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      PART ONE

      It was a dumb thing to do but it was­nt that dumb. There had­nt been any trou­ble out at the 
        lake in years. And it was so exquisite­ly far from the rest of my life.

      Mon­day evening is our movie evening be­cause we are cel­ebrat­ing hav­ing lived through 
        an­oth­er week. Sun­day night we lock up at eleven or mid­night and crawl home to die, and 
        Mon­day (bar­ring a few na­tion­al hol­idays) is our day off. Ru­by comes in on Mon­days with her 
        war­rior co­hort and at­tacks the cof­fee­house with an as­sort­ment of high-​tech blast­ing gear 
        that would whack Godzil­la in­to sub­mis­sion: those sin­gle-​track mil­itary minds nev­er think 
        to ask their clean­ing staff for help

      in gi­ant lethal ma­raud­ing crea­ture mat­ters. Thanks to Ru­by, Char­lies Cof­fee­house is 
        prob­ably the on­ly place in Old Town where you are safe from the lo­cal cock­roach­es, which 
        are ap­prox­imate­ly the size of chip­munks. You can hear them click­ing when they can­ter 
        across the cob­ble­stones out­side.

      Wed be­gun the tra­di­tion of Mon­day evening movies sev­en years ago when I start­ed slouch­ing 
        out of bed at four a.m. to get the bread go­ing. Our first cus­tomers ar­rive at six-​thir­ty 
        and they want our Cin­na­mon Rolls as Big as Your Head and I am the one who makes them.

      I put the dough on to rise overnight and it is huge and puffy and wait­ing when I get there 
        at four-​thir­ty. By the time Char­lie ar­rives at six to brew cof­fee and open the till (and, 
        most of the year, start drag­ging the out­door ta­bles down the al­ley and out to the front), 
        you can smell them bak­ing. One of Rubys less­er min­ions ar­rives at about five for the dai­ly 
        sweep- and mop-​up. Ex­cept on Tues­days, when the cof­fee­house is gleam­ing and I am giv­ing 
        my­self ten­donitis try­ing to per­suade stiff, surly, thir­ty-​hour-​re­frig­er­at­ed dough that its 
        time to loosen up.

      Char­lie is one of the big good guys in my uni­verse. He gave me enough of a raise when I 
        fin­ished school (high school diplo­ma by the skin of my teeth and the in­ter­ces­sion of my 
        sub­ver­sive En­glish teach­er) and be­gan work­ing for him full time that I could af­ford my own 
        place, and, even more im­por­tant, he talked Mom in­to let­ting me have it.

      But get­ting up at four a.m. six days a week does put a cramp on your so­cial life (al­though 
        as Mom point­ed out ev­ery time she was in a bad mood, if I still lived at home I could get 
        up at four-​twen­ty). At first Mon­day evening was just us, Mom and Char­lie and Bil­ly and 
        Ken­ny and me, and some­times one or two of the stal­warts from the cof­fee­house. But over the 
        years Mon­day evenings had evolved, and now it was pret­ty much any of the cof­fee­house staff 
        who want­ed to turn up, plus a few of the cus­tomers who had be­come friends. (As Bil­ly and 
        Ken­ny got old­er the stan­dard of movies im­proved too. The first Mon­day evening that 
        fea­tured a movie that was­nt rat­ed suit­able for all ages we opened a bot­tle of cham­pagne.)

      Char­lie, who does­nt know how to sit still and likes do-​it-​your­self­ing at home on his days 
        off, had grad­ual­ly knocked most of the walls down on the ground floor, so the in­creas­ing 
        mob could mill around com­fort­ably. But that was just it­my en­tire life ex­ist­ed in re­la­tion 
        to the cof­fee­house. My on­ly friends were staff and reg­ulars. I start­ed see­ing Mel be­cause 
        he was sin­gle and not bad-​look­ing and the week­day as­sis­tant cook at the cof­fee­house, with 
        that in­ter­est­ing bad-​boy au­ra from driv­ing a mo­tor­cy­cle

      and hav­ing a few too many tat­toos, and no known se­ri­ous draw­backs. (Baz had been sin­gle 
        and not bad-​look­ing too, but thered al­ways been some­thing a lit­tle off about him, which 
        re­solved it­self when Char­lie found him with his hand in the till.) I was hap­py in the 
        bak­ery. I just some­times felt when I got out of it I would like to get a lit­tle far­ther 
        out.

      Mom had been in one of her bad moods that par­tic­ular week, sharp and short with ev­ery­one 
        but the cus­tomers, not that she saw them much any more, she was in the of­fice do­ing the 
        pa­per­work and giv­ing hell to any of our sup­pli­ers who did­nt be­have. Id been hav­ing car 
        trou­ble and was com­plain­ing about the garage bill to any­one whod lis­ten. No doubt Mom 
        heard the sto­ry more than once, but then I heard her week­ly sto­ries about her hair­dress­er 
        more than once too (she and Mary and Liz all used Lina, I think so they could get to­geth­er 
        af­ter and dis­cuss her love life, which was pret­ty fas­ci­nat­ing). But Sun­day evening she 
        over­heard me telling Kyoko, who had been out sick and was catch­ing up af­ter five days 
        away, and Mom lost it. She shout­ed that if I lived at home I would­nt need a car at all, 
        and she was wor­ried about me be­cause I looked tired all the time, and when was I go­ing to 
        stop dream­ing my life away and mar­ry Mel and have some kids? Sup­pos­ing that Mel and I 
        want­ed to get mar­ried, which had­nt been dis­cussed. I won­dered how Mom would take the 
        ap­pear­ance at the wed­ding of the rem­nants of Mels old mo­tor­cy­cle gang­which is to say the 
        ones that were still alive­with their hair and their Rocs and Griffins (even Mel still had 
        an old Grif­fin for spe­cial oc­ca­sions, al­though it hem­or­rhaged oil) and their at­ti­tude 
        prob­lems. They nev­er showed up in force at the cof­fee­house, but shed no­tice them at the 
        kind of wed­ding shed ex­pect me to have.

      The ob­vi­ous an­swer to the ques­tion of chil­dren was, who was go­ing to look af­ter the ba­by 
        while I got up at four a.m. to make cin­na­mon rolls? Mel worked as ap­palling hours as I 
        did, es­pe­cial­ly since hed been pro­mot­ed to head cook when Char­lie had been forced­by a 
        mutiny of all hand­sto ac­cept that he could ei­ther del­egate some­thing or drop dead of 
        ex­haus­tion. So house­hus­bandry was­nt the an­swer. But in fact I knew my fam­ily would have 
        got round this. When one of our wait­ress­es got preg­nant and the boyfriend left town and 
        her own fam­ily threw her out, Mom and Char­lie took her in and we all babysat in shifts, in 
        and out of the cof­fee­house. (Wed on­ly just got rid of Moms sis­ter Evie and her four kids, 
        whod stayed for al­most two years, and one mom and one ba­by seemed like pie in the sky in 
        com­par­ison. Es­pe­cial­ly af­ter Evie, who is pro­fes­sion­al­ly help­less.) Bar­ry was in sec­ond 
        grade now, and Em­my was mar­ried to Hen­ry. Hen­ry was one of our reg­ulars, and Em­my still 
        wait­ressed for us. The cof­fee­house is like that.

      I liked liv­ing alone. I liked the si­lence­and noth­ing mov­ing but me. I lived up­stairs in a 
        big old ex-​farm­house at the edge of a fed­er­al park, with my land­la­dy on the ground floor. 
        When Id gone round to look at the place the old la­dyvery tall, very straight, and a lev­el 
        stare that went right through youhad looked at me and said she did­nt like rent­ing to Young 
        Peo­ple (she said this like you might say Dog Vom­it) be­cause they kept bad hours and made 
        noise. I liked her im­me­di­ate­ly. I ex­plained humbly that in­deed I did keep bad hours 
        be­cause I had to get up at four a.m. to make cin­na­mon rolls for Char­lies Cof­fee­house, 
        where­upon she stopped scowl­ing mag­is­te­ri­al­ly and in­vit­ed me in.

      It had tak­en three months af­ter grad­ua­tion for Mom to be­gin to con­sid­er my mov­ing out, and 
        that was with Char­lie work­ing on her. I was still read­ing the apart­ments-​for-​rent ads in 
        the pa­per sur­rep­ti­tious­ly and mak­ing the phone calls when Mom was out of earshot. Most of 
        them in my price range were dire. This apart­ment, up on the third floor at the barn end of 
        the long ram­bling house, was per­fect, and the old la­dy must have seen I meant it when I 
        said so. I could feel my face light up when she opened the door at the top of the sec­ond 
        flight of stairs, and the sun­shine seemed to pour in from ev­ery di­rec­tion. The liv­ing room 
        bal­cony, cut down from the old hayloft plat­form but now over­look­ing the gar­den, still has 
        no cur­tains.

      By the time we signed the lease my fu­ture land­la­dy and I were on our way to be­com­ing fast 
        friends, if you can be fast friends with some­one who mere­ly by the way she car­ries her­self 
        makes you feel like a troll. Maybe I was just cu­ri­ous: there was so ob­vi­ous­ly some mys­tery 
        about her; even her name was odd. I wrote the check to Miss Yolande. No Smith or Jones or 
        Fitza­lan-​Howard or any­thing. Just Miss Yolande. But she was al­ways pleas­ant to me, and she 
        was­nt whol­ly with­out hu­man weak­ness: I brought her stuff from the cof­fee­house and she ate 
        it. I have that dom­inant feed-​peo­ple gene that I think you have to have to sur­vive in the 
        small-​restau­rant busi­ness. You sure ar­ent do­ing it for the mon­ey or the hours. At first it 
        was now and thenI did­nt want her to no­tice I was try­ing to feed her up­but she was al­ways 
        so pleased it got to be a reg­ular thing. Where­upon she low­ered the ren­twhich I have to 
        ad­mit was a god­send, since by then Id found out what run­ning a car was go­ing to co­stand 
        told me to lose the Miss.

      Yolande had said soon af­ter I moved in that I was wel­come in the gar­den any time I liked 
        too, it was just her and me (and the peanut-​but­ter-​bait­ed elec­tric deer fence), and 
        oc­ca­sion­al­ly her niece and the nieces three lit­tle girls. The lit­tle girls and I got along 
        be­cause they

      were good eaters and they thought it was the most ex­cit­ing thing in the world to come in 
        to the cof­fee­house and be al­lowed be­hind the counter. Well, I could re­mem­ber what that 
        felt like, when Mom was first work­ing for Char­lie. But thats the cof­fee­house in ac­tion 
        again: it tends to sweep out and en­gulf peo­ple. I think on­ly Yolande has ev­er held out 
        against this ir­re­sistible force, but then I do bring her white bak­ery bags al­most ev­ery 
        day.

      Usu­al­ly I could let Moms tem­per roll off me. But thered been too much of it late­ly. 
        Cof­fee­house dis­as­ters are of­ten hard­est on Mom, be­cause she does the mon­ey and the ad­min, 
        and for ex­am­ple ac­tu­al­ly fol­lows up peo­ples ref­er­ences when they ap­ply for jobs, which 
        Char­lie nev­er both­ers with, but she is­nt one for bear­ing tri­als qui­et­ly. That spring 
        thered been ex­pen­sive re­pairs when it turned out the roof had been leak­ing for months and 
        a whole cor­ner of the ceil­ing in the main kitchen fell down one af­ter­noon, one of our 
        bak­ing-​goods sup­pli­ers went bust and we had­nt found an­oth­er one we liked as well, and two 
        of our wait staff and an­oth­er one of the kitchen staff quit with­out warn­ing. Plus Ken­ny 
        had en­tered high school the pre­vi­ous au­tumn and he was goof­ing off and get­ting high 
        in­stead of study­ing. He was­nt goof­ing off and get­ting high any more than I had done, but 
        he had no gift for keep­ing a low pro­file. He was al­so very bright­both my half broth­ers 
        were­and Mom and Char­lie had high hopes for them. Id al­ways sus­pect­ed that Char­lie had 
        pulled me off wait­ress­ing, which had bored me sil­ly, and giv­en me a re­al func­tion in the 
        kitchen to straight­en me out. I had been on­ly six­teen, so I was young for it, but hed been 
        let­ting me help him from time to time out back so he knew I could do it, the ques­tion was 
        whether I would. Sud­den scary re­spon­si­bil­ity had worked with me. But Ken­ny was­nt go­ing to 
        get a law de­gree by learn­ing to make cin­na­mon rolls, and he did­nt need to feed peo­ple the 
        way Char­lie or I did ei­ther.

      Any­way Ken­ny had­nt come home till dawn that Sun­day morn­inghis cur­few was mid­night on 
        Sat­ur­day night­sand there had been hell to pay. There had been hell to pay all that day for 
        all of us, and I went home that night smart­ing and cranky and my one night a week of 
        twelve hours sleep had­nt worked its usu­al re­ha­bil­ita­tion. I took my tea and toast and 
        Im­mor­tal Death, (a fa­vorite com­fort book since un­der-​the-​cov­ers-​with-​flash­light read­ing at 
        the age of eleven or twelve) back to bed when I fi­nal­ly woke up at near­ly noon, and even 
        that re­al­ly spar­tan scene when the hero­ine es­capes the Dark Oth­er whos been pur­su­ing her 
        for three hun­dred pages by call­ing on her de­mon her­itage (fi­nal­ly) and turn­ing her­self 
        in­to a wa­ter­fall did­nt cheer me up. I spent most of the af­ter­noon house­clean­ing, which is 
        my oth­er stan­dard an­swer

      to a bad mood, and that did­nt work ei­ther. Maybe I was wor­ried about Ken­ny too. Id been 
        lucky dur­ing my brief tear­away spell; he might not be. Al­so I take the qual­ity of my flour 
        very se­ri­ous­ly, and I did­nt think much of our lat­est tri­al bak­ing-​sup­ply com­pa­ny.

      When I ar­rived at Char­lie and Moms house that evening for Mon­day movies the ten­sion was so 
        thick it was like walk­ing in­to a blan­ket. Char­lie was pop­ping corn and try­ing to pre­tend 
        ev­ery­thing was fine. Ken­ny was sulk­ing, which prob­ably meant he was still hung over, 
        be­cause Ken­ny did­nt sulk, and Bil­ly was be­ing hy­per to make up for it, which of course 
        did­nt. Mary and Dan­ny and Liz and Mel were there, and Con­suela, Moms lat­est as­sis­tant, who 
        was be­gin­ning to look like the best piece of luck wed had all year, and about half a dozen 
        of our lo­cal reg­ulars. Em­my and Bar­ry were there too, as they of­ten were when Hen­ry was 
        away, and Mel was play­ing with Bar­ry, which gave Mom a chance to roll her eyes at me and 
        glare, which I knew meant see how good he is with chil­dren­its time he had some of his own. 
        Yes. And in an­oth­er four­teen years this hy­po­thet­ical kid would be start­ing high school and 
        learn­ing bet­ter, more ad­vanced, ado­les­cent ways of how to screw up and make grown-​ups 
        crazy.

      I loved ev­ery one of these peo­ple. And I could­nt take an­oth­er minute of their com­pa­ny. 
        Pop­corn and a movie would make us all feel bet­ter, and it was a work­ing day to­mor­row, and 
        you have on­ly so much brain left over to wor­ry with if you run a fam­ily restau­rant. The 
        Ken­ny cri­sis would go away like ev­ery oth­er cri­sis had al­ways gone away, worn down and 
        even­tu­al­ly buried by an ac­cu­mu­la­tion of or­der slips, till re­ceipts, and shared sto­ries of 
        the amaz­ing things the pub­lic gets up to.

      But the thought of sit­ting for two hour­se­ven with Mels arm around me­and a bot­tom­less 
        sup­ply of ex­cel­lent pop­corn (Char­lie could­nt stop feed­ing peo­ple just be­cause it was his 
        day off) was­nt enough on that par­tic­ular Mon­day. So I said Id had a headache all day 
        (which was true) and on sec­ond thought I would go home to bed, and I was sor­ry. I was out 
        the door again not five min­utes af­ter Id gone in.

      Mel fol­lowed me. One of the things wed had al­most from the be­gin­ning was an abil­ity not to 
        talk about ev­ery­thing. These peo­ple who want to talk about their feel­ings all the time, 
        and want you to talk about yours, make me nuts. Be­sides, Mel knows my moth­er. Theres 
        noth­ing to dis­cuss. If my mom is the light­ning bolt, Im the tallest tree on the plain. 
        Thats the way it is.

      There are two very dis­tinct sides to Mel. Theres the wild-​boy side, the mo­tor­cy­cle tough. 
        Hes cleaned up his act, but its still there. And then theres this strange vast seren­ity 
        that seems to come from the fact that he

      does­nt feel he has to prove any­thing. The blend of an­ar­chic thug and tran­quil 
        self-​pos­ses­sion makes him cu­ri­ous­ly rest­ful to be around, like walk­ing proof that oil and 
        wa­ter can mix. Its al­so great on those days that ev­ery­one else in the cof­fee­house is 
        scream­ing. It was Mon­day, so he smelled of gaso­line and paint rather than gar­lic and 
        onions. He was ab­sent­mind­ed­ly rub­bing the oak tree tat­too on his shoul­der. He was a 
        tat­too-​rub­ber when he was think­ing about some­thing else, which meant that what­ev­er he was 
        cook­ing or work­ing on could get pret­ty lib­er­al­ly dis­persed about his per­son on ru­mi­na­tive 
        days.

      Shell sheer, day or so, he said. I was think­ing, maybe Ill talk to Ken­ny.

      Do it, I said. It would be nice if he lived long enough to find out he does­nt want to be a 
        lawyer. Ken­ny want­ed to get in­to Oth­er law, which is the 
        danc­ing-​on-​the-​edge-​of-​the-​mut­ter­ing-​vol­cano branch of law, but a lawyer is still a lawyer.

      Mel grunt­ed. He prob­ably had more rea­son than me to be­lieve that lawyers are large 
        bo­tulism bac­te­ria in three-​piece suits.

      En­joy the movie, I said.

      I know the re­al rea­son youre blow­ing, sweet­heart, Mel said.

      Billys turn to rent the movie, I said. And I hate west­erns.

      Mel laughed, kissed me, and went back in­doors, clos­ing the door gen­tly be­hind him.

      I stood rest­less­ly on the side­walk. I might have tried the li­brarys new-​nov­els shelf, a 
        de­pend­able re­course in times of trou­ble, but Mon­day evening was ear­ly clos­ing. 
        Al­ter­na­tive­ly I could go for a walk. I did­nt feel like read­ing: I did­nt feel like look­ing 
        at oth­er peo­ples imag­inary lives in flat black and white from out here in my on­ly too 
        unimag­inary life. It was get­ting a lit­tle late for soli­tary walk­ing, even around Old Town, 
        and be­sides, I did­nt want a walk ei­ther. I just did­nt know what I did want.

      I wan­dered down the block and climbed in­to my fresh-​from-​the-​me­chan­ics car and turned the 
        key. I lis­tened to the nice healthy purr of the en­gine and out of nowhere de­cid­ed it might 
        be fun to go for a drive. I was­nt a go­ing for a drive sort of per­son usu­al­ly. But I 
        thought of the lake.

      When my moth­er had still been mar­ried to my fa­ther wed had a sum­mer cab­in out there, along 
        with hun­dreds of oth­er peo­ple. Af­ter my par­ents split up I used to take the bus out there 
        oc­ca­sion­al­ly to see my gran. I did­nt know where my gran lived­it was­nt at the cab­in­but I

      would get a note or a phone call now and then sug­gest­ing that she had­nt seen me for a 
        while, and we could meet at the lake. My moth­er, who would have loved to for­bid these 
        vis­itswhen Mom goes off some­one, she goes off com­pre­hen­sive­ly, and when she went off my 
        dad she went off his en­tire fam­ily, ex­cept­ing me, whom she equal­ly pas­sion­ate­ly de­mand­ed 
        to keep­did­nt, but the re­sult of her not-​very-​suc­cess­ful­ly re­strained un­ease and 
        dis­ap­proval made those trips out to the lake more of an ad­ven­ture than they might 
        oth­er­wise have been, at least in the be­gin­ning. In the be­gin­ning I had kept hop­ing that my 
        gran would do some­thing re­al­ly dra­mat­ic, which I was sure she was ca­pa­ble of, but she 
        nev­er did. It was­nt till af­ter Id stopped hop­ing...but that was lat­er, and not at all what 
        I had had in mind. And then when I was ten she dis­ap­peared.

      When I was ten the Voodoo Wars start­ed. They were of course noth­ing about voodoo, but they 
        were about a lot of bad stuff, and some of the worst of them in our area hap­pened around 
        the lake. A lot of the cab­ins got burned down or lev­eled one way or an­oth­er, and there 
        were a few places around the lake where you still did­nt go if you did­nt want to have bad 
        dreams or worse for months af­ter­ward. Most­ly be­cause of those bad spots (al­though al­so 
        be­cause there sim­ply wer­ent as many peo­ple to have va­ca­tion homes any­where any more) af­ter 
        the Wars were over and most of the mess cleared up, the lake nev­er re­al­ly caught on again. 
        The wilder­ness was tak­ing over which was a good thing be­cause it meant that it could. 
        There were a lot of places now where noth­ing was ev­er go­ing to grow again.

      It was pret­ty fun­ny re­al­ly, the on­ly peo­ple who ev­er went out there reg­ular­ly were the 
        Su­per­greens, to see how the wilder­ness was get­ting on, and if as the ur­ban pop­ula­tions of 
        things like rac­coons and fox­es and rab­bits and deer moved back out of town again, they 
        start­ed to look and be­have like rac­coons and fox­es and rab­bits and deer had used to look 
        and be­have. Su­per­greens al­so count­ed things like os­prey and pine marten and some weird 
        marsh grass that was an­oth­er en­dan­gered species al­though not so in­ter­est­ing to look at, 
        none of which seemed to care about bad hu­man mag­ic, or maybe the bad spots did­nt give 
        os­preys and pine martens and marsh grass bad dreams. I went out there oc­ca­sion­al­ly with 
        Mel­we saw os­preys pret­ty of­ten and pine martens once or twice, but all marsh grass looks 
        like all oth­er marsh grass to mebut I had­nt been there af­ter dark since I was a kid.

      The road that went to what had been my par­ents cab­in was pass­able, if on­ly just. I got out 
        there and went and sat on the porch and looked at the lake. My par­ents cab­in was the on­ly 
        one still stand­ing in this area,

      pos­si­bly be­cause it had be­longed to my fa­ther, whose name meant some­thing even dur­ing the 
        Voodoo Wars. There was a bad spot off to the east, but it was far enough away not to 
        trou­ble me, though I could feel it was there.

      I sat on the sag­ging porch, swing­ing my legs and feel­ing the trou­bles of the day drain­ing 
        out of me like wa­ter. The lake was beau­ti­ful: al­most flat calm, the gen­tlest lap­ping 
        against the shore, and sil­ver with moon­light. Id had many good times here: first with my 
        par­ents, when they were still hap­py to­geth­er, and lat­er on with my gran. As I sat there I 
        be­gan to feel that if I sat there long enough I could get to the bot­tom of what was mak­ing 
        me so cranky late­ly, find out if it was any­thing worse than poor-​qual­ity flour and a 
        some­what er­rant lit­tle broth­er.

      I nev­er heard them com­ing. Of course you dont, when theyre vam­pires.

      I had kind of a lot of the­oret­ical knowl­edge about the Oth­ers, from read­ing what I could 
        pull off the globenet about them­fab­ulous­ly, I have to say, em­bel­lished by my ad­dic­tion to 
        nov­els like Im­mor­tal Death and Blood Chal­ice­but I did­nt have much prac­ti­cal fo. Af­ter the 
        Voodoo Wars, New Ar­ca­dia went from be­ing a parochial back­wa­ter to num­ber eight on the 
        na­tion­al top ten of cities to live in, sim­ply be­cause most of it was still stand­ing. Our 
        new rank brought its own prob­lems. One of these was an in­creased suck­er pop­ula­tion. We 
        were still pret­ty clean. But no place on this plan­et is tru­ly free of Oth­ers, in­clud­ing 
        those Dark­est Oth­ers, vam­pires.

      It is tech­ni­cal­ly il­le­gal to be a vam­pire. Ev­ery now and then some poor stupid or un­lucky 
        per­son gets made a suck­er as part of some kind of warn­ing or re­venge, and rather than 
        be­ing tak­en in by the vam­pire com­mu­ni­ty (if com­mu­ni­ty is the right word) that cre­at­ed him 
        or her, they are dumped some­where that they will be found by or­di­nary hu­mans be­fore the 
        sun gets them the next morn­ing. And then they have to spend the rest of their, so to 
        speak, lives, in a kind of half prison, half asy­lum, un­der doc­tors or­der­sand of course 
        un­der guard. Id heard, al­though I had no idea if it was true, that these mis­er­able 
        ex-​peo­ple are ex­ecuted­drugged sense­less and then staked, be­head­ed, and burned­when they 
        reached what would have been their nor­mal life ex­pectan­cy if theyd been alive in the usu­al 
        way.

      One of the ori­gins of the Voodoo Wars was that the vam­pires, tired of be­ing the on­ly ones 
        of the Big Three, ma­jor-​league Oth­er Folk co­her­ent­ly and com­pre­hen­sive­ly leg­is­lat­ed 
        against, cre­at­ed a lot of vam­pires that they left for us hu­mans to look af­ter, and then 
        or­ga­nized them­some­how­in­to a wide-​scale break­out. Vam­pirism does­nt gen­er­al­ly do a lot for 
        your

      per­son­al­itythat is, a lot of goodand the vam­pires had cho­sen as many re­al­ly nice peo­ple as 
        pos­si­ble to turn, to em­pha­size their dis­en­chant­ment with the present sys­tem. Mem­ber­ship in 
        the Su­per­greens, for ex­am­ple, plum­met­ed by some­thing like forty per­cent dur­ing the Voodoo 
        Wars, and a cou­ple of big na­tion­al char­ities had to shut down for a few years.

      Its not that any of the Oth­ers are re­al­ly pop­ular, or that it had on­ly been the vam­pires 
        against us dur­ing the Wars. But a big point about vam­pires is that they are the on­ly ones 
        that cant hide what they are: let a lit­tle sun­light touch them and they burst in­to flames. 
        Very fi­nal flames. Ex­po­sure and de­struc­tion in one neat pack­age. Weres are on­ly in dan­ger 
        once a month, and there are drugs that will hold the Change from hap­pen­ing. The drugs are 
        il­le­gal, but then so are coke and horse and hy­pes and rats brains and trip­pers. If you 
        want the an­ti-​Change drugs you can get them. (And most Weres do. Be­ing a Were is­nt as bad 
        as be­ing a vam­pire, but its bad enough.) And a lot of demons look per­fect­ly nor­mal. Most 
        demons have some fun­ny habit or oth­er but un­less you live with one and catch it eat­ing 
        gar­den fer­til­iz­er or old com­box com­po­nents or grow­ing scaly wings and float­ing six inch­es 
        above the bed af­ter it falls asleep, youd nev­er know. And some demons are pret­ty nice, 
        al­though its not some­thing you want to count on. (Im talk­ing about the Big Three, which 
        ev­ery­one does, but de­mon is a pret­ty catch-​all term re­al­ly, and it can of­ten turn out to 
        mean what the law en­force­ment of­fi­cial on the oth­er end of it wants it to mean at the 
        time.)

      The rest of the Oth­ers dont cause much trou­ble, at least not of­fi­cial­ly. It is pret­ty cool 
        to be sus­pect­ed of be­ing a fall­en an­gel, and ev­ery­one knows some­one with sprite or peri 
        blood. Mary, at the cof­fee­house, for ex­am­ple. Ev­ery­one wants her to pour their cof­fee 
        be­cause cof­fee poured by Mary is al­ways hot. She does­nt know where this comes from, but 
        she does­nt de­ny its some kind of Oth­er blood. So long as Mary sticks to be­ing a wait­ress 
        at a cof­fee­house, the gov­ern­ment turns a blind eye to this sort of thing.

      But if any­one ev­er man­ages to dis­till a drug that lets a vam­pire go out in day­light theyll 
        be worth more mon­ey in a month than the present to­tal of all bank bal­ances held by 
        ev­ery­one on the glob­al coun­cil. There are a lot of sci­en­tists and back­yard bo­zos out there 
        try­ing for that jack­po­ton both sides of the line. The smart mon­ey is on the black-​mar­ket 
        guys, but its con­ceiv­able that the guys in the white hats will get there first. Its a more 
        and more open se­cret that the suck­ers in the asy­lums are be­ing ex­per­iment­ed on­for their 
        own good, of course. Thats an­oth­er re­sult of the Voodoo Wars. The glob­al coun­cil claims to 
        want to cure vam­pirism. The le­git sci­en­tists prob­ably ar­ent start­ing with au­topy­ro­cy, 
        how­ev­er. (At

      least I dont think they are. Our June hol­iday Mon­day is for Hi­roshi Gut­ter­man who man­aged 
        to de­stroy a lot of vam­pires sin­gle-​hand­ed­ly, but prob­ably not by be­ing a Na­ga de­mon and 
        clos­ing his sun-​proof hood at an op­por­tune mo­ment, be­cause aside from not want­ing to think 
        about even a full-​blood Na­ga hav­ing a hood big enough, there are no plau­si­ble ru­mors that 
        ei­ther the suck­ers or the sci­en­tists are rais­ing co­bras for ex­per­iments with their skins.)

      There are a lot of vam­pires out there. No­body knows how many, but a lot. And the clever 
        one­sat least the clever and lucky on­es­tend to wind up wealthy. Re­al­ly old suck­ers are 
        al­most al­ways re­al­ly wealthy suck­ers. Any time there is­nt any oth­er news for a while you 
        can pret­ty well count on an­oth­er big ar­ti­cle all over the globenet de­bat­ing how much of 
        the worlds mon­ey is re­al­ly in suck­er hands, and those ar­ti­cles are an au­to­mat­ic pick­up for 
        ev­ery na­tion­al and lo­cal pa­per. Maybe were all just para­noid. But theres an­oth­er 
        pe­cu­liar­ity about vam­pires. They dont, you know, breed. Oh, they make new vam­pires­but they 
        make them out of pre-​ex­ist­ing peo­ple. Weres and demons and so on can have kids with 
        or­di­nary hu­mans as well as with each oth­er, and of­ten do. At least some of the time its 
        be­cause the par­ents love each oth­er, and love soft­ens the edges of xeno­pho­bia. There are 
        amaz­ing sto­ries about vam­pire sex and vam­pire or­gies (there would be) but theres nev­er 
        been even a half-​be­liev­able myth about the birth of a vam­pire or half-​vam­pire ba­by.

      (Speak­ing of suck­er sex, the most pop­ular sto­ry con­cerns the fact that since vam­pires 
        ar­ent alive, all their life­like ac­tiv­ities are un­der their vol­un­tary con­trol. This 
        in­cludes the ob­vi­ous ones like walk­ing, talk­ing, and bit­ing peo­ple, but it al­so in­cludes 
        the ones that are in­vol­un­tary in the liv­ing: like the flow of their blood. One of the 
        first sto­ries that any teenag­er just wak­ing up to car­nal pos­si­bil­ities hears about male 
        vam­pires is that they can keep it up in­def­inite­ly. I per­son­al­ly stopped blush­ing af­ter I 
        had my first lover, and dis­cov­ered that ab­so­lute­ly the last thing I would want in a 
        boyfriend is a per­ma­nent hard-​on.)

      So the suck­ers are right, hu­mans do hate them in a sin­gle-​mind­ed­ly com­mit­ted way that is 
        un­like our at­ti­tude to any of the oth­er ma­jor cat­egories of Oth­ers. But its hard­ly 
        sur­pris­ing. Vam­pires hold maybe one-​fifth of the worlds cap­ital and theyre a race 
        in­con­testably apart. Hu­mans dont like ghouls and lamias ei­ther, but the rest of the un­dead 
        dont last long, theyre not very bright, and if one bites you, ev­ery city hos­pi­tal 
        emer­gen­cy room has the an­ti­dote (sup­pos­ing theres enough of you left for you to run away 
        with). The glob­al coun­cil pe­ri­od­ical­ly tries to set up talks with vam­pire lead­ers in which 
        they of­fer an end to

      per­se­cu­tion and le­gal re­stric­tion and an in­ex­haustible sup­ply of pigs blood in ex­change 
        for a promise that the vam­pires will stop prey­ing on peo­ple. In the first place this 
        does­nt work be­cause while vam­pires tend to hunt in packs, the vam­pire pop­ula­tion as a 
        whole is a se­ries of lit­tle fief­doms, and al­liances are brief and rare and usu­al­ly on­ly 
        ex­ist for the pur­pose of de­stroy­ing some mu­tu­al­ly in­tol­er­able oth­er suck­er fief­dom. In the 
        sec­ond place the big­ger the gang and the more pow­er­ful the mas­ter vam­pire, the less he or 
        she moves around, and leav­ing head­quar­ters to sit on bo­gus hu­man glob­al coun­cil talks is 
        just not sheer. And third, pigs blood is­nt too pop­ular with vam­pires. Its prob­ably like 
        be­ing of­fered Ca­va when you­ve been drink­ing Veuve Clic­quot Pon­sardin all your life. (The 
        cof­fee­house has a beer and wine li­cense, but Char­lie has a soft spot for cham­pagne. 
        Char­lies was once on a globenet sur­vey of restau­rants, list­ed as the on­ly cof­fee­house 
        any­body had ev­er heard of that serves cham­pagne by the glass. You might be sur­prised how 
        many peo­ple like bub­bly with their meat­loaf or even their cream cheese on pumper­nick­el.)

      Okay, so Im a lit­tle ob­sessed. Some peo­ple adore soap op­eras. Some peo­ple are neu­rot­ic 
        about sports. I fol­low sto­ries about the Oth­ers. Al­so, we know more about the Oth­ers at 
        the cof­fee­hou­seif we want to­be­cause sev­er­al of our reg­ulars work for SOF­Spe­cial Oth­er 
        Forces. Al­so known as suck­er cops, since, as I say, its chiefly the suck­ers they wor­ry 
        about. Mom shuts them up when she catch­es them talk­ing shop on our premis­es, but they know 
        they al­ways have an au­di­ence in me. I would­nt trust any cop any far­ther than I could throw 
        our Prometheus, the shin­ing black mon­ster that dom­inates the kitchen at Char­lies and is 
        the ap­ple of Mels eye (you un­der­stand the con­nec­tion be­tween mo­tor­cy­cles and cook­ing when 
        you­ve seen an in­dus­tri­al-​strength stove at full blast), but I liked Pat and Jesse.

      Our SOFs say that no­body and noth­ing will ev­er en­able suck­ers to go out in day­light, and a 
        good thing too, be­cause day­light is the on­ly thing that is pre­vent­ing them from tak­ing 
        over the oth­er four-​fifths of the world econ­omy and start­ing hu­man ranch­ing as the next 
        hot growth area for ven­ture cap­ital­ists. But then SOFs are pro­fes­sion­al­ly para­noid, and 
        they dont have a lot of faith in the guys in lab coats, whether theyre wear­ing black hats 
        or white ones.

      There are sto­ries about good vam­pires like there are sto­ries about the loath­ly la­dy who 
        af­ter a hearty meal of raw horse and hunt­ing hound and maybe the odd hunts­man or archer, 
        fol­lowed by an ex­cit­ing night in the arms of her cho­sen knight, turns in­to the kind­est and 
        most beau­ti­ful la­dy the world has ev­er seen; but ac­cord­ing to our SOFs no hu­man has ev­er

      met a good vam­pire, or at least has nev­er re­turned to say so, which kind of tells its own 
        tale, does­nt it? And the way I see it, the horse and the hounds and the hunts­man are still 
        dead, and you have to won­der about the psy­chol­ogy of the cho­sen knight who goes along with 
        all the car­nage and the fun and frol­ic in bed on some du­bi­ous grounds of hon­or.

      Vam­pires kill peo­ple and suck their blood. Or rather the oth­er way around. They like their 
        meat alive and fright­ened, and they like to play with it a while be­fore they fin­ish it 
        off. An­oth­er sto­ry about vam­pires is that the one do­mes­tic pet a vam­pire may keep is a 
        cat, be­cause vam­pires un­der­stand the way cats minds work. Dur­ing the worst of the Voodoo 
        Wars any­one who lived alone with a cat was un­der sus­pi­cion of be­ing a vam­pire. There were 
        sto­ries that in a few places where the Wars were the worst, soli­tary peo­ple with cats who 
        did­nt burst in­to flames in day­light were torched. I hoped it was­nt true, but it might have 
        been. There are al­ways cats around Char­lies, but they are usu­al­ly refugees seek­ing asy­lum 
        from the lo­cal rat pop­ula­tion, and rather des­per­ate­ly friend­ly. There are al­ways more of 
        them at the full moon too, which goes to show that not ev­ery Were choos­esor, more like­ly 
        in Old Town, can af­ford­to go the drug route.

      So when I swam back to con­scious­ness, the fact that I was still alive and in one piece 
        was­nt re­as­sur­ing. I was propped against some­thing at the edge of a ring of fire­light. 
        Vam­pires can see in the dark and they dont cook their food, but they seem to like play­ing 
        with fire, maybe the way some hu­mans get off on joyrid­ing stolen cars or play­ing 
        last-​across on a busy rail­track.

      I came out of it feel­ing wretched­ly sick and shaky, and of course scared out of my mind. 
        Theyd put some kind of Breath over me. I knew that vam­pires dont have to stoop to blunt 
        in­stru­ments or some­thing on a hand­ker­chief clapped over your face. They can just breathe 
        on you and you are out cold. It is­nt some­thing they can all do, but near­ly all vam­pires 
        hunt in packs since the Wars, and be­ing the Breather to a gang had be­come an im­por­tant 
        sign of sta­tus (ac­cord­ing to globenet re­ports). They can all move ut­ter­ly silent­ly, 
        how­ev­er, and, over short dis­tances, faster than any­thing­well, faster than any­thing aliveas 
        well. So even if the Breath went wrong some­how theyd catch you any­way, if they want­ed to 
        catch you.

      Shes com­ing out of it, said a voice.

      Id nev­er met a vam­pire be­fore, nor heard one speak, ex­cept on TV, where they run the voice 
        through some kind of antiglam­or tech­nol­ogy so no one lis­ten­ing will march out of their 
        house and start look­ing for the

      speak­er. I cant imag­ine that a vam­pire would want ev­ery­one lis­ten­ing to its voice to leap 
        out of their chairs and start seek­ing it, but I dont know how vam­pires (or cats, or 
        loath­ly ladies) think, and maybe it would want to do this. And there is, of course, a 
        sto­ry, be­cause there is al­ways a sto­ry, that a mas­ter vam­pire can tune its voice so that 
        maybe on­ly one spe­cif­ic per­son of all the pos­si­bly mil­lions of peo­ple who hear a broad­cast 
        (and a suck­er in­ter­view is al­ways a big draw) will jump out of their chair, etc. I dont 
        think I be­lieve this, but Im just as glad of the antiglam­or tech. But what­ev­er else it 
        does, it makes their voic­es sound fun­ny. Not hu­man, but not hu­man in a clat­tery, 
        me­chan­ical, mi­crochip way.

      So in the­ory I sup­pose I should­nt have known these guys were vam­pires. But I did. If you­ve 
        been kid­napped by the Dark­est Oth­ers, you know it.

      In the first place, theres the smell. Its not at all a butch­er-​shop smell, as you might 
        ex­pect, al­though it does have that metal­lic blood tang to it. But meat in a butch­ers shop 
        is dead. I know this is a con­tra­dic­tion in terms, but vam­pires smell of live blood. And 
        some­thing else. I dont know what the some­thing else is; its not any an­imal, veg­etable, or 
        min­er­al in my ex­pe­ri­ence. Its not at­trac­tive or dis­gust­ing, al­though it does make your 
        heart race. Thats in the genes, I sup­pose. Your body knows its prey even if your brain is 
        fud­dled by the Breath or try­ing not to pay at­ten­tion. Its the smell of vam­pire, and your 
        fight-​or-​flight in­stincts take over.

      There ar­ent many sto­ries of those in­stincts ac­tu­al­ly get­ting you away though. At that 
        mo­ment I could­nt think of any.

      And vam­pires dont move like hu­mans. Im told that young ones can pass (af­ter dark) if they 
        want to, and a pop­ular way of play­ing chick­en among hu­mans is to go some­where theres a 
        ru­mor of vam­pires and see if you can spot one. I knew Ken­ny and his bud­dies had done this 
        a few times. I did it when I was their age. Its not enor­mous­ly dan­ger­ous if you stay in a 
        group and dont go in­to the no-​mans-​land around the big cities. Were a medi­um-​sized city 
        and, as I say, were pret­ty clean. Its still a dumb and dan­ger­ous thing to do­dumber than my 
        driv­ing out to the lake should have been.

      The vam­pires around the bon­fire wer­ent both­er­ing not to move like vam­pires.

      Al­so, I said that the antiglam tech makes suck­er voic­es sound fun­ny on TV and ra­dio and 
        the globenet. They sound even fun­nier in per­son. Fun­ny pe­cu­liar. Fun­ny aw­ful.

      Maybe theres some­thing about the Breath. I woke up, as I say, sick and

      wretched and scared, but I should have been freaked com­plete­ly past thought and I was­nt. I 
        knew this was the end of the road. Suck­ers dont snatch peo­ple and then de­cide theyre not 
        very hun­gry af­ter all and let them go. I was din­ner, and when I was fin­ished be­ing din­ner, 
        I was dead. But it was like: okay, thats the way it goes, bad luck, damn. Like the way you 
        might feel if your va­ca­tion got can­celed at the last minute, or youd spent all day mak­ing 
        a fab­ulous birth­day cake for your boyfriend and tripped over the thresh­old bring­ing it in 
        and it land­ed up­side down on the dog. Damn. But thats all.

      I lay there, breath­ing, lis­ten­ing to my heart race, but feel­ing this weird numb com­po­sure. 
        We were still by the lake. From where I half-​lay I could see it through the trees. It was 
        still a beau­ti­ful serene moon­lit evening.

      Do we take her over im­me­di­ate­ly? This was the one who had no­ticed I was awake. It was a 
        lit­tle apart from the oth­ers, and was sit­ting up straight on a tree stump or a roc­kI 
        could­nt see whichas if keep­ing watch.

      Yeah. Bo says so. But he says we have to dress her up first. This one sound­ed as if it was 
        in charge. Maybe it was the Breather.

      Dress her up? What is this, a par­ty?

      I thought we had the par­ty while... said a third one. Sev­er­al of them laughed. Their 
        laugh­ter made the hair on my arms stand on end. I could­nt dis­tin­guish any in­di­vid­ual 
        shapes but that of the watch­er. I could­nt see how many of them there were. I thought I was 
        lis­ten­ing to male voic­es but I was­nt sure. Thats how weird suck­er voic­es are.

      Bo says our...guest is old-​fash­ioned. Ladies should wear dress­es.

      I could feel them look­ing at me, feel the glint of their eyes in the fire­light. I did­nt 
        look back. Even when you al­ready know youre toast you dont look in vam­pires eyes.

      Shes a la­dy, huh.

      Dont mat­ter. Shell look enough like one in a dress. They all laughed again at this. I may 
        have whim­pered. One of the vam­pires sep­arat­ed it­self from the bone­less dark slith­ery blur 
        of vam­pires and came to­ward me. My heart was go­ing to lunge out of my mouth but I lay 
        still. I was, strange­ly, be­gin­ning to feel my way in­to the numb­nes­sas if, if I could, I 
        would find the cen­ter of me again. As if be­ing able to think clear­ly and calm­ly held any 
        pos­si­bil­ity of do­ing me any good. I won­dered if this was how it felt when you woke up in 
        the morn­ing on the day you knew you were go­ing to be ex­ecut­ed.

      One of the things you need to un­der­stand is that Im not a brave per­son. I dont put up with 
        be­ing messed around, and I dont suf­fer fools glad­ly. The short ver­sion of that is that Im 
        a bitch. Trust me, I can pro­duce char­ac­ter ref­er­ences. But thats some­thing else. Im not 
        brave. Mel is brave. His old­est friend told me some sto­ries about him once I could bare­ly 
        stand to lis­ten to, about dis­patch rid­ing dur­ing the Wars, and Meld been pissed off when 
        he found out, al­though he had­nt de­nied they hap­pened. Mom is brave: she left my dad with 
        no mon­ey, no job, no prospect­sher own par­ents had dumped her when she mar­ried my dad, and 
        her younger sis­ters did­nt find her again till she resur­faced years lat­er at Char­liesand a 
        six-​year-​old daugh­ter. Char­lie is brave: he start­ed a cof­fee­house by talk­ing his bank in­to 
        giv­ing him a loan on his house back in the days when you on­ly saw rats, cock­roach­es, 
        dere­licts, and Char­lie him­self on the streets of Old Town.

      Im not brave. I make cin­na­mon rolls. I read a lot. My idea of ex­cite­ment is Mel pop­ping a 
        wheel­ie driv­ing away from a stop­light with me on pil­lion.

      The vam­pire was stand­ing right next to me. I did­nt think Id seen it walk that far. Id seen 
        it stand up and be­come one vam­pire out of a group of vam­pires. Then it was stand­ing next 
        to me. It. He. I looked at his hand as he held some­thing out to me. Put it on. I 
        re­luc­tant­ly ex­tend­ed my own hand and ac­cept­ed what it was. He did­nt seem any more ea­ger to 
        touch me than I was to touch him; the thing he was of­fer­ing glid­ed from his hand to mine. 
        He moved away. I tried to watch, but I could­nt dif­fer­en­ti­ate him from the shad­ows. He was 
        just not there.

      I stood up slow­ly and turned my back on all of them. You might not think you could turn 
        your back on a lot of vam­pires, but do you want to watch while they check the rope for 
        kinks and the se­cu­ri­ty of the noose and the lever on the trap door or do you maybe want to 
        close your eyes? I turned my back. I pulled my T-​shirt off over my head and dropped the 
        dress down over me. The shoul­der straps bare­ly cov­ered my bra straps and my neck and 
        shoul­ders and most of my back and breasts were left bare. Buf­fet din­ing. Very fun­ny. I 
        took my jeans off un­der­neath the long loose skirt. I still had my back to them. I was 
        hop­ing that vam­pires wer­ent very in­ter­est­ed in a meal that was ap­par­ent­ly go­ing to some­one 
        else. I did­nt like hav­ing my back to them but I kept telling my­self it did­nt mat­ter (there 
        are guards to grab you if the lever still jams on the first at­tempt and you try to dive 
        off the scaf­fold). I was very care­ful­ly clum­sy and awk­ward about tak­ing my jeans off, and 
        in the pro­cess tucked my lit­tle jack­knife up un­der my bra. It was on­ly some­thing to do to 
        make me feel I had­nt just

      giv­en up. What are you go­ing to do with a two-​and-​a-​half-​inch fold­ing blade against a lot 
        of vam­pires?

      Id had to take my sneak­ers off to get out of my jeans, and I looked at them du­bi­ous­ly. The 
        dress was silky and slinky and it did­nt go with sneak­ers, but I did­nt like go­ing bare­foot 
        ei­ther.

      Thatll do, said the one who had giv­en me the dress. He reap­peared from the shad­ows. Lets 
        go.

      And he reached out and took my arm.

      Phys­ical­ly I on­ly flinched; in­ter­nal­ly it was rev­olu­tion. The numb­ness fal­tered and the 
        pan­ic broke through. My head throbbed and swam; if it had­nt been for those tight, 
        ter­ri­fy­ing fin­gers around my up­per arms I would have fall­en. A sec­ond vam­pire had me by 
        the oth­er arm. I had­nt seen it ap­proach, but at that mo­ment I could­nt see any­thing, feel 
        any­thing but pan­ic. It did­nt mat­ter that they had to have touched me be­forewhen they 
        caught me, when they put me un­der the dark, when they brought me to wher­ev­er we wereI 
        had­nt been con­scious for that. I was con­scious now.

      But the numb­ness­the weird de­tached com­po­sure, what­ev­er it waspulled it­self to­geth­er. It 
        was the odd­est sen­sa­tion. The numb­ness and the pan­ic crashed through my spas­ming body, and 
        the numb­ness won. My brain stut­tered like a cold en­gine and re­luc­tant­ly fired again.

      The vam­pires had dragged me sev­er­al blind steps while this was go­ing on. The numb­ness now 
        not­ed dis­pas­sion­ate­ly that they were wear­ing gloves. As if this sud­den­ly made it all right 
        the pan­ic sub­sid­ed. One of my feet hurt; Id al­ready man­aged to stub it on some­thing, 
        in­vis­ible in the dark.

      The ma­te­ri­al of the gloves felt rather like leather. The skin of what an­imal, I thought.

      You sure are a qui­et one, the sec­ond vam­pire said to me. Ar­ent you go­ing to beg for your 
        life or any­thing? It laughed. He laughed.

      Shut up, said the first vam­pire.

      I did­nt know why I knew this, since I could­nt see or hear them, but I knew the oth­er 
        vam­pires were fol­low­ing, ex­cept for one or two who were flit­ting through the trees ahead 
        of us. Maybe I did­nt know it. Maybe I was imag­in­ing things.

      We did­nt go far, and we went slow­ly. For what­ev­er rea­son the two vam­pires hold­ing me let 
        me pick my shaky, bare­foot, hu­man way across bad ground in the dark. It must have seemed 
        slow­er than a crawl to them.

      There was still a moon, but that light through the leaves on­ly con­fused mat­ters fur­ther 
        for me. I did­nt think this was an area I was fa­mil­iar with, even if I could see it. I 
        thought I could feel a bad spot not too far away, far­ther in­to the trees. I won­dered if 
        vam­pires felt bad spots the way hu­mans did. Ev­ery­one won­dered if vam­pires had any­thing to 
        do with the pres­ence of bad spots, but bad spots were mys­te­ri­ous; the Voodoo Wars had 
        pro­duced bad spots, and vam­pires had been the chief en­emy in the Wars, but even the 
        globe-​net did­nt seem to know any more. Ev­ery­one in the area knew about the pres­ence of bad 
        spots around the lake, whether they went hik­ing out there or not, but theres nev­er any 
        gos­sip about suck­er ac­tiv­ity. Vam­pires tend to pre­fer cities: the high­er den­si­ty of hu­man 
        pop­ula­tion, pre­sum­ably.

      The on­ly nois­es were the ones I made, and a lit­tle hush of wa­ter, and the stir­ring of the 
        leaves in the air off the lake. The shore­line was more rock than marsh, and when we 
        crossed a ragged lit­tle stream the cold wa­ter against my feet was a shock: Im alive, it 
        said.

      The ra­tio­nal numb­ness now point­ed out that vam­pires could, ap­par­ent­ly, cross run­ning wa­ter 
        un­der at least some cir­cum­stances. Per­haps the size of the stream was im­por­tant. I 
        ob­served that my two guards had stepped across it bank to bank. Per­haps they did­nt want to 
        get their shoes wet, as they had the lux­ury of shoes. It would be bad busi­ness for the 
        elec­tric moat com­pa­nies if it be­came known that run­ning wa­ter did­nt stop suck­ers.

      I could feel the...what?...in­creas­ing. Op­pres­sion, ten­sion, sus­pense, fore­bod­ing. I of 
        course was feel­ing all these things. But we were com­ing clos­er to wher­ev­er we were go­ing, 
        and my es­corts did­nt like the sit­ua­tion ei­ther. I told my­self I was imag­in­ing this, but 
        the im­pres­sion re­mained.

      We came out of the trees and paused. There was enough moon­light to make me blink; or 
        per­haps it was the sur­prise of com­ing to a clear area. Some­how you dont think of suck­ers 
        com­ing out un­der the sky in a big open space, even at night.

      There had been a few re­al­ly grand hous­es on the lake. Id seen pic­tures of them in 
        mag­azines but Id nev­er vis­it­ed one. They had been aban­doned with the rest dur­ing the Wars 
        and were pre­sum­ably ei­ther burned or blast­ed or derelict now. But I was look­ing up a long, 
        once-​land­scaped slope to an enor­mous man­sion at the head of it. Even in the moon­light I 
        could see how shab­by it was; it was miss­ing some of its shin­gles and shut­ters, and I could 
        see at least one bro­ken win­dow. But it was still stand­ing. Where we were would once have 
        been a lawn of smooth per­fect green, and I could see scars in the earth near the house 
        that must have been gar­den

      paths and flow­er beds. There was a boathouse whose roof had fall­en in near us where we 
        stood at the shore. The bad spot was near here; be­hind the house, not far. I was sur­prised 
        there was a build­ing still rel­ative­ly in one piece this close to a bad spot; there was a 
        lot I did­nt know about the Wars.

      I felt I would have been con­tent to go on not know­ing.

      Time to get it over with, said Bos lieu­tenant.

      They start­ed walk­ing up the slope to­ward the house. The oth­ers had melt­ed out of the trees 
        (wher­ev­er theyd been mean­while) and were strag­gling be­hind the three of us, my two jail­ers 
        and me. My sense that none of them was hap­py be­came stronger. I won­dered if their 
        will­ing­ness to walk through the woods at fum­bling hu­man speed had any­thing to do with 
        this. I looked up at the sky, won­der­ing, al­most calm­ly, if this was the last time I would 
        see it. I glanced down and to ei­ther side. The foot­ing was near­ly as bad here as it had 
        been among the trees. There was some­thing odd...I thought about my par­ents old cab­in and 
        the cab­ins and cot­tages (or rather the re­mains of them) around it. In the ten years since 
        the Wars had been of­fi­cial­ly end­ed saplings and scrub had grown up pret­ty thor­ough­ly 
        around all of them. They should have done the same around this house. I thought: its been 
        cleared. Re­cent­ly. Thats why the ground is so un­even. I looked again to ei­ther side: now 
        that I was look­ing it was ob­vi­ous that the for­est had been hacked back too. The big house 
        was sit­ting, all by it­self, in the mid­dle of a wide ex­panse of land that had been rough­ly 
        but thor­ough­ly stripped of any­thing that might cause a shad­ow.

      This should­nt have made my sit­ua­tion any worse, but I was sud­den­ly shud­der­ing, and I had­nt 
        been be­fore.

      The house was plain­ly our des­ti­na­tion. I stum­bled, and stum­bled again. I was not do­ing it 
        de­lib­er­ate­ly as some kind of hope­less de­lay­ing tac­tic; I was mere­ly los­ing my abil­ity to 
        hold my­self to­geth­er. Some­thing about that cleared space, about what this meant 
        about...what­ev­er was wait­ing for me. Some­thing about the re­luc­tance of my es­cort. About 
        the fact that there­fore what­ev­er it was that wait­ed was more ter­ri­ble than they were.

      My jail­ers mere­ly tight­ened their hold and frog-​marched me when I wob­bled. Suck­ers are 
        very strong; they may not have no­ticed that they were now bear­ing near­ly all my weight as 
        my knees gave and my feet lost their pur­chase on the ragged ground.

      They dragged me up the last few stairs to the wide, once-​el­egant porch; the treads creaked 
        un­der my weight as I missed my foot­ing, while the vam­pires flowed up on ei­ther side of us 
        with no more sound than they had

      made rang­ing through the woods. One of them opened the front door and stood aside for the 
        pris­on­er and her guards to go in first. We en­tered a big, dark, emp­ty hall; some moon­light 
        spilled in through open doors on ei­ther side of us, enough that my eyes could vague­ly make 
        out the ex­tent of it. It was prob­ably big­ger than the whole ground floor of Mom and 
        Char­lies house. At the far end a stair­case swirled up in a semi­cir­cle, dis­ap­pear­ing in­to 
        the murk over­head.

      We turned left and went through a half-​open door.

      This had to be a ball­room; it was even big­ger than the front hall had been. There was no 
        fur­ni­ture that I could see, but there was a mud­dle over­hea­dits shad­ow had wrenched my 
        pan­icky at­ten­tion to­ward it­that looked rather like a vast chan­de­lier, al­though I would 
        have ex­pect­ed any­thing like that to have been loot­ed years ago. It seemed like acres of 
        floor as we crossed it. There was an­oth­er mud­dle lean­ing up against the wall in front of 
        usa pos­si­bly hu­man-​body-​shaped mud­dle, I thought, con­fused. An­oth­er pris­on­er? An­oth­er live 
        din­ner? Was wait­ing to be eat­en in com­pa­ny go­ing to be any less hor­ri­ble than wait­ing 
        alone? Where was the old-​fash­ioned guest who liked dress­es rather than jeans and sneak­ers? 
        Oh, dear gods and an­gels, let this be over quick­ly, I can­not bear much more...

      The mud­dle was some­one sit­ting cross-​legged, head bowed, fore­arms on knees. I did­nt 
        re­al­ize till it raised its head with a liq­uid, in­hu­man mo­tion that it was an­oth­er vam­pire.

      I jerked back­ward. I did­nt mean to; I knew I was­nt go­ing to get away: I could­nt help it. 
        The vam­pire on my left­the one who had asked me why I did­nt beg for my life­laughed again. 
        Theres some life in you af­ter all, girlie. I was won­der­ing. Bo would­nt like it if it 
        turned out we caught a blanker. He wants his guest in a good mood.

      Bos lieu­tenant said again, Shut up.

      One of the oth­er vam­pires drift­ed up to us and hand­ed its lieu­tenant some­thing. They 
        passed it be­tween them as if it had been no more than a hand­ker­chief, but it...clanked.

      Bos lieu­tenant said, Hold her. He dropped my arm and picked up my foot, as ca­su­al­ly as a 
        car­pen­ter pick­ing up a ham­mer. I would have fall­en, but the oth­er vam­pire held me fast. 
        Some­thing cold closed around my an­kle, and when he dropped my foot again it fell to the 
        floor hard enough to bruise the sole, be­cause of the new weight. I was wear­ing a met­al 
        shack­le, and trail­ing a chain. The vam­pire who had brought the thing to Bos lieu­tenant 
        stretched out the end of the chain and clipped it in­to a ring

      in the wall.

      How many days has it been, Con­nie? said Bos lieu­tenant soft­ly. Ten? Twelve? Twen­ty? Shes 
        young and smooth and warm. To­tal­ly flash. Bo told us to bring you a nice one. Shes all for 
        you. We havent touched her.

      I thought of the gloves.

      He was back­ing away slow­ly as he spoke, as if the cross-​legged vam­pire might jump at him. 
        The vam­pire hold­ing me seemed to be idly watch­ing Bos lieu­tenant, and then with a sud­den, 
        spine-​un­hing­ing hisssss let go of me and sprang af­ter him and the oth­ers, who were 
        dis­solv­ing back in­to the shad­ows, as if afraid to be left be­hind.

      I fell down, and, for a mo­ment, half-​stunned, could­nt move.

      The vam­pire gang was, in the sud­den way of vam­pires, now on the oth­er side of the big 
        room, by the door. I thought it was Bos lieu­tenant whoI did­nt see how­made some sort of 
        ges­ture, and the chan­de­lier burst alight. Youll want to check out what youre get­ting, he 
        said, and now that he was leav­ing his voice sound­ed strong and scorn­ful. Bo did­nt want you 
        to think wed try any­thing no­mad. And, so okay, so you dont need the light. But its more 
        fun if she can see you too, is­nt it?

      The vam­pire who had dropped me said, Hey, her feet are al­ready bleedingif you like feet. 
        He gig­gled, a high-​pitched gob­lin screech.

      Then they were gone.

      ***

      I think I must have faint­ed again. When I came to my­self I was stiff all over, as if I had 
        been ly­ing on the floor for a long time. I both re­mem­bered and tried not to let my­self 
        quite re­mem­ber what had hap­pened. This last­ed for maybe ten sec­onds. I was still alive, so 
        I was­nt dead yet. If it want­ed me awake and strug­gling, to con­tin­ue to ap­pear to be 
        un­con­scious was a good idea. I lay fac­ing the door the gang had left by; which meant that 
        the cross-​legged vam­pire was be­hind me...Dont think about it.

      I was up on my knees, halfway to my feet, and scram­bling for the door be­fore I fin­ished 
        think­ing this, even though I knew you could­nt run away from a vam­pire. I had for­got­ten 
        that I was chained to the wall. I hit the end of my chain and fell again. I cried out, as 
        much from fear as pain. I lay sprawled where I struck, wait­ing for it to be over.

      Noth­ing hap­pened. Again I thought, Please, gods and an­gels, let it be over.

      Noth­ing hap­pened.

      De­spair­ing­ly I sat up, hitched my­self around to face what was be­hind me.

      It was look­ing at me. He was look­ing at me.

      The chan­de­lier was set with can­dles, not elec­tric bulbs, so the light it shed was soft­er 
        and less def­inite. Even so he looked bad. His eyes (no: dont look in their eyes) were a 
        kind of gray-​green, like stag­nant bog wa­ter, and his skin was the col­or of old 
        mush­room­sthe sort of mush­rooms you find screwed up in a pa­per bag in the back of the 
        fridge and try to de­cide if theyre worth sav­ing or if you should throw them out now and 
        get it over with. His hair was black, but lank and dull. He would have been tall if he 
        stood up. His shoul­ders were broad, and his hands and wrists, droop­ing over his knees, 
        looked huge. He wore no shirt, and his feet, like mine, were bare. This seemed cu­ri­ous­ly 
        in­de­cent, that he should be half naked. I did­nt like it...Oh, right, I thought, good one. 
        The train is roar­ing to­ward you and the vil­lain is twirling his mous­tache and youre 
        fuss­ing that hes tied you to the track with the wrong kind of rope. There was a long an­gry 
        weal across one of the vam­pires fore­arms. Over­all he looked...spi­dery. Preda­to­ry. Alien. 
        Noth­ing hu­man ex­cept that he was more or less the right shape.

      He was thin, thin to ema­ci­at­ed, the cheek­bones and ribs look­ing like they were about to 
        split the old-​mush­room skin. It did­nt mat­ter. The still-​burn­ing vi­tal­ity in that body was 
        vis­ible even to my eyes. He would be fine again once hed had din­ner.

      My teeth chat­tered. I pulled my knees up un­der my chin and wrapped my arms around them. We 
        sat like this for sev­er­al min­utes, the vam­pire mo­tion­less, while I chat­tered and trem­bled 
        and tried not to moan. Tried not to beg use­less­ly for my life. Watched him watch­ing me. I 
        did­nt look in­to his eyes again. At first I looked at his left ear, but that was too close 
        to those eye­show could some­thing the col­or of swamp wa­ter be that com­pelling?so I looked 
        at his bony left shoul­der in­stead. I could still see him star­ing at me. Or feel him 
        star­ing.

      Speak, he said at last. Re­mind me that you are a ra­tio­nal crea­ture. The words had long 
        paus­es be­tween them, as if he found it dif­fi­cult to speak, or as if he had to re­call the 
        words one at a time; and his voice was rough, as if some time re­cent­ly he had dam­aged it 
        by pro­longed shout­ing. Per­haps he found it awk­ward to speak to his din­ner. If he was­nt 
        care­ful hed go off me, like Al­ice af­ter shed been in­tro­duced to the pud­ding. I should be 
        so lucky.

      I flinched at the first sound of his voice, both be­cause he had spo­ken at all, and al­so 
        be­cause his voice sound­ed as alien as the rest of him looked, as if the chest that 
        pro­duced it was made out of some strange ma­te­ri­al that did not re­flect sound the same way 
        that or­di­nary­that is to say, live­flesh did. His voice sound­ed much odd­ereerier, di­rerthan 
        the voic­es of the vam­pires who had brought me here. You could half-​imag­ine that Bos gang 
        had once been hu­man. You could­nt imag­ine that this one ev­er had.

      As I flinched I squeake­da kind of unh? First I thought rather deliri­ous­ly about Al­ice and 
        her pud­ding, and then the mean­ing of his words be­gan to pen­etrate. Re­mind him I was a 
        ra­tio­nal crea­ture! I was­nt at all sure I still was one. I tried to pull my scat­tered wits 
        to­geth­er, come up with a top­ic oth­er than Lewis Car­roll...Io­hthey called you Con­nie, I 
        said at ran­dom, af­ter I had been silent too long. Is that your name?

      He made a noise like a cough or a growl, or some­thing else I did­nt have a name for, some 
        vam­pire thing. You know enough not to look in my eyes, he said. But you do not know not to 
        ask me my name? The words came clos­er to­geth­er this time, and there was def­inite­ly a 
        ques­tion mark at the end. He was ask­ing me.

      OhnoohI dont knowI dont know that much about vamer, I gab­bled, re­mem­ber­ing halfway through 
        the word he had not him­self used the word vam­pire. Hed said me and my. Per­haps you did­nt 
        say vam­pire like you did­nt ask ones name. I tried to think of ev­ery­thing Pat and Jesse and 
        the oth­ers had told me over the years, and con­sid­ered the like­li­hood that the SOF view of 
        vam­pires was prob­ably rather dif­fer­ent from the vam­pires own view and of lim­it­ed use to me 
        now. And that hav­ing Im­mor­tal Death very near­ly mem­orized was no use at all. Par­don me, I 
        said, with as much dig­ni­ty as I could pre­tend to, which was­nt much. Ier­what would you like 
        me to talk about?

      There was an­oth­er of his paus­es, and then he said, Tell me who you are. You need not tell 
        me your name. Names have pow­ereven hu­man names. Tell me where you live and what you do 
        with your liv­ing.

      My mouth dropped open. Tell you Who am I, Scheherazade? I felt a sud­den hys­ter­ical rush of 
        out­rage. It was bad enough that I was go­ing to be eat­en (or rather, drunk­my mind would 
        re­vert to Al­ice), but I had to talk first? II am the bak­er at Char­lies Cof­fee­house, in 
        town. Char­lie mar­ried my mom when I was ten, just be­fore theer. I man­aged not to say 
        be­fore the Voodoo Wars, which I thought might be a sen­si­tive sub­ject. They have two sons, 
        Ken­ny and Bil­ly. Theyre nice kids. Well, Bil­ly was still a nice kid. Ken­ny was a teenag­er. 
        Oh, hell. I was­nt sup­posed

      to be us­ing names. Oh, too bad. There are more than one Char­lie and Ken­ny and Bil­ly in the 
        world. We all work at the cof­fee­house al­though my broth­ers are still in school. My 
        boyfriend works there too. He rules the kitchen now that Char­lie has kind of be­come the 
        maitre d and the wine stew­ard, if you want to talk about a cof­fee­house hav­ing a maitre d 
        and a wine stew­ard. Okay, I thought, I re­mem­bered not to say Mels name.

      But it was hard to re­mem­ber what my life was. It seemed a very long time ago, all of it, 
        now, tonight, chained to a wall in a de­sert­ed ball­room on the far side of the lake, 
        talk­ing to a vam­pire. I live in an apart­ment across town from the cof­fee­house, up­stairs 
        from Yfrom the old la­dy who owns the house. I love it there, there are all these trees, 
        but my win­dows get a lot ofer. This time what I was­nt say­ing was sun­light, which I thought 
        might al­so be a touchy top­ic. Ive al­ways liked fool­ing around in the kitchen. One of my 
        first mem­ories is hold­ing a wood­en spoon and cry­ing till my mom let me stir some­thing. 
        Be­fore she mar­ried Char­lie, my mom used to tease me, say I was go­ing to grow up to be a 
        cook, oth­er kids played soft­ball and joined the dra­ma club, all I ev­er did was hang around 
        the cof­fee­house kitchen, so, she said, she might as well mar­ry one, a cook, since he kept 
        ask­ingChar­lie kept ask­ing­she said she was fi­nal­ly say­ing yes, be­cause she want­ed to make 
        it easy for me. That was our joke. She met him by work­ing for him. She was a wait­ress. She 
        likes feed­ing peo­ple­like Char­lie and me and Mlike Char­lie and me and the cook. She thinks 
        the an­swer to just about ev­ery­thing is a good nour­ish­ing meal, but she does­nt much like 
        cook­ing, and now she most­ly man­ages the rest of us, works out the sched­ule so ev­ery­one 
        gets enough hours and no­body gets too many very of­ten, which is sort of the Olympic 
        triathalon ver­sion of rub­bing your stom­ach and pat­ting your head at the same time, on­ly 
        she has to do it ev­ery week, and she al­so does the books and the or­der­ing. Um. Its just as 
        well shes back there be­cause a lot of peo­ple dont come to us for nour­ish­ing meals, they 
        come for a slab of some­thing choco­late and a glass of cham­pagne, or Mer, or our all-​day 
        break­fast which is eggs and ba­con and sausages and baked beans and pan­cakes and hash 
        browns and toast, and a cin­na­mon roll till they run out, which they usu­al­ly do by about 
        nine, but there are muffins all day, and then a free wheel­bar­row ride to the bus stop 
        af­ter. Er. Thats a joke. A wheel­bar­row ride over our cob­ble­stones would be no fa­vor any­way.

      I have to get up at four a.m. to start the cin­na­mon rollscin­na­mon rolls as big as your 
        head, its a Char­lies spe­cial­ty­but I dont mind. I love work­ing with yeast and flour and 
        sug­ar and I love the smell of bread bak­ing. MI mean, my boyfriend, says he want­ed to ask 
        me out be­cause he saw me the first time when I was up to my el­bows in bread dough and

      cov­ered with flour. He says that for most guys its sup­posed to be great legs or a girl 
        be­ing a great dancerI cant dance at al­lor at least a good per­son­al­ity or some­thing 
        high-​mind­ed like that, but for him it was def­inite­ly watch­ing me thump in­to that bread 
        dough...

      I had­nt re­al­ized Id start­ed cry­ing. My long-​ago, lost life. The tears were 
        run­ning­pour­ing­down my cheeks.

      And sud­den­ly the vam­pire moved to­ward me. I froze, think­ing, Oh no, and at last, and okay, 
        at least my last thoughts are about ev­ery­body at the cof­fee­house, but all he did was hold 
        one of his big hands un­der my chin, so the tears would fall in­to his palm. I cried now 
        from fear and an­tic­ipa­tion as well as loss and sor­row, and my tears had made quite a 
        lit­tle pool be­fore I stopped. I stopped be­cause I was too tired to go on, and my whole 
        head felt squashy. I sup­pose I should have been flip­ping out. He was right next to me. He 
        had­nt moved again. When I stopped cry­ing he low­ered his hand and said calm­ly, May I have 
        your tears? I nod­ded, be­mused, and, very pre­cise­ly and care­ful­ly, he touched my face with 
        the fore­fin­ger of his oth­er hand, wip­ing up the last drips. I was so braced for worse I 
        bare­ly no­ticed that this time a vam­pire re­al­ly had touched me.

      He moved back against the wall be­fore he licked the wet fin­ger and then drank the lit­tle 
        palm­ful of salt wa­ter. I did­nt mean to stare but I could­nt help it.

      He would­nt have had to say any­thing. Maybe hed liked the sto­ry of my life. Tears, he said. 
        Not as good as... a re­al­ly ug­ly omi­nous pause here ...but bet­ter than noth­ing.

      Oh, gods, I said, and buried my face in my knees once more. I had be­gun to shiv­er again 
        too. I was ex­haust­ed past ex­haus­tion, and I was al­so, it oc­curred to me, hun­gry and 
        thirsty. And, of course, still wait­ing to die. Grue­some­ly.

      I could­nt bear not to keep an eye on him for long, how­ev­er, and I raised my now sticky 
        face from my knees soon enough. I wiped my face on a cor­ner of my ridicu­lous dress. I 
        had­nt re­al­ly no­ticed what I was wear­ingth­ere had been oth­er things on my mind since I had 
        been obliged to put it onin oth­er cir­cum­stances I would have found it very beau­ti­ful, but 
        an ab­surd thing for a cof­fee­house bak­er to be wear­ing, even a cof­fee­house bak­er in a 
        ball­room with a ball go­ing on in it. If I were at­tend­ing a ball I would be there as one of 
        the cater­ers, I cer­tain­ly would­nt be there for the danc­ing...Im rav­ing, I thought. The 
        dress was a dark cran­ber­ry red. Hearts-​blood red, I thought. It was put to­geth­er sly­ly, in 
        pan­els cut on the bias, so it clung to me round the top and swung out

      in­to what felt like yards of skirt at the hem. It draped over my awk­ward knees in drifts 
        like some­thing out of a Re­nais­sance paint­ing. I sup­posed it was silk; I had­nt had a lot of 
        close-​up ex­pe­ri­ence with silk. It was soft like a clean babys skin. I knew quite a lot 
        about ba­bies, clean and oth­er­wise.

      I glanced at hi­mat his left shoul­der. He was still watch­ing me. I let my gaze drift down, 
        over his ragged black trousers, to his bare feet. He too had a shack­le around one an­kle...

      What?

      He was shack­led and pinned to the wall just as I was.

      He must have seen me work­ing it out. Yes, he said.

      Wh-​why?

      No hon­or among thieves, you are think­ing? In­deed. Bo and I are old en­emies.

      But The rea­son for the waste­land around the house was sud­den­ly ap­par­ent. No shel­ter from 
        day­light ex­cept in­side the house. Who­ev­er it was­Both­ought the shack­le it­self might not be 
        enough. The chain that held him was many times heav­ier than mine, and both the shack­le 
        an­dI could see it, now that I was look­ingthe plate in the wall that held the ring were 
        stamped with...well, to start with, with the old, most ba­sic ward sym­bol: a cross and a 
        six-​point­ed star in­side a cir­cle. The stan­dard ward­ing against in­hu­man harm that ten 
        per­cent of par­ents still had tat­tooed over their ba­bies hearts at birth, or so the cur­rent 
        statis­tics said. It was il­le­gal to tat­too a mi­nor, be­cause of the pos­si­ble side ef­fects, 
        and you near­ly had to have a dis­pen­sa­tion from a god to be grant­ed a li­cense for a home 
        birth since the Wars be­cause the gov­ern­ment as­sumed that the op­por­tu­ni­ty for an il­le­gal 
        tat­too was the on­ly rea­son any­one would want a home birth. Ward­ing tat­toos did­nt hap­pen in 
        hos­pi­tals. The­oret­ical­ly. Jesse and Pat said that no fid­dling tat­too would stop a vam­pire, 
        but the re­al rea­son for its be­ing il­le­gal is that the stiff fines levied against par­ents 
        who had it done any­way was a nice lit­tle an­nu­al nest egg for the gov­ern­ment.

      There was some ev­idence that a tem­pered met­al ward spelled by an ac­cred­it­ed ward­smith and 
        worn next to the skin would dis­cour­age a vam­pire that un­ex­pect­ed­ly came in con­tact with 
        it, long enough for you to make a run for it­maybe. The prob­lem with that sce­nario is as I 
        said, most suck­ers run in packs. One of the friends of the one that let go of you would 
        grab you, and the sec­ond one would know where not to grab.

      I did­nt want to peer too close­ly, but there were rather a lot of oth­er

      sym­bols keep­ing the stan­dard one com­pa­ny: the staked heart (I hat­ed this one, how­ev­er 
        sim­ple and cool­ly non­spe­cif­ic the de­sign), the per­fect tri­an­gle, the oak tree, the 
        un­fall­en an­gel, true grief, the singing lizard, the sun and moon. There were more too. 
        Un­der oth­er cir­cum­stances I might have thought the ef­fect was a lit­tle fran­tic. As if 
        who­ev­er had planned it was throw­ing the book at a prob­lem they did­nt know how to solve.

      The ward­ings did seem to be hav­ing some ef­fect. The an­kle the shack­le en­cir­cled was 
        swollen and a fun­ny col­or (al­though what count­ed as a fun­ny col­or for a vam­pire I was­nt 
        sure) and looked pret­ty sore. The skin looked al­most...grat­ed. Ugh. But if the met­al ward 
        did pro­tec­tor in this case de­bil­itate­who had belled the cat­fixed the shack­le? Leav­ing 
        aside for the mo­ment who had done the smith-​work. I dare­say a ward­smith would­nt ar­gue if a 
        gang of vam­pires showed up and put their case per­sua­sive­ly enough. Which is to say good 
        ward­smiths cant pro­vide per­fect pro­tec­tion, even for them­selves.

      But...did Bo have non­va­mpires avail­able al­so? That stan­dard ward was sup­posed to pre­vent 
        harm from the rest of the Oth­ers too...which would mean that this Bo crea­ture had hu­man 
        ser­vants. Not a nice thought.

      Again he seemed to read my mind. They wore...gloves.

      That had been an­oth­er of those re­al­ly nasty paus­es. I stared at him. So, I thought, the 
        wards do work, but a vam­pire can han­dle them so long as the vam­pire and, or pos­si­bly or, 
        the wards are prop­er­ly in­su­lat­ed? I won­der what the in­su­la­tion is? No, Im sure I dont want 
        to know. Theres a blow for all the ward­crafters if word gets out though. But then again 
        maybe it would im­prove their busi­ness if it was known for cer­tain that the wards worked at 
        all. What a lot I am learn­ing. Per­haps that was why Bos gang had used gloves to touch mein 
        case of hid­den ward signs. Now that I knew their at­ti­tude to­ward their guest a lit­tle 
        bet­ter I thought per­haps they were hop­ing I was wear­ing a good one. And since I was 
        chained up, mak­ing a run for it while he blew on his burned fin­gers or what­ev­er was­nt an 
        op­tion for me.

      Or maybe they just had­nt want­ed to leave fin­ger­prints on me. Per­haps its not po­lite to 
        han­dle an­oth­er per­sons food even when youre a vam­pire.

      There was a sput­ter and crack­le be­hind me. I turned sharply around: one of the can­dles in 
        the chan­de­lier was gut­ter­ing. They were all burn­ing low, cast­ing less light than they had. 
        But the room seemed no dark­er; if any­thing the con­trary. I looked out the near­est win­dow. 
        Gray­ness.

      Dawn, I said. I looked back at him. He was sit­ting as he had been sit­ting since I had come 
        in­to that room, cross-​legged, lean­ing­no, not

      quite lean­ing, straight-​backed, on­ly his head a lit­tle boweda­gainst the wall, arms on 
        knees. The one time he had moved was when Id wept. I looked at the win­dows in the big 
        room. They were big too, and cur­tain­less, and on three sides. I won­dered about the weal on 
        his arm.

      Day­light in­creased. The sun was com­ing up over the lake, on my left. So we were on the 
        north side of the lake; my fam­ilys old cab­in was on the south­east, and the city on the 
        south. Even in the des­ola­tion where I sat it was im­pos­si­ble for my heart not to lift at 
        the com­ing of day­light. Dawn was usu­al­ly my fa­vorite time of day: end of dark­ness, 
        be­gin­ning of light. I was kind of a light freak. I sighed. It oc­curred to me again that I 
        was very hun­gry, and even thirsti­er than that. And so tired that if he did­nt eat me soon I 
        might die any­way. Joke. I did­nt feel like laugh­ing. I glanced at him. He looked even worse 
        than he had by can­dle­light. How long has it been? Bos lieu­tenant had said. So pre­sum­ably 
        hed livedif lived was the wordthrough some days here al­ready. Ugh.

      As the light grew stronger I could see the room more clear­ly. Near the cor­ner to my left 
        there was a heap of some­thing I had­nt seen be­fore. Too small to be an­oth­er vam­pire. No 
        com­fort. It was some­thing lumpy, in a cloth sack. For some­thing to do I stood shak­ily 
        up­watch­ing him over my shoul­der the whole time­and edged over to­ward it. I could just reach 
        it, at the fullest ex­tent of my chain, al­most ly­ing along the floor to do it. The vam­pire 
        was teth­ered in the cen­ter of the wall of the room, while my sta­ple was a lit­tle more 
        to­ward this end. If our chains were the same length, then I could reach this cor­ner, and 
        he could not. More vam­pire hu­mor? If it was me he want­ed, of course, he could just pull on 
        the chain. I stood up again. I opened the sack. A loaf of breadt­wo loaves of brea­da bot­tle 
        of wa­ter, and a blan­ket. With­out think­ing I broke off an end of one of the loaves: 
        stan­dard store bread, fluffy, with­out re­al sub­stance, spongy tex­ture, dry crumb, al­most no 
        aro­ma. Not as good as what I made. It was Carthagini­an pig swill com­pared to what I made. 
        But it was bread. Food. I raised the end I had bro­ken off, and sniffed it more care­ful­ly. 
        Why would they leave me food? Was it poi­soned? Was it drugged, would it se­date me, so I 
        would­nt see him com­ing? Maybe I should want to be se­dat­ed.

      I was so hun­gry that stand­ing there with bread in my hands made my legs trem­ble, and I had 
        to keep swal­low­ing.

      It is food for you, he said. There is noth­ing wrong with it. It is just food.

      Why? I said again. My con­tin­uing to­tal-​im­mer­sion course in vam­pire mores.

      Some­thing like a gri­mace moved mo­men­tar­ily across his too-​still face. Bo knows me well.

      Knows... I said thought­ful­ly. Knows that you would­nt...right away. The bale of hay to keep 
        the goat hap­py while the hunters in the trees wait for the tiger.

      Not quite, he said. Hu­mans can sur­vive sev­er­al days, per­haps a week, with­out food, I 
        be­lieve. But you wont re­main...at­trac­tive for that long.

      At­trac­tive. I looked down at the cran­ber­ry-​red dress. It had had a hard night. It was 
        creased, and there was more than one smudge of dirt at the hem as well as the spots that 
        wip­ing a teary face make, and my feet, stick­ing out from un­der­neath, were scratched and 
        filthy. I would have looked no less a la­dy in my T-​shirt and jeans. I ate the bread in my 
        hand, and then I broke off more, and ate that. It tast­ed no bet­ter than it looked, and 
        while it had a fun­ny af­ter­taste I as­sumed that was just flour im­provers and pho­ny 
        fla­vor­ing garbage and noth­ing worse. It al­so might be my mouth, which tast­ed pret­ty fun­ny 
        any­way af­ter the night Id just had. I ate most of the first loaf. How long were these 
        sup­plies sup­posed to last? I opened the bot­tle of wa­ter and drank a third of it. It was a 
        stan­dard two-​quart plas­tic bot­tle of brand-​name spring wa­ter and the ring-​seal on the lid 
        had been in­tact when I twist­ed it loose.

      I looked at him again. His eyes were on­ly half open, but still watch­ing me. He was well in 
        shad­ow but while he sat as un­mov­ing as ev­er, he looked small­er now. Un­der siege.

      I moved in­to the sun­light stream­ing through the win­dow. Food and wa­ter had helped and the 
        touch of the sun on my skin helped even more. I set the sack down again, with the rest of 
        the bread in it, and sighed and stretched, as if I were get­ting out of bed on a Mon­day 
        morn­ing, the one morn­ing a week I got up af­ter the sun did. I felt tired but...alive. I 
        clung to this tiny mo­ment of com­par­ative peace be­cause most of me knew it was false. I 
        won­dered how much worse the crash would be when the rest of me re­mem­bered, than if I had­nt 
        had it at all.

      As I say, I am a light freak. My mom found this out the first year af­ter we left my dad. 
        Shed got this ug­ly cheap dark lit­tle apart­ment in the base­ment of an old town­house­she 
        would­nt take any of my dads mon­ey so we were re­al­ly poor at fir­stand I spent eight months 
        cry­ing and be­ing sick all the time. She thought this was about los­ing my dad, and the 
        doc­tors she took me to agreed with her be­cause they could­nt find any­thing wrong with me 
        ex­cept list­less­ness and mis­ery, but the minute she could af­ford it she got us in­to a 
        bet­ter apart­ment, on the top floor of

      the house next door, with re­al win­dows. (This was when she start­ed work­ing for Char­lie, 
        and the minute he heard she had a sick kid he gave her a raise. He did­nt find out till 
        lat­er how young I was, and that she was leav­ing me home alone while she worked, and that 
        the rea­son she tried for a job at the cof­fee­house in the first place was be­cause it was so 
        close she could run home and check on me dur­ing her breaks.) It was win­ter, and she said I 
        spent three weeks mov­ing around the new place ly­ing in ev­ery scrap of sun­light that came 
        in­doorsin­clud­ing mov­ing a ta­ble and a heavy chest of draw­ers that were in my wayand by the 
        end of that time I was well again. I dont re­mem­ber this, but I do re­mem­ber that that eight 
        months is the on­ly time in my life Ive ev­er been sick.

      I stood there in the sun­light feel­ing the life and warmth of it and hold­ing off the crash.

      I was still clutch­ing the bot­tle of wa­ter. I looked at the vam­pire again. His eyes were 
        shut, per­haps be­cause I was stand­ing in the light. There seemed to be a thin sheen of 
        sweat on his skin. Did vam­pires sweat? It did­nt seem a very vam­piry thing to do.

      I stepped out of the sun­light, and his eyes half opened again. He did­nt look around for 
        me; his eyes opened on where I was. I al­most stepped back in­to the sun­light again, but I 
        did­nt quite. I walked over to him, to with­in easy arms reach. You havent...killed me yet 
        be­cause if you did, that would mean Bo had won.

      Yes, he said. His voice, in­flec­tion­less as it was, sound­ed ex­haust­ed.

      Pre­tend­ing to my­self I did­nt know what I was about to do, I held up the bot­tle of wa­ter. 
        If vam­pires sweat­ed, maybe they drank wa­ter...too. Would you like some wa­ter?

      He opened his eyes the rest of the way. Why?

      In­vol­un­tar­ily I smiled. His turn for the in­ten­sive course in hu­man mores. I dont like 
        bul­lies. This was­nt quite the whole truth, but it was as much of the truth as I knew 
        my­self.

      He made the cough-​growl noise again. Yes, he said.

      I held out the bot­tle and he took it. He sat look­ing at it for a mo­ment, looked at me 
        again, then at the bot­tle. He un­screwed the plas­tic cap. All of this was hap­pen­ing at 
        or­di­nary hu­man speed, al­though all his move­ments had that creepy vam­pire flu­en­cy. But 
        then...an­oth­er third of the wa­ter dis­ap­peared. I did­nt see him drink. I did­nt see his 
        throat move with swal­low­ing. But there was on­ly one-​third of the wa­ter left in the bot­tle, 
        and he was screw­ing the cap back on. And he looked a lit­tle bet­ter. The

      mush­rooms he was the col­or of had­nt been in the back of the fridge quite so long, and they 
        wer­ent quite so wiz­ened. Thank you, he said.

      I could­nt quite bring my­self to say, Youre wel­come. I moved far enough away again that 
        while I was still most­ly in the shade, the sun was touch­ing my back, and sat down. The 
        band of sun-​warmth was a lit­tle like hav­ing a friends arm around me. You could have just 
        tak­en it.

      No, he said. Well. Or­dered me to give you some. No, he said.

      I sighed. I felt ir­ri­tat­ed with this treach­er­ous, vil­lain­ous, mor­tal­ly dan­ger­ous crea­ture. 
        The weight of irony might smash what re­mained of my mind in­to pieces be­fore he did, in 
        fact, kill me.

      He said slow­ly, I can take noth­ing from you. I can on­ly ac­cept what you of­fer. I can at 
        most...ask.

      Oh, please! I said. I can refuse to let you kill me! Vam­pires have nev­er killed any­one who 
        has­nt said oh yes please I want to die, I want to die now, I want you to drink all my 
        blood and what­ev­er else it is that vam­pires do so that even my corpse is so hor­ri­ble that 
        af­ter the po­lice are done with it I will be burned in­stant­ly and the ash­es ster­il­ized 
        be­fore theyre turned over to the next of kin!  I would nev­er have said such a thing while 
        it was dark. Day­light was my time. For a few more hours I could for­get that the night­mare 
        would come again too soon. I was tired, and half-​crazy with what I had al­ready been 
        through, and at some lev­el I did­nt care any more. I had seen the sun once mor­eit was a 
        beau­ti­ful dayand if I was go­ing to go out now, I was go­ing to go out still me.

      If you have the strength of will you can stop me or any vam­pire, he said. Again the words 
        came slow­ly, as they had when he had first spo­ken to me in the night. The cu­ri­ous thing 
        was that he seemed to want to speak. Hed al­so used the word vam­pire. Well, so had I. These 
        signs, and he ges­tured briefly at his an­kle. They are...ef­fec­tive signs. They will do what 
        they are made for. They will­con­tain. As Bo ar­ranged for them to do here. They will al­so 
        pre­vent in­hu­man harm to a hu­man. But they can on­ly do that if the hu­man who bears the 
        ward­ing holds against the will of the one who stands against. Vam­pires are stronger than 
        hu­mans. Rarely can any hold out against our will. Why do you think you should not look in 
        our eyes? We can...per­suade you any­way. But look­ing in­to a vam­pires eyes is any hu­mans 
        doom.

      In hor­ror I said: Then they do ask you to kill them. They do beg you

      to...

      Yes, he said.

      I whis­pered: Then, is it...okay, at the very end? Do they...like it, at the end?

      There was a long pause. No, he said.

      There was a longer pause. I jerked away from him, stood up, stood in the sun­light again. I 
        pulled the bodice of the dress away from my body so the sun could pour down in­side. I 
        pushed my hair back so the light could touch all of my face, and then I turned round and 
        pulled my hair up on the top of my head so that it could warm the back of my neck and 
        shoul­ders. I was not go­ing to cry again. I was not go­ing to cry again. I could look at it 
        as prac­ti­cal wa­ter con­ser­va­tion.

      I looked at him as I stood in the sun­light. His eyes were closed. I stepped out of the 
        sun­light, still watch­ing him. His eyes half-​opened as soon as I was in shad­ow. How long 
        can you hold out? I said sharply, my voice too loud. How long?

      Again his words were slow. It is not hunger that will break me, he said. It is the 
        day­light. The day­light is driv­ing me mad. Some sun­set soon I will no longer be my­self. His 
        eyes flicked ful­ly open, his face tipped back to stare at me. I avert­ed my eyes, looked at 
        the weal on his fore­arm. I may...kill you then. I may kill my­self. I dont know. The 
        his­to­ry of vam­pires is a long one, but I do not know of any­one who has had...quite this 
        ex­pe­ri­ence.

      I sat down. I heard my­self say­ing, Can I do any­thing?

      You are do­ing it. You are talk­ing to me.

      I... I said. Im not much of a talk­er. Our wait staff are the ones who know how to talk, 
        and lis­ten. Im out back, most of the time, get­ting on with the bak­ing. Al­though sev­er­al of 
        our reg­ulars hung around out back, if they felt like it. There was al­so a tiny pa­tio area 
        be­hind the cof­fee­house that Char­lie al­ways meant to get done up so we could use it for 
        more seat­ing, but he nev­er did, maybe part­ly be­cause it had be­come a kind of pri­vate 
        club­house for some of the reg­ulars. When the fan was­nt go­ing but the bak­ery doors were 
        open I lis­tened to the con­ver­sa­tions, and peo­ple came and leaned on the thresh­old so I 
        could lis­ten more eas­ily. Pat and Jess­es more in­ter­est­ing sto­ries got told out back.

      The worst time is the hours around noon, he said. My mind is full of... He paused. My mind 
        feels as if it is dis­in­te­grat­ing, as if the rays of your sun are priz­ing me apart.

      Si­lence fell again, and the sun rose high­er.

      I dont sup­pose youd be in­ter­est­ed in recipes, I said, a lit­tle wild­ly. My bran and corn 
        and oat­meal muffins are sec­ond on­ly to cin­na­mon rolls in the num­bers we sell. And then 
        theres all the oth­er stuff, lots more muffin­sI can make spar­tan muffins out of any­thin­gand 
        tea bread and yeast bread and cook­ies and brown­ies and cakes and stuff. On Fri­day and 
        Sat­ur­day I make pies. Even Char­lie does­nt know the se­cret of my ap­ple pie. I sup­pose the 
        se­cret would be safe with you. Char­lie did­nt know the se­cret of my Bit­ter Choco­late Death, 
        ei­ther, but I did­nt feel like men­tion­ing death in the present cir­cum­stances, even 
        choco­late ones.

      The vam­pires eyes were half open, watch­ing me.

      I havent got much more life to tell you about. Im not a deep thinker. I on­ly just made it 
        through high school. I was a rot­ten stu­dent. I hat­ed learn­ing stuff for tests on­ly be­cause 
        some­one told me I had to. The on­ly thing I was ev­er any good at was lit­er­ature and writ­ing 
        with Miss Yanovsky. June Yanovsky had tan­gled with the school board be­cause she chose to 
        teach a sec­tion of clas­sic vam­pire lit­er­ature to her ju­nior elec­tive. She said that 
        deny­ing kids the op­por­tu­ni­ty to dis­cuss Drac­ula and Carmil­la and Im­mor­tal Death was in the 
        same cat­ego­ry of mud­dle­head­ed mis­guid­ed pro­tec­tive­ness that left them to be­lieve that they 
        could­nt get preg­nant if they did it stand­ing up with their shoes on. She won her case. 
        Idve dropped out if it was­nt for her, and al­so Char­lie re­al­ly laid in­to me about how much 
        my mom would hate it if I did. He was right, he usu­al­ly is, es­pe­cial­ly about my mom. Id 
        been work­ing at the cof­fee­house since I was twelve, and I went straight from part time to 
        full time af­ter I grad­uat­ed. Ive nev­er done any­thing. The far­thest Ive been from New 
        Ar­ca­dia is the ocean a few times on va­ca­tion when the boys were lit­tle and the cof­fee­house 
        small­er and Char­lie could still be dragged away oc­ca­sion­al­ly. I like to read. My best 
        girl­friend is a li­brar­ian. But I dont have time to do much ex­cept work and sleep. 
        Some­times I feel like there ought to be some­thing... An im­age of my gran formed in my 
        mem­ory: an im­age from the last time I had seen her. I had nev­er de­cid­ed whether or not it 
        was on­ly hind­sight that made me feel she had known I would not see her again, that she was 
        go­ing away. Su­per­fi­cial­ly she had seemed as she al­ways had. She had said good-​bye as she 
        al­ways had. There was noth­ing dif­fer­ent about that meet­ing ex­cept that it had been the 
        last. Some­times I feel like there should be some­thing else, but I dont know what it is. 
        Slow­ly I added, Thats why I drove out to the lake last night.

      I could­nt let the si­lence af­ter that linger. You could tell me about your life, I said. 
        Er. Life? What did you call it? Your...what­ev­er. You must

      have done lots of stuff be­sides...er.

      No, he said.

      That was clear enough. I looked over my shoul­der. The sun was get­ting up there. I looked 
        at him again. The old-​mush­room col­or was very bad again, and there was def­inite­ly sweat on 
        his skin. He looked like he was dy­ing, or he would have if he was hu­man. He on­ly did­nt 
        look like he was dy­ing be­cause he did­nt look hu­man.

      You could tell me a sto­ry, he said. The words were al­most gasps. Did vam­pires breathe?

      Awhat? I said stupid­ly.

      A sto­ry, he said. Pause. You have...lit­tle broth­ers. You told them...sto­ries?

      Scheherazade had it easy, I thought. All she was risk­ing was a nice clean be­head­ing from 
        some hu­man with a cleaver. And while her hus­band was off his rock­er at least he was hu­man. 
        Ohum yesI guess. But, you know, Puss in Boots. Paul Bun­yan. Mike Mul­li­gan and His Steam 
        Shov­el. The Knight in the Oak Tree. And they were al­ways want­ing sto­ries about space­men 
        and laser guns. I read all of Bur­roughss Mars books and all of Quater­mains Al­pha Cen­tau­ri 
        books to give me ideas, ex­cept the wom­en in my sto­ries wer­ent so hope­less. Noth­ing 
        very­er­riv­et­ing.

      Puss in Boots, he said.

      Yeah. You know, fairy tales. Thats the one when the cat does all this clever stuff to help 
        his mas­ter out, so his mas­ter winds up re­al­ly im­por­tant and wealthy and mar­ries the 
        princess, even though he was on­ly the millers son.

      Fairy tales, he said.

      Yes. I want­ed to ask him if he had­nt been a child once, that sure­ly he re­mem­bered fairy 
        tales. Sure­ly ev­ery child got told fairy tales. Or if it had been that long ago that he 
        could­nt re­mem­ber. Or maybe you for­got ev­ery­thing about be­ing hu­man once you were a 
        vam­pire. Maybe you had to. In that case how did he know I wouldve told my broth­ers 
        sto­ries? There are lots of them. Snow White. Cin­derel­la. Sleep­ing Beau­ty. The Twelve 
        Danc­ing Princess­es. The Frog Prince. The Brave Lit­tle Tai­lor. Jack the Gi­ant Killer. Tom 
        Thumb. My broth­ers liked the ones best that had the least kiss­ing in them. So they liked 
        Puss in Boots and Jack the Gi­ant Killer rather than Cin­derel­la and Snow White, who they 
        thought were all glang. I agreed with them ac­tu­al­ly.

      What is your fa­vorite fairy tale?

      I made a noise that un­der oth­er cir­cum­stances might have been a laugh. Beau­ty and the 
        Beast, I said.

      Tell me that one, he said. What? Tell me the fairy tale of Beau­ty and the Beast, he said.

      Oh. Yes. Um. Id learned to tell this one my­self al­most first of all, be­cause the pic­tures 
        of the Beast in the sto­ry­books al­ways an­noyed me, and I did­nt want any kids un­der my 
        in­flu­ence to get the wrong idea about him. I won­dered if any 
        even-​more-​than-​usu­al­ly-​mis­guid­ed il­lus­tra­tor had ev­er tried to make him look like a 
        vam­pire. Well, there was this mer­chant, I be­gan obe­di­ent­ly. He was very wealthy, and he 
        had three daugh­ters...

      How to tell a sto­ry­how to make it go on and on to fill the time­how to get in­ter­est­ed in it 
        your­self so it would be in­ter­est­ing to your lis­ten­ers, or lis­ten­er­all that came back to 
        me, I think. It was im­pos­si­ble to know, and pre­sum­ably vam­pires have dif­fer­ent tastes in 
        sto­ries than lit­tle boys. I thought of a few car jour­neys wed had on those hol­idays to the 
        ocean, when I would tell sto­ries till I was hoarse. There was a lot you could do with the 
        sto­ry of Beau­ty and the Beast, and I had done most of it, and I did it again now. I 
        watched the arc of the sun over my left shoul­der. The light crept across the floor, and 
        the vam­pire had to move to stay out of it. First he had to move in one di­rec­tion, slid­ing 
        along the floor as if all his joints pained him (how could he both look as if ev­ery 
        move­ment were agony, and still re­tain that cu­ri­ous flu­id agili­ty?), and then he had to 
        slide back again­back again and far­ther still, near­er to me. I moved to stay in the sun as 
        he moved to stay out of it. I went on telling the sto­ry. There was no spot on the floor 
        that he could have stayed in all day, and stayed out of the light. Vam­pires, ac­cord­ing 
        both to myth and SOF, did some­thing like sleep dur­ing the day, just as hu­mans sleep at 
        night. Do vam­pires need their sleep as we do? So it was­nt on­ly food and free­dom Bo was 
        de­priv­ing this one of?

      Hed said it was­nt hunger that would break him. It was day­light.

      I won­dered dis­pas­sion­ate­ly if I might be get­ting a sun­burn, but I rarely burned any­way, 
        and the idea in the present state of af­fairs, like wor­ry­ing about a hang­nail while you are 
        be­ing chased by an axe mur­der­er, seemed so lu­di­crous I could­nt be both­ered.

      The sun was sink­ing to­ward the end of day, and my voice was giv­ing out. I had drunk 
        sev­er­al more mouth­fuls of wa­ter in the course of the sto­ry. (If you havent seen a vam­pires 
        lips touch the mouth of your bot­tle,

      do you have to wipe it off first?) I con­clud­ed in a vivid not to say lurid­scene of 
        all-​in­clu­sive re­joic­ing, and fell silent.

      Thank you, he said.

      My tired­ness was back, ten­fold, a hun­dred­fold. I could­nt keep my eyes open. I had to keep 
        my eyes openthis was a vam­pire. Was this one of the ways top­er­suade a vic­tim? Had he been 
        killing two birds with one stone­so to speak? Make the day pass, make the vic­tim amenable 
        to han­dling? But did­nt they like them un­amenable? I could­nt help it. My eyes kept falling 
        shut, my head would drop for­ward, and I would wake my­self up when my neck cracked as my 
        chin fell to my breast­bone.

      Go to sleep, said his voice. The worst is over...for me...to­day. There are five hours till 
        sun­set. I am...harm­less till then. No vam­pire can...kill in day­light. Sleep. You will want 
        to be awake...tonight.

      I re­mem­bered there had been a blan­ket in the sack. I crawled over to it, pulled it out, 
        put my head on the sack and the re­main­ing loaf of bread, and was asleep be­fore I had time 
        to ar­gue with my­self about whether he was telling the truth or not.

      I dreamed. I dreamed as if the dream was wait­ing for me, wait­ing for the mo­ment I fell 
        asleep. I dreamed of my grand­moth­er. I dreamed of walk­ing by the lake with her. At first 
        the dream was more like a mem­ory. I was lit­tle again, and she was hold­ing my hand, and I 
        had to skip oc­ca­sion­al­ly to keep up with her. I had been proud of hav­ing her for a 
        grand­moth­er, and was sor­ry that I on­ly ev­er saw her alone, at the lake. I would have liked 
        my school friends to meet her. Their grand­moth­ers were all so or­di­nary. Some of them were 
        nice and some of them were not so nice, but they were all sort of...soft-​edged. I did­nt 
        know how to put it even to my­self. My grand­moth­er was­nt hard or sharp, but there was­nt 
        any­thing un­cer­tain about her. She was un­am­bigu­ous­ly her­self. I ad­mired her huge­ly. She had 
        long hair and when the wind was blow­ing off the lake it would get in­to a tremen­dous 
        tan­gle, and some­times she would let me brush it af­ter­ward, at the cot­tage. She usu­al­ly 
        wore long full skirts, and soft shoes that made no sound, what­ev­er she was walk­ing on.

      My par­ents split up when I was six. I did­nt see my grand­moth­er for the first year af­ter. 
        It turned out that my moth­er had gone so far as to hire some ward­crafters­smiths, scribes, 
        spooks, the usu­al range­and on what mon­ey I dont know­to pre­vent any­one in my dads fam­ily 
        from find­ing us. My fa­ther had­nt want­ed to let us go, and while his fam­ily are sup­posed to 
        be some of the good guys, its very hard not to do some­thing you can do when youre an­gry 
        and it will get you what you want. Af­ter the first year

      and a day he had prob­ably cooled off, and my mom let the fan­cy wards lapse. My grand­moth­er 
        lo­cat­ed us al­most at once, and my moth­er, who can drive her­self nuts some­times by her own 
        sense of fair­ness, agreed to let me see her. At first I did­nt want to see her, be­cause it 
        had been a whole year and Id been sick for a lot of it, and my moth­er had to tell me that 
        sense of fair­ness again­what shed done, and a lit­tle bit, scaled down to my age, of why. I 
        was on­ly sev­en, but it had been a bad year. That con­ver­sa­tion with my moth­er was one of 
        those mo­ments when my world re­al­ly changed. I re­al­ized that I was go­ing to be a grownup 
        my­self some day and have to make hor­ri­ble de­ci­sions like this too. So I agreed to see my 
        gran again. And then I was glad I did. I was so hap­py to have her back.

      She and I had been meet­ing at the lake ev­ery few weeks for a lit­tle over a year when one 
        af­ter­noon she said, I dont like what I am about to do, but I cant think of any­thing 
        bet­ter. My dear, I have to ask if you will keep a se­cret from your moth­er for me.

      I looked at her in as­ton­ish­ment. This was­nt the sort of thing grown-​ups did. They went 
        around hav­ing se­crets be­hind your back all the time about things that were hor­ri­bly 
        im­por­tant to you (like my mom not telling me shed hired the ward­crafters), and then 
        pre­tend­ed they did­nt. Thered been a lot of that that no­body ex­plained to me be­fore my 
        par­ents broke up, and I had­nt for­got­ten. Even at six or sev­en I knew that my moms 
        ward­crafters were the tip of an ice­berg, but I still did­nt know much about the ice­berg. I 
        did­nt know, for ex­am­ple, that my fa­ther might have been a sor­cer­er, till years lat­er. And 
        some­times grown-​ups said things like Oh, maybe youd bet­ter not tell your par­ents about 
        this, which ei­ther meant get out of there fast, now, or that they knew you would tell 
        any­way be­cause you were on­ly a kid, but then they could get mad at you when you did. (That 
        this had hap­pened sev­er­al times with some of my dads busi­ness as­so­ciates is one of the 
        rea­sons my mom left.) But I knew my gran loved me and I knew she was safe. I knew shed 
        nev­er ask me any­thing bad. And I knew that she re­al­ly, re­al­ly meant it, that I had to keep 
        this se­cret from my moth­er.

      Okay, I said.

      My gran sighed. I know that your moth­er means the best for you and in many ways shes 
        right. Im very glad she got cus­tody of you, and not your dad, al­though he was very bit­ter 
        about it at the time.

      I scowled. I nev­er saw my dad. Once my gran had found me he start­ed writ­ing me a lot of 
        post­cards but I nev­er saw him. And the post­marks on the cards were al­ways blur­ry so you 
        could­nt see where theyd been sent from. All the post­marks were blur­ry. Two or three a week 
        some­times.

      But shes wrong that sim­ply keep­ing you ig­no­rant of your fa­thers her­itage will make it as 
        if that her­itage does­nt ex­ist. It does ex­ist. You can choose to be your moth­ers daugh­ter 
        in all things, but it must be a choice. I am go­ing to pro­vide you with the means for 
        mak­ing that choice. Oth­er­wise, some day, that her­itage you know noth­ing about may get you 
        in a lot of trou­ble.

      I must have looked fright­ened, be­cause she took my hands in hers and gave them a squeeze. 
        Or, per­haps, some day you will be in a lot of trou­ble and it will get you out of it.

      We were sit­ting on the porch of the cab­in by the lake. Wed been walk­ing ear­li­er, and had 
        picked a lit­tle posy of wild­flow­ers. Shed fetched a mug from the kitchen and filled it 
        with wa­ter, and the flow­ers were stand­ing in that, on the rick­ety lit­tle ta­ble that still 
        sat on the porch. Wed been walk­ing in the sun, which was very warm, and were now sit­ting 
        in the shade of the trees, which was pleas­ing­ly cool. I could feel the sweat on my face 
        dry­ing in the breeze. My gran pulled one of the flow­ers out of the mug, put it be­tween my 
        two hands, closed my hands to­geth­er over it so it was in­vis­ible, and put her hands over 
        mine. Now, what have you got in your hands? she said.

      This was a fun­ny sort of game. I said, smil­ing, A flow­er.

      What else could you have in­side your hands in­stead? What else is so small you can hide it 
        com­plete­ly, does­nt weigh very much, does­nt itch or tick­le, is so soft you can bare­ly feel 
        its there?

      Uma feath­er? I said.

      A feath­er. Good. Now, think feath­er.

      I thought feath­er. I thought a small, gray-​brown-​white feath­er. A spar­row, some­thing like 
        that. There was an odd, slight­ly buzzy sen­sa­tion in my hands, un­der her hands. It was a 
        lit­tle bit sick-​mak­ing, but not very much.

      Now open your hands.

      She took hers away from mine, and I opened them. There was a feath­er, a lit­tle 
        gray-​brown-​white feath­er there. No flow­er. I looked up at her. I knew that one of the 
        rea­sons my mom had left my dad was be­cause he would­nt stop do­ing spell­work­ing, and do­ing 
        busi­ness with oth­er spell­work­ers. I knew he came from a big mag­ic-​han­dling fam­ily, but not 
        ev­ery­body in it did mag­ic. I had nev­er done any. You did that, I said.

      No. I helped, but you did it. Its in your blood, child. If it wer­ent, that feath­er would 
        still be a flow­er. It was your hands that touched it, your

      hands that car­ried the charm.

      I held up the feath­er. It looked and felt like a re­al feath­er. Would you like to try 
        again? she said. I nod­ded.

      She told me that we on­ly want­ed to do lit­tle things this first time, so we turned the 
        feath­er in­to a dif­fer­ent kind of feath­er, and then we turned it in­to sev­er­al kinds of 
        flow­er, and then sev­er­al kinds of leaf, and then we turned it in­to three un­burned 
        match­sticks, and then we turned it in­to a tiny swatch of fab­ri­cyel­low, with blue dot­sand 
        then we turned it back in­to the flow­er it had been to be­gin with. First rule: re­turn 
        ev­ery­thing to its prop­er shape if you can. un­less there is some com­pelling rea­son not to. 
        Now weve done enough for one af­ter­noon, and we want to say thank you, and we al­so want to 
        sweep up any rub­bish weve left­like sweep­ing the floor and wip­ing the coun­ters af­ter you­ve 
        been mak­ing cook­ies. She taught me three words to say, and lit a small bar of in­cense, and 
        we sat silent­ly till it had burned it­self out.

      There, she said. Are you tired?

      A lit­tle, I said. I thought about it. Not a lot.

      Are you not? That is in­ter­est­ing. Then I was right that I had to show you. She smiled. It 
        was a kind, but not a re­as­sur­ing smile. She was al­so right that I could­nt tell my moth­er.

      My moth­er had stopped bring­ing me out and tak­ing me back af­ter the first few vis­its, 
        al­though she made me wear a home­com­ing charm. I re­al­ized lat­er that this might have looked 
        like the most colos­sal in­sult to my gran, but my moth­er would­nt have meant it that way and 
        my gran did­nt take it that way. I hung it on a tree when I ar­rived and on­ly took it down 
        again when I was leav­ing. My gran walked me out to the road and wait­ed till the bus came 
        in­to sight, made sure the bus driv­er knew where I was go­ing (the charm would­nt have 
        stopped the bus for me if Id for­got­ten to pull the cord, and I was still on­ly a kid), 
        kissed me, and watched me climb aboard. Till next time, she said, which is what she al­ways 
        said.

      We played that game many times. I was soon do­ing it with­out her hands on mine, and she 
        showed me how to do cer­tain oth­er things too, some of which I could do eas­ily, some of 
        which I could­nt do at all.

      One af­ter­noon she pulled a ring off her fin­ger, and gave it to me. Im tired of that red 
        stone, she said. Give me a green stone.

      There were, of course, rules to what I had at first thought was a game. The more dense the 
        ma­te­ri­al, the hard­er to shift, so stone or gem is more dif­fi­cult than flow­er or feath­er. 
        Any­thing that has been al­tered by hu­man

      in­ter­fer­ence is hard­er than any­thing that has­nt been, so a pol­ished, faceted stone is more 
        dif­fi­cult than a rough piece of ore. Worked met­al is the worst. It is both heavy and dense 
        and the least de­ci­sive­ly it­self. Some­thing that is han­dled and used is hard­er than 
        some­thing that is­nt, so a tool would be hard­er to shift than a plaque that hung on the 
        wall, and a stone worn in a ring is go­ing to be hard­er than a dec­ora­tive bit of rock that 
        stood on a shelf. It is eas­ier to change a thing in­to some­thing like it­self: a feath­er 
        in­to an­oth­er feath­er, a flow­er in­to an­oth­er flow­er. A flow­er in­to a leaf is eas­ier than a 
        flow­er in­to a feath­er. But worked met­al is al­ways hard. Even a safe­ty pin in­to sev­er­al 
        straight pins is dif­fi­cult. Even a 1968 pen­ny in­to a 1986 pen­ny is dif­fi­cult.

      She had­nt told me any of the de­tails, that first day, when I turned a flow­er in­to a bit of 
        fab­ric. It showed how good she was, that she could cre­ate not just hu­man-​made fab­ric, but 
        smooth yel­low fab­ric with blue dots, in­stant­ly, with no fuss, be­cause thats what I was 
        try­ing to do, and she want­ed me to have a taste of what she was go­ing to teach me, with­out 
        flus­ter or ex­pla­na­tion. But that had been near­ly a year ago, and I knew more now.

      The ring was warm from her fin­ger. I closed my hands and con­cen­trat­ed. I did­nt have to do 
        any­thing to the set­ting, to the worked met­al. Chang­ing the stone was go­ing to be big 
        enough. I had on­ly ev­er tack­led lake peb­bles be­fore, and they were pret­ty oner­ous. Id 
        nev­er tried a faceted stone. And this was a ring she wore all the time, and she was a 
        prac­tic­ing mag­ic han­dler. Ob­jects that have a lot of con­tact with mag­ic, how­ev­er 
        pe­riph­er­al­ly, tend to get a bit steeped. But I should still be able to do it, I thought.

      But I could­nt. I knew be­fore I opened my hands that I had­nt done it. I tried three times, 
        and all I got was a heavy ache in my neck and shoul­ders from try­ing too hard. I felt like 
        cry­ing. It was the first time I had failed to change some­thing: trans­mut­ing was the thing 
        I was best at. And she would­nt have asked me to do some­thing I should­nt have been able to 
        do.

      We were sit­ting on the porch again, in the shade of the trees. Let us try once more, she 
        said. But not here. Come. We stood upI still had the ring in one han­dand went down the 
        steps to the ground, and then down to the shore, and in­to the sun­light. It was an­oth­er 
        hot, bright day, and the sky was as blue as a sap­phire.

      I was­nt ready for what hap­pened. When I closed my hands around the ring again and put all 
        my frus­tra­tion in­to this fi­nal at­tempt, there was a blast of some­thin­gI shud­dered as it 
        shot through me and for the mer­est mo­ment my hands felt so hot it was as if they would 
        burst in­to

      flame. Then it was all over and my hands fell apart be­cause I was shak­ing so bad­ly. My 
        gran put her arm around me. I held up my un­steady hand and we both looked.

      Her ring had a green stone, all right, and the set­ting, which had been thin plain gold, 
        had erupt­ed in­to a thick wild mess of curlicues, with sev­er­al more tiny green stones 
        nest­ed in their cen­ters. I thought it was hideous, and I could feel my eyes fill­ing with 
        tear­sI was, af­ter all, on­ly nine years old­be­cause this time I had done so much worse than 
        noth­ing.

      But she laughed in de­light. Its love­ly! Oh my, its so­dras­tic, is­nt it? No, no, Im tru­ly 
        pleased. You have done splen­did­ly. I have won­deredlis­ten, child, this is the im­por­tant 
        thing for you to re­mem­bery­our el­ement is sun­light. Its a lit­tle un­usu­al, which is why I 
        did­nt spot it be­fore. But you can prob­ably do al­most any­thing in bright sun­shine.

      She would­nt let me try to shift it back. I thought she would­nt let me be­cause she knew I 
        was too tired and shak­en, that shed do it her­self af­ter we part­ed. But she did­nt. She was 
        wear­ing it as Id changed it the next time I saw her. Wed nev­er left any­thing changed 
        be­fore, wed al­ways changed it back. I did­nt know the words you said over some­thing you 
        wer­ent go­ing to change back. Per­haps I should have asked her; but I thought of that ring 
        as a mis­take, a blun­der, and I did­nt want to call her at­ten­tion to it, even though ev­ery 
        time she moved that hand it called my at­ten­tion to it. I could­nt even beg her to let me 
        try to shift it back be­cause I was afraid Id on­ly do some­thing even ugli­er.

      I might have asked her some day. But I on­ly saw her a few more times af­ter I changed her 
        ring. We had been meet­ing near­ly ev­ery month, some­times of­ten­er, through my tenth year. 
        Af­ter my tenth birth­day I on­ly saw her once more. All the grown-​ups knew the Wars were 
        com­ing, and even us kids had some no­tion. But I nev­er thought about the Wars com­ing to our 
        lake, or that I might not see my grand­moth­er again.

