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1
O ntheday Claire became amember of the Glass House, somebody stole her laundry.

When she reached into the crappy, beat-up washing machine, she found nothing but the wet dick sides of
the drum, and—like a bad joke—the worst pair of underwear she owned, plus one sock. Shewasina
hurry, of course—there were only a couple of machines on thistop floor of Howard Hall, the least valued
and most run-down roomsin the least valued, most run-down dorm. Two washing machines, two dryers,
and you were lucky if one of them wasworking on any given day and didn’t eat your quarters. Forget
about the dollar-bill dot. She'd never seen it work, not in the last Six weeks since she' d arrived at school.

“No,” she said out loud, and balanced hersalf on the edge of the washer to look down into the dark,
partly rusted interior. It smelled like mold and cheap detergent. Getting acloser look didn’t help.

One crappy pair of underwear, fraying at the seams. One sock.

Shewas missing every piece of clothing that she’d worn in the last two weeks. Every piece that she
actually wanted to wesr.

“No!” Sheydled it into the washer, where it echoed back at her, and dumped back down, then kicked
the washer violently in the dent made by all the other disappointed students before her. She couldn’t
breathe. She had some other clothes—a few—abut they were last-choice clothes,

oh-my-God-wouldn’ t-be-caught-dead clothes. Pants that were too short and made her 1ook like ahick,
shirts that were too big and too stupid, and made her look like her mom had picked them out. And she
had.

Claire had about three hundred dollars1€eft to last her for, well, months, after the latest round of calling out
for pizzaand buying yet another book for Professor Clueless Euliss, who didn’t seem to have figured out
yet what subject he was teaching.

She supposed she could find some clothes, if shelooked around, that wouldn't totally blow her entire
budget. After dl, downtown Morganville, Texas, wasthethrift shop capitd of the world. Assuming she
could find anything she could stand to wesr.

Mom said thiswould happen, she thought. | just have to think. Keep my cool.

Clairethrew hersdlf into an orange plastic chair, dumped her backpack on the scratched linoleum, and
put her head in her hands. Her face felt hot, and she was shaking, and she knew, just knew, that she was
going to cry. Cry like the baby they all said she was, too young to be here, too young to be away from
Mommy.

It sucked to be smart, because this was where it got you.

She gulped deep, damp breaths and sat back, willing herself not to bawl (because they’ d hear), and
wondered if she could call Mom and Dad for an extension on her alowance, or use the credit card that
was“just for emergencies.”

Then she saw the note. Not so much “note”’ as graffiti, but it was addressed to her, on the painted
cinder-block wall above the machines.

DEAR DORK, it read, WE FOUND TRASH IN THE MACHINES AND THREW IT DOWN THE
CHUTE. IF YOU WANT IT, DIVEFORIIT.



“Shit,” she breathed, and had to blink back tears again, for an entirdy different reason. Blind, stupid rage.
Monica. Well, Monicaand the Monickettes, anyway. Why wasit the hot mean girlsadwaysran in packs,
like hyenas? And why, with al the shimmery hair and long tanned legs and more of Daddy’ s money than
Daddy’ s accountants, did they have to focus on her?

No, she knew the answer to that.

She' d made Monicalook stupid in front of her friends, and some hot upperclassmen. Not that it had
been dl that hard; she' d just been walking by, heard Monica saying that World War 11 had been “that
dumbass Chinese war thing.”

And by smplereflex, she'd sad, “It wasn't.” Thewholelot of them, douched al over the couchesin the
dorm lobby, looked at her with as much blank surprise asif the Coke machine had just spoken up.
Monica, her friends, three of the cool older frat boys.

“World War 11,” Claire had plunged on, panicked and not quite sure how to get out of what she’ d gotten
hersdlf into. “1 just meant—well, it wasn't the Korean War. That was later. World War 11 was with the
Germans and the Japanese. Y ou know, Pearl Harbor?’

And the guys had looked at Monica and laughed, and Monica had flushed—not much, but enough to ruin
the cool perfection of her makeup. “Remind me not to buy any history papers off of you,” the cutest of
the guys had said. “What kind of dumbass doesn’t know that?’ Though Claire had been sure none of

Claire had seen the fury in Monica' s eyes, quickly covered over with smiles and laughter and flirting.
Claire had ceased to exist again, for the guys.

For the girls, she was brand-new, and unwelcome as hell. She' d been deding with it dl her life. Smart
and small and average-looking wasn't exactly winning the life lottery; you had to fight for it, whatever it
was. Somebody was dways laughing at, or hitting, or ignoring you, or acombination of the first two.
She' d thought when she was a kid that getting laughed a was the worst thing, and then—after thefirst
couple of school-yard showdowns—getting hit jumped up to number one. But for most of her (brief,
two-year) high school experience, being ignored was worse by far. She' d gotten there ayear earlier than
everybody dse, and |eft ayear ahead of them. Nobody liked that.

Nobody but teachers, anyway.

The problem was that Claire realy loved school. Loved books, and reading, and learning things—okay,
not caculus, but pretty much everything ese. Physics. What normd girl loved physics? Abnormal ones.
Ones who were not ever going to be hot.

And faceit, being hot? That was what lifewas al about. As Monica had proved, when the world had
wobbled off itsaxisfor afew secondsto notice Claire, and then wobbled right back to revolve around
the pretty ones.

It wasn't fair. She' d dived in and worked her ass off through high school. Graduated with a perfect 4.0,
scored high enough on the tests to qualify for admission to the great schools, the legendary schools, the
oneswhere being a brainiac mutant girl-freak wasn't necessarily adownside. (Except that, of course, at
those school s, there were probably hot tall leggy brainiac mutant girl-fresks.)

Didn’t matter. Mom and Dad had taken one look at the stack of enthusiastic thumbs-up replies from
univergtieslike MIT and Cdtech and Y ae, and clamped down hard. No way wastheir sixteen-year-old
daughter (nearly seventeen, she kept ingsting, athough it wasn't redlly true) going to run off three



thousand milesto go to school. At least not at first. (Claire had tried, unsuccessfully, to get acrossthe
concept that if anything would kill her budding academic career worse than being atransfer sudent at
one of those places, it was being atransfer sudent from Texas Prairie University. Otherwise known as
TPEWWWWWWW.)

So here she was, stuck on the crappy top floor of acrappy dorm in acrappy school where eighty
percent of the students transferred after the first two years—or dropped out—and the M onickettes were
gtedling her wet laundry and dumping it down the trash chute, &l because Monica couldn’t be bothered
to know anything about one of the world wars big enough to rate a Roman numeral.

But itisn't fair! something in her howled. | had aplan! An actua plan! Monicadept late, and Claire had
gotten up early just to do laundry while al the party crowd was comatose and the studious crowd was
off to classes. She' d thought she could leaveit for a couple of minutesto grab her shower—another
scary experience—and she' d never even thought about anybody doing something so incredibly low.

As she bit back her sobs, she noticed—again—how quiet it was up here. Creepy and deserted, with half
the girls deep adeep and the other half gone. Even when it was crowded and buzzing, the dorm was
creepy, though. OId, decrepit, full of shadows and corners and places mean girls could lurk. In fact, that
summed up the whole town. Morganvillewas smal and old and dusty, full of creepy little oddities. Like
the fact that the streetlights worked only half the time, and they were too far gpart when they did. Like
the way the peopleinthe loca campus stores seemed too happy. Desperately happy. Like the fact that
the whole town, despite the dust, was clean—no trash, no graffiti, nobody begging for spare changein

dleyways.
Weird.

She could amost hear her mother saying, Honey, it'sjust that you'rein astrange place. It'll get better.
You'll just haveto try harder.

Mom aways said thingslike that, and Claire had aways done her best to hide how hard it wasto follow
that advice.

Wil. Nothing to do but try to get her stuff back.

Claire gulped a couple more times, wiped her eyes, and hauled the arm-twisting weight of her backpack
up and over her shoulder. She stared for afew seconds at the wet pair of panties and one sock clutched
in her right hand, then hastily unzipped the front pocket of the backpack and suffed them in. Man, that
would kill whatever cool she had l€ft, if she walked around carrying those.

“Waell,” said alow, satisfied voice from the open door opposite the dairs, “look who it is. The Dumpster
diver.”

Claire sopped, one hand on the rusted iron railing. Something wastdling her to run, but something
awaystold her that: fight-or-flight—she’ d read the textbooks. And she wastired of flighting. She turned
around dowly, as MonicaMorrell stepped out of the dorm room—not hers, so she'd busted Erica's
lock again. Monica s running buddies Jennifer and Ginafiled out and took up flanking positions. Soldiers
in flip-flops and low-rise jeans and French manicures,

Monicastruck a pose. It was something she was good at, Claire had to admit. Nearly six feet tall,

Monica had flowing, shiny black hair, and big blue eyes accented with just the right amount of liner and
mascara. Perfect skin. One of those model-shaped faces, al cheekbones and pouty lips. And if shehad a
model’ s body, it wasaVictoria s Secret modd, al curves, not angles.



She wasrich, she was pretty, and asfar as Claire could tell, it didn’t make her abit happy. What did,
though—what made those big blue eyes glow right now—wasthe idea of tormenting Clairejust alittle
more.

“Shouldn’t you beinfirgt period at the junior high by now?” Monicaasked. “Or at least getting your first
period?’

“Maybe she' slooking for the clothes sheleft lying around,” Gina piled on, and laughed. Jennifer laughed
with her. Claire sworetheir eyes, their pretty jewe-colored eyes, just glowed with the joy of making her
fed likeshit. “Litterbug!”

“Clothes?” Monicafolded her arms and pretended to think. “Y ou mean, like those rags we threw away?
The ones sheleft cluttering up the washer?’

“Y eah, those.”
“I wouldn’t wear thoseto sweet in.”
“I wouldn't wear them to scrub out the boys' toilet,” Jennifer blurted.

Monica, annoyed, turned and shoved her. “Y eah, you know all about the boys' toilet, don’t you? Didn’t
you do Steve Gillespiein ninth grade in there?’ She made sucking sounds, and they dl laughed again,
though Jennifer looked uncomfortable. Clairefdt her cheeksflare red, even though it was't—for a
change—adis againg her. “ Jeez, Jen, Steve Gillespie? Keep your mouth shut if you can’t think of
something that won't embarrass yourself.”

Jennifer—aof course—turned her anger on asafer target. Claire. She lunged forward and shoved Claire
back astep, toward the stairs. “ Go get your stupid clothes aready! I'm sick of looking at you, with your

pasty skin—"
“Y egh, Junior High, ever heard of sunshine?’ Ginarolled her eyes.

“Watch it,” Monica snapped, which was odd, because all three of them had the best tans money could
buy.

Claire scrambled to steady hersdlf. The heavy backpack pulled her off-baance, and she grabbed on to
the banister. Jen lunged at her again and dammed the hedl of her hand painfully hard into Claire' s
collarbone. “Don't!” Claire yelped, and batted Jen’ s hand away. Hard.

There was a second of breathless silence, and then Monicasaid, very quietly, “Did you just hit my friend,
you stupid little bitch? Where do you think you get off, doing things like that around here?’

And she stepped forward and dapped Claire across the face, hard enough to draw blood, hard enough
to make flares and comets streek across Claire’ svison, hard enough to make everything turn red and
bailing hat.

Clarelet go of the banister and dapped Monicaright back, full across her pouty mouth, and for just a
tight, white-hot second she actually felt good about it, but then Monica hissed like a scorched cat, and
Claire had timeto think, Oh crap, | redly shouldn’t have done that.

She never saw the punch coming. Didn't even redlly fed the impact, except as a blank sensation and
confusion, but then the weight of her backpack on her shoulder was pulling her to one sde and she
staggered.



She dmost caught herself, and then Gina, grinning spitefully, reached over and shoved her backward,
down the gtairs, and there was nothing but air behind her.

She hit the edge of every dair, dl the way to the bottom. Her backpack broke open and spilled books as
shetumbled, and at the top of the stairs Monica and the Monickettes laughed and hooted and high-fived,
but she saw it only in disconnected little jerks of motion, freeze-frames.

It seemed to take forever before she skidded to a stop at the bottom, and then her head hit the wall with
anasty, meaty sound, and everything went black.

She later remembered only one more thing, in the darkness: Monica svoice, alow and vicious whisper.
“Tonight. You'll get what's coming to you, you fresk. I’ m going to make sure.”

It seemed like seconds, but when she woke up again there was somebody kneeling next to her, and it
wasn't Monicaor her nail-polish mafia; it was Erica, who had the room at the top of the stairs, four
doors down from Claire's. Ericalooked pale and strained and scared, and Claire tried to smile, because
that was what you did when somebody was scared. She didn’t hurt until she moved, and then her head
started to throb. There was ared-hot ache near the top, and when she reached up to touch it shefelt a
hard raised knot. No blood, though. It hurt worse when she probed the spot, but not in an
oh-my-God-skull-fracture kind of way, or at least that was what she hoped.

“Areyou okay?’ Ericaasked, waving her handskind of helplesdy in midair as Claire wiggled her way up
to agtting position against the wall. Claire risked aquick look past her up the stairs, then down. The
coast |ooked Monica-clear. Nobody € se had come out to see what was up, either—most of them were
afraid of getting in trouble, and the rest just flat didn't care.

“Yeah,” she said, and managed a shaky laugh. “ Guess| tripped.”

“Y ou need to go to the quack shack?’ Which was college code for the university clinic. “Or, God, an
ambulance or whatever?’

“No. No, I'mokay.” Wishful thinking, but dthough basicaly everything in her body hurt like hell, nothing
felt like it had broken into pieces. Claire got to her feet, winced at a sore ankle, and picked up her
backpack. Notebooks tumbled out. Erica grabbed a couple and jammed them back in, then ran lightly
up afew stepsto gather the scattered textbooks. “Damn, Claire, do you redly need dl this crap? How
many classes do you havein aday?’

“Sx.”

“You'renuts.” Erica, good deed done, reverted to the neutrality that al the noncool girlsin the dorm had
shown her so far. “Better get to the quack shack, serioudy. You look like crap.”

Claire pasted on asmile and kept it there until Ericagot to the top of the stairs and started complaining
about the broken lock on her dorm room.

Tonight, Monicahad leaned over and whispered. Y ou'll get what' s coming to you, you freak. She hadn’t
caled anybody, or tried to find out if Claire had abroken neck. Shedidn’t careif Claire died.

No, that waswrong. The problem was, she did care.

Clairetasted blood. Her lip was split, and it was bleeding. She wiped at the mess with the back of her
hand, then the hem of her T-shirt before redizing that it wasliterdly the only thing she had to wear. | need
to go down to the basement and get my clothes out of the trash. Theidea of going down there—going
anywhere aonein this dorm—suddenly terrified her. Monicawas waiting. And the other girlswouldn't



do anything. Even Erica, who was probably the nicest one in the whole place, was scared to comeright
out on her side. Hell, Ericagot hasded, too, but she was probably just as glad that Claire was there to
get theworst of it. Thiswasn't just as bad as high school, where she’ d been treated with contempt and
casud crudty—thiswasworse, alot worse. And she didn’t even have any friends here. Ericawas about
the best she' d been able to come up with, and Erica was more concerned about her broken door than
Claire’ s broken head.

Shewas done. And if she hadn’t been before, she was scared now. Redlly, redlly scared. What she'd
seeninthe MonicaMafid s eyestoday wasn't just the usud lazy menace of coal girls versusthe geeks,
thiswas worse. She' d gotten casua shoves or pinches before, trips, mean laughter, but thiswas more
likelionscoming infor thekill.

They'regoing to kill me.

She garted shakily down the flights of stairs, every step awincing pain through her body, and
remembered that she' d dapped Monica hard enough to leave amark.

Y eah. They'regoing to kill me,

If Monicaended up with abruise on that perfect face, there wasn’t any question about it.

2

E ricawas right about the quack shack being the logicd first stop; Claire got her ankle wrapped, anice
pack, and some frowns over the forming bruises. Nothing broken, but she was going to be
black-and-blue for days. The doctor asked some pro forma questions about boyfriends and stuff, but
since she could truthfully say that no, her boyfriend hadn’t beaten her up, he just shrugged and told her to
watch her step.

He wrote her an excuse note, too, and gave her some painkillers and told her to go home.

No way was she going back to the dorm. Truth was, she didn’t have much in the room—some books, a
few photos of home, some pogters. ... She hadn’'t even had achanceto cal it home, and for whatever
reason, she' d never redly felt safe there. It had waysfet like...awarehouse. A warehouse for kids
who were, oneway or another, going to leave.

She limped over to the Quad, which was abig empty concrete space with some rickety old benches and
picnic tables, cornered on al sdes by squat, unappeding buildings that mostly just looked like boxeswith
windows. Architecture-student projects, probably. She heard arumor that one of them had falen down a
few years back, but then, she' d also heard rumors about ajanitor getting beheaded in the chem lab and
haunting the building, and zombies roaming the grounds after dark, so she wasn't putting too much stock
init.

It was midafternoon already, and not alot of students were hanging around the Quad, with itslack of
shade—qreet design, consdering that the weather was till hovering up in the high ninetiesin September.
Claire picked up acampus paper from the stand, carefully took a seat on the blazing-hot bench, and
opened it to the “Housing” section. Dorm rooms were out of the question; Howard Hall and Lansdale
Hall were the only two that took in girls under twenty. She wasn't old enough to qudify for the coed
dorms. Stupid rules were probably written when girls wore hoopskirts, she thought, and skipped the
dorm ligtings until she got to OFF CAMPUS. Not that she wasredlly alowed to be living off campus;
Mom and Dad would have atotal fresk-out over it, no question. But...if it was between Monicaand
parentd freekage, she d take the latter. After dl, the important thing was to get hersef someplace where



shefelt safe, where she could study.
Right?

She dug in her backpack, found her cell phone, and checked for coverage. It waskind of lamein
Morganville, truthfully, out in the middle of the prairie, in the middle of Texas, which was about as middle
of nowhere asit was possible to get unless you wanted to go to Mongolia or something. Two bars. Not
grest, but it'd do.

Claire garted diding numbers. Thefirst person told her that they’ d dready found somebody, and hung
up before she could even say, “Thanks.” The second one sounded like aweird old guy. Thethird one
wasaweird old lady. Thefourth one...wdll, the fourth one was just plain weird.

Thefifth lising down read,

THREE ROOMMATES SEEKING FOURTH, huge old house, privacy assured, reasonable rent and
utilities

Which...okay, shewasn't sure that she could afford *reasonabl €’ —she was more looking for “dirt
cheap’—but at least it sounded lessweird than the others. Three roommeates. That meant three more
people who' d maybe take up for her if Monicaand company came sniffing around....or at least take up
for the house. Hmmmmm.

She cdlled, and got an answering machine with a mellow-sounding, young-sounding male voice.

“Héllo, you' ve reached the Glass House. If you' re looking for Michael, he deeps days. If you' re looking
for Shane, good luck with that, * cause we never know where the hell heis’—distant laughter from at
least two people—"and if you' relooking for Eve, you' |l probably get her on her cell phone or at the
shop. But hey. Leave amessage. And if you' relooking to audition for the room, come on by. It's 716
West Lot Street.” A totdly different voice, afemale one lightened up by giggleslike bubblesin soda,
sad, “Yeah, just look for the mansion.” And then athird voice, male again. “ Gone with the Wind meets
The Mungters.” More laughter, and a beep.

Claire blinked, coughed, and findly said, “Um...hi. My nameis Claire? Claire Danvers? And | was, um,
caling about the, um, room thing. Sorry.” And hung up in apanic. Those three people sounded. ..normd.
But they sounded pretty close, too. And in her experience, groups of friendslike that just didn’t open up
to include underage, undersized geeks like her. They hadn't sounded mean; they just
sounded—sdlf-confident. Something she wasn't.

She checked the rest of the listings, and felt her heart actualy sink alittle. Maybe an inch and a half, with
adight sdewaystwist. God, I'm dead. She couldn’t deep out here on abench like some homeless loser,
and she couldn’t go back to the dorm; she had to do something.

Fine, she thought, and snapped her phone shut, then open again to dia acab.
Seven sixteen Lot Street. Gone with the Wind meets The Mungters. Right.

Maybethey’'d at least fed sorry enough for her to put her up for onelousy night.

The cabbie—she figured he wasjust about the only cabdriver in Morganville, which gpart from the
campus a TPU on the edge of town had only about ten thousand people in it—took an hour to show up.
Claire hadn’t beenin acar in Six weeks, since her parents had driven her into town. She hadn’t been



much beyond ablock of the campus, either, and then just to buy used books for class.

“Y ou meeting someone?’ the cabbie asked. She was staring out the window &t the storefronts:
used-clothing shops, used-book shops, computer stores, stores that sold nothing but wooden Greek
letters. All catering to the college.

“No,” shesad. “Why?’
The cabbie shrugged. “ Usudly you kids are meeting up with friends. If you' re looking for agood time—"
She shivered. “I’'m not. I'm—yes, I’'m meeting some people. If you could hurry, please...?’

He grunted and took aright turn, and the cab went from Collegetown to Cregpytown in one block flat.
She couldn’t define how it happened exactly—the buildings were pretty much the same, but they |ooked
dim and old, and the few people moving on the streets had their heads down and were walking fast. Even
when people were walking in twos or threes, they weren't chatting. When the cab passed, people looked
up, then down again, asif they’ d been looking for another kind of car.

A little girl waswalking with her hand in her mother’ s, and as the cab stopped for alight, the girl waved,
jugt alittle. Claire waved back.

The girl’smother looked up, larmed, and hustled her kid away into the black mouth of a store that sold
used eectronics. Wow, Claire thought. Do | ook that scary? Maybe she did. Or maybe Morganville
wasjust ultracareful of itskids.

Funny, now that she thought about it, there was something missing in thistown. Signs. She’ d seen them
al her life stapled to telephone poles. . .advertisements for lost dogs, missing kids or adults.

Nothing here. Nothing.
“Lot Street,” the cabbie announced, and squealed to astop. “Ten fifty.”

For afive-minute ride? Claire thought, amazed, but she paid up. She thought about shooting him the
finger as he drove away, but he looked kind of dangerous, and besides, shereally wasn't the kind of girl
who did that sort of thing. Usually. It was abad day, though.

She hoisted her backpack again, hit abruise on her shoulder, and nearly dropped the weight on her foot.
Tearsstung at her eyes. All of asudden shefelt tired and shaky again, scared.... At least on campus
she' d kind of been on rdatively familiar ground, but out herein town it waslike being astranger, al over

again.

Morganville was brown. Burned brown by the sun, beaten down by wind and weather. Hot summer was
gtarting to give way to hot autumn, and the leaves on the trees—what trees there were—looked
gray-edged and dry, and they rattled like paper in the wind. West Lot Street was near what passed for
the downtown digtrict in town, probably an old residentia neighborhood. Nothing specia about the
homes that she could see...ranch houses, most of them with pedling, faded paint.

She counted house numbers, and redlized she was standing in front of 716. She turned and looked
behind her, and gasped, because whoever the guy had been on the phone, he' d been dead-on right in his
description. Seven sixteen looked like amovie set, something straight out of the Civil War. Big graying
columns. A wide front porch. Two stories of windows.

The place was huge. Well, not huge—but bigger than Claire had imagined. Like, big enough to be afrat
house, and probably perfectly suited to it. She could just imagine Greek letters over the door.



It looked deserted, but to be fair every house on the block |ooked deserted. L ate afternoon, nobody
home from work yet. A few cars glittered in the white-hot sunshine, finish softened by alayer of dirt. No
carsin front of 716, though.

Thiswas such abad idea, she thought, and there were those tears again, bubbling up along with panic.
What was she going to do? Walk up to the door and beg to be aroommate? How lame-ass was that?
They’ d think she was pathetic at best, a head case at worst. No, it had been adumb ideato even blow
the money on cab fare.

It was hot, and she wastired and she hurt and she had homework due, and no placeto deep, and dl of a
sudden, it was just too much.

Claire dropped her backpack, buried her bruised face in both hands, and just started sobbing like a
baby. Crybaby freak, sheimagined Monica saying, but that just made her sob harder, and al of a sudden
the idea of going home, going home to Mom and Dad and the room she knew they’ d kept open for her,
seemed better, better than anything out herein the scary, crazy world....

“Hey,” agirl’svoice said, and someone touched her on the elbow. “Hey, are you okay?’

Claire yelped and jumped, landed hard on her strained ankle, and nearly toppled over. The girl who'd
scared her reached out and grabbed her arm to steady her, looking genuinely scared herself. “1’m sorry!
God, I'm such aklutz. Look, are you okay?’

The girl wasn't Monica, or Jen, or Gina, or anybody else she' d seen around the campus at TPU; this girl
was way Goth. Not in abad way—she didn’t have the sulky I’ m-so-not-cool-I’ m-cool attitude of most
of the Goths Claire had known in school—but the dyed-black, shag-cut hair, the pale makeup, the heavy
eyeliner and mascara, the red-and-black-striped tights and clunky black shoes and black pleated
miniskirt...very definitely afan of the dark side.

“My name sEve,” thegirl said, and smiled. It was aswest, funny kind of smile, something that invited
Claireto sharein aprivatejoke. “Yeah, my parentsredlly named methat, go figure. It slike they knew
how I’d turn out.” Her smile faded, and she took agood look at Claire sface. “Wow. Jeez, nice black
eye. Who hit you?’

“Nobody.” Clairesaid it instantly, without even thinking why, dthough she knew in her bonesthat Goth
Evewasin no way bestest friends with preppy Monica. “| had an accident.”

“Yeah,” Eve agreed softly. “1 used to have those kinds of accidents, faling into fistsand stuff. Like | said,
I"'m aklutz. Y ou okay? Y ou need adoctor or something? | can drive you if you want.”

She gestured to the street next to them, and Claire realized that while she’ d been sobbing her eyes o,
an ancient beater of ablack Cadillac—complete with tail fins—had been docked at the curb. There was
acheery-looking skull dangling from the rearview mirror, and Claire had no doubt that the back bumper
would be plastered with stickers for emo bands nobody had ever heard of.

Sheliked Eve dready. “No,” she said, and swiped at her eyes angrily with the back of her hand. “I,
uh—Iook, I'm sorry. It'sbeen aredly awful day. | was coming to ask about the room, but—"

“Right, the room!” Eve snapped her fingers, asif she' d forgotten al about it, and jumped up and down
two or three timesin excitement. “Gresat! I’ m just home for break—I work over at Common Grounds,
you know, the coffee shop?—and Michagl won't be up for awhile yet, but you can comein and seethe
houseif you want. | don’t know if Shane' s around, but—"



“| don't know if | should—"

“You should. Y ou totaly should.” Everolled her eyes. “Y ou wouldn't believe the losers we see trying to
get inthe door. | mean, serioudy. Freaks. Y ou' rethe first norma one I’ ve seen so far. Michadl would
kick my assif | let you get away without at least trying asales pitch.”

Claire blinked. Somehow, she’ d been thinking that she' d be the one begging for them to consider
her...and norma ? Eve thought she was norma?

“Sure,” she heard hersdlf say. “Yeah. I'd likethat.”

Eve grabbed her backpack and dung it over her own shoulder, on top of her black silver-studded purse
in the shape of acoffin. “Follow me.” And she bounced away, up the walk to the gracious Southern
Gothic front porch to unlock the door.

Up closg, the house looked old, but not really rundown as such; weathered, Claire decided. Could have
used some paint here and there, and the cast-iron chairs needed a coat, too. The front door was actudly
double-sized, with a big stained-glass panel at the top.

“Yo!” Eveydled, and dumped Claire s backpack on atablein the halway, her purse next to it, her keys
in an antique-looking ashtray with a cast-iron monkey on the handle. “Roomies! We ve got alive onel”

It occurred to Claire, as the door boomed shut behind her, that there were a couple of waysto interpret
that, and one of them—the Texas Chainsaw M assacre way—was't good. She stopped moving, frozen,
and just looked around.

Nothing overtly creepy about the inside of the house, at least. Lots of wood, clean and smple. Chips of
paint knocked off of corners, likeit had seen alot of life. It smelled likelemon polish and—chili?

“Yo!” Eveydled again, and clumped on down the hal. It opened up to abigger room; from what Claire
could see, there were big leather couches and bookshelves, like areal home. Maybe this was what
off-campus housing looked like. If S0, it was abig step up from dorm life. “ Shane, | smell the chili. |
know you're here! Get your headphones out of your earsl”

She couldn’t quite imagine Texas Chainsaw Massacre taking placein aroom like that, either. That wasa
plus. Or, for that maiter, serid-killing roommates doing something as homey as making chili. Good chili,
fromtheway it sndled. With...garlic?

Shetook a couple of hesitant steps down the halway. Eve' s footsteps were clunking off into another
room, maybe the kitchen. The house seemed very quiet. Nothing jumped out to scare her, so Claire
proceeded, one careful foot after another, al the way into the big central room.

And aguy lying sorawled on the couch—the way only guys could sprawl—yawned and sat up rubbing
his head. When Claire opened her mouth—whether to say hello or to ydl for help, she didn’t know—he
surprised her into silence by grinning a her and putting hisfinger over his mouth to shush her. “Hey,” he
whispered. “I’'m Shane. What' sup?’ He blinked a couple of times, and without any changein his
expression, said, “Dude, that is abadass shiner. Hurts, huh?’

She nodded dightly. Shane siwung hislegs off the couch and sat there, watching her, elbows on hisknees
and hands dangling loosdly. He had brown hair, cut in uneven layersthat didn’t quite manage to look
punk. He was an older boy, older than her, anyway. Eighteen? A big guy, and tall to match it. Big enough
to make her fedd more miniature than usual. She thought his eyes |ooked brown, but she didn’t dare meet
them for more than aflicker at atime.



“So | guessyou' re gonnasay that the other chick looksworse,” Shane said.

She shook her head, then winced when motion madeit hurt even more. “No, I—um—how did you
know it was—?’

“A chick? Easy. Szeyou are, aguy would have put you in the hospital with apunch hard enough to
leave amark like that. So what's up with that? Y ou don’t look like you go looking for trouble.”

Shefdt like she ought to take offense about that, but honestly, this whole thing was starting to fed like
some strange dream anyway. Maybe she' d never woken up at al. Maybe shewaslyinginacomaina
hospita bed, and Shanewas just her lame-ass equivalent of the Cheshirecat. “I’'m Claire,” shesaid, and
waved awkwardly. “Hi.”

He nodded toward aleather wing chair. She did into it, feet dangling, and felt aweird sense of relief
wash over her. It fet like home, although of courseit wasn't, and she was starting to think that it redlly
couldn’t be. Shedidn’t fit here. She couldn’t actualy imagine who would.

“Y ou want something?’ Shane asked suddenly. “ Coke, maybe? Chili? Busticket back home?’
“Coke,” shesaid, and, surprisingly, “and chili.”

“Good choice. | madeit mysdf.” He did off the couch, weirdly bonelessfor his sze, and padded
barefoot into the kitchen where Eve had gone. Claire listened to ablur of voices asthe two of them
talked, and relaxed, one muscle a atime, into the soft embrace of the chair. She hadn’t noticed until
now, but the house was kept cool, and the lazy circle of the ceiling fan overhead swept chilly air over her
hot, aching face. It felt nice.

She opened her eyes at the sound of Eve' s shoes clomping back into the room. Eve was carrying atray
with ared and white can, abowl, a poon, and an ice pack. She set the tray on a coffee table and
nudged the table toward Claire with her knee. “lce pack first,” she said. “'Y ou can never tell what Shane
putsinthe chili. Beafraid.”

Shane padded back to the couch and flopped, sucking on his own can of soda. Eve shot him an
exasperated look. “Y eah, man, thanks for bringing me one, too.” The raccoon eye makeup exaggerated
her eyerall. “Dork.”

“Didn’'t know if you wanted zombie dirt sprinkled on it or anything. If you' re eting thisweek.”
“Dork! Go on and eat, Claire—I’ll go get my own.”

Claire picked up the spoon and tried atentative bite of the chili, which wasthick and meaty and spicy,
heavy on the garlic. Ddlicious, in fact. She' d gotten used to cafeteriafood, and thiswasjust...wow. Not.
Shane watched her, eyebrows up, as she started to shove it in. “’ Sgood,” she mumbled. He gave her a
lazy salute. By the time she was hafway through the bowl, Eve was back with her own tray, which she
plunked down on the other half of the coffee table. Eve sat on the floor, crossed her legs, and dug in.

“Not bad,” shefindly said. “At least you left out the oh-my-God sauce thistime.”

“Made mysdlf abatch withit,” Shane said. “It’ sgot the biohazard sticker oniit in the fridge, so don't
bitch if you get flamed. Where d you pick up the stray?’

“Qutside. She cameto see theroom.”

“Y ou beet her up firgt, just to make sure she’ stough enough?’



“Biteme, chili boy.”
“Don’'t mind Eve,” hetold Claire. “ She hatesworking days. She' safraid she'll tan.”
“Y eah, and Shanejust hates working. So what’ s your name?’

Claire opened her mouth, but Shane besat her toit, clearly happy to one-up hisroomie. “Claire. What,
you didn’t even ask? A chick beat her up, too. Probably some skank in the dorms. Y ou know how that
placeis”

They exchanged alook. A long one. Eve turned back to Claire. “Isthat true? Y ou got beat up in the
dorm?’ She nodded, hastily shoveling more food in her mouth to keep from having to say much. “Waell,
that totally blows. No wonder you' relooking for the room.” Another nod. “Y ou didn’t bring much with
yw.”

“I don’'t have much,” she said. “ Just the books, and maybe a couple of things back at my room. But—I
don’t want to go back there to get stuff. Not tonight.”

“Why not?’ Shane had grabbed aratty-looking old baseball from the floor and tossed it up toward the
tal ceiling, narrowly missing the spinning blades of the fan. He caught it without effort. “ Somebody il
looking to pound you?’

“Yeah,” Claresaid, and looked down into her fast-diminishing chili. “ Guess so. It’' snot just her,
it s—she' sgot friends. And...l don't. That place jus—wsll, it's creepy.”

“Beenthere” Evesaid. “Oh, walt, ill there”
Shane mimed throwing the basebal at her. She mimed ducking.
“What timeisMichad getting up?’

Shane gave her another mock throw. “Hell, Eve, | don't know. | love the guy, but | don’t love the guy.
Go bang on his door and ask. Me, I’'m gonna go get ready.”

“Ready for what?’ Eve asked. “Y ou' re not serioudly going out again, are you?’

“Serioudy, yeah. Bowling. Her name' s Laura. If you want more details, you' re gonna have to download
the video like everybody else.” Shanerolled off the couch, stood up, and padded off toward the wide
gairsleading up to the second floor. “ See you later, Claire.”

Eve made afrustrated sound. “Wait aminute! So what do you say? Y ou think she'd do okay here, or
what?’

Shane waved ahand. “Whatever, man. Far as|’m concerned, she’ sokay.” He gave Claire one quick
look and a crooked and oddly sweet smile, and bounded up the stairs. He moved like an athlete, but
without the swagger she was used to. Kind of hot, actudly.

“Guys,” Evedghed. “Damn, it'd be good to have another girl in here. They'redl like, Y eah, whatever,
and then when it comes to picking up the place or washing dishes, they turn into ghosts. Not that you
haveto, like, beamaid or anything, | mean...you just got to yell & ’em until they do their part or they
walk dl over you.”

Claire smiled, or tried to, but her split lip throbbed, and she felt the scab break open again. Blood
dribbled down her chin, and she grabbed the napkin Eve had put on the tray and applied pressure to her



lip. Eve watched in silence, frowning, and then got up from the floor, picked up theice pack, and settled
it gently againgt the bump on Claire shead. “How’ sthat?’ she asked.

“Better.” It was. Theice began to numb the ache amost immediately, and the food was setting up anice
warm firein her somach. “Um, | guess| should ask...about theroom....”

“Wall, you have to meet Michael, and he has to say yes, but Michad’sa swestie, realy. Oh, and he
ownsthisplace. Hisfamily does, anyway. | think they moved away and left him the house a couple of
years ago. He' s about six months older than | am. We're al about eighteen. Michagl’ s sort of the
oldes.”

“He deeps days?’

“Yeah. | mean, | liketo deep days, but he' sgot athing about it. | called him avampire once, ' cause he
redlly doesn't like being up in the daytime. Like, ever. Hedidn't think it wasred funny.”

“You'resure he' snot avampire?’ Clairesaid. “1’ ve seen movies. They're sneaky.” She waskidding.
Evedidn't amile,

“Oh, pretty sure. For one thing, he eats Shane' s chili, which, God knows, has enough garlic to explode a
dozen high-quality Dracs. And | made him touch acrossonce.” Evetook abig swallow of her Coke.

“You—what? Made him?’

“Wdll, sure, yeah. | mean, agirl can’'t betoo careful, especidly around here.” Claire must have looked
blank, because Eve did the eye-rall thing again. It was her favorite expression, Clairewas sure. “In
Morganville?Y ou know?’

“What about it?’

“Y ou mean you don’t know? How can you not know?’ Eve set her can down and got up to her knees,
leaning elbows on the coffee table. She looked earnest under the thick makeup. Her eyes were dark
brown, edged with gold. “Morganville sfull of vampires.”

Clairelaughed.

Evedidn’t. Shejust kept Staring.

“Um...you'rekidding?’

“How many kids graduate TPU every year?’

“I don't know.... It'sacrappy college, most everybody transfersout....”

“Everybody leaves. Or a |leadt, they stop showing up, right? 1 can’t believe you don’t know this. Didn’t
anybody tell you the score before you moved in? Look, the vamps run the town. They'rein charge. And
either you'rein, or you're out. If you work for them, if you pretend like they’ re not here and they don’t
exist, and you look the other way when things happen, then you and your family get afree pass. Y ou get
Protection. Otherwise...” Eve pulled afinger across her throat and bugged out her eyes.

Right, Claire thought, and put down her spoon. No wonder nobody rented a room with these people.
They’renuts. It wastoo bad. Except for the crazy part, sheredly liked them.

“You think I’'m wacko,” Eve said, and sighed. “Yeah, | get that. I’ d think | was, too, except | grew upin
a Protected house. My dad worksfor the water company. My mom is ateacher. But we all wesar these.”



She extended her wrist. On it was ablack leather bracelet, with a symbol on it in red, nothing Claire
recognized. It looked kind of like a Chinese character. “ See how mine' sred? Expired. It’' s like health
insurance. Kids are only covered until they’ re eighteen. Minewas up six months ago.” She looked at it
mournfully, then shrugged and unsnapped it to drop it on her tray. “Might aswell sop wearing it, | guess.
It surewouldn’t fool anybody.”

Clairejust looked at her, helpless, wondering if she wasthevictim of apractica joke, and if any second
Evewasgoing to laugh and cal her anidiot for buying it, and Shane would go from kind of lazy-swest to
cruel and shove her out the door, mocking al the way. Because thiswasn't the way the world worked.

Y ou didn't like people, and then have them turn up dl crazy, right? Couldn’t you tell?

The dternative—that Eve wasn't crazy at dl—just wasn't anything Claire wanted to think about. She
remembered the people on the street, walking fast, heads down. The way the mother had yanked her
little girl off the dreet at afriendly wave.

“Fine. Go ahead, think I’'m nuts,” Eve said, and sat back on her hedls. “I mean, why wouldn’t | be? And
| won't try to convince you or anything. Just—don’t go out after dark unless you’ re with somebody.
Somebody Protected, if you can find them. Look for the bracelet.” She nudged hers with one finger.
“The symbol’ swhitewhenit' sactive”

“But |I—" Claire coughed, trying to find something to say. If you can’t say anything nice... “Okay.
Thanks. Um, is Shane—?"’

“Shane? Protected?’ Eve snorted. “Asif! Evenif hewas, which | doubt, he'd never admit it, and he
doesn't wear the bracelet or anything. Michadl—Michael isn't, ether, but there’ s sort of a standard
Protection on houses. W€ re sort of outcasts here. There’ s safety in numbers, too.”

It was avery weird conversation to be having over chili and Coke, with an ice pack perched on thetop
of her head. Claire, without even knowing she was going to do it, yawned. Eve laughed.

“Cdl it abedtime story,” she said. “Listen, let me show you the room. Worst case, you lie down for a
while, let the ice pack work, then bug out. Or hey, you wake up and decide you want to talk to Michael
before you leave. Y our choice.”

Another cold chill swept over her, and she shivered. Probably had to do with the bang on the head, she
figured, and how tired shewas. She dug in her pocket, found the package of pillsthe doc had prescribed
for her, and swalowed one with the last gulp of Coke. Then she helped Eve carry the traysinto the
kitchen, which was huge, with stone sinks and ancient polished counters and two modern
conveniences—the stove and the refrigerator—stuck awkwardly in the corners. The chili had come from
a Crock-Pot, which was gtill smmering away.

When the dishes had been washed, trays stacked, trash discarded, Eve retrieved Claire' s backpack from
thefloor and led her through the living room, up the stairs. On the third riser, Eve turned, darmed, and
said, “Hey, can you make it up the stairs? Because, you know—"

“I’'mokay,” Clarelied. Her ankle hurt like hdll, but she wanted to see theroom. And if they were likely
to throw her out later, she at least wanted to deep one more timein a bed, however lumpy and old.
There were thirteen stepsto the top. She made every one of them, even though she left sweaty
fingerprints on abanister Shane hadn’t even bothered to touch on hisway up earlier.

Eve s sepswere muffled here by arich old-looking rug, al swirlsand colors, that ran down the center of
the polished wood floor. There were six doors up here on the landing. Asthey passed them, Eve pointed
and named. “ Shane's.” Thefirst door. “Michagl’s.” The second door. “He' s got that one, too—it'sa



double-sized room.” Third door. “Main bathroom.” Fourth. “ The second bathroom’ s downstairs—that’s
kind of the emergency backup bathroom when Shane’ sin there moussing his hair for like an hour or
omething....”

“Biteme!” Shane yelled from behind the closed door. Eve pounded afist on the door and led Claireto
the last two on therow. “Thisone smine. Yoursison theend.”

When she swung it open, Claire—prepared for disappointment—actually gasped. For onething, it was
huge. Three timesthe size of her dorm room. For another, it was on acorner, with
three—threel—windows, al currently shaded by blinds and curtains. The bed wasn’t some dorm-sized
miniature; it was afull-szed mattress and box spring with massive wooden columns at the corners, dark
and solid. There was adresser dong onewal big enough to hold, well, four or five timesthe clothes that
Claire had ever owned. Plusaclost. Plus...

“Isthat aTV?" sheasked in afaint voice.

“Yeah. Satdlite cable. You' d pitch in, though, unless you want to takeit out of the room. Oh, and there's
Internet, too. Broadband, over there. | should probably warn you, they monitor Internet traffic around
here, though. Y ou have to be careful what you say in messages and stuff.” Eve put the backpack on top
of the dresser. “Y ou don't have to decide right now. Y ou probably ought to rest first. Here, here’ syour
ice pack.” Shefollowed Claire to the bed and helped her pull back the covers, and once Claire had
pulled off her shoes and settled, she tucked her in, like amother, and put the ice pack on her head.
“When you get up, Michagl’ |l probably be awake. | have to get back to work, but it'[| be okay. Redlly.”

Claresmiled at her, alittle fuzzily; the painkillers were starting to take effect. She got another chill.
“Thank you, Eve,” shesad. “Thisis—wow.”

“Y eah, well, you look like you could use alittle wow today.” Eve shrugged, and gave her astunning smile
back. “Seep well. And don’t worry, the vampireswon’t come in here. This house has Protection, even if
wedon't.”

Claireturned that over in her mind for afew seconds as Eve left the room and shut the door, and then her
mind wandered off in happy clouds of noticing the softness of the pillow and how good the bed felt, and
how crigp the sheetswere....

She dreamed about the strangest thing: a silent room, with someone pale and quiet Sitting on avelvet
sofa, turning pagesin abook and weeping. It didn’t scare her, exactly, but shefelt cold, on and off, and
the house. ..the house seemed like it was full of whispers.

Eventudly, shefdl into a deeper, darker place, and didn’'t dream at al.
Not even about Monica.

Not even about vampires.

3

S hewoke up in the dark with a panicked flinch that sent the ice pack—water doshing in abag
now—thumping off her pillow and onto the floor. The house was quiet, except for the creaky, creepy
noises houses made at night. Outside, wind rattled the dry leaves on the trees, and she heard music
coming from the other side of the bedroom door.

Clairedid out of bed, fumbled for alamp, and found one next to the bed—Tiffany-style glass, redly



nice—and the colorful glow chased away any nightmare fears she' d been trying to have. The music was
dow and warm and contemplative, kind of guitar dternative. She got her shoes on, took alook inthe
dresser mirror, and got anasty shock. Her face till hurt, and it was obvious why—her right eye was
swollen, the skin around it purple. Her split lip looked shiny and unpleasantly thick, too. Her
face—aways pae—looked even paer than normd. Her short pixie-cut black hair had a serious case of
bed-head, but she fluffed it out into something like order. She’ d never redlly been much for makeup, even
when she d been stedling Mom’ sto try on, but today maybe allittle foundation and concedler couldn’t
hurt.... Shelooked ragged, and beaten, and homeless.

Well. It was nothing but the truth, after all.

Clairetook a deep breath and opened her bedroom door. Lightswere on in the hall, warm and glowing
gold; the music was coming from downgtairs, in the living room. She checked aclock hanging on thewall
at thefar end; it was after midnight—she' d dept for more than twelve hours.

And missed al her classes. Not that she' d have wanted to show up looking like this, evenif she hadn't
been so paranoid about Monicafollowing her around...but she' d need to hit the books later. At least the
books didn’t hit back.

Her bruisesfelt better, and in fact her head hurt only alittle. Her ankle was till the worst of it, sending
sharp glassy jabs of pain up her leg with every step down the sairs.

She was hafway down when she saw the boy sitting on the couch, where Shane had been sprawled
before. He had aguitar in hishands.

Oh. The music. She' d thought it was arecording, but no, thiswasred, thiswas live, and he was playing
it. She’ d never heard live music before—not really playing, not like this. He was...wow. Hewas
wonderful.

She watched him, frozen, because he clearly didn’'t even know she existed yet; it wasjust him and the
guitar and the music, and if she had to put a name to what she could see on hisface, it would be
something poetic, like longing. He was blond, hishair cut kind of like Shan€'s, in acarelessmop. Not as
big as Shane, and not as muscled, though he was maybe astal. He was wearing a T-shirt, too, black,
with abeer logo. Bluejeans. No shoes.

He stopped playing, head down, and reached for the open beer on the tablein front of him. He toasted
empty air. “Happy birthday to you, man.” He tossed back three swallows, sghed, and put the bottle
down. “And here sto house arrest. What the hell. Own it or get owned.”

Claire coughed. He turned, startled, and saw her standing there on the stairs; hisfrown cleared after a
second or two. “Oh. Y ou' re the one Shane said wanted to talk about the room. Hey. Come on down.”

Shedid, trying not to limp, and when she got into the full light she saw hisquick, intelligent blue eyes
catalog the bruises.

Hedidn't say aword about them. “I’m Michad,” he said. “ And you' re not eighteen, so thisisgoing to be
ared short conversation.”

