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Thestory sofar...

Claire Danvers was going to Catech. Or maybe MIT. She had her pick of great schools ... but her
parents were alittle worried about sending awide-eyed sixteen-year -old into such ahigh-pressure
world. So they compromised and sent her to a safe place for ayear—Texas Prairie University, asmal
school located in Morganville, Texas, just an hour or so from their home.

One problem: Morganvilleisn't what it seems. It' sthe last safe place for vampires, and that makesit not
very safe at dl for the humanswho venturein for work or school. The vampiresrulethetown. . . and
everyonewho livesinit.

Claire' s second problem isthat she' s gathered enemies, mgjor ones, human and vampire. Now she lives
with housemates Michael Glass (newly made avampire), Eve Rosser (aways been Goth), and Shane
Collins (whose absentee dad isavampirekiller). Claire sthe normal one. . . or shewould be, except
that she' s deep into the secrets of Morganville. She' s become an employee of the Founder, Amelie, and
befriended one of the most dangerous, yet most vulnerable, vampires of them dl, Myrnin.

And just when she thinksthings can’t get any worse. . . they have.

Amelie svampire father has come to town, and he’ s not happy.

When Daddy’ s not happy . . . nobody’ s happy.

Chapter 1

It was hard to imagine how Claire’' s day—even by Morganville standards—could get any worse ... and
then the vampires holding her hostage wanted breskfast.

“‘Breakfast?’ Claire repeated blankly. Shetook alook at the living room window, just to prove to
hersdf that, yes, it was still dark outside. Getting darker dl thetime.

Thethree vampires all looked at her. It was bad enough having that kind of attention from the two she
hadn't properly met yet—man and woman, eerily pretty—but when the cold, old Mr. Bishop’'seyes
focused her way, it made her want to curl up in acorner and hide.

She hdd hisstare for afull five seconds, then looked down. She could dmost fed him smiling.
“Breskfadt,”” he said softly, *‘is something to be eaten in the mornings. Mornings for vampires are not



controlled by sunrise. And | likeeggs.”

“*Scrambled or over easy?’ Claire asked, trying not to sound as nervous as shefelt. Don't say over
easy. | don’'t know how to make eggs over easy. | don’t even know why | mentioned it. Don't say over
“*Scrambled,”” he said, and Claire’ s breath rushed out in relief. Mr. Bishop was Sitting in the comfortable
chair in theliving room that her housemate Michael normally occupied while hewas playing hisguitar.
Unlike Michadl, Mr. Bishop madeit ook like athrone. Part of it was that everybody else stayed
ganding— Claire, with her boyfriend, Shane, hovering protectively by her sde; Eve and Michad alittle
distance away, holding hands. Claire risked aglance at Michael. He looked . . . contained. Angry, sure,
but under control, at least.

Claire was more scared about Shane. He had a pretty well-documented history of acting before thinking,
at least when it came to the persond safety of those he cared about. She took his hand, and he sent her a
quick, dark, unreadable glance.

No, shewasn't sure about him at all.

Mr. Bishop' s voice pulled her attention back to him with a cold snap. **Have you told Amdliethat I’ ve
arived, girl?’

That had been Bishop’ sfirst command—to let his daughter know he’ d come to town. His daughter?
Amedie—the head vampire of Morganville—didn’'t ssem human enough to have family, not even family as
scary as Mr. Bishop. Ice and crystal, that was Amelie.

Hewas waiting for an answer, and Claire hagtily got onetogether. *‘1 called. | got her voicemail,”” Claire
said. Shetried not to sound defensive. Bishop' s eyebrows drew together in a scowl.

“*| suppose that means you left some sort of amessage. ™ She nodded mutely. He drummed hisfingers
impatiently on the arm of the chair. *‘Very well. We'll eat while we wait. Eggs, scrambled, as| said. We
shall aso have bacon, coffee—""

“*Biscuits,’” drawled the woman leaning on thearm of hischair. *‘1 love biscuits. And honey.”” The
vampire had amolasses-dow accent, something that wasn't quite Southern and wasn't quite not, either.
Mr. Bishop gave her atolerant look, the kind ahuman would give afavorite pet. She had theicy glitter in
her eyes, and moved so smoothly and quietly that there was no way she was regular-flavored human.
Not hiding it, either, the way some of the vampires of Morganvilletried to do.

The woman kept smiling, dark eyesfixed on Shane. Clairedidn’t like the way shewas|ooking a him. It
looked—qreedy.

“Biscuits” Mr. Bishop agreed, with aquirk of asmile. **And I’ [l indulge you further by agreeing to
gravy, child.”” The smile vanished when he turned back to the four stlanding in front of him. ** Go about
your business, then. Now.”’

Shane grabbed Claire shand and practicaly dragged her toward the kitchen. However fast he was
moving, Michagl wasthere first, pushing Eve through the door. ‘‘Hey!"” Eve protested. *‘I’'m walking
herel™

“* And the faster, the better,”” Michadl said. Hisnormally angelic face looked stark, all sharp edges, and
he closed the kitchen door once they were safely insde. *‘ Right. We don’t have alot of choices. Let's
do exactly what he says and hope Amelie can sort dl this out when she getshere.””

“*| thought you were al Big Bad Bloodsucker these days,”” Shane said. *‘ It s your house. How come
you can't just throw them out?’ That was a reasonable question, and Shane managed to say it without
making it seem like achallenge. Well, much of one. Thekitchen felt cold, Claire noticed—asif the
temperature of the whole house was steadily dropping. She shivered.

“It'scomplicated,”” Michadl said. He yanked open cabinets and began assembling the makings of fresh
coffee. ** Yeah, it's our house’’—emphasis, Claire noted, on the our—'*but if | revoke Bishop's
invitation, hewill still kick our asses, | guaranteeyou.”’

Shane leaned his butt against the stove and crossed hisarms. *“1 just thought you were supposed to be
stronger than them on home ground—"’

“*Supposed to be. I'm not.”” Michael spooned coffeeinto thefilter. *Don’t be an asshole right now—we
don't havetimefor it.”’



““Dude, | wasn't trying to be.”” And Claire could tell he actudly meant it thistime. Michagl seemed to
hear it, too, and sent Shane an gpologetic glance. * ‘I’ m trying to figure out how big a pile of crap we're
in. Not blaming you, man.”” He hesitated a second, then continued. **How do you know? Whether or
not you have a chance?’

“* Any other vampire | meet, | know where | stand with them. Who' s stronger, who' s weaker, whether
or not | could take them in astraight-up fight if it cameto that.”” Michagl poured water into the machine
and switched it onto brew. ** These guys, | know | haven't got achancein hell. Not against one of them,
much lessal three, not even with the houseitsaf backing me up. They’ re badass, man. Truly black hat.
It sgoing to take Amelie or Oliver to handlethis.”’

“*S0,”” Shanesaid, *‘landfill-sized pile of crap. Good to know.”’

Eve pushed him out of the way and began getting pots and pans out of the cabinets, clattering everything
noisily. ** Since we' re not fighting, we' d better get breakfast ready,’” she said. ** Claire, you get the eggs,
since you volunteered us for short-order cooks.”’

“* Better than volunteering usfor breskfast,”” Shane pointed out, and Eve snorted.

“You,” shesaid, and pressed afinger into the center of hiswell-worn T-shirt. “* Y ou, mister. You're
making gravy.”’

““You dowant usal todie, don't you?’

“*Shut up. I'll do the biscuits and bacon. Michad—'’ She turned, looking a him with big dark eyes,
made amost anime-wide by the Goth eydliner. ** Coffee. And | think you have to be the private eye here.
Sorry.”’

Henodded. *‘I’ll go make sure | know what they’ re doing when | finish here.”’

Assigning Michadl the baristaand spy duties made sense, but it |eft the three of them the mgority of the
work, and none of them were exactly future chefsin training. Claire struggled with the scrambled eggs.
Eve cursed the bacon grease in afierce whisper, and whatever Shane was making, it didn’t really look
that much like gravy.

“Canl help?’

They dl jumped at the voice, and Claire whirled toward the kitchen door. **‘Mom!’’ She knew she
sounded panicked. She was panicked. She' d forgotten al about her parents—they’ d comein with Mr.
Bishop, and Bishop' s friends had moved them into the not-much-used parlor at the front of the house. In
the great scheme of scary things, Bishop had taken the forefront.

But there was her mother, standing in the kitchen doorway, smiling afragile, confused smile and looking .
.. vulnerable. Tired.

““Mrs. Danvers!’” Evejumped in, hurried over, and guided her to the kitchen table. **No, no, we're
just— ah—making some food. Y ou haven't eaten, right? What about Mr. Danvers?’

Her mother—looking every year of the forty-two she claimed not to be—seemed tired, vague, kind of
out of focus. Worried, too. There were lines around her eyes and mouth that Claire couldn’t remember
seeing before, and it scared her.

““He's—"" Claire' smom frowned, then leaned her forehead on the palm of her hand. ** Oh, my head
hurts. I’'m sorry. What did you say?’

Y our husband, whereishe?’

“I"ll find him,”” Michael said quietly. He dipped out of the kitchen with the grace and quickness of a
vampire—but a least he wastheir vampire. Eve settled Claire smom at the table, exchanged ahelpless
look with Claire, and chattered on nervoudy about what along drive it must have been to Morganville,
what anice surprise it was that they were moving to town, how much Claire was going to enjoy having
them here. Etc., etc., etc.

Claire numbly continued to rake eggs back and forth in the skillet. This can't happen. My parents can’t
be here. Not now. Not with Bishop. It was anightmare, in every way.

“*I could help you cook,”” Mom said, and made afeeble effort to get up. Eve glared at Claire and
mouthed, Say something! Claire swallowed a cold bubble of panic and tried to make her voice sound at
least partly under control.

““No, Mom,” Clairesaid. *‘It' sfine. We ve got it covered. Look, we re making extrain case you and



Dad arehungry. You just St and relax.”’

Her mom, who was usudly acontrol freak deluxe in the kitchen, prone to take command of something as
error free as boiling weter, looked relieved. *“ All right, honey. Y ou let me know if | can help.”

Michael opened the kitchen door, and ushered in Claire sfather. If her mom looked tired, her dad just
looked . . . blank. Puzzled. He frowned a Michad, like he was trying to work out exactly what was
happening but couldn’t put hisfinger onit.

““What's going on around here?’ he barked a Michadl. ** Those people out there—""

“Relatives;’” Michadl said. *‘ From Europe. Look, I’'m sorry. | know you wanted to spend sometime
with Claire, but maybe you should just go on home, and we [l—"’

He paused, then turned, because someone was standing in the kitchen door behind him. Following him.
“*Nobody’ sgoing anywhere,”” said the other one of Bishop’ s vampire companions—the guy. Hewas
amiling. ** One big happy family, eh, Michad ?1t' sMichad, isn't it?’

““What, we' re on afirst-name basisnow?’ Michad got Claire' s dad insde the kitchen and closed the
door in the other vampire sface.

“‘Right. Let’sget you guysout of here,”’ he said to Claire' s parents, and opened the back door, the one
that led out into the backyard. ** Where' s your car? Out on the street?’

Outside the night looked black and empty, not even amoon showing. Claire' s dad frowned a Michael
again, then took a seet at the kitchen table with hiswife.

“*Closethedoor, son,” hesaid. **We're not going anywhere.”’

G

Clarretried, too. ‘‘Dag—"’

““No, honey, there' s something strange going on here, and I’'m not leaving. Not until | know you're all
okay.” Her father transferred the frown back to Michagl again. ** Just who arethese . . . relatives?’
““The kind nobody wantsto claim,”” Michad said. ** Every family’ s got them. But they’rejust herefor a
littlewhile. They’Il beleaving soon.”

“Thenwe |l stay until they do,” Dad said.

Clairetried to focus on the scrambled eggs she was making.

Her hands were shaking.

““Hey,” Shanewhispered, leaning close. “‘It'sokay. We'll dl be okay.”” Hewasabig, solid, warm
presence next to her, stirring what could not possibly redly be gravy. She knew this mainly because
Shane' s sole culinary ability camein the genre of chili. But at least he wastrying, which was new and
different, and probably showed just how serioudy he wastaking dl this.

““I know,” Claire said, and swalowed. Shane' s arm pressed againgt hers, adeliberate kind of thing, and
sheknew if hishandsweren't full, he’ d have put hisarmsaround her. **Michael won't let them hurt us.””’
“Weren't you listening?’ Eve joined them at the stove, whispering fiercely. She scowled at the frying
bacon. *‘He can’'t stop them. Best he can do isget himsdlf redly hurt in the process. So maybe you ought
to cal Amelieagain and tdll her to get her al-powerful ass over here now.”

Y eah, good ides, piss off the only vampire who can help. Look; if they were going to kill us, | don't
think they’d ask for eggsfirgt,’” Shane said. ** Not to mention biscuits. If you ask for biscuits, clearly, you
think you're somekind of aguest.”

Hehad apoaint. It didn’t redly stop the trembling in Claire' s hands, though.

“*Claire, honey?’ Her mom’ svoice, again. Claire jumped and nearly flipped a spatulafull of eggs out
onto the stove top. ** Those people. What are they really doing here?”

“*Mr. Bishop—he's, uh, waiting for his daughter to come pick him up.”” That wasn’t alie. Not at dl.
Claire sfather got up from the table and went to the coffegpot, which had wheezed itsdlf full; he poured
two mugs and took them back to the table. ** Have some coffee, Kathy. Y ou look tired,”” he said, and
there was agentle note in his voice that made Claire look at him sharply. Her dad wasn't the most
emotiona of guys, but he looked worried now, dmost asworried as Mom.

Dad drained his coffeelikeit was water after ahot afternoon of lawn mowing. Mom listlesdy creamed
and sugared, then sipped. Neither of them spoke again.

Michadl dipped out the kitchen door, taking mugs of coffee out to the others. When he came back, he



closed the door and leaned against it for aminute. He looked bone white, strained, worse than he had in
the months since he' d been transformed fully into avampire. Claretried to imagine what they’ d said to
him to make him look like that, and couldn’t even begin to guess. Something bad. No, something
horrible.

““Michael,’ Eve said tensely. She nodded toward Claire' s parents. ** More coffee?’

He nodded and moved away from the door to pick up the coffeepot, but he never made it to the
breakfast table. The kitchen door opened again, and Mr. Bishop and his entourage entered the room.
Tdl and haughty as nineteenth-century royalty, the three vampires surveyed the kitchen. The other two
vampires were pretty, young, and frightening, but Mr. Bishop was the one in charge; there was no
mistaking it. When hisgaze fell on her, Claire flinched and turned back to the Sizzling eggs.

Thefemae vampire strolled over and dipped her finger in the gravy Shane was stirring, then lifted the
finger dowly to her lipsto suck it clean. She stared at Shane the whole time. And Shane, Claire realized
with a helpless, unpleasant shock, stared right back.

“Well gt for the med now,”” Bishop said to Michadl. ** Y ou will have the pleasure of serving us,
Michael. And if your little friends decide to try to poison me, I'll have your guts out, and believe me, a
vampire can suffer avery, very long timewhen | want himto.”

Michael swalowed and nodded once. Claire sent an involuntary look toward her folks, who could not
possibly have missed that.

And they hadn't. ** Excuseme?’ Claire sfather asked, and began to rise out of hischair. ** Areyou
threatening these kids?’

Bishop turned those cold eyes toward them, and Claire desperately thought about whether ahot iron
skillet with apanful of frying eggs might be auseful weapon againg avampire. Her dad froze, halfway up.
She felt awave of something go through the room, and her parents’ eyes went blank and vague. Her dad
sank down again heavily in hischar.

““No more questions,”’ Bishop said to them. *‘1 tire of your chatter.”’

Clarefet asurge of utter black fury. She wanted to legp on that evil old man and claw hiseyesout. The
only thing holding her back, in those two long seconds, was the fact thet if shetried, they’d al end up
dead.

Even Michad.

“*Coffee?’ Eve broke the silence with adesperate, brittle brightnessin her tone. She grabbed the
coffeepot from Michael and bore down on Claire’ smom and dad like the avenging dark angel of
caffeine. Claire wondered what her parents made of Eve, with her rice-powder makeup and black
lipstick and raccoon eyeliner, and her dyed-black hair teased into fierce spikes.

Then again, she had coffee, and she was smiling.

““Sure,” Claire smom said, and tried atentative smilein return. ** Thank you, dear. So—did you say that
man isardative of yours?’ She cast alook toward Bishop, who was exiting the kitchen and heading for
the dining table in the living area. The handsome younger male vamp caught Claire' slook and winked,
and she hagtily focused back on Eve and her parents.

““Nope,’”’ Eve sad, with fear-fueled cheer. ** Digtant relative of Michagl’s. From Europe, you know.
Cream?’

“‘Eggsaredone,”’ Clare said, and turned down the burner. ** Eve—"’

‘I hope we have enough plates,”’ Eveinterrupted, morethan alittle frantic. ** Jeez, | never thought I'd
say this, but where’ sthe good china? Isthere good china?’

“*Meaning plates without chipsin the edges? Y eah. Over there.”” Shane pointed to a cabinet about four
feet higher than Eve shead. Shegavehimagare. “*Don't look a me—I’m not reaching for it. Still
wounded, you know.”” He was. Claire had forgotten that, too, in the press of al the other stuff—he was
doing better, but he’ d been out of the hospital only a short while. Hardly enough timeto really hed up
from the stab wound that had nearly killed him.

That was another good reason not to make waves unless they absolutely had to—without Shane, their
ability to fight back was serioudy compromised.

Eve climbed up on the counter, found the plates, and handed them down to Claire. Once that was done,



Claretook Shane s place at the stove, stirring the lumpy stuff that was supposed to be gravy. It looked
like something an dien would barf.

“That girl,” Clairesad to Shane.

“What girl?’

“*The—you know. Out there.”’

'Y ou mean the bloodsucker?'Y eah, what about her?”’

“*Shewas staring at you.”’

“What can | say?Irresstible.””

“* Shane, it’snot funny. | just—you should be careful.”’

“*Alwaysam.” Which was an absolute lie. Shane' s eyesfixed on hers, and she fdt aburst of heat insde
that crept up to burnin her cheeks. He smiled dowly. “* Jedlous?”’

‘“Maybe.”

““Noreason. | likemy ladieswith apulse.”” Hetook her hand and pressed hisfingers gently against her
wrigt. **Yep, you've got one. It' s beating pretty fast, too.”’

““I"'m not kidding, Shane.”’

““Neither am1.”’ He stepped closer, and they were barely a breath gpart. **No vamp’s going to come
between us. You bdieve me?’

She nodded wordlesdy. For the life of her, she couldn’t have forced out asingle word just then. His eyes
were dark, the color of rich brown velvet, with athin rim of gold. She’ d looked into hiseyesalot
recently, but she’ d never noticed just how beautiful they were.

Shane stepped back as the door opened again. Michad turned first toward them, offering up amute
apology, then faced Claire s parents.

““Mr. and Mrs. Danvers, Mr. Bishop would like for you to join him for dinner,”” he said. **But if you
have to go home—""’

If Michadl was hoping they’ d changed their minds, Claire could have told him that wasn't going to
happen. Aslong as her dad had the idea something funny was going on, he wasn'’t about to do the
sensible thing. Sure enough, he got to hisfeet, holding his coffee cup. ‘I could do with some breskfast.
Never tasted Claire s eggs before. Kathy?'Y ou coming?’

Clueless, Claire thought in despair, but then again, she' d been just as bad when she' d first cometo
Morganville. She hadn’t taken the strong hints, or even the outright instructions, serioudy. Maybe she'd
gotten that from her parents, dong with thefair skin and dightly curly hair. Intheir defense, though, Mr.
Bishop was playing with their heads.

And they were scared for her.

She watched as her parents followed Michadl into the other room, and then hel ped Eve get the eggs and
bacon and biscuits onto serving dishes—nice ones at that. The lumpy gravy couldn’t be helped. They
poured it into agravy bowl and hoped for the best, then silently carried it out into the dining area, which
wasredly acorner of theliving room.

Claire was struck again, as she was at the oddest times, how the mood of the house could change at a
moment’ s notice. Not just the mood of the peoplein it—the house itsdf. Right now, it felt dark, cold,
foreboding. Almost hogtile. And yet dl that dark emotion seemed directed at the intruding vampires.
The house was worried, and on guard. The solid Victorian furniture crouched hunched and deformed,
nothing warm or welcoming about it. Even the lights seemed dimmed, and Claire could fed something,
amost a presence—the way she' d been able to sometimes sense Michael when he' d been trapped in the
house as aghost. Thefine hair on her arms stood on end, and her skin pebbled into gooseflesh.

Claire set the eggs and bacon down on the wooden table and backed away. Nobody had asked her,
Eve, and Shane to take sedts, athough there were empty places at the table; she caught Eve' seye and
retreated back to the kitchen, grateful to escape. Michad stayed by the table, putting food on plates.
Serving. Therewas atight, pale set to hisface and acold fear in hiseyes, and God, if Michadl was
panicking, there was definitely reason for atotd fresk-out.

As soon asthe kitchen door closed again, Shane grabbed her and Eve and hustled them to the farthest
corner of theroom. “*Right,”” hewhispered. ** It s officil—this is getting way more than creepy. Did you



fed that?’

“Yeah,” Evebreathed. ‘*Wow. | think if the house had teeth, it’ d be chomping down right now. Y ou
have to admit, that’s coal.””

“*Cool ign't getting us anywhere. Claire?’

“What?" She gtared at him blankly for afew long seconds, then said, **Oh. Right. Yeah. I'll call Amdlie
again.”’ She dug the cdll phone out of her pocket. It was new, and came with afew important numbers
preloaded on it. One of them—the first on speed did, in fact—was a contact number for Amdie, the
Founder of Morganville.

The head vampire. Claire sboss, sort of. In Morganville, the technical term was Patron, but Claire had
known from the beginning that it was just amore polite word for owner.

It rang—again—to voice mail. Claireleft another hurried, half-desperate message to ** cometo the
house, please, we need your help,”” and hung up. She looked mutely at Eve, who sighed and took the
phone, then dided another number.

““Yeah, hi,”’” she said when she got someoneon theline. *‘Let metalk to theboss.”” A longish pause, and
Evelooked like she was stedling hersdf for something redlly unpleasant. * Oliver. It'sEve. Don't bother
to tell me how niceit isto hear from me, becauseit’s not, and thisis business, so savethe BS. Hold on.”
Eve handed over the phoneto Claire. Frowning, Claire mouthed, Are you sure? Eve made an emphatic
thumb-and-little-finger phone gesture a her ear.

Clairerdluctantly took the call.

“Oliver?’ she asked. On the other end of theline, she heard alow, lazy chuckle.

“Wel,”” hesaid. The owner of Common Grounds, the loca coffee shop, had awarm voice—the kind
that had made her think hewasjust an dl-around nice guy when she'd first met him. ““If itisn't little
Clare. Evedidn’'t want to hear it, but Il tell it to you—it’ s nice that you turn to mein your moment of
need. It isamoment of need, | assume? And not an invitation to socidize?’

“*Someone' shere,”’ she said as softly as she could. *“ In the house.””

The warmth drained out of Oliver’ svoice, leaving asharp annoyance. * Then cdl the policeif you havea
prowler. I'm not your security service. It's Michad’ shouse. Michadl can—""

““Michael can't do anything about it, and | don’t think we should call the cops. Thisman, he sayshis
nameis Mr. Bishop. Hewantsto talk to Amelie, but | can't get her on the—""’

Oliver cut her off. ** Stay away from him,”” he said, and his voice had grown edges. ** Do nothing. Say
nothing. Tel your friendsthe same, especidly Michadl, yes? Thisisfar beyond any of you. | will find
Amelie. Do as he says, whatever he says, until we arrive.”

And Oliver hung up on her. Claire blinked at the dead phone, shrugged, and looked at her friends. *‘He
saysdo what we'redoing,”’ shesaid. *‘ Take orders and wait for help.”

“Fantagtic advice,” Shanesaid. ** Remind meto stock ahandy vampire-killing kit under the sink for
timeslikethese”’

“WEéll beokay,” Evesad. ‘‘Claire’ sgot the bracelet. "’ She grabbed Claire swrist and lifted it to
show the delicate glitter of the ID bracdlet circling it—abracel et that had Amelie’s symbol onit, instead
of aname. It identified her as property, someone who' d signed over life and limb and soul to avampirein
return for certain protections and consderations. She hadn’t wanted to do it, but it had seemed like the
only way, at the time, to ensure the safety of her friends. Epecialy Shane, who was aready on the bad
Sde of the vamps.

She knew that the bracelet could bring its own brand of hazard, but at least it obligated Amelie (and
maybe even Oliver) to cometo her defense againgt other vampires.

In theory.

Claire dipped the phone into her pocket. Shane took her handsin hisand rubbed lightly over her
knuckles, agentle, soothing kind of motion that made her fed at least alittle safe, just for amoment.
“WEell get through this’’ he said. When he tried to kiss her, though, he winced. She put ahand lightly on
his scomech.

“You'rehurting,” shesad.

"Only when | bend over. When did you get so short, anyway?"



““Five minutesago.”” Sherolled her eyes, playing along, but she wasworried. According to the rules of
Morganville, he was off-limitsto vampires during his conva escence; the hospital bracdet till around his
wrigt, glowing white plastic with abig red cross on it, ensured that any passing bloodsucker would know
hewasn't fair game.

If their visitors played by the rules. Which Mr. Bishop might not. He wasn't aMorganville vampire. He
was something else.

Something worse.

“*Shane, I’'m serious. How bad isit?’ she asked in alow whisper, just for Shane' s ears. He ruffled her
short hair, then kissed it.

“I'mcooal,” hesaid. ** Takes more than a punk with a switchblade to put a Collins down. Count on it.”’
Unspoken was the fact that they were up against ahell of alot more than that, and he knew it.

““Don’'t do anything dumb,”” shesaid. **Or I’ll kill you myself.”

“*Quch, girl. Whatever happened to unconditiona love around here?’

““It got tired of visiting you in the hospitdl.”” She held hiseyesfor along few seconds. ** Whatever you're
thinking about doing, don’'t. We haveto wait. We haveto.”

“Yeah, dl the vampires say s0. Must betrue.”” She hated hearing him say the word quite that way, with
so much loathing; when he said it, she dways thought of Michael, of the way that he suffered when
Shane' s hatred boiled out. Michael hadn’t wanted to be avampire, and he wastrying as best he could to
livewithit.

Shane wasn't making that any easier.

““Look.” Shane put his hands around her face and stared earnestly into her eyes. “*What if you take Eve
and get out of here? They' re not watching you. Il cover for you.”

““No. I'm not leaving my parents. I’'m not leaving you.”’

And they didn’t have timeto talk about it, because there was atremendous crash from the living room.
The kitchen door flew open, and Michael ssumbled backward through it, held by the throat by the
handsome young vamp who' d come in with Bishop. He dammed Michael up againgt thewall. Michedl
wasfighting, but it didn’t seem to be doing him alot of good.

The other vampire opened his mouth in asnarl, and hisbig, sharp vampire teeth flashed down like
switchblades.

So did Michadl’s, and Claire involuntarily backed up againgt Shane.

Shaneydled, ‘‘Hey! Let himgo!”’

Michael choked out, “*Don’'t!"”’ but of course Shane wasn't listening, and Claire’ sgrip on hisarm wasn't
going to sop him, either.

What did stop him was Eve, holding abig, nasty-looking knife. She gave Shane awild warning look, then
spun around and leveled the knife at the vampire holding Michadl. *“You! Let him go!™

““Not until thisone apologizes,”’ the vampire said, and emphasized it by banging Michad againgt thewall
again, hard enough that every piece of glassin the room rattled. No—it wasn't theimpact; it wasa
low-leve vibration coming from theroomitself. Thewadls, thefloor . . . the house. Like awarning growl.
““You'd better let himgo,”” Clairesaid. ** Can't you fed that?’

The vampire frowned at her, and his pretty green eyes narrowed even as the pupils expanded. **What
areyou doing?’

““Nothing,” Eve said, and gestured with the knife.

““You'redoing it. The house does't like it when you play dirty with Michadl. Now step away from him
before something bad happens.”’

He thought they were bluffing—Claire could seeit in his eyes—but he dso didn’t see much of areason
to push hisluck. Helet Michad go, hisfull lips curling in contempt. ** Put that away, slly girl,” hetold
Eve, and before any of them could even blink, he dapped it out of her hand—dapped it so hard it flew
across the room and stuck in thewall. Eve grabbed her hand and cradled it close, backing away from
him.

““Apologize’’ hetold her. “*Beg my forgivenessfor threatening me.”’

“‘Biteme!’” she snapped.



The vampire seyesflared like hot crysta, and he lunged for Eve. Michagl moved faster than Claire had
ever seen him, just aconfusing blur, and then the stranger was hurtling into the stove. He caught himself
with both hands out, and she heard the sizzle as his palms hit the burners, followed by an enraged cry of
pan.

Thiswas going to get redlly bad, and there was nothing, nothing, they could do.

Shane grabbed Eve by the shoulder, Claire by the arm, and he hustled them into the corner by the
breakfast table, where they had at least partia cover. But that |eft Michagl on his own, fighting out of his
welght class againgt something more like awildcat than aman.

It didn’t take long, maybe afew seconds, before Michael’ s strength failed. The stranger threw Michad to
the kitchen floor and straddled him, fangs down and gleaming. The temperature in the kitchen plummeted
toicy chill, cold enough that Claire could see her own bregth as she panted in fear. That low-frequency
rumble began again, jittering plates and glasses and pans.

Eve screamed and fought to get free of Shane’ s hold, not that she could do anything, anything at all—
The back door shuddered and crashed open under asingle, overpowering blow. Wood splinters flew
acrosstheroom, and Claire heard the locks snap like ice breaking.

Oliver, the second-scariest vampire in town (the first, some days), stood at the back door, staring inside.
Hewasatal man, built like arunner, dl wiry muscles and angles. Tonight, he’ d dispensed with hisusud
nice-guy disguise; hewasin black, and his hair was pulled back in aponytail. Hisface looked like carved
bone in the moonlight.

He dapped an open palm againgt the empty air of the doorway, and it smacked into asolid barrier.
“Foold”” heshouted. **Let mein!”’

The stranger laughed, and yanked Michael up to asitting position, fangs poised just over hisneck. “*Doit
andI'll drainhim,” he said. **Y ou know what that will do. He' stoo young.”’

Clairedidn’t know, but she knew it couldn’t be anything good. Maybe not even survivable.
“Invitemein,” Oliver repeated, in adeadly soft voice. *‘Claire. Do it now.”’

She opened her mouth, but she was interrupted.

““No need for that,”” said acool femalevoice. The cavalry had findly arrived.

Amelie moved Oliver aside and walked through the invisble barrier likeit wasn’t there—which, to her, it
wasn't, as Amdiewastechnicdly the crestor and owner of the house. She was without her usua
attendants and bodyguards, but there was no mistaking that she, not Oliver, wasin charge by the way
she swept across the threshold.

Asdways, Claire thought of her asaqueen. Amelie was wearing a perfectly tailored yellow silk suit, and
her pale hair was piled in aglossy crown on top of her head and secured with gold and diamond pins.
Shewasn't especidly tal, but the aura she gave off was as powerful as an unexploded bomb. Her eyes
were cold and very wide, and focused completely on the intruding vampire threatening Michae!.
“‘Leavetheboy adone,’” shesaid. Claire had never heard her use that tone, not ever, and she shuddered
even though it wasn't directed toward her. ‘| rardly kill our own, but if you test me, Francois, I’ [l destroy
you. | only give onewarning.”’

The other vampire hesitated only for a second, then let go of Michael, who collapsed back full length on
the floor. Frangoisroseto hisfeet in asingle smooth, graceful motion, facing Amdlie.

And then he bowed. Clairedidn’t have alot of experience with seeing men bow, but she didn’t think that
one looked exactly respectful.

“MisressAmdlie”’ he said, and the vampire teeth folded back into his mouth, discreetly hidden.

““We ve been waiting for you.”’

“* And amusing yoursdlf at my expense whileyou do,” shesaid. Clairedidn’t think she’'d blinked at al.
“*Come. | wish to talk with Master Bishop.”

Frangois smirked. ‘I’ m sure he wishes to speak with you, aswell,” hesaid. ** Thisway.”’

She swept in front of him. ‘1 know my own home, Frangois—I| don't requireaguide.”” A quick glance
over her shoulder, to where Oliver gill stood silently at the door. ** Comeingde, Oliver. | will replacethe
Protections againgt you later, on behaf of our young friends.”

Heraised his eyebrows and crossed the threshold. Michael wasjust sitting up. Oliver extended ahand to



him, but Michael didn’t takeit. They exchanged alook that made Claire shiver.

Oliver shrugged, stepped over him, and followed Amelie and Frangoisinto the other room.

When the kitchen door siwung shut, Claire let out along, relieved bresth, and heard Eve and Shane do
the same. Michadl rolled painfully to hisfeet and braced himsdlf againgt thewall, shaking his head.
Shane put ahand on his shoulder. **Okay, man?’ Michagl gave him athumbs-up answer, too shaken to
do anything more, and Shane dapped his back and grabbed the collar of Claire' s shirt as she rushed past
him, heading for the door of the kitchen. **Whoa, whoa, Flash, where do you think you're going?’
“My parentsarein there!”’

“* Ameli€’ snot going to let anything happen to them,”” Shane said. ** Get your breath. Thisisn't our fight,
and you know it.”’

Now Shane was talking sense? Wow. Wasit opposite day?*‘ But—""

““Your parents are okay, but | don’'t want you rushing in. Got it?’

She nodded shakily. ** But—""

““Michad. Help me out here. Tdl her.”

Michael was doing the vampire equivaent of gasping for air, but he nodded, eyes unfocused and vague.
“Yeah,” hesaid weakly. “* They're okay. That’swhy Frangois came after me, because | got between
him and your mom.”’

““Hewent after my mom?’ Claire flung herself toward the door of the kitchen, and thistime Shane
barely managed to hold on.

“*Dude, that was not the kind of help | waslooking for,”” Shane said to Michadl, and wrapped both arms
around Clareto hold her in place. **Easy. Easy, Amdi€ sin there, and you know shée'll keep things
under control—""

Claredid. After asecond’ sthought, it made her struggle harder, because Amelie was perfectly capable
of seeing Claire' s parents as expendableif it served her needs. She saw Claire as expendable, off and
on. But Shanedidn’t let go until she jabbed an elbow back and felt him stagger and release hisgrip. She
didn’t redize what she'd done. . . until she saw athin line of red on his T-shirt, and Shane thumped
himself down hard in the nearest available chair.

She' d hit him where he d been stabbed.

“Dammit!”’ Eve hissed, and yanked Shane’ s shirt up to expose his chest and ssomach—till
bruised—and the white bandages, which were staining fresh with blood. Claire could even sméll it . ..
... and asif shewerein adream, or anightmare, she turned to look a Michadl.

His eyes weren't vague and unfocused anymore. No, they were wide and intent and very, very scary. His
face was ill and white, and he wasn't breething at al.

“*Get the bleeding stopped,”’ hewhispered. **Hurry.”’

Michael wasright. Shane was bait in ashark tank, and Michael was one of the sharks.

Shane was staring back at him as Eve poked and probed at his bandages, making sure they weretight.
““I think it’s okay, but you need to be careful,”” she said. ** These bandages need to be changed. Y ou
might have popped astitch or something.”

She put her shoulder under Shane' s and helped him to hisfeet. Shane was still watching Michael, and
Michael didn’'t seem to be able to physicaly look away from the bloody dash of bandage on Shane's
somach.

“Want some?’ Shane asked. ** Come and get it, bat boy.”” He was amost as pale as Michadl, and his
expresson wastight and furious.

Michagl somehow managed to smile. *“ Y ou’ re not my blood type, bro.”

“*Reected again.”” But some of the wildnessin Shane’ seyeseased. ** Sorry.”’

““No problem.” Michael turned toward the closed kitchen door for amoment. * They’ re talking. L ook,
I’m going to go in and get your parents, Claire. | want everybody together who's ftill—""

“Breathing?’ Shane asked.

“‘Indanger,”” Michad said. ‘‘Back inasecond.”” He hesitated just a breath, then added, ** Seeif you
canfix himupwhilel’m gone.”

And then he was out the door, moving unnaturaly fast, asif it was arelief to get away from the smell of



Shan€e sblood. Claire swallowed and exchanged alook with Eve. Eve looked just as shaken as she fdlt,
but she moved quickly on with priorities. ** Okay. Where sthefirst aid kit?’

“Updairs,’ Claresaid. ' In the bathroom.”

““Nope, it sdown here,” Shanesaid. ‘| moved it.”’

“You did? When?’

“*Couple of daysago,” hesaid. **Figured it would be better where | could get to it, since I’m the one
who'susudly getting bandaged. Look under the sink.”’

Evedid, and hauled out a big white metal box marked with ared cross. She opened it up and pulled out
supplies. “* Shirt off.”

“Youonly lovemefor my abs”’

“* Shut up, loser. Shirt off.”

With aglance toward Claire, Shane pulled it over his head and tossed it on the breakfast table next to
him. Claire took the shirt to the sink, where sherinsed it in cold water, watching as Shane' s blood tinted
the water light pink. She didn’t like to watch what Eve was doing; seeing the damage that Shane put
himsdf through made her fed sick and frail, because he’ d done it—as aways—for other people. For
her, and Eve.

““Done,”’ Eve pronounced afew minuteslater. ** Y ou' d better not bleed all over my nice clean bandages,
or I'll stick asde price on you and put you on the corner for the next neck-muncher.”’

“You'resuch abitch,” Shanesaid. “* Thanks.”

Shegave him anair kissand awink. *‘ Like most girlswouldn’t line up to play nurse with you. Right.”’
Clarefdt an unwecome, completely surprising surge of jedousy. Eve? No, it wasjust Eve susud
teasing. Nothing ese, right? She wasn' t—she wouldn’t. She just wouldn't.

Clairewrung out the shirt until her hands ached, then pressed it between two towelsto try to get it asdry
aspossible. She handed it to Shane while Eve was busy putting the unused supplies back in the box, and
helped him drag the damp fabric over hishead and down his chest. She couldn’t help but let her fingers
brush down his skin, and to be honest, she didn’t redlly try. In fact, she might have moved alittle more
dowly than she should have.

“‘Fedsgood,”’ Shanesaid, very quietly, in her ear. ** Y ou okay?’

Clare nodded. He touched her lightly under the chin to lift it, and studied her face closdly.

“Yeah,” hesaid. *“You'reokay.” He brushed her lipswith hisand looked past her at the kitchen door
asit opened.

Michadl, with Claire' s parentsin tow. Theknot in Claire' s chest, the onetied tight around her heart,
eased acouple of precious notches.

Her parentslooked . . . blank. Frowning, asif they’ d forgotten something important. When her mother’s
eyesfocused on her, Claire dredged up asmile.

““Weren't we going to have dinner?’ her mother asked. ** It’ s getting very late, isn't it? Were you going
to cook, or—"’

““No,” Michae said. **We Il goout.”” He grabbed his car keysfrom the hook next to the door. ** All of
Us”’

Chapter 2

Thereweren't alot of choicesfor late-night dining in Morganville for those who weren't of the fanged
persuasion, but there were afew places near the campus, most notably a twenty-four-hour diner. They
ended up in an uncomfortable bunch around atable, the four of them plus Claire s parents, after an even
more uncomfortably closeridein Michag’ sbig vampire-tinted car.

The hamburgers were good, but Claire couldn’t concentrate on the taste. She was too busy watching the
people outs de the diner. Some were college students, laughing in groupsin the parking lot, ignoring the
occasiond pae-looking strangers walking nearby. Claire was reminded of videos of lions pacing along
with antelopes as they grazed, waiting for one or two to fal behind.

She wanted to warn those kids, and she couldn’t. The gold bracelet on her wrist made sure of that.
Michadl, predictably, had to bear the brunt of parental conversation. Hewas just better at it, and he had



asoothing kind of presence that made everything seem . . . normd. Claire' s parents didn’t exactly
remember what had happened back at the house; more of Mr. Bishop'sinfluence, Clairewas sure. She
hated that he' d messed with their heads, but in away she wasrdieved, too. One lessthing to have to
worry about.

Her dad' s attitude with Shane was enough.

“*So,”” Dad said, as he pretended to concentrate on his pot roast, ‘* how old are you again, son?’
“‘Eighteen, Sr,”” Shane said, in hismost blandly polite voice. They’ d been over this. Repeatedly.

Y ou know my daughter’sonly—""

“* Almost seventeen, yessir, | know.”’

Dad frowned more deeply. ‘* Sixteen, and shdltered. | don't like her living in ahouse with a bunch of
hormone-crazy teenagers—no offense, I’'m sure you mean to do right, but | was young mysdlf once.
Now that we rein town, with aplace of our own, it's probably better that Claire movein with us.”
Claire had not been expecting that. Not at dl. **Dad! Y ou don't trust me?”’

““Honey, it’snot about trusting you. It' s about trusting the two adult men you' re living with. Especialy
one | can seeyou' re getting very closeto, even though you know that’ s not very smart.”’

Fury burst open inside of her, and al she could see beyond the haze of red was Shane, standing between
her and Eve, defending their liveswhile putting hisown at risk.

Shane, turning away from her time after time because he was better—better by far—than shewas at
sdf-contral.

Claire sucked in a deep breath and was about to |et it out in atorrent of words, at top volume, when
Shan€e' s hand came down over hers and gripped it.

“Yeah,” hesaid. **You'reright about that. Y ou don’t know me, and what you do know you probably
don’t much like. I'm not redlly parent friendly. Not like Michagl.”” Shane jerked hischin at Michael, who
was trying to shake his head no, don't do it. ‘1 think maybe you' re right. Maybe it would be better if
Claire moved back in with you for awhile. Give you a chanceto get to know al of us, especialy me.”
“What the hell areyou doing?’ Claire whispered fiercely. Shedidn’t care that Dad could probably hear,
and Michadl certainly could. **I don’t want to go anywhere!””’

“*Claire, he' sright. Y ou' d be safer there. Our house isn't exactly afortress, in case what happened today
didntankinyet,” Shanereplied. ‘*Hdl, between strangers cruising in and out, my dad’ sthreat to come
back and finish what he started—""

Clarethrew down her fork. **Wait just aminute. Y ou'retdling meit’ sfor my own good, isthat it?’
“yes

““Michad? Jump inanytime!”’

Michad held up hishandsin surrender. He' d had enough, and Claire couldn’t redly blame him.

Eve, though, cleared her throat and waded right into the conversational svamp. ** Mr. Danvers, honest,
Claire s perfectly finewith us. We dl look after her, and Shane s not the kind of guy who'd teke
advantage—"’

“Wouldn't say that,” Shane said, way too mildly. *‘I'm exactly that kind of guy, redly.”

Eve sent him adirty look. **—and besides, he knowswe d both kill him if hetried. But hewouldn’'t do it.
Claire sfinewhere sheis. And she' s happy, too.”

““Yes,’ Clareagreed. *‘I’m happy, Dad.”’

Michad still hadn’t spoken. He was, instead, watching Claire’ sfather with astrange kind of intengty; at
first she thought, He strying to put some kind of vampire whammy on him, but then she changed her
mind. It was more like Michagl was honestly puzzled, and trying to figure out what to say next.

Her father hadn’'t heard aword that anyone had said. ‘I want you to move home, Claire, and that’ sthat.
| don’t want you staying in that house anymore. End of discussion.”

Her mother wasn't talking, which was unusud, too; she just stirred her coffee dowly and tried to look
interested in the food on the platein front of her.

Claire opened her mouth to shoot back a heated, not very respectful reply, but Michael shook his head
and put his hand over hers. “*Don’'t waste your breath,”” hesaid. “* Thisisn't their idea. Bishop planted
the suggestion.”



““What? Why would he do that?’

““No idea. Maybe he wants us separated. Maybe he just likes messing with people. Maybe he wants to
pissoff Amdie. But theimportant thing is, | don’t think you ought to let this get to you—""

“*Not get to me? Michadl, my father issaying | haveto move!”’

“Youdon't,” Michael said. **Not if you don't want to.”’

Claire sfather, who'd been frowning, turned adark, unheslthy color of red in theface. **'Y ou damn well
do,” he snapped. ‘Y ou’ re my daughter, Claire, and until you turn eighteen, you'll do what | tell you.
Andyou—"" Heleveled afinger a Michad. **If | haveto bring charges against you—""

“‘For what?’ Michael asked mildly.

“*For—Ilook, don’t think | don’t know what’s going on here. If | find out that my daughter’ s been—
been...” Dad didn't seem to be able to work up the words. Michagl continued to watch him steadily,
with no sgn of comprehension.

Claire cleared her throat.

“Dad,” shesaid. Shefdt color blazing in her cheeks, and her voice was bardly steedy. *‘If you' re asking
if 'mdill avirgin, | am.”

“*Clarel’”’” Her mom'’ svoice cracked sharply acrossthe last of her sentence. *‘ That’s enough.”’

Totd slence at the table. Not even Michael seemed to know where to take the conversation from there.
Evelooked like she was having a hard time deciding whether to laugh or wince, and finaly dug into her
chocolate sundae as the best possible response.

Michadl’ s cell phonerang. He opened it, spoke softly, listened, and closed it without replying. He
sgnaled the waitress. *“We haveto go,” he said.

“Where?’

“*Back to the house. Amelie wantsto see us.”

““You'recoming homewith us,”’ Dad said to Claire, who shook her head. **Don’t argue with me—""’
“I"'m sorry, Sir, but she hasto come with usright now,”” Michad said. *‘If Amdie saysit’ stheright thing
todo, I'll bring her to your house mysdf. But we'll drop you off on theway, and I'll let you know as
soon aspossble”” It was said respectfully, but without any room for argument, and there was something
about Michadl in that moment that just couldn’t be pushed.

Dad sface s, il red, and very hard. “* Thisisn’'t over, Michadl.”’

“Yesdr,” hesad. ‘* That much | know. We haven't even Started yet.”’

