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Chapter One

Bill was hunched over the computer when | let mysdlf in hishouse. Thiswas an dl-too-familiar
scenario in the past month or two. Hed torn himsalf away from hiswork when | came home, until the
past couple of weeks. Now it was the keyboard that attracted him.

"Hello, sweetheart,”" he said absently, his gaze riveted to the screen. An empty bottle of type O
TrueBlood was on the desk beside the keyboard. At least held remembered to edt.

Bill, not ajeans-and-tee kind of guy, was wearing khakis and aplaid shirt in muted blue and
green. His skin was glowing, and histhick dark hair smelled like Herbal Essence. He was enough to give
any woman ahormonal surge. | kissed his neck, and hedidn't react. | licked hisear. Nothing.

I'd been on my feet for six hours straight a Merlotte's Bar, and every time some customer had
under-tipped, or some fool had patted my fanny, 1'd reminded myself that in a short while I'd be with my
boyfriend, having incredible sex and basking in his attention.

That didn't appear to be happening.

| inhaled dowly and steadily and glared at Bill's back. It was awonderful back, with broad
shoulders, and | had planned on seeing it bare with my nailsdug into it. | had counted on that very
grongly. | exhaed, dowly and steedily.

"Bewith youinaminute" Bill said. On the screen, there was asngpshot of adistinguished man
with silver hair and adark tan. He looked sort of Anthony Quinn-type sexy, and he looked powerful.
Under the picture was a name, and under that was sometext. "Born 1756 in Sicily,” it began. Just as|
opened my mouth to comment that vampires did appear in photographs despite the legend, Bill twisted
around and redlized | wasreading.

He hit abutton and the screen went blank.
| stared at him, not quite believing what had just happened.

"Sookie," he said, attempting asmile. His fangs were retracted, so he wastotally not in the mood
inwhich I'd hoped to find him; he waan't thinking of me carndly. Likeal vampires, hisfangsare only fully
extended when he'sin the mood for the sexy kind of lugt, or the feeding-and-killing kind of lust.
(Sometimes, those lusts dl get kind of snarled up, and you get your dead fang-bangers. But that element
of danger iswhat attracts most fang-bangers, if you ask me.) Though I've been accused of being one of
those pathetic creatures that hang around vampires in the hope of attracting their attention, there's only
onevampire I'm involved with (at least voluntarily) and it was the one sitting right in front of me. The one
who was keeping secrets from me. The one who wasn't nearly glad enough to see me.



"Bill," | said coldly. Something was Up, with acapital U. And it wasn't Bill'slibido. (Libido had
just been on my Word-A-Day calendar.)

"Y ou didn't seewhat you just saw," he said steadily. His dark brown eyes regarded me without
blinking.

"Uh-huh," | said, maybe sounding just alittle sarcadtic. "What are you up to?"
"l have a secret assgnment.”

| didn't know whether to laugh or stalk away inasnit. So | just raised my eyebrows and waited
for more. Bill wastheinvestigator for Area5, avampiredivison of Louisiana. Eric, the head of Area5,
had never given Bill an "assgnment” that was secret from me before. In fact, | wasusudly an integra part
of theinvedtigation team, however unwilling I might be.

"Eric must not know. None of the Area 5 vampires can know."

My heart sank. "So—if you're not doing ajob for Eric, who are you working for?' | knelt
because my feet were so tired, and | leaned againgt Bill's knees.

"The queen of Louisana," he said, dmost in awhisper.

Because helooked so solemn, | tried to keep a straight face, but it was no use. | began to laugh,
little gigglesthat | couldn't suppress,

"You're serious?" | asked, knowing he must be. Bill was dmost aways a seriouskind of fellow. |
buried my face on histhigh so he couldn't see my amusement. | rolled my eyesup for aquick look at his
face. He was looking pretty pissed.

"l am as serious asthe grave,” Bill said, and he sounded so sedly, | made amgjor effort to
change my dtitude.

"Okay, let me get thisstraight,” | said in areasonably level tone. | sat back on thefloor,
cross-legged, and rested my hands on my knees. "Y ou work for Eric, who isthe boss of Area 5, but
thereisadso aqueen? Of Louisana?'

Bill nodded.

"So the gateis divided up into Areas? And she's Eric's superior, Since herunsabusinessin
Shreveport, whichisin Area5."

Aganwith thenod. | put my hand over my face and shook my head. " So, where does shelive,
Baton Rouge?' The State capita seemed the obvious place.

"No, no. New Orleans, of course."

Of course. Vampire central. Y ou could hardly throw arock in the Big Easy without hitting one of
the undead, according to the papers (though only ared fool would do s0). The tourist tradein New
Orleanswas booming, but it was not exactly the same crowd as before, the hard-drinking, rollicking
crowd who'd filled the city to party hearty. The newer tourists were the ones who wanted to rub elbows
with the undead; patronize avampire bar, vist avampire progtitute, watch a vampire sex show.

Thiswaswhat I'd heard; | hadn't been to New Orleans since| waslittle. My mother and father
had taken my brother, Jason, and me. That would have been before | was seven, because that's when
they died.



Mamaand Daddy died nearly twenty years before vampires had appeared on network television
to announce the fact that they were actudly present among us, an announcement that had followed on the
Japanese development of synthetic blood that actually maintained avampire's life without the necessity of
drinking from humans.

The United States vampire community had let the Japanese vampire clans come forth first. Then,
smultaneoudy, in most of the nations of the world that had tel evis on—and who doesn't these
days?—the announcement had been made in hundreds of different languages, by hundreds of carefully
picked personable vampires.

That night, two and hdf years ago, we regular old live people learned that we had dwayslived
with mongters among us.

"But"—the burden of this announcement had been—"now we can come forward and join with
you in harmony. Y ou arein no danger from us anymore. We don't need to drink from you to live."

Asyou can imagine, thiswas anight of high ratings and tremendous uproar. Reaction varied
sharply, depending on the nation.

The vampiresin the predominantly Idamic nations had fared the worst. Y ou don't even want to
know what happened to the undead spokesman in Syria, though perhaps the fema e vamp in Afghanistan
died an even more horrible—and find—death. (What were they thinking, selecting afemae for that
particular job?VVampires could be so smart, but they sometimes didn't seem quite in touch with the
present world.)

Some nations—France, Italy, and Germany were the most notable—refused to accept vampires
asequd citizens. Many—like Bosnia, Argentina, and most of the African nations—denied any statusto
the vampires, and declared them fair game for any bounty hunter. But America, England, Mexico,
Canada, Japan, Switzerland, and the Scandinavian countries adopted a more tolerant attitude.

It was hard to determine if this reaction was what the vampires had expected or not. Since they
were ill struggling to maintain afoothold in the stream of theliving, the vampiresremained very secretive
about their organization and government, and what Bill wastelling me now wasthe most I'd ever heard
on the subject.

"S0, the L ouisiana queen of the vampires has you working on a secret project,” | said, trying to
sound neutrd. "And thisiswhy you have lived at your computer every waking hour for the past few
weeks."

"Yes," Bill said. He picked up the bottle of TrueBlood and tipped it up, but there were only a
couple of drops left. He went down the hdl into the small kitchen area (when hed remodeled hisold
family home, held pretty much left out the kitchen, Snce he didn't need one) and extracted another bottle
from the refrigerator. | was tracking him by sound as he opened the bottle and popped it into the
microwave. The microwave went off, and he reentered, shaking the bottle with his thumb over thetop so
there wouldn't be any hot spots.

"S0, how much more time do you have to spend on this project?’ | asked—reasonably, |
thought.

"Aslong asit takes," he said, lessreasonably. Actudly, Bill sounded downright irritable.

Hmmm. Could our honeymoon be over? Of course | mean figurative honeymoon, since Bill'sa
vampire and we can't be legally married, practicaly anywherein the world.



Not that he's asked me.
"Well, if you're so absorbed in your project, I'll just stay away until it'sover,” | said dowly.

"That might be best,” Bill said, after a perceptible pause, and | fdt like hed socked meinthe
stomach. In aflash, | was on my feet and pulling my coat back over my cold-wesather waitress
outfit—black dacks, white boat-neck long-deeved tee with "Merlotte's’ embroidered over the left
breagt. | turned my back to Bill to hide my face.

| wastrying not to cry, so | didn't look at him even &fter | felt Bill's hand touch my shoulder.

"I haveto tell you something,” Bill said in hiscold, smooth voice. | stopped in the middle of
pulling on my gloves, but | didn't think | could stand to see him. He could tell my backside,

"If anything happensto me," he continued (and heréswhere | should have begun worrying), "you
must look in the hiding place built a your house. My computer should bein it, and some disks. Don't
tell anyone. If the computer isn't in the hiding place, come over to my house and seeif it'shere. Comein
the daytime, and come armed. Get the computer and any disks you can find, and hide them in my
hidey-hole, asyou call it."

| nodded. He could see that from the back. | didn't trust my voice.

"If I'm not back, or if you don't get word from me, insay ... eight weeks—yes, eight weeks, then
tell Eric everything | said to you today. And place yourself under his protection.”

| didn't speak. | wastoo miserable to be furious, but it wouldn't be long before | reached
meltdown. | acknowledged hiswordswith ajerk of my head. | could fed my ponytail switch against my
neck.

"l angoingto ... Seattle soon,” Bill said. | could fed his coal lipstouch the place my ponytail
had brushed.

Hewaslying.
"When | come back, well tak."
Somehow, that didn't sound like an entrancing prospect. Somehow, that sounded ominous.

Again | inclined my head, not risking speech because | was actualy crying now. | would rather
have died than let him seethetears.

And that was how | |eft him, that cold December night.

**k*

The next day, on my way to work, | took an unwise detour. | wasin that kind of mood wherel
wasrolling in how awful everything was. Despite anearly deepless night, something insde metold mel
could probably make my mood alittle worseif | drove along Magnolia Creek Road: so sure enough,
that'swhat | did. The old Bellefleur mansion, Belle Rive, was a beehive of activity, even onacold and
ugly day. There were vans from the pest control company, akitchen design firm, and asding contractor
parked at the kitchen entrance to the antebellum home. Life was just humming for Caroline Holliday
Bdlefleur, the ancient lady who had ruled Belle Rive and (at least in part) Bon Tempsfor the past eighty
years. | wondered how Portig, alawyer, and Andy, a detective, were enjoying dl the changes at Belle
Rive. They had lived with their grandmother (as| had lived with mine) for dl their adult lives. At the very
least, they had to be enjoying her pleasure in the mansion's renovation.



My own grandmother had been murdered afew months ago.

The Bellefleurs hadn't had anything to do with it, of course. And there was no reason Portiaand
Andy would share the pleasure of this new affluence with me. In fact, they both avoided melike the
plague. They owed me, and they couldn't stand it. They just didn't know how much they owed me.

The Bdlefleurs had received a mysteriouslegacy from areative who had "died mysterioudy over
in Europe somewhere,” I'd heard Andy tell afellow cop while they were drinking at Merlotte's. When
she dropped off some raffle tickets for Gethsemane Baptist Church's Ladies Quilt, Maxine Fortenberry
told me Miss Caroline had combed every family record she could unearth to identify their benefactor,
and shewas ill mystified at the family's good fortune.

She didn't seem to have any qualms about spending the money, though.

Even Terry Bdlefleur, Portiaand Andy's cousin, had anew pickup sitting in the packed dirt yard
of hisdouble-wide. | liked Terry, ascarred Viet Nam vet who didn't have alot of friends, and | didn't
grudge him anew st of whedls.

But | thought about the carburetor 1'd just been forced to replace in my old car. I'd paid for the
work in full, though I'd considered asking Jm Downey if | could just pay haf and get the rest together
over the next two months. But Jm had awife and three kids. Just thismorning I'd been thinking of asking
my boss, Sam Merlotte, if he could add to my hours at the bar. Especialy with Bill goneto " Sesttle,” |
could just about live at Merlotte's, if Sam could use me. | sure needed the money.

| tried red hard not to be bitter as| drove away from Belle Rive. | went south out of town and
then turned left onto Hummingbird Road on my way to Merlotte's. | tried to pretend that al waswell;
that on hisreturn from Seattle—or wherever—Bill would be a passionate lover again, and Bill would
treasure me and make mefed vauable once more. | would again have that fegling of belonging with
someone, instead of being aone.

Of course, | had my brother, Jason. Though asfar asintimacy and companionship goes, | had to
admit that he hardly counted.

But the pain in my middle was the unmistakable pain of rgection. | knew thefeding sowdl, it
was like a second skin.

| sure hated to crawl back inddeit.

Chapter Two

| tested the doorknob to make sure I'd locked it, turned around, and out of the corner of my eye
glimpsed afigure sitting in the swing on my front porch. | sifled ashriek asherose. Then | recognized
him.

| was wearing aheavy coat, but he wasin atank top; that didn't surprise me, redlly.

"El—" Uh-oh, close cdl. "Bubba, how areyou?' | wastrying to sound casud, carefree. | falled,
but Bubbawasn't the sharpest tool in the shed. The vampires admitted that bringing him over, when hed
been so very close to death and so saturated with drugs, had been abig mistake. The night he'd been



brought in, one of the morgue attendants happened to be one of the undead, and also happened to bea
huge fan. With a hastily constructed and el@borate plot involving a murder or two, the attendant had
"brought him over"—made Bubbaavampire. But the process doesn't dways go right, you know. Since
then, he's been passed around like idiot roydty. Louisiana had been hosting him for the past year.

"Miss Sookie, how you doin?* His accent was gill thick and hisface ill handsome, in ajowly
kind of way. The dark hair tumbled over hisforehead in acarefully cardess style. The heavy sideburns
were brushed. Some undead fan had groomed him for the evening.

"I'mjudt fine, thank you," | said politely, grinning from ear to ear. | do that when I'm nervous. |
was judt fixing to go to work," | added, wondering if it was possible | would be ableto simply get in my
car and drive away. | thought not.

"Well, Miss Sookie, | been sent to guard you tonight.”
"Y ou have? By who?"

"By Eric," he said proudly. "I was the only onein the office when he got a phone call. Hetoleme
to get my assover here.”

"What'sthe danger?' | peered around the clearing in the woods in which my old house stood.
Bubba's news made me very nervous.

"I don't know, Miss Sookie. Eric, he tole meto watch you tonight till one of them from Fangtasia
gets here—Eric, or Chow, or Miss Pam, or even Clancy. Soif you go to work, | go with you. And |
take care of anyone who bothersyou.”

There was no point in questioning Bubba further, putting strain on that fragile brain. Hed just get
upset, and you didn't want to see that happen. That was why you had to remember not to call him by his
former name ... though every now and then he would sing, and that was a moment to remember.

"You can't comeinthebar,” | said bluntly. That would be adisaster. The clientele of Merlotte'sis
used to the occasiona vampire, sure, but | couldn't warn everyone not to say his name. Eric must have
been desperate; the vampire community kept mistakes like Bubba out of sight, though from timeto time
hed takeit in his head to wander off on hisown. Then you got a"sighting,” and the tabloids went crazy.

"Maybe you could it in my car while | work?" The cold wouldn't affect Bubba.
"| got to be closer than that,” he said, and he sounded immovable.
"Okay, then, how about my boss's office? It's right off the bar, and you can hear meif | yell.”

Bubba still didn't look satisfied, but findly, he nodded. | et out abreath | didn't relize 1I'd been
holding. It would be easiest for meto stay home, cdl in sick. However, not only did Sam expect meto
show up, but also, | needed the paycheck.

The car felt alittle smal with Bubbain the front seat beside me. Aswe bumped off my property,
through the woods and out to the parish road, | made a mental note to get the gravel company to come
dump some more gravel on my long, meandering driveway. Then | canceled that order, dso mentdly. |
couldn't afford that right now. 1t'd have to wait until spring. Or summer.

We turned right to drive the few milesto Merlotte's, the bar where | work as awaitresswhen I'm
not doing Heap Big Secret Stuff for the vampires. It occurred to me when we were about halfway there
that | hadn't seen a car Bubba could've used to drive to my house. Maybe he'd flown? Some vamps
could. Though Bubbawas the least talented vampire I'd met, maybe he had aflair for it.



A year ago | would've asked him, but not now. I'm used to hanging around with the undead now.
Not that I'm avampire. I'm atelepath. My life was hell on whedlsuntil | met aman whose mind | couldn't
read. Unfortunately, | couldn't read his mind because he was dead. But Bill and | had been together for
severa months now, and until recently, our relationship had been real good. And the other vampires need
me, S0 I'm safe—to a certain extent. Mostly. Sometimes.

Merlotte's didn't look too busy, judging from the haf-empty parking lot. Sam had bought the bar
about five years ago. It had been failing—maybe because it had been cut out of the forest, which loomed
al around the parking lot. Or maybe the former owner just hadn't found the right combination of drinks,
food, and service.

Somehow, after he renamed the place and renovated it, Sam had turned bal ance sheets around.
Hemade aniceliving off it now. But tonight was aMonday night, not abig drinking night in our neck of
the woods, which happened to be in northern Louisiana. | pulled around to the employee parking lot,
which wasright in front of Sam Merlottestrailer, which itself isbehind and at right anglesto the
employee entrance to the bar. | hopped out of the driver's seat, trotted through the storeroom, and
peeked through the glass panein the door to check the short hall with its doorsto the rest rooms and
Sam's office. Empty. Good. And when | knocked on Sam's door, he was behind his desk, which was
even better.

Sam isnot abig man, but he's very strong. He's astrawberry blond with blue eyes, and he's
maybe three years older than my twenty-six. I've worked for him for about that many years. I'm fond of
Sam, and he's starred in some of my favorite fantasies; but since he dated a beautiful but homicidal
creature a couple of months before, my enthusiasm has somewhat faded. He's for sure my friend, though.

""Scuseme, Sam,” | sad, amiling likeanidiot.

"What's up?' He closed the catalog of bar supplies he'd been studying.
"l need to stash someonein herefor alittlewhile."

Sam didn't look atogether happy. "Who? Has Bill gotten back?"

"No, he'sdill traveling.” My smile got even brighter. "But, um, they sent another vampire to sort
of guard me? And | need to stow himin herewhile work, if that's okay with you."

"Why do you need to be guarded? And why can't he just Sit out in the bar? We have plenty of
TrueBlood." TrueBlood was definitely proving to be the front-runner among competing blood
replacements. "Next best to the drink of life," itsfirst ad had read, and vampires had responded to the ad
campagn.

| heard the tiniest of sounds behind me, and | sighed. Bubba had gotten impatient.

"Now, | asked you—" | began, arting to turn, but never got further. A hand grasped my
shoulder and whirled me around. | was facing aman I'd never seen before. He was cocking hisfist to
punch mein the head.

Though the vampire blood | had ingested afew months ago (to save my life, let me point out) has
mostly worn off—I barely glow inthe dark at al now—I'm still quicker than most people. | dropped and
rolled into the man'slegs, which made him stagger, which made it eesier for Bubbato grab him and crush
histhroat.

| scrambled to my feet and Sam rushed out of his office. We stared at each other, Bubba, and
the dead man.



Well, now wewereredly inapickle.
"I'vekilt him," Bubbasaid proudly. "I saved you, Miss Sookie."

Having the Man from Memphis gppear in your bar, redizing he's become avampire, and
watching him kill awould-be assailant—well, that was alot to absorb in a couple of minutes, even for
Sam, though he himsalf was more than he gppeared.

"Well, so you have," Sam said to Bubbain a soothing voice. "Do you know who he was?"

| had never seen a dead man—outside of vigitation at thelocal funeral home—until I'd started
dating Bill (who of course wastechnically dead, but | mean human dead people).

It seems| run across them now quite often. Lucky I'm not too squeamish.

This particular dead man had been in hisforties, and every year of that had been hard. He had
tattoos al over hisarms, mogtly of the poor quaity you get injail, and he was missing some crucid teeth.
Hewas dressed in what | thought of as biker clothes: greasy blue jeans and aleather vest, with an
obscene T-shirt undernesath.

"What's on the back of the vest?' Sam asked, asif that would have significancefor him.

Bubba obligingly squatted and rolled the man to his side. The way the man's hand flopped at the
end of hisarm made me fed pretty queasy. But | forced myself to look at the vest. The back was
decorated with awolf's head insignia. The wolf wasin profile, and seemed to be howling. The heed was
silhouetted against awhite circle, which | decided was supposed to be the moon. Sam looked even more
worried when he saw theinggnia. "Werewolf," he said tersely. That explained alot.

The westher wastoo chilly for aman wearing only aves, if hewasn't avampire. Weresran a
little hotter than regular people, but mostly they were careful to wear coats in cold weather, snce Were
society was still secret from the human race (except for lucky, lucky me, and probably afew hundred
others). | wondered if the dead man had |eft a coat out in the bar hanging on the hooks by themain
entrance; in which case, held been back here hiding in the men's room, waiting for meto appear. Or
maybe he/d come through the back door right after me. Maybe his coat wasin hisvehicle.

"Y ou see him comein?' | asked Bubba. | was maybe just alittle light-headed.

"Y es, maam. He must have been waiting in the big parking lot for you. He drove around the
corner, got out of hiscar, and went in the back just aminute after you did. Y ou hightailed it through the
door, and then hewent in. And | followed him. Y ou mighty lucky you had me with you."

"Thank you, Bubba. Y ou'reright; I'm lucky to have you. | wonder what he planned to do with
me." | felt cold al over as| thought about it. Had he just been looking for alone woman to grab, or did
he plan on grabbing me specificaly? Then | realized that was dumb thinking. If Eric had been darmed
enough to send a bodyguard, he must have known there was a threat, which pretty much ruled out me
being targeted at random. Without comment, Bubba strode out the back door. Hereturned in just a
minute.

"He's got him some duct tape and gags on the front seat of hiscar,” Bubba said. "That's where
hiscoat is. | brought it to put under hishead." He bent to arrange the heavily padded camouflage jacket
around the dead man's face and neck. Wrapping the head was ared good idea, since the man was
leaking alittle bit. When he had finished histask, Bubbalicked hisfingers.

Sam put an arm around me because | had started shaking.



"Thisis strange, though,” | was saying, when the door to the hal from the bar began to open. |
glimpsed Kevin Pryor'sface. Kevinisasweet guy, but he'sa cop, and that's the last thing we needed.

"Sorry, toilet's back-flowing," | said, and pushed the door shut on his narrow, astonished, face.
"Lisgten, fllas, why don't I hold this door shut while you two take thisguy and put himin hiscar? Then we
can figure out what to do with him." The floor of the hall would need swabhbing. | discovered the hal door
actualy locked. I'd never redlized that.

Sam was doubtful. " Sookie, don't you think that we should cal the police?' he asked.

A year ago | would have been on the phone diaing 911 before the corpse even hit the floor. But
that year had been one long learning curve. | caught Sam's eye and inclined my head toward Bubba.
"How do you think hed handlejail?* | murmured. Bubbawas humming the opening lineto "Blue
Chrigtmas." "Our hands are hardly strong enough to have donethis," | pointed out.

After amoment of indecision, Sam nodded, resigned to the inevitable. "Okay, Bubba, let'syou
and metote thisguy out to hiscar.”

| ran to get amop while the men—well, the vampire and the shape-shifte—carried Biker Boy
out the back door. By the time Sam and Bubba returned, bringing agust of cold air in their wake, | had
mopped the hall and the men's bathroom (as | would if there really had been an overflow). | sprayed
someair freshener in the hal to improve the environment.

It was a good thing we'd acted quickly, because Kevin was pushing open the door as soon as|'d
unlocked it.

"Everything okay back here?' he asked. Kevinisarunner, so he hasamost no body fat, and he's
not abig guy. Helookskind of like asheep, and he 4till liveswith hismom. But for dl that, he's nobody's
foal. In the past, whenever I'd listened to his thoughts, they were either on police work, or his black
amazon of apartner, Kenya Jones. Right now, histhoughts ran more to the suspicious.

"l think we got it fixed," Sam said. "Watch your feet, we just mopped. Don't dip and sue me!”
Hesamiled & Kevin.

"Someone in your office?' Kevin asked, nodding his head toward the closed door.
"One of Sookie'sfriends,” Sam said.

"| better get out there and hustle some drinks," | said cheerfully, beaming at them both. | reached
up to check that my ponytail was smooth, and then | made my Reeboks move. The bar was dmost
empty, and thewoman | was replacing (Charlse Tooten) looked relieved. "Thisisone dow night,” she
muttered to me. "The guys at table six have been nursing that pitcher for an hour, and Jane Bodehouse
hastried to pick up every man who's comein. Kevin's been writing something in anotebook al night.”

| glanced at the only femae customer in the bar, trying to keep the distaste off my face. Every
drinking establishment has its share of acoholic customers, people who open and close the place. Jane
Bodehouse was one of ours. Normally, Jane drank by herself at home, but every two weeks or so she'd
takeit into her head to comein and pick up aman. The pickup process was getting more and moreiffy,
since not only was Janein her fifties, but lack of regular deep and proper nutrition had been taking atall
for the past ten years.

This particular night, | noticed that when Jane had applied her makeup, she had missed the actud
perimeters of her eyebrows and lips. The result was pretty unsettling. Wed haveto cal her son to come
get her. | could tell at aglance she couldn't drive.



| nodded to Charlsie, and waved at Arlene, the other waitress, who was sitting at atable with her
latest flame, Buck Foley. Thingswereredly dead if Arlene was off her feet. Arlene waved back, her red
curlsbouncing.

"How'rethekids?' | called, beginning to put away some of the glasses Charlsie had gotten out of
the dishwasher. | fet like | wasacting real normd until | noticed that my hands were shaking violently.

"Doing great. Coby made the All-A honor roll and Lisawon the spelling bee," shesaid witha
broad smile. To anyone who believed that afour-times married woman couldn't be good mother, | would
point a Arlene. | gave Buck aquick smile, too, in Arlene's honor. Buck is about the average kind of guy
Arlene dates, which is not good enough for her.

"That's great! They're smart kids, liketheir mama,” | said.
"Hey, did that guy find you?'
"What guy?' Though | had afeding | dready knew.

"That guy in the motorcycle gear. He asked mewas | the waitress dating Bill Compton, since
held got addivery for that waitress.”

"He didn't know my name?'

"No, and that's pretty weird, isn't it? Oh my God, Sookie, if he didn't know your name, how
could he have come from Bill?*

Possibly Coby's smarts had come through his daddy, since it had taken Arlene thislong to figure
that out. | loved Arlenefor her nature, not her brain.

"So, what did you tell him?" | asked, beaming at her. It was my nervous smile, not my red one. |
don't dways know when I'm wearing it.

"l told him | liked my men warm and breathing," she said, and laughed. Arlene was occasondly
completely tactless, too. | reminded myself to reeva uate why she was my good friend. "No, | didn't
redly say that. | just told him you would be the blond who camein at nine.”

Thanks, Arlene. So my attacker had known who | was because my best friend had identified me;
he hadn't known my name or where |l lived, just that | worked at Merlotte's and dated Bill Compton.
That was alittle reassuring, but not alot.

Three hours dragged by. Sam came out, told mein awhisper that held given Bubbaamagazine
to look at and abottle of Life Support to sip on, and began to poke around behind the bar. "How come
that guy was driving acar instead of amotorcycle?' Sam muttered in alow voice. "How come hiscar's
got aMissssppi license plate?' He hushed when Kevin came up to check that we were going to call
Jané's son, Marvin. Sam phoned while Kevin stood there so he could relay the son's promise to be at
Merlotte'sin twenty minutes. Kevin pushed off after that, his notebook tucked under hisarm. | wondered
if Kevin wasturning into apoet, or writing his resume.

The four men who'd been trying to ignore Jane while spping their pitcher at the speed of aturtle
finished their beer and left, each dropping adollar on the table by way of tip. Big spenders. I'd never get
my driveway regraveled with customerslikethese.

With only half an hour to wait, Arlene did her closing chores and asked if she could go on and
leave with Buck. Her kidswere gtill with her mom, so she and Buck might have thetrailer to themselves
for alitlewhile



"Bill coming home soon?* she asked me as she pulled on her coat. Buck wastalking footbal | with
Sam.

| shrugged. Hed caled methree nights before, telling me held gotten to " Sesttle” safely and was
mesting with—whomever he was supposed to meet with. The Cdler ID had read "Unavailable.” | felt
likethat said quite alot about the whole situation. | felt like that was abad sign.

"You... missing him?' Her voicewasdy.

"What do you think?' | asked, with alittle smile at the corners of my mouth. "Y ou go on home,
have agood time."

"Buck isvery good at good times,” she said, dmost leering.

"Lucky you."

So Jane Bodehouse was the only customer in Merlotte's when Pam arrived. Jane hardly counted;
shewas so out of it.

Pam isavampire, and she is co-owner of Fangtasia, atourist bar in Shreveport. She'sEric's
second in command. Pam is blond, probably two hundred-plus years old, and actually has a sense of
humor—not a vampire trademark. If avampire can be your friend, shewas as close as I'd gotten.

She sat on abar stool and faced me over the shining expanse of wood.

Thiswasominous. | had never seen Pam anywhere but Fangtasia. "What'sup?' | said by way of
greeting. | smiled at her, but | wastense dl over.

"Where's Bubba?' she asked, in her precise voice. Shelooked over my shoulder. "Eric'sgoing to
be angry if Bubbadidn't makeit here" For thefirst time, | noticed that Pam had afaint accent, but |
couldn't pin it down. Maybe just the inflections of antique English.

"Bubbasin the back, in Sam's office," | said, focusing on her face. | wished the ax would go on
and fdl. Sam cameto stand beside me, and | introduced them. Pam gave him amore significant greeting
than she would have given a plain human (whom she might not have acknowledged at dl), snce Sam was
ashape-shifter. And | expected to see aflicker of interest, snce Pam is omnivorous in matters of sex,
and Sam is an atractive supernatural being. Though vampires aren't well-known for facia expressions, |
decided that Pam's was definitely unhappy.

"What'sthe ded?' | asked, after amoment of silence.

Pam met my gaze. We're both blue-eyed blonds, but that's like saying two animals are both
dogs. That's asfar as any resemblance went. Pam's hair was straight and pale, and her eyeswere very
dark. Now they werefull of trouble. Shelooked at Sam, her stare significant. Without aword, he went
over to help Jane's son, aworn-looking man in histhirties, shift Janeto the car.

"Bill'smissing," Pam said, shooting from the conversationd hip.

"No, he'snot. He'sin Sesttle” | said. Willfully obtuse. | had learned that word from my
Word-A-Day caendar only that morning, and here | was getting to useit.

"Helied toyou."
| absorbed that, made a"come on" gesture with my hand.
"He'sbeen in Mississippi dl thistime. He drove to Jackson.”



| stared down at the heavily polyurethane-coated wood of the bar. I'd pretty much figured Bill
had lied to me, but hearing it said out loud, badly, hurt like hell. Hed lied to me, and he was missing.

"S0 ... what are you going to do to find him?* | asked, and hated how unsteady my voice was.

"We'relooking. We're doing everything we can,”" Pam said. "Whoever got him may be after you,
too. That'swhy Eric sent Bubba."

| couldn't answer. | was struggling to control mysdlf.

Sam had returned, | suppose when he saw how upset | was. From about an inch behind my
back, he said, " Someone tried to grab Sookie on her way into work tonight. Bubba saved her. The
body's out behind the bar. We were going to move him after we'd closed.”

"So quickly," Pam said. She sounded even unhappier. She gave Sam a once-over, nodded. He
was afellow supernatura being, though that was definitely second best to him being another vampire. "I'd
better go over the car and seewhat | can find." Pam took it quite for granted that we'd dispose of the
body oursalvesrather than doing something more officia. Vampires are having trouble accepting the
authority of law enforcement and the obligation of citizensto notify the police when trouble arises.
Though vamps can't join the armed services, they can become cops, and actualy enjoy the hell out of the
job. But vamp cops are often pariahs to the other undead.

| would alot rather think about vampire cops than what Pam had just told me.

"When did Bill go missng?" Sam asked. His voice managed to stay leve, but there was anger
just under the surface.

"Hewasduein last night,” Pam said. My head snapped up. | hadn't known that. Why hadn't Bill
told me he was coming home? "He was going to drive into Bon Temps, phone us at Fangtasato let us
know held made it home, and meet with ustonight.” Thiswas practicaly babbling, for avampire.

Pam punched in numbers on acel phone; | could hear thelittle beeps. | listened to her resultant
conversation with Eric. After rlaying the facts, Pam told him, " She's sitting here. She's not speaking.”

She pressed the phone into my hand. | automatically put it to my ear.

"Sookie, are you listening?' | knew Eric could hear the sounds of my hair moving over the
receiver, the whisper of my bresth.

"I cantell you are," he said. "Listen and obey me. For now, tell no one what's happened. Act just
asnormd. Liveyour life asyou aways do. One of uswill bewatching you dl the time, whether you think
so or not. Even in the day, wéll find some way to guard you. We will avenge Bill, and we will protect
you."

Avenge Bill? So Eric was sure Bill was dead. Well, nonexistent.

"l didn't know he was supposed to be coming in last night,” | said, asif that was the most
important fact I'd learned.

"He had—bad news he was going to tell you," Pam said suddenly.

Eric overheard her and made adisgusted sound. "Tell Pam to shut up,” he said, sounding overtly
furiousfor thefirst time sincel'd known him. | didn't see any need to relay the message, because | figured
Pam had been able to hear him, too. Most vampires have very acute hearing.



"So you knew this bad news and you knew he was coming back,” | said. Not only was Bill
missing and possibly dead—permanently dead—but he had lied to me about where he was going and
why, and he'd kept some important secret from me, something concerning me. The pain went so deep, |
could not even fed thewound. But | knew | would later.

| handed the phone back to Pam, and | turned and | eft the bar.

| faltered as| was getting into my car. | should stay at Merlotte's to help dispose of the body.
Sam wasn't avampire, and hewas only involved in thisfor my sake. Thiswasn't fair to him.

But after only a second's hesitation, | drove away. Bubba could help him, and Pam—Pam, who
knew dl, while knew nothing.

Sure enough, | caught aglimpse of awhite facein the woodswhen | got home. | dmost called
out to the watcher, invited the vampirein to at least St on the couch during the night. But then | thought,
No. I had to be by myself. None of thiswas any of my doing. | had no action to take. | had to remain
passive, and | wasignorant through no will of my own.

| was aswounded and as angry asit was possible for meto be. Or at least | thought | was.
Subsequent revel ations would prove me wrong.

| ssomped inside my house and locked the door behind me. A lock wouldn't keep the vampire
out, of course, but lack of an invitation to enter would. The vampire could definitely keep any humans
out, & least until dawn.

| put on my old long-deeved blue nylon gown, and | sat a my kitchen table staring blankly at my
hands. | wondered where Bill was now. Was he even walking the earth; or washe apile of ashesin
some barbecue pit? | thought of hisdark brown hair, the thick fed of it beneath my fingers. | consdered
the secrecy of his planned return. After what seemed like aminute or two, | glanced at the clock on the
stove. I'd been Sitting at the table, staring into space, for over an hour.

| should go to bed. It was|late, and cold, and deeping would be the normal thing to do. But
nothing in my future would be norma again. Oh, wait! If Bill were gone, my future would be normd.

No Bill. So, no vampires. no Eric, Pam, or Bubba.

No supernatural creatures. no Weres, shape-shifters, or maenads. | wouldn't have encountered
them, ether, if it hadn't been for my involvement with Bill. If héd never comeinto Merlotte's, I'd just be
waiting tables, listening to the unwanted thoughts of those around me: the petty greed, the lugt, the
disillusonment, the hopes, and the fantasies. Crazy Sookie, the village telepath of Bon Temps, Louisiana.

I'd been avirgin until Bill. Now the only sex | might possibly have would be with JB du Rone,
who was s0 lovely that you could amost overlook the fact that he was dumb as a stump. He had so few
thoughts that his companionship was nearly comfortable for me. | could even touch JB without receiving
unpleasant pictures. But Bill ... | found that my right hand was clenched in afist, and | pounded it on the
table so hard, it hurt like hell.

Bill had told methat if anything happened to him, | wasto "go to" Eric. I'd never been sureif he
wastdling methat Eric would seetoiit that | received somefinancia legacy of Bill's, or that Eric would
protect me from other vampires, or that I'd be Eric's ... well, that I'd have to have the same relationship
with Eric that | had with Bill. I'd told Bill I wasn't going to be passed around like a Christmas fruitcake.

But Eric had already cometo me, so | didn't even have the chance to decide whether or not to
follow Bill'slast piece of advice.



| lost thetrail of my thought. It had never been aclear one anyway.
Oh, Bill, where are you? | buried my facein my hands.

My head was throbbing with exhaugtion, and even my cozy kitchen was chilly inthissmal hour. |
roseto go to bed, though | knew | wouldn't deep. | needed Bill with such gut-clenching intengity thet |
wondered if it was somehow abnormal, if 1'd been enchanted by some supernatura power.

Though my telepathic ability provided immunity from the vampires glamour, maybe | was
vulnerable to another power? Or maybe | was just missing the only man I'd ever loved. | felt eviscerated,
empty, and betrayed. | felt worse than | had when my grandmother had died, worse than when my
parents had drowned. When my parents had died, 1'd been very young, and maybe | hadn't fully
comprehended, al at once, that they were permanently gone. It was hard to remember now. When my
grandmother had died afew months ago, | had taken comfort in the ritua surrounding desth in the South.

And I'd known they hadn't willingly left me.
| found mysdlf standing in the kitchen doorway. | switched off the overhead light.

Once | waswrapped up in bed in the dark, | began crying, and | didn't stop for along, long time.
It was not anight to count my blessings. It was anight when every loss I'd ever had pressed hard on me.
It did seem I'd had more bad luck than most people. Though | made atoken attempt to fend off adeluge
of sdf-pity, | wasn't too successful. It was pretty much twined in there with the misery of not knowing
Bill'sfate.

| wanted Bill to curl up against my back; | wanted his cool lipson my neck. | wanted hiswhite
hands running down my stomach. | wanted to talk to him. | wanted him to laugh off my terrible
suspicions. | wanted to tell him about my day; about the stupid problem | was having with the gas
company, and the new channels our cable company had added. | wanted to remind him that he needed a
new washer on the sink in his bathroom, et him know that my brother, Jason, had found out he wasn't
going to be afather after al (which was good, since he wasn't a husband, either).

The sweetest part of being a couple was sharing your life with someone else.

But my life, evidently, had not been good enough to share.

Chapter Three

When the sun came up, I'd managed ahaf hour of deep. | started to rise and make some coffee,
but there didn't seem to be much point. | just stayed in bed. The phone rang during the morning, but |
didn't pick it up. The doorbell rang, but | didn't answer it.

At some point toward the middle of the afternoon, | redlized that there was one thing | had to do,
the task Bill had ingsted on my accomplishing if he was ddlayed. This Situation exactly fit what held told
me

Now | deep in thelargest bedroom, formerly my grandmother's. | wobbled acrossthe hall to my
former room. A couple of months before, Bill had taken out the floor of my old closet and madeit into a
trapdoor. Hed established alighttight hidey-hole for himsdlf in the crawl space under the house. Hed



done agrest job.

| made sure | couldn't be seen from the window before | opened the closet door. The floor of the
closet was bare of everything but the carpet, which was an extension of the one cut to fit the room. After
I'd retracted the flap that covered the closet floor, | ran a pocketknife around the flooring and eventualy
pried it up. | looked down into the black box below. It wasfull: Bill's computer, abox of disks, even his
monitor and printer.

So Bill had foreseen this might happen, and he'd hidden hiswork before held left. He'd had some
faith in me, no matter how faithless he might have been himself. | nodded, and rolled the carpet back into
place, fitting it carefully into the corners. On the floor of the closet | put out-of-season things—shoe
boxes containing summer shoes, abeach bag filled with big sunbathing towels and one of my many tubes
of suntan lotion, and my folding chaisethat | used for tanning. | stuck ahuge umbrellaback in the corner,
and decided that the closet looked redistic enough. My sundresses hung from the bar, dong with some
very lightweight bathrobes and nightgowns. My flare of energy faded as| redlized I'd finished the last
service Bill had asked of me, and | had no way to let him know | had followed his wishes.

Half of me (patheticaly) wanted to let him know I'd kept the faith; half of me wanted to get in the
toolshed and sharpen me some stakes.

Too conflicted to form any course of action, | crawled back to my bed and hoisted mysdlf in.
Abandoning alifetime of making the best of things, and being strong and cheerful and practicd, | returned
towalowing inmy grief and my overwhelming sense of betraydl.

When | woke, it was dark again, and Bill wasin bed with me. Oh, thank God! Relief swept over
me. Now al would bewell. | felt his cool body behind me, and | rolled over, half adeep, and put my
arms around him. He eased up my long nylon gown, and his hand stroked my leg. | put my head againgt
hisslent chest and nuzzled him. Hisarmstightened around me, he pressed firmly against me, and | sighed
with joy, inserting a hand between usto unfasten his pants. Everything was back to norma.

Except he smelled different.

My eyesflew open, and | pushed back against rock-hard shoulders. | let out alittle squeak of
horror.

"It'sme," said afamiliar voice.

"Eric, what are you doing here?!

"Shuggling”

"Y ou son of abitch! | thought you were Bill! | thought he was back!"
"Sookie, you need a shower."

mWhat?

"Your hair isdirty, and your breath could knock down ahorse.”
"Not that | carewhat you think," | said flatly.

"Go get cleaned up.”

"Why?

"Because we haveto talk, and I'm pretty sure you don't want to have along conversation in bed.



Not that | have any objection to being in bed with you"—he pressed himsdlf against meto prove how
little he objected—"but I'd enjoy it moreif | were with the hygienic Sookie I've cometo know."

Possibly nothing he could have said would have gotten me out of the bed faster than that. The hot
shower felt wonderful to my cold body, and my temper took care of warming up my insdes. It wasn't the
firgt time Eric had surprised mein my own home. | was going to haveto rescind hisinvitation to enter.
What had stopped me from that drastic step before—what stopped me now—wastheideathat if | ever
needed help, and he couldn't enter, | might be dead before | could yell, "Comein!”

I'd entered the bathroom carrying my jeans and underwear and a red-and-green Christmas
swester with reindeer on it, because that's what had been at the top of my drawer. Y ou only get amonth
to wear the darn things, so | make the most of it. | used a blow-dryer on my hair, wishing Bill were there
to comb it out for me. Hereally enjoyed doing that, and | enjoyed letting him. At that mental image, |
amost broke down again, but | stood with my head resting against thewall for along moment whilel
gathered my resolve. | took a deep breath, turned to the mirror, and dapped on some makeup. My tan
wasn't great thisfar into the cold season; but | till had anice glow, thanksto the tanning bed a Bon
TempsVideo Rentd.

I'm asummer person. | like the sun, and the short dresses, and the feeling you had many hours of
light to do whatever you chose. Even Bill loved the smells of summer; heloved it when he could smell
suntan oil and (hetold me) the sun itself on my skin.

But the sweet part of winter was that the nights were much longer—at least, 1'd thought so when
Bill was around to share those nights with me. | threw my hairbrush across the bathroom. It made a
satisfying clatter asit ricocheted into the tub. "Y ou bastard! " | screamed at the top of my lungs. Hearing
my voice saying such athing out loud camed me down as nothing € se could have.

When | emerged from the bathroom, Eric was completely dressed. He had on afreebie T-shirt
from one of the breweriesthat supplied Fangtasia (" This Blood's For Y ou," it read) and blue jeans, and
he had thoughtfully made the bed.

"Can Pam and Chow comein?' he asked.

| walked through the living room to the front door and opened it. The two vampireswere sitting
dlently on the porch swing. They werein what | thought of as downtime. When vampires don't have
anything in particular to do, they sort of go blank; retreat insde themsalves, Stting or standing utterly
immobile, eyes open but vacant. It seemsto refresh them.

"Pleasecomein,” | said.

Pam and Chow entered dowly, looking around them with interest, asif they were on afidd trip.
Louisanafarmhouse, circaearly twenty-first century. The house had belonged to our family sinceit was
built over ahundred and sixty years ago. When my brother, Jason, had struck out on hisown, hed
moved into the place my parents had built when they'd married. I'd stayed here, with Gran, in this
much-atered, much-renovated house; and she'd left it to mein her will.

Theliving room had been thetotdl originad house. Other additions, like the modern kitchen and
the bathrooms, were rlatively new. The next floor, which was much smdler than the ground level, had
been added in the early 1900s to accommodate a generation of children who al survived. | rarely went
up there these days. It was awfully hot upstairsin the summer, even with thewindow air conditioners.

All my furniture was aged, styleless, and comfortable—absolutely conventiond. The living room
had couches and chairs and atelevison and aV CR, and then you passed through ahal that had my large



bedroom with its own bath on one side, and a hal bathroom and my former bedroom and some
closets—Iinen, coat—on the other. Through that passage, you wereinto the kitchen/dining area, which
had been added on soon after my grandparents wedding. After the kitchen, there was a big roofed back
porch, which I'd just had screened in. The porch housed a useful old bench, the washer and dryer, and a
bunch of shelves,

Therewasaceiling fan in every room and afly swatter, too, hung in adiscreet spot on atiny nail.
Gran wouldn't turn on the air conditioner unless she absolutely had to.

Though they didn't venture upstairs, no detail escaped Pam and Chow on the ground floor.

By the time they settled &t the old pine table where Stackhouses had eaten for afew generations,
| fdt like | lived in amuseum that had just been cataloged. | opened the refrigerator and got out three
bottles of TrueBlood, heated them up in the microwave, gave them agood shake, and plonked them
down on thetablein front of my guests.