She s, fast, heart pounding. “I’'min college” shesaid. “I’m afreshman. My nameis—"

“Don’'t bullshit me, and | don’t care what your nameis. Y ou're not eighteen. It sagood bet you' re not
even saventeen. We don't take anybody in this housewho isn't legdl.” He had adeep voice, warm
but—at least right now—hard. “Not that you' d be signing on to Orgy Centrd, but sorry, me and Shane



have to worry about thingslikethat. All it takesisyou living here and somebody even hinting there's
something going on—"

“Wait,” sheblurted. “1 wouldn’t do that. Or say that. I’m not looking to get you guysintrouble. | just
neecl ”

“No,” hesaid. He put the guitar aside, inits case, and latched it shut. “1’m sorry, but you can’t stay here.
Houserules”

She' d known it was coming, of course, but she' d let herself think—Eve had been nice, and Shane hadn’t
been horrible, and the room was so nice—but the look in Michael’ seyeswas asfind asit got. Complete
and utter rgjection.

Shefdt her lipstrembling, and hated herself for it. Why couldn’t she be a badass, sone-cold bitch? Why
couldn’t she stand up for herself when she needed to, without breaking down into tearslike a baby?
Monicawouldn’t be crying. Monicawould be sngpping some comeback at him, telling him that her stuff
was dready in the room. Monicawould dgp money down on the table and dare him to turn it down.

Clarereached in her back pocket and pulled out her wallet. “How much?’ she asked, and started
counting out bills. She had twenties, so it looked like alot. “ Three hundred enough? 1 can get moreif |
haveto.”

Michael sat back, surprised, alittle frown bracketing his forehead. He reached for his beer and took
another Sp while he thought about it. “How?’" he asked.

“What?’
“How would you get more?’

“Get ajob. Sdl stuff.” Not that she had much to sell, but in an emergency there was away's the panicked
cdl to Mom. “I want to stay here, Michadl. | really do.” She was surprised at the conviction in her voice.
“Yeah, I'm under eighteen, but | swear, you won't have any trouble from me. I’ll stay out of your way. |
gotoschoal, and | study. That'sal | do. I'm not a partyer, I’'m not adacker. I'm useful. I'll—I'll help
clean and cook.”

He thought about it, staring &t her; he wasthe kind of person you could actudly seethinking. It wasa
little scary, athough he probably didn’'t mean it to be. There was just something o...adult about him. So
sure of himsdf.

“No,” hesad. “I’'m sorry, kid. But it’ sjust too much risk.”
“Eve sonly alittle bit older than | am!”
“Eve seighteen. Y ou' rewhat, Sixteen?’

“Almost seventeen!” If you were alittle fluid on the definition of dmost. “I redly amincollege. 'ma
freshman—I ook, here smy student ID....”

Heignored it. “Come back in ayear. We'll tak about it,” he said. “L ook, I’'m sorry. What about the
dorm?’

“They'll kill meif | stay there,” she said, and looked down at her clasped hands. “ They tried to kill me
tajw.”



“What?’
“The other girls. They punched me and shoved me down the stairs.”

Silence. A redly long one. She heard the creak of leather, and then Michagl was on one knee next to the
chair. Before she could stop him, he was probing the bump on her head, tilting it back so he could get a
good, impersona look at the bruises and cuts. “What else?’ he asked.

“What?’
“Besdeswhat | can see? Y ou're not going to drop dead on me, are you?’

Wow, senditive. “1’m okay. | saw the doctor and everything. It's just—bruises. And astrained ankle. But
they pushed me down the stairs, and they meant it, and she told me—" Suddenly, Eve' swords about
vampires came back to her and made her trip over her tongue. “ The girl in charge, shetold me that
tonight, I’d get what was coming to me. | can’t go back to the dorm, Michadl. If you send me out that
door, they’ Il kill me, because | don't have any friendsand | don’t have anyplaceto go!”

He stayed there for afew more seconds, looking her right in the eyes, and then retreated to the couch.
He unlatched the guitar case again and cradled the instrument; she thought that was his comfort zone,
right there, with the guitar in hisarms. “These girls. Do they go out in daylight?’

She blinked. “Y ou mean, outsde? Sure. They go to classes. Well, sometimes.”
“Do they wear bracelets?”’

She blinked. “Y ou mean, like—" Eve had |eft hers behind on the table, so she picked up the leather band
withitsred symboal. “Likethis? | never noticed. They wear alot of stuff.” She thought hard, and maybe
she did remember something after al. The braceletsdidn’t look like this, though. They were gold, and
Monicaand the Monickettes al had them on their right wrists. She’ d never paid much attention.
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“Bracdets with white symbols?’” Michael made the question casud; in fact, he bent his head and
concentrated on tuning his guitar, not that it needed it. Every note sounded perfect asit whispered out of
the strings. “Do you remember?’

“No.” Shefdt apure burst of something that wasn’'t quite panic, wasn't quite excitement. “ Does that
mean they have Protection?’

He hesitated for about a second, just long enough for her to know he was surprised. “Y ou mean
condoms?’ he asked. “Doesn’t everybody?’

“You know what | mean.” Her cheeks were burning. She hoped it wasn't as obvious asit felt.
“Don't think | do.”
“Evesad—"

He looked up sharply, and those blue eyes were suddenly angry. “ Eve needs to keep her mouth shut.
She' sin enough danger asit is, trolling around out therein Goth gear. They aready think she’smocking
them. If they hear she' stalking...”

“They, who?’ Claire asked. It was histurn to look away.

“People,” hesaid flatly. “Look, | don’t want your blood on my hands. Y ou can stay for a couple of days.



But only until you find aplace, right? And make it fas—I"m not running a halfway housefor battered
girls. I’ ve got enough to worry about trying to keep Eve and Shane out of trouble.”

For aguy who made such beautiful music, he was bitter, and alittle scary. Claire put the money hestantly
onthetableinfront of him. He stared &t it, jaw tense.

“The rent’ sahundred amonth,” he said. “Y ou buy groceries once amonth, too. First month in advance.
But you' re not staying past that, so keep therest.”

She swallowed and picked up two hundred of the three hundred she' d counted out. “ Thanks,” she said.
“Don't thank me,” he said. “Just don’t get usinto trouble. | mean it.”

She got up, went into the kitchen, and spooned chili into two bowls, added the bowls to trays dong with
spoons and Cokes, and brought it al back to set it on the coffee table. Michael stared at it, then her. She
sat down on the floor—painfully—and began eating. After a pause, Michael took hisbowl and tasted it.

“Shanemadeit,” Clairesaid. “It' s pretty good.”

“Y eah. Chili and spaghetti, that’ s pretty much al Shane can cook. Y ou know how to make anything?’
“Sure”

“Like?’

“Lasagng,” shesaid. “And, um, sort of a hamburger hash thing, with noodles. And tacos.”

Michael looked thoughtful. “ Could you make tacos tomorrow?’

“Sure” shesaid. “I have classes from eleventofive, but I'll stop and pick up the stuff.”

He nodded, eating steedily, glancing up at her onceinawhile. “I’'m sorry,” hefindly sad.

“About what?’

“Being an asshole. Look, it'sjust that | can’'t—I haveto be careful. Redly careful.”

“You weren't being an asshole,” shesaid. “Y ou'retrying to protect yoursdlf and your friends. That's
okay. That’ swhat you' re supposed to do.”

Michad smiled, and it transformed hisface, made it suddenly angelic and wonderful. Dude, she thought in
amazement. He stotaly gorgeous. No wonder he' d been worried about her being underage. A smilelike
that, he' d be pedling girls off of him right and | eft.

“If you'rein thishouse, you' remy friend,” he said. “What’ syour name, by the way?’
“Clare. Clare Danvers”

“Welcome to the Glass House, Claire Danvers.”

“But only temporarily.”

“Y eah, temporarily.”

They shared asmile, uneasily, and Michael cleared up the plates thistime, and Claire went back up to
her room, to spread out her books on the built-in desk and start the day’ s studying.



She ligtened to him playing downgtairs, the soft and heartfelt accompaniment to the night, as shefdl into
the world she loved.
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M orning dawned bright and early, and Claire woke up to the smell of frying bacon. She stumbled to the
bathroom down the hall, yawning, barely aware that she was scantily dressed in her extra-long T-shirt
until she remembered, Oh my God, boys live here, too. Luckily, nobody saw, and the bathroom was
free. Somebody had dready been in it thismorning; the mirrorswere still frosted with steam, and the big
black-and-white room glistened with drops of water. It smelled clean, though. And kind of fruity.

The fruity smell was the shampoo, she found, as she lathered and rinsed. When she wiped the mirror
down and stared at hersdlf, she saw the patterns of bruises up and down both sides of her pale skin. |
could have died. She' d been lucky.

She tossed the T-shirt back on, then dashed back to her room to dig out the panties she' d rescued
yesterday from the washer. They were still damp, but she put them on anyway, then dragged on blue
jeans.

On impulse, she opened the closet, and found some old stuff pushed to the back. T-shirts, mostly, from
bands she’ d never heard of, and afew she remembered as ancient. A couple of sweaters, too. She

stripped off her bloodstained shirt and dragged on afaded black one, and, after thinking about it, left her
shoes on thefloor.

Downgtairs, Eve and Shane were arguing in the kitchen about the right way to make scrambled eggs. Eve
said they needed milk. Shane said milk wasfor pussies. Claire padded slently past them, over to the
refrigerator, and pulled out a carton of orangejuice. She splashed someinto aglass, then slently held the
carton up for the other two. Eve took it and poured hersdf a glass, then handed it to Shane.

“So,” Shane asked, “Michad didn’t pitch you out.”
1] NO_”

Shane nodded dowly. He was even bigger and taller than she remembered, and his skin was agolden
brown color, like he' d spent alot of timein the sun over the summer. Hishair had that bronzy sheen, too.
Sun-bleached where Michadl was naturaly blond. Okay, truthfully? They’ re both hotties. She wished she
hadn't really thought that, but at least she hadn't said it out loud.

“ Something you should know about Michael,” he said. “He doesn't like taking chances. | wasn't sure
he' d let you stay. If he did, then he got agood vibe off of you. Don't disrespect that, because if you
do—I won't be happy, ether. Got it?’

Evewas silently watching the two of them, which Claire figured was anew experiencefor Eve, at least
the not-talking part. “He syour friend, right?’

“Hesaved my life,” Shanesaid. “I'd diefor him, but it’ d be adumbass thing to do to thank him for it. So
yeah. He sbeen my friend dl my life, and he’ smore like abrother. So don't get himin trouble.”

“I won't,” shesad. “No milk inthe eggs.”
“See?” Shane turned back to the counter and started cracking eggsinto abowl. “Told ya”

“Traitor,” Eve Sghed, and poked at the frying bacon with afork. “Fine. So. How was Lindalast night?’



“Laura”

“Whatever. Not like | have to remember aname for more than one date, anyway.”

“ She bowled aonefifty.”

“God, you' re such adisappointment. Share, dready!”

Shane smiled tightly down at the eggs. “Hey, not in front of the kid. Y ou got the note.”
“Kid?" That hurt. Claire dropped plates on the counter with alittle too much force. “ Note?’

Shane handed over afolded piece of paper. It was short and sweet, and signed “Michagl”...and it told
them that Claire was underage, and that the two of them were supposed to look out for her while she
wasin the house,

Cute. Claire didn’t know whether to be pissed or flattered. On reflection...pissed. “I’m not akid!” she
told Shane hotly. “I’'m only, like, ayear younger than Evel”

“And girls are much more mature.” Eve nodded wisely. “ So you' re about ten years older than Shane,
then.”

“Serioudy,” Clareingsted. “I’'m not akid!”

“Whatever you say, kid,” Shane said blandly. “Cheer up. Just means you don’t have to put up with me
telling you how much sex | didn’'t get.”

“I'mtelling Michad,” Evewarned.

“About how much sex | didn’t get? Go ahead.”

“No bacon for you.”

“Then no eggsfor you. Either of you.”

Eve glowered at him. “Prisoner exchange?’

They glared at each other, then swapped pans and started scooping.

Clairewasjust about to join in when the front doorbell rang, alilting silvery sound. It wasn't ascary
sound, but Eve and Shane froze and looked at each other, and that was scary, somehow. Shane put his
plate down on the granite countertop, licked bacon grease from hisfingers, and sad, “ Get her out of
sgnt”

Eve nodded. She dropped her own plate onto the counter, grabbed Claire’ swrist, and hustled her to the
pantry—adoor haf hidden in the shadow of the awkwardly placed refrigerator. It was big, dark, and
dusty, shelves crowded with old cans of yams and asparagus and glass jars of ancient jellies. Therewasa
light with astring pull above, but Eve didn’t turn it on. She reached behind arow of murky-looking cans
of fruit and hit some kind of aswitch. There was agrating rumble, then aclick, and part of the back wall

sSwung open.

Eve pushed it back, reached in, and grabbed aflashlight that she handed to Claire. “Insde,” she said.
“I"'m going to turn the light on out here, but try to keep that flashlight off if you hear voices. It could show
through the cracks.” Claire nodded, alittle dazed, and crouched down to crawl through the small opening
into...abig empty room, stone floored, no windows. A few spiderwebs in the corners, and loads of dugt,



but otherwiseit didn’t look too bad.

Until Eve shut the door, and then the darkness dammed down, and Claire hatily flicked on the flashlight,
moved to the nearest corner, and knelt down there, breathing fast and hard.

Just one minute ago, they’ d been laughing about bacon and eggs, and al of asudden...what the hell had
just happened? And why was there a secret compartment in this house? One with—so far as she could
tell—no other entrances or exits?

She heard distant voices, and hastily thumbed off the flashlight. That was bad. She' d never redly been
afraid of the dark, but dark wasn't redlly dark most of thetime.... There were stars, moonlight, distant
dredtlights.

Thiswas pitch-black, take-no-prisoners dark, and she had the ice-cold thought that anything could be
right next to her, reaching out for her, and she’ d never seeit coming.

Claire bit down hard on her lip, gripped the flashlight tightly, and did down thewall until her searching
hand found the rough wood of the door she' d comein through. A little light wasleaking in around it,
barely aglimmer but enough to ease the pounding in her chest.

Voices. Shane's, and someone else's. A man' svoice, degper than Shane's. “...stlandard inventory.”

“Sir, there’ snobody living here but what' s on the roster. Just the three of us.” Shane sounded subdued
and respectful, which didn’t seem like him. Not that she knew him that well, but he waskind of a
smart-ass.

“Which oneareyou?’ the voice asked.

“Shane Callins, gr.”

“Get your third in here,” the voice said.

“Wadll, | would, but—Michagl’ s not here. He' s out until tonight. Y ou want to check back then?...”
“Never mind.” Claire, sraining her ears, heard paper rustling. “Y ou're Eve Rosser?’

“Yes, gr.” Eve sounded respectful, but brisk.

“Moved out of your parents house—eight months ago?’

“Yes ar.”

“Employed?’

“At Common Grounds, you know, the coffee—"

The man, whoever he was, interrupted her. “Y ou. Coallins. Any employment?’ Clearly talking to Shane,
“I’'m between jobs, sir. You know how itis.”

“Keep looking. We don't like dackersin Morganville. Everybody contributes.”

“Yes ar. I'll kegpitinmind, Sir.”

A brief pause. Maybe there had been alittle bit more smart-ass in Shan€' s response than there should
have been. Claire ddiberately dowed her breathing, trying to hear more.



“Y ou |eft town for acouple of years, boy. What brings you back?’

“Homesick, ar.” Yes, it was definitely back in hisvoice, and even Claire knew that was abad thing.
“Missed dl my old friends”

She heard Eve clear her throat. “Sir, I'm sorry, but I’ ve got work inahdf hour...?’

More paper shuffling. “One other thing. Here' sapicture of agirl that disappeared from her dorm last
night. Y ou haven't seen her?’

They both chorused a“No.”

He must not have believed them, because he didn’t sound convinced. “What' sin here?’ He didn’t wait
to hear aresponse; he just opened the outer door of the pantry. Claire flinched and held her breath. “Y ou
adwaysleavethelight on?

“| was getting some jam when you rang, Sr. | probably forgot to turn it off,” Eve said. She sounded
nervous. “ Sorry.”

Click. Thelight in the pantry went out, taking whét little there was seeping through the door withit. Claire
barely controlled agasp. Don’'t move. Don’t move. She just knew he—whoever he was—was standing
therein the dark, looking and listening.

And then, findly, she heard him say, “Y ou ring the station if you seethat girl. She’ sgot hersdlf in some
trouble. We' re supposed to help her get straightened out.”

“Yes, dr,” Eve said, and the pantry door shut. The conversation moved away, became softer and softer
until it faded into nothing.

Claire switched on the flashlight, covered it with her hand, and pointed it at the corner—only alittle light
escaped, just enough to convince her that no evil zombie was sneaking up on her in the dark. And then

shewaited. It seemed like along time before there were two sharp raps on the door, and it swung open
inablaze of eectric light. Eve' s stark white makeup and black eydiner looked even scarier than before.

“It'sokay,” she said, and helped Claire out of the hidden room. “He' sgone.”

“Oh, the hdl it'sokay,” Shane said behind her. He had his arms folded across his chest, and rocked
back and forth, frowning. “ Those assholes have her picture. They’re looking for her. What' d you do,
Clare? Knife the mayor or something?’

“Nothing!” she blurted. “1—I don’t know why—maybe it’ sthat they’ re just worried because | didn't
show up lagt night?’

“Worried?’ Shane laughed bitterly. “Y eah, that’ sit. They’ re worried about you. Right. I’'m going to have
to talk this over with Michadl. If they’re going to turn the town upside down looking for you, either
you' retoo hot to stay in Morganville, or we need to get you under some kind of Protection, fast.”

Hesaid it the same way Eve had. “ But—maybe the police—?’

“That wasthe palice,” Eve said. “Told you. They run the town. These guyswork for the vamps—they’re
not vamps themselves, but they’ re scary enough without the fangs. Look, can you cal your parents? Get
them to pull you out of school and take you home or something?’

Sure. That would be the easiest thing in the world, only it would mean failure, and they’ d never believe a



word of this stuff, ever, and if shetried to explain it, she'd end up drugged and in therapy for the rest of
her life. And any chance—any chance—of making it to Yde or MIT or Catech would be blown
completely. She supposed it was kind of dumb to be thinking of it that way, but those things werered to
her.

Vampires? Not so much.

“But—I haven’t done anything!” she said, and looked from Shane to Eve, and back again. “How can
they be after meif | didn't do anything?’

“Lifean'tfar,” Shanesad, with dl the certainty of two more years of experience at it. “Y ou must have
pissed off the wrong people, isdl | know. What' sthe girl’s name? The one who smacked you around?’

“M-Monica”
They both stared at her.
“Oh, crap,” Eve sad, horrified. “MonicaMorrel?’

Shane' sface went. ..blank. Completely blank, except for his eyes, and there was something pretty scary
going on behind them. “Monica,” he repeated. “ How come nobody told me?’

Eve waswatching him, biting her lip. “ Sorry, Shane. We would have—I sweer, | thought she left town.
Went off to college somewhere se.”

Shane shook it off, whatever it was, and shrugged, trying to look like he didn’t care. It was obviousto
Clarethat he did, though. “ She probably couldn’t stand not being the queen bee, and had to come
begging back to Daddy to buy her some grades.”

13 S‘HE—”
“I'mfine. Don't worry about me.”

“She probably doesn't even remember you,” Eve blurted, and then looked asif she wished she hadn't
sad it. “lI—that’ snot what | meant. I’ m sorry.”

He laughed, and it sounded wrong and allittle bit shaky. There was ashort, odd silence, and then Eve
changed the subject by resolutely picking up her plate of cooling bacon and eggs.

And then went ill and round-eyed. “ Oh, shit,” she said, and then covered her mouth.
“What?’

She pointed at the plates on the counter. Shane's, hers...and Claire's. “ Three plates. He knew something
was up. Wetold him Michadl wasn't around. No wonder he kept poking.”

Shane said nothing, but Claire could see he was—if possible—even more upset. He didn't show it much,
but he picked up his plate and walked away, out into the living room, then up the stepstwo at atime.

His upgtairs door dammed.
Eve bit her lip, watching after him.
“S0...Shaneand Monica...?’ Claire guessed.



Eve kept staring at the doorway. “Not like you' re thinking,” she said. “He wouldn'’t touch that skank ina
million years. But they werein high school together, and Shane—got on her bad side. Just like you did.”

Claire s appetite for breakfast was suddenly gone. “What happened?’

“He stood up to her, and his house burned. He nearly died,” she said. “His—his sister wasn't so lucky.
Michael got him out of town, off on hisown, before he did something crazy. He' s been gone a couple of
years. Just came back right before | moved in here” Eveforced abright smile. “Let’ seet, yeah?I’'m
daving”

They sat out in the living room, chatting about nothing, not talking about the thing that was most
important: what to do.

Because, Claire sensed, neither one of them had aclue.
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C laire watched the clock—some old-style wall clock, with hands—crawl dowly up to, and past, eleven
0 clock. Professor Hammsis starting the lecture, she thought, and felt a nauseating twist in her ssomach.
Thiswasthe second day in arow she’ d missed schoal. In her whole life she' d never missed two days of
school back-to-back. Sure, she' d read the textbook a ready—twice—but lectures were important. That
was how you found out the good stuff, especialy in classeslike physics, where they did practica
demongtrations. Lectures were the fun part.

It was Thursday. That meant she had alab classlater, too. Y ou couldn’t make up lab class, no matter
how good your excuse.

She sighed, forced hersdlf to look away from the time, and opened up her Calc 11 book—she' d tested
out of Cac |, could have tested out of Calc |1, but she' d thought maybe she might learn something new
about solving linear inequdities, which had always been a problem for her.

“What the hdll are you doing?’ Shane. He was on the stairs, staring at her. She hadn’t heard him coming,
but that was probably because he was barefoot. His hair was a mess, too. Maybe he’ d been adeep.

“Studying,” shesad.

“Huh,” hesad, like he' d never actualy seen it done before. * Interesting.” He vaulted over therailing
three steps from the bottom and flopped down on the leather couch next to her, flicking the TV on with
the remote next to him, then changing inputs. “ This going to bother you?’

“No,” shesaid palitely. It was alie, but shewasn't quite ready to be, you know, blunt. It was her first
day.

“Great. Want to take a break?’

“A break?’

“That’ swhen you stop studying”—nhetilted his head to the sde to look at the book—" okay, whatever
the hdl that is, and actually do something fun. It sacustom where | comefrom.” He dumped something
in the center of her open book with a plastic thump. She flinched and picked up the wireless game
controller with two fingers. “Oh, come on. Y ou can’t tell me you’ ve never played avideo game.”

Truthfully, she had. Once. She hadn’t liked it very much. He must have read that in her expression,
because he shook his head. “Thisisjust sad. Now you have to take a break. Okay, you' ve got achoice:



horror, action, driving, or war.”
She blurted, “Those are my choices?’

Helooked offended. “What, you want girl games? Not in my house. Never mind, I’ll pick for you. Here.
First-person shooter.” He yanked a box from a stack next to the couch and loaded a disc into the
meachine. “Easy. All you haveto do ispull thetrigger. Trust me. Nothing like alittle virtua violenceto
make you fed better.”

“You'recrazy.”

“Hey, prove mewrong. Unlessyou think you can't.” Hedidn't look at her ashe said it, but shefelt it
gting, anyway. “Maybe you'rejust not up toit.”

She shut her Calc 11 book, picked up the controller, and watched the colorful graphicsload up on the
screen. “ Show me what to do.”

He smiled dowly. “Point. Shoot. Try not to get in my way.”

Hewasright. She'd aways thought it was kind of creepy, hanging out in front of a TV and killing virtua
mongters, but damnif it wasn't...fun. Before too long, she was flinching when things lunged out of the
corners of the screen, and whooping just like Shane when some monster got put down for the count.

When it ended for her, and the screen suddenly showed a snarling zombie face and splashes of red, she
fet it like an ice cube down her back.

“Oops,” Shane said, and kept on firing. “ Sorry. Some days you' re the zombie, some days you' rethe
medl. Good try, kiddo.”

She put the controller on the couch cushions, and watched him play for awhile. “ Shane?” shefinaly
asked.

“Hang on—damn, that was close. What?’
“How did you get on Monica s—”

“Shitlig?’" he supplied, and drilled afew dozen bulletsinto alunging zombiein aprom dress. “Y ou don't
have to do much, just not crawl on your belly every time shewaksin aroom.” Which, she noticed,
wasn't exactly an answer. Exactly. “What' d you do?’

“I, uh...l made her look stupid.”
He hit some control and froze the game in mid-scream, and turned to look at her. “Y ou what?’
“Well, she said thisthing about World War 11 being about the Chinese, and—"

Shane laughed. He had agood laugh, loud and full of raw energy, and she smiled nervoudly in return.
“You'refestier than you look, C. Good one.” He held up ahand. She awkwardly smacked it. “ Oh, man,
that’ s sadder than the video gamething. Again.”

Five hand smacks later, she had mastered the high five to his satisfaction, and he unfroze the video game.
“Shane?’ she asked.
Thistime, hesighed. “Yesh?’



“Sorry, but—about your sister—”
Silence. Hedidn't ook &t her, didn’t give any indication he' d heard aword. He just kept on killing things.
Hewasgood at it.

Claire snervefailed. She went back to her textbook. It didn’t seem quite as exciting, somehow. After
half an hour, she bagged it, stood, stretched, and asked, “When does Michadl get up?’

“When hewantsto.” Shane shrugged. “Why?" He made aface and narrowly avoided getting hisarm
clawed off on-screen.

“|—I figured | might go back to the dorm and get my things.”

He hit abutton, and the screen paused in midshot again. “What?’ He gave her hisfull atention, which
made her heart stutter, then pound harder. Guyslike Shane did not give mousy little bookworms like her
their full attention. Not like that.

“My stuff. From my dorm room.”
“Yeah, that' swhat | thought you said. Did you missthe part where the cops are looking for you?’

“Wel, if | check in,” she said reasonably, “1 won't be missing anymore. | can say | dept over
somewhere. Then they’ |l stop looking for me.”

“That' sthe dumbest thing I’ ve ever heard.”

“No, itisn't. If they think I’m back in the dorm, they’Il leave meto Monica, right? It could be afew days
before shefigures out I’'m not coming back. She could forget about me by then.”

“Claire—" Hefrowned at her for asecond or two, then shook his head. “No way are you going over
there by yoursdlf.”

“But—they don’'t know wherel am. If you go with me, they’ Il know.”

“And if you don’'t come back from the dorm, I’m the one who hasto explain to Michael how | let you go
off and get yoursdlf killed like adumbass. Firgt rule of horror movies, C.—never split up.”

“I can't just hide here. | have classes!”
“Drop’em.”
“Noway!” Thewholethought horrified her. Nearly as much asfailing them.

“Claire! Maybe you' re not getting this, but you'rein trouble! Monicawasn't kidding when she pushed
you down the stairs. That waslight exercise for her. Next time, she might actualy get mad.”

She stood up and hoisted her backpack. “I’'m going.”

“Then you're stupid. Can't save aniidiot,” Shane said flatly, and turned back to hisgame. He didn’t look
at her again as he garted working the controls, firing with avengeance. “Don't tel them where you were
last night. We don't need the hasde.”

Claire st her jaw angrily, chewed up some words, and swallowed them. Then she went into the kitchen
to grab some trash bags. As she was stuffing them into her backpack, she heard the front door open and



cose

“A plague upon dl our houses” Eveydled, and Claire heard the slver jingle of her keys hitting the hall
table. “Anybody divein here?’

“Yed!” Shane snapped. He sounded as mad as Claire felt.
“Damn,” Evereplied cheerfully. “I was o hoping.”

Claire came out of the kitchen and met Eve on her way up the hall. Shewasin plaid today—ared and
black tartan skirt, black fishnet hose, clunky patent leather shoes with skulls on the toes, awhite men’s
shirt, suspenders. And afloor-length black leather coat. Her hair was up in two pigtails, fastened with
skull-themed bands. She smdlled like. . . coffee. Fresh ground. There were some brown splatters on her
shirtfront.

“Oh, hey, Claire)” shesaid, and blinked. “Where are you going?’
“Funerd,” Shane said. On-screen, azombie shrieked and died gruesomely.
“Y eah? Cool! Whose?’

“Hers” Shanesaid.

Eve seyeswidened. “ Claire—you' re going back?’

“Jugt for some of my stuff. | figureif | show up every couple of days, let people see me, they’ll think | il
livethere....”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, bad idea. Bad. No cookie. Y ou can’t go back. Not by yourself.”

“Why not?’

“They'relooking for you!”

Shane put the game on pause again. “You think | didn’t aready tell her that? She' snot listening.”
“And you were going to let her just go?’

“I’'m not her mom.”

“How about just her friend?’

He gave her alook that pretty clearly said, Shut up. Eve glared back, then looked at Claire. “ Serioudly.
You can't just—it' sdangerous. You have noidea. If Monica sreally goneto her Patron and tagged you,
you can't just, you know, wander around.”

“I’'m not wandering,” Claire pointed out. “I’ m going to my dorm, picking up some clothes, going to class,
and coming home.”

“Going to dass?’ Eve made helplesslittle flapping motions with her black-fingernailed hands. “No no no!
No class, are you kidding?’

Shaneraised hisarm. “Hello? Pointed it out already.”

“Whatever,” Claire said, and stepped around Eve to walk down the hall to the front door. She heard
Shane and Eve whispering fiercely behind her, but didn’t wait.



If she waited, she was going to lose her nerve.

It was only alittle after noon. Plenty of time to get to school, do the rest of her classes, stuff some clothes
in agarbage bag, say enough hellos to make everything okay, and get home before dark. And it was
after dark that was dangerous, right? If they were serious about the vampire thing.

Which shewas garting to believe, just ateeny little bit.

She opened the front door, stepped out, closed it, and walked out onto the porch. The air smelled sharp
and crigp with heat. Eve must have been cooking in that coat; there wereripples of hot ar rising up from
the concrete sdewalk, and the sun was a pale white dot in awashed-denim sky.

She was hdfway to the sidewalk, where Eve s big car lurked, when the door dammed behind her.
“Wait!” Eve blurted, and came hurrying after with the leather coat flgpping in the hot wind. “1 can't let
you do this”

Claire kept walking. The sun burned on the sore spot on her head, and on her bruises. Her ankle was ill
sore, but not enough to bother her that much. She'd just have to be careful.

Eve darted around her to face her, then danced backward when Claire kept walking. “ Serioudy. Thisis
dumb, Claire, and you don't strike me as somebody with a desth wish. | mean, | have adeath wish—it
takes one to know one—okay, stop! Just stop!” She put out a hand, palm out, and Claire stopped short
just afew inchesaway. “You'regoing. | get that. At least let me drive you. Y ou shouldn’t be walking.
Thisway | can cal Shaneif—if anything happens. And at least you' |l have somebody standing by.”

“| don’t want to get you guysinto any trouble.” Michagl had been pretty specific about that.

“That’ swhy Shan€e' s not coming. He s—well, he attractstrouble like TV screens attract dust. Besides,
it’ s better not to put him anywhere near Monica. Bad things happen.” Eve unlocked the car doors. “You
haveto cal shotgun.”

“What?’
“Y ou haveto cal shotgun to get the passenger sest.”
“But nobody dseis—"

“I'm just telling you, get used to the idea, because if Shane was here? He' d dready haveit and you' d be
inthe back.”

“Um...” Clarrefdt supid even trying to say it. “ Shotgun?’
“Keep practicing. Got to be fast on the trigger around here.”

The car had dick vinyl seats, cracked and peeling, and aftermarket seat beltsthat didn’t fedl any too safe.
Claretried not to dide around on the upholstery too much asthe big car jolted down the narrow, bumpy
road. The shopslooked as dim and uninviting as Claire remembered, and the pedestrians just as hunched
inonthemsdlves.

“Eve?’ sheasked. “Why do people stay here? Why don't they leave? If, you know...vampires.”

“Good question,” Eve said. “People are funny that way. Adults, anyway. Kids pick up and leave dl the
time, but adults get all bogged down. Houses. Cars. Jobs. Kids. Once you have stuff, it’s easy enough
for the vampsto keep you on aleash. It takes alot to make people just leave everything behind and run.



Especidly when they know they might not livelong if they do. Oh crap, get down!”

Claire unhooked her seat belt and dithered down into the dark space under the dash. She didn’t hesitate,
because Eve hadn’t been kidding—that had been pure panic in her voice. “What isit?’ She barely dared

to whisper.
“Cop car,” Evesaid, and didn’t move her lips. “ Coming right toward us. Stay down.”

Shedid. Eve nervoudy tapped fingernails on the hard plastic steering whed, and then let out asigh.
“Okay, he went past. Just stay down, though. He might come back.”

Claredid, bracing hersdlf against the bumpsin the road as Eve turned toward the campus. Another
minute or two passed before Eve gave her the dl clear, and she flopped back into the seat and strapped
in.

“That wasclosg,” Eve said.
“What if they’ d seen me?’

“Wadll, for garters, they’ d have hauled mein to the station for interfering, confiscated my car....” Eve
patted the steering wheel apologetically. “And you' d have just. .. disappeared.”

“ Bl,lt—”

“Trust me. They’ re not exactly amateurs around here at making that happen. So let’sjust get this done
and hopelike hdll your plan works, okay?’

Eve steered dowly through crowds of lunchtime students walking across the streets, hit the turnaround,
and followed Claire s pointed directions toward the dorm.

Howard Hall didn’t look any prettier today than it had yesterday. The parking lot was only haf-full, and
Eve cruised the big Caddy into a parking space near the back. She clicked off the ignition and squinted at
the sunlight glaring off the hood. “Right,” shesaid. “ Y ou goin, get your stuff, be back herein fifteen
minutes, or | gart launching Operation Get Claire.”

Claire nodded. Shewasn't feding so good about thisidea, now that she was staring at the door’s
entrance.

“Here.” Evewas holding something out. A cell phone, thin and deek. “ Shane' s on speed did—just hit
gar two. And remember, fifteen minutes, and then | freak out and start acting like your mom. Okay?’

Claretook the phone and dipped it in her pocket. “Beright back.”

She hoped she didn’t sound scared. Not too scared, anyway. There was something about having
friends—even brand-new ones—that helped keep the tremors out of her voice, and shakes out of her
hands. I'm not done. | have backup. It was kind of anew sensation. Kind of nice, too.

She got out of the car, waved awkwardly to Eve, who waved in reply, and turned to walk back into hell.

6

T he cold air of the lobby felt dry and lifeless, after the heat outside; Claire shivered and blinked fast to
adjust her eyesto therelative dimness. A few girlswerein the lobby with books propped up on tables;
the TV was running, but nobody waswatching it.



Nobody looked at her as she walked by. She went to the glassed-in attendant booth, and the student
assgtant Sitting inside looked up from her magazine, saw her bruises, and made asilent O with her mouth.

“Hi,” Claire said. Her voice sounded thin and dry, and she had to swalow twice. “I’'m Claire, up on
four? Um, | had an accident yesterday. But I'm okay. Everything' sfine”

“Y ou're the—they were looking for you, right?’
“Yeah. Just tell everybody I'm okay. I’ ve got to get to class.”
113 Bljt—”

“Sorry, I'm late!” Claire hurried to the stairs and went up asfast as her sore ankle would alow. She
passed a couple of girls, who gave her wide-eyed looks, but nobody said anything.

Shedidn’t see Monica. Not on the stairs, not at the top. The hallway was empty, and al the doors were
shut. Music pounded from three or four different rooms. She hurried down to the end, where her own
room was, and started to unlock it.

Theknob turned limply in her fingers. Gregt. That, more than any graffiti, said Monicawuz here.

Sure enough, the room was awreck. What wasn't broken was dumped in piles. Books were defaced,
which really hurt. Her meager clothes had been dragged out of the closet and scattered over the floor.
Some of the blouses had been ripped, but she serioudy didn’t care that much; she sorted through, found
two or three that were intact, and stuffed them in the garbage bag. One pair of sweatpants was fine, and
she added that, too. She had alucky find of a couple of ratty old pairs of underwear that hadn’t been
discovered, shoved in the corner of the drawer, and added those to the sack.

The rest was another pair of shoes, what books she could salvage, and thelittle bag of makeup and
toiletries she kept on the shelf next to the bed. Her iPod was gone. So were her CDs. No tdlling if that
had been Monica s doing, or the work of some other dorm rat who' d scavenged later.

She looked around, swept the worst of the messinto a corner, and grabbed the photo of her mom and
dad off of the dresser to take with her.

And then shel€eft, not bothering to try to lock the door.
Well, she thought shakily. That went okay, after al.

She was hafway down the steps when she heard voi ces on the second-floor landing. “—swear, it’s her!
Y ou should see the black eye. Unbelievable. Y ou redly clocked her one”

“Wherethe hell isshe?’ Monica svoice, hard-edged. “And how come nobody came to get me?’

“We—we did!” someone protested. Someone who sounded as scared as Claire suddenly felt. She
reached in her pocket, grabbed the phone, and held on to it for security. Star two. Just press star
two—Shane’ snot far away, and Eve sright downgtairs.... “Shewas up in her room. Maybe she s il
there?’

Crap. There was nobody in the dorm she could trust, not now. Nobody who'd hide her, or who'd stand
up for her. Claire retreated back up the stepsto the third-floor landing and went to the fire sairs, flung
open the door, and hurried down the concrete steps as fast as she dared, ducking to avoid the glass
window at the second-floor exit. She made it to the lobby exit door sweeting and trembling from the
effort, with her backpack and the garbage bag dragging painfully on her sore muscles, and risked aquick



look out the window to the lobby itself.

Monica-groupie Jennifer was on guard, watching the stairs. She looked tense and focused, and—Claire
thought—alittle bit scared, too. She kept fooling with the bracel et around her right wrist, turning it over
and over. One thing was certain: Jennifer would see her the second she opened the door. And sure,
maybe that wouldn’t matter; maybe she could get by Jen and out the door and they wouldn't be
attacking her in public, would they?

Watching Jennifer’ sface, shewasn't so sure. Not so sure at dl.

Thefire door acouple of floors up boomed open, and Claire flinched and looked for aplaceto hide. The
only possible spot was under the concrete stairs. There was some kind of storage closet crammed under
there, but when shetried the knob it waslocked, and she didn’t have Monica s lock-smashing

SUperpowers.

And she didn’'t have time, anyway. There were footsteps coming down. Either she could hope the person
didn’t look back in the corner, or she could make a break for the door. Once again, Claire touched the
phonein her pocket. One phone call away. It' s okay.

And once again, she left the phone where it was, took a deep breath, and waited.

It wasn't Monica; it was Kim Valdez, afreshman like Claire. A band geek, which put her only atiny step
higher than Claire' s status as resident freak of nature. Kim kept to hersdf, and she didn’t seem to be all
that afraid of Monicaor her girls; Kim didn't seem afraid of much. Not friendly, though. Jugt...solitary.

Kim looked back at her, blinked once or twice, then stopped before putting her hand on the door to exit.
“Hey,” she said. She pushed back the hood of her knit shirt, revedling short, shiny black hair. “They’re
looking for you.”

“Yeah, | know.”

Kim was holding her instrument case. Claire was't exactly clear on which instrument it was, but it was
big and bulky in its scuffed black case. Kim set it down. “Monicado that?’ She gestured a Claire's
bruises. Claire nodded wordlessly. “1 always knew she was a bitch. So. Y ou need to get out of here?’

Claire nodded again, and swallowed hard. “Will you help me?’
“Nope.” Kim flashed her asudden, vivid grin. “Not officidly. Wouldn't betoo smart.”

They had it worked out in a matter of frantic seconds. Claire zipped up in the shirt, pulled the hood down
around her face, and held the instrument case by the handle.

“Higher,” Kim advised. “Tilt it soit coversyour face. Y eah, like that. Keep your head down.”
“What about my bags?’

“I'll wait acouple of minutes, then come out with’em. Wait outsde. And don’t go nowhere with my
cdlo, and I meanit. I'll kick your ass.”

“I won't,” she swore. Kim opened the door for her, and she took a gasping breath and barged out, head
down, trying to look like she waslate for arehearsd.

As she passed Jennifer, the girl gave her areflexive glance, then dismissed her to focus back on the stairs.
Clarefdt ahot rush of adrendinethat felt like it might set her face on fire, and resisted the urge to run the



rest of theway for the door. It seemed to take forever, her crossing the lobby to the glass doors.

She was swinging the door open when she heard Monicasay, “ That freak couldn’t get out of herel!
Check the basement. Maybe she went down the trash chute, like her stupid laundry.”

“But—" Jen’ sfeeble protest. “1 don’t want to go down to the—"

Shewould, though. Claire suppressed awild grin—mostly becauseit still hurt too much to do that—and
madeit out of the dorm.

Thesunlight fet amazing. It fet like...sfety.

Claire took adeep breath of hot afternoon air, and walked around the corner to wait for Kim. The heat
was brutal out against the sunbaked walls—suffocating. She squinted againgt the sun and saw the distant
glitter of Eve scar, parked al the way at the back. Even hotter in there, she guessed, and wondered if
Eve had gotten out of that Goth-required leather coat yet.

And just as she was thinking that, she saw ashadow fal across hers from behind, and haf turned, but it
wastoo late. Something soft and dark muffled her vision and clogged her mouth and nose, and pressure
around her head yanked her off-balance. She screamed, or tried to, but somebody punched her in the
stomach, which took care of the screaming and most of the breathing, and Claire saw aweak, watery
sunshine through the weave of the cloth over her face, and shadows, and then everything got dark. Not
that shefainted, or anything like that, athough she was wanting to, badly.

The hot pressure of the sun went away, and then she was being dragged and carried into someplace dark
and quiet.

Then down aflight of Sairs.

When the moving stopped, she heard breathing and whispers, sounds of more than afew people, and
then she was shoved backward, hard, and fell off-balance onto a cold concrete floor. The impact
stunned her, and by the time she clawed her way out of the bag that had been jammed onto her head—a
black backpack, apparently—she found there was awhole circle of girls standing around her.

She had no ideawhere this room was. Some kind of storage room, maybe, in the basement. It was
crammed with stuff—suitcases, boxes labeled with names, dl kinds of things. Some of the boxes had
collapsed and spilled out pae guts of old clothes. It smelled like molding paper, and she sneezed

hel plessy when her frantic gaspsfilled her mouth and nose with dust.

A couple of girlsgiggled. Mogt didn’t do anything, and didn’t look very happy to be there, either.
Resigned, Claire guessed. Glad it wasn't them lying on the floor.

Monica stepped out of the corner.

“Waell,” she said, and put her hands on her hips. “Look what the cats dragged in.” Sheflashed Clairea
cold toothpaste-ad smile, asif the rest of them weren’t even here. “ Y ou ran away, little mouse. And just
when we were sarting to have fun.”

Claire faked more sneezing, lots of it, and Monica backed away in distaste. Faking sneezing, Claire
discovered, wasn't as easy as she' d thought. It hurt. But it provided time and cover for her to pull the
phone out of her pocket, cover it with her body, and frantically punch *2.

She pressed SEND and shoved it between two boxes, hoping the blue glow of the buttons wouldn’t
atract Monica s attention. Hoping Shane wouldn’t be iPoding or Xboxing and ignoring the phone.



Hoping...
Just hoping.

“Oh, for God's sake. Get her up!” Monica ordered. Her Monickettes sprang forward, Jen taking one of
Claire' sarms, Ginathe other. They hauled her up to her feet and held her there.

Monica pulled the hood back from Claire’ s bruised face and smiled again, taking in the damage. “ Damn,
freek, you look like hdll. Doesit hurt?’

“What did | ever doto you?’ Claire blurted. She was scared, but she was angry, too. Furious. There
were seven girls standing around doing nothing because they were scared, and of what? Monica? What
the hell gave the Monicastheright to run the world?

“Y ou know exactly what you did. Y ou tried to make me look stupid,” Monicasaid.

“Tried?’ Claire shot back, which was dumb, but she couldn’t stop the impulse. It got her hit in the face.
Hard. Right on top of thefirst bruise, which took away her breath in dow throbs of white-hot agony.
Everything fdt funny, rattled by theimpact of Monica' sjab. Clairefdt pressure on her arms, and redlized
that the M onickettes were holding her up. She put some stiffness back into her legs, opened her eyes,
and glared at Monica

“How comeyou livein Howard?’ she asked.
Monica, inspecting her knucklesfor signs of bruising, looked up in honest surprise.
“Whet?”’

“Y our family’ srich, right? Y ou could beliving in an gpartment. Or in asorority house. How come you
livein Howard Hall with the rest of usfreaks?’ She caught her bregth at the sudden cold blazein
Monica seyes. “Unlessyou' re afreak, too. A freak who gets off on hurting somebody weaker than you.
A freak your family’ s ashamed of. Somebody they hide here where they don’t haveto look at you.”

“Shut up,” Jennifer hissed, low in her ear. “Don't be stupid! She'll kill you—don't you get it?’

Shejerked her head away. “I heard you went away to college,” Claire continued. Her somach was
rolling, shefelt like shewas going to puke and die, but al she had to do was stal for time. Shane would
come. Eve would come. Maybe Michadl. She could imagine Michadl standing in the doorway, with those
ice-cold eyes and that angel’ s face, staring holes through Monica. Y eah, that would rock. Monica
wouldn’t look so big then. “What' s the matter? Couldn’t you cut it? I’ m not surprised—anybody who
thinks World War Two wasin Chinaisn’t exactly going to impress—"

She saw the punch coming thistime, and ducked as best she could. Monica sfist smashed into her
forehead, which hurt, but it must have hurt Monicaawhole lot more, because shelet out ashrill little
scream and backed off, clutching her right hand in her left. That made the horrible throbbing in Claire's
head almost okay.

“Careful,” Claire gasped, nearly giggling. The scab on her lip had broken open, and shelicked blood
from her lips. “Don’t bresk anail! I'm not worth it, remember?’

“Got that right!” Monicasnarled. “Let that bitch go. What are you waiting for? Go on, doit! Do you
think that wimp’sgoing to hurt me?’

The Monickettes |ooked at each other, clearly wondering if their queen bee had lost her mind, then let go



of Claireé sarms and stepped back. Jennifer bumped into the towering column of boxes, spilling an
avalanche of dust and old papers, but when Clairelooked at her, Jennifer was staring at a spot between
the boxes.

The spot where Claire had hidden the phone. Jen had to have seen it, and Claire gasped out loud,
suddenly awhole lot more afraid than she' d thought she was.

“What the hell are you looking at?” Monicasnarled at Jen, and Jen very deliberately turned her back on
the incriminating phone, folded her arms, and stood there blocking it from view. Not looking at Claire at
al. Wow. That's... what? Not lucky, exactly. Jennifer had shown some cracks dready. And maybe she
wasn't acomplete convert to the First Church of Monica

Maybe Monica had just pissed her off one too many times. Not that she would be stepping in on Claire's
Sde anytime soon.

Claire wiped the blood from her lip and looked at the other girls. The ones who were standing, uneasy
and indecisive. Monica had been chalenged and, so far, hadn’t exactly delivered the smackdown
everybody—Claire included—had expected. Kind of weird, really. Unless Claire redlly struck some
nerve bes des the ones running through Monica s knuckles.

