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For my grandpa, who instilled in me a love for telling 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Blood in the Sink 

 

There was blood in the sink. That wasn't unusual. But Jay 

hadn't been home all day, so it couldn't have been his. That was 

the furthest thing from usual. 

He reached down to scratch behind Samson's ears. The cat 

was purring, which meant there couldn't be an intruder in the 

apartment, right? Did cats even care if intruders broke in, like 

dogs, or were they apathetic about that, too? Samson was 

apathetic about everything but food and ear scratches. 

"Hello?" Jay ventured. 

No response. Of course not. If there were an intruder in 

the house, he wouldn't respond. What had he expected, someone to 

jump out and go, "boo"? Melanie would say he'd seen too many 

horror movies. Sean would argue with her that he hadn't seen 
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enough. As much as they loved each other, they seldom agreed. 

Still, besides the homeless people, they were all he had left. 

He had just gotten home from his volunteer shift at the 

homeless shelter on the other side of the river. Though its 

numbers had dwindled, they were still in desperate need of 

volunteers. Jay had been helping out there since moving to 

London. He'd been thinking about how much things had changed and 

trying to fill a glass with water from the sink when he looked 

down and saw the blood. 

He'd been coughing up a lot of blood lately, but where had 

this stuff come from? 

Samson meowed. Jay stooped to pet him. The cat purred as 

though nothing at all out of the ordinary had happened while Jay 

was gone. Useless thing. 

"Was someone here?" he asked Samson. The cat blinked in 

response. Okay, so that was silly, too. Of course Samson 

couldn't tell him. He was going to have to investigate the 

apartment himself. 

Samson rubbed against Jay's jeans before venturing down the 

hallway. Jay peered down at the blood in the kitchen sink. Dark, 

thick, red. Then, he went to the drawer in search of a knife. 

In a world racked with disease, it was hard to imagine that 

crime was still an issue. Weren't there more important things to 

be concerned about? Tragedy was supposed to band people 
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together. Why kick one person when the whole world was down? 

Still, there were riots. People got murdered almost every day. 

Just last week, he'd seen someone get stabbed right outside of 

Hyde Park. Jay wished he'd had a weapon to protect himself. 

Luckily, the killer hadn't come after Jay--he took the man's 

wallet and ran into a tunnel. 

In the present, Jay's reflection was a flash of brown skin 

on the blade of the knife--darker than sand but much lighter 

than blood. He wiped his sweaty palms on his thighs, and then he 

closed his fingers around the black rubber handle. Whether he 

wanted to or not, it was time to search for the intruder. 

He tried to think of all the reasons that someone would 

break into his apartment. He didn't live on the wealthy side of 

town, and there was certainly nothing outside his door to 

suggest that he had any money. Once he or she got into the flat, 

surely they realized their mistake--he didn't even have a 

television, for God's sake. In his wallet, which he couldn't be 

bothered to keep on his person, there was a ten pound note and a 

couple of coins. The wallet rested on his night stand. If the 

intruder had made it into the bedroom, once they picked up the 

wallet, they were bound to laugh. 

Samson rubbed against Jay's legs again as he walked through 

the living room. If he listened, he couldn't hear anything out 

of the ordinary--just the stillness of the apartment and the 
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sleeping city beyond it. He'd lived in London pre-plague, which 

had only been months ago--all commotion, no rest. It was 

impossible to believe any of that now. He couldn't imagine a 

life without curfew, let alone one in which people swarmed the 

streets. 

Rumor had it that before the plague, it was impossible to 

get anywhere during rush hour. If you tried to ride the 

Underground, even to the South Bank, you were going to be 

delayed. Even if you weren't delayed, you'd be packed into a 

train car with a hundred other people. The quarters were so 

close, according to Maia, that sometimes you could spend a whole 

ride with your nose in someone's armpit or your hand against the 

door, trapped there by someone's buttocks. At one time, these 

stories had horrified Jay. Chicago was bad, but since hearing 

that the virus thrived in larger cities, a lot of people had 

moved out to the country. Before he'd moved, it wasn't uncommon 

to ride the subway all the way downtown and only see one person. 

Back then, he hadn't known what it was like to be truly 

horrified. Back then, he'd believed that everything would be all 

right. 

That was before the virus; before London, Sean and Melanie, 

the apartment, the intruder. 

Jay opened the coat closet by the door, knife poised for 

action. With his right hand, he pushed the coats aside. Nothing. 
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A wave of relief washed over him. Of course, he had more of the 

apartment to explore. It wasn't a large space, but it now felt 

cavernous. Fears of the unknown swirled in his head, magnifying 

the flat's interior. The more he thought about how much he still 

had to search, the worse he felt. Instead, he chose to focus on 

the feeling of the black rubber handle. 

The knife in his left hand made him feel omnipotent. In a 

world that was rife with contagion, he, too, had power over 

death. The thought was a revelation. Armed with the knife, he 

had a say in who lived and who died. But he knew better than to 

dwell on the implications of that thought. They could drive him 

to do some terrible things, as they'd driven many others to do 

before him. 

Jay drew in a shaky breath and started down the hallway. In 

the fading sunlight, it was difficult to see. He didn't want to 

risk turning on the lights for fear of alerting the intruder of 

his presence. Then again, hadn't he called out right after 

getting home? Yes, he had. He felt foolish. 

Samson padded down the hallway past Jay, oblivious to the 

threat of danger. The cat was safe, Jay knew. Whoever had broken 

into his home meant to harm him, not his pet. With any luck, the 

intruder would adopt Samson after killing Jay. It was the least 

he could do, all things concerned. 



Morgan / BLOOD AND WATER / 7 

 

His life could be in danger, and he was worried about the 

cat. What was wrong with him? 

He couldn't remember where he'd gotten Samson in the first 

place. As many strays as there were wandering around the city, 

he assumed he'd picked him up off the street somewhere, but 

there was no way of knowing. Actually, his sister had had 

something to do with it--right after he'd moved to London, 

following in her footsteps, she'd brought him the cat as a 

housewarming gift. Their father had been allergic to most 

animals, and Jay had always wanted a pet of his own. Maia chose 

a cat because they were low-maintenance. She explained to Jay 

that if he couldn't remember to buy new milk before the old milk 

spoiled, there was no way in hell he could handle a dog. As much 

as he wanted to argue, there had been no need. Samson was 

everything he wanted in a pet--minus the lack of protection, of 

course. Then again, he'd never been in a situation like this 

before. There had been no need for him to yearn for protection. 

Jay tightened his grip on the knife. He pushed the thought 

away. He needed to focus. 

A noise in the bedroom at the end of the hall made him 

freeze in his tracks. The floorboards creaked. He flattened his 

back against the wall and stood still for a minute, straining to 

hear any sounds of life. He listened so hard that the silence 

made his ears ring. 
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Then, somebody coughed. 

Jay clapped a hand over his mouth, not wanting to give 

himself away, and realized that his throat wasn't burning. He 

lowered his hand, examining his fingers. No blood. His chest 

felt loose, too. He hadn't coughed. 

Who had? 

The intruder. He should've known--everyone was sick. The 

virus wasn't picky. 

The floorboards in the bedroom creaked again as the 

intruder moved. Whoever had broken into the apartment was sick 

because half the world was sick. That made perfect, maddening 

sense. Jay swallowed hard against a wave of nausea and fear. At 

one point, contracting the virus terrified him more than the 

thought of getting killed. Now that he had the virus, well, he 

marveled that it wasn't the worst thing that could happen. Basic 

human instinct gave him several other options. 

As Jay got closer to the bedroom, he noticed there was also 

blood spattered on the carpet. It had dripped from the intruder. 

He'd lost a lot of blood, more than Jay expected. Was he sick, 

like Jay, or had he been injured? Jay needed to know. If the man 

were merely injured, he could go to prison. However, if he were 

sick, he'd be labeled unstable, and he wouldn't be held 

responsible for breaking and entering. There would be no 

repercussions, and the man could keep whatever he'd stolen. 
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Like Jay needed another reason to hate the pandemic. 

The bedroom door was ajar. Jay nudged it with his toe. The 

knife glinted as he flipped on the lights. No one was there. Jay 

stood in the door way for a minute, puzzled. He swore he'd heard 

somebody moving around. 

Light emanated from underneath the bathroom door. Jay took 

a step forward. Squish. He froze. 

What the hell had he stepped on? 

Jay looked down. Blood pooled dark and thick on the carpet 

at his feet. It was similar in texture to the blood in the sink. 

There was a trail leading from it to the bathroom. He 

raised the knife, took another step forward, and opened the 

bathroom door. 

His older sister Maia was hunched over the sink, retching. 

A string of saliva stretched from her mouth. She was shaking. 

When she turned to face Jay, she had blood on her chin. 

He dropped the knife. It clattered against the tile. "Maia? 

What's going on?" 

"Jay," she said. "Thank God you're home now." 

"How did you get in here?" 

"You left your door unlocked." She wiped her mouth with the 

back of her hand. "I didn't know where else to go. I think it's 

happening." 

Jay's stomach lurched. "How long?" 
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"A week ago." She looked into the sink. "I'm sorry. I 

should've called you." 

Jay leaned against the wall. His shoulders slumped. One 

week. Their parents had been dead in four. The less he thought 

about the time frame, the better. "Why didn't you tell me when 

the symptoms started?" 

"I don't know," she said. "I didn't want to scare you."  

Tears ran down her face, and her lower lip trembled. Her 

eyes were bloodshot with dark circles pillowed beneath them. 

There was blood on her shirt. 

"Jesus," Jay said. "You need to get help." 

Maia coughed and spit something else into the sink. She 

wiped her mouth again. "There's no one in London." 

"We'll go somewhere else, then. We'll find you a doctor." 

Jay tried to think of some lead he hadn't followed yet. He'd 

been all over London in search of a cure. Nothing had turned up. 

He was running out of time--for himself and for Maia. 

"It doesn't matter," she said. 

"Of course it does," Jay answered. 

Maia turned on the tap, cupped water in her hands, and 

splashed it on her face. Some of it dripped off her chin and 

landed on her chest. "I'm so glad you're immune to this." 

"Yeah," Jay said, "me, too." 

He'd been sick for three weeks. She would never find out. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Three in the Morning 

 

Maia cried herself to sleep that night. Jay couldn't sleep 

at all. He gave Maia his bed and lay down on the couch. He 

tossed and turned for two hours before giving up and going into 

the kitchen. After feeding Samson, he poured himself a glass of 

water. It tasted like metal in his mouth. There was blood on his 

tongue somehow. He shouldn't have been surprised. 

He knew he needed sleep. Jay hadn't slept in ages. Wasn't 

sleep supposed to strengthen your immune system? Not that it 

mattered for him. He was already sick. 

Now, so was Maia. What were they going to do about that? 

Jay had spent the past few weeks looking for a cure. It was like 

Maia said--there was no help in London. He wondered if they 

would've been safer if they'd stayed in Chicago. Location didn't 

matter now, but before the virus started--no, he couldn't spend 
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time dwelling on the "what if"s. It was Maia's decision to move 

to London and his to follow after her. The virus was everywhere, 

and it had spread fast. Perhaps they never would have been able 

to avoid it. 

Jay knew he needed to tell his sister that he was sick, 

too. Every time he thought about it, he felt like throwing up. 

Maia thought he was immune to the virus. He worked with 

contaminated people and hadn't gotten sick--but that was before 

the mutation reached London. Once it touched the island, no one 

was safe. He sneezed two weeks later and knew it was over. If he 

went to the doctor, he'd be quarantined. 

He couldn't risk that. He had to stay with Maia. They were 

all each other had. He refused to lose her, too. 

At three in the morning, he called his friend Sean. Of 

course, there was no answer. Sean was fast asleep. He didn't 

know that Jay was sick, either. Jay was ashamed that he was too 

afraid to tell Sean--selfishly, he wanted to keep his friend 

around, even though there was a chance that Sean would catch the 

virus. He avoided Sean as much as he could without raising 

suspicion, but he wished he had the courage to cut things off 

completely. If anything happened to Sean, he'd never forgive 

himself. 

Unable to reach Sean and still in need of company, Jay 

called Melanie McCartney, Sean's girlfriend. He'd been the one 
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to introduce them. He remembered the way Sean's eyes lit up when 

he shook Melanie's hand. They'd been inseparable since. Jay had 

known Melanie since moving to London three years ago. He adored 

her. It helped that he loved Sean, too. Whenever the three of 

them hung out, Jay never felt like a third wheel to the couple. 

They were a trio. 

Melanie picked up on the third ring. Her voice was thick 

with sleep. "What's wrong?" 

"Why do you think something's wrong?" Jay asked. 

"The last time you called this late, Samson was choking." 

Jay looked over at the cat, who was still eating. "I just 

need someone to talk to." 

"I'll be over in ten. Could you put the kettle on?" 

Jay smiled. "Of course." 

He could always count on Melanie to cheer him up. She was 

the only other person who knew he was sick. He hadn't wanted her 

to know, but she'd walked in on him vomiting last week, and that 

was that. She knew. The only good thing about that was she 

didn't treat him differently. If anything, she spent more time 

around him than she had before, even knowing she could easily 

catch the virus. She cared that much about him. 

Jay picked up the electric kettle and turned on the faucet. 

As he set the kettle in the sink, a sharp pain knifed his ribs. 
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He clutched at his sides and doubled over, swearing. The pain 

was new. His vision darkened. What was happening to him? 

He sank to his knees on the hard tile. Whatever was going 

on, it was terrifying. Cold sweat beaded on his forehead and 

dripped down his face. He was in agony. He'd known the pain was 

coming, but it had come out of nowhere. His parents had been in 

so much pain. Was this what it had been like in the end, or had 

it gotten worse?   

Saliva clogged his throat. He was going to throw up. 

Closing his eyes, Jay rocked back on his heels and waited. 

If he didn't move, maybe he could will away the nausea. His 

eyelids felt hot. That wasn't a good sign. He swallowed what he 

hoped wasn't bile or blood. Something was going to have to come 

up at some point. His body was in revolt. It would act out soon. 

He had to prepare. 

It took all of his strength to stand. Once he was upright 

again, all the blood rushed out of his head and everything went 

dark. If he hadn't grabbed the counter, he would've collapsed. 

Since when had standing become an ordeal? 

He got worse with each passing day. How much longer did he 

have before he plunged into decline? 

Toward the end, his father hadn't recognized his face. The 

forgetfulness scared Jay more than anything else. The bleeding 
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and pain were to be expected. The memory loss was a slap in the 

face. 

Jay shuddered. His eyes flew open. Had someone knocked on 

the door? 

He held his breath, listening to the stillness in the air. 

After a minute, the noise came again: knock knock knock. Then, 

there was a voice. 

"Jay," said Melanie, "it's me. Open up." 

An immense relief flooded Jay's veins. Somehow, Melanie 

would make things better. Melanie fixed everything. He took a 

deep breath and headed toward the door. Every step felt like it 

spanned a century. Why was he moving so slowly? His limbs were 

against him. Once again, he cursed the virus. What if Melanie 

got tired of waiting and left? No, that was stupid. Why would 

she leave? He was feverish, maybe. He wasn't thinking straight. 

He needed Melanie. She would help him. 

When he opened the door, she smiled. As she looked him 

over, though, the smile faded. "You arsehole. You never said you 

were having an episode. I would've come here straightaway."  

"I'm not having an episode." 

"Liar. Look at you." 

Jay winced. The pain in his sides cut into his stomach. 

Something was wrong, no doubt about it. Something far beyond the 

normal level of awful. When he saw the fear etching lines in 
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Melanie's face, he knew he looked terrible. "I've certainly felt 

better." 

"I bet you have," she said. "Can I come inside or what?" 

Melanie pushed past Jay without waiting for a response. She 

went straight to the kitchen, got out a glass, and filled it 

with water from the sink. Jay followed her. After he sat down at 

the table, she handed him the water. "Drink up, you. You're 

dehydrated." 

"How can you tell?" 

"You don't drink enough water. I know you, Jaybird." 

He was flush with affection for her. She hadn't used that 

nickname since learning he was sick.  

"You haven't called me that in a long time," he said. 

The ghost of a smile graced her lips. "I'm sorry." 

Jay wasn't sure whether she was apologizing for calling him 

that or for not calling him that in such a long time. Either 

way, she had nothing to be sorry for. His chest tightened. 

"I need to tell you something. It's about my sister." 

"Oh," Melanie said. She poured herself a glass of water and 

sat down in the chair next to Jay. She stared into the glass 

rather than meeting his eyes. He figured she knew what he was 

going to say. She had gotten good at reading his mind. 

"Drink your water," she said. 
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Jay looked down at his own glass. The thought of drinking 

it repulsed him, and he wasn't sure why. He blamed the virus. "I 

had a big glass before you came over." 

"Jay. Come on." 

He sighed, shoulders slumping, and downed the contents of 

the glass in a single gulp. When he set the empty cup down, 

Melanie was staring at him. 

"Just say it," she said. 

"Maia is sick," he replied. "She's been sick for a week at 

least. She only just told me." 

Melanie sucked in a shaky breath. Even if she'd been 

expecting him to say that, there was no way to accept that kind 

of news. Melanie and Maia were good friends--not as close as she 

and Jay were, but close all the same. He knew the blow hit her 

almost as hard as it had him. 

"I'm sorry," he said. 

"I should be saying that to you." 

They sat in solemn silence. Tears dripped down Melanie's 

face. More than anything, Jay yearned to reassure her, but there 

was nothing he could tell her. Besides, he needed someone to 

reassure him, too. All he could think to do was put his arms 

around Melanie. He leaned closer to her and did just that. She 

melted into him. There was nothing left to say. 

"She doesn't know you're sick." 
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Jay thought Melanie meant the sentence as a question, but 

it came out as a statement. Maybe she didn't want an answer, 

just validation for what she suspected. 

"She will never know," he answered. 

He wanted to spare Maia the pain of what he felt when he 

thought about losing her. They'd come through losing two 

parents, but barely. The less they thought about losing each 

other, the better off they'd be. At least, that's what Jay tried 

to tell himself. 

He didn't want to think about anything at all. 

Melanie opened her mouth to speak. Whatever she said was 

completely eclipsed by the pain in Jay's abdomen. It flared up 

and stabbed him. He cried out. 

"What's wrong? Is it your stomach?" 

Jay couldn't speak. The pain was incredible. 

"Should we go to hospital?" 

"No," Jay said, "never." 

"You might be dying." 

"I know." 

He threw up on the tile. The vomit was dark and there was 

blood in it--thick, dark blood that looked so similar to Maia's 

that he threw up again. He was crying. His face was hot, his 

throat burned, and he was crying. When he looked up, so was 

Melanie. 
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"I'm scared," she said. 

"Me, too," he said. 

"Do you want me to call Sean?" 

"I tried. He was sleeping." 

Melanie put her feet on the chair and pulled her knees to 

her chest. "What are we going to do for you and Maia, Jay? We 

need to find a doctor." 

"I'm not going to the hospital. You know what they'll do." 

"I know, but we might not have any other options." 

"There must be someone out there with some kind of cure. 

Billions of people have died already, and more people are dying 

every day. I know there are scientists trying to stop that." He 

shook his head. "There has to be, otherwise... what's even the 

point?" 

She wiped her face. "What are you saying?" 

"I'm saying that if humanity isn't trying to save itself, I 

might as well shoot myself in the head." 

"Damn it, Jay. You can't say things like that." 

"No?" His voice was rising, bordering on furious. "Why the 

hell can't I? I'm dying, Melanie. Why can't I tell you I'm 

thinking about suicide?" 

"Because," she said, "you're breaking my heart." 

She was so pale he could almost see through her skin. Her 

pallor made the freckles stand out on her cheeks. Jay knew she 
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was beautiful. Somehow, he'd forgotten. She was his friend. She 

was also Sean's girlfriend. And of course, she'd been crying. He 

shouldn't look at her like that. 

"Melanie," he said. 

There were droplets of water caught in her eyelashes. He 

reached out and brushed one out of the way. Melanie kept her 

eyes closed, even when he pulled away. He entire body ached for 

her. He wanted, more than anything, to kiss her in that moment. 

Her eyes flew open. "Thank you. Are you still in pain?" 

"Yes, but now it's bearable." 

Without asking for permission, he grabbed the glass in 

front of her and swallowed all the water. He was about to get up 

and get more when he noticed movement out of the corner of his 

eye. Maia stood at the edge of the kitchen, eyes wide in horror 

as she looked at the vomit. 

"Who's sick?" she asked. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The List 

 

"I am," said Melanie. "I just found out." 

Maia's stood there, blinking, as though she didn't 

understand what Melanie was saying. Panic registered in the back 

of Jay's mind. Melanie was dying. He mentally shook himself--of 

course she wasn't dying. She wasn't even sick. She was just 

doing everything she could to protect him--to protect his sister 

from finding out what was happening to him. 

But Maia didn't know that. 

Jay expected her to burst into tears. He pictured her face 

crumpling and her shoulders shaking up and down with sobs. To 

his surprise, none of those things happened. Maia went over to 

the pantry, took out the bag of flour, and poured it on the 

vomit. She dropped the empty bag in the trash can. 

"I'm going back to bed," she said. 
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"Maia," Melanie said, "do you want to talk about it?" 

"No. All I want is to go back to bed." 

Melanie started after her, but Jay caught her wrist. "Let 

her go. She needs to sleep." 

Once Maia was gone, the two of them settled back in their 

seats, unsettled. Jay tapped his fingers on top of the table. He 

wasn't sure whether to thank Melanie or not. In one way, she'd 

saved him. In another, she'd made things worse for Maia. Now, 

she thought one of her only friends was dying. Then again, she 

didn't know that Jay was dying, too. 

"I didn't know what else to do," Melanie said. 

"I know," Jay said. "You did the only thing you could." 

He got up from the table and got the broom from the closet. 

Although his movements were shaky, he was able to sweep the 

flour into a neat pile on the floor. Melanie grabbed the dust 

pan and knelt down in front of Jay with it. 

"What are you doing?" he asked. 

"Helping," she said. 

"With Maia or the flour?" 

"Yes. I said I'm helping." 

Of course. He knew she was on his side, no matter what 

happened. Jay felt a twinge of guilt. She deserved his 

gratitude, nothing else. Despite how he felt about her methods, 
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she had kept his secret so far. That's was more than most people 

would do for him. 

"I'm sorry if I don't sound thankful," he said. "For 

helping me with Maia, I mean." He swept the pile of flour into 

the dustpan. Swirls of white flew up in the air. "It means a lot 

to me, Mel, even if I don't say it." 

She wiped a smear of flour from her cheek. "You don't have 

to say it, Jaybird. I know you." 

"That doesn't mean I shouldn't say it. You should know how 

much you mean to me." 

Melanie's face flushed. The reaction startled Jay. Had he 

said something wrong? He ran through the words in his head, 

trying to figure out what had happened. But when he looked back 

at Melanie, he saw she was smiling. Maybe he'd said the furthest 

thing from something wrong. 

"Thank you," she said. 

Jay picked up the dust pan and the broom and carried them 

over to the trash can. He dumped the flour and set the broom and 

dust pan in the closet. The faint scent of vomit still hung in 

the air. Jay was surprised he'd noticed since he'd grown 

accustomed to it. He grabbed the mop and bucket from the closet 

and went over to the sink. 

Melanie stood in front of him. "Don't worry about it. 

You're not feeling well." 
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"I'm never feeling well, and the floor isn't clean." 

"Jay," Melanie said, "please put the mop down." 

Jay sighed. He handed the mop and bucket to Melanie. She 

leaned them against the counter. "If it's the smell you're 

worried about, it doesn't bother me. I had some training to be a 

nurse, remember? I've had to deal with worse than that." 

Still, he felt his cheeks heat. "Every time you come over, 

I throw up or faint. It's getting ridiculous." 

Melanie shrugged. "I think it's worth it if I get to see 

you." 

Jay crossed his arms. "What are we going to do if you get 

sick?" 

"I won't." 

"You don't know that." 

"I've been spending time with you and haven't caught it 

yet." 

"So what?" he asked. "It can strike without warning. Look 

what happened to me." 

"You were volunteering at the soup kitchen in spite of the 

warnings." 

"I thought I was immune to it." 

"We all thought you were," she murmured. 

Jay shook his head. When he spoke again, his voice was 

close to a whisper. "I just don't want to lose you, too." 
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Melanie grabbed his hands. "Jay, you will never lose me." 

He knew that she was right--not only because she was always 

right, but because she'd proved her loyalty several times over. 

While he and Maia spread their parents' ashes in the Thames, 

Melanie waited at the end of the bridge. When it was all over, 

he went to her and let her put her arms around him. She'd held 

his hand as the three of them walked to a cafe. Sean had met 

them there, and it was before he and Melanie were dating--

Melanie kept her fingers intertwined with Jay's even while they 

all were eating. 

He remembered, too, the last good day after his parents 

died, before the virus struck again. The four of them had gone 

to the National Gallery to look around before the government 

shut the whole place down for the sake of quarantine. Melanie, 

who had always dreamed of becoming an artist, flitted from one 

hall to the next in breathless ecstasy. Jay, Maia, and Sean 

tried to keep up, but it was difficult. After Sean got tired of 

chasing his new girlfriend around, the group decided that it 

might be best for them to separate. Melanie and Jay went one 

way; Sean and Maia, the other. Melanie led him to the part of 

the museum that focused on impressionism. They blazed past 

Cezanne, Renoir, and Turner. Jay wondered what Melanie was 

looking for. When she stopped in front of a painting of 

sunflowers, he understood. 
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"Van Gogh," she said. "My favorite." 

He wasn't sure how long they stood in front of the 

painting, saying nothing. One minute, they were separate 

spectators. The next, their hands and souls were joined. She 

turned and looked at him and he got caught up in her eyes. 

In that moment, it had been almost impossible to stop 

himself from kissing her. 

For Sean's sake, he had managed. 

Now, Jay felt guilty for regretting that he hadn't kissed 

her there. He couldn't kiss her now because of the virus. Even 

just being with her put her at risk. 

"What if you get sick?" he asked. 

"We'll cross that bridge when we get to it. Stop worrying 

about me." She kissed his cheek. "You're the one with the virus. 

Let's get back to you." 

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He wanted 

to crack a joke in an attempt to break the tension, but nothing 

was funny anymore. Melanie stood there, looking at him. Maybe if 

he looked at her long enough, she would want to change the 

subject. 

"Did you do what I suggested last week?" she asked. 

Jay frowned. "I don't remember. What was it?" 

"The list," she said. "I said you should come up with a 

list of things you want to see or do before you die. We both 
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wanted to do it ages ago, but now... well, it seems like it 

could, uh, come in handy." She bit her lip. Jay knew she was 

afraid she'd hurt his feelings. 

He smiled to reassure her. "Yeah, I remember now. I made 

one." 

"Can I see it?" 

Jay blushed. "Um, sure. Let me go find it." 

"I don't have to," she said. 

"No," he said, "I want you to." 

Melanie sat down at the table, folded her arms, and rested 

her head on them. Jay walked to his bedroom and tiptoed around 

the bed. Maia was fast asleep and snoring softly. Moonlight lit 

her face through the thin blinds. She looked healthy. It was 

torture to see her looking so peaceful knowing that the virus 

was destroying her inside. Jay's stomach clenched. He looked 

away. 

The list was tucked into the back of his nightstand drawer. 

He eased the drawer out, supporting it from underneath with his 

free hand to keep it from squealing. His fingers found the 

folded paper without trying too hard. He pulled the list out and 

closed his hand around it. As she passed the bed again, he saw 

that Maia was still asleep. He shut the door on his way out and 

didn't relax until he heard the soft click behind him. 
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Back in the kitchen, Melanie's head was still down. Her 

eyes were closed. Jay wondered if she was sleeping. He didn't 

want to disturb her. Without saying a word, he sat down in the 

chair adjacent to her and laid the note down in front of him. He 

put his face in his hands. No one else had seen the list besides 

him. Although Melanie had suggested he make it, he had never 

intended to show it to her. Still, he couldn't say she couldn't 

read it, not after everything she'd done for him. She was even 

sacrificing her health to see him, for God's sake. How the hell 

could he say no after something like that? 

In that moment, Jay remembered that he never put the kettle 

on. He'd been meaning to before he felt the sharp pain earlier, 

but then Melanie had come, and neither of them tried again. If 

Melanie was sleeping, she was probably only dozing. She would 

wake up in a little bit. He'd have a cup of tea for her as soon 

as she woke up. Wouldn't that be a pleasant surprise? 

Jay thought about Maia as he waited for the water to boil. 

She wasn't having trouble sleeping, which was a good sign. He 

couldn't remember the last time he'd gotten a full night's 

sleep. The virus had him puking at regular intervals and waking 

up coughing during the night. He'd heard someone suggest alcohol 

to put him out, but he'd never tried it, and it didn't sound 

appealing to him now. Maybe if he got desperate enough, he could 

get some from Maia and give it a try. He suspected that Melanie 
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hadn't been sleeping much, either, but that had nothing to do 

with her health. She was exhausted from worrying about Jay and 

Maia's parents and then Jay and now Maia. If she had to worry 

about anyone else, she would probably collapse. 

Jay leaned back against the counter and put his face in his 

hands. He didn't want her to worry about him. He didn't want 

anyone to worry about him. He didn't know why, but he wasn't 

afraid of dying. He was more afraid of how his loved ones would 

react to him in his later days. He wondered how they would cope 

after he had passed on. 

"What are you doing? Are you thinking about death?" 

Jay lowered his hands. Melanie was staring at him, 

scowling. "I just felt like you were, and it disturbed me awake. 

You should apologize." 

Was that the hint of a smirk on her face? "I'm making you 

some tea, so you should be nice to me." 

"I'm risking my life. It better be some damn good tea." 

He knew she meant the comment as a joke, but it stung a 

little bit. He turned his back on her, in part to pour water in 

mugs and in part to hide his face. He didn't want her thinking 

she'd upset him. 

"I'm ready to hear your list once I've had my tea," she 

said. "Were you able to find it?" 
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"It was never lost," Jay said. He dunked the tea bags up 

and down in the hot water until it turned brown. Melanie usually 

got annoyed with him when he did that--she said it didn't make a 

difference--but that time, she said nothing. Now that their time 

together was limited, she must have found it easier not to sweat 

the small stuff. Jay wished he could adopt the same approach to 

the remainder of his life. 

When he set Melanie's cup of tea in front of her, she put 

her hand on top of his. Her fingers were cold. Jay didn't pull 

away. He put his other hand on top of hers. 

"I love you," she said. 

"I love you, too," he said. "Always have and always will." 

Melanie winked. "Unless I tease you about what's on this 

list, of course. Come on, then. Let's hear it." 

Jay set his cup down. He unfolded the paper and smoothed 

out the creases. "Okay," he said, "promise me you won't laugh." 

"I won't laugh," she said. 

"You're lying." 

"Just read." 

Jay sighed, took a deep breath, and started to read. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Nearly Dawn 

 

Samson jumped up on the table while Jay was reading. Jay 

stroked his fur without looking up from the paper. He was trying 

to concentrate. No matter how silly some of the items on the 

list seemed, they were all important to him. He thought if he 

could say them with a straight face, Melanie wouldn't tease him 

about them. 