The drive back was even more uncomfortable, and not just physicaly; Claire sfather waslivid, her
mother embarrassed, and Claire hersalf was so mad she could barely stand to look at either of them.
How could they? Even if Mr. Bishop had done something to them, screwed with their heads, they’d
bought into it completely. They’ d dways said they trusted her, dways said that they wanted her to make
her own decisions, but when it came right down to it, they wanted her to betheir helplesslittle girl, after
al.

Wéll, it wasn't going to happen. She'd cometoo far for that.

Michael pulled to astop in front of her parents new house—another big Gothic-style house, looking
amogt exactly like their own except for the landscaping out front. Her parents Founder House had a
gpreading live oak tree towering over the property that rustled like dry paper in the evening breeze, and
the trim was painted what looked like, in the dark, adull black.

Claire sdad leaned into give her onelast look. **1 expect to hear from you tonight,”” he said. **1 expect
you to tell me when you' re coming home. And by home, | mean here, with us.”’

She didn’'t answer. After extending the look for way too long, her dad shut the car door, and Michael
accelerated smoothly away—not too quickly, but not dowly, ether.

And they dl breathed an audible sigh of relief when the house faded into the darkness behind the car.
“Wow,” Shane said. ** Dude sgot aglare on him. Maybe he redly does belong herein Morganville.”’
“Don't say that,”” Claire said. Shewasfighting with al kinds of emotions—anger at her parents,
frustration with the Situation, worry, outright fear. Her parents didn’t belong here. They’ d been just fine
where they were, but Amdlie had to uproot them and bring them here. Having Claire' s parents where she
could control them gave her more leverage.



And now it gave Mr. Bishop leverage, too.

Shanetook her hand. “*Easy,”” hesaid. *‘Like Michadl said, you don't haveto go if you don’'t want to
go. Not that | wouldn’t fedl better if you were someplace ahell of alot safer.”

‘| don't think the Danvers house will be safer,”” Michael said. ** They don’t understand the rules, or the
risks—they’retoo new here. | think Bishop' strying to play with Ameli€’ s head, and whatever we think
about her, he' sworse. | guaranteeit.”

Claire shuddered. *‘Was it Amelie who called you at the restaurant?’

“No,” Michadl said, and therewasagrim tonein hisvoice. *‘ That was Oliver. | have to admit, I'm not
fedling red good about this. Oliver’s never redly been on her sde—maybe he' staken Bishop's. Inwhich
case we could be going hometo atrap.”

‘Do we have achoice?’ Shane asked.

“Don’'t think s0.”

““Then screw it. I'm getting tired.” Shane yawned. ** Let’ s go get eaten. At least then | can get some
deep.”

Nobody thought it was funny—Ileast of al Shane, Claire suspected—nbut they didn’t have any better
ideas, and Michadl drove home. Morganville was silent outside the dark-tinted windows, Claire could
barely see dim gleams of lights, and they might have been the few and far-between streetlamps, or the
glow from house porch lights. It was alot like being in a space capsule, but with better upholstery.
Michael parked and turned off the car. As Eve reached for her door handle, he said, **Guys.”” She
waited. They al waited. *‘| didn’'t exactly get any instant upgrade on knowledge when |I—when |
changed, but I'm damn sure of one thing. This Bishop, he' sred trouble. Trouble like maybe we ve never
seen before. And I’'m worried. So watch each other’sbacks. I'll try—""

Hedidn’t seem to know how to finish that. Eve reached out to touch hisface, and he turned toward her,
lips parted. The look that went between them was so naked it felt wrong to seeit. Shane cleared his
throat.

“We'redl onit, man,”’ hesad. “*“We ll be okay.”

Michael didn’'t answer, but then, Claire figured maybe there wasn't much to say. He got out of the car,
and the othersfollowed. The evening was getting cold, and the wind fluttered around Claire' shair and
clothes, looking for skin to chill. Finding it, too. She wrapped her jacket closer and hurried after Michael
toward the back door.

Inside, the kitchen was exactly asthey’ d left it— messy. Pots and pans ill on the stove, though
thankfully they’ d remembered to turn off the burners before they’ d left. The smell of stale bacon grease
and rubbery gravy hung heavy inthe air, barely cut by the aromaof old, overcooked coffee.

They didn’t stop. Michadl led them Straight through the kitchen door, into the living room.

Bishop was gone. So were histwo pretty hangers-on. It wasjust Amdie and Oliver, Stting alone at the
large wooden table. They’ d carelessly shoved aside plates and cups and glassesinto atottering pile, and
between them was a chessboard. Nothing Claire recognized that belonged in the house; it looked old,
and well used. Beautiful, too.

Amelie was playing white. Sheignored their entry as she contemplated the chessboard. Acrossfrom her,
Oliver leaned back in his chair, crossed hisarms, and sent the four of them an unreadable look. He
seemed right a home, which made Claire fume, and she could only imagine how Michadl felt about it.
Oliver had killed Michael—tipped away his human existence and trapped him in atwilight state between
human and vampire— right herein this house. In fact, dmost on this very spot. It had been brutal, and
murderous, and Michael had never for asecond forgotten who and what Oliver was, however he
appeared.

Amelie had offered Michadl the chance to escape from that trap, and he' d taken it even at the cost of
becoming atrue vampire. So far, he didn’t seem to regret it. Much.

““You're not welcome here,”” Michadl said to Oliver, who raised his eyebrows and smiled.

“*Waiting for the house to evict me? Kegp waiting,” hesaid. ** Amelie, you really should teach your pets
manners. Next thing you know, they’ Il be clawing the carpet and spraying the drapes.”’

Shedidn’'t look up. “*Dotry to becivil,” shereplied. *“You'reaguest in their house. My house.”” She



moved a piece on the chesshoard. ** Be seated, all of you. | didike having people stand.””’

It had the force of roya command, and before she could think about it, Claire was diding into one of the
dining-table chairs, and Shane was settling in next to her. Eve hesitated, then took a chair asfar away
from Oliver aspossible,

That |eft one empty chair, and it was next to Oliver. Michadl shook his head, crossed hisarms over his
chest, and leaned against the wall.

Amelie gave him aglance, but didn’t force theissue. ** So you have met Mr. Bishop,”’ shesaid. **And he
has most assuredly met you. | wish this had not happened, but since it has, we must find waysto guard
you againgt him and his associates.”” Oliver took one of her bishops and set it asde. She had no visible
reaction. *‘ Otherwise, | fear this house will be in the market for new tenants soon.”

Oliver laughed. He stopped laughing when Amelie made her next move, and concentrated on the
chessboard with afierce, blank expression.

““Who is Bishop? ' Michael asked.

“*Exactly who he saysheis. Hehasnoreasontolie”

“*So he'syour father?’ Claire asked. There was along silence, one not even Oliver broke; Amelie
raised her cool gray eyes and focused on Claire' sface until Clairefdt the urge, not just to look away, but
to run.

Amdiefindly sad, “‘Inasense, a leadt, asyou might understand such things. Both my human and
immortal bloodlinesflow through him. Oliver, do hurry. | fed the need to go home beforethe sunrises””
The sun wasn't anywhere close to rising, which must have been Amelie' sbone-dry idea of ajoke. Oliver
moved a pawn. Amelietook it effortlesdy.

Michadl chimed in. ** Maybe the better question is, whereis Mr. Bishop?’

““Gone,”’ Oliver said. ‘I packed him off in anice limousine with adriver. HE Il be staying at one of the
Founder Houses.”’

““Which one?’ Clarefdt asudden surge of illness, one that got worse as neither of the vampires
answered. ‘Itisn't my parents house, right? Right?”’

““I"d rather you not be aware of hisexact location,”” Amelie said, which wasn't an answer, certainly not
the right answer. She moved her white queen in along, ddliberate scrape down the chessboard.
“*Checkmate.”’

Oliver studied the board, then studied her with equal annoyance as he tipped over his doomed black
king. ‘*We need to discussthis,”’ hesaid. ** Obvioudy.”

“Your tragic lack of strategic skills?” Amelie sfrost-colored brows dowly rose. *‘1 am deliberating
what to do about our guests. For now, go home, Oliver. And thank you for coming.”’

She sad it without atrace of irony—she could dismiss him like a servant, but at |east she thanked him.
Oliver’s eyeswent even darker, but he got up without comment and walked out into the kitchen. Claire
heard the door dam behind him.

Amelietook in addiberate breath, then let it out. She rose to her feet and nodded to Michad. *“1 think
you'll be safe enough heretonight,” shesaid. *‘Let no one enter, not for any reason.”” A quick, almost
invisbleflicker of asmile. ** Except for me, of course. Me, you cannot stop.’”’

““What about Oliver?’ Shane asked.

“*Hisinvitation to enter has been revoked. He won't be able to bother you unless you do something
foolish.”” Which, from thelook Ameie gave him, she consdered hardly unlikely. ** Bishop ismy &ffair,
not yours. Go about your business, and stay out of this. All of you.”

“Wait, my parents—"’

Amdiedidn’t wait. With slent grace, she left the table and walked up the stairs, and as her luminous pale
figure disappeared at the top, Shane said, **Where the hell is she going? There’ s no door up there.”
Claireknew. She knew all too well. **However she doesit, she sgone.”’ They al looked at her, even
Michadl. *‘ There must be some way out. What' s she going to do, bring her pgjamas and crash on the
couch?’

““Doyouthink she hasany?’ Eve asked. ‘‘Because I’ m betting she degpsin the nude.”

“Evel”’



““What? Come on. Can you redlly see her inflannel footies? Bunny dippers?’

Michael sank into the chair Amelie had vacated, and stared at the chessboard. He dowly reset it, but
Claire could tell hewasn't redlly thinking about the game. ** Shane,”” he said. ** Go make surewe' re
locked up, would you?’

Shane nodded and | eft, heading straight for the kitchen first. Claire sat acrossfrom Michad, in the chair
Oliver had occupied. **You' reworried,” she said.

““No,”” Michad said, and picked up the white knight, to turn it over and over in hispaefingers. “‘I'm
scared. If thisguy’ sgot Amelie and Oliver nervous, we re way out of our league. Morganvilleisway out
of itsleague.”’

Helooked up a Eve, who didn’t respond except to press her lipstighter together. Claire heard Shane's
footsteps as he went toward the front door, checked the lock and dead bolt, and then went on to test the
windows.

““We should get somerest,”” Michadl said. ** Could be along day tomorrow.’”’

Ashegot up, Eve' shand grazed his, just avery light caress, and the two of them locked stares for about
ahalf second.

“Yeah,’” Eveagreed. *‘1 should rest, too.”’

Clarethrew astray magazine a her. ** Get aroom.”’

“‘Paying for one dready,”’ Eve shot back. “* And I’ m going to get my money’ sworth, too.”’

She jogged up the stairs, pausing near the top to throw a glance back down toward Michael, who had
the most luminous smile on hisface. He shook his head, like he couldn’t believe what was going through
hismind, and cleared histhroat when he saw Claire watching him.

“Discreet,” Clairesaid. **Y ou guys ought to hang atowe on the doorknob or something.”’

“Quiet.”” But Michael was smiling, and when he smiled, her heart just soared. She loved seeing him
happy. Hewasusualy so0.. . . focused. ** If you need anything, you know whereto find me.”’

“Yeah, you think?’

Hewaved and followed Eve updairs.

Shane came back from checking all the ground-floor entry points, and dropped into the chair Michael
had vacated. ‘* Where d they go?’

She pointed straight up.

“*Oh.”” Heknew, dl too well. ** So. Want to play agame?’

““| want to cal my parents,”” Clairesaid. ‘* Do you serioudy think Amelie let Mr. Bishop Stay in their
house?’

“I don't know,” hesaid. **Cdl if you think it'Il help.”’

She pulled her phone out of her pocket and dided information; her parents had anew listing, sncethey’d
just arrived in Morganville. While she waited for an answer, Shane reached across the table and took her
free hand in his, and the warm touch of his skin made her fed alittle less nervous.

Until her mom answered the phone, at least. ** Claire! | didn’t expect you to call so soon. Are you ready
to come home?’

She froze for a second, then said, as camly aspossible, ‘*No, Mom. | just wanted to make sure you
were okay. Everything al right?’

“*Of course everything'sdl right. Why wouldn't it be?’

Claire squeezed her eyes shut. “*No reason,”’ shesaid. ‘I just wanted to check in and see how you
were settling in. How' sthe house?”’

“Wadll, it’ safixer-upper, you know. Needs some wiring, and an absolute mountain of decorating, but
I’'m looking forward to that.”’

“That' s great. And—s0, you don't have any guests or anything?’

“‘Guests?’ Her mother laughed. ** Claire, honey, we barely have sheets on our mattress right now. I’'m
not ready for guests!™’

That, at least, was ardi€f. ** Great. Well—Mom, | have to go. Good night.””’

“*Good night, sweetheart. I’'m looking forward to having you home.””’

Claire hung up, and Shane dipped an arm around her wais. **Hey,”” hesaid. *‘ They’re okay?’



“*For now. But he could get to them, right? Anytime he wants.”’

““Maybe. But he could get to usjust as easily. L ook, you can't help them right now, but he' s got no good
reason to hurt them. It'll be okay.”

Shane was the optimist. That was how you knew thingswere redlly bad. . . . Claireforced asmile,
opened her eyes, and tried to be abrave littletoaster. “* Yeah,”” shesaid. “*Yeah, it'll befine. No
problem.”

His dark eyes searched hers, and she knew that he could see shewas lying. But hedidn’t call her onit,
probably al too familiar with the concept of denid. **So,” hesaid. ** Carefor anice, civilized game of
chess?’

A thump, and the unmistakable sound of amuffled giggle, drifted through the ceiling from the second
floor. Approximately where Eve' sroom would be.

““Hey!"” Shaneydled up. ** Turn down the porn soundtrack! Trying to concentrate here!”’

More laughter, quickly stifled. Shane focused back on Claire, and Clarefdt her lips curling into amore
genuinekind of amile.

“*Chess,”” shesaid. ‘Y our move, tough guy.”’

Another thump from upstairs. Shane shook his head and tipped over hisking. **What the hell. |
surrender. Let’ shook up avideo game and kill some zombies.””

Chapter 3

Inthe morning, it was ... the morning. For a precious few seconds when Claire woke up, nothing was
wrong, nothing at al. Her body hummed with energy, and the birds were singing outside, and the sun
burned in warm stripes across her bed.

She squinted at the darm clock. Seven thirty. Timeto get up if sheintended to makeit to her first class
and gill have any margin for coffee.

It wasn't until she was in the shower, and the hot water was pounding sense back into her head, that she
realized that al was not well. Her parents were in town. Her parents were on the radar screen of the
mongers.

And her parents wanted her to move back in with them.

That put an end to her good mood, and by the time she padded down the steps, dragging her
textbook-loaded backpack and carrying her shoes, she was frowning. The house was a mess. Nobody
had done the chores, including her. The kitchen was still awreck, with breakfast congedling in the pans.
She muittered to herself as the coffee brewed, dumped filthy dishes and pansin the sink to soak in hot
water, and left asnarky note for her housemates. Especidly Shane, who' d dacked even more than was
normdl.

Then she put on her shoes and walked to school.

Morganville looked just like any other dusty, deepy town in the daylight: people out driving to work,
jogging, pushing strollers, walking dogs. College students with backpacks as she got closer to the
campus. The casud visitor never knew, at least during the daytime, that this place was so vastly screwed
up.

Claire supposed that was the point.

She spotted some trucks delivering to loca businesses; did those drivers know? Did they just come and
go without incident? Was there some off-limits rule for the vamps about whom they could hunt and whom
they couldn’'t? There would have to be. Having the state police descend on Morganville wouldn’t be
helpful for thevamps. . . .

“Hey.”

Clareblinked. A car wasidling next to her, barely keeping pace as she walked. A red convertible, harsh
and shiny asfresh blood inthe sun. Init, three girlswith identicaly fase amiles.

The driver was MonicaMorrell, the daughter of the town’smayor. Claire sworst human enemy from
day one of her tenurein Morganville. Monica had mostly recovered from her recent brush with death by
drugs, or a least she looked that way—glossy asthe car, and just as hard. Her blond hair was shiny and
casudly styled, her makeup perfect, and if shelooked just a shade more pale than usud, it was hard to



tell.

““Hey,” Claire said, and made sure to drift farther over on the sdewalk, out of easy grabbing range.
““How areyou feding, Monica?’

“*“Me? Great. Couldn’t be better,”” Monicasaid brightly. There was something way darker in her eyes
than in her tone. *“ Y ou tried to kill me, freak.”

Claire stopped dead in her tracks. **‘No,”” shesaid. **1 didn’'t do that.”’

Y ou gave methat drug. It dmost killed me.”’

“Youtook it fromme!’” Thered crystds, the onesthat she’' d stolen from Myrnin. The onesthat,
however briefly, had seemed like agood idea. Not so much once she’ d seen their effect on Monica, and
her own face in the mirror after taking them. They hadn’t hurt her, but their effect on Monica had been
shocking.

““Don’'t give methat. You nearly killed me,”” Monicasad. ‘I’ dfile charges, but with you being the
Founder’ s pet and all, that won't do any good. So we'll just have to find some other way to make sure
you pay. Just wanted to give you a heads-up, bitch—thisisn’t done. It isn't even Started. Itison.”

She gave Claire acold, hard smile, and accel erated away with a screech of rubber on pavement.

Claire shifted her backpack nervously and |ooked around. Nobody had paid attention, of course. It
didn’'t pay, in Morganville, to get into anybody ese' sbusiness.

Shewas on her own out here. Eve worked on campus, but Claire didn’t want to drag her friendsinto
this. They had enough problems aready, and Monicawas dl her own.

Likeit or not.

But as she passed the recessed doorway of aboarded-up shop, she sensed someone watching her.
Shetried to dismissit asimagination, but there redly was someone watching her. She couldn’t make him
out for afew seconds, and then she did, with another unpleasant shock. Heroin-addict-skinny, pale,
gringy hair. Wearing black. Eve sbrother.

“*Jason,”’” she said, and involuntarily looked around for help. Nobody there, nobody she could turn to.
Not even a passing police ca—and the police definitely wanted to talk to Jason, after hisrun-inwith
Shane.

It hit her again: He' d stabbed her boyfriend. Tried to kill him. The cops said it was sdlf-defense, but she
knew better.

Jason took his hands out of his coat pockets and held them up. **Don’t scream,”” he said. **Unlessyou
redly fed likeit. I’'m not going to hurt you. Not in broad daylight on abusy stret, anyway.”’

He sounded . . . different. Odder than usual, and that was a pretty high standard of odd.

““What do you want?’ She clutched the strap of her backpack in awhite-knuckled fist. In an
emergency, it would make arespectable blunt object. She might knock him down with it, or at least trip
him. It was only about a block to Common Grounds—Oliver owed her Protection once she wasinsde
the building, even from human enemies.

“*Stop freaking, genius. I’'m not hereto hurt you.” He put his hands back in hisjacket pockets. **How's
Shane?’

““Why do you care?’

“‘Because—'"" Hefrowned and shrugged. ‘ ‘L ook, that was self-defense, okay?’

“*You baited him. Y ou threatened me and Eve. Y ou wanted him to come after you.”’

““Yeah, well, granted, | was tweaking, but the guy took a home-run swing at my head, in case you
missed it.”’

Uncomfortably, that wastrue. ** What about the other people you' ve killed? Were those al sdlf-defense,
too?’

““Who says|’vekilled people?’

““You did. Remember?Y ou left adead girl in our basement for Shaneto find. Youtried to put himin
prison.”’

Jason didn’'t say aword to that. He just stared at her, and in the shadows his dark eyes were like holesin
histill, pale face. Helooked . . . dead. Deader than most vampires.

“I need totalk to my sister,”” he said.



“*Eve doesn’t want to talk to you, you psycho. Leave usaonel”

““It'sabout our dad,”” he said, and even though Claire was walking away, leaving him and dl his psycho
problems behind, she dowed to look back. **I need to talk to Eve. Tdl her I'll call. Tell her not to hang
up.”’

Claire nodded, once. Shedidn’t hate him any less, but there was something different about him right
now—something that asked for atruce, but didn’t get down on its knees and beg for it, either. **No
promises,”’ shesad.

Jason nodded back. * Didn’t expect any.”’

Hedidn’t say thanks. She kept walking.

When she looked back, the doorway was empty. She caught a glimpse of ablack jacket turning the
corner at the end of the block. Damn, he movesfast, she thought, and that gave her another kind of chill.
What if Jason had gotten hiswish? What if someone had made him afull-fledged vampire, as hard as that
Seemed?

She decided she'd ask Amélig, first chance she got.

The morning classes came and went. It wasn't like any of them were especidly difficult, even the
high-level physics courses she' d tested hersdlf into. She' d traded out some of her lame core classesfor a
mythology course, or rather Amelie had ingsted on it—that was afairly cool thing, and she found herself
looking forward to it. No discussions of vampiresjust now, unfortunately. It was al about zombies,
voodoo, and popular mediaon the subject. They were going to watch Night of the Living Dead next
week. Claire didn’'t know nearly as much about zombies as most of the other students; except for the
first-person-shooter game that Shane liked to play, she couldn’t remember ever redly paying attention to
theidea

Of course, snce moving to Morganville, shewasn't ruling anything out as unlikely.

After mythology, which turned out to be awedlth of information about voodoo, if she ever needed thét,
Claire had abreak before lab sessions began. Shetook hersdf off to the University Center. It wasa
sprawling building, hometo alarge study areawith long tables and groupings of chairs, and it featured a
bookstore, a cafeteriathat served fantastic grilled cheese sandwiches and salads, and a pretty decent
coffee bar.

Therewasn't alinetoday. Claire paid for her mochaand moved around to the baristaSide, where Eve
wasworking. Eve looked gresat today, and not just because of the care she' d taken with her outfit and
makeup; she kind of radiated satisfaction.

Oh. Right.

Eve gave her an absolutely stunning smile and handed over her drink. *“ Hey, bookworm. Doing okay?’
“‘Sure. You?’

“*Not bad. It's even been kind of dow and steady today, after the morning rush.”” That smilehad a
Secret.

*So? How was your night?’ Claire prodded. The secret wanted to be shared, and besides, she was
kindof . . . curious.

“Fantagtic,”” Evesighed. **| just—yeah. Since | wasfourteen, I’ ve had a crush on that boy, you know?
And he never knew | existed. | went to every one of his concerts, from thetime hefirst started playing,
up to the last time he headlined at Common Grounds. | never thought—I just never thought it’d work
out.”’

“Andhowwas...?’ Clareraised her eyebrows and left the question open to anything Eve wanted to
makeit mean.

Eve samile got wicked. * Fantastic.”’

They shared muffled squeds. Eve did alittle happy-dance behind the counter, dumped shotsin adrink,
and twirled. Claire had never seen her look so full-stop happy.

Redlity came back, and she remembered why she' d comein thefirst place. She had the strong suspicion
she was about to blow dl that happiness sky-high.

Eve ssmilewasfading, like someone had turned down her dimmer switch. * Claire, you' re wearing the
worried face. What' swrong?’



“I..." Clarehestated, then plungedin. *‘1 saw Jason. Thismorning.”’

Eve sdark eyeswidened, but she didn’t say anything. She waited.

“*Hewanted meto tell you that he' sgoing to cal. It's something about your dad, he says. He says not to
hang up.”’

““My dad,”’ Everepeated. “‘You'resure.”’

“That’' swhat he said. | told him, no promises.”” Claire sipped her mocha, which was perfect, and
watched Eve' s expression. Not too easy to read, right now. ‘‘He didn't try to hurt me.”’

“*Broad daylight, on amain street? Y eah, well, he' s bug-out crazy, but he'snot stupid.” Eve seemed
very far away, suddenly. And al her happy glow wasgone. **I haven't talked to either one of my parents
snce my eghteenth birthday.”’

“Why not?’

““They tried to sdl meto Brandon,”” she said flatly. **Like a piece of meat on the hoof. | don’t know why
Jason’ s suddenly dl nostagic about the fam; it’s not like there were good times to remember.’”’

“But they’re il your parents.’”

Y eah, unfortunately. L ook, here sthe story of the Rosser clan: we' rethe origina nuclear family. Asin,
nuclear bomb. Toxic even when it doesn’t explode.”” Eve shook her head. **Whatever Dad’ s damageis,
| don’'t care. And | don’t know why Jason would, either.”

Another student had paid for coffee, and Eve cast him an absent, empty smile and started pulling
espresso shots with mechanical precison. “*It' snothing, ”” shesaid. ** And I'm hanging up on him when
hecals. If hecalls. And even if it'ssomething, | don't give adamn anyway.”’

Claire just nodded. She had no ideawhat to say. Eve was clearly upset, alot more upset than she'd
expected her to be. She waved good-bye and took hersdlf off to anearby study table, and began
plowing through a book she’ d borrowed from the library. Somebody’ s PhD paper, which read like the
guy had never bothered to attend a single English Compaosition class.

Good equations, though. She was heavily involved in them when her cdll phone rang.

““Hdlo?’ Shedidn't recognize the number, but it was loca, and not her parents.

““Clare Danvers?’

“Yes, who'sthis?’

“*My name' s Dr. Robert Mills. I'm the one who treated your friend Shanein the hospitd.”’

Shefet apiercing sensation of alarm. ** Nothing’ swrong with—""

““No, nothing likethat,”” he broke in hatily. * L ook, you were the one who had thered crystas, right?
The onesthat nearly killed the mayor’ s daughter?”’

Claire smomentary relief burned away like flash paper. ‘1 guess,” shesaid. ‘| gavethemto the
doctor.”’

“Wadl, here' sthething: I ve been looking at those crystals. Where' d you get them?”’

““‘|—found them.”” Technicaly true.

“Where?’

“Inalab.”

‘| need you to show methislab, Claire.”’

““I don’t think | can do that, I'm sorry.”

“*Look, | understand that you' re probably protecting someone—someone important. But if it helps, |
aready have gpprovd from the Council to work on these crystals, and | redly need more information
about them—who developed them, how, theingredients. | think | can help.”

Ameliewas on the Elders Council. But she hadn’t said anything about working with the doctor. **Let me
find out what | cantell you,” Clairesaid. “‘I'm sorry. I'll cal you back.”

“*Soon,” hesaid. ‘I’ ve been told the god isto increase the effectiveness of the drug by at least fifty
percent within the next couple of months.””’

Claire blinked, surprised. ** Do you know what it does?’

Dr. Mills—who sounded pleasant and norma— laughed. ** Do | redly know? Probably not. Thisis
Morganville—we invented the concept of the secret around here. But | have a pretty decent idea that
whatever it is, it's not designed for human consumption. ™’



That was as much as Claire wanted to talk about on the phone, no matter how friendly he seemed. After
aquick excuse, she hung up and caled Amdie. Sheintended to leave amessage, and that, she thought,
would probably be the end of it.

Ameélie picked up the cal. Claire sammered, took a deep breath, and told her about Dr. Millsand his
request.

“*| should havetold you last evening. | have decided to concede to your request to have additional
resources on thisproject,”” Amdiesad. ** Dr. Millsisatrusted expert, alongtime resident of the town,
and he won’t make the kind of value judgments others might. He' s a so capable of keeping our secrets,
and that isimperative. Y ou understand why.”’

Claredid, al too wdll. The crystals were adrug that helped vampires ward off the effects of a
degenerative disease—a disease they all had, one that was robbing them of their ability to reproduce.
Amelie was the strongest, but she was sick, too, and the worst cases were insane and locked away in
cdlsbenesth Morganville.

And so far, few of the vampires knew about the illness. Once they did, there might be nothing to stop
them from lashing out, blaming others. Innocent humans, probably.

Just as bad would be the effect on the human population. Once they knew the vampires weren't
invincible, how many of them would really cooperate? Amelie had long ago figured that this could destroy
Morganville, and Claire was pretty sure she wasright.

“But—hewantsto see Myrnin'slab,”” Claire said. Myrnin, her mentor and sometimes even her friend,
had dipped off the edge of sanity, and he wasin one of the cdlls. Lucid sometimes, and other times. . .
dangeroudy not. * Should | take him there?’

““No. Tl himthat you'll bring what he needsto the hospital. | don’t want any human other than yourself
inthat lab, Claire. There are secrets that must be kept, and | rely on you to seeto it. Regtrict hisresearch
only to refining and enhancing the formulayou' ve aready created.”” What Amelie meant, in that
queen-cool way, wasthat if Claire spilled the beans, she'd end up dead. Or worse.

“Yes’ Claresadfantly. ‘‘| understand. About my parents—"’

“They aresafeenough,” Amdiesad. That wasn't the same thing as saying they were safe. Y ou will
not see Mr. Bishop for the time being. If you happen to see histwo associates, be polite, but don't fear;
they arewell in hand.”

Maybe by Amdie s standards. Clairewasalittle bit moreworried. ** Okay,”” she said doubtfully. ** If
anything happens—"’

“Discussit with Oliver,” Amdiesaid. *“ Curioudy, | find the differences between us lessened
dramaticaly once my sire paid avisit. Nothing like acommon enemy to unite squabbling neighbors.”” She
paused for amoment, and then said, dmost awkwardly, **Y ou and your friends? Y ou arewel|?’
We'redoing small talk now? Claire shivered. ‘Y eah, we' refine. Thank you.”’

“*Good.”” Amelie hung up. Claire mouthed a silent Oooo-kay, and pocketed the phone.
Asshewasleaving, she saw Eve at the barista Sation, staring blankly at the levers as she worked. The
happy glow hadn’t returned. In fact, shelooked grim. And scared.

Dammit. Why did | ruin her day like that? | should have just blown him off, thelittle psycho.

Claire checked her watch, snagged her backpack, and jogged off to her lab class.

When she met Dr. Mills|ater that afternoon, she did it at the hospital, in his office. He was amedium sort
of guy—medium tal, medium age, medium coloring. He had anice smile, which seemed to promise that
everything would be okay, and despite the fact that Claire knew it wastotd fiction, she smiled back.
““Haveasedt, Claire,’ he said, and indicated one of the blue club chairsin front of hisdesk. Behind him
were floor-to-ceiling bookshelves—medicd references in matching bindings, with some newer off-brand
volumesthrown in for variety. Dr. Mills had stacks of magazines and photocopied articles on one corner
of the desk, and ateetering set of patient files on the other. A framed photo faced away from Claire, so
she couldn’t seeif he had afamily. He had awedding ring, though.

Dr. Millsdidn’t spesk immediately; he leaned back in hisleather chair, steepled hisfingers, and looked at
her for awhile. She fought againgt the urge to squirm, but couldn’t keep her fingers from restlesdy
picking at thefabric of her jeans.



I knew you wereyoung,”’ he said findly, **but | admit, I’m even more surprised now. Y ou're sixteen?’
“*Seventeen in afew weeks,”’ Claire said. She was getting resgned to having this conversation with
every sngle adult in Morganville. She ought to just record it and play it back every time she met
somebody new.

““Well, from the notes that Amelie has provided to me, you have avery solid grasp of what you' re doing.
| don't think I’ [l be so much directing your research as helping you execute your experiments. Wherel
see opportunitiesto add some vaue, | will. Obvioudy, the labs here at the hospita have much more
sophiticated equipment than | imagine you have—wherever you developed your initid crystas’” He
flipped through the large folder open in the center of his desk, and Claire saw photocopies of her own
neat handwriting. Her notes, which she'd provided to Amdie. **I took the liberty of making up a set of
crystals based on your formula, using thefacilitiesin our labs. | found that if you accelerate the drying
process with heat, you can increase the strength of the dosage by about twenty percent. And | so
created astronger liquid version that can be delivered directly into the body by injection.”

Sheblinked. “*Injection.”” Shetried to imagine getting close enough to Myrnin to stick aneedlein his
arm, especialy when hewasin one of hisbad swings.

“*It can be ddivered through adart,” hesaid. **Like an animd tranquilizer, dthough | wouldn't use that
anaogy to anyone ese. Wouldn't be respectful.”’

She managed aamile. ** That' d be—very helpful. | didn’t try the heating process for drying the crystals.
That' sinteresting.”’

““No reason you should have. | tried it because | didn’'t have an unlimited timeto dry them—our lab's
busy, and | didn’t want anyone questioning what | was doing. I’ ve asked Amdlieto provide uswith some
secured laboratory space at the university. More convenient for you, and safer for me. | can have
equipment moved there aswe need it, or requigtion it through the Council.”” Dr. Mills cocked hishead
and looked at her again, brown eyes bright and challenging. Like Myrnin's, only not half as crazy.

“* About my request to tour the lab where you made the crystals. . .’

““Sorry, | can't.’

“* Perhapsif you checked with Amelie—"’

“ldid.”’

He sghed. *“ Then when can | examine our patient?’

“Youdon't.”

“*Claire, thiswill not work if | can’t take basdline readings on the patient and determine what the
measurable improvements are as we change the formulal™’

She did seethat, actudly, but the thought of putting nice Dr. Millsin grabbing distance of Myrnin made
her shiver. *“I’ll check,”” she promised, and got to her feet. **I’m sorry, it's getting late. | need to—"’

Dr. Millsglanced at his office window. Outside the blinds, the sky was darkening from faded denim to
indigo. ‘* Of course. | understand. Here' sasample of the new batch of crystals. But before you giveit to
him, seeif you can get basdline information—most importantly, ablood sample.”’

‘A blood sample,”’ she repeated. He opened a drawer and handed her asmall, sealed kit. It had a
syringe, gauze pads, acohol wipes, and a couple of vacuum tubes. ‘Y ou’ re not serious.”’

““I"mnot saying it might not be difficult, but if youwon't let megowithyoutodoit. ..”

She could do alot of things, but she was pretty sure she couldn’t hold Myrnin down and stick aneedlein
hisvein. Not whilehewas. . . dtered.

Shetook the kit and put it in her backpack. ** Anything else?’

Dr. Mills passed her agun—adart gun. He opened the back to show her the fluffy end of thetube. **It's
preloaded with onedose,’” he said. “*I only made up afew—it takes sometimeto digtill. Here are two
extra, if you need them.”” As she stowed the gun in her backpack, he said, **It' s untested. So be careful.
| think it will be stronger and longer lasting, but I’ m not sure about the side effects.”

“Andthe crystas?’

He passed them over, too. They looked alittle finer than the ones she' d developed—more like raw
sugar. Those went into the backpack, aswell.

“Claire,’ hesad, as she hoisted the burden, ** have you heard any rumors about anew vampirein



town?’

Shefroze. Her gold bracelet, the one with Amelie’ s symbol etched onit, caught the light and glittered—
not that she needed the reminder.

“Just Michadl,” shesaid. **But that’ snot news.”

‘1 heard there were strangers.”’

Claire shrugged. ** Guess you heard wrong.”’

She left before she had to lie any more. She couldn’t stop hersalf from glancing back at him. He nodded
and smiled agood-bye.

She fdt bad, but there was only so much truth she was prepared to give, even to somebody who came
recommended by Amdlie.

“*Did you bring the hamburger?”

Claredidn’t even have timeto drop her backpack on the halway floor at home before Eve had buzzed
inon her like adark, caffeine-fueed Tinkerbd |, brandishing awooden spoon.

“Uh—what?’

““‘Hamburger. | sent you atext.”

Oops. Claire dug her phone out and saw that, sure enough, there was a flashing messageicon. *‘I didn’t
getit. Sorry.”

“Crap.”’ Eveturned away and marched back down the hal, Doc Martens boots clomping with fine
disregard for the safety of the wood floor. **Michadl! Guesswhat? Y ou’ re running errandsl™

Michael was playing guita—something fast and complicated. He stopped periodicaly, which was
unusud for him, and heignored Eve, which was't normal, either. As Claire rounded the corner, she saw
him standing up at the dinner table, leaning over to jot down music on alined page.

Turned out that he wasn't ignoring Eve so much asnot obeying. *‘I’'m busy,”” he said, frowned at the
paper, and played the same phrase again, then again. Shook his head in frustration and erased noteson
the paper. ** You and Shane go.”’

“I'mcooking!”’ Everolled her eyes. ** Creative people. They think the world stops when they think.”’
“I'll go,” Claire said. The chance to be alone with Shane, even on something as boring asatrip to the
all-night grocery, was too good to miss. ‘‘ Better if | do, anyway. I’ ve got the free pass.”” She held up the
bracelet.

Michad pulled himsdf away from the music in his head long enough to give her alook. He tapped his
pencil in afast, complicated rhythm on thetable. ** Thirty minutes,’” he said. ** There and back. No
excuses. If you guysarelate, I'm coming after you, and I’ m going to be pissed off.”

“*Thanks, Dad.” She wished she hadn’t said it—not so much because of the grimace on Michael’ sface,
but because it made her think of her actud dad. And that the clock was running on how long he' d dlow
her to continue her current living arrangements.

Shane came out of the kitchen sucking on hisfingertip. **What' sgoing on?’

“*Y ou have not been sticking your dirty fingersin my sauce,’” Eve said, and pointed her wooden spoon
ahim.

He quickly took thefinger out of hismouth. ** First off, they’ re not dirty. | licked them first. And
second— did | hear something about the store? Claire?”’

“Yeah, I'mready.”

He grabbed Eve skeysfrom the hdl table. “* Then let’sroll."

Shanewas agood driver, and he knew Morganville like the back of his hand—of course, Morganville
was just about that big, too, and there was only one dl-night grocery store, the Food King, localy
owned and operated. The parking lot waslit up like afootball stadium. There were fifteen or so cars
aready there, evenly split between human vehicles and vamp-mobiles. Shane parked directly under a
blazing set of lights and turned off the car.

““Wait,’ he said as Claire reached for the door handle. ** It takes us about five minutesto get here, five
minutesto get the stuff, five minutes back home. That gives usfifteen whole extraminutes.”

Shefdt her heart sammer, and race alittle faster. Shane waslooking at her with fierce intensity.

“*So what do you want to do?’ she asked, trying to sound casual abot it.



““| want to talk,”” he said, which was not what she expected. Not at al. *“1 can’t talk about this back at
the house. | never know who could be listening.”’

““Meaning Miched ?”

Shane shrugged. ** It sjust never exactly private.”’

Hewasn't wrong, but she still felt horribly disappointed. ** Sure,”” she said, and knew she sounded stiff
and wounded. **Go ahead. Talk.”

Hiseyeswidened. ‘Y ou thought—""

“Just talk, Shane.”’

He cleared histhroat. ** I’ ve been doing some research on Bishop.”

Theidea of Shane and research didn’t seem to want to fal into the same sentence. **Where?’
“Thetown library,” he shrugged. ** Specid collections. | know Janice, the librarian—she was afriend of
my mom'’s. She let me into the back to take alook at some of the older stuff, the thingsthey don’t put
out for public reading.”’

““Thevampirecollection.”

He nodded. ** Anyway, the only thing | could find out was a reference to a Bishop—maybe not the same
one—who killed awholelot of people about five hundred years ago.”’

“*Doesn’t sound too unusud . . .’

“* Except that he was't killing humans,”” Shane said. ‘* From the way the thing was written, Bishop was
killing off hisenemiesin the vampire community. Making himsdf the ruler of theworld. And then
something happened, and he dropped out of sight.”’

““Wow. No wonder Amelie and Oliver were freaked.”

“*If he' s been underground dl thistime, and has arep for taking out anyone who standsin hisway,
human or vampire—yeah. |" d be freaked, too. Anyway, | thought you should know. It could be
important.”’

“Thanks.”

He nodded, gaze fixed on hers.

“Anything ese?’ she prompted.

“Yeah.”

He leaned forward and kissed her. Hisweight settled toward her, leaning her back against the door, and
shefdt dl the strength and breath go out of her body, replaced with aquivering, golden vibration. Oh.
Shan€' slips were warm and damp, soft but demanding, and she heard hersef make asound likea
whimper in response. His hands knew just where to hold her—one at the back of her head, one at the
small of her back, pulling her closer. Fitting their bodies together.

It felt S0 good, it waslike swvimming in sunlight. Her fingerstangled in his soft, shaggy hair and traced
down his back, and for awild second she imagined what it would be like, right here, right now, in Eve's
big car. It seemed to go on forever, adreamy eternity of hedt. . . .

His hands dipped down her shoulders, traced her collarbone, then moved lower. She heard herself make
asound that was more awhine than anything else, anaked plea, asthe hesat of histouch reached the top
edge of her bra, did past the edge and down. . . .

Shane broke the kisswith agasp, leaning his cheek againgt hers. The sound of hisbregth in her ear made
her shiver again. So close. God, we'resoclose. . . .

““We d—Dbetter goindde,”’ he said. It sounded like he was fighting hard to sound normal, but he was
missing by amile, and when he sat back, al she could see was the hot focusin his eyes, and his damp,
reddened, totally kissable lips. She wondered what he was seeing in her, and redized with a shock that it
was probably the samething.

Shared hunger.

“Yeah,” shesad. Shedidn’t sound normd, either. She wasn't sure she could walk, in fact; her whole
body fdt like it had melted, especialy around the knees. Shetook in a couple of deep bregaths, then
stopped when Shane' s eyes focused on therise and fall of her chest. **We should—go shop.”’

Shane checked hiswatch. **No, we should get the hamburger, throw money at the cashier, and bresk
every speed limit back to the houseif we don’'t want Michadl caling out the SWAT team.”



That sobered them up, enough to get them out of the car and into the store, but they held hands the
wholeway.

Inside, the place looked too bright, and yet somehow too cold. Aides of colorful packages. There were
afew shoppers pushing carts, and some of them, Claire knew, had to be vampires, but she couldn’t
necessarily tell which ones, at aglance. Many of them had perfected their human disguises. Wasit the
twenty-something girl with the red hair and the long shopping list? Or the derly lady with her little fluffy
dog riding in the child seat of the cart? Not the dad with the two small children and the harassed
|look—she was sure of that one.

Claredidn’'t redly havetimeto gawk. Shanelet go of her hand and pointed off down one aide; she split
off toward the meat section. Choosing hamburger was mainly a decision about poundage, and Eve hadn’t
said how much to get. Claire settled for two packages, and headed for the aide where Shane had
disappeared. The snack aide, what a shock.

The song on the store' s speakers changed to an annoying and dightly creepy song from the 1970s,
something about seasonsin the sun, and she was thinking about how ironic that was when she rounded
the endcap display and found Shane backed up against the shelves, with awoman pressed right up
agang him.

It was the female vamp Bishop had brought to town. She was wearing atight-fitting pair of blue jeans, a
formfitting maroon knit shirt, and ablack leather jacket. Black ankle boots, with buckles. Feminine, but
dangerous. Her dark hair flowed over her shouldersin luxurious, glossy waves, and her skin wasthe
color of fineporcelain, just atiny hit of blush in her cheeks.

Her eyes were fixed on Shane' s. He was crushing a bag of chipsin one hand, but he' d clearly forgotten
al about it.

The vampire leaned forward and took in a deep breath from around Shane' s neck. Shane closed hiseyes
and didn’'t move.

“Mmmmm,” shesaid in that dow, sweet voice. ‘' You smel likedesre. | canfed it curling off your skin.
Poor little thing, dl frustrated and wanting. | could help you with that.”’

Shanedidn’t open hiseyes. ** Get away fromme.”’

The vampire' s hand shot out to dam hard againgt the shelves next to Shane’ s head. The entire structure
rocked unsteadily, but didn’t quite go over. “*Don’t be rude, Shane Collins. Yes, | know who you are.
Y ou've been looking usup, so | did alittle reading al on my own. Y ou’ ve got daddy problems, don’t
you? | understand. | have thosg, too. | could tell you all about it, if you come with me. It'd be niceto
have a strong man to tell my troublesto.”

Asquickly asit had come, her anger was gone, and she was back to the vampire sex kitten she’ d been
back at the Glass House, running her pae fingers down Shane' s collarbone, over hischest. . . .

‘| said go away,”” Shane said, and opened hiseyesto Stare at her face. ** Not interested, leech.”

““My name' s Y sandre, honey. Not leech, bitch, or bloodsucker. And if you want to survive my visit to
this cesspoal of atown, you'll learn to call me by my name, Shane.”” Her paelips curled into asmile.
“*Or if you want other peopleto surviveit. Now, let’ sbefriends.”

She leaned forward and brushed her lipslightly againgt Shan€e's, and Claire saw him shudder and go
completely still. Y sandre laughed, reached past him, and plucked a bag of baked chips from the rack.
“Mmmm,” shesad. *‘ Sdty. Tel your girlfriend | like the taste of her lip gloss.”

She waked away. Shane and Claire stayed frozen where they were until she was out of sight, and then
Claire rushed to him. When she put her hand on him, heflinched, just alittle.

““Don’t touch me,”” he said. His voice was hoarse, and the vein in histhroat was begting very, very fast.
““I don’t want—""’

“* Shane—it'sme, it' sClaire—"’

He reached out for her then, like adrowning man clutching alife raft, and his strength shocked her ashe
pulled her in. His head bent, and she felt the weight of it resting on her shoulder. The feverish, damp heat
of hisforehead againgt her neck.

She fdt the shudder go through him, just one, just enough to tell her how horribly wrong hefelt.

“*God,”” shewhispered, and gently stroked his hair. It was wet underneath, matted with sweet. **What



did shedo toyou?’

He shook his head without raising it from her shoulder. He couldn’t, or wouldn’t, say it. His chest rose
and fell, taking in breaths that felt like gasps but were too deep for that, and after what seemed like afull
minute, Shane s body began to relax, uncoiling from that awful tengon.

When he pulled back, she expected to get alook at his expresson, but he turned away so fast it wasjust
ablur—wounded dark eyesin astark, pale mask. He looked down at the chips he was holding, and
dropped them on the floor as he walked away.

Claire quickly put them back on the shelf and followed. He kept going, right past the registers. She
shelled out cash to the impatient cashier for the hamburger, grabbed the plastic bag, and hurried out into
the lamplit darkness after her boyfriend.

He was aready unlocking the car and getting in. Shewas Hlill at |east a dozen feet away when he Sarted
the car with aroar, and she saw the flare of brake lights as he shifted into gear.

