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Prologue – Rio de Janeiro
 
Her passport said her name was Teresa Silva, but Raquel was certain the girl’s real name was Shannon Evans.
The first time Raquel saw Shannon, she was walking alone on the beach, dressed like an American tourist. Raquel meandered in her direction, conveniently arranging for them to run into each other when the girl wasn’t looking.
“Com licenca,” Shannon said in a goofy American accent.
Raquel smiled at her. 
“Desculpe,” said Raquel. “That’s what you should say when you bump into someone.”
Now the girl was smiling back. She had a pretty smile. Such an innocent little thing. 
“I’m sorry,” the girl said. “Desculpe?”
Raquel got the distinct sense that the girl was flirting with her.
“Now you’re repeating yourself,” said Raquel.
The girl looked at her with the quizzical eyes that all the tourists had. 
“Desculpe means ‘I’m sorry,’” Raquel said. “So you actually said it twice in a row, just in two different languages.”
The girl let out a sharp giggle, leaning in closer to Raquel as she did so. Definitely flirting.
“I’m sorry,” the girl said, still laughing. “Oh wait, I just said it again!”
Raquel let out her most flirtatious giggle, the sort she usually saved for the white men who stayed late at the bars. Then she put her hand on the girl’s shoulder and said, “Come on, I’ll buy you a beer.”
The girl introduced herself as Teresa. Four beers and one sloppy kiss later, Raquel took her back to her group at the campfire, where, her speech slightly slurred, the girl gave a different name to Raquel’s friends.
“I’m Shannon,” she said as she shook Paulo’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”
Raquel had seen this before, but always with the married men. They introduce themselves with a fake name but forget it after they get drunk. Funny that this girl, who was barely a teenager, was using the same trick.
So be it, Raquel thought. You shall be Teresa when you’re sober and Shannon when you’re drunk. 
“Shannon is an American who is still learning the finer points of our language,” Raquel said to the group. “But she’s already mastered the fine art of kissing.”
Paulo looked at Raquel and rolled his eyes. He, like everyone around the fire, already understood the game Raquel was playing.
Later that night, after Shannon had downed six beers, Raquel announced it was time for a surfing lesson.
“You can wear my wet suit,” she said.
Raquel kept Shannon in the water for more than an hour, not letting her back on the beach until she was thoroughly exhausted. Then she laid out a beach towel for them both. In minutes, Shannon was asleep. Raquel went back to the campfire and asked Paulo what he had learned.
“The passport says Teresa,” he said.
“Let me see that.”
Paulo tossed the booklet across the fire. Raquel caught it with two hands and flipped to the front page. Next to a very recent picture of the girl was the name Teresa Silva. Beneath her name was an address in Rio. Atop the page was a blue bar holding the letters, B-R-A.
A Brazilian passport? It was shocking to Raquel, and more than a little intriguing, that this girl, clearly an American, had a passport from Brazil. Not only a passport, but a driver’s license, both of them listing an address in the wealthiest neighborhood in town.
“Six hundred,” Paulo said, pulling a handful of bills from the girl’s change purse.
“Put it back in her pocket,” said Raquel. “We’ve caught a big fish here. We shouldn’t settle for the cash in her wallet. We’ll keep her around and see if we can get more.”
That night, Raquel envisioned schemes worth millions of dollars, an escape from the slums, a fat bank account, and a house on the ocean where she and Paulo could surf from morning to night, never once worrying about where the money would come from. She was certain these dreams were only days away from coming true. This American girl was so lonely, so scared, she would do whatever Raquel asked of her. 
It took longer than Raquel expected. Shannon (and no matter what her passport said, Raquel was certain the girl’s real name was Shannon) was secretive and strange. She gladly allowed Raquel to be her girlfriend and surfing guru, but never allowed Raquel close to her house. She brought wads of cash with her every time they met and she paid for everyone’s beer, but whenever Raquel pressed to get closer to her, to ‘be a couple who shared everything,’ Shannon pulled away. 
Paulo and the others wanted to steal her credit cards and be done with her, but Raquel made them wait. Shannon was a project, maybe even a challenge. She was the one Raquel had been waiting for. Her ticket to the good life. 
On a cool night in September, fate rewarded Raquel’s patience.
It started with a phone call, one that Shannon took on the other side of the beach. When the phone call was done, Shannon told Raquel she was in trouble.
“I need to disappear for a little while,” she said. “Can you stay with me? I don’t want to be alone.”
“Of course,” Raquel said. “Whatever you need.”
Three weeks and many late-night conversations later, Raquel had learned more than she ever wanted to know about the girl.
Her real name indeed was Shannon Evans.
Her family had been one of the wealthiest in America, until they ran afoul of the immortals who ran the government.
Shannon, her mother, and her father had faked their own deaths and fled to Rio.
A vampire named Melissa Mayhew had found them. Melissa came to Rio and killed Shannon’s parents.
“My good luck has rubbed off on you,” Raquel told her. “If we hadn’t met, you would have been home with your parents that night. If you weren’t with me, you’d be dead.”
“Yes, I suppose I would.”
While Raquel learned all about the life of Shannon Evans, Paulo and his friends staked out the address on the girl’s passport.
Nobody’s there, Paulo reported. The house has been empty all week.
It was time. Shannon owed Raquel her life. Raquel was entitled to take something in return.
She started with a bottle of rum and a kiss, warming Shannon up for their last night together. Once the rum was finished, they moved on to the little white pills in Raquel’s pocket.
“I’ve been saving these for a special night,” Raquel said. “What do you say?”
“Is it ecstasy?” Shannon asked.
Raquel nodded. At that moment, the sleeping pills in her hand could be whatever Shannon wanted them to be.
As soon as Shannon was out, Raquel called Paulo and arranged for the crew to meet at the mansion where the Evans family used to live. Raquel used a motorbike to get there. Paulo brought three guys from the dock and a moving van.
The mansion was everything Raquel had ever wanted in life. Marble columns, high ceilings, fine artwork on the walls, expensive carpets on the floor...
“Don’t leave anything behind,” Raquel told them.
While the guys from the dock loaded the moving van, Raquel led Paulo to the master bedroom. Thick, red drapes, a four-poster bed, an oriental rug, antique furniture—someday very soon, she and Paulo would wake up in a bedroom like this. They would take everything in this house to the street market and make tens of thousands. With Teresa Silva’s ID in Raquel’s pocket and the Evans family bank records somewhere in this home, they might make a lot more.
She went to the walk-in closet.
“Incredible,” she whispered.
Three rows of expensive dresses and suits—it was so massive that a sliding ladder was required to reach the clothes on the top row! Raquel pulled the ladder to the back wall, climbed up, and started throwing dresses to the floor.  
She stopped three dresses in, a black gown in her hand, a vision in her mind.
“Paulo, come in here,” she commanded.
Paulo gasped at the size of the closet as he stepped inside.
“Grab a suit, that black one right there,” Raquel said, pointing at a dinner jacket on the bottom rack.
Paulo pulled it down and ran his fingers over the fabric.
“Put it on,” Raquel said. 
“I’ll just get it dirty,” said Paulo.
“It’s yours to get dirty now.” 
The suit turned out to be a tuxedo, complete with cummerbund and bow tie. It was a tight fit on Paulo’s body, but he looked striking nonetheless. He looked like he was meant to wear it.
The black dress was a perfect fit on Raquel, and it was only the beginning. There was a fully stocked vanity at one end of the room. While the guys emptied the house of everything in it, Raquel stayed in the bedroom, making herself up. For years, she’d had a vision of how she would look when she was rich. Tonight, she was bringing the vision to life. A loose and curly updo, the sort she hadn’t done for herself since she was a teen, bright red lipstick, thick mascara, and the perfect black dress.
Paulo entered the room. “We found a safe in the wall,” he said. “Eliana cracked it open. I brought you this.” 
Stepping behind her, Paulo slipped two silver and black earrings into her earlobes. They were a perfect match for the dress.
“Clearly meant to be worn together,” Raquel said.
“This too,” said Paulo, stretching out a necklace in front of her. It was a skinny chain with a black and silver pendant.
There was a small design engraved onto the pendant. A circle with eight lines coming out. It looked like the sun. 
“This is my necklace now,” she said. “And my name is no longer Raquel.”
“What is it then?” said Paulo.
She grabbed the girl’s passport and flipped it open.
“I’m Teresa Silva, of course.”
 



Chapter 1
 
Bernadette Paiz was one of many immortals in the audience when Nicky Bloom won the Date Auction. Like everyone there, she watched in awe as the auction for Nicky Bloom seemed to fall apart, only to be rescued at the last second by Ryan Jenson’s ten million dollar bid.
When it was over, and Bernadette was walking down the stairs in front of the Penbrook Theater, her phone rang.
“Excuse me for a moment, Love,” she said to her bond. “It’s Melissa calling.”
Bernadette’s bond, a vampire named Mark Spinoza, gave her hand a gentle squeeze before letting her go.
“I’ll see you in the limo,” he said. “Take your time.”
While Mark continued down the stairs, Bernadette stepped off to the side and answered her phone.
“Come to the Bloom mansion at once,” Melissa said.
“The Bloom mansion?”
“Nicky Bloom!” Melissa squealed. She sounded manic, maybe even a little winded. “Her family is new in town. She entered the Coronation contest.”
“I know who she is,” Bernadette said. “Is everything okay?”
“I’ve uncovered treachery of the highest order, and the Bloom family is guilty!”
Melissa was talking so loud Bernadette had to hold the phone away from her ear. She had never known Melissa to get so worked up over anything.
“So you’re at the Bloom mansion right now?” Bernadette asked.
“Yes!”
“Has anyone told you what just happened at the Date Auction?”
“No.”
“The Jenson boy bid ten million dollars on Nicky Bloom.”
A second of silence on the other end, then Melissa said, “He must be in on it too.”
“In on what? Tell me what’s happening.”
“I’ll tell you when you get here. I want you to see it with your own eyes.”
“Shall I tell the others? Perhaps we all can go over together.”
“No! Tell no one. I’m only calling you and Lena. You’re the only two I can trust with this.”
Bernadette’s eyes drifted in the direction of the sidewalk, where she saw Lena’s shiny black hair. Lena was talking, or rather, whispering, to Renata.
“Melissa, this treachery you’re talking about, you don’t think someone from the clan--”
“I most certainly do think someone from the clan is involved,” Melissa snapped. “There’s no way this girl could have gotten so close without help from an insider.”
“So close to what?”
“I’ll tell you when you get here! No more questions. Just come to Bethesda right now!”
“I don’t know that I’ve ever been to the Bloom mansion before,” Bernadette said.
“I’ll text you the address.”
Bernadette looked down at the line of limos parked along the street. Mark was standing next to one of them, holding open the door and smiling at her.
“I’ll need to drop Mark off at home first,” Bernadette said. “We came to the Date Auction together.”
“Whatever. Just don’t tell him anything.”
“You’re not suggesting that Mark is somehow involved in this.”
“Of course not. But the more people who know, the more chances for error. We begin with just you, me, and Lena. The three of us will figure out how to proceed once I’ve told you everything.”
Should I tell her that Lena is talking to Renata right now? Bernadette thought. Should I tell her that at this very moment the two of them are ambling away from the crowd and look like they’re sharing secrets?
She decided not to say anything. Only a few weeks before, Melissa and Renata had nearly come to blows at the ceremonial hunt. No need to stoke whatever tensions were flaring between them. That was the last thing the clan needed right now.
“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
She ended the call and went down to the limo.
“Who was on the phone?” Mark asked.
“It was Melissa. I have to go see her later.”
“Is everything alright?”
“I don’t know.”
Mark didn’t ask any more questions. They were quiet on the drive to Arlington, and when Bernadette dropped him off, he kissed her softly and whispered, “Be careful.”
It was close to three in the morning when Bernadette arrived at the Bloom mansion. She found two black vans parked at the top of the driveway and a line of servants carrying all manner of things out of the house. One of the servants had a big box of papers in his arms. Two others came out holding onto computers.
Bernadette wasn’t certain why she felt like something was wrong, but she did. Perhaps it was Mark’s final words when she dropped him off, or maybe it was the memory of how manic Melissa had sounded on the phone. Rather than approach the mansion, Bernadette hid in the shadow of a juniper bush and called Melissa for further instructions.
She could hear the distinctive chimes of Melissa’s phone ringing in the open air. It sounded like Melissa was outside, somewhere near the vans. Bernadette raised her head for a better look, but then the call went to voicemail.
“That’s strange,” she muttered. She dialed Melissa again, this time holding the phone away from her ear and following the chimes of Melissa’s ring tone. As she got closer to the vans, she realized the sound was even farther away. It seemed to be coming from the back yard.
The call went to voicemail and the phone stopped ringing. Bernadette dialed the number a third time. The ringing was louder now. She moved in silence as she circled around behind the mansion.
She found another black van parked behind the house. Its back doors were open. Melissa’s ring tone was coming from inside the van.
“Melissa?” Bernadette said, speaking quietly enough that the servants wouldn’t hear, but still loud enough for an immortal’s sensitive ears.
No response. Where was she? Why was her phone in that van?
Bernadette darted across the yard. As she approached the van, the smell whipped her in the face. Blood. Guts. Meat. She ran up to the van and looked inside. She saw a pile of bloody corpses stacked in the back. There was a giant of a man whose chest had been completely dismembered. There was a young woman whose mouth was covered in foam and whose face had yellowed, as if she was rotting prematurely. There was a skinny man piled in the middle whose body was riddled with bullet holes. And was there…yes, there was a fourth. A woman’s body, with a gaping hole in her chest. Her head was buried underneath the other corpses.
Something intense had happened here tonight. Melissa must have killed these people and brought her servants here to clean up the mess.
Bernadette ran to the back door of the mansion, eager to get inside and talk to Melissa. Her finger was about to press the doorbell when she paused to think about how strange it was that Melissa’s phone was in that van.
Why would she have left it in there? Why would Melissa be anywhere near that mess of dead bodies when she had servants here to take care of it?
Bernadette was standing on the stoop, pondering this, when one of the servants opened the back door.
“Oh, hello Ms. Paiz,” he said. “What may I do for you this evening?”
He was a big boy, his wide chest and shoulders blocking most of the doorframe. His white polyester shirt was covered in blood.
“I…um…I’m here to see Melissa,” Bernadette said.
The servant stood still, his face blank. Bernadette had seen this look before. Melissa programmed these kids on the Farm so thoroughly they never made a mistake, but they also had a tough time making a decision.
“Melissa called me,” Bernadette added. “She asked me to come here.”
Again the servant said nothing, his mind in some sort of endless loop.
“Where is Melissa?” Bernadette asked, thinking a direct question was what this boy needed.
But now he was completely baffled. Bernadette’s words made him turn his head to one side. His eyes were open wide; his mouth agape.
Then, without warning, he slammed the door in her face and locked it.
“What the hell?” Bernadette whispered.
She rang the doorbell again. Nobody came. She banged on the door with her fist.
“Melissa!” she cried. “Melissa, are you in there?”
No response. Bernadette threw her shoulder against the door, expecting it to give way with ease. It didn’t. It was as if a panel of solid steel was hidden inside the wood.
She took a step back and kicked at it. The wood splintered, but the door didn’t break. This wasn’t a normal door. Something very strange was going on here.
She kicked at the door knob and found it to be rock solid. It was as if this door was designed to keep an immortal out, or at least to slow one down.
She kicked at the lock and felt it give. Another kick, and another, five of them in a row and it finally snapped loose. The door swung open and Bernadette rushed inside. She found the boy holding a phone to his ear. She grabbed it from his hands.
“Hello, who is this?” she snapped into the phone.
The phone rang in response. Whoever the boy was calling hadn’t picked up. Bernadette pulled it away from her ear and looked for a name on the screen. There wasn’t one. Of course there wasn’t one. Servants didn’t have a list of contacts in their phone. They called one person and one person only. If Bernadette stayed on the line, in a second she would be speaking with this boy’s master.
She pressed the end button to terminate the call. It was safer to remain anonymous, at least for now. She had to be clever about this. Melissa had brought her to this mansion speaking of treachery and betrayal. Now Melissa was missing, her cell phone separated from her person, and another vampire’s slaves were cleaning out the house.
She grabbed the boy by the ear and dragged him outside. Probably expecting that she would kill him, he made no effort to resist. They were conditioned for that. At some point, all of them were meant to die at the hands of an immortal.
Not this time, Bernadette thought. Taking him across the yard and behind the juniper bush, she looked in his eyes and latched onto his brain.
“Who is your master?” she said.
His teeth started to chatter and his eyes threatened to roll up into his head. Melissa conditioned the kids at the Farm to respond to their masters only and resist everyone else, even other immortals.
Bernadette slapped him across the face and his eyes opened wide. She looked in them again and latched on. This time she waited for a second before she spoke.
“It’s okay,” she said quietly. “I’m Ms. Paiz, remember? You recognized me when I arrived.”
“Ye-ye-ye-….yes…m-m-m-ma’am,” the boy said.
“I’m one of the clan. You can trust me.”
“Yes, but…you were asking about…”
“Forget what I was asking about,” Bernadette said. “I’m a friend, right?”
There was a slight delay as he processed this statement. Bernadette didn’t have a firm grasp on his mind, but she had enough control to guide him to the right answer.
You can trust me. I am your friend.
“Yes, we are friends,” the boy said.
“What’s your name, friend?”
“My name is Frankie.”
“Hello Frankie. Since I’m your friend, it’s okay for you to tell me who your master is, don’t you think?”
“Yes. I am proud to serve my master.”
“And who is your master?”
“My master is Renata Sullivan.”
Bernadette felt her heart leap.
“Where is Renata right now, Frankie?”
“I do not know.”
“So she isn’t here.”
“No, ma’am.”
“Then why are you here?”
Again his eyes began to roll, but this time Bernadette was able to keep hold of him.
“No, Frankie. We’re friends, remember?” she said. She had her pupils locked onto his. Through those pupils, she reached deeper into his brain.
Come on, Frankie, she thought. Let me inside.
“You can trust me,” she said.
A brief pause while his old programming conflicted with this new message.
“I said, you can trust me Frankie.”
His mind was a maze, all twisting turns and dark alleys. Still, she sensed light in there somewhere. She called for it, begging the part of him that wasn’t Renata’s slave to come forward.
Talk to me, Frankie. You can trust me.
“I can trust you,” he whispered.
“Yes, that’s it. I want you to tell me what’s going on here.”
“We are preparing this house per our master’s instructions.”
“Who’s we? Who else is here?”
“Renata sent a team of six to clean this place up.”
“You and five other servants?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And she sent you here to take away the dead bodies, those ones you’ve loaded in the van.”
“Yes, ma’am. And to remove all the computers and any paperwork from the home. The others are at work on that as we speak. They have found a space in the attic that is full of equipment my master will want.”
“Did Renata say why you’re removing all the computers and files?”
“No ma’am.”
“What happened here? Who are those people in the van?”
“I do not know what happened here. There are three humans in the van, and also Ms. Mayhew.”
Bernadette felt her body go weak. Her knees buckled. Her throat tightened. It was all she could do to hang on to Frankie’s mind.
“Melissa Mayhew is in that van?” she whispered.
“Yes, ma’am,” Frankie said. “Are we done speaking? If so I will return to work.”
Bernadette took a deep breath.
“Why is Ms. Mayhew in the van, Frankie?”
“All dead bodies go into the van,” Frankie said. “Master’s orders.”
The woman. Bernadette had seen four bodies in that van. One of them was a woman with a hole in her chest. She hadn’t seen the woman’s head.
“You will forget we ever had this conversation,” Bernadette commanded.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“You will forget you ever saw me.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I am going to look in that van now. You won’t see me doing it, even if you’re looking right at me.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Goodbye Frankie.”
Frankie turned away and walked back to the house. Bernadette went to the van. Along the way, she dialed Melissa’s phone number one more time.
She heard the chimes as she moved. The sound was muted. There was a pile of bodies in that van. Melissa’s phone was at the bottom.
She jumped inside. The corpse of a giant man was on top. She lifted it with one hand, pressing it up against the wall so she could get a better look underneath.
She saw the slim man with fuzzy hair, his body full of bullets. She saw the woman with dark stains around her lips.
She saw Melissa, lying dead at the bottom of the pile, her heart having been ripped out of her chest.
The chimes of Melissa’s cell phone were practically screaming at her now, yelling at her to run away, to get out of here before Renata showed up and killed her too.
Bernadette jumped out of the van and ran back to her car, leaving the chimes of Melissa’s cell phone to fade into silence.
 