      We did­nt dis­cuss sun­light again ei­ther. I did­nt tell her that my nick­name at the 
        cof­fee­house had been Sun­shine since be­fore Mom had mar­ried Char­lie. I did­nt know when I 
        first met him that he said Hey, Sun­shine to all lit­tle kids, and I thought he was mak­ing a 
        joke about my namewell, what Mom had made of my name af­ter she left my dadRae. Suns rays, 
        right? By the time I found out, Sun­shine was my name. And then, be­cause I was the on­ly kid 
        at that point that hung round the cof­fee­house, the reg­ulars start­ed call­ing me Sun­shine 
        too. Pret­ty soon it was my name. It was so much my name that I did­nt think of it when my 
        gran first told me that sun­light was my el­ement. Most peo­pleeven my

      mom­still call me Sun­shine.

      I dreamed all this­re­mem­bered and dreamed­ly­ing on the ball­room floor, with my head on a 
        sack with a loaf of bread in it, and a vam­pire lean­ing against the wall twen­ty feet away. 
        All of it was as clear and vi­brant as if I were liv­ing it all over again, com­plete with 
        the strange feel­ing of be­ing a child again when you know youre an adult.

      Then the re­al dream be­gan. I seemed to be back on the cot­tage porch with my grand­moth­er, 
        that first time, when we changed the flow­er, on­ly this time we did­nt sit in the shade but 
        in strong sun­light. The flow­er was in my hands, and her hands were over mine, but I was 
        the adult I was now, and nei­ther of us spoke. I closed my hands, and opened them, and the 
        flow­er was now a feath­er. I closed my hands, and opened them, and the feath­er was three 
        match­sticks. I closed my hands and opened them, and the match­sticks were a leaf. I closed 
        and opened them again, and now I was hold­ing her plain gold ring with the red stone. The 
        red stone flared in a sud­den bright ray of the sun be­fore I closed my hands again. Close, 
        open, and there was the baroque mon­stros­ity twin­kling with green. Close open. My jack­knife 
        lay be­tween my palms: the lit­tle jack­knife that usu­al­ly lived in the pock­et of my jeans, 
        that now lay hid­den in my bra. Close open. A key. A key...

      I woke up. It was still day­light, but the sky was red­den­ing with sun­set. I was painful­ly 
        stiff from sleep­ing on the floor. It was all still true: I was chained by the an­kle, 
        trapped in an emp­ty house with a vam­pire. What I had dreamed was on­ly a dream, and the sun 
        was set­ting. I was al­so still hor­ri­bly, mur­der­ous­ly tired; I could­nt have had more than 
        about four hours sleep. If Id had one of those hol­low teeth that spies used to have in 
        cheap thrillers, Id have bit­ten down on it then. I did­nt see how I could face an­oth­er 
        night. Bos gang would be back, of course. To see how we were get­ting on. And my 
        vam­pirewhat a grotesque thought, my vam­pire­would have to de­cide all over again 
        whether...how­ev­er the ques­tion pre­sent­ed it­self to him. Whether he was go­ing to let Bo win 
        or not.

      I rolled over with a groan. He was sit­ting cross-​legged in the pre­cise cen­ter of the wall. 
        Watch­ing me. I pulled my­self in­to a sit­ting po­si­tion. My mouth tast­ed be­yond foul. Id left 
        the wa­ter bot­tle with­in his reach, but he had­nt had any more. I made my­self stand upall my 
        bones hur­trather than crawl, and went to­ward him and picked it up. I was get­ting used to 
        ap­proach­ing him. It was true, what you­ve read, about how you cant main­tain a pitch of 
        ter­ror for very long: your body just cant do it. I was sick with dread, I at least half 
        want­ed to die to get it over with, but I

      walked to with­in arms length of a hun­gry vam­pire and picked up my bot­tle of wa­ter and 
        drank out of it with no more hes­ita­tion than if hed been Mel. Do you want any more?

      He took it out of my hand, and dis­posed of half of what was left. Again I did­nt see him 
        drink. When he hand­ed it back to me I stood there star­ing at it. I want­ed to fin­ish itI 
        was as­sum­ing Bos gang would bring more, in the in­ter­ests of keep­ing me at­trac­tive­but I 
        felt cu­ri­ous­ly re­luc­tant to wipe the top off un­der his eye.

      He said, You will con­tract no in­fec­tion by shar­ing wa­ter with me.

      There was a cu­ri­ous new qual­ity in his hith­er­to ex­pres­sion­less voice. I thought about it 
        for a while. To do with the tone. Some­thing.

      He sound­ed amused. I for­got not to look in his eyes. What if you­ve been­like, drink­ing bad

      blood?

      What hap­pens when you pour wa­ter in­toal­co­hol? It mix­es, it is no longer wa­ter, it is 
        al­co­hol, and...clean of live things.

      Clean of live things. I liked that. It is di­lut­ed al­co­hol. This al­co­hol is still strong 
        enough. And, as you might

      say...self-​re­gen­er­at­ing.

      His eyes were not so murky as they had been last night. Pre­sum­ably it was the wa­ter. 
        Di­lut­ing some­thing...else. Please do not look in my eyes. It is com­ing night again, 
        and...I still do not want Bo to win.

      I jerked my gaze away. Bad sign that hed had to tell me. Good sign that he still want­ed Bo 
        to lose. Good sign for what? Bo still had us. Its not as though this was some kind of 
        tri­al, chal­lenge, that when we got to the end if wed sur­vived theyd let us go free. This 
        was it. It was on­ly a ques­tion of re­al­ly soon or slight­ly less soon. I won­dered what Mom 
        and Char­lie and Mel and the rest were think­ing; if Aim­il knew yet. I had­nt not showed up 
        on time to make cin­na­mon rolls in sev­en years. Id nev­er missed a morn­ing till to­day. I 
        nev­er got around to tak­ing hol­idays, and I was nev­er ill. (Char­lie, who nev­er got sick 
        ei­ther, used to say, Clean liv­ing, which in­fu­ri­at­ed Mom, who had flu ev­ery win­ter.) Would 
        they have told the po­lice I was miss­ing? Prob­ably. But the po­lice would have said that I 
        was free and over twen­ty-​one and to tell them again in a few days if I still had­nt turned 
        up. Pat or Jesse might be able to make them look hard­er once they were look­ing at all, but 
        I was­nt go­ing to be alive in a few days. And our lo­cal cops were nice guys but not ex­act­ly 
        rock­et sci­en­tists. Not that rock­et sci­ence would help me ei­ther.

      There would be no rea­son to think SOF should get in­volved. Who else would Mom or Mel ask? 
        Yolande. But she would­nt know any­thing ei­ther. Theyd fig­ure out that my car was miss­ing. 
        Would any­one think to go out to the lake and look at the old cab­in? Not like­ly. No­body 
        else went out there but me, and I had­nt been there in years. Id nev­er even tak­en Mel there 
        when we went hik­ing. I did­nt think there were any reg­ular pa­trols out there ei­ther; there 
        was­nt any known rea­son the lake need­ed pa­trolling. And there were the bad spots. But if 
        some­one had gone out to the cab­in and found my car, then what? I was­nt there, and I 
        doubt­ed vam­pires left clues. You heard about vam­pire trou­ble on the news when peo­ple 
        start­ed find­ing blood­less bod­ies with fang marks. And this house was very well guard­ed by 
        the bad spot be­hind us.

      I drank the rest of the wa­ter. I did­nt wipe the mouth first. I thought, is my arm or my 
        dress like­ly to be any more san­itary?

      I turned to­ward the win­dow. I felt the vam­pire watch­ing me. I have to pee, I said 
        ir­ri­ta­bly. Im go­ing to do it out the win­dow. Will you please not watch? I will tell you 
        when Im done. Since Id nev­er heard him move be­fore, he must have made a noise so I could 
        hear it. I looked, and hed turned his back. I had my pee, feel­ing ridicu­lous. Okay, I 
        said. He turned around and re­turned to watch­ing me, his face as ex­pres­sion­less as be­fore.

      As he had seemed to grow small­er as the sun rose he seemed to grow larg­er as the sun set.

      The last light waned and so did I. I was cold as well as sick and fright­ened, and my 
        headache felt big­ger than my head. I wrapped my­self in the blan­ket and hud­dled as near to 
        the cor­ner as my chain would let me. I re­mem­bered the oth­er loaf of bread, and pulled it 
        out and be­gan to eat it, think­ing it might help, but it sat in my stom­ach like a lump of 
        stone, and I did­nt eat very much. Then I hunched down and curled up. And wait­ed.

      It was full dark. The moon would be up lat­er but at the mo­ment I could see al­most noth­ing. 
        On a clear night it is nev­er quite dark out­side, but we were in­side. The win­dows left gray 
        rect­an­gles on the floor, but I could not see be­yond them. I knew he could see in the dark; 
        I knew vam­pires can smell live blood...No, I thought. That hard­ly mat­ters. He is­nt go­ing 
        to for­get about me any more than I am go­ing to for­get about him, even if I cant see or 
        hear himeven if Ive got so used to the vam­pire smell Im not notic­ing it any more. Which 
        just made it worse. I thought I would have to see him cross the gray rect­an­gle be­tween him 
        and meI was pret­ty sure his chain was­nt long enough to let him go roun­dI knew I would­nt 
        hear him. But...I had­nt seen him drink ei­ther. I bit down on my lips. I was­nt

      go­ing to cry, and I was­nt go­ing to scream...

      I al­most screamed when I heard his voice out of the dark­ness. They are com­ing now. Lis­ten. 
        Stand up. Fold your blan­ket and lay it neat­ly down. Shake your dress out. Comb your hair 
        with your fin­gers. Sit again if you wish, but sit a lit­tle dis­tance from the cor­neryes, 
        near­er me. Re­mem­ber that three feet more or less makes no dif­fer­ence to me: you might as 
        well. Sit up straight. Per­haps cross your an­kles. Do you un­der­stand?

      Yes, I croaked, or squeaked. I fold­ed the blan­ket and laid it down. I wrapped the sack 
        tidi­ly around the re­mains of the bread. I put the emp­ty wa­ter bot­tle with it. I shook my 
        dress out. It was prob­ably a mess, but there was noth­ing I could do about it. My hair 
        ac­tu­al­ly looks a bit bet­ter if it does­nt get combed too of­ten, so I tried to pull my 
        fin­gers through it the way I would have if I were in front of the mir­ror at home. I wiped 
        my face on my hem again. I felt un­speak­ably grub­by and grimyiron­ical­ly per­haps, since I 
        was still whole, I felt de­nied. I cer­tain­ly did not feel at­trac­tive. But I smoothed my 
        skirt be­fore I sat down again, just in­side the dark­ness on my side of the gray rect­an­gle, 
        a good six feet from my cor­ner. My chain lay slack, lazi­ly curved.

      Good, he said from the dark­ness.

      A for ef­fort, I thought. June Yanovsky would be proud of me.

      They are com­ing is per­haps a rel­ative term. It seemed to me, my nerves shriek­ing with 
        strain, that it was a very long time be­fore the chan­de­lier sud­den­ly rat­tled fe­ro­ciouslyand 
        then burst in­to light. The can­dles were all new and tall again. My gran had told me that 
        set­ting fire to things from a dis­tance was a com­par­ative­ly easy trick, which helped 
        ex­plain why so many hous­es got burned down dur­ing the Wars; but the hous­es were al­ready 
        there, you did­nt build them first. That two-​sec­ond rat­tle had giv­en me enough warn­ing to 
        swal­low any cry, to force my­self to re­main as I was, an­kles crossed, hands ly­ing loose­ly 
        one in the oth­er, palms up­turned and open. I doubt­ed I was fool­ing any­one, but at least I 
        was try­ing.

      There were a dozen of them. I had­nt count­ed last night, so I did­nt know if there had been 
        more or less. I rec­og­nized Bos lieu­tenant, and the one who had been my oth­er guard. There 
        are some peo­ple who say that all vam­pires look alike, but they dont, any more than all 
        hu­mans look alike. How many live peo­ple out­side the staff in those asy­lums have seen a lot 
        of vam­pires any­way? These twelve were all thin and whip­py-​look­ing and that was about the 
        on­ly clear sim­ilar­ity among them. And of course that they were vam­pires, and they moved 
        like vam­pires, and smelled like vam­pires,

      and were mo­tion­less like vam­pires when they wer­ent mov­ing.

      Bo said youd hold out just to be an­noy­ing, said Bos lieu­tenant. Bo un­der­stands you.

      I thought, hes fright­ened. That was sup­posed to be an in­sult, Bos un­der­stand­ing, and he 
        cant pull it off. And then I thought, I must be imag­in­ing things. Vam­pire voic­es are as 
        weird as vam­pire mo­tion and as un­read­able as vam­pire faces. Hell, I cant even tell the boy 
        vam­pires from the girl vam­pires. How do I know what vam­pire fear sounds like? If vam­pires 
        feel fear. But the thought re­peat­ed: hes fright­ened. I re­mem­bered how re­luc­tant theyd 
        seemed last night, bring­ing me here. Lets get it over with, Bos lieu­tenant had said. I 
        re­mem­bered how they did­nt want to get too close to their guest, and how they did most of 
        their talk­ing from near the door, far­ther than his chain would stretch; how the vam­pire 
        whod held me had dropped me and run, when he re­al­ized his friends were leav­ing him be­hind.

      Is she still sane, though, Con­nie? Its hard­er if you keep them till theyve gone mad, you 
        know, and the bloods not as sweet. Bo finds this very dis­ap­point­ing as Im sure you do, but 
        thats the way hu­mans are. You would­nt want to waste what we brought you, would you?

      They were all stand­ing just be­yond the chan­de­lier, so not quite halfway across the room. 
        They had fanned out in­to a ragged semi­cir­cle. As Bos lieu­tenant spoke, he took an am­bling 
        step to­ward us. The oth­ers fanned out a lit­tle more. My poor weary heart was beat­ing 
        des­per­ate­ly, hope­less­ly, in my throat again. This re­mind­ed me of any hu­man gang cor­ner­ing 
        its vic­tim; and how­ev­er wary they were of Bos guest, they were still twelve to one, and 
        the one was chained to the wall with ward signs stamped all over the shack­le. I could­nt 
        help my­self. I curled my stretched-​out legs un­der me. I want­ed to cross my arms in front 
        of my breast, but I re­mind­ed my­self that this was use­lessjust as curl­ing my legs up was 
        use­less­so I com­pro­mised, and leaned on one hand, and left the oth­er one in my lap. I 
        man­aged not to squeeze it in­to a fist, al­though this was­nt easy. The vam­pires all ex­cept 
        the one sit­ting against the wall next to metook an­oth­er slow, float­ing, ap­par­ent­ly aim­less 
        step for­ward. I was press­ing my back so hard against the wall my spine hurt.

      I wished I knew what was go­ing on­why were Bo and his guest old en­emies? But then, even if 
        I did know what was go­ing on, how would that help me? What I want­ed­to get out alive­did­nt 
        seem one of the op­tions. So I might as well dis­tract my­self with want­ing to know what was 
        go­ing on.

      They did­nt want to get too close, but they were still mov­ing clos­er. I could­nt think of 
        any rea­son this could be good news.

      I nev­er saw it com­ing this time ei­ther. They were vam­pires. I heard Bos lieu­tenant say­ing, 
        as if his words were com­ing from some oth­er uni­verse, Per­haps you just need a lit­tle 
        en­cour­age­ment, Con­nie. The words hap­pened­seemed to hap­pe­nat hu­man speed. Pre­sum­ably that 
        was be­cause he want­ed me to hear them. In the uni­verse where my body was, I was picked up, 
        and some­thing sharp sliced high across my breast, just be­low the col­lar­bones, above the 
        neck­line of my dress, and I was then thrown down, and my face banged in­to some­thing hard, 
        and I felt my lip split.

      I heard: Since you dont seem to like feet, and the gob­lin gig­gle from last night.

      And then they were gone.

      And I was ly­ing across my fel­low cap­tives lap. The cut in my breast had been so quick that 
        it was on­ly start­ing to hurt. The cut...I was bleed­ing, bleed­ing, fresh warm red blood, 
        all over a half-​starved vam­pire. I felt his hands on my bare shoul­ders...

      I snatched my­self away, at what was no doubt good speed for a hu­man. He let me go. I slid 
        back­ward on my knees, skid­ding on my slip­pery red skirt, clutch­ing at my front, feel­ing 
        the blood slid­ing through my fin­gers, drip­ping on the floor, leav­ing a blood trail, a 
        pool; more blood ooz­ing from my lip, leak­ing down my chin.

      He still had­nt moved. But this time, when I felt him look­ing at me, I had to look back. I 
        had to look in­to his eyes, in­to eyes green as emer­alds, as green as the stones in my 
        grand­moth­ers aw­ful ring...

      You can stop me or any vam­pire if your will is strong enough.

      I felt my hands fall­tum­ble­from my breast. I leaned for­ward. I was go­ing to crawl to­ward 
        him. I was kneel­ing in my own blood, smear­ing it across the floor as I crept to­ward him. 
        My blood was spat­tered on his naked chest, across one arm, the arm with the weal on it. 
        Dont look. Look. Look in­to his eyes. Vam­pire eyes.

      ...if your will is strong enough.

      Des­per­ate­ly I tried to think of any­thin­gany­thingmy grand­moth­ers ring, which was the col­or 
        of these eyes. My grand­moth­er. Sun­light is your el­ement. But it was dark­ness here, 
        dark­ness bare­ly less­ened by can­dle­light. The can­dle­light was on­ly there so that my weak 
        hu­man eyes could be more eas­ily drawn by mes­mer­ic vam­pire eyes. But I re­mem­ber light, re­al 
        light,

      day­light, sun­light. Hey, Sun­shine. I am Sun­shine. Sun­shine is my name. I re­mem­bered a song 
        Char­lie used to sing:

      You are my sun­shine

      My on­ly sun­shine

      I heard him singing it. No, I heard me singing it. Thin, wa­ver­ing, with no dis­cern­able 
        tune. But it was my voice.

      The light in the green eyes snapped off, and I fell back­ward as if Id been dropped. I 
        turned, and scut­tled for my cor­ner. I bur­rowed un­der my blan­ket, and I stayed there.

      I must have slept again. Sil­ly thing to do. Was there a sen­si­ble thing to do? Per­haps I 
        faint­ed. I woke sud­den­ly, know­ing it was four a.m., and time to go make cin­na­mon rolls. 
        But this time when I woke I knew at once where I was. I was still in that ball­room, still 
        chained to that wall.

      I was still alive.

      I was so tired.

      I sat up. It would be dawn soon. The can­dles had burned out while I slept, but there was 
        dim gray light com­ing through the win­dows. I could see some pink start­ing on the hori­zon. 
        I sighed. I did­nt want to turn around and look at him. I knew he was still sit­ting in the 
        mid­dle of the wall; I knew he had­nt moved. I knew it as I knew that Bos gang had been 
        fright­ened. The blood from my split lip had stuck my mouth to­geth­er and when I licked it 
        un­stuck and yawned it split again, with a sharp rip of pain that made my eyes wa­ter. Damn. 
        I touched my breast du­bi­ous­ly. It was clot­ted and sticky. The slash had been high, where 
        it was on­ly skin over bone; I had­nt, af­ter all, lost much blood, al­though it was a long 
        gash, and messy. I did­nt want to turn around. He had let me go, last night. He had 
        re­mem­bered that he did­nt want Bo to win. Per­haps my singing had sound­ed like the singing 
        of a ra­tio­nal crea­ture. But the sight of my blood had al­most been too much for him. I 
        did­nt want to show him my front again; maybe the scab would be too much of a come-​on. I 
        sucked at my lip.

      With my back to him, wrapped in my blan­ket, I watched the sun rise. It was go­ing to be 
        an­oth­er bril­liant day. Good. I need­ed sun­light now, but I al­so need­ed as many hours as 
        pos­si­ble be­fore sun­set. How long could I af­ford to wait?

      Char­lie would be brew­ing the cof­fee by now. The sun was bright on the wa­ter of the lake. 
        This would have to do.

      I stood up and dropped my blan­ket. If the vam­pire had been telling the

      truth, I was safe from him now till sun­set. I turned around and looked at the sun­light 
        com­ing in the two win­dows I had to choose from. For no ex­pli­ca­ble rea­son I pre­ferred the 
        win­dow near­er him. I avoid­ed look­ing at him. I stepped in­to the block of friend­ly 
        sun­light, and knelt down. I pulled my lit­tle jack­knife from my bra, and held it be­tween my 
        two hands, fin­gers ex­tend­ed, palms to­geth­er as if I was pray­ing. I sup­pose I was.

      I had­nt tried to change any­thing in fif­teen years. Id on­ly ev­er done it with my 
        grand­moth­er, and af­ter shed gone, I stopped. Per­haps I was un­set­tled by what I had done to 
        her ring. Per­haps I was an­gry with her for leav­ing, even though the Wars had start­ed and 
        lots of peo­ple were be­ing sep­arat­ed from mem­bers of their fam­ilies as trav­el and 
        com­mu­ni­ca­tion be­came in­creas­ing er­rat­ic and in some ar­eas broke down com­plete­ly. The 
        post­cards from my fa­ther stopped dur­ing the Wars. But I knew my gran loved me, knew that 
        she would­nt have left me again if she had­nt had to. I still stopped try­ing to do the 
        things she taught me.

      It was as if our time by the lake was a dif­fer­ent life. My life away from the lake, away 
        from my gran, was the life my moth­er had cho­sen for me, in which my fa­thers her­itage did 
        not ex­ist. Al­though I went to school with sev­er­al kids from im­por­tant mag­ic-​han­dling 
        fam­ilies, and some of them liked to show off what they could do, I was nev­er re­al­ly 
        tempt­ed. I oohed and aa­hed with the or­di­nary kids; and my last name, Char­lies last name, 
        gave noth­ing away.

      By the time the Wars end­ed, I was a teenag­er, and per­haps Id con­vinced my­self that the 
        games by the lake with my gran had on­ly been chil­drens games, and if I re­mem­bered any­thing 
        else I was dream­ing. (Or the hy­pes or trip­pers Id had had been un­usu­al­ly good.) Its not as 
        though my gran ev­er came back and re­mind­ed me oth­er­wise.

      But my gran was right about my her­itage not go­ing away be­cause ev­ery­one was pre­tend­ing it 
        did­nt ex­ist. I had­nt been near that place, that some­where in­side me, for fif­teen years, 
        but when I went back there that morn­ing, kneel­ing in the sun­shine, it was­nt just there, it 
        had changed. Grown. It was as if what my gran had donewhat we had done to­geth­er­was plant a 
        sapling. It did­nt mat­ter to the sapling that wed then gone away and left it. It went on 
        with be­com­ing a tree. My her­itage was the soil it had grown in.

      But I had nev­er done any­thing this dif­fi­cult, and I had­nt done any­thing at all in fif­teen 
        years. Did you re­al­ly nev­er for­get how to ride a bi­cy­cle? If you could ride a bi­cy­cle, 
        could you ride a su­per-​mega-​thor-​tur­bo-​charged sev­er­al mil­lion some­thing-​or-​oth­er 
        mo­tor­cy­cle, the kind you can hear from six blocks away that youd have to stand on tip­toe 
        to strad­dle, the first

      time you tried?

      I felt the pow­er gath­er­ing be­low the nape of my neck, be­tween my shoul­der blades. That 
        place on my back burned, as if the sun­light I knelt in was too strong. There was an 
        un­pleas­ant sense of pres­sure build­ing, like the worst case of heart­burn you can imag­ine, 
        and then it ex­plod­ed, and shot down my arms in fiery threads, and there was an al­most 
        au­di­ble clunk. Or maybe it was au­di­ble. I opened my hands. My arms felt as weak as if Id 
        lift­ed a boul­der. There was a key ly­ing in my right palm.

      Youre a mag­ic han­dlera trans­muter, said the vam­pire in that strange voice I no longer 
        al­ways found ex­pres­sion­less. I heard him be­ing sur­prised.

      Not much of one, I said. A small stuff-​chang­er on­ly. The kids from the mag­ic-​han­dling 
        fam­ilies taught the rest of us some of the slang. Call­ing a trans­muter a stuff-​chang­er was 
        pret­ty in­sult­ing. Al­most as bad as call­ing a sor­cer­er a charm-​twister. I thought you 
        could­nt look at me in sun­light.

      The sound and smell of mag­ic were too strong to ig­nore, and your body is shad­ing your 
        hands, he said.

      I ex­tend­ed the foot with the shack­le on it. This was the re­al mo­ment. My heart was beat­ing 
        as if...there was a vam­pire in the room. Ha ha ha. My hand was shak­ing bad­ly, but I found 
        the odd lit­tle key­hole, fum­bled my new key in it, and turned it.

      Click.

      Well done, he whis­pered.

      I looked out the win­dow. It was maybe sev­en oclock. I had about twelve hours. I was 
        al­ready ex­haust­ed, but I would be run­ning for my life. How far could adrenaline get me? I 
        had a vague but prac­ti­cal idea where I was; the lake it­self was a great ori­en­ter. All I 
        had to do was keep it on my right, and I would come to where Id left my car 
        even­tu­al­ly...prob­ably twen­ty miles, if I re­mem­bered the shape of the shore cor­rect­ly. If I 
        stayed close to the lake I could avoid the bad spot be­hind the house, and I would have to 
        hope there wer­ent any oth­er bad spots be­tween me and my car that I could­nt get around. 
        Would I be able to change my shack­le key in­to a car key? I doubt­ed the vam­pires would have 
        fold­ed up my dis­card­ed cloth­ing with the key in the jeans pock­et and left it for me on the 
        drivers seat.

      Sure­ly I could do twen­ty-​odd miles in twelve hours, even af­ter the two nights and a day Id 
        just had.

      I turned to the vam­pire. I looked at him for the first time that day. For

      the first time since Id bled on him. He had shut his eyes again. I stepped out of the 
        sun­light and his eyes opened. I stepped to­ward him, knelt down be­side him. I felt his eyes 
        drop to my bloody breast. My blood on his chest had crust­ed; he had­nt tried to wipe it 
        off. Or lick it up.

      Give me your an­kle, I said. There was a long pause. Why? he said at last. I dont like 
        bul­lies, I said. Hon­or among thieves. Take your pick.

      He shook his head, slow­ly. It is There was an even longer pause. It is a kind thought. I 
        won­dered what depths hed had to plumb to come up with the word kind. But it is no use. Bos 
        folk en­cir­cle this place. The size of the clear area around this house is pre­cise­ly the 
        size of the area Bo thinks can be kept close-​guard­ed. He will not be wrong about this. You 
        will be able to pass that ring now, in day­light, while all sane vam­pires are shield­ed and 
        in re­pose, but the mo­ment I can move out of this place, so will my guards be mov­ing.

      And you ar­ent, of course, at your best and bright­est, I added silent­ly.

      I stood up and stepped back in­to the sun­light and felt it on my skin, and thought about 
        the big tree where a tiny sapling used to be. There are a lot of trees and tree sym­bol­ism 
        in the mag­ic done to ward or con­tain the Oth­ers, be­cause trees are im­per­vi­ous to dark 
        mag­ic. And then I thought about traps, and trapped things, and about when the evil of the 
        dark was clear­ly evil, and when it was not quite so clear­ly evil.

      There was a very long pause, while I felt the sun­light soak­ing through my skin, soak­ing 
        in­to the tree that up till a few min­utes ago I had­nt known was there, felt the leaves of 
        my tree un­furl, stretch like tiny hands, to take it in. I was tired, I was scared, I was 
        stu­pe­fied, Id just done an im­por­tant piece of mag­ic, I was tranced out. I thought I heard 
        a wind in the leaves of my tree, and the wind had a voice, and it said yesssssssssss.

      Then youll have to come with me, I said.

      There was an­oth­er si­lence, but when he spoke his voice struck at me as if it might it­self 
        draw blood. Do not tor­ment me, he said. As I have been mer­ci­ful to youas mer­ci­ful as I can 
        be­do not tease me now. Go and live. Go.

      I looked down at him. He was not look­ing at me, but then I was stand­ing in the sun­light 
        again. I stepped out of the sun­light but he still did not look at me. Im sor­ry, I said. I 
        am not teas­ing you. If you will not let me try the shack­le on your an­kle, give me your 
        hand in­stead. I held my

      hand out­down­to­ward him, still sit­ting cross-​legged on the floor.

      More price­less sun­lit mo­ments passed.

      Would you rather dieer­what­ev­er­like a rat in a trap? I said, more harsh­ly than I meant. I 
        havent no­ticed you get­ting any bet­ter of­fers.

      I did­nt see him move, of course. He was just stand­ing there, stand­ing be­side me, his hand 
        in my hand. It was the first time I had seen him stand­ing. His hand felt as in­hu­man as the 
        rest of him looked: the right shape and ev­ery­thing, but all wrong. Wrong in some 
        fath­om­less, in­de­fin­able, turn­ing-​the-​world-​on-​its-​end way. Al­so there was the smell. 
        Stand­ing be­side him it was al­most over­whelm­ing. Mind you, he smelled a lot bet­ter than I 
        did, I need­ed a bath like you dont want to imag­inethere is­nt much that stinks worse than 
        fear­but he did­nt smell hu­man. He did­nt smell an­imal or veg­etable or min­er­al. He smelled 
        vam­pire.

      I took a deep breath any­way. Then I stepped back in­to the sun­light, still hold­ing his 
        hand, draw­ing it af­ter me. His arm un­bent and let me do it.

      The sun­light struck his hand, halfway up the wealed fore­arm. Some sub­tle change 
        oc­curred­sub­tle but pro­found. The feel­ing of his hand in mine was no longer aa threat to 
        ev­ery­thing that made me hu­man. The hand be­came aan un­der­tak­ing, an en­ter­prise, a piece of 
        work. Maybe not that much dif­fer­ent from flour and wa­ter and yeast and a rapid­ly 
        ap­proach­ing dead­line of hun­gry, fo­cused cus­tomers.

      I felt the pow­er mov­ing through me. It did not come in fiery threads this time, but in 
        slow, fat, curly rip­ples. The rip­ples made me feel a lit­tle pe­cu­liar, as if there was an 
        ac­tu­al thing, or things, mov­ing around in my in­sides, shoul­der­ing my liv­er and stom­ach 
        aside, twist­ing among my bow­els. I tried to re­lax and let the rip­ples wig­gle and squirm as 
        they wished. I had to know if I could do this, do what I was of­fer­ing to do, for a long 
        time. Pos­si­bly till sun­set. Pos­si­bly twelve hours or more. Could I bear this in­va­sion that 
        long, even though I was invit­ing it? What if I over­es­ti­mat­ed my strength, like a div­er 
        over­es­ti­mat­ing how long she could hold her breath?

      I was de­ment­ed. The most im­pres­sive thing I had ev­er done be­fore to­day was turn a very 
        pret­ty ring in­to an ug­ly botch. And I would have this vam­pires...er...life to­tal­ly in my 
        hands.

      I was try­ing to save the life of a vam­pire.

      The rip­ples spread through me, first bal­anc­ing them­selves cau­tious­ly like kids stand­ing on 
        a teeter-​tot­ter, then slow­ly, gen­tly, find­ing spaces where they could set­tle them­selves 
        down on var­ious bits of my in­ner

      anato­my, like the last cus­tomers dur­ing the ear­ly break­fast rush find­ing the last 
        avail­able seats. Most of me was al­ready full of things like heart and spleen and kid­neys, 
        but there were gaps where the pow­er could fit it­self in, at­tach it­self to its 
        sur­round­ings. Tap in­to me. I felt very...full. As the con­nec­tions were madeas the pow­er 
        made it­self at home­the rip­ples be­gan to change. Now they felt like the straps of a har­ness 
        be­ing set­tled in place, buck­les let out a lit­tle here, tak­en in a lit­tle there. When they 
        were done, it felt like a good fit.

      I thought I could do it.

      I sighed. I could no longer see my tree, be­cause I had be­come it, em­bod­ied it, it grew in 
        me, its sap my blood, its branch­es my limbs. The pow­er wrapped round it like ropes and 
        ca­bles, flew from its boughs like ban­ners and stream­ers. Per­haps the next time there was 
        wind in my hair, it would rus­tle like leaves. Yessssssss. I held out my right hand, and he 
        put his left hand in­to it. I drew hi­mall the rest of him­into the bright rect­an­gle in front 
        of the win­dow.

      Vam­pire skin looks like hell in sun­light, by the way. Maybe burst­ing in­to flames is to be 
        pre­ferred.

      Any­way.

      I felt my har­ness take its load. The pull was steady and even, the weight heavy but 
        bear­able. I hoped. Okay, I said. Back up again. I want both hands free to get that shack­le 
        off, an­dumwell need to stay in con­tact while weum­do this sun­light thing.

      I did­nt know vam­pires were ev­er clum­sy. I thought grace came with the ter­ri­to­ry, like 
        fangs and a com­plex­ion that looks re­al­ly bad in day­light. Theyre al­ways oilily sup­ple in 
        the books. But he stag­gered back in­to the shad­ow, leaned against the wall with a thump, 
        dropped my hands, dropped his own hands to thud against the wall next to him. What in 
        cre­ation are you? he said. That is no small stuff-​chang­er trick. It is not pos­si­ble. It is 
        not pos­si­ble. I have been stand­ing in sun­light and I know it is not pos­si­ble.

      It was nice to know I was­nt the on­ly one of us feel­ing de­ment­ed. I knelt to get at his 
        shack­le. I was re­lieved when the key worked for his cuff too; I guessed I was go­ing to 
        have to be pret­ty care­ful of my strength to be a suc­cess­ful sun-​para­sol for the un­dead for 
        the next twelve hours. I was not think­ing about any more of the im­pli­ca­tions of my of­fer 
        than I had to. The main thingthe on­ly thing­was: I could­nt leave him be­hind. I did­nt care 
        who or what he was. I could­nt walk out of this cage and leave some caged thing be­hind me. 
        If I could help it. And, for bet­ter or worse, I could.

      Ap­par­ent­ly.

      The skin of his an­kle looked ter­ri­ble. I could­nt tell if the...peel­ing...was any­thing more 
        than just chaf­ing. I was care­ful not to touch it. My an­kle did­nt seem any the worse for 
        wear, but there had­nt been any an­ti­hu­man wards on my shack­le that Id no­ticed. Oh yes: they 
        ex­ist. Theyre not a lot talked about among hu­mans, but they ex­ist.

      What are you? Who are you? he re­peat­ed. What fam­ily are you from?

      I broke the cuff open. My name is Rae Sed­don, but what youre look­ing for is Raven Blaise. 
        Sed­don is Char­lies name­my step­fa­thers name­but my moth­er stopped me us­ing Raven or Blaise 
        as soon as we left my dad.

      Youre a Blaise, he said, still lean­ing against the wall, but star­ing down at me as I knelt 
        at his feet. Which Blaise?

      My fa­ther is Onyx Blaise, I said. Onyx Blaise had no chil­dren, barked the vam­pire. Had? I 
        said, just as sharply. Do you know he is dead?

      The vam­pire shook his head, im­pa­tient­ly, but then went on shak­ing it again and again, as 
        if both­ered by gnats. Gnats might like vam­pires: they go for blood. But I did­nt think that 
        was the prob­lem here. I dont know. I dont know. He dis­ap­peared

      Fif­teen years ago, I said.

      The vam­pire looked at me. Onyx Blaise had­has­no chil­dren.

      How do you know? I want­ed to say. Is my dad an­oth­er of your old en­emies? Or...your old 
        friends? No. No. I had­nt seen him since I was six, but I could­nt be­lieve that of my grans 
        son. He has at least one, I said.

      The vam­pire slid slow­ly down the wall to sit on the floor next to me. He start­ed to laugh. 
        Vam­pires dont laugh very well, or at least this one did­nt. He half looked­sound­ed­like 
        some­thing out of a bad hor­ror filmthe sort of hor­ror film that is­nt scary be­cause you dont 
        be­lieve it, its so crude, where was their spe­cial ef­fects bud­get?and half did­nt. The 
        sec­ond half was like the worst hor­ror film youd ev­er seen, the one that made you think 
        about things youd nev­er imag­ined, the one that scared you so much you threw up. This was 
        worse than the gob­lin gig­gler, my sec­ond guard, from Bos gang. I clamped my hands around 
        the emp­ty shack­le and wait­ed for him to stop.

      A Blaise, he said. Bos lot brought me a Blaise. And not just a third cousin who can do 
        card tricks and maybe write a ward sign that al­most

      works, but Onyx Blais­es daugh­ter. He stopped laugh­ing. Then I de­cid­ed maybe si­lence was 
        worse af­ter all, at least when it fol­lowed that laugh­ter.

      Your fa­ther did­nt ed­ucate you very well. If I had killed you and had your blood, the blood 
        of Onyx Blais­es daugh­ter, the blood of some­one who can do what you just did, I could have 
        snapped that shack­le as if the steel were pa­per and the marks on it no more than aa recipe 
        for cin­na­mon rolls, and tak­en the odds against me with Bos gang, even af­ter the weeks Ive 
        been here, even against all the oth­ers you havent seen, silent in the woods, watch­ing. And 
        I would have won. Thats what the blood of some­one from one of the fam­ilies can do, and a 
        Blaise...The ef­fect does­nt las­ta week at the most­but a lot can be done in a few nights. He 
        sound­ed al­most dreamy. On Onyx Blais­es daugh­ters blood I could get rid of Bo for good. I 
        still could. All I would have to do is keep you here one more day, and wait till sun­set. 
        Im weak and sick and I see dou­ble in this damned day­light, but Im still stronger than a 
        hu­man. All I would have to do is keep you here... His voice trailed off.

      I did­nt move. There was a small wispy thought in the back of my mind. It seemed to be 
        some­thing like: oh, well. A lit­tle clos­er to con­scious­ness there was a slight­ly more 
        def­inite thought, and it said, well, weve been here be­fore, sev­er­al times, in the last 
        cou­ple of days. Were ei­ther go­ing to lose for good now, or we ar­ent.

      I sat very still, as if I were try­ing to dis­cour­age a co­bra from strik­ing.

      More min­utes of sun­light streamed past us to­ward night­fall.

      At last he said: But I am not go­ing to. I sup­pose I am not go­ing to for some rea­son 
        sim­ilar to what­ev­er in­sane rea­son has made you de­cide to free me and take me with you. 
        What hap­pens when your pow­er comes to its end, in five min­utes or five hours? Well, I know 
        that the fire is swift.

      I moved. Slow­ly. Dis­tract­ed, in spite of ev­ery­thing, by that I know. Not I be­lieve or I 
        guess but I know. Some­thing else not to think about. I con­tin­ued to move very slow­ly. Took 
        my hands off the emp­ty shack­le. Slid the key in­to my bra again. It could stay a shack­le 
        key for now.

      I was not, per­haps, ful­ly con­vinced that the co­bra had low­ered its hood. I felt his eyes 
        on me again.

      I did warn you that names have pow­er, he said. Even hu­man names, al­though this was not 
        what I was think­ing of when I said it.

      Ill re­mem­ber not to tell any vam­pires my fa­thers name in the fu­ture, I said. I glanced out 
        the win­dow. Wed lost about half an hour since Id made the key. I shiv­ered. My glance fell 
        on my cor­ner; the sack looked

      plumper than it had when I last looked­be­fore Bos gang had come the sec­ond time. More 
        sup­plies, pre­sum­ably. I would need feed­ing to get me through this day, al­though I did­nt at 
        all feel like eat­ing now, and nei­ther of us had pock­ets to car­ry any­thing in. I went over 
        to the sack and picked it up. An­oth­er loaf of bread, an­oth­er bot­tle of wa­ter, and 
        some­thing heavy in a plas­tic bag. I pulled the heavy thing out...heavy and squishy. A big 
        lump of red, bleed­ing meat.

      I gave a squeak and dropped it on the floor, where it oblig­ing­ly went splat.

      The vam­pire said, It is beast. Cow. Beef. I be­lieve they have for­got­ten to cook it for you.

      I dont like cooked meat ei­ther, I said, back­ing away from it. IIno thanks. Er­would it do 
        you any good?

      An­oth­er of his paus­es. Yes, he said.

      Its all yours, I said. Ill stick to bread.

      I saw him, this time. Did he mean for me to be able to see him, was it hard for him to 
        move in day­light even ear­ly in the morn­ing and in shade, or was he mere­ly lux­uri­at­ing in 
        be­ing free from the chain? Or had he moved so lit­tle in the last...how­ev­er many days and 
        nights that even he felt a lit­tle stiff? He walked as slow­ly as a weary hu­man might walk 
        around the big rect­an­gle of light on the floor, around it to my cor­ner, al­though he still 
        walked with a sin­uous­ness no hu­man had. He bent and picked up the drip­py par­cel. I 
        thought, is he go­ing to suck it dry or what?

      I did­nt see. It was like when he drank wa­ter. One mo­ment there was wa­ter, the next mo­ment 
        there was not. One mo­ment there was a big piece of bloody meat in a white plas­tic bag, and 
        the next mo­ment the white plas­tic bag, ripped open, was drift­ing to­ward the floor, and the 
        meat had dis­ap­peared. Vam­pires some­times like their blood with a few solids, I guess. 
        Maybe it was like hav­ing rice with your cur­ry or pas­ta with your sauce.

      I de­cid­ed against try­ing to tie the sack round me some­how, and ate most of the new loaf 
        in­stead, al­though it tast­ed like dust and ash­es, not whol­ly be­cause it was more store 
        bread. (I spared a brief thought about how vam­pires might go shop­ping for hu­man gro­ceries. 
        Gro­ceries for hu­mans, that is.) Then I picked up the wa­ter bot­tle. It would come with us.

      We had to get go­ing. We were leav­ing. We were on our way. We were go­ing now. And I was

      scared out of my mind. What had I let my­self in for? The mere thought of re­main­ing in 
        con­stant phys­ical con­tact with a vam­pire was ab­hor­rent, and he was right, what about when 
        what­ev­er-​it-​was ran out? But I could­nt force him to come with me. He had de­cid­ed it was 
        worth the risk. So how fast was the fire, any­way? Sup­pos­ing it came to that. I did­nt need 
        an an­swer to that: not fast enough. Noth­ing like as fast as a nice clean be­head­ing.

      And if youre touch­ing a vam­pire when he catch­es fire...

      Okay, okay, wait, said a lit­tle voice in my head. How did you get here? You got here by 
        mak­ing the best of a whole Carthagini­an hell of a se­ries of bad choic­es. And re­mem­ber he 
        does­nt feel hor­ri­ble when youre do­ing your sun-​para­sol trick. He feels more like...help­ing 
        Char­lie do the books when Moms sick. Or deal­ing with Mr. Cagney.

      Mr. Cagney was one of our reg­ulars at the cof­fee­house, and he was con­vinced that the rest 
        of the world ex­ist­ed to give him a bad time. He was the on­ly one of our reg­ulars who 
        could­nt man­age to say any­thing nice about my cin­na­mon rolls. That did­nt stop him from 
        eat­ing them, how­ev­er, and lis­ten­ing to him com­plain on a day he had ar­rived too late and 
        they were sold out had re­sult­ed in our al­ways hav­ing one set aside for him. Deal­ing with 
        Mr. Cagney was an ef­fort. A big, tir­ing, thank­less ef­fort. On the whole I thought I 
        pre­ferred the vam­pire.

      He was watch­ing me. You can change your mind. Then he said some­thing that sound­ed al­most 
        hu­man for the first time: I half wish you would.

      I shook my head mourn­ful­ly. No. I cant.

      Then there is one more thing, he said.

      I was be­gin­ning to learn that I prob­ably would­nt like any­thing he said af­ter one of his 
        paus­es. I wait­ed.

      You will have to let me car­ry you till we are well away from here.

      What?

      Blood spoor. Your feet will be bleed­ing again be­fore we are halfway across the open area. 
        Was there the faintest tremor in his odd­ly echo-​y voice when he said that? Mine will not. 
        And Bos folk will not be at all hap­py about our es­cape, tonight, when they dis­cov­er it. 
        They will find the trail at once if they have blood spoor to fol­low.

      I laid on a pause of my own. Are you telling me that if I had de­cid­ed to leave you be­hind, 
        I would­nt have made it any­way?

      I do not know. There might con­ceiv­ably have been some rea­son you were able to es­capea 
        faulty lock on the shack­le, for ex­am­ple. Bo would have some­ones...some­one would pay 
        severe­ly for this, but it might end there. That we are both gone will mean that some­thing 
        tru­ly ex­traor­di­nary has hap­pened. And it al­most cer­tain­ly has some­thing to do with youas 
        it does, does it not?and that there­fore some­thing im­por­tant about you was over­looked. And 
        Bo will like that even less than he would have liked the straight­for­ward es­cape of an 
        or­di­nary hu­man pris­on­er. He will or­der his folk to fol­low. We must not make it easy for 
        them.

      This was the longest speech I had heard from him. It edged out his de­scrip­tion of the 
        su­per­suck­er he would have be­come on the blood of Onyx Blais­es daugh­ter. For a maa crea­ture 
        who is driv­en mad by day­light, you are mak­ing very good sense.

      Hav­ing an ac­com­plice is...re­viv­ing. Any hope af­ter no hope. Even in these some­what 
        daunt­ing cir­cum­stances.

      Daunt­ing. I liked that too. That was as good as clean of live things.

      He moved to­ward me and held out his arms, slow­ly, as if try­ing not to scare me. There was 
        a sud­den, ghast­ly rush of adrenaline my body was hav­ing some trou­ble keep­ing up with my 
        minds mer­cu­ri­al de­ci­sion­sand I twitched my­self side­ways like I was mov­ing a pup­pet. I put 
        one arm round his neck­care­ful­ly, so I did­nt stretch the du­bi­ous­ly clot­ted scab on my 
        brea­stand held the wa­ter bot­tle in my oth­er hand. He bent and picked me up more eas­ily 
        than I pick up a tray of cin­na­mon rolls.

      It was not go­ing to be a com­fort­able ride. It was rather like sit­ting on the stripped 
        frame of a chair that has had all the chair bits tak­en awaythere are just a few nasty 
        pieces of iron rail­ing left, and they start dig­ging rail­ing-​shaped holes in­to you at once. 
        Al­so, if this was a chair, it was made for some oth­er species to sit in. Vam­pires do 
        breathe, by the way, but their chests dont move like hu­mans. Have you ev­er lain in the 
        arms of your sweet­heart and tried to match your breath­ing to his, or hers? You do it 
        au­to­mat­ical­ly. Your brain on­ly gets in­volved if your body is hav­ing trou­ble. For­tu­nate­ly 
        there was noth­ing about this sit­ua­tion that was like be­ing in the arms of a sweet­heart 
        ex­cept that I was lean­ing against some­ones naked chest. I could no more have breathed with 
        him than I could have ig­nit­ed gaso­line and shot ex­haust out my butt be­cause I was sit­ting 
        in the pas­sen­ger seat of a car.

      I al­so had the weird sen­sa­tion that hed been sev­er­al de­grees cool­er when he picked me up, 
        and hed matched his body tem­per­ature to mine. Speak­ing of match­ing.

      We left by the door Bos gang had brought me through, across the ghost­ly hall, and out 
        through the front door, which had been con­ve­nient­ly left ajar. What did I know about 
        vam­pire de­lib­er­ate­ness? I could bare­ly rec­og­nize my vam­pires breath­ing as breath­ing. But I 
        had a no­tion that he walked not mere­ly with­out hes­ita­tion but very de­lib­er­ate­ly in­to the 
        blast of sun­shine at the foot of the porch, and turned left, to­ward the trees on that 
        side. I felt my har­ness take the strain. If there had been re­al straps in­volved, they 
        would have creaked. It was a long way to the edge of the wood. It was per­haps just as well 
        he was car­ry­ing me; the heat of the sun seemed to be mak­ing me woozy.

      Heat does­nt usu­al­ly trou­ble me. One of the rea­sons Char­lie had first let me help him with 
        the bak­ing when I was still small was be­cause I was the on­ly one of any of us who could 
        stand the heat of it in the sum­mer, in­clud­ing the rest of the staff. That was when 
        Char­lies was still fair­ly small it­self, and Char­lie was do­ing most of the cook­ing, be­fore 
        he opened up the front so we could have ta­bles as well as the counter and the booths along 
        the wall, and be­fore he built my bak­ery. The bak­ery now is its own room next to the main 
        kitchen, and there are win­dows and an out­side door and in­dus­tri­al-​strength fans, but in 
        Ju­ly and Au­gust pret­ty much ev­ery­one but me has to get out of there and splash wa­ter on 
        them­selves and have a sit-​down.

      But this was some­thing else. The big curly rip­ples of pow­er Id felt when we stood in front 
        of the win­dow seemed big­ger and curli­er than ev­er, and were slow­ing the rest of me down, 
        tak­ing up too much space them­selves, squeez­ing the usu­al bits of me in­to cor­ners, till I 
        felt squashed, like some­one in a com­muter train at six p.m. Even my brain felt com­pressed. 
        That sense of wear­ing some kind of har­ness that had al­so man­aged to nail it­self in­to my 
        ma­jor or­gan sys­tems was still there, but I be­gan to feel that it was­nt so much car­ry­ing 
        the bur­den as hold­ing me to­geth­er, so that the pow­er rip­ples knew where the edges­the edges 
        of wewere, and did­nt break any­thing. I did­nt feel fright­ened, al­though I won­dered if I 
        should.

      We reached the edge of the trees at last, and it was bet­ter at once in their shad­ow. I 
        felt more alert, and lighter some­how, al­though I would­nt have de­scribed the ef­fect of the 
        rip­ples as heavy. But that feel­ing of hav­ing all my gaps filled a lit­tle too full eased 
        some­what. I re­mem­bered what hed said about day­light: I feel as if the rays of your sun are 
        priz­ing me apart. The tree-​shad­ow was­nt thick or re­li­able enough to pro­tect us from the 
        sun so the pow­er was still mov­ing through me, but I did­nt feel I was about to over­flow, or 
        crack. I thought: okay. I can guard one vam­pire from the ef­fects of bright di­rect 
        day­light. I would­nt be able to guard two. Not that

      this was a piece of in­for­ma­tion I was plan­ning on need­ing of­ten in the fu­ture.

      Weve crossed their line, said the vam­pire. The guard ring is be­hind us.

      Theyll know we have, wont they? Theyll know tonight. We­do not pay at­ten­tion to the daylit 
        world. Will they know where?

      Per­haps. But I am fol­low­ing the traces from when they brought me here­and, so far, it is 
        the same way they brought youand with­out fresh blood they will have trou­ble de­cid­ing what 
        is old and what is new.

      Uh... This was­nt a top­ic I was look­ing for­ward to bring­ing up. You know you and I are 
        both, uh, wear­ing quite a lot of my, uh, blood al­ready. Uh. Crust­ed. From last night.

      That mat­ters very lit­tle, said the vam­pire. It is on­ly blood hot from a live body when it 
        touch­es the earth that leaves a clear sign.

      I re­mind­ed my­self this was good news.

      He was silent for a while, and then he said, dis­pas­sion­ate­ly as ev­er, I had feared that 
        even if you could, as you claimed, pro­tect my body from the fire as we crossed the open 
        space, that the sun would blind me. This did not hap­pen. I am re­lieved.

      Oh, gods, I said.

      As you say. But as you said ear­li­er, I did not see my­self re­ceiv­ing any bet­ter of­fers 
        ei­ther. It seemed to me worth even that price against the al­most cer­tain like­li­hood of 
        an­ni­hi­la­tion at Bos hands.

      I said, fas­ci­nat­ed against my bet­ter judg­ment, You thought I could nav­igate you through 
        the trees some­how?

      Yes. I would not have been to­tal­ly help­less. I can­de­tect the pres­ence of sol­id ob­jects. 
        But it would not have been easy.

      I laughed. It was the first time I had laughed since I had driv­en out to the lake alone. 
        No. Im sure it would­nt have been.

      We went on some time then in si­lence. We had to stop once for me to have an­oth­er pee. 
        Gods. Vam­pires did­nt seem to have bod­ily func­tions. I squat­ted be­hind him, hold­ing one of 
        his legs. While I was on the spot, so to speak, I had a look at his sore an­kle. It still 
        looked dis­gust­ing but I did­nt think it looked any worse.

      It oc­curred to me sev­er­al times that we were mak­ing much bet­ter speed

      than we would have with me walk­ing bare­foot. And while the iron-​rail­ing ef­fect was pret­ty 
        painful I have rid­den in cars with worse sus­pen­sion than be­ing car­ried by a strid­ing 
        vam­pire. That liq­uid mo­tion thing they do is no joke, and one-​hun­dred-​twen­ty (give or 
        take) pound bur­dens dont dent it ei­ther. If the an­kle was trou­bling him it did­nt show.

      The cut on my breast hurt quite a lot but I had more im­por­tant things to wor­ry about. He 
        car­ried me so smooth­ly that it did­nt crack open any­way. Thank­ful for small fa­vors. I felt 
        that even our present mo­men­tous al­liance might have been put un­der strain if I start­ed 
        bleed­ing on him again.

      I was keep­ing a vague watch on the sun through the trees over the lake, and al­so, with the 
        pow­er alive and work­ing, I seemed able to sense it in some way oth­er than see­ing or 
        feel­ing the touch of its light, and I knew when noon had come and gone. I had had a drink 
        out of the wa­ter bot­tle a cou­ple of times, and had of­fered it to my chauf­feur, but he 
        said, No, thank you, it is not nec­es­sary. He sure was po­lite af­ter hed de­cid­ed not to have 
        you for din­ner.

      It was much far­ther back to my car than Id guessed. Thir­ty miles, prob­ably more. Maybe I 
        still could have made it by my­self be­fore sun­set, even bare­foot. Maybe.

      But I would­nt have made it much far­ther, and the car was­nt there.

      Id ex­plained where we were go­ing when we had start­ed out. The vam­pire had said noth­ing, 
        but then he of­ten said noth­ing, and he had­nt dis­agreed. I had the knife-​key in my bra; wed 
        ei­ther find him a nice deep patch of shad­ow while I did my trick again, or he could keep 
        his hands on my shoul­ders to main­tain the Sun Screen Fac­tor: Ab­so­lute Plus. I had­nt 
        thought a lot be­yond that. I guess what I was think­ing was that a car equaled nor­mal life. 
        Once I got in my car and stuck the key in the lit­tle hole and the ig­ni­tion caught, 
        ev­ery­thing that had hap­pened would be over like it had nev­er hap­pened, and I could just go 
        back to my life again. I was­nt think­ing clear­ly, of course, but who would be? I was still 
        alive, and that was pret­ty amaz­ing un­der the cir­cum­stances.

      I had­nt thought about what I would do with the vam­pire af­ter we got to the car ei­ther. As 
        much as had oc­curred to me was that he could keep one hand on my knee while I drove, or 
        some­thing. No­body put his hand on my knee ex­cept Mel, but just how some­body was a vam­pire? 
        I did­nt think I could shut even a vam­pire in the trunk, al­though the shade in there ought 
        to be pret­ty to­tal, and I was­nt sure what the pa­ram­eters were any­way. I knew that a heavy 
        coat and a broad-​brimmed hat wer­ent fire­proof

      enough and his­to­ri­ans had long ago de­clared that the fa­mous sto­ries of knights in heavy 
        ar­mor turn­ing out to be vam­pires wer­ent true ei­ther, so prob­ably one lay­er of plas­tic car 
        was­nt enough. But then what? Where do you drop off a vam­pire whom you­ve giv­en a lift? The 
        near­est mau­soleum? Ha ha. The whole busi­ness of vam­pires hang­ing out in grave­yards is 
        bo­gus­vam­pires dont want any­thing to do with dead peo­ple, and the peo­ple they turn dont get 
        buried in the first place. But old nurs­ery tales die hard. (So much for Bram Stok­er et 
        al., Miss Yablon­skys point ex­act­ly.)

      So I had­nt made any con­tin­gen­cy plans. When we got to the old cot­tage I said, Okay, here 
        we are, and the vam­pire set me down, and I was stand­ing on my own feet, and try­ing not to 
        step on any­thing that would make me bleed. He was hov­er­ing, how­ev­er, and it was­nt on­ly 
        be­cause of the sun; Im sure he would have picked me up again faster than blood could drip 
        if it had come to that. He had one hand tact­ful­ly on my el­bow. The light was no more than 
        dap­pled where we stood. Fun­ny how the claus­tro­pho­bic re­growth of wilder­ness scrub can 
        sud­den­ly seem treach­er­ous­ly open and spo­radic when youre think­ing in terms of your 
        com­pan­ions fa­tal al­ler­gy to sun­light.

      I knew where Id left the car. It was a small cab­in and the place you parked was right 
        be­hind it. Its not here, I said stupid­ly. For the first time I felt the rip­ples of pow­er 
        lurch, as if they might knock me over, as if they might...spill over the lip of me 
        some­how, and be lost. I could­nt risk, no, I would­nt risk...I turned round and seized him, 
        wrapped my arms around him, as if he were a sea­wall and could turn back any va­grant tide, 
        con­tain any un­ex­pect­ed break­er. His arms, hes­itant­ly, slid be­hind me, and it oc­curred to 
        me that our pro­longed phys­ical con­tact was prob­ably no more pleas­ant for him than it was 
        for me, if per­haps for dif­fer­ent rea­sons.

      I took a few deep breaths, and the rip­ples stead­ied. I stead­ied. He was a good wall. 
        Re­al­ly very wall-​like in some ways. Sol­id. Im­mo­bile. I re­al­ized I had my face pressed 
        against what I knew from ex­pe­ri­ence was an am­bu­la­to­ry body...that had no heart beat­ing. 
        Fun­ny. And yet there was a buzz of...some­thing go­ing on in there. Life, you might call it, 
        for want of a bet­ter term. I had nev­er met a wall that buzzed.

      I let go. He let go, ex­cept for one hand on my shoul­der. Sor­ry, I said. I thought I was 
        los­ing it.

      Yes, he said.

      If I had lost it, youd have diefried, you know, I said, to see what he would say. Yes, he 
        said. I shook my head.

      My kind does not sur­prise eas­ily, he said. You sur­prised me, this

      morn­ing. I have thus used up my full quo­ta of shock and con­ster­na­tion for some in­ter­val.

      I stared at him. You made a joke.

      I have heard this kind of thing may hap­pen, to vam­pires who linger in the com­pa­ny of 
        hu­mans, he said, look­ing and sound­ing par­tic­ular­ly vam­pirish. It is not a sit­ua­tion that 
        has pro­voked much in­ter­est. And...I am not my­self af­ter a day spent in day­light.

      Im not feel­ing a whole lot like my­self ei­ther, I thought. I was care­ful­ly not think­ing 
        about the in­stinct that had thrown me at him just now. Would­nt grab­bing a tree have 
        stead­ied me at least as well? So what if maybe he fried? So you are not sur­prised by the 
        dis­ap­pear­ance of my car. That makes one of us.

      I had thought it un­like­ly that Bo would al­low so ob­vi­ous a loose end to re­main dan­gling.

      Im sor­ry. Yes. That is­sense. But I dont know what to do now.

      We go on, said the vam­pire. We must be well away from the lake be­fore dark.

      I was try­ing to bring my brain back in­to bal­ance. Set­tling the rip­ples down seemed to have 
        cost me a lot, and my brain did­nt want to pro­duce co­her­ent thoughts. I was al­so, of 
        course, so far be­yond tired that I did­nt dare look in that di­rec­tion at all. The lake? I 
        said.

      He paused again, so I was pret­ty sure I was­nt go­ing to like what fol­lowed. Vam­pire sens­es 
        are dif­fer­ent from hu­man in a num­ber of ways. The one that is rel­evant in this case is 
        that land­scape which is all one sort of thing is...more pen­etra­ble to our aware­ness to the 
        ex­tent of its ho­mo­gene­ity. It is not the dis­tance that is cru­cial, but the uni­for­mi­ty. Bo 
        will be able to find us too eas­ily with­in any of the woods of the lake be­cause they are 
        all the woods of the lake, even with­out blood spoor to fol­low. Once we are out of those 
        woods...in some ways Bo will have more dif­fi­cul­ty in trac­ing us than a hu­man might.

      A tiny piece of good news, if we lived long enough. Okay. The near­est way out of the woods 
        was still the way we had been go­ing which must have been why the vam­pire agreed to it in 
        the first place. The woods around the lake spilled in­to more woods and small­er lakes and 
        some most­ly de­sert­ed farm­land be­fore it came to any more towns. New Ar­ca­dia was the on­ly 
        city for some dis­tance, and then there were a lot of small­er towns and vil­lages spread­ing 
        out from us, even­tu­al­ly them­selves get­ting larg­er and clos­er to­geth­er again till they 
        be­came an­oth­er city. But that

      was a hun­dred miles away.

      Where are you go­ing? I said.

      I am go­ing where you are go­ing till sun­set, said the vam­pire. Then you are go­ing where you 
        are go­ing, and I am go­ing where I am go­ing.

      I sighed. Yes. No. I did­nt mean to pry. Look, it is all very well that we have to get away 
        from the woods, but that means go­ing in­to at least the out­skirts of the town. And while I 
        can keep the sun off you, I cant make you look hu­man. And let me tell you your skin col­or 
        is strict­ly in­cred­ible, and youre not even wear­ing a shirt. And we dont have a car.

      The vam­pire took this with­out a tremor. What do you sug­gest?

      The on­ly thing I can think of is to plas­ter our­selves with mud es­pe­cial­ly youstag­ger a 
        lit­tle, and hit town at the tip of the north end, where the drug­gies hang out. You do look 
        a lit­tle like a junkie, or you look a lit­tle more like a junkie than you look like 
        any­thing else. Hu­man. With any luck any junkies that have eyes left to see you with will 
        be so creeped out by how much worse it can get than they re­al­ized that no­body will say 
        any­thing to us. I paused. Then theres the poor but fair­ly re­spectable area, and they wont 
        like us, but if we keep mov­ing they prob­ably wont call the suck­the cops. What wor­ries me 
        most is that some bright spark might guess youre a de­mon. You man­ifest­ly cant be a vam­pire 
        be­cause youre out in day­light. But you ar­ent, as I say, at all per­sua­sive as hu­man. You 
        could be a rather dim de­mon who does­nt re­al­ize how bad your pass­ing for hu­man is and since 
        we have to keep hold of each oth­er some­one might think you were kid­nap­ping mehell. And 
        theres at least one high­way we have to cross too. Dou­ble Carthagini­an hell. I dont sup­pose 
        you know that part of town at all?

      No.

      No. I dont ei­ther, much. Well, if they dont call SOF, we should be able to find the na­ture 
        pre­serve my land­la­dys house is on the oth­er side of...I have no idea how far all of this 
        is though. A ways. We could have gone di­rect­ly through town in my car. I looked 
        ap­pre­hen­sive­ly at the sun, which was near­ing midafter­noon, and there were still a lot of 
        trees be­tween us and pave­ment.

      In­deed you would not have been best ad­vised to go di­rect­ly through town in your car, not 
        with me in it with you. Your fam­ily will have giv­en thethe iden­ti­fi­ca­tion num­ber to the 
        po­lice.

      What? Li­cense plate. Oh. Oh. Im sor­ry. I had­nt thought of that ei­ther.

      I had not sup­posed you had brought me all this way to be­tray me at the last, he said.

      No. But...its like­ly to be well past sun­set be­fore we get to my apart­ment, I said, try­ing 
        not to sound des­olate. I am not too tired to go on, I was telling my­self. Not find­ing the 
        car is on­ly a set­back. Its not the end of the sto­ry.

      I will see you home, said the vam­pire cour­te­ous­ly, like a nice, well-​brought-​up boy see­ing 
        his date back to her house af­ter din­ner at the lo­cal piz­za place.

      There was no rea­son that this should make my eyes fill with tears. I was just tired. I 
        did­nt meanohthanks, I said. I should have want­ed him gone as soon as pos­si­ble. I should 
        have been long­ing for the sight of the sun touch­ing the hori­zonat least once we got out of 
        the trees. But I was­nt. I was grate­ful that he was go­ing to see me to my front door. 
        Stand­ing by the cab­in and look­ing at the place my car should have been and was­nt, I did­nt 
        think I could do it with­out him.

      I was glad he had­nt fried.

      We went down to the lake in our lit­tle con­nect­ed duo. I had grown sort of used to be­ing 
        car­ried, and be­cause it was such an odd thing to be do­ing at all, the cru­cial, fun­da­men­tal 
        odd­ness of our nec­es­sary prox­im­ity was less no­tice­able. Walk­ing side by side with my hand 
        tucked un­der his arm was much odd­er and more un­com­fort­able. I al­so found that it made me 
        feel more lop­sid­ed. It was prob­ably on­ly a func­tion of be­ing so tired, but hav­ing the 
        pow­er ex­change, or what­ev­er it was, on­ly go­ing on through one hand made me feel dizzy. I 
        leaned on him not very vol­un­tar­ily.

      The ground here was most­ly dirt and moss with a lit­tle strug­gling grass or grasslike 
        weeds, so my bare feet were not in much dan­ger. When we got to the shore I chose the 
        marshi­est place I could fin­dI knew where to look, there was a lit­tle in­let just east of 
        the cab­in and made him sit down in it, and then rubbed bog slime and mud all over him, 
        in­clud­ing his hair. He was so skin­ny my hands went thump thump thump down his ribs. He put 
        up with all of this with per­fect sto­icism. He put one hand round my an­kle­so I would have 
        both hands free­but I told him to use both an­kles for bal­ance. My bal­ance.

      I was a lit­tle more artis­tic about my own or­na­men­ta­tion. I on­ly had to look like some­one 
        who might be jiv­ing with this freak in a non­manda­to­ry way. So I rubbed mud in­to my hair 
        and let it drip down one side of my face and over that shoul­der. I prim­ly kept the mud 
        away from the cut on my breast. My moth­ers rules of hy­giene were very clear about 
        pre­vent­ing

      dirt from en­ter­ing an open wound, and I did­nt have a Band-​Aid to hand. It would have had 
        to be sev­er­al very large Band-​Aids any­way. (I hoped mud on the vam­pires in­jured an­kle 
        was­nt go­ing to cause him any prob­lems: that the clean-​of-​live-​things trick was a gen­er­al 
        de­fense.) Be­sides, the slash was prob­ably good added verisimil­itude and we could use all 
        the help we could get. Verisimil­itude of what? My lip was still swollen but it had stopped 
        bleed­ing hours ago, and the met­al tang of blood was no longer in my mouth. Hooray. I 
        want­ed to feel as lit­tle like a vam­pire as pos­si­ble. I did­nt like the sen­sa­tion that the 
        bound­aries were get­ting a lit­tle blur­ry.

      I had spent a lot of time sit­ting by this same in­let with my grand­moth­er. In the fif­teen 
        years since then it had changed its course and silt­ed up. When we had sat here you could 
        hear the small pat­ter­ing stream that had cre­at­ed the in­let, but it was silent now. All I 
        could hear was my own breath­ing, and the splat of my hand­iwork. There wer­ent even any 
        birds.

      The vam­pire in­sist­ed, if you could call it in­sist­ing, that he would car­ry me the last 
        stretch of woods to the first streets of the town. Ho­mo­gene­ity, he re­mind­ed me, and blood 
        spoor. And I re­mem­bered how much faster we went when it was on­ly him walkingand that it 
        was an­oth­er twelve or fif­teen miles to the edge of tow­nand made no protest.

      He car­ried me right up to the crum­bling ce­ment of the end of the last street, and let my 
        legs drop down gen­tly on the dis­in­te­grat­ing curb. I did­nt have to pre­tend to lean on him 
        to keep con­tact; I need­ed him to keep me up­right. I put my arm through his and my hand on 
        his wrist. We bumped gen­tly at shoul­der and hip. The pow­er rip­ples sloshed a lit­tle as I 
        ad­just­ed to walk­ing on my own feet again, but there was none of the sud­den dan­ger of 
        los­ing my bal­ance that there had been when Id dis­cov­ered the dis­ap­pear­ance of my car. In 
        fact the rip­ples now seemed to be slight­ly al­ter­ing their shape and pat­tern to help me. 
        The dizzi­ness Id felt when we walked down the in­let sub­sid­ed.

      I had just enough sense left to put the now-​emp­ty bot­tle of wa­ter in a city lit­ter bin.

      I dont ev­er want to have an­oth­er jour­ney like those last fif­teen or so miles across town. 
        I know I keep go­ing on about how tired I was, but that last ex­haus­tion was like a mor­tal 
        ill­ness, and I felt I could see my death a few hun­dred feet down the street ahead of us. 
        Im a pret­ty good walk­er, but Im talk­ing about nor­mal life: Mel and I might hike fif­teen 
        miles around the lake look­ing for an­imals and try­ing to stay out of the way of 
        Su­per­greens, but we would take all day at it, have sev­er­al rest stops and a

      long halt for lunch, and go home tired and pleased with our­selves. We would al­so be 
        wear­ing shoes. This was fif­teen miles on top of all that had gone be­fore, and Id been 
        run­ning on emp­ty for a long time al­ready. It was­nt on­ly my death I was see­ing; I was 
        be­gin­ning to hal­lu­ci­nate pret­ty bad­ly. Lots of peo­ple get sort of gray, fer­ny, cob­web­by 
        mi­rages around the edges of their vi­sion when they get over­tiredand Id had them be­fore 
        oc­ca­sion­al­ly when we were short­hand­ed at the cof­fee­house be­cause ev­ery­one was sick but 
        Char­lie and me, and we were work­ing six­teen-, eigh­teen-​hour days day af­ter day­but this was 
        the first time the ferns and cob­webs had things mov­ing around in them, not to men­tion the 
        new, full-​col­or palette. It was not an en­joy­able ex­pe­ri­ence. I did rec­og­nize what was 
        go­ing on, and went on peer­ing through the fringes of my pri­vate pic­ture show, and mak­ing 
        out which way we should be go­ing out there in the re­al world. I knew the lay­out of my city 
        pret­ty well even if I did­nt know all its de­tails, and even at this fi­nal per­son­al fron­tier 
        I kept my sense of di­rec­tion. It was, how­ev­er, just as well that I was so numb I was 
        bare­ly aware of my poor feet. And it was a good thing that blood spoor was no longer an 
        is­sue.

      The sun was by now mov­ing quick­ly to­ward set­ting, which should have been a good thing; the 
        pair of us were go­ing to be less gris­ly-​look­ing in twi­light. No one ac­cost­ed us. We saw a 
        few peo­ple, but ei­ther they were al­ready to­tal­ly lit and away and hav­ing much bet­ter 
        pri­vate screen­ings than mine (which sev­er­al of them were an­imat­ed­ly dis­cussing with 
        them­selves) and could­nt care less about us, or they took one look and crossed to the oth­er 
        side of whichev­er street we were on, and kept their eyes avert­ed. I thought of ask­ing the 
        vam­pire if he was do­ing any­thingif vam­pires can per­suade, can they re­pel too?but it was 
        still day­light, if bare­ly, so this did­nt seem like­ly. Maybe my pow­er-​rip­ples were do­ing 
        some­thing. Maybe that was part of the ad­just­ment theyd made at the edge of town. Maybe we 
        were just lucky.

      In the mid­dle of all this I had a fierce im­plau­si­ble long­ing for my grand­moth­er, who could 
        have ex­plained to me what I was doin­gI was sure­and how I was do­ing it. As I start­ed to 
        slip over some kind of defini­tive last line, as I be­gan to feel that the pow­er-​rip­ples 
        were soon go­ing to be all there was left of me, that my own per­son­al­ity was weak­en­ing, 
        thin­ning, would blow away like the spi­dery gray stuff over my eyes, I sud­den­ly, 
        pas­sion­ate­ly, want­ed to know what I was do­ing.

      It was­nt the vam­pire the peo­ple were avoid­ing, though. It was me. I was the one reel­ing 
        and mum­bling and off my head and prob­ably dan­ger­ous.

      I was fad­ing with the day­light. I had stretched my­self too far.

      I got us to the edge of the park at about the mo­ment that twi­light turned in­to dark­ness, 
        and he picked me up again with­out so much as a break in his stride, and plunged un­der the 
        trees, in­to the night that was his el­ement. I could feel the pow­er-​rip­ples mov­ing faint­ly 
        through me even though I no longer need­ed them for a sun-​para­sol. I thought, mist­ily, 
        maybe theyre try­ing to keep me alive. Nice of them. He must be try­ing too. Fun­ny sort of 
        thing for a vam­pire to do...

      It was all dark­ness around us, dark­ness and trees, and the vam­pire speed­ing through it. 
        Fee­bly I mur­mured, I have no idea where we are any more.

      I do, he said. I can smell your house.

      Per­haps I fell asleep. That would ex­plain the dreams: that I was fly­ing, that I was dead, 
        that I was a vam­pire, that I was stand­ing by the lake with my grand­moth­er, and I had just 
        opened my closed hands, but in­stead of a flow­er or a feath­er or a ring, blood welled up 
        and spilled over the edges of my hands, and welled up and welled up, as if my hands were a 
        foun­tain. But a foun­tain of blood.

      The vam­pire came to a halt. I blinked my eyes open and saw lights twin­kling through a few 
        trees, and made out the shape of my house. My house. We were on the far side of the 
        gar­den. I could see the pale laven­der of the lilacs by Yolan­des sit­ting-​room win­dow. She 
        was the sort of old la­dy who had a sit­ting room in­stead of a liv­ing room. And the lights 
        on in it meant she was still awake, al­though usu­al­ly she went to bed as ear­ly as a per­son 
        who gets up at four a.m. to go make cin­na­mon rolls does. I won­dered what time it was.

      The vam­pire said, You will need a key to open your door.

      He could leave me here. I could ask him to let me down, and then he could go. I could 
        knock on Yolan­des door, and, once the fright of hav­ing a derelict on her doorstep had worn 
        off, af­ter she had rec­og­nized me, she would let me in with her spare key. She would be 
        ap­palled and sym­pa­thet­ic. She would call the cof­fee­house and the doc­tor and the po­lice. 
        She would run me a hot bath and help me in­to it, and cluck over my wounds. She would not 
        ask me any ques­tions; she would know I was too tired, and she would rec­og­nize the signs of 
        shock. She would give me hot sweet tea and or­ange juice, and hu­man warmth and com­pa­ny and 
        un­der­stand­ing.

      I could­nt face her.

      Slow­ly I moved, to pull the knife-​key out of my bra. The vam­pire knelt, hold­ing me in his 
        lap. I leaned against him, closed my hands round the small heavy bit of worked met­al. I 
        called on the pow­er of day­light. It came from a life­time away, but it came. I felt 
        some­thing snap, as if my stom­ach had part­ed com­pa­ny with my small in­tes­tine, or my liv­er 
        from my spleen; but when I opened my hands again, there was the key to my front door.

      The vam­pire picked me up again, gen­tly. He walked round the gar­den. He went silent­ly up 
        the porch steps, which I could not have done. The steps all creaked and the porch it­self 
        creaked worse. He drift­ed, dark and silent as any shad­ow, to my door, and, still in his 
        arms, I twist­ed the key in the lock, turned the han­dle, pushed the door a tiny way open, 
        and whis­pered, Yes.

      He car­ried me up­stairs and through the door at the top and in­to my front room, and laid me 
        on the so­fa. I did­nt hear him stand up or move away, but I heard my re­frig­er­ator door open 
        and close, and then he was kneel­ing be­side me again. He slid an arm un­der my head and 
        shoul­ders and raised me and stuffed pil­lows un­der me till I was half sit­ting, and said, 
        Open your mouth.

      He drib­bled a lit­tle of the milk in­to my mouth and made sure I could swal­low it be­fore he 
        held the car­ton up steadi­ly for me to drink. He cupped the back of my head with his oth­er 
        hand. What did he think he was, a nurse? I would have asked him but I was too tired. He 
        got most of the car­ton of milk down me, eased my head back on­to the pile of pil­lows and 
        then start­ed feed­ing me some­thing in small scraps. Af­ter the first few, more of my sens­es 
        came back from nowhere and I rec­og­nized one of my own muffins, left over at the end of 
        that last day at the cof­fee­house, sev­er­al cen­turies ago. He was tear­ing off small bits and 
        feed­ing them to me slow­ly, so I would­nt choke. The muf­fin was still pret­ty good but three 
        days old to a bak­er counts as over. I think he may have fed me a sec­ond one, still scrap 
        by scrap. Then he held up the car­ton of milk again till I fin­ished it. Then he pulled the 
        pil­lows back out, ex­cept for one, and laid me down with my head on it.

      I dont re­mem­ber any­thing more.

      I woke up I dont know how many hours lat­er with the light stream­ing through the win­dows. 
        It had fi­nal­ly reached the so­fa where I was ly­ing, and touched my face. I could­nt re­mem­ber 
        where I was no I was at home­no, not my old child­hood bed­room, this had been my apart­ment 
        for near­ly sev­en years­then why was­nt I in my own bed­why did I re­mem­ber sleep­ing on a 
        floorno, that had been a dream­no, a night­mare­dont think about it­dont think about it and at 
        the same

      time I knew I had over­slept and should have been down at the cof­fee­house hours ago and 
        Char­lie would kill meno he would­ntwhy had­nt one of them called to find out where I was?

      I tried to sit up and near­ly screamed. Ev­ery mus­cle in my body seemed to have seized up, 
        and I did­nt think there was a sin­gle nerve end that had­nt shout­ed NO when I moved. I ached 
        all over, in­side and out. And fur­ther­more I felt...I felt as if all my in­sides, the 
        or­gans, the or­gan sys­tems, all that stuff you stud­ied in bi­ol­ogy class and prompt­ly for­got 
        again, all those murky, semi­known bits and pieces, no longer had the same re­la­tion­ship to 
        each oth­er that they had be­fore...be­fore...sil­ly sort of thing to feel, I must be 
        deliri­ous. My mind would keep drift­ing back­dont think about it­but how was I to make sense 
        of where I was, at home, sleep­ing on the so­fa, in broad day­light? And so sore I could­nt 
        move. Ifall that­was a night­mare, what had hap­pened to me?

      I tried to sit up again and even­tu­al­ly suc­ceed­ed. There was a blan­ket laid over me, and it 
        fell off, and on­to the floor.

      I was wear­ing a filthy, stained, dark cran­ber­ry-​red dress that clung round me at the top 
        and swirled out in­to yards and yards of hem at my an­kles. I was bare­foot, and my feet were 
        in shreds, scratched and abrad­ed and bruised and swollen. I had mud all over me (and now 
        all over the so­fa and the floor as well) and a long, curved ug­ly slash across my breast 
        that had ob­vi­ous­ly bled and then clot­ted. Its edges ground against each oth­er and throbbed 
        when I tried to move. My low­er lip was split and that side of my face felt puffy.

      I start­ed to shiv­er un­con­trol­lably.

      Painful­ly I picked up the blan­ket again, and wrapped it round me, and made my way in­to the 
        bath­room by feel­ing along the walls, and turned the hot wa­ter on in the bath. The hot 
        wa­ter was go­ing to hurt, but it was go­ing to be worth it. I poured in about four times as 
        much bub­ble bath as I usu­al­ly use, and breathed the sweet lily-​of-​the-​val­ley-​scent­ed 
        steam. Even my lungs hurt, and my breath­ing seemed fun­ny, there was some­thing about the 
        way I breathed that was dif­fer­ent from...While I wait­ed for the bath to fill, I groped my 
        way in­to the kitchen. I ate an ap­ple, be­cause that was the first thing I saw. There was an 
        emp­ty car­ton of milk on the counter by the sink. I did­nt think about this. I ate an­oth­er 
        ap­ple. Then I ate a pear. I moved in­to the light pour­ing through the kitchen win­dow and 
        let it soak in­to me while I stood star­ing out at the gar­den. In the wel­com­ing, restora­tive 
        sun­light, try­ing to keep my mind from think­ing any­thing at all, I felt the tiny, la­bo­ri­ous 
        stir­ring of a sense of well-​be­ing: the con­va­les­cents re­joic­ing at the first hint of a 
        pos­si­ble re­turn to health. I

      would have a bath, and then I would call the cof­fee­house. I did­nt have to tell any­one 
        any­thing. I could be too trau­ma­tized. I could have for­got­ten ev­ery­thing. I had for­got­ten 
        ev­ery­thing. I was for­get­ting ev­ery­thing right now. My feet and my face and the gash on my 
        breast would stop any­one from press­ing me too hard to re­mem­ber some­thing so ob­vi­ous­ly 
        ter­ri­ble. Yolande must be out; oth­er­wise she would have heard the bath­wa­ter run­ning, and 
        have come up­stairs to find out if I was all right. She would have known that Ive been 
        miss­ing, that on a nor­mal day I would have been at the cof­fee­house hours ago, not up here 
        run­ning bath­wa­ter.

      That Ive been miss­ing.

      That Ive been...

      I did­nt have to re­mem­ber or think about any­thing. I could just stand here and let the sun 
        heal me. I was re­lieved that Yolande was­nt here, ask­ing ques­tions, be­ing ap­palled and 
        sick­ened. Re­mind­ing me by her dis­tress. I was re­lieved that no one would dis­turb me till I 
        had fin­ished for­get­ting.

      The bath should be full by now. Now that the sun­light had be­gun to do its work I want­ed to 
        be clean. I might have to use ev­ery bar of soap I had, and bring the scour­ing pads in from 
        the kitchen. I was go­ing to burn this dress, wher­ev­er it came from. It was noth­ing Id have 
        ev­er cho­sen. I could­nt imag­ine why I was wear­ing it. When I was com­plete­ly clean again, 
        and wear­ing my own clothes, I would call the cof­fee­house, tell them I was home again. Home 
        and safe. Safe.

      As I turned away from the win­dow a square of white ly­ing on the kitchen ta­ble caught my 
        eye. It was my notepad, which usu­al­ly lived be­side the phone. On it was writ­ten:

      Good-​bye my Sun­shine. Con­stan­tine

    

  
    
      Sunshine

    

    
      PART TWO

      It might not have been too bad, af­ter­ward, ex­cept for two things. The night­mares. And the 
        fact that the cut on my breast would­nt heal.

      Thats non­sense, of course. If Id been able to face be­ing hon­est, there was no way it was­nt 
        go­ing to be bad.

      I sup­pose I did­nt re­al­ize how rough I was that first morn­ing. Af­ter I had one bath I had 
        an­oth­er. (Bless land­ladies with ab­surd­ly huge wa­ter

      heaters.) I washed my hair three times dur­ing that first bath and twice dur­ing the sec­ond. 
        Hot wa­ter and soap and sham­poo hurt like blazes, but it was a won­der­ful, hu­man, nor­mal, 
        this-​world sort of hurt. Get­ting dressed was­nt too dif­fi­cult be­cause my wardrobe 
        spe­cial­izes in soft, well-​worn, and com­fort­able, but find­ing shoes and socks that did­nt 
        feel like they were scar­ify­ing my poor feet with steel wool was hard. Then I drank a pot 
        of very strong tea and on the caf­feine buzz I al­most half con­vinced my­self that I felt 
        al­most half nor­mal and if I felt half nor­mal I must look half nor­mal.

      Wrong.

      At the last minute I did­nt burn the dress. I put it in the sink with some hand­wash stuff 
        and then hung it in a cor­ner with a bowl un­der it to drip dry. It leaked thin 
        bloody-​look­ing wa­ter and this made me so queasy I al­most screwed it up to be burned 
        any­way. But I still did­nt.

      I did burn the un­der­wear Id worn. It was like I had to burn some­thing. I took it out­near­ly 
        on tip­toe, cling­ing to the shad­ows, as if I was do­ing some­thing il­lic­it I might be caught 
        atand stuffed it in­to the ash­es and wood chips on Yolan­des gar­den bon­fire heap. My hands 
        shook when I struck the match, but that might have been the caf­feine. It burned 
        sur­pris­ing­ly well for a few scraps of cloth, as if my ea­ger­ness to see some­thing go up in 
        smoke was it­self in­flam­ma­to­ry.

      I stuck that note in a draw­er so I did­nt have to see or think about it. Or about who had 
        writ­ten it.

      The house key that had been a jack­knife lay on top of a pile of books next to the so­fa. It 
        had been one of the first things Id seen when Id man­aged to lever my­self up­right. I had 
        done all of this oth­er stuffwash, re­wash, in­ject caf­feine, set fire to thingswhile not 
        de­cid­ing what to do about it. It was­nt that an ex­tra house key was an enor­mous prob­lem. 
        But it was a house key that had been a pock­et-​knife. Was sup­posed to be a pock­etknife. And 
        I missed my knife. I want­ed it back. And there was on­ly one way to get it back, which 
        would re­mind me of all that stuff I was work­ing on for­get­ting. I had re­turned to the world 
        where I made cin­na­mon rolls and was my moth­ers, not my fa­thers, daugh­ter, and I want­ed to 
        stay there.

      I had opened all the win­dows, and the door to the bal­cony; I want­ed as much fresh air as I 
        could get. I want­ed no faintest re­main­ing scent here of any­thing that might have come back 
        with me last night. The blan­ket that had cov­ered me was soak­ing in the tub. I had brushed 
        the so­fa with­in an inch of its life, with a whisk broom that would take the hide off an

      ar­madil­lo. The cush­ion I had had my head on had spot re­mover trow­eled over it and was 
        wait­ing to dry.

      I stood on the bal­cony, closed my eyes, and let the sun and the soft breeze move over me. 
        Through me. I heard­felt­the leaves of my tree stir and rus­tle. My grand­moth­er had taught me 
        that if you han­dle mag­ic, you have to clean up af­ter your­self. Just like wash­ing (or 
        burn­ing) your clothes or trow­el­ing spot re­mover on a so­fa cush­ion.

      I went back in­doors to pick up the house key that should­nt be left a house key. I knelt on 
        the floor in­side the bal­cony door, in the sun­light, near enough the open door to smell the 
        breeze from the gar­den.

      It was so easy this time. I felt the change, felt the key slip from key­ness to knife­ness. 
        It was like knead­ing dough, feel­ing the thing be­come what you want it to be un­der your 
        hands, feel­ing it re­spond­ing to you, feel­ing it trans­form it­self as a re­sult of your 
        ef­fort. Your pow­er. Your knowl­edge.

      I did­nt like it be­ing easy.

      But I liked hav­ing my knife back. It lay in my hand, look­ing like it al­ways had. Wel­come 
        back, friend, I mur­mured, and re­fused to feel sil­ly for talk­ing to a jack­knife. Maybe I 
        was talk­ing to my­self too.

      Then I put it in my pock­et and went to look for in­cense. I nev­er use in­cense in my life as 
        a cof­fee­house bak­erI much pre­fer the smell of fresh bread­but it was one of those things 
        that peo­ple who need to give you some­thing but havent a clue who you are give you. My aunt 
        Ed­na, my moth­ers oth­er sis­ter, ev­ery year at one sol­stice or an­oth­er, gives me a pack­et of 
        the cur­rent hot fash­ion in in­cense. So there was prob­ably some lurk­ing in the back of a 
        cup­board some­where. There was. I lit a wand of World Har­mon­ics Jas­mine and put it in a 
        glass and said the words my grand­moth­er had taught me. I did­nt have to re­mem­ber them, they 
        were right there, like my tree.

      Then I called the cof­fee­house to tell them I was back, and all hell broke loose. 
        Es­pe­cial­ly af­ter Mom belt­ed out to my apart­ment when I ex­plained I did­nt have a car any 
        more, to pick me up, and got her first look at me.

      I wont go in­to a lot about that. It was not one of our finest moth­er-​daugh­ter mo­ments.

      I did go to the doc­tor be­cause ev­ery­body said I had to. The doc­tor said there was­nt much 
        wrong with me but mi­nor de­hy­dra­tion and ex­haus­tion, gave me a tetanus shot, and some cream 
        to put on both my feet and my breast. He asked me how Id got the cut on my breast be­cause 
        as he put it, in that por­ten­tous­ly un­ruf­fled and in­fu­ri­at­ing way of doc­tors, It looks a

      bit nasty. But I had­nt de­cid­ed how much I was go­ing to tell any­one, and hav­ing had 
        ev­ery­one who had seen me so far freak­ing out (ex­cept the doc­tor, who was do­ing 
        por­ten­tous­ly un­ruf­fled like a kick to the head) was­nt help­ing. So I said I did­nt re­mem­ber. 
        He said mm hmm and put some stitch­es in so it would heal neat­ly, mut­tered some­thing about 
        post-​trau­mat­ic shock syn­drome, of­fered me a ref­er­ence to some­one who could talk to me 
        about re­mem­ber­ing and not re­mem­ber­ing, and sent me away. Mel had brought me. He bor­rowed 
        Char­lies car so I did­nt have to ride pil­lion on a mo­tor­cy­cle. (I had­nt known Mel could 
        drive a car. He drove his mo­tor­cy­cles in all weath­er, in­clud­ing heavy snow and 
        thun­der­storms.) And he brought me back. To the cof­fee­house. The thought of go­ing back to 
        my apart­ment was on­ly fleet­ing­ly tempt­ing. I want­ed to re­turn to my life, and my life, for 
        bet­ter or worse, was in the cof­fee­house bak­ery. Al­so, I want­ed to get the freak­ing out 
        over with so that I did­nt have to keep com­ing back to it, and I knew Mom was­nt through 
        yet. Char­lie had near­ly had to tie her up to let Mel take me to the doc­tor. Mom is a bit 
        prone to over­re­act­ing. But Mel, when he first saw me, turned hag­gard, and his eyes seemed 
        to go about a mil­lion miles deep, and I sud­den­ly felt I knew what he was go­ing to look 
        like when he was nine­ty. And he did­nt say any­thing at all, which was prob­ably worse than 
        the noise ev­ery­one else was mak­ing.

      Mom tried to in­sist that I stay at the house­move back in with her and Char­lie and my 
        broth­ers. I said that I would do noth­ing of the kind. I meant it, but I was a lit­tle 
        hin­dered by the fact that I no longer had a car. (They nev­er did find my car. I had liked 
        that car.) That af­ter­noon, af­ter talk­ing to the doc­tor and about forty-​sev­en kinds of cop, 
        Mom and I had a big shout­ing match that I did­nt have the strength for, and I burst in­to 
        tears and said that I would walk home if I had to and then Mom start­ed weep­ing too and it 
        was all pret­ty ghast­ly. Char­lie at this point re­mind­ed Mom in a rea­son­able fac­sim­ile of 
        his nor­mal voice (he kept start­ing to pat my shoul­der and then stop­ping be­cause Id told 
        him, truth­ful­ly, that I was sore all over) that there was no longer a bed­room for me: the 
        spare bed­room and den had dis­ap­peared when Char­lie knocked all the down­stairs walls out, 
        and Ken­ny had moved out of the boys bed­room in­to my old bed­room up­stairs. This on­ly made 
        Mom cry hard­er.

      Then Mel, who had been left more or less sin­gle­hand­ed to run the cof­fee­house while all the 
        dra­ma went on in the of­fice, be­gan col­lar­ing the staff who had crammed in­to the of­fice 
        door to watch and be a kind of Greek cho­rus of hor­ror, and one by one heav­ing them 
        phys­ical­ly to­ward what they ought to be do­ing, like mind­ing the cus­tomers, be­fore they all 
        came back to see what was go­ing on too, which, giv­en Char­lies kind of

      cus­tomers, they would be quite ca­pa­ble of. When hed forged his way through to me, he 
        hand­ed Char­lie the spat­ula he was still hold­ing in his oth­er hand, like the re­lay run­ner 
        hand­ing on the torch at Ther­mopy­lae, and said, Can you hold the kitchen a minute? and 
        hus­tled me off to the bak­ery. My bak­ery. Just stand­ing in my own do­main again, where I was 
        Queen of the Cin­na­mon Roll, the Bran Muf­fin, the Or­ange-​Date Tea Breadthe Caramel 
        Cat­aclysm and the Rocky Road Avalanchemade me feel bet­ter. I had to can­cel the im­me­di­ate 
        im­pulse to put on a clean apron and check my flour sup­ply. It was far too clean in here 
        for a Thurs­day...

      No­bodys been in here while you­ve been gone. We gave Paulie the time off.

      Paulie was my new ap­pren­tice. I had stopped cry­ing for the mo­ment but this made my aching 
        eyes fill up again. Oh...

      Hey, we did­nt know what to do. No Carthagini­an idea. Mel sound­ed grim but stud­ied­ly calm. 
        For the first time I had some glimpse of what it must have been like for ev­ery­body here 
        when I dis­ap­peared. I was­nt the dis­ap­pear­ing kind. They would have feared the worst. It 
        was the right re­sponse. And giv­en what could have hap­pened, I prob­ably looked a lot worse 
        than I was, so ev­ery­body was tak­ing one look at me and fit­ting this vi­sion against what 
        their dreams had been churn­ing out the last two days.

      Sweet­heart...

      I stiff­ened.

      Hey. Sheer. This is me, okay? I saw you not tak­ing the name the doc­tor want­ed to give you 
        about some­one to talk to. You dont have to talk to me un­less you want to. Or any­one else, 
        in­clud­ing Char­lie and your mom. But if you tell me what you do want, Ill help you make it 
        hap­pen. If youll let me.

      Thanks to all the gods and an­gels for Mel. I could­nt ex­plain that while yes, Id al­ways 
        been a bit soli­tary, a bit dis­in­clined to talk about what mat­tered to me, about what I was 
        think­ing about, it was cru­cial that I be able to go home, to my home, my pri­vate space, 
        now. Alone. Where I did­nt have to lie.

      I had­nt for­got­ten near­ly as much as I was pre­tend­ing I had.

      Mind you, Id for­got­ten a lot. Post-​trau­mat­ic what­sit, like the doc­tor said. The cops 
        men­tioned post-​trau­mat­ic what­sit too. I had to check in with the cops be­cause Mom and 
        Char­lie had, of course, re­port­ed me miss­ing. I said that Id driv­en out to the lake Mon­day 
        night and did­nt re­mem­ber any­thing af­ter that. No, I did­nt re­mem­ber where Id been. No,

      I did­nt re­mem­ber how Id got home two days lat­er. No, I did­nt re­mem­ber why I was so beat 
        up. Mel went with me for that too, even though he was pret­ty al­ler­gic to cops. (Char­lie, 
        try­ing to make a joke, said that he had­nt done so much cook­ing for years, and did I want 
        Mel to take me any­where else? Flori­da? The Catskills?) And the cop shrink they made me 
        talk to had to go in­to it again. The gist is that you on­ly re­mem­ber what you can bear to 
        re­mem­ber. If youre lucky, as you get stronger, you can bear to re­mem­ber a lit­tle more, and 
        even­tu­al­ly you get round to re­mem­ber­ing all of it and by re­mem­ber­ing it then it cant mess 
        up your life. Thats the the­ory. Fat lot they know.

      I did­nt say vam­pires to any­one, and I sure re­mem­bered that much. If I had said it, SOF 
        would­nt have just talked to me, they­dve kept me. Peo­ple dont es­cape from vam­pires. I was­nt 
        go­ing to think about how Id es­caped from vam­pireslet alone tell SOF about it­so lets just 
        pre­tend I had­nt es­caped from vam­pires. Post-​trau­mat­ic shock, phooey. Seemed to me the 
        trau­ma was trot­ting right along with me, like a dog on a leash with its own­er. I was the 
        dog.

      I had to talk to SOF, be­cause any­thing mys­te­ri­ous might be about the Oth­ers, and SOF were 
        the Oth­er po­lice. But I told them I did­nt re­mem­ber any­thing too. By the time I talked to 
        SOF I was get­ting good at say­ing I did­nt re­mem­ber. I could look em in the eye and say it 
        like I meant it. They were clev­er­er about ques­tion­ing me. They asked me stuff like what 
        the lake had looked like that night, where ex­act­ly Id sat on the porch of the cab­in. They 
        wer­ent try­ing to trick me; they were try­ing to help me re­mem­ber, pos­si­bly to our mu­tu­al 
        ben­efit, try­ing to help me find a way in to re­mem­ber­ing. I pre­tend­ed there was no door, or 
        if there was one, it had six locks and four bolts and a steel bar and it had been bricked 
        over years ago.

      It was eas­ier, say­ing I did­nt re­mem­ber. I walled it all out, in­clud­ing ev­ery­bodys 
        in­sis­tent, well-​mean­ing con­cern. And it turned out to be easya lit­tle too easy­to burst 
        in­to tears if any­one tried to go on ask­ing me ques­tions. Some peo­ple are mean drunks: Im a 
        mean weep­er.

      The first days start­ed pass­ing and be­came the first week. The bruis­es were fad­ing and the 
        scratch­es skinned over, and I be­gan to look less like hell on earth. On the sec­ond Mon­day 
        movies night at the Sed­dons af­ter my re­turn, peo­ple be­gan to make eye con­tact with me 
        again with­out look­ing like it was cost­ing them.

      And I was mak­ing cin­na­mon rolls and bread and all like a nor­mal crazed cof­fee­house bak­er 
        again, thus de­flect­ing poor Paulies im­mi­nent ner­vous break­down. He was go­ing to be good, 
        but he was still new and

      slow from lack of ex­pe­ri­ence, ea­ger to gain that ex­pe­ri­ence, hed been sev­er­al weeks go­ing 
        through the wringer, or the five-​speed in­dus­tri­al strength mix­er, with me, and then I 
        dis­ap­peared and ev­ery­body was bark­ing at him be­cause his pres­ence re­mind­ed them that I 
        was­nt there, and send­ing him home. I want­ed to cheer him up, so I let him in on the se­cret 
        of Bit­ter Choco­late Death and he made it, beau­ti­ful­ly, first time. This bucked him up so 
        much he start­ed hum­ming while he worked. Gah. It was bad enough hav­ing some­one in the 
        bak­ery with me some of the time, so I could teach him what to do and keep an eye on him 
        while he did it: hum­ming was push­ing it. Was it ab­so­lute­ly nec­es­sary to have a cheer­ful 
        ap­pren­tice?

      Char­lie found some­one who could loan me a car till I could re­place the one they nev­er 
        found, and then found an­oth­er one when the first one had to go back. The in­sur­ance took 
        for­ev­er to cough up but it did at last. Their agent want­ed to com­plain about my not 
        re­mem­ber­ing ex­act­ly what had hap­pened, but he was prompt­ly in­un­dat­ed by peo­ple from 
        Char­lies, staff and reg­ulars, of­fer­ing to be char­ac­ter ref­er­ences, the doc­tor Id seen and 
        the cop shrink Id seen said I was gen­uine, and then Mom start­ed writ­ing let­ters. The 
        com­pa­ny might have held out against the rest, but no one re­sists Mom for long when she 
        starts one of her let­ter-​writ­ing cam­paigns.

      Dur­ing bor­rowed-​car gaps Mel gave me a lift on his mo­tor­cy­cle of the week (fa­vors dont get 
        much more se­ri­ous than giv­ing some­one a ride at four a.m.), and then I start­ed us­ing 
        Ken­nys bi­cy­cle. Ken­ny was at an age when bi­cy­cles are deeply un­cool and he did­nt miss it. 
        Down­town where the cof­fee­house is is a drag on a bike, cars and bus­es first run you off 
        the road and then leave you as­phyx­iat­ing in their wake, but its nice out near Yolan­des and 
        bi­cy­cling helped make me tired enough to sleep through the nights. Al­though it meant 
        get­ting up at three-​thir­ty to get in in time to make cin­na­mon rolls. Which is ridicu­lous. 
        Al­so, Mom was hav­ing kit­tens about my rid­ing a bike af­ter dark (or be­fore sunup), and she 
        was per­haps not en­tire­ly wrong about this, even if she did­nt know why, and even though 
        there was no record of any­one ev­er be­ing snatched off a bike in New Ar­ca­dia. There was no 
        record of suck­ers at the lake ei­ther. So I did buy an­oth­er car. The Wreck. It ran. I 
        bought it from a friend of Mels who liked tin­ker­ing with cars the way Mel liked tin­ker­ing 
        with mo­tor­cy­cles, and the friend guar­an­teed it would run, just so long as I did­nt want 
        any­thing fan­cy like a third gear that was there all the time, or a top speed of over 
        forty. It suit­ed me fine. I did­nt feel like get­ting at­tached to an­oth­er car, and the 
        spo­radic ab­sence of third gear was an in­ter­est­ing di­ver­sion.

      The doc­tor took the stitch­es out of my breast. My feet healed. Life

      start­ed to look su­per­fi­cial­ly nor­mal again. I took a deep breath and asked Paulie how hed 
        like to get up at four in the morn­ing once a week to make cin­na­mon rolls. He was 
        de­light­ed. An­oth­er head case joins the in­ner cadre at Char­lies. He chose Thurs­day. I now 
        had two morn­ings a week I did­nt have to get up be­fore sun­rise. The­oret­ical­ly. I did­nt tell 
        him what if he was pay­ing at­ten­tion he al­ready knew, that the cof­fee­house sched­ule was a 
        thing that hap­pened on pa­per and nev­er quite worked out that way. But let­ting him think he 
        got to choose should be good for morale. His morale. And even an un­pre­dictable se­ries of 
        fours in the morn­ing I did­nt have to get up at was go­ing to be good for my morale.

      Aim­il and I start­ed go­ing to junk and old-​books fairs again. And when I went hik­ing with 
        Mel we did­nt go out to the lake. Not be­ing able to de­cide what to tell any­one about 
        any­thing had be­come the habit of not telling any­body any­thing. The fun­ny thing was that 
        the near­est I came to telling any­one was Yolande. There was some­thing about the way she 
        put me in a chair and made pots of tea and sat with me and talked about the weath­er or the 
        lat­est civic scan­dal or some book we had both read, and not on­ly did­nt ask me any­thing but 
        did­nt ap­pear to be sup­press­ing the de­sire to ask me any­thing ei­ther.

      The sec­ond near­est I came was one night with Mel, when I woke up out of one of the 
        night­mares, and was out of bed and across the room be­fore I had reg­is­tered that the body I 
        had been in bed with had had my head on the chest ofhad a heart­beat. Mel did­nt say 
        any­thing stupid. He sat up slow­ly, and turned the light on slow­ly, and made me a cup of 
        tea slow­ly. By that time I was no longer twitch­ing away from ev­ery shad­ow but I was too 
        pumped with sick adrenaline to sleep. Mel took me down­stairs and put a paint­brush in my 
        hand. Ev­ery now and then he got talked in­to do­ing a cus­tom job on one of the bikes hed 
        res­cued. I had laid down primer and first coats for him a few times, and buffed fin­ish­es, 
        but thats all. That night he had me fill­ing in the out­line of tiny green oak leaves. When 
        I had to stop and get ready to re­port for cin­na­mon roll du­ty I felt al­most nor­mal again. 
        No, not nor­mal. Some­thing else. I felt as if Id ac­ci­den­tal­ly re-​en­tered my grand­moth­ers 
        world, where I did­nt want to go. But if that was where I had been, it had done me good. I 
        won­dered who the bike was for, why they want­ed an oak tree. Mel would nev­er do the 
        stan­dard scream­ing-​de­mon thun­der­bolt-​su­per­hero sort of thing, all jaw and bi­ceps and 
        skeg­gy-​look­ing flames, and one of the few lit­tle dumb things that would ruf­fle that calm 
        of his was the sight of a bike dec­orat­ed with a fly­ing sor­cer­er, but a tree was a...well, 
        a fun­ny sym­bol for some­thing with wheels that was built to go lick­ety-​split. Or look at it 
        an­oth­er way. The main sym­bol­ism around trees is about their in­cor­rupt­ibil­ity, right? Their

      im­mu­ni­ty to all dark mag­ic. This is not some­thing you ex­pect your av­er­age bik­er to be 
        deeply in­ter­est­ed in.

      I felt a lit­tle breezeMel had opened a win­dow­heard leaves rus­tle. It had­nt oc­curred to me 
        that my se­cret tree might be, say, an oak, or an ash, a beech, some par­tic­ular kind of 
        tree that re­lat­ed to a tree I might find in an or­di­nary land­scape. I did­nt want my 
        grand­moth­ers world to have any­thing to do with this one. I did­nt want what had hap­pened to 
        me at the lake to have any­thing to do with this world, this or­di­nary land­scape. I laid my 
        paint­brush down and went and stood with Mel by the open win­dow.

      Af­ter the first week or two of armed and siz­zling si­lence af­ter the ar­gu­ment, and all 
        mes­sages passed through paci­fist in­ter­me­di­aries, Mom had start­ed giv­ing me charms. Shed 
        turn up at the cof­fee­house at about eight in the morn­ing with an­oth­er charm done up in the 
        stan­dard charm-​sell­ers twist of brown pa­per. I did­nt want them, but I took them, and I 
        did­nt ar­gue with her. I did­nt say any­thing at all ex­cept (some­times) thank you. Mom and I 
        had­nt gone in for light con­ver­sa­tion in years, since it nev­er stayed light, be­tween us. I 
        did things with the charms like wrap them around the tele­phone at home, to soft­en any bad 
        news it might be bring­ing me, or drape them round my com­box screen, dit­to. This kind of 
        abuse wears charms out fast. Im not a big fan of charms­bar­ring the ba­sic wards, which I 
        ad­mit on­ly a fool would dis­pense with, fetish­es, refuges, wham­mies, tal­is­mans, amulets, 
        fes­toons, or any of the rest, I can do with­out em. They take up too much psy­chic space, 
        and the soon­er these new ones crashed and burned the soon­er theyd stop bug­ging me. But Mom 
        was try­ing to be­have her­self, and the charms seemed to re­lieve her feel­ings. Once I had a 
        car again I start­ed stuff­ing them in the glove com­part­ment. They did­nt like it, but charms 
        ar­ent built to quar­rel with you.

      The mark on my breast, which ap­peared to have closed over, cracked open again, and oozed. 
        It was near­ing high sum­mer by then and I, who gen­er­al­ly wore as lit­tle as de­cen­cy al­lowed 
        be­cause it got so hot in the bak­ery, was sud­den­ly wear­ing stran­gling­ly high-​necked 
        T-​shirts. You cant ooze in a pub­lic bak­ery. I went back to the doc­tor and he said hmm and 
        had I re­mem­bered yet how Id got­ten the cut in the first place. I said I had­nt. He gave me 
        a dif­fer­ent cream for it and sent me home again. It seemed to heal for a while and then 
        cracked open again. I grew clever about tap­ing gauze over it and rip­ping the arm­holes out 
        of my high-​necked shirts and wear­ing lurid mul­ti­col­ored bras­for­tu­nate­ly there was a vogue 
        on for lurid mul­ti­col­ored bras­so it looked like I was mere­ly

      mak­ing a some­what un­for­tu­nate fash­ion state­ment. Mel knew bet­ter, of course, and if it 
        had­nt been for him I would have stopped go­ing to the doc­tor, but Mel was a stub­born 
        bas­tard when he want­ed to be and he want­ed to be about this, drat him. So I had to go back 
        again. The doc­tor was start­ing to wor­ry by now, and want­ed to send me to a spe­cial­ist. A 
        spe­cial­ist in what, I want­ed to say, but I did­nt dare. I was afraid Id give some­thing 
        away, that my guilty con­science would start ooz­ing through the cracks some­how, like blood 
        and lymph kept ooz­ing through the crack in my skin. I re­fused to see a spe­cial­ist.

      Some cop or oth­er came by the cof­fee­house at least once a week to see how I was do­ing. Any 
        of our marginal­ly half-​alert reg­ulars knew the Cin­na­mon Roll Queen and chief bak­er had 
        been ab­sent a few days un­der mys­te­ri­ous cir­cum­stances and that what­ev­er had hap­pened to 
        her was still cast­ing a pall over the en­tire staff at Char­lies. That was ev­ery­body. And 
        our SOF reg­ulars are bet­ter than half alert or they would­nt be work­ing for SOF. So I had 
        cops com­ing in and our SOFs watch­ing the cops and the cops watch­ing our SOFs. It should 
        have been fun­ny. It was­nt. I think Pat and Jesse ac­tu­al­ly sus­pect­ed the truth, al­though I 
        dont see how they could have. Maybe they thought it was ghouls or some­thing, al­though 
        ghouls dont gen­er­al­ly have the fore­sight to, like, store a fu­ture meal. But some­thing had 
        hap­pened and the law en­force­ment guys want­ed to get out there and en­force some­thing. They 
        wer­ent fussy. If it was peo­ple, the cops were hap­py to do it. If it was­nt peo­ple, SOF was 
        hap­py to do it. But I was sup­posed to choose my danc­ing part­ner and I would­nt, and this 
        was mak­ing the troops rest­less.

      I did no­tice the dif­fer­ence be­tween the peo­ple who were re­al­ly both­ered for me, or for the 
        sake of the so­ci­ety they were paid a salary to keep safe, and the peo­ple who want­ed to 
        know more be­cause it was like live TV or those cheesy mags with head­lines like I ATE MY 
        ALIEN BA­BY. Fried, with a side sal­ad and a beer.

      The most se­ri­ous draw­back to the telling-​noth­ing ap­proach is that it made that much more 
        of a mys­tery of what had hap­pened, and the na­ture of gos­sip ab­hors a vac­uum of the 
        un­ex­plained. This meant that soon ev­ery­body knew that what­ev­er had hap­pened did in­deed 
        in­volve the Oth­ers, be­cause that made a bet­ter sto­ry. I think they would have liked to 
        as­sume that it in­volved the Dark­est Oth­ers, be­cause that made the best sto­ry of all, 
        ex­cept that, of course, I was still here, and no­body es­caped from vam­pires.

      No­body es­caped from vam­pires. I did­nt know if the ev­ery­body who knew this in­clud­ed SOF or 
        not, but I

      could hard­ly ask.

      ***

      Mean­while there were the night­mares. There con­tin­ued, re­lent­less­ly, to be the night­mares. 
        They wer­ent get­ting any bet­ter or eas­ier or rar­er. Theres not that much to tell about them 
        be­cause night­mares are night­mares on ac­count of the way they feel, not nec­es­sar­ily by the 
        may­hem and the body count. These felt bad. Of course they al­ways had vam­pires in them. 
        Some­times I was be­ing stared at by dozens of eyes, eyes that I must­nt look in­to, ex­cept 
        that wher­ev­er I looked there were more eyes, and I could­nt shut my own. Some­times there 
        was just the knowl­edge that I was in a hor­ri­ble place, that I was be­ing con­tam­inat­ed by 
        the hor­ri­ble place, that even if I seemed to get out of it I would take it with me. The 
        night­mares al­so al­ways had blood in them, one way or an­oth­er. Once I thought I had wo­ken 
        up, and my bed was float­ing in blood. Once I was wear­ing the cran­ber­ry-​red dress and it 
        was made of blood. But the worst ones were when I was a vam­pire my­self. I had blood in my 
        mouth and my heart did­nt beat and I had strange aw­ful thoughts about stuff Id nev­er 
        thought about, that in the dream I would think I could­nt think about be­cause I was hu­man, 
        and then Id re­mem­ber I was­nt hu­man, I was a vam­pire. As a vam­pire I knew the world 
        dif­fer­ent­ly.

      I told my­self that those two days at the lake were just some­thing that had hap­pened. Thats 
        all. The dreams were like the wound on my breast: my mind was wound­ed too. The bruis­es and 
        scratch­es were the su­per­fi­cial stuff: of course they healed quick­ly. And ev­ery­body dreams 
        about vam­pires; we grow up dream­ing about them. Theyre the first and worst mon­ster that 
        lives un­der ev­ery­bodys bed. You do get mad Weres or a de­mon thats tired of pass­ing for 
        hu­man and not be­ing able to do the less at­trac­tive de­mon things, but most­ly its vam­pires.

      I nev­er dreamed about...The fun­ny not ha-​ha thing was how hard I was try­ing to for­get 
        about him too. Hed saved my life, sure, but hed de­stroyed my world view in the pro­cess. 
        The on­ly good vam­pire was a staked and burned vam­pire, right? So what if hed shown a 
        lit­tle en­light­ened self-​in­ter­est about meas well as hav­ing a sense of hon­or straight out 
        of some nine­teenth-​cen­tu­ry melo­dra­ma with du­el­ing pis­tols and guys who said things like 
        be­gone var­let, which was how Id lived long enough to present him with an op­por­tu­ni­ty to 
        dis­play en­light­ened self-​in­ter­est. He was still a vam­pire. And ev­ery­body hed...my brain 
        would­nt go there...was still dead. To put it an­oth­er way: the loath­ly la­dy was still a 
        loath­ly la­dy, she had­nt been cured by what­ev­er, and there was no rea­son to sup­pose

      she was­nt go­ing to go on eat­ing hunts­men and their hors­es and hounds, and prob­ably the 
        oc­ca­sion­al knight who did­nt give her the right an­swers as well.

      I did­nt think there was a word for a hu­man so sicko as to res­cue a vam­pire, so he could go 
        on be­ing a vam­pire, be­cause no one had ev­er done it. Be­fore.

      When I woke up out of one of these night­mares I did­nt dare go back to sleep again. And 
        they kept com­ing. So af­ter a few weeks I segued from be­ing flipped out and ex­haust­ed by 
        what had hap­pened to be­ing flipped out and ex­haust­ed from be­ing flipped out and ex­haust­ed.

      Dur­ing this first time in my life I did­nt want to read lots of news re­ports about Oth­er 
        ac­tiv­ity, there seemed to be more of them around.

      Some of it was okay. There was an­oth­er long heat­ed de­bateas a re­sult of some sta­tis­ti­cal 
        re­view stat­ing that the num­bers of those af­flict­ed were risingabout whether in­cu­bi or 
        suc­cu­bi were liv­ing or un­dead, which is an old ar­gu­ment but no one has ev­er set­tled it. 
        The ob­sta­cle to sci­en­tif­ic study is that the mo­ment the psy­chic con­nec­tion is cut your 
        ob­ject of in­ves­ti­ga­tion dis­in­te­grates, and by seiz­ing one of the things for sci­en­tif­ic 
        study you are ip­so fac­to sev­er­ing the link. At least un­til the glob­al coun­cil de­cides its 
        okay to keep a hu­man be­ing as a thing-​thrall, which is at present even for pur­pos­es of 
        pure re­search high­ly il­le­gal, al­though the of­fi­cial lan­guage talks about cor­po­re­al and 
        non­cor­po­re­al sub­ju­ga­tion. The rea­son its such a hot top­ic is that while in­cu­bi and suc­cu­bi 
        are a rel­ative­ly small prob­lem, some peo­ple think that find­ing out how they work would 
        give us a han­dle on vam­pires, which is ab­so­lute­ly num­ber one on ev­ery­ones list about 
        Oth­ers, and the med­ical guys can cure some­one who has been a thing-​thrall, which is­nt an 
        op­tion with vam­pire din­ners. Well, usu­al­ly they can cure some­one who has been a 
        thing-​thrall, if they havent been one for too long.

      There was a project drawn up not too long ago with a list of vol­un­teers to be 
        thing-​thralls but that nev­er got off the ground, maybe part­ly be­cause the ubis like 
        choos­ing their own prey and bait on a string does­nt in­ter­est them, but main­ly be­cause 
        there was this huge pub­lic out­cry against it. Mind you, you have to won­der about the 
        vol­un­teers. Ubis may be a big­ger prob­lem than any­body knows be­cause thing-​thralls are 
        usu­al­ly hav­ing a very good time and its their lov­ing friends and fam­ilies (some­times their 
        pissed-​off col­leagues) that start to won­der why theyre sleep­ing twelve or four­teen hours a 
        day and spend­ing the rest of the time look­ing like they just had amaz­ing­ly ter­rif­ic sex. 
        No­body knows whether thing-​thralls re­al­ly are hav­ing sex with their things ei­ther, or 
        whether they on­ly think they

      are. But even the best sex your nerve end­ings can be made to imag­ine theyre hav­ing has to 
        be bal­anced against the fact that your IQ tends to drop about one point for ev­ery month 
        youre a thing-​thrall. The clev­er­er ubis cut and run be­fore the brain drain gets ob­vi­ous, 
        and a lot of peo­ple ar­ent us­ing their brains to be­gin with and dont miss them. But 
        some­times its too late for the thrall to have any fu­ture more in­tel­lec­tu­al­ly de­mand­ing 
        than night shift shelf re­stock­er. There is a bag­ger I know at our lo­cal Mega Food who had 
        been New Ar­ca­dias top crim­inal de­fense lawyer be­fore an ubi got him. I used to read the 
        re­ports of his court­room an­tics and thought be­ing a thing-​thrall had im­proved his 
        per­son­al­ity be­yond recog­ni­tion, but it had knocked hell out of his ca­reer prospects.