Chow was il practicaly a stranger to me. Hed been working a Fangtasiaonly afew months. |
assume he'd bought into the bar, as the previous bartender had. Chow had amazing tattoos, the dark blue
Asan kind that are so intricate, they are like aset of fancy clothes. These were so different from my
attacker's jailhouse decorations that it was hard to believe they were the same art form. 1'd been told
Chow'swere Y akuzatattoos, but | had never had the nerve to ask him, especidly sinceit wasn't exactly
my business. However, if these were true Y akuza tats, Chow was not that old for avampire. I'd looked
up the Y akuza, and the tattooing was a (rel atively) recent development in that criminal organization'slong
history. Chow had long black hair (no surprise there), and I'd heard from many sourcesthat hewas a
tremendous draw a Fangtasia. Most evenings, he worked shirtless. Tonight, as aconcession to the cold,
he was wearing azipped red vest.

| couldn't help but wonder if he ever redly felt naked; hisbody was so thoroughly decorated. |
wished | could ask him, but of course that was out of the question. He was the only person of Asian
descent | had ever met, and no matter how you know individuals don't represent their whole race, you
do kind of expect at least some of the generdizationsto be vaid. Chow did seem to have a strong sense
of privacy. But far from being silent and inscrutable, he was chattering away with Pam, thoughina
language | couldn't understand. And he smiled at me in adisconcerting way. Okay, maybe he wastoo far
from inscrutable. He was probably insulting the hell out of me, and | was too dumb to know it.

Pam was dressed, asdways, in sort of middle-class anonymous clothes. Thisevening it wasa
pair of winter white knit pants and a blue swesater. Her blond hair was shining, straight and loose, down
her back. Shelooked like Alice in Wonderland with fangs.

"Have you found out anything else about Bill?" | asked, when they'd dl had aswalow of their
drinks.

Ericsad, "A little”
| folded my handsin my lap and waited.

"I know Bill's been kidnapped,” he said, and the room swam around my head for a second. |
took adeep breath to makeit stop.

"Who by?' Grammar wasthe least of my worries.

"Wearen't sure," Chow told me. "The witnesses are not agreeing.” His English was accented, but
very clear.



"Let meat them,” | said. "If they're human, I'll find out.”

"If they were under our dominion, that would be thelogical thing to do,” Eric said agreesbly.
"But, unfortunately, they're not."

Dominion, my foot. "Please explain.”" | was sure | was showing extraordinary patience under the
circumstances.

"These humans owe dlegiance to the king of Missssippi.”

| knew my mouth wasfaling open, but | couldn't seem to stop it. "Excuseme,” | said, after along
moment, "but | could have sworn you said ... theking? Of Mississippi?"

Eric nodded without atrace of asmile.

| looked down, trying to keep astraight face. Even under the circumstances, it wasimpossible. |
could fed my mouth twitch. "For red?' | asked helplessly. | don't know why it seemed even funnier that
Mississippi had aking—after al, Louisanahad aqueen—>buit it did. | reminded mysdlf | wasn't supposed
to know about the queen. Check.

The vampires |ooked a one another. They nodded in unison.

"Areyou theking of Louisiana?' | asked Eric, giddy with al my menta effort to keep varying
gories straight. | was laughing so hard that it was al | could do to keep upright in the chair. Possibly
there was a note of hysteria.

"Oh, no," hesad. "l am the sheriff of Areas."

That redly set me off. | had tears running down my face, and Chow was looking uneasy. | got
up, made mysalf some Swiss Miss microwave hot chocolate, and stirred it with a spoon so it would cool
off. | was caming down as| performed the little task, and by thetime | returned to thetable, | was
amost sober.

"You never told medl thisbefore,” | said, by way of explanation. " ou al have divided up
Americainto kingdoms, isthat right?"

Pam and Chow looked at Eric with some surprise, but he didn't regard them. "Yes," he sad
samply. "It has been so since vampires came to America. Of course, over the yearsthe system's changed
with the population. There werefar fewer vampiresin Americafor the first two hundred years, because
thetrip over was so perilous. It was hard to work out the length of the voyage with the available blood
supply.” Which would have been the crew, of course. "And the Louisiana Purchase made agreat
difference”

Wi, of courseit would. | stifled another bout of giggles. "And the kingdomsare divided into ...

"Aress. Used to be called fiefdoms, until we decided that was too behind the times. A sheriff
controls each area. Asyou know, welivein Area5 of the kingdom of Louisana. Stan, whom you visited
in Ddlas, issheriff of Area6inthekingdomof ... in Texas."

| pictured Eric asthe sheriff of Nottingham, and when that had lost amusement value, as Wyait
Earp. | was definitely on the light-headed side. | redlly felt pretty bad physicaly. | told myself to pack
away my reaction to thisinformation, to focus on the immediate problem. " So, Bill was kidnapped in
daylight, | takeit?"



Multiple nodsdl around.

"This kidngpping was witnessed by some humanswho livein the kingdom of Missssppi.” | just
loved to say that. "And they're under the control of avampireking?'

"Russdll Edgington. Y es, they livein hiskingdom, but afew of them will give meinformation. For
aprice”

"Thisking won't let you question them?"
"We haven't asked him yet. It could be Bill wastaken on hisorders.”

That raised awhole new crop of questions, but | told myself to stay focused. "How can | get to
them? Assuming | decide | want to."

"Weve thought of away you may be able to gather information from humansin the areawhere
Bill disappeared,” said Eric. "Not just people | have bribed to let me know what's happening there, but
all the peoplethat associated with Russdll. It'srisky. | had to tell you what | have, to makeit work. And
you may be unwilling. Someone's aready tried to get you once. Apparently, whoever has Bill must not
have much information about you yet. But soon, Bill will talk. If you're anywhere around when he bresks,
they'll haveyou.”

"They won't really need methen,” | pointed out. "If he'saready broken.”

"That's not necessarily true," Pam said. They did some more of the enigmatic-gaze-swapping
thing.

"Give methewhole story," | said. | noticed that Chow had finished hisblood, so | got up to get
him some more.

"AsRussd| Edgington's peopletell it, Betty Jo Pickard, Edgington's second in command, was
supposed to begin aflight to St. Louis yesterday. The humans responsible for taking her coffin to the
arport took Bill'sidentical coffin by mistake. When they ddivered the coffin to the hangar Anubis Airlines
leases, they |eft it unguarded for perhaps ten minutes while they werefilling out paperwork. During thet
time—they claim—someone wheded the coffin, which was on akind of gurney, out of the back of the
hangar, loaded it onto atruck, and drove away."

"Someone who could penetrate Anubis security,” | said, doubt heavy in my voice. Anubis
Airlines had been established to trangport vampires safely both day and night, and their guarantee of
heavy security to guard the coffins of degping vampireswasther big cdling card. Of course, vampires
don't haveto deep in coffins, but it sureis easy to ship them that way. There had been unfortunate
"accidents' when vampires had tried to fly Delta. Some fanatic had gotten in the baggage hold and
hacked open acouple of coffinswith an ax. Northwest had suffered the same problem. Saving money
suddenly didn't seem o ttractive to the undead, who now flew Anubis dmost exclusively.

"I'm thinking that someone could have mingled with Edgington's people, someone the Anubis
employees thought was Edgington's, and Edgington's people thought belonged to Anubis. He could have
whedled Bill out as Edgington's peopleleft, and the guards would be none the wiser.”

"The Anubis people wouldn't ask to see papers? On adeparting coffin?’

"They say they did see papers, Betty Jo Pickard's. She was on her way to Missouri to negotiate
atrade agreement with the vampires of St. Louis.” | had ablank moment of wondering what on earth the
vampires of Missssippi could be trading with the vampires of Missouri, and then | decided | just didn't



want to know.

"Therewas aso extra confusion at thetime," Pam was saying. "A fire Started under thetall of
another Anubis plane, and the guards were distracted.”

"Oh, accidentaly-on-purpose.”
"| think s0," Chow said.

"So, why would anyone want to snatch Bill?" | asked. | wasafraid | knew. | was hoping they'd
provide me with something e se. Thank God Bill had prepared for this moment.

"Bill's been working on alittle specid project,” Eric said, hiseyeson my face. "Do you know
anything about that?'

More than | wanted to. Lessthan | ought to.

"What project?’ | said. I've spent my wholelife concegling my thoughts, and | caled onal my
skill now. That life depended on my sincerity.

Eric's gazeflickered over to Pam, to Chow. They both gave someinfinitesma signa. He focused
onmeagan, and sad, "That isalittle hard to believe, Sookie."

"How come?" | asked, anger in my voice. When in doubt, attack. "When do any of you exactly
spill your emotiona gutsto ahuman? And Bill isdefinitely one of you." | infused that with asmuch rage as
| could mugter.

They did that eye-flicker thing at one another again.
"You think well believe that Bill didn't tell you what he wasworking on?"
"Yes, | think s0. Because hedidn't.” | had more or lessfigured it out al by mysdlf anyway.

"Hereswhat I'm going to do," Eric said finally. Helooked a me from acrossthe table, hisblue
eyes as hard, as marbles and just aswarm. No more Mr. Nice Vampire. "l can't tel if you'relying or not,
which isremarkable. For your sake, | hope you aretdling the truth. | could torture you until you told me
the truth, or until | was sure you had been telling me the truth from the beginning.”

Oh, brother. | took a deep breath, blew it out, and tried to think of an appropriate prayer. God,
don't let me scream too loud seemed kind of weak and negative. Besides, there was no oneto hear me
bes des the vampires, no matter how loudly | shrieked. When thetime came, | might aswell let it rip.

"But," Eric continued thoughtfully, "that might damage you too badly for the other part of my plan.
And redlly, it doesn't make that much differenceif you know what Bill has been doing behind our backs
or not."

Behind their backs? Oh, shit. And now | knew whom to blame for my very deep predicament.
My own dear love, Bill Compton.

"That got areaction,” Pam observed.
"But not the one | expected,” Eric said dowly.

"I'm not too happy about the torture option.” | wasin so much trouble, | couldn't even begin to
add it up, and | was so overloaded with stressthat | felt like my head was floating somewhere above my
body. "And | missBill." Even though at the moment | would gladly kick hisass, | did misshim. Andif |



could just have ten minutes conversation with him, how much better prepared | would be to face the
coming days. Tearsrolled down my face. But there was more they had to tell me; more | had to hear,
whether | wanted to or not. "I do expect you to tell mewhy he lied about thistrip, if you know. Pam
mentioned bad news."

Eric looked at Pamwithno lovein hiseyesat all.

"She'sleaking again,”" Pam observed, sounding alittle uncomfortable. I think before she goesto
Mississppi, she should know the truth. Besides, if she has been keeping secretsfor Bill, thiswill ..."

Make her spill the beans? Change her loyalty to Bill? Force her to redize she hasto tell us?

It was obvious that Chow and Eric had been dl for kegping mein ignorance and that they were
acutdy unhappy with Pam for hinting to me that, though | supposedly didn't know it, al was not well with
Bill and me. But they both eyed Pam intently for along minute, and then Eric nodded curtly.

"Y ou and Chow wait outside," Eric said to Pam. She gave him avery pointed look, and then they
walked out, leaving their drained bottles Sitting on the table. Not even athank-you for the blood. Didn't
even rinse the bottles out. My head felt lighter and lighter as|1 contemplated poor vampire manners. | felt
my eyelidsflicker, and it occurred to methat | was on the edge of fainting. | am not one of thesefrall gads
who kedsover a every littlething, but | felt | wasjustified right now. Plus, | vaguely redlized | hadn't
egten in over twenty-four hours.

"Don'tyoudoit,” Eric said. He sounded definite. | tried to concentrate on hisvoice, and | looked
ahim.

| nodded to indicate | was doing my best.

He moved over to my side of the table, turned the chair Pam had occupied until it faced me and
was very close. He sat and |leaned over to me, hisbig white hand covering both of mine, still folded negtly
inmy lap. If he closed his hand, he could crush dl my fingers. I'd never work as awaitress again.

"I don't enjoy seeing you scared of me," he said, hisface too closeto mine. | could smdll his
cologne—Ulysse, | thought. "1 have aways been very fond of you."

He'd always wanted to have sex with me.

"Plus, | want to fuck you." He grinned, but at this moment it didn't do athing to me. "When we
kiss... it'svery exciting." We had kissed in the line of duty, so to speak, and not as recreetion. But it had
been exciting. How not? He was gorgeous, and he'd had several hundred yearsto work on his
smooching technique.

Eric got closer and closer. | wasn't sureif he was going to bite me or kissme. Hisfangs had run
out. Hewas angry, or homy, or hungry, or al three. New vampires tended to lisp while they talked until
they got used to their fangs; you couldn't even tell, with Eric. Hed had centuries of perfecting that
technique, too.

"Somehow, that torture plan didn't make mefed very sexy,” | told him.
"It did something for Chow, though," Eric whispered in my ear.

| wasn't shaking, but | should have been. "Could you cut to the chase here?' | asked. "Areyou
gonnatorture me, or not? Are you my friend, or my enemy? Are you gonnafind Bill, or let him rot?"

Eric laughed. It was short and unfunny, but it was better than him getting closer, at least & the



moment. " Sookie, you are too much,” he said, but not as though he found that particularly endearing. "I'm
not going to torture you. For onething, | would hate to ruin that beautiful skin; oneday, | will seedl of
it

| just hoped it was still on my body when that happened.

"Y ou won't dways be so afraid of me," he said, asif hewere absolutely certain of the future.
"And you won't dways be as devoted to Bill asyou are now. Thereis something | must tell you.”

Here camethe Big Bad. His coal fingerstwined with mine, and without wanting to, | held his
hand hard. | couldn't think of aword to say, at least aword that was safe. My eyesfixed on his.

"Bill was summoned to Missssippi,” Eric told me, "by avampire—afemae—he'd known many
yearsago. | don't know if you've realized that vampires amost never mate with other vampires, for any
longer than arare one-night affair. We don't do this because it gives us power over each other forever,
the mating and sharing of blood. Thisvampire..."

"Her namg" | sad.

"Lorena," he said rductantly. Or maybe he wanted to tell me all dong, and the reluctance was
just for show. Who the heck knows, with avampire.

Hewaited to seeiif | would speak, but | did not.

"Shewasin Missssppi. | am not sureif sheregularly livesthere, or if she went thereto ensnare
Bill. She had been living in Seettle for years, | know, because she and Bill lived there together for many
years”

| had wondered why held picked Sedttle as hisfictitious destination. He hadn't just plucked it out
of thear.

"But whatever her intention in asking him to meet her there ... what excuse she gave him for not
coming here ... maybe hewasjust being careful of you ..."

| wanted to die at that moment. | took a deep breath and looked down at our joined hands. |
wastoo humiliated to look in Eric's eyes.

"He was—he became—ingtantly enthralled with her, dl over again. After afew nights, he caled
Pam to say that he was coming home early without telling you, so he could arrange your future care
before he saw you again.”

"Future care?' | sounded like acrow.
"Bill wanted to make afinancid arrangement for you."

The shock of it made me blanch. "Pension me off," | said numbly. No matter how well he had
meant, Bill could not have offered me any greater offense. When hed beenin my life, it had never
occurred to him to ask me how my finances were faring—though he could hardly wait to help his newly
discovered descendants, the Bellefleurs.

But when he was going to be out of my life, and felt guilty for leaving pitiful, pitiable me—then he
gtarted worrying.

"Hewanted ..." Eric began, then stopped and looked closely at my face. "Well, leave that for
now. | would not have told you any of this, if Pam hadn't interfered. | would have sent you off in



ignorance, because then it wouldn't have been words from my mouth that hurt you so badly. And | would
not have had to plead with you, as1'm going to plead.”

| made mysdf listen. | gripped Eric'shand asif it were alifdine.
"What I'm going to do—and you have to understand, Sookie, my hide dependson this, too ..."
| looked him gtraight in the face, and he saw the rush of my surprise.

"Y es, my job, and maybe my life, too, Sookie—not just yours, and Bill's. I'm sending you a
contact tomorrow. He livesin Shreveport, but he has a second apartment in Jackson. He has friends
among the supernatural community there, the vampires, shifters, and Weres. Through him you can meet
some of them, and their human employees.”

| was not completely in my head right now, but | felt like I'd understand dl thiswhen | played it
back. So | nodded. Hisfingers stroked mine, over and over.

"ThismanisaWere," Eric said cardlesdy, "so heis scum. But heis more reliable than some
others, and he owes me abig personad favor.”

| absorbed that, nodded again. Eric'slong fingers seemed almost warm.

"Hell take you out and about in the vampire community in Jackson, and you can pick brains
there among human employees. | know it'salong shot, but if theré's something to discover, if Russll
Edgington did abduct Bill, you may pick up ahint. The man who tried to abduct you was from Jackson,
going by the billsin his car, and he was a Were, as the wolf's head on hisvest indicates. | don't know
why they came after you. But | suspect it means Bill isalive, and they wanted to grab you to use as
leverage over him."

"Then | guessthey should have abducted Lorena,” | said.
Eric's eyeswidened in appreciation.

"Maybethey aready have her," he said. "But maybe Bill hasredized it is Lorenawho betrayed
him. He wouldn't have been taken if she hadn't revealed the secret he had told her.”

| mulled that over, nodded yet again.

"Another puzzleiswhy she happened to bethereat al,” Eric said. "l think | would have known if
sheld been aregular member of the Missssippi group. But I'll be thinking about that in my sparetime.”
From his grim face, Eric had dready put in considerable brain time on that question. "If this plan doesn't
work within about three days, Sookie, we may have to kidnap one of the Missssippi vampiresin return.
Thiswould dmost certainly lead to awar, and awar—even with Mississppi—would be codtly in lives
and money. And in the end, they would kill Bill anyway."

Okay, the weight of the world was resting on my shoulders. Thanks, Eric. | needed more
responsibility and pressure.

"But know this: If they have Bill—if heistill dive—wewill get him back. And you will be
together again, if that'swhat you want.”

Bigif.

"To answer your question: | am your friend, and that will last aslong as| can be your friend
without jeopardizing my own life. Or the future of my area”



Well, that laid it on theline. | appreciated his honesty. "Aslong asit's convenient for you, you
mean," | said camly, which was both unfair and inaccurate. However, | thought it was odd that my
characterization of hisattitude actually seemed to bother him. "Let me ask you something, Eric.”

He raised hiseyebrowsto tell me he was waiting. His hands traveled up and down my arms,
absently, asif he wasn't thinking of what he was doing. The movement reminded me of aman warming
hishands at afire.

"If I'm understanding you, Bill wasworking on aproject for the ..." | felt awild bubble of
laughter rising, and | ruthlessly suppressed it. "'For the queen of Louisiana,” | finished. "But you didn't
know about it. Isthisright?’

Eric stared at mefor along moment, while he thought about what to tell me. " Shetold me she
had work for Bill to do," he said. "But not what it was, or why he had to be the oneto do it, or when it
would be complete.”

That would miff dmost any leader, having his underling co-opted like that. Especidly if the leader
was kept in ignorance. "' So, why isn't this queen looking for Bill?" | asked, keeping my voice carefully
neutral.

" She doesn't know he's gone.”

"Why isthat?'

"We haven't told her."

Sooner or later held quit answering. "Why not?!

"Shewould punish us™"

"Why?" | was beginning to sound like atwo-year-old.

"For letting something happen to Bill, when he was doing aspecia project for her."

"What would that punishment be?"

"Oh, with her it'sdifficult to tell." He gave achoked laugh. " Something very unplessant.”

Eric was even closer to me, hisface dmost touching my hair. Hewasinhding, very ddlicately.
Vampiresrely on smdll, and hearing, much more than sight, though their eyesight is extremely accurate.
Eric had had my blood, so he could tell more about my emotions than avampire who hadn't. All
bloodsuckers are students of the human emotional system, since the most successful predators know the
habits of their prey.

Eric actualy rubbed his cheek againgt mine. Hewaslike acat in his enjoyment of contact.
"Eric." Hed given me more information than he knew.

"Mmm?'

"Redlly, what will the queen do to you if you can't produce Bill on the date her project isdue?

My question got the desired result. Eric pulled awvay from me and looked down at me with eyes
bluer than mine and harder than mine and colder than the Arctic waste.

"Sookie, you redly don't want to know," he said. "Producing hiswork would be good enough.



Bill'sactua presence would be abonus.”

| returned hislook with eyes dmost as cold as his. "And what will 1 get in return for doing thisfor
you?' | asked.

Eric managed to look both surprised and pleased. "If Pam hadn't hinted to you about Bill, his safe
return would have been enough and you would have jumped at the chance to help," Eric reminded me.

"But now | know about Lorena.”

"And knowing, do you agree to do thisfor us?"

"Y es, on one condition."

Eric looked wary. "What would that be?' he asked.

"If something happensto me, | want you to take her out."

He gaped at mefor at least awhole second before he roared with laughter. "1 would have to pay
ahugefine" he said when hedd quit chortling. "And I'd have to accomplish it first. That'seasier said than
done. She'sthree hundred yearsold.”

"Y ou've told me that what will happen to you if dl this comes unraveled would be pretty
horrible," | reminded him.

"True"

"Y ou've told me you desperately need meto do thisfor you."
"True"

"That'swhat | ask in return.”

"Y ou might make adecent vampire, Sookie," Eric said findly. "All right. Done. If anything
happensto you, shell never fuck Bill again.”

"Oh, it'snot just that.”
"No?" Eric looked very skepticd, aswell he might.
"It's because she betrayed him."

Eric'shard blue eyesmet mine. "Tell methis, Sookie: Would you ask thisof meif shewerea
human?' Hiswide, thin-lipped mouth, most often amused, wasin aserious straight line.

"If shewere ahuman, I'd take care of it myself,” | said, and stood to show him to the door.

After Eric had driven away, | leaned againgt the door and laid my cheek against thewood. Did |
mean what 1'd told him?I'd long wondered if | wereredlly acivilized person, though | kept striving to be
one. | knew that at the moment I'd said | would take care of Lorenamysdlf, | had meant it. There was
something pretty savage insde me, and I'd always controlled it. My grandmother had not raised meto be
amurderess.

Asl| plodded down the hdl to my bedroom, | redlized that my temper had been showing more
and more lately. Ever snce I'd gotten to know the vampires.

| couldn't figure out why that should be. They exerted tremendous control over themsaves. Why



should mine be dipping?
But that was enough introspection for one night.
| had to think about tomorrow.

Chapter Four

Sinceit seemed | was going out of town, there was laundry to be done, and stuff in the
refrigerator that needed throwing away. | wasn't particularly deepy after spending so long in bed the
preceding day and night, so | got out my suitcase, opened it, and tossed some clothes into the washer out
on the freezing back porch. | didn't want to think about my own character any longer. | had plenty of
other itemsto mull over.

Eric had certainly adopted a shotgun approach to bending me to hiswill. Hed bombarded me
with many reasons to do what he wanted: intimidation, threet, seduction, an apped for Bill'sreturn, an
gpped for his (and Pam's, and Chow's) life and/or well-being—to say nothing of my own hedlth. "I might
have to torture you, but | want to have sex with you; | need Bill, but I'm furious with him because he
deceived me; | have to keep peace with Russdll Edgington, but | have to get Bill back from him; Bill is
my serf, but he's secretly working more for my boss."

Darn vampires. Y ou can see why I'm glad their glamour doesn't affect me. It's one of the few
positives my mind-reading ability hasyielded me. Unfortunatdly, humanswith psychic glitchesare very
attractive to the undead.

| certainly could not have foreseen any of thiswhen I'd become attached to Bill. Bill had become
amost as necessary to me as water; and not entirely because of my deep fedingsfor him, or my physica
pleasurein hislovemaking. Bill wasthe only insurance | had againgt being annexed by another vampire,

agang my will.

After I'd run acouple of loads through the washer and dryer and folded the clothes, | felt much
more relaxed. | was amost packed, and 1'd put in a couple of romances and amystery in casel got a
little timeto read. | am sdlf-educated from genre books.

| stretched and yawned. There was a certain peace of mind to be found in having aplan, and my
uneasy deep of the past day and night had not refreshed me as much as| thought. | might be ableto fall
adeep easly.

Even without help from the vampires, | could maybefind Bill, | thought, as| brushed my teeth
and climbed into bed. But breaking him out of whatever prison he wasin and making a successful
escape, that was another question. And then I'd have to decide what to do about our relationship.

| woke up at about four in the morning with an odd fedling there was an idea just waiting to be
acknowledged. I'd had a thought at some point during the night; it wasthe kind of ideathat you just
know has been bubbling in your brain, waiting to boil over.

Sure enough, after aminute the idea resurfaced. What if Bill had not been abducted, but had
defected? What if he'd become so enamored or addicted to Lorenathat held decided to leave the
Louisianavampires and join with the Mississppi group? Immediately, | had doubts that that had been



Bill's plan; it would be avery eaborate one, with the leakage of informantsto Eric concerning Bill's
abduction, the confirmed presence of Lorenain Mississippi. Surely thered be alessdramatic, and
smpler, way to arrange his disappearance.

| wondered if Eric, Chow, and Pam were even now searching Bill's house, which lay acrossthe
cemetery from mine. They weren't going to find what they were looking for. Maybe they'd come back
here. They wouldn't haveto get Bill back at dl, if they could find the computer files the queen wanted so
badly. | fell to deep out of sheer exhaustion, thinking | heard Chow laugh outside.

Even the knowledge of Bill's betrayal did not stop me from searching for himin my dreams. |
must have rolled over three times, reaching out to seeif held did into bed with me, as he often did. And
every time, the other side of the bed was empty and cold.

However, that was better than finding Eric there instead.

| was up and showering at first light, and I'd made a pot of coffee before the knock at the front
door came.

"Whoisit?' | stood to one side of the door as | asked.
"Eric sent me," agruff voice said.
| opened the door and looked up. And looked up some more.

Hewas huge. His eyeswere green. Histouded hair was curly and thick and black as pitch. His
brain buzzed and pulsed with energy; kind of ared effect. Werewolf.

"Comeonin. You want some coffee?"

Whatever held expected, it wasn't what he was seeing. "'Y ou bet, chere. Y ou got some eggs?
Some sausage?’

"Sure" | led him to the kitchen. "I'm Sookie Stackhouse," | said, over my shoulder. | bent over
to get the eggs out of the refrigerator. Y ou?"

"Alcide" he said, pronouncing it Al-see, with the d barely sounded. "Alcide Herveaux.”

He watched me steadily whilel lifted out the skillet—my grandmother's old, blackened iron
skillet. Sheld gotten it when she got married, and fired it, like any woman worth her salt would do. Now
it was perfectly seasoned. | turned the gas eye on at the stove. | cooked the sausage first (for the grease),
plopped it on a paper towe on a plate and stuck it in the oven to keep warm. After asking Alcide how
he wanted the eggs, | scrambled them and cooked them quickly, diding them onto thewarm plate. He
opened the right drawer for the silverware on the firdt try, and poured himself some juice and coffee after
| slently pointed out which cabinet contained the cups. Herefilled my mug while hewas at it.

He ate negtly. And he ate everything.

| plunged my handsinto the hot, sogpy water to clean the few dishes. | washed the killet last,
dried it, and rubbed some Crisco into the blackness, taking occasiona glances at my guest. The kitchen
smelled comfortably of breakfast and soapy water. It was a peculiarly peaceful moment.

Thiswas anything but what | had expected when Eric had told me someone who owed him a
favor would be my entree into the Mississippi vampire milieu. As| looked out the kitchen window &t the
cold landscape, | redlized that thiswas how | had envisioned my future; on the few occasions|'d let
mysdf imagine aman sharing my house.



Thiswastheway life was supposed to be, for normal people. It was morning, time to get up and
work, timefor awoman to cook breskfast for aman, if he had to go out and earn. This big rough man
was eating real food. He dmost certainly had a pickup truck sitting out in front of my house.

Of course, hewas awerewolf. But aWere could live amore close-to-human life than avampire.
On the other hand, what | didn't know about Weres could fill abook.

Hefinished, put his plate in the water in the sink, and washed and dried it himself while | wiped
thetable. It was as smooth as if we'd choreographed it. He disappeared into the bathroom for aminute
while | ran over my mentd list of thingsthat had to be done before | |eft. | needed to talk to Sam, that
wasthe main thing. I'd called my brother the night before to tell him I'd be gonefor afew days. Liz had
been at Jason's, so he hadn't redlly thought alot about my departure. He'd agreed to pick up my mail and

my papersfor me.

Alcide cameto St opposite me at the table. | wastrying to think about how we should talk about
our joint task; | wastrying to anticipate any sore paws | might tread on. Maybe he was worrying about
the samethings. | can't read the minds of shape-shifters or werewolves with any consstency; they're
supernatural creatures. | can reliably interpret moods, and pick up on the occasiond clear idea. So the
humans-with-a-difference are much less opague to me than the vampires. Though | understand theré'sa
contingent of shape-shifters and Weres who wants to change things, the fact of their existence il
remains asecret. Until they see how publicity works out for the vampires, the supernaturals of the
two-natured variety are ferocious about their privacy.

Werewolves are the tough guys of the shape-shifting world. They're shape-shifters by definition,
but they're the only ones who have their own separate society, and they will not allow anyone elseto be
cdled "Were' intheir hearing. Alcide Herveaux |ooked plenty tough. He was big as aboulder, with
bicepsthat | could do pull-ups on. He would have to shave a second timeif he planned on going out in
the evening. Hewould fit right in on acongtruction Ste or awharf.

He was a proper man.
"How arethey forcing you to do this?' | asked.

"They have amarker of my dad's," he said. He put his massive hands on the table and leaned into
them. "They own acasino in Shreveport, you know?"

"Sure." It was a popular weekend excursion for peoplein this area, to go over to Shreveport or
up to Tunica(in Missssippi, right below Memphis) and rent aroom for a couple of nights, play the dots,
see ashow or two, egt lots of buffet food.

"My dad got in too deep. He owns a surveying company—I work for him—but he likesto
gamble." The green eyes smoldered with rage. "He got in too deep in the casino in Louisiana, so your
vamps own hismarker, hisdebt. If they call it in, our company will go under.” Werewolves seemed to
respect vampires about as much as vampires respect them. " So, to get the marker back, | haveto help
you hang around with the vampsin Jackson." He leaned back in the chair, looking meinthe eyes. "That's
not a hard thing, taking a pretty woman to Jackson and out barhopping. Now that I've met you, I'm glad
to doit, to get my father out from under the debt. But why the hell you want to do that? Y ou look like a
real woman, not one of those sck bitches who get off on hanging around the vamps.”

Thiswas arefreshingly direct conversation, after my conference with the vampires. "l only hang
around with one vampire, by choice" | said bitterly. "Bill, my—wadll, | don't know if he'seven my
boyfriend anymore. It seemsthe vampires of Jackson may have kidnapped him. Someonetried to grab



melast night.” | thought it only fair to let him know. " Since the kidnapper didn't seem to know my name,
just that | worked at Merlotte's, I'll probably be safe in Jackson if no one figures out I'm the woman who
goeswith Bill. I haveto tell you, the man who tried to grab me was awerewolf. And he had aHinds
County car plate." Jackson was in Hinds County.

"Wearing agang vest?' Alcide asked. | nodded. Alcide looked thoughtful, which was agood
thing. Thiswas not agtuation | took lightly, and it was agood sign that he didn't, either. "Therésasmall
gang in Jackson made up of Weres. Some of the bigger shifters hang around the edges of this gang—the
panther, the bear. They hire themsalves out to the vamps on a pretty regular basis."

"There's one less of them now," | said.

After amoment's digestion of that information, my new companion gave mealong, chalenging
dare. "So, what good isalittle human ga going to do againgt the vampires of Jackson?'Y ou amartia
artist? Y ou agreat shot? Y ou been in the Army?*

| had to smile. "No. Y ou never heard my name?"
"Y ourefamous?'

"Guessnot." | was pleased that he didn't have any preconceptions about me. "I think I'll just let
you find out about me."

"Long asyou're not gonnaturn into asnake." He stood up. "Y ou're not aguy, areyou?' That
late-breaking thought made his eyeswiden.

"No, Alcide. 'mawoman.” | tried to say that matter-of-factly, but it was pretty hard.

"l waswilling to put money on that." He grinned a me. "If you're not some kind of superwoman,
what are you going to do when you know where your man is?'

"I'm going to call Eric, the ..." Suddenly | redized thet telling vampire secretsisabad idea. "Eric
isBill'sboss. Hell decide what to do after that."

Alcide looked skeptical. "I don't trust Eric. | don't trust any of 'em. HEl probably double-cross

you.
"How?'

"He might use your man asleverage. He might demand restitution, sincethey have one of his
men. He might use your man's abduction as an excuse to go to war, in which case your man will be
executed tout de suite.”

| had not thought that far. "Bill knows stuff,” | said. "Important stuff.”

"Good. That may keep him dive." Then he saw my face, and chagrin ran across hisown. "Hey,
Sookie, I'm sorry. | don't think before | talk sometimes. Well get him back, though it makesme sick to
think of awoman like you with one of those bloodsuckers.”

Thiswas painful, but oddly refreshing.

"Thanks, | guess," | said, attempting asmile. "What about you? Do you have aplan about how to
introduce meto the vampires?'

"Y eah. Thereé'sanightclub in Jackson, close to the capital. It'sfor Supes and their dates only. No
tourists. The vamps can't make it pay on their own, and it's a convenient meeting place for them, so they



let uslow-lifes sharethefun.” He grinned. Histeeth were perfect—white and sharp. "It won't be
suspiciousif | go there. | dways drop in when I'min Jackson. Y ou'll haveto go asmy date." He looked
embarrassed. "Uh, | better tell you, you seem like you're ajeans kind of person like me—but this club,
they like you to dress kind of party style." Hefeared | had no fancy dressesin my closet; | could read
that clearly. And he didn't want me to be humiliated by appearing in the wrong clothes. What aman.

"Your girlfriend won't be crazy about this" | said, angling for information out of sheer curiosity.

"Shelivesin Jackson, as amatter of fact. But we broke up a couple of months ago,” he said.
"Shetook up with another shape-shifter. Guy turnsinto adamn owl."

Was she nuts? Of course, thereld be more to the story. And of course, it fell into the category of
"none of your busness."

So without comment, | went to my room to pack my two party dresses and their accessoriesina
hanging bag. Both were purchases from Taras Togs, managed (and now owned) by my friend Tara
Thornton. Tarawas real good about calling me when things went on clearance. Bill actualy owned the
building that housed Taras Togs, and had told al the businesses housed in there to run atab for me that
hewould pay, but | had resisted the temptation. Well, except for replacing clothesthat Bill himself had
ripped in our more thrilling moments.

| was very proud of both these dresses, since I'd never had anything like them before, and |
zipped the bag shut with asmile.

Alcide stuck his head in the bedroom to ask if | was ready. He looked at the cream-and-yellow
bed and curtains, and nodded approvingly. "1 got to call my boss" | said. "Then well begood to go.” |
perched on the side of the bed and picked up the receiver.

Alcide propped himsdlf againgt the wal by my closet door while | dided Sam's personal number.
His voice was deepy when he answered, and | apologized for caling so early. "What's happening,
Sookie?" he asked groggily.

"l haveto go away for afew days," | said. "I'm sorry for not giving you more notice, but | called
Sue Jennings last night to seeif sheld work for me. She said yes, so | gave her my hours.”

"Where are you going?' he asked.

"I haveto goto Missssippi,” | said. "Jackson.”

"Y ou got someone lined up to pick up your mail?'
"My brother. Thanksfor asking."

"Plantsto water?'

"Nonetha won't livetill | get back."

"Okay. Areyou going by yoursdf?'

"No," | sad hesitantly.

"With Bill?'

"No, he, uh, he hasn't shown up."”

"Areyou in trouble?"



"I'mjust fing" I lied.

"Tdl him aman's going with you," Alcide rumbled, and | gave him an exasperated look. Hewas
leaning againgt the wall, and he took up an awful lot of it.

"Someone'sthere?' Sam's nothing if not quick on the uptake.

"Yes, Alcide Herveaux," | said, figuring it was asmart thing to tell someone who cared about me
that | was leaving the areawith thisguy. First impressions can be absolutely false, and Alcide needed to
be aware there was someone who would hold him accountable.

"Aha," Sam said. The name did not seem to be unfamiliar to him. "Let metalk to him."
"Why?' | cantakealot of paternalism, but | was about up to my ears.

"Hand over the damn phone." Sam almost never curses, so | made aface to show what | thought
of hisdemand and gave the phoneto Alcide. | ssomped out to the living room and looked through the
window. Y ep. A Dodge Ram, extended cab. | waswilling to bet it had everything on it that could be put
on.

I'd rolled my suitcase out by its handle, and I'd dung my carrying bag over achair by the door,
s0 | just had to pull on my heavy jacket. | was glad Alcide had warned me about the dress-up rule for
the bar, since it never would have occurred to me to pack anything fancy. Stupid vampires. Stupid dress
code.

| was Sullen, with acapitd S

| wandered back down the hdl, mentally reviewing the contents of my suitcase, while thetwo
shape-shifters had (presumably) a"man talk.” | glanced through the doorway of my bedroom to see that
Alcide, with the phoneto his ear, was perched on the side of my bed where I'd been sitting. He looked
oddly a homethere.

| paced restlesdy back into the living room and stared out the window some more. Maybe the
two were having shape-shifting talk. Though to Alcide, Sam (who generdly shifted into acallie, though he
was not limited to that form) would rank as alightweight, a |east they were from the same branch of the
tree. Sam, on the other hand, would be alittle leery of Alcide; werewolves had abad rep.

Alcide strode down the hall, safety shoes clomping on the hardwood floor. "I promised him I'd
take care of you," he said. "Now, well just hope that works out.” He wasn't smiling.

| had been tuning up to be aggravated, but hislast sentence was so redlistic that the hot air went
out of measif I'd been punctured. In the complex relationship between vampire, Were, and human, there
wasalot of leeway for something to go wrong somewhere. After dl, my plan wasthin, and the vampires
hold over Alcide wastenuous. Bill might not have been taken unwillingly; he might be happy being held
captive by aking, aslong as the vampire Lorenawas on site. He might be enraged that | had cometo
findhim,

He might be dead.

| locked the door behind me and followed Alcide as he stowed my thingsin the extended cab of
the Ram.

The outside of the big truck gleamed, but ingde, it wasthe littered vehicle of aman who spent his
working life on the road; ahard hat, invoices, estimates, business cards, boots, afirst-aid kit. At least
there wasn't any food trash. As we bumped down my eroded driveway, | picked up a rubber-banded



sheaf of brochures whose cover read, "Herveaux and Son, AAA Accurate Surveys." | eased out the top
one and studied it carefully as Alcide drove the short distance to interstate 20 to go east to Monroe,
Vicksburg, and then to Jackson.

| discovered that the Herveauxes, father and son, owned a bi-state surveying company, with
officesin Jackson, Monroe, Shreveport, and Baton Rouge. The home office, as Alcide had told me, was
in Shreveport. There was a photo inside of the two men, and the older Herveaux was just asimpressive
(inasenior way) as his son.

"Isyour dad awerewolf, too?" | asked, after I'd digested the information and realized that the
Herveaux family was at least progperous, and possibly rich. They'd worked hard for it, though; and
they'd keep working hard, unlessthe older Mr. Herveaux could control his gambling.

"Both my parents,”" Alcide said, after apause.
"Oh, sorry." | wasn't surewhat | was gpologizing for, but it was safer than not.

"That's the only way to produce a Were child," he said, after amoment. | couldn't tell if he was
explaining to be polite, or because heredly thought | should know.

"So how come Americas not full of werewolves and shapeshifters?’ | asked, after I'd considered
his statement.

"Like must marry like to produce another, which is not dways doable. And each union only
produces one child with the trait. Infant mortaity ishigh.”

"0, if you marry another werewolf, one of your kidswill be awerebaby?"
"The condition will manifest itsdlf at the onset of , ah, puberty.”

"Oh, that's awful. Being ateenager istough enough.”

He smiled, not a me, but at the road. ™Y egh, it does complicate things."
"So, your ex-girlfriend ... sheashifter?’

"Yeah. | don't normaly date shifters, but | guess| thought with her it would be different. Weres
and shifters are strongly attracted to each other. Anima magnetism, | guess,” Alcide said, as an attempt
a humor.

My boss, dso ashifter, had been glad to make friends with other shiftersin the area. He had
been hanging out with amaenad ("dating” would be too sweet aword for their reationship), but she'd
moved on. Now, Sam was hoping to find another compatible shifter. He felt more comfortable with a
strange human, like me, or another shifter, than he did with regular women. When held told me that, he'd
meant it as acompliment, or maybe just as asmple statement; but it had hurt me alittle, though my
abnormality had been bornein on me since | was very young.

Telepathy doesn't wait for puberty.
"How come?' | asked badly. "How come you thought it would be different?'

"Shetold me shewas gerile. | found out she was on birth control pills. Big difference. I'm not
passng thisaong. Even ashifter and awerewolf may have a child who hasto change a the full moon,
though only kids of a pure couple—both Weres or both shifters—can change at will,"

Food for thought, there. " So you normally date regular old girls. But doesn't it makeit hard to



date? Keeping secret such abig, ah, factor, inyour life?

"Yeah," he admitted. "Dating regular girls can beapain. But | have to date someone.” Therewas
an edge of desperation to hisrumbly voice.

| gave that along moment's contemplation, and then | closed my eyes and counted to ten. | was
missing Bill in amost elemental and unexpected way. My first clue had been the tug-below-the-waist I'd
felt when I'd watched my tape of The Last of the Mohicans the week before and I'd fixated on Daniel
Day-Lewis bounding through the forest. If | could appear from behind atree before he saw Madeleine
Stowe ...

| was going to have to watch my step.

"0, if you bite someone, they won't turn into awerewolf?" | decided to change the direction of
my thoughts. Then | remembered the last time Bill had bitten me, and felt arush of heat through ... oh,
hell.

"That's when you get your wolf-man. Like the onesin the movies. They die pretty quick, poor
people. And that's not passed dong, if they, ah, engender children in their human form. If it'swhen they're
intheir dtered form, the baby ismiscarried.”

"How interesting.” | could not think of one other thing to say.

"But theré'sthat element of the supernaturd, too, just like with vampires" Alcide said, till not
looking in my direction. "Thetie-in of genetics and the supernatural eement, that's what no one seemsto
understand. We just can't tell the world we exigt, like the vampires did. We'd belocked up in zoos,
sterilized, ghettoi zed—because we're sometimes animas. Going public just seemsto make the vampires
glamorous and rich." He sounded more than alittle bitter.

"So how comeyou'reteling medl this, right off the bat?If it's such abig secret?' He had given
me more information in ten minutes than 1'd had from Bill in months.

"If I'm going to be spending afew dayswith you, it will make my lifealot easier if you know. |
figure you have your own problems, and it seems the vampires have some power over you, too. | don't
think you'l tell. And if the worst happens, and I've been utterly wrong about you, I'll ask Eric to pay you
avidgt and wipe out your memory." He shook hishead in baffled irritation. "I don't know why, redlly. |
just fed like | know you."

| couldn't think of aresponseto that, but | had to speak. Silence would lend too much
importanceto hislast sentence. "I'm sorry the vampires have ahold on your dad. But | haveto find Bill.
If thisistheonly way | candoit, thisiswhat | haveto do. | at least owe him that much, evenif ..." My
voicetrailed off. | didn't want to finish the sentence. All the possible endings were too sad, too find.

He shrugged, alarge movement on Alcide Herveaux. "Taking apretty girl to abar isn't that big a
ded," he reassured me again, trying to bolster my spirits.

In hisposition, | might not have been so generous. "'Is your dad a congtant gambler?”
"Only since my mother died," Alcide said, after along pause.

"I'm sorry." | kept my eyes off hisfacein case he needed some privacy. "I don't have either of
my parents,” | offered.

"They been gonelong?’



"Sincel wasseven."

"Who raised you?'

"My grandmother raised me and my brother.”

"Shedill living?"

"No. Shedied thisyear. She was murdered.”

"Tough." He was matter-of-fact.

"Yeah." | had one more question. "Did both your parentstell you about yourself?

"No. My grandfather told me when | was about thirteen. Hed noticed the signs. | just don't
know how orphaned Weres get through it without guidance.”

"That would beredly rough."
"Wetry to keep aware of al the Weres breeding in the area, so no one will go unwarned.”

Even a secondhand warning would be better than no warning at dl. But till, such asesson
would beamgor traumain anyoneslife.

We stopped in Vicksburg to get gas. | offered to pay for filling the tank, but Alcide told mefirmly
this could go on his books as a business expense, since he did in fact need to see some customers. He
waved off my offer to pump the gas, too. He did accept the cup of coffee | bought him, with as many
thanks asif it had been anew suit. It was a cold, bright day, and | took a brisk walk around the travel
center to stretch my legs before climbing back into the cab of the truck.

Seeing the signsfor the battlefield reminded me of one of the most taxing days I'd had as an
adult. | found mysdif telling Alcide about my grandmother's favorite club, the Descendants of the Glorious
Dead, and about their field trip to the battlefield two years before. 1'd driven one car, Maxine
Fortenberry (grandmother of one of my brother Jason's good buddies) another, and we'd toured at
length. Each of the Descendants had brought a favorite text covering the siege, and an early stop at the
vigitors center had gotten the Descendants al tanked up with maps and memorabilia. Despite the failure
of Velda Cannon's Depends, we'd had a great time. We'd read every monument, we'd had a picnic lunch
by the restored USS Cairo, and we'd gone home laden with souvenir booty and exhausted. We'd even
goneinto thelde of Capri Casino for an hour of amazed staring, and some tentative dot machine feeding.
It had been avery happy day for my grandmother, dmost as happy atime asthe evening she'd inveigled
Bill into speaking at the Descendants mesting.

"Why did shewant him to do that?" Alcide asked. He was smiling a my description of our
supper stop at a Cracker Barrdl.

"Bill'savet," | sad. "An Army vet, not an animal-doctor vet."
"So?' After abest, he said, ™Y ou mean your boyfriend is aveteran of the Civil War!"

"Y eah. He was human then. He wasn't brought over until after the war. He had awife and
children." I could hardly keep calling him my boyfriend, snce hed been on the verge of leaving mefor
someone dse.

"Who made him avampire?' Alcide asked. We werein Jackson now, and he was making his
way downtown to the apartment his company maintained.



"l don't know," | said. "He doesn't talk about it."
"That seemsalittle srangeto me."