Chapter 2
 
Mattie Dupree came up to Jill and handed her a flute of champagne.
“Can you believe what happened in there?” Mattie said. “I mean…who would have thought, right? First Nicky goes below the minimum bid, then--”
“Oh, I know, I was totally freaking out when nobody bid on her,” said Jenny Young. “I was like, come on, somebody bid on Nicky!”
Jill, Mattie, Jenny, and eighty-nine other members of the Thorndike senior class were gathered for a post-Date Auction party in the bar atop the Hamilton Hotel. The only students not in attendance were the girls wearing black and the boys who won dates with them. Those eight students were already on their way to whatever fabulous week-long getaways they had planned.
“Where were you when all of that went down?” Annika said to Jake Castillo. “How come you didn’t raise your paddle and bid on Nicky?”
“I had no idea what was going on,” said Jake. “I was freaking out just as much as the rest of you. It was like you could hear crickets in there when the auctioneer asked for the opening bid.”
“Bet you’re sad you didn’t bid on her now,” said Mattie.
Jake smiled. “Nicky knows where my heart is,” he said. “When she becomes the immortal, she’ll remember I supported her from the get-go, even if I got cold feet at the Date Auction.”
“Did anyone have the slightest clue Ryan was going to do that?” Annika asked, pointing the question at Jill.
Jill felt the eyes of the entire group turn on her.
“My lips are sealed,” she said, getting a loud groan from all of them.
The truth was Jill knew plenty about Ryan and his surprise bid. The real reason for Ryan’s sudden change of heart at the Date Auction was long and complicated. It had to do with a secret Kim had been holding over Ryan’s head.
Jill didn’t want anyone else to know about that secret.
But she also didn’t want to play dumb. Ryan’s surprise bid played right into the rumors Jill had been spreading since the first days of the Coronation contest. When Nicky showed up to the Masquerade in a black dress, Jill immediately started chatter among the seniors about a secret consortium whose members would come forward and support Nicky when the time was right.
For Ryan, the time was right in the waning seconds of the Date Auction.
His bid changed everything. In the past hour, Kim Renwick had gone from inevitable winner to distant second place. The Date Auction had given Nicky a commanding lead in the Coronation contest.
All of that could change with the next event. With the girls wearing black all flying away to exotic locations for week-long dates, things would be quiet at Thorndike for a few days. But the night that Nicky and the other contestants were scheduled to return, the senior class would gather in Renata’s ballroom once again, and the next game would start.
The Rose Ransom.
The final Coronation event of the fall semester, the Rose Ransom is a massive treasure hunt with the entire school looking for a girl the immortals have kidnapped and hidden away.
Jill remembered writing those words for Nicky’s briefing book. She remembered all the research, all the computer hacking, all the meetings—more than a month of effort—tonight it came to a head. The Network’s plan for the Rose Ransom was simple, and was entirely in Jill’s hands. She had a ring in her pocket. Before the night was over, that ring would be on the finger of one of her classmates, and the Network’s plan for winning the Rose Ransom would be in motion.
“Well, even though Jill doesn’t want to share, I think it’s fair to say we owe her a big debt of gratitude,” said Annika. “She’s the one who convinced us to back the right horse.”
“Actually, you convinced me, Annika,” said Jake. “No offense, Jill, but until Annika sent that text message telling us to go to Nicky’s party after the Masquerade—well, let’s just say I thought Jill was a bit nutty.”
“True genius is always a bit nutty,” said Annika. “In fact, let’s raise our glasses. I want to make a toast.”
Annika held up her champagne flute. The others followed her lead.
“To Jill,” she said. “We’re all so thankful you didn’t screw us over.”
“Here, here!” said Jenny.
As they clinked their glasses, Jill sensed the conversation around them getting quiet. The rest of the class was watching them.
“Let’s do one more, shall we?” Annika said.
“One more what?” said Jill.
Annika didn’t answer, but instead turned away to face everyone else, and started thunking her champagne flute with her fingernail.
“Everyone, I have an announcement!” she said.
What little conversation buzz remained went completely silent. Annika had the room’s attention.
“I know that many of you were scared to back anyone other than Kim Renwick,” Annika said in a commanding voice. “And I can’t say I blame you. Just a few weeks ago, it seemed crazy that a new girl could just waltz into school and win the Coronation contest. But it doesn’t seem crazy now, does it?”
A few heads nodded, a few voices murmured their agreement.
“Those of us who supported Nicky from the beginning are certain to get a lifetime of government favors when she wins,” Annika continued. “That’s just how it works. And although it is indeed too late for you to be in Nicky’s inner circle, it’s not too late for you to settle this contest once and for all and make sure that hideous Renwick girl doesn’t become the immortal from our class.”
That hideous Renwick girl got a light gasp from the crowd. No, Kim wasn’t here—like all the girls wearing black she was off on her date—but Annika could be certain that her words would find their way to Kim’s ears eventually.
Jill smiled. Whatever her flaws, there was no denying that Annika was a girl who had guts.
“A week from now, we’ll all be gathered again in Renata’s ballroom to kick off the Rose Ransom,” Annika continued. “A month or two after that, one of you is going to find the princess and win the ransom money. If you donate that money on behalf of Kim, you’ll drag this contest out until the end of the year and all of us will be walking on eggshells until spring. But if you give it on behalf of Nicky, the Coronation contest is over. If Nicky wins the Rose Ransom, her lead will be so huge that no one else will have a chance to catch up. Are you hearing what I’m telling you?”
A few people around the room were nodding their heads; others were looking at the floor.
“I’m telling you that we can be done with all the stress of Coronation and actually enjoy our last semester of high school,” Annika said. “Think about it. If we already know who’s going to win, all the politics, all the backstabbing, all the blackmail...”
At the line about blackmail, Jill and Annika both looked at Art Tremblay, who quickly turned away.
“All of Kim’s nonsense ends if the Rose Ransom money goes to Nicky. Let’s just agree now that Nicky wins this thing, shall we?” Annika finished.
Mattie and Jake cheered. Jenny tried clapping her hands, but ended up dropping her champagne flute. It shattered all over the floor, ending the moment.
Annika turned back to the group.
“Nice one, Jenny,” she said.
“Sorry. I just got so excited. You really know how to fire up the troops!”
“Come on, Jenny,” Annika said. “Let’s get you another champagne.”
As Annika went to the bar, the party chatter resumed. Jill looked across the room and saw Karmela standing by the window with Josh Manson.
“I’ll see you around guys,” Jill said. “I need to go talk to someone.”
With her right hand, Jill set her champagne down on the closest table. With her left, she grabbed hold of the ring in her pocket and tucked it into her palm. She moved slowly to the other end of the bar, trying not to draw anyone’s attention. She failed. Half-way there, Karmela and Josh both spotted her.
“Hello, Jill,” Karmela said. “Is there something we can do for you?”
Karmela had an odd way of speaking. Gutteral with r’s that almost rolled, with vowels that were too short and consonants that were too harsh, her English was flavored with accents from the sort of transnational upbringing that sometimes happened among the power elite. Heiress to a jewelry manufacturing conglomerate from Germany, Karmela spent her youth in boarding schools in Sydney, London, and New York. Her birth name was a mouthful for English speakers, so she changed it to Karmela Sweet, a name that spoke to both the color of her skin and the warmth of her smile.
Of course, Jill wasn’t seeing that smile tonight. Karmela looked downright angry that Jill had the audacity to get close to her.
“Hi Karmela. Hi Josh. How are you guys tonight?”
“We’re fine, thank you,” Karmela said in a dismissive tone. “You know, Annika’s little speech was cute and all, but you guys act like there are only two girls in this contest.”
Karmela’s shoulders twitched after she spoke. She wasn’t a girl who was good at conflict.
“You know how Annika is,” said Jill. “She does whatever she wants to do and says whatever she wants to say. Those were her words, not mine.”
“But I’m sure you agree with the sentiments in her pep talk.”
“I…yes, I suppose I do,” said Jill.
“Well I don’t,” Karmela said. “Josh doesn’t either. Do you?”
Josh obediently shook his head.
“See, here’s the thing,” Karmela said. “Whoever finds the princess and wins the ransom money shouldn’t donate it for Nicky. You know where that money should go?”
“Really, I didn’t come over here to talk about the contest.”
“It should go to Samantha Kwan,” said Karmela.
“I know you guys are tight with Samantha. You should know that I don’t have a problem with her. She plays fair and I respect that.”
“You should have been supporting Samantha this whole time,” Karmela snapped. “When you and Annika got behind this new girl it mixed everything up.”
“Nicky’s a good person,” Jill said. “You should get to know her.”
“We have no interest in getting to know her. You think you’re so smart with your secret club that got the new girl into school and pushed her to the top. But there was already a plan to defeat Kim. A better plan. One that wasn’t nearly as risky or expensive as whatever you and Ryan Jenson are trying to pull. You didn’t know about that, did you?”
Yes, I did, Jill thought. I know all about your cockamamie plan.
Karmela lifted her glass to take a sip of champagne, and Jill got her first good look at the ring on Karmela’s finger. A small gold band with an oval garnet held by ten prongs. A pattern of swirls was engraved on either side of the garnet, one set of swirls forming an S, the other set making an O.
Karmela Sweet was the third girl from her family to come to Thorndike. Her sister, mother, and aunt were all graduates. As was often the case with these legacy students, strange bits of superstition and ritual infected their family’s relationship with the school. In Karmela’s case, the family believed this gold and garnet ring was their key to getting not one, but three, girls into Thorndike. Like her mother and sister before her, Karmela wore the ring every day, and intended to continue wearing it until graduation.
Jill had an exact replica of Karmela’s ring tucked in her palm. Patrick Hall had made it for her in his lab in Philly. The only difference between the ring in Jill’s hand and the one on Karmela’s finger was the stone.
On Karmela’s ring, the stone was a garnet that had been cut and mounted in the 19th century. On the replica, the stone was an imitation with a tracking device embedded in its center.
“Karmela, I don’t want to step on any toes,” Jill said. “The reason I came over here is--”
“Just tell me this, Jill. What would it mean if the Rose Ransom money went into the pot for Samantha instead?”
 “I guess it depends on how much the ransom is this year.”
“And what if I told you the ransom money was a sum so big it would put Samantha in front and instantly make her a player in this contest?”
What if you told me the ransom was sixteen million dollars? Jill thought. What if you told me your parents and Samantha’s parents already have the money set aside? What if you told me you’ve been angling to be the princess since freshman year, and you’re convinced that when the Board of Regents selects a girl for the honor, they’re selecting you?
What if I told you I know everything you and the Kwans are scheming? What if I told you I think your plan is foolish and reckless, but I’ve been helping you execute it anyway?
“Karmela, how could you possibly know the size of the ransom money?” Jill said. “We don’t even know who’s been selected to be the princess?”
“But we know what kind of girl the Regents like to pick,” Karmela said. “We know they want someone from one of the richer families in school, someone who can afford to put up a nice sum for the ransom. We know they only choose a girl from a family they can trust, perhaps a family with a long history at Thorndike.”
“Oh Karmela, you’re not saying you think--”
“We know they like safe choices,” Karmela interrupted, speaking loudly to make sure Jill didn’t try to talk over her. It was like she was giving a speech she’d said many times in her mind. Jill decided it was best to just shut up and listen.
“We know they like a girl who will smile and be happy when Renata calls her up to the stage,” Karmela continued. “They don’t want anyone who is too popular or too tight with one of the girls wearing black. They want the princess to be someone who will appreciate the honor, who won’t feel put out for missing a few weeks of school while she’s holed up somewhere. They want someone whose family will be thrilled when they’re told their daughter has been selected. Now tell me, Jill. There are forty-six girls in this room. Which one fits that description best?”
It was interesting to hear Karmela make this argument. Last summer, Jill had intercepted the emails and text messages where Karmela’s parents and the Kwan family hatched this scheme. Jill knew they were banking on Karmela getting selected to be the princess for the Rose Ransom. Now she knew why they were so certain.
And it wasn’t a bad argument. Karmela was a fine candidate for the role. No doubt her name would have come up when the Board discussed their options, but it was hardly the sure thing Karmela made it out to be. The Regents were a finicky, unpredictable group.
“It sounds like you’ve really thought this through,” Jill said. “I would agree. If anyone would make a good princess, it’s you.”
Karmela shook her head in disgust.
“Jill, we should have been talking about this a long time ago. We could have been working together. Maybe there’s still time. How attached are you to this new girl anyway?”
“I hitched my wagon to her star a long time ago,” Jill said. “There’s no turning back now.”
“Figured as much. But now you’ve been warned. Not everything is as it seems, Jill. I know everyone is talking about Samantha like she’s going to lose this contest, but mark my words, the Rose Ransom will change everything.”
“Fair enough,” said Jill.
“So what is it you really want?”
Jill smiled. “I actually came over here to admire your ring. Jenny was telling me about it the other day. Has it really been in your family for four generations?”
Karmela looked skeptical at first, but then vanity took over and she couldn’t help herself.
“Yes, four generations,” she said with a smile. She held out her hand.
“Wow,” Jill said. “The garnet. The color is so deep.”
“Warm is actually how a gemologist would describe it,” Karmela said.
Jill was leaning over Karmela’s hand now, looking closely at the ring.
“I want to know the whole story,” she said.
Beaming with pride, Karmela jumped into a tale about how her great, great grandfather tricked the Duke of Argyll into playing poker with him on a riverboat.
“My family has a history of that kind of shrewdness,” she said. “It was a good old fashioned hustle.”
Karmela was really into the story now, and for the next ten minutes, she droned on, first about the poker game, then about the ring her grandfather won, then how an appraiser in New York determined that the garnet was “a uniquely warm shade of red,” making the stone very valuable.
“The engraving on the sides represents the two houses of Argyll,” Karmela said, pointing at the letters on either side of the stone.
“What about inside the band?” Jill said. “Is there some stamping from the Duke?”
“There is!” Karmela squealed. She leaned closer and whispered, “Would you like to see?”
“Yes please,” Jill said with as much excitement as she could muster.
Karmela handed her champagne flute to Josh, then she pulled the ring off her finger. Jill took it with care. Holding it up close to her eyes, she scanned the inside of the band. Even though she was looking right at the Duke’s signature stamping and could make out every detail, she said, “I can’t see anything. It’s so dark in here. Let me take it to the window.”
Jill felt her heart rate quicken as she stepped away from Karmela. Everything was going according to plan, and the next part was simple. Still, she was nervous. This sort of subterfuge was Nicky’s game, not hers.
“The stamp is a lion standing on two feet,” Karmela said. “You really need a jeweler’s loupe to appreciate the excellent craftsmanship.”
Jill was right at the window now, holding the ring up to catch the light from the streetlamp outside.
“Oh yeah,” she said. “There it is. A lion. I see two paws down, two paws—whoops!”
Her stomach lurched as she dropped the ring, and she cringed when it clattered on the floor.
“What the hell?” Karmela said, rushing over.
Quickly, Jill bent down to where the ring had fallen, and picked it up with her left hand. By the time Karmela arrived, Jill was holding the replica up to the light. The real ring was hidden in the palm of her hand.
“You’ll be glad to know it’s a tough ring,” Jill said.
Karmela snatched the ring from her finger, saying, “Give me that!”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to drop--”
“That’s the last time I take this ring off for anyone,” Karmela said.
Jill held back a smile. Mission accomplished.
“I’ll see you around, Karmela. Thanks for showing me your ring. It really is incredible.”
“Think about what I told you, Jill. Nicky doesn’t have to win this contest. All that matters is that Kim loses.”
“I’ll give it some thought. Have a good night.”
 



Chapter 3
 
With the ring on Karmela’s finger, Jill felt no need to stay at the party. On the elevator ride down to the parking garage, she sent a text to Zack.
You up for company tonight? I need a place to crash.
Zack’s response was immediate.
I can’t wait. When do you arrive?
Leaving the Hamilton now, she wrote back.
Once in her car, Jill sent one more text, this one to Alvin Green.
Mission accomplished. The ring is in place. I’m done for the night.
She hit send, listened to the message whoosh away, and closed her eyes. Between the Date Auction, the treasure trove of data she’d stolen from Tremblay Property Management, and the Network’s recent run-ins with Melissa Mayhew, she’d had no down time for the past two weeks. Sitting in her car, in the quiet of the parking garage underneath the Hamilton, she felt like she could go to sleep right here. Just put the seat back, close her eyes, and let it all fade away.
She shook herself awake and started the car. An empty parking garage was the last place she wanted to be right now. Alone in a car with no one else around—it was the exact setting where Melissa Mayhew found Annika and looked in her mind.
“Get to Zack’s,” she said to herself. “Just get to Zack’s and you can rest.”
She drove in silence, heading north on the highway, enjoying the empty streets. She was only two blocks from Zack’s apartment when her phone rang. Alvin Green was the name on the screen.
Her first thought was to let it go to voicemail. She had already told Alvin she was done for the night. But she knew how Alvin worked. He wouldn’t leave a message. He would keep calling, and calling, and calling…
“What can I do for you?” she answered.
“Everything looks good with the ring,” he said. “I’m watching Karmela’s movements on my screen right now. Top floor of the Hamilton hotel. She’s on the south end, overlooking K Street. I’ll send you an app you can use to track her on your phone.”
“Thanks Alvin. Have a good night.”
“I’ve been reading your briefing notes on this Rose Ransom contest,” Alvin said, ignoring Jill’s plea to end the conversation. “It seems like the Regents at the school choose whoever they want. How are you going to make sure this Karmela girl is the one who gets kidnapped?”
“I’ve taken care of it,” Jill said.
“How could you take care of the Regents?” Alvin asked.
“I finished the hack a long time ago. When the Regents sit down to choose the princess, the data in front of them will be crystal clear. They will choose Karmela. I guarantee it. And when they do, this ring will lead us right to her.”
“But what if she isn’t wearing the ring? You wrote in your notes that, wait a second, I’ve got them right here.”
Jill heard papers shuffling in the background.
“Here we go,” Alvin said. “The Board of Regents meets on the Sunday after the Date Auction to choose a princess for the Rose Ransom.”
“Alvin, please. It’s late. I’m tired. Why are you reading me my own notes?”
“After the Rose Ransom performance, Renata calls the princess up to the stage and takes her away,” Alvin continued. “Whatever the princess has on her person at that moment is all she brings with her during the abduction.”
“Trust me, she’ll be wearing the ring,” Jill said. “Is there anything else, Alvin? I’m ready to be done working.”
“Yeah, just one more thing.”
“Is it short? It’s almost three in the morning out here.”
“I know, and I’m sorry. It’s just, earlier in the night I got an alert on my phone that the servers are down at the mansion. Do you know what that’s about?”
“The mansion? You mean Nicky’s house?”
“Yes, Gia asked me to put a monitor on the computer system we installed in the attic. It’s programmed to shut itself down if--”
“I know when the servers shut down. I wrote the routine myself.”
“So what would make them shut off? Do you know what’s happening there tonight?”
Jill stopped the car in the middle of the street, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath.
“No, Alvin. I don’t know what’s happening. I…”
She pinched the skin between her eyes. Her night had been such a success until now. Alvin’s call was ruining everything.
“Can you pull up the feed from the security cameras and have a look at what’s going on there?”
“There are no security cameras!” Alvin said. “Without the servers, nothing’s being recorded!”
“But what about the backups?”
A pause.
“The backups,” Alvin said. “Didn’t think of that.”
Jill bit her tongue. She reminded herself that none of this was Alvin’s fault. He was doing his job. It wasn’t his problem that Jill was so tired.
“Okay hang on,” Alvin said. “I’m bringing up the backups now….just one more second….just a bit…”
“Take all the time you need,” Jill said, forcing calm into her voice.
“Got it,” Alvin said. “Last backup was an hour ago. I’ll start rewinding from….”
“From what?”
Silence on the other end of the line.
“What is it Alvin? What do you see?”
She could hear him breathing, but he wasn’t saying anything.
“Talk to me Alvin. Please.”
“We’ll need to get this footage in front of you,” he said. His voice was shaky. “Are you someplace safe? Can I send you a link?”
Zack’s apartment was just outside her window. All she had to do was park the car.
“Tell me what you see,” she said. “What’s on the video?”
“I see a bunch of people in the mansion,” Alvin said. “They’re cleaning the place out. Boxes of papers. I don’t know any of these people. It’s like I’m looking at a robbery. There are four…no, five…maybe six of them. They’re taking everything. Where is everybody? How come nobody’s home?”
Somebody was home, Jill thought.
“This isn’t good,” she said. “This isn’t good at all. Upload all the footage going back six hours and send me the link.”
“Okay, I’m scrolling back to grab the last six hours from the backups,” Alvin said. “It’s uploading now. I’ll have a link to you in a few minutes.”
“Thank you Alvin. I’ll be in touch with you after I’ve watched it.”
“Jill, what’s happening out there? How could all these people break into the mansion and steal everything? Why wasn’t anyone home?”
“We had three agents in the mansion tonight,” said Jill. “Gia, Dante, and Kendall were all there. The Bloom mansion has been on high alert ever since Nicky had her run-in with Melissa Mayhew...”
“Oh no. You don’t think--oh this could be really bad, couldn’t it?”
“I need you to call Phillip and Helena for me. Tell them they need to meet me at the safe house in Arlington.”
“But Phillip and Helena are at that gala with--”
“Yes, I know. They’re not going to want to leave. Tell them to sneak out if they have to. Our covers might be blown any minute now.”
“Got it. The safe house in Arlington. What are you going to do when you get there?”
“We’re going to watch this video footage and figure out what the hell is going on.”
 
Thirty minutes later, Jill was sitting on a grungy sofa in the Network’s safe house, texting with Zack.
 
Zack:
Where are you?
 
Jill:
Something came up and I can’t come over tonight. Sorry.
 
Zack:
So are you at home?
 
Jill:
I’m someplace safe.
 
Zack:
Are there any crazy people chasing after you with syringes?
 
Jill:
No crazy people here.
 
Zack:
Can I come to you?
 
Jill:
It’s late. Go to sleep. Let’s talk tomorrow.
 
Zack:
Promise me you’re safe.
 
Jill:
I promise. You don’t need to worry about me.
 
Zack:
Okay. Buzz me anytime. Phone is by the bed.
 
Jill:
Good night, Zack.
 
The safe house was an old brick home that could have had character and class if anyone took care of it. The Network chose to leave it in a shabby condition to better blend in with its surroundings.
The furnishings inside the home hadn’t been touched in decades. Creaky, battered floorboards broken by metal grates that spat dusty warm air from the ancient furnace, a sofa and chairs that belonged in a dumpster, stains on the walls, and a persistent odor of mildew—it was a disgusting, uncomfortable place made worse by the circumstances of Jill’s arrival.
She put her laptop on the wobbly platform that served as the dining room table and opened the link Alvin sent her. Footage from the security cameras was rolling on her screen when Phillip and Helena came through the front door.
“You’ve viewing it already?” Helena said. “Alvin told us everything. What have you seen?”
Helena was wearing a black evening gown. Phillip was in a tux. While Jill had gone to a party for students after the Date Auction, they had gone to a gala for parents.
“Was Melissa Mayhew at the gala?” Jill asked.
“Not that we saw,” Phillip said.
“I didn’t see her at the Date Auction either,” said Helena.
“Has anyone tried to call Gia?” Phillip said. “I know we’re not supposed to, but--”
“Straight to voicemail,” said Jill. “Her phone, Dante’s, and Kendall’s are all the same. Like they’re turned off.”
“Maybe I should go by the house,” Phillip said. “I could keep a safe distance. Bring some binoculars.”
“We’ll watch the footage first,” said Jill. “Have a seat.”
Phillip and Helena sat on either side of Jill and the three of them watched the screen. Jill sped through the first two hours of video, hitting play when they saw Kendall and Dante take up attack positions in the floor, and Gia open the front door for a guest.
They watched in stunned silence as Melissa Mayhew killed their friends. Too shocked to speak, to cry, or to even move, Jill left the footage running. Onscreen, they saw Melissa roaming the mansion, having killed everyone inside. 
“She’s calling someone,” Phillip said. “We need to find out who it is.”
“Alvin only uploaded the video,” Jill said.
“But there are microphones in the house,” said Phillip. “We should have the audio.”
“They’re probably blown after all that gunfire,” Jill said. 
“It doesn’t really matter who Melissa is calling. We know what we have to do,” said Helena.
“Code Orange,” said Phillip. “We need to get in touch with Nicky.”
“Code Orange,” Jill whispered in agreement. It was a Network term that meant undercover agents were in imminent danger of being discovered. It meant the mission was over and everyone needed to flee.
She opened a text message to Nicky and typed:
Code Orange. Have the pilot to take you to a different airport. You may have trouble waiting for you when you land.
 



Chapter 4
 
The wrought iron gate stood eleven feet from the ground. A coil of barbed wire added another foot at the top.
Renata leapt over it with ease, landing so delicately on the other side that any sound from her feet was lost in the cacophony of frogs and crickets all around.
Inside the gate was a courtyard full of young slaves tending to their tasks. It was night, after all, and these children were conditioned to be awake at the same time as their masters. To Renata’s left was a garden of spinach and carrots where a dozen teens were removing worms, weeds, and mold. To her right was an orchard where workers were picking apples of all varieties. Beyond the orchard, she could hear activity in the barns. Cows were being milked. Chicken coops were being cleaned. Pigs were being fed.
The Farm was churning along, the slaves working to grow thousands of human beings for slaughter.
She walked slowly now, taking a moment to enjoy the night air. It would be gone soon. In less than an hour, the horizon would begin to glow. She needed to be on a plane to Italy by then.
I have to work quickly, she thought.
She approached the dreary concrete building at the center of the Farm. Two glass doors in the front slid open for her. Not for the first time, these doors made her think of a grocery store.
Twenty humans were waiting to greet her inside. Two long rows of young men and women, stretching from the front of the room to the back, a clear pathway between them. They were slaves, like everyone else on the Farm, but with automatic rifles that made clear their purpose. They stood at attention like so many soldiers, their rifles at the ready. Their faces blank, their eyes lacking any emotion, including fear, it was safe to assume that these slaves were programmed to turn on any enemy of the Farm, even a member of the family, like Renata.
She took a slow, deliberate step. In unison, the slaves raised their rifles and aimed at her face.
“Oh Good Lord,” she said. “Dominic, are you in here?”
Her voice echoed in the open room.
“Stop right there, Renata,” came a voice from behind her.
She turned and looked high up the back wall. Dominic was crouched between two of the rafters.
“What are you doing up there?” Renata said. “What is all this? Tell your guards to stand down.”
“Say what you came here to say and get out. I am in no mood for games,” said Dominic.
Her hope was to walk through the front doors and kill Dominic before he had any idea what was coming. She wasn’t expecting him to be ready for her. She wasn’t expecting even the slightest bit of suspicion from him. What was going on here? What did he know?
“I need to speak with you. Please come down,” Renata said.
“I can hear you just fine from here,” said Dominic.
She could kill him now. Dominic was weak. He was some three decades younger than Renata and had never known anything but the soft life of a vampire who was spoon-fed off the Farm.
Although, there were a lot of rifles pointed at her head. What kind of ammunition was in those rifles? What would those gun-toting slaves do if she jumped up at Dominic?
The fact that Dominic had the high ground, and the possibility that he had been planning for this encounter with even more defenses than she saw now, gave Renata pause. She would have to improvise. She needed to find out what he knew.
“It’s about Melissa,” she said.
“I know it is,” said Dominic.
“You do?”
Dominic let out a single, pretentious laugh. “You take me for a fool. I should kill you now.”
“But why, Dominic? What has happened to you? I am your sister. I come to you in friendship.”
“You killed Melissa,” Dominic said. His voice cracked as he spoke the words, and Renata knew she had him. Grief was consuming him. He had no will for a fight. 
But how did he know? Who told him that Renata killed his lover?
She looked at him and asked the question with her eyes.
“You don’t think I felt it the moment it happened?” Dominic said. “You don’t think I felt my heart split in two the instant she died?”
Spare me, Renata thought. Dominic and Melissa had always been that couple. Lovey-dovey-our-hearts-beat-as-one-and-I-knew-it-when-she-died.
Bullshit. Someone told Dominic that Renata was coming.
Someone knew.
She’d worry about that later, after she killed him.
“Okay, I admit it,” Renata said. “It was me. And I’m here tonight to kill you. There. My cards are out on the table. Why don’t you be a good sport and share yours? How did you know it was me who killed her? How did you know I was coming?”
“Who else could have killed my love? We all know Daciana isn’t coming back. The clan is waiting for a new leader. It was you or Melissa. In our hearts, Melissa and I knew there wasn’t room for both of you. But it wasn’t until the Masquerade--”
“Ah, yes. The Ceremonial Hunt. I nearly killed Melissa that very night. You’ll be happy to know she and I had a good chat about that before I ripped her heart from her chest.”
“Melissa was the rightful heir! The clan will not unite behind you.”
Renata smiled. Dominic was speaking like a man who knew he was about to die.
“You want something from me,” Renata said. “You don’t want to live now that Melissa is gone. You are ready for me to kill you. But you’re up there because you want something first. What is it?”
Dominic let out a mournful sound. It was meant to be a laugh, but it was so weak it came out as nothing.
“I have no wants left,” he said. “We would do better to speak about what it is that you want. You are here for a reason. If it is solely to kill me, you would have acted already. There is something you want from me first. What is it?”
“May I come up there?” Renata said.
“You’ll be hit with a flood of bullets if you try.”
“This is silly, Dominic. Your little pets with their guns. I could kill them now if I chose. It would take me less than a minute.”
“Do it then.”
Renata studied his face. It was hard to make clear what he was thinking. There was some sort of deception at play, something she hadn’t seen yet.
“Before she died, Melissa paid a visit to the Evans family in Brazil. She took a file from their house,” Renata said.
“There it is,” said Dominic. “Now we know why you stand there, helpless. You can’t kill me because, if I die, knowledge of the file’s whereabouts goes with me.”
“We could make this simple,” Renata said. “Your death could be painless. Just tell me where it is and I’ll spare you any agony. I want you to know, when I killed Melissa, I did it respectfully. She was a good woman, Dominic. She deserved to die with--”
“Shut up!”
With a speed that startled her, Dominic jumped down from the rafters. Landing half a foot in front of her, he grabbed her shoulders and threw her across the room. She skidded to a stop in the center of the floor, the rows of armed slaves keeping their rifles trained on her the entire time.
“If you want anything from me at all, you will not speak her name again!” Dominic cried.
Renata looked up at the barrels of twenty guns. Their tips were like eyes that followed her as she moved. She was tired of them.
She rolled across the floor, taking out the feet of the slaves to her right. They toppled like bowling pins, so dumb and confused they didn’t even bother to shoot. It wasn’t until Dominic snapped his fingers that the fireworks began, but by that point, it was far too late. Half the slaves were a jumble on the floor, their rifles pointed in a hundred different directions. The concrete walls chipped and splattered, but didn’t absorb the shots, and bullets bounced around the room like balls on a billiard table. Renata took shots to the back, to the shoulder, on her kneecap, and in her chest. She ignored the pain and went after the shooters, grabbing at arms and legs and guns, ripping them loose, throwing them aside. She swiped at faces with strikes that killed instantly. In a matter of seconds, the room was quiet, littered with body parts, corpses, and expended shells.
Behind her she heard footsteps, too light and swift to be human. She turned to see Dominic ducking out of the room. She ran after him, her body expelling bullets as she moved, her bones, muscles, and skin healing at a near-instant pace.
He led her down a maze of short corridors. Sharp turns, left and right, down a staircase, around a curve, past countless rooms and hallways breaking off on either side. He was fast; she would give him that. It took her full powers of concentration just to keep up, and when she made the final turn, a hard left around a sharp concrete wall, she did so only because she saw his shadow.
But after the turn…
“Pathetic,” Renata said, as she came to a stop in front of him.
Dominic had run into a dead end. They stood in a small room with a metal grate on the floor and thick concrete walls painted black all around. Dominic looked on either side of him, nervously. 
“Give it up,” Renata said. “With all the advantages in the world, you still couldn’t get away from me. I mean, for Christ’s sake, Dominic. Do you even know the layout of your own house? You ran right into a dead end.”
There was a flash in his eyes—a change in his demeanor so sudden it caught Renata off guard, and by the time she figured out what was happening, it was too late.
Movement behind her. A boy. She smelled him before she saw him. Where had he been hiding? The boy jumped into the hallway and slammed a door shut. Whatever this room was, Dominic and Renata were locked in it together.
And Dominic was laughing.
The fire came from beneath them, blasting up through the metal grate in the floor. Purple and instant and raging hot, Renata’s reaction was to jump up and seek a foothold in the walls or the ceiling, but there were none to be found. What she had thought was black paint turned out to be something different when she touched it. Ash. Her fingers slid through it like snow and she came crashing down, landing hard on the glowing metal grate.
She jumped up. Her shirt was on fire. She ripped it off. Her pants were burning too. Her shoes were melting.
Dominic was still laughing.
“How many corpses have we put in cremation furnaces like this, Renata?” he wailed. “How did you not recognize this room the instant you stepped inside?”
She caught only a brief glimpse of him through the rising waves of heat. Fire consumed his legs beneath the knees. His face was bubbling with blisters.
“Are you mad? You mean to kill us both?” she shouted.
“I’m already dead, Renata. See you in hell!”
Still laughing, Dominic thrust his arms out and fell back-first into the flames. Renata ran with all her speed at the door, crashing her shoulder into the smoldering cement.
Something gave. Was it the door, or the bones in her shoulder? The pain in her legs was excruciating now, the fire tearing at her flesh faster than it could heal. The sweet smell of blackened skin was so familiar to her, so many bodies had burned in the furnace at her own home, but now, to think that it was her own flesh, that the ashes in this furnace would be her own remains…
She turned and threw her other shoulder into the door. The crash was loud, and jarring, but with it came a tiny sliver of light. The top corner of the door was like a ray of sun from heaven above. An opening. Could she make it grow? She threw her back at the door. Her skin sizzled on contact and she screamed. Had it opened more? She couldn’t tell. If it had, the movement wasn’t nearly enough. She didn’t have enough strength for another blow at the door like that. She was delirious from the pain. Her hair was on fire. Her clothes had entirely burned away. There was no flesh left on her feet. On the ground, Dominic’s body was already blackened and still, too far gone for even a vampire’s powers of healing.
As she looked at him, she remembered a scene from her memory—a traitor to the clan, roasted on a spit in Daciana’s backyard.
And look at me now, she thought. A new traitor to the clan, cooked in the oven like…
It was a single line of flame, right through the center of the floor. That’s why Dominic looked like a shish kabob. His body lay over the centerline of the flame, which started above his skull and continued beyond the ashy remains of his feet.
She reached down and wrapped her fingers around the metal grate beneath her. She saw the smoke coming from her hand, but she didn’t feel the pain. Her nerves were already dead. With what little strength she had left, she pulled.
A square panel of the grate came loose. She couldn’t see underneath. Too hot. Too bright with flame. But she knew what was down there. The flames burned in a straight line under Dominic’s body because there was a single gaspipe running the length of the floor. This furnace had the same design as the oven her father bought from the Sears Roebuck catalog in 1933.
She had a vision in her head of what she would do, but she had no idea what would happen when she did it. Her thought process was simple. This furnace is a contraption. Contraptions break if you hit them hard enough.
She didn’t think about the gas running through the iron pipe below. She didn’t think about the way hot air expanded, how the furnace was designed for a maximum air pressure.
With a single downward thrust, she smashed the metal grate onto the iron pipe, and it cracked. Gas came pouring out like dragon’s breath, becoming an explosive fireball that lifted Renata from the ground ,threw her hard into the ceiling….
And blasted the door open.
Renata was a melting, oozy mess when she crawled out of there, but she made it, and when she collapsed on the floor outside, with smoke and fire pouring out of the open furnace behind her, she was seconds away from death.
But the healing began right away.
Dominic’s slave, a boy no more than fourteen, clearly not programmed for this, stood by and watched as Renata’s organs healed, her skin regrew, and her life force came back. She was naked when she stood up.
The boy looked at her.
“Go in and cook yourself, like you tried to cook me,” Renata commanded.
Without a word, the boy walked past Renata and into the fire.
 