      There was a se­ries of ar­ti­cles about how many dif­fer­ent kinds of Weres there are, an­oth­er 
        fa­vorite top­ic. Wolves are the fa­mous one, of course, but theyre ac­tu­al­ly com­par­ative­ly 
        rare. There are prob­ably more were-​chick­ens than there are were-​wolves, which if youre 
        ask­ing me ex­plains why com­par­ative­ly few Weres go rogue as against, say, how many demons. 
        And pos­si­bly why the black mar­ket in an­ti-​Change drugs is so slick, al­though the idea of 
        black mar­ke­teers with ei­ther a sense of hu­mor or of com­pas­sion is maybe stretch­ing it a 
        lit­tle. More like­ly the were-​chick­ens will pay any­thing for the drugs, and do.

      But there are were-​pumas, for ex­am­ple, and were-​bears. Were-​coy­otes are enough of a 
        scourge that the SOFs go af­ter them and do a hor­ri­ble sort of mop-​up about once a year. 
        Were-​rac­coons are nasty lit­tle beg­gars and were-​skunks are, well, be­yond a night­mare. Get 
        a were-​skunk mad at you and your life is­nt worth liv­ing. Theres a spe­cial fly­ing SOF unit 
        for were-​skunks. Ev­ery city over about a hun­dred thou­sand has a SOF were-​rat unit, 
        speak­ing of hor­ri­ble mop-​ups. New Ar­ca­dia has one. But ac­cord­ing to Pat and Jesse you can 
        stay one jump ahead (so to speak) of all the Weres, even the rats, as long as you dont get 
        care­less. No­body ev­er stays a jump ahead of vam­pires.

      Maybe be­cause there was all this oth­er stuff about the Oth­ers, and be­cause, of course, I 
        want­ed not to be notic­ing, I ig­nored for a while that there were more lo­cal sto­ries about 
        vam­pires. Suck­er sight­ings, suck­er ac­tiv­ity, which is to say fresh des­ic­cat­ed corpses, aka 
        dry guys. As I say, New Ar­ca­dia is pret­ty clean, but nowhere is re­al­ly clean of vam­pires. 
        And so I did­nt no­tice right away­who wants to no­tice bad stuff hap­pen­ing next door? And 
        even if it was hap­pen­ing, it did­nt mean it had any­thing to do with my lit­tle ad­ven­ture. I 
        could ig­nore it if I want­ed to.

      ...That we are both gone will mean that some­thing tru­ly ex­traor­di­nary has hap­pened. And it 
        al­most cer­tain­ly has some­thing to

      do with youas it does, does it not?and that there­fore some­thing im­por­tant about you was 
        over­looked. And Bo will like that even less than he would have liked the straight­for­ward 
        es­cape of an or­di­nary hu­man pris­on­er...

      The cof­fee­house is in the old down­town area, called Old Town now. It had been a pret­ty 
        grot­ty place when Char­lies first opened, and he catered to grot­ty peo­ple, fig­ur­ing that 
        ev­ery­body has to eat. Since he ap­par­ent­ly did­nt do any­thing­in­clud­ing, I swear, sleepin the 
        be­gin­ning but run the cof­fee­house, he could do ev­ery­thing him­self, in­clud­ing cook from 
        scratch. He did­nt even have a reg­ular wait­ress the first cou­ple of years; the kitchen, 
        such as it was, was lined out along the fourth wall. This kept his over­heads low, and Ive 
        al­ready said hes a good cook. The clean­er and more lu­cid of his grot­ty clien­tele be­gan to 
        bring their less grot­ty friends there be­cause of the food. When Mom and I moved in two 
        blocks away the gen­tri­fi­ca­tion had on­ly just be­gun­be­gun enough that Mom was­nt to­tal­ly 
        stupid to move in­but there were still drunks and hype heads on more cor­ners than not, and 
        In­gle­by Street was still all old-​books shops, the kind where walk­ing in the door puts you 
        at im­me­di­ate risk of be­ing crushed to death by a top­pling pile of crumbly yel­low mag­azines 
        no one has looked at in fifty years. (This near­ly hap­pened to me when I was twelve, and 
        the own­er was so re­lieved I was­nt go­ing to tell my mom on him­my mom even then had a lo­cal 
        rep as some­one you did­nt mess with­that he gave me a great deal on them in­stead. This 
        mot­ley as­sort­ment in­clud­ed an al­most un­bro­ken run of Vam­pire Tales and Oth­er Eerie Mat­ters 
        from the six­ties, which among oth­er Oth­er things in­clud­ed the first se­ri­al pub­li­ca­tion of 
        the ear­ly, less con­tro­ver­sial vol­umes of Blood Lore. I was al­ready Oth­er-​fas­ci­nat­ed, but 
        this may have con­firmed the dis­ease.)

      When I was still in high school the city au­thor­ities got re­al­ly ex­cit­ed be­cause New 
        Ar­ca­dia was go­ing to be on the post-​Wars map. This was part­ly be­cause wed 
        had­com­par­ative­lyqui­et Wars, so most of the city was still stand­ing and most of its 
        oc­cu­pants were still sane, and part­ly be­cause our Oth­er Mu­se­um by the mere fact that it 
        was still there had be­come na­tion­al­ly and per­haps glob­al­ly im­por­tant. I had nev­er liked it 
        my­self; the ex­hibits for the pub­lic were re­al low­est-​com­mon-​de­nom­ina­tor stuff, and you had 
        to have six PhDs, no dress sense, and a face like a prune to get in­to the stacks or any of 
        their se­ri­ous hold­ings, which in­clud­ed stuff you could­nt get on the globe-​net. You could 
        say my nose was out of joint. I was go­ing to like it even less if it was go­ing to swamp us 
        with the kind of loony-​tune aca­dem­ic that spe­cial­ized in Oth­ers, but the city coun­cil 
        thought it was go­ing to be to­tal­ly thor.

      One of their bright ideas about rais­ing Old Towns at­trac­tive­ness lev­el, since we were 
        in­con­ve­nient­ly close to the mu­se­um, was to dig up all the paving and put down the 
        cob­ble­stones that the city au­thor­ities had dug up sev­en­ty years ago to put down paving, 
        and re­place the old (and, by the way, brighter) street lamps with pho­ny gas lamps with 
        elec­tric bulbs in them. Then they stuck a raised flow­er bed in the mid­dle of what had been 
        the road, and made it a pedes­tri­an precinct. The old-​books stores left and the an­tique 
        shops and craft bou­tiques moved in, and for a while there Char­lie and Mom were think­ing 
        des­olate­ly about try­ing to re­lo­cate the cof­fee­house be­cause we did­nt want to learn to make 
        Jack­son Pol­lack squig­gles out of rasp­ber­ry coulis, thank you very much. And if the tax­es 
        went up as pre­dict­ed they would have to sell the house even if they kept the cof­fee­house, 
        which they prob­ably would­nt do ei­ther be­cause they would­nt be able to bear putting up the 
        prices enough for the sort of hash and chili and chick­en pot pie and suc­co­tash pud­ding and 
        big fat sand­wich­es on slabs of our own bread menu that we do so well this was be­fore my 
        bak­ery was built and so be­fore we were al­so known for tox­ic sug­ar-​shock spe­cial­sto keep us 
        in the black. Our reg­ulars would­nt be able to af­ford it, even if the new up­scale crowd 
        want­ed to eat retro din­er food, or we want­ed to serve it to them. Mean­while the pedes­tri­an 
        precinct seemed to be pret­ty well shut­ting down our truck­er traf­fic, and Char­lies has had 
        truck­ers from its first day. There used to be a joke that a New Ar­ca­dia route truck­er 
        was­nt the re­al thing till he could get his rig with­in two blocks of Char­lies.

      But it turned out there were more of the old grot­ty peo­ple still cling­ing on than any­one 
        re­al­ized­well, we re­al­ized it, be­cause most of them ate at the cof­fee­house (in­clud­ing the 
        bet­ter class of dere­licts who knew to come to the side door and ask for left­overs), but we 
        thought the Rolex shiny-​brief­case thugs would drive them out. On­ly it was the Rolex 
        shiny-​brief­case thugs that even­tu­al­ly left. So the old grot­ty peo­ple are still here, and 
        the cof­fee­house is still here, and Mom and Char­lie still live around the cor­ner, and most 
        of the an­tique shops have sub­sid­ed or are sub­sid­ing more or less gen­tly in­to junk shops 
        again, and some of them are be­gin­ning to have piles of old books in the cor­ners, and most 
        of our truck­ers still come in the back way, al­though they cant get with­in two blocks any 
        more. And when the city in dis­gust told us to mind our own flow­er bed be­cause they wer­ent 
        go­ing to do it any more, Mrs. Bialosky, who is one of our most stal­wart and ubiq­ui­tous 
        lo­cals, or­ga­nized work­ing par­ties, and near­ly ev­ery year since then our flow­er bed wins 
        some­thing in the New Ar­ca­dia neigh­bor­hood gar­den­ing fes­ti­val, and I like to think I can 
        hear the sound of city au­thor­ity teeth grind­ing. Mrs. Bialosky owns a

      nar­row lit­tle house on the cor­ner of In­gle­by and North where she can keep an eye on al­most 
        ev­ery­thing that hap­pens, and the two-​seater cor­ner booth just to the right of the front 
        door of Char­lies al­so be­longs to her in all but re­al es­tate con­tract, and woe be­tide 
        any­one who sits there with­out her per­mis­sion. Mrs. B, by the way, is sus­pect­ed of be­ing a 
        Were, but there is no con­sen­sus on a were-​what. Guess­es range from para­keet to Gi­la 
        mon­ster. (Yes, there are were-​Gi­las, but not usu­al­ly this far north.)

      For the most part our neigh­bor­hood is a good thing. Who wants to be daz­zled by Rolex­es and 
        alu­minum brief­cas­es ev­ery time you want to have a qui­et cup of tea sit­ting on the wall 
        around the award-​win­ning flow­er bed? Ill take the odd wan­der­ing va­grant any day. But it 
        means that if you­ve got vam­pires mov­ing in from the out­side theyre go­ing to move in­to our 
        neigh­bor­hood be­fore they move in­to a neigh­bor­hood like the one the city au­thor­ities had 
        planned for us. Suck­ers dont like their food in a bad state of preser­va­tion any more than 
        hu­mans do, but our pop­ula­tion is pre­dom­inant­ly sound and healthy, just not very well-​off 
        or im­por­tant. Fur­ther­more, when the city went in­to its snit about our bad at­ti­tude, they 
        had fin­ished tear­ing out all the old street­lights but had­nt fin­ished putting in new ones, 
        and since then they keep claim­ing they cant af­ford to fin­ish the job. Some of our shad­owy 
        cor­ners are re­al­ly very shad­owy.

      And then one of the dry guys turned up on Lin­coln Street, less than three blocks from 
        Char­lies.

      You might think the neigh­bor­hood would shut down, ev­ery­one stay­ing in­doors with the doors 
        locked, iron dead­bolts stamped with ward signs and shut­ters hung with charms, but far from 
        it. Char­lies was hop­ping the next evening, and since Char­lie him­self would al­most rather 
        die than turn away a cus­tomer­not be­cause he al­ways has his eye on his prof­it mar­gin (Mom 
        would say he nev­er has his eye on his prof­it mar­gin), but be­cause a hun­gry and thirsty 
        per­son must al­ways be treat­ed kind­ly­we had peo­ple lean­ing against the walls and out­side 
        against the front win­dow. Maybe they were crowd­ed a lit­tle clos­er than usu­al un­der the 
        awning, where the cof­fee­house lights were bright. Our dopey fake gas lamps dot­ted around 
        the square looked even more pa­thet­ic than usu­al, but youre pret­ty safe if theres enough of 
        you. Even a se­ri­ous vam­pire gang wont tack­le a big group of hu­mans with­out an ex­treme­ly 
        good rea­son. But it was just as well no fire in­spec­tor came out for a stroll that night 
        and checked the num­bers against our li­cense. Al­though the lo­cal fire in­spec­tor was an old 
        friend of Char­lies, and would have stopped for a glass of cham­pagne and a chat.

      Things got re­al­ly ex­cit­ing when the TV van showed up. I was in the bak­ery, fever­ish­ly 
        turn­ing out what­ev­er-​took-​the-​least-​time to feed the

      ex­tra peo­ple, but I heard the com­mo­tion and Mary put her head in long enough to tell me 
        what was go­ing on. Im not here, I said. If it comes up. She nod­ded and dis­ap­peared.

      But too many oth­er peo­ple knew I was there. Id been in­ter­viewe­dor rather theyd tried to 
        in­ter­view meright af­ter it hap­pened. SOF is sup­posed to co­op­er­ate with the me­dia, but I 
        know Pat and Jesse are in a more or less con­tin­ual state of pissed-​off­ness be­cause some­one 
        is for­ev­er leak­ing more stuff from their of­fice than they feel any­one but them needs to 
        know, but their boss, or rather their sub-​boss, wide­ly known as the god­dess of pain, 
        re­fus­es to try to shut it down, so they are stuck. In this case it meant that it had got 
        leaked that SOF was very in­ter­est­ed in what­ev­er had hap­pened to me, even if I had­nt giv­en 
        them any rea­son to be in­ter­est­ed, and even though ap­par­ent­ly noth­ing else had hap­pened 
        since (if Id de­vel­oped a rid­er, like an in­cubus, or a hitch, from a de­mon hav­ing me on a 
        teth­er, there are signs, if youre look­ing). So now Mr. TV Rov­ing In Your Face Re­porter, 
        ex­plor­ing neigh­bor­hood re­sponse to a suck­er in our midst, want­ed to in­ter­view me, and at 
        least eight peo­ple had told him I was on the premis­es. Mom, for good or bad, had gone 
        home; she hates packed-​out nights and in the­ory we did­nt need her. She would have giv­en 
        Mr. TV Pain in the Butt In­ter­view­er some­thing to think about. It might­nt have been such 
        great pub­lic­ity for Char­lies but we dont re­al­ly need to care what lo­cal TV thinks of us.

      Char­lie is great at blan­dish­ing. Few peo­ple can re­sist him when hes in Full Blan­dish. But 
        hes nowhere near as good at get­ting rid of ass­holes as Mel is, and it was Mels night off. 
        Char­lie came back af­ter a while and asked if I could bear to come out and be stared at. 
        You can say no a few times and come back here; Ill keep em out af­ter that. But if youd be 
        un­co­op­er­ative in per­son first it would be eas­ier.

      Char­lie knew I hat­ed the whole busi­ness, which I did, but that was­nt the re­al prob­lem. The 
        ev­er-​ready-​for-​fresh-​dis­as­ters me­dia guys had wal­loped my bruised and messed-​up face on­to 
        TV sev­en weeks ago, though Id re­fused to talk to them. I dont sup­pose I could have stopped 
        them even if it had oc­curred to me to try. Id thought about it lat­er. I had­nt want­ed to, 
        but I did. Did vam­pires watch lo­cal news on TV? Sev­en weeks ago they might still have been 
        pry­ing up floor­boards for where I might be hid­ing.

      Most of what goes on TV, even on lo­cal TV, gets archived on the globenet with­in a few 
        weeks. And vam­pires use the globenet all right. Some peo­ple be­lieve vam­pire tech is bet­ter 
        than hu­man.

      I went out front like Char­lie asked. Mr. TV was there with his cam­era slave, half 
        Quasi­mo­do and half Borg. Mr. TV had amaz­ing teeth, even for a

      TV pre­sen­ter. I dont have any­thing to say, I said.

      Just come out­side a minute, where we can get a clear­er shot, said Mr. Teeth. I won­dered if 
        vam­pires ev­er got their teeth capped. I went off on a tee­ny fan­ta­sy about spe­cial­ist fang 
        caps. Prob­ably not.

      You dont have any­thing to get a clear­er shot of, I said.

      Oh now you want to leave that up to us, said Mr. Teeth, grin­ning even wider. He put his 
        hand on my arm.

      Take your hand off my arm, I said. I had meant to sound huffy but it came out sound­ing 
        like a per­son about to fly in­to the ozone and loop the loop. Damn.

      Mr. Teeth dropped my arm but his eyes (and his in­cisors) glint­ed with in­creased in­ter­est. 
        Damn. He made a ges­ture to the slave, who raised his cam­era and point­ed it at Mr. Teeth. I 
        heard him start in with the TV in­tro­duc­tion voice but there was a ring­ing in my ears. The 
        scab on my breast start­ed itch­ing fierce­ly. I kept my hands clenched at my sides; if I 
        scratched it it would start to bleed, and if it start­ed to bleed it would leak through, 
        and I did­nt want the Con­tu­sion That Would­nt Go Away to be on the eleven oclock news too. 
        Sev­en weeks ago Id been home from the doc­tor for the first time and bristling with 
        stitch­es (for the first time), which had been part of the shock ef­fect of my ap­pear­ance, 
        since they showed. Back then while I had­nt ex­act­ly been aim­ing for the Franken­stein look 
        it had­nt oc­curred to me I had any­thing to hide, and I did­nt want the lit­tle stub­bly ends 
        catch­ing on my cloth­ing.

      I had been avoid­ing think­ing about any im­pli­ca­tions in a suck­er vic­tim found three blocks 
        from the cof­fee­house, as I had been avoid­ing notic­ing there was more lo­cal suck­er ac­tiv­ity 
        at all. If Id been avoid­ing it less hard, it might have oc­curred to me that some kind of 
        news gang would turn up to pry a few rav­aged ex­pres­sions and maybe if they were lucky some 
        sign of an in­cip­ient crack-​up out of some of the na­tives. (Pos­si­bly not re­al­iz­ing that Old 
        Town al­ways had na­tives on the brink of a crack-​up.) The po­lice had­nt iden­ti­fied the body 
        yet­they called it the vic­ti­mand no­body at the cof­fee­house was miss­ing any­one.

      Vam­pire sens­es are dif­fer­ent from hu­man in a num­ber of ways. The one that is rel­evant in 
        this case is that land­scape which is all one sort of thing is...more pen­etra­ble...to the 
        ex­tent of its ho­mo­gene­ity...

      I had no idea what the ho­mo­gene­ity of TV broad­cast­ing might be from a vam­pire per­spec­tive. 
        I did­nt want to know.

      The cam­era swung to point at me.

      I raised a hand against it. No, I said.

      But Mr. Teeth said. He was try­ing to de­cide whether more smil­ing was called for or if he 
        should try a frown. I put up my oth­er hand, blank­ing out most of the lens. Quasi-​Borg 
        said, Okay, okay, I get the idea, and let the thing sag. If it was still tap­ing it was 
        get­ting a good shot of a dirty apron, pur­ple jeans, and red sneak­ers.

      Mr. Teeth, the mike still glued un­der his chin, said, Miss Sed­don, we on­ly want a few 
        words with you. You must un­der­stand that the as­saults on any hu­man by the Oth­ers are 
        al­ways of first im­por­tance to ev­ery oth­er hu­man, and it is the du­ty of a re­spon­si­ble me­dia 
        that we re­port any­thing of that sort as quick­ly and thor­ough­ly as pos­si­ble. Miss Sed­don, a 
        man died here.

      I know, I said. Fine. Go re­port it.

      Mr. Teeth looked at me a mo­ment. I could see him de­cid­ing on the hard-​man ap­proach. Miss 
        Sed­don, it is very plain to many of us that whether you wish to dis­cuss your ex­pe­ri­ences 
        or not, you too have been a vic­tim of an Oth­er at­tack, and the fact that a mere few weeks 
        lat­er a vam­pire vic­tim should turn up near your place of em­ploy­ment can­not be con­sid­ered 
        in­signif­icant.

      Two months, I said. Not a few weeks.

      Miss Sed­don, he said, do you still de­ny that you were set on by Oth­ers?

      I dont say any­thing one way or an­oth­er, I said. I dont re­mem­ber.

      Miss Sed­don

      Shes told you she has noth­ing to say to you, said Char­lie. I think thats enough. He was so 
        rarely hos­tile I al­most did­nt rec­og­nize him. In the back of my mind, a thought was 
        form­ing: if he can get rid of a tanked up six-​and-​a-​half-​foot con­struc­tion work­er with a 
        few friend­ly words, which he can, and if he just failed a few min­utes ago to get rid of a 
        tanked-​up-​on-​his-​own-​im­por­tance TV ass­hole be­cause he had been un­able to get 
        con­fronta­tion­al about it, what does it mean that hes sud­den­ly feel­ing so an­tag­onis­tic 
        to­ward Mr. Re­spon­si­ble Me­dia Re­porter now? I did­nt like the an­swer to that ques­tion. It 
        meant that he thought Mr. Re­spon­si­ble Me­di­aand our sud­den­ly over-​watch­ful Pat and Jesse 
        and their friendswere right about what had hap­pened to me. How could they tell? I had­nt 
        said any­thing. And no­body gets away from...they could­nt think it was vam­pires.

      Mr. Re­spon­si­ble Me­dia was look­ing re­bel­lious, but this was my coun­try.

      I was Cin­na­mon Roll Queen and most of those as­sem­bled were my de­vot­ed sub­jects. Hey, leave 
        her alone, man, said Steve, idly rolling up to stand next to the counter stool hed been 
        sit­ting on. Steve is­nt ma­jor league tall, but he is ma­jor league in the loom­ing un­spo­ken 
        threat de­part­ment. Things had gone kind of qui­et in the last few min­utes while ev­ery­one 
        watched me refuse to be in­ter­viewed, and now they went qui­eter yet. One or two oth­er 
        peo­plethat is to say, guysstood up, just as idly as Steve had. I was sud­den­ly glad it was 
        Mels night off af­ter all; un­der the good-​old-​boy ex­te­ri­or he had a tem­per on him, and hed 
        been feel­ing kind of pro­tec­tive of me late­ly. Over Mr. Re­spon­si­ble Me­dias shoul­der I met 
        Jess­es gaze. He and Pat and John were sit­ting squashed to­geth­er at a two-​per­son ta­ble. I 
        could see by their still­ness that they wer­ent stand­ing up...and I did­nt have to think too 
        hard to fig­ure out that this was be­cause they knew Mr. Re­spon­si­ble Me­dia would rec­og­nize 
        them as SOFs and they were giv­ing me a break. Be­cause they knew I need­ed a break. Oh 
        skeg­ging damn .

      All right, all right, mut­tered Mr. Re­spon­si­ble, and he waved at his cam­era slave, and they 
        left the cof­fee­house re­luc­tant­ly.

      Thanks, I said to ev­ery­one gen­er­al­ly. I pat­ted Steves ham­like shoul­der on my way back to 
        the bak­ery (and sent him three cran­ber­ry and sprout­ed wheat muffins via Mary, which were 
        his fa­vorite) and did­nt come out again till clos­ing, al­though Mary came in a few times to 
        tell me what was go­ing on. She had her break in the bak­ery too so she could tell me in 
        de­tail about the in­ter­view Mr. Re­spon­si­ble had had with Mrs. Bialosky, who knew how to 
        play an au­di­ence. Shed learned a lot in the years of run­ning our flow­er bed, and shed 
        nev­er been some­body any sane per­son would want to jerk around. Mary had me laugh­ing by the 
        time she had to go back to work.

      Jesse came in right af­ter Mary left. It was like hed been lis­ten­ing at the door. He stood 
        there look­ing at me. I went on hurl­ing large spoon­fuls of bat­ter in­to mil­lions of muf­fin 
        cups. Muf­fin cups in my bak­ery were re­al sor­cer­ers ap­pren­tice ma­te­ri­al, like the dough for 
        the cin­na­mon rolls ev­ery morn­ing could have stood in for The Blob. There is­nt room to hang 
        around back here, I said. There was­nt, al­though peo­ple of­ten did. It was il­le­gal to have 
        cus­tomers back here, but the lo­cal food in­spec­tors were all Char­lies friends, just like 
        our lo­cal fire in­spec­tor was. Wed had the head in­spec­tors daugh­ters fif­teenth birth­day 
        par­ty here about six months ago: the sto­ry was that the cof­fee­house was the com­pro­mise 
        reached be­tween the par­ty her par­ents want­ed her to have and the par­ty she want­ed to have. 
        I made six choco­late chip lay­er cakes for the event (and choco­late

      but­ter al­pha­bet cook­ies to spell out HAP­PY BIRTH­DAY CATHY over the frost­ing, be­cause I 
        dont do fan­cy dec­orat­ing, life is too short), and they were all gone that evening. Some of 
        her friends were still com­ing back. I was go­ing to need a sec­ond ap­pren­tice if Char­lies 
        be­came a haunt of teenage boys.

      Mary was in here for fif­teen min­utes.

      You tell time re­al well, I said. Is that an im­por­tant skill in SOF? Mary will fit on the 
        stool. You wont. I kept a stool wedged in the one semifree cor­ner that was­nt next to the 
        ovens, for staff on break, or any­one else I felt like let­ting in­to my ter­ri­to­ry. No SOF 
        was on that list tonight, and I was­nt in a good mood.

      Jesse went and sat on the stool. He did fit. SOF made you keep in shape to keep your job. 
        No lard butts there. The SOFs wer­ent that much eas­ier to keep topped up than teenage boys. 
        All that fit­ness makes you eat. Pat in par­tic­ular could put it away. When he sat on that 
        stool I had to keep a sharp eye on him. He could make whole loaves of bread dis­ap­pear in 
        mo­ments.

      I opened the oven doors and drag­on breath roared in­to the room. I shoved in muf­fin tins. I 
        closed the doors and set the timer. I dumped the bowls in the sink and turned on the 
        wa­ter. The cof­fee­house does­nt have the most ef­fi­cient lay­out in the world, and the 
        dish­wash­er is in the main kitchen. When I had time, I washed up my own stuff.

      I made as much noise as pos­si­ble. Rae, said Jesse at last. Yeah, I said. Were on the same 
        side.

      I did­nt say any­thing. Are we? Am I sure Im on the right side any more? It was a very 
        pret­ty co­nun­drum. Peo­ple dont es­cape from vam­pires. Since Im alive...It was­nt re­al­ly 
        con­sort­ing with the en­emy. It was just some­thing that hap­pened. Yeah, and it just hap­pened 
        that I could keep the sun off a vam­pire.

      It was­nt him I need­ed to for­get. It was me. It was what I had done.

      Why would a vam­pire stick around to feed a hu­man milk and muffin­sand make sure she did­nt 
        choke on them? Hon­or among thieves? Id said that. To him. Why the hell had I want­ed to 
        save him? Hed al­most had me for din­ner. Hed thought about it.

      Why had my tree said yessssss? What the hell was I?

      Maybe the fact that the vam­pire slash on my breast hurt all the time and would­nt heal was 
        a good sign. Maybe it meant I was still hu­man.

      Even­tu­al­ly Jesse got down from the stool and went away.

      The night­mares that night were par­tic­ular­ly bad, and ap­par­ent­ly Id been claw­ing my­self in 
        my sleep, be­cause when the alarm went off at three-​forty-​five and I groaned and rolled 
        over and turned the light on, not on­ly had the scab split open again but my pil­low had big 
        ug­ly streaks and blotch­es of blood all over it.

      The alarm was still go­ing off a quar­ter hour ear­li­er than it used to be­cause it took me a 
        quar­ter hour longer to get mov­ing in the morn­ing than it used to. I was still tired all 
        the time. Okay, it was just the night­mares stop­ping me sleep­ing prop­er­ly. Plus wor­ry­ing 
        about stuff like my face in the globenet archive and what all my friends thought. I was­nt 
        los­ing enough blood from the vam­pire slash to make me tired that way. And it did­nt hurt 
        all that much. It was just a nag­ging nui­sance.

      I drove to the cof­fee­house and made cin­na­mon rolls and rye brea­dit was rye bread dayand 
        then I made ba­nana hon­ey nut bread and fig bars and Hells An­gelfood and Killer Ze­bras and 
        a lot of muffins, and by late morn­ing I was done. I had the rest of the day off till six.

      There was one thing that helped the tired­ness a lit­tle, and stopped my breast prick­ling 
        and itch­ing as well. Sun­light. It was a glo­ri­ous, blue, sun­ny day and I went home and lay 
        in it. For near­ly sev­en hours. I should have burned to a crisp, but I nev­er sun­burn. It 
        goes in some­where. Ive al­ways been like this. But since those two nights on the lake Id 
        been spend­ing more time than usu­al when the sun was out, ly­ing in it. And I seemed to be 
        do­ing more and more of it. Id missed an old-​books fair with Aim­il and Zo­ra, and the last 
        time Meld sug­gest­ed we go hik­ing Id opt­ed to lie in the sun in his back yard while he took 
        an­oth­er mo­tor­cy­cle apart. This was fine with him but it was­nt at all like me. I was­nt even 
        read­ing as much as usu­al; it was as if I had to con­cen­trate on soak­ing in as much sun­shine 
        as I could, and did­nt dare dis­tract my­self from that cru­cial ac­tiv­ity.

      Okay, I had a lot of catch­ing up to do. The part of me that was my grand­moth­ers 
        grand­daugh­ter had been hav­ing a free ride the last fif­teen years, and out of nowhere Id 
        tapped her flat. Whether for good cause or bad. Recharg­ing was in or­der.

      But it was­nt just that. It was like I was un­der at­tack. And it did­nt feel like it was on­ly 
        from my own neg­ative think­ing.

      There were more peo­ple than usu­al at the cof­fee­house that evening too,

      but not as many as the night be­fore, and there were no TV vans and noth­ing to make me 
        jumpy, ex­cept maybe that six of our lit­tle SOF gang were there. Six? Did­nt these peo­ple 
        have lives?

      No, they did­nt have lives. SOFs wer­ent ex­pect­ed to have lives. You were a SOF, you stayed 
        very fit and you did­nt have a life. A bit like run­ning a fam­ily cof­fee­house re­al­ly. Maybe 
        that was why they felt we should be kin­dred spir­its. And our SOFs had din­ner at the 
        cof­fee­house more nights than they did­nt, and a lot of the staff from our coun­ty SOF 
        head­quar­ters, which was on­ly about a half a mile away north of Old Town, came by some time 
        in the morn­ings for cof­fee and a cin­na­mon roll. Re­lax, Sun­shine.

      I tried to re­lax. They re­leased the name of the poor bod that had got sucked: no­body any 
        of us knew. He lived in our city, but not around here. Noth­ing else hap­pened. No more dry 
        guys, at least none left for us to find. By three days lat­er when things ap­peared to be 
        back to nor­mal I man­aged to say, Hey, hows it go­ing, in an or­di­nary voice when I found 
        Jesse and Theo sit­ting at the ta­ble next to the door when I walked in for the evening 
        dessert shift. Paulie had been in the bak­ery all af­ter­noon, and he was ea­ger to leave. I 
        was still let­ting him have most any evening he want­ed off, let­ting him put his hours in 
        dur­ing the days; I was chiefly in­ter­est­ed in that sec­ond morn­ing a week I did­nt have to 
        get up at three-​forty-​five. I was used to not hav­ing a life, and I want­ed to hold on to 
        Paulie. He was the first ap­pren­tice Id hired who both had a brain and liked play­ing with 
        food. Al­so he was the first guy who did­nt seem to think his man­hood was un­der threat by 
        hav­ing to learn stuff and take or­ders from some­one of my age and gen­der. He still had to 
        live through his first Au­gust in the bak­ery with the ovens on, but I was hope­ful.

      We emp­tied out a lit­tle ear­li­er than some­times, es­pe­cial­ly sur­pris­ing on a 
        three-​day-​week­end Sun­day. Wed be open to­mor­row while most of the rest of the work­ing world 
        was cel­ebrat­ing the birth of Jas­min Az­iz, the fa­mous code-​break­er of the Voodoo Wars and 
        why we still have Michi­gan, Chippe­wa, and most of On­tario in­stead of the biggest smok­ing 
        hole on the plan­et. But she had been nick­named Moth­er Dur­ga, She Who Is Dif­fi­cult to 
        Ap­proach, long be­fore she was a hero, and the name stuck. Ha. Even if Char­lies did­nt stay 
        open au­to­mat­ical­ly for three-​day week­end Mon­days, wedve had to stay open for that one.

      Id pulled the last trays out of the ovens a while back, racked or frozen what was­nt go­ing 
        to get eat­en that night, start­ed roll and bread dough for to­mor­row morn­ing, and had come 
        out front to sit at the counter and gos­sip for the last few min­utes with Liz and Kyoko, 
        who were on late that night, and Em­my, who had re­cent­ly been pro­mot­ed to as­sis­tant cook and

      was­nt sure she could take the pace. (I was slight­ly in­sult­ed by this, since Id been us­ing 
        her in the bak­ery be­tween ap­pren­tices, and felt that I must be at least as mer­ci­less and 
        tem­per­amen­tal a taskmas­ter as any­thing the main kitchen crew could do.) Theo showed 
        oc­ca­sion­al signs of want­ing to get fond of Kyoko, but she knew about SOFs, and she was­nt 
        hav­ing any. Char­lie was there, prowl­ing; he did­nt know how to sit down. Mel was clos­ing 
        down in the kitchen, which in­clud­ed pre­vent­ing Ken­ny from slop­ing off ear­ly. A qui­et night 
        gave you time to catch up.

      It was warm, and the front doors were open. There were still a few peo­ple sit­ting at one 
        of the out­side ta­bles; an­oth­er cou­ple had drift­ed off with their cups of cof­fee to sit on 
        the flow­er bed wall and smooch. One of the last clos­ing-​up rit­uals was to have a sweep 
        through the square for cof­fee cups, cham­pagne glass­es, and dessert plates. If you paid 
        your bill be­fore­hand, we did­nt stop you tak­ing your sweet­heart and your sweet thing on a 
        plate to a qui­eter spot. (Your bad luck if you chose a spot al­ready oc­cu­pied by a wino or 
        a hype head, but hey.) This was prob­ably il­le­gal too, by civ­il reg­ula­tion 6703.4, 
        sub­head­ing Be­hav­ior of Clien­tele at Eat­ing Es­tab­lish­ments and Po­ten­tial Broad­cast­ing of 
        Crumbs to Dele­te­ri­ous Ef­fect, viz., the Ver­min Pop­ula­tion, but no one had stopped us yet.

      It was so qui­et. Peace­ful. Even the SOFs looked pret­ty re­laxed, for SOFs.

      And I heard a fa­mil­iar gob­lin gig­gle.

      Did I hear it? I dont know. Ill nev­er know. But I knew it, one way or an­oth­er, how­ev­er it 
        got to me. And I had picked up a ta­ble knife and bolt­ed out the door long be­fore any poor 
        fol­low­ing-​on func­tion like ra­tio­nal thought had a chance to kick in­to gear.

      No hu­man has ev­er de­stroyed a vam­pire by thun­der­ing down on it bran­dish­ing a ta­ble knife. 
        In the first place, vam­pires are fan­tas­ti­cal­ly faster than hu­mans. You cant race up to a 
        vam­pire to do any­thing, be­cause its done it sev­er­al times al­ready, wait­ing for you. And 
        you can bet its not go­ing to stand there wait­ing to be staked.

      In the sec­ond place, a ta­ble knife is a re­al bad choice. You can do it with wrought iron, 
        al­though no one in their right mind is go­ing to haul a wrought iron stake around with them 
        when wood works bet­ter and weighs a lot less. But stain­less steel, for­get it: it slith­ers 
        off, like a swiz­zle stick on an ice cube. You have as much chance of punch­ing a hole in a 
        vam­pire with stain­less steel as you have rac­ing up to it and get­ting it to hold still 
        while you try.

      Wood will break through that lit­tle lay­er of what­ev­er-​it-​is, the

      elec­tric­ity of the un­dead, and let your stake pen­etrate. You still have to ram it in hard, 
        and you have to know where its go­ing, and it has to reach and en­ter the heart, or you­ve 
        just died as the vam­pire rips your head off. A suck­er re­pelling a stak­ing does­nt both­er to 
        be cool about it. (Note that while a vam­pire may have to ask per­mis­sion to suck your 
        blood, it can kill you any time it likes. It just wont get a square meal out of the 
        ex­pe­ri­ence.) Ma­cho SOFs will go straight in through the breast­bone, but the more 
        so­phis­ti­cat­ed ap­proachas well as the more like­ly to be suc­cess­fulis up un­der­neath it. The 
        notch at the bot­tom of the breast­bone is a use­ful road mark­er­so Im told. Its still not at 
        all easy to do. There are lots of dead peo­ple who have tried. There have been a lot of 
        stud­ies done about the best wood for stakes too. Turns out its ap­ple woodand not any old 
        ap­ple, but a tree that is home to mistle­toe. Re­tired or in­valid­ed-​out SOFs (this lat­ter 
        cat­ego­ry a small num­ber: SOFs tend to live or die with noth­ing in be­tween) of­ten end up 
        tend­ing SOF or­chards, and mak­ing sure the mistle­toe is hap­py. Mistle­toe is cranky stuff, 
        and no­body knows why it some­times grows and some­times does­nt. Makes you won­der what the 
        druids knewor John­ny Ap­ple­seed. Of course the druids are a fairy tale and John­ny Ap­ple­seed 
        nev­er ex­ist­ed. They say. But then, they al­so say that no hu­man has ev­er de­stroyed a 
        vam­pire by charg­ing at one flash­ing a ta­ble knife.

      Maybe no hu­man ev­er had.

      I did have one ad­van­tage. He was­nt ex­pect­ing me.

      I had time to see the look on his face. I prob­ably did­nt fig­ure out what Id seen till 
        lat­er, but this was what it was: he was look­ing for mefor me but he was­nt ex­pect­ing to 
        find me. He was work­ing un­der his mas­ters or­ders, all right, but pri­vate­ly he thought his 
        mas­ter had a wild hair up his ass, and he was­nt go­ing to find me, be­cause I was dead. He 
        did­nt know how I was dead, or where I had dis­ap­peared to, but I had to be dead. There­fore 
        I was. I un­der­stood this point of view com­plete­ly.

      Maybe it was just the sur­prise of see­ing some­one think­ing they could do any­thing with a 
        ta­ble knife.

      He paused. The girl hed been pulling un­der stood sway­ing and stupid while he turned to me. 
        We stared in­to each oth­ers eyes for the last time frag­ment, my last few run­ning steps, 
        be­fore I thud­ded in­to him...

      ...and slammed the ta­ble knife up un­der his breast­bone, and in­to his heart. I re­mem­ber the 
        hot evil smell of his last breath on my face...

      Id nev­er heard or read any­where that vam­pires ex­plode when staked. Maybe its on­ly when you 
        use a ta­ble knife. Vam­pires ar­ent made of flesh

      and blood quite the way we are...but near kali god­dam enough. It was...hor­ri­ble. The 
        con­tact, when I drove against him, not just arms length with the knife The sense of the 
        knife go­ing in­maybe I did­nt think I was go­ing to be able to do it ei­ther; maybe that was 
        the plan The tex­ture of the knife slid­ing in­to The way it seemed to know where to go, with 
        my hand on it

      The smell

      The sur­prise on his face, just be­fore my knife reached his heart and it stopped­be­ing a face

      The sound The pres­sure of the­blast­which made me stag­ger, which smeared

      and stained me with

      From the taste in my mouth a few min­utes lat­er, I as­sume I threw up. Maybe I passed out as 
        well, al­though I was still on my feet when I be­gan to hear some­one shout­ing, Rae! Rae! Its 
        over! Youre okay! and al­so be­gan to re­al­ize there were arms around me and they were try­ing 
        to stop me thrash­ing around. There was a lot of oth­er noise; some­one scream­ing; oth­er 
        peo­ple shout­ing; and, com­ing clos­er, a siren. The siren should have been re­as­sur­ing: the 
        sound of ap­proach­ing au­thor­ity. Au­thor­ity would take over and I could re­lax. Re­lax, 
        Sun­shine.

      It was­nt re­as­sur­ing. But it did have the ef­fect of sober­ing me up. I stopped flail­ing. The 
        arms loos­ened­not very muc­hand let me stand on my own feet. It was Jesse, hold­ing on to me.

      There was al­ready a crowd. I sup­pose the scream­ing brought them. Were the kind of 
        neigh­bor­hood that re­sponds to screams. Jesse and I were in a lit­tle al­ley­way­one al­ley over 
        from where the corpse husk, the dry guy, had been found a week agoand from some­where 
        some­one had found a cou­ple of halo­gen flood­lights. This meant you could see...

      I start­ed retch­ing, and Jesse turned me round and start­ed haul­ing me to­ward­what turned out 
        to be a car, driv­en by Theo. Its a good trick, get­ting any­thing with four wheels, 
        in­clud­ing a kids lit­tle red wag­on, this far in­to Old Town. Maybe thats part of SOF 
        train­ing too. The crowd was still gath­er­ing. Maybe they did­nt un­der­stand what they were 
        see­ingthe dark, drib­bling blotch­es on the ground, stick­ily trail­ing down the en­clos­ing 
        wall­sthe char­nel house smell might have been a dead rat or a backed-​up drain; Old Town can 
        be like that­but the scene the flood­lights il­lu­mi­nat­ed...I man­aged to look away be­fore I 
        heaved again, not, I think, that there was any­thing left to come up.

      Jesse bun­dled me in­to the back seat and was now...wip­ing me down with a tow­el. I 
        had...hor­ri­ble stuff all over me. Did SOF ve­hi­cles au­to­mat­ical­ly car­ry large ab­sorbent 
        tow­els for...cleanup? This one had hung out­doors on a line. I tried to think about the 
        smell of the towellaun­dry soap, fresh air, sun­light. I was cry­ing. Less messy than 
        throw­ing up any­way. Eas­ier to clean up af­ter. I cried hard­er. Id cried more in the last 
        two months than I had done in my en­tire pre­vi­ous life.

      I croaked some­thing. I did­nt un­der­stand what I said ei­ther, and Jesse said, Dont talk now. 
        Were go­ing to get you some clean clothes and a cup of coftea. He knew me well enough to 
        know I did­nt drink cof­fee. That should have been re­as­sur­ing too, that I was with 
        friends­but I was­nt with friends. I was with SOF. Who had seen me ex­plode a suck­er with a 
        ta­ble knife. I won­dered if they were get­ting me away so fast, be­fore any­one from the 
        cof­fee­house had a chance to in­ter­vene. Mel. Char­lie. Where were they tak­ing me any­way? And 
        why? I could make a guess and it did­nt make me feel any bet­ter.

      Jess­es dark face was in­vis­ible in the dark­ness of the back seat. I was al­most des­per­ate 
        enough to ask to turn the dome light on, just so I could see his face. That he had a face. 
        A hu­man face.

      I croaked again. Will she be all right?

      Who? said Jesse.

      The girl. The...girl who was scream­ing. The girl who was...un­der the dark.

      Jesse said, Shell be okay.

      I was silent a minute. We were out of Old Town. I could­nt fig­ure what we were do­ing at 
        first; I was used to the front door of the SOF coun­ty build­ing­not that I made a habit of 
        go­ing there­of course there would be a back way. Where they parked their cars. Al­so per­haps 
        where they brought peo­ple in they did­nt want to be seen. How soon be­fore the TV van showed 
        up in the al­ley­way and start­ed pan­ning over those blotchy walls, those grue­some­ly 
        amor­phous lumps on the pave­ment?

      You dont know, do you? You dont know if shell be all right.

      Jesse sighed and sat back, leav­ing the tow­el in my lap. It did­nt smell like sun­light any 
        more: it smelled like dis­in­te­grat­ed vam­pire. The car smelled like dis­in­te­grat­ed vam­pire. 
        Jesse, be­cause hed been hold­ing on to me, had dis­in­te­grat­ed vam­pire all over him too. In 
        the flick­er­ing light as we went from one street­lights au­ra to the next he looked rather 
        too much like a pied de­mon. Pied demons are not among the nice ones. No. I dont

      know. We dont snatch peo­ple out from un­der the dark at the last minute like that very 
        of­ten. But Im pret­ty sure shell be all right. I can tell you why, but you could tell us 
        some­thing too. Some­thing for some­thing.

      I grunt­ed. I had been rolling my win­dow down for some fresh air, and had dis­cov­ered that 
        it would on­ly roll down halfway, and that the door­lock but­ton was en­gaged, but not by me. 
        No es­capees from the back seat of a SOF car.

      He al­most laughed. Its not what you think. Hell, Sun­shine, what do we have to do to

      The car stopped. We were in a park­ing lot tucked in among a lot of big civic-​look­ing 
        build­ings. It was noth­ing like emp­ty, as you might ex­pect it should be at this time of 
        night, al­though all the cars were parked at one end of the lot, near one par­tic­ular 
        build­ing. I did­nt rec­og­nize SOF HQ from the back, but I could guess that was what it was. 
        Most mu­nic­ipal de­part­ments dont run a big night shift, and the or­di­nary cop sta­tion was 
        across town.

      The door­locks popped open. We got out of the car, first Theo and then Jesse again hold­ing 
        my arm, as if I ei­ther need­ed sup­port or might run away. They took me up some stairs and 
        down a long ug­ly win­dow­less hall­way with doors open­ing off on ei­ther side. Even­tu­al­ly 
        Jesse tapped on a cracked-​open door with a light be­hind it.

      An­nie, said Jesse, can you give us a hand? An­nie was­nt re­as­sur­ing ei­ther, but she was nice 
        about try­ing to pre­tend that she did­nt think there was some­thing ex­treme­ly fishy about why 
        I was there and in what con­di­tion and at this time of night. Af­ter all, she was right: 
        there was some­thing ex­treme­ly fishy about it. She took me to the wom­ens show­er room and 
        gave me fresh tow­els, soap, and this shape­less kha­ki jer­sey fuzzy-​on-​the-​in­side one-​piece 
        thing to put on that was like lit­tle kids pa­ja­mas on­ly with­out the feet.

      I walked in­to the show­er with all my clothes on. It was hard­er get­ting them off wet, but I 
        did­nt want to wait even long enough to get un­dressed be­fore I made con­tact with hot wa­ter. 
        Then I knelt on the show­er floor and scrubbed the­mand my sneak­er­sand left them in a heap I 
        had to keep step­ping over while I washed my­self. But I want­ed all the blood 
        and...muck...drummed out of them. I was­nt as long about it as I had been the morn­ing af­ter 
        com­ing back from the lake, but I scrubbed my­self till I hurt all over and came out feel­ing 
        boiled be­cause Id had the hot wa­ter turned up as high as it would go. I was sweat­ing as I 
        tried to dry off: part­ly be­cause of the hot wa­ter. The cut on my breast had opened again, 
        of

      course. I put some toi­let pa­per on it, like Id cut my­self shav­ing, hop­ing it would scab 
        over enough not to leave blood­stains that might need ex­plain­ing on the pa­ja­mas.

      I be­lat­ed­ly res­cued the con­tents of my pock­ets when I hung my sod­den clothes over the 
        mid­sum­mer-​cold ra­di­ator. My knife did­nt mind a wet­ting so long as I dried it off again 
        right away but my leather key ring would prob­ably nev­er for­give me, and the charm loop on 
        it was def­inite­ly a goner. It was one of Moms charms and it was one of the sort that keep 
        go­ing bzzzt at you so you know theyre pay­ing at­ten­tion and I had­nt meant to drown it but I 
        would­nt be sor­ry to have it stop pes­ter­ing me.

      I paused a mo­ment when I was dry and dressed to gath­er to­geth­er what fac­ul­ties I had left. 
        I was so tired.

      An­nie was lurk­ing out­side to take me to wher­ev­er. She of­fered me some shuffly 
        fuzzy-​on-​the-​in­side slip­pers too, al­so kha­ki, but enough is enough with the re­gres­sion to 
        child­hood, and I stayed bare­foot. Be­sides, I hate kha­ki.

      I fig­ured it was Jess­es of­fice, since he was the one sit­ting be­hind the desk, while Theo 
        was tipped back in a straight chair to one side, his feet against the edge, the toes of 
        his shoes curl­ing up the messy pile of pa­pers on that cor­ner and leav­ing black marks on 
        the bot­toms of the pages. Tsk tsk. Jess­es jack­et had dis­ap­peared and he was wear­ing a 
        clean shirt that did­nt fit. There was a cof­fee ma­chine in the cor­ner go­ing glub glub.

      No­body said any­thing right away. If this was sup­posed to make me start talk­ing to fill up 
        the si­lence it did­nt work. There was­nt any­thing I could say that would­nt get me in­to more 
        trou­ble than I was in now. Okay, heres an­oth­er thing: mag­ic han­dlers have to be cer­ti­fied 
        and li­censed. I had lied about what had hap­pened by the lake for a lot of rea­sons, and 
        need­ing to reg­is­ter my­self as a mag­ic han­dler was the least of them and bare­ly worth 
        men­tion­ing from my point of view, but by not do­ing it Id still com­mit­ted the sort of crime 
        that even the or­di­nary po­lice dont like and SOF re­al­ly hates. Tonight Id to­tal­ly, 
        in­ex­orably, un­de­ni­ably, blown it. Even a mag­ic han­dler should­nt have been able to skeg a 
        suck­er with a ta­ble knife.

      I was­nt go­ing to be able to fudge that one ei­ther. The ta­ble knife in ques­tion was ly­ing 
        on the one clear space on Jess­es desk. I as­sumed it was the same knife. It was the 
        cof­fee­house pat­tern and while it had been wiped rough­ly off, the smear of re­main­ing 
        blood­stains was con­vinc­ing.

      I had no idea when Id dropped it. But the fact that it was here meant that they knew what 
        had hap­pened. No es­cape.

      And then Pat came in car­ry­ing a pot of tea and a pa­per bag with the Prime Time lo­go. I 
        want­ed to laugh. They were sure try­ing. The Cin­na­mon Roll Queen was­nt go­ing to be bought 
        off by a fast-​food ham­burg­er­sup­pos­ing I ate ham­burg­ers, which I did­nt, and af­ter tonight, 
        even if I had, Idve giv­en them up­but Prime Time was a twen­ty-​four-​hour gourmet deli. 
        Down­town, of course. Far too up­scale to open a branch in Old Town. Not that theyd sur­vive 
        on Char­lies turf any­way.

      I stopped want­ing to laugh when I no­ticed that Pat looked like a man who had been got out 
        of bed for an emer­gen­cy.

      It was even good tea.

      Jesse said, Can you tell us what youre afraid of? Why you wont talk to us.

      I said cau­tious­ly, Well, Im not li­censed...

      There was a gen­er­al sigh, and the ten­sion lev­el went down about forty de­grees. Pat said, 
        Yeah, we thought that was prob­ably it.

      There was a lit­tle si­lence and then the three of them ex­changed long mean­ing­ful looks. I 
        had ten­ta­tive­ly start­ed to re­lax and this stopped me, like sit­ting down in an arm­chair and 
        dis­cov­er­ing theres a bed of nails in­stead of a cush­ion un­der the flow­ered chintz. Uh-​oh.

      Pat sighed again, this one a very long sigh, like a man about to step off a cliff. Then he 
        shut his eyes, took a deep breath, and held it. And held it. And held it. Af­ter about a 
        minute he be­gan to turn, well, blue, but I dont mean hu­man-​hold­ing-​his-​breath blue, I mean 
        blue. Still hold­ing his breath, he opened his eyes and looked at me: his eyes were blue 
        too, al­though sev­er­al de­grees dark­er than his skin, and I mean all of his eyes: the whites 
        as well. Al­though speak­ing of all of his eyes, as I watched, a third eye slow­ly blinked 
        it­self open from be­tween his eye­brows. He was still hold­ing his breath. His ears were 
        be­com­ing point­ed. He held up one hand and spread the fin­gers. There were six of them. The 
        knuck­les were all very knob­bly, and the hand it­self was very large. Pat was nor­mal­ly no 
        more than medi­um-​sized.

      Theo gen­tly low­ered the front legs of his chair to the floor, drift­ed over to the of­fice 
        door, and locked it. He re­turned to his chair, put his feet against the edge of the desk, 
        and rocked back on two legs again.

      Pat start­ed breath­ing. If I let it go any far­ther Ill start pop­ping my but­tons. Par­don me. 
        He un­fas­tened his belt buck­le and the but­ton on his waist­band.

      Youre a de­mon, I said.

      On­ly a quar­ter, said Pat, but it runs pret­ty strong in me. His voice sound­ed fun­ny, deep­er 
        and more hoarse. My full broth­er could­nt turn if he held his breath till he had a heart 
        at­tack. Nice for him. Sor­ry about the locked door, but it takes a good half hour for the 
        ef­fects to wear off again.

      Its on­ly re­al­ly il­le­gal to be a vam­pire, but peo­ple who too reg­ular­ly call in sick the day 
        af­ter the moon is full some­how nev­er get pro­mot­ed be­yond en­try-​lev­el po­si­tions, and a 
        de­mon that cant pass is an au­to­mat­ic out­cast. And mis­ce­gena­tion is def­inite­ly a crime. 
        Since the laws about this are im­prac­ti­cal to en­force, what hap­pens is that if you have a 
        ba­by you know cant pass, you ar­range to look as care­worn and de­spon­dent as pos­si­ble (which 
        will be easy in the cir­cum­stances) and go wail at the Reg­istry Of­fice that no one had told 
        you that great-​grand­dador great-​grand­moth­er­had been or done or had, what­ev­er, 
        great-​grand-​some­thing be­ing safe­ly dead, of course, and un­avail­able for pros­ecu­tion. So 
        the kid gets reg­is­tered, and grows up to find out it cant get a job in any in­dus­try 
        con­sid­ered sen­si­tive, and if any of its im­me­di­ate fam­ily had been on the fast track, 
        theyre prob­ably now off it. For life. Even if no­body else shows any signs of be­ing 
        any­thing but pure hu­man.

      Its prob­ably worse, the part­bloods that are fine till they hit ado­les­cence, and sud­den­ly 
        find out that the Oth­er blood, which they may not have known about, is alive and kick­ing 
        and go­ing to ru­in their lives. Ev­ery now and then it hap­pens to a grown-​up. There was a 
        fa­mous case a few years ago about a thir­ty-​eight-​year-​old bank man­ag­er who sud­den­ly grew 
        horns. They fired him. Hed had an ex­em­plary ca­reer till that mo­ment. He ap­pealed. The case 
        got a huge amount of pub­lic­ity.

      They still fired him.

      As sen­si­tive in­dus­tries go, SOF was at the top. No way any de­mon part­blood was go­ing to 
        get hired by the SOFs.

      Even some­one like Mary might be turned down if she ap­plied for ba­sic SOF train­ing, if 
        any­one was so poor-​spir­it­ed as to re­port to her re­cruit­ment team that the cof­fee she 
        poured was al­ways hot. Mary was­nt reg­is­tered. If the gov­ern­ment in­sist­ed on reg­is­ter­ing 
        ev­ery­one who could sew a seam that nev­er un­rav­eled or pour cof­fee that stayed hot or patch 
        a bi­cy­cle tire that did­nt pop some­where else a hun­dred feet down the road, theyd have to 
        reg­is­ter six­ty per­cent or some­thing of the pop­ula­tion, and fond as the gov­ern­ment was of 
        pa­per trails and tax levies, ap­par­ent­ly this bog­gled even their tiny minds. But SOF cared 
        down to this lev­el. The deep

      wid­ows peaks you some­times get with a lit­tle peri blood and which are so fash­ion­able that 
        mod­els and ac­tors are for­ev­er hav­ing cos­met­ic surgery to im­plant them, if one of these 
        peo­ple had a sud­den de­sire for a midlife ca­reer change to SOF theyd have to go in with 
        their sur­geons cer­tifi­cate taped to their fore­head, or theyd be turned away at the door. 
        SOF did­nt fool around.

      Pat blinked his blue eyes at me and smiled. He had a nice smile as a de­mon. His teeth were 
        blue too.

      SOF is rot­ten with part­bloods, said Jesse. Im one. Theos an­oth­er. So is John. So are Kate 
        and Mil­li­cent and Mike. We some­how seem to find each oth­er to part­ner with. Safer, of 
        course. Hey, does­nt that blue guy look a lot like Pat? Where is Pat, any­way? Look like 
        Pat? You must be jok­ing. Hes at home with a head cold any­way. But Pats the most 
        spec­tac­ular of us, which is why we called him in tonight.

      I had maybe about man­aged to keep my jaw from drop­ping round my an­kles while Pat turned 
        blueit had tak­en sev­er­al min­utes, I could go with the flow­but this was ab­so­lute­ly one too 
        many. This was on a par with, say, find­ing out the pres­ident of the glob­al coun­cil was a 
        suck­er, the moon was made of green cheese, and the sun on­ly rose in the morn­ing be­cause of 
        this com­pli­cat­ed sys­tem of levers and di­als over­seen by an en­camp­ment of the mas­ter race 
        from Antares set­tled on Mars...What the hell dy­ou mean SOF is rot­ten with part­bloods? What 
        about the god­dam blood test when they take you?

      All three of them smiled. Slow­ly. For a mo­ment I was the on­ly hu­man in the room, and they 
        were all big­ger and tougher than I was. I went very still. Not, Im sor­ry to say, the 
        still­ness of seren­ity and com­pas­sion. Much more like a rab­bit in head­lights.

      The mo­ment passed.

      It must have been a bas­tard in the be­gin­ning, said Jesse.

      When the on­ly drug that worked made you piss green for a week, said Pat.

      Or in­di­go or vi­olet, said Theo.

      Yeah, said Pat. De­pend­ing on what kind of part­blood you were.

      But the lab is pret­ty well in­fil­trat­ed by now, said Jesse. Once you get that far youre 
        usu­al­ly home al­ready.

      There was an­oth­er pause. Maybe I was sup­posed to ask what youre home al­ready meant, but I 
        did­nt want to know any more. I had­nt been so mind-​blast­ed since I woke up next to a 
        bon­fire sur­round­ed by

      vam­pires. As the si­lence length­ened I re­al­ized that the ten­sion lev­el was ris­ing again, 
        and there were more mean­ing­ful looks flash­ing back and forth. I tried to rouse my­self. But 
        I was so tired.

      At last Pat spoke. Okay, he said. Where we were. Um. Weve been think­ing for a while that 
        some­thing like...turn­ing blue must have hap­pened to you out at the lake. Or­wher­ev­er. But 
        we havent had a good ex­cuse to, well, ask you about it close­ly. Some­where we could lock 
        the door when I held my breath.

      Till tonight we havent been to­tal­ly sure thats what we were look­ing at any­way, said Jesse. 
        Ar­guably we still ar­ent.

      They looked at me hope­ful­ly.

      I thought about what I could say. Theyd just hand­ed me all their ca­reers on a plat­ter. All 
        I had to do was walk out of here and tell some­one­say, Mr. Re­spon­si­ble Me­diathat Pat turned 
        blue, three-​eyed, and twelve-​fin­gered if he held his breath, and that sev­er­al of his 
        clos­est col­leagues in­clud­ing his part­ner knew about it, and theyd tie Pat to a chair, put 
        a plas­tic bag over his head, and await de­vel­op­ments. Theyd have to. Even if the 
        twen­ty-​four-​star big­wig supreme com­man­der hon­cho of SOF was a full­blood de­mon him- or 
        her­self and knew the name of ev­ery part­blood in the ser­vice, the pub­lic furor would make 
        them do it. Be­ing an un­li­censed mag­ic han­dler was a mouse turd in com­par­ison.

      My brain slow­ly ground out the next nec­es­sary con­nec­tion to be made. Oh...

      You know about my dad? I said. They all snort­ed. Pat sound­ed like the horn on some­thing 
        like a se­mi or

      a fur­ni­ture van. Ooooongk. Does the sun rise in the morn­ing? said Jesse. With or with­out 
        the help of the guys from Antares? Then prob­ably you

      know that my mom raised me to be, er, not my fa­thers daugh­ter.

      Yeah, said Pat. Made us re­al in­ter­est­ed, if you want to know.

      I stared at him. You had bet­ter not be telling me you have been hang­ing around the 
        cof­fee­house for fif­teen years on the off chance that you could catch meturn­ing blue.

      It would­nt be turn­ing blue, of course. Un­like de­mon blood, mag­ic han­dling was wel­comed by 
        both gov­ern­ment and cor­po­rate bu­reau­cra­cy in its em­ploy­eessort of. What they want­ed was 
        nice co­op­er­ative bid­dable mag­ic han­dling. Some­where be­tween a third cousin who could do 
        card tricks and a sor­cer­er. The prob­lem is that as the mag­ic han­dling ris­es on the 
        pre­po­ten­cy scale, the mag­ic han­dler sinks off the oth­er end of the

      bid­dable­ness scale. But there prob­ably had been bid­dable Blais­es. And no one had ev­er 
        proved my dad was a sor­cer­er. I did­nt think.

      We hang out at the cof­fee­house be­cause were all ad­dict­ed to your cin­na­mon rolls, Sun­shine, 
        and your lethal dessert spe­cials, es­pe­cial­ly the ones with no re­deem­ing so­cial val­ue, said 
        Pat. You did­nt see us half so of­ten be­fore Char­lie built the bak­ery. But your dad did­nt 
        hurt as an ex­cuse on our ex­pense ac­counts.

      An­oth­er pause. I did­nt say any­thing.

      And your mom seemed kind of...well, ex­treme about it, you know?

      And an­oth­er pause. I seemed to be miss­ing some­thing they want­ed me to catch on to. But I 
        was so tired.

      And the cof­fee­house is a good place to keep an eye on a lot of peo­ple. Gat Don­nor. Poor 
        old Gat. He was one of our hype heads. Some­times when he got the mix­ture wron­gor righthe 
        turned in­to a skin­ny or­ange eight-​foot lizard (in­clud­ing tail) that would tell you your 
        for­tune, if you asked. The lo­cals were used to him but tourists had been known to go off 
        in the scream­ing ab-​dabs if they came across him. SOF was in­ter­est­ed be­cause a 
        slight­ly-​above-​the-​odds num­ber of the for­tunes he told were ac­cu­rate.

      I brought my­self back to the present. Sit­ting in a SOF of­fice with a blue de­mon SOF and a 
        few friends.

      I sup­pose you know your Mrs. Bialosky is a Were?

      I did laugh then. Ev­ery­one be­lieves she is, but no one knows were-​what. Nodont tell me. It 
        would spoil it. Be­sidesMrs. Bialosky is one of the good guys. I dont care what her blood 
        has in it. It is a vi­ola­tion of your per­son­al rights to have blood tak­en by your doc­tor 
        ex­am­ined for any­thing but the dis­ease or con­di­tion you signed a re­lease form about be­fore 
        the lab tech got near you with the nee­dle, but ac­ci­dents hap­pen. One of the oth­er ways you 
        could guess a Were or a de­mon is by their para­noia about doc­tors. For­tu­nate­ly the lab 
        coats per­fect­ed ar­ti­fi­cial hu­man blood fifty years agoor near­ly per­fect­ed it: you need 
        about one in ten of the re­al thing­so do­nat­ing blood is­nt so big a deal any more, and the 
        nasty-​mind­ed dont nec­es­sar­ily get any ideas look­ing at blood donor lists about who is­nt on 
        them. Hu­man mag­ic han­dling does­nt pass through trans­fu­sions; de­mon blood wont make you a 
        de­mon, and weak part-​de­mon might not show at all, but strong part- or full-​de­mon makes a 
        full­blood hu­man very sick, even if the blood type is right. And be­ing a Were trans­fus­es 
        beau­ti­ful­ly, ev­ery time.

      I could­nt have said it bet­ter my­self, said Jesse. So, you grew up be­ing your moms 
        daugh­ter, with no high­er am­bi­tions than the best cin­na­mon rolls in the coun­try. Did you 
        know about your dad?

      I hes­itat­ed, but not very long. More or less. I knew he was a mag­ic han­dler, and I knew he 
        was a mem­ber of one of the im­por­tant mag­ic-​han­dling fam­ilies. Or I found that out once I 
        was in school and some of the mag­ic-​han­dler kids men­tioned the Blais­es. I was us­ing my 
        moms maid­en name by the time I went to school, be­fore she mar­ried Char­lie. I knew that my 
        dad be­ing a mag­ic han­dler was some­thing to do with why my mom left him, and...at the time 
        that was enough for me. I thought about the busi­ness as­so­ciates my mom had­nt liked. That 
        was what shed al­ways called them. Busi­ness as­so­ciates. It sound­ed a lot like pond slime. 
        Or sor­cer­er. As I got a lit­tle old­er I re­al­ized that peo­ple like my moth­er mean pond slime 
        when they say sor­cer­er. Lu­natic tox­ic kali pond slime.

      I felt like my moth­ers daugh­ter, you know? And af­ter we cleared off I nev­er saw my dad 
        again. Id nev­er said this to any­one be­fore: My mom was so de­ter­mined to have noth­ing 
        what­ev­er to do with my dads fam­ily that I want­ed to be as much like her as pos­si­ble, did­nt 
        I? She was all I had left. They all nod­ded. So you did­nt know any­thing about what your own 
        her­itage might be?

      I did know some­thing. My gran­my dads moth­er­showed up again a year af­ter we geared off. I 
        used to vis­it her­at our old cab­in at the lake. Shed meet me there. My mom was­nt hap­py 
        about it, but she let me go. My gran told me sometaught me some.

      Taught you, Jesse said sharply.

      Yeah. Stuff chang­ing most­ly. Lit­tle stuff. Enough to know that I had some­thing, but not so 
        much that Ihad to use it, you know?

      They nod­ded again. Mag­ic han­dling, like Oth­er blood, of­ten makes its pres­ence known, 
        whether you want to know or not. But if it was­nt too strong, it would al­so leave you 
        alone, if you left it alone. Prob­ably.

      Then my gran dis­ap­peared. When I was about ten. Just be­fore the Wars. And just when 
        Char­lie mar­ried my mom. Char­lie did­nt seem to mind hav­ing me around. He adopt­ed me, let me 
        get un­der­foot at the cof­fee­house. And yeah. I was drawn to cook­ing. Ive been cook­ing, or 
        try­ing to cook, since I was like four. Pret­ty sad, huh? A Blaise with frost­ing on the end 
        of her nose. And once I got to Char­lies I thought that was the end of the sto­ry.

      And then two months ago, said Jesse. Why did I feel there was

      some­thing else go­ing on with these guys? Like we were hav­ing two con­ver­sa­tions, one of 
        them silent. It seemed to me that this out-​loud one was enough.

      I sighed. All I did was drive out to the lake on my night off. I had a headache, I want­ed 
        some peace and qui­et, you dont get that any­where around my fam­ily, in­clud­ing away from the 
        cof­fee­house. Id just had my car tuned, it was a nice night. There has­nt been any trou­ble 
        at the lake that I know of since the Wars were over, so long as you stay away from the bad 
        spots. I drove out to our old cab­in, sat on the porch, looked at the wa­ter...

      That was as much of the sto­ry as I had told be­fore. I still was­nt ex­pect­ing my heart rate 
        to speed up, my stom­ach to hop back and forth like wa­ter on a hot grid­dle, and tears to 
        start prick­ing the backs of my eyes at the prospect of telling even a lit­tle bit more. I 
        looked down at my shape­less jer­sey kids pa­ja­ma lap, and then glanced at the ta­ble knife on 
        Jess­es desk. The world start­ed to turn faster and at a fun­ny an­gle.

      Jesse reached in­to a bot­tom draw­er and brought out a bot­tle of...oh, hey, sin­gle-​malt 
        scotch. Some SOFs did know how to live. Theo had turned the Prime Time bag up­side down. 
        There was an as­sort­ment of greasy-​pa­per-​wrapped bun­dles and they smelled...like food. Re­al 
        hu­man food. Have a sand­wich, said Theo. Have some chips. Have­hey, Pat, youre liv­ing 
        dan­ger­ous­ly. Have a Prime Time brown­ie.

      No thanks, I said au­to­mat­ical­ly. Too much flour, too much rais­ing agent, and the choco­late 
        they use is on­ly so-​so.

      Your col­ors im­prov­ing, said Jesse. Tell us more about Prime Times sins. Im sure their 
        bread is­nt as good as yours ei­ther. It is­nt. Have some scotch. I held out my (emp­ty) tea 
        mug.

      I had half a Swiss cheese and wa­ter­cress sand­wich (on mediocre anadama) to give my stom­ach 
        some­thing else to think about. The dark stains on the walls in the al­ley. The gob­lets 
        among the cob­ble-​stones ...Stop that. Okay, I should maybe think about what Pat and Jesse 
        and Theo were try­ing to give me space to say. To be afraid of? Some­thing that had to do 
        with, how­ev­er good their cov­er, how they must be afraid of be­ing found out as part­bloods?

      ...No.

      It had­nt oc­curred to me be­fore. I did­nt think there was a word for a hu­man so sicko as to 
        res­cue a vam­pire, be­cause no hu­man had ev­er done it. Be­fore.

      Dear gods and an­gels, no.

      Its not on­ly para­noia and bu­reau­crat­ic op­pres­sion that de­mands part­bloods be reg­is­tered. 
        Hu­man mag­ic-​han­dling genes and cer­tain de­mon genes mix re­al­ly, re­al­ly bad­ly. There are 
        lots of mi­nor charm-​twisters who have a touch of both the hu­man ca­pac­ity for mag­ic and the 
        de­mon­ic, and theres a sto­ry that some of them can do stuff no one else can, al­though it 
        tends to be more goofy than use­ful. But this is strict­ly triv­ial mag­ic han­dling.

      Not all demons can do mag­ic; some of them just are, al­though the are­ness of demons can 
        seem mag­ical when it is­nt. A swal­low de­mon­to take a rare but spec­tac­ular ex­am­ple­can fly 
        less be­cause of its hol­low bones, al­though it has those too, than be­cause some­thing fun­ny 
        goes on with some of its atoms, which be­have in cer­tain ways as if they ex­ist in some 
        oth­er uni­verse. One of these ways is that they have no grav­ity in this one. So a swal­low 
        de­mon, de­spite be­ing the size of any­thing from a large wardrobe up to and in­clud­ing a 
        small barn, flies. It is­nt mag­ic. Swal­low demons dont do mag­ic. It on­ly looks like mag­ic. 
        But a lot of demons al­so han­dle mag­ic, some of them as pow­er­ful­ly as pow­er­ful hu­mans do. 
        And a drop of their blood in­to a strong hu­man mag­ic-​han­dling gene pool is a dis­as­ter.

      Strong mag­ic-​han­dling genes and even a weak un­man­ifest­ed-​for-​gen­er­ations mag­ic-​op­er­at­ing 
        de­mon gene in the same per­son gives you about a nine­ty per­cent chance of be­ing crim­inal­ly 
        in­sane. It might be as high as nine­ty-​five per­cent. There are asy­lums spe­cial­ly built to 
        hold these peo­ple, who tend to be ex­treme­ly hard to hold.

      Im­por­tant mag­ic-​han­dling fam­ilies for ob­vi­ous rea­sons there­fore be­come kind of in­bred. 
        Al­though this is­nt an ide­al so­lu­tion ei­ther, be­cause over the gen­er­ations you start 
        get­ting more...third cousins who can maybe write a ward sign that al­most works...say. And 
        usu­al­ly few­er chil­dren to­tal. In one way this is a re­lief. Some­one whose hu­man 
        mag­ic-​han­dling DNA is­nt up to more than a ward sign that al­most works is in lit­tle if any 
        dan­ger from a big thor de­mon-​blood­ed great-​great-​grand­moth­er on the oth­er side even if her 
        mag­ic genes have played very neat hop­scotch over the in­ter­ven­ing gen­er­ations and come 
        through near­ly in­tact. (Thats ac­tu­al­ly an­oth­er tale. Yes, there are sto­ries, at least one 
        or two of them im­pres­sive­ly doc­ument­ed, about strong do­ers in ap­par­ent­ly on-​the-​skids 
        mag­ic-​han­dling fam­ilies whose mag­ic turns out to be de­mon­ic in ori­gin. But all of those 
        sto­riesall the ones with hap­py end­ings any­wa­yare about fam­ilies whose mag­ic han­dling has 
        been mori­bund for gen­er­ations. Peo­ple with fa­thers un­der even the sus­pi­cion of

      be­ing sor­cer­ers need not ap­ply.) On the oth­er hand, im­por­tant mag­ic-​han­dling fam­ilies need 
        to go on han­dling mag­ic to re­main im­por­tant mag­ic-​han­dling fam­ilies.

      The Blais­es name still casts a long shad­ow. But even I knew theyd hit their peak a while 
        back, and that there wer­ent many of the­musaround any more. There did­nt seem to be any at 
        all left since the Wars. I had­nt thought about this. It might have been an is­sue if I had 
        want­ed to be a mag­ic han­dler, but I did­nt. Its pret­ty amaz­ing what you can not think 
        about. To the ex­tent that I thought about it at all, I missed my gran, but it was a lot 
        sim­pler to be Char­lie Sed­dons step­daugh­ter.

      Out­cross­es in a mag­ic-​han­dling fam­ily on the de­cline...like me...are viewed with mixed 
        feel­ings. We may be sal­va­tion. We may be catas­tro­phe. It de­pends on the blood­line on the 
        oth­er side.

      Du­bi­ous out­cross­es are of­ten ex­iled or re­pu­di­at­ed by the fam­ily. Its eas­ier if the alien 
        par­ent is the moth­er too, be­cause then they can claim she was fool­ing around. Pa­ter­ni­ty 
        tests ap­plied to bad-​mag­ic cross­es are no­to­ri­ous­ly un­re­li­able.

      No. There was no whis­per of de­mon blood in my moth­ers fam­ily.

      Would I know? My moth­ers sis­ters were both sev­er­al sand­wich­es short of a pic­nic in terms 
        of com­mon sense. They were not the kind of peo­ple who would be en­trust­ed with dark fam­ily 
        se­crets. And I did­nt have to waste any time won­der­ing if my moth­er would have told me. 
        Over­pro­tec­tive is my moms mid­dle name. She would­nt have told me.

      My moth­ers par­ents had been dead against the mar­riage. They had­nt spo­ken to her since she 
        re­fused to give my dad up. Shed been very young, and in love, and I could guess that even 
        in those days she did­nt take di­rec­tion well. Maybe they did­nt tell her. Just boot­ed her 
        out: nev­er dark­en our door again, etc. Theyd nev­er made any at­tempt to meet me, their 
        first grand­child, ei­ther. Maybe my moth­er found out lat­er, some­how, af­ter I was born. 
        Maybe it was my dad whod found it out...

      Id nev­er seen my fa­ther again af­ter my moth­er left him, nor any of the rest of his fam­ily. 
        On­ly my gran. Who was maybe choos­ing to see me pri­vate­ly and alone not in def­er­ence to my 
        moth­ers feel­ings but be­cause her own fam­ily had or­dered her to have noth­ing to do with me.

      Maybe my gran had some oth­er rea­son for be­liev­ing I was okay. Or maybe she did­nt know why 
        my mom had left. Maybe she thought it was my dads busi­ness as­so­ciates. Mag­ic-​han­dling 
        fam­ilies can be pret­ty con­ceit­ed about their tal­ent, and pret­ty of­fend­ed by com­mon­ers 
        feel­ing they have any rights to in­con­ve­nient opin­ions. Maybe my gran thought her

      fam­ily were just be­ing ar­ro­gant.

      If you were in the nine­ty per­cent, it showed up ear­ly. Usu­al­ly. If you wer­ent born with a 
        pre­co­cious abil­ity to hoist your­self out of your crib and get in­to re­al­ly re­pul­sive 
        mis­chief, the next like­li­est time for you to be­gin run­ning amok was in the pre­teen years, 
        when mag­ic-​han­dling kids are ap­pren­ticed for their first se­ri­ous mag­ic-​han­dling train­ing. 
        When my gran taught me to trans­mute.

      The sane five or ten per­cent most of­ten have per­son­al­ities that are un­in­ter­est­ed in mag­ic. 
        One of the rec­om­men­da­tions, for some­one who finds out theyre in the high-​risk cat­ego­ry, is 
        not to do mag­ic, even the most in­con­se­quen­tial. My moth­er would nev­er have let me have all 
        those meet­ings with my gran if thered been any chance...

      She might have. My moth­er makes At­ti­la the Hun look nam­by-​pam­by. If she want­ed me not to 
        be a bad-​mag­ic cross, then I would­nt be, by sheer force of will if nec­es­sary. But she 
        might still have want­ed to know what she was up against.

      I had­nt come home and start­ed knif­ing old ladies or set­ting fire to stray dogs.

      I was kind of a lon­er though. A lit­tle para­noid about be­ing close to peo­ple. A lit­tle too 
        in­ter­est­ed in the Oth­ers.

      My moth­er would have as­sumed that my gran had tried to teach me mag­ic and that she had­nt 
        been suc­cess­ful. So my moth­er would have as­sumed the Blaise mag­ic genes were weak enough 
        in me, or her own com­pro­mised her­itage had missed me out.

      Maybe my moth­er could be for­giv­en for be­ing a lit­tle over-​con­trol­ling. Be­cause shed nev­er 
        be sure.

      Bad-​mag­ic cross­es dont in­vari­ably show up ear­ly. Some of our worst and most in­ven­tive 
        se­ri­al mur­der­ers have turned out to be bad-​mag­ic cross­es, when some­one fi­nal­ly caught up 
        with them. Some­times it turns out some­thing set them off. Like do­ing mag­ic. Like find­ing 
        out they could.

      And I had­nt done any mag­ic in fif­teen years.

      No.

      I stopped chew­ing.

      Pat and Jesse as­sumed Id thought of all this be­fore. They were as­sum­ing thats why I had­nt 
        been able to talk to them. Had been afraid to talk to them. The li­cens­ing thing was 
        pif­fle. They would know that I knew that too. If it was just a ques­tion of not be­ing a 
        cer­ti­fied mag­ic han­dler,

      hey, I could get my se­ri­al num­ber and my li­cense. The bu­reau­crats would snuf­fle a lit­tle 
        about my not hav­ing done it be­fore, but I was a mod­el cin­na­mon-​roll-​bak­er cit­izen; theyd 
        at least half be­lieve me that Id nev­er done any mag­ic be­fore, they prob­ably would­nt even 
        fine me. Li­cens­ing was a red her­ring. Pat would­nt have turned blue over a ques­tion of late 
        mag­ic-​han­dling cer­ti­fi­ca­tion. So I had to be afraid of some­thing else.

      I was afraid of some­thing else. Theyd just guessed wrong about what it was and how I got 
        there.

      They were, in fact, of­fer­ing me a huge ges­ture of faith. They were telling me that they 
        be­lieved I was­nt a bad cross. They must re­al­ly love my cin­na­mon rolls.

      What they did­nt know was that Id res­cued a vam­pire. Which might be read as the po­lite, 
        sub­tle ver­sion of be­com­ing an axe mur­der­er.

      Have some more scotch, said Jesse.

      And now, of course, they on­ly thought I was dread­ing telling them about what had hap­pened 
        two months ago.

      Okay. Let this dread be for the telling of the sto­ry. Noth­ing else. The sto­ry of how I 
        res­cued a vam­pire. Which I was­nt go­ing to tell them.

      I put my mug down be­cause my hands were be­gin­ning to shake. I crossed my arms over my 
        breast and be­gan rock­ing back and forth in my chair. Pat dragged his chair over next to 
        mine, gen­tly pulled my hands down, held them in his. They were a pale blue now, and not so 
        knob­bly. I could­nt see if he still had the sixth fin­gers.

      I said, speak­ing to Pats pale blue hands, I did­nt hear them com­ing. I spoke in a high, 
        pe­cu­liar voice I did­nt rec­og­nize as my own. But you dont, do you, when theyre vam­pires.

      There was a growl from Theonot what you could call a hu­man growl.

      It was a creepy, chill­ing, men­ac­ing sound, even know­ing that it was made on my be­half. 
        Briefly, hys­ter­ical­ly, I want­ed to laugh. It oc­curred to me that maybe I had­nt been the 
        one hu­man in the room, a few min­utes ago, when Id felt like a rab­bit in head­lights.

      Jesse let the si­lence stretch out a lit­tle, and then he said soft­ly, How did you get away?

      ...There was an­oth­er mud­dle lean­ing up against the wall in front of us...some­one sit­ting 
        cross-​legged, head bowed, fore­arms on knees. I did­nt re­al­ize till it raised its head with 
        a liq­uid, in­hu­man mo­tion that it was an­oth­er vam­pire...

      I took a deep breath. They had me shack­led to the wall inin what I guess was the ball­room 
        inin one of the re­al­ly big old sum­mer hous­es. At the lake. II was­some kind of prize, I 
        think. They they came in to look at me a cou­ple of times. Left me food and wa­ter. The 
        sec­ond day Itrans­mut­ed my jack­knife in­to a shack­le key.

      You trans­mut­ed worked met­al?

      I took an­oth­er deep breath. Yes. No, I should­nt have been able to. Id nev­er done any­thing 
        close. I had­nt done any­thing at all in fif­teen yearss­ince the last time I saw my gran. It 
        al­most...it al­most did­nt oc­cur to me to try. I shiv­ered and closed my eyes. No: dont close 
        your eyes. I opened my eyes. Pat squeezed my hands. Hey. Its okay, he said. Youre here. I 
        looked at him. He was al­most hu­man again.

      I won­dered what I was. Was I al­most hu­man?

      Yeah, he said. What youre think­ing.

      I tried to look like I might be think­ing what he thought I was think­ing. What­ev­er that was.

      SOF is full of Oth­ers and part­bloods be­cause its vam­pires that are our prob­lem. Sure there 
        are lousy stink­ing demons

      And bad-​mag­ic cross­es.

      but there are lousy stink­ing hu­mans too. We take care of the Oth­ers and the straight cops 
        take care of the hu­mans. If we got the suck­ers sort­ed the hu­mans would calm down­soon­er or 
        lat­er­let the rest of us live, you know? And then wed be able to or­ga­nize and re­al­ly get 
        rid of the ubis and the gob­lins and the ghouls and so on and wed end up with a rel­ative­ly 
        safe world.

      There was a sto­ryI hoped it was no more than a myththat the rea­son there still was­nt a 
        re­li­able pre­na­tal test for a bad-​mag­ic cross was the prej­udice against part­bloods.

      Jesse said pa­tient­ly, You trans­mut­ed worked met­al.

      I nod­ded.

      Do you still have the knife?

      I dragged my mind back to the present. Id de­cid­ed ear­li­er that the light in the of­fice was 
        good enough, so I nod­ded again.

      Can we see it?

      Pat let go of my hands, and I pulled the knife out of my fuzzy pock­et and leaned for­ward 
        to lay it on a pile of pa­per on Jess­es desk. It lay there,

      look­ing per­fect­ly or­di­nary. Jesse picked it up and looked at it. He passed it to Theo, who 
        looked at it too, and of­fered it to Pat. Pat shook his head. Not when Im com­ing down. It 
        might crank me right back up again, and we cant keep the door locked all night.

      What would hap­pen if some­one knocked? I said. Youre still a lit­tle blue around the edges.

      Clos­et, said Pat. Nice big one. Why we chose Jess­es of­fice.

      And we would be so sur­prised that the door was locked, said Jesse. Must be some­thing wrong 
        with the bolt. Well get it checked to­mor­row. Miss Sed­don is all right, is­nt she?

      Miss Sed­don is fine, I lied. What was wrong with her was not their fault.

      Rae said Jesse, and hes­itat­ed.

      I was hold­ing my­self here in the present, in this of­fice, so I was pret­ty sure I knew what 
        he want­ed to ask.

      I dont know, I said. I havent been back to the lake since. Theres a re­al­ly big bad spot 
        be­hind the house, maybe thats part of why they chose it, and when­when I got out of there I 
        just­fol­lowed the edge of the lake south.

      If we take you out therelets say to­mor­rowwill you try to find it?

      It had lit­tle to do with what I had­nt told them that made the si­lence last a long time 
        be­fore I an­swered. What I had told them was plen­ty for why I did­nt want to go there again. 
        Yes, I said at last, heav­ily. Ill try. There wont... be any­thing.

      I know, said Jesse. But we still have to look. Im sor­ry.

      I nod­ded. I picked up my jack­knife and put it back in my pock­et. I looked at Jesse. Then I 
        looked at the blood-​smeared ta­ble knife ly­ing on his desk, and he watched me look­ing. 
        Thats the next thing, is­nt it? he said. Okayy­ou have some kind of line on worked met­al. 
        Some pret­ty as­ton­ish­ing line, it must be. But that does­nt ex­plain...

      The phone rang. He picked it up. Ah. Well, bet­ter send him up then. We all looked hard at 
        Pat. He was­nt blue at all. Theo un­locked the door.

      Mel came through it about ten sec­onds lat­er, look­ing fit to mur­der bat­tal­ions of SOFs with 
        noth­ing more than a ta­ble knife. What the dharmic hell do you red-​eyed boys think you are 
        up to, keep­ing a law-​abid­ing mem­ber of the hu­man pub­lic in­com­mu­ni­ca­do for over an hour?

      I man­aged to keep a straight face. Red-​eyed boy (or girl) is an ac­cu­sa­tion of Oth­er blood: 
        just the sort of thing a pissed-​off civil­ian would say to a SOF. They all looked per­fect­ly 
        blank. Sor­ry, said Jesse. We did­nt mean to keep her in­com­mu­ni­ca­do. We were get­ting her out 
        of a bad sit­ua­tion as fast as pos­si­ble­brought her in the back way, of course. The me­dia 
        jok­ers cant get to her here. But we for­got to send word to the front desk that we 
        wer­enter­hold­ing her. Sure you for­got, I thought. Mel, still quiv­er­ing with fury, and 
        equal­ly aware Jesse was ly­ing, turned to me. Im okay, I said. I was a bithys­ter­ical. They 
        let me have a show­er, I added in­con­se­quen­tial­ly. Id had a rough night, and it was get­ting 
        hard­er and hard­er to re­mem­ber what Id told whom and why.

      A show­er? said Mel, tak­ing in my fuzzy-​bun­ny cloth­ing prob­ably the first time hed ev­er 
        seen me in any­thing that did­nt in­volve red or pink or or­ange or yel­low or at least pea­cock 
        blue or flu­ores­cent pur­ple­and I re­al­ized he did­nt know what had hap­pened. He would­nt, 
        would he? You dont de­stroy vam­pires by rush­ing up to them and stick­ing them with ta­ble 
        knives. The on­ly sure thing about the nights events was that thered been some kind of 
        fra­cas some messy kind of fra­casand Id dis­ap­peared with some SOFs. There were prob­ably 
        half a dozen in­com­pat­ible ver­sions of what had hap­pened out there by now.

      No won­der Mel was feel­ing a lit­tle wild.

      Its sort of a long sto­ry, I said. May I leave now, please? Be­fore you start ask­ing me 
        about tonight, I thought.

      Thats what Im here for, said Mel, throw­ing an­oth­er good glare around.

      See you to­mor­row, said Jesse. What? said Mel. Ill tell you on the way out, I said. Sleep 
        well, said Pat.

      You too, I said.

      They gave me my sog­gy clothes in a plas­tic Mega Food bag and I man­aged to jam my feet in­to 
        the clam­my, curled-​up sneak­ers so I could walk. Jesse of­fered to call a taxi, but I want­ed 
        some out­door air. Even mid­town civic cen­ter out­door air.

      We had to go back to the cof­fee­house: the Wreck was there. Mel had walked over. Well, I 
        dont know about walked. He had come over with­out ve­hic­ular as­sis­tance any­way. He was still 
        putting out ma­jor anger vibes, even af­ter a suc­cess­ful res­cue of the damsel from the 
        drag­on-​en­cir­cled

      tow­er. The drag­on had been blue, and es­sen­tial­ly friend­ly. The re­al prob­lem was about the 
        damsel...I had nev­er want­ed some­one to talk to so bad­ly, nev­er been so un­able to say what 
        I want­ed to talk about.

      And if I man­aged to tell him, what was he go­ing to say? Ill start ring­ing up res­iden­tial 
        homes for the lethal­ly loony to­mor­row, see where the near­est open­ings are?

      Dont even try to tell me what hap­pened till you­ve had some sleep, said Mel. The god­dam 
        nerve of those guys...I thought Pat and Jesse were okay.

      I think they are okay, I said, re­gret­ful­ly. In some ways it would have been eas­ier if they 
        wer­ent. Jesse and Theo did get me out of thereumand they could­nt help be­ing, you know, 
        pro­fes­sion­al­ly in­ter­est­ed.

      Mel snort­ed. If you say so. Lis­ten, the whole neigh­bor­hood is talk­ing about it. What­ev­er 
        it is. The of­fi­cial SOF re­portwhat theyve al­ready fed to the me­dia goon­sis that you were 
        an in­no­cent by­stander. None of us is go­ing to say any­thing, but there were a lot of peo­ple 
        in that al­ley by the time Jesse and Theo got you away, and its unan­imous that you were...

      There was a pause. I did­nt say any­thing.

      He added, Char­lie seemed to think Jesse was do­ing you a fa­vor. That SOF could pro­tect you 
        bet­ter than we could.

      Yeah. Fur­ther de­struc­tion of per­son­al world view op­tion­al.

      Mel sighed. So we hung around the phone at the cof­fee­house, wait­ingChar­lie and me. We sent 
        ev­ery­body else home­in­clud­ing Ken­ny, sworn on pain of hav­ing his liv­er on to­mor­rows menu 
        not to tell your moth­er any­thing. The phone did­nt ring. So then we rang SOF and got yanked 
        around by some lit­tle sheep­wit on the switch­board, and thats when I came over...

      Im sor­ry, I said.

      The cof­fee­house was dark and the square silent and emp­ty, al­though there was some kind of 
        dis­tant­ly au­di­ble fuss go­ing on some­where it was easy enough to guess was a block or two 
        over and down a re­cent­ly de­filed al­ley. We went round the side of the cof­fee­house and I 
        could see a light on in the of­fice. Char­lie, drink­ing cof­fee and pac­ing. He had his arms 
        wrapped around me so tight I could­nt breathe al­most be­fore I was in­side. Char­lie is such a 
        mild lit­tle guy, most of the time.

      Im okay, I said. Char­lie gave a deep, shud­der­ing sigh, and I re­mem­bered him back­ing me up 
        with Mr. Re­spon­si­ble Me­dia. I al­so

      re­mem­bered all the time hed spent in years past, en­cour­ag­ing my mun­dane in­ter­est in 
        learn­ing to make a may­on­naise that did­nt crack, how much gar­lic went in­to Char­lies fa­mous 
        hash, my ear­ly ex­per­iments with what turned out to be the an­ces­tors of Bit­ter Choco­late 
        Death et al. There was no mag­ic about Char­lie. Nor about most restau­rants, come to that. 
        Hu­man cus­tomers tend to be a lit­tle twitchy about any­thing more mag­ical than a wait­ress 
        who could keep cof­fee hot. I won­dered about my moth­ers mo­tive in ap­ply­ing for a job as a 
        wait­ress all those years ago: I was al­ready mak­ing peanut but­ter and choco­late chip 
        cook­ies while we were still liv­ing with my dad (if there was a grown-​up to turn the oven 
        on for me), and if she was look­ing for nice safe out­lets...Tonight. It­sits con­nect­ed with 
        what hap­pened­when I was gone those two days.

      I was afraid of that, said Char­lie.

      Jesse wants me to try to find the place it all hap­pened. Out at the lake. Theyre tak­ing me 
        out there to­mor­row.

      Oh bloody hell, said Mel. Its been two months. They dont have to go to­mor­row.

      I shrugged. Might as well. I have the af­ter­noon off.

      The lake, said Char­lie thought­ful­ly.

      Id told ev­ery­one Id driv­en out to the lake. I had­nt said that what hap­pened af­ter­ward al­so 
        hap­pened at the lake. Till tonight my of­fi­cial mem­ory had end­ed sit­ting on the porch of 
        the old cab­in.

      Yes. I waser­hel­dat a house on the lake. They want me to try to find it.

      Ei­ther Mel or Char­lie could have said, when did you re­mem­ber this? What else do you 
        re­mem­ber? Why did you tell SOF when you havent told us? Nei­ther of them did. Mel put his 
        arm around me. Oh, gods and frig­ging an­gels, he said.

      Be care­ful, said Char­lie.

      One of the (few) ad­van­tages to get­ting to work at four-​thir­ty a.m. is that you can be 
        pret­ty sure of find­ing a park­ing space. When I come in lat­er Im not al­ways so lucky. Id 
        had to park the Wreck in a garage lot that evening, and it was locked at eleven. Mel took 
        me home. When we got there and he turned the bike off the si­lence pressed against me. The 
        sud­den qui­et is al­most al­ways loud when you­ve been on a mo­tor­cy­cle and got some­where and 
        stopped and turned it off, but this was dif­fer­ent. Mel did­nt say any more about the nights 
        events. He did­nt say any more about SOF tak­ing me out to the lake the next day. I could 
        see him want­ing

      to...but as Ive said be­fore, one of the rea­sons Mel and I were still see­ing each oth­er 
        af­ter four years was be­cause we could not talk about things some­times. This in­clud­ed that 
        we both knew when to shut up.

      It was bliss­ful, spend­ing time with some­one who would leave you alone. I loved him for it. 
        And I was hap­py to re­pay in kind.

      It had nev­er oc­curred to me that leav­ing some­one alone could hard­en in­to a habit that 
        could be­come a bar­ri­er. It had nev­er oc­curred to me be­fore now.

      I had to re­press the de­sire that he not shut up this time. I had to re­press the de­sire to 
        ask him if I could talk to him.

      But what could I have said?

      We stood there in the dark­ness for a minute or two. He was rub­bing an­oth­er of his tat­toos, 
        the sand wheel, on the back of his left hand. Then he came with me to check that I still 
        had Ken­nys bi­cy­cle and the tires wer­ent flat. Then he kissed me and left. See you 
        to­mor­row, is all he said.

      I reached over my head to touch the wards strung along the edge of the porch roof on my 
        way in­doors. These were all Yolan­des. Her wards were es­pe­cial­ly good and Id of­ten thought 
        of ask­ing her where she got them, but you did­nt re­al­ly ask Yolande ques­tions. I had 
        no­ticed that her niece, when she was vis­it­ing, did­nt seem to ask ques­tions ei­ther, be­yond, 
        Im tak­ing the girls down­town, can I bring you any­thing? And the an­swer would prob­ably be 
        No, thank you, dear.

      I wig­gled my fin­gers down the edges of my pots of pan­sies on the porch steps, to check 
        that the wards Id buried there were still there, and that a ping against my fin­gers meant 
        they were still work­ing. I straight­ened the medal­lion over my down­stairs door and lift­ed 
        the go away mat in front of the one at the top of the stairs to check that the ward­ing 
        built in­to the lay of the planks of the floor had­nt been hacked out by crea­ture or 
        crea­tures un­known. I flut­tered the charm pa­per that was wound round the rail­ing of my 
        bal­cony to make sure it was still live, blew on the frames of my win­dows for the faint 
        rip­ple of re­sponse. I did­nt like charms, but I was­nt naive enough not to have good ba­sic 
        wards, and Id been a lit­tle more metic­ulous about up­keep in the last two months.

      Then I made my­self a cup of chamomile tea to damp down the scotch and the cheese. I took 
        off the bun­ny pa­ja­mas and put on one of my own night­gowns. The toi­let pa­per had held; 
        there was­nt any blood on the SOF thing. I put my still-​wet clothes in a sink­ful of more 
        soap and wa­ter. To­mor­row I would put them through a wash­ing ma­chine. I might throw them 
        out any­way, or burn them. (I still had­nt burned the cran­ber­ry-​red

      dress. It lived at the back of my clos­et. I think I knew I was­nt go­ing to burn it af­ter 
        the night I dreamed that it was made of blood, not cloth, and Id pulled it out of the 
        clos­et that night, in the dark, and stroked and stroked the dry, silky, shin­ing fab­ric, 
        which was noth­ing like blood. Noth­ing like blood.) My sneak­ers would live. I had dozens of 
        T-​shirts and jeans if I de­cid­ed I want­ed to burn some­thing but I was­nt go­ing to sac­ri­fice 
        a good pair of sneak­ers if I could help it.

      I pushed open the French doors and went out and sat on my lit­tle bal­cony. It was a clear, 
        qui­et night with a bright quar­ter moon.

      When Yolande had had mice in her kitchen I had set take-​em-​alive traps and driv­en the 
        re­sults twen­ty miles away and re­leased them in emp­ty farm­land. (Wards against wildlife are 
        no­to­ri­ous­ly bad: hence the elec­tric peanut-​but­ter fence to keep the deer from eat­ing 
        Yo-​lan­des ros­es. And a house ward suc­cess­ful against mice and squir­rels would be al­most 
        the mon­ey-​spin­ner that a charm to let suck­ers walk around in day­light would be.) I could­nt 
        kill any­thing larg­er than a house­fly. Id stopped putting spi­ders out­doors af­ter I read 
        some­where that house spi­ders wont sur­vive. When I dust­ed, I left oc­cu­pied cob­webs alone. I 
        had­nt drawn blood in anger since the sev­enth-​grade play­ground wars.

      I dont eat meat. Im too squeamish. It all looks like dead an­imals to me. On the days I 
        cov­er in the main kitchen, the on­ly hot food is veg­etar­ian.

      Maybe my moth­er had suc­cess­ful­ly co­erced and brain­washed her daugh­ter in­to be­ing a nice, 
        hu­man wimp.

      But Id blown it. Id blown it when Id turned my knife in­to a key, be­cause it was the on­ly 
        way to stay alive. Be­cause­maybe on­ly be­cause I did­nt know any bet­terI want­ed to stay 
        alive. I looked down at my arms, at my hands cup­ping the tea mug, as if I would start 
        grow­ing scales or fur or wart­sor turn­ing blueim­me­di­ate­ly. Most de­mon blood does­nt make you 
        big or strong or blue though, whether it comes with mag­ic abil­ity or not. A lot of it 
        makes you weak­er or stupi­der. Or cra­zier.

      Id been do­ing okay as my moth­ers daugh­ter. My life was­nt per­fect, but whose was?

      Yes, Id al­ways de­spised my­self for be­ing a cow­ard. A wuss. So? There are worse things.

      And then I had to drive out to the lake one night. Theyd start­ed it. And I may be a wuss, 
        but Ive nev­er liked bul­lies. Maybe, if it was all about to go hor­ri­bly wrong, I could at 
        least go out with a bang.

      How cute and sweet and win­some and philo­soph­ical­ly high-​mind­ed,

      that I did­nt like bul­lies, that I want­ed to go out with a bang. I was still a cow­ard, I 
        had a mas­ter vam­pire and his gang on my tail, I was all alone, and I was way out of my 
        league.

      Oh, Con­stan­tine, I whis­pered in­to the dark­ness. What do I do now?

      I slept the mo­ment my head touched the pil­low, in spite of ev­ery­thing that had hap­pened. 
        It was very late for me though, and Id had two gen­er­ous shots of scotch. The alarm went 
        off about three hours lat­er. I woke strange­ly eas­ily and peace­ful­ly. I can get by on six 
        and a half hours, just, and on­ly if Im feel­ing live­ly gen­er­al­ly, which I had­nt been 
        late­ly. Three hours sleep does­nt cut it un­der any con­di­tions. But I sat up and stretched 
        and did­nt feel too bad. And I had the odd­est sen­sa­tion...as if some­one had been in my 
        bed­room with me. Giv­en the events of the night be­fore, this should have been pan­ic 
        sta­tions, but it was­nt. It was a re­as­sur­ing feel­ing, as if some­one had been guard­ing me in 
        my sleep.

      Get a grip, Sun­shine.

      I had to get mov­ing quick­ly how­ev­er I was feel­ing, be­cause it took so much longer to 
        bi­cy­cle than to drive in­to town. But as it turned out, it did­nt. When I went round to the 
        shed to fetch Ken­nys bike there was a car parked at the edge of the road, en­gine off, but 
        SOF spot­light on, il­lu­mi­nat­ing the SOF in­signia on the door, and the face of the man 
        lean­ing against the hood. Pat.  Morn­ing, he said.

      We are not go­ing to the lake at this hour, I said, half scan­dal­ized and half dis­be­liev­ing. 
        I am go­ing to make cin­na­mon rolls and oat­meal bread and brown­ies and But­ter Bombs, and you 
        can call out the cav­al­ry at about ten.

      Sheer. I know youre go­ing in to make cin­na­mon rolls. You want to be set­ting some aside to 
        bring with you lat­er on. The on­ly good Mon­day is a hol­iday Mon­day when Char­lies is open. 
        But we fig­ured that Mel would bring you home last night which would leave you with on­ly 
        two un­mo­tor­ized wheels this morn­ing. And we dont want you tired this af­ter­noon.

      Tired but alive would do, I thought. Dawn is­nt for an­oth­er hour and a half, and if Im the 
        first per­son to stake a suck­er with a ta­ble knife I could be the first per­son to get 
        plucked off a bi­cy­cle...I had been think­ing about this as I walked down­stairs in the dark. 
        Liv­ing alone has its ad­van­tages in terms of ward­ing: your wards dont get con­fused, nor do 
        they blunt as fast as they will if there are sev­er­al of you. A big fam­ily with a lot of 
        friends will go through wards like the Sed­dons through pop­corn on Mon­day nights. And 
        un­less you are so fab­ulous­ly wealthy that you can spend mil­lions on

      made-​to-​or­der wards, there are al­ways go­ing to be some holes in the bar­ri­er. Some­one 
        liv­ing alone who is­nt con­stant­ly hav­ing dif­fer­ent peo­ple over can prob­ably build up a 
        pret­ty good, sol­id, home ward sys­tem. Thats prob­ably .

      But wards are un­sta­ble at best, and they tend to blow up or fall over or go rogue or get 
        their at­tributes crossed and morph in­to some­thing else, al­most cer­tain­ly some­thing you 
        dont want, pret­ty eas­ily, and gen­er­al­ly speak­ing the more pow­er­ful they are the more 
        like­ly they are to go nuts. And wards are the sober end of the charm fam­ily. Most of the 
        rest of them are a lot worse. One of the most de­pend­able ways to make a ward kali on you 
        is to ex­pect it to trav­el. All charms, in­clud­ing wards, that you wear next to your skin, 
        are dif­fer­en­thence the peren­ni­al, if prob­lem­at­ic, pop­ular­ity of tat­toos­but wards you hang 
        at a dis­tance have to stay put.

      Con­se­quent­ly the eter­nal­ly vexed ques­tion of ward­ing your means of trans­porta­tion. And 
        while its true that the chauf­feur-​driv­en limos of the glob­al coun­cil are al­most more ward 
        than limo, its al­so true that no coun­cil mem­ber trav­els any­where with­out a hu­man body­guard 
        stiff with tech­nol­ogy, in­clud­ing to the cor­ner store for a news­pa­per. If there are any 
        glob­al coun­cil mem­bers that live in neigh­bor­hoods with cor­ner stores, which there prob­ably 
        ar­ent.

      The irony is that the best trans­port ward for us or­di­nary schlemiels re­mains the con­fus­ing 
        fact of mo­tion it­self. (Theres a cru­cial main­te­nance speed of a lit­tle un­der ten mph. This 
        is a brisk ped­al on your bi­cy­cle and sen­si­ble jog­gers, if this is­nt a con­tra­dic­tion in 
        terms, get their ex­er­cise dur­ing the day. In the horse era a har­ness or rid­ing horse that 
        could­nt main­tain a nine-​mph clip for a use­ful dis­tance was shot. This made hors­es 
        short-​lived and ex­pen­sive and most peo­ple stayed at home af­ter dark: but at least trav­el 
        was pos­si­ble.) The pro­tec­tion of move­ment is noth­ing like per­fect, which is why they keep 
        try­ing to cre­ate trans­port wards, but it ex­ist­sand thank the gods and an­gels for it, since 
        with­out it I dont think there would be many sane hu­mans left. Theres on­ly so much con­stant 
        re­lent­less con­stric­tive dread you can live with. Any­way I knew to be grate­ful for it, but 
        it had nev­er made much sense, at least not till a vam­pire had told me it is not the 
        dis­tance that is cru­cial, but the uni­for­mi­ty and giv­en me an inkling.

      But what kind of ho­mo­gene­ity is it, about suck­er sens­es? Had the gob­lin gig­glers last 
        sight of the hu­man who offed him been trans­mit­ted any­where?

      Id felt rel­ative­ly safe in­side my apart­ment. I had good wards, and you can kind of feel 
        the pres­ence of the screen they put up, that its there, and

      there ar­ent any big drafts com­ing through it. And you feel it when you come out from 
        be­hind it too.

      But Id nev­er been able to bear a charm against my skin. They make me a to­tal space cadet. 
        Id agreed to the key ring loop to make Mom feel good, and that was push­ing it. Poor thing. 
        It had prob­ably been grate­ful to be drowned in the show­er, last night, if it had sur­vived 
        the lit­tle in­ci­dent short­ly be­fore.

      I said to Pat un­kind­ly, You might have thought of that last night.

      He grinned, and opened the pas­sen­ger door. I got in. Why did you draw the short straw?

      Cause Im best at go­ing with­out sleep. My de­mon blood has its us­es.

      There were at least two class­es of demons who did­nt sleep at all. My fa­vorite is the Hildy 
        de­mon, who gets all the sleep it needs dur­ing the blink­ing of its eyes. Youd think this 
        would se­ri­ous­ly in­ter­rupt any train of thought that takes longer to pur­sue than the time 
        be­tween one eye blink and an­oth­er, but not to a Hildy. (Theyre called Hildies af­ter 
        Brun­hilde, who slept for a very long time sur­round­ed by fire. Hildies al­so breathe fire 
        when theyre peeved, al­though theyre even-​tem­pered as demons go.) Hildies ar­ent blue though.

      I cer­tain­ly could­nt get all the sleep I need­ed by blink­ing my eyes.

      I stayed in the bak­ery all morn­ing. Char­lie and Mel kept ev­ery­one who did­nt be­long be­hind 
        the counter on the far side, Mom an­swered more phone calls than usu­al and said she has 
        noth­ing to say a lot. With the bak­ery door open I could some­times hear con­ver­sa­tions in 
        the of­fice. Mom is good at hang­ing up on peo­ple. Its one of her great as­sets as a 
        small-​busi­ness man­ag­er. (She and Con­suela had late­ly been work­ing up a good cop/bad cop 
        rou­tine that was a joy to eaves­drop on.) I had no idea what Char­lie had told her about the 
        events of the night be­fore. I did­nt want to know. But he must have told her some­thing. 
        Mirac­ulous­ly, she left me alone, al­though a par­tic­ular­ly lurid new charm was wait­ing for 
        me on my apron hook that morn­ing. I left it there, glow­er­ing to it­self. I like or­ange, but 
        not in over-​dec­orat­ed feath­er wham­mies.

      It was­nt as bad as it might have been by a long shot. I felt some grudg­ing ad­mi­ra­tion for 
        SOF.

      No­body tried to fol­low me when I left the cof­fee­house at ten, or at least no­body but some 
        of the over­weight so-​called wildlife that hangs around the pedes­tri­an precinct and tries 
        to cadge hand­outs from the weak-​willed. They know a white bak­ery bag when they see one, 
        and I was car­ry­ing a

      dozen cin­na­mon rolls. I swear some of our spar­rows are too fat to fly, but the fer­al cats 
        are too fat to catch them. And the squir­rels should have had tee­ny-​wee­ny skate­boards to 
        keep their bel­lies off the ground. One of the re­cent ru­mors about Mrs. Bialoskys 
        neigh­bor­hood ac­tiv­ities was that she ran a com­man­do unit that pro­tect­ed us from some of 
        Old Towns larg­er, more threat­en­ing wildlife, the rats and fox­es and mu­tant deer that nev­er 
        shed their short but pointy horns. If Char­lies had had to keep all of that lot too fat to 
        in­tim­idate any­body wed have gone out of busi­ness.

      It was just Jesse and Pat to­day. They put me in the front seatof an un­marked car­with Pat 
        alone in the back. Jesse ate four cin­na­mon rolls and Pat ate five. I did­nt think this was 
        hu­man­ly pos­si­ble­but then maybe it was­nt. I ate one. Id had break­fast al­ready. Twice. Ten 
        oclock is a long time from four in the morn­ing.

      We drove first to the old cab­in. I was still cling­ing to that mys­te­ri­ous sense of some­one 
        keep­ing a pro­tec­tive eye on me, but I was be­gin­ning to feel a lit­tle rocky nonethe­less. 
        Maybe I should have brought the feath­er wham­my in­stead of hid­ing it un­der my apron when I 
        left. As the weed-​pocked grav­el of what had once been a drive­way crunched un­der my feet, I 
        put my hand in my pock­et and closed it round my lit­tle knife. I had been not re­mem­ber­ing 
        what had hap­pened two months ago so em­phat­ical­ly that the edges of my re­al mem­ory had 
        be­come a lit­tle in­dis­tinct. Stand­ing on the ground where it had be­gun brought it hor­ri­bly 
        back. I looked at the porch, where I had­nt heard them com­ing from. I looked at the place 
        where my car had no longer been, two days lat­er.

      I went down to the marshy reach near the shore, where the stream had run fif­teen years 
        ago. It did­nt look like any­body had been there play­ing in the mud re­cent­ly. I went back to 
        the cab­in. Yeah, Pat was say­ing.

      But its been a long time, and they havent been back, said Jesse.

      They were just stand­ing there, no giz­mos in sight, no head­sets, no wires, no portable com 
        screens with flash­ing lights mak­ing beep­ing nois­es. I guessed it was­nt tech­nol­ogy that was 
        help­ing them draw their con­clu­sions.

      What a good thing Pat had­nt walked on my porch this morn­ing, and up my stairs and knocked 
        on my door and, maybe, walked in­to the front room where the same, if sav­age­ly 
        stain-​re­moved, so­fa still stood, and the lit­tle square of car­pet be­side it, and maybe even 
        the han­dle of the fridge door, the same han­dle that had been there ready to ex­pose a 
        car­ton of milk be­hind it if some­one pulled on it, two months ago.

      What a good thing that good man­ners dic­tate that you dont idly cross

      peo­ples prob­able out­er ward cir­cle and knock on their doors un­less in­vit­ed.

      Carthagini­an hell.

      We got back in the car and drove on the way wed been go­ing, north.

      There was a bad spot al­most at once. I picked it up first, or any­way I was the one who 
        said, Hey. I dont know about you, but I dont want to go any far­ther this way.

      Roll up your win­dows, said Jesse. He hit a cou­ple of but­tons on the very pe­cu­liar 
        dash­board I was on­ly now notic­ing and sud­den­ly there was some­thing like heavy body ar­mor 
        en­clos­ing me, op­pres­sive as chain mail and breast­plate and a full-​face helm, plume and 
        la­dys silk fa­vor op­tion­al. I could al­most smell the met­al pol­ish. Ugh, I said.

      Dont knock it, it works, said Jesse. Our voic­es echoed pe­cu­liar­ly. We drove very slow­ly 
        for about a minute and then a red light on the dash­board blinked and there was a man­ic 
        chirp­ing like a para­keet on speed. Right. Were clear. He hit the same but­tons. The 
        in­vis­ible ar­mor went away.

      Spar­tan, is­nt it? said Pat.

      No, I said.

      We drove through two more bad spots like that and I hat­ed the body ar­mor pro­gram worse 
        each time. It made me feel trapped. It made me feel as if when I woke up again Id be 
        sit­ting at the edge of a bon­fire with a lot of vam­pires on the oth­er side.

      It was a long drive. Thir­ty miles or so. I re­mem­bered.

      Then we reached a re­al­ly bad spot. Jesse hit his but­tons again but this time it re­al­ly was 
        like be­ing trapped­held down while Things slid through the in­tan­gi­ble gaps be­tween the 
        in­cor­po­re­al links, reached out long taloned fin­gers and grabbed me...

      Big. Huge space. In­doors; ceil­ing up there some­where. Old fac­to­ry. Scaf­fold­ing where the 
        work­ers had once tend­ed the ma­chines. No win­dows. Enor­mous square ven­ti­la­tor shafts, vast 
        par­asitic humps of silent ma­chin­ery, con­tor­tions of pip­ing like the Worm Ouroboros in its 
        death throes...

      And eyes. Eyes. Star­ing. Their gaze like flung acid. No col­or. What col­or is evil?...

      When I came to, I was scream­ing. I stopped. Even the guys looked shak­en. I could see the 
        scuff marks in the road ahead of us, where Jesse

      had slammed us in­to re­verse. Good thing the driv­er had­nt gone un­der. I put my hands over 
        my mouth. Sor­ry, I said.

      Nah, said Pat. If you had­nt been scream­ing, Idve had to do it.

      What now? said Jesse. They both looked at me.

      Maybe this is the re­al­ly big bad spot be­hind the house, I said. I told you there was one. 
        Were pret­ty well north of the lake now, ar­ent we? Seems like weve come far enough, but I 
        keep los­ing the lake be­hind the trees.

      Yeah, said Jesse. The roads well back here, be­cause this is where the big es­tates are. 
        Were.

      Okay, I said. So we walk. I opened the car door and clam­bered stiffly out. This was hard­er 
        than it would have been if I had­nt been squashed by SOF tech­nol­ogy four times, es­pe­cial­ly 
        the last time when it did­nt work. I pat­ted my stom­ach as if check­ing to make sure I was 
        still there. I seemed to be. The cut on my breast was itch­ing like crazy: the sort of 
        vari­able itch that re­in­forces its per­for­mance by reg­ular nerve-​fray­ing jabs of pain.

      My jack­knife seemed to be try­ing to burn a hole through its cot­ton pock­et to my leg. I 
        wrapped my hand around it. The heat was pre­sum­ably il­lu­so­ry, which per­haps ex­plained why 
        the sense of be­ing fried felt so com­fort­ing. I set off through the trees with­out look­ing 
        be­hind me. Theyd fol­low, and I had to get my­self mov­ing be­fore I thought much about it or 
        I would­nt do it at all.

      I did­nt both­er try­ing to fig­ure out where the bad spot end­ed. I went down to the shore of 
        the lake and turned right. Walk­ing on the shore, while awk­ward, all shin­gle and teetery 
        stones and wa­ter-​tossed rub­bish, was­nt so bad as walk­ing through the trees. I was in 
        sun­light out here, and the mem­ories were un­der the trees. I had­nt walked on the shore 
        be­fore.

      It was the right bad spot. I came to the house much too soon. I could half-​con­vince my­self 
        I was en­joy­ing walk­ing by the lake. I like walk­ing by wa­ter in the sun­shine. Id of­ten 
        en­joyed walk­ing by this lake. Be­fore. I stopped, feel­ing sud­den­ly sick, and wait­ed for the 
        oth­er two to catch up with me. Im not sure I can do this, I said, and my voice had start­ed 
        to go fun­ny again, as it had last night, when I told them you dont hear vam­pires com­ing.

      Its day­light, and were with you, said Jesse, not un­sym­pa­thet­ical­ly.

      I said abrupt­ly, What if we get back to the car and it wont start? Wed nev­er get out of 
        these woods be­fore dark.

      Itll start, said Pat. Youre okay. Hold on. Were go­ing to walk up the

      hill to­ward the house re­al slow. You just keep breath­ing. Im walk­ing up on your left and 
        Jesse is walk­ing up on your right. Well go as slow as you want. Hey, Jesse, hows your 
        nephew do­ing with that pup­py he talked your folks in­to buy­ing him?