For a heart-stopping second Claire thought he was going to ped out and drive away, leaving her therein
the dark, but he waited. She opened the passenger door and got in. Shane didn’t move.

“*Areyou okay?’ she asked.

Hedidn't so much aslook at her.

He put the car in gear and burned rubber on the way out of thelot.

Chapter 4

Shane went straight to his room, and didn’t come down again for the dinner that Eve made— spaghetti
with meat sauce, light on the garlic for the sake of the vampire at the table. It was probably delicious, but
Claire couldn’t taste athing. She couldn’t keep her mind off the white, rigid set of Shane' sface, and the
panic and loathing in his eyes. She didn’t understand what had happened, and she knew he didn’t want
to be asked. Not now.

“Wdl?’ Evetwirled spaghetti around her fork as she stared at Claire. **How isit?’

“*Oh—fantastic,”” Claire said, with so much enthusiasm she knew nobody wasfooled. Shesighed. “‘I'm
sorry. It sjust—""

Eve pointed above their heads. ‘* The dean of the drama department?”’

Michael looked up &t her, and for asecond Claire saw the blue of hiseyesflicker. **He sgot his
reasons,’’ hesaid. ‘‘Letit go, Eve”’

“*Pardon me, but that boy can make a paper cut seem likeamorta wound. .. ."’

“| sad letit go.”” Michael snapped it thistime, and there was unmistakable command in hisvoice. Eve
stopped twirling spaghetti. Stopped doing everything except watching him with narrowed, kohl-rimmed
eyes.

“Let’'sreview,” shesaid, and put the fork carefully down on anapkin. ** Y ou got al divaand decided
you were too busy to go to the store. Next, Shane threw a tantrum and stomped up to hisroom to put on
aone-man pity party. And now you' re ordering me around like you own me. Arewe under a
testosterone storm warning?’

“Eve’

“I"'m not finished. Y ou may think that growing apair of fangs makes you the boss around here, but you' d
better check your playlist. Y ou' re on the serioudy wrong track.”’

““Eve’”’ Michad leaned forward, and Claire caught her breath. His eyeswere dl wrong, his movements
too fast, and she caught aflash of teeth that were too white, too sharp.

Eve pushed her chair back from the table, picked up her bowl, and walked into the kitchen without a
backward glance.

Michael put hishead in his hands. ** Chrigt, what just happened?’

Claire swalowed. She tasted nothing but meta, asif she’ d tried to chew the fork instead of the food. Her
whole body felt cold, aching with theneedto do . . . something.

Shetook Michael’ s bowl, stacking it with her own. “‘I’ll clean up,” she said.

Michadl’ s hand closed around her wrist. She didn’t darelook up at him. At close range, she didn’t want
to see the changesin his eyes, the ones Eve had seen so clearly.



““| wouldn't hurt any of you. Y ou believe me, right?’

She heard the sudden doubt in hisvoice.

“Sure’”’ shesad. ‘It sjus—Muichad, | don’t think you redlly know what you are yet. What' s changing
insde you. Eve thinksthat showing you our weaknessisabad idea. | don’t think she’ swrong about
that.”

Michael waswatching her asif he' d never actually seen her before. Asif she' d changed right before his
gyes, from achild to an equd.

She swallowed hard. That was a powerful look, and it wasn't the vampire part of him—it wasthe
Michadl part. The part she admired, and loved.

““No,” hesaid softly. **1 don't think she’ swrong, either.”” He touched Claire' s cheek gently. **What
happened to Shane?’

““You don't think it wasjust another pity party, like Eve?’

Michael had never looked so0 serious, shethought. *‘No,” hesaid. “* And | think he may need help. But |
don't think he'd take it from me right now.”’

“I’'m not sure he'll take it from me, ether,” Claire said.

Michael took the platesfrom her. ** Don’'t underestimate yoursdlf.”’

Shane' sroom was dark, except for the dim glow that came in from the distant streetlights. Claire eased
the door open and, in the stripe of warm hdlway light, saw hisfoot and part of hisleg. Hewaslying on
the bed. She shut the door, took adow, calm bregth, and walked to sit down next to him.

Hedidn't move. As her eyes adjusted, she saw that his eyes were open. He was staring at the celling.
““You want to talk about it?’ she asked. No answer. He blinked; that was dl. ** She got to you, didn’t
she? Somehow, she got to you.”’

For along few seconds, she thought he was just going to lie there and ignore her, but then he said, ** They
get ingde your head, thereally strong ones. They can make you—fed things. Want things you don’t
really want. Do thingsyou’ d never do. Most of them don’t bother, but the ones that do—they’ re the
worst.”’

Claire reached out in the darkness, and his hand met hers midway—cool at first, then growing warm
where their skin touched.

““I don’t want her, Claire,”’ he said. ** But she made me want her. Y ou understand?’

“*It doesn't matter.”

“*It does. Because now that she' sdoneit once, it’sgoing to be easy for her to do it again.”” Hisfingers
tightened on hers, hard enough to make her wince. “*Don't try to stop her. Or me, if it comesto that. |
haveto handle thismysdf.”

“Handleit how?’

“Any way | can,”’ Shane said. He shifted over on the bed. ** Y ou’re shivering.”’

Was she? She honestly hadn't redlized, but the room felt cold, cold and full of despair. Shane wasthe
only bright thinginit.

She stretched out facing him. Too close, she thought, for her dad’s comfort, if he' d seen them, even
though they were only holding hands.

Shane reached down on the other side of the bed, found a blanket, and threw it over both of them. It
amelled like—well, like Shane, like his skin and hair, and Claire felt arush of warmth go through her as
she breathed it in. She moved closer to him under the covers, partly to get warm, and partly—partly
because she needed to touch him.

He met her hafway, and their bodies pressed together with every curve and hollow. Their intertwined
fingers curled in on one another. Even though they were close enough to kiss, they didn’t—it wasakind
of intimacy that Clairewasn't used to, being thiscloseand just . . . being. Shane freed his hand from hers
and brushed stray locks of hair back from her eyes. He traced her dightly parted lips.
““You'rebeautiful,” hesad. **“When | first saw you, | thought—I thought you were too young to be on
your own here, in thistown."

"Not now?"

Y ou' ve made it through better than most of us. But if | could get you to leave this place, | would.”



Shane' s smilewas dim and crooked and allittle broken, in the shadows. ‘| want you to live, Claire. |
needyoutolive.”

Her fingerstouched the warm fringe of hishair. *‘1’'m not worried about me,”” she said.

““You never are. That’smy point. | worry about you. Not just because of the vampires—because of
Jason. He' s till out there somewhere. And—'" Shane paused for asecond, asif he couldn’t quite get the
rest of it out. ** And there’ sme, too. Y our parents might be right. I might not be the best—""’

She moved her fingersto put them over his mouth, over those soft, strong lips. ‘1 won't ever stop
trusting you, Shane. Y ou can’'t make me.”’

A shaky laugh out of the dark. ** My point exactly.”’

“That' swhy I’'m staying here,”” Clairesad. ‘*With you. Tonight.”’

Shanetook in adeep breath. ** Clothes stay on.””’

“Mostly,” she agreed.

“*Y ou know, your parentsrealy areright about me.”’

Clairesighed. **No, they’ re not. Nobody knowsyou at al, 1 think. Not your dad, not even Michad!.

Y ou're adeep, dark mystery, Shane.’”’

Hekissed her for the first time since she' d entered the room, awarm press of lipsto her forehead. “*I'm
an open book.”’

Sheamiled. *‘1 like books.”

“*Hey, we ve got something in common.”

““I’m taking off my shoes.””

“‘Fine. Shoes off.”

“*And my pants.”’

“Don’'t pushit, Claire.”’

Claire woke up drowsy and utterly peaceful, and it took adow second for her to redlize that the
heavenly warmth at her back was radiating from someone ese, in the bed, with her.

From Shane.

She stopped breathing. Was he awake? No, she didn’t think so; she could fedl his dow, steady bregths.
There was addlicious, forbidden delight to this, amoment that she knew she' d carry with her even when
it was gone. Claire closed her eyes and tried to remember everything—Iike the way Shan€e' s bare chest
touched her back, warm and smooth where their skin connected. She' d negotiated for the removal of
shirts, since she' d been wearing a deeve ess camisole underneath, and Shane had wavered enough to let
it go. He' d inssted on keeping the pants, though.

She hadn’t mentioned that she' d gotten rid of the bra, though she knew he' d noticed that right off.
Dangerous, some part of her said. Y ou're going to take thistoo far. Y ou' re not ready—Why not? Why
wasn't she? Because she wasn't seventeen? What was so magic about a number, anyway? Who decided
when she was ready except her?

Shane made asound in his deep—adeep, contented sigh that vibrated through her whole body. I'll bet if
| turn around and kisshim, | could convince him. . . .

Shan€e' s hand was resting on the inward curve just above her hip, awarm loose weight, and that was
how she knew when he woke up—his hand. It went from utterly limp to careful, tensng and relaxing but
not moving from its spot.

She could fed eachindividud finger on her skin.

She stayed very ill, keeping her bresthing dow and steady. Shane' s hand dowly, gently moved up her
sde, bardly skimming, and then he moved away from her and sat up, facing away toward the window.
Clarerolled toward him, holding the blanket at neck level.

“*Good morning,”” she said. Her voice sounded drowsy and dow, and she saw adice of hisfaceashe
turned dightly toward her. Sunlight glimmered warm on his bare skin, like he' d been dusted in gold.
“*Good morning,”’ he said, and shook his head. **Man. That was stupid.”’

Not at dl what she was thinking. Shane got up, and she gulped at the way his blue jeansrode low on his
hips, the way his bones and muscles curved together and begged to be touched—

“*Bathroom,”” he blurted, and moved amost asfast as avampire getting out of there. Claire sat up,



waiting, but when he didn’t come back, she dowly began to assemble her clothes again. Bra, clicked
back into place. Camisole neat and demure, if wrinkled. She' d kept her jeans on. Her hair looked like
she' d combed it with a blender—she was still messing with it when she heard Eve' strademark heavy
shoes clopping down the hallway outside, passing Shane sdoor, going al the way to the end.

To Claire sown room.

Oh, damn.

Eve hammered on the door. ** Claire?’

Claire dipped out of Shane' sroom quietly, trying not to look obvious about it, and made sure shewas
severa gepsinto neutrd territory before she said, **What isit?’

Eve, who' d opened up Claire’ sdoor and was looking inside, whirled so fast she dmost overbaanced.
She was ultra-Goth today—deep purple dress with skull patterns, black-and-white striped tights, a
death’ s-head choker. Her hair was up in one scary-looking spiked ponytail, and her makeup was the
usual rice paper and dead black, with the addition of dark cherry lipstick.

““Where' d you comefrom?’ she asked. Claire gestured vaguely toward the staircase. “‘| just came from
there.”’

“*Bathroom,”” Claire said. And got afrown, but Evelet it go.

“It'sMichadl,” shesaid. ‘*He sgone.”’

‘*Gonetowork?’

“*No, gone. Asin, hetook off in the middle of the night and didn’t tell me where he was going, and he
hasn’t come back. | checked—he' s not at the music store. I’'m worried, especialy—'" Eve strain of
thought switched tracks, and her eyes widened. ** Oh my God, are you wearing the same thing you had
on yesterday? Y ou' re not doing the walk of shame, are you? Because | totally cannot face your parentsif
you are.”’

““No, no, it'snot likethat—"" Claire felt ahot blush work itsway up from her neck to vividly light up her
face. ‘| just—we were talking, and we fdll adeep. | swear, wedidn’t, um—""

““Yeah, you' d better not have ummed, becauseif you did, that would be—'" Eve struggled not to smile.
““That would be bad.”’

““I know, | know. But we didn’t. And we aren’t going to until—"" Until | can convince him it's okay.
“*“Whatever. About Michag—what do you want to do?’

“*Go ask some questions. Common Groundsis aplace to start, much as| hate it; Sam’s probably there,
or we can leave amessage for him. | heard he' sback out in public again.”” Sam was Michad’s
grandfathe— and avampire. He' d nearly been staked dead, and it had taken Amelie’ shelp to save him.
But he' d been left weak. Claire was glad to hear that he was better— Sam was, she felt, one of the best
of the vampires. One she could trust. **Wel? Are we going or what?’

Shane gtill hadn’t come out of the bathroom. ** Five minutes,” Claire said, resigned. No chance of a hot
shower, or even clean clothes—the best she had available were cleanish, and not dept in. She might be
ableto find that last-picked pair of underwear hiding in adrawer. . . .

Therewas aknock downgtairs at the front door. An authoritative, urgent sort of knock. It was Htill early,
and the number of drop-in visitorsin Morganville was generdly pretty smal anyway; Claire dragged the
least wrinkled of the two T-shirts over her head, pulled on the fresh underwear and old jeans, and hurried
out into the hall till zipping up. Eve was ahead of her, dready going down the stairs, and as Claire
passed the bathroom, Shane opened the door and stuck hiswet head out. **What’ s going on?’

““Don’'t know!"’ she shot back, and hurried after Eve.

What was going on was the delivery of an envelope, which Eve had to sign for. Assheturned it over,
Claire made out the name, negtly written in an antiquely beautiful hand: Mr. Shane Collins. There was
even adecorative little flourish undernesth his name. The envelope was heavy cream-colored paper. On
the back flap there was agold sed with somekind of shield onit.

Evelifted it to her nose, sniffed, and raised her eyebrows. **Wow,”” she sad. ** Expensive perfume.”
Shewaved it in Claire sdirection, and she caught ahint of the dark, musky fragrance—full of promise
and danger.

Shane padded downdtairs, barefoot and wearing only his jeans except for the towel draped around his



neck. He dowed as they both turned toward him. **What?’

Eve held up the envelope. ** Mr. Shane Collins””’

Hetook it from her fingers, frowned at it, and then ripped open the back flap. Inside was afolded card
of the same expensive cream paper, with raised black printing. Shane looked at it for along second, then
put it back in the envelope and handed it back to Eve. **Burnit,”’ he said.

And then he went upgtairs.

Evelogt no timedigging the card out, and since she did, Claire didn’t fedl too guilty about reading over
her shoulder.

Y ou have been summoned to attend amasked ball and feast to celebrate the arrival of Elder Bishop, on
Saturday the twentieth of October, at the Elders Council Hall at the hour of midnight.

You will attend at the invitation of thelady Y sandre, and are required to accompany her &t her pleasure.
““Who'sYsandre?’ Eve asked.

Claire was too busy worrying about the phrase at her pleasure.

They located Sam Glass a Common Grounds, Sitting and talking with two others Claire didn’t recognize,
but Eve clearly did, from the nods they exchanged. Humans, because they were wearing bracelets. They
said their good-byes and cleared the chairsfor Eve and Claire.

Sam looked alot like Michael—alittle older, maybe, with adightly wider chin. He had red hair to
Michedl’ s bright gold, but asmilar build and height.

That had nearly gotten him killed, not so long ago, when he' d taken a stake meant for Michadl. He till
looked drawn, Claire thought—tired, too. But his smile was genuine as he nodded hisgreeting. ‘‘ Ladies,
" hesad. *‘It'sgood to see you. Eve, | didn’t think you’ d ever comein here again, not voluntarily.
“‘Believeme, if it wasn't for you, | wouldn’t,’” she said, and tapped dark purple fingernails on the
scarred tablein agitation. ** Do you know where Michadl is?’

Sam’sginger eyebrowsrose. ‘*He snot a work?’

“‘Heleft last night, didn’t say where he was going. We haven't seen him, and he' s not a work. So?
|deas?’

“*Nothing good,”” Sam said, and sat back in hischair. ** Does he have hiscar?’

““Yeah, asfar as| know. Why?’

“*GPS. All of our cars are trackable.”

““Wow, good to know in case | ever go into the grand-theft-auto business around here,’” Eve said.
““Who' s got the supersecret-spy tracking gear, and how do | get my handson it?’

“Youdon't,” Samsaid. *‘I'll teake care of it.”’

“*Soon?’

‘““Assoon asl| can.”

“But | need to find him! What if he s—"" Eve leaned even closer, dropping her voice to awhisper.
““What if someone hashim?’

“Who?’

““Bishop!”’

Sam’s eyes widened, and all over the coffee shop, other heads snapped up. Mostly vampires, Claire
thought, who knew the name, or at least knew of it. And who could hear awhisper across a crowded
room.

“Quiet,” Samsad. ‘‘Eve, Stay out of it. It'snothing for any of you to get involved in. It's our business.”’
“*It'sour business, too. The guy wasin our house. He threatened us, dl of us’’ Evesaid. **Can't you
find out right now? Because otherwise I’m going to cal up Homeland Security and tell them that we' ve
got awhole bunch of terrorists skulking around in the dark.””

“Youwouldn't.””

“*Oh, | sowould. With glee. And I’ d tell them to bring tanning beds and conduct interviews at noon out
intheparking lot.”

Sam shook hishead. *‘Eve—""

Eve dammed her hand down on the table. It sounded like a gunshot, and every head turned in their
direction. “‘I’'m not kidding, Sam!”’



“Yes youare’’ hesad, ddiberately quiet. ** Because if you were serious, you would be making athreat
against people who control the destiny of your next heartbesat, and that would be very, very stupid. Now,
say you' Il let me handlethis.”

Eve sdark eyesdidn’t blink. ** Isthis about Bishop? Why is he here? What' s he doing? Why are you so
scared of him?”

Sam stood up, and there was something remote and cold about him just then. Something that reminded
Claire, very grongly, that hewasavampirefirst.

““Go home,”’ hesaid. “‘I'll find Michael. | doubt he’ sin any trouble, and | doubt it has anything to do
with Bishop.”

Eve stood up, too, and for thefirst time, Claire saw her as an adult—awoman, facing him on equal
terms.

““You'd better beright,” she said softly. ** Because if anything happensto Michadl, that won't be the end
of it. | swear to that.”’

Sam watched them all the way out of the coffee shop. So did everyone else. Some of them looked
worried; some looked glegful. Some looked angry.

But nobody ignored the two of them asthey left. Nobody. And that was. . . unsettling.

They got in the car, and Eve started it up without aword. Clairefindly ventured aquestion. **Where are
wegoing?”

““Home,”’ Evesaid. **I’'m giving Sam a chance to keep hisword.”’

That, Claire thought, was going to involve Eve chewing the corners off the walls and pacing holesin the
floor. And Claire had absolutely no ideawhat to do to help her.

But that was basically what friendswerefor . . . to be there to keep you from doing the crazy.

They’ d been home for exactly one hour when the phone rang. Shane was sitting next to the phone—

he' d appropriated the place, because he was worried Eve would keep picking up the receiver to check
the line—and answered on thefirst chime. **GlassHouse,"’ he said, and listened. Claire watched every
musclein hisbody go tense and 4ill. ** Go screw yourself.”

And he hung up.

Claire and Eve both gaped a him. **What the hell—?’ Eve blurted, and lunged for the phone. She
flicked the contact switch.

“* Star axty-nine,”’ Claire suggested. ** Shane—who wasit?’

Hedidn't answer. He crossed hisarms over his chest. Evefranticaly punched in the code. ‘It sringing,
" she said—and then, like Shane, she went till.

She sank downin achair.

“*Should' veleftit done’” Shanesaid.

Eve closed her eyes, and her shouldersdumped. ** Yeah, I'm here” shesaid tightly. *“What isit,
Jason?’

Claire caught Shane'slook, and she must have seemed suspicioudy in the know, because he frowned at
her. **Have you seen him?’ Shane asked.

Truth, or lie?**Yes,” Claire said, even though that definitely wasn’t the path of least resstance. ‘| saw
him yesterday morning on the way to school. He said hewanted to talk to Eve.”

Oh, that look. It could have melted stedl. ** And you forgot about chatting with the local serid killer?
Swest, Claire. Very smart.”

| didn’t forget. I—never mind.”” There was no explaining the vibe she had gotten from Jason, not to
Shane, whose most vivid memories of thelittle creep had to do with Jason sinking aknife into hisguts.
“I'msorry. | should have told you.”’

Eve made a shushing motion at them and hunched over the phone, listening hard. **He said what? You're
not serious. You can't be serious.”’

Apparently, hewas. Eve listened another few seconds, and then said, ** Okay, then. No, | don’t know.
Maybe. Bye.”’

She put the phone back in the cradle and stared at it. Her face looked frozen.

“Eve?’ Clareasked. ‘“What isit?’



““My dad,” Evesad. ‘‘He s—he' ssck. He' sin the hospital. They don’t think—they don’t think he's
going to makeit. It'shisliver.”

“*Oh,”” Claire whispered, and leaned across the table to take Eve sright hand. **I’'m sorry.”’

Eve sfingerswere cool and limp. ** Y eah, well—he asked for it, you know? My dad was an ugly drunk,
and he—me and Jason didn’'t exactly have the greatest childhood.”” She locked gazes with Shane. ** Y ou
know.”’

He nodded. He took her |eft hand and stared at the table. ** Our dads were drinking buddies
sometimes,”’ he said. *‘But Eve' swasworse. Lotsworse.””’

Claire, having met Shane sdad, couldn’t redly imagine that. ** How long—7?"’

“* Jason said acouple of days, maybe. Not long.”” Eve' seyesfilled with tearsthat didn’t fall. ** Son of a
bitch. What does he expect from me, anyway? To come running and sit there and watch him die?”’
Shane didn’t answer. Hedidn't lift hishead. Hejust . . . sat. Claire had no ideawhat to do, how to act,
s0 shefollowed his example. Eve' s hands suddenly closed on theirs, hard.

““Hethrew meout,” shesaid. ‘‘Hetold methat if | didn’t let Brandon fang me, | couldn’t be his
daughter. Well, so he' sdying, boohoo. | don’t care.””’

Y es, you do, Claire wanted to say, but she couldn’t. Eve was trying to convince hersdlf, that was al, and
in about thirty seconds she shook her head, and the tears broke free to run in dirty streaks down her pale
fece.

“I'll takeyou,” Shane said quietly. ** That way, you don't have to stay unless you want to.”’

Eve nodded. She couldn’t seem to get her breath. **1 wish—Michag—""

Claire remembered, with ashock, that they were still waiting for Sam’'scall. “*I'll stay,” shesaid. **I'll
cdl youwhen | hear from Sam. I'll get Michadl to comethere, okay?’

“‘Okay,” Evesaid weakly. ‘‘|—need my purse, | guess.”’

She swiped at her eyes and walked into the other room. Shane looked at Claire, and she wondered what
al thiswas bringing up for him—memories of hisfather, of his dead mother and sigter, of afamily he
didn’t redly even have anymore.

Y ou'readeep, dark mystery, she’d said to him, and now, more than ever, that wastrue.

“Takecareof her,” Claresad. ‘' Cdl meif you need anything.”’

Hekissed her on the lips, and in afew minutes she heard the front door bang shut. Locks clicked. Claire
sat by the phone and waited.

She drardly felt so done.

The phone rang after ten minutes. **He' s coming home,”” Sam said, and hung up. No explanation.

Claire gritted her teeth and settled in to wait.

It took another twenty minutes for Michadl’s car to pull into the driveway. He crossed the short distance
from garage to back door in afew fast strides, covering his head with ablack umbrelaheleft by the
seps. Even then, when he entered the kitchen, Claire smelled afaint burned reek coming from him, and
he was shivering.

His eyeslooked hollow and exhausted.

““Michagl? Y ou okay?’

“Fine’’ hesaid. *‘| need tores, that'sall.”’

“*|—where were you? What happened?’

“I waswith Amelie.”” He scrubbed his hands over hisface. *‘ Look, there salot going on. | should have
left anote for you guys. I'm sorry. I'll try to keep you in the loop next time—""

“‘Eve sat the hospitd,”” Claire blurted. *‘Her dad' sdying.”’

Michad dowly straightened. “*What?’

“* Something about hisliver, | guess because of hisdrinking. Anyway, they say he' sdying. She and Shane
went to seehim.”” Claire studied him for afew seconds. ‘| told her I'd call when you got home. If you
don't want to go—""

““No. No, I’ll go. She needs—"" He shrugged. ** She needs people who love her. It' s going to be hard,
facing her parents.”

“Yeah,” Claireagreed. ** She seemed upset.”” Of course she was upset. What astupid thing to say. **|



think she'd likeit if you were therefor her.”

“I'will be”” Michadl raised his eyebrows. **What about you? Y ou okay to stay here?’

Claire glanced at the clock on thewadll. ** Could you drop me off somewhere?’

“Where?’

““I need to see Myrnin. Sorry, but | promised.”’

Not that visiting her crazy vampire mentor was going to be any more pleasant than going to the hospita.

Chapter 5

Someone had done amakeover on Myrnin’scell, and it wasn't Claire; she' d thought about it, but she
hadn’t been sure about what Amelie would alow him to have.

So when she stepped through the doorway from the laboratory to the cells, where the sickest and most
disturbed vampires of Morganville were warehoused, she was surprised to see the glow of dectric light
coming fromtheend. . . from Myrnin'scell. As she got closer, she noted other things. Music. Something
classical was playing softly, from astereo set up outside the bars. There was atelevision, aswell,
currently turned off.

Myrnin’s cdl, which had been as bare asamonk’ sin the beginning, was floored with aplush,
expensve-looking Turkish rug. His narrow cot had been replaced with a much more comfortable bed.
There were books stacked waist-high in the corners of the cell.

Myrnin was lying on the bed, hands folded across his ssomach. He looked young—as young as Michad,
really—but there was something indefinably old about him, too. Long, curling black hair, asense of style
far out-of-date. He was dressed in a blue silk dressing gown with dragons on it—neat and clean.
Someone had been here before her to take care of him. She fdlt guilty.

Hiseyesdidn't open, but hesaid, ‘*Hdllo, Claire.”

“*Hi.”” She hung back, watching him. He seemed cam enough, but Myrnin wasn't dl that predictable.
““How areyou?’

“‘Bored,” hesaid, and laughed. ‘*Bored, bored, bored. | had no ideaacell could be such aprison.”
His eyes opened, and his pupilswere huge. There was afey look in his eyesthat made the skin along her
backbone shiver and tighten.

“Did you bring me anything to eat? ' he asked. ** Someone juicy?’

Hewas definitdy not right. She hated it when he got thisway—crud and lazy, willing to say or do
anything. It was asif the Myrnin sheliked had just . . . disappeared, leaving behind nothing but the dark
el

Myrnin dithered off his bed, boneless and silent asareptile. He took hold of the barsin hiswhite, strong
fingersand fixed his black-hole eyes on her face.

“*Swest, sweet Claire,” he murmured. ** So brave, to come here. Come on, Claire. Come closer. You'll
haveto if you want to help.”’

He smiled, and even though he wasn't showing vampire teeth, she felt the predator’ s breath on the back
of her neck.

1 have some new medicine,”’ she said, and set her backpack down. She unzipped it and took out the
bottle with the crystals—a plagtic bottle, thankfully, so she could throw it without fear of breakage. She
tossed it underhand through the bars of the cage. It skidded to a stop against Myrnin’s paefeet. ‘| need
you to takeit, Myrnin.”’

Hedidn't even bend down for it. “*I don’t think | like your tone,”” he said. ** Y ou don’t order me, dave. |
order you.”’

“I’'m not your dave.”

“You're property.”’

Claire opened up her backpack, took out the dart gun that Dr. Mills had given her, and shot him.
Myrnin staggered back, staring down at his ssomach, and brushed hisfingers over the yellow bristle of a
hypodermic dart. ** Y ou little bitch,”” he said, and sat down heavily on the bed.

Hiseyesrolled back asthe drug ddivered itself into his bloodstream, and he dumped back flat on the
mattress.



‘I may beabitch, but I’'m not your property,”’ Claire said. She didn’t move from where she stood as
she loaded a second dart, just in case. She watched his body as his muscles twitched and contracted,
then rlaxed. *“Myrnin?’

His eyes blinked, and she saw the pupils begin to shrink down to normal-sized black dots. **Claire?’ He
reached down and pulled the dart from his sscomach. **Ouch.”” He examined the dart curioudy, then laid
it carefully aside. ** That wasinteresting.”’

Wéll, he sounded saner, anyway. ‘' How are you feding?’

“*Sore?’ He brushed hisfingers over the hedling puncture wound. ** Ashamed?’ Hisdark gaze lifted to
brush across hers. **| have thefedling I’ ve been—unpleasant.”’

“I wouldn't know,” Clairesaid. ‘I just got here. Hey, who brought you al the stuff?’

Myrnin glanced around, frowning. *‘1—to be honest, I'm not redly certain. | think it might have been one
of Ameli€ screatures.”’ Hedidn't sound at al sure. *‘1 was crud to you just now, wasn't 1?7’
“Alittle/” sheagreed. *‘But then again, | did shoot you.”’

“*Ah, yes. By theway, isthere any particular reason you shot me in the ssomach rather than the chest?”
“‘Lessbone’’ shesaid. ‘* And my hands were shaking. How are you now?’

He sighed and sat up. **Better,”” hesaid. *‘Don’'t trust me, though. We don’t know how long thiswill
last, do we?’

““No.”” Claire put the gun away, and came closer to the bars. Not close enough to grab, though.

“That' sanew formulation? In liquid?’

She nodded. *‘ It s stronger, but I’ m not sureit will last aslong. Y our body may break it down faster, so
we haveto be careful.”’

“*Start theclock,” he said. He looked down at himself and laughed softly. **My dark side dresses better
than | do.”” He stood up and reached for clothes folded neatly on atable to the side as he loosened the
tieon hisrobe. He hesitated, smiled, and raised his eyebrows. ** If you don’'t mind, Claire. .. ?’

“*Oh. Sorry.”” Claireturned her back. She didn’t like turning her back on him, even with the cell door
locked. He was better behaved when he knew she was watching. She focused on the faint, distorted
image of hisreflection onthe TV screen as he shed the dressing gown and began to pull on hisclothing.
She couldn’t see much, except that he was very pale al over. Once she was sure his pants were up, she
glanced behind her. He had his back to her, and she couldn’t help but compare him with the only other
man she' d redlly studied half-naked. Shane was broad, strong, solid. Myrnin looked fragile, but his
muscles moved like cables under that pae skin—far stronger than Shan€'s, she knew.

Myrnin turned as he buttoned his shirt. *“1t' s been awhile since a pretty girl looked a me with such
interest,”’ he said. She looked away, fedling the blush work its heat up through her neck and onto her
cheeks. ‘It'sdl right, Claire. I'm not offended.”’

She cleared her throat. ** Any side effects from the new mixture?’

“| fed warm,”” hesaid, and smiled. **How pleasant.”’

“Toowarm?’

““I havenoidea. It'sbeen solong since | felt anything likeit, I'm not sure I’ d be able to tell the
difference.”” Helooped his hands loosdly around the bars. **How long are you going to wait?’
“Thefirgt time, we wait until the effects start to fade, so we can have agood basdline and we' [l know
how longit’ll dlow you to be out. Safdly.”

“Andyou’'ll keep your dart pistol reedy at al times, yes?’ He leaned casually againgt the bars, elegant
and rlaxed. Therewas till afaint glow in hiseyes, just alittle unsettling. **What shal wetalk about,
then? How are your studies, Claire?’

She shrugged. “* Y ou know.”’

“They'reill too smple, | would expect.”

“*See?Youdo know.” Clare hestated. ‘*We have vistorsin town.”’

“Vigtors?’ Myrnin didn’'t seem overly interested. ‘* Isit homecoming dready?Why on earth Amelie
tolerates these human traditions, I'll Smply never understand—""

“Vampirevidtors,’’ shesad. That got hisfull attention.

For afrozen second, he didn’t spesk, only stared, and then he said, low in histhroat, ‘* In the name of



God, who?’ Hisfingerstightened on the bars, squeezing so tightly she was afraid his bones might snap.
Or the sedl. “*“Who?’

She hadn’t expected that reaction. **Hisnameis Bishop,”” shesaid. *‘He sayshe’'sAmdlie sfather—’
Myrnin’s face went as ill and pale asaplaster mask. **Bishop,”’ he repeated. ** Bishop’ s—here. No. It
can't be”” Hetook in addiberate breath—one he didn’t need—and let it dowly out. His hands relaxed
onthebars. **You said vistors. Plurd.”’

“*He brought two people with him. Y sandre and Frangois.”’

Myrnin said something soft and vicious under hisbreath. **I know them both. What' s happened since his
ariva?What doesAmdiesay?’

‘* She said we should stay out of it. So do Sam and Oliver, for that matter.”’

“*Has she made any public announcements? I's she planning any public events?’

“*Shanegot aninvitation,” shesaid. ** To somekind of bal. He—it sayshehasto go as Y sandre's
escort.”’

“Jesy,”” Myrninsaid. ** She' sdoing it. She' s acknowledging his status with awel come feast.”

““What does that mean?’

Myrnin suddenly rattled the bars. *‘Let me out. Now.”’

Claire swalowed. *‘I—can’t, I'm sorry. Y ou know how thisworks. Thefirst time we test anew
formulation you haveto say—"

“Now,” he snarled, and his eyestook on that terrifying vampire sheen. **Y ou have no ideawhat's
happening out there, Claire! We can’'t afford to be cautious.””

“Then tell mewhat’sgoing on! Please! | want to help!’’

Myrnin visibly controlled himsdif, et go of the bars, and sat down on the bed. *“ All right. Sit down. I’ll try
toexplan.”

Claire nodded. She pulled over asted industria chair—Ileft over from thisfacility’ suse asaprison, she
thought—and took a seat hersdlf. ** Tell me about Bishop.”

“You'vemet him?’ Claire nodded. ‘* Then you aready know al you need to know. He s not like the
vampires you’' ve met here, Claire, not even the worst of us. Amelie and | are modern predators, tigersin
the jungle. Bishop isfrom afar colder, harder time. A Tyrannosaurusrex, if you will.”’

“But heredly isAmdie sfaher?’

Myrnin’sturn to nod. **Hewasawarlord. A murderer on ascale that you would find it difficult to
fathom. I—thought he was dead, many years ago. The fact that he’ s come here, now—it’ s very bad,
Clare. Very bad indeed.”

“Why?1 mean, if he sAmdli€ sfather, maybe he just wantsto see her—"’

“*He s not here for happy memories,” Myrninsad. “‘In dl likelihood, he' s here to have hisrevenge.”
“Onyou?’

Myrnin dowly shook hishead. *‘I’'m not the onewho tried to kill him,”” he said.

Claire sbreath caught. ** Amelie? Not—she couldn’t. Not her own father.”’

“*It' sbest you don't ask any more questions, little one. All you need to know isthat he hasreason to
hate Amelie—reason enough to bring him here and for him to try to destroy everything she has worked
for and accomplished.”

“* But—she' strying to save vampires. To stop the sickness. He has to understand that. He wouldn't—""
“*Y ou have no ideawhat he wants, or what he would do.”” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, the
picture of earnestness. ** Bishop comes from a time before there were concepts among vampires of
cooperation and saf-sacrifice, and he' [l have nothing but contempt for them. Asyou would say, he's
old-school evil, and dl that mattersto himishis own power. He won't tolerate Amelie having her own.”’
“*Then what do we do?’

“‘Fird, you let me out of here” hesaid. ** Ameieisgoing to need her friends around her.”’

Claire dowly shook her head. The minutes were ticking by, and Myrnin seemed stable, but she had to
abide by therules.

“Clare.”’

Shelooked up. Myrnin'sface was till and sober, and he seemed utterly in control of himself. Thiswasa



Myrnin she rarely saw—not as charming as the manic version, not asterrifying asthe angry one. A red,
ba anced person.

“‘Don't let yoursdlf be drawn into this” he said. **Humans don't exist for Bishop except as pawns, or
food.”

““I didn’t think we did for too many of you,” she said. Myrnin’s eyes widened, and he smiled.

“*You do have apoint. As aspecies, we do have an—empathy gap,”’ hereplied. **But at least we're
trying. Bishop and hisfriendswon'’t bother.”’

Theformulawas much, much better than the last one—Myrnin’ s stability lasted for nearly four long
hours, a score that delighted him amost as much asit did her. But once he' d tired, and begun diding
back into confusion and anger, Claire stopped the clock, made her notes, and checked the massive
refrigerator in the center of the prison. She thought it had probably been built as central storage for the
kitchens— kitchensthat had gotten ripped out long ago—but it had the feding of agiant, stainless-stedl
morgue.

Someone had forgotten to restock the supplies of blood inside. Claire made anote as she retrieved
supplies for Myrnin, and tossed the blood packsinto his cell. She didn’'t wait to watch him rip into them.
That dways made her sick.

The other vampires were mostly beyond conversation— silent, reduced to basic surviva ingtincts. She
loaded up a cart and made the rounds delivering the last of the blood. Some of them had enough control
left to nod asilent thanksto her; some only stared with mad, empty eyes, seeing her asjust agiant,
walking version of the blood bag.

It always gave her the creeps, but she couldn’t stand to see them starve. It was somebody ese's
responsibility to feed them and keep the cells clean—but she wasn't sure that somebody did avery good
job.

By the time shewas done, it was |ate afternoon. Claire walked to the shimmering door in the prison wall,
concentrated, and formed the portal back to Myrnin’slab. It was empty. She was tired and upset about
what Myrnin had said about Bishop, and considered resetting the porta to take her directly to the Glass
House. . . but shedidn’t like using it; it took too much out of her. She adso didn’'t want to explain to the
others about why she was stepping out of ablank wall, either.

“GuessI’mwalking,”’ she said to the empty lab. She climbed the stairsto the rickety, leaning shack that
covered the entrance, and exited into the aley behind Gramma Day’ s Founder House. It was another
mirror of the Glass House—dightly different trim, different curtainsin the windows. GrammaDay had a
front-porch swing, and she liked to sit outside with her lemonade and watch people, but she wasn't out
today. The empty swing creaked in the faint, cooling wind.

The sun gtill felt fierce, dthough the temperatures were dropping steedily, day by day; Clarewas
sweeting by the time she' d negotiated Morganvill€ stortuoudy twisted avenues and turned onto Lot
Street.

The swedt turned icy as she saw the police car parked in front of the house. Claire brokeinto arun,
dammed through the white picket fence, and pounded up the stairs. The door was shut and locked. She
fumbled out her keys and let herself in, then followed the sound of voices down the halway.

Shane was Sitting on the couch, wearing what Eve liked to cal his Asshole Face. He was staring at
Richard Morrél, who was standing in front of him. The contrast was extreme—Shane looked like he'd
forgotten he owned a hairbrush, his clothes were rumpled from sitting in alaundry basket for aweek, and
hiswhole body language screamed SLACKER.

A whole different person from the one who' d been so quietly concerned about Eve earlier.

Richard Morrdll, on the other hand, was a Morganville success story. Neat and sharp in hisdark blue
police uniform, every crease perfect, every hair at regulation length. The gun on his hip looked just aswell
cared for.

He and Shane both transferred their staresto Claire. Shefelt sweaty, disheveled, and panicked. *“What's
happened?’

“*Officer Dick dropped by to remind me I’ d missed some appointments,”’ Shane said. He had aflat,
dark look in his eyes, the kind he got when he was committed to afight. ** | wasjust telling him I'd get



aroundtoit.”

““You're months behind in donations,”” Richard said. “* Y ou're lucky it's me standing here, not somebody
alot less sympathetic. Look, | know you don't like this, and you don’t have to. What you do haveto do
is get your ass up and down to the Donation Center.”’

Shanedidn’t move. ‘Y ou going to make me, Dick?’ *‘1 don’'t understand,”” Clairesaid. **“What areyou
talking about?’

“* Shane s not paying histaxes.”

“‘Taxes—'’ It came together suddenly. The blood she'd just tossed into the cells of ravenous, maddened
vampires. Oh. **Blood donations.”’

Shane held up hiswrigt. His hospital tag, marked with ared cross, was till on. **Nobody getsto touch
me for another two weeks. Sorry.”

Richard didn't move. Hedidn’t even blink. **No, I'm sorry, but that doesn’t hold up. Y our hospital
exemption protects you from attack. It doesn’'t excuse you from civic duty.”’

“*Civicduty,” Shane mocked. ** Right. Whatever, man. Tell you what, you ddivered your message. Go
bust some crime or something. Maybe arrest your sister—she probably deservesit today, if it' saday
that endsiny.”

“*Shane,” Clairesaid, with just alittle pleading in her voice. **“Where sEve?’

“* At the hospital,” Shanesaid. ‘| left her there with Michadl. It' s pretty rough on her, but she's coping. |
came back to make sure you were okay.”’

““| am,” shesaid. Not that either of them was listening to her anymore. Richard and Shane had locked
daresagain, and it was aguy thing. A contest of wills.

“*So you' re refusing to accompany meto the Donation Center,”” Richard said. **Isthat right?’

“* "Bout thesize of it, Dick.”’

Richard reached behind his back, unhooked the shiny silver handcuffs from the snap on his belt, and held
them at hisside. Shane dtill didn’t move,

“Up,” Richard said. ** Come on, man, you know how thisis going to go. Either you end upinthe
jalhouse or you spend five minutes with aneedlein your arm.”’

““I"'m not letting any vamp eat me, not even by remote control.”’

““Not even Michad?’ Richard asked. ‘* Because when supplies run low, the younger the vampire, the
lower heisinthe priority list. Michad’ sthe last onein Morganvilleto get blood. So you' re doing nothing
but hurting your own, man.”’

Shan€' sfigts clenched, trembled, relaxed. He glanced at Claire, and she saw the mixture of rage and
shamein hiseyes. He hated this, she knew. Hated the vampires, and wanted to hate Michael but
couldn't.

“Please,”’ shewhispered. ‘* Shane, just doiit. I’ll go, too.”

““Youdon't haveto,” Richard said. ** College students are exempt.”’

“But | can volunteer, right?’

He shrugged. ‘‘Noidea.”’

Clareturned to Shane. ** Then we' Il both go.”

“The hel wewill.”” Shanefolded hisarms. ** Go on, handcuff me. I’ll bet you' re dying to usethat shiny
new Taser.”’

Claire dropped her backpack, crossed to him, and got in hisface. ** Stop,”” she hissed. **We don't have
timefor this, and | don’t need you injail right now, okay?’

He stared right into her eyes, for so long that she was afraid he was going to tell her to mind her own
business—but then he sighed and nodded. She stepped away as he stood and held out hiswriststo
Richard Morrell.

“*Guessyou' ve got me, Officer,” hesaid. ‘‘Be gentle.”’

“* Shut up, Shane. Don't make this harder than it is.”

Clairetrailed along behind, uncertain what she ought to be doing; Richard didn’t seem interested in her at
al. He used the radio clipped to his shoulder to make some kind of police call on the way down the hall,
in code. Shewasn't sure she liked that. Morganville wasn't big enough to need codes, unlessit was



something redlly nagty.
As she stopped to lock the front door behind them, abig, shiny black RV rounded the corner—so deek

it looked almost predatory. It had ared cross painted on the nose, and on the side, below its blind,
dark-tinted windows, red letters spelled out MORGANVILLE BLOODMOBILE. In cursive script
below that, it said, No appointment necessary.

Shane stopped moving. ‘*‘No,”” hesaid. **I’'m not doing that.”’

Richard used leverage to get him going again at a stumble down the steps. *‘It’ sthis or the Donation
Center. Those are your choices, you know that. | wastrying to makeit essier.”

Claire swallowed hard and hurried down the steps. She got in front of Shane, blocking his path, and met
his eyes. Hewasfurious, and scared, and something € se, something she couldn’t really understand.
“What' swrong?’

“*People get in that damn thing and don’t come out,”” he said flatly. *‘I’m not doing it. They strap you
down, Claire. They strap you down and nobody can seeinsde.”

Shefdtalittleill hersdf a the mental image. Richard Morrell’ sface was carefully blank. ** Sir?”
Hedidn't much carefor her asking him; she could tell. **| can’t give you an opinion, but one way or
another, hehasto do this.”

““What if you drive us both to the Donation Center instead?’

Richard thought about it for afew seconds, then nodded. He unhooked the radio from his shoulder again,
muttered some quiet words, and the engine on the Bloodmobile started up with asmooth hum.

It glided away like ashark, looking for prey. All of them watched it go.

““Crap, | hatethat thing,”” Shane said. Hisvoice trembled alittle.

“*“Me, t00,”” said Richard, to Claire’ ssurprise. “*‘Now get inthe car.”’

Chapter 6

The Donation Center was still open, even though it was getting dark. As Richard pulled his police cruiser
to the curb, two people Claire vaguely recognized came out, waved to each other, and set off in separate
directions. ** Does everybody come here?’ she asked.

“* Everybody who doesn’t use the Bloodmobile,” Richard answered. * Every human who' s Protected
has to donate a certain number of pints per year. Donations go to their Patron first. The rest goesto
whoever needsit. Vampires who don’t have anyone to donate for them.”’

““LikeMichad,”’ Clairesad.

“*Yeah, he' s our most recent charity project.”” Richard got out and opened the back door for her and
Shane. She did out. Shane, after a hesitation long enough to make her worry, followed. He stuck his
handsin his pockets and stared up at the glowing red cross sign above the door. The Donation Center
didn't look exactly inviting, but it wasfar lessterrifying than the Bloodmobile. For onething, therewere
bright windows that offered a clear view of aclean, big room. Framed posters on the wall—the same
kind you could find in any town, Claire thought—listed the virtues of giving blood.

“‘Doesany of it get to other humans?’ she asked as Richard held the door open for Shane. He
shrugged.

“* Ask your boyfriend,” he said. ** They used quite afew units on him after his stabbing, as| remember.
Of courseit gets used for humans. It’s our town, too.”’

“You redreaming if you redly think that,”” Shane said, and stepped inside. As Clairefollowed, shefelt a
definite change of atmosphere—not just the air, which was cool and dry, but something ese. A fedling,
barely contained, of desperation. It reminded her of the way hospitd waiting areas fdt—industrid,
impersonal, soaked with large and smdll fears. But it was still clean, well lit, and full of comfortable chairs.
Nothing at dl scary about the place. Not even the motherly-looking older lady sitting behind the wooden
desk at the front, who gave them dl the same bright, welcoming smile.

“Wadll, Officer Morredll, it' sniceto seeyou!”’