Her own phone having turned to ash, she had to use the land line at the Farm to call Falkon.
“Change of plans,” she said. “I won’t be leaving tonight.”
“Your visit with Dominic took longer than expected?” Falkon said.
“Yes. And he never did tell me where the file was.”
“Ah well. I have no doubt you’ll find it eventually. Do you know where to look?”
“There are a thousand slaves here,” Renata said. “I’m sure they’ll be happy to look around for us. I expect to be on a plane tomorrow with the file in-hand. You will have the girl waiting for me when I arrive.”
“Yes. A crew is on the way to the airport now.”
“And no one looks in her mind before I get there.”
“You have my word, Renata. You will be the first to get a look at Nicky Bloom.”
 



Chapter 5
 
Nicky and Ryan sat together in a queen-sized bed at the back of a private jet. A movie blared on a 50-inch screen that hung on the opposite wall of the plane.
Speedboats, motorcycles, and explosions—that’s what the movie was to Nicky. She could hear it, but she wasn’t watching it.
Her face was pressed close to Ryan’s. A kiss. A glance. Another kiss. All the nerves and jitters that occupied them both after the Date Auction had passed, and now there was only each other. The two of them headed out for a week-long date.
Nicky didn’t know what she was doing. And she didn’t care. Ryan had that effect on her.
She was going to tell him the truth. Whether the Network liked it or not, Ryan Jenson’s ten million dollar bid made him a part of their plan. When Sergio was dead and the mission was complete, everyone who was close to Nicky Bloom would be a suspect. Ryan’s name would be first on the list, and Nicky would be damned if she’d just disappear one night in the spring and leave him behind to sort out the pieces.
“Something’s on your mind,” Ryan said. “What is it?”
I should tell him now, she thought.
The noise of the aircraft engines made it impossible for their conversations to be recorded. There were no security cameras. There was no place for an eavesdropper to hide. The lone stewardess who accompanied them on their flight was in her quarters at the front of the plane where she would stay unless they rang the bell for her to come. And the pilots were sealed off in the cockpit.
They were alone.
“You made an offer to me at the Homecoming Masquerade,” Nicky said. “We were dancing, and you asked me to walk out the door with you and never come back.”
Ryan pulled away, and for the first time since takeoff, his lips weren’t within striking range.
“Where would we go?” Nicky continued. “You know…if I took you up on your offer.”
“Are you being serious?” Ryan said. “I don’t want to talk about this if you aren’t being serious.”
“I am totally serious,” Nicky said. “Let’s talk about this.”
“Well, I don’t know, we’re going to Italy now. What if we...”
He didn’t finish. He turned his head away and blew air out from his lips.
“What is it?” Nicky said.
“This all feels too familiar, Nicky. You and me together, talking like this…”
“Ryan, I--”
“When you showed up at the Masquerade wearing a black dress I swore to myself that I would never trust you again,” Ryan said.
“I know, and I’m sorry.”
“I mean…first you’re this new girl at school that no one’s paying any mind to, and we’re going to lunch and we’re hitting it off, then you’re one of the girls wearing black, then you’ve got this thing with Art--”
“I never had a thing with Art.”
“I know it wasn’t real, Nicky. I know you have to play the game like all the other girls wearing black. But that’s why I don’t trust you. How do I know this isn’t just another game? How do I know you’re not saying what I want to hear because I’m part of some big master plan of yours?”
“It’s not like that, Ryan.”
“Then what is it like? You just said I don’t know the half of it. Tell me what it is!”
His eyes were locked on hers as he spoke, and she knew. We’re safe here. We’re about to have a week together where we can work this out. He can ask me questions. He can think this through without all the pressures of home. Tell him now. Tell him now, Nicky.
“Okay, I’ll tell you,” she said. She was surprised at how nervous she was. “First, crank up the volume on the TV, just in case.”
Ryan had a puzzled look on his face at first, but then he figured it out. He was turning up the TV in case there were any electronic eavesdroppers in this plane. Nicky was about to tell him something good.
Right as he reached for the remote control, the plane hit an air pocket, and his arm swayed the wrong direction, sweeping the entire contents of the end table to the floor. The remote, the empty popcorn bowl, and four soda cans fell to the floor.
“W’oh,” Ryan said. “That one’s—oh my word how many of those cans are open?”
Soda was gushing all over the floor, four open cans scurrying around the cabin like mice. One of them rolled all the way to the other end and slammed on the door to the flight attendant’s quarters.
A bell rang and the flight attendant came over the intercom in the wall behind them
“Hey you two, is everything alright out there?” the flight attendant said.
Ryan pressed the button under the intercom and replied, “We’re fine. Just spilled some soda. No need to--”
Before he could finish his sentence, the door opened and the flight attendant, a blonde bombshell named Heather, came out with a roll of paper towels.
“Really, you don’t have to worry about that,” Ryan said. “I can get it.”
“Nonsense,” said Heather, already getting on her hands and knees. “You two just stay comfortable and pretend I’m not here.”
Ryan and Nicky sat in silence, as if gauging how long they would have company in the cabin. When Heather pulled a spray bottle out of an overhead compartment, Nicky excused herself and went to the lavatory. She didn’t need to go, but she figured now was as good a time as any to tell the Network what she intended to do. She pushed the lock closed on the lavatory door, took out her phone, and started a message for Jill and Gia.
We need to bring Ryan into the fold. His bid at the Date Auction has complicated things. I’m going to come clean with him this week. Start preparing an escape plan for him and his family.
She went to hit the send button and found it grayed out. Her eyes drifted to the top corner of the screen, where she saw zero bars.
No reception. She flipped over to the settings and checked to make sure she was connected to the wireless on the airplane.
But there was no wireless. Nothing coming through at all.
She opened the door and stuck her head out.
“Hey Heather, is the wireless working?” she asked.
Ryan laughed. “I can’t sit on the toilet without my phone either,” he said.
“You hush,” Nicky said.
Heather had finished cleaning the floor and was wiping off the end tables.
“I know. I’m so sorry about that,” she said. “There are all sorts of problems out there.”
“What do you mean?” Nicky asked.
“I don’t really know,” Heather said, punctuating the statement with a little giggle. “Something with the satellites. The pilots aren’t getting all the info they’re used to either. They’re navigating this flight the old fashioned way.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” said Ryan.
“It’s fine,” Heather said. “Both of them did this flight hundreds of times before satellites did all the work for them.”
“So it’s not a problem on the plane.”
“That’s what they’re telling me. Some satellite in outer space is on the fritz. What do you want to bet that will be an expensive fix?”
She let out another little giggle.
Nicky was about to press for even more info. For some reason, Heather’s news about the wireless made Nicky anxious, and she wanted to ask if they were sure they didn’t need to reboot the server, or the router, or whatever it was that made the wireless work on the plane.
“Thanks for your help, Heather,” Ryan said, using a tone of voice that told Heather it was time for her to leave.
“You’re quite welcome,” she said. “Buzz me if you need anything.”
She disappeared behind her door. Ryan patted the bed with his hand.
“We were having a conversation I’d really like to continue,” he said.
“Yes. Me too.”
Nicky sat down. She grabbed hold of Ryan’s hand and leaned close so they could speak quietly.
“The truth,” she said.
“The truth. I am so ready to hear the truth.”
“Geez, where do I even begin?”
“How about about at the beginning?”
The beginning seemed like a ridiculous place to Nicky. But they were on a transatlantic flight with hours to go. Maybe starting at the beginning would give this story enough context that Ryan would actually believe it.
“If we’re starting at the beginning, you should know that Nicky Bloom isn’t the name I was born with.”
“I’m not surprised,” said Ryan. “Did this secret consortium Jill keeps talking about give you a new name?”
“Yeah, I suppose they did. But even they aren’t what they seem—I mean…”
Telling this story was surprisingly hard. She liked her relationship with Ryan exactly as it was right now. She liked how he looked at her, how he kissed her, and she wondered if those things would change when he knew the truth.
“Let me try again,” Nicky said. “My real name is Celeste Nicole Allen.”
“So Nicky’s taken from your middle name.”
“Nicky is what everyone’s called me for as long as I can remember.”
“And how long is that?” Ryan said. The question was meant to be playful, but to Nicky it was all too serious. Her encounter with Sergio before the Date Auction, his insistence that her recurring dream was based on a real memory, the fact that she her childhood memories didn’t go back nearly as far as everyone else’s…
“When I was little…how can I say this? I had a very strange childhood, at least, by Thorndike standards I did.”
“You mean you weren’t always filthy rich?”
“Far from it, actually. I was a jackal.”
“A what?”
“It’s a word everybody uses to describe homeless children. A word they use outside of Washington, that is. You guys are a little bit removed from what life is like for the rest of the world.”
“You were homeless?”
“We had a camper. My dad moved us around a lot.”
“Who’s we? You, your dad, your mom--”
“Not my mom. I never knew my mom.”
Ryan’s eyes opened wide.
“Yes,” Nicky said. “The people I live with in Potomac are not my real mother and father. My real parents are dead. I don’t know how my mom died. My dad…”
My dad was killed by a vampire. Just say it, Nicky!
She couldn’t. Something wasn’t right. Something wasn’t right about any of this.
It was good to tell Ryan. He deserved to know the danger he was in. He deserved the truth. Why didn’t she want to tell him?
It was the wireless. As much as she tried to tell herself the broken wireless on the plane was nothing, something about it bugged her.
On a private plane for one of the girls wearing black, the newest, nicest, jet in the world, on a clear night, and the wireless isn’t working. It doesn’t make sense.
“It’s okay, Nicky,” Ryan said. “You don’t have to tell me about your dad if it’s too hard.”
“No, it’s not that, it’s--”
It’s the questions spinning in my head. Questions like, Who could arrange for the wireless to go down? Who would benefit?
“Hang on a second, Ryan,” she said. “I just need to talk to Heather one more time.”
“Talk to Heather? Can’t it wait until we’ve finished this conversation?”
“No, I’m sorry. It can’t.”
Ryan gave her a look that was becoming familiar. She had disappointed him.
“I’m sorry, Ryan. I’ll be right back.”
“Take your time,” Ryan said. “I think I’m gonna get some sleep.”
“Ryan, I just need--”
“No, forget it. You obviously don’t want to talk about this now and I’m not going to make you.”
“I do want…I mean, I…”
She couldn’t even say the words for fear they were just another lie. Did she really want to tell him? The more she thought about it, the more it seemed like a bad idea, at least right now. With no wireless, she had no idea what was happening on the ground, no clue how things were going back at the mansion, where Gia and the rest were on a nightly lookout for Melissa Mayhew.
If something went wrong between now and the end of the year, the vampires would round up all of Nicky’s supporters and look in their minds. If that happened, Ryan’s best chance to survive would be his own ignorance. The vampires would make him tell the truth. They would learn he knew nothing about the mission. They would find a guy who got involved because he liked Nicky Bloom. An innocent victim, strung along so the Network could access his money.
“I’ll be right back,” she said.
Ryan shook his head and turned away.
Twenty minutes later, Nicky having thoroughly grilled both Heather and the co-pilot about the wireless situation, Nicky returned to the bed to find Ryan fast asleep. She lay down next to him and let her hand fall into his.
He interlaced his fingers with hers.
Hours later, Nicky having gotten lost in the dream about the silver sphere and her mother, Heather opened one of the blinds on the windows, allowing daylight to flood the cabin.
“I’m so sorry to wake you,” she said, “but the captain is beginning his final approach. You’ll need to get strapped in your seats.”
Nicky and Ryan said nothing as they moved from the bed to the row of chairs on the wall. Nicky held up her phone, waiting for the plane to get low enough to pick up a cell tower signal from the ground.
Right as they touched down, the phone updated its time and location. Milan. 2:30 pm.
A backlog of messages started showing up. Turning her phone so Ryan couldn’t see the screen, Nicky brought up a text message from Jill.
Two words in the text jumped out at her.
Code Orange.
“No,” she whispered. “Can’t be.”
“Is everything okay?” Ryan asked.
Ignoring him, Nicky yanked up the blind and pressed her face against the window. She scanned up and down the runway. Nothing but clear road to the east, to the north, to the south…
No, there was something coming from the south end of the strip. The reflection of the runway was so bright it was hard to see. Nicky cupped her hand over her eyes and tried to get a better view.
A car. A van. A black van. There was a black van driving across the tarmac.
She went back to her phone and brought up the whole message from Jill.
Code Orange.  Have the pilot take you to a different airport. You will have trouble waiting for you when you land.
“The wireless,” Nicky whispered.
“What’s that?” said Ryan.
“They wanted to make sure no one could tip me off.”
“Tip you off? What are you talking about?”
She undid her seat belt.
“Nicky, I think they like you to keep your seat belt on until the plane…hey, where are you going?”
She ran to the front of the plane, where Heather was strapped into a chair on the wall.
“I’m sorry Sweetie,” Heather said, “but the rules are you have to stay--”
“Tell the pilot to take off again. I’ve changed my mind. I want to go to a different airport.”
“A different airport? I don’t know that we can do that.”
“I’m the girl wearing black. This is my plane. Tell the pilot to go back to the runway now and take off.”
Flustered, Heather undid her seat belt, got out of her chair, and grabbed a phone on the wall.
“The passenger wants to go to a different airport,” she said.
Nicky couldn’t hear what the captain was saying back to her, but she knew what the answer was.
“The pilot says we’ll need to refuel and get clearance to take off again,” the attendant said. “It will be at least two hours.”
Clearance. That was the sticking point. Nicky wasn’t really in charge of this plane. Neither was the pilot. Someone from the Samarin clan had given the order that this plane wasn’t going anywhere.
She ran back to her seat.
“Nicky, what the hell’s going on with you?” Ryan said.
Ignoring him, she pressed her face to the window. The black van was a hundred yards away and closing. She went to the other side of the plane and looked out that window.
“Clear on this side,” she said.
“You know you’re acting like a crazy person, don’t you?” Ryan said.
“Listen to me,” she said, getting close to Ryan and looking him in the eye. “We’re in big trouble. I don’t have time to explain everything, but there’s a black van out there waiting to take us away. When this plane comes to a stop, a team of men in gas masks is going to come inside and flood the cabin with knockout gas.”
“Knockout gas?” Ryan’s eyes drifted down to the phone in Nicky’s hand, then he turned and looked out the window. “Nicky, this is an airport. Vans like that…maybe it’s just for luggage or something.”
“It’s not for luggage,” Nicky said, reminding herself that Ryan had no context for any of this. He grew up in a mansion in Potomac. He had no more idea about the black vans that stole people away than little Nicky Allen knew about Coronation contests and girls wearing black.
“What kind of trouble are you in here, Nicky?”
“It’s not just me,” Nicky said. “They’ll take all of us.”
She was looking around for something she could use as a weapon, but there was nothing to be found. It was an airplane, after all, with all the usual security. No knives, no guns, not even a pair of scissors.
“What do you mean take both of us?” Ryan said. “What’s happening?”
“We’re going too slow,” Nicky said. “Feel that? The plane is about to stop. We’re nowhere near the airport.”
“Sometimes we have to stop during our taxi to the gate,” Heather said. She was speaking in a soothing voice, the way one might talk to a crazy person.
“They’re going to take you too,” Nicky said to her.
“I’m sorry, what?” said Heather.
Nicky was standing in the middle of the aisle now. She had nothing in her hands. The plane had come to a dead stop in the middle of the runway. Outside, the black van was pulling up next to them.
On the speakers there was a quick bell chime, then the captain’s voice came on.
“Hi friends, we’ve been asked to stop here and await further instructions,” he said. “Apparently there’s some sort of mixup at the gate. I’m sorry about this. It will be just one minute.”
Nicky ran to the window. The van was twenty feet away from the plane.
“What’s got you so spooked out there?” Heather said as she approached the window. Unlike Ryan, this woman seemed to recognize the danger. As soon as Heather saw the van, she backed away from the window, her eyes wide with fear.
“That van is exactly what you think it is,” said Nicky.
“I don’t think it’s anything,” Heather said, her voice trembling.
 “I’m in trouble with the clan back home,” Nicky said. “That van is here to take us away. They’ll take all of us.”
Heather was shaking her head. “No, it must be something else,” she said. 
“Hi again folks,” came the captain’s voice over the speakers. “The airport has kindly provided transportation to the terminal. Cabin, please prepare the doors.”
Heather let out a nervous laugh.
“Hear that? The van is going to take us to the terminal. That’s all it is. Oh my God, you really had me spooked there for a minute.”
Nicky brushed past her, went to the front of the plane, and pulled the phone off the wall. There was a brush of static, a quick beep, then the pilot’s voice came on.
“What can I do you for, Heather?” he said.
“That van isn’t here to take us to the terminal.”
“Heather?”
“This isn’t Heather. This is your passenger, Nicky Bloom. When you open that door, men in gas masks are going to rush the plane with canisters of Addonox.”
A few seconds of silence on the other end of the line, then, “Why do you think that?”
“Because I’m an agent of the resistance. I am in the Network. I posed as a Thorndike student to get close enough to a vampire to kill him. I just got a message from my colleagues that I’ve been found out and there will be people waiting at the airport to take me away.”
More silence. Nicky turned back to the cabin to see Ryan and Heather staring at her, dumbfounded. When the captain came back on he said, “Please give the phone to Heather.”
“I need you to understand that you’re in danger too,” Nicky said. “I can help you, but only if you get us out of here. There’s still a chance, but the longer we wait, the worse it becomes. If you start rolling now, if you take off now, we can go someplace safe. I have friends all over the world. We can--”
“Hang on, the tower’s buzzing me,” the captain said.
A click, some static, and then the other side went blank. Nicky pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at it.
“He cut me off,” she muttered. “How do I get him back on?”
Heather and Ryan were standing in the aisle, staring at her.
“Is that true, Nicky?” Ryan said. “Are you in the Network?”
The look on his face was equal parts fascination and anger. It wasn’t that different than the look he wore when Nicky arrived at the Masquerade in a black dress.
“What have you done?” Heather whispered. “You’ve killed us all.”
“Only if we stay on the ground,” Nicky said. “We all need to work together to get through this. Listen to me. Under no circumstances can we open the doors. We must convince the pilot to take off again.”
“But where would we go?” Heather demanded, her voice breaking like she was about to cry. “What would we do?”
“All we need to do is get to another airport. The plane will outfly any attempts to get another van there to meet us. Once we land somewhere else, anywhere else, I can get all of us someplace safe. The Network is active in every country in the world. I can get help for us.”
“But then what? Do we run for the rest of our lives?”
Heather was about to flip out on them. Who could blame her? The vision Nicky was presenting was one where everybody on this plane had their identities wiped by the Network. It was a brutal, unreasonable proposition.
In truth, it wasn’t necessary for someone like Heather. The pilots and flight attendant would be kidnapped with the rest of them, but once the vampires had a look in their minds, they would wipe their memories clean of all of this and send them on their way.
Nicky was hoping that neither Heather nor the pilot would understand this. She was hoping that fear would cloud their judgment and they’d get the plane in the air before they thought it through.
The alert bell chimed and the pilot’s voice came over the speakers, filling the cabin.
“Okay everyone, the tower’s getting antsy for us to open the doors,” he said. “However, they said some things to me that have us convinced up here that our passenger is…well, that she’s telling the truth. We’ve decided to take off. We don’t have any clearance so we’ll need to move quickly before the runway gets blocked.”
“Dear God,” Heather whispered.
“I’ll need for both our passengers to take a seat in the back and fasten their belts. Expect this takeoff to be rough.”
“Takeoff. No, this is a bad idea,” Heather said.
Nicky put the phone back in the cradle and approached Heather.
“It’s the only way,” she said. “We’re all dead otherwise. This is the right decision.”
A mascara stained tear streaked down Heather’s face.
“Just go get in your seat,” she whimpered. “I want to talk to the captain.”
“I don’t think there’s time for that,” Nicky said. “You need to get strapped in too.”
As if the captain were eavesdropping on their conversation, he said over the speakers, “Heather, please pick up the com.”
Heather pushed Nicky aside and ran to the phone.
“Please Roddy, don’t do this yet,” she said. “We can talk to them. We can tell them we’re innocent. We can--”
She stopped talking and started listening. Nicky really wanted to know what the captain was saying to her. Heather pushed the air with her hand, waving Nicky off and mouthing the words, “Get back. Get in your seat.”
Nicky had already decided she wasn’t getting in her seat until the plane was actually moving.
“Okay,” Heather said between sobs. “Okay. Yes, I understand. I’ll….okay.”
She tried to hang up the phone but her body was shivering violently and she couldn’t do it. The receiver dropped against the wall, hanging by its cord. Heather left it and started pulling down a seat from the wall.
“Get buckled!” she yelled at Nicky. “He’s going to take off!”
Nicky stood in place, watching.
“Nicky come on, let’s sit,” said Ryan.
She felt like none of this was right, that the pilot had acquiesced too easily. She didn’t want to sit down yet. She wanted to grab the phone and demand that the pilot come back and talk to her.
But then the plane lurched and Nicky fell to the floor. They were moving.
As the plane accelerated, Nicky pulled herself up and slid into the chair. Out the window she saw the runway rolling past. It was real. They were moving. They were getting out of here. The captain was doing the right thing. She grabbed both ends of the seatbelt and locked it around her waist.
“Safety positions everyone,” came the captain’s voice.
Nicky looked up the row to see the attendant crouched down in her seat, her hands over her head. From the seat next to her, Ryan put his arm over Nicky’s shoulders.
“Let’s lean down,” he said quietly.
The plane was still gathering speed. Nicky bent over at the waist, and found herself face to face with Ryan.
“You have a lot of explaining to do,” he said.
“I know,” said Nicky. “I will. I’ll tell you…”
Amidst all the sounds around them, from the revving up of the aircraft engines to the many alert bells, Nicky heard a loud crank, and then a pop. She knew right away it wasn’t a sound she wanted to hear.
She sat up and saw Heather pulling on the lever of the forward door.
“No!” Nicky shouted. She tried to jump up but the seatbelt caught her, and she had to stop to unbuckle it. By the time she got to the front of the plane, Heather had thrown the door open, letting the afternoon sun pour into the cabin.
And the plane was slowing to a stop.
“Heather, what did you do?”
“Roddy told me to do it. And the tower told him,” Heather said.
Nicky looked at Heather’s face, all streaked and smudged in wet makeup. Her eyes seemed more composed than before. Her body more relaxed.
“I’m sorry Nicky. They said we’d be spared if we cooperated. We pretended to take off so you would get in your seat and I could open the door. We are innocent. It’s you they want.”
An explosion happened somewhere outside the plane. Instinctively, Nicky and Heather both ducked. A steel cylinder soared over their heads, crashed into the back wall, and rolled to the floor.
White gas came hissing out of the canister, and everyone inside the plane instantly fell asleep.
 



Chapter 6
 
To: Network Headquarters
From: Jill Wentworth
 
I am writing to report the demise of our mission at Thorndike Academy. As I type this email, we have declared Code Orange for all agents working on the mission.
 
I cannot take the time for a thorough debriefing in this email, but will quickly report that Gia, Kendall, and Dante are dead, killed by Melissa Mayhew. Melissa is also dead, killed by Renata Sullivan. It is Renata who is the primary danger to our mission now. She has been in the Bloom mansion. Her servants have stolen all the computer servers and paperwork inside. We expect her to seek out Nicky Bloom and anyone close to her for information.
 
Nicky is on a plane with Ryan Jenson. Their destination is unknown to us. I have sent Nicky a message warning her of the danger. I have not heard a response.
 
Phillip, Helena, and I spent the night at the safe house in Arlington. Now that we have the cover of daylight, we are leaving Washington. Per the protocol, we will leave on separate routes and rendezvous at a secure location one week from now.
 