      It was well done. Pup­py sto­ries got me to the stairs. By that time Pat had me by the el­bow 
        be­cause I was gasp­ing like a puffer de­mon, ex­cept they al­ways breathe like that, but 
        hav­ing a hand on my el­bow was too much like hav­ing been frog-​marched up those stairs the 
        last time Id been here. No, I said. Thanks, but let me go. Last time, you know, I had help.

      The porch steps creaked un­der my weight. Like last time. Un­like last time, the steps al­so 
        creaked un­der the weight of my com­pan­ions.

      Al­most dream­ily I went through the still-​ajar front door and left across the huge hall 
        to­ward the ball­room. It was day­light, now, so I could look up, and see where the curl of 
        grand stair­case be­came an up­stairs cor­ri­dor lined by what had once been an equal­ly grand 
        balustrade, but some of the posts were cracked or miss­ing. There were still glints of gold 
        paint in the hol­lows of the carv­ing. In the dark I had­nt known the rail­ings were any­thing 
        but smooth. I would­nt have cared.

      The ball­room was small­er than I re­mem­bered. It was still a big room, much big­ger than 
        any­thing but a ball­room, but in my mem­ory it had be­come about the size of a small coun­try, 
        and in fact it was on­ly a room. As ball­rooms go it prob­ably was­nt even a big one. The 
        chan­de­lier, very shab­by in day­light, still had can­dle stubs in it, and there was a lot of 
        dripped wax on the floor un­der­neath. There was my cor­ner, and the win­dows on ei­ther wall 
        that had bound­ed my world for two long nights and a day in be­tween...

      I shud­dered.

      Steady, Sun­shine, said Pat.

      I had been wor­ry­ing about the shack­les in the walls. I was go­ing to have to re­vert to not 
        re­mem­ber­ing, when Pat and Jesse asked me about the sec­ond shack­le, the one with the ward 
        signs on it.

      There were no shack­les. Just holes in the walls. I al­most laughed. Thanks, Bo, I said 
        silent­ly. You­ve done me a fa­vor.

      Pat and Jesse were ex­am­in­ing the holes, Pat still half keep­ing an eye on me. The holes 
        looked like theyd been tor­nas if the shack­les had been ripped out of the walls by some­one 
        in a rage. By some vam­pire: no hu­man couldve done it. But I guessed the rage part was 
        ac­cu­rate. A

      frus­trat­ed­pos­si­bly fright­ene­drage, or on or­ders? On or­ders, I thought. I doubt­ed Bos gang 
        did any­thing that Bo had­nt told them to do first. But how­ev­er it had hap­pened, I did­nt 
        have to ex­plain a shack­le with ward signs on it.

      They did, of course, want to know about the sec­ond set of holes. This is where I was, I 
        said, point­ing to the holes near­er the cor­ner. And this? said Jesse, kneel­ing in front of 
        the oth­er holes. I dont re­mem­ber, I said au­to­mat­ical­ly.

      There was a si­lence. Can we have an agree­ment, maybe, said Pat. That you stop say­ing I 
        dont re­mem­ber and do us the kind­ness of telling the truth, which is that youre not go­ing 
        to say what you re­mem­ber.

      There was a longer si­lence. Pat was look­ing at me. I met his eyes. He had held his breath 
        till he turned blue last night. Hed al­ready made up his mind to trust me, even know­ing 
        that I was ly­ing about what had hap­pened. That made me feel pret­ty bad un­til it oc­curred 
        to me that there was an­oth­er an­gle on last nights demon­stra­tion: not on­ly that Pat and 
        Jesse and Theo were will­ing to trust me, but that they un­der­stood some­times you had to lie.

      Okay, I said. So, said Jesse. This sec­ond set of holes. I took a deep breath. Im not go­ing 
        to tell you.

      Okay, said Jesse. I think these holes are from an­oth­er shack­le. If it had been emp­ty while 
        you were here, Rae, you would­nt mind telling us that. So, there must have been an­oth­er 
        pris­on­er, and its this oth­er pris­on­er you ar­ent go­ing to tell us about.

      I did­nt say any­thing.

      In­ter­est­ing, said Jesse.

      Pat stared out one of the win­dows, frown­ing. Shack­les in a ball­room ar­ent stan­dard 
        equip­ment, so the suck­ers will have put them in spe­cial. The thing is, the space cleared 
        around this house has been done re­cent­ly too. You have to as­sume they did that as well. 
        Why?

      I could keep silent on this one a lit­tle more eas­ily. It seemed pret­ty weird if you did­nt 
        know. And this one they could­nt guess. I hoped.

      They went off to look at the rest of the house. I stayed in the ball­room. I sat on the 
        win­dowsill near­est my shack­le, the one on the long wallthe win­dow Id peed out of. The 
        win­dow Id knelt in front of when Id changed

      my knife to a key. The lake looked a lot like it had the day Id been here: an­oth­er blue, 
        clear day. It was hot­ter to­day though, sum­mer rather than spring. I leaned back against 
        the side of the win­dow and thought about cin­na­mon rolls and muffins and brown­ies and the 
        cher­ry tarts Id start­ed ex­per­iment­ing with since Char­lie had or­dered an elec­tric cher­ry 
        pit­ter out of a cat­alog and gave it to me hope­ful­ly. Char­lies idea of post-​trau­mat­ic shock 
        ther­apy: a new kitchen gad­get. I thought about the plea­sure of sit­ting in bright sun­light. 
        With two hu­mans in easy call. I might have opened my col­lar and let the sun shine there, 
        but I had the gash taped up and I was­nt go­ing to risk Pat or Jesse see­ing it.

      I thought about the fact that Mel, easy­go­ing, laid-​back, mind-​your-​own-​busi­ness Mel, kept 
        nag­ging me to look for a doc­tor who could do some­thing about it, and found my re­fusal 
        in­ex­pli­ca­ble and dumb.

      Jesse and Pat came back in­to the ball­room and hun­kered down on the floor in front of me in 
        my win­dow. There was a si­lence. I did­nt like this. I want­ed to leave. I want­ed to get away 
        from the lake, from what had hap­pened here, from be­ing re­mind­ed of what had hap­pened here. 
        Id done what theyd asked, Id found them the house. I did­nt want to talk about this stuff 
        any more. I want­ed to go back to the car and make sure it was go­ing to start, and get us 
        out of here be­fore sun­down. I want­ed to sit in the sun some­where oth­er than be­side the 
        lake.

      So, last night, said Jesse. What hap­pened?

      I dont I said. Pat looked at me and I smiled faint­ly. I was­nt go­ing to say I dont 
        re­mem­ber. I was go­ing to say I dont know. It wa­sit was like in­stinc­tive, ex­cept who has 
        that kind of in­stinct? If it was an in­stinct, it was a re­al­ly stupid in­stinct.

      Ex­cept that it worked, Pat said dry­ly. So, you did­nt think, ah ha, theres a suck­er a 
        cou­ple of streets over, I think Ill go stake the bas­tard? Nev­er mind that I dont know how 
        I know its there or that Im go­ing to stake it with a god­dam ta­ble knife?

      No, I said. I did­nt think at all. I did­nt think from the time II stood up from where I was 
        sit­ting at the counter to when­when Jesse had hold of me and was yelling that it was all 
        over.

      So why did you stand upand pick up a ta­ble knife­and take off at a speed that would­nt have 
        shamed an Olympic sprint­er?

      Um, I said. Well, I heard him. Um. And I did­nt like hav­ing him...on my ground. I was, um, 
        an­gry. I guess.

      Heard him. Heard him what? No­body else heard any­thing.

      Heard him, um, gig­gle.

      Si­lence.

      Was this by any chance a suck­er from two months ago? Pat said gen­tly. From what hap­pened 
        here?

      Yes.

      Can you tell us any more?

      Hes the one that made this mark on me, I thought. This slice in my flesh that wont close. 
        You could say I had a score to set­tle. That does­nt ex­plain why I man­aged to set­tle it 
        though. He washe was the oth­er one that had hold of me, com­ing here. I dont know how many 
        of them there were al­to­geth­era dozen maybe. I thought of the sec­ond evening, the twelve of 
        them fan­ning out around me and the pris­on­er of the oth­er shack­le, com­ing clos­er. Slow­ly 
        com­ing clos­er. How Id been press­ing my­self against the wall so hard my spine hurt. Most of 
        them did­nt say any­thing. The one I think was the Breather­he seemed to be giv­ing the 
        or­ders. I thought of him asas the lieu­tenant of the raid­ing par­ty. He talked. And he held 
        one of my arms, bring­ing me here. This­the one from last night, he held my oth­er arm. He 
        talked. He was the one with the...sense of hu­mor. Her feet are al­ready bleed­ing. If you 
        like feet.

      The lieu­tenant of the raid­ing par­ty, said Jesse thought­ful­ly. That sounds like there was a 
        colonel back at head­quar­ters.

      Youd ex­pect that, a set­up as elab­orate as this one, said Pat. This is a gang run by a 
        mas­ter vam­pire.

      They both looked at me. Do you know any­thing about the mas­ter? said Jesse.

      I could have said, Im not go­ing to tell you. I said, No.

      There was an­oth­er si­lence. I tried not to squirm. This should be when the SOFs re­vert to 
        type and start yelling at me for with­hold­ing im­por­tant in­for­ma­tion and so on.

      We have a prob­lem, you see, Sun­shine, said Pat at last. Okay, we know youre not telling us 
        ev­ery­thing. But...well, I prob­ably should­nt be telling you this, but that hap­pens of­ten­er 
        than you might think, peo­ple not telling SOF ev­ery­thing. Hell, SOF not telling SOF 
        ev­ery­thing. I mean aside from the no­mad blood of guys like Jesse and me. We could prob­ably 
        live with that if that was all it was. We would­nt like it, maybe, but weve had a lot of 
        prac­tice not be­ing told ev­ery­thing, and if you get too pissed off at peo­ple then they 
        re­al­ly wont talk to you.

      But you­ve done some­thing pret­ty well un­prece­dent­ed. Twice. You got away from a bunch of 
        vam­pire­sa­lone, and out in the mid­dle of nowhere. It hap­pens oc­ca­sion­al­ly that a suck­er 
        gang gets a lit­tle car­ried away, teas­ing some kid from a hu­man gang that has been jiv­ing 
        in the wrong place, hop­ing to see vam­pires. The kid gets a lit­tle cut up, but we take him 
        to the hos­pi­tal and they stitch him up and give him his shots, and he goes home good as 
        new if a lit­tle more prone to night­mares than he used to be. It does­nt hap­pen that a young 
        wom­an alone in a wilder­ness gets away from a suck­er gang so de­ter­mined to keep her they 
        have her chained to the wall. So far as I know it has­nt ev­er hap­pened be­fore.

      I wished he would stop say­ing alone. He had­nt for­got­ten the sec­ond set of holes in the 
        wall any more than I had. Thank the gods at least the tell­tale shack­le it­self was gone.

      And thats on­ly the first thing. The sec­ond thing is that you saun­tered up to a suck­er last 
        night that in the first place you had no way of know­ing was there, in the sec­ond place he 
        stood there while you staked him with­out any warn­ing or any back­up, and in the third place 
        staked him with a stain­less steel ta­ble knife. Peo­ple have staked suck­ers with­out back­up, 
        but theyve nev­er done it by run­ning up to one in full sight and they sure as suck­ers hate 
        day­light dont do it with a god­dam ta­ble knife. I pulled the re­search on it that proves it 
        cant be done, last night. Stain­less steel is a no-​hop­er even if you­ve had the best 
        ward­crafters and charm cut­ters in the busi­ness do their num­ber on it first.

      I told you I dont need much sleep. I spent the rest of last night go­ing through the files 
        for any­thing about suck­er es­capees and un­usu­al stak­ings. There is­nt much. And noth­ing at 
        all like you, Sun­shine.

      We ought to put all this in our re­port, and pass it on up the line, and then youd get a 
        horde of SOF ex­perts down on you like noth­ing you­ve ev­er imag­ined, and, speak­ing of 
        shack­les, youd prob­ably spend the rest of your life chained to the god­dess of pains desk. 
        Shed love you.

      But we dont want to. Be­cause we need you. We need you in the field. Dear frig­ging gods and 
        an­gels, do we ev­er need you in the field. We need any­thing we can get be­cause, frankly, 
        were los­ing. You did­nt know that, did you? At the mo­ment we still got the news nailed 
        shut. But it is­nt go­ing to stay nailed shut. An­oth­er hun­dred years, tops, and the suck­ers 
        are go­ing to be run­ning our show. The Wars were just a dis­trac­tion. We think we won. Well, 
        maybe we did, but we skegged our fu­ture do­ing it. It blows, but its the way it is. So 
        lit­tle grub­by guys like me and Jesse feel we need you in the field a hell of a lot more 
        than we need you dis­ap­peared in­to some study pro­gram while they try to fig­ure out how 
        you­ve done what

      you­ve done and how they could make a lot of oth­er peo­ple do it too. Which they would­nt be 
        able to be­cause its gonna turn out not to work that way. And we guess you dont want to be 
        dis­ap­peared ei­ther?

      I shook my head on a sud­den­ly stiff neck.

      Yeah. So, any­way, if you can off suck­ers with com­mon house­hold uten­sils, we want you out 
        there do­ing it. Well even lie to the god­dess of pain about you to keep you to our­selves, 
        and babe, that takes balls.

      Would they still want me out there do­ing what I could do if they knew what else I could 
        do? If they knew the truth about the sec­ond shack­le?

      Were the vam­pires re­al­ly go­ing to win with­in the next hun­dred years?

      When we got back to the car it start­ed the first time. There was­nt much con­ver­sa­tion. We 
        were most of the way back to town when Pat said, Hey, Sun­shine, talk to us. What are you 
        think­ing?

      Im try­ing not to think. Im I stopped. I did­nt know if I could say it aloud, even to make 
        my point. Im try­ing not to think about those stains on the walls in the al­ley, last night.

      There was a pause. Im sor­ry, said Jesse. We do have some idea what were ask­ing you. Dont 
        let Pats plea­sure in his own rhetoric get to you.

      Hey, said Pat.

      I havent been your age in a long time, Jesse went on, and I grew up want­ing to join SOF. I 
        knew it was go­ing to be bad, what I was go­ing to be do­ing, if I stayed a field agent, 
        which I want­ed to be. And it is bad, a lot of it, a lot of the time. You get used to it 
        be­cause you have to. And SOF does­nt throw you in like you­ve been thrown in. Last night was 
        rough even for a griz­zled old vet like me.

      Rae, we ar­ent ask­ing you to make a de­ci­sion to save the world to­mor­row. But please think 
        about what Pat said. Think about the fact that we re­al­ly, re­al­ly need you. And think, for 
        what its worth, that well back you up to the last gasp, if you want us there. If last-​gasp 
        stuff turns out to be nec­es­sary.

      And just by the way, kid­do, said Pat in his mildest voice, Im not ac­cus­ing you of 
        any­thing, okay? But it must be fifty miles from here back to where you live with that 
        weird sid­dhartha type. I aint say­ing its not pos­si­ble, Sun­shine, but thats a hell of a 
        hike for any­one, let alone some­one whos spent two days chained to a wall ex­pect­ing to die. 
        Im think­ing your last gasp is pret­ty worth hav­ing.

      I stared out the win­dow, think­ing about the sec­ond shack­le.

      ***

      I got through dessert shift that night on au­topi­lot. No­body asked me how my af­ter­noon had 
        gone and I did­nt vol­un­teer any­thing. The at­mo­sphere of Re­pressed Anx­iety was thick enough 
        to cut chunks out of and fry, how­ev­er. I won­dered what youd have on the side with a plate 
        of Deep Fried Anx­iety. Pick­les? Cole slaw? Pota­to-​strych­nine mash? Things were so fraught 
        that Ken­ny came in­to the bak­ery long enough to say Hey big sis and give me a hug. He had­nt 
        called me Big Sis since the time he was eight and I was eigh­teen and Id caught him spy­ing 
        on my then-​boyfriend Raoul and me and he went around the house yelling Big Sis­sy Kissy 
        Kissy and I sent Raoul home and went in­to my broth­ers room and de­stroyed the back­up discs 
        to ev­ery one of their com­box games that I could find. Which was a lot. You might think 
        this was over­re­act­ing (Mom, Char­lie, and Bil­ly did), but I was lucky hed on­ly caught us 
        kiss­ing, and I want­ed to be sure Id been dis­cour­ag­ing enough about this sort of fra­ter­nal 
        be­hav­ior. Any­way nei­ther Ken­ny nor Bil­ly spoke to me at all for about six months, by which 
        time Id grad­uat­ed, the Big Sis era was over, and short­ly af­ter that Id moved in­to my own 
        apart­ment.

      Mary took her break in the bak­ery again, and told me the lat­est Mr. Cagney sto­ry, but her 
        heart was­nt in it.

      Im okay, I said. Re­al­ly.

      I know you are, she said, but she hugged me any­way, and got streaks of flour and cin­na­mon 
        all down her front.

      I was due to stay till clos­ing but they packed me off an hour ear­ly. I did­nt ar­gue. I 
        fetched the Wreck and drove home slow­ly. I was so tired­bone tired, mar­row tired, what 
        comes af­ter that? Life tired? Thats the kind of tired I was. It was­nt just lack of sleep 
        tired, though I did have a few fuzzy cob­webs at the cor­ners of my vi­sion.

      I could hear some of Moms charms mov­ing around in the glove com­part­ment. Once a charm has 
        been giv­en some­ones name, if that some­one does­nt snap it and let it go live, it may pop 
        it­self, and try to come af­ter you. When I opened the glove com­part­ment to put a new one in 
        now, half a dozen of the old ones tried to climb up my arm. They were prob­ably all to­tal­ly 
        cracked from driv­ing around in a car though.

      It had been dark for two hours. The moon was ris­ing. I thought about try­ing to talk 
        Char­lie in­to keep­ing the cof­fee­house open twen­ty­four hours, drive those in­fe­ri­or Prime 
        Time brown­ies right out of town. Then I could nev­er leave the cof­fee­house again, for the 
        rest of my life. Pat and Jesse

      would be dis­ap­point­ed, of course, and wed have to gear hard af­ter the in­som­ni­ac mar­ket, to 
        keep the cus­tomer flow up, all night long, since you cant ward a restau­rant. But these 
        were mere prac­ti­cal prob­lems. The thing that re­al­ly both­ered me was that Id have to tell 
        ev­ery­one why.

      That there was a vam­pirea mas­ter vam­pire, and his gan­gafter me. Specif­ical­ly the ones Id 
        got away from two months ago, and it turns out suck­ers are poor losers. And per­sis­tent 
        bas­tards.

      That maybe I was the first bad-​mag­ic wuss in his­to­ry. The lab-​coat brigade would prob­ably 
        want to do ex­haus­tive re­search on my moth­ers child-​rear­ing tech­niques as well as on my 
        blood chem­istry. Aca­dem­ic prunes would write pa­pers. If they knew.

      If I lost it and they found out.

      There was a light on in Yolan­des part of the house, spilling across the porch and to­ward 
        the drive. I still went up my own stairs in the dark; there was a hall light, but elec­tric 
        light in that nar­row win­dow-​less way made me feel claus­tro­pho­bic. When I got up­stairs, and 
        bolt­ed the door be­hind me, I still did­nt turn the light on. I had an­oth­er cup of chamomile 
        tea on the dark bal­cony. Moon­light was be­gin­ning to glim­mer through the trees at the edge 
        of the gar­den. And I turned off think­ing. I sat there, lis­ten­ing to the al­most-​si­lence. 
        There were tiny rustling nois­es, the hoot of an owl, the soft stir­ring of the wind through 
        leaves. Ex­ter­nal leaves. In­ter­nal leaves.

      A tree? It should­nt be a tree. My im­ma­te­ri­al men­tor should be one of those things in one 
        of my broth­ers com­box games that you zapped on sight, all teeth and turpi­tude.

      And noth­ing at all like you, Sun­shine...we need you.

      I was so tired. At least tonight I had the op­tion to go to bed ear­ly. I put my cup in the 
        sink, put my night­gown on. Like last night, I was out as soon as I lay down.

      But I woke again on­ly a few hours lat­er, know­ing he was there. I lay curled up, fac­ing the 
        wall; the win­dow, and the rest of the room, were be­hind me. I did­nt hear him, of course. 
        But I knew he was there.

      I turned over. There was a bright rect­an­gle of moon­light on the floor, and a dark shape 
        sit­ting mo­tion­less in the chair be­yond it. He raised his head a lit­tle, in ac­knowl­edg­ment, 
        I think, of my wak­ing. Hed been watch­ing me.

      I thought about be­ing in the same room with a vam­pire. I thought about the fact that hed 
        come in, how­ev­er hed come in, through some

      charmed and ward­ed door (or win­dow). I thought about the fact that I had, of course, 
        in­vit­ed him in, when he had brought me home, two months ago. I had­nt thought about 
        invit­ing him in, but Id been be­yond that kind of think­ing then any­way, and hed been do­ing 
        me the small ser­vice of sav­ing my life at the time. I should­nt now ob­ject to the idea that 
        once Id in­vit­ed him over my thresh­old the wel­come was, ap­par­ent­ly, per­ma­nent.

      You can kind of feel the bar­ri­er your wards are mak­ing for you, feel if there are any big 
        drafts flow­ing through any big holes. There wer­ent any drafts. None of my wards were 
        re­act­ing to his pres­ence.

      I as­sumed the in­vi­ta­tion was par­tic­ular to him. That I had­nt thrown the way open for 
        vam­pires in gen­er­al. Not a nice thought.

      Maybe Id in­vit­ed him over my thresh­old a sec­ond time when I stood on the edge of the 
        dark­ness two nights ago and said, What do I do now?

      There were things Id for­got­ten. Id for­got­ten the wrong­ness. What was new was the fact 
        that, de­spite my heart do­ing its fight-​or-​flight, 
        help-​were-​prey-​and-​HEY-​STUPID-​THATS-​A-​VAM­PIRE num­ber, I was glad to see him. Ridicu­lous 
        but true. Scary but true.

      The one per­son­crea­turewhat­ev­er of my ac­quain­tance who would­nt be in any dan­ger if I 
        snapped. Even a crim­inal­ly de­ranged al­most-​hu­man berserk­er is no match for a vam­pire.

      The one what­ev­er of my ac­quain­tance who prob­ably would still make me look vir­tu­ous and 
        moral­ly up­stand­ing if I did snap.

      I did­nt find this very com­fort­ing.

      You came, I said.

      I was here last night, he said. But you slept deeply, and I did not wish to dis­turb you.

      Id al­so for­got­ten how un­can­ny his voice was. Sin­is­ter. Not hu­man.

      That was nice of you, I said, lis­ten­ing to my­self and think­ing you pa­thet­ic numb­skull. I 
        had three hours of sleep last night and it its been a long cou­ple of days.

      Yes, he said. Si­lence fell. Some things had­nt changed. Bo is look­ing for me, I said at 
        last. Yes, he said.

      Im sor­ry, I said humbly, I dont know what to do. I...I...All I did was drive out to the 
        lake, that night, and ev­ery­thing else...Im sor­ry, I said

      again, a lit­tle wild­ly, and on­ly too aware of the irony: I dont want to die, you know?

      Yes, he said again.

      This time I heard the pause as one of those youre not go­ing to like this paus­es.

      Bo is look­ing for me too, he said. When he finds me, he will be care­ful to de­stroy me. 
        Last time was the­atrics. This time he will take no chances.

      Well, that was the most cheer­ing news Id heard all week. Even bet­ter than ghast­ly 
        rev­ela­tions about the pos­si­ble truth of my ge­net­ic com­po­si­tion. No one re­al­ly un­der­stands 
        ge­net­ics any more than any­one re­al­ly un­der­stands world eco­nomics, and what Id been 
        guess­ing might not be true. I could just wor­ry about it for the rest of my life. If I was 
        go­ing to have a rest of my life. As guar­an­teed bad news, vam­pires are a much sur­er bet. 
        Great. Spar­tan. Lets have a par­ty. Oh, I said care­ful­ly.

      I looked in­to what was prob­ably a short, bleak fu­ture, and re­al­ized that one of the 
        rea­sons Id been glad to see that dark shape in the chair was that with him here, for the 
        first time since Id come home af­ter those nights at the lake Id felt maybe...not to­tal­ly 
        clue­less and over­whelmed. Yes, hed been the one shack­led to the ball­room wall with me, but 
        theyd been afraid of him. Twelve against one, and him chained to the wall, and they were 
        afraid. The fact that theyd caught him could have been some kind of trick. It hap­pened. 
        Pre­sum­ably among vam­pires too.

      And now he was say­ing that he was out of his depth too. That it was hope­less. I want­ed 
        some nice hu­man equiv­oca­tion and de­nial. No, no, itll be all right! The ta­ble knife was an 
        ug­ly ac­ci­dent! And by the way youre not go­ing to morph in­to an axe mur­der­er!

      Res­cu­ing the odd vam­pire from de­struc­tion had al­ready ful­filled my bad-​gene quo­ta of 
        an­ti­so­cial be­hav­ior. Please.

      Why does he hate you so much? I said.

      The si­lence went on for a while, but I could wait. What else was there to do? Walk out­side 
        and shout, Here I am!? I might be due for a short, squalid fu­ture, but as a ba­sic 
        prin­ci­ple I was go­ing to hold on to what there was of it.

      He had­nt re­fused to an­swer yet.

      Its a long sto­ry, he said at last. We are near­ly the same age. There are dif­fer­ent ways of 
        be­ing what we are. Mine is one way. His is an­oth­er. Mine, it turns out, has cer­tain 
        ad­van­tages. If oth­ers per­haps thought the im­pli­ca­tions through, some things might be 
        dif­fer­ent. Bo does not wish

      any­one to think those im­pli­ca­tions through. De­stroy­ing me is a way to erase the ev­idence. 
        Plus that he does not care for me to have ad­van­tages no longer avail­able to him.

      This was in­ter­est­ing, and un­der oth­er cir­cum­stances would have made me cu­ri­ous. 
        Con­stan­tine could­nt be very old­by vam­pire stan­dard­son­ly young vam­pires can go out in 
        strong moon­light, like tonight. Mid­dle-​aged ones can go out when the moon is young or old 
        enough. Lat­er mid­dle-​aged ones can on­ly go out­doors when there is no moon. Re­al­ly old ones 
        cant be out­doors un­der the open sky at all, with any pos­si­bil­ity of the dimmest re­flect­ed 
        sun­light touch­ing them. That was one of the rea­sons old­er ones be­gan run­ning gangs. If 
        they sur­vived to be old theyd al­so de­vel­oped oth­er pow­ers. He has an­oth­er ur­gent rea­son, 
        now. If he does not de­stroy me, he will lose con­trol of his gang. Bo likes rul­ing. It is 
        al­so nec­es­sary to him that he rule­to do with those ad­van­tages I pos­sess and he does not. 
        And while as the lead­er of his gang he is much more pow­er­ful than I am, alone, I am the 
        stronger.

      And you dont run a gang, I said.

      No.

      I thought of say­ing, So, what now, do we hold hands and jump? How long a fall can a 
        vam­pire walk away from? How high do we have to climb first? A mere al­most-​hu­man pret­ty 
        re­li­ably goes splat af­ter about four sto­ries, I think. I was be­gin­ning to feel sor­ry that 
        hed come. No. Id rather jump out a win­dow and get it over with fast than fall in­to Bos 
        clutch­es again. I was mere­ly re­sist­ing the idea that jump­ing was my best choice.

      I have thought of it a good deal, these last weeks, he was say­ing, for I knew what 
        hap­pened at the lake would not be the end. Not with Bo. I al­so know that singly you and I 
        have no chance.

      I do wish youd stop say­ing that, I thought.

      But to­geth­er, he con­tin­ued, we may have a chance. It is not a good chance, but it is a 
        chance. I do not like it. You can­not like it. I do not un­der­stand what it is that you do, 
        and have done. I am not sure we will be able to work to­geth­er, even if we at­tempt it. Even 
        if we are each oth­ers on­ly chance. He was sit­ting in the dark­ness be­yond the moon­light, 
        and I could not see his face. I coul­da lit­tle­see move­ment as he spoke; vam­pires al­so speak 
        by mov­ing their mouths. But this con­ver­sa­tion was a lit­tle too like talk­ing to a fig­ment 
        of your own imag­ina­tion. Your dark­est, spook­iest, most 
        bot­tom-​of-​your-​un­con­scious-​where-​the-​mon­sters-​lurk imag­ina­tion. Even the shad­ow in the 
        chair was half-​imag­inary.

      No it was­nt. Theres re­al­ly no mis­tak­ing the pres­ence of a vam­pire in

      the room.

      Will you help me? he said. It is very pe­cu­liar be­ing asked a life-​or-​death ques­tion in a 
        tone of voice that has no tone in it. Emo­tion­al­ly speak­ing the re­sponse feels like it 
        ought to be some­thing like pass­ing the salt or clos­ing the door.

      Oh, I said in­tel­li­gent­ly. Aher. Well. Yes. Cer­tain­ly. Since you put it so per­sua­sive­ly.

      There was a pause, and then there was a brief noise that, mer­ci­ful­ly al­so briefly, 
        un­hinged my spine. He had laughed.

      For­give my per­sua­sive­ness, he said. I would spare you if I could. I do not wish this any 
        more than you do.

      No, I said thought­ful­ly. I dont sup­pose you do. If Id been hon­est I sup­pose what Id re­al­ly 
        want­ed him to do was say, Oh dont wor­ry about it. This is vam­pire busi­ness and Ill take 
        care of it. Dream on. So, I said. I did­nt want to know, but I guessed I should make an 
        ef­fort. What do we do now?

      We start, he said, and paused. I rec­og­nized this as the mid­dle of an un­fin­ished sen­tence, 
        and not one of his cryp­tic pro­nounce­ments, and wait­ed. Then there was a fun­ny breath­ing 
        noise that I trans­lat­ed pro­vi­sion­al­ly as a sigh. Vam­pires dont breathe right, why should 
        they sigh right? But maybe it means vam­pires can feel frus­tra­tion. Not­ed. We start by my 
        try­ing to dis­cov­er what as­sis­tance I can give you.

      Some­how this did­nt sound like the usu­al movie-​ad­ven­ture sort of Ill keep you cov­ered while 
        you reload as­sis­tance. What do you mean?

      We must face Bo at night. Your abil­ities would not get us past the guards that pro­tect his 
        days.

      I did­nt even con­sid­er ask­ing what those guards might be.

      Hu­mans are at great dis­ad­van­tage at night. I think I may be able to grant you cer­tain 
        dis­pen­sa­tions.

      Dis­pen­sa­tions. I liked that. Vam­pire as fairy god­moth­er. Or god­fa­ther. Pity he could­nt 
        dis­pense me from get­ting killed. You mean like be­ing able to see in the dark or some­thing.

      Yes. I mean ex­act­ly that.

      Oh. If I could see in the dark I would nev­er again have to trip over the thresh­old of the 
        bath­room door on the way to have a pee at mid­night. If I lived long enough to need to.

      I will have to touch you, he said.

      Okay, I told my­self. Hes not go­ing to for­get him­self and eat me be­cause he comes a few 
        feet clos­er. I thought of the sec­ond night in the ball­room: Sit a lit­tle dis­tance from the 
        cor­neryes, near­er me. Re­mem­ber that three feet more or less makes no dif­fer­ence to me: you 
        might as well.

      And hed car­ried me some­thing like forty-​five miles. And on­ly about the first forty-​two of 
        them had been in day­light.

      And some­how point­ing out that I now was in bed and wear­ing noth­ing but a night­gown and 
        would like to get up and put some clothes on first, please, was worse than not men­tion­ing 
        my in­ap­pro­pri­ate-​for-​re­ceiv­ing-​vis­itors state of un­dress. So I did­nt men­tion it.

      Okay, I said.

      That flu­id, in­hu­man mo­tion again, as he stood up and stepped to­ward me. Id for­got­ten that 
        toofor­got­ten how strange it is. How omi­nous. Too flu­id for any­thing hu­man. For any­thing 
        alive.

      He sat down near me on the bed. The bed dipped, as if from or­di­nary hu­man weight. I pulled 
        my feet up and turned to­ward him, but I did it care­less­ly, more con­scious of him than of 
        any­thing else which is to say, more care­less­ly than I had learned to move over the last 
        two months, care­less­ly so that the gash on my breast did­nt just seep a lit­tle, but cracked 
        open along its full length, as if it were be­ing cut in­to me for the first time. I could­nt 
        help it: it hurt: I gave a lit­tle gasp.

      And he hissed. It was a ter­ri­fy­ing noise, and I had slammed my­self back in­to the pil­lows 
        and head­board be­fore I had a chance to think any­thing at all, to think that I could­nt get 
        away from him even if I want­ed to, to think that he had de­clared us al­lies. To think that 
        there might be any oth­er rea­son for a sound like that one but that he was a vam­pire and I 
        was alive and stream­ing with fresh blood.

      Stop, he said in what passed for his nor­mal voice. I of­fer you no harm. Tell me about the 
        blood on your breast.

      He did­nt linger on the word blood. I mut­tered, It wont heal. Its been like this for two 
        months.

      He was­nt as good at wait­ing as I was. Go on, he said im­me­di­ate­ly.

      Id stopped shrug­ging in the last two months too: you cant shrug with­out pulling at the 
        skin be­low your col­lar­bones. I dont know. It does­nt heal. It seems to close over and then 
        splits again. The doc­tor put stitch­es in it a cou­ple of times, gave me stuff to put on it. 
        Noth­ing works. It just splits open again. Its a nui­sance but I have been kind of learn­ing 
        to

      live with it. Like I had a choice. This is­er­worse than usu­al. Sor­ry. Its on­ly a shal­low 
        gash. You may­er­re­mem­ber.

      I re­mem­ber, he said. Show me.

      I man­aged not to say, What? It took me a minute to gath­er my dig­ni­ty as well as my 
        courage, and my hands were shak­ing a lit­tle when I raised them to un­but­ton the top two 
        but­tons of my night­gown, and peel the edges back so he could see the bony space be­low my 
        col­lar­bones and above the swell of my bo­som, where the blood now ran down in a thin ragged 
        cur­tain from the wicked curved mouth of the long ug­ly slash. I bare­ly flinched when he 
        reached out a hand and touched the blood with his fin­ger and...tast­ed it. Then I closed my 
        eyes.

      I of­fer you no harm, he said again, gen­tly. Sun­shine. Open your eyes.

      I opened them.

      The wound is poi­soned, he said. It weak­ens you. It is very dan­ger­ous.

      It was for you, I said, dream­ily. I felt like one of those or­acle priestess­es out of some 
        old myth: seized by some spir­it not her own, a spir­it that then speaks from her mouth. 
        They want­ed to poi­son you.

      Yes, he said.

      I thought, I have been so tired, these last two months. I have got used to that too. I 
        have told my­self it is just part ofhav­ing had what hap­pened, hap­pen. You do not get over 
        some­thing like that quick­ly. I had told my­self that was all it was. I had al­most be­lieved 
        it. I had be­lieved it. The cut did­nt heal be­cause it did­nt heal.

      Poi­soned. Weak­en­ing me. Killing me is what he meant. Note that vam­pires can al­so be 
        tact­ful.

      All those hours in the sun­light, bak­ing the thing, the hos­tile pres­ence on my body. Id 
        known it was hos­tile, al­though I had­nt ad­mit­ted it. I had­nt tak­en the next step of 
        think­ing poi­soned. Sun­light was my el­ement; and so I turned to sun­light. And sun­light was 
        the on­ly thing that did any good, and it did­nt do enough. Be­cause the wound was poi­soned. 
        That was out of some sto­ry where there would be an or­acle priest­ess some­where: the 
        poi­soned wound that did not heal. Id al­ready been won­der­ing how I was go­ing to get through 
        the win­ter, when I could­nt lie out­doors and bake some hours ev­ery week. Been learn­ing not 
        to think about won­der­ing how I was go­ing to get through the win­ter.

      He was silent, wait­ing for me to fin­ish think­ing. I looked at him: glint of green eyes in 
        the moon­light. Dont look in their eyes, I thought. Tired­ly.

      This would have been a nasty shock to him too, of course. Find­ing out his al­ly is a goner.

      I was too tired to look at him. I was too tired for al­most any­thing. Some­times it is 
        bet­ter not to know. Some­times when you do know you just fold up.

      Sun­shine. I know a lit­tle about poi­sons. This is not some­thing your hu­man doc­tors can 
        dis­till an an­ti­dote for.

      This was even bet­ter than his re­peat­ing that nei­ther of us had any chance against Bo. By 
        dy­ing I was go­ing to ru­in his chances too. Its fun­ny: I was ac­tu­al­ly sor­ry about this. 
        Maybe I was a lit­tle deliri­ous. Maybe too much had been hap­pen­ing late­ly. Maybe I was just 
        very, very short of sleep.

      There is some­thing that can be done. Can be tried. Pause. It is not easy.

      Oh, big sur­prise. Some­thing was­nt go­ing to be easy. I tried to rouse my­self, to re­act. I 
        failed.

      But can you trust me?

      More hap­py news. Not just some­thing to be done, but a vam­pire some­thing. Which doubt­less 
        meant it would have more blood in it. I dont like blood. I mean, I like it fine, in­side, 
        cir­cu­lat­ing, car­ry­ing oxy­gen and calo­ries to all your stay-​at-​home cells, but slimy 
        seep­ing pink ham­burg­er gives me the whim-​whams.

      Can you trust me, he said. Not will you. Can you. Good ques­tion. I thought about it. It 
        will not be easy. Yes, okay, that was a giv­en. I did­nt have to think about that. Can I 
        trust him?

      What have I got to lose?

      What if his some­thing is some­thing I cant bear? There are all sorts of things I cant bear. 
        Im not brave to be­gin with, Im very, very tired, Im spongy with post-​trau­mat­ic what have 
        you, and I very near­ly cant bear what I did last night with a ta­ble knife. And I may be a 
        homi­ci­dal ma­ni­ac.

      Yes, I said. Yes. I think so.

      He did­nt ex­hale a long breath, as a hu­man might have done, but he went mo­tion­less in­stead. 
        It was a dif­fer­ent kind of mo­tion­less­ness than not mov­ing. Hav­ing said yes I felt bet­ter. 
        Less tired. Ev­ident­ly still deliri­ous, how­ev­er, be­cause I bent to­ward him, touched the 
        back of his hand. Okay? I said.

      A lit­tle si­lence.

      Okay, he said. I had the sud­den ir­rev­er­ent no­tion that hed nev­er said okay be­fore. Spend 
        time with hu­mans and have all kinds of un­usu­al ex­pe­ri­ences. Laugh­ter. Slang.

      It will not be to­mor­row night, he said. Per­haps the night af­ter. Okay, I said. See you. 
        Sleep well, he said. Oh, sure, ab­so­lute­ly, I said, try­ing for irony, but he was al­ready 
        gone.

      I left the win­dow full open. I want­ed as much of the fresh night air in the room with me 
        as pos­si­ble. There was a tiny chim­ing from one of the win­dow charms. It was a cu­ri­ous­ly 
        serene and hope­ful noise.

      I must have looked pret­ty rough that morn­ing too. It oc­curred to me that ev­ery­body at the 
        cof­fee­house was treat­ing me like an in­valid while try­ing to pre­tend they wer­ent treat­ing 
        me like an in­valid. I want­ed to tell them that they were right, I was an in­valid, that 
        mark on my breast that on­ly Mel knew was still there was poi­soned, and I was dy­ing. I 
        did­nt say any of this. I said I was still short of sleep.

      Paulie turned up an hour be­fore time that morn­ing say­ing he did­nt have any­thing bet­ter to 
        do, but I was pret­ty sure Mom had called him and asked if he could come in ear­ly. I think 
        Mom had fig­ured out that the charms she was giv­ing me were go­ing some­where like in­to the 
        Wrecks glove com­part­ment, so she had be­gun stash­ing them around the bak­ery where maybe I 
        would­nt find them but they could still do me some good. Since my un­wel­come spec­ula­tions 
        about dark fam­ily se­crets the oth­er night in Jess­es of­fice I had be­gun to won­der what all 
        Moms charms were for, ex­act­ly. Shes al­ways been some­thing of a charm freak; Id put it down 
        to eight years in my dads world. I found two new ones that morn­ing: a lit­tle curled-​up 
        an­imal of some sort with its paws over its eyes and a red bead where its navel should have 
        been, and a shiny white disc that rain­bows ran across if you held it up against the light. 
        I left them where I found them. Maybe I should let them try to de­fend against what­ev­er 
        they could. I had some fel­low-​feel­ing for the small curled-​up crea­ture with its hands over 
        its face, even if the red alien par­asite was low­er down on it than it was on me. Charms 
        are of­ten noisy, which is an­oth­er rea­son I dont like them much, but you ar­ent go­ing to 
        hear ex­tra­ne­ous buzzing and bur­bling above the gen­er­al din at Char­lies. Es­pe­cial­ly on 
        shifts when I had to spend some time in the com­pa­ny of a ge­nial­ly hum­ming ap­pren­tice.

      Mel was work­ing that af­ter­noon but Aim­il had the day off from the li­brary. She wan­dered 
        back in­to the bak­ery with a cup of cof­fee to­ward the end of my stint, said shed just found 
        out about an old-​books-​and-​junk

      sale in Redtree, which was one of the lit­tle towns be­tween us and the next big city to the 
        south, she was go­ing to go, and did I want to come along? I should prob­ably have gone home 
        and tak­en a nap, but I did­nt want to. So I said yes. A nice lit­tle out­ing for the doomed. 
        Fur­ther­more Aim­il talked about li­brary pol­itics the whole way there and did­nt once men­tion 
        noc­tur­nal neigh­bor­hood ex­cite­ments. So by the time we ar­rived at the vil­lage square in 
        Redtree I was in the mood.

      Or­di­nar­ily I love this kind of thing with­out any ef­fort. Some­one who does cof­fee­house 
        bak­ing for a liv­ing does­nt have huge amounts of dis­pos­able in­come, but the point about 
        books-​and-​junk sales is that you nev­er know what you may find for hi­lar­ious­ly cheap. There 
        are few­er peo­ple since the Wars than there had been be­fore, and less mon­ey (dont ask me 
        how this works: youd think if there were few­er peo­ple there would be more mon­ey to go 
        around), so there is a lot less mo­tive for deal­ers to dis­cov­er spe­cial­ist mar­kets for old, 
        beat-​up, weird, or ob­scure-​look­ing and pos­si­bly Oth­er-​re­lat­ed stuff. Plus a lot of peo­ple 
        dont want to think about old, beat-​up, weird, ob­scure-​look­ing, and pos­si­bly Oth­er-​re­lat­ed 
        stuff be­cause it re­minds them of the Wars, or what life had been like be­fore the Wars, 
        i.e., bet­ter. The re­sult is that a lot of very in­ter­est­ing non­junk gets heaved in­to the 
        near­est box for the next garage sale.

      Fur­ther­more, al­most no­body wants to read the gorm­less old fic­tion about the Oth­ers which 
        is my fave. I picked up a copy of Sor­did-​En­chant­ments on the ti­tle alone, and the fourth, 
        and most icky and rare, vol­ume of the Dark Blood se­ries, which I was no longer sure I 
        want­ed to readthe hero­ine has a choice to die hor­ri­bly or be­come a vam­pire hor­ri­bly, and 
        she choos­es to die. If Id re­al­ized how gross it was go­ing to get af­ter the first vol­ume I 
        would­nt have both­ered but Im a com­pletist, I had the first three, and hey.

      I was feel­ing pret­ty good. In spite of last night. Or in an even fun­nier way, be­cause of 
        it. It was like I had two days out of time. Ev­ery­thing was on hold un­til...ei­ther the 
        vam­pire-​some­thing worked, or it did­nt. Jesse and Theo had been at a ta­ble un­der the awning 
        when Aim­il and I left Char­lies, and Id nod­ded and kept go­ing. I hoped noth­ing had come up 
        they want­ed to talk to me about. Noth­ing was al­lowed to come up for the next two days. I 
        was on va­ca­tion in my own mind, cin­na­mon rolls at four a.m. or not.

      It must have been Paulies in­flu­ence, but I was pos­itive­ly hum­ming a tunean old folk song 
        about keep­ing a vam­pire talk­ing till sun­rise: not one of your brighter vam­pireswhile I 
        bur­rowed through a big sag­ging card­board box of junk. Chipped chi­na teacups. Dent­ed tin 
        trays. Small

      splin­tery wood­en box­es with lids that no longer closed. A bot­tle open­er shaped like a 
        drag­on with an ex­treme­ly un­der­shot low­er jaw and pink glass eyes. Pink. The Drag­on 
        An­ti-​Defama­tion So­ci­ety should hear about this.

      At the bot­tom, when I touched it, it fiz­zled right through me, like Id put my arm in a 
        cap­puc­ci­no ma­chine. I knew it had to be some kind of ward­non­ward­ing charms are kind of 
        stick­ier­but a live ward should­nt be in the bot­tom of a box of cheap junk at a garage sale. 
        Maybe it had fall­en out of one of the splin­tery box­es. I hes­itat­ed, then picked it up to 
        get a bet­ter look. Gin­ger­ly. It had now got my at­ten­tion, so pre­sum­ably it would­nt feel 
        the need to scram­ble my arm like an egg again.

      I did­nt rec­og­nize the style or the de­sign. It was an oval, not quite the length of the 
        palm of my hand, with a slight­ly raised edge, the whole of it thick and heavy, like an old 
        coin, be­fore the mints got mean and start­ed stamp­ing out pen­nies that some­times bent if 
        you dropped them edge­wise on a hard floor. It was sil­ver, I thought, or plate; it was so 
        tar­nished I could­nt make out clear­ly what was on it, ex­cept that some­thing was. Three 
        some­things: one each on top, mid­dle, and bot­tom, rather like an old Egyp­tian glyph. The 
        on­ly thing I could say for sure was that they wer­ent any of the stan­dard Oth­er-​pre­ven­tive 
        sig­ils I knew of, nor the all-​pur­pose cir­cle-​star-​and-​cross one.

      The most in­ter­est­ing thing was that it was live. Very live. Wards ar­ent nec­es­sar­ily as 
        mas­ter-​spe­cif­ic as most charms, and if they ar­ent ac­tive­ly in use they can mold­er qui­et­ly 
        for a long time and still be ca­pa­ble of be­ing wak­ened and do­ing some ward­ing; but even one 
        thats been tuned to you specif­ical­ly should­nt leap avid­ly out at you and wag its tail like 
        a dog want­ing to go for a walk.

      I could have put it back. I could have tak­en it to some­one in charge and said You­ve made a 
        mis­take. This one still works. But I did­nt. It seemed to like ly­ing there in my hand. Dont 
        be ridicu­lous, I thought. Its not re­spond­ing to me per­son­al­ly.

      As a sol­dier in the dent­ed-​tin-​tray army they should­nt be ex­pect­ing re­al mon­ey for it, but 
        that could on­ly be be­cause they had­nt no­ticed it was live. It was still worth a try. I 
        took the two books and the tar­nished ward to the sus­pi­cious-​look­ing char­ac­ter at the card 
        ta­ble with the rusty mon­ey box, who snatched them out of my hands as if he knew I was 
        try­ing some­thing on. But he was so pre­oc­cu­pied with whether or not he should sell me Al­tar 
        of Dark­ness (in which it takes the hero­ine four hun­dred pages to die), which was cer­tain­ly 
        worth more than the sev­en­teen blinks for two, which is what the sign on the droop­ing book 
        ta­ble said, that he

      bare­ly reg­is­tered my lit­tle glyph. Id done pi­ous­ly out­raged in­no­cence when he start­ed 
        ha­rangu­ing me about Al­tar and a few of his oth­er cus­tomers scowled at him and mut­tered 
        about fair­ness. I won that round. So when he looked at the glyph and said fifty blinks I 
        sniffed so he would know that I knew he was a brig­and and a ban­dit, and let it pass. He 
        knew more about books. Even a dead ward made out of sil­ver plate was worth more. A blink 
        is a dol­lar, and has been since af­ter the Wars, when our econ­omy went to pieces, and the 
        av­er­age pay­check dis­ap­peared in the blink of an eye.

      What was more in­ter­est­ing was that hed touched the glyph and had­nt said Wow! That was like 
        putting my hand in a cap­puc­ci­no ma­chine!

      Aim­il had been watch­ing my per­for­mance with a straight face. Well done, she said, when we 
        got back to the car. Dark Blood Four as two for sev­en­teen blinks! Zo­ra will be mad with 
        jeal­ousy. Now what is that lit­tle thing? I was bal­anc­ing my glyph on the top of the books, 
        and I watched as she picked it up. That Mr. Rusty Mon­ey Box had­nt reg­is­tered any­thing was 
        one thing; if Aim­il did­nt reg­is­ter ei­ther it was some­thing else.

      She did­nt say any­thing about a feel­ing like hav­ing her fun­ny bone hit with a ham­mer. Hmm. 
        Its quiteap­peal­ing, is­nt it? Even all black­ened like this.

      Ap­peal­ing? Maybe it had de­cid­ed that mak­ing peo­ples hair stand on end was­nt such a good 
        way of mak­ing friends and in­flu­enc­ing peo­ple. Can you fig­ure out any of whats on it?

      She frowned, turn­ing it this way and that in the light. No clue. Maybe af­ter you get it 
        pol­ished.

      Dessert shift that night was no­table on­ly for the num­ber of peo­ple who want­ed cher­ry 
        tarts. They were catch­ing on. Rats. I did­nt re­al­ly like lit­tle elec­tri­cal gad­getsmost of 
        the oth­er so-​called home bak­eries in town used knead­ing ma­chines, for ex­am­ple, which I 
        thought be­neath con­tempt­but there was no way I was go­ing to be mak­ing cher­ry tarts with­out 
        one. Id al­ready said I would on­ly make in­di­vid­ual tarts and cus­tomers had to or­der them 
        with the main course to give me enough lead time. And they were still catch­ing on. I did­nt 
        want cher­ry tarts to turn in­to an­oth­er Death of Marat. When I was first in­stalled in my 
        new bak­ery and mess­ing around with the heady im­pli­ca­tions of Char­lies hav­ing built it for 
        me, Id been hav­ing fun with pud­dings that look like one thing and you stick a fork in them 
        and they be­come some­thing else. A Goth­ic sen­si­bil­ity in the bak­ery is not nec­es­sar­ily a 
        good thing. Id made this light fluffy-​look­ing num­ber in a white oval dish with high sides 
        and pre­sent­ed the first one

      with a flour­ish to a group of reg­ulars who had vol­un­teered to be ex­per­iment­ed on. Aim­il 
        was the one with the knife, and she stuck it in and the rasp­ber­ry-​and-​black-​cur­rant 
        fill­ing had ex­plod­ed down the side and over the edge of the dish on­to the counter. It was, 
        I ad­mit, a tri­fle dra­mat­ic. Gods, Sun­shine, what is this, the Death of Marat? she said. 
        Aim­il reads too much. Ev­ery­body at Char­lies that night want­ed a taste, and the Death of 
        Marat, the first of Sun­shines soon-​to-​be-​no­to­ri­ous, im­plau­si­bly named epic cre­ations, was 
        born, al­though I think most of our clien­tele thought Marat was some kind of mas­ter 
        vam­pire. (Aim­il is good at names. Shes re­spon­si­ble for Twee­dle Dumplings and Glut­tons 
        Grail and But­ter­most Lim­it too.) The prob­lem is that for months af­ter I was get­ting 
        con­stant re­quests for the damn thing, and light, fluffy pud­dings with heavy fill­ings are a 
        brute to make. Our long-​time reg­ulars still ask for it oc­ca­sion­al­ly, but Im old­er and 
        mean­er now and say no bet­ter. I will make it if I like you enough. Maybe.

      Well, the cher­ry sea­son does­nt last long around here; Id be back to ap­ple pie be­fore 
        Bil­lyd had time to miss do­ing the peel­ing. (Un­less I found some oth­er source of cheap 
        child la­bor I might have to get an elec­tric peel­er in an­oth­er year.) It was true that 
        Char­lies did al­most ev­ery­thing from scratch and that any­thing that one of us was­nt good at 
        did­nt get done at all, but it was al­so true that our loy­al cus­tomers were com­pelled to be 
        bid­dable. If I de­cid­ed I did­nt feel like do­ing cher­ry tarts out­side of fresh cher­ry sea­son 
        they could like it or eat at Fast Burg­ers R Us.

      When I got home I fished last nights sheets and night­gown out of the tub where theyd been 
        soak­ing the blood­stains out (just like the Death of Marat with­out Marat), hauled them 
        down­stairs, and stuffed them in the wash­ing ma­chine. If Yolande had no­ticed the amount of 
        laun­dry Id been do­ing in the last two months she nev­er said any­thing.

      I put Al­tar and Sor­did En­chant­ments on one of the hip-​high piles of books to read next in 
        the cor­ner of the liv­ing room, and got out the sil­ver pol­ish. Not stan­dard equip­ment in my 
        house­hold: Id bought some be­fore I came home. The glyph came up beau­ti­ful­ly. Ex­cept I 
        still could­nt make out the fig­ures.

      It was weird­ly heavy for plate. And does­nt plate tend to look platy when you­ve shined it 
        up? Maybe I on­ly knew cheap plate. Even so.

      The sym­bol at the top was round, with snaky and spiky lines wo­ven through it. The sym­bol 
        at the bot­tom was nar­row at the base and fat at the top. The one in the mid­dle...might 
        con­ceiv­ably have four legs, which would pre­sum­ably make it some kind of an­imal. Right. Two 
        squig­gles and an un­known an­imal.

      The top squig­gle could be a sym­bol for the sun. The bot­tom squig­gle could be a sym­bol for 
        a tree.

      And if it was sol­id sil­vereven if the round squig­gle was­nt the sun and the fat-​on-​the-​top 
        squig­gle was­nt a treeit was still a shoo-​in as an an­ti-​Oth­er ward. None of the Oth­ers 
        liked sil­ver.

      What­ev­er it was, look­ing at it made my spir­its lift. For some­one un­der two death 
        threat­splus, I sup­pose, the in­com­pat­ible threats of Pat and Jess­es idea of what my fu­ture 
        should in­clude, sup­pos­ing I had a fu­ture, be­cause, if I did, I would spend it in­car­cer­at­ed 
        in a small padded roomthis was good enough. I put it in the draw­er in the lit­tle ta­ble 
        next to my bed. I slept that night, you should for­give the term, the sleep of the dead.

      So when the alarm went off I was al­most ready to get up. The prospect of the night to come 
        start­ed to creep up on me al­most im­me­di­ate­ly, but there were dis­trac­tions: Mr. Cagney 
        com­plained that his roll did­nt have enough cin­na­mon fill­ing at sev­en a.m., Paulie called 
        at sev­en-​fif­teen with a head cold, and Ken­ny dropped a tray of dirty plates at 
        sev­en-​thir­ty. Hed been do­ing bet­ter since Meld had his word, but hed de­cid­ed hed rather do 
        the ear­ly hours than the late ones, and this was on­ly go­ing to work if he got home soon­er 
        to do his home­work soon­er to get to bed soon­er. Not my prob­lem. Ex­cept in terms of Liz 
        spend­ing time help­ing to clean the floor in­stead of un­load­ing cook­ie trays and muf­fin tins 
        for me.

      Pat came in about mid­morn­ing and pen­etrat­ed my floury lair. Thought youd like to knowthe 
        girl from the oth­er night. Shes come round. She does­nt re­mem­ber a thing from the time the 
        suck­er spoke to her to wak­ing up in the hos­pi­tal the next morn­ing. She does­nt re­mem­ber the 
        guy was a suck­er. And shes fine. A lit­tle spooked, but fine. Trans­la­tion: the on­ly 
        on-​the-​spot wit­ness does­nt re­mem­ber what she saw, or at least is­nt say­ing any­thing. And 
        Jesse and Theo, who were claim­ing the strike for SOF (you dont kill vam­pires, of course, 
        al­though most of us civvies use the term; in SOF-​speak you strike them), were there on­ly 
        sec­onds af­ter me and be­fore any­one else. Ex­cept maybe Mrs. Bialosky.

      But it was one of those days when the cof­fee­house sched­ule breaks down, and Char­lie and 
        Mel and Mom and I held the pieces to­geth­er with our teeth. We al­ways have at least one of 
        these days dur­ing a sev­en-​day (or thir­teen-​day, de­pend­ing on how youre count­ing) week. Not 
        to men­tion the prospect of get­ting up at three-​forty-​five on Thurs­day. Dur­ing a 
        thir­teen-​day week. My sense of oc­cult op­pres­sion tight­ened any­way, but it had its work cut 
        out for it. I had forty-​five min­utes off from ten-​forty-​five to eleven-​thir­ty, be­tween the 
        usu­al morn­ing bak­ing and the be­gin­ning of

      the lunch rush, and al­most an hour off at three-​thir­ty, while a skele­ton staff got us 
        through the late-​af­ter­noon muf­fin and scone crowd, be­fore the more grad­ual din­ner swell 
        be­gan­plus two or three tea with elec­tive as­pirin breaks. I went home at nine. Any­one who 
        want­ed dessert af­ter that could have gin­ger pound cake or In­di­an pud­ding or Choco­ho­lia. It 
        was­nt a night for in­di­vid­ual fruit tarts.

      For­tu­nate­ly I was tired enough to sleep. Be­fore Id found out I was go­ing to be work­ing all 
        day I had thought I would­nt sleep at all; by the time I got home I knew Id sleep, but 
        as­sumed Id get a cou­ple of hours and be awake by mid­night, wait­ing for some­thing to hap­pen.

      Id spent some time con­sid­er­ing what I should, you know, wear. This vam­pire in the bed­room 
        thing was a tri­fle more in­ten­sive­ly per­turb­ing than this vam­pire around at all thing. Even 
        if the dis­con-​cert­ing­ness was on­ly hap­pen­ing in my mind. There was a corol­lary to the 
        sto­ry about male suck­ers be­ing able to keep it up in­def­inite­ly: that you had to, er, 
        in­vite them over that thresh­old first too. But if they could se­duce you in­to dy­ing just by 
        look­ing at you, then they could prob­ably per­form oth­er se­duc­tions as well. Okay, this 
        par­tic­ular vam­pire had de­clined to se­duce me to death when he could have. This was a good 
        omen as far as it went.

      I re­mind­ed my­self that the sound of his laugh­ter made me want to throw up, and that in 
        sun­light he looked...well, dead. Lets get re­al here. I could­nt pos­si­bly be in­ter­est­ed in...

      I in­vol­un­tar­ily re­mem­bered that sense of vam­pire in the room. It was­nt like the pheromone 
        haze when your eyes lock with some­one elses across a room, crowd­ed or oth­er­wise, and wham. 
        It re­al­ly was not at all like that. But it was more like that than any­thing else I could 
        think of. It prob­ably had some­thing to do with the peak-​ex­pe­ri­ence busi­ness: with a 
        vam­pire in the room you are sit­ting there ex­pect­ing to die. Sex and death, right? Peak 
        ex­pe­ri­ences. And since I did­nt go in for any of the stan­dard neck-​risk­ing pas­times I did­nt 
        have a lot of prac­ti­cal knowl­edge of the hor­mone rush you get when you may be about to 
        snuff it. Per­haps some­one who loved free-​fall parachut­ing or shark wrestling would find 
        vam­pires in the room less trou­bling.

      Nev­er mind. Lets leave it that vam­pires in­fest­ing your pri­vate spaces are daunt­ing, and 
        one of the ways to stiff­ener­boost morale is to wear care­ful­ly-​se­lect­ed-​for-​the-​oc­ca­sion 
        morale-​boost­ing cloth­ing.

      I went to bed wear­ing my old­est, most fad­ed flan­nel shirt, the bra that had looked all 
        right in the cat­alog but was ob­vi­ous­ly an es­capee from a down­mar­ket nurs­ing home when it 
        ar­rived, white cot­ton panties that had

      had pan­sies on them about sev­en hun­dred wash­ings ago and were now a kind of mot­tled gray, 
        and the jeans I usu­al­ly wore for house­clean­ing or rak­ing Yolan­des gar­den be­cause they were 
        too shab­by for work even if I nev­er came out of the bak­ery. Food in­spec­tor ar­rest-​on-​sight 
        jeans. Oh, and fuzzy green plaid socks. It was a cool night for sum­mer. Rel­ative­ly. I lay 
        down on top of the bed­spread.

      And slept through till the alarm at three-​forty-​five. He had­nt come.

      That was not one of my bet­ter days at work. I snarled at ev­ery­one who spoke to me, and 
        snarled worse when no one snarled back. Mel, who would have, was­nt there. Mom, 
        for­tu­nate­ly, did­nt have time to get in­to a fu­ri­ous ar­gu­ment with me, so we shot a few 
        salvos over each oth­ers bows, and re­tired to our sep­arate har­bors.

      We did try to stay out of each oth­ers way but it was­nt like Mom to avoid a good blaz­ing 
        row with her daugh­ter when one was of­fered. What had she been guess­ing while Id been do­ing 
        my guess­ing? There was quite a lot in the lit­er­ature of bad cross­es about pet­ty, 
        last-​straw ex­as­per­ations that tipped the bal­ance. Id been check­ing globenet archives when 
        I could have been read­ing Sor­did En­chant­ments.

      Im not a god­dam in­valid! I howled at Char­lie. I dont need to be treat­ed with gloves an­dand 
        bed­pans! Will you please tell me Im be­ing a mis­er­able bitch and youd like to up­end a 
        garbage bin over my head!

      There was a pause. Well, the idea had crossed my mind, said Char­lie.

      I stood there, but­tery fists clenched, breath­ing hard. Thank you, I said.

      Any­thing you want to talk about? Char­lie said in his best off­hand man­ner.

      I thought about it. Char­lie am­bled over and closed the bak­ery door. Doors dont get closed 
        much at the cof­fee­house, so when one is, youd bet­ter not open it for any­thing less than a 
        coachload of tourists who did­nt book ahead, have forty-​five min­utes for lunch be­fore they 
        meet their guide at the Oth­er Mu­se­um, which is a fif­teen-​minute coach ride away (its on­ly 
        sev­en min­utes on foot, but try to con­vince a coachload of tourists of that), they all want 
        burg­ers and fries and wont look at the menu, were not heav­ily in­to burg­ers so our grill is 
        kind of small, and we dont do fries at all, ex­cept on spe­cial, when theyre not what burg­er 
        eaters would call fries any­way.

      This re­al­ly hap­pened once, and by the time Mom got through with that tour com­pa­ny the 
        pres­ident was on his knees, of­fer­ing her con­cil­ia­to­ry free

      lux­ury cruis­es for two in the Caribbean, or at least all fu­ture meal book­ings of his tour 
        groups when they came to New Ar­ca­dia, made well in ad­vance. She ac­cept­ed the lat­ter, and 
        the Earth Trek Tour­ing Com­pa­ny (the pres­idents name is Ben­jamin Sisko, but I bet that 
        was­nt the one he was born with, and you should see the lo­go on their coach­es) was now one 
        of our best cus­tomers. We could al­most re­tire on what they brought us in Au­gust. And we 
        taught his reg­ular tour lead­ers how to find the Oth­er Mu­se­um on foot. This made the coach 
        drivers love us too.

      This is not what the city coun­cil had in mind when they were drool­ing over the prospect of 
        see­ing New Ar­ca­dia on the new post-​Wars map, but the Oth­er Mu­se­um is why coachloads of the 
        kind of tourists who sign up with a com­pa­ny called Earth Trek now come to New Ar­ca­dia. The 
        pub­lic ex­hibits are still low­est com­mon de­nom­ina­tor, but there are more of them than there 
        used to be, and the Ghoul At­tack sim­ula­tion is sup­posed to be es­pe­cial­ly good: yuck-​o, I 
        say. We do al­so have a few more prune-​faced aca­demics on tee­ny stipends rent­ing rooms in 
        Old Town, but its nowhere as bad as Id feared. The pro­les win again. Ha.

      Char­lie am­bled back from clos­ing the door and sat on the stool in the cor­ner. It was­nt so 
        hot a day that we were go­ing to die of be­ing in the bak­ery with the ovens on and the door 
        closed tor at least ten min­utes.

      Be­cause of the oth­er night, I said, the SOF guys want me to be a kind ofunof­fi­cial SOF guy.

      Char­lie said care­ful­ly, I did­nt think a ta­ble knife was...usu­al.

      I sighed. What did you think, when you fol­lowed me out there that night? Just that Id lost 
        my mind?

      Char­lie con­sid­ered this be­fore he an­swered. I thought some­thing had snapped, yes. I did­nt 
        think it was your mind...But I did­nt have much time to think. By the time I got there it 
        was all over. And I guess I re­al­ized then that Id, wed, had the wrong end of the...ta­ble 
        knife all along.

      Since I dis­ap­peared for a cou­ple of days.

      Yeah. It had to be the Oth­ers, one way or an­oth­er. Sor­ry. It just...the way you were... 
        you did­nt want to talk to any cops, but you re­al­ly did­nt want to talk to SOF.

      I had­nt thought it was that no­tice­able.

      You were okay with the rest of us at Char­lies, us hu­mans, not just us, strangers too. 
        Nervy­like some­thing re­al­ly bad had hap­pened, which we al­ready knew­but okay. Any­one, you 
        know, pret­ty hu­man.

      Ex­cept TV re­porters. If they were hu­man.

      It was­nt Weres, be­cause you were here on full-​moon nights like usu­al, af­ter. And they dont 
        usu­al­ly go around bit­ing peo­ple ex­cept at the full moon.

      And how­ev­er fid­gety and whim­si­cal Id felt, I would­nt have driv­en out to the lake alone on 
        a full-​moon night. There are some Weres out there. Just like there are a few Weres in Old 
        Town. More than a few. It does­nt hurt to be nice to them; theyll re­mem­ber that you were, 
        the oth­er twen­ty-​nine days of the month. Un­like suck­ers, who tend to pre­fer the ur­ban 
        scene, the Weres you re­al­ly want to avoid most­ly hang out in the wilder­ness.

      And­sor­rysince you did­nt have any vis­ible pieces miss­ing it could­nt be zom­bies or ghouls.

      I was the Oth­er ex­pert at Char­lies. Most of the staff did­nt want to know, like most of the 
        hu­man pop­ula­tion did­nt want to know, and our SOFs were just cus­tomers who wore too much 
        kha­ki. Mel said sto­ries about the Oth­ers made his tat­toos rest­less.

      Sadie and I thought it must be some kind of de­mon. Sadie well, Sadie talked to a cou­ple of 
        those spe­cial­ist shrinks you would­nt talk to, and they said this stuff can be as trau­mat­ic 
        as it gets, and to leave you alone about it if you did­nt want to talk.

      I wished that was the on­ly rea­son for the charms and the un­char­ac­ter­is­tic re­serve. Maybe 
        it was. Or maybe I could make it be all. I was my moth­ers daugh­ter, af­ter all. Maybe I had 
        hid­den depths of At­ti­la the Hun-​ness. I said cau­tious­ly, Did she tell them about my dad?

      Char­lie shook his head. Id near­ly for­got­ten about your dad my­self, till the oth­er night. 
        It had nev­er se­ri­ous­ly oc­curred to me that what hap­pened to you had any­thing to do with 
        vam­pires. Uh­peo­ple dont get away from vam­pires. Any more than peo­ple get rid of vam­pires 
        with ta­ble knives.

      Even Char­lie knew that much. Yeah. Thats what the SOFs say too.

      Char­lie was silent a minute. I was think­ing, if Char­lie had for­got­ten about my dad then he 
        must not be a part of the Bad Cross Watch. My moth­er had nev­er told him about 
        Great-​Great-​Aunt Mar­garet, who had a limp be­cause her left foot was short, horny, and 
        cloven. Or who­ev­er Great-​Aunt Mar­garet had been and what­ev­er de­mon mark theyd had. I mean 
        Mom was keep­ing her fears to her­self. I told you she was brave: shed let her par­ents cut 
        her off to mar­ry my dad, shed tak­en on the Blais­es sin­gle­hand­ed when she left him. Any 
        sen­si­ble wom­an who was not At­ti­la the Hun in a pre­vi­ous ex­is­tence would have been more 
        than jus­ti­fied in leav­ing me be­hind for my dads fam­ily to cope with. And they

      would have: if I had gone bad they might have de­nied I was theirs, but theyd have coped. 
        And if I had gone bad, they­dve want­ed to be there, per­form­ing dam­age con­trol, for their 
        sake if not mine. So shed been dou­bly brave, or fool­hardy. And there may not have been 
        very many Blais­es left be­fore the Wars but they were formidable.

      Some demons are very tough. Tougher than any hu­man. Al­though the tough ones al­so tend to 
        be the stupid ones.

      Char­lie said: What do you want to do? Go on mak­ing cin­na­mon rolls, I said in­stant­ly. 
        Char­lie smiled faint­ly. Thats what I want to hear, of course

      Is it? I said. Do you want some­one soso ob­vi­ous­ly­not just some kind of freak mag­ic han­dler 
        but some­one who­some­one who I mean with vam­pires­do you want some­one like this­like me mak­ing 
        your cin­na­mon rolls?

      Yes, said Char­lie. Yes. You make the best cin­na­mon rolls, prob­ably in the his­to­ry of the 
        world. Nev­er mind all the rest of it. We pay tax­es for SOF to take care of the Oth­ers. We 
        need you here. If you want to be here. I dont care who your dad is. Or what else you can 
        do with a ta­ble knife.

      I looked at him. Hed have ev­ery right to fire my asshu­mans dont like weird mag­ic han­dlers 
        on the cook­ing staff of their restau­rants. But I was a mem­ber of this fam­ily, this clan, a 
        mem­ber of the bizarre com­mu­ni­ty that was Char­lies. A key mem­ber even. I owed it to these 
        peo­ple not to go mad. With or with­out an axe.

      And to stay alive.

      Char­lies Cof­fee­house: Old Towns pe­cu­liar lit­tle bea­con in the en­croach­ing dark­ness.

      An in­ter­est­ing per­spec­tive on cur­rent events. Thats all right then, I said. Good. Char­lie 
        opened the door again and am­bled out.

      I went to bed wear­ing jeans and a flan­nel shirt again that night. I woke at mid­night and 
        stum­bled in­to the bath­room for a pee, trip­ping over the sill on the way. I went back to 
        bed and fell asleep again im­me­di­ate­ly. The alarm went off at three-​forty-​five.

      He had­nt come.

      The sense of out­rage of the day be­fore­the ab­surd sense of hav­ing been stood up like a 
        teenag­er on her way to the promwas gone, as if it were a

      can­dle flame that had been blown out. I was wor­ried.

      The fact that the wound on my breast, for the past four days, since hed told me it was 
        poi­soned, was burn­ing like the fo had set a match to my skin, was al­most by the way. It 
        was as if now that I had the di­ag­no­sis I did­nt care what the di­ag­no­sis was: know­ing was 
        enough. For a few days. It was seep­ing so bad­ly I not on­ly had to keep it ban­daged, I had 
        to change the gauze pad at least once a day. I did­nt care. I did it and did­nt think about 
        it. The heavy, per­ma­nent sense of tired­ness made this eas­ier than it might have been if Id 
        been sharp and alert. The on­ly prob­lem was find­ing places to put the ad­he­sive tape that 
        wer­ent al­ready sore from hav­ing ad­he­sive tape there too of­ten al­ready. I could have bought 
        the sur­gi­cal tape that does­nt take your skin off with it, but that would have been 
        ad­mit­ting there was a prob­lem. I was­nt ad­mit­ting any­thing. So the area around the slash 
        looked peeled.

      The thing that re­al­ly was­nt all right was that hed said hed be back, and he was­nt.

      Things are get­ting bad if I was wor­ried about a vam­pire. Well, they were bad, and I was 
        wor­ried. I did­nt see him as the stand-​you-​up kind. If you could ap­ply hu­man guide­lines to 
        a vam­pire, which you could­nt.

      But if hed said hed be back, hed be back. I was sure. And he was­nt.

      I had the rest of the day off af­ter I fin­ished the morn­ing bak­ing. Paulie, still hoarse 
        but no longer sneez­ing, came in and start­ed on Lemon Lech­ery and mar­bled brown sug­ar cake, 
        and I went home to comb ev­ery globenet ac­count I could find on vam­pire ac­tiv­ity. Be­cause 
        of my pe­cu­liar hob­by I paid for a line in­to the cos­world bet­ter than most home users 
        both­ered with, so I did­nt have to go to the li­brary ev­ery time I want­ed the hottest new 
        re­portage on the Oth­ers. If there was any­thing to find I should be able to find it. When 
        some big vam­pire feud came to a head there was usu­al­ly more than enough may­hem to alert 
        even the dimmest of the news me­dia. And maybe this was on­ly a tiny, lo­cal feud, but our 
        me­dia ar­ent among the dimmest. I could­nt be­lieve that, this time, know­ing what he knew, he 
        would­nt sell him­self dear­ly, if Bo had caught him again.

      If, that is, he had­nt come back be­cause hed been pre­vent­ed. If I had­nt been stood up like 
        a teenag­er go­ing to the prom with a known los­er. One might al­most say a dead­beat. Ha ha.

      I could­nt find any­thing. Af­ter I looked through all the lo­cal stuff I start­ed on the 
        na­tion­al, and then the in­ter­na­tion­al. The near­est re­port of any­thing like what I thought I 
        might be look­ing for was hap­pen­ing in Mace­do­nia. I did­nt think it would hap­pen in 
        Mace­do­nia.

      I want­ed to start look­ing up glyphs, to see if I could trans­late mine, but I could­nt make 
        my­self be in­ter­est­ed enough. I cleaned the apart­ment in­stead. I re­ar­ranged the piles of 
        books to be read im­me­di­ate­ly. Al­tar of Dark­ness went on the bot­tom, al­though I dust­ed it 
        first. I mopped floors. I scrubbed sinks. I bak­ing-​so­dad the tea stains out of the teapot 
        and my fa­vorite mugs. I vac­uumed. I fold­ed laun­dry. I even cleaned a few win­dows. I hate 
        clean­ing win­dows. I was too tired to work this hard but I could­nt

      sit still. And it was over­cast out­doors: not a day that in­sist­ed I go out and lie in it.

      By evening I was ex­haust­ed and slight­ly queasy.

      I had an egg-​and-​Ro­maine sand­wich on two slabs of my pumper­nick­el bread at six, and went 
        to bed at sev­en. I gave up. I wore the night­gown Id been wear­ing four nights ago, and got 
        be­tween the sheets. I had a lit­tle trou­ble go­ing to sleep, but it was as if my thoughts 
        were spin­ning so fas­tor maybe it was ef­fect of the poi­son win­ning at lasteven­tu­al­ly I got 
        dizzy and fell over in­to un­con­scious­ness.

      When I woke up three hours lat­er he was there. Dark­ness, sit­ting in my bed­room chair. 
        Dark­ness, I no­ticed, bare­foot. I could­nt re­mem­ber if hed been bare­foot the oth­er night or 
        not.

      I sat up. I was too sleepy and too re­lieved not tell the truth. Ive been wor­ry­ing about 
        you.

      Id fig­ured out last time that vam­pires dont move when theyre star­tled, they go stiller. He 
        did that dif­fer­ent-​kind-​of-​still­ness thing.

      You know, I said. Con­cern. Un­ease. Anx­iety. You said youd come back two nights ago. You 
        did­nt. Theres this lit­tle threat of an­ni­hi­la­tion go­ing on too, you know? I thought maybe 
        youd got in­to trou­ble.

      The prepa­ra­tions took longer than I an­tic­ipat­ed, he said. That is all. Noth­ing to...wor­ry 
        you.

      Noth­ing to wor­ry me, I said, warm­ing to my theme. Sure. The an­ni­hi­la­tion threat in­cludes 
        me and Im wear­ing a poi­soned wound that is slow­ly killing me. I would­nt dream of wor­ry­ing 
        about any­thing.

      Good, he said. Wor­ry is use­less.

      Oh I be­gan. I I stopped. Okay. You win. Wor­ry is use­less.

      He stood up. I tried not to clutch the bed­clothes in­to a knot. He pulled his shirt off and 
        dropped it on the floor.

      Eeeeek.

      He sat on the edge of my bed again. He had one leg fold­ed un­der him

      and the oth­er foot still on the floor, sit­ting to face me cring­ing in­to the head­board. I 
        thought, okay, okay, he still has one foot on the floor. And he on­ly took his shirt off.

      Do you still have the knife you trans­mut­ed? he said. That would be the best.

      The best what. I knew this was go­ing to have blood in it. I knew I was­nt go­ing to like it. 
        And that par­tic­ular knife, of course...Uh. Well, yes, I still have it. I did­nt move.

      Show me, he said. A hu­man might have said, whats your prob­lem? So where is it? He just 
        said, show me.

      I opened the bed­side ta­ble draw­er. When my jeans went in the wash, the con­tents of my 
        pock­ets went in there. The knife was there. It was ly­ing next to the glyph as if they were 
        get­ting to know each oth­er.

      The light was vis­ible at once in the dark­ness. I picked the knife up and cra­dled it in my 
        hand: a tiny, clement sun that hap­pened to look like a pock­etknife. In or­di­nary day­light 
        or good strong elec­tric light it still looked like a pock­etknife. I held it out to­ward him.

      This has beensince that night?

      Yes. It hap­pened­do you re­mem­ber, right at the end, I trans­mut­ed it again, in­to the key to 
        my door?

      Yes.

      Im pret­ty sure thats when it hap­pened. It had been some­thing-​in-​the-​dark-​col­ored when I 
        pulled it out. I dont...it was some­thing to do with mak­ing the change at night, I think. I 
        think Im not sup­posed to be able to do stuff af­ter dark. But I did do it. I felt 
        some­thing...crack. Snap. In me. And since then its been like this. I shift­ed it back to a 
        knife the next day­did­nt no­tice till evening what had hap­pened. I thought it would fade 
        af­ter a while, but it has­nt.

      I think Im not sup­posed to be able to do stuff af­ter dark. I had done this some­how though. 
        And I hap­pened to have been be­ing held in the lap of a vam­pire at the time. That had been 
        an­oth­er of the things I had­nt been think­ing about, the last two months. Be­cause if it was 
        some­thing to do with the vam­pirethis vam­pirewhy had my knife be­come im­preg­nat­ed with light?

      I had­nt told any­one, shown any­one. It was very odd, fi­nal­ly hav­ing some­one to tell. I 
        had­nt want­ed to tell any­one at the cof­fee­house, any of the SOFs. When I spent the night 
        with Mel, I was care­ful to keep my knife in its pock­et. I was still try­ing to be Rae 
        Sed­don, cof­fee­house bak­er, in that

      life. Even af­ter Id ex­posed my lit­tle se­cret that it had been vam­pires at the lakethat I 
        was a mag­ic han­dler and a trans­mu­terI still had­nt want­ed to tell any­one about my knife. 
        The on­ly per­son, you should for­give the term, left to tell was him. The vam­pire. The 
        vam­pire I had now agreed to al­ly my­self with in the hopes of win­ning against a com­mon 
        en­emy.

      It was a re­lief, telling some­one.

      I won­dered what else an un­known some­thing break­ing open in­side me might have let loose, 
        be­sides a lit­tle ra­di­ant dye leak. I won­dered if the jack­knife of a bad-​mag­ic cross would 
        glow in the dark. Sure. And when I went nuts it would trans­mute in­to a chain­saw.

      He looked at it, but made no at­tempt to touch it. That helps to ex­plain. One of the 
        rea­sons it has tak­en this ex­tra time for me to come to you is that it has puz­zled me you 
        are not weak­er, hav­ing borne what you bear two months al­ready. I have been seek­ing an 
        ex­pla­na­tion. It could be cru­cial to our ef­fort tonight. He paused. When he went on, his 
        voice had dropped half an oc­tave or so, and it was­nt easy to hear to be­gin with be­cause of 
        the weird rough half-​echo and the tone­less­ness. What you show me is a judg­ment on my 
        ar­ro­gance; it did not oc­cur to me to ask you for in­for­ma­tion. I have much to learn about 
        work­ing with any­one, for all that I be­lieved I had thought through what I said to you last 
        time. I ask par­don.

      I gaped at him. Oh please. Like Im not sit­ting here half ex­pect­ing you to change your mind 
        and eat me. Oh, sor­ry, I for­got, Im poi­sonous, I sup­pose Im safe af­ter all, I get to bite 
        the big one with­out your help. Im your lit­tle friend the dead­ly night­shade. But thats just 
        it: hu­mans and vam­pires dont al­ly. Were im­pla­ca­ble en­emies. Like co­bras and mon­goos­es. 
        Mon­geese. Why should you have thought of ask­ing me any­thing? If there is go­ing to be 
        par­don­ing be­tween us, it should be for lu­na­cy, and mu­tu­al.

      At least he did­nt laugh.

      Very well. We shall learn to­geth­er.

      Speak­ing of learn­ing, I said. I take it you have learned what to do about this, and I 
        ges­tured to­ward my breast. Since youre here.

      I have learned what will work, if any­thing will.

      And what if it does­nt work?

      Then both of us end our ex­is­tence tonight, he said in that im­pas­sive 
        were-​chained-​to-​the-​wall-​and-​the-​bad-​guys-​are-​com­ing voice I re­mem­bered too well.

      Oh gee. Dont pull your punch­es like that. I can take the truth, re­al­ly I can. I said 
        some­thing like, Unnngh.

      I be­lieve it will work. Im de­light­ed to hear it. Your wound is worse.

      Oh well. No big­gie. I was a tri­fle pre­oc­cu­pied with his lit­tle rev­ela­tion about our joint 
        even-​more-​im­me­di­ate-​than-​Bo im­pend­ing doom. Hed said he was­nt sure what he was do­ing. It 
        comes and goes.

      Will you re­move the ban­dage?

      Or you will? I thought ner­vous­ly. I un­but­toned the top two but­tons of my night­gown again 
        and peeled the gauze away. Ouch. Of course the cut be­gan to bleed at once.

      ErI dont sup­pose you want to tell me what youre go­ing to do? Bad­ly phrased ques­tion. No, 
        he said. Will you please tell me what you are go­ing to do.

      If you would take your knife, and open the blade.

      My heart, hav­ing tried to ac­cus­tom it­self to vam­pire in the room, be­gan to thump 
        un­com­fort­ably. The knife lay be­tween us on the bed, where I had set it down. I looked at 
        him a lit­tle odd­ly as I picked it up, and he, I sup­pose, well ac­cus­tomed to blood-​let­ting 
        and think­ing noth­ing of a lit­tle more or less of the same, mis­in­ter­pret­ed my look.

      I would pre­fer not to touch your knife, it will burn me. And it is bet­ter if you cut me 
        your­self.

      EEEEK.

      Cut you?

      Yes. As you are cut. Here. And he touched the place be­low his col­lar­bones. A lot less bony 
        on him, it oc­curred to me. I had­nt reg­is­tered it be­fore, but he was a lot more 
        filled-​out-​look­ing gen­er­al­ly than he had been when we first made ac­quain­tance.

      When he was half-​starved and all. I had­nt seen him with his shirt off four nights ago. 
        Well.

      I could have sat there quite a while think­ing ridicu­lous thought­sany­thing was bet­ter than 
        think­ing about the prospec­tive hack­ing and hew­ing: a two-​and-​a-​half-​inch blade is plen­ty 
        big enough to

      do more dam­age than I want­ed to be around for­but he said pa­tient­ly, Open the blade.

      The knife seemed much heav­ier in my hand than usu­al, and the blade more re­luc­tant to 
        un­fold. I snapped it open and the blade flared sil­ver fire.

      You said it would burn you.

      And so it will. I would ap­pre­ci­ate it if you made the cut quick­ly.

      I cant, I said, pan­icky. I cant­cut youat all.

      Very well, he said. Please set the tip of it, here, and he touched a spot be­low his right 
        col­lar­bone.

      I sat there, frozen and star­ing. I even raised my eyes and looked in­to his: green as 
        grass, as my grand­moth­ers ring, as my plaid socks from last night. He looked steadi­ly 
        back. I could feel my own blood my poi­soned blood­seep­ing slow­ly down my breast, stain­ing 
        my night­gown, drip­ping on the sheet.

      He reached out, and gen­tly closed his own hand around mine hold­ing the knife. He drew hand 
        and knife to­ward him, set the point where he had in­di­cat­ed. I felt the slight give of his 
        flesh un­der the blade. His hold tight­ened, and he gave a tiny, quick twist and jerk, and 
        the knife­point part­ed the skin; I felt the mo­ment up the blade in­to my hand when the skin 
        first di­vid­ed un­der the glow­ing stain­less-​steel blade, when it sank in­to him. There was a 
        sound, as if I could hear that sun­der­ing of flesh, or per­haps of the un­dead elec­tric­ity 
        that guard­ed that flesh, a minute fizz or hiss; then he drew the sharpthe burn­ing 
        sharpedge swift­ly across his chest in a shal­low ar­cjust like the wound on me. And pulled 
        the knife away again. It was over in a mo­ment.

      The slash he had made was deep­er, and the blood raged out.

      I waswhim­per­ing, or moan­ing: Oh no, oh no,I dropped the knife and reached to­ward him as if 
        I could close the aw­ful gash with my hands. The blood was black in the moon­light, there 
        was so much of it, too much of itit was hot, hot, run­ning over my hands...

      Good, he said. He took my bloody hands and turned them back to­ward me, wiped them down the 
        front of my poor once-​white night­gown, firm­ly, against the con­tours of my body; pulled my 
        hands to­ward him again, smeared them across his chest, and back to press them against me: 
        re­peat­ed this till my night­gown stuck to me, sop­ping, sat­urat­ed, as if I had been 
        swim­ming, ex­cept the wet­ness was his blood.

      I was weep­ing.

      Hush, he said. Hush.

      I dont un­der­stand, I said, weep­ing. I dont un­der­stand. This can­not be­heal­ing.

      It can, he said. It is. All is well. Lie back. Lie down, he said. You will sleep soon now.

      I lay down, bump­ing my head against the head­board. My tears ran down my tem­ples and in­to 
        my hair. The smell of blood was thick and heavy and nau­se­at­ing. I saw him lean­ing, loom­ing 
        over me, felt him lie down up­on me, gen­tly, so gen­tly, till our bleed­ing skins met with 
        one thin sod­den lay­er of cot­ton par­tial­ly be­tween: till the new wound in him pressed down 
        against the old wound in me. His hair brushed my face as he bowed his head; his breath 
        stirred my hair.

      Con­stan­tine, I cried, are you turn­ing me? No, he said. I would not. And this is not that. 
        Then what Do not talk. Not now. Lat­er. We can talk lat­er. But­bu­tI am so fright­ened, I 
        plead­ed.

      In the moon­light I could see his sil­hou­ette clear­ly. He raised his head away from me, 
        arch­ing his neck back­ward so our bod­ies re­mained touch­ing. I saw him rip, quick­ly, neat­ly, 
        his up­per lip with his low­er teeth, his low­er lip and tongue with his up­per. He bent his 
        head to me again, and when he stopped my mouth with his, his blood ran across my tongue 
        and down my throat.

      It was still dark when I woke. I had turned on my sideI al­ways sleep curled up on one side 
        or the oth­er­but this time I was fac­ing the room. My first thought was that I had had a 
        ter­ri­ble dream.

      I was alone in the bed. I looked down, along my body. Gin­ger­ly I touched my white 
        night­gown. It had been a dream. I had imag­ined it. I had imag­ined all of it. Al­though my 
        night­gown felt cu­ri­ous­ly tacky, as if I had worn it too long, al­though it had come fresh 
        out of the dry­er this morn­ing. But it was white. The sheets were white too.

      No blood­stains.

      I had imag­ined it.

      I knew he was sit­ting in the chair. Af­ter four nights he had re­turned af­ter all. I could­nt 
        bear to look at him­not yet­not while the dream was so heavy on meso shame­ful­ly heavy. What 
        a hor­ri­ble thing to dream. Even about a vam­pire. At least he would­nt know that Id dreame­dat

      least he would­nt know. I did­nt have to tell him. I sat up, and as I sat up, I felt a small 
        heavy some­thing fall to a dif­fer­ent po­si­tion on top of the bed­clothes.

      My small shin­ing knife. The blade still open.

      No.

      I looked at him. Al­though the chair was in shad­ow I saw him with strange clar­ity: the 
        mush­roomy-​gray skin, the im­pas­sive face, the green eyes, black hair. I knew it was 
        night­timeI felt it on my own skin­why could I see as if it were day­light?

      It oc­curred to me that he was­nt wear­ing his shirt.

      No.

      I had climbed out of bed and tak­en the two steps to the chair and laid my hands on his 
        un­marked chest be­fore I had a chance to thinkbe­fore I had a chance to tell my­self not 
        to­laid my hands as I had laid the­man hour ago? A week? A cen­tu­ry?with the blood welling 
        out, sluic­ing out, from the cut I had made with my knife. I touched his mouth, his un­torn 
        lips.

      Poor Sun­shine, he said, un­der my fin­gers. I told you it would not be easy. I did not think 
        how dif­fi­cult the man­ner of it would be for you.

      Itit hap­pened, then? I said. My knees sud­den­ly would­nt hold me, and I sank down be­side his 
        chair. I leaned my fore­head against the arm of it. What I re­mem­ber...I thought it must be 
        a bad dream. A...shame­ful dream.

      Shame­ful? he said. He bent over me, took my shoul­ders so I had to sit up, away from the 
        sup­port of the chair. The top two but­tons of my night­gown were still un­done, and the edges 
        fell open as I moved. He put one hand on my breast just be­low the col­lar­bones, so that it 
        cov­ered the width of my old wound. He left his hand there for two of my breaths, took it 
        away again, held it, palm up, as if he might be catch­ing my tears; but I was dry-​eyed.

      You are healed, he said. There is no shame in heal­ing.

      I looked down, touched the place he had touched. The skin was clear and smooth: I could 
        see it plain­ly. I could see plain­ly too, a thin pale scar, where the wound had been, but 
        this was a re­al scar. The wound was gone, and would not re­open.

      The blood, I said. All the blood. It was clean blood, he said. It was for you.

      I was re­mem­ber­ing the re­al dream I had had af­ter I slept­the blood dream. Day­light, 
        sun­shine, grass, trees, flow­ers, the warmth of life, glad­ness to be alive...

      Glad­ness to be alive. Glad­ness was the wrong word. It was much sim­pler than that, more 
        di­rect. There was no trans­la­tion of sen­sa­tion in­to a word like glad­ness. It was the 
        sen­sa­tion it­self. Smells, sounds, tastes, all per­cep­tions so dif­fer­ent from any­thing I 
        knew in wak­ing life, so un­equiv­ocal, un­clut­tered...un­con­tam­inat­ed. The wide world around 
        me seemed vast and open and im­me­di­ate in a way I did not rec­og­nize. But my sense of self 
        wasthere was no thought to it. There was a place where all those strange vivid sen­sa­tions 
        met, and there I was. A feel­ing, in­stinc­tive, re­spon­sive mebut no me.

      On four legs. This life I dreamedthis life I bor­rowedthis life I knew so strange­ly from 
        the in­sid­ethis life, I abrupt­ly knew, that had been tak­en for meit was no hu­man life. I 
        was re­mem­ber­ing life as some crea­tureshe, I knew her as she; I knew her as a grass-​eater, 
        a scen­ter of the breeze, and a lis­ten­er with wide ears; I felt her long lithe mus­cles, 
        rough brown fur, smelled the sweet gamy smell of her; I knew her as a run­ner and a leaper 
        and a hider in dap­pled shad­ow. A deer.

      I searched for the hor­ror of her death, for the fear and the pain, the help­less aware­ness 
        of com­ing fi­nal dark­ness. I re­mem­bered wak­ing up, sick and dazed but with a kind of 
        drugged tran­quil­li­ty, af­ter Bos lieu­tenant had used the Breath on me. I looked for some 
        equiv­alent in my does last min­utes. I could not find it.

      The doe, I said.

      Yes. It would not have been right for you to re­mem­ber the last day of a hu­man wom­an.

      There was a laugh that stuck in my throat. No, I said sober­ly. It would not have been 
        right for me. I sagged for­ward again, but this time I was lean­ing against his leg, my 
        cheek just above his knee. How did she die? I said dream­ily, rest­ing against the leg of 
        the vam­pire who had cured my poi­soned wound with the death of a doe.

      How? he re­peat­ed. There was a long pause while I re­mem­bered the wild grass against my 
        slen­der legs, the way my four hoofs dug in­to the ground as they took my weight as I ran, 
        how much more fleet­ly and steadi­ly I ran on four two-​toed hoofs than I would ev­er run on 
        two queer­ly in­flex­ible plat­ter­like feet and thick clum­sy legs.

      He said: There are many myths about my kind. It is not true that we can­not feed un­less we 
        tor­ment first. She died as any good hunter kills his

      prey: with one clean stroke.

      But... I said, grop­ing for the an­swer I want­ed. Need­ed. You told me­long ago. By the lake. 
        You have to ask. You can take no...blood that is not of­fered. She has to have said yes.

      Af­ter a lit­tle while he said: An­imals do not draw the dis­tinc­tion be­tween life and death 
        that hu­mans do. If an an­imal is caught, by age, by ill­ness, by some crea­ture stronger than 
        it, and can­not es­cape, it ac­cepts death. A longer pause. Al­so...my kind were all once 
        hu­man. There per­haps can be no tru­ly clean death be­tween one of your kind and one of mine.

      I thought: If that is true, then it works both ways. The death of the gig­gler at my hands 
        is no clean­er than the death he was of­fer­ing that girl. I shiv­ered. I felt Con­stan­tines 
        hand on the back of my neck.

      I told you last time that Bo and I chose dif­fer­ent ways of be­ing what we are. You mag­ic 
        han­dlers know you risk, with ev­ery send­ing, the re­coil. Bo is bur­dened by many years of 
        the re­coil of the tor­ment that pro­vides the sa­vor to his meals. The sa­vor is re­alyes, I 
        too have tast­ed it­but it is not worth the price.

      I was look­ing across the room, at a cor­ner near the ceil­ing, where one of the oc­cu­pied 
        cob­webs hung. I could see the tiny dot that was the fold­ed-​up spi­der at the cen­ter.

      I raised my head and turned round, knelt up, put my hands on his knees, stared in­to his 
        face, in­to his eyes. I had looked full in­to his eyes briefly last night, while I held the 
        knife, be­fore he had tak­en from me the ac­tion I could not per­form. I stared at him now, 
        minute af­ter minute, night flow­ing past us as morn­ing had done by the lake, two months and 
        a life­time ago, when I told him I would take him with me, through the day­light, out of the 
        trap we shared. You used the blood of a doe, to spare me the death of a hu­man. You said 
        you would notwere not­turn­ing me. Why are you not telling me not to look in your eyes?

      I have not turned you, he replied. In three hours, when the sun ris­es, you will find that 
        sun­shine is your el­ement, as it al­ways has been. I do not think you can be turned. You can 
        be killed, as any hu­man can be, as the poi­son Bo set in your flesh would at last have 
        killed you, but I be­lieve you can­not be turned.

      There is noth­ing I can do to you with my gaze, any more, whether I wish it or not. I was 
        not able...to give you the does clean blood clean­ly. I caught and car­ried her blood for 
        you, for tonights nec­es­sary rite, but I am not a clean ves­sel. Sun­shine, we are on 
        ter­ri­to­ry nei­ther of us knows. We

      are bound now, you to me as I al­ready was to you, for I have saved your life tonight as 
        you saved my ex­is­tence two months ago.

      I think the hon­ors were about even, two months ago, I said, strug­gling. He picked my hands 
        up off his knees, held them be­tween his hands.

      That-​which-​binds did not judge so; the scales did not rest in bal­ance. You will be­gin, 
        now, I think, to read those lines of...pow­er, gov­er­nance, sor­cery, as I can read them. By 
        what has hap­pened be­tween us tonight. Onyx Blais­es daugh­terthe daugh­ter who did what you 
        did, that sec­ond morn­ing by the lakeal­ways held that ca­pac­ity. Now you must learn to use 
        it. That-​which-​binds reck­ons I have been bound to you by what hap­pened two months ago. I 
        could not come to you if you did not call me, but if you called I had to come. You are now 
        bound to me as well. I did not do this de­lib­er­ate­ly; to save your life, it was the on­ly 
        choice I had, and I was bound to try.

      When I came to you four nights ago, I had no knowl­edge of the wound you still car­ried. I 
        was think­ing on­ly of how I could con­vince youto go in­to bat­tle with me. That I should 
        suc­ceed did not seem like­ly, though you were call­ing to ask me for help. I came here that 
        night think­ing how I might give youany­thing I could give youto help you in that bat­tle, if 
        you agreed. It would have re­quired some greater tie be­tween us, but noth­ing like...

      I do not know what I have giv­en you tonight. An­oth­er si­lence. He added, I do not know what 
        you have giv­en me.

      An­oth­er, longer si­lence.

      Well, I said, shak­ily, cling­ing to his hands hold­ing mine, I think I can see in the dark.

    

  
    
      Sunshine

    

    
      PART THREE

      So, I would have said that not much could be worse­short of be­ing dead or un­deadthan those 
        first weeks af­ter the night I went out to the lake and met some vam­pires up close and 
        per­son­al. I would have said that be­ing par­alyzed from the neck down or hav­ing an 
        in­op­er­able brain tu­mor would be worse. Not a lot else. Just shows how lim­it­ed the hu­man 
        imag­ina­tion can be.

      The first weeks af­ter Con healed the wound on my breast were worse.

      Its fun­ny, be­cause I had thought, liv­ing through those first two months af­ter the nights 
        at the lake, that the great cri­sis was about What I Was or Who Id Be­come or What Ter­ri­ble 
        Thing Was Wrong With Me (and About to Go Wronger) and Why All Was Changed As a Re­sult. But 
        I was still strug­gling against the idea that all was changed.

      Stick­ing the gig­gler with the ta­ble knife should have shak­en me out of this fan­ta­sy even 
        if the suck­er-​sun­shade trick had­nt, but I was too busy be­ing grossed out by the sheer 
        gris­li­ness of the lat­ter ex­pe­ri­ence to have thought much about the philo­soph­ical 
        im­pli­ca­tions. What the lit­tle chat with Jesse and Pat had re­vealed to me had done my head 
        in worse, and the news that the suck­ers were on to con­quer the world with­in the next 
        cen­tu­ry had been worse yet. I felt like a pan­cake in the hands of a ma­ni­ac flip­per. But 
        when youre be­ing car­omed around your life like a squash ball you havent got lee­way to 
        think about what hap­pens next. When youre feed­ing the sec­ond coachload of tourists that 
        day you ar­ent think­ing about the birth­day par­ty for fifty next week. Maybe you should be, 
        but you ar­ent. Now is more than enough.

      Be­fore the detox night with Con I still thought I could say no some­how, could still stick 
        my head back in the sand. Hey, I was­nt go­ing to be around in a hun­dred year­sun­less maybe I 
        start­ed han­dling a lot of mag­ic, which I did­nt want to, right? That was ex­act­ly what I 
        did­nt want to be do­ing; mag­ic han­dling ex­tend­ing your lifes­pan was a myth any­wayso what 
        did I care?

      You can be a re­al­ly nasty, self­ish lit­tle jerk when youre scared enough. I was scared 
        enough.

      Of course I had had this ap­par­ent­ly per­ma­nent leak­ing wound on my breast, I had had these 
        night­mares, and I had been do­ing a pret­ty bad job af­ter all of sup­press­ing think­ing about 
        what it all meant, what had hap­pened at the lake. But I was still ob­sti­nate­ly try­ing to 
        pre­tend Id on­ly had a piece of very, very bad luck, and the fact of my hav­ing sur­vived it 
        was­nt...ir­re­deemable. My gran had shown me all that trans­mut­ing stuff fif­teen years ago, 
        and Id nev­er used it be­fore. Maybe it would be an­oth­er fif­teen years be­fore I used it 
        again. Maybe thir­ty this time. And one vam­pire more or less? Who cares?

      And the ta­ble knife ven­ture was just that the gig­glerd been the one who cut me, poi­soned 
        me. It was a one-​off. There was an an­swer in there some­where: it was­nt me, it was­nt my 
        warped, screwed-​up ge­net­ic her­itage.

      And if Id de­liv­ered the world of one suck­er, sort of ac­ci­den­tal­ly hav­ing

      pre­served it an­oth­er one, then my fi­nal ef­fect on the vam­pire pop­ula­tion was nil, 
        in­vis­ible, void. Which was ex­act­ly the pro­file Id choose.

      I told my­self I had al­ways been my fa­thers daugh­ter. I was fac­ing what had been there all 
        the time.

      But I was al­so fac­ing stuff that had­nt been there.

      Be­ing able to see in the dark sounds great. Nev­er trip over the bath­room thresh­old on your 
        way for a pee at mid­night again, right? But its not that sim­ple. Hu­man eyes dont see in 
        the dark. They dont have the rods and cones for it or what­ev­er. There­fore you are do­ing 
        some­thing that is­nt hu­man. Its not like you­ve awak­ened a la­tent tal­ent, like some­one who 
        finds out they have a gift for play­ing jazz pi­ano af­ter a life pre­vi­ous­ly de­vot­ed to Bach. 
        That may be odd, but its with­in hu­man scope. See­ing in the dark is­nt. And you know it. 
        That does­nt mean I know how to ex­plain it; but trust me, you can tell the dif­fer­ence 
        be­tween see­ing be­cause theres enough light and see­ing be­cause some­thing weird and vam­piry 
        is go­ing on in your brain that choos­es to pre­tend to be hap­pen­ing in your eyes be­cause 
        thats the near­est equiv­alent. Like if some hu­man had had a poi­soned wound healed by some 
        weird re­cip­ro­cal swap with the phoenix, maybe theyd be able to fly af­ter­ward, ap­par­ent­ly 
        by flap­ping their arms.

      (Mind you no one has seen the phoenix in over a thou­sand years, and it has nev­er been 
        in­clined to do hu­mans any good turns. Rather the op­po­site. Very like vam­pires, I sup­pose. 
        Ex­cept a lot of peo­ple think the phoenix is a myth, and not many are stupid enough to 
        think vam­pires are. I think the phoenix has at least a fifty-​fifty chance of be­ing true, 
        be­cause its nasty. What this world does­nt have is the three-​wish­es, 
        go-​to-​the-​ball-​and-​meet-​your-​prince, hap­pi­ly-​ev­er-​af­ter kind of mag­ic. We have all the 
        man­gling and malev­olent kinds. Who in­vent­ed this sys­tem?)

      I saw in the dark pret­ty well. I thought, do I want to see Bo com­ing?

      Oh yeah, and see­ing in the dark does­nt mean when the sun goes down. It al­so means all the 
        shad­ows that fall in day­light. This would not be a big is­sue for a vam­pire, of course, but 
        it trou­bled the hell out of me. Even an or­di­nary ta­ble knife throws a shad­owalthough I 
        did­nt re­al­ly need any more re­minders that ta­ble knives would nev­er be or­di­nary to me again.

      It throws your bal­ance off, see­ing through shad­ows. Your depth per­cep­tion goes wrong, like 
        try­ing to look through some­one elses glass­es. Ev­ery­thing has fun­ny dark-​light edges to it, 
        and some­times those edges have them­selves thread­like red edges. You get your new 
        look­ing-​through-​bad-​spec­ta­cles dis­tor­tion on ev­ery­thing, in­clud­ing your own hands, your 
        own body, the faces and bod­ies of the peo­ple you love and

      trust. Oh, the one time this goes away is when you look in a mir­ror. Or it did with me. 
        Just in case I need­ed re­mind­ing that I got it from a vam­pire. Thanks.

      I hat­ed it that I now saw more eas­ily in the dark than I did in the light. In the dark it 
        all made sense. I hat­ed this.

      I was so clum­sy for the first ten days or so that Char­lie did an­oth­er of his 
        drift­ing-​in­to-​the-​bak­ery-​and-​clos­ing-​the-​door num­bers. Gol­ly, twice in two weeks: I must 
        be a worse pain in the butt than I re­al­ized. Damn. He wan­dered around the bak­ery for a 
        minute like he was think­ing about what to say. I knew bet­ter; he fig­ures this stuff out 
        be­fore­hand. When I still lived with him and Mom I used to see him am­bling around the house 
        in that fake idle way, fig­ur­ing out what he was go­ing to say to some­one, what they might 
        say back. He thinks of it on the move and he says it on the move. He wan­dered a lot dur­ing 
        the time the city coun­cil was try­ing to up­grade us. The me­dia, who love a good sto­ry and 
        truth is non­com­pul­so­ry, pre­sent­ed Char­lies as the fo­cus of the neigh­bor­hood cam­paign to 
        stay the way we were: down­mar­ket and crap­py. This was not en­tire­ly false. Thats when 
        Char­lies kind of got on the New Ar­ca­dia map rather than mere­ly the Old Town map, and one 
        of the re­sults was that Char­lie could af­ford to build my bak­ery. (I have to say he used to 
        wan­der a lot when Mom and I were at each oth­ers throats the worst too. There was some 
        over­lap be­tween these two eras. Ken­ny and Bil­ly are prob­ably scarred for life.)

      But hav­ing him wan­der­ing around again in that way I rec­og­nized made me feel bad. I did­nt 
        live with him any more, but I had the im­pres­sion he did­nt wan­der as much as he had then: 
        that hed most­ly fig­ured out how to say the sort of things he need­ed to say as Char­lie of 
        Char­lies.

      I sup­pose a mag­ic-​han­dling bak­er with an affin­ity for vam­pires is kind of an un­usu­al 
        prob­lem for a cof­fee­house. Maybe the bitch­iness fac­tor was triv­ial.

      You­ve been hav­ing a lit­tle trou­ble late­ly, he said, mild­ly and gen­tly, ad­dress­ing one of 
        the ovens.

      That oven is work­ing fine, I said, think­ing, if youre go­ing to me you can just do it.

      He turned around. Sor­ry. We...Char­lies has had its rough times, but...hav­ing SOFs 
        in­ter­est­ed in one of my staff is a new one.

      I re­frained from point­ing out that our reg­ular SOFs had al­ways sort of jived with me. I 
        had thought be­cause I was the one who want­ed to hear their sto­ries, but as it turned out, 
        I now knew, be­cause they re­mem­bered my fa­ther, even if Char­lie­and for that mat­ter Mom and 
        Idid­nt. Yeah,

      I said. It blows. Ive been think­ing, okay, my dad has al­ways been my dad, but that does­nt 
        help. I could have gone on not know­ing what it meant.

      Char­lie hes­itat­ed. Well...I doubt it, Sun­shine. If you just kept cof­fee hot, maybe. But 
        some­one who can... His voice fad­ed. Have you talked to Sadie about it?

      I shook my head. Have I sawn my­self in half with a blunt knife? No.

      You know what Sadie is likeno one bet­ter. You in­her­it­ed her back­bone, her dogged­ness.

      The big dif­fer­ence be­tween my mom and mebe­sides the fact that she is dead nor­mal and Im a 
        mag­ic-​han­dling freakis that shes the re­al thing. She may have a slight prob­lem see­ing 
        oth­er peo­ples points of view, but shes hon­est about it. Shes a brass-​bound bitch be­cause 
        she be­lieves she knows best. Im a brass-​bound bitch be­cause I dont want any­one get­ting 
        close enough to find out what a whiny lit­tle knot of naked nerve end­ings I re­al­ly am. And 
        her nasty tem­per, I said.

      Char­lie smiled. She knew your dad pret­ty well. Do you know she loved him? She re­al­ly did. 
        Still does, in her se­cret heart. Oh, she loves me, dont wor­ry. And were hap­py 
        to­geth­erthats the point. Shes hap­py run­ning the ad­min side of Char­lies.

      And rip­ping self-​im­por­tant ass­holes to shreds, I thought. But get un­der cov­er if there 
        havent been any self-​im­por­tant ass­holes around late­ly.

      She was of­ten joy­fule­uphoricwith your dad, es­pe­cial­ly at the be­gin­ning. But his was­nt a 
        world she could live in. Mine is.

      My guess is she got out of your dads world when she did and took you with her be­cause she 
        knew what you were. I think she knew you were go­ing to be some­one pret­ty un­usu­al. I think 
        she was hop­ing that what shes giv­en youboth by be­ing your mom and by rais­ing you in a 
        place like Char­liesis go­ing to be enough. Enough bal­last. When what your fa­ther gave you 
        start­ed com­ing out.

      Id al­ready fig­ured out that she had­nt in­clud­ed him in the Bad Cross Watch, so what I was 
        in Char­lies ver­sion of events did­nt in­clude the pos­si­bil­ity of a de­mon taint. On the whole 
        I thought my ver­sion was more plau­si­ble than Char­lies. Pos­si­bly be­cause it was more 
        de­press­ing.

      I drift­ed in a very Char­lie-​like man­ner over to the stool and sat down. I looked at my 
        hands, which had a fun­ny red-​out­lined light-​dark edge. I thought about bad gene cross­es. I 
        put my head in my hands and closed my eyes.

      What do you think, Sun­shine? said Char­lie. Is it go­ing to be

      enough?

      I dont know, I said. Char­lie, I dont know.

      Au­gust was less death-​de­fy­ing than usu­al in terms of tem­per­ature (which among oth­er things 
        meant that I had­nt had to beg Paulie not to quit) if not in terms of num­bers of Earth Trek 
        coachloads, and pos­si­bly, be­cause all the heat Au­gust had­nt used had to go some­where, we 
        went straight in­to In­di­an Sum­mer Septem­ber, do not pass Go, do not col­lect two thou­sand 
        blinks. So I got out all my least de­cent lit­tle-​bit-​of-​noth­ing tank tops and wore them. 
        The scar was vis­ible but the skin was flat and smooth, no puck­er­ing, and the white mark 
        it­self seemed weird­ly old and sort of half-​worn-​away-​look­ing the way old scars get 
        some­times.

      I was still hav­ing trou­ble with the idea that what had hap­pened that night count­ed as 
        heal­ing, but what­ev­er it was, it had worked.

      I start­ed go­ing home with Mel a lot. He was glad to have me aroundglad to stop ar­gu­ing 
        about my go­ing to an­oth­er doc­tor. He did­nt know about Con, of course, but he knew 
        plen­ty­too much about re­cent events. He would know that I need­ed re­as­sur­ing with­out know­ing 
        I need­ed to feel...hu­man.

      This is re­al­ly stupid, but I al­so dis­cov­ered that I some­how be­lieved that he was the one 
        hu­man at Char­lies who might be able to stop me in time if my bad genes sud­den­ly kicked in 
        and I picked up my elec­tric cher­ry pit­ter and went for the near­est warm body. That hed 
        drown me ef­fi­cient­ly in a vat of pas­ta sauce while ev­ery­one else was stand­ing around with 
        their mouths open wring­ing their hands and say­ing, who are we go­ing to get to cov­er the 
        bak­ery on such short no­tice?

      This was at its worst dur­ing Mon­day movie evenings. The Sed­don liv­ing room had nev­er 
        seemed so small, or so packed with flim­sy, vul­ner­able hu­man bod­ies. If Mel did­nt feel like 
        go­ing I did­nt go ei­ther.

      As a ro­man­tic fan­ta­sy I dont think its go­ing to make it in­to the top ten­most wom­en pin­ing 
        for the pres­ence of their lovers ar­ent wor­ry­ing about need­ing their homi­ci­dal ten­den­cies 
        foiled­but it did mean I felt a lit­tle safer with Mel around.

      I prob­ably did­nt be­lieve it at all. I just did­nt want to give him up. He was warm and 
        breath­ing and had a heart­beat.

      Hu­man. Yeah. I had­nt been will­ing to go see a spe­cial­ist hu­man doc­tor, as Mel had kept 
        ask­ing me to. No. I asked a vam­pire for help. And took it in­stant­ly when he of­fered it.

      Mel must have won­dered what hap­pened to the wound on my breast.

      But he did­nt say any­thing. He was very good at not say­ing things. It had on­ly been since 
        the Night of the Ta­ble Knife that Id be­gun to won­der if his ret­icence was for my sake or 
        his.

      And if it was for his...No. I need­ed him to be steady, sol­id, se­cure. I need­ed it too 
        bad­ly to pur­sue that one. Too bad­ly to won­der about the num­ber of live tat­toos he had. 
        Even for a mo­tor­cy­cle thug.

      An­oth­er of the things Id nev­er thought about was the way when we went home to­geth­er it was 
        al­ways his home. Hed been in­side my apart­ment a hand­ful of times. If we had an af­ter­noon 
        to­geth­er we went hik­ing or went back to his place. If we had an evening to­geth­er and we 
        de­cid­ed to go out, we went where he want­ed to go be­cause there was­nt any­where I want­ed to 
        go. I knew his friends. He did­nt know mine. His house wards were set to know me. Mine 
        wer­ent set to know him.

      I did­nt have friends. I had the cof­fee­house. A few li­brar­ian­schiefly Aim­il, who had been a 
        Char­lies reg­ular all her life­was as far afield as I went.

      It is halfway true that if you are in­volved in a fam­ily cof­fee­house you dont have a life. 
        But on­ly halfway. Mel had a life.

      Ive said be­fore that Mel had been a bit of a hood­lum in his younger days, al­though no­body 
        seemed to be quite sure how much, or maybe his War ser­vice had wiped ear­li­er mis­deeds off 
        the record. He was­nt old now but hed had time to go wrong and then change his mind. There 
        must have been signs he was­nt go­ing wrong right, though, even at the time. Some of his 
        tat­toos were for pret­ty strange things. Some of them I did­nt know the pur­pose of be­cause 
        when Id asked hed said Um and gone silent.

      Any­body who spent a lot of time on or about mo­tor­cy­cles would have a cou­ple of the 
        reg­ula­tion an­ti-​crushed-​by-​fly­ing-​met­al-​or-​run­ning-​in­to-​trees-​at-​high-​speeds wards, ei­ther 
        pricked in­to your skin or on a chain round your neck or a se­cret pock­et in your belt or 
        the soles of your bik­er boots. He had those. But he al­so had a see­ing-​things-​clear­ly charm 
        that I had­nt rec­og­nized when I saw it the first time: okay, a use­ful thing for some­one on 
        the wrong side of the law (or the wrong side of the bat­tle zone) who needs to have his 
        eyes peeled for trou­ble, but Mels was­nt the con­ven­tion­al block-​and-​warn ward that most 
        pet­ty crooks used for the pur­pose.

      (You could some­times half-​iden­ti­fy the va­ri­ety of malfeasant you were deal­ing with by 
        whether or not you could see that ward. Scam­mers, of course, kept it well hid­den: would­nt 
        do to have it dan­gling on a bracelet or tat­tooed on your wrist when you popped your cuffs 
        at some­one you

      were try­ing to schmooze. A cou­ple of Mels old gang who had al­so changed their minds about 
        be­ing pro­fes­sion­al bad guys had it on the backs of their gonna-​punch-​you-​in-​the-​nose 
        hands, so the guy who was about to get punched would see it on the fist be­ing held un­der 
        his nose.)