"Learn to drive," he said, "swim in the Thames, spend the 

night at the British Museum, kiss someone in Paris--" 

Melanie snorted. Jay ignored her and kept reading. 

"Stay up all night talking with someone I love, get in a 

fight and win, get drunk, have s--" He stopped. Melanie didn't 

need to hear that one. Maybe he could skip it without her 

noticing. 

"Eat an expensive French meal--" 
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"Wait," Melanie said. "I think you skipped one." 

"No, I didn't." 

"Yes, you did. You started to say one thing and went 

straight into another." She leaned forward on her elbows. "You 

can't do that. It's cheating." 

"Says who?" he asked. 

"Says me. Go back to where you were."  

Jay folded the note up into a neat square. "Never mind. 

This was stupid, anyway." 

Melanie tried to snatch the note out of his hand, but he 

jerked it away from her. When she got out of her chair, he leapt 

out of his seat and clutched the paper to his chest. There was 

no way she was reading it. He'd die before that happened. 

"Jay," she whined, "just let me see it." 

"No," he said. "It's over." 

Samson jumped down from the table and rubbed against Jay's 

shins. He took a step backward, away from Melanie. Samson darted 

past him, probably fearing that his tail was going to get 

stepped on. Melanie took a step forward. 

"Jaybird," she said. 

"I told you not to laugh and you laughed anyway," he said. 

"No, I didn't." 

"Yes, you did. You laughed when I said that thing about 

Paris." 



Morgan / BLOOD AND WATER / 33 

 

"Okay, okay," she said. "I'm sorry. Can you please keep on 

reading the list?" 

Jay thought for a minute. The item he hadn't read was 

embarrassing. It revealed something that no one knew about him, 

and he wasn't sure he wanted anyone to know about it yet. He 

wondered what Melanie would think of him when she found out. He 

was afraid to read it to her because he didn't think she'd like 

him anymore. She might think he was a loser. Then again, if he 

was going to be dead in two weeks, maybe it would be better if 

somebody knew. 

"Okay," he said, "just please, don't laugh. I mean it this 

time." 

"Fair enough," she replied. 

The two of them sat back down at the table. Jay was hyper 

aware of the age difference between them. Melanie was only a 

year older than him, but at eighteen, he was certain she'd 

experienced things he hadn't. And one of the things he hadn't... 

"Have sex," he said. "I want to have sex with someone 

before I die." 

"Hmm," Melanie said. "Have sex, is that it?" 

Jay frowned. "What do you mean?" 

"I mean, sex is sex. You don't want to do anything freaky?" 
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"Um, no," he said, "I just... well, I want to have sex." 

Blood warmed his cheeks. Great, he was blushing. He couldn't 

remember the last time he'd blushed. 

"Oh my God, Jay. You're a virgin?" 

He couldn't speak, so he nodded. 

"That's fine, love. It's all right. I'm just surprised is 

all." She touched his arm. "Cute guy like you, well, I guess I 

just figured... you know." 

Of course he knew. He had a certain image to protect. They 

all talked about sex, and Jay made an effort to keep up with the 

conversation however he could. Once, when he and Sean had been 

talking about their first times, Jay had even made up a story 

about his. Now, he wondered if Sean had relayed the details to 

Melanie. If it were possible, he blushed deeper. He was certain 

Melanie could see the blood beneath his skin, no matter how dark 

it was. 

Jay shrugged her hand off. "Whatever. I don't want to read 

the rest of it now." 

"Oh, come on," Melanie said. "You know I didn't mean--" 

"I know," he said. "I'm just not feeling so hot right now." 

Her forehead creased. "Does your stomach hurt again?" 

"No," he said. 

"Are you going to be sick?" 

"I don't know." 
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"I wish you would talk to me." 

"What do you call this?" 

Melanie crossed her arms over her chest. "You know I'm only 

trying to help you, as cliché as that sounds. With Maia being 

sick now, I just want you to know I'm here for you. You 

understand that, yeah?" 

There was a lump in his throat. He swallowed it. "Yeah." 

"Okay, then," she said. 

"Okay, then," he said. 

"You've been kissed, though, haven't you?" Melanie looked 

at his mouth. 

"Of course," he said. His heart was in his throat. What was 

she thinking? 

"Good," she said. 

"Good?" he asked. 

"If you hadn't been," she said, "I was thinking I could do 

it." 

Jay's head swam. It wasn't the virus. Melanie was looking 

up at him through her eyelashes. Her tongue darted out to wet 

her lower lip. Was she doing that on purpose? She had to be. He 

swallowed. 

"I'm sick," he said. 

"We're all sick," she said. 
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He didn't feel like arguing with her. They both knew she 

risked her life every moment she was with him, but that didn't 

stop her from spending time with him. Why did she keep putting 

herself in danger?  

Without meaning to, Jay thought of Sean. His friend still 

had no idea of his illness. Why couldn't he tell him? Even 

though Melanie knew Jay was sick, she still wanted to be around 

him. Why didn't he think Sean would do the same. 

The answer slammed into him: because Sean didn't love him. 

Not the same way Melanie did, anyway. Not the way Jay loved her, 

too. 

His face was on fire. His ears roared. How could he have 

been so stupid? Of course she loved him. That was the only 

reason she risked exposure and lied to Maia for him. 

Melanie was still looking at him. 

"I'm sorry," he said. 

"You're sorry? For what?" 

"For getting you involved in all of this. For telling you." 

"Don't be. I'd rather know you had it than find out... 

after." 

"You're amazing, Melanie." 

"I know. I'm incredible." 

"Kiss me," he said. 

And Melanie did. 
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# 

Someone knocked on the door. 

Jay pulled away from Melanie, startled. He wasn't expecting 

anyone. The only other person who would visit him in the middle 

of the night was Maia, and she was sleeping in his bed. Who 

could it be? 

Melanie touched her mouth. "Who do you think is there?" 

"No clue," he said. Sean was asleep. There weren't many 

people left in Jay's life who could stop by and visit. He was 

out of ideas. "I'd better go see." 

"Wait." Melanie moved her hand from her mouth to Jay's arm. 

"What if it's someone infected, like a criminal or something?" 

"I'm infected," he said. 

"I'm not worried about the virus, Jay. I'm worried about 

what the law lets people get away with as a result." 

Jay went to the door and looked through the peephole. A 

short, young Chinese-Irish man with dark hair and green eyes 

waited on the doorstep. Sean. Jay turned back toward the 

kitchen. 

"Sean's here," he said. 

Melanie's shoulders slumped. "So let him in. What's wrong?" 

"The virus," Jay said. 

"You've already exposed him." 

"What about Maia? She's sick, too." 
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"So?" 

"It's compounded. More germs means higher risk." 

Melanie frowned. "He hasn't caught it yet. Maybe he's 

immune." 

"Like me, you mean?" 

"Shut up and let him in." 

Jay paused with his hand on the doorknob. He looked through 

the peephole again. Sean rocked back and forth on his heels, 

whistling. He hadn't always been able to whistle. Two summers 

ago, he, Jay, and Melanie had stood on the Millennium Bridge, 

looking over the Thames. Melanie started to whistle, and Jay 

joined in. Sean wanted to, but he confessed that he didn't know 

how. Melanie and Jay took turns pursing their lips and urging 

Sean to imitate them. It took almost an hour, but they somehow 

managed to teach Sean how to whistle. The memory made Jay smile. 

His hand closed around the doorknob, and then he twisted 

it. He pulled the door open. 

"Hey, Sean. What's going on?" 

"You called me at three in the morning," he said. "It woke 

me up. I saw you called and couldn't go back to sleep afterward. 

You never call so late. I've been worried sick." Sean looked 

down at his feet. "You going to let me in or what?" 

Jay stepped back and let his friend enter the apartment. 
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As soon as he walked through the door, Sean headed straight 

for Melanie. He kissed the top of her head. Melanie smiled, but 

it didn't reach her eyes. She wasn't looking at him. She wasn't 

looking at Jay, either. 

Jay felt a pang of jealousy, followed closely by guilt. 

What the hell was wrong with him? Melanie was dating Sean. She 

had been for a while. What had happened in the kitchen had 

nothing to do with Melanie's relationship with Sean. Since Jay 

was dying, she pitied him. He knew that was the only reason 

she'd kissed him. The truth hurt, but it also kept him from 

messing up his friends' relationship. He couldn't imagine 

hurting either of them. 

"So," Sean said, "what's going on?" 

Jay walked into the kitchen and sat down. He gestured to 

the chair beside him. 

"I need to sit for this one?" 

Jay nodded. 

"Oh, boy." Sean sat. He reached for Melanie's hand, but she 

wasn't paying attention. She got up from the table, went to the 

sink, and refilled her glass of water. When she came back, Sean 

put his arm around her. She didn't move. 

"It's Maia," Jay said. 

"Oh, Jesus. I'm sorry." 
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Jay felt like he'd been stabbed. Sean looked like he was 

about to cry, and he wasn't that close to Maia. Jay couldn't 

imagine how he'd feel if he knew Jay was sick, too. Once again, 

Jay was reminded why he didn't want to tell him what was going 

on. He didn't think he could take it. 

His eyes slid over to Melanie. "I already told Mel. Maia's 

been keeping it from me for a while." 

Sean sucked in a breath. "How many weeks?" 

Jay didn't want to say. She had more time left than he did, 

but it still wasn't enough. "Just one, but... you know." 

"Mary and the saints," Sean said. "How long did your 

parents...?" 

Melanie shot him a glare. "Don't ask him that." 

"Sorry. Forget I said anything." 

"It's fine," Jay said, though he didn't mean it. As long as 

he and Maia were sick, nothing could be fine again. He wanted to 

tell Sean that they were pretending Melanie was sick, too, 

before Maia woke up. The problem with that was the reasoning 

behind the lie--Sean would ask why they were lying to Maia, and 

then Jay would have to come clean about his own illness. And he 

just couldn't fathom doing that to Sean. 

Melanie chugged her water. "Nearly dawn now, innit? Don't 

you have to work?" 
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Jay swallowed a laugh. "I worked earlier, just for the hell 

of it. Nobody's there now. No point anymore." 

"Homeless people get sick too," Sean said. "I didn't think 

about that." 

There was a long, uncomfortable silence. Samson padded into 

the room and brushed against Jay's chair. Jay reached down and 

petted him. What would happen to Samson when he was gone? Maia 

could take care of him, but what after that? Who would he go to 

when the both of them were gone? He didn't want to think about 

abandoning the cat. 

A door opened at the end of the hallway. Not long after, 

Maia came into the kitchen. She rubbed her eyes. "People are 

trying to sleep around here." 

Sean stood and looked at Maia. He studied her from head to 

toe and gave her a watery smile. 

"Sean," Maia said. 

He stood and put his arms around her. She hugged him back 

with some reluctance. To Jay's surprise, Sean's shoulders shook. 

He was crying. Although he wasn't close to Maia, he was still 

sad about what was happening to her. The virus elicited grief 

from almost everyone, regardless of their ties to the sufferer, 

Jay knew. He remembered how shocked Melanie had been when his 

parents died. She didn't come out of her apartment for days. 
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Back in the present, Maia pulled back from Sean. "Your 

girlfriend's brave." 

Sean blinked. "Come again?" 

"Melanie," said Maia, "she's handling it well. She hardly 

looks sick." 

"Oh, Jesus," Sean said. "Melanie?" 

Jay felt the color drain out of his face. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

C'est La Vie 

 

Sean turned on Melanie. "What the hell is going on?" 

"She's not sick," Jay said. 

"Shut up," Sean said. "Maia said--" 

"I know," Jay replied. "But it's not Melanie." 

Maia blinked. "What are you talking about?" 

The room spun. Jay was going to puke again. He didn't want 

to puke after getting to kiss Melanie. It felt profane. He took 

a few breaths and willed his stomach to calm down. "Melanie 

isn't the one who's sick, Maia." 

She stared at him, uncomprehending. "Who is?" 

Jay trembled. He felt the tremor in his hand as he lifted 

it to cover a cough. He couldn't meet his sister's eyes. When he 

lowered his hand from his mouth, there was blood on his palm. He 

wiped it on his pants. 
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Maia deflated. "Oh, Jesus... it's you." 

"No," Sean said. His hands balled into fists. "You can't be 

sick. There's no way. You're immune to it." 

"He's not," Melanie said. "We all thought he was, but..." 

"Wait a minute, you knew?" Sean's expression changed from 

concern to fury. "How the hell did you know?" 

"I told her," Jay said. 

"You told her?" 

"I'm sorry. I wanted to tell you, I just--" 

"Bugger off. I can't believe you." Sean paced around the 

kitchen, muttering obscenities. His pale face flushed crimson. 

Jay had never seen his friend so angry before. "Why the hell 

didn't you tell me?" 

"I was afraid," Jay said. 

"Of what?" Sean asked. 

"Of losing you." He paused. "Of losing all of you." 

"Oh, Jay," Maia said. She slumped into a chair and buried 

her face in her hands. If she was crying, Jay couldn't tell. She 

made no noise. 

Melanie was quiet, too. She sat still, staring down at her 

hands folded in her lap. She couldn't look at anyone. Maybe she 

was afraid she'd cry. Jay wanted to know what she was thinking. 

He knew better than to ask her. 

Sean spun on his heel. "How long have you known?" 
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"It doesn't matter," Jay said. 

"Tell me." 

"Three weeks." 

Sean swore and kicked the counter. 

Jay wanted to say something to make everyone feel better, 

but there was nothing to say. Nothing he could say could fix the 

situation. He was sick. He had been sick. He was going to be 

sick--until the day he wasn't. Then, he would be dead. It wasn't 

worth skirting. It was inevitable. 

"We have to find someone," Melanie said. It was the first 

time she'd spoken in several minutes. All eyes were on her. She 

swallowed and continued. "A doctor or a scientist. There's got 

to be someone somewhere who can help." 

"I've looked," Jay repeated. "There's not a single human 

being in London who can help me." 

"You might not be looking in the right places," she said. 

"Sean and I have lived here for longer than you have. We know 

the city like the backs of our hands." 

"We have to try," Sean added. "We can't just let you... you 

know." 

Maia raised her head. "I heard there were scientists 

squatting on the South Bank. Somewhere underground, maybe. Might 

be worth a shot." 



Morgan / BLOOD AND WATER / 46 

 

Jay sighed. "I've been there. Nothing underground but rats 

and abandoned Tube lines. It's empty." 

"What about Ireland?" Melanie asked. "I've got family in 

Dublin. There might be someone--" 

"We've talked about this, Mel. Our visas have expired." 

Maia nodded. "There didn't seem to be any point in renewing 

them right away. We let them run out when the virus started 

spreading. Ireland's cleaner. There's no way they'd let us in, 

especially without papers." 

"Shite," Melanie said. "we can't just sit around and wait 

for you or Maia to drop dead. Back me up on this one, Sean." 

"Of course," Sean said. "There's got to be another way." 

Jay thought for a few minutes. He'd turned over every 

possibility he could think of in his mind already, but he turned 

them over again. Maybe there was someone in a museum who could 

help them. Maybe someone in a hospital. Maybe some religious 

group somewhere had found a cure, and they were hoarding it 

somewhere, saving it for the believers. Sean and Melanie were 

right. There had to be a way of stopping the virus. He refused 

to consider the alternative--not for his sake, but for Maia's. 

He loved her too much to condemn her to death. 

Samson rubbed against his legs. 

The idea radiated up from his shins. Samson. He remembered 

hearing that some group had taken over Parliament to use for 
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scientific research. Samson had gotten out once, and Jay had 

been afraid of some scientist taking him and experimenting on 

him. Of course, since there hadn't been word of a cure yet, Jay 

had forgotten about the scientists. Besides, the streets near 

Parliament were closed and littered with trash. Forgotten. 

But he had remembered. 

"Parliament," Jay said. 

The other three looked as him as though he'd lost his mind. 

"Parliament," he said again. "Do you remember on the news? 

With that woman... and the hair?" He gestured around his face in 

an effort to illustrate the woman's curly hair. "She was a 

scientist. Said they were taking over Parliament as a 

headquarters. They were... working on finding a cure." 

"Jay," Maia said. 

"There's no way they're still there," Sean added. "That 

part of the city is completely run down. It's a long shot at 

best." 

"No," Jay said. "At best, it's the only chance for Maia and 

me to survive this mess." He walked over to the window and 

peered out over the city. Fingers of golden light etched through 

the pink clouds. Dawn. Soon, the city would awaken--what was 

left of it, anyway. How many people had died during the night, 

Jay wondered? How many had woken up sick, like him, praying for 

a cure? 
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"We have to try," he said. 

Maia bit her lip. Jay thought he knew what she was 

thinking. She was wondering how sick he was--how much time he 

had left. Their parents hadn't had much time at all. He saw 

lines of worry in her face, circling her eyes. Dark circles. 

Hadn't she been sleeping? Was it just the virus making her look 

haggard? Did he look haggard, too? 

"Jay," Sean said again. 

Jay turned over his shoulder. Sean was standing right in 

front of him. He held his hand out to Jay, fist closed. 

"What?" Jay asked. 

"Hold out your hand," Sean said. 

Jay lifted his palm and cupped it underneath Sean's fist. 

Sean opened his fingers, and the object he'd been holding 

dropped onto Jay's skin. He studied it, dumbfounded. It was his 

mother's necklace. 

"Where the hell did you get this?" 

"She gave it to me before she died," Sean said. "It was 

part of a promise." 

Jay's hand trembled. He curled his hand around the 

necklace. The heart-shaped charm bit his flesh. "What was the 

promise?" 

Sean closed his eyes. "She asked me to protect you, no 

matter what happened. She begged me to do everything in my power 
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to keep you from getting sick, or worse..." His eyes flew open. 

"I can't keep the promise. I want you to have the necklace." 

Jay felt his blood simmering beneath his skin. "What the 

hell does that mean, you can't keep your promise?" 

"Look," Sean said, "even if we somehow manage to find a 

scientist in Parliament, the chances of anyone actually having a 

cure..." 

Silence swallowed the kitchen. Maia coughed into her hands. 

When she stopped, she wiped them on the table and smeared blood 

across the surface. 

"God," she said, "what a mess." 

No one spoke for a long time. Maia made no move to clean 

the blood off the table. Jay's hand tightened around the 

necklace. He pulled his arm back and threw the necklace as hard 

as he could. It hit the wall on the other side of the kitchen 

and rattled against the tile. Jay slid down the wall and sat on 

the tile. He buried his face in his hands and cried. 

"They're demolishing Parliament tomorrow," Sean said 

quietly. "I didn't want to be the one to tell you. There's no 

one there. No cure. I don't know what to do." 

"No," Melanie said. That was it, just no. 

Jay knew exactly what she meant. That was the part that 

hurt the most. 

"We should go," Sean said. "You and Maia need to sleep." 
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"You need to sleep, too," Jay said. 

"How the hell am I supposed to sleep knowing you're sick?" 

"C'est la vie," Jay said. 

Sean's face lit up. In an instant, he went from livid to 

luminous. "That's French," he said. 

"Right," Jay said. 

"French," Sean said. "France. Calais." 

"Whet the hell are you talking about?" 

Melanie stood, clutching the back of the chair for support. 

"There was that scientist in France, Dr. Devereaux. She was 

looking for patients for clinical trials." Her expression 

mirrored Sean's. "Don't you get it, Jay? There might be help for 

you in France." 

For the first time in a long time, Maia spoke. 

"I remember hearing that. I thought she got shut down." 

"No," Sean said. "She backed down or something. I think the 

French government decided to leave her alone." He pinched the 

bridge of his nose. "I think it's worth a shot." 

"One problem," Melanie said. "How are we going to get to 

Calais?" 

"Kent," Sean said. "The Chunnel." 

"It's been off." 

"I know." 

"So what?" 
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"So it doesn't matter. We can drive to Kent, bust in, and 

take the Chunnel to Calais." 

Melanie shook her head. "Don't you understand? The trains 

aren't running." 

"We can walk," Jay said. 

Sean hesitated. "Unless you're not feeling up to it." 

"It might be mine and Maia's best chance," Jay replied. "We 

have to try." 

Maia coughed again. She ran from the kitchen to the 

bathroom in Jay's bedroom. A few seconds later, Jay heard her 

retching. He felt a pang of sympathy mixed with guilt. Maia 

hadn't told him how she'd contracted the virus. For all he knew, 

he'd been the one to get her sick. Like Sean, she'd hung around 

without knowing how she was endangering herself. Maybe if he'd 

come out with news of his illness, she would've stayed away from 

him. Maybe she wouldn't have gotten sick. Jay tried not to think 

about it. He didn't want to live with that responsibility. 

"You're right," Melanie said. She was speaking to Sean, but 

her eyes were fixed on the end of the hallway. Jay knew she was 

worried about Maia. He also knew she was afraid of something 

happening to Jay. He had become the reason everyone in his life 

was upset. It was something he had a hard time fathoming, let 

alone acknowledging as reality. The truth was almost too much to 

bear. 
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He remembered what it had been like to watch his parents 

waste away. His father had gone first, followed by his mother. 

Women with the virus took longer to die for some reason. She 

looked as beautiful as she always had, even lying in bed on that 

last day, smelling of blood and sweat and vomit. Before the 

virus, Jay had a hard time with bodily fluids. Once they were 

the norm, he didn't even flinch. When his mother's eyelids 

fluttered and she murmured deliriously, Jay stooped to press a 

kiss to her clammy forehead. Seconds later, she was gone. He 

never regretted kissing her. He liked to think it was the last 

thing she felt before she passed on. 

Grief tightened his gut. It coupled with nausea. He pulled 

a hand across his face. 

"What's wrong?" Melanie asked. 

"What's right?" he retorted. 

"Do you need to throw up or something?" Sean asked. 

Jay needed so many things. He needed Maia to be well. He 

needed a cure for both of them. He needed the world to somehow 

start making sense again. Above everything, he needed someone to 

tell him why these terrible things were happening to him. It 

didn't make any sense. He didn't deserve it. Nobody did. 

No man or woman, no matter what they'd done in life, should 

have to watch his or her parents die, knowing that anyone else 

they loved could be the next to go. 
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Jay went over to the sink, leaned over the stainless steel 

basin, and vomited. There was blood in it again, dark and 

ominous. It mocked him. 

Melanie came over and rubbed his back. He felt tears fall 

down his face. It had nothing to do with puking. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Something Honest 

 

After an hour or two of fitful sleep, Jay got up from the 

couch, went into his bedroom, and started packing. Maia was 

still fast asleep in his bed. He opened the closet doors 

carefully, trying not to wake her. She needed to rest. If they 

were going to walk the length of the Chunnel, she had to get her 

strength up. Both of them did. 

If he'd been able to stop the gears in his mind from 

turning, he would've attempted to go back to sleep. Even if he 

could only get another hour, he knew he'd feel better. 

His suitcase was sitting on the top shelf of the closet. As 

he set it on the floor, he realized he had no idea what to pack 

for their adventure. What was Calais like? How did people dress 

there? How long would they be gone? Did he have any clothes 

without bloodstains on them? 
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Maia stirred, turning over to face him. Her eyes opened 

slowly. "What are you doing?" 

"Packing," he said. He grabbed a pair of shoes and wedged 

them in the bottom of the suitcase. 

"You should be sleeping." 

"So should you." He grabbed a pair of socks and stuck them 

in his shoes. 

Maia sat up in bed. She yawned. "I don't want to." 

"Maia," he said, "we both know your body needs rest." 

"Not that," she said. "I don't want to go to France." 

Jay pulled a shirt from its hanger. "You don't know what 

you're saying." 

"I know exactly what I'm saying. I don't think you 

understand." She swung her legs to the side of the bed and 

pressed her feet into the carpet. She scrunched her nose up as 

though she smelled something unpleasant. "I know you don't want 

to talk about it, Jay. You don't even want to think about it." 

"I don't have a choice." 

"Anyway," she said, "if I'm going to die, I just--" 

"You're not going to die, Maia." 

"Come on. I'm not stupid." She lay down on her back, 

staring up at the ceiling with her feet still planted firmly on 

the floor. "Everyone dies. Mom and Dad died. So will we." 
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"I'm not dying," Jay said. The words sounded hollow, even 

to him. He had a lower chance of surviving than Maia did, and 

both of them knew it. Even if they didn't talk about it, the 

truth wasn't going anywhere. When their parents were dying, he 

and Maia hadn't talked about it. By speaking out loud, it was 

like they made the virus a reality. They knew it was there, but 

acknowledging it made everything worse somehow. 

"I don't want to die in a foreign country," she said. 

"Too bad. We're from Chicago." 

"You know what I mean." 

He did, because he felt the same. Their parents had gotten 

sick while visiting them in London. They died an ocean away from 

their home. When Jay got sick, he vowed to spend his final days 

in London. 

Everything was changing, and it was changing fast. In a 

world that hated standing still, how could he stay grounded? 

Jay cleared his throat. "We're going to Calais whether you 

want to or not. I'm not going to stand by and watch you waste 

away. I'll do everything it takes to get you cured." 

"You've been sick longer than I have. Doesn't the thought 

of traveling that far exhaust you?" 

"The thought of dying in a world where a cure might exist 

exhausts me more," he said. 
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Maia got up from the bed. She walked over to the closet and 

started rifling through Jay's clothes. She grabbed a pair of 

pants and held them up to the light. Jay knew she was looking 

for bloodstains, too. He looked her up and down. There was blood 

on the front of her shirt. None on her pants, but he knew it was 

only a matter of time before she ended up like him, struggling 

to pick out clothes that didn't scream infected. 

"If we hadn't moved out here," Maia said, "do you think Mom 

and Dad would still be alive?" 

It was something Jay had considered, but never spoken 

aloud. Maia's casual tone struck a nerve. How could she bring 

the idea up at a time like that? Didn't they have enough bad 

things to think about? Why bring guilt into the picture--

especially a guilt that he had tried so hard to bury? 

"What the hell do you expect me to say to that?" he asked. 

"Something honest," she said. "The lying game has got to 

stop." 

"When have I ever lied to you?" 

She scoffed at him. "You're joking." 

"I didn't tell you I was sick because I was protecting 

you." 

"I never asked you to protect me. Who said I need 

protecting?" 
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Jay felt bile creep up the back of his throat. "Okay, just 

calm down." 

"Don't tell me to calm down. Don't you ever do that." 

"Sorry." 

"I don't need protecting, Jay. I'm the older sister." She 

blinked hard against what he expected were tears. "I should be 

the one protecting you." 

"Sometimes it's not about who's older," he said. 

"Oh no?" she asked. "What's it about, then?" 

Jay sense he was teetering on the edge of a cliff. He took 

the pants from her and folded them. "Forget it. I didn't mean 

anything." 

"Like hell you didn't." 

"Maia, please. Can we just--" 

She snatched the pants from him and draped them over her 

arm. "No. You know what? I'm not doing this anymore. The lying, 

hiding, sneaking, avoiding thing--it's got to stop. It stops 

right here, right now, in this very room. I'm so tired of it, 

Jay. Can't you give me a straight answer for once, regardless of 

whether or not you think it might upset me?" 

Jay took a step back. "Please don't ask me again." 

"I want an answer." 

"An answer to what?" 
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"If I'm older," Maia said, "what makes you think you have 

the right to protect me?" 

"I don't want to do this." 

"I don't care. You are." 

He sucked in a breath. "You really want to know why I think 

you need protecting?" 

She stared at him, saying nothing. 

"Because I'm stronger," he said. 

Maia's face hardened. She lowered her arm and let the pants 

slip from her elbow and onto the floor. Jay couldn't look her in 

the eye. In his peripheral vision, he saw her turn away from him 

and head out of the room. 

"Maia," he said. 

She didn't come back. 

# 

Jay found Maia on the street outside the building. She 

stood shivering in the morning air, arms wrapped around herself 

to keep out the cold. Vapor floated from her mouth as she 

exhaled. Beside the curb in front of her, there was a vacant 

black taxi. Melanie leaned against the door, while Sean poked 

around inside the car. 

"Maia," Jay said. 

She refused to look at him. "Sean says he knows how to hot-

wire this thing. We don't need the keys." 
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"You're stealing?" Jay asked. Once the words were out, he 

felt foolish. Of course Sean was stealing. They needed a car to 

drive to the Chunnel in Kent to maybe find a cure for Jay and 

Maia. Stealing probably wasn't the only crime Sean was willing 

to commit for them. 

Melanie's eyes met Jay's for a second. Before she looked 

away, his intestines jumped. No way he could deny that things 

had changed between them. If she couldn't look him in the eye, 

she must have felt it, too. Was she going to be awkward around 

him from then on? 

If he closed his eyes, he knew he could still feel her lips 

on his.  

He'd have to make an effort to keep his eyes open. 

Sean leaned out of the car and wiped his forehead with the 

back of his hand. His face was slick with sweat. "It usually 

doesn't take me half so long to do this." 

Jay raised an eyebrow. "You've done this before?" 

Sean seemed nothing but straight-laced. What didn't Jay 

know? 

"I haven't always been the upstanding man you see before 

you," Sean said. "Tell him, Melanie." 

Melanie looked her boyfriend up and down before answering. 

The ghost of a smile hung on her lips. "He's right," she said. 

"I fell for the bad boy. Head over heels." 
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"But if I hadn't reformed, she might be stepping out on 

me." He winked at Jay. 

Melanie frowned. 

Jay chuckled and hoped he sounded convincing. Melanie still 

wasn't looking at him. He didn't know how much longer he'd be 

able to look at Sean. 

It had only been one kiss. Melanie had gone along with it. 

Why did he feel so guilty? 

Jay swallowed. "Don't you need tools or something to do 

that?" 

"Brought a box with me. All that's left now is to mess with 

the wiring." Sean touched Maia's arm. "Hey, you feeling all 

right?" 

Maia shrugged his hand off, brushed past Jay, and plopped 

down on the front steps of the building. She pulled her knees to 

her chest and put her head down on them. Her eyes closed. 

"She's tired," Jay said, as though he needed to make an 

excuse for her behavior. 

"It's all right," Sean said. "She has every right to be." 

No one said anything else until Melanie coughed.  

Jay's head snapped up.  

Sean whirled around. "What kind of cough was that?" His 

eyes were wide with panic. 

"A normal one," she said. "No blood or anything. I'm fine." 
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"How are you feeling right now?" Jay asked. 

"I told you, I'm fine. I had a tickle in my throat. That's 

all that happened." She pushed off the car and went over to sit 

on the steps beside Maia. She put her head on Maia's shoulder 

and closed her eyes, too. 

"Do you have wire cutters?" Sean asked Jay. 

"There are some upstairs, I think. You want to come with 

me?" 

Sean nodded. The two of them went past the girls, back into 

the building, and up in the elevator. When they got off at Jay's 

floor, Sean stepped off the elevator and froze in the hallway. 

He looked pale. 

"Sean," Jay said, "what's going on?" 

"Jay," he said, "I'm scared." 

There was a weight on Jay's chest that could suffocate him. 

He knew Sean was frightened--Jay was terrified, too. The 

inevitability of death didn't take away its sting. Even though 

people were dying all around them, Jay still hadn't come to 

terms with the thought he might be next. As calm and collected 

as he appeared on the surface, on the inside, he was screaming 

and tearing up the floorboards. He didn't want to die. He'd 

never make his peace with it. Was he even supposed to? Who 

decided those things? 