Actually, it seemed alittle strange to me, too; but | figured it was something redlly personal, and
when Bill wanted to tell me about it, he would. The relationship was very strong, | knew, between the
older vampire and the one he'd "brought over."

"l guessheredly isnt my boyfriend anymore,” | admitted. Though "boyfriend" seemed a pretty
paleterm for what Bill had beento me.

"Oh, yeah?'
| flushed. | shouldn't have said anything. "But | ill haveto find him."

Wewere silent for awhile after that. Thelast city I'd visited had been Ddlas, and it was easy to
see that Jackson was nowhere close to that Size. (That wasabig plus, asfar as| was concerned.) Alcide
pointed out the golden figure on the dome of the new capitol, and | admired it gppropriately. | thought it
was an eagle, but | wasn't sure, and | was alittle embarrassed to ask. Did | need glasses? The building
we were going to was close to the corner of High and State streets. It was not anew building; the brick
had started out a golden tan, and now it was agrimy light brown.

"The gpartments here are larger than they arein new buildings,” Alcide said. "Therésasmall
guest bedroom. Everything should be dl ready for us. We use the gpartment cleaning service."

| nodded silently. | could not remember if I'd ever been in an apartment building before. Then |
redlized | had, of course. There was atwo-story U-shaped gpartment building in Bon Temps. | had
surely visited someone there; in the past seven years, dmost every single person in Bon Temps had
rented aplace in Kingfisher Apartments at some point in hisor her dating career.

Alcide's gpartment, he told me, was on the top floor, thefifth. Y ou drove in from the street down
aramp to park. There was aguard at the garage entrance, standing in alittle booth. Alcide showed him a
plastic pass. The heavyset guard, who had a cigarette hanging out of his mouth, barely glanced at the
card Alcide held out before he pressed a button to raise the barrier. | wasn't too impressed with the
security. | fet like I could whip that guy, myself. My brother, Jason, could pound him into the pavement.

We scrambled out of the truck and retrieved our bags from the rudimentary backseat. My
hanging bag had fared pretty well. Without asking me, Alcide took my small suitcase. Heled theway to a
central block in the parking area, and | saw agleaming elevator door. He punched the button, and it
opened immediately. The elevator creaked itsway up after Alcide punched the button marked with a5.
At least the devator was very clean, and when the door swished open, so were the carpet and the hall

beyond.

"They went condo, so we bought the place,” Alcide said, asif it wasno big dedl. Yes, heand his
dad had made some money. There were four apartments per floor, Alcide told me.

"Who are your neighbors?"

"Two state senators own 501, and I'm sure they've gone home for the holiday season,” he said.
"Mrs. Charles Osburgh the Third livesin 502, with her nurse. Mrs. Osburgh was agrand old lady until
the past year. | don't think she can walk anymore. Five-oh-three is empty right now, unlessthe realtor
sold it this past two weeks." He unlocked the door to number 504, pushed it open, and gestured for me
to enter ahead of him. | entered the sllent warmth of the hall, which opened on my left into akitchen
enclosed by counters, not walls, so the eye was unobstructed in sweeping the living room/dining area.



There was a door immediately on my right, which probably opened onto a coat closet, and another a
little farther down, which led into asmall bedroom with a neatly made-up double bed. A door past that
reveded asmall bathroom with white-and-blue tiles and towel s hung just so on the racks.

Acrossthe living room, to my left, was adoor that led into alarger bedroom. | peered inside
briefly, not wanting to seem overly interested in Alcide's persond space. The bed in that room wasa
king. | wondered if Alcide and hisdad did alot of entertaining when they visited Jackson.

"The master bedroom hasits own bath," Alcide explained. "I'd be glad to let you have the bigger
room, but the phone'sin there, and I'm expecting some business cdls.”

"The smaller bedroomisjust fing," | said. | peeked around alittle more after my bagswere
stowed in my room.

The apartment was asymphony in beige. Beige carpet, beige furniture. Sort of oriental bamboo-y
patterned wallpaper with a beige background. It was very quiet and very clean.

As| hung my dressesin the closet, | wondered how many nightsI'd have to go to the club. More
than two, and I'd have to do some shopping. But that wasimpossible, at the least imprudent, on my
budget. A familiar worry settled hard on my shoulders.

My grandmother hadn't had much to leave me, God bless her, especidly after her funera
expenses. The house had been awonderful and unexpected gift.

The money sheld used to raise Jason and me, money that had come from an oil well that had
petered out, was long gone. The fee I'd gotten paid for moonlighting for the Dallas vampires had mostly
goneto buy the two dresses, pay my property taxes, and have atree cut down because the previous
winter'sice storm had loosened its roots and it had begun to lean too close to the house. A big branch
had aready fdlen, damaging the tin roof abit. Luckily, Jason and Hoyt Fortenberry had known enough
about roofing to repair that for me.

| recdled the roofing truck outside of Belle Rive.

| sat on the bed abruptly. Where had that come from? Was | petty enough to be angry that my
boyfriend had been thinking of adozen different waysto be sure his descendants (the unfriendly and
sometimes snooty Bellefleurs) prospered, whilel, thelove of his afterlife, worried hersdf to tears about
her finances?

Y ou bet, | was petty enough.
| should be ashamed of mysdif.
But later. My mind was not through toting up grievances.

Aslong as| was consdering money (lack of), | wondered if it had even occurred to Eric when
he dispatched me on this mission that since I'd be missing work, | wouldn't get paid. Since | wouldn't get
paid, | couldn't pay the el ectric company, or the cable, or the phone, or my car insurance ... though |
had amord obligation to find Bill, no maiter what had happened to our relationship, right?

| flopped back on the bed and told mysdlf that thiswould al work out. I knew, in the back of my
mind, that al | had to do was sit down with Bill—assuming | ever got him back—and explain my
gtuation to him, and held ... he'd do something.

But | couldn't just take money from Bill. Of course, if we were married, it would be okay;
husband and wife held al in common. But we couldn't get married. It wasillegd.



And he hadn't asked me.

"Sookie?" avoice said from the doorway.

| blinked and sat up. Alcide waslounging againgt the jamb, his arms crossed over his chest.
"Y ou okay?"

| nodded uncertainly.

"Youmissng him?'

| was too ashamed to mention my money troubles, and they weren't more important than Bill, of
course. To smplify things, | nodded.

He sat beside me and put hisarm around me. He was so warm. He smelled like Tide detergent,
and Irish Spring soap, and man. | closed my eyes and counted to ten again.

"You misshim," he said, confirming. He reached across his body to take my left hand, and his
right arm tightened around me.

You don't know how | miss him, | thought.

Apparently, once you got used to regular and spectacular sex, your body had a mind of itsown
(so to spesk) when it was deprived of that recreation; to say nothing of missing the hugging and cuddling
part. My body was begging me to knock Alcide Herveaux back onto the bed so it could have its way
with him. Right now.

"I do miss him, no matter what problemswe have," | said, and my voice came out tiny and
shaky. | wouldn't open my eyes, becauseif | did, | might seeon hisface atiny impulse, somelittle
inclination, and that would be dl it would take.

"Whet time do you think we should go to the club?" | asked, firmly steering in another direction.
He was so warm.

Other direction! "Would you like me to cook supper before we go?' Least | could do. | shot up
off the bed like a bottle rocket; turned to face him with the most natural smile | could muster. Get out of
close proximity, or jump hisbones.

"Oh, let'sgo to the Mayflower Cafe. It lookslike an old diner—it is an old dine—but youll
enjoy it. Everyone goes there—senators and carpenters, al kinds of people. They just serve beer, that
okay?" | shrugged and nodded. That was fine with me. "I don't drink much,” | told him.

"Meneither," he said. "Maybe because, every so often, my dad tendsto drink too much. Then he
makes bad decisons.” Alcide seemed to regret having told methis. "After the Mayflower, well go to the
club," Alcide said, much more briskly. "It gets dark redl early these days, but the vamps don't show up till
they've had some blood, picked up their dates, done some business. We should get there about ten. So
well go out to eat about eight, if that suitsyou?!

"Sure, that'll be great.” | was at aloss. It was only two in the afternoon. His apartment didn't
need cleaning. There was no reason to cook. If | wanted to read, | had romance novelsin my suitcase.
But in my present condition, it was hardly likely to hdp my state of ... mind.

"Ligten, would it be okay if | ran out to visit some clients?" he asked.



"Oh, that would befine." I thought it would be dl to the good if he wasn't in my immediate
vicinity. "Y ou go do whatever you need to do. | have booksto read, and thereésthetelevison." Maybe
could begin the mystery nove.

"If youwant to ... | don't know ... my sister, Janice, owns abeauty shop about four blocks
away, in one of the older neighborhoods. She married alocal guy. Y ou want to, you could walk over and
get theworks."

"Oh, I ... wdl, that ..." | didn't have the sophistication to think of asmooth and plausiblerefusd,
when the glaring roadblock to such atrest was my lack of money.

Suddenly, comprehension crossed hisface. "If you stopped by, it would give Janice the
opportunity to look you over. After dl, you're supposed to be my girlfriend, and she hated Debbie. Shed
redly enjoy avigt."

"Y ou're being awful nice," | said, trying not to sound as confused and touched as| fdlt. "That's
not what | expected.”

"You're not what | expected, either,” he said, and Ieft his sister's shop number by the phone
before heading out on his business.

Chapter Five

Janice Herveaux Phillips (married two years, mother of one, | learned quickly) was exactly what
| might have expected of asister of Alcide's. Shewastal, attractive, plainspoken, and confident; and she
ran her busnessefficiently.

| seldom went into beauty parlors. My gran had always done her own home perms, and | had
never colored my hair or done anything elseto it, besides atrim now and then. When | confessed thisto
Janice, who'd noticed | was looking around me with the curiosity of the ignorant, her broad face splitina
grin. "Then you'll need everything,” she said with satisfaction.

"No, no, no," | protested anxioudy. "Alcide—."

"Cadled me on his cell phone and madeit clear | wasto give you theworks," Janice said. "And
frankly, honey, anyone who hel ps him recover from that Debbieis my best friend.”

| had to smile. "But I'll pay,” | told her.

"No, your money's no good here," she said. "Even if you break up with Alcide tomorrow, just
getting him through tonight will beworthit."

"Tonight?" | began to have asinking feding that once again, | didn't know everything there wasto
know.

"I happen to know that tonight that bitch is going to announce her engagement at that club they go
to," Janice said.

Okay, thistimewhat | didn't know was something pretty mgor. " She's marrying the—man she
took up with after she dumped Alcide?’ (I barely stopped myself from saying, " The shapeshifter?”)



"Quick work, hun? What could he have that my brother doesn't have?"

"l cantimagine,” | said with absolutely sincerity, earning aquick smile from Janice. Therewas
sureto be aflaw in her brother somewhere—maybe Alcide came to the supper table in his underwear,
or picked hisnosein public.

"Well, if you find out, you let me know. Now, let's get you going.” Janice glanced around her ina
businesdike way. "Corinne is going to give you your pedicure and manicure, and Jarvisis going to do
your hair. Y ou sure have agreat head of it," Janice said in amore persona way.

"All mine dl naturd," | admitted.

"No color?'

"Nope"
"You'rethe lucky one," Janice said, shaking her head.
That wasaminority opinion.

Janice herself wasworking on aclient whose silver hair and gold jewelry proclaimed shewasa
woman of privilege, and while this cold-faced lady examined me with indifferent eyes, Janicefired off
someingructionsto her employees and went back to Ms. Big Bucks.

| had never been so pampered in my life. And everything was new to me. Corinne (manicures
and pedicures), who was as plump and juicy as one of the sausages 1'd cooked that morning, painted my
toenails and fingernails screaming red to match the dress | was going to wear. The only malein the shop,
Jarvis, had fingers aslight and quick as butterflies. He wasthin asareed and artificidly platinum blond.
Entertaining me with a stream of chatter, he washed and set my hair and established me under the dryer. |
was one chair down from therich lady, but | got just as much attention. | had a People magazineto reed,
and Corinne brought me a Coke. It was so nice to have people urging meto relax.

| was feding kind of roasted under the dryer when the timer dinged. Jarvis got me out from under
it and set me back in his chair. After consulting with Janice, he whipped his preheated curling iron from a
sort of holster mounted on the wall, and paingtakingly arranged my hair in loose curlstrailing down my
back. | looked spectacular. Looking spectacular makes you happy. Thiswasthe best I'd felt since Bill
hed | ft.

Janice came over to talk every moment shewas able. | caught myself forgetting that | wasn't
Alcidesred girlfriend, with ared chance of becoming Janice's sster-in-law. Thiskind of acceptance
didn't come my way too often.

| waswishing | could repay her kindnessin some way, when achance presented itself. Jarviss
station mirrored Janice's, so my back was to Janice's customer's back. Left on my own while Jarvis went
to get abottle of the conditioner he thought | should try, | watched (in the mirror) Janice take off her
earrings and put them in alittle chinadish. | might never have observed what happened next if | hadn't
picked up aclear covetous thought from the rich lady's head, which was, smply, "Ahal" Janice waked
away to get another towe, and in the clear reflection, | watched the silver-haired customer deftly sweep
up the earrings and stuff them into her jacket pocket, while Janice's back was turned.

By thetime | wasfinished, I'd figured out what to do. | was just waiting to say good-byeto
Jarvis, who'd had to go to the telephone; | knew he was talking to his mother, from the pictures| got
from hishead. So | did out of my vinyl chair and walked over to the rich woman, who waswriting a
check for Janice.



"Scuseme,” | said, smiling brilliantly. Janice looked alittle startled, and the degant woman
looked snooty. Thiswas a client who spent alot of money here, and Janice wouldn't want to lose her.
"Y ou got asmear of hair gel on your jacket. If you'll pleasejust dide out of it for asecond, I'll get it right
off."

She could hardly refuse. | grasped the jacket shoulders and gently tugged, and she automatically
hel ped me dide the green-and-red plaid jacket down her arms. | carried it behind the screen that
concealed the hair-washing area, and wiped a a perfectly clean areajust for verisimilitude (agreat word
from my Word of the Day calendar). Of course, | aso extracted the earrings and put them in my own
pocket.

"Thereyou are, good as new!" | beamed at her and hel ped her into the jacket.
"Thanks, Sookie," Janice said, too brightly. She suspected something was amiss.
"Yourewedcome!" | smiled steadily.

"Yes, of course," sad the elegant woman, somewhat confusedly. "Wdll, I'll see you next week,
Janice"

She clicked on her high hedls dl the way out the door, not looking back. When she was out of
sight, | reached in my pocket and held out my hand to Janice. She opened her hand under mine, and |
dropped the earringsinto her palm.

"Good God dmighty," Janice said, suddenly looking about five years older. "I forgot and | eft
something where she could reech it.”

"Shedoesthisdl thetime?"

"Y eah. That's why we're about the fifth beauty salon she's patronized in the past ten years. The
others put up with it for awhile, but eventualy she did that one thing too many. She'ssorich, and so
educated, and she was brought up right. | don't know why she does stuff like this."

We shrugged at each other, the vagaries of the white-collar well-to-do beyond our
comprehension. It was amoment of perfect understanding. "I hope you don't lose her asa customer. |
tried to be tactful,”" | said.

"And | really appreciate that. But | would have hated |osing those earrings more than losing her
asaclient. My husband gave them to me. They tend to pinch after awhile, and | didn't even think when |
pulled them off."

I'd been thanked more than enough. | pulled on my own coat. | better be off,” | said. "I'veredly
enjoyed the wonderful treat.”

"Thank my brother," Janice said, her broad smile restored. "And, after al, you just paid for it."
She held up the earrings.

| was smiling, too, as| |eft the warmth and camaraderie of the salon, but that didn't last too long.
The thermometer had dropped and the sky was getting darker by the minute. | walked the distance back
to the gpartment building very briskly. After achilly ride on acreaky eevator, | was glad to use the key
Alcide had given me and step into the warmth. | switched on alamp and turned on thetelevison for a
little company, and | huddled on the couch and thought about the pleasures of the afternoon. Once I'd
thawed out, | realized Alcide must have turned down the thermostat. Though pleasant compared to the
out-of-doors, the gpartment was definitely on the cool side.



The sound of the key in the door roused me out of my reverie, and Alcide cameinwith a
clipboard full of paperwork. He looked tired and preoccupied, but his face relaxed when he saw me
wating.

"Janice called meto tell me you'd come by," he said. His voice warmed up as he spoke. "She
wanted meto say thank you again.”

| shrugged. "I appreciate my hair and my new nails," | said. "I've never done that before.”

"Y ou've never been to abeauty shop before?’

"My grandmother went every now and then. | had my ends trimmed, once.”

Helooked as stunned asif 1'd confessed |'d never seen aflush toilet.

To cover my embarrassment, | fanned my nails out for hisadmiration. | hadn't wanted very long
ones, and these were the shortest ones Corinne could in al conscience manage, she had told me. "My
toenails match,” | told my host.

"Let'ssee” hesad.
| untied my sneakers and pulled off my socks. I held out my feet. "Aren't they pretty?' | asked.
Hewas looking a mekind of funny. "They look greet,” he said quietly.

| glanced at the clock on top of thetelevision. "I guess| better go get ready,” | said, trying to
figure out how to take a bath without affecting my hair and nails. | thought of Janice's news about Debbie.
"You'reredly ready to dress up tonight, right?"

"Sure" hesaid gamdly.
"'Causel'mgoing al out."
That interested him. "That would mean ... 7"

"Wait and see.” Thiswasanice guy, with anice family, doing me aheavy-duty favor. Okay, hed
been coerced into it. But he was being extremely gracious to me, under any circumstances.

**k*

| rolled out of my room an hour later. Alcide was standing in the kitchen, pouring himself a Coke.
It ran over the edge of the glasswhile hetook mein.

That wasared compliment.

While Alcide mopped up the counter with a paper towe, he kept darting glances at me. | turned
around dowly.

| was wearing red—screaming red, fire engine red. | was going to freeze most of the evening,
because my dress didn't have any shoulders, though it did have long deevesthat you did on separately. It
zipped up the back. It flared bel ow the hips, what there was below the hips. My grandmother would
have flung hersdlf acrossthe doorsill to keep me from going out the door in thisdress. | loved it. | had got
it on extreme sdeat Taras Togs; | suspected Tarahad kind of put it aside for me. Acting on ahuge and
unwiseimpulse, I'd bought the shoes and lipstick to go with it. And now the nails, thanksto Janice! | had
agray-and-black fringed silk shawl to wrap around myself, and alittle bitty bag that matched my shoes.
The bag was beaded.



"Turn around again," Alcide suggested alittle hoarsely. He himsalf was wearing a conventiona
black suit with awhite shirt and a green patterned tie that matched his eyes. Nothing, apparently, could
tame his hair. Maybe he should have gone to Janice's beauty shop instead of me. He looked handsome
and rough, though "attractive" might be amore accurate word than "handsome.”

| rotated dowly. | wasn't confident enough to keep my eyebrows from arching in asilent question
as| completed my turn.

"Youlook mouthwatering," he said sincerely. | released abreath | hadn't realized I'd been
holding.

"Thanks," | said, trying not to beam like anidiot.

| had atrying time getting into Alcide's truck, what with the shortness of the dressand the
highness of the hedl's, but with Alcide giving me atactical boost, | managed.

Our destination was asmall place on the corner of Capitol and Roach. It wasn't impressive from
the outside, but the Mayflower Cafe was as interesting as Alcide had predicted. Some of the people at
the tables scattered on the black-and-white tile floor were dressed to the nines, like Alcide and me.
Some of them were wearing flannd and denim. Some had brought their own wine or liquor. | wasglad
we weren't drinking; Alcide had one beer, and that wasit. | had iced tea. The food was really good, but
not fancy. Dinner was long, drawn-out, and interesting. Lots of people knew Alcide, and they came by
the table to say hello to him and to find out who | was. Some of these visitorswereinvolved in the Sate
government, some were in the building trade like Alcide, and some appeared to be friends of Alcide's
dad's.

A few of them were not law-abiding men at dl; even though I've dwayslived in Bon Temps, |
know hoodswhen | see the product of their brains. I'm not saying they were thinking about bumping off
anyone, or bribing senators, or anything specific like that. Their thoughts were greedy—qgreedy of money,
greedy of me, and in one case, greedy of Alcide (to which he was completely oblivious, | could tell).

But most of dl, these men—all of them—were greedy for power. | guessin astate capitd, that
lust for power wasinevitable, even in as poverty-plagued astate as Mississippi.

The women with the greediest men weredmost al extremdy well groomed and very expengvely
dressed. For this one evening, | could match them, and | held my head up. One of them thought | looked
like ahigh-priced whore, but | decided that was a compliment, at least for tonight. At least she thought |
was expensive. One woman, abanker, knew Debbie the-former-girlfriend, and she examined mefrom
head to toe, thinking Debbie would want adetailed description.

None of these people, of course, knew one thing about me. It was wonderful to be among
people who had no idea.of my background and upbringing, my occupation or my abilities. Determined to
enjoy thefedling, | concentrated on not speaking unless | was spoken to, not spilling any food on my
beautiful dress, and minding my manners, both table and socid. While | was enjoying mysdf, | figured it
would be apity if | caused Alcide any embarrassment, Since | was entering hislife so briefly.

Alcide snatched the bill before | could reach it, and scowled at me when | opened my mouth to
protest. | finally gave alittle bob of my head. After that slent struggle, | was glad to observe that Alcide
was ageneroustipper. That raised himin my estimation. To tel the truth, he was entirely too high in my
estimation already. | was on the alert to pick out something negative about the man. When we got back
in Alcide's pickup—thistime he gave me even more help when he boosted me up to the seat, and | was
pretty confident he enjoyed the procedure—we were both quiet and thoughtful.



"Y ou didn't talk much a supper,” he said. "Y ou didn't have agood time?"
"Oh, sure, | did. | just didn't think it was area good timeto Sart broadcasting any opinions.”

"What did you think of Jake OMdley?' OMaley, aman in hisearly sixtieswith thick
stedl-colored eyebrows, had stood talking to Alcide for at least five minutes, dl the while stedling little
Sdeways glances at my boobs.

"1 think he's planning on screwing you Six ways from Sunday.”

It was lucky we hadn't pulled away from the curb yet. Alcide switched on the overhead light and
looked a me. Hisface was grim. "What are you talking about?' he asked.

"He's going to underbid you on the next job, because he's bribed one of the women in your
office—Thomas na something?—to let him know what you dl'sbid is. And then—"

| was glad the heater was running full blast. When werewolves got mad, you could fed it inthe
air around you. | had so hoped | wouldn't have to explain mysalf to Alcide. It had been so neet, being
unknown.

"Youare... what?" he asked, to make sure | understood him.
"Tdepath,”" | sad, kind of mumbling.

A long silencefdl, while Alcide digested this.

"Did you hear anything good?' he asked, findly.

"Sure. Mrs. OMdley wantsto jump your bones," | told him, smiling brightly. | had to remind
mysdf not to pull a my hair.

"That's good?"

"Compardively," | said. "Better to be screwed physically than financidly." Mrs. OMdley was at
least twenty years younger than Mr. O'Malley, and she was the most groomed person I'd ever seen. |
was betting she brushed her eyebrows a hundred strokes anight.

He shook his head. | had no clear picture of what he was thinking. "What about me, you read
me?'

Aha. "Shape-shiftersare not so easy,” | said. "l can't pick out aclear line of thought, morea
genera mood, intentions, sort of. | guessif you thought directly at me, I'd get it. Y ou want to try? Think
something & me."

The dishes | use at the apartment have a border of yellow roses.
"l wouldn't call them roses" | said doubtfully. "Morelike zinnias, if you ask me."

| could fed hiswithdrawal, hiswariness. | Sghed. Same old, same old. It sort of hurt, sncel
liked him. "But just to pick your own thoughts out of your head, that'samurky area,” | said. "l can't
consistently do that, with Weres and shifters.” (A few Supeswerefairly easy to read, but | saw no need
to bring that up at thispoint in time.)

"Thank God."



"Oh?' | said archly, in an attempt to lighten the mood. "What are you afraid I'll reed?”

Alcide actudly grinned a me before he turned off the dome light and we pulled out of our
parking space. "Never mind," he said, dmost absently. "Never mind. So what you're going to be doing
tonight isreading minds, to try to pick up clues about your vampire's whereabouts?*

"That'sright. | can't read vampires; they don't seem to put out any brainwaves. That's just how |
put it. | don't know how | do this, or if there'sa scientific way to phraseit.” | wasn't exactly lying: Undead
minds redlly were unreadable—except for alittle split second's glimpse every now and then (which hardly
counted, and no one could know about). If vampires thought | could read their minds, not even Bill could
save me. If hewould.

Every time| forgot for asecond that our relationship had radically changed, it hurt al over again
to be reminded.

"So what'syour plan?"

"I'm aiming for humans dating or serving local vampires. Humans were the actual abductors. He
was snatched in daytime. At leadt, that'swhat they told Eric.”

"| should have asked you about thisearlier,” he said, mostly to himsdf. "Just in case | hear
something the regular way—through my ears—maybe you should tell me the circumstances.

Aswedrove by what Alcide said wasthe old train station, | gave him aquick summary. | caught
aglimpse of astreet Sgn reading "Amite" aswe pulled up to an awvning that strefched over adeserted
length of sdewalk in the outskirts of downtown Jackson. The areadirectly under the awvning waslit with
abrilliant and cold light. Somehow that length of sdewak seemed creepily ominous, especidly sincethe
rest of the street was dark. Uneasiness crawled down my back. | felt a deep reluctance to stop at that bit
of sdewak.

It was astupid feding, | told mysdlf. It wasjust astretch of cement. No beastswerein sight.
After the businesses closed &t five, downtown Jackson was not exactly teeming, even under ordinary
circumstances. | waswilling to bet that most of the sdewalksin the whole state of Mississippi were bare
on this cold December night.

But there was something ominousin the air, awatchfulness laced with acharge of mdice. The
eyes observing uswereinvisible; but they were observing us, nonetheless. When Alcide climbed out of
the truck and came around to help me down, | noticed that he left the keysin theignition. | swung my
legs outward and put my hands on his shoulders, my long sk stole wound firmly around me and trailing
behind, fringe trembling in agust of chilled air. | pushed off as helifted, and then | was on the sdewalk.

Thetruck drove away.

| looked at Alcide Sideways, to seeif thiswas startling to him, but he looked quite matter-of-fact.
"Vehicles parked in front would attract attention from the generd public,” hetold me, hisvoice hushed in
the vast slence of that coldly lit bit of pavement.

"They can comein? Regular people?' | asked, nodding toward the single metal door. It looked
asuninviting asadoor can look. There was no name anywhere on it, or on the building, for that matter.
No Christmas decorations, either. (Of course, vampires don't observe holidays, except for Halloween.
It'sthe ancient festiva of Samhain dressed up in trappings that the vamps find ddlightful. So Halloween's
agreat favorite, and it's cel ebrated worl dwide in the vamp community.)

"Sure, if they want to pay atwenty-dollar cover chargeto drink the worst drinksin five Sates.



Served by the rudest waiters. Very dowly."
| tried to smother my smile. Thiswas not asmiley kind of place. "And if they stick that out?"

"There's no floor show, no one speaksto them, and if they last much longer, they find themsdlves
out on the sdewak getting into their car with no memory of how they got there."

He grasped the handle of the door and pulled it open. The dread that soaked the air did not seem
to affect Alcide.

We stepped into atiny hall that was blocked by another door after about four feet. There, again,
| knew we were being watched, though | couldn't see a camera or a peephole anywhere.

"What's the name of this place?’ | whispered.

"The vamp that ownsit calsit Josephines" he said, just as quietly. "But Weres cdl it Club
Dead."

| thought about laughing, but the inner door opened just then.
The doorman was agoblin.

| had never seen one before, but the word "goblin” popped into my mind asif | had a
supernatura dictionary printed on the insde of my eyebdls. He was very short and very cranky-looking,
with aknobby face and broad hands. His eyes were full of fire and malignance. He glared up at usasif
customers were the last things he needed.

Why any ordinary person would walk into Josephine's after the cumulative effect of the haunted
sdewak, the vanishing vehicle, and the goblin a the door ... well, some people are just born asking to
bekilled, | guess.

"Mr. Herveaux," the goblin said dowly, in adeep, growly voice. "Good to have you back. Y our
companionis... ?'

"Miss Stackhouse," Alcide said. "Sookie, thisisMr. Hob." The goblin examined me with glowing
eyes. He looked faintly troubled, asif he couldn't quite fit meinto adot; but after a second, he stood
asdeto let uspass.

Josephine's was not very crowded. Of course, it was somewhat early for its patrons. After the
eerie build-up, the large room looked almost disappointingly like any other bar. The serving arealitsalf
wasin the middle of the room, alarge square bar with alift-up pane for the staff to go to and fro. |
wondered if the owner had been watching reruns of Cheers. The glasses hung down, suspended on
racks, and there were artificia plants and low music and dim lighting. There were polished bar stools set
evenly al around the square. To theleft of the bar was asmall dance floor, and even farther left wasa
tiny stage for aband or adisc jockey. On the other three sides of the square were the usual small tables,
about haf of whichwerein use.

Then | spotted thelist of ambiguous rules on thewall, rules designed to be understood by the
regular habitues, but not by the occasiond tourist. "No Changing on the Premises” one said sternly.
(Weres and shifters could not switch from animal to human when they were & the bar; well, | could
understand that.) "No Biting of Any Kind," said another. "No Live Snacks," read athird. Ick.

The vampires were scattered throughout the bar, some with others of their own kind, some with
humans. There was araucous party of shiftersin the southeast corner, where severa tables had been
drawn together to accommodate the size of the party. The center of this group appeared to be atal



young woman with gleaming short black hair, an athletic build, and along, narrow face. She was draped
over asquare man of her own age, which | guessed to be about twenty-eight. He had round eyesand a
flat nose and the softest looking hair I'd ever seen—it was dmost baby fine, and so light ablond, it was

nearly white. | wondered if thiswere the engagement party, and | wondered if Alcide had known it was
to take place. His attention was definitely focused on that group.

Naturaly, | immediately checked out what the other women in the bar were wearing. Thefemae
vampires and the women with male vampires were dressed about a my level. The shifter femaes tended
to dress down a bit more. The black-haired woman I'd pegged for Debbie was wearing agold silk
blouse and skintight brown lesther pants, with boots. She laughed at some comment of the blond man's,
and | fdt Alcidesarm grow rigid under my fingers. Y ep, this must be the ex-girlfriend, Debbie. Her good
time had certainly escaated since sheld glimpsed Alcide's entrance.

Phony bitch, | decided in thetime it takes to snap your fingers, and | made up my mind to
behave accordingly. The goblin Hob led the way to an empty table within view of the happy party, and
held out achair for me. | nodded to him politely, and unwound my wrap, folding it and tossing it onto an
empty chair. Alcide sat in the chair to my right, so he could put his back to the corner where the shifters
were having such araucous good time.

A bone-thin vampire cameto take our order. Alcide asked my pleasure with an inclination of his
head. "A champagne cocktail,” | said, having no ideawhat one tasted like. I'd never gone to the trouble
to mix mysdf one at Merlotte's, but now that | wasin someone else'sbar, | thought I'd give it a shot.
Alcide ordered a Heineken. Debbie was casting many glances our way, so | leaned forward and
smoothed back alock of Alcide's curly black hair. He looked surprised, though of course Debbie
couldn't seethat.

"Sookie?' he said, rather doubtfully.

| smiled a him, not my nervous smile—because | wasn', for once. Thanksto Bill, | now had a
little confidence about my own physical attractiveness. "Hey, I'm your date, remember? I'm acting
date-like," 1 told him.

The thin vampire brought our drinks just then, and | clinked my glass againgt hisbottle. "To our
joint venture," | said, and hiseyeslit up. We spped.

| loved champagne cocktails.

"Tdl me more about your family,” | said, because | enjoyed listening to hisnimbly voice. | would
have to wait until there were more humansin the bar before | began listening in to others thoughts.

Alcide obligingly began telling me about how poor his dad had been when he started his
surveying business, and how long it had taken for him to prosper. He was just beginning to tell me about
his mother when Debbie sashayed up.

It had only been amatter of time.

"Hello, Alcide," she purred. Since he hadn't been able to see her coming, his strong face
quivered. "Whao's your new friend? Did you borrow her for the evening?

"Oh, longer than that," | said clearly, and smiled at Debbie, asmile that matched her own for
sncerity.

"Redly?" If her eyebrows had crawled any higher, they'd have been in heaven.



"Sookieisagood friend," Alcide said impassively.

"Oh?' Debbie doubted hisword. "It wasn't too long ago you told me you'd never have another
friend' if you couldn't have ... Well." She amirked.

| covered Alcide's huge hand with my own and gave her alook that implied much.

"Tel me" Debbie sad, her lips curling in askeptica way, "how do you like that birthmark of
Alcides?’

Who could have predicted she was willing to be abitch so openly? Most women try to hide it, at
least from strangers.

It's on my right butt cheek. It's shaped like a rabbit. Well, how nice. Alcide had remembered
what I'd said, and he'd thought directly at me.

"l lovebunnies” | said, till smiling, my hand drifting down Alcide's back to caress, very lightly,
the top of hisright buttock.

For asecond, | saw sheer rage on Debbi€'s face. She was so focused, so controlled, that her
mind was alot less opaque than most shifters. She was thinking about her owl fiance, about how he
wasn't asgood in the sack as Alcide, but he had alot of ready cash and he was willing to have children,
which Alcide wasn't. And she was stronger than the owl, able to dominate him.

She was no demon (of course, her fiancé would have aredly short shelf lifeif she were) but she
was no Sweetie, ether.

Debbie ill could have recovered the situation, but her discovery that | knew Alcideslittle secret
made her nuts. She made abig mistake.

Sheraked me over with aglare that would have pardyzed alion. "Looks like you went to
Janices sdlontoday,” she said, taking in the casualy tumbled curls, thefingernails. Her own straight black
hair had been cut in asymmetrical clumps, tiny locks of different lengths, making her look alittle like adog
in avery good show, maybe an Afghan. Her narrow face increased the resemblance. " Janice never sends
anyone out looking likethey livein this century.”

Alcide opened hismouth, ragetensing dl hismuscles. | laid my hand on hisarm.

"What do you think of my hair?" | asked softly, moving my head so it dithered over my bare
shoulders. | took hishand and held it gently to the curlsfalling over my chest. Hey, | was pretty good a
thisl Sookie the sex kitten.

Alcide caught his breath. Hisfingerstrailed through the length of my hair, and hisknuckles
brushed my collarbone. "1 think it's beautiful," he said, and his voice was both sincere and husky.

| smiled a him.
"I guessinstead of borrowing you, he rented you," Debbie said, goaded into irreparable error.

It was aterribleinsult, to both of us. It took every bit of resolution | had to hang on to aladylike
sdf-control. | felt the primitive self, the truer me, swim nearly to the surface. We sat staring at the shifter,
and she blanched at our silence. "Okay, | shouldn't have said that," she said nervoudly. "Just forget it."

Because she was a shifter, shed beat mein afair fight. Of course, | had no intention of fighting
far, if it cameto that.



| leaned over and touched one red fingertip to her leather pants. "Wearing Cousin ElSe?’ |
asked.

Unexpectedly, Alcide burst into laughter. | smiled a him as he doubled over, and when | looked
up, Debbie was stalking back to her party, who had fallen silent during our exchange.

| reminded myself to skip going to the ladies room aone this evening.

*k*

By the time we ordered our second drinks, the place was full. Some Were friends of Alcide's
camein, alarge group—Weresliketo travel in packs, | understand. Shifters, it depended on the animal
they mogt often shifted to. Despite their theoretical versatility, Sam had told me that shape-shifters most
often changed to the same animal every time, some cregture they had a specid affinity for. And they
might cal themsdlves by that animd: weredog, or werebat, or weretiger. But never just "Weres'—that
term was reserved for the wolves. The true werewolves scorned such variance in form, and they didn't
think much of shiftersin generd. They, the werewolves, considered themselves the cream of the
shape-shifting world.

Shifters, on the other hand, Alcide explained, thought of werewolves as the thugs of the
supernatura scene. "And you do find alot of usin the building trades,” he said, asif he weretrying hard
to befair. "Lots of Weres are mechanics, or brick masons, or plumbers, or cooks.”

"Useful occupations,” | said.

"Yes" heagreed. "But not exactly white-collar. So though we all cooperate with each other, to
some extent, therésalot of class discrimination.”

A small group of Weresin motorcycle gear strode in. They wore the same sort of leather vest
with wolf's heads on the back that had been worn by the man who'd attacked me at Merlotte's. |
wondered if they'd started searching for their comrade yet. | wondered if they had a clearer idea of who
they werelooking for, what they'd do if they redlized who | was. The four men ordered severd pitchers
of beer and began talking very secretively, heads close together and chairs pulled right up to the table.

A degjay—he appeared to be avampire—began to play records at the perfect level; you could
be sure what the song was, but you could still talk.

"Let'sdance" Alcide suggested.

| hadn't expected that; but it would put me closer to the vampires and their humans, so |
accepted. Alcide held my chair for me, and took my hand as we went over to the minuscule dance floor.
The vampire changed the music from some heavy meta thing to Sarah McLachlan's "Good Enough,”
which isdow, but with a best.

| can't aing, but | can dance; asit happened, Alcide could, too.

The good thing about dancing isthat you don't haveto talk for awhile, if you feel chatted out.
The bad thing isit makes you hyperconscious of your partner's body. | had aready been uncomfortably
aware of Alcides—excuse me—anima magnetism. Now, so closeto him, swaying in rhythm with him,
following hisevery move, | found mysdlf in akind of trance. When the song was over, we stayed on the
little dance floor, and | kept my eyes on the floor. When the next song started up, afaster piece of
mus c—though for the life of me | couldn't have told you what—we began dancing again, and | spun and
dipped and moved with the werewolf.



Then the muscular squat man sitting at abar stool behind us said to his vampire companion, "He
hasn't talked yet. And Harvey called today. He said they searched the house and didn't find anything.”

"Public place," said his companion, in asharp voice. Thevampire wasavery smal
man—jperhaps he'd become a vampire when men were shorter.

| knew they were talking about Bill, because the human was thinking of Bill when hesaid, "He
hasn't talked.” And the human was an exceptiona broadcaster, both sound and visuals coming through
Clealy.

When Alcidetried to lead me away from their orbit, | ressted hislead. Looking up into his
surprised face, | cut my eyestoward the couple. Comprehension filtered into his eyes, but he didn't look

happy.

Dancing and trying to read another person's mind at the same time is not something I'd
recommend. | was straining mentally, and my heart was pounding with shock at the glimpse of Bill's
image. Luckily, Alcide excused himsdlf to go to the men'sroom just then, parking me on astoal at the
bar right by the vampire. | tried to keep looking around at different dancers, at the degay, at anything but
the man to the vampire's | eft, the man whose mind | was trying to pick through.

He was thinking about what he'd done during the day; held been trying to keep someone awake,
someone who realy needed to degp—avampire. Bill.

Keeping avampire awake during the day wastheworst kind of torture. It was difficult to do,
too. The compulsion to deep when the sun came up was imperative, and the deep itsalf waslike death.

Somehow, it had never crossed my mind—I guess since I'm an American—that the vampires
who had snatched Bill might be resorting to evil meansto get him to talk. If they wanted the information,
naturaly they weren't just going to wait around until Bill fdt like telling them. Stupid me—dumb, dumb,
dumb. Even knowing Bill had betrayed me, even knowing he had thought of leaving mefor hisvampire
lover, | was struck deep with pain for him.

Engrossed in my unhappy thoughts, | didn't recogni ze trouble when it was standing right beside
me. Until it grabbed me by thearm.

One of the Were gang members, abig dark-haired man, very heavy and very smely, had
grabbed hold of my arm. He was getting his greasy fingerprints al over my beautiful red deeves, and |
tried to pull away from him.

"Cometo our table and let us get to know you, sweet thing," he said, grinning at me. He had a
couple of earringsin one ear. | wondered what happened to them during the full moon. But dmost
immediately, | redized | had more serious problemsto solve. The expression on hisface wastoo frank;
men just didn't look at women that way unless those women were standing on a street corner in hot pants
and abra: in other words, he thought | was a sure thing.

"No, thank you," | said politdy. | had aweary, wary feding that this wasn't going to be the end of
it, but I might aswell try. I'd had plenty of experience at Merlotte's with pushy guys, but | dways had
backup at Merlotte's. Sam wouldn't tolerate the servers being pawed or insulted.

"Sure, darlin’. Y ou want to come see us," he said ingstently.
For thefirgt timein my life, | wished Bubbawere with me.
| was getting far too used to people who bothered me meeting abad end. And maybe | was



getting too accustomed to having some of my problems solved by others.

| thought of scaring the Were by reading his mind. It would have been an easy read—he was
wide open, for aWere. But not only were his thoughts boring and unsurprising (lust, aggression), if his
gang was charged with searching for the girlfriend of Bill the vampire, and they knew shewas abarmaid
and atelepath, and they found atelepath, well ...

"No, | don't want to come sit with you,” | said definitely. "Leave medone.” | did off the stool so
| wouldn't be trapped in one position.

"Y ou don't have no man here. Were real men, honey." With hisfree hand, he cupped himself.
Oh, charming. That really made me horny. "Well keep you happy.”

"Y ou couldn't make me happy if you were Santa Claus,” | said, somping on hisinstep with al my
grength. If he hadn't been wearing motorcycle boots, it might have been effective. Asit was, | came
closeto bresking the hedl of my shoe. | was mentaly cursing my false nails because they madeit hard to
form afig. | was going to hit him in the nose with my free hand; ablow to the nose redlly hurts badly.
Hed haveto let go.

He snarled a me, redly snarled, when my hed hit hisingtep, but he didn't loosen hisgrip. Hisfree
hand saized my bare shoulder, and hisfingersdugin.

I'd been trying to be quiet, hoping to resolve this without hubbub, but | was past that point right
now. "Let go!" | yelled, as| made aheroic attempt to knee him in the bals. Histhighs were heavy and his
stance narrow, so | couldn't get agood shot. But | did make him flinch, and though his nails gouged my
shoulder, helet go.

Part of thiswas dueto the fact that Alcide had a hold on the scruff of hisneck. And Mr. Hob
stepped in, just asthe other gang members surged around the bar to cometo the aid of their buddy. The
goblin who'd ushered us into the club doubled as the bouncer, it happened. Though he looked like avery
small man on the outside, he wrapped his arms around the biker'swaist and lifted him with ease. The
biker began shrieking, and the smell of burned flesh began to circulate in the bar. Therail-thin bartender
switched on a heavy-duty exhaust fan, which helped alot, but we could hear the screams of the biker all
the way down anarrow dark hall | hadn't noticed before. It must lead to the rear exit of the building.
Then therewas abig clang, aydl, and the same clang sounding again. Clearly, the back door of the bar
had been opened and the offender tossed outside.

Alcide swung around to face the biker's friends, while | stood shaking with reaction behind him. |
was bleeding from the imprints of the biker's fingernailsin the flesh of my shoulder. | needed some
Neosporin, which was what my grandmother had put on every injury when I'd objected to
Campho-Phenique. But any little first-aid concerns were going to have to wait: 1t looked as though we
faced another fight. | glanced around for aweapon, and saw the bartender had gotten a baseball bat out
and laid it on the bar. She was keeping awary eye on the situation. | seized the bat and went to stand
beside Alcide. | swung the bat into position and waited for the next move. As my brother, Jason, had
taught me—based on hismany fightsin bars, I'm afraid—I picked out one man in particular, pictured
mysalf swinging the bat and bringing it to strike on his knee, which was more accessible to me than his
head. That would bring him down, sure enough.

Then someone stepped into the no-man's-land between Alcide and me and the Weres. It wasthe
small vampire, the one who'd been talking with the human whose mind had been such asource of
unpleasant informeation.

Maybe five feet five with his shoes on, hewas aso dight of build. When hed died, hed beenin



his early twenties, | guessed. Clean-shaven and very pale, he had eyesthe color of bitter chocolate, a
jarring contrast with hisred hair.

"Miss, | gpologize for this unpleasantness," he said, hisvoice soft and his accent heavily Southern.
| hadn't heard an accent that thick since my great-grandmother had died twenty years ago.

"I'm sorry the peace of the bar has been disturbed,” | said, summoning up as much dignity as|
could while gripping abasebdl bat. I'd ingtinctively kicked off my hedsso | could fight. | straightened up
from my fighting stance, and inclined my head to him, acknowledging his authority.

"Y ou men should leave now," the little man said, turning to the group of Weres, "after gpologizing
to thislady and her escort.”

They milled around uneasily, but none wanted to be the first to back down. One of them who
was gpparently younger and dumber than the others, was a blond with a heavy beard and a bandanna
around hishead in a particularly stupid-looking style. He had thefire of baitlein hiseyes; hispride
couldn't handle the whole Situation. The biker tel egraphed his move before held even begun it, and quick
aslightning | held out the bat to the vampire, who snatched it in amove so fast, | couldn't even glimpseit.
He used it to bresk the werewolf'sleg.

The bar was absolutely silent as the screaming biker was carried out by hisfriends. The Weres
chorused, "Sorry, sorry,” asthey lifted the blond and removed him from of the bar.

Then the music started again, the smal vampire returned the bt to the bartender, Alcide began
checking me over for damage, and | began shaking.

"I'mfine" | said, pretty much just wanting everyoneto look somewheredse.
"But you're bleeding, my dear," said the vampire.

It wastrue; my shoulder wastrailing blood from the biker's fingernails. | knew etiquette. | leaned
toward the vampire, offering him the blood.

"Thank you," he said ingtantly, and histongue flicked out. | knew | would heal better and quicker
with hissdivaanyway, 0 | held quite fill, though to tell the truth, it waslike letting someone fed meupin
public. Despite my discomfort, | smiled, though | know it can't have been acomfortable smile. Alcide
held my hand, which was reassuring.

"Sorry | didn't come out quicker," he said.

"Not something you can predict.” Lick, lick, lick. Oh, come on, | had to have stopped bleeding
by now.