He nodded to thelady. ** Rose. Got atruant for you here.”

“*So | see. Shane Callins, isn't it? Oh, dear, I'm so sorry to hear about your mother. Tragedy has come
to your door too often.”” Shewas still smiling, but it was muted. Respectful. **Can | put you down for



two pintstoday? To make up some of what you' re behind?’

Shane nodded. His jaw was clenched, his eyes brilliant and narrowed. He wasfighting for control, Claire
thought. She dipped her fingersin hiswhere they were handcuffed behind his back.

Y ou remember me, don’'t you?’ Rose continued. ‘| knew your mother. We used to play bridge
together.”

“*I remember,”” Shane choked out. Nothing €l se. Richard raised his eyebrows, got amirrored look from
Rose, and tugged on Shane' s elbow to lead him away to one of the empty chairs. They were al empty,
Claire noticed. She' d seen acouple of people leaving the building, but nobody coming insde.

One thing about the Donation Center, they were better than most medica places about keeping their
magazines up-to-date. Claire found a brand-new edition of Seventeen and began reading. Shane sat
iffly, in sllence, and watched the single wooden door &t the end of the room. Richard Morrell chatted
with Rose a the desk, looking relaxed and friendly. Claire wondered if he came here to donate his
blood, or if he used the Bloodmobile. She supposed that whatever he chose, the vampireswouldn’t be
crazy enough to hurt him—son of the mayor, respected police officer. No, Richard Morrell was probably
safer than just about anybody in Morganville, Protected or not.

Easy for him to be relaxed.

The door at the end of the room opened, and a nurse stepped through it. Shewas dressed in bright flora
surgica scrubs, complete to the cap over her hair, and like Rose, she had anice, unthreatening smile.

** Shane Collins?’

Shanetook in adeep breath and struggled up out of his chair. Richard turned him around and unfastened
the handcuffs. ** Good behavior, Shane,’’ hesaid. ** Trust me, you don’t want to Sart trouble here.”’
Shane nodded stiffly. He glanced at Claire, then fixed his attention on the nurse who was waiting. He
walked toward her with dow, deliberate cam.

“Can| gowithhim?’ Claire asked, and Richard looked at her in surprise.

“*Claire, they’ re not going to hurt him. It' s just like blood donation anywhere ese. They stick aneedlein
your arm and give you asqueezy bdl. Orange juice and cookies at theend.”’

“*So | can donate?’

Helooked to Rosefor help.

““How old areyou, child?’

“I’mnot achild. I’'m dmost saventeen.”

““There sno legd requirement for anyone under the age of eighteen to donate blood,” Rose said.
“Butistherealaw againg it?’

She blinked, started to answer, and stopped hersalf. She pulled open adrawer and retrieved asmall
book that wastitled Morganville Blood Donations. Regulations and Requirements. After flipping afew
pages, she shrugged and looked a Richard. **I don't think thereis,”” shesaid. “‘I'vejust never had
anyone donate voluntarily at the Donation Center. Oh, we take the Bloodmobile to the university from
timeto time, but—"’

“Great,”’ Claireinterrupted. *‘1’d like to donate a pint, please.”’

Roseimmediatdly became dl business.

““Forms,”’ she said, and thumped down aclipboard and pen.

To say that Shane was surprised to see her was an understatement.

To say hewas pleased would have been alie.

As she took the couch next to his, Shane hissed, **What the hell do you think you' re doing? Are you
crazy?’

““I’'m donating blood,”” shesaid. *‘1 don't haveto, but | don't mind.”” At least, she didn’t think she
minded. She' d never actuadly doneit before, and the sight of the red tube snaking out of Shane’ sarm and
down to the collection bag was alittle bit terrifying. ** It doesn't hurt, right?’

“*Dude, they’ re sticking a big-ass needle in your vein—of courseit hurts.’” He looked pale, and she
didn't think it was dl from the fact that he was on his second pint. **Y ou can still say no. Just get up and
tell them you changed your mind.”’

The same friendly-looking nurse who' d called Shane to the back rolled up awheded stool and a cart.



“*“He sright,” shesaid. **If you don’t want to do this, you don't haveto. | saw your paperwork. You're
alittleyoung.”” The nurse' s bright brown eyes focused beyond her, to Shane, and then back again.
“*Doing it for mora support?’

“*Kind of,” Claire admitted. Her fingersfelt ice-cold, and she shivered as the nurse took her hand. *‘I’ve
never donethisbefore.”

“You'reinluck. I have. Now, I’'m going to stick your finger and run aquick test, and then we' Il get
started. Okay?’

Claire nodded. Lying on the couch seemed to have effectively sapped away her will to move. Thefinger
stick came as a sharp, bright flash, there and gone, and Claire lifted her head from the pillow to seethe
nurse using atiny glass pipette to gather blood from her fingertip. It was about five seconds, and then the
gtick was bandaged up. The nurse did some things with items on her cart, nodded in satisfaction, and
gmiled a Claire. "O negative,”” shesad. *‘ Excdlent.”

Claire gave her aweak thumbs-up. The nurse took her arm and fastened the rubber tourniquet above the
elbow. *‘ Tak to your boyfriend,” she advised. **Don’t watch.”’

Clareturned her head. Shane was staring at her with dark, intense eyes. He smiled dightly, just enough,
and shereturned it.

“*So,”” sheasked, ‘* come here often?”’

Helaughed quietly. Shefelt something hot dip into her arm, ajolt that faded to discomfort, and then tape
being applied. A ball was pressed into her hand, and the tight pressure of the tourniquet snapped loose.
“*Squeeze,’ thenurse said. **You'regood to go.”’

Surprised, Claire glanced down. She had athing in her arm, and a tube, and there was red running
throughit. . ..

Her head fdll back againgt the pillow, and she couldn’t hear for the dark buzzing insde her skull. She
thought someone was calling her name, but for the moment that didn’t seem very important. Shetried to
breathe, dowly and steadily, and after what seemed like hours, the buzzing faded, and the world took on
edges and bright colors again. There was a poster on the ceiling overhead, one of akitten sttingina
tea-cup, looking adorable. Shefixed on it and tried not to think about the blood that was draining out of
her. Thisiswhat it' slike, she couldn’t help but redlize. Thismust be what Michael felt when Oliver was
draining hisblood. Thisiswhat al those people fed when the vampireskill them.

It was only alittle piece of degth, hardly enough to maiter.

The nurse dipped awarm blanket over her, smiled down, and said, **It's okay. Y ou’ re not thefirst to
pass out. That'swhy the seats recline, honey.”

Claire hadn’t passed out, not redly, but she wasn't fegling her best, either. The nurserolled her cart and
stool around to Shane.

““Done,”’ she announced, and Clairetried to turn her head that way, but she didn’t want to seethe
needle coming out any more than she’ d wanted to seeit go in. Squeamish. She was squeamish about
needles, and she’ d never redlized that before. Funny.

A warm hand covered hers, and when she opened her eyes, she saw that Shane was standing next to
her, pale and hollow-eyed but upright.

“*Shane,’’ thenursesaid. ** Go get somejuice.”

““When she'sdone,”” he said.

The nurse must have redlized there was no arguing about it, because she kicked her wheeled stool over
tohim. “* Then at least St down. | really don’t want to be picking you up off thefloor.”

It probably took lesstimethan it felt, but Claire was desperately glad when the nurse came back to
remove the needle and apply bandages. She didn’t look at the blood bag. The nurse said something nice,
and Clairetried to respond in kind but wasn't absolutely sure what came out of her mouth. Shane led her
to the next room, which was asitting areawith a plasmatel evision tuned to a news channd, juice and
sodas and water, and trays of crackers and cookies and fruit. Claire took an orange and a bottle of
water. Shane went straight for the sugar shock—Coke and cookies.

Claire rubbed her fingers over the purple stretch bandage around her elbow. *‘Isit dwayslike that?’
“Likewhat? " Shane mumbled around amouthful of chocolate chips. ‘* Scary? Guess so. They try to



makeit nice, but | never forget whose mouth that blood endsupin.”’

Shefdt asurge of nausea, and stopped peding her orange. Suddenly, the thick pulpy smell was
overwheming. She chugged some water instead, which went down cool and heavy as mercury.

““They useit for the hospitas, though,”” she said. ** For accident victims and things like that.”’

“*Sure. Reusing the leftovers.”” Shane crammed another cookie into hismouth. *‘1 hate this shit. | swore
I’d never do it, but herel am anyway. Tell meagainwhy | stay in thistown?”

“They'll hunt you down if you leave?’

“*Good reason.”” He dusted crumbs from hisfingers. She peeled the rest of her orange, broke loose a
dice, and aeit with methodica determination—not hungry, no gr, but well aware she was dtill shaky.
She ate three more dices, then passed Shanethe rest.

““Wait,” shesad. He paused in the act of biting into the orange. ** Y ou’ ve never done this before, have
you? | mean, you left town before you were eighteen, so you didn’'t have to. And then you' ve ducked it
snce coming back. Right?’

““Damn draight.”” He finished the orange and chugged the rest of his Coke.

“*So you' ve never been ingde the Bloodmohile.”’

“l didn’'t say that.”” Shane got that grim look again. ** | went with my mother once—didn’'t haveto
donate, but she wanted me to get used to the idea. | was fifteen. They dragged in this guy—he was
crazy, out of his head. Strapped him down and sarted draining him. They hustled the rest of us out of
there, but when weleft, he was till there. | watched. They drove away with him. Nobody ever saw him
agan.”

Claire swallowed more water. She felt wesk, but she wanted out of here. The comfortable room felt like
atrap, awindowless, airless box. She tossed the rest of her water and the orange pedl in the trash. Shane
three-pointed his Coke can and took her hand.

“IsEvegoing to stay at the hospital?’ she asked.

““Not al night. It's pretty uncomfortable; her dad’ s sobered up, and he' s doing the amends thing.”’
Shane’ s mouth twisted. He clearly didn’t think much of that. **Her mom just Sitsthere and cries. She
awayswas practically abag of wet tissues.”

Y ou don't like them much.”’

““Youwouldn't, either.”

““Any sgn of Jason?”’

Shane shook hisheed. ** If he/ s showing up to do hisfamily duty, he's sneaking around in the dead of
night. Which, cometo think of it, would probably work for him. Anyway, Michadl said he'd bring Eve
home. They’ re probably aready there.”’

“*1 hope so. Did Michadl say where he was, you know, before?’

““When he was missng? Something about thisdamn ball,” Shane said.

| should ask him about the invitation. She amost did—she opened her mouth to do it—but then she
remembered how Shane had looked last night, how deeply Y sandre had shaken him.

Shedidn’'t want to see him look like that again.

Maybe she ought to just leave it. He d talk about it when he wanted to talk.

There were two doors—one that said EXIT, one that had nothing on it at al. Shane passed the
unmarked door, hesitated, and backed up.

“What?’ Claire asked. Shanetook hold of the handle and eased the door open.

“Just ahunch,” hesad. ** Shhhh.””

On the other side was another waiting area, and there were people standing in line. This part of the
Donation Center was darker, with fewer overhead lights. Three people were standing in front of along
white counter, like at a pharmacy, and behind it stood atall woman wearing alab coat. She didn’'t smile,
and she was about aswarm as aflask of liquid nitrogen.

““Oh crap,” Shane breathed, and about the same time Claire realized that the blond guy firstin line at the
counter was Michael. Hewasn't home. . . . Hewas here.

He finished sgning something and shoved the clipboard back, and the woman handed him over aplastic
bottle, about the size of the bottled water Claire had been drinking.



Thisonedidn’t hold water. Tomato juice, Clairetold hersdlf, but it didn’t look at dl likejuice. Too dark,
too thick. Michae tilted it one way, then another, and his face—he looked fascinated.

No, he looked hungry.

Claire wanted to look away, but she couldn’t. Michaegl unscrewed the cap on the bottle as he stepped
out of line, put the blood to hislips, and began to drink. No, to guzzle. Claire was distantly aware that
Shan€e sgrip on her hand was so tight it was painful, but neither of them moved. Michad’ s eyeswere
shut, and hetilted the bottle back and drank until it was empty except for athin red film on the plastic.
Helicked hislips, sighed, and opened his eyes, and looked straight at the two of them.

Hiseyeswere abright, brilliant, glowing red. He blinked, and it went away, replaced by an eerie shine.
Another blink, and it was al gone, and he was back to being Michadl again.

Helooked as horrified as Claire felt. Betrayed and ashamed.

Shane shut the door and dragged Claire toward the exit. They hadn’t reached it before Michagl came
barrding in after them.

““Hey!’ hesaid. Hisskin had taken on aflush, afaint pink tone, that Claire remembered seeing before.
““What are you doing here?’

““Wheat do you think we're doing? They hauled me herein cuffs, man,” Shane snapped. *‘ You think I'd
be hereif | had achoice?’

Michadl stopped in histracks, and his gaze flashed down to the stretchy bandages on their arms.
Recognition flashed, and then he looked . . . sad, somehow. **I—I'm sorry.”

““What for? Not like we didn’t aready know how much you crave the stuff.”” Still, Claire heard the
betraya in Shane svoice. Therevulson. ** Just didn’t expect to see you chugging it down like adrunk at
happy hour, that'sal.”

““| didn’t want you to seeit,”’ Michael said quietly. **I drink it here. | only keep some at homefor
emergencies. | never wanted you to watch—"’

“Wadl, wedid,” Shanesaid. ‘* Sowhat? Y ou’ re abloodsucking vampire. That’s not anewsflash,
Michadl. Anyway, it'sno big thing, right?’

“Yeah,”” Michad agreed. ‘*No big thing.”” He focused on Claire, and she couldn’t fit the two things
together—M ichael with those terrifying red eyes, gulping down fresh blood, and thisMichael standingin
front of her, with that sad hopein hisexpression. ** Y ou okay, Claire?’

She nodded. Shedidn’t trust hersdlf to talk, not even aword.

“I’'mtaking her home,”’ Shane said. ** Unless that was your appetizer, and now you' re looking for the
main course.”’

Michael looked sick. ** Of course not. Shane—""

“It'sdl right.”” Thefight dropped out of Shane' svoice. He sounded resigned. *‘I’m okay withiit.”’

“* And that bugs the crap out of you, doesn’t it?”

Shane looked up, startled. The two of them stared it out, and then Shane tugged on Claire sarm again.
“Let’'sgo,” hesad. ** Seeyou a home.”’

Michagl nodded. ** Seeyou.”’

Hewas gill holding the empty bottle, Claire redized. There was atiny trickle of blood left in the bottom.
Asthe door shut between them, she saw Michadl redlize what he had in his hand, and throw it violently in
the trash can.

“*Oh, Michad,”’ shewhispered. **God.” Inthat one gesture, she redlized something huge.

Heredlly did hate this. Heredly did, on some level, hate what he' d become, because of what he saw in
their eyes.

How much did that suck?

Therest of the night passed quietly. The next morning, they woke up to aringing phone.

Eve sdad was gone.

“Thefunerd’stomorrow,” Eve said. Shewasn't crying. Shedidn’t look much like hersdlf this
morning— no makeup, no effort at al put into what she’ d thrown on. Her eyes were veined with red,
and her nose dmost glowed. She'd cried dl night; Claire had heard her, but when she' d knocked on the
door, Eve hadn’t wanted company. Not even Michael’s.



“*Areyou going?’ Michael asked. Claire thought that was afunny question—who wouldn’t go? But Eve
just nodded.

“I needto,” shesad. ‘' They'reright about that closurething, | guess. Will you ... 7’

“*Of course,” hesaid. *‘| can’t do graveside, but—""’

Eve shuddered. ‘* So not going there, anyway. The church isbad enough.”’

“*Church?’ Claire asked, as she poured mugs of coffee for the three of them. Shane, as usua, had dept
through the phone. *‘ Redly?’

Y ou' ve never met Father Joe, haveyou?’ Eve managed awesk smile. “*You'll like him. HE s—
something.”’

“*Eve had the hots for him when shewastwelve,” Michad said, and got adirty look. **“What? Y ou did,
and you know it.”’

“*It was the cassock, okay? I’ m over it.”’

Clareraised her eyebrows. *‘IsFather Joea. .. 7’ Shedid the teeth-in-neck mime. They both smiled.
““No,” Michad said. **He sjust nonjudgmental.”

Eve got through the day without too much trouble; she did the normd things—hel ping with the laundry,
taking half the cleaning jobsfor the day. It was her day off from work. Claire had afew classes, but she
skipped three that she knew she d aready built up enough momentum in, and attended only the one that
seemed critical. Michael didn't go into teach private guitar lessons, either.

Itwasnice. It waslike. .. family.

The funerd was held at noon the next day, and Claire found hersdlf trying to pick out what to wear. Party
clothes seemed too . . . festive. Jeans were too informal. She borrowed apair of Eve' s black tights and
wore them with an aso-borrowed black skirt. Paired with awhite shirt, it looked moderately respectful.
She wasn't sure how Eve planned to dress, because at eleven am., Eve was till sitting in front of her
vanity mirror, staring at her reflection. Still in her black dressng gown.

““Hey,” Claresad. **Can| hep?’

““Sure’ Evesad. ** Should | do my hair up?’

““It'd look nicethat way,”” Claire said, and picked up the hairbrush. She brushed Eve sthick black hair
until it shone, then twisted it into aknot and pinned it up at the back of her head. *‘ There.”’

Eve reached for her rice-powder makeup, then stopped. She met Claire’ seyesin the mirror.

““Maybe not theright time,”” she said.

Claredidn't say anything at al. Eve applied some lipstick—dark, but not her usua shade—and began
searching through her closet.

In the end, she went with ablack high-necked dress, one long enough to hang to the tops of her shoes.
And ablack vell. It was subdued, for Eve.

Thefour of them were at the church with fifteen minutesto spare, and as Michad pulled into the parking
garage, Claire saw that severa vampire-tinted cars were dready present. ‘‘ Isthisthe only funerd?’ she
asked.

“Yeah,” hesaid, and turned off the engine. **1 guess Mr. Rosser had more friends than we thought.”’
Not that many, asit turned out; when they entered the vestibule of the church, it was nearly empty, and
there weren’t many names noted in the register. Eve' s mother stood by the book, waiting to pounce on
anyone who came in the door.

Trueto Michael’ searlier description, Mrs. Rosser couldn’t seem to stop crying; she was wearing dl
black, like Eve, only it was much more theetrica— dramatic sweeps of black satin, abig forma hat,
gloves.

And, Clarereflected, when you were more thegtrica than Eve, you definitely had issues.

Mrs. Rosser had gonein heavy for mascara, and it wasin messy streams al down her cheeks. Her hair
was dyed blond, and straggling around her face. If she was going for the role of Ophdiain thetown
production of Hamlet, Claire thought she probably had it in the bag.

Eve' smother threw hersdf on Claire like awet blanket, sobbing on her shoulder and smearing mascara
on her white shirt. ** Thank you for coming!’’ shewailed, and Claire awkwardly patted her on the back.
I wish you' d known my husband. He was such agood man, such ahard life—""



Eve stood there looking remote and alittle sick. **Mom. Get off her. She doesn’t even know you.”

Mrs. Rosser drew back, gulping back another sob. **Don’t be crud, Eve, just because you didn’t love
your father—'"’

Which was just about the coldest thing Claire had ever heard. She exchanged a stricken look with Shane.
Michael got between mother and daughter, which was damn brave of him. Maybe it was the vampire
gene. ‘*Mrs. Rosser. I’'m sorry about your husband.’”’

““Thank you, Michadl, you' ve dways been such agood boy. And thank you for taking care of Eve when
she went out on her own.”’

Mrs. Rosser blew her nose, which was how she missed Eve saying caudtically, **Y ou mean, when you
threw my ass out on the Street?’

“Signusin,”’” Michad said to Claire, and took Eve' sarm and led her into the church. Claire hastily
scribbled their namesin the book, nodded to Mrs. Rosser—who was staring after her daughter with an
expression that turned Claire' s ssomach—and grabbed Shane'sarm to follow.

She' d been in the church before. It was nice—not overly fancy, but peaceful initssimplicity. No crosses
anywhere in sight, but just now, the focus wasthe big, black casket at the end of the room. She was
struck by the smooth curve of the wood, and how much it reminded her of the Bloodmobile.

That made Claire shiver and grip Shane' sarm even more tightly asthey did into the pew beside Michael
and Eve.

There were about fifteen people scattered through the sanctuary, and more arrived as the minutesticked
by. A couple of men in suits—from the funerd home, Claire supposed—set up moreflora displayson
ether sde of the casket.

It somehow didn’t seem redl. And the sounds of Mrs. Rosser’ s continued sobs and walls, responding to
every mourner who entered, made it even weirder.

Evedid out of the pew and walked up to the coffin. She stared down into it for afew long seconds, then
bent and put something in it and came back to take her seat. She had her vell down, but even with the
softening blur, her expression looked frozen and hard.

“*Hewasason of abitch,” she said when she saw Claire watching her. **But he was till my dad.”

She leaned againgt Michad’ s shoulder, and he put hisarm around her.

Mrs. Rosser finally entered the sanctuary and took a seat in the front row, ahead of where the four of
them were. One of the funera home attendants handed her an entire box of tissues. She pulled out a
handful and continued to sob.

And atal, good-looking man in ablack cassock and white surplice, with apurple stole around his neck,
came out from behind thefloral displays and knelt down next to her, patting her hand. The fabled Father
Joe, Claire supposed. He seemed nice—allittle earnest, and younger than she' d expected. Brown hair
and golden eyesthat were very direct behind apair of square gold-rimmed spectacles. He listened to
Mrs. Rosser’ s ode to her husband with a sympathetic, if distant, expression, nodding when she paused.
His glanceflicked away once or twice, to the clock, and he finally bent forward and whispered something
to her. She nodded.

More people had comein at the last minute, enough to fill about half the church. Claire, turning, spotted
familiar faces. Detectives Joe Hess and Travis Lowe, who nodded in her direction asthey took their
segts a the back of the room. She recognized afew more people, including atota of four vampiresin
dark suitsand sunglasses.

One of them was Oliver, looking bored. Of course— Eve' sfamily had been under Brandon's Protection,
and when Brandon had died, they’ d come under his superior’ s authority. Oliver' s ppearance here had
lessto do with genuine feding than public relaions.

Father Joe stepped to the pulpit and began eulogizing aman Claire had never met, and one she doubted
Eve recognized; except for the facts and figures of hislife, his character seemed way better than anything
his daughter had ever mentioned. From the way Mrs. Rosser nodded and cried, she was buying into the
fictionwholesdle.

““What aload of crap,”’” Shanewhispered to Claire. *‘Her dad hit her, you know. Eve.”’

Claire sent him agtartled |ook.



“Just keep that inmind,” hefinished. ** And don't shed any tears. Not for this.”’

Shane could, Claire thought, be one of the hardest people she' d ever met. Not that he was wrong.
Just—hard.

But it helped. The emotion swirling through, amped higher by Eve' s mother, washed over her and away
without doing more than making her eyes sting. When Father Joe finished his eulogy, the organ started,
and Mrs. Rosser wasthe first to the casket.

“*Oh, God,”” Eve sighed under her breath as her mother draped hersdf dramaticaly over the wood and
screamed. Bloodcurdling, theatrical screams. *‘1 guess|’d better—"’

Michael went with her, and whether it was his mae presence or his angelic face or hisvampire blood, he
was able to pry Mrs. Rosser away and lead her back to the pew, where she sat in a compl ete collapse,
blubbering.

Eve stood there at the casket for afew seconds, back straight, head inclined, and then walked away.
Tearsdripped from under her veil and pattered on her black dress, but she didn’t make a sound.
Clarefiled by, but gave Eve sdad only aquick glance; helooked—unnatura. Not disgusting, but clearly
not dive. She shivered and took Shane'sarm, and followed Eve as she passed her mother without a
word and headed for the exit.

Eve dmodt ran into her brother.

Jason had dipped in the back. Asfar as Claire could tdll, the kid hadn’t changed his clothes at
al—ever— and the unwashed smdll of him was evident from three feet away.

Helooked high, too. ‘*Nice disguise, Sis,’’ he smirked.

Eve stopped, staring at him, and scraped the vell back from her face. **What are you doing here?’
““Mourning.” Helaughed under hisbresth. **Whatev.”’

Eve ddiberately looked to the side, where Detectives Hess and Lowe were sitting. * ‘1 think you'’ d better
go.”” They hadn’t noticed him yet, but they would. All it would take would be araised voice, or Eve
snapping her fingers.

“*He'smy dad, too.”’

“*Then show him somerespect,” shesad. *‘Leave.”’

She went around him. The rest of them followed, though Shane dowed down, and Claire had to tug at
hisarm to kegp him moving.

Jason made abring it motion. Shane shook his heed. ** Redlly not worth thetrouble,” he said.

And then they were out in the vestibule, away from the choking smell of flowers and the subtle smell of
desth, and dl Claire could think was, How isthat closure?

But Eve looked better, and that was what mattered. ** Let’sgo have aburger,”” she said.

Asideas went, that one was popular, and Claire s spiritslifted as they waked out of the church and into
the shaded parking structure, heading for Michael’s car.

They were intercepted.

Michad sensed it firsd—he stopped dead in histracks, turning in acircle asif trying to pinpoint a sound
the rest of them couldn’t hear.

A lithe shadow leaped down from the concrete rafters above, landed in a crouch, and grinned.

Y sandre. Sherose with effortless grace and strolled toward the four of them.

“Getinthecar,”” Michad sad. **Go.”

““Not leaving you,”” Shane said. He didn’t take his eyes off Y sandre.

““Don’'t beanidiot. She' snot after me.””

Shan€e' seyesflicked to Michael’ sface.

“Go.”

Claire tugged on Shane' sarm. He let himsalf be guided to the car. Michael tossed the keys.

Y sandre flashed across the open space and plucked them out of the air. She tossed them carelesdy up
and down in her palm, and the cool, metdlic jingle was the only sound in the garage.

“Don't get dl paranoid,” shesaid. *'| just stopped by to say hello. It' safree country.”’

“It'scar theft if you keep my keys,”” Michael said. He held up his hand, and she shrugged and pitched
them back. *“What do you want?’



“* Just wanted to make sure Mr. Shane got my invitation, ’’ shesaid. ** Did you, honey?’

Shane didn’'t move. Didn't speak. Asfar as Claire could tell, he wasn't even breathing.

“‘From thefagt little beat of that heart, | guessyou did,”” Y sandre said, and smiled. ** See you on
Saturday, then. Y ou-all have agood rest of the week.”’

She walked away, high-heded boots tapping on the pavement, and vanished into shadow.

Shane let out asow bresth.

None of them knew exactly what to say. Michagl unlocked the car, and the quiet ruled for at least five
minutes, until he stopped a Denny’'s.

“Wedill egting?’ he asked.

“I guess’’ Shanesad. “‘I’'m not letting her ruin my appetite.”’

There was a shade awning stretching from the covered parking to the front door, which Claire had never
thought about before—apparently, thelocal Denny’ s catered to vampires as much as humansevenin the
daytime. There were loca flyerstaped to the glass front doors, and Claire glanced at them on the way
insde. She stopped so suddenly Shane ran into her.

““Hey! Waking here!’”’

““Look.”” Claire pointed at the paper.

It ssid ONE NIGHT ONLY'! and there was a black-and -white photograph of ayoung man with blond
har cradling aguitar.

Undernesth it said Michael Glass returnsto Common Grounds, and the date on it was.. . . tonight.
Shaneripped it off the door, grabbed Michad’ s shoulder, and held it up. *‘Hey,”” he said. **Ring any
bells? When were you going to tell us?’

Michael |ooked surprised, then embarrassed. *‘|— wasn't going to. Look, it' sjust atryout, okay? |
wanted to seeif | could gtill—I don’t want you guysto come. It'snothing.”’

Eve grabbed theflyer and stared at it. ** Nothing? Michadl! Y ou're playing! In public!’’

“That'snew?’ Claire whispered to Shane.

““He haan't played anywhere but our living room snce—'’ Teeth-in-neck mime. *“Y ou know. Oliver.”
“Oh.”

Michadl’ sface wasturning pink. * Just put it back, okay? 1t'snot abig dedl!”’

Evekissedhim. *“Yes itis’’ shesad. ‘*And | hate you for not telling me. Were you just going to snesk
off or something?’

“‘ Absolutely,”” Michael sghed. ‘‘Becauseif | suck, | don’t want any of you hearing it firsthand.”’

Clare taped the flyer carefully back to the door. **Y ou’ re not going to suck.”’

““Not at the guitar, anyway,”” Shane said, deadpan. Claire punched himinthearm. **Ow.”’

Chapter 7

Michad spent two hourstuning his guitar, which was annoying, and he left early. Eve went with him,
despite his proteststhat it redly wasn't abig thing. That left Claire and Shane to decide on their own
what to do.

She made chili dogs and was putting the shredded cheese on top when Shane, fresh from video-game
triumph, came into the kitchen. *‘Hey,”” hesaid. **Nice. Thanks.”” He shoved part of the chili dog in his
mouth, standing at the kitchen counter.

““You could at least St down,”” she sighed. *We do have tables. They even have chairs.”

“Youwant to go?’ hemumbled. “* To the thing?”

Did she? Claire ate abite of her own hot dog, hardly even aware that she was breaking her own
edting-while-standing rules, and thought about it. On the one hand, it meant going out at night, and going
out to Common Grounds for recreationa purposes, which was sort of not done around their house these
days.

But—Muichad. Out in public. Playing.

“Yeah,” shesad. “‘I| would, if you don’t mind. | know you don’t like the place, but—"

“I likeit better than Eve does, trust me. Besides, | don’t want her down there aone. She needs
somebody watching her back while he' s neck-deep in groupies or whatever.”



Shelaughed.

*Oh, you think that’ s funny? Should have seen him in high school. Guy could draw the hotties every time
he picked up that guitar.””

“Hedill can, I'll bet.”

“*Exactly my point. Eat up. They usudly start music setsaround seven.”’

Clairewolfed down her meal and ran upstairs for a quick shower and change of clothes. After some
debate, she went with the short skirt and tights she' d last worn to crash MonicaMorrdl’ s disastrous
house party, and a plain black top tight enough to match but loose enough that she wouldn’t dieif her
parents saw her.

Shane blinked in surprise when she came downgtairs. He' d thrown on different clothes, too, but they
were gtill dacker-casud. The only sign that he was trying to make an impression was that she suspected
he might have combed hishair. A little.

“Youlook great,”” he said, and smiled. She stopped on the last step from the bottom, which put them on
about equal levels, and he kissed her. Long and dow. He tasted of toothpaste, at firdt, but then he just
tasted like Shane, and that was S0, S0 ddlicious that she found herself rising on her tiptoesto get even
closer. *“Hold up, girl. | thought we were going out. Kissing like that, you' re making me think about
dayingin.”

Claire had to admit, it made her think of it, too. Especially since the house was empty, and they were dl
done.

She saw it cross Shane’ s mind, too, and for a second his eyes widened, and so did his pupils.

Oh, the possibilities.

“‘Better goif we'regoing,”’ Clare said regretfully. ** Only—how are we getting there?”’

Shane offered her hisarm. **Nice night for awalk, | hear.”’

““Areyou sure?’

He tapped her gold bracelet, then his own white hospital-issue one. ** Thismay be the only night we get
todoitinthistown,” hesad. ‘‘Let’slive dangeroudy. ™’

It was nice, grolling arm in arm with Shane and not worrying (well, not worrying too much) about which
danger was about to sweep in on them from the dark.

Tonight, at least, the dangers kept their distance. It was ashort walk to Common Grounds, but alondly
one, Clairefdt alittle unrea, moving dowly in the dark past shut houses with lit-up windows. People
didn’'t venture out much after sunset, and if they did, they went in groups, and in cars.

Two people out in the night likethis. . . seemed wrong, and when they were about halfway to the coffee
shop, Claire saw someone pull acar into adriveway ahead of them and jump out. Thelook on the
woman'’ s face was starkly panicked as she looked toward them, and Claire redlized that she' d thought
they were—

Vampires. Which was both funny and sad.

The woman grabbed her groceries and hurried into her house, shutting the door with abang and locking
it with aharsh rasp of metd.

Clairedidn’t say anything to Shane, and he didn’t venture acomment, but she had no doubt he felt the
same unsettling guilt. But what could they have said? It's okay, lady, we' re not here to eat you?

Claire was glad when the hot golden spill of light from Common Grounds' front window cameinto view.
It was obvioudy doing good business—cars lined the streets on both sides, and more parked as she and
Shane approached the entrance. ** Going to be nuts,”” Shane said, but he didn’t sound displeased. ‘* Next
time’ll take you someplace niceand quiet.”’

Claire searched her memory. So much had happened since she' d met Shane, but she was almost sure
that this condtituted their first red, actud date on their own. Which was startling, and sweet, and precious
to her in ways she suspected Shane would never imagine. She savored the warmth of hishand in hers,
smiled at him, and entered Common Grounds while he held the door for her.

The noise level was amazing. The coffee shop was normally quiet, athough never boring, but asthe sun
went down, the excitement level rose, and tonight it was blowing through the roof. Every tablewas
aready crowded with people—humans, mostly, but toward the corners of the room Claire saw afew



vampire faces she recognized, including Sam’s. Michad’ sonly family in town had come to support him.
Sam sent her asmile and awave, which Claire returned.

Michadl himsalf was standing in the clear area behind the coffee bar, looking tense and alittle bit blank.
Hewas dressed in aplain gray T-shirt and jeans, and he had his acoustic guitar dung around his body.
Claire thought the puka shell necklace he was wearing looked new—a gift from Eve? A good-luck
charm?

Eve was standing next to him, and dthough she couldn’t see clearly, Claire thought they were holding
hands.

Claire and Shane pushed through the crowd to the bar. Shane nodded to Michael, who nodded
back—all very manly—and then Shane went to place some drink orders, leaving Claire to fumble for
words.

““You'regoingto do great,”’ shefinaly said. Michagl’ s blue eyes blinked and focused in the here and
now.

““Man, | don't know,”” he said. ** It was supposed to be casua—I show up and play a couple of songs.
Just to get used to it again. But this—"’

Somebody out in the corner of the room started clapping, and suddenly everybody was doing it, awave
of rhythmic noise.

Michadl couldn’t possibly get any more pae, but Claire saw the outright doubt in hiseyes. Eve did, too,
and gave him aquick kiss.

““You can do this, Michadl,”” shesaid. ** Come on. Get out there. It' swhat you do.”’

Claire nodded and smiled her support. Michad lifted the hinged section of the bar and stepped out, to a
thunderous wave of gpplause. There was asmall stage set up at the far end of the room, near the closed
door that said OFFICE, and as Michagl moved up on it, the stage lights caught and glittered in his golden
hair, sparked an unearthly bluein hiseyes.

Wow, Clairethought. That wasn't Michael anymore. That was. . . something else.

Eve ducked under the bar and cameto lean next to Claire, her arms folded. She had awistful smileon
her Evil Queen-red lips. **‘He sbeautiful,” shesad. “*Right? Heis.”

Claire could only agree with that.

Michadl adjusted the microphone, tested it, played a couple of fast finger exercises she knew he used to
cam himsdlf, and then smiled out at the crowd. It was adifferent smile than she' d ever seen from him
before—more, somehow. More intense, more joyous, more persond. She felt ahot flutter somewhere
deep insde as his gaze brushed over her, and immediately felt embarrassed about it.

But man, he was hot. She understood now what Shane was talking about, and she wasn't immune.
Shane touched her shoulder and handed her adrink just asMichad said, *‘1 guessyou all know who |
am, right?’

And about eighty percent of the room cheered like thunder. The others—college students, who'd either
wandered in or come because they were bored— looked lost.

Michael gave the mike stand one lagt, precise adjustment. His hands were sure now, moving with
confidence. *‘My nameisMichad Glass, and I'm from Morganville. ”’

More cheers. Before they died away, Michael started to play, afast and complicated song that Claire
had heard him fooling around with at the house—but thiswasn’t fooling around; thiswas serious talent.
He glittered like white gold, and music flowed out of his hands like streams of light. It wrapped around
Clarelike ashining net, and she didn't dare breathe, didn’'t move, as Michadl played like she' d never
heard anyone play before, ever.

She managed to glance aside at Shane, whose eyes were wide and fixed on Michael, aswell. She
nudged him. He gave her a dumbfounded shake of his head.

Evewas amiling, asif she'd knownit al aong.

Michadl brought the song to aliquid, blazing finish, and asthe guitar strings rang in the sillence, the crowd
was utterly still. Michael waited, just as motionless, and then the room spontaneoudy erupted in gpplause
and cheers.

Claire thought that the smile that spread across Michad’ s face was worth everything about Morganville,



right at that moment.

His next song was dower, sweseter, and Claire redlized with ashock that it was a dowed-down version
of the song he’ d been writing the other night, when he’ d been too busy to go to the store. It had lyrics,
too, and Michael’ s voice transformed them into sad, aching beauty.

It wasasong for Eve.

Clairerealized her chest was hurting, both from the pressure of unshed tears and the fact that shewasn't
breathing. She' d never known music could have that much power. As she glanced around the coffee
shop, she saw the samething in the others' faces—common rapture. Even Oliver, standing behind the
bar, was trangfixed. And in the shadows, Claire glimpsed someone e se—Amelie, nodding thoughtfully,
asif she dknown al dong, like Eve.

Sam’'seyeswerefull of tears, but he was smiling.

Michael’ s voice drifted to awhisper, and he finished the song. Thistime, the applause didn’t stop, and
the cheerswere afull-throated roar.

Micheel adjusted the mike stand again. ** Saveit, guys,’”” he said over the noise, and smiled. **We'rejust
getting Started.”

It was the best night Claire had ever had in Morganville. She' d never felt so much a part of something—
never seen so much unity in aroom full of people so diverse. Clud ess sudents were backd apping
Morganville natives with braceets, vampireswere smiling impartialy a humans, and even Oliver seemed
affected by the generd euphoria.

When Michael came offstage, it was only after three encores and thunderous standing ovations. He made
abedine straight for Eve, folded her in ahug, and then kissed her so deeply Claire had to look away.
When they came up for air, Michadl was gill grinning.

“*S0?’ heasked. *‘Didn't suck, right?’

Shane offered hishand. ** Didn't suck. Congratulations, dude.””

Michael ignored the hand and hugged him, then turned to Claire. She didn’t hesitate to embrace him. He
waswarmer than usua, and swesaty; she hadn’t known vampires could sweet. Maybe they just usudly
didn’t exert themsdalvesthat much. ** Y ou wereamazing,”” Clairewhispered. **| jus—amazing. Wow.
Did | say amazing?’

He gave her akiss on the cheek, and then turned away to the press of well-wishers coming to shake his
hand. Therewere alot of them, and many of them were pretty girls. Claire retreated back to Shane's
sde

“*Seewhat | mean?’ Shane said. ** Good thing Eve' shere. Thiscan goto aguy’shead.”
“Evenavampire s?’

“*Heh. Especidly avampire s.”’

It took about fifteen minutes for the rush of instant fansto die down, and by then the tables had cleared
out, leaving just afew hard-core caffeine addicts to close out the evening. Claire and Shane grabbed
chars and fresh drinkswhile Eve helped Michael get histhingstogether.

““Hey,” Clairesaid, and got Shane sfull attention. ** Thank you.”’

Hiseyebrowsrose. ‘‘What for?’

“‘For the best date I’ ve ever had.”’

“*This? Nah. Just average. | can do much better.”’

She cocked her head. **Redlly?’

“ Absolutely.”’

““Youwilling to proveit?’

Somehow, his hand had taken hold of hers, and hiswarm fingers stroked shivers down her pam.
“*Someday, '’ hesaid. ** Soon. Absolutdly.””

Shefound hersdlf doing the not-breathing thing again, caught in dl the possibilities. Shane amiled, dow
and wicked, and she wanted to kiss him right then, for avery long time.

“‘Ready?’ Michael was standing at the table, gazing down at them. Some of the brilliance he' d had
onstage had faded, and hewas just regular Michadl again—alittletired, too. Claire gulped down hot
cocoaand nodded.



Even the best nights had to come to an end.

Claire was getting ready for bed when she heard Eve scream—not the shriek of Stop tickling me, you
jerk, but afull-out cry of aarm, one that went through the house like abuzz saw. She pulled on her
pajamatop, grabbed her robe, and pelted out into the hall. Shane was aready there, heading downgtairs,
till dressed inapair of jeans and aloose T-shirt.

When they got to the front hall, they found Michael stting on the floor, holding abloody girl in hisarms.
Eve was snapping the locks on the front door shut.

““Miranda,”’ Michadl said, and moved the bloody hair away from her face. **Miranda, can you hear
me?’

Clare redized with a breathless shock that it was Eve' s sometime friend Miranda—just akid, redly, a
that gawky stage where girls both yearned to be and feared to be women. Mir had filled out alittle Snce
the last time Claire had seen her—not quite as scary thin—but she still looked like awaif.

A wounded one. There was agash in her head, and blood dripping down her neck to patter on
Michad’ sblue jeans and fingers.

““Ow,”” Mirandawhispered, and beganto cry. **Ow. | hit my head—""

““You're okay, you're safe now,”’ Eve said. She dropped to her knees across from Michael and held out
her arms; Michadl quickly transferred the girl over. His pupils had gone to pinpoints, and he
seemed—different. **Michael, maybe you'’ d better go—wash up.”’

He nodded stiffly and pushed past Shane and Eve, heading upstairs so quickly hewasjust ablur.

“* Ambulance?’ Shane asked.

““No! No, | can’'t!”” Miranda sounded frantic. *‘ Please, don’t send me there. Y ou don’t know—you
don’'t know what they’ [l do—the fire—""

Eve kept hold of the girl, somehow, though Mirandawas flailing like mad. ** Okay, chill, wewon't. |
promise. Relax. Shane—maybe thefirst aid kit? Towels and hot water?’

“I'll help,” Claire said, and she and Shane took off for the kitchen. When she glanced back, she saw
that Miranda had stopped fighting and was lying exhausted in Eve' sarms. **What the hell happened to
her?’

“Morganville,” Shane said, and shrugged. He stiff-armed the kitchen door and went straight for the
cabinets under the sink. Thefirst aid kit was getting alot of play, Claire thought as she turned on the hot
water and gathered up some clean kitchen towels.

Miranda sfirst aid session wasn't as bad as Claire had feared—the head wound was bloody but
superficid, and Evefixed it with some butterfly bandages.

The holesin Miranda s neck looked fresh, though. When Eve asked about them, Mirandalooked
embarrassed and pulled up the collar of her shirt. **None of your business,”” she said.

“*It's Charles, right? Son of abitch.”” Eve had a problem with vampires who preyed on the underage—
infact, from what Claire had gathered, so did alot of the other vampires. There were laws againgt i,
after al. Shewondered whether Amelie knew about Charles and Miranda. Or cared. *“You can't let him
gnaw on you likethis, Mir! Y ou know that!”

““Hewas s0 hungry,” Mirandasaid, and hung her head. **| know. But it didn’t hurt, not really.”’

That made Claire want to throw up. She exchanged alook with Shane.

“*Ther€ saguy who needs staking,”” he said.

Mirandalooked up sharply. *‘ That’ s not funny!”’

‘Do | have on my funny face? Miranda, the guy’ s a pedophile. Thefact that he just sucks your blood
instead of—'" Shane paused, staring at her. ** It isinstead of, right?’

It wasimpossibleto tel if Mirandaeven understood what he was getting at, but Claire thought she did,
and it made the girl deeply uncomfortable. Mirandatried to get out of the chair they’d put her into. *‘I
need to go home.”’

““Whoa, whoa, you can barely stand up,”’ Eve said, and managed to get her settled again. **Claire,
would you check on Michadl? Seeif he'sokay?’

In other words, there were questions Shane and Eve were about to ask, persond questions. Claire
nodded and went upstairs. The bathroom door was closed. She knocked softly.



“Michad?’

No answer. Shetried the handle. Locked.

Clareturned a what sounded like footsteps down the hall, but she saw no one. She didn’t hear the door
unlock, but when she looked back, the bathroom door was open, and Michagl was standing about two
inchesaway from her.

She stumbled backward. Instead of just washing up, he' d showered; his hair was damp and curling and
darker than usual, and he was wearing atowel around hiswaist. There was alot more of Michael on
display than shewas used to, and it was. . . impressive.

Claire backed away, al theway to thewall.

““*Sorry,”” hesaid. Not asif hereally was. He sounded annoyed, stressed, and jittery. ** She' sill here.”
It wasn’t aquestion, but Claire nodded anyway. ‘* She can't stay. We need to get her out of here.”’

‘| don’'t think she'sin any shapeto go,”’ Claire offered. ** She seemed pretty hysterical. Shane and Eve
ae—"

I can still smell her blood,”” Michad interrupted her. **| washed it off of me. | took off my clothes. |
showered. None of that matters, | can still—she hasto go. Now.”’

““What' swrong with you? | thought you'd—'" She hesitated, then made a drinking motion.

““I did.”” Michadl rubbed hisface with both hands. ** Guess | burned it off tonight at the show. I’'m
hungry, Claire.”’

It cost him alot to say it. Claire gulped, and nodded. ‘* Wait here.”’

She went downgtairs, past where Shane and Eve were still earnestly talking with Miranda, and into the
kitchen. At the very back of the bottom shelf of the refrigerator sat some bottles that might have been full
of beer, and weren’t. There were three of them. She grabbed one without looking too closely at it and
made sure it was concealed againgt her side as she passed the little downstairs group. Nobody realy
looked her way; they were too intent on keeping their own secrets.

Michadl was il waiting, leaning againgt the bathroom doorframe, armsfolded. He straightened when he
saw what she had in her hand. She gaveit to him silently. Michadl never took hiseyes off her ashe
popped the cap with histhumbnail and lifted the cold bottle to hislips. The contents moved morelike
syrup than blood, and Claire amost gagged.

Michae did gag. But he swallowed it. And kept on drinking until the bottle was empty.

His blue eyesflushed hot red, and then cleared back to their norma color.