He breathed in. He breathed out. He felt a little better. 
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Still, it destroyed him to see Sean in pain--and Melanie, 

too, and Maia. He couldn't imagine the anguish his friends and 

family were dealing with. Jay slumped against the wall and put 

his face in his hands. 

"Jay?" Sean asked. 

"I know," Jay said. "I know. Me, too." 

He heard Sean draw a shuddering breath that dissolved into 

sobs. It took every ounce of strength Jay had left not to follow 

his friend's example. He had to be strong for the people he 

loved. 

"God, I'm sorry," Sean said. He rubbed his eyes and blinked 

the tears away. His face was red. "I don't know what came over 

me. I think I'm good now." 

The two of them went inside Jay's apartment. When Jay 

closed the door behind them, Samson came padding over. Once 

again, he rubbed the front of Jay's shins. Jay knew he couldn't 

keep Samson there if they were leaving the country. He squatted 

down on the floor to pet the cat. 

"What's the matter?" Sean asked. 

"I can't keep him," Jay said. 

"Oh," Sean said. "I didn't think about that." 

"We can't really take him to the Chunnel with us." 

"You're just going to let him go?" 

"I have to, don't I? If I leave him here, he'll starve." 
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Sean dug the toe of his shoe into the carpet. "It's funny 

how fast the world can change, isn't it?" 

"If by funny you mean awful, then yes, Sean, it is."  

He scratched Samson behind the ears. The cat purred under 

his fingertips. Before the thought of losing Samson made him sad 

again, Jay stood and went over to the closet to look for wire 

cutters. 

The sooner they got moving, the less time he'd have to 

think. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Just Breathe 

 

An hour and a half later, the group arrived in Folkestone, 

Kent. Jay was still upset about having to leave Samson. He'd 

thought about the cat all the way to Kent, and he was having a 

hard time moving past what he'd had to do. He knew it was for 

the best. It still hadn't been easy. 

Nothing was going to be easy anymore. 

It was funny that he'd thought getting started would help 

ease his anxieties. It had only made them worse. 

Maia hadn't said much on the journey over. No one had. Jay 

wanted to ask his friends what they were thinking about, but 

what was the point? He knew what was on their minds. There was 

no point making things worse by talking about his and Maia's 

situation. The less they talked about it, the more unreal it 

seemed. 
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As soon as they got to Folkestone, they headed into town to 

purchase some supplies. As Jay had expected, the town was 

deserted. They passed two or three people on their way to the 

store, and there were no sounds of traffic or everyday life. 

Everything was still. 

To Jay's surprise, the automatic doors in the Sainsbury's 

slid open as the group approached them. The electricity hadn't 

been cut off, which meant the store had been busy not too long 

ago. Looking around, it was clear they were the only ones in 

there. No one was at the counters. Half the shelves were cleared 

off, and there were containers of food and empty bottles strewn 

across the floor. 

"Someone did a number on this place," Sean said. 

Melanie let out a low whistle. "You never get used to it, 

do you?" 

Jay knew what she meant. Even though they knew half the 

world was dead, it was strange to be confronted with the reality 

of that knowledge. Looters were part of any disaster, and ghost 

towns were as common as the setting of the sun. He hardly paid 

any attention to it. Still, given his and Maia's condition, the 

emptiness and disarray of the store - and the implications - 

were unsettling. 

Maia kicked an empty Guinness bottle. "Wonder if there's 

anything in here we want." 
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She looked paler than she had on the ride over, and tired, 

even though she'd slept most of the way. For the first time, Jay 

noticed the bags under her eyes. She really hadn't been 

sleeping. He wondered if she, like him, woke up in the middle of 

the night to vomit or cough up blood. He didn't want to think 

about it. 

"We need to pack light," Sean said, "since we're going to 

be legging it." 

"How long did you say it'll take?" Melanie asked. 

Sean shrugged. "I didn't. Best guess, I'd say... three 

hours or so." 

Maia swore. The violence of it shocked Jay. "I don't know 

if I can handle three hours of walking." 

"Me neither," Jay said, although he hated to admit it. He'd 

been sick for longer than Maia, and he was getting weaker every 

day. No matter how much he wanted to, he couldn't deny his 

deteriorating physical state. He didn't have the stamina to walk 

the length of the Chunnel in one go. 

"Okay," Sean said. "That's fine. We'll make stops." 

"We're not prepared to stay the night there," Melanie said. 

"One stop," Sean countered. "Does that sound all right?" 

Jay licked his lips. They were cracked and dry, and he 

wasn't sure why he hadn't noticed before. He felt like he was 

falling apart. 
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"I don't know," Maia said. "I have no idea." 

Jay wasn't sure, either. He hadn't walked much since 

getting sick. "We can try it and see. I don't know any other way 

for us to get there, anyway. We have to get to France." He 

touched Maia's shoulder. "I think we can do it." He didn't sound 

convincing, even to himself. 

Still, Maia flashed them a halfhearted smile. "Yeah, you're 

right. We have to do this." 

Melanie took out the list she'd made in the taxi. It had 

about twenty different items on it, ranging from toiletries to 

first aid supplies to food and water. "This will be faster if we 

all split up," she said. 

"I'll go with Maia," Sean said as he tore the list in half. 

"You and Jay can get the nonperishable lot." 

If Melanie was fazed, she did well hiding it. As she and 

Jay broke away from the other members of their group, Jay broke 

into a sweat. Why had Sean paired the two of them together? Did 

he suspect something? Was he trying to catch them in the act? 

Melanie nudged him. "What's going on with you?" 

"What are you talking about?" 

"You're shifty," she said. "Sweaty, eyes darting about--the 

whole bit. You feeling all right?" 

In short, no, he wasn't. "All right," he said. 

"Okay then," she said, "you should tell your face that." 
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The first item on the list was rubbing alcohol. Jay and 

Melanie headed toward the medical supply aisle and found it 

right away. It was on the top shelf, and Melanie stood on tiptoe 

to reach it. Jay looked at her butt and immediately hated 

himself for it. He stared at the floor as they walked to get the 

next item. What the hell was wrong with him? 

"Do you really think we're going to need all of this?" he 

asked. "I mean, you're putting together a hospital here." 

"Forgive me if I'm not keen on the idea of you dying." She 

dropped the alcohol into Jay's duffel bag. Something shifted in 

her face, and she stopped walking. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to 

sound so..." Her voice trailed off. She shook her head. 

Jay nodded. "I know, Mel. Don't worry. It's fine." 

"How many miles is it, do you know?" 

"What?" 

"The Chunnel." She grabbed a roll of bandages from the 

shelf. "I'm just wondering." 

"I have no idea," Jay said. 

They retrieved the next item on the list in silence. Jay 

wanted to ask Melanie what she thought the kiss had meant, but 

that was inappropriate. Sean was within earshot, and he didn't 

know. Besides, they were just friends. She'd probably only 

kissed him because she felt sorry for him. He was dying, after 

all. 
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When they rounded the corner, Maia and Sean were standing 

at one of the registers. Sean dropped some of the food into his 

backpack, and Maia handed him several bottles of water. 

"Did you two get everything we needed?" Sean asked. 

"Yes," they said in unison. 

Jay shifted his weight from one foot to the other. His 

throat burned. Before he could prepare, he launched into a 

coughing fit. When he doubled over, Melanie rushed over to his 

side. He felt her hands on his back as his body spasmed. 

"Jesus," Sean said. 

Jay's vision went dark. He staggered backward and felt 

Melanie brace herself against him. 

"You're all right," she said. "I'm right here. Just 

breathe." 

Sean uncapped a bottle of water and handed it to Jay. He 

took a sip, choked, and started coughing again. His throat 

burned worse than it ever had before. He tried to take another 

swig of water, and the pain abated slightly. When he wiped his 

mouth with the back of his hand, his knuckles were slick with 

blood. 

"Shite," Melanie said. "You need to see someone." 

"I thought that was why we were going to France," Jay said. 

He tried to smile, but he knew he wasn't fooling anyone. They 

could tell he was in pain. He was sicker than they knew. The 
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longer he kept that from all of them, the better. He couldn't 

stand the thought of them knowing how little time he had left. 

"I'm fine," Jay said. "We'd better get going." 

He felt his sister watching him as they walked out of 

Sainsbury's. Jay knew she was concerned, but it bothered him. He 

was concerned enough about his own wellbeing without having to 

worry that he was upsetting Maia. Of course, he understood where 

she was coming from--they were the only family each other had 

alive anymore. 

Melanie's eyes hadn't left him, either. He could feel her 

gaze heating the back of his neck. It was a small wonder he 

hadn't burst into flames. He knew she was worried, too--she had 

been worried about him for longer than any of them, but she'd 

been hiding it. Now that his secret was out in the open, so was 

her reaction. 

He wished he could find a way to get her alone so they 

could talk. It was hard to be on such uncertain terms with her. 

He didn't know how she felt about the kiss, and on top of that, 

he wasn't sure how she was coping with his illness. He wanted to 

confront her, but they didn't have time. He would have to wait 

until after they found a cure or went somewhere, just the two of 

them--whichever happened first. Until then, he'd have to ignore 

the distraction. 

# 



Morgan / BLOOD AND WATER / 72 

 

When they got to the Chunnel, Jay was surprised to see the 

entrance boarded up. The tunnel itself hadn't been used in over 

a year, but he thought they might've kept it open. Maybe it was 

too dangerous to leave a cross-country passage open like that. 

Then again, if it was only boarded, was that enough to stop 

people determined to head to a healthier place? 

It certainly didn't stop Jay and his friends. 

Sean and Jay tore the boards down in no time at all. 

Melanie and Maia sat off to the side, rearranging the supplies 

in everyone's bags.  

Jay looked over at the girls. The sun was in Melanie's 

eyes, and she was squinting as she worked. A light breeze caught 

her dark hair and tousled it. She was stunning. It hurt Jay too 

much to think about it. He went back to the boards. 

"Last one," Sean said. "Help me pry up that end toward you. 

Be careful--rusty nails." 

"Tetanus is the last of our worries," Jay replied. He 

regretted the comment the minute he said it. Sean didn't need to 

be reminded Jay was dying, either. He tried again. "I mean, 

rusty nails aren't a huge deal. Let's finish this." 

Sean stepped in front of Jay and took the board on his own. 

He tossed it in the pile with the rest of the boards. 

"Do you want to take some of those with us?" Jay asked. 

"What for?" Sean said. 
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"Firewood. You know, for when we stop to camp." 

Sean looked at the pile. "Do what you want, mate." 

Jay crossed his arms. "Is this about the tetanus thing?" 

"No, it's the virus." Sean passed a hand over his face and 

groaned. "It's driving me crazy, Jay, worrying about you. 

Melanie, too--she won't say anything, but yeah, I can tell." 

Jay thought about his and Melanie's tense exchange at the 

grocery store. Of course, that was only due in part to Jay and 

Maia's virus. The other part was the kiss that hadn't been 

explained. The more he thought about it, the more Jay wondered 

if Melanie needed answers, too. He pushed the thought away. 

"I'd better go check on Maia." 

"I'll be here," Sean said. 

Jay shaded his eyes against the sun and headed over to 

where the girls were sitting. Melanie saw him first. She stood 

up and frowned at him. Jay froze. 

"What's the matter?" 

"Can I talk to you?" she asked. 

Jay looked past her to Maia, who was pretending that 

nothing unusual was happening. She kept rummaging through the 

backpack like she'd been doing all that time. He wondered if she 

knew what Melanie wanted to talk to him about. 

"Do I have a choice?" 
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She rolled her eyes, grabbed his hand, and dragged him 

toward the town. She didn't start talking until they were out of 

Sean and Maia's earshot. 

"What the hell?" She dropped his hand and balled her fists 

up on her hips. "Did you tell Sean what happened?" 

Jay felt his forehead wrinkle. "Why would you even think 

that?" 

"I saw you two talking and then he looked furious," she 

said. "He scrunched his head down to his shoulders, like he does 

whenever we're having a row." 

"Oh," Jay replied. "No, I didn't say a word." 

"Good," she said. 

"Good," he added. Although something was nagging him: if 

the kiss really hadn't meant anything, why was Melanie 

determined to keep it a secret? If she thought telling Sean 

would make him angry, then she must have seen it as something 

worth getting angry about. 

Jay licked his lips. "Why does it matter?" 

"You mean you don't get it?" 

He shook his head. His heart was beating hard enough to 

bruise him. There was a tickle in the back of his throat, but he 

elected to ignore it. He didn't need to ruin the moment by 

coughing. 
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"Jaybird, sweetheart, I thought we understood each other. 

That kiss in the kitchen wasn't a fluke." She turned over her 

shoulder to make sure no one else had heard her. Maia was still 

rummaging. Sean was picking up boards. They were oblivious. 

"Really?" Jay asked. He was afraid to get his hopes up in 

case it was a joke. Melanie's pranks could go too far sometimes. 

"Really," she said. "Now let's not talk about it. We need 

to get going as soon as we can." She reached for his hand, 

stopped, and pulled back. "Will you stop acting mental? Can you 

do that for me?" 

The sincerity in her eyes nearly crippled him. "I will." 

"Fantastic," she said. "Race you back to the tunnel." 

With a wink, Melanie took off running over the smooth 

grass. Jay watched her run with something like affection in his 

heart. He couldn't afford to fall in love with her, but it might 

have been too late. In spite of everything he knew, he only ever 

wanted her. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Keep Moving 

 

The first problem with the Chunnel was its lack of light. 

At some point, there had been overhead lighting that illuminated 

the platforms, but since the electricity was no longer running, 

the only light came from the dim red glow of the emergency 

lights. 

Sean tried to make a torch by lighting the end of a board 

on fire, but since they had no fat or oil, the flame traveled 

down the board and the whole thing was abandoned. They could 

make due with the red lights--they didn't have much choice. 

The second problem with the Chunnel involved animals. Pests 

such as rats and insects had moved into the tunnel when the 

people had moved out. No one knew how they had gotten in, but 

they were everywhere--especially the rats, which were the 
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biggest and the meanest rats that Jay had ever seen. As someone 

who lived in London, he was both impressed and terrified. 

It was easy enough to deal with the rats until Melanie 

stepped on one, crushing it under her foot. She screamed so loud 

Jay thought someone had stabbed her. When he turned around, she 

was crouched over the broken body, crying. 

"I didn't mean to hurt him." 

"We know you didn't, Mels. It's all right," Sean said. 

"Let's bury him," she said. 

"The ground is concrete," Maia said. "We can't exactly dig 

here." She drew in air and covered her mouth with her hand. Jay 

recognized the gesture as bracing for a cough. Thankfully, 

nothing happened. "Just leave it. He'll be fine." 

"He's not fine. He's dead." 

"You know what I mean. It's the circle of life." 

"Damn it," Sean said, "can we stop talking about death?" 

He picked up a candy bar wrapper and draped it over the 

dead rat. 

Jay shot Sean a look. "We need to calm down." 

"Don't tell me to calm down. I can't bloody calm down." 

"Sean, just take a breath." 

"Don't tell me to do that, either. Just shut your damn 

mouth." 
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Jay clenched his jaw. He knew Sean was only acting out 

because he was worried about Jay's illness, but that didn't give 

him an excuse to be hateful. He looked at Melanie for 

confirmation that Sean was out of line. She was focused on the 

rat's still form, covered with the candy wrapper. He looked at 

Maia. She frowned. 

"Sorry," Jay said. "We just need to keep moving." 

"Don't you think I know that?" Sean spat. "I'm well aware 

that every second we spend in here puts my best mate one second 

closer to death. I'm not a moron." 

"Sean," Melanie said. 

"No, don't you start." He whirled around to face his 

girlfriend, who had mascara streaks across her face. "You've 

known for bloody ages that he was sick and never thought to tell 

me. You don't have a say in how I feel about this." 

"We're all upset," she said. 

"Oh, sod off," Sean retorted. 

"Please don't talk to her like that," said Jay. "She didn't 

think--" 

"How I talk to my girlfriend is my own business, mate." He 

hissed the last word like a curse. Jay had never seen Sean so 

angry before. His face contorted in rage. He took a step toward 

Jay, and Jay took a step back. 

"Come on, Sean," Jay said. "I didn't mean anything by it." 
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"Like hell you didn't." He gave Jay a short, sharp shove. 

"Just like you didn't mean anything by keeping the virus from 

me, yeah?" 

"Listen," Jay said. 

Sean shoved him again. The edges of his vision darkened, 

and the horizon tipped to one side. Jay staggered toward a wall 

and braced himself against it. His chest constricted, squeezing 

his throat. He struggled to breathe and launched into a coughing 

fit. Right away, he tasted blood. The darkness tempted him 

again. He leaned harder o the wall. 

Melanie's voice sounded far away. "What were you thinking, 

you dumb git? He's sick." 

"... be fine," Sean said. "I didn't mean... and he..." 

His friends sounded like they were floating away. Jay 

coughed again and was vaguely aware Maia rushed to his side and 

put her arms around him. His head felt heavy, but his brain was 

light. Everything was buzzing, and then, he collapsed. 

# 

It felt like coming up for air from the bottom of the 

ocean. 

When Jay's eyes opened again, the first face he saw was 

Melanie's. 

"Where..." 

"Shh, it's all right now. We're still in the tunnel." 
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He tried to sit up. Her palm on his chest forced him back 

down. 

"I'm sorry, Jaybird. Just rest for right now." 

Jay groaned. His head throbbed. There was the familiar 

copper taste of iron in his mouth, but something felt different. 

He'd fainted enough lately to know that something was wrong, 

really wrong. Every muscle in his body was slack against the 

floor, like they had given up their purpose. His eyelids wanted 

to close again. He had to fight to keep them open. 

"What happened?" he asked. His tongue was thick--he barely 

got the words across it. He licked his lips and tried again, 

probing further. "I know I fainted, but was there something 

else?" 

Melanie's eyes shifted to Sean as he crouched down beside 

her. She kept looking at him. 

He shook his head. "Well... we're not sure what happened." 

"You had a seizure," Melanie said. 

"We think you had a seizure." 

"We think, yes," she added. Her eyes had trouble focusing 

on his. What was she thinking? Was there something she wasn't 

telling him? "We're not sure. It was scary." 

Sean wouldn't look him in the face. What was going on? 

"What else happened?" Jay asked. 
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"You had a nosebleed." The words poured from Melanie's 

mouth without stopping. "Your eyes rolled back into your head, 

you started convulsing, you threw up, you--" She swallowed, 

covering her face. "Oh my God, Jay. We were terrified." 

Sean still wasn't speaking. He rose to his full height and 

walked over to the edge of the platform. Maia sat on the bench 

with her legs crossed. Her head was bowed, and her lips moved as 

though she were speaking--no, make that praying. 

What had happened to him? 

"You didn't move," Sean said. "We thought you were dead." 

Jay's blood heated and cooled. He still tasted bile at the 

back of his throat. He'd never had a seizure before. Had his 

parents had seizures before they died? He couldn't remember. He 

had a hard time remembering what had happened between entering 

the tunnel and passing out, too. 

Panic pulled sweat from his pores and chilled it on his 

skin. He was falling apart. He was losing his mind. Beyond that 

and his health, what did he have left? 

"Bring Maia over here," he said. 

Maia raised her head at the mention of her name, causing 

her springy hair to bounce around her face. He couldn't read her 

expression. She was too far away. 

Sean stood and went over to where Maia was sitting. She 

didn't stand when he approached, and he didn't sit beside her. 
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He stooped to speak to her instead. Jay couldn't hear what he 

was saying. Whatever he said was enough to convince Maia to get 

up and walk over to Jay. She squatted down beside him and threw 

her arms around his neck. 

He returned the embrace, puzzled. 

"Don't you ever do that to me again," she said. "I mean 

it." 

"I'll try not to." 

"You'd better." 

When they broke apart, he saw that her eyes were red. She'd 

been crying. His heart sank. What was he doing to the people he 

loved most? That was no way to treat anyone. Still, he knew 

better than to tell them to forget about him. They were all too 

stubborn to leave him alone. 

"We need to get moving again," he said. 

Melanie frowned. "There's no rush, Jay. You're sick." 

"I've been sick," he said. 

Sean came over to rejoin the group. When he saw the looks 

on Maia and Melanie's faces, his expression hardened. "Wait, 

what's happening?" 

"Jay thinks we should get moving again," Melanie said. 

"We should," Jay retorted. "No point waiting around here 

for me to have another seizure." 
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Maia shot him a look to freeze lava. "Don't even joke about 

that." 

"She's right," Sean said. "You had us all terrified." 

"All the more reason for us to keep moving," Jay replied. 

"The longer we sit here and wait, the worse my chances of making 

it out of this tunnel alive." 

Maia drew her arm back as though she wanted to slap him, 

but she didn't follow through. When he looked at her, Jay saw 

the pain behind her eyes--pain and sheer horror. She didn't want 

to think about him dying. He felt a twinge of guilt for bringing 

it up, but that was their reality now--Jay was on the precipice, 

about to fall into oblivion. They needed to act fast if they 

wanted to save him. 

"Please," Jay said. "We need to keep going." 

Sean exchanged worried glances with Melanie. Maia wouldn't 

look at anyone, electing instead to stare down at the floor. Jay 

wondered if she was trying not to cry - she tended to look down 

when she was holding back tears. 

"Are you well enough?" Sean asked. 

"No," Jay said, "but if we wait until I'm well enough, I'll 

die here in this tunnel." 

Maia shot up and slung Jay's duffel bag over her shoulder. 

She set her jaw. "Let's do this." 
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Sean pulled Melanie to her feet before offering Jay a hand 

up. He struggled to rise on his own, but after a minute or so, 

gave up and grabbed Sean's fingers. As he staggered to stay 

upright, the floor of the tunnel tilted. Melanie rushed over and 

braced against his shoulder. 

"All right, mate?" 

He nodded without convincing himself. "As long as we keep 

moving, I'm going to be fine." 

For Maia, Sean, and Melanie's sakes, he hoped he was 

telling the truth. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Salvation 

 

The four of them spent a few hours napping to get Jay's 

strength back up. Each time Jay woke up, he worried that 

something had happened to him. He caught Melanie watching him a 

couple of times. Neither of them said a word about it. At one 

point, she reached over and grabbed his hand. He laced their 

fingers together. 

"Try to sleep," she whispered. 

He dozed, but never fell fully unconscious again. 

Sean was the first member of the group to get up. He 

stretched his arms over his head and rising to his feet. Jay let 

go of Melanie's hand before Sean saw what was going on. When 

Sean walked over to where they were resting, Jay feigned a 

yawned. 

"Hello," Sean said, "you all right then?" 
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When he closed his eyes, he felt like they were on fire. At 

the same time, he was freezing - the insanity of illness. He 

recognized the feeling right away. 

"I have a fever." 

Sean looked at him like he'd grown a third arm. "Are you 

kidding?" 

"No. I've felt better." 

Melanie rushed over and put an arm around him. She pressed 

the back of her hand to his forehead. Her skin was cold. She 

frowned. 

"He's burning up. We need to get help right away." 

"We're in a tunnel," Sean said. "There's no help here now." 

"I just need to lie down," Jay murmured. Everything felt 

heavy. Sleeping for a little bit longer would help. Once he got 

some rest, he'd be good to go again. He was certain that another 

nap was all he needed to get better. When he woke back up, they 

could get moving again. 

"Don't close your eyes," Maia said. She had woken up and 

was standing in front of him with her hands on her hips. He 

blinked. When had she gotten up? How long had she been standing 

there? 

"Just want to sleep," Jay mumbled. If he could just rest 

for a couple of minutes... 
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"No," Maia said. "Jay, you can't sleep. Your fever is too 

high, and we don't know if..." Her voice trailed off. She was 

worried that he was going to die. They all were. He knew it. But 

he didn't have any words to reassure them with. 

Jay reached out to Maia, but his hand missed her shoulder. 

The gesture made him stumble. Maia rushed forward and grabbed 

his elbow. Her skin felt cold, too. She stood on tiptoe and 

pressed frigid lips to his forehead. She smelled like home. It 

hurt too much. 

"God," she said. "We can't stay here. We have to get him 

through this tunnel right now." 

Jay opened his mouth to speak and vomited instead. The acid 

stung his throat and the inside of his nose. Thankfully, none of 

it got on his friends. In spite of his fever, he was aware that 

that would have been terrible. 

"I feel a little better now." 

Maia clicked her tongue. "Your head is on fire. You need a 

doctor." 

"I feel fine." 

"Jay," Maia said, "can we talk for a minute?" 

"Don't feel much like talking. Just want to sleep." 

"I know, honey, but you can't sleep now. It's too 

dangerous." 
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"We need to start walking like right now," Sean said. "We 

don't have too much farther to go. If we only have to make one 

more stop, we should make it to Calais in close to two hours." 

"Is Jay going to make it two more hours?" Melanie asked. 

"He has to," Maia said. 

Why was she talking like he wasn't there? Jay wanted to 

ask, but his tongue was too heavy. His eyelids drooped. Maia's 

fingers tightened on his elbow. She squeezed, hard, until he 

opened his eyes again. 

"Come on," she said, "let's walk and talk." 

He didn't want to do either of those things. He just wanted 

to lie down in the tunnel and sleep. Still, Maia was upset, and 

it was all his fault. The least he could do was accommodate her. 

Jay let her lead him toward what he assumed was the end of 

the tunnel. If he had heard and remembered correctly, he only 

had to stay alive for two more hours. Once they got to Calais... 

what would happen, exactly? Back in London, Sean had made it 

sound like finding help was a done deal. The more Jay thought 

about it, the more he doubted anything could be that easy. Did 

Sean even know where the scientist lived? Was she close to the 

Chunnel? And what was going to happen if the virus had gotten 

her, too? 

Were the four of them making their journey for nothing? 
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His stomach lurched again, but he was tired of throwing up. 

He forced himself to focus on the feel of Maia's hand on his arm 

instead. Melanie and Sean walked several paces behind them, 

speaking in low voices that Jay couldn't hear. 

"Do you remember when we went to the lake house?" Maia 

asked. 

"Which time?" Jay asked. 

"You had just turned twelve," she said. "I don't remember 

how old. I got to invite my friend Shantae, and you were head-

over-heels in love with her." Jay felt, rather than saw, the 

smile on his sister's face. "You thought you were a big shot. 

You had this master scheme for seducing her while we were all 

together." 

"I didn't," he said. The memory was there, but it felt 

foreign, as though someone had dropped it into his mind. Was 

that the fever's doing? 

"You did," she said. "We went swimming one evening before 

it got dark. The three of us were laughing and splashing each 

other. We were having a great time until we realized that we'd 

forgotten our towels." Maia guided Jay around a fallen pipe. "I 

agreed to run inside and get them if you stayed in the water 

with Shantae. I don't know what happened, but when I came back, 

she was treading water and laughing while you stormed out ad 

snatched a towel out of my hand." 
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He remembered now--the naive optimism of first love, the 

twinge of lust and nerves, and the cold slap of rejection. Jay 

had tried to kiss Shantae, and she'd laughed in his face. He 

spent the rest of the trip sulking in the cabin. Everyone 

thought he was sick. 

"She didn't want me to kiss her," he said. 

"Of course not," Maia said. "You were only twelve years 

old." 

The fever had let up enough for him to focus. Jay ran 

through the events of the vacation in his head, smiling when he 

remembered all the times that Maia had come to check on him. 

Back then, he'd been annoyed. Now, he understood how much she 

cared about him--even then, when they were both bratty 

adolescents. 

"I love you," he said. 

Maia stopped walking. She tugged his elbow, and he stopped, 

too. 

"Please don't say that now," she said. 

"Why not?" he asked. 

"I'm scared that it's the last time I could hear you say 

that."  

Her voice was small, and Jay felt like he was a child 

again, both of them hiding behind the curtains and giggling 

while their father pretended he couldn't find them. 
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"Say you love me, too," he said. 

"Of course," she said, "of course I do. You know I always 

will." 

Jay swallowed and covered her hand with his own. He was 

overcome by a depth of emotion unlike any he'd ever experienced. 

As much as he loved his friends, Maia was a part of him. She was 

blood. She was family. 

As long as she was by his side, he felt he'd be all right. 

By the time they reached the end of the Chunnel and saw 

fingers of light stretching out through the cracks in the 

boards, Jay's fever had broken. He was covered in sweat and 

shaking. He felt like shit, but he was happy. 

"We made it," Sean said. 

"We made it," Jay repeated. 

Sean and Meanie tore down the boards covering the exit. 

They fell away like paper, having warped and rotted with time 

and weather. Jay looked over at Maia and saw she was crying. He 

squeezed her hand. 

"It's all going to be okay now," he said. 

"Yes," she said, "it just might be." 

She rested her head on his shoulder, and the two of them 

watched as the last of the boards came down and the city of 

Calais spread before them like salvation. 

# 
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Jay drew in the salty sea air. He knew Calais was on the 

ocean, but he couldn't believe how close they were. He hadn't 

been to the ocean in years. 

Shortly after meeting Sean and Melanie, he and Maia had 

gone with them on holiday in Brighton. The air and sea were 

colder than Jay expected, but they'd had a great time all the 

time. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that 

that was the last time he'd truly been happy--before any of them 

understood the power of the virus. 

As they walked through the streets of the small port town, 

Jay felt lightheaded. His fever was gone, but he was too weak to 

walk much further. He was surprised he'd made it out of the 

Chunnel in one piece. Cold sweat beaded on his skin. Was he 

going to pass out? 

Maia's hand found his shoulder. "Hey, what's the matter?" 

"I don't know," he said. "How far away are we?" 

Sean shrugged. "To be honest... I have no idea what we're 

to be looking for." 

Melanie shot him a look. "What does that mean?" 

"I mean," he said, "I don't know where this scientist 

lives." 

"You did the bloody research. You proposed the plan." 

"I was grasping at straws. What other options did we have?" 

He stopped in the middle of the street and looked from one end 
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of town to the other. "I don't know if we should look for a 

hospital or a lab or some kind of estate--" 

"You don't know," Melanie said. "You just took a wild 

guess." She folded her arms over her chest. "What if we came 

here for nothing, hm? What if Jay had died in that tunnel?" 

"I'm not out of the woods yet," Jay said. 

"Jesus," Sean said, "stop saying that shite." 

After a minute or two of silence, the group continued 

walking. Jay felt an odd mixture of fatigue and contentment. 

Walking the Chunnel had exhausted him. He wasn't sure if they 

would ever find help, or if the scientist Sean mentioned even 

had a cure. Still, he was with the people he loved most in the 

world. They would be with him until the end. If nothing else, he 

counted himself lucky that he wouldn't die alone. 

"Wipe that look off your face," Sean said. 

"What look?" Jay asked. 

"You look bloody peaceful. It's freaking me out." 

"Why?" Jay asked. 

"I know that look," Sean said. "It's the same look I saw on 

my sister's face, moments before she died." 

Maia swore, grabbed Jay's arm, and jerked him to her side. 

"I'm not letting you out of my sight. You're not going to die 

right now either, you hear me? Not allowed." 
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Jay smirked, despite the fact that Maia looked murderous. 

"Since when do you get to tell me what to do?" 

"I'm the big sister. Shut up and walk." 

He felt a fleeting twinge of guilt when he remembered the 

way he'd spoken to her back at the flat. He'd said he was 

stronger. Why had he said that? His face burned at the memory. 

