DEFI NI TELY DEAD Charl aine Harris

Qovi ously, this book was finished nonths before Hurricane Katrina struck
the @ulf Coast. Since nuch of the plot is set in New Orleans, | struggled with
whet her | would | eave Definitely Dead as it was, or include the catastrophe of
August and Septenber. After much thought, since Sookie's visit takes place in
the early spring of the year, | decided to let the book remain as it was
originally witten

My heart goes out to the people of the beautiful city of New Ol eans and to
all the people of the coastal areas of M ssissippi, ny home state. My thoughts
and prayers will be with you as you rebuild your homes and your |ives.
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Chapter 1
| was draped over the arm of one of the nost beautiful men I'd ever seen
and he was staring into ny eyes.

"Think Brad Pitt," | whispered. The dark brown eyes still regarded nme with
renote interest.

kay, | was on the wong track

| pictured daude's |ast |over, a bouncer at a strip joint.

"Thi nk about Charles Bronson," | suggested. "O, um Edward James d nos." |

was rewarded by the beginnings of a hot glow in those | ong-1lashed eyes.

In ajiffy, you would' ve thought C aude was going to hike up nmy |ong
rustling skirt and yank down ny | ow cut push-up bodice and ravish ne until |
begged for mercy. Unfortunately —for me, and all the other women of Louisiana
—C aude batted for another team Bosony and bl ond was not C aude's i deal
tough, rough, and brooding, with naybe a little whisker stubble, was what lit
his fire.

“"Maria-Star, reach in there and pull that |ock of hair back," Al fred
Cunberl and directed from behind the canmera. The phot ographer was a heavyset
bl ack man with graying hair and nustache. Maria-Star Cooper took a quick step
in front of the canera to rearrange a stray strand of ny |ong blond hair.
was bent backward over Claude's right arm ny invisible (to the camera,
anyway) |eft hand desperately clutching the back of his black frock coat, ny
right armraised to rest gently on his left shoulder. H s left hand was at ny
wai st. | think the pose was nmeant to suggest that he was lowering nme to the
ground to have his way with ne.

Cl aude was wearing the black frock coat with black knee pants, white hose,

and a white frothy shirt. I was wearing a long blue dress with a billow ng
skirt and a score of petticoats. As |'ve nentioned, the dress was scanty on
the topside, with the little sleeves pushed down off my shoul ders. | was gl ad

the tenperature in the studio was noderately warm The big light (it |ooked to
my eyes like a satellite dish) was not as hot as |'d expected.

Al Cunberl and was snappi ng away as O aude snol dered down at ne. | did ny
best to snol der right back. My personal |ife had been, shall we say, barren
for the past few weeks, so | was all too ready to snolder. In fact, | was

ready to burst into flanes.

Mari a- Star, who had beautiful light-toast skin and curly dark hair, was
standing ready with a big makeup case and brushes and conbs to perform
last-m nute repairs. Wien O aude and | had arrived at the studio, |I'd been
surprised to find that | recogni zed the phot ographer's young assistant. |



hadn't seen Maria-Star since the Shreveport packl eader had been chosen a few
weeks before. | hadn't had nmuch of a chance to observe her then, since the
packmast er contest had been frightening and bl oody. Today, | had the |eisure
to see that Maria-Star had conpletely recovered frombeing hit by a car this
past January. Werewol ves heal ed qui ckly.

Mari a- Star had recogni zed ne, too, and |'d been relieved when she sniled
back at nme. My standing with the Shreveport pack was, to say the |east,
uncertain. Wthout exactly volunteering to do so, I'd unwittingly thrown in ny
ot with the unsuccessful contestant for the packl eader's job. That
contestant's son, Alcide Herveaux, whoml'd counted as maybe nore than a
friend, felt 1'd et himdown during the contest; the new packl eader, Patrick
Furnan, knew | had ties to the Herveaux fanmly. |I'd been surprised when
Maria-Star chatted away while she was zi pping the costume and brushing ny
hair. She applied nore makeup than 1'd ever worn in ny life, but when | stared
into the mirror | had to thank her. | | ooked great, though I didn't |ook |like
Sooki e St ackhouse.

I f C aude hadn't been gay, he mi ght have been inpressed, too. He's the
brother of my friend C audine, and he makes his living stripping on |adies
ni ght at Hooligans, a club he now owns. Claude is sinply nmouthwatering; six
feet tall, with rippling black hair and |arge brown eyes, a perfect nose, and
lips just full enough. He keeps his hair long to cover up his ears: they've
been surgically altered to | ook rounded Iike human ears, not pointed as they

originally were. If you're in the know supernaturally, you'll spot the ear
surgery, and you'll know Claude is a fairy. I'mnot using the pejorative term
for his sexual orientation. | nean it literally; Caude' s a fairy.

"Now the wi nd machine," Al instructed Maria-Star, and after a little
repositioning, she switched on a large fan. Now we appeared to be standing in
a gale. My hair billowed out in a blond sheet, though O aude's tied-back
ponytail stayed in place. After a few shots to capture that | ook, Maria-Star
unbound C aude's hair and directed it over one shoulder, so it would bl ow
forward to forma backdrop for his perfect profile.

"Wonderful ," Al said, and snapped sone nore. Maria-Star noved the nachine a
couple of tines, causing the windstormto strike fromdifferent directions.
Eventually Al told ne | could stand up. | straightened gratefully.

"I hope that wasn't too hard on your arm" | told C aude, who was | ooking
cool and cal m agai n.

"Nah, no problem You have any fruit juice around?" he asked Mari a- Star
Cl aude was not M. Social Skills.

The pretty Were pointed to a little refrigerator in the corner of the
studio. "Cups are on the top," she told O aude. She followed himw th her eyes
and si ghed. Wonen frequently did that after they'd actually talked to d aude.
A "what a pity" sigh

After checking to make sure her boss was still fiddling intently with his
gear, Maria-Star gave nme a bright smile. Even though she was a Were, which
made her thoughts hard to read, | was picking up on the fact that she had
somet hing she wanted to tell me...and she wasn't sure how | was going to take
it.

Tel epathy is no fun. Your opinion of yourself suffers when you know what
others think of you. And tel epathy makes it al nost inpossible to date regul ar
guys. Just think about it. (And renmenber, 1'll know —if you are, or if you
aren't.)

"Alcide's had a hard tine of it since his dad was defeated," Maria-Star
sai d, keeping her voice |low. C aude was occupied with studying hinself in a
mrror while he drank his juice. A Cunberland had gotten a call on his cel
phone and retreated to his office to hold his conversation

"I"'msure he has," | said. Since Jackson Herveaux's opponent had killed
him it was only to be expected that Jackson's son was having his ups and his
downs. "I sent a nenorial to the ASPCA, and | know they'll notify Alcide and
Janice," | said. (Janice was Al cide's younger sister, which nade her a
non-Were. | wondered how Al ci de had explained their father's death to his



sister.) In acknow edgnent, 1'd received a printed thank-you note, the kind
t he funeral hone gives you, w thout one personal word witten on it.

"Well.! She seened to be unable to spit it out, whatever was stuck in her
throat. | was getting a glinpse of the shape of it. Pain flickered through ne
like a knife, and then |I |ocked it down and pulled ny pride around ne. |'d

learned to do that all too early in life.

| picked an al bum of sanples of Alfred' s work and began to flip through
them hardly |ooking at the photographs of brides and groonms, bar nitzvahs,
first comunions, twenty-fifth weddi ng anniversaries. | closed that al bum and
laid it down. | was trying to | ook casual, but I don't think it worked.

Wth a bright smle that echoed Maria-Star's own expression, | said,
"Alcide and | weren't ever truly a couple, you know " | m ght have had
| ongi ngs and hopes, but they'd never had a chance to ripen. The timing had
al ways been w ong.

Mari a-Star's eyes, a nuch lighter brown than d aude's, w dened in awe. O

was it fear? "I heard you could do that," she said. "But it's hard to
bel i eve. "
"Yeah," | said wearily. "Well, I'mglad you and Al cide are dating, and

have no right to mnd, even if | did. Wich | don't." That cane out kind of
garbled (and it wasn't entirely true), but | think Maria-Star got ny
intention: to save ny face.

VWhen | hadn't heard fromAlcide in the weeks followi ng his father's death,
I'd known that whatever feelings he'd had for ne were quenched. That had been

a blow, but not a fatal one. Realistically, | hadn't expected anything nore
fromAl cide. But gosh darnit, | liked him and it always smarts when you find
out you've been replaced with apparent ease. After all, before his dad's death

Al ci de had suggested we |ive together. Now he was shacking up with this young
Wre, maybe planning to have puppies with her

| stopped that line of thought in its tracks. Shane on me! No point in
being a bitch. (Wich, conme to think of it, Maria-Star actually was, at |east
three nights a nonth.)

Doubl e shanme on ne.

"I hope you're very happy," | said.
She wordl essly handed nme anot her al bum this one stanped EYES only. When
opened it, | realized that the Eyes were supernatural. Here were pictures of

cerenoni es humans never got to see...a vanpire couple dressed in el aborate
costume, posed before a giant ankh; a young man in the mddle of changing into
a bear, presumably for the first time;, a shot of a Were pack with all its
menbers in wolf form Al Cunberl and, photographer of the weird. No wonder he
had been C aude's first choice for his pictures, which O aude hoped woul d

[ aunch himon a cover-nodel career

"Next shot," called Al, as he bustled out of his office, snapping his phone
shut. "Maria-Star, we just got booked for a double wedding in M ss
St ackhouse' s neck of the woods." | wondered if he'd been engaged for regular
human work or for a supernatural event, but it would be rude to ask.

Cl aude and | got up close and personal again. Following Al's instructions,
| pulled up the skirt to display my legs. In the era ny dress represented,
didn't think wonen tanned or shaved their legs, and | was brown and snooth as
a baby's bottom But what the hey. Probably guys hadn't wal ked around wth
their shirts unbuttoned, either

"Raise your leg like you're going to wap it around him" Alfred directed.
"Now Cl aude, this is your chance to shine. Look like you're going to pull your
pants of f at any second. W want the readers to pant when they | ook at you!"

Cl aude's portfolio of shots would be used when he entered the M. Romance
conpetition, orchestrated each year by Romantic Ti nes Bookcl ub nmagazi ne.

VWhen he'd shared his anbition with Al (I gathered they'd nmet at a party),
Al had advised O aude to have sone pictures made with the sort of woman that
of ten appeared on the cover of romance novels; he'd told the fairy that
O aude's dark | ooks would be set off by a blue-eyed bl onde. |I happened to be
the only bosony bl onde of C aude's acquai ntance who was willing to help him



for free. O course, O aude knew sone strippers who woul d have done it, but
they expected to be paid. Wth his usual tact, Cl aude had told ne this on our
way to the photographer's studio. O aude could have kept these details to

hi nsel f, which would have |l eft me feeling good about hel ping out my friend' s
brother —but in typical Caude fashion, he shared.

"Ckay, O aude, now off with the shirt,"” Alfred called.

Cl aude was used to being asked to take off his clothes. He had a broad,
hairl ess chest with inpressive rmuscul ature, so he | ooked very nice indeed
wi thout his shirt. |I was unnoved. Maybe | was becomni ng i mune.

"Skirt, leg," Alfred rem nded nme, and | told nyself that this was a job. A
and Maria-Star were certainly professional and inpersonal, and you coul dn't
get cooler than Claude. But | wasn't used to pulling my skirt up in front of
people, and it felt pretty personal to me. Though I showed this nuch | eg when
| wore shorts and never raised a blush, sonehow the pulling up of the I ong
skirt was a little nore |oaded with sexuality. | clenched ny teeth and hi ked
up the material, tucking it at intervals so it would stay in position

"M ss Stackhouse, you have to look like you're enjoying this," Al said. He
peered at ne fromaround his camera, his forehead creased in a definitely

unhappy way.
| tried not to sulk. I'd told Claude I'd do hima favor, and favors should
be done willingly. | raised nmy leg so nmy thigh was parallel with the floor

and pointed ny bare toes to the floor in what | hoped was a graceful position
| put both hands on O aude's naked shoul ders and | ooked up at him H s skin
felt warmand snmooth to the touch —not erotic or arousing.

"You | ook bored, Mss Stackhouse,” Al fred said. "You' re supposed to | ook
like you want to junp his bones. Maria-Star, nake her | ook nore..nmore." Maria
darted over to push the little puff sleeves farther down nmy arns. She got a
little too enthusiastic, and | was glad the bodice was tight.

The fact of the matter was, C aude could | ook beautiful and bare all day
long, and | still wouldn't want him He was grunpy and he had bad nanners.
Even if he'd been hetero, he wouldn't have been ny cup of tea —after I'd had
ten minutes' conversation wth him

Li ke C aude earlier, I'd have to resort to fantasy.
| thought of Bill the vanpire, ny first love in every way. But instead of
lust, | felt anger. Bill was dating another woman, had been for a few weeks.

kay, what about Eric, Bill's boss, the former Viking? Eric the vanpire had
shared my house and ny bed for a few days in January. Nope, that way |ay
danger. Eric knew a secret | wanted to keep hidden for the rest of ny days;

t hough, since he'd had amesia when he'd stayed at ny place, he wasn't aware
it was in his nmenory somewhere

A few other faces popped into ny mnd —ny boss, Sam Merlotte, the owner of
Merlotte's Bar. No, don't go there, thinking about your boss naked is bad.
kay, Alcide Herveaux? Nope, that was a no-go, especially since | was in the
conpany of his current girlfriend...Okay, | was clean out of fantasy materi al
and woul d have to fall back on one of ny old fictional favorites.

But novie stars seenmed bland after the supernatural world I'd inhabited
since Bill came into Merlotte's. The last renmptely erotic experience |'d had,
oddl y enough, had involved ny bleeding | eg getting licked. That had been...
unsettling. But even under the circunstances, it had nade things deep inside
me twitch. | renenbered how Quinn's bald head had noved while he cl eaned ny
scrape in a very personal way, the firmgrip his big warm fingers had had on
ny leg...

"That'll do," Alfred said, and began snapping away. C aude put his hand on
nmy bare thigh when he could feel my nmuscles begin to trenble fromthe effort
of hol ding the position. Once again, a nan had a hold of ny leg. C aude
gri pped my thigh enough to give it some support. That hel ped considerably, but
it wasn't a bit erotic.

"Now sone bed shots,” A said, just when |I'd decided | couldn't stand it
any nore.

"No," Claude and | said in chorus.



"But that's part of the package,"” Al said. "You don't need to undress, you
know. | don't do that kind of picture. My wife would kill me. You just lie
down on the bed like you are. C aude hi kes up on one el bow and | ooks down at
you, M ss Stackhouse. ™"

"No," | said firmy. "Take sone pictures of himstanding by hinmself in the
water. That would be better." There was a fake pond over in the corner, and
shots of C aude, apparently naked, dripping water over his bare chest, would
be extrenely appealing (to any woman who hadn't actually nmet him.

"How does that grab you, d aude?" A asked.

Cl aude's narcissismchined in. "I think that would be great, Al," he said,
trying not to sound too excited.

| started for the changing room eager to shed the costume and get back
into ny regular jeans. | glanced around for a clock. | was due at work at
five-thirty, and | had to drive back to Bon Tenps and grab nmy work uniform
before | went to Merlotte's.

Cl aude cal l ed, "Thanks, Sookie."

"Sure, Caude. Good luck with the nodeling contracts.
admring hinmself in a mrror

Mari a- Star saw nme out. "Goodbye, Sookie. It was good to see you again."

But he was al ready

"You, too," | lied. Even through the reddi sh tw sted passages of a Wre
mnd, | could see that Maria-Star couldn't understand why | would pass up
Al cide. After all, the Were was handsone in a rugged way, an entertaining

conpani on, and a hot-bl ooded mal e of the heterosexual persuasion. Also, he now
owned his own surveying conpany and was a wealthy man in his own right.

The answer popped into nmy head and | spoke before | thought. "Is anyone
still looking for Debbie Pelt?" | asked, nuch the sane way you poke a sore
toot h. Debbi e had been Alcide's longtine on-again, off-again |over. She'd been
a pi ece of work.

"Not the sanme people," Maria-Star said. Her expression darkened. Maria-Star
didn't |ike thinking about Debbie any nore than | did, though doubtless for
di fferent reasons. "The detectives the Pelt family hired gave up, said they'd
be fleecing the famly if they'd kept on. That's what | heard. The police

didn't exactly say it, but they'd reached a dead end, too. |'ve only nmet the
Pelts once, when they cane over to Shreveport right after Debbie di sappeared.
They're a pretty savage couple.” | blinked. This was a fairly drastic

statenment, coming froma Wre

"Sandra, their daughter, is the worst. She was nuts about Debbie, and for
her sake they're still consulting people, sonme way-out people. Myself, | think
Debbi e got abducted. O maybe she killed herself. Wen Al cide abjured her
maybe she lost it big-tine."

"Maybe," | rmurmured, but w thout conviction.
"He's better off. | hope she stays missing," Mria-Star said.
My opi ni on had been the sane, but unlike Maria-Star, | knew exactly what

had happened to Debbie; that was the wedge that had pushed Al cide and ne
apart.

"I hope he never sees her again," Maria-Star said, her pretty face dark and
showing a little bit of her own savage side.

Al cide might be dating Maria-Star, but he hadn't confided in her fully.

Al cide knew for a fact that he woul d never see Debbie again. And that was ny
fault, okay?

I"d shot her dead.

I'd more or |l ess made ny peace with my act, but the stark fact of it kept
poppi ng back up. There's no way you can kill someone and get to the other side
of the experience unchanged. The consequences alter your life.

Two priests wal ked into the bar

This sounds |like the opening of a mllion jokes. But these priests didn't
have a kangaroo with them and there was not a rabbi sitting at the bar, or a
bl onde, either. 1'd seen plenty of blondes, one kangaroo in a zoo, no rabbis.
However, 1'd seen these two priests plenty of tines before. They had a
standi ng appoi ntment to have di nner together every other week.



Fat her Dan Ri ordan, clean shaven and ruddy, was the Catholic priest who
cane to the little Bon Tenps church once a week on Saturday to cel ebrate mass,
and Father Kenpton Littrell, pale and bearded, was the Episcopal priest who
held Holy Eucharist in the tiny Episcopal church in Carice once every two
weeks.

"Hel |l o, Sookie," Father Ri ordan said. He was Irish; really Irish, not just
of Irish extraction. | loved to hear himtalk. He wore thick glasses with
bl ack frames, and he was in his forties.

"Eveni ng, Father. And hi to you, Father Littrell. Wat can | get you all?"

"I"'d I'i ke Scotch on the rocks, Mss Sookie. And you, Kenpton?"

"Ch, I'll just have a beer. And a basket of chicken strips, please." The
Epi scopal priest wore gold-ri med gl asses, and he was younger than Father
Ri ordan. He had a conscientious heart.

"Sure." | snmiled at the two of them Since | could read their thoughts, |
knew t hem both to be genui nely good nmen, and that made me happy. It's always
di sconcerting to hear the contents of a minister's head and find out they're
no better than you, and not only that, they're not trying to be.

Since it was full dark outside, | wasn't surprised when Bill Conpton wal ked
in. | couldn't say the same for the priests. The churches of America hadn't
cone to grips with the reality of vanpires. To call their policies confused
was putting it mldly. The Catholic Church was at this nmonent holding a
convocation to deci de whether the church would declare all vanpires damed and
anathema to Catholics, or accept theminto the fold as potential converts. The
Epi scopal Church had voted agai nst accepting vanpires as priests, though they
were allowed to take comuni on —but a substantial slice of the laity said
that woul d be over their dead bodies. Unfortunately, mnmpst of themdidn't
conpr ehend how possi bl e that was.

Both the priests watched unhappily as Bill gave ne a quick kiss on the
cheek and settled at his favorite table. Bill barely gave them a gl ance, but
unf ol ded hi s newspaper and began to read. He al ways | ooked serious, as if he
were studying the financial pages or the news fromlraq; but | knew he read
t he advice colums first, and then the com cs, though he often didn't get the

j okes.
Bill was by hinmself, which was a nice change. Usually, he brought the
| ovel y Sel ah Punphrey. | loathed her. Since Bill had been ny first love and ny

first lover, maybe | would never be conpletely over him Mybe he didn't want
me to be. He did seemto drag Selah into Merlotte's every single date they
had. | figured he was waving her in ny face. Not exactly what you did if you
didn't care any nore, huh?

Wthout his having to ask, | took himhis favorite beverage, TrueBl ood type
O | set it neatly in front of himon a napkin, and I'd turned to go when a
cool hand touched nmy arm Hi s touch always jolted ne; maybe it al ways woul d.
Bill had always nmade it clear | aroused him and after a lifetime of no
rel ati onshi ps and no sex, | began wal king tall when Bill made it clear he
found ne attractive. CGther nen had | ooked at me as if |'d becone nore
interesting, too. Now | knew why peopl e thought about sex so nuch; Bill had
gi ven nme a thorough education

"Sooki e, stay for a noment." | | ooked down into brown eyes, which | ooked
all the darker in Bill's white face. His hair was brown, too, smooth and
sl eek. He was slimand broad-shoul dered, his arns hard with nuscles, like the
farmer he had been. "How have you been?"

"I"'mfine," |I said, trying not to sound surprised. It wasn't often Bil

passed the tine of day; small talk wasn't his strong point. Even when we'd
been a coupl e, he had not been what you'd call chatty. And even a vanpire can
be a workaholic; Bill had become a conputer geek. "Have things been well wth
you?"

"Yes. When will you go to New Orl eans to claimyour inheritance?"

Now | was truly startled. (This is possible because | can't read vanpire
m nds. That's why | like vanmpires so nuch. It's wonderful to be with someone
who's a nystery to ne.) My cousin had been nurdered al nbst six weeks ago in



New Ol eans, and Bill had been with me when the Queen of Louisiana' s em ssary
had come to tell nme about it...and to deliver the nmurderer to ne for ny
judgrment. "1 guess I'll go through Hadl ey's apartnment sonetime in the next
month or so. | haven't talked to Sam about taking the tine off."

"I"'msorry you | ost your cousin. Have you been grievi ng?"

| hadn't seen Hadley in years, and it woul d have been stranger than | can
say to see her after she'd become a vanpire. But as a person with very few
living relations, | hated to | ose even one. "A bit," | said.

"You don't know when you m ght go?"

"I haven't decided. You renenber her |awer, M. Cataliades? He said he'd

tell me when the will had gone through probate. He prom sed to keep the place
intact for me, and when the queen's counselor tells you the place'll be
intact, you have to believe it'll be untouched. | haven't really been too

interested, to tell you the truth."

"I mght go with you when you head to New Ol eans, if you don't nind having
a travel i ng companion. "

"Cee," | said, with just a dash of sarcasm "Wn't Selah mnd? O were you
going to bring her, too?" That would nake for a nerry trip.

"No." And he closed down. You just couldn't get anything out of Bill when

he was holding his mouth like that, | knew from experi ence. Ckay, color ne
conf used.

"Il let you know," | said, trying to figure himout. Though it was
painful to be in Bill's conpany, | trusted him Bill would never harmme. He

woul dn't | et anyone el se harmne, either. But there's nore than one kind of
har m
"Sookie," Father Littrell called, and | hurried away.

| glanced back to catch Bill smling, a snall smle with a | ot of
sati sfaction packed into it. | wasn't sure what it meant, but | liked to see
Bill snmile. Maybe he was hoping to revive our relationship?

Father Littrell said, "W weren't sure if you wanted to be interrupted or
not." | |ooked down at him confused.

"W were a tad concerned to see you consorting with the vanpire for so
long, and so intently," Father Riordan said. "Was the inp of hell trying to
bring you under his spell?"

Suddenly his Irish accent wasn't charnming at all. | |ooked at Father
Ri ordan quizzically. "You're joking, right? You know Bill and | dated for a
good while. Qbviously, you don't know rmuch about inps fromhell if you believe
Bill's anything like one." 1'd seen things nuch darker than Bill in and about
our fair town of Bon Tenps. Some of those things had been human. "Fat her
Ri ordan, | understand ny own life. | understand the nature of vanpires better
than you ever will. Father Littrell," I said, "you want honey nustard or
ket chup with your chicken strips?"

Father Littrell chose honey mustard, in a kind of dazed way. | wal ked away,

working to shrug the little incident off, wondering what the two priests would
do if they knew what had happened in this bar a couple of nonths before when
the bar's clientele had ganged up to rid ne of soneone who was trying to kil
ne.

Si nce that someone had been a vampire, they'd probably have approved.

Before he left, Father R ordan cane over to "have a word" with me. "Sookie,
| know you're not real happy with me at the nmonent, but | need to ask you
somet hing on behal f of soneone else. If |I've made you less inclined to |isten
by my behavi or, please ignore that and give these people the sane
consi deration you woul d have."

| sighed. At least Father R ordan tried to be a good man. | nodded
reluctantly.

"Good girl. Afamly in Jackson has contacted ne..!

Al my alarns started going off. Debbie Pelt was from Jackson

"The Pelt famly, | know you've heard of them They're still searching for
news of their daughter, who vani shed in January. Debbie, her name was. They
call ed ne because their priest knows nme, knows | serve the Bon Tenps



congregation. The Pelts would like to come to see you, Sookie. They want to
talk to everyone who saw their daughter the night she vani shed, and they
feared if they just showed up on your doorstep, you m ght not see them
They're afraid you're angry because their private detectives have intervi ened
you, and the police have tal ked to you, and maybe you ni ght be indi gnant about
all that."

"I don't want to see them" | said. "Father Riordan, |'ve told everything
know." That was true. | just hadn't told it to the police or the Pelts. "I
don't want to tal k about Debbie any nore." That was also true, very true.
"Tell them with all due respect, there's nothing left to talk about."

"Il tell them" he said. "But |1've got to say, Sookie, |'m disappointed.”

"Well, | guess it's been a bad night for me all around,” | said. "Losing
your good opinion, and all."

He left without another word, which was exactly what |'d wanted.

Chapter 2

It was close to closing time the next night when another odd thing
happened. Just as Sam gave us the signhal to start telling our custoners this
woul d be their last drink, soneone | thought I'd never see again cane into
Merlotte's.

He moved quietly for such a large man. He stood just inside the door
| ooki ng around for a free table, and | noticed hi mbecause of the quick gl eam
of the dimbar light on his shaven head. He was very tall, and very wide, with
a proud nose and big white teeth. He had full lips and an olive conpl exi on
and he was wearing a sort of bronze sports jacket over a black shirt and
sl acks. Though he woul d have | ooked nore natural in notorcycle boots, he was
weari ng polished | oafers.

"Quinn," Samsaid quietly. H s hands becane still, though he'd been in the
m ddl e of mxing a Tom Collins. "Wat is he doing here?"
"I didn't know you knew him" | said, feeling ny face flush as | realized

I'd been thinking about the bald man only the day before. He'd been the one
who' d cl eaned the blood fromny leg with his tongue —an interesting
experi ence.

"Everyone in nmy world knows Quinn," Samsaid, his face neutral. "But |I'm
surprised you' ve net him since you' re not a shifter." Unlike Quinn, Sam s not
a big man; but he's very strong, as shifters tend to be, and his curly
red-gol d hair haloes his head in an angelic way.

"I met Quinn at the contest for packmaster," | said. "He was the, ah
encee." Naturally, Samand | had tal ked about the change of |eadership in the
Shreveport pack. Shreveport isn't too far from Bon Tenps, and what the Weres
do is pretty inportant if you're any kind of a shifter

A true shape-shifter, Iike Sam can change into anything, though each
shape-shifter has a favorite animal. And to confuse the issue, all those who
can change from human formto animal formcall thensel ves shape-shifters,

t hough very few possess Samis versatility. Shifters who can change to only one
animal are were-aninmals: weretigers (like Quinn), werebears, werewolves. The
wol ves are the only ones who call thenselves sinply Weres, and they consi der

t hensel ves superior in toughness and culture to any of the other
shape-shifters.

Weres are al so the nbst numerous subset of shifters, though conpared to the
total vanpire population, there are nmghty few of them There are severa
reasons for this. The Were birthrate is low, infant nortality is higher than
in the general popul ation of humans, and only the first child born of a pure
Were coupl e beconmes a full Wre. That happens during puberty —as if puberty
weren't bad enough al ready.

Shape-shifters are very secretive. It's a hard habit to break, even around
a synpat hetic and strange hunman |ike me. The shifters have not cone into the
public view yet, and |I'mlearning about their world in little increnents.

Even Sam has nmany secrets that | don't know, and | count himas a friend.
Samturns into a collie, and he often visits ne in that form (Sonetines he



sl eeps on the rug by ny bed.)

I'"d only seen Quinn in his human form

| hadn't mentioned Quinn when | told Sam about the fight between Jackson
Her veaux and Patrick Furnan for the Shreveport pack | eadership. Sam was
frowning at nme now, displeased that 1'd kept it fromhim but |I hadn't done it
purposely. | glanced back at Quinn. He'd lifted his nose a little. He was
sampling the air, following a scent. Who was he trailing?

VWhen Quinn went unerringly to a table in nmy section, despite the many enpty

ones in the closer section that Arlene was working, | knew he was trailing mne.
Ckay, mixed feelings on that.
| glanced sideways at Samto get his reaction. | had trusted himfor five

years now, and he had never failed ne.
Now Sam nodded at ne. He didn't | ook happy, though. "Go see what he wants,"”
he said, his voice so lowit was al nbst a grow .

| got nore and nore nervous the closer | cane to the new custoner. | could
feel nmy cheeks redden. Why was | getting so flustered?
"Hello, M. Qinn," | said. It would be stupid to pretend I didn't

recogni ze him "Wat can | get you? |'mafraid we're about to close, but I
have tinme to serve you a beer or a drink."

He cl osed his eyes and took a deep breath, as if he were inhaling ne. "I'd
recogni ze you in a pitch-black room" he said, and he smled at ne. It was a
broad and beautiful smle.

| looked off in another direction, pinching back the involuntary grin that

rose to ny lips. | was acting sort of...shy.
| never acted shy. O maybe coy would be a better term and one | disliked.
"I guess | should say thank you," | ventured cautiously. "That's a

conpl i ment ?"

"I ntended as one. Who's the dog behind the bar who's giving nme the
stay-away | ook?"

He meant dog as a statement of fact, not as a derogatory term

"That's my boss, Sam Merlotte.™

"He has an interest in you."

"I should hope so. |I've worked for himfor round about five years."

"Hmm How about a beer?"

"Sure. What kind?"

" Bud. "

"Coming right up," | said, and turned to go. | knew he watched ne all the
way to the bar because | could feel his gaze. And | knew from his mind, though
his was a closely guarded shifter mnd, that he was watching ne with
admiration.

"What does he want?" Sam | ooked al nost...bristly. If he'd been in dog form
the hair on his back woul d have been standing up

"A Bud," | said.

Sam scowl ed at ne. "That's not what | neant, and you know it."

| shrugged. | had no idea what Quinn wanted.

Sam sl anmed the full glass down on the bar right by ny fingers, making ne
junp. | gave hima steady | ook to nmake sure he noted that |'d been displ eased,
and then | took the beer to Quinn

Qui nn gave nme the cost of the beer and a good tip —not a ridiculously high
one, which woul d have made nme feel bought —which | slipped into ny pocket.
began meki ng the rounds of my other tables. "You visiting someone in this
area?" | asked Quinn as | passed himon nmy way back from cl eari ng anot her
table. Most of the patrons were paying up and drifting out of Merlotte's.
There was an afterhours place that Sam pretended he didn't know about, way out
in the country, but nost of the Merlotte's regulars would be going hone to
bed. If a bar could be famly-oriented, Merlotte's was.

"Yes," he said. "You."

That left me with nowhere to go, conversationally.

| kept on going and unl oaded the glasses fromny tray so absently that |
al nost dropped one. | couldn't think of when I'd been so flustered.



"Busi ness or personal ?" | asked, the next time | was close.

"Bot h," he said.

Alittle of the pleasure drained away when | heard about the business part,
but I was left with a sharpened attention...and that was a good thing. You
needed all your wits honed when you dealt with the supes. Supernatural beings
had goal s and desires that regul ar people didn't fathom | knew that, since
for my entire life | have been the unwilling repository for human, "nornal,k"
goal s and desires.

VWhen Qui nn was one of the few people left in the bar —besi des the ot her

bar mai ds and Sam —he stood and | ooked at ne expectantly. | went over, sniling
brightly, as | do when I'"'mtense. | was interested to find that Quinn was
al nrost equally tense. | could feel the tightness in his brain pattern

"I"ll see you at your house, if that's agreeable to you." He | ooked down at
me seriously. "If that makes you nervous, we can neet sonewhere else. But |

want to talk to you tonight, unless you' re exhausted."

That had been put politely enough. Arlene and Danielle were trying hard not
to stare —well, they were trying hard to stare when Qui nn woul dn't catch them
—but Sam had turned his back to fiddle around with sonethi ng behind the bar
i gnoring the other shifter. He was behaving very badly.

Quickly | processed Quinn's request. If he came out to ny house, |'d be at
his mercy. | live in a renote place. My nearest neighbor is ny ex, Bill, and
he lives clear across the cemetery. On the other hand, if Quinn had been a
regul ar date of mne, 1'd let himtake me honme without a second thought. From
what | could catch fromhis thoughts, he neant me no harm

"All right," | said, finally. He relaxed, and smled his big snmle at ne
agai n.

I whisked his enpty gl ass away and becane aware that three pairs of eyes
were wat chi ng nme di sapprovingly. Sam was di sgruntled, and Danielle and Arl ene
couldn't understand why anyone would prefer ne to them though Quinn gave even
those two experienced barnmai ds pause. Quinn gave off a whiff of otherness that

nmust be perceptible to even the npbst prosaic human. "1'll be through in just a
mnute," | said.

"Take your tine."

I finished filling the little china rectangle on each table w th packages
of sugar and sweetener. | nmade sure the napkin holders were full and checked
the salt and pepper shakers. | was soon through. | gathered ny purse from

Sam s office and call ed good-bye to him

Quinn pulled out to follow me in a dark green pickup truck. Under the
parking lot lights, the truck | ooked brand spanking new, with gleamng tires
and hubcaps, an extended cab, and a covered bed. |'d bet good noney it was
| oaded with options. Qinn's truck was the fanciest vehicle I1'd seen in a |ong
time. My brother, Jason, would have drool ed, and he's got pink and aqua swirls
pai nted on the side of his truck

| drove south on Hunmi ngbird Road and turned left into my driveway. After
followi ng the drive through two acres of woods, | reached the clearing where
our old famly hone stood. |I'd turned the outside Iights on before | left, and
there was a security light on the electric pole that was automatic, so the
clearing was well [it. | pulled around back to park behind the house, and
Qui nn parked right beside ne.

He got out of his truck and | ooked around him The security |ight showed
hima tidy yard. The driveway was in excellent repair, and 1'd recently
repai nted the tool shed in the back. There was a propane tank, which no anmpunt
of landscapi ng coul d di sgui se, but nmy grandnother had planted plenty of flower
beds to add to the ones ny fam ly had established over the
hundr ed- and-fifty-odd years the famly had lived here. I1'd lived on this |and,

in this house, fromage seven, and | loved it.
There's nothing grand about ny hone. It started out as a famly farmhouse
and it's been enlarged and renpdel ed over the years. | keep it clean, and

try to keep the yard in good trim Big repairs are beyond my skills, but Jason
sometines hel ps me out. He hadn't been happy when G an left ne the house and



| and, but he'd noved to our parents' house when he'd turned twenty-one, and
I'd never made himpay nme for ny half of that property. Gran's will had seened
fair to me. It had taken Jason a while to adnit that had been the right thing
for her to do.

We' d becone closer in the past few nonths.

I unl ocked the back door and led Quinn into the kitchen. He | ooked around
himcuriously as | hung ny jacket on one of the chairs pushed under the table
inthe mddle of the kitchen where | ate all ny neals.

"This isn't finished,"” Quinn said.

The cabinets were resting on the floor, ready to be nounted. After that,

t he whol e room woul d have to be painted and the countertops installed. Then
I'd be able to rest easy.

"My old kitchen got burned down a few weeks ago." | said. "The buil der had
a cancellation and got this done in record tinme, but then when the cabinets
didn't arrive on tinme, he put his crew on another job. By the time the
cabi nets got here, they were al nbst through there. | guess they'll come back
eventually." In the neantine, at least | could enjoy being back in my own
hone. Sam had been tremendously kind in letting ne live in one of his rent
houses (and gosh, I'd enjoyed the |level floors and the new pl unbing and the
nei ghbors), but there was nothing |ike being hone.

The new stove was in, so | could cook, and I'd laid a sheet of plywood over
the top of the cabinets so | could use it as a work station while | was
cooki ng. The new refrigerator gleaned and humred quietly, quite unlike the one
Gran had had for thirty years. The newness of the kitchen struck me every tine
| crossed the back porch —now | arger and encl osed —to unl ock the new,
heavi er back door, with its peephol e and deadbolt.

"This is where the old house begins,” | said, going fromthe kitchen into
the hall. Only a few boards had had to be replaced in the floor in the rest of
t he house, and everything was freshly cleaned and painted. Not only had the
wal I s and ceilings been snoke-stained, but I'd had to eradicate the burned
snell. 1'd replaced sone curtains, tossed out a throw rug or two, and cl eaned,
cl eaned, cleaned. This project had occupi ed every extra waki ng nonent |'d had
for quite a while.

"A good job," Quinn comented, studying how the two parts had been united.

"Come into the living room" | said, pleased. | enjoyed show ng soneone the
house now that | knew the uphol stery was cl ean, there were no dust bunnies,
and the gl ass over the pictures was sinply gleam ng. The living room curtains
had been repl aced, sonething I'd wanted to do for at |east a year

CGod bl ess insurance, and God bless the noney 1'd earned hiding Eric froman
enemny. 1'd gouged a hole in ny savings account, but I'd had it when |I needed
it, and that was sonething for which I could be grateful

The fireplace was laid ready for a fire, but it was just too warmto
justify lighting one. Quinn sat in an arncthair, and | sat across from him

"Can | get you a drink —a beer, or sone coffee or iced tea?" | asked,
conscious of ny role as hostess.
"No, thanks," he said. He smled at ne. "lI've wanted to see you again since

I met you in Shreveport."
| tried to keep ny eyes on him The inpulse to | ook down at my feet or ny
hands was al nost overwhelming. His eyes really were the deep, deep purple

renenbered. "That was a tough day for the Herveauxes," | said.
"You dated Alcide for a while," he observed, in a neutral kind of voice.
I thought of a couple of possible answers. | settled for, "I haven't seen

hi m si nce the packmaster contest.”
He smiled widely. "So he's not your steady?"
I shook ny head.
"Then you' re unattached?"

"Yes."
"No toes |'d be stepping on?"
| tried to smle, but ny effort was not a happy one. "I didn't say that."

There were toes. Those toes woul dn't be happy piggies. But they didn't have



any right to be in the way.

"I guess | can handl e some disgruntled exes. So will you go out with ne?"

| looked at himfor a second or two, scouring ny mnd for considerations.
Fromhis brain | was getting nothing but hopeful ness: | saw no deceit or
sel f-serving. When | examined the reservations | had, they dissolved into
not hi ng.

"Yes," | said. "I will." His beautiful white smile sparked me to snmile in
return, and this tine nmy smle was genuine.

"There," he said. "W've negotiated the pleasure part. Now for the business
part, which is unrelated."

"Ckay," | said, and put my smle away. | hoped I'd have occasion to haul it
out later, but any business he would have with ne woul d be supe-related, and
t heref ore cause for anxiety.

"You' ve heard about the regional sunmt?"

The vanpire sunmt: the kings and queens froma group of states would
gat her to confer about...vanpire stuff. "Eric said sonething about it."

"Has he hired you to work there yet?"

"He nentioned he m ght need ne."

"Because the Queen of Louisiana found out | was in the area, and she asked
me to request your services. | think her bid would have to cancel out Eric's."

"You' d have to ask Eric about that."

"I think you would have to tell him The queen's wi shes are Eric's orders.”

| could feel ny face fall. I didn't want to tell Eric, the sheriff of
Loui siana's Area Five, anything. Eric's feelings for me were confused. | can
assure you, vanps don't like feeling confused. The sheriff had |ost his nmenory
of the short tine he'd spent hiding in ny house. That menory gap had driven
Eric nuts; he liked being in control, and that meant bei ng cogni zant of his
own actions every second of the night. So he'd waited until he could perform
an action on my behal f, and as paynent for that action he'd demanded ny
account of what had passed while he stayed with ne.

Maybe 1'd carried the frankness thing a little too far. Eric wasn't exactly
surprised that we'd had sex; but he was stunned when | told himhe' d offered
to give up his hard-won position in the vanmpire hierarchy and to cone live
with me.

If you knew Eric, you'd know that was pretty much intolerable to him

He didn't talk to ne any nore. He stared at nme when we net, as if he were
trying to resurrect his own nenories of that tinme, to prove ne wong. It made
me sad to see that the relationship we'd had —not the secret happi ness of the
few days he'd spent with ne, but the entertaining relationship between a man
and a woman who had little in conmon but a sense of humor —didn't seemto
exi st any nore.

| knew it was up to me to tell himthat his queen had superseded him but I
sure didn't want to.

"Smile's all gone," Quinn observed. He | ooked serious hinself.

"Well, Ericis a.” | didn't know how to finish the sentence. "He's a
conplicated guy," | said |anely.

"What shall we do on our first date?" Quinn asked. So he was a good subj ect
changer.

"We could go to the novies," | said, to start the ball rolling.

"W could. Afterward, we could have dinner in Shreveport. Maybe Ral ph and
Kacoo's," he suggest ed.

"I hear their crawfish etouffee is good," | said, keeping the
conversational ball rolling.

"And who doesn't |ike crawfish etouffee? O we could go bowing."

My great-uncle had been an avid bower. | could see his feet, in their
bowl i ng shoes, right in front of me. | shuddered. "Don't know how. "

"We could go to a hockey gane."

"That m ght be fun."

"We coul d cook together in your kitchen, and then watch a novie on your
DVD. "



"Better put that one on a back burner." That sounded a little too persona
for a first date, not that I've had that nuch experience with first dates. But
I know that proximty to a bedroomis never a good idea unless you' re sure you
wouldn't mind if the flow of the evening took you in that direction

"We could go see The Producers. That's coming to the Strand."

"Real | y?" Okay, | was excited now. Shreveport's restored Strand Theater
hosted traveling stage productions ranging fromplays to ballet. 1'd never
seen a real play before. Wuldn't that be awful |y expensive? Surely he
woul dn't have suggested it if he couldn't afford it. "Could we?"

He nodded, pleased at my reaction. "I can nake the reservations for this
weekend. What about your work schedul e?"
"I"'moff Friday night," | said happily. "And, um 1'Il be glad to chip in

for ny ticket."

"I invited you. My treat," Quinn said firmy. | could read fromhis
t houghts that he thought it was surprising that | had offered. And touching.
Hmm | didn't like that. "Ckay then. It's settled. Wien | get back to ny

laptop, I'll order the tickets online. | know there are sone good ones |eft,
because | was checki ng out our options before | drove over."
Naturally, | began to wonder about appropriate clothes. But | stowed that

away for later. "Quinn, where do you actually live?"

"I have a house outside Menphis."

"Ch," | said, thinking that seened a | ong way away for a dating
rel ati onshi p.

"I"mpartner in a conpany called Special Events. W're a sort of secret
of fshoot of Extrene(ly El egant) Events. You' ve seen the |ogo, | know E(E)E?"
He nade the parentheses with his fingers. | nodded. E(E)E did a | ot of very
fancy event designing nationally. "There are four partners who work full-tinme
for Special Events, and we each enploy a few people full- or part-tine. Since
we travel a lot, we have places we use all over the country; some of themare
just roons in houses of friends or associates, and sone of themare rea
apartments. The place | stay in this area is in Shreveport, a guesthouse in
back of the mansion of a shifter."

I'"d learned a ot about himin two mnutes flat. "So you put on events in
the supernatural world, like the contest for packmaster." That had been a
dangerous job and one requiring a | ot of specialized paraphernalia. "But what
else is there to do? A packmaster's contest can only cone up every so now and
t hen. How much do you have to travel ? What ot her special events can you
st age?"

"I generally handl e the Sout heast, Georgia across to Texas." He sat forward
in his chair, his big hands resting on his knees. "Tennessee south through
Florida. In those states, if you want to stage a fight for packmaster, or a
rite of ascension for a shaman or witch, or a vanpire hierarchal weddi ng —and
you want to do it right, with all the trinmngs —you cone to ne."

| remenbered the extraordinary pictures in Alfred Cunberl and' s photo
gallery. "So there's enough of that to keep you busy?"

"Ch, yes," he said. "OF course, sone of it is seasonal. Vanps get narried
in the winter, since the nights are so much longer. | did a hierarchal wedding
in New Orleans in January, this past year. And then, some of the occasions are
tied to the Wccan calendar. O to puberty.™

| couldn't begin to i magi ne the cerenoni es he arranged, but a description
woul d have to wait for another occasion. "And you have three partners who do
this full-time, too? I"'msorry. I'mjust grilling you, seenms like. But this is
such an interesting way to make a living."

"I"'mglad you think so. You gotta have a |l ot of people skills, and you
gotta have a nmind for details and organization."

"You have to be really, really, tough,"” | nurnured, adding my own thought.

He smiled, a slowsnile. "No problemthere.”

Yep, didn't seem as though toughness was a problemfor Quinn

"And you have to be good at sizing up people, so you can steer clients in
the right direction, |eave them happy with the job you' ve done," he said.



"Can you tell me sonme stories? Or is there a client confidentiality clause
wi th your jobs?"

"Customers sign a contract, but none of them have ever requested a
confidentiality clause," he said. "Special Events, you don't get nuch chance
to tal k about what you do, obviously, since the clients are nostly stil
traveling beneath the surface of the regular world. It's actually kind of a

relief to talk about it. | usually have to tell a girl I'"ma consultant, or
somet hi ng bogus like that."

"It's arelief to ne, too, to be able to talk without worrying I'mspilling
secrets."

"Then it's lucky we found each other, huh?" Again, the white grin. "I'd

better let you get sone rest, since you just got off work." Quinn got up and
stretched after he'd reached his full height. It was an inpressive gesture on
someone as nuscul ar as he was. It was just possible Quinn knew how excel | ent

he | ooked when he stretched. | glanced down to hide nmy smile. | didn't mnd
one bit that he wanted to inpress ne.
He reached for ny hand and pulled ne to ny feet in one easy notion. | could

feel his focus centered on ne. H s own hand was warm and hard. He coul d crack
nmy bones with it.

The average wonman woul d not be pondering how fast her date could kill her
but I'Il never be an average worman. |'d realized that by the time | becane old
enough to understand that not every child could understand what her famly
menbers were thinking about her. Not every little girl knew when her teachers
liked her, or felt contenpt for her, or conpared her to her brother (Jason had
an easy charmeven then). Not every little girl had a funny uncle who tried to
get her alone at every family gathering.

So | let Quinn hold ny hand, and | |ooked up into his pansy-purple eyes,

and for a mnute |I indulged nyself by letting his adm ration wash over ne I|ike
a bath of approval
Yes, | knew he was a tiger. And | don't nmean in bed, though | was wlling

to believe he was ferocious and powerful there, too.
VWhen he kissed nme good night, his lips brushed my cheek, and | sml ed.
I like a man who knows when to rush things...and when not to.

Chapter 3

| got a phone call the next night at Merlotte's.

O course, it's not a good thing to get phone calls at work; Sam doesn't
like it, unless there's sone kind of home energency. Since | get the | east of

any of the barmaids —in fact, | could count the calls I'd gotten at work on
one hand —1 tried not to feel guilty when | gestured to Samthat 1'd take the
call back at the phone on his desk

"Hello," | said cautiously.

"Sookie," said a fanmiliar voice

"Ch, Pam Hi." | was relieved, but only for a second. Pamwas Eric's second
in conmand, and she was his child, in the vanpire sense.

"The boss wants to see you," she said. "I'mcalling fromhis office."

Eric's office, in the back of his club, Fangtasia, was well soundproofed.
could barely hear KDED, the all-vanpire radio station, playing in the
background: d apton's version of "After M dnight."

"Well, |ah-de-dah. He's too lofty co nake his own phone calls?"

"Yes," Pam said. That Pam —Iliteral -m nded was the phrase for her

"What's this about?"

"I amfollowing his instructions," she said. "He tells ne to call the
epath, | call you. You are sunmoned."

"Pam | need a little nore explanation than that. |I don't especially want
to see Eric."

"You are being recalcitrant?"

Uh-oh. | hadn't had that on ny Wrd of the Day cal endar yet. "I'mnot sure
| understand.” It's better to just go on and confess ignorance than try to
fake my way through.

te



Pam si ghed, a |ong-suffering gust of sound. "You're digging in your heels,"
she clarified, her English accent making itself known. "And you shouldn't be.
Eric treats you very well." She sounded faintly incredul ous.

"I"'mnot giving up work or free tine to drive over to Shreveport because
M. H gh and Mghty wants me to junp to do his bidding," | protested —
reasonably, | thought. "He can haul his ass over here if he wants to tell ne
somet hing. Or he can pick up the tel ephone his ownself." So there.

"I'f he had wanted to pick up the phone 'his ownself,' as you put it, he
woul d have done so. Be here Friday night by eight, he bids ne tell you."

"Sorry, no can do."

A significant silence.

"You won't cone?"

"I can't. | have a date,"” | said, trying to keep any trace of snugness out
of my voice.

There was anot her silence. Then Pam snickered. "Ch, that's rich," she said,

abruptly switching to Anerican vernacular. "Ch, I'mgoing to love telling him
that."
Her reaction nade ne begin to feel uneasy. "Um Pam" | began, wondering if
| shoul d backpedal, "listen..
"Ch, no," she said, alnost |aughing out |oud, which was very un-Pamli ke.
"You tell himl did say thanks for the cal endar proofs,"” | said. FEric,
al ways thinking of ways to make Fangtasia nore lucrative, had come up with a
vanmpire calendar to sell in the little gift shop. Eric hinself was M.

January. He'd posed with a bed and a long white fur robe. Eric and the bed
were set agai nst a pale gray background hung with giant glittering snowfl akes.
He wasn't wearing the robe: oh, no. He wasn't wearing anything. He had one
bent knee on the runpled bed, and the other foot was on the floor, and he was
| ooking directly at the canera, snoldering. (He could have taught Cd aude a few
| essons.) Eric's blond hair fell in a tousled mane around his shoul ders, and
his right hand gripped the robe tossed on the bed, so the white fur rose just
hi gh enough to cover his kit 'n' kaboodle. H's body was turned just slightly
to flaunt the curve of his world-class butt. Alight trail of dark blond hair
poi nted south of his navel. It practically screaned, "Carrying conceal ed!"

| happened to know that Eric's pistol was nore of a .357 Magnum than a
snub- nose.

Sonehow |'d never gotten past |ooking at January.

"Ch, I'll let himknow," Pamsaid. "Eric said many people wouldn't like it
if I were in the cal endar nmade for wonen...so I'min the one for nen. Wuld you
like ne to send you a copy of ny picture, as well?"

"That surprises me," | told her. "It really does. | mean, that you woul dn't
m nd posing." | had a hard tine imagining her participation in a project that
woul d pander to human tastes.

"Eric tells ne to pose, | pose," she said matter-of-factly.

Though Eric had consi derabl e power over Pam since he was her maker, | have
to say that 1'd never known Eric to ask Pamto do anything she wasn't ready to
do. Either he knew her well (which, of course, he did) or Pamwas willing to
do just about anything.

"I have a whip in ny picture,"” Pam said. "The photographer says it'll sell
amllion." Pam had wi de-ranging tastes in the area of sex.

After a long nonment while | contenplated the nental image that raised, |
said, "I'msure it will, Pam But I'll give it a pass."

"We'|| all get a percentage, all of us who agreed to pose."

"But Eric will get a bigger percentage than the rest."

"Well, he's the sheriff," Pam said reasonably.

"Right. Well, bye." | started to hang up

"Wait, what am| to tell Eric?"

"Just tell himthe truth."

"You know he'll be angry."
sounded gl eef ul

"Well, that's his problem™" | said, maybe a bit childishly, and this time I

Pam didn't sound at all scared. In fact, she



did hang up. An angry Eric would surely be my problem too.

| had a nasty feeling 1'd taken a serious step in denying Eric. | had no
i dea what woul d happen now. When |1'd first gotten to know the sheriff of Area
Five, 1'd been dating Bill. Eric had wanted to use ny unusual talent. He'd
sinmply held hurting Bill over ny head to get nme to conply. When |'d broken up
with Bill, Eric had |acked any means of coercion until |I'd needed a favor from
him and then |1'd supplied Eric with the nost potent ammunition of all —the
know edge that |'d shot Debbie Pelt. It didn't matter that he'd hidden her
body and her car and he couldn't hinself remenber where; the accusation woul d
be enough to ruin the rest of my life, even if it was never proved. Even if |
could bring nyself to deny it.

As | carried out nmy duties in the bar the rest of that night, I found
nmysel f wondering if Eric really would reveal ny secret. If Eric told the
police what |'d done, he'd have to adnit he'd had a part init, wuldn't he?

I was wayl aid by Detective Andy Bellefleur when I was on nmy way to the bar
I've known Andy and his sister Portia all nmy life. They're a few years ol der
than me, but we'd been through the same schools, grown up in the sanme town.

Li ke nme, they'd been largely raised by their grandnother. The detective and
have had our ups and downs. Andy had been dating a young school t eacher
Hal | ei gh Robi nson, for a few nmonths now.

Toni ght, he had a secret to share with ne and a favor to ask.

"Listen, she's going to order the chicken basket," he said, wthout
preanmble. | glanced over to their table, to nmake sure Halleigh was sitting
with her back to nme. She did. "Wen you bring the food to the table, make sure
this is init, covered up." He stuffed a little velvet-covered box into ny
hand. There was a ten-dollar bill under it.

"Sure, Andy, no problem™" | said, smling.

"Thanks, Sookie," he said, and for once he smled back, a sinple and
unconplicated and terrified smle

Andy had been right on the noney. Halleigh ordered the chicken basket when
| went to their table.

"Make that extra fries," | said to our new cook when | turned in the order
| wanted plenty of camouflage. The cook turned fromthe grill to glare at ne.
W' ve had an assortnment of cooks, of every age, color, gender, and sexua
preference. W even had a vanpire, once. Qur current cook was a niddl e-aged
bl ack woman named Callie Collins. Callie was heavy, so heavy | didn't know how
she coul d get through the hours she spent standing on her feet in the hot
kitchen. "Extra fries?" Callie said, as if she'd never heard of such a thing.
"Uh- huh. People get extra fries when they pay for them not because they
friends of yours."

It could be that Callie was so sharp-edged because she was old enough to
renenber the bad ol d days when bl acks and whites had different schools,
different waiting roonms, different water fountains. | didn't renenber any of
those things, and I was not willing to take into account Callie's bundle of
baggage every tine | tal ked to her

"They paid extra," | lied, not wanting to call an explanation through the
servi ce pass-through that anyone cl ose enough could overhear. |'d put a dollar
of my tipinto the till, instead, to nmake up the noney. Despite our
di fferences, | wished Andy and his school teacher well. Anyone who was going to
be Caroline Bellefleur's granddaughter-in-|law deserved a ronmantic nonent.

VWhen Callie called up the basket, | trotted over to get it. Slipping the
little box under the fries was harder than | imagined, and it required a bit
of surreptitious rearrangenent. | wondered if Andy had realized that the
vel vet woul d get greasy and salty. Ch well, this wasn't ny romantic gesture,
but his.

| carried the tray to the table with happy anticipation. In fact, Andy had
to warn me (With a severe glance) to pull nmy face into nmore neutral lines as |
served their food. Andy already had a beer in front of him and she had a
glass of white wine. Halleigh wasn't a big drinker, as befitted an el ementary
school teacher. | turned away as soon as the food was on the table, even



forgetting to ask themif they needed anything else, |ike a good waitress
shoul d.

It was beyond ne to try to stay detached after that. Though |I tried not to
be obvious, | watched the couple as closely as | could. Andy was on pins and
needl es, and | could hear his brain, which was sinply agitated. He really
wasn't sure whether he'd be accepted, and his nmind was running through the
list of things she m ght object to: the fact that Andy was al nost ten years
ol der, his hazardous profession...

| knew t he nonment when she spied the box. Maybe it wasn't nice of nme to
eavesdrop nentally on a very special nonent, but to tell you the truth, |
didn't even think of that at the time. Though ordinarily | keep myself well
guarded, I'mused to dropping into people's heads if | spy sonething
interesting. |"'malso used to believing that ny ability is a mnus, not a
plus, so | guess | feel entitled to whatever fun | can have with it.

| had ny back to them clearing off a table, which I should have left for
t he busboy to do. So I was close enough to hear

She was frozen for a long nonent. "There's a box in ny food," she said,
finally, keeping her voice very | ow because she thought she'd upset Samif she
made a fuss.

"l know, " he said. "It's fromnme."

She knew then; everything in her brain began to accelerate, and the
t houghts practically tripped over thenselves in their eagerness.

"Ch, Andy," she whispered. She nust have opened the box. It was all | could
do not to turn around and | ook right along with her

"Do you like it?"

"Yes, it's beautiful."

"WIIl you wear it?"

There was a silence. Her head was so confused. Half of it was going
"Yi ppee!" and half of it was troubled.

"Yes, with one stipulation," she said slowy.

I could feel his shock. Whatever Andy had expected, it wasn't this.

"And that would be?" he asked, suddenly sounding rmuch nore like a cop than
a | over.

"W have to live in our own place."

"What ?" Again, she'd surprised Andy.

"I"ve always gotten the idea that you assuned you'd stay in the fanily
hone, with your grandnother and your sister, even after you got nmarried. It's
a wonderful old house, and your grandnmother and Portia are great wonen."

That was tactful. Good for Halleigh

"But 1'd like to have a hone of nmy own," she said gently, earning ny
admiration.

And then | really had to haul ass; | had tables to tend to. But as |
refilled beer nmugs, cleared enpty plates, and took nmore noney to Sam at the
cash register, | was filled with awe at Halleigh's stand, since the Bellefleur

mansi on was Bon Tenps's premer residence. Mdst young wonen woul d give a
finger or two to live there, especially since the big old house had been
extensi vely renodel ed and freshened with the influx of nobney froma nysterious
stranger. That stranger was actually Bill, who' d discovered that the
Bel | ef | eurs were descendants of his. He'd known they woul dn't accept noney
froma vanpire, so he'd arranged the whole "nysterious | egacy" ruse, and
Caroline Bellefleur had junped into spending it on the mansion with as nuch
relish as Andy ate a cheeseburger

Andy caught up with me a few minutes later. He snagged me on the way to Sid
Matt Lancaster's table, so the aged | awer had to wait a bit extra for his
hanburger and fries.

"Sookie, | have to know," he said urgently, but in a very |ow tone.

"What, Andy?" | was alarnmed at his intensity.

"Does she | ove ne?" There were edges of huniliation in his head, that he'd
actual ly asked ne. Andy was proud, and he wanted some kind of assurance that
Hal l eigh didn't want his family name or his fanily home as he'd found other



worren had. Well, he'd found out about the home. Halleigh didn't want it, and
he woul d nove into sone hunble, small house with her, if she really loved him
No one had ever demanded this of me before. After all the years of wanting

people to believe in ne, understand ny freakish talent, | found I didn't enjoy
bei ng taken seriously, after all. But Andy was waiting for an answer, and
couldn't refuse. He was one of the nost dogged nen |'d ever net.

"She | oves you as nuch as you love her," | said, and he let go of ny arm |

continued on my way to Sid Matt's table. When | gl anced back at him he was
staring at me.

Chew on that, Andy Bellefleur, |I thought. Then I felt a little ashamed of
nmysel f. But he shoul dn't have asked, if he didn't want to know t he answer.

There was sonething in the woods around my house.

|I'd gotten ready for bed as soon as |'d cone home, because one of ny
favorite noments in every twenty-four hours is when | get to put on ny
ni ghtgown. It was warm enough that | didn't need a bathrobe, so | was roamn ng
around in nmy old blue knee-length sleep tee. | was just thinking of shutting
t he kitchen wi ndow, since the March night was getting a little chilly. 1'd
been listening to the sounds of the night while | washed di shes; the frogs and
t he bugs had been filling the air with their chorus.

Suddenl y, the noises that had made the night seemas friendly and busy as
the day had cone to a stop, cut off in mdcry.

| paused, ny hands inmrersed in the hot soapy water. Peering out into the
darkness didn't help a bit, and | realized how visible I rmust be, standing at
an open window with its curtains flung wide apart. The yard was lit up with
the security light, but beyond the trees that ringed the clearing, the woods
lay dark and still.

Sonet hing was out there. | closed ny eyes and tried to reach out with ny
brain, and | found sone kind of activity. But it wasn't clear enough to
defi ne.

| thought about phoning Bill, but 1'd called himbefore when |I'd been
worried about ny safety. | couldn't let it beconme a habit. Hey, maybe the
wat cher in the woods was Bill hinself? He sonmetines roamed around at night,
and he cane to check on me fromtinme to tinme. | |ooked |ongingly over at the
tel ephone on the wall at the end of the counter. (Well, where the counter
woul d be when it was all put together.) My new tel ephone was portable. | could
grab it, retreat to ny bedroom and call Bill in a snap of the fingers, since
he was on ny speed dial. If he answered the phone, 1'd know what ever was out
in the woods was sonething | needed to worry about.

But if he was hone, he'd conme racing over here. He'd hear ny call like
this: "Onh, Bill, please come save nme! | can't think of anything to do but cal
a big, strong vampire to come to ny rescue!™

| made nyself admit that | really knew that whatever was in the woods, it
wasn't Bill. I'd gotten a brain signal of some kind. If the lurker had been a
vampire, | would have sensed nothing. Only twice had | gotten a flicker of a
signal froma vanpire brain, and it had been like a flash of electricity in an
out age.