Monicawas rubbing her hand, looking at Claire asif she’d never seen her before. Assessing her. She
said, “Nobody’ stold you thefacts of life, Claire. Thefact is, if you suddenly just up and disappear...?’
She jerked her pretty, pointed chin at the dusty towers of boxes. “Nobody but the janitor’ s ever going to
know or care. Y ou think Mommy and Daddy are going to get al upset? Maybe they would, but by the
time they spend their last dime putting your picture on milk cartons and chasing down rumors of how you
ran off with somebody e se' s boyfriend? They’ re going to hate to even think about you. Morganville' sgot
it down to a science, making people disappear. They never disgppear here. Always somewhere else.”

Monicawasn't taunting her. That wasthe scary part. She wastaking evenly, quietly, asif they weretwo
equas having afriendly conversation.

“Y ou want to know why | livein Howard?’ she continued. “Becausein thistown, | can live anywhere
want. Any way | want. And you—you're just awalking organ donor. So take my advice, Claire. Don't
get in my face, because if you do, you won't have onefor long. Arewe clear?’

Claire nodded dowly. She didn’'t dare look away. Monicareminded her of aferd dog, one that would
jump for your throat the second you showed weakness. “We're clear,” shesaid. “You'rekind of a
psycho. | get that.”

“I might be,” Monicaagreed, and gave her adow, strange smile. “Y ou’ re one smart little fresk. Now run
away, smart little freak, before | change my mind and stick you in one of these old suitcases for some
architect to find a hundred years from now.”

Clareblinked. “ Archaeologist.”
Monica' s eyesturned winter cold. “ Oh, you' d better start running away now.”

Claire went back to where Jennifer was standing, and reached behind her to drag the phone out from
between the boxes. She held it up to Monica. “ Speak clearly for the microphone. | want to make sure
my friends get every word.”

For a second, nobody moved, and then Monicalaughed. “ Damn, freak. Y ou're going to be fun.” She
glanced away from Claire, behind her. “Not until | say s0.”



Clairelooked over her shoulder. Ginawas standing there, right there, and she had some kind of metal
bar in her hand.

Oh my God. There was something avful and cold in Gind s eyes.

“Shelll get hers” Monicasaid. “And we ll get to watch. But hey, why hurry? | haven't had thismuch fun
inyears”

Clare' slegsfdt like they’ d suddenly turned into overcooked spaghetti. She wanted to throw up, wanted
to cry, and didn’t dare do anything but pretend to be brave. They’ d kill her down hereif they thought she
was bluffing.

She waked past Gina, between two girlswho wouldn’'t meet her eyesat al, and put her hand on the
doorknob. As she did, she glanced down at the phone' sdisplay.

NO SIGNAL.

She opened the door, waked outside, and found her bags dumped on the grass where she' d been
abducted. She pocketed the phone, picked up the bags, and walked across the parking lot to Eve' s car.
Evewas dill gtting in the driver' s seat, looking clown-pae and scared.

Claire tossed her bag in the back as Eve asked, “What happened? Did they see you?’

“No,” Clairesaid. “No problems. I’'ve got class. I'll seeyou later. Thanks, Eve. Um—here' syour
phone.” She passed it over. Evetook it, ftill frowning. “I’ [l be home before dark.”

“Better be,” Evesad. “ Serioudy, Clare. Y ou look—weird.”
Clairelaughed. “Me? Check the mirror.”

Eveflipped her off, but the same way she’ d have flipped off Shane. Claire grabbed her backpack, closed
the door, and watched Eve' sbig black car cruise away. Heading back to work, she guessed.

She got hafway to her chem lab when her reaction hit her, and she sat down on abench and cried
dlently into her hands.

Oh my God. Oh my God, | want to go home! Shewasn't sureif that meant back to Michadl’ s house, or
al the way home, back in her room with her parents watching over her.

| can’'t quit. Sheredly couldn’t. She never in her life had been able to, even when it might have been the
smart thing to do.

She wiped her swollen eyes and went to class.

Nobody killed her that afternoon.

After the first couple of hours, she quit expecting it to happen, and focused on class. Her back-to-back
labs weren’t too much of adisaster, and she actualy knew the answersin history. Bet Monicawouldn'’t,
shethought, and looked guiltily around the classroom to see if Monicawas there, or one of her crew. It
wasn't abig class. Shedidn’t see anybody who' d been in the basement.

She made it to the grocery store after classwithout getting killed, too. Nobody jumped her while shewas
picking out lettuce and tomatoes, or while shewasin line for checkout. She thought the guy at the mesat



counter had looked suspicious, though.

She walked back to the Glass House, watching for vampiresin the fading afternoon and fegling pretty
stupid for even thinking about it. She didn’t see anybody except other college students, strolling along
with bulging backpacks. Most of them traveled in bunches. Once she got past the areathat catered to
students, the stores were closed, lights off, and what few people were walking were hurrying.

At the corner of Gone with the Wind and The Munsters, the front gate was open. She closed it behind
her, unlocked the door with the shiny new key that she' d found on her dresser that morning, and
dammed the door behind her.

There was a shadow standing at the end of the halway. A tal, broad shadow in agrungy yellow T-shirt
and low-dung, faded jeans frayed at the bottom. A shadow in bare feet.

Shane.

Hejust looked at her for afew seconds, then said, “Eve put your crap up in your room.”
“Thanks.”

“What'sthat?’

“Stuff for dinner.”

He cocked his head dightly, gtill staring at her. “For asmart girl, you do some stupid things. Y ou know
thet?’

“I know.” She walked toward him. He didn’'t move.
“Eve saysyou never saw Monica”

“That'swhat | said.”

“Y ou know what?1’m not buying it.”

“Y ou know what?’ she shot back. “I don’'t care. Excuse me.” She ducked past him, into the kitchen, and
st her bags down. Her hands were shaking. She balled them into fists and started setting out things on
the counter. Ground beef. Lettuce. Tomatoes. Onions. Refried beans. Hot sauce, the kind she liked,
anyway. Cheese. Sour cream. Taco shdlls.

“Let meguess,” Shane said from the doorway. “Y ou’' re making Chinese.”

She didn’t answer. She was till too pissed and—all of a sudden—too scared. Scared of what, she
didn’'t know. Everything. Nothing. Hersdlf.

“Anything | can do?’ His voice sounded different. Quieter, gentler, amost kind.

“Chop onions,” she said, dthough she knew that wasn't exactly what he meant. Still, he came over,
picked up the onions, and grabbed a huge scary-looking knife from adrawer. “Y ou haveto ped it first.”

He shot her adirty look, just like he would have Eve, and got to work.
“Um—I should probably cal my mom,” Clairesaid. “Can | usethe phone?’

“Y ou pay for long distance.”



“Sure”

He shrugged, reached over, and grabbed the cordless phone, then pitched it underhanded to her. She
nearly dropped it, but was kind of proud she didn’t. She got out abig iron skillet from under the cabinet
and put it on the counter, heated up the burner, and found some oil. Asit was warming, she read over the
thin little recipe book she’ d bought at the store one more time, then dided the phone.

Her mom answered on the second ring. “Yes?’ It was never hello with her mother.

“Mom, it sClaire”

“Clare! Baby, where have you been?|’ve been trying to call you for days!”

“Classes,” shesad. “ Sorry. I’'m not home that much.”

“Areyou deeping enough? If you don't get enough rest, you'll get sck—you know how you are—"

“Mom, I'mfine.” Clairefrowned down &t the recipe on the counter in front of her. What did sauté mean,
exactly? Wasit like frying? Diced, she understood. That wasjust cutting thingsinto cubes, and Shane
was doing that already. “Redly. It sal okay now.”

“Claire, | know it'shard. Weredlly didn’t want you to go even just the few hundred milesto TPU,
honey. If you want to come back home, your dad and | would be so glad to have you back!”

“Honestly, Mom, | don’t—I’m fine. It's okay. Classes are really good”—that was stretching the
truth—*and I’ ve made friends here. They’relooking out for me.”

“You'resure”
“Yes, Mom.”
“Because | worry. | know you' re very mature for your age but—"

Shane opened his mouth to say something. Claire made frantic NO NO NO motions at him, pointing at
the phone. Mom! she mouthed. Shane held up both hands in surrender and kept chopping. Mom was still
talking. Claire had missed some of it, but shedidn’t think it really mattered exactly. “—boys, right?’

Wow. Mom radar worked even at this distance. “What, Mom?’

“Y our dorm doesn’t alow boys to come up to the rooms, doesit? There' s someone on duty at the desk
to make sure?’

“Yes, Mom. Howard Hall has somebody on duty twenty-four/seven to keep the nasty evil boys out of
our rooms.” She hadn’t actualy lied, Claire decided. That was completely true. The fact that shewasn't
actudly living in Howard Hdll .. .well, that wasn't redlly something she needed to throw in, right?

“It'snot alaughing matter. Y ou' ve been very shdltered, Claire, and | don’t want you to—"
“Mom, | haveto go. | need to eat dinner and | have aton of studying to do. How's Dad?’

“Dad’ sjust fine, honey. He says hello. Oh, come on, Les, get up and say hello to your very smart
daughter. It won't break your back.”

Shane handed her abowl full of diced onions. Claire cradled the phone against her ear and dropped a
handful of them into the pan. They started Szzling immediately, much to her panic; she lifted the pan off



the burner and almost dropped the phone.

“Hi, kiddo. How are classes?’ That was Dad. Not How was your day? or Have you made any friends?
No, his philosophy had aways been, Eyes on the prize; the other stuff just getsin your way.

And sheloved him anyway. “Classes are great, Daddy.”

“Areyou frying something? Do they |et you have hot platesin the dorm? Didn't in my day, | can tell
you....”

“Um...no, | just opened a Coke.” Okay, that was a straight-up lie. She hagtily put the pan down, walked
to thefridge, and pulled out a cold Coke so she could open it. There. Retroactively truthful. “How are

you feding?’

“Fed fine. Wish everybody would stop worrying about me, not like I’ m the first man in history to have a
littlesurgery.”

“| know, Daddy.”

“Doctorssay I'mfine”

“That'sgrest.”

“Gonnahaveto go, Claire, the game son. Y ou're okay down there, aren’'t you?’
“Yes I'mjus fine. Daddy—"

“Wha isit, honey?’

Clairebit her lip and spped Coke, indecisive. “Um...do you know anything about Morganville? History,
that kind of thing?’

“Doing research, en? Somekind of report? No, | don’t know much. The university’ s been there for
nearly ahundred years—that’sal | know about it. | know you're on fire to get to the bigger schools, but
| think you need to spend a couple of years close to home. We talked about dl that.”

“I know. | wasjust wondering.... It'san interesting town, that’ s al.”

“Okay, then. Y ou let us know what you find out. Y our mother wants to say good-bye.” Dad never did.
By thetime Claire got out “Bye, Dad!” he was aready gone, and Mom was back on theline. “Honey,
you call usif you get worried about anything, okay? Oh, call uswhatever happens. Welove you!”

“Loveyou, too, Mom. Bye.”

She put the phone down and stared at the Sizzling onions, then the recipe. When the onions turned
trangparent, she dumped in the ground besf.

“So, finished lying to the folks?” Shane asked, and reached around Claire to snag abite of grated cheese
from the bowl on the counter. “Tacos. Brilliant. Damn, I'm glad | voted somebody in with skills.”

“I heard that, Shane!” Eve ydled from the living room, just as the door dammed. Shane winced. “Do
your own bathroom cleaning this weekend!”

Shanewinced. “ Trucel”



“Thought s0.”

Eve camein, gill flushed from the heat outside. She' d sweated off most of her makeup, and underneath
it, she looked surprisingly young and sweet. “Oh my God, that looks like real food!”

“Tacos,” Shanesaid proudly, asif it were hisidea. Claire ebowed himintheribs, or tried to. Hisribs
were alot more solid than her elbow. “Ow,” he said. Not asif it hurt.

Claire glanced out the window. Night wasfdling fagt, theway it did in Texas at the end of the
day—furious burning sun al of a sudden giving way to awarm, sticky twilight. “IsMichadl here?’ she
asked.

“Guess 50.” Shane shrugged. “He saways herefor dinner.”

The three of them got everything ready, and sometime midway through the assembly-line processthey’ d
deveoped—Claire putting mest in taco shells, Eve adding toppings, Shane spooning beans onto the
plates—afourth pair of hands added itsdlf to the line. Michadl looked asif he'd just gotten up and
showered—wet hair, deepy eyes, beads of water still diding down to soak the collar of hisblack knit
shirt. Like Shane, he was wearing jeans, but he' d gone forma, with actua shoes.

“Hey,” he greeted them. “Thislooks good.”

“Claredidit,” Evejumped in as Shane opened hismouth. “Don’t even let Shane take credit.”
“Wasn't going to!” Shane looked offended.

“Riiiiight.”

“I chopped. What did you do?’

“Cleaned up after you, like dways.”

Michael looked over at Claire and made aface. She laughed and picked up her plate; Michadl picked up
his, and followed her out into the living room.

Someone—M ichael, she guessed—had cleared the big wood table next to the bookcases, and set up
four chairsaround it. The stuff that had been piled there—video game cases, books, sheet music—had
been dumped in other places, with acheerful disregard for order. (Maybe, she amended, that had been
Shan€' sidea.) She set her plate down, and Eve promptly dapped her own down next to Claire sand did
acold Coke across to her, along with afork and napkin. Michagl and Shane strolled back in, took sedts,
and began shovding in food like—wdll, like boys. Eve nibbled. Claire, who was surprisingly hungry,
found herself on her second taco before Eve had gotten through her first one.

Shane was aready headed back for more.
“Hey, dude,” he said as he returned with arel oaded plate, “when are you going to get agig again?’

Michadl stopped chewing, flashed alook at Eve, then Claire, and then finished the bite before saying,
“When I’'m ready.”

“Pussy. Y ou had abad night, Mike. Get back on the horse, or whatever.” Eve frowned at Shane, and
shook her head. Shaneignored her. “ Serioudy, man. Y ou can't let them get you down.”

“I'mnot,” Michael said. “Not everything is about beating your head againgt the wall until it bresks”



“Just most things.” Shane sighed. “Whatever. Y ou let me know when you want to stop hermiting.”
“I'm not hermiting. I’'m practicing.”
“Like you don't play good enough. Please.”

“| get no respect,” Michadl said. Shane, busy taking another crunchy bite, rubbed his thumb and
forefinger together. “ Y eah, | know, world' s smallest violin playing just for me. Change the subject. How
was that hot date with Lisa, anyway? Rented shoesturn her on or what?’

“It'sLaura” Shanesaid. “Yeah, shewas hat, dl right, but | think she had the hots for you—kept saying
how she saw you over at the Waterhouse last year and you were dl, like, wow, amazing. It waslikea
ménage atrois, only you weren't there, thank God.”

Michael looked smug. “Shut up and eat.”
Shane shot him thefinger.
Allindl, it wasapretty good time.

Michael and Eve washed dishes, having lost out on the coin toss, and Claire hovered in the living room,
not sure what she wanted to do. Studying sounded—boring, which surprised her. Shanewas
concentrating on the video game selection, bare feet propped up on the coffee table. Without looking
directly at Claire, he asked, “'Y ou want to see something cool 7’

“Sure,” she said. She expected him to put agamein, but he dumped it back in the pile, got up off the
couch, and padded up the stairs. She stood at the bottom, staring up, wondering what to do. Shane
appeared at the top of the stairs again and gestured, and she followed.

The second floor was quiet, of course, and dimly lit; she blinked and saw Shane already halfway down
the hall. Was he heading for her room? Not that she didn’t have acrazy hot picture in her head of sitting
on the bed with him, making out...and she had no ideawhy that popped into her head, except that, well,
hewasjud...yeah.

Shane moved aside a picture hanging on the wall between her room and Eve's, and pressed a button
undernesth.

And adoor opened on the other sde of thewall. It was built into the panding, and she' d never have
even known it was there. She gasped, and Shane beamed like he/ d invented the whedl. “Cool, huh? This
damn houseisfull of crep likethat. Trust me, in Morganvilleit paysto be up on the hiding places.” He
pushed open the door, revealed another set of stairs, and padded up them. She expected them to be
dusty, but they weren’t; the wood was clean and polished. Shane sfeet left prints of the ball of hisfoot
and histoes.

It was anarrow pitch of just eight steps, hdf astory, redly, and there was another door at the top. Shane
opened it and flipped on aswitch just ingde. “First time | saw this, and the room back of the pantry, |
figured, yep. Vampire house. What do you think?’

If she believed in vampires, he might have been right. It was asmall room, no windows, and it was...old.
It wasn't just the stuff in it, which was antique and dark; it had this sense of . ..something ancient,
something not quiteright. And it was cold. Cold, in the middie of a Texas heat wave.



She shivered. “ Does everybody know about this room?’

“Oh yeah. Eve saysit’ s haunted. Can’t really blame her. It creeps me the hell out, too. Cool, though.
WEe d have stuck you in here when the cops came, only they’ d have seen you through the windows
coming out of the kitchen. They’re nosy bastards.” Shane wandered across the thick Persian carpet to
flop on the dark red Victorian couch. Dust rosein acloud, and he waved it off, coughing. “ So what do
you think? Think Michadl degps off hisevil-undead daysin here, or what?’

Sheblinked. “What?’

“Oh, comeon. Y ou think he's one of them, right?’ Cause he doesn’t show up during the day?”
“I—I don't think anything!”

Shane nodded, eyes downcast. “Right. Y ou weren't sent here.”

“ Sent—sent here by who?’

“| got to thinking. ... The cops were looking for you, but maybe they were looking for you to make us
want to keep you here, instead of pitch you out. So whichisit? Are you working for them?’

“Them?’ she echoed thinly. “Them, who?" Shane suddenly looked at her, and she shivered again. He
wasn't like Monica, not at dl, but he wasn't playing around, either. “ Shane, | don’'t know what you
mean. | came to Morganville to go to school, and got beaten up, and | came here because | was scared.
If you don't believe me—well, then | guess|’ll go. Hope you liked the tacos.”

She went to the door, and stopped, confused.
There wasn't adoorknob.

Behind her, Shane said quietly, “ Thereason | think thisisavampire sroom? Y ou can't get out of it
unlessyou know the secret. That' sredl convenient, if you liketo bring victims up herefor alittle munch
sesson.”

She whirled around, expecting to see him standing there with that huge knife he' d used on the onions, and
she' d broken thefirst rule of horror movies, hadn’t she, or was it the second one? She' d trusted
someone she shouldn’'t have. ...

But he was il sitting on the couch, dumped at ease, arms flung over the back on both sides.
Not even looking &t her.

“Let meout,” shesad. Her heart was hammering.

“Inaminute. Frg, you tell methetruth.”

“I' have!” And, to her fury and humiliation, she started to cry. Again. “Dammit! Y ou think I’'m trying to
hurt you? Hurt Michael? How could 1?1’ m the one everybody hurts!”

Helooked at her then, and she saw the hardness melt away. His voice was alot gentler when he spoke.
“Andif | was somebody who wanted to kill Michad, I'd put somebody likeyou into doit. Bered easy
for you to kill somebody, Claire. Poison somefood, dip aknifein hisback...and | haveto look out for
Michad.”

“| thought he looked out for you.” She swiped angrily at her eyes. “Why do you think somebody wants



tokill him?’
Shane raised his eyebrows. “ Always somebody wanting to kill avampire.”
“But—he' snot. Evesaid—"

“Yeah, | know he'snot avampire, but he doesn’t get up during the day, he doesn’t go out of the house,

and | can't get him to tell me what happened, so he might aswell be. And somebody’ s going to think so,
sooner or later. Most peoplein Morganville are either Protected or clueless—kind of like you canraise

rabbitsfor either pets or meat. But some of them fight back.”

She blinked the last of the brief storm of tearsaway. “Like you?’

He cocked his head to one side. “Maybe. How about you? Y ou afighter, Claire?’

“I"'m not working for anybody. And | wouldn't kill Michagl evenif hewasavampire.”
Shane laughed. “Why not? Besides the fact that he’ d snap you in two like atwig if hewas.”
“Because—because—" She couldn’t put it into words, exactly. “Because | like him.”

Shane watched her for another few, long seconds, and then pressed a raised spot on the head of the
lion-carving armrest of the couch.

The door clicked and popped open half an inch.

“Good enough for me,” he said. “ So. Dessert?’

v

She couldn’t deep.

Maybe it was the memory of that creepy little Gothic room—which she suspected Everedly, deeply
loved—but al of asudden, her lovely cozy room seemed full of shadows, and the creaks of old wood in
the wind sounded... . stedlthy. Maybe the house ests people, Claire thought, lying there donein the dark,
watching the bone-thin shadows of branches shudder on the far wall. The wind made twigs tap her
window, like something trying to get in. Eve had said vampires couldn’t get in, but what if they could?
What if they were dready insde? What if Michad...?

She heard a soft, slvery note, and knew that Michadl was playing downstairs. Something about that
hel ped—pushed the shadows back, turned the sounds into something normal and soothing. It wasjust a
house, and they were just kids sharing it, and if there was anything wrong, well, it was outside.

She must have dept then, but it didn’t fed like it; some noise startled her awvake, and when Claire
checked the clock next to her bed it was close to five thirty. The sky wasn't light outside, but it wasn't
totally dark, either; the stars were faded, soft sparklesin asky gradudly turning dark blue.

Michadl’ s guitar was il going, very quietly. Didn't he ever deep? Claire did out of bed, tossed a
blanket over her shoulders over the T-shirt she wore to bed, and shuffled out and into the till-dark
hallway. As she passed the hidden door she glanced at it and shivered, then continued on to the
bathroom. Once she' d gotten that out of the way—and brushed her hair—she crept quietly down the
steps and sat down, blanket around her, listening to Michad play.

His head was down, and he was deep into it; she watched hisfingers move light and quick on the strings,



his body rock dowly with the rhythm, and felt adeep sense of ... safety. Nothing bad could happen
around Michadl. Shejust knew it.

Next to him, a clock beeped an darm. He looked up, startled, and dapped it off, then got up and put his
guitar away. She watched, puzzled.... Did he have someplace to be? Or did he actualy haveto set an
alarm to go to bed? Wow, that was obsession....

Michael stood, watching the clock asif it were his personal enemy, and then he turned and walked over
to the window.

The sky wasthe color of dark turquoise now, all but the strongest stars faded. Michael, holding abeer in
his hand, drank the rest of the bottle and put it down on the table, crossed hisarms, and waited.

Claire was about to ask him what he was waiting for when thefirgt ray of sun crept up in ablinding
orange knife, and Michael gasped and hunched over, pressing on his ssomach.

Clairelunged to her feet, startled and afraid for the look of sheer agony on hisface. The movement
caught his attention, and he jerked his head toward her, blue eyeswide.

“No,” he moaned, and pitched forward to his hands and knees, gasping. “Don’'t.”

Sheignored that and jumped down the Sairsto run to his Sde, but once she was there she didn’t know
what to do, didn’'t have any ideahow to help him. Michael was bregthing in deep, aching gasps, in
terrible pain.

She put her hand on hisback, felt hisfever-hot skin burning through the thin cloth, and heard him make a
sound like nothing she'd ever heard in her life.

Like someone dying, she thought in panic, and opened her mouth to scream for Shane, Eve, anybody.

Her hand suddenly went right through him. The scream, for whatever reason, locked tight in her throat as
Michag—transparent Michael—looked up at her with despair and desperation in his eyes.

“Oh, God, don't tell them.” His voice came from along, long way off, awhisper that faded on the shafts
of morning sun.

And sodid he.

Claire, mouth still open, utterly unable to speak, waved her hand dowly through the thin air where
Michad Glass had been sanding. Sowly, then faster. The air ft cold around her, like she was standing
in ablast from an air conditioner, and the chill dowly faded.

Like Michadl.
“Ohmy God,” shewhispered, and clapped both hands over her mouith.
And muffled the scream that she had to let out or explode.

She might have blacked out alittle, because next thing she knew, she was sitting on the couch, next to
Michadl’ sguitar case, and shefelt kind of funny. Bad funny, asif her brain had turned liquid and doshed
around in her head.

Weirdly calm, though. She reached over and touched the leather cover of his guitar case. It felt redl.
When sheflipped up the latches and pulled her shaking fingers across the strings, they made awistful sort
of whisper.



He saghost. Michad’ saghost.

Hewasn't aghost. How could he be aghogt, if he sat here—right herel—at the table and ate dinner?
Tacos! What kind of ghost ate tacos? What kind of ... ?

Her hand went right through him. Right through him.
But hewasrea. She' d touched him. She'd—
Her hand went right through him.

“Don’t panic,” she said numbly, out loud. “ Just...don’t panic. There s some explanation....” Yeah, right.
She' d stumble over to Professor WU’ s physics class and ask. She could just imagine how that would go
over. They'd tossanet over her and pump her full of Prozac or whatever.

He'd said, Oh, God, don't tll them. Tell who? Tell...? Was he gone? Was he dead?

Shewas about carried away by panic again, and then something stopped it cold. Something silly, redly.
The darm clock sitting on the table next to the sofa. The one that had gone off just afew minutes ago.
The one that had warned Michadl that sunrise was coming.

This happens...every day. He hadn't acted like it was odd, just painful.

Shane and Eve had both said that Michadl dept days. They were both night owls, they were sound
adeep right now, and wouldn’t be up for hoursyet. Michael could have...disappeared...daly likethis
with nobody paying atention.

Until she came dong, and got nosy.
Don't tel them. Why not? What was so secret?
Shewas crazy. That wasthe only rationa explanation. But if shewas crazy, shewas't rationd.....

Claire curled up on the sofa, shivering, and felt cold air brush over her again. Ice-cold. She sat up.
“Michae?’ sheblurted, and sat very ill. The chill went away, then brushed over her again. “I—I think |
can fed you. Areyou sill here?” Another second or two without the icy draft, and then it drifted across
her skin. “ So—you can see us?’ Y es, shefigured, since the warm-cold cycle repeated. “Y ou don’'t go
away during the day? Oh—um, stay whereyou areif it'sno, okay?’ The chill stayed steady. “Wow.
That's—harsh.” A yes, and weirdly, shefelt alittle cheered. Okay, she was having a conversation with a
breeze, but at least shedidn’t fed alone. “Y ou don’t want meto tell Shane and Eve?” Clearly, ano. If
anything, it got colder. “Isthere anything—anything | can do?’ Also ano. “Michagd—uwill you come
back?’ Yes. “Tonight?’ Yes, again. “Weare so going to talk.”

The chill withdrew completely. Yes.

She collgpsed back on the sofa, feeling giddy and strange and exhausted. There was aratty old blanket
piled near the guitar case; she carefully moved the instrument over to the table (and imagined an invisible
Michael following her anxioudy the whole way), then wrapped hersdlf in the blanket and let hersalf drift
off into deep, with theticking of the grandfather clock and memories of Michad’ s guitar as a soundtrack.

That day, Claire went to class. Eve argued with her; Shane didn’t. Nothing much happened, athough



Claire spotted Monicatwice on campus. Monicawas surrounded by admirers, both male and female,
and didn’t have time for grudges. Claire kept her head down and stayed out of any deserted aress. It
was an early afternoon for her—no labs—and athough she wanted to get home and wait around for
Michadl to show up (and boy, she wanted to see how that happened!) she knew she' d drive hersdlf
crazy, and make Shane suspicious.

Asshewalked in that genera direction, she spotted the small coffee shop, wedged in between the
skateboard shop and a used-book store. Common Grounds. That was where Eve worked, and she'd
saidto stop by....

The bell rang with aslvery tinkle as Claire pushed open the door, and it was like waking into theliving
room of the Glass House, only alittle more Gothic. Black lesther sofas and chairs, thick colorful rugs,
accent walsin beige and blood red, lots of nooks and crannies. There werefive or Six students scattered
at café tables and built-in desks. None looked up from their books or computers. The whole place
amelled like coffee, acongtant Smmering warmth.

Claire stood for a second, indecisive, and then walked over to an empty desk and dumped her backpack
before going to the counter. There were two people behind the waist-high barrier. One was Eve, of
course, looking perky and doll-like with her dye-dark hair in two pigtails, eyes rimmed with liner, and
lipgtick a dramatic Goth black. She was wearing a black mesh shirt over ared camisole, and she grinned
when she spotted Claire.

The other was an older man, tall, thin, with graying curly hair that fell nearly to his shoulders. He had a
nice, square face, wide dark eyes, and aruby earring in hisleft ear. Hippie to the core, Claire guessed.
He smiled, too.

“Hey, it sClarel” Eve said, and hurried around the counter to dip her arm around Claire' s shoulders.
“Claire, thisisOliver. My boss.”

Claire nodded hesitantly. He looked nice, but hey, aboss. Bosses made her nervous, like parents.
“Helo, sr.”

“Sir?’ Oliver had adeep voice, and an even deeper laugh. “Claire, you' ve got to learn about me. I’ m not
agr. Bdieveme”

“That' strue.” Eve nodded wisdly. “He' sadude. You'll like him. Hey, want a coffee? My treat?’
“l—uh—"

“Don’t touch the tuff, right?’” Everolled her eyes. “One noncoffee drink, coming up. How about hot
cocoa? Chai? Tea?’

“Tea, | guess”

Eve went back behind the counter and did some stuff, and within a couple of minutes, abig white cup
and saucer gppeared in front of Claire, with atea bag steeping in the seaming water. “On the house.
Wéll, actually, on me, because, yikes, bossisright here.”

Oliver, who was working on some complicated machine that Claire guessed was something that made
cappuccino, shook hishead and grinned to himself. Claire watched him curioudy. He looked alittle bit
like adistant cousin she' d met from France—the same kind of hook nose, anyway. She wondered if
he' d been aprofessor at the university, or just a perpetua student. Either looked possible.

“I heard you had sometrouble,” Oliver said, still concentrating on unscrewing parts on the machine.



“Girlsinthedorm.”
“Yeah,” she admitted, and felt her cheeks burn. * Everything' s okay, though.”

“I'msureitis. Ligten, though: if you have trouble like that, you come here and tell me about it. I’ [l make
sureit stops.” He said it with absolute assurance. She blinked, and his dark eyes moved to rest on hers
for afew seconds. “1’m not without influence around here. Evetells methat you're very gifted. We can't
have some bad gpples driving you off.”

“Um...thanks?’ Shedidn’'t mean to makeit aquestion; it just came out that way. “Thanks. | will.”

Oliver nodded and went back to hiswork dissecting the coffeemaker. Claire found a seat not far away.
Eve dipped out from behind the counter and pulled up achair next to her, leaning forward, al restless
energy. “lsn't he great?’ she asked. “He meansit, you know. He' s got some kind of pipelineto—" She
made aV sgnwith her fingers. V, for vampires. “They listen to him. He' sgood to have on your sde.”

Claire nodded, dunking the tea bag and watching the dark stains spread through the water. “Y ou talk
about me to everybody?’

Evelooked stricken. “No! Of course | don't! | just—well, | wasworried. | thought maybe Oliver knew
something that...Claire, you said it yourself—they tried to kill you. Somebody ought to be doing
something about that.”

“Him?’

“Why not him?’ Evejittered her leg, tapping the thick hedl on her black Mary Janes. Her hose had green
and black horizontd stripes. “I mean, | get that you' re dl about being sdf-sufficient, but comeon. A little
help never hurts”

She wasn't wrong. Claire sighed, took the tea bag out, and sipped the hot drink. Not bad, even on a
blazing-hot day.

“Stay,” Evesaid. “Study. It'saredlly good place for that. I'll drive you home, okay?’

Claire nodded, suddenly grateful ; there were too many placesto get lost on the way home, if Monica had
noticed her after all. She didn’t like the idea of walking three blocks between the student streets, where
things were bright and busy, and the colorless hush of the rest of the town, where the Glass House lived.
She put the teato one side and unpacked books. Eve went back to take orders from three chattering
girlswearing sorority T-shirts. They were rude to her, and giggled behind her back. Evedidn’t seemto
notice—or if shedid, shedidn’t care.

Oliver did. He put down the tools he was using, as Eve bustled around getting drinks, and stared steadily
at the girls. One by one, they went quiet. It wasn't anything he did, exactly, just the steadiness of the way
he watched them.

When Evetook their money, each one of the girls meekly thanked her and took her change.
They didn't Say.

Oliver smiled dightly, picked up apiece of the disassembled machine, and polished it before reattaching
it. He must have known Claire was watching, because he said, in avery low voice, “I don't tolerate
rudeness. Not in my place.”

Shewaan't sureif hewastalking about the girls, or her staring a him, so she hurriedly went back to her



books.

Quadratic equations were a great way to pass the afternoon.

Eve s shift ended at nine, just asthe nightlife at Common Grounds picked up; Claire, not used to the
babble, chatter, and music, couldn’t keep her mind on her books anyway. She was glad of an excuseto
go when Eve' s replacement—a surly-looking pimpled boy about Shane' s age—took her place behind
the counter. Eve went in the back to get her stuff, and Claire packed up her backpack.

“Claire.” Shelooked up, startled that somebody remembered her name other than, well, people who
wanted to kill her, and saw Kim Vadez, from the dorm.

“Hey, Kim,” shesad. “ Thanksfor helping me out—"

Kim looked mad. Redlly mad. “Don’'t even start! Y ou left my cello just laying around out there! Do you
have any ideahow hard | worked for that thing? Way to be an asshole!”

“But—I didn't—"

“Don’t lie. Y ou bugged out somewhere. Hope you got your bags and crap. | |eft them out there just like
you left my stuff.” Kim jammed her handsin her pockets and glared at her. “Don’'t ask mefor any favors
agan. Right?’

Shedidn’'t wait for an answer, just moved off toward the counter. Claire sghed. “I won't,” she said, and
Zipped the backpack. She waited for afew minutes, but the crowd was getting thicker, and Eve was
nowhere in sight. She stood up, stepped out of the way of agroup of boys, and backed into atable in the
shadowy corner.

“Hey,” avoice said softly. Shelooked back and saw a coffee cup tipping over, and apale, long-fingered
hand catching it beforeit did. The hand belonged to ayoung man—she couldn’t redly call him a
boy—uwith thick dark hair and light-colored eyes, who' d claimed the table when she wasn't looking.

“Sorry,” she said. He smiled at her and licked a couple of drops of coffee from the back of his hand with
apaetongue.

She felt something streak hot down her backbone, and shivered. He smiled wider.
“St,” hesad. “I’'m Brandon. You?’

“Clare,” she heard hersdlf say, and even though she didn’t intend to, she sat, backpack thumping on the
floor besde her. “Um, hi.”

“Hello.” Hiseyesweren't just light; they were pae—a shade of blue so faint it wasamost silver.
Scary-coal. “Areyou here done, Claire?’

“I—no, I—ah—" She was babbling like an idiot, and didn’t know what was wrong with her. Theway he
was looking at her made her feel naked. Not in a secretly cool, wow-I-think-he-likessmeway, butin a
way that made her want to hide and cover hersdlf. “I’'m herewith afriend.”

“A friend,” he said, and reached across to take her hand. She wanted to pull it back—she did—but
somehow she couldn’t get control of herself. All she could do was watch as he turned her hand palm
down, and brought it to his mouth to kiss. The warm, damp pressure of hislips on her fingers made her



shiver dl over.

Then he brushed his thumb across her wrist. “Where isyour bracel&t, little Claire? Good girls wear their
bracelets. Don’'t you have one?’

“I—" There was something sick and terrible happening in her head, something that made her tell the truth.
“No. | don’'t have one.” Because she knew now what Brandon was, and she was sorry she’ d laughed at
Eve, sorry she' d ever doubted any of it.

You'll get yours, Monica had promised.
Well, hereit was.

“I see” Brandon' s eyes seemed to get even paer, until they were pure white with tiny black dotsfor
pupils. She couldn’t breethe. Couldn’t scream. “ The only question iswho will have you, then. And since
I’m herefirg—"

Helet go of her, both her hand and her mind, and she fell backward with a breathlesslittle gasp.
Somebody was standing behind her chair, asolid warmth, and Brandon was frowning and staring past
her.

“Y ou offend my hospitdity,” Oliver said, and put his hand on Claire s shoulder. “Y ou ever bother my
friend Clairein here again, Brandon, and I’ [| have to revoke the privilegesfor everyone. Understand?|
don’t think you want to be explaining that.”

Brandon looked furious. His eyes were blue again, but as Claire watched, he snarled a Oliver, and
revealed fangs. Redl, genuine fangs, like asnake's, that snapped down into place from some hidden spot
insde of his mouth, and then back up again, quick asascorpion’ s sting.

“Noneof that,” Oliver said calmly. “I’m not impressed. Off with you. Don’'t make me have a
conversation with Amelie about you.”

Brandon did out of hischair and douched away through the crowd, toward the exit. It was dark outside
now, Claire noticed. He went out into the night and disappeared from sight.

Oliver ill had his hand on her shoulder, and now he squeezed it gently. “ That was unfortunate,” he said.
“Y ou need to be careful, Claire. Stay with Eve. Watch out for each other. I d hate to see anything

happen to you.”

She nodded, gulping. Eve came hurrying out of the back, leather coat flapping around her ankles. Her
smiledied at the Sght of Claire sface. “What happened?’

“Brandon camein,” Oliver said. “Trolling. Claire happened to run into him.”
“Oh,” Evesaidinasmall voice. “Areyou okay?’

“She' sfine. | spotted him before any permanent damage was done. Take her home, Eve. And keep a
sharp eye out for that one; he doesn'’t take being ordered off very well.”

Eve nodded and helped Claire to her feet, picked up the backpack, and got her outside. The big black
Caddy was parked at the curb, and Eve unlocked it and thoroughly checked it over, backseat and trunk,
before putting Claireingde of it. When Claire was fastening the seat belt, she noticed two things: firdt,
Oliver was stlanding in the doorway of Common Grounds, watching them.



Second, Brandon was standing at the corner, in the very edge of the glow of the streetlamp. And he was
watching them, too.

Eve saw, too. “ Son of ahbitch,” she said furioudy, and shot him the finger. Which might not have been too
smart, but it made Claire fed better. Eve cranked the engine and squealed out of her parking space,
driving like she was breaking the record at a NASCAR race, and screeched to ahalt in front of the
house just acouple of minuteslater. “ Okay, you go first,” she said. “Run for the door, bang on it while
you're opening it. Go, Claire!”

Claire bailed out breathlessly and dammed the gate back, pounded up the paved walk and up the Sairs
as shewas digging her key out of her pocket. Her hands were shaking, and she missed the keyhole on
thefirgt try. She kicked the door and yelled, “ Shane! Michagl!” as shetried again.

Behind her, she heard the car door dam, and Eve' s shoes clatter on the sidewalk. ..and stop.

“Now,” said Brandon’slow, cold voice, “let’ s not be rude, Eve.”

Clairewhirled, and saw Eve standing absolutely till ten steps from the porch, her back to the house. Hot
wind whipped her leather coat behind her with adry snapping sound.

Brandon wasfacing her, his eyes completdly whitein the pae starlight.

“Who'syour swest little friend?” he asked.

“Leave her done.” Eve svoicewasfaint and shaking. “ She' sjust akid.”

“You'redl just kids.” He shrugged. “Nobody asks the age of the cow that gave you hamburger.”
Claire, purely terrified now, concentrated, turned back to the door, and rammed the key into the lock...
...just as Shane whipped it open.

“Evel” she gasped, and Shane pushed her out of the way, jumped down the steps, and got between Eve
and Brandon.

“Ingde,” Michael said. Claire hadn’t heard him, hadn’t seen him coming, but he was in the doorway,
gesturing her in. As soon as she was over the threshold he grabbed her arm and pushed her out of sight
behind him. She peeked around him to see what was happening.

Shane wastaking, but whatever he was saying, she couldn’t hear it. Eve was backing up, dowly, and
when the back of her hedlstouched the porch steps she whirled and ran up, diving into the doorway and
Miched’sarms.

“Shanel” Michad shouted.

Brandon lunged at Shane. Shane dodged, yelled, and kicked the vampirewith al hisweight. Brandon
flew backward into the fence, broke through, and rolled into the street.

Shanefdl flat on the ground, scrambled up, and ran for the door. It wasimpossible for Brandon to move
that fast, but the vampire seemed to flash from lying in the Street to reaching for Shane' sback...

...and grabbed hold of Shane's T-shirt, yanking him to a sudden stop. But Shane was reaching, too, for
Michad’ shand, and Michadl pulled him forward.



The shirt ripped, Shane stumbled in over the threshold, and Brandon tried to follow. He bounced off an
invisble barrier, and for the second time Claire saw hisfangs snap down, deadly sharp.

Michad didn’t even flinch. “Try it again, and we' |l come stake you in your deep,” he said. “ Count oniit.
Tdl your friends”

He dammed the door. Eve collapsed against the wal, panting and trembling; Claire couldn’'t stop
shaking, either. Shane looked flushed and more worried about the damage to his T-shirt than anything
dse

Michael grabbed Eve by the shoulders. *Y ou okay?’

“Yeah. Y eah, he never—wow. That was close.”

“No kidding. Claire?’

She waved, unable to summon up aword.

“Where the hell did he come from?” Shane asked.

“He picked up Claire s scent at the coffee shop,” Eve said. “I couldn’t shake him. Sorry.”
“Damn. That's not good.”

“I know.”

Michadl clicked the locks on the front door. “ Check the back. Make sure we're secure, Shane. Updtairs,
too.”

“Check.” Shane moved off. “Dammit, thiswas my last Killers T-shirt. Somebody’ s paying for this....”
“Sorry, Michad,” Evesad. “l tried, | redly did.”

“I' know. Had to happen sooner or later, with four of ushere. Y ou did okay. Don't worry about it.”
“I’'m glad you and Shane were here.”

Michael started to say something, then stopped, looking at Claire. Eve didn’t seem to notice. She
stripped off her leather coat and hung it on a peg by the door, and clumped off in the direction of the
living room.

“Wewere just attacked,” Clairefinaly managed to say. “By avampire.”
“Yeah, | saw,” Michadl sad.
“No, you don’'t understand. We were attacked. By avampire. Do you know how impossible that is?’

Michael sighed. “ Truthfully? No. | grew up here, and so did Eve and Shane. We're just kind of used to
it”

“That' scrazy!”
“Absolutely.”

It hit her then that there was another impossible thing she’ d nearly forgotten about, in the press of panic,
and she started to blurt it out, then looked around to be sure Shane and Eve were nowherein sight.



“What about, you know? Y ou?’ She pointed at him.
“Me?’ Heraised hiseyebrows. “Oh. Right. Upgtairs.”

She expected him to take her to the secret room Shane had shown her, but he didn’t; instead, he took
her to his own room, the big one on the corner. It was about twice the size of her own room, but didn’t
have much morefurniture; it did have afireplace—empty thistime of year—and acouple of chairsand a
reading lamp. Michadl settled in one. Claire took the other, feding smdl and cold in the heavy leather
segt. Thewing chair was about twice her size.

“Right,” Michad said, and leaned forward, resting his elbows on hisknees. “Let’ stalk about this
morning.” But having said that, he didn’t seem to know how to start. He fidgeted, staring at the carpet.

“Youdied,” Claresad. “You vanished.”

He seemed glad to have something to respond to. “Not exactly, but—yeah. Close enough. Y ou know |
used to beamusician?’

“You dill arel”

“Musicians play someplace besidestheir own houses. Y ou heard Shane at dinner. He' s pushing to find
out why I’'m not playing gigs. Truthis, | can't. | can’t go outside of this house.”

She remembered him standing in the doorway, white-faced, watching Shane face off with Brandon. That
hadn’t been caution; he wanted to be out there, fighting next to hisfriend. But he couldn’t.

“What happened?’ she asked softly. She could tell it wasn't going to be an easy story.

“Vampire,” hesaid. “Mogly they just feed, and eventually they kill you if they feed hard enough. Some of
them like that kind of thing, not dl of them. But—this one was different. He followed me back fromagig
and tried—tried to make me—"

Shefdt her face burn, and dropped her gaze. “ Oh. Oh God.”

“Not that,” he said. “Not exactly. He tried to make me avampire. But he couldn’t. | guess he—killed
me. Or nearly, anyway. But he couldn’t make meinto what he was, and hewastrying. It nearly killed us
both. When | woke up later, it was daylight, he was gone, and | was aghost. Wasn't until night came that
| redlized | could make mysdlf real again. But only at night.” He shook hishead dowly, rubbing his hands
together asif trying to wash off agtain. “I think the house kegpsme dive.”

“The house?’ she echoed.

“It'sold. And it hasakind of—" He shrugged. “ A kind of power. | don't know what it is, exactly. When
my parents traded up to this house, they only lived here for a couple of months, then moved away to
New York. Didn't likethevibes. | liked it fine. | think it liked me, too. But anyway, | can't leaveit. I've
tried.”

“Even during the day? When you' re not, you know, here?’
“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Can’t go out any door, window, or crack. I’'m trapped here.”

Helooked oddly relieved to betelling her. If he hadn’t told Shane or Eve, he probably hadn’t told
anybody. That felt odd, being the keeper of that secret, because it was abig one. Attacked by a
vampire, left for dead, turned into aghogt, trapped in the house? How many secrets was that, anyway?



Something occurred to her. “Y ou said—the vampire, did he...drink your blood?’
Michagl nodded. He didn’t meet her eyes.

“And—you died?’

Another silent nod.

“What happened to your—you know—body?’

“I'm il kind of usingit.” He gestured at himsdlf. Claire, unable to stop hersdlf, reached out and touched
him. Hefdt real and warm and dive. “1 don't know how it works, Claire, | redlly don't. Except | do
think it’ sthe house, not me.”

She took a deep breath. “ Do you drink blood?’

Helooked up thistime, surprised, lips parted. “No. Of course | don't. | told you, he couldn’ t—make me
what he was.”

“You'resure”
“| eat Shane sgarlic chili. Doesthat sound like avampireto you?’

She shrugged thoughtfully. “Until today, | thought | knew what avampire was, al capes and fake
Romanian accents and stuff. What about crosses? Do crosses work?’

“Sometimes. Don't rely on them, though. The older ones aren’t stopped by thingslike that.”
“How about Brandon?’ Since he was her main concern right now.

Michadl’ slip curled. “Brandon’s a punk. Y ou could melt him with a Super Soaker full of tap water, so
long asyou told him it was blessed. He' s dangerous, but so far as vampires go, he' s at the bottom of the
food chain. It' sthe oneswho don’t go around flashing fangs and trying to grab you off the street you
need to worry about. And yeah, wear a cross—but keep it under your clothes. Y ou'll have to make one
if you don't dready have one—they don't sall them anywherein town. And if you can find thingslike
holy water and Eucharist, keep them on hand, but the vampiresin thistown closed down most of the
churchesfifty yearsago. There still afew operating underground. Be careful, though. Don’t believe
everything you hear, and never, ever go by yoursdlf.”

That was the longest speech she' d ever heard from Michad. It tumbled out in aflood, driven with
intengity and frustration. He can’t do anything. He can’t do anything to help us when we go outside the
door.

“Why did you let usmovein?’ she asked. “ After—what happened to you?’

Hesmiled. It didn’t look quite right somehow. “1 got lonely,” he said. “And since| can't leave the house,
there’stoo much | can't do. | needed somebody to help with groceries and stuff. And...being aghost
doesn't exactly pay the bills. Shane—Shane was|ooking for aplaceto stay, and he said he'd pitchin for
rent. It was perfect. Then Eve...we were friends back in high school. | couldn’t just et her wander
around out there after her parentsthrew her out.”