The vampire sraightened, ran histongue over hislips, and smiled at me. "That was quite an
experience. May | introduce mysdlf?1'm Russdll Edgington.”

Russdll Edgington, the king of Mississippi; from the reaction of the bikers, | had suspected as
much. "Pleased to meet you," | said politely, wondering if | should curtsey. But he hadn't introduced
himsdlf by histitle. "I'm Sookie Stackhouse, and thisismy friend Alcide Herveaux."

"I've known the Herveauix family for years" the king of Missssippi said. "Good to seeyou,
Alcide. How'sthat father of yours?' We might have been standing in the Sunday sunlight outside the First
Presbyterian Church, rather than in avampire bar at midnight.

"Fine, thank you," Alcide said, somewhat tiffly. "Were sorry there wastrouble.”



"Not your fault,” the vampire said gracioudy. "Men sometimes haveto leave their ladies aone,
and ladies are not respongible for the bad manners of fools." Edgington actualy bowed to me. | had no
ideawhat to do in response, but an even deeper head-inclination seemed safe. "Y ou're like arose
blooming in an untended garden, my dear.”

And you're full of bull hockey. "Thank you, Mr. Edgington,” | said, casting my eyesdown lest
he read the skepticism in them. Maybe | should have cdled him"Y our Highness'?"Alcide, I'm afraid |
needto cal itanight,” | said, trying to sound soft and gentle and shaken. It was alittle too easy.

"Of course, darlin'," he said ingtantly. "L et me get your wrap and purse.”" He began making his
way to our tableimmediatdly, God bless him.

"Now, Miss Stackhouse, we want you to come back tomorrow night," Russell Edgington said.
His human friend stood behind Edgington, his hands resting on Edgington's shoulders. The smdl vampire
reached up and patted one of those hands. "We don't want you scared off by the bad manners of one
individud."

"Thanks, I'll mention that to Alcide," | said, not letting any enthusiasm lesk into my voice. | hoped
| appeared subservient to Alcide without being spineless. Spineless people didn't last long around
vampires. Russdl Edgington believed he was projecting the gppearance of an old-style Southern
gentleman, and if that was histhing, | might aswell feed it.

Alcide returned, and hisfacewas grim. "I'm afraid your wrap had an accident,” he said, and |
redized hewasfurious. "Debbie, | guess.”

My beautiful silk shawl had abig hole burned iniit. | tried to keep my face impassive, but | didn't
manage very well. Tears actualy weled up in my eyes, | suppose because the incident with the biker had
shaken me already.

Edgington, of course, was soaking thisdl in.

"Better the shawl than me," | said, attempting ashrug. | made the corners of my mouth turn up.
At least my little purse gppeared intact, though | hadn't had any morein it than a compact and alipstick,
and enough cash to pay for supper. To my intense embarrassment, Alcide shrugged out of his suit coat
and held it for meto dideinto. | began to protest, but the look on hisface said he wasn't going to take no
for an answer.

"Good night, Miss Stackhouse," the vampire said. "Herveaux, see you tomorrow night? Does
your business keep you in Jackson?'

"Yes, it does" Alcide said pleasantly. "It was good to talk to you, Russll."

* k%

The truck was outside the club when we emerged. The sdewalk seemed no lessfull of menace
than it had when we arrived. | wondered how al these effects were achieved, but | was too depressed to
guestion my escort.

"Y ou shouldn't have given me your coat, you must be freezing," | said, after weld driven acouple
of blocks.

"l have on more clothes than you," Alcide said.

Hewasn't shivering like | was, even without his coat. | huddled init, enjoying the slk lining, and
the warmth, and hissmdll.



"I should never have left you by yoursdf with thosejerksin the club.”
"Everyone hasto go to the bathroom,” | said mildly.
"| should have asked someone el seto St with you.”

"I'mabiggirl. | don't need a perpetud guard. | handlelittleincidentslikethat dl thetime at the
bar." If | sounded weary of it, | was. You just don't get to see the best Side of men when you'rea
barmaid; even at aplace like Merlotte's, where the owner watches out for his serversand amost dl the
clientdeislocd.

"Then you shouldn't be working there." Alcide sounded very definite.

"Okay, marry me and take me away from dl this" | said, deadpan, and got afrightened look in
return. | grinned at him. "'l have to make my living, Alcide. And mostly, I likemy job."

Helooked unconvinced and thoughtful. It was time to change the subject.
"They'vegot Bill," | said.

"Y ou know for sure.”

"Yesh"

"Why?What does he know that Edgington would want to know so badly, badly enoughtorisk a
war?'

"l cant tell you."
"But you do know?"

Totdl himwould beto say | trusted him. | wasin the samekind of danger asBill if it was known
that | knew what he knew. And I'd break alot faster.

"Yes" | sad. "l know."

Chapter Six

Wewere sllent inthe elevator. As Alcide unlocked his apartment, | leaned againgt thewall. | was
amess: tired, conflicted, and agitated by the fracas with the biker and Debbi€'s vandalism.

| felt like gpologizing, but | didn't know wheét for.

"Good night," | said, at the door to my room. "Oh, here. Thanks." | shrugged out of his coat and
held it out to him. He hung it over the back of one of the bar stools at the eat-in counter.

"Need help with your zipper?' he asked.

"It would be grest if you could get it Started.” | turned my back to him. Held zipped it up the last
couple of incheswhen | was getting dressed, and | gppreciated histhinking of this before he vanished into
hisroom.



| felt hisbig fingers against my back, and the little hiss of the zipper. Then something unexpected
happened; | fet him touch me again.

| shivered dll over ashisfingerstrailed down my skin.

| didn't know whét to do.

| didn't know what | wanted to do.

| made myself rum to face him. Hisface was as uncertain asmine.

"Worst possibletime” | said. "Y ou're on the rebound. I'm looking for my boyfriend; granted, he's
my unfaithful boyfriend, but ill ..."

"Bad timing," he agreed, and his hands settled on my shoulders. Then he bent down and kissed
me. It took about a half a second for my armsto go around hiswaist and histongue to dide into my
mouth. He kissed soft. | wanted to run my fingers through his hair and find out how broad his chest was
and if hisbutt wasredlly as high and round asit looked in hispants ... oh, hell. | gently pushed back.

"Badtiming,” | said. | flushed, redizing that with my dress haf unzipped, Alcide could see my bra
and the tops of my bosom easily. Well, it was good | had a pretty braon.

"Oh, God," he said, having gotten an eyeful. He made a supreme effort and squeezed those green
eyesshut. "Bad timing," he agreed again. "Though | can hope that, real soon, it might seem like better
timing."

| smiled. "Who knows?" | said, and stepped back into my room while | could still make myself
movein that direction. After shutting the door gently, | hung up the red dress, pleased it ill looked good

and ungtained. The deeveswere adisaster, with gressy fingerprints and alittle blood on them. | Sghed
regretfully.

I'd have to flit from door to door to use the bathroom. | didn't want to be atease, and my robe
was definitely short, nylon, and pink. So | scooted, because | could hear Alcide rummaging around in the
kitchen. What with one thing and another, | wasin the little bathroom for awhile. When | came out, al
thelightsin the apartment were off except the onein my bedroom. | closed the shades, feding alittle slly
doing s0 since no other building on the block wasfive stories high. | put on my pink nightgown, and
crawled in the bed to read a chapter of my romance by way of calming down. It was the one where the
heroinefinaly bedsthe hero, so it didn't work too well, but | did stop thinking about the biker's skin
burning from contact with the goblin, and about Debbie's malicious narrow face. And about the idea of
Bill being tortured.

The love scene (actudly, the sex scene) steered my mind more toward Alcide's warm mouth.

| switched off the bedside lamp after I'd put my bookmark in my book. | snuggled down inthe
bed and piled the covers high on top of me, and felt—finaly—warm and safe.

Someone knocked at my window.

| let out alittle shriek. Then, figuring who it must be, | yanked on my robe, belted it, and opened
the shades.

Sure enough, Eric wasfloating just outside. | switched on the lamp again, and struggled with the
unfamiliar window.

"What the hell do you want?' | was saying, as Alcide dashed into the room.



| barely spared him aglance over my shoulder. "Y ou better leave me done and let me get some
deep,” | told Eric, not caring if | sounded like an old scold, "and you better stop showing up outside
placesin the middle of the night and expecting meto let you in!™

"Sookie, let mein,” Eric said.
"No! Well, actudly, thisis Alcide's place. Alcide, what you want to do?'

| turned to look at him for the first time, and tried not to let my mouth fall open. Alcidedeptin
those long drawstring pants, period. Whoa. If held been shirtless thirty minutes before, the timing might
have seemed just perfect.

"What do you want, Eric?" Alcide asked, much more camly than | had done.
"Weneedtotak," Eric said, sounding impatient.

"If I let himin now, can | rescind it?" Alcide asked me.

"Sure" | grinned a Eric. "Any moment, you can rescind it.”

"Okay. You can comein, Eric." Alcidetook the screen off the window, and Eric did in feetfirdt. |
eased the window shut behind him. Now | was cold again. There was gooseflesh dl over Alcide's ches,
too, and hisnipples ... | forced mysdf to keep an eye on Eric.

Eric gave both of usasharp look, hisblue eyes as brilliant as sapphiresin the lamplight. "What
have you found out, Sookie?"

"Thevampires heredo have him."

Eric'seyes may have widened alittle, but that was his only reaction. He appeared to be thinking
intently.

"lan'tit alittle dangerousfor you to be on Edgington's turf, unannounced?" Alcide asked. He was
doing hisleaning-againgt-the-wall thing again. He and Eric were both big men and the room redly
seemed crowded all of a sudden. Maybe their egos were using up al the oxygen.

"Oh, yes," Eric sad. "Very dangerous.” He smiled radiantly.

| wondered if they'd notice if | went back to bed. | yawned. Two pairs of eyes swung to focus
on me. "Anything else you need, Eric?' | asked.

"Do you have anything else to report?*
"Yes, they'vetortured him."
"Then they wont let him go.”

Of course not. Y ou wouldn't let loose avampire you'd tortured. Y ou'd be looking over your
shoulder for the rest of your life. I hadn't thought that through, but | could seeitstruth.

"You're going to attack?' | wanted to be nowhere around Jackson when that happened.
"Let methink onit," Eric said. ™Y ou are going back to the bar tomorrow night?”

"Yes, Russdl invited us specificaly.”

"Sookie attracted his attention tonight," Alcide said.



"But that's perfect!” Eric said. "Tomorrow night, sit with the Edgington crew and pick their brains,
Sookie."

"Widll, that would never have occurred to me, Eric," | said, wonderingly. "Gosh, I'm glad you
woke me up tonight to explain that to me."

"No problem,” Eric said. "Anytime you want me to wake you up, Sookie, you have only to say.”
| Sghed. "Go away, Eric. Good night again, Alcide.”
Alcide straightened, waiting for Eric to go back out the window. Eric waited for Alcideto leave.

"l rescind your invitation into my gpartment,” Alcide said, and abruptly Eric walked to the
window, reopened it, and launched himsdf out. He was scowling. Once outside, he regained his
composure and smiled at us, waving as he vanished downward.

Alcide dammed the window shut and let the blinds back down.

"No, there arelots of menwho don't likemeat dl," | told him. He'd been easy to read that time,
dl right.

He gave me an odd look. "Isthat so?"

"Yes itis"

"If you say 0."

"Most people, regular people, that is ... they think I'm nuts.”

"Isthat right?’

"Yes, that'sright! And it makesthem very nervousto have me serve them.”

He began laughing, areaction that was so far from what | had intended that | had no ideawhat to
say next.

Heleft the room, till more or less chuckling to himself.

Wéll, that had been weird. | turned out the lamp and took off the robe, tossing it across the foot
of the bed. | snuggled between the sheets again, the blanket and spread pulled up to my chin. It was cold
and bleak outside, but here | was, findly, warm and safe and done. Redlly, redly adone.

**k*

The next morning, Alcide was aready gone when | got up. Construction and surveying people
get going early, naturaly, and | was used to deeping late because of my job at the bar and because |
hung around with avampire. If | wanted to spend timewith Bill, it had to be at night, obvioudy.

There was a note propped up on the coffegpot. | had adight headache since | am not used to
alcohol and I'd had two drinks the night before—the headache was not quite a hangover, but | wasn't my
norma cheerful sdf, ether. | squinted at thetiny printing.

"Running errands. Make yoursdlf at home. I'll be back in the afternoon.”

For aminute| felt disappointed and deflated. Then | got ahold of mysdlf. It wasn't like held
called me up and scheduled this as aromantic weekend, or like we redlly knew each other. Alcide had
had my company foisted on him. | shrugged, and poured myself a cup of coffee. | made some toast and



turned on the news. After I'd watched one cycle of CNN headlines, | decided to shower. | took my
time. What else was there to do?

| wasin danger of experiencing an dmost unknown state—boredom.

At home, there was dways something to do, though it might not be something | particularly
enjoyed. If you have ahouse, there's dways somelittle job waiting for your attention. And when | wasin
Bon Temps, there wasthe library to go to, or the dollar store, or the grocery. Since I'd taken up with
Bill, I'd dso been running errands for him that could only be done in the daytime when offices were open.

AsBill crossed my mind, | was plucking astray hair from my eyebrow line, leaning over the snk
to peer in the bathroom mirror. | had to lay down the tweezers and sit on the edge of the tub. My fedlings
for Bill were so confused and conflicting, | had no hope of sorting them out anytime soon. But knowing
hewasin pain, in trouble, and | didn't know how to find him—that was alot to bear. | had never
supposed that our romance would go smoothly. It was an interspecies relationship, after al. And Bill was
alot older than me. But this aching chasm | felt now that he was gone—that, | hadn't ever imagined.

| pulled on somejeans and a sweater and made my bed. | lined up al my makeup inthe
bathroom | was using, and hung the towe just so. | would have straightened up Alcidesroom if | hadn't
felt it would be sort of impertinent to handle histhings. So | read afew chapters of my book, and then
decided | smply could not Sit in the gpartment any longer.

| Ieft anote for Alcidetelling him | was taking awalk, and then | rode down in the elevator with a
man in casud clothes, lugging agolf bag. | refrained from saying, "Going to play golf?' and confined
mysalf to mentioning that it was agood day to be outside. It was bright and sunny, clear asabell, and
probably in thefifties. It was ahappy day, with dl the Christmas decorationslooking bright in the sun,
and lots of shopping traffic.

| wondered if Bill would be home for Christmas. | wondered if Bill could go to church with me
on Chrigmas Eve, or if hewould. | thought of the new Skil saw 1'd gotten Jason; I'd had it on layaway at
Searsin Monroe for months, and just picked it up aweek ago. | had gotten atoy for each of Arlene's
kids, and a swester for Arlene. | redly didn't have anyone ese to buy agift for, and that was pathetic. |
decided I'd get Sam a CD thisyear. The ideacheered me. | loveto give presents. Thiswould have been
my firg Chrismaswith aboyfriend ...

Oh, hell, I'd comefull cycle, just like Headline News.
"Sookie!" called avoice.

Startled out of my dreary round of thoughts, | looked around to see that Janice was waving at me
out of the door of her shop, on the other side of the street. 1'd unconscioudy walked the direction |
knew. | waved back at her.

"Comeonove!" shesad.

| went down to the corner and crossed with the light. The shop was busy, and Jarvis and Corinne
hed their hands full with customers.

"Chrigtmas parties tonight,” Janice explained, while her hands were busy rolling up ayoung
matron's black shoulder-length hair. "We're not usudly open after noon on Saturdays." The young
woman, whose hands were decorated with an impressive set of diamond rings, kept riffling through a
copy of Southern Living while Janice worked on her head.

"Doesthis sound good?" she asked Janice. "Ginger meatbals?' One glowing fingernall pointed to



the recipe.
"Kind of orientd?' Janice asked.

"Um, sort of." She read the recipe intently. "No one else would be serving them," she muttered.
"Y ou could stick toothpicksin 'em.”

"Sookie, what are you doing today?" Janice asked, when she was sure her customer was thinking
about ground besf.

"Just hanging out,” | said. | shrugged. ™Y our brother's out running errands, hisnote said.”

"Heleft you anoteto tell you what he was doing? Girl, you should be proud. That man hasn't set
pen to paper since high schoal.” She gave me asideways|ook and grinned. "Y ou dl have agood time
last night?*

| thought it over. "Ah, it wasokay," | said hesitantly. The dancing had been fun, anyway.

Janice burst out laughing. "'If you have to think about it that hard, it must not have been a perfect
evening.”

"Well, no," | admitted. "There waslike alittle fight in the bar, and aman had to be evicted. And
then, Debbie wasthere."

"How did her engagement party go?"'

"There was quite acrowd at her table," | said. "But she came over after awhile and asked alot
of questions.” | smiled reminiscently. "She sure didn't like seeing Alcide with someone elsel”

Janicelaughed again.
"Who got engaged?' asked her customer, having decided against the recipe.
"Oh, Debbie Pelt? Used to go with my brother?' Janice said.

"I know her," said the black-haired woman, pleasure in her voice. " She used to date your
brother, Alcide? And now she's marrying someone e se?

"Marrying Charles Clausen,” Janice said, nodding gravely. "Y ou know him?"

"Sure | do! Wewent to high school together. He's marrying Debbie Pelt? Well, better him than
your brother," Black Hair said confidentialy.

"I'd dready figured that out,” Janice said. "Y ou know something | don't know, though?"

"That Debbie, she'sinto some weird stuff,” Black Hair said, raising her eyebrows to mark deep
sgnificance

"Likewhat?" | asked, hardly bresthing as | waited to hear what would come out. Could it be that
thiswoman actudly knew about shape-shifting, about werewolves? My eyes met Janicesand | saw the
same gpprehension in them.

Janice knew about her brother. She knew about hisworld.
And sheknew | did, too.
"Devil worship, they say,” Black Hair said. "Witchcraft."



We both gaped at her reflection in the mirror. She had gotten the reaction she'd been looking for.
She gave asatisfied nod. Devil worship and witcheraft weren't synonymous, but | wasn't going to argue
with thiswoman; this was the wrong time and place.

"Y es, madam, that'swhat | hear. At every full moon, she and some friends of hersgo out in the
woods and do stuff. No one seemsto know exactly what," she admitted.

Janice and | exhded smultaneoudy.
"Oh, my goodness,” | said weskly.

"Then my brother'swell out of areationship with her. We don't hold with such doings,” Janice
sad righteoudy.

"Of course not,” | agreed.
We didn't meet each other's eyes.

After that little passage, | made motions about leaving, but Janice asked me what | was wearing
thet night.

"Oh, it'skind of achampagne color,” | said. "Kind of ashiny beige."
"Then thered nailswon't do,” Janice said. " Corinne!”

Despitedl my protedts, | |eft the shop with bronze finger- and toenails, and Jarvis worked on my
hair again. | tried to pay Janice, but the most she would let me do wastip her employees.

"I've never been pampered so much in my life" | told her.

"What do you do, Sookie?' Somehow that hadn't come up the day before.
"I'mabarmaid,” | said.

"That is achange from Debbie," Janice said. She looked thoughtful.

"Oh, yeah? What does Debbie do?'

"Shel'salegd assgant.”

Debbie definitely had an educationa edge. I'd never been able to manage college; financidly, it
would have been rough, though | could've found away, | guess. But my disability had madeit hard
enough to get out of high school. A telepathic teenager has an extremely hard time of it, let metell you.
And | had so little control then. Every day had been full of dramas—the dramas of other kids. Trying to
concentrate on listening in class, taking testsin aroomful of buzzing brains ... theonly thing I'd ever
excelled in was homework.

Janice didn't seem to be too concerned that | was a barmaid, which was an occupation not
guaranteed to impress the families of those you dated.

| had to remind mysdlf dl over again that this setup with Alcide was atemporary arrangement
he'd never asked for, and that after I'd discovered Bill's wheresbouts—right, Sookie, remember Bill,
your boyfriend?—I'd never see Alcide again. Oh, he might drop into Merlotte's, if hefdt like getting off
the interstate on hisway from Shreveport to Jackson, but that would be all.

Janice was genuinely hoping | would be a permanent member of her family. That was so nice of



her. | liked her alot. | dmost found mysdf wishing that Alcidereally liked me, that therewas aredl
chance of Janice being my sster-in-law.

They say therésno harm in daydreaming, but thereis.

Chapter Seven

Alcide was waiting for me when | got back. A pile of wrapped presents on the kitchen counter
showed me how he'd spent at least part of hismorning. Alcide had been completing his Christmas
shopping.

Judging from his self-conscious look (Mr. Subtle, he wasn't), hed done something he wasn't sure
I'd like. Whatever it was, he wasn't ready to revedl it to me, so | tried to be polite and stay out of his
head. As| was passing through the short hall formed by the bedroom wall and the kitchen counter, |
sniffed something less than pleasant. Maybe the garbage needed to be tossed? What garbage could we
have generated in our short stay that would produce that faint, unpleasant odor? But the past pleasure of
my chat with Janice and the present pleasure of seeing Alcide madeit easy to forget.

"Youlook nice" hesad.

"| stopped into see Janice.” | wasworried for fear he would think | wasimposing on hissister's
generogity. " She hasaway of getting you to accept things you had no intention of accepting.”

"Shelsgood,” he said smply. " She's known about me since we were in high school, and she's
never told asoul.”

"l could tell.”

"How—"? Oh, yeah." He shook his head. "Y ou seem like the most regular person | ever met, and
it'shard to remember you've got dl this extrastuff.”

No one had ever put it quite like that.

"When you were coming in, did you smell something strange by—" he began, but then the
doorbell rang.

Alcide went to answer it while | took off my coat.

He sounded pleased, and | turned to face the door with a smile. The young man coming in didn't
seem surprised to see me, and Alcide introduced him as Janice's husband, Dell Phillips. | shook his hand,
expecting to be as pleased with him as | was with Janice.

He touched me as briefly as possible, and then heignored me. "1 wondered if you could come by
this afternoon and help me set up our outside Christmaslights," Dell said—to Alcide, and Alcide only.

"Where's Tommy?' Alcide asked. Helooked disappointed. ™Y ou didn't bring him by to see me?"
Tommy was Janice's baby.

Ddll looked at me, and shook his head. ™Y ou've got awoman here, it didn't seem right. HEs with



The comment was so unexpected, al | could do was stand in silence. Ddll's attitude had caught
Alcideflat-footed, too. "Ddl," he said, "don't be rude to my friend."

"She's staying in your gpartment, that says more than friend,” Dell said matter-of-factly. "Sorry,
miss, thisjust isn't right.”

"Judge not, that ye be not judged,” | told him, hoping | didn't sound as furious as my clenched
stomach told me | was. It felt wrong to quote the Bible when you were in atowering rage. | went into the
guest bedroom and shut the door.

After | heard Dell Phillipsleave, Alcide knocked on the door.
"Y ou want to play Scrabble?' he asked.

| blinked. "Sure."

"When | was shopping for Tommy, | picked up agame.

Hed dready put it on the coffee tablein front of the couch, but he hadn't been confident enough
to unwrap it and set it up.

"I'll pour usaCoke," | said. Not for thefirst time, | noticed that the gpartment was quite coal,
though of course it was much warmer than outside. | wished | had brought alight sweater to put on, and
| wondered if it would offend Alcideif | asked him to turn the heat up. Then | remembered how warm his
skin was, and | figured he was one of those people who runskind of hot. Or maybe al Wereswerelike
that? | pulled on the sweatshirt I'd worn yesterday, being very careful when | eased it over my hair.

Alcide had folded himsdlf onto the floor on one side of the table, and | settled on the other. It had
been along time since ether of us played Scrabble, so we studied the rules for awhile before we began
the game.

Alcide had graduated from Louisiana Tech. I'd never been to college, but | read alot, sowe
were about even on the extent of our vocabulary. Alcide was the better strategist. | seemed to think a
little fadter.

| scored big with "quirt,” and he stuck histongue out at me. | laughed, and he said, "Don't read
my mind, that would be cheeting.”

"Of course | wouldn't do any such thing," | said demurély, and he scowled a me.

| lost—but only by twelve points. After a pleasantly quarrel some rehash of the game, Alcide got
up and took our glasses over to the kitchen. He put them down and began to search through the
cabinets, while | stored the game pieces and replaced thelid.

"Where you want meto put this?" | asked.
"Oh, inthe closet by the door. There are acouple of shelvesin there”

| tucked the box under one arm and went to the closet. The smdll 1'd noticed earlier seemed to
be stronger.

"You know, Alcide" | said, hoping | wasn't being tacky, "there's something that smellsamost
rotten, right around here."

"I'd noticed it, too. That'swhy I'm over here looking through the cabinets. Maybe there's a dead
mouse?'



As| spoke, | was turning the doorknob.

| discovered the source of the smell.

"Oh, no," | said. "Oh, nononono."

"Donttell mearat got in thereand died,” Alcide said.
"Not arat,” | said. "A werewolf."

The closet had a shelf above ahanging bar, and it wasasmall closet, intended only for visitors
coats. Now it wasfilled by the swarthy man from Club Dead, the man who'd grabbed me by the
shoulder. He wasredlly dead. He'd been dead for severa hours.

| didn't seem to be able to look away.

Alcide's presence at my back was an unexpected comfort. He stared over my head, his hands
gripping my shoulders.

"Noblood," | saidin ajittery voice.
"Hisneck." Alcidewas at least as shaken as| was.

His head redlly was resting on his shoulder, while till attached to hisbody. Ick, ick, ick. I gulped
hard. "We should cdll the police," | said, not sounding very positive about the process. | noted the way
the body had been stuffed into the closet. The dead man was almost standing up. | figured held been
shoved in, and then whoever had done the shoving had forced the door closed. Hed sort of hardened in
position.

"Butif wecdl thepalice..." Alcidesvoicetrailed off. Hetook adeep breath. "They'll never
believewe didn't doit. They'll interview hisfriends, and hisfriendswill tell them hewas at Club Dead last

night, and they'll check it out. They'll find out he got into trouble for bothering you. No onewill believe
wedidn't haveahandin killing him."

"On the other hand,” | said dowly, thinking out loud, "do you think they'd mention aword about
Club Dead?"

Alcide pondered that. He ran histhumb over his mouth while he thought. ™Y ou may beright. And
if they couldn't bring up Club Dead, how could they describe the, uh, confrontation?Y ou know what
they'd do? They'd want to take care of the problem themsalves.”

That was an excellent point. | was sold: no police. "Then we need to dispose of him," | said,
getting down to brass tacks. "How are we gonna do that?"

Alcide was apractical man. He was used to solving problems, starting with the biggest.

"We need to take him out to the country somewhere. To do that, we have to get him down to the
garage," he said after afew moments thought. "To do that, we have to wrap him up.”

"The shower curtain," | suggested, nodding my head in the direction of the bathroom I'd used.
"Um, can we close the closet and go somewhere el se while we work this out?”

"Sure," Alcide said, suddenly as anxious as | was to stop looking at the gruesome sight before us.

So we stood in the middle of the living room and had a planning session. Thefirg thing | did was
turn off the heat in the gpartment atogether, and open al the windows. The body had not made its



presence known earlier only because Alcide liked the temperature kept cool, and because the closet
door fit well. Now we had to disperse the faint but pervasive smell.

"It'sfiveflightsdown, and | don't think | can carry him that far," Alcide said. "He needsto go a
least some of the distance in the eevator. That's the most dangerous part.”

We kept discussing and refining, until we felt we had aworkable procedure. Alcide asked me
twiceif | wasokay, and | reassured him both times; it finaly dawned on me that he was thinking | might
break into hysterics, or faint.

"I've never been able to afford to be too finicky," | said. "That's not my nature." If Alcide
expected or wanted me to ask for smelling sdts, or to beg him to save little me from the big bad wolf, he
had the wrong woman.

| might be determined to keep my head, but that's not to say | felt exactly cam. | was so jittery
when | went to get the shower curtain that | had to restrain myself from ripping it from the clear plastic
rings. Slow and steady, | told mysdlf fiercely. Breathe in, breathe out, get the shower curtain, spread it on
thehal floor.

It was blue and green with ydlow fish svimming serenely in even rows.

Alcide had gone downgtairs to the parking garage to move histruck as close to the stair door as
possible. HEd thoughtfully brought apair of work gloves back up with him. While he pulled them on, he
took a deep bresth—maybe amistake, considering the body's proximity. His face afrozen mask of
determination, Alcide gripped the corpse's shoulders and gave ayank.

The results were dramatic beyond our imagining. In one stiff piece, the biker toppled out of the
closat. Alcide had to legp to hisright to avoid the faling body, which banged against the kitchen counter
and then fdll sideways onto the shower curtain.

"Wow," | said in ashaky voice, looking down at the result. "That turned out well."

The body was lying aimost exactly aswe wanted it. Alcide and | gave each other a sharp nod
and knelt at each end. Acting in concert, we took one Side of the plastic curtain and flipped it over the
body, then the other. We both relaxed when the man's face was covered. Alcide had aso brought up a
roll of duct tape—real men dways have duct tapein their trucks—and we used it to sedl the wrapped
body in the curtain. Then we folded the ends over, and taped them. Luckily, though a hefty guy, the
Were hadn't been very tal.

We stood up and let ourselves have alittle moment of recovery. Alcide spokefirgt. "It looks like
abig green burrito,” he observed.

| dapped ahand over my mouth to stifle afit of the giggles.

Alcide's eyeswere startled as he stared at me over the wrapped corpse. Suddenly, he laughed,
too.

After wed settled down, | asked, ™Y ou ready for phase two?"

He nodded, and | pulled on my coat and scooted past the body and Alcide. | went out to the
elevator, closing the apartment door behind me very quickly, just in case someone passed by.

The minute | punched the button, a man appeared around the corner and came to stand by the
elevator door. Perhaps he was ardlative of old Mrs. Osburgh, or maybe one of the senators was making
aflying trip back to Jackson. Whoever he was, he was well dressed and in his sixties, and he was polite



enough to fed the obligation of making conversation.
"It'sredly cold today, isn't it?"

"Yes, but not as cold asyesterday.” | stared at the closed doors, willing them to open so he
would be gone.

"Didyou just movein?'

| had never been so irritated with a courteous person before. "I'm visting,” | said, in the kind of
flat voice that should indicate the conversation is closed.

"Oh," he said cheerfully. "Who?"

Luckily the elevator chose that moment to arrive and its doors snicked open just in time to save
thistoo-geniad man from getting his head snagpped off. He gestured with a sweep of his hand, wanting me
to precede him, but | took a step back, said, "Oh my gosh, | forgot my keys!" and walked briskly off
without a backward glance. | went to the door of the gpartment next to Alcide's, the one heldd told me
was empty, and | knocked on the door. | heard the elevator doors close behind me, and | breathed a
Sghof relief.

When | figured Mr. Chatty had had time to get to his car and drive out of the garage—unless he
was talking the ears off the security guard—I recalled the elevator. It was Saturday, and there was no
telling what peopl€'s schedules would be like. According to Alcide, many of the condos had been bought
asan investment and were subleased to legidators, most of who would be gone for the pre-holidays. The
year-round tenants, however, would be moving around in atypica ways, sSnceit was not only the
weekend, but also only two weekends before Christmas. When the creaky contraption came back to the
fifth floor, it was empty.

| dashed back to 504, knocked twice on the door, and dashed back to the elevator to hold the
doors open. Preceded by the legs of the corpse, Alcide emerged from the apartment. He moved as
quickly asaman can while he's carrying astiff body over his shoulder.

Thiswas our most vulnerable moment. Alcide's bundlelooked like nothing on thisearth but a
corpse wrapped in ashower curtain. The plastic kept the smell down, but it was ill noticeablein the
small enclosure. We made it down one floor safdly, then the next. At thethird floor, our nerve ran out.
We stopped the elevator, and to our greet relief it opened onto an empty corridor. | darted out and over
to the tair door, holding it open for Alcide. Then | scampered down the stairs ahead of him, and looked
through the pane of glassin the door to the garage.

"Whoa," | said, holding my hand up. A middle-aged woman and ateenage girl were unloading
packages from the trunk of their Toyota, Smultaneoudy having avigorous disagreement. The girl had
been invited to an al-night party. No, her mother said.

She had to go, dl her friends would be there. No, her mother said.
But Mom, everyone else's mom was | etting them go. No, her mother said.
"Please don't decide to take the stairs," | whispered.

But the argument raged on asthey got in the devator. | clearly heard the girl break her train of
complaint long enough to say, "Ew, something smellsin herel" before the doors closed.

"What's happening?' Alcide whispered.



"Nothing. Let's seeif that lasts a minute longer.”

It did, and | stepped out of the door and over to Alcidestruck, darting glances from sideto side
to make sure | wasredly alone. Weweren't quitein sght of the security guard, who wasin hislittle glass
hut up the dope of the ramp.

| unlocked the back of Alcide's pickup; fortunately, his pickup bed had a cover. With one more
comprehensive look around the garage, | hurried back to the stair door and rapped on it. After a second,
| pulled it open.

Alcide shot out and over to histruck faster than | would have believed he could move, burdened
as hewas. We pushed as hard as we could, and the body sowly retreated into the truck bed. With
tremendous relief, we dammed the tail gate shut and locked it.

"Phase two complete,” Alcide said with an air that | would have caled giddy if he hadn't been
such abig man.

Driving through the streets of acity with abody inyour vehicleisaterrifying exercisein paranoia
"Obey every singletrafficrule,” | reminded Alcide, unhappy with how tense my voice sounded.
"Okay, okay," he growled, hisvoice equaly tense.

"Do you think those peoplein that IJmmy are looking & us?'

"No."

It would obvioudly be agood thing for me to keep quiet, so | did. We got back on I-20, the
same way we'd entered Jackson, and drove until there was no city, only farmland.

When we got to the Bolton exit, Alcide said, "Thislooks good."

"Sure" | said. | didn't think | could stand driving around with the body any longer. Theland
between Jackson and Vicksburg is pretty low and flat, mostly open fields broken up by afew bayous,
and thisareawastypica. We exited the interstate and headed north toward the woods. After afew miles
Alcidetook aright onto aroad that had needed repaving for years. The trees grew up on either side of
the much-patched strip of gray. The blesk winter sky didn't stand a chance of giving much light with this
kind of competition, and | shivered in the cab of the truck.

"Not too much longer,” Alcide said. | nodded jerkily.

A tiny thread of aroad led off to theleft, and | pointed. Alcide braked, and we examined the
prospect. We gave each other asharp nod of approval. Alcide backed in, which surprised me; but |
decided that it was agood idea. The farther we went into the woods, the more | liked our choice of
venue. Theroad had been graveled not too long ago, so we wouldn't leave tire tracks, for one thing. And
| thought the chances were good that this rudimentary road led to a hunting camp, which wouldn't bein
much use now that deer season was over.

Sure enough, after weld crunched afew yards down the track, | spotted asign nailed to atree. It
proclaimed, "Kiley-Odum Hunt Club private property—KEEP OUT."

We proceeded down the track, Alcide backing dowly and carefully.

"Here," he said, when we'd gone far enough into the woods that it was dmost certain we couldn't
be seen from the road. He put the truck into Park. "Listen, Sookie, you don't have to get out."



"It1l be quicker if wework together.”

Hetried to give me amenacing glare, but | gave him a stone face right back, and finally, he
sghed. "Okay, let's get thisover with," he said.

Theair was cold and wet, and if you stood still for amoment the chilling damp would creegp into
your bones. | could tell the temperature was taking a dive, and the bright sky of the morning wasafond
memory. It was an appropriate day to dump abody. Alcide opened the back of the truck, we both
pulled on gloves, and we grasped the bright blue-and-green bundle. The cheerful yellow fish looked
amost obscene out herein the freezing woods.

"Giveit everything you got," Alcide advised me, and on acount of three, we yanked with al our
might. That got the bundle haf out, and the end of it protruded over the tailgate in anasty way. "Ready?
Let'sgo again. One, two, three!" Again | yanked, and the body's own gravity shot it out of the truck and
onto the road.

If we could have driven off then and there, | would have been much happier; but we had decided
we had to take the shower curtain with us. Who was to say what fingerprints might be found somewhere
on the duct tape or the curtain itself? There was sure to be other, microscopic evidence that | couldn't
evenimagine.

| don't watch the Discovery Channel for nothing.

Alcide had a utility knife, and | did let him have the honor of this particular task. | held opena
garbage bag while he cut the plagtic away and stuffed it into the opening. | tried not to ook, but of course
| did.

The body's appearance had not improved.

That job, too, was finished sooner than | expected. | haf turned to get back in the truck, but
Alcide stood, hisfaceraised to the sky. Helooked asif he was smelling the forest.

"Tonight'sthe full moon,” he said. Hiswhole body seemed to quiver. When helooked a me, his
eyes|ooked dien. | couldn't say that they had changed in color or contour, but it was asif adifferent
person was looking out of them.

| was very donein the woods with a comrade who had suddenly taken on awhole new
dimensgion. | fought conflicting impulsesto scream, burst into tears, or run. | smiled brightly at him and
waited. After along, fraught pause, Alcide said, "L et's get back in the truck.”

| was only too glad to scramble up into the seat.

"What do you think killed him?' | asked, when it seemed to me Alcide had had timeto return to
normd.

"| think someone gave hisneck abig twigt," Alcide said. "1 can't figure out how he got into the
gpartment. | know | locked the door last night. I'm sure of it. And thismorning it waslocked again.”

| tried to figure that out for awhile, but | couldn't. Then | wondered what actudly killed you if
your neck was broken. But | decided that wasn't really agreat thing to think about.

En route to the gpartment, we made a stop at Wal-Mart. On aweekend this close to Christmas,
it was swarming with shoppers. Once again, | thought, | haven't gotten anything for Bill.

And | fet asharp painin my heart as| redized that | might never buy Bill a Christmas present,



not now, not ever.

We needed air fresheners, Resolve (to clean the carpet), and anew shower curtain. | packed my
misery away and walked alittle more briskly. Alcide let me pick out the shower curtain, which | actudly
enjoyed. He paid cash, so there wouldn't be any record of our vist.

| checked out my nails after we had climbed back in the truck. They werefine. Then | thought of
how cdlous | must be, worrying about my fingernails. I'd just finished disposing of adead man. For
severa minutes, | sat there fedling mighty unhappy about myself.

| relayed thisto Alcide, who seemed more approachable now that we were back in civilization
minus our slent passenger.

"Wdl, you didn't kill him," he pointed out. "Ah—did you?"
| met hisgreen eyes, feding only alittle surprise. "No, | certainly did not. Did you?'

"No," he said, and from hisexpression | could tell hed been waiting for meto ask him. It had
never occurred to meto do so.

While I'd never suspected Alcide, of course someone had made the Were into a body. For the
first time tried to figure who could have stuffed the body in the closet. Up until this point, I'd just been
busy trying to make the body go away.

"Who haskeys?' | asked.

"Just Dad and me, and the cleaning woman who does most of the apartments in the building. She
doesn't keep akey of her own. The building manager gives her one." We pulled around behind the row
of stores, and Alcide tossed in the garbage bag containing the old shower curtain.

"That'sapretty short list."

"Yes" Alcidesaid dowly. "Yes, itis. But | know my dad'sin Jackson. | talked to him on the
phone this morning, right after | got up. The cleaning woman only comesin when we leave amessage
with the building manager. He keeps a copy of our key, handsit to her when she needsit, and she returns
ittohim."

"What about the security guard in the garage? Ishe on duty dl night?”

"Y es, because he'sthe only line of defense between people sneaking into the garage and taking
the dlevator. Y ou've dways comein that way, but there are actudly front doorsto the building that face
onto the mgjor street. Those front doors are locked all the time. There's no guard there, but you do have
to haveakey togetin.”

"So if someone could snesk past the guard, they could ride up in the elevator to your floor,
without being stopped.”

"Oh, sure”
"And that someone would haveto pick thelock to the door."
"Yes, and carry in abody, and stuff it in the closet. That sounds pretty unlikely,” said Alcide.

"But that's gpparently what happened. Oh, um ... did you ever give Debbie akey? Maybe
someone borrowed hers?' | tried hard to sound totally neutra. That probably didn't work too well.



Long pause.
"Yes, shehad akey," Alcide said Hiffly.

| bit down on my lips so | wouldn't ask the next question.
"No, | didn't get it back from her."
| hadn't even needed to ask.

Breaking asomewhat charged silence, Alcide suggested we est alate lunch. Oddly enough, |
found | wasredly hungry.

We ate at Hal and Md's, arestaurant close to downtown. It was in an old warehouse, and the
tableswere just far enough apart to make our conversation possible without anyone caling the police.

"I don't think," I murmured, "that anyone could walk around your building with abody over his
shoulder, no matter what the hour."

"Wejust did," he said, unanswerably. "l figure it had to have happened between, say, two am.
and seven. We were adeep by two, right?’

"Morelikethree, consdering Eric'slittlevigt."

Our eyes met. Eric. Eurekal

"But why would he have done that? Is he nuts about you?' Alcide asked bluntly.

"Not so much nuts," | muttered, embarrassed.

"Oh, wantsto get in your pants.”

| nodded, not meeting hiseyes.

"L ot of that going around,” Alcide said, under his bresth.

"Huh," | said dismissvely. "Y ou're fill hung up on that Debbie, and you know it."
Welooked right at each other. Better to haul this out of the shadows now, and put it to rest.

"Y ou can read my mind better than | thought,” Alcide said. His broad face looked unhappy. "But
she'snot ... Why do | care about her? I'm not sure | even like her. | like the hell out of you."

"Thanks," | said, smiling from my heart. "I like the hell out of you, too."

"We're obvioudly better for each other than either of the people were dating arefor us," he said.
Undeniably true. "Yes, and | would be happy with you."

"And I'd enjoy sharing my day with you."

"But it looks like were not going to get there.”

"No." Hesghed heavily. "l guessnot.”

The young waitress beamed at us as we | eft, making sure Alcide noticed how well packed into
her jeans shewas.



"What | think I'll do,” Alcide said, "is!'ll do my best to yank Debbie out of me by the roots. And
then I'll turn up on your doorstep, one day when you least expect it, and I'll hope by then you will have
given up on your vampire."

"And then well be happy ever after?’ | smiled.
He nodded.
"Well, that'll be something to look forward to," | told him.

Chapter Eight

| was so tired by the time we entered Alcide's apartment that | was sure all | was good for wasa
nap. It had been one of the longest days of my life, and it was only the middle of the afternoon.

But we had some housekeeping choresto do first. While Alcide hung the new shower curtain, |
cleaned the carpet in the closet with Resolve, and opened one of the air fresheners and placed it on the
shelf. We closed al the windows, turned on the hegt, and bresthed experimentally, our eyeslocked on
each other's,

The apartment smelled okay. We simultaneoudy breathed out asigh of relief.

"Wejust did something redlly illegd,” | said, till uneasy about my own immordity. "But dl | redly
fed ishappy we got away with it."

"Don't worry about not feding guilty,” Alcide said. " Something'll come along pretty soon that
you'll fed guilty about. Saveit up.”

Thiswas such good advicethat | decided to try it. "I'm going to takeanap,” | said, "so I'll be a
least alittle dert tonight." Y ou didn't want to be dow on the uptake around vampires.

"Good idea," Alcide said. He cocked an eyebrow at me, and | laughed, shaking my head. | went
inthe smaller bedroom and shut the door, taking off my shoes and falling onto the bed with afeding of
quiet delight. | reached over the side of the bed after amoment, grabbed the fringe of the chenille
bedspread, and wrapped it around me. In the quiet apartment, with the heating system blowing a steady
stream of warm air into the bedroom, it took only afew minutesto fall adeep.

| woke al of asudden, and | was completely awake. | knew there was someone elsein the
apartment. Maybe on some level 1'd heard aknock on the front door; or maybe I'd registered the rumble
of voicesin theliving room. | swung silently off the bed and padded to the door, my socks making no
noise a al on the beige carpet. | had pushed my door to, but not latched it, and now | turned my head to
position my ear at the crack.

A deep, gravely voice said, "Jerry Falcon cameto my gpartment last night.”

"I don't know him," Alcide replied. He sounded calm, but wary.

"He saysyou got himinto trouble at Josephineslast night.”

"I got himinto trouble? If hel's the guy who grabbed my date, he got himself into trouble!™



"Tdl mewhat happened.”

"He made a pass at my date while | wasin the men's room. When she protested, he started

manhandling her, and she drew attention to the Stuation.”

"Hehurt her?"

"Shook her up. And he drew some blood on her shoulder.”

"A blood offense.” The voice had become deadly serious.

"Wes"

So thefingernail gouges on my shoulder congtituted a blood offense, whatever that was.
"And then?'

"I came out of the men's room, hauled him off of her. Then Mr. Hob stepped in.”

"That explainsthe burns”

"Y es. Hob threw him out the back door. And that wasthelast | saw of him. You say hisnameis

Jarry Fdcon?'

"Y eah. He came right to my house then, after the rest of the boys I eft the bar.”
"Edgington intervened. They were about to jJump us.”

"Edgington was there?" The deep voice sounded very unhappy.

"Oh, yes, with hisboyfriend."

"How did Edgington get involved?'

"Hetold them to leave. Since he'sthe king, and they work for him from time to time, he expected

obedience. But a pup gave him some trouble, so Edgington broke his knee, made the others carry the
guy out. I'm sorry there was trouble in your city, Terence. But it was none of our doing."

"Y ou've got guest privilegeswith our pack, Alcide. We respect you. And those of uswho work

for the vampires, well, what can | say? Not the best element. But Jarry istheir leader, and he was
shamed in front of his peoplelast night. How much longer you going to bein our city?"

"Jugt one more night."
"Anditsafull moon."
"Yeah, | know, I'll try to keep alow profile.”

"What are you going to do tonight? Try to avoid the change, or come out to my hunting land with

"I'll try to stay out of the moon, try to avoid stress.”
"Then you'll keep out of Josephines.”
"Unfortunately, Russdll pretty much demanded that we come back tonight. He felt apologetic that

my date went through so much aggravation. He made a point of ingsting she come back.”



"Club Dead on afull-moon night, Alcide. Thisisn't wise."
"What am | gonnado? Russd| callsthe shotsin Mississippi.”