And right by that tel ephone was the back door —which wasn't | ocked.

Not hi ng on earth could keep me at the sink after the fact of the open door
had occurred to ne. | sinply ran for it. | stepped out onto the back porch
ni pped the Iatch on the glass door there, and junped back into the kitchen
proper and | ocked the big wooden door, which I'd had outfitted with a thunb
latch and a deadbolt.

| |l eaned against the door after it was safely | ocked. Better than anyone

could think of, | knewthe futility of doors and |ocks. To a vanpire, the
physi cal barrier was nothing —but a vanpire had to be invited in. To a Wre,
doors were of nore consequence, but still not rmuch of a problem wth their

i ncredi bl e strength, Wres could go wherever they damm well chose. The sane
held true of other shifters.

Way didn't | just hold an open house?

However, | felt wonderfully better with two | ocked doors between nme and



what ever was in the woods. | knew the front door was | ocked and bolted, since

it hadn't been opened in days. | didn't get that many visitors, and | normally
entered and departed through the back

| crept back to the wi ndow, which | closed and | ocked. | drew the curtains,
too. |I'd done everything to increase ny security |I could do. | went back to
the dishes. | got a wet circle on the front of ny sleep tee because | had to

| ean agai nst the edge of the sink to steady ny shaking legs. But | nade nyself
continue until all the dishes were safely in the drainer and the sink had been
wi ped cl ean

| listened intently after that. The woods were still silent. No matter how
| listened with every sense at ny disposal, that faint signal did not inpinge
on ny brain again. It was gone.

| sat in the kitchen for a while, brain still in high gear, but then
forced myself to follow nmy usual routine. My heart rate had returned to normal
by the time | brushed my teeth, and as | clinbed into bed | had al nost
per suaded nyself that nothing had happened out there in the silent darkness.
But |1'm careful about being honest inside. | knew sone creature had been out
in my woods; and that creature had been sonething bigger and scarier than a
raccoon.

Quite soon after I'd turned ny bedside light off, | heard the bugs and the
frogs resume their chorus. Finally, when it continued uninterrupted, | slept.
Chapter 4

| punched in the nunber of ny brother's cell phone when |I got up the next
morning. | hadn't spent a very good night, but at least 1'd gotten a bit of

sl eep. Jason answered on the second ring. He sounded a little preoccupi ed when
he said, "Hello?"
"Hi, Brother. How s it goi ng?"

"Listen, | need to talk to you. | can't right now 1|'lIl be there, probably
in a couple of hours." He hung up wi thout saying good-bye, and he'd sounded
pretty worried about something. Good. | needed another conplication

| glanced at the clock. A couple of hours would give me enough tine to get
cleaned up and run into town to go to the grocery store. Jason woul d be
getting here about noon, and if | knew himhe'd expect ne to feed himlunch. |
yanked nmy hair into a ponytail and then doubled the elastic band around it,
making it into a kind of topknot. |I had a little fan of the ends wavi ng above
nmy head. Though | tried not to admt it to nyself, | thought this slapdash
hairstyl e was fun-1ooking and kind of cute.

It was one of those crisp, cool March nornings, the kind that pronises a
war m aft ernoon. The sky was so bright and sunny that ny spirits rose, and
drove to Bon Tenps with the wi ndow rolled down, singing along with the radio
at the top of nmy voice. | would ve sung along with Weird Al Yankovic that
nor ni ng.

| drove past woods, the occasional house, and a field full of cows (and a
coupl e of buffalo; you never know what people will raise).

The di sc jockey played "Blue Hawaii" as a golden oldie, and | wondered
wher e Bubba was —not ny own brother, but the vanpire now known only as Bubba.
| hadn't seen himin three or four weeks. Maybe the vanps of Louisiana had
nmoved himto anot her hiding place, or maybe he'd wandered off, as he does from
time to time. That's when you get your long articles in the papers they keep
by the grocery check-out stand.

Though | was having a blissful nonent of being happy and content, | had one
of those stray ideas you get at odd noments. | thought, How nice it would be
if Eric were here with nme in the car. He'd | ook so good with the wi nd bl ow ng
his hair, and he'd enjoy the noment. Well, yeah, before he burned to a crisp.

But | realized I'd thought of Eric because it was the kind of day you
wanted to share with the person you cared about, the person whose conpany you
enjoyed the nost. And that would be Eric as he'd been while he was cursed by a
witch: the Eric who hadn't been hardened by centuries of vanpire politics, the
Eric who had no contenpt for humans and their affairs, the Eric who was not in



charge of many financial enterprises and responsible for the lives and i nconmes
of quite a few humans and vanpires. In other words, Eric as he would never be
agai n.

Di ng-dong, the witch was dead, and Eric was restored to his character as it
was now. The restored Eric was wary of me, was fond of me, and didn't trust ne
(or his feelings) an inch.

| sighed heavily, and the song vanished fromny lips. It was nearly
guenched in ny heart until | told nyself to stop being a nel ancholy idiot.
was young, | was healthy. The day was beautiful. And | had an actual date for
Friday night. | prom sed nmyself a big treat. Instead of going directly to the
grocery store, | went by Tara's Togs, owned and operated by ny friend Tara
Thor nt on.

| hadn't seen Tara in a while. She'd gone on a vacation to visit an aunt in
south Texas, and since she'd returned she'd been working | ong hours at the
store. At least, that's what she'd said when |1'd called her to thank her for
the car. Wen ny kitchen had burned, nmy car had burned with it, and Tara had
| oaned ne her old car, a two-year-old Malibu. She'd acquired a brand-new car
(never mnd how) and hadn't gotten around to selling the Malibu.

To ny astoni shnent, about a nonth ago, Tara had nmailed ne the title and the
bill of sale, with a letter telling me the car was now mne. |'d called to
protest, but she had stonewalled nme, and in the end, there didn't seemto be
anything to do but accept the gift graciously.

She intended it as paynent, since |I'd extricated her froma terrible
situation. But to help her, 1'd had to indebt nyself to Eric. | hadn't m nded.
Tara had been ny friend all ny life. Now she was safe, if she was smart enough
to stay away fromthe supernatural world.

Though | was grateful and relieved to have the newest vehicle |'d ever
owned, | woul d have been happier to have her uninterrupted friendship. I'd
stayed away, since | assuned that | rem nded her of too many bad things. But I
was in the nobod to try to rip down that veil. Maybe Tara had had enough ti ne.

Tara's Togs was in a strip mall on the south side of Bon Tenps. There was
one other car parked in front of the store. | decided it mght be good that a
third party would be there; it would depersonalize the neeting.

Tara was serving Andy Bellefleur's sister Portia when | went in, so | began
flicking through the size tens, and then the eights. Portia was sitting at the
| sabel l e tabl e, which was extrenely interesting. Tara is the |oca
representative for Isabelle's Bridal, a national conpany that produces a
catal og that's becone the bible of all things wedding-related. You can try on
sanmpl es of the bridesnaid dresses at the |ocal outlet, so you can order the
right size, and each dress cones in about twenty colors. The weddi ng dresses
are just as popular. Isabelle's has twenty-five nodels. The Conpany al so
of fers weddi ng shower invitations, decorations, garters, bridesmaids' gifts,
and any bit of weddi ng paraphernalia you can inmagi ne. However, |sabelle's was
pretty much a middl e-cl ass phenonenon, and Portia was definitely an
upper - cl ass wonan.

Since she lived with her grandnother and her brother in the Bellefleur
mansi on on Magnolia Street, Portia had grown up in a sort of decayed gothic
spl endor. Now that the mansion was repaired and her grandnother entertained
nore, Portia had | ooked noticeably happier when 1'd glinpsed her around town.
She didn't conme into Merlotte's that much, but when she was in the bar she had
nore time to spare for other people, and she sniled occasionally. A plain
worman just past thirty, Portia' s best feature was her thick, shining chestnut
hai r.

Portia was thinking weddi ng, and Tara was thi nki ng noney.

"I have to talk with Halleigh again, but I think we'll need four hundred
invitations," Portia was saying, and | thought mnmy jaw woul d drop

"Al'l right, Portia, if you don't mnd paying the rush fee, we can have
those in ten days."

"Ch, good!" Portia was definitely pleased. "Of course, Halleigh and | will
be wearing different dresses, but we thought we nmight try to pick out the sane



bridesmaid's dress. Maybe in different colors. Wat do you think?"

| thought | was going to choke on nmy own curiosity. Portia was going to be
married, too? To that stick of an accountant she'd been dating, the guy from
Cl arice? Tara caught a glinpse of ny face over the top of the standing rack of
dresses. Portia was |ooking at the catalog, so Tara wi nked at nme. She was
definitely pleased to have a rich custoner, and we were definitely okay with
each other. Relief flooded ne.

"I think having the same style in different colors —coordinating col ors,
of course —would be really original," Tara said. "How many bridesnaids are
there going to be?"

"Five apiece," Portia said, her attention on the page before her. "Can
take a copy of the catal og home? That way, Halleigh and | can look at it
toni ght."

"I only have one extra copy; you know, one of the ways |sabelle's nakes
money is charging an armand a leg for the darn catalog," Tara said with a
charmng snile. Tara can lay it on when she needs to. "I'Il let you take it
hone, if you cross your heart you'll bring it back tonmorrow "

Portia made the childish gesture, and tucked the thick catal og under her
arm She was wearing one of her "lawyer suits," a brownish tweedy-| ooking
straight skirt and jacket with a silk bl ouse underneath. She had on bei ge hose
and | ow heel ed punps, and she carried a matching purse. Bo-ring.

Portia was excited, and her brain was cartwheeling w th happy inmages. She
knew she would look a little old as a bride, especially conpared to Halleigh
but by God, she was finally going to be a bride. Portia would get her share of
the fun, the presents, the attention, and the clothes, to say nothing of the
val i dation of having a husband of her own. She | ooked up fromthe catal og and
spied ne lurking by the slacks rack. Her happi ness was profound enough to
enconpass even ne.

"Hel |l o, Sookie!" she said, practically beaning. "Andy told me what a help

you were to him fixing up his little surprise for Halleigh. | really
appreciate it."

"It was fun," | said, with my own version of a gracious smle. "Is it true
that congratul ations are in order for you, as well?" | know, you're not

supposed to congratulate the bride, only the groom but | didn't think Portia
woul d mind

Sure enough, she didn't. "Well, | amgetting married," she confessed. "And
we decided to have a double cerenony with Andy and Hal | ei gh. The reception
will be at the house."

O course. Wiy have a mansion, if you couldn't have the reception there?

"That's going to be a lot of work, setting up a weddi ng by —when?" | said,
trying to sound synpathetic and concer ned.

"April. Tell me about it," Portia said, |aughing. "G andnother is already
hal f-crazy. She's called every caterer she knows to try to book soneone for
t he second weekend, and finally |l anded Extrenme(ly El egant) Events because they
had a cancellation. Plus, the guy who runs Scul ptured Forest in Shreveport is
conmng to see her this afternoon.™

Scul ptured Forest was the premer |andscape planning center and nursery in
the area, at least if you went by their omnipresent ads. Hiring both
Scul ptured Forest and Extrenme(ly Elegant) Events meant that this double
weddi ng woul d be the prinop social occasion of the Bon Tenps year

"We're thinking an outdoor wedding at the house, with tents in the back

yard," Portia said. "In case of rain, we'll have to nove it to the church, and
have the reception at the Renard Parish Conmmunity Building. But we'll keep our
fingers crossed.”

"Sounds wonderful." | really couldn't think of anything else to say. "How
are you going to keep working, with all this wedding stuff to do?"

"Somehow |' Il manage."

I wondered what the rush was. Why weren't the happy couples waiting unti
sumer, when Hall ei gh woul dn't be working? Wiy not wait, so Portia could free
her cal endar for a proper weddi ng and honeynmoon? And wasn't the nan she'd been



dating an accountant? Surely a wedding during tax season was the worst
possi bl e schedul i ng.

...maybe Portia was pregnant. But if she was in the fanmly way, she wasn't
t hi nki ng about it, and | hardly thought she woul d be doi ng ot herw se. Gosh, if
| ever found out | was pregnant, |1'd be so happy! If the guy |oved ne and
would marry me, that is —because | wasn't tough enough to raise a kid by
nmysel f, and nmy grandnother would roll over in her grave if | was an unmarried
not her. Modern thinking on that subject had conpletely passed my grandnot her
by, without even ruffling her hair with its passage.

VWi le all these thoughts were buzzing around in ny head, it took ne a
mnute to process Portia's words. "So try to keep the second Saturday in Apri
free," she said with as close to a charning snmile as Portia Bellefleur could
nmanage.

| promised | would, trying not to trip over nmy own tongue wth
ast oni shment. She nust be high on wedding fever. Why would my presence be
desired at the wedding? | was no big buddy of any of the Bellefleurs.

"We're asking Samto bartend at the reception,” she continued, and nmy world
realigned into a nore faniliar pattern. She wanted ne there to assist Sam

"An afternoon weddi ng?" | asked. Sam sonetinmes took outside bartending
jobs, but Saturday was usually our heavy day at Merlotte's.

"No, night," she said, "but | already talked to Samthis nmorning, and he's
agreed. "

"Ckay," | said.

She read nore into ny tone than |I'd put there, and she flushed. "d en has
some clients that he wants to invite," she said, though I'd asked for no
expl anation. "They can only come after dark." den Vicks was the accountant.
was glad 1'd retrieved his last name fromny menory. Then everything clicked
into place, and | understood Portia's enbarrassnment. Portia meant that Gen's

clients were vanpires. Well, well, well. | smiled at her
"I"'msure it'll be a lovely wedding, and | | ook forward to being there,"
said, "since you were kind enough to invite ne." I'd deliberately

m sunder stood her, and as |'d foreseen, she flushed even redder. Then a
rel ated i dea occurred to nme, one so inportant | bent one of ny personal rules.

"Portia," | said slowy, wanting to be sure she got ny neaning, "you should
invite Bill Conpton."

Now Portia | oathed Bill —disliked all vanpires —but when she'd been
forwardi ng one of her own plots, she'd dated Bill briefly. Which had been odd,
because afterward Bill had discovered Portia was actually his
great - great - great - gr eat - gr eat - gr anddaught er, or sonething like that.

Bill had gone along with her pretense of interest in him At the time, he'd

just wanted to find out what her goal was. He'd realized that it nmade Portia's
skin crawm to be around him But when he'd discovered the Bellefleurs were his
only surviving kin, he'd anonynously given them a whacki ng great bunch of
noney.

I could "hear" that Portia thought |I was purposely rem nding her of the few
times she'd dated Bill. She didn't want to be rem nded of it, and it angered
her that 1'd done so.

"Why do you suggest that?" she asked coldly, and | gave her high points for
not just stal king out of the shop. Tara was bei ng studi ously busy over by the
| sabel l e tabl e, but | knew she could hear our conversation. Nothing wong wth
Tara's heari ng.

I had a ferocious internal debate. Finally, what Bill wanted prevail ed over
what | wanted for him "Never nmind," | said reluctantly. "Your wedding, your
list.”

Portia was | ooking at me as if she really saw nme for the first tinme. "Are
you still dating hinP" she asked.

"No, he's dating Selah Pumphrey,” | said, keeping ny voice even and enpty.

Portia gave nme an unreadabl e | ook. Wthout another word, she went out to
her car.

"What was all that about?" Tara asked.



| couldn't explain, so | changed the subject to one closer to Tara's

retailing heart. "I'mdelighted you' re getting the business,” | said.

"You and me both. If she didn't have to pull it together in such a short
time, you can bet Portia Bellefleur wouldn't ever go Isabelle," Tara said
frankly. "She'd drive to Shreveport and back a million tines running errands,
if she had the lead tinme. Halleigh is just trailing along in Portia's wake,
poor thing. She'll cone in this afternoon, and I'll show her the sane things
|'ve shown Portia, and she'll have to buckle under. But it's all good for ne.

They're getting the whol e package, because the Isabelle systemcan deliver it
all on time. Invitations, thank-you notes, dresses, garters, bridesmaids
gifts, even the nother-of-the-bride gowns —M ss Caroline will be buying one,
and Halleigh's nother —they're getting it all here, either fromny stock or
fromlsabelle' s book." She | ooked me up and down. "What brought you in, by the
way ?"

"I need a date outfit to wear to a play in Shreveport,” | said, "and | have
to go to the grocery and get back at home to cook Jason's lunch. So, you got
anyt hing to show me?"

Tara's smile turned predatory. "Oh," she said, "just a few things."
Chapter 5
| was glad Jason was a little late. 1'd finished the bacon and | was

putting the hamburgers in the frying pan when he arrived. | had al ready opened
t he package of buns and put two on Jason's plate, and put a bag of potato
chips on the table. I'd poured hima glass of tea and set it beside his place.
Jason came in w thout knocking, as he always did. Jason hadn't changed t hat
much, at least to the eyes, since he'd becone a werepanther. He was stil

bl ond and attractive, and | mean attractive in the old way; he was good to

| ook at, but he was also the kind of nman that everyone | ooks at when he comnes
into aroom On top of that, he'd always had a mean streak. But since his
change, he'd sonehow been acting like a better person. | hadn't decided why
that was. Maybe being a wild animal once a nmonth satisfied some craving he
hadn't known he had.

Since he'd been bitten, not born, he didn't change conpl etely; he becane a
sort of hybrid. At first, he'd been di sappointed about that. But he'd gotten
over it. He'd been dating a full werepanther naned Crystal for several nonths
now. Crystal lived in a tiny comunity some nmiles out in the country —and | et
me tell you, out in the country from Bon Tenps, Louisiana, is really out in
the country.

We said a brief prayer and began eating. Jason didn't dig in with his usua
gusto. Since the hanburger tasted good to ne, | figured whatever was on his
mnd was inportant. | couldn't read it out of his brain. Since ny brother had
become a Were, his thoughts had not been as clear to ne.

Mostly, that was a relief.

After two bites, Jason put down his hanburger, and his body posture
changed. He was ready to talk. "I got something | got to tell you," he said.
"Crystal doesn't want me to tell anyone, but I'mreally worried about her
Yest erday, Crystal...she had a m scarriage.”

I shut ny eyes for a few seconds. | had about twenty thoughts in that brief
time, and I couldn't conplete a one of them "I'mso sorry," | said. "I hope
Crystal's all right?"

Jason | ooked at me over a plate of food he'd conpletely forgotten. "She
won't go to the doctor."

| stared at himblankly. "But she has to," | said reasonably. "She needs a
D&C" I wasn't sure what "D & C' stood for, but | knew after you'd
m scarried, you went to a hospital and that's what they did there. My friend
and co-worker Arlene had had a D & C after her niscarriage, and she'd told ne

about it several tinmes. Several tines. "They go in and..! | began, but Jason
cut me off in mdstream
"Hey, | don't need to know," he said, |ooking very unconfortable. "I just

know t hat since Crystal's a werepanther, she didn't want to go to the



hospital . She had to go when she got gored by that razorback, just like Calvin
had to go when he got shot, but they both got well so fast that there was sone
comment in the doctors' |ounge, she heard. So she won't go now. She's at ny
house, but she's...she's not doing well. She's getting worse, not better."
"Uh-oh," | said. "So what's happeni ng?"
"She's bl eeding too heavy, and her legs don't work right.'
"She can hardly stand up, nuch | ess wal k. "

He swal | oned.

"Have you called Calvin?" | asked. Calvin Norris, Crystal's uncle, is the
| eader of the tiny Hotshot panther comunity.

"She don't want nme to tell Calvin. She's scared Calvin'll kill me for
knocki ng her up. Crystal didn't want ne to tell you, either, but | got to have
hel p."

Though her momwasn't living, Crystal had fenale relatives galore in
Hotshot. 1'd never had a baby, |1'd never even been pregnant, and | wasn't a

shifter. Any one of them would know nore about the situation than | did.
told Jason this.

"I don't want her to sit up long enough to go back to Hotshot, specially in
my truck." My brother | ooked as stubborn as a nule.

For an awful mnute, |I thought that Jason's big concern was Crystal
bl eedi ng on his upholstery. | was about to hop down his throat, when he added,
"The shocks need repl acing, and I'm scared the bouncing of the truck on that
bad road would make Crystal worse."

Then her kin could conme to Crystal. But | knew before |I spoke that Jason
would find a reason to veto that, too. He had some kind of plan. "Okay. What
can | do?"

"Didn't you tell me that time when you got hurt, there was a special kind
of doctor the vanps called to | ook at your back?"

| didn't like to think about that night. My back still bore the scars of
the attack. The poison on the naenad's claws had nearly killed nme. "Yes,"
said slowy, "Dr. Ludwig." Doctor to all that was weird and strange, Dr.
Ludwi g was hersel f an oddity. She was extrenely short —very, very short.

And her features were not exactly regular, either. It would cone as an

extreme surprise to ne if Dr. Ludwig were at all human. 1'd seen her a second
time at the contest for pack-master. Both tines, |'d been in Shreveport; so
t he chances were good that Dr. Ludwig actually lived there.

Since | didn't want to overl ook the obvious, | fished a Shreveport

directory out of the drawer below the wall-nounted tel ephone. There was a
listing for a Doctor Amy Ludwi g. Any? | bit back a burst of |aughter

| was very nervous about approaching Dr. Ludwig on ny own, but when | saw
how worried Jason was, | couldn't protest over maki ng one | ousy phone call

It rang four tinmes. A machine picked up. A nechanical voice said, "You have
reached the tel ephone of Dr. Amy Ludwig. Dr. Ludwig is not accepting new
patients, insured or uninsured. Dr. Ludwi g does not want pharmaceutica
sanmpl es, and she does not need insurance of any kind. She is not interested in
i nvesting her noney, or giving to charities she hasn't personally selected."
There was a long silence, during which tine nost callers presunmably hung up. |

didn't. After a nmonent, | heard another click on the |ine.
"Hel | 0?" asked a gruff little voice.
"Dr. Ludwi g?" | asked cautiously.

"Yes? | don't accept new patients, you know Too busy!" She sounded both
i mpati ent and cauti ous.

"I'" m Sooki e Stackhouse. Is this the Dr. Ludwig who treated me in Eric's
of fice at Fangtasi a?"

"You are the young woman poi soned by the maenad' s cl aws?"

"Yes. | saw you again a few weeks ago, remenber?"

"And where was that?" She renenbered quite well, but she wanted anot her
proof of my identity.

"An enpty building in an industrial park."

"And who was running the show t here?"

"A big bald guy named Quinn."



"Ch, all right." She sighed. "What do you want? |'mrather busy."

"I have a patient for you. Please come to see her."

"Bring her to ne."

"She's too sick to travel."

| heard the doctor nuttering to herself, but | couldn't make out the words.

"Pooh," the doctor said. "Ch, very well, Mss Stackhouse. Tell ne what the
problemis.”

| expl ained as best | could. Jason was noving around the kitchen, because
he was too worried to sit still.

"Idiots. Fools," Dr. Ludwig said. "Tell me how to get to your house. Then
you can take me where the girl is."

"I may have to | eave for work before you can get here," | said, after
gl ancing at the clock and cal cul ating how long it would take the doctor to
drive from Shreveport. "My brother will be here waiting."

"I's he the responsible party?"

| didn't know if she was tal king about the bill for her services, or the
pregnancy. Either way, | told her that Jason definitely was the responsible
party.

"She's coming," | told ny brother, after |I'd given the doctor directions
and hung up. "I don't know how nuch she charges, but | told her you'd pay."

"Sure, sure. Howw Il | know her?"

"You can't mistake her for anyone you know. She said she'd have a driver.
She wouldn't be tall enough to see over the steering wheel, so | should have
figured on that."

| did the dishes while Jason fidgeted. He called Crystal to check on her
seened okay with what he'd heard. Finally, | asked himto go outside and knock
old dirt-dauber nests off the tool shed. He couldn't seemto settle down, so
he m ght as well be useful

| thought about the situation while | started a | oad of |aundry and put on
nmy barmaid outfit (black pants, white boat-neck tee with Merlotte's
enbroi dered over the left breast, black Adidas). | was not a happy camper. |
was worried about Crystal —and | didn't like her. I was sorry she'd lost the
baby because | know that's a sad experience, but | was happy because | really
didn't want Jason to marry the girl, and | was pretty sure he would have if
t he pregnancy had continued. | cast around for sonething to nake ne fee
better. | opened the closet to |l ook at nmy new outfit, the one |I'd bought at
Tara's Togs to wear on ny date. But | couldn't even get any enjoynent out of
it.

Finally, | did what 1'd planned on doing before I'd heard Jason's news: |
got a book and settled in a chair on the front porch, reading a few sentences
every now and then in between admiring the pear tree in the front yard, which
was covered in white blossons and humming with bees.

The sun was beam ng, the daffodils were just past their prinme, and | had a
date for Friday. And 1'd al ready done ny good deed for the day, in calling Dr.
Ludwi g. The coil of worry in ny stomach eased up a little.

Fromtime to time, | could hear vague sounds traveling nmy way fromthe
backyard; Jason had found something to keep himoccupied after he'd dealt with
the nests. Maybe he was pulling up weeds in the flower beds. | brightened.
That woul d be nice, since | didn't have ny grandnother's enthusiasm for
gardening. | admired the results, but | didn't enjoy the whole process as she
had.

After checking nmy watch repeatedly, | was relieved to see a rather grand
pearl Cadillac pull into the front parking area. There was a tiny shape in the
front passenger seat. The driver's door opened, and a Were named Amanda got
out. She and | had had our differences, but we'd parted on fair terms. | was
relieved to see soneone | knew. Amanda, who | ooked exactly like a m ddle-cl ass
soccer mom was in her thirties. Her red hair |ooked natural, quite unlike mny
friend Arlene's.

"Sooki e, hey," she said. "Wen the doctor told ne where we were going, |
was relieved, since | knew how to get here already."



"You're not her usual driver? Hey, | like the haircut, by the way."

"Ch, thanks." Anmanda's hair was newly short, cut in a carel ess, al nobst
boyi sh style that oddly suited her. | say oddly, because Amanda's body was
definitely womanly.

"Haven't got used to it yet," she admtted, running her hand over her neck
"Actually, it's usually my ol dest boy that drives Dr. Ludwi g, but he's in
school today, of course. Is it your sister-in-law that's ailing?"

"My brother's fiancee," | said, trying to put a good face on it. "Crystal.
She's a panther."

Amanda | ooked al nost respectful. Weres often have only contenpt for other
shape-shifters, but sonething as fornidable as a panther would get their
attention. "I heard there was a cluster of panthers out here sonewhere. Never
net one before.”

"I have to get to work, but ny brother's going to | ead you over to his
pl ace."

"So, you're not really close to your brother's fiancee?"

| was taken aback at the inplication that | was |ess than concerned about
Crystal's wel fare. Maybe | should have hurried over to her bedside and | eft
Jason here to guide the doctor? | suddenly saw ny enjoynent of ny nonents of
peace as a callous disregard for Crystal. But now was no tine to wallow in
guilt.

"Truthfully,” | said, "no, I'mnot that close to her. But Jason didn't seem
to think there was anything | could do for her, and ny presence woul dn't
exactly be soothing since she's not any fonder of ne than | am of her."

Amanda shrugged. "Okay, where is he?"

Jason cane around the corner of the house just then, to ny relief. "Oh,
great," he said. "You're the doctor?"

"No," Amanda said. "The doctor's in the car. I'mthe driver today."

“"I"ll lead you over there. | been on the phone with Crystal, and she's not
getting any better."

| felt another wave of renorse. "Call ne at work, Jason, and let me know
how she's doi ng, okay? | can come over after work and spend the night, if you
need ne."

"Thanks, Sis." He gave ne a quick hug and then | ooked awkward. "Uh, |I'm
glad | didn't keep it a secret like Crystal wanted me to. She didn't think
you'd help her."

"I"'d like to think | was at |east a good enough person to hel p someone who
needed it, no matter if we were close or not." Surely Crystal hadn't imagi ned
that 1'd be indifferent, or even pleased, that she was ailing?

Di smayed, | watched the two very different vehicles start down the driveway
on their way back to Hunmi ngbird Road. | |ocked up and got in nmy own car in no
very happy nood.

When | wal ked t hrough the back door of Merlotte's that afternoon, Sam
called to me fromhis office, just to continuing the theme of an eventful day,
no doubt.

| went in to see what he wanted, knowi ng ahead of tinme that a few other
people were waiting in there. To ny dismay, | found that Father Ri ordan had
anbushed ne.

There were four people in Samis office, besides ny boss. Sam was unhappy,
but trying to keep a good face on. Alittle to ny surprise, Father Riordan
wasn't happy about the people that had acconpanied him either. | suspected
knew who they were. Crap. Not only did Father Ri ordan have the Pelts in tow,
but a young woman of about seventeen, who nust be Debbie's sister, Sandra.

The three new people | ooked at me intently. The older Pelts were tall and
slim He wore gl asses and was balding, with ears that stuck out of his head
like jug handles. She was attractive, if a bit overly made up. She was wearing
a Donna Karan pants set and carrying a bag with a famus logo on it. Heels,
too. Sandra Pelt was nore casual, her jeans and T-shirt fitting her narrow
figure very tightly.

| hardly heard Father Riordan formally introduce the Pelts, | was so



overwhel med with irritation that they were intruding thenmselves intonmy life
to such an extent. |'d told Father Riordan | didn't want to neet them yet
here they were. The older Pelts ate me up with their avid eyes. Savage,
Maria-Star had termed them Desperate was the word that came to nmy mnd

Sandra was a different kettle of fish altogether: since she was the second
child, she wasn't —couldn't be —a shifter |ike her folks, but she wasn't
al t oget her a regul ar human, either. But sonething caught at ny brain, made ne
pause. Sandra Pelt was a shifter of some kind. I'd heard the Pelts described
as much nmore involved with their second daughter than they'd been with Debbie.
Now, getting bits of information fromthem | saw why that m ght be. Sandra
Pelt m ght be underage, but she was formni dable. She was a full Wre.

But that couldn't be, unless..

kay. Debbie Pelt, werefox, had been adopted. |1'd | earned that the Wres
were prone to fertility problens, and | assunmed that the Pelts had given up on
having their owm little Wre, and had adopted a baby that was at |east sone
ki nd of shape-shifter, if not their own kind. Even a full-blooded fox mnust
have seened preferable to a plain human. Then the Pelts had adopted anot her
daughter, a Wre.

"Sooki e," Father Riordan said, his Irish voice charm ng but unhappy,
"Barbara and Gordon showed up on ny doorstep today. When | told themyou'd
said all you wanted to say about Debbie's di sappearance, they weren't content
with that. They insisted | bring themhere with ne."

My i ntense anger at the priest receded a bit. But another enotion filled

its place. | was anxi ous enough about the encounter to feel ny nervous snile
spread across ny face. | beaned at the Pelts, caught the backwash of their
di sappr oval

"I"'msorry for your situation," | said. "I'msorry you' re |eft wondering

what happened to Debbie. But | don't know what else | can tell you."
A tear ran down Barbara Pelt's face, and | opened ny purse to renove a

tissue. | handed it to the woman, who patted her face. "She thought you were
stealing Al cide fromher," Barbara said.

You' re not supposed to speak ill of the dead, but in Debbie Pelt's case,
that was just plain inpossible. "Ms. Pelt, 1"'mgoing to be frank," | told

her. Just not too frank. "Debbie was engaged to soneone else at the time of
her di sappearance, a nan naned C ausen, if | remenber correctly." Barbara Pelt
nodded, reluctantly. "That engagenent |left Alcide at perfect liberty to date
anyone he liked, and we did spend tine together briefly.”" No lies there. "W
haven't seen each other in weeks, and he's dating someone el se now. So Debbie
really was nistaken in what she thought."

Sandra Pelt bit her lower |ip. She was |lean, with clear skin and dark brown
hair. She wore little makeup, and her teeth were dazzlingly white and even.
Her hoop earrings could provide a perch for a parakeet; they were that big.
She had a narrow body and expensive clothes: top of the mall chain.

Her expression was angry. She didn't |ike what | was saying, not one little
bit. She was an adol escent, and there were strong surges of enotion in the
girl. | remenbered what nmy life had been |like when |I'd been Sandra's age, and
| pitied her.

"Since you knew both of them" Barbara Pelt said carefully, not
acknow edgi ng ny words, "you must have known that they had —they have —a
strong | ove-hate rel ationship, no matter what Debbie did."

"Ch, that's true," | said, and maybe | didn't sound respectful enough. If
there was anyone |'d done a big favor to in killing Debbie Pelt, that person
was Al ci de Herveaux. Ot herwi se, he and la Pelt would have been tearing each
other up for years, if not the rest of their |ives.

Sam turned away when the phone rang, but | glinpsed a smle on his face.

"We just feel that there nmust be sonething you know, sone tiny little

thing, that would hel p us di scover what happened to our daughter. If —if
she's net her end, we want her killer to come to justice."
| looked at the Pelts for a long nonent. | could hear Sami s voice in the

background as he reacted with astoni shment to sonething he was hearing over



t he tel ephone.

"M. and Ms. Pelt, Sandra," | said. "I talked to the police when Debbie
vani shed. | cooperated with themfully. |I talked to your private investigators
when they came here, to ny place of work, just l|like you' ve done. | let them
cone into ny hone. | answered their questions." Just not truthfully.

(I know, the whole edifice was a lie, but | was doing the best | could.)
"I amvery sorry for your loss and | synpathize with your anxiety to

di scover what's happened to Debbie,"” | continued, speaking slowy so | could
pick ny words. | took a deep breath. "But this has got to end. Enough's
enough. | can't tell you a thing other than what |'ve already told you."

To ny surprise, Sam edged around ne and went into the bar, noving fast. He
didn't say a word to anyone in the room Father Riordan glanced after him
startled. | becanme even nore anxious for the Pelts to | eave. Sonething was up

"I understand what you're saying," CGordon Pelt said stiffly. It was the
first time the man had spoken. He didn't sound happy to be where he was, or to

be doi ng what he was doing. "I realize we haven't gone about this in the best
way, but |I'msure you'll excuse us when you think about what we've been
t hr ough. "

"Ch, of course," | said, and if that wasn't a conplete truth, it wasn't a
complete lie, either. | shut my purse and stowed it in the drawer in Sam s

desk where all the servers kept their purses, and | hurried out to the bar

| felt the upheaval wash over ne. Something was wong; al nost every brain
in the bar was broadcasting a signal conbining excitenent with anxiety
borderi ng on panic.

"What's up?" | asked Sam sidling behind the bar

"I just told Holly that the school called. Holly's little boy is mssing."

| felt the chill start at the base of ny spine and work up. "What
happened?"

"Danielle's nomusually picks up Cody from school when she picks up
Danielle's little girl, Ashley." Danielle Gay and Holly C eary had been best
friends all through high school and their friendship had continued through the
failure of both their marriages. They liked to work the same shift. Danielle's
not her, Mary Jane Jasper, had been a |life-saver for Danielle, and fromtinme to
time her generosity had spilled over to include Holly. Ashley nust be about
eight, and Danielle's son, Mark Robert, should now be four. Holly's only
child, Cody, was six. He was in the first grade.

"The school |et soneone el se pick Cody up?" |I'd heard that the teachers
were on the alert for unauthorized spouses picking up their kids.

"No one knows what happened to the little guy. The teacher on duty,
Hal | ei gh Robi nson, was standi ng outside watching the kids get in their cars.
She says Cody suddenly renenbered he'd left a picture for his nmomon his desk,
and he ran back into the school to get it. She doesn't remenber seeing him
cone out, but she couldn't find himwhen she went in to check."

"So Ms. Jasper was there waiting for Cody?"

"Yes, she was the only one left, sitting there in her car with her
grandchil dren. "

"This is very scary. | don't suppose David knows anything?" David, Holly's
ex, lived in Springhill and had remarried. | registered the departure of the
Pelts: one less irritant.

"Apparently not. Holly called himat his job, and he was there and had been
all afternoon, no doubt about it. He called his new wife, and she had just

gotten back from picking up her own kids at the Springhill school. The |oca
police went by their house and searched, just to be sure. Now David's on his
way here."

Holly was sitting at one of the tables, and though her face was dry, her
eyes had the | ook of soneone who'd seen inside Hell. Danielle was crouched on

the floor beside her, holding her hand and speaking to Holly urgently and
quietly. Al cee Beck, one of the |l ocal detectives, was sitting at the sane
table. A pad and pen were in front of him and he was tal king on his cel
phone.



"They' ve searched the school ?"

"Yeah, that's where Andy is now. And Kevin and Kenya." Kevin and Kenya were
two uniformed patrol officers. "Bud Dearborn is on the phone setting up an
Anber Alert.”

| spared a thought for how Halleigh nmust be feeling right now, she was only
twenty-three or so, and this was her first teaching job. She hadn't done
anything wong, at least that | could tell —but when a kid goes m ssing, no
one escapes bl ane.

| tried to think how | could help. This was a uni que opportunity for ny
little disability to work for the greater good. I'd kept my mouth shut for
years about all kinds of things. People didn't want to know what | knew.
Peopl e didn't want to be around someone who could do what | could do. The way
| survived was keeping nmy mouth shut, because it was easy for the humans
around ne to forget or disbelieve, when the evidence of my odd talent wasn't
shoved in their face.

Whul d you want to be around a woman who knew you were cheating on your
spouse, and with whon? If you were a guy, would you want to be around a wonan
who knew that you secretly wanted to wear |acy underwear? Wuld you want to
hang with a gal who knew your npst secret judgments on ot her people and al
your hidden flaws?

No, | thought not.

But if a child was involved, how could | hold back?

| 1 ooked at Sam and he | ooked back at me sadly. "It's hard, isn't it,
cher?" he said. "What are you going to do?"
"Whatever | have to. But | have to do it now, " | said.

He nodded. "Go on down to the school," he said, and | |eft.

Chapter 6

| didn't know how | was going to acconplish this. | didn't know who woul d
acknow edge that | could help. There was a crowd at the el enmentary school, of
course. A group of about thirty adults was standing on the grass on the street
side of the sidewalk in front of the school, and Bud Dearborn, the sheriff,
was talking to Andy on the front |awn. Betty Ford El enmentary was the sane
school 1'd attended. The building had been fairly new then, a straightforward
single-level brick building with a main hall containing the offices, the
ki ndergarten, the first-grade classroons, and the cafeteria. There a wing to
the right for the second grade, a wing to the left for the third. A small
recreational building was behind the school in the | arge playground,
attai nabl e by a covered wal kway. It was used for the children's bad-weat her
exerci se sessions.

O course there were flagpoles in front of the school, one for the American
flag and one for the Louisiana flag. | loved driving by when they were
snapping in the breeze on a day like today. | loved thinking of all the little
children inside, busy being children. But the flags had been taken down for
the day, and only the tied-down ropes noved in the stiff wind. The green | awmn
of the school was dotted with the occasional candy w apper or crunpled
not ebook paper. The school custodi an, Madel yn Pepper (always called "M ss
Maddy"), was sitting on a plastic chair right outside the main school doors,
her rolling cart beside her. Mss Maddy had been the custodian for many years.
M ss Maddy was a very slow woman, nentally, but she was a hard worker, and
absolutely reliable. She | ooked much the same as she had when | had gone to
school there: tall, husky, and white, with a long fall of dyed platinumhair.
She was snoking a cigarette.

The principal, Ms. Garfield, had had a running battle with Mss Mddy for
years about her habit, a battle that Mss Maddy had al ways won. She snoked
out si de, but she snoked. Today, Ms. Garfield was conpletely indifferent to
M ss Maddy's bad habit. Ms. Garfield, the wife of a Methodi st-Epi scopa
m ni ster, was dressed in a mnmustard-col or business suit, plain hose, and bl ack
punps. She was just as strained as M ss Maddy, and a | ot |ess guarded about
showing it.



| worked my way through the front of the little crowd, not certain howto
go about doing what | had to do.
Andy saw me first, and touched Bud Dearborn on the shoul der. Bud had a cel

phone to his ear. Bud turned to ook at ne. | nodded at them Sheriff Dearborn
was not ny friend. He'd been a friend of nmy father's, but he'd never had the
time of day for me. To the sheriff, people fell into two categories: people

who broke the | aw and coul d be arrested, and people who did not break the |aw
and could not be. And nost of those were people who just hadn't been caught
breaking the | aw yet; that was what Bud believed. |I fell sonewhere in between.
He felt sure | was guilty of something, but he couldn't figure out what it
was.

Andy didn't like me much, either, but he was a believer. He jerked his head
to the left, alnmost inperceptibly. | couldn't see Bud Dearborn's face clearly,
but his shoulders stiffened in anger, and he | eaned forward a little, his
whol e body posture saying that he was furious with his detective.

I worked my way out of the knot of anxious and curious citizens and slipped
around the third-grade wing to the back of the school. The pl ayground, about
the size of half a football field, was fenced in, and the gate was ordinarily
| ocked with a chain secured by a padl ock. It had been opened, presumably for
t he conveni ence of the searchers. | saw Kevin Pryor, a thin young patro
of ficer who al ways won the 4K race at the Azal ea Festival, bending over to
peer into a culvert right across the street. The grass in the ditch was high,
and his dark uniformpants were dusted with yellow. Hi s partner, Kenya, who
was as buxom as Kevin was thin, was across the street on the other side of the
bl ock, and |I watched her head nmove fromside to side as she scanned the
surroundi ng yards.

The school took up a whole block in the mddle of a residential area. Al
t he houses around were nodest homes on nodest |ots, the kind of nei ghborhood
where there were basketball goals and bicycl es, barking dogs, and driveways
bri ghtened wi th sidewal k chal k.

Today every surface was dusted in a light yell ow powder; it was the very
begi nning of pollen time. If you rinsed off your car in town in your driveway,
there would be a ring of yellow around the stormdrain. Cats' bellies were
tinged yellow, and tall dogs had yell ow paws. Every other person you talked to
had red eyes and carried a cache of tissues.

I noticed several thrown down around the playground. There were patches of
new green grass and patches of hard-packed dirt, in areas where the children
congregated the nost. A big nmap of the United States had been painted on the
concrete apron right outside the school doors. The name of each state was
pai nted carefully and clearly. Louisiana was the only state col ored bri ght
red, and a pelican filled up its outline. The word Loui siana was too long to
conpete with the pelican, and it had been painted on the pavenment right where
the Gulf of Mexico woul d be.

Andy energed fromthe rear door, his face set and hard. He | ooked ten years
ol der.

"How s Hal |l ei gh?" | asked.

"She's in the school crying her eyes out," he said. "W have to find this
boy. "

"What did Bud say?" | asked. | stepped inside the gate.

"Don't ask," he said. "If there's anything you can do for us, we need al
the help we can get."

"You're going out on a linb."

"So are you."

"Where are the people that were in the school when he ran back in?"

"They're all in here, except for the principal and the custodian."

"l saw them outside."

“I''"ll bring themin. Al the teachers are in the cafeteria. It has that
little stage at one end. Sit behind the curtain there. See if you can get
anyt hi ng. "

"Ckay." | didn't have a better idea.



Andy set off for the front of the school to gather up the principal and the
cust odi an.

| stepped into the end of the third-grade corridor. There were bright
pi ctures decorating the walls outside every classroom | stared at the
draw ngs of rudinmentary people having picnics and fishing, and tears prickled
nmy eyes. For the first time, | wished | were psychic instead of telepathic.

Then | coul d envisi on what had happened to Cody, instead of having to wait
for soneone to think about it. 1'd never net a real psychic, but | understood
that it was a very uncertain talent to have, one that was not specific enough
at times, and too specific at others. My little quirk was nmuch nore reliable,
and | made nyself believe | could help this child.

As | made ny way to the cafeteria, the snell of the school evoked a rush of
menories. Mst of themwere painful; some were pleasant. Wen |I'd been this
small, 1'd had no control over ny telepathy and no i dea what was wong wth
me. My parents had put nme through the mental health mll to try to find out,
whi ch had further set nme off fromny peers. But nost of ny teachers had been
ki nd. They'd understood that | was doing ny best to |learn —that somehow | was
constantly distracted, but it wasn't through ny own choice. Inhaling the scent
of chal k, cleaner, paper, and books brought it all back

| remenbered all the corridors and doorways as if 1'd just left. The walls
were a peach color now, instead of the off-white | renenbered, and the carpet
was a sort of speckled gray in place of brown |inoleum but the structure of
t he school was unchanged. Wthout hesitation, | slipped through a back door to
the little stage, which was at one end of the lunchroom If | renenbered
correctly, the space was actually called the "multipurpose room" The serving
area could be shut off with folding doors, and the picnic tables that |ined
the room coul d be fol ded and noved aside. Now they were taking up the floor in
orderly rows, and the people sitting at themwere all adults, with the
exception of sone teachers' children who'd been in the classroons with their
not hers when the al arm had been raised.

I found a tiny plastic chair and set it back behind the curtains on stage
left. I closed ny eyes and began to concentrate. | |ost the awareness of ny
body as | shut out all stimuli and began to let ny mnd roamfree.

It's ny fault, ny fault, my fault! Wiy didn't | notice he hadn't cone back
out? O did he slip by ne? Could he have gotten into a car w thout ny
noti ci ng?

Poor Hal |l ei gh. She was sitting by herself, and the nound of tissues by her
showed how she'd been spending her waiting tinme. She was conpletely innocent
of anything, so | resumed ny probing.

Oh ny God, thank you God that it's not ny son that's nissing...

...go hone and have sone cookies...

Can't go to the store and pick up sone hamburger meat, nmaybe | can cal
Ral ph and he can go by Sonic...but we ate fast food | ast night, not good...

H's mom s a barmaid, how many | owlifes does she know? Probably one of them

It went on and on, a litany of harm ess thoughts. The children were
t hi nki ng about snacks and tel evision, and they were al so scared. The adults,
for the nost part, were very frightened for their own children and worried
about the effect of Cody's disappearance on their own famlies and their own
cl ass.

Andy Bellefleur said, "In just a mnute Sheriff Dearborn will be in here,
and then we'll divide you into two groups.”

The teachers rel axed. These were familiar instructions, as they thensel ves
had often given

"We' || ask questions of each of you in turn, and then you can go. | know
you're all worried, and we have patrol officers searching the area, but maybe
we can get sone information that will help us find Cody."

Ms. Garfield cane in. | could feel her anxiety preceding her like a dark

cloud, full of thunder. M ss Maddy was right behind her. | could hear the
wheel s of her cart, loaded with its |ined garbage can and | aden with cl eani ng
supplies. Al the scents surrounding her were famliar. O course, she started



cleaning right after school. She would have been in one of the classroons, and
she probably hadn't seen anything. Ms. Garfield m ght have been in her
office. The principal in nmy day, M. Heffernan, had stood outside with the
teacher on duty until all the children were gone, so that parents woul d have a
chance to talk to himif they had questions about their child s progress...or
| ack thereof.

| didn't | ean out frombehind the dusty curtain to | ook, but | could follow
the progress of the two easily. Ms. Garfield was a ball of tension so dense
it charged the air around her, and M ss Maddy was equal ly surrounded by the
snell of all the cleaning products and the sounds of her cart. She was
m serabl e, too, and above all she wanted to get back to her routine. Maddy
Pepper might be a woman of limted intelligence, but she | oved her job because
she was good at it.

| learned a lot while | was sitting there. |I learned that one of the
teachers was a | esbian, though she was married and had three children.
| earned that another teacher was pregnant but hadn't told anyone yet. |
| earned that nost of the wonmen (there were no male teachers at the elementary
school) were stressed out by rmultiple obligations to their famlies, their
jobs, and their churches. Cody's teacher was very unhappy, because she |iked
the little boy, though she thought his mother was weird. She did believe Holly
was trying hard to be a good nother, and that offset her distaste for Holly's
got h trappings.

But nothing | |earned hel ped ne di scover Cody's whereabouts until |
ventured i nto Maddy Pepper's head.

VWhen Kenya cane up behind me, | was doubl ed over, mnmy hand over ny nouth,
trying to cry silently. I was not capable of getting up to | ook for Andy or
anyone el se. | knew where the boy was.

"He sent nme back here to find out what you know, " Kenya whi spered. She was
massi vel y unhappy about her errand, and though she'd always |iked ne okay, she
didn't think I could do anything to help the police. She thought Andy was a
fool for stalling his career by asking me to sit back there, conceal ed.

Then | caught sonething el se, sonething faint and weak.

| junmped to nmy feet and grabbed Kenya by the shoulder. "Look in the garbage
can, the one | oaded on the cart, right now" | said, mnmy voice |ow but (
hoped) urgent enough to light a fire under Kenya. "He's in the can, he's stil
alivel™

Kenya wasn't rash enough to |l eap out from behind the curtain, junp down
fromthe stage, and dash over to the custodian's cart. She gave ne a hard,
hard, |ook. | stepped out frombehind the curtain to watch as Kenya made her
way down the little stairs at the front of the stage, and went over to where
Maddy Pepper was sitting, her fingers tapping against her |legs. Mss Maddy
wanted a cigarette. Then she realized that Kenya was approaching her, and a
dull al arm sounded in her brain. Wen the custodi an saw Kenya actually touch
t he edge of the |arge garbage can, she | eaped to her feet and yelled, "I
didn't nean to! | didn't nean to!"

Everyone in the roomturned to the conmotion, and everyone's face wore
i dentical expressions of horror. Andy strode over, his face hard. Kenya was
bent over the can, runmagi ng, tossing a snowstorm of used tissues over her
shoul der. She froze for a second when she found what she'd been | ooking for
She bent over, alnost in danger of falling into the can

"He's alive," she called to Andy. "Call 911!"

"She was nmoppi ng when he ran back into the school to get the picture," Andy

said. W were sitting in the cafeteria all by ourselves. "I don't know if you
could hear all that, there was so nuch noise in the room"
| nodded. |1'd been able to hear her thoughts as she'd spoken. Al these

years on her job, and she'd never had a problemwi th a student that wasn't
easily resolved with a few strong words on her part. Then, today, Cody had
cone running into the classroom pollen all over his shoes and pants cuffs,
tracking up Maddy's freshly nopped floor. She'd yelled at him and he'd been
so startled that his feet had slipped on the wet floor. The little boy had



gone over backward and hit his head on the floor. The corridor had
i ndoor - out door carpeting to reduce the noise, but the classroonms did not, and
hi s head had bounced on the |inol eum

Maddy had thought she'd killed him and she'd hastily conceal ed his body in
t he nearest receptacle. She'd realized she'd |l ose her job if the child was
dead, and on an inpul se she'd tried to hide him She had no plan and no idea
of what woul d happen. She hadn't figured out how she'd di spose of his body,
and she hadn't counted on how m serabl e she'd feel about the whole thing, how
guilty.

To keep nmy part of it silent, which the police and | both agreed was
absol utely the best idea, Andy suggested to Kenya that she'd suddenly realized
the only receptacle in the school she hadn't searched was Maddy Pepper's trash
can. "That's exactly what | thought," Kenya said. "I should search it, at
| east poke around and see if an abductor had tossed something into it."
Kenya's round face was unreadabl e. Kevin | ooked at her, his brows drawn
t oget her, sensing sonething beneath the surface of the conversation. Kevin was
no fool, especially where Kenya was concer ned.

Andy' s thoughts were clear to ne. "Don't ever ask me to do this again," |
told him

He nodded in acqui escence, but he was lying. He was seeing before hima
vista of cleared cases, of nalefactors |ocked up, of how cl ean Bon Tenps woul d
be when 1'd told himwho all the crimnals were and he'd found a way to charge
them wi t h sonet hi ng.

"I"'mnot going to do it," | said. "I'"'mnot going to help you all the tine.
You're a detective. You have to find things out in a | egal way, so you can
build a court case. If you use me all the time, you'll get sloppy. The cases
will fall through. You'll get a bad reputation.” | spoke desperately,
hel plessly. | didn't think ny words would have any effect.

"She's not a Magic 8 Ball," Kevin said.

Kenya | ooked surprised, and Andy was nore than surprised; he thought this
was al nost heresy. Kevin was a patrol man; Andy was a detective. And Kevin was
a quiet man, listening to all his co-wrkers, but not often offering a coment
of his own. He was notoriously nother-ridden; maybe he'd | earned at his
nmot her' s knee not to offer opinions.

"You can't shake her and come up with the right answer," Kevin continued.
"You have to find out the answer on your own. It's not right to take over
Sookie's life so you can do your job better."

"Right," said Andy, unconvinced. "But | would think any citizen woul d want
her town to be rid of thieves and rapists and nurderers.”

"What about adulterers and people who take extra papers out of the
newspaper di spensers? Should |I turn those in, too? Wat about kids who cheat
on their exans?"

"Sooki e, you know what | rmean,’

he said, white-faced and furi ous.

"Yeah, | know what you nean. Forget it. | hel ped you save that child's
life. Don't make me even think about regretting it." |I left the sane way |'d
cone, out the back gate and down the side of the school property to where I'd
left ny car. | drove back to work very carefully, because | was still shaking

with the intensity of the enotions that had flowed through the school this
af t er noon.

At the bar, | found that Holly and Danielle had left —Holly to the
hospital to be with her son, and Danielle to drive her there because she was
so shaky.

"The police would have taken Holly, gladly," Sam said. "But | knew Holly

didn't have anyone but Danielle here, so | thought | night as well |et
Danielle go, too."

"OfF course, that |leaves me to serve by nyself," | said tartly, thinking
was getting puni shed doubly for hel ping Holly out.

He smiled at ne, and for a second | couldn't help but smle back. "I've
called that Tanya Gissom She said she'd like to help out, just on a fill-in

basis."



Tanya Gissom had just noved to Bon Tenps, and she'd cone into Merlotte's
right away to put in an application. She'd put herself through college
wai tressing, she'd told Sam She'd pulled down over two hundred dollars a
night in tips. That wasn't going to happen in Bon Tenps, and I'd told her so
frankly.

"Did you call Arlene and Charlsie first?" | realized |I'd overstepped ny
bounds, because | was only a waitress/barmaid, not the owner. It wasn't for ne
to remind Sam he should call the wormen with longer time in before he called
t he newconer. The newconer was definitely a shape-shifter, and | was afraid
Sam was prejudi ced in her favor.

Samdidn't look irritated, just matter-of-fact. "Yeah, | called themfirst.
Arl ene said she had a date, and Charl sie was keepi ng her grandbaby. She's been
hinting pretty heavily that she won't be working much longer. | think she's
going to keep the baby full-time when her daughter-in-law goes back to work."

"Ch," | said, disconcerted. I'd have to get used to someone new. O course,
bar mai ds come and barnmaids go, and |1'd seen quite a few pass through the
enpl oyee door of Merlotte's in ny —gosh, now five —years of working for Sam
Merlotte's was open until mdnight on weeknights and until one on Friday and
Sat urday. Sam had tried opening on Sunday for a while, but it didn't pay. So
now Merlotte's was closed on Sunday, unless it had been rented for a private
party.

Samtried to rotate our tines so everyone got a chance to work the nore
lucrative night shift, so some days | worked eleven to five (or six-thirty, if
we becane extra busy) and sometines | worked five to closing. He'd
experimented with tines and days until we'd all agreed on what worked best. He
expected a little flexibility fromus, and in return he was good about letting
us of f for funerals and weddi ngs and ot her nil estones.

I'd had a couple of other jobs before |I'd started working for Sam He was
t he easiest person to work for, by far. He'd becone nore than ny enpl oyer
somewhere al ong the way; he was ny friend. When |I'd found out he was a

shape-shifter, it hadn't bothered me a bit. I'd heard runors in the shifting
conmunity that the Weres were thinking of going public, the way the vanpires
had. | worried about Sam | worried about people in Bon Tenps accepting him

Wul d they feel he'd been deceiving themall these years, or would they take
it in stride? Since the vanpires had nade their carefully orchestrated

revel ation, life as we knew it had changed, all over the world. Sone
countries, after the initial shock had worn off, had begun working to include
vampires in the mainstreamof life; others had pronounced vampires nonhuman

and urged their citizens to kill vampires on sight (easier said than done).

"I"'msure Tanya will be fine," |I said, but | sounded uncertain, even to ny
own ears. Acting on an inmpulse —and | can only suppose the tidal wave of
enotions |'d experienced that day had something to do with this —I threw ny
arnms around Sam and gave hima hug. | snelled clean skin and hair and the
slight sweet snell of a light aftershave, an undertone of w ne, a whiff of
beer...the Samsnell. | drewit into my lungs |like oxygen

Sur pri sed, Sam hugged nme back, and for a second the warnth of his enbrace
made ne feel alnost |ight-headed with pleasure. Then we both backed of f,
because after all, this was our workplace and there were a few custoners
scattered around. Tanya came in, so it was good we were out of the clinch.
didn't want her to think this was routine.

Tanya was shorter than my five foot six, and she was a pl easant -1 ooki ng
worman in her late twenties. Her hair was short and strai ght and shiny, a
medi um brown that al nost mat ched her eyes. She had a small nmouth and a button

nose and a nice figure. | had absolutely no reason to dislike her, but I
wasn't happy to see her. | was ashaned of nyself. | should give Tanya a fair
chance to show her true character

After all, 1'd discover it sooner or later. You can't hide what you really
are, not fromme —not if you're a regular human person. | try not to listen
in, but I can't block everything out. Wien |1'd dated Bill, he'd hel ped ne

learn how to close nmy mind. Since then, |ife had been easier —nore pl easant,



nore rel axed.

Tanya was a snmiling wonan, |'d give her that. She smiled at Sam and she
smled at ne, and she snmled at the custoners. It wasn't a nervous snmle, like
mne, the grin that says "I'mhearing a clanmor inside my head and I'mtrying
to l ook normal on the outside"; Tanya's smle was nore of a "I'mreally cute
and perky and will endear nyself to everyone" kind of smle. Before she picked
up a tray and started working, Tanya asked a |ist of sensible questions, and
could tell she'd had experience.

"What's wrong?" Sam asked.

"Not hing," | said. "I just..!

"She seems nice enough,"” he said. "Do you think there's sonething wong
with her?"

"Nothing | know of ," | said, trying to sound brisk and cheerful. | knew
was smling that jittery smle. "Look, Jane Bodehouse is signaling for another
round. W'll have to call her son again."

Tanya turned around and | ooked at me just then, as if she felt ny eyes on
her back. Her own smile was gone, replaced with a |l ook so level that ny
estimate of her capacity for serious action instantly upgraded. W stood for a
nmonent, regardi ng each other steadily, and then she beamed at me and conti nued
to the next table, asking the nman there if he was ready for another beer

Suddenly | thought, |I wonder if Tanya is interested in Sam | didn't |ike
the way | felt when | thought about that. | decided the day had been
exhausti ng enough wi thout creating a new worry. And no call from Jason

After work, | went honme with a lot on ny mnd: Father Riordan, the Pelts,

Cody, Crystal's miscarriage.

| drove down ny gravel ed driveway through the woods, and when | pulled into
the clearing and drove behind the house to park at the back door, its
isolation struck me all over again. Living in town for a few weeks had made
t he house seem even lonelier, and though | |oved being back in the old place,
it didn't feel the sane as it had before the fire.

|'d seldomfelt worried living by nyself in this isolated spot, but over

the past few nonths ny vulnerability had been inpressed on me. 1'd had a few
close calls, and twice there'd been intruders in ny house waiting for me when
I'"d come in. Now |l had installed sone really good | ocks on ny doors, | had

peephol es front and back, and my brother had given nme his Benelli shotgun to

keep for good.

| had sone big lights on the corners of the house, but | didn't like to
| eave themon all night. | was considering the purchase of one of those
noti on-detector lights. The drawback was, since | lived in a large clearing in
the mddl e of the woods, critters often crossed ny yard at night, and the
[ight would come on when every little possumranbl ed across the grass.

The second point about a |light com ng on was...So what ?

The kind of thing | was scared of wasn't going to be intimdated by a
light. I'd just be able to see it better before it ate me. Furthernore, there
were no nei ghbors that a light mght startle or rouse. Strange, | reflected,
that 1'd seldom had a frightened noment when ny grandnot her had been alive.
She'd been a tough little lady for a wonan in her |ate seventies, but she
couldn't have defended ne against a flea. Somehow, the sinple fact of not
bei ng al one had nade nme feel safer

After all this thinking about danger, | was in a tense state when | got out
of my car. |1'd passed a truck parked in front, and | unl ocked the back and
went through the house to open the front door with the mserable feeling that
| was about to have to go through a scene. The quiet interlude on ny front
porch wat ching the bees in the pear tree seenmed a week ago, instead of hours.

Calvin Norris, |eader of the Hotshot werepanthers, got out of his truck and
cane up the steps. He was a bearded man in his early forties, and he was a
serious man whose responsibilities sat squarely on his shoul ders. Evidently
Calvin had just gotten off work. He was wearing the blue shirt and bl ue jeans
all the Norcross crew | eaders wore.

"Sooki e," he said, nodding to ne.



"Pl ease cone in," | answered, though |I was reluctant. However, Calvin had
never been anything but civil to me, and he had hel ped me rescue ny brother a
coupl e of nmonths ago, when Jason had been held hostage. At the least, | owed
himcivility.

"My niece called ne when the danger had passed," he said heavily, taking a
seat on the couch after |I'd waved my hand to show he was wel cone to stay. "

t hi nk you saved her life."

"I"'mreal glad to hear Crystal's better. Al | did was nake a phone call."
| sat in my favorite old chair, and | noticed | was slunmping with weariness.
forced my shoul ders back. "Dr. Ludwig was able to stop her bl eedi ng?"

Cal vin nodded. He | ooked at ne steadily, his strange eyes solemm. "She's
going to be okay. Qur wonmen miscarry a lot. That's why we were hoping...\\ell."
I flinched, the weight of Calvin's hopes that I'd mate with himresting

heavily on my shoulders. I'mnot sure why | felt guilty; because of his
di sappoi ntnment, | guess. After all, it was hardly ny fault that the idea had
limted appeal for ne.