With regret,
Jill Wentworth
 
Jill hit send, she hugged Phillip and Helena goodbye, and she watched them leave. Phillip and Helena both headed south, driving away from Washington and the danger that awaited them there. Jill, however, got into her car and drove north, back to her house in Potomac.
It was hardly a safe place for her to go. If her enemies were looking for her, the house was the first place they would check.
She didn’t care. She had to stay focused on the task at hand, and the task at hand was getting her mother out.
Two days had passed since Jill learned the truth about her mother. Old emails between Walter, Merv, and Galen, threads of evidence connecting those emails to the paperwork Jill and Nicky found in Merv Tremblay’s house, memories of who her mother was and how she’d always behaved—it seemed so obvious now that Carolyn Wentworth wasn’t a normal person. It seemed absurd that Jill had spent so many years hoping her mother would come around and the two of them could have a relationship.
But they couldn’t. Not until Carolyn’s mind was released from the spell a vampire had put on it many years ago.
The moment Jill learned that her father had purchased a slave to make into his wife, Jill knew she wasn’t escaping alone. When I get out, my mother gets out too. That was the thought Jill used to set her mind at ease about the horrible truth she’d unearthed. Yes, my father is a monster and my mother is his victim, but I can set it right. I’ll have her ready to leave by the time the mission is over. We’ll get her to the Network’s best hypnotist. He’ll undo the commands that hold her mind hostage. She’ll learn who she really is and why she needs to go.
Before Alvin called with news that changed everything, Jill thought she had months to make her mother well. Now she had hours. Now she needed to get her mother out of the house and in front of a hypnotist before dark, and hope for a miracle.
She parked the car in the driveway, ran through the front door, up the stairs, and knocked on the door to her mother’s study.
“Come in,” her mother called from the other side.
Carolyn didn’t turn to greet Jill as she entered.
“Hi Mom,” Jill said.
“What do you need?” Carolyn asked, her fingers clattering on the keyboard.
“I’ve come to take you somewhere. I need you to close up what you’re working on.”
Carolyn continued typing. Jill waited.
And waited.
“Mom?”
“Almost done,” Carolyn said. “I’ll stop when I’ve finished this block.”
Ten minutes passed before Carolyn stopped typing and turned around.
“Tell me again why you’re here,” Carolyn said.
Jill felt an old resentment build up at the words. Her mother spoke in a direct, almost rude tone of voice. It was so easy for Jill to get irked at the woman. She had years of practice.
But now you know better, Jill told herself. The proper emotion here is pity, not anger.
“I am taking you to see someone,” Jill said.
Already, Carolyn was turning back to the computer.
“Dad asked me to take you to a hypnotist,” Jill said.
Carolyn stopped moving.
“When did you speak with your father?”
Just as Jill expected. She didn’t know or understand the particulars of the mind control that governed her mother, but it had something to do with being an obedient wife. Carolyn worked at the computer all day because it was what her husband wanted. But if he wanted her to knit sweaters instead, that’s what she’d do.
“Dad and I talked on the phone yesterday,” Jill said.
Carolyn turned all the way around. For the first time since the conversation began, Jill had her mother’s full attention.
“You never speak on the phone with your father,” she said.
“I did yesterday,” said Jill. “He called me. He’s all worked up about this idea of having you see a hypnotist.”
“A hypnotist?”
Carolyn made no effort to hide her skepticism. Jill was ready for this. She’d started rehearsing this scene in her mind as soon as she left Arlington.
“Dad’s been reading books about how the brain works,” Jill said. “He thinks you’ll be better at your job if you take time to relax your mind.”
“I get enough sleep every night,” Carolyn said.
“It’s more than sleep,” said Jill. “Dad’s excited about the power of hypnosis for high performers like you. He wants you to try it.”
Carolyn sighed. “He thinks he wants me to try it,” she muttered.
“What was that?” Jill said.
“I just got started on my work for the day. Can we do this some other time?”
“Dad was very clear,” said Jill. “He found the best hypnotist in the area and the appointment is this morning.”
“Appointment? No, there will be no appointment. This hypnotist’s time is not more valuable than mine. Reschedule it. Put him on retainer. If I’m going to do this, we’ll do it when I’ve reached a lull in my work.”
“Mom. This guy is the best in the world. And all the businesses are doing this now. Dad will be angry with me if I don’t get you to this appointment.”
Carolyn sat still for a moment. Jill could see the conflict brewing behind her eyes.
On the one hand, Carolyn thought this all sounded like a distraction from the work she was doing. On the other hand, Jill was telling her that Walter wanted it. Jill braced herself, hoping her mother was going to say something she wanted to hear.
“I will bring my laptop and work while we drive,” Carolyn said. “And if I don’t notice any improvement after the session, we won’t do this again. I want nothing more than to please your father, but sometimes he is confused about what he really wants. I know your father. He wants me to be productive. He thinks this hypnotist thing will help. I think it won’t.”
Jill smiled. “We can tell Dad all about it when it’s over. If you’re right, I’m sure he won’t make you do it again.”
 
*****
 
Her mother in the passenger seat typing away furiously on her laptop, Jill set the GPS to take them to Landover, Maryland. When they got on the highway, Jill turned on the radio.
Carolyn turned it off.
“Please, could we listen to that?” Jill said. “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”
“That is your problem. I can’t focus with the music on.”
“Alrighty then,” Jill muttered. She opened a window.
“Close that,” her mom commanded. “It’s distracting me.”
“I’m sorry Mom. I’m just so tired. I need to do something or I might fall asleep.”
“You shouldn’t be tired at this time of day.”
“Well, I am. I was up late.”
“You shouldn’t stay up late.”
“I’ll try to remember that for next time.”
Carolyn let out a long, angry grunt and typed more vigorously. She was practically slamming her hands on the keys.
“Easy there, Mom.”
With a suddenness that startled Jill, Carolyn reached up and slammed her hands against the dashboard.
“This is a waste of time!” she screamed. “I can’t focus in this car! I need to be in my study! I’ve got work to do! Roll up that window now, Jill! I can’t concentrate at all when it’s down! And look where you’re going!”
Jill turned her attention to the road and realized she was drifting between two lanes. She yanked the steering wheel to the right. It was too sudden a movement for the speed they were going, and the car lurched in response. For half a second, Jill was convinced it was going to flip.
Apparently her mom was too.
“Are you trying to kill us?” Carolyn shouted.
“I’m sorry,” Jill said. “It’s just, I’ve never seen you that angry before. It surprised me.”
“Well stop being surprised. I need you to focus on the road. And I need you to roll up the god damned window!”
Jill did as her mother demanded. It wasn’t like she needed the window open now anyway. Her brief loss of control combined with her mother’s yelling was more than enough to wake her up.
They arrived in Landover just before noon. The GPS guided Jill along the edge of town to a neighborhood that once might have been home to families with young children, but now looked like it only housed people waiting for death. The trees were old and brittle. Lawns were overgrown. Fallen leaves were everywhere. The cars were all models from Jill’s childhood, bought new ten or fifteen years back and run into the ground.
They parked in front of a slim house with aluminum siding painted baby blue.
“Are we here?” Carolyn asked.
“We’re here,” Jill said.
She felt a sense of gloom in the air as she stepped out of the car. Cold mist, dark clouds, a noisy wind—the weather matched how she felt after watching that horrid footage and staying up all night.
Jill wondered how the hypnotist would react to this visit. She wasn’t coming to his door with a normal request. 
A typical vampire slave had his mind programmed into oblivion. He knew how to act in service of his master, but wasn’t very good at critical thinking or problem solving. Carolyn Wentworth was something else entirely. Her programming allowed her the free capacity of her fabulous mind when she sat at a computer terminal, but made her a slave to her husband’s whims. Would the hypnotist be ready for this?
Carolyn let Jill lead the way to the front door.
“Not a very nice looking place,” Carolyn said.
Aware that her mother almost never left the sheltered world of Potomac, Jill said nothing in response. She climbed up three concrete steps to a small porch and rang the doorbell.
No one answered.
“Does this mean we can go home now?” asked Carolyn.
“No, Mom. Hang on.”
She rang the bell again. Still nothing.
“I’m going back to the car,” Carolyn said. “The traffic won’t be bad if we hurry.”
“Just a second, Mom. Please.”
“I don’t have any more seconds for this nonsense, Jill.” Carolyn was at the car now, pulling on the handle of the locked door again and again like a little kid. “Let me in!” she cried.
“Oh good lord,” Jill muttered. She pulled the keys from her pocket and used the remote to unlock the car. Exasperated, her mother crawled inside.
Jill turned back to the front door.
“Hello?” she said, rapping on it with her knuckles. “Hello. I need to speak with Gordon!”
Nothing happened. They weren’t here. In her rush to get out of the house, with Code Orange called and her cover blown and the mission in disarray, Jill hadn’t bothered with the simple step of calling before she came.
She looked back to the car. Her mother was inside now, with the doors locked. The window was up. The laptop was open and her face was illuminated with the dull glare of its screen.
Confident there was no way her mother could hear her, Jill rang the bell again. This time she followed it up with the words, “Gordon? It’s Jill Wentworth. From the Network.”
Footsteps on the other side. The door opened. Gordon Krause, the master hypnotist who had once looked in Jill’s mind to ensure she was suitable Network material, stood on the other side.
“Jill! I’m so sorry you’ve been waiting,” Gordon said. “We’ve got this encyclopedia salesman working the neighborhood.”
“Encyclo-what?” said Jill.
“Never mind. Just something they try to sell to old people,” said Gordon. “Please, come in.”
“Hang on,” Jill said. “I need to get my mother.”
 



Chapter 7
 
“Are you the hypnotist?” Carolyn asked.
“I am,” said Gordon.
“Where do I sit?” Carolyn said, shuffling about the living room like a crazy person. “I want to get this over with.”
“Get this over with?” said Gordon. The poor man had no idea what was going on.
“Yes, get this….does he even know what we’re doing here?” Carolyn demanded. “Jill, I’ve indulged this for long enough. I will speak to your father about it. He thinks this is what he wants for me, but he’s wrong. What he really desires is for me to do my best work, and my best work happens when I am in my room working, not when I am playing silly mind games.”
“Mom, why don’t we get the laptop and put you someplace quiet while I speak with the hypnotist?”
Jill looked to Gordon for help. “Do you have a bedroom where she could work? She really needs a place where she can sit down at a desk and close the door.”
Now Gordon was completely lost. To his credit, he played along. “Yes, there is a guest room upstairs.”
“I’ll be right back with the laptop, Mom. We’ll set you up and you can type away until it’s time for your session to start.”
A minute later Jill was closing the door on a small bedroom upstairs, shutting Carolyn inside with her laptop.
“Sorry about all this,” she said to Gordon. “My mom…”
“Your mother has been programmed,” Gordon said.
He said it in such a plain voice Jill didn’t know how to react. “How did you know?”
“She displays all the hallmarks,” said Gordon. “Over the years the Network has brought hundreds of subjects to my door for deprogramming. Every time their response is similar to hers. Their program doesn’t want them to be here. The internal conflict tears them apart. They become irritable to the point of irrational. We’re lucky that you knew how to calm her. How long will she be content to stay in the bedroom?”
“She’s working now,” Jill said. “She’ll forget about the rest of the world. She’d stay there all day if we let her.”
“So her program is to work,” said Gordon.
“Something like that,” said Jill. “I’m hoping you can tell me.”
“Let’s sit down and talk.”
They sat in the den, Jill on a couch, Gordon in a chair. Gordon made a pot of tea and brought out a bag of stale cookies. 
“I’ve been on assignment in Potomac,” Jill said.
“I recall,” said Gordon. “And I encourage you to tell me as little about your mission as you can.”
“I don’t need to tell you anything, except that it’s over,” said Jill. “Code Orange has been called. I need to get out of town. I want to take my mother with me.”
“She’s in no condition to travel,” said Gordon. “If you try to take her now, she will struggle and fight, and eventually find her way back.”
“I can’t leave her here. The minute I disappear my parents become suspects. I don’t know what the vampires will do to them. My father will be fine. He doesn’t know anything about me and he’s too good of an ass-kisser to get in real trouble. But my mother…she deserves better than this.”
“You are unable to leave her behind,” said Gordon. “I understand. She is your mother.”
Jill was surprised at the impact of the words.
She is your mother.
As tears formed in her eyes she wondered how long it had been since she heard those words and believed them.
My mother.
The word was so powerful. It was one that Jill had practically removed from her vocabulary. Her mother should have been a protector, a teacher, a benefactor, a friend. Carolyn had never been any of those things, but maybe there was still time. Jill owed it to both of them to try.
“Tell me everything you know about her programming,” said Gordon. “In order to unlock her mind, I must understand what sort of key to use.”
“It’s about my father,” said Jill. “I was investigating something for the mission and I stumbled into disturbing info about my own family. Years ago, my father went to Melissa Mayhew in secret and bought a slave to have as a wife.”
“A wife, or an employee?” asked Gordon. “It seems she is motivated by work.”
“I think she’s programmed to serve her husband,” said Jill. “She works hard because that’s what my father wants her to do.”
“I’m surprised you were able to get her to come see me.”
“I told her my father wanted her to see a hypnotist. As far as she knows, she’s here to get some sort of performance enhancing hypnosis to help her write computer code.”
Gordon laughed. “Oh yes, everyone wants to do more, don’t they? They want someone to train their brains so they work harder and with more focus.”
“I told her that’s what dad wanted for her.”
“I will have a look, Jill. We will go as deep as we can in your mother’s mind. But without knowledge of the specific commands used, we may not be able to undo the damage. You see, what Melissa does at the Farm—she uses short, succinct commands, and places them very deep in the subconscious. Those commands flow outward and, over time, shape every thought in the subject’s mind. When I deprogram someone, I negate those commands, using the exact words that Melissa used. I know the commands, so I can cancel them out. But with your mother, I have no idea what Melissa said. Clearly she isn’t a standard subject.”
“No, not at all,” said Jill. “She’s nothing like the slaves I’ve seen. She’s a phenomenal problem solver.”
“And that in itself makes me worried. I’ve undone the work of many vampires from across the globe, and can tell you that Melissa Mayhew is the very best in the business. Only she could create a slave and leave such high level cognitive functions intact. Without knowledge of the exact words Melissa used, it will be very difficult.”
“Can’t you ask her to tell you what the commands are?” said Jill.
“Oh, we will. We most definitely will. And if it were a less skilled vampire who did the programming, that alone might work. But Melissa is an artist.”
Was an artist, Jill thought.
“Melissa creates her commands in a way that the subject won’t divulge them easily under human hypnosis,” Gordon continued. “Imagine an octopus burrowed deep in the brain, whose tentacles reach all throughout the organ. You can cut off a tentacle, but it will grow back. To undo the programming, you must go deeper. You must find the heart. Melissa hides the heart so deep it is nearly impossible to find. I must know the words she used. The words are a roadmap that takes me exactly where I need to go.”
“There has to be a way,” Jill said. 
“We’ll do our best.”
“We? Why are you saying we? Will I be participating in this too?”
“Oh yes. You know your mother much better than I do. When I begin the hypnosis, you will be in the room with me. You will help me make sense of what we find in your mother’s mind.”
 



Chapter 8
 
“Carolyn, we are going to do some exercises to relax your mind,” said Gordon.
They were in Gordon’s basement. A large, windowless room, illuminated with two floor lamps on a dim setting. The walls were bare. The furniture was sparse. Carolyn sat in an old blue recliner. Jill and Gordon sat across from her in folding chairs.
“As long as it’s quick,” said Carolyn. “I want to get back to work.”
“The exercises won’t be quick,” said Gordon. “And they will only work if you allow them to.”
“Mom, we have to do this. And you have to be willing to do it. The process won’t work unless you give it a chance, and dad will insist we do it again if it doesn’t work.”
“What if it never works?” Carolyn said.
“Carolyn, we will be seeking out the most basic motivations in your mind and modifying them to ensure maximum productivity. If you give yourself fully to the task, it will work. I promise,” said Gordon.
Carolyn sighed. She closed her eyes and slumped her shoulders.
“Fine. Let’s get this over with,” she said.
“We begin with a deep breath,” said Gordon. “In through the nose, out through the mouth.”
Carolyn did as Gordon instructed. In fact, now that she had decided she had to “get this over with,” she became an ideal subject.
Gordon had her look at a spot on the ceiling as he counted down from ten. He made her close her eyes and imagine waves of relaxation going through her body. His voice was so soothing Jill felt her own body following his commands.
And when I get to zero, you will be in an even deeper state of relaxation. 10…9…8…
It was like they were traveling deep into a cavern and Gordon was their leader. With each breathing exercise, each countdown, Jill felt like they all were going deeper into the cave. Layers upon layers of relaxation. As he spoke, Jill saw the physical response in Carolyn’s body. She became loose. The tension in her face was released. Her legs and torso and chest sunk into the chair. Neither asleep nor awake, Carolyn Wentworth was in a state of perfect relaxation.
“Open your eyes, Carolyn.”
Still very much in a trance, Carolyn opened her eyes. Gordon grabbed a framed picture from under his chair and held it up for Jill and Carolyn to see.
“Tell me what you see in this picture.”
“It’s a castle,” said Carolyn. Her voice was slow and steady, soothing even. Listening to it, Jill felt herself grow more relaxed.
“More than a castle,” said Gordon. “This is a fortress. Look how it is high on a hill. Look at the many protections around this castle.”
“Yes, a fortress,” said Carolyn.
“I want you to think of your mind as a fortress, like this one.”
Carolyn stared at the picture. Her head was so loose on her shoulders she couldn’t hold it still, and it swayed back and forth.
“The fortress of your mind has many protections built into it,” Gordon said. He spoke slowly, with long pauses between sentences. “There is a moat surrounding your fortress. Beyond the moat is a tall wall and the only way through that wall is for someone inside to drop the gate.”
The relaxing tones of Gordon’s voice, combined with her own lack of sleep, were too much for Jill. Sitting upright in her chair, she closed her eyes and imagined her own castle. Her own fortress.
“Inside these walls is an army who will protect the castle from all invaders,” Gordon said. “Are you thinking of your mind as this fortress?”
“Yes,” said Carolyn.
“Good, now tell me, why are there so many fortifications around your castle? What’s inside that you wish to protect?”
Having drifted into her own fantasy, with her own castle, Jill saw a massive computer in the fortress. A computer full of secrets. The Network, the mission, Phillip, Helena, and Nicky, a thousand fake identities and phony papers Jill had created, the truth about her mother…
“I see a queen,” Carolyn said. “The fortress is there to protect the queen.”
“Describe the queen to me,” said Gordon.
“She’s a beautiful woman, with long black hair. She is wearing blue jeans and a black leather jacket. She has a rifle over her shoulder.”
Jill’s own fantasy was interrupted with this strange vision from her mother. A queen with a black leather jacket and a rifle? Her mom was full of surprises.
Now Jill saw this woman, this queen in a leather jacket, sitting at the computer in Jill’s fortress.
“Does your queen have a crown?” Gordon asked.
In Jill’s mind, there was a crown, a silver tiara in fact. A queen in a black leather jacket with a silver tiara on her head.
“No,” said Carolyn.
Jill’s vision of the crown disappeared.
“Thank you for telling me what you know about her,” said Gordon. “Now I’m going to tell you what I know. The queen hides where her enemies can never find her. She has a room in the tallest tower of the castle, in the very center of the grounds. All of the protections of this fortress are for her, because she is a sacred woman. Her word is law in this land, and she decreed the law many years ago. Do you believe me, Carolyn?”
“Yes, I believe you.”
“Carolyn, the fortress is your mind. Do you understand?”
“Yes, the fortress is my mind.”
“I am here today to talk to the queen.”
A pause.
“Okay,” Carolyn said.
“To get to the queen, I need to get past the moat. You are going to lower the draw bridge for me. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“The drawbridge takes ten seconds to come down. I will count backwards. When I am done, the drawbridge will be open. 10…9…8…7...”
Jill saw the drawbridge falling in her own mind as Gordon counted.
“…3…2…1. Is the draw bridge down?
“It is,” said Carolyn.
“Good. Now I’m going to walk across it. When I get to the other side, the guards are going to let me in. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“It takes me ten seconds to walk across. 10…9…”
Jill imagined Gordon walking across the drawbridge of her own castle. It was a soothing, pleasant image. He was welcome here.
“I’m inside the castle walls now,” said Gordon. “I am walking to the tallest tower. No one is trying to stop me. It takes me ten seconds to get there. 10…9….”
The counting was irresistible. Jill felt herself falling deeper and deeper into the fantasy with each number Gordon said.
“I’m at the base of the tower now. The guards are letting me in. I am going to climb the stairs. It takes me twenty seconds to climb them. Here we go. 20…19…”
Gordon was trotting up the steps of Jill’s mind, his feet quietly hitting the stone in a soothing rhythm.
“I’m at the entrance to the queen’s chamber now,” he said. “I’m going to knock three times. You will decide if she lets me in.”
Gordon reached down with his fist and rapped gently on an end table three times.
In Jill’s mind, the door swung open and the woman in the black leather jacket brought Gordon inside. But in her ears, Jill heard nothing.
“Carolyn?” Gordon said. “Carolyn, may I come in to see the queen?”
“You may,” Carolyn said. “She’s opening the door for you.”
“Very good. Starting now, you will play the role of the queen. Anything she would say, you will say. Nod if you understand.”
Jill found herself nodding, and now she was the woman in a leather jacket and jeans. She couldn’t wait to show Gordon her computer of secrets.
“Your majesty, I am here to speak to you about the law of the land,” Gordon said. “You created the law. And you wrote it down in here. Do you agree?”
Yes, Jill thought.
“Carolyn, do you agree that you created the law?”
“I…don’t know,” she said.
“That’s alright,” said Gordon. “We don’t have to know who created the law. We just have to know what it is, and the law is written in here. You have it in this tower.”
“I do?” said Carolyn.
Yes, I do, Jill thought.
“The law is simple,” said Gordon. “The law is short. It may be only a single sentence long. Or a single paragraph. Whatever it is, the law is written down here, and the queen makes sure the rest of the kingdom abides by it.”
“I understand,” said Carolyn.
“Find where the law is written down,” Gordon commanded, softly.
For Jill, this was easy. She imagined herself sitting down at the computer. Her blue jeans and sleek leather jacket tightened around her body as she sat at the terminal and typed away until the law of the land came up on the screen.
“I’ve found a piece of paper,” Carolyn said. “Is this it?”
“You tell me, Carolyn. Are you looking at the law of the land?”
“I don’t know. I just…”
“Tell me what it says. Read it to me.”
Carolyn made a whimpering sound. Jill didn’t understand why this was so hard for her. In Jill’s mind, the law of the land was already up on the screen for her to read.
It was a single sentence. She didn’t know what to make of it.
You are not your mother.
“Carolyn, I am here to see the law of the land,” said Gordon. “You let me into this tower so I could read it. Tell me what it says.”
“I can’t….read it,” said Carolyn. Her voice was trembling. “I want to read it, but it’s all gibberish.”
The poor woman sounded heartbroken that she couldn’t read what was on her paper. Jill felt for her. In her own fantasy, the law was crystal clear.
And yet, also, quite strange. Why did it say, You are not your mother?
“Carolyn, it’s okay that you can’t read it,” said Gordon. “I will help you figure out what it says.”
“It’s nothing but symbols,” Carolyn said. “Squiggles and dots and swirls all over the paper.”
“You can put the paper down,” Gordon said. “We’ll try this a different way.”
“I’ve set the paper on a table,” Carolyn said. “I want to leave. I don’t like it in here.”
“Carolyn, we can’t leave yet. Don’t you want to know what is on the paper?”
“No. I’m not meant to read it. I shouldn’t be in here.”
“Yes you should, Carolyn. You are the queen. This is your fortress.”
“It is not my fortress! This palace belongs to the king! I just live here.”
“The king?” said Gordon. “Who is the king?”
“Walter is the king,” said Carolyn.
Still comfortable inside her own fantasy, staring at the strange line of text on her computer screen, Jill heard the words come from her mother’s mouth, and she wanted to cry.
Walter is the king. This was her mother’s programming. Not that Jill was surprised, but to hear Carolyn say the words, to know that she saw the palace of her own mind as a place that belonged to her husband…it was disgusting.
“Is this the law, Carolyn? Does the law say that Walter is the king?”
“The law is what Walter says it is. The purpose of the law is to please the king.”
“But why does the king need to be pleased?”
“I…I don’t know.”
Silence for a moment. Then Gordon said, “I will address you as Your Majesty, because you are the queen of this fortress. Your Majesty, the reign of your king is nearing its end.”
“No it’s not.”
“Yes, it is, and when I finish counting down from ten, you and you alone will rule in this fortress.”
“But how can that be?”
“The fortress is yours. It always has been. 10…9…8…7…”
The countdown took Jill deeper into her own fantasy. Gordon spoke the words in almost a whisper, and Jill couldn’t help but focus on every syllable.
“…3…2…1…you are the queen of this fortress, and the law is whatever you say it is. What do you want the law to say?”
In Jill’s mind she was sitting at the computer, looking at the words, You are not your mother, and feeling embarrassed at their silliness. This was the law in her land? This was the law she had dictated to herself?
“The law can be a single sentence long,” Gordon said. “A single sentence at the heart of everything you do. What do you want it to say?”
Jill erased You are not your mother from the computer screen. As soon as the words were gone she felt an extraordinary sense of possibility. She could write anything she wanted here and it would become the law of the land. A single sentence to sit at the base of Jill’s mind, to inform every thought that sat on top of it.
With the sense of possibility came realization. Jill had been living her life with You are not your mother as the law of her land. What a horrible way to live! Had it really been so important to her that she wasn’t her mother?
All the decisions that brought her to this moment had a new gleam to them. She saw her life in a completely new way. She was in the Network, risking her life and fighting the most powerful people in the world because that was the exact opposite of what her mother would do. She was using her tremendous skill with computers to undermine her mother’s skill, the two of them playing out an epic battle in the digital realm for control of information, with Carolyn spying on behalf of the vampires, and Jill spying on behalf of everyone else.
She was going out in the world and stirring up trouble. She was being courageous and bold and trying to change the world for the better because her mother did just the opposite. Her mother hid in a study on the third floor and did whatever her husband told her to do.
But now Jill knew better. Now she understood that her mother wasn’t some evil monster to be shunned; she was just another victim. It was time for Jill to quit using her mother to define herself.
Still wearing the black leather jacket and blue jeans of the fantasy, Jill raised her fingers to an imaginary keyboard and typed in a new law of the land.
I choose to do what’s right.
The room was silent. Gordon was waiting for Carolyn to change her own law. Carolyn was sitting perfectly still.
Jill opened her eyes. She felt fresh. She felt new. She and Gordon shared a glance. He smiled at her, and winked.
“Carolyn,” he whispered, “write a new law, just for yourself.”
Carolyn sat in place, her head tilted off to the side, her eyes closed. She looked like she was totally asleep.
Jill wondered what was happening in her mother’s mind. For Jill, the fantasy had been as real and as vivid as any dream. The fortress was fully drawn. The castle was a real place. When she wrote the new law, she felt it take effect immediately.
I choose to do what’s right.
As she sat there watching Carolyn, Jill knew her mother was still a slave. For Jill, this exercise was invigorating. It made her strong. But for Carolyn, it did just the opposite. She looked like she was struggling in there. Her lips were pulled back in a scowl. Her body was awkward and slumped.
“Only Walter can change the law,” Carolyn said.
A look of frustration came over Gordon’s face.
“Let’s not speak of Walter,” he said. “You are the queen.”
“And Walter is the king,” said Carolyn. There was a bit of defiance in her voice now.
“Walter does not live in this realm. Only the queen is in this tower. The fortress exists only to protect her.”
“And she exists only to serve the king,” Carolyn added. She pulled herself upright in the chair. As she did so, Gordon sighed. He looked defeated.
“Carolyn, what if the queen had another purpose in her life?” he said.
“Her purpose is to serve Walter! I hate this! Stop this now! I don’t want it! He doesn’t want this! I have work to do!”
She jumped out of her chair and ran from the room, stomping up the stairs and slamming the door behind her. As she ran away, Jill could hear her sobbing.
“What just happened?” Jill said. “How could she leave the session like that?”
“It’s her choice when the session ends,” Gordon said. “That’s how it works. You should know. You fell into the quite the state yourself.”
Jill bowed her head. “Sorry about that,” she said.
“No, it’s good,” said Walter. “I wasn’t expecting it, but it’s good. Clearly you needed to relax.”
“I guess I did,” said Jill.
Upstairs, another door slammed shut.
“She’s gone back to the bedroom,” Jill said. “She went right back to the laptop.”
“It’s soothing for her,” said Gordon. “We should leave her there for a bit. Give her some time to come back to herself.”
“What do we do now?”
“I’m afraid there’s nothing more we can do,” said Gordon. “The part of her mind we need, the law of the land, so to speak, is inaccessible to her. Melissa made it that way.”
“There has to be something,” Jill said. “We could try again tomorrow. Maybe we went too fast. She was coming along. She was role playing with you. Maybe you could bring her back there and take --”
“No, Jill,” said Gordon. “I’m afraid you don’t understand. This isn’t a simple reprogramming like a servant from one of the mansions. Your mother’s programming is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. She is a highly functioning person with a mind running on all cylinders. She has a very simple command placed deep in her subconscious and she has restructured all her thoughts around it. But she cannot see what the command is.”
Gordon put his hand on his chin and closed his eyes. He exhaled heavily.
“What?” Jill said. “You’re thinking of something.”
“The programming on this woman is so stellar. I mean, look at her. She’s a brilliant computer scientist! How many other slaves have ever done something like that? None in my experience. She’s truly remarkable. And the depth of thought we saw on that hypnosis experiment. The reason you went under too is because we had to keep going and going and going. Her mind is just enormous! Far too large to explore without a map. I wish we knew the command.”
“I don’t know how we’ll ever find it,” Jill said.
“I have a feeling Melissa might have recorded this one,” Gordon said. “Melissa is an artist, and your mother is her masterpiece. I imagine Melissa was quite proud of her. She would want the others in her clan to see her brilliance and recognize it. She wrote down the command somewhere.”
“I don’t think so,” said Jill. “Melissa was breaking Daciana’s law when she created my mother. All of the records I found were hidden. I had a…”
Jill trailed off, realizing she knew exactly where to look for the command.
“I’m sorry, what? You had what?”
“I have a huge trove of stolen data,” Jill said. “I stole it from Tremblay Property Management.”
Gordon’s eyes got huge. “You broke into TPM?”
“If the command is in there, I’ll find it,” Jill said. “Then Mom and I will be back.”
“Where will you go until then?” Gordon said. “You’re supposed to be on the run.”
“Yes, the Network wants me out of here,” said Jill. “But I’m not leaving my mom behind. It wouldn’t be the right thing to do.”
 