She saw something like horror go through him. ‘1 didn’t just do that in front of you.”’

““Uh—yeah. Youdid.”” And there had definitely been some kind of challengeinit, too. Some kind of
come-on, even. Which was beyond yuck and creepy, and yet . . .

Andyet.

Michadl wiped hislipswith the back of his hand, looked down at the faint smear, and went back to the
washbasn to rinseit off.

He stared into the mirror a himself for so long, Claire thought he' d forgotten she was there, and then he
sad, “‘Thanks”

Clairetried to think of something not totdly idiotic to say. ** Pretty disgusting, isn't it? When it'scold?’
That wasn't it.

Luckily, Michael wasrelieved to have any kind of conversationd lifeline, after that weird moment.
“Yeah,” hesaid. *‘But it kegpsthe edge off. That’swhat’simportant.” He rinsed out the bottle
carefully, then threw it away and took in adeep breath. **I'll get dressed. Betherein asecond.”

It was adismissal, but anice one, and Clairetook it at face value thistime, and went back to theliving
room.

Where Shane and Eve were standing together, heads cocked at identical angles, staring.

“What'sgoing on?’ Claire whispered.

“*Shhh,”” both Shane and Eve hissed, eerily in unison.

Because Miranda was talking in a strange monotone voice, and shelooked . . . dead. Unconscious. Only
taking.

| seethefeadt,” shewassaying. *‘ So much anger . . . so much lying. All dead, walking dead, falling



down. It sspreading. It'll kill usdl.”

Clarefet ahot snap of darm. Walking dead, faling down. It’'s spreading. Miranda had psychic
episodes— Claire knew that. It was part of the reason Eve let her hang around from timeto time.
Sometimes her visonswere fake, but alot of the time, they were as serious as a heart attack, and Claire
somehow knew thisonewasred.

She was taking about the disease infecting the vampires, and she was talking about it spreading to
humans. No, that can’t happen. Can it? They hadn’t even redly been able to pinpoint what the disease
was, only what it did, and what it did was erode the vampires sanity, carving steadily until what was |eft
was unableto function at dl.

Thefirg thing to go—for dl the vampires of Morganville—had been the ability to reproduce. To create
new vampires. Only Amdlie gtill had the strength, and cregting Michadl had dmost destroyed her.

It' s spreading. Claire thought of al the humansin Morganville, dl the families, dl the young people who'd
been in the coffee shop tonight, and felt cold and unsteady.

It couldn’t betrue.

“Feadt,”” Mirandasaid again. *‘ You'redl fools, dl fools—don't let him trick you. It' snot just

three—it' smore—"

““Who?’ Eve sank down next to Miranda s chair and put ahand on her shoulder. **Mir, who are you
talking about?’

“*Elder,” shesaid, and now there were tears leaking down Miranda s pale cheeks. **Ohno. Ohno. ..
they’ returning. They'redl so hungry, can't sop them—""

Michael, who was coming down the steps, paused. He looked calm again, but worried. **What' s she
talking about?’

“*Shhh!”” Thistime, al three of them shushed at the sametime. Eve bent closer to Miranda. **Honey, are
you talking about the vampires? What' s going to happen with the vampires?’

“Dying,” Mirandawhispered. ** So many dying. We think we re safe but we' re not. They won't listen—
they won't seeus—"’ Sherestlessy turned the Silver bracelet on her wrist and twisted in her chair.

“*He sdoing it. HE smaking it happen.”

“Oliver?’ Eve asked. Because Oliver was the only male vampire Elder on the town council.

But Miranda shook her head. She didn’t say another word, but she cried, cried so hard she shook
hersdf out of her trance and clung to Evelike athin little reed in thewind.

“‘Bishop,” Michad said. They al looked at him. **It'snot Oliver. She staking about Bishop. HE sgoing
to try to destroy Morganville.”

Miranda ended up deeping on the couch, and when Claire came downdtairs the next morning, she found
thegirl huddled in abal under mountains of blankets, fill shivering but fast adeep. She looked even more
frail. Her pae skin was tranducent, and there were dark, exhausted circles around her eyes.

Clarefdt sorry for her, but it was adistant kind of sorry—Mirandadidn’t redly invite alot of devotion.
Shedidn’'t have any friendsto speak of, or so Eve said; peopletolerated her, but they didn’t exactly
enjoy her company. That was hard on the kid, but Claire could understand it. Mirandawas a mixture of
denid and outright creepiness, and even in Morganville, she was going to have ahard timefitting in.

No wonder she defended the vampire who was feeding on her. He was probably the only one who redly
showed her any kind of affection.

Claire paused to tuck the blankets more firmly around the girl’ strembling frame before she went into the
kitchen to make coffee and toast. As breskfasts went, it waslonely and basic, but the sun was barely up
and none of the others were what you might call morning people.

There were timeswhen signing up for early classes seemed like aredly bad idea.

When the phone rang, Claire nearly jumped out of her skin. She legped for the extension hanging on the
wall by the kitchen door and got it before the second earsplitting jangle. *‘Hello?’

There was a pause on the other end, and then her mother said, “* Claire?’

“Mom! Hi—what’ swrong?’

““Why should anything be wrong? Why can’t | just call because | wanted to talk to my daughter?’ Oh,
great. Now her mother sounded agitated and defensive. ‘1 know it's early, but | wanted to catch up with



you before you went off to classfor the day.””

Claire 9ghed and leaned againgt thewall, idly kicking at the linoleum floor. ** Okay. How are you and
Dad sttling in? Getting al unpacked?’

“Just fine” her mother said, in so false atonethat Claire went very, very ill. ** It sjust—an adjustment,
that’sal. Suchasmdl townand al.”

“Yeah,” Claireagreed quietly. *‘It'san adjustment.” She had no ideawhat her mother and father knew
about Morganville by now, but they had to be getting some kind of—what would they call it?
Orientation? Morganville was nothing if not efficient about that, she suspected. ** Have you—met some
people?’

“*We went to a nice getting-to-know-you party downtown,”” Mom said. **Mr. Bishop and his daughter
took us.”’

Claire had to bite her lip to hold back amoan. Bishop? And Amelie? Oh God. ‘*What happened?’
“*Oh, nothing, redlly. It was a cocktall party. Hors d’ oeuvres and drinks, alittle conversation. There was
apresentation on the history of—of—"" With shocking suddenness, Claire’'s mother burst into tears. *‘1
swear, we didn’t know—we didn’t know or we wouldn't have sent you to this awful place, oh,
honey—""’

Claire could baredly swallow around the lump in her throat. ** Don’'t cry, Mom. It' sokay. It sal going to
be okay now.”” Shewaslying, but she had to. The sound of her mother breaking apart wasjust too hard.
““Look, you've met Amelie, right?’

Sniffleson the other end. ** Y es, she seemed nice.’”’

Nice wasn't how Clairewould have put it. *“Wedl, Amdi€ sthe most powerful personin Morganville,
and she' sdefinitely on our side.”” An exaggeration, but it was the best she could do to describe the
Stuation in smpleterms. ** So there sredly nothing to be worried about, Mom. | work for Amelie. She
has some responsibility for me, and for you, to make sure we're safe. Okay?’

“Okay.” It waswan and muffled, but at least it was agreement. ‘| was just so worried about your
father. Hedidn't look well, not well at dl. | wanted him to go to the hospitd, but he said hewasfine—""’
Claire had a cold second of flashback to Miranda saying, Please don’t send me there. Y ou don’t know
what they’ll do. . . . She'd been talking about the hospitd. ** But he’ s okay?’

“*“Heseemsall right today.”” Claire’'smom blew her nose, and when she came back to the phone, she
sounded clearer and stronger. *‘1I’m sorry to lay thison you, honey. | just had no idea—it was so strange
to think that you’ d been here dl thistime and never said aword to us about—the Situation.”” Meaning,
the vampires.

““Wall, to be honest, | didn’t think you'd believe me,”” Claire said. ** And out-of-town cdls are
monitored. They told you that, right?”’

“*Yes, they did. So you were protecting us.”” Her mom laughed shakily. ‘* Parents are supposed to
protect their children, Claire. We ve done a bang-up job of that, haven’'t we? Wered|ly thought that it
would be so much safer for you here than off in Massachusetts or Californiaon your own. . . .""
“It'sokay. I'll get there someday.”’

They moved the conversation to easier things—to unpacking, to the vase that had gotten broken during
the move (**Honestly, | hated that thing anyway—your aunt gaveit to usfor Chrismasthat yesr,
remember?’’), to how Claire intended to spend her day. By the end of it, Mom seemed more or less
stable, and Claire' s coffee was hopeessly cold. So was her toast.

“Clare”” Mom said. ** About moving out of that house—"’

“I’'mnot moving,” Clairesaid. *‘I’m sorry, Mom. | know it’ s going to upset Dad, but these are my
friends, and thisiswherel belong. I'm staying.”

There was ashort silence on the other end, and then her mother said, very softly, **1’m so proud of
you.”’

She hung up with asoft click. Claire stood for amoment, tears prickling in her eyes, and then said to the
dlentling, *‘I loveyou.”

And then she picked up her stuff and went to class.



Chapter 8

Days passed, and for achange, there were no further emergencies. Normal life—or what passed for it,
anyway—set in. Claire went to class, Eve went to work, Michadl taught guitar lessons—hewasalot
more in demand since the concert a¢ Common Grounds—and Shane. . . Shane dacked, athough Claire
thought he seemed preoccupied.

It findly dawned on her that he was thinking about Saturday, and the invitation. And that he didn’t want
totalk to her about it at all.

“*Sowhat should | do?’ sheasked Eve. **| mean, can't hejust call in sick for the party or something?”’
“You'rekidding,” Evesad. ‘Y ou think they’d buy an excuse? If you get an invitation to something like
this, you go. End of story.”’

“But—"" Claire, who was getting glasses out of the cabinet while Eve put out plates, nearly dropped
everything. ** But that meansthat creepy little bi—""’

“‘Language, missy.”’

“*—witch isgoing to make him go with her!”” That made her blindly furious, and not entirely because of
how upset Shane had been before. It was the whole idea of Shane going along with it. Of Y sandre
putting those pae, thin fingers on his chest, feding his heartbest.

Shane hadn’t said aword to her about it. Not asingle word. And she didn’t know how to help.

Eve stared at her thoughtfully for afew seconds before she said, *“Well, she' snot the only onewho's
going, of course. Shanewon't bedl by himsdf.”

“What?’

“*Michad’ sgoing, too. | recognized the invitation when it camein. Didn't openiit, though.”’

Stll, Eve had every reason to expect that Michagl would at least ask her to go with him. Claire, onthe
other hand, was completely shut out.

Which made her irrationdly angry again, and thistime for hersdf. Y ou'rejealous, sheredlized. Because
you don’t want him going anywhere without you.

She so did not want to be that person, but there it was. And she had no ideawhat to do about it.

When she sat Shan€ s glass of Coke down in front of him, she did it with probably alittle too much
emphasis, he glanced up at her with aquestion-mark expresson. Eve had aready settled into her chair
acrossthe table. Michadl wasn't home, but Eve didn’t seem bothered about it thistime. Maybe he'd
talked to her about where he was going.

Nice to know somebody’ stalking, Claire thought.

““What?’ Shane asked her, and took adrink. ‘*Did | forget to say thanks? Because, thanks. Best Coke
ever. Did you make it yoursalf? Specia recipe?’

“*Got any plansfor Saturday night?’ she asked. ‘*| was thinking maybe we could go to the movies,
or—"’

Too trangparent. Shane knew instantly, and Eve choked on her forkful of microwave lasagna. The slence
sretched. Claire poked at her own medl, just for something to do.

“I can’'t,” Shanefindly said. “‘I guessyou know why.”’

““You'regoing to that bal thing,” Claire said. **With Bishop’'s—friend.”’

‘| don't exactly have achoice.”

“* Areyou sure about that?’

“*Of course I’m sure—why are we talking about this exactly?’

“‘Because—'" She stuck the fork into her lasagna so deep it scraped the plate. ** Because Michadl’s
going. | guess Eveis, too. And what am | supposed to do, exactly?’

““You'rekidding. Areyou on crack? Because | thought you just implied that you wanted to go to the
scary vampire thing. Which, by theway, | don't.”

Clairetried not to glare. *“1 thought you hated her. Y sandre. But you' re going with her.””

“I do. And | am.”” Shane shoveled food into his mouth, a blatant excuse to end the conversation, or at
leegt avoidit.

Eve cleared her throat. **Maybe | should, | don't know, leave? Because thisis starting to sound like one



of those redlity shows| don’t want to bein. Maybe you guyswant to take turnsin the confessiona
booth.”’

Shane and Claireignored her. *“1 didn’t tell you because there' s nothing you can do,’” Shane said.
“*There snothing anyone can do.”’

“* Stop talking with your mouth full.”’

“*Dude, you asked!™

“‘|—" Clarefdt asudden burn of tearsin her eyes. ‘| just wanted you to talk to me, that’sall. But |
guessyou can't even do that.”’

She picked up her uneaten lasagnaand drink and took it upstairs to her room. It was her turn to throw a
fit, dam adoor, and sulk, and dammit, shewas going to do it well.

She burst into tears the second the door was closed, put everything down on the dresser, and collapsed
into asoggy heap in the corner. She hadn't cried like thisin along time, not over something so stupid, but
shejust couldn’t—didn’'t—

There was aknock at the door. “* Claire?’

“*Go away, Shane.”’ Her heart wasn't in it, though, and he must have heard that. He opened the door.
She kind of expected him to rush to her and sweep her up in ahug, but instead Shanejust . . . stood
there. Looking like some mixture of annoyed and confused.

“Why isthisabout you?’ he asked her. It was a perfectly reasonable question, so absolutely logical it
made her gasp and cry harder. **1 have to get dressed up in astupid ouitfit. | haveto pretend | don’t want
to shove astake in thisbitch’ s heart. You don't.”

“‘But you're going! Why are you going? Y ou—I thought you hated her—"’

“‘Because she said she'd kill you if | didn't show up. And because | know it snot athreat. She'd doit.
Happy now?’

He closed the door quietly. Claire couldn’t get her breath. The hurt in her chest seemed to be smothering
her, asif every heartbeat might be her last. She heard herself make a sound, but she couldn’t tell if it was
tears or anger or anguish.

Eventually, the tears stopped, and Claire wiped the wet streaks from her cheeks. Shefelt sore, aone,
and utterly to blamefor everything. Her dinner held no appedl, and al she wanted to do was curl up
under the blankets with the biggest, fluffiest stuffed anima she could find.

But she couldn’t do that.

When she opened her door, she found Shane sitting outside, back against the wall. He looked up at her.
““Youdone?’ heasked. His eyeswerered, too. Not exactly tearful, but—something. ** Because it’s not
likethisfloor' sred comfortable.””

She sank down next to him. He put hisarm around her, and her head fell againgt his chest. Therewas
something so soothing about the stiroke of hisfingersthrough her hair, the soft rhythm of his bregthing.
The reassurance of his solid warmth next to her.

““Don't let her hurt you,”” she whispered. ** God, Shane—"’

““No worries. Michael will bethere, and I'm pretty surehe'd get into it if shetried. But | want you safe.
Promise me that while we' re gone, you'll go stay with your parents or something. No—'' Because she
was dready trying to protest. ‘*No, promise me. | need to know you' |l be okay.”’

She nodded, still miserable. “*I promise,’” she said, and took a deep breath to push al that away. ** So
what dumbass costume are you wearing?’

“Don'task.”

““Doesit involve legther?’

“Yeah, actudly, | think it might.”” He sounded like he dreaded the prospect. She managed asmile,
despite everything.

“| can't wait.”’

Shane banged his head back against thewall. ** Chicks.”

Her next visit to Myrnin’ s lab brought a surprise. When she descended the steps, she saw the glow of
lamps, and her firgt thought was, Oh God, he' sout of hiscell. Her second was that she' d better get the
dart gun ready, and she was unzipping the backpack to reach for it when she saw that it wasn't Myrnin at



al.

The overcrowded, dimly lit lab—which was more like a storeroom of outdated equipment, realy—held a
chair and reading lamp. Sested in the chair, turning pagesin one of the fragile, ancient journals, was none
other than Oliver.

Claire put her hand on the butt of the dart gun, just in case, dthough she was't redly sure what good a
dose of antidote would do in this Situation.

“*Oh, relax, I’'m not going to attack you, Claire,’” Oliver said in abored voice. He didn’t even look up.
‘*Bedides, we're on the same side these days. Or haven’t you heard?”’

She came down the remaining steps dowly. *‘1 guess| haven't. Wasthereamemo?’ Granted, he'd
come running when Eve had called about Bishop, but that didn’t necessarily put him in the category of
dly in Claire sbooks.

““When outsders threaten the community, the community pullstogether againgt the outsiders. It sarule
asold asthetribal system. Y ou and | arein the same community, and we have acommon enemy.”’
““Mr. Bishop.”

Oliver looked up, marking the placein the journa with onefinger. **Y ou have questions, I'd assume. |
would, inyour place.”’

“* All right. How long have you known him?’

““I don’t know him. | doubt anyone doeswho' s till divetoday.”

Clairedipped into arickety chair acrossfrom him. **But you’'ve met him.”’

Cyes

““When did you meet him, then?’

Oliver tilted hishead, eyes narrowed, and she remembered how she’ d once thought he was nice, just a
normal kind of person. Not so much now.

Not so much a person, either.

“I met himin Greece,”” hesaid. ** Sometime ago. | don’t think the circumstances would be particularly
enlightening to you. Or comforting, cometo think of it.”’

“Didyou try tokill him?’

“Me?’ Oliver samiled dowly. ‘‘No.”

“Did Amdlie?’

Hedidn't answer, but he continued to smile. The silence stretched until she wanted to scream, but she
knew he wanted her to babble.

Shedidn't.

“*Amedli€ saffarsarenone of yours,”” Oliver said. ‘| assume you' ve been ligening to Myrnin's chatter.
| confess, | find it fascinating he! still with us. | thought him dead and gone, long ago.”’

““Like Bishop?’

“*He squite mad, you know. Myrnin. And he has been for aslong as| can recall, though it certainly got
worse in more recent times.”” Oliver’ seyestook on afaraway look. ‘‘He did so love the hunt, but he
was aways such a pathetic weeping idiot after. It doesn’t surprise me he wantsto blame hisown
weakness on some—mythica disease. Some people smply aren’t cut out for thislife.”’

Of dl the things Claire had expected, that one caught her off guard. **You don't believe there' sa
disease?’

“*| don't believe that because Myrnin and afew others are—defective—that it meanswe re al declining,
no.”

“‘But—you can’'t, um—"

“*Reproduce?’ Oliver said it without any emotion at al. ** Perhgps we don't wish to.”

““Youtried to turn Michad.”’

Oh, she shouldn’'t have said that, sheredly shouldn’t have; Oliver’ s face tensed, and she saw the skulll
undernegath that smooth, pale skin. A flicker of red went through hiseyes. ** So Michael says.”

“*So Amelie says. Y ou wanted—you wanted your own power base here. Y our own converts. But you
couldn’t doit. That surprised you, didn't it? Because dl of asudden you' re—not ableto.”’

“*Child,” Oliver said, **you should think carefully about the next thing you say to me. Very, very



caefully.”

Hefollowed up with another stretch of silent staring, and thistime Claire did look away. She picked at
invisiblelint on her backpack. *‘1 should get towork,”” shesaid. ** And you aren’'t supposed to bein here
without Amelie knowing about it.”’

“*How do you know she doesn't?’

“*There d be somebody else here watching you if shedid,”” Claire pointed out, and got asmall, cold
smilein response.

““Clever girl. Yes, very wdll. Areyou going to tell meto leave?’

““I don't think | can tell you to do anything, Oliver, but if you want meto cal Ameie—'" Shetook her
cell phone out, opened it, and scrolled through the address book.

Oliver thought about killing her. She saw it flash across hisface, plain as sunrise, and shedmost dided
the phonein sheer reflex.

Then it was gone, and he was smiling, and he stood up and gave her anod. ** No need to bother the
Founder with such nonsense,” hesaid. *“I'll be leaving. There' s only so many ridiculous mad ravings one
canread a agtting, inany case.”’

He dropped the journal onto a pile scattered near the chair and walked away, moving with effortless
grace around the piles of books and barriers of mismatched furniture. He didn’t seem to move quickly,
but before she could blink, he was gone, a shadow on the steps.

Clarelet out ashaky breath, got the dart gun from her backpack, and went to see Myrnin.
“Magnificent,” Myrnin said, taring down at his hands. He flexed them into fists, turned them over,
extended hisfingers. *‘| haven't fdt thisgood in—well, years. | had numbnessin my hands—did you
know?’

It was asymptom Myrnin had forgotten to mention, and Claire wrote it down in her notebook. She had
the countdown clock—a new addition to the lab, one she' d ordered from the Internet—up on the wall,
and the red flickering numbers reminded both of them that Myrnin had a maximum of five hours of sanity
from the current formulation of the trestment.

Myrnin followed her glance at the clock, and the giddy excitement in his expression faded. He il looked
like ayoung man, except for his eyes; it was creepy to think he' d looked exactly that way for generations
before she was born, and would long after she was dead and gone. He did so love the hunt, Oliver had
sad. Therewasredly only onekind of hunt for vampires. Hunting people.

He smiled at her, and it was the smile that had won her over in thefirgt place—sweet, gentle, inviting her
to sharein some delightful secret. ** Thank you for the clock, Claire. That'sagreat help. Thereé san darm
feature?’

“*It gtarts sounding a tone fifteen minutes before the clock runsout,” shesaid. ** And it has tones striking
every hour, too.”’

“Very hepful. Wéll, then. Now that | have use of my fingers—what shdl we do?’ Myrninwiggled his
thick black eyebrows suggestively, which was actudly funny, coming from him. Not that he wasn't
cute—he was—but Claire couldn’t redlly imagine finding him sexy.

Shewondered if that would hurt hisfedings.

““How about if we start shelving some of these books?’ she said. It redlly was getting to be a hazard;
she' d tripped over stacks more than once even when it wasn't an emergency. Myrnin, however, made a
fece.

““I only have afew hoursin my right mind, Claire. Housekeeping seems a poor way to spend them.”’

“* All right, what do you want to do?’

“*I think we made greet progressin thislast formulation, ” he said. **“Why not seeif we can digtill the
essence further? Strengthen the effects?”

“*| think we' d better do some chemical analysis on what happensin your blood before we do that.”’
Before she could stop him, he strode over to atable, picked up arusty knife, and dashed open hisarm.
She was just opening her mouth to scream when he grabbed a clean beaker from the rack on the table
and caught the drizzling blood. The wound healed before he' d lost more than afew teaspoons.

“*There are—easier waysto do that,”” she said weakly. Myrnin held the beaker out to her. The blood



looked darker than regular human blood, and thicker, but then she supposed it would—he wasn't as
warm. Shetried not to think about al those people donating blood, but she couldn’t help it. Was Shane's
blood going to end up in Myrnin’sveins? And how did that work, anyway? . . . Did vampires digest the
blood, or just somehow passit wholeinto their circulatory systems? Did blood types matter? Conflicting
Rh factors? What about bloodborne diseases, like malariaand Ebolaand AIDS?

Therewere alot of questionsto answer. She thought Dr. Millswould be in heaven over the prospect.
“*Pain doesn’'t matter much,” Myrnin said, and yanked his deeve down over his pae, unmarked arm
after wiping away thetrickles of blood that wereleft. **Onelearnsto ignoreit, eventualy.”

Claire doubted that, but she didn’t argue. *‘1’m going to take part of this back to the hospital,”” she said.
“‘Dr. Millswanted blood samples. They’ ve got alot of cool equipment there, he can give us detailed
information we can't get here.””

Myrnin shrugged, clearly uninterested in Dr. Mills or any human beyond Claire. ** Do asyou like,”” he
sad. **“What kind of equipment?’

“*Oh, dl kinds. Mass spectrometers, blood-chemistry anadyzers—you know.”

““We should get thosethings.”’

“\Why?”

“*How can we possibly operate as we should if we don’t have the most current equipment?”’
Clareblinked a him. **Myrnin, you don't exactly have room down here. And | don’t think your current
dinky little power Situation isgoing to let you plug in an éectron microscope. That's not the way scientists
work anymore, anyway. The equipment’ stoo expensive, too delicate. The big hospitals and univergties
buy the equipment. Wejust rent timeonit.”’

Myrnin looked surprised, then thoughtful. ‘ Rent time? But how can you schedule such athing when you
don’t know what you' relooking for or how long it will take?’

“*Y ou haveto learn to schedule your epiphanies. And be patient.”’

That got alaugh out of him. **Claire, | am avampire. We aren’t known for patience, you know. Y our
Dr. Mills—maybe we should pay him avist. I'd liketo meet him.”

“*He' d—probably like to meet you, too,” she said dowly. Shewasn't at al sure how Amelie was going
to fed about that, but she could tell that Myrnin had it in his head to do it whether she went aong or not.
“*Next time, okay?’

They both glanced at the countdown clock. “* Yes,”” Myrnin said. **Next time. Ah! | meant to ask you.
What did you hear about Bishop and the welcome feast?’

““Not much. I think Michagl and Eve are going. Shane—Shane says he hasto go.”

“With Y sandre?’

Claire nodded. Myrnin turned away from her, shoved over a stack of books with restless enthusiasm,
then another. He gave araw cry of delight and scrambled over the piled volumesto retrieve one that, to
Claire' seyes, looked just like any other.

Hethrew it to her. Claire managed to grab it before it smacked into her chest. **Ow!"’ she complained.
“*Not so hard, please.”’

“‘Sorry.”” Hewasn't, redly. There was asubversive, dark stregk in him today.

“What isthis, anyway?’

Myrnin came back to her side, took the book, opened it, and flipped pages. He paused around the
middle and handed it back.

“Ysandre’ hesaid.

The book was written in English, but it was from the eighteenth century, and not easy to make out,
consdering the stains on the pages.

Shewas of abeauty so unusua and so marvelousthat her grandfather was fascinated by the dazzling
sight, and mistook her for an angel that God had sent to console him on his deathbed. The pure lines of
her fine profile, her grest black liquid eyes, her noble brow uncovered, her hair shining like the raven's
wing, her delicate mouth, the whole effect of this beautiful face on the mind of those who beheld her was
that of a deep melancholy and sweetness, impressing itself once and for ever. Tal and dender, but
without the excessive thinness of some young girls, her movements had that careless supple grace that



recallsthe waving of aflower sak in the breeze.

“*Oh,” Claresaid, surprised. That was Y sandre; hewasright. ** Shewas—"’

“* A very famous murderess. She helped her husband and cousinskill aking shortly after her

grandfather’ s death. She was hanged, in the end, but that was after she’ d been made avampire. Lucky
timing, for her.”

The book contained a gruesome account of the king’s murder, and awholelot of others. Claire shivered
and closed the book. **Why did you show me this?’

“*I don’t want you to do what her grandfather did— underestimate her because she hasthe look of an
angel. Y sandre has destroyed more lives than you can begin to imagine, starting with her own.”” Myrmin's
eyeswere dark and very, very serious. *‘ If she wants Shane, let her have him. She' |l be done with him
soon enough. Amdiewon't alow her tokill him.”

“*| think shewants other things,”’ Claire said.

“*Ah. Sexual, then. Or some version of it. Y sandre has always been abit—odd.”’

““How do | stop her?’

Myrnin dowly shook hishead. *‘I’'m sorry. | can’'t help you. My only suggestion—which I’'m quite
certain you won't like—isto let him dedl with thisin hisown way. She'll leave him dive, and largdy
intact, unless heresists her.”

“You'reright. | don't likeit.”

“*Complain to the management, my dear.” Hisfit of seriousness passed off, like acloud from the sun.
“*How about a game of chess, then?’

“*How about we just analyze your blood, because you' ve only got afew more minutes before | haveto
put you back in your, ah, room?’

“Cdl,” hecorrected. ** Perfectly dl right to say so. And you work too hard for someone so young.”’
Sheworked too hard, Claire thought in frustration, because somebody had to. Myrnin certainly didn't.
By Thursday, the upcoming masked bal was the buzz of Morganville. Claire couldn’t avoid hearing
about it. At the university coffee shop, that wasinevitable; people said the weirdest, most private things
right out in public, like there was some invisible privacy wall around them. She’ d heard way too much
about her fellow students sexua adventures over the past few weeks, apparently, it was mating season,
now that everybody was settling in for the semester. Girlsrated guys. Guysrated girls. Both wanted what
they couldn’'t have, or had what they didn’t really want.

But as Claire sipped her coffee and wrote out her physics essay on mechanics, heat, and fields—which
didn’t have to do with auto shops, wesather, or farming—she heard something that made her pen cometo
astuttering stop on the page.

“—invitation,” someone was saying. The someone was Stting behind her. ** Can you bdieveit! My
God, | actudly got one! They say there are only three hundred invitations being sent out, you know. It's
redlly going to be amazing. | wasthinking of going as Marie Antoinette—what do you think?’

They had to be taking about the masked ball. Claire shifted in her chair. That didn’t help—she ill
couldn’t see who was speaking.

“Wadll, | think somebody might have actudly known her, back intheday,’’ the other girl said. **So you
might want to go with something safe, like Catwoman. I’ll bet none of them know Catwoman.”’
“*Catwoman'sgood,”’ thefirst girl agreed. ** Tight black leather is never out of style. | would look totally
hot as Catwoman.””’

Claire spilled her coffee, more or less deliberately, and jumped up to gather handfuls of napkins from the
common dispenser at the creamer station. On the way back, she got alook at the two who were talking.
Ginaand Jennifer, Monica s ever-present friends. Only, thistime, no Monicato be seen. Interesting.
Jennifer glared at her. **What are you looking at, klutz?”

“* Absolutely nothing,”” Claire said, deadpan. Shewasn't afraid of them, not anymore. *‘1 wouldn’t go as
Catwoman. Not with those thighs.”

“*Oh, mee-yow.”’

She gathered up books and coffee, and retreated to a table closer to the actud coffee bar. Eve was
working. She looked perky today, bright-eyed and smiling; she had on red, and it totally worked for her.



Goth, but somehow cheerful. She il grieved for her dad—Claire saw it in odd moments, when she
thought nobody was watching—but Eve had pulled hersdlf together, and was holding it together despite
al the odds.

She had a break in the coffee line, so she flashed her coworker ahand signa of five—a five-minute
break, Claire guessed as Eve stripped off the apron and ducked under the bar to dip into the chair
opposite her.

“S0,”” shesad, ‘| heard from Billy Harrison that his dad got an invitation to thisball thing, from
Tamara—the vamp who owns all those warehouses on the north side, and runs the paper? And he said
that vamps dl over town are going, and taking humans as their—I don’t know, dates? That’ sweird,
right? Thet they’redl bringing humans?’

“*It's never happened before?’

““Not that | know of,” Evesaid. **| asked around, but nobody’ s seen anything likeit. It's become the
hot-ticket event of theyear.”” Her smile dimmed dightly. **I guess Michadl forgot to send me mine. My
invitation. | should remind him.”’

Clarefdt atight little knot tug indde. ** He hasn't asked you?”’

“Hewill.”

“But. .. it stheday after tomorrow, isn'tit?’

““Hewill. Besides, it'snot like | have to come up with some e aborate costume or anything. Have you
seen my closet? Half of what | wear qualifiesasdress-up.”’ Eve glanced at her, then down. **You?’
““Nobody’ sasking meto go.”” Y eah, the bitterness was there in her voice. Claire couldn’t keep it out.
Y ou know who Shane sgoing with.”

“It'snot hisfault. It' shers. Ysandre.”” Eve made aface. **What kind of anameisthat, anyway?’
“‘French. Myrnin gave me abook about her,”” Clairesaid. ‘‘1 knew she was dangerous, but honestly,
she’ sworse than | thought. She might have started out just trying to get by, but shewasared player,
back when politicswaswar.”’

““What about the guy? Frangois? ' Everolled her eyes when she said his name, doing her best foo-foo
French pronunciation. ** He thinks he' s hotter than the surface of the sun. Who's hetaking?’
““Noidea,’” Claresaid. ‘' But—it'snot adate, you know. It's—"" She had no real ideawhat it was.

“It' ssomething else.”’

“*Lookslike adate, dresseslike adate, dateslike adate,” Eve said. **And | intend to be arm candy for
Michael and protect him from dl the big, bad socia climbers out there looking to grab on to the newest
vampintown.”

“*He'snat, though,” Clairesaid. ** The newest. Not anymore. Bishop and his crew are newer than heis,
a least in terms of novelty factor.”’

Evefrowned. ‘*Yeah,” shesaid. *‘| guessthat’strue.”

A shadow fell acrosstheir table, but before they could look up, something hit the surface between them,
and both Claire and Eve involuntarily focused on it.

It was one of the cream-colored invitations.

They looked up. Monica. She swept her perfect blond hair back over her shoulders, raised her
eyebrows, and gave Eveadow, evil amile.

““Toobad,” shesad. *‘I guessyour hottie boyfriend knows where his social bread is buttered, after
al.”

Eve seyeswidened. Sheturned the invitation around to read it, but even upside down, Claire saw the
incriminating evidence.

Y ou have been summoned to attend a masked ball and feast to celebrate the arrival of Elder Bishop, on
Saturday the twentieth of October, at the Elders Council Hall at the hour of midnight.

Y ou will atend at the invitation of Michagl Glass, and are required to accompany him at his pleasure.
The name jumped out at her like afanged surprise attack. Michagl Glass. Michadl wasinviting Monica
Evedidn’t say another word. She shoved the invitation back at Monica, got up, and ducked behind the
coffee bar to don her gpron again. Claire stared after her, stricken. She could seethejittery anguishiin
her friend’ s movements, but not her face. Eve was keeping carefully turned away, and even when she



went to the espresso machine again to pull shots, she kept staring down, hiding her pain.

Claire sshock thawed into anice warm glow of anger. ** Y ou're atotd bitch, you know that?’ she said.
Monicaraised aperfectly plucked eyebrow. ** Y ou didn’t have to do that.”’

““Not my fault you fresks can’t hang on to your men. | heard Shane was boy-toying around with

Y sandre. Too bad. I'll bet you never even got him between the sheets, did you? Or wait . . . maybe you
did. Because I'll bet that would drive him straight into somebody else' s bed.”

Clarefantasized for afew seconds about planting her physicstextbook squardly in the middle of

Monica s pouty, lip-glossed smile. She glared, instead, remembering how effective Oliver’ s periods of
icy sllence could be. Monicafindly shrugged, picked up the invitation, and tucked it in the pocket of her
|eather jacket.

“I"'dsay ‘Seeyou,” but | probably won't,” Monicasaid. *‘| guessyou can hold your own Loser Party
on Saturday, with specia shots of cyanide or something. Enjoy.”’

Shejoined up with Ginaand Jennifer, and the three girlswalked away, turning heads. The golden,
fortunate girls, tight and toned and perfect.

Laughing.

Claire realized she was clenching her fists, forced herself to relax and breethe, and picked up her pen
again. The details of the essay kept dipping away, because dl she could see was Monica preening at
Michad’ssde, rubbing Eve sface in the humiliation. And even when shelooked past thet, there was

Y sandre, and Shane, and that hurt even more.

“Why?" shewhispered. ‘*Michael, why would you do that to her?’ Had they had afight of somekind?
Evedidn't seemto think so. She acted like it had come as a bolt from the blue sky.

With afedling that she was making aterrible mistake, she dided the first peed-dia number on her
phone.

“Yes, Clare” Amdiesad.

‘I need to talk to you. About this masked-bd| thing. What's going on?”’

For afew seconds Claire was sure Amelie would hang up on her, but then the vampiresaid, *‘ Yes, |
suppose we must talk about it. | will meet you upstairs at your home. Y ou know where.”’

She meant the hidden room. **When?’

‘I am, of course, a your convenience,”” Amdie said, which waswinter cold and utterly untrue. **Would
an hour suffice?’

“I'll bethere,”” Claire said. Her hands were shaking, fine little trembles that were asign of theinner
earthquake. ** Thank you.”’

“*Oh, don't thank me, child,” Amdiesaid. *‘I shouldn’'t imagineyou |l find anything | have to say will be
of the least comfort to you.”’

The house was empty when Claire got there. She checked every room, including the laundry roomin the
basement, to be absolutely sure. Eve was il a work; Michael was a the music store. Shane—she had
no idea where Shane was, except that the house was Shane free.

Claire pressed the hidden button in the hallway on the second floor, and the paneling opened on the dusty
steps leading up to the hidden room. She shut the opening behind her and trudged up, feding sicker and
more isolated with every sngle gair.

At thetop, color spilled acrossthewadlls: Victorian lamps, al jeweled hues and pale, watery light. There
were no windows, no exits here. Only afew nice pieces of dusty furniture, and Amelie.

And the bodyguards, of course. Amelie hardly ever went anywhere without at least one. There were two
thistime, lurking in the corners. One of them nodded to Claire. She was on nodding termswith scary
bodyguard dudes. Gresat. Sheredly was moving up in the socid ladder of Morganville.

“Maam,”’ Clairesaid, and stayed standing. Amelie was seated, but she didn’t look as though shewasin
any mood to indulge the fantasy that Claire was her equdl. It was hard to determine Amelie sfedings, but
Claire was pretty sure that this one qudified asimpatient, with a possible upgrade to annoyed.

“I have very littletimefor soothing your ruffled feethers’” Ameie said. She shifted alittle, which was
aurprisng; Amdiewas usudly very ill, very composed. That was dmost fidgeting. There was something
else unusua about her today—the color of her suit. It was till classic and beautifully tailored, but it was



inadark gray, much darker than Amelie usudly preferred. It turned her eyesthe color of storm clouds.

‘Y et you' ve done more than | asked with Myrnin. I aminclined to forgive your impertinence, if you
understand that it' s an indulgence on my part. Not aright on yours.”

““| understand,”” Clairesaid. ‘| just—this masked ball. Myrnin caled it awelcome feast. He acted like it
had something important to do with Mr. Bishop.”’

Amdi€ seyes, which had been regarding her with impersona focus, suddenly sharpened. ** Y ou've
spoken with Myrnin regarding Bishop' sarrivad?’

“*Well—he asked me what was happening in town, and—'" Claire broke off, because Ameliewas
suddenly standing. And her bodyguards had moved out of the corners of the room and were very close,
closeenough to hurt. **You didn’'t tell me not to!”’

“*| told you to stay out of my affairsl’”’ Something pale and hungry flickered in those eyes, asscary inits
ownway as Mr. Bishop. Amdlie ddiberately relaxed. ** Very well. The damage is done. What did
Mymintdl you?’

““Hesaid—"" Clairewet her lips and glanced at the bodyguards hovering terrifyingly close. Amelieraised
an eyebrow and nodded, and Claire fdt rather than saw them move away. ‘* He said you both thought
Bishop was dead, so he was surprised to find out that he' d come to town. He said that Bishop wanted
revenge. Againg you.”’

““What did hetell you about the feast?’

“*Only that it was part of some kind of ceremony to welcome Bishop to town,”” Clairesaid. ** And that
you weren't going to fight him if you were putting on thefeedt.”

Amdlie ssmilewas quick and cold. ** Myrnin knows something about the world and its palitics. No, I'm
not going to fight him. Not unless| must. Did hetell you anything e se?°

““No.” Claire sucked up her courage. **Y sandre’ staking Shane. And Michag—I just found out he's
going, and he' staking Monica. Not Eve.”’

““Doyouimaginel have the dightest concern for how your friends arrange their romantic affairs?”’

“No, it'sjust—I want you to invite me. Please. All the vampires are taking humans. Why don’t you take
me?’

Ameli€ s eyeswidened. Not much, but it was enough to make Claire think she’ d scored abig-time
aurprise. “*“Why would you possibly wish to attend?’

““Monicasaysit’sthe socid event of the season,”” Claire said. She wasn't sure ajoke was the way to
go; she knew Amelie had a sense of humor, but it was obscure.

Today, it was apparently nonexistent.

“All right, thetruthis, I’ m worried about Michael and Shane. | just want to be sure—surethey’re
okay.”’

“* And how would you go about ensuring that, if | cannot?” Amelie didn’t wait for an answer, because
there obvioudy wasn't one. ‘'Y ou want to watch the boy, to be sure he doesn’'t fdl prey to Ysandre. Is
thet it?’

Claire swallowed and nodded. That wasn't al, but that was alot of it.

“It' sawagte of time. No,”” Ameliesaid. ** Y ou will not attend, Claire. | tdll you this, explicitly, so that we
are understood: | cannot risk you in this. Y ou will not be at this event. Neither you nor Myrnin. Isthat
clear?’

CBU—"

Amédi€e svoiceroseto ashout. ‘‘Isthat clear?’ Thefury cut like knives, and Claire gasped and nodded.
She wanted to take a step back from the horrible glow in Ameli€’ s eyes, but she knew that would be a
very bad idea. She' d been around Myrnin enough to understand that retreat was a sign of weakness, and
weakness triggered attack.

Amelie continued to Sare at her, fixed and silent, and there was awildnessto her that Claire couldn’t
understand.

““Midress,” said one of the bodyguards. ** We should go.”” He made it sound asif they had someplace
to be, but Claire had the eerie feding that he wasintervening deliberately. Providing Amelie an excuseto
back off.



“Yes’' Amdiesaid. Therewas ahusky toneto her voice Claire had never heard before. ** By al means,
let us be done with this. Y ou have heard my words, Claire. | warn you, don’t test me on this. You're
vauableto me, but you are not irreplaceable, and you have friends and family in thistown who are far
lessuseful.”

There was no mistaking that for anything but an outright threet. Claire nodded dowly.

“*Say thewords,” Amelie said.

“Yes. | understand.”

“*Good. Now don’t bother me again. Y ou may go.”’

Claire backed away toward the stairs. She even backed down two steps before turning and hurrying
down the rest, and when she was halfway there, she redlized that the control to open the door from inside
lay at thetop, in the couch where Amdlie sat.

If Ameliedidn’'t want to let her out, she wasn't going anywhere.

Claire reached the landing at the bottom. The door was still closed. She looked back up the stairs and
saw shadows moving, but heard nothing.

Thelightswent out.

““No,”” shewhigpered, and fear came down like a bucket of freezing water, from head to toe. Her hand
reached out blindly to stroke the closed door. ‘*No, don’'t do this—"’

Something had changed in Amelie. She wasn't the cool, remote queen she' d been before. She was
more—anima. More angry.

And Clarefindly admitted it to hersdf: Amelie was more hungry.

“Please,”’ she said to the dark. She knew there were earslistening. ‘* Please let me go now.””’

She heard asharp click, and the door moved under her fingertips, swinging inward. Claire grabbed the
edge with both hands and pulled it open. She was suddenly in the hall, and when she looked back, the
door was closng.

She collgpsed againgt thewall, trembling.

That went well, she thought sarcastically. She wanted to scream, but she was dmost sure that would be a
very, very bad idea.

Downgtairs, the front door opened and closed, and Claire heard the clump of heavy shoes on the wood
floor.

““Eve?’ shecdled.

“Yeah. Eve sounded exhausted. ** Coming.”’

She looked even worse than she sounded. Thered outfit that had flattered her so much before seemed to
scream now, overpowering her; she seemed ready to drop, and from the state of her makeup, she'd
aready shed alot of tears.

““Oh,’ Clairesaid. ‘““Eve...”

Evetried for asmile, but there wasn't much left. ** Pretty stupid to be upset about Monica, right? But |
think that’ swhy it hurts so bad. It' s not like he' s taking somebody hafway nice or anything. He hasto
pick thewalking socia disease”” Eve wiped her eyeswith the hed of her hand. Her eydiner and
mascara had made atrue Gothic mess, trickling in dirty streaks down her pale cheeks. **Don't try to tell
me hewas ordered to do it. | don’'t careif he was—he could have told mefirst. And why aren’t you
arguing with me?’

“‘Becauseyou'reright.”’

“Damnright I'mright.”” Eve kicked open the door to her room, walked in, and threw hersalf facedown
on the black bed. Claire clicked on the lights, which mostly consisted of strings of dim white Christmas
lights and one lamp with abloodred scarf draped over the shade. Eve screamed into her pillow and
punched it. Claire perched on the corner of the bed.

“I'mgoingtokill him,” Evesaid, or a least that was what it sounded likefiltered through the pillow.

“* Stake him right in the heart, shove garlic up his ass, and—and—""

“And what?’

Michad was standing in the doorway. Claire jumped off the bed in darm, and Eve sat up with her pillow
clutched in both hands. ** When did you get home?’ Claire demanded.



“ Apparently just intime to hear my funeral plans. | especidly likethegarlicup theass. It's. ..
different.”

“Yeah, well, I'm not finished,” Eve said. She dithered off the bedspread, dropped the pillow, and faced
Michael with her arms crossed. ‘I’ m a so going to stake you outside in the sun, on top of afire ant
mound. And laugh.”’

“What did | do?’

““What did you do?’ Eve sglare wasfierce enough to rip even avampire s heart right out of his chest.
““You can't be serious.”’

Michadl went very ill, and Claire thought the expression in his eyes was the definition of busted.
““Monica. Shetold you.”’

“* Duh. Why wouldn't she take the chance to rub my facein it, you loser? And spesking of that, Monica?
Did you lose a bet or something? Because that’ sredly the only reason | can think of for you to humiliate
melikethis”

““No,” Michad said. His gazeflickered to Claire in an unmistakable pleafor her to leave. Shedidn’t. **I
can't explain, Eve. I'm sorry, | just can't. But it’snot what it—""

““Don’'t you even say it'snot what it looks like, becauseit’ salwayswhat it lookslikel”” Eve lunged
forward, shoved Michael square in the chest, and drove him afoot backward, out of her room. *‘1 can’'t
talk to you right now. Get out! And stay out!”’

She dammed the door and locked it. Not, Claire reflected, that alock would do any good, considering
how strong Michadl was. But he probably wouldn't go around battering down doorsin his own house, at
leedt.

“‘Eve, you haveto listen to me. Please.””