"I guess Jason and Crystal will be getting hitched,"” Calvin said

matter-of-factly. "I have to say, |'mnot crazy about your brother, but then
I'"mnot the one marrying him™
I was nonplussed. | didn't knowif this wedding was Jason's idea, or

Calvin's, or Crystal's. Jason certainly hadn't been thinking marriage this
nmorni ng, unless it was sonething he'd neglected to nention in the turnoil of

his worry about Crystal. | said, "Well, to be honest, |I'mnot crazy about
Crystal. But I'mnot the one marrying her." | took a deep breath. "I'Il do ny
best to help themout, if they decide to...do that. Jason's about all I've got,
as you know. "

"Sooki e," he said, and his voice was suddenly far less certain, "I want to

tal k about something else, too."

O course he did. No way was | going to dodge this bullet.

"I know that sonething you got told, when you cane out to the house, put
you off ne. 1'd like to know what it was. | can't fix it, if | don't know
what's broken."

| took a deep breath, while | considered ny next words very carefully.
"Calvin, | know that Terry is your daughter."” Wen |'d gone to see Cal vin when
he'd gotten out of the hospital after being shot, I'd met Terry and her nother
Maryel i zabeth at Calvin's house. Though they clearly didn't live there, it was
equally clear that they treated the place as an extension of their own hone.
Then Terry had asked nme if | was going to marry her father

"Yes," Calvin said. "I would ve told you if you'd asked ne."
"Do you have other children?"
"Yes. | have three other children.”

"By different nothers?"

"By three different nothers."

I'd been right. "Way is that?" | asked, to be sure.

"Because |' m pure-bl ooded," he said, as if it were self-evident. "Since
only the first child of a pureblood couple turns out to be a full panther, we
have to switch off."

I was profoundly glad 1'd never seriously considered marrying Cal vin,
because if | had, | would have thrown up right then. Wat |'d suspected, after
Wi t nessi ng the successi on-to-packmaster ritual, was true. "So it's not the
worman's first child, period, that turns out to be a full-bl ooded
shape-shifter...it's her first child with a specific man."

"Right." Calvin | ooked surprised that I hadn't known that. "The first child
of any given pureblood couple is the real thing. So if our popul ation gets too
smal |, a pure-blooded nale has to mate with as many pure-bl ooded wonen as he
can, to increase the pack."

"Ckay." | waited for a mnute, to collect nyself. "Did you think that
woul d be okay with you inpregnating other wonmen, if we got narried?"

"No, | wouldn't expect that of an outsider,"” he answered, in that sane
matter-of-fact voice. "I think it's time | settled down with one woman. |'ve



done ny duty as |eader."

| tried not to roll my eyes. If it had been anyone else | would have
sni ggered, but Calvin was an honorable man, and he didn't deserve that
reaction.

"Now | want to mate for life, and it would be good for the pack if | could
bring new bl ood into the conmunity. You can tell that we've bred with each
other for too long. My eyes can hardly pass for human, and Crystal takes
forever to change. W have to add sonething new to our gene pool, as the
scientists call it. If you and I had a baby, which was what | was hoping, that
baby woul dn't ever be a full Wre; but he or she might breed into the
conmuni ty, bring new bl ood and new skills."

"Why' d you pick ne?"

He said, alnmost shyly. "I like you. And you're real pretty." He snmled at
me then, a rare and sweet expression. "lI've watched you at the bar for years.
You're nice to everyone, and you're a hard worker, and you don't have no one
to take care of you like you deserve. And you know about us; it wouldn't be
any big shock."

"Do other kinds of shape-shifters do the same thing?" | asked this so
quietly, I could hardly hear nmyself. | stared down at ny hands, clenched
together in nmy lap, and | could hardly breathe as | waited to hear his answer.
Al cide's green eyes filled ny thoughts.

"\When the pack begins to growtoo small, it's their duty to,’
slowy. "What's on your mind, Sookie?"

"When | went to the contest for the Shreveport packmaster, the one who won
—Patrick Furnan —he had sex with a young Were girl, though he was married. |
began to wonder."

"Did I ever stand a chance with you?" Calvin asked. He seened to have drawn
hi s own concl usi ons.

Calvin could not be blaned for wanting to preserve his way of life. If |
found the means distasteful, that was my probl em

"You definitely interested nme," | said. "But I'mjust too human to think of
havi ng ny husband's children all around ne. |1'd just be too...it would just
throw ne off all the tinme, knowi ng nmy husband had had sex with al nost every
worman | saw day-to-day." Cone to think of it, Jason would fit right into the
Hot shot comunity. | paused for a second, but he remained silent. "I hope that
nmy brother will be welconed into your conmunity, regardless of ny answer."

"I don't know if he understands what we do," Calvin said. "But Crystal's
al ready m scarried once before, by a full-blood. Now she's miscarried this
baby of your brother's. I"'mthinking this neans Crystal had better not try any
nore to have a panther. She may not be able to have a baby of your brother's.
Do you feel obliged to talk to himabout that?"

"It shouldn't be up to ne to discuss that with Jason...it should be up to
Crystal." | net Calvin's eyes. | opened ny nouth to remark that if all Jason
want ed was babi es, he shouldn't get married; but then | recognized that was a
sensitive subject, and | stopped while | was ahead.

Cal vin shook my hand in an odd, formal way when he left. | believed that
mar ked the end of his courtship. | had never been deeply attracted to Calvin
Norris, and |I'd never seriously thought about accepting his offer. But 1'd be
| ess than honest if | didn't admit that |1'd fantasi zed about a steady husband
with a good job and benefits, a husband who cane strai ght home after his shift
and fixed broken things on his days off. There were nen who did that, men who
didn't change into anything other than their owmn form nen who were alive

he said

twenty-four/seven. | knew that fromreading so nmany m nds at the bar.
I"'mafraid that what really struck ne about Calvin's confession —or
expl anation —is what it might reveal to me about Al cide.

Al ci de had sparked ny affection, and ny lust. Thinking of himdid make ne
wonder what marriage to himwould be |like, wonder in a very personal way, as
opposed to ny inpersonal specul ation about health insurance that Calvin had
inspired. I'd pretty nuch abandoned the secret hope Al cide had inspired in ne,
after 1'd been forced to shoot his former fiancee; but something in me had



clung to the thought, something |I'd kept secret even fromnyself, even after
I'"d found out he was dating Maria-Star. As recently as this day, |I'd been
stoutly denying to the Pelts that Al cide had any interest in nme. But sonething
| onely inside me had nursed a hope.

| got up slowy, feeling about twi ce nmy actual age, and went into the

kitchen to get sonething out of the freezer for ny supper. | wasn't hungry,
but I'd eat unwisely later if | didn't fix sonething now, | told myself
sternly.

But | never cooked a neal for myself that night.

Instead, | |eaned against the refrigerator door and cried.
Chapter 7

The next day was Friday; not only was it ny day off this week, but | had a
date, so it was practically a red-letter day. | refused to ruin it by noping.
Though it was still cool for such a pastine, | did one of my favorite things:

| put on a bikini, greased nyself up, and went to lie in the sun on the
adj ustabl e chaise lounge I'd gotten at Wal-Mart on sale at the end of the
previ ous sunmer.

| took a book, a radio, and a hat into the front yard, where there were
fewer trees and flowering plants to encourage bugs that bit. | read, sang
along with the tunes on the radio, and painted ny toe-nails and fingernails.
Though | was goose-pinply at first, | warned up quickly along with the sun
and there was no breeze that day to chill ne.

I know sunbathing is bad and evil, and I'Il pay for it later, etc., etc.
but it's one of the few free pl easures available to ne.

No one canme to visit, | couldn't hear the phone, and since the sun was out,
the vanpires weren't. | had a delightful time, all by nyself. Around one
o'clock, | decided to run into town for sone groceries and a new bra, and
stopped at the mail box out by Humm ngbird Road to see if the mail carrier had
run yet. Yes. My cable bill and ny electric bill were in the nmail box, which
was a downer. But |urking behind a Sears sales brochure was an invitation to a
weddi ng shower for Halleigh. Well..gosh. | was surprised, but pleased. O
course, |I'd lived next to Halleigh in one of Samis duplexes for a few weeks
whil e nmy house was being repaired after the fire, and we'd seen each at | east
once a day during that tine. So it wasn't a conplete stretch, her putting ne
on her list of invitees. Plus, naybe she was relieved that the Cody situation
had been cl eared up so quickly?

| didn't get many invitations, so receiving it added to ny sense of
wel | -bei ng. Three other teachers were giving the shower, and the invitation
designated kitchen gifts. How timely, since | was on nmy way to the WAl - Mart
Supercenter in Carice.

After a lot of thought, | bought a two-quart Corning Ware casserol e dish.
Those were always handy. (I also got fruit juice, sharp cheddar, bacon, gift
paper, and a really pretty blue bra and matching panties, but that's beside

the point.)

After 1'd gotten hone and unl oaded ny purchases, | wapped the boxed
casserol e dish in sone silvery paper and stuck a big white bowon it. | wote
the date and time of the shower on ny calendar, and | put the invitation on
top of the present. | was on top of the shower situation

Ri di ng high on a crest of virtue, | w ped down the inside and outside of ny

new refrigerator after 1'd eaten | unch

I washed a | oad of clothes in ny new washer, wi shing for the hundredth tine
that nmy cabinets were in place since | was tired of looking for things in the
clutter on the floor.

| wal ked through the house to nake sure it | ooked nice, since Quinn was
pi cking me up. Not even letting nyself think, | changed ny sheets and cl eaned
nmy bat hroom —not that | had any intention of falling into bed with Quinn, but
it's better to be prepared than not, right? Besides, it just nmade ne fee
good, knowi ng that everything was clean and nice. Fresh towels in both
bat hroons, a |ight dusting around the Iiving roomand bedroom a quick circuit



with the vacuum Before |I got in the shower, | even swept the porches, though
| knew they would be covered again in a yell ow haze before I got back from ny
dat e.

| let the sun dry ny hair, probably getting it full of pollen, too. | put
on ny makeup carefully; | didn't wear a lot, but it was fun to apply it for
somet hing nore interesting than work. A little eye shadow, a | ot of nmascara
some powder and lipstick. Then | put on ny new date underwear. It nmade ne fee
special fromthe skin on out: mdnight blue lace. | looked in the full-length
mrror to check out the effect. | gave nyself a thunbs-up. You have to cheer
for yourself, right?

The outfit |I'd bought from Tara's Togs was royal blue and made out of sone
heavy knit that hung beautifully. | zipped up the pants and put on the top. It
was sl eeveless and it wapped across ny breasts and tied. | experinmented with
the depth of cleavage, at |ast picking a degree of revelation | was sure toed
the i ne between sexy and cheap

| got ny black wap out of the closet, the one Alcide had given nme to
repl ace one Debbie Pelt had vandalized. I1'd need it later in the evening.
slipped into ny black sandals. | experinmented with jewelry, finally settling
on a plain gold chain (it had been ny grandnother's) and plain ball earrings.

Hah!

There was a knock on the front door, and |I glanced at the clock, a bit
surprised that Quinn was fifteen mnutes early. | hadn't heard his truck
either. | opened the door to find not Quinn, but Eric, standing there.

| am sure he enjoyed ny gasp of surprise.

Never open your door w thout checking. Never assume you know who's on the
other side. That's why I'd gotten the peephol es! Stupid nme. Eric nust have
flown, since | couldn't see a car anywhere.

"May | conme in?" Eric asked politely. He had | ooked me over. After
appreciating the view, he realized it hadn't been designed with himin mnd

He wasn't happy. "l suppose you're expecting conmpany?"
"As a matter of fact | am and actually, |1'd rather you stayed on that side
of the doorsill,"” | said. | stepped back so he couldn't reach ne.

"You told Pamthat you didn't want to come to Shreveport,"” he said. Ch yes,
he was angry. "So here | am to find out why you don't answer my call."
Usual 'y, his accent was very slight, but tonight | noticed that it was
pr onounced.

"I didn't have time," | said. "I'mgoing out tonight."

"So | see," he said, nore quietly. "Who are you going out wth?"

"I's that really any of your business?" | met his eyes, challengingly.

"Of course it is," he said.

| was disconcerted. "And that would be why?" | rallied a little.

"You should be nmine. | have slept with you, |I have cared for you, | have...
assisted you financially."

"You paid ne noney you owed ne, for services rendered,"” | answered. "You

may have slept with me, but not recently, and you' ve shown no signs of wanting
to do so again. If you care for me, you're showing it in a mghty strange way.
| never heard that 'total avoi dance aside fromorders com ng from fl unkies

was a valid way to show caring." This was a junbl ed sentence, okay, but | knew
he got it.

"You're calling Pama flunky?" He had a ghost of smile on his lips. Then he
got back to being nmffed. | could tell because he began dropping his
contractions. "I do not have to hang around you to show you. | am sheriff.
You...you are in ny retinue."

I knew nmy nmout h was hangi ng open, but | couldn't help it. "Catching flies,"
nmy grandnot her had called that expression, and | felt like | was catching
plenty of them "Your retinue?" | nmanaged to splutter. "Well, up you and your
retinue. You don't tell me what to do!"

"You are obliged to go with ne to the conference,"” Eric said, his nouth
tense and his eyes blazing. "That was why | called you to Shreveport, to talk
to you about travel time and arrangenents.”



"I"'mnot obliged to go anywhere with you. You got outranked, buddy."

" Buddy? Buddy!"

And it woul d have degenerated fromthere, if Quinn hadn't pulled up
Instead of arriving in his truck, Quinn was in a Lincoln Continental. | felt a
nmonent of sheer snobbish pleasure at the thought of riding init. I'd selected
the pants outfit at |east partly because |I thought |I'd be scranbling up into a
pi ckup, but | was just as pleased to slither into a |luxurious car. Quinn cane
across the lawn and nounted the porch with an understated speed. He didn't
| ook as though he was hurrying, but suddenly he was there, and | was sniling
at him and he | ooked wonderful. He was wearing a dark gray suit, a dark
purple shirt, and a tie that blended the two colors in a paisley pattern. He
was wearing one earring, a sinple gold hoop

Eri c had fang show ng.

"Hello, Eric," Qinn said calmy. H's deep voice runbled al ong ny spine.
"Sooki e, you | ook good enough to eat." He smiled at ne, and the trenors al ong

nmy spine spread into another area entirely. | would never have believed that
in Eric's presence | could think another man was attractive. |'d have been
wrong to think so.

"You | ook very nice, too," | said, trying not to beamlike an idiot. It was

not cool to drool

Eric said, "Wat have you been telling Sookie, Quinn?"

The two tall nmen | ooked at each other. | didn't believe | was the source of
their aninosity. | was a synptom not the disease. Something |ay underneath
this.

"I"ve been telling Sookie that the queen requires Sookie's presence at the
conference as part of her party, and that the queen's sunmons supercedes
yours," Quinn said flatly.

"Since when has the queen given orders through a shifter?" Eric said,
contenpt flattening his voice.

"Since this shifter perforned a valuable service for her in the Iine of
busi ness,"” Quinn answered, with no hesitation. "M . Cataliades suggested to
Her Majesty that | night be helpful in a diplomtic capacity, and ny partners
were glad to give me extra tine to performany duties she mght give ne."

| wasn't totally sure | was following this, but | got the gist of it.

Eric was incensed, to use a good entry fromnmy Wrd of the Day calendar. In
fact, his eyes were alnost throwi ng sparks, he was so angry. "This worman has
been m ne, and she will be mne," he said, in tones so definite | thought
about checking ny rear end for a brand.

Quinn shifted his gaze to ne. "Babe, are you his, or not?" he asked.

"Not," | said.

"Then let's go enjoy the show," Quinn said. He didn't seem frightened, or
even concerned. Was this his true reaction, or was he presenting a facade?
Either way, it was pretty inpressive.

| had to pass by Eric on my way to Quinn's car. | |ooked up at him because
| couldn't help it. Being close to himwhile he was this angry was not a safe
thing, and | needed to be on nmy guard. Eric was seldom crossed in serious
matters, and ny annexation by the Queen of Louisiana —his queen —was a
serious matter. My date with Quinn was sticking in his throat, too. Eric was
just going to have to swall ow

Then we were both in the car, belted in, and Quinn did an expert backing

maneuver to point the Lincoln back to Hunmi ngbird Road. | breathed out, slowy
and carefully. It took a few quiet nonments for ne to feel cal magain.
Gradual ly nmy hands relaxed. | realized the silence had been building. | gave
nmysel f a nmental shake. "Do you go to the theater often, as you're traveling
around?" | asked socially.

He | aughed, and the deep, rich sound of it filled up the car. "Yes," he
said. "l go to the novies and the theater and any sporting event that's going
on. | like to see people do things. |I don't watch nmuch television. | like to

get out of nmy hotel roomor ny apartnent and watch things happen or nmake them
happen nysel f."



"So do you dance?"

He gave ne a quick glance. "I do."
| smled. "I like to dance.” And | was actually pretty good at danci ng, not
that | got many chances to practice. "I'mno good at singing," | admitted,

"but | really, really enjoy dancing."
"That sounds pronising."
| thought we'd have to see how this evening went before we nade any danci ng

dates, but at |least we knew there was sonmething we both liked to do. "I like
nmovies," | said. "But | don't think |I've ever been to any live sports besides
hi gh school games. But those, | do attend. Football, basketball, baseball ...l

goto '"emall, when ny job will let ne."

"Did you play a sport in school?" Quinn asked. | confessed that |1'd played
softball, and he told ne he'd played basketball, which, considering his
hei ght, was no surprise at all

Quinn was easy to talk to. He listened when | spoke. He drove well; at
| east he didn't curse at the other drivers, like Jason did. My brother tended
to be on the inpatient side when he drove.

| was waiting for the other shoe to drop. | was waiting for that nonent —

you know the one | nean —the nonent when your date suddenly confesses to
somet hing you just can't stomach: he reveals hinmself as a racist or honophobe,
admts he'd never marry anyone but another Baptist (Southerner, brunette,
mar at hon runner, whatever), tells you about his children by his first three

wi ves, describes his fondness for being paddl ed, or relates his youthful
experiences in blowing up frogs or torturing cats. After that noment, no
matter how much fun you have, you know it's not going anywhere. And | didn't
even have to wait for a guy to tell ne this stuff verbally; | could read it
right out of his head before we even dat ed.

Never popular with the regular guys, ne. Wiether they admtted it or not,
they couldn't stand the idea of going out with a girl who knew exactly how
often they jacked off, had a lusty thought about another woman, or wondered
how their teacher | ooked with her clothes off.

Qui nn came around and opened ny door when we parked across the street from
the Strand, and he took nmy hand as we crossed the street. | enjoyed the
courtesy.

There were lots of people going into the theater, and they all seened to
| ook at Quinn. O course, a bald guy as tall as Quinn is going to get sone

stares. | was trying not to think about his hand; it was very large and very
warm and very dry.

"They're all |ooking at you," he said, as he pulled the tickets fromhis
pocket, and | pressed my lips together to keep from | aughi ng.

"Ch, | don't think so," | said.

"Why el se woul d they be staring?"

"At you," | said, amazed

He | aughed out |oud, that deep |laugh that made nme vibrate inside.
We had very good seats, right in the mddle and toward the front of the
theater. Quinn filled up his seat, no doubt about it, and I wondered if the

peopl e behind himcould see. | |ooked at nmy programw th sone curiosity, found
| didn't recognize the nanmes of the any of the actors in the production, and
decided | didn't care at all. | glanced up to find that Quinn was staring at
me. | felt my face flood with color. I'd folded ny black wap and placed it in

nmy lap, and | had the abrupt desire to pull mnmy top higher to cover every inch
of ny cl eavage.

"Definitely | ooking at you,'
but sel f-conscious.

Lots of people have seen The Producers. | don't need to describe the plot,
except to say it's about gullible people and | ovable rascals, and it's very
funny. | enjoyed every mnute. It was marvel ous to watch peopl e performng
right in front of ne on such a professional |evel. The guest star, the one
whom t he ol der people in the audi ence seened to recogni ze, swashed through the
lead role with this anmazing assurance. Quinn | aughed too, and after the

he said, and smiled. |I ducked my head, pleased



i nterm ssion he took ny hand again. My fingers closed around his quite
naturally, and | didn't feel self-conscious about the contact.
Suddenly it was an hour |later, and the play was over. W stood up al ong

with everyone el se, though we could tell it would take a while for the theater
to clear out. Quinn took ny wap and held it for ne, and | threwit around ne.
He was sorry | was covering myself up —I got that directly fromhis brain.

"Thank you," | said, tugging on his sleeve to make sure he was | ooking at
me. | wanted himto know how nuch | nmeant it. "That was just great."

"I enjoyed it, too. You want to go get something to eat?"

"Ckay," | said, after a nonent.

"You had to think about it?"
| had actually sort of flash-thought about several different itens. If I'd
enunerated them it'd have run sonething |like, He nust be having a good tine

or he wouldn't suggest nore of the evening. | have to get up and go to work
tomorrow but | don't want to miss this opportunity. If we go to eat | have to
be careful not to spill anything on nmy new clothes. WIIl it be okay to spend
even nmore of his noney, since the tickets cost so nuch?

"Ch, | had to consider the calories,” | said, patting nmy rear end.

"There's nothing wong with you, front or back," Quinn said, and the warnth
in his eyes made ne feel like basking. | knew | was curvier than the ideal

I'"d actually heard Holly tell Danielle that anything over a size eight was
sinmply disgusting. Since a day | got into an eight was a happy day for nme, I'd
felt pretty forlorn for all of three mnutes. | would have related this
conversation to Quinn if | hadn't been sure it would sound like |I was angling
for a conplinent.

"Let the restaurant be ny treat," | said.

"Wth all due respect to your pride, no, | won't.’
the eyes to nake sure | knew he meant it.

W' d reached the sidewal k by that time. Surprised at his vehenence,

Qui nn | ooked nme right in

didn't know how to react. On one level, | was relieved, since | have to be
careful with my money. On another level, | knewit was right for me to offer
and | would have felt good if he'd said that would be fine.

"You know I"'mnot trying to insult you, right?" | said.

"l understand that you're being equal."

| 1 ooked up at himdoubtfully, but he was serious.

Quinn said, "I believe you are absolutely as good as ne in every way. But |
asked you out, and | am providing the financial backup for our date."

"What if | asked you out?"

He | ooked grim "Then |1'd have to sit back and let you take care of the
evening," he said. He said it reluctantly, but he said it. | |ooked away and
smi | ed.

Cars were pulling out of the parking ot at a steady pace. Since we'd taken
our time leaving the theater, Quinn's car was |ooking lonely in the second
row. Suddenly, ny nental alarmwent off. Somewhere close, there was a | ot of

hostility and evil intent. We had left the sidewalk to cross the street to the
parking lot. | gripped Quinn's armand then let it go so we could clear for
action.

"Somet hing's wong," | said.

Wt hout replying, Quinn began scanning the area. He unbuttoned his suit
coat with his left hand so he could nove wi thout hindrance. Hs fingers curled
into fists. Since he was a man with a powerful protective urge, he stepped
ahead of me, in front of ne.

So of course, we were attacked from behind.

Chapter 8

In a blur or novenent that couldn't be broken down into increments ny eye
could clearly recogni ze, a beast knocked me into Quinn, who stunbled forward a
step. | was on the ground underneath the snarling half man, half wolf by the
ti me Qui nn wheel ed, and as soon as he did, another Wre appeared, seemningly
out of nowhere, to |l eap on Quinn's back



The creature on top of ne was a brand-new fresh half Were, so young he
could only have been bitten in the past three weeks. He was in such a frenzy
that he had attacked before he had finished with the partial change that a
bitten Were can achieve. Hi s face was still elongating into a nuzzle, even as
he tried to choke nme. He would never attain the beautiful wolf formof the
full-bl ooded Were. He was "bitten, not blood," as the Weres put it. He still
had arms, he still had | egs, he had a body covered with hair, and he had a
wol f's head. But he was just as savage as a full-bl ood.

| clawed at his hands, the hands that were gripping nmy neck with such
ferocity. I wasn't wearing ny silver chain tonight. 1'd decided it would be
tacky, since ny date was hinmself a shifter. Being tacky m ght have saved ny
life, I thought in a flash, though it was the |ast coherent thought | had for
a few nonents.

The Were was straddling nmy body, and | brought ny knees up sharply, trying
to give hima big enough jolt that he'd | oosen his hold. There were shrieks of
alarmfromthe few remaini ng pedestrians, and a higher, nore piercing shriek
from Qinn's attacker, whom | saw flying through the air as if he'd been
| aunched from a cannon. Then a big hand grasped ny attacker by his own neck
and lifted him Unfortunately, the half beast who had his hands w apped around
my throat didn't let ne go. | began to rise fromthe pavenment, too, ny throat
becom ng nore and nore pinched by the grip he had on ne.

Qui nn rmust have seen ny desperate situation, because he struck the Were on
top of me with his free hand, a slap that rocked the Were's head back and
simply knocked himfor a |oop so thoroughly that he let go of nmy neck

Then Qui nn grabbed the young Were by the shoul ders and tossed hi m asi de.
The boy | anded on the pavenent and didn't nove.

"Sooki e," Quinn said, hardly sounding out of breath. Qut of breath is what
| was, struggling to get my throat to open back up so | could gulp in sone
oxygen. | could hear a police siren, and | was profoundly thankful. Quinn
slipped his armunder ny shoul ders and held ne up. Finally | breathed in, and
the air was wonderful, blissful. "You' re breathing okay?" he asked. | gathered
nmysel f enough to nod. "Any bones broken in your throat?" | tried to raise ny

hand to ny neck, but ny hand wasn't cooperating just at the nonent.

His face filled ny scope of vision, and in the dimlight of the corner |anp
| could see he was punped. "I'Il kill themif they hurt you," he grow ed, and
just then, that was delightful news.

"Bitten," | wheezed, and he | ooked horrified, checking ne over with hands
and eyes for the bite mark. "Not me," | elaborated. "Them Not born Wres."
sucked in a lot of air. "And maybe on drugs," | said. Awareness dawned in his
eyes.

That was the only explanation for such insane behavi or

A heavyset black patrolman hurried up to nme. "W need an anbul ance at the
Strand," he was saying to soneone on his shoulder. No, it was a little radio
set. | shook ny head.

"You need an anbul ance, ma'am " he insisted. "G rl over there says the man
t ook you down and tried to choke you."

"I"mokay," | said, ny voice raspy and ny throat undeni ably pai nful

"Sir, you with this lady?" the patrol man asked Qui nn. Wen he turned, the
light flashed off his nane pin; it said Boling.

"Yes, | am"
"You...ah, you got these punks offa her?"
"Yes."

Boling's partner, a Caucasian version of Boling, cane up to us then. He
| ooked at Quinn with sonme reservation. He'd been exam ning our assailants, who
had fully changed to human form before the police had arrived. O course, they
wer e naked.

"The one has a broken leg," he told us. "The other is claining his
shoul der' s di sl ocated. "

Bol i ng shrugged. "Got what was coming to 'em" It mght have been ny
i magi nati on, but he, too, seened a bit nore cautious when he | ooked at ny



dat e.

"They got nore than they expected,"” his partner said neutrally. "Sir, do
you know either of these kids?" He tilted his head toward the teenagers, who
wer e being exani ned by a patrol man from another car, a younger man with a nore
athletic build. The boys were | eaning agai nst each other, |ooking stunned.

"I'"ve never seen them before,” Quinn said. "You, babe?" He | ooked down at
me questioningly. |I shook ny head. | was feeling better enough that | felt at
a distinct disadvantage, being on the ground. | wanted to get up, and | said
so to ny date. Before the police officers could tell me once again to wait for
an anbul ance, Quinn managed to get me to ny feet with as little pain as

possi bl e.
| 1 ooked down at my beautiful new outfit. It was really dirty. "How does
t he back | ook?" | asked Quinn, and even | could hear the fear in ny voice.

turned my back to Quinn and | ooked at hi m anxi ously over ny shoul der. Quinn
seened a little startled, but he dutifully scanned ny rear view.

"No tearing," he reported. "There nay be a spot or two where the material
got a little scraped across the pavenent."

| burst into tears. | probably would have started crying no matter what,
because | was feeling a powerful reaction to the adrenaline that had surged
t hrough nmy body when we'd been attacked, but the timng was perfect. The
police got nmore avuncul ar the more | cried, and as an extra bonus, Quinn
pulled me into his arns and | rested ny cheek against his chest. | listened to
his heartbeat when | quit sobbing. 1'd gotten rid of ny nervous reaction to
the attack and disarned the police at the sane tine, though | knew they'd
still wonder about Quinn and his strength.

Anot her policeman called fromhis place by one of the assailants, the one
Qui nn had thrown. Qur two patrol men went to answer the sumons, and we were
briefly al one.

"Smart," Quinn murnured into ny ear

"Mmm " | said, snuggling against him

He tightened his arnms around ne. "You get any closer, we're going to have
to excuse ourselves and get a room" he whispered.

"Sorry." | pulled back slightly and | ooked up at him "Wo you reckon hired
t hen®?"

He may have been surprised |1'd figured that out, but you couldn't tell by
his brain. The chem cal reaction that had fueled nmy tears had made his nental

snarl extra conplicated. "I'mdefinitely going to find out," he said. "How s
your throat?"

"Hurts," | admitted, my voice raspy. "But | know there's nothing really
wong with it. And | don't have health insurance. So | don't want to go to the
hospital. It would be a waste of tine and noney."

"Then we won't go." He bent and ki ssed ny cheek. | turned ny face up to
him and his next kiss landed in exactly the right spot. After a gentle
second, it flared into sonething nore intense. W were both feeling the
aftereffects of the adrenalin rush

The sound of a throat clearing brought nme back into ny right nmind as
effectively as if Oficer Boling had thrown a bucket of cold water on us.

di sengaged and buried nmy face against Quinn's chest again. | knew | couldn't
nmove away for a minute or two, since his excitement was pressed right up

agai nst me. Though these weren't the best circunstances for evaluation, | was
pretty sure Quinn was proportional. | had to resist the urge to rub ny body
against his. | knew that would nake things worse for him froma public

vi ewpoint —but | was in a nuch better nood than | had been, and | guess | was
feeling mschievous. And frisky. Very frisky. Going through this ordeal

t oget her had probably accel erated our relationship the equival ent of four

dat es.

"Did you have other questions for us, Oficer?" Qinn asked, in a voice
that was not perfectly calm

"Yes, sir, if you and the lady will come down to the station, we need to
take your statements. Detective Coughlin will do that while we take the



prisoners to the hospital."

"Al'l right. Does that have to be tonight? My friend needs to rest. She's
exhausted. This has been quite an ordeal for her."

"I't won't take long," the officer said nendaciously. "You sure you' ve never
seen these two punks before? Because this seens |like a real personal attack
you don't mind me saying so."

"Nei t her of us knows them"

"And the lady still refuses medical attention?"

| nodded.

"Well, all right then, folks. Hope you don't have no nore trouble."
"Thank you for coming so quickly," | said, and turned ny head a little to

meet OFficer Boling's eyes. He |l ooked at me in a troubled way, and |I could
hear in his head that he was worried about nmy safety with a violent man I|ike
Qui nn, a man who could throw two boys several feet in the air. He didn't

realize, and | hoped he never would, that the attack had been personal. It had
been no random nuggi ng.
W went to the station in a police car. | wasn't sure what their thinking

was, but Boling's partner told us that we'd be returned to Quinn's vehicle, so
we went along with the program Mybe they didn't want us to have a chance to
talk to each other alone. | don't know why; | think the only thing that could
have aroused their suspicion was Quinn's size and expertise in fighting off
attackers.

In the brief seconds we had al one before an officer clinbed into the
driver's seat, | told Quinn, "If you think sonething at nme, I'Il be able to
hear you —if you need me to know sonet hing urgently."

"Handy," he commented. The vi ol ence seened to have rel axed sonethi ng inside
him He rubbed his thunmb across the pal mof ny hand. He was thinking he'd |ike
to have thirty mnutes in a bed with nme, right now, or even fifteen; hell,
even ten, even in the backseat of a car, would be fantastic. | tried not to
[ augh, but | couldn't help it, and when he realized that 1'd read all that
clearly, he shook his head with a rueful snmile

We have somewhere to go after this, he thought deliberately. | hoped he
didn't nean he was going to rent a roomor take me to his place for sex,
because no matter how attractive | found him | wasn't going to do that
tonight. But his brain had nostly cleared of lust, and | perceived his purpose

was sonething different. | nodded.
So don't get too tired, he said. | nodded again. How | was supposed to
prevent exhaustion, | wasn't sure, but 1'd try to hoard a little energy.

The police station was nmuch like | expected it to be. Though there's a | ot
to be said for Shreveport, it has nmore than its fair share of crine. W didn't
excite nmuch attention at all, until officers who'd been on the scene put their
heads together with police in the building, and then there were a few stolen
gl ances at Quinn, sone surreptitious evaluations. He was form dabl e-1o00king
enough for themto credit ordinary strength as the source of his defeat of the
two muggers. But there was just enough strangeness about the incident, enough
pecul i ar touches in the eyewitness reports...and then ny eye caught a famliar
weat hered face. Un-oh.

"Detective Coughlin," | said, remenbering now why the name had sounded
famliar.

"M ss Stackhouse," he responded, with about as nuch enthusiasmas | had
shown. "What you been up to?"

"We got mugged,” | expl ai ned.

"Last time | saw you, you were engaged to Al cide Herveaux, and you'd just
found one of the nobst sickening corpses |'ve ever seen," he said easily. H's
belly seemed to have gotten even bigger in the few nonths since I'd nmet him at
a murder scene here in Shreveport. Like many nmen with a di sproportionate
belly, he wore his khaki pants buttoned underneath the overhang, so to speak
Since his shirt had broad blue and white stripes, the effect was that of a
tent overhangi ng packed dirt.

| just nodded. There was really nothing to say.



"M . Herveaux doing okay after the loss of his father?" Jackson Herveaux's
body had been found half-in, half-out of a feed tank filled with water on an
old farmbelonging to the fam ly. Though the newspaper had tap-danced around
some of the injuries, it was clear wild animals had chewed at sonme of the
bones. The theory was that the ol der Herveaux had fallen into the tank and
broken his I eg when he hit the bottom He had managed to get to the edge and
haul hinsel f hal fway out, but at that point he had passed out. Since no one
knew he'd visited the farm no one cane to his rescue, the theory went, and
he'd died all by hinself.

Actually, a large crowd had w tnessed Jackson's dem se, anpong them the man
besi de ne.

"I haven't talked to Alcide since his dad was found,” | said truthfully.

"My goodness, |'msure sorry that didn't work out,"” Detective Coughlin
said, pretending he didn't see that | was standing with nmy date for the
evening. "You two sure nade a nice-l|ooking couple.”

"Sookie is pretty no matter who she's with," Quinn said.

| smiled up at him and he smled back. He was sure making all the right
noves.

"So if you'll come with me for a minute, Mss Stackhouse, we'll get your
story down on paper and you can | eave."

Quinn's hand tightened on nine. He was warning ne. Wait a nminute, who was

the m nd reader around here? | squeezed right back. | was perfectly aware that
Det ective Coughlin thought | nmust be guilty of something, and he'd do his best
to discover what. But in fact, | was not guilty.

We had been the targets, 1'd picked that fromthe attackers' brains. But
why?

Detective Coughlin led me to a desk in a roonful of desks, and he fished a
formout of a drawer. The business of the room continued; sone of the desks
wer e unoccupi ed and had that "closed for the night" | ook, but others showed
signs of work in progress. There were a few people coming in and out of the
room and two desks away, a younger detective with short white-blond hair was
busily typing on his computer. | was being very careful, and |I'd opened ny
m nd, so | knew he was | ooking at ne when |I was | ooking in another direction,
and | knew he'd been positioned there by Detective Coughlin, or at I|east
prodded to get a good hard ook at ne while | was in the room

| met his eyes squarely. The shock of recognition was nutual. |'d seen him
at the packmaster contest. He was a Were. He'd acted as Patrick Furnan's
second in the duel. 1'd caught himcheating. Maria-Star had told ne his

puni shment had been having his head shaved. Though his candi date won, this
puni shment had been exacted, and his hair was just now growing in. He hated ne
with the passion of the guilty. He half rose fromhis chair, his first

instinct being to cone over to me and beat the crap out of ne, but when he
absorbed the fact that sonmeone had already tried to do that, he smrked

"I's that your partner?" | asked Detective Coughlin.

"What ?" He'd been peering at the conputer through readi ng gl asses, and he
gl anced over at the younger man, then back at nme. "Yeah, that's ny new
partner. The guy | was with at the last crinme scene | saw you at, he retired
[ ast nonth."

"What's his name? Your new partner?"

"Why, you going after himnext? You can't seemto settle on one man, can
you, M ss Stackhouse?"

If 1'd been a vanpire, | could have made himanswer nme, and if | were
really skilled, he wouldn't even know he'd done it.
"It's nore like they can't settle on nme, Detective Coughlin," | said, and

he gave ne a curious |ook. He waved a finger toward the bl ond detective.
"That's Cal. Cal Myers." He seened to have called up the right form
because he began to take nme through the incident once again, and | answered
his questions with genuine indifference. For once, | had very little to hide.
"I did wonder," | said, when we'd concluded, "if they'd taken drugs."
"You know nmuch about drugs, Mss Stackhouse?" His little eyes went over ne



agai n.

"Not firsthand, but of course, fromtinme to time someone comes into the bar
who' s taken sonething they shouldn't. These young nmen definitely seened...
i nfl uenced by sonething."

"Well, the hospital will take their blood, and we'll know "

"WII | have to come back?"

"To testify against thenf? Sure."

No way out of it. "Ckay," | said, as firmy and neutrally as | could. "W

t hr ough here?"

"I guess we are." He net ny eyes, his own little brown eyes full of
suspi cion. There was no point in ny resenting it; he was absolutely right,
there was sonething fishy about me, sonething he didn't know. Coughlin was

doing his best to be a good cop. | felt suddenly sorry for him floundering
through a world he only knew the half of.
"Don't trust your partner,"” | whispered, and | expected himto bl ow up and

call Cal Myers over and ridicule me to him But sonething in ny eyes or ny
voi ce arrested that inmpulse. My words spoke to a warning that had been
sounding surreptitiously in his brain, maybe fromthe noment he'd nmet the
Vére

He didn't say anything, not one word. His mind was full of fear, fear and
| oat hing...but he believed | was telling himthe truth. After a second, | got
up and left the squad room To ny utter relief, Quinn was waiting for me in
t he | obby.

A patrol man —not Boling —took us back to Quinn's car, and we were silent
during the drive. Quinn's car was sitting in solitary splendor in the parking
ot across fromthe Strand, which was closed and dark. He pulled out his keys
and hit the keypad to open the doors, and we got in slowy and wearily.

"Where are we goi ng?" | asked

"The Hair of the Dog," he said.

Chapter 9

The Hair of the Dog was off Kings H ghway, not too far from Centenary
College. It was an old brick storefront. The | arge wi ndows facing the street
were covered with opaque creamcurtains, | noticed, as we turned in to the
left side of the building to lurch through an alley that led to a parking area
at the back. We parked in the small, weedy lot. Though it was poorly lit, |
could see that the ground was littered with enpty cans, broken gl ass, used
condons, and worse. There were several notorcycles, a few of the |ess
expensi ve conpact cars, and a Suburban or two. The back door had a sign on it
that read NO ENTRANCE — STAFF ONLY.

Though my feet were definitely beginning to protest the unaccustoned high
heel s, we had to pick our way through the alley to the front entrance. The
cold creeping down ny spine intensified as we grew close to the door. Then it
was like I'd hit a wall, the spell gripped ne that suddenly. | stopped dead. |
struggled to go forward, but | couldn't nove. | could snell the magic. The
Hair of the Dog had been warded. Soneone had paid a very good witch a handsone
amount of noney to surround the door with a go-away spell

| fought not to give in to a conmpulsion to turn and wal k i n anot her
direction, any other direction.

Quinn took a few steps forward, and turned to regard ne with sone surprise,

until he realized what was happening. "I forgot," he said, that sane surprise
sounding in his voice. "I actually forgot you' re human."
"That sounds like a conmplinent,” | said, with some effort. Even in the coo

ni ght, ny forehead beaded with sweat. My right foot edged forward an inch
"Here," he said, and scooped nme up, until he was holding me just |ike Rhett
carried Scarlett O Hara. As his aura w apped around ne, the unpl easant go-away

conpul sion eased. | drew a deep breath of relief. The magic could no | onger
recogni ze ne as hunman, at |east not decisively. Though the bar still seened
unattractive and mldly repellent, | could enter without wanting to be sick

Maybe it was the lingering effects of the spell, but after we'd entered it,



the bar still seened unattractive and mldly repellent. I wouldn't say al
conversation ceased when we wal ked in, but there was a definite lull in the
noi se that filled the bar. A jukebox was playing "Bad Mon Rising," which was
like the Were national anthem and the notley collection of Wres and shifters
seemed to reorient thensel ves.

"Hurmmans are not allowed in this place!" A very young woman | eaped across
the bar in one muscul ar surge and strode forward. She was wearing fishnet
st ocki ngs and hi gh- heel ed boots, a red | eather bustier —well, a bustier that
wi shed it was made of red leather, it was probably nore |ike Naugahyde —and a
bl ack band of cloth that | supposed she called a skirt. It was |like she'd
pul led a tube top on, and then worked it down. It was so tight | thought it
mght roll up all at once, |ike a w ndow shade.

She didn't like my smle, correctly reading it as a comment on her
ensenbl e.

"CGet your human ass out of here," she said, and grow ed. Unfortunately, it
didn't sound too threatening, since she hadn't had any practice at putting the
menace into it, and | could feel nmy smle widen. The dress-chall enged teen had
t he poor inpulse control of the very new Were, and she pulled her hand back to
punch ne.

Then Qui nn snarl ed.

The sound cane fromdeep in his belly, and it was thunderous, the deep
sound of it penetrating every corner of the bar. The bartender, a biker type
with beard and hair of considerable |l ength and tattoos that covered his bare

arnms, reached down bel ow the bar. | knew he was pulling out a shotgun
Not for the first time, | wondered if | shouldn't start going arned
everywhere | went. In ny lawabiding Iife, | had never seen the need until the

past few nonths. The jukebox cut off just then, and the silence of the bar was
just as deafening as the noise had been

"Pl ease don't get the gun out," | said, smling brightly at the bartender
| could feel it stretching ny lips, that too-bright grin that made ne | ook a
l[ittle nuts. "We come in peace,”" | added, on a crazy inpul se, show ng them ny
enpty pal ns.

A shifter who'd been standing at the bar |aughed, a sharp bark of startled
anusement. The tension began to ratchet down a notch. The young woman's hand
dropped to her side, and she took a step back. Her gaze flickered from Qui nn
to nme and back again. Both the bartender's hands were in sight now

"Hell o, Sookie," said a familiar voice. Amanda, the red-haired Wre who'd
been chauffeuring Dr. Ludwi g the day before, was sitting at a table in a dark
corner. (Actually, the roomseened to be full of dark corners.)

Wth Amanda was a husky man in his late thirties. Both were supplied with
drinks and a bowl of snack mix. They had conpany at the table, a couple
sitting with their backs to ne. When they turned, | recognized Al cide and
Maria-Star. They turned cautiously, as if any sudden nmovenent night trigger
vi ol ence. Maria-Star's brain was a notley junble of anxiety, pride, and
tension. Alcide's was just conflicted. He didn't know how to feel

That nmade two of us.

"Hey, Amanda," | said, ny voice as cheerful as ny smle. It wouldn't do to
et the silence pile up.

"“I"'m honored to have the | egendary Quinn in ny bar," Amanda said, and
realized that, whatever other jobs she m ght have, she owned the Hair of the
Dog. "Are you two out for an evening on the town, or is there sone speci al
reason for your visit?"

Since | had no idea why we were there, | had to defer to Quinn for an
answer, which didn't nmake ne | ook too good, in ny opinion

"There's a very good reason, though I've long wanted to visit your bar,"
Quinn said in a courtly, formal style that had come out of nowhere

Amanda inclined her head, which seened to be a signal for Quinn to
conti nue.

"This evening, ny date and | were attacked in a public place, with
civilians all around us."



No one seened awful |y upset or astonished by this. In fact, Mss
Fashi on- Chal | enged shrugged her bare skinny shoul ders.

"W were attacked by Weres," Quinn said.

Now we got the big reaction. Heads and hands jerked and then becane still.
Alcide half rose to his feet and then sat down again.

"Weres of the Long Tooth pack?" Amanda asked. Her voi ce was incredul ous.

Qui nn shrugged. "The attack was a killing one, so | didn't stop to ask
guestions. Both were very young bitten Wres, and fromtheir behavior, they
were on drugs."

More shocked reaction. W were creating quite the sensation

"Are you hurt?" Alcide asked ne, as if Quinn weren't standing right there.

| tilted my head back so nmy neck would be visible. I wasn't smling
anynore. By now the bruises left by the boy's hands woul d be darkening nicely.
And 1'd been thinking hard. "As a friend of the pack, | didn't expect anything
to happen to nme here in Shreveport,” | said.

| figured ny status as friend of the pack hadn't changed with the new
regime, or at least | hoped it hadn't. Anyway, it was ny trunp card, and
pl ayed it.

"Col onel Flood did say Sookie was a friend of the pack," Amanda said
unexpectedly. The Weres all |ooked at each other, and the nmonment seened to
hang i n the bal ance.

"What happened to the cubs?" asked the bi ker behind the bar

"They lived," Quinn said, giving themthe inportant news first. There was a
general feeling that the whol e bar gave a sigh; whether of relief or regret, |
couldn't tell you.

"The police have them" Quinn continued. "Since the cubs attacked us in
front of humans, there was no way around police involvenent." W'd tal ked
about Cal Myers on our way to the bar. Quinn had caught only a glinpse of the
Were cop, but of course he'd known himfor what he was. | wondered if ny
conpani on woul d now rai se the issue of Cal Myers's presence at the station
but Quinn said nothing. And truthfully, why comrent on something the Weres
were sure to already know? The Were pack woul d stand together against
out siders, no matter how divided they were anong thensel ves.

Police involvenment in Were affairs was undesirable, obviously. Though Cal
Myers's presence on the force would help, every scrutiny raised the
possibility that humans would | earn of the existence of creatures that
preferred anonymty. | didn't know how they'd flown (or craw ed, or |oped)
under the radar this long. | had a conviction that the cost in human |ives had
been consi der abl e.

Al cide said, "You should take Sookie hone. She's tired."

Quinn put his armaround me and pulled ne to his side. "Wen we've received
your assurance that the pack will get to the bottom of this unprovoked attack
we'll [eave."

Neat speech. Quinn seemed to be a master of expressing hinself
diplomatically and firmy. He was a little overwhelmng, truthfully. The power
flowed fromhimin a steady stream and his physical presence was undeni abl e.

"We' || convey all this to the packnmaster," Amanda was saying. "He'l
i nvestigate, |'msure. Someone nust have hired these pups.”

"Someone converted themto start with," Quinn said. "Unless your pack has
degraded to biting street punks and sending them out to scavenge?"

kay, hostile atnmosphere now. | | ooked up at ny | arge conpani on and
di scovered that Quinn was near as this to |losing his tenper.

"Thank you all," | said to Amanda, ny bright smile again yanking at the
corners of nmy mouth. "Alcide, Maria-Star, good to see you. W're going to go
now. Long drive back to Bon Tenmps." | gave Bi ker Bartender and Fishnet Grl a
little wave. He nodded, and she scow ed. Probably she wouldn't be interested
in becoming ny best friend. | wiggled out fromunder Quinn's armand |inked
his hand with m ne

"Cone on, Quinn. Let's hit the road."

For a bad little nonment, his eyes didn't recognize ne. Then they cleared,



and he rel axed. "Sure, babe." He said good-bye to the Wres, and we turned our
backs on themto wal k out. Even though the little crowd included Al cide, whom
| trusted in nost ways, it was an unconfortable nmonment for ne.

| could feel no fear, no anxiety, com ng from Quinn. Either he had great
focus and control, or he really wasn't scared of a bar full of werewolves,
whi ch was admirable and all, but kind of..unrealistic.

The correct answer turned out to be "great focus and control." | found out
when we got to the dimparking lot. Myving quicker than I could track, | was
agai nst the car and his mouth was on mne. After a startled second, | was
right in the nonent. Shared danger does that, and it was the second tinme —on
our first date —that we'd been in peril. Was that a bad onen? | dism ssed
that rational thought when Quinn's lips and teeth travel ed down to find that
vul nerabl e and sensitive place where the neck curves into the shoulder. | mnade
an i ncoherent noise, because along with the arousal | always felt when kissed
there, | felt undeniable pain fromthe bruises that circled ny neck. It was an
unconf ortabl e conbi nati on

"Sorry, sorry," he nmuttered into ny skin, his lips never stopping their

assault. | knewif | lowered nmy hand, |'d be able to touch himintimately. |'m
not saying | wasn't tenpted. But | was learning a little caution as | went
al ong...probably not enough, | reflected with the sliver of my mind that wasn't

getting nmore and nore involved with the heat that surged up fromny | owest
nerve bundle to neet the heat generated by Quinn's lips. Ch, geez. Ch, oh, oh

I moved against him It was a reflex, okay? But a m stake, because his hand
sl i pped under ny breast and his thunb began stroking. | shuddered and jerked.
He was doing a little gasping, too. It was |like junping onto the running board
of a car that was already speedi ng down the dark road.

"Ckay." | breathed, pulled away a little. "Ckay, let's stop this now "

"Umm " he said in my ear, his tongue flicking. | jerked.

"I"'mnot doing this," | said, trying to sound definite. Then ny resol ve
gat hered. "Quinn! I'mnot having sex with you in this nasty parking lot!"

"Not even a little bit of sex?"

"No. Definitely not!"

"Your mouth" (here he kissed it) "is saying one thing, but your body" (he
ki ssed ny shoul der) "is saying another."

"Listen to the nmouth, buster."

"Buster?"

"Ckay. Qinn."

He sighed, straightened. "All right," he said. He smled ruefully. "Sorry.
| didn't plan on junping you like that."

"Going into a place where you' re not exactly wel cone, and getting out

unhurt, that's sone excitenent,"” | said.
He expelled a deep breath. "Right," he said.
"I like you a lot,"” |I said. |I could read his nind fairly clearly, just at

this instant. He liked nme, too; right at the nonment, he liked ne a whole
bunch. He wanted to like me right up against the wall
| battened ny hatches. "But |'ve had a couple of experiences that have been

warnings for me to slow down. | haven't been going slow with you tonight. Even
with the, ah, special circunstances." | was suddenly ready to sit down in the
car. My back was aching and | felt a slight cranp. | worried for a second,

t hen thought of my nmonthly cycle. That was certainly enough to wear ne out,
conm ng on top of an exciting, and bruising, evening.

Qui nn was | ooki ng down at ne. He was wondering about ne. | couldn't tel
what his exact concern was, but suddenly he asked, "Wich of us was the target
of that attack outside the theater?"

kay, his mind was definitely off sex now Good. "You think it was just one
of us?"

That gave hi m pause. "I had assumed so," he said.
"W al so have to wonder who put themup to it. |I guess they were paid, in
some form —either drugs or noney, or both. You think they'll talk?"

"I don't think they'll survive the night injail."



Chapter 10

They didn't even rate the front page. They were in the local section of the
Shreveport paper, below the fold. JAI LHOUSE HOM Cl DES, the headline read.
si ghed.

Two juveniles awaiting transport fromthe holding cells to the Juvenile
Facility were killed last night sonetine after m dnight.

The newspaper was delivered every nmorning to the special box at the end of
nmy driveway, right beside ny nmailbox. But it was getting dark by the tinme |
saw the article, while | was sitting in ny car, about to pull out onto

Hurmmi ngbi rd Road and go to work. | hadn't ventured out today until now.
Sl eeping, laundry, and a little gardening had taken up ny day. No one had
called, and no one had visited, just like the ads said. |1'd thought Quinn

m ght phone, just to check up on ny little injuries...but not.

The two juveniles, brought into the police station on charges of assault
and battery, were put in one of the holding cells to wait for the norning bus
to arrive fromthe Juvenile Facility. The holding cell for juvenile offenders
is out of sight fromthat for adult offenders, and the two were the only
juveniles incarcerated during the night. At some point, the two were strangl ed
by a person or persons unknown. No other prisoners were harned, and all denied
seei ng any suspicious activity. Both the youths had extensive juvenile
records. "They had had many encounters with the police," a source close to the
i nvestigation said.

"We're going to look into this thoroughly," said Detective Dan Coughli n,
who had responded to the original complaint and was headi ng the investigation
of the incident for which the youths were apprehended. "They were arrested
after allegedly attacking a couple in a bizarre manner, and their deaths are

equal ly bizarre." His partner, Cal Myers, added, "Justice will be done."
I found that especially om nous.
Tossi ng the paper on the seat beside nme, | pulled nmy sheaf of mail out of

the mail box and added it to the little pile. 1'd sort through it after ny
shift at Merlotte's.

I was in a thoughtful npbod when | got to the bar. Preoccupied with the fate
of the two assailants of the night before, | hardly flinched when I found that
| would be working with Sam s new enpl oyee. Tanya was as bright-eyed and
efficient as 1'd found her previously. Samwas very happy with her; in fact,

the second time he told me how pl eased he was, | told hima little sharply
that 1'd already heard about it.
| was glad to see Bill conme in and sit at a table in ny section. | wanted

an excuse to wal k away, before | would have to respond to the question forning
in Sam's head: Wy don't you like Tanya?

| don't expect to like everyone | neet, any nore than | expect everyone to
like ne. But | usually have a basis for disliking an individual, and it's nore
than an unspecified distrust and vague di staste. Though Tanya was sone ki nd of
shape-shifter, | should have been able to read her and | earn enough to either
confirmor disprove ny instinctive suspicion. But | couldn't read Tanya. |'d
get a word here and there, like a radio station that's fading out. You'd think
I'd be glad to find soneone my own age and sex who coul d perhaps becone a
friend. Instead, | was disturbed when |I realized she was a cl osed book. Cddly,
Sam hadn't said a word about her essential nature. He hadn't said, "Ch, she's
a werenmole," or "She's a true shifter, like ne," or anything like that.

| was in a troubled mood when | strode over to take Bill's order. My bad
nmood conpounded when | saw Sel ah Punphrey standing in the doorway scanning the
crowmd, probably trying to locate Bill. | said a few bad words to nyself,
turned on my heel, and wal ked away. Very unprof essi onal

Sel ah was staring at ne when | glanced at their table after a while. Arlene
had gone over to take their order. | sinply listened to Selah; | was in a rude
nmood. She was wondering why Bill always wanted to nmeet her here, when the



natives were obviously hostile. She couldn't believe that a discerning and

sophi sticated man like Bill could ever have dated a barmaid. And the way she'd
heard it, | hadn't even gone to college, and furthernore, ny grandnother had
gotten nurdered.

That made ne sl eazy, | guess.

| try to take things like this with a grain of salt. After all, | could

have shi el ded nmysel f pretty effectively fromthese thoughts. People who
eavesdrop sel dom hear good about thenselves, right? An old adage, and a true
one. | told nyself (about six times in row) that |I had no business listening
to her, that it would be too drastic a reaction to go slap her upside the head
or snatch her bal dheaded. But the anger swelled in me, and | couldn't seemto
get it under control. | put three beers down on the table in front of Catfish,
Dago, and Hoyt with unnecessary force. They | ooked up at ne sinultaneously in
ast oni shnent .

"W do sonething wong, Sook?" Catfish said. "Or is it just your time of
t he nmont h?"

"You didn't do anything," | said. And it wasn't my tinme of the nonth —oh
Yes, it was. |1'd had the warning with the ache in ny back, the heaviness in ny
stomach, and ny swollen fingers. My little friend had come to visit, and
felt the sensation even as | realized what was contributing to ny genera
irritation.

| glanced over at Bill and caught himstaring at nme, his nostrils flaring.
He could smell the blood. A wave of acute enbarrassnent rolled over ne,
turning ny face red. For a second, | glinpsed naked hunger on his face, and

then he wiped his features clean of all expression

If he wasn't weeping with unrequited | ove on ny doorstep, at |east he was
suffering a little. Atiny pleased snile was on ny |lips when | glinpsed nyself
in the mirror behind the bar

A second vanpire cane in an hour later. She |ooked at Bill for a second,
nodded to him and then sat at a table in Arlene's section. Arlene hustled
over to take the vanp's order. They spoke for a mnute, but | was too busy to
check in on them Besides, |I'd just have heard the vanp filtered through
Arlene, since vanpires are silent as the grave (ho ho) to me. The next thing
knew, Arlene was wendi ng her way through the crowd to ne.

"The dead gal wants to talk to you," she said, not noderating her voice in
the | east, and heads turned in our direction. Arlene is not long on subtlety —
or tact, for that matter.

After | made sure all ny custoners were happy, | went to the vanp's table.
"What can | do for you?" | asked, in the |l owest voice | could manage. | knew
the vanp could hear nme; their hearing is phenonenal, and their vision is not
far behind in acuity.

"You' re Sooki e Stackhouse?" asked the vanmp. She was very tall, just under
six feet, and she was of some racial blend that had turned out awfully well.
Her skin was a golden color, and her hair was thick and coarse and dark. She'd
had it cornrowed, and her arms were wei ghed down with jewelry. Her clothes, in
contrast, were sinple; she wore a severely tailored white bl ouse with |ong
sl eeves, and bl ack | eggings with black sandal s.

"Yes," | said. "Can | help you?" She was |ooking at me with an expression
could only identify as doubtful

"Pam sent ne here," she said. "My nane is Felicia." Her voice was as
lilting and exotic as her appearance. It made you think about rumdrinks and
beaches.

"How de-do, Felicia," | said politely. "I hope Pamis well."

Since vanmpires don't have variable health, this was a stunper for Felicia.
"She seenms all right," the vanp said uncertainly. "She has sent nme here to
identify myself to you."

"Ckay, | know you now," | said, just as confused as Felicia had been

"She said you had a habit of killing the bartenders of Fangtasia," Felicia
said, her lovely doe eyes wide with amazenent. "She said | nmust conme to beg
your mercy. But you just seemlike a human, to ne."



That Pam "She was just teasing you," | said as gently as | could. | didn't
think Felicia was the sharpest tool in the shed. Super hearing and super
strength do not equal super intelligence. "Pamand | are friends, sort of, and
she Iikes to enbarrass nme. | guess she likes to do the sane thing to you,
Felicia. | have no intention of harm ng anyone." Felicia | ooked skeptical
"It's true, | have a bad history with the bartenders of Fangtasia, but that's
just, ah, coincidence,"” | babbled on. "And | amreally, truly just a human."

After chewing that over for a nonent, Felicia |ooked relieved, which made
her even prettier. Pamoften had multiple reasons for doing sonething, and
found nyself wondering if she'd sent Felicia here so | could observe her
attracti ons —whi ch of course would be obvious to Eric. Pam m ght be trying to
stir up trouble. She hated a dull life.

"You go back to Shreveport and have a good tinme with your boss,"” | said,
trying to sound kind.

"Eric?" the lovely vanpire said. She seemed startled. "He's good to work
for, but I'"'mnot a |over of nen."

| glanced over at ny tables, not only checking to see if anyone urgently
needed a drink, but to see who'd picked up on that Iine of dialogue. Hoyt's
tongue was practically hanging out, and Catfish | ooked as though he'd been
caught in the headlights. Dago was happily shocked. "So, Felicia, how d you
end up in Shreveport, if you don't mind me asking?" | turned nmy attention back
to the new vanp.

"Ch, my friend Indira asked ne to cone. She said servitude with Eric is not
so bad." Felicia shrugged, to show how "not so bad" it was. "He doesn't demand
sexual services if the wonman is not so inclined, and he asks in return only a
few hours in the bar and special chores fromtine to tine."

"So he has a reputation as a good boss?"

"Ch, yes." Felicia |ooked al nost surprised. "He's no softie, of course.”

Softie was not a word you could use in the sane sentence as FEric.

"And you can't cross him He doesn't forgive that," she continued
t houghtfully. "But as long as you fulfill your obligations to him he'll do
the sane for you."

| nodded. That nore or less fit with my inpression of Eric, and | knew Eric

very well in sonme respects...though not at all in others.

"This will be much better than Arkansas," Felicia said.

"Why' d you | eave Arkansas?" | asked, because | just couldn't help it.
Felicia was the sinplest vanpire |1'd ever net.

"Peter Threadgill," she said. "The king. He just married your queen."

Sophi e- Anne Lecl erq of Louisiana was by no neans ny queen, but out of
curiosity, | wanted to continue the conversation

"What's so wong with Peter Threadgill?"

That was a poser for Felicia. She mulled it over. "He holds grudges," she
said, frowning. "He's never pleased with what he has. It's not enough that
he's the ol dest, strongest vanpire in the state. Once he becane king —and
he'd schermed for years to work his way up to it —he still wasn't content.
There was sonething wong with the state, you see?"

"Li ke, 'Any state that would have ne for a king isn't a good state to be
ki ng of ?"

"Exactly," Felicia said, as if | were very clever to think of such a
phrase. "He negotiated with Louisiana for nmonths and nonths, and even Jade
Fl ower got tired of hearing about the queen. Then she finally agreed to the
alliance. After a week of celebrating, the king grew sullen again. Suddenly,
that wasn't good enough. She had to love him She had to give up everything
for him" Felicia shook her head at the vagaries of royalty.

"So it wasn't a | ove match?"

"That's the last thing vampire kings and queens marry for," Felicia said.
"Now he is having his visit with the queen in New Ol eans, and I'mglad |I'm at
the other end of the state."

| didn't grasp the concept of a married couple visiting, but | was sure
that sooner or later |'d understand.



| woul d have been interested in hearing nore, but it was tine for nme to get
back to ny section and work. "Thanks for visiting, Felicia, and don't worry

about a thing. I'"'mglad you're working for Eric," | said.
Felicia smled at ne, a dazzling and toothy experience. "I'mglad you don't
plan on killing ne," she said.

| smled back at her, a bit hesitantly.