Clarretried to remember what Eve had said. Nothing, redly. “Why did they do that?’

“She wouldn’t take Protection from their Patron when she turned eighteen. Plus, she started dressing
Goth when she was about your age. Said she was never going to kiss any vampire ass, no matter what.”



Michadl made a helpless gesture with his hands. “ At eighteen, they threw her out. Had to, or it would
have cost the whole family their Protection. So she’ s on her own. She' s done okay—she' s safe here, and
she' s safe at the coffee shop. It' sonly the rest of the time she hasto be careful.”

Claire couldn’t think of anything to say. She looked away from Michadl, around the room. His bed was
made. Oh my God, that’ s hisbed. Shetried to imagine Michael deeping there, and couldn’t. Although
she could imagine some other things, and shouldn’t have because it made her fed hot and embarrassed.

“Claire,” hesaid quietly. Shelooked back at him. “Brandon’ s too young to be out before dark, so you're
safe in the daytime, but don’t stay out after dark. Got it?’

She nodded.
“About the other thing...”
“Ilwon'ttdl,” shesad. “I won't, Michael. Not if you don’t want meto.”

Helet out hisbreath in along, dow sigh. “Thanks. | know it sounds stupid, but...1 just don’t want them
to know yet. | need to figure out how to tell them.”

“It'syour business,” Clairesaid. “And Michad? If you start, you know, getting this craving for red
Suff...?

“You'll bethefirst to know,” he said. His eyeswere steady and cool. “And | expect you to do whatever
you haveto do to stop me.”

She shivered and said yes, okay, she' d stake himif she had to, but she didn’t meaniit.
She hoped she didn’t, anyway.

8

S hane sturn for cooking dinner, and he came up with chili dogs—more chili, but at least he did agood
jobwith it. Claire had two, watching in amazement as Michagl and Shane downed four each, and Eve
nibbled one. She smiled at Shane, and shot back barbs whenever he sent one sailing her way, but Claire
noticed something dse.

Eve couldn’t keep her eyes off of Michadl. At firgt, Claire thought, She knows something, but then she
saw theflush in Eve' s cheeks showing through the pale makeup, and the glitter in her eyes.

Oh. Wéll, she guessed Michael had looked pretty hot, grabbing her out of danger like that and dragging
her out of harm’sway. And now that she thought about it, Eve had been making little glances his
direction every time they’ d been together.

Evefindly shoved her plate away and claimed dibs on the bathroom for along, hot, soaking bubble bath.
Which Claire wished she d thought of first. She and Michadl did the dishes while Shane practiced his
zombie-fighting skills on Xbox.

“Evelikesyou, you know,” she said casudly as she wasrinang off the last plate. He nearly dropped the
one hewasdrying.

1] WI,H?’

“Shedoes.”



“Did shetdl you that?’

“No.”

“I don't think you understand Eve, then.”

“Don’'t you like her?’

“Of coursel like her!”

“Enoughto...?”

“I am not talking about this.” He put the plate into the drainer. “ Jesus, Claire!”
“Oh, comeon. You like her, don't you?’

“Evenif | did—" He stopped short, glancing toward the doorway and lowering hisvoice. “Evenif | did,
there are afew problems, don’t you think?’

“Everybody’ s got problems,” she said. “Especidly in thistown. I’ ve only been here six weeks, and |
aready know that.”

Whatever he thought about that, he dried his hands and walked out. She heard him talking to Shane, and
when she went out the two of them were deep into the video game, elbowing each other and fighting for

every point.
Boys. Sheesh.

She was on her way to her room, passing the bathroom, when she heard Eve crying. She knocked
quietly, and looked in when Eve muffled her sobs. The door wasn't locked.

Eve was dressed in ablack fluffy robe, stting on the toilet; she' d stripped off her makeup and let her hair
down, and shelooked like alittle girl in atoo-large adult outfit. Fragile. She gave Claire ashaky grin and
wiped tear tracks from her face. “ Sorry,” she said, and cleared her throat. “Kind of a suck-assday, you
know?’

“That guy. That vampire. He acted like he knew you,” Claire said.

“Y eah. He—he sthe one who gives my family Protection. | turned him down. He' s not too happy.” She
gave ahollow little laugh. “ Guess nobody likes rgjection.”

Claire studied her. “Y ou okay, though?’

“Sure. Peachy.” Eve waved her out. “ Go study. Get smart enough to blow thistown. I'm just alittle bit
down. Don't worry about it.”

Later, when Micheel started playing, Claire heard Eve crying through the wall again.
Shedidn’t go investigate, and she didn’t watch Michael vanish. Shedidn’t think she had the courage.

Shane went with her the next day to buy some clothes. It was only three blocks to the colorlessretall
section of town, with dl its dingy-looking thrift stores, she didn’t want his company, but he wasn't letting
her go done.



“You let Evego adone,” she pointed out as he sat on the couch putting on his shoes.
“Yeah, well, Eve hasacar,” hesaid. “Besdes, | wasn't up. Y ou get escorted. Livewithiit.”

Shefelt secretly pleased about it. A little. It was another typicaly sunny day, the Sdewaks amost
vibrating with heat. Not alot of pedestrians, but then, there rarely were. Shane walked with along, loping
stride, handsin his pockets; she had to hurry to keep up. She kept waiting for him to say something, but
he didn’t. After awhile, she just sarted talking. “Did you have alot of friends, growing up here?’

“Friends? Yeah, | guess. A few. Michadl. | kind of knew Eve back then, but we hung with different
crowds. Couple of other kids.”

“What—what happened to them?’

“Nothing,” Shane said. “They grew up, got jobs, claimed Protection, kept right on going. That’ show it
worksin Morganville. Y ou ether say in, or you run.”

“Do you ever seethem?’ Because she' d been amazed how much she' d missed her friends back home,
especidly Elizabeth. She' d always thought she was aloner, but...maybe she wasn't. Maybe nobody
redly was.

“No,” hesaid. “Nothing in common these days. They don’t want to hang with somebody like me.”
“Somebody who doesn't want to fit in.” Shane glanced at her and nodded. “ Sorry.”
He shrugged. “Nobody’ s fault. So what about you? Any friends back home?’

“Y eah. Elizabeth, she' smy best friend. Wetaked dl thetime, you know? But...when she found out |
was going away to school, shejudt...” Claire decided a shrug was about the best opinion she could offer
about it.

“Ever cdl her?’

“Yeah,” shesaid. “But it'slike we don’t know each other anymore. Y ou know? We have to think about
what to say. It' sweird.”

“God, | know what you mean.” Shane suddenly stopped and took his hands out of his pockets. They
were in the middle of the block, in between two stores, and at first she thought he was going to look ina
window, but then he said tensely, “Turn around and walk away. Just go into thefirst store you see, and
hide”

1] But_H
“Doit, Claire. Now.”

She backed away and turned, walked asfast as she dared to the store they’ d already passed. It wasa
skanky-looking used-clothing store, nowhere she’ d willingly shop, but she pushed open the door and
looked back over her shoulder as she did.

A cop car was gliding to the curb next to Shane. He was standing there, hands at his sides, looking bland
and respectful, and the cop who was driving leaned out of the window to say something to him.

Claire nearly fell forward as the door was jerked open, and stumbled over the threshold into adarkened,
musty-smeling interior.



“Hey there,” the uniformed cop who' d opened the door said to her. He was an older man, blond, with
thinning hair and athick mustache. Cold blue eyes and crooked teeth. “Claire, right?’

“I—" She couldn’t think what to say to that. All her life she’ d been told not to lie to the palice,
but...“Yes, gr.” She could tell he already knew, anyway.

“My name' s Gerald. Gerald Bradfield. Pleased to meet you.” He held out his hand. She swallowed hard,
wiped her sweaty palm, and shook. She half expected that he' d click handcuffs around her wrists, but he
just half crushed her hand as he pumped it twice, up and down, and let go. “People been looking for you,
you know.”

“|—didn’t know that, Sir.”

“Didn’'t you?’ Cold, cold eyes, no matter what the smile said. “Can’t imagine that, little girl. Fact is, the
mayor’ s daughter was worried about where you might have got off to. Asked usto find you. Make sure
youweredl right.”

“I’'mfine, sir.” She could bardly talk. Her mouth had gonedry. “I’m not in trouble, am |7’

Helaughed. “Why would you be in trouble, Claire? No, you don't have to worry about that. Fact is, we
aready know where you are. And who you' re running with. Y ou should be more careful, honey. You're
brand-new here, but you aready know ahell of alot more than you ought. And your friends aren’t
exactly thekind that guarantee a peaceful lifein thistown. Troublemakers. You don't look likea
troublemaker to me. Tl you what, you move back into the dorm, be agood girl, go to classes, I'll
personally make sure nothing happensto you.”

Claire wanted to nod, wanted to agree, wanted to do anything to get away from this man. She looked
around the store. There were other peoplein there, but she couldn’t get any of them to look at her. It
waslike shedidn’'t even exis.

“Youdon'tthink | candoit,” hesaid. “I can. Count onit.”

She looked back at him, and his eyes had gone white, with little dots of pupilsin the middie. When he
smiled, she saw aflash of fangs.

She gasped, backed away, and grabbed for the door handle. She lunged out into the street, running, and
saw Shane standing right where he' d been, watching the police car pull away from the curb. He turned
and grabbed her as she practicaly crashed into him. “Vampire!” she gasped. “V-vampire cop. Inthe
gorel”

“Must have been Bradfield,” Shane said. “Tall guy?Kind of bad, with amustache?’

She nodded, shaking dl over. Shane didn’t even look surprised, much lessdarmed. “Bradfie d’ s okay,”
he said. “Not the worst guy in town, that’ sfor sure. He hurt you?’

“He—hejust shook my hand. But he said he knew! He knew wherel wasliving!”

Again, Shanedidn’t look surprised. “Y eah, well, that was just a matter of time. They pulled over to ask
me your full name. They added it to inventory.”

“Inventory?’

“That'swhat they cdl it. It slike acensus. They dwaysknow how many areliving in aplace. Look, just
walk, okay? And don’t look so scared. They aren’t going to jump usin broad daylight.”



Shane had alot more confidencein that than she did, but she got control of her shaking and nodded, and
followed him up another block to athrift shop that looked brighter, friendlier, and lesslikely to have
vampireslurkingingde. “ThisisMrs. Lawson’s place. She used to be afriend of my mom's. It' sokay.”
Shane held open the door for her, like a gentleman. She supposed his mom had taught him that. Inside,
the place smdlled nice—incense, Claire thought—and there were lots of lights burning. No dark corners
here, and abell rang with a pleasant little tinkling sound when Shane let the door shut behind them.

“Shane!” A largewoman in abrightly colored tie-dyed shirt and big, swirly skirt hustled over from behind
the counter at the back, gathered Shane up in ahug, and beamed at him when she stepped back. “Boy,
what the hell are you doing back here? Up to no good?’

“Up to no good, ma am. Just like aways.”
“Thought so. Good for you.” Thewoman'sdark eyeslanded on Claire. “Who'syour little friend?’
“ThisisClaire. Claire Danvers. She' s—she' sa student at the college.”

“Niceto meet you, Claire. Now. I'll bet you didn’'t comein herejust to say ‘hey,” boy, sowhat can | do
for you?’

“Clothes” Clairesaid. “I'm looking for some clothes”

“Thosewe got. Y ou' re about asize four, right? Come with me, honey. I’ ve got some redlly nicethings
just your size. Shane, you look like you could use some new clothes, too. Those jeans are raggedy.”

“ Supposed to be.”
“Lord. Fashion. | just don't understand it anymore.”

Maybe she didn’t, but Mrs. Lawson had dl kinds of cute tops and jeans and things, and cheap, too.
Claire picked an armload and followed her to the counter, where she counted out a grand total of
twenty-two dollars, including tax. As Mrs. Lawson was ringing it up, Claire looked behind her to the
thingson thewall. Therewas somekind of officid-looking certificate hanging there, framed, with an
embossed sedl..... No, that wasn't asedl. That was asymbol. The same symbol asthe one on the
bracelet Mrs. Lawson wore.

“You take care,” Mrs. Lawson said as she handed over the bag with the clothes. “Both of you. Tell
Shane he needsto get himsdlf right, and he needsto do it quick. They’ ve been cutting him some dack,
given what he went through, but that won't last. He needs to be thinking about his future.”

Clarelooked over her shoulder to where Shane was staring out the window, looking bored. Eyes
half-closed.

“I'll tell him,” she said doubtfully.

She couldn’t imagine Shane was thinking about anything €lse.

Days dipped away, and Claire just let them go. She was worried about class, but she wastired and her
bruises had turned Technicolor, and the last thing she wanted to do was be the center of attention. It was
better—Shane had convinced her—to do some home study and get back to class when she was better,
and Monica had had sometimeto let things blow over.



Theweek dipped away. Shefdl into aregular routine—up late with Michael and Shane and Eve, deep
until noon, argue over bathroom rights, cook, clean, study, do it all again. It fdt...good. Real, somehow,
inaway that dorm life didn’t, exactly.

The following Monday, when she got up and made breskfast, she had to make it for two: Shane was
awake, looking grumpy and groggy. He silently grabbed the bacon and fried some up while she did the
eggs, there wasn't any banter, as there had been between him and Eve a couple of mornings back. She
tried alittle conversation, but he wasn't in the mood. He just grunted replies. She waited until he was
done with his breakfast—uwhich included a cup of coffee, brewed in thetiny little coffeemaker on the
corner of the counter—before she asked, “What are you doing up so early?’

Shane leaned his chair back on two legs, balancing as he chewed. “ Ask Michad.”
Can't exactly do that. .. *'Y ou doing something for him?’

“Yeah.” He thumped his chair back down and brushed his hand over his hair, which still looked like a
mess. “Don’t expect meto dress up or anything.”

“What?’

“What you seeiswhat you get.” Shejust looked at him, frowning, trying to figure out what he was
saying. “I’mtaking you to class. Y ou were going back today, right?’

“You'rekidding,” she said flatly. He shrugged. “Y ou’ re kidding. I’m not some six-year-old who needs
her big brother to walk her to school! No way, Shane!”

“Michael thinksyou should have an escort. Brandon was pretty pissed. He could find away to takeit out
onyou, evenif hecan't do it himsdlf. He' sgot plenty of people who'd kick your ass on his say-s0.”
Shane' seyesdid away from hers. “Like Monica”

Oh, crap. “Monicabeongsto Brandon?’

“Thewhole Morrell family does, far as| know. He' stheir own personal badass. So.” He rubbed his
hands together. “What exciting classes do we have today?’

“You can't goto classwith me!”

“Hey, you' re welcome to knock me out and stop me, but until you do, I'm your date for the day. So.
What classes?’

“Cdculusll, Physics of Sound, Chemistry 111, chem lab, and Biochemistry.”

“Holy crap. You redly are smart. Right, I'll take some comics or something. Maybe my iPod.”
She kept glaring a him. It didn’t seem to do any good—if anything, it just made him more cheerful.
“| dwayswanted to be abig man on campus,” Shane said. “Guess thisis my chance.”

“I’'m dead,” she moaned, and rested her forehead on her hands.

“Not yet. And that’ skind of the point.”

She was afraid Shane would make abig dedl out of it, but he didn’t. He even combed his hair, which



turned out to make him look totally hot in ways that she was afraid to notice. Especidly if she had to
spend the whole day with him. He' d picked a plain white shirt and his best pair of blue jeans, which were
il out at the knees and frayed at the hems. And plain running shoes. “In case we have to do any
retreating,” he said. “Plus, kicking somebody when you' re wearing flip-flops hurts.”

“But you' re not kicking anybody,” she said quickly. “Right?’
“Nobody who doesn’'t deserveit,” hesaid. “What elsedo | need tofit in?’

“Backpack.” Shefound her spare—she’ d brought two—and tossed it to him. He stuck in some
paperbacks, a PSP, and hisiPod and headphones, then raided the cabinets for Twinkies and bottled
water. “WEe re not exactly going to the wilderness, Shane. Y ou don’t have to take everything. There are
vending machines”

“Yeah?| didn't see any lunch in that schedule. You'll thank me later.”

Infact, she did fed better with Shane loping along beside her; he was watching the shadows, the dark
dleys, the empty buildings. Watching everything. Even though he' d packed theiPod, he wasn't listening
toit. She missed hers, dl of asudden, and wondered if Monicahad it.

They madeit to campus without incident, and they were halfway acrossit, heading for her first class,
when Claire suddenly thought of something and cameto afull stop. Shane kept going for acouple of
paces, then looked back.

“Monica,” shesad. “Monica sgoing to be hanging around. Sheusudly is. She'll seeyou.”
“I' know.” Shane hitched his backpack to amore comfortable spot. “Let’ sgo.”
“But—Monical”

Hejust looked at her, and started walking. She stayed where shewas. “Hey! Y ou’ re supposed to be
with me, not leaving me!”

“Monica’smy business,” hesaid. “Dropit.” He waited for her, and she reluctantly caught up. “ She
doesn’'t messwith us, | won't messwith her. How’ sthat?’

Wighful thinking, to Claire smind. If Monicaredly had gottenit in for Shane, even ayear or two ago,
and gone far enough to kill his Sgter, she couldn’t imagine any situation where Shane just walked away.
Shane wasn't awalking-away kind of guy.

The sguare concrete courtyard between the Architecture Building and the Math Sciences Building was
packed with students crossing between classes. Now that Claire knew what to look for, she couldn’t
help but notice how many of them had bracel ets—leather, metal, even braided cloth—with symbolson
them.

And how many studentsdidn’t.

The ones who wore the symbols were the shiny, confident ones. Sorority girls. Frat guys. Athletes.
Popular kids. Theloners, the Sddliners, the dull and average and strange. . .they were the oneswho
weren't Protected.

They werethe cattle.

Shane was scanning the crowd. Claire kept walking quickly toward the Math Building; she knew for a



fact that Monicawouldn't be caught dead—or killing anybody—in a place that geeky. The only problem
wasthat the third building on the Quad was the Business Administration Building, and that was, of
course, where Monicaliked to spend her time hanging out, looking for rich boys.

Almog there...

She was actudly on the steps leading up to the Math Building when she heard Shane stop behind her. He
was staring off into the Quad, and as Claire turned, she saw Monica, surrounded by aclique of admirers,
gtaring right back at him. The two of them might aswell have been done. It was the kind of look that
people in love exchanged, or people who were abouit to kill each other.

“Son of abitch,” Shane breathed. He sounded shaken.

“Comeon,” Claire said, and grabbed his elbow. Shewas afraid he wouldn't let her pull him on, but he
did, asif hismind was somewhere else. When hefindly glanced at her, his eyes were dark and hard.

“Not here,” shesaid. “Shewon’'t comein.”

“Why not?’

“It would embarrass her.”

He nodded dowly, asif that made sense to him, and followed her to class.

Claire had a hard time keeping her mind on the droning lecture, which was familiar anyway, and she' d
read far ahead of where the professor was teaching. ..but mostly, she kept thinking about Shane, sitting
motionless next to her, hands on the desk, staring blankly into space. Hewasn't even listening to his
iPod. She could sense the tensenessin hisbody, like he wasjust waiting for the chance to hit something.

| knew thiswas abad idea.

It was an hour-and-a-haf lecture with afifteen-minute break in the middle; when Shane got up and
walked out, she hastily followed him. He went up to the glass doors and |ooked out over the Quad.

“She'sgone,” he said, without looking at Claire. “ Quit worrying about me. I’ m okay.”
“She—Eve said she burned your house.” No reply. “ And—your sster—?"’

“I couldn’t get her out,” Shane said. “ Shewastwelve, and | couldn’t get her out of the house. That was
my job. Waich out for her.”

Hedtill didn’t look at her. She couldn’t think of anything to say. After awhile, he waked away, into the
boys bathroom; she dashed into the girls', waiting impatiently for the lineto clear, and came back out to
find him nowherein sght.

Oh, crap.

But when she went back to the lecture hal he was Sitting right where he’ d been, thistime with hisiPod
earbudsin place.

Shedidn’t say anything. Neither did he.

It was the longest lecture, and the least enjoyable, that Claire could remember.



Physicswasin the same building; if Monicawas waiting out in the wilting sun on the Quad, she'd be
getting aredly good tan. Shane sat like agtatue, if a statue wore headphones and radiated angry coiled
tenson that made hair stand up on aperson’ sarms. She fdt like she was Sitting next to an unexploded
bomb, and given all of the physics she' d had, she understood exactly what that meant. Talk about
potentia energy....

Physics crawled dowly by. Shane broke out water and Twinkies, and shared. Chemistry wasin the next
building, but Claire made sure that they went out the side entrance, not through the Quad. No sign of
Monica. She suffered through another hour and ahaf of chemistry and tension. Shane gradualy unwound
to the point that her nervesdidn’t jangle like deigh bells every time he moved, and ended up playing on
his PSP through most of the class. Killing zombies, she hoped. That seemed to put him in agood mood.

Infact, he was postively cheerful during chem lab, interested in the experiment and asking so many
questions that the teaching assistant, who' d never had to cometo Claire stable before, wandered over
and stared at Shane asif trying to figure out what he was doing there.

“Hey, man,” Shane said, and stuck out his hand. “ Shane Collins. I'm—what’ sthe word I’ m looking for?
Auditing. Auditing the class. With my friend here. Claire”

“Oh,” said the TA, whose name Claire had never learned. “Right. Okay, then. Juss—follow along.”

Shane gave him athumbs-up and agoofy grin. “Hey,” he said in an undertone, leaning closeto Claire.
“Any of thisstuff blow up?’

“What? Um...yeah, if you do it wrong, | guess.”
“I"'m thinking about practica applications. Bombs. Thingslikethat.”

“Shane!” Heredly wasdigracting. And he smedlled good. Guy good, which was different from girl
good—darker, spicier, asmell that made her go dl fluttery insde. Oh, come on, it's Shane! shetold
hersdf. That didn’t help, especialy when he shot her that crooked smile and alook that probably would
kill most girls at ten feet. He' sadacker. And he s—not that smart. Maybe he was, though. Just in
different places than she was. It was anew ideato her, but she kind of liked it.

She dapped his hand when he reached for the reagents, and concentrated on the details of the
experiment.

She was concentrating so hard, in fact, and Shane had gotten so engrossed in watching what she was
doing, that neither of them heard footsteps behind them. Thefirst Claire knew about it was a searing,
burning sensation down the right side of her back. She dropped the beaker she was holding and
screamed—couldn’t help it, because God, that hurt—and Shane whirled around and grabbed somebody
by the collar who was backing away.

Gina, the Monickette. She snarled and dapped at him, but he didn’t let go; Claire, gasping in pain and
trying to twist to see what was happening on her back, could see that it was taking everything Shane had
not to deck his prisoner then and there. The TA came rushing over and other students started redlizing
there was something wrong, or at least more interesting than lab work; Claire dipped off the stool &t the
table and tried to look at what was happening to her back, because it hurt. She smelled something
terrible.

“Ohmy God!” the TA blurted. He grabbed the bottled water out of Shane’ s backpack, opened it, and
dumped the contents over Claire’ s back, then dashed to a cupboard on the side and came back with a
box of baking soda. She heard it Sizzlewhen it hit her back, and nearly passed out. “Here. Sit. Sit down.



Y ou, cal an ambulance. Go!” As Claire sank down breathlessly again on another, lower stoal, the TA
grabbed apair of scissorsand cut her shirt up the back, and folded it aside. He cut her bra strap, too,
and shejust barely had the presence of mind to grab hold before the whole thing did down her arms.
God, it hurts, it hurts.... Shetried not to cry. The burn was easing up alittle asthe baking sodadid its
work. Acid hasalow pH; baking sodahasahigh one.... Well, at least she' d retained some grasp of
chemistry, even now.

She looked up and saw that Shane still had hold of Gina. He' d twisted her arm behind her back and
made her let go of the beaker; what remained of the acid she' d splashed on Clairewas il inthe glass,
looking asinnocent as water.

“It was an accident!” she yelped, and stood on her tiptoes as Shane twisted harder. “1 tripped! I'm
sorry! Look, | didn't meanit....”

“WEe re not working with H,SO, today,” the TA said grimly. “Y ou’ ve got no reason to be walking
around with it. Claire? Claire, how bad isthe pain?’

“|—it'sokay. I'm okay,” she said, though truthfully she had no ideaif shewas or not. Shefdt
lightheaded, sick, and cold. Shock, probably. And embarrassment, because God, she was half naked in
front of the entire chem lab, and...Shane...“Can | put something on?’

“No, you can't let anything touch that. The burn’ sthrough severd layers of skin. It'll need trestment, and
antibiotics. You just st ill.” The TA turned to Shane and Gina, and leveled afinger at her. “ Y ou, you're
talking to the campus police. | will not tolerate thiskind of attack in my classroom. | don't care who your
friendsarel”

So heknew her. Or at least he knew enough. Shane was whispering something in Gina s ear, something
too low for Claireto hear, but it couldn’t be good, by the expression on the girl’ sface.

“Sr?’ Clareasked faintly. “ Sir, can | have amakeup on thelab work and—"
And she passed out before she finished saying, and I'm sorry for the mess.

9

W hen she woke up, shewas on her side, and shefelt warm al over. Seepy. There was someone Sitting
next to her, aboy, and she blinked twice and redlized that it was Shane. Shane wasin her bedroom. No,
walt, thiswas’t her bedroom; it was somewhereese....

“Emergency room,” he said. She must have looked confused. “ Damn, Claire. Warn aguy before you do
aface-plant on thefloor next time. | could have looked al heroic and caught you or something.”

She amiled. Her voice came out sounding lazy and dow. “Y ou caught Gina.” That wasfunny, so she said
it again. *Y ou caught Geeeeeeeeceena.”

“Y eah, ha-ha, you're high as akite, you know? And they called your parents.”

It took her alittle whileto redize what he'd just said. “ Parents?” she repested, and tried to lift her head.
“Oh. Ow. Not good.”

“Not so much. Mom and Dad were pretty freaked to hear you became alab accident. The campus cops
forgot to mention the part where Gina ddiberately threw acid on your back. They seem to think it was
just one of those funky accidents.”



“Wasit?' she asked. “Accident?’
“No way. She meant to hurt you.”
Claire plucked at the ugly blue hospital gown she was wearing. “Killed my shirt.”

“Y eah, pretty much.” Shane looked pale and tense. “I’ ve been trying to cal Michadl. | don’t know
where heis. | don’t want to leave you aone here, but—"

“He' sokay,” she said softly, and closed her eyes. “I’m okay, too.”

She thought shefelt his hand on her hair, asecond of light, sweet pressure. “Yeah,” Shanesad. “You're
okay. I’ ll be here when you wake up.”

She nodded deepily, and then everything faded into alemon ydlow haze, like shewaslying inthe
unlight.

Ouch.

Waking up was not fun. No hazy druggy lemon sunlight; thiswas more like a blowtorch burning on her
back right on the shoulder blade. Claire whimpered and burrowed into her pillow, trying to get away
from the pain, but it followed close behind.

The drugs had worn off.

She blinked and whimpered and dowly sat up; apassing nurse stopped and camein to check her over.
“Congratulations,” she said. “Y ou'redoing well. That burnisgoing to hurt for awhile, but if you take the
antibiotics and keep the wound clean, you'll befine. Y ou' re lucky somebody was there to wash it off and
neutralize the reaction. I’ ve seen battery acid burns down to the bone.”

Claire nodded, not sure she could actualy speak without throwing up. Her whole side felt hot and
bruised.

“Do you want to get down?’

She nodded again. The nurse helped her down, and gave her what was |eft of her clotheswhen she
asked. The bra, cut through, was atota |oss. The shirt—not much Ieft of that, either. The nurse came up
with aloose black T-shirt from lost and found and got her presentable, and the doctor came around to
give her aquick once-over. From the brisk way they dispensed with her, alittle sulfuric acid burn was
barely worth working up a sweet about, at least in Morganville.

“How bad isit?’ she asked Shane as he wheded her through the hallsto the exit. “1 mean, isit, like,
redly gross?’

“Unbdievably gross,” he said. “Horror movie gruesome.”
“OhGod.”

Herdented. “It's not so bad. It’ s about the size of aquarter. Y our teacher guy did agood job chopping
up your clothes and getting it away from your skin. | know it hurt like hell, but it could have been alot
worse.”

There had been alot more in the beaker in Gina s hand. “ Do you—do you think she was going to—7?"



“Pour it dl on you? Hel yeah. Shejust didn’'t havetime.”

Wow. That was...unpleasant. She felt hot and cold and alittle sick, and it had nothing to do with shock
thistime. “1 guessthat was Monica s payback.”

“Someof it, anyway. She'll beredly pissed now that it didn’t go over the way she thought it would.”

Theideaof Monicabeing redly pissed wasn't the best way to end the day—and it was the end of the
day, sherealized as Shanerolled her up to the automatic glass double doors.

It was dark.
“Oh,” she said, and covered her mouth. “Oh no.”
“Yeah, well, we' ve got transpo covered, at least. Ready?’

She nodded, and Shane suddenly accelerated her chair into aflat-out run. Claire yelped and grabbed for
the handles, fedling utterly out of control asthe chair bounced itsway down the ramp and skidded to a
halt just inches from the shiny black side of Eve' s car. Eve threw open the passenger door, and Claire
tried to get up on her own, but Shane grabbed her around the waist and lifted her straight into the sest. It
took seconds, and then he was kicking the wheelchair back toward the ramp, where it bumped into the
railing and sat there, looking logt.

Shanedived into the back. “Punchit!” he said. Eve did, as Claire struggled to find some kind of seat belt
setting that wouldn't reduce her to gasps and tears of pain. She settled for hunching forward, bracing
herself on the massive dashboard, as Eve pedled out of the parking lot and raced down the dark street.
The streetlightslooked eerie and too far apart—was that ddliberate? Did the vampires control even how
far gpart they built the lights? Or was she just freaked beyond belief?

“Ishethere?” Shane asked, leaning over the seat back. Eve shot him alook.
“Yeah,” shesaid. “He sthere. But don't put mein the middle of it. | have to work there, you know.”
“I promise, | won't tick off your boss.”

Shedidn’t believe him—that much was clesr—but Eve turned right instead of |eft at the next light, and in
about two minutes pulled up at the curb in front of Common Grounds, which was ablaze with light.
Crowded, too. Claire frowned, but before she could even ask, Shane was out of the car and heading
ingde the coffee shop.

“What's he doing?’ she asked.
“Something stupid,” Eve said. “How’ sthe burn? Hurts, huh?’

Claire would have shrugged, but when she even thought about it the imagined pain made her flinch. “Not
s0 bad,” she said bravely, and tried asmile. “Could have been alot worse, | guess.”

“I guess,” Eve agreed. “Told you classes were dangerous. We need to get this under control. Y ou can't
go back if thiskind of thing happens.”

“I can’'t quit!”
“Sureyou can,” Eve said cheerfully. “People doit dl thetime. Just not people like you—oh, damn.”

Eve hit her black-painted lip, eyes wide and worried as she stared through the window at the brightly lit



interior of the shop. And after afew seconds, Claire saw what she wasworried about: the hippie
manager, Oliver, was standing at the window watching them right back, and behind him, Shane was
pulling up achair to the far-corner table, where adark shape was sitting.

“Tell me he' snot talking to Brandon,” Clairesad.
“Um...okay. He snot talking to Brandon.”
“You'relying.”

“Y eah. He' staking to Brandon. Look, let Shane do histhing, okay? He s not as stupid as he looks,
modly.”

“But he’ s not—Protected, right?’

“That’ swhy he stalking in Common Grounds. It' s sort of atruce spot. Vampires don’t hunt there, or
they’ re not supposed to, anyway. And it' swhere all kinds of deals and treaties and stuff get made. So
Shane' s safe enough in there”

But shewas il biting her lip and looking worried. “Unless?’ Claire guessed.
“Unless Shane attacks first. Self-defense doesn't count.”

Shane was being good, asfar as Claire could see.... His hands were on the table, and although he was
bent over saying something, he wasn't dugging anybody. That was good, right? Although she had no idea
what he could be saying to Brandon, anyway. Brandon wasn't the one who had poured acid on her

back.

Whatever Shane said, it didn’t seem to go down too hard; eventually, Shane just shoved his chair back
and walked out, nodding to Oliver on the way out. Brandon did out from behind the table, dark and
deek, to follow Shane to the doorway, close enough to reach out and grab him. But that was just amind
game, Claireredized as she sarted to yell awarning. Brandon wanted to freak him out, not hurt him.

Shane just looked over his shoulder, shrugged, and exited the coffee shop. When Brandon started to
follow, Oliver reached across and put hisarm in the way. By the time Brandon had snarled something at
him, Shane wasin the car, and Eve was dready gunning it away from the curb.

“Do we need to be afraid now?’ she asked. “Because I’d like ahead start before the officid terror alert
goesup.”

“Nope. We're clear,” Shane said. He sounded tired, and alittle strange. “ Claire’ sgot afree pass.
Nobody’ s going to come after her. Including Monicaand her sock puppets.”

“But—what? Why?’' Claire asked. Eve evidently didn’t have to ask. She just looked grim and angry.
“Wedid atrade,” Shanesaid. “Vampiresare al about the one-up.”
“You'resuch anidiot!” Eve hissed.

“I didwhat | had to do! | couldn’t ask Michael. He wasn't—" Shane bit off whatever he was about to
say, violently, and got the anger in hisvoice under tight control. “Hewasn't around. Again. | had to do
something. Clairewasn't kidding. They'll kill her, or a least, they’ll hurt her so bad she'll wish they'd
finishitup. | can't let that happen.”

There was, Claire thought, aslent not again at the end of that. She wanted to turn and look at him, but it



hurt too much to try. Shetried to meet hiseyesin the mirror instead.
“Shane,” shesad. “What did you promise?’
“Nothing | can’t afford to lose.”

But Shanedidn’t answer. Neither did Eve, dthough she parted her lips a couple of times, then shut them
without making asound. Therest of the drive was donein silence, and oncethey’d pulled in at the curb,
Eve got out and hurried up the walk to unlock the door. Claire opened the passenger door and started to
get out, but again, Shane was there ahead of her, helping her up. Man, hewas...strong. And he had big,
warm hands. She shivered, and he immediately asked, “Cold?’ but it wasn't that. Not that at all.

“Shane, what did you promise?’ she blurted, and grabbed hisforearm. Not that he couldn’t have pulled
free, but...hedidn’'t. He just looked down at her. They were standing redlly close together, close enough
shefdt every nervein her body fizz like ashaken can of Coke. “Y ou didn’t—do something—"

“Stupid?’ he asked. He looked down at her hand, and after a second, he touched it with his own. Just
for asecond, and then yanked away from her like she’ d burned him. She' d been right; he could break
free without even thinking about it. “Y eah. That'swhat I'm good at. The stupid stuff. Probably for the
best; having two big brainsin the house might get kinda crowded.” When shetried to say something, he
motioned her toward the house. “Unless you want to hang a ThisVein for Rent sgn around your neck,
move dready!”

She moved. Thefront door was open, and Shane followed behind her, close behind, until shewas going
up the steps.

Shedidn’t hear hisfootsteps anymore, and turned to look. He was standing at the bottom of the stairs,
watching the street.

There was avampire standing &t the corner, under the glow of astreetlight. Brandon. Just stlanding there,
armsfolded, he was leaning againgt the lamppost like he had dl thetimein the world.

He blew them akiss, turned, and walked away.

Shane shot him the finger and practically shoved Claire across the threshold. “Don’t you ever stop out
therel”

“Yousaid | got afree pass”
“It doesn’t come with awritten guarantee!”
“What did you promise him?’ sheyelled.

Shane dammed the door, hard, and started to push past her to go down the hdl, but just as he got there,
Michadl stepped into his path. And Michael looked pissed.

“Answer her,” he said. “What the hell did you do, Shane?’

“Oh, now you care? Where the hell wereyou, man?1 cdled! | came and looked for you. Hell, | even
picked the lock to your room!”

Michad’ s blue eyesflickered from Shane to Claire and back. “I had thingsto do.”



“Dude, today you had things to do? Whatever, man. Y ou weren't around, and | had to makethe cal. So
| madeit.”

“Shane.” Michael reached out and grabbed him by the arm, dragging him to astop. “It soundslike she
deserves an answer. We adl do.” Behind him, Eve stepped around the corner, arms fol ded.

Shanelet out ashort, harsh laugh. “ Ganging up on mewith the girls? Low blow, man. Low blow. What
happened to mae bonding?’

“Eve saysyou talked to Brandon.”

Claire watched the fight go out of Shane’ s shoulders. “Yeah. | did. | had to. | mean—I ook, they threw
acid on her and the damn cops wouldn’t even—I had to go to the source. Y ou taught me that.”

“Y ou made adeal with Brandon,” Michadl said, and Claire heard the sick tremor in hisvoice. “Oh,
dammit to hdl, Shane. You didn't.”

Shane shrugged. He was't meeting Michad’ seyes. “Dudg, it'sdone. Don’'t make athing out of it. It's
only twice. And he can’t drain me or anything.”

“Shit!” Michad turned and dammed his hand hard into the wooden doorframe. “Y ou don’t even know
her, man! Y ou can't make a crusade out of thigl”

“|1mnOt!”

“She'snot Alyssal” Michadl yeled, and that was the loudest shout she' d ever heard in her life. Claire
flinched and stepped back, and saw Eve do the same behind him.

Shane didn’t move. It waslike he couldn’t. He just stood there, head down.
And then he took a deep breath, raised hishead, and met Michagl’ sfurious eyes.

“I know she'snot Alyssa,” he said, and histone was still, quiet, and completely cold. “Y ou need to back
the hdll off, Michael, and you need to stop thinking I’ m the screwed-up kid you knew back then. | know
what I’'m doing, and you' re not my dad.”

“I"m the closest thing you haveto family around here!” Michadl came off of the ydling, but Claire could
hear the anger bubbling in hisvoice. “And I’m not letting you play the hero. Not now.”

“I wouldn’t haveto if you' d step up and watch my back!”

Shane shoved past him thistime, pounded up the stairs, and dammed the door to hisroom. Michael
stood there, staring after him until Claire took a step forward. She froze when he looked &t her, afraid
he' d be angrier at her than he had been at Shane. After dl, it had been her faullt....

“Comesdt down,” Michad said. “I'll get you something to est.”
“I don't—"

“Yes, you do. Sit. Eve, hold her down if you haveto.” He took her hand for a second, squeezed it, and
stood aside for her to move to the couch. She sank onto it with asigh of relief and rested her forehead on
her hands. God, what amiserable day. It had started out so—and Shane—but—

“Y ou understand what Shane did, right?” Eve asked, plopping next to her. “How he, you know, made
the ded 7’



“No.” Shefdt hot, and miserable, and she definitely didn’t want food. But Michadl wasn't exactly inthe
mood to take no for an answer. “1 have no ideawhat’ s going on.”

“Shane traded two sessons to Brandon in exchange for him leaving you done.”

“He—what?’ Clairelooked up, mortaly confused. Was Shane gay? She hadn’t even thought about the
possihility....

“Sessons. You know, hites.” Eve mimed fangs. “ The agreement is that Brandon can fang him—twice.
Hejust can't, you know, kill him. It's not about food, it's pleasure. And power.” Eve smoothed her
pleated skirt and frowned down at her short, black fingernails. “Michadl’ sright to be angry about it. Not
killing somebody isahell of along way from not hurting them. And Brandon’ sgot alot of experience at
making dedls. Shane doesn't.”

Somehow, she' d known that—from the way Shane had acted, the way Brandon had been watching
them, the way Michael had been so angry. It wasn't just that Shane had told Brandon to back off, or
made some dumbass promise. Shane had traded hislife for hers—or at least, he wasriskingit.

Claire gasped, and fear prickled her skin so hard it waslikerolling in needles. “But if he gets bitten, is
he—won't he—?’

“Turninto avampire?’ Eve shook her head. “It can’'t work that way, or Morganville d be the Undead
Metroplex by now for sure. All my life, I’ ve never seen or heard of anybody turned into avampire from a
bite. The suckers around here are redlly old. Not that Shane wouldn’t look completely hot with a nice set
of fangs, but...” Shefiddled with the pleats on her skirt. “ Shit. Thisis stupid. Why not me? 1 mean, not
that | exactly want to—not anymore—bt...it'sworsefor guys.”

“Worse? Why?’

Eve shrugged, but Claire could see she was avoiding the question. * Shane' s definitely not going to be
ableto handleit. Boy can't even let somebody else have thelast corn dog, and he doesn’'t even like corn
dogs. He satota control freak.” She fidgeted for afew more seconds, then added, softly, “And I'm
afradfor him.”

AsMichadl came back into the room, Eve jumped up and ran around moving things, stacking things, until
Michadl gave her anone-too-subtle sgnd to leave. Which she did, making some excuse Clairedidn’t
hear, and clattered upstairs to her room.

Michadl handed Claire abowl. “Chili. Sorry. It swhat we ve got.”

She nodded and took a spoonful, because she' d dways pretty much done what she wastold...and the
second the chili hit her tongue, she redlized that she was starving. She swallowed it dmost without
chewing, and was scooping up the next bite before she knew what she was doing. Shane needed to go
into the chili busness.

Michael dipped into the leather armchair to the left and picked up the guitar he' d laid aside. He started
tuning it asif the whole scene with Shane hadn’t even happened. She ate, steding glancesat him ashe
bent over the instrument, drawing soft, resonant notes. “ Y ou' re not mad?’ shefinaly asked, or mumbled.

“Mad?’ Hedidn't raise his curly blond head. “Mad iswhat you get when somebodly flips you the finger
onthe freeway, Claire. No. I'm scared. And I’'m trying to think what to do about it.”

She stopped chewing for afew seconds, then redized that choking on her food wasn't likely to make
things any better.



“Shane' shotheaded,” Michad said. “He sagood guy, but he doesn't think. | should have thought for
him, before | brought you in here.”

Clare swalowed. Thefood had suddenly gone alittle sour in her mouth, so she put the spoon down.
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Miched’ sfingers stilled on the guitar strings. “Y ou know about hissster, right?’
Alyssa. That was the name Michael had thrown out. The one that had hurt Shane. “ She' sdead.”

“Shane' snot acomplicated guy. If he cares about somebody, he fights for them. Smple. Lyssa—Lyssa
was asweset kid. And he had that whole big-brother thing working. He'd have died for her.” Michael
dowly shook his head. “Nearly did. Anyway, the point isthat Lyssawould have been your age by now,
and here you are getting hurt by the same bitcheswho killed his sister, trying to get him. So yesh. He'd
do anything—anything—not to haveto live through that again. Y ou may not be Lyssa, but he likesyou,
and more than that, he hates MonicaMorrell. So much he—" Michadl couldn’t seemto say it. He Stared
off into space for afew seconds, then went on. “Making deals with the vampiresin thistown will keep
you dive on the outside, but it eats you on theinside. | watched it happen to my folks, before they got
out of here. Eve s parents, too. Her sgters. If Shane goes through with this, it' Il kill him.”

Claire sood up. “He s not going through withit,” shesaid. “I’m not letting him.”
“How exactly are you going to stop him? Hell, | can’'t stop him, and he listensto me. Mostly.”
“Look, Eve said—Eve said vampires own thistown. Isthat true? Realy?’

“Y es. They' ve been here aslong as anybody can remember. If you live here, you learn to live with them.
If you can't, then you go.”

“They don't just run around biting people, though.”

“That would berude,” he said gravely. “ They don’t need to. Everybody in town—everybody who'sa
res dent—pays taxes. Blood tax. Two pints a month, down &t the hospital.”

She sared. “I didn’t haveto!”

“College kidsdon't. They get taxed adifferent way.” He looked grim, and with asick, twisting sense of
horror she redlized what he was going to say right before he madeit red. “Vamps have aded with the
school. They get to take two percent ayear, right off the top. Used to be more, but | think they got
worried. Couple of close cadlswith the media. There' snothing TV gations like more than a pretty young
college girl gone missing. Claire, what are you thinking?’

Shetook adeep breath. “If the vamps have thisal planned out, then they’ ve got, you know, structure.
Right? They can’'t dl just be running their own shows. Not if there are alot of them. There’sgot to be

somebody in charge.”
“True. Brandon's got aboss. And his boss probably has aboss.”

“So dl we haveto do ismake aded with hisboss,” she said. “For something other than Shane getting
bit.”

“All?

“They have to want something. Something more than what they aready have. We just need to find out



what itis”
There was acregk on the sairs. Michael turned to ook, and so did Claire. Eve was standing there.

“Didn’t hear you coming,” Michael said. She shrugged and padded down the steps; she' d taken off her
shoes. Even her black-and-white hose had little skulls on the toes.

“I know what they want,” she said. “Not that we're going to be ableto find it.”

Michael looked at her for along time. Eve didn’t look away; she walked right up to him, and Claire
suddenly fdt like shewasin the middle of something persond. Maybe it was the way he waslooking at
her, or how she was smiling at him, but it made Clairefidget and closely examine a stack of books on the
end table.

“I don’'t want you in this,” Michael said. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him reach out and take
Eve shand.

“Shane'sinit. Clairesinit. Hey, evenyou'reinit.” Eve shrugged. “Y ou know how much | hate being left
out. Besides, if there saway to stick it to Brandon, I'm al for it. That guy needs apokein theeyewith a
nice, sharp stake.”

They were dtill holding hands. Claire cleared her throat, and Michad let gofirst. “What isit? What do
they want?’

Evegrinned. “Oh, you're gonnalovethis” she said. “ They want abook. And | can't think of anybody
who'd have a better shot at finding it than you, book girl.”

Therewerealot of rulesto Morganville Claire hadn’t even thought about. The blood donation, that was
one—and she was starting to wonder how Michael was getting away with not paying histaxes. He
couldn't, right? If he couldn’t |eave the house?

She sat down cross-legged on the floor with aledger notebook, turned to a fresh sheet of paper, and
made a heading that read Plusesfor Vampires. Under that column, she wrote down blood donation,
Protection, favors, dedls.

“Oh, put down curfew,” Eve said.
“There sacurfew?’

“Well, yeah, of course. Except for the school. They don't careif the sudents roam around dl night,
because, you know—" Eve mimed fangsin the neck. Claire swallowed and nodded. “But for locas? Oh
ya’]_”

“How isthat aplusfor them?’

“They don't have to worry about who' s safe to bite and who' s not. If you' re out running around, you' re
lunch.”

She wrote down curfew. Then she turned the page and wrote down Minuses for Vampires.
“What arethey afraid of 7’ she asked.

“| don’t think we were done with the pluses,” Michael said. He sat down on the floor next to the two



girls—well, closer to Eve, Claire noticed. “Probably alot you didn’t write down.”

“Oh, let the girl fed better about it,” Eve said. “It' snot al gloomy. Obvioudy, they don't like daytime—"
Clairewrote it down.

“And garlic...dlver...um, holy water—"

“Y ou sure about those?’ Michadl asked. “I dways thought they pretended on alot of that, just in case.”
“Why would they do that?’

Claire answered without looking up. “Because it makesit easier to hide what really can hurt them. I'm
writing it down anyway, but it may not beright.”