Chapter 9
 
Jill and her mother didn’t speak for the entire drive back to Potomac. When they reached the house, Carolyn jumped out of the car and ran inside, rushing up the stairs to her study and slamming the door. Jill went upstairs at a more leisurely pace, her body so drained that the simple act of putting one foot in front of the other was a chore.
She opened the door to her room and immediately the bed beckoned her to come enjoy its soft, plushy warmth. It took all her will not to jump on the comforter and lose herself to some dream world that wasn’t nearly as hard as her real life.
I choose to do what’s right.
The words kept her grounded, quite literally. It was only those words, now plastered deep in her mind, that held her feet on the floor and her body off the bed. It wouldn’t be right to sleep right now. It would be reckless.
Reckless because it was already five in the evening and Jill, having been awake for going on forty hours, would crash so hard she might not open her eyes again until morning, and the last place in the world she needed to be when darkness fell was this bedroom.
Reckless because there was so much work to do and so little time to do it. The command that enslaved Jill’s mother might be hidden in the data Jill stole from TPM. The sooner she initiated a search for it, the sooner the data would turn up, and the sooner the data turned up, the sooner she could bring her mother back to Gordon and free her mind.
Reckless because her phone had been buzzing all day long with texts from Zack. Texts she had ignored. She couldn’t go to sleep until she responded to him. She couldn’t leave him hanging. It wouldn’t be right.
She grabbed a handbag from the back corner of her closet. Black with a pink floral pattern, she had purchased this bag three years ago because Gia told her to. It was her very first assignment as a Network agent.
It’s a rite of passage for an agent about to go undercover, Gia had told her. You buy the bag you will pack when you leave. Something big enough that it can carry all you need when you escape, but small enough that you can throw it over your shoulder and act like everything’s normal should you run into trouble on your way out.
Jill had sewn a flap of black fabric into the bottom of the bag. Underneath that fabric was a passport and credit card for a girl named Lenore Filkins. In the passport picture, Lenore looked just like Jill.
Tonight, after Jill visited Zack, she would check into a hotel as Lenore Filkins, get some work done on the TPM data, and get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow, when the sun was up again and she could be certain Renata wasn’t roaming, Jill would return to the house. Her mother would never know she’d left.
A toothbrush, a change of clothes, her laptop, the charger for her phone…she was ready. As she left her bedroom, she looked up the staircase at the closed door to her mom’s study.
See you tomorrow, Mom, she thought.
The roads leading into Zack’s neighborhood were crowded. There was no parking anywhere. Bumper to bumper traffic and lots of people on foot. She turned left on 14th Street to find traffic at a standstill. There was a street fair going on. Tents and RVs lined both sides of the road. Big banners hung across the neighborhood announcing the 14th Street Festival. Up ahead, a police officer was directing traffic. The route to Zack’s apartment was blocked.
The crowd was immense. People walked around with hot drinks, balloons, cardboard baskets full of food…children roamed with their faces painted, carnival games lined the sidewalk. There were booths selling arts and crafts, others selling wine. Men in suits, politicians probably, were working the crowd with smiles and handshakes. There was a stage in the middle of the street where a rock band was performing.
Thousands of people were enjoying themselves, their days nothing at all like the one Jill was having.
She had to park three blocks away. It took her twenty minutes to navigate the crowds and get to Zack’s front door.
She rang his doorbell. Nobody answered.
Jill stood there for a minute. Her legs reminded her that she was exhausted. She took a seat on the steps.
A few weeks ago Zack was nobody to her. Now he was the only one left. Gia was dead. Dante was dead. Nicky and Ryan were missing. Phillip and Helena were gone.
When she was done here tonight, Zack would be gone too.
Without expecting to, she started to cry. A crazy block party going on all around her, pretzels and cotton candy and beer and laughter and music, and she sat on the stoop in front of Zack’s apartment, her face in her hands, weeping for what she was about to do.
“Jill?”
She looked up. Her vision was blurred from the tears. She wiped at her eyes.
“Zack, I’m..”
“You’re crying. What’s going on?”
He was on the bottom step, having just left the party on the street. He wore a white T-shirt and blue jeans. He had colorful strands of plastic beads around his neck.
The sound of a rock band echoed through the neighborhood, drums and guitars bouncing off the buildings. The late afternoon sun had drifted beneath the cloud cover and was casting long, cool shadows over the street.
“I’ve been trying to reach you all day,” Zack said. “You wanna go inside and talk?”
God, yes. More than anything, Jill thought. Let’s go inside and never come out. Let’s lock ourselves in your bedroom and pretend none of this is happening. Let’s change our names and disappear.
“I can’t,” she said.
I’m not strong enough, she might have added. If she went inside, she wouldn’t be able to do this. She wouldn’t be able to leave him.
“Oh. Okay,” said Zack. He sat on the ground next to her, pushed her hair out of her face, and wiped her cheeks with his thumb.
“Tell me what’s happening,” he said.
“It’s…you see, Zack, I have to…I’m here because I need to tell you--”
It was like there were two Jills inside her. Calculating, analytical Jill, capable of intense feats of binary thinking, had weighed the options and knew she had to say goodbye. Analytical Jill took the new law of the land seriously. I choose to do what’s right. The right thing to do was make sure the danger in her life didn’t spill into Zack’s. Analytical Jill came here tonight end it with Zack, and get him as far away from her as possible. 
But Analytical Jill was fading into the background, and another Jill, the one who kissed Zack on the Ferris Wheel two weeks before, who felt ridiculous, extraordinary joy at spending time with him, who loved to sit at the back of the bar and listen to his band play their noisy music, who wanted nothing more than to hit the snooze button and curl up in his arms all morning—that Jill was taking over. And with her conquest came a wave of emotion too great to stop, or even contain, and before she knew it, Jill had buried her face in Zack’s chest and was sobbing in great, heaving shakes.
“Hey, hey, what’s going on?” Zack said.
“They’re dead,” Jill whispered. “My friends. So many of them. Last night. They’re dead.”
“Dead? What do you mean? Who’s dead?”
“Gia and Dante and Kendall and maybe Nicky and Ryan.” The names came out so fast she could barely make sense of them. Apparently Zack couldn’t either.
“What are you saying, Jill? Let’s go inside. Come with me.”
“No! No, Zack. It’s my fault, don’t you understand? The mission happened because I was here. The Network thought they could do it because they had me on the inside.”
“We really shouldn’t talk about this out here, Jill. Someone might be listening.”
Yes. Yes, there were always people listening, and for all she knew she might have led one of them here. She was blowing it now. She was being weak instead of choosing to do what’s right.
“No,” she said. She took a deep breath, then said it again. “No, Zack. This isn’t for you to bear. I’m sorry.”
She pulled away from him, wiped at her cheeks, and steadied herself. “I didn’t come here to unload on you. I came here to tell you goodbye.”
“Goodbye? Where are you going?”
“Zack, my friends--”
“Come on, we’re going inside right now.”
“No! You will not make me stay. I will not do this to you!”
She pushed against him, using his body to help her stand.
“It’s over, Zack. Goodbye. Don’t call me anymore. Don’t come to my house. Forget you ever knew me.”
“You know I can’t do that, Jill.”
“You have to! They will kill you just like they’ve killed everyone else! Don’t fight me on this anymore! You’re just making it harder for me!”
Zack looked at her, his electric blue eyes taking in what she had just said. She felt like he was about to make another plea for her to stay so she turned to leave before he could say anything.
“Goodbye Zack,” she said as she went down the stairs.
She raced along the sidewalk, imagining herself disappearing into the crowd. The tears were flowing now and she broke into a run, as if the sadness was right behind her and she could avoid it if only she moved fast enough. The rock band playing down the block, the drums echoing off the buildings, the chatter of thousands of people enjoying the evening, the ever-present rumble of traffic in the distance—the sounds were blending in her mind as she ran. It felt like a hallucination, one of those dreams where you have to run but your legs won’t carry you because they’re too tired to move. Push ahead, Jill. Keep running. Keep moving.
She wasn’t fast enough. The sadness was overtaking her, from within and without. It was a weight pulling her down to the ground, telling her to stop running, to lay on the sidewalk and cry, to give up. It was also a hand reaching at her from behind. Fingers reaching at her hair, at her shoulders, at her arm….
The hand grabbed hold of her wrist with so much strength she lost her footing, and would have tumbled to the pavement had the hand not held her up. She turned to look at it, saw that the hand was real, that it belonged to him, to those blue eyes.
“Zack,” she whispered. “I can’t. You have to let me go.”
“Yeah, fuck that, Jill. You’re coming inside.”
He pulled her to her feet.
“No!” she cried, trying and failing to pull free from his grip. “No, I won’t do this to you!”
With a strong tug he pulled her close, then put one arm behind her knees, sweeping her off her feet. Her head fell back into his other arm and he lifted her off the ground.
“Is everything alright here?” someone asked him.
“We’re fine,” Zack snapped.
And then they were moving. The voice inside reminded her that this wasn’t the plan, but her body had no energy to care. Lying back in his arms, Jill allowed Zack to carry her back to his apartment.
They came inside and he placed her gently on his bed, where the creaky springs and musty smell took her back to a different time, a time when she and Zack laid together under the covers, drifting in and out of sleep as he hit the snooze button all morning long. The blissful memory was too powerful to resist, and within seconds, she was asleep.
 



Chapter 10
 
Beedledebeep.
It was a glorious sound, made doubly so because she didn’t think she’d ever hear it again. Zack’s alarm clock, and his magnificent ritual of shutting it off only to allow it to come on again fifteen minutes later—Jill felt like she was home.
Beedledebeep.
Jill realized she was closest to the alarm clock this time. Perhaps she should reach over and—
She was about to sit up and look for the snooze button when Zack’s long, tattooed arm reached across her body. His fingers came down like a hammer on the snooze button and it was quiet again.
Zack left his arm draped over Jill’s chest.
I choose to do what’s right, whispered a voice in Jill’s mind.
“Oh shut up,” she muttered.
“What was that?” Zack said, his eyes still closed, his lips barely opening to form the words. Jill found herself staring at those lips, imagining the teeth and tongue behind them. The morning light pressing from behind the blinds, the feel of the sheets on her body, the ever-present electrical hum that was as much a part of Zack’s apartment as he was…all of it came together to make a moment, and in that moment, she felt like she and Zack had floated into their own private space where none of the anguish and danger that had been chasing Jill could find them.
She kissed him. His lips were slow to respond at first, but as she leaned into him, he woke up and pulled her close, deepening the kiss. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into the bed, kissing her cheeks, her neck, her chest. She arched her back and pulled her shirt over her head, throwing it to the floor, then dove down to take him in. She tasted his lips and remembered the cool autumn evening when he kissed her atop the Ferris Wheel. She listened to his heart and felt safe, like she did when he carried her to his apartment. She looked in his eyes, those stunning blue eyes that had flirted with her at the coffee shop, and she allowed them to see her. She wasn’t Jill the Network agent or Jill the computer hacker or Jill the wealthy daughter of privilege. She was just….here. Jill and Zack. In this moment. And the rest of the world went silent so they could be together.
 
Later, as they lie in bed, their eyes still connected, reality still far away, she told him everything. She began with the story of a little girl whose curiosity led her to the most dangerous, illegal spots on the Internet, where she not only made friends, but admirers. She continued through her entire time at Thorndike, the genesis of the mission, the idea of getting close enough to Sergio Alonzo to kill him, Nicky Bloom…
“Everything was going well until Saturday night,” she said.
“Didn’t look that way to me when I found two vampire slaves chasing you across your lawn with syringes in their hands,” said Zack.
“Yes, Melissa Mayhew sent those slaves. And later she came to the mansion we built and killed everyone inside.”
“So you’re the only one left,” said Zack.
“There are two others,” said Jill. “They’ve already left. I need to leave too. One of the most powerful vampires in Washington knows too much. If I stick around, eventually she’ll find me out.”
Zack sat up. “I’m going with you,” he said. “When do we leave and where are we going?”
Jill shook her head. “It’s not that easy.”
“I won’t be denied, Jill. You’ve seen what happens when you push me away. You’ve tried twice now. But here I am.”
“You can’t come with me.”
“Why not?”
“It’s complicated, Zack.”
“Then make it simple. I think your super-charged brain gets in the way sometimes.”
Jill smiled. “Is that so?”
“Yes it’s so. Just cut through the crap and the answer is obvious. You’ve got no life left here. I never had any life here until I met you.”
“Not true. You’ve got your band and lots of friends.”
“Fluff I used to push away the boredom, that’s all my life was. But we’ve got something real here. Let’s keep it. Let’s go where we need to go and do this together. I’ve got a hundred and fifty dollars in my wallet. We can get in the car right now.”
“Zack, that’s just it. I can’t go right now. There’s something I have to do first.”
“So do it and then let’s go!”
Jill crawled out of bed. “You’re right. I should be doing it. I should be working on it right now.”
She grabbed her panties and her shirt off the floor.
“Wait a minute. You’re not leaving are you?”
“Not unless I have to. How good’s your Internet, Zack?”
“My Internet? It’s just the plain old Internet. How good is yours?”
“No, I mean, what kind of connection speeds…oh don’t worry about it. I’ll get my laptop out of the car and we’ll find out.”
It turned out the Internet in Zack’s apartment was quite good, with a T1 line running right down the middle of the street. Jill set up her laptop in his bedroom and, within seconds, had a secure tunnel built to the Network server farm in Colorado.
“What are you doing?” said Zack.
“A few weeks ago my friend and I stole some data from a company named Tremblay Property Management. I need info and I think it might be in there.”
Her fingers were flying now, creating a search query that scanned all files looking for keywords like Carolyn and Walter Wentworth, Melissa Mayhew, command, human programming, and slave.
“Perhaps I should leave you to it,” said Zack.
“It will just take a minute,” she said. “The long part will be waiting for the search string to comb through all the data.”
Jill finished the query and began attaching it to recognition software on the Network’s server. By the time she was done, her search query could scan handwritten documents and identify Melissa’s handwriting, look for Melissa’s face in video and photos, and listen for Melissa’s voice in audio recordings. If the command that enslaved Carolyn Wentworth was in the TPM data, this query would find it, even if it was stored in a voicemail, a photo, or a fax.
She finished the query before noon, and they went out for pancakes while it ran. They came back to find it still searching, so they went for a ride in Zack’s Corvair, driving west until they were far from town. They parked next to the Shenandoah River, and spent a few glorious hours sitting under a tree, listening to the water flow.
On the drive back to town, Jill checked her phone for any new messages. She had one from Annika asking for an update on the fake ID Jill had promised to make for Shannon. She had another from Phillip asking if she had gotten out okay. There were texts from Mattie and Jenny, wondering if she wanted to go shopping or see a movie. She wrote back that tonight wasn’t good for her.
“Everything alright?” Zack said.
“Yes, my old life wants me to keep on living it, that’s all.”
They got back to Zack’s apartment to see that the query was done. The news wasn’t good. A single line of text on her screen.
 
0 results found.
 
“Dammit,” she whispered.
“What does this mean?” said Zack.
“It means the data I need isn’t where I thought it was.”
“So where is it?”
Jill closed her eyes and cleared her mind. There were two people who had an interest in storing the command that enslaved Carolyn Wentworth. Melissa Mayhew was one of them. Had she chosen to record the command for posterity, Jill would have found it on the TPM server.
The other person who might have recorded it was her father.
“We need to go to my house,” she said.
Zack furrowed his brow. “Your house? I thought you were looking for data.”
“I am. My dad’s company keeps a small server farm in our basement. It’s for my mom. She needs a ton of computing power for some of the testing she does. Her work is all classified, so those computers are walled off from the Internet. It’s a great place to store the sort of secret I’m looking for.”
“Okay, so we go to your house. Shall we leave now?”
“Not we, Zack. It doesn’t make any sense for you to come this time.”
Zack smiled and shook his head.
“You’re not letting me go alone, are you?” said Jill.
“Nope.”
 
Traffic was thick on every route to Potomac. They tried 495, then they tried the parkway. Zack even spent twenty minutes on surface roads Jill had never seen before. Nothing was moving. Late afternoon stretched to early evening as they crawled across town.
By the time they pulled into the driveway in front of Jill’s house, the western horizon was glowing orange.
“I’ll be right back,” Jill said.
“I’m coming with you,” said Zack.
Jill knew better than to argue with him. She pushed open the heavy door of the Corvair and ran to the house with Zack right behind her. Her intent was to go straight to the basement so she could install her program on her father’s computer and get out.
But she found her dad inside waiting for her, standing directly in her way, a martini glass in his hand, a stern look on his face.
“Dad, I thought you were still in Seattle?”
“I got called back early. Some business to attend to tonight. Business that concerns you, actually.”
“Concerns me? What are you talking about?”
Jill’s father took a big gulp from his glass. His eyes were already glassed-over. He was in no condition for a business meeting. Something wasn’t right.
Jill’s father turned his gaze to Zack.
“Who’s this?”
Zack, completely unfazed, stepped forward with his hand extended.
“Hello sir, my name is Zack Lomax. I’m dating your daughter.”
A stunned look on his face, Jill’s father allowed his right hand to fall forward so Zack could shake it.
“Your name, sir?” said Zack.
Jill’s father cleared his throat. “Walter Wentworth,” he said. Sliding free of Zack’s grip, Walter turned to Jill and said, “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend.”
“Since when would I ever tell you about my personal life, Dad? Now, if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I have something to do. We won’t be long.”
“Won’t be long? What does that mean? You can’t leave. Err…this boy can’t…”
Walter’s eyebrows climbed up his forehead. He looked flummoxed by all this.
“You go ahead Jill,” said Zack. “Walter and I will take this opportunity to get to know each other.”
“Go ahead? No. What’s happening here? Jill, I want to talk to you.”
Jill pressed her lips together as she charged out of the room. Her dad was following her with bumbling, drunken footsteps. She couldn’t go to the basement so long as he was behind her.
She went down the hallway, towards one of the guest rooms, and ducked into the bathroom, careful not to shut the door until she heard her father enter the hall. He needed to see with his own eyes that she had gone in the bathroom and shut the door. No matter how irrationally drunk he was, no matter what sort of nonsense it was that he wanted from her tonight, he would wait patiently if he thought Jill was in the bathroom. Walter Wentworth was raised with a Virginia decorum that prevented him from yelling across a bathroom door.
This particular bathroom had two entrances: one from the hallway and one from the guest room. After she slammed the hallway door shut, Jill slipped her shoes off and tiptoed out into the guest bedroom. She stood in place, waiting to hear her father walk away.
It took him forever to move. The bumbling fool was so drunk he didn’t realize what he was doing. They had a guest in the house and he was standing in the hallway while his daughter was in the bathroom.
He probably wanted to talk about the Date Auction. Yes, the Date Auction and all the attendant chatter was enough to bring him back early from Seattle. Someone told him that Nicky won and was now millions of dollars ahead in the contest. Walter, who had been so skeptical of Jill and her support for Nicky, probably wanted to find out what was in it for him if the Wentworth family got behind Nicky Bloom.
A couple slow, sliding footsteps told Jill that her father had finally given up and was headed back to the front room. As Walter moved, so did Jill, stepping softly on the carpet, slinking out of the guest room and back into the hall. Her father was slurring some nonsense at Zack now about how he had to go home, how it wasn’t a good time for company.
Zack handled it like a champ.
“We’ll be gone in just a minute,” Zack said.
“No. Not we. You.”
“Jill and I have plans tonight, Sir.”
“What plans?”
“We were going to have dinner at that new restaurant in Sterling.”
“There’s a new restaurant in Sterling?”
There you go, Zack, she thought. Keep the old man talking.
 She tip-toed behind them both, cutting under the staircase and down the far hall. The entrance to the basement was the last door before the laundry room. Jill put her hand on the doorknob and pulled.
It was locked.
“Dammit,” she whispered.
There were two keys to this door in the house. One on Walter’s keyring; the other on Carolyn’s.
Jill went back up the hall and into the front room. She made ever-so-brief eye contact with Zack, who now had Walter talking about different kinds of gin.
“Of course, the best stuff has its roots in early twentieth century Britain,” Walter boasted. “Not only delicious, but also an effective cure for malaria. Let me show you a bottle my friend Merv gave me.”
Zack put his arm on Walter’s shoulder, preventing him from turning around. With her father’s back turned, Jill darted up the stairs. She went past the second floor landing and up to her mother’s office. She didn’t bother to knock on the door.
Her mother was hunched over her keyboard in perfect stillness. Jill walked right next to her and she didn’t even notice. The keyring Jill wanted was dangling from a hook. Ten silver and gold keys that together unlocked all the important doors of Black Dart Enterprises, including the server room in the basement of this house. Jill lifted the ring slowly, wrapping her hand tight around the keys as soon as they were off the hook. Her mother was oblivious to Jill’s presence. Whatever was happening in Carolyn’s mind was bigger than her daughter, who was standing just three feet away.
Jill snuck out of the study and back down the stairs to find the front room vacant, Zack and Walter having moved to the parlor. Poor Zack was stuck sampling all of Walter’s favorite gin. What a miserable night for him.
He was so good to her. He deserved better than this.
Put it out of your mind, Jill. You’ve got work to do.
She went to the basement door and tried the keys one at a time. On the fourth key, she got it open. She flipped the lightswitch and went down the stairs.
The basement was a dreary room with a white tile floor, bright fluorescent lighting, and piles of junk everywhere. Walter was a nostalgic man who couldn’t bring himself to let go of the possessions that defined his youth. Rather than keep them upstairs, where they would have to be stored in a neat and presentable way, Walter kept all his memorabilia down here. A 2nd place trophy from the National Junior Polo Championships, a framed award from the Young Businessmen of Washington, a stack of yearbooks from elementary through high school. To get at the servers, Jill had to push aside a milk crate holding framed photos of Walter on various trips with Galen Renwick and Merv Tremblay.
What a motley crew they turned out to be.
Jill sat at the screen to access the oldest and smallest of the servers. Whatever Carolyn was working on tonight, it wouldn’t be on this computer, which was only used when overflow processing power was needed. Jill did a hard shutdown, then brought it back up outside of the operating system so she could bypass the security. She put her thumb drive in the USB port and spoke to the machine direct through the command prompt, rewriting the bootup instructions as she went. Then she rebooted again. This time, as the computer went through its normal startup, the operating system began importing the contents of her thumb drive. A bar on the screen told her it would take six minutes.
While she waited, she dug around in the piles of junk.
She found a box full of papers that looked like they might be important, but turned out merely to be every essay Walter had written in college, including one titled, Embracing Our Place in the Universe: A Survey of the Evolving Relationships Between Humans and Immortals.
In another box, Jill found papers and notebooks from Walter’s elementary school days. It appeared young Walter was fond of doodling, having created an array of cartoon characters who engaged in filthy exploits on the margins of his math homework. Tossing that box aside, Jill found a wicker basket stuffed with old porn. DVD’s with naked women on the covers, a horrid looking magazine called Back Door, even some old VHS tapes. Jill felt like she might puke. How could she possibly be related to this man?
She threw the wicker basket across the room and porn spilled all over the floor.
Whatever, she thought. Let him find it. Let him see that I was down here. He won’t care that I looked through his porn, but he’ll be furious once he realizes I got onto the server.
A bell chimed on the computer, letting her know the software was loaded. Tonight when she got back to Zack’s, she would have full access to anything and everything her father had ever stored on these computers. If the command that enslaved Walter’s wife was archived somewhere in this system, Jill would find it.
She removed the thumb drive, stepped around and over the trash, and headed to the stairs. Along the way, she stomped on every porn DVD that was in her path. She was about to stomp on a DVD case at the foot of the stairs, but something about the cover caught her eye. It was different than the rest. Instead of brightly colored pictures of naked women, this one had a blurry photo of a bride and groom underneath script lettering. She leaned in closer to get a look at the title.
Holy Matrimony of Mr. and Mrs. Walter Wentworth.
“Oh my God it’s their wedding,” she muttered.
Her father kept a DVD of his own wedding stored in a basket of porn in the basement. What a truly sick and heinous man.
Her first thought was to smash this DVD like the rest. But then she thought about her father roaming this basement by himself some day, his wife and daughter gone, the truth about Jill’s activities these past four years coming to light, and she decided to leave the DVD exactly where it was.
Maybe he’ll pick it up and think about what he did. If there’s even a shred of decency in him, he’ll weep when he watches this.
She was at the top of the stairs, turning off the light and stepping into the hallway, when the doorbell rang.
From another room she heard Walter clap once and say, “It’s time, my boy, it’s time!”
“Time for what?” Zack said.
“Oh, you’re in for a treat tonight!” Walter said. “Of course, you might not remember the treat when it’s done, but it’s a real treat nonetheless!”
What did he mean Zack might not remember?
Jill ran down the hall. “Dad, what’s going on? Who’s at the door?”
She was too late. Walter, who moments before could barely muster the energy to stand up straight while he walked, was now prancing through the house, and was already at the front door by the time Jill reached the foyer.
Jill watched as he opened the door. Her father’s girthy shape blocked her view at first, but then he stepped aside, allowing a slim woman with long, curly hair to step into the house.
“Good evening, everyone,” the woman said.
Jill recognized her face immediately.
The woman who had just stepped into the house was Bernadette Paiz, an immortal from the Samarin clan.
 