"I assure you, now that | know who you are, you won't get a chance to creep
up on me," Felicia continued. Suddenly, the true vanpire | ooked out from
Felicia' s eyes, and | shivered. It could be fatal to underestimate Felici a.
Smart, no. Savage, yes.

"I don't plan on creeping up on anyone, much less a vanpire," | said.

She gave nme a sharp nod, and then she glided out the door as suddenly as
she'd conme in.

"What was all that about?" Arlene asked nme, when we happened to be at the
bar waiting for orders at the sane tine. | noticed Samwas |istening, as well.

| shrugged. "She's working at Fangtasia, in Shreveport, and she just wanted
to make ny acquai ntance. "

Arlene stared at nme. "They got to check in with you, now? Sookie, you need
to shun the dead and involve yourself nore with the living."

| stared right back. "Were'd you get an idea |like that?"

"You act like |I can't think for nyself."

Arl ene had never worked out a thought like that in her life. Arlene's
m ddl e name was tol erance, nostly because she was too easygoing to take a
noral stance.

"Well, I"'msurprised,"” | said, sharply aware of how harshly I'd just
eval uated soneone 1'd al ways | ooked on as a friend.
"Well, | been going to church with Rafe Prudhome."

| liked Rafe Prudhonme, a very quiet man in his forties who worked for
Pelican State Title Conpany. But 1'd never had the chance to get to know him
wel |, never listened in to his thoughts. Maybe that had been a m stake. "What
ki nd of church does he go to?" | said.

"He's been attending that Fellowship of the Sun, that new church."

My heart sank, alnost literally. | didn't bother to point out that the
Fel | owship was a collection of bigots who were bound together by hatred and

fear. "lIt's not really a church, you know. There's a branch of the Fell owship
cl ose to here?"
"M nden." Arlene | ooked away, the very picture of guilt. "I knew you

wouldn't like that. But | saw the Catholic priest, Father R ordan, there. So
even the ordai ned people think it's okay. W' ve been the past tw Sunday
eveni ngs. "

"And you believe that stuff?"

But one of Arlene's customers yelled for her, and she was definitely glad
to wal k away.

My eyes net Samis, and we | ooked equally troubled. The Fell owship of the
Sun was an antivanpire, antitol erance organization, and its influence was
spreadi ng. Sorme of the Fellowship enclaves were not nilitant, but many of them
preached hatred and fear in its nost extrene form If the Fell owship had a

secret underground hit list, | was surely on it. The Fell owship founders,
Steve and Sarah New in, had been driven out of their nost lucrative church in
Dal | as because |'d interfered with their plans. I'd survived a coupl e of

assassination attenpts since then, but there was always the chance the
Fel | owshi p would track me down and ambush nme. They'd seen nme in Dallas, they'd
seen nme in Jackson, and sooner or later they'd figure out who | was and where
I Iived.

| had plenty to worry about.

Chapter 11
The next norning, Tanya showed up at my house. It was Sunday, and | was off
work, and | felt pretty cheerful. After all, Crystal was healing, Quinn seened

to like me, and | hadn't heard any nore fromEric, so maybe he woul d | eave ne



alone. | try to be optinmstic. My gran's favorite saying fromthe Bible was,
"Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof." She had expl ai ned that that
meant that you don't worry about tomorrow, or about things you can't change. |
tried to practice that phil osophy, though nost days it was hard. Today it was
easy.

The birds were tweeting and chirping, the bugs were buzzing, and the
pol I en-heavy air was full of peace as if it were yet another plant emn ssion.
was sitting on the front porch in nmy pink robe, sipping ny coffee, listening
to Car Talk on Red River Radio, and feeling really good, when a little Dodge
Dart chugged up ny driveway. | didn't recognize the car, but | did recognize
the driver. Al ny peaceful ness vanished in a puff of suspicion. Now that |
knew about the proximty of a new Fell owshi p conclave, Tanya's inquisitive
presence seemed even nore suspicious. | was not happy to see her at ny hone.
Conmon courtesy forbade me fromwarning her off, with no nore provocation than
I'd had, but | wasn't giving her any welconming smle when | lowered ny feet to
t he porch and stood.

"Good norning, Sookie!" she called as she got out of her car.

"Tanya," | said, just to acknow edge the greeting.

She paused halfway to the steps. "Um everything okay?"

| didn't speak.

"I should have called first, huh?" She tried to | ook wi nsone and rueful
"That woul d have been better. | don't |ike unannounced visitors."

"Sorry, | promise I'll call next time." She resumed her progress over the

stepping stones to the steps. "Got an extra cup of coffee?"
| violated one of the nobst basic rules of hospitality. "No, not this

morning," | said. | went to stand at the top of the steps to block her way
onto the porch.
"Wl | ...Sookie," she said, her voice uncertain. "You really are a grunmp in

t he norning."
| |1 ooked down at her steadily.

"No wonder Bill Conpton's dating sonmeone else," Tanya said with a little
| augh. She knew i medi ately she'd nade an error. "Sorry," she added hastily,
"maybe | haven't had enough coffee nyself. | shouldn't have said that. That
Sel ah Punmphrey's a bitch, huh?"

Too | ate now, Tanya. | said, "At |east you know where you stand wth
Sel ah." That was clear enough, right? "I"lIl see you at work."

"Ckay. I'Il call next time, you hear?" She gave nme a bright, enpty smle

"I hear you." | watched her get back into the little car. She gave ne a

cheerful wave and, with a ot of extra nmaneuvering, she turned the Dart around
and headed back to Hunmi ngbird Road.

| watched her go, waiting until the sound of the engine had conpletely died
away before |I resunmed ny seat. | left nmy book on the plastic table beside ny
| awn chair and sipped the rest of ny coffee w thout the pleasure that had
acconpani ed the first few nouthfuls.

Tanya was up to sonet hi ng.

She practically had a neon sign flashing above her head. | w shed the sign
woul d be obliging enough to tell me what she was, who she worked for, and what
her goal might be, but | guessed I'd just have to find that out nyself. | was

going to listen to her head every chance | got, and if that didn't work —and
sonmetines it doesn't, because not only was she a shifter, but you can't make
peopl e thi nk about what you need to themto, on demand —I1 woul d have to take
nore drastic action.

Not that | was sure what that would be.

In the past year, sonmehow |'d assunmed the role of guardian of the weird in
my little corner of our state. | was the poster girl for interspecies
tolerance. 1'd learned a | ot about the other universe, the one that surrounded
the (nmostly oblivious) human race. It was kind of neat, know ng stuff that
other people didn't. But it conplicated nmy already difficult life, and it |ed
me i nto dangerous byways anong bei ngs who desperately wanted to keep their
exi stence a secret.



The phone rang inside the house, and | stirred nyself from ny unhappy
t houghts to answer it.

"Hey, babe," said a warm voice on the other end.

"Quinn," | said, trying not to sound too happy. Not that | was enotionally
invested in this man, but | sure needed sonething positive to happen right
now, and Quinn was both fornidable and attractive.

"What are you doi ng?"

"Ch, sitting on nmy front porch drinking coffee in ny bathrobe.™

"I wish 1l was there to have a cup with you."

Hmm |dle wish, or serious "ask ne over"?

"There's plenty in the pot," | said cautiously.

"I'min Dallas, or I'd be there in a flash," he said.

Defl ati on. "When did you | eave?" | asked, because that seened the safest,
| east prying question.

"Yesterday. | got a call fromthe nother of a guy who works for me from
time to time. He quit in the mddle of a job we were working on in New
Ol eans, weeks ago. | was pretty pissed at him but | wasn't exactly worried.
He was kind of a free-floating guy, had a lot of irons in the fire that took
himall over the country. But his nomsays he still hasn't shown up anywhere,
and she thinks sonething' s happened to him |'m | ooking around his house and
going through his files to help her out, but I'mreaching a dead end. The
track seens to have ended in New Orleans. |1'lIl be driving back to Shreveport
tomorrow. Are you worki ng?"

"Yes, early shift. 1'll be off around five-ish."

"So can | invite nyself over for dinner? I'lIl bring the steaks. You got a
grill?"

"As a matter of fact, | do. It's pretty old, but it works."

"Cot coal s?"

"I'"d have to check." | hadn't cooked out since ny grandnother had died.

"No problem 1'Il bring sone."

"Ckay," | said. "I'll fix everything else.”

"W have a plan.”
"See you at six?"

"Six it is."

"Ckay, good-bye then."

Actually, | would have liked to talk to himlonger, but | wasn't sure what
to say, since I'd never had the experience of nuch idle chitchat with boys. M
dating career had begun |last year, when I'd net Bill. | had a | ot of catching

up to do. I was not like, say, Lindsay Popken, who'd been Mss Bon Tenps the
year | graduated from hi gh school. Lindsay was able to reduce boys to drooling
idiots and keep themtrailing after her |ike stunned hyenas. |'d watched her
at it often and still could not understand the phenomenon. It never seened to
me she tal ked about anything in particular. |1'd even |istened to her brain,

but it was mostly full of white noise. Lindsay's technique, |I'd concluded, was
instinctive, and it was based on never sayi ng anything serious.

Oh well, enough of reminiscence. | went into the house to see what | needed
to do to get it ready for Quinn's visit the next evening and to make a list of
necessary purchases. It was a happy way to spend a Sunday afternoon. I'd go
shopping. | stepped into the shower contenplating a pl easurabl e day.

A knock at ny front door interrupted me about thirty mnutes later as |I was
putting on sone lipstick. This time | | ooked through the peephole. My heart
sank. However, | was obliged to open the door

A famliar long black Iinp was parked in ny drive. My only previous
experience with that Iino led me to expect unpl easant news and troubl e.

The man —the being —standing on nmy front porch was the persona
representative and | awyer for the vanpire queen of Louisiana, and his nane was
M. Cataliades, enmphasis on the second syllable. 1'd first net M. Cataliades
when he'd conme to let nme know that ny cousin Hadl ey had died, |eaving her
estate to nme. Not only had Hadl ey died, she'd been nurdered, and the vanpire
responsi bl e had been puni shed right before ny eyes. The ni ght had been full of



mul ti pl e shocks: discovering not only that Hadley had left this world, but
she'd left it as a vanpire, and she'd been the favorite of the queen, in a
bi bli cal sense.

Hadl ey had been one of the few remnaining nmenbers of ny famly, and | felt
her loss; at the same tine, | had to admit that Hadley, in her teenage years,
had been the cause of much grief to her nother and nuch pain to ny
grandmot her. If she'd lived, maybe she'd have tried to make up for that —or
maybe she woul dn't. She hadn't had the chance.

| took a deep breath. | opened the door. "M . Cataliades," | said, feeling
nmy anxi ous smile stretch nmy lips unconvincingly. The queen's | awer was a nman
conposed of circles, his face round and his belly rounder, his eyes beady and
circular and dark. | didn't think he was human —or perhaps not wholly human —
but I wasn't sure what he could be. Not a vanpire; here he was, in broad
daylight. Not Were, or shifter; no red buzz surrounding his brain.

"M ss Stackhouse," he said, beaming at ne. "What a pleasure to see you
again."

"And you also," | said, lying through nmy teeth. | hesitated, suddenly
feeling achy and junpy. | was sure Cataliades, like all the other supes |
encount ered, would know | was having ny tine of the nonth. Just great. "Wn't
you cone in?"

"Thank you, ny dear," he said, and | stepped aside, filled with nisgivings,
to let this creature enter my hone.

"Pl ease, have a seat," | said, determined to be polite. "Wuld you care for
a drink?"

"No, thank you. You seemto be on your way sonewhere." He was frowning at
the purse 1'd tossed on ny chair on ny way to the door

kay, something | wasn't understanding, here. "Yes," | said, raising ny
eyebrows in query. "I had planned on going to the grocery store, but | can put
that off for an hour or so."

"You're not packed to return to New Orleans with nme?"

"What ?"

"You received nmy nmessage?"

"What message?"

We stared at each other, nutually di smayed

"I sent a nessenger to you with a letter fromny |law office," M.
Cat al i ades said. "She should have arrived here four nights ago. The letter was
sealed with magic. No one but you could open it."

| shook ny head, ny blank expression telling himwhat | needed to say.

"You are saying that G adiola didn't get here? | expected her to arrive
here Wednesday night, at the |latest. She wouldn't have come in a car. She
likes to run." He smiled indulgently for just a second. But then the snile
vani shed. If I'd blinked, I would have missed it. "Wdnesday night," he
pronpted ne.

"That was the night |I heard someone outside the house,” | said. | shivered,
renmenbering how tense |1'd been that night. "No one cane to the door. No one
tried to break in. No one called to ne. There was only the sense of somnething
nmovi ng, and all the animals fell silent."

It was inpossible for soneone as powerful as the supernatural |awer to
| ook bewi |l dered, but he did | ook very thoughtful. After a nmoment he rose
ponderously and bowed to nme, gesturing toward the door. W went back outside.
On the front porch, he turned to the car and beckoned.

A very |lean woman slid from behind the wheel. She was younger than ne,
maybe in her very early twenties. Like M. Cataliades, she was only partly
human. Her dark red hair was spi ked, her makeup laid on with a trowel. Even
the striking outfit of the girl in the Hair of the Dog paled in conparison to
this young worman's. She wore striped stockings, alternating bands of shocking
pi nk and bl ack, and her ankle boots were black and extrenely hi gh-heel ed. Her
skirt was transparent, black, and ruffled, and her pink tank top was her sole
upper garment.

She just about took nmy breath away.



"Hi, howareya?" she said brightly, her snmile revealing very sharp white
teeth a dentist would fall in love with, right before he lost a finger

"Hello," | said. | held out ny hand. "I'm Sooki e Stackhouse."

She covered the ground between us very speedily, even in the ridicul ous
heel s. Her hand was tiny and bony. "Pl easedtaneetya,"” she said. "D antha."

"Pretty nanme," | said, after | figured out it wasn't another run-on
sent ence.
"Thankya. "
"Diantha," M. Cataliades said, "I need to you to conduct a search for ne."
"To find?"

"I"'mvery afraid we are | ooking for dad's renmains."

The smile fell fromthe girl's face

"No shit," she said quite clearly.

"No, Diantha," the | awer said. "No shit."

Di antha sat on the steps and pulled off her shoes and her striped tights.

It didn't seemto bother her at all that without the tights, her transparent
skirt left nothing to the imgination. Since M. Cataliades's expression
didn't change in the least, | decided | could be worldly enough to ignore it,
t 0o.

As soon as she'd di sencunbered herself, the girl was off, nmoving low to the
ground, sniffing in a way that told ne she was even | ess human than |I'd
estimated. But she didn't nove like the Weres |1'd observed, or the
shape-shifting panthers. Her body seemed to bend and turn in a way that sinply
wasn't manmmal i an.

M. Cataliades watched her, his hands folded in front of him He was
silent, so | was, too. The girl darted around the yard |ike a demented
hunm ngbi rd, vibrating alnmost visibly with an unearthly energy.

For all that novenent, | couldn't hear her make a sound.
It wasn't long before she stopped at a clunp of bushes at the very edge of
t he woods. She was bent over |ooking at the ground, absolutely still. Then,

not | ooking up, she raised her hand like a schoolchild who'd di scovered the
correct answer.

"Let us go see," M. Cataliades suggested, and in his deliberate way he
strode across the driveway, then the grass, to a clunp of wax nyrtles at the
edge of the woods. Diantha didn't | ook up as we neared, but remai ned focused
on somet hing on the ground behind the bushes. Her face was streaked with
tears. | took a deep breath and | ooked down at what held her attention

This girl had been a little younger than D antha, but she too was thin and
slight. Her hair had been dyed bright gold, in sharp contrast with her nilk
chocol ate skin. Her |ips had drawn back in death, giving her a snarl that
reveal ed teeth as white and sharp as Diantha's. Oddly enough, she didn't seem
as worse for wear as | would have expected, given the fact that she m ght have
been out here for several days. There were only a few ants wal ki ng over her
not at all the usual insect activity...and she didn't |ook bad at all for a
person who'd been cut in two at the waist.

My head buzzed for a minute, and | was little scared | would go down on one
knee. 1'd seen sone bad stuff, including two nmassacres, but |1'd never seen
anyone divided like this girl had been. | could see her insides. They didn't
| ook i ke human insides. And it appeared the two hal ves had been separately
seared shut. There was very little | eakage.

"Cut with a steel sword,” M. Cataliades said. "A very good sword."

"What shall we do with her remains?" | asked. "I can get an old blanket." |
knew wi t hout even asking that we would not be calling the police.

"W have to burn her," M. Cataliades said. "Over there, on the gravel of
your parking area, Mss Stackhouse, would be safest. You' re not expecting any
conpany?"

"No," | said, shocked on many levels. "I'msorry, why nmust she be...burned?"
"No one will eat a denmon, or even a half denon |like dad or Diantha," he
said, as if explaining that the sun rises in the east. "Not even the bugs, as

you see. The ground will not digest her, as it does humans.”



"You don't want to take her home? To her peopl e?"

"Diantha and | are her people. It's not our customto take the dead back to
t he place where they were living."

"But what killed her?"

M. Cataliades raised an eyebrow

"No, of course she was killed by something cutting through her mddle, |I'm
seeing that! But what wi el ded the bl ade?"

"Di ant ha, what do you think?" M. Cataliades said, as if he were conducting
a cl ass.

"Somet hing real, real strong and sneaky," Diantha said. "It got close to
d adiola, and she weren't no fool. W're not easy to kill."

"I have seen no sign of the letter she was carrying, either." M.
Cat al i ades | eaned over and peered at the ground. Then he strai ghtened. "Have
you got firewood, M ss Stackhouse?"

"Yessir, there's a good bit of split oak in the back by the tool shed."
Jason had cut up sonme trees the last ice storm had downed

"Do you need to pack, my dear?"

"Yes," | said, alnost too overwhel med to answer. "Wat? What for?"

"The trip to New Orl eans. You can go now, can't you?"

“I...1 guess so. I'll have to ask my boss."

"Then Diantha and | will take care of this while you are getting perm ssion
and packing," M. Cataliades said, and | blinked.

"Al right," | said. | didn't seemto be able to think very clearly.

"Then we need to |l eave for New Ol eans,"” he said. "I'd thought I'd find you
ready. | thought that G ad had stayed to help you."

| wenched ny gaze fromthe body to stare up at the lawer. "I'mjust not
understanding this," | said. But | renenbered sonething. "My friend Bil
wanted to go to New Ol eans when | went to clean out Hadley's apartnent,"” |
said. "If he can, if he can arrange it, would that be all right with you?"

"You want Bill to go," he said, and there was a tinge of surprise in his
voice. "Bill is in favor with the queen, so | wouldn't mnd if he went."

"Ckay, I'lIl have to get in touch with himwhen it's full dark," | said. "I

hope he's in town."

I could have called Sam but | wanted to go sonewhere away fromthe strange
funeral on ny driveway. When | drove off, M. Cataliades was carrying the |inp
smal | body out of the woods. He had the bottom hal f.

A silent Diantha was filling a wheel barrow wi th wood.
Chapter 12

"Sam " | said, keeping ny voice low, "I need a few days off." Wen |'d
knocked on his trailer door, I'd been surprised to find he had guests, though

I'd seen the other vehicles parked by Sam s truck. JB du Rone and Andy
Bel | ef | eur were perched on Sam s couch, beer and potato chips set handily on
the coffee table. Sam was engaging in a nmale bonding ritual. "Wtching
sports?" | added, trying not to sound astonished. | waved over Sam s shoul der
to JB and Andy, and they waved back: JB enthusiastically, and Andy |ess
happily. If you can be said to wave anbivalently, that was what he did.

"Uh, yeah, basketball. LSU s playing...oh, well. You need the tine off right
now?"

"Yes," | said. "There's kind of an emergency."

"Can you tell me about it?"

"I have to go to New Oleans to clean out ny cousin Hadl ey's apartnent,"” |
sai d.

"And that has to be right now? You know Tanya is still new, and Charlsie
just quit, she says for good. Arlene's not as reliable as she used to be, and
Holly and Danielle are still pretty shaky since the school incident."

"I"'msorry," | said. "If you want to let me go and get soneone else, |l
understand." It broke my heart to say that, but in fairness to Sam | had to.

Sam shut the trailer door behind himand stepped out on the porch. He
| ooked hurt. "Sookie," he said, after a second, "you' ve been conpletely



reliable for at least five years. You' ve only asked for tine off maybe two or
three times total. I"'mnot going to fire you because you need a few days."

"Ch. Well, good." | could feel ny face redden. | wasn't used to praise.
"Liz's daughter mght be able to come help."

"I"ll call down the list," he said mldly. "How are you getting to New
Ol eans?"

"I have a ride."

"Who with?" he asked, his voice gentle. He didn't want ne to get mad at his
m ndi ng ny business. (I could tell that nuch.)

"The queen's lawyer,"” | said, in an even quieter voice. Though tol erant of
vanmpires in general, the citizens of Bon Tenps might get a little excitable if
they knew that their state had a vanpire queen, and that her secret government
affected themin many ways. On the other hand, given the disrepute of
Loui siana politics, they mght just think it was business as usual

"You're going to clean out Hadl ey's apartnment?"

I'd told Sam about ny cousin's second, and final, death.

"Yes. And | need to find out about whatever she left ne."

"This seens real sudden." Sam | ooked troubled. He ran a hand over his curly
red-gold hair until it stood out fromhis head in a wild halo. He needed a
hai rcut .

"Yes, to me, too. M. Cataliades tried to tell nme earlier, but the
nmessenger was killed."

| heard Andy yelling at the television as sone big play roused his
excitement. Strange, |1'd never thought of Andy as a sports guy, or JB either
for that matter. 1'd never added up all the tine I'd heard nmen thinking about
assists and three-pointers when the wonren with them were tal ki ng about the
need for new kitchen drapes or Rudy's bad grade in algebra. Wien | did add it
up, | wondered if the purpose of sports wasn't to give guys a safe alternative
to thornier issues.

"You shouldn't go," Samsaid instantly. "It sounds like it could be
dangerous. "
| shrugged. "I have to," | said. "Hadley left it to me; | have to do it." |

was far fromas calmas | was trying to look, but it didn't seemto nme like it
woul d do any good to kick and scream about it.

Sam began to speak, then reconsidered. Finally, he said, "Is this about
nmoney, Sook? Do you need the noney she left you?"

"Sam | don't know if Hadl ey had a penny to her nane. She was ny cousin,
and | have to do this for her. Besides.” | was on the verge of telling himthe

trip to New Oleans had to be inportant in some way, Since someone was trying
so hard to keep nme from going.

But Samtended to be a worrier, especially if I was involved, and | didn't
want to get himall worked up when nothing he could say woul d di ssuade ne from
going. | don't think of myself as a stubborn person, but | figured this was
the last service |I could performfor my cousin.

"What about taking Jason?" Sam suggested, taking nmy hand. "He was Hadl ey's
cousin, too."

"Evidently, he and Hadley were on the outs toward the end," | said. "That's
why she left her stuff to me. Besides, Jason's got a lot on his plate right
now. "

"What, sonething besides bossi ng Hoyt around and screw ng every wonan

who' Il stand still |ong enough?”

| stared at Sam 1'd known he was not a big fan of ny brother's, but I
hadn't known his dislike went this deep

"Yes, actually," | said, nmy voice as cold and frosty as a beer nug.

wasn't about to explain ny brother's girlfriend' s mscarriage while | was
standi ng on a doorstep, especially given Sanis antagoni sm

Sam | ooked away, shaking his head in disgust with hinself. "I'msorry,
Sookie, I'mreally sorry. | just think Jason should pay nore attention to the
only sister he's got. You're so loyal to him"

"Well, he wouldn't let anything happen to ne," | said, bew ldered. "Jason



woul d stand up for ne.

Bef ore Sam said, "OF course," | caught the flicker of doubt in his nind

"I have to go pack," | said. | hated to walk away. No matter his feelings
about Jason, Samwas inmportant to ne, and leaving himw th this unhappi ness
bet ween us shook nme a bit. But | could hear the nen roaring at some play
inside the trailer, and I knew | had to Il et himget back to his guests and his
Sunday afternoon pleasure. He gave nme a kiss on the cheek

"Call me if you need nme," he said, and he | ooked as if he wanted to say a

ot more. | nodded, turned away, and went down the steps to my car

"Bill, you said you wanted to go to New Oleans with me when | went to
close out Hadley's estate?" Finally it was full dark, and | was able to cal
Bill. Sel ah Punphrey had answered the phone and called Bill to talk to nme in a
very chilly voice

"Yes."

"M. Cataliades is here, and he wants to | eave real shortly."

"You could have told ne earlier, when you knew he was com ng." But Bil
didn't sound truly angry, or even surprised.

"He sent a nessenger, but she was killed in ny woods."

"You found the body?"

"No, a girl who cane with himdid. Her name's Diantha."

"Then it was d adiola who died."

"Yes," | said, surprised. "How did you know?"
Bill said, "Wen you come into a state, it's only polite to check in with
the queen or king if you're staying for any length of time. | sawthe girls

fromtime to time, since they function as the queen's nessengers.”

| looked at the tel ephone in nmy hands with as nuch thoughtful ness as if
it'd been Bill's face. | couldn't help but think all these thoughts in quick
succession. Bill wandered in my woods...d adi ol a had been killed in nmy woods.
She' d been killed w thout noise, efficiently and accurately, by soneone well
versed in the lore of the supernatural, someone who'd known to use a stee
sword, soneone who'd been strong enough to sweep a sword through d adiola's
entire body.

These were characteristics of a vampire —but any nunber of supernatura
creatures could do the sane.

To get close enough to wield the sword, the killer had been super quick or
qui te innocuous-1ooking. d adiola hadn't suspected she was going to be killed

Maybe she had known the murderer.

And the way G adiola's little body had been left, tossed in the bushes
carelessly...the killer hadn't cared if |I found her body or not, though of
course the demonic |lack of putrefaction had played a role there. Her silence
was all the killer had wanted. Wiy had she been killed? Her message, if | was
getting the whole story fromthe heavy | awer, had sinply been for me to
prepare for nmy trip to New Ol eans. | was goi ng, anyway, though she hadn't had
a chance to deliver it. So what had been gai ned by silencing her? Two or three
nore days of ignorance on ny part? It didn't seemto ne that was mnuch
notivati on

Bill was waiting for ne to end the I ong pause in our conversation, one of
the things I'd always |iked about him He didn't feel the need to fil
conversati onal pauses.

"They burned her in the driveway," | said.

"Of course. It's the only way to dispose of anything wth denon bl ood,"
Bill said, but absently, as if he'd been thinking deep thoughts about
somet hi ng el se.

" 'OfF course? How was | supposed to know that?"

"At | east you know now. Bugs won't bite them their bodies won't corrupt,
and sex with themis corrosive."

"Di ant ha seens so perky and obedient."

"Of course, when she's with her uncle.”

"M. Cataliades is her uncle," | said. "dad s uncle, too?"

"Ch, yes. Cataliades is nostly denon, but his half brother Nergal is a ful



denon. Nergal's had several half-human children. Al by different nothers,
obvi ously."

| wasn't sure why this was so obvious, and | wasn't about to ask him

"You're letting Selah listen to all this?"

"No, she's in the bathroom showering."

kay, still feeling jealous. And envious: Selah had the | uxury of
i gnorance, while | did not. What a nicer world it was when you didn't know
about the supernatural side of life.

Sure. Then you just had to worry about famne, war, serial killers, AIDS
tsunam s, old age, and the Ebol a virus.

"Can it, Sookie," | said to nyself, and Bill said, "Pardon ne?"

| shook nyself. "Listen, Bill, if you want to go to New Orleans with me and
the I awer, be over here in the next thirty mnutes. Oherwise, |I'll assune
you have other fish to fry." | hung up. | would have a whole drive to the Big
Easy to think about all this.

"He'll be here, or not, in the next thirty mnutes," | called out the front

door to the | awyer.

"Good to hear," M. Cataliades called back. He was standi ng by Di ant ha
whi | e she was hosing the black snudge off ny gravel

| trotted back to nmy room and packed ny toothbrush. | ran down ny nental
checklist. 1'd left a message on Jason's answering machine, |'d asked Tara if
she'd mnd running out to get ny nmail and mny papers every day, |'d watered ny
few housepl ants (ny grandnother believed that plants, |ike birds and dogs,
bel onged outside; ironically enough, I'd gotten some housepl ants when she
died, and | was trying hard to keep them alive).

Qui nn!

He wasn't with his cell phone, or wasn't answering it, at any rate. | left
a voice mail message. Only our second date, and | had to cancel it.

I found it hard to figure out exactly how much to tell him "I have to go
to New Orleans to clean out ny cousin's apartnment,” | said. "She lived in a
pl ace on Chloe Street, and | don't know if there's a phone or not. So | guess
["1l just call you when I get back? I'msorry our plans changed.” | hoped he
woul d at | east be able to tell | was genuinely regretful that | wouldn't be
able to eat dinner with him

Bill arrived just as | was carrying ny bag out to the car. He had a
backpack, which struck me as funny. | suppressed nmy smle when | saw his face.
Even for a vanpire, Bill |ooked pale and drawn. He ignored ne.

"Cataliades," he said, with a nod. "I'Il hitch a ride with you, if that
suits you. Sorry about your loss." He nodded to Diantha, who was alternating
| ong, furious nmonol ogues in a language | didn't understand with the sort of
frozen-faced stare | associated with deep shock

"My niece died an untinely death," Cataliades said, in his deliberate way.

"She will not go unavenged."

"Of course not," Bill said, in his cool voice. Wile D antha reached in to
pop the trunk, Bill nmoved to the back of the car to toss his backpack into its
depths. | locked ny front door behind me and hurried down the steps to put ny

bag in with his. | caught a glinpse of his face before he registered ny
approach, and that glinpse shook ne.
Bill |ooked desperate.

Chapter 13

There were nmonments on the drive south when | felt Iike sharing all ny
t houghts with ny conpanions. M. Cataliades drove for a couple of hours, and
then Di antha took the wheel. Bill and the | awer didn't have a lot of snall
talk, and I had too many things on ny mnd for social chitchat, so we were a
sil ent bunch.

I was as confortable as |I'd ever been in a vehicle. | had the rear-facing
seat all to nyself, while Bill and the | awyer sat opposite nme. The |lino was
the last word in autonotive luxury, at least in nmy eyes. Upholstered in
| eat her and padded to the nth degree, the |lino boasted lots of |eg room



bottl es of water and synthetic blood, and a little basket of snacks. M.
Cat al i ades was real fond of Cheetos.

| closed nmy eyes and thought for a while. Bill's brain, naturally, was a
null to me, and M. Cataliades's brain was very nearly so. Hs brain emtted a
| ow1 evel buzz that was al nost soothing, while the sane emanation, from
Diantha's brain, vibrated at a higher pitch. I'd been on the edge of a thought
when |'d been talking with Sam and | wanted to pursue it while | could stil
catch hold of its tail. Once 1'd worked it through, | decided to share it.

"M. Cataliades," | said, and the big man opened his eyes. Bill was already
| ooki ng at me. Sonething was going on in Bill's head, sonething weird. "You
know t hat Wednesday, the night your girl was supposed to appear on ny
doorstep, | heard something in the woods."

The | awyer nodded. Bill nodded.

"So we assume that was the night she was killed."

Again with the doubl e nods.

"But why? Whoever did it had to know that sooner or |ater you woul d contact
me, or come to see nme, to find out what had happened. Even if the killer
didn't know the message @ adi ola was bringing, they'd figure that she'd be
m ssed sooner rather than later."”

"That's reasonable,” M. Cataliades said.

"But on Friday night, | was attacked in a parking lot in Shreveport."

| got ny nmoney's worth out of that statenent, | can tell you. If |I'd hooked
both the men up to el ectroshock machi nes and given thema jolt, the reaction
couldn't have been nore dynanic

"Way didn't you tell me?" Bill demanded. His eyes were glowi ng with anger
and his fangs were out.

"Why should I? W don't date any nore. W don't see each other regularly.”

"So this is your punishnent for my dating soneone el se, keeping sonething
so serious from ne?"

Even in ny wldest fantasies (which had included such scenes as Bil
breaking up with Selah in Merlotte's, and his subsequent public confession to

me that Sel ah had never neasured up to ny charns), |'d never envisioned such a
reaction. Though it was very dark in the car's interior, | thought |I saw M.
Cataliades roll his eyes. Maybe he thought that was over the top, too.

"Bill, | never set out to punish you," |I said. At least | didn't think I
had. "We just don't share details of our lives any nore. Actually, | was out
on a date when the attack occurred. | believe |'mused to us not being part of

t he scenery."

"Who was your date?"

"Not that it's actually your business, but it is pertinent to the rest of
the story. I'"'mdating Quinn." W'd had one date and pl anned anot her. That
counted as "dating," right?

"Quinn the tiger," Bill said expressionlessly.

"Hats off to you, young |lady!"™ M. Cataliades said. "You are courageous and
di scerning."

"I"'mnot really asking for approval,” | said as neutrally as |I could
manage. "O disapproval, for that matter." | waved ny hand to show that topic
was of f the table. "Here's what | want you to know. The attackers were very
young Weres."

"Weres," M. Cataliades said. As we sped through the darkness, | couldn't
deci pher his expression or his voice. "Wat kind of Wres?"

Good question. The |lawyer was on the ball. "Bitten Weres," | said. "And |
beli eve they were on drugs, as well." That gave them pause.

"What happened during the attack and afterward?" Bill said, breaking a |ong
si | ence.

| described the attack and its aftermath.

"So Quinn took you to the Hair of the Dog," Bill said. "He thought that was
an appropriate response?”

| could tell Bill was furious, but as usual, | didn't know why.

"I't may have worked," Cataliades said. "Consider. Nothing el se has happened



to her, so apparently Quinn's threat took root."

| tried not to say "Huh?" but | guess Bill's vanpire eyes could see it on
ny face
"He challenged them" Bill said, sounding even colder than usual. "He told

them you were under his protection, and that they harmed you at their peril

He accused them of being behind the attack, but at the sane tine rem nded them
that even if they didn't know of it, they were responsible for bringing the
one who planned it to justice."

"I got all that on the spot,” | said patiently. "And | think Quinn was
warni ng them not challenging them Big difference. Wiat | didn't get was...
not hi ng shoul d happen in the pack wi thout Patrick Furnan's know edge, right?
Since he's the grand hi gh poobah now. So why not go straight to Patrick? Wy
go to the local watering hol e?"

"What a very interesting question," Cataliades said. "Wat would your
answer be, Conpton?"

"The one that springs to mnd...Quinn night know there's a rebellion
fomenting agai nst Furnan already. He's added fuel to it by letting the rebels
know that Furnan is trying to kill a friend of the pack."

We're not talking armes here. There might be thirty-five menbers of the
pack, maybe a little nore with servicemen from Barksdal e Air Force Base added
in. It would take only five people to make a rebellion

"Why don't they just take himout?" | asked. I'mnot politically mnded, as
| guess you can tell.

M. Cataliades was smiling at me. It was dark in the car, but | just knew

it. "So direct, so classic," he said. "So American. Well, Mss Stackhouse,
it's like this. The Wres can be savage, oh yes! But they do have rules. The
penalty for killing the packl eader, except by open challenge, is death."

"But who woul d, ah, enact that penalty, if the pack kept the killing
secret ?"

"Unl ess the pack is willing to kill the whole Furnan famly, | think the
Furnan fam |y would be delighted to informthe Wre hierarchy of Patrick's
nmur der. Now maybe you know t he Shreveport Weres better than nost. Are there
ruthless killers anong them who woul dn't mind slaughtering Furnan's wife and
chi | dren?"

| thought about Amanda, Al cide, and Maria-Star. "That's a whole different
kettle of fish. |I see that."

"Now vanpires, you'd find many nore who were up for that kind of
treachery,"” the lawer said. "Don't you think so, M. Conpton?"

There was a curious silence. "Vanpires have to pay a price if they kil
another vanpire," Bill said stiffly.

"If they're affiliated with a clan,” M. Cataliades said mldly.

"I didn't know vanpires had clans," | said. Learning sonething new all the
tine, that was ne.

"It's a fairly new concept. It's an attenpt to regul arize the vanpire world
so it | ooks nore palatable to humans. If the Anerican nodel catches on, the
vanmpire world will resenble a huge nultinational corporation nore than a
| oosely ruled collection of vicious bl oodsuckers. ™"

"Lose some of the color and tradition, gain some of the profits,"
mur mur ed. "Li ke Wal -Mart versus Dad's Downt own Hardware."

M. Cataliades |aughed. "You're right, Mss Stackhouse. Exactly. There are
those in both canps, and the summit we'll attend in a few weeks will have this
item hi gh on the agenda."

"To get fromwhat's going to take place weeks from now and get back to
something a little nmore on topic, why would Patrick Furnan try to kill ne? He
doesn't like nme, and he knows |I'd stand with Alcide if | had to make a choice
between 'em but so what? I'mnot inportant. Wiy would he plan all this —find
the two boys who would do it, bite them send themout to get me and Quinn —
if there wasn't sone big payoff?"

"You have a knack for asking good questions, Mss Stackhouse. | w sh ny
answers were as good."



Vll, | mght as well keep ny thoughts to nyself if | wasn't going to get
any information out of ny comnpanions.

The only reason to kill dadiola, at least the only reason that this direct
human coul d see, was to delay my getting the nessage that | needed to be ready
to |l eave for New Ol eans. Al so, d adiola would have provided sonme buffer
bet ween ne and anything that came after ne, or at the | east she would have
been nore alert to the attack

As it was, she'd been Iying dead in the woods when |I'd gone on ny date with
Qui nn. Whoa. How had the young wol ves known where to find ne? Shreveport isn't
that big, but you couldn't guard every road into town on the off chance I'd
show up. On the other hand, if a Were had spotted Quinn and ne going into the
theater, they'd have known I'd be there for a couple of hours, and that was
ti me enough to arrange somet hing.

If this masternmi nd had known even earlier, it would have been even easier...
i f soneone, say, had known beforehand that Quinn had asked ne to go the
theater. Wio'd known | had a date with Quinn? Well, Tara: 1'd told her when |
bought ny outfit. And 1'd nentioned it to Jason, | thought, when |I'd called
himto inquire after Crystal. 1'd told Pam | had a date, but |I didn't renenber
telling her where | was going.

And then there was Qui nn hinsel f.

| was so grieved by this idea that | had to suppress tears. It was not |ike
| knew Quinn that well or could judge his character based on the tine 1'd
spent with him..1'd | earned over the past few nonths that you couldn't really
know soneone that quickly, that learning a person's true character night take
years. It had shaken ne profoundly, since |I'mused to knowi ng people very
wel I, very quickly. | know them better than they ever suspect. But naking
m st akes about the character of a few supernaturals had caught me fl atf oot ed,
enotionally. Used to the quick assessnment ny tel epathy nade possible, |I'd been
nai ve and car el ess.

Now | was surrounded by such creatures.

I snuggled into a corner of the broad seat and shut my eyes. | had to be in
my own world for a while, with no one else allowed inside. | fell asleep in
the dark car, with a sem denon and a vanpire sitting across fromne and a half
denon in the driver's seat.

VWen | woke up, | had ny head in Bill's lap. H s hand was gently stroking
nmy hair, and the famliar touch of his fingers brought me peace and a stirring

of that sensual feeling that Bill had al ways been able to rouse in ne.
It took a second for nme to renmenber where we were and what we were doing,
and then | sat up, blinking and tousled. M. Cataliades was quite still on the

opposite seat, and | thought he was asleep, but it was inmpossible to be sure.
If he'd been human, | woul d've known.

"Where are we?" | asked

"Alnost there," Bill said. "Sookie..

"Hm®?" | stretched and yawned and | onged for a toothbrush.

“I'"1l help you go through Hadley's apartnment if you want me to."

| had a feeling he'd changed his m nd about what he was going to say, at
the last mnute.

"I'f I need help, | know where to go," | answered. That should be anbi guous
enough. | was beginning to get a mghty bad feeling about Hadl ey's apartnent.
Maybe Hadl ey's legacy to nme was nore in the nature of a curse than a bl essing.
And yet she'd pointedly excluded Jason, because he had failed her when she'd
needed hel p, so Hadl ey presumably had meant her bequest to be a boon. On the
ot her hand, Hadl ey had been a vampire, no |onger human, and that woul d have
changed her. GCh, yeah.

Looki ng out the wi ndow, | could see streetlights and a few other cars
nmovi ng through the gloom It was raining, and it was four in the norning.
wondered if there was an | HOP anywhere nearby. |1'd been to one, once. It had

been wonderful. That had been on ny only previous trip to New Ol eans, when
I'd been in high school. We'd been to the aquarium and the sl ave nuseum and
the church on Jackson Square, the St. Louis Cathedral. It had been wonderf ul



to see sonething new, to think about all the people who had passed through the
same area, what they nust have | ooked like in the clothes of their time. On
the other hand, a telepath with poor shielding is not going to have a great
time with a bunch of teenagers.

Now ny conpani ons were much | ess easy to read, and quite a bit nore
danger ous.

W were on a quiet residential street when the linmpusine pulled to a curb
and st opped.

"Your cousin's apartnent," M. Cataliades said as D antha opened the door
| was out and on the sidewal k while M. Cataliades nmaneuvered hinself into the

right position to exit, and Bill was stuck behind him
| was facing a six-foot wall with an opening for the driveway. It was hard
to tell, in the uncertain glow of a streetlight, what lay within, but it

seened to be a small courtyard with a very tight circular drive. In the mddle
of the drive was an explosion of greenery, though | couldn't discern the

i ndi vidual plants. In the right front corner was a tool shed. There was a
two-story building formng an L. To take advantage of the depth of the Ilot,
the building was oriented with the L inverted. Right next door was a sinilar

building, at least as far as | could tell. Hadley's was painted white, with
dark green shutters.
"How many apartnents are here, and which one is Hadley' s?" | asked M.

Cat al i ades, who was steani ng al ong behi nd ne.

"There's the bottom floor, where the owner lives, and the top floor, which
is yours now for as long as you want it. The queen has been paying the rent
until the estate was probated. She didn't think it fair that Hadley's estate
shoul d do so." Even for M. Cataliades, this was a formal speech

My reaction was nuted by my exhaustion, and | could only say, "I can't
t hi nk why she didn't just put Hadley's stuff into storage. | could have gone
through it all at one of the rental places."

"You'll get used to way the queen does things," he said.

Not if | had anything to say about it. "For right now, can you just show ne
how to get into Hadley's apartment, so | can unpack and get sone sl eep?"

"OfF course, of course. And dawn is conming, so M. Conpton needs to go to
t he queen's headquarters to gain shelter for the day." D antha had al ready
started up the stairs, which | could just make out. They curved up the short
part of the L, which lay to the back of the lot. "Here is your key, M ss

St ackhouse. As soon as Diantha comes down, we'll leave you to it. You can neet
t he owner tonorrow. '

"Sure," | said, and trudged up the stairs, holding to the wought-iron
handrail. This wasn't what | had envisioned at all. | thought Hadl ey woul d

have a place |like one of the apartnents at the Kingfisher Arnms, the only
apartment building in Bon Tenps. This was like a little bitty mansion

Di ant ha had put ny sports bag and ny big carryall by one of two doors on
the second floor. There was a broad roofed gallery running bel ow the w ndows
and doors of the second floor, which would provide shade for people sitting
i nside on the ground floor. Magic trenbled around all those French w ndows and
the doors. | recognized the snmell and feel of it, now The apartment had been
sealed with nore than | ocks.

| hesitated, the key in ny hand.

"I't will recognize you," called the lawer fromthe courtyard. So |
unl ocked the door with clunsy hands, and pushed the door open. Warm air rushed
out to neet ne. This apartnent had been closed for weeks. | wondered if anyone
had come in to air it out. It didn't smell actively bad, just stale, so | knew
the climate control system had been left on. | funbled around for the switch
of the nearest light, a lanp on a marbl e-topped pedestal to the right of the
door. It cast a pool of golden light on the gl eam ng hardwood fl oors and sone
faux antique furniture (at least | was assuming it was faux). | took another
step inside the apartnent, trying to i magi ne Hadl ey here, Hadl ey who'd worn
bl ack lipstick to have her senior picture made and bought her shoes at
Payl ess.



"Sookie," Bill said behind me, by way of letting me know that he was
standing right outside the doorway. | didn't tell himhe could cone in.

"I have to get to bed now, Bill. I'lIl see you tomorrow. Do | have the
gueen's phone nunber?"

"Cataliades stuck a card in your purse while you were sl eeping.”

"Ch, good. Well, night."

And | shut the door in his face. | was rude, but he was hovering, and
just wasn't up for talking to him It had shaken nme, finding ny head in his
lap when | woke; it was |like we were still a couple.

After a mnute | heard his footsteps going back down the stairs. | was
never nmore relieved to be alone in nmy life. Thanks to the night spent in a car
and the brief sleep I'd had, | felt disoriented, runpled, and desperately in
need of a toothbrush. Tine to scope out the place, with enphasis on bat hroom
di scovery.

| 1 ooked around carefully. The shorter segnment of the upside-down L was the
living room where | now stood. Its open plan included a kitchen against the
far right wall. On ny left, formng the long side of the L, was a hall I|ined
wi th French wi ndows that opened directly onto the gallery. The wall that
formed the other side of the hall was punctuated with doors.

Bags in hand, | started down the hall, peering into each open door.
didn't find the light switch that would illum ne the hall, though there mnust
be one, since there were fixtures at regular intervals on the ceiling.

But enough moonlight streaned through the wi ndows of the roonms to enable ne
to see as much as | needed. The first roomwas a bathroom thank God, though
after a second | realized it wasn't Hadley's. It was very small and very
clean, with a narrow shower stall, a toilet and sink; no toiletries, no
personal clutter. | passed it by and glanced in the next doorway, discovering
that it opened into a small roomthat had probably been intended as the guest
bedroom Hadl ey had set up a conputer desk | oaded with conmputer gear, not
items of great interest to ne.

In addition to a narrow daybed, there was a bookshel f cranmed full with
boxes and books, and |I prom sed nyself |I'd go through that tonorrow The next
door was shut, but | cracked it open to peer inside for a second. It was the
door to a narrow, deep, walk-in closet lined with shelves full of itenms that I
didn't take the tine to identify.

To ny relief, the next door was that of the nmain bathroom the one with the
shower and the tub and a large sink with a dressing table built in. The
surface of the surround was littered with cosnetics and an electric curler
still plugged in. Five or six bottles of perfune were lined up on a shelf, and
there were crunpled towels in the hanper, spotted with dark blotches. | put ny
face right dowmn to them at that range, they emitted an al arm ng reek.
couldn't understand why the snell hadn't pervaded the entire apartnent. |
pi cked up the whol e hanper, unl ocked the French wi ndow on the other side of
the hall, and set it outside. |I left the light on in the bathroom because
intended to revisit it shortly.

The last door, set at right angles to all the others and form ng the end of
the hall, led into Hadl ey's bedroom It was big enough, though not as big as
nmy bedroom at honme. It held another |arge closet, cranmed full with clothes.
The bed was made, not a Hadl ey trademark, and | wondered who'd been in the
apartment since Hadl ey had been killed. Soneone had entered before the place
had been seal ed by magi c. The bedroom of course, was conpl etely darkened. The
wi ndows had been covered by beautifully painted wood panels, and there were
two doors to the room There was just enough space between themfor a person
to stand.

| set ny bags on the floor by Hadley's chest of drawers, and | rooted
around until | found my cosnetics bag and ny tanpons. Trudgi ng back into the
bat hroom | extricated ny toothbrush and toothpaste fromthe small bag and had
t he delight of brushing nmy teeth and washing ny face. |I felt alittle nore
human after that, but not nuch. | sw tched out the bathroomlight and pulled
back the covers on the bed, which was | ow and broad. The sheets startled nme so



much that | stood there with ny lips curled. They were disgusting: black
satin, for God's sake! And not even real satin, but some synthetic. Gve ne
percal e or 100% cotton, any day. However, | wasn't going to hunt down another
set of sheets at this hour of the morning. Besides, what if this was all she
had?

| clinbed into the king-size bed —well, | slithered into the king-size bed
—and after an uneasy wiggle or two to get used to the feel of them | managed
to fall asleep between those sheets just fine.

Chapter 14

Soneone was pinching ny toe and sayi ng "Wake up! Wake up!" | roared back to
consciousness in a terrified rush, my eyes opening on the unfamliar room
streaming with sunshine. A woman | didn't know was standing at the foot of the
bed.

"Who the hell are you?" | was irritated, but not scared. She didn't | ook
dangerous. She was about ny age, and she was very tan. Her chestnut hair was
short, her eyes a bright blue, and she was wearing khaki shorts and a white
shirt that hung open over a coral tank top. She was rushing the season a
little.

“I'"'m Amelia Broadway. | own the building."

"Why are you in here waking me up?"

"I heard Cataliades in the courtyard last night, and | figured he'd brought
you back to clean out Hadley's apartnment. | wanted to talk to you."

"And you couldn't wait until | woke up? And you used a key to get in,

i nstead of ringing the doorbell? Wiat's wong with you?"
She was definitely startled. For the first time, Anelia Broadway | ooked as

if she realized she could have handl ed the situation better. "Wll, see, |'ve
been worried," she said in a subdued way.

"Yeah? Me, too," | said. "Join the club. I"'mplenty worried right now Now
get out of here and wait for me in the living room okay?"

"Sure," she said. "I can do that."

| let ny heart rate get back to nornmal before | slid out of bed. Then
made t he bed quickly and pulled sone clothes out of nmy bag. | shuffled into

t he bathroom catching a quick glinpse of my uninvited guest as | went from
bedroomto bath. She was dusting the living roomwith a cloth that |ooked
suspiciously like a man's flannel shirt. O kay.

| showered as quickly as | could, slapped on a little nakeup, and canme out
barefoot but clad in jeans and a blue T-shirt.

Amel i a Broadway stopped her housecl eaning and stared at ne. "You don't | ook
a thing like Hadley," she said, and | couldn't decide by her tone if she
t hought that was a good thing or a bad thing.

"I"'mnot at all like Hadley, all the way through,"” | said flatly.

"Well, that's good. Hadley was pretty awful,"” Anelia said unexpectedly.
"\Whoops. Sorry, |I'mnot tactful.”

"Real ly?" | tried to keep ny voice level, but a trace of sarcasm nmay have
| eaked through. "So if you know where the coffee is, can you point ne in that
direction?" | was looking at the kitchen area for the first time in the

daylight. It had exposed brick and copper, a stainless steel food preparation
area and a matching refrigerator, and a sink with a faucet that cost nore than

nmy clothes. Small, but fancy, like the rest of the place.
Al this, for a vanpire who didn't really need a kitchen in the first
pl ace.

"Hadl ey's coffeepot is right there," Arelia said, and | spotted it. It was
black and it kind of blended in. Hadl ey had al ways been a coffee freak, so I'd
figured that even as a vanpire she'd kept a supply of her favorite beverage. |
opened t he cabi net above the pot, and behold —two cans of Conmunity Coffee
and some filters. The silvery seal was intact on the first one | opened, but
t he second can was open and half full. | inhaled the wonderful coffee snel
with quiet pleasure. It seened amazingly fresh.

After | fixed the pot and punched a button to set it perking, | found two



mugs and set them beside it. The sugar bow was right by the pot, but when I
opened it, | found only a hardened residue. | pitched the contents into the
trash can, which was lined but enpty. It had been cl eaned out after Hadley's
deat h. Maybe Hadl ey had had some powdered creamer in the refrigerator? In the
Sout h, people who don't use it constantly often keep it there.

But when | opened the gl eam ng stainless steel refrigerator, | found
not hi ng but five bottles of TrueBl ood.

Not hi ng had brought home to me so strongly the fact that my cousin Hadl ey
had died a vanp. |I'd never known anyone before and after. It was a shock. |
had so many nmenories of Hadl ey, sone of them happy and some of them unpl easant
—but in all of those nenories, ny cousin was breathing and her heart was

beating. | stood with my lips conpressed, staring at the red bottles, unti
I'd recovered enough to shut the door very gently.
After a vain search in the cabinets for Crenora, | told Arelia | hoped she

took her coffee bl ack.
"Yes, that'll be fine," Arelia said primy. She was obviously trying to be
on her better behavior, and | could only be grateful for that. Hadley's
| andl ady was perched on one of Hadl ey's spindle-legged arnchairs. The
uphol stery was really pretty, a yellow silky material printed with dark red

and blue flowers, but | disliked the fragile style of the furniture. | like
chairs that | ook as though they could hold big people, heavy people, wthout a
creak or a groan. | like furniture that |ooks as though it won't be ruined if
you spill a Coke on it, or if your dog hops up on it to take a nap. | tried to

settle myself on the | oveseat opposite the landlady's. Pretty, yes.
Confortabl e, no. Suspicion confirnmed.

"So what are you, Anelia?"

"Beg pardon?"

"What are you?"

"Ch, a witch."”

"Figured." | hadn't caught the sense of the supernatural that | get from
creatures whose very cells have been changed by the nature of their being.
Amelia had acquired her "otherness.” "Did you do the spells to seal off the
apart nment ?"

"Yes," she said rather proudly. She gave me a | ook of sheer evaluation. |
had known the apartment was warded with spells; | had known she was a menber
of the other world, the hidden world. | might be a regular human, but | was in
the know. | read all these thoughts as easily as if Amelia had spoken themto
me. She was an exceptional broadcaster, as clear and cl ean as her conpl exion
"The night Hadl ey died, the queen's | awer phoned ne. O course, | was asleep

He told ne to shut this sucker up, that Hadl ey woul dn't be comi ng back, but
t he queen wanted her place kept intact for her heir.

"I came up and began cl eaning early the next norning." She'd worn rubber
gl oves, too; | could see that in her nmental picture of herself the norning
after Hadl ey had died.

"You enptied the trash and nade the bed?"

She | ooked enbarrassed. "Yes, | did. | didn't realize '"intact' meant
"untouched.' Cataliades got here and let me have it. But I'mglad | got the
trash out of here, anyway. It's strange, because someone went through the
gar bage bin that night, before I could put it out for pickup.”

"I don't guess you know if they took anything?"

She cast me an incredul ous |look. "It's not like | inventory the trash," she
sai d. She added, reluctantly, "It had been treated with a spell, but | don't
know what the spell was for."

kay, that wasn't good news. Anmelia wasn't even adnmitting it to herself;
she didn't want to think about the house being the target for supernatura
assault. Amelia was proud because her wards had held, but she hadn't thought
to ward the garbage bin.

"Ch, | got all her potted plants out and noved them down to ny place for
easier care, too. So if you want to take 'em back to Hol e-in-the-Road with
you, you're wel cone."



"Bon Tenps," | corrected. Anelia snorted. She had the born city dweller's
contempt for small towns. "So you own this building, and you rented the
upstairs to Hadl ey when?"

"About a year ago. She was a vanp already," Anelia said. "And she was the
queen's girlfriend, had been for quite a while. So | figured it was good
i nsurance, you know? No one's going to attack the queen's honeybun, right? And
no one's going to break into her place, either."

| wanted to ask how cone Anelia could afford such a nice place herself, but
that was just too rude to get past ny lips. "So the wtch business supports

you?" | asked instead, trying to sound only mldly interested.

She shrugged, but |ooked pleased |I'd asked. Though her nother had |eft her
a lot of noney, Anelia was delighted to be self-supporting. | heard it as
clearly as if she'd spoken it out loud. "Yeah, | make a living," she said,

aimng for a nodest tone and just mssing. She'd worked hard to becone a
wi tch. She was proud of her power.

This was just like reading a book

"I'f things get slow, | help out a friend who has a magi c shop right off

Jackson Square. | read fortunes there," she admtted. "And sonetines | do a
magi ¢ tour of New Orleans for the tourists. That can be fun, and if | scare
"em enough, | get big tips. So between one thing and another, | do okay."

"You perform serious magic," | said, and she nodded happily. "For who?"
asked. "Since the regular world doesn't admt it's possible."

"The supes pay real well," she said, surprised | had to ask. | didn't
really need to, but it was easier to direct her thoughts to the right
information if | asked her out |oud. "Vanps and Weres, especially. | nean,

they don't like witches, but vamps especially want every little advantage they
can gain. The rest aren't as organized." Wth a wave of her hand she di sni ssed
t he weaker ones of the supernatural world, the werebats and the shape-shifters
and so on. She discounted the power of the other supes, which was a m st ake.

"What about fairies?" | asked curiously.
"They have enough of their own nagic," she said, shrugging. "They don't
need ne. | know soneone |ike you mght have a hard tine accepting that there's

a talent that's invisible and natural, one that chall enges everything you were
taught by your famly."

| stifled a snort of disbelief. She sure didn't know anythi ng about mne. |
didn't know what she and Hadl ey had tal ked about, but it hadn't been Hadl ey's
famly, for sure. Wen that idea crossed ny nind, a bell rang in the back of
nmy head, one that said that avenue of thought should be explored. But | put it
aside to think of later. Right now, | needed to deal with Amelia Broadway.

"So you woul d say you have a strong supernatural ability?" | said.
| could feel her stifle the rush of pride. "I have some ability," she said
nodestly. "For exanple, | laid a stasis spell on this apartnment when

couldn't finish cleaning it. And though it's been shut up for nmonths, you
don't snell anything, do you?"

That expl ai ned the |ack of odor wafting fromthe stained towels. "And you
do witchcraft for supernaturals, you read fortunes of f Jackson Square, and you

| ead tour groups sonetimes. Not exactly regular office jobs," | said.
"Right." She nodded, happy and proud.
"So you make up your own schedule,” | said. | could hear the relief

bouncing through Anelia's mnd, relief that she didn't have to go into an
of fice any nore, though she'd done a stint at the post office for three years
until she'd becone a full-fledged wtch

"Yes."

"So will you help nme clean out Hadley's apartnment? |1'Il be glad to pay
you. "

"Well, sure I'lIl help. The sooner all her stuff is out, the sooner | can
rent the place. As for your paying nme, why don't we wait to see how rmuch tine
| can give it? Sometimes | get, like, emergency calls.” Arelia smled at ne, a

smle suitable for a toothpaste ad.
"Hasn't the queen been paying the rent since Hadl ey passed?"



"Yeah, she has. But it's given ne the creeps, thinking of Hadley's stuff up
here. And there've been a couple of break-in attenpts. The | ast one was only a
coupl e of days ago." | gave up any pretense of smling.

"I thought at first," Anelia burbled on, "that it m ght be Iike when
someone dies and their death notice is in the paper, you get break-ins during
the funeral. Course, they don't print obituaries for vampires, | guess because
they're already dead or because the other vanpires just don't send one to the
paper...that would be interesting, to see how they handled it. Wy don't you
try sending in a few lines about Hadl ey? But you know how vanps gossip, SO
guess a few people heard she was definitely dead, dead for the second tine.
Especially after Wal do vani shed fromthe court. Everyone knows he didn't care
for Hadley. And then, too, vanps don't have funerals. So | guess the break-in
wasn't related. New Ol eans does have a pretty high crime rate.”

"Ch, you knew WAl do," | said, to interrupt the flow Wl do, once the
gqueen's favorite —not in bed, but as a l|lackey, | thought —had resented being
suppl anted by ny cousin Hadl ey. When Hadl ey remained in favor with the queen
for an unprecedented length of tine, Waldo lured her to St. Louis Cenetery
Nurmber One with the ruse of pretending they were going to raise the spirit of
Mari e Laveau, the notorious voodoo queen of New Orleans. Instead, he'd killed
Hadl ey and blaned it on the Fell owship of the Sun. M. Cataliades had nudged

me in the right direction until 1'd figured out Waldo's guilt, and the queen
had given ne the opportunity to execute Wal do nmysel f —that was the queen's
idea of a big favor. 1'd taken a pass on that. But he was finally, definitely
dead, now, just like Hadley. | shuddered.

"Well, | know himbetter than | want to," she said, with the frankness that
seened to be Anelia Broadway's defining characteristic. "I hear you using the
past tense, though. Dare | hope that Wal do has gone to his final destination?"

"You can," | said. "Dare, that is."

"Qo-wee," she said happily. "My, nmy, ny."

At least 1'd brightened someone's day. | could see in Amelia's thoughts how

much she'd disliked the older vanpire, and | didn't blame her. He'd been

| oat hsone. Anelia was a single-mnded kind of wonman, which nust nake her a
form dable witch. But right now she shoul d have been thinking about other
possibilities involving ne, and she wasn't. There's a downside to being
focused on a goal

"So you want to clear out Hadley's apartnment because you think your
buil ding won't be targeted any nore? By these thieves who' ve | earned that
Hadl ey' s dead?"

"Right," she said, taking a final gulp of her coffee. "I kind of like
knowi ng soneone else is here, too. Having the apartnment enpty just gives ne
the creeps. At least vanpires can't |eave ghosts behind."

"I didn't know that,” | said. And |I'd never thought about it, either

"No vanmp ghosts,"” Anelia said blithely. "Nary a one. Got to be human to
| eave a ghost behind. Hey, you want me to do a reading on you? | know, | know,
it's kind of scary, but | promse, I'mgood at it!" She was thinking that it
woul d be fun to give me a touristy-type thrill, since | wouldn't be in New
Ol eans long; she also believed that the nicer she was to ne, the quicker 1'd
cl ean out Hadley's place so she could have the use of it back

"Sure," | said slowy. "You can do a reading, right now, if you want." This
m ght be a good neasure of how gifted a witch Anelia really was. She sure
didn't bear any resenblance to the witch stereotype. Anelia | ooked scrubbed
and gl owi ng and heal thy, |ike a happy suburban housewife with a Ford Expl orer
and an Irish setter. But quick as a wink, Anelia extricated a Tarot pack from
a pocket of her cargo shorts and | eaned over the coffee table to deal them
out. She did this in a quick and professional way that didn't make a bit of
sense to ne.