“Fireisfor real,” Michad said. “| saw avampire die once, when | was just akid. One of those revenge
dedls”

Eve pulled in adeep breath. “Oh, yeah. | remember hearing about it. Tom Sullivan.”
Claire asked, wide-eyed, “ The vampire was named—7?’

“Not thevampire,” Michad said. “The guy who killed him. Tommy Sullivan. Hewaskind of ascrewup,
drank alot, which isn’t too unusua around here. He had akid. She died. He blamed the vampires, so he
doused one with gas and set him on fire, Stting right in the middle of the restaurant.”

“You saw that?’ Claire asked. “How old were you?’

“You grow up fast in Morganville. The point is, therewas atria the next night. Not much chance for
Tommy. He was dead before morning. But...fire works. Just don't get caught.”

Claire wrote down fire. “What about stakes?’

“Y ou’ve seen Brandon,” Eve said. “Y ou want to try to get close enough to stake him? 'Y eah, me
neither.”

“But do they work?’

“Guess 0. Y ou haveto fill out aform when you buy wood.”
Clairewroteit down. “Crosses?’

“Definitdy.”

“Why?

“Because they’ re evil, soulless, bloodsucking fiends?’

“So was my sixth-grade gym teacher, but he wasn't afraid of across.”

“Funny,” Eve said, in the way that meant not. “Because there are hardly any churches, and so far as|
know, crosses areimpossible to come by unless you make’ em yoursdlf. Also, all these guys grew
up—isn't that weird, thinking of them growing up?—when religion wasn't just something you did on
Sundays. It was something you were, every minute, every day, and God was always up for alittle
recregtiond smiting of the wicked.”



“Don’'t,” Michael murmured. “ God’ s scarce enough around here.”

“No offenseto the Big Guy, Michael, but he made himsdlf scarce,” Eve shot back. “Y ou know how
many nights | spent in bed praying, Dear God, please take away al the bad people? Y eah, that redlly
worked.” Michael opened his mouth to say something. “And please don't tell me God loves me. If God
loved me, he' d drop abusticket to Austininmy lap so | could blow thistown once and for al.”

Eve sounded—well, angry. Claire tapped her pencil againgt the pad, not making eye contact.
“How do they keep people from leaving?’ she asked.

“They don't. Some people leave. | mean, Shanedid,” Michael said. “I think the question you' relooking
for is, how do they keep them from talking? And that’ swhere it getsweird.”

“That' swhere?’ Claire murmured. Eve laughed.

“I don’'t know mysdlf, because | never got out of town, but Shane saysthat once you get about ten miles
outsde of Morganville, you get thisterrible headache, and then you just...start to forget. First you can't
remember what the name of the town was, and then you can’t remember how to get there, and then you
don’t remember that the town had vampires. Or therules. It just—doesn’t exist anymore for you. It
comes back if you return to town, but when you' re out, you can't run around telling al about Morganville
because you just don’t remember.”

“I heard rumors,” Eve said. “ Some people start remembering, but they get—" She made agraphic
throat-cutting gesture. “ Hit squads.”

Clairetried to think of things that would cause that kind of memory loss. Drugs, maybe? Or...some kind
of locd energy field? Or...okay, she had no idea. But it sounded like magic, and magic made her
nervous. She supposed vampires were magic, too, when you got right down to it, and that made her even
more nervous. Magic didn't exist. Shouldn't exist. It wasjust...wrong. It offended her scientific training.

“So where does dll that leave us?” Michael asked. It was a reasonable question.

Claireflipped another page, wrote down memory loss aft. depart, and said, “1’m not sure. | mean, if
We re going to put together any kind of aplan, we haveto basicaly know as much aswe can to make
sureit’'sagood enough approach. So keep talking. What €lse?’

It went on for hours. The grandfather clock solemnly announced the arrival and departure of nine

o' clock, then ten, then eleven. It was nearly midnight, and Claire had scribbled up most of the ledger
pages, when she looked at Michael and Eve and asked, “ Anything ese?’ and got negative shakes of thelr
headsin reply. “ Okay, then. Tell me about the book.”

“I don’'t know alot,” Eve said. “They just put out a notice about ten years ago that they were looking for
it. | heard they have people al over town going through libraries, bookstores, anyplace it could be
hidden. But the weird thing isthat vamps can't actudly reed it.”

“Y ou mean it’ sin some other language?’

Michadl raised hiseyebrows. “I don’t think it’ sthat easy. | mean, every one of these suckers has got to
speak adozen languages, at least.”

“Dead languages,” Eve said. When they looked at her, she grinned. “What? Come on. Funny!”

“Maybethey can't read it for the same reason people can’t remember anything outside of town,” Claire



said dowly. “ Because something doesn't want them to.”

“That' skind of aleap, but the Russian judge gave you anine point five for style, so okay,” Eve said.
“Theimportant thing isthat we know what it lookslike.”

“Whichis?’ Claire put her pencil to paper.
“A book with abrown leather cover. Somekind of symbol on the front.”
“What kind?’ Because brown lesther cover didn’t exactly narrow things down when it came to books.

Eve pushed up the deeve of her skintight black mesh top, and held out her forearm. There, tattooed in
plain blue, was asymbol that looked kind of like an omega, only with some extrawavesinit. Smple, but
definitely nothing Claire could remember seeing before. “ They’ ve been searching for it. They gave
everybody growing up in a Protected family the tattoo so that we remember what to look for.”

Claire stared for a couple of seconds, wanting to ask how old Eve was when she got the tattoo, but she
didn’'t quite dare. She dutifully marked the symbol down in her notebook. “ And nobody’ sfound it. Are
they sureit'shere?’

“They seemto think so. But I'll bet they’ ve got their sources searching al over theworld for it. Seems
pretty important to them.”

“Any ideawhy?’

“Nobody knows,” Michael said. “I grew up asking, believe me. Nobody has aclue. Not even the
vampires”

“How can they belooking for something and not even know why?’

“I’'m not saying somebody doesn’t know why. But the vampires have ranks, and the only ones|’ve ever
redly talked to aren’'t exactly in charge. Point is, we can't find out, so we shouldn’t waste time worrying
about it.”

“Good to know.” Claire put contents unknown next to the symbol of the book, then valuable!!!!!
underneath, underscored with three dark lines. “ So if we can find this book, we can trade it to get
Monicaoff my back, and make sure Shane' sdedl is caled off.”

Michael and Evelooked at each other. “ Did you missthe part where the vamps have been turning
Morganville upsde down trying to find it?’ Eve asked.

Clare sighed, flipped back a page, and pointed at a note she’d made. Eve and Michagl both craned over
toread it.

Vampirescan't read it.
They looked blank.

“I’m going to need to spend sometime at thelibrary,” Claire said. “ And we re going to need some
supplies”

“Todowhat? Evetill wasn't catching on, but Michael was.

“Fakethebook?" he asked. “Y ou redly think that’ Il work?What do you think happens when they figure
out we cheated?’



“Badides,” Evesaid. “Very bad idea. Honest.”

“Guys,” Claresad patiently. “If we' re careful, they’ | never suspect we re smart enough to do something
likethat. Not to mention brave enough. So we give them afake—it’ s fill more than anybody else has.
They may be pissed, but they’ |l be pissed that somebody faked it. We just found it.”

They were both looking at her now like they’ d never seen her before. Michagl shook his head.
“Badidea,” hesad.

Maybe s0. But shewas going to try it anyway.
10

S hewastoo wired to deep, and besides, her back hurt, and she couldn’t stand the thought of waiting
even one more night to get started. Brandon hadn’t seemed like the kind of guy to wait for hisrevenge,
and Shane—Shane wasn't the kind of guy to not hold up hisend of aded, either.

If he' s stupid enough to want to get bitten, fine, but he' s not using me for an excuse.

Shane hadn’'t come out of hisroom al night. She hadn’t heard athing when she' d listened—carefully—at
his door. Eve had mimed headphones and turning up an invisible stereo. Claire could understand that;
she' d spent lots of hourstrying to blow out her own eardrumsto avoid the world.

Evelent her alaptop—aretro thing, big and black and clunky, with a biohazard-symbol sticker on the
front. When Claire plugged it into the broadband connection and booted it up, the desktop graphic was a
cartoon Grim Resgper holding aroad sign instead of a scythe—aroad sign that reed MORGANVILLE,
with an arrow pointing down.

Claire clicked on acouple of folders—quiltily, but she was curious—and found they were full of poetry.
Eveliked degath, or at least, sheliked to write about it. Florid romantic stuff, al angst and blood and
moonlit marble...and then Claire noticed the dates. Thelast of the poetry had been done three years ago.
Eve would have been, what, fifteen? She' d been starry-eyed about vampires back then, but something
had changed. No poetry at dl for the past three years. ..

Eve waked in the open door. “Working okay?’ she asked. Claire jumped, guilty, and gave her the
thumbs-up as she clicked open the Internet connection. “Okay, | called my cousinin lllinois. She' sgoing
to let us use her PayPal account, but | have to send her cash, like, tomorrow. Here' sthe account.” She
handed over adip of paper. “We re not going to get her killed, right?’

“Nope. I’'m not buying much from any one place. A lot of people buy leather and tools and stuff. And
paper—how old isthis book supposed to be?’

“Old”

“Wasit onvdlum?’

“Isthat paper?’

“Velum isthe oldest kind of paper they used in books,” Clairesaid. “It’s shegpskin.”
“Oh. | guessthat, then. It'sredly old.”

Vellumwould be hard. You could get it, but it was easy to trace. But it wasn't any good being freak



smart if you couldn’t get around thingslikethat.... Oh, yeah, she needed to think about using somebody
else to do the research, too. Too dangerous having tracks that led right back here to the Glass House. ..

Clare went to work. She didn’t even notice Eve going and shutting the door behind her.

For four days, Claire studied. Four solid days. Eve brought her up soup and bread and sandwiches, and
Shane dropped by once or twiceto tell her she was crazy and he wanted her to stay the hell out of his
business, Clarredidn’t pay any attention. She got like that when she was completely insde of something.
She heard him, and she said something back, but no way was she listening. Like her parents, Shane
eventually gave up and went away.

Michael cameto her room just alittle before dawn. That one surprised her long enough to drag her out of
her trance for awhile. “How’ sit going?’ he asked.

“Mission Save Shane? Yeah, it'sgoing,” she said. “1 have to work the long way around. No traces.
Don’t worry—even if the vamps get angry, they won'’t be able to prove we did anything but bring them
what we thought they were looking for.”

Michael looked pleased, but worried. He worried alot. She supposed that being trapped the way he
was, that wasredlly dl he could do—fight anything that got insde to hurt them, and worry about
everything ese. Frudtrating, she guessed.

“Hey,” she said, “when does Eve go to work?’
“Four o' clock.”
“But that's—"

“The night shift. | know. She' s safe enough there, though, and | don’t think any vamp is stupid enough to
try to get in theway of that damn car. It’ slike being run over by aHummer. | made her promise that
Oliver would walk her to the car, and Shane’ sgoing to get her from the sdewak insde.”

Clarrenodded. “I’'m going with her.”
“To the coffee shop? Why?’

“Becauseit’sanonymous,” she said. “Every college student in there has alaptop, and the place has free
wirdess. If I'm careful, they won't be able to trace who' slooking up how to fake-age abook.”

He gave her an exasperated look. On him, it looked cute. God. She was till noticing. She redlly needed
to stop that, but hey. Sweet sixteen and never been kissed...

“I don’t like Eve out there at night. Y ou’ re definitely not going.”
“If | doit here, everybody could bein danger. Including Eve.”

Oh, low blow—she saw his eyes shift, but he toughed it out. “ So your answer isthat | let you go out
there, risk your life, Sit in a coffee shop with Brandon, and pretend like that’ s safer? Claire. In no way
doesthat equal safer.”

“ Safer than the vampires deciding that everybody in this house ddliberately set out to cheat them out of
the thing they want most,” Claire said. “We re not playing, arewe? | mean, | can stop if you want, but
we don’t have anything else we can trade for Shane' s dedl. Nothing big enough. I’ d let Brandon—you



know—Dbut somehow | don'’t think—"

“Over my—" Michadl stopped and laughed. “| was going to say, ‘ Over my dead body,” but—"
Claire winced.

“No,” hesad.

“You'renot my dad,” she pointed out, and adl of asudden...remembered.

Shane, at the hospita, when she’ d been drugged up, had said, They caled your parents. Also, she
distinctly remembered the words freaked oui.

Oh, crap!

“Dad,” shesaid aoud. “Oh no...um, | need to use the phone. Can 17’
“Cdling your parents? Sure. Long distance—"

“Yeah, | know. | pay for it. Thanks.”

She picked up the cordless phone and dialed her home number. It rang five times, then flipped over to
the machine. “Hello, you' ve reached Les and Katharine Danvers and their daughter, Claire. Leaveusa
message!” It was her mom’ s bright, businesdlike voice. When the beep sounded, Claire had a second of
blind panic. Maybe they werejust out shopping. Or...

“Hi, Mom and Dad, it'sClaire. | just wanted to—um—say hi. | should have cdled you, | guess. That lab
accident thing, that was nothing, redlly. | don’t want you to be worried about me—everything'sjust fine.
Redly.”

Michael, leaning against the doorframe, was making funny faces at her. That seemed like Shane' sjob,
somehow. She stuck her tongue out at him.

“I just—I just wanted to say that. Love you. Bye.”
She hung up. Michad said, “Y ou ought to get them to come and take you home.”

“And leave you guysin thismess? You'rein it because of me. Shane' sin it because of me. Now that
Monicaknows he’ sback...”

“Oh, believe me, I'm not underestimating how much trouble we rein, but you can still go. And you
should. I’'m going to try to convince Shaneto get out, too. Eve—Eve won't go, but she should.”

“But—" That leaves you done, she thought. Redlly done. There was no getting out for Michagl. Not
ever.

Michael looked up and out the window, where the sky was gradudly washing from midnight blueto a
paer dawn. “My time' sup,” he said. “Promise me you won't go with Evetonight.”

“I can't.”
“Clare”
“I can't,” shesad. “I'm sorry.”

Hedidn’t have time to argue, though she could see he wanted to. He walked down the hall; she heard his



bedroom door close, and thought about what she d seen downstairsin the living room. She wasn't sure
how she’' d handle that if she had to face it every day—it looked redlly painful. She supposed the worst of
it, though, was hisknowing that if he' d been dive, been able to walk around in the daylight, he'd have
been able to stop Shane from doing what he' d done.

| wouldn't haveto if you’ d step up and watch my back! Shane had yelled at him, and yeah, that must
have hurt just about worse than dying.

Claire went back to work. Her eyes burned, her muscles ached, but in some strange and secret place,
she was happy to findly be doing something that wasn't just protecting hersdlf, but protecting other

people, too.
If it worked.

The strange thing was, she just knew it would. She knew.
Sheredlly was afreak, she decided.

Clairewoke up at three thirty, bleary-eyed and aching, and struggled into afresh T-shirt and apair of
jeansthat badly needed washing. One more day, she decided, and then she' d brave the washing machine
in the basement. She had monster bed-head, even though she' d barely dept for three hours, and had to
stick her head under the faucet and finger fluff her hair back to something that wasn't too puke-worthy.

She stuck the laptop into the messenger-bag case and dashed downgtairs; she could hear Eve' s shoes
clumping through the house, heading for the door.

“Wait up!” sheydled, and pelted down the stairs and through the living room just as the front door
dammed. “Crep..."

She opened it just before Eve succeeded in locking it. Eve looked guilty. “Y ou were going to leave me,”
Clairesad. “| told you | wanted to go!”

“Yeah, well...you shouldn't.”

“Michad taked toyou last night.”

Eve sighed and fidgeted one black patent leather shoe. “Little bit, yeah. Before he went to bed.”
“| don't need everybody protecting me. I’'m trying to help!”

“I getit,” Evesad. “If | say no and drive off, what are you going to do?’

“Walk.”

“That'swhat | wasafraid of.” Eve shrugged. “ Get inthe car.”

Common Grounds was packed with students reading, chatting, drinking chai and mochas and lattes.
And, Claire was gratified to see, working on lgptops. There must have been a dozen going at once. She
gave Eve athumbs-up, ordered a cup of tea, and went in search of a decent spot to work. Something
with her back to thewall.

Oliver brought her teahimsdf. She smiled uncertainly at him and minimized the browser window; shewas
reading up on famous forgeries and techniques. Dead giveaway, with emphasis on dead. Not that she



didiked Oliver, but any guy who seemed to be able to enforce rules on the vampires was somebody she
couldn't trust redl far.

“Hdlo, Clare” hesad. “May | St?’

“Sure,” she said, surprised. Also, uncomfortable. He was old enough to be her dad, not to mention kind
of hippie-dippie. Though, being afringer hersdlf, she didn’t mind that part so much. “Um, how’sit
going?”

“Busy today,” he said, and settled into the chair with asigh of what sounded like gratitude. “I wanted to
talk to you about Eve.”

“Okay,” shesaid dowly.

“I’'m concerned about her,” Oliver said. He leaned forward, elbows on the table; she hastily closed the
cover of the laptop and rested her hands protectively on top of it. “Eve seemsdistracted. That'svery
dangerous, and I'm quite sure that by now you understand why.”

“ It, S—”

“Shane?’ he asked. “Yes. | thought that was probably the case. The boy’ s gotten himsdlf into agreat
ded of trouble. But hedid it with apure heart, | believe.”

Her pulse was hammering faster, and her mouth felt dry. Boy, sheredly didn’t like talking to authority
figures. Michagl was one thing—M ichael waslike abig brother. But Oliver was...different.

“I might be ableto help,” Oliver said, “if | had something to trade. The problem is, what does Brandon
want that you, or Shane, can give? Other than the obvious.” Oliver looked thoughtful, and tapped hislips
with afingertip. “Y ou areavery bright girl, Claire, or so Evetellsme. Morganville can use bright girls.
We might be able to bypass Brandon atogether, perhaps, and find away to make adea with
someone...dse”

Which was pretty much exactly what they’ d already talked about, only without the Oliver part. Claire
tried not to look horribly guilty and transparent. “Who?’ she asked. It was areasonable question. Oliver
smiled, and his dark eyeslooked sharp and coal.

“Clare. Do you redly expect meto tell you? The more you know about thistown, the less safety thereis
for you. Do you understand that? I’ ve had to create my own peace here, and it only works because |
know exactly what I'm doing, and how far | can go. Y ou—I"m afraid your first mistake might be your
last.”

Her mouth wasn't dry anymore; it was mummified. Shetried to swallow, but got nothing but adry click
at the back of her throat. She hastily picked up her teaand sipped it, tasting nothing but glad of the
moisture.

“l wasn't going to—"

“Don’'t,” he cut her off, and hisvoice wasn't so kind thistime. “Why else would you be here today, when
you know Brandon islikely to show up any time after dark? Y ou want to make adedl with him to save
Shane. That much isobvious.”

Wl it wasn't why shewas here, but still, shetried to look guilty about that, too. Just in case. It must
have worked, because Oliver sat back in his chair, looking more relaxed.



“You'reclever,” hesad. “So is Shane. But don't let it go to your heads. Let me help.”
She nodded, not trusting her voice not to quiver or break or—worse—betray how relieved shewas.

“That’ s settled, then,” Oliver said. “Let metak to Brandon and afew others, and seewhat | can do to
make this problem go away.”

“Thanks” she said faintly. Oliver got up and left, looking like any skinny ex-hippie who hadn’t quite let
go of the good old days. Inoffensive. Ineffective, maybe.

She couldn’t rely on adults. Not for this. Not in Morganville.

She opened up the laptop, maximized the browser window, and went back to work.

Like aways, time dipped away; when shelooked up next, it was night outside the windows, and the
crowd in the coffee shop had switched over from studious to chatty. Eve was busy at the bar, talking and
smiling and generdly being about as cheerful asaGoth chick could be.

She went quiet, though, when Brandon douched in from the back room and took his accustomed seet at
the table in the darkest corner. Oliver brought him some kind of drink—God, she hoped it wasn't blood
or anything'—and sat down to have some intense and quiet conversation. Clairetried to look like she
wasn't there. She and Eve exchanged afew glances between customers &t the bar.

Putting together the book, Claire had |learned during the long research marathon, was work for experts,
not sixteen-year-old (nearly seventeen) wannabes. She could put something together, but—to her vast
disappointment—anybody with an eye for rare books could spot afake pretty easly, unlessit was
expertly done. She suspected that her leatherworking and bookbinding skills needed work.

All of which brought her back to square one, Shane Gets Bitten. Not acceptable.

A linein one of the dozens of windows she' d opened caught her eye. Nearly anything can be created for
the movies, including reproductions of ancient books, because the reproduction only hasto fool one of
the senses vison....

She didn’t have time—or cash—to get some Hollywood prop house to make abook for her, but it gave
her anidea.

A redly good idea.

Or aredly bad one, if it didn’t work.

Nearly anything can be created for the movies.

She didn’'t need the book. She just needed a picture.

By the time midnight rolled around—and Common Grounds ushered the last caffeine addict out into the
night—Claire was reasonably sure she could pull it off, and shewastoo tired to care if she couldn’t. She
packed up the laptop and leaned her head on her hand, watching while Eve cleaned up cups and glasses,
loaded the dishwasher, chatted with Oliver, and deliberately ignored the dark shadow sitting in the
corner.



Brandon hadn’t taken off after hiswalking snacks. Instead, he kept Sitting there, nursing afresh cup of
whatever it was he was drinking, smiling that cruel, weird little smile a Eve, then Claire, then Eve.

Oliver, drying ceramic cups, had been watching the watcher. “Brandon,” he said, and tossed the towe
across his shoulder as he began dotting cupsinto their pull racks. “Closing time.”

“Youdidn’'t even cdl last round, old man,” Brandon said, and turned that smile on Oliver.
Whereit died, fast. After amoment of silence, Brandon stood up to stalk away.
“Wait,” Oliver said, very quietly. “Cup.”

Brandon looked at him in utter disbelief, then picked up the cup—disposable paper—and dumped it in
the trash can. First time he’ d bused his own table in afew dozen years, Claire guessed. If ever. Shehid a
nervous grin, because he didn’t seem like the kind of guy—much less vamp—who’ d appreciate her
sense of humor.

“Anything ese?’ Brandon asked acidly. Not asif he actually cared.
“Actudly, yes. If youwouldn’t mind, I'd liketheladiesto leavefirst.”

Even in the shadows, Claire saw the gleam of sharp teeth when Brandon slently opened his
mouth—flashing hisfangs. Showing off. Oliver didn’t seem impressed.

“If you wouldn’t mind,” he repeated. Brandon shrugged and leaned againgt thewall, armsfolded. He was
wearing ablack leather jacket that drank in light, ablack knit shirt, dark jeans. Dressed to kill, Claire
thought, and wished she hadn't.

“I'll wait,” he said. “But they don’t need to worry about me, old man. The boy madeaded. I'll stick to
it”

“That' swhat I’'m worried about,” Oliver sad. “Eve, Claire, get home safe. Go.”

Eve dammed the door on the dishwasher and turned it on; she grabbed her purse from behind the
counter and ducked out to take Claire’ s hand and pull her toward the door. She flipped the front sign
from OPEN to CLOSED and unlocked the door to let Claire out. She locked it back behind them with a
st of keys, then hustled Claire quickly to the car, which sat in the warm glow of the streetlight. The Street
looked deserted; wind whipped trash and dust into clattering ghosts, and the blinking red stoplights
danced and swayed adong. Eve unlocked the car in record time, and both of them sammed down the
locks once they were insde. Eve started up the Caddy and motored away from the curb; only then did
shesghalittleinrelief.

And then she gasped, because another car turned the corner and whipped past them in ablack blur,
stopping at the curb where they’ d been parked. “What the hell?” Eve blurted, and dowed down. Claire
turned to look back.

“It'salimo,” shesaid. Shedidn’t even think Morganville had alimo, but then she thought about funera
homes and funerds, and got chills. For al she knew, maybe Morganville had more limosthan any city in
Texas....

Thisonewasn't part of aprocession, though. It was big and black and gleamed like thefinishon a
cockroach, and as the Caddy inched adong, Claire saw auniformed driver get out and walk around to the
back.



“Whoisit?" Eve asked. “ Canyou see?’

The driver handed out awoman. Small—not much taller than Claire hersdf, she guessed. Pde, with hair
that glowed white or blond in the streetlights. They weretoo far for Claireto get areally good look, but
she thought the woman looked...sad. Sad, and cold.

“She' snot very tall—white hair? And kind of eegant?’

Eve shrugged. “Nobody I’ ve met, but most of the vamps don’'t mingle with the little people. Kind of like
the Hiltonsdon’t shop a Wa-Mart.”

Claire snorted. As Eveturned the corner, she saw the woman standing in front of the door of Common
Grounds, and saw Oliver opening it for her. No sign of Brandon. She wondered if Oliver had aready
sent him out, or if he was making the vamp give them ahead start. “How does Oliver do this?’ she
asked. “I mean, why don't they just...?’

“Kill him?1 wish | knew. He sgot bals of platinum, for onething,” Eve said. Passing streetlights strobed
across her face. “'Y ou saw how he did Brandon back there? Dissing him? Unbelievable. Anybody else
would be dead by dawn. Oliver...just getsaway withit.”

Which made Claire even more curious about the why. Or at least the how. If Oliver could get away with
it, maybe other people could, too. Then again, maybe other people had aready tried, and ended up as
organ donors.

Clareturned back face forward, lost in thought, as Eve sped through the silent, watching Streetsfor
home. A police car prowled a side street, but somehow in Morganville she thought they weren't looking
s0 much for criminas as potentid victims.

At firdt, she thought she was S0 tired she was imagining things—that happened when you didn’t deep;
you saw ghostsin mirrors and spooky faces at the window—but then she saw something moving fast
through the glow of atreetlight. Something pae.

“They'refollowing,” Evesaid grimly. “ Damn.”

“Brandon?’ Clairetried to scan the Sdes of the Street, but Eve pressed the gas and went faster.
“Not Brandon. Then again, he doesn’t have to get hisfangs dirty personaly—"

Fifty feet ahead, someone stepped in front of the car.

Claire and Eve screamed, and Eve stamped on the brakes. Claire pitched forward against the seet belt,
which snapped tight and grabbed so hard she just knew she was going to pass out from pain as the acid
burn on her back rubbed against the seat. But the pain flashed away, buried by fear, because the car was
fishtailing to a stop on the dark street, and there was avampire standing there, resting its hands on the
hood.

Grinning with way, way too many teeth.
“Claire” Eveydled. “Don't look a him! Don't look!”

Too late. Claire had, and she felt something going soft in her head. The fear went away. So did dl her
good sense. She reached for the lock on the door, but Eve lunged across and grabbed her arm. “No!”
she screamed, and held on as she dammed the car into reverse and burned rubber backward. She didn’t
get far. Another vampire stepped out, blocking the street. Thisonewastall, ugly, and old. Same number



of gleaming teeth. “Oh, God...”

Claire kept fumbling for the lock on the door. Eve muttered something that would have definitely gotten
Claire grounded at home, hit the brakes again, and said, “ Claire, honey, thisisgoing to hurt,” and then
she pushed Claire forward and dapped her on the burn. Hard.

Claire screeched loud enough to deafen dogs three counties away, nearly fainted, and quit trying to get
out of the car. Even the two vampires outside the car—who were al of asudden right there at the
doors—flinched and stepped back.

Eve gunned the engine. Claire, haf fainting from the red-hot throbbing agony in her back, heard noiselike
iron nails on achakboard, but then it stopped and they were moving, driving, flying through the night.

“Claire? Claire?’ Eve was shaking her by the other shoulder, the onethat didn’t fed like she' d taken
another acid bath. “Oh, God, I'm sorry! It was jus—he was going to get you to open the door, and |
couldn’t—I"m sorry!”

Panic was gill ahot wire through her nerves, but Claire managed anod and awesk, sick smile. She
understood. She' d dways wondered how in the hell anybody could be stupid enough to open up a door
to the scary bad thing in the movies, but now she knew. She absolutely knew.

Sometimes, you just didn’t have achoice.

Eve was gasping for breath and crying furioudy in between. 1 hate this” she said, and dammed her hand
into the hard plastic steering whed, over and over. “I hatethistown! | hate them!”

Claire got that. She was starting to redlly hate them, too.
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Shanewasin the doorway, ready for action, when Eve screeched the car to astop; if he was still mad,
at least hewasn't letting it get in the way of agood fight. Eve franticaly signaded for him to stay where he
was, on safe ground, and checked the street on all Sides.

“Do you see anything?’ she asked Claire anxioudy. Claire shook her heed, till sick. “Damn. Damn!
Okay...but you know the drill, right? Asses and elbows. Bail!”

Claire fumbled open the lock, bolted out of the car, and hit the sdewalk running. She heard Eve' s door
dam and running footsteps. D§avu, she thought. Now all they needed was for Brandon to show up and
act likeatota asshole....

She nearly ran into Shane as she pelted across the threshol d; he stepped out of theway intime, just far
enough to let her pass, and grabbed Eveto pull her insde as he dammed the door and locked it.

“Y ou have got to get a better job,” he said. Eve wiped at her ruined makeup with the back of one hand
and threw him afilthy look.

“Atleast | haveajob!”
“What, professiond blood donor? Because that’ sdl you' re going to be if you—"
Clareturned, ran into avampire, and screamed her lungs out.

Okay, so shewasn't avampire. That was established in about thirty more seconds by a combination of



Shane doubling over with laughter, the vampire screaming in fright and cowering, and—last of dl—Eve
saying, in blank surprise, “Mirandal Honey, what the hdll are you doing here?’

The vamp—she looked like avamp, Claire amended, but now that her heart rate was going down below
race-car speeds she saw that it was makeup and drama, not nature—dowly lowered her arms, peered at
Claire uncertainly through thick black mascaraed eyel ashes, and made alittle O with her ruby red lips. “I
had to come,” she said. She had a bregthy, floaty voice, full of drama. “Oh, Evel | had such aterrible
vison! Therewas blood and death, and it was dl about you!”

Evedidn’t seem impressed. She sighed, turned to Shane, and said, “ Y ou let her in? | thought you hated
m! ”

“Couldn’t leave her out there, could I? 1 mean, she' sgot apulse. Besides, she’ syour friend.”
From thelook Eve gave him, friend might have been stretching things.

Miranda gave Shane aloopy smile. Great, Claire thought, annoyed and disgusted and till trying to
contain the aftermath of anuclear terror explosion. The girl wastal and most of her wasthin, storklike
legs reveded by ablack leather miniskirt. She had lots of makeup, the standard dyed-black hair, shag cut
around along white face. Ragged Magic Marker crosses drawn on her wrists and around her neck.

Miranda suddenly swung around and looked up at the celling. Sheraised her handsto her mouthin
dread, but, Claire noticed, didn’t smudge her lipstick. “Thishouse,” shesaid. “Oh my. It'sso...grange.
Don't you fed it?’

“Mir, if you wanted to warn me about something, you could have called,” Eve said, and steered her into
theliving room. “Now we ve got to figure out how to get you home. Honestly, don’t you have any
sense? Y ou know better than thig!”

AsMirandasat down on the couch, Claire caught sight of something else on her neck...bruises. And in
the center of the bruises, two raw, red holes. Eve saw it, too, and blinked, looked at Shane, and then at
Clare. “Mir?" she asked gently, and turned the girl’ s chin to one side. “What happened to you?’

“Nothing,” Mirandasaid. “Everything. You' veredly got totry it. It' severything | dreamed it would be,
and for asecond | could see, | could redlly see—"

Evelet go of her like she'd caught on fire. “Y ou let somebody bite you?’

“Jugt Charles,” Mirandasaid. “Heloves me. But Eve, you haveto ligen—thisis serioud | tried to call,
but | couldn’t get anyone, and | had thisterrible dream—"

“Thought you said it was avision,” Shane said. He d followed Claire into the room and was standing

near her, amsfolded. Shefdt alittle bit of the tight knot of anger and tension unravel at his closeness,
evenif hewasn't looking at her. Y eah, Claire, way to go. He treats you like the furniture. Maybe you
need some hooker lipstick and Kleenex in your bra, too.

“Don’t, Shane, she' s been through hell—" Eve evidently remembered, too late, that whatever Miranda
had been through, it waited for Shane, too, unless they could somehow negate his dedl with Brandon.
“Um, right. Vison. What did you see, Mir?’

“Death.” Miranda said it with hushed relish, leaning forward and rocking gently back and forth. “Oh, he
fought, he didn’t want it, didn’t want the gift, but...and there was blood. L ots of blood. And he
died...right...here.” She put out a hand and pointed to a spot on the floor covered by athrow rug.



Claireredlized, with asinking sense of horror, that she was probably talking about Michad!.

“Isit—isit Shane? Are you seeing Shane sfuture?’ Eve asked. She sounded spooked, but then, they’ d
had a spooky night al around. And worrying about Shane made sense.

“Shecan't seethefuture,” Shane said flatly. “ She makes crap up. Right, Mir?’

Mirandadidn’t answer. She craned her neck up and looked at the celling again. Claire realized, with a
strange creepy sensation, that she was looking exactly at where the secret room would be. Did Miranda
know? How?

“Thishouse,” shesaid again. “ Thishouseis so Strange. It doesn’t make sense, you know.”

Therewas acresk on the sairs, and Claire looked over to see Michael padding down to join them,
barefoot asusud. “ Yeah,” hesad. “It' snot the only one. Eve, what the hell is she doing here?’

“Don't ask mel Shanelet herin!”

“Hello, Michadl,” Mirandasaid absently. Shewas ill saring at the ceiling. “ Thisone snew.” Shewaved
a Claire.

“Yeah. That'sClaire” He hadn't exactly come bounding to the rescue when Claire had screamed, and
she wondered why. Maybe he’ d been trying to stay away from Miranda; she understood why he' d want
to. Tak about freaky weird...even Eve seemed not quite sure what to do with her.

Sheredlized he hadn't heard Miranda’ s eerie description of his desth. Maybe that was for the best.

“Claire,” Mirandawhispered, and suddenly looked directly at her. She had pale blue eyes, redlly sirange.
They seemed to look right through her. “No, it’snot her, not her. Something else. Something strangein
this house. Something not right. | need to read the cards.”

“The hdl?’ Shane asked. Miranda grabbed Eve' s hand and jumped up, and practically dragged her to
the stairs. “Okay, now thisisjust too much. Eve?’

“Um...right, it' sokay!” Eve called back, as Miranda practically yanked her arm out of its socket. “ She
just wants to do sometarot or something. It sokay! I'll bring her back down! Just a sec!”

Shane, Michael, and Clairejust looked at one another for afew seconds, and then Shane made aloopy
gesture at histemple and whistled.

Michagl nodded. “ She didn’'t use to bethat bad,” he said.

“| guessit’ sthis Charles guy she wastaking about,” Shane said grimly. “ Should have known that if
anybody would hook up with a bloodsucker for troo wuv’—Shane made it sound ridiculous—“it'd be
some ditz like Miranda. | should have made her walk home. She' d probably get off on another bite.”

“She'sakid, Shane,” Michad said. “But the sooner we get her out of here, the better I'll fedl. She gets
Evealittle—nervous”

Eve?But Evedidn't realy believe dl that crap, did she? Claire had become convinced that it was just
costuming, that underneath, Evewasjust anorma girl after dl, dl the Goth stuff just posturing. But did
sheredly believein visons and crystals and tarot cards? Magic was just science misunderstood, she
reminded hersdlf. Or, on the other hand, just crazy talk.

The two boyslooked at Claire. “What?’ she asked. “Oh, by theway, I’'m fine, thanks for asking. Got



chased by some vampires. Busnessas usud.”
“Told you not to go,” Shane said, and shrugged. “ So, who' sgoing to get Mirandato leave?’

They kept looking at her, and Claire finaly understood that somehow, it had become her job. Probably
because she was new, and didn’t know Miranda, and she was agirl. Michael wastoo polite to ask her

to go. Shane—she couldn’t tell what Shane felt about Miranda, except that he wanted her the hell out of
the house.

“Fing” Claresad.“I'll go.”
“That girl’ ssmart,” Shane said without smiling, to Michadl, as she started up the steps.
“Yep,” Michad agreed. “| like that about her.”

The bedroom doors were dl closed except for Eve's, which was casting aflickering light out onto the
polished wood floor. Claire smelled the bright flare of matches. They werelighting candles.

Oh, sheredly didn’t want to do this. Maybe if she just kept walking, went to her room, and locked the
door...?

She took adeep breath and |ooked around the doorway with asmile that felt totally forced. Eve was
lighting the candles—and boy, she had alot of them, sitting basicaly everywhere. Big tal black ones,
purple ones, blue ones. Nothing in the pastel family. Her bed was black satin, and there was a pirate
flag—skull and crosshones—hanging above it like abillowing headboard. Little Chrisgmas lights strung
everywhere—no, not Christmas lights after dl. Halloween pumpkins and ghosts and skulls. Cheery and
drange.

“Hey,” Eve said, not looking up from the black pillar candle she waslighting. “Comeonin, Claire. |
guessyou haven't redly met Miranda exactly.”

Not unless screaming and fleeing counted. “Hi,” she said awkwardly. She didn’t know what to do with
her hands. Miranda didn’t seem to notice or care, and her hands were up and in the air, petting some
invishle cat or something. Weird. The longer that Claire was around the girl, the younger she
looked—younger than Eve, for sure. Maybe even younger than Claire hersaf. Maybe it was dl
make-believe for her...except the bite. That was deadly serious Stuff.

“Um...Eve? Can | talk to you for asec?’ Claire asked. Eve nodded, opened a black-painted dresser,
and took out a black lacquer box. When opened, it had abloodred interior. There was ablack silk
package inside, which, as Eve unwrapped it, proved to be a deck of cards.

Tarot cards.

Eve held them between her two palmsfor afew seconds, then cut the deck several times and handed it
to Miranda. “I'll beright back,” she said, and went out into the hall with Claire, closng the door behind
her. Before Claire could say anything, Eve held up her hand. She wouldn’t meet Claire' seyes. “ The guys
sent you up?’ At Claire snod, she muttered, “ Pansies, both of them. Fine. They want her out, right?’

“Um...yeah. | guess.” Clairerocked uncomfortably back and forth. “ Sheisalittle...weird.”

“Miranda s—yeah, she' sweird. But she'salso kind of gifted,” Eve said. “ She seesthings. Knowsthings.
Shane ought to get that. She told him about the fire before—" Eve shook her head. “ Does't matter. If



she camedl theway over herein the dark, something’ swrong. | should try to find out what.”
“Wadll...can't you just, you know, ask her?’

“Miranda sapsychic,” shesad. “It’ snot that smple—she can't just blurt it out. Y ou have to work with

“But—she can't redlly seethefuture, right? Y ou don't believethat?’ Becauseif you do, Claire thought,
you're crazier than | thought you were when | first met you.

Evefindly met her eyes. Angry. “Yes. Yes, | do bdievethat, and for asmart kid you' re pretty dumb if
you don’t understand that scienceisn't perfect. Things happen. Things that physics and math and crap
that gets measured in alab can’'t explain. People aren’t just laws and rules, Claire. They're...sparks.
Sparks of something beautiful and huge. And some of the sparks glow brighter, like Miranda.” Eve
looked away again, obviously uncomfortable now. But not haf as uncomfortable as Claire felt, because
thiswas...wow. Space cadet city. “You guysjust leave usaonefor alittlewhile. It' [l befine.”

She went back into the room and shut the door. It wasn't quite adam. Claire swalowed hard, feding hot
al over and wishing she hadn’t let the boys push her into that, and dowly went back down the gairs.
Michael and Shane were sitting on the couch and playing a video game with open beerson thetablein
front of them. Elbowing each other astheir on-screen carsraced around turns.

“Not exactly legal,” she said, and sat down on the steps. “The beer. Nobody here s twenty-one.”

Michael and Shane clicked bottles. Honestly, it was juvenile. “Here' sto crime,” Shane said, and tipped
hisup. “Hey, it was abirthday present. Two six-packs. We're only one down, so give us a break.
Morganville' s got the highest alcoholics per capitaof any placeintheworld, I'll bet.”

Michadl put the game on pause. “Is she leaving yet?’
“No.”

“If shedartstrying to tell me |’ m going to meet atall dark stranger, I'mleaving,” Shane said. “I mean, the
kid' sahead case, and | don’t want to be mean, but jeez. She really believes this stuff. And she' sgot Eve
half-convinced, too.”

There was no half about it, but Claire wasn't going to say that. She just sat there, trying not to think too
hard about anything. . .about her plansto get Shanefree of his agreement, which had seemed redlly good
back in the coffee shop and not so solid now. About the dull-knife scrape of pain in her back. About the
desperation in Eve seyes. Eve was scared. And Claire didn’t know how to help that, because she was
scared hdf to death hersdlf.

“Shewaslooking at the secret room,” Claire said. “When she was standing down here. She was staring
rightait.”

Michagl and Shane looked at her. Two sets of eyes, both guilty and startled. And one by one, they
shrugged and went for the beer. “ Coincidence,” Michael said.

“Tota coincidence,” Shane agreed.
“Eve said that Miranda had some kind of vision about you, Shane, when—"

“Not that again! Look, she said she had avision of the house on fire, but she didn’t say that until later,
and evenif shedid, fat lot of good it did.” Shane' sjaw wastight. A musclefluttered in it. He punched a



button to release the game from pause, and road noise poured out of the television speakers, closing out
any chance of conversation on the subject.

Claredghed. “I’'m going to bed.”

But shedidn’t. Shewastired, and aching, and jittery...but her brain was way too busy picking over
things. Shefinally nudged Shane over on the couch and sat next to him as he and Michael played, and
played, and played....

“Claire. Wake up.” She blinked and realized that her head was on Shane' s shoulder, and Michael was
nowhere to be seen. Her first thought was, Oh my God, am | drooling? Her second was that she hadn't
redlized she was so closeto him, snuggled in.

Her third was that dthough Michagl’ s part of the couch was empty, Shane hadn’'t moved away. And he
was watching her with warm, friendly eyes.

Oh. Oh, wow, that was nice.

Embarrassment flooded in a second later and made her pull away. Shane cleared histhroat and scooted
over. “You should probably get some deep,” he said. “Y ou're beat.”

“Yeeh,” shesad. “What timeisit?’
“Three am. Michad’s making asnack. Y ou want anything?’

“Um...no. Thanks.” Shedid off the couch and then stood there like an idiot, unwilling to leave because
hewas gill smiling and...sheliked it. “Who won?’

“Which game?’
“Oh. | guess| wasadeep for awhile.”

“Don’'t worry. Wedidn't let the zombies get you.” Thistime, his smile was pogtively wicked. Clairefelt it
likeahot blanket al over her skin. “If you want to stay up, you can help mekick hisass”

There were not one but three empty beer bottles on the table in front of Shane. And three where Michael
had been, too. No wonder Shanewas gtill smiling at her, looking so friendly. “That depends,” she said.
“Can | have abeer?’

“Hdl no.”
“Because I’ m sxteen? Come on, Shane.”

“Drinking killsbrain cdlls, dumbass. And besides. If | give you one, that’s one lessfor me.” Shane tapped
hisforehead. “1 can do the math.”

She needed a beer, to stay down here next to him, because she was afraid she was going to do or say
something stupid, and at least if there was acohol involved, it wouldn't be her fault, would it? But just as
she opened her mouth to try to convince him, Michagl came out of the kitchen with abag of
neon-colored cheese puffs. Shane grabbed a handful and stuffed his mouth. “Claire wants abeer,” he
mumbled through orange goo.

“Claire needsto go to bed,” Michad said, and flopped down. “ Scoot over, man. | don't like you that



“Dick. That’snot what you said last night.”

“Biteme”

“I want another beer.”

“You're cut off. It was my birthday present, not yours.”

“Oh, that’slow. You redly areadick, and just for that, I'm totally thrashing you.”

“Promises, promises.” Michael glanced at Claire. “ Y ou're till here. No beer. I'm not corrupting a
minor.”

“But you' reaminor,” she pointed out. “At least for beer.”

“Y eah, and by the way? How much doesit suck that I'm an adult if | kill somebody, and not if | want a
beer?’ Shanejumpedin. “They'redl dicks”

“Man, serioudy, you are one cheap drunk. Three beers? My junior high girlfriend could hold her liquor
better.”

“Y our junior high girlfriend—" Shane brought himsdf up short without finishing that sentence, and flushed
bright red. Must have been good, whatever it was. “ Claire, get the hell out of here. Y ou're making me
nervous.”

“Dick!” sheflung a him, and went up the Sairs before he could nail her with the pillow he grabbed. It
plunked into the wadl behind her and dithered down to the bottom of the stairs. She was laughing, but she
stopped when a shadow suddenly blocked access to the hallway at the top.

Eve. And Miranda, looking weirder than ever.

“Miranda’ sleaving!” Claire called down. Which wasn’t such agresat idea, because Eve looked upset,
and Shane was drunk, and letting some vampire-crazy maybe-psychic kid wak home by herself
was...bad, at best.

“Miranda s not leaving,” Eve said, and clunked down the sairs, with Miranda drifting like a
black-and-white ghost behind her. “Miranda s going to do aséance.”

Beow, intheliving room, she heard Michadl say, in outright horror, “Oh, shit.”
12

E ve was s0 intense about it that not even Shane, three beers down, was able to exactly say no. Michael
didn’t say anything, just watched Mirandawith eyes that were way too clear for somebody who'd had
the same amount to drink as Shane. As Eve cleared stuff off the dining room table and set up asingle
black candlein the center, Claire wrung her hands nervoudly, trying to get Michagl’ s attention. When she
did, she mouthed, What do we do?

He shrugged. Nothing, she guessed. Well, nobody but Eve believed in it, anyway. She supposed it
couldn’t redly hurt.

“Okay,” Evesaid, and sat Miranda down in achair at the end. “ Shane, Michael, Claire—sit down.”

“Thisisbullshit,” Shanesaid.



“Just—please. Just do it, okay?’ Evelooked stressed. Scared. Whatever she and Miranda had been
doing upstairs with those tarot cards had really made her nervous. “Just do it for me.”

Michad did into the chair at the other end, asfar from Mirandaas he could get. Claire sat next to him,
and Shane grabbed a seat on the other side, leaving Eve and Claire the closest to Miranda, who was
shaking like she was about to have afit.

“Hold hands,” Eve said, and grabbed Miranda s|€ft, then Shane sright. She glared at Claire until Claire
followed suit, taking Miranda s other hand and Michadl’s. That left Shane and Michael, who looked at
each other and shrugged.

“Whatever,” Michad said, and took Shane' s hand.
“Oh, God, guys, homophobic much? Thisisn't about you being manly men, it’'s about—"
“He'sdead! | ssehim!”

Claireflinched as Miranda practically screamed it out. All around the table, they froze. Even Shane. And
then fought the insane urge to giggle—wel, Claire did, and she could see Shane' s shoulders shaking. Eve
bit her lip, but there weretearsin her eyes.

“Somebody died inthishouse! | see him. | see hisbody lying on thefloor...,” Mirandamoaned, and
thrashed around in her chair, twisting and turning. “It’snot over. It' s never over. This house—this house
won't let it be over.”

Claire, unableto stop hersdlf, looked at Michael, who was staring at Mirandawith cold, ditted eyes. His
hand was gripping Claire stightly. When she started to say something, he squeezed it even more. Right.
Shutting up, shewas.