"I can understand. But watch out, and if you see Jerry Falcon there, you turn the other way. This
ismy city." The degp voice was heavy with authority.

"] understand, Packmaster.”

"Good. Now that you and Debbie Pelt have broken up, | hope it's awhile before we see you
back here, Alcide. Give things a chance to settle down. Jerry'savindictive son of abitch. Hell doyou an
injury if he can, without starting afeud.”

"He was the one who caused a blood offense.”

"I know, but because of hislong association with the vampires, Jerry has too good an opinion of
himsalf. He doesn't dways follow the pack traditions. He only came to me, as he should, because
Edgington backed the other sde.”

Jerry wasn't going to be following any tradition anymore. Jerry waslying in the woods to the
west.

While I'd napped, it had gotten dark outside. | heard atap on the glass of the window. | jumped,
of course, but then | padded across as quietly as| could. | opened the curtain and held afinger across
my lips. It was Eric. | hoped no one on the street outside looked up. He smiled at me and motioned me
to open the window. | shook my head vehemently and held my finger acrossmy lipsagain. If | let Ericin
now, Terence would hear, and my presence would be discovered. Terence, | knew ingtinctively, would
not like to find he had been overheard. | tiptoed back to the door and listened. Goodbyes were being
said. | glanced back at the window, to see that Eric was watching me with great interest. | held up one
finger to indicate it would just be aminute.

| heard the apartment door close. Moments later, there was aknock at my door. As| let Alcide
in, I hoped | didn't have those funny creases on my face.

"Alcide, | heard most of that," | said. "I'm sorry | eavesdropped, but it did seem like it concerned
me. Um, Ericishere”

"So |l see" Alcide said unenthusiastically. "I guess I'd better let him in. Enter, Eric," hesaid, ashe
did open the window.

Eric entered as smoothly asatal man can enter asmall window. He was wearing a suit,
complete with vest and tie. His hair was dicked back into a ponytail. He was also wearing glasses.

"Areyouindisguise?’ | asked. | could hardly believeit.

"Yes, | an." Helooked down at himsdf proudly. "Don't | look different?"
"Yes" | admitted. "Y ou look just like Eric, dressed up for once.”
"Doyou like the suit?'

"Sure" | sad. | have limited knowledge of men's clothes, but | waswilling to bet this sort of
olive-brown three-piece ensemble had cost more than | made in two weeks. Or four. | might not have
picked this out for aguy with blue eyes, but | had to admit he looked spectacular. If they put out a
vampireissue of GQ, hed definitely bein the running for a photo shoot. "Who did your hair?' | asked,



noticing for the first timethat it had been braided in an intricate pattern.
"Oooh, jealous?’
"No, | thought maybe they could teach me how to do that to mine.”

Alcide had had enough of fashion commentary. He said belligerently, "What do you mean by
leaving the dead man in my closet?'

| have seldom seen Eric a alossfor words, but he was definitely speechless—for dl of thirty
seconds.

"It waan't Bubbain the closet, wasit?' he asked.

It was our turn to stand with mouths open, Alcide because he didn't know who the hell Bubba
was, and me because | couldn't imagine what could have happened to the dazed vampire.

| hedtily filled Alcidein on Bubba

"So that explainsdl the Sghtings,” he said, shaking hishead from side to side. "Damn—they were
al for red!"

"The Memphis group wanted to keep him, but it wasjust impossible,” Eric explained. "He kept
wanting to go home, and then there'd be incidents. So we started passing him around.”

"And now you'velost him," Alcide observed, not too chagrined by Eric's problem.

"It's possible that the people who were trying to get to Sookie in Bon Temps got Bubbainstead,”
Eric said. Hetugged on hisvest and |ooked down with some satisfaction. " So, who was in the closet?!

"The biker who marked Sookie last night,” Alcide said. "He made a pretty rough pass at her
whilel wasin the men'sroom.”

"Marked her?'
"Yes, blood offense,” Alcide said significantly.
"Y ou didn't say anything about thislast night." Eric raised an eyebrow a me.

"l didn't want to talk about it," | said. | didn't like the way that came out, kind of forlorn.
"Besdes, it wasn't much blood.”

"Let mesee"

| rolled my eyes, but | knew darn good and well that Eric wouldn't give up. | pulled my
swesatshirt off my shoulder, along with my brastrap. Luckily, the sweat-shut was so old, the neck had
logt itsdadticity, and it afforded enough room. The fingernail gouges on my shoulder were crusted
half-moons, puffy and red, though I'd scrubbed the area carefully the night before. | know how many
germsare under fingernails. "See" | said. "No big dedl. | was more mad than scared or hurt.”

Eric kept hiseyes on thelittle nasty wounds until | shrugged my clothes back into order. Then he
switched hiseyesto Alcide. "And he was dead in the closet?"

"Yes" Alcide said. "Had been dead for hours."
"What killed him?'



"He hadn't been bitten,” | said. "He looked as though his neck might have been broken. We
didn't fed likelooking that closdly. Y ou're saying you aren't the guilty party?'

"No, though it would have been a pleasure to have doneit.”

| shrugged, not willing to explore that dark thought. " So, who put him there?' | asked, to get the
discusson going again.

"And why?" Alcide asked.

"Would it be too much to ask where heisnow?" Eric managed to look asif he wereindulging
two rowdy children.

Alcide and | shot each other glances. "Um, well, he's..." My voicetrailed avay.

Eric inhaled, sampling the apartment’s atmosphere. " The body's not here. Y ou cdled the police?!
"Wel, no," | muttered. "Actudly, we, ah ..."

"We dumped him out in the country,” Alcide said. Therejust wasn't aniceway to say it.

We had surprised Eric asecond time. "Well," he said blankly. "Aren't you two enterprising?’
"Weworked it dl out,”" | said, maybe sounding atad defensive.

Eric smiled. It was not ahappy sight. "Yes, I'll bet you did.”

"The packmaster came to see metoday,” Alcide said. "Just now, in fact. And he didn't know that
Jarry was missing. In fact, Jerry went complaining to Terence after heleft the bar last night, telling
Terence he had agrievance againgt me. So he was seen and heard after the incident at Josephine's.”

"So you may have gotten away withiit."
"I think wedid."
"Y ou should have burned him," Eric said. "It would have killed any trace of your smedll onhim.”

"| don't think anyone could pick out our smell,” | told him. "Really and truly. | don't think we ever
touched him with our bare skin."

Eric looked at Alcide, and Alcide nodded. "1 agree," he said. "And I'm one of the two-natured.”

Eric shrugged. "I have no ideawho would have killed him and put him in the gpartment.
Obvioudy, someone wanted his death blamed on you."

"Then why not call the police from a pay phone and tell them there's a dead body in 5047

"A good question, Sookie, and one | can't answer right now." Eric seemed to loseinterest dll of a
sudden. "1 will be at the club tonight. If | need to talk to you, Alcide, tell Russdll that | am your friend
from out of town, and I've been invited to meet Sookie, your new girlfriend.”

"Okay," sad Alcide. "But | don't understand why you want to be there. It's asking for trouble.
What if one of the vamps recognizesyou?'

"l don't know any of them."

"Why are you taking this chance?" | asked. "Why go thereat dl?"



"There may be something | can pick up on that you won't hear of, or that Alcide won't know
because heisnot avampire," Eric said reasonably. "Excuse usfor aminute, Alcide. Sookie and | have
some businessto discuss”

Alcidelooked at meto make sure | was okay with this, before he nodded grudgingly and went
out to the living room.

Eric said abruptly, "Do you want meto hed the marks on your shoulder?"

| thought of the ugly, crusty crescents, and | thought about the thin shoulder straps on the dress
I'd brought to wear. | dmost said yes, but then | had a second thought. "How would | explain that, Eric?
Thewholebar saw him grab me."

"You'reright." Eric shook hisheaed, hiseyes closed, asif he were angry with himself. "Of course.
Y ou're not Were, you're not undead. How would you have healed so quickly?!

Then he did something €l se unexpected. Eric took my right hand with both of hisand gripped it.
Helooked directly into my face. "I have searched Jackson. | have looked in warehouses, cemeteries,
farmhouses, and anyplace that had atrace of vampire scent about it: every property Edgington owns, and
some hisfollowersown. | haven't found atrace of Bill. | am very afraid, Sookie, that it isbecoming most
likely that Bill is deed. Findly dead.”

| fdlt like hed smacked mein the middie of the forehead with a dedgehammer. My kneesjust
folded, and if he hadn't moved quick aslightning, I'd have been on thefloor. Eric sat on achair that was
in the corner of the room, and he gathered me up into abundlein hislap. He sad, "I've upset you too
much. | wastrying to be practica, and instead | was ..."

"Brutd." | felt atear trickle out of each eye.

Eric'stongue darted out, and | felt atiny trace of moisture as he licked up my tears. Vampires
just seemto like any body fluid, if they can't get blood, and that didn't particularly bother me. | felt glad
someone was holding mein acomforting way, even if it was Eric. | sunk deeper into misery while Eric
spent afew momentsthinking.

"The only place | haven't checked is Russdll Edgington's compound—his mangion, with its
outbuildings. It would be amazing if Russdl were rash enough to keegp another vampire prisoner in his
own home. But he's been king for ahundred years. It could be that heisthat confident. Maybe | could
sneak in over thewall, but | wouldn't come out again. The grounds are patrolled by Weres. It's very
unlikely welll get access to such a secure place, and he won't invite usin except in very unusua
circumgtances.” Ericlet dl thissink in. "1 think you must tell me what you know about Bill's project.”

"Isthat what al thisholding and nicenessisabout?' | wasfurious. ™Y ou want to get some
information out of me?" | legped up, revitdized with wrath.

Eric jumped up himsdf and did his best to loom over me. "1 think Bill isdead,” hesaid. "And I'm
trying to save my own life, and yours, you stupid woman." Eric sounded just asangry as| was.

"I will find Bill," | said, enunciating each world carefully. | wasn't sure how | wasgoing to
accomplish this, but 1'd just do some very good spying tonight, and something would turn up. | am no
Pollyanna, but | have aways been optimidtic.

"Y ou can't make eyes a Edgington, Sookie. He's not interested in women. And if | flirted with
him, he would be suspicious. A vampire mating with another—that's unusual . Edgington hasn't gotten
where heisby being gullible. Maybe his second, Betty Joe, would beinterested in me, but sheisa



vampire, too, and the samerule applies. | can't tell you how unusua Bill'sfascination with Lorenais. In
fact, we disgpprove of vampires|oving others of our kind."

| ignored hislast two sentences. "How'd you find dl this out?"

"I met up with ayoung femae vampire last night, and her boyfriend aso went to parties at
Edgington's place.”

"Oh, heshi?*

Eric shrugged. "He'sawerewolf, so | guess he's two-natured in more ways than one."
"| thought vamps didn't date werewolves, either.”

"Sheisbeing perverse. The young oneslike to experiment.”

| rolled my eyes. "So, what you're saying isthat | need to concentrate on getting an invitation into
Edgington's compound, since there's nowhere el se in Jackson that Bill can be hidden?”

"He could be somewhere elsein the city,” Eric said cautioudy. "But | don't think so. The
possihility isfaint. Remember, Sookie, they've had him for days now." When Eric looked at me, what |
saw in hisface was pity.

That frightened me more than anything.

Chapter Nine

| had the shivery, shaky feding that precedes walking into danger. Thiswasthe last night that
Alcide could go to Club Dead: Terence had warned him away, very definitely. After this, | would be on
my own, if | were even alowed into the club when Alcide did not escort me.

Asl| dressed, | found myself wishing | were going to an ordinary vampire bar, the kind where
regular humans came to gape at the undead. Fangtasia, Eric's bar in Shreveport, was such aplace.
People would actually come through on tours, make an evening of wearing al black, maybe pouring on a
little fake blood or inserting some cheesy fake fangs. They'd stare at the vampires carefully planted
throughout the bar, and they'd thrill at their own daring. Every now and then, one of these tourists would
step across the line that kept them safe. Maybe held make a pass at one of the vamps, or maybe held
disrespect Chow, the bartender. Then, perhaps, that tourist would find out what he'd been messing with.

At abar like Club Dead, dl the cards were out on the table. Humans were the adornments, the
frills. The supernaturas were the necessity.

I'd been excited thistime the night before. Now | just felt adetached sort of determination, like |
was on apowerful drug that divorced me from al my more ordinary emotions. | pulled on my hose and
some pretty black gartersthat Arlene had given mefor my birthday. | smiled as | thought of my
red-haired friend and her incredible optimism about men, even after four marriages. Arlenewould tel me
to enjoy the minute, the second, with every bit of zest | could summon up. Shewould tell me | never
knew what man | might meet, maybe tonight would be the magic night. Maybe wearing garters would
change the course of my life, Arlenewould tell me.



| can't say | exactly summoned up asmile, but | felt alittlelessgrim as| pulled my dress over my
head. It wasthe color of champagne. There wasn't much of it. | had on black heelsand jet earrings, and |
wastrying to decide if my old coat would look too horrible, or if | should just freeze my butt off out of
vanity. Looking at the very worn blue cloth coat, | Sghed. | carried it into the living room over my arm.
Alcide was ready, and he was standing in the middle of the room waiting for me. Just as| registered the
fact that he was|ooking distinctly nervous, Alcide pulled one of the wrapped boxes out of the pile held
collected during his morning shopping. He got that salf-consciouslook on hisface, the one hed been
wesaring when 1'd returned to the apartment.

"l think I oweyou this" he said. And handed me the large box.

"Oh, Alcide! You got meapresent?' | know, | know, | was standing there holding the box. But
you have to understand, thisis not something that happensto me very often.

"Openit," hesad gruffly.

| tossed the coat onto the nearest chair and | unwrapped the gift awkwardly—I wasn't used to
my fake nails. After alittle maneuvering, | opened the white cardboard box to find that Alcide had
replaced my evening wrap. | pulled out the long rectangle dowly, savoring every moment. It was
beautiful; ablack velvet wrap with beading on the ends. | couldn't help but redlize that it cost five times
what 1'd spent on the one that had been damaged.

| was speechless. That hardly ever happensto me. But | don't get too many presents, and | don't
take them lightly. | wrapped the velvet around me, luxuriating in thefed of it. | rubbed my cheek against
it.

"Thank you," | said, my voice wobbling.

"Yourewelcome," he said. "God, don't cry, Sookie. | meant you to be happy.”

"I'm real happy,” | said. "I'm not going to cry.” | choked back the tears, and went to look at
mysdlf inthe mirror in my bathroom. "Oh, it's beautiful,” | said, my heartin my voice.

"Good, glad you likeit," Alcide said brusquely. "1 thought it wastheleast | could do." He
arranged the wrap so that the material covered the red, scabbed marks on my Ieft shoulder.

"You didn't owemeathing,” | said. "It'smethat owesyou." | could tell that my being serious
worried Alcide just as much asmy crying. "Comeon,” | said. "Let'sgo to Club Dead. Well learn
everything, tonight, and no onewill get hurt.”

Which just goesto prove | don't have second sight.

*k*

Alcidewas wearing adifferent suit and | adifferent dress, but Josephine's seemed just the same.
Deserted sdewak, atmosphere of doom. It was even colder tonight, cold enough for meto see my
breath on the air, cold enough to make me patheticaly grateful for the warmth of the velvet wrap.
Tonight, Alcide practicaly leaped from the truck to the cover of the awning, not even helping me down,
and then stood under it waiting for me.

"Full moon," he explained tersdly. "It'll be atense night.”

"I'msorry,” | said, feding helpless. "Thismust be awfully hard on you." If he hadn't been obliged
to accompany me, he could have been off bounding through the woods after deer and bunnies. He
shrugged my gpology off. "Therell dways betomorrow night," he said. "That'samost asgood.” But he



was humming with tendon.

Tonight | didn't jump quite so much when the truck rolled away, apparently on itsown, and |
didn't even quiver when Mr. Hob opened the door. | can't say the goblin looked pleased to see us, but |
couldn't tell you what his ordinary facial expresson really meant. So he could have been doing emotiona
cartwhed s of joy, and | wouldn't have known it.

Somehow, | doubted he was that excited about my second appearance in his club. Or was he
the owner? It was hard to imagine Mr. Hob naming aclub " Josephine's.” "Dead Rotten Dog," maybe, or
"Haming Maggots," but not "Josephines.”

"Wewon't have trouble tonight,” Mr. Hob told us grimly. His voice was bumpy and rusty, asif he
didn't talk much, and didn't enjoy it when hedid.

"It waan't her fault," Alcide said.

"Nonetheless," Hob said, and left it at that. He probably felt he didn't need to say anything else,
and hewasright. The short, lumpy goblin jerked his head at agroup of tables that had been pushed
together. "Theking iswaiting for you.”

The men stood as | reached the table. Russdll Edgington and his specid friend Tal bot were facing
the dance floor; and across from them were an older (well, hed become undead when he was ol der)
vampire, and awoman, who of course stayed seated. My gaze trailed over her, came back, and |
shrieked with ddlight.

"Tard"

My high school friend shrieked right back and jumped up. We gave each other afull fronta hug,
rather than the dightly less enthusiastic haf-hug that was our norm. We were both strangersin astrange
land, here at Club Dead.

Tara, who is severa inchestaller than | am, has dark hair and eyes and olive skin. Shewas
wearing along-deeved gold-and-bronze dress that shimmered as she moved, and she had on high, high
hedls. She had attained the height of her date.

Just as | was disengaging from the embrace and giving her ahappy pat on the back, | redlized
that seeing Tarawas the worst thing that could have happened. | went into her mind, and | saw that, sure
enough, she was about to ask mewhy | was with someone who wasn't Bill.

"Comeon, girlfriend, cometo the ladies with mefor asecond!" | said chearfully, and she
grabbed her purse, while giving her date a perfect smile, both promising and rueful. | gave Alcidealittle
wave, asked the other gentlemen to excuse us, and we walked briskly to the rest rooms, which were off
the passage leading to the back door. The ladies room was empty. | pressed my back against the door
to keep other femaes out. Tarawas facing me, her face lit up with questions.

"Tara, please, don't say anything about Bill or anything about Bon Temps."
"Y ouwant to tdl mewhy?"
"Jugt ..." | tried to think of something reasonable, couldn't. "Tara, itll cost me my lifeif you do."

She twitched, and gave me a steedy stare. Who wouldn't? But Tara had been through alot in her
life, and shewas atough, if wounded, bird. "1'm so happy to see you here," she said. "It waslonely being
inthis crowd by mysdlf. Who'syour friend? What ishe?



| lwaysforgot that other people couldn't tell. And sometimes | nearly forgot that other people
didn't know about Weres and shifters. "He'sasurveyor,” | said. "Comeon, I'll introduce you."

"Sorry weleft so quickly,” | said, smiling brightly at dl the men. "I forgot my manners.” |
introduced Tarato Alcide, who looked appropriately appreciative. Then it was Tardsturn. "Sook, thisis
Franklin Mott.”

"A pleasureto meet you," | said, and extended my hand before | redlized my faux pas. Vampires
don't shake hands. "I beg your pardon,” | said hadtily, and gave him alittle wave instead. "Do you live
here in Jackson, Mr. Mott?' | was determined not to embarrass Tara.

"Please cal me Franklin," he said. He had awonderful mellow voice with alight Italian accent.
When he had died, he had probably been in hislatefifties or early sixties; his hair and mustache wereiron
gray, and hisface was lined. Helooked vigorous and very masculine. "Yes, | do, but | own abusiness
that has afranchisein Jackson, onein Ruston, and onein Vicksburg. | met Taraat agathering in Ruston.”

Gradualy we progressed through the social do-s-do of getting seated, explaining to the men how
Taraand | had attended high school together, and ordering drinks. All the vampires, of course, ordered
synthetic blood, and Talbot, Tara, Alcide, and | got mixed drinks. | decided another champagne cocktall
would be good. The waitress, ashifter, was moving in an odd, amost dinking manner, and she didn't
seem inclined to talk much. The night of the full moon was making itsef felt in al kinds of ways.

There were far fewer of the two-natured in the bar this night of the moon cycle. | wasglad to see
Debbie and her fiance were missing, and there were only a couple of the Were bikers. There were more
vampires, and more humans. | wondered how the vampires of Jackson kept this bar a secret. Among the
humans who came in with Supe dates, surely one or two were inclined to talk to areporter or just tell a
group of friends about the bar's existence?

| asked Alcide, and he said quietly, "The bar's spellbound. Y ou wouldn't be able to tell anyone
how to get hereif you tried.”

I'd have to experiment with that later, seeif it worked. | wonder who did the spdll casting, or
whatever it was caled. If | could believe in vampires and werewolves and shape-shifters, it was not too
far agretch to believein witches.

| was sandwiched between Talbot and Alcide, so by way of making conversation | asked Talbot
about secrecy. Tabot didn't ssem averse to chatting with me, and Alcide and Franklin Mott had found
they had acquaintances in common. Talbot had on too much cologne, but | didn't hold that against him.
Tabot was aman in love, and furthermore, he was a man addicted to vampiric sex ... thetwo states are
not always combined. He was aruthless, intelligent man who could not understand how hislife had taken
such an exotic turn. (He was a big broadcaster, too, which waswhy | could pick up so much of hislife.)

He repeated Alcide's story about the spell on the bar. "But the way what happens hereiskept a
secret, that's different,” Talbot said, asif he was considering along answer and ashort answer. | looked
at his pleasant, handsome face and reminded mysdlf that he knew Bill was being tortured, and he didn't
care. | wished he would think about Bill again, so | could learn more; at least | would know if Bill was
dead or alive. "Well, Miss Sookie, what goes on hereis kept secret by terror and punishment.”

Talbot said that with relish. He liked that. He liked that he had won the heart of Russdll
Edgington, abeing who could kill easily, who deserved to be feared. "Any vampire or Were—in fact,
any sort of supernatural creature, and you haven't seen quite afew of them, believe me—who bringsina
human is responsible for that human's behavior. For example, if you wereto leave heretonight and cal a
tabloid, it would be Alcide's bounden duty to track and kill you."



"l see"" Andindeed, | did. "What if Alcide couldn't bring himsdlf to do that?"

"Then hislifewould beforfeit, and one of the bounty hunters would be commissioned to do the
job."

Jesus Chrigt, Shepherd of Judea. "There are bounty hunters?' Alcide could havetold me alot
more than he had; that was an unpleasant discovery. My voice may have been alittle on the croaky side.

"Sure. The Wereswho wear the motorcycle gear, in thisarea. In fact, they're asking questions
around the bar tonight because ..." His expression sharpened, became suspicious. " The man who was
bothering you ... did you see him again last night? After you left the bar?"

"No," | said, spesking the technicd truth. | hadn't seen him again—last night. | knew what God
thought about technicd truths, but | aso figured he expected meto save my own life. "Alcideand |, we
went right back to the apartment. | was pretty upset.”" | cast my eyes down like amodest girl unused to
approachesin bars, which was also afew steps away from the truth. (Though Sam keeps such incidents
down to aminimum, and it was widely known | was crazy and therefore undesirable, | certainly had to
put up with the occasiona aggressive advance, aswell as a certain amount of half-hearted passesfrom
guyswho got too drunk to care that | was supposed to be crazy.)

"Y ou were sure plucky when it looked like there was going to be afight,” Tabot observed.
Tdbot was thinking that my courage last night didn't jibe with my demure demeanor thisevening. Darniit,
I'd overplayed my role.

"Plucky istheword for Sookie," Tarasaid. It was awel come interruption. "When we danced
together on stage, about amillion years ago, she was the one who was brave, not me! | was shaking in
my shoes."

Thank you, Tara
"Y ou danced?' asked Franklin Mott, his attention caught by the conversation.

"Oh, yes, and we won the talent contest,” Taratold him. "What we didn't redize, until we
graduated and had some experience in the world, wasthat our little routine was redly, ah—"

"Suggestive,” | said, caling aspade a spade. "We were the most innocent girlsin our little high
school, and there we were, with this dance routine we lifted straight off MTV."

"It took us years to understand why the principal was sweseting so hard,” Tarasaid, her smilejust
rascaly enough to be charming. "Asamatter of fact, let me go tak to the degay right now." She sprang
up and worked her way over to the vampire who'd set up his gear on the small stage. He bent over and
listened intently, and then he nodded.

"Oh, no." | was going to be horribly embarrassed.
"What?' Alcide was amused.
"She'sgoing to makeusdoit dl over again.”

Sure enough, Tarawiggled her way through the crowd to get back to me, and she was beaming.
| had thought of twenty-five good reasons not to do what she wanted by the time she seized my hands
and pulled meto my feet. But it was evident that the only way | could get out of thiswasto go forward.
Tarahad her heart set on this exhibition, and Tarawas my friend. The crowd made a space as Pat
Benatar's"Love IsaBattlefield’ began to play.



Unfortunately, | remembered every bump and grind, every hip thrust.

In our innocence, Taraand | had planned our routine dmost like pairsfigure skating, so we were
touching (or very near) during the whole thing. Could it have looked more like some leshian tease act
performed in astripper bar? Not much. Not that 1'd ever been to a stripper bar, or aporno movie house;
but | assume the rise of commund lust | felt in Josephingsthat night was smilar. | didn't like being the
object of it—but yet, | discovered | felt a certain flood of power.

Bill had informed my body about good sex, and | was sure that now | danced like | knew about
enjoying sex—and so did Tara. In aperverse way, we were having an "I am woman, hear me roar”
moment. And, by gally, love sure was a battlefield. Benatar was right about thet.

We had our sidesto the audience, Taragripping my waist, for the last few bars, and we pumped
our hipsin unison, and brought our hands sweeping to the floor. The music stopped. Therewas atiny
second of sllence, and then alot of applause and whistling.

The vampires thought of the blood flowing in our veins, | was sure from the hungry looks on their
faces—especialy those lower main lines on our inner thighs. And | could hear that the werewolves were
imagining how good we would taste. So | wasfedling quite edible as| made my way back to our table.
Taraand | were patted and complimented along the way, and we received many invitations. | was
halfway tempted to accept the dance offer of a curly-haired brunette vamp who wasjust about my size
and cute asabunny. But | just smiled and kept on going.

Franklin Mott was delighted. "Oh, you were so right,” he said as he held Taras chair for her.
Alcide, | observed, remained seated and glowered a me, forcing Talbot to lean over and pull my chair
out for me, an awkward and makeshift courtesy. (He did get a caress on the shoulder from Russell for his
gesture)) "'l can't believe you girlsdidn't get expelled,” Tabot said, covering the awkward moment. |
never would have pegged Alcide for a possessive jerk.

"We had no clue," Tara protested, laughing. "None. We couldn't understand what al the fuss was
about."

"What bit your ass?' | asked Alcide, very quietly. But when | listened carefully, | could pick out
the source of his dissatisfaction. He was resenting the fact that he had acknowledged to me that he il
had Debbiein his heart, because otherwise he'd make a determined effort to share my bed tonight. He
felt both guilty and angry about that, snce it was the full moon—cometo think of it, histime of the month.
Inaway.

"Not looking for your boyfriend too hard, are you?' he said coldly, in a nasty undertone.

It was like hed thrown abucket of cold water in my face. It was ashock, and it hurt terribly.
Tearswelled up in my eyes. It was aso completely obviousto everyone at the table that he had said
something to upset me.

Tdbot, Russl, and Franklin al gave Alcideleve looks practically laden with threet. Tabot's
look was aweak echo of hislover's, so it could be disregarded, but Russell wasthe king, after dl, and
Franklin was gpparently an influentid vampire. Alcide recalled where he was, and with whom.

"Excuse me, Sookie, | wasjust feding jedous,”" he said, loud enough for al at the tableto hear.
"That wasredly interesting.”

"Interesting?’ | said, aslightly as| could. | was pretty damn mad, myself. | ran my fingersthrough
hishair as| leaned over to hischair. "Just interesting?' We amiled at each other quitefasely, but the
othersbought it. | felt like taking ahandful of that black hair and giving it agood hard yank. He might not



be amind reader like me, but he could read that impulse loud and clear. Alcide had to force himsdlf not
toflinch.

Tarastepped in once again to ask Alcide what his occupation was—God bless her—and yet
another awkward moment passed harmlesdy by. | pushed my chair alittle farther back from the circle
around the table and let my mind roam. Alcide had been right about the fact that | needed to be at work,
rather than amusing mysdlf; but | didn't see how | could have refused Tara something she enjoyed so
much.

A parting of the bodies crowding the little dance floor gave me aglimpse of Eric, leaning against
the wall behind the small stage. His eyes were on me, and they werefull of heat. There was someone
who wasn't pissed off at me, someone who had taken our little routine in the spirit in which it was offered.

Eric looked quite nicein the suit and glasses. The glasses made him seem somehow less
threatening, | decided, and turned my mind to business. Fewer Weres and humans made it easier to listen
into each one, easier to track the thread of thought back to its owner. | closed my eyesto help me
concentrate, and amost immediatdly | caught asnatch of inner monologue that shook me up.

"Martyrdom," the man was thinking. | knew the thinker was aman, and that histhoughts were
coming from the area behind me, the arearight around the bar. My head began to turn, and | stopped
myself. Looking wouldn't help, but it was an amost irresstible impulse. | looked down insteed, so the
movements of the other patrons wouldn't distract me.

People don't really think in complete sentences, of course. What I'm doing, when | spell out their
thoughts, istrandating.

"When | die, my namewill be famous," he thought. "It'samost here. God, pleaselet it not hurt.
At least he'sherewith me.... | hope the stake's sharp enough.”

Oh, dammit. The next thing | knew | was on my feet, waking awvay from the table.

*k*

| wasinching along, blocking the noise of the music and the voices so | could listen sharply to
what was being said slently. It was like waking underwater. At the bar, dugging back aglass of synthetic
blood, was awoman with a poof of teased hair. She was dressed in atight-bodiced dresswith afull skirt
fluffing out around it. Her muscular arms and broad shoulders looked pretty strange with the outfit; but I'd
never tell her so, nor would any sane person. This had to be Betty Joe Pickard, Russell Edgington's
second in command. She had on white gloves and pumps, too. All she needed was alittle hat with a
haf-veil, | decided. | waswilling to bet Beity Joe had been abig fan of Mamie Eisenhower's,

And standing behind this formidable vampire, also facing the bar, were two male humans. One
wastall, and oddly familiar. His gray-threaded brown hair waslong, but neatly combed. It looked likea
regular men's haircut, allowed to grow however it wanted to grow. The hairstyle looked odd with his suit.
His shorter companion had rough black hair, touded and flecked with gray. This second man wore a
sports coat that maybe came off the rack from JC Penney on asde day.

And insde that cheap coat, in aspecialy sewn pocket, he carried a stake,

Horribly enough, | hesitated. If | stopped him, | would be reveding my hidden talent, and to
reved that would be to unmask my identity. The consequences of this revel ation would depend on what
Edgington knew about me; he gpparently knew Bill's girlfriend was abarmaid at Merlottesin Bon
Temps, but not her name. That'swhy 1'd been free to introduce mysdlf as Sookie Stackhouse. If Russdll
knew Bill's girlfriend was atelepath, and he discovered | was atelepath, who knew what would happen



then?
Actudly, | could make agood guess.

Asl dithered, ashamed and frightened, the decision was made for me. The man with the black
hair reached insde his coat and the fanaticism railing in his head reached fever pitch. He pulled out the
long sharpened piece of ash, and then alot happened.

| yelled, " STAKE!" and lunged for the fanatic'sarm, gripping it desperately with both my hands.
The vampires and their humanswhirled around looking for the threat, and the shifters and Wereswisdy
scattered to the wallsto leave the floor free for the vampires. The tall man beat at me, his big hands
pounding at my head and shoulders, and his dark-haired companion kept twisting hisarm, trying to freeit
from my grasp. He heaved from side to side to throw me off.

Somehow, in the melee, my eyes met those of the taller man, and we recognized each other. He
was G. Steve Newlin, former leader of the Brotherhood of the Sun, amilitant anti-vampire organization
whose Dallas branch had more or less bit the dust after I'd paid it avisit. Hewas going to tell themwho |
was, | just knew it, but | had to pay attention to what the man with the stake was doing. | was staggering
around on my hedls, trying to keep my feet, when the assassin findly had asiroke of brilliance and
transferred the stake from his pinned right hand to hisfreeleft.

With afina punch to my back, Steve Newlin dashed for the exit, and | caught aflash of creatures
bounding in pursuit. | heard lots of yowling and tweeting, and then the black-haired man threw back his
left arm and plunged the stake into my waist on my right side.

| let go of hisarm then, and stared down at what he'd done to me. | looked back up into his eyes
for along moment, reading nothing there but a horror to mirror my own. Then Betty Joe Pickard swung
back her gloved fist and hit him twice—boom-boom. The first blow snapped his neck. The second
shattered his skull. | could hear the bones bresk.

And then he went down to the floor, and since my legs were tangled with his, | went down, too. |
landed flat on my back.

| lay looking up at the celling of the bar, at the fan that was rotating solemnly above my head. |
wondered why the fan was on in the middle of winter. | saw ahawk fly acrossthe ceiling, narrowly
avoiding the fan blades. A wolf cameto my side and licked my face and whined, but turned and dashed
away. Tarawas screaming. | was not. | was so cold.

With my right hand, | covered the spot where the stake entered my body. | didn't want to seeit,
and | was scared I'd look down. | could fedl the growing wetness around the wound.

"Call nine-one-onel" Tarayelled as she landed on her knees beside me. The bartender and Betty
Joe exchanged alook over her head. | understood.

"Targ" | said, and it came out like acroak. "Honey, dl the shifters are changing. It's full moon.
The police can't comein here, and they'll come if anyone calls nine-one-one.”

The shifter part just didn't seem to register with Tara, who didn't know such things were possible.
"The vampires are not gonnalet you die," Tarasaid confidently. "Y ou just saved one of them!™"

| wasn't so sure about that. | saw Franklin Mott's face above Tara. He waslooking at me, and |
could read his expression.

"Tara" | whispered, "you haveto get out of here. Thisisgetting crazy, and if thereé's any chance



the police are coming, you can't be here.”
Franklin Mott nodded in approval.

"I'm not going to leave you until you have help," Tarasaid, her voicefull of determination. Bless
her heart.

The crowd around me conssted of vampires. One of them was Eric. | could not decipher his
face.

"Thetal blond will help me" | told Tara, my voice bardly arasp. | pointed afinger at Eric. |
didn't look at him for fear I'd read rejection in his eyes. If Eric wouldn't help me, | suspected | would lie
here and die on this polished wood floor in avampire bar in Jackson, Missssippl.

My brother, Jason, would be so pissed off.

Tarahad met Ericin Bon Temps, but their introduction had been on avery stressful night. She
didn't seem to identify the tall blond she'd met that night with the tall blond she saw tonight, wearing
glasses and asuit and with hishair pulled back gtrictly into abraid.

"Please help Sookie," she said to him directly, as Franklin Mott amost yanked her to her fedt.

"Thisyoung man will be glad to help your friend,” Mott said. He gave Eric asharp look theat told
Eric he damn well better agree.

"Of course. I'magood friend of Alcide's" Eric said, lying without ablink.

Hetook Taras place by my side, and | could tell after he was on his knees that he caught the
smell of my blood. Hisface went even whiter, and his bones sood out starkly under his skin. His eyes
blazed.

"Y ou don't know how hard it is," hewhispered to me, "not to bend over and lick."

"If you do, everyonedsewill," | said. "And they won't just lick, they'll bite" There was aGerman
shepherd staring & me with luminous yellow eyes, just past my feet.

"That'sthe only thing sopping me."

"Who are you?" asked Russdll Edgington. Hewas giving Eric acareful once-over. Russdl was
standing to my other side, and he bent over both of us. | had been loomed over enough, | cantell you
that, but | wasin no position to do adamn thing about it.

"I'mafriend of Alcide's," Eric repeated. "He invited me here tonight to meet his new girlfriend.
My nameisLef."

Russdll could look down &t Eric, since Eric was knedling, and his golden brown eyes bored into
Eric'sblue ones. "Alcide doesn't hang with many vampires,” Russell said.

"I'm one of the few."
"We haveto get thisyoung lady out of here" Russdll said.

The snarling afew feet away increased in intengity. There appeared to be aknot of animals
gathered around something on the floor.

"Take that out of here!" roared Mr. Hob. "Out the back door! Y ou know the rules!"



Two of the vampires lifted the corpse, for that was what the Weres and shifters were squabbling
over, and carried it out the back door, followed by al the animas. So much for the black-haired fanatic.

Just this afternoon Alcide and | had disposed of acorpse. Wed never thought of just bringing it
down to the club, laying it in the dley. Of course, thisonewas fresh.

"... maybe has nicked akidney," Eric was saying. | had been unconscious, or at least somewhere
else, for afew moments.

| was swesting heavily, and the pain was excruciating. | felt aflash of chagrinwhen | redized |
was sweeting al over my dress. But possibly the big bloody hole had aready ruined the dress anyway,
huh?

"Well take her to my place,” Russdll said, and if | hadn't been sure | was very badly hurt, | might
have laughed. "Thelimo'son itsway. I'm sure afamiliar face would make her more comfortable, don't
you agree?"

What | thought was, Russall didn't want to get his suit nasty picking me up. And Tabot probably
couldn't lug me. Though the smal vampire with curly black hair was till there, and till smiling, 1 would be
awful bulky for him ...

And | lost somemoretime.

"Alcideturned into awolf and chased after the n'scompanion,” Eric wastdling me, though
| didn't remember asking. | started to tell Eric who the companion was, and then | realized that 1'd better
not. "Lef," | muttered, trying to commit the name to memory. "Lef. | guess my garters are showing. Does
that mean ... 7'

"Y es, Sookie?'

... and | wasout again. Then | wasaware | wasmoving, and | redlized that Eric was carrying
me. Nothing had ever hurt so badly in my life, and | reflected, not for thefirst time, thet I'd never even
beenin ahogpitd until I'd met Bill, and now | seemed to spend haf my time battered or recovering from
being battered. Thiswas very significant and important.

A lynx padded out of the bar beside us. | looked down into the golden eyes. What anight this
was turning out to be for Jackson. | hoped al the good people had decided to stay home tonight.

And then we werein the limo. My head was resting on Eric's thigh, and in the seat acrossfrom us
sat Tabot, Russdll, and the small curly-haired vampire. Aswe stopped at alight, a bison lumbered by.

"Lucky no one's out in downtown Jackson on aweekend night in December,” Tabot was
remarking, and Eric laughed.

We drove for what seemed like sometime. Eric smoothed my skirt over my legs, and brushed
my hair out of my face. | looked up a him, and ...

"... did she know what he was going to do?" Ta bot was asking.

"She saw him pull the stake out, she said," Eric said mendacioudly. " She was going to the bar to
get another drink."

"Lucky for Betty Joe," Russdll said in his smooth Southern drawl. "'l guess she's still hunting the
onethat got away."



Then we pulled up into adriveway and stopped at agate. A bearded vampire came up and
peered in the window, looking at al the occupants carefully. He was far more dert than the indifferent
guard at Alcide's apartment building. | heard an ectronic hum, and the gate opened. We went up a
driveway (I could hear the gravel crunching) and then we siwung around in front of amansion. It waslit
up like abirthday cake, and as Eric carefully extracted me from the limo, | could see we were under a
porte cochere that was as fancy asdl get-out. Even the carport had columns. | expected to see Vivian
Leigh come down the steps.

| had ablank moment again, and then we were in the foyer. The pain seemed to be fading away,
and its absence left me giddy.

Asthe master of thismansion, Russdll's return was a big event, and when the inhabitants smelled
fresh blood, they were doubly quick to comethronging. | felt like I'd landed in the middle of romance
cover modd contest. | had never seen so many cute men in one placein my life. But | could tell they
were not for me. Russall was like the gay vampire Hugh Hefner, and this was the Playboy Mansion, with
an emphasison the"boy."

"Water, water, everywhere, nor any drop to drink," | said, and Eric laughed out loud. That was
why | liked him, | thought rosily; he "got" me.

"Good, the shot'staking effect,” said awhite-haired man in asports shirt and pleated trousers.
He was human, and he might aswell have had a stethoscope tattooed around his neck, he was so clearly
adoctor. "Will you be needing me?"

"Why don't you stay for awhile?' Russdl suggested. " Josh will keep you company, I'm sure.”
| didn't get to see what Josh looked like, because Eric was carrying me upstairs then.

"Rhett and Scarlet,” | said.

"l don't understand,” Eric told me.

"Y ou haven't seen Gone with the Wind?' | was horrified. But then, why should avampire Viking
have seen that staple of the Southern mystique? But held read The Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner,
which | had worked my way through in high schoal. "Y ou'll have to watch it on video. Why am | acting
S0 stupid? Why am | not scared?”

"That human doctor gave you abig dose of drugs," Eric said, smiling down a me. "Now | am
carrying you to a bedroom so you can be healed.”

"He'shere" | told Eric.

Hiseyesflashed caution a me. "Russdll, yes. But I'm afraid that Alcide made lessthan astellar
choice, Sookie. He raced off into the night after the other attacker. He should have stayed with you."

"Screw him," | said expansively.
"He wishes, epecidly after seeing you dance.”

| wasn't fedling quite good enough to laugh, but it did cross my mind. "Giving me drugs maybe
wasn't such agreat idea," | told Eric. | had too many secrets to keep.

"I agree, but | am glad you're out of pain.”

Then we werein abedroom, and Eric was laying me on a gosh-to-goodness canopied



four-poster. He took the opportunity to whisper, "Be careful,” in my ear. And | tried to bore that thought
into my drug-addied brain. | might blurt out the fact that | knew, beyond a doubt, that Bill was
somewhere closeto me,

Chapter Ten

There was quite acrowd in the bedroom, | noticed. Eric had gotten me situated on the bed,
which was s0 high, | might need astepstool to get down. But it would be convenient for the hedling, | had
heard Russall comment, and | was beginning to worry about what condtituted "the healing.” Thelast time
I'd been involved in avampire "hedling,” the treatment had been what you might call nontraditiona.

"What's gonna happen?’' | asked Eric, who was standing at the side of the bed on my |eft,
non-wounded, side.

But it was the vampire who had taken his place to my right who answered. He had along, horsy
face, and his blond eyebrows and eyelashes were dmost invisible againgt his palor. His bare chest was
hairless, too. He was wearing apair of pants, which | suspected were vinyl. Even in the winter, they must
be, um, unbreathing. | wouldn't like to ped those suckers off. Thisvamp's saving grace was hislovely
graight pale hair, the color of white corn.

"Miss Stackhouse, thisisRay Don," Russell said.
"How de do." Good manners would make you welcome anywhere, my gran had waystold me.

"Pleased to meet you," he responded correctly. He had been raised right, too, though no telling
when that had been. "I'm not going to ask you how you're doing, cause | can seeyou got agreat big hole
inyour Sde

"Kind of ironic, isnt it, that it was the human that got staked,” | said socidly. | hoped | would see
that doctor again, because | sure wanted to ask him what he'd given me. It wasworth itsweight in gold.

Ray Don gave me adubious ook, and | redlized I'd just shot out of his comfort zone,
conversationdly. Maybe | could give Ray Don aWord of the Day cadendar, like Arlene gave me every
Chrigmas.

"I'll tell you what's going to happen, Sookie," Eric said. "Y ou know, when we gtart to feed and
our fangs come out, they release allittle anticoagulant?"

"Um-hum.”

"And when we are ready to finish feeding, the fangs release allittle coagulant and alittle trace of
the, the—"

"Stuff that hepsyou al hed so fast?'

"Yes, exactly."

"So, Ray Don isgoing to what?'

"Ray Don, his nest mates say, has an extrasupply of al these chemicasin hisbody. Thisishis



tdent.”
Ray Don beamed at me. He was proud of that.

"So hewill gart the process on avolunteer, and when he hasfed, he will begin cleaning your
wound and hedingit."

What Eric had left out of this narrative was that at some point during this process, the stake was
going to have to come out, and that no drug in the world could keep that from hurting like ason of a
bitch. | redized that in one of my few moments of clarity.

"Okay," | said. "Let's get the show on theroad.”

The volunteer turned out to be athin blond human teenager, who was no taller than me and
probably no wider in the shoulders. He seemed to be quite willing. Ray Don gave him abig kiss before
he bit him, which I could have done without, since I'm not into public displays of carna affection. (When
| say "big," | don't mean aloud smack, but the intense, moaning, tonsil-sucking kind.) When that was
done, to both their satisfactions, Blondie inclined his head to one side, and the taller Ray Don sank his
fangsin. There was much cleaving, and much panting—and even to drug-addled me, Ray Don'svinyl
pants didn't leave enough to the imagination.

Eric watched without apparent reaction. Vampires seem, asawhole, to be extremely tolerant of
any sexud preference; | guessthere aren't that many taboos when you've been dive afew hundred years.

When Ray Don drew back from Blondie and turned to face the bed, he had abloody mouth. My
euphoria evaporated as Eric ingtantly sat on the bed and pinned my shoulders. The Big Bad Thing was
coming.

"Look a me," he demanded. "Look at me, Sookie."

| felt the bed indent, and | assumed Ray Don was knedling beside it and leaning over to my
wound.

Therewasajar in thetorn flesh of my side that jolted me down to the marrow of my bones. | felt
the blood leave my face and felt hysteria bubbling up my throat like my blood was leaving the wound.

"Don', Sookie! Look at me!" Eric said urgently.
| looked down to see that Ray Don had grabbed the stake.
Next hewould ...

| screamed over and over, until | didn't have the energy. | met Eric'seyesas| felt Ray Don's
mouth sucking at the wound. Eric was holding my hands, and | wasdigging my nailsinto him likewe
were doing something else. Hewon't mind, | thought, as| realized I'd drawn blood.

And sure enough, he didn't. "Let go,” he advised me, and | loosened my grip on his hands. "No,
not of me," he said, smiling. "Y ou can hold on to me aslong as you want. Let go of the pain, Sookie. L et
go. Y ou need to drift away."