Chapter 11
 
“Welcome, Ms. Paiz,” said Walter. “Welcome to my home.”
The old superstition that a vampire loses her powers unless you invite her inside was rubbish, of course, but still it was tradition in Washington that you made a great show of it when you invited a vampire into your house. As Walter stepped aside to make way for Bernadette, he bowed his head low and extended his arm, like a servant showing the way for his master.
Bernadette stepped into the foyer. She was gorgeous. Her dark brown hair fell over her shoulders and deep down her back, its thick curls bouncing as she moved. She wore a black shirt and black pants, both of them skin tight, showing off extraordinary muscles underneath. Her face was perfectly shaped. Her makeup, perfectly done.
She had a naughty look to her that was enticing to Jill somehow. Even as Jill felt weak with fear, she also felt drawn to the vampire. Bernadette hadn’t said a word to her yet and already Jill wanted to run up to her and tell her everything.
Their seduction starts long before most people recognize it.
Jill heard Gia’s voice from a training session three years back.
To truly take hold of your mind, a vampire must get your attention first. They have ways of doing that. Their mere presence can take over a room. They have an energy about them and most people will drop their inhibitions when a vampire is close. They are masters of controlling how they are seen. If they want to remain hidden, you won’t notice them. If they want to talk to you, you’ll notice nothing else. When you speak with a vampire, you must force your full attention on something other than the vampire’s face.
“And there is Jill,” Bernadette said. Quickly, Jill found something to look at. A silver cross that hung high on Bernadette’s neck. There was a single ruby in the center of the cross. Jill aimed her eyes at that ruby and made herself think about it. She spelled out the word in her mind. R-U-B-Y. She thought about where rubies came from, imagining a raw stone pulled from some mine in the earth. She imagined a gemologist chipping away at the stone with a grinding machine. She demanded that her mind think of a ruby even though it desperately wanted to think about Bernadette.
“I’m so pleased to find you all at home,” Bernadette said.
Her voice was light. It bounced through the air like a song. Jill felt a tickle in her chest just listening to it.
Focus on the necklace, she told herself. Think about that ruby.
“Of course, of course,” said Walter. “When I heard you were coming, well, as you can imagine, I took the first plane back to town.”
“You knew she was coming, Dad?”
Bernadette smiled. “Is my arrival a surprise to you, Jill?”
No, it isn’t a surprise at all, she thought. I was careless and stupid and should have known this would happen.
Aware that even those thoughts were betraying her, Jill closed her eyes and tried to get control of herself.
There was protocol for situations like this. If a Network agent knew she was about to lose her mind to a vampire, she had a few choices. 1) Send out an SOS. 2) Kill herself.
Unlike Gia, Jill had no cyanide capsule hidden away in her cheek for this moment. There was no getting out of this with a quick and painless death. Her only choice was an SOS.
Her phone was in her pocket. She had to find a way to get to it without drawing Bernadette’s attention.
“Yes, I suppose it is a surprise,” Jill said. She turned across the room, sharing a look with Zack. With her eyes, she told him not to do anything. He got the message.
If they tried to run, Bernadette would catch them. If they tried to fight, Bernadette would kill them.
But if they cooperated, if Jill kept her wits about her, perhaps Bernadette would send Zack on his way before the ugly part began.
Perhaps Jill could still save Zack’s life, if not her own.
“Who are you looking at, Jill?” Bernadette said.
She stepped further inside and caught sight of Zack.
“Hello there,” she said. “Who are you?”
Zack stood perfectly still. His shoulders were oddly relaxed. He didn’t look frightened at all.
“My name is Zack.”
While Bernadette was distracted with Zack, Jill reached into her pocket and quickly dialed three zeroes on her phone. Triple-zero was a routine that turned Jill’s cell into a wide direction microphone that recorded everything it heard and broadcasted an emergency line to the Network.
If anyone out there was listening, they would know Jill was in trouble, and they would hear whatever happened next.
“Are you on the staff at the Wentworth home?” Bernadette asked Zack.
Say yes, Jill thought. Please say yes and get the hell out of here.
“Heavens no!” said Walter. “This young lad is Jill’s boyfriend. He came over tonight to meet me. Fine young man, despite the silly paint all over his arms. He has just been sampling my best bottles of gin and he showed excellent taste.”
“Is that so?” said Bernadette, approaching Zack with a smooth, cat-like gait. She grabbed one of his wrists and lifted his arm to look at it. “I had a tattoo once myself. Can you believe that?”
“Yes ma’am, I believe it,” said Zack.
Zack’s voice was cool, his face stoic. Jill hoped he didn’t try anything stupid.
“Yes, I did, right above my ankle,” said Bernadette. “A big heart.”
Her voice was sultry and inviting. Jill felt herself growing angry. This bitch was putting the moves on her boyfriend. If she had a weapon in her hands, Jill might have attacked then and there.
Hell, who needs a weapon she thought, and was already on her heels, about to make a move, when she got control of herself.
This is what they do. Bernadette is toying with me. She’s the cat, I’m the mouse, and she’s having fun with me before she bites my head off.
“Can you guess what happened to my tattoo?” Bernadette said.
“No,” said Zack.
“I’ll show you.”
Bernadette lifted her leg up in the air, slowly, placing her heel on Zack’s shoulder. Zack stood still, giving Bernadette no reaction at all.
“Have a look,” Bernadette said. She grabbed her pantleg and pulled it up so her ankle was fully exposed. Zack turned his head and glanced at the ankle.
“There’s nothing there,” he said.
“That’s right,” said Bernadette. “The tattoo’s gone.”
She pulled her leg back to the ground and inched closer to Zack. “The minute I became immortal my body recognized the tattoo as an imperfection and rejected it. I grew new skin almost immediately. That’s what happens you know. Every scar, every cut, every bruise, every blemish—my body fixes them, leaving me absolutely perfect. I am perfect, don’t you think?”
Fuming, Jill forced herself to take a deep breath. She’s doing this for my benefit. She’s putting me in my place, letting me know that even my boyfriend is hers if she wants him.
“I asked you a question, Zack. Do you agree that I’m perfect?”
“I agree that your tattoo is gone.”
Laughing, Bernadette turned to Jill. “He’s cute,” she said. “So saucy. I like that.”
With so much speed Jill could barely make out the movement, Bernadette put herself right in Zack’s face, grabbing his cheeks and holding his eyes right up to hers.
“I’m perfect Zack, don’t you agree?”
A brief pause, then Zack spoke in a monotone voice, “I agree.”
“Stop it,” Jill said.
“Excuse me?” said Bernadette.
Bernadette’s tone reminded Jill of a playground bully she dealt with in second grade.
“I asked you to stop it.”
“Jill, control yourself,” Walter muttered.
“No, this is good,” Bernadette said. “Your daughter has been defiant towards me since I arrived. I sensed her displeasure at my presence the minute I stepped in the door. Let’s see how far she’s willing to take it.”
Bernadette turned back to Zack, catching his eyes with her gaze.
“What do you think I should tell him, Jill? At this moment, I am in complete control of his mind. Shall I tell him he’s in love with me? Maybe I should tell him that you repulse him. Would you like that Jill? What if I told Zack that the very thought of you made him want to throw up?”
Don’t take the bait, Jill told herself. It will only make things worse.
“Maybe I should have Zack get in a car and go away,” said Bernadette. “What do you think, Zack? Would you like it if I told you to hop in your car and drive to Alaska?”
“Whatever you want,” Zack said.
“Maybe Alaska is too nice,” Bernadette said. “Maybe I should send him somewhere more remote. Deepest Africa. The Amazon. Antarctica. Do any of those sound interesting, Jill?”
She said nothing.
“Or maybe sending him away isn’t the answer. Maybe it would sting more if Zack was carrying on just fine without you.”
Yes, Jill thought. That would sting the most. That would…
That would mean he was safe.
If Bernadette hypnotized Zack to forget all about Jill, the vampires would have no reason to find and kill him later.
“No, please don’t do that,” Jill whimpered.
“A-ha! Now we get a reaction. Do you hear that, Zack? Your girlfriend says nothing when I talk about sending you off on some adventure to a remote part of the world where you’d probably die, but as soon as I talk about making you forget her she freaks. I think she likes you.”
“I do like him,” Jill cried out. A tear streamed down her cheek. She was allowing herself to cry for Bernadette’s benefit, but the tear was quite real.
“Oh, how sweet this all is,” said Bernadette. “If you like him so much Jill, won’t it just be so sad when he forgets you?”
“Yes, it will be very sad,” Jill whispered.
Bernadette pushed her forehead against Zack’s.
“Listen to me, Zack. I’m going to make you forget everything you ever knew about Jill Wentworth. All the good times, all the bad times, all the fun times—when I am done with you, you won’t remember a thing of them. If you see a picture of her, you won’t know who she is. If you see her on the street, she will be a stranger to you. If you find a letter she wrote to you, you will throw it away because it will be nothing but nonsense to your mind. Do you understand?”
“I understand,” said Zack.
Watching this play out was even more devastating than Jill would have imagined. Without meaning to, or even realizing it, she started to bawl.
“No, Zack, you do remember me,” she moaned. “You can’t forget…”
She fell to the ground and cried into her hands. She didn’t know if she was playing the part or not anymore. The despair she felt at this moment wasn’t pretend.
“Isn’t that just so cute?” Bernadette said. “Your girlfriend is sad that you’re about to forget her. Are you sad?”
“I am very sad,” said Zack in the monotone voice. “I don’t want to forget her.”
“Of course you don’t. But you will. You don’t have a choice in the matter. You understand that, right?”
“I understand,” said Zack.
“Very good,” said Bernadette. “Here’s how it will work. When I snap my fingers, every memory you ever had of Jill Wentworth will disappear in an instant. Then you will realize there is no reason for you to be here. You will walk out of this house, get in that ugly red car you brought, and go back where you came from. Do you understand?”
“I understand.”
Bernadette turned to Jill. “How does it feel to know your boyfriend can forget you so easily?”
“How do you think it feels, you monster!” Jill shrieked.
Bernadette turned to Jill and yelled, “I will deal with you in a minute!”
“Ms. Paiz, if I may,” Walter said. “What’s this all about?”
“We in the clan suspect Jill Wentworth of treason,” Bernadette snapped. “In just a moment, I will question her. Pray that I like the answers.”
“You said you were coming here to discuss business,” Walter whined.
“That’s true. Clan business. Oh, did you think I wanted to talk about your silly software company? Goodness. I have no interest in that sort of nonsense. No, Walter, I am here to get to the bottom of some ugly actions involving a student from Thorndike.”
“I assure you we all are innocent in this house,” Walter said.
“And if that’s the case, you have nothing to worry about. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to our mutual friend, Zack.”
Bernadette ran her fingers through Zack’s hair, briefly pushing his bangs out of his face.
“He’s a cute one, that’s for sure,” she said. “His eyes are pretty stunning—but this whole bohemian artist thing? I hate to tell you Zack, but I think Jill is using you in a bit of teenage rebellion. You’re not really her type. She’s a girl of stature and privilege. Are you ready to forget her?”
“I’m ready,” Zack said.
“No,” Jill whimpered. “Please don’t do this.”
Bernadette raised her hand high in the air and snapped her fingers.
The change in Zack was instant. He was like a dog following a command. His head tilted down, his arms fell to his sides, his shoulders slumped, and he walked away, going straight out the front door. A few seconds later, Jill heard the Corvair start up and pull away.
Zack was gone.
“Bernadette…er…Ms. Paiz,” Walter began.
“Sit down and shut up,” Bernadette commanded. Walter raced to the nearest chair and planted his butt in it. Bernadette looked him in the eyes and said, “I’m going to question your daughter now. You’re not going to hear a word of our conversation, even though you are right here with us. Do you understand?”
“I understand,” Walter said.
“Good. Jill, let’s make this easy. Tell me why I’m here.”
Jill was staring at the ruby on Bernadette’s chest, wondering if there was any scenario where she got out of this alive. She decided her best chance was to try and stall the inevitable. If she could keep her wits about her, and stay alive long enough, maybe the SOS signal now broadcasting from her phone would bring her a savior.
“I have no idea why you’re here, Ms. Paiz. I swear I’ve done nothing wrong.”
“You are friends with Nicky Bloom, are you not?”
Jill waited a few seconds before saying, “Yes.”
“Tell me what you know about Nicky Bloom.”
“What I know about Nicky Bloom? Well, I’ve only known her for a few weeks.”
“Yes. You’ve only known her a few weeks, but from what I hear, you are her most important supporter. Why is that?”
She was still staring at the ruby in Bernadette’s necklace, still hoping for a miracle, still stalling for time.
“Two words,” she said. “Kim Renwick.”
Bernadette nodded her head, and Jill wondered if this was it. Had she convinced her? Was the interrogation over?
Before she even knew what was happening, Bernadette’s face was inches away from her own and their eyes were locked together. It was as if the room had contracted and Jill had no choice but to be right in front of her, looking into her eyes, letting her see….
No. Don’t let her see. This is how they do it. This is how it ends.
But she couldn’t stop it. Even as she told herself to look away, to fight, she felt her own mind rebelling against her. Bernadette was in control.
“There is something you aren’t telling me,” Bernadette said. “There is something I’d really like to know about Nicky Bloom and you’re choosing to leave it out. Tell it to me, Jill.”
Chatter broke out in Jill’s brain. Her own voice, yammering away in her mind with everything Bernadette wanted to hear.
She’s in the Network. I am too. I hacked the admissions database to put her here. We want to win the Coronation contest. We built a mansion so when Sergio comes to change Nicky into a vampire we can kill him.
It was as if time had come to a stop while this voice spun in her head, preparing the words that Jill was destined to spill for Bernadette.
Everything went wrong. Melissa Mayhew found us out. She came to the mansion. She killed everyone there. I saw the footage from the security cameras.
The realization was slow to come to Jill, but eventually it did. This voice was talking in her mind, but it was not coming out of her mouth. It wanted to be spoken aloud, but it hadn’t found its way out of Jill’s head. Why was that?
Then Renata showed up and killed Melissa. We don’t know what the hell is going on. I can’t get hold of Nicky. I’m worried she and Ryan are in trouble. The mission is over. Everyone has fled. The only reason I’m still here is because of my mother.
The voice was trapped in her mind. Bernadette’s eyes were begging it to come out, but it wasn’t going.
Melissa Mayhew programmed my mother to be an obedient wife. I want to end the programming and spring her loose. I want to take her with me.
The voice couldn’t break out because Bernadette didn’t have complete control. As far in as the vampire reached with her eyes, she wasn’t deep enough to violate the law of the land.
I choose to do what’s right.
The law of the land, written deep inside the fortress. The hypnosis session with Gordon. It was protecting her. Her will to do the right thing was stronger than Bernadette’s attempt to make her talk.
She was beating her. She could do this.
When she opened her mouth to speak, the words that came out were so confident, so fluent, they surprised even her.
“I am part of a secret consortium whose purpose is to ensure Kim Renwick does not become the immortal from our class.”
“Really?” Bernadette said. “Tell me more, please.”
Jill wished Nicky was here to see her. Backed against the sharpest of corners, with everything at stake, Jill delivered the performance of her life.
“We formed the consortium three years ago,” she began, and then she was off, reciting the cover story the Network had created for her. All the details Gia had made her memorize, all the phony history about Nicky Bloom, the consortium, the plan—it came gushing out with so much rhythm and fluency Jill almost believed her own lies. Meanwhile, the voice in her mind that wanted to tell the truth was circling around, growing more and more quiet, like water going down the drain.
When she was done speaking, Bernadette backed away. She looked satisfied with what Jill had told her.
“That is quite a story,” Bernadette said. “And that’s all you have to tell me, is it?”
Jill felt in complete control as she answered.
“That’s all I have to say about Nicky Bloom.”
Bernadette walked over to Walter, who was sitting perfectly still in his chair. She lowered her hand so it was right in front of his face, and snapped her fingers. He jumped, as if waking from sleep.
“Good news, Walt,” she said. “Turns out your daughter is innocent, just like you thought.”
“Well, yes...I mean, may I ask, if you don’t mind. Innocent of what? What’s happening that brought you here?”
Bernadette smiled.
“Nothing that concerns you now that I know Jill isn’t involved,” she said. “Stand up, please. I have something I need to say to the both of you.”
Walter struggled to stand. He had been sitting so still his legs weren’t quite working yet.
“Eyes on me, please. Both of you. This will be quick and painless.”
Jill looked at Bernadette, wondering what was left.
“Neither of you will remember my visit or anything about this night,” Bernadette said. “Do you understand?”
The voice in Jill’s head wanted to say yes, but it was Jill’s choice whether or not her mouth said the word.
“Yes,” she and Walter spoke at once.
The word meant nothing to Jill. The memory was secure. Bernadette had no power over her.
“Good night,” Bernadette said. “I’ll see myself out.”
 



Chapter 12
 
The mountain behind Falkon Dillinger’s estate housed an abandoned gold mine. Long boarded off and condemned by the humans who built it, the mine was the perfect playground for a vampire, with endless tunnels of darkness, long shafts leading to nowhere, and surprises that continued to turn up a century after Falkon first discovered the place.
Not only was the mine a great place to get away from the noise and confusion of modern life, it was also an ideal hiding spot for Falkon’s many treasures, including an astounding prize he had recently collected in America.
On this night, as Falkon entered the mine, he had an eighteen-year-old boy at his side. The boy, Michael, was a handsome lad, with a mind that was easy to control, and blood that smelled sweet.
They were only a few steps into the mine when Falkon’s phone rang.
“Oh, listen to that, Michael,” he said. “The world wishes to grab hold of us before we disappear into the depths.”
He held up the phone so Michael could see it.
“Renata Sullivan,” Michael said, reading the name on the screen.
“Yes, Renata Sullivan, our partner and financier on this journey, eager to learn more about that girl you picked up at the airport. Do you think we should answer it Michael?”
“You should do whatever pleases you, Master.”
“And I will. But what pleases me? I certainly don’t want to talk to Renata. You and I were about to go see our prisoner, which is a far more enjoyable use of my time. Alas, Renata is important too. We need money and she has a knack for providing it.”
“How many times will the phone ring before it stops?” Michael said.
“Oh, I don’t know. They change these things so fast. Seems like it was only a few years ago that phones could ring and ring and ring until you answered them. Now it’s a race to see whose patience runs out first. I suppose we’ll talk to her.” He pressed the answer button. “Good evening, Renata.”
“I found your precious research file.”
“What wonderful news. Where was it?”
“In a locked drawer in a locked room in a locked building of this god-forsaken place.”
Falkon laughed. “I always hated that farm your family kept in Florida. It isn’t right. We are meant to hunt, not have our meat delivered to our doorsteps.”
“I don’t even want to talk about it. I just want to get out of here. The things I’ve had to do in the past twenty-four hours…”
“That bad, huh?”
“Worse. Dominic sabotaged the whole operation as a parting gift to the world. I’ve had to reprogram hundreds of slaves just to get this place up and running again. Deliveries weren’t going out, chores weren’t being done—the whole place was ready to come unhinged, and unfortunately, we need the Farm up and running for a little while longer.”
“How much longer?” Falkon asked. “When can we get more cash?”
“I can get us a million or so in the next week, and a much larger amount in three months.”
Falkon sighed. Money was such hassle, and so utterly confusing to him these days. It used to be when a vampire needed money he killed a rich man and took his gold. Now it was much more difficult. Central banks and hedge funds and digital transfers and giant bureaucracies overseeing all of it.
He grunted in frustration. Talk of money put him in a sour mood.
“Let’s speak about the girl for a minute,” Renata said. “Do you have her?”
“I have everyone who was on the plane,” Falkon said. “They are yours to do with as you wish.”
“Good. I’m getting on a plane right now. You haven’t looked in her mind yet, have you?”
“No. We agreed that you would look first.”
“Was the Jenson boy with her?”
“There were several people on the plane. We took them all. I have no idea who they are. That is for you to sort out. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a chore to complete before you arrive.”
“You’re going to feed her, aren’t you?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact, I am.”
“Let her die, Falkon.”
“I will, eventually.”
“Let her die now. It makes me nervous that she’s just sitting down there in that hidey hole of yours.”
“She is perfectly secure. There is absolutely no escape until I choose to let her out.”
“And why would you ever choose that when you could just let her starve?”
“You have your amusements, Renata, and I have mine. I enjoy keeping her as a pet. And I will be thrilled to let her out when our work is done. I want her to see the magnitude of my victory over her before I kill her.”
“Of our victory,” Renata said.
“Yes, of course,” said Falkon.
They spoke for a few minutes more, planning out the details of the coming days. When they ended the call, Falkon turned to Michael and said, “That woman has the gift of gab.”
“Yes, Master,” said Michael.
Falkon led Michael into the mine. They walked a short distance along an abandoned track before coming to the shaft.
“Have a look down, Michael,” said Falkon. “What do you see?”
“Darkness,” said Michael.
“Indeed,” said Falkon. “It is a bottomless pit when looking from above. I was so pleased to find this place. I had no idea how deep that hole went the first time I jumped. It was quite a thrill. Do you like thrills, Michael?”
“If it is your desire for me to like them.”
Falkon snapped his fingers and Michael’s eyes sprang open. “Where am I?” he said. “What’s happening?”
Falkon loved that first moment after the slave’s mind was released. The fear in their eyes was so intense. Their screams so genuine.
He pushed Michael, sending the boy plummeting into darkness. The boy squealed like a stuck pig for all six seconds of his descent. When he landed, his legs snapped like twigs.
Falkon jumped down, landing conveniently on Michael’s ankle. Michael let out a beautiful scream of pain.
“I know you can’t see down here,” Falkon said, “but if you could, you would know that there is a steel door cut into the wall right in front of you. Can you guess what’s behind that door?”
Michael was whimpering, his body thrashing about from the pain.
“Fine. I’ll tell you,” said Falkon. “There is a vampire on the other side of that door. A very old, very powerful vampire, who gets thirsty from time to time, being cooped up in there.”
Michael let out a low, terrible moan. The boy had a beautiful voice that echoed throughout the shaft.
Falkon walked up to the steel door and opened a small panel, exposing a cabinet inside. He reached in and pulled out a wooden goblet.
“I’ve had this cup since the year 1183,” he said. “It has held the blood of men and women from all over Europe. Nobles, peasants, even a princess, once. I feed my prisoner with this cup for old time’s sake. Believe it or not, she and I drank from it together once. We were in the hills of Andalucia. She was a good friend of mine in those days. It’s a shame all that had to change.”
Falkon crouched down and bit into Michael’s wrist, eliciting a high-pitched wail that made Falkon’s heart happy. He held the open wrist over the cup. When the cup was full, he put it back in the cabinet, closed the panel, and pushed a button on the side of the door.
“If you listen carefully, sometimes you can hear her drink it,” Falkon whispered.
He put his ear to the door. He heard movement on the other side. The cup coming through. A hand picking it up.
“There she goes,” Falkon said. “Drink up, Daciana. I wouldn’t want you to grow weak in there.”
He turned to Michael, who lay on the ground, weak from the loss of blood.
“It won’t be long, my boy,” Falkon said. “The pain will subside as your body goes into shock. Those last few hours will be quite peaceful.”
“You’re leaving me down here? Alone?”
“No,” Falkon said. “You’re not alone. My friend Daciana is on the other side of that door. I’m sure she would love to listen to you scream a few more times before you die.”
 