He'd had no idea. Maia was much stronger than he ever imagined. 

How many other people could go through what she was, managing to 

remain hopeful in spite of the inevitable? 

He hadn't given her enough credit. He owed her an apology. 

Jay was about to say something to Maia when his throat 

seized and he lost his breath. He gasped in enough air to cough, 

doubling over and clutching his sides yet again. Maia put her 

hands on his back while the spasms racked his body. When he was 

finished, there was blood on his hands and in his mouth. He 

could taste it. 

"That's the first time you've coughed in a while," Maia 

said. She meant it to be reassuring, but it terrified Jay. Maybe 

she'd forgotten that their parents had stopped coughing on their 

deathbeds. He certainly hadn't. 

"It's okay," he said. "I might need to sit down." 

The lightheadedness had blossomed into full-fledged 

vertigo. If they didn't stop moving, he was going to throw up. 
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That was when he heard her voice, shouting from the 

distance. 

"You! Does he need help?" 

It was a voice Jay didn't recognize - soft and feminine, 

with a light French accent. She sounded at least a few years 

older than Melanie, intelligent and authoritative. He looked up 

to see who the voice belonged to, and his vision went dark. He 

blinked hard to try to clear it.  

"Jay," Melanie said. "Stay with us, please." 

"Our friend is sick," Sean shouted. 

Jay's head was a rock he could barely hold up. A weight had 

settled on his chest, making it difficult to stand, let alone 

breathe. A pleasant tingling spread through his limbs. Was he 

dying? Was this what had happened to his parents, too? 

"Maia," he said. 

"I'm here," she replied. Her hands found his face. She 

couldn't stop touching him. "Jay, stay awake. We need you 

conscious, okay? Someone's coming to help." 

"Who?" he asked. "Mom?" 

"He's delirious," Melanie said. Jay felt annoyed. He wasn't 

delirious - he knew exactly what was going on around him. He was 

dying and for some reason Maia hadn't gone to get their mother 

just yet. What was taking her so long? Did she want him to die? 
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"Maia," he said, "shut up and get Mom. I need her to help 

me." 

"Jesus," Sean said. 

"Shh," Maia said. "It'll all be okay. She's coming here 

now." 

Jay smiled. "Mom is?" 

"Yes, Jay. Keep your eyes open and talk to me until she 

gets here, all right?" 

"All right," he said. He wasn't upset with Maia anymore. 

She had done what he wanted and their mom was on her way. As 

soon as she saw Jay, she'd be overcome with worry. Her forehead 

would crease with worry, the way it always did when he was sick, 

and then she would put a wet washcloth on his head. He could 

smell chicken soup simmering on the stove already. As much as he 

hated being sick, he cherished the feeling of being so loved. 

His vision darkened again. He didn't fight it this time. 

His eyelids felt closed. Someone's footsteps echoed off the 

cobblestone--they were running toward him. Maia's hands were on 

his back. Someone else's touched his neck, feeling for a pulse. 

That someone was a woman, with long nails and slender fingers. 

Her hands were cold. 

"Merde, we should get him inside. How long has he been 

sick?" 

"Where's Mom?" Jay asked. 
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"Oh, Jay," Maia said. And then, he remembered. His mother 

wasn't coming because she was dead. His father was dead, too. 

His sister was dying. He would die, too, if he didn't get help. 

His eyelids flew open, and he stared at the most beautiful woman 

he'd ever seen. 

"How long have you been sick?" she asked. 

"Three weeks," he said. "I didn't tell anyone." He wasn't 

sure why he let her know the second part. Perhaps he still felt 

guilty about keeping such a massive secret from his loved ones. 

The woman, whose skin was a shade somewhere between Melanie 

and Maia's, pushed her glasses up on her nose. She tilted her 

head to study him. 

"Thank God you came to me. I'm Dr. Devereaux." 

"You're kidding," Sean said. "We've been looking for you. 

We came straight from England." 

"England?" she asked. "How in God's name did you get here 

from England?" 

"Chunnel," Jay said. Everything felt far away. The horizon 

was dissolving. He didn't have time to make small talk in the 

street. "Need to go inside. Not feeling so good." 

"Of course," Dr. Devereaux said. "Your friends will help 

you. Follow me, please." 

Maia eased one of Jay's arms over her shoulders, while Sean 

got the other. Melanie trailed behind them, not saying anything. 



Morgan / BLOOD AND WATER / 98 

 

What was he thinking? Jay couldn't imagine. She hadn't said much 

since they'd come out of the tunnel. Was she as scared for him 

as everybody else was? The thought of upsetting her tore him 

apart. 

One minute, they were in the street. The next, they were 

inside. Jay was vaguely aware he was being laid down on a couch 

in some kind of flat, but that was all he understood. How had 

they gotten into the flat? Who did it belong to? What was going 

on? 

He was too tired, too tired to ask. 

His eyes fell closed again. Something heavy, cold, and wet 

settled on his forehead. He brushed his fingers over it and 

discovered a washcloth. 

"Try to rest," Dr. Devereaux said. "You're in good hands. 

We'll watch over you." 

He wanted to ask who she was, where they were, and how she 

was going to help him. He wanted to ask how Melanie felt, if 

Maia was all right, and if Sean was still angry. A million 

different questions raced through his mind. He didn't have an 

ounce of energy to voice them. 

Jay knew he should sleep, but his mind refused to quiet. He 

drifted on the edge of consciousness, catching snippets of 

conversation in hushed voices going on around him. 
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"Experimental, yes, but... might be all you've got." That 

was the doctor's voice. 

Sean spoke next. Jay couldn't make out what he was saying 

except for the last word. "No." 

"We should," Maia said. "We might not have another choice." 

"It's too risky," Melanie replied. "He... want us to... 

him. If he..." 

Their voices sounded so far away. Was he drifting, or were 

they? If he opened his eyes, would he still be in the flat, or 

was he floating somewhere in the middle of the ocean? 

"No," Sean said. "Not without... consent." 

He recognized that word. He knew he should say something. 

"Y-yes." 

"What's that?" the doctor asked. 

"Yes," Jay said more clearly. His eyes wouldn't open. He 

struggled to keep speaking. "I said, I consent." 

"Absolutely not," Sean said. "He doesn't even know what 

we're talking about." 

"He consented," Maia said. "Maybe he does." 

Jay had no idea what they were talking about, but he 

thought it might have something to do with treatment. With a 

great deal of effort, he managed to open his eyes. Maia was 

sitting on the floor next to the couch. He reached down and took 

her hand. 
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"What do you think, sis?" 

"I'm willing to try it if you are," she said. 

"Excellent," Dr. Devereaux said. "We'll start testing in 

the morning." 

Jay felt a strange sense of peace overwhelm him. His eyes 

fell closed again. Maia let go of his hand and let it fall to 

the floor. He drifted into sleep thinking that, just maybe, 

everything would be okay. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

The Unfairness of It All 

 

When Jay woke up, he had no idea what was going on. 

Everything looked foreign. There was something damp and heavy on 

his forehead. He reached up and discovered a wash cloth. With a 

single touch, everything came flooding back to him: the Chunnel, 

Calais, Dr. Devereaux, and treatment. He'd consented to 

treatment without really knowing what it entailed. Was that 

wise? Probably not. Did it matter? Not at all. 

He couldn't wait around for death, whether it was his or 

Maia's. They had to do something to find a solution. 

When he tried to sit up, someone pressed a hand against his 

chest. He looked up to see Dr. Devereaux standing over him, 

frowning in the waning light. How much time had passed? How long 

had he been asleep? Was it sunset already? 

"Where's Maia?" he asked. 
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"She's across the hall," she said. "We've all been waiting 

for you to wake up." 

Jay took the washcloth off his head and set it on the 

floor. Dr. Devereaux made no move to pick it up. After looking 

around, he noticed that they were the only people around. 

"Where are my friends?" 

"Across the hall," she repeated, "in the laboratory. If you 

feel up to it, we'll go there now." 

A laboratory. That meant chemicals, instruments, science - 

potentially even a cure. He swung his legs over the side of the 

couch, planting his feet on the floor. Dr. Devereaux hovered 

over him. When he started to stand, she grabbed his arm. The 

contact surprised him. Her hand was cold. 

"Careful," she said. "You're weak. We'll go slowly." 

He didn't feel weak, but he was still groggy. When was the 

last time he'd had a full night's sleep? He couldn't remember. 

He needed to rest. Maybe if he got a few more hours' sleep, he'd 

feel better. 

"It's okay." He lowered himself down onto the couch. "I 

think I'll just sleep for a little bit longer." 

Dr. Devereaux didn't let go of his arm. "Jay, you've slept 

enough. We need to get you some food and water and check your 

vitals. You're malnourished, dehydrated, and very, very ill. Do 

you understand?" 
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It took too much effort to answer her. Jay put his feet up 

and stretched out on the couch. He turned over on his side. 

"Jay," she said, "se il vous plait. Please." 

He let his eyes fall closed. "I'll get up in a minute." 

Why did everyone want him to use so much energy? Didn't 

they know how sick he was? He needed his rest. He felt like he'd 

walked halfway around the world. He'd had a seizure, for God's 

sake. Why couldn't everyone just leave him alone and let him 

sleep for a while? 

A white-hot pain exploded against his cheek. His eyes 

snapped open. Dr. Devereaux stood with her hand out, massaging 

her palm. His fingers probed his skin. It burned. 

"You slapped me," he said. 

"I had to," she said. "I'm sorry, but we really need to get 

you taken care of. Please, get up now and we'll go see your 

friends." 

When Jay stood up, he took a good long look at her. It was 

the first time he'd been able to. She was beautiful, but in a 

way that frightened him. Her lips beckoned, but her eyes 

opposed. There was a ferocity in them that startled him. He took 

a step back. 

"I'm sorry," she said. 

"It doesn't hurt much. I'll be fine." 
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"I shouldn't have slapped you. I didn't know what else to 

do." 

She was still rubbing her hand. The slap had done more 

damage to her than it had to him. 

"I'm ready," Jay said. 

Oddly enough, she took his hand and led him toward the 

door. The room spun, but he resisted the vertigo. Was he ever 

going to feel normal again, or would every movement be a 

struggle until the day he died? He didn't want to think about 

it. None of that mattered. 

Dr. Devereaux opened the door and waited for him to step 

through it. She didn't close or lock it behind them--there was 

no need. No one else was in the building. Anyone who'd lived 

there had died already. The hallway was still--not just quiet, 

but still. The hair on the nape of Jay's neck stood on end. He 

could feel death oozing out of the walls. 

"How many people used to live here?" he asked. 

"Hundreds," she said, "and they all died around the same 

time. The virus spreads quickly in close quarters." 

"I know." 

She led him through the open door opposite the apartment. 

Jay could tell that someone had lived there at some point. There 

was still furniture there, but it had all been pushed against 

the wall to make room for laboratory equipment. A stainless 
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steel gurney sat in the middle of the space, skirted by machines 

he didn't recognize. Three massive bookcases stood against the 

rear wall, loaded with medicine, syringes, and every other 

medical necessity that Jay could imagine. In the corner by the 

window, there was an enormous X-ray machine. He looked to the 

other end of the apartment. There was a treadmill with surgical 

scrubs and gloves draped over it. A fine layer of dust had 

settled over the track. He wondered if the machine had ever been 

used. 

Sean sat on the floor, leaned on the gurney. Melanie sat 

beside him, resting her head on his shoulder. Her eyes were 

closed. He didn't see Maia anywhere. 

"Where's my sister?" he asked. 

Dr. Devereaux gestured to a staircase Jay hadn't noticed. 

They were in a studio loft. "Up there, still resting." 

"Can I go up and see her?" 

"She's your sister," Sean said. 

Jay gripped the cool railing and took his time ascending 

the staircase. His body rebelled against every step. Pain knifed 

him in the ribs halfway up, and he doubled over, clutching his 

sides. It felt familiar in the worst way. Last time, the pain 

had been followed by vomit and blood. He'd almost passed out. He 

didn't want any of that to happen again. 
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Someone came up behind him and touched his back. He turned 

around, still holding himself. Dr. Devereaux stood there, 

frowning at him. 

"Maybe it's not the best idea for you to take the stairs." 

He fought the urge to argue. He was in too much pain to 

speak. Dr. Deveraux mistook his silence for agreement, put her 

arm around him, and guided him back to where Sean and Melanie 

were waiting. When they saw him, they stood. Jay could tell by 

their faces that he didn't look right. His seizure in the 

Chunnel had changed everything. They were no longer pretending 

that everything was fine. 

"I want to run some tests on you," Dr. Devereaux said. 

"Maia, too, when she wakes up." 

"What kind of tests?" Jay asked. There was a tickle in the 

back of his throat, and he didn't want to talk too much for fear 

of aggravating it. The last thing he wanted was to cough and 

throw up. He wasn't going to be the one to ruin the laboratory. 

If Maia did, that was one thing, but he--wait. If he'd had to 

wake up so urgently, why was Maia still asleep? 

"What happened to Maia while I was out, doctor?" 

"What makes you think something happened?" she asked. 

Sean stepped forward. Melanie followed him. She couldn't 

look Jay in the eyes. 

"She had a seizure," Sean said. 
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"Worse than mine?" 

"About the same. Still, it wasn't good." 

Melanie walked past Sean and put a hand on Jay's shoulder. 

"She's getting worse, Jaybird. It's happening fast. She 

shouldn't be so sick so soon. You've been ill longer than she 

has." 

He knew what Sean was thinking because he was thinking the 

same thing: Jay was supposed to be the one to die first, not 

Maia. Based on everything they knew about the virus, he was due 

to go anywhere within the next week or two. Maia had only been 

sick for a week, but if she was already having seizures... 

"Dr. Devereaux," Jay said, "can I please see my sister?" 

She considered the idea for a minute or two before nodding. 

"All right. I'll help you." She slipped her arm around him 

again, and the two of them started toward the stairs. Jay was 

comforted by her presence, in spite of his unfamiliarity with 

her. She smelled like roses. It wasn't unpleasant. "I hope you 

don't think I'm deliberately keeping anything from you." 

The pain in his side had let up enough for him to 

straighten up before they started on the stairs. "No, I just 

want you to be honest with me about Maia. From here on out. Do 

we have a deal?" 

"Of course," she said. "You have my word. I will never lie 

to you about your sister's condition." 
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"Good," Jay said. 

"Good," she agreed. 

Dr. Devereaux helped Jay climb the stairs to the loft. It 

was a slow, agonizing process. Before the virus, climbing stairs 

was something he'd taken for granted. How much longer would he 

be physically able to climb stairs? How long would Maia? 

When they got to the top of the staircase, Jay saw the loft 

was small and sparse, with a bed against one wall and a desk 

against the other. There was a rug on the floor, and little else 

in the way of decoration. When he looked at the desk, he saw a 

small standing mirror, a hairbrush, and a bottle of perfume. Did 

Dr. Devereaux sleep there sometimes, or were those belongings 

someone else's? 

Maia was curled into a tight ball on the bed. The duvet had 

been thrown aside. She was sweaty and her eyes moved beneath her 

eyelids as she dreamed. Jay took a step toward her, reached out 

his hand, and brushed his fingers over her forehead. She was 

burning up. 

"Have you given her anything to bring her fever down?" he 

asked. 

"I didn't want to give her anything while you weren't 

here," she said. "I wasn't sure if she had allergies, or if any 

of her organs were in danger." 

"She's dying," he replied. "All of them are in danger." 
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He sat down on the bed. Maia shifted in her sleep, but she 

didn't wake up. If his own post-seizure weakness had been 

anything to go by, she was exhausted and would most likely sleep 

for several hours. Regardless of how long she'd slept before he 

woke up, he wouldn't be surprised if she slept through the 

evening and late into the night. She'd been through a lot in the 

past few days. 

Dr. Devereaux sat down on the bed next to Jay. She folded 

her hands in her lap and looked at them. "I don't know if you 

remembered consenting to treatment, but if you want to move 

forward, we need to start testing as soon as possible." She 

turned her head to look at Maia. Concern flashed in her eyes. 

"You two might have a more aggressive form of the virus. It's 

prone to mutation. We can't be too careful." 

Mutation was how the virus had started. Jay didn't like 

hearing that awful word again. His lips narrowed into a thin 

line. He was trying not to scream about the unfairness of it 

all. 

"What's your blood type?" Dr. Devereaux asked. 

"I don't know," he answered. 

"What do you mean?" 

Jay raised and lowered his shoulders. "I'm afraid of 

needles. Never needed to find out." 
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"Afraid of needles," she repeated. "Never needed to find 

out." Dr. Devereux chewed the inside of her cheek. What was she 

thinking about? Did she think he was one of those anti-vaccine 

people? Did she blame him and his family for the mutation of the 

virus? 

"I've had shots before. I'm just afraid of needles. I mean, 

I even got the flu vaccine before this whole thing started." He 

sounded defensive, but he couldn't stop himself. He didn't want 

her blaming him. He refused to hold the burden of half the 

world's death. "I can take them, I just don't like to. But if 

you need to know my blood type, let's get it over with." 

"I'm just worried you've lost a lot of blood. When Maia had 

her seizure, there was a lot of--" She cut herself off. Jay 

looked at her sharply. "I'm so sorry, Jay. I didn't want to 

worry you." 

"It's too late for that. Just tell me what happened." 

Dr. Devereaux looked at him for a long time, saying 

nothing. Her gaze drifted down to her hands in her lap. 

"Maia had a grand mal seizure. She started bleeding from 

her eyes." 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

An Empty Syringe 

 

Jay sat on the edge of the bed with his face in his hands 

for what felt like an hour. Dr. Devereaux had abandoned rubbing 

his back in favor of examining Maia--something that would be 

much more useful in the long run. He kept turning her words over 

in his head--Maia had a grand mal seizure. She started bleeding 

from her eyes. He wanted to throw up, but he didn't want to 

move. He wasn't going to vomit in the laboratory, either. 

His chest was tight. He couldn't breathe. He knew he was 

dying, but he really felt like it. The more he thought about 

what was going on with Maia, the more he hoped he went first so 

Dr. Devereaux could focus on saving her instead. He wasn't worth 

saving. He'd done some bad things. He remembered everything he'd 

said to Maia while their parents were dying. He cringed every 

time the memories touched him. 
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Maia's fingers brushed against his arm. The contact jolted 

him. "Jay, what's wrong?" 

He raised his head. "You had a seizure." 

"Did you see it?" 

"No." 

"Was it a bad one?" 

Jay looked at Dr. Devereaux. "I'm not the one to ask." 

The doctor wasn't looking either of them in the eye. 

Instead, she busied herself pressing a stethoscope to Maia's 

chest. The longer he stared, the more he seethed. He wasn't just 

angry with the virus anymore. Dr. Devereaux was withholding 

vital information. 

"Tell me what's happening to Maia," he said. 

"I don't know," she said, "but I'll do everything I can to 

figure it out." 

"I've only been sick for a week," Maia said. 

Jay knew what she was thinking--he'd been sick for much 

longer, and he was only beginning to suffer from seizures. If 

she was experiencing them after such a short time, the strain in 

her body was much more aggressive than the one in his. 

That wasn't good. 

"We'll need to run some blood and organ function tests," 

Dr. Devereaux said. "I've studied enough of this virus to know 

that you're not in immediate danger. Still, it bothers me that 
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your symptoms are escalating so quickly..." She bit her lip, 

lowered the stethoscope, and stuck a thermometer under Maia's 

tongue. "Jay, I'll need to test you, too. I'll warn you now--

there are needles involved." 

He swallowed. "That's a problem." 

"We'll take it one thing at a time," she replied. 

Maia readjusted the thermometer in her mouth. She didn't 

say anything, but Jay could tell by the crease between her eyes 

that she was worried. Judging by her eyes, she was worried about 

him. She was the one who'd had a grand mal seizure, and she was 

concerned for her brother. Jay felt a surge of affection for 

her. 

He grabbed Maia's hand and held it in his. What was he 

supposed to say in a situation like that? What could he do to 

alleviate her fears? He had so many of his own. It didn't seem 

right for him to comfort her when he was a vortex of panic 

inside. 

There was a loud clang from downstairs. Sean swore. 

Jay and Dr. Devereaux leapt to their feet. The sudden 

movement made Jay dizzy. The loft tilted to one side. 

Dr. Devereaux braced his shoulder. "Stay here. I'll go tend 

to that." 

"Those are my friends," Jay said. 

"You're not well. Rest. I'll be back in a minute." 
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Jay took a step forward. Dr. Devereaux's grip on his 

shoulder stayed firm. 

"Please," she said. "Let me take care of this." 

He sat down on the bed again and watched her walk away. 

Maia's hand found his again. He'd never noticed before how small 

it was. When they were children, her hands had been bigger than 

his. He remembered the way she closed her fingers around his 

tiny fist. 

When had everything become so strange and complicated? 

Sean swore again. Dr. Devereaux said something that Jay 

couldn't hear. Why wasn't Melanie saying anything? What was she 

doing? 

"What do you think is going on?" Maia asked. 

Jay shushed her. What was everybody saying? Sean and Dr. 

Devereaux were talking in hushed voices. Sean's tone bordered on 

hysterical. Jay's stomach tied itself into a knot. He didn't 

know what was happening, but it didn't sound good. 

"Stay here," he said. 

"Where are you going?" 

"Downstairs. I want to see what's happening." 

It felt like it took Jay a century to make it down the 

stairs. He kept a firm grip on the railing as he went, making 

sure to take the stairs one at a time. He was incredibly dizzy. 

His stomach twisted with each movement, thick with dread. 
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Whatever was happening downstairs, it wasn't anything good. The 

way the loft was set up, the wall along the stairs kept him from 

seeing anything. He had to stop halfway down to catch his 

breath. What was going on in the kitchen? Would he be able to 

help once he got down there? Why couldn't he hear Melanie's 

voice? 

"Jay," Maia called at the top of the stairs, "come back up 

here. You're going to exhaust yourself." 

He wanted to tell her that he was already exhausted. He had 

been exhausted for such a long time already. Besides, if 

something had happened to Melanie, he needed to know right away. 

He felt responsible for her somehow - if she got sick, he would 

only have himself to blame. His mind flitted back to the memory 

of their kiss. Guilt seized his gut. Why had he told her to kiss 

him? They both knew that it was a terrible idea. The virus was 

highly contagious. What had they been thinking? Had they been 

thinking at all? 

Jay started down the rest of the stairs and tripped. His 

body jerked forward, and he tightened his grip on the railing. 

His arm shouted in protest as it held his weight back. 

"Jay," Maia said again. 

"I'm okay," he said. Why was she still standing at the top 

of the stairs? Was she determined to watch him go all the way 

down? She should have been resting. "Go back to bed, Maia." 
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After a minute, he started his descent again. It was slow 

going the rest of the way - his chest felt tight, and he kept 

having to pause to catch his breath. His throat burned. He 

needed to cough, but he didn't want to waste any time getting 

down there. Sean was yelling at Dr. Devereaux. She talked back 

to him in soothing tones, but he refused to be comforted. 

Whatever was happening down there was enough to put Sean in an 

emotional tailspin. He wasn't the most levelheaded person to 

begin with, but Jay could hear the serious panic in his voice. 

He was terrified. 

And now, so was Jay. By the time he got to the bottom of 

the stairs, he had to stop himself from breaking off into a 

sprint. His body most definitely could not handle that exertion. 

It felt like he was moving in a dream as he plodded through the 

living room and into the kitchen. Dr. Devereaux was hunched over 

Melanie, who was laid out on the cold floor, flat on her back. 

Melanie's reddish-brown hair covered her face, which was turned 

toward Jay. He couldn't see her expression. Dr. Devereaux 

pressed a slim hand to Melanie's neck, checking for a pulse. 

Sean was leaning against the gurney. A tray of medical 

instruments had been overturned somehow - stainless steel 

scalpels were scattered on the floor around Melanie. Jay guessed 

that was the source of the bang that they'd heard. 
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He dropped to his knees beside Dr. Devereaux. His heartbeat 

pounded in his temples. 

"What happened to her?" 

"She fainted," Sean said. "Don't bloody know why." He 

clutched his left forearm in his right hand. Blood trickled out 

between his fingers. Somehow, he'd been injured - most likely by 

the instruments that has been overturned. 

"You're bleeding," Jay said. "He's bleeding." 

"It's a cut," said Dr. Devereaux, "from a scalpel. He'll be 

fine." 

"What about Melanie?" 

"You should be resting." She smoothed Melanie's hair away 

from her face. Melanie's eyes were closed, and her lips parted 

slightly. She was pale, even more so than usual. Looking at her 

bloodless mouth, Jay felt ashamed. If she'd gotten sick, how 

could he live with himself? His hormones had overridden his 

logic. His kiss could have killed her. Why was he so stupid? 

"Jay," Sean said, "did Mels mention anything to you about 

being sick?" 

He shook his head. "No. You know she would have told you 

first." 

"Yeah, well not everyone is forthcoming about that kind of 

news, apparently." He shot Jay a look that oozed venom. It was 

appalling. 
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Jay ignored the dig. There wasn't any blood on Melanie that 

he could see, which was a blessing, however small it seemed. Dr. 

Devereaux moved her hand to Melanie's forehead, muttering 

something in French that Jay couldn't understand. After a few 

seconds, she took her hand away and wiped it on her pants. 

"Clammy," she said. "She has a fever. It's exhaustion." 

"You sure about that?" Jay asked. He couldn't ignore his 

hunch that it was so much more than that. The virus had come for 

almost everyone he loved. Why should he have expected Melanie to 

be the exception? 

"No, but I'll confirm it. We just need to run some tests." 

She touched Melanie's face again, then got up from the floor. 

Sean was watching her every move. She held a hand out to him. 

"Let me look at that arm again." 

"You can help me out as soon as she's sorted," he said. 

Jay held Melanie's hand. Her fingers were cold. She looked 

small and helpless on the floor, like a discarded doll. It hurt 

so much to look at her that he had to turn away. His eyes met 

Sean's. 

"I'm sure the doctor's right. It's been a crazy few days." 

Sean stared down at his arm. "It bloody well figures. I'm 

sick of this shite." 

Dr. Devereaux rummaged through the shelves of the 

bookcases. Once she found what she was looking for, she pulled 
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it out and held it up to the light - an empty syringe. Jay 

sucked in a breath. His vision darkened. The needle glinted in 

the light and made him sick to his stomach. He looked back at 

Melanie. He refused to pass out. 

"I'm going to draw some blood," Dr. Devereaux said. "That's 

still the most effective way to check for the virus. Jay, do you 

think you could help me find a vein in her arm?" 

Bile burned the back of his throat. He wanted to do 

everything he could to help Melanie, but his fear of needles 

paralyzed him. It was one thing to look at them and quite 

another to see one go into someone's skin, especially when that 

someone was a woman he loved. 

"Sean would do a better job of that," he said. 

"Hell," Sean said, "I wouldn't know what to do." 

"Neither do I," Jay said. "Besides, we both know how I feel 

about needles." 

Sean grimaced. "All right. I guess I can give it a shot." 

"What's going on with Melanie?" 

Jay's head snapped up. Maia was standing at the edge of the 

kitchen with her hand pressed to her mouth. Like Melanie, she 

looked much smaller to Jay than she had before - more fragile. 

It made him feel uneasy. 
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"You should be resting, too," Dr. Devereaux said. "How are 

either of you going to recover when you won't listen to a word I 

say?" 

Maia took a step forward. Her eyes widened in fear. 

"She fainted," Jay said. 

"We don't know why," Sean added. 

"Do you think it could be..." 

Dr. Devereaux sighed. "Less speculation and more science, 

please. I'm trying to get some testing done. Who's going to help 

me with her?" 

"I will," Sean said. He lowered his hand from his arm, but 

it was still bleeding. Red blood splattered on the floor. He 

swore and covered the injury again. "Maybe someone else should 

do it. I don't want to bleed on her." 

"I'll do it," Maia said. She and Dr. Devereaux knelt down 

beside Jay. Maia pulled Melanie's body onto her lap. Dr. 

Devereaux took out a rubber tourniquet, cotton ball, syringe, 

tubing, and an empty vial. Jay had to look away immediately. He 

was going to throw up if he didn't think of something else. 

"Look at me," Sean said. "We don't need another fainter." 

Jay's stomach clenched as he waited for the process to be 

over. When Dr. Devereaux had finished, she took the vial of 

blood over to a centrifuge on one of the bookcases. "All that's 

left to do now is test it," she said. 
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"When will we know?" Jay asked. 

"An hour or so." 

Maia stood and offered Jay a hand to help him up. Neither 

of them asked what would happen if they found out that Melanie 

was sick. It was better to pretend that there was no way that 

would happen. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

Starting Over 

 

It turned out that Melanie did not have the virus. As Dr. 

Devereaux suspected, she suffered from exhaustion. Dr. Devereaux 

decided that the best thing to do was to put Melanie in the bed 

upstairs. 

Once Sean was bandaged up, he went with her. He was lucky 

the cut had only bled a lot - it wasn't nearly as deep as it 

looked. Sean didn't hate needles as much as Jay did, but surely 

he wouldn't have welcomed a series of stitches while his 

girlfriend was passed out where he couldn't see her. He didn't 

seem too keen to sit by and wait for Melanie to wake up, either, 

but Dr. Devereaux assured him that she would be all right after 

she got some rest. Sean needed rest, too. Jay was certain that 

they all did.  

He didn't feel like he'd ever get caught up on sleep. 
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Jay, Maia, and Dr. Devereaux stood downstairs in the 

laboratory proper. Maia was stretched out on the gurney, looking 

especially fragile in the inadequate lighting. The dark circles 

under her eyes were worse than Jay had thought. And why hadn't 

he noticed the way her collarbone stuck out above the collar of 

her shirt? How much weight had she lost? How much had he? 

He looked down at himself, frowning. The virus made him 

puke and sweat and bleed, and he had never given thought to the 

idea that it changed his appearance. What did everyone else see 

when they looked at him? Was he the same Jay that he'd been all 

along, or had the virus changed him in more ways than he knew? 

Was there any way of telling? 

"Jay," said Dr. Devereaux, "we're going to have to take 

your blood samples next. I'd like to figure out your blood type 

in case you need a transfusion." She pushed her glasses up on 

her nose. "Based on your fatigue and overall condition, I'd be 

surprised if you didn't need one already." 

The thought of needles chilled Jay's blood. He'd hated 

needles for as long as he could remember. When he was a child, 

he would sit on his hands and lean back against the wall so that 

the doctors and nurses couldn't get to his veins. He'd never had 

any major surgery growing up, but he had had dental work 

requiring Novocaine. A couple of times, he came close to passing 

out when the dentist stuck the needle in his gum. When their 



Morgan / BLOOD AND WATER / 124 

 

parents were sick, he and Maia had taken turns adjusting their 

IVs. Jay had only been able to do it because he loved them so 

much. Even then, he had to occupy his mind somehow, pretend that 

he was elsewhere while he was doing it. Otherwise, there was no 

way he could've touched the needle. 

"You're going to finish with Maia first, aren't you?" he 

asked. 

"I've already taken some blood from her. She's type AB 

positive." 

Jay blinked. "What does that mean?" 

"Nothing until we find out what you are," she said. "It 

would be best for us to test Melanie and Sean as well. Even if 

your blood is compatible with Maia's, there's no point in giving 

you some of hers when she's just as weak as you are." 