After poring over the pictures for a mnute, her gaze stopped roam ng over
the cards and fixed on the table. Her face reddened, and she cl osed her eyes
as if she were feeling nortified. OF course, she was.

"Ckay," she said at |last, her voice calmand flat. "What are you?"



"Tel epath. "

"“I'"'m al ways nmaki ng assunptions! Wiy don't | learn!"

"No one thinks of nme as scary," | said, trying to sound gentle, and she
wi nced.

"Well, | won't nake that m stake again," she said. "You did seem nore

know edgeabl e about supes than the ordinary person.”

"And | earning nore every day." Even to nyself, ny voice sounded grim

"Now I'Il have to tell ny advisor that |I blewit," my |landlady said. She
| ooked as gloonmy as it was possible for her to | ook. Not very.

"You have a...nentor?"

"Yeah, an older witch who kind of nonitors our progress the first three
years of being a professional."

"How do you know when you're a professional ?"

"Ch, you have to pass the exam" Anelia explained, getting to her feet and
going over to the sink. In a New York mnute, she had washed the coffeepot and
the filter apparatus, put themneatly in the drainer, and w ped out the sink

"So we'll start packing up stuff tomorrow?" | said.
"What's wrong with right now?"
"I"'d like to go through Hadley's things by nyself, first," | said, trying

not to sound irritated.

"Ch. Well, sure you would." She tried to look as if she'd thought of that
already. "And | guess you have to go over to the queen's tonight, huh?"

"I don't know. "

"Ch, I'll bet they're expecting you. Was there a tall, dark, and handsone
vanmp out there with you |last night? He sure | ooked famliar."

"Bill Compton," | said. "Yes, he's lived in Louisiana for years and he's
done sone work for the queen.”

She | ooked at ne, her clear blue eyes surprised. "Ch, | thought he knew
your cousin."

"No," | said. "Thanks for getting nme up so | could start work, and thanks
for being willing to help ne."

She was pl eased that she was | eaving, because | hadn't been what she'd
expected, and she wanted to think about me some and nake some phone calls to
sisters in the craft in the Bon Tenps area. "Holly Ceary,"” | said. "She's the
one | know best."

Amel i a gasped and said a shaky good-bye. She |eft as unexpectedly as she'd
arrived.

| felt old all of a sudden. 1'd just been showing off, and I'd reduced a
confident, happy young witch to an anxi ous woman in the space of an hour

But as | got out a pad and pencil —right where they should be, in the
drawer closest to the tel ephone —to figure out my plan of action, | consol ed
nmyself with the thought that Amelia had needed the nental slap in the face
pretty badly. If it hadn't cone fromne, it mght have come from soneone who
actual ly meant her harm

Chapter 15

| needed boxes, that was for sure. So |I'd al so need strapping tape, |ots of
it, and a Magic Marker, and probably scissors. And finally, 1'd need a truck
to take whatever | sal vaged back to Bon Tenps. | could ask Jason to drive
down, or | could rent a truck, or | could ask M. Cataliades if he knew of a
truck I could borrow. If there was a lot of stuff, maybe | would rent a car
and a trailer. I'd never done such a thing, but how hard could it be? Since
didn't have a ride right now, there was no way to obtain the supplies. But I
m ght as well start sorting, since the sooner | finished, the sooner |I could

get back to work and away fromthe New Ol eans vanpires. | was glad, in a
corner of nmy mind, that Bill had come, too. As angry as | sonetimes felt with
him he was famliar. After all, he'd been the first vanpire I'd ever net, and
it still seemed al nost mraculous to nme how it had happened.

He'd conme into the bar, and |I'd been fascinated with the discovery that I
couldn't hear his thoughts. Then later the same evening, |'d rescued himfrom



drainers. | sighed, thinking how good it had been until he'd been recalled by
hi s maker, Lorena, now al so definitely dead.

| shook nyself. This wasn't the time for a trip down nmenmory | ane. This was
the tine for action and decision. | decided to start with the clothes.

After fifteen mnutes, | realized that the clothes were going to be easy. |
was going to give nost of themaway. Not only was ny taste radically different
frommy cousin's, but her hips and breasts had been smaller and her col oring
had been different fromnine. Hadl ey had |iked dark, dramatic clothes, and
was al together a | ower-key person. | did sort of wonder about one or two of
the bl ack wi spy blouses and skirts, but when | tried themon, | |ooked just
i ke one of the fangbangers who hung around Eric's bar. Not the image | was
going for. | put only a handful of tank tops and a couple of pairs of shorts
and sl eep pants in the "keep" pile.

I found a | arge box of garbage bags and used those to pack the cl ot hes
away. As | finished with each bag, | set it out on the gallery to keep the
apartment clear of clutter.

It was about noon when | started to work, and the hours passed quickly
after | found out how to operate Hadley's CD player. A lot of the nusic she
had was by artists who'd never been high on ny list, no big surprise there —
but it was interesting listening. She had a horde of CDs: No Doubt, N ne Inch
Nai | s, Emi nem Usher.

I'd started on the drawers in the bedroomwhen it just began turning dark
| paused for a nonment to stand on the gallery in the mld evening, and watch
the city wake up for the dark hours ahead. New Ol eans was a city of the night
now. It had al ways been a place with a brawling and brazen nightlife, but now
it was such a center for the undead that its entire character had changed. A
ot of the jazz on Bourbon Street was played these days by hands that had | ast
seen sunlight decades before. | could catch a faint spatter of notes on the
air, the nusic of faraway revels. | sat on a chair on the gallery and listened
for a while, and | hoped 1'd get to see sone of the city while I was here. New
Oleans is like no other place in America, both before the vampire influx and

after it. | sighed and realized | was hungry. O course, Hadley didn't have
any food in the apartnment, and | wasn't about to start drinking blood. |I hated
to ask Amelia for anything el se. Tonight, whoever cane to pick ne up to go to
the queen's nmight be willing to take me to the grocery store. Maybe | shoul d
shower and change?

As | turned to go back into the apartment, | spotted the nil dewed towels

I'd set out the night before. They smelled nuch stronger, which surprised ne.
| woul d have thought the snmell would have di m ni shed by now. |nstead, ny
breath caught in the back of ny throat in disgust as | picked up the basket to
bring it inside. | intended to wash them In a corner of the kitchen was one
of those washer/dryer sets with the dryer on top. Like a tower of cleanliness.
| tried to shake out the towels, but they'd dried in a stiff crunpled nass.
Exasperated, | jerked at the protruding edge of one towel, and with a little
resi stance, the clots of stuff binding the folds together gave, and the nedi um
blue terrycloth spread out before ny eyes.

"Ch, shit" | said out loud in the silent apartment. "Ch, no."

The fluid that had dried and cl unped on the towel s was bl ood.

"Ch, Hadley," | said. "What did you do?"

The snell was as awful as the shock. | sat down at the small dining table
in the kitchen area. Flakes of dried blood had showered onto the floor and
clung to ny arms. | couldn't read the thoughts of a towel, for God's sake. My
condition was of no help to ne whatsoever. | needed...a witch. Like the one |I'd

chastened and sent away. Yep, just |ike that one.

But first | needed to check the whole apartnent, see if it held any nore
surpri ses.

Ch, yeah. It did.

The body was in the walk-in closet in the hall

There was no odor at all, though the corpse, a young man, had probably been
there for the whole tine ny cousin had been dead. Maybe this young man had



been a denon? But he didn't |ook anything |like Diantha or d adiola, or M.
Catal i ades, for that matter. If the towels had started to smell, you would
think...oh well, maybe I'd just gotten lucky. This was something that | would
have to find the answer to, and | suspected it |lay downstairs.

I knocked on Anelia's door. She answered it imediately, and | saw over her
shoul der that her place, though of course laid out exactly like Hadley's, was
full of light colors and energy. She liked yellow, and cream and coral, and
green. Her furniture was nodern and heavily cushi oned, and the wooden bits
were polished to the nth degree. As |'d suspected, Anelia's place was
spot | ess.

"Yes?" she said, in a subdued kind of way.

"Ckay," | said, as if | were laying down an olive branch. "I've got a
problem and | suspect you do, too."

"Why do you say that?" she asked. Her open face was closed now, as if
keepi ng her expression bl ank woul d keep ne out of her nind

"You put a stasis spell on the apartnment, right? To keep everything exactly
as it was. Before you warded it agai nst intruders?"

"Yes," she said cautiously. "I told you that."

"No one's been in that apartnment since the night Hadl ey died?"

"I can't give you ny word on it, because | suppose a very good witch or
wi zard coul d have breached ny spell," she said. "But to the best of ny
know edge, no one's been in there."

"So you don't know that you seal ed a body in there?"

| don't know what | expected in the way of reaction, but Arelia was pretty
cool about it. "Okay," she said steadily. She may have gul ped. "Ckay. Wo is
it?" Her eyelids fluttered up and down a few extra tines.

Maybe she wasn't quite so cool

"I really don't know," | said carefully. "You'll have to come see." As we
went up the stairs, | said, "He was killed there, and the nmess was cl eaned up
with towels. They were in the hanper.” | told her about the condition of the

t owel s.

"Holly Cleary tells ne you saved her son's life," Anmelia said.

That took me aback. It made ne feel awkward, too. "The police would have
found him" | said. "I just accelerated it alittle."

"The doctor told Holly if the little boy hadn't gotten to the hospital when
he did, the bleeding in his brain m ght not have been stopped in tinme," Anelia
sai d.

"That's good then," | said, unconfortable in the extreme. "How s Cody
doi ng?"

"Well," the witch said. "He's going to be well."

"I'n the meantinme, we got a problemright here,"” | rem nded her

"Ckay, let's see the corpse

| kind of liked this w tch.

| led her to the closet. 1'd left the door open. She stepped inside. She
didn't nake a sound. She canme back out with a slightly green tinge to her
glowi ng tan and | eaned agai nst the wall.

"He's a Were," she said, a nmonent |ater. The spell she'd put on the
apartment had kept everything fresh, as part of the way it worked. The bl ood
had begun to snmell a little before the spell had been cast, and when I'd
entered the apartnment, the spell had been broken. Now the towels reeked of
decay. The body didn't have an odor yet, which surprised ne a little, but |
figured it would any minute. Surely the body woul d deconpose rapidly now that
it had been released fromAnelia's magi c, and she was obviously trying not to
poi nt out how well that had worked.

"You know hi nP"

Amrel i a worked hard to keep her voice |evel.

"Yes, | know him" she said. "The supernatural comunity, even in New
Oleans, isn't that big. It's Jake Purifoy. He did security for the queen's
weddi ng. "

| had to sit dowmn. | exited the walk-in closet and slid down the wall unti

| was sitting propped up, facing Amrelia. She sat against the opposite wall. |



hardly knew where to start asking questions.

"That woul d be when she married the King of Arkansas?" | recalled what
Felicia had said, and the wedding photo I'd seen in Al Cunberland' s al bum Had
t hat been the queen, under that el aborate headdress? Wien Qui nn had nenti oned
maki ng the arrangenents for a wedding in New Orleans, was this the weddi ng
he' d neant?

"The queen, according to Hadley, is bi," Anrelia told nme. "So yes, she
married a guy. Now they have an alliance."

"They can't have kids," | said. | know, that was obvious, but | wasn't
getting this alliance thing.

"No, but unl ess soneone stakes them they' Il live forever, so passing
things on is not a big issue," Anmelia said. "It takes nonths, even years, of

negoti ati ons to hamrer out the rules for such a wedding. The contract can take
just as long. Then they both gotta sign it. That's a big cerenony, takes place
right before the wedding. They don't actually have to spend their |ives
t oget her, you know, but they have to visit a couple of tines a year
Conj ugal -type visit."

Fascinating as this was, it was beside the point right now

"So this guy in the closet, he was part of the security force." Had he
wor ked for Quinn? Hadn't Quinn said that one of his workers had gone m ssing
in New Ol eans?

"Yeah, | wasn't asked to the wedding, of course, but | helped Hadley into
her dress. He cane to pick her up."

"Jake Purifoy came to pick Hadley up for the wedding."

"Yep. He was all dressed up that night."

"And that was the night of the wedding."

"Yeah, the night before Hadley died."

"Did you see them| eave?"

"No, | just...No. | heard the car pull up. | |ooked out ny living room
wi ndow and saw Jake conming in. | knew him already, kind of casually. | had a
friend who used to date him | went back to whatever | was doi ng, watching TV
| think, and I heard the car |eave after a while."

"So he may not have left at all.”

She stared at me, her eyes wide. "Could be," she said at |ast, sounding as
if her mouth were dry.

"Hadl ey was by hersel f when he came to pick her up...right?"

"When | cane down from her apartment, | left her there alone.”

"All I came to do," | said, mainly to ny bare feet, "was clean out ny
cousin's apartment. | didn't much Iike her anyway. Now |I'm stuck with a body.
The last tine | got rid of a body," | told the witch, "I had a big strong

hel per, and we wapped it in a shower curtain.”

"You did?" Anelia said faintly. She didn't | ook too happy to be the
reci pient of this information.

"Yes." | nodded. "W didn't kill him W just had to get rid of the body.
We thought we'd be blaned for the death, and I'm sure we woul d have been." |
stared at my toenail polish sone nore. It had been a good job when it started
out, a nice bright pink, but now | needed to refresh the paint job or renove
it. | stopped trying to think about other things and resumed ny gl oony
contenpl ati on of the body. He was lying in the closet, stretched out on the
floor, pushed under the |owest shelf. He'd been covered with a sheet. Jake
Purifoy had been a handsome man, | suspected. He'd had dark brown hair, and a
muscul ar build. Lots of body hair. Though he'd been dressed for a formal
weddi ng, and Anelia had said he | ooked very nice, now he was naked. A ninor
guestion: where were his clothes?

"We could just call the queen," Amelia said. "After all, the body's been
here, and Hadl ey either killed himor hid the body. No way coul d he have died
the night she went out with Waldo to the cenetery.”

"Way not?" | had a sudden, awful thought.

"You got a cell phone?" | asked, rising to my feet as | spoke. Anelia
nodded. "Call the queen's place. Tell themto send soneone over right now "



"What ?" Her eyes were confused, even as her fingers were punching in
nunbers.

Looking into the closet, | could see the fingers of the corpse twtch.

"He's rising," | said quietly.

It only took a second for her to get it. "This is Anelia Broadway on Chl oe
Street! Send an ol der vanpire over here right now," she yelled into the phone.
"New vanp rising!" She was on her feet now, and we were running for the door

W didn't nake it.

Jake Purifoy was after us, and he was hungry.

Since Anelia was behind me (I'd had a head start) he dove to grab her
ankl e. She shrieked as she went down, and | spun around to help her. | didn't
think at all, because I would have kept on going out the door if |I had. The
new vanmp's fingers were w apped around Anelia's bare ankle |Iike a shackle, and
he was pulling her toward hi macross the snooth | am nat ed-wood fl oor. She was
clawing at the floor with her fingers, trying to find sonmething to stop her
progress toward his mouth, which was wi de open with the fangs extended ful
| ength, oh God! | grabbed her wists and began pulling. | hadn't known Jake
Purifoy inlife, so | didn't know what he'd been like. And I couldn't find
anything hurman left in his face, anything | could appeal to. "Jake!" | yelled.
"Jake Purifoy! Wake up!" O course, that didn't do a damm bit of good. Jake
had changed into sonething that was not a nightmare but a pernanent otherness,
and he could not be roused fromit: he was it. He was making a kind of
gnharr-gnarr-gnarr noi se, the hungriest sound I'd ever heard, and then he bit
down on the calf of Anelia's leg, and she screaned.

It was like a shark had hold of her. If | yanked at her any nore, he m ght
take out the bit his teeth had cl amped on. He was sucking on the | eg wound
now, and | kicked himin the head with nmy heel, cursing ny |ack of shoes.
put everything | had behind it, and it didn't faze the new vanpire in the
| east. He nmde a noise of protest, but continued sucking, and the witch kept
shrieking with pain and shock. There was a candl estick on the table behind one
of the loveseats, a tall glass candlestick with lots of heft to it. I plucked
the candle fromit, grasped it with both hands, and brought it down as hard as
| could on Jake Purifoy's head. Blood began to run from his wound, very
sluggi shly; that's how vanpires bl eed. The candl estick cane apart with the
blow, and | was left with enpty hands and a furious vanmpire. He raised his
bl ood-sneared face to glare at nme, and | hope |I'm never on the receiving end
of another look like that again in ny life. Hs face held the m ndl ess rage of
a mad dog.

But he'd let go of Arelia's |leg, and she began to scranmble away. It was
obvi ous she was hurt, and it was kind of a slow scranble, but she made the
effort. Tears were streani ng down her face and her breathing was all over the
pl ace, harsh in the night's silence. | could hear a siren draw ng cl oser and
hoped it was coming here. It would be too |ate, though. The vampire |aunched
hinmself fromthe floor to knock ne down, and |I didn't have tine to think about
anyt hi ng.

He bit down on ny arm and | thought the teeth would penetrate the bone. If
| hadn't thrown up the arm those teeth would have gripped ny neck, and that
woul d have been fatal. The arm mi ght be preferable, but just at this noment
the pain was so intense | nearly passed out, and I'd better not do that. Jake
Purifoy's body was heavy on top of mne, and his hands were pressing ny free
armto the floor, and his legs were on top of mine. Another hunger was
wakening in the new vanpire, and | felt its evidence pressing against ny
thigh. He freed a hand to begin yanking at ny pants.

Oh, no...this was so bad. | would die in the next few m nutes, here in New
Oleans in ny cousin's apartnent, far away frommny friends and ny famly

Bl ood was all over the new vanpire's face and hands.

Amelia crawl ed awkwardly across the floor toward us, her leg trailing bl ood
behi nd her. She should have run, since she couldn't save ne. No nore
candl esticks. But Anelia had another weapon, and she reached out with a
violently shaking hand to touch the vanpire. "Utinam hie sanguis in ignem



conmut et!" she yell ed.

The vanpire reared back, scream ng and claw ng at his face, which was
suddenly covered by tiny licking blue flanes.

And the police cane through the door

They were vanpires, too.

For an interesting nmonent, the police officers thought we had attacked Jake
Purifoy. Arelia and |, bleeding and scream ng, were shoved up agai nst the
wall. But in the nmeantinme, the spell Anelia had cast on the new undead | ost
its efficacy and he | eaped on the nearest uniforned cop, who happened to be a
bl ack woman with a proud straight back and a hi gh-bridged nose. The cop
whi pped out her nightstick and used it with a reckless disregard for the new
vamp's teeth. Her partner, a very short man whose skin was the col or of
butterscotch, funbled to open a bottle of TrueBlood that was stuck in his belt
like another tool. He bit off the tip, and stuck the rubber cap in Jake
Purifoy's questing nouth. Suddenly, all was silence as the new vanp sucked
down the contents of the bottle. The rest of us stood panting and bl eedi ng.

"He will be quiet now, " said the female officer, the cadence of her voice
letting me know that she was far nore African than American. "I think we have
subdued him"

Amelia and | sank onto the floor, after the male cop gave us a nod to |et
us know we were off the hook. "Sorry we got confused about who was the bad
guy," he said in a voice as warmas nelted butter. "You | adi es okay?" It was a
good thing his voice was so reassuring, since his fangs were out. | guess the
excitement of the blood and the violence triggered the reaction, but it was
ki nd of disconcerting in a | aw enforcenent officer

"I think not," |I said. "Arelia here is bleeding pretty bad, and | guess |
am too." The bite didn't hurt as badly as it was going to. The vanp's saliva
secretes a tiny bit of anesthetic, along with a healing agent. But the healing
agent was neant for sealing the pinpricks of fangs, not for actual |large tears
in human flesh. "W're going to need a doctor." 1'd met a vanp in M ssissipp
who could heal |arge wounds, but it was a rare talent.

"You both human?" he asked. The fenale cop was crooning in a foreign
| anguage to the new vanmpire. | didn't know if the forner werewol f, Jake
Purifoy, could speak the | anguage, but he recogni zed safety when he sawit.
The burns on his face healed as we sat there.

"Yes," | said.

VWiile we waited for the paramedics to cone, Anelia and | | eaned agai nst
each other wordlessly. Was this the second body 1'd found in a closet, or the
third? I wondered why | even opened cl oset doors any nore.

"W shoul d have known," Anmelia said wearily. "Wen he didn't snell at all,
we shoul d have known."

"Actually, | figured that out. Since it was only thirty seconds before he
woke up, it didn't do a hell of a lot of good," |I said. My voice was just as
linp as hers.

Everyt hing got very confusing after that. | kept thinking it would be a
good tine to faint if | was ever going to, because this was really not a
process | wanted to be in on, but | just couldn't pass out. The paranedics
were very nice young nen who seened to think we'd been partying with a vanp
and it had gotten out of hand. | guessed neither of themwould be calling
Arelia or nme for a date any tinme soon

"You don't want to be messing with no vanmpires, cherie," said the nan who
was working on nme. His nane tag read DELAGARDI E. "They supposed to be so
attractive to wonmen, but you woul dn't believe how many poor girls we've had to
patch up. And that was the |ucky ones," Delagardie said grimy. "Wat's your
nane, young | ady?"

"Sookie," | said. "Sookie Stackhouse."

"Pl eased to neet you, M ss Sookie. You and your friend seemlike nice
girls. You need to hang with better people, live people. This city's overrun
with the dead, now. It was better when everyone here was breathing, | tell you

the truth. Now let's get you to the hospital and get you stitched up. I'd



shake your hand if you wasn't all bloody," he said. He gave ne a sudden smile
whi te-toothed and charnming. "I'mgiving you good advice for free, pretty
[ ady. "

| smled, but it was the last tine | was going to be doing that for a
whil e. The pain was beginning to make itself felt. Very quickly, | becane
preoccupi ed with coping.

Arelia was a real warrior. Her teeth were gritted as she fought to keep
hersel f together, but she nanaged all the way to the hospital. The energency
room seened to be packed.

By a conbi nation of bl eeding, being escorted by cops, and the friendly
Del agardi e and his partner putting in a word for us, Anelia and | got put in
curtai ned cubicles right away. W weren't adjacent to each other, but we were

inline to see a doctor. | was grateful. | knew that had to be quick, for an
urban energency room

As | listened to the bustle around ne, | tried not to swear at the pain in
my arm In nmonents when it wasn't throbbing as much, | wondered what had
happened to Jake Purifoy. Had the vanpire cops taken himto a vanpire cell at
the jail, or was everything excused since he was a brand new vanp with no
gui dance? There'd been a | aw passed about that, but | couldn't renmenber the
terns and strictures. It was hard for ne to be too concerned. | knew the young

man was a victimof his new state; that the vanpire who had made hi m shoul d
have been there to guide himthrough his first wakeni ng and hunger. The
vanmpire to blame was nost likely my cousin Hadl ey, who had hardly expected to
be murdered. Only Anelia's stasis spell on the apartment had kept Jake from
rising nonths ago. It was a strange situation, probably unprecedented even in
vampire annals. And a werewol f who'd becone a vanpire! |1'd never heard tell of
such a thing. Could he still change?

| had a while to think about that and quite a few other things, since
Amelia was too far away for conversation, even if she'd been up to it. After
about twenty mnutes, during which time | was disturbed only by a nurse who

wrote down sone information, | was surprised to see Eric peer around the
curtain.

"May | conme in?" he asked stiffly. Hi s eyes were wide and he was speaking
carefully. | realized that to a vanpire, the snell of blood in the energency
room was enchanting and pervasive. | caught a glinpse of his fangs.

"Yes," | said, puzzled by Eric's presence in New Orleans. | wasn't really

in an Eric nmood, but there was no point in telling the former Viking he
couldn't come into the curtained area. This was a public building, and he
wasn't bound by ny words. Anyway, he could sinply stand outside and talk to ne
t hrough the cloth until he found out whatever he'd come to discover. Eric was
nothing if not persistent. "What on earth are you doing here in town, Eric?"

"I drove down to bargain with the queen for your services during the
summt. Also, Her Majesty and | have to negotiate how many of my people | can
bring with me." He smiled at ne. The effect was di sconcerting, what with the

fangs and all. "W've al nost reached an agreenment. | can bring three, but |
want to bargain up to four."

"Ch, for God's sake, Eric," | snapped. "That's the |anest excuse |'ve ever
heard. Mdern invention, known as the tel ephone?" | noved restlessly on the
narrow bed. | couldn't find a confortable position. Every nerve in my body was
jangling with the aftermath of the fear of my encounter with Jake Purifoy, new
child of the night. I was hoping that when | finally saw a doctor, he or she

woul d give ne an excellent painkiller. "Leave ne al one, okay? You don't have a
claimon me. O a responsibility to nme."
"But | do." He had the gall to | ook surprised. "W have a bond. |'ve had

your bl ood, when you needed strength to free Bill in Jackson. And we've made
| ove often, according to you."

"You made ne tell you," | protested. And if | sounded a little on the whiny
said, well, danmmt, | thought it was okay to whine a little. Eric had agreed
to save a friend of mne fromdanger if I'd spill the truth to him Is that

bl ackmai | ? Yes, | think so.



But there wasn't any way to untell him | sighed. "How d you get here,
anyway ?"

"The queen nonitors what happens to vanpires in her city very closely, of
course. | thought 1'd come provide noral support. And, of course, if you need
me to clean you of blood." H's eyes flashed as he inspected ny arm "I'd be
glad to do it."

| almpst smiled, very reluctantly. He never gave up

"Eric," said Bill's cool voice, and he slipped around the curtain to join
Eric at ny bedsi de.

"Why am | not surprised to see you here?" Eric said, in a voice that nade
it clear he was displ eased.

Eric's anger wasn't something Bill could ignore. Eric outranked Bill, and
he | ooked down his substantial nose at the younger vanpire. Bill was around
one hundred thirty-five years old: Eric was perhaps over a thousand. (I had
asked hi monce, but he honestly didn't seemto know ) Eric had the personality
for | eadership. Bill was happier on his own. The only thing they had in comon
was that they'd both made love to me: and just at the nonent, they were both
pains in ny butt.

"I heard over the police band radio at the queen's headquarters that the
vanmpire police had been called in to subdue a fresh vanpire, and | recognized
the address," Bill said by way of explanation. "Naturally, | found out where
Sooki e had been brought, and cane here as fast as |I could.”

I closed ny eyes.

"Eric, you're tiring her out," Bill said, his voice even col der than usual
"You shoul d | eave Sooki e al one. "

There was a | ong nonent of silence. It was fraught with some big enption
My eyes opened and went from one face to another. For once, | wished | could
read vanpire mnds.

As much as | could read fromhis expression, Bill was deeply regretting his
words, but why? Eric was | ooking at Bill with a conpl ex expressi on conpounded
of resolve and sonething | ess definable; regret, maybe.

"I quite understand why you want to keep Sookie isolated while she's in New

Oleans,"” Eric said. H's r's became nore pronounced, as they did when he was
angry.
Bill |ooked away.

Despite the pain pulsing in nmy arm despite nmy general exasperation with
the both of them sonething inside me sat up and took notice. There was an
unm st akabl e significance to Eric's tone. Bill's lack of response was curious...
and om nous.

"What ?" | said, my eyes flicking fromone to the other. | tried to prop
nmysel f up on ny el bows and settled for one when the other arm the bitten one,
gave a big throb of pain. | pressed the button to raise the head of the bed.
"What's all the big hinting about, Eric? Bill?"

"Eric should not be agitating you when you've got a lot to handl e al ready,"
Bill said, finally. Though never known for its expressiveness, Bill's face was
what ny grandnother woul d have described as "l ocked up tighter than a drum"”

Eric folded his arnms across his chest and | ooked down at them

"Bill?" | said.

"Ask himwhy he cane back to Bon Tenps, Sookie," Eric said very quietly.

"Well, old M. Conpton died, and he wanted to reclaimhis.” | couldn't even
describe the expression on Bill's face. My heart began to beat faster. Dread

gathered in a knot in nmy stomach. "Bill?"

Eric turned to face away fromme, but not before | saw a shade of pity
cross his face. Nothing could have scared ne nore. | might not be able to read
a vanpire's mnd, but in this case his body | anguage said it all. Eric was
turni ng away because he didn't want to watch the knife sliding in.

"Sooki e, you would find out when you saw t he queen... Maybe | coul d have kept
it fromyou, because you won't understand...but Eric has taken care of that."
Bill gave Eric's back a | ook that could have drilled a hole through Eric's
heart. "Wen your cousin Hadl ey was becom ng the queen's favorite..!



And suddenly | saw it all, knew what he was going to say, and | rose up on
the hospital bed with a gasp, one hand to my chest because | felt ny heart
shattering. But Bill's voice went on, even though | shook nmy head violently.

"Apparently, Hadley tal ked about you and your gift a lot, to inpress the
gueen and keep her interest. And the queen knew | was originally from Bon
Tenmps. On sone nights, |I've wondered if she sent someone to kill the | ast
Conpton and hurry things along. But maybe he truly died of old age." Bill was
| ooki ng down at the floor, didn't see my left hand extended to himin a "stop"
noti on.

"She ordered me to return to ny human home, to put myself in your way, to
seduce you if | had to..!

| couldn't breathe. No matter how ny right hand pressed to ny chest,
couldn't stop the decimation of my heart, the slide of the knife deeper into
nmy flesh.

"She wanted your gift harnessed for her own use," he said, and he opened
his mouth to say nore. My eyes were so blurred with tears that | couldn't see
properly, couldn't see what expression was on his face and didn't care anyway.

But | could not cry while he was anywhere near me. | would not.

"Cet out," | said, with a terrible effort. Watever el se happened, | could
not bear for himto see the pain he had caused.

He tried to look nme straight in the eyes, but mne were too full. Whatever
he wanted to convey, it was lost on nme. "Please let nme finish," he said.

"I never want to see you again, ever in my life," | whispered. "Ever."

He didn't speak. His lips noved, as if he were trying to forma word or
phrase, but | shook my head. "Get out,"” | told him in a voice so choked wth
hatred and anguish that it didn't sound like ny owmn. Bill turned and wal ked

past the curtain and out of the emergency room Eric did not turn around to
see ny face, thank God. He reached back to pat ne on the |eg before he left,
t 0o.

| wanted to scream | wanted to kill someone with my bare hands.
| had to be by nyself. | could not |et anyone see me suffer this much. The
pain was tied up with a rage so profound that | had never felt its like. | was

sick with anger and hurt. The snap of Jake Purifoy's teeth had been nothing
conpared to this.

| couldn't stay still. Wth sone difficulty, | eased off the bed. My feet
were still bare, of course, and | noticed with an odd detached part of my mnd
that they were extraordinarily dirty. | staggered out of the triage area,

spotted the doors to the waiting room and ainmed nyself in that direction
Wal ki ng was a probl em

A nurse bustled up to ne, a clipboard in her hand. "M ss Stackhouse, a
doctor's going to be with you in just a mnute. I know you've had to wait, and
|"msorry, but..!

| turned to | ook at her and she flinched, took a step backward. | kept on
toward the doors, my steps uncertain but ny purpose clear. | wanted out of
there. Beyond that, | didn't know. | made it to the doors and pushed and then
| was dragging nyself through the waiting roomthronged with people. | bl ended
in perfectly with the mx of patients and relatives waiting to see a doctor
Sone were dirtier and bl oodier than | was, and sone were ol der —and sonme were
way younger. | supported myself with a hand against a wall and kept moving to
the doors, to the outside

| made it.

It was nmuch quieter outside, and it was warm The wi nd was bl owi ng, just a
little. I was barefoot and penniless, standing under the glaring lights of the
wal k-in doors. | had no idea where | was in relation to the house, and no idea
if that was where | was going, but | wasn't in the hospital any nore.

A homel ess nman stepped in front of ne. "You got any change, sister?" he
asked. "I'mdown on ny |uck, too."

"Do I look like |I have anything?" | asked him in a reasonabl e voice.

He | ooked as unnerved as the nurse had. He said, "Sorry," and backed away.
| took a step after him



| screanmed, "I HAVE NOTHING " And then | said, in a perfectly cal mvoice

"See, | never had anything to start with."

He gi bbered and quavered and | ignored him | began my wal k. The anbul ance
had turned right comng in, so | turned left. | couldn't renmenber how | ong the
ride had been. |I'd been talking to Del agardie. | had been a different person
| wal ked and | wal ked. | wal ked under palmtrees, heard the rich rhythm of

musi ¢, brushed agai nst the peeling shutters of houses set right up to the
si dewal k.

On a street with a few bars, a group of young nmen came out just as | was
passi ng, and one of them grabbed my arm | turned on himwith a scream and
with a galvanic effort I swung himinto a wall. He stood there, dazed and
rubbing his head, and his friends pulled himaway.

"She crazy," one of themsaid softly. "Leave her be." They wandered off in
the other direction.

After a time, | recovered enough to ask nyself why | was doing this. But
t he answer was vague. Wen | fell on sonme broken pavement, scraping ny knee
badly enough to make it bl eed, the new physical pain called nme back to nyself
alittle bit nore.

"Are you doing this so they'll feel sorry they hurt you?" |I asked nyself
out loud. "Oh ny God, poor Sookie! She wal ked out of the hospital all by
hersel f, driven crazy with grief, and she wandered al one through the dangerous

streets of the Big Easy because Bill made her so crazy!"

| didn't want ny nane to cross Bill's lips ever again. Wien | was a little
nmore nyself —just a little —the depth of my reaction began to surprise ne.
If we'd still been a couple when | |earned what |'d |l earned this evening, |I'd
have killed him | knew that with crystal clarity. But the reason I'd had to
get away fromthe hospital was equally clear; | couldn't have stood dealing
with anyone in the world just then. |1'd been blindsided with the nost painful

know edge: the first nman to ever say he loved me had never |oved ne at all

H s passion had been artificial

Hi s pursuit of me had been choreographed.

| must have seened so easy to him so gullible, so ready for the first man
who devoted a little time and effort to winning me. Wnning ne! The very
phrase made me hurt worse. He'd never thought of me as a prize.

Until the structure had been torn down in a single nonent, | hadn't
realized how nuch of ny Iife in the past year had been built on the false
foundation of Bill's |Iove and regard.

"I saved his life," |I said, amazed. "I went to Jackson and risked ny life
for his, because he loved nme." One part of nmy brain knew that wasn't entirely
accurate. |I'd done it because | had |loved him And | was amazed, at the sane

nmonent, to realize that the pull of his maker, Lorena, had been even stronger
than the orders of his queen. But | wasn't in the nmobod to split enotiona
hairs. When | thought of Lorena, another realization socked me in the stomach.
"I killed soneone for him" | said, ny words floating in the thick dark night.
"Ch, my God. | killed soneone for him™

| was covered in scrapes, bruises, blood, and dirt when |I |ooked up to see
a sign reading CHLOE STREET. That was where Hadl ey's apartnent was, | realized
slowy. | turned right, and began to wal k agai n.

The house was dark, up and down. Maybe Anelia was still at the hospital. |
had no idea what tinme it was or how long | had wal ked.

Hadl ey' s apartment was | ocked. | went downstairs and picked up one of the
flowerpots Anelia had put around her door. | carried it up the stairs and
smashed in a gl ass pane on the door. | reached inside, unlocked the door, and
stepped in. No alarmshrieked. 1'd been pretty sure the police wouldn't have
known the code to activate it when they'd left after doing whatever it was
t hey' d done.

| wal ked through the apartnment, which was still turned upside down by our
fight with Jake Purifoy. | had sone nore cleaning to do in the norning, or
whenever ...whenever ny life resumed. | went into the bathroomand stripped off
the clothes 1'd been wearing. | held them and | ooked at themfor a mnute, at



the state they were in. Then | stepped across the hall, unlocked the cl osest
French wi ndow, and threw the clothes over the railing of the gallery. | wished
all problens were that easily disposed of, but at the same tine ny rea
personal ity was waki ng up enough to trigger a thread of guilt that | was
| eaving a ness that someone el se would have to clean up. That wasn't the
St ackhouse way. That thread wasn't strong enough to nake nme go back down the
stairs to retrieve the filthy garments. Not then

After 1'd wedged a chair under the door I'd broken, and after 1'd set the
alarm systemwi th the nunbers Anelia had taught me, | got into the shower. The
wat er stung my many scrapes and cuts, and the deep bite in ny arm began
bl eeding again. Well, shit. My cousin the vanpire hadn't needed any first aid
supplies, of course. | finally found sone circular cotton pads she'd probably
used for removi ng nmakeup, and | rummaged through one of the bags of clothes
until | found a ludicrously cheerful |eopard-patterned scarf. Awkwardly, |
bound the pads to the bite and got the scarf tight enough

At least the vile sheets were the least of ny worries. | clinbed painfully
into ny nightgown and |l ay on the bed, praying for oblivion

Chapter 16

| woke up unrefreshed, with that awmful feeling that in a nonent | would
remenber bad things.

The feeling was right on the noney.

But the bad things had to take a backseat, because | had a surprise to
start the day with. C audine was |ying beside ne on the bed, propped up on one
el bow | ooki ng down at me conpassionately. And Anelia was at the end of the bed
in an easy chair, her bandaged | eg propped up on an ottonan. She was readi ng.

"How cone you're here?" | asked C audine. After seeing Eric and Bill | ast
night, | wondered if everyone | knew foll owed nme around. Maybe Sam woul d cone
in the door in a minute.

"I told you, I'myour fairy godnother,"” C audine said. O audine was usually

the happiest fairy I knew d audine was just as lovely for a woman as her twn
O aude was for a man; maybe | ovelier, because her nore agreeable personality
shone through her eyes. Her coloring was the sane as his; black hair, white
skin. Today she was wearing pale blue capris and a coordi nati ng bl ack-and- bl ue
tunic. She | ooked ethereally lovely, or at |least as ethereal as you can | ook
in capris.

"You can explain that to me right after | go to the bathroom™" | said,
renenbering all the water |'d chugged down when I'd gotten to the sink the
ni ght before. Al ny wanderings had made nme thirsty. C audi ne swung gracefully
fromthe bed, and | followed her awkwardly.

"Careful,” Anelia advised, when | tried to stand up too quickly.

"How s your |eg?" | asked her, when the world had righted itself. d audine
kept a grip on ny arm just in case. It felt good to see C audine, and | was
surprisingly glad to see Anelia, even |inping.

"Very sore," she said. "But unlike you, | stayed at the hospital and had
the wound treated properly." She closed her book and put it on the little
table by the chair. She looked a little better than | suspected | did, but she
was not the radiant and happy witch she'd been the day before.

"Had a | earning experience, didn't we?" | said, and then ny breath caught
when | remenbered just how much |'d | earned.

C audi ne hel ped me into the bathroom and when |I assured her | could
manage, she left nme alone. | did the necessary things and came out feeling
better, alnost human. C audi ne had gotten sone clothes out of my sports bag,
and there was a nmug on the bedside table with steamrising fromit. |
careful |y sat agai nst the headboard, my |legs crossed in front of nme, and held
the mug to ny face so | could breathe in the snell.

"Explain the fairy godnother thing," | said. | didn't want to tal k about
anyt hi ng nore urgent, not just yet.

"Fairies are your basic supernatural being," C audine said. "Fromus cone
el ves and browni es and angel s and denons. \Water sprites, green nen, all the



natural spirits...all are sone formof fairy.'

"So you're what?" Anelia asked. It hadn't occurred to Anelia to | eave, and
that seened to be okay with d audi ne, too.

"I"'mtrying to beconme an angel," d audine said softly. Her huge brown eyes

| ooked | umi nous. "After years of being..well, a good citizen, | guess you'd
call it, | got a person to guard. The Sook, here. And she's really kept ne
busy." d audi ne | ooked proud and happy.

"You're not supposed to prevent pain?" | asked. If so, C audine was doing a
| ousy j ob.

"No, I wish I could.” The expression on C audine's oval face was downcast.

"But | can help you recover fromdisasters, and sonetimes | can prevent them™"

"Thi ngs woul d be worse wi thout you around?"

She nodded vi gorously.

"Il take your word for it," | said. "How cone | rated a fairy godnother?"

"I"'mnot allowed to say," C audine said, and Anelia rolled her eyes.

"W're not learning a lot, here," she said. "And in view of the problenms we
had | ast night, maybe you're not the nost conpetent fairy godnother, huh?"

"Ch, right, Mss I|-Seal ed-Up-The-Apartnent-So-It-Wuld-Be-All-Fresh," |
responded, irrationally indignhant at this assault on ny godnother's
conpet ence.

Amel i a scranbl ed out of her chair, her skin flushed with anger. "Well, |
did seal it up! He would have risen |like that no matter when he rose! | just
del ayed it sone!"

“I't would have hel ped if we had known he was in therel™

"I't would have helped if your ho of a cousin hadn't killed himin the first

pl ace! "

We both screeched to a halt in our dialogue. "Are you sure that's what
happened?" | asked. "d audi ne?"

"I don't know," she said, her voice placid. "I'mnot ommi potent or
omiscient. | just pop in to intervene when | can. You renmenber that tine you

fell asleep at the wheel and | got there in time to save you?"
And she'd nearly given ne a heart attack in the process, appearing in the

front seat of the car in the blink of an eye. "Yes," | said, trying to sound
grateful and hunble. "I renmenber."

"It"'s really, really hard to get sonmewhere that fast," she said. "I can
only do that in a real emergency. | mean, a life-or-death energency.
Fortunately, | had a bit nore tinme when your house was on fire.."

Cl audi ne was not going to give us any rules, or even explain the nature of
the rule maker. |1'd just have to nuddl e through on ny belief system which had

hel ped me out all ny life. Cone to think of it, if I was conpletely wong, |
didn't want to know
"Interesting,"” said Anrelia. "But we have a few nore things to tal k about."
Maybe she was being so hoity-toity because she didn't have her own fairy

godnot her .

"What do you want to talk about first?" | asked.

"Why' d you | eave the hospital last night?" Her face was tight with
resentment. "You should have told ne. | hauled nyself up these stairs | ast

night to l ook for you, and there you were. And you'd barricaded the door. So |
had to go back down the damm stairs again to get ny keys, and let nyself in
the French wi ndows, and hurry —on this leg —to the alarmsystemto turn it
off. And then this doonms was sitting by your bed, and she could have done al
of that."

"You coul dn't open the wi ndows with magi c?" | asked.

"I was too tired," she said with dignity. "I had to recharge ny magi ca
batteries, so to speak."

"So to speak," | said, ny voice dry. "Well, last night, | found out.! and

stopped dead. | sinmply couldn't speak of it.

"Found out what?" Anelia was exasperated, and | couldn't say as | blaned
her.

"Bill, her first lover, was planted in Bon Tenps to seduce her and gain her



trust,"” daudine said. "Last night, he admitted that to her face, and in front
of her only other |over, another vanpire."

As a synopsis, it was flaw ess.

"Well ...that sucks,"” Anelia said faintly.

"Yeah," | said. "It does."

"Quch."

"Yeah. "

"I can't kill himfor you," Cdaudine said. "I'd have to take too many steps
backward. "

"That's okay," | told her. "He's not worth your |osing any brownie points.”

"Ch, I'mnot a brownie," C audine explained kindly. "I thought you
understood. |I'ma full-blooded fairy."

Arelia was trying not to laugh, and | glared at her. "Just let it go,
witch," | said.

"Yes, telepath.”

"So what next?" | asked, in general. | would not talk any nore about ny
br oken heart and my denolished sel f-worth.

"We figure out what happened,"” the witch said.

"How? Call CsI?"

G audi ne | ooked confused, so | guessed fairies didn't watch tel evision

"No," Anelia said, with el aborate patience. "W do an ectoplasmnic
reconstruction.”

I was sure that ny expression matched d audi ne's, now.

"Ckay, let me explain," Amelia said, grinning all over. "This is what we
do."

Amelia, in seventh heaven at this exhibition of her wonderful w tch powers,
told O audine and me at |length about the procedure. It was tinme- and
ener gy-consum ng, she said, which was why it wasn't done nore often. And you
had to gather at |east four witches, she estinmated, to cover the anount of
square footage involved in Jake's nurder

"And 1'll need real witches," Anelia said. "Quality workers, not sone
hedgerow Wccan." Anelia went off on Wccans for a good |ong while. She
despi sed Wccans (unfairly) as tree-huggi ng wannabes —that canme out of
Amelia's thoughts clearly enough. | regretted Anelia's prejudice, as |'d net
some i npressive Wccans.

d audi ne | ooked down at me, her expression doubtful. "I'mnot sure we ought
to be here for this," she said.

"You can go, Claudine." | was ready to experinent with anything, just to
take my mind off the big hole in ny heart. "I'"mgoing to stay to watch. | have

to know what happened here. There are too many nysteries in ny life, right
now. "
"But you have to go to the queen's tonight,'

Cl audi ne said. "You m ssed

last night. Visiting the queen is a dress-up occasion. | have to take you
shoppi ng. You don't want to wear any of your cousin's clothes."
"Not that ny butt could get into them" | said.

"Not that your butt should want to," she said, equally harshly. "You can
cut that out right now, Sookie Stackhouse."

| looked up at her, letting her see the pain inside ne.

"Yeah, | get that," she said, her hand patting ne gently on the cheek. "And
t hat sucks big-tine. But you have to wite it off. He's only one guy."

He'd been the first guy. "My grandnother served himlenpbnade,” | said, and
somehow that triggered the tears again.

"Hey," Amelia said. "Fuck him right?"

| looked at the young witch. She was pretty and tough and of f-the-wall

nuts, | thought. She was okay. "Yeah," | said. "Wen can you do the ecto
t hi ng?"
She said, "I have to make sone phone calls, see who | can get together
Ni ght's always better for magic, of course. Wien will you go pay your call to

t he queen?"
| thought for a nonment. "Just at full dark,"” | said. "Maybe about seven."



"Shoul d take about two hours,"” Amelia said, and C audi ne nodded. "Ckay,
"Il ask themto be here at ten, to have a little wiggle room You know, it
woul d be great if the queen would pay for this."

"How nmuch do you want to charge?"

"I'd do it for nothing, to have the experience and be able to say |I'd done

one," Anelia said frankly, "but the others will need sone bucks. Say, three
hundred api ece, plus materials."

"And you'll need three nore witches?"

"I"'d like to have three nmore, though whether | can get the ones | want on
this short notice...well, I'll do the best | can. Two might do. And the

materials ought to be.." She did sone rapid nental calcul ations. "Sonmewhere in
the ball park of sixty dollars.™

"What will | need to do? | nean, what's ny part?"

"Cbserve. 1'll do the heavy lifting."

"I"ll ask the queen.” | took a deep breath. "If she won't pay for it, |
will."

"Ckay, then. We're set." She linped out of the bedroom happily, counting
of f things on her fingers. | heard her go down the stairs.

G audine said, "I have to treat your arm And then we need to go find you
somet hing to wear."

"I don't want to spend nobney on a courtesy call to the vanpire queen."
Especially since | mght have to foot the bill for the wtches.

"You don't have to. It's my treat."

"You may be ny fairy godnother, but you don't have to spend noney on ne."
had a sudden revelation. "It's you who paid nmy hospital bill in darice."

C audi ne shrugged. "Hey, it's noney that came in fromthe strip club, not
fromnmy regular job." d audine co-owned the strip club in Ruston, with C aude,
who did all the day-today running of the place. C audine was a custoner
service person at a departnment store. People forgot their conplaints once they
were confronted with C audine's snile.

It was true that | didn't mnd spending the strip club noney as nuch as |
woul d have hated using up O audi ne's personal savings. Not |ogical, but true.

C audi ne had parked her car in the courtyard on the circular drive, and she
was sitting in it when | cane down the stairs. She'd gotten a first aid kit
fromthe car, and she'd bandaged ny arm and hel ped me into some cl othes. M
armwas sore but it didn't seemto be infected. | was weak, as if |1'd had the
flu or sone other illness involving high fever and lots of fluids. So I was
nmovi ng sl ow y.

| was wearing blue jeans and sandals and a T-shirt, because that was what |
had.

"You definitely can't call on the queen in that," she said, gently but
deci sively. Wether she was very famliar with New Ol eans or just had good
shoppi ng karma, C audine drove directly to a store in the Garden District. It
was the kind of shop I'd dismss as being for nore sophisticated wonen wth
lots nore noney than | had, if |'d been shopping by nyself. d audine pulled
right into the parking lot, and in forty-five mnutes we had a dress. It was
chiffon, short-sleeved, and it had lots of colors in it: turquoise, copper
brown, ivory. The strappy sandals that | wore with it were brown.

Al | needed was a nenbership to the country club

Cl audi ne had appropriated the price tag.

"Just wear your hair |oose," C audine advised. "You don't need fancy hair
with that dress.”

"Yeah, there is a lot going oninit," |I said. "Wo's D ane von
Furstenburg? Isn't it real expensive? Isn't it alittle bare for the season?"

"You mght be alittle cool wearing it in March," C audi ne conceded. "But

it'll be good to wear every sumrer for years. You'll |ook great. And the queen
wi Il know you took the time to wear sonething special to neet her."
"You can't go with nme?" | asked, feeling a little wistful. "No, of course,

you can't." Vanpires buzz around fairies |ike humr ngbirds around sugar water.
"I mght not survive," she said, managing to sound enbarrassed that such a



possibility would keep her fromny side.

"Don't worry about it. After all, the worst thing has al ready happened,
right?" | spread ny hands. "They used to threaten ne, you know? If | didn't do
thus and such, they'd take it out on Bill. Hey, guess what? | don't care any
nore."

"Thi nk before you speak,"” C audine advised. "You can't nouth off to the
gueen. Even a goblin won't nmouth off to the queen.”

"I promise," | said. "I really appreciate your coming all this way,
d audi ne. "

Cl audi ne gave nme a big hug. It was like an enbrace with a soft tree, since
O audine was so tall and slim "I w sh you hadn't needed nme to," she said.
Chapter 17

The queen owned a bl ock of buildings in downtown New Ol eans, maybe three
bl ocks fromthe edge of the French Quarter. That tells you what kind of nobney
she was pulling in, right there. W had an early dinner —I realized | was
really hungry —and then O audi ne dropped ne off two bl ocks away, because the
traffic and tourist congestion were intense close to the queen's headquarters.
Though the general public didn't know Sophi e- Anne Lecl erg was a queen, they
knew she was a very weal thy vanmpire who owned a hell of a lot of real estate
and spent lots of nobney in the comunity. Plus, her bodyguards were col orful
and had gotten special pernmits to carry arns in the city limts. This nmeant
her office building/living quarters were on the tourist list of things to see,
especially at night.

Though traffic did surround the building during the day, at night the
square of streets around it was open only to pedestrians. Buses parked a bl ock
away, and the tour guides would | ead the out-of-towners past the altered
bui | di ng. Wal ki ng tours and gaggl es of independent tourists included what the
gui des cal l ed "Vanmpire Headquarters" in their plans.

Security was very evident. This block would be a natural target for
Fel | owshi p of the Sun bonbers. A few vanpire-owned businesses in other cities
had been attacked, and the queen was not about to lose her life-after-death in
such a way.

The vanpire guards were on duty, and they were scary-1ooking as hell. The
gueen had her own vanpire SWAT team Though vanpires were sinply lethal all on
their own, the queen had found that humans paid nore attention if they found
the sil houettes recogni zable. Not only were the guards heavily arned, but they
wor e bl ack bul |l et proof arnmor over black uniforns. It was lethal-killer chic.

C audi ne had prepared nme for all this over dinner, and when she let nme out,
| felt fully briefed. | also felt as if | were going to the Queen of England's
garden party in all ny new finery. At least | didn't have to wear a hat. But
nmy brown high heels were a risky proposition on the rough paving.

"Behol d the headquarters of New Ol eans's nost fanmous and visible vanpire,
Sophi e- Anne LeCl erq,"” a tour guide was telling his group. He was dressed
colorfully in a sort of colonial outfit: tricorn hat, knee breeches, hose,
buckl ed shoes. My goodness. As | paused to listen, his eyes flickered over to
me, took in nmy outfit, and sharpened with interest.

"I'f you're calling on Sophie-Anne, you can't go in casual," he told the
group, and gestured to ne. "This young |lady is wearing proper dress for an
interviewwith the vanpire...one of America's nost prom nent vanpires." He
grinned at the group, inviting themto enjoy his reference.

There were fifty other vanpires just as prom nent.

Maybe not as publicly oriented or as col orful as Sophi e-Anne Leclerq, but
the public didn't know that.

Rat her than being surrounded with the appropriate air of exotic deadliness,
the queen's "castle" was nore of a macabre Di sneyl and, thanks to the souvenir
peddl ers, the tour guides, and the curious gawkers. There was even a
phot ographer. As | approached the first ring of guards, a man junped in front
of me and snapped ny picture. | was frozen by the flash of |ight and stared
after him—or in what | thought was his direction —while ny eyes adj usted.



When | was able to see himclearly, | found he was a small, grubby man with a
big camera and a determ ned expression. He bustled off inmediately to what |
guessed was his accustoned station, a corner on the opposite side of the
street. He didn't offer to sell me a picture or tell me where |I could purchase
one, and he didn't give ne any explanation

| had a bad feeling about this incident. Wen | talked to one of the
guards, my suspicion was confirmned.

"He's a Fellowship spy," said the vanpire, nodding in the little man's
direction. He'd |l ocated my nane on a checklist clanped to a clipboard. The
guard himself was a sturdy man with brown skin and a nose as curved as a
rai nbow. He'd been born sonewhere in the Mddle East, once-upon a time. The
nane patch attached with Velcro to his hel met said RASUL.

"We're forbidden to kill him" Rasul said, as if he were explaining a
slightly enmbarrassing folk custom He sniled at me, which was kind of
di sconcerting, too. The black hel met cane down |ow on his face and the
chinstrap was the kind that actually rounded his chin, so | could see only a
little bit of his face. At the nmoment, that bit was nostly sharp, white,
teeth. "The Fel | owshi p phot ographs everyone who goes in and out of this place,
and there doesn't seemto be anything we can do about it, since we want to

keep the goodwi Il of the humans."

Rasul correctly assumed | was a vanpire ally, since | was on the visitors
list, and was treating me with a camaraderie that |I found relaxing. "It would
be lovely if sonething happened to his canera," | suggested. "The Fell owship
is hunting me already." Though | felt pretty guilty, asking a vanpire to
arrange an acci dent to another human being, | was fond enough of ny own life

to want it saved.

H s eyes gl eaned as we passed under a streetlight. The light caught them so
that for a nonment they shone red, |ike people's eyes sonetimes do when the
phot ographer is using a flash.

"Qddly enough, a few things have happened to his cameras already," Rasul
said. "In fact, tw of them have been smashed beyond repair. What's one nore
accident? |I'mnot guaranteeing anything, but we'll do our best, lovely lady."

"Thank you so rmuch,"” | said. "Anything you can do will be nuch appreciated
After tonight, | can talk to a witch who could maybe take care of that problem
for you. Maybe she could nake all the pictures turn out overexposed, or
somet hi ng. You should give her a call."

"That's an excellent idea. Here is Melanie," he said, as we reached the

mai n doors. "I'll pass you on to her, and return to nmy post. I'll see you when
you exit, get the witch's nane and address?"
"Sure," | said.

"Did anyone ever tell you that you snell enchantingly like a fairy?" Rasul
sai d.

"Ch, |I've been with ny fairy godnmother,"” | explained. "She took ne
shoppi ng. "
"And the result was wonderful ," he said gallantly.

"You flatterer." | couldn't help but smile back at him M ego had taken a
blow to the solar plexus the night before (but I wasn't thinking about that),
and a little thing like the guard's admiration was just what | needed, even if
it was really Caudine's snell that had triggered it

Mel ani e was a delicate woman, even in the SWAT gear. "Yum yum you do
snell like fairy," she said. She consulted her own clipboard. "You are the
St ackhouse woman? The queen expected you | ast night."

"I got hurt.” | held nmy armout, showi ng the bandage. Thanks to a | ot of
Advil, the pain was down to a dull throb

"Yes, | heard about it. The new one is having a great night tonight. He
received instructions, he has a nmentor, and he has a vol unteer donor. \Wen he
feels nore like his new self, he may tell us how he came to be turned."

"Ch?" | heard ny voice falter when | realized she was tal king about Jake
Purifoy. "He m ght not renenber?"

"If it's a surprise attack, sonetines they don't remenber for a while," she



sai d, and shrugged. "But it always comes back, sooner or later. In the
meantime, he'll have a free lunch." She laughed at ny inquiring | ook. "They
register for the privilege, you know. Stupid humans." She shrugged. "There's
no fun in that, once you've gotten over the thrill of feeding, in and of
itself. The fun was always in the chase." Melanie really wasn't happy with the
new vampire policy of feeding only fromw lling humans or fromthe synthetic
bl ood. She clearly felt the lack of her forner diet.

| tried to look politely interested.

"When the prey nakes the first advance, it's just not the sane," she
grunped. "People these days." She shook her little head in weary exasperation
Since she was so small that her helnet al nost wobbl ed on her head, | could
feel nyself sniling.

"So, he wakes up and you all herd the volunteer in? Like dropping a live
nmouse into a snake's tank?" | worked to keep ny face serious. | didn't want
Mel anie to think I was making fun of her personally.

After a suspicious nonment, Melanie said, "Mre or less. He's been |ectured.
There are other vanpires present."

"And the vol unteer survives?"

"They sign a rel ease beforehand,” Ml anie said, carefully.

| shudder ed.

Rasul had escorted me fromthe other side of the street to the main
entrance to the queen's domain. It was a three-story office building, perhaps
dating fromthe fifties, and extending a whole city block. In other places,

t he baserment woul d have been the vanpires' retreat, but in New Ol eans, wth
its high water table, that was inpossible. Al the windows had received a
distinctive treatnent. The panels that covered them were decorated in a Mard
Gras theme, so the staid brick building was pepped up with pink, purple, and
green designs on a white or black background. There were iridescent patches on
the shutters, too, like Mardi G as beads. The effect was di sconcerting.

"What does she do when she throws a party?" | asked. Despite the shutters,
the prosaic office rectangle was sinply not festive.

"Ch, she owns an old monastery,"” Melanie said. "You can get a brochure
about it before you go. That's where all the state functions are held. Sone of
the old ones can't go into the former chapel, but other than that...it's got a
high wall all around, so it's easy to patrol, and it's decorated real nice.
The queen has apartnents there, but it's too insecure for year-round living."

| couldn't think of anything to say. | doubted I would ever see the queen's
state residence. But Ml anie seemed bored and inclined to chat. "You were
Hadl ey' s cousin, | hear?" she asked.

"Yes."

"Strange, to think of having living relatives." For a noment, she | ooked
far away, and as wistful as a vanpire can | ook. Then she seened to kind of
shake herself nentally. "Hadley wasn't bad for one so young. But she seened to
take her vanpire longevity a little too much for granted.”

Mel ani e shook her head. "She shoul d never have crossed soneone as old and
wily as Waldo."

"That's for damm sure,” | said

"Chester," Ml anie called. Chester was the next guard in line, and he was
standing with a famliar figure clothed in the (what | was coming to think of
as) usual SWAT garb.

"Bubba!" | exclaimed, as the vanpire said, "M ss Sookie!" Bubba and
hugged, to the vanpires' anusement. Vampires don't shake hands, in the
ordi nary course of things, and hugging is just as outre in their culture.

I was glad to see they hadn't | et himhave a gun, just the accoutrenents of
the guards. He was looking fine in the mlitary outfit, and | told him so.

"Bl ack | ooks real good with your hair," | said, and Bubba smiled his fanobus
smile.

"You're mghty nice to say so," he said. "Thank you very mnuch."

Back in the day, everyone in the world had known Bubba's face and snile
When he'd been wheeled into the norgue in Menphis, a vanpire attendant had



detected the tiniest flicker of life. Since the attendant was a huge fan, he
had taken on the responsibility for bringing the singer over, and a | egend had
been born. Unfortunately, Bubba's body had been so saturated with drugs and
physi cal woes that the conversion hadn't been entirely successful, and the
vampire worl d passed Bubba around like the public relations nightnmare he was.

"How | ong have you been here, Bubba?" | asked.

"Ch, a couple of weeks, but I like it real well," he said. "Lots of stray
cats."

"Right," | said, trying not to think about that too graphically. | really

like cats. So did Bubba, but not in the same way.

"I'f a human catches a glinpse of him they think he's an inpersonator,"”
Chester said quietly. Melanie had gone back to her post, and Chester, who'd
been a sandy-haired kid fromthe backwoods wi th poor dentition when he was
taken, was now in charge of ne. "That's fine, nost often. But every so now and
then, they call himby his used-to-be name. Or they ask himto sing."

Bubba very sel dom sang t hese days, though every now and then he coul d be
coaxed into belting out a fam liar song or two. That was a nenorabl e occasion
Most often, though, he denied he could sing a note, and he usually got very
agi tated when he was called by his original nane.

He trailed along after us as Chester led me further into the building. W
had turned, and gone up a floor, encountering nore and nore vanpires —and a
few humans —heading here or there with a purposeful air. It was |ike any busy
of fice building, any weekday, except the workers were vanpires and the sky
out side was as dark as the New Ol eans sky ever got. As we wal ked, | noticed
that some vanpires seened nore at ease than others. | observed that the wary
vanmps were all wearing the sanme pins attached to their collars, pins in the
shape of the state of Arkansas. These vanps nust be part of the entourage of
t he queen's husband, Peter Threadgill. Wen one of the Louisiana vanpires
bunped into an Arkansas vanpire, the Arkansan snarled and for a second
t hought there would be a fight in the corridor over a slight accident.

Jeesh, 1'd be glad to get out of here. The atnosphere was tense.

Chester stopped before a door that didn't ook any different fromall the
ot her cl osed doors, except for the two whacking big vanpires outside it. The
two nmust have been considered giants in their day, since they stood perhaps
six foot three. They | ooked Iike brothers, but maybe it was just their size
and men, and the color of their chestnut hair, that sparked the conparison
bi g as boul ders, bearded, with pony-tails that trailed down their backs, the
two | ooked like prime neat for the pro westling circuit. One had a huge scar
across his face, acquired before death, of course. The other had had sone skin
disease in his original life. They weren't just display items; they were
absol utely I ethal.