Chapter 13
 
Falkon’s home was cut into the side of a mountain in the Italian Alps. A sprawling estate made of twenty-some terraces that stair-stepped up the mountainside, Falkon’s home had a majesty to it that wasn’t even possible in America.
Renata adored the place.
Driving into the estate took her up a winding mountain road. Other than the villages at the base of the mountain, which were populated entirely by Falkon’s slaves, there wasn’t a trace of civilization within miles of the estate. The road took her past alpine meadows covered in snow, forests of tall pine trees, and steep mountain drops on both sides. As she drove higher into the mountains, concrete gave way to gravel. Signs warned that she was entering private land. The forest grew thicker. The road, more narrow.
She crested a hill and the house came into view. Marble pillars and archways, a long portico all around, a statuary in the garden with modern works standing side by side with treasures from the ancient world—Falkon’s was the kind of home that required centuries of deliberate effort to create. There was a greenhouse, two guest homes, barracks for the slaves who lived onsite, a garage big enough to house a snowplow, and, in the center of it all, a multi-million dollar laboratory where Falkon and Renata hoped they would soon make a scientific breakthrough that would change everything.
It was no wonder the guy was always hard up for money. His was a very expensive lifestyle. To do all this in secret, as had been necessary, required him to find a sugar mama who could score him lots of cash.
That’s where Renata came in. Tonight’s visit was the first in years where she didn’t arrive with a suitcase full of money. Not that she was approaching the house empty-handed. Tonight she came with a 3-ring binder she had turned up after an exhaustive search on the Farm. Inside that binder was the research report Melissa had stolen from the Evans family, the research that would allow them to finally finish their work.
Renata’s driver took her to the main entrance. Falkon met her on the front porch.
“Good evening. I’m so glad to see you tonight,” he said in his ridiculous accent.
Renata didn’t know Falkon’s story—nobody did anymore except for him—but in his voice, she could hear some of his thousand-year history. His accent was a mix of Transylvania, czarist Russia, and Slovakia. Not a hint of Italian even though he’d lived in this villa for as long as Renata knew him. Falkon was like Daciana in that way. She too never lost the accent of her homeland, even after a century in the New World.
Falkon kissed her on the cheek. Renata gave him the 3-ring binder.
“Ah yes,” he said. “Here it is. I can’t wait to get started.”
He took her hand and led her into the house, where three humans were waiting to greet her.
“Renata Sullivan, meet Dr. Sharon Weiss from the University of Berlin. She has been promoted to senior scientist following the untimely departure of Hank Evans.”
Renata shook hands with the woman, who had the sort of severe look that only a German could pull off.
“And these two young lads will be our interns for the next few months,” Falkon said, gesturing at a pair of scruffy-looking college boys.
“Interns?” said Renata. “I didn’t know we had interns.”
“Yes, well, you know how young blood can inject new life into a project,” said Falkon. He gestured at one of the boys, a dark-haired kid with splotchy facial hair and baggy pants.
“Mateo here is from the University of Madrid,” Falkon said. “Studying…what was it again?”
“Chemistry,” Mateo said.
“Yes, yes of course. And this other handsome fellow is named Channing. He is from Princeton.”
Channing was a short blonde kid wearing a ring in his nose and a T-shirt that paid homage to some comic book hero named Manta Ray.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Sullivan,” he said.
Renata knew right away that Falkon wasn’t being upfront with these boys. They were far too chipper and eager to please. They weren’t Falkon’s type at all. He preferred to work with humans who could hold their own with him, who wouldn’t be afraid to tell him the truth, even when he didn’t want to hear it.
She was about to ask Falkon point blank what he was up to when she caught sight of the servants setting up a chess board in the dining room. Now she understood. Falkon was going to have some fun.
He turned to the college kids. “Mateo, Channing, please have a seat at the table. You are going to play chess. Mateo will take the white pieces.”
“Chess? Right now?” said Channing.
“It is a tradition of sorts,” Falkon said. “Please, come this way.”
They both smiled and nodded, still so very eager to please. Poor saps.
“I enjoy a good game of chess,” said Mateo.
“Me too,” said Channing. “I’ve been in chess club since middle school.”
“Marvelous,” said Falkon, clapping his hands together. “Just marvelous. Let us hope you are evenly matched and it is a good game. When you are done, I will give a prize to the winner. Begin!”
Mateo grabbed the pawn above his bishop and moved it forward a square. Channing moved his knight. Renata watched as the two kids laid out their pieces in a very traditional opening. It was clear that they were both experienced chess players.
Renata had never been much of a chess enthusiast until she met Falkon. He made her play chess every time she came to visit. He also engaged her in ongoing games over the Internet, and even made her install a chess app on her phone. To Falkon, chess was a way to manage the boredom of a life without end. It was a mental exercise that still challenged him even after a thousand years.
Mateo pushed his bishop into Channing’s territory. It was an aggressive move that Channing could exploit if he worked the board right.
“Ah, and now the real game begins,” Falkon said. “Your pawns are in place and your stronger pieces are coming out to play. Would either of you care to hear about the prize I intend to offer the winner?”
Both boys nodded their heads like eager little puppies.
“The winner gets to assist Dr. Weiss on my research project until it is complete,” Falkon said. “It’s a very good prize, isn’t it?”
“But, I thought we both were here to assist Dr. Weiss,” Mateo said.
“You are,” said Falkon. “And one of you will get to. The winner of this game becomes her assistant.”
Channing furrowed his brow. “You’re not saying the loser…does the loser still get to work on the project?”
“The loser becomes our test subject.”
A second of silence passed through the room.
“What do you mean test subject?” said Channing.
Renata shook her head. These poor kids. They probably answered some advertisement Falkon placed in their school paper. What a deliciously cruel game he was playing with them.
“You are here to do highly classified, cutting edge research under the guidance of Dr. Weiss and in accordance with my instructions,” Falkon said. “Your research will be done on human test subjects.”
“We’re testing on humans?” said Channing. “So this is like, a pharmaceutical thing? I thought you wanted us to do computer work.”
“Computers do play a large role,” said Falkon. “In fact, why don’t we step away from the game for a minute and go look at the facilities? After you know more about the work we are doing, you’ll better understand what’s at stake in your chess game. Come along.”
Falkon led the group to the back of the house, where a long stairwell connected his home to the the lab on the terrace below. Renata walked next to Dr. Weiss as they went all the way to the bottom and into the computer room.
“And here it is, the heart of our operation,” Falkon said, opening his arms wide in presentation.
“Wow,” Channing whispered, clearly in awe.
Falkon’s computer room was quite a sight. Computers controlled their research project, and over the years, they found more and more computing power was needed. In this room alone, there were dozens of powerful computers, all networked together.
“What are you doing with all this?” Channing said.
“We are building a genetic sequence,” said Falkon. “The computers control experiments throughout the lab, and also compile results we have collected from similar research all around the world. In fact, tonight my dear friend Renata has brought some of the most important research of all.”
Falkon held up the 3-ring binder Renata had given him.
“This, Dr. Weiss, will be keeping you busy in the weeks to come.”
The slightest of smirks came to Dr. Weiss’s lips.
“What is that?” Channing said. “Are you actually working on paper?”
Falkon laughed. “Oh, my boy, you truly are a product of the age. Yes, we often use paper around here. And if not paper, then removable storage devices that we hand-carry from one facility to another.”
“Why in the world do you do that?” Channing asked.
“Our research is data-intensive and highly sensitive,” Falkon said. “Far too many spying eyes out there to send it over the Internet.”
“What’s so sensitive about it?”
“Ah, that is a good question! To answer it, we must go to the lab.”
Falkon led them out of the computer room, up two flights of stairs, and into a room with large windows occupying an entire wall.
“This is our viewing deck,” Falkon said. “Please approach the windows. I will turn on the lights and you can see the laboratory.”
Falkon went to the end of the room and flipped a light switch, illuminating what was on the other side of the windows.
“Oh my God, what is this?” Channing said.
In front of them was the specimen cage, a huge, multi-level prison where every cell had a glass door that allowed a full view of the subject inside.
“Dr. Weiss, Channing, Mateo, meet the rest of the family,” said Falkon.
They were looking at sixteen prison cells, each hosting a single creature inside.
Renata enjoyed watching the reactions of the humans. Dr. Weiss stood close to the window, looking on with fascination. She had a bit of lust in her eyes, just as Hank Evans did when he got his first glimpse of the work he’d be doing.
Mateo, too, looked more curious than frightened. Channing, however, looked absolutely panicked. He was the first to speak.
“What the hell are those things?”
“They are feral vampires,” said Falkon. “Distantly related to Renata and myself, in the same way you humans are related to Neanderthals and cavemen. There are only a few links in the genetic code that separate these creatures from Renata and me.”
Renata turned away from the window. The ferals grossed her out. And to think that they shared genetic info with her. To think that her blood had helped to create these horrible things.
All gray-faced and hunched over, the feral vampires were what happened if you took away a vampire’s culture and sophistication, and left only the blood-thirsty predator. This batch of ferals was made using both Renata and Falkon’s blood. In a way, these creatures were part of her clan, a clan where she was queen and Falkon was king.
But neither of them liked to think of these monsters as their brothers and sisters. Instead, they called them pets. Sixteen pets with different personalities and levels of obedience.
“Research? You mean, you made these things?” Channing said.
“I unlocked the genetic code that separates human from vampire, at least, at the most basic level,” said Falkon. “Our challenge going forward is to modify that code further so we aren’t creating these rabid beasts, but instead are making real immortals. When we are done, we will have a clan of immortals that is larger and more powerful than any on earth.”
“This is really crazy,” Channing said. “I’m sorry, Mr. Dillinger. I’m not interested in this job. If you can call me a cab, I’ll--”
“You will finish your chess game,” Falkon said in a commanding voice. “Renata has brought me a binder of research that requires testing. We need a test subject.”
“No way!” Channing shouted. “There’s no way I’m doing this!”
“Are you saying you forfeit the game?”
“I’m saying I want out of here!”
Channing ran out of the room and sprinted down the hall. Falkon walked up to Mateo and slapped him on the back.
“Congratulations,” he said. “It looks like you are the new research assistant for Dr. Weiss. You will start immediately. Renata, give me a minute to go catch our newest test subject, then I will take you to see Nicky.”
Renata listened as Channing reached the end of the hall and ran out the front door.
“Have fun,” she said. “See you in a few minutes.”
 



Chapter 14
 
Monsters with poison fangs and spiders all over her skin—that was what little Nicky dreamed about when the black van stole her and Frankie away in the night.
Later, she learned it was the knockout gas. Addonox was its chemical name. Addonox gave everyone nightmares. For Nicky, the nightmares were so vivid she still couldn’t shake the memory of them, and even though she had since learned to control her fear of vampires, of danger, even of death, she still was a little afraid to go to sleep at night. She was still afraid of what was waiting for her in her dreams.
Addonox was the chemical that came spraying out of the canister on the airplane. Nicky knew it when she saw it, and in her final microsecond of awareness before she collapsed, she knew she was headed into another nightmare.
And that Ryan was too.
For Nicky, the nightmare was a crystal clear, fast-forward version of the recurring dream that had haunted her since the Masquerade. She stood in front of a silver sphere, in the courtyard of a brick building with a big glass window. Her mother stood behind the glass.
Her mother was gray-faced, yellow-toothed, angry, and sick. She pounded on the glass until it broke, then she rushed after Nicky. Nicky tried to run but couldn’t get away. Her mother bit her in the neck. Her blood ran cold as sickness entered her body. She screamed in agony. She died.
She stood in front of the sphere again.
On and on it went, an endless loop of terror and death. Back at home, when she had this dream, she always woke up at the part where her mother bit her. But now the Addonox trapped her in the nightmare. It started, it ended, it started again. Every time her mother’s cold teeth bit into her neck, every time that awful sickness poured into her blood, she prayed that this time it was over, that this time she would wake up.
So when she did actually wake up, finding herself in a cold, dark prison cell, with a mattress on the floor and a commode in the corner, she didn’t feel frightened so much as relieved.
And then the vision started anew.
“Oh no,” Nicky said, closing her eyes, willing it to go away. “What’s happening?”
She didn’t know if this was a new part of the dream or if she had somehow pulled the nightmare into the waking world, but as she sat in the darkness, she lost herself in the vision. She was standing in front of the sphere again. She was looking at her reflection. 
“This isn’t happening,” she said. “It isn’t real.”
Her words did nothing. The world of the dream was more vivid than ever. In the darkness of her prison cell, the vision filled her senses.
I am in the courtyard. I am looking at the sphere. I am waiting.
Waiting for what? Something was different.
In this vision, her mother wasn’t behind the glass, but instead was out here in the courtyard with Nicky. In this vision, there was snow on the ground, reflecting the moonlight and casting a purple glow over everything around.
In this vision, her mother wasn’t sick. Her mother’s hair, skin, and teeth were all normal, and Nicky wanted to run up to her to get a better look. Outside of that horrible vision from the dream, Nicky had no recollection of her mother’s face, but now she could see it. Clear and beautiful and everything Nicky knew it would be. This woman was her real mother.
But as Nicky approached, her mother held up her hand and shook her head.
“What?” Nicky said. “Why can’t I come to you?”
There was fear in her mother’s eyes. She looked back behind her. A stampede of shadowy figures.
“Run, Nicky!” her mother yelled. “Run!”
The shadows descended upon her mother, and Nicky recognized the sickness in all of them. The gray skin, the hunched backs, the gnarled claws—the people coming for her mother had the sickness.
Nicky turned and ran, finding a dirt road leading into the forest. Behind her were sounds of chaos. Snarling, screaming, biting sounds, the noise of animals fighting to the death. Nicky didn’t turn back to look. She just ran. Into the forest. The snow crunching under her feet.
I am running into the darkness, leaving the vision behind. Running...
Her vision was broken when a light came on outside her prison cell. Her eyes, so used to the darkness, rejected the light and she had to cover them with her hands. The glass door slid open and two pairs of feet stepped inside. Nicky struggled to open her eyes. The first face she saw was familiar and unexpected.
It was Renata Sullivan.
 
*****
 
Falkon let Renata go in first.
“Yes, this is Nicky Bloom,” Renata said, rushing at the girl, who looked weak and disoriented. They had been feeding her, but it looked like she had chosen not to eat. Falkon couldn’t say he blamed her. His slaves were never very good at cooking.
Her hair was a tangle of knots. The only clothing she had on was a silk night gown. She looked like her body temperature had fallen dangerously low.
But there was still life in her eyes. Whoever this girl was, she had some fight in her. Even in her weakened state, Falkon could sense her preparing for a faceoff. She sat up straight against the wall. She took control of her emotions. She looked at Renata with defiance in her eyes.
There was something familiar about this girl.
“Welcome, Nicky Bloom,” Renata said. “Do you know where you are?”
The girl shook her head.
“Do you know who I am?”
The girl opened her mouth and in a raspy voice said, “It’s good to see you, Miss Sullivan. Have you come to get me out of here?”
Hearing the girl’s voice only heightened Falkon’s sense that he’d met her before. But where?
Renata laughed. “Oh, you’re a clever one, aren’t you, Nicky? You know, I’ve been curious about you since the moment you were admitted to Thorndike. It was an absolute shock that the admissions office selected someone I had never heard of before. I mean, I didn’t know you, I didn’t know your parents. Had I not been so busy, you and I would have met much sooner. I’m sorry it took this long!”
“Am I in trouble, Miss Sullivan?”
Her voice was stronger now, and Falkon was absolutely certain he had encountered this girl before. Her eyes, her face, her voice, even the way she carried herself—he knew her. But how? How would he ever have come to know a teenage girl from America?
“Yes, Nicky Bloom,” Renata said. “You are in trouble. Let’s have a talk and we’ll find out just how much trouble you’re in.”
For the next hour, Falkon watched as Renata interrogated the girl. It was the most curious interaction he had ever seen.
For one thing, Renata did not have any control over the girl’s mind, even though she thought she did. Nicky Bloom was lying to her, and Renata was buying it whole. It was a pathetic display of weakness on Renata’s part, and an embarrassment to Falkon as a vampire. The way the Samarin vampires outsourced their mind control—allowing Melissa and Dominic to program all the slaves and ship them all over the country—it was and always had been an abomination, and the end result was playing out here in front of Falkon’s eyes. Renata was a rank amateur at mind control. She was missing all the big cues! Nicky’s eyes, her tone of voice, the movement of her hands—all of them were practically shouting to Falkon that she was lying, and Renata was missing it!
But that was only part of what made the interaction so odd. Even more strange was what happened when Renata asked the girl if she worked for Falkon Dillinger.
The girl’s eyes twitched at the question. It was a movement so subtle Renata missed it, but Falkon didn’t. Her pupils wanted to aim at Falkon. The girl knew where to look when she heard his name.
How does this girl know who I am?
And why is she lying to immortals?
First Melissa Mayhew, who became convinced the girl worked for Falkon. Now Renata, who was getting an entirely different story.
No, I do not know who Falkon Dillinger is, the girl said.
No, I never told Melissa Mayhew I work for Falkon Dillinger.
No, I have never spoken to Melissa Mayhew.
No, I did not come to Thorndike to spy on anyone. I am here to win the Coronation contest. I am here to become an immortal.
Lies! All of them lies, and Renata didn’t recognize it!
This girl, this familiar, fascinating girl...what was her story? She spent the better part of the week in an Addonox-induced slumber, she woke up in darkness, spent days in solitary confinement, and yet she had the strength to resist an immortal and the guts to lie to her.
Falkon was utterly intrigued, and wished Renata wasn’t here. He wanted to talk to the girl alone.  
“Then why are you here, Nicky Bloom?” Renata demanded. “If you don’t work for Falkon, why did you come to Italy?”
“I’ve always dreamed of a romantic getaway to Italy,” Nicky said.
Renata turned to Falkon. “Well isn’t that the sweetest thing you’ve ever heard?”
Falkon suppressed a laugh. “Are we done here?” he said.
“Yes. Clearly, Melissa was lying to me. This girl isn’t working for you or anyone else. She’s just another spoiled rich brat.”
“Are we to let her go then?” Falkon said.
“No, I had an idea last night,” Renata said. “These kids you picked up can still be useful to us.”
“Kids? We’re keeping all of them?”
“Show me where you’re holding the Jenson boy,” Renata said. “I want to talk to him next.”
 



Chapter 15
 
Falkon took Renata to the village below the mountain where they each caught someone for dinner. Renata chose an overweight boy who was just on the edge of being overripe. Falkon went for a young girl with red hair.
When they were done, and had thrown the bodies into the forest for the wolves to finish, they went back to Falkon’s house and sat on the front porch.
“Are you satisfied now that you’ve spoken with Nicky Bloom?” Falkon asked.
He was flipping through the research file Renata brought from the Farm. 
“I’m more confused than ever,” Renata said. “What was going on in the Bloom mansion that night I found Melissa there?”
Falkon was reading a page in the binder that had, “Hemoglobin Trials in Immature Host Bodies,” written at the top.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” he muttered.
Renata wondered if this was her future. Sitting outside with Falkon like an old married couple, talking to each other not because they wanted to, but because there was no one else to talk to.
Falkon reached into a flap on the inside panel of the binder, pulling out some sort of  silver medallion.
“What’s that?” Renata asked.
“Removable storage,” Falkon said. “More results from the hemoglobin study are stored on here.”
“What? It looks like a piece of jewelry,” said Renata.
“That, my friend, is exactly the point.”
The silver piece in his hand had a black stone in its center with eight lines of engraving in a sunburst pattern.
“I had these made for Hank and his wife so they could sneak data in and out of secure research facilities,” said Falkon. “Hank wore this one as a belt buckle. His wife had a matching version she wore as a necklace.”
Falkon pressed onto the stone in the center of the medallion. A USB port popped out on the bottom.
“How cute!” Renata said.
“Cute and quite handy,” said Falkon. “Sadly, only one of the drives is in here.”
“You’re not saying something is missing, are you?”
“Nothing we can’t live without,” said Falkon. “Hank was using this drive to store test results. His wife was storing the genetic sequence on hers.”
“And hers didn’t make it into the file, did it?”
“It was probably in the safe at their house,” said Falkon. “Melissa didn’t know to take it.”
“But do we need it?”
“Not particularly. With the data on this drive and the software in my computing stack, we can recreate the genetic sequence here. It will take a few weeks at the most. When I have time, I’ll go down to Rio and get the other drive out of the safe at the Evans house. We can use it as a backup.”
“As long as I don’t have to go back to the Farm again, I’m happy,” said Renata. “Would you like to hear how I intend to get us the money we need?” 
Falkon closed the binder in his lap and gave Renata his full attention. “I would love to,” he said.
“The Rose Ransom is next week,” said Renata. “I get to abduct one girl from the senior class and hide her away somewhere.”
“Sounds fun.”
“It’s a lot of fun. My favorite game of the year, in fact. It’s also a fundraiser. Some years we raise fifty million or more.”
“Am I to take it that somehow you can route the funds from this game to our work?”
“That’s right. After the girl is abducted, her family puts up a big reward for her safe return. We call that reward the ransom, and we give it to whichever student finds her first.”
“Doesn’t seem like a good fundraiser if you’re just giving the money away.”
“The student is expected to donate all of it back to the pot on behalf of one of the girls wearing black.”
“People are giving money, you’re giving it back, they’re giving it back to you—why can’t we just take what we need?”
“We will! That’s the beauty of it. If the princess is never found, the regents get to decide what to do with the reward money. Guess who is chair of the board of regents?”
“Ah….now I see. Nicky Bloom will be your princess, and you will make sure she is never found.”
“I can make the clues exceptionally hard,” Renata said. She was getting excited just thinking about it. She loved everything about the Rose Ransom, and always thought it could be better than it was. Now that Daciana was out of the picture, Renata could finally do it properly.
“Don’t make the clues hard,” said Falkon. “Make them impossible.”
“No, they’ve got to be real clues,” Renata said. “It’s no fun otherwise. They’ve got to lead somewhere.”
Potential clues were coming to her as they spoke. She could write them as poems. Yes! The clues this year would be poems. Poems with a theme. Something instructive for those little brats at school.
She would make this year’s Rose Ransom one for the ages.
“So how much money are we talking about?” Falkon said.
“That’s the other thing that’s so perfect,” said Renata. “It’s the families who have to put up the money. If I abduct Nicky Bloom, her parents have to provide the Ransom.”
“Do you know her parents? Are they rich?”
“No, I don’t know them at all. But I know the Jensons quite well, and they are the richest people in Washington.”
Falkon grinned. “So you’re abducting two of them now?”
“Why not? I mean—this is the 21st century! Why should it always be just a girl who gets abducted? Why not a princess and a prince?”
“What about tradition?”
“Screw tradition! Daciana is gone. This is my clan now! This is my contest! We’re going to have a prince and a princess this year. Everyone is going to be shocked when I announce it, and the Jensons are going to fork over a sum of money so huge we won’t know what to do with ourselves! Oh this is going to be so much fun!”
“I’m glad you’ve found a way to amuse yourself,” said Falkon. “When do we get the money?”
“December,” said Renata. “The students get until the end of the semester to try and solve the clues.”
“Can’t you move that deadline up a bit?” said Falkon. 
“No! I can’t move it up! What’s the fun in that? Falkon, this will probably be my last Rose Ransom ever. It has to be perfect!”
“It’s just that we could use some cash now.”
“And I will get you some. There are other ways to fill the coffers. You worry about that research file in your hands and leave the money to me.”
 
*****
 
While Renata and Falkon chatted on the porch, Nicky cowered in the corner of her prison cell. Strange as it was, she enjoyed it when Renata came in to question her. Talking to a vampire was better than living the nightmare. Now that Nicky was alone in the darkness again, the vision came back, starting over at the beginning.
She was in the courtyard, looking at her mother.
Slow it down, Nicky, she thought. Don’t be a slave to your own mind.
In the vision, she took a moment to look around, to try and gather her bearings. Nothing about this world was a surprise to her anymore. The position of the moon in the sky. The blanket of stars overhead. The sounds of crickets and buzzing beetles in the surrounding forest.
What did it all mean? Why was she here?
You haven’t forgotten what happened here. In the end, we never really forget anything.
Those were Sergio’s words, ringing out in her memory. It was an encounter with Sergio before the Date Auction that set her on the path to Italy. Sergio told her she had to learn the truth of this memory, that she had to bring it into her conscious mind where she could control it, or it would consume her.
The scene of your memory is in the Italian Alps, Sergio said. You are standing in front of a building I know quite well.
Trapped in the vision, she heard Sergio’s voice as if it were a whisper on the wind.
Something happened here. Something so ugly your mind tried to bury it where you would never find it again.
A horde of snarling sick people came running out from the building behind her mother.
“Run, Nicky! Run!”
This time, when Nicky turned to run, she saw someone new. Someone who had never been in the vision before.
It was her father, looking past Nicky, his eyes open wide with panic.
Now she knew what she had to do. She ran for her father. She ran as fast as she could, but her legs were short—she was only five years old—and it took a long time to reach him.
Behind her, she heard something terrible happening. She turned to see the monsters with the gray faces, the yellowed teeth, bearing down on her mother.
She wanted to run back. She wanted to help her mother. From behind her, her father’s strong arm scooped her up and pulled her away. Together, they ran into the forest. They moved as fast as they could. Nicky focused on the sounds of her feet crunching in the snow, allowing everything else to drift away. The scene of her mother, those gray-faced monsters, the sounds of their snarls…
It was too much for her mind to handle. Rather than think of what happened behind her, she thought of her feet. She let the sound of her footsteps wipe everything else away. Who she was, where she was, what she was doing….it faded into the past with every step.  She ran away from all of it. The mountain, the monsters, the sculpture, her memory…
That night, Nicky forgot everything she knew, except that she had to run.
The door to her prison cell flew open and the vision stopped.
Falkon Dillinger stood on the other side. 
 “Good evening, Nicky,” he said.
He had an accent that Nicky couldn’t place. Was it Russian? Ukrainian? Czech? Why did she feel like she’d heard it before? Probably some mix of many accents—vampires lived so long they sometimes blended accents together, creating a manner of speech entirely their own.
“Who are you?” Nicky said.
He extended his hand. “Come, we will talk.”
He was trying to command her, looking directly at her with his deep, blue eyes. Nicky stood up as quickly as she could, thinking it probably wasn’t wise to let him know he had no effect on her. But she was too slow.
“My words do nothing for you, do they?” he said.
Sweeping into the cell with startling speed, Falkon wrapped his hand around the back of Nicky’s head and held her face close to his.
“What is behind those eyes, Nicky Bloom?” he whispered. “Why couldn’t Renata see beyond them?”
Nicky looked right at him, letting him stare as deeply as he wished. He had blonde hair and a perfectly chiseled face. He was pretty, in the way all of them were.
“Closed,” he whispered. “Your mind is a locked door. I wonder what key we could use to open it.”
“There is no key,” Nicky said.
Still examining her face, he said, “You speak as if you are experienced in the matter.”
“Melissa Mayhew tried three times to get in my mind,” Nicky said. “She never could.”
“And if the great Melissa Mayhew couldn’t see inside, then I shouldn’t even try, right? That is what you are saying to me.”
“I don’t know who you are or why I’m here.”
He let go of her hair and walked back to the doorway.
“You do so know who I am. When Renata said my name, you glanced in my direction.”
Nicky said nothing.
“You told Melissa Mayhew that you worked for me, that I enslaved you and sent you to spy on the vampires in Washington. Why did you do that?”
It was a good question, one that was fascinating to Nicky. Her lie to Melissa was nothing more than a bit of improvisation. Locked in the back seat of a limo after the Masquerade, with Melissa threatening to break her fingers, one at a time, Nicky threw out Falkon’s Dillinger’s name in a desperate attempt to save her own skin.
Now she was on the other side of the world, and Falkon Dillinger was standing right in front of her. A big smile came across his face.
“Come out,” he said. “I want to show you something.”
Falkon walked away, leaving Nicky alone in the cell. Slowly, she stepped forward, peeking her head out the door before she stepped through.
She found herself in a huge space with high walls and large windows. No, not windows. Cells. Every window was the front of a prison cell just like hers.
“Do you see anything familiar, Nicky?” Falkon said. He stood a few feet down the way from her, the walls on either side making a wide corridor around them both.
Nicky shook her head.
“You know, I have a theory about why we can’t see in your mind,” Falkon said. His accent was like a word stuck on the tip of the tongue. It was from a memory, but she didn’t know which one. “If my theory is correct, you do recognize your surroundings, or you will. You have the sense that you have been here before.”
Nicky stood silently, looking through the glass of the cell ahead of her. There was someone back there. Someone standing in the corner, hunched over, breathing slowly. In the darkness, the figure in this cell was no more than a shadow.
“There was someone with me on the airplane,” Nicky said. “Where is he?”
Without warning, the shadow at the back of the cell leapt at the glass, snarling with a mouth full of sharp, yellow teeth. Nicky jumped back so quickly she stumbled, and would have fallen on her back had Falkon not rushed to catch her.
“Don’t be frightened,” Falkon whispered in her ear. “He can’t get through the cage, and even if he could, I don’t think he would hurt you.”
The prisoner’s face was right up against the glass, and even in the darkness, Nicky could tell that the skin on his face was a pale shade of gray.
It was one of the monsters from her dream.
“I think he likes you,” Falkon said. “I think they all do. Just as they liked your mother.”
“My mother? What do you know about my mother?”
Falkon laughed. “You look just like her, you know.”
“Tell me where I am,” Nicky said. “Tell me what this is about.”
“You sound like her too. She was fearless. I admired that about her. Yes, I think it is certain. You are the daughter of Celeste Nicole Allen, and after many years away, you have come back home.”
 