Mirandawasn't. “Ther€ saghost in thishouse! An unquiet spirit!”

“Unquiet spirit?’ Shane said under hisbreath. “Isthat politicaly correct for pissed off? 'Y ou know, like
Undead American or something?’

Miranda opened her eyes and frowned at him. “ Somebody aready died,” she proclaimed. “Right here.
Right in thisroom. His spirit hauntsthis place, and it’ s strong.”

They al just looked at one another. Michadl and Claire avoided more eye contact, but Claire felt her
breath get short and her heart race faster. She was talking about Michagl! She knew! How was that even

possible?
“Isit dangerous?’ Eve asked breathlesdy. Claire nearly choked.
“I—I can't tdl. It smurky.”

Shane said, “Right. Dead man waking, can't tel if he’ s dangerous because, wow, murky. Anything
else?’ And again, Claire had to choke back ahysterica giggle.

Therewas a bitter, unpleasant twist to Miranda sface now. “Fire,” shesaid. “I seefire. | see someone
screaming inthefire”

Shane yanked his hands away from Eve and Michael, dammed his chair back, and said, “ Okay, that’ sit.
I’m outta here. Fed freeto get your psychic jollies somewhere else.”

“No, wait!” Eve said, and grabbed for him. “ Shane, wait, she saw it in the cards, too—"



He pulled free. “ She sees whatever you want! And she gets off on the attention, in case you didn't
notice! And she' safang banger!”

“Shane, please! At least listen!”

“I’ve heard enough. Let me know when you want to move on to table rapping or Ouija boards—those
are alot more fun. We could get some ten-year-olds to show us the ropes.”

“Shane, wait! Where are you going?’
“Bed,” he said, and went up the gairs. “Night.”

Clairewas gill holding Michad’ shand, and Miranda' s. She let go of both, pushed her chair back, and
went up after him. She heard his door dam before she madeit to the top, and raced down the hal to
bang her fist on the wood. There was no answer, no sound of movement inside.

Then she noticed that the picture on the wall hallway was crooked, and moved it to stare at the button
underneath. Would he?

Of course hewould.

She hesitated for a second, then pressed it. The pand across the hallway clicked open, letting out a
breath of cold air, and she quickly dipped inside, latched it back, and went up the sairs.

Shane was lying on the couch, feet on the curved polished-wood armrest, one arm flung over hiseyes.

“Go away,” hesad. Claire eased hersdf down on the couch next to him, because his voice didn’t sound,
well, right. It was quiet and allittle bit choked. His hand was shaking. “1 meaniit, Claire, go.”

“Thefirg time you met me, | was crying,” she said. “Y ou don't have to be ashamed.”

“I’'mnot crying,” he said, and moved hisarm. Hewasn’'t. His eyes were hot and dry and furious. “1 can’t
stand that she pretendsto know. She was Lyssa sfriend. If she knew, if sheredly knew, she should
havetried harder.”

Clairehit her lip. “Do you mean she—?" She couldn’t even say it. Do you mean shetried to tell you?
And he couldn’t admit it if she had. If he admitted that much...maybe his sister didn’t have to be dead.

No, Claire couldn’'t say that. And he couldn’t hear it.

Instead, she just reached out and took his hand. He looked down at their clasped fingers, sghed, and
closed hiseyes. “I’'m drunk and I'm pissed off,” he said. “Not the best company right now. Man, your
parentswould kill usal if they knew about any of this”

Shedidn’t say anything, because that was absolutely true. And something she didn’t want to think about.
She just wanted to St here, in this silent room where time had frozen till, and be with him.

“Claire?” Hisvoicewas quieter. A little smeared with deep. “Don’t do that again.”
“Dowhat?
“Go out like you did tonight. Not at night.”

“I won't if youwon't.”



He smiled, but didn’t open hiseyes. “No dates? What isthis, the Big Brother house? Anyway, | didn’t
come back to Morganvilleto hide.”

Shewasingtantly curious. “Why did you come back?’

“Michedl. | told you. He cadled, | came. It'swhat he' d do for me.” Shane' s smile faded. Hewas
probably remembering Michagl not answering the phone, not coming to the hospital. Not having his
back.

“It smorethan that,” she said. “Or else you' d have just taken off by now.”

“Maybe,” Shanedghed. “Leaveit, Claire. Y ou don't haveto dig into every secret around here, okay?
It snot safe”

She thought about Michadl. About the way he' d looked at Miranda across the séancetable. “No,” she
agreed. “It' snot.”

They talked for hours, about pretty much nothing—certainly not about vampires, or Sstersdying infires,
or Miranda svisions, obvioudy. Shane delved into what Claire had dways thought were the Boy
Classics: debates about whether Superman could take Batman (¢ Classic Batman or Badass Batman?’),
moviesthey liked, moviesthey hated. Clairetried him on books. He was light on the classics, but who
wasn't? (Shewasn't, but she was afreak of nature.) He liked scary stories. They had that in common,
too.

Timejust didn’t seemto passat al in that little room. The talk seemed to keep going, Spinning out of
them on its own, gradualy getting dower asthe minutes and hours dipped away. She got cold and
deepy, and dragged an afghan off the arm of anearby chair, spread it around her shoulders, and
promptly dropped off to deep Stting on the floor with her back againgt the settee, where Shane was
lying.

She woke up with a start when the settee creaked, and she realized that Shane was getting up. He
blinked, yawned, rubbed at his hair (which did very funny things when he did) and checked hiswatch.

“Oh, God, it'searly,” he groaned. “Hell. Wdll, a least | can grab the bathroom first.”
Clairejumped to her feet. “What timeisit?’

“Nine,” he said, and yawned again. She reached over him, pushed the hidden button, dashed past him to
the door, barely remembering to shed the afghan on the way. “Hey! Dibs on the bathroom! | mean it!”

She wasn't worried about the bathroom so much as being caught. After al, she’ d spent the entire night
with aboy. A boy who'd been drinking. Most of that was against the house rules, shefigured, and
Michael would have fresked out if he' d known. Maybe...maybe Michagl wastoo distracted from what
Miranda had been spilling to worry about it, though, because she had to admit, Miranda had known
exactly what she was talking about.

Just not by name, redlly.

Wdl, Michael was back to incorpored in thelight of day, so at least she didn’t have to worry about
running into him. .. but she did need to decide what to do about school. Thiswas aready the worst
academic week of her life, and she had the feding it wasn’t going to get any better unless she acted
quickly. Shane had made adedl with the devil; it only made sense to take advantage of it, until she could



find away to cancel it. Monicaand her girlswouldn’t be after he—not in aletha way. So there was no
reason not to get her butt in the library.

She grabbed her clothes and jumped in the bathroom just as Shane, ill yawning, stumbled out of the
hidden room.

“But | cdled dibsl” he said, and knocked on the door. “Dibs! Damn girls don’t understand therules....”

“Sorry, but | need to get ready!” She cranked up the shower and skinned out of her old clothesin record
time. The jeansreally needed washing, and she was down to her last clean pair of underwear, too.

Clarewasin and out of the shower fast, trusting that the waterproof bandage they’ d put on her back
would hold (it did). In under five minutes she was fluffing her wet hair and diding past Shaneina
breathless rush to grab her backpack and stuff it with books.

“Wherethe hell are you going?’ he asked from the doorway. He didn’t sound deepy now. She zipped
the bag shut, hefted it on the shoulder that wasn't aching and complaining, and turned toward him without
answering. He was leaning on the doorframe, arms folded, head cocked. “Oh, you' ve got to be kidding.
What' ve you got, some kind of death wish?'Y ou really want to get knocked down another flight of stairs
or something?’

“Y ou made the dedl. They won’'t come after me.”
“Don’t be dense. Leave that to the experts. Y ou redlly think they don’t have ways around it?’

She walked up to him, taring up into his face. Helooked enormoudy tall. And hewas big, and in her
way.

And shedidn’t care.
“Youmadeaded,” shesad, “and I’'m going to the library. Please get out of the way.”
“Please? Damn, girl, you need to learn how to get mad or—"

She shoved him. It was dumb, and he had the muscle to Stay right where he was, but surprise was on her
side, and she got him to stumble a couple of steps back. She was dready out the door and heading out,
shoesin hand. She wasn’t about to stop and give him another chance to keep her nice and safe.

“Hey!” He caught up, grabbed her arm, and spun her around. “1 thought you said you wouldn’'t—"

“At night,” she said, and turned to go down the stairs. He let go...and she dipped. For a scary second
she was off-balance, teetering on the edge of the stairs, and then Shane' s warm hands closed around her
shoulders and pulled her back to balance.

He held her there for afew seconds. She didn’t turn around, because if she did, and he was right there,
well, shedidn’t know...

She didn’t know what would happen.
“Seeyou,” she gulped, and went down the stairs asfast as she dared, on shaking legs.

The heat of the morning was like atoaster oven, only without any yummy food smells; therewerea
couple of people out on the street. One lady was pushing ababy stroller, and for a second, while Claire
was Stting down to put on her battered running shoes, she considered that with akind of wonder. Having
babiesin atown like this. What were people thinking? But she guessed they did it anywhere, no matter



how horribleit was. And there was a bracd et around the woman's dender wrist.
The baby was safe, at least until it turned elghteen.

Claire glanced down at her own bare wrigt, shivered, and put it out of her mind as she set off for campus.

Now that she was looking, just about every person she passed had something around his or her
wrist—bracelets for the women, watchbands for the men. She couldn’t tell what the symbols were. She
needed to find some kind of aphabet; maybe somebody had done research and put it somewhere
safe...somewhere the vampires wouldn't 1ook.

She' d dwaysfdt safest at the library, anyway. She went straight there, watching over her shoulder for
Monica, Gina, Jennifer, or anybody who looked remotely interested in her. Nobody did.

TPU’slibrary was huge. And dusty. Even the librarians at the front looked like they might have picked up
acobweb or two since her last vist. More proof—if she' d needed it—that TPU wasfirst, and only, a

party school.

She checked the map for the shelves, and saw that the Dewey decima system reigned in
Morganville—which was weird, because she' d thought dl the universitieswere on the Library of
Congress system. She traced through the listings, looking for references, and found them in the basement.

Grest.

As she started to walk away, though, she cocked her head and |ooked at the list again. There was
something strange about it. She couldn’'t quite put her finger onit....

Therewasn't afourth floor. Not on the list, anyway, and Mr. Dewey’ s system jumped straight from the
third floor to the fifth. Maybe it was offices, she thought. Or storage. Or shipping. Or...coffins.

It was definitely weird, though.

She started to take the stairs down to the basement, then stopped and tilted her head back. The Stairs
were old-school, with massive wooden railings, turning in precise L-shaped angles al the way up.

What the hell, she thought. It was only acouple of flights of stairs. She could always pretend she' d gotten
logt.

She couldn’t hear anything or anybody once she' d |eft the first floor. It was silent as—she hated to think
it—the grave. Shetried to go quietly on the stairs, and quit gripping the banister when she redlized that
she was leaving swesty, betraying handprints behind. She passed the second-floor wooden door, and
then the third. Nobody visible through the clear glass window.

Thefourth floor didn’'t even have adoor. Claire stopped, puzzled, and touched the wall. Nope, no door,
no secrets she could see. Just ablank wall. Was it possible there was no fourth floor?

She went up to thefifth floor, made her way through the silent, dusty stacksto the other set of dtairs, and
went down. On this side, there was adoor, but it was locked, and there weren’t any windows.

Definitdy not offices, she guessed.

But coffinsweren't out of the question. Dammit, she resented being scared in alibrary! Booksweren't
supposed to be scary. They were supposed to...help.



If she were some kick-ass superhero chick, she' d probably be able to pick the lock with afingernail
clipping or something. Unfortunately, she wasn't a superhero, and she bit her fingernails.

No, shewasn't a superhero, but she was something else. Shewas. ..resourceful.
Standing there, staring at the lock, she began to smile.
“Applied science,” she said, and ran down the stairs to thefirst floor.

She had astop to make in chem lab.

Her TA wasin hisoffice. “Wdl,” hesaid, “if you redly want to shatter alock, you need something good,
likeliquid hdium. But liquid hliumisn't dl that portable”

“What about Freon?’ Claire asked.

“No, you can’'t get your hands on the stuff without alicense. What you can buy is adifferent formulation,
doesn't get as cold but it's more environmentally friendly. But it probably wouldn't do the job.”

“Liquid nitrogen?’
“Same problem as helium. Too bulky.”
Clairesighed. “Too bad. It was a cool idea”

The TA smiled. “Yes, it was. You know, | have a portable liquid-nitrogen tank | keep for school
demondirations, but they’ re hard to get. Pretty expensive. Not the kind of thing you’ d find lying around.
Sorry.” He wandered off, intent on some postgrad experiment of his own, and he promptly forgot all
about her. She hit her lip, stared at his back for awhile, and then dowly...very dowly, moved back to
the door that led to the supply room. It was unlocked so that the TA could easily moveinand out if he
needed to. Red and yellow signson it warned that she was going to get cancer, suffocate, or die other
horrible desths if she opened the door...but shedid it anyway.

It squesked. The TA had to have heard it, and she froze like amousein front of an oncoming bird.
Guilty.

Hedidn't turn around. In fact, he ddliberately kept his back to her.

Shelet out a shaky breath, eased into the room, and looked around. The place was negtly kept, dl its
chemicalslabeed and stored with the safety information for each hanging below it. He stored in
alphabetical order. She found the LIQUID NITROGEN sign and saw abulky, very obvioustank...and
asmal onenext toit, like agiant thermos, with ashoulder strap. She grabbed it, then read the sign. USE
PROTECTIVE GLOVES, the 9gn said. The gloves were right there, too. She shoved apair in her
backpack, dung the canister over her shoulder, and got the hell out of there.

Thelibrarians didn’t even give her asecond look. She waved and smiled and went into the stacks, all the
way to the back stairs.

The door was just as she' d Ieft it. She fumbled on the gloves, opened the top of the canister, and found
that there was akind of stedl pipette that fit into a nozzle. She made sureit wasin place, then opened the
vave, hed her breath, and began pouring supercooled liquid into the lock. She was't sure how much to
use—too much was better than not enough, she guessed—and kept pouring until the outside of the lock



was completely frosted. Then she cranked the vave shut, and—reminding hersdlf to keep the gloves
on—yanked on the doorknaob.

Crack! It sounded like a gunshot. She jumped, looked around, and redized the knob had moved in her
hand.

She’ d opened the door.

Nothing to do now but go inside.. . but somehow, that didn’t seem like such agreat idea, now that she
was actudly abletodoit.

Because...coffins. Or worse.
Claire sucked in a steadying breath, opened the door, and carefully looked around the edge.

It looked like a storeroom. Files. Stacks of cartons and wooden crates. No one in sight. Grest, she
thought. Maybe | did just bregk into the file room. That would be disappointing. Still, she stuffed the
glovesin her backpack, just in case.

The cartons looked new, but the contents—when she unwrapped the string tying one closed—appeared
old. Crumbling books, badly preserved. Ancient letters and papers in languages she couldn’t read, some
of which looked like ancestors of English. Shetried the next box. More of the same. The room wasvas,
and it wasfull of thiskind of stuff.

The book, she thought. They're looking for the book. Every old book they find comes here and gets
examined. Now that she looked, she saw that the crates had small red X marks on them—meaning
they’ d been gone through? Initias, too. Somebody was being held accountable.

Which meant...somebody was working here.

She had just enough time to form the thought when two people waked out of the maze of boxes ahead
of her. They weren't hurrying, and they weren't darmed. Vampires. She didn’t know how she
knew—they weren't exactly dressed for the part—but the way they moved, loose and sure, screamed
predator to her fragile-prey brain.

“Wadll,” said the short blond girl, “we don’t get many visitors here.” Except for the palor of her faceand
the glitter in her eyes, shelooked like ahundred other girls out on the Quad. She was wearing pink. It
seemed wrong for avampire to be wearing pink.

“Did you take awrong turn, honey?” The man wastaller, darker, and he looked really odd...really dead.
It was because of his skin tone, she redlized. He was black. Being avampire bleached him, not to white,
but to the color of ashes. He had on a TPU purple T-shirt, gray sweatpants, and running shoes. If he'd
been human, she' d have thought he was old—old enough to be a professor, at least.

They split up, coming at her from two different Sdes.

“Whoselittle one are you?’ purred the pink girl, and before Claire could engage her brain to run, the girl
had taken her left hand, examining her bare wrist. Then examining her right one. “Oh, my, you redly are
logt, sweetie. John, what should we do?’

“Wadl,” John said, and put afriendly hand on Claire s shoulder. It felt colder than the liquid-nitrogen
bottle hanging across her back. “We could sit down and have anice cup of coffee. Tell you al about
what we do in here. That’swhat you want to know, right? Children like you are just so darn curious.” He
was steering her forward, and Claire knew—just knew—that any attempt to pull free would result in



pain. Probably broken bones.
Pink Girl till had hold of her other wrigt, too. Her cool fingers were pressed againgt Claire s pulse point.
| need to get out of this. Fast.

“I know what you do here,” she said. “Y ou’ re looking for the book. But | thought vampires couldn’t
read it.”

John stopped and looked at his companion, who raised pale eyebrows back at him. “ Angela?’ he asked.

“Wecan't,” shesaid. “We'rejust here as...observers. And you seem very knowledgeable, for a
free-range child. Under eighteen, aren’t you? Shouldn’'t you be under someone’ s Protection? Y our
family’ s?’

She seemed honestly concerned. That wasweird. “I’'m astudent,” Claire said. “ Advanced placement.”

“Ah,” Angelasaid, and looked kind of regretful. “Well, then, | guessyou' re on your own. Too bad,
redly.”

“Because you'regoing to kill me?’ Claire heard hersdf say it in akind of dreamlike Sate, and
remembered what Eve had told her. Don't ook in their eyes. Too late. Angela s were a soft turquoise,
very pretty. Claire felt adelicioudy warm edge-of-d egp sensation wash over her.

“Probably,” Angdlaadmitted. “But first you should have sometea.”
“Coffeg” John said. “1 il likethe caffeine.”

“It spoilsthe tastel”

“Givesit that zip.” John smacked hislips.

“Why don't you let me look through boxes?’ Claire asked, desperately bringing herself back from the
edge of whatever that was. The vampires were leading her through amaze of boxes and crates, dl
marked with red Xsand initids. “ Y ou've got to let humans do it, right? If you can’t read the book?’

“What makes you think you could read it, little one?” Angela asked. She had abuttery sort of accent, not
quite California, not quite Midwest, not quite anything. Old. It sounded old. “Are you a scholar of
languages, aswdl?’

“N-no, but | know what the symbol isthat you' relooking for. | can recognizeit.”

Angeareached down and drew her fingernailslightly over the skin of Claire sinner arm, looking

thoughtful.

“No, | don’t havethetattoo. But I’ ve seenit.” Shewas absolutely shaking al over, terrified in adistant
sort of way, but her brain was racing, looking for escape. “1 can recognizeit. Y ou can't, can you? You
can't evendraw it.”

Angela sfingernailsdug in just abit, inwarning. “Don’t be smart, little girl. We re not the kind of people
you should mock.”

“I’'m not mocking. You can't seeit. That’ swhy you haven't found it. It's not just that you can't read
it—right?’



Angdaand John exchanged looks again, silent and meaningful. Claire swallowed hard, tried to think of
anything that might be agood argument for keeping her unbitten (Maybeif | don't drink any teaor
coffee?) and spared athought for just how pissed off Shane was going to beif she went and got herself
killed. On campus. In the middle of the day.

The vampires turned a corner of boxes, and there, in an open space, was a door that didn’t lead out onto
any stairwell she’ d seen, an devator with aDOWN button, a battered school-issue desk and chair,
and...

“Professor Wilson?” she blurted. He looked up, blinking behind his glasses. He was her Classics of
English Literature professor (Tuesdays and Thursdays at two) and athough he was boring, he seemed to
know his stuff. He was afaded-looking man, dl grays—thin gray hair, faded gray eyes—with atendency
to dressin colors that bleached him out even more. Today it was awhite shirt and gray jacket.

“Ah. Y ou're’—he snapped hisfingers two or three times—"“in my Intro to Shakespeare—"
“Classicsof English Lit”

“Right, exactly. They change thetitle occasondly, just to fool the studentsinto taking it again. Neuberg,
iSTtit?” Fright in hiseyes. “Y ou weren't assigned here to help me, were you?’

“|—" Light dawned. Maybe | etting mistaken impressions lie was agood idearight now. “Yes. | was.
By...Miss Samson.” Miss Samson was the dragon lady of the English department; everyone knew that.
Nobody questioned her. As excuses went, this one was thinner than paper, but it was dl she had. “I was
looking for you.”

“And the door was open?’ John asked, looking down at her. She kept her eyesfirmly fixed on Professor
Wilson, who was't likely to hypnotize her into not lying.

“Yes” shesaid firmly. “It was open.” The only good thing about the canister on her back was that at
least it looked like something a college student might carry around, with soup or coffee or something init.
Andit didn't exactly look like something to break locks. By now, the liquid nitrogen in the lock would
have sublimated into the air, and al evidence was gone.

She hoped.

“Well then,” Wilson said, and frowned at her, “better St down and get to work, Neuberg. We have alot
to do. Y ou know what you' re looking for?’

“Yes, dr.” John let go of her shoulder. After areuctant second, Angelareleased her, too, and Claire
went to the desk, dragged up awooden chair, and carefully placed her backpack and canister on the
floor.

“Coffes?” John asked hopefully.

“No, thank you,” she said palitely, and pulled the first stacked volume toward her.

It was interesting work, which wasweird, and the vampires became less and less frightening the more she
wasin their company. Angelawas afidgeter, dways tapping her foot or restlesdy braiding her hair or
straightening stacks of books. The vampires seemed assigned only as observers; as Professor Wilson

and Claire finished each mountain of books, they took them away, boxed them, and brought new
volumesto check.



“Where do these come from?’ Claire wondered out loud, and sneezed as she opened the cover of
something caled Land Register of Atascosa County, which wasfilled with antique, neat handwriting.
Names, dates, measurements. Nothing like what they were looking for.

“Everywhere,” Professor Wilson said, and closed the book he' d flipped through. “ Secondhand stores.
Antique shops. Book dedlers. They have a network around the world, and everything comes here for
ingpection. If it isn't what they’relooking for, it goes out again. They even make aprofit onit, I'mtold.”
He cleared histhroat and held up the book he' d been looking at. “ John? Thisoneis afirst-edition Lewis
Carrall. | believe you should put it aside.”

John obligingly took it and set it in apile that Clare thought was probably “rare and vauable.”
“How long have you been doing this, Professor?’ she asked. He looked tired.
“Sevenyears,” he said. “Four hours aday. Someone will comein to relieve us soon.”

Us, meaning that she’ d get to walk out. Wdll, that was nice. She d been hoping that she might at least dip
anote out with the professor, something dong the linesof IF YOU FIND MY BODY, | WASKILLED
BY MISSPINK IN THE LIBRARY, but that sounded too much like something out of that board game
her parents liked so much.

“Notaking in class,” John said, and laughed. When he did, hisfangs came down. Hiswere longer than
Brandon's, and looked scarier, somehow. Claire gulped and focused on the book in front of her. The
cover said Native Grains of the New World. A whole book about grain. Wow. She wondered how
Professor Wilson had stayed sane dl these years. Corn isamember of the grassfamily and is native to
the American continents. ... Sheflipped pages. More about corn. She didn’t know you could write so
much about one plant.

Beside her, Professor Wilson swore softly under his breath, and she looked up, startled. Hisface had
gone pae, except for two red spots high in his cheeks. He quickly faked a smile and held up afinger
striped with red. “ Paper cut,” he said. His voice sounded high and tight, and Claire followed hisstare to
see Angelaand John moving closer, watching the professor’ s finger with eerie concentration. “It's
nothing. Nothing at al.” He groped in his pocket, came out with a handkerchief, and wrapped it around
his bloodied finger. In trying to attend to that, he knocked the book he' d been reviewing to thefloor.
Claire automatically bent to pick it up, but Wilson’s foot hooked around it and scooted it out of her
reach. He bent over and in the darkness under the desk. .. switched books.

Claire watched, openmouthed. What the hell was he doing? Before she could do anything stupid that
might give him away, there was ading from the elevator across the room, then the rumble of opening
doors.

“Ah,” Wilson said with evident relief. “ Time to go, then.” He reached down, picked up the hidden book,
and dipped it into hisleather satche with such skill Clairewasn't absolutely sure she'd seenit. “Come
aong, Neuberg.”

“Not her,” John said, smiling cheerfully. “ She getsto stay after class”

“But—" Claire bit her lip and made desperate eye contact with the professor, who frowned and shifted
his weight from one foot to the other. “ Sir, can’'t | go with you? Please?”’

“Yes, of course” hesaid. “Comedong, | said. Mr. Hargrove, if you don't likeit, please take it up with
management. | have aclass”



He might have pulled it off, too, if Angelahadn’t been so sharp-eyed, or suspicious; she stopped him
halfway to the elevator, opened up his portfolio, and took out the book he’ d stashed away. She leafed
through it silently, then handed it to John, who did the same.

Both of them looked at the professor with calm, cool, oddly pleased eyes.

“Wdl,” Angdlasaid, “I don’t know, but | think this may be aviolation of the rules, Professor. Taking
books from the library without checking them out first. Shame, shame.”

She ddiberately opened thefirst page and read, “ It was the best of times, it wasthe worst of times...”
and then flipped carefully through, stopping at random spots, to read lines of text. It al sounded right to
Claire. Sheflinched when Angela pushed the book at her. “Read,” the vampire said.

“Um...where?’

“Anywhere”

Clarerecited afew linesin afaltering voice from page 229.

“A Tdeof Two Cities” John said. “Let me guess, Professor....afirst edition?’

“Mint condition,” Angdlasaid, and plucked it out of Claire' strembling hands. “I think the professor hasa
nice retirement plan, composed of screwing usout of our rightful profits.”

“Huh,” John said. “Hedidn’t look quite so dumb asthat. Got al those degrees and stuff.”

“That’ sjust paper smarts. Y ou never can tell about what' sredly in their heads until you open them up.”
The two of them were talking like he wasn't even there.

Professor Wilson's pae skin had aswesty gleam on it now. “ A moment of weakness,” hesaid. “I redly
do apologize. It won’t ever happen again, | swear that to you.”

“Apology accepted,” Angelasaid, and lunged forward, planted her hand on his chest, and knocked him
flat to thefloor. “ And by theway, | believeyou.”

She grabbed hiswrig, raised it to her mouth, and paused to strip off his gold wristwatch band and tossiit
onthefloor. Asit rolled, Claire s stricken eyes caught sight of the symbol on the watch face. A triangle.
Ddta?

Her shock broke at the sound of the professor’ s scream. Grown men shouldn’t scream like that. It just
wasn't right. Fright made her angry, and she dropped her book bag, took the canister off her shoulder,
and yanked off the top.

Then shethrew liquid nitrogen al over Angela s back. When John turned on her, snarling, she splashed
what was |€eft at hisface, aiming for his eyes. Wilson rolled to hisfeet as Angela collgpsed, shrieking and
thrashing; John reached out for him, but she’ d managed to hurt him, too—he missed. Wilson grabbed his
satchel and she got her book bag; they ran for the elevator. A very surprised professor—someone she
didn’t recogni ze—was standing there, openmouthed; Wilson yelled at him to stand aside, legped into the
cage, and pressed the DOWN button so franticaly Clairewas afraid it would snap or stick or something.

The doorsrolled shut, and the elevator began to fal. Clairetried to get her breathing under control, but it
was no good; she was about to hyperventilate. Still, she was doing better than the professor. He looked
awful; hisfacewasasgray as hishair, and he was breathing in shalow, hard gasps.



“Oh dear,” he said weekly. “ That wasn't good.”

And then he dowly collapsed down thewall of the evator until he wasin agtting position, legs splayed
loosdly.

“Professor?’ Claire lunged forward and hovered over him.

“Heart,” he panted, and then made a choking sound. She loosened histie. That didn’'t seem to help.
“Listen. My house. Bookshdlf. Black cover. Go.”

“Professor, relax, it's okay—"
“No. Can't let them have it. Bookshelf. Black—"
Hiseyes got very wide, and his back arched, and she heard him make an awful noise, and then...

Then hejust died. Nothing dramatic about it, no big speeches, no music swelling to tell her how to fed
about it. Hewasjust...gone, and even though she pressed her shaking fingersto his neck, she knew she
wouldn't fed anything, because there was something different about him. He was like arubber doll, not a

person.

The elevator doors opened. Claire gasped, grabbed her books and the empty silver canister, and
sprinted down the blank cinder-block hallway to the end, where afire door opened into bright afternoon
unlight.

She stood therefor afew long seconds, just shaking and gasping and crying, and then tried to think
whereto go. Angelaand John thought her name was Neuberg, which was good—she supposed not so
good for Neuberg, if one existed—but they’ d find out who she was eventualy. She needed to be home
before that happened.

Bookshdf. Black cover.

Professor Wilson had been in that room for seven years, sorting through books. Probably dipping out
those he thought might be worth something on the black market.

What if...?
No. It couldn’t be.

Except...what if it was? What if ayear ago, or five years ago, Professor Wilson had found that book the
vampireswere o intent on having, and decided to hang on to it for arainy day? After dl, she' d been
bascdly planning to do the same thing, only for her it was dready stormy wesether.

She needed his address.

It wasn't far to the Communication Arts Building, and she ran as much of theway as she could before the
painin her ill-bruised ankle and still-raw back made her dow down. Two flights of steps brought her to
the offices, and she passed up Professor Wilson's closed and locked office to stop next to the cluttered
desk out in the open between the corridors. The nameplate read VIVIAN SAMSON, but everyone just
caled her Dragon Lady, and the woman sitting behind it had earned the name. She was ald, fat, and
legendarily bad-tempered. There was no smoking in al university buildings, but the Dragon Lady had an
overflowing ashtray on the corner of her desk and a glowing cigarette hanging out of the corner of her
red-painted lips. Beehive hair, straight out of old movies. She had a computer, but it wasn't turned on,
and asfar as Claire could tell from the two-inch-long bright red nails, the Dragon Lady didn’t type,



ether.
Sheignored Claire and kept on reading the magazine open in front of her.

“Um—excuseme?’ Claire asked. Shefdt sticky with sweat from the run in the heat, and till kind of sick
from what had happened at the library. The Dragon Lady turned apage in her magazine. “| just need—"

“I’'mon break.” The red-clawed hand took the cigarette out of the red-painted mouth for atrip to the
ashtray to shed some excess. “Not even supposed to be here today. Damn grad students. Come back in
haf an hour.”

[13 But—”
“No buts. I'm on break. Shoo.”

“But Professor Wilson sent me to get something from his house, but he didn’t give me the address.
Please—"

She dapped the magazine closed. “Oh, for God' s sake. I’ m going to wring his neck when he gets back
here. Here.” She grabbed a card from the holder on her desk and pitched it at Claire, glaring. “If you're
some nutcase, it’snot my problem. Y ou tdl HisHighnessthat if he wantsto roll around with undergrads,
he can damn well remember to tell them his own damn address from now on. Got it?’

“Got it,” Claresaidin avery smal voice. Roll around with... She wasn't going to think about that. Not
a dl. “Thank you.”

The Dragon Lady puffed a cloud of smoke out of both nostrils and raised eyebrows plucked into more of
asuggestion than an actua form. “Y ou’ re apolite one. Go on, get out of here before | remember I'm
supposed to be off today.”

Claire escaped, clutching the card in her sweaty fingers.
13

“Y ou know,” Shane said twenty minuteslater, “I’ d fed awholelot better about the two of usif you
didn’t think | wasthe go-to guy for breaking and entering.”

They were standing on the professor’ s back porch, and Claire was peering through a murky window into
an equaly murky living room. Shefdt aflash of guilt about the bresking-and-entering part—but she had
cdled him—just before her heart did afunny little painful flip and she heard him say again in her head the
two of us.

Shedidn’t darelook a him. Surely he didn’t mean that, exactly. That meant, you know, friendship or
something. Hetreated her like akid. Like hissster. He didn’t—he couldn’t—

But what if he could?

And she couldn’t believe she was thinking this now, on the doorstep of a dead man. The memory of
Professor Wilson'slimp, rubbery body steadied her, and she was able to finally stand back from the
window and meet Shan€' s eyeswithout fluttering like some scared sparrow. “Well, | couldn’t ask Eve,”
she said reasonably. “ She' sat work.”

“Makes sense. Hey, look, what' s that?’ Shane pointed. She whirled to stare. There was a sound of
tinkling glass behind her, and when she turned back he was opening the back door. “There. Now you



can say you didn’t know | was going to do it. Crimefree.”

WEell, not exactly. Shewas il carrying the metal cylinder over her shoulder. She wondered if the
vampires had recovered yet, and if anybody had thought to question the TA at the chem lab. She hoped
not. Hewas nice, and in his own way he was brave, but she had no illusions that he wouldn't sell her out
in ahot second. There weren't awholelot of heroes|eft in Morganville.

One of thelast of them turned in the doorway and said, “In or out, kid, daylight’ s burning.”
Shefollowed Shane over the threshold into Professor Wilson's house.

It was kind of weird, really—she could see that he' d been here hours ago, living hislife, and now the
house seemed like it was waiting for him. Maybe not so much weird as sad. They camein through the
kitchen, and there was a cereal bowl, aglass, and a coffee cup in the dish strainer. The professor had
egten breskfadt, at least. When she touched the towe undernegath the strainer, it was still damp.

“Hey,” Shane said. “ So what are we looking for in here?’
“Bookshelves” shesad.

“Yo. Found’em.” He sounded odd. She followed him into the next room—the living room—and felt her
stomach sink alittle. Why hadn’t she thought about this? He was a professor. Of course he'd have a
jazillion books....and there were, floor to ceiling, al the way around the room. Crammed in together.
Stacked on the floor in places. Stacked on tables. She' d thought the Glass House was areader’s
paradise, but this...

“We have two hours,” Shane said. “ Then we' re gone. | don’t want to risk you out on the street after
dark.”

She nodded numbly and went to the first set of shelves. “He said it had ablack cover. Maybe that will
hdp.”

But it didn’t. She began pulling out al the black-bound books and piling them on the table; Shane did the
same. By thetime they’ d met in the middle of the shelves, an hour had passed, and the pile was huge.
“What the hell are we looking for?’ he asked, staring at it. She didn’t suppose | don’t know would be an
answer that would get any respect.

“Y ou know thetattoo on Eve’'sarm?’
Shane acted like she' d stuck him in the butt with afork. “We relooking for the book? Here?’
“I—" She gaveup. “1 don’t know. Maybe. It sworth atry.”

Hejust shook his head, his expression something between Y ou're crazy and Y ou' re amazing. But not in
agood way. She pulled up a chair and began leafing through the books, one after another.
Nothing...nothing...nothing...

“Claire.” Shane sounded odd. He handed her a black leather-bound book. “ Take alook.”

It wastoo new. They werelooking for an old book, right? Thiswas...thiswasaHoly Bible. Witha
cross on thefront.

“Look ingde,” he said. She opened it. Thefirst few gold-leafed pages were standard, the same familiar
words she’ d grown up with, and gtill believed. Eve had said they had afew churchesin Morganville,



right? Maybe they had services. She’ d have to check.

Midway through Exodus, the pages went hollow, and there was atiny little volume hidden insde the
Bible. Old. Very old. The cover was water-stained dirty leather, and scratched into it was asymbol.

The symbol.

Claire pulled it out of the Bible and opened it.

“Well?" Shane demanded after afew seconds. “What about it?”

“It s—" Sheswallowed hard. “1t'sin Latin.”

“So?What doesit say?’

“l don't read Latin!”

“You'rekidding. | thought al geniusesread Latin. |sn't that the international language for smart people?’

She picked up abook without looking and threw it at him. He ducked. It flopped to the floor. Claire
flipped pagesin the smal volume. It was handwritten in faded, coppery ink, the kind of beautiful perfect
writing from hundreds of years ago.

Shewas actudly holding it in her hands.

And here she' d been intending to just fakeit.

“We d better get going,” Shane said. “ Serioudly. | don’'t want to be here when the cops come calling.”
“Youthink they will ?”

“Wadll, if dear old Prof Wilson kedled over after stealing the vampires blind, yeah, | think they’ll send a
couple of cops over to inventory the goodies. So we' d better moveit.”

She stuffed the journal back into the Bible and started to put it into her backpack, then paused in outright
despair. Too much stuff. “We need another bag,” she said. “ Something small.”

Shane came up with a plastic grocery sack from the kitchen, stuck the Bibleinsde, and hustled her ouit.
She looked back at Professor Wilson'slonely living room onelast time. A clock ticked on the mantdl,
and everything waited for alife that would never start up again.

Shewasright. It was sad.
“Runfirs,” Shanesad. “Mourn later.”

It was the perfect motto for Morganville.

They made it back home with half an hour or so to spare, but as they turned the corner on Lot Strest,
where the Gothic bulk of the Glass House pretty much dwarfed dl of the other, newer houses around it,
Claire seyeswent immediatdy to the blue SUV ditting at the curb. It looked familiar....

“Ohmy God,” she said, and stopped dead in her tracks.

“Okay, stopping? Not agreat idea. Come on, Claire, let's—”



“That'smy parents car!” shesaid. “My parents are here! Oh my God!” She practicaly squealed that
last part, and would have turned around and run away, but Shane grabbed her by the neck of her shirt
and hauled her around.

“Better get it over with,” he said. “If they tracked you thisfar, they’ re not going to drive off without
saying hdlo.”

“Oh, man! Let go!” Hedid. Shetwitched her shirt down over her shoulders and glared at him, and he did
an extravagant bow.

“Youfird,” hesad. “I’'m watching your back.”

She was, at least temporarily, more worried about her front.

When she cracked open the door to the house, she could hear Eve' sanxiousvoice. “I’'m sure she'll be
here any time—she's, you know, at class, and—"

“Y oung lady, my daughter isnot in class. I’ ve been to her classes. She hasn't been to classthe entire
afternoon. Now, are you going to tell mewhere sheis, or do | haveto cal the police?’

Dad sounded pissed. Claire swallowed hard, resisted the urge to back up and close the door and run
away—mainly because Shane was right behind her, and he was finding thisway too funny to let her
escape—and walked down the hall toward the voices. Just Eve and Dad, so far. Where was—

“Clairel” She' d know that shriek of relief anywhere. Before she could say Hi, Mom, shewasburiedin a
hug and awave of L’ Oréd perfume. The perfume stayed longer than the hug, which morphed into
Claire sbeing held a arm’ slength and shaken like arag doll. “Claire, what have you been doing? What
areyou doing here?’

“Mom—"
“We were so worried about you after that terrible accident, but Les couldn’t get off work until today—"
“It wasn't that big aded, Mom—"

“And wejust had to come up and see you, but your room is empty in the dorm. You weren'tin
classes—Claire, what' s happened to you? | can't believe you’ d do something likethis!”

“Likewhat?’ she asked, sghing. “Mom, would you quit shaking me? I’ m getting dizzy.”

Mom let go and folded her arms. She wasn't very tall—just acouple of inches over Claire s height, even
in midheeled shoes—and Dad, who was glowering at Shane in the background, was astall and twice as
broad. “Isit him?’ Dad asked. “ Did he get you into trouble?’

“Not me,” Shanesaid. “I’vejust got that kind of face.”

“Shut up!” Claire hissed. She could hear that he thought dl thiswasfunny. Shedidn’t. “ Shane' sjust a
friend, Dad. Like Eve”

“Eve?’ Her parentslooked at each other blankly. “Y ou mean—" Asone, they cast horrified glances at
Eve, who was standing with her hands folded, trying to look as demure asit was possible to look while
wearing an outfit that looked like something a Goth ballerinamight wear—all black netting in the skirt and
red satin up top. She smiled swestly, but it was kind of spoiled by the red lipstick (had she borrowed
Miranda s?) and skull earrings.



Mom said faintly, “Claire, you used to have such nice friends. What happened to Elizabeth?
“Shewent to TexasA&M, Mom.”
“That’ s no reason not to ill be friends.”

Mom logic. Claire decided that Shane had been right—there was no getting out of this one. She might as
well jump into the pool; the sharks were circling no matter what she did. “Mom, Eve and Shane are two
of my roommates. Here. In thishouse.”

Silence. Mom and Dad |ooked frozen. “Les?” Mom asked. “Did she say shewasliving here?’
“Y oung lady, you are not living here” Dad said. “ Y ou livein the dorm.”

“I’'mnot. I'mliving here, and that’smy decison.”

“That'sillegd! Therulessaid that you haveto live on campus, Claire. You can't just—"

Outside the windows, night was dipping up on them, stedlthy and quick asan assassin. “1 can,” Claire
sad. “1 did. I’'m not going back there.”

“Wadll, I'm not paying good money just to have you squat in some old wreck with abunch of—" Dad
was at alossfor words to describe how little he thought of Eve and Shane. “Friends! And are they even
in school 7’

“I"'m currently between mgjors,” Shane offered.

“Shut up!” Clairewas nearly in tears now.

“All right, that’ sit. Get your things, Claire. Y ou're coming with us.”

All the amusement faded out of Shane' sface. “No, sheisn't,” hesaid. “Not at night. Sorry.”

Dad got red-faced and even more furious, and leveled afinger at her. “Isthiswhy you' re here? Older
boys? Living under the same roof ?’

“Oh, Claire,” Mom sighed. “ Y ou' re too young for this. Y ou—"
“Shane,” Shane supplied.

“Shane, I’'m sure you' re a perfectly nice boy”—she didn’t sound especidly convinced— but you haveto
understand thet Claireisavery specia girl, and she' svery young.”

“She'sakid!” Dad interrupted. “ She'ssixteen! And if you took advantage of her—"

“Dad!” Clairethought her face might be just asred as his, for very different reasons. “ Enough aready!
Shane' smy friend! Stop embarrassng me!”

“Embarrassing you? Claire, how do you think we fed?” Dad roared.

In the slence, Claire heard Michadl say mildly, from the stairs, “I think maybewe' d dl better st down.”

They didn’t al st down. Shane and Eve escaped to the kitchen, where Claire heard a clattering of pots
and furious whispering; she was sitting uncomfortably on the couch between her parental bookends,



looking mournfully a Michad, who was sitting in the armchair. He looked calm and collected, but then,
he would. Mom, Dad, thisisMichael, he sadead guy.... Y eah, that would really help.

“My nameisMichael Glass,” he said, and extended hishand to Claire sdad like an equd. Dad,
surprised, took it and shook. “Y ou' ve aready met our other two roommates, Eve Rosser and Shane
Coallins. Sir, I know you' re concerned about Claire. Y ou should be. She’ son her own for thefirst time,
and she' syounger than most kids coming to college. | don't blame you for being worried.”

Dad, defused, settled for looking stubborn. “ And who the heck are you, Michadl Glass?’
“I ownthishouse” hesaid. “1 rent aroom to your daughter.”
“How old areyou?’

“A little over eighteen. So are Shane and Eve. We ve known each other along time, and to be honest,
wedidn’t redly want to let another person into the house, but...” Michael shrugged. “We had an empty
bedroom, and splitting costs four waysis better. | thought along time about |etting Claire stay here. We
had house meetings about it.”

Clareblinked a him. He had? They did?
“My daughter’ saminor,” Dad said. “I’'m not happy about this. Not at al.”

“Sir, | understand. | wasn't too happy about it, either. Even having her hereisarisk for us, you
understand.” Michaedl didn't haveto go intoit, Claire saw; her dad totally got it. “ But she needed us, and
we couldn’t turn her away.”

“Y ou mean you couldn’t turn her money away,” Dad said, frowning. For answer, Michad got up, went
to awooden box sitting on the shelf, and took out an envelope. He handed it to Dad.

“That’ swhat she paid me,” he said. “ The whole amount. | kept it in case she wanted to leave. This
wasn't about money, Mr. Danvers. It was about Claire' s safety.”

Michadl glanced acrossat her, and she bit her lip. She' d been hoping to avoid this—desperately
hoping—but she couldn’t see any way out now. She nodded dightly and Sumped back on the couch
cushions, trying to make hersdlf smdl. Smdler.

“Claire sdormwasgirls-only,” Claire smom put in. She reached over to stroke Claire shair absently,
the way she did when Clairewaslittle. Claire endured it. Actudly, she secretly liked it, alittle, and had to
fight not to relax against Mom'’ sside and | et hersalf be hugged. Protected. “ She was safe, wasn't she?
That Monicagirl said—’

“You talked to Monica?’ Claire said sharply, and looked wide-eyed at her mother. Mom frowned a
little, dark eyes concerned.

“Yes, of coursel did. | wastrying to find out where you’ d gone, and Monicawas very helpful.”

“I'll bet,” Claire muttered. Theidea of Monicastanding there smiling at her mom— ooking innocent and
nice, probably—was sckening.

“She said you were staying here,” Mom finished, still frowning. “Claire, honey, why would you leavethe
dorm?1 know you're not asilly girl. Youwouldn’t doit if you didn’t have areason.”

Michadl said, “ She did. She was being hazed.”



“Hazed?” Mom repeated the word like she had no ideawhat it meant.

“Fromwhat Clairetold me, it started small—all the freshmen girls get it from the older ones. Nasty stuff,
but not dangerous. But she got on the wrong side of the wrong girl, and she was getting hurt.”

“Hurt?’ That was Dad, who now had something to hold on to.

“When she came here, she had bruises like aroad map,” Michadl said. “To be honest, | wanted to call
the cops. Shewouldn’t let me. But | couldn’t let her go back there. She wasn't just getting knocked
around.... | think her lifewasin danger.”

Mom' s hand had frozen in Claire shair, and shelet out alittle moan.

“It'snot that bad,” Claire offered. “I mean, look, nothing broken or anything. | had asore anklefor a
while, and ablack eye, but—"

“A black eye?’

“It'sgone. See?’ She batted her eyelashes. Mom’ s gaze searched her face with agonizing care. “Honest,
it sover. Done. Everything’ sfine now.”

“No,” Michadl sad. “It'snot. But Claire’ s handling it, and we re watching out for her. Shane especidly.
He—he had alittle Sster, and he’ staken an interest in making sure Claire stays safe. But more than that,

| think Claire’ staking care of hersdf. And that’ swhat she hasto learn, don’t you agree?’ Michael leaned
forward, hands loosdly clasped, ebows on hisknees. In the glow of the lamps, hishair wasrich gold, his
eyesangd blue. If anybody ever looked trustworthy, it was Michael Glass.

Of course, he was dead and all, which Claire had to bite her tongue not to blurt out in sheer dtered-state
panic.

Mom and Dad were thinking. She knew she had to say something....something important. Something that
would make them not drag her home by the ear.

“I can't leave,” she sad. It came from her heart, and she meant every word. Her voice stayed absolutely
steady, too—for once. “Mom, Dad, | know that you' re afraid for me, and I—I love you. But | need to
gtay here. Michad isn't teling you this, but they put themselves on the line for me, and | oweiit to them to
stay until it's settled and I’ m sure they won't get in trouble for me. It swhat | haveto do, you
understand? And | can doiit. | haveto.”

“Clare” Mom said inasmal, choked voice. “You' re sixteen! You'reachild!”
“I’'mnot,” shesaid smply. “I’'m sixteen and ahaf, and I’m not giving up. | never have. Y ou know that.”