(By the way, sone pronoter had had the idea for a vanpire westling circuit
a couple of years before, but it went down in flames i Mmediately. At the first
mat ch, one vanp had ripped another's armoff, on live TV. Vanps don't get the
concept of exhibition fighting.)

These two vanpires were hung with knives, and each had an ax in his belt. |
guess they figured if someone had penetrated this far, guns weren't going to
make a difference. Plus their own bodi es were weapons.

"Bert, Bert," Chester said, nodding to each one in turn. "This here's the
St ackhouse woman; the queen wants to see her."

He turned and wal ked away, | eaving ne with the queen's bodyguards.

Screaming didn't seemlike a good idea, so | said, "I can't believe you
both have the sane nane. Surely he nade a m stake?"
Two pairs of brown eyes focused on nme intently. "I am Sigebert," the

scarred one said, with a heavy accent | couldn't identify. He said his nane as
See-ya-bairt. Chester was using a very Americani zed version of what nmust be a
very old nane. "Dis nmy brodder, Whbert."

This is nmy brother, Way-bairt? "Hello," | said, trying not to twitch. "I'm
Sooki e St ackhouse. "

They seemed uni npressed. Just then, one of the pinned vanpires squeezed



past, casting a | ook of scarcely veiled contenpt at the brothers, and the

at nosphere in the corridor becane |ethal. Sigebert and Wbert watched the
vanmp, a tall woman in a business suit, until she rounded a corner. Then their
attention switched back to ne.

"The queen is...busy,"” Whbert said. "Wien she wants you in her room the
light, it will shine." He indicated a round light set in the wall to the right
of the door.

So | was stuck here for an indefinite time —until the light, it shone. "Do
your names have a meani ng? |'mguessing they're, um early English?" My voice
petered out.

"W were Saxons. Qur fadder went from Germany to Engl and, you call now,"
Wbert said. "My nanme nmean Bright Battle."

"And mne, Bright Victory," Sigebert added.

| remenbered a program|'d seen on the Hi story Channel. The Saxons
eventual |y becane the Angl o- Saxons and | ater were overwhel ned by the Normans.
"So you were raised to be warriors,"” | said, trying to look intelligent.

They exchanged gl ances. "There was nothing el se," Sigebert said. The end of
his scar w ggled when he talked, and | tried not to stare. "W were sons of
war | eader."

| could think of a hundred questions to ask them about their lives as
humans, but standing in the mddle of a hallway in an office building in the
night didn't seemthe tine to do it. "How d you happen to become vanpires?"
asked. "Or is that a tacky question? If it is, just forget | said anything.
don't want to step on any toes."

Si gebert actually glanced down at his feet, so | got the idea that
col l oquial English wasn't their strong suit. "This woman...very beautiful ...she
cone to us the night before battle," Whbert said haltingly. "She say...we be
stronger if she...have us."

They | ooked at me inquiringly, and | nodded to show | understood that
Whbert was saying the vanpire had inplied her interest was in bedding them O
had t hey understood she neant to bleed then? | couldn't tell. | thought it was
a mghty anbitious vanpire who would take on these two humans at the sane
tine.

"She did not say we only fight at night after that," Sigebert said,
shrugging to show that there had been a catch they hadn't understood. "W did
not ask plenty questions. W too eager!" And he snmiled. Ckay, nothing so scary
as a vanpire left with only his fangs. It was possible Sigebert had nore teeth
in the back of his mouth, ones | couldn't see fromny height, but Chester's
pl enti ful -though-crooked teeth had | ooked super in conparison

"That rmust have been a very long time ago," | said, since | couldn't think
of anything else to say. "How | ong have you worked for the queen?"

Si gebert and Whbert | ooked at each other. "Since that night," Whbert said,
astoni shed I hadn't understood. "W are hers."

My respect for the queen, and maybe ny fear of the queen, escal ated
Sophi e- Anne, if that was her real nane, had been brave, strategic, and busy in
her career as a vanpire | eader. She'd brought them over and kept themw th
her, in a bond that —the one whose name | wasn't going to speak even to
nmysel f —had explained to ne was stronger than any other enotional tie, for a
vanpire.

To ny relief, the Iight shone green in the wall

Si gebert said, "Go now," and pushed open the heavy door. He and Whbert gave
me mat chi ng nods of farewell as | wal ked over the threshold and into a room
that was |ike any executive's office anywhere.

Sophi e- Anne Leclerq, Queen of Louisiana, and a nale vanpire were sitting at
around table piled with papers. |'d net the queen once before, when she'd
cone to my place to tell me about ny cousin's death. | hadn't noticed then how
young she rmust have been when she died, maybe no nore than fifteen. She was an
el egant woman, perhaps four inches shorter than my height of five foot six,
and she was groomed down to the | ast eyel ash. Makeup, dress, hair, stockings,
jewelry —the whol e nine yards.



The vanpire at the table with her was her male counterpart. He wore a suit
that woul d have paid nmy cable bill for a year, and he was barbered and
mani cured and scented until he al nost wasn't a guy any nore. In ny neck of the
woods, | didn't often see men so grooned. | guessed this was the new king.
wondered if he'd died in such a state; actually, | wondered if the funera
hone had cl eaned himup like that for his funeral, not knowi ng that his
descent bel ow ground was only tenporary. |If that had been the case, he was
younger than his queen. Maybe age wasn't the only requirenment, if you were
aimng to be royalty.

There were two other people in the room A short nan stood about three feet
behi nd the queen's chair, his |legs apart, his hands clasped in front of him
He had cl ose-cut white-blond hair and bright blue eyes. Hi s face | acked
maturity; he |ooked like a large child, but with a man's shoul ders. He was
wearing a suit, and he was armed with a saber and a gun

Behind the man at the table stood a woman, a vanpire, dressed all in red;
slacks, T-shirt, Converses. Her preference was unfortunate, because red was
not her color. She was Asian, and |I thought she'd come from Vi et nam —t hough
it had probably been called something el se then. She had very short unpainted
nails, and a terrifying sword strapped to her back. Apparently, her hair had
been cut off at chin length by a pair of rusty scissors. Her face was the
unenhanced one God had gi ven her

Since | hadn't had a briefing on the correct protocol, | dipped nmy head to
t he queen, said, "Good to see you again, ma'am" and tried to | ook pleasantly
at the king while doing the head-dip thing again. The two standees, who nust
be ai des or bodyguards, received snmaller nods. |I felt like an idiot, but I
didn't want to ignore them However, they didn't have a problemw th ignoring
me, once they'd given me an all-over threat assessnent.

"You' ve had sone adventures in New Ol eans," the queen said, a safe
| ead-in. She wasn't snmiling, but then | had the inpression she was not a
smley kind of gal.

"Yes, ma'am"

"Sookie, this is ny husband. Peter Threadgill, King of Arkansas." There was
not a trace of affection on her face. She m ght as well have been telling ne
t he nane of her pet cockapoo.

"How de-do," | said, and repeated ny head-bob, adding, "Sir," hastily.
kay, already tired of this.

"M ss Stackhouse," he said, turning his attention back to the papers in
front of him The round table was |arge and conpletely cluttered with letters,
conputer printouts, and an assortnment of other papers —bank statenents?

VWile | was relieved not to be an object of interest to the king, | was
wondering exactly why | was there. | found out when the queen began to
guestion ne about the night before. |I told her as explicitly as | could what

had happened.

She | ooked very serious when | tal ked about Anelia's stasis spell and what
it had done to the body.

"You don't think the witch knew the body was there when she cast the
spel I ?" the queen asked. | noticed that though the king's gaze was on the
papers in front of him he hadn't noved a one of themsince |I'd begun talking.
O course, maybe he was a very sl ow reader.

"No, ma'am | know Anelia didn't know he was there."

"From your telepathic ability?"

"Yes, ma'am"

Peter Threadgill |ooked at nme then, and | saw that his eyes were an unusua
gl acial gray. His face was full of sharp angles: a nose like a blade, thin
straight lips, high cheekbones.

The king and the queen were both good-|ooking, but not in a way that struck
any chord in me. | had an inpression that the feeling was nutual. Thank Cod.

"You're the telepath that ny dear Sophie wants to bring to the conference,"”
Peter Threadgill said.

Since he was telling nme sonething | already knew, | didn't feel the need to



answer. But discretion won over sheer irritation. "Yes, | am"

"Stan has one," the queen said to her husband, as if vanpires collected
tel epaths the way dog fanciers collected springer spaniels.

The only Stan | knew was a head vanmpire in Dallas, and the only other

telepath 1'd ever met had lived there. Fromthe queen's few words, | guessed
that Barry the Bellman's life had changed a lot since I'd nmet him Apparently
he worked for Stan Davis now. | didn't know if Stan was the sheriff or even a

king, since at the tine | hadn't been privy to the fact that vanpires had
such.

"So you're now trying to match your entourage to Stan's?" Peter Threadgil
asked his wife, in a distinctly unfond kind of way. Fromthe many clues thrown

my way, |'d gotten the picture that this wasn't a love match. If you asked ne
to cast a vote, | would say it wasn't even a lust match. | knew the queen had
liked my cousin Hadley in a lusty way, and the two brothers on guard had said
she'd rocked their world. Peter Threadgill was nowhere near either side of
that spectrum But maybe that only proved the queen was ommi sexual, if that
was a word. |1'd have to look it up when I went home. If | ever got hone.

"If Stan can see the advantage in enploying such a person, | can certainly

consider it —especially since one is easily available."

I was in stock.

The king shrugged. Not that | had formed nany expectations, but | would
have anticipated that the king of a nice, poor, scenic state |like Arkansas
woul d be | ess sophisticated and fol ksier, with a sense of hunor. Maybe
Threadgi || was a carpetbagger from New York City. Vanpire accents tended to be
all over the map —literally —so it was inpossible to tell fromhis speech

"So what do you think happened in Hadley's apartnment?" the queen asked ne,
and | realized we'd reverted to the original subject.

"I don't know who attacked Jake Purifoy," | said. "But the night Hadl ey
went to the graveyard wi th Wal do, Jake's drai ned body | anded in her closet. As
to how it canme there, | couldn't say. That's why Arelia is having this ecto

thing tonight."

The queen's expression changed; she actually | ooked interested. "She's
havi ng an ectopl asm c reconstruction? |'ve heard of those, but never wi tnessed
one."

The king | ooked nore than interested. For a split second, he | ooked
extrenely angry.

| forced nmy attention back to the queen. "Anelia wondered if you would care
to, ah, fund it?" | wondered if | should add, "My lady," but | just couldn't
bring myself to do it.

"That woul d be a good investnent, since our newest vanpire might have

gotten us all into a great deal of trouble. If he had gotten | oose on the
popul ace...l will be glad to pay."
| drew a breath of sheer relief.
"And | think I'll watch, too," the queen added, before |I could even exhale.
That sounded like the worst idea in the world. | thought the queen's

presence would flatten Anelia until all the magi c was squi shed out. However,
there was no way | was going to tell the queen she was not wel cone.

Peter Threadgill had | ooked up sharply when the queen had announced she'd
watch. "I don't think you should go," he said, his voice snooth and
authoritative. "It will be hard for the twins and Andre to guard you out in
the city in a neighborhood like that."

I wondered how the King of Arkansas had any i dea what Hadl ey's nei ghbor hood
was |ike. Actually, it was a quiet, mddle-class area, especially conmpared to
the zoo that was vanpire central headquarters, with its constant stream of
tourists and picketers and fanatics with cameras.

Sophi e- Anne was al ready preparing to go out. That preparation consisted of
glancing in a mirror to make sure the flawl ess facade was still flaw ess and
sliding on her high, high heels, which had been bel ow the edge of the table.
She'd been sitting there barefoot. That detail suddenly made Sophi e- Anne
Leclerqg nuch nore real to me. There was a personality under that gl ossy



exterior.

"l suppose you would like Bill to acconpany us," the queen said to ne.

"No," | snapped. Okay, there was a personality —and it was unpl easant and
cruel .

But the queen | ooked genuinely startled. Her husband was outraged at ny
rudeness —his head shot up and his odd gray eyes fixed ne with a | um nous
anger —but the queen was sinply taken aback by my reaction. "I thought you
were a couple," she said, in a perfectly even voice.

| bit back ny first answer, trying to remenber who | was talking to, and

said, alnmost in a whisper, "No, we are not." | took a deep breath and nade a
great effort. "I apol ogize for being so abrupt. Please excuse ne."
The queen sinply | ooked at me for a few seconds longer, and |I still could

not get the slightest indication of her thoughts, enotions, or intentions. It
was |ike | ooking at an antique silver tray —a shining surface, an el aborate
pattern, and hard to the touch. How Hadl ey coul d have been adventurous enough
to bed this woman was sinply beyond ny conprehension

"You are excused," she said finally.

"You're too lenient,"” her husband said, and his surface, at |east, began to
thin somewhat. His lips curled in sonething closely approaching a snarl, and
di scovered | didn't want to be the focus of those |um nous eyes for another
second. | didn't like the way the Asian gal in red was | ooking at nme, either
And every time | | ooked at her haircut, it gave ne the heebie-jeebies. Gosh,
even the elderly lady who'd given ny gran a pernanent three times a year would
have done a better job than the Mad Weed \Whacker

"I'"l1l be back in an hour or two, Peter," Sophie-Anne said, very precisely,
in a tone that could have sliced a dianmond. The short man, his childish face
bl ank, was by her side in a jiffy, extending his armso she could have his
assistance in rising. | guessed he was Andre.

The at nosphere was cuttable. Oh, | so wished | were somewhere el se.

"I would feel nore at ease if | knew Jade Flower was with you," the king
said. He notioned toward the woman in red. Jade Flower, ny ass: she | ooked
nore |ike Stone Killer. The Asian worman's face didn't change one iota at the
king's offer.

"But that would | eave you with no one," the queen said.

"Hardly true. The building is full of guards and |oyal vanpires,"’
Threadgil | said.

kay, even | caught that one. The guards, who bel onged to the queen, were
separate fromthe | oyal vanpires, whom| guessed were the ones Peter had
brought with him

Pet er

"Then, of course, | would be proud to have a fighter |ike Jade Fl ower
acconpany me."
Yuck. | couldn't tell if the queen was serious, or trying to placate her

new husband by accepting his offer, or laughing up her sleeve at his |ane
strategy to ensure that his spy was at the ectoplasmc reconstruction. The
gueen used the intercomto call down —or up, for all | knew —to the secure
chanmber where Jake Purifoy was being educated in the ways of the vanpire.
"Keep extra guards on Purifoy," she said. "And |l et me know the m nute he
renmenbers somet hing." An obsequi ous voi ce assured Sophi e- Anne that she'd be
the first to know

I wondered why Jake needed extra guards. | found it hard to get rea
concerned about his welfare, but obviously the queen was.

So here we went —the queen, Jade Flower, Andre, Sigebert, Whbert, and ne.
| guess |'ve been in conpany just as assorted, but |I couldn't tell you when
After a lot of corridor tronping, we entered a guarded garage and piled into a
stretch linmo. Andre jerked his thumb at one of the guards, indicating that the
guard should drive. | hadn't heard the baby-faced vanpire utter a word, so
far. To ny pleasure, the driver was Rasul, who felt like an old friend
conpared to the others.

Si gebert and Wbert were unconfortable in the car. They were the nost
inflexible vanpires I'd ever net, and | wondered if their close association



with the queen hadn't been their undoing. They hadn't had to change, and
changing with the tines was the key vanpire survival technique before the
Great Revelation. It remained so in countries that hadn't accepted the
exi stence of vanpire with the tol erance America had shown. The two vanpires
woul d have been happy wearing skins and hand-woven cl oth and woul d have | ooked
perfectly at hone in handmade | eather boots, carrying shields on their arnmns.
"Your sheriff, Eric, cane to speak to ne last night," the queen told ne.
"I saw himat the hospital,"” | said, hoping | sounded equally of f handed.
"You understand that the new vanpire, the one that was a Wre —he had no
choi ce, you understand?"

"I get that a lot with vampires,” | said, renmenbering all the times in the
past when Bill had explained things by saying he couldn't help hinself. 1'd
believed himat the time, but I wasn't so sure any nore. In fact, | was so
profoundly tired and niserable | hardly had the heart to continue trying to
wrap up Hadl ey's apartnent and her estate and her affairs. | realized that if
I went home to Bon Tenps, |eaving unfinished business here, 1'd just sit and

brood when | got there.
| knew this, but at the nmonent, it was hard to face.

It was time for one of nmy self —pep talks. | told nyself sternly I'd
al ready enjoyed a nonent or two of that very evening, and | would enjoy a few
nore seconds of every day until | built back to ny former contented state. 1'd

al ways enjoyed life, and I knew | would again. But | was going to have to slog
through a | ot of bad patches to get there.

| don't think |I've ever been a person with a lot of illusions. If you can
read m nds, you don't have many doubts about how bad even the best people can
be.

But | sure hadn't seen this coning

To ny horror, tears began sliding down nmy face. | reached into ny little
purse, pulled out a Kl eenex, and patted ny cheeks while all the vanps stared
at me, Jade Flower with the nost identifiable expression |I'd seen on her face:

cont enpt .

"Are you in pain?" the queen asked, indicating ny arm

| didn't think she really cared; | was sure that she had school ed herself
to give the correct human response for so long that it was a reflex.

"Pain of the heart,"” | said, and could have bitten my tongue off.

"Ch," she said. "Bill?"

"Yes," | said, and gul ped, doing ny best to stop the display of enotion

"I grieved for Hadley," she said unexpectedly.

"I't was good she had soneone to care." After a mnute | said, "I would have
been glad to know she was dead earlier than | did," which was as cautiously as
I could express it. | hadn't found out ny cousin was gone until weeks after
the fact.

"There were reasons | had to wait to send Cataliades down," Sophi e-Anne
said. Her snmooth face and clear eyes were as inpenetrable as a wall of ice,
but | got the definite inpression that she wished I hadn't raised the subject.
| looked at the queen, trying to pick up on sone clue, and she gave a tiny
flick of the eye toward Jade Flower, who was sitting on her right. | didn't
know how Jade Fl ower could be sitting in her relaxed position with the |ong
sword strapped to her back. But | definitely had the feeling that behind her
expressionless face and flat eyes, Jade Flower was listening to everything
that transpired.

To be on the safe side, | decided | wouldn't say anything at all, and the
rest of the drive passed in silence.

Rasul didn't want to take the linob into the courtyard, and | recalled that
D ant ha had parked on the street, too. Rasul canme back to open the door for
t he queen, and Andre got out first, |ooked around for a long time, then nodded
that it was safe for the queen to emerge. Rasul stood at the ready, rifle in
hi s hands, sweeping the area visually for attackers. Andre was just as
vigilant.

Jade Flower slithered out of the backseat next and added her eyes to those



scanning the area. Protecting the queen with their bodies, they nmoved into the
courtyard. Sigebert got out next, ax in hand, and waited for ne. After I'd
joined himon the sidewal k, he and Wbert took ne through the open gateway
with | ess cerenony than the others had taken the queen.

I'd seen the queen at ny own home, unguarded by anyone but Cataliades. |'d
seen the queen in her own office, guarded by one person. | guess | didn't
realize until that nmonent how i nportant security was for Sophi e-Anne, how
precari ous her hold on power nust be. | wanted to know agai nst whom all these
guards were protecting her. Wo wanted to kill the Louisiana queen? Muybe al
vampire rulers were in this much danger —or maybe it was just Sophie- Anne.
Suddenly the vanpire conference in the fall seened |like a nuch scarier
proposition than it had before.

The courtyard was well lit, and Anelia was standing on the circular
driveway with three friends. For the record, none of themwere crones wth
broonsti cks. One of themwas a kid who | ooked just |ike a Mornon m ssionary:
bl ack pants, white shirt, dark tie, polished black shoes. There was a bicycle
| eani ng up against the tree in the center of the circle. Maybe he was a Mrnon
m ssionary. He | ooked so young that | thought he might still be growing. The
tall woman standi ng beside himwas in her sixties, but she had a Bowfl ex body.
She was wearing a tight T-shirt, knit slacks, sandals, and a pair of huge hoop
earrings. The third witch was about ny age, in her md- to late twenties, and
she was Hispanic. She had full cheeks, bright red lips, and rippling black
hair, and she was short and had nore curves than an S turn. Sigebert admred
her especially (I could tell by his leer), but she ignored all the vanpires as
if she couldn't see them

Amel i a m ght have been startled by the influx of vanpires, but she handl ed
i ntroductions with aplonb. Evidently the queen had already identified herself
before |I approached. "Your Mjesty," Amelia was saying, "These are ny
co-practitioners.” She swept her hand before themas if she were showing off a
car to the studio audience. "Bob Jessup, Patsy Sellers, Terencia Rodriguez —
Terry, we call her."

The witches gl anced at each other before nodding briefly to the queen. It
was hard to tell how she took that |ack of deference, her face was so
gl ass-snobot h —but she nodded back, and the atnosphere remrai ned tol erable.

"W were just preparing for our reconstruction,” Anelia said. She sounded
absol utely confident, but | noticed that her hands were trenbling. Her
t houghts were not nearly as confident as her voice, either. Amelia was running
over their preparations in her head, frantically item zing the magi c stuff
she' d assenbl ed, anxiously reassessing her conpanions to satisfy herself they
were up to the ritual, and so on. Anelia, | belatedly realized, was a
perfectionist.

| wondered where C audi ne was. Maybe she'd seen the vanps com ng and
prudently fled to some dark corner. While |I was |ooking around for her, | had
a nonent when the heartache | was staving off just plain anbushed ne. It was
like the nmoments | had after ny grandnother died, when |I'd be doing sonething
famliar |ike brushing my teeth, and all of a sudden the bl ackness woul d
overwhelmnme. It took a nmonent or two to collect nyself and swimback to the
surface again.

It would be like that for a while, and 1'd just have to grit ny teeth and
bear it.

I made nyself take notice of those around nme. The witches had assuned their
positions. Bob settled hinself in a law chair in the courtyard, and |I watched
with a tiny flare of interest as he drew powdered stuff fromlittle snack-size
Zi pl oc bags and got a box of matches out of his chest pocket. Anelia bounded
up the stairs to the apartnent, Terry stationed herself hal fway down the
stairs, and the tall older witch, Patsy, was already standing on the gallery
| ooki ng down at us.

"I'f you all want to watch, probably up here would be best," Anelia call ed,
and the queen and | went up the stairs. The guards gathered in a clunp by the
gate so they'd be as far away fromthe nagic as they could be; even Jade



Fl ower seened respectful of the power that was about to be put to use, even if
she did not respect the w tches as people.

As a matter of course, Andre followed the queen up the stairs, but |
t hought there was a | ess than enthusiastic droop to his shoul ders.

It was nice to focus on something new instead of mulling over ny mseries,
and | listened with interest as Anelia, who |ooked |ike she should be out
pl ayi ng beach volleyball, instead gave us instructions on the magic spell she
was about to cast.

"We've set the tinme to two hours before | saw Jake arrive," she said. "So
you may see a lot of boring and extraneous stuff. If that gets old, | can try
to speed up the events."

Suddenly | had a thought that blinded me by its sheer serendipity. | would
ask Anrelia to return to Bon Tenps with ne, and there | would ask her to repeat
this procedure in nmy yard; then | would know what had happened to poor

G adiola. | felt much better once 1'd had this idea, and | made nysel f pay
attention to the here and now.

Amelia called out "Begin!" and imredi ately began reciting words, | suppose
in Latin. | heard a faint echo come up fromthe stairs and the courtyard as

the other witches joined in.

We didn't know what to expect, and it was oddly boring to hear the chanting
continue after a couple of minutes. | began to wonder what woul d happen to ne
if the queen got very bored.

Then ny cousin Hadl ey wal ked into the living room

| was so shocked, | al nbst spoke to her. Wen | |ooked for just a second
longer, | could tell it wasn't really Hadley. It had the shape of her, and it
noved |i ke her, but this simulacrumwas only washed with color. Her hair was
not a true dark, but a glistening inpression of dark. She | ooked like tinted
wat er, wal king. You could see the surface's shimer. | |ooked at her eagerly:
it had been so long since we'd seen each other. Hadl ey | ooked ol der, of
course. She | ooked harder, too, with a sardonic set to her nmouth and a
skeptical | ook to her eyes.

olivious to the presence of anyone else in the room the reconstruction
went over to the | oveseat, picked up a phantomrenote control, and turned on
the television. | actually glanced at the screen to see if it would show
anyt hi ng, but of course, it didn't.

| felt a nmovenent beside ne and | gl anced at the queen. If | had been
shocked, she was electrified. | had never really thought the queen could have
truly |l oved Hadl ey, but | saw now that she had, as much as she was able.

We wat ched Hadl ey gl ance at the television fromtime to time while she
pai nted her toenails, drank a phantom gl ass of blood, and made a phone call
We couldn't hear her. We could only see, and that within a limted range. The
obj ect she reached for would appear the mi nute her hand touched it, but not
before, so you could be sure of what she had only when she began to use it.
When she | eaned forward to replace the glass of blood on the table, and her

hand was still holding the glass, we'd see the glass, the table with its other
objects, and Hadley, all at once, all with that glistening patina. The ghost
tabl e was i nposed over the real table, which was still in alnost exactly the

same space as it had been that night, just to make it weirder. Wen Hadley |et
go of the glass, both glass and table w nked out of existence.

Andre's eyes were wide and staring when | gl anced back at him and it was
the npbst expression |I'd seen on his face. If the queen was grieving and | was
fasci nated and sad, Andre was sinply freaked out.

We stood through a few nore mnutes of this until Hadley evidently heard a
knock at the door. (Her head turned toward the door, and she | ooked
surprised.) She rose (the phantom | oveseat, perhaps two inches to the right of
the real one, became nonexi stent) and padded across the floor. She stepped
t hrough nmy sneakers, which were sitting side by side next to the | oveseat.

kay, that was weird. This whole thing was weird, but fascinating.

Presumably the people in the courtyard had watched the caller cone up the
outside stairs, since | heard a |l oud curse fromone of the Berts —Whbert, |



t hought. When Hadl ey opened a phant om door, Patsy, who'd been stationed
outside on the gallery, pushed open the real door so we could see. From
Amelia's chagrined face, | could tell she hadn't thought that one through
ahead of tine.

Standi ng at the door was (phantom WAl do, a vanpire who had been with the
gueen for years. He had been much puni shed in the years before his death, and
it had left himw th permanently winkled skin. Since Wal do had been an
ultrathin al bino before this punishment, he'd | ooked awful the one and only
night 1'd known him As a watery ghost creature, he | ooked better, actually.

Hadl ey | ooked surprised to see him That expression was strong enough to be
easily recogni zabl e. Then she | ooked di sgusted. But she stepped back to |et
hi min.

When she strolled back to the table to pick up her glass, Waldo gl anced
around him as if to see if anyone el se was there. The tenptation to warn
Hadl ey was so strong it was alnbst irresistible.

After sone conversation, which of course we coul dn't understand, Hadl ey
shrugged and seenmed to agree to some plan. Presumably, this was the idea \Wal do
had told me about the night he'd confessed to killing my cousin. He'd said it
had been Hadley's idea to go to St. Louis Cenetery Nunber One to raise the
ghost of voodooi enne Marie Laveau, but fromthis evidence it seenmed Wal do was
t he one who had suggested the excursion

"What's that in his hand?" Anelia said, as quietly as she could, and Patsy
stepped in fromthe gallery to check

"Brochure," she called to Anelia, trying to use equally hushed tones.

"About Marie Laveau."

Hadl ey | ooked at the watch on her wist and said sonething to Waldo. It was
somet hi ng unki nd, judging by Hadl ey's expression and the jerk of her head as
she indicated the door. She was saying "No," as clearly as body | anguage coul d
say it.

And yet the next night she had gone with him Wat had happened to change
her mi nd?

Hadl ey wal ked back to her bedroom and we followed her. Looking back, we
wat ched WAl do | eave the apartnment, putting the brochure on the table by the
door as he departed.

It felt oddly voyeuristic to stand in Hadley's bedroomw th Anelia, the
gueen, and Andre, watching Hadl ey take off a bathrobe and put on a very fancy
dress.

"She wore that to the party the night before the wedding," the queen said
quietly. It was a skintight, cut-down-to-here red dress decked wi th darker red
sequi ns and sone gorgeous alligator punps. Hadl ey was going to nake the queen
regret what she was |osing, evidently.

We wat ched Hadley prinp in the mrror, do her hair two different ways, and
mul | her choice of lipsticks for a very long time. The novelty was wearing off

the process, and | was willing to fast-forward, but the queen just couldn't
get enough of seeing her beloved again. | sure wasn't going to protest,
especially since the queen was footing the bill

Hadl ey turned back and forth in front of her full-length mrror, appeared
satisfied with what she saw, then burst into tears.

"Ch, ny dear," the queen said quietly. "I amso sorry."

| knew exactly how Hadley felt, and for the first time | felt the kinship
with ny cousin I'd lost through the years of separation. In this
reconstruction, it was the night before the queen's weddi ng, and Hadl ey was
going to have to go to a party and watch the queen and her fiance be a couple.
And the next night she would have to attend their wedding; or so she thought.
She didn't know that she'd be dead by then; finally, definitely dead.

"Someone coming up,"” called Bob the witch. His voice wafted through the
open French wi ndows onto the gallery. In the phantom ghostly world, the
doorbel | nmust have rung, because Hadl ey stiffened, gave herself a last look in
the mrror (right through us, since we were standing in front of it) and
visibly braced herself. \Wen Hadl ey wal ked down the hall, she had a faniliar



sway to her hips and her watery face was set in a cold half snile

She pul | ed open the door. Since the witch Patsy had | eft the actual door
open after Waldo had "arrived," we could see this happening. Jake Purifoy was
dressed in a tux, and he | ooked very good, as Anelia had said. |I glanced at
Amel i a when he stepped into the apartnment, and she was eyeing the phantasm
regretfully.

He didn't care for being sent to pick up the queen's honeybun, you could
tell, but he was too politic and too courteous to take that out on Hadley. He
stood patiently while she got a tiny purse and gave her hair a final conbing,
and then the two were out the door

"Comi ng down out there," Bob called, and we went out the door and across
the gallery to | ook over the railing. The two phantons were getting into a
glistening car and driving out of the courtyard. That was where the area
affected by the spell came to an end. As the ghost car passed through the gate
area, it winked out of existence right by the group of vanpires who were
clustered by the opening. Sigebert and Whbert were w de-eyed and sol emm, Jade
FI ower appeared disgruntled, and Rasul |ooked faintly amused, as if he were
t hi nki ng of the good stories he'd have to tell in the guards' ness hall

"Time to fast-forward," Anelia called. She was |ooking tired now, and
wonder ed how great a strain coordinating this act of witchcraft was placing on
t he young witch.

Pat sy, Terry, Bob, and Anelia began to say another spell in unison. If
there was a weak link in this teameffort, it was Terry. The round-faced
little witch was sweating profusely and shaking with the effort of keeping her
magi cal end up. | felt a little worried as | saw the strain on her face.

"Take it easy, easy!" Anelia exhorted her team having read the sane signs.
Then they all resunmed chanting, and Terry seened to be pacing herself a bit
better; she didn't | ook so desperate.

Amrelia said, "Slow..down...now," and the chanting eased its pace.

The car appeared again in the gate, this time running right through
Si gebert, who'd taken a step forward, the better to watch Terry, | suspected.
It lurched to an abrupt stop half-in, half-out of the aperture.

Hadl ey threw herself out of the car. She was weeping, and fromthe | ooks of
her face, she'd been weeping for sonme tine. Jake Purifoy energed fromhis side
and stood there, his hands on the top of his door, talking across the roof of
the car at Hadl ey.

For the first time, the queen's personal bodyguard spoke. Andre said,

"Hadl ey, you have to cut this out. People will notice, and the new king w ||
do somet hing about it. He's the jeal ous kind, you know? He doesn't care about
—" Here Andre lost the thread, and shook his head. "He cares about keeping
face. "

We all stared at him Was he channeling?

The queen's bodyguard switched his gaze to the ectoplasn c Hadl ey. Andre
said, "But Jake, | can't stand it. | know she has to do this politically, but
she's sending ne away! | can't take it."

Andre could read lips. Even ectoplasmc |ips. He began speaki ng again.

"Hadl ey, go up and sleep on it. You can't go to the wedding if you're going
to create a scene. You know that would enbarrass the queen, and it would ruin
the ceremony. My boss will kill me if that happens. This is the biggest event
we' ve ever worked."

He was tal king about Quinn, | realized. Jake Purifoy was the enployee Quinn
had told me was m ssing.

"I can't stand it," Hadley repeated. She was shrieking, | could tell from
the way her nouth noved, but luckily Andre saw no need to imtate that. It was
eeri e enough hearing the words come out of his nouth. "I've done sonethi ng

terrible!" The mel odramati c words sounded very strange in Andre's nonotone.
Hadl ey ran up the stairs, and Terry autonmatically noved out of the way to

| et her pass. Hadley unl ocked the (already open) door and stornmed into her

apartment. We turned to watch Jake. Jake sighed, straightened up, and stepped

away fromthe car, which vanished. He flipped open a cell phone and punched in



a nunber. He spoke into the phone for less than a nminute, with no pause for an
answer, so it was safe to assunme he'd gotten voice mail

Andre said, "Boss, | have to tell you | think there's going to be trouble.
The girlfriend won't be able to control herself on the day."

Oh ny God, tell me Quinn didn't have Hadley killed! I thought, feeling
absolutely sick at the thought. But even as the idea formed fully, Jake
wandered over to the rear of the car, which appeared again as he brushed
against it. He ran his hand lovingly along the line of the trunk, stepping
closer and closer to the area outside the gate, and suddenly a hand reached
out and grabbed him The witches' area did not extend beyond the walls, so the
rest of the body was absent, and the effect of a hand materializing from
nowhere and sei zi ng the unsuspecting Wre was as scary as anything in a horror
novi e.

This was exactly |ike one of those dreans where you see danger approachi ng,
but you can't speak. No warnings on our part could alter what had al ready
happened. But we were all shocked. The brothers Bert cried out, Jade Fl ower
drew her sword without ny even seeing her hand nove, and the queen's nouth
fell open.

We could see only Jake's feet, thrashing. Then they lay still.

W all stood and | ooked at each other, even the witches, their

concentration wavering until the courtyard began to fill with mst.
"Wtches!" Anelia called harshly. "Back to work!"™ In a noment, everything

had cl eared up. But Jake's feet were still, and in a nonment, their outline

grew still nore faint; he was fading out of sight like all the other lifeless

objects. In a few seconds, though, my cousin appeared on the gallery above,

| ooki ng down. Her expression was cautious and worried. She'd heard sonet hi ng.
W registered the nonent when she saw the body, and she came down the stairs
wi th vanpiric speed. She | eaped through the gate and was lost to sight, but in
a nonent she was back in, dragging the body by the feet. As |long as she was
touching it, the body was visible as a table or chair would have been. Then
she bent over the corpse, and now we could see that Jake had a huge wound in
hi s neck. The wound was sickening, though | have to say that the vanps

wat chi ng did not | ook sickened, but enthralled.

Ect opl asni ¢ Hadl ey | ooked around her, hoping for help that didn't conme. She
| ooked desperately uncertain. Her fingers never left Jake's neck as she felt
for his pul se.

Finally she bent over himand said sonething to him

"It's the only way," Andre translated. "You may hate ne, but it's the only
way." We watched Hadley tear at her wist with her own fangs and then put her
bl eeding wist to Jake's nmouth, watched the blood trickle inside, watched him
revive enough to grip her arnms and pull her down to him Wen Hadl ey nade Jake
I et go of her, she | ooked exhausted, and he | ooked as if he were having
convul si ons.

"The Were does not nmake a good vanpire," Sigebert said in a whisper. "l've
never before seen a Were brought over."
It was sure hard for poor Jake Purifoy. | began to forgive himthe horror

of the evening before, seeing his suffering. My cousin Hadl ey gat hered himup
and carried himup the stairs, pausing every now and then to | ook around her
| followed her up one nore time, the queen right behind me. W watched Hadl ey
pul | off Jake's ripped clothes, wap a towel around his neck until the
bl eedi ng stopped, and stow himin the closet, carefully covering himand
cl osing the door so the norning sun wouldn't burn the new vanpire, who woul d
have to lie in the dark for three days. Hadley cramed the bl oody towel into
her hamper. Then she stuffed another towel into the open space at the bottom
of the door, to nake sure Jake was safe.

Then she sat in the hall and thought. Finally she got her cell phone and
cal l ed a nunber.

"She asks for Waldo," Andre said. Wen Hadley's |ips began novi ng agai n,
Andre said, "She makes the appointrment for the next night. She says she nust
talk to the ghost of Marie Laveau, if the ghost will really cone. She needs



advi ce, she says." After a little nore conversation, Hadley shut her phone and
got up. She gathered up the forner Were's torn and bl oody cl othing and seal ed
it in a bag.

"You should get the towel, too," | advised, in a whisper, but ny cousin
left it in the hanper for ne to find when | arrived. Hadl ey got the car keys
out of the trouser pockets, and when she went down the stairs, she got into
the car and drove away wi th the garbage bag.

Chapter 18

"Your Majesty, we have to stop,"” Anelia said, and the queen gave a flick of
her hand that mi ght have been agreenent.

Terry was so exhausted she was | eaning heavily against the railing of the
stairs, and Patsy was | ooking al nost as haggard out on the gallery. The nerdy
Bob seemed unchanged, but then he'd wisely seated hinself in a chair to start
with. At Arelia' s wordless signal, they began undoing the spell they'd cast,
and gradually the eerie atnosphere | essened. We becane an ill-assorted bunch
of weird people in a courtyard in New Ol eans, rather than hel pl ess wi tnesses
to a magi cal reenactnent.

Amelia went to the corner storage shed and pulled out sone fol ding chairs.
Si gebert and Whbert did not understand the nmechanism so Anelia and Bob set
the chairs out.

After the queen and the witches sat, there was one renaining seat, and
took it after a silent to and fro between nme and the four vanpires.

"So we know what happened the next night," | said wearily. | was feeling a
little silly in nmy fancy dress and hi gh-heel ed sandals. It would be nice to
put on ny regul ar cl ot hes.

"Uh, 'scuse ne, you mght, but the rest of us don't, and we want to know, "
Bob said. He seened oblivious to the fact that he ought to be shaking in his
sandal s in the queen's presence.

There was sonething kind of |ikable about the geeky witch. And all four had
wor ked so hard; if they wanted to know the rest of the story, there wasn't any
reason they couldn't hear it. The queen raised no objection. Even Jade Fl ower,
who had resheat hed her sword, |ooked faintly interested.

"The next night, Waldo lured Hadley to the cenetery with the story of the
Mari e Laveau grave and the vanpire tradition that the dead can raise the dead
—in this case, the voodoo priestess Marie Laveau. Hadl ey wanted Marie Laveau
to answer her questions, which Waldo had told Hadl ey the ghost could, if the
correct ritual was followed. Though WAl do gave ne a reason Hadl ey agreed to do
this on the night I met him now | know he was lying. But | can think of
several other reasons she mght have agreed to go with Waldo to St. Louis
Cenetery," | said. The queen nodded silently. "I think she wanted to find out
what Jake would be |ike when he rose,” | said. "I think she wanted to find out
what to do with him She couldn't let himdie, you saw that, but she didn't
want to admit to anyone that she had created a vanpire, especially one that
had been a Were."

| had quite an audi ence. Sigebert and Whbert were squatting on either side
of the queen, and they were wapped up in the story. This nust be |ike going
to the novies, for them

Al the witches were interested in hearing the backstory on the events
they'd just w tnessed. Jade Flower had her eyes fixed on ne. Only Andre seened
i mmune, and he was busy doing his bodyguard job, constantly scanning the
courtyard and the sky for attack

"It's possible, too, that Hadl ey m ght have believed the ghost could give
her advice on how to regain the queen's affections. No offense, ma'am" |
added, renenbering too |ate that the queen was sitting three feet away from ne
ina folding lawn chair with the Wal-Mart price label still hanging on a
pl astic | oop.

The queen waved her hand in a negligent gesture. She was sunk in thought,
so deeply that | wasn't even sure she heard ne.

"I't wasn't WAl do who drai ned Jake Purifoy," the queen said, to ny



amazenment. "Wal do could not have inagi ned that when he succeeded in killing
Hadl ey and reported it to me, blanming it on the Fellowship of the Sun, this
clever witch woul d obey the order to seal the apartment very literally,

including a stasis spell. Waldo already had a plan. Woever killed Jake had a
separate plan —perhaps to blane Hadl ey for Jake's death and his rebirth...
whi ch woul d condemn her to jail in a vanpire cell. Perhaps the killer thought

that Jake would kill Hadl ey when he rose in three days...and possibly, he would
have. "

Arelia tried to | ook nmodest, but it was an uphill battle. It should have
been easy, since the only reason she'd cast the spell was to prevent the
apartment fromsnelling |ike garbage when it finally was reopened. She knew
it, and | knewit. But it had been a pretty piece of witchcraft, and I wasn't
about to burst her bubble.

Arelia burst it all by herself.

"Or maybe," she said blithely, "soneone paid Waldo to get Hadl ey out of the
pi cture, by one neans or another."

| had to shut down ny shields i mediately, because all the witches began
broadcasting such strong panic signals that being around them was unbearabl e.
They knew that what Anelia had said would upset the queen, and when the Queen
of Loui siana was agitated, those around her tended to be even nore agitated.

The queen shot out of her chair, so we all scranmbled to our feet, hastily
and clunsily. Anelia had just gotten her |egs tucked underneath her, so she
was especi ally awkward, which served her right. Jade Flower took a couple
steps away fromthe rest of the vampires, but maybe she wanted nore roomin
case she had to swing her sword. Andre was the only one who noticed that,
besi des ne. He kept his gaze fixed on the king' s bodyguard.

I don't know what woul d have happened next if Quinn hadn't driven through
the gate.

He got out of the big black car, ignored the tense tableau as if it didn't
even exist, and strode across the gravel to ne. He casually draped an arm over
nmy shoul ders and bent to give me a light kiss. | don't know how to conpare one
kiss to another. Men all kiss differently, don't they? And it says sonething
about their character. Quinn kissed ne as if we were carrying on a
conver sati on.

"Babe," he said, when I'd had the last word. "Did | get here at a good
ti me? What happened to your arn®"

The atnosphere relaxed a bit. | introduced himto the people standing in
the courtyard. He knew all the vanpires, but he hadn't net the w tches. He
noved away fromnme to nmeet and greet. Patsy and Anelia had obviously heard of
himand tried hard not to act too i npressed at neeting him

| had to get the rest of the evening's news off nmy chest. "My arm got
bitten, Quinn," | began. Quinn waited, his eyes intent on ny face. "I got
bitten by a...|'"mafraid we know what happened to your enpl oyee. H s nane was
Jake Purifoy, wasn't it?" | said.

"What?" In the bright lights of the courtyard, | saw that his expression
was guarded. He knew sonet hing bad was coning; of course, seeing the assenbl ed
conpany, anyone woul d guess that.

"He was drained and |left here in the courtyard. To save his life, Hadley
turned him He's becone a vanpire.”

Quinn didn't conprehend, for a few seconds. | watched as realization dawned
as he grasped the enormty of what had happened to Jake Purifoy. Quinn's face
became stony. | found mysel f hopi ng he never | ooked at me |ike that.

"The change was w thout the Were's consent,"” the queen said. "Of course, a
Were woul d never agree to becone one of us." If she sounded a little snarky, |
wasn't too surprised. Weres and vanps regarded each other with scarcely
conceal ed disgust, and only the fact that they were united agai nst the nornal
wor |l d kept that disgust fromflaring into open warfare.

"I went by your house," Qinn said to me, unexpectedly. "I wanted to see if
you' d gotten back from New Ol eans before | drove down here to | ook for Jake.
Who burned a denon in your driveway?"



"Sonmeone killed @ adiola, the queen's nessenger, when she cane to deliver a
nmessage to nme," | said. There was a stir anong the vanpires around ne. The
gueen had known about d adiola's death, of course; M. Cataliades would have
been sure to tell her. But no one else had heard about it.

"Lots of people dying in your yard, babe," Qinn said to nme, though his
tone was absent, and | didn't blane himfor that being on his back burner

"Just two," | said defensively, after a quick nmental rundown. "I would
hardly call that a lot." O course, if you threwin the people who'd died in
t he house...l quickly shut off that train of thought.

"You know what?" Anelia said in a high, artificially social voice. "I think
we witches will just nosey on down the street to that pizza place on the
corner of Chloe and Justine. So if you need us, there we'll be. Right, guys?"

Bob, Patsy, and Terry noved faster than |'d thought they were able to the gate
openi ng, and when the vanmpires didn't get any signal fromtheir queen, they
stood aside and let themby. Since Anrelia didn't bother retrieving her purse,
| hoped she had noney in one pocket and her keys in another. Ch well.

| almobst wished | were trailing al ong behind them Wit a mnute! Wy
couldn't 1? | looked longingly at the gate, but Jade Flower stepped into the
gap and stared at me, her eyes black holes in her round face. This was a woman
who didn't like ne one little bit. Andre, Sigebert, and Wbert could
definitely take me or leave ne, and Rasul night think I wouldn't be a bad
conpani on for an hour on the town —but Jade Fl ower woul d enjoy whacki ng of f
nmy head with her sword, and that was a fact. | couldn't read vanpire m nds
(except for a tiny glinpse every now and then, which was a big secret) but |
could read body | anguage and | could read the expression in her eyes.

| didn't know the reason for this aninosity, and at this point in tine |
didn't think it mattered a heck of a |ot.

The queen had been thinking. She said, "Rasul, we shall go back to the
house very shortly." He bowed and wal ked out to the car

"M ss Stackhouse," she said, turning her eyes on me. They shone |ike dark
| anps. She took ny hand, and we went up the stairs to Hadley's apartnent,
Andre trailing behind us Iike sonething tied to Sophie-Anne's leg with string.
| kept having the unw se inmpul se to yank ny hand fromthe queen's, which of
course was cold and dry and strong, though she was careful not to squeeze.
Bei ng so close to the ancient vanpire nade ne vibrate like a violin string.
didn't see how Hadl ey had endured it.

She led me into Hadl ey's apartnment and shut the door behind us. | didn't
thi nk even the excellent ears of the vanpires bel ow us could hear our
conversation now That had been her goal, because the first thing she said
was, "You will not tell anyone what | am about to tell you."

| shook ny head, nmute with apprehension

"I began ny life in what becane northern France, about...one thousand, one
hundred years ago."

I gul ped.

"I didn't know where | was, of course, but | think it was Lotharingia. In
the last century | tried to find the place | spent ny first twelve years, but
| couldn't, even if my life depended on it." She gave a barking |l augh at the
turn of phrase. "My nother was the wife of the wealthiest man in the town,
whi ch neant he had two nore pigs than anyone else. My nane then was Judith.”

| tried hard not to | ook shocked, to just look interested, but it was a
struggl e.

"When | was about ten or twelve, | think, a peddler came to us from down
the road. W& hadn't seen a new face in six nonths. W were excited." But she
didn't smle or ook as if she renmenbered the feeling of that excitenent, only
the fact of it. Her shoulders rose and fell, once. "He carried an illness that
had never cone to us before. | think now that it was some formof influenza.
Wthin two weeks of his stay in our town, everyone in it was dead, excepting
me and a boy sonewhat ol der."

There was a nonent of silence while we thought about that. At least | did,
and | suppose the queen was renmenbering. Andre m ght have been thinki ng about



the price of bananas in Guatenal a.

"Clovis did not like nme," the queen said. "I've forgotten why. Qur fathers...
| don't remenber. Things mght have gone differently if he had cared for ne.
As it was, he raped nme and then he took ne to the next town, where he began
of fering me about. For noney, of course, or food. Though the influenza
travel ed across our region, we never got sick."

| tried to | ook anywhere but at her

"Way will you not neet ny eyes?" she denmanded. Her phrasing and her accent
had changed as she spoke, as if she'd just |earned English
"I feel so bad for you," | said

She made a sound that involved putting her top teeth on her lower |lip and
maki ng the extra effort to intake sonme air so she could blowit out. It
sounded like "fffft!" "Don't bother," the queen said. "Because what happened
next was, we were canped in the woods, and a vanpire got him" She | ooked
pl eased at the recollection. Wat a trip down nmenory | ane. "The vanpire was
very hungry and started on Clovis first, because he was bigger, but when he
was through with Clovis, he could take a minute to look at ne and think it
m ght be nice to have a conpanion. H's name was Alain. For three years or nore
| traveled with Alain. Vanpires were secret then, of course. Their existence
was only in stories told by old woren by the fire. And Al ain was good at
keeping it that way. Alain had been a priest, and he was very fond of
surprising priests in their beds.” She smiled remniscently.

I found ny synpat hy di m ni shing.

"Alain pronised and prom sed to bring nme over, because of course | wanted
to be as he was. | wanted the strength." Her eyes flicked over to ne.

| nodded heartily. | could understand that.

"But when he needed noney, for clothes and food for ne, he would do the
same thing with me that dovis had, sell ne for noney. He knew the nmen woul d
notice if I was cold, and he knew | would bite themif he brought ne over.
grewtired of his failing in his prom se."

| nodded to show her | was paying attention. And | was, but in the back of
my mind I was wondering where the hell this nonol ogue was headi ng and why |
was the recipient of such a fascinating and depressing story.

"Then one night we canme into a village where the head-man knew Al ain for
what he was. Stupid Alain had forgotten he had passed through before and
drai ned the headman's wife! So the villagers bound himwi th a silver chain,
whi ch was amazing to find in a small village, | can tell you...and they threw
himinto a hut, planning to keep himuntil the village priest returned froma
trip. Then they meant to put himin the sun with some church cerenony. It was
a poor village, but on top of himthey piled all the bits of silver and al
the garlic the people possessed, in an effort to keep hi m subdued." The queen
chuckl ed.

"They knew | was a human, and they knew he had abused ne," she said. "So
they didn't tie me up. The headman's fanily di scussed taking me as a sl ave,
since they had | ost a woman to the vanpire. | knew what that would be |ike."

The expression on her face was both heartbreaki ng and absolutely chilling.
| held very still.

"That night, | pulled out sone weak planks fromthe rear of the hut and
crawed in. | told Alain that when he'd brought nme over, I'd free him W
bargained for quite a tinme, and then he agreed. | dug a hole in the floor, big
enough for ny body. We planned that Alain would drain me and bury ne under the
pall et he lay on, smoothing the dirt floor over as best he could. He could
nmove enough for that. On the third night, I would rise. | would break his
chain and toss away the garlic, though it would burn my hands. W would flee
into the darkness." She | aughed out loud. "But the priest returned before
three days were up. By the time | clawed ny way out of the dirt, Al ain was
bl ackened ash in the wind. It was the priest's hut they'd stored Alain in. The
old priest was the one who told ne what had happened.”

| had a feeling I knew the punch Iine to this story. "Ckay," | said
qui ckly, "I guess the priest was your first neal." | smiled brightly.



"Ch, no," said Sophie-Anne, fornerly Judith. "I told himl| was the angel of
death, and that | was passing himover since he had been so virtuous."

Consi dering the state Jake Purifoy had been in when he'd risen for the
first time, | could appreciate what a gut-wenching effort that nmust have been
for the new vanpire

"What did you do next?" | asked.

"After a few years, | found an orphan like nme; roaming in the woods, I|ike

me," she said, and turned to | ook at her bodyguard. "W've been together ever
since. "

And | finally saw an expression in Andre's unlined face: utter devotion

"He was being forced, like | had been," she said gently. "And | took care
of that."

| felt a cold shiver run down ny spine. | couldn't have picked sonething to

say if you had paid ne.

"The reason |'ve bored you with nmy ancient history," the queen said,
shaki ng herself and sitting up even straighter, "is to tell you why | took
Hadl ey under ny wi ng. She, too, had been nol ested, by her great-uncle. Did he
nol est you, too?"

| nodded. |1'd had no idea he'd gotten to Hadley. He hadn't progressed to
actual penetration, only because ny parents had died and I'd gone to live with
nmy grandnother. My parents hadn't believed ne, but I'd convinced ny
grandmother | was telling the truth by the tinme he would have felt | was ripe,
when | was about nine. O course, Hadl ey had been ol der. W'd had nmuch nore in
common than I'd ever thought. "I"'msorry, | didn't know," | said. "Thanks for
telling me."

"Hadl ey tal ked about you often," the queen said.

Yeah, thanks, Hadley. Thanks for setting ne up for the worst...no, wait,
that was unfair. Finding out about Bill's massive deception was not the worst
thing that had ever happened to me. But it wasn't too far down on my persona
list, either.

"That's what |'ve found out,"” | said, nmy voice as cold and crisp as a
celery stick.

"You are upset that | sent Bill to investigate you, to find out if you
could be of use to me," the queen said.

| took a deep breath, forced ny teeth to unclench. "No, I'mnot upset wth
you. You can't help being the way you are. And you didn't even know ne."
Anot her deep breath. "I'mupset with Bill, who did know me and went ahead wth
your whol e programin a very thorough and cal culated way." | had to drive away

t he pain. "Besides, why would you care?" My tone was bordering on insolent,
whi ch was not w se when you're dealing with a powerful vanpire. She'd touched
Ne in a very sore spot.

"Because you were dear to Hadley," Sophie-Anne said unexpectedly.

"You woul dn't have known it fromthe way she treated ne, after she becane a
teenager," | said, having apparently decided that reckless honesty was the
course to foll ow

"She was sorry for that," the queen said, "once she became a vanpire,
especially, and found out what it was like to be a mnority. Even here in New
O leans, there is prejudice. W tal ked about her life often, when we were
al one. "

| didn't know which made nme nmore unconfortable, the idea of the queen and
nmy cousin Hadl ey having sex, or having pillow tal k about me afterward.

| don't care if consenting adults have sex, no matter what that sex
consists of, as long as both parties agree beforehand. But | don't necessarily
need to hear any details, either. Any prurient interest | mght have had has
been fl ooded over the years with inmages fromthe minds of the people in the
bar .

This was turning out to be a |long conversation. | wanted the queen to get
to the point.
"The point is," the queen said, "I amgrateful that you —through the

wi tches —gave nme a better idea of how Hadl ey died. And al so you have let ne



know there is a wider plot against nme than just Wal do's jeal ous heart."

| had?

"So | amin your debt. Tell ne what | can do for you now "

"Ah. Send over a lot of boxes so | can pack up Hadley's stuff and get back
to Bon Tenps? Get soneone to take the stuff |I don't want to a charity

dr op- of f 2"
The queen | ooked down, and | swear she was snothering a smle. "Yes, |
think I can do that," she said. "I'll send sonme human over tonorrow to do

t hose things."

"If someone could pack the stuff | want into a van and drive it up to Bon
Tenps, that would be real good," | said. "Maybe | could ride back in that
van?"

"Also not a problem" she said.

Now for the big favor. "Do | actually have to go with you to this

conference thing?" | asked, which | knew was kind of pushing it.

"Yes," she said.

Ckay, stonewall there.

She added, "But 1'll pay you handsonely."

| brightened. Sone of the noney |'d gotten for my previous vanpire services
was still in ny savings account, and |'d gotten a big financial break when
Tara "sold" ne her car for a dollar, but I was so used to living close to the
financi al bone that a cushi on was al ways wel cone. | was al ways scared |I'd
break my leg, or ny car would throw a rod, or my house would burn down...wait,
that had al ready happened...well, that sonme disaster would happen, like a high
wi nd woul d bl ow off the stupid tin roof ny grandnother had insisted on, or
sormet hi ng.

"Did you want somet hing of Hadley's?" | asked her, my train of thought
havi ng veered away from noney. "You know, a renenbrance?"

Sonet hing flashed in her eyes, sonething that surprised ne.

"You took the words right out of nmy mouth," said the queen, with an
adorabl e hint of a French accent.

Uh-oh. It couldn't be good that she'd switched on the charm

"I did ask Hadley to hide sonething for nme," she said. My bullshit neter
was beeping like an alarmclock. "And if you conme across it in your packing,
I"d like to have it back."

"What does it |ook I|ike?"

"It's a jewel ," she said. "My husband gave it to me as an engagenent gift.
| happened to leave it here before | got nmarried.”

"You're welcome to look in Hadley's jewelry box," | said inmrediately. "If
it belongs to you, of course you have to have it back."

"That's very kind of you," she said, her face back to its regular gl assy

snoot hness. "It's a dianond, a large dianond, and it's fixed on a platinum
bracelet."

| didn't renenber anything like that in Hadley's stuff, but | hadn't | ooked
carefully. 1'd planned to pack Hadley's jewelry box intact so | could pick
through it at ny leisure in Bon Tenps.

"Pl ease, |look now," | suggested. "I know that it would be Iike a faux pas

to |l ose a present from your husband."

"Ch," she said gently, "you have no idea." Sophie-Anne cl osed her eyes for
just a second, as if she were too anxious for words. "Andre," she said, and
with that word he took off for the bedroom —didn't need any directions, |
noti ced —and while he was gone, the queen | ooked oddly inconplete. | wondered
why he hadn't acconpani ed her to Bon Tenps, and on an inpul se, | asked her

She | ooked at me, her crystalline eyes wide and blank. "I was not supposed
to be gone," she said. "I knew if Andre showed hinself in New Ol eans,
everyone woul d assunme | was here, too." | wondered if the reverse would be
true. If the queen was here, woul d everyone assume Andre was, al so? And that
sparked a thought in nme, a thought that had gone before | could quite grasp
hold of it.

Andre cane back at that noment, the tiniest shake of his head telling the



gueen he hadn't found what she wanted to reclaim For a nonent, Sophie-Anne
| ooked quite unhappy. "Hadley did this in a mnute of anger," the queen said,
and | thought she was talking to herself. "But she may bring ne down from
beyond the veil." Then her face relaxed into its usual enotionless state.

"I"ll keep an eye open for the bracelet,"” | said. | suspected that the
value of the jewelry did not lie in its appraisal. "Wuld that bracel et have
been | eft here the I ast night before the weddi ng?" | asked cautiously.

| suspected my cousin Hadl ey had stolen the bracelet fromthe queen out of
sheer pique that the queen was getting married. That seened |ike a Hadl ey
thing to do. If I'd known about Hadl ey's conceal nent of the bracelet, | would
have asked the witches to roll the clock back on the ectoplasmc
reconstruction. W coul d have watched Hadl ey hide the thing.

The queen gave one short nod. "I nust have it back," the queen said. "You
understand, it's not the value of the dianond that concerns nme? You
under stand, a weddi ng between vanpire rulers is not a | ove match, where nuch
can be forgiven? To lose a gift fromyour spouse, that's a very grave of fense.
And our spring ball is scheduled for two nights fromnow. The king expects to
see nme wearing his gifts. If I'"'mnot.." Her voice trailed away, and even Andre
| ooked al nost worri ed.

"I"'mgetting your point," | said. 1'd noticed the tension already rolling
t hrough the halls at Sophie's headquarters. There'd be hell to pay, and
Sophi e- Anne woul d be the one to pay it. "If it's here, you'll get it back
Okay?" | spread nmy hands, asking her if she believed ne.

"Al'l right," she said. "Andre, | can't spend any nore time here. Jade
Flower will report the fact that | came up here with Sookie. Sookie, we must
pretend to have had sex."

"Sorry, anyone who knows me knows | don't do wonen. | don't know who you
expect Jade Flower's reporting to." (OF course | did, and that would be the
king, but it didn't seemtactful to say "I know your business," just then.)

"But if they've done any homework, that's just a fact about ne."

"Perhaps you had sex with Andre, then," she said calmy. "And you let ne
wat ch. "

| thought of several questions, the first one being, "ls that the usua
procedure with you?" followed by, "It's not okay to m splace a bracelet, but
okay to bunp pelvises with soneone el se?" But | clanmped ny mouth shut. If
someone were holding a gun to ny head, 1'd actually have to vote for having
sex with the queen rather than with Andre, no matter what mny gender
preference, because Andre creeped ne out big-time. But if we were just
pr et endi ng...

In a businesslike way, Andre renoved his tie, folded it, put it in his
pocket, and undid a few shirt buttons. He beckoned to me with a crook of his
fingers. | approached himwarily. He took me in his arms and held ne cl ose,
pressed against him and bent his head to ny neck. For a second | thought he
was going to bite, and | had a flare of absolute panic, but instead he
i nhaled. That's a deliberate act for a vampire.

"Put your nouth on ny neck," he said, after another long whiff of ne. "Your
lipstick will transfer."

| did as he told nme. He was cold as ice. This was like...well, this was just
weird. | thought of the picture-taking session with Claude; 1'd spent a |ot of
time lately pretending to have sex.

"I love the snell of fairy. Do you think she knows she has fairy bl ood?" he
asked Sophi e-Anne, while | was in the process of transferring ny lipstick

My head snapped back then. | stared right into his eyes, and he stared
right back at me. He was still holding nme, and | understood that he was
ensuring | would snell |ike himand he would snell like me, as if we'd
actually done the deed. He definitely wasn't up for the real thing, which was
arelief.

"I what?" | hadn't heard himcorrectly, | was sure. "I have what?"

"He has a nose for it," the queen said. "My Andre." She | ooked faintly
pr oud.



"I was hanging around with my friend C audine earlier in the day," | said.

"She's a fairy. That's where the snell is coming from" | really nust need to
shower .

"You permt?" Andre asked, and without waiting for an answer, he jabbed ny
wounded armwith a fingernail, right above the bandage.

"Yowm " | said in protest.

He let alittle blood trickle onto his finger, and he put it in his nouth.
He rolled it around, as if it were a sip of wine, and at |ast he said, "No,
this snell of fairy is not fromassociation. It's in your blood." Andre |ooked
at me in a way that was nmeant to tell me that his words made it a done deal
"You have a little streak of fairy. Maybe your grandnother or your grandfather
was hal f-fey?"