      Any­way. Mel still bought and sold mo­tor­cy­cles. He still drank beer with friends at the 
        Night­house or the Jug. Wives and steady girl­friends (very oc­ca­sion­al­ly boyfriends) were 
        ex­pect­ed to show up if they want­ed to. (Bet­ter yet, we were ex­pect­ed to talk. Of course 
        the wom­en who could talk about ig­ni­tion mix­tures and pis­ton re­sis­tance were pre­ferred, but 
        you cant have ev­ery­thing.) Hed bought a house in what had been Chester­field but was now 
        called White­out, the worst-​Wars-​hit sec­tion of New Ar­ca­dia, had it cleared and re-​ward­ed, 
        and was slow­ly do­ing it over in­to some­thing even my moth­er would rec­og­nize as hab­it­able 
        (al­though the mo­tor­cy­cle-​re­fit garage on what had been the ground floor would prob­ably 
        have giv­en her spasms). He loved cook­ing and Char­lies but he was­nt owned by them.

      I felt like maybe I should be ask­ing to bor­row his sur­vival text­book. Maybe the prob­lem 
        was that the first chap­ters in it were about run­ning away from home at four­teen and ly­ing 
        about your age, and then be­ing a bik­er ban­dit for a few years be­fore de­cid­ing that the 
        fact you al­ways seemed to wind up fry­ing the sausages over the fire for ev­ery­body was 
        maybe a point­er to­ward a dif­fer­ent way of life with bet­ter re­tire­ment op­tions, which five 
        years of the Wars had giv­en him plen­ty of time to con­sid­er.

      Mel would have un­der­stood why I drove out to the lake that night. He prob­ably did 
        un­der­stand with­out my telling him. I would have liked hear­ing him un­der­stand. But I did­nt 
        want to tell him. Be­cause I could­nt could­nt­tell him what hap­pened af­ter.

      But you dont have to talk when youre mak­ing love, and bod­ies have their own lan­guage. Al­so 
        you dont have to use your eyes so much. There are oth­er things go­ing on.

      Mean­while I was still reach­ing the wrong dis­tance to pick up the edges of bak­ing sheets 
        and muf­fin tins or the han­dles of spoons, and fum­bling them when I man­aged to grab them at 
        all, and I walked in­to doors a lit­tle too of­ten in­stead of through them. At least I knew 
        the recipes I used all the time by heart and did­nt have to both­er peer­ing at print mid­mix 
        or iden­ti­fy­ing the lines on mea­sur­ing jugs. Nor had I lost my sense of whether a bat­ter or 
        a dough was go­ing to­geth­er right or not, or what to do if it was­nt.

      I could tell Jesse and Pat about see­ing in the dark and let them tell me what to do about 
        it. Or with it. As far as my strange new tal­ents went it beat hell out of Un­usu­al Us­ages 
        of Ta­ble Knives. And maybe if I told them I could bear to tell the peo­ple at Char­lies.

      No­body had to know any­thing about why I could now see in the dark. In­clud­ing the dark of 
        the day.

      One day when Pat and John came in for hot-​out-​of-​the-​oven cin­na­mon rolls at about 
        six-​thir­ty-​two, I tipped them on­to a plate my­self and took them out while Liz was still 
        yawn­ing over the cof­feepot. You have some free time soon maybe? I said, try­ing to sound 
        ca­su­al in my turn. They both shift­ed in their seats, try­ing not to point like hunt­ing 
        dogs. Not very many peo­ple, even at Char­lies, are at their best at that hour, but it 
        does­nt pay to be care­less. And Mrs. Bialosky was there, pre­tend­ing to read a news­pa­per 
        while wait­ing for one of her con­fed­er­ates to turn up to make a clan­des­tine re­port. For 
        you, Sun­shine, any­thing, said Pat.

      Im off at two, I said.

      Come round the shop, said Pat. There are two desks in the en­try, okay? You go up to the 
        right-​hand one and say Pats ex­pect­ing you and theyll let you straight in.

      I nod­ded.

      There was a young wom­an at that desk with a name­plate and a sharp uni­form and a sharp look 
        like she should have had a rank to go on the name­plate, but what do I know? She hit two 
        buzzers, one that opened the in­ner door and one that, pre­sum­ably, warned Pat, be­cause he 
        came walk­ing out to meet me be­fore Id gone very far down the face­less hall­way Mel must 
        have brought me out of the last night of the gig­glers ex­is­tence on this earth, but it was 
        so char­ac­ter­less I was ready to be­lieve I had crossed one of those dis­tance-​fold­ing 
        thresh­olds and was now on Mars. If so, Pat was there with me. Maybe wed been on Mars that 
        night too. What if the wrong per­son showed up first and said you were ex­pect­ing them? I 
        said.

      I told them mid­dling tall, skin­ny, weird-​look­ing hair be­cause it will have just been let 
        out of be­ing tied up in a scarf for work­ing in a restau­rant and you nev­er comb it, wear­ing 
        a fierce look, said Pat. I was pret­ty safe.

      Fierce? I said. I al­so thought, Skin­ny?, but I have my pride. The part about my hair is 
        true.

      Yeah. Fierce. Through here, and he opened a door and shep­herd­ed me through. This was, 
        pre­sum­ably, Pats of­fice. The chair be­hind the desk was emp­ty, but had that 
        pushed-​back-​some­one-​just-​got-​up look. Jesse was sit­ting on a chair to one side of the 
        desk. Some­one I want you to meet, Pat said, nod­ding to­ward the oth­er per­son in the room, 
        who stood up out of her chair, and said in a rather strick­en voice, Hi.

      Aim­il.

      I looked at her and she looked at me. With my fun­ny vi­sion the sock­ets of her deep eyes 
        and the hol­lows of her cheeks had a glit­ter­ing dark pe­riph­ery. Okay, I said, plan­ning not 
        to lose my tem­per un­less it was ab­so­lute­ly nec­es­sary. What are you do­ing here?

      Tea? said Pat bland­ly.

      Tell me what Aim­il is do­ing here first, I said.

      Well, were in putting-​all-​our-​cards-​on-​the-​ta­ble vogue now, ar­ent we? said Pat, still 
        bland. Since the oth­er night. So its time you knew Aim­il is one of us.

      One of you, I said. SOF. And here I thought she was a li­brar­ian.

      Un­der­cov­er SOF, Jesse said.

      Part time, added Pat.

      I am a li­brar­ian, said Aim­il. But Im some­times aer­li­brar­ian for SOF too.

      I thought about this. Id known Aim­il since I was sev­en and she was nine. She and her 
        fam­ily had had Sun­day break­fast at Char­lies most weeks for years, were al­ready reg­ulars 
        when Mom start­ed work­ing there and then when I start­ed hang­ing out there. She was one of 
        the faces I rec­og­nized at my new school. Id lost half a year be­ing sick and then Mom 
        crammed the crap out of me the sec­ond half of the year so I did­nt lose a grade when I went 
        back to school in the fall. (Yes, I mean crammed. Sec­ond grade is freak­ing hard work when 
        youre sev­en or eight.) In hind­sight that was the be­gin­ning of Char­lies be­ing my en­tire 
        life: I did­nt have time to make friends the six months I was be­ing crammed. The on­ly kids 
        I met were kids who came to Char­lies, not that I got to know many of them be­cause I was­nt 
        al­lowed to an­noy the cus­tomers. But Aim­il used to ask for me, so I was al­lowed to talk to 
        her. She talked to me be­cause she felt sor­ry for me: I was weedy and un­der­sized and 
        hang­dog that half year, and al­ways do­ing home­work. I for­get how it start­ed­maybe she saw me 
        sit­ting at the counter study­ing, which I was al­lowed to do when it was­nt too crowd­ed.

      Wed man­aged to stay friends out­side of school al­though not in­side so much; two years is 
        the Grand Canyon when youre a kid. Shed gone off to li­brary school my ju­nior year and did 
        an in­tern­ship at the big down­town li­brary the year af­ter I start­ed work­ing full time at 
        Char­lies and we used to get to­geth­er to com­plain about how hard work­ing for a liv­ing was. 
        Two years lat­er she got a job at the branch li­brary near Char­lies. Some­times she still had 
        Sun­day morn­ing break­fast at Char­lies with her par­ents.

      When did you be­come SO­Fun­der­cov­er, part time, or hang­ing up­side down on a trapeze? I said. 
        I did not sound friend­ly. I did not feel friend­ly.

      Twen­ty months ago, she said quick­ly.

      I re­laxed. Slight­ly. Okay. So why did you?

      Aim­il sighed. It seemed like a good idea at the time. She glanced at Pat and Jesse. I 
        glanced at Pat and Jesse too. If they looked any more bland and non­con­fronta­tion­al they 
        were go­ing to dis­solve in­to lit­tle pud­dles of glop.

      Aim­il looked back at me. Youre not go­ing to like this, she said.

      I know, I said.

      SOF mon­itors globenet us­age for who likes to read up a lot on the Oth­ers, said Aim­il. 
        Thats how they found me. They have a note of ev­ery­body who sub­scribes to the Dark­line. 
        Which in­clud­ed both her and me. In the­ory any heavy-​du­ty line in­to the cos­world will let 
        you look up any­thing you like on the globenet, and the pa­ram­eters are drawn on­ly by your 
        sub­scrip­tion price and the weight of the line. But in prac­tice it is a lit­tle more 
        spe­cif­ic than that. The Dark­line is what you are go­ing to choose if what you are chiefly 
        in­ter­est­ed in is look­ing up all the lat­est the globenet could give you on the Oth­ers 
        with­out go­ing to a Dark­shop or the li­brary or some oth­er pub­lic hook-​in for it.

      If Id ev­er giv­en a pass­ing re­al-​world thought to any­thing out­side my bak­ery, I would have 
        known SOF must do stuff like mon­itor the Dark­line. Which would mean they would know I used 
        it. That, with my dad, was eas­ily enough to in­ter­est them in me.

      If Id ev­er giv­en a pass­ing re­al-​world thought to it, which I had­nt. Id lived in my own 
        swad­dled-​up lit­tle world. I who had been the star pupil in June Yanovskys vam­pire lit 
        class. But that was the point, re­al­ly. The Oth­ers were still some­thing that hap­pened 
        be­tween the cov­ers of books like Vam­pire Tales and Oth­er Eerie Mat­ters. SOF shop talk 
        over­heard at Char­lies was just live sto­ries. Dry guys hap­pened, but nev­er to any­body I 
        knew. Vam­pires were out there, but nowhere near me.

      Un­til re­cent­ly.

      Wed al­ready found you, of course, Pat said to me, be­cause of your dad.

      Yes, I said. You could stop re­mind­ing me. Noth­ing wrong with your dad, is there? I said to 
        Aim­il.

      Aim­il laughed a lit­tle bit­ter­ly and bowed her head. As her bangs fell across her fore­head 
        they left flick­er­ing ma­hogany bars against her skin. I blinked. Noth­ing that I know of. Or 
        with my mom ei­ther. Thats why it came as such a shock to them when I had two sets of adult 
        teeth come in, one in­side the oth­er. For­tu­nate­ly my mom has a cousin whos a den­tist. A 
        dis­creet den­tist. And scared to death there might be some­thing wrong with his blood. Al­so 
        for­tu­nate­ly my sec­ond set was­nt the kind that keeps grow­ing, al­though they were a fun­ny 
        shape. Once they were out theyve stayed out. And my moms cousin does­nt have any­thing to do 
        with our branch of the fam­ily any more. But Im not reg­is­tered. Re­mem­ber Azar?

      I was al­ready re­mem­ber­ing Azar.

      Hed been the year be­tween Aim­il and me. My fresh­man year in high school, he was the on­ly 
        sopho­more on the var­si­ty foot­ball team. That was be­fore his low­er jaw be­gan to drop and 
        widen to hold the spec­tac­ular pair of tusks that start­ed to grow at the same time. They 
        took the tusks out, of course, but they could­nt do much re­con­struc­tive surgery on his face 
        till his jaw stopped ex­pand­ing. Af­ter the first surgery his fam­ily left town so that he 
        could start school again some­where they had­nt known him be­fore. That was af­ter hed been 
        reg­is­tered. Af­ter our school had tak­en away all his sports awards be­cause he was a 
        part­blood and must have hadip­so fac­toan un­fair ad­van­tage. Which is crap. And hed been a 
        nice guy. He was­nt stupid or a bul­ly.

      Its an in­ter­est­ing sit­ua­tion, Pat in­ter­rupt­ed, be­cause one of SOFs of­fi­cial pur­pos­es is to 
        find un­reg­is­tered part­bloods, reg­is­ter them, and fine their ass­es good, if not ar­rest them 
        and throw them in jail, which hap­pens some­times too. One of SOFs un­of­fi­cial pur­pos­es is to 
        find cer­tain kinds of un­reg­is­tered part­bloods, pro­tect them from get­ting found out, and 
        per­suade them to work for us. We re­al­ly like li­brar­ians. They tend to have tidy minds.

      Li­brar­ian part­bloods are prob­ably flash easy to find, said Aim­il. Well be the ones who 
        be­long to Oth­er­watch and Be­ware. These are the two biggest globenet trawlers for Oth­er fo, 
        ex­clu­sive to the Dark­line. For a mod­est ex­tra month­ly fee you too can down­load eleven­ty 
        jil­lion gi­ga­bytes ev­ery week and ex­pe­ri­ence men­tal overkill paral­ysis, un­less you are a

      trained mem­ber of SOF or a re­search li­brar­ian or a prune-​faced aca­dem­ic and have a cy­borg 
        over­drive but­ton for tak­ing in fo. I did­nt have the over­drive but­ton. Be­sides, Id al­ways 
        had a guilty pref­er­ence for fic­tion. Since I seemed now to be liv­ing fic­tion, this proved 
        to have been an en­tire­ly rea­son­able choice.

      I spend a few hours ev­ery week read­ing cer­tain threads and well­fol­low­ing my nose.

      We con­tact­ed her be­cause the fil­ters shed set up her­self on her sub­scrip­tion pass­words 
        seemed to bring her a pe­cu­liar­ly high lev­el of source traf­fic by Oth­ers and part­bloods, 
        not just about them. So we had her in for a few chats and once she soft­ened up a lit­tle...

      Did some­one turn blue for you too? I said. Aim­il smiled. Yeah.

      We found out that that nose of hers of­ten told her when your ac­tu­al Oth­er had ac­tu­al 
        fin­gers on the key­board, and that has some­times been very in­ter­est­ing, said Jesse.

      Es­pe­cial­ly when she picks up a suck­er, said Pat.

      They all saw me freeze. Hey, kid­do, said Pat. Thats kind of the point, you know? Nail­ing 
        vam­pires. Re­mem­ber?

      I nod­ded stiffly. The riftor did I mean riftsin my life were get­ting deep­er and wider all 
        the time. I on­ly just stopped my­self from reach­ing up to touch the thin white scar on my 
        breast. If any of these peo­ple had no­ticed that Id spent the en­tire swel­ter­ing sum­mer 
        wear­ing high-​necked shirts they had­nt men­tioned it, and they wer­ent men­tion­ing that I had 
        sud­den­ly stopped wear­ing them for a mere au­tumn burst of pleas­ant­ly warm weath­er ei­ther.

      II just dont like talk­ing about vam­pires, I said, af­ter a mo­ment. If one-​fifth of the 
        worlds wealthor pos­si­bly more­lay in vam­pire hands, of course there were a lot of them out 
        there with not just ba­sic com gear to han­dle their bloat­ed bank bal­ances but mon­ster com 
        net­works that meant they had prob­ably stopped notic­ing they wer­ent able to go out­doors in 
        day­light. Plen­ty of hu­man com techies nev­er went out in day­light ei­ther. But com net­works 
        would in­clude trog lines in­to the globenet. And some vam­pires who had them no doubt amused 
        them­selves chat­ting up hu­mans.

      I knew this. But those vam­pires were scary face­less bo­geypeo­ple that SOF ex­ist­ed to deal 
        with. What was I do­ing here in a SOF of­fice?

      Part­bloods stick­ing to­geth­er, I sup­pose. What if I told them I did­nt know I was one of the 
        lu­cid ten per­cent? I shiv­ered.

      Did Bo have a line in­to the globenet? He was a mas­ter vam­pire. Of course he did.

      Did Con?

      I shiv­ered again. Hard­er.

      Sun­shine, Im sor­ry Aim­il said. I know it does­nt mean much, but some­times when Im track­ing 
        some­some thing, even that much con­tact, through how­ev­er many miles of trog and ether, it 
        starts to make me sick. I cant imag­ine what it must be like for you.

      True.

      Now, about that tea, said Pat.

      You still havent told me why youre here, like, to­day, now, this minute, in Pats of­fice, I 
        said to Aim­il.

      She shook her head. Serendip­ity, I guess. I showed up this af­ter­noon to plug in my usu­al 
        re­port and Pat brought me in here, said I was about to meet an old friend who was al­so a 
        new re­cruit, and maybe I could re­as­sure her that hav­ing any­thing to do with SOF does­nt 
        au­to­mat­ical­ly mean youre go­ing to lose your in­ter­est in read­ing fic­tion and will wake up 
        some morn­ing soon with an over­whelm­ing urge to wear kha­ki and start a firearm col­lec­tion.

      Pat, who was wear­ing navy blue trousers and a white shirt, said, Hey.

      Navy blue and white are kha­ki too, said Aim­il firm­ly. But Rae, I did­nt know it was you 
        till you walked through the door.

      Then why are you say­ing youre sor­ry about what hap­pened to me? What do you know about it?

      Aim­il stared at me, vis­ibly puz­zled. What hap­pened? Since thethe oth­er night all of Old 
        Town knows you were in some kind of trou­ble with suck­ers, those two days you went miss­ing 
        last spring and a lot of us were al­ready won­der­ing. What else could it have been?

      Right. What else could it have been?

      It could have been a rogue de­mon, I said ob­sti­nate­ly.

      Aim­il sighed. Not very like­ly. A lot of part­bloods can spot oth­er part­bloods, right? I 
        havent got Pats gift for that. But a full­blood de­monif youd been held by rogues, Idve 
        known it. Like cat hair on your shirt. So would who­ev­er from SOF in­ter­viewed you have 
        known it. SOF would­nt have as­signed some­one to in­ter­view you who would­nt have known it.

      And Jo­cas­tas good, said Pat. Even bet­ter than me. Good was­nt the ad­jec­tive Idve cho­sen for 
        my ex­pe­ri­ence of that

      in­ter­view, but I let it pass.

      So would a lot of oth­er peo­ple who come in­to Char­lies have known it, Aim­il con­tin­ued. 
        Havent you no­ticed­well, like that Mrs. Bialosky hard­ly lets you out of her sight these 
        days?

      Mrs. Bialosky is a Were, I said. Yeah. And her sense of smell is re­al good, said Pat. Shes 
        an­oth­er un­der­cov­er SOF, I sup­pose, I said. Pat laughed. SOF could­nt hold her, he said.

      She and Yolande should get to­geth­er, I thought, but I did­nt say it out loud. If SOF had no 
        rea­son to look in­to my land­la­dy I was­nt go­ing to sug­gest it to them. If Pat thought she 
        was a sid­dhartha, all the bet­ter.

      And if they al­ready had looked, I did­nt want to know.

      Jesse said gen­tly, You know theres such a thing as friends as well as col­leagues and 
        neigh­bors, dont you?

      I had my mouth open to say, Sure, and youdve been hang­ing around Char­lies watch­ing me with 
        at least four eyes a day if Id just been some poor mug that got mixed up in some­thing 
        ick­ily Oth­er, right? And then I closed it again, be­cause I re­al­ized that the an­swer was 
        yes. They might not have been watch­ing me so in­tense­ly, and they might not have been 
        watch­ing me in the hopes that what­ev­er had hap­pened might lead them to some­thing they 
        could use with­out ref­er­ence to a con­tin­uing and un­in­ter­rupt­ed sup­ply of cin­na­mon rolls, 
        but they would have been watch­ing me. Be­cause that was what SOF was forin the­ory the first 
        and most im­por­tant thing it was for­to keep our cit­izens safe. And SOF for all its faults 
        took that pret­ty se­ri­ous­ly. I sighed. So, how about that cup of tea? And then maybe youll 
        fi­nal­ly tell me why you want­ed me to meet Aim­il here.

      Pat spun his com­box around so the screen faced Aim­il. She sat down and tapped her­self in, 
        and the screen cleared to the globenet sym­bol. I avert­ed my eyes. Since Id start­ed see­ing 
        in the dark I could­nt look at any com­screen for long, TV, net, per­son­al, GameDeluxe (not 
        my ter­ri­to­ry, but Ken­ny had an amaz­ing one), what­ev­er. Br­rrr. Ver­ti­go was­nt in it, 
        al­though mi­graine came close. At least I was­nt wast­ing sub­scrip­tion fees on Oth­er­watch and 
        Be­ware by not hav­ing gone near my com­box late­ly.

      I could tell, how­ev­er, watch­ing out of my pe­riph­er­al vi­sion, that Aim­il

      was call­ing up lists of mail­saves. She chose a list, hit a but­ton, and mail­text blocks 
        ap­peared. I felt an al­most phys­ical jolt, and reached out to steady my­self on the back of 
        her chair.

      Aah, said Pat, watch­ing me.

      What I said nas­ti­ly. I dont like sur­pris­es. Es­pe­cial­ly this kind of sur­prise, and this was 
        my sec­ond since I came through the front door of SOF HQ.

      Aim­il said, study­ing the screen, I save any­thing thatwell, that I guess comes from an 
        Oth­er, right? That feels fun­ny. Thats what these guys pay me for. There are a lot of us 
        do­ing itwe dont know who each oth­er are of course but I doubt were all li­brar­iansand when 
        some net­tag is mak­ing a lot of us jumpy, SOF tries to find out more about whosor 
        whats­be­hind it. Jesse asked me to sep­arate off some tags that are on SOFs ac­tive list that 
        I per­son­al­ly think feel like vam­pires rather than some­thing else, and...

      We won­dered if any of them might mean some­thing to you, you know, lo­ca­tion­al­ly, said Jesse.

      Lo­ca­tion­al­ly? I thought ir­rel­evant­ly. Is this the same En­glish I speak?

      Af­ter what hap­pened the oth­er night, said Jesse. The way you knew where it was even though 
        it was too far away for you to, er, hear, in the usu­al way. Or see. What made you jump 
        when Aim­il opened her mail­save list?

      I shook my head. Pre­sum­ably Im re­act­ing to what you want me to be re­act­ing to, yes, I 
        said. But whether its go­ing to be any­thing but a sen­sa­tion like putting your fin­ger in an 
        elec­tric sock­et I dont know.

      Try it, said Jesse.

      Aim­il stood up from the chair and I sat down, try­ing to ex­am­ine my­self for signs that my 
        evil gene was wak­ing up. This would be a log­ical mo­ment for it, I felt, and prob­ably quite 
        a prac­ti­cal one too, from the per­spec­tive of lin­ger­ing fi­nal mo­ments of phil­an­thropic 
        san­ity. Jesse and Pat would be trained in hand-​to-​hand, and even amok, and thor as hell 
        with the mus­cles you get if you bash The Blob in­to trays of cin­na­mon rolls ev­ery morn­ing, 
        I should be a pushover for a cou­ple of vet­er­an SOF field agents.

      The screen glowed at me bale­ful­ly. I shut my eyes. Noth­ing was hap­pen­ing. My body went on 
        breath­ing qui­et­ly, wait­ing for me to ask it to do some­thing. What do I do?

      If you hit next, Aim­il said, you go to the next mes­sage.

      I opened my eyes long enough to find the NEXT but­ton. I could look at the key­board. I 
        glanced at the screen. The words there wrig­gled. I did­nt like it but it did­nt say vam­pire 
        to me ei­ther. I hit NEXT.

      More wrig­gly words. Ugh. Noth­ing else though. I hit NEXT.

      And the next NEXT.

      There was an odd build­ing-​up of in­ter­nal pres­sure that I could­nt quite put down ei­ther to 
        try­ing to look while not look­ing at a com­screen that was long­ing to give me a 
        light­ning-​bolt-​thun­der-​roll odin-​bloody headache or to the knowl­edge that I was sur­round­ed 
        by SOFs avid­ly wait­ing for me to do some­thing. Or that I was wait­ing to pop in­to 
        In­cred­ible Hulk mode and try to eat some­body. So I could guess that my shady rap­port, 
        affin­ity, Glob­al Nav­iga­tion­al Pin­point Pre­ci­sion Po­si­tion­ing De­vice (patent pend­ing), or 
        what­ev­er, was ac­knowl­edg­ing the pres­ence of vam­pires some­where out there be­hind the 
        screen, but­so?

      Next. Next. Next. I was sweat­ing. I re­al­ized what the pres­sure was. Ex­pec­ta­tion. I was 
        get­ting close. Close to what? Next. HERE.

      I snapped my eyes closed and flung my­self back in the chair, which rolled sev­er­al feet 
        away from the desk till it hit the cor­ner of a ta­ble pushed against the wall. An un­handi­ly 
        stacked heap of pa­per spilled off on­to the floor with a swoosh.

      I got up, shak­ily, keep­ing my eyes avert­ed from the screen. I could feel the beat­ing of 
        the HERE. I turned my head back and forth as if I was stand­ing in a field look­ing for a 
        land­mark. No. Not there. I moved round a quar­ter turn, and wait­ed to re­ori­ent the HERE. 
        No. I moved an­oth­er quar­ter turn...al­most. An eighth turn back. No. An eighth turn 
        for­ward, then an­oth­er eighth. Yes. HERE.

      I raised an arm. That way. Now turn what­ev­er it is off, be­cause its mak­ing me sick.

      Aim­il dived for it, and the screen went blank.

      I sat down.

      Well, well, well, said Pat. The sat­is­fac­tion in his voice made me sud­den­ly very an­gry, but 
        I felt too tired and sick to tell him so. I closed my eyes.

      I opened them again a minute lat­er. Steam from a cup of hot tea was ca­ress­ing my face. I 
        ac­cept­ed the cup. Caf­feine was my friend. I was­nt sure if I had any oth­er friends in that 
        room or not.

      The Spe­cial Oth­er Forces ex­ist to con­trol, de­feat, neu­tral­ize, or ex­ter­mi­nate all Oth­er 
        threat to hu­mans. That was easy and straight­for­ward, and as a hu­man it sound­ed­had 
        sound­ed­pret­ty good to me, al­though at the same time Id had a prob­lem with the pol­itics of 
        any­thing Oth­er denned as bad, which seemed to be the un­of­fi­cial SOF mot­to. Now I was 
        learn­ing that in fact SOF was­ap­par­ent­ly full of part­bloods, maybe full­bloods, and 
        pre­sum­ably Weres, and was clan­des­tine­ly sym­pa­thet­ic to the reg­istry dodgers.

      It should have cheered me up. If I was a part­blood my­self, I was a part­blood among 
        part­bloods. I should be ea­ger to co­op­er­ate with my own lit­tle group of SOFs.

      Who hat­ed vam­pires. All vam­pires. By def­ini­tion. Who hat­ed and tar­get­ed vam­pires be­cause 
        they be­lieved that vam­pires were not mere­ly mak­ing ev­ery­bodys lives more dan­ger­ous, but 
        their own lives hard­er, their lives as good, so­cial­ly well-​ad­just­ed and well-​dis­posed 
        part-​demons or demons, as Weres who on­ly need­ed a night off once a month. If it was­nt for 
        vam­pires (so Pats the­ory went) the hu­mans would prob­ably re­peal the laws that 
        au­to­mat­ical­ly pre­vent­ed any­one with Oth­er blood from en­joy­ing full hu­man rights.

      The the­ory was prob­ably right.

      Not to men­tion the less-​than-​a-​hun­dred-​years-​be­fore-​we-​all-​go-​un­der-​the-​dark thing.

      It was­nt on­ly that see­ing in the dark creeped me out be­cause it came from a vam­pire. It 
        was that it made me per­ma­nent­ly, re­lent­less­ly, con­tin­uous­ly con­scious of be­ing con­nect­ed 
        to...vam­pire­ness.

      I do not know what I have giv­en you tonight. I do not know what you have giv­en me.

      I was aware of it stand­ing mo­tion­less out­doors at noon on a sun­ny day. Even the ab­sence of 
        shad­ow is a kind of shad­ow. You may not know that but I do. I did now. I won­dered if this 
        was any­thing like the dare-​I-​say usu­al re­al­iza­tion of part­blood­ed­ness: know­ing that you 
        are­and are nothu­man, but an­gri­ly, frus­trat­ed­ly be­liev­ing that this did­nt make you any less 
        of a...

      A what, ex­act­ly? A hu­man? A per­son? An in­di­vid­ual? A ra­tio­nal crea­ture?

      Re­mind me that you are a ra­tio­nal crea­ture.

      I wished I could ask some­body. But no­body was part vam­pire, it was­nt pos­si­ble. What­ev­er I 
        was, that was­nt it. Was it. Was it?

      Drink your tea, Sun­shine, and stop think­ing. Think­ing is not your strong suit.

      There was some­thing else that was both­er­ing me about all this, but I could­nt get that far 
        yet. I did­nt have to. Where I was was far enough to feel no­mad about.

      Feel­ing bet­ter? said Pat. No, I said. Do you know what you were point­ing at?

      No, I said. I looked up, along the line I had in­di­cat­ed, and thought about which way the 
        SOF build­ing lay and where I thought I was in it. Id prob­ably been point­ing west, 
        some­thing like west. That was­nt a big help; west was where all the de­sert­ed fac­to­ries 
        were, where the worst of the ur­ban bad spots were. No­body lived out that way now; as the 
        pop­ula­tion slow­ly be­gan to re­cov­er from the Voodoo Wars, rather than try­ing to re­claim any 
        of that area, new malls and of­fice blocks and hous­ing de­vel­op­ments were go­ing up in the 
        south and east an­dal­so avoid­ing the lake and its bad spotscurl­ing around even­tu­al­ly 
        (avoid­ing drug­gie nir­vana) up to the north. The rea­son any­body was try­ing to sal­vage 
        Chester­field was be­cause it was south. In twen­ty or thir­ty years we and the next town to 
        the south, Pis­cataweh, would prob­ably be one big city. Un­less we all went un­der the dark 
        ear­ly.

      The west­ern end of New Ar­ca­dia is­nt en­tire­ly de­sert­ed; it has some rather murky small 
        busi­ness­es scat­tered around and some clubs the po­lice keep clos­ing down that open again a 
        day or a week lat­er. Some­times they re­open briefly some­where else, some­times they dont 
        both­er to pre­tend to move. It is the west­ern end of town where gangs of most­ly hu­man, 
        most­ly teenage boys go to play chick­en and look for vam­pires. It is al­so a pop­ular area 
        for squat­ters, al­though the at­tri­tion by death rate is pret­ty se­vere. A lot of the murky 
        small busi­ness­es that man­age to hold on there cater to squat­ters who cant af­ford to pay 
        for hous­ing, but if they want to stay alive have to pay for some ward­ing. There are two 
        kinds of cheap wards: the ones that dont work, and the ones that mess with what for want 
        of a bet­ter phrase Im go­ing to call black mag­ic. Which gives you the idea. The home­less 
        are bet­ter off sleep­ing in the gut­ters in Old Town, but I ad­mit that for Old Towns sake 
        its a good thing most of them dont.

      It did­nt take a com­box or a kick in the head to tell any­one in New Ar­ca­dia that if they 
        were look­ing for suck­ers to look west.

      I was point­ing west, I said grudg­ing­ly. Big deal.

      We dont know if its a big deal yet or not, said Pat rea­son­ably. We wont know till we drive 
        you out there.

      No, I said.

      It might be, for ex­am­ple, Pat con­tin­ued un­fazed, that it is­nt the west of New Ar­ca­dia at 
        all; it could be some­where a lot far­ther awaySpring­field, Luc­know, Manch­ester. Manch­ester 
        had a rep as a vam­pire city. The globenet is the globenet; you nev­er know where a spe­cif­ic 
        piece of cos­mail has come from.

      Un­less youre SOF, and you track it down, I said.

      There was a lit­tle si­lence. Jesse sighed. Its not that easy. I mean, trac­ing some­thing off 
        the net is nev­er easy

      There are all those bor­ing laws about pri­va­cy, I said.

      which even SOF has to make an ef­fort to break, said Pat.

      but a lot of the usu­al rules of, um, physics, dont work quite the same with Oth­ers as with 
        hu­mans, Jesse con­tin­ued.

      Yeah, I thought. How does a hun­dred-​and-​eighty-​pound man turn in­to a nine­ty-​pound wolf? 
        Where does the left­over nine­ty go? Does he park it in the um­brel­la stand overnight?

      Ge­og­ra­phy and vam­pires is one of the worst. Where they are and where we are of­ten does­nt 
        seem to, uh, re­late.

      Vam­pire sens­es are dif­fer­ent from hu­man in a num­ber of ways...It is not the dis­tance that 
        is cru­cial, but the uni­for­mi­ty.... Ev­ident­ly this worked in both, um, di­rec­tions. Ein­stein 
        was wrong. I won­dered if it was too late to give my skeg­gy old physics teach­er a bad day.

      So even if we got a good read off a cos­mail that we were sure was lobbed by a suck­er we 
        still might not know any more than we did be­fore we wast­ed some of SOFs tax blinks 
        crack­ing it. We can use all the help we can get.

      Which I think I said to you al­ready not long ago, added Pat. You might al­so keep in mind 
        that the guys who dont want to be found usu­al­ly have the edge on us guys who want to find 
        them. Even the hu­man ones, and theyre usu­al­ly eas­ier. Sun­shine, give us a break. Were not 
        try­ing to ru­in your life for fun, you know.

      I stared in­to the bot­tom of my mug. Not Jesse or Pats fault that I was bound to a vam­pire. 
        I did­nt think theyd be re­al open to the idea of mak­ing an ex­cep­tion for him. I was­nt hap­py 
        about it my­self. But I could hard­ly tell Pat that the rea­son SOF was so full of covert 
        part­bloods now made me feel worse, not bet­ter.

      I was get­ting to a pret­ty bad place if I was be­gin­ning to won­der if maybe go­ing bonkers 
        and hav­ing to be bagged for my own good might be my best choice.

      What if what I had point­ed to­ward was Con?

      No. The an­swer came al­most at once. No. What I had point­ed to­ward was 
        some­thing...some­thing in it­self sick-​mak­ing, an­ti­thet­ical to hu­mans. To any­thing warm and 
        breath­ing. Be­tray­al would be a dif­fer­ent sort of sick. I was sure.

      I was pret­ty sure.

      A hu­man should­nt be able to think in terms of be­tray­ing a vam­pire. It did­nt work. Like 
        those non­sense sen­tences they used to wake you up when you are sup­posed to be learn­ing a 
        for­eign lan­guage. I eat the hat of my un­cle. I sit up­on the cat of my aunt. De­pends on the 
        cat of course.

      It did­nt work, like be­ing able to see in the dark did­nt work. The bot­tom of my mug was in 
        shad­ow. I had­nt drunk the last swal­low be­cause it had a fine dust of tea leaves in it. 
        Even they threw shad­ows, tiny shad­ows with­in the shad­ow, float­ing in the shad­owy dark 
        liq­uid. Okay, I said.

      It might have been Bo Id found. That Id felt through the globe-​net. That was about as 
        sick-​mak­ing a thought as I could have. Bo, that Con was sup­posed to be find­ing so we could 
        go spoke his wheel be­fore he spoked ours. Again. Per­ma­nent­ly.

      Then youll come with us?

      I thought about it. There was­nt much to think. I have to be back at six, I said.

      You got it, said Pat.

      It was just Pat and Jesse and me. Aim­il went back to the li­brary. When we awk­ward­ly said 
        good-​bye, her face was full of bright shad­ows I could­nt read. I looked at her, try­ing to 
        re­set­tle her in my mind as a part­blood and a SOF. Did it take that much ef­fort? I did­nt 
        know. It was tak­ing me a lot of ef­fort to be what­ev­er I now was.

      While Pat did some shift­ing-​pa­pers-​around things and Jesse dis­ap­peared for a few min­utes I 
        moved over to the sun­light falling through

      the gray win­dow of Pats of­fice. The sun­light felt thin, but it was sun­light. SOF win­dows 
        were all gray be­cause of the proof­glass: proof against bul­lets, fire­bombs, kamikaze Weres, 
        glass- and steel-​cut­ting de­mon talons, spells, charms, al­most ev­ery­thing but an ar­mored 
        di­vi­sion with how­itzers. Proof­glass had on­ly come on the mar­ket about ten years ago, just 
        af­ter the Wars, which might have been a lit­tle less fa­tal if it had been in­vent­ed a few 
        years ear­li­er. All high-​risk busi­ness­es and the mil­itary and most oth­er gov­ern­ment 
        de­part­ments, plus a lot of para­noids, both the kind with re­al en­emies and the oth­er kind, 
        now had proof­glass in their win­dows and their ve­hi­cles. Proof­glass up­grad­er was a pop­ular 
        new ca­reer among young mag­ic han­dlers. You did­nt have to be a mag­ic han­dler to get hired 
        as an up­grad­er, but youd prob­ably live longer.

      No­body had fig­ured out how to make it less gray though. Gray and de­press­ing, like be­ing in 
        jail. Had­nt they done stud­ies that hu­mans re­al­ly need sun­light? Not just light. Sun­light. 
        And all hu­mans, not just me. I hoped Char­lies was­nt go­ing to have to put in proof-​glass.

      I hoped I was still hu­man.

      Pat drove and put me in the front seat with him. Can you still feel­what­ev­er?

      I thought about it. Re­luc­tant­ly. I poked around for that feel­ing of Here. I found it. It 
        was like find­ing a dead rat in your liv­ing room. A large dead rat. Yes, I said.

      West?

      Yes.

      We drove. Old coun­ty build­ings quick­ly be­came Old Town, which turned al­most as quick­ly 
        in­to down­town and then rather more slow­ly in­to noth­ing-​in-​par­tic­ular town, blocks of 
        slight­ly shab­by hous­es giv­ing way to blocks of some­what seedy shops and of­fices and back 
        again. It was­nt a big city; we went over the line in­to what most of us called No Town far 
        too soon. In the first place I did­nt want to go there at all, in the sec­ond place I did­nt 
        like be­ing re­mind­ed that it was so close. New Ar­ca­dias on­ly big bad spots are in No Town, 
        which did com­pel a cer­tain amount of eva­sive driv­ing. Even a SOF car can on­ly go where 
        there are still roads, and ur­ban bad spots get blocked off fast. But we wer­ent go­ing 
        near­ly in­di­rect­ly enough for me.

      Here moved out of the back of my mind in­to the front, like Large Zom­bie Rat get­ting up off 
        your liv­ing room floor and fol­low­ing you in­to the kitchen where you re­al­ize that its 
        big­ger and ugli­er than you thought, and its teeth are longer, and while zom­bies are 
        re­al­ly, re­al­ly stupid, theyre

      al­so re­al­ly, re­al­ly vi­cious. Theyre al­so near­ly as fast as vam­pires, and since they dont 
        just hap­pen, theyre made for a pur­pose, if one is com­ing af­ter you, thats prob­ably its 
        pur­pose, and youre in big trou­ble.

      Here was get­ting worse. It was go­ing to burst out of my skull and dance on the dash­board, 
        and it would­nt be any­thing any­one want­ed to watch. Stop, I said. Pat stopped. I tried to 
        breathe. Zom­bie Rat seemed to be sit­ting on my chest, so I could­nt. I could­nt see it any 
        more thoughthere did­nt seem to be any­thing left but its lit­tle red eye­sno, its huge, 
        drown­ing, no-​col­or eyes

      Ican­tany­more­turnaround, I think is what I said. I dont re­mem­ber. I re­mem­ber af­ter Pat 
        turned around and start­ed driv­ing back to­ward Old Town. Af­ter what felt like a long time I 
        be­gan breath­ing again. I was clam­my with sweat and my head ached as if pieces of my skull 
        had been bro­ken and the edges were grind­ing to­geth­er. But Zom­bie Rat was gone.

      That had been far too much like the bad spot the SOF car had­nt pro­tect­ed us from, the day 
        Jesse and Pat took me back out to the house on the lake. (Those no-​col­or eyes...both 
        mir­ror-​flat and chasm-​deep...if they were eyes...) But we had­nt tried to drive through a 
        bad spot. And this time it was just me. Pat and Jesse had­nt no­ticed any­thing. Ex­cept my 
        lit­tle cri­sis.

      I did­nt know if I was an­gri­er at their mak­ing me try to do what­everor at the fact that Id 
        failed. Id been to No Town when I was a teenag­er. It was­nt like I had no idea. Any 
        teenag­er with the slight­est pre­ten­sions to­ward be­ing stark, spar­tan, what­ev­er, which Im 
        afraid I had had, will prob­ably give it a try if its of­fered, and it will be of­fered. And 
        No Town is a rite of pas­sage; quite sen­si­ble kids go at least once. Id been there more 
        than once. Some of the clubs were pret­ty spar­tan by any­ones stan­dards. Ken­ny said (out of 
        Moms hear­ing) this was still true. And it was al­so still true (Ken­ny said) that you dared 
        each oth­er to climb far­ther in, over the rub­ble around the bad spots, al­though no­body got 
        very far. But I had­nt got any less far than any­one else, when I was his age.

      So had what­ev­er-​it-​was moved there since my time, or was I just more sen­si­tive now than I 
        had been? No Town was ac­tu­al­ly a lot clean­er now than it had been when I was six­teen and 
        sev­en­teen, which was right af­ter the Wars. Hav­ing been once cap­tured by vam­pires, did I 
        now over­re­act to their pres­ence? If over­re­act to vam­pires was­nt a con­tra­dic­tion in terms.

      Or was this an­oth­er hor­ri­ble, spe­cif­ic one-​off, like my hav­ing heard the gig­gler when no 
        one else could?

      I did­nt know if I want­ed the an­swer to be yes or no. If it was no, then it might mean my 
        suck­er con­nec­tion was gen­er­al, which did­nt bear think­ing about. But if it was yes, then it 
        meant I was pick­ing up some­thing to do with Bo. Which did­nt bear think­ing about.

      Un­less it was Con. Un­less this had been his day­light wards, pro­tect­ing him, pro­tect­ing us, 
        in the com­pa­ny of a cou­ple of suck­er-​hat­ing SOFs.

      No. It was­nt Con. What­ev­er it was, it was­nt Con.

      Pat drove around in­to the SOF back lot again. Nei­ther of them had said any word of blame 
        or fail­ure or frus­tra­tion to me, al­though I felt I could hear them both think­ing. Words 
        like tri­an­gu­la­tion. I did­nt know if theyd marked where I made them turn around. Prob­ably. 
        But nei­ther of them men­tioned it. Yet. Id take you straight to Char­lies but I dont think 
        you want the neigh­bor­hood see­ing you show up in a SOF car, Pat said, as off­hand as if wed 
        been buy­ing gro­ceries.

      I start­ed to shake my head­un­marked SOF cars were like SOFs out of uni­form; you still 
        knew­but changed my mind. Thanks. I fum­bled for the door han­dle.

      Do you want to come back in? You look a lit­tle...worn. There are a few bed­rooms in the 
        back. Theyre pret­ty ba­sic but they have beds and theyre qui­et. Or I could run you home.

      This time I did man­age to shake my head. Care­ful­ly. No. Thanks. Im go­ing for a walk. Clear 
        my head. The last thing I want­ed to do was lie down in a small dark room and try to go to 
        sleep. I did­nt want to go home ei­ther. There might be a dead rat in the liv­ing room.

      I got out of the car, lift­ed my face to the sun­light. It felt like a good fairys kiss. 
        Ex­cept good fairies dont ex­ist.

      As I walked to­ward the ex­it Pat called af­ter me, Hey. Did­nt you want to tell us some­thing? 
        When you came in.

      I looked at him, at the way the shad­ows fell across his face. He was lean­ing on the roof 
        of the car, which was un­marked-​cop-​car blue. That was prob­ably why the shad­ows in the 
        hol­lows of his eyes, his up­per lip, his throat, looked blue. I for­get now, I said. Itll 
        come back to me.

      Pat smiled a lit­tle: a twitch of the lips. Sor­ry, Sun­shine.

      ***

      I raised a hand and turned away again. He said soft­ly, See you. He could have meant on­ly 
        that hed see me at Char­lies, where wed seen each oth­er for years. But I knew that was­nt 
        what he meant. I went for a long

      walk. I spi­raled slow­ly through Old Town, from the out­side edge, where SOF head­quar­ters 
        and City Hall lie on the bound­ary be­tween Old Town and down­town, to the next cir­cle where 
        the area li­brary and the Oth­er Mu­se­um and the old­er city build­ings are, through sev­er­al 
        small parks and down the long green aisle of Gen­er­al Asters Way (pur­ple in au­tumn with 
        michael­mas daisies, some mu­nic­ipal gar­den­ers idea of a joke), and then in­to the back 
        streets of Char­lies neigh­bor­hood, where ev­ery­one gets lost oc­ca­sion­al­ly, even peo­ple who 
        have lived there all their lives, like Char­lie and Mary and Kyoko. I was used to get­ting 
        lost. I did­nt mind. Id come to some­thing I rec­og­nized even­tu­al­ly.

      I wan­dered and thought about the lat­est thing I did­nt want to think about. There seemed to 
        be so many things I did­nt want to think about late­ly.

      I did­nt want to think about my in­creas­ing sense that some­thing had hap­pened to Con.

      And that it mat­tered.

      There is no fel­low­ship be­tween hu­mans and vam­pires. We are fire and wa­ter, heads and 
        tails, north and south...day and night.

      Maybe I was imag­in­ing the bond. Maybe it was a way of deal­ing with what had hap­pened. Like 
        post-​trau­mat­ic thingum­my.

      Con him­self said the bond ex­ist­ed, but he could be wrong too. Vam­pires are dead­ly, but no 
        one says theyre in­fal­li­ble.

      I blinked my treach­er­ous eyes, watch­ing the things in the shad­ows slith­er and sparkle. I 
        had plen­ty to wor­ry about al­ready. I did­nt have to wor­ry about vam­pires too. One vam­pire. 
        The last thing I want­ed to be do­ing was wor­ry­ing about him.

      No, the next to last thing. The last thing I want­ed was to be bound to him.

      I had­nt thought I had any­did I mean in­no­cence?to lose, af­ter those two nights on the lake. 
        I did­nt know you could go on find­ing out youd had stuff by los­ing it. This did­nt seem like 
        a very good method to me.

      Over two months of be­ing slow­ly poi­soned prob­ably had­nt been re­al­ly good for me ei­ther. 
        And the night­mares had been bad. But in a way theyd still been pure. Id made a mis­takea 
        mis­take Id paid dear­ly for­but it had been a mis­take.

      A month ago, Id called on Con. Okay, I was at the end of my teth­er. But Id still asked a 
        vam­pire for help­not Mel, not a hu­man doc­tor of hu­man medicine. And hed helped me. The 
        night­mares Id had since wer­ent pure

      at all.

      My thought paused there, tee­ter­ing on the edge of a precipice, and then fell over.

      What if it had­nt been a mis­take, driv­ing out to the lake? What if Id had to do itif not 
        that ex­act thing, then some­thing sim­ilar. What if that rest­less­ness I had­nt been able to 
        name had caused ex­act­ly what it was meant to cause?

      That ques­tion I had­nt asked Con, out by the lake, is my dad an­oth­er of your old en­emies? 
        Or your old friends?

      Be­tween the dark thoughts in­side my head and the leap­ing, glit­tery shad­ows my eyes saw, I 
        had to stop. I was at the edge of Ol­droys Park. I groped my way to a bench and sat down.

      I sat there, and stared at the tree op­po­site me, and the way the rough ridges of its bark 
        seemed to wig­gle where they lay in shade. My thoughts were stuck on that night at the 
        lake. I nev­er liked co­in­ci­dence much, but I hat­ed the sense I was mak­ing now.

      I watched the wig­gling bark. It oc­curred to me that this was new. Id been see­ing in­to 
        shad­ows, but mere­ly what was there, as if there was a rather er­rat­ic light on it. This was 
        some­thing else. Which gave me some­thing I could bear to think about, so I thought about 
        it. A few more min­utes passed and it seemed to me it was as if I was watch­ing the tree 
        breath­ing. I found a leaf in shad­ow, and looked at it for a while; it twin­kled, as if with 
        tiny star­bursts, but rather than think­ing ugh­weird, I kept watch­ing, till there seemed to 
        be a pat­tern. I thought, its as if Im watch­ing its pores open­ing and clos­ing. I looked 
        down at my hands. The shad­ows be­tween the fin­gers gleamed like a banked fire. The tiny 
        shad­ows laid by the veins on the backs of them were a tiny, flick­er­ing dark green edged 
        with a tinier, even more flick­er­ing red. The day­light part of the veins looked as it 
        al­ways did. In the shad­ow places I could see the blood mov­ing.

      I was sit­ting in sun­light, not shade. I au­to­mat­ical­ly chose sun if there was any sun to be 
        had. I re­mem­bered the sun on my back the first morn­ing at the lake, like the arm of a 
        friend. I closed my eyes.

      I heard the foot­steps but I did­nt ex­pect them to pause.

      Par­don me, said a voice. Are you all right? ;

      I opened my eyes. An old wom­an stood there, a lit­tle bent over, lean­ing on the han­dle of 
        her two-​wheeled shop­ping cart. You look­tired, she said. Can I fetch you any­thing? There is 
        a shop on the cor­ner. And it has

      a pay phone. Can I call some­one for you?

      She had a nice face. She would be some­one you would be glad to have as a neigh­bor, or as a 
        reg­ular at the cof­fee­house you and your fam­ily ran. I looked at the shad­ows that fell half 
        across her face and saw...I dont know how...that she was a part­blood. And that some­thing 
        about my ex­pres­sion was maybe mak­ing her guess I might be go­ing through find­ing that out 
        about my­self. And re­mem­ber­ing how hard this was she was go­ing to ask me, a to­tal stranger, 
        if I was all right.

      I hauled my­self back in­to the or­di­nary world, and the vi­sion fad­ed. The shad­ows that fell 
        across her face re­vert­ed to be­ing the usu­al, dis­ori­ent­ing, see-​through, fun­ny-​edged 
        shad­ows Id been see­ing for a month. She smiled. Im sor­ry to dis­turb you. IerI thought you 
        might per­hapser

      Want to be dis­turbed? I said. Yes. Is­nt it...sil­ly...how...up­set­ting...just think­ing can 
        be?

      Its not sil­ly at all. The in­sides of our own minds are the scari­est things there are.

      Scari­er than vam­pires? I thought. Scari­er than an affin­ity for vam­pires? Well. That was 
        what shed said, was­nt it? What my mind con­tained was an affin­ity for vam­pires.

      She was fish­ing around in her cart and pulled out a pack­age of Fig Carousels and an­oth­er 
        of Choco­late Pin­wheels. I laughed. She smiled at me again. Which? she said, hold­ing them 
        out to­ward me. I had­nt had a Pin­wheel in fif­teen years, al­though the se­cret recipe for 
        Sun­shines Killer Ze­bras was the lat­er re­sult of a three-​pack-​a-​week pre-​Char­lies 
        child­hood. I point­ed to the Pin­wheels. She tore open the pack­et, sat down, and of­fered it 
        to me. Thank you, I said. She took one too.

      We sat in si­lence for a while, and did away with sev­er­al more Pin­wheels. Thank you, I said 
        again.

      Maud, she said. Im Maud. I livethere, and she point­ed to one of the old town­hous­es that 
        sur­round­ed the lit­tle park. I sit here of­ten, in warm weath­er. Ive found its a good place 
        for think­ing; I like to be­lieve Colonel Ol­droy was a pleas­ant fel­low, which is why the 
        dis­agree­able thoughts seem to fall away if you sit here.

      Colonel Ol­droy had been one of those mil­itary sci­en­tist bo­zos who spent decades locked up 
        in some huge se­cret un­der­ground maze be­cause what­ev­er they were do­ing was so 
        su­per­clas­si­fied that the ex­is­tence of a lab to do it in was con­fi­den­tial in­for­ma­tion. It 
        still was­nt pub­lic knowl­edge

      where his lab had been, but Ol­droy got the cred­it, or the blame, for the blood test SOF 
        still used on job ap­pli­cants. Be­fore Ol­droy there was no re­li­able test for de­mon 
        part­bloods. (Re­mem­ber that de­mon is a hodge-​podge word. A Were cant be a part­blood; you 
        ei­ther are one or you ar­ent. Any­thing else, any­thing alive that is, may be called a de­mon, 
        al­though things like peris and an­gels will prob­ably protest.) Pret­ty much the first thing 
        that Ol­droy dis­cov­ered was that he was a part­blood. Hed re­tired be­fore they had a chance 
        to throw him out, and spent the last twen­ty years of his life breed­ing ros­es, and nam­ing 
        them things like Lu­cifer, Mam­mon, Beelze­bub, and Belphe­gor. Belphe­gor, un­der the less 
        con­tro­ver­sial name Pure of Heart, was a big com­mer­cial suc­cess. Mom had a Pure of Heart in 
        her back yard. Ol­droy may not have had a very hap­py life, but it sound­ed like hed had a 
        sense of hu­mor. I won­dered if hed had any­thing to do with syn­the­siz­ing the drug that made 
        part­bloods piss green or blue-​vi­olet but pass his blood test, or with set­ting up the 
        boot­leg men­tor sys­tem.

      Some­times you have help, I said. Some­times peo­ple come along and of­fer you Choco­late 
        Pin­wheels.

      Some­times, she said.

      Im Rae, I said. Do you know Char­lies Cof­fee­house? Its about a quar­ter mile that way, I 
        said, point­ing.

      I dont get that far very of­ten, she said.

      Well, some time, if you want to, you might like to try our Killer Ze­bras. Theres a strong 
        fam­ily re­sem­blance...Tell who­ev­er serves you that Sun­shine says you can have as many as 
        you can car­ry away, to bring back to this park and eat. In the sun­shine.

      Are you Sun­shine then too? I sighed. Yes. I guess. Im Sun­shine too. Good for you, she 
        said, and pat­ted my knee.

      ***

      I got home that night at about nine-​thir­ty and had a cup of cin­na­mon and rose­hip tea and 
        stared out at the dark and thought. There was at least one good re­sult of my neg­ative 
        epiphany that af­ter­noon in Ol­droy Park: there seemed to me sud­den­ly so many worse things 
        that wor­ry­ing about Con seemed clean and straight­for­ward. He had saved my life, af­ter all. 
        Twice. Nev­er mind the ex­ten­uat­ing cir­cum­stances. I stood on my lit­tle bal­cony and 
        re­mem­bered: I could not come to you if you did not call me,

      but if you called I had to come. Con­stan­tine, I said qui­et­ly, in­to the dark­ness. Do you 
        need me? You

      have to call me if you do. You told me the rules your­self.

      Hed said Bo was af­ter us. And that Bo would make a move soon. I rather thought that soon 
        in this in­stance meant a def­ini­tion of soon that hu­mans and vam­pires could agree on. Con 
        should have been back be­fore now to tell me what was go­ing on, what we were go­ing to do. 
        How far hed got in trac­ing Bo. He had­nt.

      There was some­thing wrong.

      I slept bad­ly that night, but this was get­ting to be so usu­al that it was an ef­fort to try 
        to de­cide if the night­mares Id had were the kind I should pay at­ten­tion to or not. I 
        de­cid­ed that they prob­ably were, but I did­nt know what kind of at­ten­tion to pay, so I 
        was­nt go­ing to. I went in to work, turned my brain off, and start­ed mak­ing cin­na­mon rolls, 
        and gar­lic-​rose­mary buns for lunch. Then I made brown sug­ar brown­ies, Rocky Road 
        Avalanche, Killer Ze­bras, and a lot of muffins, and then it was ten-​thir­ty and I had the 
        lunch shift free.

      I had pulled my apron off and was about to un­tie my scarf when Mels hand stopped me long 
        enough for him to kiss the back of my neck. I shook my hair out and said Yes and we went 
        back to his house to­geth­er and spent some time on the roof. Theres noth­ing nicer than 
        mak­ing love out­doors on a warm sun­ny day, and this late in the year it felt like get­ting 
        away with some­thing too.

      Mel used to laugh, some­times, right af­ter he came, in this gen­tle, sur­prised way, as if 
        hed nev­er ex­pect­ed to be this hap­py, and then hed kiss me, thought­ful­ly, and Id hang on to 
        him and hope that I was read­ing the signs right. That af­ter­noon was one of those times. 
        Hed wound up on top, which, I ad­mit, I had slight­ly en­gi­neered, since there was a bit of 
        an au­tum­nal breeze snaking around and it was nice and warm un­der Mels body. His breath 
        smelled of cof­fee and cin­na­mon. We lay there some time af­ter­war­dI loved that 
        but­ter­fly-​wings feel­ing of a hard-​on get­ting un­hard in­side me­and while we lay there I was 
        all right and the world was all right and ev­ery­thing that might not be all right was on 
        hold. And it was day­light and with my treach­er­ous eyes shut I could just lie there and 
        feel the sun­shine on my face.

      Af­ter a com­fort­able, rather dreamy lunch he went down­stairs to take apart or put to­geth­er 
        some mo­tor­cy­cle and I went off to the li­brary. I want­ed to talk to Aim­il.

      She looked up from her desk, smiled faint­ly and said, I have a break in,

      uh, forty min­utes, and went back to what­ev­er she was do­ing.

      I had a pass through the NEW shelves where there was a book hys­ter­ical­ly ti­tled The 
        Scourge of the Oth­er. It was a good two inch­es thick. I con­sid­ered steal­ing it and putting 
        it through the meat grinder at Char­lies, but the li­brary would on­ly buy an­oth­er one and 
        the de­tri­tus of ink and bind­ing glue prob­ably would­nt do the qual­ity of Char­lies meat­loaf 
        any good. I knew with­out pick­ing it up that the chap­ters would have rab­ble-​rous­ing 
        head­ings like The De­mon Men­ace and The Curse of the Were. I was­nt go­ing to guess what noun 
        was des­per­ate enough for vam­pires. Four months ago I would have just scowled. To­day it 
        gave me a hard-​knot-​in-​pit-​of-​stom­ach feel­ing. It was turn­ing out I had a lot of Oth­er 
        friends. And Con, of course, what­ev­er he was. Con, are you all right ?

      My tea was al­ready steep­ing when I went back to the tiny staff kitchen to find Aim­il. So, 
        how did it hap­pen? I said.

      She did­nt both­er to ask how did what hap­pen. I knew about your SOFs at Char­lies be­cause 
        you told me about them.

      I told you so you would­nt stop speak­ing to me be­cause I seemed to like some guys who wore 
        kha­ki and navy blue.

      That they were SOF was sup­posed to help?

      They told the best Oth­er sto­ries.

      I guess. I could have done with­out the one...nev­er mind. Any­way, so I rec­og­nized them when 
        they came here. One day Pat and Jesse asked if Id come by the SOF of­fice some day for a 
        chatI had­nt re­al­ized you could feel sur­round­ed by two peo­ple, you know?and what was I 
        go­ing to say, no? So I said yes. And then they asked me if Id be in­ter­est­ed in do­ing a 
        lit­tle work for SOF and of course I said no, and then they start­ed work­ing around to 
        telling me they wer­ent so in­ter­est­ed that I was a ref­er­ence li­brar­ian as they were 
        in­ter­est­ed in what I was do­ing with Oth­er­watch and Be­ware. They seemed to know what I was 
        do­ing at home too, and be­fore I to­tal­ly freaked Pat held his breath and turned blue. I 
        said, whats to pre­vent me re­port­ing you? And he said, be­cause youre an­oth­er one...I have 
        no idea how they found out. Aim­il stopped, but she did­nt stop like end-​of-​the-​sto­ry stop.

      And? I said.

      She sighed. Rae, Im sor­ry. They al­so said, be­cause youre a friend of Sun­shines.

      There was no win­dow in the lit­tle li­brary staff kitchen. I want­ed

      sun­light. What had my friend­ship to do with any­thing? Shed been work­ing for SOF for al­most 
        two years. And you did­nt tell me.

      Aim­il walked over to the door and closed it gen­tly. I did­nt want any­one to hear us ei­ther, 
        but my spine start­ed prick­ling with claus­tro­pho­bia, or dark-​o-​pho­bia any­way. Im sor­ry, 
        said Aim­il. Its on­ly been since Ive been work­ing for them that Ive start­ed...have been 
        able to start think­ing of my­self as Oth­er. As a part­blood. The best way to pass is to 
        be­lieve in the role, you know? My par­ents know, of course, but they havent made any 
        at­tempt to find out where it comes from. None of my broth­ers had any­thing weird hap­pen to 
        them, and so far as I know they dont know about me. I havent told my fam­ily Im SOF, and I 
        haven­thad­nt­told any­one Im part­blood. Who was I go­ing to tell? Why? The on­ly per­son who 
        would have a right to know is the fa­ther of my chil­dren, and Im not go­ing to have chil­dren 
        and pass this on. I hope none of my broth­ers kids...well. Be­cause Id have to tell them 
        then.

      I did­nt say any­thing right away. When did you find out?

      Yeah, said Aim­il. Right about the time I met you. You looked as lost as I felt. And then 
        it turned out we got along, and...

      Did ev­ery­one but my moth­er and me as­sume that who my dad was was pub­lic knowl­edge?

      It was­nt quite that bad.

      I looked at her.

      She said re­luc­tant­ly, It was maybe worse dur­ing the Voodoo Wars but by then ev­ery­one knew 
        you, and your mom had mar­ried Char­lie, and Char­lies fam­ily has lived in Old Town for­ev­er, 
        and you were nor­mal by con­text, you know? And then you had two dead-​nor­mal lit­tle pests 
        for broth­ers. No­body ev­er, ev­er caught you do­ing any­thing weird at schooly­ou seemed just 
        as fas­ci­nat­ed as the rest of us when some of the Ngus and Blood­ax­es and so on talked about 
        mag­ic han­dling. I dont de­ny that a few peo­ple looked at you a lit­tle side­ways.

      Id let my tea sit too long, but the bit­ter­ness in my mouth seemed ap­pro­pri­ate.

      You were in­to cook­ing, Rae. And a gen­er­ation or two ago the Blais­es were top dog, sure

      Were they, I thought. So many things my moth­er nev­er told me. Al­though I could­nt re­al­ly 
        blame her for my avoid­ing read­ing globenet ar­ti­cles that men­tioned the Blais­es. Could I? 
        Id want­ed to be Rae Sed­don.

      You still heard a lit­tle about them at the be­gin­ning of the Wars...but

      then its like what was left of them dis­ap­peared. So maybe you were gen­uine­ly nor­mal, you 
        know? Most peo­ple say that mag­ic han­dling runs out in fam­ilies soon­er or lat­er.

      The SOFs did­nt think so, I mut­tered. Dis­ap­peared. Bos lot brought me a Blaise. And, not 
        just a third cousin who can do card tricks and maybe write a ward sign that al­most works, 
        but Onyx Blais­es daugh­ter .

      Onyx Blaise.

      Whose moth­er taught his daugh­ter to trans­mute. How did the peo­ple who were look­ing at me 
        side­ways count those one or two gen­er­ations? What else could my gran do? Had she done?

      Dis­ap­peared how?

      And no­body gets more nor­mal than your mom.

      True. I would think about how to thank her for my very well em­bed­ded nor­mal­cy lat­er. It 
        might be dif­fi­cult to choose be­tween cyanide and gar­rot­ting.

      Can we go out­side? I said.

      The sun was be­hind a cloud but day­light is still bet­ter than in­doors. Aim­il. I want to ask 
        you a fa­vor.

      Done.

      Okay. Thanks. Its what SOF wants me to dotry and get some lo­ca­tion fix on one of your 
        creepy cos­mails. But I want to do it some­where that is­nt be­hind proof­glass.

      In day­light, said Aim­il. Okay. Well do it at my house. My next af­ter­noon off is Thurs­day.

      Ill find some­one to swap with.

      Its not on­ly the proof­glass, is it? Its al­so SOF. You dont want to do it just be­cause SOF 
        tells you to.

      I nod­ded. I know theyre the good guys and ev­ery­thing, but...

      I know. Once I found out they were watch­ing me I changed the way I do some stuff. They are 
        good guys and I do work for them and I dont mind­much. But its all a lit­tle no­mad for me. 
        And I still have this sil­ly idea that my life be­longs to me.

      There were good rea­sons Aim­il and I were friends. I went home that night and stood on the 
        bal­cony again and said to the

      dark­ness, Con, Con­stan­tine, are you all right? If you need me, call me to you.

      For a mo­ment I felt...some­thing. Like a twitch against your line when youre half asleep or 
        think­ing about some­thing else. It may be a fish and it may be the cur­rent...but it may be 
        a fish. (Id learned to fish be­cause Mel taught me, not be­cause I longed to im­pale small 
        in­ver­te­brates on barbed hooks and rip hell out of piscine oral cav­ities and smoth­er fel­low 
        oxy­gen breathers in an alien medi­um.) The flick­er it­self made me think I was half asleep 
        or think­ing about some­thing else, be­cause I was strain­ing af­ter any sign what­so­ev­er. And 
        it was gone again at once.

      Thurs­day af­ter­noon was­nt flash ide­al but I man­aged. Paulie was a lit­tle too not-​sor­ry to 
        change his sin­gle week­ly four-​thir­ty-​in-​the-​morn­ing shift for an­oth­er af­ter­noon that 
        Thurs­day, and he had­nt made up the one hed missed our last thir­teen-​day week yet ei­ther. 
        Id wor­ry about just how not-​sor­ry he was lat­er. Mean­while I got up at three a.m. to do a 
        lit­tle ex­tra bak­ing like I had a point to make. As I drank the nec­es­sary pint-​mug of 
        black­er-​than-​the-​pit-​of-​doom tea to get me go­ing I stood on the bal­cony again, test­ing for 
        quiv­ers in the cur­rent. All I got was a stronger sense that there was some­thing wrong; but 
        I was good at feel­ing there was some­thing wrong even when there was­ntsome­thing Id 
        in­her­it­ed from my motherand there was noth­ing in this case but my own glangy un­ease to 
        look at.

      There are ad­van­tages to driv­ing an old wreck in­stead of a mod­ern car; wrecks bounce around 
        and jerk at your hands on the wheel and help keep you awake. The charms in the glove 
        com­part­ment were more rest­less than usu­al too: I think they were ob­ject­ing to the driv­ing. 
        By the time I got off work at noon I felt it had been sev­er­al years since Id had any 
        sleep, and I had a nap in­stead of lunch. I brought sand­wich­es in a bag, and Aim­il had a 
        pot of tea wait­ing for me.

      It was an­oth­er gray day, but Aim­il had pulled the com­box ta­ble around so that the chair 
        backed up against the win­dow, which she had opened. What day­light there was fell on me as 
        I sat there, and there was a lit­tle wind that stroked my hair.

      Where do you want to start? said Aim­il. With the bin­go! one from the oth­er day, or do you 
        want to start fresh?

      I had­nt thought about it. Good be­gin­ning. It was so hard to screw my­self to do any­thing, 
        the de­tails got a bit lost...

      Whoor what­was I look­ing for? Con? Or Bo? Since I was do­ing it alone with Aim­il I was­nt 
        try­ing to make Pat and Jesse hap­py. So what

      was go­ing to make me hap­py? De­fine hap­py.

      But if I found some­thing on the oth­er side of the re­al globe that Pat and Jesse would get 
        all tan­gled up in ne­go­ti­ations with their lo­cal SOF equiv­alents over, it might get them 
        out of my hair.

      Find­ing Bo was­nt go­ing to make me hap­py, but I did­nt want to look for Con with any­one else 
        around, even Aim­il. Which left Bo or the Un­known. The Un­known, at the mo­ment, was un­known. 
        Bo, on the oth­er hand, was af­ter me. Bo, then.

      Lets start with bin­go.

      Aim­il brought up the file, high­light­ed the cos­mail I want­ed, and stepped back. I squint­ed 
        at the screen. I could see the wink­ing bar of high­light­ing, and the but­ton was un­der my 
        fin­ger. I pressed.

      It was like hands around my throat, a crush­ing, splin­ter­ing weight on my breast; there was 
        al­so a hor­ri­ble, hor­ri­ble pres­sure against my eyes, my poor dark-​daz­zled eyes...I was lost 
        in the dark, I no longer knew which way was up and which down, I was ver­tig­inous, I was 
        go­ing to be sick...

      No.

      I stead­ied my­self. I found an...align­ment. Some­where. Some­where, reach­ing in the dark...I 
        was...no, I was­nt stand­ing. There did­nt seem to be any­thing to stand on, and I was­nt sure 
        there was any of me to stand with. If my feet had dis­ap­peared, then per­haps it was­nt 
        sur­pris­ing that my eye­sno, my sighthad dis­ap­peared too. This was­nt just dark­ness: this was 
        what came af­ter. This was the be­yond-​dark. And I could on­ly see in the dark. My eyes were 
        still there­or per­haps they were now my non-​eye­sI could­nt see with them and blink­ing no 
        longer seemed rel­evant, but the pres­sure was there. And why was it so dif­fi­cult to 
        breathe? Es­pe­cial­ly since at the same time breath­ing seemed as ir­rel­evant as blink­ing. Why 
        did I want to breathe?

      Where was I? I wasstretcheda­long some in­tan­gi­ble line; a com­pass nee­dle. Com­pass nee­dles 
        dont mind the dark. Al­though I doubt­ed I was point­ing to­ward any­thing like a north that Id 
        rec­og­nize back in the re­al world. Maybe Id found where Aim­ils cos­mail had come from. But 
        where was here? And was there some clue I could take back with me to the world I knew?

      If I could get back there.

      I ex­per­iment­ed with mov­ing. Mov­ing did­nt seem to be an op­tion. I was too much like 
        noth­ing, here, in this non­place, in the be­yond-​dark. Right, okay, next time I come Ill 
        or­ga­nize my ques­tion bet­ter go­ing in...

      Next time, pre­sup­pos­ing I get out of this time alive.

      I was grate­ful for the pres­sure against my eyes, the dif­fi­cul­ty breath­ing; it made me feel 
        I still ex­ist­ed...some­how. Some­where.

      I was a mag­ic han­dler, a stuff chang­er, a Blaise by blood, and late­ly, by prac­tice. Not 
        much prac­tice but grow­ing all the time.

      I re­mem­bered an­oth­er sense of align­ment, when I had changed my lit­tle knife to a key. I 
        reached for that sense. No, I reached for my knife. It should­nt have been there, and I had 
        no fin­gers to feel for it, but I was sud­den­ly aware of it. I could­nt see it, but I knew 
        that it was a light even in this dark­ness. And by its in­vis­ible light I could...see. See. 
        Feel. Hear. Smell. Live...

      I heard a rus­tle, like leaves in a breeze. And for a mo­ment I stood on four slen­der furred 
        legs and I could feel and hear and smell as no hu­man could.

      And then I was back again, sit­ting in Aim­ils liv­ing room, and her hand was reach­ing 
        through my pow­er­less fin­gers and press­ing the but­ton. The screen went dark. That was not 
        good, she said.

      Whathap­pened? I was amazed at the sense of my body sit­ting in the chair, of grav­ity, of 
        sight (light; twinkly shad­ows), of fin­gers on a key­board, feet against a floor. Vam­pire 
        sens­es are dif­fer­ent from hu­man in a num­ber of ways. Had I? What had I?

      The leaves laid sun-​dap­ples on my brown back as I stood at the edge of the woods with the 
        gold­en field be­fore me. I raised my black nose to the wind, cupped my big ears for­ward and 
        back to lis­ten.

      Yeek. My hu­man fin­gers closed on my knife. I was still in Aim­ils liv­ing room.

      You were gone, said Aim­il. Not longten sec­onds or so­just long enough for me to take two 
        steps and reach for the but­ton. But your body did­nt have you in it. She sat down, 
        sud­den­ly, on the floor. Do you know where you went? She bowed her head be­tween her knees, 
        and then tipped her face back and looked up at me. Do you know?

      I shook my head. Ex­per­iment­ing with mo­tion. I re­mem­bered the void, the align­ment, the 
        oth­er sens­es­my lit­tle knife. My tree. My...doe. I won­dered, when she had ac­cept­ed the 
        death she knew she could not es­cape, if she knew what her death was for, if that could 
        have made any dif­fer­ence, if that was why she...I touched the knife-​bulge in my pock­et. It 
        felt no dif­fer­ent than it ev­er had. We sat in day­light; if I took it out it would look 
        like any oth­er pock­etknife. The sec­ond blade, which I rarely

      used, would be cov­ered with pock­et lint; the first blade, which I used all the time, would 
        need sharp­en­ing. Fold­ed up it was about the length of my mid­dle fin­ger, and a lit­tle wider 
        and deep­er; it was scraped and gouged by years in a se­ries of pock­ets, shar­ing cramped 
        quar­ters with things like loose change and car keys. And it glowed in the dark, even in 
        the be­yond-​dark of the void. Glowed like a bea­con that said, Hold on. Ive got you. Here.

      I felt­care­fullyafter my ex­pe­ri­ence of nowhere, of be­yond-​dark. Had I brought any­thing back 
        af­ter all, any­thing I could use?

      Yes. But I did­nt know what it was. It was­nt any­thing so straight­for­ward as a di­rec­tion.

      Not caf­feine af­ter that, said Aim­il, still on the floor. Scotch. She got up on all fours 
        and reached to the lit­tle cab­inet next to her so­fa. And dont even ask me if you want to 
        try again, be­cause the an­swer is no.

      I looked at her when she gave me a small heavy glass with a fin­gers width of dark am­ber 
        liq­uid in it, about the col­or of the thin wood­en plates set in­to the sides of my lit­tle 
        knife. We wont try it again to­day, I said. But we have to try again.

      No, we dont, she said. Let SOF fig­ure it out. Its what theyre for. If they could fig­ure it 
        out they would­nt be ask­ing us. The Wars are over, she said. Not ex­act­ly, I said, af­ter a 
        pause. Did­nt Pat tell you

      Yes, he told me well all be un­der the dark in a hun­dred years! she said an­gri­ly. I know!

      I slid down to join her on the floor. I felt like a col­lec­tion of old creak­ing hinges. I 
        leaned over and put an arm around her. I dont want to know ei­ther.

      Af­ter a mo­ment she said, There have been two more dry guys in Old Town this last week. 
        Have you heard about them?

      Yes. It had been on the news a few days agogreat stuff to hear when youre driv­ing alone in 
        the dark­and Char­lie and Liz had been talk­ing about it when I brought the first tray of 
        cin­na­mon rolls out front. They had fall­en silent. I pre­tend­ed I had­nt heard any­thing and 
        top­pled the first burn­ing-​hot roll on­to a plate for Mrs. Bialosky. She pat­ted my hand and 
        said, Dont you wor­ry, sweet­ie, its not your fault. Be­cause she was Mrs. Bialosky I al­most 
        be­lieved her, but I made the mis­take of look­ing up, in­to her face, when I smiled at her, 
        and saw the ex­pres­sion in her eyes. Oh. I

      al­most pat­ted her hand back and told her it was­nt her fault ei­ther, but it would­nt have 
        done any good. I guess I was­nt sur­prised to find out that Mrs. Bialosky was­nt on­ly about 
        lit­ter and rats and flow­er beds.

      I would­nt have joined SOF just be­cause Pat can turn blue  Aim­il said. Work­ing in a 
        proof­glassed room gives me asth­ma. Even part-​time. Or maybe its just all the guys in kha­ki.

      I went back to Char­lies for the din­ner shift, but Char­lie took one look at me and said, 
        Ill find some­one to cov­er for you. Go home.

      Ill go when you find some­one, I said, and last­ed two hours, by which time poor Paulie had 
        agreed to give up the rest of his night off af­ter be­ing there all af­ter­noon. Teach him to 
        be glad to es­cape the four-​thir­ty-​in-​the-​morn­ing shift. I was home by eight-​thir­ty; it was 
        just full dark. Char­lie had sent me home with a bot­tle of cham­pagne that had a glass and a 
        half left in it: per­fect. I stood on my bal­cony and drank it and looked in­to the dark­ness. 
        The dark­ness danced.

      I had had an idea. I did­nt like it much, but I had to try it. I went back in­doors and 
        un­plugged my com­box. Its nev­er quite dark un­der the sky, and I did­nt have cur­tains for the 
        bal­cony win­dows. I tucked the box un­der my arm, ducked in­to my clos­et, and closed the 
        door. This was re­al dark­ness. There was­nt a lot of room in there, but I swept a few shoes 
        aside and sat down. Turned the box on, lis­tened to the re­sent­ful hum of the bat­tery; it 
        was an old box, and pre­ferred to run off a wire. The screen came up and asked me if I 
        want­ed to en­ter the globenet. I sat there, star­ing at the glow­ing let­ter­ing. In the 
        dark­ness, it did­nt flick­er at all, it did­nt run away in­to mil­lions of tiny skit­tish 
        dwin­dling di­men­sions, like look­ing in­to a mir­ror with an­oth­er one over your shoul­der. I 
        read it eas­ily.

      I liked it even less that my idea had worked. At least I did­nt have to use a com­box at 
        Char­lies. It would have been dif­fi­cult to ex­plain why I need­ed a clos­et.

      I brought the box back out of the clos­et and plugged it in on my desk. Not that I in­vit­ed 
        peo­ple home very of­ten but I was touchy about look­ing nor­mal even to my­self now that I was 
        be­hav­ing more like Onyx Blais­es daugh­ter. Your com­box on a desk is much more nor­mal than 
        your com­box in a clos­et. Could my dad see in the dark? Could any of my dads fam­ily? I 
        could­nt re­mem­ber any of them ex­cept my gran: the rest were tall blur­ry shapes from my 
        ear­li­est child­hood. Aim­il was right: the Blais­es had dis­ap­peared dur­ing the Wars. But I 
        had­nt no­ticed. I had been busy be­ing

      my moth­ers daugh­ter. Even if I want­ed to con­tact them I had no idea how.

      I could ask Pat or Jesse. Right af­ter I told them I had a brand-​new hot­line to Vam­pire 
        World the new hor­ror theme park. It would blow the Ghoul At­tack sim­ula­tion at the Oth­er 
        Mu­se­um clean out of the wa­ter. It would make the Drag­on Roller Coast­er Ride at 
        Mon­ster­world look like a mer­ry-​go-​round. Just as soon as we get a few lit­tle de­tails 
        worked out, like how you get there. And how you get away again. Mean­while I still had­nt 
        told them that I could see in the dark. Would I have told them a few days ago, if Aim­il 
        had­nt been there? It was what Id gone in to tell them.

      I went back to the bal­cony. I felt for an align­ment. I stood at the edge of the void, but 
        I stood in my world, on my or­di­nary feet, look­ing at or­di­nary dark­ness with my...not quite 
        or­di­nary eyes.

      Con­stan­tine. Con, are you there?

      This time I was sure I felt that tug on the line stream­ing in the dark ethera co­her­ent 
        pin­prick of some­thing in the in­co­her­ent noth­ing. But I lost it again.

      I was so tired I was hav­ing to prop my­self against the rail­ing to stay stand­ing up.

      So I went in­doors and went to bed.

      Mean­while on oth­er fronts I was adapt­ing. I usu­al­ly hit it right the first time when I 
        reached for the spoon or the flour sack or the oven con­trol. I had­nt walked in­to a door in 
        sev­er­al days.

      Af­ter the vi­sion had risen like a tide and float­ed me off my ground­ing in Ol­droy Park, 
        af­ter Id seen what Id seen in Mauds face­whether it was there or not, since I could hard­ly 
        ask her­when the vi­sion sub­sid­ed and left me stand­ing on sol­id earth again, some of the 
        dizzi­ness had sub­sid­ed too. It was as if the dark was a kind of road map Id been fold­ing 
        up wrong, and this time Id got it right, and it would lie flat at last. Al­though road maps 
        did­nt gen­er­al­ly keep un­fold­ing them­selves and flap­ping at you say­ing Here! Here! Pay 
        at­ten­tion, you blanker! I thought: it is a road map of sorts. But it was about a coun­try I 
        did­nt know, la­beled in a lan­guage I did­nt un­der­stand. And it did­nt un­fold so much as erupt.

      I did­nt know if Id seen what Id seen in Mrs. Bialoskys face ei­ther, the morn­ing shed told 
        me not to wor­ry.

      So, which did I like bet­ter: that my affin­ity was grow­ing stronger, that it could pull me 
        out of the hu­man world in­to some dark alien space, or that I was mere­ly go­ing mad and/or 
        had an in­op­er­able brain tu­mor af­ter

      all? Did I have a third choice?

      I worked pret­ty well straight through that day and got home in time to have a cup of tea 
        in the gar­den. Yolan­des niece and her daugh­ters had left af­ter a two-​week vis­it and it was 
        none of my busi­ness but I was se­cret­ly de­light­ed to have our gar­den to our­selves again. 
        Yolande came out and joined me. I watched a few late ros­es do a kind of waltz with their 
        shad­ows as a mild evening breeze played with them. Then I watched Yolande. Id al­ways liked 
        watch­ing her: I wished she could bot­tle that self-​pos­ses­sion so I could have some. It was 
        a lit­tle like Mels, I thought, on­ly with­out the tat­toos. I was feel­ing tired and mel­low 
        and was en­joy­ing this so much it took me a while to re­al­ize some­thing strange.

      The shad­ows lay qui­et­ly across Yolan­des face.

      I snapped out of be­ing mel­low and stared at her. She saw me look­ing and smiled. I jerked 
        my eyes away hasti­ly. What? How? Why? What could I ask her?

      Noth­ing.

      I looked at her again. The shad­ows on her face were qui­et, but they went...down a long 
        way. Like look­ing in­to the sky.

      What did I know about her? She had in­her­it­ed this house from some dis­tant rel­ative who had 
        al­so been child­less and felt the spin­sters of the world need­ed to stick to­geth­er. Shed 
        moved here from Cold Har­bor when she re­tired. I did­nt re­call shed ev­er told me what she 
        re­tired from. She had that calm strong cen­tered­ness I thought of as ex-​teach­er, ex-​cler­gy, 
        ex-​heal­er­sis­ter or mid­wife; I could­nt imag­ine her as some­one in a pow­er suit nav­igat­ing a 
        desk with a com­box screen the size of a ten­nis court and a swarm of hot young as­sis­tants 
        in an out­er of­fice whose hair­cuts were spe­cial­ly de­signed to look chic wear­ing globenet 
        head­sets ten hours a day.

      I could­nt ask. If shed want­ed to tell me it would have come up long ago. It prob­ably had 
        noth­ing to do with what shed done for a liv­ing any­way. It was prob­ably like hav­ing 
        freck­les or curly hair or trans­mut­ing abil­ity: youre born with it. But things like 
        trans­mut­ing abil­ity tend to lead to oth­er choic­es...I dont think you­ve ev­er told me what 
        you re­tired from, I blurt­ed out.

      I was a wardskeep­er, she said eas­ily, as if she was com­ment­ing on the pleas­ant­ness of the 
        evening, as if my ques­tion was­nt en­tire­ly rude.

      Wardskeep­er.

      I want­ed to laugh. No won­der her house wards were so good. You did­nt earn that ti­tle 
        eas­ily. There were hun­dreds of li­censed ward­crafters, first,

      sec­ond, and third class, for ev­ery wardskeep­er. The rank of wardskeep­er grant­ed an 
        un­re­strict­ed au­thor­ity to de­sign and cre­ate any pro­tec­tion against any Oth­ers that any 
        client wished to hire you for. Even wardskeep­ers had spe­cial­ties: large busi­ness, small 
        busi­ness, home, per­son­al body­guard, and the whole murky busi­ness of watcher­ing, which 
        ranged from hon­est pro­tec­tive surveil­lance to down­right spy­ing. But you did­nt get your 
        wardskeep­er in­signia un­less you could make a more than com­pe­tent stab at all of it.

      Wardskeep­er. She must then...her own house...but Con...I re­al­ized Id said the first word 
        alou­dI hoped on­ly the first word­be­cause she was an­swer­ing me.

      No, Im not your idea of a wardskeep­er, am I? she said. I was nev­er any­ones idea. But once 
        I was es­tab­lished, new busi­ness came to me by word of mouth, and my pri­or clients usu­al­ly 
        had the good sense to warn fu­ture clients that they were go­ing to meet a drab lit­tle old 
        la­dyI have been old and drab since my teens, by the way­who gave the im­pres­sion of be­ing 
        hard­ly able to cross the road by her­self. She looked at me, smil­ing. I ad­mit that cross­ing 
        the road alone has nev­er been one of my greater gifts. Cars move much too quick­ly to suit 
        me, and fre­quent­ly from un­ex­pect­ed di­rec­tions. I was al­ways a much bet­ter mak­er of wards.

      I could­nt think how to ask my next ques­tion. I could­nt even sum­mon up the spare at­ten­tion 
        to hoot at the idea of Yolande be­ing drab.

      But then, she went on, al­most as if she was read­ing my mind, peo­ple of­ten are not what one 
        might ex­pect them to be. I would not ex­pect a young, lik­able, sen­si­ble­and 
        sun-​wor­ship­pinghu­man wom­an who works in her fam­ilys restau­rant to have a friend who is a 
        vam­pire.

      Then I could say noth­ing at all.

      My dear, Yolande said, I have now told you al­most as much as I know about your pri­vate 
        af­fairs. Yes, there are more wards about this house and gar­den than you are aware of, and 
        the fact that you havent been aware of them is per­haps an in­di­ca­tion to me that I have not 
        yet lost my skill. I knew, of course, that a vam­pire had been vis­it­ing, but I al­so knew 
        that you had not mere­ly in­vit­ed him in, but that you were un­der no co­er­cion to do so. A 
        good ward, my dear, will al­so pre­vent a forced in­vi­ta­tion from achiev­ing its ob­ject. And 
        my wards are good ones.

      It took no great ef­fort of in­tel­lect to puz­zle out some of what hap­pened to you dur­ing the 
        two days you were miss­ing last spring, es­pe­cial­ly not with the reek of vam­pire on you. 
        Sher­lock Holmes­do young peo­ple still read him, I won­der?made the fa­mous state­ment that 
        once you have

      elim­inat­ed the im­pos­si­ble, what­ev­er re­mains, how­ev­er im­prob­able, must be the truth. This 
        is a very use­ful pre­cept for a mak­er of wards, and I am not, per­haps, whol­ly re­tired. 
        Vam­pires, as vam­pires will, caused you harm; but in this case, very un­usu­al­ly, not 
        ter­mi­nal harm. This one par­tic­ular vam­pire there­fore can be as­sumed to have done you some 
        ser­vice, and

      that ser­vice cre­at­ed some kind of bond be­tween you. This wild the­ory, sug­ges­tive of 
        some­one far­ther in­to her dotage than she wish­es to be­lieve, has been late­ly for­ti­fied when 
        he re­turned, not once, but twice.

      I know that your un­like­ly friend is a vam­pire, a male vam­pire, and that there is on­ly the 
        one of him whom you in­vite across your thresh­old. This I have found very re­as­sur­ing, by 
        the way. Had there been more than one, I think my de­ter­mi­na­tion to as­sume the best rather 
        than the worst might have failed. Al­though I ad­mit I have dou­bled the wards around my own 
        part of the house...I have noth­ing to in­di­cate that he is my friend too, you un­der­stand, 
        and the hu­man re­vul­sion to­ward vam­pires gen­er­al­ly is well jus­ti­fied.

      Yolande leaned for­ward to look in­to my face. In the round­about way of an old la­dy who 
        per­haps spends too much of her time alone, I am of­fer­ing you my sup­port, in this 
        im­pos­si­bly dif­fi­cult task you have tak­en on. The nat­ural an­tipa­thy be­tween vam­pires and 
        hu­mans means, I feel, that it is some task; I doubt ei­ther you or your friend is en­joy­ing 
        the sit­ua­tion. I dont sup­pose your new SOF col­leagues know about ei­ther the task or the 
        friend, do they?

      I man­aged to shake my head.

      I am not sur­prised. I doubt SOF is very...adapt­able. Lack of adapt­abil­ity is the root 
        cause of much trou­ble in large or­ga­ni­za­tions.

      I thought of Pat turn­ing blue and smiled a lit­tle. But on­ly a lit­tle. She was right about 
        their at­ti­tude to­ward vam­pires. She was right about the uni­ver­sal hu­man at­ti­tude to­ward 
        vam­pires.

      I had not planned to say any­thing to you. I had at first as­sumed that what­ev­er hap­pened 
        four months ago was over. But the vam­pire taint on you re­mained: that wound in your breast 
        was some vam­pires hand­iwork, was­nt it?

      So much for the cam­ou­flage pro­vid­ed by high-​necked shirts. I nod­ded.

      And then your friend came, and now there is no wound. The two events are re­lat­ed, are they 
        not?

      I nod­ded again. That is as good a def­ini­tion of friend­ship as I need. But...I will no

      longer call it a taint...the fleck, the fin­ger­print of the vam­pire is still up­on you. I am 
        afraid the metaphor that oc­curs to me is of the eater of ar­senic. If you eat a very, very 
        lit­tle of it, over time you can de­vel­op a lim­it­ed im­mu­ni­ty to it. I do not know why you 
        should choose to...im­mu­nize your­self like this. Or why he should...My dear, for­give me if 
        I have been a hope­less busy­body. But your in­evitable and whol­ly jus­ti­fied dis­may, 
        con­fu­sion, and pre­oc­cu­pa­tion of four months ago has changed, cer­tain­ly, but it has not 
        de­creased. It has in­creasedalarm­ing­ly so.

      She paused, as if she hoped for an an­swer, but I could say noth­ing.

      My dear, there is some­thing else my wards have told me: that your nick­name is more than an 
        af­fec­tion­ate joke. I can be­lieve no evil of some­one who draws her strength from the light 
        of day. If I can help you, I will.

      The sense of a bur­den un­ex­pect­ed­ly lift­ed was so pro­found it made me dizzy, not least that 
        by its lift­ing I re­al­ized how heavy it was. I had as­sume­dI had known­that there was no one 
        I would be able to tell about my un­like­ly friendthere was cer­tain­ly no one I would have 
        risked telling. And now Yolande had told me. There were two of us who knew.

      Maybe that meant the task was not im­pos­si­ble af­ter all. What­ev­er the task was.

      Well, wip­ing Bo out would be a ser­vice to all hu­mankind, cer­tain­ly, whether Con and I 
        sur­vived or not. But off­hand I could­nt see how even hav­ing a wardskeep­er on our side was 
        go­ing to be use­ful. Be­sides, I had a self­ish de­sire to stay alive my­self. Bag the fu­ture 
        of hu­man­ity.

      And Con was fail­ing to show up to help me make plans. He was the one who had told me that 
        time was short. The new dry guys in Old Town bore some­thing of the same mes­sage.

      But there was now an­oth­er hu­man who knew about Con and me­and had­nt freaked out. I felt 
        bet­ter even if I should­ntve.

      Thank you, I said.

      Dont thank me yet, said Yolande. I havent done any­thing yet, ex­cept pry in­to your pri­vate 
        af­fairs. I would not have done so if I had felt I could risk not en­quir­ing in­to them.

      Well, thank the gods and the an­gels for nosy land­ladies. This nosy land­la­dy.

      Is there such a thing as aanan­ti­ward? Some­thing that at­tracts? I said.

      Yolande raised her eye­brows.

      Myun­like­ly friend. He should have come back, and he has­nt. And I dont know how to find 
        him. And the bind­ing be­tween you?

      I shook my head. It is­nt strong enough, oror its like it cross­es worlds. And I cant en­ter 
        the vam­pire world. Or I can, I thought, but I dont know what to do when I get there. Like 
        how to find any­thing. Like how to get out again.

      Then per­haps he has not called you.

      In­ter­est­ing that she should know he had to. I think he is in trou­ble. I think he may be in 
        enough trou­ble that he cant call me. Or he does­nt know how. Vam­pires dont call hu­mans, do 
        they?

      One eye­brow stayed up as she thought about this. I see the dif­fi­cul­ty. She sat silent for 
        sev­er­al min­utes and I sat in that si­lence, half-​re­mem­ber­ing a thing called peace. Id 
        for­got­ten peace in the last four months. It said some­thing about my state of mind that 
        mere­ly shar­ing the fact of Cons ex­is­tence with some­one else with a heart­beat made me 
        re­mem­ber it...in spite of the hard, dread­ful knowl­edge of the ex­is­tence of Bo.

      She stood up and went in­side. I gave my­self an­oth­er cup of tea and looked at the ros­es. 
        Feel­ing at peace, how­ev­er frag­ile­ly, made it easy to slip in­to the vi­sion­ary end of the 
        dark-​sight. The rose shad­ows said that they loved the sun, but that they al­so loved the 
        dark, where their roots grew through the light­less mys­tery of the earth. The ros­es said: 
        You do not have to choose.

      My tree said yessssss. My doe stood at the edge of the for­est shad­ows, look­ing in­to the

      sun­light, her back sun-​dap­pled. You do not have to choose. I did­nt be­lieve it. Hey, how 
        many ham­burg­er eaters on the plan­et are

      haunt­ed by cows?

      When Yolande reap­peared, her hands were full. I can make some­thing more con­nect­ed for you, 
        more like aa loop in a rope; but here is some­thing you can try straight­away. Two can­dles, 
        and a lit­tle twist of strong-​smelling herbs. Put the can­dles on ei­ther side of you, and 
        the herbs be­fore and be­hind you. Light them as well­do you have smudge bowls? Wait a few 
        min­utes till the smoke from all min­gles. Then seek your friend.

      I wait­ed till full night dark, and then I set­tled on the floor in­side the open bal­cony 
        door. I lit the can­dles and the herbs, and stubbed the herbs

      out again. I wait­ed for the smoke to min­gle. It was­nt ex­act­ly a pleas­ant smell, but it was 
        in­ter­est­ing, and in­tense. A...draw­ing sort of smell. It drew me in­to it.

      I closed my eyes. Con, damn you, where are you? Im sure youre in trou­ble. Call me to come 
        to you, you stub­born bas­tard.

      I was back in the vam­pire space, but the smoke had come with me, wrapped round and round 
        me like an enor­mous­ly long scarf, stream­ing be­hind me in­to the hu­man world, stream­ing 
        be­fore me in­to the vam­pire be­yond-​dark. I lay, sus­pend­ed, in be­tween, but this time I felt 
        nei­ther lost nor sick.

      Sun­shine, pay at­ten­tion. I felt nei­ther lost nor sick. It was­nt the same space. It was 
        some oth­er weird Oth­er void where no hu­man had any busi­ness. The big dif­fer­ence was that 
        this one was­nt try­ing to kill me. At least not at once. Was this the back way, the lit­tle 
        coun­try lane way, af­ter the speed and roar of the su­per­high­way had been too much for me 
        ear­li­er? I still could­nt read the map.

      Pity you could­nt just take a bus.

      I wrig­gled a lit­tle where I laythere was still the un­can­ny pres­sure of alien-​space, the 
        dif­fi­cul­ty breath­ing, the blind­ness, the awk­ward­ness, as if a hu­man body was the wrong 
        ve­hi­cle if you want­ed to trav­el here; but it lacked the malev­olence of the nowhere Id been 
        in that af­ter­noon in Aim­ils liv­ing room, and the smoke-​scarf gave me a lit­tle pro­tec­tion, 
        as if against a bit­ter wind. If I were a car, then Id rolled my win­dows up. Okay. Here I 
        was. I prac­ticed breath­ing. A lit­tle time went by, if time went by here. Till the 
        strangeness, this non­malev­olent strangeness, be­gan to feel like...mere­ly the medi­um I had 
        to work with.

      I was a painter who had been hand­ed a drip­ping glob of clay, a singer who had been hand­ed 
        a clar­inet...a bak­er of bread and cook­ies who had been hand­ed a vam­pire.

      I bent and turned, seek­ing the align­ment I want­ed. There...no. Al­most. There. And then I 
        heard his voice. Sun­shine.

      Once. On­ly once. My name. There.

      The shock of when I hit the ex­act bear­ing felt like putting my whole body in an elec­tric 
        sock­et. Wow. But then I was blaz­ing along that line like an ar­row from a burn­ing bow. The 
        smoke was stripped away by the speed

      of my go­ing, my hair seemed to be peel­ing off my scalp, and the pres­sure was 
        in­creas­ing...and in­creas­ing...I was be­ing stretchedrolled like a ball of dough be­tween 
        palms to make bread­sticks, a fluff of sheeps wool twist­ed and squeezed to wind round a 
        spindlethin­ner and thin­ner and thin­ner, a bit of blunt thread crushed be­tween huge 
        fin­gers, poked painful­ly through the eye of a nee­dle...

      Wham.

      I dropped out of the dark­ness, the void, the Oth­er-​space, back in­to some­thing like 
        some­where. Back in­to my body, if I had been out of it.

      I fell a lit­tle dis­tance, smack, on­to some­thing. Some­thing rather chilly, and slight­ly 
        yield­ing, but not very, and al­so cu­ri­ous­ly...lumpy. I would have slid right off it again.

      Ex­cept that it wrapped its arms around me, rolled me over so that it was on top of me, 
        pin­ning me se­cure­ly with its weight, and buried its fangs in my neck.

      I froze. Well, what are you go­ing to do? And all this was hap­pen­ing flick­flick­flick like 
        the frames of a movie, too fast to re­act to.

      It was dark, black dark, as dark as the void I had so re­cent­ly trav­eled, and while I could 
        see in the dark, I did­nt have much prac­tice in this kind of dark­ness, and al­so...well 
        there was this oth­er stuff go­ing on, you know? My chief aware­ness was cen­tered on the 
        feel­ing of teeth against my neck.

      The teeth had­nt bro­ken the skin. His teeth had­nt. His hair was in my face. Id had his hair 
        in my face once be­fore, but hed been bleed­ing on me that time. Maybe it was my chance to 
        re­turn the fa­vor? He had said he would­nt turn methat he could­nt turn me. Hed al­so said 
        that I could be killed, like any oth­er hu­man. Stan­dard deaths of hu­mans in­clud­ed be­ing 
        dry-​guyed.

      Maybe vam­pires did­nt like drop-​in vis­itors. Well, Id tried to call ahead. Ha ha.

      His teeth were still against my neck. Oth­er than that he was mo­tion­less. I mean that. 
        Mo­tion­less. Like be­ing lain on by a stone. A stone with fangs, of course.

      His hair smelled musty, damp. It was­nt an un­pleas­ant smellif it re­mind­ed me of any­thing it 
        re­mind­ed me of spring wa­ter, wet earth and moss on the rocks around it­but it was­nt his 
        usu­al vam­pire smell. Dont ask me how I knew it was him but I did. Be­sides the fact that I 
        guess if it had been any oth­er vam­pire he would­nt have hes­itat­ed mid­way through the 
        fang-​bury­ing ac­tion.

      He was cold. Mo­tion­less and cold. Cold all the way down the length of him...

      There seemed to be a lot of skin con­tact go­ing on here. I blinked against the dark. I 
        shiv­ered against his body. I felt, then, briefly, his lips against my neck, as they closed 
        over the teeth. His face rest­ed against the curve of my neck, a mo­ment, two mo­ments. Two 
        of my heart­beats. He was grow­ing less cold. I was used­sort ofto the lack of a heart­beat, 
        but I was pret­ty sure he was­nt breath­ing ei­ther. What vam­pires call breath­ing. The 
        fizzi­ness Id put my arms around when Id dis­cov­ered my car was gone, that day at the lake, 
        that was­nt there ei­ther.

      He raised his head. An­oth­er of my heart­beats, and an­oth­er. He shift­ed his arms, so he was 
        no longer hold­ing me like a garage clamp holds a re­cal­ci­trant en­gine. I turned my head 
        frac­tion­al­ly. I could see the gray gleam of his cheek and jaw in the black­ness: my dark 
        vi­sion was ad­just­ing. I felt my eyes try­ing to see, like when the eye doc­tor gives you one 
        of those fun­ny lens­es to look through and ev­ery­thing is all wrong. It was dis­con­cert­ing to 
        see in what I knew was dark­ness like...buri­al; no, not a good metaphor. But wher­ev­er we 
        were, it felt un­der­ground, and I did­nt think that was just the dark­ness.

      He raised his head a lit­tle far­ther and turned his head to look at me, and I saw the 
        stag­nant-​pool col­or of his eyes change to bright emer­ald green again. I re­mem­bered that 
        the first time Id seen his eyes, the night at the lake, they had been 
        stag­nant-​pool-​col­ored; how had I not re­mem­bered that trans­for­ma­tion? Prob­ably be­cause I 
        had­nt seen it hap­pen. That had been back in the days when I be­lieved my­self to be ful­ly 
        hu­man, and when I could­nt look in­to a vam­pires eyes.

      He was al­so get­ting warmer. He was now no cold­er (say) than a hi­ber­nat­ing lizard. This was 
        still a lit­tle chilly from where I was though.

      I felt his chest ex­pand, and his first breath drift­ed across my face. I re­mem­bered be­ing 
        car­ried back from the lake, lean­ing against that chest, rec­og­niz­ing breath­ing, not 
        rec­og­niz­ing any rhythm to it.

      Hed tak­en his weight on­to his el­bows, so I could breathe more eas­ily.

      I re­mem­bered think­ing, on the long walk in from the lake, that I would­nt have been able to 
        match my breath­ing to his. But he was match­ing his breath­ing to mine, now. I al­so abrupt­ly 
        re­al­ized that I was feel­ing his dick grow­ing long and hard against my leg.

      We were both naked. I knew that vam­pire body tem­per­ature is at least some­what un­der

      vol­un­tary con­trol, like cir­cu­la­tion of the blood is. It is, per­haps, a bit vari­able, 
        es­pe­cial­ly, per­haps, un­der stress. Hed gone from dead cold, you should par­don the 
        ex­pres­sion, to what you might call nor­mal hu­man body heat, in about a minute. Id known­Id 
        been pret­ty sure­he was in trou­ble; thats why I was here. Per­haps Ider roused him too 
        sud­den­ly. Per­haps he was in what pass­es in vam­pire bi­olog­ical sci­ence for shock, and his 
        con­trol sys­tems wer­ent re­spond­ing.

      That did­nt ex­plain the dick though. It was re­spond­ing.

      He was now sud­den­ly hot, as hot as if hed been in a kitchen bak­ing cin­na­mon rolls in 
        Au­gust. I al­ready knew vam­pires could sweat, un­der cer­tain con­di­tions, like be­ing chained 
        to a wall of a house with sun­light com­ing in through the win­dows. He was sweat­ing again 
        now. Some of his sweat fell on me.

      Ive al­ways rather liked sweat. On oth­er oc­ca­sions when Ive had a naked, sweat­ing male body 
        up against mine, Ive tend­ed to feel that it meant he was get­ting in­to what was go­ing on. 
        This usu­al­ly pro­duces a sim­ilar en­thu­si­asm in me. Not that there was any­thing go­ing 
        on...ex­act­ly. Yet. Re­mem­ber how fast and sud­den­ly this was all hap­pen­ing. And if he was in 
        shock so was I. Maybe my brain had­nt ful­ly come with me in that zap through the void, like 
        my clothes man­ifest­ly had­nt. With a tru­ly mas­ter­ful erec­tion now pressed against me I 
        turned my head again and licked his sweat­ing shoul­der.

      What hap­pened next prob­ably last­ed about ten sec­onds. Maybe less.

      I dont think I heard the sound he made; I think I on­ly felt it. He moved his hands again, 
        to tip my face to­ward him, and kissed me. I cant say I no­ticed any fangs. I had the 
        lin­ger­ing ves­tige of sense not to try any­thing clever with my teeth, which with a hu­man 
        lover I would have. But I was nonethe­less busy with tongue and hands. I wrig­gled a lit­tle 
        un­der him. I kissed him back as he tan­gled his fin­gers in my hair. I arched up off the 
        floor a tri­fle to press my­self more thor­ough­ly against him. I was un­doubt­ed­ly mak­ing some 
        nois­es of my own...

      I al­ways thought the earth was sup­posed to move when you ar­rived, not when youd on­ly 
        start­ed the jour­ney.

      One sec­ond I was rais­ing my pelvis to meet hi­mand be­lieve me, he was there­and the next 
        sec­ond he had hurled him­self off me and thrown me from him, and I was fly­ing across the 
        floor to fetch up with a bruis­ing whap against the wall. He bound­ed to his feet and 
        dis­ap­peared.

      I lay there, con­sid­er­ing. Point one: wher­ev­er the hell I was (and I hoped this was not too 
        lit­er­al a re­mark), it had a smooth, glass­ily smooth, stone

      floor. The wall I had car­omed in­to at a guess was the same ma­te­ri­al. Point two: what the 
        hell had hap­pened? Point three: where did I want to start count­ing?

      I hoped I was go­ing to have the op­por­tu­ni­ty to tell Yolande that she did­nt have to make me 
        any­thing spe­cial, that the herbs and can­dles had worked fine. If you want­ed to call this 
        fine.

      I re­mem­bered, with an ef­fort, that when Id ar­rived­so to speak­Con had been cold and not 
        breath­ing. But for all I knew this is mere­ly the vam­pire equiv­alent of a nap. Lots of 
        hu­mans are cranky when theyre wo­ken un­ex­pect­ed­ly. No. I did­nt think his eyes would go 
        stag­nant-​pond-​col­ored for a nap. Okay. Maybe I had ac­com­plished my mis­sion­that hed been in 
        some kind of vam­pire trou­ble and Id got him out of it.

      I should have been em­bar­rassed. I should have been par­alyzed with em­bar­rass­ment. I was 
        sit­ting­no, I was crooked up­naked on a cold stone floor in the dark, hav­ing been can­noned 
        off the wall by a...well, a crea­ture...that I had been un­der the im­pres­sion I was about to 
        have an in­ti­mate en­counter with. Maybe I should try to be grate­ful at hav­ing been spared 
        in­ti­ma­cy with the most dan­ger­ous or the Oth­ers.

      Gave a whole new mean­ing to the phrase un­der the dark.

      I was­nt grate­ful. You want to talk cranky, coitus in­ter­rup­tus takes me well be­yond cranky. 
        My en­gorged labia felt like they were press­ing on my brain­what there was of my brainand if 
        I did­nt get to fuck some­one, some­thing, nowa vam­pire would doI was go­ing to fuck­ing 
        ex­plode. My cunt ached like a bruise.

      Be­yond cranky, rather for­tu­nate­ly, does­nt trans­mute in­to em­bar­rass­ment. It trans­mutes in­to 
        fury. As my blood pres­sure be­gan to re­ar­range it­self to a more stan­dard un­en­gorged pat­tern 
        I was seething. I could­nt care less that I was al­so naked and alone in the dark of I had 
        no idea where. Well, I could­nt care much. Not very much. Re­al­ly.

      It was a large room. Emp­tyex­cept for me­and the ceil­ing was so high even my dark-​sight­ed 
        eyes could­nt make it out. No fur­ni­ture. No win­dows. No any­thing. Fun­ny sort of place for a 
        nap. Or maybe for a soli­tary siege. But then I was­nt a vam­pire.

      It was at least as dark as the in­side of my clos­et. So noth­ing flick­ered when I looked at 
        it. What there was to look at. Wow, what a bonus. I would try to con­trol my eu­pho­ria.

      He reap­peared. He was wear­ing what I was be­gin­ning to think of as his

      stan­dard get-​up of long loose black shirt and black trousers. No shoes. I could­nt be sure 
        but I did­nt think Id ev­er seen him in shoes. He was car­ry­ing some­thing else, which he came 
        close enough to hand over with­out look­ing at me. I un­fold­ed it and dis­cov­ered an­oth­er long 
        loose black shirt. When I had pulled it over my head it came near­ly to my knees. Gods 
        bloody damn it all. I was not in a good mood.

      He was still not look­ing at me. I was still seething. I beg your par­don most pro­found­ly, 
        he said. Yeah. I said. Nice to see you too.

      He made one of those quick vam­pire ges­tures, too rapid for hu­man eyes. My 
        no-​longer-​quite-​hu­man eyes could about fol­low it: at any rate they reg­is­tered frus­tra­tion. 
        Good. That made two of us. Al­though on sec­ond thought, or maybe se­mi-​thought, I doubt­ed he 
        was in­di­cat­ing phys­ical frus­tra­tion. Un­com­fort­ably I be­gan to be glad of the long black 
        shirt, which prob­ably made me look like death, es­pe­cial­ly in this light, er, this 
        no-​light: black is not my col­or, any way you hang it. But then look­ing like death might be 
        very at­trac­tive to a vam­pire. In which case there was even less to ex­plain why...My anger 
        was sub­sid­ing. I did­nt want it to sub­side. I need­ed the warmth. But hed thrown me away, 
        had­nt he? What­ev­er his dick said, he did­nt want me. Anger was much bet­ter than mis­ery. 
        Mis­ery ap­proached. I wrapped my arms around my­self and shiv­ered.

      Maybe he saw the shiv­er. Af­ter your He paused. You need food, he said. I cant even feed 
        you. He glanced down at him­self as if per­haps he was ex­pect­ing a peanut-​but­ter sand­wich to 
        be sus­pend­ed about his per­son. If he was con­tem­plat­ing open­ing a vein and of­fer­ing it to 
        me, the an­swer was No. If he was con­tem­plat­ing it, he re­ject­ed the no­tion. I won­dered what 
        he meant by cant even feed me.

      I must al­so thank you for...re­triev­ing me, he said. Fi­nal­ly he looked at me.

      Re­triev­ing? Shi­va wept.

      Any time, I said. Im sure Ill en­joy re­view­ing my as­sort­ment of new scars and re­call­ing how 
        I got them too. The ones from be­ing slammed on my back and land­ed on like a sack of 
        boul­ders, and the ones a few sec­onds lat­er from be­ing thrown across the room in­to a wall.

      I saw him flinch. One for the hu­man.

      Sun­shine, he said. He made a move to­ward me, and I flinched away. One for the vam­pire.

      I did­nt mean to say it. I did­nt mean to say any­thing about it. I was de­ter­mined not to say 
        any­thing about it. My voice came out high and strange, and sticky with wretched­ness: Why? 
        I know about hav­ing to in­vi­teone of your kind. For about six months when youre thir­teen or 
        four­teen its ev­ery teenage girls fa­vorite sto­ry: be­cause its about find­ing out that you 
        have pow­er. Maybe I got the de­tails wrong? Like you need it en­graved RSVPI sup­pose you 
        pre­fer the black bor­der to the nar­row gold linede­liv­ered to your door at least forty-​eight 
        hours be­fore the mo­ment? Maybe you need it print­ed in blood onon vel­lum. And sil­ly me, I 
        could­nt find your door to de­liv­er it. My voice was get­ting high­er and high­er and squeaki­er 
        and squeaki­er. I shut up.

      He stood there with his hands loose at his sides, star­ing at the floor. His hair flopped 
        down over his fore­head. I want­ed to brush it back so I could see his eyes...I want­ed to do 
        noth­ing of the kind. I would bite my own hand off be­fore I vol­un­tar­ily touched him again.

      I be­lieve you were invit­ing more than you knew, he said at last.

      I sighed. Oh good. Cryp­tic vam­pire ut­ter­ances. My fave. Now youre go­ing to say some­thing 
        opaque and orac­ular about the bond be­tween us, ar­ent you? That it got me here but lets not 
        get car­ried away maybe?

      He moved so quick­ly I would not have stepped aside in time, but he stopped him­self short 
        and did not touch me. But he did­nt stop very short. As it was he was stand­ing so near it 
        was hard not to touch him. I put my hands be­hind my back like a di­eter of­fered a choice of 
        Bit­ter Choco­late Death or Meringua­ma­nia. I do not dis­turb you by choice, he said. Can you 
        not be­lieve that? He made an­oth­er of those vam­pire nois­es: it went some­thing like ur­rrrrr. 
        Per­haps you can­not. Thisour sit­ua­tio­nis not made eas­ier by thou­sands of years of my 
        kind...dis­turb­ing your kind.

      Dis­turb is one word for it, I sup­pose, I said, nas­ti­ly. I was still in a bad mood, still 
        un­hap­py and want­ing to cause un­hap­pi­ness in re­turn. And still half blast­ed out of my skull 
        by events since I had found out that evening that my land­la­dy knew I was jiv­ing with a 
        vam­pire. A lot had hap­pened in a short space of time. Not just one par­tic­ular thing out of 
        a mor­bid­ly kinky soap opera.

      I too am dis­turbed, he said qui­et­ly.

      I had my mouth open for my next un­char­ita­ble re­mark and changed my mind. I moved away from 
        him, found the wall, and leaned back against it. I did­nt want to sit on the floorand have 
        him loom­ing over me­and there was­nt any­thing else to lean on. Ex­cept him, of course, and 
        that was­nt an op­tion right now. Dis­tur­bance: okay. If I could stop feel­ing

      mor­tal­ly wound­ed in the ego for a mo­ment I might be­gin to re­mem­ber again what was go­ing on 
        here. He was a vam­pire. I was a hu­man. We wer­ent sup­posed to have any bonds be­tween us, 
        ex­cept straight­for­ward gener­ic ones of mur­der­ous an­tag­onism and so on. And, speak­ing of 
        kinky soap opera, no one ev­er had an af­fair with a vam­pire, not even in Blood Lore, which 
        was al­ways get­ting pros­ecut­ed for one thing or an­oth­er. The rea­son why, when you were 
        thir­teen or four­teen, you out­grew your fas­ci­na­tion with the idea that a vam­pire could­nt do 
        you un­less you let him is that you be­gan to take in the fact that short­ly af­ter youd said, 
        Come and get me big boy, you died.

      It was il­le­gal to write sto­ries and make movies about sex be­tween vam­pires and hu­mans. It 
        was, in fact, one of the few man­dates the glob­al coun­cil re­al­ly agreed on. The sto­ries and 
        movies got writ­ten and made any­way, but if the gov­ern­ment caught you at it, they threw 
        your ass in jail. For a long time.

      Okay. He prob­ably was dis­turbed too.

      I looked at him, won­der­ing if he was won­der­ing how wed wound up here, wher­ev­er here was. 
        About why wed been able to cre­ate this an­ti­thet­ical bond, and what ex­act­ly it con­sist­ed 
        of. It prob­ably was a good idea not to make it any more com­pli­catedand in­tensethan we had 
        to.

      A small part of me whis­pered, Oh, rats.

      An­oth­er small part whis­pered, Yeah, well, how come hes the one who man­aged to re­mem­ber?

      Sud­den­ly I was ex­haust­ed. Truce? I said, still lean­ing against the wall. Truce, he said. I 
        was on­ly go­ing to shut my eyes for a mo­ment...

      I woke up feel­ing rather com­fort­able. I was ly­ing on some­thing soft, but not too soft, and 
        wrapped in some­thing warm and fur­ry. And there was a smell of ap­ples. My stom­ach roared. I 
        opened my eyes.

      No, I did­nt open my eyes, I on­ly thought I had. I was hav­ing the most ridicu­lous dream of 
        my life thus farand Id had some pret­ty ridicu­lous dreams in my daysome­thing out of 
        Gor­meng­hast or The Cas­tle of Otran­to or House of Tombs. I want­ed to say to my imag­ina­tion, 
        oh, come on.

      But my stom­ach was still roar­ing (I of­ten eat in my dreams, I know youre not sup­posed to) 
        and the ap­ples were sit­ting be­side me with a loaf of bread, and a fan­tas­tic gob­let 
        hi­lar­ious­ly in keep­ing with the gen­er­al flam­boy­ance of my im­me­di­ate sur­round­ings, so I sat 
        up and reached for

      the near­est ap­ple. And saw the silky black sleeve falling back from my arm.

      I did­nt hiss as well as he had, the night he dis­cov­ered the wound in my breast, but I gave 
        it a good shot. I was so used to my eye­sight be­hav­ing strange­ly that the flit­ter­iness of 
        the light­ing had­nt at first reg­is­tered, but it did now: both that there was light, and 
        that it wig­gled. There was some heat source be­hind me; I turned around.