He knew she had a point, but it was still trouble to think 

about how quickly Maia had deteriorated. She had gone downhill 

faster than Jay had anticipated--a week after he'd started 

showing symptoms, he'd felt normal for the most part, minus a 

persistent cough and the taste of blood on his tongue when he 

woke up in the morning. It was certainly nothing like Maia's 

symptoms--vomiting and seizing and bleeding from his eyes. The 

more he thought about her bleeding from her eyes, the more 

terrified he was. Since Dr. Deveraux's confession, they hadn't 

discussed Maia's seizure much. 
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They hadn't discussed what was going on with Melanie, 

either, beyond the fact that she was exhausted. Jay wondered if 

she was hungry ad dehydrated, too. Dr. Devereaux hadn't checked 

for those conditions, had she? She'd only tested for the virus. 

He turned to look at the stairs leading up to the loft. Melanie 

and Sean were fast asleep in the bed up there. He knew Melanie 

was in good hands, but he still wanted to check up on her. 

"How long do you think this will take?" Jay asked the 

doctor. 

"Why?" Maia asked. "You got a hot date?" 

Jay flushed, taken aback by her casual tone. There hadn't 

been much joking since they'd started on their trip. "I'm 

tired," he said. "I want to sleep." 

"Of course," said Dr. Devereaux. "I'll try not to keep you 

long. We just need to get some preliminary items out of the way 

so we can begin the treatment as soon as possible." 

Jay raised and lowered his shoulders in a shrug. He walked 

over to the bookcase and studied the rows of pills, vials, and 

medical instruments on the shelves. As he looked closer, he saw 

a cage on the middle shelf. It housed two white rats, both of 

which were sleeping. 

"Dr. Devereaux," he said. 

"What is it? Something wrong?" 

"These rats," Jay said, "what are they doing in the lab?" 
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Maia rolled her eyes. "What do you think? They're lab rats. 

She experiments on them." 

Dr. Devereaux smirked. "More or less, yes. They're the 

first to go through my experimental treatments. I had five or 

six at one point. That was before I developed the treatment 

method we'll be using." She cleared her throat. "I'm sure you 

both realize that there are a number of risks associated with 

experimental drugs. Without human trials, we have no way of 

anticipating how the treatments might affect you." 

"You haven't tested any of this on humans?" Jay asked. It 

had never occurred to him to ask the question before, and he 

felt foolish for assuming that everything was clear. For all he 

knew, Dr. Devereaux was a mad scientist who spent her free time 

cackling maniacally as she poured effervescent chemicals from 

one vial to another. Was she even qualified to treat the two of 

them? For that matter, was she even a real scientist? 

"I want to see your diplomas," he added, "your 

certifications, licenses, all of that stuff. The sooner the 

better. Where would those be?" 

"Jay," Maia said, "that's no way to talk to someone." She 

wrapped her fingers around the cotton ball on her arm, applying 

pressure to stop the bleeding from the needle's puncture wound. 

With some assistance from Dr. Devereaux, Maia swung her legs 

over the side of the gurney. Then, she slid off and stood beside 
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Jay. "The doctor's been nothing but civil toward us. Why can't 

you respect that?" 

"It's not enough," he said. Civility was not enough--he 

needed proof that she was who she said she was. He was terrified 

of losing himself and Maia and everything left in the world that 

he loved, and he wasn't going to damn himself with any 

oversight. If Dr. Devereaux refused to verify her credentials, 

they would have to take their illness elsewhere. He'd rather 

risk dying on the street than strung out on sketchy drugs in a 

half-assed laboratory. 

"Jay," Maia said. 

"It's all right," Dr. Devereaux said. She took off her 

rubber gloves and tossed them in a trash can marked BIOHAZARD. 

"If Jay wants to see my credentials, I have no issue with that. 

Anything to make the two of you feel more comfortable here." 

"I'm not the one who has the problem," said Maia. 

Jay wanted to tell her what he was thinking, but he 

couldn't in front of Dr. Devereaux. He crossed his arms over his 

chest and tilted his head as he studied the scientist. 

"I want to see them, if you don't mind." 

"Of course," said Dr. Devereaux. "They're across the hall. 

Please, come with me." Then, she said to Maia, "We'll be back 

shortly. Try to relax." 
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Maia lay down on the gurney. Jay watched her for a moment 

before turning to follow the doctor out of the laboratory. Dr. 

Devereaux led him to the door on the other side of the hallway. 

It was still open.  

Jay stepped through and waited for her just inside the 

foyer. He shoved his hands in his pockets. Why was he so 

anxious? He was getting precisely what he'd asked for. He had 

every right to see her credentials--even she agreed. So why did 

he feel like he'd done something wrong? 

To his surprise, Dr. Devereaux pushed the door shut behind 

them. She wiped her hands on the front of her lab coat. "Are you 

still intent on seeing proof of my qualifications, or have you 

calmed down?" 

Her implication annoyed him. Yes, he had acted out of 

frustration, but that didn't change the fact that he wanted to 

know more about her. "Just show them to me, Dr. Devereaux." 

"Fleur," she said. "You can call me Fleur now. My full last 

name takes a about a minute to say." 

She was at least five or six years older than he was. It 

felt strange calling her by something other than her title. 

Still, they were going to be spending a lot of time together, 

and Fleur was easier to say. 

It was also easier to cry out during an emergency. 

Jay swallowed. "After you." 
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Fleur dipped her head and led him down the hallway toward 

what he presumed was her bedroom. He felt uneasy heading that 

way, even though there wasn't anything sexual between them. Why 

had she shut the door behind them, anyway? He couldn't push his 

anxiety out of his mind. 

She nudged the bedroom door open and waited for Jay to step 

through. This time, she did not close the door behind them. 

"Over the bed, on the wall," she said. 

Jay looked in the direction she indicated. There were 

several framed diplomas hung neatly above the headboard, with 

impressive-looking seals and scrawling calligraphy. Oxford, one 

read. He didn't recognize the rest, but that didn't make them 

any less impressive. 

He took his hands out of his pockets, feeling sheepish. 

"I'm sorry." 

She shook her head. "You had no way of knowing. I know you 

care about your sister. You only want what's best." She took a 

step towards him, then held out her hand. "Do you think we could 

start over, get off on the right foot this time? Se il vous 

plait. Please." 

Jay held her hand and shook it. "Pleased to meet you 

again." 

"Likewise," she said. 
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He didn't let go of her hand right away. When he raised his 

eyes to her face, he saw the ghost of a smile on her lips. Why 

had he doubted her? She was trying to help them. She wanted to 

find a cure for Maia as much as he did. He needed to learn to 

trust her, to give her the benefit of the doubt. 

She squeezed his hand. He let go. His face felt hot, and 

his eyes burned. Was he about to cry? That was ridiculous. He 

refused to cry in front of someone he barely knew. 

Fleur stepped forward. She was close enough to reach out 

and touch him, which was precisely what she did. She stood on 

tiptoe and encircled her arms around his neck. 

The contact was startling. Nevertheless, his arms 

automatically went around her waist. She smelled like roses and 

the furthest thing from lab chemicals, which stunned him. That 

wasn't what he'd expected. She wasn't what he'd expected. 

"Thank you," he said. 

She pulled back, slid her hands down his arms, and took his 

hands in hers again. "I promise you I'm going to do everything I 

can to save your sister, Jay. Whatever it takes, I want her to 

live. Do you understand?" 

Her sudden display of affection, coupled with her heartfelt 

dedication, sent his mind reeling. He was trying to process what 

she was saying, but all he could focus on was the way her lips 
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moved as she spoke and the warmth of her fingers wrapped around 

his. 

When he leaned in and kissed her, it felt like a prayer. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Protection 

 

As Jay and Maia went through treatment, the entire group 

adjusted to their new normal with ease. Jay was too preoccupied 

with Fleur to pine after Melanie. She appeared to have gotten 

the message and was working harder to strengthen her 

relationship with Sean.  

Between the two of them, Jay was showing more progress than 

Maia. Fleur said that was to be expected since Jay had been ill 

for longer. She also wondered if the treatment was more 

effective for males than for females. The two rats in the lab 

were undergoing the same treatment as Jay and Maia, but both of 

them were male. There was no way of predicting how the treatment 

would affect Maia down the road. They were just going to have to 

sit back and hope for the best. 
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Jay felt much more optimistic with Fleur on his side. He 

felt a little guilty for sneaking around with her, but he was 

able to justify it by reasoning that he didn't know how much 

time he had left to sneak around with anyone. If the treatment 

failed and he died, he didn't want Melanie to be the only woman 

he'd kissed. At one point, he'd hoped she'd be the first person 

he slept with. Now that his physical relationship with Fleur was 

progressing, he wondered if that hope was going to change. 

Jay, Maia, Sean, and Melanie had been in Calais for a week 

when Fleur first broached the topic of sex. Treatment was going 

so well that Fleur didn't think that Jay was contagious. She and 

Jay were making out on the bed in her apartment. Maia was asleep 

in the laboratory loft, and Melanie and Sean were exploring the 

city. Jay was on his back, with Fleur straddling his waist, her 

legs on either side of him. Her hands rested on either side of 

his head. He held her hips as they kissed. 

"Do you think," she said between kisses, "that we should 

talk about protection?" 

Jay pressed his mouth to her jawline. "What do you mean, 

protection?" 

"Contraception, Jay." 

His head fell back against the pillows. Everything was 

happening so fast. He'd be lying if he said she didn't turn him 

on, but was he ready for sex? Maybe, maybe not. He hadn't had 
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much time to think about it. Part of him told him it was best to 

wait, and the other part urged him to tear her clothes off and 

take her right then and there. 

Jay closed his eyes. He needed a moment. 

Fleur shifted her weight off of him and stretched out 

beside him on the bed. He felt her breath on his neck. "I'm 

sorry. I just thought... well, I thought that we were..." 

Jay shrugged. "It makes sense, I guess." 

"If you think we're moving too fast, we can take a step 

back." 

"No," he said, "that's okay." Blood sloshed in his 

eardrums. Every nerve in his body was electrified whenever she 

touched him. The thought of her mouth so close to his skin made 

him dizzy with want. He needed to focus. He needed to figure out 

what he should do. 

Fleur rested her chin in the crook of her elbow. "I didn't 

mean anything by it, Jay. We don't have to do this if you don't 

want to." She traced circles on the palm of his hand, which 

rested beside her on the bed. "We hadn't discussed what we 

wanted out of this... arrangement." 

She made it sound like they were negotiating a business 

deal. It was a little more complicated than that. 

"No, I know." 
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"But we can do that now, if you want. Would that make it 

easier?" 

He didn't have much blood in his head, but it was spinning 

all the same. He hadn't wanted to die a virgin. Even though 

death no longer seemed so imminent, he still wanted to lose his 

virginity--the sooner the better, as far as he was concerned. 

He'd always assumed it would be Melanie. He'd imagined it 

before, thought about it, even planned some of it. But now, an 

entirely different option presented itself. Fleur was ready and 

willing and single and there, only an inch away, waiting for him 

to make his decision. 

"I don't know," Jay said. "Nothing's easy anymore." 

She pressed her fingers against his lips. "We don't have to 

talk until you think you're ready. For now, it's enough that we 

lie here together." 

He wondered if she expected him to kiss her again. His 

heart wouldn't have been in it. With each minute that passed, 

his arousal faded. Reality came crashing back down and forced 

out his thoughts about making out with Fleur. What did it matter 

if he kissed her or not? He was going to die. Maia was, too. The 

treatment was working, but what if it stopped? What if they'd 

been lulled into a false sense of security? 
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Jay sat bolt upright in bed. Sweat soaked his shirt. Too 

hot. He grabbed the hem and pulled it off over his head, tossing 

it to the floor.  

Fleur mistook his undressing for foreplay and followed his 

example, taking her shirt off, too. Her bra was black. 

Jay averted his eyes. "What are you doing?" 

"You took your shirt off." 

"I was hot, Fleur. I'm sorry." 

She sighed again. "How am I supposed to know what you want 

from me, Jay? One minute, you can't keep your hands off me, and 

the next, you're brooding and--" 

"Brooding?" 

"Yes, you heard me." 

He looked right at her. She was still shirtless, but the 

exposed skin made her look more fragile than sexy. He almost 

pitied her. "I think I should go." 

"I wish you wouldn't," she replied. Her face had softened a 

great deal, and her voice was on the verge of breaking. Why was 

she doing that to him? He hated it when women got emotional. He 

didn't know how he was supposed to make them feel better. It 

made him feel powerless. 

Jay leaned over the edge of the bed t retrieve both their 

shirts. Blood rushed into his head, filling his ears with the 
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echo of his pulse. When he straightened up, the blood poured out 

of his head too quickly. His vision went dark. 

"Jay." 

Cold hands on his face brought him back to the present. 

Fleur was less than an inch away from him, peering into his 

eyes. She looked terrified. 

"I'm okay. I think I just got up too fast." 

She stroked his cheek. "Why don't you let me get you water 

or something?" 

"I'll be fine, Fleur. Just give me a minute." 

"I could give you an iron supplement. I'm concerned about 

you." 

"I said I'll be fine." 

"Please, Jay, let me help you." 

His tongue was heavy. He knew he needed her help, but he 

still wasn't sure he trusted her. 

"I want to check on Maia." 

Fleur lowered her hands from his face. She put her shirt 

back on, then got up from the bed. "If that's what you want." 

In that moment, it was. He put his shirt back on and 

follower Fleur out of the bedroom, down the hall, an into the 

kitchen. What was she doing? 
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As she opened the refrigerator and took out a bottle of 

wine, Jay raised an eyebrow. "I said I wanted to go see Maia. 

That doesn't look anything like my sister." 

"I know," she said. "I need a drink." 

Jay leaned back against the counter and watched her pour 

the dark red liquid into two glasses. "Who's the second one 

for?" 

She smirked and wrapped her fingers around the glasses' 

stems. Before he knew what she was doing, one of them was in his 

hands. "I thought you could use something to help you relax." 

"I've not had much wine," he said. 

"Come on. It's not much different than anything in London." 

"I'm not old enough to drink yet." 

She blinked, her eyes widening. He half-expected her to 

drop her glass. "You've got to be eighteen." 

"Seventeen," he said. "Eighteen in a week." 

Fleur let out a low whistle. He could tell by the look on 

her face that she'd thought he was older. How old was she, 

anyway? He guessed twenty-one just looking at her, but she was a 

doctor, and schooling took time... Jay wanted a definitive 

answer, but he'd been taught it wasn't appropriate to ask a 

woman her age. 

He stared down at the glass in his hand. "Does that change 

things between us?" 
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"No, not for me. What about you?" 

He considered the idea. Since he had no clue how old she 

was, it didn't seem like a big deal that he was a little 

younger. After all, he was used to being the youngest in his 

group of friends, and he was a firm believer in the concept that 

age was only a number. Besides, he really liked her. 

"Not for me, either." 

Fleur smiled and raised her glass. "Shall we toast?" 

"To what?" 

"Freedom. Freedom, optimism, and the promise of tomorrow." 

Those were three things that Jay wholeheartedly believed 

in, even though life had been so difficult lately. He clinked 

his glass against Fleur's, placed it against his mouth, and took 

a slow sip. The wine tasted bitter on his tongue and burned his 

throat as it went down. Still, he liked the way it made him feel 

warmer inside than he had for a while. 

Then again, maybe that was more Fleur's doing than the 

wine's. 

Fleur leaned against the counter beside Jay, linking her 

free arm through his. It amazed him how comfortable he felt with 

her, especially given the fact that they knew so little about 

each other. She knew intimate details of his body as a result of 

research and testing, but he'd yet to see her naked. She knew 
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how to kill him if she wanted to. He didn't even know if she had 

a middle name. 

"What's your middle name?" he asked, almost without 

thinking. 

"Delphine," she said. "What about yours?" 

"Emmanuel," he replied. 

"I like that." 

"Me, too." 

They stood there in silence, sipping their wine and mulling 

things over. Jay would have given anything to know what she was 

thinking. He was thinking about her, and about the past several 

days and weeks, and how crazy it was that a single trek through 

a tunnel could have changed his life so much. If they were back 

in London, would he still be alive? Would Maia? Would anyone? 

"I don't think I've thanked you yet," he said. 

Fleur set her empty glass on the counter. "For what?" 

"For helping me, I mean. For helping Maia, too." He set his 

glass down and turned his body toward her. Her eyes were coldly 

beautiful. It took everything in him not to lean down and kiss 

her. The moment was important. "You didn't have any idea who we 

were, and I was half-dead when we came here. You didn't have to 

help us." 

"Yes, I did," she said. 

"No, you didn't." 
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"Yes," Fleur insisted. She put her hands on Jay's shoulders 

and stood on tiptoe. Her gaze was nearly level with his. He 

would never understand how her very proximity could make him so 

dizzy. "Yes, Jay. I did." 

Rather than fight, he chose to take her word for it. He 

wasn't sure what had drawn her to them, but he would forever be 

grateful for her presence in their lives. Even if nothing else 

romantic happened between the two of them, there was no doubt in 

his mind that she'd saved his life. She was going to save Maia's 

life, too. Maybe someday she would even save the rest of the 

world. 

It was easier not to try to put what he was feeling into 

words. He put his hands on her waist and kissed her instead, 

hoping to God that she knew what he meant. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

A Hundred and Three 

 

Jay and Maia were being examined again when Sean and 

Melanie came back from their excursion to town. Fleur was the 

only one who didn't look up to greet them. She was too busy 

frowning down at Maia's blood results. Jay noticed her concern, 

and he avoiding talking to his friends in favor of figuring out 

what was going on. 

"What's the matter, doctor?" 

"She's going to need another blood transfusion," Fleur 

said. 

Sean set his bag down on the floor and started taking 

groceries out of it and setting them on the bookcases. "What 

about Jay? Will he need one, too?" 

Fleur shook her head. "Maia's numbers are much lower. 

Melanie, I hate to ask this, but... would you mind?" 
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Melanie took a loaf of bread out of the bag. "Of course I 

don't mind. Anything for Maia." 

From her place on the gurney, Maia smiled. She had an IV in 

her arm, and her eyes looked even more sunken in the fluorescent 

lighting than usual. Jay's chest tightened when he looked at 

her. He didn't look that bad, and they were receiving the same 

treatment. Why was he doing so much better than she was? Were 

things just getting worse for her before they could get better? 

Fleur had never mentioned anything like that. 

"Fantastic," said Fleur. "We can start after you've eaten. 

Maia, is there anything that sounds good to you?" 

"Thanksgiving dinner," she said. 

Jay laughed. "No can do, sis. I think there's bread and 

cheese and some sliced turkey somewhere." 

"Close enough, I suppose." She tugged on the plastic tubing 

connected to her arm. "Am I going to have to keep this thing in 

while I eat?" 

"You probably should. You're still dehydrated." Fleur took 

Maia's hand, turned it over, and studied the veins in the back 

of her hand. "You were worse off than I thought. You're sure 

you're drinking enough?" 

"I thought I was," said Maia. "Every time you leave me 

water, I drink the whole thing." 
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Jay shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He was 

probably dehydrated, too, but nowhere near as badly as Maia was. 

He knew that Fleur was concerned about his sister's kidneys 

because she'd told him in private. She just didn't want to say 

anything in front of anyone else for fear of upsetting them. If 

something was wrong with Maia's kidneys, there wasn't much 

anyone would be able to do. They didn't have access to dialysis 

equipment, and a full-on transplant was out of the question. For 

now, Jay thought it was best to ignore the possibility that 

something else was wrong. The virus by itself was difficult 

enough for all of them to deal with. 

"I want you to drink two glasses while we're eating," Fleur 

said. 

"You're the boss," replied Maia. 

# 

All of them went across the hall to the apartment to have 

dinner. Sean cleared and set the table while Melanie and Fleur 

got all the food ready. Jay and Maia sat on the couch with IVs 

in their arms. They weren't allowed to help; they'd been given 

instructions to focus on healing. 

As Melanie helped Fleur, every couple of minutes she would 

look up from what she was doing and make eye contact with Jay. 

They held the contact for a moment, but Melanie looked away.  

She would always look away.  
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Did she know what was going on between Jay and Fleur? His 

affair with the scientist had caused him to pull away from his 

friends, and perhaps Melanie had sensed the growing divide. 

Maybe she was even jealous of his relationship with Fleur. After 

all, Melanie had confessed her interest in him before they went 

into the Chunnel. 

How much of that conversation did he remember correctly? 

That was before the seizure and the fever that had almost killed 

him. The virus was affecting his memory, but he wasn't sure how 

much. He remembered his parents, sweaty and delirious, 

forgetting their children's faces in their final days. 

Jay refused to forget the ones he loved most. 

He got up from the couch and went over to the table. Fleur 

scowled when she saw him, but he ignored her. 

"Let me help prepare the food." 

"You're ill," Fleur said. "You should be resting. If you 

really want to help me, that's what you can do." 

His brow furrowed. She was concerned about him, but the 

tone behind her words was too familiar. Did she hear it? She was 

going to give them away. 

Jay's mouth felt dry. "I've had enough of resting. I need 

something else to do." 

Fleur shook her head, but she didn't say anything else. He 

wanted to ask if he could take the IV out of his arm yet--he 
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didn't feel like he needed it--but it wasn't the best time. He 

would just have to deal with the minor inconvenience. 

Melanie still wasn't looking at him. What was going on? Did 

she really have an inkling of his affair with Fleur, or was 

there something else bothering her? Whatever it was, Jay wanted 

to get to the bottom of it. He wanted to find a way to get 

Melanie alone--maybe then she'd feel like talking to him--but 

how? 

"You all right, mate?" 

Sean was looking at him. Jay nearly withered under his 

friend's scrutiny. He felt guilty even thinking about Melanie 

when Sean was around. 

"Fine," Jay said, "thank you." The next sentence burst out 

of him without hesitation. "Mels, do you think we could talk for 

a minute?" 

Blood rushed into Melanie's pale cheeks. Without a word, 

she nodded. She looked scared, but still, she nodded. 

Sean's face scrunched up. "Is something wrong?" 

"It's nothing," Jay said. 

 "It was nothing before," Sean said. "Nothing might 

kill you." 

 Jay didn't like the way Sean's mouth turned down into 

a scowl. Prior to Jay's illness, they'd always trusted each 

other. Before they'd gone through the Chunnel, Jay thought that 
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Sean would get over Jay's keeping the virus a secret. After all, 

they had much bigger things to worry about than some lying by 

omission.  

Besides, couldn't Sean understand that Jay had been trying 

to keep him safe from the awful truth? He'd wanted to spare 

Sean's feelings. Regardless of the execution, that was his 

intention. With that in mind, couldn't Sean overlook the rest of 

it? 

"Please," Jay said, to no one in particular. 

"It's fine," Melanie said. "It's only a moment." 

Without waiting for some indication that she'd follow him, 

Jay turned and headed to the back of the long hallway. He heard 

Sean mutter something when he was still within earshot, but it 

was intelligible. Melanie's footfalls squished softly in the 

carpet. Somehow, she still trusted him.  

Jay led her into the open bedroom and closed the door. His 

hand lingered on the doorknob. Would Sean suspect something 

because the door was closed? He couldn't leave it open - he 

might be spilling secrets. 

His fingers dropped from the doorknob. He shoved his hands 

in his pockets. 

Melanie sat down on the end of the bed. She'd been sweating 

- her reddish-brown hair was plastered to the side of her face. 

Still, he couldn't help staring at her. She was extraordinary. 
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"I promise you this won't take very long," he said. 

"Fine," she replied. 

He wasn't sure how to get started. Every muscle in his body 

tensed. 

"You've been... well, I feel like... um." He reached up and 

rubbed the back of his neck. "I feel hurt when I think that 

there's something gone wrong between us. It seems like I'm 

being, uh, ignored. Lately, I mean." 

Her pale eyes focused on his dark ones. "Ignored?" 

"You don't look me in the eye. Like right now, I think this 

is the first time you've really looked at me since we got here." 

Her slim fingers dug into the duvet cover. She kept her 

eyes on his. "It hasn't been intentional." 

Girls were confusing. What the hell did that mean? Jay took 

his hands out of his pockets and crossed them over his chest. At 

this rate, they'd never get things sorted out. "Is there 

something I've said or done to offend you?" As terrified as he 

was of hearing her answer, he knew it was the only way for them 

to move forward. 

"I don't know," she said. 

"You don't know?" 

"No. I'm sorry." 

He sat down next to her on the bed. The spring squeaked 

beneath him. "What do you mean?" 
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"I don't know," she repeated. "I just... don't know 

anything anymore." 

Before he could say anything to reassure her, she threw her 

arms around his neck ad buried her face in his shoulder. 

At first, he thought she was crying, but her shoulders 

weren't moving and she made no sound. He stroked her back, 

uncertain, and tried to ignore the feeling of her body against 

his.  

It was everything he thought he wanted with Fleur, only it 

was no longer happening with Fleur. It had started with Melanie, 

and no matter how hard he fought himself, everything seemed to 

come full circle back to her. He wasn't sure how much longer he 

could maintain his resolve. He was exhausted from fighting his 

feelings. 

"Melanie," he said. 

She didn't move. She didn't say a word or give any 

indication that she'd heard him. 

"Mels," he tried again. 

She mumbled something against his shirt. 

"Can't understand you, Mels." 

Melanie propped her chin against him and peered up at him. 

Her eyes were wet--she had been crying. He'd underestimated her 

again. 

"I know about you and Dr. Devereaux." 



Morgan / BLOOD AND WATER / 150 

 

The sentence punched him in the gut. It was what he'd most 

dreaded hearing her say, but now that it was out in the open, he 

wasn't sure why. He'd be eighteen soon, an adult, and no one 

could tell him what to do--including Melanie. Even if she 

disapproved, what did it matter to him? 

"Is that what you're upset about?" 

She pulled away from him. "I don't think it's best to get 

involved with her, Jay. Something's off about her." 

The more she spoke, the more defensive he felt. She didn't 

know what she was talking about. She barely had anything to do 

with Fleur, and she certainly hadn't spent as much time alone 

with her as Jay had. Why was she making such harsh accusations? 

"What makes you say that?" 

"I don't know anything for certain," Melanie said, "but she 

just seems... dangerous. I don't know why she's pursuing you, 

but I don't think--" 

"You don't think I'm worthy of being pursued?" 

"That's not what I said at all." 

Jay scoffed. He got up from the bed and paced the length of 

the bedroom. Who the hell did she think she was? Where did she 

get off telling him who he could and couldn't carry on affairs 

with?  
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She knew good and well how he felt about her. She claimed 

she felt the same way, yet she was still with Sean. He knew she 

hadn't told him how she felt about Jay. 

If Melanie refused to let her relationship with Jay move 

forward, did she expect him to continue to pine for her and wait 

until she decided she wanted to break things off with Sean? 

Jay threw up on the carpet. He was almost as shocked as 

Melanie was, if not more so. He couldn't remember the last time 

he'd thrown up. The treatment had been working well. What had 

triggered such a violent reaction? 

"Stay here," Melanie said. "I'll go get the doctor." 

His whole body trembled. Should he sit down again? The room 

spun. Was he going to faint, just because of vomiting? That was 

insane. He couldn't possibly have become that weak. 

Still, he made his way over to the bed again. Better safe 

than sorry. He lay down, closed his eyes, and put his hands on 

his stomach. For the first time, he realized that his ribs were 

sticking out. When had he lost so much weight? He hadn't been 

sick for all that long. The virus was much more aggressive than 

he gave it credit for. 

The sound of Fleur's voice shook him from his half-trance. 

His eyes flew open. All he saw was ceiling. Then, Fleur's face 

popped into his line of sight. 

"Merde," she said. "Shit. What happened to you?" 
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"I threw up," he said. 

"Yes, I can see that." 

"I'll clean it up later." 

"Never mind that," she said. "I'll go get the thermometer." 

Fleur disappeared from view again. Jay took a deep breath. 

His stomach was still unsettled, but he didn't think he was 

going to puke again. He hoped to God he wasn't going to puke in 

front of Fleur. He knew it was stupid to be embarrassed when 

she'd already seen him in much more vulnerable states, but he 

couldn't help it. He didn't want her to start to view him as 

pathetic. 

When Fleur came back, she stuck the thermometer under his 

tongue. They waited in silence for the reading to appear. Once 

the thermometer beeped, Fleur snatched it out of Jay's mouth so 

quickly that he wondered if he'd swallowed it somehow--one 

minute it was there; the next, simply gone. 

She pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose. Jay 

studied her face as he studied the screen. When she spoke again, 

he got the sense it wasn't going to be good. 

"A hundred and three, Jay. The treatment stopped working." 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Sick Again 

 

Jay never imagined that Fleur would see him naked for the 

first time as he lowered his body into an ice bath.  

To say the situation was less than ideal would have been an 

understatement. It was too close to the nightmares he'd had 

about looking down in public and discovering that his clothes 

had disappeared, with the added bonus of having a real romantic 

partner present. 

In a way, the fever was a blessing in disguise. If he 

survived it, chances were that he wouldn't remember the 

humiliation of stripping in front of Fleur and half-collapsing 

into the icy bathtub. 

His delirious thoughts ran the gamut from embarrassed to 

terrified. Embarrassed because he hadn't been naked in front of 

a woman before, let alone one he had feelings for. Terrified 
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because the fever was taking over every part of him, threatening 

to rip him to shreds every minute it raged on. 

Fleur flitted over him, touching his cheek and pouring ice-

cold water over his head in an effort to keep him conscious. He 

felt a sense of dysphoria, like he wasn't connected to his body. 

He was floating above the scene, watching it unfold. 

He didn't come back down until he heard the words, "I love 

you." 

He heard them with his ears, but he felt them in his 

stomach. Everything was changing, and it was changing fast. He 

felt the urge to tell Fleur how he felt, to cross the rift 

between them, but he didn't know how. 

He managed her name, and her hand brushed his cheek. 

That was all that he remembered. 

# 

Maia was the one who came in to wake him. He was surprised 

to find he'd been sleeping in Fleur's bed. How had he gotten 

from the bath to the bed? He didn't remember anything beyond 

Fleur pouring freezing water on him. 

"Dr. Devereaux wants to increase the dosage," Maia said as 

she opened the blinds. Sunlight poured in. Was it the same day 

as it had been or already the next? "She thinks your body is 

more responsive, which means I could see side effects soon if we 

don't make a change." 
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"You mean, you'll get sick again like I did," he said. 

"We're both still sick." 

"I know. But you know what I mean." 

Maia chewed the inside of her cheek, the way she did 

whenever she had something on her mind. It had always been Jay's 

way of knowing when something was wrong, and he had learned to 

pay attention to it. 

He sat up against the pillows. "What's going on?" 

"I'm not sure I want to tell you." 

"Maia, that's not fair. Now you have to tell me." 

A muscle jerked in her jaw. "It's about Sean." 

"Okay, what about Sean?" 

"He doesn't want Melanie around you anymore." 

Jay felt his stomach drop into his feet. He slumped against 

the pillows and let his head loll back. So that was it, then--

Melanie had finally explained to Sean what was going on. The 

timing was terrible, but then again, he knew it had to happen 

sometime. They couldn't have kept it a secret forever. 