They did. Claire had fought dl her life against the odds, and both her parents knew it. They knew how
stubborn she was. More, they knew how important it wasto her.

“I don't likethis,” her dad said, but he sounded unhappy now, not angry. “1 don't like you living with
older boys. Off campus. And | want these people who hurt you stopped.”

“Then | haveto stop them,” Claire said. “It'smy problem. And there are other girlsin that dorm getting
hurt, too, soitisn’t just about me. | need to do it for them, too.”

Michadl raised his eyebrows dightly, but didn’t answer. Mom wiped at her eyeswith a handkerchief. Eve
appeared in the doorway wearing a huge apron with ared-lips emblem that read KISS THE COOK,



peered uncertainly at them, and gave Claire' s parents anervous smile.
“Dinner’sready!” shesaid.
“Oh, we couldn’t,” Mom said.

“The heck wecan't,” Dad said. “I'm starved. Isthat chili?’

Dinner was uncomfortable. Dad made noncommittal grunts about the quaity of the chili. Shane looked
like he was bardly holding on to hislaughter most of thetime. Eve was so nervousthat Claire thought she
would jitter right out of the chair, and Michadl...Michagl was the cdm one. The adult. Claire had never
fdt morelikethekid at the big tablein her life,

“So, Michadl,” Claire smother said, nibbling at a spoonful of chili, “what isit you do?’

Haunts the house where he died, Claire thought, and bit her lip. Shetook afast sip of her cola.
“I'mamuscian,” hesaid.

“Ohredly?’ She brightened up. “What do you play?| love classca music!”

Now even Michadl looked uncomfortable. Shane coughed into his napkin and drained Cokein huge
gulpsto drown out his hiccuping laughter.

“Flano and guitar,” he said. “But mostly guitar. Acoustic and eectric.”
“Humph,” Claire’ sdad said. “ Any good?’

Shane' s shoulders were shaking.

“I don’'t know,” Michael said. “I work hard at it.”

“He svery good!” Evejumped in, eyes bright and flashing. “Honestly, Michael, you should quit being so
humble. You'reredly great. It' sjust ameatter of time before you redlly do something big, and you know
it!”

Michael looked...blank. Expressionless. That didn't quite hide the pain, Claire thought. “ Someday,” he
said, and shrugged. “Hey, Shane, thanksfor dinner. Good stuff.”

“Yeah,” Evesad. “Not bad.”

“Spicy,” Dad said, asif that was aflaw. Claire knew for afact he ordinarily added Tabasco to half of
what heae. “Mindif | get arefill?’

Eve jumped up like ajack-in-the-box. “I’ll get it!” But Dad was at the end of the table, closest to the
kitchen, and he was aready on hisfeet and heading that direction.

Michael and Shane exchanged looks. Claire frowned, trying to figure out what they were looking so
aarmed about.

They sat in silence asthe refrigerator opened, bottles rattled, and then it closed. Dad came back, one
cold-frosted Cokein hishand.

In his other hand he held abeer. He sat it in the center of the table and glared at Michadl.



“Y ou want to explain why there’' sbeer in arefrigerator with a Sxteen-year-old in the house?’ he asked.
“Not to mention that none of you is old enough to be drinking it!”

Wi, that was that. Some days, Claire thought, you just couldn’t win.

She had two days, and only because Dad agreed to alow her to go to the admissions office and file
transfer paperwork. Michad tried hisbest, but even angelic good looks and complete sincerity weren't
good enough thistime. Shane had stopped finding it amusing at some point, and Sarted yelling. Eve had
goneto her room.

Claire hed cried. A lot. Furioudly.

She was s0 angry, in fact, that she barely cared that Mom and Dad were going to be driving out of
Morganvillein the dark, unprotected and unwarned. Michael took care of that, though, with astory
about carjackers stealing SUVsin the area. That was the best anyone could do, and more than Claire
wanted, anyway.

Dad had looked at her like she was a disappointment.

She' d never, ever been adisappointment before, and it totally pissed her off, because she didn’t deserve
it, not one bit.

Michael and Shane stood in the doorway, watching her parents hurry to their SUV in the dark. Shane,
she saw, had a big hand-carved cross, and he was ready to charge to the rescue, even though he was
mad as hdll. He didn’t need to, though. Mom and Dad got in their truck and drove away, into the hushed
Morganville night, and Michael closed and locked the door and turned to look at Claire.

“Sorry,” hesaid. “That could have been better.”

“You think?’ she shot back. Her eyes were swollen and hot, and she felt like she might vibrate gpart; she
was so mad. “I’'m not leaving! No way!”

“Claire” Michael reached out and put his hands on her shoulders. “ Until you' re eighteen, you redlly don't
have theright to say that, okay? | know, you' re dmost seventeen, you' re smarter than ninety percent of
the peoplein the world—"

“One hundred percent smarter than anybody elsein thishouse,” Shane said.

“—Dbut that doesn’t matter. It will, but it doesn’t right now. Y ou need to do what they say. If you decide
to fight them, i’ sgoing to get ugly, and Claire, we can’'t afford it. | can’t afford it. Y ou understand?’ He
searched her eyes, and she had to nod. “ Sorry. Believe me, itisn't the way | wanted it to happen, but at
least you' Il be out of Morganville. You'll be safe”

He hugged her. Shefdt her breath leave for a second, and then he was gone, walking away.
She looked at Shane.

“Wadl, I’'m not hugging you,” he said. He was standing close to her, so close she had to crane her neck
way up to meet hiseyes. And for along few seconds, they didn’t say anything; hejust...watched her. In
theliving room, she heard Evetalking to Michad, but herein the halway it was very quiet. She could
hear the fast pounding of her heart, and wondered if he could hear it, too.



“Clare—,” hefindly said.
“I know,” shesaid. “I’'m sixteen. Heard it already.”

He put hisarms around her. Not the way Michagl had, exactly—she didn’t know why it was different,
but it was. Thiswasn't ahug; it was—it felt—close.

Hewasn't holding himself back, that wasit. And she rdlaxed against him with a bresthless Sgh, cheek
againg his chest, dmost purring with relief. He rested his chin on the top of her head. She felt so small
next to him, but that was dl right. 1t didn’t make her fed wesk.

“I’m going to missyou,” he whispered, and she leaned back to look up at him again.
“Redly?’

“Yeah.” Shethought—really thought—that he was going to kiss her, but just then, she heard Eve cal,
“Shane!” and he flinched and pulled back, and the old Shane, the cocky Shane, was back. “Y ou made
thingsexciting around here.”

Heloped off down the hall, and shefelt a pure burst of fury.

Boys. Why were they always such dumbasses?

The night did its usud tricks—creepy creaking sounds upstairs, wind hissing at the windows, branches
tapping. Claire couldn’t deep. She couldn’t get used to the ideathat thisroom, thislovely room, was hers
for only two more nights, and then she’ d be carted off, humiliated and defeated, back home. No way
would her parents let her go anywhere now. She' d have to wait out the next year and a half, which meant
that her admission paperwork would have to be redone, and she'd haveto start dl over....

At leadt it didn’'t matter now if she blew off classes, she thought, and punched her pillow into amore
comfortable shape. Severd times.

If she’ d been adegp—even alittle ad egp—she d have missed the knock on the door, aslight asit was,
but she was wired and full of restless energy, and she dipped out of bed and went to unlock it and swing

it open.

It was Shane. He stood there, clearly wanting to comein, not daring to comein, as uncertain asshe'd
ever seen him. Hewas wearing aloose T-shirt and swesatpants, feet bare, and she felt awhite-hot wave
of—something—sweep over her. This had to be what he dept in. Or...maybe |less than that.

Okay, sheredlly needed to stop thinking about that.

She became aware, ahot second later, that she was standing there in athin oversized T-shirt—one of
Michad’ s old ones—with bare legs from midthigh down. Half-naked wouldn’t be overdtating it.

“Hi,” shesad.
“Hi,” Shanesad. “Did | wakeyou up?’

“No. | couldn’t deep.” She was acutely aware of the bed behind her, coversal twisted. “Um, do you
want to, um...comein?’

“Better not,” he said softly. “Claire, I—" He shook his head, brown hair swinging loose around hisface.



“I shouldn't even be here”
But hewasn't leaving, ether.
“Wdl,” shesad, “I’m sitting down. If you want to stand there, fine.”

She went to the bed and sat, careful how she did it. Legs together, prim and proper. Her toes barely
brushed the carpet. Shefdt diveandtingling dl over.

She looked down at her hands, at the ragged fingernails, and picked at them nervoudly.

Shane took two stepsinto the room. “For the next two days, | don’t want you leaving the house,” he
said. Which was not what she was expecting him to say. Not at al. “ Y our dad dready thinkswe' re
getting you drunk and staging orgiesin the hallway. Last thing | want isto send you home with fang marks
inyour neck. Or in acoffin.” Hisvoice dropped lower. “I couldn’'t stand that. | really couldn’t. You

know that, right?’

Shedidn’'t look up. He came a step closer, and his bare feet and sweatpants cameinto her vison.
“Claire. You' vegot to promise me.”

“I can't,” shesad. “I’'m not somelittlekid. And I’m not your sster.”

Helaughed, low in histhroat. “ Oh, yeah. That, | know. But | don’t want to see you get hurt again.”
His hand cupped her chinin warmth, and tilted her face up.

The whole world hushed, one perfect second of stiliness. Claire didn’'t even think her heart best.

Hislips were warm and soft and swest, and the sensation just blinded her, made her fed awkward and
scared. I've never...nobody ever...I'mnot doing it right.... She hated hersdalf, hated that she didn’t
know how to kiss him back, knew he was measuring her againgt al those other girls, those better girls
he' d kissed.

It stopped. Her heart was besting so fast it felt like abird fluttering in her chest. She was flushed and hot
and warm, sowarm....

Shane pressed hisforehead to hers and sighed. His breath warmed her face, and thistime she kissed him,
letting her ingtincts guide her, letting him pull her to her feet. Their hands were clasped, fingerslaced, and
parts of her—parts she’ d only ever warmed up aone—were going full blast.

Thistime, when they came up for air, he pulled completely back. Hisface was flushed; his eyes were
bright. Claire slipsfdt swollen, warm, utterly delicioudy damp. Oh, shethought. | guess| should have
done the tongue thing. Putting theory into practice was hard when her brain kept wanting to short out
entirdly.

“Okay,” Shane sad. “ That—that shouldn’t have happened.”
“Probably not,” she admitted. “But I'm leaving in two days. It'd be stupid if | never even kissed you.”

Shewaan't absolutely surewho kissed whom thistime. Maybe it was gravity tilting, sarsexploding. It
felt likeit. His hands were free thistime, and they cupped her face, stroked her hair, her neck, down to
her shoulders....

She gasped into his open mouth, and he moaned. Moaned. She had no idea a sensation could go through
her like thet, traveling through her skin and nerveslike lightning.



His hands stopped right there, at her waist.

When their tongues touched, gentle and tentative and wet, it made her knees weak. Made her whole
spinerattlelike dry bones. Shane put hisright arm around her waist, holding her close, and cupped the
back of her head with his|eft.

Okay, thiswas kissing. Serious kissing. Not just akiss before moving out, not agood-bye, thiswas
Héllo, sexy, and wow, she’ d never even suspected that it could fed thisway.

When helet go, shefdl back to sit on the bed, utterly weak, and she thought that if he followed her,
she'dfdl back and...

Shane took two giant-sized steps backward, then turned and walked out into the hal. Facing away from
her. In akind of dreamlike trance she watched the strong, broad muscles of his back moving under his
shirt as he took deep breaths.

“Okay,” hesad findly, and turned around. But staying well out in the hall. “ Okay, that redly shouldn’t
have happened. And we re not going to talk about that, right? Ever?’

“Right,” shesaid. Shefdt likethere waslight dripping from her fingertips. Spilling out of her toes. Shefdt
full of light, in fact, warm buttery sunlight. “Never happened.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it, and closed hiseyes. “Claire—"
“I know.”
“Lock the door,” he said.

She got up and swung it mostly closed. Onelast ook a him through the gap, and then she clicked it shut
and flipped the dead bolt.

She heard athump againgt it. Shane was dumped on the other Side; shejust knew it.
“l am so dead,” he muittered.

Shewent back to bed and lay there, full of light, until morning.
14

N o sign of Shane on Monday morning, but she got up way early—just after Michael would have
evaporated into migt, in fact. She showered and grabbed a Pop-Tart from the cabinet for breakfast,
washed the dishes that had been dumped in the sink from last night’ s disaster of Parental Dinner—hadn't
that been Michad’ s job?—and emptied out her backpack to stuff in the metal canister (to return to the
chem lab, which made it borrowing, not stealing) and the Bible with its concealed secret.

And then she thought, It won't do any good if they just stedl it from me, and took it out again and put it
on the shelves, wedged in between an old volume 10 of the World Encyclopediaand some novel she'd
never heard of. Then she stepped out, locked the door, and began walking toward the schoal.

The chem lab was busy when she arrived between classes, and she had no trouble dipping into the
supply room to put the canister back in place, after carefully wiping her fingerprints from everything she
could think of. That mora duty done, she hustled to the admissions office to put in her paperwork to
withdraw from school. Nobody seemed surprised. She supposed that there were alot of withdrawals.
Or disappearances.



It was noon when she walked down to Common Grounds. Eve wasjust arriving, yawning and
bleary-eyed; shelooked surprised to see Claire as she handed over the cup of tea. “I thought you
weren't supposed to leave the house,” she said. “Michad and Shane said—"

“I need totak to Oliver,” Clairesad.
“He sintheback.” Eve pointed. “In the office. Claire? Is there anything wrong?’
“No,” shesaid. “I think something' s about to be right for achange.”

The door marked OFFICE was closed. She knocked, heard Oliver’ swarm voice telling her to enter,
and camein. He was sitting behind asmall desk in avery small room, windowless, with acomputer
running in front of him. He smiled a her and stood up to shake her hand. “Claire,” he said. “Good to see
you're safe. | heard there had been some. .. unpleasantness.”

Oliver was wearing atie-dyed Grateful Dead T-shirt and blue jeans with faded patches on the
knees—not so much style as wear, shefigured. He looked tired and concerned, and she thought
suddenly that there was something about him alot like Michadl. Except that he was here in the daytime,
of course, and at night, so he couldn’t be aghost. Could he?

“Brandon isvery unhappy,” hesaid. “I’'m afraid that there’ s going to be retdiation. Brandon likes striking
from an angle, not straight on, so you' d better watch out for your friends, aswell. That would include
Eve, of course. I’ ve asked her to be extra careful.”

She nodded, heart in her throat. “Um...what if | have something to trade?’
Oliver sat down and leaned back in hischair. “Trade for what? And to whom?”’
“|—something important. | don’'t want to be more specific than that.”

“I’'m afraid you' re going to haveto be, if you want meto act as any kind of go-between for you. | can’t
tradeif | don't know what I’ m offering.”

Sheredized she was ill holding her teacup, and put it down on the corner of the desk. “Um...I" d rather
do it mysdlf. But | don’t know who to go to. Whoever can order Brandon around, | guess. Or even
higher than that.”

“Thereisasocid order to the vampire community,” Oliver agreed. “Brandon’s hardly at the top. There
aretwo factions, you know. Brandon is part of one—the darker side, | suppose you could say. It
depends on your viewpoint. Certainly, from ahuman standpoint, neither factionisexactly lily-white.” He
shrugged. “1 can help you, if you'll let me. Believe me, you don’t want to try to contact these people on
your own. And I’m not sure they’ d even allow you to do so.”

She bit her lip, thinking about what Michael had said about the dedlsin Morganville. She wasn't good at
it; she knew that. And she didn’t know the rules.

Oliver did, or he' d have been dead along time ago. Besides, he was Eve s boss, and she liked him. Plus,
he' d been able to keep Brandon from biting her at least twice. That had to count for something.

“Okay,” shesaid. “| have the book.”
Oliver’ sgray eyebrows came down into astraight line. “ The book?’
“Y ou know. The book.”



“Claire,” hesaid dowly, “I hope you understand what you' re saying. Because you can’t be wrong about
this, and you absolutely can't lie. Bluffing will get you, and al your friends, killed. No mercy. Others have
tried, passing off fakes or pretending to haveit, then running. They al died. All of them. Do you
understand?’

She swallowed again, convulsively. Her mouth felt very dry. Shetried to remember how it had felt last
night, being warm and full of light, but the day was cold and hard and scary. And Shane wasn't here.
“Yes,” shewhispered. “1 understand. But | haveit, and | don't think it' safake. And I’'m willing to trade
forit.”

Oliver didn’t blink. Shetried to look away, but there was something about him, something hard and
demanding, and shefelt ared surge of fear. “All right,” he said. “But you can’t do thisby yoursdlf.
Y ou’ retoo young, and you' retoo fragile. I'll undertake thisfor you, but I’ [l need proof.”

“What kind of proof?’

“1 need to see the book. Take photographs of at least the cover and one inside page, to provethat it's
legitimate.”

“| thought vampires couldn’t reed it.”

“They can't, at least according to legend. It' s the symbol. Like the Protection symbols, it has properties
that humans can’t redlly understand. In this casg, it confuses the senses of vampires. Only humans can
read the words inside—but a photograph removes the confusion, and vampireswill be able to seethe
symbol for what it is. Wonderful thing, technology.” He glanced at the clock. “1 have ameeting this
afternoon that | can't postpone. I'll cometo your house thisevening, if that’ sdl right. I’ d like achanceto
speak with Shane and Eve, aswell. And your other friend, the one I’ ve never seen comein—Michad,
correct? Michadl Glass?”’

Shefound hersdf nodding, alittle larmed and not even sure why she should be. It was okay, was't it?
Oliver was one of the good guys.

And she had no ideawhom else she could turn to, not in Morganville. Brandon? Right. There was agood
option.

“Tonight,” she echoed. “ Okay.”

She stood up and walked out, feding strangely cold. Eve looked up at her, frowned, and tried to come
after her, but there were people crowding at the coffee bar, and Claire hurried to the door and escaped
before Eve could corner her. She didn’t want to talk about it. She was Sickly certain she'd just made a
terrible mistake, but she didn’t know wheat, or why, or how.

Shewas so caught up init, lost in her own head and lulled by the hot safety of the sun, not to mention
people on the Streets, that she forgot not al the dangers came at night in Morganville. The first warning
she had, infact, was the low rumble of an engine, and then she was being knocked off-baance and
sumbling againgt the sun-heated finish of avan door, which did asde.

She was being pushed from one side, pulled from the other, and before she could do more than yelp, she
wasin the van, bodies were piling on top of her, and the van door dammed shut on the sun. Shedid on
the carpeted floor as the van accelerated off, and heard whoops and laughter.

Girls laughter.

Somebody was knegling on her chest, making it hard to breathe; shetried to twist and throw her off, but



it didn’t work. When she blinked away stars she saw that the person on top of her was Gina, looking
freshly made-up and fashion perfect, except for the sick gleam in her eyes. Monicawas knedling next to
her, smiling atight, crud little smile. Jennifer was driving. There were acouple of other girlsin the van,
too, ones she remembered from the basement confrontation at the dorm. Apparently, Monicawas il
recruiting, and these two had made the cut to Advanced Psycho Schooal.

“Get off me!” Clareyelled, and tried to bat at Gina; Monica grabbed her hands and yanked them over
her head, painfully hard. “Bitch, get off!”

Monica punched her in the ssomach, driving out what little air she had, and Claire whooped for bregth.
Gind sweight madeit incredibly hard to breathe. Could you kill somebody like this? Smother aperson
likethis? Maybeif thevictimwassmdl...likeher...

Thevanwas gtill going, taking her farther and farther away from safety.

“You,” Monicasaid, leaning over her, “redly pissed me off, fish. | don’t forget thingslike that. Neither
doesmy boyfriend.”

“Brandon?’ Clairewheezed. “ Jeez, at least get onewith apulsel”

For that, she got punched again, and thistimeit hurt bad enough she started to cry, furious and helpless.
Ginaput ahand around her neck and began to squeeze. Not enough to kill her, just enough to hurt and
make it even harder to gasp for preciouslittle air.

They could keep thisup for hoursif they wanted. But Claire thought they probably had alot morein
store.

Sure enough, Monicareached in her pocket and brought out alighter, one of those butane oneswith a
long, bright flame. She brought it closeto Claire sface. “We re going to have abarbecue,” she said.
“Roast freak. If you live, you' re going to be hideous. But you shouldn’t worry about that, because you

probably won't live, anyway.”

Claire screamed with whatever she had, which wasn't much; it startled Monica, and it positively scared
Jennifer, who was driving; shetwisted to look back, turning the whed while shedid.

Mistake.

The van careened to the right, and smashed into something solid. Claire flew through the air, with Gina
riding her like a magic carpet, crashed into the padded back of the seats, and Monicaand Ginarolled in
confusion asthe van skidded to a stop.

Claire shook off her panic and lunged for the van door. She bailed out. The van had plowed into the rear
of another car, parked dong the side, and car darms were going off. Shefdt dizzy and amost fell, then
heard Monicayelling furioudy behind her. That pulled her together, fast. She began running.

This part of downtown was mostly deserted—shops closed, only afew pedestrians on the street.
None of them would look at her at al.
“Help!” sheyeled, and waved her arms. “Help me! Please—"

They dl just kept walking, asif she were invisible. She sobbed for asecond in horror, and then pelted
around the corner and skidded to a stop.



A church! She hadn’t seen asingle one the entire time she' d been in Morganville, and there one was. It
wasn't abig one—a modest white building, with asmall-sized steeple. No crossoniit, but it was
unmistakably achurch.

She darted across the street, up the steps, and hit the doors at arun.

And bounced off.

They were locked.

“No!” sheyeled, and rattled the doors. “No, come on, please!”

The sign on the door said that the church was open from sundown to midnight. What the hell...?

She didn’'t dare think too much. She jumped off the steps and ran around the side, then the back. Next to
the Dumpster there was a back door with aglasswindow init. It was|ocked, too. She searched around
and found a broken piece of wood, and swung it like a baseball bat.

Crash!

She scraped her arm reaching through the broken window for the lock, but she made it, and dammed the
door behind her. She locked it, frantically looked around, and found a piece of black poster board to
prop againgt the blank space where the window had been. Hopefully, it would pass a quick glance.

She backed away, sweating, aching now from the crash and the run, and turned to go into the chapdl. It
was unmistakably a chapel, with abstract stained-glass windows and long rows of gleaming wood pews,
but there was no crass, no crucifix, no symbol of any kind. The ultimate Unitarian church, she guessed.

At leadt it was empty.

Claire sank down on apew midway back through the sanctuary and then stretched full length on the red
velvet padding. Her heart was beating fast, o fast, and she was till so very scared.

Nobody knew where shewas. And if shetried to leave, Monicamight...
They were going to burn me dive.

She shivered and wiped tears from her cheeks and tried to think, think of something she could do to get
out of this. Maybe there was a phone. She could call Eve or Shane? Both of them, she decided. Evefor
the car, Shane for the bodyguard duty. Poor Shane. He was right—shereally ought to stop calling him
every time she needed brute strength. Didn’t seem fair, somehow.

Clarefroze, unable to breathe, as she heard a soft noise in the chapel. Like fabric moving. A bare
whisper, maybe just a curtain moving in the air-conditioning breeze, right?Or...

“Hello,” said the very pale woman leaning over the pew and looking down on her. “Y ou would be Claire,
| believe”

Oncethe pardyzing terror receded just alittle, Clairefinaly placed her. She knew she' d seen her; it had
been just a plit-second glance, but this was the woman—the vampire—who’ d been brought to
Common Groundsin alimousne after closing time.

What was she doing in achurch?



Clairedowly sat up, unable to take her eyes off of the woman, who was smiling dightly. Light filtered in
softly from the stained-glass windows and gave her agolden glow.

“I followed you,” thewoman said. “ Although in truth, | do like this church quite abit. Very peaceful,
don't you think? A sacred place. And onethat grants those within it acertain...immunity from danger.”

Clairelicked her lips and tasted salt from sweat and tears. “Y ou mean you won't kill me here.”

The smile stayed intact. If anything, it widened allittle. “I mean exactly that, my dear. The same goesfor
my guards, of course. | assure you, they're present. | am never left done. It is part of the curse of the
position | hold.” She smiled and tilted her head an eegant fraction. Everything about her was elegant,
from the shining golden crown of her hair to the clothes she was wearing. Claire wasn't much for noticing
fashion, unlessit wasworn by girlskicking the crap out of her, but this outfit looked like something out of
old forma photographs from her mother’ stime. Or grandmother’s.

“My nameisAmelie,” thewoman continued. “ Y ou are, in asense, dready acquainted with me, dthough
you might not be aware of it. Please, child, don’t look so frightened. | absolutely assure you that no harm
will cometo you with me. | dways give very clear warning before | do anything violent.”

Claire had no idea how to look any less frightened, but she clasped her handsin her Iap to stop them
from shaking. Amelie sighed.

“You are very new to our town,” shesaid, “but | have rarely seen anyone disturb quite so many hornets
in such ashort time. First Monica, then Brandon, and then | hear you turn to my dear Oliver for
advice...and now | seeyou running for your life through my sreets.... Well, | find you interesting. | find
mysalf wondering about you, Claire. About who you are. Why you are.”

“I’'m—nobody,” Clairesad. “And I'm leaving town. My parents are taking me out of school.” It
suddenly seemed like areally good idea. Not so much running away as retreating.

“Arethey? Wdl, we'll see” Amelie made ashrug seem like aforeign gesture. “Do you know who |
am?’

“Somebody important.”

“Y es. Someone very important.” Amelie' s eyeswere steedy in the dim light, of no real color—gray,
maybe? Or blue? It wasn't color that made them powerful. “I am the oldest vampire in the world, my
dear. Inacertain sense, | am the only vampire who matters.” She said it without any particular sense of
pride. “ Although others may have differing opinions, of course. But they would be sadly, and fatdly,
wrong.”

“|—I don’t understand.”

“No, | do not expect you to.” Amelie leaned forward and put lean, elegant, white hands on the wooden
pew in front of her, then rested her pointed chin on top of them. “ Somehow you have become mixed up
in our search for the book. | believe you know the onel mean.”

“l—uh—yes.” No way was she going to confesswhat she had stting at home. She' d made that mistake
once dready. “I mean, | know about al the—"

“Vampires,” Amelie supplied helpfully. “It isnot a secret, my dear.”

“Vampireslooking for it.”



“And you just happened to sumbleinto the operation at the library, in which we were combing through
volumestofind it?”

Clareblinked. “Doesit belong to you?’

“Inaway. Let’ssay that it belongsto me as much asit belongsto anyone divetoday. If | am, Strictly
gpesking, living. The old word was undead, you know, but aren't dl living things undead? | didike
imprecision. | think we may have that in common, young lady.” Amdietilted her head alittleto the Sde.
Clarewas reminded, with achill, of anaturefilm. A praying mantis studying itsfood-to-be. “Vampireis
such anold word. | believe | shdl commission the university to find another term, amore—what isthe
new saying?—user-friendly term for what we are.”

“l—what do you want?’ Claire blurted. And then, ridiculoudy, “...sorry.” Because she knew it sounded
rude, and however scary this vampire, or whatever, might be, she hadn’t been rude.

“That'squitedl right. You're under agreat ded of stress. | shdl forgive your breach of manners. What |
want isjust the truth, child. I want to know what you have found out about the book.”

“l—um, nothing.”

Therewasalong silence. Init, Claire heard distant noises—somebody tugging on the front door of the
church.

“That' sunfortunate,” Amelie said quietly. “1 had hoped | would be able to help you. It appearsthat |

“Um—that’sit? That'sal?’

“Yes I'mafraditis” Amelie sat back again, handsfolded in her Iap. “Y ou may go the way you came. |
wish you luck, my dear. Y ou are going to need it. Unfortunately, mortd lifeisvery fragile, and very short.
Y ours could be shorter than usual.”

“ Bth—”

“I can't help you if you have nothing to offer me. Therearerulesto lifein Morganville. | can’'t smply
adopt strays because they seem winsome. Farewdll, little Claire. Godspeed.”

Claire had no ideawhat winsome meant, but she got the message. Whatever door had been
opened—whether it led to good things or bad—had dammed shut on her now. She stood up, wondering
what to say, and decided that saying nothing might be the very best thing...

...and she heard the back door crash open.
“Oh, crap,” she whispered. Amelie looked at her in reproach. “ Sorry.”

“Wearein ahouse of worship,” she said severely. “Redlly, did no one teach your generation any sort of
manners?’

Claire ducked behind a pew. She heard fast footsteps, and then Monica svoice. “Maam! I'm sorry, |
didn’t know you were—"

“Butl am,” Amdiesaid coolly. “Morrdl, aren’t you? | can never keep any of you straight.”

“Monica”



“How charming.” Ameli€’ svoice changed from cool toice-cold. “I'll haveto ask you to leave, Miss
Morrell. Y ou do not belong here. My sedl ison this place. Y ou know therules.”

“I’'msorry, maam. | didn’t think—"

“Often the case, | suspect. Go.”

“But—there sthisgirl—did she—?’

Amdli€ svoiceturned to ahisslike deet on afrozen window. “ Are you questioning me?’

“No! No, so sorry, ma am, it won't happen again, I'm sorry....” Monicd s voice was fading. Shewas
backing away, down the hall. Claire stayed where she was, trembling.

She amost screamed when Amedli€' s pale form rose up over the edge of the pew again and gazed down
at her. She hadn’t heard her move. Not at al.

“I suggest you go straight home, little Claire,” Amelie said. “1 would take you there, but that would imply
morethan | think | can afford just now. Run, run home. Hurry, now. And—if you have lied to me about
the book, remember that many people might want such avaluable thing, and for many reasons. Be sure

of why they want it before you giveit over.”

Claire dowly took her hands away from her head and did onto the seet of the pew, facing the vampire.
Shewas till scared, but Amdiedidn’t seem...well...evil exactly. Just cold. Ice-cold.

And old.
“What isit?’ Claire asked. “ The book?”’

Ameli€ ssmilewasasfaded asold slk. “Life,” shesaid. “And degth. | can tell you no more. It wouldn’t
be prudent.” The smile vanished, leaving behind only the chill. “1 believe you redly should go now.”

Claire bolted up and hurried away, checking over her shoulder every other step. She saw other vampires
coming out—she hadn’t spotted them, not aone of them. One of them was John, from the library. He
grinned a her, not in afriendly way. One of his eyeswas milky white,

Sheran.

Wherever Monicaand her friends had gone, it was't the way Claire ran—and run she did, thewhole
way to Lot Street. Her lungs were burning by the time she turned the corner, and she was nearly in tears
with gratitude at the sight of the big old house.

And Shane, sitting on the front steps.

He stood up, not saying aword, and she threw herself a him; he caught her and held her close for afew
seconds, then pushed her back for asurvey of damage.

“I know,” shesaid. “You told menot to go. I'm sorry.”
He nodded, looking grim. “Insde.”

Once shewasin, with the door safely locked, she babbled out the whole story. Monica, the van, the
lighter, the church, the vampire. He didn't ask any questions. In fact, he didn’t even blink. She ran out of



words, and he just looked at her, expressionless.

“You,” hefindly said, “had better like theingde of your room, because I’m locking you in there, and I'm
not letting you out until your parents cometo load you inthe car.”

“I mean it. No more bullshit, Claire. Y ou’' re staying aive no matter what | haveto do.” He sounded flatly
furious. “Now. Y ou need to tell me about Michadl.”

“Whet?’

“I meanit, Claire. Tdl me, right now. Because | can't find him anywhere, and you know what? | can
never find him during the day—damn! Did you fed that?’ Shedid. A cold spot, sweeping across her
skin. Michad, trying to tel her something. Probably Hell no, don’t tell him. “We can't get through thisif
we're not straight with each other.” Shane's Adam'’ s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “1s he—you
know—one of them?’ Cause | need to know that.”

“No,” shesad. “No, he'snot.”

Shane closed his eyes and dumped against the wall, hands to both sides of his head. “God, thank you. |
was going nuts. | thought—I mean, it's one thing to be anight person, but Michae—I was—I

thought—"

“Wait,” Claire said, and took a deep breath. Cold settled over her again—Michadl, trying to stop her.
Sheignored it. “Quit it, Michadl. He needsto know.”

Shane took his hands away from his head and looked around, then frowned at her. “Michadl’ snot here. |
checked. | searched the damn place from top to bottom.”

“Yes, heis. Cold spot.” She held out her hand and waved it through the refrigerated air. “I figure he's
gtanding...right here.” Shelooked at her watch. “He |l be back in about two hours, when the sun goes
down. Y ou can see him then.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?’
“Miched. He saghost.”
“Oh, come on! Bullshit! The dude sits here and eats dinner with ug!”

She shrugged, threw up her hands, and walked away. “Y ou wanted to know. Fine. Now you know. And
by theway?I’mfine”

“What do you mean, he'saghost?’ Shane caught up with her, came around her, and blocked her path.
“Oh, come on. Ghost? He sasred as| am!”

“Sometimes,” she agreed. “Ask him. Better yet, watch him at dawn. And then tell mewhat heis, because
ghostisabout al | know to cal him. Thething is, he can't leave the house, Shane. Hecan't help us. He's
stuck here, and during the day, he can’t even talk to us. He just—drifts.” She batted away the cold air
again. “Stop it, Michad. | know you're pissed. But he needs to know.”

“Clarel” Shane grabbed her and shook her out of sheer frustration. “Y ou’ retaking to thin air!”

“Whatever. Let go, I’ ve got thingsto do.”



“Whet things?”

“Packing!” She pulled free and went upstairs, two steps at atime. Shane dways dammed his door when
he was mad; shetried it out. It helped.

The cold spot followed her. “Dammit, Michadl, get out of my room, you pervert!” Could you even bea
pervert if you were dead? She supposed you could, if you had aworking body half thetime. “1 swear,
I”’m going to art taking my clothes off!”

The cold spot stayed resolutdly put until she got the hem of her T-shirt al theway up to her braline, and
then faded away. “ Chicken,” she said, and paced the room, back and forth. Worried and more than a
little scared.

Shane pounded on the door, but she stretched out on her bed, put apillow over her face, and pretended
not to hear him.

Dusk came, pulling a blue gauze over the sky; she watched the sun sink halfway down the horizon, then
unlocked her door and stormed out. Shane was just coming out of Michagl’ s bedroom. Still looking for
someone he wasn't going to find. Not the way he thought, anyway.

“Michad!” Claireydled from her end, and felt the cold settle around her like an icy blanket. Shane spun
around, and she felt the mist gather, thick and heavy, and then she actudly saw it, afaint gray shapeinthe
ar....

Eve sdoor flew open. “What in the hell isgoing on around here?’ sheyelled. “Could you guys keep it
down to aircraft-carrier noise?’

...And then Michadl jud...appeared. Midway between dl three of them, forming right out of athick gray
heavy mig, taking on color and weight.

Eve screamed.

Michael collgpsed to his hands and knees, retching. He fell on hisside, then rolled over to stare up at the
celling. “ Shit!” he gasped, and just stayed there, fighting for breath. His eyes|ooked wet and terrified,
and Clareredized thet it waslike thisfor him every day. Every night. Frightening beyond anything she
could evenimagine.

Clairelooked down the hdl at Shane. He was frozen in place, mouth open, looking like a cartoon of
himsdf. Eve, too, from her angle.

Clairewaked over, held out ahand to Michadl, and said, “Wdll, | guess that settlesthings.”

He gave her afilthy, wordless ook, and took her hand to pull himself up. He staggered and |eaned
againg the wall for support, shaking his head when shetried to help. “Inaminute,” hesad. “ Takesalot
out of you.”

Evesad, in ahigh, squeaky, airlessvoice, “ The ghost! Y ou' re the ghost Mirandawas taking about! Oh
my God, Michael, you're the ghost! Y ou bastard!”

He nodded, still concentrating on bresthing.

Eve got control of her voice and squealed, “ That iswithout a doubt the coolest damn thing | have ever
seeninmy entirelifel”



Shane looked. .. pale. Pale and shaken and—how predictable was this2—pissed. Michagl met his eyes,
and the two of them looked at each other for along, silent second before Shane said, “ Thisiswhy you
asked me to come back.”

“I—" Michael coughed. When he sagged thistime, Eve threw hisarm around her shoulders. He looked
surprised, then pleased. “Not just because—"

“I getit,” Shanesaid. “I get it, man. | do. What the hell happened while | was gone?’
Michadl just shook hisheed. “Later.”

No, it was't that Shane was pissed after dll, Claire realized. He turned away and pounded down the
stairs before she could say anything, but she' d seen his eyes. She knew.

Helost Alyssa. Now hethinks he' slost Michadl, too. She didn’t know how that felt, not redlly; she could
imagine, but she was—she knew it—sheltered. She’ d never redly lost anybody, not even agrandparent.
Grief was something in TV shows, in movies, in books.

She had no ideawhat to say to him. She' d thought that he' d just take it in Stride, the way Shane seemed
to teke things, but. ..

“Clare” Michad sad. “Don't let him leave.”

She nodded and |eft Eve supporting Micheael in the halway, the two of them looking surprisingly
comfortable with the whole living-dead-not-dead thing. She supposed that if aghost had to have a
girlfriend, well, Eve was just about the best choice there was.

Shane was standing downgtairs, just. .. standing. Not paying much attention to her or anything ese. She
reached out, ready to tap him on the shoulder, let him know she was here even if shewasno help at al,
but just then, there was aknock on the front door.

“| swear to God, if that’s Miranda—,” he grated. Hisfists were clenched at hissides.

“No, I think it'sfor me,” Claire said, and darted around him to run down the halway. She checked the
peepholefirgt, and sure enough, there was Oliver, standing on the doorstep and |ooking uncomfortable.
She supposed he had good reason. ... Jeez, hanging around anywhere after dark in Morganville had to
be like hanging an EAT ME sign on your back.

She unlocked the door and swung it open.
“I don't have alot of time,” he said. “Where are they? Shane and Eve?”’

“Ingde,” she said, and pulled it open wider, the universal signal for Comein. Hedidn't. Heheld up a
hand ingtead, waved it in theair in front of him with apuzzled frown. “Oliver?’

“I'mafradyou |l haveto ask mein,” he said. 1t seemsthis house has some very detailed Protectionsin
place. | can't comein unlessyou ask.”

“Oh. Sorry about that.” She was about to ask him inside when it occurred to her that maybe it wasn't the
best idea, just asking peoplein without okaying it with the rest of the Glass House first. Especidly since
shewasliving here only another day. “Um, can you wait just asecond?’

“No, Claire, | redly can't,” Oliver said impatiently. He was still wearing the hippie gear from Common
Grounds, but somehow helooked. . .different. Odd. “Pleaseinvitemein. | don’'t have timeto wait.”



“But I—"
“Claire, | can't help you if you won't trust me! Now quickly, beforeit’ stoo late, let mein!”
“But I—" Shepulledin adeep breath. “All right. | invite you—"

“No!” It wasaroar from behind her, absolutely terrifying, and she threw herself to one side and covered
her mouth with both hands to hold in her scream. It wasn't Shane bearing down on her; it was Michad!.
Shane was behind him, and Eve. “ Claire, get back!”

Michael looked like an avenging angel, and nobody argued with angels. Claire scurried backward, still
holding her hands over her mouth, as Michael strode past her, right up to the doorway. The edge of his
territory.

Oliver looked disappointed but, she saw, not particularly surprised. “Ah, Michagl. Good to see you
agan. | sseyou'resurviving nicely.”

Michad didn’t say anything, but from Claire s vantage point to the Sde, she saw the look hewas giving
Oliver, and it frightened her. She hadn’t thought Michadl could get that angry.

“What do you want here?’ he asked tightly. Oliver Sghed.

“I know you won’'t believe me,” he said, “but in truth, | had the best interests of your young friend at

Michael laughed bitterly. “Yesh. I'll bet.”

“Also your friend Shane—" Oliver’ s eyes darted past Michadl to lock on Shane, then Eve. “ And of
course my dear sweet Eve. Such afine employee.”

Michadl turned dowly to look a Eve, whose eyes were wide with what Claire hoped was horror. Or a
least confusion. “Y ou know each other?’ Eve blurted. “ But—Michad, you said you didn’t know Oliver,
and—"

“I didn’t,” Michael said, and turned back, “until he killed me. We were never formdly introducted.”

“Yes,” Oliver said, and shrugged. “ Sorry about that. Nothing personal about it; it was an experiment of
sortsthat didn’t quite work out. But I'm pleased to see you survived, evenif not quitein theformthat I'd

hoped.”

Michael made asound Claire hoped never to hear again from any person, living or dead. It was Eve's
turn to clap her hands over her mouth, then quickly take them away to yell, “Oh my God! Oliver!”

“We can discuss my mord shortcomings later,” he said. “For now, you need to let meinside this house,
and asquickly aspossible”

“Y ou have got to be kidding,” Michadl said. 1 think one of usdead in hereis good enough. I’ m not
letting you intokill therest.”

Oliver studied him slently for along moment. “I'd hoped to be able to avoid this,” hefinaly said. “Y our
little Claireis quite the prodigy, you know. She says she' s found the book. | think she has quitea
promising futurein Morganville.. . provided she survivesthe night.”

Michael looked like he wanted to vomit. His eyes darted to Claire, then away. “ Doesn't matter. Go
away. Nobody’ sasking youin.”



“No?’ Oliver smiled widdy, and hisfangs came down with lazy downess. That was absolutely the
scariest thing Claire had ever seen, that and the sincerity in hiseyes. “| think someone will. Sooner or
leter.”

“I"d say over my dead body, but | think you aready made that point,” Michagl snapped. “ Thanksfor the
vist. Now fuck off, man.”

He started to close the door. Oliver held up ahand—not like he wastrying to sop him physicdly, just a
warning—and his fangs folded up to leave hisface kind and trustworthy again. Like...theface of aredly
cool teacher, the kind who made school worth living through. That, Claire thought, was abigger betrayd
than anything dse.

“Wait. Do they understand why they’ re here, Michadl ? Why you risked exposing your secretsto them?’
Michadl didn’t stop. The door was swinging closed on Oliver. “ Shane, listen to me! Michael needed
someone living to activate the house Protection! Y ou think he cares about you, he doesn’t! Y ou're just
amsand legsfor him! Begating hearts! He' sno different from me!”

“Except for the not-bloodsucking part, you fresk!” Shane yelled, and then the door dammed shut on
Oliver’ sface. Michael threw the bolt with shaking fingers. “Chrigt, man. Why didn’t you tell us?’

“|—about what?” Michadl asked, not turning to face him. He looked pale, Claire saw. Scared.

“Any damn thing! How did this happen, Michael? How did you get to be—?" Shane made agesture that
was vague enough to mean anything. “Was he trying to, you know, vamp you out?’

“I think so. It didn’t work. Thisisasfar as| got.” Michadl swallowed hard and turned to face him. “He's
right about the Protections. The house won't enforce any Protection unlessthere’ ssomeonelivinginiit. |
don’t exactly count. I'm—part of it now. | did need you.”

“Whatever, man. | don't care about that. | care that you went and got yourself drained by some damn
leech while my back was turned—"

“Hecan't beavampire,” Eve said suddenly. “He can’'t. HE smy boss! And...and he works days! How
isthat even possble?”’

“Ask him,” Michael said. “Next time you go to work.”

“Oh, right, asif | didn’t just quit that job!” Eve moved up beside Michadl and put her arms around him.
He hugged her back, like it was the most natura thing in the world. Like they’ d been doing that al
along—which, Claire admitted, maybe they had and she just hadn’t known. Michael stroked Eve' s hair.
“God, | amn so sorry!”

“Not your fault,” he said. “Not anybody’ s fault except his.”
“How'd you—7?"’

“I played a set at Common Grounds. | didn’t know he owned the place. | was deding with aguy named
Chad—"

“Oh. Right. Chad died,” Eve said.
“Wonder how that happened?’ Shane put in acidly.

“This guy—Oliver, but | never knew his name—said he was amusician and he was looking for aroom to



rent. | thought it was agood idea. He came over to seethe house” Michadl closed hiseyestight, like he
couldn’t bear to see the picturesin his head again. Not that it would help, Claire knew. “Assoon as|
asked himin. | fet it. But it wastoo late, and—he had friends.”

Shane cursed, one harsh word that boomed off the wood floor like a gunshot, and |eaned back against
thewall, head down. Slumped. “1 should have been here,” he said.

“Then we' d both be dead.”

“And you il will be” said Oliver’ svoice through the door. “ Eve, my dear. Listen to me. Listen to my
voice. Let mein.”

“Leave her done!l” Michad roared, and turned to face the door.

Claire saw something happen in Eve sface—the will go out of it, the light go out of her eyes. Oh no, she
thought, frozen, and tried to open her mouth to warn Michadl.

Before shecould doit, Evesaid, “Yes, Oliver. Comeindde.”

And the lock snapped on the door with a crisp, bright ringing sound, and the door drifted open on the
night, and Oliver stepped over the threshold.

15

Clairedidn’t even see Michadl move; he was that quick. Until that moment she d thought hewasjust a
normal guy, redly...okay, one who disgppeared into mist during the day. But nobody moved thet fast.
Nobody human.

And nobody wasthat strong, either. Michadl grabbed Oliver by the shoulders, lifted himinto the air, and
launched him headfirst down the hdl to crash into the far wall. Claire dived out of the way. So did Shane,
and Eve, dthough Eve was diving toward Oliver, not away. Shane got hold of her ankle and dragged her
backward, kicking and screaming.

Michadl went after Oliver. Asthe vampire wasrolling to hisfeet, Michadl smashed into him. Oliver was
strong, and fast, but in this house Michadl was unstoppable, and hewasredly, redly angry.

“Youfool!” Oliver screamed at him. “Do you understand what | said? Claire has the book!”
“I don’'t carel”
“You haveto carel If you don't giveit over, they'll rip al of you gpart to get it! I’'m trying to save you!”

Michael dammed hisfigt into hisface two or threetimes, quicker than Claire could blink. Oliver went
down again, scrabbling at the floor, then rolled over and stared furioudy through tangled graying hair up
at them. Vampires bled, after dl, but it didn’t quite look right—not red enough, and too thick. It trickled
from the corners of Oliver’s mouth as he snarled, fangs down, and tried to drag Michael close enough to
bite. Michadl hit him so hard that one of the fangs broke off and skittered away across the floor like an
ivory dagger. Oliver shouted in surprise and pain and rolled, trying to protect himsdif.

“Evel” Michad ydled, and dragged him by one foot down the halway toward the door. “ Revoke the
invitation! Do it!” Oliver wasfighting him wildly now, ripping long raw scratchesin the wooden floor with
hisfingernals, snarling and twisting to get free. “Evel”

Shane lunged for Eve, pulled her to her feet, and shook her hard. That didn’t work. She just stared right



past him, her face still and dead.
Claire moved him out of the way and dapped Eve hard.

Eve yeped, clapped a hand to her wounded cheek, and blinked. “Hey! What the hell...?” And then she
looked past Claireto the furious battle going on in the halway, lips parted in amazement.

“Evel” Michad ydled again. “ Theinvitation! Y ou haveto withdraw it now!”
“But | didn't—" Evedidn't wastetime arguing. “Hey! Oliver! Get the hell out of our house!”