      The fire­place, of course, was huge. It was shaped like some mon­sters roar­ing mouth; you 
        could see the mon­sters eyes (well, two of them; I chose not to look for more) gleam­ing 
        above the man­tel­piece of its writhing lips (you might not think writhing lips would have 
        any flat spots, but there were can­de­labra bal­anced up there, shaped like snakes bod­ies and 
        dis­mem­bered hu­man arms); each eye was big­ger than my head, and gleamed red, al­though that 
        may have been the fire­light. No, it was­nt the fire­light.

      Con, cross-​legged on the floor, straight-​backed, shirt­less, bare­foot, his head a lit­tle 
        bowed, looked rather as he had the first time I saw him. On­ly not so bony. He was al­so 
        less gray, washed in the rud­dy fire­light. And my heart beat faster when I looked at him 
        for dif­fer­ent rea­sons than it had that first time. He looked up as I turned; our eyes met. 
        I looked away first. I picked up the ap­ple and bit in­to it. So, maybe he lived near an 
        or­chard (how long had I been asleep)? That did­nt ex­plain the bread. I was­nt go­ing to ask. 
        I was­nt go­ing to ask about the bot­tle of wine on the floor next to the lit­tle ta­ble ei­ther 
        (the ta­ble was a de­pressed-​look­ing maid­en in a very tight swathe of ma­te­ri­al with no 
        vis­ible means of sup­port, hold­ing the car­ry­ing sur­face at an im­plau­si­ble an­gle be­tween her 
        neck and one shoul­der. Even more im­plau­si­ble was the an­gle of her breasts, which I dont 
        think even cos­met­ic surgery could achieve), which was a straight­for­ward lo­cal chardon­nay. 
        Id have pre­ferred a cup of tea. A glass or two of this on top of ev­ery­thing else that had 
        been hap­pen­ing and Id be off my chump. But hey, I was al­ready. Off my chump, I mean. I 
        poured some wine gin­ger­ly in­to the gob­let. Pity to waste it: hed al­ready drawn the cork. 
        Ev­er the po­lite host. The wine seemed to go a long way down be­fore it hit bot­tom, like 
        drop­ping peb­bles in a well.

      I ate a sec­ond ap­ple and had a du­bi­ous sip of the wine. (It still tast­ed like 
        straight­for­ward lo­cal chardon­nay, even from that histri­on­ic beaker.) The damn gob­let 
        tin­gled in my hand. I re­al­ly did­nt want to get in­to some kind of com­mu­nion with an 
        over­dressed tum­bler. It was knob­bly with what looked like gem­stones. Oh please. I ate a 
        third ap­ple and start­ed on the bread. Tex­ture sug­gest­ed cheat­ing: ad­di­tion­al gluten flour, 
        prob­ably, but the taste was not too bad; the bak­er must have the pa­tience or the

      sense to let the sponge sit a while and ripen. Maybe I was just very hun­gry.

      Thank you, I said.

      Cons shoul­ders rip­pled briefly: vam­pire shrug fac­sim­ile, maybe. It is lit­tle enough, he 
        said.

      How long did I sleep? Four hours. It is four hours till dawn, he replied. And Paulie had 
        tak­en the ear­ly shift this morn­ing. (Hed of­fered.) Okay.

      My lit­tle ex­cur­sion through nowheresville must have tak­en no time at all. One of the 
        stan­dard fea­tures of nowheresville, maybe, that made a kind of sense, but you did­nt re­al­ly 
        ex­pect your very own alarm­ing out-​of-​this-​world ex­pe­ri­ences to align with the sci­ence 
        fic­tion youd read as a kid. The sci­ence fic­tion youd out­grown in fa­vor of Chris­ta­hel and 
        The Chal­ice of Death. My eyes wan­dered in­vol­un­tar­ily to the gem-​fes­tooned gob­let. I had to 
        ad­mit my read­ing had sort of pre­pared me for an over­heat­ed fan­ta­sy like this room. About 
        nowheresville I was on my own.

      Con did­nt look as if hed suf­fered any ill ef­fects from his co­ma, or what­ev­er it had been. 
        I won­dered what passed for a near-​death ex­pe­ri­ence in a vam­pire? A slight­ly mis­placed 
        stake? Hed been able to go out for­ag­ing, any­way: the bread and the ap­ples were both fresh.

      I would­nt have ex­pect­ed you to...choose to sit next to a fire, I said, at ran­dom. Sit­ting 
        next to a fire seemed like the sort of thing on­ly sil­ly, show-​offy vam­pires would do. Like 
        hu­man kids play­ing chick­en in No Town.

      He did­nt say any­thing. Oh, good, were play­ing that game again. I ate an­oth­er ap­ple.

      He raised his head and shook his hair back in an al­most hu­man ges­ture. Al­most. We do not 
        need heat as you do, he said, and I ex­pert­ly trans­lat­ed the we and you in­to vam­pires and 
        hu­mans. But we may en­joy it.

      En­joy. I did­nt en­joy think­ing about vam­pires en­joy­ing things. The things they tend­ed to 
        en­joy.

      I en­joy it, he said, and, sur­pris­ing me enor­mous­ly, added, it is the warmth of life and 
        the heat of death.

      Life as de­fined by warmth to a chilly vam­pire? Death by burn­ing, death by the sun? Or the 
        orig­inal death of be­ing turned? Maybe he had been harmed by his co­ma: it was mak­ing him 
        in­tro­spec­tive. As be­ing bounced off walls ap­peared to be do­ing to me.

      I took a deep breath. II have had aa feel­ing that all was not well with youfor some time, 
        I said. I think it be­gan the night youhealed me. But it took me a while to­to fig­ure out 
        that that was what I was pick­ing up. If I was. If you fol­low me.

      Yes, he said.

      He did­nt say any­thing more for the length of time it took me to eat a fourth ap­ple. Hey, 
        they were small. Was it rude to eat, er, food, in front of a vam­pire? Id done it be­fore, 
        of course. But if there was a fu­ture in con­ge­nial vam­pire-​hu­man re­la­tions there were grave 
        (so to speak) eti­quette ques­tions to be ad­dressed.

      Will you tell me what hap­pened to you? I said, half ir­ri­tat­ed at the need (ap­par­ent­ly) to 
        drag it out of him, half as­ton­ished at my own de­sire to know. What was this, friend­ship? 
        Big irony alert. Here were both ag­oniz­ing over this Carthagini­an bond busi­ness and maybe 
        its on­ly that were learn­ing to be friends. I could get in­to fire­side sit­ting as the warmth 
        of life too, prob­ably. Hey, he was still a vam­pire and I was still a hu­man and there was 
        some oth­er weird stuff, like trans­mut­ing and poi­soned wounds and nowheresville. Not to 
        men­tion go­ing out in day­light.

      But if we were sup­posed to be friends, I was go­ing to have to get used to the fact that he 
        was­nt the chat­ty type.

      He said, mus­ing­ly, as if he was lis­ten­ing to his own words as he spoke them, I was more 
        wea­ried by the ef­fort to heal your wound than I re­al­ized at once. I had not, you see, ev­er 
        at­tempt­ed any­thing sim­ilar be­fore. As I told you, I had to...in­vent cer­tain as­pects. Guess 
        oth­ers. I am not ac­cus­tomed to not know­ing what I am do­ing.

      One of the ad­van­tages of very long life. Lots of time for prac­tice.

      I was care­less af­ter I left you. I per­mit­ted my­self to be pre­oc­cu­pied. I was...sensed. By 
        one of Bos gang. I need­ed to es­cape, and not to let her trace you through me. An­oth­er 
        ma­neu­ver I am un­ac­cus­tomed to is pro­tect­ing the where­abouts of a hu­man.

      I had the feel­ing he was say­ing some­thing more than, And they wer­ent go­ing to get any­thing 
        out of me oth­er than my name, rank, and se­ri­al num­ber. I won­dered what a vam­pire ad­dress 
        book would look like: would it have align­ments rather than street num­bers? What would an 
        align­ment in­dex look like?

      Could one vam­pire steal an­oth­er vam­pires ad­dress book?

      The first one called for as­sis­tance, of course; and they were very...per­sis­tent, when they 
        caught the trace of you on me as well. I elud­ed

      them even­tu­al­ly. It was not easy. I came here. As you found me.

      Naked in a dark emp­ty stone room. Vam­pire con­va­les­cence gone wrong. You mean you had been 
        like that over a month? You schmuck, why did­nt you call me be­fore?

      He looked up at me, and there was un­de­ni­ably a faint smile on his face. It looked a lit­tle 
        grotesque, but not too bad, con­sid­er­ing. Noth­ing like as aw­ful as his laugh, for ex­am­ple. 
        It nev­er oc­curred to me.

      I had said to Yolande: Vam­pires dont call hu­mans, do they?

      He looked back at the fire. Even if it had, I do not think I would have done so. It would 
        not have oc­curred to me that you could as­sist in any way.

      You called me. You called my name. Once. I would­nt have found you if you had­nt.

      I heard you call­ing me. You asked me to an­swer you.

      I called you to call me.

      Yes. Sun­shine, do you wish me to apol­ogize again? I will if you de­sire it. I could not 
        have res­cued my­self. I was...too far away. But I heard you, and I could still an­swer. You 
        came and...brought the rest of me back with you. I am grate­ful. I thank you. That is not 
        the way I would have cho­sen to...leave this ex­is­tence. The bal­ance be­tween us has tipped 
        again.

      Oh, the hell with the damn bal­ance, I said. What Im think­ing is, if you had­nt need­ed to 
        pro­tect me, it would have been a lot eas­ier, right? I weak­en you, dont I? Aside from your 
        hav­ing got tired al­ready bail­ing me out that night. With the blood of a doe.

      There were times, like now, when the feel of light and warmth was...dif­fer­ent too. 
        Dif­fer­ent like see­ing in the dark was dif­fer­ent­but dif­fer­ent­ly dif­fer­ent. Dif­fer­ent in a 
        way I knew did­nt come from a vam­pire. Is this sim­ple now­ness of aware­ness some gift from 
        her?

      For a mo­ment there were three of me: there was the hu­man me. There was my tree-​self. And 
        my deer-​self.

      Sure­ly we out­num­bered the vam­pire-​self?

      Weak­ened, he said thought­ful­ly. I think your in­ter­pre­ta­tion of weak­ness may be dis­tort­ed. 
        I am phys­ical­ly stronger than any hu­man. I can go with­out sus­te­nance for longer than any 
        hu­man. But you can de­rive sus­te­nance from bread and ap­ples, which I can­not. And you can 
        walk un­der the sun, which I can­not. How do you de­fine weak­ness?

      I was think­ing about my ex­pe­ri­ence of bring­ing the rest of him back. It

      was a lit­tle dif­fi­cult not to think about com­par­ative weak­ness when on­ly one of you could 
        fling the oth­er one across a room and in­to a wall and you were the one that got flung. 
        Okay, I was not go­ing to pur­sue that line. I sighed. He had al­ready told me he could­nt 
        stand against Bo alone. Choos­ing me as an al­ly might have made more sense to me if get­ting 
        calo­ries out of bread and ap­ples and go­ing around in day­light had any dis­cern­able 
        rel­evance to the is­sue. Where am I?

      I thought he looked puz­zled. An­oth­er of those vam­pire-​sens­es-​are-​dif­fer­ent mo­ments, I 
        sup­pose. This is my...home, he said at last.

      You dont call it home, I said, in­ter­est­ed.

      No. I might call it my...earth-​place, per­haps. I spend my days here. I have done so for 
        many years.

      Earth-​place? Then we are un­der­ground? Yes. What about the fire­place? He looked at me.

      Does­nt the smoke say Some­ones here?

      The smoke is not de­tectable in the hu­man world.

      Oh. Vam­pires would hold a lot more than one-​fifth of the glob­al wealth if they patent­ed a 
        re­al­ly good air fil­ter. The cyn­ical view of the Voodoo Wars is that the Oth­ers had done us 
        hu­mans a fa­vor, by killing enough of us off and thus low­er­ing the lev­el of in­dus­tri­al 
        com­merce to a point that we had­nt man­aged to com­mit species sui­cide by pol­lu­tion yet, 
        which we oth­er­wise might well have. Even if they looked at it this way, which I doubt­ed, 
        this would not have been pure phi­lan­thropy. Demons and Weres, whichev­er side of the 
        al­liance theyd been on, need most of the same things we do, and vam­pires...well. Maybe it 
        de­pends on your def­ini­tion of phi­lan­thropy.

      I looked around a lit­tle more. The on­ly light was from the fire, and my dark vi­sion was 
        sort of half-​con­found­ed by some­thing about this place, maybe just the thun­der­ing ex­cess. 
        Still, I could see a lot, and it was all pret­ty bizarre. The fur I was wrapped up in 
        ap­peared to be re­al fur, long and silky, in jagged black and white stripes. I could­nt 
        think what an­imal it might be. Some­thing that did­nt ex­ist, per­haps, till a vam­pire killed 
        it. With the slinky black shir­tand the bruis­esI felt like some­thing off the cov­er of this 
        months Bondage and Dis­ci­pline Ex­clu­sive. All I need­ed was an­kle bracelets and a bet­ter 
        hair­cut. The but­tons on the back of the so­fa I

      was ly­ing on were tiny gar­goyle faces, stick­ing their tongues out or pok­ing their fin­gers 
        up their noses. Ev­ery now and then they wer­ent faces at all, but pairs of but­tocks. The 
        so­fa it­self was some kind of pur­ple plush vel­vet...ex­cept that the shad­ows it laid were 
        laven­der. Well, if I could trav­el through nowheresville I sup­pose I should­nt protest about 
        shad­ows that were lighter than their source, or about furs from an­imals that did­nt ex­ist. 
        My knowl­edge of nat­ural his­to­ry in black and white did­nt ex­tend much be­yond skunks and 
        ze­bras any­way. Maybe it did ex­ist, what­ev­er it was. The fur could have been dyed, but 
        some­how this did­nt suit my idea of vam­pire chic. Ac­tu­al­ly Con did­nt suit my idea of 
        vam­pire chic. This hec­tic Goth­ic sen­si­bil­ity was a sur­prise. In­ter­est­ing dec­orat­ing 
        prin­ci­ples, I said.

      He glanced around briefly, as if re­mind­ing him­self what was there. My mas­ter had a sense 
        of the dra­mat­ic.

      I was riv­et­ed both by my mas­ter and had. As in used to have, as in dead, rather than 
        un­dead? Your mas­ter? I said ex­per­imen­tal­ly.

      This is his room.

      Si­lence fell. Con re­turned to star­ing mo­tion­less­ly at the fire. So much for lead­ing 
        ques­tions. I sighed again.

      Con, to my sur­prise, stirred. Do you wish to hear about my mas­ter? he said.

      Well, yes, I said.

      There was a pause, while he, what? Or­ga­nized his thoughts? De­cid­ed what to leave out? He 
        turned me, he said at last. I was not...ap­pre­cia­tive. But I was apt to his pur­pose. As 
        there was no go­ing back I agreed to do as he wished. An­oth­er pause, and he added, with one 
        of those more-​ex­pres­sion­less-​than-​ex­pres­sion­less ex­pres­sions, like his more-​than-​still­ness 
        im­mo­bil­ity: A new­ly turned vam­pire is per­haps more vul­ner­able than you would guess. I was 
        de­pen­dent on my mas­ter at first, whether I wished it or not, and I...chose to let him 
        teach me what I need­ed to know to sur­vive. That was many years ago, when this was still 
        the New World.

      Eek, I thought. Three or four hun­dred years ago, give or take a few decades, and de­pend­ing 
        on which Old World ex­plor­ers you are count­ing from. That cant be right: if he was that 
        old, he should­nt be able to go out in moon­light.

      He wished to rule here, when the Lib­er­ty Wars came, at least...un­of­fi­cial­ly.

      The stan­dard hu­man slang was be­low ground and above ground. Un­of­fi­cial­ly would be be­low 
        ground: be­ing the biggest, nas­ti­est junk­yard dog of the dark side. Of­fi­cial­ly would still 
        be pret­ty un­of­fi­cial: con­trol an­oth­er two-​fifths of the world econ­omy, pre­sum­ably, and 
        make our glob­al coun­cil in­to a bit of win­dow-​dress­ing.

      He might have suc­ceed­ed, but he had bad luck, and a pow­er­ful and bit­ter en­emy with bet­ter 
        luck. There were not many of my mas­ters sol­diers left af­ter the Lib­er­ty Wars. I was one. 
        Much of my mas­ters vi­tal­ity left him with the ru­in of his am­bi­tion. He turned col­lec­tor 
        in­stead. Those of his sol­diers that had sur­vived the Wars left or were de­stroyed, one by 
        one, till on­ly I re­mained. When my mas­ter al­so was de­stroyed, I was left alone.

      I was glad of the warmth of the fire. Cons voice was low and, as ev­er, dis­pas­sion­ate, and 
        I had no clue whether hed been, you know, fond of his mas­ter in any way, maybe af­ter hed 
        got over be­ing un-​ap­pre­cia­tive of hav­ing been turned. What pur­pose had Con been apt for? I 
        was sure I did­nt want to know. Good. One ques­tion that prob­ably would­nt get an­swered that 
        I did­nt have to ask. Why had Con stayed when ev­ery­one else left? I re­mem­bered him say­ing a 
        month ago: There are dif­fer­ent ways of be­ing what we are. His mas­ter be­fore the Lib­er­ty 
        Wars sound­ed like your com­mon or gar­den-​va­ri­ety world-​takeover odin vam­pire thug, and a 
        pow­er­ful one at that. So why had Con stayed? Con who did­nt even run a gang now. More 
        ques­tions not to ask for fear he would an­swer.

      But I did­nt have much clue about the work­ing range of vam­pire emo­tion. Blood lust. What 
        else? (Oth­er kinds of lust? Maybe it had been...life lust, ear­li­er. No, I was­nt think­ing 
        about that.) Did Con get over be­ing un­ap­pre­cia­tive by get­ting over be­ing able to feel 
        ap­pre­cia­tive? No­Con had just told me he was grate­ful for be­ing res­cued. But grat­itude 
        might be a hu­man con­cept, ap­pli­ca­ble mere­ly to a sit­ua­tion that de­mand­ed some kind of 
        cour­tesy, as prag­mat­ical­ly mean­ing­less as thank you. Well, at least hed, hmm, felt that 
        cour­tesy was de­mand­ed.

      And then there was Bo. The in­con­ve­nient bond be­tween Con and me that we were try­ing to, 
        um, strength­en, with­out, um, in­ten­si­ty, was be­cause of Bos threat to both of us. I did not 
        like where this thought was go­ing.

      Your mas­ters bit­ter en­emy...was it Bo?

      No. Bos mas­ter.

      Oh well that made it all bet­ter im­me­di­ate­ly. I stuffed a hand­ful of fur in my mouth to 
        stop my­self from whim­per­ing.

      Con looked up at me. Per­haps he thought the bread and ap­ples had­nt been enough and I was 
        still hun­gry. I de­stroyed his mas­ter. Its on­ly Bo now.

      I bit down on the fur. Par­don me, I thought, if I dont find this in­for­ma­tion 
        over­whelm­ing­ly re­as­sur­ing. On­ly Bo. And his gang, which had chained Con up in a house by a 
        lake not too long ago from which he es­caped on­ly by a very cu­ri­ous chance. Con might not 
        fall for that one again but no doubt there were oth­er pos­si­bil­ities. Bo could be as­sumed 
        to be the re­source­ful kind of evil fiend. An­oth­er of those pos­si­bil­ities had al­most got 
        Con a month ago, for ex­am­ple. Why did­nt Con want to post an ad in the suck­er 
        per­son­al­sthere had to be hid­den vam­pire zones on the globene­task­ing for his old com­rades 
        in arms to re­turn for a bit and give him a hand? He could pass out the con­tents of his 
        mas­ters old room as re­ward, since he did­nt seem too in­ter­est­ed in them. If those were re­al 
        gem­stones in my ab­surd gob­let, it was prob­ably worth the na­tion­al debt of a medi­um-​sized 
        coun­try.

      Why did­nt he just run a gang, like a nor­mal vam­pire of his age? Who should have to be­cause 
        he could­nt go out in moon­light any more.

      There were so many ques­tions I did­nt want to know the an­swers to.

      I pulled the fold of fur back out of my mouth again, and tried to smooth it down. 
        Teeth­marks, not to men­tion spit, prob­ably low­ered its val­ue. I felt hor­ri­bly tired, and 
        alone, de­spite my com­pan­ion. Es­pe­cial­ly be­cause of my com­pan­ion. I picked up the gob­let 
        againit near­ly took two hands; two hands would cer­tain­ly have been eas­ier, I was just 
        re­sist­ing the idea of need­ing two hand­sand teetered it to­ward my mouth. As it had seemed a 
        long time be­fore the wine hit the bot­tom pour­ing it in, it seemed rather a while be­fore it 
        touched my lips, tip­ping it back out. Drink­ing straight from the bot­tle, how­ev­er, did­nt 
        seem like an op­tion. Not in this room. In Cons room may­bethe emp­ty one with no fur­ni­ture. 
        And no fire.

      I want­ed moun­tains of dough to turn in­to cin­na­mon rolls and bread, I want­ed an un­ex­pect­ed 
        tour group on a day were short of kitchen staff, I want­ed a big din­ner par­ty to ask for 
        cher­ry tarts, I want­ed to curl up on my bal­cony with a stack of books and a pot of tea, I 
        want­ed Mels warm, tat­tooed arm around me and day­light on my face. I want­ed to go home. I 
        want­ed my life back.

      I had been here be­fore. I had once had all that, and I drove out to the lake one night to 
        get away from it.

      What is this thing, any­way? I said, heav­ing the gob­let up. I con­ced­ed, and used two hands. 
        It could be a lov­ing cup. First prize in vam­pire league

      sports. You did­nt fill it with cham­pagne, of course; you cut off the heads of the los­ing 
        team and poured their blood in. Cham­pagne lat­er maybe when they ran out of the hard stuff.

      It is a Cup of Souls from the cer­emo­ny of gath­er­ing at Oran­hal­lo.

      What? I put it down hasti­ly. Just stop ask­ing ques­tions, Sun­shine. No won­der it god­dam 
        tin­gled against my god­dam hand. No­body knows where Oran­hal­lo is. Well, no­body who knows is 
        telling the rest of us. Its not a big is­sue on the Dark­line but it is one of the things 
        that keeps com­ing up. Among the peo­ple who think it ex­ists some­where you could de­scribe by 
        lat­itude and lon­gi­tude, none of the plau­si­ble guess­es are any­where near New Ar­ca­dia. But 
        there is­nt any con­sen­sus on whether it is a ge­ograph­ic place or mere­ly a part of the rite. 
        It is a big mag­ic han­dlers rite, done by clan. The Blais­es prob­ably knew how (and where) 
        to do it, but I did­nt. I did­nt know any­thing about cups of souls or cer­emonies of 
        gath­er­ing, but I did­nt want to.

      It is one of the few ar­ti­cles in this room that my mas­ter was giv­en, said Con. Usu­al­ly 
        there was some con­straint in­volved.

      I bet there was. Why would a mag­ic-​han­dler clan want to give some­thing like this to a 
        mas­ter vam­pire? Es­pe­cial­ly a mas­ter vam­pire.

      It was not freely giv­en, Con said af­ter an­oth­er of his paus­es. But it was of­fered and 
        ac­cept­ed as pay­ment for a task he had un­der­tak­en that was to their mu­tu­al ben­efit. There 
        was some choice about the con­clu­sion to this task. This re­ward was pro­posed as per­sua­sion 
        to make one choice in­stead of an­oth­er. The Cup car­ries no taint that might dis­tress you.

      And your gra­cious din­ing ac­ces­sories dont run to wine­glass­es from Bou­tique Cen­tral. Then 
        why does it buzz against my skin? I said cross­ly.

      Per­haps be­cause it was the Blaise clan that pos­sessed it, said Con.

      I jumped off the so­fa, stag­gered, bumped in­to the lit­tle ta­ble, and heard the gob­let crash 
        to the floor as I ran off in­to the dark­ness. I did­nt get far; Cons mas­ter had been a very 
        en­ter­pris­ing col­lec­tor, and I was­nt up to the weav­ing and zigzag­ging to make my way 
        through the spoils. I col­lid­ed with some­thing that might have been an ot­toman al­most at 
        once, and hit the floor even hard­er than the gob­let had, al­though I did­nt spill. Fur­ther 
        note on vam­pire emo­tions, if any: dont ex­pect a vam­pire to un­der­stand the tur­bu­lence of 
        hu­man fam­ily tiesin­clud­ing bro­ken one­sor maybe its that vam­pires dont get it about 
        cow­ardice, and how a good sound hu­man re­ac­tion to un­wel­come news is to try and run away 
        from it.

      I picked my­self up. More bruis­es. Oh good. It was­nt go­ing to be a mere

      mat­ter of high-​necked T-​shirts this time; I was go­ing to need an all-​over body­suit plus a 
        bag over my head. I turned around slow­ly, bal­anc­ing my­self against some great furled spasm 
        of plas­ter that might have count­ed, in these sur­round­ings, as an Ion­ic pil­lar. Con was 
        stand­ing up, fac­ing me, his back to the fire, haloed by its light. Maybe it was my state 
        of mind, but he sud­den­ly looked far larg­er and more omi­nous than he had since be­fore I 
        knew his name. I could­nt see his face­maybe my dark vi­sion had been fur­ther un­set­tled by my 
        fall­but there was some­thing wrong about his sil­hou­ette against the fire­light; some­thing 
        wrong about him be­ing sur­round­ed by light at all. I re­mem­bered what I had thought that 
        first time, by the lake: preda­to­ry. Alien. He was­nt Con, he was a vam­pire: in­scrutable and 
        dead­ly.

      I made my way back to­ward the fire. I dont know if I want­ed to re­claim Con as my al­ly, if 
        not my friend, or if it was that there was no point in run­ning away. I had to pass very 
        close to him to reach the fire; there was on­ly one gap among all the ar­cane bric-​a-​brac 
        that would let me through. I knelt on the hearthru­gat least there was a hearthrug, even if 
        the hairy fanged head at one end of it did­nt bear close ex­am­ina­tio­nand held my hands out 
        to­ward the fire. It felt like a re­al fire. More im­por­tant, it smelled like a re­al fire, 
        and when I leaned too close the smoke made my eyes sting. It spat like a re­al fire too, 
        and since there was no fire­guard a spark fell on­to the hearthrug. I glanced down; the 
        hearthrug was un­ex­pect­ed­ly un­pre­pos­sess­ing, the fur short and brown­ish and patchy, hav­ing 
        had sparks fly in­to it be­fore. A few new burns would­nt ru­in its looks be­cause it did­nt 
        have any. I felt hearthrugish. Id nev­er wor­ried about my looks much; I had al­ways had 
        oth­er things to wor­ry about, like mak­ing cin­na­mon rolls and get­ting enough sleep. But I 
        was be­gin­ning to feel rather too burn-​marked. Like Id been ly­ing too near a fire with no 
        fire­guard.

      Did I hear him sit down near me? You dont hear a vam­pire com­ing: I knew this by 
        ex­pe­ri­ence. But this was­nt any vam­pire; this was Con. Id al­ready promised to help him, if 
        I could, be­cause I need­ed his help. No. I had­nt promised. But it did­nt mat­ter. The bond 
        was there. I had­nt rat­ified any con­tract, Id wo­ken up one morn­ing to dis­cov­er fine print 
        and sub­claus­es stamped all over my body. If I want­ed a sig­na­ture, it was the cres­cent scar 
        on my breast. It meant I heard him com­ing even when I did­nt hear him com­ing.

      I wait­ed a mo­ment longer be­fore I turned to look at him. Vam­pire. Dan­ger­ous. Un­know­able. 
        Se­ri­ous­ly creepy. This ones name was Con-​stan­tine. Wed met be­fore.

      Well. What do we do now? I said. I take you home, said Con. Okay, thats to­day. What about 
        tonight? To­mor­row? I said. We must find Bo.

      My stom­ach cramped. Maybe it was just the ap­ples. I al­so had to learn that 
        shilly-​shal­ly­ing was not a vam­pire gift. I won­dered if I could teach him to say per­haps 
        and not be­fore next week.

      I knew this was­nt go­ing to be a mat­ter of load­ing up on ap­ple-​tree stakes (or ta­ble 
        knives) and knock­ing on Bos front door. You dont know where he, uh, lives.

      No. I had on­ly be­gun to search, since our meet­ing by the lake. He is well de­fend­ed and 
        well gar­risoned.

      I glanced up at the in­vis­ible ceil­ing. Giv­en the fur­nish­ings the ceil­ing was prob­ably 
        phe­nom­enal. Or an­tiphe­nom­enal: like Medusas head or the eye of a basilisk. I hope you are 
        bet­ter de­fend­ed, I said.

      I hope so too.

      I did­nt like hear­ing a vam­pire talk about hope.

      My mas­ter spe­cial­ly col­lect­ed things that de­fend, or could be turned to de­fense. He felt 
        that his at­tempt to win what he de­sired by ag­gres­sion had failed, and he wished his 
        sub­se­quent seclu­sion to be un­in­ter­rupt­ed.

      Gar­goyles and tchotchkes: the vam­pire ar­se­nal.

      I have al­ways pre­ferred soli­tude, and have im­proved on his ar­range­ments. I have some 
        rea­son to be­lieve that if I nev­er left this place no one would be able to come to me.

      You are for­get­ting the road through nowheresville, I said. Feel­ing­ly.

      I am not for­get­ting, he said. I am as­sail­able by you in a way I am as­sail­able to no one 
        and noth­ing else.

      As­sail­able. An in­ter­est­ing choice of ad­jec­tive. I looked up at him, and he looked down at 
        me. I could­nt see in­to the shad­ows on his face. They re­mained shad­ows. They did­nt wig­gle 
        or sparkle and they did­nt have red edges. They did­nt go down a long way. They were just 
        shad­ows. Cute. The on­ly per­son who still looked nor­mal out of my eyes was­nt a per­son and 
        was­nt nor­mal.

      The look be­tween us length­ened. He might not be able to lure me to the

      same doom he al­most had the sec­ond night at the lake, but it seemed to me it was still 
        doom I saw in his eyes. I looked away. Im­prove­ments, I said. You mean some of thisthis The 
        phras­es that oc­curred to me were not tact­ful: this trag­ic re­pro­duc­tion of William 
        Beck­fords front par­lor, or per­haps Lud­wig IIs. You mean some of this, er, stuff is, er, 
        yours?

      Noth­ing you may see, no. I do not like ty­ing up my strength in ob­jects. It was an old 
        ar­gu­ment with my mas­ter. Phys­ical shape has a cer­tain dura­bil­ity that the less tan­gi­ble 
        lacks, but I feel it is a brit­tle dura­bil­ity. He be­lieved oth­er­wise.

      And hes the one who got skegged, I thought. Do you know what Bos phi­los­ophy of, er, 
        de­fense is?

      Pause. Fi­nal­ly he said: He puts most of his en­er­gies in­to his gang. This will not help us 
        lo­cate him.

      I sighed. This is an­oth­er of those vam­pire-​sens­es-​are-​dif­fer­ent things, is­nt it? I 
        sup­posed I had to tell him what Id found through the globenethow Id first found the bad 
        nowheresville, the be­yond-​dark hu­man-​squish­ing space, and what else seemed to be in there. 
        If in was the right prepo­si­tion. Out? On? Up? With? Af­ter? Over? En­glish has too many 
        prepo­si­tions. Did I have to men­tion SOF?

      I did­nt have to tell him any­thing yet. He did­nt seem to be in a big hur­ry to get me home. 
        How close, in or­di­nary hu­man-​mea­sured ge­og­ra­phy, was this earth-​place to Yolan­des house? 
        Al­ly or no al­ly, I did­nt like the idea of our be­ing neigh­bors.

      Bo is­nt his re­al name, is it? I said. It sounds like some­thing youd call a sheep­dog.

      It is short for Beau­re­gard.

      I laughed. I had­nt known I had a laugh avail­able. A vam­pire named Beau­re­gard. It was too 
        per­fect. And he prob­ably had­nt got it ac­ci­den­tal­ly from his step­dad who ran a cof­fee­house.

      How much time do we have? I said. Bo, I mean, not to­days dawn.

      I was be­gin­ning to learn when he was think­ing and when he was mere­ly think­ing about what 
        to say to me, a bump­tious hu­man. This time he was think­ing.

      I have been out of con­text since we last met, he said. Yes, he said con­text. I do not 
        know. I will find out.

      Same time, same place, I mur­mured. Not.

      I do not un­der­stand.

      We have to meet again, right? I said. And I have things to tell you too. I may have aa 
        kind of line on Bo my­self.

      He nod­ded. I did­nt know whether to be flat­tered or out­raged. Maybe he thought hed cho­sen 
        his con­fed­er­ate well. Equal part­ners with a vam­pire: an ex­hil­arat­ing con­cept. Sup­pos­ing 
        you lived long enough to en­joy the buzz. But I guess Hey, well done, con­grat­ula­tions, wow 
        wer­ent in com­mon vam­pire us­age. Maybe I could teach him that too, with prob­ably and not 
        be­fore next week.

      I will come to you, if I may, he said.

      You would rather I did­nt come here again. I had­nt meant to say that ei­ther, but it popped 
        out.

      A clear trace of sur­prise showed on his face for about a third of a sec­ond. I would­nt have 
        seen it if I had­nt been look­ing straight at him, but it was there. You may come here if 
        you wish. I... He stopped. I could guess what he was think­ing. It was the same thing I was 
        think­ing. Was­nt think­ing. Come. I will give you a to­ken.

      He slid eas­ily through the gap in the im­ped­imen­ta (sor­ry, this house­hold brought out the 
        worst in my vo­cab­ulary; it was like ev­ery bad nov­el and hy­per­bol­ic myth Id ev­er read 
        crowd­ing round to haunt me in three di­men­sions) and made off in­to the dark. I had a 
        side­long peek at the over­turned gob­let as I passed it. My dark vi­sion stead­ied if I kept 
        it on Cons back, so I did, most­ly, re­sist­ing the com­pelling de­sire to try to fig­ure out 
        what some of the more tor­tured black­ness­es in­di­cat­ed by look­ing at them di­rect­ly: hy­dras 
        with in­ter­minable heads; Lao­coon with sev­er­al dozen sons and twice as many ser­pents; an 
        in­fes­ta­tions of trif­flds; the en­tire char­iot race from Ben Hur: all frozen in plas­ter or 
        wood or stone. I hoped. Es­pe­cial­ly the trif­flds.

      Con stopped at a cup­board. It had curlicues leap­ing out of its lid like a for­est of satyrs 
        horns, and some­thingth­ings­like satyrs them­selves oil­ing down the edges. It was satyrs. 
        Their hands were its han­dles. Ugh. Con, his own hand on one of the doors, glanced at me. 
        Why did the Cup dis­tress you?

      I shrugged. How was I go­ing to ex­plain?

      My ques­tion is not an idle one, he said. I do not wish to dis­tress you.

      Not till af­ter wed de­feat­ed Mr. Bo Jan­gles any­way. Oh, Sun­shine, give a vam­pire a break. 
        He prob­ably thinks hes try­ing. Im not sure I can

      ex­plain, I said. Im not sure I can ex­plain to me. And vam­pires ar­ent much in­to fam­ily 
        ties, are they?

      No, he said.

      I al­ready knew vam­pires ar­ent great on irony.

      I...have got in­to this be­cause of my in­her­itance on my fa­thers side. Im cer­tain­ly alive to 
        tell about it­so faron ac­count of that in­her­itance, right? But I looked in­to his face as I 
        said this, and de­cid­ed that the stan­dard im­pas­siv­ity was at the soft, un­der­stand­ing end of 
        the range, like mar­ble is a lit­tle soft­er than adamant. Im a lit­tle twitchy about this 
        bond thing with you, and the idea ofof a kind of back­ground to it­that your mas­ter had 
        deal­ings with my dads fam­ilyI dont like it. I did­nt want to know that the mon­ster that 
        lived un­der your bed when you were a kid not on­ly re­al­ly is there but used to have a few 
        beers with your dad. And the on­ly train­ing Ive ev­er had, if you want to call it train­ing, 
        was a few hours chang­ing flow­ers in­to feath­ers and back with my gran fif­teen years ago, 
        and I feel a lit­tle...well, ex­posed. Un­ready. I could maybe have said, as­sail­able.

      I see. Con stared at the ug­ly door for a mo­ment as if mak­ing up his mind, and then opened 
        it. In­side were rows and rows of tiny draw­ers. I could feel thewell, it was­nt heat, and it 
        was­nt a smell, and it was­nt tiny voic­es, but it was a lit­tle like all three to­geth­er. 
        There were dozens of things in those draw­ers and not an in­ert one in the lot. They were 
        all yelling/se­cret­ing/ra­di­at­ing a kind of ME! ME! ME! like the jock kids in school when 
        the coach is choos­ing teams. I won­dered what the cup­board was made of. I did­nt feel like 
        touch­ing it my­self and see­ing if it might tell me any­thing. I did­nt like the grins on the 
        faces of the satyrs.

      Con opened a draw­er and lift­ed out a thin chain. The oth­er voic­es/emis­sions sub­sid­ed at 
        once, some of them with a dis­tinct grum­ble (or fart). The chain glim­mered in the 
        non­light­the foxy-​col­ored light of the fire did­nt reach this far­it looked like opal, if 
        there was a way to make flex­ible con­nect­ing loops out of opal. It was hum­ming a kind of 
        thin fey al­most-​tune; my mind, or my ear, kept try­ing to turn it in­to a melody, but it 
        would­nt quite go. Con poured it from one palm to the other­it looked fine as cob­web in his 
        big hand­sand then held it up again, spread­ing his fin­gers so that it hung in a 
        near-​cir­cle. The al­most-​tune be­gan to change. It would catch, like a tiny flaw trip­ping a 
        record­ing, mak­ing it hes­itate and skip; but each time it picked up again the tune had 
        changed. It did this over and over as I lis­tened, as Con held it up; and as I lis­tened the 
        strange, wa­ver­ing non­tune seemed to grow in­creas­ing­ly fa­mil­iar, as if it were a noise like 
        the purr of a re­frig­er­ator or the high

      faint whine of a TV with the sound turned off. Fa­mil­iar: com­fort­able. Safe. I al­so felt, 
        eeri­ly, that the sound was be­com­ing more fa­mil­iar be­cause it was some­how try­ing to be­come 
        fa­mil­iar: like the shape of a stranger at the oth­er end of the street be­comes your old 
        friend so-​and-​so as it gets close enough for you to see their face and pos­si­bly that rat­ty 
        old coat they should have thrown out years ago. This sibylline chain was ap­proach­ing 
        me...and dress­ing it­self up as an old friend.

      It knew its job. By the time it drift­ed off in­to si­lence I was reach­ing for it as if it 
        be­longed to me. Which maybe it did. Con dropped it over my hands and it seemed to stroke 
        my skin as it slid down my fin­gers. I watched it gleam­ing for a mo­ment­the gleam seemed to 
        have a rhythm, like a heart­beatand then I dropped it over my head. It dis­ap­peared un­der 
        the col­lar of the black shirt, but I felt it ly­ing against me, cross­ing the tips of the 
        scar be­low my col­lar­bones, rest­ing in a curve over my heart.

      Thank you, I said, fal­ter­ing­ly. I knew a pow­er­ful piece of mag­ic when I saw it and hung it 
        round my neck, but I had nev­er heard of any­thing quite like this...con­ver­gence; usu­al­ly 
        you had to make a ter­rif­ic ef­fort to match things up even a quar­ter so well as this. Of 
        course what I did­nt know about mag­ic han­dling would fill li­braries.

      Al­so, thank you seemed about as pa­thet­ic a re­sponse to such a mar­vel as any­one could make.

      I thought it would be glad to go to you.

      Er­did­nt you

      No. My mas­ter was vexed when he dis­cov­ered the neck­let would not work for him nor any of 
        our kind. This cup­board con­tains some of his oth­er dis­ap­point­ments.

      There was a bit of a clam­or, when you opened the doors, I said.

      Yes. These are hu­man things, and they have seen no hu­man since they were brought here. 
        Pause. They do not love be­ing idle. Some of them are very pow­er­ful. I can re­strain them, 
        even if I can­not use them. I would of­fer them to you, if...

      If there was any in­di­ca­tion I would­nt make a to­tal botch, I in­ter­rupt­ed, which there is­nt. 
        To the con­trary, if any­thing. The ques­tion of the ex­is­tence of my de­mon taint, nev­er far 
        from the front of my mind these days de­spite se­ri­ous com­pe­ti­tion from vam­pires and 
        im­me­di­ate death, resur­faced long enough to reg­is­ter that the hu­man things had re­spond­ed to 
        me as hu­man. Well, if they were com­par­ing me to Con I was a shoo-​in. I did­nt know how long 
        theyd been here, but a good guess was

      long enough to make them des­per­ate. I touched the chain with my fin­ger, and half-​thought, 
        half-​imag­ined I heard a faint­the faintest of fainthums. If I was go­ing to say Id heard it, 
        Id say it was a hap­py hum. But I was­nt go­ing to say Id heard it.

      The Cup was my mis­take.

      Al­low me to point out that it had been a rather tir­ing evening al­ready, I said testi­ly, 
        be­fore I met the damn...caul­dron. And I was­nt ex­act­ly pre­pared. Nor was I ex­act­ly 
        in­tro­duced. Even a mas­ter han­dler­which I am not­can be caught off guard.

      The neck­let will al­low you to find your way back here, said Con. You may, if you wish, 
        in­ves­ti­gate these things fur­ther, hav­ing pre­pared your­self.

      I laughed a small dry croak­ing laugh. That kind of prepa­ra­tion takes decades of 
        ap­pren­tice­ship. Ruth­less, sin­gle­mind­ed, hair-​rais­ing ap­pren­tice­ship. It al­so re­quires 
        some­one to be ap­pren­ticed to, which in my case I have not got, be­sides be­ing at least 
        fif­teen years too old to start. And pos­si­bly calami­tous­ly part­blood.

      Af­ter a pause, Con said, I too had to...in­vent much of my ap­pren­tice­ship. A mas­ter with 
        whom you can­not agree is some­times worse than no mas­ter.

      Then why did you stay? I thought. There are few, I think, mas­ter han­dlers, who could have 
        trav­eled the

      way you trav­eled this evening to come here, and lived.

      My ca­pac­ity for in­ven­tion is flash hot stark, I thought. Suck­er sun­shade. Dis­em­bod­ied 
        radar-​re­con­nais­sance. Not to men­tion Bit­ter Choco­late Death and Killer Ze­bras. Pity about 
        the rest of me.

      If you will ac­cept ad­vice from me I would sug­gest you not come that way again, ex­cept in 
        direst need.

      Hap­py to promise that one, I said. But dont find your­self in direst need again ei­ther, 
        okay? Or even plain old bland low-​lev­el se­mi-​sub-​dire need.

      Ah. No, said Con. I will promise as well. To the ex­tent it is with­in my man­date.

      He closed the cup­board. I thought, if I do get back here, for my first trick Im go­ing to 
        trans­fer all that stuff out of that deeply re­pul­sive cup­board, which Im sure is­nt mak­ing 
        any of it rest any eas­ier. Sup­pos­ing I can find any­thing more suit­able in this baroque 
        fun-​house.

      We must be on our way. Dawn is a bare hour away.

      An hour? I said. You mean yourethi­sis that close to

      My dis­may was hard­ly flat­ter­ing, but Con an­swered with his usu­al de­tach­ment: Not in hu­man 
        ge­og­ra­phy. But the fact that you are here at all­by the way you came­and the neck­let you now 
        weary­ou will be able to walk some of my short­er ways.

      My heart sank. You just told me not to use nowheresville again.

      Con said, I can­not trav­el that road any more than I can walk un­der the sun. I do not take 
        you that way.

      Oh, I said. Well.

      I dont know how we came out above ground again, out in­to the or­di­nary night, with a lit­tle 
        or­di­nary breeze and a few or­di­nary bats swoosh­ing about. Bats. How quaint. I no­ticed they 
        did not come from where we had come from, how­ev­er. Wher­ev­er that was. I dont seem to 
        re­call com­ing out, like from a tun­nel; the wilder, in­tenser dark­ness of Cons earth-​place 
        mere­ly thinned and crum­bled, and even­tu­al­ly we were walk­ing on rough grass and turf. With 
        bats skat­ing over­head. I was un­com­fort­ably re­mind­ed of my per­func­to­ry cloth­ing when the 
        breeze showed a ten­den­cy to bil­low up in­side the long black shirt, but I was so grate­ful 
        to be breath­ing fresh airand be­cause I des­per­ate­ly want­ed to be home­when Con took my hand 
        I did­nt in­stant­ly jerk it away from him again. At least he did­nt of­fer to car­ry me. Even 
        though I was bare­foot again. It oc­curred to me that I had a pat­tern of be­ing 
        in­ap­pro­pri­ate­ly dressed dur­ing my as­so­ci­ations with Con.

      His short­er way was a lit­tle like step­ping on step­ping stones while the tor­rent foamed 
        around your feetin this case the tor­rent of that con­ven­tion­al re­al­ity I was so ea­ger to 
        re­turn toand threat­en­ing at any mo­ment to surge over the edge and sweep you away. I al­most 
        cer­tain­ly would have lost my bal­ance with­out his hand: you had to look down to see where 
        to put your feet, and re­al­ity ca­reer­ing past at Mach hun­dred and twelve is se­ri­ous­ly 
        dizzy-​mak­ing, plus some of the step­ping stones were dan­ger­ous­ly slick, dis­con­cert­ing­ly 
        like or­di­nary stones in an or­di­nary stream, al­though I did­nt want to think what they were 
        slick with, nor what the equiv­alent of get­ting soak­ing wet might be if I fell off. It was 
        less un­nerv­ing than the way Id gone ear­li­er tonight, as that way was less un­nerv­ing than 
        where Aim­ils cos­mail had tak­en me, but it was still un­nerv­ing. Very.

      I won­dered if trav­el­ing through nowheresville was part of the You will be­gin, now, I 
        think, to read those lines of...pow­er, gov­er­nance, sor­cery,

      as I can read them, that Con had pre­dict­ed a month ago. But hed said read. If this was 
        read­ing I did­nt want to know about do­ing.

      Then the stones seemed to get big­ger and big­ger and the tor­rent slowed and grew calm, and 
        we were at the edge of Yolan­des gar­den.

      I did­nt no­tice him leave. I dont re­mem­ber his drop­ping my hand. But as I rec­og­nized the 
        shape of the house in the near-​light of mun­dane night un­der the open sky, I re­al­ized I was 
        alone.

      I re­mem­bered as I stag­gered up the porch steps, try­ing to avoid the creaki­est ones, that I 
        did­nt have the key to my apart­ment. Again. At this rate I should start keep­ing a spare 
        un­der a flow­er­pot for those nights I found my­self do­ing some­thing strange with Con while 
        bare­foot and un­suit­ably clothed. Maybe it was the neck­let, but I put my hand over the 
        key­hole and growled some­thing, I dont know what, and heard the damn bolt click open. I 
        al­so heard tiny ward voic­es chit­ter­ing at me ir­ri­ta­bly, but they did­nt try to stop me 
        com­ing in. I re­bolt­ed the door tidi­ly be­hind me.

      I did­nt take his shirt off. I fell on­to my bed and was asleep in­stant­ly.

      I half ex­pect­ed to wake up and find my­self ly­ing in a lit­tle pile of ash­es, when the black 
        vam­pire shirt dis­in­te­grat­ed un­der the touch of the suns rays; I more than half ex­pect­ed to 
        wake up hav­ing had long, labyrinthine dream about Con with a back­ground to 
        match­labyrinthine, I mean. No again. (Al­though I re­mem­bered when Id last wo­ken up in my 
        bed and hoped that what I re­mem­bered about some­thing-​strange-​with-​Con had on­ly been an 
        em­bar­rass­ing dream. It had­nt been a dream that time ei­therand the 
        things-​that-​wer­ent-​dreams were by this show­ing get­ting more em­bar­rass­ing. (Speak­ing of 
        pat­terns I want­ed to break soon.) I did wake stiff as a plank from all my new scrapes and 
        bruis­es, and with a crick in my neck so se­vere I was­nt sure I was ev­er go­ing to get my 
        face fac­ing front­ward again. I looked over my shoul­der at the lit­tle heap of aban­doned 
        cloth­ing in front of the still-​open bal­cony door as I stum­bled in­to the bath­room and 
        start­ed run­ning hot wa­ter for a bath. Id been here be­fore too, on­ly last time it was the 
        oth­er vam­pires that had knocked me around.

      Be fair, I thought. Im in a lot bet­ter shape than I was when I got home four and a half 
        months ago.

      I did­nt feel like be­ing fair.

      For just a mo­ment­for few­er than the ten sec­onds it had last­ed when it hap­pene­dI re­mem­bered 
        his mouth on mine, his naked body hot and sweat­ing against mine

      No. I put my head un­der the tap and let the wa­ter blast all such

      thoughts away. My hair need­ed sham­poo­ing any­way.

      The shirt, al­though it need­ed a wash, still looked pret­ty glam­orous in day­light. Good 
        qual­ity ma­te­ri­al. Nice drape. Even if black was­nt my col­or. Al­though at the mo­ment a lot 
        of me was dark blue and pur­ple, and it co­or­di­nat­ed very well with that. I scowled at the 
        mir­ror. My own fault for look­ing. The chain round my neck gleamed in day­light too. It 
        looked more like gold this morn­ing, but if I stirred it with a fin­ger it had a queer 
        iri­des­cent qual­ity not at all like re­al gold, not that I had much ac­quain­tance with the 
        stuff. I had al­ways fa­vored plas­tic and rhine­stones.

      I took the shirt off care­ful­ly and put it with the oth­er laun­dry. Was it nat­ural fibers, I 
        won­dered, did it need to be dry-​cleaned? I had some­how ne­glect­ed to ask Con about these 
        cru­cial de­tails. Bor­row­ing shirts from or­di­nary guys was­nt this com­pli­cat­ed. For one 
        thing, or­di­nary-​guy shirts usu­al­ly had wash­ing in­struc­tion tags in them. This one did­nt 
        have any tags.

      I took my bath and won­dered if I was go­ing to make it in to the cof­fee­house for the lunch 
        shift.

      I was­nt any­thing like as bad off as I had been last spring. I was just sulky. I on­ly took 
        one bath. By the time the wa­ter had cooled from scald­ing to mere­ly hot I could al­most turn 
        my head again.

      I left the rain­bow chain round my neck dur­ing my bath. I did­nt want to take it off 
        some­how, and I doubt­ed that bub­ble bath was go­ing to tar­nish it. What I did do was 
        in­tro­duce it to my oth­er tal­is­mans. I had­nt a clue how to clean up af­ter last nights mag­ic 
        none of the words my gran had taught me seemed at all suit­able, I felt kind of put off 
        can­dles and herbs, and I was­nt in a very thank you mood. But I knew I should be do­ing 
        some­thing. This was a com­pro­mise.

      As a solemn rite it was­nt much: I was cross-​legged on the very rucked-​up sheets of my bed, 
        and still drip­ping from the bath, wrapped in an as­sort­ment of tow­els. I had pulled my 
        lit­tle knife from the pants pock­et of the trousers on the floor, and took the mys­te­ri­ous 
        seal out of the bed-​ta­ble draw­er. I smoothed a bit of pil­low and laid them there. Then, 
        gen­tly, I lift­ed the chain off over my head, and dropped it down around them.

      I dont know what I was ex­pect­ing. It just seemed like the thing to do. Knife, meet 
        neck­lace. Seal, meet neck­lace. Neck­lace, meet knife and seal. I sus­pect we are go­ing in­to 
        some kind of fra­cas to­geth­er, and that you are my co-​con­spir­atorsy­ou and that un­der­ground 
        guyand I want to make sure youre all on speak­ing terms with one an­oth­er be­fore I ask you to

      guard my back.

      Or some­thing.

      It was too late in the year for di­rect sun­light to touch my pil­low at that time of day. So 
        I dont know what hap­pened. But there was a flash likewell, like a ray of sun­shine, but it 
        was some ray: like a gold­en sword, like a Chris­tian saints vi­sion of glo­ry. It land­ed on 
        my tal­is­mans with an al­most au­di­ble whump, like the kings grip had slipped and hed 
        clob­bered the knight on the shoul­der in­stead of mere­ly tap­ping gen­tly and dub­bing him Sir 
        Thing.

      And the pil­low caught fire.

      I sat there with steam sud­den­ly boil­ing off my wet tow­els, my mouth open, star­ing. And my 
        brain had gone on va­ca­tion with­out ad­vance warn­ing, be­cause I reached in­to the fire, 
        closed my hands around my three tal­is­mans, gath­ered them to­geth­er, and pulled them out of 
        the fire.

      The fire went out. The pil­low lay there, charred and smok­ing.

      My hands felt a lit­tle hot. No big deal. When I opened my hands there were three 
        over­lap­ping red marks on the palms: one long thin al­most rect­an­gu­lar oval, for the knife, 
        one small­er short­er fat­ter oval for the seal, and a scar­let curl over the ball of one 
        thumb, a slight­ly ragged thread-​width stripe, for the chain. None of the ob­jects 
        them­selves now felt any more than hu­man-​body-​tem­per­ature warm. None of them looked a trace 
        dif­fer­ent than they had a minute be­fore. Be­fore they had been set on fire by per­sons or 
        forces un­known.

      Oh, I said. My voice qua­vered. Oh my.

      I made it in for the lunch shift all right. I did­nt want to stay home alone with my­self. I 
        hung the chain round my neck again, and put the knife and the seal in two sep­arate 
        pock­ets. I did­nt feel like leav­ing any­thing in the bed-​ta­ble draw­er any more. Wed bond­ed 
        or some­things­peak­ing of weird bonds. Our af­fil­ia­tion had been con­firmed by set­ting one 
        pil­low on fire. I put the pil­low in the trash and the sheets in the wash­ing ma­chine. My 
        sheets had nev­er been so clean as theyd been in the last few months. I hard­ly got them on 
        again be­fore some­thing else hap­pened and I was fever­ish­ly rip­ping them off and stuff­ing 
        them in the wash with dou­ble amounts of soap and all the ex­tra but­tons pushed: ex­tra wash, 
        ex­tra rinse, ex­tra wa­ter, ex­tra spin, ex­tra pro­tec­tion against things that go bump in the 
        night. Un­for­tu­nate­ly I nev­er could find that last but­ton. Some day soon Id buy an­oth­er 
        pil­low and a new set of pil­low­cas­es.

      Turned out once I was dressed in long sleeves and a high neck and jeans you did­nt see the 
        bruis­es much. There was one on my jaw­line that was go­ing to be vis­ible as soon as I tied 
        my hair back and a gouge down my fore­arm that I de­cid­ed I had to put a ban­dage on even if 
        this made it look worse than it was. Could­nt be helped. You cant ooze in a pub­lic bak­ery 
        any more than you can cook any­thing with­out rolling your sleeves up first. Id wor­ry what 
        to tell Mel lat­er.

      Paulie was glad to see me. It had been a busy morn­ing, but then it was al­ways a busy 
        morn­ing. Were full up with SOFs, he said. I grunt­ed. Id seen them on the way in, glanc­ing 
        through the door to the front, hav­ing thought­ful­ly come in the side way for staff on­ly 
        (and hun­gry dere­licts), just in case of things like SOFs. I put a clean apron on and tied 
        my hair up at light­ning speed (light­ning bolt, gold­en sword, Mach hun­dred and twelve), 
        threw a lit­tle flour in my face to cam­ou­flage the bruise on my jaw, and was up to my 
        el­bows in pas­try by the time Pat had drift­ed ap­par­ent­ly aim­less­ly in­to the bak­ery. I had­nt 
        seen him on my way in; hed been mov­ing pret­ty fast him­self if theyd called him over from 
        HQ. A word with you on your next break? he said.

      Ive on­ly just got here, I said, smudg­ing flour and but­ter and con­fec­tion­ers sug­ar to­geth­er 
        briskly.

      When­ev­er, he said, loi­ter­ing.

      Itll be a cou­ple of hours, I said quelling­ly. I could feel Paulie rais­ing his eye­brows 
        be­hind my back: Pat was usu­al­ly a friend with priv­ileges. That had been be­fore Id found 
        out my loy­al­ties were not mere­ly di­vid­ed, they had hacked me in two and were dis­ap­pear­ing 
        over the hori­zon in op­po­site di­rec­tions.

      What­ev­er you say, maam, he said, salut­ing, al­though not very con­vinc­ing­ly. I dont sup­pose 
        there are any cin­na­mon rolls left?

      No, I said.

      Wal­nut sticky bun? said Paulie. Blue­ber­ry muf­fin, pump­kin muf­fin, or­ange, car­rot and oat 
        muf­fin, pear gin­ger­bread, hon­ey­cake?

      One of each, said Pat, and dis­ap­peared.

      Paulie had­nt been with us long enough yet to pre­tend to be im­per­vi­ous to the sin­cere 
        flat­tery of peo­ple gorg­ing them­selves on the stuff you had made. He rubbed his face with a 
        sug­ary hand to dis­guise the grin and went off to load up a plate and shout for Mary to 
        take it out front.

      I was tempt­ed not to ad­mit when I went on break but I was hav­ing to do enough ly­ing just 
        plug­ging through my daysand night­sand did­nt

      want to get too used to it. It was like I did­nt want to for­get the dif­fer­ence be­tween 
        day­light and night­time: and both my fun­ny eyes and my fun­ny new life-​and-​un­dead style 
        seemed to be prod­ding me re­lent­less­ly in that di­rec­tion. Not fun­ny.

      My sun­shine-​self. My tree-​self. My deer-​self. Did­nt we out­num­ber the dark self? My hands 
        pat­ted the two pock­ets that con­tained the knife and the seal, leav­ing two more smudges on 
        my apron.

      I took the apron off and washed my hands and made my­self a cup of tea and went out front. 
        Pat had ei­ther come back or was still there. Paulies piled-​up plate two and a half hours 
        ago had­nt been enough; he was now eat­ing Lemon Lust pas­try bars and Killer Ze­bras. Any 
        nor­mal hu­man ought to have a gut hed have to car­ry around on a wheel­bar­row, the way he 
        ate. This had crossed my mind once or twice be­fore, be­ing many years ac­quaint­ed with Pats 
        eat­ing habits, but he was SOF, you know? So he got a lot of ex­er­cise and had a high 
        metabolism rate. I won­dered again what kind of de­mon he was. If he was a rub­ber­foot, which 
        came in blue some­times, he could walk up walls, for ex­am­ple, which must burn a lot of 
        calo­ries. I nod­ded to him and went out to sit on the wall of Mrs. Bialoskys flow­er bed. 
        The sun was shin­ing.

      He fol­lowed me. Lis­ten to the news last night? he said.

      I was mak­ing it, I thought. I sup­pressed a shud­der. No.

      One killed and three miss­ing in No Town, he said. The one killed is con­firmed suck­er.

      You cant be sure this soon that the oth­er three are any­thing but miss­ing, I said. Maybe 
        they ran away.

      Pat looked at me.

      They may have run away from some­thing else, I said, that had noth­ing to do with vam­pires.

      The moon may be one of Sun­shines Killer Ze­bras, but I doubt it, said Pat. A lot of peo­ple 
        saw these four hang­ing around to­geth­er ear­li­er in the evening.

      I did­nt say any­thing.

      Four is a lot for one night, even in No Town.

      I still did­nt say any­thing.

      Wed like you to come round this af­ter­noon and have an­oth­er stroll through a few cos­mails, 
        said Pat.

      I dont get off till ten tonight.

      Well wait, Pat said grim­ly. Theres one lit­tle sna­gAim­il does­nt want to do it. She says you 
        tried it on your own a few days ago and it took you away some­where. She said she thought 
        youd died. Now, why would you want to try it on your own, I won­der?

      Why do you think? I said, look­ing at him steadi­ly. The shad­ows on his face lay plain and 
        clean. I slid a lit­tle fur­ther in­to my strange see­ing. These shad­ows had a slight­ly rough 
        or tex­tured qual­ity I was be­gin­ning to guess meant part­bloo­dId seen it in Mauds face 
        first, but Aim­il had it tooand in Pats case this not-​quite-​hu­man as­pect was dis­tinct­ly 
        blue. But the shad­ows said there was no de­ceit be­yond the ba­sic sub­terfuge of pass­ing for 
        pure­blood hu­man. Pat was who he said he was, and be­lieved what he said he be­lieved. I want 
        to find these guys too, I said. And SOF, beg­ging your par­don, makes me ner­vous.

      Pat sighed and rubbed his head with his hand, mak­ing his short SOF-​norm hair stand on end. 
        Look, kid­do, I know all the usu­al com­plaints about SOF and I agree with most of them. He 
        saw me look­ing at his hair and smiled a lit­tle. So I dont hap­pen to mind the hair and the 
        uni­form, thats not a crime, is it? But we can pro­tect you bet­ter at SOF HQ than you can 
        pro­tect your­self any­where else. What if what you were track­ing had no­ticed you were 
        search­ing for it the oth­er day? You think you could have got back out fast enough for it 
        not to fol­low you home? The fact that Aim­il is still alive proves that it did­nt no­tice. 
        But I think that was dumb luck. No­body has ev­er lived a long hap­py life de­pend­ing on dumb 
        luck, and de­pend­ing on any kind of luck is as good as tear­ing your own throat out when 
        youre mess­ing with suck­ers. I dont care what ex­tra pow­ers you got, Sun­shine.

      I swal­lowed. Did you say all that to Aim­il?

      You bet I did, babe, and more be­sides. She is, af­ter all, on our pay­roll and sub­ject to 
        our rules. You ar­ent. Yet, al­though Ive thought about it. But SOF does­nt pay so good and 
        gen­er­al­ly we have to black­mail peo­ple like you and Aim­il, to put it blunt­ly, not to 
        men­tion fig­ur­ing out what the of­fi­cial de­scrip­tion of what we want­ed you for would be. I 
        could prob­ably tie you up in a big knot of top-​se­cret in­tel­li­gence bu­reau­cra­cy­weve got 
        pow­ers to com­pel or­di­nary cit­izens in cer­tain cir­cum­stances, did you know that? And we 
        could make these the right kind of cir­cum­stances, nev­er fear­but it would take too long and 
        I sus­pect it would make you ornery. We need you too bad­ly to risk piss­ing you off, if we 
        can get you any oth­er way. By the way, you were plan­ning on com­ing to us with any­thing you 
        found on the oth­er end of Aim­ils cos­mails, wer­ent you? You dont have any no­ble, sui­ci­dal 
        plans to take these suck­ers on by your­self, do you?

      Tell me you are not that stupid.

      I said with per­fect hon­esty, I have no in­ten­tion of try­ing to take these suck­ers on by 
        my­self, no.

      Pat looked at me with a slight frown. Why does­nt that sound as re­as­sur­ing as it should?

      I gazed back at him as in­no­cent­ly as I could.

      He sighed. Nev­er mind. Well see you at ten tonight. In fact, Ill come by my­self at clos­ing.

      Im not go­ing to sneak out the back way and go home if Ive told you Ill come, I said, 
        an­noyed.

      You havent ac­tu­al­ly said you will come, said Pat calm­ly, and I dont want you walk­ing 
        around by your­self at that hour, in case Bo­zo gets wise be­tween now and then.

      This was a lit­tle too near a lit­tle too much of the truth. Bo­zo? I said care­ful­ly. Do you 
        have a name?

      Have we ev­er had a name? said Pat. You find em and you stake em and then you burn em to be 
        sure. But were ob­vi­ous­ly chas­ing a mas­ter vam­pire here, and its eas­ier if we call him 
        some­thing. As­sum­ing its a him, which they usu­al­ly are. So were call­ing him Bo­zo. So, are 
        you say­ing youll be wait­ing for me at ten tonight then?

      But if Aim­il

      Ill tell her youre com­ing any­way and weve got that cos­mail saved and we can do it with­out 
        her if we have to. She can ei­ther come be part of the safe­ty net or sit at home wait­ing 
        for re­al­ly bad news and be hauled over the car­pet and mess­ily fired lat­er on.

      What sweet­hearts you SOFs are, I said.

      There was no hu­mor at all in Pats face when he replied: Yeah. But were re­al de­vot­ed to the 
        idea of keep­ing the live alive. What did you do to your chi­nand your arm? Is that from 
        when you fell out of Aim­ils chair?

      Must be, I said. I dont re­mem­ber that well.

      ***

      It was a fair­ly or­di­nary day at the cof­fee­house. We had one crazy wan­der in off the street 
        who want­ed to tell all of us that the end of the world was com­ing. He had an in­ter­est­ing 
        vari­ant of the stan­dard for­mat: in his read­ing the moon was go­ing to be moved in front of 
        the sun and kept there to cre­ate a per­ma­nent eclipse while the crea­tures of dark took

      over down here. The moon would be held in place by the some­thing-​o-​me­ter in­vent­ed by the 
        crea­tures of dark and which they were present­ly per­fect­ing. He said crea­tures of dark, not 
        vam­pires. I sup­pose I was in a twitchy mood any­way, but I did­nt like this. There are lots 
        of crea­tures of the dark, but I would have said that ex­cept for vam­pires none of them is 
        bright enough to in­vent a some­thing-​o-​me­ter. So why did­nt he say vam­pires? He did say 
        eigh­teen months, tops, be­fore the eclipse be­gan.

      It was a good thing he had­nt washed in a while and raved like a loony or some of us might 
        have be­lieved him. I told my­self his sto­ry would make a good nov­el. It would sure make a 
        bet­ter nov­el than it would a re­al­ity. Mel got rid of him. Mel goes all Good Old Boy 
        ami­able and eas­es them out the door, and the thing about it is that when Mel does it, they 
        dont come back. The on­ly times weve ev­er had to call the cops is when Mel has­nt been 
        there. Rant­ing cra­zies make Char­lie ner­vous. Be­cause this is Old Town we get a fair num­ber 
        of cra­zies: hell, we feed most of them, out the side door, but not so many of them rant. 
        Char­lie can soothe a cus­tomer de­ter­mined to pick a fight when Mel would just throw him out 
        the first time he swore at one of the wait­ress­es, and Id back Mel against most brawlers, 
        but tak­ing them on their own terms is­nt a good way to avoid call­ing the cops. Some­times I 
        think more throw­ing out would be a good thing­we have enough cus­tomers, we dont need to put 
        up with the flam­ing ass­holes­but Char­lies is Char­lies be­cause of Char­lie, which is prob­ably 
        a good thing too. But Mel is the one who deals with the noisy nut­ters. If theres ev­er a 
        Mels it will be raci­er. And Char­lies will have to hire a bounc­er with a de­gree in 
        coun­sel­ing.

      This crazy came in dur­ing the lull be­tween the late-​af­ter­noon muf­fin-​and-​scone crowd and 
        the ear­ly sup­per eaters so there wer­ent too many peo­ple around. Mrs. Bialosky was there, 
        and I did­nt like the way she lis­tened to him ei­ther: it seemed to me she was hav­ing some 
        of the same thoughts I was. Maybe she was just think­ing about full moons. The crazy had­nt 
        men­tioned what was go­ing to hap­pen about the moons phas­es. He must not be a Were him­self.

      Hey, a lit­tle live en­ter­tain­ment for slack time, Mel said to me. This one missed the mark, 
        okay, next time Ill get jug­glers. I smiled, be­cause he want­ed me to, but I no­ticed he was 
        rub­bing one of his tat­toos: the hour­glass one, that you cant see which way the sand is 
        run­ning. Its a charm about not run­ning out of time. Hed been lis­ten­ing to the crazy too.

      I could­nt see in­to the shad­ows on Mels face. They flick­ered less than some but the red 
        edges were more daz­zling as if to make up for this. I

      did­nt know if I could­nt see past the daz­zle be­cause I could­nt could­nt, or be­cause I did­nt 
        want to. If I did­nt want to, what was it I was afraid I was go­ing to be see­ing?

      By ten oclock I was tired, and I want­ed to go home and go to bed. I had a lot of sleep to 
        catch up on. The last thing I want­ed to do was slope off to SOF HQ and plug in­to an­oth­er 
        live sock­et and fry my brains some more, but when Kyoko came in­to the bak­ery to tell me 
        Pat was in front wait­ing for me, I did­nt duck out the back dooreven though I had­nt 
        promised. I may have giv­en the cin­na­mon-​roll sponge a few more vi­cious stirs than it 
        need­ed, but then I threw my apron in­to the laun­dry, washed off the worst of the days 
        spat­ters and stains, and went to meet my fate.

      I paused briefly un­der the door­way. A few days ago Id tacked up a string over the lin­tel, 
        so I could stuff some of Moms charms up there. They bal­anced on the nar­row lin­tel edge and 
        were kept from pitch­ing over by the string. She had­nt said any­thing, but then wed nev­er 
        dis­cussed the fact that she was com­ing in­to the bak­ery when I was­nt there (she rarely 
        crossed the thresh­old when I was) and leav­ing charms round about. Well, so, the glove 
        com­part­ment was full. Or she was wear­ing me down. And they would­nt last long try­ing to 
        pro­tect a door­way that had peo­ple com­ing and go­ing through it all the time, but at least 
        they could keep their eyes (so to speak) on me when I was there. And while they still had 
        what in charms pass­es for eyes.

      The fun­ny thing was that Id be­gun to feel them there, and kind of did­nt mind. Ive said 
        that charms usu­al­ly rub me up the wrong way, like a rash, or a col­icky ba­by liv­ing in the 
        spare bed­room whose mom sleeps deep­er than you do. And when I stood un­der the door­way for 
        a mo­ment I felt their­well, their good will, Im not sure it was any stronger than 
        that­soak­ing in. I felt like a ba­ba suck­ing up rum. Or pos­si­bly chopped pic­calil­li 
        veg­eta­bles vine­gar. I shook my head to make the opales­cent chain swish over my skin and 
        pat­ted my pock­ets.

      Pat and I walked over, to my sur­prise. I kin­da want to know if theres any­one close enough 
        to make a pass at you, said Pat. Hope you got a ta­ble knife in your pock­et.

      Very fun­ny, I said.

      Should­nt be nec­es­sary, said Pat, un­fazed. I got a few of ours skulk­ing in the shad­ows, 
        ready to race to our res­cue.

      This was not com­fort­ing, not so much be­cause a vam­pire could have struck in from nowhere 
        and killed us both be­fore any hu­man de­fend­er had done any more than take a deep breath and 
        won­der if there was a

      prob­lem, but be­cause of what SOF did­nt know about my ex­tracur­ric­ular ac­tiv­ities. I did­nt 
        want SOF watch­ing me that close­ly. And I did­nt like their spend­ing that kind of ex­pen­sive 
        hu­man time on me. You sound like youre tak­ing this very se­ri­ous­ly.

      You betcha.

      Why? You havent got any proof yet that what Aim­il and I are do­ing is any­thing but psy­cho 
        doo­dling.

      Pat was silent a mo­ment, and then gave a heavy sigh. You know, Sun­shine, youre a pain to 
        work with. You think too much. Have you read any­thing about the lit­tle black box­es that 
        are sup­posed to reg­is­ter Oth­er ac­tiv­ity? Called tick­ers.

      Yeah. They dont work.

      Ac­tu­al­ly they work pret­ty well. The prob­lem is that there is a larg­er num­ber of 
        un­reg­is­tered part­bloods in the gen­er­al pop than any­one wants to talk aboutwell gosh is­nt 
        that sur­prisin­gand the tick­ers keep get­ting con­fused. Or, you know, sab­otaged. Its been a 
        re­al bad prob­lem in SOF for some rea­son. Cant imag­ine why. Theres ways around this 
        prob­lem, how­ev­er, once you all know youre read­ing off the same page. So we got some 
        tick­ers that give us pret­ty good read­ings, once we fig­ured out how to set em up. And Ill 
        tell you that a cou­ple we got down in No Town about fused their chips when you did your 
        lo­cat­ing trick for us a few days ago, and they did it again that af­ter­noon when, it turns 
        out, you were com­mit­ting your felony with Aim­il.

      Felony my ass, I said.

      At­tempt­ing to con­sort with an en­emy alien is a felony, my pret­ty dar­ling, and all Oth­ers 
        are en­emy aliens. Its not one of those rules any­one wants to pur­sue too close, but it has 
        its us­es. And try­ing to lo­cate em is near enough to try­ing to con­sort with em for me. 
        Any­way, weve nev­er had read­ings like these read­ings. What youre up to may be psy­cho 
        doo­dlings, all right, but theyre great big strong psy­cho doo­dlings and were be­gin­ning to 
        hope you may be the best chance weve seen in years and not an­oth­er one of my 
        over-​op­ti­mistic bad calls.

      I con­sid­ered hav­ing a ner­vous break­down on the spot. I prob­ably could have thrown a good 
        one too, about how I could­nt take the strain, that my life had crashed and burned those 
        two nights I went miss­ing by the lake and all Pat and SOF were do­ing now was stamp­ing out 
        the ash­es and oh by the way if you have an axe handy Ill run mad with it now and get it 
        over with since my genes are be­ing slow­er off the mark than Ive been ex­pect­ing since I 
        fig­ured it out two months or what­ev­er ago, and by the

      way, that was SOFs do­ing too, you guys and your side­long sug­ges­tive lit­tle chats. While 
        half my brain was con­sid­er­ing the ner­vous break­down re­course the oth­er half was 
        con­sid­er­ing whether maybe I could lo­cate Bo well enough and then let SOF han­dle it. Con 
        and I would­nt have to go with­in miles (vam­pire miles or hu­man miles) of No Town. We could 
        sit at home drink­ing cham­pagne and wait­ing for the head­lines: NEW AR­CA­DIA SOF DI­VI­SION 
        ELIM­INATES MA­JOR VAM­PIRE LAIR AND DE­STROYS ITS MAS­TER. Our cor­re­spon­dent, blah blah blah.

      My imag­ina­tion want­ed MOST IM­POR­TANT STRIKE SINCE VOODOO WARS, but it would­nt be. It felt 
        glob­al to me be­cause it was my life on the line.

      But it was­nt go­ing to hap­pen that way. I did­nt even know why, not to be able to ex­plain 
        it. But I could feel it, like you feel a stom­achache or a cold com­ing on, or some­bodys 
        eyes star­ing a hole in your back. SOF could go in and mess things up for a lit­tle while, 
        stake a few young vam­pires and maybe wreck Bos im­me­di­ate plans. But...maybe this was 
        some­thing else I was learn­ing to see in the shad­ows. Maybe it was from trav­el­ing through 
        nowheresville or walk­ing Cons short ways last night when I was some­where else: watch­ing my 
        re­al­ity stream by, find­ing out there are oth­er places with oth­er rules. I was be­gin­ning to 
        un­der­stand how the con­nec­tions in the vam­pire world re­al­ly ar­ent like our hu­man 
        con­nec­tions in our hu­man world.

      I was teth­ered to Con as ab­so­lute­ly as he had been shack­led to the wall of the house 
        be­side the lake. And he and Bo had a bond that re­quired one of them to be the cause of the 
        de­struc­tion of the oth­er one. I guessed now that this was as nat­ural a sit­ua­tion to a 
        vam­pire as mak­ing cin­na­mon rolls was to me. I won­dered what hap­pened if a vam­pire in­volved 
        in one of these lethal pacts did the vam­pire equiv­alent of falling un­der a bus: did the 
        oth­er one, foiled of cathar­sis, spin off in­to the void in­stead? The re­al­ly nasty void, 
        that is. Which could ex­plain why it was so gods­blood­yaw­ful a place to vis­it.

      He could have warned me, I thought. Con could have said some­thing, that sec­ond morn­ing by 
        the lake. Would it have oc­curred to him? No. Be­sides, what was he go­ing to say? Die now or 
        lat­er? That had been the choice all along. And as far as my sit­ua­tion now be­ing the mere 
        sad in­evitable re­sult of my be­ing in the wrong place at the wrong time: grow up, Sun­shine. 
        Bo would be just a tiny bit ir­ri­tat­ed with me per­son­al­ly. Hav­ing not on­ly es­caped but 
        tak­en his prize pris­on­er with me. What had kept me alive so farmy scorned and ig­nored 
        mag­ic-​han­dling tal­ent, my re­luc­tant and har­row­ing al­liance with Con­was al­so what was 
        caus­ing the

      bond. Or­di­nary mor­tals dont get bound up in cer­emo­ni­al du­els to the death with mas­ter 
        vam­pires. But or­di­nary mor­tals dont sur­vive in­tro­duc­to­ry vam­pire en­coun­ters ei­ther.

      I cast back to that sec­ond morn­ing at the lake and thought, he did warn meor re­mind me. I 
        just did­nt hear it. Why should I? And why should he think I need­ed warn­ing? ...That we are 
        both gone will mean that some­thing tru­ly ex­traor­di­nary has hap­pened. And it al­most 
        cer­tain­ly has some­thing to do with youas it does, does it not? and that there­fore 
        some­thing im­por­tant about you was over­looked. And Bo will like that even less than he 
        would have liked the straight­for­ward es­cape of an or­di­nary hu­man pris­on­er. He will or­der 
        his folk to fol­low. We must not make it easy for them. I was the one whod as­sumed the time 
        lim­ita­tions around Cons an­no­ta­tions of our predica­ment.

      More re­cent­ly Con had said, I knew what hap­pened at the lake would not be the end. And it 
        was­nt like Id been sur­prised.

      Okay, what ifjust as a mat­ter of keep­ing our po­si­tion clear herewhat if we man­aged to off 
        Bo now? What new chains of vengeance and re­tal­ia­tion would we have forged in­stead?

      I want­ed to laugh, but I did­nt want to come up with a like­ly sto­ry to ex­plain to Pat what 
        I was find­ing to laugh at. Un­less I want­ed to make the laugh­ter hys­ter­ical, as a lead-​in 
        to my ner­vous break­down.

      But I did­nt. I want­ed to find Bo and get on with it. What­ev­er hap­pened next. What­ev­er. I 
        would think about what­ev­er if there was a to­mor­row to think about it in. Right now to­day 
        was enough­like get­ting away from the lake alive had been enough. If Aim­ils cos­mail was Bo, 
        and I could trace it, and SOF could of­fer some pro­tec­tion from be­ing traced back, then Id 
        risk do­ing it with SOF. I want­ed to find Bo. And had­nt I just been say­ing there was a bond 
        be­tween Bo and me as well? Big ug­ly mega yuck.

      What I did­nt want was to get sucked in again and maybe some­how this time pop out on top of 
        Bo. As things I could­nt bear to think about went, this was very high on the list.

      My sun­shine-​self, my tree-​self, my deer-​self. Did­nt we out­num­ber the dark self?

      What I had to fig­ure out, fast, was if there was go­ing to be a way I could make a mark, 
        leave a clue, car­ry some bad-​void to­ken away with me that Con and I could fol­low or 
        in­ter­pret bet­ter or faster than SOF could. Thered been kind of a lot go­ing on and I had­nt 
        sort­ed what I had foundor half found, or be­gun to find­in Aim­ils liv­ing room. If sort­ing 
        was a pos­si­bil­ity. Aim­il had been afraid Id died...

      No. Id fig­ure it out. I had to.

      Did the tick­ers do any­thing but reg­is­ter ac­tiv­ity, could they de­fine it?

      Theyd pick up Con and me too, when we start­ed go­ing some­where­would­nt they? If. Sup­pos­ing 
        our rough hu­man-​world guess­es were right, and what we all want­ed was in No Town. But...if 
        SOF was now go­ing to start keep­ing a clos­er watch on me, were they go­ing to plant a tick­er 
        near Yolan­des house? Oh, gods. Could she dis­able a SOF tick­er?

      Aim­il, look­ing sub­dued, was wait­ing in Pats of­fice, with Jesse and Theo. She got up from 
        her chair and put her arms around me. I hugged her back and we stared at each oth­er a 
        mo­ment. I guess these guys worked you over so the bruis­es dont show, I said.

      Which is more than can be said for you, said Aim­il, touch­ing my jaw gen­tly.

      I got that do­ing chin-​ups on the top oven, I said. Lets get on with this, can we? I want 
        to go home and go to bed. Four in the morn­ing is al­ready soon.

      Pats com­box was on, and the saved cos­mail winked at us as soon as he touched the screen. 
        Even be­fore plug­ging in to the live con­nec­tion it looked evil to me; the flick­er­ing print 
        seemed to have a kind of bul­gy red edge, so that it looked like tiny scar­let mouths 
        howl­ing be­hind ev­ery let­ter of ev­ery word. Ready? said Pat.

      I sat down and put my hands on the key­board, like I was go­ing to do some per­fect­ly 
        or­di­nary com thing, tap a few keys, see what the head­lines were on the Dark­line. Ready, I 
        said. He pressed the globenet but­ton and the mail went live.

      I was al­most sucked in af­ter all. Hey, I did­nt know what I was do­ing. Was there an 
        ap­pren­tice­ship for this? The globenet has­nt been around all that long, but mag­ic han­dlers 
        adapt pret­ty fast­they have to. If Id been ap­pren­ticed, could I have learned how to trace a 
        cos­mail? No. If this was some­thing mag­ic han­dlers now rou­tine­ly did, SOF would have a 
        di­vi­sion of mag­ic han­dlers that did it. And they would­nt be all over me like a cheap suit. 
        I was go­ing where no one had gone be­fore. And I was­nt hav­ing a good time.

      It was my tal­is­mans that held me to­geth­er, and in this world. I felt them heat up, wow, 
        like ze­ro to a hun­dred in noth­ing flat with the throt­tle all the way open, like a cold 
        in­ert vam­pire be­ing brought back to un­dead­ness by a sur­prise drop-​in guest. I guessed 
        there was a red hoop around my neck and over my breast now, and a red oval on each thigh. 
        I hoped they

      would­nt set my clothes on fire, which might be hard to ex­plain as well as em­bar­rass­ing.

      It was pret­ty ex­cru­ci­at­ing. It was like be­ing dragged for­ward and hauled back­ward 
        si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly: as if I was liv­ing the mo­ment when my di­vid­ed loy­al­ties ripped me apart 
        and took off with their riv­en halves. Oth­er-​space yawned, and while last night, with Con 
        at the far end of the back-​coun­try-​lane ver­sion, it had mere­ly been re­mote and un­earth­ly 
        and nowhere I had any busi­ness be­ing, tonight it was the bad one again, the shriek­ing 
        mael­strom. If I went head­first in­to this one I would­nt come out, ex­cept in small messy 
        pieces.

      But I was frisk­ing on the bound­ary of dan­ger­ous ter­ri­to­ry for a pur­pose. Dim­ly through the 
        in­audi­ble din, I thought, per­haps this is Bos de­fense sys­tem. Okay, if I can find where 
        the de­fense sys­tem is, pre­sum­ably I can find where what its de­fend­ing is. Or is that too 
        hu­man a log­ic? I tried to ori­ent my­self, care­ful­ly, care­ful­ly, stay­ing firm­ly seat­ed on 
        the chair in Pats of­fice, feel­ing my tal­is­mans burn­ing their var­ious­ly shaped holes in­to 
        my flesh. I was­nt the com­pass nee­dle my­self this timethat would have been too far inI was 
        try­ing to an­gle for a view so I could see where the com­pass nee­dle point­ed...

      There.

      And I was flung over back­ward, with the chair, and land­ed on the floor so hard the breath 
        was knocked out of me. This was just as well, be­cause Pats com­box ex­plod­ed; droplets of 
        su­per­heat­ed fly­ing goo rained down on me as well as tiny frag­ments of gods-​know-​what, and 
        larg­er pieces of plas­tic hous­ing. There were a few half-​muf­fled shouts of sur­prise and 
        pain, and then there were a lot of alarm bells ring­ing. I was still strug­gling to get some 
        breath back in my lungs when peo­ple start­ed ar­riv­ing. I had thought those were re­al alarm 
        bells. They were.

      What looked like ev­ery­body at SOF head­quar­ters poured in­to Pats room, and there were more 
        of them than youd think for ten-​thir­ty at night. Once I could breathe again I could tell 
        the medic I was­nt hurt. (There are medics on du­ty twen­ty-​four-​sev­en at SOF HQ: our tax 
        blinks at work. Well, okay, lots of big corps have medics on du­ty, but few of them have 
        com­bat patch­es. This one did.) My shirt had got a lit­tle torn, some­how, and the chain and 
        the mark it made were vis­ible; he gave me some burn cream for the lat­ter, while he 
        mut­tered some­thing about the weird ef­fects of a com­box blowout. For­tu­nate­ly it did­nt seem 
        to oc­cur to him to sug­gest that there was some­thing fun­ny about my neck­lace and I should­nt 
        wear it. I did­nt men­tion the hot spots I could feel on my thighs. I was glad still to have 
        thighs.

      Pat had fared the worst; he need­ed stitch­es in one shoul­der where he was hit by the 
        biggest sin­gle chunk of fly­ing com­box, and had sev­er­al in­el­egant burn marks on his face 
        and one hand, al­though none of them se­ri­ous. Hey, I was an ug­ly bas­tard be­fore, he said. 
        Its not gonna ru­in my so­cial life. Even Pat had been rat­tled, how­ev­er, be­cause the two 
        guys who rushed in and sat down at the oth­er com­box in the roomone of them with a head­set 
        he kept mut­ter­ing in­to had been tap­ping away in­tent­ly for sev­er­al min­utes be­fore Pat 
        no­ticed. I had been watch­ing them as I lay on the floor, but I was pret­ty hazed out my­self 
        and had­nt man­aged to think about what they might be do­ing. I had half-​no­ticed Jesse do­ing 
        an or­di­nary star­tled-​hu­man still­ness thing when those two came in, but I had­nt reg­is­tered 
        it. I did reg­is­ter Pat snap­ping in­to aware­ness and then ex­chang­ing a hard look with Jesse.

      And then the wom­an came in and the ten­sion lev­el in the room went off the scale. I felt 
        like we were in one of those old-​fash­ioned movie rock­ets where the Gs of es­cape ve­loc­ity 
        crush you in­to the up­hol­stery. Okay, so my metaphors had tak­en a wrong turn, but when I 
        first looked at her there were no shad­ows on her at all: it was as if she was glow­ing, in 
        great sick-​mak­ing waves, like a walk­ing nu­cle­ar re­ac­tor or some­thing, if I had ev­er seen a 
        nu­cle­ar re­ac­tor, which I have not. In­stant headache. In­stant want­ing-​to-​be-​out-​of-​here, 
        wher­ev­er here was; here­ness seemed to fade un­der the on­slaught of her mere pres­ence.

      This had to be the god­dess of pain. And I had thought that name was just a joke. Uh-​oh.

      She snapped a few un­der­tone or­ders to one of the fel­lows with the head­set; he was 
        ob­vi­ous­ly not hap­py, and he shook his head. His part­ner in crime shrugged and spread his 
        hands. Your lit­tle stunt has just bombed HQs en­tire com sys­tem, she said in a cold clear 
        voice that was worse than any shout­ing. What the hell are you do­ing?

      Pat, al­most vis­ibly pulling him­self to­geth­er, said, I had clear­ance. Ask Sanchez.

      You did­nt have clear­ance to close the re­gion­al HQ down, and you ob­vi­ous­ly did­nt do your 
        home­work about safe­guards, said the wom­an, not a split atoms worth mol­li­fied. You still 
        havent told me what you were try­ing to do, and Sanchez is­nt here.

      One of the head­set guys on the oth­er com­box barked some­thing, and she lis­tened to them 
        briefly. When she turned to glare at Pat again he was a lit­tle more ready for her. We were 
        try­ing to trace an Oth­er cos­mail to a land source. We have been work­ing with Aim­il, here, 
        nod­ding to her, for

      some months. This is Rae Sed­don, whom we had rea­son to be­lieve might be able to help us. 
        This is the sec­ond time shes tried to make a con­nec­tion. As for safe­guards, I... and he 
        ran off in­to a lot of tech­ni­cal jar­gon I did­nt un­der­stand a syl­la­ble of, and did­nt want 
        to. I tuned out.

      By this time I was breath­ing again, al­though my lungs felt sore. Not near­ly as sore as my 
        head, how­ev­er. My eye­balls felt like they were em­bed­ded in glass splin­ters and my en­tire 
        skull throbbed. I was now see­ing a fat glar­ing red edge to ev­ery­thing, an er­rat­ic fat 
        glar­ing red edge, some­times as wide as a pock­etknife, some­times as nar­row as an opales­cent 
        chain. It did­nt need shad­ows. It looked like cracks in re­al­ity, open­ing in­to the chaos Id 
        seen pro­tect­ing the way to Bo through nowheresville. I clung to the arms of the re-​right­ed 
        chair Id been helped in­to once the medic was done with me.

      Hold still, he said. He was try­ing to put stitch­es in Pats shoul­der. I did­nt want to look 
        at the god­dess of pain again; I knew it was my eyes, but there was some­thing re­al­ly wrong 
        about her, and what­ev­er it was, it made my headache worse.

      I watched a cou­ple of peo­ple gath­er­ing up pieces of com­box. An­oth­er per­son ap­peared 
        bear­ing a big bot­tle of some kind of, pre­sum­ably, sol­vent, and was wip­ing up the lit­tler 
        gel blobs. Some­body else was flip­ping the big­ger blobs in­to a buck­et. I no­ticed that some 
        of them left marks be­hind them. Jesse had mi­nor burns on one fore­arm; Theo and Aim­il had­nt 
        been touched. It could have been a lot worse.

      It was a lot worse. It just was­nt about be­ing burned by com­box gel.

      My red edges were, I thought, nar­row­ing. Not fast enough.

      I did­nt no­tice the pause in the con­ver­sa­tion till I heard my name be­ing re­peat­ed. Rae 
        Sed­don, the god­dess was say­ing. I jerked my eyes upand flinched: nei­ther my eyes nor my 
        head was ready for sud­den move­mentsand equal­ly un­equal to meet­ing the god­dess eyes. I 
        heard about the in­ci­dent a few weeks ago, she said, with the vam­pire in Old Town.

      I did­nt say any­thing.

      Id quite like to have a chat with you my­self some­time, she said.

      I still did­nt say any­thing. I glanced at Pat. He was so pok­er-​faced I knew he was wor­ried. 
        There was a big red ha­lo around his head, and the shad­ows across his face were so blue I 
        was sur­prised they wer­ent ob­vi­ous to ev­ery­one. I hoped they wer­ent.

      I doubt I can help you, I said, not look­ing at her. I think it was an

      ac­ci­dent.

      Some pow­er residue from your ex­pe­ri­ence at the lake? she said. I did­nt like hav­ing her so 
        up on my his­to­ry. I won­dered what else she knew. Yes, I agree that that is the most 
        like­ly. But it is the first such in­ci­dent Im aware of in any of our records­did this mean 
        she was in­ter­est­ed enough to have had re­search done on it?and I would like to know as much 
        about it as pos­si­ble. SOF is al­ways in­ter­est­ed in un­usu­al and unique cas­es. We have to be. 
        She smiled. I saw it out of the cor­ner of my eye. It was­nt that she did­nt mean it, 
        ex­act­ly. It was that it was an of­fi­cial lu­bri­cant-​on-​the-​sticky-​gears-​of-​com­mu­ni­ty smile. 
        It suit­ed her au­ra of poi­sonous gas­es. A tox­ic oil slick on the sea of so­ci­ety. I did­nt 
        like the smile. I found Pats sin­gle-​mind­ed com­mit­ment to the to­tal an­ni­hi­la­tion of 
        vam­pires a lit­tle in­op­por­tune but I be­lieved he was one of the good guys. I did­nt be­lieve 
        she was.

      I did­nt smile back. I tried to look too beat up from what had hap­pened to be able to 
        smile. I was­nt. What I was was too beat up to make my­self smile when I did­nt want to.

      I as­sume that tonights mis­guid­ed at­tempt at a con­nec­tion was al­so based on some faulty 
        read­ing of that same residue?

      The tone of her voice could have made cin­na­mon rolls un­roll, cakes fall, and Bit­ter 
        Choco­late Death melt. I hoped craven­ly that she was talk­ing to Pat.

      Pat said, Theres a prece­dent. Milenkovic

      Youll have to do bet­ter than that, Agent Ve­lasquez, in­ter­rupt­ed the god­dess. Milenkovic 
        was a se­nile old wom­an.

      Pat took a deep breath. Maam, Milenkovics field notes clear­ly record

      Jesse was ar­gu­ing with the guys at the back­up com­box. I want­ed to hear what was go­ing on 
        there but I did­nt want to ap­pear in­ter­est­ed in any­thing while the god­dess was still 
        star­ing at me. I did­nt think she was lis­ten­ing to Pats dogged de­scrip­tion of poor 
        Milenkovics mis­for­tunes. I con­cen­trat­ed on look­ing stunned and blank. And maybe stupid. I 
        was a marginal high school grad who baked bread for a liv­ing. In­tel­lect was not a big 
        fea­ture. Hold that thought. Be­hind the blank look I was test­ing the mem­ory of what had 
        hap­pened while I was plugged in. Had I found any­thing, or had I been re­pelled be­fore I 
        could make a fix? I was­nt go­ing to stand up and make a di­rec­tion­al cast as I had done the 
        last time in this of­fice, not with the god­dess watch­ing. But it felt a 
        lit­tle...di­rec­tion­al. And I was afraid if I did­nt try it soon I might lose it, if there 
        was any­thing to

      lose. Aim­il moved in­to my line of vi­sion. She was look­ing at me too, but her

      look said, Can I help? I stood up slow­ly. I felt shaky any­way, but I made my­self look 
        shaki­er

      yet. Aim­il rushed to take my el­bow. As I moved, I felt it...

      Yes. Id found some­thing. And I had­nt lost it yet.

      I think Aim­il felt the shiv­er run through me, and she prob­ably guessed why. Raes pret­ty 
        knocked around, Aim­il said, and I rec­og­nized her pla­cate-​the-​in­quisi­tor voice: one of the 
        area li­brary boss­es got that voice, and when she was in res­idence at Aim­ils branch li­brary 
        Aim­il found spe­cial projects across town to at­tend to. May I take her home?

      Tell me, Rae, said the god­dess. Do you think you dis­cov­ered any­thing use­ful this evening?

      I dont know, I said care­ful­ly. It was over pret­ty sud­den­ly, and now I have a ter­rif­ic 
        headache.

      Usu­al­ly, said the god­dess, the soon­er the in­ter­view af­ter the ex­pe­ri­ence, the more 
        in­for­ma­tion is ob­tained.

      I tried to look as if I would like to be co­op­er­ative. Im sor­ry, I said. It was like I was 
        falling in­to chaos, and then I went over back­ward in the chair and the com­box ex­plod­ed.

      The god­dess radar was telling her I was hold­ing some­thing back. With a great ef­fort I 
        raised my eyes again and met hers. There was no way I was go­ing to try to read any shad­ows 
        on her face: it was as much as I could do to look at her at all. What the hell was this? 
        Some kind of wild per­son­al ward­ing sys­tem? Id nev­er met any­thing like it.

      We stared at each oth­er. She was­nt my bossand she was­nt a vam­pire­and life with my moth­er 
        had taught me not to in­tim­idate eas­ily, al­though this last took some ef­fort, and my head 
        was spin­ning even worse than...Uh. What? She was trolling me...

      This was strict­ly il­le­gal: a vi­ola­tion of my per­son­al rights, and any­thing an il­le­gal 
        fish­ing ex­pe­di­tion found was au­to­mat­ical­ly for­feit too, in the­ory, but once you know 
        some­thing you know it, dont you? There is a li­cense you can get to do a mind search un­der 
        cer­tain cir­cum­stances but there is a list of pri­or re­quire­ments as long as the glob­al 
        coun­cils char­terbe­sides that, you need to be a mag­ic han­dler par­tic­ular­ly tal­ent­ed in 
        ether­fo in­ter­change­and in prac­tice there are on­ly a few spe­cial­ist cops and spe­cial­ist 
        lawyers who get one. And like­ly some SOFs: but if the god­dess had the li­cense, she was 
        mis­us­ing it now.

      Hey, I said, and put up my arm, as if to ward off a phys­ical blow. Trolling is­nt an ex­act 
        sci­ence for even the best searcher, and the searchee has to hold still. Big po­lice 
        sta­tions have a mind-​search chair as stan­dard equip­ment, and a medic stand­ing by with a 
        shot of stuff that on the street is called delete, which makes you hold still all right 
        and you may not move re­al well again for a long time af­ter­ward.

      I was pret­ty sure she had­nt had the chance to pull any­thing out of me but I sure did­nt 
        like her try­ing. I al­so thought I un­der­stood why those I dis­con­cert­ing­ly found my­self 
        think­ing of as my gang Pat and Jesse and Aim­il and The­olooked so jumpy.

      I am so sor­ry, she said, not sor­ry at all. I am ac­cus­tomed to as­sist­ing re­call in our 
        agents. I did it au­to­mat­ical­ly.

      The hell you did, la­dy, I did­nt say. You were hop­ing I would­nt no­tice. I did say, Good 
        night. If I re­mem­ber any­thing, Ill let you know.

      She would have liked to stop me, but per­haps she did­nt quite dare. I had no­ticed what shed 
        tried to do, and an ac­cu­sa­tion of il­le­gal mind search would be em­bar­rass­ing to SOF even if 
        they de­nied it con­vinc­ing­ly. It oc­curred to me that she must re­al­ly, re­al­ly want any­thing 
        I could tell her, to have tak­en the chance. Was she that flash on vam­pires or was there 
        some­thing else go­ing on? Sil­ly me. Of course there was some­thing else go­ing on. If she was 
        just mega­hot on vam­pires, she and Pat would be bud­dies, and they wer­ent.

      It al­so oc­curred to me that she could­nt have pulled any­thing out of me, be­cause if she 
        had, shedve found a way to hold me, and she was let­ting me go.

      I turned very care­ful­ly to the door, want­ing to get through it be­fore she changed her 
        mind. I al­so did­nt want to shake my fix loose till Id had a chance to ex­plore it. I felt 
        it swim­ming, the way a com­pass nee­dle swims as you turn the cas­ing.

      Aim­il clung so­lic­itous­ly to my el­bow. My cars in back, she said.

      We were halfway down the fi­nal cor­ri­dor when we heard some­one run­ning up be­hind us: Pat. 
        Ive left Jesse try­ing to deal with the god­dess, he said. Sor­ry, Sun­shine, can you move any 
        faster? I want us all out of here be­fore she thinks of a rea­son to yank us back in.

      They hus­tled me along be­tween them. Pat was hold­ing his wound­ed arm pressed against his 
        body, but his grasp on me was strong enough. Once I was out­doors I felt the fix run 
        through me again. I have to stop, I said. Pat did­nt ar­gue, but he glanced over his 
        shoul­der.

      We stood at the top of the lit­tle flight of stairs in­to the park­ing lot. I took a deep 
        breath and tried to set­tle my­self, wait for the com­pass nee­dle to stop wav­ing back and 
        forth. It did­nt want to stop wav­ing back and forth. A void nee­dle will pre­sum­ably be 
        con­fused by mov­ing around in or­di­nary re­al­ity, the way an or­di­nary com­pass nee­dle will be 
        con­fused by steel beams and mag­net­ic fields. I hoped there wer­ent any steel-​beam and 
        mag­net­ic-​field equiv­alents near­by. Set­tle, I told it. I havent lost it, I thought, please 
        dont tell me Ive lost it...

      Um, said Aim­il. I dont know if this might be of any help to you, and she pulled a bit of 
        ex­plod­ed com­box from her pock­et and of­fered it to me.

      You dar­ling, I said. Sym­pa­thet­ic mag­ic is nev­er the best and is usu­al­ly the crud­est, but 
        when you want­ed ground­ing there is noth­ing bet­ter, and any damn fool with a drop of 
        mag­ic-​han­dler blood six gen­er­ations back can tap it. I held the scrap of plas­tic in both 
        hands.

      This time I did­nt have to turn around. I felt it slam­ming in over my right shoul­der­no, 
        through it­to­ward my heart. Like a stake in­to a vam­pire.

      I dropped the bit of com­box and threw my­self away from its line of flight. The chain round 
        my neck and the knife and seal in my pock­ets blazed up againand I seemed to have a 
        fric­tion burn across the front of my right shoul­der where the what­ev­er-​it-​was had grazed 
        me in passin­git felt like some­one had tak­en an elec­tric sander to me.

      Pat caught me, or I might have fall­en down the steps on­to the pave­ment. Wow, he said, and 
        al­most dropped me, as if hed caught hold of some­thing burn­ing; but he was a true SOF, or 
        he had his damsel-​res­cu­ing hat on that evening, or he was more wor­ried about me than about 
        the skin of his hands or the stitch­es in his shoul­der. He flinched but his grip tight­ened.

      Sor­ry, I said. That was a lit­tle of what blew the com­box. Aim­il shook her head, slow­ly 
        went to where the bit of bro­ken com­box was still rock­ing on its curved edge where it had 
        land­ed, bent down even more slow­ly, and picked it up. Brave wom­an. But it was­nt the sort 
        of clue we could af­ford to leave ly­ing around: ev­ery­body knows about sym­pa­thet­ic mag­ic, 
        which would in­clude all the god­dess spies.

      Pat rubbed his hands down the sides of his legs. Shi­va wept, he said. Sun­shine, you okay?

      Yeah, I said. More or less. I looked in the di­rec­tion that the in­vis­ible stake had come 
        from. No Town again. I looked back. Your stitch­es are bleed­ing.

      Did you get any­thing?

      No Town. We knew that.

      Pat ex­pelled his breath in an an­gry sigh. So we blew out the com sys­tem, de­stroyed a lot 
        of equip­ment, and got the god­dess of pain on our butts, and all we know is that its No 
        Town. Bloody hell.

      I glanced at Aim­il, who was valiant­ly not say­ing I told you so.

      Im sor­ry, I said.

      Not your fault, Sun­shine. Im sure were on to some­thing with you, we just have to fig­ure 
        out how to use it. Some day were go­ing to cruise you around and see if it is No Town at 
        all, and if we can get some kind of an­gle on it.

      I thought this sound­ed like try­ing to find the epi­cen­ter while youre falling in­to the 
        cracks in the earth, but I did­nt say any­thing.

      But thats the long way and Im im­pa­tient. Damn. Johns a com whiz. I should have asked him 
        be­fore. He could take on the god­dess lit­tle wait­ers; I just thought Sanchezwell. It plays 
        as it plays, and the god­dess is go­ing to be watch­ing our ev­ery move now.

      Who is she? I said.

      The god­dess of pain? Sun­shine, youre slip­ping. Shes sec­ond in com­mand here at div HQ, but 
        we keep hop­ing shell get pro­mot­ed out of re­gion­al and out of our hair. Jack Demetriosh­es 
        the boss hes okay.

      I did know that. But I did­nt know how to ask about the god­dess weird vibes. Does she have 
        anyerun­con­ven­tion­al per­son­al wards or any­thing?

      Pat looked at me in that too-​alert way I did­nt like. You mean oth­er than the fact that her 
        walk­ing in­to a room makes any sane per­son want to run out of it? You mean shes got that 
        ef­fect as a switch on her con­trol board? Hey, Sun­shine, what are you pick­ing up?

      I shook my head. Noth­ing. Too much hap­pened tonight is all.

      She tried to troll you, did­nt she?

      Yes, I said.

      But you blocked her, said Pat. Thank the lis­ten­ing gods. Im glad you blocked her any­way, 
        but I al­ways like see­ing the god­dess screw up.

      I had some trou­ble con­vinc­ing them to let me drive my­self home. I had a lot of trou­ble 
        con­vinc­ing them. Aim­il knows me well enough to know to stop ar­gu­ing even­tu­al­ly, but I left 
        Pat scowl­ing and fu­ri­ous. But he was­nt

      scowl­ing and fu­ri­ous as hard as he should have been. That meant that they al­ready had 
        some­thing plant­ed out at Yolan­des to check up on me. Hell.

      The Wreck was in a good mood. We got home at a steady thir­ty-​five mph and it did­nt diesel 
        for more than fif­teen sec­onds af­ter I turned the key off. I fum­bled in the side pock­et for 
        some­thing to write on and some­thing to write with: all the usu­al glove com­part­ment things 
        had got crowd­ed out of the glove com­part­ment by charms. I scrib­bled, Yolande, help. SOF is 
        mon­itor­ing here for Oth­er ac­tiv­ity. S, and stuck it un­der her door. I tried to lis­ten for 
        any tick­ers in the neigh­bor­hood but that was­nt in my job de­scrip­tion and I did­nt know what 
        to lis­ten for.

      I dragged my­self up­stairs. I had­nt cleaned up all that well from last night, so it was 
        easy to fish out a few wax chips from the can­dles Yolande had giv­en me and dump them in­to 
        a smudge bowl and light a can­dle un­der them. I wait­ed till the chips be­gan to grow soft, 
        and I could smell, faint­ly, their aro­ma. Then I closed my eyes and aligned my­self...

      I did­nt want to go any­where. I just want­ed to leave a mes­sage. The chain around my neck 
        be­gan to feel warm. On­ly a lit­tle warm.

      ...Sun­shine? ... ...Found... ...To­mor­row... ...Be­ware... SOF here...

      It was a good thing my hands knew what to do be­cause the rest of me was bare­ly re­spon­sive 
        to au­to­mat­ic pi­lot the next day, or any­way the gear as­sem­bly need­ed its chain tight­ened up 
        sev­er­al links. I got through the morn­ing, the Wreck took me home, I fell asleep sev­er­al 
        steps from the top of the stairs but my feet car­ried me the rest of the way in­to my 
        bed­room and I woke up at three, ly­ing slant­ways across my un­made bed, my feet hang­ing over 
        one end, my cheek painful­ly creased and my bruised jaw made sor­er by a wad of bed­spread. 
        The sin of un­tidi­ness chas­tised.

      Oh, ow, I said, rolling over. Bath time. When in doubt, take a bath. My fam­ily (es­pe­cial­ly 
        those of them who re­mem­bered clear­ly what it had been like to share a one-​bath­room house 
        with me) ev­ery year at Win­ter Sol­stice give me enough bub­ble bath to last me till next 
        Win­ter Sol­stice. I was­nt go­ing to make it this year though. I al­ways got through a lot of 
        bub­ble bath, but this year was in a cat­ego­ry of its own.

      When I was dressed I went out on­to my bal­cony to brush my wet hair in the sun­light. 
        Yolande was in the gar­den, cut­ting off dead­heads. She looked up at the sound of my doors 
        open­ing. Good af­ter­noon, she said. May I

      make you a cup of tea?

      Love it, I said. Give me five min­utes.

      When I came down­stairs her door was open. I closed it be­hind me and made my way to her 
        kitchen. My apart­ment was one of the at­tics; hers was the whole of the ground floor, and 
        it was a big house. I did­nt linger to stare, but I found my­self look­ing around at 
        ev­ery­thing I had seen be­fore with the new idea that any of it might be pos­si­ble se­cret 
        wards; and it did seem to me that the shad­ows lay dif­fer­ent­ly on cer­tain things than on 
        oth­ers, and some of those cer­tain things were pret­ty un­ex­pect­ed. Could that fad­ed, curl­ing 
        post­card that said A Sou­venir of Port­land lean­ing drunk­en­ly against a can­dle­stick be 
        any­thing but a wor­thy can­di­date for a house­clean­ing purge?

      Yolande was fit­ting the tea cozy over the pot when I came in. There were cups on the 
        ta­ble. I knew where her cook­ie plates lived, so I got one down and put my of­fer­ings on it: 
        choco­late chip hazel­nut, Jam­dandies, Cashew Tur­tles, plus but­ter­scotch brown­ies and half a 
        dozen muffins. (For­tu­nate­ly I had­nt land­ed on the bak­ery bag when I fell asleep.) 
        Tech­ni­cal­ly we ar­ent sup­posed to take any­thing home from the cof­fee­house till the end of 
        the day, but Id like to see any­one try and stop me.

      It is iron­ic, she said, that SOF, our white knights against the dark­ness, are caus­ing you 
        such both­er. But I think I can guar­an­tee they will not no­tice your friend if he comes 
        again. You will for­give me if I made my ob­struc­tions spe­cif­ic again to him on­ly. Were you 
        suc­cess­ful the oth­er night?

      I did­nt mean to laugh, but a sort of yelp es­caped me. Yes. If any­thing too suc­cess­ful.

      Yolande said, Im afraid that is some­times the in­evitable re­sult of the pos­ses­sion of re­al 
        pow­er. That it is stronger than you are, and not very bid­dable.

      I dont think its my so-​called pow­er thats the prob­lem, I said bleak­ly. Its the trou­ble it 
        gets me in­to.

      Yolande pulled my cup to­ward her, set­tled the tiny sil­ver sieve over it, and poured. 
        Be­fore I met her I had thought you made tea by throw­ing a tea bag in a mug and adding hot 
        wa­ter. Four years ago Id con­vinced Char­lie to in­au­gu­rate loose tea in in­di­vid­ual teapots 
        at Char­lies. I told him that a cof­fee­house that sold cham­pagne by the glass could stretch 
        to loose tea. Our postlunch af­ter­noon crowd had in­stant­ly bal­looned. Must be more Al­bion 
        ex­iles in New Ar­ca­dia than we thought. Al­bion had been hit

      very bad­ly by the Wars.

      I doubt your in­ter­pre­ta­tion, said Yolande. If I may be blunt, I dont think youd still be 
        alive if you were a mere pawn.

      I know this is pa­thet­ic of me, but some­times I think Id rather be a pawn. Okay, a live 
        pawn.

      Yolande was smil­ing. She had that in­ward re­mem­ber­ing look. Re­spon­si­bil­ity is al­ways a 
        bur­den, she said.

      Next youre go­ing to tell me it does­nt get any eas­ier.

      Quite right. But you do grow more ac­cus­tomed to it.

      Wardskeep­ers have this whole rig­or­ous train­ing thing. So you ar­ent do­ing any­thingstuff 
        does­nt hap­pen till youre ready for it.

      She laughed, and it was a re­al laugh. On­ly in the­ory. Tell me, what were your first 
        cin­na­mon rolls like? And did­nt the recipe look sim­ple and pure and beau­ti­ful on the page? 
        And the in­struc­tions your teach­er gave you, be­fore he left you to get on with it, were 
        per­fect­ly clear and cov­ered ev­ery­thing?

      I smiled rem­inis­cent­ly, stir­ring sug­ar in­to my tea. They were lit­tle round bricks. I still 
        dont know how I did it. They got heav­ier. They cant have weighed more than the flour I put 
        in­to them, you know? But I swear they did. Theres a fam­ily myth that Char­lie used them in 
        the wall he was build­ing around Moms rose gar­den. I would­nt be sur­prised.

      The first time I cut a ward sign­cut­ting a sign is your first big step up from draw­ing all 
        the ba­sic ones, over and over and over, and you long for itI man­aged to wreck the 
        work­shop. For­tu­nate­ly my mas­ter be­lieved my tal­ent was go­ing to be worth it. If we all 
        sur­vived my ap­pren­tice­ship.

      I blew out the ovens once, but that was­nt en­tire­ly my fault...Okay. Point tak­en. But I 
        dont think any­one knows how to trav­el through nowheresville.

      Then I hope you are tak­ing good notes, to make teach­ing your stu­dents eas­ier.

      You are a hard wom­an, I said.

      She leaned for­ward and light­ly touched the chain around my neck. That is a po­tent thing. 
        You have oth­ers, I think, but this is new. It has a great sense of dark­ness around it, and 
        yet it is a clear dark. Like a bit of jew­el­ry in a black vel­vet case. A gift from your 
        friend, I imag­ine.

      I nod­ded, try­ing not to be un­nerved by her per­cep­tive­ness.

      My mas­ter would be most in­ter­est­ed, but he lives on the oth­er side of the coun­try.

      Your mas­ter? I said, star­tled out of po­lite­ness. But youre

      Old, she said com­pos­ed­ly. Yes. Old­er per­haps than you think. Mag­ic han­dling has that 
        ef­fect. Sure­ly you know that?

      I thought it was a fairy tale. Like pots of gold and three wish­es.

      It is not a very re­li­able ef­fect, and or­di­nary ward- and spell-​crafters wont no­tice much 
        dif­fer­ence. But to those of us who soak our­selves deeply in a mag­ical source, it can have 
        pro­found con­se­quences. This is not a cho­sen thing, you know. Or it choos­es you, not the 
        oth­er way around.

      I al­ways thought my grand­moth­er looked very young, I said slow­ly. I havent seen her since 
        I was ten. When I was in my teens I de­cid­ed it was just that she had long dark hair and 
        did­nt look like oth­er peo­ples grand­moth­ers.

      I nev­er knew your grand­moth­er, al­though I knew some of the oth­er Blais­es at one time. But 
        my guess is that she was much old­er than you had any idea of.

      Was, I said. None of it got her through the Voodoo Wars. Or my fa­ther ei­ther.

      Im sor­ry.

      I dont know theyre dead. But I cant be­lieve my gran would­nt have let me know... My voice 
        trailed off. I...I have been my moth­ers fam­ilys kid all my lifeeven when we were still 
        liv­ing with my dad, I think­till four months ago. Al­most five months ago. Its a shock to 
        the sys­tem.

      She looked at me thought­ful­ly. Con­sid­er the pos­si­bil­ity that you had to be a cer­tain age 
        to bear it, when it fi­nal­ly came to you.

      There must have been an eas­ier way.

      She laughed again. There is al­ways a bet­ter way, in hind­sight.

      I said, try­ing to smile, The cousins I knowmy moth­ers sis­ters kid­sare mar­ried by the time 
        theyre my age. The younger ones do stuff like play var­si­ty sports or col­lect stamps or 
        doll­house fur­ni­ture. The two in col­lege, Anne wants to be a ma­rine bi­ol­ogist and William 
        wants to teach pri­ma­ry school. Its like the Oth­er side does­nt ex­ist. Even Char­lie, who 
        youd think of any­one would re­mem­ber, says hed al­most for­got­ten who my dad was. I paused. I 
        dont even know how my par­ents met. It does­nt seem very like­ly, does it? That Miss 
        Dras­ti­cal­ly Nor­mal should fall for Mr. All That Creepy Stuff. All I know is that my mom 
        worked at a florists

      be­fore she mar­ried my dad.

      What hap­pened to the safe­ty net, you know? If I was go­ing to turn out this way, why did­nt 
        I get ap­pren­ticed? Why did­nt my gran leave a cod­icil in her will ask­ing some­one to keep an 
        eye on me? She taught me to trans­mute. She knew Id in­her­it­ed some­thing.

      Yolande did­nt say any­thing for sev­er­al min­utes while I sat there try­ing not to be 
        em­bar­rassed for my out­burst. I dont be­lieve in fate, she said at last. But I do be­lieve 
        in...loop­holes. I think a lot of what keeps the world go­ing is the re­sult of 
        ac­ci­dentshap­py or oth­er­wise­and tak­ing ad­van­tage of these. Per­haps your gran guessed you 
        might be one of those loop­holes. Per­haps she left a cod­icil in her will say­ing to leave 
        you alone at all costs. What if youd been ap­pren­ticed, and learned that there is no way 
        through nowheresville?