"I'm sorry," Maia said. "I know this must be hard." 

It was so much more than that, but what had he expected? It 

wasn't as though they could run off in the middle of the night 

and elope. There were still people alive who would ask questions 

and worry if they disappeared. 

"I'll be okay," Jay said. 
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It took Maia a minute to say anything else. "Sean doesn't 

want much to do with you either, obviously. I tried talking to 

him about it, but I don't think he'll budge." 

He should've known Sean would find out sooner rather than 

later. He and Melanie had been running around town on their own 

a great deal lately. They were bound to talk. 

What had Melanie said to him? How had she explained what 

was happening between them? 

"How does Melanie feel?" Jay asked Maia. 

"She just wants to make Sean happy. She's upset, but she 

understands that's the only way to keep him content." Maia 

frowned. "I expected you to be more offended than this. I know I 

am." 

"You are?" 

"Of course. Sean makes it seem like you and I haven't been 

contagious this entire time." 

Jay blinked. What did she mean? 

"Contagious?" 

"Yes," she said. "That's why he doesn't want Melanie 

spending any more time with you, especially in close quarters. 

He's afraid that she'll catch the virus." 

Jay felt a bizarre mixture of indignance and relief. On the 

one hand, Sean presumably still had no clue what was going on 
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with him and Melanie. On the other hand, he wanted everyone to 

treat Jay like a leper. 

"Jay... what did you think I was going to say?" 

Maia had always been good at reading him, just as he had 

gotten comfortable with reading her. Should he keep lying or 

open up to her? Maybe she wouldn't care much about the affair. 

Maybe she would even sympathize with him once she knew what he 

was going through. 

He didn't have to tell her anything about Fleur, though. 

There was enough drama for now without delving into all that. 

Jay swallowed. He tasted blood, and he wasn't sure where it 

had come from. 

"Maia... I'm not sure how to say this, but..." 

He was interrupted by a low, guttural moan that escaped 

from her lips. Her eyes rolled up into her head until all he saw 

was white. Then, she toppled forward on the bed. 

Jay leapt to his feet. His blood froze in his veins. 

Horrified, he watched as Maia seized on the bed. He knew he 

should call for help, but everything was paralyzed. He had never 

seen someone have a seizure before. Was that what had happened 

to him back in the Chunnel? 

Maia threw up, and the vomit had blood and some kind of 

foam in it. Pre-virus, Jay would've puked at the sight, but 

there wasn't much that managed to turn his stomach now. 
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To keep her from choking, he managed to turn her on her 

side. He kept a white-knuckled grip on her shoulder. If he let 

go, he had no idea what would happen. 

He called for Dr. Devereaux. Her first name came out 

instead. 

"Fleur!" 

She rushed in faster than Jay had anticipated. Her face was 

flushed, her eyes wide with panic. 

"What's going on? What happened?" Without waiting for an 

explanation, she sat down beside Maia on the bed. "Holy Mother. 

How long?" 

"How long what?" he asked. 

"What do you think? How long has she been seizing?" 

He didn't know. He hadn't paid attention to the passage of 

time. Everything had happened so fast, and now the seconds 

crawled by at a glacial pace. 

Jay took his hand off Maia's shoulder. "A few minutes, I 

guess. I didn't know what to do." 

"Move," Fleur said. 

She didn't have to ask twice. He got up from the bed. His 

legs shook so badly he could barely stand on them. He felt his 

pulse bruise the inside of his ribs. Wasn't there anything he 

could do to help Maia? There had to be some way for him to get 

help. 
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"What's wrong?" he asked. 

"Another seizure." 

"A bad one?" 

She shot him a look. "Is there any other kind?" 

"Tell me how to help, what to do." 

"Get out of here, all right? Let me do my job." 

Stunned as he was by the sharpness of her tone, Jay backed 

away. He went out of the room without another word or a second 

glance at Maia. He was better off not seeing her. 

Melanie and Sean were sitting on the couch in the living 

room. They stood when Jay came into view. 

"You all right?" Sean asked. 

"It wasn't me." 

"Maia?" 

He nodded. "A seizure. Pretty bad one again." 

Melanie pressed a hand to her mouth. Her skin was paler 

than Jay had ever seen it. In that moment, Sean didn't seem to 

care that she was in the same room as Jay. In that moment, her 

catching the virus was probably the last thing on his mind. 

Maia was in danger. 

Jay went into the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator, took 

out a bottle of wine, grabbed a glass, and poured himself a 

drink. When Melanie came after him, he was halfway finished 

downing the contents of the glass. Sean was nowhere to be seen. 
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"What are you doing?" 

"What does it look like?" He reached around her and took 

another glass down from the cupboard. "Would you care to join 

me?" 

Her smile was guarded. "I don't think so, thanks." 

"Come on," he said. "A few sips won't kill you." 

She chewed her lip, watching in silence as he poured the 

wine into the second glass. He handed it to her, and she took 

it. Her hand was trembling. 

"Do you honestly think this will help you?" she asked. 

Jay refilled his glass and raised it to his lips. "I don't 

know, but I don't think it can make anything worse." 

He lowered the glass, paused, and then held it toward 

Melanie. "I think we should toast." 

"What's gotten into you?" 

"To mortality," he said. 

She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Jay clinked 

his glass against hers and chugged the wine in one swallow. When 

he set his empty glass back on the counter, he noticed that 

Melanie was still holding hers--and that she hadn't bothered to 

take a sip of wine. 

"Go on," he said. 

She set the glass down on the counter. "I'm not doing this 

with you. It's terrible, Jay." 
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"What is?" 

"This ridiculous front you're putting up. You're terrified 

but you can't just come out and say it. You'd rather be 

callous." She folded her arms. "You have no idea how much it 

hurts me. When you act like you don't care whether you live or 

die, it tears me up inside." 

He put on a brave face in an effort to spare his friends. 

If what Melanie said were true, he was only making things worse. 

He was pouring salt in the open, festering wound that their 

friendship had become. He was mocking their emotion. 

Jay wanted to vomit. It wasn't the virus. 

He wanted to apologize. Instead, he asked, "Where's Sean?" 

"Back there with Maia and Dr. Devereaux. Jay"--she threw 

herself at him again, latching onto his shirt--"don't do this to 

us, please. Don't do it to me." 

Guilt and regret clawed their way through his chest. How 

could he have been so stupid? If anyone treated him the way he'd 

treated Sean and Melanie, he would've been outraged. He knew 

better than to behave the way he was--why couldn't he change? 

What the hell was wrong with him? Something was holding him back 

from acknowledging his feelings. He needed desperately to figure 

out what that was. He needed to process. He needed to breathe. 

"I need air," he said. 

Melanie released him and took a step back. "Sorry?" 
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The kitchen was stifling. Sweat dripped down the back of 

Jay's neck and trailed between his shoulder blades. His stomach 

pitched around like a ship in a storm. 

"You don't look well," Melanie said. 

He didn't feel well, either. He needed to lie down. 

"Dr. Devereaux," he said. 

"She's busy helping Maia. Are you going to be sick? Do you 

need to drink some water?" 

He needed anything and everything and nothing all at once. 

His brain was burning. The fever raged. 

"Need," he said. 

"What? What do you need?" 

Need you. Need Fleur. Need my parents. 

"Jay, tell me." 

How could he put the whole world into words? 

"I think I'm going to die," he said. "I feel like it's 

going to happen today." 

She slapped him so hard he almost passed out. The pain 

radiated from his cheek and echoed down in his toes. Tears 

sprang to his eyes, and he was horrified. 

"Don't ever say anything like that again." Her voice shook 

with a combination of fury and fear. "Do you understand me? 

Never again." 
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In his mind's eye, he saw the length of rope coiled on the 

top shelf of his closet. He remembered tying the noose, looping 

the rope over the pull-up bar, testing his weight at the end of 

the loop--imagining the possibilities. 

He thought about the pistol tucked under his bed back in 

London. Small, too small. It might not have been enough. He 

couldn't live with the acute agony of failure. 

His focus flitted to the Millennium Bridge as he stood on 

the ledge looking down at the Thames. How much water would he 

swallow before he stopped struggling? Would he choke on his own 

vomit? How painful would it be? There were too many questions. 

"Jaybird." 

He blinked. Back in the present, Melanie was looking at 

him. Her face was wet. He didn't deserve her tears. 

"I'm sorry," he said. 

He'd never tell her the rest. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Heart of the Matter 

 

Jay and Fleur sat in the lab, watching over Maia as she 

slept on the gurney. She'd been unconscious since her seizure. 

Jay was terrified. He wanted her to wake up. No matter what 

happened, he knew he'd feel better if she just opened her eyes. 

Fleur had assured him that Maia hadn't lapsed into a coma, but 

still, he wouldn't relax until she finally woke up. 

"Do you know why she's worse off than me?" Jay asked. 

Fleur pursed her lips. "More ill, you mean?" 

"Yeah." 

"I have some thoughts, hypotheses, theories... nothing set 

in stone quite yet, I'm afraid." She rested her hand on his 

knee. Her touch was warm. "I'm not giving up on this, Jay. I 

want you to know that." 

"I believe you," he said. 
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No matter how hard he tried, Jay couldn't manage to push 

his doubts about Fleur to the back of his mind. He remembered 

what Melanie had said before about Fleur being dangerous. He 

didn't think she was, but how could he know for certain? 

He got up from the couch and went to look at the rats. They 

looked still inside the cage, hardly moving at all. As he got 

closer, he saw that they were sleeping. Their breathing was 

labored, and dried blood crusted the fur around their mouths. 

What was wrong with them? 

"Something the matter?" Fleur asked. 

"The rats don't look so good," he said. "What kind of 

treatment have you been giving them?" 

"No treatment," she answered. "They're the control." 

Jay tried to remember the parts of the scientific method. 

He'd learned them in high school, but that was before the 

plague--and everything before the plague was centuries away. 

Based on what Fleur was saying, the control was the subject that 

didn't receive treatment. It was all a big experiment. Why 

hadn't he realized that before? 

"You're experimenting on us." 

Her brow furrowed. "Pardon?" 

"Me, Maia, and the rats. You're using us as test subjects." 

"Only in a way," she said. "I'm still trying to cure you, 

after all." 
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"Why not try to cure the rats?" 

"I want to make sure the treatment I'm giving you is 

working--that it's not just your body building up resistance 

over time. And the only way to measure that is against an 

unchanging variable, such as the rats." 

Even though what she was saying made sense, Jay couldn't 

shake the feeling that something strange was going on. Fleur 

never took time explaining their treatments. She gave them 

pills, injections, and exams without going into detail. He 

didn't know what was in the pills she had him swallow. The more 

he thought about it, the less comforted he felt. 

Fleur touched his face. "You trust me, Jay, don't you? So 

why ask me all these questions? You're stressing yourself out." 

She might have been right. He was doing more worrying that 

resting. Without her help, he wouldn't still be alive. She had 

his best interests at heart. Why couldn't he sit back and let 

her take the reins? 

"You're right," he said. "I'm sorry. I know I'm in good 

hands." 

"The very best," she said, leaning in to kiss him.  

No matter how many times Fleur kissed him, Jay couldn't get 

over the way she tasted. Everything about her was a dream--from 

the pressure of her lips to the scent of her perfume. She was 

everything he imagined being with a woman was like. She was silk 
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and satin and fire and fervor. With every fiber of his being, he 

wanted to slide right into her. 

His hands slid up her back, tugging at the clasp of her 

bra. He almost got it unfastened when an alarm on the bookcase 

went off. Fleur leapt to her feet and sprinted across the room 

to turn it off. 

Maia woke up, groaning, and rolled over to one side. 

"What's going on? What's with the alarm?" 

"It's time to take your medicine," Fleur said brightly. The 

change in tone was staggering. The voice thick with sensuality 

had dissolved into syrupy sweetness. The abrupt switch almost 

turned Jay's stomach. "How are you feeling?" 

"Tired," said Maia. She propped herself up on her elbows. 

Her body trembled from the strain. "You should've let me sleep a 

little bit longer." 

"You can go back to sleep after you take this," Fleur said. 

She went over to the bookcase, took out several bottles, and 

hummed an unfamiliar tune as she uncapped the containers. 

Jay watched, transfixed, as she peered into one of the 

bottles, frowned, and replaced the cap. He could've sworn that 

was the treatment he'd been receiving--why wasn't she using that 

bottle with Maia? 

Fleur looked up as though she felt Jay watching her. When 

their eyes met, blood rushed into her cheeks. He wasn't supposed 
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to notice what she was doing. He could tell by the look on her 

face that he'd caught her off guard. 

"Jay," she said, "could you go across the hall and get Maia 

some water to take these pills with?" 

He stared past her to the empty glasses sitting on the 

bookcase. Whenever they needed water, they grabbed a glass, took 

it into the bathroom, and refilled it from the tap. Fleur knew 

as well as he did that there was no need to go across the hall 

to get water for his sister. 

"I don't think that's necessary." 

If looks could kill, she would've murdered him. "Maia needs 

to take these pills. She needs medicine in her system." 

"There's water here," he said. "You can just use the tap." 

Fleur scrunched up her face. "Tap water isn't good with 

this medicine. Some of the metal alloys have a negative effect--

" 

"What are you getting at?" Jay asked. His face was flushed 

with anger. He felt like he was being lied to, and he hated 

deception, especially from the woman he'd developed feelings 

for. She'd given him no reason to distrust her, but her strange 

behavior with the bottles, coupled with Melanie's warning, 

nearly made him reconsider. She was worth a second look. 
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The lines in Fleur's face smoothed themselves out as easily 

as if they'd never been there in the first place. "I have no 

idea what you're talking about." 

They were playing a game for which Jay didn't know the 

rules. The stakes were clear, but he had no clue how to play. 

How could he take on Fleur if he didn't understand her? For some 

reason, she was intent on him leaving the room. That reason had 

something to do with the pill bottles, which he'd witnessed her 

considering longer than she needed to. 

The back of his throat burned. It had been a while since 

he'd coughed, but now the urge was overwhelming. Stress, he 

believed. He suppressed the urge and tried to focus on the task 

at hand. 

"Fleur," he said. 

"Dr. Devereaux," she corrected. 

They locked eyes. Neither blinked. 

"I can get the water myself," Maia said. 

"No need," Jay said. 

"Jay," said Fleur. 

Maia got down from the gurney. She smoothed her clothes. 

Under the fluorescent lighting of the laboratory, she looked 

even more fragile than Jay thought. She'd gotten so pale that he 

swore he could see through her skin to her tiny blue veins. Even 

her hair looked limp and exhausted, a far cry from its springy 
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self. The longer he looked at her, the more the urge to cry 

pressed against the inside of his chest. If one of them didn't 

leave the room, he wasn't going to be able to maintain his 

composure. 

Maia held her hand out to Fleur. "Give me the pill. I'll go 

across and get some water and then probably lie down. You can 

test Jay while I rest." 

Fleur kept her eyes on Jay's as she dispensed the medicine 

to Maia. Without another word, Maia closed her hand around the 

pill. Jay heard, rather than saw, her open the door, step out 

into the hallway, and shut the door behind her. 

Once Maia was out of sight, Fleur let down her guard. She 

shook the pill bottle in Jay's face. "These have been keeping 

your sister alive. Why can't you be thankful for that?" 

He was thankful, and he hadn't let her know enough. But 

still, he was unnerved by her change in demeanor. Something was 

going on with the medicine - he'd seen something she clearly 

hadn't wanted him to. No matter how uncomfortable the situation 

was, he needed to get to the bottom of it - for his sake and for 

Maia's. 

"You're lying," he said. "There's something you're not 

telling us. Something about the pills." 

Fury flashed in Fleur's eyes. "After everything I've done, 

you still can't bring yourself to trust me." 
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The accusation stung because it rang true. He didn't trust 

her. He knew he shouldn't trust her - after all, he hardly knew 

her - but somehow, he felt guilty. She was making him feel 

guilty. He didn't like her having that control over his 

feelings. 

Memories came flooding back in a rush: the fever, the ice 

bath, her whispering things her furious mouth would never repeat 

to him now. Three words with the power to topple a city. Jay 

swallowed. Was that really what everything came down to in the 

end? Was the heart of the matter the heart, of all things? 

He relaxed his shoulders. "Do you remember what you said to 

me when I was in the bathtub?" 

Her eyes narrowed, but the fury faded into caution. "Do you 

remember?" 

Few people had uttered those words to him and meant it. 

Never anyone he'd seen in a romantic context. True, his fevered 

brain might have constructed the whole thing. It could all be a 

ruse. But when he was beside her, it certainly felt real. With 

the way she looked at him, even in anger, he felt like those 

words couldn't be insincere. 

"I do. Did you mean it?" 

Silence stretched to a minute. The wait was agonizing. With 

each second that ticked by, he worried that somehow he'd gotten 
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it wrong - she hadn't told him that she loved him, after all. 

Now, he could be making a fool out of himself. 

"Did I mean it?" Fleur asked. 

Jay took a breath. She was asking herself more than for 

clarification from him. He saw her face shift again, her 

expression molding into one of curious surprise. He'd never seen 

anything like it before. He didn't know what he was supposed to 

say or do to her. 

"Yes," she said. "Yes, Jay. I meant it." 

"You meant it?" 

"I love you." 

The words hit him again like a splash of cold water. He 

knew he'd just been angry with her, but he wasn't angry anymore. 

In the wake of her confession, he felt nothing but elation. His 

chest swelled again, but this time, it was with a mixture of 

pride and affection. 

In that instant, he knew that he could grow to love her, 

too, and he wanted to show her how grateful he was for 

everything she'd done to help him and Maia. 

Before he could second-guess himself, Jay lunged forward, 

grabbed Fleur's waist, and kissed her hard enough to bruise. She 

responded with equal enthusiasm and a fervor he hadn't 

anticipated. She raked her fingernails down his chest, hooking 

her fingers through his belt loops. Jay deepened the kiss. He 
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couldn't get over how much he loved to kiss her. Every time felt 

like the first time. She was incredible. 

She moved her hands to his zipper, and he hesitated. When 

he stopped kissing her, she took a step back. "If we're moving 

too fast, all you have to do is tell me. We don't have to do 

anything you don't want to." 

That was the problem - he wanted to. He'd wanted to have 

sex with Fleur for a while, and it had been driving him crazy. 

In that moment, if he couldn't escalate their situation, he felt 

like he was going to implode somehow. At the same time, sleeping 

with her felt like a betrayal. He still had feelings for 

Melanie. Even if she didn't seem intent on returning them any 

more, there was no denying that they were there. 

Fleur laced her fingers through his, lifted his hand to her 

mouth, and pressed her lips to his knuckles. The sensation sent 

shockwaves over the surface of his skin. "If you want me, I'm 

yours. That's all there is to it." 

The time for rational thinking had come and gone with his 

health. If the disease was determined to take his life, he had 

to give it the finger however he could. What better way to thumb 

his nose at death than by participating in the purest expression 

of life? 
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Before his courage failed him, Jay tightened his hold on 

Fleur and led her up the stairs to the loft. He was ready, and 

this time, there wouldn't be any distractions. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Easier Than Thinking 

 

Lips on lips on necks on skin--everything hot and exciting 

and new. For the first time, he saw what all the fuss was about. 

Fleur was exquisite. How had he wanted anything with Melanie 

when she offered him so much more. 

She took off his shirt. He pulled his over his head. 

Everything was happening so quickly. He wanted to stop time and 

save it, or at least slow it down. There would only be one first 

time, after all. He wanted it to matter. 

Jay rolled them over so that he was on top and Melanie was 

underneath him. Melanie. He blinked. No, it was Fleur. Of course 

it was Fleur. What was wrong with him? 

Fleur took off her glasses. "Is something the matter?" 

Jay took them from her and set them on the nightstand. 

"It's nothing. Just... give me a second." 
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She lowered the hand that had been resting on his belt. 

"Take all the time you need. No reason to hurry." 

She had a point, of course. But the longer they waited, the 

more anxious Jay became. More than anything, he wanted Fleur. 

There was no denying that. 

Why, then, had he pictured making out with Melanie? 

"I'm not feeling well," he said. 

"Why? Do you think your blood sugar is low?" 

"No," he said. "It's nothing like that." 

How could he put how he was feeling into words? He wasn't 

even sure how he was feeling. He couldn't define it. There few 

so few times in his life that he'd been unable to identify his 

feelings. Jay felt aimless, lost, adrift--and there was nothing 

to grab onto. 

Fleur touched his cheek. "Is it something other than the 

virus?" 

"I don't know," he admitted. It was the first time in a 

long time that he'd been honest with her, and still, it felt 

like lying. 

"I think you're just worried about Maia," Fleur said, "and 

I don't blame you. If my sister were sick, I'd be terrified. 

You're handling this better than I think I ever could." 

She was trying to reassure him, but to Jay, her words rang 

hollow. The agony he went through was not something that anyone 
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could understand unless they too faced the possibility of losing 

all that was left of their family. He didn't know enough about 

Fleur to say for certain that she didn't have a clue how he 

felt, but something in her voice made him think she'd never had 

happiness torn from her grasp. 

She rubbed her thumb across his cheek. "Let me help you. 

Please." 

Against his better judgment, he leaned down and kissed her. 

Kissing her was easier than thinking, after all. The less 

thinking he did, the better off he'd be. Thinking was the source 

of so much of his unhappiness. Thinking caused him to fight with 

Maia and shut out his friends and lie to Sean and shut out 

Melanie. 

It was easier not thinking now that there wasn't as much 

blood in his head as other parts of his body. 

He pulled away from Fleur to catch his breath. Her face was 

flushed, her lips were swollen, and he had never wanted anything 

as much as he did her. 

Maybe it was time to cross an item off his list. 

# 

The marvel of it all had been how fast it was over. 

The act that had been motivated people since the dawn of 

time, the very thing that all the songs and poems were about--
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well, it hadn't lasted. As much fun as it had been, it was over 

in a surprisingly short amount of time. 

At first, he wasn't sure that anything had even happened. 

Only the warmth spreading slowly through his body managed to 

convince him that he was feeling good. 

After they had finished, Jay lay back against the pillows 

with Fleur's head resting on his chest. He worried his heartbeat 

would punch through her cheek. Her hair tickled his nose. He let 

it happen. He didn't feel like moving. 

Sex was nothing at all like he had imagined. He hadn't told 

Fleur that he was a virgin--not because he thought she would've 

minded, but because it was all over and done with before he 

could think. If she doubted his experience, she hadn't acted 

like it. She gave as good as she got, and he didn't have to ask 

to know that he was not her first. 

It didn't bother Jay that Fleur had been with other men. 

She wasn't with them anymore. She'd chosen him, and here he was. 

He wasn't leaving her any time soon. 

Fleur lifted her chin and kissed him. Although he couldn't 

understand it, it was clear she cared about him. He cared about 

her, too, but he wasn't quite sure he could say it was love. 

After all, they barely knew each other. Most of the time they'd 

spent together had involved medical procedures, not make-out 

sessions. 
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But what they'd just done? That felt like something 

stronger than two strangers together. Whatever the future held 

for them, there was no denying that they had a connection. Jay 

hadn't felt such strong ties to anyone before--not even Melanie. 

Fleur rolled over to the other side of the bed. Jay studied 

the curve of her spine and the way the muscles in her back 

flexed as she picked her shirt up off the floor. She pulled it 

on, got up from the bed, and wandered around in search of her 

pants. Jay sat up and pointed to the wad of fabric in the 

corner. She smiled and went to retrieve it. 

"Where are you going?" he asked. "We can stay here for a 

while." 

"I'll just be downstairs," she said. That made sense. She 

was going across the hall to check on everyone. If Sean and 

Melanie weren't running around town, they'd be wondering what 

had happened to Jay. Maia had said she was going to sleep, but 

if she'd woken up, she'd be wondering where her brother was, 

too. What would Fleur tell them, that she'd been running some 

new tests on him? 

"Why are you looking at me like that?" Fleur asked. 

"Like what?" 

She stepped into her pants. "Like I'm made out of 

stardust." 

"Maybe you are." 
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That made her laugh. He half-believed it, but he was more 

flattered than upset by her reaction. Whenever he made her laugh 

or smile or sigh, he felt a flush of pride. 

"We're all made of stardust. Every one of us," she said. 

Sometimes he forgot how much she knew about the universe. 

"Tell me all about it." 

"Well," she said, "almost every element on Earth was formed 

at the heart of a star. When the star explodes, the heavier 

elements end up together--elements like hydrogen, which makes up 

eleven percent of the human body." 

Jay let out a low whistle. Fleur winked. 

"Come back when you're finished," he said. 

"Try and stop me," she replied. 

Jay watched with a mixture of yearning and awe as Fleur 

disappeared down the stairs and out of sight. When he first saw 

her that day in the streets, he never imagined getting so close 

to her. Then again, he'd never imagined getting so close to any 

other woman. Although he'd wanted nothing but to be with Melanie 

for the longest time, he wondered if he'd ever really planned on 

sleeping with her. He'd wanted his first time to be perfect, 

especially with her, and knowing it never could be... well, he 

was fairly sure he'd still be a virgin if he hadn't met Fleur. 

He took his time dressing. Fleur said she'd be coming back, 

but he didn't know how long she planned to be across the hall. 
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Plus, if Melanie, Sean, Maia, or all three of them came back 

with her, he wanted to be fully clothed. It would be strange 

enough for them to think that he'd had sex without being so 

obviously reminded of it. 

With Fleur gone, he felt like he'd lost his anchor. He was 

drifting again, aimless and feeling codependent for the first 

time in his life. 

He wasn't sure he liked it. He wasn't sure he didn't. 

After a few more minutes spent waiting, Jay realized he was 

hungry. He hadn't eaten for quite some time. Regardless of what 

Fleur was telling everyone across the hall, he wanted food. Even 

if they looked at him strange while he rummaged through the 

fridge, one bite of a sandwich would make it all worth it. 

He went downstairs. His stomach growled, followed by a 

squeal. Eeeeee. Puzzled and alarmed, Jay pressed a hand against 

his gut. What kind of noise was that? He shrugged his worry off. 

Maybe he was just hungrier than he'd originally thought. 

He stepped off the last step. Again, he heard a squeal, 

louder this time. Eeeeee! It wasn't coming from his stomach. It 

was in the laboratory. 

In another minute, he knew he recognized the sound--the 

small, white rats emitted similar squeaks whenever Fleur fed 

them. This time, though, the squeals sounded much more 

desperate. 
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Jay felt goosebumps rise on his skin. He didn't speak rat, 

but he got the sense that something was wrong. He stepped into 

the lab to see what was happening. 

Fleur stood in front of the bookcase with her back to him. 

She hadn't gone to check up on Maia after all. The rat cage was 

in front of her. A small, furry head poked out from her closed 

fist. A long, pink tail quivered from the bottom of her hand. 

He wanted to say something to get her attention. He didn't 

know what she was doing, but he knew it wasn't good. She never 

held the rats, not even when she dosed them. The treatment they 

received got slipped into their food. And what was she doing 

holding that one so tightly? If she weren't careful, she'd 

suffocate it. 

"Fleur," Jay said. 

She didn't move. She didn't even look at him. 

"What are you doing?" he tried again. 

"Go back to bed. I'll be up in a minute." 

"Fleur," he said, "please. Put the rat down." 

"This is none of your concern. Just go upstairs, all right? 

I'll be up when I'm finished." 

He took a step forward. "Finished with what?" 

"I told you," she said. "It doesn't concern you." 
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Jay took another step forward. He was close enough to touch 

her. Standing that close, he could smell her perfume. The scent 

he'd grown to love was sickening now. His stomach clenched. 

"They haven't been responding to the treatment," she said. 

"I don't know why, but they haven't. They're suffering, Jay. 

They're in so much pain." She turned to look at him, still 

holding the rat. The depth of sadness in her eyes surprised him. 

"Would you rather I let them live their last days in torment?" 

"I don't know," he said. "What are you doing?" 

Fleur closed her eyes. She squeezed the rat in her closed 

fist and covered its head with her other hand. 

Jay tried to knock the rat out of her hand. She swiped 

something off the surface of the bookcase and jabbed it in his 

neck. The pain sent him reeling backward. 

She was holding a syringe. The needle glinted in the light. 

The rat was still closed in her fist. He could see its tail 

wriggling around like a worm. 

Jay turned his head and vomited. The acid stung his throat. 

Whatever Fleur had injected him with was already taking effect. 

The edges of his vision softened and blurred. He felt his 

heartbeat in his fingers. 

"What did you give me?" 

"Doesn't matter," she said. "It'll all be all right." 
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Jay wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He staggered 

forward, his knees buckled, and he fell hard on the tile. Pain 

flared up his thighs. His ribs were on fire. 

Put down the rat, he thought. The words refused to make it 

from his brain across his tongue. Put down the rat. Don't kill 

it. You can still find a cure, like you did for me. Put down the 

rat, Fleur. Put down the rat. 

Fatigue ran him over like a runaway bus. He didn't have the 

strength to keep his head upright. The tile was cold against his 

cheek. It was hard to keep his eyes open, but he knew he had to 

try. Once he closed his eyes, he didn't know if he'd ever open 

them again. He didn't know what Fleur had done to him, but he 

was going to fight it as much as he could. 

"Go to sleep," Fleur said. Jay wasn't sure whether she was 

talking to him or to the rat. "Close your eyes and it will all 

be over." 

Sleep sounded divine. No matter how hard Jay struggled 

against the exhaustion taking over his body, he knew it was 

going to win out in the end. Fleur had given him something 

strong. He was no match for its power. 

Right before Jay's eyes fell closed, he saw the tail stop 

twitching. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Heistation 

 

Jay woke to the taste of iron in his mouth. His tongue felt 

like a foreign object. His head throbbed and his legs ached. 

What was he doing on the floor? Had he fallen asleep or 

something? 

He groaned and rolled over onto his side. Every muscle 

cried out in protest. His limbs felt like they weighed fifty 

pounds each. He didn't want to move again. It wasn't worth it. 

Whatever had happened to put him on the floor, it must have been 

powerful. He'd clearly lost. 

There was an empty syringe lying on the tile several feet 

away from Jay. When his eyes hit the needle, everyone came 

rushing back--Fleur, coming downstairs, the rats, the injection, 

the tail--and Jay felt the overwhelming urge to puke again. 
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There was nothing in his stomach. The best he could do was dry 

heave. 

Once the nausea passed, Jay realized Fleur was nowhere to 

be found. Where had she gone? Was she still in the flat? 

His first instinct was to call for her. Then, he remembered 

the rat and the way she'd squeezed it in her fist until the tail 

stopped twitching. She must have done the same thing to the 

other one. He wasn't sure he wanted to see her after knowing 

she'd done that. If she was capable of hurting an innocent 

animal so easily, what would it be possible for her to do to 

him? 

He'd underestimated Fleur. If he made the same mistake 

again, he doubted he'd wake up. She was a scientist--she knew 

exactly what to do to get him to stop breathing. He was lucky 

she'd only dosed him with enough to knock him out. For the time 

being, he was thankful for the   tiny bit of kindness she'd 

shown in sparing him. 