"I don't know anything about it," | said, knowing |I sounded stupid, but not
knowi ng what else to say. "If any of ny grandparents were other than a hundred
percent human, they didn't pass that information along."

"No, they wouldn't," the queen said, matter-of-factly. "Mst hunmans of
fairy descent hide the fact, because they don't really believe it. They prefer
to think their parents are mad." She shrugged. |nexplicable! "But that bl ood
woul d expl ai n why you have supernatural suitors and not human admirers."

"I don't have human admirers because | don't want 'em" | said, definitely
piqued. "I can read their mnds, and that just knocks them out of the running.
If they're not put off fromthe get-go by ny reputation for weirdness,"”
added, back into nmy too-mnuch-honesty groove.

"It's a sad comment on humans that none of themare tolerable to one who
can read their mnds," the queen said.

| guess that was the final word on the value of mind-reading ability. |
decided it would be better to stop the conversation. | had a lot to think
about .

W& went down the stairs, Andre |eading, the queen next, and ne trailing
behi nd. Andre had insisted | take off my shoes and ny earrings so it could be
inferred that | had undressed and then just slipped back into the dress.

The other vanpires were waiting obediently in the courtyard, and they
sprang to attention when we began maki ng our way down. Jade Flower's face
didn't change at all when she read all the clues as to what we'd been up to in
the past half hour, but at |least she didn't | ook skeptical. The Berts | ooked
knowi ng but uninterested, as if the scenario of Sophie-Anne watchi ng her
bodyguard engaging in sex (with a virtual stranger) were very much a matter of
routine.

As he stood in the gateway waiting for further driving instructions,
Rasul 's face expressed a mld ruefulness, as if he wi shed he had been incl uded
in the action. Quinn, on the other hand, was pressing his mouth in such a grim
line that you couldn't have fed hima straight pin. There was a fence to mend.

But as we'd wal ked out of Hadley's apartnent, the queen had told ne
specifically not to share her story with anyone el se, enphasis on the anyone.
| would just have to think of a way to let Quinn know, w thout letting him
know.

Wth no discussion or social chitchat, the vanpires piled into their car
My brain was so crowded with ideas and conjectures and everything in between
that | felt punch-drunk. | wanted to call my brother, Jason, and tell him he
wasn't so irresistible after all, it was the fairy blood in him just to see
what he'd say. No, wait, Andre had inplied that humans weren't affected by the
nearness of fairies like vanpires were. That is, humans didn't want to consumne
fairies, but did find themsexually attractive. (I thought of the crowd that
al ways surrounded Cl audine at Merlotte's.) And Andre had said that other
supernaturals were attracted by fairy blood too, just not in the eat-'enmup
way that vanps were. Wuldn't Eric be relieved? He woul d be so glad to know he
didn't really love ne! It was the fairy blood all al ong!

| watched the royal linp drive away. While | was fighting a wave conpounded
of about six different enmptions, Quinn was fighting only one.

He was right in front of me, his face angry. "How d she talk you into it



Sooki e?" he asked. "If you'd yelled, 1'd have been right up there. O maybe
you wanted to do that? | would have sworn you weren't the type."

"I haven't gone to bed with anyone this evening," | said. | |ooked him
straight in the eyes. After all, this wasn't revealing anything the queen had
told me, this was just...correcting an error. "It's fine if others think that,"

| said carefully. "Just not you."

He | ooked down at ne for a |l ong nonent, his eyes searching nine as if he
were reading some witing on the back of ny eyeballs.

"Wuld you like to go to bed with soneone this evening?" he asked. He
ki ssed ne. He kissed ne for a long, long tinme, as we stood glued together in
the courtyard. The witches did not return; the vanpires stayed gone. Only the
occasional car going by in the street or a siren heard in the distance
rem nded me we were in the mddle of a city. This was as different from bei ng
held by Andre as | could inagine. Quinn was warm and | could feel his nuscles
nove beneath his skin. | could hear himbreathe, and |I could feel his
heartbeat. | could sense the churn of his thoughts, which were nostly now
centered on the bed he knew nust be somewhere upstairs in Hadley's apartnent.
He |oved the snell of ne, the touch of me, the way ny lips felt...and a | arge
part of Quinn was attesting to that fact. That |arge part was pressed between
us right at this very nonent.

I'"d gone to bed with two other males, and both tines it hadn't worked out
wel . | hadn't known enough about them |'d acted on inpulse. You should learn
fromyour mstakes. For a second, | wasn't feeling especially snart.

Luckily for ny decision-nmaking ability, Quinn's phone chose that nmonent to
ring. God bl ess that phone. |I'd been within an ace of chucking nmy good
resol utions right out the wi ndow, because |I'd been scared and | onely
t hr oughout the evening, and Quinn felt relatively faniliar and he wanted ne so
nmuch.

Qui nn, however, was not follow ng the same thought processes —far fromit
—and he cursed when the phone rang a second tine.

"Excuse me," he said, fury in his voice, and answered the damm phone.

"Al'l right," he said, after listening for a noment to the voice on the
other end. "Al'l right, I'lIl be there."

He snapped the tiny phone shut. "Jake is asking for me," he said.

| was so at sea with a strange conbination of lust and relief that it took
me a nonent to connect the dots. Jake Purifoy, Quinn's enployee, was
experiencing his second night as a vanpire. Having been fed sonme volunteer, he
was enough hinself to want to talk to Quinn. He'd been in suspended ani mation
in a closet for weeks, and there was a |l ot he would need to catch up on

"Then you have to go," | said, proud that ny voice was practically rock
steady. "Maybe he'll remenber who attacked him Tonmorrow, | have to tell you
about what | saw here tonight."

"Wul d you have said yes?" he asked. "If we'd been undi sturbed for another
m nut e?"

| considered for a minute. "If | had, | would ve been sorry | did," | said.
"Not because | don't want you. | do. But | had ny eyes opened in the past
couple of days. | knowthat I'mpretty easy to fool." | tried to sound
matter-of-fact, not pitiful, when | said that. No one |ikes a whiny woman,
least of all ne. "I"'mnot interested in starting that up with soneone who's
just horny at the noment. | never set out to be a one-night-stand kind of
worman. | want to be sure, if | have sex with you, that it's because you want
to be around for a while and because you like me for who I am not what | am"

Maybe a nillion wonen had nmade approxi mately the sane speech. | neant it as
sincerely as any one of those mllion

And Qui nn gave a perfect answer. "Wio would want just one night with you?"
he said, and then he left.

Chapter 19
| slept the sleep of the dead. Well, probably not, but as close as a human
woul d ever cone. As if in a dream | heard the witches conme carousi ng back



into the courtyard. They were still congratul ati ng one another wth

al cohol -l ubricated vigor. 1'd found sonme real, honest cotton sheets anmpbng the
linens (Why are they still called |linens? Have you seen a |linen sheet in your
life?) and 1'd tossed the black silky ones into the washer, so it was very
easy to slip back into sleep

VWhen | got up, it was after ten in the norning. There was a knocking at the
door, and | stunbled down the hall to unlock it after I'd pulled on a pair of
Hadl ey' s spandex exercise pants and a hot pink tank top. | saw boxes through
t he peephole, and | opened the door feeling really happy.

"M ss Stackhouse?" said the young bl ack man who was hol ding the flattened
boxes. When | nodded, he said, "I got orders to bring you as many boxes as you
want. WII thirty do to start with?"

"Ch, yes," | said. "Ch, that'll be great."

"I also got instructions," he said precisely, "to bring you anything
related to nmoving that you nmight need. | have here strapping tape, nasking
tape, some Magi ¢ Markers, scissors, and stick-on |abels."

The queen had given ne a personal shopper

"Did you want col ored dots? Some people like to put living roomthings in
boxes with an orange dot, bedroomthings in boxes with a green dot, and so
on."

I had never noved, unless you counted taking a couple of bags of clothes
and towel s over to Sam s furnished duplex after the kitchen burned, so

didn't know the best way to go about it. | had an intoxicating vision of rows
of neat boxes with colored dots on each side, so there couldn't be any m stake
fromany angle. Then | snapped back to reality. | wouldn't be taking that much

back to Bon Tenps. It was hard to forman estimte, since this was unknown
territory, but | knew | didn't want nuch of the furniture.

"I don't think I'll need the dots, thanks anyway," | said. "I'Il start
wor ki ng on these boxes, and then | can call you if | need any nore, okay?"
"I"ll assenble themfor you," he said. He had very short hair and the
curliest eyelashes |I'd ever seen on a person. Cows had eyel ashes that pretty,
sometines. He was wearing a golf-type shirt and neatly belted khakis, along

wi t h hi gh-end sneakers.
"I"'msorry, | didn't catch your nane," | said, as he whipped a roll of
strapping tape froma large |unpy plastic shopping bag. He set to work.
"Ch, scuse ne," he said, and it was the first tine he'd sounded nat ural
"My nane is Everett O Dell Smith."

"Pleasure to neet you," | said, and he paused in his work so we coul d shake
hands. "How did you cone to be here?"

"Ch, I'min Tul ane Busi ness School, and one of ny professors got a cal
fromM. Cataliades, who is, like, the nost fanous |l awer in the vanpire area

My professor specializes in vanpire law. M. Cataliades needed a day person;
mean, he can cone out in the day, but he needed soneone to be his gofer." He'd
gotten three boxes done, already.

"And in return?"

"In return, | get to sit in court with himon his next five cases, and
get to earn sonme noney | need real bad."

"WIl you have time this afternoon to take me to ny cousin's bank?"

"Sure will."
"You're not mssing a class now, are you?"
"Ch, no, | got two hours before ny second class.”

He'd already been to a class and accunul ated all this stuff before |I'd even
gotten up. Well, he hadn't been up half the night watching his dead cousin
wal k around.

"You can take these garbage bags of clothes to the nearest Goodwi || or
Salvation Arny store."” That would clear the gallery and make ne fee
productive all at the sane tine. |1'd gone over the garments quite carefully to

make sure Hadl ey hadn't hidden anything in them and | wondered what the
Sal vation Arny would make of them Hadley had been into Tight and Skinpy; that
was the nicest way to put it.



"Yes, ma'am"” he said, whipping out a notebook and scribbling in it. Then
he waited attentively. "Anything el se?" he pronpted ne.

"Yes, there's no food in the house. When you cone back this afternoon, can
you bring me sonmething to eat?" | could drink tap water, but | couldn't create
food out of nothing.

Just then a call fromthe courtyard nade ne | ook over the railing. Quinn
was down there with a bag of something greasy. My nouth began watering.

"Looks like the food angle is covered,” | told Everett, waving Quinn up

"What can | do to hel p?" Quinn asked. "It struck me your cousin night not
have cof fee and food, so | brought sone beignets and sonme coffee so strong
it'll make you grow hair on your chest."

I'd heard that quite a fewtimes, but it still nmade me smle. "Ch, that's
my goal ," | said. "Bring it on. There's actually coffee here, but | didn't

have a chance to nmake it because Everett here is such a take-charge kind of

guy. "
Everett smiled up fromhis tenth box. "You know that's not true, but it's

good to hear you say it," he said. | introduced the two men, and after Quinn
handed ne ny bag, he began to help Everett assenble boxes. | sat at the

gl ass-topped dining table and ate every crunb of the beignets that were in the
bag and drank every drop of the coffee. | got powdered sugar all over nme, and

| didn't care a bit. Quinn turned to look at ne and tried to hide his snile
"You're wearing your food, babe," he said.

| 1 ooked down at the tank top. "No hair on ny chest, though,"” | said, and
he said, "Can | check?"

| laughed and went to the back to brush ny teeth and hair, both essenti al
tasks. | checked out Hadley's clothes that I'd wiggled into. The bl ack
spandex wor kout pants came to m dthi gh. Hadl ey probably had never worn them
because they woul d have been too big, to her taste. On nme, they were very
snug, but not the snug Hadl ey |iked, where you could count the...oh, never
m nd. The hot pink tank top left my pale pink bra straps showi ng, to say
not hi ng of a couple of inches of ny mddle, but thanks to Peck's Tana- Lot
(l ocated inside Peck's Bunch-o-Flicks, a video rental place in Bon Tenps),
that m ddl e was nice and brown. Hadl ey woul d have put a piece of jewelry in
her belly button

| looked at myself in the mrror, trying to picture myself with a gold stud
or something. Nah. | slipped on sone sandals decorated with crystal beads and
felt quite glanorous for about thirty seconds.

| began tal king to Quinn about what | planned to do that day, and rather

than yell, | stepped fromthe bedroominto the hall with ny brush and ny
elastic band. | bent over at the waist, brushed nmy hair while | was inverted,
and gathered it into a ponytail on top of ny head. | was sure it was centered,
because the novenents were just automatic after all these years. My ponytai
cane down past ny shoul der bl ades now. | |ooped the band, ran the ponytai

t hrough, and | straightened, ponytail flying back over ny shoul ders to bounce
in the mddle. Quinn and Everett had stopped their task to stare. Wen
| ooked back at them the two nen hastily bent back to their tasks.

kay, | didn't get that 1'd done anything interesting, but apparently I
had. | shrugged and vani shed into the master bathroomto slap on some makeup
After another glance in the mrror, it occurred to ne that naybe anything
didin that outfit was fairly interesting, if you were a fully functional guy.

VWen | came out, Everett had gone and Quinn gave ne a slip of paper wth
Everett's cell number on it. "He says to call hi mwhen you need sone nore
boxes," Quinn said. "He took all the bagged clothes. Looks |like you don't need
me at all."

"No conparison," | said, snmling. "Everett didn't bring me grease and
caffeine this nmorning, and you did."

"So what's the plan, and how can | hel p?"

"Ckay, the plan is..” | didn't exactly have one nore specific than "go
through this stuff and sort it out,” and Quinn couldn't do that for ne.

"How s this?" | asked. "You get everything out of the kitchen cabinets, and



set it out where | can see it all, and I'll nake a 'keep or toss' decision
You can pack what | want to keep, and put what | want to toss out on the
gallery. | hope the rain stays away." The sunny norni ng was cl oudi ng over,
fast. "Wiile we work, I'Il fill you in on what happened here last night."

Despite the threat of bad weather, we worked all norning, called in a pizza
for lunch, and resunmed work in the afternoon. The stuff | didn't want went
i nto garbage bags, and Quinn furthered his muscul ar devel opment by carrying
all the garbage bags down to the courtyard and putting themin the little shed
that had held the lawn chairs, still set up on the grass. | tried to adnire
his muscles only when he wasn't looking, and I think |I was successful. Quinn
was very interested to hear about the ectoplasm c reconstruction, and we
tal ked about what it might all mean without reaching any conclusions. Jake
didn't have any enemni es anong the vanpires that Quinn knew of, and Quinn
t hought that Jake must have been killed for the enbarrassnent it would cause
Hadl ey, rather than for any sin of Jake's own.

| saw neither hide nor hair of Anelia, and | wondered if she'd gone hone
wi th the Mornmoni sh Bob. Or naybe he'd stayed with her, and they were having a
fabulous tinme in Amelia's apartnment. Maybe he was a real ball of fire under
that white shirt and those black pants. | | ooked around the courtyard. Yes,
Bob's bicycle was still propped against the brick wall. Since the sky was
getting darker by the minute, | put the bike in the little shed, too.

Being with Quinn all day was stoking ny fire a bit hotter every nonment. He
was down to a tank top and jeans, and | found nyself wondering what he'd | ook
like without those. And | didn't think | was the only one conjecturing about
what people would |l ook like naked. |I could catch a flash from Quinn's nind
every now and then as he was toting a bag down the stairs or packing pots and
pans into a box, and those flashes weren't about opening his mail or doing his
[ aundry.

| had enough practical presence of mnd left to switch on a | anp when |
heard the first peal of thunder in the distance. The Big Easy was about to be
dr enched.

Then it was back to flirting with Quinn wordl essly —maki ng sure he had a
good view when | stretched up to get a glass down fromthe cabinets or bent
down to wap that glass in newspaper. Maybe a quarter of nme was enbarrassed,
but the rest of me was having fun. Fun had not been a big factor in ny life

recently —well, ever —and | was enjoying ny little toddle on the wild side.
Downstairs, | felt Anelia' s brain click on, after a fashion. |I was famliar

with the feel of this, fromworking in a bar: Anelia had a hangover. | smled

to nyself as the witch thought of Bob, who was still asleep beside her. Aside

froma basic, "How could I1?" Anelia's nost coherent thought was that she
needed coffee. She needed it bad. She couldn't even turn on a light in the
apartment, which was darkening steadily with the approach of the storm A
light would hurt her eyes too nuch.

| turned with a smle on nmy lips, ready to tell Quinn we mght be hearing
fromAnelia soon, only to find he was right behind me, and his face was intent
with a look I could not m stake. He was ready for something entirely
different.

"Tell me you don't want me to kiss you, and I'Il back off," he said, and
t hen he was ki ssing ne.

| didn't say a word

VWhen the height difference became an issue, Quinn just picked ne up and put
me on the edge of the kitchen counter. A clap of thunder sounded outside as |
parted ny knees to let himget as close to ne as he could. | wapped ny | egs
around him He pulled the elastic band out of nmy hair, not a totally pain-free
process, and ran his fingers through the tangles. He crushed ny hair in his
hand and inhal ed deeply, as if he were extracting the perfume froma fl ower.

"This is okay?" he asked raggedly, as his fingers found the bottom back
edge of my tank top and sneaked up under it. He examined ny bra tactilely and
figured out howto open it in record tine.

"Ckay?" | said, in a daze. | wasn't sure whether | meant, "Okay? Hell, yes,



hurry up!" or "Which part of this is okay, you want to know?" but Quinn
naturally took it as a green light. H s hands pushed the bra aside and he ran
his thunbs across ny nipples, which were already hard. | thought | was going
to explode, and only the sure anticipation of better things to cone kept ne
fromlosing it right then and there. | wiggled even further to the edge of
the counter, so the big bulge in the front of Quinn's jeans was pressed

agai nst the notch in my pants. Just amazing, how they fit. He pressed agai nst
me, released, pressed again, the ridge forned by the stretch of the jeans over
his penis hitting just the right spot, so easy to reach through the thin and
stretchy spandex. Once nore, and | cried out, holding on to himthrough the
bli nd monment of orgasmwhen | could swear |'d been catapulted into another

uni verse. My breathing was nore |ike sobbing, and I wapped nyself around him
like he was nmy hero. In that noment, he certainly was.

Hi s breathing was still ragged, and he noved agai nst ne again, seeking his
own rel ease, since | had so loudly had mne. | sucked on his neck while ny
hand went down between us, and stroked himthrough his jeans, and suddenly he
gave a cry as ragged as mine had been, and his arms tightened around ne
convul sively. "Ch, CGod," he said, "oh, God." His eyes closed tight with his
rel ease, he kissed ny neck, mnmy cheek, nmy lips, over and over. Wen his

breathing —and nine —was a little nore even, he said, "Babe, | haven't cone
like that since | was seventeen, in the backseat of nmy dad's car with Ellie
Hopper . "

"So, that's a good thing," | nunbled.

"You bet," he said.

We stayed clinched for a monent, and | becane aware that the rain was
beati ng agai nst the wi ndows and the doors, and the thunder was boom ng away.
My brain was thinking of shutting dowmn for a little nap, and | was lazily
aware of Quinn's brain going equally drowsy as he rehooked ny bra at my back
Downstairs, Anelia was making coffee in her dark kitchen and Bob the witch was
waki ng up to the wonderful smell and wondering where his pants were. And in
the courtyard, swarmng silently up the stairs, enem es were approaching.

"Quinn!" | exclaimed, just in the nonent his sharp hearing picked up the
shuffle of the footsteps. Quinn went into fighting node. Since | hadn't been
hone to check the cal endar synbols, |I'd forgotten we were close to the ful

moon. There were claws on Quinn's hands now, claws at |east three inches |ong,
i nstead of fingers. His eyes slanted and becane altogether gold, with dil ated
bl ack pupils. The change in the bones of his face had made himalien. 1'd made
a formof love with this man in the past ten mnutes, and now | would hardly
have known himif |I'd passed himon the street.

But there wasn't tinme to think about anything but our best defense. | was
the weak link, and | had better depend on surprise. | slid off the counter
hurried past himto the door, and lifted the lamp fromits pedestal. \Wen the
first Were burst through the door, | bashed hi mupside the head, and he
staggered, and the one conming in right after himtripped over his flailing
predecessor, and Quinn was nore than ready for the third one.

Unfortunately, there were six nore.

Chapter 20

It took just two of themto subdue ne, and I was kicking and screamn ng
biting and hitting, with every bit of energy |I had. It took four for Quinn
but those four succeeded only because they used a stun gun. Qtherwise, |'m
sure he could have taken six or eight of themout of action, instead of the
three he took care of before they got him

| knew | would be overcone, and | knew | could save mysel f some bruises and
maybe a broken bone if | just assented to be taken. But | have ny pride. Mre
practically, | wanted to be sure that Anelia heard what was happeni ng above
her. She'd do sonething. | wasn't sure what she'd do, but she'd act.

I was hustled down the stairs, ny feet hardly touching them by two husky
men |'d never seen before. These sane two nmen had bound ny wrists together
with duct tape. I'd done nmy best to arrange for a little slack, but | was



afraid they'd done a fair job of it.

"Mmm snells like sex," the shorter one said as he pinched ny butt. |
i gnored his tacky |eer and took sone satisfaction in eyeing the bruise |I'd
given himon his cheekbone with my fist. (\Wich, by the way, was aching and
smarting over the knuckles. You can't hit soneone without paying for it
yoursel f.)

They had to carry Qinn, and they weren't gentle about it. He got banged
around agai nst the stairs, and once they dropped him He was a big guy. Now he
was a bl eeding big guy, since one of the blows had cut the skin above his |eft
eye. He'd had the duct tape treatnent, too, and | wondered how the fur would
react to the tape.

We were being held side by side in the courtyard, briefly, and Quinn | ooked
over at me as if he desperately wanted to speak to nme. The bl ood was runni ng
down his cheek fromthe wound over his eyes, and he | ooked groggy fromthe
stun gun. H s hands were changing back to regular hands. | lunged toward him
but the Weres kept us apart.

Two vans drove into the circular drive, two vans that said Bl G EASY
ELECTRI C on the side. They were white and | ong and wi ndow ess in the back, and
the I ogo on the side had been covered up with mud, which | ooked highly
suspi cious. A driver junped out of the cab of each van, and the first driver
threw open the doors to the rear of the first vehicle.

VWil e our captors were hustling Quinn and nme over to that van, the rest of
the raiding party was bei ng brought down the stairs. The nen Qui nn had managed
to hurt were damaged far worse than Quinn, I'mglad to say. Caws can do an
amazi ng anount of danmage, especially wielded with the force a tiger can exert.
The guy I'd hit with the [anp was unconsci ous, and the one who'd reached Quinn
first was possibly dead. He was certainly covered with bl ood and there were
t hi ngs exposed to the light that should have been neatly packed in his belly.

I was smiling with satisfacti on when the nmen hol ding me shoved ne into the
back of the van, which | discovered was awash with trash and absol utely
filthy. This was a high-class operation. There was a w de-nesh screen between
the two front seats and the open rear, and the shelves in the rear had been
enptied, | supposed for our occupancy.

I was crammed into the narrow ai sl e between the shel ves, and Qui nn was
jamred in after me. They had to work hard because he was still so stunned. My
two escorts were slanming the rear van doors on the two of us as the hors de
conbat Weres were | oaded into the other van. | was guessing the vans had been
parked out on the street briefly so we wouldn't hear the vehicles pulling into
the driveway. Wen they were ready to |load us up, our captors had pulled into
the courtyard. Even the people of a brawing city Iike New Ol eans woul d
noti ce some battered bodies being | oaded into vans...in the pouring rain.

| hoped the Weres wouldn't think of grabbing Anelia and Bob, and | prayed
that Anelia would think cleverly and hide herself, rather than do sone
i mpul sive and brave witch thing. I knowit's a contradiction, right? Praying
for one thing (asking God a favor) while at the same tinme hopi ng your enem es
woul d be killed. Al | can say is, | have a feeling Christians have been doi ng
that fromthe get-go —at |east bad ones, |ike ne.

"CGo, go, go," bellowed the shorter man, who'd hopped into the front seat.
The driver obliged with a conpletely unnecessary squealing of tires, and we
| urched out of the courtyard as if the president had just been shot and we had
to get himto Walter Reed.

Quinn came to conpletely as we turned off Chloe Street to head for our
final destination, wherever it mght be. H's hands were bound behind him
which is painful, and he hadn't quit bleeding fromthe head. |I'd expected him
to remai n groggy and shocked. But when his eyes focused on ny face, he said,
"Babe, they beat you bad." | nust not | ook too good.

"Yeah, well, you seemto be in the same boat," | said. | knew the driver
and his conpanion could hear us, and | didn't give a dam.

Wth a grimattenpt at a smle, he said, "Sonme defender | turned out to
be. "



In the Weres' estimation, | wasn't very dangerous, so ny hands had been
bound in front. | squirmed until | was able to put pressure on the cut on
Quinn's forehead. That had to have hurt even nore, but he didn't say a word in
protest. The notion of the van, the effects of the beating, and the constant
shifting and snell of the trash all around us conbined to nmake the next ten
m nutes very unpleasant. If |I'd been very clever, | could have told which way
we were going —but | wasn't feeling very clever. | marveled that in a city
with as nmany famed restaurants as New Ol eans had, this van was awash with
Burger King wappers and Taco Bell cups. If | got a chance to rummage through
the debris, | mght find something useful

"When we're together, we get attacked by Weres," Quinn said.

"It's nmy fault," | said. "I'"'mso sorry | dragged you into this."

"Ch, yeah," he said. "I'mknown for hanging with a desperate crowd."

W were lying face to face, and Quinn sort of nudged me with his leg. He
was trying to tell ne sonmething, and | wasn't getting it.

The two nmen in the front seat were talking to each other about a cute girl
crossing the street at a traffic light. Just listening to the conversati on was
al nrost enough to make you swear off nen, but at |east they weren't listening
to us.

"Remenber when we tal ked about ny nental condition?" | said carefully.
"Remenber what | told you about that?"

It took hima minute because he was hurting, but he got the hint. Hs face
squi nched up as if he were about to chop some boards in half, or something
el se requiring all his concentration, and then his thought shoved into ny
head. Phone in ny pocket, he told ne. The probl emwas, the phone was in his
ri ght pocket, and he was lying on that side. There was hardly roomfor himto
turn over.

This called for a |lot of nmaneuvering, and | didn't want our captors to see
it. But | managed, finally, to work nmy fingers into Quinn's pocket, and nade a
mental note to advise himthat, under this set of circumstances, his jeans
were too tight. (Under other circumstances, no problemw th the way they fit.)
But extricating that phone, with the van rocking, while our Wre assail ants
checked on us every mnute or so, that was difficult.

Queen' s headquarters on speed dial, he told me when he felt the phone |eave
his pocket. But that was lost on nme. | didn't know how to access speed di al
It took ne a few nonents to make Quinn understand that, and |'mstill not sure
I how !l didit, but finally he thought the phone nunber at ne, and | awkwardly
punched it in and pressed send. Maybe we hadn't thought that through all the
way, because when a tiny voice said, "Hello?" the Weres heard it.

"You didn't search hin?" the driver asked the passenger incredul ously.

"Hell no, | was trying to get himin the back and get nyself out of the
rain," the man who had pinched me snarled right back. "Pull over, dammt!"

Has someone had your bl ood? Quinn asked ne silently, though this tine he
coul d have spoken, and after a precious second, my brain kicked in. "Eric," |
sai d, because the Weres were out their doors and running to open the rear
doors of the van.

"Qui nn and Sooki e have been taken by sone Wres," Qinn said into the phone
I was holding to his mouth. "Eric the Northman can track her."

| hoped Eric was still in New Ol eans, and |I further hoped whoever answered
t he phone at the queen's headquarters was on the ball. But then the two Weres
wer e yanki ng open the van doors and draggi ng us out, and one of them socked ne
while the other hit Quinn in the gut. They yanked the phone fromny swollen
fingers and tossed it into the thick undergromh at the side of the road. The
driver had pulled over by an enpty lot, but up and down the road were widely
spaced houses on stilts in a sea of grasses. The sky was too overcast for ne
to get a fix on our direction, but I was sure now we'd driven south into the
marshes. | did manage to read our driver's watch, and was surprised to find
out it was already past three in the afternoon

"You dunb shit, Clete! Wo was he calling?" yelled a voice fromthe second
van, which had pulled over to the side of the road when we did. Qur two



captors | ooked at each other with identical expressions of consternation, and
| woul d have been laughing if | hadn't been hurting so badly. It was as if
they' d practiced | ooking stupid.

This time Quinn was searched very thoroughly, and I was, too, though | had
no pockets or anywhere else to conceal anything, unless they wanted to do a
body cavity check. | thought Cete —M. Pinch-Ass —was going to, just for a
second, as his fingers jabbed the spandex into ne. Quinn thought so, too. |
made an awful noise, a choked gasp of fear, but the sound that came from
Quinn's throat was beyond a snarl. It was a deep, throaty, coughing noise, and
it was absol utely menaci ng.

"Leave the girl alone, Cete, and let's get back on the road," the tal
driver said, and his voice had that "I'm done with you" edge to it. "I don't
know who this guy is, but I don't think he changes into a nutria."

| wondered if Quinn would threaten themwith his identity —npst Wres
seemed to know him or know of him —but since he didn't volunteer his name, |
didn't speak.

Clete shoved nme back into the van with a lot of muttering along the |ines
of "Who di ed and made you God? You ain't the boss of ne," and so on. The

taller man clearly was the boss of Cete, which was a good thing. | wanted
someone with brains and a shred of decency between me and Clete's probing
fingers.

They had a very hard tinme getting Quinn into the van again. He didn't want
to go, and finally two men fromthe other van canme over, very reluctantly, to
help Cete and the driver. They bound Quinn's legs with one of those plastic
t hi ngs, the kind where you run the pointed tip through a hole and then twi st
it. W'd used sonething simlar to close the bag when we'd baked a turkey | ast
Thanksgi ving. The tie they used on Quinn was black and plastic and it actually
| ocked with what | ooked |ike a handcuff key.

They didn't bind ny |egs.

| appreciated Quinn's getting angry at their treatment of me, angry enough
to struggle to be free, but the end result was that ny legs were free and his

weren't —because | still didn't present a threat to them at least in their
m nds.

They were probably right. | couldn't think of anything to do to prevent
them fromtaki ng us wherever we were going. | didn't have a weapon, and though
| worried at the duct tape binding ny hands, ny teeth didn't seemto be strong
enough to make a weak spot. | rested for a mnute, shutting ny eyes wearily.

The | ast bl ow had opened a cut on my cheek. A big tongue rasped over ny
bl eedi ng face. Then agai n.

"Don't cry," said a strange, guttural voice, and | opened ny eyes to check
that it was, indeed, conming from Quinn

Qui nn had so much power that he could stop the change once it had begun. |
suspected he could trigger it, too, though I'd noticed that fighting could
bring it on in any shape-shifter. He'd had the claws during the fight in
Hadl ey' s apartnent, and they'd al nost tipped the bal ance in our favor. Since
he'd gotten so enraged at C ete during the episode by the side of the road,
Quinn's nose had flattened and broadened. | had a close-up view of the teeth
in his nmouth, teeth that had altered into tiny daggers.

"Why didn't you change fully?" | asked, in a tiny whisper

Because there woul dn't be enough roomfor you in this space, babe. After

change, |1'm seven feet long and | wei gh about four hundred fifty pounds.
That will make any girl gulp. | could only be grateful he'd thought that
far ahead. | |ooked at hi msome nore.

Not grossed out?

Clete and the driver were exchanging recrimnations about the phone
i ncident. "Wy, grandpa, what big teeth you have,"” | whispered. The upper and
| ower canines were so long and sharp they were really scary. (I called them
canines; to cats, that mght be an insult.)

Sharp...they were sharp. | worked ny hands up close to his nouth, and begged
himwith nmy eyes to understand. As much as | could tell fromhis altered face,



Quinn was worried. Just as our situation aroused his defensive instincts, the
idea | was trying to sell to himexcited other instincts. | wll make your
hands bl eed, he warned ne, with a great effort. He was partially animal now,
and the animal thought processes didn't necessarily travel the same paths as
t he human.

| bit nmy own bottomlip to keep fromgasping as Quinn's teeth bit into the
duct tape. He had to exert a lot of pressure to get the three-inch canines to
pi erce the duct tape, and that nmeant that those shorter, sharp incisors bit
into ny skin, too, no matter how nmuch care he took. Tears began rolling down
my face in an unending stream and | felt himfalter. | shook nmy bound hands
to urge himon, and reluctantly he bent back to his task.

"Hey, Ceorge, he's biting her," Cete said fromthe passenger's seat. "I
can see his jaw noving."

But we were so close together and the light was so poor that he coul dn't
see that Quinn was biting the binding on ny hands. That was good. | was trying
hard to find good things to cling to, because this was |ooking like a bl eak
bl eak world just at this nmoment, lying in the van traveling through the rain
on an unknown road somewhere in southern Louisiana.

| was angry and bl eeding and sore and Iying on ny already injured left arm
What | wanted, what would be ideal, would be to find nyself clean and bandaged
in anice bed with white sheets. Ckay, clean and bandaged and in a clean
ni ght gown. And then Quinn would be in the bed, conpletely in his human form
and he woul d be cl ean and bandaged, too. And he'd have had sonme rest, and he'd
be wearing nothing at all. But the pain of my cut and bl eeding arns was
becom ng too demanding to ignore any |longer, and | coul dn't concentrate enough
to cling to ny | ovely daydream Just when | was on the verge of whinpering —
or maybe just out-and-out screaming —I| felt ny wists separate.

For a few seconds | just lay there and panted, trying to control ny
reaction to the pain. Unfortunately Quinn couldn't gnaw on the binding on his
own hands, since they'd been bound behind him He finally succeeded in turning
over so | could see his wists.

CGeorge said, "Wat are they doi ng?"

Clete glanced back at us, but | had ny hands together. Since the day was
dark, he couldn't see very clearly. "They're not doing anything. He quit
biting her," Cete said, sounding disappointed.

Qui nn succeeded in getting a claw hooked into the silvery duct tape. H's
cl aws were not sharp-edged along their curve like a scimtar; their power |ay
in the piercing point backed by a tiger's huge strength. But Quinn coul dn't
get the purchase to exercise that strength. So this was going to take tine,
and | suspected the tape was going to make a ripping noi se when he succeeded
in slicing it open.

We didn't have nmuch tine left. Any minute even an idiot like Cete would
notice that all was not well.

| began the difficult naneuvering to get ny hands down to Quinn's feet
wi t hout giving away the fact that they weren't bound any |onger. Cete gl anced
back when he glinpsed nmy novenent, and | slunped against the enpty shelves, ny
hands cl asped together in ny lap. | tried to | ook hopel ess, which was awful |y
easy. Clete got nore interested in lighting a cigarette after a second or two,
giving ne a chance to look at the plastic strap binding Quinn's ankles
toget her. Though it had remi nded ne of the bag tie we used | ast Thanksgi vi ng,
this plastic was black and thick and extra tough, and I didn't have a knife to

cut it or a key to unlock it. | did think Clete had nade a m stake putting the
restraint on, however, and | hurried to try to take advantage of it. Quinn's
shoes were still on, of course, and | unlaced them and pulled themoff. Then I

hel d one foot pointed down. That foot began to slide up inside the circle of
the tie. As |I'd suspected, the shoes had held his feet apart and allowed for
sone sl ack.

Though my wrists and hands were bl eeding onto Quinn's socks (which | left
on so the plastic wouldn't scrape hin) | was managi ng pretty well. He was
bei ng stoic about ny drastic adjustnments to his foot. Finally | heard his



bones protest at being twisted into a strange position, but his foot slid up
out of the restraint. Onh, thank Cod.

It had taken nme |longer to think about than to do. It had felt Iike hours.

| pulled the restraint down and shoved it into the debris, |ooked up at
Qui nn, and nodded. Hi s claw, hooked in the duct tape, ripped at it. A hole
appeared. The sound hadn't been loud at all, and | eased nyself back ful
| engt h beside Quinn to canoufl age the activity.

| stuck ny thunbs in the hole in the duct tape and yanked, achieving very
little. There's a reason duct tape is so popular. It's a reliable substance.

We had to get out of that van before it reached its destination, and we had
to get away before the other van could pull up behind ours. | scrabbled around
t hrough the chal upa wrappers and the cardboard french fry cartons on the floor
of the van and finally, inalittle gap between the floor and the side, |

found an overl ooked Phillips screwdriver. It was |long and thin.

| looked at it and took a deep breath. | knew what | had to do. Quinn's
hands were bound and he couldn't do it. Tears rolled down ny face. | was being
a crybaby, but | just couldn't help it. | |ooked at Quinn for a nonent, and

his features were steely. He knew as well as | did what needed to be done.
Just then the van slowed and took a turn froma parish road, reasonably
wel | paved, onto what felt |like a graveled track running into the woods. A

driveway, | was sure. W were close to our destination. This was the best
chance, maybe the | ast chance, we woul d have.

"Stretch your wists,"” |I murnmured, and |I plunged the Phillips head into the
hole in the duct tape. It became larger. | plunged again. The two nen, sensing

my frantic nmovenent, were turning as | stabbed at the duct tape a final tine.
VWhile Quinn strained to part the perforated bindings, | pulled nyself to ny
knees, gripping the latticed partition with ny left hand, and | said, "Cete!"

He turned and | eaned between the seats, closer to the partition, to see
better. | took a deep breath and with my right hand | drove the screwdriver
bet ween the crosshatched netal. It went right into his cheek. He screamed and
bl ed and George could hardly pull over fast enough. Wth a roar, Quinn
separated his wists. Then Quinn noved like |ightning, and the m nute the van
slamed into Park, he and | were out the back doors and running through the
woods. Thank God they were right by the road.

Beaded t hong sandal s are not good for running in the woods, | just want to
say here, and Quinn was only in his socks. But we covered sone ground, and by
the tine the startled driver of the second van could pull over and the
passengers could leap out in pursuit, we were out of sight of the road. W
kept runni ng, because they were Weres, and they would track us. 1'd pulled the
screwdriver out of Clete's cheek and had it in ny hand, and | remenber
thinking that it was dangerous to run with a pointed object in ny hand. |
t hought about Cete's thick finger probing between nmy legs, and | didn't fee
so bad about what 1'd done. In the next few seconds, while | was junping over
a downed tree snagged in some thorny vines, the screwdriver slipped fromny
hand and | had no tinme to search for it.

After running for some tinme, we canme to the swanp. Swanps and bayous abound
in Louisiana, of course. The bayous and swanps are rich in wildlife, and they
can be beautiful to | ook at and maybe tour in a canoe or something. But to
plunge into on foot, in pouring rain, they suck

Maybe from a tracki ng point of view this swanp was a good thing, because
once we were in the water we woul dn't be | eaving any scent. But from ny
personal point of view, the swanp was awful, because it was dirty and had
snakes and alligators and God knows what el se.

| had to brace nyself to wade in after Quinn, and the water was dark and
cool since it was still spring. In the sumer, it would feel |ike wading
t hrough warm soup. On a day so overcast, once we were under the overhangi ng
trees, we would be alnost invisible to our pursuers, which was good; but the
same conditions also nmeant that any lurking wildlife would be seen
approxi mately when we stepped on it, or when it bit us. Not so good.

Quinn was sniling broadly, and |I remenbered that some tigers have |ots of



swanps in their natural habitat. At |east one of us was happy.
The water got deeper and deeper, and soon we were swi mm ng. There again,

Quinn swamwith a large grace that was kind of daunting to me. | was trying
with all my might just to be quiet and stealthy. For a second, | was so cold
and so frightened | began to think that...no, it wouldn't be better to still be

in the van...but it was a near thing, just for a second.

| was so tired. My nuscles were shaking with the aftermath of the adrenalin
surge of our escape, and then |I'd dashed through the woods, and before that
there'd been the fight in the apartment, and before that...oh my God, |'d had
sex with Quinn. Sort of. Yes, definitely sex. Mre or |ess.

We hadn't spoken since we'd gotten out of the van, and suddenly |
renenbered |1'd seen his arm bl eedi ng when we'd burst out of the van. I'd
stabbed himwith the Phillips head, at |east once, while | was freeing him

And here | was, whining. "Quinn," | said. "Let me help you."

"Hel p me?" he asked. | couldn't read his tone, and since he was forging
t hrough the dark water ahead of me, | couldn't read his face. But his mnd
ah, that was full of snarled confusion and anger that he couldn't find a place
to stuff. "Did | help you? Did | free you? Did | protect you fromthe fucking

Weres? No, | let that son of a bitch stick his finger up you, and | watched,
couldn't do anything."

On. Male pride. "You got nmy hands free," | pointed out. "And you can help
me now. "

"How?" he turned to ne, and he was deeply upset. | realized that he was a

guy who took his protecting very seriously. It was one of God's mysterious

i mbal ances, that nmen are stronger than wonmen. My grandmother told me it was
his way of bal ancing the scales, since wonen are tougher and nore resilient.
I"mnot sure that's true, but | knew that Quinn, perhaps because he was a big,
form dabl e guy and, perhaps because he was a weretiger who could turn into
this fabul ously beautiful and | ethal beast, was in a funk because he hadn't
killed all our attackers and saved nme from being sullied by their touch

I nmyself would have preferred that scenario a lot, especially considering
our present predicanment. But events hadn't fallen out that way. "Quinn," |
said, and my voice was just as weary as the rest of ne, "they have to have
been headi ng somewhere around here. Sonewhere in this swanp."

"That's why we turned off," he said in agreenent. | saw a snake twi ned
around a tree branch overhangi ng the water right behind him and ny face nust
have | ooked as shocked as | felt, because Qui nn whi pped around faster than
could think and had that snake in his hand and snapped it once, tw ce, and
then the snake was dead and floating away in the sluggi sh water. He seened to
feel a lot better after that. "W don't know where we're going, but we're sure
it's anay fromthem Right?" he asked.

"There aren't any other brains up and running in nmy range," | said, after a
nmonent's checking. "But |'ve never denned how big ny range is. That's all
can tell you. Let's try to get out of the water for a minute while we think
okay?" | was shivering all over

Qui nn sl ogged through the water and gathered ne up. "Link your arnms around
ny neck," he said.

Sure, if he wanted to do the man thing, that was fine. | put ny arns around
hi s neck and he began novi ng through the water

"Wuld this be better if you turned into a tiger?" | asked.

"I mght need that later, and |'ve already partially changed tw ce today. |
better save my strength.”

"What kind are you?"

"Bengal ," he said, and just then the pattering of the rain on the water
st opped.

We heard voices calling then, and we cane to a stop in the water, both of
our faces turned to the source of the sound. As we were standing there
stock-still, | heard sonmething large slide into the water to our right. |
swung ny eyes in that direction, terrified of what |I'd see —but the water was
al nost still, as if something had just passed. | knew there were tours of the



bayous south of New Orleans, and | knew | ocals made a good |iving out of

t aki ng people out on the dark water and letting themsee the alligators. The
good thing was, these natives made noney, and out-of-staters got to see
somet hing they'd never have seen otherw se. The bad thing was, sonetines the
locals threwtreats to attract the gators. | figured the gators associ ated
humans with food.

I laid nmy head on Quinn's shoulder and | closed ny eyes. But the voices
didn't get any closer, and we didn't hear the baying of wolves, and nothing
bit my leg to drag me down. "That's what gators do, you know," | told Quinn
"They pull you under and drown you, and stick you sonewhere so they can snack
on you."

"Babe, the wolves aren't going to eat us today, and neither will the
gators." He | aughed, a |low runble deep in his chest. | was so glad to hear
that sound. After a nonent, we began noving through the water again. The trees
and the bits of |and becane cl ose together, the channels narrow, and finally
we cane up on a piece of land | arge enough to hold a cabin.

Qui nn was hal f supporting ne when we staggered out of the water.

As shelter, the cabin was poor stuff. Maybe the structure had once been a
glorified hunting canp, three walls and a roof, no nore than that. Now it was
a wreck, halfway fallen. The wood had rotted and the nmetal roof had bent and
buckl ed, rusting through in spots. | went over to the heap of man-tail ored
mat eri al and searched very carefully, but there didn't seemto be anything we
could use as a weapon.

Qui nn was occupied by ripping the remmants of the duct tape off his wists,
not even w ncing when sone skin went with it. I worked on ny own nore gently.
Then | just gave out.

| slunped dismally to the ground, ny back agai nst a scrubby oak tree. Its
bark i medi ately began nmaki ng deep inpressions in ny back. | thought of al
the germs in the water, germs that were doubtl ess speeding through ny system
t he nonent they'd gained entry through the cuts on nmy wists. The unheal ed
bite, still covered by a nowfilthy bandage, had doubtl ess received its share
of nasty particles. My face was swelling up fromthe beating 1'd taken. |
renmenbered | ooking in the mirror the day before and seeing that the marks |eft
by the bitten Weres in Shreveport had finally al nost faded away. Fat |ot of
good t hat had done ne.

"Anel i a shoul d have done something by now," | said, trying to fee
optimstic. "She probably called vanpire HQ Even if our own phone call didn't
reach anyone who'd do sonething about it, maybe soneone's |ooking for us now "

"They'd have to send out human enpl oyees. It's still technically daylight,
even t hough the sky's so dark."
"Well, at least the rain's over with," | said. At that nonment, it began to

rai n again.
| thought about throwing a fit, but frankly, it didn't seemworth using up
the energy. And there was nothing to do about it. The sky was going to rain,

no matter how many fits | threw. "I'msorry you got caught up in this,"
said, thinking that | had a |lot for which to apol ogi ze.
"Sookie, | don't know if you should be telling ne you're sorry." Quinn

enphasi zed the pronouns. "Everything has happened when we were together."
That was true, and | tried to believe all this wasn't nmy fault. But | was
convinced that sonmehow, it really was.
Qut of the blue, Quinn said, "What's your relationship with Alcide
Her veaux? W saw himin the bar |ast week with some other girl. But the cop
the one in Shreveport, said you' d been engaged to him"

"That was bullshit,"” | said, sitting slunped in the nmud. Here | was, deep
i nside a southern Louisiana swanp, the rain pelting down on ne...
Hey, wait a minute. | stared at Quinn's nouth noving, realized he was

sayi ng sonething, but waited for the trailing end of a thought to snag on
something. If there'd been a lightbulb above ny head, it would have been
flashing. "Jesus Christ, Shepherd of Judea," | said reverently. "That's who's
doing this."



Quinn squatted in front of me. "You' ve picked who's been doi ng what ? How
many enem es do you have?"

"At least | know who sent the bitten Weres, and who had us ki dnapped, " |
said, refusing to be sidetracked. Crouched together in the downpour |ike a
coupl e of cave people, Quinn listened while | talked.

Then we di scussed probabilities.

Then we made a pl an.

Chapter 21

Once he knew what he was doing, Quinn was relentless. Since we couldn't be
any nore m serable than we already were, he decided we m ght as well be
nmoving. While | did little nmore than follow himand stay out of his way, he
began to scour the area for snells. Finally he got tired of crouching, and he

said, "l'mgoing to change." He stripped quickly and efficiently, rolling the
clothes into a conpact (but sopping) bundle and handing themto me to carry.
Every conjecture |I'd had about Quinn's body was absolutely on target, | was
pl eased to note. He'd begun taking off his clothes wi thout a single
hesitation, but once he noticed |I was |ooking, he held still and let ne | ook

Even in the dark, dripping rain, he was worth it. Quinn's body was a work of
art, though a scarred work of art. He was one large block of nuscle, fromhis
cal ves to his neck

"Do you |like what you see?" he asked.

"Ch, boy," | said. "You | ook better than a Happy Meal to a three-year-old."

Qui nn gave nme a broad, pleased smle. He bent to crouch on the ground.
knew what was coning. The air around Quinn began to shimer and trenble, and
then within that envel ope Quinn began to change. Miscles rippled and fl owed
and reforned, bones reshaped, fur rolled out of sonewhere inside him —though
| knew that couldn't be, that was the illusion. The sound was dreadful. It was
a kind of gloppy, sticky sound, but with hard notes in it, as if someone were
stirring a pot of stiff glue that was full of sticks and rocks.

At the end of it, the tiger stood across from ne.

I f Quinn had been a gorgeous naked man, he was an equally beautiful tiger
H's fur was a deep orange slashed with black stripes, and there were touches
of white on his belly and face. H s eyes slanted, and they were gol den. He was
maybe seven feet long and at |east three feet tall at the shoulder. | was
amazed at how big he was. H s paws were fully devel oped and as big as sone
di nner plates. H's rounded ears were just plain cute. He wal ked over to ne
silently, with a grace unusual in such a nmassive form He rubbed his huge head
agai nst me, al nost knocki ng ne down, and he purred. He sounded |ike a happy
Cei ger counter.

Hi s dense fur was oily to the touch, so | figured he was pretty well
wat er pr oof ed. He gave a barki ng cough, and the swanp went silent. You woul dn't
t hi nk Loui siana wildlife would recognize the sound of a tiger, right? But it
did, and it shut its nouth and hid.

We don't have the same special space requirenments with animals that we do
with people. | knelt beside the tiger that had been Quinn, in some nmagical way
was still Quinn, and I put ny arns around his neck, and |I hugged him It was a
little disturbing that he snmelled so nuch |ike an actual tiger, and | forced
my mnd around the fact that he was a tiger, that Quinn was inside him And we
set out through the swanp.

It was a little startling to see the tiger mark his new territory —this is
not somet hing you expect to see your boyfriend do —but | decided it would
just be ridiculous to mnd the display. Besides, | had enough to think about,
keeping up with the tiger. He was searching for scents, and we covered a | ot
of ground. | was growi ng nore and nore exhausted. My sense of wonder faded,
and | was sinply wet and chilly, hungry and grunpy. |If someone had been
thi nking right under ny feet, I'"'mnot sure ny mnd would have picked the
t hought s up.

Then the tiger froze, nose testing the air. H's head noved, ears tw tching,
to search in a particular direction. He turned to | ook at me. Though tigers



can't smile, | got the definite wave of triunph fromthe huge cat. The tiger
turned his head back to the east, rotated his massive head to | ook at ne, and
turned his head to the east again. Follow ne, clear as a bell

"Ckay," | said, and put ny hand on his shoul der

Of we went. The trip through the swanp | asted an eternity, though later |
estimated that "eternity," in this case, was probably about thirty m nutes.
Gradual ly the ground grew firnmer, the water scarcer. Now we were in forest,
not swanp.

I'"d figured we'd gotten close to our abductors' destination when the van
had turned off onto the side road. 1'd been right. Wien we cane to the edge of

the clearing surrounding the little house, we were to the west side of the
nort h-faci ng house. W could see both front and back yards. The van that had
hel d us captive was parked in the back. In the tiny clearing at the front was
a car, some kind of GMC sedan

The little house itself was like a mllion other houses in rural America.
It was a box of a place: wooden, painted tan, with green shutters on the
wi ndows and green uprights to support the roof over the tiny front porch. The
two nmen fromthe van, Cete and George, were huddl ed on the concrete square
because of that bit of shelter, however inadequate it was.

The matching structure at the rear of the house was a little deck outside
t he back door, scarcely large enough to hold a gas grill and a nop. It was
open to the elenents. By the way, the elenments were really going to town.

| stowed Quinn's clothes and shoes at the foot of a minosa tree. The
tiger's lips pulled back when he scented Clete. The long teeth were as
frightening as a shark's.

The afternoon of rain had | owered the tenperature. CGeorge and Cete were
shivering in the danp cool of the evening. They were both snmoking. The two
Weres, in human form and snmoki ng, woul d not have a better sense of snell than
regul ar people. They showed no sign of being aware of Quinn at all. | figured
they would react pretty dramatically if they caught the scent of tiger in
sout hern Loui si ana.

| worked my way through the trees around the clearing until | was very
close to the van. | eased ny way around it and crept up to the passenger side.
The van was unl ocked, and | could see the stun gun. That was my goal. | took a
deep breath and opened the door, hoping the |light that came on wasn't
interesting to anyone who coul d see out the back wi ndow. | grabbed the stun
gun fromthe junble of stuff between the front seats. | shut the door as
quietly as a van door can be shut. Luckily, the rain seemed to nuffle the
noi se. | gave a shaky sigh of relief when nothing happened. Then | duckwal ked
back into the edge of the woods and knelt by Quinn

He licked ny cheek. | appreciated the affection in the gesture, if not the
tiger breath, and | scratched his head.

(Somehow, kissing his fur had no appeal.) That done, | pointed to the left
west wi ndow, which should belong to a living room Quinn didn't nod or give ne
a high five, both of which would have been untigerlike gestures, but | guess |
had expected himto give nme some kind of green light. He just |ooked at ne.

Picking up nmy feet carefully, | stepped out into the little open space
bet ween the forest and the house, and very carefully | made ny way to the lit
wi ndow.

| didn't want to pop into view like a jack-in-the-box, so | hugged the side
of the house and inched sideways until | could peer in at the very corner of
the glass. The ol der Pelts, Barbara and CGordon, were sitting on an "early
Ameri can" | oveseat dating fromthe sixties, and their body | anguage clearly
procl ai med their unhappi ness. Their daughter Sandra paced back and forth in
front of them though there wasn't much room for such an exhibition. It was a
very small famly room a roomthat would be confortable only if you had a
famly of one. The older Pelts | ooked as if they were going to a Lands' End
phot o shoot, while Sandra was mnmore adventurously clad in skintight stretch
khakis and a bright striped short-sleeved sweater. Sandra was dressed for
trolling for cute guys at the nmall, rather than torturing a couple of people.



But torturing was what she'd been planning to do. There was a straight-backed
chair cramed into the room too, and it had straps and handcuffs al ready
att ached.

On a famliar note, there was a roll of duct tape sitting ready beside it.

|'d been pretty calmuntil | saw the duct tape.

| didn't know if tigers could count, but | held up three fingers in case
Qui nn was watching. Mwing slowy and carefully, | squatted down and noved
south until | was below the second window. | was feeling pretty proud of ny
sneaking ability, which should have alerted ne to potential disaster. Pride
goeth before a fall

Though the wi ndow was dark, when | eased up into position, | was |ooking
t hrough the glass right into the eyes of a small swarthy man with a nustache
and goatee. He was sitting at a table right by the window, and he'd been
hol ding a cup of coffee in his hand. In his shock, he let it drop to the table
and the hot backsplash hit his hands and chest and chin.

He shrieked, though | wasn't sure he was using actual words. | heard a
comotion at the front door and in the front room

Vell ...eff.

| was around the corner of the house and up the steps to the little deck
faster than you could say Jack Robinson. | yanked open the screen door and
pushed in the wooden door, and | |eaped into the kitchen with the stun gun on
The small guy was still patting at his face with a towel while | zapped him

and he went down |ike a sack of bricks. Ww

But the stun gun had to recharge, | discovered, when Sandra Pelt, who'd had
t he advant age of already being on her feet, charged into the kitchen, teeth
bared. The stun gun didn't do a damm thing to her, and she was on ne |like an —
well, like an enraged wol f.

However, she was still in the formof a girl, and | was desperate and
desperately angry.

|'ve seen at |east two dozen bar fights, ranging from hal f hearted punches
to rolling-on-the-ground biting, and I know how to fight. Right now | was

willing to do whatever it took. Sandra was nean, but she was lighter and | ess
experi enced, and after some westling and punching and hair pulling that went
by in a flash, I was on top of her and had her pinned to the floor. She

snarl ed and snapped but she couldn't reach nmy neck, and | was prepared to
head-butt her if | had to.
A voice in the background bell owed, "Let nme in!" and | assuned it was Quinn

behi nd some door. "Cone on now" | yelled in answer. "I need help!"
She was squirm ng underneath nme, and | dared not let go to shift nmy grip.
"Listen, Sandra," | panted, "hold still, danmt!"

"Fuck you," she said bitterly, and her efforts redoubl ed.

"This is actually kind of exciting," a fam liar voice said, and | gl anced
up to see Eric | ooking down at us with wi de blue eyes. He | ooked i mmacul ate:
neat as a pin in blue jeans that had a crease and a starched bl ue-and-white
striped dress shirt. H s blond hair was shining clean and (here was the nost
enviable part) dry. | hated his guts. | felt nasty to the nth degree.

"I could use sone help here," | snapped, and he said, "O course, Sookie,
t hough 1'menjoying the wiggling around. Let go of the girl and stand up."
"Only if you're ready for action,” | said, my breathing ragged with the

effort of hol ding Sandra down.

"I"malways ready for action," Eric said, with a glowing snmle. "Sandra,
| ook at me."

She was too smart for that. Sandra squeezed her eyes shut and fought even
harder. In a second, she freed one of her arnms and swung it back to get
nmonentum for her punch. But Eric dropped to his knees and caught the hand
before it could fly at my head.

"That's enough,"” he said in an entirely different tone, and her eyes flew
open in surprise. Though he still couldn't catch her with his eyes, | figured
he had charge of her now. | rolled off the Were to Iie on ny back in what
remai ned of the floor in the tiny kitchen. M. Small and Dark (and Burned and



Stunned), who | figured owned this house, was crunpled by the table.

Eric, who was having al nost as nmuch trouble with Sandra as 1'd had, took up
a lot nore of the avail able space. Exasperated with the Were, he adopted a
sinmpl e solution. He squeezed the fist he'd caught, and she screaned. And shut
up —and quit struggling.

"That's just not fair," | said, fighting a wave of weariness and pain.

"All's fair," he said quietly.

| didn't Iike the sound of that. "What are you tal king about?" | asked. He
shook his head. | tried again. "Were's Qinn?"

"The tiger has taken care of your two abductors,
unpl easant smile. "Wuld you like to go see?"

"Not particularly,"” |I said, and closed ny eyes again. "I guess they're
dead?"

"I"'msure they wish they were," Eric said. "What did you do to the little
man on the floor?"

"You woul dn't believe me if | told you," | said.

"Try me."

"I scared himso bad he spilled hot coffee on hinmself. Then | hit himwth
a stun gun that | got out of the van."

"Ch." There was a kind of breathy sound, and | opened nmy eyes to see that
Eric was laughing silently.

"The Pelts?" | asked.

"Rasul has them covered," Eric said. "You have another fan, it seens."

Eric said, with an

"Ch, it's because of the fairy blood," |I said irritably. "You know, it's
not fair. Human guys don't like ne. | know about two hundred of 'em who
woul dn't want to date ne if | cane with a Chevy truck. But because supes are
attracted to the fairy snmell, | get accused of being a guy magnet. How wr ong
is that?"

"You have fairy blood," Eric said, as if his own lightbulb had just lit up.
"That explains a lot."

That hurt my feelings. "Ch no, you couldn't just like ne," | said, tired
and hurting beyond coherence. "Ch no, gosh, there has to be a reason. And it's
not gonna be ny sparkling personality, oh no! It's gonna be ny bl ood, because
it's special. Not me, |I'mnot special..

And | woul d have gone on and on, if Qinn hadn't said, "I don't give a damm
about fairies, nyself." Any available roomleft in the kitchen vanished.

| scranbled to ny feet. "You okay?" | asked in a wobbly voice.

"Yes," he said, in his deepest runble. He was altogether human again, and
al t oget her naked. | woul d' ve hugged him but | felt a little enbarrassed about
enbracing himin the altogether, in front of Eric.

"I left your clothes out there in the woods,"” | said. "I'lIl go get "em"

"I can."

"No, | know where they are, and | couldn't get any wetter." Besides, |I'm

not sophisticated enough to be confortable in a roomw th a naked guy, an
unconsci ous guy, a real horrible girl, and another guy who's been ny | over.

"Fuck you, bitch," the charming Sandra called after me, and shrieked again,
as Eric made it clear he didn't care for nanme calling.

"Ri ght back at you," | nuttered, and trudged out into the rain.
Oh, yes, it was still raining.
| was still brooding over the fairy-blood thing as | scooped up the bundl e

of Quinn's sodden clothes. It would be easy to slide into a depressed trough
if I thought the only reason anybody ever |iked ne was because | had fairy
bl ood. O course, there was al ways the odd vanpire who had been ordered to

seduce me...| was sure the fairy blood had just been a bonus, in that case...no,
no, no, wasn't going there.
If | looked at it in a reasonable way, the bl ood was just as nmuch a part of

me as my eye color or the thickness of ny hair. It hadn't done a thing for ny
hal f-fairy grandnother, assum ng the gene had cone to me through her and not
one of ny other grandparents. She'd married a human nan who hadn't treated her
any differently than he would have if her blood had been plain old grade A



human. And she'd been killed by a human who hadn't known anythi ng about her

bl ood other than the color of it. Follow ng the sane assunption, fairy blood
hadn't made a bit of difference to nmy father. He'd never in his life
encountered a vanpire who night be interested in himbecause of it —or if he
had, he'd kept it mghty close. That didn't seemlikely. And the fairy bl ood
hadn't saved ny father fromthe flash flood that had washed ny parents' truck
off the bridge and into the swollen stream If the blood had cone to ne

t hrough nmy nother, well, she'd died in the truck, too. And Linda, my nother's
sister, had died of cancer in her mdforties, no matter what kind of heritage
she had.

| didn't believe this wonderful fairy blood had done all that nuch for ne,
either. Maybe a few vanpires had been a little nore interested in ne and
friendly to me than they woul d have been otherw se, but | couldn't say that
had been much of an advant age.

In fact, many people would say the vanpire attention had been a big
negative factor in my life. | mght be one of those people. Especially since
was standing out here in the pouring rain holding someone el se's wet clothes
and wondering what the hell to do with them

Havi ng come full circle, | slogged back to the house. | could hear a | ot of
nmoani ng com ng fromthe front yard: Cete and George, presunably. | should
have gone to check, but | couldn't nuster up the energy.