Oliver went still. Completdly ill, like adead man. Michad picked him up by an arm and aleg, and threw
him out into the dark. Claire heard the vampire hit the pavement outside and curse as he rolled back to
his feet and came back at the door.

He bounced off asolid cushion of air in the doorway.

“You're not welcome,” Michael grated. He had a cut on hisface, bleeding athick thread down the sde
of his neck, and he was breathing hard. “ And by the way? Eve quits.”

He dammed the door in Oliver’ s snarling face, and collgpsed againgt it, shaking. Hedidn't look
al-powerful anymore. He looked terrified. “Michael 7’ Eve asked, breathless. “Y ou okay?’

“Peachy,” he said, and got it together. * Eve, stay away from the door. He got to you once; maybe he can
doit again. Claire! You, too. Stay away from the door.” He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her down
the hall—which was amess, wow, the floor all ripped up, the walls scraped and scratched—and shoved
her down to agitting position on the couch. “Claire.”

“Um...yes?’ Thingswere moving too fast. Shedidn’t know what he was waiting to hear.
“The book?’

“Oh. Yeah. Well—see, there wasthisfloor in the library where they were going through books, and
Professor Wilson was stedling things, and—"

He held up ahand to stop her. “Do you have the book?’
“yYes”

“Peasetdl meyoudidn't bring it here”

Sheblinked. “Well—yes.”

Michadl fell into the armchair, leaned forward, and buried hisfacein hishands. “ Sweet baby Jesus, do
you not pay any attention to what goes on in thistown?'Y ou really have the book?’

“I...guess s0.” She got up and started to retrieveit, but he raised his head and grabbed her wrist as she
moved by him.

“No,” hesaid. “Leaveit, wherever it is. Thelesswe know, the better. We need to figure out what we're
going to do, because Oliver was't kidding around. He wouldn't have come hereif he hadn't intended to
kill usdl for that book. Asit was, he took abig chance. He knows how powerful the Protectionison
thishouse”

“That how come you could beat him?’ Shane asked. “ Because you know, I'm your best friend, but



you're just not that badass, man.”

“Thanks, asshole. Yeah. I'm part of the house, and that means | can use what the house has. It’s strong.
Redly strong.”

“Good to know. So what’ sthe plan?’

Michael took in adeep bregth, then let it out. “Wait for daylight,” he said. “Eve. Y ou ever see Oliver
outsdeinthesun?’

“Um...” Shethought hard. “No. Mostly he staysin his office, or in the bar area, away from the windows.
But | didn't think vampires could be awake during the day!”

Claire thought about the church Monica had chased her into, and the elegant, ancient woman Sitting in the
pews. “I think they can,” shesaid. “If they’re old. He must bereadlly old.”

“| don’t care how old heis—he snot tanning,” Shane said. “Wewait for dawn, and then we get Claire
and the book out of here.”

“Shecan’'t go home. They'll go therefirst,” Eve said. Claire went cold.
“But—my parents! What about my parents?’

Nobody answered her for a second or two, and then Shane came and sat down next to her. *Y ou think
they'll ligen?If wetdl them the truth?’

“What, about Morganville? About vampires?’ She laughed, and it sounded hystericd. “ Are you kidding?
They' d never bdieveit!”

“Beddes,” Eve said, and sat down on her other sde to take her hand, “even if you convinced them,
they’ d forget all about it once they were out of town. It's hard to be paranoid when you don’t remember
they’re out to get you.”

“Ouch,” Shane agreed. “ Okay, then. Running’ s out—for one thing, we can’t throw Claire' s parentsto
the vampirewolves...right?’

Michad and Eve nodded.

“And besides, same problem for Claire. Even if we got her out of town, she' d forget why she was
running. They'd catch her.”

More nods.
“So what do we do?”’

“Tradethe book,” Claire said. They al looked at her. “What? | was going to, anyway. In exchange for
somethings”

“Likewhat?’ Michad asked, amazed.

“Like—Brandon not holding Shaneto hisdedl. And Monicaand her fresks backing off of me.
And...Protection for al the dorms on campus, so that the students are safe.” She blushed, because they
weredl gtaring a her like they’ d never seen her before. “That’s how Oliver knew | had the book. |
messed up. | wastrying to make adedl, but | thought he wasjust, you know, a good guy who could
help. | didn’'t know he was one of the vampires.”



“Oh, he'snot one of them,” Michad said. “Heisthem.”

Shane frowned. “How do you know that, man?’

“Becausein away I’'m one of them,” Michad replied. “ And something in me wantsto do what he says.”
“But—not abig part, right?’ Eve ventured.

“No. But he' sdefinitely in charge.”

Shgne got up and waked to the windows, twitched back the curtain, and looked out. “No kidding,” he
sad.

“What' ve you got?’

“Vamp city, man. Check it out.”

Michadl joined him at the window, then Eve. When Claire squeezed in, she gasped, because there were
dozens of peoplein view, dl standing or Stting facing the house. Unnaturdly still. Eve dashed to another
st of windows. “ Same herel” she cdlled. “Hang on!”

“Shane,” Michad said, and jerked his head after her. Shane loped off in pursuit. “Well, so much for
sneaking out. | think we're herefor the night, at least. Most of them have to go underground during the
day. Thosethat don't won't be able to stay out in direct sunlight—I hope—so maybe we' |l have more
optionsthen.”

“Michad—" Clairefdt likecrying. “1 didn’'t know. I thought | was doing something good. | redly did.”

He put hisarm around her. “1 know. It’ s not your fault. It might have been adumb idea, but at least it
was asweet one.” He kissed her cheek. “ Better get somerest. And if you hear voices, try not to listen.
They're going to be testing us.”

She nodded. “What are we going to do?’

“I don't know,” he said quietly. “But we' Il think of something.”

Claire curled up on the corner of the couch, piled under an afghan; Eve took the other end. Nobody felt
much like going upstairsto bed. Shane paced alat, talking in low whisperswith Michagl, who hadn’t
once gotten out his guitar. The two of them looked wired. Ready for anything.

Clairedidn’t mean to fal adegp—she thought she was too scared—but she did, eventualy, as night spun
on toward morning. V oices whispered to her—Michadl’ s, she thought, and then Shane's. Get up, the
voices said. Get up and open the door. Open the window. Let usin. We can help you if you'll just let us
in.

Shewhimpered in her deep, sweaty and sick, and felt Shane’shand on her forehead. “ Claire.” She
opened her eyes and saw him sitting there next to her. He looked tired. “ Y ou’ re having a nightmare.”

“Don’'t | wish,” she muttered, tried to swallow, and discovered she was burning-up thirsty. Shefelt
feverish and weak, too. Well, thiswas a perfect time to be catching theflu....

“Michad!” Oliver’ svoice camefaint through the front door. “ Something you should see, my boy! Look
out your windows!”



“Trap,” Shane said instantly, and reached out to grab Michagl’ s arm as he walked by. “Don’t, man.”
“What's he going to do? Make faces at me?’

“If you start doing what he wants, it’s hard to stop. Just don’t.”

Michagl considered that for afew seconds, then pulled away and went on to the windows.

Where he stared out, frowning. There were red and blue flashing lights shining on the glass and reflecting
onhisskin.

“What isit?” Claire asked, and got up.
“Hey! Serioudy, guys. Quit playing their game—"

“Cops,” Michad said. He sounded blank and shocked. “They’ ve got the whole street blocked off.
They’ re moving people out.”

“What people? The vampires?’ Eve wanted to know. She piled on at the window, too.
“Sheesh,” Shane said grumpily. “Fine. Don't listen to me. If avampiretellsyou to jump off acliff...”
“They’ re evacuating the neighborhood,” Michad said. “ Getting rid of witnesses.”

“Oh, shit,” Shane said, and jumped up and craned to look over Claire’ s shoulder. “ So just how screwed
aewe?’

“Wll, the cops aren’t vampires. And the Protections won't keep them out.”

As Clairewatched, the six police cars, al with their lights running in bloodred and vein blue flashes, were
joined by two long, skeletal fire trucks. One at each end of the block.

Michael said nothing, but his eyes narrowed.
“Oh, shit!” Shane whispered. “They wouldn’t.”

“Yeah,” Michad said. “I think they would. If thisbook isthat important, | think they’d do just about
anythingto get it.”

Oliver’ sface suddenly popped up in front of the window. They all screamed—even Michae—and
jumped back. Shane tried to push Claire behind him. She smacked a him until heleft her done.

She wanted to hear what Oliver had to say.

“It' snearly five 0’ clock,” Oliver said, hisvoice muffled by the window glass. “We re running out of time,
Michadl. Either invite mein and give me the book, or I'm afraid thisis going to get unpleasant.”

“Waitl” Clairebdled her handsinto fists. “I want to tradefor it!”

His eyesweighed her, and dismissed her. “I’m very sorry, my dear, but that opportunity has come and
gone. We re in much rougher waters now. Either hand over the book, or we'll comein and get it. |
promiseyou, thisisthe best ded you'relikely to get thisside of hell.”

Michael yanked down the shade. “ Shane. Y ou, Eve, and Claire get into the pantry room. Moveit.”

“Noway!” Evedeclared. “I’'m not leaving you!”



Hetook her hand and locked eyes with her, in away that made Claire’ s knees go weak even at severd
feet away. “They can’t hurt me, except by hurting the house itsdlf. They can’t kill me, except by
destroying the house. Understand? Y ou guys are the vulnerable ones. And | want you safe.”

He kissed her hand, darted a self-conscious look at Claire and Shane, and then kissed her lips, too.

“Huh,” Shane said. “Thought s0.” Hetook Claire s hand. “Michad’ sright. Better get you girls someplace
ge.”

“You, too, Shane,” said Michadl.

“Noway!”

“Not the time to be proving anything, dude. Just take care of them. | can take care of mysdf.”
Maybe, Claire thought. And maybe he just wanted them out of theway in case he couldn’t.

Either way, she didn’t have a chance to protest. Shane steered her and Eve into the kitchen, loaded them
down with water and prepackaged food like Pop-Tarts and energy bars, and helped them stack thingsin
the dark, gloomy hiding place where Claire had spent her first morning in the Glass House.

Shedidn’t know if Shane redlly might have followed Michadl’ s orders—it was possible, she
guessed—hut just asthey were pushing the last of the suppliesinto the narrow little doorway, therewasa
loud crashing of glassfrom the living room.

“What the hell?” Shane blurted, and ducked out to see what was going on. Claire went after him, and
when she looked back, Eve was following, too.

But they didn't get very far, because the kitchen window smashed into splinters, and Claire and Eve
stopped and turned to look.

Oliver was standing just outside the window. They heard more glass breaking, al over the house.

“Girls” hesaid. “I'm sorry to do this. Truly | am. But you' re not giving me much choice. Last chance.
Invitemein, and this can end peacefully.”

“Biteme!” Evetaunted. “ Oh, wait...you can't, can you? Not from way out there!”

Hiseyesflared, and hisfangs snapped down. Threat display. That waswhat it was caled when a
rattlesnake shook itstail, or acobraspread itshood. He was giving them aclear sign that he didn’t find
them very funny.

“Thebook,” hesaid. “Or your lives. That’ sthe only dedl you' re going to get, Claire. | suggest you make
theright choice quickly.”

“It' sokay,” Evesad. “They can't comeinsde.”

Oliver nodded, hisfaded, curling hair blowing in the hot night wind. “ That’ strue,” he said. “But then, I'm
hardly dl done”

And he stepped aside as a policeman, in uniform, broke out the remaining glasswith anightstick and
hopped up on the windowsill to climb through.

Eve and Claire screamed and ran.



The living room was amess of broken furniture, scattered papers, struggling bodies—Shane punched out
some guy in ablack jacket, who flew back out of the window and into the arms of some waiting, snarling
vampires. Michadl wasfighting a couple more, whom he just bodily picked up and threw out. AsEve
and Claire skidded into the room and broke right and | eft, the cop in pursuit ran headlong into Michael
and got tossed out, aswell.

“They’'recoming in!” Eve screamed, and dammed the kitchen door and jammed a chair under the
handle. Michadl grabbed the nearest bookcase—not the one with the Bible on it, Claire sasv—and pulled
it over to block the window, then leaned the sofaagaingt it.

“Updard” heydled. “Moveit!”

Shane grabbed Claire by the hand and pounded up the steps, half dragging her; she missed a step and
stumbled, and pulled him off-balance just at the right moment, because the bat that was swung at his head
missed and thumped into the wall with acrack of wood. Another person hiding at the top of the stairs,
thisonefemae and tall. Shane grabbed the bat away from her and menaced her with it, driving her back
down the halway. Claire recognized her—one of the dorm girls, Lillian.

“Don’t!” Lillian yelled, and put up her arms when Shane pulled back the bat.

“Hdl,” Shanespitindisgust. “1 can't hit agirl. Here, Claire. You hit her.” Hetossed her the bat. Claire
grabbed it and came to aclumsy batting stance, wishing she' d paid more attention in physed. Lillian
screamed again and ran into the open doorway of Eve sroom. Eve, coming up the sairs, screamed, too,
for different reasons.

“Hey! That’smy room, bitch!” And sheflew into grab Lillian by the hair, swing her around, and throw
her out into the hall, then shoved her toward the airs. “Michael! This one needsto go out!”

She shoved her again. Lillian tottered down the steps, and shrieked once more before leaving the building
at speed, propeled by Michael-power.

“Check therooms,” Shane panted. “If one got in, there are probably more. Don't take chances. Yéll for
hdp.”

Claire nodded and hurried to her room. It looked quiet, thank God—the windows were unbroken, and
there was no sign of anybody hiding in the closets or under the bed. Same for the bathroom, athough she
had abad shower-curtain moment. She heard crashing from down the hall. Shane had found somebody.
Sheran out into the hall and started to come to his defense, then hesitated when she saw that Eve' s door
was now open acrack.

She'd left it closed.
She opened it dowly, as silently as she could, and peeked around the edge. ..

...and saw Eve up againgt the wall, and Miranda holding aknife at Eve sthroat. She recognized the
bruises and bite marks on her neck first, then the faded blue eyes asthe girl’ s head turned toward her.

“Don't,” Mirandasaid. “1 haveto do this. Charles says| need to. To makethevisons stop. | want it to
gop, Claire. Y ou understand, right?’

“Let her go, Miranda, okay? Please?’ Claire swallowed hard and stepped into the room. She could hear
fighting from down the hall. Shane and Michadl were busy. “Y ou don’'t want to hurt Eve. She’ syour



friend!”

“It'stoo much,” Miranda said. “ So many people dying, and | can’t do anything. Charles said he'd make
itgoaway. All | havetodois—’

“What? Kill Eve? Redlly, don’t—you don’t want to—to do anything—" Panicked, she looked to Evefor
help. Onething was for sure: the pallor in Eve' sface was't makeup.

“Yeah,” Evesadfantly. “I’myour friend, Mir. Y ou know that.”

Miranda shook her head so hard her dark hair flew. The knife trembled againgt Eve' sthroat, and she
sueezed her eyes shut, whispering something that sounded like, “ Charles,” and when she opened her
eyes again shelooked different. Not scared. Focused.

She' sgoing to do something. | need to— Claire didn’t have timeto figure it out; she just moved, because
Eve was moving, her arm flashing up and smacking Miranda s elbow. In the second that the knifewas
away from Eve sthroat, Claire grabbed athick handful of Miranda s hair and yanked, hard, dragging her
backward. Miranda shrieked and dashed wildly at them. Eve' s upraised arm got a bloody cut, and
Claire moved backward, gasping, holding on to Miranda s hair and trying to stay out of cutting range.

Miranda swept the knife around and cut off the clump of hair a couple of inches away from Claire's
knuckles. Ohno...

Mirandalunged at her, knife held out, and Claire ran into the black bedside table, toppled over onto the
black satin comforter, and saw the knife coming for her.

“Hey!” Eve screamed, and spun Miranda around and dapped her, hard, across the face. Twice. When
Mirandatried to stab her, Eve smacked the girl’ s hand into the wall and twisted her wrigt until Miranda' s
fist opened and the knife dropped to the wood floor.

Miranda started crying. It was a hopeless, helpless sound, and if Claire hadn’t been angry-scared, she
might have actually felt sorry for her. “No, no, | don’t want to seeit anymore, | don’t want to—he said
he' d makeit sop—"

Eve grabbed her by the arm, opened up the closet door, and stuffed Mirandainside, then jammed a
wooden chair under the door handle to hold it shut. She looked furious and redlly, redly hurt. Her arm
was bleeding dl over the place—not spurting, but flowing pretty fregly. Claire grabbed up ablack towel
lying on the bureau and pressed the makeshift bandage to the wound; Eve blinked, like she'd forgotten all
about it, and held it in place.

“Maybe she was just under his spdll. Like you were, when you—" Okay, maybeit hadn’t been smart to
bring that up, Claire thought.

“That' swhy | dapped her,” Eve said. “But | don't think that’ sit. Miranda s aways been crazy. | just
thought—well, | thought she was't that crazy.”

Evelooked better. More color in her face, anyway...and then Claire thought, no, she looked too good.

Claire seyesturned to the broken window. Outside, there was adight edge of sunlight climbing above
the horizon, and the sky had turned a deep blue gray.

“Michadl!” she blurted. “Oh my God!”

Sheleft Eve and ran into the hall. Shane was just coming out of hisroom, shaking out hisright hand. His



knuckles were bloody. “Where sMichad 7’ sheyelled.
“Downdtairs” hesad. “What the hdll isthat?’

Claireredized with ashock that somehow she was gill holding the handful of Miranda s severed hair.
She made aface and let go, then fluttered her hand to shake off the clingy strands. *Y ou don’t even want
to know. Oh, Miranda slocked in Eve' s closat, by theway.”

“Wall, that’ sabonus. Sorry, but | redly don’t like that kid.”

“She’ snot growing on me, either,” Claire admitted. “ Come on, we need to get to Michael.”
“Trust me, he/ sdoing okay without us.”

“No, heé snot,” shesad grimly. “The sun’scoming up.”

Hedidn't get it for a second, and then he did, and oh, boy. He was gone before she could yell a him to
wait for her.

She reached the bottom of the staircase afew seconds behind, and saw him race acrossto where
Michadl was grabbing another—presumably, human—intruder on hisway in through the broken-down
front door.

“I don’'t need you!” heyelled at them both, and tossed the guy hafway to Kansas. “ Get upstairs! Shane,
show her where!”

Shaneignored him, plunged past him and into the halway. Guarding the front door. Michael started to
follow him, and stepped into the growing light from the back window.

He spunto look at it, then wordlesdy at Claire. She saw the outright fear in hiseyes. “No,” he said. “Not
now!”

She couldn’t say or do anything to help, and she knew it. “How long... 7’

Theterriblelook on hisface pretty much answered the question, but he said it anyway. “Five minutes.
Maybe less. Dammit!”

Asif the vampires knew, there was arattle at the window behind the bookcase blocking it. It heaved
uneasily, then started to topple forward. Michael got in between it and the floor, caught it, and flung it
back upright, then braced it again with the sofa.

“Back up!” Michad ordered her, and she retreated to the stairs. She could hear Shanefighting in the hall
again. “Claire, you and Eve need to find away to block everything. Sedl it up. Don't let Shane—"

Shewasn't sure what he was going to say, but just then he gasped and doubled over, and she knew that
it waslost. Helooked pale. Pder.

Mist.
Gone, along with afading ghost of a scream.

Eve skidded to a stop beside her, eyeswide. “He' sgone,” shewhispered, asif shereally couldn’t
believeit. “Heleft us”

“Hecouldn’t helpit.” Claire took her hand. “Come on, Eve, let’s get the bookcase down the hall. We



need to wedgeit in the doorway.”

Eve nodded numbly. It waslike dl the fight had gone out of her, and Claire understood why..... What
hope was there now? Michad had been handling things, but without him...?

“Hep me” shesad to Eve, and she meant it in every way she could.

Eve gave her atiny little smile and squeezed her fingers. “Y ou know | will.”

Between the three of them, they managed to block the front door pretty thoroughly, wedging the
bookcase in place and bracing it with two more at an angle. Sweaty, panting, scared, they looked at each
other.

It got quiet. Weirdly quiet.
“Wel?" Evelooked around the corner. “1 don't see anything....”
“Can we get to the pantry?’ Claire asked. “1 mean, | don't hear anybody....”

“Too risky,” Shane said. He grabbed the phone from a pile of debris and started diding on the fly, then
dropped it. “They cut theline”

Eve pulled her cdll phone out of aholster on her belt. Shane grabbed for it, checked the signal, and held
up hishand for ahigh five. He was dready dialing when they smacked it. “Comeon,” he muttered,
pacing, listening. “Pick up, pick up, pick up....”

He stopped in midstep. “Dad? Oh, damn, it'sthe machine—Dad, listen, if you get this, it's Shane, I'm a
Michad Glass shousein Morganville, and | need shock and awe, man—come running. Y ou know why.”

Heflipped the phone shut and threw it to Eve. “ Upgtairs, both of you. Get in the secret room. Michadl?
Areyou with us?’

Claire shivered in asudden cold draft. “He shere.”

“Watch out for them,” Shane said. “I—I kind of haveaplan.” He said it asif hewas half surprised.
“Girls. Upgtairs. Now.”

“ Bl,lt—”

“Go!” He' d learned how to yell orders from Michael, and it seemed to work, because Claire was moving
for the stairs without any conscious decision to do it. The cold chill stayed around her, and she saw Eve
shivering, too.

The upstairswas quiet, aswell, except for the distant knocking sound of Miranda hammering on her
door. “1 don't likethis,” Clairesaid. “Oliver knows Michael can't do anything after dawn, right?’

“I don't know,” Eve said, and chewed at her bottom lip. Most of her makeup had sweated off or gotten
wiped away; even her lipswere norma lip color now, for nearly thefirst time Claire could remember.
“You'reright. It sweird. Why would they just give up now?’

“They haven't,” said avoicethat Claire stingling spine recognized before her brain. Michad’ s bedroom
door opened, and standing there, smiling, was MonicaMorrdl. Ginaand Jennifer were behind her.



They were dl holding knives, and that was ahell of alot scarier than Miranda, no matter how crazy she
might be.

Eve got in between Claire and Monica and began backing her away, down the halway. “ Get in your
room,” Eve sad. “Lock the door.”

“Won't do you any good,” Monicasaid, leaning around Eve. “ Ask mewhy. Go on, ask me.”

She didn’t have to. She heard the door open behind her, and whipped around to seeamanin apolice
uniform stepping out into the halway with hisgun drawn.

“Meet my brother, Richard,” shegiggled. “l1an’t he cute?’ He might have been, but Claire couldn’t look
anywhere but at the gun, which was big and shiny and black. She’ d never had a gun pointed at her
before, and it scared her in waysthat even knivesdidn't.

“Shut up, Monica,” he said, and nodded toward the far end of the hall. “Ladies. Downgtairs, please. We
don't have to make thisbloody.” He sounded harassed more than anything ese, like masshomeinvasion
was just something standing between him and morning coffee.

Claire backed up, touched Eve, and whispered, “What do we do?’ She was asking Michad, too, for dl
the good it would do.

“I guesswe go downgtairs,” Eve said. She sounded defested.

The chill swept across them stronger than ever. “Um, | think that’ sano?” Warm air flooded in. “That'sa
yes?” Morewarm air. “Y ou' re kidding me, Michael. Stay here?’ Fine, if you were dready aghost, but
how the hell were the two of them supposed to fight off three girls with knives and a cop with agun?

Evefainted. Shedid it convincingly, too, so well that Clairewasn't totaly for surethat shewas't redly
out. Monica, Gina, and Jennifer looked down at her, frowning, and Claire bent over her, fanning at her
face. “Shegot cut,” shesaid. “She'slost alot of blood.” She hoped that was an exaggeration, but she
wasn't too sure, because the black towel had fallen away from Eve'sarm and it looked soaked.

“Leave her,” said Monica s brother. “We only need you, anyway.”
“But—she' shleeding! She needs—’

“Move.” He shoved her, and she nearly ran into the knife Ginawas holding out. “Monica, for God's
sake, back the hell off, will you?1 think | can handle somelittlegirl!”

Monicafrowned at him. “ Oliver said we could have her when it' sover.”
“Y eah, when it sover. Which isn't now, so back the hdl off!”

She shot him the finger, then stepped back to let Claire move past her. Clairedid it asdowly asshe
could, manufacturing acrying jag and some shaking that, once started, felt too redl to stop.

“See?’ Monicasaid over her shoulder to Jennifer. “Told you she was a punk.”

Claire doubled over, moaning, and very ddiberately puked al over Monica s shoes. That wasdl it took.
Monica screamed in horror and dapped her, Gina grabbed her, Jennifer stepped away, and Richard,
confused by all the sudden girl fighting, took a couple of steps back so hewouldn’t put abullet in the
wrong one.

“Hey!” Shane svoice, loud and angry. He was on the stairs, looking through therailing at them. “ Enough



dready. I'll give you the damn book. Just leave them alone.”

“Not fair,” Monicamuttered, glaring at him. He glared right back, looking like he' d take back that
hitting-a-girl rule, just once. Gladly. “Richard, shoot him.”

“No,” Richard said wearily. “I’m acop. | only shoot who I’'m told to shoot, and you aren’t the chief.”
“Well, | will be. Oneday.”

“Then I’ll shoot him when you are,” he said. “ Shane, right? Get up here.”

“Let themwak out of herefirg.”

“Not going to happen, so just get your ass up here before | decide | don’t need either one of them.”
Richard cocked the gun for emphasis. Shane dowly came up to the top of the steps and stopped.
“Whereisit?’

“Thebook?It'ssafe. And it’' s someplace you'll never get it if you piss me off, Dick.”

Richard fired the gun. Everybody—even Monica—screamed, and Claire looked down at hersdlf in
shock.

He' d missed. There was asmoking round holein Michagl’ s door.
Oh. He hadn’t missed.

“Kid,” Richard said wearily, “1 am not in the mood. | haven't dept in thirty-six hours, my sster’'s
crazy—"'

“Hey!” Monica protested.
“—and you're not my high school crush—"
“Heisnot my high school crush, Richard!”

“Thepoaintis, | couldn’t give acrap about you, your friends, or your problems, because for methisisn’t
persona. Monicawill kill you because she' snuts. I'll kill you because you make mekill you. Arewe
draght?’

“Well,” Shanesad, “that’ skind of apersond question.”

Richard aimed directly a Claire. It wasn't much of achange, but she definitdy fdt it, likebenginthe
center of the spotlight instead of just on the edges, and she heard Shane say, “Dude, I’ m kidding, all
right?Kidding!”

Shedidn’t dare blink, or move her eyes away from the gun. If she could just keep staring at it, somehow,
that would keep him from shooting her. She knew that didn’t make sense, buit. ..

In her side vision she saw Shane reach behind his back and pull out abook. Black leather cover. Oh no.
He sredly goingto...he can't. Not after al this. Although she didn’'t have any answersfor how he was
supposed to avoid it, either.

Shane held up hisleft hand, showing it empty, and held out the black Bible with hisright.
“That'sit?" Richard asked.



“Swear to God.”

“Monica Takeit.”

Shedid, scowling a Shane. “Y ou are not my high school crush, idiot.”

“Great. | can die happy, then.”

“I’'m shooting the next person who talkswho isn't my sster,” Richard said. “Monica?’

She opened the Bible. “ There' saholein it. And another book.” She stopped, staring at theinsde. “Oh
my God. It redly is. | thought for sure she was bullshitting us.”

“She knows better. Let me see”

Monicatilted the open Bible toward him, and Claire slast faint hope went away, because yes, that was
the cover, with its scratchy home-engraved symbol.

Shane had doneit. HE' d given it up.
Somehow she’ d expected better.
“So. We're square, right?” Shane asked tensdly. “ No shooting or anything.”

Richard reached out, took the Bible from Monica, and flipped it closeto tuck it under onearm. “No
shooting,” heagreed. “I meant what | said. I’ll only kill you if you make me. So thanks, | redly didn’t
need the paperwork.”

Hewalked past Shaneto the sairs, and started down.

“Hey, wait!” Shane said. “Want to take your psycho sister with you?’
Richard stopped and sighed. “Right. Monica? Let'sgo.”

“I don't want to,” shesaid. “Oliver told me| could have them.”

“Oliver’snot here, and | am, and I’ m telling you that we have to go. Right now.” When she didn’t move,
he looked back. “Now. Move, unless you want to fry.”

She blew Claire and Shane amocking kiss. “Y eah. Enjoy the barbecue!”

Shefollowed her brother down. Ginawent after, and that just |eft Jennifer standing there, looking oddly
hel pless even with aknifein her hands.

She bent over and put it on the floor, held up her hands, and said, “Monica set afire. Y ou should get out
whileyou can, and run like hell. It probably won't help, but—I’ m sorry.”

And then she was gone. Shane stared after them for afrozen second, then moved over to knedl next to
Eve. “Hey. You okay?’

“Taking anap,” Evesad. “1 thought maybeif | sayed down, you'd haveit easier.” She sounded shaky,
though. “Help me up.”

Shane and Claire each took ahand and pulled her up; she swayed woozily. “Did | get that right? Y ou
actualy handed it over?’



“You know what?1 did. And it kept you guys aive, so there you go. Hate me.” He was going to say
something else, but then stopped and frowned and nodded down the halway.

Therewas athin thread of smoke curling out from underneath the door of Claire' s bedroom.

“Ohmy God!” she gasped, and ran for it; the knob was hot. She instantly let go and backed away. “We
have to get out of herel”

“Likethey'regoingtolet usgo?’ Shaneasked. “And no way am | letting this house burn. What about
Michae?Hecan't leavel”

She hadn’t even thought of that, and it hit her hard. Michael wastrapped. Would he dieif the house
burned? Could he?“Firetrucks!” sheyelled. “ There arefire trucks outsde—"

“Y egh, to keep everything elsefrom going up,” Eve said. “Trust me. Thisistheir easy answer. The Glass
House goes up in flames, dong with al their problem kids. Nobody’ s going to help ugl”

“Thenwehavetodoit,” Shanesaid. “Y o, Michad! Y ou there?’
“Heré sthere” Evesad. “I’'mcold.”

“Anything you can do?’

Evelooked puzzled. “ Y es? No? Oh. Maybe. He says maybe.”

“Maybe’ s not good enough.” Shane opened the door to Eve' sroom and grabbed the black comforter
off the bed. “Blankets, towels, whatever, get it in the bathroom and soak it down. Oh, and let Miranda
out, will you?We can hate her later.”

Clarekicked the chair out of the way from under the doorknob. The closet door flew open, and
Miranda spilled out, coughing. She took one look at them and ran for the airs.

“My clothes!” Eve yelped, and grabbed a double armful of hangers, then ran to Michagl’ sroom to dump
theminapile

“Y eah, way to stay focused, Evel” Shane yelled. He had the tap going in the bath, and seconds|later he
was back, dragging the soaking wet bundle. “ Stay back.”

He kicked open the door, and behind it Claire saw fire licking from the curtains up toward the calling.
Her bed was on fire, too. It looked like that was where Monica had started it, sinceit was mostly in
flames

“Becareful!” sheydled, and hesitated to watch as Shane yanked the curtains down, threw the wet
comforter over the bed, and began ssomping down flames.

“Don’t just stand there!” he said. “ Blankets! Towelsl Water! Move!”
She dashed off.
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T hewhole house smédled like smoke and burned mattress, but on the whole, it could have been alot
worse. Claire’ sroom was amess, and her bed and curtains were adead |oss. Scorches on the floor and
smoke damage on the calling.



Still.

Shane dumped more water on the mattress, which was aready a sodden mess, and collgpsed againgt the
wall next to Claire and Eve.

“They’ ve got to be wondering why we' re not al screaming and burning by now,” Eve said. “I mean,
logicaly.”

“Go look.”
“You go look. I’ ve had atough night.”

Claire sghed, got up, and went to the unbroken window at the far end of the room. She couldn’t see
anything. No vampires, obvioudy, Since the sun was blazing in the sky by now, but no human flunkies,
ether. “Maybethey’'redl out front,” shesaid.

In the slence, she digtinctly heard. . .the doorbell.

“You'rekidding me,” Shanesaid. “Hey, did you order pizza? Good thinking. I'm starved.”
“I think you have brain damage,” Eve shot back.

“Yeah, becauseI’'m starved.”

There was a crash from downgtairs, and Shane stopped smiling. His eyes went dark and focused. “I
guessthisisit,” hesaid. “ Sorry. Last stand at the Alamo.”

Eve hugged him and didn’t say aword. Claire walked over and hugged each of them in turn, Shane last
50 she could spend more time doing it. There redlly wasn't enough time, though, because she heard
footsteps coming up the dairs, and she felt astrong chill sweep over her. Michael was with them. Maybe
that was hisversion of ahug.

“Stay strong,” she heard Eve whisper in her ear. She nodded and took Eve s hand. Shane stepped out in
front, which was—she knew by now—just what Shane did. He picked up the baseball bat he' d retrieved
from down the hall and got ready.

“There sno need for that,” said alight, cool voice from the halway. “ Y ou must be Shane. Hdllo. My
nameisAmdie”

Claire gasped and peeked around his broad back. It was the blond vampire from the church, looking
perfectly cool and at ease as she stood there, hands fol ded.

“Y ou can put that avay,” Amdliesaid. “Youwon't need it, | assureyou.”
Sheturned and | eft the doorway. The three of them looked at one another.

Is she gone? Eve mouthed. Shane edged up to the doorway and looked out, then shook his head.
What' s she doing?

That was obvious one second later, asthere was afaint click and the paneling on the other side popped
free.

Amelie opened the hidden door and went up the steps.

“I think you have some questions,” she called down. 1 have some, aswéll, asit happens, and it would



be prudent if we indulged each other. If not, then of course you are free to go—but | must warn you that
Oliver isnot happy. And when Oliver is unhappy, he tendsto be rather childish about lashing out. Y ou
arenot, asthey say, out of the woods quite yet, mes petits.”

“Vote” Shanesad. “I’'mfor leaving.”

“Stay,” Eve said. “Running won't do us any good, and you know it. We need to at least hear what she
hasto say.”

They both looked at Claire. “1 get avote?’ she asked, surprised.
“Why wouldn’t you? Y ou pay rent.”

“Oh.” Shedidn't even haveto think about it. “ She saved my lifetoday. | don't think she' s—well, maybe
she’' sbad, but she’ snot, you know, bad. | say we listen.”

Shane shrugged. “Whatever. You gofirst.”

Amedlie had settled herself on the antique Victorian settee. There were two other vampiresin the room,
standing very quietly in the corner, both wearing dark suits. Claire swallowed hard and fought an urgeto
back up and change her vote. Amelie smiled at her, lips closed, and gestured elegantly at the chair next to
the sofa. “Claire. Ah, and Eve, how lovey.”

“You know me?’ Eve asked, surprised. Shetook alook around at the other two vampires.

“Of course. | dways pay attention to the dispossessed. And your parents are particular favorites of
mine”

“Y eah, great. So who the hdll are you?’ Shane asked, blunt as ever. Amdlie regarded him for an instant
insurprise.

“Amdie” shesad, asif that explained everything. “1 thought you knew whose symbol you wore from
birth, my dear.”

Shane looked pissed off. Of course. “I don’t wear any symbols.”

“That’strue. You don't now.” She shrugged. “But everyonein thistown did once, including those from
whom you sprang. One way or another, you are owned, body and soul.”

Shane, for once, didn’t try acomeback. He just stared at her with dark, angry eyes. Shedidn’'t seem
bothered.

“You haveaquestion,” Amdie gated. Shane blinked.
“Y eah. How did you get in here? Oliver couldn’t.”

“An excdllent question, well phrased. And were | any other vampire, | would not be able to do so.
However, thishouseis my housg, first and foremodt. | built it, as| built severa suchin Morganville. | live
in each of them in turn, and while | am in resdence the Protections will defend me from any enemy, ether
human or vampire. While | am absent, they will exclude vampires, if the residents are human, and of
course humansif the resdents are vampires. Unless the proper permissions are given.” Sheinclined her
head. “ Does that answer your question?”’



“Maybe.” Shane chewed onit alittle, then said, “Why didn't it protect Michagl ?’

“He gave Oliver permission to enter, and, in doing o, forfeited the house' s Protection. However, the
house did what it could to preserve him.” Amdlie spread her hands. “ Perhapsit hel ped that Oliver was, in
fact, not trying to destroy him but to change him.”

“Into avampire,” Eve said.
“YS”
“Yes | dwayswanted to ask why that doesn’t work. | mean, the vampires keep on biting, but...?’

Amélie said nothing. She seemed to be thinking, or remembering; either way, it wasalong and
uncomfortable silence before she said, “Have you children any concept of geometric progresson?’

Claireraised her hand.

“And how many vampireswould it take to turn the entire world into vampires, if it was so Smple as
that?” Amelie smiled as Claire opened her mouth. “My dear, | do not expect you to answer, though if
you would like to work out the math of it and tell me someday, | should be most interested to seeit. The
truth isthat we came very near to it, in my younger years, when humans were much fewer. And it was
agreed—asit haslately been agreed among you humans—that perhaps conservation of gameisawise
idea. So we—removed the knowledge of how to create more vampires, smply by refusing to teachiit.
Over time, the knowledge was lost except to the Elders, and now it islost altogether, except in two
places.”

“Here?’ Claire asked.
“Here,” Amdie sad, and touched her temple. “And there.”
She pointed a Shane.

“What?" Claire and Eve both blurted, and Claire thought, Oh my God | kissed him and hewasa
vampire, but Shane waslooking odd, too. Not lost, exactly.

Guilty.

“Yeah,” hesaid, and put his hand in the pocket of hisbluejeans. He pulled out asmall book. The
cover—Claire could read it from where she sat—read Shakespeare Sonnets. “It wasal | could think
Of_”

Hetipped it sdeways, and the pages did out, away from the cover. Sliced neetly at both edges of the
binding.

“Very clever,” Amdiesad. “Y ou gave them the cover, filled with words they did not want, and kept for
yoursdlf what wasimportant. But what if | told you that it wasthe cover they were after, and not the
contents?’

Helooked shaken. “1 had to play the odds.”

“Wise gamesmanship,” shesaid. “Infact, | told you that Oliver is unhappy, and so heis, because he has
alowed that”—she nodded toward the pages—*to dip through hisfingers. And so | find that | cometo
youfor afavor.”

Hiseyeslit up, and hesaid, “ A favor? Likeaded 7’



“Yes, Shane. | shdl make adedl for what you hold in your hand, and | promise you that it isthe only desl
that matters, as| am the only vampire that matters. | will take the book, and destroy the last written
record of how vampires may be crested, which will ensure my continued surviva against my enemies,
who will not dare to move against mefor fear of losng what only | know.” She sat back against the
puffed cushions, sudying him very camly. “And for this, you and dl in thishouse will receive my
Protection for aslong as you should choose to haveit. Thiswill cancel any other, lesser contractsyou
might have made, such as the agreement you made with Oliver, through Brandon.”

“Oliver—is Brandon'sboss?’ Claire asked.

“Boss?” Amelie conddered that, and nodded. “ Y es. Exactly. While | do not command Oliver, neither
can he command me. Until he discoversthe secrets | hold, he cannot unseast mein Morganville, and he
cannot create his own followersto overwhedm mine. We are....evenly matched.”

Shane looked down at the book in his hand. “ And this would have changed that.”

“Yes,” shesaid softly. “That book would have destroyed us dl inthe end. Vampires aswell ashumans. |
owe you adebt for this, and | will pay it aswell as circumstanceswill alow.”

Shane thought about it for an agonizing second, then looked at Eve. She nodded. Claire nodded when he
checked for her approva, and then he held the book up. “Michad 7’ he asked. “Yesor no?” After
another long second, he sighed. “Guessthat’ sayes. Well, anything that pisses off Oliver isagood deed,
%0...” Hehddit out to Amdlie.

She made no moveto takeit. “Understand,” she said, and her eyes were bitter cold, “that oncethisis
done, itisdone. Your Glass House will remain, but you are bound together. None may leave
Morganville, after. I cannot risk your knowledge escaping my control.”

“Yeah, well, if we go now, we' retoast anyway, right?” Shane kept holding it out. “ Takeit. Oliver was
right about one thing: it’ s nothing to us but death.”

“Au contraire,” she said, and her paewhitefingerstook it from his. “Itis, in fact, your savation.”

She stood, looked around the room, and sighed alittle. “1 have missed thisplace,” shesaid. “And |
believe it has a so missed me. Someday | will come back.” She pressed the hidden catch on the arm of
the settee, and without another word to them turned to leave.

“Hey, what about the cops?’ Shane asked. “Not to mention al those people who tried to kill ustoday?’

“They answer to Oliver. | will makeit known that you are not to be troubled. However, you must not
further disturb the peace. If you do, and it isyour fault, | will be forced to reconsider my decison. And
that would be...unfortunate.” She gave him afull smile. With fangs. “ Au revair, children. Do take care of
the house more carefully in the future.”

Her two vamp guards went with her. Smoke and silence. There was no sound on the stairs after. Claire
swallowed. “Um...what did we just do?’ she asked.

“Pretty much dl we could,” Shane said. “I’ m checking the street.”

They ended up going down together, in agroup—Shane with the bat, Eve with the knife Jennifer had
abandoned, and Claire armed with abroken chair leg sharp on one end.

The house was deserted. The front door was standing open, and out on the street, cop cars were pulling
away from the curb around the big black Cadillac. A limousine was leaving, too. Itstinted windows cast



back blinding reflections of the sun.

It was all over in seconds. No cars, no vampires, nobody hanging around. No Monica. No Richard. No
Oliver.

“Crap,” Shane said. He was standing on the porch, looking at what was hanging next to the doorbell. It
was a black lacquered plague with asymbol on it. The same symbol that had been on the book cover
he' d sent to Oliver. “Does that mean she wrote the damn book, too?’

“I'll bet shedid, for backup,” Eve said. *Y ou know, the symbol’ s aso on the well in the center of town.
It' s the Founder symbol.”

“She' sthe Founder,” Shane said.

“Well, somebody had to be.”

“Yeah, but | figured it was adead somebody.”

“Funny,” Clairesaid, “but | think it isadead somebody.”

Which made Shanelaugh, and Eve snort, and Shane dung hisarm over her shoulders. “Y ou il quitting
school?” he asked.

“Notif | can't leavetown.” Claire smacked hersdlf in the head. “Oh my God! | can’t leavetown! | can't
ever leave town? What about school? Caltech? My parents?’

Shane kissed her on the forehead. “ Tomorrow’ s problems” he said. “I’m going with let’ sjust be glad
there satomorrow, at this point.”

Eve closed the front door. It swung open again in the breeze. 1 think we' re going to need anew door.”
“I think we're going to need Home Depot.”

“Do they sdll stakes a Home Depot here?’ Claire asked. Shane and Eve looked blank. “Dumb question.
Never mind.”
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C leanup took pretty much al day, what with the broken furniture, the shattered windows, the front and
back doors, and hauling Claire’ s damaged mattress out to the curb. They were just Sitting down to dinner
when the sun went behind the horizon, and Claire heard the sound of abody hitting the floor, followed by
dry retching.

“Michadl’shome,” Eve said, asif he' d just come back from schoal. “You guysdigin.”

It took awhile before she came back with Michael. Holding hands. Shane got up, smiling, and held up
hishand. Michadl high-fived it.

“Not bad, brother,” Michael said. “The girls gave you enough time for the switch.”

“Even though they didn’t know. Y eah. Worked out,” Shane said, pleased. “ See? My plansdon’'t all
suck. Just most of them.”

“So long as we keep on being ableto tdll the difference.” Michael pulled up achair. “What'sfor—oh,
you'rekidding me. Chili?’



“Nobody wanted to go to the store.”

“Yeah, | guess” Michael closed hiseyes. “I'm saying a prayer. Maybe you ought to, too. It' sgoing to
take usamiracleto get through this”

Whether he was serious or not, Claire sent the prayer up toward heaven, and she thought the others did,
t00. So it seemed kind of miraculous when the doorbell rang.

“At least they’ re getting more polite when they try to kill us,” Shane said. Michadl got up and went to the
door. After asecond’ s hegitation, they al got up and followed.

Michadl swung the new door open. Outside, in the glow of the porch light, stood a middle-aged man with
ascraggly beard and a huge scar down one side of hisface, dressed in black motorcycle leather. Behind
him were two more guys, not quite as old and awhole ot bigger and meaner-looking.

Bikers. Claire nearly choked on her bite of chili.
The man nodded.

“Son,” he said, looking past Michadl right at Shane. “Got your message. Cavdry’ s here.” Hewalked
right in, past the threshold, and ignored Michad like he wasn't even there. “ About time you got your ass
in gear. Been waiting for you to cal for sx damn months. What kept you? Took you thislong to find the
head bloodsucker?’

They followed him into the living room. Michael turned to look at Shane, who was turning red. Not
meeting anybody’ s eyes, redly. “ Things have changed, Dad,” he mumbled.

“Nothing's changed,” Shane' s dad said, and turned to face them, hands on hips. “We cameto kick us
some ass and kill us some vampires, just like we planned al aong. Timeto get some payback for Alyssa
and your mother. Nothing's going to change that.”

“Dad, things are different now, we can’'t—"

Shane' sfather grabbed him by the hair, quick as asnake. There were tattoos on his hand, ugly dark blue
smudges, and he forced Shane' s head back. * Can’'t? Can’'t? We re going to burn thistown down, boy,
just like we agreed. And you' re not changing your mind.”

“Hey!” Michad said sharply, and reached out for Shane' s dad. When he touched him, something
happened, something like an dectric shock that flared blue white in the room and raised the hair on
Claire sarms. Michad flew back and hit thewall, too stunned to do anything.

“No!” Shaneyelled, and tried to pull free. He couldn’t. “Dad, no!”
Shan€e' s dad nodded to one of hisbiker buddies. “Y ep. He' sone of them,” he said. “ Take care of it.”
The biker guy nodded back, pulled aknife from his belt, and advanced on Michadl.

“No!” Shane screamed it thistime. Claire took a hesitant step forward, and stopped when Michael’s
wide blue eyeslocked on hers. Eve was screaming, and so was Shane.

Miranda saw this, she thought. Michadl was even standing on the rug Miranda had pointed to when she'd
said, And hedied...right...there. It hadn’t been hisfirst death.

It was his second.



“Guys, stay out of it!” Michadl said sharply when Evetried to lunge toward him and get between him and
the biker. He was till backing away, and thistime, he looked afraid. He hadn’t been afraid of the
vampiresand al their minions, but thistime. ..

The biker moved faster than anybody Claire had ever seen, except vampires, she didn’t even see what
happened, just heard the heavy thud as Michad hit the floor. The biker went down with him, holding him
flat with one huge hand while the other oneraised the knife.

“No, Dad, God, I'll do whatever you want!”

“Shut up,” Shane'sdad said, and threw Shane toward the sofa. He sprawled there, and Claire ran over
to him and put her arms around him. “Y ou bet you will. Y ou three are going to tell me which vampsto
drikefirst. Becauseit's us againgt them now, and don’'t you forget it.”

“Three?’ Eve sad faintly. Her huge eyes were locked on Michael, and the biker, and the knife.
“Three,” said Shane’ s dad, and nodded to the biker.

They dl screamed asthe knife came down.
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