Jay struggled to get up from the floor. The joints in his 

ankles creaked and he moved them. His muscles rebelled against 

the effort, especially the ones in his legs. He'd come down on 

the tile harder than he thought. Once he was upright, he 

clutched the edge of the gurney to stabilize himself. The world 

was spinning and he wanted it to stop as soon as possible. 
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As he stood there, catching his breath, his eyes fell on 

the open cage. The rats were nowhere to be seen. Fleur had put 

both of them out of their misery, and he had no idea what she'd 

done with their bodies after that. He felt sick again, but he 

knew he didn't have the time or strength to vomit. He needed to 

move on. He had to tell somebody. 

Maia was still being treated by her. That treatment wasn't 

working, either. For all Jay knew, Fleur had strangled his 

sister while he slept. 

He half-hobbled, half-ran to open the front door. His 

hands, slick with sweat, failed to grasp the sleek doorknob. He 

wiped them on his pants, muttered a curse, and twisted the 

metal. The door swung open. He sprinted across the hall, through 

the open door, and into the kitchen. 

His shins collided with a dining chair. He fell to the 

floor yet again. 

He heard voices. Sean and Melanie. 

"Maia," he said. 

Sean knelt down beside him. "What the hell is wrong with 

you?" 

"Where's Maia?" he asked. 

"With the doctor," Sean said. "She's getting some blood. 

You all right there, mate?" 
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Jay couldn't speak. Maia was with Fleur. She could be 

killing her, and he'd never know. 

"Melanie," he said. "Have you seen Maia?" 

She knelt down next to Sean. "I was just in there with her. 

She's doing fine, Jay." 

He didn't believe her. He wasn't sure who to trust anymore. 

The one person he trusted more than anyone was someone he knew 

next to nothing about. It hadn't turned out well for him. He 

didn't see a happy ending. 

"Call the doctor," he said. "I feel really sick." 

Sean and Melanie looked at each other. Jay wondered if they 

thought he was losing his mind. Sean nodded, got up, and went 

back to the bedroom. Melanie sat on the floor and took Jay's 

hand in hers. He knew it was meant to be comforting, not 

romantic. All it felt was sad. 

"Dr. Devereaux said you were sleeping," she said. "Did you 

just wake up from a nightmare or something?" 

He was living in a nightmare. "I'm not feeling well." 

"I can see that," she said. "You look bloody awful." 

"Thanks." He squeezed her hand in what he hoped was a 

reassuring gesture. She didn't squeeze back. "Is Maia all right? 

Has anything happened?" 

"She's fine, Jay. Relax. Getting sorted out now." She 

raised her hand to her mouth as though she wanted to kiss it. 
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Instead, she let it fall back to the floor. "The doctor thinks 

you should go out for a walk later. You could use some fresh 

air." 

"Come with me," he replied. 

"She'll go with you, of course. No reason to worry. If 

anything happens, she'll be right there to help you." 

To kill me, he thought. Put an end to my suffering. 

"Melanie," he said. "I have to tell you something. It's 

about the doctor." 

"What about me, Jay?" 

His head snapped up so fast, he pulled a muscle in his 

neck. Fleur knelt down beside Melanie. Sean stood back, 

watching, arms crossed over his chest. His face was hard to 

read, but Jay thought he saw concern in the lines of his 

expression. 

Fleur, meanwhile, was smiling at him. It didn't reach her 

eyes. "I believe you were saying something about me." 

His tongue felt oppressive like a weight inside his mouth. 

He couldn't move it. He was thankful. There was nothing he could 

say to save himself from her. 

"How's Maia?" Melanie interjected. Jay could've kissed her. 

"She's doing okay. Not much to report." Fleur's smile 

faded. She cupped Jay's chin and turned his head from side to 

side. What was she looking for? "How are you feeling?" 
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"Fine," he replied without meaning a word. 

"Good," she said. "That's good to hear." 

Liar, he wanted to scream. Liar, killer, psycho--but none 

of it would come out. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't 

force the words up from the back of his throat. The worst part 

was that even if he could say what he was thinking, no one would 

believe him. He was the only person who knew about the rats. 

Even if they did believe him, she'd only killed some rats. 

Melanie had killed a rat when they were going through the 

Chunnel, so maybe it was nothing. Maybe he was paranoid and 

overreacting. 

Then again, she had drugged him and left him alone. 

"Let's get you off the floor and onto the couch," Fleur 

said. "Then, we'll take your temperature and see if anything's 

changed." 

They both knew there was no need to take his temperature. 

He hadn't experienced any symptoms for a while. In fact, the 

vomiting earlier had nothing to do with the virus and everything 

to do with the rats. He wasn't even contagious any more--Fleur 

wouldn't keep kissing him if the virus posed any danger to her. 

Sean picked Jay up off the floor, sliding his arm around 

Jay's waist. Jay put his arm across Sean's shoulders and leaned 

on him. The room spun for a moment. He'd gotten up too fast, and 

he still hadn't had anything to eat. On top of that, he 
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suspected there were side effects to the injection that Fleur 

had given him. 

With Fleur's help, Sean got Jay over to the couch. They 

laid him down and covered him up with a blanket. It was wool, 

scratchy and hot, and he didn't want anything to do with it. He 

let them put it on him anyway because it was easier than trying 

to fight. He needed to save the fight for when it really 

mattered. He wasn't sure what was happening, but he knew that 

soon, he'd have to push back. He'd have to stop the doctor 

before she went too far. 

Fleur handed him a glass of water from the kitchen. He 

looked right at her and asked Melanie to get him one. Fleur 

pursed her lips, took a drink, and held the glass toward Jay. 

Still, he hesitated. He didn't trust anything that came from 

her. 

"For the love of God," said Sean. 

Jay accepted the water. He sipped it slowly, suspiciously, 

watching Fleur for any signs that he'd made a bad decision. If 

she were bluffing, her face didn't betray her. Was that how 

things would be between them from now on? If she didn't kill 

him, anxiety would. 

"I want to talk to my sister," Jay said. 

Melanie set another glass of water down on the coffee 

table. She stood next to Sean, and he put his arm around her. 
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When she leaned into Sean, Jay knew that his affair with her was 

over. She'd made her choice. He'd made his--except his choice 

might get him killed. 

"I'll get her," Sean said. 

Melanie grabbed his hand. "Wait, I'll go with you." She 

cast a look at Jay before they headed down the hall. She was 

leaving him alone so he and Fleur could talk. Most likely, she 

thought she was doing him a favor. She'd never understand how 

truly terrified he was. 

After Sean and Melanie had gone into the bedroom, Fleur 

moved Jay's legs off the couch and sat down beside him. He 

sprang up. She latched onto his wrist and squeezed it hard 

enough to bruise. 

"Sit," she hissed. 

Jay sat back down. The menace in her voice was nothing like 

he'd ever heard. How had he gone so long without seeing this 

side of her? How had she managed to fool him, to fool all of 

them? What did she have planned now? 

"I'm going to ask you some questions," she said. "I want 

you to answer 'yes' or 'no' for each one. There's no need to 

talk--just nod or shake your head. Do you understand?" 

This wasn't the woman he thought he'd been falling in love 

with. Jay didn't know if something had happened to Fleur or if 

he was finally seeing past her facade. Either way, the change in 
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her demeanor terrified him. He'd have to play along or risk 

getting hurt. 

Foreboding trickled down Jay's spine. He wanted to run as 

far away from her as possible. Nevertheless, he nodded. 

"C'est magnifique. Here's the first question: are you angry 

with me?" 

What the hell did she expect? He scowled at her and nodded. 

"Good. That's logical. Are you worried about Maia?" 

Once again, he nodded. 

"Afraid I'll hurt her?" 

Hesitation. How was he supposed to answer that? He didn't 

want her to know how much she intimidated him. She might use 

that to her advantage. Still, she probably knew the answer. What 

would happen if he lied? Would she punish him for it? 

"Answer me, Jay." 

He shook his head. She grabbed his chin again and raked her 

nails across his cheek. It stung. 

"I saved you from the brink of death. I can bring you back 

there. Is that what you want?" 

Do it. I dare you. He bit his tongue. He shook his head. 

This was not the time for boldness. Maia needed help. Like it or 

not, Fleur was their best hope for a cure. He had to play along 

until his sister was safe. 
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"Good boy," Fleur said. She moved her had to cup the side 

of his face and kissed the gashes her nails had made in his 

cheek. "How are we going to explain this mess, I wonder? Should 

we say you attacked me, and maybe I fought back? Or perhaps it 

had something to do with your fall. What do you think?" 

"I trust you," he said. What the hell did she want? 

"Glad you're finally learning." She kissed him on the 

mouth. "Now, there's something I think you should know about 

Maia." 

His lips burned from her kiss. Bile crept up in his throat. 

"What did you do to her?" 

"Not me, it's the virus." 

Terror seized his gut. "What's wrong with her? What 

happened?" 

Melanie's scream echoed from the end of the hallway. Jay 

leapt up from the couch.  

Sean poked his head out of the bedroom. "Maia's 

unresponsive. We thought she was sleeping, but I can't find a 

pulse." 

Jay looked pointedly at Fleur. Her expression was blank. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Sweetness 

 

Jay turned on Fleur, eyes blazing. "What did you do to 

her?" 

"Not me," she said, "the virus. We've been through this, 

Jay. I have yours and Maia's best interests at heart." 

Jay sprinted toward the hallway. He tripped on a corner of 

the area rug and braced a hand against the wall to keep himself 

from falling. The apartment swirled around him. 

"Careful," said Fleur. 

"Help me," he said. It killed him to ask for help from her, 

of all people, but he didn't have a choice. There was no way he 

could save his sister on his own. "I don't know what to do for 

her." 

Fleur got up from the couch. She walked over to Jay and put 

her hand on his back. It took all of his willpower not to recoil 
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when she touched him. "Run across the hall and grab her pills," 

she said. "It's the bottle with the blue cap. You know the one. 

Hurry." 

I can't run, he wanted to argue. I can barely stand. But he 

knew there was no point - he had to go get the medicine because 

the doctor was going to make sure that Maia didn't die. Jay 

wondered how long his sister had been unresponsive. How long had 

Fleur waited to tell him what was wrong with her? 

Rage simmered beneath the surface of his fear. Once Maia 

got better, he was going to kill Fleur. 

Jay brushed her hand off and ran across the hall as fast as 

he could. The movement made his head swim and his lungs work 

overtime. Once he crossed the threshold to the laboratory, he 

slumped against the gurney. His breath came in short, sharp 

pants. He wanted to throw up again. Again, there was no time. 

He needed to save Maia. 

Pills, he reminded himself. He was supposed to find the 

bottle, the one with the blue cap. It was the same bottle he'd 

seen Fleur handling suspiciously not too long before they'd had 

sex. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that 

she'd used sex to distract him. He'd been on to something, 

something big. Now, there's was nothing to stop him from 

investigating further. 



Morgan / BLOOD AND WATER / 197 

 

Jay located the bottle on the bookcase. His hand hovered 

over it. What if he was playing right into her hands? She'd sent 

him to fetch the bottle, after all. Maybe she suspected he'd 

want to investigate. Of course, there wasn't time for that - the 

longer he stayed across the hall, the less safe it was for Maia. 

Fleur was with her now. He didn't know what she was doing. He 

had to get back there as fast as he could. 

He closed his hand around the bottle and spun on his heel. 

His heart was destroying the inside of his chest, but he knew he 

had no time to stop and catch his breath. He had to keep moving. 

He had to save Maia. 

Just before he crossed the threshold of the laboratory 

again, he felt compelled to see what was inside the bottle. He 

knew that his pills and Maia's were in separate bottles, but he 

had no idea why. He wondered what hers looked like. Before he 

could stop himself, he pried off the blue cap and let it fall to 

the floor. The bottle was filled with small, white capsules - 

pills that looked the same as his. He turned the bottle over and 

poured one into his hand. It looked exactly like the one he'd 

taken hours ago. 

On a whim, he cracked the capsule open. Fine white powder 

spilled over his palm. He lifted his hand to his mouth, stuck 

his tongue out, and brushed it over the contents of the capsule. 

It was sweet. 
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He reared back, stunned, and resolved to try again. This 

time, he tried a lot more of the powder. 

Sweetness. Sweet like candy, like ice cream - 

Like sugar. 

Fleur was giving Maia sugar pills. 

She'd gotten a placebo. 

The muscles in Jay's body locked up in sheer fury. He 

clenched his jaw so hard he felt a nerve jerk in his neck. Pure, 

unadulterated rage flowed through his veins. What the hell was 

going on? What had she done to Maia? 

Fleur's face appeared in his mind's eye. He wanted to 

destroy it beyond recognition. If someone gave him a baseball 

bat, he would break every bone in her body without a second 

thought. 

Who did she think she was? What gave her the right to 

choose who lived or died? More importantly, why hadn't she given 

Jay the placebo pill instead? 

In a fit of righteous anger, he threw the bottle across the 

room. It hit the wall and tiny capsules went flying everywhere. 

Jay watched, breathing heavy, as things fell into place. Fleur 

had been lying the entire time. She knew exactly why Jay was 

responding better to the treatment - he was the only one getting 

the treatment. For whatever reason, she'd chosen not to help 
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Maia. She didn't seem troubled by the thought that she could 

die. 

Everything made perfect, infuriating sense. 

The scream that had been building up inside of him burst 

out. He dashed across the hall, threw open the door, and shouted 

Fleur's name. When she didn't answer, he ran down the hall into 

the open bedroom. Maia was passed out on top of the covers. 

Melanie sat next to her, holding her hand. Sean stood next to 

Fleur, who was shining a flashlight into Maia's eyes. 

"Jay," Fleur said, "did you bring the pills." 

"Bitch," Jay spat. "Placebo? What the hell is wrong with 

you?" 

Sean stood between them. "Easy there, mate." 

"Don't 'easy there, mate' me. She's a liar and a fraud." He 

took a step forward. Sean stood his ground. "Step aside, Sean." 

"You're scared," he said. "Don't do this. You're going to 

regret it." 

"The only thing I regret right now is trusting her," Jay 

said. The more he thought about it, the more betrayed he felt. 

He'd kissed Fleur, touched her, slept with her--she'd even said 

she loved him. How much of that had been a lie? 

His chest bumped Sean's. Neither of them backed down. 

"Don't make me fight you. My issue's with her." 
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Sean grabbed Jay's arm. Jay shoved him. Sean swore and 

shoved him back. 

"Jay," said Melanie. "Please, calm down." 

"Is she breathing?" Jay demanded. 

"Is who breathing?" 

"Maia!" 

Melanie held her hand above Maia's face. "Yes." 

Jay relaxed, but only a little. He was still angry with 

Fleur. When he turned back around, Sean hadn't moved. Jay pulled 

his arm back and curled his hand into a fist. 

"Move or I'll punch you." 

"Punch me," Sean said. 

His knuckles cracked against Sean's jaw. Pain exploded in 

his hand. He'd bad a bad call. His fingers went numb. Maybe one 

of them was broken. 

"Jesus," Sean said, wiping blood from his mouth. "What the 

hell has gotten into you?" 

"She has," he replied. 

Sean glared at him. "Dr. Devereaux saved your life, mate. 

You were half-dead when we got out of the Chunnel." He rubbed 

his jaw and winced. "She saved Maia, for Christ's sake." 

Jay's anger flared again. "She's killing Maia." He pushed 

Sean out of the way and stormed toward the doctor. One hand dug 
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into her waist; the other squeezed her throat. "I know about the 

pills." 

"Merde," she breathed. 

Sean started forward. Fleur held up a hand to stop him. 

"He'll kill you," Sean said. 

"No, I don't think so." Even though Jay had his hand around 

her throat, she didn't look frightened--she only looked sad. 

"He's waiting for answers. He needs me alive." 

Fleur was right, and they both knew it. Even if he wanted 

to, Jay couldn't kill her yet. His thoughts were tangled up like 

string inside his head. How much longer would he have to wait 

for them to come unraveled? 

"You've been giving Maia a placebo," he said. 

She grabbed the wrist of the hand that was holding her 

neck. "It was all for the sake of the experiment, Jay. Without a 

placebo, there is no control." 

The sake of the experiment. She didn't care about Maia. She 

didn't care about Jay. She didn't care what happened to either 

of them. All that mattered to her was the scientific method. 

Why had she told him she loved him? If she didn't are about 

him, then why had she insisted? He needed to know. He had to 

hear her say it. 

"Why did you tell me you loved me?" he asked. 
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"You needed to hear it," Fleur replied. "I had no idea how 

much time you had left." She applied pressure to his wrist, but 

he didn't let up. "I might have learned to mean it, Jay. What do 

you think of that?" 

He thought she was a liar and a cheater and a fraud. He 

thought she was a bitch. He wanted her to suffer--the way she'd 

made him suffer. He wanted to hold out hope to her before 

dashing it against the rocks. Then and only then would she know 

what he was thinking. 

"Did you kiss me for the same reason?" Jay asked. "What 

about the sex? Was that part of your plan?" 

Melanie gasped. The sound barely registered. She was the 

only person besides Jay who knew about the list. She knew what 

all was on it that he wanted to check off. She'd probably 

anticipated she would be his first. For both of their sakes, he 

wished she had been. 

"I would do it all again," Fleur said. "Didn't it make you 

happy, even for a moment? Didn't you forget about the virus for 

a while?" Her eyes searched his for affirmation. Even now that 

he knew what she was capable of, Jay felt the overwhelming urge 

to reassure her. Had she had his happiness in mind the whole 

time after all? "You're hurting me, Jay. Can't we stop this for 

now? Your sister needs my help." 
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At the mention of his sister, Fleur renewed Jay's fury. His 

hand jumped from her waist to join the other on her neck. His 

brain was on fire. There was no stopping now. 

Fleur's hands found his wrists. Her eyes locked on his. He 

still saw sadness in them, perhaps a little doubt, but he still 

didn't see the one thing that would've made him stop. 

She wasn't afraid, and he hated her for it. He wanted to 

give her a reason to fear. He needed her to understand what 

hopelessness was like. 

Jay brought his hands together until Fleur started choking. 

Sean was yelling at Jay, but the throbbing of his heartbeat in 

his ears drowned it out. Melanie screamed his name. Fleur 

thrashed in his grip. Her face was turning red. 

He thought of everything that had happened since arriving 

in Calais--meeting Fleur, starting treatment, fighting with 

Sean, holding Melanie, sneaking around with Fleur--it had all 

made sense in some way. But then came the deception and the 

awfulness began--Maia's seizures, the relapse, Fleur killing the 

rats, the cold prick of a needle as it slid into his neck-- 

In the present, Fleur gagged. Jay squeezed harder. 

The unfairness of it all was that nothing would change. 

Even if he killed Fleur, he knew he'd still be miserable. Maia 

wouldn't heal. There was a chance that she could die. 
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If he murdered Fleur, then the cure would die with her. 

He'd kill the possibility that Maia could be saved. 

Jay let go of Fleur just as her face was turning purple. 

She fell to the floor in a heap, unconscious. 

Melanie swore and ran over to her. She squatted down and 

grabbed Fleur's wrist, checking for a pulse. Right after it 

registered that Fleur was still alive, Sean punched Jay in the 

stomach and knocked the wind out of him. 

"You ever pull that shite again, I swear I'm going to kill 

you." 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

The Dream in Ruins 

 

Jay gasped for breath, doubled over in pain. His anger had 

subsided, replaced by resignation. He couldn't kill Fleur. He 

knew that now. No matter how much she'd done to hurt him, he 

still had to cooperate. She was the only person he knew that was 

capable of saving Maia. 

Sean stood over everyone. His breathing was labored, and 

his face was flushed. Jay wondered what he was thinking. Did he 

suspect Fleur, too, or did he think Jay lost his mind? Either 

way, Jay decided, it was best not to upset him. 

Jay couldn't comprehend why Sean was so frustrated until he 

realized that Sean didn't believe him. He hadn't seen the 

evidence that backed up Jay's accusations. For all Sean knew, 

his friend was mental. He'd flown off the handle and choked 

Fleur for no reason. 
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Jay had to find a way to prove that what he'd said was 

true. He needed Sean to trust him or they'd accomplish nothing. 

If Fleur pulled something slick again, Jay knew it would be 

better to have Sean on his side. 

"I don't think I really could've murdered her," Jay said 

once he'd caught his breath. 

"I don't care," Sean said. "That was bloody idiotic." 

If he'd heard Jay's words about Fleur giving Maia a 

placebo, it was obvious that he didn't believe them even for a 

second. Jay had to make Sean see the truth of what was going on-

-Melanie, too, if the need for that arose. 

"She's out cold," said Melanie, still stooped over Fleur. 

"Not sure when she'll wake up or if she'll wake up at all." 

Sean nodded grimly. "What about Maia?" 

Melanie left Fleur and got back on the bed with Maia. If 

Maia had moved any, Jay couldn't tell. Melanie pressed her 

fingers to the side of Maia's neck. Jay held his breath. He 

prayed. 

"Still out, but alive. If she doesn't wake up soon, she 

might have lapsed into a coma." 

Jay climbed onto the bed on the other side of Maia. He 

tapped his sister's cheek. It was clammy. "Wake up, Maia." 

"What are you doing?" Melanie asked. 
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"What does it look like? I'm waking her up. No way in hell 

she's going to fall into a coma." 

"You don't get it, Jaybird. It might not make a 

difference." 

He touched Maia's face again. Her skin felt the same as it 

always had. If she were dying, wouldn't it feel somehow 

different? Wouldn't there be some way he would be able to tell? 

She couldn't slip away without him knowing, surely not. 

He didn't want to lose the only family he had left. The 

only way he'd survived losing his parents was with Maia by his 

side. 

Without conscious effort, Jay thought back to the funeral. 

They'd waited until both their parents were dead--it was easier 

that way, more economical. Per government order, they'd both had 

to be cremated. The urns sat in an empty coffin--they could only 

borrow one as a result of high demand. When the ceremony 

finished, Jay and Maia took the urns all the way to Tower 

Bridge. They scattered ashes in the Thames, tears dripping down 

their faces and mingling with the river. In that moment, they 

were closer than they had ever been. Jay wondered if the two of 

them could be that close again. 

The snap of Sean's fingers brought him back to the present. 

"You said a lot of things about Dr. Devereaux. Do you think 

they're all true?" 
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Jay hesitated. Sean had phrased the sentence as though Jay 

were delusional. 

"How can I get you to believe me?" Jay asked. 

Sean looked at Melanie. "What do you think?" 

"He might be mental," she said, "but I've never seen him 

that angry before, especially over something that didn't really 

happen." Her attention moved to Jay. "It's worth investigating, 

wouldn't you agree?" 

"Good enough for me," Sean said. He walked over to the bed 

and held his hand out. Jay took it and let Sea help him get back 

on his feet. He brushed off his clothes, even though he didn't 

need to, and waited for Sean to say something else. 

Melanie spoke instead. "Where can we find out what's up 

with the doctor?" 

Jay racked his brains and tried to come up with a plan of 

action. They needed to investigate, but what could they look 

into? Was there anywhere Fleur could've slipped up somehow, 

anything to help clue them in to her true self? 

He remembered standing in the lab not too long ago, asking 

Fleur if he could see her credentials. She'd led him to them, 

proudly--she'd gone to Oxford, for God's sake. He'd seen the 

diplomas. 

But were they all real? 
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Jay looked at the wall. The framed diplomas were all still 

there above the headboard, staring him down as they awaited 

inspection. In that moment, he knew exactly what they had to do. 

"She showed me all of these diplomas once," Jay said, 

pointing to them. "I didn't really look at them. Now might be 

the time." 

"Take Maia into the bathroom," Sean told Melanie. "Try 

putting her in the tub and turning on the shower. The water 

might help her wake up." 

Melanie started to ease Maia off the bed. "What are we 

going to do about Fleur?" 

"Leave her," Sean said. "We have more pressing business." 

"Wait," Jay said. "I'll help you, Mels." He scooped Maia 

into his arms. She barely weighed anything--her fragile 

lightness shocked him. He carried her, bridal-style, into the 

bathroom and tried not to focus on how sick she looked up close. 

Melanie turned on the tap and sat on the edge of the tub 

while it filled up. What was she thinking? How did she feel? 

She'd hardly said anything since learning he'd had sex. He 

wasn't sure what he expected her to say, but nothing was as 

awkward as her saying nothing. 

Jay laid Maia on the tile floor, careful not to bump her 

head. He touched the hem of her shirt, frowning. "You'll take 
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her clothes off, won't you? If she gets these wet, she might 

catch a cold later." 

Once the words left his mouth, he realized what he'd said. 

It wouldn't make a difference if Maia caught a cold--she was 

already dying, and she had been for a while. He felt a twinge of 

foolishness mingled with fear. He was absolutely terrified that 

he would lose his sister. Even armed with the knowledge she'd 

been given a placebo, he wasn't sure that he could save her. 

They could try treating her with his medicine, but she hadn't 

built up any tolerance to it. The so-called cure could kill her 

in the weak state she was in. 

Melanie turned the water off. "Jaybird, I'm so sorry." 

He couldn't bring himself to look away from Maia's face. He 

loved her more than he could say. She meant the world to him and 

more. They'd been there for each other for as long as he 

remembered. If he lost her, he'd be losing a piece of his soul. 

How could he put that depth of sadness into words? 

"I should go back in there and help Sean," he said. He 

lifted Maia's hand to his mouth and kissed the back of it. He 

kept his eyes closed, afraid not only of seeing her so ill, but 

also of losing control of his emotions. He couldn't bear the 

thought of Melanie seeing him break down. 

"She's in good hands," said Melanie. 

"I know that," he said. "Thank you." 
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Jay let go of his sister and headed for the door. Melanie 

reached him in two short strides. She took his face in her 

hands, drew him down to her, and kissed him on the lips. The way 

she did it told him exactly what she meant--she almost didn't 

need to say it. He meant a lot to her, and she needed him to 

know that. The kiss wasn't romantic as it might have been once. 

Instead, Jay found that he drew strength and comfort from it. 

"I love you," she said, "and I don't want you to forget it. 

No matter what happens, you'll always have me. You're family, 

Jay. Do you understand?" 

He did understand, and the truth broke his heart. He didn't 

think he'd ever been so loved in all his life. No matter what 

happened to him or to Maia, he knew he could always count on 

them. Melanie was right--she and Sean weren't just his friends. 

Somewhere along the way, they had become his family. 

"I love you, too," he said. "Take care of her." 

"You know I will." 

He took another long look at Maia before heading back to 

Fleur's bedroom. To his surprise, she was still unconscious on 

the floor. Sean was standing on the bed. He ripped a frame from 

the wall, nail and all, and tossed it onto the duvet. It joined 

the pile of others. The glass was broken in a few of them. Blood 

dripped onto the pillows. 
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Jay looked up and noticed that Sean's hand was cut. "Slow 

down. You're bleeding." 

"From the glass," he said, "or the nails. I don't know 

anymore." He reached for another diploma, this one in a gilded 

frame, and tore it from the wall. "Look at those down there. 

What do you see?" 

Jay picked up a frame. The glass was cracked. What was he 

supposed to be looking for? Sean had gone crazy. 

"Get closer," Sean said. "Press your nose against the 

glass." 

Jay looked closer. At first, he didn't see anything 

unusual--a flat piece of paper with flat words and a flat seal, 

certainly nothing worth breaking glass over. 

Then, it hit him--flat, flat, flat. 

Calligraphy was raised. Seals should be, too. 

Fleur had framed a printout. 

She hadn't been to Oxford. 

She was a fraud. 

Jay threw the diploma across the room until it hit the 

wall. The wooden frame splintered and fell apart. The glass 

shattered. 

Liar! 

The dream was in ruins, and he was awake. 

"Fleur!" 
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Her name erupted from his mouth like the cry of a wild 

animal. He wanted to hurt her. He wanted to scream. 

"Everything she told us was a lie," Sean said. "She isn't 

even a doctor. I don't know what she is." 

Jay felt suffocated by the intensity of his anger. Never in 

his life had he wanted to kill someone like he wanted to kill 

Fleur. He'd already come close to succeeding once. Now that Sean 

knew the extent of her betrayal, maybe he wouldn't want to stop 

Jay this time. And she was still unconscious. It would be so 

easy. 

He dropped to his knees on the bedroom floor. Sean got down 

from the bed, went over to him, and put a hand on his shoulder. 

"Whatever you're thinking, it's not worth it, mate." 

"She lied to me," Jay said. "She lied to all of us." 

"I know," Sean replied, "but we can't do anything about it. 

We need her, Jay. Maia's still sick." 

"Because of her," he spat. 

"Yes, but she cured you. Maybe she's the only one who can 

help Maia now, too." 

In spite of his anger, he knew Sean was right. Fleur had 

managed to save Jay's life. She might be able to save Maia's. 

Regardless of how she presented herself, she was their best hope 

for Maia's survival. He loved his sister more than anything. He 

would do whatever it took to keep her alive. 
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"She slept with me," Jay said. 

"You told us." 

"She said she loved me, Sean. I thought I loved her, too." 

"Jesus," Sean breathed. "You can't just dump this shite on 

me out of nowhere, Jay. I didn't even know you fancied her. You 

don't tell me anything anymore--not since we left London." 

It had been longer than that, and they both knew it. Jay 

had lied to Sean since discovering he was sick. He thought he'd 

been keeping his friends safe by lying to them, but maybe he was 

wrong. His deception only seemed to aggravate the tension 

stretching out between them. 

Fleur had lied, too, perhaps even to protect them. He 

wasn't sure he could forgive her for what she'd done to Maia, 

but he could hardly condemn her when he was guilty, too.  

Jay swallowed the lump that had risen in his throat. He 

wasn't sure what to say. The situation needed something, but he 

didn't know what. He got up from the floor and shoved his hands 

in his pockets. 

Sean leveled his gaze. "Melanie told me about everything, 

Jay--about the two of you, I mean." 

His heart sank like a rock. "Everything? You mean it?" 

"Yeah," he replied. "I've known for a while. She started 

acting flighty right after I proposed--right before you told us 
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that Maia was sick. Figured I might've scared her off. The idea 

of commitment can be scary and all that." 

Jay nodded until he understood the meaning of Sean's words. 

"You proposed to her?" 

"Oh, yeah. Wasn't easy, either." 

He gaped at Sean. "What did she say?" 

"You're not going to believe this, mate, but she told me--" 

"Jay!" Melanie screamed. 

Sean's voice died in this throat. Jay turned and sprinted 

into the bathroom. Fleur was in the tub, fully clothed and 

straddling Maia. Maia's head lolled to one side, bobbing in the 

water. Her eyes were closed. Melanie kept slapping her cheeks, 

muttering what sounded like a prayer. 

"She's not responding to anything," Melanie said. 

"It's a coma," Sean replied. "We need to get the doctor." 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

One Quick Walk 

 

With Fleur's help, the three of them managed to get Maia 

out of the bathtub. Fleur slipped a silk robe on her and didn't 

bother to tie it. None of that mattered anymore. Everything they 

did was focused on saving a life, and nothing else. 

They set Maia down on Fleur's bed again. Fleur ducked out 

of the room to fetch some medical equipment, leaving the trio 

alone with Maia's unconscious body. She looked so close to death 

that Jay couldn't look at her anymore. Melanie sat on the edge 

of the bed, holding Maia's hand. Sean paced the length of the 

bedroom and muttered prayers to a God that he didn't believe in. 

Jay appreciated it all the same. 