It wasthefirst time | had relinquished my will to someoneelse. As| looked at him, it became
easy, and | retreated from the suffering and uncertainty of this strange place.

The next thing | knew, | was awake. | wastucked in the bed, lying on my back, my formerly
beautiful dressremoved. | was sill wearing my belge lace underwear, which was good. Eric wasin the



bed with me, which was not. He was redly making ahabit of this. Hewaslying on hisside, hisarm
draped over me, one leg thrown over mine. His hair was tangled with my hair, and the srandswere
amogt indistinguishable, the color was so smilar. | contemplated that for awhile, in asort of misty,
drifting Sate.

Eric was having downtime. He wasin that absolutely immobile Sate into which vampires retrest
when they have nothing elseto do. It refreshesthem, | think, reduces the wear and tear of the world that
ceasdlesdy passesthem by, year after year, full of war and famine and inventionsthat they must learn
how to master, changing mores and conventions and styles that they must adopt in order tofitin. | pulled
down the coversto check out my side. | was till in pain, but it was greatly reduced. Therewas alarge
circle of scar tissue on the site of the wound. It was hot and shiny and red and somehow glossy.

"It's much better,” Eric said, and | gasped. | hadn't felt him rouse from his suspended animation.
Eric waswearing silk boxers. | would have figured him for a Jockey man.

"Thank you, Eric." | didn't carefor how shaky | sounded, but an obligation is an obligation.
"For what?' His hand gently stroked my stomach.

"For standing by mein the club. For coming here with me. For not leaving me donewith al these
people.”

"How grateful are you?' he whispered, his mouth hovering over mine. Hiseyeswere very dert
now, and his gaze was boring into mine,

"That kind of ruinsit, when you say something likethat,” | said, trying to keep my voice gentle.
"Y ou shouldn't want me to have sex with you just because | owe you."

"I don't redly care why you have sex with me, aslong asyou doiit,” he said, equaly gently. His
mouth was on mine then. Try as| might to stay detached, | wasn't too successful. For one thing, Eric had
had hundreds of yearsto practice his kissing technique, and he'd used them to good advantage. | snuck
my hands up to his shoulders, and | am ashamed to say | responded. As sore and tired as my body was,
it wanted what it wanted, and my mind and will were running far behind. Eric seemed to have six hands,
and they were everywhere, encouraging my body to haveitsway. A finger did under the dastic of my
(minimal) panties, and glided right into me.

| made anoise, and it was not anoise of rgection. The finger began moving in awonderful
rhythm. Eric's mouth seemed bent on sucking my tongue down histhroat. My hands were enjoying the
smooth skin and the muscles that worked undernegth it.

Then the window flew open, and Bubbacrawled in.
"Miss Sookie! Mr. Eric! | tracked you down!" Bubba was proud.

"Oh, good for you, Bubba," Eric said, ending the kiss. | clamped my hand on hiswrigt, and
pulled hishand away. He dlowed meto do it. | am nowhere near as strong as the weakest vampire.

"Bubba, have you been here the whole time? Here in Jackson?' | asked, once | had somewitsin
my head. It was agood thing Bubba had come in, though Eric didn't think so.

"Mr. Eric told meto stick with you," Bubba said smply. He settled into alow chair tastefully
upholstered in flowered material. He had adark lock of hair falling over hisforehead, and he was
wearing agold ring on every finger. "Y ou get hurt bad at that club, Miss Sookie?'



"It'salot better now," | said.

"I'm sorry | didn't do my job, but that little critter guarding the door wouldn't let mein. He didn't
seem to know who | was, if you can believe that."

Since Bubba himsdf hardly remembered who he was, and had ared fit when he did, maybeit
wasn't too surprising that a goblin wouldn't be current on American popular music.

"But | saw Mr. Eric carrying you out, so | followed you."
"Thank you, Bubba. That wasrea smart.”

He smiled, in adack and dim sort of way. "Miss Sookie, what you doing in bed with Mr. Ericif
Bill isyour boyfriend?'

"That'sared good question, Bubba," | said. | tried to Sit up, but | couldn't do it. | made alittle
pain sound, and Eric cursed in another language.

"I am going to give her blood, Bubba," Eric said. "Let metdl you what | need you to do."
"Sure," Bubba said agreeably.

"Since you got over the wal and into the house without being caught, | need you to search this
edtate. Wethink Bill is here somewhere. They are keeping him prisoner. Don't try to freehim. Thisisan
order. Come back here and tell uswhen you have found him. If they see you, don't run. Just don't say
anything. Nothing. Not about me, or Sookie, or Bill. Nothing more than, 'Hi, my nameis Bubba."

"Hi, my nameis Bubba."

"Right."

"Hi, my nameis Bubba."

"Yes. That'sfine. Now, you sneak, and you be quiet and invisble."

Bubbasmiled at us. "Yes, Mr. Eric. But after that, | gotta.go find me some food. I'm mighty
hungry.”

"Okay, Bubba. Go search now."

Bubba scrambled back out the window, which was on the second story. | wondered how he
was going to get to the ground, but if he'd gotten into the window, | was sure he could get out of it.

"Sookie," Eric said, right in my ear. "We could have along argument about you taking my blood,
and | know everything you would say. But thefact is, dawn iscoming. | don't know if you will be
alowed to stay the day here or not. | will haveto find shelter, here or elsewhere. | want you strong and
ableto defend yoursdlf; at least able to move quickly.”

"I know Bill ishere" | said, after 1'd thought this over for amoment. "And no matter what we
amost just did—thank God for Bubba—I need to find Bill. The best timeto get him out of here would
bewhileadl you vampires are adegp. Can hemove at al during the daytime?"

"If heknows heisin great danger, he may be able to stagger,” Eric said, dowly and thoughtfully.
"Now | am even more sure you will need my blood, because you need strength. He will need to be
covered thoroughly. Y ou will need to take the blanket off this bed; it's thick. How will you get him out of
here?'



"That'swhere you comein,” | said. "After we do this blood thing, you need to go get me a
car—acar with agreat big trunk, likeaLincoln or a Caddy. And you need to get the keysto me. And
you'll need to deep somewhere else. Y ou don't want to be here when they wake up and find their
prisoner isgone." Eric's hand was resting quietly on my stomach, and we were still wrapped up together
in the bedding. But the Stuation felt completely different.

"Sookie, where will you take him?"

"An underground place," | said uncertainly. "Hey, maybe Alcide's parking garage! That's better
than being out in the open.”

Eric sat up against the headboard. The silk boxerswere roya blue. He spread hislegsand |
could see up theleg hole. Oh, Lord. | had to close my eyes. He laughed.

"Sit up with your back againgt my chest, Sookie. That will make you more comfortable.”

He carefully eased me up againgt him, my back to his chest, and wrapped his arms around me. It
waslike leaning againgt afirm, cool, pillow. Hisright arm vanished, and | heard alittle crunch sound.
Then hiswrist gppeared in front of my face, blood running from the two woundsin his skin.

"Thiswill cureyou of everything,” Eric sad.

| hesitated, then derided myself for my foolish hesitation. | knew that the more of Eric'sblood |
had in me, the more he would know me. | knew that it would give him somekind of power over me. |
knew that | would be stronger for along time, and given how old Eric was, | would be very strong. |
would hedl, and | would fed wonderful. | would be more attractive. Thiswas why vampires were preyed
upon by Drainers, humans who worked in teamsto capture vamps, chain them with slver, and drain their
blood into vids, which sold for varying sums on the black market. Two hundred dollars had been the
going price for onevid last year; God knows what Eric's blood would bring, since he was so old.
Proving that provenance would definitely be aproblem for the Drainer. Draining was an extremely
hazardous occupation, and it was dso extremely illegal.

Ericwasgiving meagreet gift.

| have never been what you would call squeamish, thank goodness. | closed my mouth over the
little wounds, and | sucked.

Eric moaned, and | could tdll quickly that he was once again pleased to bein such close contact.
He began to move alittle, and therewasn't alot | could do about it. Hisleft arm was kegping me firmly
clamped againg him, and hisright arm was, after dl, feeding me. It was ill hard not to beicked out by
the process. But Eric was definitely having agood time, and since with every pull | felt better, it was hard
to argue with myself that thiswas abad thing to be doing. I tried not to think, and | tried not to move
mysdlf in response. | remembered the time I'd taken Bill's blood because | needed extra strength, and |
remembered Bill's reaction.

Eric pressed against me even harder, and suddenly he said, "Ohhhhh," and relaxed al over. | felt
wethess against my back, and | took one deep, last draw. Eric groaned again, adeep and guttural sound,
and his mouth trailed down the sde of my neck.

"Don't biteme," | said. | was holding on to the remnants of my sanity with difficulty. What had
excited me, | told mysdlf, was my memory of Bill; hisreaction when I'd bitten him, hisintense arousd.
Eric just happened to be here. | couldn't have sex with avampire, especidly Eric, just because | found
him attractive—not when there would be such dire consequences. | wasjust too strung out to enumerate
those consequences to mysdlf. | wasan adult, | told mysdlf sternly; true adults don't have sex just



because the other person is skilled and pretty.
Eric'sfangs scraped my shoulder.

| launched myself out of that bed like arocket. Intending to locate a bathroom, | flung open the
door to find the short brunette vampire, the one with the curly hair, standing just outside, hisleft arm
draped with clothes, hisright raised to knock.

"Well, look & you," he said, smiling. And he certainly was|ooking. He burned his candle a both
ends, apparently.

"Y ou needed to talk to me?' | leaned againgt the door frame, doing my best to look wan and
frall.

"Y es, after we cut your beautiful dress off, Russell figured you'd need some clothes. | happened
to havethesein my closst, and sncewerethesameheight ..."

"Oh," | said faintly. I'd never shared clotheswith aguy. "Wdll, thank you so much. Thisisvery
kind of you." And it was. He'd brought some swests (powder blue) and socks, and asilk bathrobe, and
even some fresh panties. | didn't want to think about that too closdly.

"Y ou seem better," the smal man said. His eyeswere admiring, but not in any red persona way.
Maybe I'd overestimated my charms.

"l amvery shaky," | said quietly. "I was up because | was on my way to the bathroom.”

Curly'sbrown eyesflared, and | could tell he waslooking at Eric over my shoulder. Thisview
definitdly was more to histaste, and his smile became frankly inviting. "Lef, would you liketo share my
coffin today?' he asked, practicaly batting his eyelashes.

| didn't dareturnto look at Eric. There was a patch on my back that was il wet. | was
suddenly disgusted with myself. I'd had thoughts about Alcide, and more than had thoughts about Eric. |
was not pleased with my moral fiber. It was no excusethat | knew Bill had been unfaithful to me, or at
least it wasn't much of an excuse. It was probably aso not an excuse that being with Bill had accustomed
me to regular, spectacular sex. Or not much of an excuse.

It wastimeto pull my mora socks up and behave mysdlf. Just deciding that made me fed better.

"I haveto run an errand for Sookie," Eric wastelling the curly-haired vamp. "1 am not sure I'll
return before daybresk, but if | do, you can be sure I'll seek you out.” Eric wasflirting back. Whileal this
repartee was flying around me, | pulled on the silk robe, which was black and pink and white, dl flowers.
It was redly outstanding. Curly spared me aglance, and seemed more interested than he had when I'd
just appeared in my undies.

"Yum," hesad amply.
"Again, thanks" | said. "Could you tdl me where the nearest bathroom is?'
He pointed down the hall to a haf-open door.

"Excuseme," | said to both of them, and reminded mysdlf to walk dowly and carefully, asif |
was gtill in pain, as| made my way down the hall. Past the bathroom, by maybe two doors, | could see
the head of the staircase. Okay, | knew the way out now. That was actualy acomfort.

The bathroom wasjust aregular old bathroom. It wasfull of the stuff that usudly clutters



bathrooms: hair dryers, hot curlers, deodorant, shampoo, styling gel. Some makeup. Brushes and combs
and razors.

Though the counter was clean and orderly, it was apparent severa people shared the room. |
waswilling to bet Russdll Edgington's persond bathroom looked nothing like thisone. | found some
bobby pins and secured my hair on top of my head, and | took the quickest shower on record. Since my
hair had just been washed that morning, which now seemed years ago and took forever to dry besides, |
wasglad to skip it in favor of scrubbing my skin vigoroudy with the scented soap in the built-in dish.
There were clean towelsin the closet, which was arelief.

| was back in the bedroom within fifteen minutes. Curly was gone, Eric was dressed, and Bubba
was back.

Eric did not say one word about the embarrassing incident that had taken place between us. He
eyed the robe appreciatively but slently.

"Bubba has scoped out the territory, Sookie," Eric said, clearly quoting.

Bubbawas smiling hisdightly lopsided smile. He was pleased with himself. "Miss Sookie, | found
Bill," he sad triumphantly. "He ain't in such good shape, but he'sdive.”

| sank into a chair with no forewarning. | was just lucky it was behind me. My back was il
sraight—but dl of asudden, | was Sitting instead of standing. It was one more strange sensationin a
night full of them.

When | was ableto think of anything else, | noticed vaguely that Eric's expresson wasa
bewildering blend of things: pleasure, regret, anger, satisfaction. Bubba just |ooked happy.

"Whereishe?' My voice didn't even sound like my own.

"Theresabig building in back of here, like afour-car garage, but it's got gpartments on top of it
and aroomto thesde.”

Russdl liked to keep his help handy.
"Arethere other buildings? Could | get confused?'

"Theresaswimming pool, Miss Sookie, and it'sgot alittle building right by it for peopleto
changeinto their bathing suits. And theré'sagreat big toolshed, | think that'swhat it'sfor, but it's separate
from the garage.”

Eric said, "What part of the garage is he being kept in?’

Bubba said, "Theroom to theright side. I think maybe the garage used to be stables, and the
room iswhere they kept the saddles and stuff. It isn't too big.”

"How many arein there with him?" Eric was asking some good questions. | could not get over
Bubba's assurance that Bill was dtill dive and that | wasvery closeto him.

"They got three in there right now, Mr. Eric, two men and one woman. All three are vamps.
She'sthe onewith the knife.”

| shrank insde mysdf. "Knife," | said.
"Yesm, she's cut him up pretty bad."



Thiswas no timeto fdter. I'd been priding myself on my lack of squeamishness earlier. Thiswas
the moment to prove I'd been telling the truth to mysdif.

"He'sheld out thislong,” | said.

"Hehas," Eric agreed. "Sookie, | will goto get acar. I'll try to park it back there by the stables.”
"Do you think they'll et you back in?!

"If | take Bernard with me."

"Bermnard?'

"Thelittle one" Eric smiled a me, and hisown smilewasalittle lopsded.

"Youmean ... Oh, if you take Curly with you, they'll let you back in because he lives here?”’
"Yes. But | may haveto say here. With him."

"Y ou couldnt, ah, get out of it?

"Maybe, maybe not. | don't want to be caught here, rising, when they discover Bill isgone, and
youwith him."

"Miss Sookie, they'll put werewolvesto guarding him during the day."
We both looked at Bubba smultaneoudly.

"Those werewolves that have been on your trail? They'll be guarding Bill when the vampsgo to

deep.”
"But tonight isthe full moon,” | said. "They'll be worn out whenit'stheir turn to take over. If they
show up at dl.”

Eric looked at me with some surprise. "Y ou'reright, Sookie. Thisisthe best opportunity we're
goingto get."

Wetdked it over some more; perhaps | could act very weak and hole up in the house, waiting
for ahuman dly of Eric'sto arrive from Shreveport. Eric said he would call the minute he got out of the
immediate area, on hiscell phone.

Eric sad, "Maybe Alcide could lend ahand tomorrow morning.”

| haveto admit, | wastempted by theideaof cdling himin again. Alcide was big and tough and
competent, and something hidden and weak in me suggested that surely Alcide would be able to manage
everything better than | would. But my conscience gave an enormoustwinge. Alcide, | argued, could not
be involved further. Hed done hisjob. He had to dedl with these peoplein abusinessway, and it would
ruin him if Russdll figured out his part in the escape of Bill Compton.

We couldn't spend any moretimein discussion, because it lacked only two hours until dawn.
With alot of details till loose, Eric went to find Curly—Bernard—and coyly request his company on an
errand to obtain acar | assumed he intended to rent, and what car rental place would be open at this
hour was amystery to me, but Eric didn't seem to anticipate any trouble. | tried to dismiss my doubts
from my mind. Bubba agreed to go over Russell'swall again, as held entered, and find aplace to go to
ground for the day. Only the fact that thiswas the night of the full moon had saved Bubbaslife, Eric said,
and | waswilling to believeit. The vampire guarding the gate might be good, but he couldn't be



everywhere.

My job wasto play weak until day, when the vampires would retire, and then somehow get Bill
out of the stable and into the trunk of the car Eric would provide. They'd have no reason to stop me from
leaving.

"Thisismaybe theworst plan | have ever heard,” Eric said.
"Y ou got that right, but it'sal we have."
"You'l do great, Miss Sookie," Bubbatold me encouragingly.

That'swhat | needed, a positive attitude. "Thank you, Bubba," | said, trying to sound as grateful
as| fet. | wasenergized by Eric'sblood. | felt like my eyes were shooting sparks and my hair was
floating around my head in a€lectric hao.

"Don't get too carried away," Eric advised. He reminded me that this was acommon problem
with people who ingested black-market vampire blood. They attempted crazy things since they felt so
strong, so invincible, and sometimes they just weren't up to the attempted feat—Iike the guy who tried to
fight awhole gang a once, or the woman who took on an oncoming train. | took adeep breeth, trying to
impress hiswarning on my brain. What | wanted to do was lean out the window and seeif | could crawl
up thewall to the roof. Wow, Eric's blood was awesome. That was aword I'd never used before, but it
was accurate. 1'd never realized what a difference there would be between taking Bill's blood and taking
Erics

There was aknock at the door, and we al looked at it asif we could seethroughiit.

In an amazingly short time, Bubba was out the window, Eric was Sitting in the chair by the bed,
and | wasin the bed trying to look weak and shaky.

"Comein," Eric caled in ahushed voice, as befitted the companion of someone recuperating
from aterrible wound.

It was Curly—that is, Bernard. Bernard was wearing jeans and a dark red swester, and he
looked good enough to eat. | closed my eyes and gave myself astern lecture. The blood infusion had
made mevery lively.

"How isshedoing?' Bernard asked, almost whispering. "Her color is better.”
"Still in pain, but heding, thanksto the generosity of your king."

"Hewasglad to doit,” Bernard said courteoudly. "But he will be, ah, best pleased if she can
leave on her own tomorrow morning. Heis sure by then her boyfriend will be back at his gpartment after
he has enjoyed the moon tonight. | hope this doesn't seem too brusque?”

"No, | can understand his concern,” Eric said, being polite right back.

Apparently, Russdll was afraid that | would stay for severd days, cashing in on my act of
heroism. Russdll, unused to having human femal e houseguests, wanted me to go back to Alcide, when he
was sure Alcide would be able to see after me. Russdll was alittle uneasy about an unknown woman
wandering around his compound during the day, when he and al his retinue would be in their deep deep.

Russdll was quite right to worry about this.

"Then I'll go get her acar and park it in the areato the rear of the house, and she can drive



hersdf out tomorrow. If you can arrange that shelll have safe passage through the front gates—I assume
they are guarded during the day?—I will have fulfilled my obligation to my friend Alcide."

"That sounds very reasonable," Bernard said, giving me afraction of the smilehewasaming a
Eric. | didnt returnit. | closed my eyeswearily. "I'll leave word at the gate when we go. My car okay?
It'sjust alittle old egg-besater, but it'll get usto ... where did you want to go?"

"I'll tell you when we're on the road. It's close to the home of afriend of mine. He knows aman
who'll loan methe car for aday or two."

Widl, hed found away to obtain acar without a paper trail. Good.

| felt movement to my left. Eric bent over me. | knew it was Eric, because hisblood insde me
informed me so0. Thiswasredly scary, and thiswaswhy Bill had warned me againgt taking blood from
any vampire other than him. Too late. Rock and a hard place.

He kissed my cheek in achaste, friend-of-the-boyfriend way. " Sookie," he said very quietly.
"Can you hear me?'

| nodded just atrifle.

"Good. Ligten, | am going to get you acar. I'll leave the keys up here by the bed when | get
back. In the morning, you need to drive out of here and back to Alcide's. Do you understand?

| nodded again. "Bye," | said, trying to make my voice drowsy. "Thank you."
"My pleasure," he said, and | heard the edge in hisvoice. With an effort, | kept my face straight.

It'shard to credit, but | actually fell adeep after they left. Bubba had evidently obeyed, and gone
over the fence to arrange shelter for the day. The mansion became very quiet asthe night'sreveries drew
to aclose. | supposed the werewolves were off having their last howl somewhere. As| was drifting off, |
wondered how the other shape-shifters had fared. What did they do with their clothes? Tonight's drama
at Club Dead had been afluke; | was sure they had anormal procedure. | wondered where Alcide was.
Maybe he had caught that son of abitch Newlin.

| woke up when | heard the chink of keys.

"I'm back," Eric said. Hisvoice was very quiet, and | had to open my eyesalittle to make sure
he was actudly there. "It'sawhite Lincoln. | parked out by the garage; there wasn't room inside, which is
ared pity. They wouldn't let me get any closer to confirm what Bubbasaid. Are you hearing me?'

| nodded.

"Good luck." Eric hestated. "If | can disentangle mysdlf, I'll meet you in the parking garage at first
dark tonight. If you aren't there, I'll go back to Shreveport.”

| opened my eyes. The room was dark, ill; | could see Eric's skin glowing. Minewas, too. That
scared the tar out of me. | had just stopped glowing from taking Bill's blood (in an emergency Situation),
when here came another crisis, and now | was shining like adisco bal. Life around vampires was just
one continuous emergency, | decided.

"Well tak later," Eric said ominoudly.
"Thanksfor thecar," | said.

Eric looked down at me. He seemed to have a hickey on his neck. | opened my mouth, and then



shut it again. Better not to comment.
"I don' like having fedlings," Eric sad coldly, and he lft.

That was atough exit line to top.

Chapter Eleven

Therewasalineof light in the sky when | crept out of the mansion of the king of Mississppi. It
was alittle warmer this morning, and the sky was dark with not just night, but rain. | had alittleroll of my
belongings under my arm. Somehow my purse and my black velvet shawl had madeit hereto the
mangon from the nightclub, and | had rolled my high hedlsin the shawl. The purse did havethe key to
Alcide's gpartment in it, the one hed loaned me, so | felt reassured that | could find shelter there if need
be. I had the blanket from the bed folded neatly under my other arm. I'd made the bed up, so itsloss
would not be obviousfor alittlewhile,

What Bernard had not loaned me was ajacket. When I'd snuck out, 1'd snagged adark blue
quilted jacket that had been hanging on the banigter. | felt very guilty. 1'd never stolen anything before.
Now | had taken the blanket and the jacket. My conscience was protesting vigoroudly.

When | considered what | might have to do to get out of this compound, taking ajacket and a
blanket seemed pretty mild. | told my conscience to shut up.

As| crept through the cavernous kitchen and opened the back door, my feet were diding around
in the dastic-gded dippers Bernard had included in the bundle of clothes held brought to my room. The
socks and dippers were better than teetering in the hedls, by along shot.

| hadn't seen anyone so far. | seemed to have hit the magic time. Almogt al the vampires were
securdly inther coffins, or beds, or in the ground, or whatever the heck they did during the day. Almost
all the Were creatures, of whatever persuasion, were not back from their last night's binge or were
dready deeping it off. But | was vibrating with tension, because at any moment thisluck might run out.

Behind the mansion, there was indeed asmallish swimming pool, covered for the winter by a
huge black tarp. It had weighted edges that extended far beyond the actual perimeter of the pool. The
tiny pool house was completely dark. | moved silently down a pathway created with uneven flagstones,
and after | passed through agap in adense hedge, | found mysdlf in a paved area. With my enhanced
vison, | was ableto seeingtantly that | had found the courtyard in front of the former stables. It wasa
large edifice sded with white clapboards, and the second story (where Bubba had spotted apartments)
had gable-style windows. Though hiswasthe fanciest garage | had ever seen, the baysfor carsdid not
have doors, but open archways. | could count four vehicles parked inside, from the limo to a Jeep. And
there, on theright, instead of afifth archway, there wasasolid wall, and init, adoor.

Bill, I thought. Bill. My heart was pounding now. With an overwheming sense of rdlief, | spotted
the Lincoln parked close to the door. | turned the key in the driver's door, and it clicked open. When |
opened the door, the dome light came on, but there didn't seem to be anyone here to seeit. | tucked my
little bundle of belongings on the passenger seet, and | eased the driver's door dmost shut. | found alittle
switch and turned off the dome light. | took a precious minute to look at the dashboard, though | was so
excited and terrified, it was hard to focus. Then | went to the rear of the vehicle and unlocked the trunk.



It wasjust huge—but not clean, liketheinterior. | had the ideathat Eric had gathered up al the large
contents and tossed them in the trash, leaving the bottom littered with cigarette rolling papers, plastic
bags, and spots of white powder on the floor. Hmmm. Well, okay. That couldn't be too important. Eric
had stuck in two bottles of blood, and I moved them over to one side. The trunk was dirty, yes, but clear
of anything that would cause Bill discomfort.

| took a deep breath, and clutched the blanket to my chest. Wrapped in itsfolds was the stake
that had hurt me so badly. It was the only weapon | had, and despite its grisly appearance (it was il
stained with my blood and alittle tissue), | had retrieved it from the wastebasket and brought it with me.
After dl, | knew for sureit could cause damage.

The sky was ashade lighter, but when | felt raindrops on my face, | felt confident the darkness
would last alittle longer. | skulked my way to the garage. Creeping around surely |ooked suspicious, but
| smply could not make mysdf stride purposefully over to the door. The gravel made silence dmost
impossible, but ill | tried to step lightly.

| put my ear to the door, listened with al my enhanced ability. | was picking up nothing. At least |
knew there was no human insde. Turning the knob dowly, easing it back into position after | pushed, |
stepped into the room.

The floor was wooden, and covered with stains. The smedll was awful. | knew immediaey that
Russdll had used thisroom for torture before. Bill wasin the center of the room, lashed to a straight-back
chair by slver chains.

After the confused emotions and unfamiliar surroundings of the past few days, | fdlt like the world
suddenly cameinto focus.

Everything was clear. Herewas Bill. | would save him.

And after I'd had agood look at him in the light of the naked bulb hanging from the ceiling, |
knew | would do anything to save him.

| had never imagined anything so bad.

There were burn marks under the silver chains, which were draped al around him. | knew that
slver caused unremitting agony to avampire, and my Bill was suffering that now. He had been burned
with other things, and cut, cut more than he could heal. He had been starved, and he had been denied
deep. Hewas dumped over now, and | knew he was taking what respite he could while his tormenters
were gone. Hisdark hair was matted with blood.

There were two doors leading out of the windowless room. One, to my right, led to adormitory
of sorts. | could see some beds through the open doorway. There was a man passed out on one, just
sprawled across the cot fully clothed. One of the werewolves, back after his monthly toot. He was
snoring, and there were dark smears around his mouth that | didn't want to look at more closdly. |
couldn't seethe rest of theroom, so | couldn't be sureif there were others; it would be smart to assume
there were.

The door at the rear of the room led farther back into the garage, perhapsto the stairs going up
to the gpartments. | couldn't spare thetimeto investigate. | had afedling of urgency, impelling meto get
Bill out asfast as| could. | wastrembly with the need to hurry. So far, | had encountered enormous luck.
| couldn't count on its holding.

| took two steps closer to Bill.



| knew when he smdled me, redized it was me.

His head snapped up and his eyes blazed a me. A terrible hope shone on hisfilthy face. | held up
afinger; | stepped quietly over to the open door to the dormitory, and gently, gently, did it dmost shuit.
Then | glided behind him, looking down &t the chains. There were two small padlocks, like the onesyou
put on your locker a school, holding the chainstogether. "Key?" | breathed in Bill's ear. He had an
unbroken finger, and that was the one he used to point at the door I'd comein by. Two keyshung on a
nail by the door, quite high from the floor, and dwaysin Bill'ssght. Of course they'd think of that. | put
the blanket and stake on the floor by Bill'sfeet. | crept across the stained floor, and reached up asfar as
| could gtrain. | couldn't reach the keys. A vampire who could float would be able to get them. |
reminded myself | was strong, strong from Eric's blood.

There was a shelf on the wall that held interesting things like pokers and pincers. Pincerdl | stood
on my tiptoes and lifted them off the shdf, trying hard to keep my gorge from risng when | saw they were
crusted with—oh, horrible stuff. | held them up, and they were very heavy, but I managed to clamp them
on the keys, work them forward off the nail, and lower the pincers until | could take the keysfrom their
pointed ends. | exndled agiant Sigh of relief, as slently as you can exhade. That hadn't been so hard.

Infact, that wasthe last easy thing | encountered. | began the horrible task of unwrapping Bill,
whiletrying to keep the movement of the chainsassilent as| could. It was oddly difficult to unwind the
shiny rope of links. In fact, they seemed to be sticking to Bill, whose whole body wasrigid with tension.

Then | understood. He was trying not to scream out loud as the chains were pulled out of his
charred flesh. My stomach lurched. | had to stop my task for afew precious seconds, and | had to inhale
very carefully. If it wasthis hard for me to witness his agony, how much harder must it be for Bill to
endureit?

| braced up my mentd fortitude, and | began working again. My grandmother alwaystold me
women could do whatever they had to do, and once again, she wasright.

Therewereliterdly yards of slver chain, and the careful unwinding took moretimethan | liked.
Any timewas moretimethan | liked. The danger lurked right over my shoulder. | was breathing disaster,
in and out, with every breath. Bill was very weak, and struggling to stay awake now that the sun had
risen. It helped that the day was so dark, but he would not be able to move much when the sun was high,
no matter how dreary the day.

Thelast bit of chain did to thefloor.

"You haveto stand up,” | said in Bill'sear. "Y ou just haveto. | know it hurts. But | can't carry
you." At leadt, | didn't think | could. "Theresabig Lincoln outside, and the trunk is open. I'm putting you
in the trunk, wrapped in this blanket, and we're driving out of here. Understand, babe?!

Bill'sdark head moved afraction of an inch.
Right then our luck ran out.

"Who the hell are you?" asked a heavily accented voice. Someone had come through the door at
my back

Bill flinched under my hands. | whirled to face her, dipping to pick up the stake as | did so, and
then shewas on me,

| had talked mysdlf into believing they were dl in their coffinsfor the day, but this one was doing
her best to kill me.



| would have been dead in aminute if she hadn't been as shocked as | was. | twisted my arm
from her grasp and pivoted around Bill in hischair. Her fangswere dl out, and she was snarling at me
over Bill'shead. Shewasablond, like me, but her eyes were brown and her build was smdller; shewas
atiny woman. She had dried blood on her hands, and | knew it was Bill's. A flame started up inside me. |
could fed it flicker through my eyes.

"Y ou mugt be hislittle human bitch whore," she said. "He wasfucking me, dl thistime, you
understand. The minute he saw me, he forgot about you, except for pity."

Wéll, Lorenawasn't elegant, but she knew whereto sink the verba knife. | batted the words
aside, because she wanted to distract me. | shifted my grip on the stake to be ready, and she legped
across Bill to land on top of me.

As she moved, without a conscious decision | whipped up the stake and pointed it a an angle.
As she came down on me, the sharp point went in her chest and out the other side. Then we were on the
floor. | was il gripping the end of the stake, and she was holding hersdlf off of mewith her arms. She
looked down at thewood in her chest, astonished. Then she looked in my eyes, her mouth agape, her
fangsretracting. "No," she said. Her eyeswent dull.

| used the stake to push her to my left side, and | scrambled up off thefloor. | was panting, and
my hands shook violently. She didn't move. The whole incident had been so swift and so quiet that it
hardly felt redl.

Bill'seyeswent from the thing on the floor to me. His expresson was unreadable. "Wdll," | told
him, "I killed her ass"

Then | was on my knees beside her, trying not to vomit.

It took me more precious seconds to regain control of mysalf. | had agoal | had to meet. Her
death would not do me abit of good if | couldn't get Bill out of here before someone else camein. Since
| had done something so horrible, I had to get something, some advantage out of it.

It would be a smart thing to concedl the body—uwhich was beginning to shrivel—but that had to
take second place to removing Bill. | wrapped the blanket around his shoulders as he sat dumped in the
stained chair. 1'd been afraid to look at hisface sncel'd done thisthing.

"That was Lorena?' | whispered in Bill's ear, plagued by a sudden doubt. " She did thisto you?”
He gavethat tiny nod again.
Ding dong, the witch was dead.

After apause, while| waited to fed something, the only thing | could think of was asking Bill why
someone named Lorenawould have aforeign accent. That was dumb, so | forgot about it.

"Y ou got to wake up. Y ou got to stay awaketill | get youinthe car, Bill." | wastrying to keep a
menta eye open for the Weresin the next room. One of them began snoring behind the closed door, and
| felt the mental stir of another, one | hadn't been able to spot. | froze for several seconds, before | could
fed that mind settle into a deep pattern again. | took a deep, deep breath and pulled aflap of blanket
over Bill'shead. Then | got hisleft arm draped around my neck, and | heaved. He came up out of the
chair, and though he gave aragged hiss of pain, he managed to shuffle to the door. | was more than half
carrying him, so | was glad to stop there and grab the knob and twist it. Then | aimost lost hold of him,
gnce hewasliteraly deeping on hisfest.



Only the danger that we would be caught was stimulating him enough to afford movement.

The door opened, and | checked to make sure the blanket, which happened to be fuzzy and
ydlow, completdy covered his head. Bill moaned and went amost completely limp when hefelt the
sunlight, wesk and watery asit was. | began talking to him under my bresth, cursing him and challenging
him to move, telling him | could keep him awake if that bitch Lorenacould, telling him | would beat him
up if hedidn't makeit to the car.

Finaly, with atremendous effort that left me trembling, | got Bill to the trunk of the car. | pushed
it open. "Bill, just St onthelip here™ | told him, tugging a him until he was facing me and Stting on the
edge of thetrunk. But the life left him completely at that point, and he smply collapsed backward. Ashe
folded into the space, he made a deep pain noise that tore at my heart, and then he was absolutely slent
and limp. It was dwaysterrifying to see Bill die like that. | wanted to shake him, scream at him, pound on
his ched.

Therewas no point in any of that.

| made mysdf shovedl the sticking-out bits—aleg, an arm—into the trunk with him, and then |
closadit. | dlowed mysdf the luxury of amoment of intenserelief.

Standing in the dim daylight in the deserted courtyard, | conducted a brief inner debate. Should |
attempt to hide L orenas body? Would such an effort be worth the time and energy?

| changed my mind about six timesin the course of thirty seconds. | finaly decided that yeah, it
might beworth it. If there was no body to see, the Weres might suppose that Lorena had taken Bill
somewhere for alittle extra torture sesson. And Russell and Betty Joe would be dead to the world and
unavailableto giveingructions. | had no illusionsthat Betty Joe would be grateful enough to meto spare
me, if | should get caught right now. A somewhat quicker desth would be the most | could hopefor.

My decision reached, back into that awful bloodstained room | went. Misery had soaked into the
walls, dong with the gains. | wondered how many humans, Weres, and vampires had been held prisoner
inthisroom. Gathering up the chainsas sllently as | could, | suffed them in Lorenas blouse, so anyone
checking out the room might assume they were still around Bill. | looked around to seeif there was any
more cleanup | needed to do. There was so much blood in the room aready, L orena's made no
difference.

Timeto get her out of there.

To keep her hedlsfrom dragging and making noise, | had to lift her onto my shoulder. | had never
done such athing, and the procedure was awkward. Lucky for me she was so smdl, and lucky I'd
practiced blocking things out of my mind al these years. Otherwise, the way Lorena dangled, completely
limp, and the way she was beginning to flake away, would have fresked me out. | gritted my teeth, to
hold back the bubble of hysteria starting up my throat.

It wasraining heavily as| carried the body to the pool. Without Eric's blood, | could never have
lifted the welghted edge of the pool cover, but | managed it with one hand and pushed what was |eft of
Lorenainto the pool with one foot. | was aware at any second that someone could look out the windows
at the back of the mansion and see me, redize what | was doing—nbut if any of the humanslivingin the
house did so, they decided to keep silent.

| was beginning to fed overwhelmingly weary. | trudged back down the flagstone path through
the hedgeto the car. | leaned on it for aminute, just breathing, gathering mysdf. Then | gotinthe driver's
seat, and turned the key in the ignition. The Lincoln wasthe biggest car I'd ever driven, and one of the



most luxurious cars 1'd ever beenin, but just a the moment | could take no interest or pleasureiniit. |
buckled my seat belt, adjusted the mirror and the seat, and looked at the dashboard carefully. | was
going to need the windshield wipers, of course. This car wasanew one, and the lights came on
automaticdly, so that was onelessworry.

| took adeep breath. Thiswas at least phase three of the rescue of Bill. It was scary how much
of this had happened by sheer chance, but the best-laid plans never take every happenstance into
account anyway. Not possible. Generdly, my planstended to bewhat | called roomy.

| swung the car around and drove out of the courtyard. The drive swept in agraceful curve and
went across the front of the main building. For thefirst time, | saw the facade of the mansion. It wasas
beautiful—white painted sding, huge columns—as | had imagined. Russell had spent a pretty penny
renovating the place.

The driveway wound through grounds that till looked manicured even in their winter brown
sate, but that long driveway was al too short. | could see the wal ahead of me. Therewasthe
checkpoint at the gate, and it was manned. | was swegting despite the cold.

| stopped just before the gate. There was alittle white cubicle to one side, and it was glassfrom
waist level up. It extended insde and outside the wall, so guards could check both incoming and outgoing
vehicles. | hoped it was heated, for the sake of the two Weres on duty. Both of them were wearing their
leathers and looking mighty grumpy. They'd had a hard night, no doubt abouit it. As| pulled to astop, |
resisted an amost overwhelming temptation to plow right through those gates. One of the Weres came
out. Hewas carrying arifle, so it was agood thing | hadn't acted on that impulse.

"l guess Bernard told you al I'd be leaving thismorning?' | said, after I'd rolled down my
window. | atempted asmile.

"Y ou the one who got staked last night?' My questioner was surly and stubbly, and he smelled
like awet dog.

"V egh”
"How you feding?"

"Better, thank you."

"Y ou coming back for the crucifixion?"

Surdly | hadn't heard him right. "Excuse me?' | asked faintly.

His companion, who'd cometo stand in the hut's door, said, "Doug, shut up.”

Doug glowered a hisfdlow Were, but he shrugged after the glower didn't have any effect.
"Okay, you're cleared to go."

The gates opened, way too dowly to suit me. When they were wide, and the Weres had stepped
back, | drove sedatdly through. | suddenly realized | had no ideawhich way to go, but it seemed correct
to turn left, snce | wanted to head back to Jackson. My subconscious was telling me we had turned right
to enter the driveway the night before.

My subconsciouswas abig fét liar.

After five minutes, | wasfairly positivel waslog, and the sun continued to rise, naturally, even
through the mass of clouds. | couldn't remember how well the blanket covered Bill, and | wasn't sure



how light-tight the trunk would be. After al, safe transportation of vampires was not something the
carmakerswould cover intheir list of specs.

On the other hand, | told mysdlf, the trunk would have to be waterproof—that was sure
important—so light-proof couldn't be far behind. Nonetheless, it seemed vitally important to find adark
place to park the Lincoln for the remaining hours of the day. Though every impulsetold meto drive hard
and get asfar away from the mansion as| could, just in case someone went checking for Bill and put two
and two together, | pulled over to the side of the road and opened the glove compartment. God bless
Americal There wasamap of Mississppi with an inset for Jackson.

Which would have helped if I'd had any ideawhere | was at the moment.
People making desperate escapes aren't supposed to get lost.

| took afew deep breaths. | pulled back out into the road and drove on until | saw abusy gas
gation. Though the Lincoln's tank was full (thank you, Eric) | pulled in and parked at one of the pumps.
The car on the other side was ablack Mercedes, and the woman pumping the gas was an
intelligent-looking middle-aged woman dressed in casud, comfortable, nice clothes. As| got the
windshield squeegee out of itsvat of water, | said, ™Y ou wouldn't happen to know how to get back to
[-20 from here, would you?'

"Oh, sure," she said. She smiled. She wasthe kind of person who just lovesto help other people,
and | was thanking my lucky stars I'd spotted her. "Thisis Madison, and Jackson is south of here. I-55is
maybe amile over that way." She pointed west. "Y ou take 1-55 south, and you'll run right into 1-20. Or,
you could take ..."

| was about to be overloaded with information. " Oh, that sounds perfect. Let mejust do that, or
I'll losetrack.”

"Sure, glad | could help.”
"Oh, you surely did.”

We beamed at each other, just two nice women. | had to fight an impulseto say, "Theresa
tortured vampirein my trunk,” out of sheer giddiness. | had rescued Bill, and | was dive, and tonight we
would be on our way back to Bon Temps. Life would be wonderfully trouble-free. Except, of course, for
desling with my unfaithful boyfriend, finding out if the werewolf's body we'd disposed of in Bon Temps
had been found, waiting to hear the same about the werewolf who'd been stuffed in Alcide's closet, and
waiting for the reaction of the queen of Louisanato Bill'sindiscretion with Lorena. His verba
indiscretion: | didn't think for one minute that she would care about his sexud activities.

Other than that, we were hunky-dory.

"Sufficient unto the day isthe evil thereof,” | told mysdlf. That had been Gran'sfavorite Bible
guotation. When | was about nine, 1'd asked her to explain that to me, and she'd said, "Don't go looking
for trouble; it'saready looking for you."

Bearing that in mind, | cleared my menta decks. My next goa was ssimply to get back to Jackson
and the shelter of the garage. | followed the ingtructions the kind woman had given me, and | had the
relief of entering Jackson within ahaf hour.

| knew if | could find the Sate capitol, | could find Alcide's apartment building. | hadn't alowed
for oneway streets, and | hadn't been paying awful close attention to directions when Alcide gave me my
little tour of downtown Jackson. But there aren't that many five-story buildingsin the whole state of



Mississippi, evenin the capita. After atense period of cruising, | spotted it.
Now, | thought, all my troubleswill be over. Isn't it dumb to think that? Ever?

| pulled into the area by the little guard cubicle, where you had to wait to be recognized while the
guy flipped the switch, or punched the button, or whatever made the barrier lift up. | wasterrified he
might deny me entrance because | didn't have aspecid sticker, like Alcide did on histruck.

The man wasn't there. The cubicle was empty. Surely that waswrong? | frowned, wondering
whét to do. But here the guard came, in his heavy brown uniform, trudging up the ramp. When he saw |
was waliting, he looked stricken, and hurried up to the car. | Sighed. | would have to talk to him after dll. |
pushed the button that would lower my window.

"I'm sorry | was away from my post,” he said instantly. "1 had to, ah ... persona needs”
| had alittle leverage here.

"l had to go borrow meacar," | said. "Can | get atemporary sticker?' | looked at him in away
that clued him into my mindset. That look said, "Don't hasse me about getting the sticker, and | won't
say aword about you leaving your post.”

"Y es, maam. That's gpartment 5047
"Y ou have awonderful memory,” | said, and his seamed face flushed.

"Part of thejob," he said noncha antly, and handed me alaminated number that | stuck on the
dashboard. "If you'l just hand that in when you leave for good, please? Or if you plan on staying, you'll
haveto fill out aform we can have onfile, and well giveyou agticker. Actudly,” hesaid, sumbling a
little, embarrassed, "Mr. Herveaux will havetofill it out, asthe property owner."

"Sure," | said. "No problem.” | gave him a cheery wave, and he retreated to the cubicleto raise
the barrier.

| droveinto the dark parking garage, fedling that rush of relief that follows clearing amajor
hurdle.

Reaction st in. | was shaking all over when | took the keys out of theignition. | thought | saw
Alcide's pickup over acouple of rows, but | had parked as deeply in the garage as| could—in the
darkest corner, away from dl the other cars, asit happened. Thiswas asfar as| had planned. | had no
ideawhat to do next. | hadn't really believed | would get thisfar. | leaned back in the comfortable seat
just for aminute, to relax and stop shaking before | got out. 1'd had the heater on full blast during my
drive from the mansion, so it was toasty warm inside the car.

When | woke up, 1'd been adeep for hours.

The car was cold, and | was colder, despite the stolen quilted jacket. | got out of the driver's seat
diffly, stretching and bending to relieve cramped joints.

Maybe | should check on Bill. He had gotten rolled around in the trunk, | was sure, and | needed
to make sure he was covered.

Actudly, | just wanted to see him again. My heart actudly best fagter at the thought. | was area
idiot.

| checked my distance from the weak sunlight at the entrance; | waswell away. And | had



parked so the trunk opening was pointed away from that bit of sunlight.

Yielding to temptation, | stepped around to the back of the car. | turned the key in the lock,
pulled it out and popped it in my jacket pocket, and watched asthelid rose.

Inthedim garage, | couldn't seetoo well, and it was hard to make out even the fuzzy yelow
blanket. Bill appeared to be preity well concealed. | bent over alittle more, so | could arrange afold
further over hishead. | had only asecond'swarning, a scuff of ashoe against the concrete, and then | felt
aforceful shove from behind.

| fell into the trunk on top of Bill.
An ingtant and extra shove brought my legsin, and the trunk dammed shut.

Now Bill and | werelocked in the trunk of the Lincoln.

Chapter Twelve

Debbie. | figured it had been Debbie. After | got over my initid flood of panic, which lasted
longer than | wanted to admit, | tried to relive the few seconds carefully. 1'd caught atrace of brain
pattern, enough to inform me that my attacker was a shifter. | figured it must have been Alcide's former
girlfriend—nhis not-so-former girlfriend, apparently, since she was hanging around his garage.

Had she been waiting for me to return to Alcide since the night before? Or had she met up with
him at some point during the craziness of the full moon? Debhbie had been even more angered by my
escorting Alcide than | could have imagined. Either sheloved him, or she was extremely possessive.