      I could­nt set­tle down to read that eveningany­thing about the Oth­ers made me twitchy, 
        any­thing else was so ir­rel­evant as to be mad­den­ing. Child of Phan­toms, an­oth­er fa­vorite 
        com­fort-​read for over a decade, failed to hold me. Read­ing was of course a prob­lem with my 
        dark vi­sion get­ting in the way, but in fact flat black type on a flat white page was 
        eas­ier to deal with than al­most any­thing else. I did pret­ty well so long as I re­mem­bered 
        to keep my head and the page per­fect­ly still; if I did­nt, the print jumped sick-​mak­ing­ly 
        in­to three di­men­sions. It was like the ad­ver­tis­ing about some lat­est thriller or oth­er: 
        This sto­ry is so ex­cit­ing it will leap off the page at you! For me it did. This is 
        dis­con­cert­ing when youre read­ing Pro­fes­sion­al Bak­ing Quar­ter­ly, which I usu­al­ly tried to 
        do. It made me feel I had some of the right at­ti­tude, and the let­ters page was al­ways good 
        for a laugh. Mom re­newed my sub­scrip­tion ev­ery year as a sup­port­ive-​ma­ter­nal present. 
        Sur­prise.

      I did shut my­self in­to the clos­et for half an hour with my com­box. I had to screw up my 
        courage to hit the live but­ton. But noth­ing hap­pened ex­cept what is sup­posed to hap­pen. 
        Whew. Per­haps the com cos­mos is­nt so ho­moge­nous af­ter all. I knew that the of­fi­cial line 
        is that the com­cos is en­tire­ly a hu­man cre­ation, but then the of­fi­cial hu­man line would be 
        that, would­nt it? And if there is a lot of vam­pire en­gi­neer­ing in it, that would help to 
        ex­plain both where a lot of vam­pire mon­ey came from and why ev­ery au­thor­ity on the 
        plan­et­busi­ness, ecosyn, so­cial ser­vice, gov­ern­men­tal, all of them is drool­ing­ly para­noid 
        about vam­pires. How­ev­er, if my com­box was still in one piece and the com­cos equiv­alent of 
        the Big Ug­ly Thing That Ate Sch­enec­tady had­nt burst out of the screen and seized me, there 
        must still be enough hu­man in­put to the work­ings of the com­cos to keep it...het­ero­ge­neous.

      So I glanced through my cos­mail to make sure I was­nt miss­ing any­thing im­por­tant. The usu­al 
        globenet come-​ons: a ride on the space bus for on­ly a hun­dred squil­lion blinks and the 
        soul of your first­born child. A plas­tic sur­geon who guar­an­teed to make you look like 
        Princess Hel­ga or your mon­ey back. And your face back too? I won­dered. Learn spell­cast­ing 
        at home in your spare time, earn zil­lions, and live for­ev­er. Id al­ways as­sumed the liv­ing 
        for­ev­er was out of the same scam as the earn­ing zil­lions. I won­dered how old Yolande 
        washow old her mas­ter was. I doubt­ed it was four hun­dred years.

      I an­swered a few cos­mails. My pres­ence in var­ious Oth­er zones had fad­ed in the last five 
        months. I could have giv­en def­inite an­swers to some of the pet top­ics (Has a hu­man, once 
        cap­tured, ev­er es­caped from a vam­pire? Have a hu­man and a vam­pire ev­er had a con­ver­sa­tion 
        on any kind of equal terms? Have a hu­man and a vam­pire ev­er had any con­ver­sa­tion and 
        part­ed with the hu­man still alive?Bar­ring some of the me­dia stuff, al­though an­oth­er pet 
        top­ic was whether any of the vam­pire in­ter­views were re­al). I had no de­sire to do so. But 
        it had on­ly been since my first con­tact with Oth­er-​space that it had oc­curred to me 
        per­haps it would be a good idea to con­tin­ue to pre­tend that Cin­na­mon­my ether name for 
        sev­en year­swas an or­di­nary wom­an who had­nt had any­thing sur­pris­ing hap­pen to her late­ly.

      When I came out of the clos­et it was bare­ly twi­light. I thought sun­set was nev­er com­ing. 
        This might be the first day of my life Id ev­er want­ed dark­ness to come soon­er. I al­ways 
        want­ed day­light to last longer. I had a lot more trou­ble get­ting up at four a.m. in win­ter 
        when it was still go­ing to be dark for hours than in sum­mer when it would be glim­mer­ing 
        to­ward dawn by the time I got to Char­lies.

      I took a cup of chamomile tea out on the bal­cony and wait­ed, feel­ing the dark­ness falling 
        as if it were some­thing land­ing on my skin.

      I heard him com­ing this time. I dont know why I thought of it as hear­ing, when it had 
        noth­ing to do with my ears. I did­nt see any shad­ows mov­ing among the oth­er shad­ows of the 
        gar­den ei­ther, al­though I knew he was there. But it was more like hear­ing than it was like 
        any­thing else, like see­ing in the dark is more like see­ing than it is like any­thing else.

      The way here has grown in com­plex­ity, he said.

      Ohah? I said. Oh. That will be Yolan­des new wards. SOF has set up some tick­ers and I dont 
        know what all.

      Tick­ers, said Con. You know, I said. You must know. SOF us­es themthey record any

      Oth­ers that come near them. Tick tick, back at HQ where theyre watch­ing the mon­itors.

      I have not had much con­tact with SOF.

      The Lone Ranger of vam­pires. Did that make me Ton­to? What­ev­er. The point is SOF thinks 
        theyre pro­tect­ing me. So I asked Yolande to dis­arm any SOF snoop­ers that would no­tice you.

      Yolande.

      My land­la­dy.

      You have told her about me?

      I snort­ed. She told me. Turns out shes known all along. And shes a wardskeep­er. Shes re­al 
        use­ful to have on your side.

      Con was silent. I felt sym­pa­thet­ic. I would­nt have liked the idea that hed brought a 
        friend in­to our busi­ness ei­ther. I was so keyed up that I did­nt think about our dis­as­trous 
        last meet­ing till Id al­ready tak­en his hand, and then it was too late. He came back from 
        wher­ev­er hed been, pre­sum­ably think­ing about hav­ing an­oth­er hu­man foist­ed on him, and 
        looked at me. His fin­gers curled around mine. I had a Senssur­round Dol­by flash of The Ten 
        Sec­onds That Did­nt Go Any­where, but I hit the men­tal cen­sor but­ton and it went poof.

      Lis­ten, I said, al­though it was even less like lis­ten­ing than the non­sound of him mov­ing 
        to­ward me had been like lis­ten­ing. It was strange­ly eas­ier too, do­ing it with him, show­ing 
        him my new road map rather than try­ing to fig­ure it out my­self. He knew the lan­guage and 
        the land­scape. I had a great idea: next time Pat called me in to SOF for a lit­tle more 
        tech­ni­cal may­hem, Id bring Con. Hi, Id like you to meet my help­ful vam­pire friend. Dont 
        wor­ry, my land­la­dy is a re­tired­most­ly re­tired­wardskeep­er, and she says hes okay. Sure. 
        Speak­ing of hav­ing more hu­mans foist­ed. Pat would take some foist­ing.

      But I stared in­to Cons green eyes, and aligned my­self, or him, like you might take 
        some­ones shoul­ders and turn them round so theyre fac­ing the right di­rec­tion, like you 
        might point at a map once you­ve told your com­pan­ion, see, its those moun­tains you see 
        right over there...

      For a very nasty mo­ment I thought Id some­how man­aged to re­make the live con­tact. That we 
        wer­ent look­ing at a map of those moun­tains, but had been trans­port­ed there, and the tigers 
        were clos­ing in. I jerked back, but Cons hand held me, and the jerk was like the 
        click-​over of the kalei­do­scope, and the col­ored bits fell in­to a new ar­range­ment.

      It was weird­ly some­thing like look­ing through an aquar­ium at a lot of

      fish. The fish were whizzing around like crazy­can­non­ball fish­but I could see them 
        in­di­vid­ual­ly, a lit­tle, and they did look like dis­tinct and spe­cif­ic lit­tle 
        whizzings-​around in­stead of like chaos. This was in­ter­est­ing, al­though it did­nt re­al­ly get 
        me any far­ther; they were still mov­ing too fast for me to track a pat­tern or make my way 
        among them. But this was­nt as sick-​makingor as ter­ri­fy­ing­to watch or to think about. 
        Pre­sum­ably this was a good thing. But I re­mem­bered the qual­ity of the ter­ror, and was­nt 
        sure that not be­ing ter­ri­fied was wise or sane.

      What we were look­ing for was be­hind the whizzing things. And that was still just as 
        sick-​mak­ing, just as ter­ri­fy­ing. I did­nt like this an­imat­ed three-​di­men­sion­al map. Here be 
        drag­ons. Much worse than any drag­on, which are pret­ty straight­for­war­dand straight­for­ward­ly 
        alive­crea­tures that mere­ly suf­fer that lit­tle char­ac­ter de­fect about lik­ing to eat hu­man 
        flesh. Here be hor­rors in­de­scrib­able. I bare­ly sensed the dread­ful loom of it­the 
        dif­fer­en­ti­ation of it from its man­ic pin­ball ma­chine guard sys­tem­be­fore I was re­pelled, 
        re­pulsed, hurled away more vi­olent­ly than Con had thrown me the oth­er night...ex­cept it 
        was Con, this time, who caught me.

      I was flopped against him, his arm round my waist, my ear pressed to his silent chest. I 
        grabbed at his oth­er arm, stead­ied my­self, bal­anced again on my own feet, which seemed 
        very small and very far away. Have I giv­en us away? Con, was that live? The world still 
        spun. If there had been any­thing in my stom­ach but tea (the muffins were a long time ago) 
        it might have come up. As it was, the tea sloshed vin­dic­tive­ly a few times and sub­sid­ed. 
        The chain burned round my throat.

      No, said Con. My Sun­shine, you must learn mod­er­ation. This is not an en­emy you can de­feat 
        by rush­ing his front gate.

      I made a lit­tle chok­ing noise that might have been third cousin twice re­moved to a laugh. 
        I had no in­ten­tion of any­thing re­sem­bling gate-​crash­ing. I thought I was just look­ing. 
        Ex­cept it was­nt, um, look­ing.

      No, said Con. I could feel him think­ing. If you were a newone of us­there are things I 
        could teach you. I do not think I can teach a hu­man these things.

      I sighed. I be­lieve you. Like see­ing in the dark prob­ably does­nt both­er you be­cause you 
        dont spend a lot of time see­ing in the light, right?

      I am sor­ry. As part­ners we left a lot to be de­sired. Was that him? Cons eyes blazed 
        briefly. Vam­pire eyes catch­ing sight of their cho­sen

      prey. Dont look. Yes.

      Can you­can you track him any bet­ter from what Isort of­showed you?

      Cons face ar­ranged it­self in one of its in­vis­ible-​to-​the-​naked-​hu­man-​eye 
        al­most-​ex­pres­sions. I guessed this one was irony. Note: ex­is­tence of vam­pire irony. I am 
        not sure. It is cer­tain­ly a sig­nal we want to take heed of. How we take heed with­out 
        jeop­ar­diz­ing our­selves un­nec­es­sar­ily I do not yet know. Re­mem­ber that was not live, as you 
        put it. It was on­ly your mem­oryy­our ex­ege­sisof what you saw.

      I shiv­ered.

      I be­lieve you were in less dan­ger, even last night, than you may fear. What this is is a 
        lit­tle like...what are those ma­chines with the strange ra­di­ance, which at­tract in­sects to 
        their deaths?

      Zap­pers? Bug zap­pers. Bug flies in­zap.

      You were zapped. The ma­chine does not reg­is­ter the­bug. It mere­ly zaps. I use these zap­pers 
        al­so.

      Vam­pires dont use bug zap­pers? I said, in­ter­est­ed. Theres noth­ing like an im­me­di­ate death 
        threat to make you crave a lit­tle su­per­fi­cial dis­trac­tion. Id ob­served this phe­nomenon 
        be­fore. All that hang­ing around out of doors af­ter dark you guys do?

      No. Wrong kind of blood? Vam­pires do noter­reg­is­ter on in­sect radar.

      Oh. At last: a re­al­ly good rea­son to want to be a vam­pire. I was one of those peo­ple you 
        in­vite on your pic­nic or your hik­ing ex­pe­di­tion, be­cause the bugs will all crowd around me 
        and leave ev­ery­one else alone.

      Sun­shine, get a grip. Um. This is­nt the first time Ive been...well, let me tell you the 
        rest of it. I did. So last night was the third time and the worst. You dont think he might 
        be us­ing a sort of fan­cy zap­per that says, Hey, boss, this bug keeps com­ing back?

      I think I will ask you not to go near that place again for the time be­ing. Even if this 
        Pat asks you to try.

      Its not Pat Im so wor­ried about, I said. Its the god­dess of pain. Ah. His 
        ex­pres­sion­less­ness took an omi­nous cast. Con, I said ner­vous­ly.

      His gaze came back from wher­ev­er it had been and he looked at me. No, he said. I did­nt ask 
        what no meant. Vam­pires are a lit­tle like bur­glars, okay? If a bright, de­ter­mined vam­pire 
        re­al­ly wants to get in­to your house, hes go­ing to do it, and the best alarm sys­tem in the 
        world and the elec­tric moat and the six­teen ge­net­ical­ly en­hanced Rot­tweil­ers and the wards 
        and the charms and the lit­tle house­hold godlets blessed by the priests or pon­tif­ex­es of 
        the re­li­gion of your choice, and spell­cast by the best sor­cer­ers mon­ey can buy, ar­ent 
        go­ing to stop him. Or her. You re­al­ly dont want to piss a vam­pire off, be­cause its a lot 
        hard­er hav­ing all that plas­tic surgery and the hemo treat­ment to change your blood 
        chem­istry than it is to sell your house and go live in a small cab­in with noth­ing in it to 
        steal. Al­so, the hemo treat­ment not on­ly costs a bomb, oc­ca­sion­al­ly it kills you, al­though 
        at least two of the glob­al coun­cil mem­bers have had it done twice that any­body knows 
        about, and are still here.

      The usu­al, which is to say, ex­pen­sive, dras­tic op­tions ar­ent avail­able to cof­fee­house 
        bak­ers. Hav­ing re­al­ized that my be­ing alive geared Bo up, Con was­nt my best choice, he was 
        my on­ly choice.

      But the prob­lem with hav­ing a non­hu­man as your al­ly was that a non­hu­man might not be, you 
        know, very sen­ti­men­tal about the odd hu­man life here and there. Es­pe­cial­ly not a vam­pire 
        non­hu­man about a hu­man who shows signs of read­ing the mind of the vam­pires hu­man al­ly. And 
        fair is fair. I was­nt very sen­ti­men­tal about vam­pires as a group ei­ther, was I?

      I can say no to the god­dess if I have to, I said, per­haps a lit­tle more loud­ly than 
        nec­es­sary.

      I am cer­tain you can, Sun­shine, said Con.

      He was gone a mo­ment lat­er. I did­nt ex­act­ly see him go, but I did­nt-​hear him mov­ing away 
        from me, and did­nt-​see the shad­ow among the oth­er shad­ows, af­ter he was gone. I did­nt pay 
        a lot of at­ten­tion, how­ev­er, be­cause I was pre­oc­cu­pied with the feel­ing on my mouth, as if 
        he had kissed me be­fore he left.

      More hor­ri­ble gris­ly mark­ing time, won­der­ing what was go­ing on. Won­der­ing what is go­ing on 
        be­hind my back, won­der­ing what is about to leap out of the shad­ows at me. At my worst I 
        could be­gin won­der­ing if Id imag­ined Con. Well, he was the part that did­nt fit the 
        pat­tern, was­nt he? Nice, help­ful, if some­what un­re­as­sur­ing-​look­ing, vam­pire. Puh­leez.

      There was enough to re­mind me there was some­thing go­ing on­start­ing with the scar on my 
        breast and mov­ing through see­ing in the dark and the spon­ta­neous com­bus­tion of pil­lows and 
        end­ing, per­haps with

      the fact that there did­nt ev­er not seem to be some SOF or oth­er at Char­lies now, and that 
        any time I walked in or out of the door who­ev­er-​it-​wass eyes fixed them­selves on me. For a 
        while Id made a point of com­ing in by the side door any time the cof­fee­house was open, but 
        I de­cid­ed this was mak­ing a big­ger is­sue of some­thing I could­nt do any­thing about, so on 
        days I was feel­ing hardy I went through the front. Let em stare. It had tak­en Aim­ils 
        re­mark to make me no­tice that Mrs. Bialosky was oc­cu­py­ing her ta­ble more than usu­al. But 
        shed nom­inat­ed her­self as one of my pro­tec­tors in one very prac­ti­cal way: some man­gled 
        ver­sion of re­cent events meant that we still had gapers com­ing in to check out if I had 
        three heads or spoke in tongues. They did­nt stay long if Mrs. Bialosky rum­bled them. Which 
        kind­ly took the onus off our staff, which if they wer­ent get­ting as tired of my no­to­ri­ety 
        as I was, had ev­ery right to.

      But it was all too much, and my over­worked and ex­haust­ed brain start­ed look­ing for things 
        to call imag­inary. Con was such a per­fect choice. I some­times felt if I could get rid of 
        Con I could be rid of all the rest of it­Bo, my her­itage and weird tal­ents, SOFs 
        suf­fo­cat­ing in­ter­est, the lot. I knew it was­nt true. But...

      I did have one nice sur­prise. One af­ter­noon I came out of the bak­ery and dis­cov­ered 
        some­one un­fa­mil­iar sit­ting at Mrs. Bialoskys ta­ble, and with whom Mrs. B was in deep 
        con­ver­sa­tion. I could­nt re­sist this, so I slid along be­hind the counter to get a look 
        with­out walk­ing up to the ta­ble and star­ing: not that my sub­terfuge worked, be­cause Mrs. B 
        im­me­di­ate­ly raised her head and looked back at me. But this made the oth­er per­son turn to 
        look at what Mrs. B was look­ing at. She broke in­to a smile when she saw me: it was Maud. I 
        had­nt reg­is­tered till then that there was a large plate on the ta­ble be­tween them that 
        present­ly con­tained a light sprin­kling of crumbs and one sin­gle re­main­ing Killer Ze­bra.

      One of these morn­ings at four-​thir­ty a.m. I was ex­pect­ing to find a SOF lurk­ing on a 
        street cor­ner too, and the fact that I did­nt see one did­nt con­vince me there was­nt one 
        there some­where. Pat had made an of­fi­cial of­fer to have me es­cort­ed to and from home, 
        which I did­nt let him fin­ish be­fore I re­fused. Oth­er than that I had­nt seen much of him: 
        dam­age con­trol with the god­dess, I as­sumed. I was in­ter­est­ed my­self that my de­sire for 
        au­ton­omy was still stronger than my fear of what might or was about to hap­pen. My 
        un­fa­voritest cor­ner, when I ar­rived at Char­lies be­fore dawn, was­nt the near­est one, where 
        Man­del­baum met the main road, but across the square, at the mouth of one of the lit­tlest 
        and dark­est al­leys of Old Town. I pre­tend­ed to fish for my keys and then made a big 
        pan­tomime fuss about choos­ing the right one ev­ery morn­ing as I scanned

      for shad­ows that did­nt lie right. Shad­ows nev­er lay right in that cor­ner. I al­ways felt 
        watched, these days. It was just a ques­tion of watched by whom. Or what.

      Af­ter I opened the door and went in, I re­locked the door be­hind me be­fore I turned off the 
        alarm sys­tem. Used to be I did­nt both­er to re­lock the door. Id asked Char­lie to pro­gram an 
        ex­tra few sec­onds de­lay to the bell so I could. Hed looked at me wor­ried­ly, but hed done 
        it. And he had­nt asked any ques­tions. He was­nt go­ing to say the v word if I was­nt.

      We dont have a state-​of-​the-​art alarm sys­tem at Char­lieswe cant af­ford it­but this is one 
        of the ways hav­ing SOF friends is use­ful, and we do have some fun­ny lit­tle giz­mos that 
        tell you if any­thing has been dis­turbed. Noth­ing went on be­ing dis­turbed, ex­cept my men­tal 
        state.

      I was pulling maple corn­bread out of the ovens at about eight one morn­ing when Mary came 
        in to say Theo want­ed a word. I thought about it. Okay, I said. Time I had a break, I 
        guess.

      Theo si­dled in like the re­luc­tant bear­er of un­wel­come news. My pri­vate bak­ery ket­tle was 
        be­gin­ning to hiss and bur­ble. Tea?

      He shook his head.

      Corn­bread?

      He bright­ened im­me­di­ate­ly. I was as bad as Paulie, re­al­ly, de­spite how long Id been do­ing 
        this. Some­one wants to eat my food, theyre au­to­mat­ical­ly my friend. Some­one who does­nt 
        want to eat my food, they au­to­mat­ical­ly ar­ent. This is an awk­ward at­ti­tude if you hang out 
        a lot with a vam­pire.

      Theo was an old enough hand in the kitchen­my kitchen any­way­to know to ap­proach some­thing 
        fresh out of the oven with cau­tion. He took the whacked-​off still-​squodgy-​with-​bak­ing end 
        of a loaf of maple corn­bread gin­ger­ly and watched hap­pi­ly as the ap­prox­imate­ly 
        quar­ter-​pound of but­ter he put on it melt­ed through. He would lick the plate when he was 
        done. This was one of the ad­van­tages of eat­ing out back: ta­ble man­ners wer­ent re­quired. Id 
        been known to lick plates my­self. Once when I was teas­ing Kyoko about him, I men­tioned he 
        was a plate-​lick­er. She looked briefly in­ter­est­ed Oh? Maybe hes hu­man af­ter all. Then she 
        shook her head. Nah Hes SOF. This was in hind­sight a bet­ter joke than Id re­al­ized.

      Youd bet­ter get it over with, I said, af­ter hed fin­ished lick­ing the plate.

      He sighed. Pat would like to see you this af­ter­noon.

      Id de­cid­ed in the predawn dark­ness of the morn­ing af­ter Id met the god­dess what I was 
        go­ing to say the next time Pat want­ed to talk to me. It wont do him any good. Some­thing 
        burned out the oth­er night. I burned out. I woke up the next morn­ing with a piece miss­ing. 
        Its still miss­ing.

      He looked sur­prised, wor­ried, then thought­ful. Then, to my great sur­prise, hope­ful. Hell 
        still want to see you.

      Why are you look­ing so pleased?

      He hes­itat­ed. The god­dess wants to take over. Take you over. She says its be­cause Pat 
        de­stroyed gov­ern­ment prop­er­ty, that hes bun­gled, that she wants to clean up the mess, that 
        youre to be sent back where you came from af­ter shes sure no se­cu­ri­ty has been breached, 
        that it was all glang any­way. But its re­al­ly be­cause shes pissed off that some­one may have 
        thought of some­thing or dis­cov­ered some­thing be­fore she did. Some­thing that might be 
        im­por­tant some­thing she might be able to use.

      And you think Patll think that mere­ly blow­ing out the coun­ty HQs com sys­tem on a bad call 
        is bet­ter than the god­dess find­ing out maybe its a good call?

      Yeah.

      I thought of her walk­ing-​nu­cle­ar-​re­ac­tor au­ra. If I was­nt afraid of the god­dess al­ready, I 
        would be now.

      He smiled. It was a rick­ety sort of smile. You dont know half-​You dont want to know half. 
        You want my ad­vice, you stick to suck­ers. When do you get off to­day? Patll come by just 
        be­fore.

      Three, I said. His eyes were wan­der­ing to the muf­fin racks. There were bran raisin and 
        oat­meal ap­ple­sauce all­spice wait­ing to go in­to the cas­es up front. Have one for the road, 
        I said.

      Thanks, he said. He took two.

      Pat drift­ed in at a few min­utes to three. I now knew that it would take a lot to make him 
        look short of sleep, and he looked short of sleep. He looked worse than short of sleep. He 
        raised hol­low eyes and said, Hey, Sun­shine.

      You look like hell, I said. I was scrap­ing out the last bak­ing tin. Our Al­bion crowd would 
        have to be re­al­ly hun­gry to­day to get through this lot. And Id made my spe­cial 
        cream-​cheese sauce to go with the triple-​gin­ger gin­ger­bread. Id long felt that 
        gin­ger­bread, while ex­cel­lent in it­self, was still es­sen­tial­ly an ex­cuse to eat the sauce, 
        so Id al­ways made twice as much per por­tion as the orig­inal recipe called for. Then it 
        turned out that

      some of our cus­tomers were even more crazed than I was, so Id start­ed mak­ing three times 
        as much, and we served it in lit­tle sauce­boats. You got purists oc­ca­sion­al­ly that did­nt 
        want any sauce, but the slack was tak­en up some­how.

      Thanks, he said.

      Whats hap­pen­ing?

      He shrugged. His shoul­der must be bet­ter. Maybe blue-​de­mon blood made you heal fast too. 
        What Theo told you.

      You look like you­ve been let out of the dun­geon. I thought thumb­screws were passe.

      The god­dess does­nt need thumb­screws. She just looks at you and you feel your brains 
        melt­ing.

      I thought of the oth­er night. I be­lieve you. Theo says you­ve lost it. Yeah. Im safe from 
        the god­dess. No brains left to melt.

      No one is ev­er safe from the god­dess. The Pat I knew sur­faced and he gave me a fa­mil­iar 
        look: shrewd, hu­mor­ous, no non­sense. How lost do you sup­pose it is?

      I pulled off my apron and un­tied my hair. Lost enough for now. If I re­place a fuse and the 
        sys­tem starts work­ing again, Ill let you know.

      Maybe youre just tired, said Pat.

      Maybe, I said ami­ably.

      Pat ran his hand through what there was of his hair. I dont like it when you agree with 
        me, Sun­shine. Its not your style. What ar­ent you telling me?

      That Im re­lieved not to have to try again, I said.

      I knew he bought it: he sagged, sud­den­ly look­ing small­er and old­er. I felt a fierce pang 
        of guilt, but I re­mind­ed my­self that he be­lieved that the on­ly good vam­pire was a staked, 
        be­head­ed, and burned vam­pire. Briefly and wist­ful­ly I con­sid­ered a sce­nario where Con and 
        I had a SOF team with us when we...what­ev­er...but I rec­og­nized this as a fan­ta­sy, like a 
        sce­nario where the god­dess of pain re­tired from SOF and opened a day care cen­ter.

      You look like a man who needs caf­feine, I said. Ill grab us some­thing from the counter and 
        meet you out­side. Do you want pri­va­cy or com­fort? Com­fort meant the nice lit­tle ta­bles out 
        front, over­look­ing the square and

      Mrs. Bialoskys flow­er bed, still do­ing its stuff with chrysan­the­mums and asters this late 
        in the year.

      Pri­va­cy, he said.

      He was sit­ting at one of the un­steady ta­bles in the grim lit­tle court­yard be­hind the 
        cof­fee­house that by nev­er do­ing any­thing with we could con­tin­ue to avoid open­ing to 
        cus­tomers. You got used to the roar of the kitchen fans and Mom had a cou­ple of tough 
        lit­tle ev­er­green shrubs in pots that could sur­vive the cook­ing fumes. Pat and I did­nt talk 
        about any­thing much af­ter all. He drank the cof­fee and en­gulfed the var­ious buns and oth­er 
        ed­ible ob­jects Id brought, but ab­sent­mind­ed­ly, like a re­fu­el­ing pro­ce­dure. The fact that 
        he did­nt ar­gue with me about try­ing again, about try­ing to find out the ex­tent of the 
        burnoutabout whether or not there re­al­ly was a burnout­made me feel more guilty.

      Si­lence fell. Pat stared in­to noth­ing. Im sor­ry, I said.

      He looked at me. I be­lieve you, he said. He stood up. Im not sure I be­lieve the rest of 
        it, but I be­lieve youre sor­ry about it. He paused. Makes my life eas­ier in some ways. 
        An­oth­er gleam of the nor­mal Pat as he said: Maybe by the time you­ve de­cid­ed youre not 
        burned out any more the god­dess will have found some­one else to cru­ci­fy.

      I did­nt say any­thing. He rubbed both hands through his hair this time, and added, I did­nt 
        say this. But watch your back, Sun­shine. Then he left.

      Mel wan­dered out a few min­utes af­ter Pat had left. I was star­ing in­to my teacup. Id 
        for­got­ten to bring a sieve out, so there were tea leaves in the bot­tom of it, but I 
        could­nt read them. You look like a wom­an who needs a good laugh, he said. Have you heard 
        the one about the were-​pi­geon and the street­clean­er?

      Yes, I said. Mel, dy­ou sup­pose any­one is ex­act­ly who they say they are?

      Char­lie, maybe, he an­swered, af­ter a lit­tle pause, of sur­prise or con­sid­er­ation. Cant 
        think of any­one else. Hmm. I watched his hand lift off the ta­ble and rub one of his 
        tat­toos.

      Maybe I should have been think­ing about tat­toos my­self, but theres a re­al big draw­back to 
        them. Any charm can be turned against you, if you run in­to the thing its sup­posed to be 
        pro­tect­ing you from, and the thing is enough stronger than the pro­tec­tion. A pow­er­ful 
        enough de­mon adept or mag­ic han­dler can over­whelm one too, al­though thats se­ri­ous feud 
        stuff and not com­mon. A tat­too feeds it­self on you, so tat­toos do tend to be a lot

      more sta­ble and longer-​lived than the or­di­nary charms you set around and hang up, 
        in­clud­ing the ones you wear next to your skin; but a charm that is­nt liv­ing off you can be 
        de­stroyed a lot more eas­ily if it does goor is sen­trogue. A rogue tat­too can eat you up. 
        It hap­pens oc­ca­sion­al­ly. Be­fore five months ago I did­nt fig­ure I need­ed any heavy ward­ing. 
        Now that I did, tat­toos were the last thing I was go­ing to try.

      Char­lie, I said. I cant think of any­one else ei­ther. Not Mel. Not me.

      Not Mrs. B, said Mel, smil­ing. Sun­shine, I dont like meta­physics un­less Im drunk, its on­ly 
        three-​thir­ty in the af­ter­noon, and Im work­ing tonight. Whats up?

      If Mel had re­al­ly been try­ing to pass as a mo­tor­cy­cle hood­lum, his tat­toos would­nt be as 
        beau­ti­ful or as elab­orate. Lots of sor­cer­ers go in for a su­per­abun­dance of tat­toos, but 
        they most­ly keep them hid­den­theyre hard­er to rogue that way. Hence the long en­velop­ing 
        robe and deep hood tech­nique with inked-​up sor­cer­ers when theyre ac­tu­al­ly han­dling mag­ic. 
        (For day-​to-​day, walk­ing-​the-​dog, do­ing-​the-​shop­ping use, a lot of sor­cer­ers dis­guise the 
        re­al shape of their tat­toos with cos­met­ics. Long sleeves and high col­lars are hot in the 
        sum­merand there are fa­vorite sor­cer­er tat­toos that go on your lips and cheeks and fore­head 
        too. Bu­tI love this­mag­ic can ap­par­ent­ly be a bit per­func­to­ry about cer­tain things in the 
        heat of a trans­ac­tion. Any tat­too a sor­cer­er wants work­ing while he or she han­dles mag­ic 
        cant be dis­tort­ed with face paint or pan­cake foun­da­tion be­cause it may turn out to be the 
        ap­par­ent fig­ure that per­forms. Or does­nt.)

      My dad did­nt have any tat­toos. That I re­mem­bered. But I did­nt re­mem­ber my dad very well, 
        and not all sor­cer­ers have tat­toos.

      But sor­cer­ers are sor­cer­ers. Tat­tooists most­ly make their liv­ings punch­ing charms in 
        leather, not live skin, and theyll try to talk an or­di­nary mem­ber of the pub­lic out of it 
        if you al­ready have, say, three mag­ic-​bear­ing tat­toos, even lit­tle bor­ing ones, and theyll 
        tell you why. In vivid de­tail. It is­nt just the rogue pos­si­bil­ity: a lot of mag­ic-​bear­ing 
        tat­toos can sort of un­bal­ance you. You start not be­ing quite sure where the re­al-​world 
        lines are with a lot of tat­toos whis­per­ing in your dreams. Of course hav­ing lots of 
        mag­ic-​bear­ing tat­toos is one way of say­ing youre a tough guy­first be­cause the im­pli­ca­tion 
        is that you need all that charm and ward pow­er, and sec­ond be­cause youre hardy enough to 
        bear the drain and the dis­ori­en­ta­tion.

      But there are bet­ter ways of show­ing you are a tough guy than hav­ing lots of tat­toos, 
        part­ly be­cause no tat­tooist who wants to keep his or her

      li­cense is like­ly to co­op­er­ate, and the ones who dont have li­cens­es are too like­ly to make 
        a mess of it. There is on­ly one small sec­ondary quar­ter-​cir­cles dif­fer­ence be­tween a ward 
        against drunk­en­ness and an­oth­er one against eye­strain, for ex­am­ple, and the lat­ter wont 
        get you home safe­ly with a load on. And thats one of the com­mon, sim­ple wards, and most of 
        Mels tat­toos wer­ent com­mon or sim­ple. But they were mag­ic bear­ers, not or­na­men­tal. You 
        could smell it, like ozone when a storm is com­ing. And be­sides, no­body who had any 
        pre­ten­sions to hang­ing out with a bik­er gang would dare have or­na­men­tal tat­toos. Ornies 
        are for wuss­es.

      Mel could­nt be a sor­cer­ersor­cery is­nt some­thing you can suc­cess­ful­ly hide for long­but he 
        did have a lot of tat­toos. It was typ­ical of him too that when he had come to talk to 
        Char­lie about a job the first time he had his sleeves rolled up above the el­bows and his 
        shirt open at the neck, in spite of the fact that it was Jan­uary and freez­ing. Al­though 
        maybe he just had a good take on Char­lie, who in his af­fa­ble, open­heart­ed way, en­joys 
        Char­lies rep­uta­tion as a place slight­ly on the edge.

      I said, Mel, who are you?

      Mel picked up both my hands and kissed them. His lips were warm. When he laid them back on 
        the ta­ble he did­nt let go. I watched the sun­light twin­kle among the fine hairs on the 
        backs of his hands, and the red and gold and black of the tat­toos there. Both the hairs 
        and the tat­toos had an un­usu­al­ly bright red edge, as if there was fire­light on them. Or in 
        them. His hands were warm too. Hu­man tem­per­ature. The tem­per­ature of the fire of hu­man 
        life. Speak­ing of meta­physics. Im your friend, Sun­shine, he said. Ev­ery­thing else is just 
        stat­ic on the line.

      I won­dered if hed heard what Pat had said. I won­dered who had done his tat­toos. Maybe what 
        I thought I knew about mag­ic-​bear­ing tat­toos was from the same script as the dis­qui­si­tion 
        about how mas­tur­bat­ing will make you blind and a cretin. (Even ubis dont dam­age your 
        sight.) Maybe I should ask him. But then Id have to tell him why I want­ed to know.

      Even if you could suc­cess­ful­ly hide be­ing a sor­cer­er, Mel still could­nt be one. Sor­cer­ers 
        are lon­er­sthey dont do things like get jobs as cooks in cof­fee­hous­es, or jive with their 
        old mo­tor­cy­cle gang oc­ca­sion­al­ly they hang with oth­er sor­cer­ers, but usu­al­ly for some 
        spe­cif­ic and time-​lim­it­ed pur­pose. Sor­cer­ers are too para­noid to have or­di­nary hu­man 
        friends and too com­pet­itive to have sor­cer­er friends. The street ver­sion about sor­cer­ers 
        is that they are ba­si­cal­ly not to be trust­ed: hu­mans ar­ent meant to be that mixed up with 
        mag­ic. Not even mag­ic-​han­dling hu­mans.

      Where did sor­cer­ers get their tat­toos?

      Maybe I did­nt know any­thing any more.

      I drove home think­ing about that Watch your back. I was al­ready watch­ing my back, and Pat 
        knew it. Was he warn­ing me to watch my back against SOF? Was a loy­alif part­blood­mem­ber of 
        SOF warn­ing me that SOF it­self was not to be trust­ed? Okay, late­ly Id heard about 
        part­bloods need­ing to stick to­geth­er for mu­tu­al de­fense, and Id heard a long time ago 
        about the god­dess of pain, and I knew none of our SOFs liked her; but I thoughtI 
        as­sumedthis was on­ly be­cause she was a hardass bitch who was more con­cerned with her own 
        ca­reer path than with mak­ing hu­man­ity safe from the Oth­ers. Was Pat sug­gest­ing some­thing 
        more omi­nous? And if he was, was he sug­gest­ing it about one over­am­bi­tious gor­gon with 
        skewed pri­or­ities, or about a treach­er­ous vein, you should for­give the term, run­ning 
        through all of SOF?

      Gods and an­gels, was­nt Bo enough?

      At a stop­light I flipped open the glove com­part­ment and looked at the clut­ter. A few of 
        the charms twitched. Poor Mom. At least she was try­ing. I re­al­ized that I was grate­ful for 
        the use­less tan­gle, even if it was use­less. Be­cause she was do­ing some­thing. She had­nt 
        avert­ed her eyes from the fact that I need­ed help. She mere­ly had no clue how much help, 
        or what kind. On­ly Con re­al­ly knew, on­ly he did­nt know, be­cause he was­nt hu­man, so he 
        did­nt know what he knew. Or some­thing.

      When I got home I sat star­ing at the shad­ows the leaves from the trees threw on the 
        drive­way. They glint­ed and did strange things with per­spec­tive like all shad­ows did now, 
        but they were beau­ti­ful and they did­nt mean any­thing. They were what hap­pened when light 
        fell on leaves. It was­nt late sum­mer any more; it was au­tumn, and the leaves were 
        be­gin­ning to turn. A pale yel­low one like a big flat blanched al­mond skit­tered across the 
        hood of the Wreck.

      I opened my knap­sack and swept the thatch of charms in­to it, in­clud­ing one spark plug, 
        quite a lot of string, and a few rub­ber bands, from back in the days when the glove 
        com­part­ment per­formed the usu­al func­tion. I was pret­ty sure I felt a tiny pen­etrat­ing buzz 
        when my skin con­nect­ed with one of the charms, but I had no idea which one. Then I went 
        and knocked on Yolan­des front door.

      She opened it al­most at once. Come in, she said. I have spo­ken to my old mas­ter.

      I sighed. I fol­lowed her in. She took me to a room I had not been in be­fore, next to the 
        kitchen, al­so over­look­ing the gar­den. I knew at once

      that not many peo­ple came here­first be­cause if she wished no one to know that she had been 
        a wardskeep­er, or at least to be­lieve she was a re­tired wardskeep­er, this room would give 
        the show away; sec­ond be­cause the pri­vate­ness of it ra­di­at­ed from ev­ery­thing in it, like 
        heat or light. I brushed one hand across my face, as if it was a veil I had dif­fi­cul­ty 
        breath­ing through.

      She no­ticed this and said, Oh! Par­don, and lift­ed some­thing down from over the door wed 
        come in. The sense of pri­vate space in­vad­ed less­ened­sank­like wa­ter. I looked down, 
        be­mused. The shad­ows on the floor were very ac­tive.

      She laid the thing she had moved down on the desk. I sat in the chair in front of it, I 
        leaned for­ward, held a hand over it: some­thing beat at my palm. It was­nt heat any more 
        than my dark vi­sion had to do with my eyes, but it was per­haps re­lat­ed to heat, and it 
        man­ifest­ed it­self a bit like heat against the skin. I moved my hand and looked at the 
        thing. It was a tiny round piece of what looked like stained glass. I could see the 
        lead­ing of it, but I could not see if the frag­ments made up a pic­ture, or if any of the 
        bits were paint­ed. The shad­ows swam in it very strange­ly.

      Wardskeep­er. It sound­ed so...sol­id. Even if you blew up the oc­ca­sion­al work­shop, at least 
        you knew you were in train­ing, and for what. Your mas­ter told you what to do, what to do 
        next.

      Yolande, watch­ing my face, said, Im sor­ry, my dear. I know this is one of the last things 
        you want to hear, but I think you are in over your head in ex­act­ly what you are best 
        suit­ed to be in over your head in­my gram­mar grows con­fusedand you are do­ing very well.

      She was get­ting al­most as bad as Con. What hap­pened to ran­dom chat? I want­ed to say, All I 
        want­ed was to bake cin­na­mon rolls for the rest of my life, but I knew it was­nt true, and 
        be­sides, I was tired of whin­ing. So I did­nt say it. I picked up my knap­sack, out of the 
        seething not-​wet­ness still roam­ing about the floor, and set it on her desk. As I lift­ed it 
        I had felt the charm-​thatch in­side it scram­bling to stay away from the not-​wet­ness; as I 
        set it down, it seemed to be try­ing to es­cape con­tact with the top of the desk. Well, I 
        thought, I guess at least one of them is live.

      Her eyes widened, and then she frowned. Lift it up again, if you would, she said. I did, 
        and she took some­thing out of a draw­er, and spread it out, and then ges­tured for me to put 
        the knap­sack on it. I did. What­ev­er was go­ing on sub­sid­ed.

      What have you brought me to look at? she said. I opened the knap­sack, but had a sud­den 
        re­luc­tance to touch the

      charms. Wait, she said, and brought some­thing else out of an­oth­er draw­er: a pair of wood­en 
        tongs. They had sym­bols scrawled up their flat sides. I groped around, grasped an end of 
        the tan­gle, and hauled it out. It seemed to have half-​un­rav­eled it­self: it came out 
        look­ing like cro­chet gone very, very wrong. As it came free of the knap­sack one end snaked 
        around as if seek­ing some­thing, and then be­gan climb­ing up one arm of the tongs. To­ward my 
        hand.

      Drop it, said Yolande sharply. I dropped. It land­ed on the desk; there was a hiss and a 
        bad smella re­al­ly bad smelland then there was a for­lorn lit­tle heap of bad cro­chet work 
        (plus one spark plug) with a torn-​out hole in it, edged by a pur­ply brown stain. The stain 
        writhed.

      Ugh, I said.

      Ugh in­deed, Yolande said mild­ly. That was no ward; that was a fetch. Where was it?

      In the Win my car, I said.

      Do you keep your car locked?

      Not here, I said, cold needling up my spine.

      No, she said. If what­ev­er had placed this had come here, I would have known it.

      Then it­theysome­one­some­thing can get in­to a locked car, I said, the cold­ness con­tin­uing to 
        climb. Some­thing, I thought. No, wait­vam­pires did­nt do fetch­es. Did they?

      Where do these oth­er items come from?

      Ohsince I was miss­ing those two days, my moth­er has tak­en to buy­ing charms for me. Theyre 
        sup­posed to be wards. It oc­curred to me to ask you if any of them was, um, live.

      Have you no wards on your car at all?

      On­ly stan­dard is­suethe axles, the steer­ing wheel. Ev­ery car man­ufac­tur­er in the world had 
        a ward sign worked in­to its lo­go, and ev­ery car com­pa­ny in the world stamped the cen­ter of 
        its steer­ing wheels with its lo­go. I did have the door locks ward­ed by the guy who sold it 
        to me, but I guess it did­nt work. I scowled. Oh well. Dave had nev­er claimed to be a ward 
        spe­cial­ist: he on­ly promised the Wreck would run. And the car is fif­teen years oldthey 
        had­nt in­vent­ed the al­loy yet. Which en­abled car man­ufac­tur­ers to ward al­most ev­ery­thing. 
        There was a big dif­fer­ence in used car prices pre-​and post-​al­loy. Some of us, in­clud­ing 
        Mel, Dave, and me, thought that the al­loy was the lat­est ve­hic­ular ver­sion of those skin

      creams that guar­an­tee no wrin­kles, those di­et plans that guar­an­tee a fig­ure like this 
        years reign­ing vid­star in thir­ty days.

      Late­ly the com­mer­cial labs were work­ing on a ward that would dis­solve in paint, like salt 
        in wa­ter, and make ev­ery paint­ed sur­face ward­ed too. When they got it there would be a 
        huge ad­ver­tis­ing cam­paign, but it would­nt be that use­ful re­al­ly. Like salt wa­ter. If you 
        need­ed to melt some trif­fids it was great, but there had­nt been a trif­fid out­break in 
        gen­er­ations. If you had mouth ul­cers or a sore throat you were bet­ter off with alum or 
        as­pirin. If you had vam­pires the paint on your car might give them a few fric­tion burns, 
        but it was­nt go­ing to stop them break­ing the wind­screen and drag­ging you out.

      Your best trav­el­ing ward un­for­tu­nate­ly was still the mo­tion of trav­el­ing it­self. I did­nt 
        like it that Yolande was­nt say­ing the usu­al things about the ward­ing pow­er of mo­tion, not 
        to wor­ry, etc., etc. Well: but wed just proved there was some­thing to wor­ry about. That 
        fetch sure had­nt been un­done by rid­ing around in a car.

      Yolande had picked up some­thing that looked a lot like a knit­ting needleit even had a tiny 
        hook on the en­dand was pok­ing at the mess of cro­chet. There was one pale blue bead that 
        still had a bit of glim­mer to it. I think some of these were live quite re­cent­ly, she 
        said. I think what they have ward­ed is the use­ful­ness of the fetch, which has worn them 
        out. You dont have any idea when you ac­quired it, I dont sup­pose? How long have you been 
        stuff­ing charms in­to?

      The glove com­part­ment, I said ab­sent­ly. A fetch was usu­al­ly rough­ly the shape of the thing 
        to be fetched­some­thing that was try­ing to find or fetch a per­son was of­ten a sort of 
        elon­gat­ed star shape, with a bead or a crys­tal or a chip at its cen­ter for the heart, and 
        small­er beads or crys­tals or chips for the head, hands, and feet. I was sure I would have 
        no­ticed my moth­er giv­ing me a fetch...and be­sides, she was­nt that stupid. Eight years with 
        my dad had made her less easy to fool than most or­di­nary peo­ple about any­thing to do with 
        mag­ic, and she was con­sti­tu­tion­al­ly hard to fool about any­thing any­way.

      When had I no­ticed that the clut­ter, in­clud­ing eight or a dozen loose charms, in the glove 
        com­part­ment had turned in­to a mat­ted snarl? Id opened itwhen?to look at a map. Id been 
        sit­ting in the drivers seat. Sev­er­al things had plopped out on­to the floor. Id heard them 
        rustling around, the way charms will, and, still look­ing at my map, Id groped around on 
        the floor for them. I picked up one or two, but I could still hear the rustling. They were 
        creep­ing across the floor un­der the pas­sen­ger seat, hump­ing them­selves over the drive 
        shaft, and one or two of them had

      made it un­der the drivers seat, which was fast mov­ing for charms. I still had­nt paid a lot 
        of at­ten­tion. Id scav­enged around un­der the drivers seat and pulled out any­thing that 
        squirmed, and shoved the whole lot back in­to the glove com­part­ment with­out look­ing at any 
        of it.

      But if thered been a fetch un­der the drivers seat, then the wards would have mobbed and 
        then tried to dis­able it.

      That had been a day or two or three af­ter Id tak­en that in­con­clu­sive ride to No Town with 
        Pat and Jesse.

      Watch your back, Pat had said.

      SOF, I said in dis­be­lief. No, in what I wished was dis­be­lief. In a be­lief that made me 
        feel like Id been dropped down an el­eva­tor shaft in­to icy wa­ter. Some­one in SOF did this 
        to me. In SOF. And who­ev­er it was was­nt go­ing to like it at all that it had­nt worked. No 
        gen­uine­ly in­no­cent mem­ber of the hu­man pub­lic should be able to de­na­ture a fetch.

      My dear, said Yolande. Large or­ga­ni­za­tions are in­evitably cor­rupt. The more pow­er­ful the 
        or­ga­ni­za­tion, the more dan­ger­ous the cor­rup­tion. When I was young I want­ed to be­long to 
        one of the big ward­craft cor­po­ra­tionsZa­mmit, or Drusil­la, if I proved skill­ful enough. 
        Sev­er­al of my mas­ters ap­pren­tices went to such places, and he was al­ways gloomy and 
        pre­oc­cu­pied for weeksmonth­safter hed lost one of us. That was al­ways how hed de­scribe 
        it­that hed lost Bene­dict, hed lost An­cil­la. I was lucky; I was a slow learn­er. By the time 
        I was ready to choose how I would pur­sue my vo­ca­tion, I was ready to stay where I was, and 
        go on work­ing with my mas­ter. There were on­ly three of us for many years: Chryso­gon, 
        Hip­poly­te, and my­self, oth­er than our mas­ter, and a few ap­pren­tices who came and went.

      Note, I thought, the next time I meet some­one with a re­al­ly strange name, ask them if 
        theyre a wardskeep­er.

      It is still bet­ter that SOF ex­ist than it not ex­ist. One must al­so earn a liv­ing; there is 
        no equiv­alent in the SOF world for my mas­ters small group of wardskeep­ers.

      She was right there. The Sen­tinel Guild are pret­ty sad and the Vin­di­ca­tors are worse.

      The SOF fel­low who came here once: he is your friend.

      Pat, I said. Is he?

      He is not per­fect, she said. But nor am I. Nor are you. Nor is your dark com­pan­ion. But 
        yes, he is your friend. He wish­es the de­feat of the evil of the dark, as do we all.

      De­pends, I thought, on what you mean by the evil of the dark. Or maybe by we.

      Pat is not on­ly in­ter­est­ed inin what you can do for SOF. Or for his ca­reer.

      Dont for­get my cin­na­mon rolls, which make strong men weak and strong wom­en run from the 
        bus sta­tion in high heels over our cob­ble­stones to get to Char­lies in time. If you know 
        all that, can you tell me who plant­ed the fetch?

      No, Im afraid not. I know about Pat be­cause he sat in one place wait­ing for you for twen­ty 
        min­utes once, and that place hap­pens to lie un­der the re­mit of one of my more am­bi­tious 
        ward­ings, and it went on takinger­notes as long as he sat there.

      I doubt­ed I could per­suade the god­dess to come sit qui­et­ly un­der the oak at the end of 
        Yolan­des drive for twen­ty min­utes.

      I told you I had spo­ken to my mas­ter about you. I al­so spoke to Chryso­gon. We be­lieve we 
        can cre­ate some­thing for you but it would be bet­ter, stronger, if

      You want blood, I said, re­signed­ly. Most ward­crafters made do with some­thing like a dirty 
        apron, which I was sure was what my moth­er had been us­ing. A few of the more de­ter­mined or 
        well-​es­tab­lished ones will ask for hair or fin­ger­nail clip­pings. But theres an enor­mous 
        black mar­ket in things like hair and fin­ger­nail clip­pings and the more youre like­ly to 
        want a charm the less safe youre go­ing to feel pass­ing out bits of your­self. Bloods the 
        worst. Not on­ly is it blood, which is by far the most pow­er­ful bit you can hand over for 
        all sorts of pur­pos­es, but any con­cept that con­tains mag­ic and blood to­geth­er makes the 
        ma­jor­ity of the hu­man pop­ula­tion think vam­pires and freak out. This is ac­tu­al­ly to­tal­ly 
        stupid, since vam­pires ar­ent in­ter­est­ed in tee­ny ward­crafter vials of blood, and a vam­pire 
        that wipes out a ward-​crafters shop is­nt go­ing to jones for you be­cause theyve had this 
        tiny hit like an ice cream stand fla­vor-​of-​the-​month sam­ple and cross con­ti­nents till 
        theyve found you and had the rest of you. But the para­noia be­hind the gen­er­al prin­ci­ple is 
        valid.

      Yes, said Yolande.

      Id nev­er met a wardskeep­er, though, let alone had one do up a per­son­al­ized ward for me. 
        And as con­cepts go, one that con­tains Yolande and black mar­ket is go­ing to dis­in­te­grate on 
        con­tact. So that should be fine, right? Ex­cept I have this thing about blood, and Cons 
        lit­tle heal­ing num­ber on me had­nt helped it.

      Um, I said.

      Yolande was smil­ing. You may close your eyes, she said.

      Okay.

      If you would hold out your hands palm up, and ex­tend both fore­fin­gers, and then I am go­ing 
        to prick the cen­ter of your fore­head.

      The chain round my neck had be­gun to warm up be­fore I closed my eyes, and I could feel a 
        gen­tle warmth against both legs as well. Oh, gods, guys, I said to my tal­is­mans, is­nt this 
        way be­low your dig­ni­ty? I flinched at the sting in my fore­head, but the fin­gers were easy, 
        even for me.

      I touched the warm chain with one hand, and fished in my pock­et with the oth­er. Maybe you 
        can trans­late some­thing else for me. I found this at the bot­tom of a crumbly box of old 
        books at a garage sale.

      Well! How ex­traor­di­nary. This is aa Straight Way: very clear and plain. Clean an­dold­very 
        un­taint­ed for a ward so old. It rep­re­sents the forces of day, of day­light. The sun it­self 
        is at the top, then an an­imal, then a tree. In­ter­est­ingthe an­imal is a deer, I think; 
        usu­al­ly it is a fierce crea­ture, a li­on is the most com­mon. This is not on­ly a deer, it 
        has no antlers, and is there­fore per­haps a doe. And then round it, round the edge of the 
        seal, do you see the thin wavy line? That is wa­ter. With these things you can re­sist the 
        forces of dark­ness, or they can­not de­feat you. Of course this is on­ly a ward.

      The peanut-​but­ter sand­wich you throw over your shoul­der at the ogre, I said. So maybe 
        youll make it over the fence if he stops to eat it.

      But this found you. That is im­por­tant. The forces of day is not a very un­com­mon ward, but 
        this is sim­ply and exquisite­ly done and it found you. Keep it near you and keep it safe. 
        My heart lifts that this thing found you. It is good news.

      Dont tell me how much I need some good news, I thought. When do you think your, um, ward 
        will be ready?

      Soon. Please­please ask your dark al­ly to wait till it is ready. It will not be more than a 
        day or two.

      Back to the bad news. Yolande and her wardskeep­er friends thought Con and I were go­ing to 
        face Bo that soon. Well, I sup­pose I thought so too.

      Lat­er. Up­stairs. The bal­cony door open; can­dles burn­ing; I sat cross-​legged, hands on 
        knees. I was­nt go­ing any­where. I just want­ed a word.

      How soon. Not tonight. Not...next night. Then... No soon­er. Yolande...ward...me

      It was go­ing to take a lot of work be­fore this align­ment busi­ness re­placed the tele­phone. 
        But I would­nt be around to see it, since it looked like I had two days to live.

      And Id been com­plain­ing about wait­ing.

      So, what do you do when you know you have two days to live? Wait a minute, havent I been 
        here be­fore? No. I was on­ly pre­tend­ing, last time. I had­nt known that I was sure Con would 
        save me, last time, till this time, when I knew he would­nt. But I had been here be­fore: I 
        was still find­ing out I had more stuff to lose by los­ing it. And I al­ready knew I thought 
        this was a triple Carthagini­an hell of a sys­tem.

      So, where was I? Right. What you do when you know you have two days to live. Not a lot 
        dif­fer­ent than if you did­nt know. Six months you could do some­thing with. Two days? Hmph. 
        Eat an en­tire Bit­ter Choco­late Death all by your­self. (Ac­tu­al­ly I bombed on this. Mel had 
        to eat the last slab. A pan of Bit­ter Choco­late Death is­nt very large, but it is in­tense.) 
        Reread your fa­vorite nov­el, the one you on­ly let your­self read any more when youre sick in 
        bed. I might have en­joyed this more, since Im nev­er sick, if death did­nt seem like a very 
        bad trade-​off. Buy eight dozen ros­es from the best florist in town­the su­per ex­pen­sive 
        ones, the ones that smell like ros­es rather than mere­ly look­ing like the­mand put them all 
        over your apart­ment. I bought five dozen red and three dozen white. I have one vase and 
        one iced tea pitch­er, which has reg­ular­ly spent more of its time hold­ing cut flow­ers than 
        iced tea. Af­ter I used these, and the two twinkly-​gold-​flecked tum­blers and two cheap 
        cham­pagne flutes plus the best of my lim­it­ed and mot­ley col­lec­tion of wa­ter and wine 
        glass­es, I emp­tied out my sham­poo bot­tle­which was tall and rather a nice shape, even if it 
        was plas­ticin­to a jam jar, and put a few in it. I cut most of the rest of them off at the 
        base of the flow­er and float­ed them in what­ev­er else I had that would hold wa­ter, 
        in­clud­ing the bath­tub. I de­cid­ed this had been one of my bet­ter ideas. The last three­two 
        red, one whiteI tied to­geth­er and hung up­side down from the rear-​view mir­ror of the Wreck. 
        Bet­ter than fuzzy dice.

      Take a good long look at ev­ery­one you loveev­ery­one lo­cal; you­ve on­ly got two days. And 
        dont tell any­body. You dont need to be sur­round­ed by a lot of de­pressed peo­ple; youre 
        al­ready de­pressed enough for ev­ery­body.

      Of course in my case I could­nt tell any­body be­cause ei­ther they

      would­nt be­lieve me or theyd try to stop me.

      I thought about be­ing rude to Mr. Cagney. It was some­thing I had been long­ing to do for 
        years, and I some­how man­aged to be be­hind the counter on the sec­ond morn­ing when he need­ed 
        some­one to com­plain to. But I looked at his scrunched-​up, petu­lant face and de­cid­ed, 
        rather re­gret­ful­ly, that I had bet­ter things to do with my last morn­ing on earth. So I 
        said mm-​hmm a few times, re­filled his cof­fee cup (which he changed tack to tell me was 
        cold: okay, Im not Mary, but it was not cold) and left him to Char­lie, who did­nt know it 
        was my last morn­ing on earth, and was has­ten­ing over from crank­ing down the awning to stop 
        me from be­ing rude.

      Oth­er things I did­nt do in­clud­ed waste any time try­ing to find out whod plant­ed that fetch 
        on me. Yolande did a sweep on the Wreck for me and did­nt find any­thing but two new wards 
        tucked un­der the front bumper and a tick­er be­hind the rear li­cense plate. She was quite 
        tak­en with the wards, say­ing she was falling be­hind on re­search faster than she knew, that 
        they were a whole new de­sign of trav­el­ing ward and by far the most ef­fec­tive shed seen. 
        They had to be SOF too. An ex­am­ple of a large cor­rupt or­ga­ni­za­tion get­ting it right. She 
        left all of them alone.

      I had been hop­ing to see Pat. I could promise any­thing he liked for to­mor­row or the day 
        af­ter that. But he did­nt show up, as he most­ly had­nt been show­ing up since the night we 
        blew out HQ. He must be get­ting his cin­na­mon roll fix by white bak­ery bag. In a world 
        where I was less and less sure of any­thing, I was sure that that jones was re­al. I was 
        sor­ry not to have a chance to say good-​bye, ex­cept of course I would­nt have said good-​bye. 
        When Mary came in­to the bak­ery to ask if there was any­thing hot out of the oven she did­nt 
        know about to tell Jesse and Theo I said, care­less­ly, Oh, Ill bring it: Ill try my new 
        what­ev­er-​these-​are on them. I liked the idea of in­vent­ing a new recipe on my last day on 
        earth, and Ive al­ways liked to see my guinea pigs faces when they first bite down. I said, 
        So, say hi to Pat for me, and they both looked at me as if there was a hid­den mes­sage, 
        which there was, al­though I doubt­ed they were go­ing to guess it. They were dis­tract­ed 
        quick­ly enough by the what­ev­er-​these-​were: Id have to do the un­think­able and write out the 
        recipe, so Paulie could have it. And maybe Aim­il would come up with a good name. Sun­shines 
        Es­cha­tol­ogy. Hey, my es­cha­tol­ogy would have but­ter, heavy cream, pecans, and three kinds 
        of choco­late in it.

      Id miss feed­ing my SOFs: they were good eaters. Id miss be­ing alive.

      I had been due to work through the ear­ly-​sup­per split shift but I de­cid­ed I want­ed to see 
        the sun set from my bal­cony once more so I whee­dled Em­my in­to it. Did­nt want her to lose 
        all her bak­ery skills just be­cause shed been made as­sis­tant cook next door­Paulie was go­ing 
        to need her. Id al­ready bent Paulies arm in­to a pret­zel till hed agreed to take the dawn 
        shift to­mor­row. The Thurs­day morn­ing sys­tem had bro­ken down so com­plete­ly I no longer 
        re­mem­bered if I owed him some four a.m.s or he owed me some. The con­fu­sion was prob­ably 
        good for him. He was about to have to learn to be chief bak­er re­al fast.

      There were some peo­ple it was too dif­fi­cult to say good-​bye to, so I did­nt try. Mom, of 
        course. If Id made a point of go­ing in­to the of­fice to say good-​bye to her that day, 
        how­ev­er ca­su­al­ly, shedve been call­ing the cops and the hos­pi­tal be­fore I got the words out 
        of my mouth. Once a moth­er, al­ways a moth­er, and Id have to have some spec­tac­ular rea­son 
        for break­ing the awk­ward but prac­ti­cal truce that we nev­er spoke to each oth­er un­less on 
        spe­cif­ic cof­fee­house busi­ness. Ken­ny was buss­ing ta­bles; we ex­changed Heys. Id nev­er said 
        good­bye to Ken­ny and this was­nt the time to start. I had seen Bil­ly for about two-​thirds 
        of a sec­ond ear­li­er in the af­ter­noon, when he blast­ed in­to Char­lies long enough to fling 
        over his shoul­der at the near­est par­ent the in­for­ma­tion that he was spend­ing the rest of 
        the day with the equal­ly hy­per­ac­tive friend ac­com­pa­ny­ing him. He did not ac­knowl­edge me; I 
        was part of the fam­ily back­drop. What was to ac­knowl­edge? My im­por­tance lay in the 
        avail­abil­ity of the eight muffins and 
        two-​each-​from-​ev­ery-​bin-​and-​four-​if-​they-​were-​choco­late cook­ies they took with them as 
        they blast­ed out again.

      Mary and Kyoko I said See you to. I waved to Em­my, who was in the main kitchen look­ing 
        ha­rassed, but I was be­gin­ning to sus­pect that her ha­rassed look was cov­er­ing up the fact 
        that she was hav­ing a re­al­ly good time and did­nt quite be­lieve her luck. I al­ways checked 
        out with Char­lie, to make sure there wer­ent any last-​minute gaps I might be able to fill, 
        to make sure our sched­ules for to­mor­row matched. Id told him about the swap with Paulie; I 
        on­ly said I was tired, and I know I looked it. We did­nt say good-​bye ei­ther. Our rit­ual 
        went, See you to­mor­row, Sun­shine, and Yeah. I said Yeah, as usu­al. Even on days off he 
        said See you to­mor­row be­cause even on days off he usu­al­ly did.

      I had­nt re­al­ized that I nev­er said good-​bye to any­one about any­thing.

      Mel. He was on break when I left, and he was­nt jiv­ing with some guy or guys in greasy 
        den­im about over­head cam shifts through hot pas­tra­mi or meat­loaf sand­wich­esor for that 
        mat­ter dis­cussing world news with one of our more co­her­ent dere­licts. Mel was lean­ing 
        against the cor­ner of the

      build­ing drink­ing cof­fee and mut­ter­ing to him­self. I knew what he was mut­ter­ing about: hed 
        giv­en up smok­ing ten years ago but he still want­ed a cigarette ev­ery time he drank cof­fee, 
        and he drank a lot of cof­fee. Some­times his fin­gers twitched, not from the caf­feine jag 
        but from the mem­ory of do­ing his own roll-​ups. This made him drink more cof­fee. One day he 
        was go­ing to wake up and dis­cov­er hed turned in­to a cof­fee plan­ta­tion, and then Char­lies 
        would have its own fresh home-​grown beans even if we had to re­place our chief cook. There 
        are worse things to wake up and dis­cov­er you­ve turned in­to. A vam­pire, for ex­am­ple. 
        Al­though the books say youll know its com­ing.

      Mel looked up and saw me, and his face eased in­to his good-​old-​boy smile. Mel used his 
        charm as de­lib­er­ate­ly as lay­ing an ace on the ta­ble, so you could see ex­act­ly what it was. 
        It was one of the good things about him. What­ev­er he might not be telling you, what he did 
        tell you was the truth. Im your friend, Sun­shine. He still looked like some­one who should 
        be wear­ing greasy den­ims rather than an apron, al­though the tat­toos con­fused the is­sue: 
        greasy den­ims and a long hood­ed cloak? Hmm. I won­dered if sor­cer­ers ev­er used food 
        splotch­es in­stead of cos­met­ics.

      Hey Sun­shine.

      Hey.

      We still on for Fri­day af­ter­noon?

      I nod­ded, prob­ably too vig­or­ous­ly, be­cause his smile fad­ed. Some­thing wrong?

      Noth­ing that was­nt wrong the last time you asked me that ques­tion, I thought, on­ly its got 
        wronger faster than maybe I was ex­pect­ing. I shook my head, try­ing to be less vig­or­ous. 
        No. Thanks.

      He swal­lowed the last of his cof­fee, put the mug down on the ground, and came over to me. 
        Sure?

      Sure. Yeah. I put my arms around him, leaned my face against his shoul­der (my fore­head 
        against the oak tree that was vis­ible be­neath the torn-​off sleeve of his T-​shirt), and 
        sighed. He smelled of food and day­light. I could feel his heart beat­ing. He put his arms 
        around me. Prob­ably just lin­ger­ing in­di­ges­tion from eleven-​twelfths of a Bit­ter Choco­late 
        Death yes­ter­day, I said. I felt the small kick of his di­aphragm as he laughed­he had a sort 
        of fur­ry-​chuck­le laugh­but he knew me too well. Try again, Sun­shine, he said. Do blue 
        whales OD guz­zling all that sea wa­ter? Your veins run choco­late­finest dark semisweet­not 
        blood.

      Pity it looked red, then. It gave vam­pires ideas. I did­nt say any­thing.

      You can tell me about it on Fri­day, okay? he said.

      I nod­ded. Okay. If I said any more I would prob­ably burst in­to tears.

      I drove home slow­ly. I thought of go­ing by the li­brary, but de­cid­ed Aim­il came in­to the 
        too dif­fi­cult cat­ego­ry, and she might con­ceiv­ably make some kind of guess what I was 
        feel­ing so gloomy about and I did­nt want to take the risk. What a re­al­ly aw­ful rea­son not 
        to see some­one for the last time. But I was so tired.

      I sat in the car again at home and watched the leaves turn­ing. It seemed to me a lot of 
        au­tumn had hap­pened in the last two days. I thought of the two days out of time Id had 
        af­ter Con had di­ag­nosed me and be­fore he was sup­posed to come back and cure me. Id known I 
        was dy­ing, but it kind of had­nt mat­tered. It was­nt on­ly that I be­lieved Con would find a 
        way to heal me. It was that there was­nt any­thing I could do. I did­nt have that lux­ury this 
        time. I was go­ing to have to go through with it, what­ev­er it was. Id al­ways scorned the 
        sto­ries where the princess­es hung around wait­ing to be res­cued: Sleep­ing Beau­ty, spare me. 
        Tell the stupid lit­tle wuss to wake up and sort out the wicked fairy her­self. I found 
        my­self think­ing that sleep­ing through it sound­ed pret­ty good af­ter all.

      Yolande was look­ing out for me, and her door was open be­fore Id climbed out of the Wreck. 
        I walked drag­ging­ly up to her. I did­nt even know that it was go­ing to be tonight. I 
        re­mem­bered those ex­tra nights Id wait­ed for Con, with death ly­ing on my breast like a 
        lover. What a long time ago that seemed. I tried to make this a hope­ful thought, but it 
        re­fused to work. It was like try­ing to blow up a popped bal­loon. Hel­lo, Death, you again. 
        Just cant keep away, can you?

      Saints and damna­tion. Most­ly damna­tion.

      Yolande drew me in­to her work­room. There was a lit­tle heap of...sun­light on her desk. 
        What? I blinked. It looked like...as if there was a chink in the blind, let­ting a sin­gle 
        ray in to make a pool there: ex­cept it was­nt a pool, it was a heap, and there was no ray 
        of sun. I could feel my eyes fizzing back and forth like a cam­eras au­to­mat­ic lens, try­ing 
        to find the right set­ting and fail­ing. The heap cast no shad­ows. It was a small domed 
        hum­mock of pure gold­en light.

      I had stopped to stare, and Yolande went to her desk and picked it up. It seemed to flow 
        over her hands, slow­ly, like rivulets of warm hon­ey, or small friend­ly sleepy snakes. It 
        was, I thought, as it sep­arat­ed it­self over her fin­gers, a lat­tice­work of some va­ri­ety. 
        The fil­aments met and part­ed in some kind of pat­tern, and the fil­aments them­selves seemed 
        to car­ry a pat­tern, like scales on a snakes back. It moved slow­ly, but it moved; it

      curled round Yolan­des wrists. My strange sense of it­them­be­ing friend­ly but half asleep 
        re­mained. It will wake up when it touch­es you, she said, as if read­ing my mind. We had to 
        put it to­geth­er in great haste, and its not yet used to be­ing­man­ifest.

      She came to­ward me, stretch­ing the light-​net gen­tly be­tween her hands like a cats cra­dle, 
        andthrew it over me.

      For a mo­ment I was sur­round­ed by twin­kling lights; and then I felt it­them­set­tling gen­tly 
        against my skin, del­icate as snow-​flakes, but warm. Be­mus­ed­ly I held one arm out to watch 
        the pro­cess. You know how if you watch, if you con­cen­trate, you can feel when snowflakes 
        land on you, feel the chill of them, al­most in­di­vid­ual­ly at first, till your face or hand 
        or arm be­gins to numb with the cold, and then they melt against your skin and dis­ap­pear. 
        So it was with these tiny light­flakes: I saw them as they float­ed down, shim­mer­ing down, 
        felt them when they touched me, lighter than feath­ers or gos­samer, and over all of me, for 
        clothes were in­sub­stan­tial to them. But they were not mere­ly warm, a few of them were 
        un­com­fort­ably hot, and left tiny pin­prick red marks; and while they dis­solved on con­tact 
        like snowflakes, they ap­peared to sink through the sur­face of my skin, leav­ing noth­ing 
        be­hind, no damp­ness, no stick­iness, no shed scales...Af­ter theyd all van­ished, if I turned 
        my arm sharply back and forth I could just see the web­work of light, like veins, on­ly 
        gold­en, not blue. I itched faint­ly, es­pe­cial­ly where belt and bra straps rubbed.

      Yolande let out a long slow breath. I looked at her in­quir­ing­ly. I was­nt sure it was go­ing 
        to work. I told you we had to put this to­geth­er very quick­ly.

      Whatis it?

      Yolande paused. Im not sure how to ex­plain it to you. It is not a ward, or on­ly in­di­rect­ly 
        so. It is a form of come­hith­er, but gen­er­al­ly on­ly sor­cer­ers ev­er use any­thing like it. 
        Itit gath­ers your strength to you. It taps in­to the source of your strength, more strong­ly 
        than you can un­aid­ed.

      Most mag­ic han­dlers have a tal­ent for one thing or an­oth­er, and it is drawn from one area 
        of this world or an­oth­er. A fore­seer with a prin­ci­pal rap­port with trees may see vi­sions 
        in a burl of her fa­vorite wood, for ex­am­ple, rather than in the tra­di­tion­al crys­tal ball. 
        A sor­cer­er whose strongest re­la­tion­ship is with wa­ter will be much like­li­er to drown his 
        or her en­emy than to meet them in bat­tle, al­though one with an affin­ity for met­al would 
        forge a sword.

      Affin­ity, I said bit­ter­ly. My affin­ity is for vam­pires. No, said Yolande. Why do you say 
        that?

      Pat. SOF. Thats why they want me. Be­cause Im a m-​mag­ic han­dlerI could hard­ly get the 
        phrase out; han­dling seemed far from the cor­rect term in my case­with an affin­ity for 
        vam­pires.

      Yolande shook her head. The hi­er­ar­chies of mag­ic han­dling are no par­tic­ular study of mine. 
        But your prin­ci­pal affin­ity is for sun­light: your el­ement, as it were. It is usu­al­ly one 
        of the stan­dard four: earth, air, wa­ter, fire. Some­times it is met­al, some­times wood. I 
        have nev­er heard of one for sun­light be­fore, but there areare tests for these things. 
        Yours is nei­ther fire nor air, but a bit of both, and some­thing else. While I was do­ing 
        the tests and com­ing up nowhere, I thought of sun­light be­cause of all the days I have seen 
        you ly­ing in the sun like a cat or a do­gI have on­ly ev­er seen you tru­ly re­laxed like that, 
        ly­ing mo­tion­less in sun­light. And you told me once about the year you were ill, when you 
        lived in a base­ment flat, and how you cured your­self by ly­ing in front or the sun­ny 
        win­dows when you moved up­stairs. I thought of your nick­name­how I my­self had re­lied on your 
        nick­name to tell me the re­al truth about you, af­ter the vam­pire vis­it­ed you...

      As for yourlet us call it coun­ter­af­fin­ity: your coun­ter­af­fin­ity may be for vam­pires. I 
        have nev­er heard of this ei­ther, but I do know it is of­ten a mag­ic han­dler with a 
        prin­ci­pal affin­ity for wa­ter who can cross a desert most eas­ily; a han­dler with a 
        prin­ci­pal affin­ity for air who can hold her breath the longest, some­one with an affin­ity 
        for earth who flies most eas­ily. It is the strength of the el­ement in you that makes you 
        more able to re­si­stand si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly em­brace its op­po­site. You are not con­sumed by the 
        dark be­cause you are full of light.

      I did­nt feel full of light. I felt full of stom­ach acid and cold phlegm. I knew about the 
        four el­ements, of course; I even knew a lit­tle about this coun­ter­af­fin­ity thing. Mag­ic 
        han­dlers with a prin­ci­pal fire el­ement nev­er get hired by the fire ser­vice; fires tend to 
        be hard­er to put out with them around. But an Air or a Wa­ter is a shoo-​in for the Fire 
        Corps be­cause Airs nev­er seem to suf­fer smoke in­hala­tion and wa­ter seems to go far­ther 
        with a Wa­ter. A lot of lives have been saved by the Airs and the Wa­ters in the Fire Corps. 
        Id nev­er thought of it as hav­ing to do with coun­ter­af­fini­ties though.

      But then I had nev­er thought a lot about mag­ic han­dling. I had al­ways been too busy be­ing 
        fas­ci­nat­ed by sto­ries of the Oth­ers.

      I can see in the dark­er­now, I said, not want­ing to get in­to how it hap­pened, but it makes 
        me kind of nuts. In the dark its okay. But I see inthroughthe shad­ows in day­light too. But 
        I see through them­strange­ly. I most­ly cant make sense of what Im see­ing. Or if I can

      I dont know if Im imag­in­ing it, to make it make sense. And most of them wig­gle.

      Yolande looked in­ter­est­ed. Per­haps you will tell me more about that some time. I may be 
        able to help.

      Some time, I thought. Yeah. The shad­ows on you dont wig­gle though. They just lie there, 
        like all shad­ows used to.

      Ah. That will per­haps be the pu­rifi­ca­tion pro­cess of wardskeep­ing. If you be­come a mas­ter, 
        as I even­tu­al­ly did, you go through a se­ries of tri­als that are to make you what you are 
        as in­tense­ly as pos­si­ble. You would not be able to do what a mas­ter does with­out this. I 
        imag­ine you will see oth­er mas­ters of their craft as you see me.

      I still had­nt de­cid­ed if the shad­ows that fell on Con moved around or not. Dark shad­ows 
        were dif­fer­ent from light shad­ows. So to speak. If they did­nt, did that make him a mas­ter 
        vam­pire? What is a mas­ter vam­pire? SOF used the term for some­one who ran a gang.

      I held both arms out and ad­mired the faint twinkly gold, felt the faint prick­ly itch. I 
        pulled a hand­ful of my hair for­ward where I could look at it and it too was laced and 
        daubed with gold. Maybe Yolande could sell the pro­cess to a hair­dress­er: bet you did­nt 
        have to touch it up ev­ery few weeks.

      Pity I would­nt be around to demon­strate.

      The sun was near set­ting.

      I dropped my arms. Thank you, I said. That is so fee­ble. But thank you very much.

      Youre very wel­come, my dear, said Yolande.

      I must go now, I think.

      Yes. But I hope you will come back and tell me about it.

      I met her eyes and saw with a shock that she did know. I tried to smile. I hope I will too.

      I sat just in­side the open doors of the bal­cony, cross-​legged, hands on knees. I did­nt 
        both­er to try to align, to ask him any­thing, to tell him any­thing. He would be here soon 
        enough. He would be here. This time what was doomed to hap­pen was­nt go­ing to be put off. 
        It would be­gin tonight. And, prob­ably, end there too.

      The sun red­dened the au­tumn col­ors on the trees. The shad­ows dark­ened and length­ened.

    

  
    
      Sunshine

    

    
      PART FOUR

      Per­haps the flakes of light had set­tled in my eyes too when Yolan­des web had fall­en around 
        me. Sit­ting still and wait­ing, watch­ing the sun set, I had­nt thought much about the way 
        the shad­ows fell and moved; it was al­ways eas­ier when I was mo­tion­less my­self. But I saw 
        him clear­ly, this time. I saw him, and not mere­ly by a pro­cess of elim­ina­tion, one wig­gly 
        shad­ow mov­ing in a spe­cif­ic di­rec­tion. He was a dark fig­ure, hu­man-​shaped. Vam­pire-​shaped. 
        He was Con.

      A dark fig­ure: dark with glints of gold, as if light­flakes fell on him, sparked like 
        struck match­es, and fell away.

      Did I hear him or not? I dont know. I had a feel­ing like sound of him, as I had a feel­ing 
        like sight. I saw him dis­ap­pear around the cor­ner of the house. He would be com­ing up the 
        stairs now; I felt his pres­ence there. He would be open­ing my doorhmm, did he open doors 
        to walk through them? No, wait. Vam­pires could­nt dis­in­te­grate them­selvesI did­nt think. A 
        few sor­cer­ers could, but they were the re­al­ly crazy ones. If you­ve in­vit­ed a vam­pire 
        across your thresh­old, maybe the door sim­ply did­nt ex­ist for him any more? Or any­way why 
        did the front door al­ways whoosh gen­tly when I opened it but not when he did?

      And I knew when he was stand­ing be­hind me. It was­nt that I heard him breath­ing. But the 
        vam­pire-​in-​the-​room thing was un­mis­tak­able.

      I stood up and turned around.

      He looked dif­fer­ent. It might have been the light­flakes but I dont think so. I prob­ably 
        looked dif­fer­ent too. If youre go­ing in­to what you know is your fi­nal bat­tle maybe the 
        pre­lim­inary loin-​gird­ing al­ways is vis­ible. My ex­pe­ri­ence is lim­it­ed. I dont know that I 
        would nec­es­sar­ily have iden­ti­fied the way Con looked as a vam­pire pre­pared for his last 
        bat­tle, but as a thumb­nail de­scrip­tion it would do.

      I was al­ways sur­prised at how big he was. Thats prob­ably some­thing about the way vam­pires 
        movethe bone­less glid­ing, that hu­man-​spine-​un­hing­ing creepy grace. You did­nt be­lieve it, 
        so you made the vam­pire small­er in your mem­ory to make it a lit­tle more plau­si­ble. (Uh. I 
        dont know about the gener­ic you in this case. So far as I knew I was the on­ly hu­man, so 
        far, whod had the op­por­tu­ni­ty. Or the need.) Its fun­ny, vam­pires have been a fact of hu­man 
        ex­is­tence since be­fore his­to­ry be­gan, and yet in our heart of hearts I dont think we 
        re­al­ly be­lieve in them. Ev­ery time one of us meets up with one of them we dont be­lieve in 
        them all over again. Of course in most cas­es a hu­man meet­ing up with a

      vam­pire is look­ing at their im­me­di­ate death and so not be­liev­ing it is the last for­lorn 
        hope­but Im here to say that be­ing ac­quaint­ed with one does­nt lessen the feel­ing much. I 
        did­nt be­lieve in Con.

      Tricky.

      I be­lieved in my own death more.

      I stretched my hand out and put it on his chest, where no heart beat. He was wear­ing 
        an­oth­er one of his long black shirts. It might have been the one I had worn a few nights 
        ago, ex­cept that that one was hang­ing in the back of my clos­et with the cran­ber­ry-​red 
        dress. My vam­pire wardrobe.

      I let my hand drop.

      But he reached out and picked it up. There was a fizz, a shock, as his skin met mine. I 
        felt him twitchev­er so slightly­but he did­nt loose my hand. He turned it over in­stead, and 
        then laid it gen­tly, as if it had no vo­li­tion of its own, in the palm of his oth­er hand. 
        The in­vis­ible spark hap­pened again, but he did­nt star­tle this time. My back was to the 
        fad­ing twi­light, but in the shad­ow of my body the oc­ca­sion­al gold glints of the web were 
        just vis­ible.

      What is this? he said.

      Yolande gave it to me. She said it would help me draw on the source of my strength.

      Day­light, he said. Yes. Does it hurt you? No.

      I thought about that no. It sound­ed a lit­tle like the no of the kid play­ing so-​called 
        touch foot­ball who has just had the three biggest kids in the neigh­bor­hood tag her by 
        knock­ing her down and sit­ting on her. They asked me af­ter they let me up if I was hurt. I 
        said no. I was ly­ing. Let me rephrase that.

      A small shiv­er in his breath. Re­al­ly quite a hu­man noise: au­di­ble breath with a catch in 
        it, like a mut­ed laugh. When you are a lit­tle too hot, a lit­tle too cold, does it hurt?

      Old Mr. Tem­per­ature Con­trol, I thought. What do you know about too hot and too cold? No, I 
        still was­nt think­ing about any of that. Delete that thought.

      Or if you pick up some­thing a lit­tle too heavy for you, does it hurt? It is on­ly a lit­tle 
        pres­sure on the un­der­stood bound­aries of your­self.

      I liked that: a lit­tle pres­sure on the un­der­stood bound­aries of your­self. Sound­ed like 
        some­thing out of a self-​aware­ness class, prob­ably with yo­ga. See what kind of a pret­zel 
        you can tie your­self in­to and press on the un­der­stood...

      I was rav­ing, if on­ly to my­self. I took a deep breath. Okay. My new light-​web was to Con 
        no worse than haul­ing an over­full sheet of cin­na­mon rolls out of the oven and mak­ing a run 
        for the coun­ter­top be­fore I dropped them was to me.

      I looked in­to his face, dul­ly lit by the last of the twi­light, and re­al­ized, with a shock, 
        that I had no doubt: the shad­ows there lay qui­et­ly too.

      Ready? he said.

      I smiled in­vol­un­tar­ily. Are you jok­ing? Yes, I said.

      I have tak­en what you showed me and...mea­sured it, by the ways I know. I be­lieve that 
        be­tween us we shall...at­tain our goal.

      Our goal, I thought. I did­nt trans­late this in­to prac­ti­cal terms.

      We do not trav­el in your nowheresville, but I fear the way we are go­ing is 
        nonethe­less...un­pleas­ant. I will need your as­sis­tance. It will not be easy both to trav­el 
        that way and to guard our pres­ence from too-​ear­ly de­tec­tion.

      I closed my eye­shurl­ing my­self in­to this, to stop my­self from think­ing about it­took a 
        firmer grip on his hand, and be­gan to search for the align­ment. This was very dif­fer­ent 
        from the fuzzy non-​tele­phone line I had used to talk to Con; for that I could just go to 
        the edge of what­ev­er it was that was out there, and grope. This was more like walk­ing 
        through a snake pit with a forked stick, hop­ing you could sneak up be­hind the snake you 
        want­ed and nail it with the stick be­fore it nailed you. Mean­while hop­ing that none of the 
        oth­er snakes saw you first.

      I glanced apolo­get­ical­ly at the ev­er-​so-​slight­ly-​like-​the-​back-​of-​a-​snake pat­tern glint­ing 
        faint gold again­stin­my skin. I said one of my grans words: it was on­ly a lit­tle word, a 
        lit­tle word of thanks and of set­tling, set­tling down, set­tling in, but I thought the 
        light-​web might like it. Then I closed my eyes again.

      There.

      This may have been the light-​web too, or it may have been that Id now done my com­pass 
        nee­dle ma­neu­ver sev­er­al times and was get­ting the hang of it, or it may have been Con. 
        Some of it was Con; I could feel the faint scritchy buzz of con­nec­tion through our palms. 
        There seemed to be a va­ri­ety of paths laid out be­fore us: there was the to­tal­ly 
        evis­cer­at­ing­ly

      worst, the slight­ly less worst but worst enough, the still re­al­ly bad, the on­ly ba­sic 
        dead­ly dire, and prob­ably a few oth­ers. I was look­ing at the Cather­ine-​wheel glit­ter of 
        the way that had blown out SOF HQ and at the loom­ing thing that was our des­ti­na­tion as Con 
        ar­ranged us on the bound­ary of one of the oth­er, the quite-​aw­ful-​enough-​thanks ways. The 
        loom­ing thing and its guardians did­nt look so much like an aquar­ium this time­or if it did, 
        those fish were sick­more like the spe­cial ef­fects in one of those postholo­caust movies. 
        Any mo­ment now the ghast­ly mu­tants would come lurch­ing on screen and wave their de­viant 
        limbs at us.

      I wished it was a movie.

      Come, said Con, and we stepped for­ward to­geth­er.

      By the time wed walked off the edge of the bal­cony we were firm­lyif thats quite the word I 
        wantin­to Oth­er-​space. Vam­pires prob­ably can bound light­ly down from third sto­ries, but I 
        did­nt want to try it. As it was I was im­me­di­ate­ly hav­ing a pre­car­ious time keep­ing my 
        feet; there did­nt seem to be any up or downalthough this is a good thing when you­ve just 
        walked off a bal­cony­or side­ways or back­ward or for­ward for that mat­ter, oth­er than the 
        fact that we had backs and fronts and our faces were on one side of us rather than 
        an­oth­er. This path, what­ev­er it was, was a lot worse than Cons short way home the oth­er 
        night. At least I had feet, which was an im­prove­ment on nowheresville.

      Hey, not on­ly did I have feet, I got to keep my clothes on.

      I could still see the loom­ing thing that was what we were aim­ing for, and since I did­nt 
        know any­thing about the pro­tec­tive de­tail I as­sumed that my func­tion was to keep watch­ing 
        it. Con pro­pelled us. Pre­sum­ably for­ward. He seemed to know up from down and side­ways from 
        side­ways. I felt things whiz past me oc­ca­sion­al­ly, and while I could­ntve told you what 
        they were, I could guess they wer­ent friend­ly. Ev­ery time I set my foot down it seemed to 
        re­solve the place I was in a lit­tle more, as if my in­vad­ing three-​di­men­sion­al­ity was 
        mak­ing my sur­round­ings co­ag­ulate, and lit­tle by lit­tle there seemed to be an­oth­er sort of 
        step­ping-​stone sys­tem af­ter all, al­though rather than the or­di­nary world sluic­ing by 
        be­tween the stones it seemed to boil up, and be­come part of the 
        no-​up-​no-​down-​no-​any­thing-​else. I felt as if I would like to be sick, but for­tu­nate­ly my 
        stom­ach could­nt fig­ure out which was up ei­ther, so it stayed where it was.

      Af­ter some kind of time there be­gan to be half-​rec­og­niz­able or­di­nary things in the 
        ca­reen­ing en­tropy: a street lamp. A cor­ner of a di­lap­idat­ed build­ing with a re­volv­ing 
        door, one of whose panes was bro­ken. A stop

      sign. A road sign: Gar­ri­son Street. We were in No Town.

      As we went on (on still used ad­vis­ed­ly), we flick­ered more clear­ly in­to No Town. Some­times 
        we took a step or two on bro­ken pave­ment as if we were ac­tu­al­ly there. Maybe we were.

      There were now oth­er peo­ple spo­rad­ical­ly present al­so. I did­nt like the look of any of 
        them. We passed sev­er­al night­clubs with peo­ple wan­der­ing in and out. There were bounc­ers 
        at the doors of some of them, but that most­ly was­nt the style in No Town. If you could 
        walk, you could walk where you want­ed to. Even the se­ri­ous­ly flash spar­tan clubs, the 
        places where peo­ple who lived in down­town high-​ris­es went when they want­ed to feel like 
        they were slum­ming but were still will­ing to pay thir­ty blinks for a short glass of wine 
        to prove they were slum­ming on­ly be­cause they want­ed to, had more sub­tle ways of get­ting 
        rid of you.

      Mean­while, out­doors, if you fell down, you lay there, and peo­ple still am­bu­la­to­ry stepped 
        over you: hor­izon­tal bod­ies were part of the am­bi­ence. Maybe you got rolled, while you 
        were ly­ing there be­ing am­bi­ent. Maybe you got tak­en home for din­ner. To be din­ner. It 
        was­nt a good place to linger in for any­oneany­one alive, that is but there was an­oth­er 
        myth, that if you were high enough, the suck­ers would leave you alone, be­cause your blood 
        would screw them up. I dont think this is some­thing Id want to re­ly on my­self. There are 
        neer-​do-​wells among the Oth­ers like there are among us hu­mans, and my guess is there are 
        suck­ers who have de­vel­oped a taste for screwed-​up blood. Al­so, if youre hun­gry enough, 
        youll eat any­thing, right? And a still-​breath­ing body face­down in a gut­ter is re­al easy 
        to, you know, catch.

      I was hav­ing trou­ble stay­ing up­right as we winked back and forth be­tween worlds. If when 
        vis­ible I was stag­ger­ing a lit­tle, I would fit right in.

      I was a lit­tle afraid I might see some­one I knew. Gods and an­gels, nev­er un­der­es­ti­mate the 
        pow­er of so­cial con­di­tion­ing; even un­der the cir­cum­stances, when I was ful­ly ex­pect­ing 
        nev­er hav­ing to face or ex­plain any­thing to any­one again af­ter the next few min­utes or 
        hours or time-​frag­ments splin­tered by chaos-​space, I was wor­ried about this, that I might 
        see Ken­ny, or his friends, or some of the younger, dumb­er reg­ulars at Char­lies; or even 
        what re­mained of a few of the guys my age I knew who had­nt got back out of drugs again. 
        What was I afraid of? That they might see me toohold­ing hands with a vam­pire? That I would 
        look as if I

      was mere­ly un­der the dark and go­ing to the usu­al fate of a hu­man seen in the com­pa­ny of a 
        vam­pire? I was sup­posed to care?

      I did­nt know what any hu­mans might be mak­ing of us. But I be­gan to see vam­pires look­ing 
        back at us. I did­nt have any trou­ble rec­og­niz­ing them. I did­nt know if this was be­cause 
        they wer­ent both­er­ing to try to pass, or if I just knew a vam­pire when I saw one these 
        days.

      I did­nt no­tice when the first one did more than look, when the first one came at us. I 
        did­nt no­tice till Con had...nev­er mind. He did it with his oth­er hand, and with the hand 
        that held mine, jerked us back in­to chaos-​space. He wiped the splat­ter of blood off his 
        face with his fore­arm, ex­cept there was blood on his arm too. I was afraid Id see him lick 
        his lips. I did­nt. Maybe I did­nt watch long enough. Maybe, you know, used blood is­nt of 
        much in­ter­est. My hand trem­bled in his: in the hand of my lethal vam­pire com­pan­ion.

      I was alive, hu­man, with a beat­ing heart. I was all alone.

      The next time there were sev­er­al of them. This time Con jerked us out of chaos-​space, 
        be­cause he then had to let go of my hand. I was glad I did­nt have to find out what would 
        hap­pen if I got left there alone with­out him. I was­nt glad for very long.

      I did­nt know what I was sup­posed to do: note to my­self, in my next life, get some mar­tial 
        arts train­ingget a lot of mar­tial arts train­ingjust in case. Again, as with the first 
        vam­pire who at­tacked us, some­thing hap­penedquick­er than I could fol­lowquick­er than I 
        want­ed to fol­low, and I yanked my gaze away, afraid of what my dark vi­sion might make out 
        for me. There was blood, again, but there was al­so at least one vam­pire left over while 
        Con was oth­er­wise en­gaged, and he was look­ing at me. I looked at him, not think­ing about 
        any­thing but my own ter­ror, my eyes wide open, open so wide that they hurt. He met that 
        gaze­hey, he knew a hu­man when he saw one, and he knew he was a vam­pire­and I saw him 
        fal­ter, and then Con had turned from what­ev­er he was do­ing and...took care of that one 
        too, too fast for me to look away. I think I prob­ably cried out. Jesse was­nt go­ing to 
        res­cue me, this time. I was­nt go­ing to come to my­self with hu­man arms around me and a 
        hu­man voice shout­ing in my ear, Its all over. Youre all right.

      There was now quite a lot of blood, and...bits and pieces. I had blood on me too. Con 
        seized my hand again, and said sharply, Come. I did­nt dare look in his face. There would 
        be no com­fort, no re­as­sur­ance, in the face of any vam­pire. When I took a run­ning step to 
        keep up with him, my shoes slipped. In the blood. There was so much blood on our hands 
        that as it

      dried, our fin­gers stuck to­geth­er. The meaty smell was a mi­as­ma, a poi­son gas.

      We did­nt duck back in­to the chaos-​space. I had half-​for­got­ten my align­ment, but it was now 
        as if it was tied to meor I was tied to it. It was pulling us along, through these dark 
        bro­ken streets where the shad­ows lay twist­ed and crum­pled like dead bod­ies, pulling as if 
        we were on a leash. I want­ed to un­tie it, but I could­nt, I must­nt I want­ed tono, it was 
        too late; even if I had funked it now, at the last minute, af­ter the last minute, all it 
        would do now is get us killed. Soon­er.

      I could hear them­some­one­keep­ing pace with uswhy did­nt they close in, cut us off, at­tack 
        us? Con said qui­et­ly, as if there was no ur­gen­cy what­so­ev­er, Bo will not be able to say 
        your name. Ei­ther of your names.

      What? Sun­shine. Rae. Day­light names. Old vam­pires cant say day­light words ei­ther? The very 
        old vam­pires that cant go out in the moon­light that is on­ly faint re­flect­ed sun­light? The 
        aca­demics would have said Con count­ed as very old, and he did­nt even wait for full dark: 
        twi­light was good enough for him. And he called me Sun­shine. There are dif­fer­ent ways of 
        be­ing what we are. Ap­par­ent­ly Bo had­nt aged so well. Some­thing to talk to the aca­demics 
        about. Vari­abil­ity of Ag­ing Among Vam­pires. Us­age of Cer­tain Words Per­tain­ing to Day­light 
        by Aged Vam­pires. Maybe I could get my pass in­to the Oth­er Mu­se­ums li­brary af­ter all. No, 
        wait. I was about to die.

      I did­nt im­me­di­ate­ly see what good Bos not be­ing able to say my name was go­ing to do me. Bo 
        was­nt go­ing to need to say­or know my name to kill me.

      Okay. Names are pow­er. Wed had that back at the lake. Big deal. Fangs are more pow­er. Wed 
        had that at the lake too. Con had cho­sen to let me go. Bo was­nt go­ing to.

      Why had I agreed to this any­way?

      You feel the pull strong­ly? Con went on in that in­fu­ri­at­ing­ly calm voice. Bo has con­nect­ed 
        to our pres­ence here. If we are sep­arat­ed, go on. Fol­low that con­nec­tion to its end. Leave 
        me. I will catch up with you when I can.

      Oh good. I was so glad he would make the ef­fort to catch up with me lat­er. Al­though I 
        wished hed used the word goal or aim rather than end.

      I rec­om­mend he added, dis­pas­sion­ate as ev­erI was try­ing to re­mind my­self that he al­ways 
        sound­ed un­both­ered, not to say dead. Or maybe that it was a good sign he sound­ed so 
        un­flapped now, as if this was

      still all part of the nor­mal range of vam­pire ac­tiv­ities. I al­most did­nt hear the rest of 
        what he was say­ing: you do not at­tempt to re­treat in­to any Oth­er-​space, in­clud­ing the way 
        I have brought us both. You would on­ly draw some of Bos crea­tures af­ter you, and their 
        ad­van­tage there would be greater than yours.

      Right. Like it was­nt greater than mine ev­ery­where.

      I re­al­ized that while we were no longer in the chaos-​space, we wer­ent ex­act­ly in No Town 
        ei­ther. Or at least I hoped it was­nt No Town, be­cause if it was, our hu­man world was in 
        even more trou­ble than most of us knew about...than I knew about...again the thought came 
        to me: What did I know? Pat said a hun­dred years, tops, be­fore...And the peo­ple who came 
        to No Town for thrills wer­ent like­ly to no­tice that the whole scene was slid­ing over the 
        edge of nor­mal re­al­ity in­to...

      I felt the pull strong­ly all right, like a hand around my throat that was slow­ly 
        tight­en­ing. If I was a dog on a lead, I was wear­ing a choke col­lar, and my mas­ter did­nt 
        like me much. Maybe it was that sense of pres­sure that made my vi­sion go fun­ny; but then, 
        my vi­sion had been fun­ny for two months now, and I was kind of used to fun­ni­ness. But this 
        was a new kind of fun­ni­ness, where things seemed to dance in and out of ex­is­tence, rather 
        than mere­ly in and out of light and dark­ness.

      There were street­lights where we were­some of them still workedand great swathes of 
        dark­ness. There was the un­even pave­ment un­der our feet, the pot­holed roads, the crum­bling 
        curbs. Once I stepped un­awares on a man­hole cov­er and the sound this made, even in this 
        night of hor­rors, made my heart leap in­to my throat. There were tall build­ings that seemed 
        to prowl among the shad­ows; a few of them had dim lights burn­ing that gave the old peel­ing 
        posters on their walls an un­de­sir­able life: huge paint­ed eyes winked at me, fin­gers as 
        long as my legs beck­oned to me. The way the clubs leaped out of the night with their noise 
        and be­wil­der­ing light­ing, stab­bing and er­rat­ic, rhyth­mic and daz­zling, rain­bow-​col­ored or 
        this weeks fash­ion match, height­ened that sense of Oth­er­where: hey, I want­ed to say to 
        some of the hu­mans we passed, you dont need drugs, let me tell you, there are spaces 
        be­tween worlds, there are mas­ter vam­pires that loop in­vis­ible ropes around your neck and 
        drag you to your doom...

      We are run­ning through No Town. I hear our foot­step­sno, I hear my foot­steps, and the kind 
        of un­matched echo that chills your blood, be­cause you know it means youre not alone, and 
        what youre not alone with is­nt hu­man. I re­mem­ber when hear­ing and see­ing were sim­ple, it 
        had to do with sound and light and the man­age­able equa­tions they taught you in school. I 
        am won­der­ing if any­one no­tices us; the on­ly kind of run­ning that

      goes on here is the furtive kind, no jog­gers out to burn off last nights burg­er and fries 
        or reach the buzz of an en­dor­phin high. No one, hear­ing run­ning foot­stepsespe­cial­ly 
        run­ning foot­steps with an un­matched echois go­ing to look up if they can help it. I guess I 
        can stop wor­ry­ing about see­ing some­one I know...

      A few peo­ple do look up, though: bad con­sciences, old habits, a mo­men­tary­or 
        drug-​in­duced­for­get­ful­ness about who or where they are? I think I meet the eyes of one 
        young wom­an: I see her take me in, take Con in, dis­be­lieve us both...and then were past 
        her, run­ning out of the light-​surf, back in­to the ocean of dark­ness.

      In­to a fresh seethe of vam­pires. They did­nt want to con­nect with me. Lucky me. I winced 
        and twitched out of the way of any­thing I saw, any­thing I half-​saw; I stopped try­ing to 
        see any­thing, and let my in­stinctwhat­ev­er in­stinct this was­keep me mov­ing. Where was Con? 
        No, I still knew him from the rest of them. For one thing, he was the cen­ter of the 
        seethe. If theres on­ly one guy on your team, hes the one ev­ery­body else is jump­ing on.

      It went on in a hor­ri­ble al­most-​si­lence.

      There was a hot cir­clet around my neck and across my breast; there were two small fires 
        burn­ing in my two front jeans pock­ets. Ap­par­ent­ly theyd learned their les­son that first 
        time, when the sunsword had hit the pil­low; they did­nt set my clothes on fire this time 
        ei­ther. And it was­nt be­cause they wer­ent re­al­ly putting it out: they were. The evening wed 
        blown SOF HQ was­nt even a dress re­hearsal for what was go­ing on now.

      Even with my tal­is­mans go­ing full throt­tle my luck did­nt hold for long. 
        Some­thing­some­onecrashed in­to me, tore me away from Con, out of the seethe; it was tak­ing 
        me some­where. It was, in fact, the same di­rec­tion I was be­ing dragged by my in­vis­ible 
        leash, but I did­nt feel I want­ed any help get­ting there soon­er; be­sides, what­ev­er Con had 
        said about go­ing on with­out him, Id rather not, thanks.

      I saw a shape, and ducked away from it. It seemed a lit­tle un­cer­tain of its own bear­ings; 
        it missed its grab, and teeth ground down my arm, strange­ly fum­bling, if teeth can fum­ble. 
        Hey, my jugu­lar is up this way. I wished for a nice ap­ple-​tree stake, well im­preg­nat­ed 
        with mistle­toe, ex­cept I did­nt know how to use it; stak­ing takes train­ing. The ta­ble knife 
        had been a one-​off...I put my right hand in my pock­et, braced the butt end of my hot 
        lit­tle knife against my palm, and point­ed it up be­tween my fin­gers: not with the blade 
        open, just the hard blunt end of it, like a sin­gle fat brass knuck­le. I saw it 
        mo­men­tar­ily, shin­ing like a tiny moon, like a slight­ly

      mis­aligned gem-​stone in a ring.

      Then I swung it, with my pal­try hu­man strength, up in the gen­er­al di­rec­tion of where the 
        base of the breast­bone that be­longed to the teeth in my oth­er arm might be.

      I con­nect­ed. The wide blunt end of my knife...sank in. As it did it blazed up, no longer 
        moon­like but sun­like, gold­en, shin­ing, a tongue of flame, and in its light I saw a gold­en 
        lat­tice ex­tend­ing up my arm.

      I had just time to re­mem­ber what had hap­pened in an al­ley when I had used a ta­ble knife.

      The noise was dif­fer­ent. There were no nar­row al­ley walls for the gob­bets to smack 
        against. In­stead I heard the thick heavy splat, like loath­some rain, as they fell around 
        me. Id for­got­ten the smellthe smell of some­thing long dead and rot­ten. I thought, theyre 
        not even a lit­tle hu­man any more when they ex­plode: they shat­ter so eas­ily, like throw­ing 
        an over­ripe mel­on against a fence. No mel­on ev­er smelled like this...

      Con re­ma­te­ri­al­ized from wher­ev­er he had been, from what­ev­er he had been do­ing. I just 
        man­aged not to wince out of his way too. The prob­lem was he looked like a vam­pire, and at 
        the mo­ment he looked a lot more like a vam­pire than he looked like Con. One of the 
        even-​more-​com­fort­ing-​than-​usu­al sto­ries about vam­pires is that some­times, dur­ing vam­pire 
        gang wars for ex­am­ple, they go in­to berserk­er fu­ries and tear any­thing they can get their 
        hands on apart, not on­ly their en­emies but their com­rades, the guys on their own side. 
        Sup­pos­ed­ly the berserk­er fit can last quite a while, and if a par­tic­ular­ly ef­fec­tive 
        dis­mem­ber­er gets to the end of the bod­ies around it be­fore the fit wears off, it will tear 
        it­self to shreds too.

      Maybe this is a con­sol­ing sto­ry when youre at home with a book or read­ing it off your 
        com­box screen: the idea that there are that many few­er vam­pires in the world, that they 
        had done each oth­er in while we hu­mans cow­ered safe­ly be­hind closed doors with a hell of a 
        lot of wards nailed over them. (If you find your­self so un­lucky as to be liv­ing some­where 
        there is a suck­er gang war go­ing on, you pin a lot of wards around your house, and you do 
        not go out af­ter dark or be­fore dawn for any rea­son.) I did­nt know what a vam­pire run­ning 
        amok looked like, but it might have looked like Con. It was­nt just...it was­nt...Look, if 
        you ev­er have the op­por­tu­ni­ty to choose be­tween be­ing eat­en by a tiger and bit­ten by an 
        en­raged vam­pire, take the tiger.

      I was prob­ably off in my fee­ble lit­tle hu­man 
        shes-​in-​shock-​wrap-​her-​in-​a-​blan­ket-​and-​get-​out-​the-​whisky space.

      Hu­mans dont deal with ex­treme sit­ua­tions very well. Our pa­thet­ic bod­ies freak out. We 
        freeze, and our blood pres­sure falls, and we cant think, and all that. I stood there, 
        star­ing, while Con snarled and showed me his teeth, and did­nt of­fer me the blan­ket or the 
        whisky or the hot sweet tea. Then­maybe he re­mem­bered I was his al­ly, maybe hed re­mem­bered 
        that but had mo­men­tar­ily for­got­ten, see­ing me as soaked in blood and sprin­kled with the 
        re­mains of a mu­ti­lat­ed en­emy as he, that I was a mere hu­man. Maybe the snarl was the 
        vam­pire equiv­alent of Hot damn! Well done!

      What­ev­er. He stopped snarling, and...drew his face to­geth­er. When he seized my slimy hand 
        and pulled me along af­ter him again I did­nt gib­ber, I did­nt col­lapse, and I did­nt throw 
        up. I stuffed my knife back in­to my pock­et, and went.

      I wish I could for­get how it feels, your hair stuck to your skull with blood, foul blood 
        run­ning gum­mi­ly down in­side your clothes, in­vad­ing your pri­va­cy, your de­cen­cy, your 
        hu­man­ity, till it chafes you with ev­ery breath, ev­ery move­ment, the tug of it as it dries 
        on your skin feel­ing like some kind of snare. Blood in your mouth, that you can­not spit 
        the vile taste of away. I think I must have gone in­to some kind of berserk­er fury my­self. 
        There are things you dont want to know you can do, ar­ent there? But if youre lucky you 
        nev­er find them out. I found out too many of them, all at once. I, who had to leave the 
        kitchen at Char­lies when they were whack­ing up meat in­to joints or putting slabs of drip­py 
        pulpy ma­roony-​red stuff through the grinder.

      Blood stings when it gets in your eyes. And its vis­cous, so its hard to blink out again. 
        It may not on­ly be be­cause the blood stings that youre weep­ing.

      I have al­ways been afraid of more things than I can re­mem­ber at one time. Mom, when I was 
        younger, and still ad­mit­ted to some of them, said that it was the price of hav­ing a good 
        imag­ina­tion, and sug­gest­ed I stop read­ing the Blood Lore se­ries (which was past thir­ty 
        vol­umes even then) and maybe re­tir­ing Im­mor­tal Death and Be­low Hell Keep from the top 
        book­shelf for a while. I did­nt, but it would­nt have done any good if I had. Read­ing scary 
        books is weird­ly re­as­sur­ing, most of the time: it means at least one oth­er per­son­the 
        au­thor has imag­ined things as aw­ful as you have. Whats bad is when the au­thor comes up 
        with stuff you had­nt thought of yet.

      Id thought it was bad when I was just read­ing stuff I had­nt thought of. And even then Id 
        known that some­times its worse when the au­thor

      leaves it to your imag­ina­tion.

      I stopped us­ing my knife. I found out I did­nt have to. I found out I could do it with my 
        hands.

      It was still most­ly Con, that we got through. Even ward­ed up the wa­zoo and cov­ered in 
        bright gold cob­web I was still on­ly hu­man. I was still slow­er and weak­er than any vam­pire. 
        But I had Con. And I was ward­ed and webbed, and the vam­pires did­nt like tan­gling with me. 
        They kept choos­ing to tan­gle with Con, even though they could see­graph­ical­ly­what had 
        hap­pened to the last vam­pire or twelve or twen­ty-​sev­en or four thou­sand and eight vam­pires 
        that had tan­gled with Con. If we ev­er got to the end of all this, ha ha and so on, and 
        want­ed to find our way back out of the maze, it was­nt a thread we would have to fol­low but 
        a path paved with un­dead body parts.

      Maybe they thought theyd wear him out or some­thing.

      I still got a few. Youd think off­ing a few vam­pires would feel like do­ing a com­mu­ni­ty 
        ser­vice, would­nt you? It does­nt. Not even when they dont ex­plode. Thats why I start­ed 
        do­ing it with my hands. They did­nt ex­plode, I dis­cov­ered, if I mere­ly jammed my fin­gers in 
        un­der their breast­bones and pulled.

      My vam­pire affin­ity.

      I lost track. There was gore and grue­some­ness and then more of it and I hat­ed all of it, 
        and was ready to be killed, just to get away from it, if some­one would promise me, cross 
        their heart and hope to die, very very fun­ny, that I would­nt rise again. In any sem­blance. 
        I still was­nt sure about the me­chan­ics of turn­ing and it seemed to me that dy­ing in the 
        present cir­cum­stances prob­ably was­nt the best recipe for stay­ing qui­et­ly in my grave 
        af­ter­ward. Sup­pos­ing some­one found enough of me to bury.

      I would have liked to give up. I meant to give up. But I could­nt. Like I could­nt stay at 
        home and hide un­der the bed, I guess. Maybe it was promis­ing Con to stick around as long 
        as I could. Stick seemed the right verb un­der the cir­cum­stances. Ev­ery time I lift­ed one 
        of my blood-​clot­ted shoes there was a sticky, rip­ping noise.

      And then ev­ery­thing went qui­et, at least ex­cept for the noise I was mak­ing. Most­ly it was 
        just breath­ing. Maybe bleat­ing a lit­tle.

      One of the things that had hap­pened dur­ing the busi­ness of sav­aging our way through Bos 
        army was that Id be­gun to know where Con was, like I knew where my right hand or my left 
        leg was. It was a bit like un­wrap­ping some­thing from swathes of tis­sue pa­per, or fol­low­ing 
        an idea

      through its de­vel­op­ment to a con­clu­sion. You have an inkling of some­thing, some shape or 
        con­cept, and it gets clear­er and stronger till you know what it is. It hap­pened while the 
        oc­ca­sion­al shrieks and dead-​flesh nois­es went on, all those near-​miss­es with my own death. 
        I un­der­stood that I was crazy, crazy to be still alive, crazy to be do­ing what I was do­ing 
        to stay alive, crazy to be try­ing to stay alive. This know­ing­ness about Con was a strange 
        is­land in a strange ocean.

      That sense of Cons pres­ence, of his pre­cise lo­ca­tion, had un­doubt­ed­ly saved my life 
        sev­er­al times in the car­nage, if it had­nt done much for my san­ity. But it meant that when 
        things sud­den­ly went qui­et and I felt some­one­some vam­pire­com­ing noise­less­ly up be­hind me, 
        I knew it was Con.

      Well well, said a silent voice from an in­vis­ible speak­er. This meet­ing has heen much more 
        amus­ing than I an­tic­ipat­ed.

      I did­nt have to hear Con snort. He did­nt, of course. Vam­pires dont snort, even with 
        de­ri­sion. But I knew as Con knew that the voice was ly­ing when it said amus­ing.

      I al­so knew who this was. Bo. Mr. Beau­re­gard. The fel­low who had got us in all this. The 
        fel­low we were here to have the fi­nal meet­ing with. Him or us. I was pret­ty sure things 
        had on­ly start­ed to get amus­ing, even if they had­nt gone quite as Bo had ex­pect­ed so far. 
        And while I knew vam­pires did­nt get tired, ex­act­ly, I knew that they could come to the end 
        of their strength. Id seen Con com­ing to the end of his, out at the lake. I did­nt know how 
        one evening of tear­ing up your fel­low vam­pires limb from limb matched against hav­ing been 
        chained to the wall of a house with a ward sign eat­ing in­to your an­kle and the sun 
        creep­ing af­ter you through the win­dows ev­ery day, day af­ter day, but I doubt­ed Con was 
        feel­ing bright-​eyed and bushy-​tailed now. I sure was­nt. I was miss­ing my nice sym­pa­thet­ic 
        hu­man emer­gen­cy room tech say­ing, Theres noth­ing re­al­ly wrong with you, were giv­ing you a 
        seda­tive and you can go home. I was al­so so tired that the weird­ness of my dark vi­sion was 
        start­ing to both­er me again, like new shoes that ar­ent quite bro­ken in yet that you­ve been 
        wear­ing too long. I could­nt tell how much of what I seemed to be see­ing was hap­pen­ing, and 
        how much of it was my over­stressed brain play­ing tricks on my eyes.

      I stared around, try­ing to make sense of what I was...okay, not see­ing, it was dark in 
        here, wher­ev­er it was. When had it be­come in here? Wed start­ed out on the streets of No 
        Town, more or less. Well, we wer­ent there any more. Giv­en the...mess...I was glad no 
        hu­mans were like­ly to stum­ble across us. I tried to set­tle down, set­tle back in­to my 
        sk­inex­cept I did­nt

      want to be in my skin any more. I did­nt want to be me. I did­nt want to know me.

      But the an­imal body was over­rid­ing the con­scious brain, the brain that ground out con­cepts 
        like worth­while and not worth­while. My medul­la ob­lon­ga­ta was de­ter­mined to stay alive, 
        what­ev­er my cere­brum said. For a mo­ment I seemed to be float­ing up above my­self, look­ing 
        down at the bloody wreck­age, at the two fig­ures still stand­ing, Con and me, stand­ing next 
        to each oth­er, fac­ing in the same di­rec­tion.

      When Bo spoke again, I snapped back to­geth­er, body and mind. I could al­most hear the 
        clunk, as the bolts slot­ted in­to place, trap­ping me with my­self again. I may have hat­ed 
        and feared my­self now, but I hat­ed and feared Beau­re­gard worse.

      Wel­come, wel­come. Do come in. Wel­come be­tween us, Con­nie, has been a cu­ri­ous af­fair for 
        some years now, eh? I imag­ine you havent been too sur­prised. Per­haps you ex­plained it to 
        your com­pan­ion. I hope so, Con­nie. It would have been rude of you to omit ex­pla­na­tion, I 
        feel, and you have al­ways been the soul of cour­tesy, havent you? Your lit­tle hu­man, 
        Con­nie, is very en­ter­pris­ing. She has been nos­ing around me for some lit­tle while. Im 
        sur­prised, Con­nie, that you would al­low a hu­man to do your, shall I say, dirty work? You 
        must have found your ex­pe­ri­ence a few months ago more de­bil­itat­ing than I re­al­ized. Or 
        per­haps more cor­rupt­ing .

      And I had thought Cons laugh was hor­ri­ble. I blanked out when Bo laughed, like you blank 
        out when youre conked on the head. Its not a vol­un­tary re­sponse.

      Maybe I should have been in­sult­ed that I was be­ing ig­nored. I was­nt. I did­nt want him to 
        say any­thing to me. The mere ex­pe­ri­en­ceI wont call it sound­of his voice was like hav­ing 
        the skin peeled off methe skin I had­nt want­ed to fit my­self back in­side a few mo­ments ago. 
        Very, very dis­tant­ly it oc­curred to me that if I was feel­ing a lit­tle brighter I might 
        find it fun­ny that Bo seemed to be ac­cus­ing me of be­ing a bad in­flu­ence. On a vam­pire. But 
        I was­nt feel­ing brighter.

      Oh yes, I am here, wait­ing for you. Do keep com­ing on. Af­ter all, you have worked quite 
        hard to progress so far, have you not? It would be a pity to waste all that ef­fort. And I 
        re­al­ly dont feel I could let you go now with­out pay­ing your re­spects to me per­son­al­ly. It 
        would be so rude. And was­nt I just say­ing, Con­nie, that you are the soul of cour­tesy?

      The voice it­self was flay­ing me alive. What was left of my mind and will were ad­dled with 
        the ef­fort to re­main­my­self. Slow­ly, painful­ly, I moved

      my right hand, slid it stick­ily in­to my pock­et, and closed my gum­my and aching fin­gers 
        around my lit­tle knife. It was­nt hot any more, but the painful pres­sure of the voice eased 
        a lit­tle. I dropped my eyes and through the smeary muck on my fore­arms I could see the 
        oc­ca­sion­al gleam of gold­en web­bing.