He sat down beside Melanie and put his arm around her. His 

eyes burned as though he were going to cry. He wasn't sure he 

had the strength to do that anymore. 
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"You can cry," she said. "It's okay for you to cry after 

something like this." 

He knew she was trying to comfort him, but he still didn't 

think he could release the pain inside of him. Rage and grief 

and terror had been building up in him since discovering that 

Fleur was giving Maia a placebo. If anything else happened to 

Maia, he was going to kill Fleur with his bare hands. He'd jump 

on her and strangle her and watch the life leave her eyes. He'd 

never wanted to hurt an animal, let alone another human, like he 

wanted to hurt her. The more he thought about Maia's condition, 

the more infuriated he became. 

"I want to," he said. 

"Then do it." 

"I can't." 

Sean stopped pacing. He came over to the bed and sat down 

on the other side of Jay. He put his arm around his shoulders. 

For the first time in a long time, the three of them were 

united. They bodies formed a link that couldn't be broken. 

Jay hung his head. He was full of emotion he couldn't quite 

name. 

"She'll wake up," Sean said. 

"But what if she doesn't?" 

"She will, Jay. She has to." 
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He couldn't look at Sean anymore, either. He didn't like 

feeling as though he were being lied to. They both knew Maia's 

health was not a guarantee. Based on hos quickly things had 

escalated with her illness, no one could imagine what might 

happen going forward. Not even Fleur seemed understand what was 

happening to her. 

When Fleur came back into the room, she dropped a 

stethoscope, a syringe, and several other things onto the duvet. 

Jay leapt up right away. "What can I do to help?" 

"Nothing," she said. "Get out of my way." 

Her cold response burned him. That was his sister, his 

family, and she would't let him help? She was crazy to think he 

wouldn't do whatever it took to keep Maia alive. 

"Just tell me what to do and I'll do it," he said. 

"I am," she replied. "Get the hell out of here." 

Sean stood next to Jay. "He wants to help. Let him." 

"He's emotional and he'll only get in my way." Fleur picked 

up the stethoscope and put the ends in her ears. "If you all 

really want to help me, you'll go get some air. There's nothing 

anyone but me can do for her right now. Take a breather while 

you can." 

"She's not out of the woods yet," Jay said. 

"We can come right back." Sean's eyes searched Jay's, 

imploring him to reach an understanding. "If we stay here, we'll 
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be a nuisance. One quick walk, and we'll be back. Maybe by then 

the doctor will have got it sorted out." 

Jay didn't think that anyone could "get it sorted out." It 

was un-sort-out-able. None of them had any real control over 

what happened to Maia next. Beyond prayer, there was nothing 

they could offer for her healing. The helplessness bothered Jay 

the most. He hated knowing that there was nothing more he could 

do for his sister. 

"Jay?" Sean asked. 

"Yeah," he said. "Okay, I'm coming." 

Melanie got up from the bed and started to follow them. 

Fleur touched her shoulder. "I'd like you to stay here with me, 

if you can. If Maia wakes up, she should be with someone who 

knows her well. Plus, it helps always have an extra set of 

hands." 

Melanie cast a sidelong glance at Jay. "If he's all right 

with that." 

"I know she's in good hands as long as you're here, Mels." 

Fleur ignored the dig and pressed the stethoscope's metal 

disc against Maia's chest. Jay watched his sister as she slept, 

wondering when and if she was going to wake up. Although she 

looked paler and weaker than she had not long before, she was 

still the same Maia. He was struck by the overwhelming urge to 

kiss her sweaty forehead, but decided against it. The sooner 
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they went out, the sooner he and Sean could come back and see 

her again. 

Sean jerked his head in the direction of the door. "You 

lead the way, mate." 

"We'll be in the lab when you get back," Fleur said. 

"There's more room in there, and all my equipment. Just come 

there when you get in. We'll take care of her." 

"Thank you," Jay said. 

Sean clapped him on the shoulder. 

As the two of them headed out of the bedroom, down the long 

hallway, and out the front door, Jay got the sense that somehow 

everything would be all right. In spite of his worry, Maia was 

being looked after by two capable women. No matter what 

happened, it was going to be fine. 

# 

The walk had been good for Jay and Sean. There was so much 

between them that had been unsaid since Jay got sick. While 

breathing the fresh air, they realized that they needed a fresh 

start. The world as they knew it had come to an end, and they 

needed each other. They were family, after all, and family stuck 

together. 

No matter what happened, Jay knew he could count on Sean. 

They spent the remainder of the evening walking and talking 

and confessing and forgiving. By the time the sun went down, 
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their rift had been repaired. The two of them headed back to the 

flat without any lingering feelings of resentment or mistrust. 

For the first time in a long time, Jay felt optimistic. 

They were gone for longer than Jay realized. As they opened 

the door to the lab, moonlight poured into the hallway. He 

didn't see Fleur or anyone else. Maia wasn't on the gurney--

maybe she was in the loft. For some reason, the sheet of paper 

that normally hung over the gurney was crumpled on the floor. He 

thought he saw blood on the corner of it. Maybe it was just a 

trick of the light. 

"I'm going to go see if they're across the hall," Sean 

said. 

Jay nodded. "I'll look around here." 

He went further into the apartment and went over to the 

couch. 

That was when he saw something that  

Jay could tell from the way the light fell that something 

was wrong. The curtains were open, and the full moon cast an 

unfamiliar shadow on the floor. It looked like Maia's sleeping 

form, but he couldn't find her profile. The silhouette of her 

head was large and bulky and he couldn't see her nose no matter 

how hard he tried. It didn't make sense. 
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He took a step forward into the room. Goosebumps made the 

hairs on his arms stand up. He took another step toward the bed. 

Stomach acid crept up the back of his throat. 

Maia lay on her back with a pillow on her face. 

She never slept on her back, especially not on the couch. 

And even if the moon was bright, she wouldn't have covered 

her face with a pillow. If anything, she would've gotten up and 

shut the curtains first. 

As Jay crept toward his sister, fear bubbled up inside him. 

He knew something was wrong, but he didn't want proof of it. 

Whatever had happened to Maia while he was gone, he wanted to 

keep it out of his mind. He didn't want it to exist. He wanted 

to curl up in a ball and crawl away from the uncertain future. 

As long as he stayed at a distance from Maia, he'd be able 

to pretend that everything was fine. The minute he stepped 

forward, he would shatter the illusion. 

He took a deep breath and made his move. Now that he was 

close enough to touch her, he lifted the pillow off of her face. 

The moonlight struck her cheek. 

She didn't look right. 

He took a step closer and turned on the lamp. His stomach 

clenched. 

Maia was still. She wasn't just resting--she was frozen, 

like a statue. Like something inanimate. Her eyes were closed. 
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Her lips were parted, her mouth was open slightly, and blood 

crusted the edges. There was also a dried blood caked under her 

nose. Her whole face looked swollen. 

Jay let the pillow fall from his fingers. He reached out 

with shaking hands and pried her right eye open. The whites were 

bloodshot, the pupils cloudy and unfocused. He tried the other 

eye and got the same result. 

His blood heated and cooled in alternating waves. The world 

had ended and the afterlife was closing in on him. 

He screamed, and what came out of him was nothing close to 

human. 

# 

Jay is four and his sister is playing with him. They sit in 

a patch of sunlight streaming from the kitchen window. The table 

has been moved to the side to give them plenty of room. Maia 

drapes a sheet over it to create a makeshift cave. Jay watches 

as she crawls into it, laughing, and growls like a bear. He 

doesn't realize that the noise is coming from his sister. Before 

he knows why, he bursts into tears. Maia is out and at his side 

in an instant. She holds him and rocks him just like their 

mother does. She tells him she's sorry. As he will always do, 

and in that moment, he forgives her. 

Jay is seven and his family has gone out on the water. 

They're on a boat with someone--he can't remember who--and he's 
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realizing he might be afraid of the river. Maia, wise beyond her 

sullen preteen years, holds his arm and tells him that it's 

going to be okay. No matter what happens, she'll be right there 

with him. He's afraid of the sharks. When he tells her, she 

laughs--no sharks in the river. The song of her laughter propels 

him forward into darker days. 

He's eleven years old when the first plague victim dies. 

Maia is overseas, studying abroad in London. She's worried she 

won't be able to come home for Christmas now that everyone is 

trying to keep the virus contained. Jay doesn't know anything 

about London, but he missed his sister, and he would give 

anything to be with her again. He packs a bag and tells his 

parents that he's going to the airport, whether they take him or 

not. He is going to see Maia. They look at each other for a long 

time, saying nothing. Then, his dad puts him in the car and 

drives him to get ice cream. As chocolate drips down the side of 

his cone, he realizes how much his family loves him. 

More plague victims die. He isn't sure how old he is when 

he first understands that no one is safe. Maia gets the flu and 

it's like the sky is falling. His parents hover around the 

house, gliding in and out of her bedroom, speaking in hushed 

tones--Jay knows they're trying to protect him, but the secrets 

make him sick. She was only able to come back and see them for a 

few days. She's supposed to go back. He's just praying she 
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survives. When his parents stop telling him what's going on, he 

pulls his sleeping bag outside her bedroom door and sleeps until 

she comes out and tells him she's all right. 

He's at the airport, international terminal, and he's 

saying his goodbyes. Even though the virus is spreading, he 

wants to be with Maia. Besides, there haven't been any recent 

outbreaks near the United Kingdom. He's sure he'll be fine. The 

flight almost gets canceled after someone throws up, but when it 

comes out that a flight attendant is pregnant, everything 

proceeds as normal. When Jay kisses his mom on the cheek, he 

doesn't know that it's the last time she'll be healthy. 

He's too young to be jaded and too old to believe in magic. 

When his father dies, he knows his mother will die, too. Nothing 

is sacred and no one exempt. 

As Jay and Maia look down into the waters of the Thames, he 

squeezes his sister's hand hard enough to bruise it. 

"Ready when you are." 

They let the ashes fall. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Rushing Water 

 

After the screaming, Jay couldn't talk. He burst into the 

flat across the hall and tried to yell for help, but no sound 

came out. His throat was paralyzed. He stared at Sean, who was 

sitting on the couch, until he jumped up and ran over to him. 

"Jay," Sean said, "you look awful. What happened?" 

He tried to speak again and nearly swallowed his tongue. 

There was no way to put what he was feeling into words. Images 

of the laboratory flashed in his head--moonlight on the couch, 

striking Maia's cheek; the bloodshot eyes, unfocused pupils-- 

Sean slapped him. "You're in shock. Take a deep breath and 

focus on me." 

There was no pain in his face where Sean had hit him. He 

knew the slap was strong, but he hadn't felt it. His whole body 

was numb. He was frozen solid, incapable of any kind of feeling. 
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"Jay," Sean said. "Can you hear me? Please, say something." 

In his mind's eye, he saw Maia's face again. Her mouth was 

open, but she couldn't speak. He was never going to hear his 

sister speak again. 

"Jay, is it Maia?" 

Maia. 

Maia, Maia. 

Maia, Maia, Maia dead. 

Words came out, but they were garbled. "Snap me again." 

"Slap you, you mean?" 

He nodded. Sean's palm collided with his cheek, and once 

again, he failed to feel it. Still, it seemed to clear his mind 

a little bit. Sean wanted to know what had happened. He was 

asking if it had anything to do with Maia. 

"Fleur," Jay said. 

"What's wrong with the doctor?" 

Jay groaned. It's all Fleur's fault. We left her alone with 

Maia and now Maia is dead. But wait--Fleur hadn't been alone 

with Maia. Melanie had been there, too. How had Fleur killed 

Maia with Melanie around? There was no way that Melanie would 

let something like that happen. 

"Melanie," Jay said. 

"She's in the bedroom," Sean said. "I think she's looking 

for pajamas. Once Fleur's out of the bath, Melanie wants a go." 



Morgan / BLOOD AND WATER / 228 

 

He grabbed Jay by the shoulders and jostled him. "Is that what 

you were asking? I can't bloody understand you. Tell me what's 

wrong, mate, or else I can't fix it." 

He wanted to tell Sean--desperately, in fact--but there was 

no way in hell that the words would come out. His tongue refused 

to cooperate with the signals his brain was sending it. He 

didn't even feel attached to his body anymore. 

Sean was in his face, saying something to his again. His 

eyebrows knit together the way he did when he was worried. Why 

was he worried? He wanted to ask Sean what was wrong, but in 

that moment, he remembered the horror in the room across the 

hall. 

Maia, Maia, Maia dead. 

"Melanie," he muttered. 

"Stay right here. I'll get her." 

As if he could move. Jay shifted his weight from one foot 

to the other with impressive difficulty. He reached up to 

scratch his nose and realized that his fingertips were numb. His 

hands had fallen asleep. He rocked his head from side to side to 

relieve the tension in his neck, but nothing happened. 

Everything was numb and he was mute and living in a world 

where Maia was dead. 

Sean came back with Melanie in tow. Judging by the look of 

panic on her face, Sean had told her that something was gravely 
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wrong with Jay. She took a step toward him and reached out to 

touch his cheek. He couldn't feel her fingers on his skin, 

either. 

"Sean said you asked for me. What's going on?" 

With every ounce of strength he possessed, he pushed the 

words out. "Maia. I... where is Dr. Devereaux? Need to speak 

with her." 

Melanie sighed. "She's in the bath." 

"How long?" he asked. 

"Dunno,"she said. "A while, I think." 

"Then why's the tap still running?" 

The trio froze and listening to the sound of rushing water 

breaking through the silence. Melanie and Sean exchanged puzzled 

glances. 

Water, rushing water full of ashes. 

The Thames. 

Jay swallowed and tried to keep his knees from going out. 

"Someone should go see what's going on with her. Need to talk, 

need to talk, need to talk as soon as possible." 

"What's wrong with him?" Melanie asked as though Jay 

couldn't hear her. 

"I think he's in shock, but I'm not sure," Sean said. "At 

any rate, we need to find out what is going on. Go check on the 

doctor, see if she's decent." 
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Melanie went down the hallway and knocked on the bathroom 

door. There was no reply, and the water was still running. 

"Dr. Devereaux, could I come in? It's only for a moment." 

The three of them listened again. No response. Fleur 

knocked again, more insistently. 

"Dr. Devereaux, are you all right?" She twisted the handle 

back and forth, swearing and scowling. "Unlock the door, 

please." 

Yet again, the sound of silence punctuated by running water 

drifted through the flat. Melanie waved Sean over to help her. 

He started by twisting the knob the same way that she had. She 

shot him a look. 

"You just saw me try that." 

"I don't know," he said. 

She put her hands on her hips. "You think you might be 

strong enough to break this thing down?" 

He backed up against the opposite wall and took his time 

sizing up the door. Jay had no idea if he were capable of 

breaking any doors down, even though the one in front of the 

bathroom looked shoddy at best. 

"Probably can do," Sean said. "Think I should?" 

Melanie looked back at Jay. He still couldn't move. 

"Please. He needs help." 
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Sean dug his left heel into the carpet. He leaned back, 

raised his right foot, and kicked hard near the lock. The hinges 

squealed. He kicked again, and the door sprung free. The minute 

it was open, there was no going back. 

Sean waved at Jay. "Are you coming in with me?" 

Jay floated forward toward his friends, unsure of what 

they'd find. 

# 

When Sean broke through the door and the whole thing 

toppled inward, it had landed in the middle of an expanding 

puddle. The puddle was clear fluid punctuated with bright red. 

Jay scanned it with his eyes, searching for the source. After a 

moment, he saw that it was coming from the bathtub. 

"Jesus Christ," Sean said. 

Everything was blood and water. 

Maia screamed and the sound almost shredded Jay's eardrums. 

"Get out of here," Sean said. "We've got it. Find Maia." 

Melanie bowed her head and disappeared from sight. Jay 

didn't want her to go looking for Maia--he knew exactly what 

she'd find--but he was powerless to stop her, paralyzed by fear 

and wonder. 

Fleur had left the water running in the tub. It had been 

running so long that it overflowed, spilling over the white lip 

onto the tile and squishing under Sean and Jay's feet. Sean 
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yelled at Jay to get back, stay back, he didn't need to see what 

was in the tub--Jay took a step forward anyway. He couldn't help 

himself. When Sean turned off the tap, he pleaded with Jay to 

get out, go away, don't look at her--but once again, Jay was 

unable to suppress his curiosity. 

He pushed Sean out of the way and peered into the bathtub. 

If the floor was a mess, the water was worse. It was a 

swirling, angry red that curled around Fleur's limbs and wove 

itself into her hair. She faced the ceiling, and her eyes were 

closed. She was still wearing the dress she'd had on earlier--

the weight of the water made it cling to her skin. Jay was more 

disgusted than aroused by the scene. Like Maia, Fleur's lips 

were parted and her mouth had fallen open. Unlike Maia, she had 

cut two trenches in her wrists. With what, he wasn't sure, but 

she'd done the job well. 

"Jesus Christ," Sean said again. "See if she's still 

breathing." 

Jay could only touch her because he was in shock. Because 

he didn't feel attached to his body, it was relatively easy for 

him to reach into the water and press his fingers to her neck. 

The bath was still warm, and the reek of iron mingled with steam 

made it difficult to focus. He held his hand against her neck 

for a few seconds that felt like centuries. Nothing close to a 

pulse fluttered inside her veins. 
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"No good," Jay said. "She's lost too much blood." 

"She just got in," Sean said. 

"We were gone a long time. You don't know when she got in." 

He put his face in his hands. Jay knew he should be 

reacting the same way, but he still didn't feel like it. He 

didn't feel like anything. 

"What are we going to do with her?" Sean asked. 

"How am I supposed to know? I'm not the expert on death 

here." 

"Well, neither am I." 

Jay looked into the bathtub at Fleur's body again. In the 

water, she was fragile. It was impossible to imagine that she 

was the same woman who had smothered his sister with a pillow. 

Something tinkled. Jay turned and saw Sean pick up 

something from under his foot. It was a shard of glass, six 

inches long, that had come off one of the framed diplomas. Dark 

red blood marked the edges of the glass. 

"This is our fault," Sean said. 

"If she hadn't had the glass, she would've used something 

else." The sight of the blood had drawn him out of his catatonic 

state, at least for the time being. The gears of his mind were 

turning again--slowly, but still turning. "Think about all those 

pills she had, or the needles. There's always been something." 



Morgan / BLOOD AND WATER / 234 

 

Sean threw the glass into the sink. It clattered against 

the side. "I just don't understand why she killed herself. She 

hadn't seemed depressed. Weren't you two together?" 

Jay raised and lowered his shoulders in a shrug. It was the 

best answer he could give besides the one that wouldn't come, 

the one he couldn't speak even though he was speaking again. 

"Well," Sean said, "we can't just leave her here. We should 

bury her or something." 

"Where?" Jay asked. 

"I don't know, somewhere. Help me lift her out of here." 

From the flat across the hall, there was another scream. 

"Maia?" Sean asked. 

"Melanie," Jay said. "Maia is dead." 

Sean turned the color of milk. He gripped the edge of the 

sink for support, but Jay still worried he could fall at any 

minute, collapsing under the weight of what he'd just heard. 

"The virus, you think?" 

"No," Jay said. 

Sean ran out of the bathroom to see for himself. Jay put 

the lid down on the toilet and sat on it. There was no need for 

him to see his sister again. He couldn't stomach the sight, 

especially not when combined with the chaos before him. He knew 

that Fleur's death was connected to Maia's. It was all too 

horrible to be unrelated. 
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None of it felt real. He kept hoping to wake up, safe in 

his bed back in London with Samson curled up on his chest. 

But he knew that wouldn't happen. 

He stood up, determined to search the bathroom for clues. 

Most people left notes when they killed themselves, didn't they? 

He wasn't sure when Fleur would've had the time to write one, 

but he was going to look for it all the same. 

He ran his hand under the lip of the tub all the way 

around, but there was nothing there. Next, he walked over to the 

sink. The bloody piece of glass had settled on the drain. He 

looked up at his reflection and found a piece of paper taped to 

the mirror instead. 

The feeling had come back into his hands. He reached out 

and took the paper, unfolded it, and started reading before he 

could find a reason not to. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

An Unsettling Crossroads 

 

To those left behind, whoever you are, 

 

If you're reading this letter, I have succeeded in one 

regard and failed in many others. You can consider this my 

suicide note. At the time I'm writing this, Jay has just 

relapsed. I thought the treatment was working, but maybe I was 

wrong. Maybe there is no cure. Maia is dying. The placebo 

doesn't seem to have made any difference--even in her mind, it's 

not at al effective. I fear the worst will happen. 

I find myself at an unsettling crossroads, caught between 

the greater good and what I feel in my heart is right. I know I 

have to keep on doing what I'm doing--it's the only way to move 

forward--but I'm terrified. 
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If you never see this letter, it's because I chose to live. 

It will mean I'm half as brave as I pretend to be. Jay doesn't 

think that anything scares me--we got into an argument about it 

one time. He asked me what I feared. I couldn't give him a 

straight answer. I don't even know for sure what I'm afraid of 

anymore. Every day, it seems like there is something new to 

fear. 

I'm afraid to get too close to Jay. I even tried to kill 

him while he was in the ice bath. An air bubble in a needle 

looks just like an act of God, and he would have felt nothing. 

But I couldn't do it. Instead, for some reason, I told him I 

loved him. The scariest part is that it wasn't totally a lie. 

Jay is still asleep. I would like to up his dosage. I'm 

upping Maia's, too. No one else know it's just sugar. I'm 

recording everything in the log, but no one will read those 

notes unless a cure is discovered. And if it is discovered, it 

will have to be by someone much wiser than me. 

I tried curing Jay. When I first met the Harris siblings, I 

knew that one of them was destined to die. Long before I met 

them, I had made up my mind to stay true to the scientific 

method when looking for a cure. I knew that the experiment 

wouldn't be valid unless I used a placebo for the control. After 

all, who cares someone is cured with one pill if the same 

results could be achieved without any pill at all? I had to make 
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sure I was doing it right. Absolutely everything needed to be 

perfect if the experiment were going to go off without a hitch. 

I can't look Maia in the face when I give her the pills 

anymore. I can't look at Jay for very long, not even when we 

kiss. I'm finding it more and more difficult to determine what I 

should and shouldn't do. The further you start in the middle of 

the gray, the harder it becomes to find the black and white. 

Still, I know better than to delude myself--my motives were 

never entirely pure. 

When I was sixteen, I fell in love with Auguste, who was in 

Paris visiting relatives. I met him in the park while riding my 

bicycle--I ran into a rock and fell off. He managed to catch me, 

and I was in love. As we sat beneath a tree and he traced 

circles in my palm, he told me he was from the city of Calais. I 

hadn't heard much about it. He told me all about it, how 

beautiful it was, before adding that it could never hold a 

handle to my beauty. I fell too hard, and when the virus took 

him, no power in heaven or Earth could save me from the fallout. 

I've never gotten over the pain of losing him. When I saw 

Jay, something in his eyes reminded me of Auguste. I wondered if 

he'd been sent to give me a second chance to save someone. I 

hadn't been able to rescue Auguste, but maybe somehow I could 

rescue another. The minute I touched Jay, my mind was made up--

I'd give Maia the placebo for the sake of saving him. He 
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reminded me of my first love. I didn't expect that Jay would 

soon become my second. 

I told him I loved him when I put him in the tub. I don't 

think he'll remember. None of that matters. 

I'm writing this letter to say I'm sorry. I knew what I did 

was wrong, but I proceeded anyway, because I am a coward. I know 

I won't be able to watch Jay and Maia die. The rats are 

declining, and even that is hard for me. I'm going to kill them 

so they won't suffer. Jay and Maia, too. And then myself. It's 

all too much. 

I might have been a doctor if I'd never seen the virus. 

Watching it take so many people out at once without any 

discretion... it tore me apart. What was the point of saving 

people when they were still at risk of succumbing to the virus? 

Instead of helping them recover (as I was supposed to), I used 

them as participants in my secret treatment trials. When the 

administration found out, I was expelled and nearly imprisoned. 

I fled Paris and started anew in Calais. 

When Jay began responding to the treatment, I was ecstatic. 

If I discovered a cure, I could go back to Paris. I could finish 

my studies. I could earn my degree. No one would care how the 

experiments were carried out if they helped destroy the virus. I 

would be a hero. 
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Since Jay relapsed, I'm starting to see how foolish I've 

been, how careless. If you're reading this letter, it's because 

I've taken my own life. I've killed Jay, Maia, or both, and the 

guilt is overwhelming. 

I'm not asking for forgiveness. I know I don't deserve it. 

The four of you made me want to be a better person. I'm sorry I 

failed you. Au revoir. 

 

--Fleur 

# 

The next morning, the trio was up with the sun. With the 

help of the gurney, they managed to transport Fleur and Maia's 

bodies from the apartment to the street. There was a big church 

with a graveyard a couple blocks away. Maia deserved a proper 

burial. Jay wasn't sure Fleur did, but she would get one, 

anyway. 

He showed Fleur's letter to Sean and Melanie. Neither of 

them had known what to say. When they were finished reading it, 

he ripped the letter to shreds and let it fall out of a window 

and off into the world. 

As the three of them carried the bodies to church, Jay 

couldn't help wishing that they had something to put them in. He 

didn't like the idea of just digging a hole and dropping his 
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sister in the ground. Somehow, it was wrong. Maybe Fleur 

deserved that, but he knew Maia didn't. 

He also wished he'd managed to prepare a eulogy. Even a few 

points, scribbled on a piece of paper, would've been better than 

nothing. When he thought about his parents' funeral, his biggest 

regret had been choosing not to speak for both of them. His head 

was full of memories of a happy childhood and a civil 

adolescence. He'd been blessed with great parents; he wanted 

everyone to know. But once he saw the urns nestled snugly in the 

casket, everything he had to say vanished from his mind. Maia 

couldn't speak, either. They'd been paralyzed by grief. 

And now, he had regrets. So many regrets. 

Sean had told Jay once that he'd spoken at all of his 

family's funerals. Although it had been difficult getting 

through the speeches, Sean was happy that he'd done it. 

Reflecting on his loved ones' lives had given him a closure that 

Jay feared he'd never get--especially with Maia. 

He still couldn't believe that she wasn't waking up. In 

death, she seemed at peace. Melanie had wiped the dried blood 

off of Maia's face so that she looked like she had before she'd 

been smothered. She'd been so sick before that her skin, in 

death, didn't look much different than when she was alive. 

Sean had volunteered to maneuver the gurney. Melanie held 

one side of it in order to help steer. Jay was relieved that he 
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didn't have to walk right next to them. When he caught a glimpse 

of Maia, his chest cavity collapsed. The less he looked at her, 

the better. 

No one said a word until they reached the cemetery. Sean 

stopped the gurney, and Melanie took one of the shovels that Jay 

had been carrying. 

He held the other against his chest. "What do you think 

you're doing?" 

"Digging," she answered. "Give that one to Sean." 

When Jay didn't move, Sean reached out and wrapped his hand 

around the handle of the shovel. "Let us do this for you, mate. 

It would be an honor." 

He couldn't find a reason to reject the proposition. Jay 

handed the shovel over. Sean and Melanie walked to an empty plot 

of landed, rested their blades against the dirt, and waited. 

Jay's stomach twisted. He would have to move the gurney 

with the bodies over to the plot.  He didn't know if he could do 

it. 

Sean leaned on his shovel. "Hang on." 

"I can do it." The words surprised him even though they 

came from his own mouth. He sounded much more certain about it 

than he felt. Still, he knew that if he wanted closure, he'd 

have to accept the reality of Maia's death and burial. The 

easiest way to do that would be to interact. 
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He wrapped his fingers around the cold metal handle and 

pulled the gurney forward. The uneven soil shifted with each 

step he took. When he arrived at the grave, he stopped. 

Unbidden, his eyes focused on his sister's body, and his stomach 

lurched again. 

That wasn't his sister. That wasn't Maia; no, not anymore. 

That was just the shell of what his sister had once been. She 

wasn't in pain or unhappy where she was. She'd been set free. No 

matter how the burial went, she was already gone. 

She was with his parents now, and they would take good care 

of her. 

He'd always heard that funerals were meant to help the 

living. For the first time in his life, he thought he 

understood. 

Sean and Melanie made quick work of digging a hole. It was 

their way of honoring Maia. Jay could see how much they loved 

her every time they moved the dirt. His eyes filled with tears. 

He hadn't let himself cry yet. Until the moment they broke 

ground, he'd still been in shock. 

The rest of the burial passed in a blur. Jay was vaguely 

aware of Fleur being lowered into the ground. Melanie clicked 

her tongue as she threw dirt in the hole. He felt like he should 

say something, but he couldn't--not for Fleur. After everything 

she'd done, he wouldn't let himself waste a single word on her. 
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It sickened him to think of all the time he'd spent with her--

time he could've been spending taking care of his sister. If 

only he'd known, everything would have been different. Maybe 

then Fleur wouldn't have needed to kill her. 

Was it his fault that she was dead? He certainly felt like 

it. 

I'm so sorry, Maia. So sorry I failed. 

Once Fleur;s body was completely covered, Sean smoothed the 

surface of the dirt with his shovel. He looked back over his 

shoulder at Jay, keeping his gaze far away from the gurney. 

There was only one body left to bury now. 

"Take a moment if you need it," Sean said. "Just tell us 

when you're ready. Take all the time you need." 

Melanie smiled. "Do you want to be alone?" 

"No," Jay said, "never."  

He needed them there. The memories were coming, and he 

couldn't face them on his own. Jay needed to embrace them, but 

only with his friends. 

"We're here for you," said Melanie. 

"Forever, mate," Sean added. 

Jay pulled the salty air into his lungs. It all came 

rushing make without much conscious effort. He thought back over 

the past several weeks to the day he'd found Maia in his 

apartment. Hunched over the sink, retching and bloody, he swore 
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he'd never let anything happen to her. Although he hadn't kept 

that promise, he knew he was forgiven. Her love was 

unconditional, even in death. He knew she didn't blame him for 

what had happened to her. She'd died still thinking that he was 

the best brother in the world, and he'd cling to that thought 

until the day he didn't need it anymore. He didn't know when 

that would be, but he knew it would happen. He was counting on 

it. 

An overwhelming peace settled over Jay then. Melanie and 

Sean were staring at him. 

"I'm ready," he said. "Let's lay her to rest." 

He wasn't truly ready, but he knew he had to be. It was 

time to let her go. 

When Sean and Melanie lowered Maia into the grave, Jay 

chose not to look at her. He wanted to remember the Maia he'd 

grown up with. He closed his eyes and saw her smiling, laughing, 

teasing him. 

 In his memories, his sister will live on forever—as 

healthy and as happy as she deserved to be. 

The dam behind his eyes broke after his friends had 

finished. His eyes, nose, and throat burned with the release of 

so much tension. He hadn't realized he was capable of feeling 

anything so deeply. He couldn't remember the last time he'd 
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cried so much. In any other circumstance, he might have been 

embarrassed—but now, there was no need for shame.  

Melanie was the first to lay her shovel down. She took 

Jay's hand in hers and pressed her cheek against his shoulder. 

Sean gave them a moment to stand with each other. When the time 

was right, he put his shovel down, too, and grabbed Jay's other 

hand. The three of them stood looking into the grave, 

silhouetted forms against a rising yellow sun. 

One family was lost, but another had replaced it. 

The ache inside his chest would surely disappear with time. 

 

The end. 