Not that her motivation was any big concern right now. My big concern was air. For thefirst
time, | felt lucky that Bill didn't bregthe.

| made my own breath dow and even. No deep, panicky gasps, no thrashing. | made myself
figure things out. Okay, I'd entered the trunk probably about, hmm, one p.m. Bill would wake around
five, when it was getting dark. Maybe held deep alittle longer, because held been so exhausted—but no
later than six-thirty, for sure. When he was awake, held be able to get us out of here. Or would he? He
was very weak. Hed been terribly injured, and hisinjurieswould take awhilein headling, even for a
vampire. He would need rest and blood before he'd be up to par. And he hadn't had any blood in a
week. Asthat thought passed through my mind, | suddenly felt cold.

Cold al over.

Bill would be hungry. Redly, redly hungry. Crazy hungry.

And here | was—fast food.

Would he know who | was? Would heredlize it was me, in timeto stop?

It hurt even worse to think that he might not care enough anymore—care enough about me—to
stop. He might just keep sucking and sucking, until | was drained dry. After al, hed had an affair with
Lorena Hed seen mekill her, right in front of his eyes. Granted, shed betrayed and tortured him, and
that should have doused his ardor, right there. But aren't relationships crazy anyway?



Even my grandmother would have said, "Oh, shit.”

Okay. | had stay calm. | had to breathe shallow and dow to save air. And | had to rearrange our
bodies, so | could be more comfortable. | was relieved thiswas the biggest trunk 1'd ever seen, because
that made such a maneuver possible. Bill was limp—well, he was dead, of course. So | could sort of
shove him without worrying too much about the consequences. The trunk was cold, too, and | tried to
unwrap Bill alittle bit so | could share the blanket.

Thetrunk was dso quite dark. | could write the car designer aletter, and let him know | could
vouch for itslight-tightness, if that was how you'd put it. If | got out of here dive, that is. | felt the shape
of the two bottles of blood. Maybe Bill would be content with that?

Suddenly, | remembered an article I'd read in a news magazine while | waswaiting in the dentist's
office. It was about a woman who'd been taken hostage and forced into the trunk of her own car, and
sheld been campaigning ever sinceto haveinsde latchesingtaled in trunks so any captive could release
hersdlf. | wondered if sheld influenced the people who made Lincolns. | felt dl around the trunk, at least
the parts| could reach, and | did fed alatch release, maybe; there was a place where wires were
gticking into the trunk. But whatever handle they'd been attached to had been clipped off.

| tried pulling, | tried yanking to theleft or right. Damn it, thisjust wasn't right. | dmost went nuts,
therein that trunk. The means of escape wasin there with me, and | couldn't make it work. My fingertips
went over and over the wires, but to no purpose.

The mechanism had been disabled.

| tried red hard to figure out how that could have happened. | am ashamed to confess, |
wondered if somehow Eric knew I'd be shut in the trunk, and thiswas hisway of saying, "That's what
you get for preferring Bill." But | just couldn't believe that. Eric sure had some big blank mord blind
spots, but | didn't think he'd do that to me. After al, he hadn't reached his stated goa of having me,
which wasthe nicest way | could put it to myself.

Since | had nothing € se to do but think, which didn't take up extraoxygen, asfar as| knew, |
considered the car's previous owner. It occurred to me that Eric's friend had pointed out a car that would
be easy to stedl; a car belonging to someone who was sure to be out late at night, someone who could
afford afine car, someone whose trunk would hold the litter of cigarette papers, powder, and Baggies.

Eric had liberated the Lincoln from adrug dedler, | waswilling to bet. And that drug dedler had
disabled theinner trunk release for reasons | didn't even want to think about too closdly.

Oh, give me abreak, | thought indignantly. (It was easy just then to forget the many breaks|'d
had during the day.) Unless| got afinal break, and got out of thistrunk before Bill avoke, none of the
otherswould exactly count.

It was a Sunday, and very close to Christmas, so the garage was silent. Maybe some people had
gone home for the holidays, and the legidators had gone hometo their congtituency, and the other people
were busy doing ... Christmas, Sunday stuff. | heard one car leave while | lay there, and then | heard
voices after atime; two people getting off the elevator. | screamed, and banged on the trunk lid, but the
sound was swalowed up in the starting of abig engine. | quieted immediatdly, frightened of using more
arthan| could afford.

I'll tell you, time spent in the nearly pitch-black dark, in aconfined space, waiting for something
to happen—that's pretty awful time. | didn't have awatch on; | would have had to have one with those
hands that light up, anyway. | never fell adeep, but | drifted into an odd State of suspension. Thiswas



mostly dueto the cold, | expect. Even with the quilted jacket and the blanket, it was very cold in the
trunk. Still, cold, unmoving, dark, silent. My mind drifted.

Then | wasterified.

Bill was moving. He stirred, made apain noise. Then hisbody seemed to go tense. | knew he
had smdlled me.

"Bill," | said hoarsaly, my lipsadmost too stiff with cold to move. "Bill, it'sme, Sookie. Bill, are
you okay? There's some bottled blood in here. Drink it now."

He struck.
In hishunger, he made no attempt to spare me anything, and it hurt like the six shades of hell.

"Bill, itsme" | said, sarting to cry. "Bill, itsme. Don't do this, honey. Bill, it's Sookie. Ther€'s
TrueBloodin here"

But he didn't stop. | kept talking, and he kept sucking, and | was becoming even colder, and
very wesk. Hisarmswere clamping meto him, and struggling was no use, it would only excite him more.

Hisleg wasdung over my legs.

"Bill," I whispered, thinking it was aready maybe too late. With thelittle strength | had l€ft, |
pinched hisear with thefingers of my right hand. "Pleaseligten, Bill."

"Ow," he said. His voice sounded rough; histhroat was sore. He had stopped taking blood.
Now another need was on him, one closdly related to feeding. His hands pulled down my swestpants,
and after alot of fumbling and rearranging and contorting, he entered me with no preparation at dl. |
screamed, and he clapped ahand over my mouth. | was crying, sobbing, and my nosewas al stopped
up, and | needed to breathe through my mouth. All restraint left me and | began fighting like awildcat. |
bit and scratched and kicked, not caring about the air supply, not caring that | would enrage him. | just
hed to have air.

After afew seconds, his hand fell away. And he stopped moving. | drew air in with adeep,
shuddering gasp. | was crying in earnest, one sob after another.

"Sookie?' Bill said uncertainly. " Sookie?"
| couldn't answer.

"It'syou," he said, hisvoice hoarse and wondering. "It'syou. Y ou wereredlly therein that
room?"'

| tried to gather mysdlf, but | felt very fuzzy and | wasafraid | wasgoingto faint. Findly, | was
ableto say, "Bill," inawhisper.

"Itisyou. Areyou dl right?'

"No," | said dmost gpologeticdly. After dl, it was Bill who'd been held prisoner and tortured.
"Did1 ..." He paused, and seemed to brace himsdlf. "Have | taken more blood than | should?!
| couldn't answer. | laid my head on hisarm. It seemed too much trouble to speak.

"l seem to be having sex with you in acloset,” Bill said in asubdued voice. "Did you, ah,
volunteer?'



| turned my head from sideto Sde, then letit loll on hisarm again.

"Oh, no," hewhispered. "Oh, no." He pulled out of me and fumbled around alot for the second
time. He was putting me back to rights; himsdlf, too, | guess. His hands patted our surroundings. "Car
trunk,” he muttered.

"I need ar," | said, in avoice dmost too soft to hear.

"Why didn't you say s07" Bill punched aholein thetrunk. He was stronger. Good for him.
Cold ar rushedin and | sucked it deep. Beautiful, beautiful oxygen.

"Where are we?"' he asked, after amoment.

"Parking garage,” | gasped. "Apartment building. Jackson.” | was so wesk, | just wanted to let
go and float away.

Why?

| tried to gather enough energy to answer him. "Alcide lives here" | managed to muitter,
eventudly.

"Alcide who? What are we supposed to do now?"
"Eric's... coming. Drink the bottled blood.”
"Sookie? Areyou dl right?"

| couldn't answer. If | could have, | might have said, "Why do you care? Y ou were going to leave
me anyway." | might have said, "I forgive you,” though that doesn't seem redl likely. Maybe | would have
just told him that I'd missed him, and that his secret was till safe with me; faithful unto desth, that was
Sookie Stackhouse.

| heard him open abottle.

As| was drifting off in aboat down a current that seemed to be moving ever faster, | redlized
that Bill had never revealed my name. | knew they had tried to find it out, to kidnap me and bring meto
betortured in front of him for extraleverage. And he hadn't told.

The trunk opened with anoise of tearing metd.

Eric sood outlined by the fluorescent lights of the garage. They'd come on when it got dark.
"What are you two doing in here?' he asked.

But the current carried me away before | could answer.

**k*

"She's coming around,” Eric observed. "Maybe that was enough blood.” My head buzzed for a
minute, went sllent again.

"Sheredly is" he was saying next, and my eyesflickered open to register three anxious male
faces hovering above me: Eric's, Alcide's, and Bill's. Somehow, the sight made me want to laugh. So
many men at home were scared of me, or didn't want to think about me, and here were the three meniin
the world who wanted to have sex with me, or who at least had thought about it serioudy; adl crowding
around the bed. | giggled, actudly giggled, for thefirgt timein maybe ten years. "The Three Musketeers,”



"Isshe hdlucinating?' Eric asked.

"| think she'slaughing at us," Alcide said. He didn't sound unhappy about that. He put an empty
TrueBlood bottle on the vanity table behind him. Therewas alarge pitcher besdeit, and aglass.

Bill's cool fingerslaced with mine. "Sookie," he sad, in that quiet voice that dways sent shivers
down my spine. | tried to focus on hisface. He was sitting on the bed to my right.

Helooked better. The deepest cuts were scars on his face, and the bruises were fading.
"They said, was | coming back for the crucifixion?' | told him.

"Who said that to you?' He bent over me, hisface intent, dark eyeswide.

"Guards at the gate."

"The guards at the gates of the manson asked you if you were coming back for a crucifixion
tonight? Thisnight?'

llYall
"Whos=?"'
"Don't know."

"I would have expected you to say, 'Where am |? What happened to me?" Eric said. "Not ask
whose crucifixion would be taking place—perhapsistaking place," he corrected himself, glancing at the
clock by the bed.

"Maybe they meant mine?’ Bill looked alittle ssunned by theidea. "Maybe they decided to kil
metonight?'

"Or perhaps they caught the fanatic who tried to stake Betty Joe?" Eric suggested. "He would be
aprime candidate for crucifixion.”

| thought it over, as much as | was able to reason through the weariness that kept threatening to
overwhelm me. "Not the picture | got,” | whispered. My neck was very, very sore.

"Y ou were able to read something from the Weres?' Eric asked.

| nodded. "I think they meant Bubba," | whispered, and everyone in the room froze.
"That cretin,” Eric said savagely, after held had timeto processthat. "They caught him?"
"Think s0." That wastheimpression I'd gotten.

"WEll haveto retrieve him," Bill said. "If hesill dive.”

It was very brave for Bill to say he would go back in that compound. | would never have said
that, if I'd been him.

The sllencethat had fdlen was digtinctly uneasy.
"Eric?' Bill'sdark eyebrows arched; he was waiting for acomment.

Eric looked roydly angry. "l guessyou areright. We have the responshility of him. | can't believe



hishome gateiswilling to execute him! Whereisther loydty?*
"And you?' Bill'svoice was consderably cooler as he asked Alcide.

Alcideswarmth filled the room. So did the confused tangle of his thoughts. Hed spent part of
lagt night with Debbie, dl right.

"I don't seehow | can,” Alcide said desperatdly. "My business, my father's, depends on my being
ableto come here often. And if I'm on the outs with Russdll and his crew, that would be almost
impossible. It's going to be difficult enough when they redlize Sookie must be the one who stole their
prisoner.”

"And killed Lorena," | added.
Another pregnant silence.

Eric beganto grin. "Y ou offed Lorena?' He had agood grasp of the vernacular, for avery old
vampire.

It was hard to interpret Bill's expression. " Sookie staked her," he said. "It was afair kill."

"Shekilled Lorenain afight?' Eric'sgrin grew even broader. He was as proud asif hed heard
his firstborn reciting Shakespeare.

"Vey short fight," | said, not wanting to take any credit that was not due me. If you could term it
credit.

"Sookiekilled avampire," Alcide said, asif that raised mein hisevauation, too. Thetwo
vampiresin the room scowled.

Alcide poured and handed me abig glass of water. | drank it, dowly and painfully. | felt
appreciably better after aminute or two.

"Back to the origind subject," Eric said, giving me another meaningful look to show me he had
more to say about the killing of Lorena. "If Sookie has not been pegged as having hel ped Bill escape, she
isthe best choiceto get us back on the grounds without setting off darms. They might not be expecting
her, but they won't turn her away, ether, I'm sure. Especidly if she says she has amessage for Russell
from the queen of Louisana, or if she says she has something shewantsto returnto Russdl ..." He
shrugged, asif to say surely we could make up agood story.

| didn't want to go back in there. | thought of poor Bubba, and tried to worry about his
fate—which he might have already met—»but | was just too wesk to worry about it.

"Hag of truce?' | suggested. | cleared my throat. "Do the vampires have such athing?'
Eric looked thoughtful. "Of course, then I'd haveto explainwho | am,” he said.

Happiness had made Alcide alot easier to read. He was thinking about how soon he could call
Debbie.

| opened my mouth, reconsidered, shut it, opened it again. What the hell. "Know who pushed me
inthetrunk and dammed it shut?" | asked Alcide. His green eyeslocked onto me. Hisface became Hill,
contained, asif he was afraid emotion would leak out. He turned and | eft the room, pulling the door shut
behind him. For thefirst time, | registered that | was back in the guest bedroom in his gpartment.

"So, who did the deed, Sookie?"' Eric asked.



"Hisex-girlfriend. Not S0 ex, after last night.”
"Why would she do that?" Bill asked.

There was another significant silence. " Sookie was represented as Alcide's new girlfriend to gain
entreeto the club,” Eric said delicately.

"Oh," Bill said. "Why did you need to go to the club?’

"Y ou must have gotten hit on the head afew times, Bill," Eric said coldly. "Shewastrying to
'hear’ where they had taken you."

Thiswas getting too close to things Bill and | had to talk about aone.
"It'sdumb to go back inthere,” | said. "What about a phone cal?
They both stared a melike | wasturning into afrog.

"Well, what agood idea," Eric said.

**k*

The phone, asit turned out, wasjust listed under Russell Edgington's name; not "Mansion of
Doom," or "VampiresR Us." | worked on getting my story straight as| downed the contents of abig
opague plastic mug. | hated the taste of the synthetic blood Bill inssted | drink, so hed mixed it with
applejuice, and | wastrying not to look as| gulped it down.

They'd made me drink it straight when they'd gotten up to Alcide's apartment that evening; and |
didn't ask them how. At least | knew why the clothes I'd borrowed from Bernard were redly horrible
now. | looked like I'd had my throat cut, instead of mangled by Bill's painful bite. It was ill very sore,
but it was better.

Of course | had been picked to makethe call. | never met aman yet, above the age of sixteen,
who liked to talk on the phone.

"Betty Joe Pickard, please," | said to the mae voice that answered the phone.
"She'sbusy,” he said promptly.

"I need to talk to her right now."

"She's otherwise engaged. May | take your number?”

"Thisisthe woman who saved her lifelast night." No point beating around the bush. "'l need to
talk to her, right now. Tout de suite.”

"I'l se2"

Therewas along pause. | could hear people walking by the phone from timeto time, and | heard
alot of cheering that sounded asiif it was corning from adistance. | didn't want to think about that too
much. Eric, Bill, and Alcide—who had findly stomped back into the room when Bill had asked him if we
could borrow his phone—were standing there making al kinds of faces at me, and | just shrugged back.

Findly, therewasthe click, click, click of hedsontile.

"I'm grateful, but you can't bank on thisforever,” Betty Jo Pickard said briskly. "We arranged for
your healing, you had aplace to stay to recuperate. We didn't erase your memory," she added, asif that



was alittle detail that had escaped her until just this moment. "What have you called to ask?
"Y ou have avampire there, an Elvisimpersonator?'
"S0?" Suddenly she sounded very wary. "We caught an intruder within our walslast night, yes."

"Thismorning, after | left your place, | was stopped again,” | said. We had figured thiswould
sound convincing because | sounded so hoarse and wesk.

There was along silence while she thought through the implications. "Y ou have a habit of beingin
thewrong place" she said, asif shewere remotely sorry for me.

"They are getting meto cal you now," | said carefully. "I am supposed to tell you that the
vampire you have there, hé'sthered thing."

Shelaughed alittle. "Oh, but ..." she began. Then shefdl slent. "Y ou're shitting me, right?"
Mamie Eisenhower would never have said that, | waswilling to swear.

"Absolutely not. There was avamp working in the morgue that night,” | croaked. Betty Jo made
asound that came out between agasp and achoke. "Don't cal him by hisreal name. Cal him 'Bubba.’
And for goodness sake, don't hurt him."

"But wevedready ... hold on!"
Sheran. | could hear the urgent sound die away.

| sighed, and waited. After afew seconds, | was completely nuts with the two guys standing
around looking down at me. | was strong enough to sit up, | figured.

Bill gently held me up, while Eric propped pillows behind my back. | was glad to see one of them
had had the presence of mind to spread the yellow blanket over the bed so | wouldn't stain the
bedspread. All thiswhile, I'd held the phone clamped to my ear, and when it squawked, | was actualy
dartled.

"Wegot him downintime" Betty Joe said brightly.

"Thecdl cameintime" | told Eric. He closed his eyes and seemed to be offering up aprayer. |
wondered to whom Eric prayed. | waited for further ingtructions.

"Tdl them," he said, "to just let him go, and he will take himsdlf home. Tell them that we apologize
for letting him dray.”

| relayed that message from my "abductors.

Betty Jo was quick to dismissthe directions. "Would you ask if he could stay and sSingtousa
little? He's in pretty good shape," she said.

So | relayed that. Ericrolled hiseyes. " She can ask him, but if he says no, she must takeit to
heart and not ask him anymore," he said. "It just upsets him, if he's not in the mood. And sometimes when
he does sing, it brings back memories, and he gets, ah, obstreperous.”

"All right," she said, after I'd explained. "Well do our best. If he doesn't want to sing, well et him
go right away." From the sound of it, she turned to someone by her. "He can sing, if hell consent,” she
said, and the someone said, "Yippee!" Two big nightsin arow for the crowd at the king of Missssippi's
mansion, | guess.



Betty Joe said into the telephone, "1 hope you get out of your difficulties. | don't know how
whoever's got you got lucky enough to have the care of the greatest star in the world. Would he consider

negotiating?"
Shedidn't know yet about the troubles that entailed. "Bubba' had an unfortunate predilection for

cat blood, and he was addlepated, and he could only follow the smplest directions; though every now
and then, he exhibited a stresk of shrewdness. He followed directions quite literally.

"'She wants permission to keep him," | told Eric. | wastired of being the go-between. But Betty
Joe couldn't meet with Eric, or sheld know he was the supposed friend of Alcide'swho'd helped me get
to the mansion the night before.

Thiswasal too complicated for me.

"Yes?' Eric said into the telephone. Suddenly he had an English accent. Mr. Master of Disguise.
Soon hewas saying thingslike, "He'sa sacred trugt,” and, Y ou don't know what you're biting off," into
the phone. (If I'd had any sense of humor that night, | would have thought the last statement was pretty
funny.) After alittle more conversation, he hung up, with apleased air.

| was thinking how strange it was that Betty Joe hadn't indicated that anything el sewas amiss at
the compound. She hadn't accused Bubba of taking their prisoner, and she hadn't commented on finding
the body of Lorena. Not that she'd necessarily mention these things in a phone conversation with ahuman
stranger; and, for that matter, not that there'd be much to find; vampires disintegrate pretty quickly. But
the slver chainswould still be in the pool, and maybe enough dudge to identify asthe corpse of a
vampire. Of course, why would anyone look under the pool cover? But surely someone had noticed their
dtar prisoner was gone?

Maybe they were assuming Bubba had freed Bill while he was roaming the compound. Wed told
him not to say anything, and he would follow that directive to the letter.

Maybe | was off the hook. Maybe Lorenawould be completely dissolved by the timethey
started to clean the pool in the spring.

Thetopic of corpses reminded me of the body we'd found stuffed in the closet of this gpartment.
Someone sure knew where we were, and someone sure didn't like us. Leaving the body therewas an
attempt to tie usto the crime of murder, which, actudly, | had committed. | just hadn't done that
particular murder. | wondered if the body of Jerry Falcon had been discovered yet. The chance seemed
remote. | opened my mouth to ask Alcideif it had been on the news, and then | closed it again. | lacked
the energy to frame the sentence.

My life was spinning out of control. In the space of two days I'd hidden one corpse and created
another one. And al because I'd fdleninlove with avampire. | gave Bill an unloving glance. | was so
absorbed in my thoughts, | hardly heard the telephone. Alcide, who had goneinto the kitchen, must have
answvered it on thefirgt ring.

Alcide appeared in the door of the bedroom. "Move," he said, "you dl have to move next door
into the empty apartment. Quick, quick!"

Bill scooped me up, blanket and all. We were out the door and Eric was bresking the lock on
the gpartment next to Alcide's before you could say "Jack Daniels.”" | heard the dow grumble of the
elevator arriving on thefifth floor as Bill closed the door behind us.

We stood stock-till in the empty cold living room of the barren gpartment. The vampireswere
listening intently to what was going on next door. | began to shiver in Bill'sarms,



Totell thetruth, it felt great to be held by him, no matter how angry | had been a him, no matter
how many issueswe had to settle. To tdl thetruth, | had adismayingly wonderful sense of homecoming.
To tell the truth, no matter how battered my body was—and battered at his hands, or rather, his
fangs—that body could hardly wait to meet up with hisbody again, buck naked, despite the terrible
incident in the trunk. | Sighed. | was disgppointed in mysdlf. | would have to stand up for my psyche,
because my body was ready to betray me, big time. It seemed to be blacking out Bill's mindless attack.

Bill laidd me on the floor in the smaler guest bedroom of this apartment as carefully asif 1'd cost
him amillion dollars, and he swaddled me securely in the blanket. He and Eric listened at thewall, which
was shared with Alcide's bedroom.

"What abitch," Eric murmured. Oh. Debbie was back.

| closed my eyes. Eric made alittle noise of surprise and | opened them again. He was looking at
me, and there was that disconcerting amusement in hisface again.

"Debhie stopped by hissster's house last night to grill her about you. Alcides sster likesyou
very much,” Eric said in atiny whisper. "This angers the shape-shifter Debbie. Sheisinsulting hissger in
front of him."

Bill's face showed he was not so thrilled.

Suddenly every linein Bill's body becametense, asif someone had jammed Bill'sfinger inan
electric socket. Eric's jaw dropped and he looked at me with an unreadable expression.

There was the unmistakable sound of adap—even | could hear it—from the next room.
"Leave usfor amoment,” Bill said to Eric. | didn't like the sound of hisvoice.

| closed my eyes. | didn't think | was up to whatever would come next. | didn't want to argue
with Bill, or upbraid him for hisunfaithfulness. | didn't want to listen to explanations and excuses.

| heard the whisper of movement as Bill knelt beside me on the carpet. Bill stretched out beside
me, turned on hisside, and laid hisarm across me.

"Hejust told thiswoman how good you arein bed,” Bill murmured gently.

| came up from my prone position so fast that it tore my hedling neck and gave meatwingein my
nearly hedled side.

| clapped my hand to my neck and gritted my teeth so | wouldn't moan. When | could talk, |
could only say, "Hewhat? He what?' | was almost incoherent with anger. Bill gave me apiercing look,
put hisfinger over hislipsto remind meto be quiet.

"I never did,” | whispered furioudy. "But eveniif | had, you know what? It would serve you right,
you betraying son of abitch." | caught his eyeswith mine and stared right into them. Okay, we were
going to do this now.

"You'reright," he murmured. "Lie down, Sookie. Y ou are hurting.”

"Of course I'm hurting,” | whispered, and burst into tears. "And to have the otherstell me, to hear
that you were just going to pension me off and go live with her without even having the courageto talk to
me about it yoursdlf! Bill, how could you be capable of such athing! | wasidiot enough to think you
redlly loved mel" With asavagery | could scarcely believe was coming from insde me, | tossed off the
blanket and threw mysdlf on him, my fingers scrabbling for histhroat.



And to hdll with the pain.

My hands could not circle his neck, but | dug inashard as| could and | felt ared rage carry me
away. | wanted to kill him.

If Bill had fought back, | could have kept it up, but the longer | squeezed, the more thefine rage
ebbed away, leaving me cold and empty. | was straddling Bill, and he was prone on the floor, lying
passively with his hands at hissdes. My hands eased off of hisneck and | used them to cover my face.

"I hopethat hurt like hdll," | said, my voice choking but clear enough.
"Yes" hesad. "It hurt likehdl."

Bill pulled me down to the floor by him, covered us both with the blanket. He gently pushed my
head into the notch of his neck and shoulder.

Welay therein silence for what seemed like along time, though maybe it was only minutes. My
body nestled into his out of habit and out of adeep need; though | didn't know if the need wasfor Bill
specificaly, or theintimacy I'd only shared with him. | hated him. | loved him.

"Sookie" hesad, againg my hair, "I'm—"

"Hush," | said. "Hush." | huddled closer againgt him. | relaxed. It waslike taking off an Ace
bandage, one that had been wrapped too tight.

"Y ou're wearing someone else's clothes," he whispered, after aminute or two.

"Y es, avampire named Bernard. He gave me clothesto wear after my dress got ruined at the
ba.'ll

"At Josephings?’

"es"

"How did your dress get ruined?’

"l got staked.”

Everything about him went gtill. "Where? Did it hurt?' He folded down the blanket. " Show me."
"Of courseit hurt,” | said deliberately. "It hurt like hell.” I lifted the hem of the swesatshirt carefully.

Hisfingers stroked the shiny skin. | would not hedl like Bill. It might take a night or two more for
him to become as smooth and perfect as he had been, but he would ook just as before, despite aweek
of torture. | would have a scar the rest of my life, vampire blood or no vampire blood. The scar might not
be as severe, and it was certainly forming at a phenomend rate, but it was undeniably red and ugly, the
flesh undernesth it still tender, the whole areasore.

"Who did thisto you?'
"A man. A fanatic. It'salong story."
"Is he dead?'

"Y eah. Betty Joe Pickard killed him with two big blows of her fist. It kind of reminded me of a
gtory | read in eementary school, about Paul Bunyan.”



"l don't know that story." His dark eyes caught mine.

| shrugged.

"Aslong as he's dead now." Bill had agood grip on that idea.
"Lots of people are dead now. All because of your program.”
There was along moment of sllence.

Bill cast aglance at the door Eric had tactfully closed behind him. Of course, he was probably
ligtening right outside, and like dl vampires, Eric had excdlent hearing. "It's safe?”

"YS"
Bill'smouth was right by my ear. It tickled when he whispered, "' Did they search my house?'

"I don't know. Maybe the vamps from Mississippi went in. | never had achanceto get over there
after Eric and Pam and Chow cameto tell me you'd been snatched.”

"Andtheytoldyou... 7'
"That you were planning on leaving me. Yes. They told me."
"| dready got paid back for that piece of madness,” Bill said.

"Y ou might have been paid back enough to suit you" | said, "but I don't know if you've been paid
back enough to suit me."

Therewas along silencein the cold, empty room. It was quiet out in the living room, too. |
hoped Eric had worked out what we were going to do next, and | hoped it involved going home. No
matter what happened between Bill and me, | needed to be home in Bon Temps. | needed to go back to
my job and my friends and | needed to see my brother. He might not be much, but he waswhat | had.

| wondered what was happening in the next apartment.

"When the queen came to me and said she'd heard | was working on a program that had never
been attempted before, | wasflattered,” Bill told me. "The money she offered was very good, and she
would have been within her rights not to offer any, sncel am her subject.”

| could fed my mouth twisting at hearing yet another reminder of how different Bill'sworld was
from mine. "Who do you think told her?' | asked.

"I don't know. | don't redlly want to,” Bill said. His voice sounded offhand, even gentle, but |
knew better.

"Y ou know | had been working on it for sometime,” Bill said, when hefigured | wasn't going to
say anything.
llWI.WI

"Why?' He sounded oddly disconcerted. "Well, because it seemed like agood ideato me.
Having aligt of al Americas vampires, and at least some of the rest of the world's? That was avauable
project, and actualy, it was kind of fun to compile. And once | started doing research, | thought of
including pictures. And diases. And histories. It just grew.”

"So you've been, um, compiling a—like adirectory? Of vampires?'



"Exactly.” Bill'sglowing facelit up even brighter. "1 just started one night, thinking how many
other vampires |'d come acrossin my travels over the past century, and | started making alist, and then |
started adding adrawing I'd done or a photograph I'd taken.”

"So vampires do photograph? | mean, they show up in pictures?’

"Sure. We never liked to have our picture made, when photography became acommon thing in
America, because a picture was proof we'd been in aparticular place at aparticular time, and if we
showed up looking exactly the same twenty yearslater, well, it was obvious what we were. But Sncewe
have admitted our existence, thereisno point clinging to the old ways."

"I'll bet somevampiresill do."

"Of course. There are somewho gtill hidein the shadows and degp in crypts every night.”
(Thisfrom aguy who dept in the soil of the cemetery from timeto time.)

"And other vampires helped you with this?*

"Yes" hesaid, sounding surprised. "Yes, afew did. Some enjoyed the exercise of memory ...
some used it as areason to search for old acquaintances, travel to old haunts. | am surethat | don't have
al the vampiresin America, especidly the recent immigrants, but | think | have probably eighty percent of
them.”

"Okay, so why isthe queen so anxious to have this program? Why would the other vampires
want it, once they learned about it? They could assemble dl the same information, right?"

"Yes" hesad. "But it would befar easier to takeit from me. And asfor why it's so desirableto
have this program ... wouldn't you like to have a booklet that listed dl the other telepathsin the United
States?'

"Oh, sure," | said. "I could get lots of tips on how to handle my problem, or maybe how to useit
better."

"So, wouldn't it be good to have adirectory of vampiresin the United States, what they're good
a, wherethair giftslie?’

"But surely some vampires redlly wouldn't want to bein such abook,” | said. "Youvetold me
that some vamps don't want to come out, that they want to stay in the darkness and hunt secretly.”

"Exadtly.”

"Those vamps are in there, too?"

Bill nodded.

"Do you want to get yoursdlf staked?"

"I never redized how tempting this project would be to anyone else. | never thought of how much
power it would give to the one who owned it, until others began trying to stedl it."

Bill looked glum.
The sound of shouting in the gpartment next door drew our attention.

Alcide and Debbie were at it again. They wereredly bad for each other. But some mutual



attraction kept them ricocheting back to each other. Maybe, away from Alcide, Debbie was anice
person.

Nah, | couldn't bring mysdlf to believe that. But maybe she was at least tolerable when Alcide's
affectionsweren't anissue.

Of course they should separate. They should never be in the same room again.
And | had to take thisto heart.

Look at me. Mangled, drained, staked, battered. Lying in acold apartment in a strange city with
avampire who had betrayed me.

A big decison was standing right in front of my face, waiting to be recognized and enacted.

| shoved Bill away, and wobbled to my feet. | pulled on my stolen jacket. With his sllence heavy
at my back, | opened the door to the living room. Eric was listening with some amusement to the baitle
going on in the next apartment.

"Takemehome" | said.

"Of course" hesaid. "Now?"

"Y es. Alcide can drop my things by when he goes back to Baton Rouge.”

"Isthe Lincoln drivable?’

"Oh, yes" | pulled the keys out of my pocket. "Here."

We walked out of the empty apartment and took the elevator down to the garage.
Bill didn't follow.

Chapter Thirteen

Eric caught up with me as| was climbing into the Lincoln.

"I had to give Bill afew instructions about cleaning up the mess he caused,” he said, though |
didn't ask.

Eric was used to driving sports cars, and he had afew issueswith the Lincoln.

"Had it occurred to you," he said, after we'd rolled out of the city's center, "that you tend to walk
away when things between you and Bill become rocky? Not that | mind, necessarily, since | would be
glad for you two to sever your association. But if thisisthe pattern you follow in your romantic
attachments, | want to know now."

| thought of severd thingsto say, discarded the first few, which would have blistered my
grandmother's ears, and drew a deep bresth.

"Firgly, Eric, what happens between Bill and meisjust none of your damn business.” | let that



snk in for afew seconds. " Second, my relationship with Bill isthe only one I've ever had, so I've never
had any ideawhat I'm going to do even from day to day, much less establishing apolicy.” | paused to
work on phrasing my next idea "Third, I'm through with you al. I'm tired of seeing dl thissick stuff. I'm
tired of having to be brave, and having to do things that scare me, and having to hang out with the bizarre
and the supernatural. | am just aregular person, and | just want to date regular people. Or at least people
who are breathing.”

Eric waited to seeif I'd finished. | cast aquick glance over a him, and the streetlightsilluminated
his strong profile with its knife-edge nose. At least he waan't laughing at me. He wasn't even amiling.

He glanced at me briefly before turning his attention back to the road. "I'm listening to what you
say. | cantdl you meanit. I've had your blood: | know your fedings.”

A mile of darknesswent by. | was pleased Eric was taking me serioudy. Sometimes he didn't;
and sometimes he didn't seem to care what he said to me.

"Y ou are spoiled for humans,” Eric said. His dight foreign accent was more apparent.

"Maybe | am. Though | don't seethat as much of aloss, sncel didn't have any luck with guys
before." Hard to date, when you know exactly what your date is thinking. So much of the time, knowing
aman's exact thoughts can erase desire and even liking. "But I'd be happier with no one than | am now."

I'd been considering the old Ann Landersrule of thumb: Would | be better off with him, or
without him? My grandmother and Jason and | had read Ann Landers every day when Jason and | had
been growing up. We'd discussed dl Ann's responses to reader questions. A lot of the advice shed
ladled out had been intended to help women ded with guys like Jason, so he certainly brought
perspective to the conversations.

Right at this moment, | was pretty darn sure | was better off without Bill. HEd used me and
abused me, betrayed me and drained me.

He'd aso defended me, avenged me, worshiped me with his body, and provided hours of
uncritical companionship, avery mgor blessng.

Wéll, | just didn't have my scaes handy. What | had was a heart full of hurt and away to go
home. We flew through the black night, wrapped in our own thoughts. Traffic waslight, but thiswasan
interstate, so of course there were cars around us from timeto time.

| had no ideawnhat Eric was thinking about, awonderful feding. He might be debating pulling
over to the shoulder and breaking my neck, or he might be wondering what tonight'stake a Fangtasia
would add up to. | wanted him to talk to me. | wished he would tell me about hislife before he becamea
vampire, but that's ared touchy subject with lots of vamps, and | wasn't about to bring it up tonight of al
nights.

About an hour out of Bon Temps, we took an exit ramp. Wewere alittlelow on gas, and |
needed to use the ladies room. Eric had aready begun to fill the tank as | eased my sore body carefully
out of the car. He had dismissed my offer to pump the gas with a courteous, "No, thank you." One other
car wasfilling up, and the woman, a peroxide blond about my age, hung up the nozzle as | got out of the
Lincoln.

At onein the morning, the gas station/convenience store was almost empty besides the young
woman, who was heavily made up and wrapped in aquilted coat. | spied a battered Toyota pickup
parked by the sde of thefilling station, in the only shadow on thelot. Insde the pickup, two men were
gtting, involved in a heated conversation.



"It'stoo cold to be sitting outside in apickup,” the dark-rooted blond said, as we went through
the glass doors together. She gave an eaborate shiver.

"You'd think so," I commented. | was hafway down the aide by the back of the store, when the
clerk, behind ahigh counter on araised platform, turned away from hislittle televison to take the blond's
money.

The door to the bathroom was hard to shut behind me, since the wooden sill had swollen during
some past legkage. In fact, it probably didn't shut dl the way behind me, sncel wasin something of a
hurry. But the stall door shut and locked, and it was clean enough. In no hurry to get back in the car with
thedlent Eric, | took my time after using the facilities. | peered in the mirror over the sink, expecting I'd
look like holy hell and not being contradicted by what | saw reflected there.

The mangled bite mark on my neck |ooked redly disgusting, as though a dog had had hold of me.
Asl| cleaned the wound with soap and wet paper towds, | wondered if having ingested vampire blood
would give me a specific quantity of extrastrength and hedling, and then be exhausted, or if it was good
for acertain amount of time like atime-release capsule, or what the deal was. After I'd had Bill'sblood,
I'd flt great for a couple of months.

| didn't have acomb or brush or anything, and | looked like something the cat dragged in. Trying
to tame my hair with my fingersjust made a bad thing worse. | washed my face and neck, and stepped
back into the glare of the store. | hardly registered that once again the door didn't shut behind me, instead
lodged quietly on the swollen sill. | emerged behind the last long aide of groceries, crowded with
CornNuts and Lays Chips and Moon Pies and Scotch Snuf and Prince Albertinacan ...

And two armed robbers up by the clerk's platform inside the door.

Holy Moses, why don't they just give these poor clerks shirts with big targets printed on
them? That was my first thought, detached, asif | were watching a movie with a convenience store
robbery. Then | snapped into the here and now, tuned in by the very red strain on the clerk'sface. He
was awfully young—areedy, blotched teenager. And he was facing the two big guyswith guns. His
handswerein theair, and he was mad as hell. | would have expected blubbering for hislife, or
incoherence, but this boy was furious.

It was the fourth time he'd been robbed, | read fresh from hisbrain. And the third time at
gunpoint. He was wishing he could grab the shotgun under the sest in histruck behind the store and blast
these sumbitchesto hdll.

And no one acknowledged that | wasthere. They didn't seem to know.
Not that | was complaining, okay?

| glanced behind me, to verify that the door to the bathroom had stuck open again, so its sound
would not betray me. The best thing for me to do would be to creep out the back door to this place, if |
could find it, and run around the building to get Eric to call the police.

Wait aminute. Now that | wasthinking of Eric, where was he? Why hadn't he comein to pay for
the gas?

If it was possible to have aforeboding any more ominous than the one | dready had, that fit the
bill. If Eric hadn't comein yet, Eric wasn't coming. Maybe held decided to leave. Leave me.

Here



Alone.
Just like Bill left you, my mind supplied helpfully. Well, thanksahdl of alot, Mind.

Or maybe they'd shot him. If he'd taken ahead wound ... and there was no healing a heart that
had taken adirect hit with abig-caiber bullet.

There was no point whatsoever in sanding there worrying.

Thiswas atypica convenience store. Y ou came in the front door, and the clerk was behind a
long counter to your right, up on aplatform. The cold drinkswerein the refrigerator case that took up the
left wall. Y ou were facing three long aides running the width of the store, plus various specid displays
and stacks of insulated mugs and charcoal briquettes and birdseed. | was al the way at the back of the
storeand | could seethe clerk (easily) and the crooks (just barely) over the top of the groceries. | had to
get out of the store, preferably unseen. | spotted a splintered wooden door, marked "Employees Only”
farther aong the back wall. It was actudly beyond the counter behind which the clerk stood. There was
agap between the end of the counter and the wall, and from the end of my aide to the beginning of that
counter, I'd be exposed.

Nothing would be gained by waiting.
| dropped to my hands and knees and began crawling. | moved dowly, so | could listen, too.

"Y ou seen ablond come in here, about thistall?* the burlier of the two robbers was saying, and
al of asudden | fdlt faint.

Which blond? Me, or Eric? Or the peroxide blond? Of course, | couldn't see the height
indication. Were they looking for amale vampire or afemaleteepath? Or ... after dl, | wasn't the only
woman in the world who could get into trouble, | reminded myself.

"Blond woman come in here five minutes ago, bought some cigarettes,” the boy said sullenly.
Good for you, fellal

"Naw, that one done drove off. We want the one who was with the vampire.”
Y ep, that would be me.

"I didn't see no other woman," the boy said. | glanced up alittle and saw the reflection off a
mirror mounted up in the corner of the store. It was a security mirror so the clerk could detect shoplifters.
| thought, He can see me crouching here. He knows I'm here.

God bless him. He was doing hisbest for me. | had to do my best for him. At the sametime, if
we could avoid getting shot, that would be avery good thing. And where the hell was Eric?

Blessing my borrowed sweatpants and dippers for being soft and silent, | crept ddliberately
toward the stained wooden "Employees Only" door. | wondered if it creaked. The two robbers were il
talking to the clerk, but | blocked out their voices so | could concentrate on reaching the door.

I'd been scared before, plenty of times, but thiswas right up there with the scariest events of my
life. My dad had hunted, and Jason and his buddies hunted, and I'd watched amassacrein Dalas. |
knew what bullets could do. Now that I'd reached the end of the aide, I'd come to the end of my cover.

| peered around the display counter's end. | had to cross about four feet of open floor to reach
the partid shelter of thelong counter that ran in front of the cash register. | would be lower and well
hidden from the robbers perspective, once | crossed that empty space.



"Car pulling in," the clerk said, and the two robbers automatically looked out the plate glass
window to see. If | hadn't known what he was doing telepathicaly, | might have hesitated too long. |
scuttled across the exposed linoleum faster than | would have believed possible.

"| don't see no car," said the less bulky man.
Theclerk said, "I thought | heard the bell ring, the one that goes when acar drives acrossit.”
| reached up and turned the knob on the door. It opened quietly.

"It rings sometimes when there ain't nobody there," the boy continued, and | redlized he was
trying to make noise and hold their attention so | could get out the door. God blesshim, dl over again.

| pushed the door alittle wider, and duck-walked through. | wasin anarrow passage. There was
another door at the end of it, adoor that presumably led to the area behind the convenience store. Inthe
door was aset of keys. They wisdaly kept the back door locked. From one of arow of nails by the back
door hung aheavy camo jacket. | poked my hand down in the pocket on the right and came up with the
boy'skeys. That was just alucky guess. It happens. Clutching them to prevent their jingling, | opened the
back door and stepped outside.

There was nothing out here but a battered pickup and areeking Dumpster. The lighting was
poor, but at least there was some light. The blacktop was cracked. Since it was winter, the weeds that
had sprouted up from those cracks were dry and bleached. | heard alittle sound to my left and drew ina
shaky breath after 1'd jumped about afoot. The sound was caused by a huge old raccoon, and he
ambled off into the small patch of woods behind the store.

| exhaled just as shakily asl'd drawn the air in. | made mysdf focus on the bunch of keys.
Unfortunately, there were about twenty. This boy had more keys than squirrels had acorns. No one on
God's green earth could possibly use this many keys. | flicked through them desperately, and findly
selected one that had GM stamped on a black rubber cover. | unlocked the door and reached into the
musty interior, which smelled strongly of cigarettes and dogs. Y es, the shotgun was under the set. |
brokeit open. It was loaded. Thank God Jason believed in self-defense. He'd showed me how to load
and firehisnew Bendli.

Despite my new protection, | was so scared, | wasn't sure| could get around to the front of the
store. But | had to scout out the situation, and find out what had happened to Eric. | eased down the side
of the building where the old Toyotatruck was parked. Nothing was in the back, except alittle spot that
picked up adiray fraction of light. The shotgun cradled in one arm, | reached down to run afinger over it.

Fresh blood. | felt old and cold. | stood with my head bowed for along moment, and then |
braced mysdif.

| looked in the driver's window to find the cab was unlocked. Well, happy days. | opened the
door quietly, glanced in. There was a Sizeable open box on the front seat, and when | checked its
contents, my heart sank so low, | thought it'd come out the bottom of my shoes. On the outside, the box
was stlamped " Contents. Two." Now it contained one sllver mesh net, the kind sold in "mercenary”
magazines, the kind always advertised as"vampire proof."

That waslike calling a shark cage a sure deterrent from shark bites.

Where was Eric? | glanced over theimmediate vicinity, but | saw no other trace. | could hear
traffic whooshing by on the interstate, but the silence hung over thisblesk parking lot.

My eyeslit on a pocketknife on the dash. Y ahoo! Carefully placing the shotgun on the front sedt,



| scooped up the knife, opened it after 1'd laid down the shotgun, and | held it ready to sink into thetire.
Then | thought twice. A wholehearted tire-dashing was proof someone had been out here while the
robberswereinsde. That might not be agood thing. | contented mysdlf with poking asingle holeinthe
tire. It wasjust asmallish hole that might have come from anything, | told mysdif. If they did drive off,
they'd have to stop somewhere down the road. Then | pocketed the knife—I was certainly quite the thief
lately—and returned to the shadows around the building. This hadn't taken aslong as you might think, but
gl it had been severa minutes since I'd assessed the Situation in the convenience store.

The Lincoln was ill parked by the pumps. The gas port was closed, so | knew Eric had finished
refueling before something had happened to him. | sdled around the corner of the building, hugging its
lines. | found good cover at the front, in the angle formed by the ice machine and the front wall of the
store. | risked standing up enough to peek over the top of the machine.

The robbers had come up into the higher areawhere the clerk stood, and they were beating on
him.

Hey, now. That had to stop. They were beating him because they wanted to know where | was
hiding, was my guess; and | couldn't et someone else get beaten up on my behalf.

"Sookie," said avoiceright behind me.
The next instant a hand clapped across my mouth just as | was about to scream.
"Sorry," Eric whigpered. "'l should have thought of a better way to let you know | was here.”

"Eric," | said, when | could speak. He could tell | was camer, and he moved his hand. "We gotta
svehim.”

IIWMI
Sometimes vampires just astound me. Well, people, too, but tonight it was avampire.

"Because he's getting beaten for our sakes, and they're probably gonnakill him, and it'll be our
fault!"

"They're robbing the store," Eric said, asif | were particularly dim. "They had anew vampire net,
and they thought they'd try it out on me. They don't know it yet, but it didn't work. But they're just
opportunistic scum.”

"They'relooking for us," | said furioudy.

"Tdl me" hewhispered, and | did.