      Do walk on. Please.

      That please seemed to last a cen­tu­ry.

      Walk­ing on be­ing pre­cise­ly what he was try­ing to pre­vent us from do­ing, by the non­sound of 
        his voice. I squeezed my knife till I could feel it grind­ing in­to my palm, and took a step 
        for­ward. So did Con. He did­nt take my hand again, but as we moved, his shoul­der brushed 
        mine. I re­al­ized it was im­por­tant not to ap­pear to be strug­gling. Con could prob­ably have 
        moved faster with­out me, but he did­nt; he wait­ed. So I raised my oth­er foot and took 
        an­oth­er step. And an­oth­er. Con matched me, and with ev­ery step we touched, briefly, 
        shoul­der or arm or back of hand. There was a sort of quiver against my breast, as if the 
        chain that hung there was re­ar­rang­ing it­self.

      You must be tired, said the voice. You are walk­ing so slow­ly.

      But I heard it too. He was los­ing this round, as he had lost the first one, be­cause we 
        wer­ent par­alyzed and help­less. Be­cause I was­nt dy­ing un­der the scourge of his voice.

      I won­dered how much worse it would be if he said my name.

      It be­came eas­ier as we went on; hed with­drawn, I guess, plot­ting his next move. We did­nt 
        get rushed by any min­ions try­ing to kill us ei­ther. I kept my hand wrapped around my 
        knife, and I felt the lit­tle hard lump that was the seal against my oth­er leg. The chain 
        felt stretched across my breast like a rock-​climber spread-​ea­gled across a par­tic­ular­ly 
        tricky slope. I pre­tend­ed I was go­ing for­ward brave­ly, ready for the next chal­lenge. But 
        Id been wound­ed by that voice: the bit­ter burn­ing of acid. My body throbbed with it, 
        de­spite the tal­is­mans, de­spite the light-​web. Ev­ery step blew a lit­tle gust of pain 
        through me. I tried not to shiv­er, which would on­ly make it worse; and be­sides, 
        pa­thet­ical­ly, I did­nt want Con to de­spise me. As our shoul­ders brushed, I felt him help­ing 
        me, of­fer­ing me his strength. I for­got again that he was a vam­pire, that I was afraid of 
        him too, that I hat­ed what he could do and had done, tonight, hat­ed him for mak­ing me find 
        out what I could do. He was al­so all I had. He was my al­ly and if I was go­ing to let him 
        down, which I prob­ably was, at least let me not do it be­cause I just lost it.

      The sil­very lu­mi­nes­cence that be­gan eeri­ly to come up around us was

      gen­uine light of some sort, light that a hu­man eye could re­spond to. But there was noth­ing 
        here I want­ed to see, that I would­nt rather be able to trick my­self in­to half-​be­liev­ing I 
        was­nt see­ing, that my hu­man neu­rons were con­fused by the vam­pire thing I was in­fect­ed with.

      We were in a huge room. There were enor­mous pipes, and the re­mains of scaf­fold­ing, and 
        ma­chin­ery, all round the walls, and more over­head. Some kind of derelict fac­to­ry; No Town 
        was full of them. This one had been ren­ovat­ed, in a way; the sick­ly wash of marsh-​light 
        gleamed off knobs and riv­ets, di­als and gad­getry that no hu­man had ev­er in­vent­ed, let 
        alone put to­geth­er. I won­dered, dim­ly, if there was any pur­pose to them, or if they were 
        mere­ly back­drop, win­dow dress­ing, the lat­est vam­pire ver­sion of Bram Stok­ers febrile 
        fan­ta­sy of ru­ined cas­tles and earth-​filled coffins. Big or im­por­tant vam­pire gangs al­ways 
        had a head­quar­ters, and head­quar­ters usu­al­ly con­tained some ac­com­mo­da­tions for those 
        nights they want­ed a change from eat­ing out, and they felt like throw­ing a din­ner par­ty at 
        home. Such a space would be suit­ably dec­orat­ed to in­spire fur­ther adrenaline pan­ic in 
        their vis­itors, and the word was that tech­no de­gen­er­acy had been the stag­ing of choice 
        since the Wars, al­though how any­one found this out to re­port it on the globenet was a 
        mys­tery. Stok­er and his coffins had al­ways been non­sense, but the vam­pires had bor­rowed 
        the idea for a cen­tu­ry or two as a ruse-​en-​scene be­cause it worked. The lack of 
        scar­let-​lined black capes and fun­ny ac­cents tonight was­nt mak­ing me hap­py.

      I knew im­me­di­ate­ly that I did­nt like tech­no de­gen­er­acy ei­ther, but I would­nt have liked 
        earth-​filled coffins any bet­ter. If there was any sur­prise, it was that I had any en­er­gy 
        left to dis­like any­thing.

      I was much bet­ter off dis­lik­ing the decor, and try­ing to con­vince my­self I was­nt see­ing it 
        any­way. At the far end of the big room there was a dais, and on that dais sat Bo.

      I felt his eyes on me. Look at me, they said. It was­nt a voice this time, or even a 
        com­pul­sion, like the drag like a rope round my neck I had felt ear­li­er. Not look­ing in­to 
        his eyes felt like try­ing to pre­vent my heart from beat­ing. But I did­nt look, and my heart 
        con­tin­ued to beat.

      The dais was a tall one, and on the steps up to it lounged sev­er­al more vam­pires. They 
        were all watch­ing us with in­ter­est. I could see the glit­ter of eyes. I won­dered if vam­pire 
        eyes re­al­ly do glit­ter, or if it was some­thing to do with the marsh-​light, or with my dark 
        vi­sion, or with the fact that Id gone crazy and had­nt fig­ured this out yet. So, okay, 
        chances were I was­nt go­ing to stay alive long enough to do any fig­ur­ing, but I was still 
        alive at the mo­ment, and I was...it seemed ridicu­lous even as it oc­curred to me,

      but I was an­gry. Id had my life ru­ined by this dis­gust­ing, un­dead mon­ster. I had noth­ing 
        to lose. All the best stuff in the book­sand some­times in his­to­ry too gets done by peo­ple 
        who have noth­ing left to lose and so ar­ent al­ways look­ing over their shoul­ders for the way 
        out af­ter it was over. I thought, wist­ful­ly, that Id rather be look­ing over my shoul­der 
        for the way out. But I was­nt. I was about to die. But if I could take him the Bo-​thing­with 
        me, it would have been worth it.

      The thought flamed up in me, like the sun com­ing up over the hori­zon. Yes. It will be 
        worth it. I took my hand out of my pock­et.

      Nowal­lI­hadtodowas doit. We reached the bot­tom of the dais. Those eyes were still pulling 
        at me.

      De­lib­er­ate­ly, con­scious­ly, vol­un­tar­ily, I lift­ed my own eyes and met them.

      Mon­ster did­nt be­gin to cov­er it. Iron­ical­ly the greet­ing wed had from his guard corps had 
        done me a ser­vice; I think if I had­nt al­ready been shocked be­yond my ca­pac­ity to han­dle it 
        I would­nt have sur­vived the ini­tial blow of look­ing in­to the eyes of the mas­ter. Maybe it 
        was a good thing Id al­ready lost my soul, that I was al­ready half out of my body, my mind, 
        my life. Be­cause it meant I was­nt there to meet the full force of Bos gaze.

      It was bad enough any­way. The dis­til­la­tion of hun­dreds of years of evil shim­mer­ing in 
        those eyes, and his en­joy­ment of my look­ing at it.

      But he al­so ex­pect­ed me to crack, to dis­in­te­grate, im­me­di­ate­ly. He thought that as soon as 
        I looked in­to his eyes it would be all over. Nev­er mind that I could, ap­par­ent­ly, look 
        in­to or­di­nary vam­pires eyes. That had hap­pened oc­ca­sion­al­ly. (I saw this in his eyes too, 
        and thought, it did? Re­mem­ber this. The part of me that was look­ing for­ward to fin­ish­ing 
        dy­ing said, What for?) Bo was a mas­ter vam­pire. He could de­stroy vam­pires with his glare. 
        A mere hu­man would in­cin­er­ate on the spot.

      Oh, and his eyes were col­or­less. Did I say that? I had­nt thought of evil as be­ing with­out 
        col­or but it is. Once you get past plain ev­ery­day wicked­ness, the col­or is squeezed right 
        out of it. Evil is a kind of obliv­ion, hav­ing de­stroyed ev­ery­thing on its way there.

      I did go up in flames. But they wer­ent the flames he had an­tic­ipat­ed. The light-​web blazed 
        up, like a lit fuse run­ning back to the det­ona­tor, the bomb, snaking along the ground as 
        it had been laid out: a slen­der tongue of fire be­gan in a curl on the back of each of my 
        hands. They ran up my arms, lick­ing along the lines of the lat­tice, across my breast­the 
        chain around my neck flared­in­to my scalp; I could feel my hair ris­ing, wav­ing in the fire, 
        or per­haps it be­came fire it­self; run­ning down my back, my

      bel­ly, my legs. The light­ing of that fuse was look­ing in­to Bos eyes.

      I was on fire. I put one flam­ing foot on the first stair of the dais, and stepped up. I 
        was still star­ing in­to Bos eyes.

      I felt, rather than saw, the vam­pires on the dais slith­er to­geth­er and de­scend on Con. I 
        dont know if they saw me burst in­to flames or not; I dont know if they were the sort of 
        flames that any­one sees, even vam­pires. If they did see the light-​web ig­nite, pre­sum­ably 
        they thought it was to do with their mas­ter hav­ing me well in hand, and they could af­ford 
        to con­cen­trate on Con. But Bo gave me an­oth­er gift, as I toiled up the dais stairs to­ward 
        him, let­ting me see, briefly, out of his eyes, to the bot­tom of the dais, be­hind me. I saw 
        the oth­er vam­pires pull Con down. The vam­pires around Bos dais would be the elite, of 
        course, as the wel­com­ing com­mit­tee had been the can­non fod­der; and as I say, Im not sure 
        that vam­pires get tired, ex­act­ly, but they can come to the end of their strength. I 
        thought now, as I flamed (I seemed to hear the roar­ing of flame too) that Con might have 
        giv­en me more of his re­main­ing strength than I had re­al­ized, to get me this far. More than 
        he could spare.

      Which meant I had to...

      I saw one of the vam­pires bend over him, as they pinned him down, its mouth open, fangs 
        shin­ing: it buried its face in his throat. I saw him jerk and heave, but they had him 
        fast. I saw an­oth­er vam-​pire del­icate­ly un­but­ton the re­mains of his shirt, stroke his 
        chest...

      I saw its fin­gers reach­ing un­der Cons breast­bone for his heart.

      It was­nt any­thing so clear and no­ble as a de­ci­sion that since I could do noth­ing for him I 
        might as well get on with what I was do­ing. That Con was dy­ing in a good cause if I could 
        fin­ish it be­fore I died too. It was­nt a meet­ing of my strength against Bos ei­ther, be­cause 
        Bo was still the stronger. He was go­ing to stop me be­fore I reached him.

      I was two steps from the sum­mit, the crown where Bo sat en­throned, and I could­nt go any 
        far­ther.

      But I still could­nt watch Con die. I could­nt.

      Think about cin­na­mon rolls. Think about the bak­ery at Char­lies. Feel the dough un­der your 
        hands and the heat of the ovens. Think about Char­lie crank­ing down the awning, Mom go­ing 
        in­to the of­fice and flick­ing on her com­box be­fore she takes off her coat. Think about Mel 
        in the kitchen next door. Think about Pat and Jesse sit­ting at their ta­ble, eat­ing 
        ev­ery­thing that Mary puts in front of them; think about Mary pour­ing hot cof­fee.

      Think about Mrs. Bialosky sit­ting at her ta­ble, and Maud sit­ting across from her.

      ...And for a mo­ment I saw them, Mrs. B and Maud. They were hold­ing hands across the ta­ble, 
        and their faces looked hag­gard and strained and aw­ful, as if they were wait­ing to hear the 
        news of some­ones death. News they were ex­pect­ing. And then Mrs. B looked up, straight at 
        me, as she had the day I had been watch­ing her from be­hind the counter, and Maud looked up 
        too, over her shoul­der, as Mrs. B was look­ing. Their eyes met mine.

      Stand­ing be­hind them I seemed to see Mel. He held out his arms to­ward me, and flames 
        leaped from his skin, as if his tat­toos were a light-​web.

      I took the last two steps. I was stand­ing in front of Bo.

      But I could­nt bring my­self to touch him­to try to touch him. I said that mon­ster does­nt 
        cov­er it. There is no word for a sev­er­al-​hun­dred-​year-​old vam­pire who has per­formed ev­ery 
        avail­able wicked­ness over and over till he has to in­vent un­avail­able ones be­cause hed worn 
        the oth­ers out. His flesh was not flesh; it was a vis­cous ooze, held to­geth­er by mal­ice. 
        His voice was a man­ifes­ta­tion of ma­lig­nan­cy, for he had no tongue, no lar­ynx; his eyes 
        were the purest imag­ina­tion of evil: flaw­less in a way that flesh could nev­er be.

      I knew that if I touched him I would be re-​cre­at­ed in­to such as he was. The scar on my 
        breast burst apart, and my poi­soned blood ran down. I stopped. I stopped try­ing. But Bo 
        made a mis­take. He laughed.

      I reached in­to my left-​hand pock­et, and took out the day­light charm. I did­nt look at it, 
        but I felt the tiny sun spin and blaze, the tree shake its leavesyesssss­the deer raise her 
        head, ac­knowl­edg­ing her own death, watch­ing it come to­ward her. I felt the mov­ing line of 
        the wa­ter-​bar­ri­er around its edge. As Bo laughed, I threw the charm down the noi­some hole 
        that in­di­cat­ed his mouth. A lit­tle trac­ery of fire fol­lowed it, like an ar­row car­ry­ing a 
        rope across a chasm. The mouth-​hole closed with a suck­ing sound­some­thing an ear could 
        hear. What there was that was left of him in the re­al world wa­vered and be­came vul­ner­able 
        to re­al­ity again, as the force and con­cen­tra­tion of his will fal­tered in sur­prise.

      Sur­prise and pain. The fire­my fir­eran up his face; his eyes

      No no I cant say

      But he had been strong and evil and un­dead for such a long time, and I had been alive and 
        hu­man for such a short time. My lit­tle fire wa­vered, and be­gan to ebb. His face writhed: 
        he was about to speak.

      Ssssssss

      A hiss? Id heard Con hiss­vam­pires did hiss. The gig­gler had hissed. It was a hor­ri­ble 
        noise even from a...an ev­ery­day, an ev­ery-​night vam­pire. It was much worse from Bo, as 
        ev­ery­thing about Bo was worse. But was it a hiss? Or was it his at­tempt to say my name?

      I was back at the lake, where it all be­gan. The sun flamed out­side the house. The lake 
        wa­ter lapped at the shore. For that first time I heard my tree: Yesssss. Per­haps there had 
        been a doe stand­ing in that for­est, look­ing through the trees at the house, on her way 
        home, to some dap­pled place where she would doze till sun­set.

      Beau­re­gard! I shout­ed. I de­stroy you! And I put my hands in­to the mire of his chest, and 
        wrenched out his

      heart.

      The sky was falling. Ah. Okay. Skies dont fall; there­fore I was dead. Id kind of ex­pect­ed 
        to be dead. I felt rather com­fort­able, re­al­ly. Re­lieved. Did that mean Id suc­ceed­ed? 
        Suc­ceed­ed in what? Thered been some­thing Id been des­per­ate to do be­fore I checked out for 
        the last time...could­nt quite re­mem­ber...

      Sun­shine

      Why cant you leave me alone? There is a lot of noise. Should­nt be able to hear any­one 
        say­ing my name. So, Im not hear­ing some­one say­ing my name. So go away, damn it. I dont 
        want to be here, shiv­er­ing in this pol­lut­ed body. My hands...my hands...touched...I wont 
        re­mem­ber.

      Im not dead yet, I thought com­pos­ed­ly, but I am dy­ing. Good. I dont want to spend the rest 
        of my life be­ing care­ful not to re­mem­ber.

      I hope I did what­ev­er it was I want­ed to do first. Maybe I could go back just long enough 
        to find out. Sun­shine

      Con, on his hands and knees, crouched over me. The floor shook un­der us, and there was a 
        lot of...stuff...falling down and fly­ing around. Not a good place to be, un­less you were 
        dy­ing, which I was. Con, I want­ed to say, dont both­er. Let one of these fly­ing chunks of 
        some­thing or oth­er fin­ish the job. Im tired, and I dont want to hang around. My 
        hands..Sun­shine, he said. We have to get out of here. Lis­ten to me. You have

      un­done Bo; he can­not put him­self back to­geth­er. You have suc­ceed­ed. This is your vic­to­ry. 
        But there is much of hishis an­imus­re­leased by the fi­nal de­struc­tion of his body. This 
        place is be­ing pulled to pieces. I can­not car­ry you through this. Sun­shine, lis­ten to me...

      I was drift­ing off again. I paused in the drift, mo­men­tar­ily caught by the sound of Cons 
        voice. He sound­ed pos­itive­ly...emo­tion­al. I want­ed to laugh, but I did­nt have the en­er­gy. 
        I be­gan to drift again.

      I felt him lift me upI want­ed to strug­gle; leave me aloneb­ut I did­nt have the en­er­gy for 
        that ei­ther. He re­ar­ranged me, lean­ing against him, one arm around me, the oth­er hand 
        cradling my head, tip­ping it to­ward his body...

      Blood. Blood in my mouth. Again. No

      I want­ed to strug­gle: I did want to. I could have not swal­lowed. I could have let it run 
        back out of my mouth again: Cons blood. This was­nt the blood of a deer, this time, a 
        mor­tal crea­ture, killed for me, killed be­cause she was like me, more like me than a 
        vam­pire. Less like me than a vam­pire, per­haps, by the fact of her death, by the fact that 
        the re­cent­ly life-​warm blood of her had saved my life. That had been a long time ago. I 
        had­nt known what was go­ing on, that time. I knew well enough this time. This was Cons 
        hearts blood. The hearts blood of a vam­pire.

      When did I cross the ir­re­vo­ca­ble line: when I drove out to the lake, when I tucked my 
        lit­tle knife in­to my bra, when I trans­mut­ed it in­to a key, when I un­locked my shack­le, 
        when I un­locked Cons?

      When I took him in­to the day­light, and stopped it from burn­ing him? When he saved my life 
        by the death of a doe? When I dis­cov­ered I could de­stroy a vam­pire with my hands? When I 
        de­stroyed Bo with those hands?

      Or when I agreed to live, by drink­ing Cons hearts blood?

      I dont know what hap­pened at the foot of the dais, when Bos crack troop set on Con while I 
        was climb­ing the stairs. I dont know if what I saw was en­tire­ly some mi­rage of Bos, to 
        con­found and weak­en me, or whether some­thing like it did hap­pen. I would rather think that 
        some of it did hap­pen. That the wound in his chest was al­ready there when he pressed my 
        mouth against it. This was no mere flesh wound, this time, no tiny slash from a tiny 
        blade. I did not want to think of him sink­ing his own

      fin­gers, tear­ing his own...

      I lift­ed my head with a gasp, and be­gan to strug­gle to my feet. He eeled up be­side me: 
        still that vam­pire flu­en­cy, even af­ter ev­ery­thing that had hap­pened. Even with that wound 
        in his chest.

      He took my hand again, and we ran.

      It takes some co­or­di­na­tion, run­ning while hold­ing some­ones hand, but if you can get it 
        right, ev­ery time your linked hands swing for­ward you get a lit­tle ex­tra force for that 
        stride. Some of that was the vam­pire cock­tail I had just swal­lowed; it coursed through me, 
        giv­ing me a strength I knew did­nt be­long to me, should­nt be­long to meshould­nt be let­ting 
        me keep strug­gling, let­ting me run, let­ting me use my poi­soned hands. Cling­ing to his hand 
        too, or per­haps his cling­ing to mine, let me stop think­ing about what my hands had 
        re­cent­ly been do­ing.

      So, would it have been bet­ter to die?

      Too much has hap­pened since my last sun­set. Con may be right that I can­not be turned, and 
        that it wont be the day­light that kills me, but the touch of the re­al world will, what­ev­er 
        the sun is do­ing.

      I missed the lit­tle hot lump of the seal against my leg. The chain swept back and forth 
        across my breast in time with my run­ning foot­steps, but slow­ly, weight­ed by the thick 
        poi­soned blood of the re­opened scar.

      My sun-​self, my tree-​self, my deer-​self. Dont they out­weigh the dark self?

      Not any more.

      We ran, and a wind like the end of the world howled around us, and huge frag­ments of 
        ma­chin­ery, hav­ing crum­bled apart and fall­en, were yanked up again and tossed like bits of 
        pa­per. I think the roof was cav­ing in as well; it was a lit­tle hard to dif­fer­en­ti­ate. 
        There was no trail to fol­low, of dis­mem­bered vam­pire re­mains or any­thing else; I dont know 
        how Con knew which way to run, but he seemed to, and I ran be­cause he was run­ning, be­cause 
        it seems like a good thing to do when hunks of fly­ing met­al the size of small bus­es are 
        ra­zor­ing through the air around you, even though I sup­pose youre as like­ly to run in­to the 
        wrong place at the wrong time as you are to have lin­gered in the wrong place at the wrong 
        time if you were mov­ing more slow­ly.

      For the mo­ment, for just this mo­ment of run­ning, I seemed to be com­mit­ted to the idea of 
        try­ing to stay alive.

      Then we were ac­tu­al­ly run­ning down some­thing that looked like a cor­ri­dor, to­ward some­thing 
        that looked like dou­ble swing­ing doors. We

      put our un­linked hands for­ward to push through, and for a mir­acle the doors swung back, 
        like nor­mal doors in the re­al world are sup­posed to do. We were out­side, out­side, in No 
        Town, un­der a night sky, breath­ing re­al air.

      Maybe I did­nt have time to die, when I ran back in­to the re­al world. Or maybe I was too 
        sur­prised.

      We ran straight in­to the arms of a di­vi­sion of SOF.

      In a way I was lucky: they rec­og­nized me al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. I was hys­ter­ical; this was 
        def­inite­ly one thing too many, and when I got grabbed by three guys I did one of them some 
        dam­age be­fore the oth­er two got a bind on me. I could­nt bear the touch ofwell, of 
        fle­sha­gainst mine, es­pe­cial­ly against my hands, so its a good thing they had a bind ready, 
        rather than the old-​fash­ioned rou­tine of spread out on the ground with my hands twist­ed up 
        be­hind my back. The bind should have stopped me cold, but I was still full of adrenaline, 
        or dark blood, or the re­mains of the strength the light-​web had gath­ered for me, or 
        poi­son, or what­ev­er you like, and I thrashed and squirmed like some­one hav­ing a fit for a 
        minute or two be­fore it stopped me. By which time Id heard a half-​fa­mil­iar voice say, Wait 
        a minute, is­nt thatthats Rae, from Char­lies, re­mem­ber, she

      You have to hand it to the SOF train­ing drill. A mad­wom­an cov­ered in blood runs out of 
        nowhere, prompt­ly tries to maim one of your team­mates, and then goes off in fits, and this 
        guy had enough pres­ence of mind to make an ID. And then a com­plete­ly fa­mil­iar voice, now 
        kneel­ing be­side me as I pant­ed in­side the ful­ly ex­pand­ed bind, say­ing, Sun­shine. Sun­shine. 
        Can you hear me?

      I could. Just. His voice sound­ed like it was com­ing through a fil­ter, or a bad phone 
        con­nec­tion, which might have been the bind. I dont think it was, but it might have been.

      The per­son say­ing Sun­shine, can you hear me? was Pat.

      I nod­ded. I was­nt ready to try and say any­thing. Im not sure a nod from a per­son in a bind 
        is very rec­og­niz­able, but Pat got it.

      I can let you out of the bind if you promi­seif youre okay now.

      I thought about it. I was ly­ing on the ground. A good bind will pre­vent you hurt­ing 
        your­self as well as hurt­ing any­one else, and I did­nt seem a whole lot worse than Id been 
        be­fore SOF grabbed me. And from in­side a bind you dont have any re­spon­si­bil­ities. Did I 
        want to be let out?

      Gods and an­gels, what was hap­pen­ing to Con? SOF knew me; they

      might lis­ten to me. I could­nt do Con any good foam­ing at the mouth and be­ing a loony. 
        Could­nt af­ford to die yet ei­ther. First I owed it to him to get him out of this. If they 
        had­nt staked him al­ready. Ur­gen­cy shot through me, ty­ing some of the scat­tered bits of my 
        per­son­al­ity and will to­geth­er again. Granny knots prob­ably, but hey.

      I said as calm­ly as I could, Yes. Okay. Im a lit­tledi­zzy.

      Pat pat­ted the bind where my shoul­der was, and then pulled its plug. It twumped and 
        col­lapsed. He made to take my arm, help me to stand up, but I flinched away, say­ing, 
        Please dont touch me. He nod­ded, but I could see he was wor­riedthe way I must look would 
        wor­ry any­one­and the way the lit­tle ring of SOFs around us moved, they were ready to drop 
        me again at the first sign of new trou­ble.

      I turned slow­ly aroun­dI was dizzy, and I did­nt want any­one alarmed in­to do­ing some­thing I 
        would re­gre­tand looked for Con. Hed ap­par­ent­ly tak­en cap­ture more qui­et­ly. He was 
        stand­ing, watch­ing me. They had hand­cuffs on him. Hand­cuffs. You dont hand­cuff a 
        vam­pirewell, there are suck­er cuffs, but these were or­di­nary ones. From where I stood I 
        did­nt think there were even any ward signs on them. A vam­pire could break out of or­di­nary 
        cuffs like a hu­man might break out of a dough­nut.

      Im not usu­al­ly a very good liar. What­ev­er Im think­ing shows on my face. I hoped it was­nt 
        on my face Hey you halfwits you­ve put cuffs on a vam­pire. I hope I on­ly looked con­fused 
        and dizzy. I cer­tain­ly felt con­fused and dizzy. You okay? I man­aged.

      Con nod­ded. He looked a lit­tle pe­cu­liar, but it had been a pe­cu­liar evening.

      Friend of yours? Pat asked neu­tral­ly.

      I nod­ded. They must have seen us run­ning...

      I turned to look at whatwherewhat­ev­er we had run from. Id reg­is­tered that we were in No 
        Town.

      We were in what re­mained of some­where in No Town. A lot of it seemed to be ly­ing in pieces 
        on the ground around us. The doors wed run through led from a build­ing that end­ed in a 
        jagged di­ag­onal rake of bro­ken wall about eight feet above the doors at its low­est point; 
        there was no roof. Nei­ther of the build­ings on each side had any roof left ei­ther. One of 
        them still had some of its front wall stand­ing, which was near­ly as tall as I was; the 
        oth­er one had a bit of side wall still in one piece. Not a very large piece.

      I turned back to Pat. Whathap­pened?

      He al­most smiled. I was hop­ing you might be able to tell me. Since youreer­here. We got a 
        re­port that it was rain­ingum­body parts, in No Town. Re­al­ly freaked some of the club­bers. 
        We sent out a car to take a look and they were ra­dio­ing for help be­fore they ar­rived. By 
        the time we got here it was rain­ing ex­plod­ed build­ings as well. And more body parts. 
        Theer­body parts ap­pear to be vam­pire. Ex-​vam­pire, as you might say. The ones weve had a 
        clos­er look at.

      I nod­ded. I glanced again at Con. My brain was slow­ly be­gin­ning to func­tion. I re­al­ized 
        that the rea­son Con looked pe­cu­liar was be­cause he was pass­ing. Dont ask me how he was 
        do­ing it. But SOF thought he was hu­man.

      I can take the cuffs off your friend too, if you say you know him, Pat said, a lit­tle too 
        neu­tral­ly. He was a lit­tle­upset, when you, er

      Went nuts, I sup­plied. Sor­ry.

      Pat looked at me. I saw it reg­is­ter­ing with him that the way I looked, what­ev­er had caused 
        it, I had rea­son to be a lit­tle on edge. He looked away again, and nod­ded, and some­one 
        stepped for­ward and re­leased Con. He joined Pat and me. The cir­cle of SOFs un­ob­tru­sive­ly 
        re­ar­ranged it­self again to keep us un­der guard. Pat the li­on tamer, in with the li­ons. Con 
        moved a lit­tle stiffly, like a man whod had a hard night. Or like a vam­pire try­ing to look 
        hu­man.

      He looked a lot bet­ter than he had the af­ter­noon wed had to walk back from the lake. He 
        did­nt look like any one youd want to take home to meet the fam­ily, but he did­nt look like 
        a mad junkie ei­ther. Or a vam­pire. And I did­nt look like any­one youd want to take home to 
        meet the fam­ily. We were both beat up, ragged, blood-​sat­urat­ed, and filthy, and my nose 
        was as stunned as the rest of me, but I guess we stank. Cons black shirt stuck to his body 
        in such a way I could­nt see the wound in his chest. If it was still there. My own breast 
        ached and burned, but if I was still bleed­ing, it had slowed to an ooze.

      I crossed my arms, but with my el­bows well in front of my body, so that my hands hung 
        loose­ly from my wrists out to ei­ther side, with­out touch­ing any of the rest of me. I was­nt 
        re­mem­ber­ing any more of what had hap­pened than I had to, but I knew there was some­thing 
        wrong with my hands.

      I won­dered where Con had picked up pass­ing for hu­man in the last five months. Was that one 
        of the things I had giv­en him, the night he had giv­en me dark sight? Or was he tak­ing his 
        cue off our jail­ers some­how? Not that any­body had said they were our jail­ers. Yet. I did­nt 
        want to say

      any­thing like, can we go home now?, in case they did. Be­sides, I did­nt know that I want­ed 
        to go home. I did­nt know that I want­ed to do any­thing. My pulse seemed to throb in my 
        hands.

      There was a tin­ny buzzing from some­ones ra­diowire: Pats. I saw his ex­pres­sion get grim­mer, 
        and it had been pret­ty grim al­ready. Yeah. Okay. No, my guess is things are go­ing to stay 
        qui­et now. Yeah, Ill leave a few to keep an eye out, and you can send any clean-​up crew 
        you can find. Yeah. He looked at me. Deputy ex­ec Jain wants to de­brief you.

      My heart sank. The god­dess of pain. And you dont de­brief civil­ians.

      You and Mr. Pat turned po­lite­ly to Con.

      Con­nor, Con replied.

      Mr. Con­nor. You and Sun­shine can ride back in my car, and Sun­shine can tell you a lit­tle 
        about our De­pex Jain.

      I al­most man­aged to be amused. The in­tru­sive pres­ence of the god­dess had just put Pat on 
        our side. I guessed wed need him there. The ef­fort to be amused fad­ed, leav­ing cold 
        ex­haus­tion.

      Pat did the best he could for us. The god­dess was­nt go­ing to wait for us to have show­ers, 
        let alone food and sleep. (I would have liked to see Con in one of their fuzzy kha­ki jam­my 
        suits though.) Pat ra­dioed ahead from the car, and Theo and John met us with blan­kets and 
        tea. (I won­dered who got to hose down the in­side of the car.) We were al­so of­fered the 
        op­por­tu­ni­ty to have a pee. Such mag­na­nim­ity. I ac­cept­ed. Con did not. Dont vam­pires pee? 
        It had been one thing on the walk back from the lake, when hed been on short ra­tions for a 
        long time. Okay, do they have a di­ges­tive sys­tem? Maybe it all goes straight in­to...nev­er 
        mind. At least I could wash my hands, al­though I felt the soap on­ly slide over what I most 
        need­ed to scour away. I cleaned my face with a pa­per tow­el, so my hands nev­er touched 
        any­thing but pa­per.

      Con hes­itat­ed no more than a mo­ment when of­fered tea or cof­fee, and chose tea. He wrapped 
        the blan­ket around him­self. It was yel­low, and did­nt help his com­plex­ion. He was 
        im­pres­sive as a vam­pire but most­ly just ug­ly as a hu­man. There was a kind of 
        threat­en­ing­ness to his ug­li­ness but you could­nt have said why. There was a study once 
        about whether ug­ly or good-​look­ing peo­ple are more im­pos­ing. Gen­er­al­ly the ugli­er you are 
        the less im­pos­ing, till you reach a sort of nadir of ug­li­ness and then you get re­al­ly 
        im­pos­ing. I thought Con just missed the nadir. Just. He was al­so short­er as a hu­man. I 
        did­nt get this at all. But if it meant the god­dess would un­der­es­ti­mate him that would be 
        ex­pe­di­ent. Pos­si­bly even life-​sav­ing. Al­though I was­nt sure how I felt about go­ing on 
        hav­ing my life

      re­peat­ed­ly saved. My thoughts were mov­ing slow­ly and in­dis­tinct­ly, and they stum­bled a 
        lot. Id had to take the tea mug in­to my hands to drink from it, but I kept my fin­gers well 
        away from the brim where my lips would touch. They of­fered us food, but I re­fused; it 
        would be sand­wich­es, some­thing youd have to touch with your hands. And my re­fusal made 
        Cons look less odd, maybe.

      When Pat took us up to the god­dess of­fice, there were sev­en of us. Pat, Con and me, Theo 
        and John and two peo­ple I did­nt know be­yond oc­ca­sion­al­ly see­ing them at Char­lies: Kate and 
        Mike. The god­dess want­ed to dis­miss ev­ery­one but Con and meshe had her own peo­ple present, 
        of course­but Pat, go­ing all for­mal, de­clined to be dis­missed, and be­gan reel­ing off some 
        di­rec­tive or oth­er. Id heard him ask­ing for some SOF reg book and seen him por­ing over it 
        in the lit­tle turnaround time be­tween the car and the god­dess of­fice, but I had­nt thought 
        about it. He was now prov­ing that since hed nabbed us in the field, he was re­spon­si­ble for 
        us, even in the pres­ence of a su­pe­ri­or of­fi­cer, be­cause he was a field spe­cial­ist and she 
        was­nt, and the sit­ua­tion was in­se­cure.

      One for Pat. But the lines around the god­dess mouth got hard­er, and her mouth more 
        pinched. And we were all go­ing to pay for it.

      Main­ly she went for Con. Be­cause she knew there was some­thing wrong about him? Or be­cause 
        he was the stranger? If she had­nt done it be­fore I skegged the HQ com sys­tem, she would 
        have read any avail­able file on me af­ter, which was­nt a hap­py thought, es­pe­cial­ly the 
        pre­sump­tion that it would get fat­ter as a re­sult of her in­ter­est. I won­dered if Yolande 
        could make a ward against SOF fo-​col­lect­ing tech­niques. A ward that did­nt pro­claim it­self 
        as a ward, that on­ly made me look bor­ing. Be­cause my nat­ural bor­ing­ness would have tak­en a 
        fa­tal in­jury tonight. No­bodyc­er­tain­ly not Pat or the god­dess­was go­ing waste any more time 
        be­liev­ing my sto­ry about hav­ing blown my­self out the night I blew out their com sys­tem.

      But there I went again, plan­ning as if I had a fu­ture, and I had­nt de­cid­ed about that yet. 
        The fu­ture would be dif­fi­cult with­out us­able hands, and the old wound on my breast...But I 
        want­ed to get Con out of here. His fu­ture was his busi­ness.

      There were more voic­es. The god­dess voice made my head ache. I had to lis­ten, to pay 
        at­ten­tion, and I had to think, to be care­ful, to be ready...ready...The ef­fort was mak­ing 
        me start to dis­in­te­grate again...I was drift­ing, it was so much eas­ier to drift...

      What is your name? asked the god­dess.

      Con­nor, Con replied. First name? Mal­colm. And you live?

      I have on­ly re­cent­ly come to this area, and have not yet de­cid­ed if I am stay­ing. I rather 
        think that I am not.

      But your lo­cal ad­dress?

      I am rent­ing a house by the lake.

      Loud in­take of breath from ev­ery­one ex­cept me and Con.

      No one lives by the lake any more, said the god­dess, as if she had caught him out in a lie.

      Con shrugged gen­tly. Yes: my rent is very rea­son­able, and I like the soli­tude.

      There was a mo­men­tary pause. It was true that no­body lived by the lake any more, but there 
        was­nt a good rea­son why not. There were bad spots, but there were bad spots ev­ery­where, 
        and there were per­fect­ly good not bad spots by the lake too. The god­dess might think no 
        hu­man could bear the haunt­ed­ness of the lake, but she could­nt nail him as an un­reg­is­tered 
        part­blood or il­le­gal Oth­er on it. Let alone a vam­pire. And my lit­tle trou­ble five months 
        ago had been the first of its kind in years. Cons choice of lo­ca­tion would bring that 
        trou­ble to mind, of course, but there was­nt any way that my pres­ence in the mid­dle of 
        what­ev­er had hap­pened tonight was­nt go­ing to bring that trou­ble back to cen­ter fo­cus in 
        ev­ery­ones mind. Maybe Con even had a plan. Which was a lot more than I had. I want­ed to 
        rub my aching head but I did­nt want to use my hands.

      Who is your land­lord?

      I do not know. I pay the rent to a post of­fice box in Rain­dance. The rental was ar­ranged 
        through an agent.

      What agent? I do not re­mem­ber; the pa­pers are at home. You could pro­duce the pa­pers. Yes. 
        What brought you to this area? Its nat­ural beau­ty. That stopped her for a mo­ment. She 
        was­nt a trees and sun­sets sort of

      per­son. I won­dered vague­ly where she lived. She was­nt a down­town high-​rise sort of per­son 
        ei­ther. Nor could I see her in grot­ty un­ortho­dox Old Town. I could­nt see her re­do­ing one 
        of the hous­es in White­out. I could­nt see her as a per­son with a life. I imag­ined her 
        spend­ing her off-​du­ty hours fold­ed up in a draw­er. If she had any off-​du­ty hours.

      What do you do for a liv­ing?

      I am for­tu­nate in not hav­ing to work for a liv­ing.

      This star­tled her­well, he had­nt been found in cir­cum­stances con­ducive to guess­ing he was a 
        mem­ber of the in­de­pen­dent­ly wealthy­but you could see her shift her view to rel­ish­ing 
        de­spis­ing this al­ready-​sus­pi­cious char­ac­ter now re­vealed as a par­asite on the body of 
        so­ci­ety. A mosquito or a leech or some­thing blood­suck­ing. Ha.

      And how then do you sup­port your­self?

      My fa­ther left me com­fort­ably off.

      And your fa­ther was?

      He dealt in rare and valu­able ob­jects.

      She was hop­ing shed got him, or soon would. What kind of rare and valu­able ob­jects?

      Con shrugged again, gen­tly. Any­thing he could buy and sell. Jew­el­ry, bric-​a-​brac, oth­er 
        or­na­ments. Small things most­ly. Some­times paint­ings, sculp­ture, larg­er fur­ni­ture. He was 
        very clever at it.

      I thought of his earth-​place, and won­dered if he was plug­ging in his mas­ter in the 
        nec­es­sary role of hu­man fa­ther. I won­dered if his earth-​place was any­where near the lake. 
        I won­dered if vam­pires al­so felt that the best lies stick as near to the truth as 
        pos­si­ble, be­cause itll be eas­ier re­mem­ber­ing lat­er what you said. I won­dered if vam­pires 
        re­al­ly shrugged, or if this was verisimil­itude, like hav­ing a fa­ther. He did it pret­ty 
        well.

      The cross-​ex­am­ina­tion went on. I won­dered how much Con knew about hu­man law; he could 
        protest be­ing held with­out ex­pla­na­tion, he could protest the ques­tion­ing. Per­haps he did­nt 
        want to. Per­haps stay­ing hu­man was enough of an ef­fort, and he was­nt go­ing to make waves. 
        Per­haps he did­nt mind. He cer­tain­ly gave no im­pres­sion of mind­ing. I told my­self that he 
        was a vam­pire, and vam­pires dont give the im­pres­sion of mind­ing things, per­haps even when 
        they are pre­tend­ing to be hu­man.

      It did­nt oc­cur to me that I might protest be­ing held with­out ex­pla­na­tion. I did­nt want to 
        en­cour­age them to think about why they might want to hold me. It seemed to me they had too 
        many good choic­es.

      But with a sud­den cold drench of an­ti­dis­in­te­gra­tion fear I won­dered what time it was. How 
        long had we beenoc­cu­pied with Bo and his gang? It had still been deep dark when wed run 
        through those doors and straight in­to the SOF div wait­ing, pre­sum­ably in­ad­ver­tent­ly, for 
        us; but which end of the night was that deep dark? And how long had we been here?

      When was sun­rise?

      When the god­dess start­ed ask­ing me ques­tions I had to come back a long way to fo­cus on her 
        words, to try to an­swer her. I was too shat­tered to be fright­ened at the same time as I 
        was too shat­tered to be any­thing but fright­ened: to be able to think of a sto­ry to tell 
        her, since I could­nt tell her the truth. In the­ory I had a lot less to lose than Con, but 
        it did­nt feel like it. I mean, all Id done was de­stroy some vam­pires. Maybe I had­nt gone 
        through the prop­er chan­nels, but nail­ing vam­pires is al­ways a plus. She should pin a medal 
        on me. I did­nt think she was go­ing to.

      Watch your back, Sun­shine.

      When Con and I had planned our con­fronta­tion with Bo, we had­nt thought about what hap­pened 
        af­ter. Well, he may have, but if he had, he had­nt let me in on it. He was­nt a big talk­er. 
        Al­so, af­ter Bo, as­sum­ing that there was an af­ter Bo, our rea­son for al­liance was over; he 
        prob­ably had­nt thought there was any­thing to dis­cuss.

      I sure had­nt thought about need­ing a good cov­er sto­ry. Who in­ves­ti­gates the ex­ter­mi­na­tion 
        of vam­pires? If we es­caped, wedve es­caped, and itd be over with. Of course we had­nt 
        planned on blow­ing up No Town.

      The thought re­turned: af­ter Bo, if there was an af­ter Bo, there would be no rea­son for Con 
        and me to have any­thing more to do with each oth­er.

      The god­dess was talk­ing to me.

      Yes, Mr. Con­nor and I had met five months ago, dur­ing my our­in­vol­un­tary in­car­cer­ation at 
        the lake. No, I had­nt men­tioned him be­fore. Yes, per­haps I should have: but I had want­ed 
        to for­get ev­ery­thing about that time, and I had not guessed I would meet him again. No, 
        our meet­ing tonight was not planned, but no doubt it had some­thing to do with our be­ing 
        drawn back, to­geth­er, by the vam­pire we had es­caped from those months ago.

      With crush­ing scorn the god­dess de­clared, Peo­ple dont es­cape from vam­pires.

      I had my one great mo­ment then. I said that I guessed the vam­pire

      must have planned for us to es­cape, be­cause it want­ed to pull us back again lat­er, af­ter 
        we thought we were safe.

      Even the god­dess had to pause. I did­nt think vam­pires played cat and mouse with their 
        vic­tims to such an ex­tent as to let them run around loose for sev­er­al months be­fore 
        putting a paw over them again, but vam­pires are in­dis­putably un­pre­dictable. And it maybe 
        made a sort of tee­ny sense out of my com-​sys­tem-​ex­plod­ing habits.

      Then how, she said be­tween her teeth, do you ex­plain how you es­caped this time?

      All due re­spect, maam, said Pat, crisp and for­mal, not sound­ing like Pat at all, Some big 
        suck­er gang war, ob­vi­ous­ly. These two in the wrong place at the wrong time. Might ex­plain 
        how they got away last time too; some kind of sting, maybe.

      And why did­nt we know about a gang war im­por­tant enough to raze bet­ter than a third of No 
        Town? snarled the god­dess.

      Dont know, maam, said Pat, but were go­ing to find out.

      The god­dess next few ques­tions to me were pos­itive­ly gen­tle. No, I could­nt re­mem­ber how 
        Ihow wedescaped, five months ago. I did­nt pre­cise­ly re­mem­ber that wed es­caped at all. The 
        en­tire ex­pe­ri­ence was very blurred in my mem­ory. Shock no doubt. Ask Pat. Id told him as 
        much as I re­mem­bered. I guessed I re­mem­bered even less now.

      She did­nt ask Pat. Shed read the file.

      She did­nt men­tion the oth­er night, and the cir­cum­stances un­der which Id met her the first 
        time. This should have felt like a respite. It did­nt.

      She turned back to Con. What did he re­mem­ber of the two days hed spent chained up in the 
        house by the lake? Or per­haps it had been more than two days in his case?

      No, he did­nt re­mem­ber it very well ei­ther. He thought it might have been longer than two 
        days. He thought he re­mem­bered the young la­dy be­ing brought in af­ter him. He had been 
        hik­ing, and had planned to be away from home for some time any­way. No, he did­nt re­mem­ber 
        pre­cise­ly how long he was gone. He had spent sev­er­al days af­ter he re­turned in some­thing 
        of a daze. He lived alone and had, thanks to his fa­thers be­quest, few re­spon­si­bil­ities. No 
        one had missed him. He had con­tact­ed no one af­ter his or­deal. No, he apol­ogized, it had 
        not oc­curred to him to make a re­port to SOF ei­ther. He un­der­stood he should have. He would 
        be hap­py to make a full re­port now, yes, but there was­nt much re­port to give. He 
        re­mem­bered so lit­tle. No, it had­nt put him off liv­ing by the lake. He

      lived by a dif­fer­ent part of the lake. And where was that again? On the south­west side. 
        Near No Town.

      Not very near.

      The god­dess let this pass, maybe be­cause it was true. But then she be­gan on this evenings 
        events. Con was very sor­ry, but he did­nt re­mem­ber them clear­ly ei­ther. The no­to­ri­ous 
        vam­pire glam­our, he sug­gest­ed, had con­fused him.

      He must re­mem­ber some­thing.

      He re­mem­bered stand­ing at his front door, breath­ing the au­tumn-​scent­ed air, and watch­ing 
        the sun set.

      He must re­mem­ber more than that.

      Con paused and looked thought­ful. He did this very well: un­der­stat­ed but clear. Like the 
        tone of his voice: not in­scrutable vam­pire but re­served hu­man male. Ret­icent as op­posed to 
        un­dead. He could have a great fu­ture in the the­ater, so long as no one ex­pect­ed him to do 
        mati­nees.

      He re­mem­bered a great deal of con­fu­sion, and fear, and pain, and erblood. He touched his 
        blood-​stiff­ened hair apolo­get­ical­ly. And ex­plo­sions. At some point he dis­cov­ered Miss 
        Sed­don there with him amid theeruproar. He did not re­mem­ber any oth­er hu­mans present, but 
        he had not been look­ing for them. He had been look­ing for a way out, as had Miss Sed­don. 
        Nat­ural­ly.

      Con closed his eyes mo­men­tar­ily at this point. I al­most want­ed to tell him not to over­do 
        it.

      Nat­ural­ly, said the god­dess dry­ly. Mr. Con­nor, you seem to be tak­ing all the up­roar, as 
        you put it, very calm­ly.

      Con spread his hands, and smiled faint­ly. He smiled. Re­al­ly. It is over now, he said. What 
        would you have me do? I would have you tell me the truth! she shout­ed.

      I jumped in my seat. I had­nt been watch­ing her. Id been watch­ing Con, and the win­dow 
        blind. It was hard to see much; the blind was closed, the proof­glass be­hind it would dull 
        any light try­ing to come through it, and the god­dess of­fice was bright­ly lit. But I was 
        pret­ty sure the cor­ners of the win­dows were a paler gray than theyd been when we came in.

      I looked at the god­dess. I tried to look in­to the glar­ing shad­ows on her face, but I was 
        very tired, and the shad­ows were lay­ers thick. I could see noth­ing through them ex­cept 
        more shad­ows. My head throbbed.

      But I could see her eyes. I did­nt like what I saw. She could­nt have guessed, could she? 
        She could­nt.

      What was there in some se­cret SOF archive? About vam­pires? About vam­pire-​hu­man al­liances?

      Watch your back, Sun­shine.

      Why would she be watch­ing me? What was there in my file that had caught her eye? Some­thing 
        im­por­tant enough to lay a fetch on me for?

      Some­thing she had, af­ter all, picked up dur­ing her il­le­gal troll of me the night we met?

      Was she trolling me now? My head hurt so much I could­nt tell how much of it was her 
        god­saw­ful au­ra and how much was...just the way I was feel­ing. Had she tried to troll Con? 
        If she had­no, wait, she could­ntve or hed be staked and be­head­ed by nowokay, even if he had 
        blocked her­what might the block tell her? Would­nt a vam­pire block look­taste, smell, 
        what­everdif­fer­ent than a hu­man one? Or did Cons pass­ing in­clude the shape of his mind to a 
        mind search?

      But be­ing able to block a mind search was il­le­gal too. Or­di­nary hu­mans could­nt do it. 
        Which meant any­one who did was­nt an or­di­nary hu­man. And if you know some­thing, you know 
        it, even if you got that knowl­edge by pro­scribed means. Like by trolling with­out au­thor­ity.

      It was­nt my back that need­ed watch­ing at this mo­ment. It was Cons. As well as his front, 
        sides, top, bot­tom, and any oth­er at­tached bits.

      I stared at the win­dow. In the low­er cor­ner near­er me there was a tiny gap where the blind 
        did­nt fit true. I was sure I could see light com­ing in.

      The god­dess had her back to the win­dow. She had a huge deskof coursethat sprawled in front 
        of it, but it was a big room, and there was plen­ty of space for her min­ions and Pat and 
        his lot plus Con and me. Her desk was emp­ty. Even her com gear was all shut away in a wall 
        clos­et; I knew this be­cause one of her vas­sals fold­ed the doors back and sat down in front 
        of it. There was a lot of it; it looked like it would take up the en­tire wall if the doors 
        were pushed back all the way. I was glad I was­nt a techie. If Id un­der­stood any of what I 
        could see, I would have been even more jit­tery than I al­ready was.

      There were now fif­teen of us. Shed on­ly had three flunkies when we en­tered, but when it 
        turned out she was­nt go­ing to be able to get rid of

      Pat one of them mut­tered in­to her wire and four more peo­ple had en­tered al­most as soon as 
        shed fin­ished speak­ing, march­ing near­ly in lock­step. The god­dess must keep them in a 
        cup­board right out­side her door for those mo­ments when she need­ed to op­press a sit­ua­tion 
        quick­ly. Maybe she chose peo­ple who want­ed to spend their off-​du­ty hours fold­ed up in a 
        draw­er too, the bet­ter for rapid re­trieval.

      We faced each oth­er over her desk, them and us. Con and I sat in two chairs about six feet 
        apart. Pat, keep­ing up the pre­tense that we were un­der de­fen­sive surveil­lance, had a pair 
        of peo­ple be­hind each of our chairs. He leaned against the wall be­hind us, but off to one 
        side, near­er Con; I could see him out of the cor­ner of my eye with­out turn­ing my head. His 
        wire squeaked at him pe­ri­od­ical­ly; oc­ca­sion­al­ly he mut­tered back. Once I saw him jerk his 
        head up and stare at us­Con or me, I could­nt tel­lafter some very ag­itat­ed squeak­ing. I 
        won­dered what his field peo­ple might be telling him about what they were find­ing in the 
        re­mains of No Town. I was­nt used to see­ing Pat wear­ing a wire. He had­nt any time Id seen 
        him at Char­lies. He had­nt when I vis­it­ed his of­fice down­stairs here. He had­nt even when we 
        drove out to the lake. The wire made him look a lot more threat­en­ing. More like a reg­ular 
        mem­ber of SOF, the huge na­tion­al agen­cy ded­icat­ed to pro­tect­ing hu­mans against the Oth­er 
        threat, which as one of its mi­nor lo­cal op­er­ations had plant­ed an il­le­gal fetch on me.

      Even with a wire, Pat was­nt near­ly as threat­en­ing as a vam­pire.

      Or as the god­dess.

      Sev­er­al of the flunkies wires squeaked at them too. I saw them glanc­ing at each oth­er 
        wor­ried­ly. Per­haps they al­ways looked wor­ried. Be­ing the god­dess flunky cant have been an 
        easy job, even if you have the per­son­al­ity for it.

      The god­dess pa­rad­ed up and down be­hind her desk, oc­ca­sion­al­ly lean­ing on it for em­pha­sis, 
        oc­ca­sion­al­ly com­ing round to the front to sit on the edge and stare at us. She ig­nored 
        ev­ery­one else.

      I thought I saw her glance at the win­dow too. Okay, I could make a dive for Con the mo­ment 
        she touched the blind, but that would give two things away si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly: what he was. 
        And what I could do.

      The air in the room seemed to press against my skull like a tight­en­ing vise. Maybe it was 
        just the god­dess. I looked at my hands. I thought I could see tiny fil­aments of green or 
        black run­ning up the backs of them, run­ning up my arms, like gan­grene spread­ing from the 
        site of in­fec­tion. I could­nt see any sign of the gold­en web, even though the blan­ket 
        wrapped

      around me had rubbed a lot of the blood off. I could see on­ly green and black. Death as an 
        in­fec­tion. The in­fec­tion had be­gun five months ago. Maybe Id al­ready died back at Bos 
        head­quar­tersper­haps when the scar on my breast re­opened and it had­nt quite caught up with 
        me yet. Maybe Con had de­layed the in­evitable by mak­ing me­of­fer­ing me his blood to drink. 
        Un­dead blood was used to keep­ing dead peo­ple mov­ing, af­ter all. So maybe it did­nt mat­ter 
        if I gave my­self away. I was worm fod­der as soon as the green and black fil­aments reached 
        my beat­ing heart.

      It did mat­ter. I would be giv­ing Con away too.

      Im very sor­ry, Con was say­ing to the god­dess. I know how thin my sto­ry sounds. But there 
        is noth­ing else to tell you. It was all very baf­fling to meto Miss Sed­don and metoo.

      There was a lit­tle si­lence. I set my tea mug down on the floor, and groped in my pock­et 
        for my lit­tle knife, the knife that glowed with day­light even in the dark, the knife that 
        burned Con if he touched it. I held it a mo­ment be­fore I pulled it out, won­der­ing if I was 
        dead­not un­dead, Con promised me I could­nt be turned, just dead, a new form of zom­bie 
        per­haps, which would ex­plain why my brain was re­fus­ing to work prop­er­ly, why noth­ing 
        seemed quite re­al, not even my fear. A zom­bies brain al­ways goes first, while some­times 
        their hearts go on beat­ing. If I was dead, per­haps I could­nt save Con from the day­light 
        any more ei­ther. The knife was warm in my hand. Body heat. But zom­bies are usu­al­ly cool. 
        Like all the un­dead. My knife was warm like the touch of a friend, against my gan­grenous 
        hand. Sud­den­ly there were tears in my eyes. Do zom­bies weep?

      I pulled the knife out. I made all the ef­fort I was ca­pa­ble of, to be here, to be present, 
        in this room, with Con and Pat and the god­dess of pain.

      Par­don me, I said. I want to re­turn your knife be­fore Ier­for­get. I should have said 
        some­thing about why I was re­mem­ber­ing now rather than at some oth­er mo­ment, why I had Mr. 
        Con­nors knife in the first place, but I could­nt think of any­thing. I was at the end of my 
        think­ing. It was tak­ing all my en­er­gy to be here.

      And I did­nt know that it would work. It was mere­ly the on­ly thing I could imag­ine to try.

      Con turned to­ward me. He al­most for­got to be hu­man. When I tossed him the knife his hand 
        moved to­ward where it was go­ing to be...I felt him check him­self. He plucked the knife out 
        of the air a lit­tle too neat­ly, but not im­pos­si­bly so. Not in­hu­man­ly. He caught it, and 
        closed his fin­gers around it, rest­ed his hand on his knee. The knife had dis­ap­peared. If 
        there

      was any­thing to see as it burned him, if it burned him, if it was still full of day­lightof 
        my sun­shi­neno one in the room would see. He set his tea mug down, so he still had one hand 
        free. Thank you, he said, and turned back to the god­dess as if for her next ques­tion.

      We had our one bit of luck then. There was a wire-​squeak so mo­men­tous, ap­par­ent­ly, that 
        one of the god­dess min­ions risked whis­per­ing it to her, and she was dis­tract­ed, per­haps, 
        from this cu­ri­ous busi­ness of Mr. Con­nors knife. She was­nt very hap­py about what­ev­er news 
        the min­ion gave her, what­ev­er it was.

      Then she sighed, elab­orate­ly, as if re­leas­ing ten­sion. As if ask­ing ev­ery­one in the room 
        to re­lax. I did­nt re­lax. Con did­nt, but then he was nev­er re­laxed, any more than he was 
        ev­er tense. He was just there. Pat did­nt re­lax. I could­nt see any of the rest of us. The 
        min­ions did­nt re­lax. Im sure there is a reg­ula­tion in their con­tract that for­bids them to 
        re­lax. The god­dess looked around at us and smiled. It was­nt a very good smile. If I had to 
        choose, I would say Con did it bet­ter.

      Well, she said. It has been a long night and ev­ery­one will be bet­ter for a rest. And you 
        two war­riorsshe tried to make this sound uniron­ical, but she failedac­cord­ing to the lat­est 
        re­port, have been a part of the de­struc­tion of a ma­jor vam­pire sanc­tumper­haps an 
        in­stru­men­tal part of that de­struc­tion. You must for­give what may ap­pear to be my ex­ces­sive 
        zeal here tonight; but oc­cur­rences like this are rare, and SOF must know as much as 
        pos­si­ble about any event con­cern­ing the Oth­ers, es­pe­cial­ly the dark­est of the Oth­ers, to 
        be as ef­fec­tive as we can be. And we have found, over and over again, that the soon­er we 
        speak to any and all wit­ness­es, the bet­ter.

      I would ap­pre­ci­ate it if you would re­turn, lat­er, when you are rest­ed, and fill out for­mal 
        state­ments, which we can keep on file. I would al­so ap­pre­ci­ate it if you would make 
        your­selves avail­able for fur­ther dis­cus­sion, at some fu­ture time. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly it has 
        hap­pened that wit­ness­es do re­mem­ber lat­er what they were too shak­en to com­pre­hend at the 
        time; per­haps as we learn more about what hap­pened, some de­tail we can de­scribe to you 
        will loosen some­thing in your mem­ories, some­thing we can use.

      You must see that to the ex­tent it is pos­si­ble you had a cru­cial role in tonights events 
        we must dis­cov­er what that role was.

      And in the mean­while, per­hapsshe was mov­ing as she spokeafter the night that has passed, 
        the light of morn­ing will make us all feel bet­ter.

      With bet­ter she pulled the blind. Day­light, fil­tered by proof­glass but

      un­mis­tak­ably, un­de­ni­ably day­light, fell full on Con.

      How long af­ter sun­light touch­es him be­fore a vam­pire burns? The sto­ries say im­me­di­ate­ly, 
        but what is im­me­di­ate­ly? One sec­ond? Ten? I sat still, rigid­ly still, my nerves shriek­ing. 
        Con, of course, looked as he al­ways looked: nei­ther tense nor calm. Twen­ty sec­onds. 
        Thir­ty. Sure­ly thir­ty sec­onds was longer than im­me­di­ate­ly?

      What is the al­ge­bra of how long one live per­son with an affin­ity can pro­tect one vam­pire 
        from the ef­fects of sun­light as com­pared to one small inan­imate day­light-​charged 
        pock­etknife? Sup­pos­ing that the per­son is still alive and the affin­ity is still 
        func­tion­ing, the pock­etknife still charged, and the fact that the vam­pire was present­ly 
        pass­ing for hu­man did­nt morph the pro­cess so that Con was about to col­lapse in a lit­tle 
        heap of cold ash­es with no grue­some in­ter­me­di­ate stages.

      Forty sec­onds. Fifty. Six­ty. Thats good enough.

      I burst in­to tears, and Con was up off his chair at on­ceas im­me­di­ate­ly as the fire that 
        had­nt come­and kneel­ing be­side mine, one hand on my shoul­der. My blan­ket had fall­en off. I 
        felt my affin­ity yank it­self from wher­ev­er it lived­some­where around my heart ap­par­entlyand 
        throw it­self to­ward the shoul­der he was touch­ing. It was still there. Still live. I heard 
        a rus­tle, like a sigh of leaves.

      Trees are im­per­vi­ous to dark mag­ic.

      The hand that held my knife still hung by his side.

      It seemed to me that as a per­for­mance it was­nt too un­like­ly that hed put his hand on my 
        shoul­der, af­ter what­ev­er it was that wed been through to­geth­er. Maybe we were call­ing each 
        oth­er Mr. Con­nor and Miss Sed­don, but wed come out of what­ev­er it was hold­ing hands. I 
        turned my head and stared at him, in­to his leaf-​green eyes, in­to the face of the mon­ster I 
        had saved, and been saved by, prob­ably too many times to count, now, any more, even by 
        what he had called that which binds. Per­haps that was why I could feel my affin­ity work­ing 
        its way through his body, through the ves­sels that car­ried his blood, a spe­cial lit­tle 
        squad of it rac­ing down to his burned hand. I put both my handsmy con­tam­inat­ed hand­son his 
        shoul­ders, and leaned my head against him, and wept and wept, and the warmth, the 
        hu­man-​seem­ing warmth of his body through the tat­tered, filthy shirt against the palms of 
        my hands felt the way my knife had felt: like the touch of a friend. The heal­ing touch of 
        a friend.

      I had meant to burst in­to tears, to break the scene, to give Con a chance to move, and to 
        put up his sun para­sol sit­ting in the next chair, but it had been easy­too easy, and it was 
        hard to stop cry­ing, once Id be­gun. It took me sev­er­al min­utes to get to the gulp­ing and 
        hic­cup­ping stage, by which time all of Pats peo­ple were rush­ing around hold­ing box­es of 
        tis­sues and bring­ing damp tow­els to wipe my face with and bran­dish­ing fresh cups of tea. 
        The god­dess and her peo­ple had­nt moved at all. She looked like a nat­ural­ist ob­serv­ing 
        faulty rit­ual be­hav­ior: not at all what she had been led to be­lieve was the norm for this 
        species, but was there­fore in­ter­est­ing pre­cise­ly for that rea­son, and how could she turn 
        it to her ad­van­tage? I did­nt like it, but Id wor­ry about it lat­er.

      Her peo­ple stood and sat around look­ing stuffed. Work­ing for the god­dess did­nt en­cour­age 
        the ac­qui­si­tion of damp-​tow­el-​fetch­ing skills.

      I would wor­ry about it all lat­er. I was get­ting used to the idea that I might have a lat­er 
        to wor­ry about it in. Maybe. I was so tired.

      I had dropped my hands from Cons shoul­ders to jug­gle tea and tow­els and tis­sues. I looked 
        at them, my hands, go­ing about their usu­al busi­ness of grasp­ing and ma­nip­ulat­ing. I 
        could­nt see the green and the black any more. But I could­nt see the gold ei­ther. I knew 
        the seal was gone for­ev­er, and the chai­nI could­nt feel the chain against my breast any 
        more, al­though the re­opened wound had stopped aching. Had I heard the rus­tle of leaves 
        when Con touched my shoul­der? Sun-​self, tree-​self, deer-​self. Dont they out­weigh the dark 
        self? Not any more. I would wor­ry about me lat­er too. About my hands. I would ask Con...I 
        hoped I would have a chance to ask Con. Be­cause af­ter I got him out of this day­light, our 
        al­liance was over.

      Con. He still knelt be­side me. An or­di­nary man might have looked sil­ly, do­ing noth­ing, but 
        even as a rel­ative­ly suc­cess­ful hu­man-​fac­sim­ile he looked so...un­con­ven­tion­al? 
        Un­some­thing. Sil­ly did­nt come in­to it. Or maybe that was just how I saw him. It was day 
        again, and Con was my re­spon­si­bil­ity, and we were sur­round­ed by peo­ple who must con­tin­ue 
        to be­lieve he was hu­man. I looked at him. Hed dropped the yel­low blan­ket when he left his 
        chair. He looked bet­ter with­out it, even blood-​mot­tled and with his clothes hang­ing off 
        him in sod­den-​and-​dried-​stiff rags.

      Par­don me, Miss Sed­don, but I think I must beg you to keep my knife for me a lit­tle 
        longer. I dont be­lieve any of my pock­ets have sur­vived the nights en­coun­ters. He held it 
        out to me, turn­ing and open­ing his hand: the palm was un­marked. I felt that my affin­ity 
        emer­gen­cy-​squad was danc­ing around in some lit­tle-​used synapse some­where, giv­ing each 
        oth­er tee­ny mi­cro­scop­ic high-​fives.

      I put down a tow­el and ac­cept­ed the knife, slip­ping it awk­ward­ly back in­to the pock­et it 
        had come out of. I was care­ful not to look at the god­dess as I did this: as if it was just 
        a lit­tle jack­knife. I won­dered if vam­pire cloth­ing had pock­ets. What would vam­pires keep 
        in pock­ets? Hand­ker­chiefs? House keys? Charms against be­ing grilled (so to speak) by 
        an­gry, high-​rank­ing SOF of­fi­cers?

      Id man­aged to move my chair a lit­tle dur­ing the com­mo­tion af­ter I burst in­to tears. Con 
        was safe for the mo­ment, in shad­ow. I stood up and looked at the god­dess. She was taller 
        than I was, of course. There are spells to make you ap­pear taller than who­ev­er you are 
        talk­ing to, but they are ex­pen­sive, and all but the best have a nasty habit of re­veal­ing 
        you as your re­al height the minute you turn your at­ten­tion to some­one else. I guessed the 
        god­dess was just tall. I apol­ogize for mak­ing a fuss, I said, as re­spect­ful­ly as I could. 
        Maybe she was so ac­cus­tomed to reek­ing hos­til­ity from most of her col­leagues and 
        in­ter­vie­wees that she did­nt reg­is­ter it any more. Maybe she would as­sume I did­nt like her 
        be­cause shed in­tim­idat­ed me suc­cess­ful­ly. Well, she had.

      May we leave now, please? I con­tin­ued, hold­ing my poi­sonous hands out pla­cat­ing­ly, palms 
        up. I will come back when­ev­er you like, but Im so tired I cant think. And I want a bath. 
        Sev­er­al baths. And what I was wear­ingthe re­mains of what I was wear­ing­would so in­to the 
        trash. No, the bon­fire. I would start run­ning out of cloth­ing soon if I was­nt care­ful. If 
        I had a fu­ture it would have to in­clude some shop­ping.

      She made gra­cious-​co­op­er­ation nois­es that were about as sin­cere as my re­spect­ful­ness, and 
        we were al­lowed to leave­Con and I, and Pat and John and Theo and Kate and Mike. In the 
        win­dow­less hall­way Con and I drift­ed non­cha­lant­ly apart. I was try­ing to re­mem­ber if there 
        were any un­ex­pect­ed win­dows around blind cor­ners. I had­nt been at my best when wed come 
        through the first time. I was­nt at my best now, but against all odds, I was im­prov­ing.

      Pat ex­pelled a long noisy breath. Well held, you guys, he said. He glanced at Con. I could 
        guess he was torn be­tween want­ing to cel­ebrate a par­tial vic­to­ry against the god­dess and 
        want­ing to know who and what the hell my ap­par­ent al­ly re­al­ly was. He caught my eyes and I 
        watched him de­cide to trust me. I watched him watch­ing me watch­ing him de­cide to trust me. 
        It was true: I owed him. That was some­thing else Id have to fig­ure out lat­er.

      Can I give you a ride home, Sun­shine? he said ca­su­al­ly. That would be great, I said 
        feel­ing­ly. Even sup­pos­ing I had bus fare in

      my pock­et, which I did­nt, I did­nt yearn for the ex­pe­ri­ence of get­ting Con and me any­where 
        in pub­lic. Any sane bus driv­er would refuse to let us on board, the way we looked, not to 
        men­tion the near­est stop was a mile and a half from Yolan­des and I did­nt think I could 
        walk that far.

      I doubt­ed that any nowheresville way was avail­able in­from day­light. And if I was too tired 
        to walk from the bus stop I was way be­yond too tired to deal with any nowheresvilles.

      And turn­ing up at Char­lies, look­ing like this and with Con in tow, was­nt an op­tion.

      John, you want to take Mr. Con­nor

      He can come with me, I said firm­ly. We have totalk.

      I bet you do, said Pat. Okay, Sun­shine, I wont ask, but take notes, okay? Im not go­ing to 
        do my heavy SOF guy trick and make you do your talk­ing here be­cause you­ve al­ready had that 
        from the god­dess, and be­sides, if she found out Id tak­en you to my of­fice and got more out 
        of you than she did shed bust my ass back to Tin­ker Bell pa­trol.

      There is a le­gion of lit­tle old ladies (of as­sort­ed ages and sex­es) who man­age to be­lieve 
        that the Oth­ers are most­ly small and cute and harm­less, and live un­der toad­stools, and 
        wear hare­bells as hats. A lot of them ring up their lo­cal SOF div to re­port sight­ings, 
        be­cause that is the cit­izen­ly thing to do, and since there are a few ill-​tem­pered Oth­ers 
        who some­times pre­tend to be small and cute and harm­less Id nev­er heard of any of them 
        wear­ing hare­bells, how­ev­er­these have to be checked out. But it is not a pop­ular job.

      Ive been get­ting re­ports from No Town right along, you know, con­tin­ued Pat, and I want to 
        know what you guys did. And I want it in trip­li­cate, you got that? But Im a pa­tient man 
        and Ill wait. I wont even tell the god­dess I took you home to­geth­er.

      Hes lost his house keys any­way, I said glibly, and we can call a lock­smith from my house.

      He keep a fresh change of clothes at your house too? said Pat. Does Mel know? I did­nt say 
        that.

      No win­dows yet. The oth­er SOFs went their own ways, and it was just Pat and Con and me. 
        Down a few more cor­ri­dors, and now we were walk­ing to­ward the glass doors in­to the park­ing 
        lot. Con un­ob­tru­sive­ly moved near me again and I tucked my arm un­der his arm and pre­tend­ed 
        to lean against him. It did­nt take a lot of pre­tend­ing, any more than my tears for the 
        god­dess had.

      Pats glance flicked over us again and I re­al­ized he was hav­ing to make an ef­fort not to go 
        all, well, male. He want­ed bad­ly to try to put Con in his place and thus find out what his 
        place was. He want­ed this as a pret­ty high-​rank­ing SOF of­fi­cer, he want­ed this as my 
        friend and self-​des­ig­nat­ed semipro­tec­tor and semiex­ploiter, and he prob­ably even want­ed 
        this for Mel, who he was at least sure was gen­uine­ly hu­man, al­though or­di­nar­ily he would 
        con­sid­er my pri­vate life strict­ly my own busi­ness. And hed be hav­ing mixed feel­ings about 
        sus­pect­ing Con as some kind of freaky part­blood for the ob­vi­ous rea­sons. But I rec­og­nized 
        the signs in this (com­par­ative­ly) re­spectable mid­dle-​aged SOF agent from the star­ing and 
        grunt­ing con­tests we got oc­ca­sion­al­ly at Char­lies, and from some of the bik­er bars Id been 
        to with Mel. I had a sud­den frivolous de­sire to laugh...as we walked through the swing­ing 
        doors and out in­to the morn­ing.

      The sun was still low but the sun­shine on my face felt like the best thing that had ev­er 
        hap­pened to me. I could­nt help it: I stopped, and raised my face to it. Con stopped with 
        me of course. Sun­shine for Sun­shine, Pat said mild­ly. Ill get the car, and he went on, 
        run­ning his hands over his head as if smooth­ing down feath­ers from his frus­trat­ed 
        dom­inance dis­play. I had­nt picked up any re­sponse from ConI could al­ways feel Mel not 
        re­spond­ing­but then Con did­nt no­tice­ably re­spond to much of any­thing. And it was­nt that 
        vam­pires did­nt have their own shov­ing com­pe­ti­tion­swe had, af­ter all, just sur­vived a 
        par­tic­ular­ly ex­trav­agant one of these. I did­nt feel like laugh­ing any more.

      I put Cons arm around my waist so I could raise both hands to the sun, as if an ex­tra 
        twen­ty inch­es of ex­tend­ed arm was go­ing to make a big dif­fer­ence to its cu­ra­tive 
        prop­er­ties. I did­nt care. I held them, palm up, till I saw Pats car com­ing to­ward us, and 
        Con hand­ed me care­ful­ly in­to the back seat, and slid in af­ter me.

      I curled up and pre­tend­ed to go to sleep on Cons shoul­der so we did­nt have to make 
        con­ver­sa­tion and Pat would­nt try. This re­al­ly was pre­tense: I could­nt go to sleep, at 
        least not yet, and was afraid to try. Even keep­ing my eyes closed was an ef­fort, but I 
        lis­tened in­tent­ly to all the nor­mal nois­es of morn­ing in the city, smelled gas fumes and 
        ear­ly cof­fee bars, and felt Cons arm around me­and his spiky hair oc­ca­sion­al­ly brush­ing my 
        face­and man­aged to keep the sights of the night be­fore from re­play­ing them­selves against 
        my eye­lids. The smell of cof­feep­en­etrat­ing even through the smell of us­re­mind­ed me of 
        Char­lies, and there was one of those weird bits of men­tal slip­page that trau­ma pro­duces: I 
        thought, oh, what a good thing Im not dead, I nev­er did write that recipe down for

      Paulie...

      It felt like a long drive, al­though it was­nt, still well be­fore rush hour, and in a re­al 
        car in­stead of the Wreck. Check in as soon as you can, was all Pat said when he dropped us 
        off.

      Thanks, I said.

      Thank you, said Con.

      Again that flick of gaze to one, then the oth­er of us. Yeah, said Pat, and drove away.

      I had avoid­ed los­ing my house key by not tak­ing it with me. I fished it out from un­der the 
        pot of pan­sies and the crack in the porch floor and opened the door, half-​watch­ing my 
        hands still, as if they might turn on me and try to tear my own heart out. Con fol­lowed me 
        up the dark stairs. My apart­ment was full of ros­es. Id for­got­ten about the ros­es. None of 
        them was more than half open. It felt like some kind of mir­acle: it felt like cen­turies 
        since Id bought them, two days ago. I was sup­posed to be dead. I would be go­ing to work 
        to­mor­row. Cin­na­mon rolls. Ros­es. They were from an­oth­er world. The hu­man world. I glanced 
        at my hands again. Hands that earned their liv­ing mak­ing hu­man food. There is­nt much that 
        is a lot more naked­ly hands-​on than knead­ing dough.

      The ward wrapped around the length of the bal­cony rail­ing had a big charred hole in the 
        mid­dle of it. When wed walked through it last night, in­to Oth­er-​space, pre­sum­ably. The 
        poor thing: it had prob­ably felt like a garage me­chan­ic pre­sent­ed with a lame ele­phant: 
        wait just a sec here, I nev­er said I did all forms of trans­port. It had been a good ward, 
        and it had sur­vived my smoke-​borne pas­sage on my way to find Con. Id find out lat­er if it 
        could be patched up or if it was blown (or squashed) for good.

      I left Con in the mid­dle of the shad­owy floor and went out in­to the day­light again, 
        hold­ing my hands out in front of me like sac­ri­fices or dis­cards. Con moved for­ward till he 
        was stand­ing at the edge of the shad­ow. There is noth­ing wrong with your hands, he said.

      I shook my head, but I low­ered my hands till they rest­ed on the bal­cony rail­ing. There 
        were scorch marks on the rail­ing. On their backs, with the fin­gers curled up, my hands 
        looked dead.

      Tell me, he said.

      I had to­touch him, I said in a low voice. I tried not to, but he was too strong. He was 
        win­ning. I put my hands...I touched him. Bo. As I said it all the oth­er things I was 
        try­ing not to re­mem­ber about the night be­fore came rac­ing back, blud­geon­ing their way in­to 
        my mind. I felt my­self be­gin

      to frag­ment again. When Id been fac­ing the god­dess, Id known what I was do­ing for a lit­tle 
        while. Now that there was no im­me­di­ate threat to or­ga­nize my­self around...I shiv­ered, even 
        in the day­light. Thin, cool, au­tumn sun­light, with win­ter to come, with its short­er, 
        cold­er days, be­fore the bak­ing heat of sum­mer re­turned. Au­tumn day­light was­nt go­ing to 
        heal my hands.

      Or the re­opened wound on my breast. I had­nt had to look at it yet, ac­cept its reap­pear­ance 
        yet, while all of me was cov­ered with crust­ed blood.

      Sun­shine, said Con gen­tly. He had no pow­er to hurt you phys­ical­ly. He had had no such 
        pow­er for many years. His strength was in his will, and in the phys­ical strength of those 
        he con­trolled by his will. If his crea­tureshis acolyte­shad not hurt you, he could not.

      I want­ed to say, he did hurt mehis crea­tures did hurt methey taught me what I could do. I 
        would nev­er have done what I did to Bo, if I had not al­ready done it to his fol­low­ers. He 
        al­most killed me! I said at last, aloud, fee­bly. This was an un­en­durably an­ti­cli­mac­tic way 
        of de­scrib­ing what had hap­pened. Mere­ly dy­ing seemed like a mi­nor dif­fi­cul­ty, like an 
        alarm clock that had failed to go off or a car that would­nt start. Maybe I had been 
        hang­ing out with vam­pires too much.

      Yes. By sheer force of evil. On­ly that. On­ly that, I said. On­ly that. Yes.

      I turned my head to look at him, leav­ing my hands awk­ward­ly where they were. The Mr. 
        Con­nor of the god­dess of­fice had gone; my Con was back. There was a vam­pire in the room. 
        He looked tired, al­most as a hu­man might look tired, as well as ragged and filthy. My 
        vam­pire looked tired. I took my hands off the rail­ing so I could go back in­to the shad­ows 
        to Con. I reached out to touch him, twist­ed my hands away from him at the last mo­ment. But 
        he took my hands by the wrists, and kissed the back of each fist, turned them over and 
        wait­ed, pa­tient­ly, till the fin­gers re­laxed, and kissed each palm. It was a strange 
        sen­sa­tion. It felt less like be­ing kissed than it felt like a doc­tor ap­ply­ing a salve. Or 
        a priest last rites. There is noth­ing wrong with your hands, he said. The touch of evil 
        poi­sons by the idea of it. Re­ject the idea and you have re­ject­ed the evil.

      I was be­ing lec­tured in moral­ity by a vam­pire. I want­ed to laugh. The prob­lem was that he 
        was wrong. If hed been right maybe I could have laughed. My hands feeltheyve been­changed. 
        I can feel this. Theythey dont be­long to me any more. They are only­at­tached. They

      feel as if they may be­have be­comeevil.

      Bos evil was a very pow­er­ful idea.

      I thought I was com­ing to pieces. I am not sure Im not. My handsmy hands are two frag­ments 
        of what is left of me. Two ru­ined frag­ments.

      There was a pause. Yes, said Con.

      How do you know? I whis­pered.

      I wait­ed for him to drop my hands, to move away from me. The plead­ing whine of my voice 
        set my own teeth on edge. He was on­ly still with me be­cause the sun trapped him here till 
        sun­set.

      He did­nt move away. He said, I see it in your eyes.

      This was so un­ex­pect­ed I gaped at him. What

      No. I can­not read your se­crets. But I can read your fears. My kind are adept at read­ing 
        fear. And you look in­to my eyes as no oth­er hu­man ev­er has.

      I looked away from him. War and Peace, my fears. All fifty-​odd vol­umes of the Blood Lore 
        se­ries. The com­plete globenet di­rec­to­ry. For sheer length and in­clu­sive­ness my fears were 
        right up there. I hoped he was a speed read­er.

      He dropped my hands then, but on­ly to put a fin­ger un­der my chin. Look at me.

      I let him raise my chin. Hey, he was a vam­pire. He could break my neck if he want­ed to. 
        This way he did­nt have to.

      You are not afraid of ev­ery­thing, he said.

      Near­ly, I said. I am afraid of you. I am afraid of me.

      Yes, he said.

      There was a cu­ri­ous com­fort in that yes. I had def­inite­ly been hang­ing out with vam­pires 
        too long. This vam­pire.

      I re­mem­bered stand­ing in the sun­light in my kitchen win­dow, the morn­ing af­ter my re­turn 
        from the lake. That mo­ment when I first be­gan to feel I might re­cov­er, from what­ev­er it 
        was that had hap­pened.

      The splin­ters that my peace of mind had been smashed in­toif not, per­haps, af­ter all, my 
        san­ity­were send­ing lit­tle scout­ing fil­aments across the gaps, look­ing for oth­er pieces, 
        whether Id sent them out to look or not. Where the scout-​fil­aments met, theyd start 
        wind­ing them­selves to­geth­er again, knit­ting them­selves back in­to rows...They were prob­ably 
        build­ing

      on those first granny knots from when Id agreed to be let out of the SOF bind and be 
        re­spon­si­ble for my be­hav­ior.

      No: from the first granny knots of the morn­ing af­ter Con had brought me home from the lake.

      I was go­ing to have some more scars and the tex­ture of the fi­nal weave was go­ing to 
        change. Was chang­ing. It was go­ing to be lumpi­er, and there were go­ing to be some pret­ty 
        weird holes. I nev­er had been able to learn to knit. I dont do uni­for­mi­ty and con­sis­ten­cy. 
        Even my cin­na­mon rolls tend to have in­di­vid­ual per­son­al­ity. I could prob­ably cope with a 
        few more wodgy bits in my own make­up.

      Maybe my medul­la ob­lon­ga­ta was re­fus­ing to take any crap from my cere­brum again. Shut up 
        and get on with the re­con­struc­tion. If you cant find the right piece, use the wrong one.

      I took a step back­ward, still fac­ing Con, still with­in reach of him, but so that the 
        sun­light touched me.

      There was some­thing strug­gling out of the murk here, try­ing to make me think it: If good 
        is go­ing to tri­umph over evil, good has to stay sane.

      Say what? Oh, please. Im still think­ing about breath­ing. Now Im sup­posed to start in 
        flog­ging my­self to go on fight­ing for the forces of...well, good is some freak­ing 
        mouth­ful. It sounds like some An­glo-​Sax­on geek with a big square jaw and a blaz­ing sword, 
        any ves­ti­gial sense of hu­mor sur­gi­cal­ly re­moved years be­fore when he was con­di­tion­al­ly 
        ac­cept­ed to Hero School.

      But that was kind of where Id wound up, even if Id missed out on the jaw and the train­ing. 
        Be­cause I was def­inite­ly against evil. Def­inite­ly. In my lumpy, er­rat­ic way. And I knew 
        what I was talk­ing about, be­cause Id now met evil. That was pre­cise­ly the point.

      Id touched it. And I was go­ing to have to re­mem­ber for the rest of my life that Id

      touched it. That these hands had grasped, pulled...

      But us an­ti-​evil guys have to stay sane. Lumpy and ho­ley, maybe, but sane. Lis­ten, 
        Sun­shine: Bo was gone. He was­nt go­ing to get the last word now.

      I hoped.

      At least not un­til lat­er this morn­ing.

      Im go­ing to run a bath. Ill flip you for who goes first. I had a jar on my desk, next to 
        the bal­cony, that held loose change.

      Flip? Vam­pires. They dont know any­thing.

      I won. I was al­most sor­ry. I felt obliged to have on­ly one bath, and a fast one, but I 
        made it count. If I rubbed my palms a lit­tle raw­er than I need­ed to for an idea, at least 
        my hands felt like my hands while I was do­ing it. Per­haps the touch of the rose petals, 
        when Id had to move all the float­ing ros­es out of the bath so I could get me in­to it 
        in­stead, had helped.

      There was no wound on my breast. I had­nt be­lieved it at first. I kept rub­bing the soap all 
        over my front, from throat to pu­bic line, as if maybe Id mis­laid it some­how. But it was­nt 
        there. The scar was. I thought it looked a lit­tle...wider, shinier, than it had, the day 
        af­ter Con had closed it the first time. But it was a scar.

      But my chain was gone too, and there was a new scar, which dipped over the old one, in the 
        shape of a chain hang­ing around my neck. To­geth­er they looked like some new rune, but I 
        could­nt read it.

      There was no sign of the gold­en web, no mat­ter how hard I scrubbed.

      ...What had I been say­ing about go­ing on fight­ing for the forces of good? In that mad 
        lit­tle mo­ment right af­ter Con had said some­thing com­fort­ing? That a vam­pire had seemed to 
        say some­thing com­fort­ing should have told me I was hav­ing a crazy mo­ment, not a 
        re­turn­ing-​san­ity-​and-​hope mo­ment.

      Go­ing on do­ing any­thing like what Id been do­ing these last five monthshorri­bly cul­mi­nat­ing 
        in what I had done last night­was ap­prox­imate­ly the last thing I want­ed.

      Es­pe­cial­ly when it meant bear­ing the knowl­edge of what Id done. And that go­ing on do­ing it 
        would mean bear­ing more of do­ing and more of know­ing.

      But Pat had said we had less than a hun­dred years left. Us hu­mans. No, not us hu­mans. 
        Us-​on-​the-​right-​side. And there ar­ent enough of us.

      Okay, heres the irony: if I went on with this heavy mag­ic-​han­dling shtick I was like­ly to 
        be around in a hun­dred years.

      I pulled the plug and start­ed tow­el­ing my­self dry. I rubbed vi­olent­ly at my hair like I 
        was try­ing to fric­tion-​burn un­de­sir­able thoughts out of my head. I washed and dried my 
        lit­tle knife ten­der­ly, how­ev­er, and put it back in my fresh, clean, dry pock­et. I was 
        dressed in the first thing out of the top cup­board in the bath­room, where all my old­est, 
        rat­ti­est clothes lived. Then I start­ed an­oth­er bath and called Con.

      I found a one-​size-​fits-​all ki­mono in the back of my clos­et that Con could get in­to, or 
        rather that would go round him; at least it was black. I

      could give him the shirt in the back of my clos­et but it would­nt be long enough on him.

      Right. I was clean. Con had some­thing to wear. On to the next thing. Food. I did­nt have to 
        think any more long-​view thoughts yet. I still had small im­me­di­ate things to or­ga­nize 
        my­self around.

      I was fry­ing eggs when he came out, look­ing very ex­ot­ic in the ki­mono. I stood there 
        hold­ing a skil­let with three beau­ti­ful­ly fried eggs in it and said mis­er­ably, I cant even 
        feed you. How Id or­ga­nized my en­tire life: feed­ing oth­er peo­ple. I heard what I was 
        sayin­gor what I was say­ing it toa mo­ment af­ter the words came out, but his gaze did not 
        wa­ver.

      I do not eat of­ten. I do not need food.

      I shook my head. Id nar­row­ly avoid­ed men­tal break­down as a re­sult of fac­ing an­cient 
        all-​con­sum­ing evil, and now I was about to lose it over giv­ing a vam­pire break­fast. I felt 
        tears prick­ing at my eyes. This was ridicu­lous. I cant eat in front of you. Its so...I 
        feed peo­ple for a liv­ing. If I dont do it Im a fail­ure. I iden­ti­fy as a feed­er of...

      Peo­ple, said Con. I am not a per­son.

      Id just been hav­ing this con­ver­sa­tion with my­self in the bath­room. Yes you are, I said. 
        Youre just not, you know, hu­man.

      Your food grows cold, said Con. It is bet­ter hot, yes?

      I shook my head muti­nous­ly. He was right, though, it was a pity to ru­in such rav­ish­ing 
        eggs.

      I will drink with you, said Con.

      Or­ange juice? I said hope­ful­ly. It had to have calo­ries in it. Wa­ter did­nt count.

      Very well. Or­ange juice.

      I moved three white ros­es out of one of my nice glass­es, gave it a quick wash, and poured 
        or­ange juice in it. It was one of the tall ones with gold flecks. Sil­ly thing to drink 
        juice out of. I did­nt see him drinkit oc­curred to me I had­nt seen him drink his tea in the 
        god­dess of­fice ei­ther­but near­ly half a gal­lon of or­ange juice dis­ap­peared while I ate my 
        eggs and two toast­ed muffins and a scone. (What a good thing that it had­nt oc­curred to me 
        to emp­ty my re­frig­er­ator be­fore I died.) Did that mean he liked it, or was this his 
        de­mand­ing stan­dard of cour­tesy again?

      What does it taste like? I asked. It tastes like or­ange juice, he said, at his most 
        enig­mat­ic.

      How was I plan­ning on putting us-​on-​the-​right-​side, any­way? Con had been on the right side 
        as com­pared to Bo. Con was still a vam­pire. He still...

      I did the dish­es in si­lence while Con sat in his chair. The ki­mono made him look very zen, 
        sit­ting still do­ing noth­ing. Id seen it first at the lake, that ca­pac­ity for sit­ting still 
        do­ing noth­ing with per­fect grace: al­though that was­nt how Id thought of it when we were 
        chained to the wall to­geth­er. And it was in­ter­est­ing that he re­tained it when he was­nt 
        un­der the prospect of im­me­di­ate elim­ina­tion with no way out, which might be ex­pect­ed to 
        fo­cus the mind. If it did­nt blow it to smithereens.

      I did the dish­es slow­ly. Wed done wash­ing and eat­ing. There was­nt any­thing to come ex­cept 
        to fig­ure out sleep­ing ar­range­ments. Con had ac­knowl­edged that vam­pires did some­thing like 
        sleep dur­ing the day. And my body had to have sleep soon or I was go­ing to fall down where 
        I stood. But my mind could­nt deal with it. Id tried to con­vince my­self to haul some 
        laun­dry down­stairs but I could­nt face the ef­fort: stairs: the as­sault on Ever­est, and 
        where were my Sher­pas? I res­cued Cons trousers from where he had rinsed and wrung them out 
        and draped them over the tow­el rack (you dont think of vam­pires in do­mes­tic-​chore terms, 
        but I sup­pose even vam­pires have to come to some ar­range­ment about get­ting their clothes 
        washed), and hung them on the bal­cony for the sun and wind to dry them; at least they were 
        still trousers, if a tri­fle rav­aged by events, which was more than could be said for the 
        re­mains of his shirt. I scuf­fled around in my clos­et againat some per­il to life and limb, 
        since my com gear tend­ed in­creas­ing­ly to get left in there­and pulled the spare shirt out, 
        and left it on the clos­et door­knob.

      Ev­ery uten­sil was scoured with­in an inch of its life and dried and put away too soon.

      Sleep. No way.

      At least, be­ing this tired, and still half-​watch­ing my hands for rene­gade moves, I was­nt 
        in­ter­est­ed in­or maybe I should say I was­nt ca­pa­ble of brood­ing aboutwhat else might hap­pen 
        in a bed-​type sit­ua­tion. Or could hap­pen. Or was­nt go­ing to hap­pen.

      I was ca­pa­ble of brood­ing about be­ing afraid to be alone. Afraid to sleep.

      Youll have to have the bed, I said. There are no cur­tains for the bal­cony, and the sun 
        gets pret­ty much all round the liv­ing room over the course of the day. Ill sleep on the 
        so­fa.

      He was silent for a mo­ment, and I thought he might ar­gue. Im not sure

      I was­nt wait­ing hope­ful­ly for an ar­gu­ment. But all he said fi­nal­ly was, Very well.

      Of course I could­nt sleep. I would have liked to pre­tende­ven to try to pre­tendthat it was 
        be­cause I was­nt used to sleep­ing dur­ing the day, but with the hours I some­times kept at 
        the cof­fee­house I had to have learned to take naps dur­ing the day or die, and I had 
        learned to take naps. Up un­til five months ago some­thing or oth­er or die had al­ways seemed 
        like a plain choice in fa­vor of the some­thing or oth­er.

      Sleep was no friend to­day. Ev­ery time my heavy, aching eyes closed, some scene from the 
        night be­fore shot on­to my pri­vate in­ner-​eye movie screen, and I prized them open again and 
        lay, dis­mal­ly, in the soft gold­en sun­light of ear­ly au­tumn, sur­round­ed by the smell of 
        ros­es.

      I dont know how long I lay there. I turned on my side so I could watch the sun­light 
        length­en across the tawny floor as the sun rose high­er, as the light reached out to pat my 
        piles of books, em­brace the desk, stroke the so­fa, draw its fin­gers ten­der­ly across my 
        face. I was com­fort­able, and safe: safer than Id been since be­fore the night I drove out 
        to the lake, and met Con. Bo was gone, Bo and Bos gang. But I could­nt take it in. Or I 
        could­nt take it in with­out...tak­ing in ev­ery­thing it had in­volved. Wed done it, Con and I. 
        Wed done what we set out to do, and, fur­ther­more, what wed known, go­ing in, we would­nt be 
        able to do. Or I had known we would­nt be able to do it. What I had­nt known was that Id 
        been count­ing on not be­ing able to do it. And Id been wrong. Wed done it. Done is a very 
        thump­ing sort of word. I felt like I was hit­ting my­self with a club.

      I did­nt feel safe. I felt as if I was still wait­ing for some­thing aw­ful to hap­pen. No. I 
        felt as if the thing I most dread­ed had ar­rived, and it was­nt death af­ter all. It was me. 
        Im afraid of you. Im afraid of me.

      As lit­tle as three months ago Id thought that find­ing out I might be a part­blood, and 
        might as a re­sult go per­ma­nent­ly round the twist once the de­mon gene met up prop­er­ly with 
        the mag­ic-​han­dling gene, was the worst thing that could hap­pen. It was the worst thing I 
        could imag­ine. Id pulled the lit­tle pa­per pro­tec­tor of dis­use off the bak­ing-​so­da pack­et 
        of my fa­thers her­itage and dropped it in­to the vine­gar of my moth­ers. The re­sul­tant fizz 
        and seethe, Id be­lieved, was go­ing to blow the top of my head off. Now those fears seemed 
        about as pow­er­ful as the kitchen bomb ev­ery kid has to make once or twice to fire pop­corn 
        at her friends. I felt as if mere or­di­nary mad­ness would have been a re­prieve. Id known 
        about the bad odds against part­bloods with hu­man mag­ic-​han­dling in their back­ground. I 
        had­nt knovn any­thing about Bo. About what a thing like Bo could be.

      Black hu­mor alert. And I still did­nt know if my genes were get­ting ready to blow the top 
        of my head off. Al­though it seemed to me theyd had the best op­por­tu­ni­ty any bad-​gene act 
        could pos­si­bly have want­ed, and had let it pass them by.

      I wrapped the blan­ket clos­er around me and stood up and went in­to the bed­room. Id drawn 
        the cur­tains tight­ly to­geth­er and the bed was in heavy shad­ow and I was­nt pay­ing 
        at­ten­tion, so it took me a mo­ment to re­al­ize he was­nt in it.

      He could­nt have left. It was day­light out there. Pan­ic rose up in me. I would have 
        guar­an­teed I did­nt have the en­er­gy for pan­ic. One more thing to be wrong about. And what 
        was I pan­ick­ing about any­way? Be­ing left alone with my­self? Id rather have a vam­pire 
        around?

      Well. Yes.

      I did­nt have time to fin­ish pan­ick­ing. He stood upor more like un­fold­ed, like a 
        par­tic­ular­ly well-​joint­ed ex­tend­ing lad­der or some­thing: stood up does­nt re­al­ly de­scribe 
        it­from the far side of the bed. What are you do­ing on the floor?

      He just looked at me, and I re­mem­bered the room I had once found him in. The room that 
        was­nt his mas­ters. At least he was still wear­ing the ki­mono.

      Im sor­ry, I said. I cant sleep.

      Nor I, he said.

      So you do sleep, I said. I mean, vam­pires sleep.

      We rest. We be­come...dif­fer­ent­ly con­scious than when we are...awake. I am not sure it is 
        what you would call sleep.

      No, and or­ange juice prob­ably does­nt taste like or­ange juice to you ei­ther, I thought.

      I could­nt sleep, but I was too tired to stand up. I sat down on the bed. Iwe did it, you 
        know? I said. But I dont feel like we did it. I feel like we failed. I feel like 
        ev­ery­thing is worse now than it was be­fore. Or that I am.

      He was still stand­ing. Yes, he said.

      Does it feel like that to you too?

      He turned his head as if he was look­ing out the win­dow. Maybe he was. If I could see in 
        the dark, maybe a vam­pire could see through cur­tains. Maybe it was some­thing you learned 
        to do af­ter the first hun­dred years or so. One of those mys­te­ri­ous pow­ers old vam­pires 
        de­vel­op. I do not think

      in terms of bet­ter and worse.

      He paused so long I thought he was­nt go­ing to say any more. Its prob­ably an oc­cu­pa­tion­al 
        haz­ard, be­com­ing a fa­tal­ist, if youre a vam­pire.

      But he went on fi­nal­ly. What hap­pened last night has changed us. Yes. In­evitably. You have 
        lived­what? One quar­ter of one cen­tu­ry? I have ex­ist­ed many times that. Ex­pe­ri­ence is less 
        to me than it is to you, for I have en­dured much more of it. And yet last night trou­bles 
        me too. I cana lit­tleguess how much more it must trou­ble you.

      I looked down, part­ly so he could­nt read any­thing in my eyes, al­though he prob­ably al­ready 
        had. Maybe that was why he had been look­ing through the cur­tains. Vam­pire cour­tesy. 
        Pre­vi­ous­ly ob­served.

      Trou­bled, I thought. Okay.

      Sun­shine, he said. You are not worse.

      I looked up at him, re­mem­bered what I saw him do. Re­mem­bered what I had seen my­self do. 
        Re­mem­bered Bo. Tried to re­mem­ber that we were the vic­tors.

      Failed. If this was vic­to­ry...

      I was so tired.

      I will do any­thing it is in my pow­er to do for you, he said. Com­mand me.

      A vam­pire, stand­ing on the far side of my bed, wear­ing my ki­mono, telling me hed do 
        any­thing I asked. Steady, Sun­shine.

      I sighed. I was­nt up to it. I dont want to feel alone, I said. Lie down on the bed and let 
        me lie down be­side you, and put your arms around me. I know you cant do any­thing about the 
        heart­beat, but I know you can breathe like a hu­man if you want to, so will you please? I 
        looked at his face in the shad­ow­sthe shad­ows that lay mo­tion­less and fath­om­less across 
        it­but it was ex­pres­sion­less, of course. He lay down, and I lay down, and he put his arms 
        around me. (Note: do vam­pire limbs get pins and nee­dles?) And breathed like a hu­man. More 
        or less. It was a lit­tle hard to ig­nore the lack of heart­beat that closeno, you may not 
        think youre aware of a pulse in the body ly­ing next to you, bar­ring your ac­tu­al head on an 
        ac­tu­al chest, but, trust me, you are­but he was the right tem­per­ature and that helped. And 
        some­how the so­lid­ity of him, the fact that my open eyes could see noth­ing but his throat 
        above the folds of the ki­mono and his jaw above that, felt strange­ly as if he was 
        pro­tect­ing me, as if he could pro­tect me from what I had brought back with me, had roused 
        to con­scious­ness with­in me, the pre­vi­ous night. I curled my de­ceit­ful hands

      un­der my chin. And I found my­self falling asleep af­ter all.

      I dreamed, of course. Again Con and I were in Bos lair, and there were vam­pires com­ing at 
        us from all di­rec­tions, flame-​eyed, dead­ly, hor­ri­ble. Again I saw Con do the things I 
        would rather not have seen any­one do; again I did things my­self I would rather not have 
        done nor know that I had done. It does not mat­ter if it is them or us, af­ter a cer­tain 
        point. It does not mat­ter. There are some things you can­not live with: with hav­ing done. 
        Even to sur­vive.

      Again my hands touched Bos chest. Plunged with­in it. Grasped his heart, and tore it free. 
        Watched it burn. Watched it del­iquesce.

      And again.

      And again.

      I felt the poi­son of that con­tact sink­ing through my skin. It did not mat­ter if it was 
        on­ly the poi­son of evil, the poi­son of an idea: it was cor­rup­tion, and it cor­rupt­ed me. I 
        felt the fire of the gold­en web rise up in me: through me: and lift away.

      I wept in my sleep.

      When Bo caught fire and burned, I too burned: my tears left lit­tle run­nels of fire down my 
        face, not wa­ter. They dripped on my breast, where the wound had re­opened. They burned 
        es­pe­cial­ly ter­ri­bly there. My tears and the light-​web burned me, and then left me.

      For a lit­tle while af­ter this I blew on the wind as if I were no more than ash. But I was 
        blown even­tu­al­ly out of dark­ness in­to light, and as the light touched me I be­gan to take 
        shape again. I strug­gled against thisI was frag­ments, bits of ash. I was noth­ing and no 
        one, I had no self and no re­spon­si­bil­ities. I did not want to be put back to­geth­er again, 
        to face ev­ery­thing I was and had done, and could do again. An­oth­er hun­dred years, tops, 
        and the suck­ers are go­ing to be run­ning the show. The Wars were just a dis­trac­tion.

      I did not want to feel the poi­son eat­ing through me again, to see those gan­grenous lines 
        crawl­ing up my arms where the gold­en web had once run, to­ward my still-​beat­ing heart; to 
        see my­self rot­ting...I would rather be ash, dry and weight­less, with­out du­ty or care. Or 
        mem­ory.

      Or sev­ered loy­al­ties.

      Here was a mem­ory: I was sit­ting on the porch of the cab­in by the lake. It was night. I 
        could hear be­hind me the ping of my cars en­gine as it cooled. It was a beau­ti­ful night; I 
        was glad I had come.

      But my life was about to change ir­re­versibly. Ir­repara­bly.

      My death was about to be­gin.

      I lis­tened for the vam­pires, know­ing I would not hear them. It was too soon in the sto­ry 
        of my death for me to hear them.

      In­stead I heard a light, hu­man step rus­tle in the grass, in last years half-​crum­bled 
        leaves. I turned in amaze­ment.

      My grand­moth­er walked up the steps to the porch, and sat down be­side me. There was more 
        gray in her hair than there had been fif­teen years ago. She looked worn and dis­cour­aged, 
        but she smiled at me as I stared at her dis­be­liev­ing­ly.

      I do not have much time, my dear, she said. For­give me. But I had to come when I heard you 
        weep­ing. When I un­der­stood what you wept for. She picked up my handsin a ges­ture very like 
        Con­sand then held them to­geth­er, as she had done long ago, when she had taught me to 
        change a flow­er in­to a feath­er. Con­stan­tine is telling the truth, she said. There is 
        noth­ing wrong with your hands. There is noth­ing wrong with you. Ex­cept, per­haps, that you 
        came in­to your strength too quick­ly, and all alone, which is not how it should hap­penif it 
        is any com­fort, this is not the first time it has hap­pened this way to some­one, and it 
        will not be the la­stand yet if it had not hap­pened that way to you, you might not have 
        done what you did, part­ly be­cause you would have known it could not be done. And so you 
        would have died.

      Would that have been so bad? I said, try­ing to keep my voice lev­el. Mel would have 
        mourned, and Aim­il, and Mom and Char­lie and Ken­ny and Bil­ly...even Pat, maybe. Even Mrs. 
        Bialosky. But would it have been so bad?

      My grand­moth­er turned her head to look out at the lake, and again I was re­mind­ed of Con, 
        of the way he turned his head to look through the cur­tains. She was still hold­ing my 
        hands. Would it have been so bad? she said, mus­ing­ly. I am not the one to an­swer that, for 
        I am your grand­moth­er, and I love you. But yes, I think it would have been so bad. What we 
        can do, we must do: we must use what we are giv­en, and we must use it the best we can, 
        how­ev­er much or lit­tle help we have for the task. What you have been giv­en is a hard 
        thin­ga very hard thin­gor you would not have to ask if your fail­ure and ear­ly death would 
        be so bad a thing to hap­pen in­stead. But my dar­ling, what if there were no one who could 
        do the dif­fi­cult things?

      Which dif­fi­cult things? I said bit­ter­ly. There are so many of them. Right now it feels as 
        if theyre all dif­fi­cult things.

      I wait­ed for her to tell me to pull my­self to­geth­er and stop feel­ing sor­ry for my­self, but 
        she said: Yes, there are many dif­fi­cult things, and they have been al­most too much for 
        youtoo much for you to have to bear all at once. Re­mem­ber what Con­stan­tine told you: that 
        he too is shak­en, for all that he is old­er and stronger than you are.

      Con is a vam­pire I said. Hes one of the dif­fi­cult things. Yes, she said. Im sor­ry. Pat 
        says that we have less than a hun­dred years left, I said.

      And for a third time she re­mind­ed me of Con, in the qual­ity of the si­lence be­fore her 
        an­swer. But she sighed like a hu­man. Pat is per­haps a lit­tle pes­simistic, she said.

      A lit­tle! I said. A lit­tle!

      She said noth­ing.

      We sat there, her warm hands still hold­ing mine. I was wait­ing for her to tell me 
        ev­ery­thing was all right, that I would be bet­ter soon, that it would all go away, that I 
        would be fine. That I would nev­er have to look at an­oth­er vam­pire again. That we had all 
        the time we need­ed, and it was­nt my bat­tle any­way. She did­nt. I heard the lit­tle nois­es 
        that the lake wa­ter made. I felt the pieces of my sev­ered loy­al­ties grind­ing to­geth­er. Of 
        the frag­ments of me.

      I thought about the sim­plic­ity of dy­ing.

      At last I said, and sur­prised my­self by the say­ing: I would be sor­ry nev­er to see the sun 
        again. I paused, and re­al­ized this was true. I would be sor­ry...nev­er to make cin­na­mon 
        rolls again, or brown­ies or muffins or­Sun­shines Es­cha­tol­ogy. I would be sor­ry nev­er to 
        work twen­ty hours straight on a hot day in Au­gust and tear off my apron at mid­night and 
        swear I was go­ing to get a job in a fac­to­ry. I would be sor­ry nev­er to leave my stom­ach 
        be­hind when Mel opens the throt­tle on this weeks re­hab project. I would be sor­ry nev­er to 
        tell Mom to mind her own damn busi­ness again, nev­er to have Char­lie wan­der in­to the bak­ery 
        and ask me if ev­ery­thing is okay when Im in ra­bid-​bitch mode, not to make it to Ken­ny and 
        Billys high school grad­ua­tions, sup­pos­ing ei­ther of them man­ages to grad­uate. I would be 
        sor­ry nev­er to reread Child of Phan­toms again, nev­er to ar­gue with Aim­il about Le Fanu and 
        M. R. James, nev­er to lie in Yolan­des gar­den at high sum­mer... Won­der­ing­ly I said, Id be 
        sor­ry nev­er to hear the lat­est SOF scut­tle­butt from Pat again.

      I paused again, longer this time. I al­most did­nt say it. I whis­pered: I would be sor­ry 
        nev­er to see Con again. Even if he is one of the dif­fi­cult

      things.

      I woke with tears on my face and Cons hair in my mouth. I dont think any of me moved but 
        my eye­lids, but he raised his head im­me­di­ate­ly. I sat up, re­leas­ing him from dread­ful 
        servi­tude. He rolled to his feet at once, and drew the cur­tains back. Night had fall­en.

      Its dark out, I said un­nec­es­sar­ily.

      Yes, he said. I did­nt see him shed the ki­mono or walk out of the room, but sud­den­ly he 
        was­nt there, and the ki­mono was a black pud­dle on the dark floor. When he reap­peared he 
        was wear­ing his own clothes. The black shirt looked much bet­ter on him than it had on me. 
        The trousers looked pret­ty bad, but they were bet­ter than noth­ing. They had to be damp 
        still, but I told my­self he could raise his body tem­per­ature to steam them dry if he 
        want­ed to. An­oth­er of those lit­tle perks to be­ing un­dead.

      He had­nt but­toned the shirt.

      There was no wound on his chest.

      Id been here be­fore.

      But there was a scar.

      I climbed off the bed­stand­ing up, a lit­tle dizzy­went to him, touched it. Thats new, I said.

      Yes, he said.

      I want­ed to know why: what would scar a vam­pire? An­oth­er vam­pires try for your heart? Or 
        the touch of live hu­man lips on such a wound? But I did­nt ask.

      You slept, he said. I nod­ded. It is over. Last night is over, he said. And Bo is gone 
        for­ev­er.

      I looked up at him. There was no ex­pres­sion on that alien, gray-​skinned face. If it was­nt 
        for the eyes, he could be a stat­ue. One carved by a par­tic­ular­ly lugubri­ous sculp­tor.

      Lu­di­crous, I thought. In­sane, grotesque, im­pos­si­ble.

      I looked away, so he could­nt read my eyes. But hed said he could on­ly read my fears, not 
        my se­crets.

      I would be sor­ry nev­er to see Con again.

      It is be­gin­ning to be over, I said. Last night is be­gin­ning to be over. I dreame­dI dreamed 
        of my grand­moth­er.

      She who taught you to trans­mute.

      Yes.

      He nod­dedas an ar­tic­ulat­ed stat­ue might nodas if this made per­fect sense. And as if this 
        were the last, per­fect stroke, and the sto­ry­or the stat­ue­was com­plete.

      I was­nt go­ing to cry. I was­nt.

      We are still bound, you and I, he said. If you call me, I will come.

      I shook my head, but he did­nt say any more. You could call me, I said. Spec­tres of the 
        sort of black Bake­lite phone fan­ta­sy that Cons mas­ter might have tucked away in a cor­ner 
        gy­rat­ed briefly across my minds eye.

      Yes, he said.

      I touched the new scar on my neck, the one that crossed the old scar, the one in the shape 
        of a neck­lace. I have lost the chain you gave me. Im sor­ry. I could­nt find the way, even 
        if you did call me.

      You have not lost it, he said. There was a pause. The neck­let is still there.

      Oh, I said blankly. I sup­pose if a pock­etknife can be trans­mut­ed in­to a key a chain can be 
        trans­mut­ed in­to a scar. Maybe on the same grounds as that its hard to leave your head 
        be­hind be­cause its screwed on. Al­though it had been as well for Con a lit­tle ear­li­er that 
        my pock­etknife was still de­tach­able. Care­ful­ly I said, I would not want to call you if you 
        did not want to come.

      An­oth­er pause. I bit my lip.

      I would want to come, he said.

      Oh, I said again.

      Pause.

      Would I...do I need to be in dan­ger of dy­ing? I said.

      No, he said. But he turned his head, and looked through the win­dow, as if he was long­ing 
        to be gone.

      I stepped back. I took a deep breath. I thought of cin­na­mon rolls. And Mel. I thought of 
        try­ing to help save the world in less than a hun­dred years, do­ing it Pats way. Im sor­ry, I 
        said. Im try­ing to turn this in­to some kind of hu­man good-​bye thing, you know? Youre free 
        to go.

      I am not hu­man, he said. I am not free. I am not some kind of tra­por jail cell! I said 
        an­gri­ly. I am not a

      rope around your neck oror a shack­le around your an­kle! Soso go away!

      Per­haps it was the wind of my anger. I heard a rus­tle of leaves.

      He looked again at the win­dow. I wrapped my arms around my body and leaned back against 
        the end of the bed, and stared at the floor, wait­ing for him to van­ish.

      When do you again makecin­na­mon rolls? Gap­ing at him was get­ting to be a bad habit. So was 
        say­ing, What? I

      gaped at him. I said, What? Pa­tient­ly he re­peat­ed, When do you go again to your work of 
        feed­ing

      hu­mans? Er­to­mor­row morn­ing, I guess. What time is it? It will be mid­night in two hours. 
        Six hours then. I leave here a lit­tle af­ter four.

      Slow­ly, as if he were an ar­chae­ol­ogist de­ci­pher­ing a frag­ment of a long-​dead lan­guage, he 
        said, You could come with me. Tonight. I would re­turn you here in time for your leav­ing to 
        go to the prepa­ra­tion of cin­na­mon rolls. If you are suf­fi­cient­ly rest­ed. If you...wished 
        to come.

      What does a vam­pire ac­tu­al­ly do at night? Go for long in­vig­orat­ing walks? Re­search the 
        habits of bad­gers and owls an­derI was­nt very up on my noc­tur­nal wildlife. Ar­ent 
        youer­hun­gry?

      An­oth­er pause. Time enough for me to de­cide Id imag­ined what hed just said.

      I am hun­gry, he said. I am not so hun­gry that I can­not wait six hours.

      I thought of how to­tal­ly, hor­ri­bly dif­fi­cult to­mor­row was go­ing to be. I thought of all 
        the sto­ries I was go­ing to have to tell. I thought of all the truth I was go­ing to have to 
        not tell. I thought of ly­ing to Char­lie, to Mel, to Mom. To Mrs. Bialosky and Maud. To 
        Aim­il, even to Yolande. I thought of fac­ing Pat again. I thought of hav­ing to talk to the 
        god­dess againa­mong oth­er things about the dis­ap­pear­ance of Mr. Con­nor, whose ad­dress would 
        turn out to be false. I thought of how much eas­ier all these things would be if Con 
        van­ished in­to the night, now, for­ev­er. They would­nt be easyn­oth­ing was ev­er go­ing to be 
        com­plete­ly easy again, af­ter last night. And I hat­ed ly­ing. I had been ly­ing so much 
        late­ly.

      Al­most ev­ery­thing would be eas­ier, if Con went away for­ev­er.

      Con said, I would rather bear you com­pa­ny a few more hours than slake my hunger.

      I did­nt make up my mind. I heard my voice say, Ill get dressed. I turned­like a walk­ing 
        stat­ue, a bad­ly made pup­petand went to the clos­et. I man­aged to turn the knob and open the 
        door be­fore my brain caught up with me. By that time the de­ci­sion had al­ready been made.

      Since my liv­ing room clos­et was now full of com gear, my bed­room clos­et was im­pass­able. 
        Where, or for that mat­ter when, had I last seen my black jeans? As I say, I dont do black, 
        and my wardrobe is­nt based on the con­cept of de­ma­te­ri­al­iz­ing in­to the shad­ows. This may 
        take a minute, I said. I hoped I did­nt sound like I was beg­ging.

      I will not leave with­out you, he said.

      His voice was still ex­pres­sion­less, and I could not see him now, as I was, on my knees on 
        the floor of my clos­et, fum­bling through a pile of laun­dry that might have stayed fold­ed 
        if it had had a shelf to go on, but it did­nt and it had­nt. Maybe it was be­cause I was 
        think­ing about self-​un­fold­ing laun­dry that made it so easy to hear that he was telling the 
        truth. I will not leave with­out you. I looked at my hands, the hands that had touched Bo 
        and held his heart while it melt­ed and ran stink­ing down my wrists and dripped siz­zling to 
        the dis­in­te­grat­ing floor, and which were now ef­fi­cient­ly sort­ing wrin­kled laun­dry. I saw 
        my hands clear­ly, al­though it was dark, be­cause I could see in the dark, and they did not 
        look wrong or strange or cor­rupt to me; they looked like my hands. Deep­er in the 
        clos­etwhere were those damned jean­swhere it was re­al­ly very dark, and while I was think­ing 
        about jeans, I saw the faintest glim­mer of gold on the backs of them, on the backs of my 
        hands, and on my fore­arms. I had not lost the light-​web ei­ther.

      This was now my life: Cin­na­mon rolls, Sun­shines Es­cha­tol­ogy, see­ing in the dark, charms 
        that burned in­to my flesh where I could not lose them. A spe­cial re­la­tion­ship with the 
        Spe­cial Oth­er Forces, where not ev­ery­body was on the same side. A land­la­dy whos a 
        wardskeep­er. Un­tidy clos­ets. Vam­pires.

      Get used to it, Sun­shine.

      I came out of the clos­et wear­ing black jeans and a char­coal gray T-​shirt I had al­ways 
        hat­ed. And red sneak­ers. Hey, red turns gray in the dark faster than any oth­er col­or.

      He held out his hand. Come then, he said. I went with him in­to the night.

      The End

    

  