Evethrew hersdlf back on the bed, grabbed her iPod from the drawer, and shoved headphones over her
ears as she hit the play button. Claire could hear the thundering metd al the way across the room.
“EBEve?’

Claire opened the door and looked at Michadl. “‘I don’'t think she'slistening,”” shesaid. “* You redly
screwed this up—you know that, right? At least Shane got ordered to do what he did. Y ou chose, didn’t
you?’

“Yeah,”” Michad agreed softly. **I chose. But you redlly don’t have any idea of what my choiceswere,
doyou?’

She watched him walk away, enter hisroom at the end of the hall, and shut the door.

Maybe hewasright. Maybeit really wasn't what it looked like. Not that Eve was going to listen. Claire
stood there for awhile, listening to the cold and stony silence, and then shook her head and went
downdairs.

Chili dogs weren't the same eaten aone.

Shane got home after dark, and the second Claire saw him, she knew something was wrong. He
looked— digtracted. Different.

And he barely nodded to her on hisway through the living room to the kitchen. She was curled up onthe
sofa highlighting text in her English book, wondering for the thousandth time why anybody thought
knowing about the Bronté s sters was important and multitasking by not redly watching a cooking show
oncableTV.

““Hey,’ shecdled after him. **| left the chili onfor you!”’

Hedidn't answer. Claire capped her marker pen and went to the kitchen door. She didn’t openit, but
she stood and listened. Shane wasn't making the normal dish noises of aguy desperate for dinner; infact,
hewasn't making any noiseat dl.

Claire was debating whether to return to studying when she heard him open the back door of the house.
Voices, hushed and muffled. She eased the door open just alittle, and listened harder.

“You'relucky | don't cdll the cops,’” Shanewas saying. ‘‘Wak away, man.”

“I can't. | need totak to her.”

““You're not coming near either one of the girls, got me?’

““I"mnot going to hurt anyone!™’



She knew that voice, or thought she did. But that couldn’t be right, it just couldn’t be.

Shane could not be talking to Eve' s brother, Jason, especially not at the back door. She had to be
imagining things. Maybe it was someone e se, someone who just sounded like Jason Ros=. . . .

Claire eased the door open enough to get atiny dice of aview.

No, that was Jason. There was absolutely no doubt about it. He was even wearing the same skanky,
stained jeans and leather jacket. His hair was lank and even greasier than the last time she’ d seen him,
and he looked sallow and sick.

““Comeon, man,” hesaid. *‘Just let metalk to Claire. Y ou keep me waiting out herein the dark, I'm
lunch mest.”

“*Good to know.”’

Jason put out a hand to stop Shane from closing the door on him. “* Please, man. I'm asking.”’

Shane hesitated. Claire couldn’t really imagine why. Jason had stalked Eve; he' d killed—or at least he
sad he d killed—innocent girls out of some misguided attempt to get the vampiresto sgn him up for
service. He d stabbed Shanein the guts.

Shane did swing the bat at him firgt, Claire' s prim little voice of conscience said. Shetold it to shut up.
Jason had engineered that fight, he' d provoked Shaneinto it, and it was only the fact that they’ d gotten
an ambulance there so fast that had saved Shane'slife.

Jason didn't look like acrazy killer just now. He looked like a haf-starved scared junkie kid who was
terrified out of hismind. And desperate.

Claire cameinto the kitchen. Jason’ sfacelit up. *‘ Claire! Claire, tell him—tell himit'sokay. | promise,
I’m not going to hurt anybody. Tell himit'sokay tolet meinso | cantalk toyou.”

“It'snot okay,” Clairesaid. *‘ But he already knowsthat.”’

Shane nodded. He shoved Jason backward, off-balance, off the porch. Jason tripped over abrick and
fell flat on hisass. He glared up a Shane and rolled dowly to hisfeet. *“Claire, I'm supposed to tell you
something. From Oliver.”’

“Oliver’ sgot nothing to tell usthat we want to hear, man. Especidly fromyou.”’

Y ou sure about that?”’

Shane grinned. *‘ Pretty sure. Good luck with that survival thing out therein the dark.”

Shane started to shut the door. He amost made it before Jason blurted out, ‘* Bishop's setting atrap. We
can tell you where and when.”’

Claire put ahand on Shane' s shoulder, and he kept the door open, just acrack. **What are you talking
about?’

“Letmeinand I'll tell you.”” Jason |ooked desperate enough to claw paint off the door. ** Please, Claire.
| swear, I'm onthelevel here”

““No,” shesad. *“If Oliver’'sgot something to say, I'll talk to him, not to you.”’

Resentment flickered in Jason’ s dark eyeslike ail on fire, and he got up and shoved hishandsin his
pockets. ‘Y eah? Y ou gonnaplay it likethat?’

“I'mnot playing at dl,”” Claresad.

“*I think you are. So maybewe do it the hard way after al.”” Jason threw himsdlf againgt the door with
such force that Shane was knocked backward, and Claire lost her footing and ended up flat on her back
on the kitchen floor. As she twisted around to try to get up, she felt Jason’s hand close on her hair,
painfully tight. He yanked her up to her knees and dragged her out into the night. She yelled and fought,
but he had alot of experience with making girls do what he wanted.

And she stopped fighting when he put agun to her head.

“*Good,”” hesaid in her ear, and even in ablind, black rage she thought his breath was disgusting enough
to ped paint. **Cam down, I’m not going to hurt you. | was serious. Y ou need to listento me.””’
Shanefollowed them outside, moving dowly but never taking his eyes off Jason. Off thegun. *‘Let her
go.”

Jason laughed, and dragged her backward to the driveway, where abig black car waswaiting. Shane
followed at a safe distance. Don't, Claire mouthed. She' d seen Jason nearly kill Shane before. She
couldn’t stand to see it happen again. I'll be okay.



Jason opened the driver’ s-side door of the car, shoved her insde, and pushed in after. Sheimmediately
lunged for the other door.

Locked.

Jason dammed the car door and turned the key to start the engine. He took afirmer grip on Claire shair.
" Say il

Something heavy fell on theroof of the car, denting it down amost to the leve of their heeds; Claireand
Jason both ducked, and Claire yelped at the thought that panic might make him squeeze the trigger.
[tdidn't.

A figt punched through the metal roof of the car, grabbed the ragged edge, and pedled it back likeatin
can lid. And the face that looked down was Michadl’s.

No—not Michad; it was Vampire Michael. Fangs completely down, eyes completely crimson.

Michadl was angry. Also, terrifying.

He dropped through the holein afall of moonlight, took hold of Jason’s gun hand, and yanked him away
from Clairelike atoy. A breakable one. Jason screamed. The gun went off, and Claire flinched and
covered her head, trying to pull into aball in the corner. The car shook as Michadl threw Jason out,
straight up through the opening in the roof. Jason screamed the whole way up, and the whole way down.
He hit the ground with a sickening thud and rolled.

Michadl launched himsdf up out of the car, landed lightly on hisfeet in the wash of headlights, and
walked to where Jason was crawling to get away. Jason rolled over. He still had the gun.

He shot Michad six times, point-blank. Claire flinched with every loud crack.

Micheel didn’t.

He reached Jason, took the gun, ripped it in half, and threw the two piecesinto the trash can leaning at
the side of the house. Jason looked shocked, then resigned, as Michael reached down and grabbed him
by the collar of hisleather jacket.

Shane reached through the ragged sunroof, opened the car door, and grabbed Claire. He pulled her out
and to her feet. ** Y ou okay?’ He sounded deeply shaken, and he kept running his hands over her,
looking for bullet holes, she guessed. ** Claire, say something! ™’

“*Stop him,”” she whispered, looking past him at Michadl. **‘Don’t let him do that.”’

Because Michadl was going to bite Jason, and once he did, there’ d be no going back. Shane sent her a
look, one that probably meant he thought she was crazy, but she forced hersdlf to stay till and cam,
evenif her ingdeswere quivering in terror.

“*Shane,”’ shesaid, and tried her best to channel Ameli€’ s cool authority. ** Stop him.”

She saw theredlity of what was happening dawn on Shane, and he nodded and turned toward Michad,
who didn’t look asif he wasin any mood to be talked off the murder ledge.

But Shane didn’'t have to try, because Michael looked up and saw Eve standing in the doorway, hands
pressed to her mouth, dark eyeswide in horror, staring at her boyfriend threatening to suck blood out of
her little brother.

Michael let go. Jason collapsed back to the ground, whimpering, and tried to crawl away.

Michael put hisfoot on Jason’ s back, holding himin place. *‘No,”” he said. His voice sounded low and
very, very dangerous. ‘1 don’t think so. Attempted kidnapping, assault with a deadly wesapon, and
attempted murder of avampire? Y ou’ re done, man. It'sal over but the screaming.”

“Youasshole!’” Jasonydled. *‘I'm working for Oliver! Y ou can't touch me!””’

He skinned back the deeve on hisjacket, and there, on hiswrist, was asilver bracelet.

Michael responded by pressing hisfoot harder into Jason’ s back. ** Then you and | are going to have a
talk with Oliver about how he sends hislittle worm to my houseto shoot me,’” hesaid. **I think you're
not going to like that very much. Because I’ m pretty sure that Oliver didn’t ask you to do that kind of
thing.”’

““Michadl,” Shane said. It wasawarning, and as Claire turned, she saw why—another car was arriving,
apolice car with lightsflashing. It pulled to astop in the driveway, blocking in Jason’ s half-peded car,
and Richard Morrell got out of the driver’ s Sde carrying ashotgun. Detectives Joe Hessand Travis
Lowe werewith him, and each of them held adrawn gun.



She' d never seen the three of them looking so grim, but she was glad to see them. At least this meant
somebody would be putting astop to Jason and his craziness a last. Michadl wasright: it wasn't going to
be agood ending for him, but—

Richard Morrdl put the shotgun to his shoulder. He was aiming at Michadl. The other two men took up
shooting stances.

Claire gasped.

“‘Out of theway,”” Detective Hess ordered Shane, with ajerk of his head. Shane didn’'t argue. He held
up his hands and backed away. Michad turned and saw the cops aiming at him, and frowned.

“Let himgo, Michadl,”” TravisLowesad. “‘Let’sdothiseasy.”

“What'sgoingon?’

“*Onething at atime. Let thekid up.”

Michael removed hisfoot. Jason scrambled to a standing position and tried to run; Richard Morrell
sighed, handed his shotgun to Joe Hess, and took off after him. Asfast as Jason was, Richard was faster.
Hetook him down in aflying tackle before he was halfway to the fence. He rolled Jason onto his back
and handcuffed him with brutal efficiency, yanked him upright, and marched him back to where the other
two policemen held Michael a gunpoint.

““What'sgoing on?’ Michael repeated. *‘ He triesto kidnap Claire, and you come after me? Why?’
“Let’sjust say we' re saving you from yoursdf,”” Detective Hesssaid. *“ Y ou okay? You cam?’
Michael nodded. Hesslowered hisgun, and so did Travis Lowe. Richard Morrd| put Jason in the
backseat of the police car.

“Wegot atip,”” Hess continued, ‘‘that you' d gone berserk and were trying to kill your friends. But sSnce
| seethey’redl standing heredive and wdll, I'm guessing little Jason isthe redl problem.””

Richard came back, wiping his hands on ahandkerchief. Clearly, he didn’t like touching Jason, either.
“Did he bregk in?’

““No,” Shanesaid. ‘*He pulled agun on us and grabbed Claire a the back door. He wastrying to drive
away with her. Michad stopped him.”’

Michael, Claire redlized as her heartbegat started to dow, had aso been shot six timesin the chest at
point-blank range. His loose white shirt had the blackened ragged holesto proveit, each one rimmed
with athin outline of red. She remembered Myrnin swiping the knife cardlesdy down hisarm, laying open
veins and arteries and musclesjust to get ablood sample.

She couldn’'t be sure, but it didn’t ook like there was amark on Michagl’ s chest under the shirt, and he
wasn't moving like aman with bullets buried ingde. Not even onein shock.

Wow.

““What did hewant?’ Detective Hess asked. **Did he say?’

““He said hewanted to talk to me,”” Claire said. That much was true, but she didn’t want to drag Oliver
into this. It was enough of amessadready. *‘| think heredly did want to. He just knew he wouldn’t be
abletodoit here. | don't—I don't think he really meant to hurt me.”” Thistime.

Shane waslooking at her like she' d grown a second head, one with serious brain damage. ** It s Jason.
Of course he meant to hurt you! Wasn't the gun pointed at your head aclue?’

Hewasright, of course, but—she' d seen the look in Jason’ s eyes, and it hadn’t been the predatory glee
she’ d seen before when he was playing hislittle sadistic games. This had been flat-out desperation. She
couldn’t explain it, but she believed Jason.

Thistime

Shane was gtill watching her with afrown. SowasMichadl. ** Areyou dl right?’ Shane asked, and
folded hisarms around her. The warm weight of hisbody pressed againgt hers, and she redized just how
cold shefelt. Shewas shivering, and her kneesfelt weak undernesth her. | could collapse, she redlized.
And he'd catch me.

But she stayed on her own two feet, pulled back, and looked him in the eyes.

“I'mfing’ shesaid. Shekissed him. ** Everything' sfine”’



Chapter 9

Eve hadn’t said aword, but she' d alowed Michadl to take her back inside once the cops had pulled
away; she d taken only one look at her brother as he' d been hauled off in handcuffs, but that had been
enough. On top of the shock of her father’ s death, and the trouble with Michael, Eve didn’t seem to have
any emotion left to spare.

Through common consent, none of them went to bed. They didn’t eat. The four of them crammed onto
the couch, grateful for the warmth and the company, and put on amovie. A scary one, asit turned out,
but Claire was glad to focus on someone e sg' s problems for achange. Being hunted by acity full of
zombies might have seemed like ardlief in some ways—at least you knew whom to run from, and whom
to run toward. She lay with her head on Shane' s chest, listening more to him bresthe than to the
characters babbling a one another. His hand kept a dow, steady rhythm on her hair, stroking al her
tenson and fear away.

Eve and Michae didn’t cuddle, but after awhile, he put hisarm around her and pulled her closer, and
shedidn't resst.

By the time the DVD menu came on after the credits, they were al sound adeep, and trouble wasfar, far
away.

Fridays were usually good days, classwise; even most of the professors were in better moods.

Not this Friday, though. Therewas aweird tensgon in the air, dong with theincreasingly chilly biteto the
wind. Her firgt professor of the day had lost histemper over acell phone going off, and reduced some
sophomore sorority girl to tears before exiling her from the class with aflat-out failing grade. Her second
classdidn’'t go much better; the TA had a headache, maybe a hangover, and was grumpy as hell—too
much to bother dowing down as he sped through the lecture, or to answer any questions.

The only good thing about her third hour was that she was confident it would be over in under an hour.
Professor Anderson had widely advertised today’ s supposedly pop quiz; only a complete coma patient
wouldn’t know to come prepared. Anderson was one of those professors—the ones who gave you
plenty of chances, but the test was The Test, full stop. He gave only two ayear, and if you didn’t do well
on both of them, you were screwed. He had areputation for being a nice guy who smiled alot, but he'd
never yet alowed anybody extra-credit work, or so Claire had heard.

The history mgjorsliked to cal his class Andersonville, which was anot very funny reference to the Civil
War prison camp. Claire had studied her brains out, and she was absolutely sure that she would ace the
test, and have extratime | eft over.

She stopped off in the restroom, since she was alittle early, and carefully balanced her backpack against
thewadll of the bathroom stall as she did her business. She was going over dates and eventsin her head
when she heard a soft, muffled laugh from near the sinks. Something about it made her freeze—it wasn't
innocent, that laugh. There was something weird abot it.

| hear there’ satest in Andersonvilletoday,” avoicesaid. A familiar one. It was MonicaMorréll.
‘*Hey, doesthis color ook okay?’

“Nice”’” Ginasad, fulfilling her job as Affirmation Friend #1. *‘Isthat the new winter red?’

“Yeah, it'ssupposed to shimmer. Isit shimmering?”’

“Ohyeah.”

Clareflushed thetoilet, grabbed her backpack, and braced hersaf for impact. Shetried to look asif she
didn’'t careabit that Monica, Gina, and Jennifer were occupying three out of the four sinksin the
bathroom. Or that the rest of the place was deserted.

Monicawas touching up her hooker-red lipstick, blowing kisses at her reflection. Claire kept her eyes
straight ahead. Get the soap. Turn on the water. Wash—

““Hey, freak, you'rein Andersonville, right?’

Claire nodded. She scrubbed, rinsed, and reached for the paper towels.

Jennifer snagged her backpack and pulled it out of her reach.

““Hey!"”’ Claire grabbed for her stuff, but Jennifer dodged out of her way, and then Monicatook hold of
her wrist and snapped something cold and metallic around it. For acrazy second Claire thought, She's



switched braceletswith me. Now I'm Oliver’ s property. . . .

But it was the cold metal of a handcuff, and Monicabent down and fastened the other end to the metal
post on the bottom of the nearest bathroom stall.

“Wadl,” she said as she stepped back and put her hands on her hips, **I guessyou' |l be finding out just
how tough thelittle general can be, Claire. But don't worry. I'm sure you' re so smart, you' Il just fill in
those test answers by the power of your mind or something. ™’

Claire yanked usdesdy at the handcuffs, even though she knew that was stupid; shewasn't going
anywhere. She kicked the bathroom stall. It was tough enough to stand up to generations of college
students; her frustration wasn't going to make a dent.

“Givemethekey!”” sheydled. Monicadangled it in front of her—small, slver, and unreachable.
“Thiskey?’ Monicatossed it into thetoilet in thefirst stall and flushed. ** Oops. Wow, that’ s ashame.
Youwait here. I'll get help!””’

They dl laughed. Jennifer contemptuoudy shoved her backpack acrossthe floor to her. *“Here,” Jennifer
sad. “*Y ou might want to cram for the test or something.”

Claire grimly opened her backpack and began looking for something, anything she could useasa
lock-pick. Not that she knew thefirst thing about picking locks, exactly, but she could learn. She had to
learn. She barely looked up as the three girls exited the restroom, il laughing.

Her choices were a couple of paper clips, abobby pin, and the power of her fury, which unfortunately
couldn’'t melt metal. Only her brain.

Clairetook the cell phone out of her pocket and considered her choices. She wouldn't have been
surprised to find out that Eve or Shane had experience with handcuffs—and getting out of them—but she
wasn't sure she wanted to endure the questions, either.

She cdled the Morganville Police Department, and asked for Richard Morrell. After ashort delay, she
was put through to his patrol car.

“It'sClare Danvers,’’ shesad. ‘' I—need some help.”’

“What kind of hep?’

Y our sster kind of—handcuffed mein abathroom. And | have atest. | don’'t have akey. | was hoping
you—"’

“*Look, I'm sorry, but I'm heading to adomestic-disturbance call. It' s going to take me about an hour to
get over there. | don't know what you said to Monica, but if you just—""

““What, apologize?’ Claire snapped. ‘| didn’'t say anything. She ambushed me, and she flushed the key,
and | haveto get to class!™”

Richard' s sigh rattled the phone. *‘I'll get thereasfast as| can.”

He hung up. Claire set to work with the bobby pin, and watched the minutes crawl by. Tick, tock, there
went her gradein Andersonville.

By thetime Richard Morrell showed up with a handcuff key to let her loose, the classroom was dark.
Clare ran thewhole way to Professor Anderson’ s office, and felt aburst of relief when she saw that his
door was open. He had to give her a break.

He was talking to another student whose back wasto Claire; she paused in the doorway, trembling and
gasping for breath, and got afrown from Professor Anderson. ** Yes?’ Hewas young, but his blond hair
was aready thinning on top. He had ahabit of wearing sport jackets that a man twice his age would have
liked; maybe he thought the tweed and leather patches made people take him serioudly.

Claredidn’'t care what he looked like. She cared that he had the authority to assign grades.

*Sir, hi, Claire Danvers, I'min—"

“*I know who you are, Claire. Y ou missed the test.””’

“Yes |—

‘| don't accept excuses except in the case of death or seriousillness.”” He looked her over. **1 don’t see
any sgnsof ether of those.”’

CBUt—’

The other student was watching her now, with amaliciouslight in her eyes. Claire didn’t know her, but
she had on asilver bracelet, and Claire was willing to bet that she was one of Monica s near and dear



sorority girls. Glossy dark hair cut in ableeding-edge style, perfect makeup. Clothes that reeked of credit
card abuse.

“Professor,’” the girl said, and whispered something to him. His eyes widened. The girl gathered up her
books and |&ft, giving Claire awide berth.

“8ir, | redly didn’t—it wasn't my fault—"’

“Fromwhat | just heard, it was very much your fault,” Anderson said. ** She said you were adegp out in
the common room. She said she passed you on theway to class.”’

“ wasn't! | was—"’

“*| don't care where you were, Claire. | care where you weren't, namely, at your desk at the appointed
time, taking my test. Now please go.”’

“*| was handcuffed!”’

He looked briefly thrown by that, but shook hishead. ‘I’ m not interested in sorority pranks. If you work
hard the rest of the semester, you might till be ableto pull out a passing grade. Unlessyou' d like to drop
the class. | think you still have aday or two to make that decison.”’

Hejust wasn't listening. And, Claire redlized, he wasn't going to listen. He didn't really care about her
problems. He didn't really care about her.

She sared at him for afew secondsin silence, trying to find some empathy in him, but al she saw was
sdlf-absorbed annoyance.

“*Good day, MissDanvers,” he said, and sat down at his desk. Pointedly ignoring her.

Claire bit back words that probably would have gotten her expelled, and skipped the rest of her classes
to go home.

Somewherein the back of her mind, aclock wasticking. Counting down to Bishop’s masked ball.
There was one comforting thing about the theory of complete apocaypse: at least it meant she wouldn’t
havetofail any classes.

Just when she thought her Friday couldn’t get any worse, visitors dropped by the house a dinnertime.
Claire peered out the pegphole, and saw dark, curling hair. A wicked amile.

“‘Better invitemein,” Ysandre said. ** Because you know I'll just go hurt your neighbors until you do.”
“Michad!"’ Claireydled. He wasin theliving room, working out some new songs, but she heard the
music stop. Hewas at her side before the echoes died. “*It's her. Y sandre. What should | do?’

Michael opened the door and faced her. She smiled at him. Frangoiswas with her, both of them deek
and smug and so arrogant it made Claire stegthitch.

| want to talk to Shane,”’ Y sandre said.

“*Then you' re going to be disgppointed.”’

Frangoisraised his eyebrows, reached down, and pulled a bound human form from the bushes on the
Sde of the steps. Claire gasped.

It was Miranda, looking completely terrified. Tied hand and foot, and gagged.

“Let’'sput it another way,” Ysandre said. “* Y ou can let usin to talk, or we have our dinner afresco,
right here on your veranda.”

There was absolutely no right answer to that, Claire thought, and saw Michad struggle with it, too. He let
the silence stretch for so long that Claire wasredly afraid Mirandawould be killed—Frangois seemed
glad to have the chance—but then Michadl nodded. *“All right,”” he said. **Comein.”

““Why, thank you, honey,”” Y sandre said, and strolled in. Frangois dropped Miranda on the wooden
hallway floor and followed her. Claire knelt next to the girl and untied her hands.

“*Areyou okay?’ she whispered. Miranda nodded, eyes as big as saucers. ** Get out of here. Run home.
Go.”

Miranda stripped off the ropes around her ankles, scrambled up, and escaped.

Claire shut the door and hurried to the living room.

Francois had shoved Michadl’ s guitar out of the way and taken the chair. Y sandre sat on the couch, as
comfortable asif she owned the world and everythinginit. **How kind of you to ask usin, Michadl. |
didn’t think we got off to avery good beginning. | want to Sart over.”

Francoislaughed. “* Yes" hesaid. **We should be friends, Michagl. And you shouldn’t beliving with



catle”

“Isthisdl you have? Becauseif itis, | think we'redl done.”

“*Oh, not quite,”” Y sandre said.

““They'remaking dinner,” Francoissaid. ** That' sironic, don’t you think? When they let ours go.”’
“*These humans, dl they doiseat,”’ Ysandresad. **No wonder they'redl fat and lazy.”’

Shane came out of the kitchen. Hewas't surprised, Claire saw; he must have heard them. **Y ou’ re not
invited,”” Shane said. Y sandre kissed her lipstoward him.

*Oh, Shane, | redly don't care whether | am or not, and you aren’t anywhere near powerful enough to
makemeleave,’ shesad. **It's Friday, my love. Y ou received the costume | want you to wear for
tomorrow?’

Shane nodded unwillingly, like his neck had frozen gtiff. His eyeswere more than alittle crazy.
““Youneedtogo,”’ Clairesaid to Y sandre, with abravado sheredly didn't fedl.

““What do you think, Michael? Do 1?7’ Y sandre | ocked gazes with him, and there was something awful in
her eyes. ‘Do | haveto go?’

““No,” hesaid. “*Stay.”’

Claire gaped.

They make you fed things. Do things, whether you want to do them or not. Shane had said it, but Claire
hadn’t imagined that they could do it to other vampires. Even one as young and inexperienced as
Michedl.

"Miched!"

Hedidn't look at her. He seemed completely caught in the web of Y sandre s attraction.

Claire dug her cell phone out of her pocket. She hesitated over the address book.

“‘Deciding who to call for help?’ Francois yanked the cell phone out of her hands and threw it across
the room. “* Ameliewon'’t thank you for distracting her from al her preparations. She' s busy, busy, busy,
making sure everything goes just right to welcome our beloved father properly.”’

“*Maybe you ought to ask Michadl what to do,”” Y sandre said, and laughed, showing fang. She
pronounced it like Michelle. “*I'm sure he'll help dipatch us. Sofierce, isn't he?’
Michad’ s eyeswere dowly turning crimson.

They can make you fed things. Do things.

“*Shane,”’ Clairesaid. ‘*We need to get out of here. Now.””’

“I'm not leaving Michad.”’

“*Miched’ sthe problem.”

Y sandre laughed. ** Y ou redly are clever, macherie”

Frangois snapped hisfingersin front of Michagl’sface. ** Dinner’ sready.”

Michael opened his mouth and snarled. Full fangs.

And he turned and fixed hisgaze on Claire.

“*Oh, crap,”” Shane breathed. He grabbed Claire’ sarm. *“Kitchen!”’

They retreated. Shane shoved the table against the swinging door, for al the good it would do, and they
backed up toward the rear door.

Claire opened the refrigerator and took Michadl’ slast two seded bottles out of the back of the
refrigerator. Haveto tell Michael to pick up more, she thought, and how weird was that? Running short
of blood was getting as norma as needing Coke or butter.

Shewas gibbering in her head, that wasit. And yet, oddly calm.

Michael burst into the room and headed straight for them.

Claire stepped into his path, held out abottle, and said, ** Y ou’ re not one of them. Y ou’ re one of us. One
of us, and weloveyou.”

“*Claire—"" Shane sounded agonized, but he didn’'t move. Maybe he knew it would have blown
everything.

Michael stopped. His eyeswere till blazing red, but he seemed to see her.

Andthered flickered alittle.

She held out the bottle.



“Drink it,” shesaid. “*You'll fed better. Trust me, Michadl. Please.”’

Hewas staring into her eyes.

And thistime, she was the one who chalenged him. See me. Know what you' re doing.

Push her out.

His eyesflared white. He grabbed the bottle out of her hand, popped the cap, and tipped the bottle,
guzzling the contents as fast as he could swallow.

Hedidn’t look away.

Neither did she.

His eyesfaded back to blue, and he lowered the bottle with agasp. A thin line of blood dripped off his
lip, and he wiped it with atrembling hand.

“It'sokay,” Clairesaid. ‘** Shegot in your head. She can do that. She—""

Shane was gone. While she' d been so focused on Michadl, he'd just . . . disappeared.

The kitchen door was till swinging.

It'll be easier for her the next time, Shane had told her.

Claire headed for the living room. Michadl tried to stop her, but he seemed weak. Sick. She remembered
how shaken Shane had been.

Why not me? Why doesn’t she control me?

Maybe she couldn’t.

Shane was sitting on the couch beside Y sandre, and his shirt was unbuttoned. Y sandre was running her
hands up and down Shane's chest, tracing invisible lines, and as Claire watched, the vampire began to
nibble on Shane' s neck. Not serioudy, asin not drawing blood, but little teesing nips. Licks.

Shane sface was still and blank, but his eyes were pools of panic. He doesn't want this, Claire redlized.
She'smaking him.

Claire threw the second bottle of blood at Y sandre. The vampire' s hand came up unbelievably fast to
snatch it out of the air before it made contact with the side of her head.

“If you'rehungry, eat,”” shesaid. “* And get your claws out of my boyfriend.”’

Y sandre’ s eyes narrowed. Claire felt something brush at her mind, but it was like walking through a
spiderweb, easily broken.

Y sandre flipped the cap from the bottle, sniffed it, and made a disgusted face. ** Don’t be 0 possessive.
Shaneisat my command. Theinvitation said s0.”’

“*He sat your command tomorrow. Not today.”’

““How charming. So young for alawyer.”” Y sandre sipped from the bottle, gagged, and shook her head.
““Why your vampires subject themselvesto thisindignity is beyond my understanding. Thisisrancid.
Undrinkablefilth.”” She threw the bottle back at Claire, who had no choice but to try to catch it; shedid,
but the contents splattered cold over her face and neck. ** Removeiit from our presence.”” Her eyestook
on ahorrible dull shine, angry and crud. ** And clean yoursdf up. Y ou' re as usel ess as the hospitdity you
offer.”

“Get out,” Clairesaid. Shefelt the power of the house now, gathering like astorm around her. Rushing
into the cool silence, crackling with energy. ‘* Get out of our house. Now.””’

It exploded up through her feet, painful and shocking, and hit Y sandre and Frangoislike abolt of invisble
lightning. It knocked them flat, grabbed them by the ankles, and dragged them to the front door, which
crashed open before they reached it.

Y sandre shrieked and clawed at thefloor, but it was useless. In that moment, the house wasn't taking
any prisoners.

It threw them out into the sun. Frangois and Y sandre staggered to their feet, covered their heads, and ran
for their car.

Claire stood in the doorway, spattered with cold blood, and yelled, ** And don’t come back!”’

The power cut off, and the sudden emptiness|eft her shaking. Claire clung to the door for afew seconds,
long enough to see them drive away, and then staggered back to the living room. Shane sat on the couch
with his shirt unbuttoned to the wait, head in his hands.

Shuddering.



““You okay?’ she asked.

He nodded convulsively without looking up at her. Michael opened the kitchen door and came Straight to
her. He had atowel, and he scrubbed the blood off her face and hands with rough, anxious movements.
““How did you do that?’ he asked. **Even | can’t— not on command. Not like that.”’

“I don’'t know,”” she said. Shefdt sick and shaky, and perched on the couch next to Shane. Shane was
buttoning his shirt. Hisfingers moved dowly, and didn’t seem very steedy, ether.

“*Shane?’ Michad stood next to him, and hisvoice was very gentle.

“Yeah, man, I'mfine’’ he said. His voice was threadbare with exhaugtion. ** She may own me, but she
can't take possession until tomorrow night. | don’t think she'll risk coming back here. Not just for me.”’
Helooked up a Michael then, and Michagl nodded tightly. **1 don’t want to ask, but—"’

“Youdon't haveto ask,”” Michad said. **I'll look out for you. Asmuch as| can.”

They bumped figs.

““| need ashower,”” Shane said, and went upstairs. He wasn't moving like Shane, not at all—too dow,
too heavy, t00 . . . defeated.

Michagl had made the promise, but Claire was afraid—very afraid—that he wouldn’t be able to keep it.
Once they were away from this house, isolated and separated, nobody could stop Y sandre from doing
whatever she wanted to Shane. To Michael. To anyone.

If Jason had been telling the truth when he' d come by the house looking to talk, then Oliver had had
something to say. Maybe he dtill did.

Maybe, somehow, it would help Shane.

It wasredlly the only thing Claire could think of that might help.

When she went to Oliver’ s coffee shop, she waked into more trouble, although it wasn't as obvious as
Y sandre and Francois taking over the living room. In fact, it took Claire afew secondsto identify what
was odd about what she was seeing, because on the surface it looked quite normal.

But it wasn't.

Eve was stting peacefully across the table from Oliver, whom she' d sworn she d rather stake than look
at again. And whatever it was she was saying, Oliver was gravely listening, head cocked, expression
composed. He had avery thin smile on hisface, and his eyes were fixed on Eve sface with so much
focusit made Claire s skin crawl.

Shewas going to draw their attention, standing like anidiot in the middle of the room, even asbusy asthe
place was. She turned away, went to the coffee bar, and ordered amocha she didn’t crave, just to have
some reason to be here. Eve was too deep into her own thing to redlize Claire had comein, but Oliver
knew; Claire could fed it, even though he hadn’t so much as glanced her way.

She paid her four bucks and took her overpriced, yet ddlicious, drink to an empty table near the front
windows, where there were plenty of studentsto cover her. Shedidn’t redly need to worry, though;
when Eve got up and |eft, she walked straight out, and she didn’t look right or |eft as she stiff-armed the
door and stalked off down the street. She was wearing ablack satin ankle-length skirt that reminded
Claire of theinsde of acoffin, and a purple velvet top, and she looked thin and fragile.

Shelooked vulnerable.

“Terrible, the lengths some girlswill go to for attention, ** Oliver said, and settled into achair across
from Claire. ** Don’t you think her obsession with the morbid isabit much?’

Shedidn’t take the bait, just looked a him. Theline of sunlight was very closeto him, and cregping
closer. In another few minutes, it would touch him on the shoulder. She knew he, like most older
vampires, had partia immunity to sunlight, but it would till hurt.

Oliver knew what she wasthinking. He glanced at the hot line of light and scooted his chair Sdeways,
enough to buy another few minutesin the shadows.

““Why did you send Jason the other night?’ she asked.

“Why do you think | sent him?”’

“Hesadso.”

“‘Is Jason so reliable asource as dl that? | thought he was a crazed murderer who was stalking his own
gger.”



““What did you just talk to Eve about?’

Oliver raised hiseyebrows. ‘| believe that is Eve sbusiness, not yours. If there snothing else—"’

Y sandre and Francoisjust tried apower play at our house. In our house, Oliver. Why did you send
Jason?’

Oliver was quiet amoment. Hewas't looking at her at dl; he was watching the people waking outside
on the street, the cars passing. His gaze wandered over the studentsinside his shop, talking and laughing.
There was something odd in his expression, as if—like Eve—he was suddenly aware of hisown
vulnerability.

And that of others.

““I don't admit that | did send him,”” Oliver said. *‘But if | did, obvioudy | would have had avery good
reason, yes?’

She didn’'t answer. His gaze flashed back to her, bright and very, very focused. ‘| have never made any
secret of my desire for power, Claire. | don't like Amelie, and she doesn't care for me, but our games
are honest ones. We know the rules and we abide by them. But Bishop—Bishop isbeyond al rules. He
would take our game board and overturn it completely, and thet | cannot have. Not eveniif | gaininthe
process.”’

Thelight dawned, findly. ‘* Bishop tried to recruit you. Against Amelie.”” Claire sblood chilled acouple
of degrees. *“You couldn’t tell her directly. So you wanted to use Jason to tell me, and let metell her.”’
“*Too late now. Things are moving too quickly to the edge. It' s not within my power to halt it, or hers.
Much lessyours, Claire.”

Claireredized she was clutching the table in a death grip, and let go. Her fingers ached from the
pressure. **What were you talking to Eve about?’

Oliver' seyesfixed on hers, and he said, ** She is accompanying meto thefeast.”’

Eve was going to the masked bal. With Oliver.

Claire sat back, unable to think of asingle thing to say for amoment, and then it hit her exactly what that
meant. ** Does Michael know?’

“Frankly, | could not care less. Eve can explain it asand if she chooses; it’sno concern of mine. |
believe I’'m finished asssting you with your inquiries, Claire. But if | might give you apiece of advice—"’
Oliver leaned forward, and it put him completely in the sun. He didn't flinch, though the pupils of hiseyes
contracted to almost nothing, and his skin began to take on a definite pink tinge. ** Stay home tomorrow.
Lock your doors and windows, and if you're areligious person, alittle prayer might not go amiss.”’

It was such astartling thing for him to say that Claire amost laughed. **I"m supposed to pray? For who,
you?’

Oliver didn’t blink. **If youwould,” he sad, **that would be comforting. | don’t think anyone sdoneitin
quite sometime.”’

He stood up and walked away. Claire sat for awhile staring off into the afternoon sunlight, Spping a
mochalong gone cold and tasting nothing at al. WWhen aknot of big upper-class jocks asked her, none
too politely, if she was done with the table, she left without any protest. She went for awalk, following
the curve of streets without any real awareness of where she was, or where she might be going.

All these people. She was away from the college crowd now, and Morganville natives took advantage of
the sunshine any way they could—sunbathing, working in their gardens, painting their houses.

And tomorrow, if Oliver wasright, it could be al over. If Bishop succeeded in taking over from Amdie.

Claireredlized with agtart that the sun was dipping toward the horizon, and turned at the nearest cross
dreet to head for home. She made it with the day till officidly in the late-afternoon phase, athough
twilight was cregping in, but as she opened the gate and came through the walk, she redlized that
someone was Sitting on the front steps waiting for her.

Shane.

““Hey,” hesad.

““Hey,” shereturned, and sat down next to him. He was looking out at the street, the occasiona passing
car. A breezeruffled hisdark hair, and the sunlight made his skin look like it had afaint brushing of gold.



God, hewas so.. . . perfect. And he was breaking her heart with the look in his eyes.

S0’ Shanesad. *‘1 wasthinking we should go out tonight.”’

“Out?’ sherepeated blankly. ** Out where?’

He shrugged. ** Doesn't matter. Movies. Dinner. I’ d take you to the local bar for a blowout, but your dad
might kill me.”” Shane looked at her for afew seconds, then went back to his careful study of nothing. ‘|
just want to spend tonight doing something with you. Whatever itis.”’

Because tomorrow, it could al change. It was the same eerie feding Claire had felt waking around town:
the fedling that the world was ending, and only afew people had aclue it was coming.

“* Any place you' ve dwayswanted to go?’ Claire asked.

““Sure. | play agreat game of Anywhere but Here. Y ou mean in Morganville?’ Hewas quiet for a
second, asif the question had caught him by surprise. **Maybe. Y ou up for adrive?’

“Inwhosecar?’

““Eve's’”’ He held up the car keysand jangled them. **| made her adeal. | get the car two nights aweek;
| do her share of the chores two more days. I’ m exercising my rental coupon.”

““The sun’sgoing down,”’ Claire felt compelled to point out.

“Soitis’”’ Hejangled the car keysagain. “*Wdl?’

Redlly, he dready knew what the answer would be.

They droveto arestaurant near the vampire downtown area—far enough that it had mostly human
patronage, but till stayed open late. There was alounge areawith a dance floor, and ajukebox that
played oldies. Shane had abeer he was too young to order. Claire had a Coke, and they spent aroll of
quarters on choosing songs, oneright after another.

"Thisisthe biggest damniPod I’ ve ever seen,”” Claire said, which made him choke on his beer.
“*Kidding. | have seen ajukebox before.”’

““Theway you'refeeding it, I’m not so sure. Y ou think you picked enough songs?’

“I don't know,”” shesaid. ‘*“How many will it take to play al night?’

He put his beer down on the table, put hisarms around her, and they swayed together asthe songs
changed, and changed, and changed.

And around them, Morganville dowly went quiet.

Chapter 10

Saturday dawned cooler and windier, with abreath of chill cutting like metd.

Shane and Clairedrove in just before dawn, exhausted but peaceful. They’ d danced until the restaurant
closed down, then drove, then parked. It had been sweet and urgent and Claire had amost, a most
wanted it to go further . . . at least into the backsest.

But Shane had held to hisword, no matter how frustrating that was for both of them, and she supposed
that was till agood thing.

Mostly, she just wanted to get his clothes off and dive into the bed with him and never, ever come out.
But he kissed her at her bedroom door, and she knew from the look in his eyesthat he wasn't trusting
himsdf thet far with her.

Not tonight. Not even with the whole world changing.

Clarefel adegp just before dawn and dept right through sunrise. Through lunch. She only woke up at dl
because the next-door neighbor started up his monster gas-powered lawn mower for the last trim of the
season. It waslike agardening jet engine, and no matter how many pillows Claire piled on her head, it
didn’'t help.

The house was egrily quiet. Claire put on her robe and shuffled down the hdll to the bathroom. She
tapped on Eve sdoor on the way, but there was no answer. None at Shane’' s or Michael’s, either. She
took the fastest shower on record and went downgtairs, only to find . . . nothing. No Michaedl, no Shane,
no Eve. And no note. There was coffeein the pot, but it had long cooked down to Sudge.

Claire sat down at the kitchen table and paged through numbers on her phone. No answer from Eve's
cdl, and Michaegl’ srang to voice mail. So did Shane's.

““Hey,”” Claire said when hisrecorded voicetold her to leave her message. *‘I’'m—I just was hoping I'd



seeyou. Y ou know, thismorning. But—look, can you give me acal, please? | want to talk to you.
Please”’

Shefelt so donethat tears prickled her eyes. Thefeast. It' stoday.

Everything was changing.

A rap a the back door made her jump, and she peered through the window for along time before she
eased open the door a crack. She left the security chain on. *“*What do you want, Richard?’

Richard Morrél’ s police cruiser was parked in the drive. He hadn't flashed any lights or howled any
grens, 0 she supposed it wasn't an emergency, exactly. But she knew him well enough to know he
didn't pay socid vidts, at least not to the Glass House.

And not inuniform.

“*Good question,”” Richard said. **1 guess | want anice girl who can cook, likes action movies, and
looks good in short skirts. But I'll settle for you taking the chain off the door and letting mein.”’

““How do | know you'reyou?’

“What?’

““Ysandre. She—well, let’ ssay | need to be sureit’sredly you.”’

“*I had to uncuff you in agirl’ s bathroom at the university thisweek. How' sthat?’

She did the chain loose and stepped back as he walked in. He looked tired—not astired as she felt, but
then she guessed that wasn't humanly possible, redly. **What do you want?’

“I'mgoing to thisthing tonight,”” hesaid. *“1 figured you' d be going too. | was thinking you might need a
ride”’

“l—I’mnot going.”’

““No?" Richard looked puzzled by that. ** Funny, | could have sworn you' d be Ameli€ sfirst choiceto
parade around at athing like this. She' s proud of you, you know.”’

Proud? Why on earth would she be proud?**What, like apedigreed dog?’ Claire asked hitterly. *‘ Best
inshow?’

Richard held up hishandsin surrender. **Whatever, it' s none of my business. Whereisyour gang,
anyway?"’

“\Why?”

“*1t' smy business to know where the troublemakers are.”

“*We're not troublemakers!”” Richard gave her alook. One she had to admit she deserved. **Y our
sger’ sgoing, you know.”’

“*Yeah, | know. She's been preening around the house for days. Spent afortune on that damn costume
of hers. Dad’ sgoing to kill her if she getsanything onit. | think he'splanning to returniit.”’

Claire waved the fresh coffegpot inquiringly, and Richard nodded and sat down at the kitchen table. She
did amug over to him, and watched as he Spped. He seemed—different today. Everything’s changing.
Richard seemed more vulnerable, too. He' d ways been the steady one, the sane Morrell. Today, he
looked barely older than Monica

“*I think something’ s going to happen,” Clairesad. **‘Don’t you?’

Richard nodded dowly. There were lines of tension around his eyes, and bags under his eyes big enough
to hold changes of clothes. ** This Bishop, he'snot likethe others,”” hesaid. *‘I| met him. |—saw
something in him. 1’ snot human, Claire. Not even alittle bit. Whatever humanity he ever owned, he sold
alongtimeago.”

“*“What are you going to do?’

Richard shrugged. ‘*What the hell can | do? Stick with my family. Look out for the people of thistown.
Wish | wasamillionmilesaway.” Hewas quiet for afew seconds, Spping coffee. ““Thingis, | think

we' re going to be asked to promise him some kind of loyalty, and | don’t think | can do that. | don't
think | want to do that.”’

Claire swalowed. ** Do you have achoice?’

“*Probably not. But I'll do my best to keep people safe. That’sal | know how to do.”” Hiseyes
skimmed past hers, asif hedidn’t dareto redly look too deeply. “* The othersare going, aren’t they?”’
She nodded.



“*Did you know your parents are going?’

Claire gasped, covered her mouth with her hands, and shook her head. *‘No,”” shesaid. *‘No, they're
not. They can't be.”’

“| saw theligt,”” Richard said. ** Sorry. | figured you were just on another page. | couldn’t believe you
wereleft off. That's good, though, that you can stay home. It' s—I think it’ s going to be dangerous.”’

He drained therest of his coffee and pushed the mug back toward her.

““I"1l watch out for your friends and your parents,”” he said. “* Asmuch as| can. Y ou know that, right?’
“You'renice” Claresad. Shewas surprised that she said it out loud, but she meant it. *“ Y ou redly
are, you know.”

Richard smiled at her, and even though she’ d developed a partia immunity to hot guys smiling a her,
thanks to Shane and Michael, some part of her still went Oooooooooh.

“I'm hiring you asmy pressagent,”” Richard said. *‘ Lock up and stay insde, dl right?’

She saw him to the door and dutifully turned al the dead bolts, since he was standing there waiting to
hear it. He waved and got back in his police cruiser, and slently backed out of the drive to the street.
Which was, Claireredized, eerily deserted. Morganville was usudly active in the afternoons, but hereit
was prime walking-around time, and she couldn’t see asoul out there. Not walking, not driving, not
weeding a garden. Even the next-door neighbor had powered down the mower and locked up tight.

It waslike everyonejust . . . knew.

Claire booted up her laptop and checked her eemail, which was really more like checking her spam.
Today, come-ons from sad Russian girls and Nigerian businessmen desperate to get rid of millions of
tax-free dollars didn’t amuse her dl that much. Neither did random surfing or the I’'m Fedling Lucky
Google fegture. She had hoursto kill, and her whole body was aching with tension.

Y ou could visit Myrnin. Myrnin’s not going, either.