"Give methe shotgun," he said.

| kept agood grip onit. ™Y ou know how to use one of these things?”'
"Probably aswell asyou." But he looked at it dubioudy.

"That'swhere yourewrong,” | told him. Rather than have a prolonged argument while my new
hero was getting internal injuries, | ran in acrouch around the ice machine, the propane gas rack, and
through the front door into the store. Thelittle bell over the door rang like crazy, and though with dl the
shouting they didn't seem to heer it, they sure paid attention when [ fired ablast through the celling over
their heads. Tiles, dugt, and insulation rained down.

It amost knocked me flat—but not quite. | leveled the gun right on them. They were frozen. It



was like playing Swing the Statue when | waslittle. But not quite. The poor pimply clerk had a bloody
face, and | was sure his nose was broken, and some of his teeth knocked loose.

| felt afinerage break out behind my eyes. "L et theyoung man go,” | said clearly.
"Y ou gonnashoot us, little [ady?"
"You bet your ass| am," | said.

"And if shemisses, | will get you," said Eric'svoice, above and behind me. A big vampire makes
great backup.

"Thevampire got loose, Sonny." The speaker was athinnish man with filthy hands and greasy
boots.

"l seethat,” said Sonny, the heavier one. He was darker, too. The smdler man's head was
covered with that no-color hair, the kind people call "brown" because they haveto call it something.

The young clerk pulled himsalf up out of his pain and fear and came around the counter asfast as
he could move. Mixed with the blood on hisface was alot of white powder from me shooting into the
ceiling. Helooked asight.

"l see you found my shotgun,” he said as he passed by me, carefully not getting between the bad
guysand me. He pulled acell phone out of his pocket, and | heard the tiny beeps as he pressed numbers.
His growly voice was soon in staccato conversation with the police.

"Before the police get here, Sookie, we need to find out who sent these two imbeciles," Eric said.
If I'd been them, I'd have been mighty scared at the tone of hisvoice, and they seemed to be aware of
what an angry vampire could do. For thefirst time Eric stepped abreast of me and then alittle bit ahead,
and | could see hisface. Burns crisscrossed it like angry strings of poison ivy welts. He was lucky only
his face had been bare, but | doubt he wasfeding very lucky.

"Come down here," Eric said, and he caught the eyes of Sonny.

Sonny immediately waked down from the clerk’s platform and around the counter while his
companion was gaping.

"Stay," said Eric. The no-color man squeezed his eyes shut so he couldn't glimpse Eric, but he
opened them just a crack when he heard Eric take a step closer, and that was enough. If you don't have
any extraahilities yoursdf, you just can't look avampirein the eyes. If they want to, they'll get you.

"Who sent you here?" Eric asked softly.
"One of the Hounds of Hell," Sonny said, with no inflection in hisvoice.

Eric looked artled. "A member of the motorcycle gang,” | explained carefully, mindful that we
had acivilian audience who was listening with greet curiosity. | was getting agreat amplification of the
answersthrough their brains.

"What did they tell you to do?'

"They told usto wait along theinterdate. There are more fellaswaiting at other gas gations.”
They'd called about forty thugs atogether. They'd outlaid alot of cash.

"What were you supposed to watch for?'



"A big dark guy and atal blond guy. With ablond woman, red young, with nicetits.”

Eric's hand moved too fast for meto track. | was only sure heéd moved when | saw the blood
running down Sonny'sface.

"Y ou are speaking of my future lover. Be more respectful. Why were you looking for us?'
"We were supposed to catch you. Take you back to Jackson."
IIWI,.WI

"The gang suspected you mighta had something to do with Jerry Facon's disappearance. They
wanted to ask you some questions about it. They had someone watching some gpartment building, seen
you two coming out in aLincoln, had you followed part of the way. The dark guy wasn't with you, but
the woman was the right one, so we started tracking you."

"Do the vampires of Jackson know anything about this plan?’

"No, the gang figured it was their problem. But they also got alot of other problems, a prisoner
escape and so on, and lots of people out sick. So what with one thing and another, they recruited a
bunch of usto hdp."

"What are these men?' Eric asked me.

| dosed my eyes and thought carefully. "Nothing,” | said. "They're nothing.” They weren't shifters,
or Weres, or anything. They were hardly human beings, in my opinion, but nobody died and made me
God.

"We need to get out of here," Eric said. | agreed heartily. Thelast thing | wanted to do was
spend the night at the police station, and for Eric, that was an impossibility. There wasn't an gpproved
vampirejail cell any closer than Shreveport. Heck, the police station in Bon Temps had just gotten
wheelchair accessble.

Eric looked into Sonny's eyes. "We weren't here," he said. "Thislady and mysdlf.”
"Just the boy," Sonny agreed.

Again, the other robber tried to keep his eyestight shut, but Eric blew in hisface, and just asa
dog would, the man opened his eyes and tried to wiggle back. Eric had him in asecond, and repeated his
procedure.

Then heturned to the clerk and handed him the shotgun. Y ours, | believe,” Eric said.

"Thanks," the boy said, hiseyesfirmly on the barrel of the gun. He aimed at the robbers. "1 know
you weren't here," he growled, keeping his gaze ahead of him. "And | ain't saying nothing to the police.”

Eric put forty dollars on the counter. "For the gas," he explained. " Sookie, |et's make tracks."
"A Lincoln with abig holein the trunk does stand out," the boy caled after us.
"He'sright." | was buckling up and Eric was accel erating as we heard Sirens, pretty close.

"| should have taken the truck," Eric said. He seemed pleased with our adventure, now that it
was over.

"How'syour face?'



"It's getting better.”
The wets were not nearly as noticesble.
"What happened?’ | asked, hoping thiswas not avery touchy subject.

He cast me asideways glance. Now that we were back on the interdtate, we had dowed down
to the speed limit, so it wouldn't seem to any of the many police cars converging on the convenience store
that we wereflesing.

"While you were tending to your human needsin the bathroom," he said, "1 finished putting gasin
thetank. | had hung up the pump and was almost at the door when those two got out of the truck and
just tossed anet over me. It isvery humiliating, that they were able to do that, two foolswith aslver net."

"Y our mind must have been somewhereese.”

"Yes" hesad shortly. "It was"

"So then what happened?’ | asked, when it seemed he was going to stop there.

"The heavier one hit me with the butt of hisgun, and it took me asmall timeto recover," Eric
sad.

"| saw the blood."

He touched a place on the back of hishead. "Yes, | bled. After getting used to the pain, |
snagged a corner of the net on the bumper of their truck and managed to roll out of it. They wereinept in

that, aswell asrobbery. If they had tied the net shut with silver chains, the result might have been
different.”

"So you got free?"

"The head blow was more of aproblem than | thought at first," Eric said fiffly. "I ran dong the
back of the store to the water spigot on the other side. Then | heard someone coming out of the back.
When | was recovered, | followed the sounds and found you." After along moment's silence, Eric asked
me what had happened in the sore.

"They got me confused with the other woman who went in the store at the sametime | went to
theladies room,” | explained. "They didn't seem to be sure | wasin the store, and the clerk wastelling
them that there had been only one woman, and sheld gone. | could tell he had ashotgunin his
truck—you know, | heard it in hishead—and | went and got it, and | disabled their truck, and | was
looking for you because | figured something had happened to you.”

"So you planned to save me and the clerk, together?!

"Wl ... yeah." | couldn't understand the odd tone of hisvoice. "I didn't fed like| had awhole
lot of choicesthere.”

Thewedtswerejust pink lines now.

The sllence dill didn't seem relaxed. We were about forty minutes from home now. | started to
letit drop. | didn't.

"Y ou don't seem too happy about something,” | said, adefinite edge to my voice. My own
temper was fraying around the edges. | knew | was heading in the wrong direction conversationdly; |
knew | should just be content with silence, however brooding and pregnant.



Eric took the exit for Bon Temps and turned south.

Sometimes, instead of going down the road less taken, you just charge right down the beaten
path.

"Would there be something wrong with me rescuing the two of you?' We were driving through
Bon Temps now. Eric turned east after the buildings dong Main gradualy thinned and vanished. We
passed Merlotte's, fill open. We turned south again, on asmall parish road. Then we were bumping
down my driveway.

Eric pulled over and killed theengine. "Y es," he said. "Thereis something wrong with that. And
why the hell don't you get your driveway fixed?"

The string of tension that had stretched between us popped. | was out of the car inaNew Y ork
minute, and he was, too. We faced each other acrossthe roof of the Lincoln, though not much of me
showed. | charged around it until | wasright in front of him.

"Because | can't afford it, that'swhy! | don't have any money! And you al keep asking meto
take time off from my job to do stuff for you! | can't! | can't do it anymore!™ | shrieked. "I quit!”

Therewas along moment of silence while Eric regarded me. My chest was heaving underneath
my stolen jacket. Something felt funny, something was bothering me about the gppearance of my house,
but | was too het up to examine my worry.

"Bill ..." Eric began cautioudy, and it set me off like arocket.

"He's spending dl hismoney on the fresking Bdllefleurs™ | said, my tonethistime low and
venomous, but no less sincere. "He never thinks about giving me money. And how could | takeit? It
would make me akept woman, and I'm not hiswhore, I'm his ... | used to be hisgirlfriend.”

| took adeep, shuddering breath, dismally awarethat | was going to cry. It would be better to
get mad again. | tried. "Where do you get off, telling them that I'm your ... your lover? Whered that
comefrom?'

"What happened to the money you earned in Dalas?' Eric asked, taking me completely by
surprise.

"| paid my property taxeswithit."

"Did you ever think that if you told me where Bill's hiding his computer program, | would give
you anything you asked for? Did you not redize that Russdll would have paid you handsomely?"

| sucked in my breath, so offended, | hardly knew where to begin.
"l seeyou didn't think of thosethings.”

"Oh, yeah, I'm just an angel.” Actually, none of those things had occurred to me, and | was
amos defendve they hadn't. | was shaking with fury, and all my good sense went out the window. |
would fed the presence of other brains at work, and the fact that someone wasin my place enraged me
farther. Therationd part of my mind crumpled under the weight of my anger.

"Someoneswaiting in my house, Eric.” | swung around and stomped over to my porch, finding
the key 1'd hidden under the rocker my grandmother had loved. Ignoring everything my brain wastrying
to tell me, ignoring the beginning of abellow from Eric, | opened the front door and got hit with aton of
bricks.



Chapter Fourteen

"Wegot her," said avoice| didn't recognize. | had been yanked to my feet, and | was swaying
between two men who were holding me up.

"What about the vamp?'
"I shot him twice, but he'sin the woods. He got away.”
"That's bad news. Work fast."

| could sense that there were many men in the room with me, and | opened my eyes. They'd
turned on the lights. They werein my house. They werein my home. As much asthe blow to my jaw,
that made me sick. Somehow, I'd assumed my visitors would be Sam or Arlene or Jason.

Therewerefive strangersin my living room, if | wasthinking clearly enough to count. But before
| could form another idea, one of the men—and now | redlized he was wearing afamiliar |lesther
vest—punched mein the ssomach.

| didn't have enough breath to scream.
Thetwo men holding me pulled me back upright.
"Whereishe?'

"Who?' | redly couldn't remember, at this point, what particular missing person he wanted meto
locate. But, of course, he hit me again. | had a dreadful minute when | needed to gag but hadn't the air to
doit. | was strangling and suffocating.

Findly, | drew in along breath. It was noisy and painful and just heaven.

My Wereinterrogator, who had light hair shaved closeto his scap and anasty little goatee,
dapped me, hard, open-handed. My head rocked on my neck like a car on faulty shock absorbers.
"Wheré'sthe vampire, bitch?' the Were said. He drew hisfist back.

| couldn't take any more of this. | decided to speed things up. | pulled my legs up, and while the
two a my sdes kept desperate grips on my arms, | kicked the Were in front of me with both feet. If |
hadn't had on bedroom dippers, it probably would have been more effective. I'm never wearing safety
boots when | need them. But Nasty Goatee did stagger back, and then he came for me with my deathin
hiseyes.

By then my legs had swung back to the floor, but | made them keep going backward, and threw
my two captors completely off balance. They staggered, tried to recover, but their frantic footing wasin
van. Downwe dl went, the Were along with us.

Thismight not be better, but it was an improvement over waiting to get hit.

I'd landed on my face, snce my arms and hands weren't under my control. One guy did let go as
wefdl, and when | got that hand underneath me for leverage, | yanked away from the other man.



I'd gotten halfway to my feet when the Were, quicker than the humans, managed to grab my hair.
He dedt adap to my face while he wound my hair around his hand for a better grip. The other hired
hands closed in, either to help the two on the floor to rise, or just to see me get battered.

A red fight isover in afew minutes because people wear out quick. It had been avery long day,
and thefact was, | wasready to give up against these overwhelming odds. But | had alittle pride and |
went for the guy closest to me, apotbellied pig of aman with greasy dark hair. | dug my fingersinto his
face, trying to cause any damage | could, while | could.

The Were kneed mein the belly and | screamed, and the pig-man began to yell for the othersto
get me off of him, and the front door crashed open as Eric camein, blood covering his chest and right
leg. Bill wasright behind him.

They log al control.
| saw firsthand what avampire could do.

After asecond, | redlized my help would not be needed, and | decided the Goddess of Redlly
Tough Galswould have to excuse mewhile | closed my eyes.

Intwo minutes, dl the men in my living room were deed.

**k*

"Sookie? Sookie?" Eric's voice was hoarse. " Do we need to take her to the hospital ?* he asked
Bill.

| felt cool fingers on my wrigt, touching my neck. | dmost explained that for once | was
conscious, but it wasjust too hard. The floor seemed like agood placeto be.

"Her pulseisstrong,” Bill reported. "I'm going to turn her over."
"Shelsdive?'

"es"

Eric'svoice, suddenly closer, said, "Isthe blood hers?!

"Yes someof it."

He drew adeep, shuddering breath. "Hersis different.”

"Yes" Bill said coldly. "But surely you arefull by now."

"Itsbeen along time since| had red blood in quantity,” Eric said, just exactly like my brother,
Jason, would have remarked it had been along time since held had blackberry cobbler.

Bill did hishands underneath me. "'For me, too. WEIl need to put them dl out intheyard,” he
said casudly, "and clean up Sookies house."

"Of course"

Bill began rolling me over, and | began crying. | couldn't helpit. Asstrong as| wanted to be, dl |
could think of was my body. If you've ever been redlly besten, you'll know what | mean. When you've
been redly beaten, you redlize that you are just an envelope of skin, an easily penetrated envel ope that
holds together alot of fluids and somerigid structures, which in their turn can smply be broken and



invaded. | thought 1'd been badly hurt in Dallas afew weeks before, but thisfelt worse. | knew that didn't
mean it was worse; therewas alot of soft tissue damage. In Ddlas, my cheekbone had been fractured
and my kneetwisted. | thought maybe the knee had been compromised al over again, and | thought
maybe one of the daps had rebroken the cheekbone. | opened my eyes, blinked, and opened them
again. My vision cleared after afew seconds.

"Can you speek?' Eric said, after along, long moment.
| tried, but my mouth was so dry, nothing came out.

"She needsadrink." Bill went to the kitchen, having to take aless than direct route, sncethere
were alot of obstructionsin the way.

Eric's hands stroked back my hair. He'd been shot, | remembered, and | wanted to ask him how
hefelt, but | couldn't. He was Sitting on his butt beside me, leaning on the cushions of my couch. There
was blood on hisface, and he looked pinker than I'd ever seen him, ruddy with health. When Bill
returned with my water—he'd even added a straw—I |ooked at hisface. Bill looked amost sunburned.

Bill held me up carefully and put the straw to my lips. | drank, and it was the best thing I'd ever
tasted.

"Youkilled them dl," | saidin acresky voice.
Eric nodded.

| thought of the circle of brutish faces that had surrounded me. | thought of the Were dapping me
intheface.

"Good," | said. Eric looked alittle amused, just for asecond. Bill didn't look anything in
particular.

"How many?
Eric looked around vaguely, and Bill pointed afinger slently as he toted them up.
"Seven?' Bill said doubtfully. "Two in the yard and five in the house?'

"l wasthinking eight,”" Eric murmured.

"Why did they come after you like that?"

"Jerry Falcon.”

"Oh," said Bill, adifferent note in hisvoice. "Oh, yes. I've encountered him. In the torture room.
Heisfirsonmy lig."

"W, you can cross him off," Eric said. "Alcide and Sookie disposed of hisbody in the woods
yesterday."

"Did thisAlcidekill him?' Bill looked down a me, reconsidered. "Or Sookie?"

"He says no. They found the corpsein the closet of Alcide's gpartment, and they hatched aplan
to hide hisremains." Eric sounded like that had been kind of cute of us.

"My Sookie hid a corpse?’
"I don't think you can be too sure about that possessive pronoun.”



"Where did you learn that term, Northman?"
"| took "English as a Second Language' at acommunity college in the seventies.”
Bill sad, "Sheismine”

| wondered if my handswould move. They would. | raised both of them, making an unmistakable
one-fingered gesture.

Ericlaughed, and Bill said, "Sookie!" in shocked admonishment.

"| think that Sookieistdling us she belongsto hersdlf,” Eric said softly. "In the meantime, to finish
our conversation, whoever stuffed the corpse in the closet meant to saddle Alcide with the blame, since
Jerry Falcon had made a blatant pass at Sookie in the bar the night before, and Alcide had taken
umbrage.”

"So dl thisplot might be directed a Alcide instead of us?'

"Hard to say. Evidently, from what the armed robbers at the gas station told us, what's remaining
of thegang cdled in dl the thugs they knew and stationed them aong the interstate to intercept us on the
way back. If they'd just called ahead, they wouldn't now bein jail for armed robbery. And I'm certainly
surethat'swherethey are”

"So how'd these guys get here? How'd they know where Sookie lived, who sheredly was?'

"She used her own name at Club Dead. They didn't know the name of Bill's human girlfriend.
Y ou werefaithful.”

"I hadn't been faithful in other ways," Bill said bleakly. "I thought it wastheleast | could do for
her."

And thiswas the guy whom I'd shot the bird. On the other hand, this was the guy who was
talking like | waan't in the room. And most importantly, this was the guy who'd had another "darling,” for
whom he'd planned to leave meflat.

"So the Weres may not know she was your girlfriend; they only know she was staying in the
gpartment with Alcide when Jerry disappeared. They know Jerry may have come by the apartment. This
Alcide saysthat the packmaster in Jackson told Alcide to leave and not return for awhile, but that he
believed Alcide had not killed Jerry."

"ThisAlcide ... he seemed to have atroubled relationship with hisgirlfriend.”
"Sheis engaged to someone ese. She bdieves heis attached to Sookie."

"And ishe? He hasthe gdl to tell thisvirago Debbie that Sookieisgood in bed."
"He wanted to make her jedlous. He has not dept with Sookie."

"But helikes her." Bill madeit sound like acapita crime.

"Doesn't everyone?"

| said, with great effort, "Y ou just killed abunch of guyswho didn't seemtolikemeat dl." | was
tired of them talking about me right above my heed, asilluminating asit was. | was hurting real bad, and
my living room was full of dead men. | was ready for both those Situations to be remedied.



"Bill, how'd you get here?' | asked in araspy whisper.

"My car. | negotiated aded with Russll, sincel didn't want to be looking over my shoulder for
therest of my existence. Russell wasin atantrum when | called him. Not only had | disgppeared and
Lorenavanished, but his hired Weres had disobeyed him and thus jeopardized business dealings Russl|
haswith this Alcide and hisfather."

"Who was Russell angriest with?" Eric asked.
"Lorena, for letting me escape.’

They had agood laugh over that one before Bill continued his story. Those vamps. A laugh a
minute.

"Russdll agreed to return my car and leave me doneif | would tell him how I'd escaped, so he
could plug the hole I'd wiggled out of. And he asked meto put in abid for him to sharein the vampire
directory."

If Russdll had just donethat in thefirgt place, it would have saved everyonealot of grief. Onthe
other hand, Lorenawould still be dive. So would the thugs who'd beaten me, and perhaps so would
Jerry Falcon, whose death was till amystery.

"S0," Bill continued, "1 sped down the highway, on the way to tell you two that the Weres and
their hired hands were pursuing you, and that they had gone ahead to liein wait. They had discovered,
viathe computer, that Alcides girlfriend Sookie Stackhouse lived in Bon Temps.”

"These computers are dangerous things," Eric said. His voice sounded weary, and | remembered
the blood on his clothes. Eric had been shot twice, because he'd been with me.

"Her faceisswelling,” Bill said. Hisvoice was both gentle and angry.

"Eric okay?' | asked wearily, figuring | could skip afew wordsif | got theideaacross.
"I will hedl," he said, from agreet distance. "Especidly since having dl that good ..."
Andthen | fell adeep, or passed out, or some blend of the two.

*k*

Sunshine. It had been so long since I'd seen sunshine; 1'd dmost forgotten how good it looked.

| wasin my own bed, and | wasin my soft blue brushed-nylon nightgown, and | was wrapped up
likeamummy. | redly, redly had to get up and get to the bathroom. Once | moved enough to establish
how awful walking was going to be, only my bladder compelled meto get out of that bed.

| took tiny steps across the floor, which suddenly seemed as wide and empty asthe desert. |
covered it inch by painful inch. My toenails were il painted bronze, to match my nails. | had alot of
timeto look at my toesas | made my journey.

Thank God | had indoor plumbing. If I'd had to make it into the yard to an outhouse, as my
grandmother had asachild, | wouldve given up.

When | had completed my journey and pulled on afleecy blue robe, | inched my way down the
hal to the living room to examine the floor. | noticed dong the way that the sun outside was brilliant and
the sky was the deep rich blue of heaven. It wasforty-two, said the thermometer Jason had given me on
my birthday. He'd mounted it for me on the window frame, so | could just peek out to read it.



The living room looked real good. | wasn't sure how long the vampire cleaning crew had been at
work the night before, but there were no body parts visble. The wood of the floor was gleaming, and the
furniture looked spanky clean. The old throw rug was missing, but | didn't care. It had been no wonderful
heirloom anyway, just asort of pretty rug Gran had picked up at afleamarket for thirty-five dollars. Why
did I remember that? It didn't matter at al. And my grandmother was dead.

| felt the sudden danger of weeping, and | pushed it away. | wasn't going to fal back into a
trough of self-pity. My reaction to Bill's unfaithfulness seemed faint and far away now; | wasacolder
woman, or maybe my protective hide had just grown thicker. | no longer felt angry with him, to my
surprise. He'd been tortured by the woman—well, the vampire—he'd thought loved him. And she'dd
tortured him for financid gain—that wasthe wordt.

To my startled horror, suddenly | relived the moment when the stake had gonein under her ribs,
and | wasfeding the movement of the wood asit plowed through her body.

| madeit back to the hal bathroom just intime.
Okay, I'd killed someone.

I'd once hurt someone who wastrying to kill me, but that had never bothered me: oh, the odd
dream or two. But the horror of staking the vampire Lorenafelt worse. She would've killed me alot
quicker, and | was sure it would have been no problem whatsoever for Lorena. She probably would've
laughed her ass off.

Maybe that was what had gotten to me so much. After I'd sunk the stakein, | was surel'd had a
moment, asecond, aflash of timeinwhich I'd thought, So there, bitch. And it had been pure pleasure.

**k*

A couple of hours ater, I'd discovered it was the early afternoon, and it was Monday. | called
my brother on his cell phone, and he came by with my mail. When | opened my door, he stood for along
minute, looking me up and down.

"If hedid that to you, I'm heading over there with atorch and a sharpened broom handle," he
sad.

"No, hedidnt.”

"What happened to the ones who did?’

"Y ou better not think about it too much.”

"At least he does somethingsright.”

"I'm not gonnasee him anymore.”

"Uh-huh. I've heard that before.”

Hehad apoint. "For awhile" | sad firmly.
"Sam sad you'd gone off with Alcide Herveaux."
"Sam shouldn't have told you.”

"Hell, I'myour brother. | need to know who you're going around with."



"It wasbusiness” | said, trying alittle smile on for size.

"Y ou going into surveying?'
"You know Alcide?!

"Who doesnt, at least by name? Those Herveauxes, they're well known. Tough guys. Good to
work for. Rich."

"Hesaniceguy."

"He coming around anymore? I'd like to meet him. | don't want to be on aroad crew working for
the parish my wholelife”

That was newsto me. "Next time | seehim, I'll call you. | don't know if helll be stopping by
anytime soon, but if he does, you'll know about it."

"Good." Jason glanced around. "What happened to the rug?’

| noticed a spot of blood on the couch, about where Eric had leaned. | sat down so my legswere
covering it. "The rug?| spilled some tomato sauce onit. | was eating Spaghetti out here while | watched

"So you took it to get it cleaned?”

| didn't know how to answer. | didn't know if that was what the vampires had done with the rug,
or if it'd had to betorched. "Yes," | said, with some hesitation. "But they may not be able to get the stain
out, they said.”

"New gravel looks good."
| stared at him in gape-mouthed surprise. "What?'

Helooked at me asif | wereafool. "The new gravel. On the driveway. They did agood job,
getting it level. Not asingle pothole.

Completely forgetting the bloodstain, | heaved myself up from the couch with some difficulty and
peered out the front window, thistime realy looking.

Not only was the driveway done, but a so there was anew parking areaiin front of the house. It
was outlined with landscaping timbers. The gravel wasthe very expensive kind, the kind that's supposed
tointerlock so it doesn't roll out of the desired area. | put my hand over my mouth as| calculated how
much it had cost. "It'sdone like that dl the way to the road?’ | asked Jason, my voice hardly audible.

"Yeah, | saw the Burgess and Sons crew out herewhen | drove by earlier,” he said dowly.
"Didn't you fix it up to haveit done?’

| shook my head.

"Damn, they did it by mistake?' Quick to rage, Jason flushed. "I'll call that Randy Burgess and
ream hisass. Don't you pay the bill! Here's the note that was stuck to the front door.” Jason pulled a
rolled receipt from hisfront pocket. " Sorry, | was going to hand that to you before I noticed your face.”

| unrolled the yellow sheet and read the note scribbled acrossit. " Sookie—Mr. Northman said
not to knock on your door, so I'm sticking thistoit. Y ou may need thisin case something iswrong. Just
cdl us. Randy."



"Itspaidfor,” | said, and Jason camed alittle.
"The boyfriend? The ex?'

| remembered screaming at Eric about my driveway. "No," | said. "Someone dse.” | caught
mysalf wishing the man who'd been so thoughtful had been Bill.

"Y ou sure are getting around these days," Jason said. He didn't sound asjudgmentd as|
expected, but then Jason was shrewd enough to know he could hardly throw many stones.

| sad flatly, "No, I'm not."

He eyed mefor along moment. | met hisgaze. "Okay," he said dowly. "Then someone owes
you, bigtime."

"That would be closer to the truth,” | said, and wondered in turnif | myself was being truthful.
"Thanksfor getting my mail for me, Big Bro. | need to crawl back in bed.”

"No problem. Y ou want to go to the doctor?"
| shook my head. | couldn't face the waiting room.
"Then you let me know if you heed meto get you some groceries.”

"Thanks," | said again, with more pleasure. "Y ou're agood brother." To our mutual surprise, |
stood on tiptoe and gave him akiss on the cheek. He awkwardly put hisarm around me, and | made
myself keep the smile on my face, rather than wincing from the pain.

"Get back in bed, Sis," he said, shutting the door behind him carefully. | noticed he stood on the
porch for afull minute, surveying al that premium gravel. Then he shook his head and got back into his
pickup, dways clean and gleaming, the pink and agua flames startling against the black paint that covered
the rest of the truck.

| watched alittleteevison. | tried to eat, but my face hurt too much. | fet lucky when |
discovered some yogurt in the refrigerator.

A big pickup pulled up to the front of the house about three o'clock. Alcide got out with my
suitcase. He knocked softly.

He might be happier if | didn't answer, but | figured | wasn't in the business of making Alcide
Herveaux happy, and | opened the door.

"Oh, Jesus Chrigt," he said, not irreverently, as hetook mein.

"Comein," | said, through jawsthat were getting so sore | could barely part them. | knew I'd
sad I'll cal Jason if Alcide came by; but Alcide and | needed to talk.

He camein and stood looking at me. Findly, he put the suitcase back in my room, fixed meabig
glass of iced teawith astraw init, and put it on the table by the couch. My eyesfilled with tears. Not
everyone would have redized that a hot drink made my swollen face hurt.

"Tdl mewhat happened, chere," he said, sitting on the couch beside me. "Here, put your feet up
whileyou do." He helped me swivel sidewaysand lay my legsover hislap. | had plenty of pillows
propped behind me, and | did feel comfortable, or as comfortable as | was going to fed for a couple of
days.



| told him everything.

"So, you think they'll come after mein Shreveport?' he asked. He didn't seem to be blaming me
for bringing dl thison his head, which frankly I'd haf expected.

| shook my head helplesdy. "I just don't know. | wish we knew what had redly happened. That
might get them off our backs™"

"Weresare nothing if not loyd," Alcidesad.

| took hishand. "I know that."

Alcide's green eyes regarded me steedlily.

"Debhbie asked meto kill you," he said.

For amoment | felt cold down to my bones. "What did you tell her back?" | asked, through stiff

"| told her she could go fuck hersdlf, excuse my language.”
"And how do you fed now?"

"Numb. Isn't that stupid? I'm pulling her out of me by the roots, though. | told you | would. | had
todoit. It'slike being addicted to crack. She'lsawful.”

| thought of Lorena. "Sometimes," | said, and even to my own ears| sounded sad, "the bitch
wins." Lorenawas far from dead between Bill and me. Speaking of Debbie raised yet another unpleasant
memory. "Hey, you told her we had been to bed together, when you two were fighting! "

Helooked profoundly embarrassed, his olive skin flushing. "I'm ashamed of that. | knew sheld
been having agood time with her fiance; she bragged about it. | sort of used your namein vain when |
wasredly mad. | gpologize.”

| could understand that, even though | didn't likeit. | raised my eyebrows to indicate that wasn't
quite enough.

"Okay, that wasredly low. A double gpology and a promiseto never do it again.”
| nodded. | would accept that.

"I hated to hustle you al out of the apartment like that, but | didn't want her to see the three of
you, in view of conclusions she might have drawn. Debhbie can get really mad, and | thought if she saw
you in conjunction with the vampires, she might hear arumor that Russell was missing a prisoner and put
two and two together. She might even be mad enough to call Russdll."”

"So much for loydty among Weres."

"Shelsashifter, not aWere," Alcide said ingtantly, and a suspicion of mine was confirmed. | was
beginning to believe that Alcide, despite his stated conviction that he was determined to kept the Were
geneto himsdf, would never be happy with anyone but another Were. | sighed: | tried to keep it anice,
quiet Sgh. | might bewrong, after dl.

"Debbieaside," | said, waving my hand to show how completely Debbie was out of our
conversationd picture, " someone killed Jerry Falcon and put him in your closet. That's caused me—and
you—alot moretrouble that the origind mission, which was searching for Bill. Who would do something



likethat? 1t would have to be someone redly mdicious.”
"Or someoneredly stupid,” Alcide said fairly.

"I know Bill didn't do it, because hewas aprisoner. And I'd swear Eric wastdling the truth when
he said hedidn't doit." | hesitated, hating to bring a name back up. "But what about Debbie? She's..." |
stopped mysalf from saying "ared bitch," because only Alcide should cal her that. " She was angry with
you for having adate" | said mildly. "Maybe she would put Jerry Falcon in your closet to cause you
trouble?'

"Debbie's mean and she can cause trouble, but she's never killed anyone," Alcide said. "She
doesn't havethe, the ... grit for it, the sand. The will to kill."

Okay. Jusgt call me Sandy.

Alcide must have read my dismay on my face. "Hey, I'm aWere," he said, shrugging. "I'd doiit if
| had to. Especidly at theright time of the moon."

"So maybe afdlow pack member did himin, for reasons we don't know, and decided to lay the
blame on you?" Another possible scenario.

"That doesn't fed right. Another Were would have—well, the body would've looked different.”
Alcide sad, trying to spare my finer feglings. He meant the body would have been ripped to shreds. "And
| think | would've smelled another Were on him. Not that | got that close.”

Wejust didn't have any other ideas, though if I'd tape-recorded that conversation and played it
back, 1 would have thought of another possible culprit easily enough.

Alcide said he had to get back to Shreveport, and | lifted my legsfor him to rise. He got up, but
went down on one knee by the head of the couch to tell me goodbye. | said the polite things, how niceit
had been of him to give me a placeto stay, how much I'd enjoyed meeting his sister, how much funit had
been to hide abody with him. No, | didn't redly say that, but it crossed my mind, as| was being Gran's
courteous product.

"I'mglad | met you," he said. He was closer to me than I'd thought, and he gave me apeck on
thelipsin farewell. But after the peck, which was okay, he returned for alonger good-bye. Hislipsfelt
so warm; and after asecond, histongue felt even warmer. His head turned dightly to get a better angle,
and then hewent at it again. Hisright hand hovered above me, trying to find a place to settle that
wouldn't hurt me. Findly he covered my left hand with his. Oh boy, thiswas good. But only my mouth
and my lower pelviswere happy. Therest of me hurt. Hishand did, in a questioning sort of way, up to
my breast, and | gave a sharp gasp.

"Oh, God, | hurt you!" he said. Hislipslooked very full and red after the long kiss, and hiseyes
were brilliant.

| felt obliged to gpologize. "I'm just S0 sore,” | said.

"What did they do to you?' he asked. "Not just afew daps across the face?'
He had imagined my swollen face was my most serious problem.

"l wish that had been it,” | said, trying to smile.

Hetruly looked stricken. "And herel am, making apass at you."



"Wedll, | didn't push you away," | said mildly. (I wastoo soreto push.) "And | didn't say, 'No, sir,
how dare you force your attentionson me!™

Alcide looked somewhat startled. "I'll come back by soon,” he promised. "I you need anything,
you cal me." Hefished acard out of hispocket and laid it on the table by the couch. "This has got my
work number on it, and I'm writing my cell number on the back, and my home number. Give meyours.”
Obediently, I recited the numbersto him, and he wrote them down in, no kidding, alittle black book. |
didn't have the energy to make ajoke.

When he was gone, the house felt extraempty. He was so big and so energetic—so alive—he
filled large spaces with his personality and presence.

It wasaday for meto sigh.

Having talked to Jason at Merlotte's, Arlene came by at half past five. She surveyed me, looked
asif shewere suppressing alot of comments she really wanted to make, and heated me up some
Campbell's. | letit cool beforel ateit very carefully and dowly, and felt the better for it. She put the
dishesin the dishwasher, and asked meif | needed any other help. | thought of her children waiting for
her at home, and | said | wasjust fine. It did me good to see Arlene, and to know she was struggling with
hersdlf about speaking out of turn made me fed even better.

Physcdly, | wasfeding more and more siff. | made mysdf get up and walk alittle (though it
looked more like ahabble), but as my bruises became fully developed and the house grew colder, |
began to fed much worse. Thiswaswhen living doneredly got to you, when you felt bad or sick and
there was no one there.

Y ou might fed alittle sorry for yoursdlf, too, if you weren't careful.

To my surprise, thefirst vampireto arrive after dark was Pam. Tonight she was wearing atrailing
black gown, so she was scheduled to work at Fangtasia. Ordinarily, Pam shunned black; shewasa
pastelskind of femae. She yanked at the chiffon deevesimpatiently.

"Eric saysyou may need afemaeto help you," she said impatiently. "Though why | am supposed
to be your lady'smaid, | don't know. Do you redly need help, or ishejust trying to curry favor with you?
| like you well enough, but after dl, | am vampire, and you are human.”

That Pam, what a swestie,

"Y ou could sit and vigit with me for aminute,” | suggested, at aloss asto how to proceed.
Actudly, it would be nice to have hel p getting into and out of the bathtub, but I knew Pam would be
offended to be asked to perform such a persond task. After dl, shewasvampire, | was human ... .

Pam settled into the armchair facing the couch. "Eric saysyou can fire ashotgun,” she said, more
conversationaly. "Would you teach me?"

"I'd beredl glad to, when I'm better.”

"Did you redly stake Lorena?'

The shotgun lessons were more important than the death of Lorena, it seemed.
"Yes Shewouldvekilled me."

"How'd you doit?'



"| had the stake that had been used on me."

Then Pam had to hear about that, and ask me how it felt, since | was the only person she knew
who'd survived being staked, and then she asked me exactly how I'd killed Lorena, and there we were,
back a my least favorite topic.

"l don't want to talk about it," | admitted.
"Why not?' Pam was curious. "Y ou say shewastrying to kill you."
"Shewas"

"And after she had done that, she would have tortured Bill more, until he broke, and you would
have been dead, and it al would have been for nothing."

Pam had a point, agood one, and | tried to think about it as apractical step to have taken, rather
than a desperate reflex.

"Bill and Eric will be here soon," Pam said, looking at her watch.
"l wish you had told methat earlier,” | said, struggling to my feet.

"Got to brush your teeth and hair?" Pam was chearfully sarcadtic. "That's why Eric thought you
might need my help.”

"1 think 1 can manage my own grooming, if you wouldn't mind hesting up some blood in the
microwave—of course, for yoursdf aswell. I'm sorry, | wasn't being polite.”

Pam gave me a skeptical 1ook, but trotted off to the kitchen without further comment. | listened
for aminute to make sure she knew how to operate amicrowave, and | heard reassuringly unhesitating
beeps as she punched in the numbers and hit Start.

Sowly and painfully, | washed off in the sink, brushed my hair and teeth, and put on some silky
pink pgjamas and a matching robe and dippers. | wished | had the energy to dress, but | just couldn't
face underwear and socks and shoes.

There was no point putting on makeup over the bruises. Therewasno way | could cover them.
Infact, | wondered why I'd gotten up from the couch to put mysdlf through thismuch pain. | looked in
the mirror and told myself | wasan idiot to make any preparation for their arriva. | wasjust plain
primping. Given my overdl misery (mental and physical), my behavior wasridiculous. | wassorry | had
felt the impulse, and even sorrier Pam had witnessed it.

But thefirst male cdler | had was Bubba.

Hewas all decked out. The vampires of Jackson had enjoyed Bubba's company, it was
apparent. Bubbawas wearing ared jumpsuit with rhinestones on it (I wasn't too surprised one of the boy
toys at the mansion had had one) complete with wide belt and half boots. Bubba looked good.

He didn't seem pleased, though. He seemed apologetic. "Miss Sookie, I'm sorry | lost you last
night," he said right away. He brushed past Pam, who looked surprised. "I see something awful happened
to you last night, and | wasn't thereto stop it like Eric told meto be. | was having agood timein
Jackson, those guys there really know how to throw themsalves a party.”

| had an idea, ablindingly smpleidea. If I'd beenin acomic drip, it would have shown itsdlf asa
lightning bolt over my head. "Y ou've been watching me every night,” | said, asgently as| could, trying



hard to keep dl excitement out of my voice. "Right?'

"Yesm, ever snce Mr. Eric told meto.” He was standing straighter, his head full of carefully
combed hair gelled into the familiar style. The guys a Russdll's mansion had redlly worked hard on him.

"'S0 you were out there the night we came back from the club? Thefirgt night?*
"Y ou bet, Miss Sookie."

"Did you see anyone € se outsde the gpartment?”

"l suredid." Helooked proud.

Oh, boy. "Wasthisaguy in gang leathers?'

Helooked surprised. "Yesm, it wasthat guy hurt you in the bar. | seen him when the doorman
threw him out back. Some of his buddies came around back there, and they were talking about what had
happened. So | knew hed offended you. Mr. Eric said not to come up to you or himin public, sol
didn't. But | followed you back to the apartment, in that truck. Bet you didn't even know | wasin the
back."

"No, | suredidn't know you werein the back of the pickup. That wasrea smart. Now tell me,
when you saw the Were later, what was he doing?"

"He had picked the lock on the apartment door by thetime | snuck up behind him. | just barely
caught that sucker intime."

"What did you do with him?" | smiled a Bubba

"I broke his neck and stuffed him in the closet,” Bubba said proudly. "I didn't have timeto take
the body anywhere, and | figured you and Mr. Eric could figure out what to do about it.”

| had to look away. So smple. So direct. Solving that mystery had just taken asking the right
person the right question.

Why hadn't we thought of it?'Y ou couldn't give Bubba orders and expect him to adapt them to
circumstances. Quite possibly, he had saved my life by killing Jerry Falcon, since my bedroom wasthe
first one the Were would have cometo. | had been so tired when | finaly got to bed, | might not have
woken until it wastoo late.

Pam had been looking back and forth between uswith aquestion on her face. | held up ahand
to indicate I'd explain later, and | made myself smile a Bubbaand tell him held donetheright thing. "Eric
will be o pleased,” | said. And telling Alcide would be an interesting experience.

Bubba's whole face relaxed. He amiled, that upper lip curling just alittle. "I'm glad to hear you
Sy 0," hesaid. "You got any blood? I'm mighty thirsty."

"Sure," | said. Pam was thoughtful enough to fetch the blood, and Bubba took abig swig.

"Not asgood asacat's," he observed. "But mighty fine just the same. Thank you, thank you very



Chapter Fifteen

What acozy evening it wasturning out to be—yourstruly and four vampires, after Bill and Eric
arived separatdy but dmost smultaneoudy. Just me and my buds, hanging at the house.

Bill ingsted on braiding my hair for me, just so he could show hisfamiliarity with my house and
habits by going in the bathroom and getting my box of hair doodads. Then he put me on the ottomanin
front of him as he sat behind me to brush and fix my hair. | have dwaysfound thisavery soothing
process, and it aroused memories of another evening Bill and | had begun just about the same way, with
afabulousfinde. Of course. Bill waswell aware he was pushing those memoriesto thefore,

Eric observed thiswith the air of one taking notes, and Pam sneered openly. | could not for the
life of me understand why they al had to be here a the sametime, and why they dl didn't get sick of one
another—and me—and go away. After afew minutes of having acomparative crowd in my houss, |
longed to be aone once more. Why had | thought | waslonely?

Bubba left fairly quickly, anxiousto do some hunting. | didn't want to think too closdly about thet.
When held left, | was ableto tell the other vampires about what had redlly happened to Jerry Falcon.

Eric didn't seem too upset that his directions to Bubba had caused the death of Jerry Falcon, and
I'd aready admitted to mysalf that | couldn't be too wrought up about it, either. If it came down to him,
or me, well, | liked me better. Bill wasindifferent to Jerry'sfate, and Pam thought the whole thing was

funny.

"That he followed you to Jackson, when hisingructions were just for here, for onenight ... that
he kept following hisingructions, no matter what! 1t's not very vampiric, but he's certainly agood
SOldier.”

"It would have been much better if held told Sookie what he'd done and why held doneit,” Eric
observed.

"Y es, anote would have been nice" | said sarcagticdly. " Anything would have been better than
opening that closat and finding the body stuffed inthere.”

Pam hooted with laughter. 1'd reglly found the way to tickle her funny bone. Wonderful.
"l can just see your face," she said. "Y ou and the Were had to hide the body? That's priceless.”

"l wish I'd known al thiswhen Alcide was heretoday,” | said. I'd closed my eyeswhen thefull
effect of the hair brushing had soothed me. But the sudden sllence was ddlightful. At last, | was getting to
amuse my own Hif alittle bit.

Eric sad, "Alcide Herveaux came here?'
"Y eah, he brought my bag. He stayed to help me out, seeing as how I'm banged up.”

When | opened my eyes, because Bill had quit brushing, | caught Pam's eyes. Shewinked at me.
| gave her atiny amile.

"I unpacked your bag for you, Sookie," Pam said smoothly. "Where did you get that beautiful
velvet shawl-thing?'

| pressed my lipstogether firmly. "Wel, my first evening wrap got ruined a Club—I mean, a



Josephine's. Alcide very kindly went shopping and bought it to surprissme ... he said hefelt responsible
for the first one getting burned.” | was delighted I'd carried it up to the gpartment from its place on the
front seet of the Lincoln. | didn't remember doing thét.

"He has excellent taste, for aWere," Pam conceded. "If | borrow your red dress, can | borrow
the shawl, too?"

| hadn't known Pam and | were on clothes-swapping terms. She was definitely up to mischief.
"Sure" | said.

Shortly after that, Pam said shewasleaving. "I think I'll run home through the woods,” she said.
"l fed like experiencing the night.”

"Youll run al the way back to Shreveport?' | said, astonished.

"It won't bethefirst time," she said. "Oh, by the way, Bill, the queen caled Fangtasiathis evening
to find out why you are late with her little job. She had been unable to reach you at your home for severa
nights, shesaid.”

Bill resumed brushing my hair. "l will cal her back later," he said. "From my place. Shell be glad
to hear that I've completed it.”

"You nearly logt everything,” Eric said, his sudden outburst startling everyonein the room.
Pam dipped out the front door after sheld looked from Eric to Bill. That kind of scared me.

"Yes, I'mwell aware of that,” Bill said. Hisvoice, dways cool and sweset, was absolutely frigid.
Eric, on the other hand, tended toward thefiery.

"Y ou were afool to take up with that she-demon again,” Eric said.
"Hey, guys, I'm ditting right here” | sad.

They both glared a me. They seemed determined to finish thisquarrel, and | figured | would
leave them to go at it. Once they were outside. | hadn't thanked Eric for the driveway yet, and | wanted
to, but tonight was maybe not the time.

"Okay," | said. "I'd hoped to avoid this, but ... Bill, | rescind your invitation into my house.” Bill
began waking backward to the door, ahelplesslook on hisface, and my brush till in hishand. Eric
grinned a him triumphantly. "Eric," | said, and hissmilefaded. "'l rescind your invitation into my house.”
And backward he went, out my door and off my porch. The door dammed shut behind (or maybein
front of ?) them.

| sat on the ottoman, fedling relief beyond words at the sudden silence. And dl of asudden, |
realized that the computer program so desired by the queen of Louisiana, the computer program that had
cost livesand the ruin of my reationship with Bill, wasin my house ... which not Eric, or Bill, or eventhe
queen, could enter without my say-so.

| hadn't laughed so hard in weeks.
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