrugged. “Steve’s got us. He hasn’t
even really been drinking,” Morte added when I started to open my
mouth again. “I’ll be fine.”

By that point, Issy had stopped playing with
Steve’s body parts. She stood just behind Morte watching the
wanna-be vampires through narrowed eyes. Issy had lots more
experience ridding Morte of his Goth fan clubs, so I decided to
leave him in her capable hands.

“Okay,” I shrugged. “See you later.”

“See you,” he said.

I turned to walk off and nearly slammed into
the Goth girl standing only inches away from me. I managed to choke
down a little scream. I couldn’t believe she’d gotten so close to
me without my noticing. I started to say I was sorry, but before
I’d managed to take a breath to talk, the girl bared her fake fangs
and hissed like a cat whose dinner’s been interrupted. I froze. The
firelight glinted off the girl’s pointed canines and the deadness
that I normally associated with Morte rolled off her in waves. The
temperature around me seemed to drop. I tried to walk away, move,
blink, anything, but her cobra stare held me while the image of her
face burned itself into my brain.

Morte must have seen me pause in front of the
girl because he said, “Seriously, Liv, you can go home. I’m going
to be fine.”

With his words, the girl looked from me to
him, and the spell broke. I took a breath and stepped around her,
giving my brother a backwards wave.

I walked back over to Emma and Mandy. Emma
actually stood there tapping her foot.

“Come on,” I said.

“Oh, are you finally ready?” Emma asked, her
voice dripping in fake sugar sweetness. Mandy just stood
shivering.

I passed both of them and headed back to the
cars. “Let’s get out of here.”

Right before we had completely passed the
reach of the firelight, I turned back for one last look at Morte.
The vampire Goths stood around him, smiling and laughing and
looking like normal, if poorly dressed, teenagers. I decided that I
was seriously overreacting and must have imagined the creepy girl’s
vibe. Morte stood talking to the vampire Goths with an annoyed but
resigned look on his face. He showed none of the enthusiasm for the
conversation that his admirers seemed to be feeling. Issy’s hand
rested on his elbow, probably as a sign of ownership. Steve stood
scowling behind them. I waved, but none of them noticed me. With a
shrug, I hiked over to my car.

Emma, Mandy and I drove to Emma’s house in
near-silence. Emma still wasn’t happy with me and made a point of
not talking. Mandy, never much of a talker, was too drunk. The only
stop we made the whole trip back was for Mandy to throw up. We all
snuck up into Emma’s room around three to crawl into sleeping bags
with plans to sleep until noon.

Emma’s mom ruined that. She woke me up at
8:30 with my mom on the phone. Morte had never made it home.
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“Where’s your brother?” was the first thing
out of my mother’s mouth. She sounded aggravated, not worried.
After all, Morte and I weren’t known for our strict adherence to
curfew.

My mind went over the field party again. I
may not have liked the creepy kids last night, but it wasn’t like I
thought they’d have started something after I left. And Steve had
been sober enough to drive. I doubted anything had happened to any
of the freshmen. I decided I wasn’t worried either. Issy had a cell
phone.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Try Issy. Or Steve.
I saw him out with them.” I yawned and rolled over in my sleeping
bag. The cordless phone dug into my ear.
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