Oh, that was way too tempting. Myrnin was work. And work was agrest distraction.

Richard told meto lock myself in. Y eah, but he hadn’'t said where, had he? Myrnin’slab was pretty safe.
So was the prison where Myrnin was kept. And at |east she' d have company.

““Nope,”’ Claresad. ‘**Can’'t doit. Too dangerous.”’

Except it was till daylight outside. So, not nearly as dangerous asit could be.

The sensible sde of her threw up its handsin disgust. Whatever. Go on, get yourself killed. Seeif | care.
Claire grabbed afew things and shoved them in the backpack—textbooks, of course, but a couple of
novesthat she’ d been meaning to take to Myrnin, since he was dways interested in new thingsto read.
And abread knife. Somehow, that seemed like awise thing to pack, too. She put it in her history
textbook, like the world’s most dangerous bookmark.

And then, with onelast glance around the house, she l€ft.

| hope I come back, she thought, and turned to look at the house as she fastened the front gate. | hope
we al come back.

Shefelt like the house was hoping that, too.

It was along walk to Myrnin’slab, but she wasn't in any danger, except from dying of the creepies. She
saw one or two cars, but they were full of frightened, anxious people heading to some safe
haven—work, home, school. Nobody else was outside. Nobody & se was walking.

Clarefollowed the twisting streets of Morganvilleinto arun-down older area. At the end of the Street sat
aduplicate of the Glass House—the Day House, where alovely old lady named Katherine Day il lived.
Today, her battered rocking chair was empty, nodding in the breeze. Claire had been kind of hoping that
GrammaDay, or her fiercer granddaughter, would be hanging out; they’ d have invited her up to the
porch for alemonade, and tried to talk her out of what she was doing. But if they were home at dll, they
wereingdewith the curtains drawn.

Just like everybody esein town.

Clare turned down the dark aley next to the Day House. It was bordered with tall fences, and it got
narrower the farther it went. She' d come here by accident the first time, and on purpose ever since, and
it fill struck her asaterrifying place, even in broad daylight.

Gramma Day had known about Myrnin. She' d called him atrap-door spider.



GrammaDay, in Claire' s experience, had been right about alot of things, and that was one of them. As
sweet and kind and gentle as Myrnin could be, when he turned, he turned dl the way.

Claire reached the end of the alley, which was arickety shed barely large enough to qualify as one room.
The door was locked with anew, shiny padlock. She dug in her pocket and found her keys.

Inside, the shack wasn't any better—nothing but a square of floor, and steps leading down. Whét little
light there was spilled in through the grimy windows. Claire grabbed aflashlight from the corner—she
always kept a supply there—and flicked it on as she descended the stepsinto Myrnin’ s lab.

She' d haf expected to find Amelie here, or Oliver, or somebody else—but it wasjust asshe'd left it.
Deserted and quiet, with only acouple of dim eectric lights burning. Claire pushed aside the bookcase
that stood againgt the right-hand wall—it was rigged to move easily—and behind it was adoor. It was
locked, too, and she got the keys out of the drawer under the journal shelves.

As shewas unlocking it, she could have sworn she heard arustle from the shadows. Claire turned, and
felt the stupid impulse to ask who it was, dl that stopped her was pure shame, and a determination not to
be as stupid asthe girlsin horror movies. There was nobody here. Not even Oliver.

Instead, she dipped the lock from the door, took a deep breath, and concentrated.

The physicsof Myrnin's specia doorways sill euded her, athough she thought she was beginning to
understand the breakthrough he’ d made in quantum mechanics. . . . Of course, hedidn’'t ook at it
scientificaly; to him it was magic, or at least achemy. Y ou don't have to know how something worksto
useit, Claire reminded hersdf. It irritated her, but she was getting used to the fact that some things were
going to be harder to figure out, and anything that had to do with Myrnin definitdy fdl into that category.
She swung open the door, which led to the prison on the other side of town. She’ d looked it up on maps,
measured the distance between Myrnin’s hidden lab and the abandoned complex. It wasn't possible for
there to be a door between the two, unless you serioudy twisted the laws of physics as she understood
them, but thereiit was.

And she stepped through and closed the door behind her. There was a hasp on this side of the door, too;
shelocked it up, just in case her imagination hadn’t been running wild and someonewasin thelab
watching her. They' d have ahell of atime getting through, and with the nature of Myrnin’'s doorways,
they probably wouldn’t end up hereif they ended up anywhereat al.

““Hi,”’ Claire said to the cdlls as she passed them; she didn’t think any of the vampiresredly understood
her, but she dwaystried to be kind. They couldn’t help what they were—whatever that was. Insane,
certainly. Some of them less than others, and those were the ones who made her fedl sad—the oneswho
seemed to understand where they were, and why.

LikeMyrnin.

Claire stopped in at the refrigerator and picked up supplies of blood packs, which shetossed into the
cdlsfrom acareful distance away. She saved two for Myrnin, whose cell was at the end of the hall.

He was sitting on the bed, spectacles perched at the end of his nose. He was reading a battered copy of
Valtarre.

“*Claire,” hesaid, and put afaded silk ribbon between the pages to mark his place. He looked up,
young and pretty and (today, at least) not entirely crazy. *‘I’ ve had the oddest thing happen.”’

She pulled up her chair and settled in. “*“Which is?”

“I think I’m getting better.”’

"l don't think s0,”” shesaid. **I wish that wastrue, but—"

He shoved a Tupperware container toward the bars of the cell. **Here.”’

Clarefroze, eyeing the container doubtfully. “*“Umm . . . what isthat?’

“Braintissue”’

“Wha?’

Myrnin adjusted his glasses and looked at her over their tops. *‘1 said, brain tissue.”’

““Whose brain tissue?’

He looked around the cell, eyebrowsraised. ‘| haven't alot of volunteersin easy reach, you know.”’
Claire had ahorrible thought. She couldn’t actudly bring hersdf to say it.

Myrnin gave her an evil smile.



“*We are testing the serum, are we not? And so far, | am the only test subject?’

“*That’sbrain tissue. How can you—7?’ Claire shut her mouth, fast. *‘Never mind. | don’t think | want to
know.”’

“Truly, | think that’sbest. Pleasetakeit.”” He showed histeeth briefly in avery unsattling grin. *‘I'm
giving you apiece of my mind.”’

| sowishyou hadn’t said that.”” She shuddered, but she ventured close enough to the barsto fish out
the container. Yes, that looked . . . gray. And biologica. She checked to be sure that the top was firmly
fastened, and stuck it in her backpack. **What makes you think you' re getting better?”’

Myrnin picked up haf adozen thick volumes and held them out on the pam of hishand. **I’ ve read these
inthe past day and ahalf,”’ hesaid. **Every word. | can answer any question you' d like about the
contents.”’

““Not agood test. Y ou already know those books.”’

He seemed surprised. ** Yes, that’ strue. Very well. How would you propose to test me?”’

“*Read some of this,’” she said, and passed him anovel from her backpack. He glanced at the author’s
name and thetitle, flipped to page 1, and began. She watched his eyes flicker rapidly back and
forth—faster than most humans could begin to comprehend words on a page. He was focused, and he
seemed genuindy interested.

“Stop,”” she sad five minutes later. Myrnin obligingly closed the book and handed it back to her. “‘ Tell
me about what you read.”’

““It’ srather clever of you to makeit anovel about vampires,” Myrnin said. ** Although | think their
avoidance of mirrorsisabit ridiculous. The main characters seemed interesting. | think I’ d liketo finish
it.”” And then he proceeded to recite, a length, the descriptions and histories of the characters asthey’d
been given inthefirdt fifty pages. . . and the plot. Claire blinked and checked hisfacts.

All correct.

“*See?’ Myrnin took off his spectacles and stowed them in a pocket of the purple satin vest he was
wearing over awhite dressshirt. “‘| am better, Claire. Truly.”

“Wadl, weredly should wait to see—"’

““No, | don't think s0.”” He stood up, lithe and strong, and walked to the bars.

Hetook hold of them and heaved, and the lock— the lock that was supposed to hold the strongest,
craziest vampires—snapped loudly. Herolled the bars aside on their groove and stood in the open
doorway, smiling a her.

“* Arethosefor me?’ He nodded at the blood bags lying on top of her backpack. She realized that she
was clutching the book in white-knuckled fingers, barely breething. | hope he didn’t remove some part of
hisbrain that stops him from attackingme. . . .

“Yes”’ shemanaged to say. She' d been intending to throw the blood to him, but somehow it didn’t
seem right. She picked up thefirst oneand held it out.

Myrnin waked dowly toward he—ddiberately dowly, making sure she got used to the idea—and took
the plastic pack from her hand without so much as brushing her skin. He even turned away to biteinto it,
and dthough the sucking noises made her uncomfortable and a bit sick, when he turned around, there
wasn't agpeck of blood on him, or in the plastic packaging, either.

Claire held up the second one. He shook his head. **No need to stuff mysdlf,’”” he said. ** Oneis plenty
for now.”” Which was odd, too, because Myrnin was usualy—how could she put it without making
hersdf fed nauseous?—a hearty ester.

“I'll putit back,”” she said, but before she could move, Myrnin had taken it from her pam. She hadn’t
even seen him movethistime.

“I'll doit.”” She shivered, listening and watching, but he was dready goneinto the shadows. She heard
the creak of the massive refrigerator door open and close, and then suddenly he was back, strolling
dowly out of the darkness. Arms crossed over his chest. He leaned against the wall acrossfrom her.
“*S0?’ heasked. ‘Do | seem insaneto you?’

She shook her head.

“Youwouldn't tdl meevenif | was, would you, Claire?’



“*Probably not. Y ou might get angry.”’

“I might get angry if you lied,” Myrninsaid. **But | won't. | don’t feel angry at dl right now. Or hungry,
or even anxious, and that never seemed to leave methelast few years. The drugs you gave me, Claire, |
think they’ re taking hold. Do you know what that means?’ He flashed across the empty space, and
when she was able to focus on him again, he was knedling next to her chair, one pale hand gently resting
on her knee. ** It means my people can be saved. All of them.”

““What about mine?’ Claire asked. ** If yours get well, what happensto mine?’

Myrnin' sface went carefully still and blank. *“ The fate of humansisn't redly my areaof responsibility,”
he said. ** Amelie hasworked hard to be sure Morganville is a place of balance, a place where our two
kinds can livein rdative harmony. | doubt she' d change dl that based on the outcome of this
experiment.”’

He could doubt it al he wanted, but Claire knew Amelie better. She' d do whatever was best for her own
first, humans second. In fact, Claire wasn't dtogether sure, but she suspected Morganville wasthe
experiment—and an experiment would be ended when an outcome was achieved.

If this was the outcome—what happened to the lab rats?

Myrmin’sdark eyes were glowing now with sincerity. “‘1I’m not amongter, Claire. | wouldn’t alow you to
be hurt. Y ou’ ve done us agreat service, and you'll be looked after.”

““What about other people?’ she asked.

““Which people? Ah, your friends, your family. Yes, of course, they'll be safeguarded, aswell, whatever
happens.”’

““No, Myrnin, | mean everybody else! The guy who makes hamburgers a the Burger Dog! The lady
who runsthe used-clothing store! Everybody!’’

He blinked, clearly taken aback. **We can’'t care about everyone, Claire. It isn't in our natures. We can
only care about those we know, or those we' re connected with. | appreciate your atruism, but—"’
“‘Don't talk to me about our natures! We're not the same!’”’

“Aren'twe?’ Myrnin patted her knee gently. *‘I’m ascientist. So are you. | have friends, people| care
for and love. So do you. How are we different?”’

“*| don’t suck my dinner out of abag!’’

Myrnin laughed. He showed no trace a dl of fangs. ** Oh, Claire, do you imagine that eating daughtered
and mutilated animalsis any less disgusting? We both eat. We both enjoy the company of others. We
both—""’

“*| don't dig brain tissue out of my skull! Oh, and | don’t kill,” shesaid. *“Y ou do. And you really don't
mindit.”’

He sat back alittle, staring into her face. The glow of sincerity took on aharder edge. *‘1 think you'll find
| domindit,” hesaid. “*Or esel wouldn't put up with thisfrom—"

“*From a servant? Because that’ swhat | am, right? Or worse—a dave? Property?’

“You'reupset.”’

“Yes Of coursel’m—of coursel’m upset.”” She fought to keep it together, but she couldn’t; the misery
just boiled out of her like steam under pressure. *‘1’'m Sitting here debating the future of the human race,
and my friends and family are going to that party, and | can’t protect them—""

““Hush, child,” hesaid. *‘ Thefeadt. It'stonight, yes?’

‘| don't even know what it is.”’

“* Amdie sforma recognition of Bishop. Every vampirein Morganvillewho isablewill be present, dll
there to swear their obedience, and every one of them will bring atoken gift.”’

She sniffled, sat up, and wiped her face. **What kind of gift?’

Myrnin'sdark eyeswere steady on hers. ** A token gift of blood,”” he said. ** Specifically, ahuman.

Y ou'reright to beworried for your friends, your family. He has the right to choose any human offered to
him. The gesture is meant to be ceremoniad—it’s come down to us as atradition from long ago—but it
doesn’'t haveto be.”

And Claire understood. She understood why Amelie had forbidden her to come; she understood why
Michadl had deliberately asked MonicaMorrel instead of Eve.



It was chess, and the pawns were people. The vampires were playing with what they could afford to
lose.

““You—'"" Her voice didn’'t sound steady. She cleared her throat and tried again. ** Y ou said that he
could choose any human.”’

Myrnindidn’'t blink. **Or all of them,”” hesaid. *‘If he so wishes.”’

“You know he'll doit. HE Il kill someone.”

“Mogt likdly, yes.”’

““Wehaveto stop this,”’ shesaid. **Myrnin—why would she do this?’

“* Amdieisnot abrave woman. If the odds are againgt her, shewill surrender; if the odds are near even,
shewill play for time and advantage. She knows she can’t defeat Bishop on her own; not even she and
Oliver combined can doit. She hasto play thelong game, Claire. She' splayed it dl her life”” Myrnin's
dark eyeswere glowing again, and he began to smile. ** Amelie reckons her odds without me, of course.
With me at her Sde, shecanwin.”

““Youwant to go. To the feast.”

Myrnin straightened hisvest and brushed imaginary dust from hisdeeves. ** Of course. And I’'m going
with or without you. Now, are you going under those circumstances?’

“l—Amdiesaid—"

“Yesor no, Claire”

“Then...yes”

““WEe Il need costumes,”’ he said. **Not to worry, | know just the place to get them.””’

““I look ridiculous,”” Claire said. She dso looked completely obvious. ** Can’'t we do something in, |
don’t know, black? Since we' re supposed to be sneaky?’

“*Stop talking,” Myrnin commanded as he applied makeup to her face. He seemed to be enjoying
himsdf ahdl of alot more than the Situation called for, and she felt doubt once again that his cure was
really acure. There had been agood reason Amelie said he shouldn’t be at the feast; there'd been a
good reason, too, for leaving him out of her caculations for war or peace.

But Claire knew Amdietoo well. If peace meant it had to come at the price of afew human deaths, even
onesthat were dear to Claire, she'd count it an acceptable cost.

Claredidn’t.

“There,” Myrninsaid. **Close your eyes.”’

Claredid, and felt a soft brushing of powder over her face. When she opened her eyes, Myrnin stepped
out of the way, and she saw some dien creature in the mirror reflecting back at her.

Shedid look ridiculous, but she had to admit she didn’t ook like Claire Danvers. Not at dl. A white face
that would have done Eve proud. Full red lips. Huge, black-rimmed eyeswith funny little linesto draw
attention to them.

A tight-fitting costume, top and tights, covered with red and black diamonds. A matador’s hat. **What
am | supposed to be?’ she blurted. Myrnin looked disappointed in her.

““Harlequin,” he said, and twirled like acrazy littlegirl. **| am Pierrot.”” Myrnin was dressed in white,
and where her costume wastight, hiswasfull, billowing around his body like choir robes with white pants
beneath. He had an enormous white ruffle around his collar, and awhite hat that looked like atraffic
cone. The same manic makeup, which only made his dark eyeslook wider and less sane. **Don’'t they
teach anything in your schools?’

“*Not about this.”’

“Pity. | supposethat’ swhat comes of your main education flowing from Google.”’ He fitted something
over her head. **Y our mask, madam.”’ It was asimple domino mask, but it was patterned in the same
red and black as her costume. ** Can you do cartwheels? Backflips?’

She gave him ahopelesslook. *‘I'm ascience nerd, not a cheerleader.”’

“‘Pity about that, too.” He put on his own mask, which was plain black. He' d painted hisface to match
hers—dead white, hugered lips. It was egrie. *“Wdll, then, we have costumes. Now all weneed is
something to tip the scadesin our favor, should things go badly. As1’m sure they will, knowing Bishop.”’
They werein the attic of the Glass House, surrounded by what looked like centuries of . . . stuff. Claire



had never been up here; in fact, she hadn’'t known there was an entrance at dl. Myrnin had taken her to
the hidden Victorian room, and then pressed afew studs on the wall to pop loose yet another secret
door, which led through a dusty, cramped hallway and opened out into avast, dark storage space. He'd
found the costumes packed in atrunk that looked old enough to have been carried through the Civil War.
The dressing table, where Claire sat, was probably even older. The dust on it looked older.

Myrnin wandered off into the stacks of boxes and suitcases and discarded treasures, muttering in what
sounded like aforeign language. He began rummaging around. Claire went back to staring at hersdlf in
the mirror. The makeup and costume made her look aien and cool, but her eyeswere still Claire' seyes,
and they were scared.

| can't believe we' re going to do this, she thought.

Myrnin popped up like some terrifying full-sized jack-in-the-box next to her, carrying a suitcase the width
of Rhode Idand. He dropped it to the wooden floor, whereit hit with a shuddering thud.

“Tada’ Hethrew it open and struck a heroic pose.

Inside were wegpons. Lots of weapons. Crossbows. Knives. Swords. Crosses, some with crudely
pointed ends.

Myrnin fished around in the chaos and came up with a dirty-looking bottle that had probably once held
perfume, back around the Middle Ages. ‘*Holy water,”” he said. ** True holy water, blessed by the pope
himsdf. Very rare.”’

““What isthis? Where did these things come from?”’

** People who were unsuccessful in using them,” he said. ‘| wouldn't recommend the vias of flammable
liquid, the green ones. They do work, but you' re as gpt to kill your own alies as your enemies. Holy
water will hurt, but it won't destroy. | would rather you were armed with nonfatal methods.”
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““Evenif wewin, Amdiewill beforced to bring to trial any human who killsavampire. Y ou know how
well that ends.”” Claire did, and she shuddered. Shane had nearly been killed for amurder he hadn’t
committed. ‘* So if there' sany killing to be done, let me or another vampire do it. We re better suited in
any case”’ Hefolded cloth over hishand and picked up a medium-sized ornate cross with a pointed
end, which he handed over with care. ** Self-defense only. Now, for me. . .”’

Myrnin picked up awickedly sharp knife and eyed the edge criticaly, then dipped it back into its leather
scabbard. It went under histunic and against hisside.

He closed the lid on the suitcase.

“That'sdl?’ Claire asked, surprised. There had been an arsena just waiting for him.

“It'sdl | need. Timetogo,” hesad. **That is, if you' re certain you want to do this.”’

“I'msure’”’ Clairelooked down at hersdlf, and the tight costume. **Um . . . where are my pockets?’

Chapter 11

The Glass House was on what Claire had come to think of asthe Impossible Travel Network....

Myrnin's doorway system led to atotal of twenty placesin town that she' d been ableto identify, and one
of them wasin their living room. One, of course, was to the prison where he' d been making hisresidence
lately. One wasto the Day House, and she suspected most if not al the Founder Houses had similar
connections.

There was dso adoorway to Ameli€’ s castle—or at least, Claire thought of it asacastle; she had no
ideawhat it looked like on the outside. She didn’t even know whereit wasin town. But inside, it felt and
looked old and very, very strong. There were exitsin the system to the university administration building,
to the library, to the town hal, and to the Elders Council building.

Which was where the ball was being held.

““I can’'t believe we redoing this,’’ Claire whigpered as Myrnin contemplated the blank wall in the Glass
Houseliving room. **Myrnin, are you sure? Maybe we should take acar or something.”’

“Thisisfagter,” hesad. ‘‘Not afraid, are you? No need. You'rewith me”” He said it with effortless
arrogance, and once again, she had that flash of chilly doubt. Was he okay? He seemed to be stringing
thoughts together just fine, but there was something . . . off. The sweet-natured Myrnin who normally



emerged during hisbrief bouts of sanity was gone, and she didn’t redlly know thisMyrnin at al.

But he' d given her holy water and across, and he didn’t have to do that. Besides. . . she needed him.
Didn't she?

It wastoo late for second thoughts. The area of wall where Myrnin was staring fluttered and melted into
gray fog. Thefog swirled, took on color, and became darkness with aline of hot gold light barely visble
at the bottom.

It looked like the interior of aclost.

““Comeon,” Myrnin said, and extended his hand to her. She took it, and they stepped through together
into the darkness. Behind them, she felt the portal sedl itsalf, and when she turned to look, there was
nothing there.

The place smelled like cleaning supplies, and as Claire swept her hand around, she came into contact
with the wooden shaft of amop. Janitor’s closet. Well, she supposed it made arrivasalittle less
noticesble.

Except for the part about sneaking out of the janitor’ s closet.

Myrnin hadn’t stopped. He reached out and turned the knob of the door, then eased it open just a crack.
““Clear,”’ hesaid, and opened it wide. He stepped out first. Claire hurried to follow, and shut the door
behind them. They werein what |ooked like a utility halway, plain white walls and dark red carpet.

All the doors were unmarked. And identica. Clairetried to count, to be sure she could find the room
agan.

“Thisway,”” Myrnin said, and strode down the halway to the right. His white tunic billowed ashe
waked, and he ought to have looked ridiculousin that traffic-cone hat, but somehow . . . somehow, he
didn’'t. “‘I should have let you be Rierrat, little Claire. Pierrot is known for his sweet, innocent nature. Not
like Harlequin. Libitor frenzy, Claire.”

“What?’

‘| sad, | should have let you be Pierrot—""

““No,” shesad dowly. ‘*You said libitor frenzy. What does that mean?’

“| saidwhat?’ Myrnin sent her an odd look. ** That' s nonsense. Aqualacethat.”

She stopped dead in her tracks, and after a couple of steps on, he realized she' d been left behind and
turned impatiently. **Claire, iguanatime.” Claire, wedon't havetime,

““Myrnin, you' re not making sense. I—think the serum iswearing off.”’

“| fed acting.”” | fed fine.

“*Can you hear yourself? What you' re saying?’

He held up hishands. He couldn’t tell that he was making word salad. Neurological complications, she
thought, and wished she could talk to Dr. Mills. Of course, he did carve out part of hisbrain. That could
have done some damage. Then again, he' d been talking fine right up until these last few moments.
Clairetried to keep her voice ascdm as possible. *‘1 think you need another shot. Please. | don’t think
we should wait to see how much worse you get, do you?’

Myrnin silently held out hisarm and pulled up his deeve. His exposed skin was aabaster pae, and asshe
took hold, it felt less like ahuman arm than soft lesther over marble. Claire took out the smal case she'd
gtuck in the waistband of her tights—the one Dr. Millshad given her, with the syringe and vias of
medicine. She d practiced giving injections with the needle on an orange, but thiswas different.

“I'll try not to hurt you,”” shesaid. Myrninrolled hiseyes.

Her hands trembled as she dipped the needle into the rubber stopper of the vid and filled up the syringe.
She squirted afew drops of the liquid from the needle and took a deep breath.

She hoped Myrnin would let her do thiswithout afight.

Hedidn't seem inclined to act out, at least not yet; he stood passively as she positioned the needle over
the cold blue of hisvein.

“‘Ready?’ she asked. Shewasreally asking hersdlf, not him. He seemed to know that, because he
amiled.

“I trust you,” hesad.

She pushed, and the needle popped through his skin and dipped deep. There was a second of resistance



againg the surface of hisvein, and then it wasin.

She quickly pressed the plunger and yanked out the needle. A thin drop of blood marked whereit had
come out, and shewiped it away with her thumb, leaving afaint smear on his perfect skin.

She looked up and saw his pupils shrink to nothing, and afeding of utter terror swept over her, freezing
her in place. Myrnin’s mouth was wide and red and smiling, and there was something about him that
redly, redly wasn't at dl right—

Then it was gone, as he blinked, and his pupils began to expand again to normal size. He shuddered and
heaved asigh.

““Unpleasant,” hesaid. ** Ah, there comes the warmth. Now, that’ s pleasant.’”’

“Itdidn’t hurt, though?’

““| don't like needles.”

Which was funny enough to make her laugh. He frowned at her, but she kept giggling and had to cover
her mouth with her hand as the laughter ratcheted higher and thinner, toward hysteria. Get it together,
Claire.

“‘Better?’ she asked him. Myrnin’s arrogance was back, obviousin the look he sent her as she packed
away the supplies.

“I wasn't bad,”” hesaid. **But | appreciate your concern.”’

The hdlway ended up ahead in apair of white swinging doors, and Myrnin took her hand and practicaly
dragged her toward them. *“Wait! Slow down!”’

“\Why?”

“‘Because | want to be sureyou're—"’

“*Compos mentis? That'sLatin, Claire. It means—"’

“Inyour right mind, yes, | know."”’

““I"'m not babbling nonsense. And | don’t think | needed the shot in thefirst place”” He sounded huffy
about it. That was, Claire thought, the scariest part of it—Myrnin redlly couldn’t tell when he was dipping
away.

She hoped that was the scariest part, anyway. From the eagernessin Myrnin’sface, shewas afraid it
might get alot worse.

On the other side of the doors was the round foyer of the Elders’ Council building, and it was packed.
People stood talking, holding flutes of champagne or wine or something that wastoo red to be wine. All
in costume, al masked.

“Youwereright,” shesaid to Myrnin. *‘1 think every vampirein town ishere.””

“* And every one brought alittle human friend,”” he said. **But | think you' re the only one who wastold
the true reason.”’

Claire caught sight of Jennifer first, who was preening on the arm of Francois, Bishop's protégé. Shewas
wearing asixties costume of atie-dyed halter top and tiny miniskirt, platform shoes, peace-sign jewelry.
Her mask was an afterthought. Clearly, her whole costume’ s point was to show as much skin aspossible
without actualy going nude. Good job, Claire thought. Francois clearly approved. He was dressed as
Zorro, al in black satin and leather, with aflat Spanish hat.

Near Jennifer was Monica, who' d gone as Marie Antoinette, from low-cut bodice to wide skirts. She'd
tied ared ribbon around her throat, which made Claire fed alittle queasy, and had aminiature guillotine
in her hand. Shewasclinging tothearm of . . . Michad. Who looked, even with the mask, like he wished
hewasfar, far avay and anywhere but next to Monica He was dressed as apriest, in aplain black
cassock and white collar. No crossvisble.

Clarefollowed Michad’ s eyeline across the room to atal scarecrow—straight out of the scariest
corn-field movie she could imagine—and agirl dressed as Sdly from Tim Burton’s Nightmare Before
Christmas. . . Oliver, and Eve. Eve looked like the perfect Sally— wistful, sad, stitched together by
nothing but hope.

And she was staring at Michael, too.

Oliver, on the other hand, wasignoring her to focus on everyone else. Looking around, Claire dowly
picked out afew more she recognized. Her mother wasn't anywhere to be seen, but her father was



dressed in abear costume, looking intensely uncomfortable as he stood next to a middle-aged woman—
vampire?—dressed as awitch.

‘Do you see Shane?’ Claire asked Myrnin anxioudy. He nodded toward the other side of the room.
She' d aready looked there, but shetried again, and after skipping over him threetimes, shefinally
figured it out.

Does your costumeinvolve leather? she' d asked. And he'd said, Actudly, yeah, it might.

It redly did. It involved aleather dog collar, leather pants and aleash, and the leash was held by

Y sandre, who was in skintight red rubber, from neck to thigh-high boots. She' d topped it off with apair
of devil hornsand ared trident.

She' d made Shane her dog, complete with furry dog mask.

“Breathe,” Myrninsad. “*I"'m not much for it mysdlf, but | hear it' s quite good for humans.””’
Clareredized he wasright; she' d been holding her breath. As shelet it out, her shock faded, letting ina
cascade of rage. That bitch!

No wonder Shane had looked so sick.

“*Shehasn't hurt him,”” Myrnin said, speaking softly next to her ear. ** And you may be wearing the
costume of Harlequin, but Y sandre is most definitely more of adevil. So be cautious. Bide your time. I'll
let you know when we can engage with our enemy.”’

Claire nodded tiffly. If she'd had any doubts at al about this, that was done now. She was going to get
her friends and her family out of this, and she was going to personally take that leash out of Y sandre's
hand and—do something violent withit.

“I'mready whenyou are,”’ shesad.

Myrnin shot her amad, smiling look. “*Yes;” hesaid. ‘1 think you might be, littleone.”

They stayed to themselves, watching the others, and athough others eyed them curioudy, no one
approached. Claire asked—better |ate than never—if people wouldn't recognize Myrnin, even with the
makeup, but he shook his head.

“I'mhardly asocid fixture,” hesad. “* Amdie, Sam, Michad, Oliver, afew more might know me by
sght. But very few others, and none of them would expect to see me here. Especidly as’—he twirled
theetrically, the white tunic billowing out around him—'*Pierrot.”’

Which made zero sense to her, since she till had no ideawho Fierrot was, but she nodded. Myrnin saw
one of the vampire women nearby watching him, and made an eaborate low bow in her direction. *‘Do a
cartwhed,”” he said under his breath to Claire.

“Doawhat?’

“*| would ask you to do a backflip, but I'm almost certain that would be a problem. Cartwheel. Now.”’
Shefdt likeatotd idiot, but she fastened the dastic string on her matador hat under her chinand did a
cartwhedl, coming off it and bouncing to her feet with abright, trembling smile.

People clapped and laughed, then turned back to their own conversations. All except Oliver, who stared
intently.

But at least he kept hisdistance.

Therewas no sign of Bishop or Amelie, but Claire gradualy identified most of the vampires she knew.
Sam arrived, dressed as Huckleberry Finn, which went well with hisred hair and freckles. He' d brought
agirl Claireknew dightly from Common Grounds, one of Oliver’s employees. Probably the onewho'd
replaced Eve when she' d quit. For Sam’s sake, Claire hoped she was someone Oliver could afford to
los=

Mirandawas there, dressed in ancient Greek robes with snakes for hair, and with her was afaded, small
man in a Sherlock Holmes costume. “* Charles,”” Myrnin confirmed when Claire asked. *‘He dways did
have aweakness for the damaged ones.”’

“* She' sonly fifteen!””’

“*Modern standards, I'm afraid. Charles comes from atime when twelve was a good age to be married,
30 hetakes your age-of-eighteen rules alittle lightly.”’

“*He sapedophile.”’

“‘Probably,”” Myrnin said. **But he' snot on Bishop'sside.”



Sam spotted them, frowned, and gradually made hisway through the crowd to them. Myrnin pulled off
the comical bow again, but Claire was glad to note he didn’t require a cartwhed thistime. **Samuel,”’” he
sad. “*How lovely to seeyou.””

“*Areyou—7?’ Sam visibly checked himself, because the question had probably been, Areyou crazy?
and that answer was sdf-evident. **Didn’'t Amdietdl you to stay away? Claire—"’

“*Hewas coming anyway,” she said. ‘*He broke thelock. | thought | ought to at least come aong.”
Which was atrue—if cowardly—explanation of how they’ d come to be standing here. Still, Myrnin gave
her alook. Onethat clearly said, Confess. *‘1 probably would have doneit anyway,”” shesaid in arush.
““I can’t let my friends and my parents be here without me. | just can't.”’

Sam looked grim, but he nodded like he understood. *‘ Fine, you' ve been here. You've seen. It' stimeto
go, before you' re announced. Myrnin—""

Myrnin was shaking his head. *‘No, Samuel. | can’t do that. She needsme.”’

“*She needs you to stay out of it!"” Sam stepped up, right into Myrnin's personal space, and Myrnin’'s
eyesturned amuddy crimson. So did Sam's. **Go home,”” Sam said. **Now.”’

“Makeme,’” Myrnin said in asilky whisper. Claire had never seen him look so deadly, and it was
terrifying.

She nudged him. Carefully. **Myrnin. What happened to biding our time? Sam’ s not the enemy.”’

“* Sam would protect our enemy.’”’

““I"'m protecting Amdlie. You know I'd dieto protect her.”

That sobered Myrnin up, at least to the extent that he took in a breath and stepped back. The white
froufrou of the Pierrot costume made him ook like the scariest clown she’ d ever seen, especidly when
hesmiled. **Yes’’ Myrninsaid. **1 know you would, Sam. That will destroy you, oneday. Y ou haveto
know when to let go. It'san art the oldest of us have been forced to magter, again and again.”’

Sam gave them both frustrated looks and turned away.

The crowd had thickened, filling the circular room, and Claire heard adistant grandfather clock striking
the hour. It ssemed to go on forever in degp, sonorous bongs, and when it finished, therewas silencein
the room except for the rustle of fabric as people jostled for position.

The gilt-edged double doors to Claire sright opened, and asmell of roses drifted out. She knew that
smdll, and that room. A vampire' s body had been laid in state on that stage. She and Eve and Shane had
been terrorized there.

Not her favorite place, or her favorite memory.

“*Thelady Muridl and her attendant, Paul Grace,”” said a deep, echoing voice near the door. It carried to
all corners of the room. Claire craned her neck and saw a short, round vampire dressed as an Egyptian
being escorted through the doors by atall man dressed in Victorian costume. The man doing the
announcing was standing to one Sde, a gilded book open in both hands, though he wasn't consulting it.
Themaitred' of the undead.

“*John of Leeds,”” Myrnin whispered to her. ** Excellent choice. He was herdd to King Henry, as|
remember. Impeccable manners.”’

The next name was dready being spoken, and another couple moved forward. Claire couldn’t see what
was beyond the door from her angle, but she saw the glow of candlelight. ** It's going to take forever,”’
shesad.

“*Ceremony is part of thejoy of life,/” Myrnin said, and handed her a glass of something that sparkled.
“Drink.”

“| shouldn’t.””

Heraised an eyebrow. She put her lips to the champagne and tasted it—not sweet, not bitter, just right.
Likelight, bottled.

Maybe just one sip.

The glasswas empty by the time she and Myrnin had drifted up to the front of theline; Claire fet hot and
alittle off-balance, and she was glad Myrnin had taken her arm. The herad, John, stood to Myrnin’s|eft,
and he seemed mildly surprised for abare second, then said with hisusua smoothness, “‘Lord Myrnin of
Conwy, with his attendant, Claire Danvers.”



So much for the subtle approach.

Headsturned. L ots of heads turned, and athough vampires weren't given much to gasping, Claire heard
the whispers start as she and Myrnin swept into the room. It was a cavernous, dark place set up
ballroomstyle, with round tables and chairs, and alarge dais on the stage. Fine white linens. Flord
arrangements on each table. Glittering glass and gleaming china The entire room waslit by
candles—thousands of them, in massve crystd displays.

It would have been magical, if it hadn’t been so scary. The pressure of dl that attention—hundreds of
eyeswatching their every move—made Claire' skneesfed like bags of water.

Myrnin seemed to senseit. ** Steady,”” he said softly. “* Smile. Head up. No sign of weakness.”’
Shetried. She wasn't sure how she managed it, but when he released her next to achair, she sank down
fast. They were at an empty table near the back of the room. As she looked around, she saw that Sam
was seated not far away, and so was Oliver. Eve waswith him, staring wide-eyed at Claire.

She couldn’t see Michadl. Unfortunately, she could see Shane all too clearly, because Y sandre was on
the dais on the stage, and she' d brought Shane on his leash up the steps so that everyone could see him,
too. They were seated at along table on one side; Francois and his date were on the other.

Still no sgn of Amdlie, or Bishop.

Claire sfather started to get up from his seat across the room, but the vampire with him took hisarm and
pulled him back into his chair. So the rules were no mingling, gpparently. She wanted to go to him, very
badly, but when she glanced at Myrnin, he shook hishead. ‘*Wait,”” he said. **Y ou wanted to play the
game, Claire. Now we'll find out if you redly havethe gdl for it.”’

“That'smy dad!’”’

“*I told you, thiswill be atest of nerves. Y oursare on display. Cam yourself.”

Finetalk from aguy who'd let his eyes turn red when somebody as unthreatening as Sam got in hisface.
But Claire concentrated on deep, dow breaths, and kept her gaze turned down, away from temptation.
“Ah,” Myrin said, inavoicefull of satifaction. ** They're here.”’

He meant, of course, Amdie and Bishop. Amdlie entered first from the right of the stage, aglittering
sculpture dl inawhite so cold it hurt the eyes. She' d come as some sort of ice spirit, which was
appropriate in so many ways. Her platinum hair was woven into a crystaline tower, and she looked
ddicateand fragile.

On her arm was Jason Rosser. At least, Claire thought it was Jason. She' d never seen him after abath
and ahaircut, but she recognized the stooped shoulders and the walk, if nothing else. He was wearing a
hooded brown monk’ s robe. She picked someone she could afford to lose, Claire thought. That’s why
shedidn’t pick me. It should have made her fed better about being left out, but somehow, it didn't.
Bishop entered, stage |eft. Hewas dressed dl in Episcopa purple, in—what else?—abishop’ s costume,
minusthe cross. He even had the tall hat, the miter.

On hisarm, he had an angdl. A woman dressed as one, anyway, with fine white feathery wingsthat were
taller than she was, and swept the floor behind her.

Claire dapped both hands over her mouth to hold in the shriek that threetened to erupt.

It was her mother.

“*Steady,”” Myrnin said. His cool hand pressed her arm. “*What did | tell you? Control yourself! We
have milesto goyet.”’

Shedidn’t want to listen to him. She wanted to get her mom and her dad, Shane and Michad and Eve.
Shewanted to get out of here, hit the borders of Morganville, and keep on going.

She didn’'t want to be here anymore.

Other guestsfilled in the remaining seats at their table, and two of them were Charles and Miranda
Mirandalooked dreadfully young and pallid under her snaky hair and Greek robes. She sat next to
Claire, and under cover of the tablecloth, reached for her hand. Claire dlowed it. Miranda sfelt as cool
asMyrnin's, and clammy with fear.

“It'shappening,” Mirandasaid. ** All the blood. All thefear. It sredly happening.”’

““Hush,” said Charles, seated next to her, and nodded at her plate. ** Eat. Beef will build your strength.’”’
Miranda, like Claire, picked at the primerib on her plate. Clairetried abite. It was good—smoky,



tender, just the right warmth—but she had no gppetite. Myrnin tucked into hiswith afrightening zedl. She
wondered how long it had been since he' d had an actuad med, or wanted one. That led her to an erratic
series of questions—were there vegetarians in the crowd? Did the vampires cater to food allergies? As
she nibbled dully on the bread, Claire saw Amdlie staring toward them. At this distance, it wasimpossible
to really see her expression, but Claire was sure it wasn't pleased.

“| think Ameli€ sgoing to have usthrown out,” she said to Myrnin. He chewed hislast bite of primerib.
“*Shewon't,” he said with absolute confidence. ** Aren’t you going to eat that?’

Claire gave up and passed her plate. Myrnin began cutting up the mest.

“Amdiecan’t afford ascene,”’ hesaid. ** And no doubt it will amuse Bishop to have me here.””

He seemed odd again, aimost happy. Claire eyed him doubtfully. ** Do you fed okay?’

“*Never better,”” hesad. **Ah, dessert!”

The servants—Claire never did catch more than a shadowy glimpse of them, so they must have been
vampires—ddivered exquisitelittle martini glassesfull of berries and cream to each place. Berriesand
cream were something that even Claire couldn’t resist. She ate the whole thing, in between staring a
Shaneto seeif he was eating. She didn’t think he was. Hewasn't moving at al.

As after-dinner drinks were delivered—blood for the vamps, champagne and coffee for the hemoglobin
intolerant—Claire felt her anxiety ratchet up another notch. There was murmuring in the room, arisng
tide of it, and shefdt the swdl of excitement. **Myrnin? What' s happening?’

Miranda’ s hand grabbed hers again, squeezing so hard Claire dmost yelped.

“It'scoming,” Mirandasad. ‘' It' sdmost over.”

Before Claire could ask what she meant, Myrnin touched her shoulder and said, ** They’ re beginning the
ceremony.”’

John of Leeds had come out of the wings behind the dai's, and had taken up apost a adark wooden
podium. He was wearing atraditional herad’ stabard, Clare redized, just like in books and paintings.
She hdf expected him to pull out along, thin trumpet.

He opened the book that he’ d been holding outside the room instead.

“‘Behold,” hesaid in adeep, velvety smooth voice, ‘* there comes to us on this day one who isworthy of
our fealty, and as one, we welcome him to our house.”

Bishop stood up. A curtain pulled back onstage, and behind it was a huge dark wooden throne, heavily
carved.

Bishop walked up the stepsto take his seat onit.

Claire smother stayed where she was, at the table.

"What' s happening?’ Claire asked. Myrnin shushed her.

“*As| speak your name, come forward with your tribute,” John said. *‘Maria Theresa.””’

A tall Spanish woman dressed in a glittering matador’ s costume rose from her chair, took hold of the man
she' d brought to the feast, and escorted him up onto the dais. She bowed to Amelie and then turned to
Bishop on histhrone. She bowed again.

“| giveyou my fedty,” shesad. ** And my gift.”

She looked at the man standing next to her. He seemed . . . stunned. Frozen.

Bishop looked at him and smiled. **Princely,”” hesaid. “‘1 thank you for your gift.”’

And heflicked hisfingersat them, and just like that, it was over.

“*Vasdly Ivanovich,” John of Leeds called, and the parade went on.

Nobody got killed. It was just like Myrnin had said . . . atoken. A gesture.

Clarelet out her breath. She hadn’t even been aware how hard she' d been holding it, but her wholerib
cage ached. ‘*He could kill them. Right?If he wanted?”’

“Right,” Myrninsaid. “‘But heisn't doing s0.”” He looked grave and focused under hisclown’s
makeup. ‘| wonder what' s stopping him.””’

It was, Claire saw, going to stretch on for hours. She was glad they had seats, because standing would
have been torture. As John of Leeds called each name, avampire would rise and lead his or her human
up to be presented to Bishop; Bishop would nod; and that would be it.

Aslife-and-degth confrontations went, it was redly boring.



And then it suddenly wasn't.

Thefirg hint came when Sam mounted the daiswith his** gift"”’ —he bowed to Amelie, but he only
nodded to Bishop. Myrnin made adight sound and leaned forward, dark eyesintent, and Bishop sat up
draighter in hischair.

‘| welcome you to Morganville,” Sam said. **But I’m not going to swear my loyalty to you.”

The hall went absolutely siill, not even thelittle rustles of fabric and clinks of cups on chinathat had been
noticeable to that point. Amelie, Claire noticed, had moved closer to Sam than she had to the other
vampires.

““No?’ Bishop asked, and beckoned Sam forward. Sam obliged by one single step. Y our lady will
acknowledge me. Why won't you?’

“*| have other oaths.’”

““To her,”” Bishop said. Sam nodded. *“Well, then, her oath to me will bind you, aswell, Samudl. |
believethat will do.”” Heeyedthegirl. *‘Leavethegift.”

Samdidn’'t move. “‘No.”

Amelie murmured something to him, but it was soft enough that it didn’t carry to Claire s ears despite the
excdllent acoustics of the room.

“* She'smy respongbility,”” Sam said, **and if you want a gift, take what Morganville offers you.
Freedom.”

He reached in the pocket of hisrope-belted Huck Finn blue jeans and pulled out a blood pack.

Y sandre legped from her seat. So did Francois. ** You dare!”” Francois snarled, and knocked the blood
pack out of Sam’shand. “* Take that filthy thing away!’’

Y sandre grabbed hold of Sam’ sdate by the hair and yanked her away. ** She' sthetribute,’” Y sandre
sad, ‘*and you have no right to deny her to him.”’

““Hehasnoright,” Ameliesaid. Every word was clear ascrystd. “*But | do.”

Bishop's eyeslocked with hers, and for along, long moment, nobody moved.

Then Bishop smiled, sat back in his chair, and waved. *‘ Take her, Samud,”’ hesaid. **I find she’snot to
my taste, after dl.”

Sam grabbed the girl’ s hand, shoved Francois out of the way, and descended the steps back to the
banquet-hall floor. Murmurs bloomed in the darkness as he passed. He headed straight for the table
where Michadl sat, leaned over, and said something. Michadl replied, looking strained and allittle bit
desperate. Whatever the argument was about, it was ripping Michael apart to take the other side.

Sam yanked Michad to hisfeet, and thistime Claire heard what he said. ** Just comewith me!””’
Whether Michael might have or nat, it wastoo late, because John of Leeds said, ** Michagl Glass of
Morganville,”” and everybody waited to see what the youngest vampire in town was going to do.
Michaegl took Monica s hand and walked to the dais. He mounted the steps, nodded to Amelie, and
nodded to Bishop. Not much in the way of obedience either direction.

“*Ah, theMorrdl girl,”” Bishop sad. **I’ ve heard so much about you, child.”

Monica, theidiot, seemed pleased about that. She risked her tall wig by doing adeep curtsy in those
mile-wide Marie Antoinette skirts. ** Thank you, Sr.”’

“Did | tell you to speak?’ he asked, and transferred his attention to Michael again. **Y our kinsman
refused to swear fealty. What say you, Michag ?’

“I'mhere’’ Michadl sad. **But I’m not swearing anything.”’

Therewas along, tense moment, and then Bishop impatiently waved him offstage.

Monicadragged her feet, smpering at the big, bad vampire. **What anidiot,”” Claire muttered under her
breath, and Myrnin chuckled.