Back in the kitchen, the small dark man was stirring a little, his eyes
openi ng and shutting and his nmouth twitching. H s hands were tied behind him
Sandra was bound with duct tape, which cheered ne up quite a bit. It seened a
neat piece of poetic justice. She even had a neat rectangle squarely over her
nmout h, which | presunmed was Eric's work. Quinn had found a towel to secure
around his waist, so he | ooked very...preppy.

"Thanks, babe," he said. He took his clothes and began squeezi ng them out
over the sink. | dripped on the floor. "I wonder if there's a dryer?" he
asked, and | opened another door to find a little pantry/utility roomwth
shel ves on one wall and on the other a water heater and a tiny washer and
dryer.

"Pass '"emin here," | called, and Quinn cane in with his clothes. "Yours
need to go in there, too, babe,” he said, and | noticed he sounded as tired as
| felt. Changing into and out of tiger formwthout the full nmoon, in such a
short space of tine, nust have been very difficult. "Maybe you can find ne a

towel ?" | asked, pulling off the wet pants with great effort. Wthout a single
joke or leer, he went to see what he could find. He returned with sone
clothes, | assuned fromthe small man's bedroom a T-shirt, shorts, socks.
"This is the best | could do," he said.

"It's better than | hoped for," | said. After |I'd used the towel and | had
pull ed on the clean, dry clothes, | alnost wept with gratitude. | gave Quinn a

hug and then went to find out what we were going to do with our hostages.

The Pelts were sitting on the floor, securely handcuffed, in the living
room watched by Rasul. Barbara and Gordon had | ooked so mild when they'd cone
to Merlotte's to neet with me in Sams office. They | ooked mild no | onger
Rage and malice sat oddly on their suburban faces.

Eric brought Sandra in, too, and dunped her by her parents. Eric stood in
one doorway, Quinn in another (which a glance told me led into Small and
Dark's bedroom). Rasul, gun in hand, relaxed his vigilance a little now that
he had such form dabl e backup. "Were's the little guy?" he asked. " Sooki e,
I"'mglad to see you | ooking so well, even though your ensenble falls bel ow
your usual standards."

The shorts were baggy cargo shorts, the shirt was big, and the white socks
were the capper. "You really know how to make a girl feel beautiful, Rasul," |
sai d, scraping together maybe half a smile to offer him | sat down in the
strai ght - backed chair and | asked Barbara Pelt, "Wat were you going to do
with ne?"

"Wirk on you until you told us the truth, and Sandra was satisfied," she
said. "Qur fanmly couldn't be at peace until we knew the truth. And the truth



lies in you, | just knowit."

| was troubled. Well, beyond troubled. Because |I didn't know what to say to
her just yet, | looked fromEric to Rasul. "Just the two of you?" | asked.

"Any tine two vanmpires can't handle a handful of Wres is the day | becone
human again," Rasul said, with an expression so snooty | was tenpted to |augh
But he'd been exactly right (though of course he'd had a tiger who hel ped).
Qui nn was propped in the doorway | ooking picturesque, though just at the
nmonent his great expanse of snooth skin didn't interest ne at all.

"Eric," | said, "what should | do?"

I don't think 1'd ever asked Eric for advice before. He was surprised. But
the secret wasn't only mne.

After a nonent, he nodded.

"Il tell you what happened to Debbie," | said to the Pelts. | didn't ask
Rasul and Quinn to | eave the room | was getting rid of this right now, both
the lingering guilt and the hold Eric had on ne.

I'd thought about that evening so often that nmy words cane automatically. |
didn't cry, because all my tears had been shed nonths ago, in private.

Once 1'd finished the story, the Pelts sat and stared at nme, and | stared
back.

"That sounds |ike our Debbie," said Barbara Pelt. "This has the ring of
truth.”

"She did have a gun,"” said CGordon Pelt. "I gave it to her for Christmas two
years ago." The two Weres | ooked at each ot her

"She was...proactive," Barbara said, after a nonment. She turned to Sandra.
"Remenber when we had to go to court, when she was in high school, because she
put super-glue in that cheerl eader's hairbrush? The one that was dating her
ex-boyfri end? That does sound |i ke Debbie, huh?"

Sandra nodded, but the duct tape wouldn't permt her speech. Sandra had
tears rolling down her cheeks.

"You still don't remenber where you put her?" CGordon asked Eric.

"I would tell you if I did," Eric said. Not that | care, his tone inplied.

"You guys hired the two kids who attacked us in Shreveport,"” Quinn said.

"Sandra did," Cordon admitted. "W didn't know about it until Sandra had
already bitten them She'd prom sed them.! He shook his head. "She'd sent them
to Shreveport on her errand, but they would have returned hone to coll ect
their reward. Qur Jackson pack woul d have killed them M ssissippi doesn't
permt bitten Weres. They kill themon sight. The boys woul d have named Sandra
as their maker. The pack woul d have abjured her. Barbara's dabbled wth
wi tchcraft, but nothing of the level that woul d have seal ed the boys' nouths.
W hired an out-of-state Were to track them when we found out. He couldn't
stop them couldn't prevent their arrest, so he had to be arrested and go into
the jail systemwith them to take care of the problem" He | ooked up at us,
shook his head sternly. "He bribed Cal Myers to put himin the cell with them
O course, we punished Sandra for that."

"Ch, did you take away her cell phone for a week?" If | sounded sarcastic,
| thought | had a right to be. Even cooperative, the Pelts were pretty
horrible. "W were both hurt,” | said, nodding toward Quinn, "and those two
ki ds are dead now. Because of Sandra."

"She's our daughter," Barbara said. "And she believed she was avengi ng her
nmur dered sister.”

"And then you hired all the Weres that were in the second van, and the two
Weres lying out in the front yard. Are they going to die, Qinn?"

"If the Pelts don't take themto a Wre doctor, they may. And they sure
can't go to any hunman hospital ."

Qinn's claws would have left distinctive marks.

"WIl you do that?" | asked skeptically. "Take Clete and George to a Wre
doct or ?"

The Pelts | ooked at each other and shrugged. "W figured you were going to
kill us," Gordon said. "Are you going to let us wal k away? Wth what
assurances?"



I'd never nmet anyone quite like the Pelts before, and it was easier and
easier to see where Debbie had gotten her charming personality, adopted or
not .

"Wth assurances that | never hear of this again," | said. "Neither | nor
Eric."

Qui nn and Rasul had been listening silently.

"Sookie is a friend of the Shreveport pack,"” Quinn said. "They are very
upset she was attacked, in their own city, and now we know you're responsible
for that attack."

"W heard she was no favorite of the new packl eader." Barbara's voice held
a trace of contenpt. She was reverting to her own personality, since she no
| onger feared her own death. | liked them better when they were scared.

"He may not be packl eader for long," Quinn said, his voice a quiet threat.
"Even if he stays in office, he can't rescind the pack's protection, since it
was guaranteed by the previous packl eader. The honor of the pack woul d be

destroyed. "

"We' || nake reparations to the Shreveport pack," CGordon said wearily.

"Did you send Tanya to Bon Tenps?" | asked.

Bar bara | ooked proud of herself. "Yes, | did that. You know our Debbie was
adopt ed? She was a werefox."

| nodded. Eric |ooked quizzical; | didn't think he'd nmet Tanya.

"Tanya is a nenber of Debbie's birth famly, and she wanted to do sonet hing
to help. She thought if she went to Bon Tenps and began working with you, you
m ght |let something spill. She said you were too suspicious to warmup to her
of fer of friendship. I think she mght stay in Bon Tenps. | understand finding
the bar owner so attractive was an unexpected bonus."

It was kind of gratifying to discover Tanya was as untrustworthy as 1'd
suspected. | wondered if | had the right to tell Samthis whole story, by way
of warning. I'd have to think about that |ater

"And the man who owns this house?" | could hear him groani ng and noani ng
fromthe kitchen.

"He's a former high school buddy of Debbie's," Gordon said. "W asked him
if we could borrow his house for the afternoon. And we paid him He won't talk
after we |eave."

"What about d adiola?" | asked. | renenbered the two burning body sections
on ny driveway. | renenbered M. Cataliades's face, and Diantha's grief.
They all three stared at ne blankly. "d adi ol a? The fl ower?" Barbara said,
| ooki ng genui nely puzzled. "It's not even the right season for glads, now"
That was a dead end.
"Do you agree we're square on this?" | asked baldly. "I've hurt you, you've

hurt ne. Even?"

Sandra shook her head fromside to side, but her parents ignored her. Thank
God for duct tape. CGordon and Barbara nodded at each other.

Cordon said, "You killed Debbie, but we do believe that you killed her in
sel f-defense. And our living daughter took extreme and unl awful mnethods to
attack you...It goes against ny grain to say this, but I think we have to agree
to | eave you alone, after this day."

Sandra nmade a | ot of weird noises.

"Wth these stipulations.”" Gordon's face suddenly | ooked hard as a rock.
The yuppi e man took a backseat to the Were. "You won't cone after Sandra. And
you stay out of M ssissippi."

"Done," | said instantly. "Can you control Sandra enough to make her keep
to this agreement?"” It was a rude but valid question. Sandra had enough balls
for an arny, and | doubted very much if the Pelts had ever really had contro
over either of their daughters.

"Sandra," Gordon said to his daughter. Her eyes blazed at himfrom her
forcibly nute face. "Sandra, this is law. W are giving our word to this
worman, and our word is binding on you. If you defy ne, 1'll challenge you at
the next full noon. 1'll take you down in front of the pack."

Bot h not her and daughter | ooked shocked, Sandra nore so than her nother



Sandra's eyes narrowed, and after a |ong noment, she nodded.

| hoped Gordon lived a long tine and enjoyed good health while he lived. If
he grewill, or if he died, Sandra wouldn't feel bound by this agreenent,
felt pretty darn sure. But as | wal ked out of the little house in the swanp, |
t hought | had a reasonabl e chance of not seeing the Pelts again in ny life,
and that was absolutely okay w th ne.

Chapter 22

Amel i a was rummagi ng through her walk-in closet. It was just after dark the
next day. Suddenly the hangers quit sliding across the rack at the very back
of the closet.

"I think I have one," she called, sounding surprised. | waited for her to
energe, sitting on the edge of her bed. 1'd had at |least ten hours' sleep, I'd
had a careful shower, 1'd had sone first aid, and | felt a hundred tines

better. Amelia was glowing with pride and happi ness. Not only had Bob the
Mor nony witch been wonderful in bed, they'd been up in tine to watch Quinn's

and ny abduction, and to have the brilliant idea of calling the vanpire
gueen's mansion instead of the regular police. | hadn't told her yet that
Quinn and | had made our own call, because | didn't know which one had been

nore effective, and | enjoyed seeing Anelia so happy.

| hadn't wanted to go to the queen's shindig at all until after nmy trip to
the bank with M. Cataliades. After 1'd returned to Hadley's apartnent, 1'd
resumed packing ny cousin's stuff and heard a strange noise when |'d put the
coffee into a box. Nowif | wanted to avert disaster, | had to go to the
gueen's spring party, the supernatural event of the year. 1'd tried getting in
touch with Andre at the queen's headquarters, but a voice had told me he was
not to be disturbed. I wondered who was answering the phones at Vanmpire
Central that day. Could it be one of Peter Threadgill's vanps?

"Yes, | do!" Anmelia exclained. "Ah, it's kind of daring. | was the
bridesmai d at an extreme wedding." She energed fromthe closet with her hair
di shevel ed, her eyes lit with triunph. She rotated the hanger so | could get
the full effect. She'd had to pin the dress to the hanger because there was so
little to hang.

"Yikes," | said, uneasily. Made nmostly of lime-green chiffon, it was cut in
a deep V alnost down to the waist. A single narrow strap ran around the neck

"It was a novie star wedding," Amrelia said, looking as if she had a | ot of
menories of the service. Since the dress was al so backl ess, | was wondering
how t hose Hol | ywood wonmen kept their boobs covered. Doubl e-sided tape? Sone
kind of glue? As | hadn't seen O audi ne since she vanished fromthe courtyard
before the ectoplasm c reconstruction, | had to assume she'd gone back to her
job and her life in Monroe. | could have used her special services just about
now. There had to be a fairy spell that would make your dress stay still.

"At |east you don't need a special bra to wear under it," Anelia said

hel pfully. That was true; it wasn't possible to wear a bra at all. "And 1've
got the shoes, if you can wear a seven."

"That's a big help," | said, trying to sound pleased and grateful. "I don't
suppose you can do hair?"

"Nah," Amelia said. She waved a hand at her own short 'do. "I wash it,

brush it, and that's that. But | can call Bob." Her eyes glowed happily. "He's
a hairdresser."”

| tried not to | ook too astoni shed. At a funeral hone? | thought, but | was
smart enough to keep that to myself. Bob just |ooked no way |ike any
hairdresser |'d ever seen

After a couple of hours, | was nore or less into the dress, and fully nade
up.

Bob had done a good job with ny hair, though he'd rem nded ne several tines
to keep very still, in a way that had made ne a little nervous.

And Qui nn had shown up on time in his car. Wen Eric and Rasul had dropped
me of f at about two in the norning, Quinn had just gotten in his car and
driven away to wherever he was staying, though he'd put a |light kiss on ny



forehead before | started up the stairs. Amelia had cone out of her apartnent,
all happy | was safely back, and I'd had to return a call from M. Cataliades,
who wondered if | was quite all right, and who wanted ne to go to the bank
with himto finalize Hadley's financial affairs. Since |I'd m ssed ny chance to
go with Everett, |'d been grateful

But when |1'd returned to Hadley's apartnent after the bank trip, 1'd found
a nmessage on Hadley's answering machine telling me that the queen expected to
see ne at the party at the old nonastery tonight. "I don't want you to | eave
the city without seeing nme again," the queen's human secretary had quoted her
as saying, before informing ne that the dress code was formal. After ny

di scovery, when | realized |I'd have to attend the party, |I'd gone down the
stairs to Arelia's in a panic.
The dress caused anot her kind of panic. | was better-endowed than Ameli a,

t hough a bit shorter, and | had to stand really straight.

"The suspense is killing me," said Qinn, eyeing ny chest. He | ooked
wonderful in a tux. My wist bandages stuck out against ny tan |like strange
bracelets; in fact, one of themwas acutely unconfortable, and | was anxi ous
to take it off. But the wist wuld have to stay covered a while, though the
bite on ny left armcould remain uncovered. Maybe the suspense about ny boobs
woul d di stract party-goers fromthe fact that ny face was swollen and
di scol ored on one side.

Qui nn, of course, |ooked as though nothing had ever happened to him Not
only did he have the quick-healing flesh of nost shape-shifters, but a man's
tux covers up a lot of injuries.

"Don't you rmake me feel any nore self-conscious than | already do," | said.
"For about a dine, 1'd go crawl back into bed and sleep for a week."

"I"'mup for that, though I'd reduce the sleep tinme," Qinn said sincerely.
"But for our peace of mind, |I think we better do this first. By the way, ny
suspense was about the trip to the bank, not your dress. | figure, with your
dress, it's awin-win situation. If you stay in it, good. If you don't, even
better."

| |1 ooked away, trying to control an involuntary snmle. "The trip to the
bank." That seened like a safe topic. "Well, her bank account didn't have a
lot init, which | figured would be the case. Hadley didn't have nmuch sense
about noney. Hadley didn't have much sense, period. But the safe-deposit box.."

The safe-deposit box had held Hadley's birth certificate, a narriage
license, and a divorce decree dated nore than three years ago —both nam ng
the sane man, | was glad to see —and a | ami nated copy of my aunt's obituary.
Hadl ey had known when her nother had died, and she'd cared enough to keep the
clipping. There were pictures fromour shared chil dhood, too: my nother and
her sister; my nother and Jason, me, and Hadl ey; my grandnot her and her
husband. There was a pretty necklace wi th sapphires and di anonds (which M.
Cat al i ades had said the queen had given to Hadley), and a pair of natching
earrings. There were a couple nore things that | wanted to think about.

But the queen's bracelet was not there. That was why M. Cataliades had
wanted to acconpany me, | think; he half expected the bracel et would be there,
and he seened quite anxious when | held the | ockbox out to himso he could see
its contents for hinself.

"I finished packing the kitchen stuff this afternoon after Cataliades took
me back to Hadley's apartnment,” | said to Quinn, and watched his reaction. |
woul d never again take the disinterestedness of ny conpanions for granted.
found nyself fairly convinced Quinn had not been hel ping ne pack the day
before in order to search for sonething, after | saw that his reaction was
perfectly calm

"That's good," he said. "Sorry | didn't make it over to help you today. |
was cl osing out Jake's dealings with Special Events. | had to call ny
partners, let themknow | had to call Jake's girlfriend. He wasn't steady
enough to be around her, if she even wants to see himagain. She's not a vanp
lover, to put it mldly."

At the nmoment, | wasn't either. | couldn't fathomthe true reason the queen



wanted nme at the party, but | had found another reason to see her. Quinn
smled at me, and | sniled back at him hoping that sone good woul d cone out
of this evening. | had to admt to myself that | was a bit curious about
seeing the queen's party barn, so to speak —and | was also kind of glad to
dress up and be pretty after all the swanp sl ogging.

As we drove, | alnpbst opened a conversation with Quinn at |east three tines
—but on every occasion, when it got to the point, | kept my nouth shut.

"We're getting close,"” he told ne when we'd reached one of the ol dest
nei ghborhoods in New Ol eans, the Garden District. The houses, set in
beautiful grounds, would cost many tines what even the Bellefl eur mansion
woul d fetch. In the mddle of these marvel ous hones, we canme to a high wall
t hat extended for a whole block. This was the renovated nonastery that the
gueen used for entertaining.

There m ght be other gates at the back of the property, but tonight all the
traffic was noving through the main front entrance. It was heavily protected

with the nmost efficient guards of all: vanpires. | wondered if Sophie-Anne
Lecl erqg was paranoid, or wise, or sinmply did not feel |oved (or safe) in her
adopted city. | was sure the queen al so had the regul ar security provisions —

caneras, infrared notion detectors, razor wire, maybe even guard dogs. There
was security out the ying-yang here, where the elite vanpires occasionally
partied with the elite humans. Tonight the party was supes only, the first
| arge party the new yweds had given since they'd becone a couple.

Three of the queen's vanmpires were at the gate, along with three of the

Arkansas vanpires. Peter Threadgill's vanpires all wore a uniform though I
suspected the king called it livery. The Arkansas bl oodsuckers, male and
femal e, were wearing white suits with blue shirts and red vests. | didn't know

if the king was ultrapatriotic or if the colors had been chosen because they
were in the Arkansas state flag as well as the U. S. flag. Whichever, the suits
were beyond tacky and into some fashion hall of shane, all on their own. And
Threadgi || had been dressed so conservatively! Was this some tradition 1'd
never heard of ? Gosh, even | knew better than that, tastew se, and | bought
nmost of ny clothes at Wal-Mart.

Qui nn had the queen's card to show to the guards at the gate, but stil
they called up to the main house. Quinn | ooked uneasy, and | hoped he was as
concerned as | was about the extrene security and the fact that Threadgills
vanmpi res had worked so hard to distinguish thenselves fromthe queen's

adherents. | was thinking hard about the queen's need to offer the king's
vanps a reason she would go upstairs with me at Hadley's. | thought of the
anxi ety she displayed when she asked about the bracelet. | thought of the

presence of both canps of vanpires at the main gate. Neither nonarch trusted
t he spouse to provide protection

It seened like a long tine before we were given | eave to pass through
Quinn was as quiet as | while we waited.

The grounds seenmed to be beautifully |andscaped and kept, and they were
certainly well lit.

"Quinn, this is just wong," | said. "Wat's going on here? Do you think
they'd let us | eave?" Unfortunately, it seemed as though all my suspicions
were true

Quinn didn't | ook any happier than | was. "They won't let us out," he said.
"W have to go on now " | clutched ny little evening bag closer to nme, w shing
there was sonmething nore lethal init than a few small itenms |ike a conpact

and a lipstick, and a tampon. Quinn drove us carefully up the winding drive to
the front of the nonastery.

"What did you do today, besides work on your outfit?" Quinn asked.

"I made a lot of phone calls,"” |I said. "And one of thempaid off."

"Cal |l s? Where to?"

"Gas stations, all along the route from New Orl eans to Bon Tenps."

He turned to stare at me, but | pointed just in tine for Quinn to apply the
br akes.

Alion strolled across the drive.



"Ckay, what's that? Animal? O shifter?" | was edgier by the mnute.

"Animal ," Quinn said.

Scratch the idea of dogs roam ng the enclosure. | hoped the wall was high
enough to keep the lion in.

We parked in front of the former nonastery, which was a very |arge
two-story building. It hadn't been built for beauty, but for utility, so it
was a largely featurel ess structure. There was one small door in the mddle of
the facade, and small wi ndows placed regularly. Again, fairly easy to defend.

Qutside the small door stood six nore vanpires, three in fancy but
unmat chi ng cl othes —surely Loui si ana bl oodsuckers —and three nore from
Arkansas, in their glaringly garish outfits.

"That's just butt-ugly," | said.

"But easy to see, even in the dark," Qinn said, looking as if he were
t hi nki ng deep, significant thoughts.

"Duh," | said. "lsn't that the point? So they'll instantly...oh.” | mulled
it over. "Yeah," | said. "No one would wear anything close to that, on purpose
or by accident. Under any circunstances. Unless it was really inportant to be
instantly identifiable."

Quinn said, "lIt's possible that Peter Threadgill is not devoted to
Sophi e- Anne. "

| gave a squawk of |aughter just as two Loui siana vanpires opened our car
doors in a nove so coordinated it nust have been rehearsed. Melanie, the guard
vampire |I'd met at the queen's downtown headquarters, took ny hand to help ne
fromthe car, and she snmled at me. She | ooked a |lot better out of the
overwhel m ng SWAT gear. She was wearing a pretty yellow dress with | ow heels.
Now t hat she wasn't wearing a helnmet, | could see her hair was short,

i ntensely curly, and light brown.

She took a deep, dramatic breath as | passed, and then nade an ecstatic
face. "Oh, the odor of the fairy!" she exclainmed. "It makes ny heart sing!"

| swatted at her playfully. To say | was surprised would be an
understatenent. Vanpires, as a whole, are not noted for their sense of hunor.

"Cute dress,"” Rasul said. "Kind of on the daring side, huh?"

Chester said, "Can't be too daring for ne. You |look really tasty."

| thought it couldn't be a coincidence that the three vanpires |I'd net at
t he queen's headquarters were the three vanpires on door duty tonight.
couldn't figure out what that could nean, though. The three Arkansas vanpires
were silent, regarding the to-and-fro between us with cold eyes. They were not
in the same relaxed and smiling nood as their fell ows.

Sonething definitely off-kilter here. But with the acute vamnpire hearing
all around, there wasn't anything to say about it.

Quinn took nmy arm W wal ked into a long hall that seemed to run nearly the
length of the building. A Thread-gill vanpire was standing at the door of a
roomthat seened to serve as a reception area

"Wuld you like to check your bag?" she asked, obviously put out at being
rel egated to a hat-check girl.

"No, thanks," | said, and thought she was going to pull it out from under
ny arm

"May | search it?" she asked. "W screen for weapons."

| stared at her, always a risky thing to do to a vanpire. "Of course not.
have no weapons."

"Sookie," Quinn said, trying not to sound alarmed. "You have to let her
| ook in your purse. It's procedure.”

| glared at him "You could have told ne," | said sharply.

The door guard, who was a svelte young vanp with a figure that chall enged
the cut of the white pants, seized ny purse with an air of triunph. She turned
it out over a tray, and its few contents clattered to the netal surface: a
conpact, a lipstick, a tiny tube of glue, a handkerchief, a ten-dollar bill,
and a tampon in a rigid plastic applicator, conpletely covered in plastic
wr ap.

Qui nn was not unsophi sticated enough to turn red, but he did gl ance



di screetly away. The vanpire, who had died | ong before wonmen carried such
items in their purses, asked ne its purpose and nodded when | explai ned. She
repacked ny little evening bag and handed it to ne, indicating with a hand
gesture that we should proceed down the hall. She'd turned to the people who'd
cone in behind us, a Were couple in their sixties, before we'd even exited the
room

"What are you up to?" Quinn asked, in the quietest possible voice, as we
nmoved al ong the corridor

"Do we have to pass through any more security?" | asked, in a voice just as
hushed.

"I don't know. | don't see any up ahead."

"I have to do something,"” | said. "Excuse ne, while | find the nearest
ladies' room" | tried to tell him with ny eyes, and with the pressure of ny

hand on his arm that in a few mnutes everything would be all right, and
sincerely hoped that was the truth. Quinn was clearly not happy with nme, but
he waited outside the |ladies' room (God knows what that had been when the
bui |l ding was a nonastery) while | ducked into one of the stalls and made a few
adjustments. When | canme out, |'d tossed the tanpon container into the little
bin in the stall, and one of ny wists had been rebandaged. My purse was a
little heavier.

The door at the end of the corridor led into the very |arge roomthat had
been the nonks' refectory. Though the roomwas still walled with stone and
large pillars supported the roof, three on the left and three on the right,
the rest of the decor was considerably different now The niddle of the room
was cl eared for dancing, and the floor was wooden. There was a dais for
nmusi ci ans close to the refreshments table, and another dais at the opposite
end of the roomfor the royalty.

Around the sides of the roomwere chairs in conversational groupings. The
whol e room was decorated in white and blue, the colors of Louisiana. One of
the walls had nurals depicting scenes fromaround the state: a swanp scene,
whi ch made ne shudder; a Bourbon Street nontage; a field being plowed and
| unber being cut; and a fisherman hoisting up a net in the @il f Coast. These
were all scenes featuring humans, | thought, and wondered what the thinking
was behind that.

Then | turned to | ook at the wall surrounding the doorway 1'd just entered,
and | saw the vanpire side of Louisiana life: a group of happy vanpires wth
fiddl es under their chins, playing away; a vanpire police officer patrolling
the French Quarter; a vanpire guide leading tourists through one of the Cities
of the Dead. No vanps snacki ng on humans, no vanps drinking anything,
noticed. This was a statement in public relations. | wondered if it really
fool ed anyone. All you had to do was sit down at a supper table with vanpires,
and you'd be rem nded how different they were, all right.

Well, this wasn't what |1'd cone to do. | | ooked around for the queen, and
finally saw her standing by her husband. She was wearing a | ong-sl eeved orange
silk dress, and she | ooked fabul ous. Long sl eeves maybe seened a little
strange in the warm eveni ng, but vanpires didn't notice such things. Peter
Threadgi || was wearing a tux, and he | ooked equally inpressive. Jade Fl ower
was standi ng behind him sword strapped to her back even though she was
wearing a red sequined dress (in which, by the way, she | ooked awful). Andre,
also fully armed, was at his station behind the queen. Sigebert and Wbert
couldn't be far off. | spotted themon either side of a door that |I assuned
led to the queen's private apartnents. The two vanpires | ooked acutely
unconfortable in their tuxes; it was |ike watching bears who' d been nmade to
wear shoes.

Bill was in the room | caught a glinpse of himin the far corner, in the
opposite direction fromthe queen, and | shivered w th | oathing.

"You have too many secrets,"” Quinn conpl ained, follow ng the direction of
ny gaze

"I"ll be glad to tell you a few of "em real soon," | prom sed, and we
joined the tail end of the reception line. "Wien we reach the royals, you go



ahead of nme. Wiile I'mtalking to the queen, you distract the king, okay? Then

I will tell you everything."
We reached to M. Cataliades first. | guess he was sort of the queen's
secretary of state. Or maybe attorney general would be nore appropriate?
"Good to see you again, M. Cataliades," | said, in ny nbpst correct social
tone. "l've got a surprise for you," | added.

"You may have to save it," he said with a kind of stiff cordiality. "The
gueen is about to have the first dance with her new king. And we're all so
| ooking forward to seeing the present the king gave her."

| glanced around but | didn't see Diantha. "How s your niece?" | asked.
"My surviving niece," he said grimy, "is at hone with her nother."
"That's too bad," | said. "She should be here this evening."

He stared at ne. Then he | ooked interested.
"I ndeed, " he said.
"I heard that someone from here stopped to get gas a week ago Wednesday, on

her way to Bon Tenps," | said. "Soneone with a long sword. Here, let ne tuck
this in your pocket. | don't need it any nore." Wen | stepped away from him
and faced the queen, | had one hand over ny injured wist. The bandage had
vani shed.

| held out ny right hand, and the queen was forced to take it in her own. |
had counted on obliging the queen to follow the human custom of shaki ng hands,
and | was nmighty relieved when she did. Quinn had passed fromthe queen to the
ki ng, and he said, "Your Majesty, |'msure you remenber ne. | was the event
coordi nator at your wedding. Did the flowers turn out |ike you wanted?"

Sonewhat startled, Peter Threadgill turned his |arge eyes on Quinn, and
Jade Fl ower kept her eyes on what her king did.

Trying very hard to keep ny novenments swift but not jerky, | pressed ny
left hand and what was in it onto the queen's wist. She didn't flinch, but I
t hi nk she thought about it. She gl anced down at her wist to see what |'d put
on it, and her eyes closed in relief.

"Yes, ny dear, our visit was lovely," she said, at random "Andre enjoyed

it very much, as did I." She glanced back over her shoul der, and Andre picked
up his cue, and inclined his head to ne, in tribute to nmy supposed talents in
the sack. | was so glad to get the ordeal over with that | snmiled at him

radi antly, and he | ooked a shade anused. The queen raised her armslightly to
beckon himcl oser, and her sleeve rode up. Suddenly Andre was smling as
broadly as | was.

Jade Fl ower was distracted by Andre's novenent forward, and her eyes
foll owed his. They wi dened, and she was very much not snmiling. In fact, she
was enraged. M. Cataliades was |ooking at the sword on Jade Fl ower's back
with a conpletely blank face.

Then Qui nn was di sm ssed by the king and it was nmy turn to pay honage to
Peter Threadgill, King of Arkansas.

"I hear that you had an adventure in the swanps yesterday," he said, his

voi ce cool and indifferent.

"Yes, sir. But it all worked out okay, | think," | said.

"Good of you to cone,"” he said. "Now that you have w apped up your cousin's
estate, | amsure you will be returning to your hone?"

"Ch, yes, quick as can be," | said. It was the absolute truth. I would go
hone providing | could just survive this evening, the chances of which at the
nmonent weren't too good. | had counted, as well as | was able in a throng like

this. There were at | east twenty vanpires in the roomwearing the bright
Arkansas outfit, and perhaps the sane nunber of the queen's honies.

| moved away, and the Were couple that had entered after Quinn and ne took
nmy place. | thought he was the |ieutenant governor of Louisiana, and |I hoped
he had good life insurance.

"What ?" Qui nn demanded

I led himover to a place against the wall, and gently maneuvered hi munti
his back was against it. | had to face away fromany |lip-readers in the room

"Did you know the queen's bracel et was m ssing?" | asked.



He shook his head. "One of the dianond bracelets the king gave her as a
weddi ng present?" he asked, his head ducked to baffle any watchers.

"Yes, missing," | said. "Since Hadley died."

"I'f the king knew the bracelet was missing, and if he could force the queen
to acknow edge that she'd given it to a lover, then he woul d have grounds for
di vorce."

"What woul d he get then?"

"What woul dn't he get! It was a vanpire hierarchal marriage, and you don't
get any nore binding than that. | think the wedding contract was thirty
pages."

| understood nuch better now

A beautifully dressed vanpire wonan wearing a gray-green gown strewn with
gleam ng silver flowers raised her armto get the attention of the crowd.
Gradual |y the assenbl ed people fell silent.

"Sophi e- Anne and Peter welcone you to their first joint entertainment,"” the
vamp said, and her voice was so nusical and nellow that you wanted to |isten
to her for hours. They should get her to do the Gscars. Or the Mss Anerica
pageant. "Sophi e-Anne and Peter invite all of you to have a wonderful evening
of dancing, eating, and drinking. To open the dancing, our host and hostess
will waltz."

Despite his glitzy surface, | thought Peter m ght be nore confortabl e doing
a square dance, but with a wife |ike Sophie-Anne, it was waltz or nothing. He
advanced on his wife, his arns at the ready to receive her, and in his
carrying vanpire voice he said, "Darling, show themthe bracelets.”

Sophi e- Anne swept the crowd with a smle and raised her own arns to make
t he sl eeves slide back, and a matchi ng bracel et on each wist shone at the
guests, the two huge di anonds wi nking and blinking in the chandelier Iights.

For a monent Peter Threadgill was absolutely still, as if someone had
zapped himwith a freeze gun. He altered his stance as he noved forward, after
that, and took one of her hands in both of his. He stared down at one
bracel et, then rel eased her hand to take the other. That bracelet, too, passed
his silent test.

"Wonderful ," he said, and if it was through his fangs you'd only think
t hey' d ext ended because he was horny for his beautiful wife. "You re wearing
both of them"

"Of course,’
as his.

And away t hey danced, though something about the way he swung her let ne
know the king was letting his tenper get the better of him He'd had a big
plan, and now |'d spoiled it...but thankfully, he didn't know ny part. He just
knew t hat somehow Sophi e- Anne had nanaged to retrieve her bracel et and save
her face, and he had nothing to justify whatever he'd plotted to do. He would
have to back down. After this, he'd probably think of another way to subvert
his queen, but at least |1'd be out of the fray.

Quinn and | retreated to the refreshnents table, located to the south side
of the large room beside one of the thick pillars. Servers were there with
carving knives to shave of f ham or roast beef. There were yeasty rolls to pile
the neat on. It snelled wonderful, but | was too nervous to think of eating.
Quinn got ne a cup of ginger ale fromthe bar.

| stared at the dancing couple and waited for the ceiling to fall in.

"Don't they look lovely together?" a well-dressed gray-haired woman said. |
real i zed she was the one who'd cone in after ne.

Sophi e- Anne said. "My darling." Her smle was just as sincere

"Yes, they do," | agreed.

"I m Genevi eve Thrash," she said. "This is my husband, David."

"Pleased to neet you," | said. "I'm Sooki e Stackhouse, and this is ny
friend, John Quinn." Quinn | ooked surprised. | wondered if that was actually

his first nane.
The two nen, tiger and Were, shook hands whil e Genevieve and | watched the

coupl e dance a bit | onger
"Your dress is so pretty,

CGenevi eve said, giving every indication she was



speaki ng sincerely. "It takes a young body to show off a gown |ike that."

"I appreciate your saying so," | said. "I'"'mshowing a bit nore of that body
than I'mconfortable with, so you' ve nmade me feel better.”

"I know your date appreciates it," she said. "And so does that young nan
over there." She nodded her head subtly, and | glanced in the direction she

was indicating. Bill. He | ooked very good in his tuxedo, but even being in the
same room made sonething within nme twi st with pain.
"I believe your husband is the |ieutenant governor?" | said.

"You're absolutely correct.”

"And how do you like being Ms. Lieutenant?" | asked.

She told some anusing stories about people she'd met while she foll owed
David's political career. "And what does your young man do?" she asked, with
t hat eager interest that nust have hel ped her husband up that | adder

"He's an events coordinator,"” | said, after a nonment's hesitation
"How i nteresting," Cenevieve said. "And yourself, you have a job?"
"Ch, yes mm'am" | said. "I"'ma barmaid."

That was a bit startling to the politician's wife, but she grinned at ne.
"You're the first 1've ever met," she said cheerfully.

"You're the first Ms. Lieutenant CGovernor |'ve ever net," | said. Damn,
now that 1'd net her and liked her, | felt responsible for her. Quinn and
David were just chatting away, and | think fishing was their topic.

"Ms. Thrash," | said, "I know you're a Were and that means you're tough as

tough can be, but 1'mgoing to give you a piece of advice."

She | ooked at me qui zzically.

"This advice is pure gold," | said.

Her eyebrows flew up. "Okay," she said, slowy. mlistening."

"Somet hing very bad is going to happen here in the next hour or so. It's
going to be so bad that it might get a |ot of people killed. Now you can stay
and have a good tinme until it happens, and then you'll wonder why you didn't
listen to ne, or you can | eave now after acting |ike you've been taken ill,
and you can save yourself a | ot of unhappiness."

Her gaze was intent. | could hear her wondering whether to take ne
seriously. | didn't seemlike a weirdo or a crazy person. | seened like a
normal , attractive, young woman with a heck of a handsone date.

"Are you threatening ne?" she asked.

"No, ma'am |I'mtrying to save your ass."

"We'| | get one dance in first," Genevieve Thrash said, nmaking up her nind
"David, honey, let's take a spin around the dance fl oor and then make our
excuses. |'ve got the worst headache you ever felt." David obligingly broke
of f his conversation with Quinn to take his wife to the clear space and begin
wal tzing along with the royal vanpire couple, who | ooked relieved to have
conpany.

I was beginning to relax my posture again, but a glance from Quinn rem nded
me to stand very straight. "I love the dress,” he said. "Shall we dance?"

"You can waltz?" | hoped ny jaw hadn't dropped too far

"Yep," he said. He didn't ask if | could, though as a matter of fact 1'd
been watching the queen's steps intently. |I can dance —can't sing, but | |ove
a dance floor. 1'd never waltzed, but | figured | could do it.

It was wonderful to have Quinn's armaround nme, to be noving so gracefully
around the floor. For a nmonent, | just forgot everything and enjoyed | ooki ng
up at him feeling the way a girl feels when she's dancing with a guy she
expects she' |l nake |ove with, sooner or later. Quinn's fingers touching ny
bare back just rmade nme tingle.

"Sooner or later," he said, "we're gonna be in a roomwith a bed, no
phones, and a door that will |ock."

| smiled up at himand spied the Thrashes easing out of the door. | hoped
their car had been brought around. And that was the |ast nornmal thought | had
for sone tine.

A head flew past Quinn's shoulder. It was noving too fast for ne to pin
down whose head it was, but it |ooked famliar. A spray of blood created a



ruddy cloud in the head' s wake.

| made a sound. It wasn't a screamor a gasp; nore |like "Eeeeep."

Qui nn stopped dead, though the nusic didn't for a |long nonment. He | ooked in
all directions, trying to anal yze what was happeni ng and how we coul d survive
it. I'd thought one dance woul d be okay, but we should have gone with the Wre
coupl e. Quinn began pulling ne over to the side of the ballroom and he said,
"Backs against the wall." We'd know fromwhich direction the danger was
com ng: good thinking. But soneone cannoned into us and Quinn's hold on ny
hand was broken

There was a lot of screaming and a | ot of nmovenent. The scream ng was al
fromthe Weres and ot her supes who'd been invited to the party, and the
nmoverrent was nostly fromthe vanpires, who were looking for their allies amd
the chaos. This was where the horrible outfits worn by the king's followers
cane into their own. It was instantly easy to see who bel onged to the king. O
course, that made them an easy target, too, if you didn't happen to like the
ki ng and his mnions.

A thin black vanpire with dreadl ocks had whi pped a sword with a curved
bl ade out of nowhere, apparently. The bl ade was bl oody, and | thought
Dr eadl ocks was the head-| opper. He was wearing the awful suit, so he was
someone | wanted to dodge. If | had any allies here, it wasn't anyone worKking
for Peter Threadgill. I'd gotten behind one of the pillars holding up the
ceiling of the west end of the refectory, and | was trying to figure out the
safest way fromthe roomwhen ny foot bunped sonething that shifted. | |ooked
down to see the head. It belonged to Whbert. | wondered for a fraction of a
second if it would nove or speak, but decapitation is pretty final, no matter
what species you are.

"Ch," | mpaned, and decided I'd better get a good hold on nyself, or | was
gonna |l ook just |ike Whbert, at least in one inportant respect.

Fi ghting had broken out throughout the room | hadn't seen the
preci pitating incident, but on some pretext the black vanpire had attacked
Whbert and cut off his head. Since Wbert was one of the queen's bodyguards
and Dreadl ocks was one of Peter's attendants, the beheading was a pretty
deci si ve act.

The queen and Andre were standing back to back in the mddle of the floor
Andre was holding a gun in one hand and a long knife in the other, and the
gueen had acquired a carving knife fromthe buffet. There was a circle of
white coats surroundi ng them and when one fell, another would take its place.
This was |ike Custer's last stand, with the queen standing in for Custer
Si gebert was equal |y besi eged on the bandstand, and the orchestra, part Wre
or shifter and part vanpire, had separated into its various components. Sone
were joining in the conbat, while others were trying to flee. Those who were
doing their best to get the hell out of there were clogging the door | eading
to the long corridor. The effect was a | ogjam

The king was under attack fromnmny three friends Rasul, Chester, and
Mel anie. | was sure |I'd find Jade Flower at his back, but she was having her
own problens, | was glad to see. M. Cataliades was doing his best to —well,
it | ooked like he was just trying to touch her. She was parrying his attenpts
wi th her whacking big sword, the sword that had sliced G adiola in two, but
neither of them |l ooked |like they were giving up any time soon

Just then | was knocked flat to the floor, losing my breath for a m nute.
struck out, only to have ny hand trapped. | was snushed under a big body.
"I've got you," Eric said.

"What the hell are you doi ng?"

"Protecting you," he said. He was snmiling with the joy of battle, and his
bl ue eyes were glittering like sapphires. Eric loved a braw.

"I don't see anybody coming after ne," |I said. "It seens to ne |like the
gueen needs you nmore than | do. But | appreciate it."

Carried away on a wave of excitement, Eric kissed ne |ong and hard and then
scooped up Wbert's head. "Bow ing for vanpires," he said happily, and flung
t he di sgusting object at the black vanpire with an accuracy and force that



knocked the sword out of the vanpire's hand. Eric was on it with a great |eap
and the sword swung on its owner with deadly force. Wth a war cry that had
not been heard in a thousand years, Eric attacked the circle around the queen
and Andre with a savagery and abandon that was al nost beautiful in its way.

A shifter trying to find another way out of the room knocked agai nst ne
wi th enough force to dislodge ne from behind nmy conparatively secure position
Suddenly, there were too many peopl e between ne and the pillar, and the way
back was bl ocked. Dam! | could see the door Whbert and his brother had been
guardi ng. The door was across the room but it was the only enpty passage. Any
way out of this roomwas a good way. | began sidling around the walls to reach
it, sol wouldn't have to cross the dangerous open spaces.

One of the whitecoats leaped in front of ne.

"We're supposed to find you!" he bell owed. He was a young vanpire; there
were clues, even at such a noment. This vanp had known the anmenities of nodern
life. He had all the signs —superstraight teeth that had known braces, a
husky build from nodern nutrition, and he was big-boned and tall

"Look!" | said, and pulled one side of ny bodice away. He did, God bl ess
him and | kicked himin the balls so hard | thought they'd come out through
his mouth. That's gonna get a man on the floor, no matter what their nature
is. This vampire was no exception. | hurried around himand reached the east
wal |, the one with the door

| had maybe a yard to go when soneone grabbed ny foot, and down | went. |
slipped in a pool of blood and | anded on ny knees in it. It was vanp bl ood,
could tell by the color

"Bitch," said Jade Flower. "Wore." | didn't think I'd ever heard her talk
before. | could have done without it now She began draggi ng ne, hand over
hand, toward her extended fangs. She wasn't getting up to kill me, because one
of her legs was missing. | alnpst threw up but became nore concerned with

getting away than with ral phing. My hands scrabbled at the snmooth wood fl oor
and ny knees tried to get purchase so | could pull away fromthe vampire.
didn't know if Jade Flower would die of this terrible wound or not. Vanpires
could survive so many things that would kill a human, which of course was a
big part of the attraction...Snap to, Sookie! |I told nyself fiercely.

The shock must be getting to ne.

I threw out my hand and nanaged to get a grip on the door frame. | pulled
and pulled, but | couldn't break free fromJade Flower's hold, and her fingers
were digging into the flesh of nmy ankle. Soon she would snap the bones, and
then | wouldn't be able to walk.

Wth ny free foot | kicked the little Asian woman in the face. | did it
again and agai n. Her nose was bl eeding, and her |ips were, too, but she would

not let go. I don't think she even felt it.
Then Bill junped on her back, |anding with enough force to break her spine,
and her hold on ny ankle relaxed. | scranbled away while he raised a carving

knife very like the one the queen had had. He sank it into Jade Flower's neck
over and over, and then her head was off and he was | ooking at ne.

He didn't speak, just gave ne that |ong, dark |ook. Then he was up and
gone, and | had to get the hell out of there.

The queen's apartnents were dark. That wasn't good. Beyond where the Iight
penetrated fromthe ballroom who knew what could be | urking?

There just had to be an outside door through here. The queen wouldn't | eave
herself bottled up. She'd have a way to get outside. And if | was renenbering
the orientation of the building, | needed to wal k strai ght ahead to reach the
correct wall.

| gathered nyself and decided 1'd just stride right on through. No nore of
this skul king around the wall. The hell with it.

And to ny surprise, it worked, up to a point. | went through one room—a
sitting room | figured —before | ended up in what nust have been the queen's
bedroom A whisper of movenent in the roomretriggered nmy fear switch, and
fumbl ed along the wall for the light. Wen | flipped it, | found | was in the
roomw th Peter Threadgill. He was facing Andre. A bed was between them and



on the bed was the queen, who had been badly wounded. Andre didn't have his

sword, but then neither did Peter Threadgill. Andre did have a gun, and when |
turned on the light, he shot the king right in the face. Tw ce.

There was a door beyond the body of Peter Threadgill. It had to lead to the
grounds. | began to sidle around the room ny back pressed against the wall.
No one paid a bit of attention to ne.

"Andre, if you kill him" the queen said quite calmy, "I'll have to pay a
huge fine." She had a hand pressed to her side, and her beautiful orange dress

was dark and wet with her bl ood.

"But wouldn't it be worth it, [ady?"

There was a thoughtful silence on the queen's part, while I unl ocked about
si x | ocks.

"On the whole, yes," Sophie-Anne said. "After all, nmoney isn't everything."

"Ch, good" Andre said happily, and raised the gun. He had a stake in the
other hand, | saw. | didn't stick around to see how Andre did the deed.

| set off across the lawn in nmy green eveni ng shoes. Amazingly, the evening
shoes were still intact. In fact, they were in better shape than ny ankle,
whi ch Jade Fl ower had hurt pretty badly. | was linping by the tine I'd taken
ten steps. "Watch out for the lion," called the queen, and | | ooked behind ne
to see that Andre was carrying her out of the building. | wondered whose side
the lion was on.

Then the big cat appeared right in front of ne. One mnute ny escape route
was clear, and the next it was filled by a lion. The outside security lights
were off, and in the noonlight the beast | ooked so beautiful and so deadly
that fear pulled the air right out of mny |ungs.

The lion made a | ow, guttural sound.

"Go away," | said. | had absolutely nothing to fight a lion with, and | was
at the end of ny rope. "Go away!" | yelled. "Get out of here!"

And it slunk into the bushes.

| don't think that is typical |ion behavior. Maybe it smelled the tiger
com ng, because a second or two |l ater, Quinn appeared, noving |like a huge
silent dream across the grass. Quinn rubbed his big head against ne, and we
went over to the wall together. Andre laid down his queen and | eaped up on top
with grace and ease. For his queen, he pulled apart the razor wire wi th hands
just barely cushioned with his torn coat. Then down he came and carefully

lifted Sophi e-Anne. He gathered hinself and cleared the wall in a bound.
"Well, | can't do that," | said, and even to ny own ears, | sounded grunpy.
"Can | stand on your back? I'Il take ny heels off." Quinn snugged up to the

wall, and | ran ny armthrough the sandal straps. | didn't want to hurt the
tiger by putting a |lot of weight on his back, but | also wanted to get out of
there nore than |'ve wanted anything, just about. So, trying to think |ight

t houghts, | bal anced on the tiger's back and managed to pull nyself, finally,
to the top of the wall. | |ooked down, and it seened |like a very long way to
the sidewal k.

After all 1'd faced this evening, it seened stupid to balk at falling a few
feet. But | sat on the wall, telling nyself | was an idiot, for several |ong

nmonents. Then | managed to flip over onto ny stomach, let nyself down as far
as | could reach, and said out |oud, "One, two, three!™ Then | fell

For a couple of minutes | just lay there, stunned at how the eveni ng had
turned out.

Here | was, lying on a sidewalk in historical New Ol eans, with ny boobs
hangi ng out of ny dress, ny hair coming down, my sandals on ny arm and a
large tiger licking nmy face. Quinn had bounded over with relative ease.

"Do you think it would be better to wal k back as a tiger, or as a large

naked man?" | asked the tiger. "Because either way, you m ght attract sone
attention. | think you stand a better chance of getting shot if you're a
tiger, nyself."

"That will not be necessary," said a voice, and Andre | oomed above nme. "I
am here with the queen in her car, and we will take you where you need to go."

"That's mighty nice of you," | said, as Quinn began to change back



"Her Majesty feels that she owes you," Andre said.

"I don't see it that way," | said. Wiy was | being so frank, now? Coul dn't
| just keep my nmouth shut? "After all, if | hadn't found the bracel et and
given it back, the king would have..

"Started the war tonight anyway," Andre said, helping me to ny feet. He
reached out and quite inpersonally pushed ny right breast under the scanty
line-green fabric. "He would have accused the queen of breaking her side of
the contract, which held that all gifts nmust be held in honor as tokens of the
marri age. He woul d have brought suit against the queen, and she woul d have
| ost al nost everything and been di shonored. He was ready to go either way, but
when the queen was wearing the second bracelet, he had to go with violence. Ra
Shawn set it off by beheadi ng Wbert for bunping against him" Ra Shawn had
been Dreadl ock's nane, | assuned.

| wasn't sure | got all that, but | was equally sure Quinn could explain it
to ne at atime when | had nore brain cells to spare for the information

"He was so di sappoi nted when he saw she had the bracelet! And it was the
right one!" Andre said nerrily. He was turning into a babbling brook, that
Andre. He helped nme into the car. "Were was it?" asked the queen, who was
stretched across one of the seats. Her bl eeding had stopped, and only the way
she was hol ding her |ips indicated what pain she was in.

"It was in the can of coffee that |ooked sealed,” | said. "Hadl ey was rea
good with arts and crafts, and she'd opened the can real carefully, popped the
bracelet inside, and resealed it with a glue gun." There was a lot nore to
explain, about M. Cataliades and d adiola and Jade Flower, but | was too
tired to volunteer information.

"How d you get it past the search?" the queen asked. "I'm sure the
searchers were checking for it."

"I had the bracelet part on under ny bandage," | said. "The dianond stood
out too far, though, so | had to prize it out. I put it in a tanpon hol der

The vanpire who did the searching didn't think of pulling out the tanpon, and
she didn't really know how it was supposed to | ook, since she hadn't had a
period in centuries.”

"But it was put together," the queen said.

"Ch, | went into the ladies roomafter I'd had ny purse searched. | had a
little tube of superglue in nmy purse, too."

The queen didn't seemto know what to say. "Thank you," she told ne, after
a |l ong pause. Quinn had clinbed into the back with us, quite bare, and
| eaned against him Andre got into the driver's seat, and we glided off.

He dropped us off in the courtyard. Anelia was sitting on the pavenent in
her lawn chair, a glass of wine in her hand.

VWen we energed, she set the glass down very carefully on the ground and
then | ooked us over fromhead to toe.

"Ckay, don't know how to react," she said, finally. The big car glided out

of the courtyard as Andre took the queen to sonme safe hideaway. | didn't ask,
because | didn't want to know

"Il tell you tonorrow," | said. "The noving truck will be here tonorrow
aft ernoon, and the queen prom sed ne people to load it and drive it. | have to

get back to Bon Tenps."
The prospect of going home seened so sweet | could taste it on ny tongue.
"So you got lots to do at hone?" Anelia asked, as Quinn and | began going
up the stairs. | guessed Quinn could sleep in the same bed. W were both too
tired to plunge into anything; tonight was not the night to begin a
relationship, if I hadn't already begun one. Maybe | had.

"Well, | have a lot of weddings to go to," | said. "I have to get back to
wor k, too."

"CGot an enpty guest bedroonf"

| stopped about hal fway up the stairs. "I might. Wuld you be needi ng one?"

It was hard to tell in the poor light, but Amelia m ght be | ooking
enbarrassed. "l tried something new with Bob," she said. "And it didn't

exactly work out right."



"Where is he?" | asked. "In the hospital ?"
"No, right there," she said. She was pointing at a garden gnone.

"Tell me you're joking," | said.

"I"'mjoking," she said. "This is Bob." She picked up a big black cat with a
white chest that had been curled up in an enpty planter. | hadn't even noticed
him "lsn't he cute?"

"Sure, bring himalong," | said. "lI've always been fond of cats."

"Babe," said Quinn, "I'mglad to hear you say that. | was too tired to
conpl etely change."

For the first tine, | really |ooked at Quinn

Now he had a tail.

"You're definitely sleeping on the floor," | said.

"Ah, babe."

"I mean it. Tonorrow you'll be able to be all human, right?"

"Sure. |'ve changed too many tines lately. | just need sone rest."

Amrelia was |ooking at the tail with wi de eyes. "See you tonorrow, Sookie,"
she said. "W'll have us a little road trip. And then I'Il get to stay with
you for a whilel™

"We' || have such fun," | said wearily, trudging up the rest of the stairs
and feeling profoundly glad I'd stuck nmy door key in ny underwear. Quinn was
too tired to watch nme retrieve it. | let the remants of the dress fall back

into place while | unlocked the door. "Such fun."
Later, after I'd showered and while Quinn was in the bathroom hinself, |

heard a tentative knock on the door. | was decent enough in ny sleep pants and
tank top. Though | wanted to ignore it nore than anything, | opened the door
Bill was |ooking pretty good for soneone who'd fought in a war. The tuxedo

woul d never be functional again, but he wasn't bl eeding, and whatever cuts he
m ght have sustai ned had al ready heal ed over

"I have to talk to you," he said, and his voice was so quiet and |inp that
| took a step out of the apartnent. | sat down on the gallery floor, and he
sat with ne.

"You have to let nme say this, just once," he said. "I loved you. | |ove
you. "

| raised a hand to protest, and he said, "No, let me finish. She sent ne
there, true. But when I met you —after | cane to know you —1 really...l oved
you. "

How |l ong after he'd taken ne to bed had this supposed | ove cone about? How
could | possibly believe him since he'd lied so convincingly fromthe very
monent |'d met him —playing disinterested because he could read ny
fascination with the first vanmpire 1'd ever net?

"I risked ny life for you," |I said, the words comng out in a halting
sequence. "l gave Eric power over me forever, for your sake, when | took his
bl ood. | killed soneone for you. This is not sonething | take for granted,

even if you do...even if that's everyday existence for you. It's not, for nme. |
don't know if | can ever not hate you."

| got up, slowy and painfully, and to ny relief he didn't nake the m stake
of trying to help ne. "You probably saved ny life tonight," | said, |ooking
down at him "And | thank you for that. But don't come into Merlotte's any
nmore, don't hang around in ny woods, and don't do anything else for nme. |
don't want to see you again."

"I love you," he said stubbornly, as if that fact were so amazi ng and such
an undeni able truth that | should believe him Well, | had, and | ook at where
it had gotten ne.

"Those words are not a nmagical fornula,” | said. "They're not going to open
nmy heart to you."

Bill was over a hundred and thirty years old, but at that nmoment | felt |
could match him | dragged nyself inside, shut the door behind ne and | ocked

it, and nmade nyself go down the hall to the bedroom
Qui nn was drying hinself off, and he turned around to show me his nuscul ar
derriere. "Fur-free," he said. "Can | share the bed?"



"Yes," | said, and crawed in. He got in the other side, and he was asl eep
inthirty seconds. After a minute or two, | slid over in the bed and put ny
head on his chest.

| listened to his heartbeat.

Chapter 23

"What was the deal with Jade Flower?" Anelia asked the next day. Everett
was driving the U-Haul, and Anelia and | were following in her little car
Quinn had left the next nmorning by the tine I'd gotten up, leaving ne a note
telling me he was going to call me after he'd hired soneone to take Jake
Purifoy's place and after his next job, which was in Huntsville, Al abama —a
Rite of Ascension, he said, though | had no idea what that was. He ended the
note with a very personal coment about the |ine-green dress, which needs not
be repeated here.

Amel i a had her bags packed by the time 1'd dressed, and Everett was
directing two husky nen in | oading up the boxes | wanted to take back to Bon
Tenmps. When he returned, he would take the furniture | didn't want to
Goodwi Il. 1'd offered it to him but he'd | ooked at the fake antiques and
politely said they weren't his style. 1'd tossed my own stuff in Anelia's
trunk, and off we'd driven. Bob the cat was in his own cage on the backseat.
It was lined with towels and al so held a food and water bowl, which was kind
of messy. Bob's litter box was on the floorboard.

"My nentor found out what 1'd done,"” Anelia said gloonily. "She's very,
very unhappy with nme."

| wasn't surprised, but it didn't seemtactful to say so, when Anelia had
been such a help to ne.

"He is missing his life now," | pointed out, as mldly as | could nanage.

"Well, true, but he's having a hell of an experience," Arelia said, in the
voi ce of soneone deternmined to | ook on the bright side. "I'll nake it up to
hi m Sonmehow. "

I wasn't sure this was sonething you could "make up" to sonmeone. "I'Il bet
you can get himback to hinmself soon,” | said, trying to sound confident.
"There are some really nice witches in Shreveport who might help." If Anelia
coul d conquer her prejudice agai nst Wccans.

"Great," the witch said, |ooking nore cheerful. "In the neantinme, what the

hel | happened | ast night? Tell me in detail."

| figured it was all over the supernatural comunity today, so | night as
well spill the beans. | told Anelia the whole story.

"So how did Cataliades know Jade Flower had killed G adi ol a?" Anelia asked.

"Um | told him" | said, ny voice small.

"How d you know?"

"When the Pelts told ne they hadn't hired anyone to watch the house,
figured the nurderer was someone sent by Peter Threadgill to delay ny getting
the nessage from Cataliades. Peter Threadgill knew all along that the queen
had | ost the bracelet to Hadl ey. Maybe he had spies anong the queen's own
peopl e, or maybe one of her dumber followers, |ike Whbert, let it slip. It
woul dn't be hard to watch the novenments of the two goblin girls the queen used
as nessengers.

"When one of them cane to deliver the queen's nessage to nme, Jade Fl ower
foll owed her and killed her. The wound was pretty drastic, and after | saw
Jade Flower's sword and watched her whip it out so fast | couldn't see it
nmove, | figured she was a likely candidate for the designated killer. Plus,
the queen had said if Andre was in New Ol eans, everyone had to assune she
was, too...so the reverse had to be true, right? If the king was in New
Ol eans, everyone woul d assune Jade Fl ower was, too. But she was outside ny
house, in the woods." | shuddered all over at the menory. "I found out for
sure after calling a lot of gas stations. | talked to a guy who definitely
remenbered Jade Fl ower."

"So why did Hadl ey steal the bracel et?"

"Jeal ousy, | guess, and the desire to put the queen in a bad spot. | don't



t hi nk Hadl ey understood the inplications of what she'd done, and by the tine
she did, it was too late. The king had laid his plans. Jade Fl ower watched
Hadl ey for a while, snatched the opportunity to take Jake Purifoy and kil
him They hoped it would be bl amed on Hadl ey. Anything that woul d discredit
Hadl ey woul d discredit the queen. They had no way of knowi ng she would turn
him"

"What will happen to Jake now?" Anmelia | ooked troubled. "I liked him He
was a nhice guy."

"He still may be. He's just a vanpire nice guy."

"I"'mnot sure there's such a thing," nmy conpanion said quietly.

"Some days, |I'mnot sure either." W rode for a while in silence.

"Well, tell ne about Bon Tenps," Anelia said, to get us out of our
conversati onal dol druns.

| began to tell her about the town, and the bar where | worked, and the
weddi ng shower |1'd been invited to attend, and all the upcom ng weddi ngs.

"Sounds pretty good," Anelia said. "Hey, | know | kind of asked myself

along. Do you mind, | nean, really?"
"No," | said, with a speed that surprised even ne. "No, it'll be nice to
have conpany...for a while," | added cautiously. "Wat will you do about your

house in New Ol eans while you' re gone?"

"Everett said he wouldn't mind living in the upper apartment, because his
nmom was getting kind of hard to take. Since he's got such a good job with
Cat al i ades, he can afford it. He'll watch ny plants and stuff until | get
back. He can always e-mail nme." Anelia had a laptop in her trunk, so for the
first time there'd be a computer in the Stackhouse home. There was a pause,
and then she said, her voice tentative, "How are you feeling now? | nean, with
the ex and all?"

| considered. "I have a big hole in nmy heart,"” | said. "But it'll close
over."

"l don't want to sound all Dr. Phil," she said. "But don't let the scab
seal the pain in, okay?"

"That's good advice," | said. "I hope | can manage it."

I'd been gone a few days, and they'd been eventful ones. As we drew cl oser
to Bon Tenps, | wondered if Tanya had succeeded in getting Samto ask her out.

I wondered if 1'd have to tell Sam about Tanya's role as spy. Eric didn't have
to be confused about nme any nore, since our big secret was out. He didn't have
a hold on ne. Wuld the Pelts stick to their word? Maybe Bill would go on a
long trip. Maybe a stake would accidentally fall on his chest while he was
gone.

| hadn't heard fromJason while | was in New Ol eans. | wondered if he was
still planning on getting married. | hoped Crystal had recovered. | wondered
if Dr. Ludwi g accepted insurance paynments. And the Bell efl eur doubl e weddi ng
shoul d be an interesting event, even if | was working while | was there.

| took a deep breath. My Iife was not so bad, | told nyself, and | began to
believe that was true. | had a new boyfriend, maybe; | had a new friend,
surely; and | had events to ook forward to. This was all good, and | should
be grateful

So what if | was obliged to attend a vanpire conference as part of the
gueen's entourage? We'd stay in a fancy hotel, dress up a lot, attend | ong
boring neetings, if everything other people had told ne about conferences was
true.

Gosh, how bad could that be?

Better not to think about it.