“Therearedwaysafew,” hesad. ** Thankfully.”” The next vampire was dready onstage. Hewas alittle
more politic than Michael—he wel comed Bishop as aguest to Morganville, but again, no pledges of
loydlty. Bishop looked sour. ** W, thisistaking aturn for the interesting. | wonder how long he'll
tolerateit.”

Not long, it seemed, because Oliver was next. And even though Oliver bowed, there was something
forced about it. Something militant. Bishop sensed it.



““What say you, Oliver of Heidelberg?’

““I bid youwelcome,’” Oliver said. “* And nothing more.”” He bowed again, mockingly. ‘Y our days of
ordering us about are done, Master Bishop. Haven't you noticed?”’

Bishop stood up. So did Francoisand Y sandre. “* Bring your tribute,”” Bishop said. ** And walk away,
whilel alow youtowalk at dl.”’

And Oliver, the coward, dropped Eve s hand and |eft the stage. Abandoning her.

Michael, down on thefloor, tried to go to her rescue, but Sam tackled him and held him down. ** Get off
me!’”’ Michad yelled, and the two of them rolled into atable and sent the expensive chinaand glasses
flying.*“Youcan't let him—""

Frangoisand Y sandre were closing in on Eve like hunting tigers. And she was standing, petrified, caught
in Bishop'sstare,

Shane stood up and took off the dog mask Y sandre had made him wear. He walked over to stand next
to Eve, unhooked the leash, and let it fdl to the floor in adither of legther.

“‘I’'m so donewith thiscrap,” he said, and extended his elbow toward Eve. ** How about you?’
“*Sodone,”’ sheagreed. ‘‘ Though | do love agood dress-up party. Can | have the collar when you're
donewithit?’

“*Knock yoursdf out.”’

They weretrying to be cool, but Claire could fed the menace up there, the hair-trigger violence just
waiting to erupt. And Shane couldn’t win. He couldn’t even hurt them. All he could do was get himsaif
killed.

Shefought to get out of her chair. Myrnin's hand crushed her shoulder hard, forcing her down again.
“No,” hesad. ‘*Wait.”

“They'remy friendd”’

“Wait!”’

Hewas right. Amelie stepped forward, between Shane and Eve and Bishop. ** They belong to me,”” she
sad. “‘ They are not Oliver’sto give.”

“*That argument could be made for anyonein thistown,”” Bishop said. ** Will you deny me any tribute at
al?’

She smiled dowly. *‘I never said that. Be careful, Father. Y ou sound desperate.’”

Claire saw Bishop'seyesflare red, then white-hot.

Ameliedidn’t back down. She turned her head dightly, and nodded at Shane and Eve. Shane hustled
Eve off the stage and down to the banquet-hall floor. Francois seemed to get some silent message from
Bishop, because he backed out of their way.

Sam let Michadl up, and in seconds, Michadl was across the room to join them as Shane and Eve
descended the stairs from the dais.

Sam followed. That made asmall group in the noman’s -land in the center of the tables on thefloor.
“It'sdarting,” Myrninsad. **We're at the tipping point now. He knows he'slosing. HE Il haveto act.”
And John of Leeds said, in that perfectly calm voice, **Lord Myrnin of Conwy.”’

There wasthat head-turning thing again. Myrnin got up from his chair and held out hishand to Claire. His
eyeswere bright, alittletoo bright. A little too manic.

His smile scared her, and she didn’t think it was just the makeup. ‘*Ready?’ he asked.

Shedidn't redly have achoice. She stood and put her hand in his, and walked toward the last thing in the
world she wanted to do.

Chapter 12

Going up the steps felt like the proverbia march to the gallows. Amelie stood to one sSide, glittering like a
chanddlier, and shewas glaring & Myrnin with fierce displeasure.

Hetook her pale, perfect hand and kissed it. ** Oh, don’t look so distressed, my old friend,”” hetold her.
“I'm perfectly fine.”’

““No,”” Amdiesaid. ‘**You renot. And you' re about to be agood deal lessso.”” She turned to Bishop.
“| regret that Lord Myrninisunwell. He must leave, for hisown hedlth.”



“*“Helookswell enough,” Bishop replied. ** Let him come forward.”

“Youfool,”” Ameliewhispered asMyrnin did his Pierrot twirl and ended in adancer’ s perfect
floor-scraping bow. **Oh, my lovely fool.”” Claire couldn’t tell if she was appalled, angry, or sad. Maybe
al three.

Bishop seemed amused. “* It sheen years,”’ he said. ** And how have you fared, Myrnin?’

“*Aswell asyou'd expect,” Myrnin said.

“‘Pierrot. How . . . odd for you. Y ou’ re much more the Harlequin, | should think.”’

“*I've dways thought that Pierrot was the secretly dangerousone,”” Myrnin said. ** All that innocence
must hide something.”’

Bishop laughed. *“I’ ve missed you, fool.”’

“Truly?Odd. | haven't missed you at al, my lord.”

That stopped Bishop'slaughter initstracks, and Claire felt the fear close around her, like suffocating
cold. “*Ah, I remember now why you ceased to amuse, Myrnin. Y ou use honesty likeaclub.”

“*I thought it more like arapier, lord.”

Bishop was dl done with the witty conversation. ‘** Will you swear?’

And Myrnin said, shockingly, *“1 will.”” And he proceeded to, astring of swearwords that made Claire
blink. He ended with, **—frothy fool-born gpple-john! Cheater of vandals and defiler of dead dogs!’”’
and did another twirl and bow. He looked up with ared, red grin that was more like aleer. * Isthat what
you meant, my lord?’

Claire gasped as hands closed cold around her throat from behind. She was pulled backward. 1t was

Y sandre holding her, and the vampire woman bent to whisper, ** Y es, please do struggle. | lost your
boyfriend before | could get ataste. I'll have you instead.”

Clairedidn’'t hestate. She reached under her tunic, got out the ancient glass perfume bottle that Myrnin
had given her, and thumbed off the cap.

And she dumped the holy water right on Y sandre’ s head.

Y sandre screamed in registers so high the crystal on the tables shivered. She spun away clawing at her
hair, shedding drops that landed on Frangois, who was moving toward her. He screamed, too. Where
the drops touched, they ate away into skin. Claire stared, gppalled. She' d hurt them, all right. Badly.
Myrnin laughed, deep in histhroat, and took out the thin, sharp knife he' d worn at hisside. AsBishop
advanced on him, he cut a him, sill laughing.

He connected.

It was aminor little wound to Bishop’'sarm, barely anick, but Clare saw the cut on the older vampire's
robes, and athin film of blood on the knife,

Bishop looked surprised enough to stop to examine the damage to his costume.

Myrnin'slaughter ratcheted higher and higher, and hetwirled again, faster, amost ablur.

“Myrnin!”’ Claireyelled. She was backing away from Y sandre, burned and furious, who was staking
toward her. Shetripped and fell flat on her back. **Myrnin, do something!”’

He stopped twirling and looked &t the bloody knifein hishand.

“‘| told Sam before, you have to know whentolet go,”” hesaid. *‘It' stime, Claire.”” He blew her akiss,
and legped over the table.

And ran away, shrieking with laughter, still holding the knife. Right out of the hall.

For afew seconds, nobody moved. Claire stared at Y sandre, who seemed just as surprised, and glanced
at Bishop.

Who flicked hisfingers againgt the cut in hisrobe, and chuckled.

““My fool,” hesaid, dmost fondly. ** Madmen are the laughter of God, don’t you agree?’

He sat down on histhrone, smiling. ** Y sandre, leave the child. I'minclined to alow our friendstheir small
acts of defiancetonight.”

“*She burned me!”’ Y sandre snarled.

“*Andyou'll hedl. Don’t whine like akicked dog. It'sno more than you deserve.”

Amdlie, Claireredlized, hadn't moved at al. Not even when Claire slife had been in danger. Now she
did, leaning down to help Claireto her fest.



“*Enough of this’’ shesaid. **You' ve had your fun, Father. End this.”’

“Verywdl,’ hesad. “‘It' stimefor thetest, my child. Swear fedty to me, and it will dl be over.”

“If | swear fedty, it will never beover,” Amdie corrected him. ‘1 never have sworn an oath to you. Did
you redly think tonight that would change?’

Hiscold, cold eyes narrowed. ‘‘Blood traitor,” he said. ** Murderous witch. Do you welcome me to
your little town? Do you grant me leave to walk your streets and take your peasants? | don't think you
dare. Y ou know metoo well.”

““| grant you nothing,” shesaid. *‘1 won't swear loydty to you. | won't give you welcome. | won't give
you anything, Father.”” It didn’t seem possible, but as Claire watched her, Amelie seemed . . . human.
Vulnerable. Fragile and waiting to be broken.

““You will giveme onething if you want to keep what you've built here)” hesaid. ** | want my book. The
oneyou stole asyou rolled meinto my hasty grave, daughter.”’

Shefroze, eyeswidening. Amelie, who couldn’t be surprised, had been completely taken for aridethis
time. *‘ The book.”’

““You think | want your pathetic town?'Y our ridiculous peasants?’ Bishop's contemptuous gaze swept
over Clare, over theroom beyond. ‘| want my property . Giveitto me, and I'll leave. There. Now dl
our cards are up, child. What say you?’

“Thebook isn't yours,” Amdiesad.

“*I took it from the dead hands of arival,”” Bishop said. ** That makesit mine. Right of conquest.”” He
gave her acold, dow stare. ** The same way you took it from me, if you remember, except that | wasn't
quite dead enough. A pity you didn’t make sure, en?’

It was dl going wrong. Myrnin had run away, and he was supposed to stay, supposed to fight. Amelie
couldn’t do thison her own; he'd said it himsdif.

The other vampireswere dl standing by and letting it happen.

“Amedie’’ Bishop sad, “‘I’ll destroy you if you refuse. Don’t you know that? Haven't you known it
from the moment | cameto town?’

Claire moved up beside her. ** She wantsyou to leave,”” shesaid. Y ou need to go. Now.”’

Bishop laughed. ‘‘ A threet from alittle yapping dog. Will you make me, mongrel?’

““No,” said Sam Glass. He jumped from the banquet floor up to the table in one lithe, easy motion, and
then down to stand on Ameli€’ sother side. **Not by hersdlf, anyway.”” He' d taken off hisHuck Finn
straw hat, but even if he' d been wearing it, his expression was one that demanded to be taken serioudly.
Michadl joined him, crossing the distance with alegp, while Eve and Shane took the sairs.

There was a second'’ s breathl ess pause, and then others began to move. Oliver. Monica. Charles and
Miranda

Claire' sdad came up to take her mother’ s hands and lead her off to the Side, out of danger.

More kept coming.

The vampires and humans of Morganville stood together, crowding the stagein front of Bishop, Y sandre,
and Francois. Not al of them—but more than half the room.

““You're not welcome here,”” Oliver said, ‘* Master Bishop. Thisis our town. Our people. It' stimefor
youto leave.”

A rebdlion,”” Bishop said. ‘*How refreshingly modern.”

He nodded to Y sandre and Francois. Frangois yanked Jennifer out of her seat on the dais.

Y sandre feinted toward Shane, then grabbed hold of Jason Rosser and sank her fangs deep into his
neck.

Pandemonium. Sam and Michael both hit Francois, bearing him backward as he tried to get histeeth into
ascreaming Jennifer, and Claire lost Sght of them almost immediately. Bishop was on hisfeet, struggling
hand to hand with Oliver.

Amélie, eyesthe color and hardness of diamond, grabbed Y sandre by the back of the neck and yanked
her backward, away from Jason.

““My property,”” she snapped, and held Y sandre at arm’ s length as she hissed and struggled. ‘* Boy.
Boy!"" She bent over Jason, her pale fingerstouching hisface.



Jason opened his eyes. He was crying, Claire thought, but then she saw hisface, and she knew that
wasn'tcrying a al.

That was|laughter.

“*Sucker,” hesad.

““No!’’ Clairecried, but it wastoo late.

Jason took a stake out of the folds of his brown monk’ s robe and stabbed Amedlie, right in the heart.
Everything stopped.

Amelie staggered backward. The wooden stake in her chest looked unreal, obscene, wrong.
Amdiewasinvulnerable. Couldn’t be hurt.

A rim of blood spread into the white cloth around the stake, growing before Claire’ s eyes.

Sam screamed. He abandoned Francois as Amelie fell, and caught her, easing her down to the wooden
stage. Thelook on hisface—Claire had never seen that much pain, ever.

Oliver punched Bishop so hard that the old man staggered backward and fell over the side of the throne;
then Oliver moved to Amdi€ sside.

““No!"’ Oliver snapped as Sam took hold of the staketo pull it out. ** She' sold. She'll survive until we
get her to safety. Take her!”

And then he turned as Jason lunged a him, crazy-eyed, with another stake. Oliver grabbed him in midair
and snapped hisarm with an effortlesstwigt, tossing him across the stage to crash into Frangois, who had
Michael down on the ground.

““Mom! Dad! Get out of here!’” Claireyelled. Her dad beckoned her to come with them, but she shook
her head. She wasn't leaving her friends behind. Not the way Myrnin had |eft her.

Her parents got out, al the way out the door. Others were running, mostly the ones who' d elected not to
go up againg Bishop inthefirst place. Claire saw Maria Theresa dipping out the side door, tugging her
human tribute by the arm. He looked horrified, and he was trying to break free.

Out in the darkness, she heard screaming.

Amédieblinked, pulled in a breath, and whispered something to Sam. Helooked up at Claire, and his
face was as hard and pae as polished marble. ** Endgame, *’ he said. ‘* Bishop’ s counterattack.”’
Clairelooked out and saw that some of those who' d held back were turning on their humans, or
attacking other vampires. Bishop had brought his own deeper agents with him, and it was only a matter
of time before they made their way up to the stage. It was going to be afree-for-all.

Michadl joined them. His clothes were ripped, and he had a bloodless cut aong one cheekbone.

“*Get them out of here!l’” Oliver yeledto him. **Now!””’

Oliver lunged for Bishop, drove the older vampire back against the throne, and reached into his
scarecrow costume. He pulled out along, needle-pointed dagger, and shoved it through Bishop's chest
to pin him to the wood.

It annoyed Bishop more than hurt him. Bishop wrenched free and pulled the dagger out, then
back-handed Oliver so hard the other vampire went completely off the stage and out into the darkness of
the banquet hall.

““Sam!’’ Michad ydled. Sam gathered up Amdiein hisarms and jumped off the stage. Most of the
othersfollowed him. Michadl grabbed Eve and Shane, and Claire turned to follow asthey clattered down
the sairs.

Y sandre stopped her.

““Not sofast,”” she said. Her voice no longer sounded like apurr; it wasagrowl, low and vicious. **You
| want.”

Clare fumbled for awegpon. She came up with afork from afalen place setting, and stabbed it into

Y sandre’ sarm. The vampire yelped, plucked it out, and fastened her hand around Claire sthrodt,
bending her back over thetable. Claire couldn’t breathe. She battered at the vampire’ siron hand, and
tried to twist free, but it was no use.

Shewasdying.

Oliver hit Ysandre in aflying legp. He knocked her into Bishop, and they both went down. Before they
hit the floor, he' d grabbed Claire swrist and pulled her toward the stairs. She wasn't moving fast enough



for him. He scooped her into hisarms, and the world blurred around them.

Vampire speed.

Screams smeared into noise, and Claire heard crashes and sirens, and then nothing.

Strange, to fed safein Oliver' sarms.

When she woke up, her head wasin Shan€e' slap, and he was stroking her hair. She heard the hushed
murmur of voices. **What—'" Her throat hurt. Hurt alot. And her voice sounded funny.

““Hey,” Shanesaid, and smiled down at her. It didn’t ook right, that smile. *‘ Don't talk. We re home—
we' ve got everything secured. It' sokay.”’

She doubted that. She could hear Sirens outside, racing past on the street. V oicesinside the house, lots of
them. Shetried to Sit up, but Shane held her back. ** Sam’ s upstairswith Amelie, in the rec room.””’
Which was Shane sterm for Amelie shidden lair. ** The city’ sin lockdown. Bishop had alot of people
on his payroll dready. Lots of surprises. He' sbeen busy.”’

She mouthed, Who' s here?

“*Yeah, well, we' ve got gueststonight,”” he said. ** Couldn’t get them to their own places, so they're
taking refuge here. Y our mom and dad areright here—""’

And there they were, pushing Shane out of the way. Mom was crying as she stroked Claire' sface. Her
dad was more gtoic, but hisface was flushed and hisjaw wastightly clenched.

““*How you doing, kiddo?’ he asked.

““Fine,”’ shewhispered, and pointed at them.

“We'rejust fine, sweetheart,”” her mother said, and kissed her on the forehead. She was ill wearing the
long white dress, but the angel wingslooked battered and off center. *“When Oliver brought you in, |
thought—I thought it wastoo late. | thought—""

They’ d thought she was dead. Claire felt guilty, even though passing out hadn’t been her idea, exactly.
“I"'m okay,”” she managed to say. Shetried to swallow, and found that was not just abad ideg; it wasa
terrible idea. She coughed. That hurt worse.

Aitiful.

“Oliver?’ shewhispered. Her dad nodded to someplace behind the couch, where she was stretched
out.

““Onthephone’’ hesad. ‘*He s quite the take-charge guy, isn't he?’

Thelightsin the house went out, and people screamed. Almost immediately, flashlights clicked on; Eve
and Shane had them ready, and so did Michadl.

“*Camdown,” Michad said. *‘ Everybody relax. The houseis secure.”

Nothing was secure from Bishop, Claire wanted to tell him. Y sandre and Francois had been here, and
they’d get in again if they wanted. The gloom felt thick and oily around her. If there were ghostsin the
house—other than the one Michael had been—they were coming out in force tonight, drawn by the fear
and fury.

““Hey,” Eve said. She was standing at the front windows, looking out. ** Something' s on fire out there.”
A firetruck roared by, screaming, chased by afleet of patrol cars. Busy night for city services, Claire
thought dizzily. She got up, despite her mother’ s attempts to keep her flat. The room spun alittle, then
Steadied. Shejoined Eve at the window. Eve put an arm around her and hugged her, eyes ill onthefire.
It was abig one, maybe three streets away. FHlames were legping adozen feet into the air.

““How you doing?’ Eve asked her.

Claire gave her aslent thumbs-up, and saw Eve smile.

‘Y eah, you went al Spartacus up there. | was proud, you know. Wdll, until you kind of got your ass
kicked.”

Clairetried to choke out an indignant ** Hey!"’

“*Okay, so, maybe not your fault.”” Eve hugged her again. ‘*Holy water. Nice touch. | was aimost
impressed.”

““Whose house?’ Two words, Claire managed in one whisper. That was progress. ** On fire?’

““I think it' sthe Méelvillehouse”” Eve angled for adifferent view. ** Crap. | see some more. Thisisn't
good.”



Michadl joined them. *“It's part of Bishop'splan,” hesaid. ** Or at least, that’ swhat I d guess. Create
chaos. Keep Amdlie off-balance.””

Claire bet the power failure was dl part of the plan too. **How many are here?’

“‘In our house? About thirty.”” Everolled her eyes. **Half of them vampires. Great, huh? After al that.”’
Claresared at her. “* Thirty?’

Eve nodded. **What?’

‘*Makes usagood target.”’

“*She'sright,” Michadl said. ‘*We need to stay dert.”

Shane pressed in next to Claire. He was till wearing hisleather pants, but he' d thrown on agrotty old
Marilyn Manson T-shirt that looked rescued from the bottom of the laundry bag.

Shedidn’'t care. She collgpsed against him, and felt hisarms go around her, and just for asecond, it was
al right.

“Killer rabbit,” Shane said fondly, and kissed her. **What' swith the outfit?’

““Harlequin,”’” she croaked. **Myrnin—"" The memory of what Myrnin had done came flooding back.
He d taunted Bishop. He' d set Amelie up to takethefall, and he' d run. He d left her there, too, to die.
“That'sMyrnin? The crazy one? Claire. How could you trust him in the first place?’ Shane cupped her
facein hishands. ‘‘Hetaked youinto it, didn’'t he?’

Not exactly. She' d wanted to believe Myrnin. She wanted to believe in that sweet, innocent soul that she
glimpsed in him from time to time—but now shewasn't & dl sureit even existed a dl.

Or if it had, maybe her cure had destroyed it.

““1 couldn't—"" Clairetried to put the words together, but it was too hard, and Shan€' s eyes were too
forgiving. He kissed her, and even under the circumstances, with her parents right there, with ahouse full
of vampiresand hdf of Morganvillein danger, she thought she could stand here dl night and dl day, in his
ams

““I know,” he murmured, with his damp, sweet lipson hers. **1 know.’”’

She dmost thought he did.

“*Sorry to break thisup,” Michael said drily from behind Claire, ** but I’ m thinking we need to do alittle
perimeter patrolling.”

““Not abad idea,’”’ Shane said, and stepped back, *‘if they’ re torching housesto drive people out in the
Sreets. Easer to pick them off that way, I'll bet.”

“‘Exactly.”” Michadl handed him acrowbar. Shanetwirled it and captured it under hisarm. ** Like Claire
said, we' reagood target. All the Founder Houses are. I'll take the back; you go to the front.””

“I'll doit,”” Claire offered. Shane and Michadl both grabbed her arms and towed her back to the couch,
where she was unceremonioudy dumped. *‘Hey!"”’

Shaneturned to her parents. *‘Make sure she staysin.”

“Wewill,”” her mother said, and sat down beside Claire. ** Honestly, Claire, what are you thinking? It's
dangerous out therel”’

That was exactly what Claire wasthinking, in relation to Shane. But she knew that in her present
condition, she wasn't much use. Not for this, at least.

“*Bathroom,”” she sighed, and there was no arguing with that. Her parents exchanged alook. Dad
shrugged.

“I'll gowith you,” Mom offered.

““Mom, I’'m old enough to go to the bathroom aone.”” Her voice was getting stronger dl thetime; she
only had to hesitate a couple of times getting al that out. She still sounded like she had a pack-a-day
cigarette habit, though. But husky was sexy, right?

Mom had her doubts about the whole old-enough theory, but she stayed where she was, on the couch.
She and Dad exchanged shrugs. Claire stepped around a knot of strangers—all vampires, with coal,
suspicious eyes—and took the airs.

Mirandawas sitting on the landing with her Medusa-snaked head cradled in her hands. *‘Hey,”” Claire
said, and hunkered down next to her. **Y ou okay?’

Mirandanodded. “* Told you,”” shesaid. *‘Blood. Fire. It' sal going away.”’



“*Can you see anything about us? About the house?’

Miranda shook her head. *‘ Too tired.”” She sounded like it—amost catatonic, durring her words.
““Head hurts.”’

“*Comeon,” Clairesaid, and got Mirandato her feet. *‘I’ ve got a bed. No reason somebody shouldn’t
beusngit.”

She saw the girl tucked in, already dozing off, and then—as she' d promised Mom and Dad—visited the
bathroom. There was aline. Once that was done, she fdlt free to investigate other options.

She' d never promised to come right back.

The way she wanted to go was blocked by one of Amelie’' s bodyguards—the one who' d nodded to her
during an earlier vigt, in fact. Hewas margindly less stone-faced than the rest of her staff, but definitely
intimidating. Claire looked up a him, well aware that the bruising around her throat was turning purple.
““Canl goup?’ sheasked. The bodyguard seemed to consider her for along second before giving her a
nod and moving aside. He knocked. The hidden door popped open, and Claire dipped inside and closed
it behind her.

There was another vampire bodyguard at the foot of the stairs, and hewasn’t asfriendly, but after a
whispered conversation at the top of the stairs, he let her go up.

Updairsit was only Amdie, lying in afrozen waterfdl of white silk on the couch, and Sam, and Oliver.
The stake was il in her chest, and her eyeswere open and blank.

Oliver snapped at Claire the second she cleared the airs. ** Go away!”’

She nearly did, but Sam jumped in quickly. ‘‘No,”” hesaid. ** She' s earned the right. She wasthe first
oneto stand next to Amelie, not you. Not even me.”’

Oliver seemed harassed, but he refocused on Ameli€ s till, paleface. Hislong fingers were on her
temples, unexpectedly gentle. He' d stripped off his scarecrow costume, or most of it, but there were il
bits of straw in hishair, and smudges of greasepaint on hisskin.

He leaned close, staring into her open eyes, and held there. Secondsticked by, and Sam waited.
“Now,”” Oliver whispered.

Sam grabbed the stake and pulled, one swift yank. Amelie’ sbody followed it upward in aspasm, and
her mouth opened wide. Her vampire teeth glittered, sharp and deadly in thelight.

Shedidn’t make asound.

Sam looked tormented. Oliver was whispering something, too faint for Claireto catch, and he bent his
head s0 closeto Ameli€ sthey were dmost touching. When Sam reached out toward her, Oliver looked
up and shook his head sharply. Sam froze.

““Takeher,” Oliver said, and removed his hands from her head. Sam quickly took over, diding into his
place. Oliver skinned back his gray shirtdeeve, took in adeep breath, and put hisforearmto Amelie's
mouth.

Claireflinched as Amdlie bit deep. Oliver didn’t. Sam'’ s gaze dternated between Ameie and Oliver,
looking for something Claire didn’t quite understand, and then he let go of Amelie and grabbed Oliver’'s
amto pull it away from her.

Oliver staggered and collapsed, and covered his eyes with both hands. The open wounds on hisarm
trailed blood drops, pattering on the floor, then dowing. Stopping as he hedled.

Ameélie blinked and turned her head toward Claire. She looked dead, except for the fact that she was
moving; her eyeswere till fixed, pupils gone wide, and her skin was an eerie blue white.

“Thegirl,”” shewhispered. **‘Must go. Hungry."”’

Sam nodded and |ooked over his shoulder at Claire. ** Go get her someblood,”” he said. ** There should
be somein therefrigerator.”

And Claire redlized with a shock that therewasn't. They were dl out of blood.

““Crap,” Shane breathed as they stood together looking into the fridge. The shelves held leftover chili,
some pasta stuff, hamburger patties. Enough for them, for a couple of days. Not enough for anywhere
near the number of peoplein the house, even for the humans. ** Are you thinking what I’ m thinking?”’
““I"'m thinking we have about fifteen vampiresand no blood,” Clairesaid. “*Isthat it?’

““No, | wasthinking we re out of chips. Of course that’swhat | wasthinking.” Shane moved some



condiment bottles again, in athree-time-loser search for some eusive hidden blood bottle. “*Did | say
crap?’

“*More than once, yeah. Shouldn’t you get back outsde?’

| traded shiftswith avampire. Better to have them walking around in the dark than us, you know?
Besdes, thefewer of them there arein here right now—""

““The better,” shefinished. **I don't disagree. But Sam said Amelie needs to feed, and that means
blood. She' s not the only one, either. What about the Donation Center?’

““They don't ddliver,”” Shane said, and then snapped hisfingers. **Wait. Wait aminute. Y es, they do.”
“What?’

He spun away and picked up the phone from the cradle on the wall, then put it back down. **Dead.”’
Claretook out her cell phone. “*I'vegot asignd.”” She pitched it to him, and watched as he punched a
number. *“Who areyou cdling?’

“PizzaHut.”

“Loser.”

Hehdd up afinger. ‘‘Hey, Richard?’ Not, Claire noticed, Dick. This situation had upgraded him to
full-name status. ** Listen, man, we' ve got asituation here at the GlassHouse.”

Claire couldfill in the other hdf of the conversation from Richard Morrell dmost verbatim. What do you
think | have, with the town going crazy?

“We'reout of blood,” Shanesaid. ** Amdie€ swounded. Y ou do the math, man. A little home ddlivery
service from Morganville s Finest wouldn't hurt right now.”’

Whatever Richard said, it wasn't encouraging. **You'rekidding,” Shane sad, in an entirely different
tone. A worried one. ‘Y ou're not kidding. Oh my God.”” A short pause. *“Yeah, man, | getit. | getit.
Okay, right. Take care.”’

That, she thought, was definitely the most civil she’ d ever heard Richard and Shane. It was dmost
friendly.

Shanefolded up the phone and threw it back to her, and hisface was astudy in salf-control.

“What?’

“* Donation Center’ sburning,”” he said. **How do you fed about blood drives?’

The Bloodmobile arrived in front of the house exactly fifteen minutes later—glossy, black, and
intimidating. It came with aflanking guard of squad cars and police wearing protective vests who took up
posts on either end of the stret.

Clairelooked at the clock. It was nearly four am.— till hours until dawn, athough the fires were making
it hard to tell day from night. The Morganville Fire Department was outmatched. Whatever serid
arsonists Bishop had employed were definitely doing their jobs.

Claire wondered what Bishop was doing. Waiting, probably. He didn't redly have to do anything e se.
Morganville was coming gpart, with strikes at the communications hubs, the Donation Center, and—as
she heard by word of mouth from some of the others— the hospital. So far, the university seemed safe.
There was ablood supply on campus, but it would be tough to get to in the chaos.

Michael went out to meet the vampire driving the Bloodmobile. He came back shaking his head.
“*Nothing left,” hesaid. **He d dready dropped off the day’ s collections at the Center. There' s nothing
in storage. He says he' s heard the supplies at the hospital have been sabotaged, too.”’

“*Unless we go door-to-door and gather up bottles and bags, that’ s dl thereis,”’ said the stern-looking
vampire. **| told the Council there should be more backup supplies.”’

““What about the university storage?’

“*Enough for acouple of days,”” the Bloodmohile driver said. **I don’t know of anything else.’”’

““I do,” Claresaid, and swallowed painfully asthey al looked at her. **But | need to get permission
from Amdieto take you there.”’

“ Amdi€ snot in any shape to give permission. What about Oliver?’

Claire shook her head. **1t hasto be Amdlie. I'm sorry.”’

The Bloodmobile driver looked tired and very frustrated. He pinched the bridge of hisnose. *‘Fine,’” he
said. ** But before she can begin to give consent, she needs feeding. And | need donors.”’



Eve, who' d been uncharacteristicaly quiet, stepped forward. ““I'll doit,” she said.

““Me, too.”” That was MonicaMorrell. She stripped off her heavy Marie Antoinette wig and dropped it
on the ground. Claire thought about what Richard Morrell had told her about the mayor wanting to return
the costume for credit, and dmost laughed. So much for that plan. ** Ginal Jennifer! Get over here! And
bring everybody you can!’’

Monica, asimperious as ared French queen, put her ability to threaten and intimidate to good use for a
change. Within ten minutes, they had aline of donors ready, and dl four Bloodmobile Sations were
working.

Claire dipped back ingde. The vampires were dl facing the windows, watching for surprises. Most of the
humans were outside, giving blood.

She faced the blank wall in the living room, next to the table. Got to do thisfast.

It faded into mist, and she stepped through and was gone amost before the portal opened.

She stepped out into the prison, reached under her Harlequin top, and pulled out the sharpened cross
that Myrnin had given her. Useit only in self-defense,

She was ready to do that.

Myrnin's cell was empty, and the televison was on and tuned to a game show. Claire checked the prison
refrigerator. There was agood stockpile of blood there, if she could get it out where it was needed.
Myrnin could be anywhere.

No, she thought. Myrnin could be only in about twenty placesin Morganville, at lesst if hewasusing the
doorways.

She went back to the portal wall and concentrated, formed the wormhole tunnel to the lab, and stepped
through.

And there he was.

Hewasfeverishly working, and every lamp and candle in the room burned at full capacity. He hadn't
stopped to change, though he' d lost the cone-head cap somewhere; as Claire watched, he got one of his
full white deevestoo closeto acandle and caught it onfire.

“*Cachiad!”’ he blurted, and ripped off his deeveto throw it on the ground and stomp out the blaze.
Irritated, he stripped off the whole billowy top and dumped it, too.

Helooked up, half-naked, wild, and saw Claire watching him.

For asecond neither of them moved, and then Myrnin said, ** It’' snot what you think.”’

Claire stepped away from the door. She siwung it shut and clicked the padlock shut. *‘ If you didn’t want
anybody coming after you, you should have locked up.”’

‘| don’'t have timefor this, and neither do you. Now, do you want to help me, or—"’

““I’'m done helping you!’” she shouted. Her abused voice broke like shattered glass, and she heard the
raw fury bleed out. ““Youran! You left usal todiel’

Myrnin flinched. He looked away, down at what he’ d been doing at the lab table, and she saw that he'd
prepared anumber of dides. “‘1 had my reasons, "’ hesaid. “*It' sthelong game, Claire. Amdlie
understands.”’

“*Amdiegot staked in the heart,’”” she said.

Hishead dowly rose. *“What?’

“* Bishop bought off her tribute, Jason. Jason staked her.”’

““No.” It was abare thread of sound. Myrnin shut hiseyes. **No, that can’t be. She knew—I told
her—""

“Youleft her todiel’”’

Myrnin'slegsfailed. He did down to hisknees and buried hisface in hishands, silent in hisanguish.
Claire gripped the cross, holding it at her sde, and walked toward him. He didn’'t move.

“Isshedive?’ heasked.

‘I don't know. Maybe.”’

Myrnin nodded. *‘ Then it ismy fault. That shouldn’t have happened.”

“*And therest of it should have?’

““Long game,”” Myrnin whispered. **Y ou don’t understand.”’



There was a chesshoard, afamiliar one, set up in the corner where Myrnin normaly read. A game was
frozen in midattack. Claire stared at it, and for asecond she saw the specter of Amelie Sitting with
Myrnin, moving those piecesin white, cold fingers.

“*Sheknew,”’ shesaid. ** She helped you. Didn’'t she?’

Myrnin stood up, and Claire held up the cross between them. Myrnin didn’t so much aslook at it. She
pushed it closer. Maybe it was aproximity thing?

Myrnin closed his hand over hers, and took the cross away. He held it on the open pam of his hand.

No sizzling. Noreaction at all.

"Crossesdon't work,”” he said. “*We dl pretend they do, but they don’t.”

Her mouth was hanging open. **“Why?’ Great. Her last words were, as dways, going to be questions.
“*Obvioudy, it keeps people from moving on to things that will hurt us”” Myrnin lifted his eyebrows, but
the dark eyes below them were cautious and sad. ** Claire. | wasn't supposed to stay. | wasto provide a
digtraction, get my sample, and leave.”

“Sample.”’

He pointed toward the lab table, and what he’ d been doing. Claire saw the silver gleam of the knife he'd
carried to the feast—clean now, no trace of blood.

But there was blood carefully mounted and fixed on glass dides, ranks of them.

“*Bishop’sblood?’

Myrnin nodded. **WEe ve never been able to obtain a sample from any vampire beyond Morganville. As
far aswe knew, there weren't any vampires beyond Morganville. Look.”’

Claredidn’t trust him. He stepped back, far back, and indicated the microscope with an apologetic
bow.

“Mindif | hold this?’ she asked, and grabbed the knife.

“*Solong asyou keep it pointed away fromme,’” he said. Theweight of it eased her jittersalittle, but it
gtill took her severd triesto look into the microscope long enough to focus, instead of checking his
position.

When shedid, sheimmediately recognized the difference.

Bishop’ sblood cells were—for avampire—hedthy.

She stepped back and stared at Myrnin. ‘*He' s not infected.’”’

“*It gets better,”” Myrnin said, and nodded toward the ranks of dides. ** Try number eight.”’

She switched out the dides. ‘| don’t see any difference.’”

“Exaectly,”” hesaid. ** That ismy blood, mixed with Bishop's. Now check number seven—my blood,
done”

It was anightmare. Worse than Claire had ever seen it. Whatever the serum was doing to Myrnin, it was
degtroying him.

She checked dide eight again.

Side seven.

““He' sthecure,’ shesaid.

““Now you see”’” Myrnin said, ‘‘why | waswilling to risk everything and everyoneto be sure.””
Myrnin's hedlth failed again after another hour— longer than Claire would have given him, based on what
she saw under the dides. When he started tiring and mixing words, she unlocked the prison door and
took him back to hiscell.

“*Damn,”’ she sighed, remembering the broken door. **We need to move you.”’

That took some time, athough she grabbed only what Myrnin pointed out as essentials—clothes,
blankets, the rug, his books. By the time she’ d gotten everything put into the next cell, and replaced the
ancient filthy bunk with the clean cot, Myrnin was in the corner of the room, curled into aball. Rocking
dowly back and forth.

She approached him as carefully as she could. “* It'sready,” shesaid. **Comeon. I'll get you something
toeat.”

Myrnin looked up, and she couldn’'t tell if he'd understood her until he scrambled to hisfeet and waved
her out of the way with atrembling hand.



He closed the cell door and tested the lock, then Slumped onto his bed.

“Amdie’’ hesad. ‘' Take careof Amdie”

“Wewill,”” Claire promised. She handed him ablood pack—not threw, handed. *‘I’'m sorry. | didn’t
understand.”’

His nod was more of aconvulsive tremble. His gaze was drawn to the blood, but he forced it back to her
face. *‘Long game,”’ hesaid. ** Usewhat Bishop wants. Let him think he’ swinning. Play for time. Bring
the doctor.”

“Dr. Mills?’

““Need help.”

“I'll get him here somehow.”” Clairedidn’t want to leave Myrnin, but he wasright. There werethingsto
do. **Areyou going to be okay?’

Myrnin’s smilewas, once again, broken, but beautiful. **Yes,” he said softly. ** Thank you for trusting
me. Thank you for believing.”’

She hadn't, redlly. But she did now.

Assheturned away, she heard him whisper, *‘I’'m so sorry, child. So very sorry | left you.”

She pretended not to hear.

Chapter 13

The portas were more confusing now, because the power was out in Morganville. Most places were
completely dark, and no matter how hard Claire concentrated, she couldn’t pull up three of the
destingtions at dl.

Which meant, she supposed, that they no longer existed.

She focused on the surroundings of home, but again got darkness. She heard people talking, though, and
caught aglimpse of candlesbeing lit.

Eve sface caught by the glow.

Home.

Shewas getting ready to step through when something hit her from behind, silent and heavy. Shelost
control of the portal as she crashed forward, screaming. She heard Myrnin, far behind her, cal out,
“*Claire? Claire, what' swrong?’

She thought it was one of the inmates, until she felt ahand wind deep in her hair and lips brush her neck.
She heard Bishop's mocking laughter. ** Thank you,”” he said. * For leading meto my fool.”’

Hethrew her through the porta.

She hit the floor on the other side and rolled, then scrambled up and threw hersdlf at thewall. It didn’t
open for her. She battered at it with her fists.

Nothing.

Claireturned, becauseit didn't fedl like home. Darkness and utter silence.

““Hello?’ No answer. “* Shane? Mom?’

Shewasn't at the Glass House. Bishop had screwed up her destination when he' d thrown her through
the portal, and she had no idea where shewas.

Half-sobbing, Claire felt her way across the room. Her fingers brushed soft cloth, and she pulled.
Curtain, she thought. She tugged, and caught a glimmer through awindow.

Orangelight.

Claire pulled back the curtains of the window, and looked out & Morganville, burning. It gave her
enough light to see theinside of the room where she was standing. It was the same as the Glass House
living room in shape, so it had to be a Founder House. . . one of the thirteen, then. But which one? Not
GrammaDay's, she'd been ingde that one, and it had been crammed with furniture. This one was piled
with boxes. . ..

Claire sgazefdl on the familiar outline of acouch. She walked to it and brushed her hand over the soft
curve of thearm. Therewas adightly stiffer patch near whereit joined with the back, where she'd spilled
asodatwo years ago but hadn’t ever quite gotten the stickiness out.

Some of the boxesin the corner were labeled CLAIRE.



It was Mom and Dad’ s new house.

Claire mapped it in her head. This house was to the northwest, so if she went to the mirror of her own
bedroom, she ought to be able to see toward the Glass House. She wasn't sure what that would get her,
except maybe a better idea of what her chances were to get back.

But she needed to seeit. To know her friends and family were okay.

Therewas ahouse on firethat direction, but it was the same one that had been burning earlier. The
Mélville house. Claire couldn’'t make anything out past the blaze except afew faintly lit windows.

They were, shethought, gtill safe.

A police car raced toward the fire, lights flashing, and Claire dapped her forehead in frustration. *‘Idiot,”
she muttered. She' d lacked any pocketsto put her phone, so she' d stowed it insde her hat.

Thanksto the éagtic band, the silly little matador cap was till on her head.

Claire breathed asigh of rdief as she dug the phone from the hole in the lining, and dialed Richard
Morrell.

“I need aride.”’

Richard wasin the middle of acell phone rant about how he wasn't her taxi service, and how important it
wasto keep city services moving, when he screeched his patrol car to ahalt at the curb just outside.
Claire jJumped down the steps of her parents' house and raced for the car door as he threw it open.
She made it, dammed the door, and locked it. Richard looked her up and down. He no longer seemed
pressed and perfect; he was smoke-stained, tired, and rumpled, and he was the most lovely thing she'd
Seen.

““What the hell are you supposed to be?’ he asked.

“Harlequin.”

“lan’'t that aBatman villain?’

“*| thought you werein ahurry.”’

Richard dammed on the gas, and the car screeched away from the curb. ** Strap in,”’ he said absently.
Shefastened her seat belt. ** So. Nice night for you?’

“Peachy,” shesaid. “*You?’

“‘Fantagtic.”” Hejerked the whed and nearly spun the car as he took aright-hand turn. *‘ There are two
of Amdi€ svampire buddies at the power station right now, refusing to turn on the lights. And three of
them made us stand by while the Donation Center burned. Y ou have any ideawhat’ s going on?’
“Thelong game,”’ Claire said. He sent her alook. ‘‘Not really, no. But in chess you create openingsto
make your opponent move thewrong way.”’

“*Chess,”’ Richard said in disgust. ‘I’ m talking about lives. Kid, you're starting to scareme.””
“I'mscaring mysdf,” Claresad. Shedidn't fed likeakid. Shefdt amillion yearsold, and very tired.
“*Just get me home.”’

Because she was going to haveto tell Amdiethat she' d just left Myrnin, done, & Bishop’smercy.
Amediewas stting up when Claire arrived, escorted in by Richard Morrell, who was ingtantly pounced on
by hissister and father for hugs and information. She didn’t look good, but shelooked dive.

Sort of.

Clarredidn’'t have any sympathy for her.

“Myrnin,” Clairesaid. “*You used him.”

Sam, gtting on the arm of Amelie€' schair, frowned at her. “*Don’'t. She'svery tired.”

“Yesah, well, we've al got problems.” Claire shook off Michadl’s hand, too. *‘Bishop'sblood isthe
cure. You and Myrnin wereright.”’

Amdlie sexpresson didn't change. She looked cold, remote, unreachable.

All of asudden, Clairefdt awild urgeto hurt her. Badly.

So shedid.

“‘Bishop’'sthere’’ shesad. ‘*He sgot Myrnin.”’

Ameli€ seyesfocused on hers, and dl of Claire sfury melted away. *‘1 know,” Ameliesaid. **1 canfed
it. We knew it was arisk, usng Myrnin as astalking horse, but something had to be done.”’

““You can't leave him there. You can't.”



Ameiesghed. ““No,” sheagreed. *‘| can't. | till need Myrnin, very much. It’ sfar too early in the game
to sacrificehim.”

Claire swdlowed hard. ** Do we mean anything to you? Any of us?’

Amelielooked around the room. At the humans, al wearing purple eagtic bandages at their elbows, the
sgnthey’d given blood to save her. At the other vampires, dl waiting for commands.

Y ou mean everythingto me,”” shesaid. ** The surviva of my people, and yours, isdl | have ever
wanted, Claire. It' swhy | came here. It'sdl I’'veworked for.”” Her eyes grew chilly, and some of the
old Amdlie came back. **I would sacrifice Myrnin for it. Oliver. Sam. Even mysdlf. But it’snot enough.”’
Everyonein the room was sill. Shane moved up next to Claire, and she was aware of Eve and Michael
just behind her.

But Ameiewas staring right & her.

““What will you sacrifice, Claire?’ sheasked. ** Towin?’

“It'snotagame,”’ Claresad.

Ameélieinclined her head. ** True. It iswar. And now we have to fight for al of our lives.”

Clarelinked handswith her friends,

“Thentell uswhat to do.”

Amelie was quiet for amoment, and then she stood. Claire thought that only those who knew her, redly
knew her, could tell what that cost.

Sheraised her voiceto carry to every part of the room.

“*Our forces must be split,”” she said. *“We must not |ose the Founder Houses, the Bloodmobile, the
university, and Common Grounds. We will hold. Those who follow Bishop have been promised the
freedom to hunt. Those of uswho are strong enough will deny them that right. Thosewho are prey will
be armed to defend themselves. Thisis not optiond. All humanswill be armed and taught how to strike a
vampire.”’

“*Ther€ sno going back from that,” Oliver said. His voice was neutral. His expresson wasn't. **You're
giving them too much.”’

“I"'m giving them equality,” Amdiesaid. ** Do you wish to argue the point with me now, of dl times?”
Oliver, after a heart-stopping second, shook his head.

“Thengo,” Ameiesaid. *‘Oliver, Eve, go to Common Grounds and hold it. Sam, choose defendersfor
each Founder House. At least two vampires and two humans per house. Michael, Richard—go to the
university. | will cal the regent—you' Il havedl you need.”

Her gaze moved to Claire. *‘1 need youwithme,” she said. **Wewill fetch Myrnin.”’

“*Bishop'sthere,”’ Claire reminded her.

“I'mwell aware. We will take precautions.”’

Shane cleared histhroat. ** Y ou’ re not going anywhere without me.’”’

“I'mafradweare”’” Amdiesad. ‘| haveavery specia job for you, Shane Collins.”’

“I’'mnot going to likethis,am 17?7’

Shegmiled.

“Didn’t think so,”” Shanefinished under hisbresth.

““You will bein charge of the Bloodmobile,” Amdiesad. *‘ And one other thing.”’

“*Like the Bloodmohileisn't bad enough?’

Ameliereached in the pocket of her crystal-specked robes, and pulled out a small |eather-bound book.
It looked redlly, redly familiar. It was the book that had gotten them in such troubl e before—the book
Bishop wanted.

“You'll bein chargeof this’ shesaid, and held it out to him.

Hetook it, and ashe did, Claire realized what Amelie had done.

She' d just made Shane the bait.
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