Chapter 16
 
Falkon took Nicky to his house. He sat her down at a long table.
“You are going to tell me what you are really doing here,” he said.
“I’ve already told you. I’m a student at Thorndike. I’m a girl wearing black. At the Date Auction--”
“Stop. I have no interest in your games. I knew another human once whose mind was closed to me. I made her behave and I will do the same with you.”
Falkon held up his hand and snapped his fingers. A servant came into the room, dragging Ryan Jenson across the floor.
“What have you done to him?” Nicky yelled.
Ryan’s eyes were distant. His face was pale. He was thrashing left and right, trying to escape the servant’s grip.
Nicky jumped up from her chair ran for Ryan. Falkon stepped in her way
“You may comfort your friend after you’ve told me the truth,” he said.
“You’ve tortured him,” said Nicky. “What did you do?”
“I put him in a prison cell no different than yours. Sadly, Mr. Jenson doesn’t share your ability to keep vampires out of his mind, and the two of you were sharing space with sixteen of the most rabid, crazy vampires I’ve ever known. I can’t imagine what horrors he saw when he was down there.”
Nicky reached for him, but Falkon wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her away.
“I would like you to sit,” Falkon said.
“Ryan!” she yelled. “Ryan, it’s me, Nicky!”
“I will ask you one more time to sit down, Nicky Bloom. You and I haven’t finished our conversation.”
“What more do you want me to tell you!” Nicky snapped. “You drug me. You lock me in a cage! Get out of my way! Let me see him!”
As Falkon pulled Nicky away he spoke softly to Ryan.
“Ryan I would like you to imagine a pain in your skull,” he said.
“What are you doing?” Nicky begged. “Please stop.”
“It hurts, doesn’t it, Ryan? Your skull feels like it’s going to explode.”
Behind Falkon, Ryan’s face contorted in a look of agony. He yanked his hands free of the servant’s grip and put them on both sides of his head. 
“Stop it! What are you doing?”
“The pain is excruciating,” Falkon said. “Worst you have ever felt.”
Ryan cried out, his whole body collapsing to the floor.
“I can kill him this way, you know,” said Falkon. “The mind is that powerful. There isn’t a thing wrong with him, but his mind is sending pain signals to his nerves that are so strong he might go into shock.”
“Please stop! I’ll tell you everything. Just stop doing this to him!”
Falkon raised his hand and snapped his fingers. Ryan’s moaning stopped. He lay on the floor, breathing hard, and shivering.
“Here is our arrangement, Nicky. You tell me the truth, and I make Ryan forget all the misery he’s been through. You lie to me again, I make him feel pain worse than anything you can imagine.”
“I’ll tell you everything,” Nicky said. “I promise.”
“Good. Now please sit at the table so we may have a civilized conversation.”
Nicky went back to the table, adjusting her chair so she could see Ryan, who was still sprawled on the floor.
“Don’t worry about him,” said Falkon. “He’s happier right now than he’s been all week. And if I’m pleased with our conversation, I will say a few words and turn him back into the boy you brought here.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Let’s start with why you came to Italy.”
“I’ve had visions in my sleep,” Nicky said. “I’ve seen people. Sick people with gray faces.”
“And these visions led you here?”
“Someone told me I would find what I was looking for in the Italian Alps.”
“Who?”
Nicky looked at Ryan as she spoke.
“Sergio Alonzo,” she said.
“Sergio Alonzo!” Falkon said. He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands. “See? I knew there was something interesting about you. Sergio Alonzo. That’s a name I never would have guessed you to speak. Truly fascinating. But how did Sergio come to know of your visions? It’s been many years since I’ve spoken with him, but what I remember is that he isn’t the most sociable vampire.”
“We danced at the Homecoming Masquerade,” Nicky said.
“You spoke with him while you danced?”
“No. He…did something to me. Being near him—I never had these visions until we danced.”
“He got in your mind?”
“In a way, yes,” said Nicky.
“But I cannot get in your mind. Renata cannot get in your mind. Even the great Melissa Mayhew couldn’t get in your mind!”
“Sergio is different. I can’t explain it. I’ve been around him twice now. Both times, we’ve made some sort of connection. He can see in my mind, and…”
“Go on, finish what you were going to say.”
“It’s not important.”
“It is to me. And if you care about your friend on the floor over there--”
“I can see in his mind too! Or at least, I did, the last time we spoke.”
A smile came over Falkon’s face. “Oh, Nicky. This is most interesting. Most interesting indeed. But let’s get back to your vision. It opened in your mind when you danced with Sergio.”
“Yes, and then, a month later, he found me and told me the visions I saw were in the Italian Alps.”
“So he sent you here.”
“He said I have a memory that was so painful I’ve hidden it away, and now it’s trying to come out.”
“At last we arrive at your purpose,” Falkon said. “You are here because you want to make peace with your past.”
“I don’t know what I want. I was on the plane with Ryan, we needed to go somewhere for our date, and I just felt like I needed to come to Italy.”
“And here you are,” Falkon said. “In the worst stroke of luck imaginable, you found the exact place you were looking for.” 
“You’re going to kill us, aren’t you?”
“Me? Oh no. That isn’t my intent at all. Renata, however, may have other plans.”
He raised his hands and snapped his fingers.
“Stand up, Ryan,” he commanded.
Groaning, Ryan pushed himself up from the floor. Falkon walked over to him and looked in his eyes.
“The agony you have experienced has passed,” Falkon said. “You are through the storm.”
The change in Ryan was instant. His face brightened. His shoulders straightened. Even his skin tone was affected, going from deathly pale back to its normal color.
“Ryan, I am going to put you in my guest room,” Falkon continued. “I believe you will find it to be the most comfortable bed you have ever slept in, so comfortable, in fact, that when your head hits the pillow, you will instantly fall into a deep, restful sleep. You will remain asleep until I tell you to awaken, and while you rest, you will have the most pleasant dreams your mind can create for you. The fondest desires of your heart will be yours while you sleep. As ugly and frightening as the past few days have been for you, that is how lovely and pleasant your sleep will be. Do you understand?”
“I understand.”
“Say goodnight to Nicky now.”
“Good night, Nicky.”
She looked at him, wondering if this was the last time she would ever see him. I’m so sorry, Ryan, she thought.
“Good night,” she said.
After the servant took Ryan away, Falkon said, “See how easy it is when we’re friends?”
Nicky kept her eyes down, determined to hold back her tears. 
“Well, now that I know why you came, perhaps I can help you find what you seek. Come with me. I’ll show you some things that might jog your memory.”
A minute later, they were standing in the courtyard of Nicky’s nightmare.
The silver sphere, the building, the mountainside—it was all here. Nicky had come to Italy to find this very place. To face her memory and learn the truth about it.
She had so many questions. What was the memory all about? Why were there different versions of it in her mind? Why was her mother in the memory?
But more important than any of those, the first question that came to her mind and out of her lips was, “Why am I here?”
Falkon laughed. “You don’t waste any time, do you?” he said. “You are your mother’s daughter, no doubt about it! Celeste Allen was a woman who could cut through the surface and instantly get at the root of the problem, and she knew that the best way to do that wasn’t to ask what, or how, or even who, but why.”
Nicky walked up to the silver sphere, approaching slowly, allowing the real object in front of her to reconcile itself to the version in her dream.
There were some important differences.
In her dream, she was looking up at the sphere. Now, she was looking down.
In the dream, the sphere loomed large before her, an entire world in which she could lose herself as she gazed at its surface. Now, as she crouched down before it to look at its face, the sphere seemed small. It was barely large enough to see her reflection at all.
In the dream, the silver bars that protruded from the sphere were minor and distant. But on the real thing, on the sculpture she looked at now, the eight bars coming out in all directions were the dominant element.
“It’s a strange bit of irony, isn’t it?” said Falkon. “A creature of the night whose symbol is the sun. You always liked that sculpture, Nicky. Many times I found you out here inspecting it. What were you looking at?”
“My own reflection,” she said. “In my dream, I can see it clearly.”
Falkon walked over to her.
“A nobleman needs an insignia,” he said. “I wanted mine to be a spider. But the engraver who made it for me did a poor job. Everyone thought my spider was the sun. I became so associated with a picture of the sun that I learned to accept it. It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?”
“Why was I here?” Nicky said. “Tell me about my mother.”
“One thing at a time,” said Falkon. “We are talking about your memory in this courtyard. You were looking at your own reflection in the sphere. Tell me more.”
“There was snow on the ground,” Nicky said.
“And a full moon in the sky,” said Falkon.
“Yes! And my mother…”
Nicky approached the brick building, moving slowly towards the familiar plate of glass in its center.
“The dream has changed since I got here,” Nicky said. “At first, I always saw my mother standing behind the glass. She is sick, like those people you are holding inside.”
“Those aren’t people in there,” said Falkon. “Not anymore.”
“But what are they? What have you done to them? What is this place?”
“This place is where your mother and I set out to change the world,” said Falkon. “It was your childhood home, Nicky.”
A cold wind blew across the mountain, sending a violent shiver through Nicky’s body. 
“Lately, the dream has been different,” she said. “Now my mother is standing over there.” She pointed at the far side of the building, imagining her mother running up the hill. “Those sick people are pouring out of the building and she’s yelling at me to run.”
“Is your father in this version?”
“Yes!” Nicky said. “He appears right beside me. He takes my hand.”
“And you run together into the forest,” Falkon said. “While your mother is left behind.”
“What does it mean?” Nicky said. “What am I seeing?”
“Ah-tut-tut,” Falkon said, clicking his tongue and wagging his finger. “I liked your first question better. Not what, Nicky. Why.”
“Why, what, who cares? Just tell me!”
Falkon approached her and put his arm over her shoulders. There was a warmth to his touch that shielded her from the biting cold in the air. With his other hand, he pointed up at a terrace cut into the mountain above them. There was a small cottage on the terrace, hidden among the pine trees.  
“Do you see that house?” Falkon said.
“Yes.”
“Do you recognize it?”
Nicky stared at it for a moment. There was something very familiar about the house.
“You are curious about it,” Falkon said. “Go on. I’m not stopping you.”
As soon as Nicky stepped onto the road towards the house a wave of nostalgia came over her. The slope of the road, the smell of the air, even the sound of the wind took her back somehow. When she came to the front door the feeling that she had been here before was overwhelming.
“It’s open,” Falkon called from below. “Have a look.”
Nicky knew the full layout of the place as soon as she stepped into the front room. The bedrooms were to her right, the kitchen to her left. There was a fireplace on the far wall that lay dormant at the moment, but in Nicky’s mind it was a vibrant hearth where a family gathered to read books and tell stories. She could see a Christmas tree parked next to the fireplace. She could smell a hundred different meals that had been laid on the dining room table.
“What do you think?” Falkon said. He was standing in the entryway, smiling at her. “Do you recognize the place?”
Yes, she thought. This is my childhood home.
“What do you want from me, Falkon?” she said. 
“I want what you want. I want to know why you’re here.”
“I’ve told you why. I was dancing with Sergio.”
“But why, Nicky? Why were you dancing with Sergio?”
“I am a senior at Thorndike. I am one of the girls wearing black.”
Falkon laughed. “You can’t help yourself, can you? You know I can see through your lies, but still you try and tell them. Shall we go wake your friend? Shall we remove Mr. Jenson from his peaceful sleep and return him to his prison cell?”
“I’m not lying, Falkon. I came to the Homecoming Masquerade in a black dress. I am on my way to becoming the next member of the Samarin clan.”
“Oh, the bluster, the lies, Nicky! Tell me the truth!”
“I am telling the truth! Ask Renata! I am one of the girls wearing black!”
“You are not! You are transparent to me, Nicky! I know your heart! You may have worn a black dress to your school dance, but you are not one of the girls wearing black. You have no more interest in becoming immortal than I have in becoming human. Speak truthfully to me or I will bring pain and suffering to your friend the likes of which you cannot fathom! Why were you dancing with Sergio? Why did you lure Melissa Mayhew into your house and try to kill her? Who are you really?”
As Nicky looked in Falkon’s eyes, she thought about her friends back home. The last words she heard from them came in a text message from Jill. Code Orange. Whatever happened here and now, the mission at home was already finished.
“I am in the Network,” she said. “I came to Thorndike to kill Sergio.”
Falkon’s mouth opened wide in surprise. His eyes glinted with excitement. Then he let out a single laugh and clapped his hands together.
“Oh, what fun!” he shouted. “What fun! What fun! You joined the resistance. Of course you did! What choice did you have? You and your father were living off the grid, knowing well that I had people scouring the globe to find you. You spent your youth in the underworld, and somebody figured out you had a special talent. You, like your mother, have a will so strong not even a vampire can change it. You came to Thorndike to hunt Sergio Alonzo, but found yourself swayed by his charms instead!”
“I’m not swayed by anything.”
“But you let him in, Nicky. You held off attacks on your mind from three other vampires, but you allowed Sergio to come inside.”
“I didn’t allow it. What happened wasn’t my choice.”
“You don’t realize it, do you? You are completely unaware of what is happening. Oh, this is brilliant. Utterly brilliant!”
“What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about why, Nicky Bloom! I’m talking about the path fate has carved out for both of us. Connections!” Falkon held his hands up, touching his fingertips to one another. “When you get to be as old as me, you see patterns begin to emerge. You see one event invariably leading to another. You see conclusions years in advance of when they actually come about. And you start to understand why.”
“Well I am not as old as you and I see none of that,” said Nicky. “I asked you why I was here and now I’m begging you to tell me. Why do I recognize this house? How did you know my mother? Why am I dreaming about that courtyard?”
“I think we are finished, Nicky. I believe I understand everything now. Come, we will go back to your cell.”
Falkon grabbed onto her arm.
“No!” Nicky yelled. “But what about my mother? What about--”
“Your mother cost me twelve years of work,” Falkon said. “She nearly ruined everything. And you are just like her. I really should kill you now. But we need you for Renata’s silly Ransom game. Come with me.”
Nicky struggled to break free from his grip, but it was no use. Falkon’s hands were locked on her arm like a vise. With one hand, as if she weighed no more than a feather, he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. Then he moved so quickly Nicky’s head spun from the motion. In seconds, they were back in the dark prison. Falkon opened the door to her cell and threw her inside.
“What about Ryan?” Nicky said. “You’re not putting him back in here, are you?”
Falkon grinned. “It’s sweet the way you care for that boy. And no, I’m not putting him back in his pen. This place nearly killed him, and we need both of you alive and well until December.”
Alive until December? What was he talking about?
“Good night, Nicky. See you in a few months.”
The glass door slammed shut and Falkon walked away, leaving Nicky alone in the darkness.
 



Chapter 17
 
Jill was surprised that no one from the Network tried to contact her about the SOS she had broadcast from her phone. An entire conversation with a vampire, recorded and sent to every operative in the field, and no one responded. If nothing else, she thought she might get some acknowledgment of her grace under pressure, having withstood a confrontation with Bernadette Paiz.
When Monday came and went without a peep from anyone, she typed up a report of what she witnessed at school and emailed it to the strategists at the Network.
I know Code Orange has been called, but there is still work I need to do before I leave town, and, as you heard from my SOS broadcast yesterday, I have withstood the attempts of a vampire trying to interrogate me. That encounter makes me believe I am safe to stay on assignment. I will continue attending Thorndike and will report anything notable I see.
She sent that report to the Network before she went to bed that night. When she woke up on Tuesday morning, she was sad to see she hadn’t received a response.
On Tuesday night she sent another report of the goings-on at school. 
Major unrest at school among Kim’s faction. Realization beginning to dawn on them that Nicky is way out in front. Annika and I find ourselves the most popular people on campus, with many of Kim’s supporters trying to cozy up to us in advance of Nicky’s expected return. I’m thinking I may try and corral all this support and aim it at Mary or Samantha once it becomes clear that Nicky isn’t coming back. We still have the ring on Karmela’s finger, which means we’re still going to win the Rose Ransom. It would be good if that prize money went to Mary or Samantha. Wouldn’t it be nice if the Renwicks were knocked off their perch?
She hit send and went to bed. On Wednesday morning she went straight to her computer looking for a response. There was none.
“Okay, this is starting to piss me off,” she muttered. “Where is everybody?”
That evening she tried calling Phillip. No answer. She sent a text message to Alvin. No response. She tried logging into the servers in Colorado to see if she could chat with Alvin, who was certain to be online.
Her password had been changed.
“What the hell?” she said, and immediately began a text message to Alvin.
I can’t tunnel into the server. No one’s talking to me. What’s going on out there? Is everything alright? Could somebody please talk to me?
After school on Thursday, still having heard nothing from anyone, Jill began typing a new message.
I’ve been thinking, and I’m guessing you all aren’t talking to me because Code Orange has been called and I’m still here. You’re afraid that anything you say to me might get spilled to the vampires since there is danger of my cover being blown.
So let me reiterate. Bernadette Paiz tried to look in my mind and failed. My position is perfectly secure. The vampires think they already know what’s in my head, and even if they decided to have another look, I think they would fail again. I was able to resist Bernadette because of a hypnosis session with Gordon Krause. It was a very powerful experience. I’d like to talk about it with someone.
I’m feeling totally alone out here. Everyone I was working with on the mission is gone. My boyfriend is gone. My friends are…
She stopped typing. She was thinking about Ryan, who might be dead because she had encouraged him to place a bid on Nicky at the Date Auction.
She went back, erased the last few lines, and started again.
I discovered something about my own family last week. Going through the data we stole from Tremblay Property Management, I learned that my mother was born on the Farm, and my father purchased her from Melissa Mayhew.
I took my mother to Gordon a few days ago to try and have her reprogrammed. He wasn’t able to do it. He needs to know the original commands Melissa used to enslave her. Gordon and I both think Melissa wrote those commands down somewhere—perhaps they are stored in the data from TPM. I tried a search query there but came up empty. I tried searching the servers from my father’s company but found nothing. Now I can’t even get into the Network database because Alvin has changed my password.
It’s fine if you don’t talk to me. I’ll keep doing what I think is right. But if anyone out there has any ideas on how to find the commands used to enslave my mother, I’d appreciate your help. I’m at a loss on where to go from here.
I’ll keep sending reports of anything interesting I see at school. I hope that at some point in the future I stop getting the silent treatment.
The next morning, Annika stopped her in the senior parking lot before school.
“I need to talk to you,” Annika said. “It’s important.”
“Okay, I’m listening,” said Jill.
Annika looked around nervously. “Not here,” she said. “Let’s get in my car.”
“Annika, class starts in four minutes.”
“This is urgent, Jill.”
Jill looked over Annika’s shoulder at their classmates heading towards campus.
“So I guess we’re ditching first period,” she said.  Without meaning to, she thought about Ryan, who, as a freshman, left her in his car after breaking up with her. She missed first period on that day too.
Annika already had the passenger door open for her. “Yes, we’re ditching,” she said. “Get in.”
With the rest of the senior class heading off towards campus, Jill got into Annika’s car and the two of them drove away from school.
“I got a call from Shannon this morning,” Annika said.
Shannon. So much had been happening in Jill’s life she had completely forgotten that she promised Annika she would get a new ID for Shannon, who had been on the run from Melissa in Brazil.
“Annika, things have changed,” Jill said. She wondered how much she should tell Annika. “Shannon’s situation may not be as urgent as it was a few days ago.”
“Like hell it isn’t! You know what she told me? The people she was hiding out with robbed her blind! Took everything she had! Her passport, her credit cards, all her money…she’s lost in Rio with absolutely nothing. She had to call me collect using a pay phone in a bar!”
“Wow, that sucks,” Jill said.
“It more than sucks! She’s roaming around in the slums with nothing! How long do you think she’ll last there?”
“I don’t…geez, that’s rough. You know, she should go back to her house. If she goes in the daylight she’ll be fine. Melissa isn’t looking for her anymore.”
“What do you mean Melissa isn’t looking for her?”
Jill looked out the window. They were driving along the river on Clara Barton Parkway. Traffic was light on their side of the road but heavy going towards DC.
“I can’t tell you what I know,” Jill said. “It wouldn’t be safe for you. Just tell Shannon she’s okay to go back to her house as long as it isn’t nighttime.”
“I can’t even get in touch with her!” Annika said. “She has no phone. They took that too! I’m flying out tonight. She and I made plans on where I’m going to meet her. I need you to get me an ID for her. I can’t get her out of the country without one.”
“Annika, I can’t get you a Brazilian passport in a day,” Jill said.
“You said you were working on it.”
“I am! These things take time! My connections…they haven’t been speaking to me lately.”
“Well get them to speak with you!”
“I’m trying! It’s not that easy. These people get spooked sometimes.”
“This is just terrible,” Annika said. “What are we going to do?”
“She needs cash and a place to stay,” Jill said. “Get her both and she’ll be fine.”
“I don’t know how to get her a place to stay. I don’t even speak the language!”
“Just get her a hotel room if you have to. Rent it under your name. Pay cash.”
“Yes, I suppose I could do that. God, this is such a mess.”
“You’ll be fine, Annika. You’ll get her someplace safe for now. We’ll get an ID made. You’ll go back later with it, and the two of you can ride off into the sunset.”
“Wouldn’t that be nice?” Annika said.
“You know, if you’re feeling like it’s time for you and Shannon to get on with your life, don’t stick around here on Nicky’s account,” Jill said.
There was so much more she could have added. So much more she wanted to say to Annika, like, Nicky’s not coming back from Italy. All of us who supported her are screwed.
But she said none of it. Every word she told Annika was something that could be used against them both if a vampire looked in Annika’s mind. It was good that Annika was going to Brazil—if Bernadette was going down a list of Nicky’s friends, Annika’s name would come up soon enough.
“I wish I could stay gone,” Annika said. “But I can’t. I’ll go get Shannon set up and then I’ll come right back home.”
“Why can’t you stay in Rio? If I know where you are, I can get the ID’s to you.”
“It’s more than the ID’s. Jill, my eighteenth birthday is in December.”
“Why does that matter?”
“My trust fund,” Annika said. She said the words like they should have been obvious to Jill.
Annika, like almost every student at Thorndike, including Jill, had a large sum of money floating in her name that became her property when she turned eighteen. For most Thorndike students, the trust fund was just a small perk, another piece of the good life that you didn’t think about that much because it was always there.
But for someone like Annika, who was planning on getting out of DC and starting a new life away from the wealth and security of her family name, the trust fund was a big deal. Once she and Shannon disappeared, there would be no inheritance. There would be no monthly allowance. No new cars on her birthday. No houses handed down, tax shelters to join, cushy jobs thrown her way.
“You and Shannon need that money, don’t you?” Jill said.
“I don’t know what else we’re gonna live on,” said Annika. “Shannon’s got nothing left.”
Jill looked out the window and rubbed her hand across her chin.
“What are you thinking about?” Annika said.
“A lot of things,” Jill said. She was thinking about Annika and Shannon, about Melissa Mayhew, about Nicky and Ryan, Gia, Dante, and Kendall. She was thinking about how the Network was giving her the silent treatment, how she really could use some help finding the command that held her mother hostage.
She was thinking about Zack.
“Can we go back to school now?” Jill said. “I don’t want to miss second period too.”
That night, Jill sent an email to Alvin begging him to talk to her. She mentioned Shannon and her need for a new ID, and told him she really wanted to get at the TPM data.
After she hit send, she opened the bottom drawer on her desk and pulled out the statement for her own trust fund.
One and a half million dollars. It was money her dad had set aside for her when she was born, before either of them knew they would hate each other by the time she was a teen. It was a fully revocable trust—if she ever angered her dad enough he could take it all away.
But he never would. He still held out hope that one day she would work for Black Dart Enterprises, and he could have not one, but two, stellar programmers doing his dirty work. 
Her eighteenth birthday wasn’t until the spring. 
I’m just like Annika, she thought. Hanging on, waiting for the right moment to make my escape.
Unlike Annika, Jill didn’t have anyone to escape to. A vampire had wiped her clean from her boyfriend’s memory. She went to bed that night thinking about Zack, wishing things were different.
Hours later, a hand touched her face and startled her awake. She sat up quickly in bed and tried to scream, but found the same hand covering her mouth so tightly she could only get out a muted moan.
“It’s okay,” whispered a man’s voice, then, his lips right up next to her ear. “I’m from the Network.”
She allowed her shoulders to relax, and the hand came off her face. The man was a silhouette in the darkness of her room.
Jill reached for the lamp on her end table. Half-awake and disoriented, she missed, and sent the lamp tumbling. The man caught it before it hit the floor. As he set it back on the table, he turned it on.
He was a young man, just a few years older than Jill. He had brown, curly hair and dark eyes. He was wearing a white shirt and black slacks.
Jill’s first thought was that he looked like a slave from Renata’s mansion.
“Get dressed and meet me at your back door,” he whispered. “It isn’t safe to talk in here.”
Not safe to talk in here? Jill wanted to ask him what he meant, but before she could, he was already on his way out. Rather than exiting through the door to her bedroom, he climbed to her window, which for some reason, was wide open. He hopped on the trellis and looked back at her, whispering, “I’ll find you at the back door.”
Jill made a mental note to double check that her windows were locked next time she came to bed.
She put on a robe and slippers, then made her way downstairs and to the back door. She half-expected him to be gone, to get down there, find no one, and realize this was just a weird dream. But when she opened the door, there he was, standing in the shadows, his arms folded across his chest. Getting a better look at him now, she was certain his outfit was exactly the same as those worn by Renata’s servants.
“Close the door behind you,” he said, quietly. “We’ll walk in the woods.”
Jill did as he asked. They said nothing as they walked down the path behind the house and into the surrounding forest. It wasn’t until they were past the treeline that he spoke again.
“My name is Tarin,” he said. “I am working undercover as a servant in Renata’s mansion.”
“I thought that outfit looked familiar,” said Jill. “I didn’t know we had anyone working at Renata’s.”
“We didn’t until yesterday,” he said. “Renata has been out of the country this week. We took advantage of her absence, and of the confusion we sensed among the clan. With Melissa dead, the Farm is disorganized. I was able to present myself as a new slave and was accepted at Renata’s mansion.”
“But why? What do they have you doing in there?”
“My mission at Renata’s is to prepare for your arrival.”
“My arrival?”
“At the Rose Ransom kickoff party on Sunday night,” Tarin said. “You do intend to be there, don’t you?”
“Yes, the whole class has to be there,” Jill said.
“I am learning my way around the mansion as we speak,” Tarin said. “I have keys and alarm codes that can get you access to some of the more hidden areas.”
They were coming up on a clearing now, the same clearing where, days before, Jill had confronted her mother about working for the immortals.
“You’re telling me I’m going to sneak away from the party on Sunday and do some sort of break-in,” she said.
Tarin nodded. “Half-way through the cocktail hour, when the vampires go outside to play one of their games, you’re going to slip away from the party. I will find you in the hall between the ballroom and the kitchen. From there, I will lead you to a secure location and give you Renata’s phone. You’ll have twenty minutes to hack it.”
“You want to listen in on her calls?”
“And her emails. And her texts. Can you do this?”
“Well…yeah, I’ve done hacks like that before. I’ll need a laptop with me when we do it.”
“Put everything you need to do this hack on your back porch before morning. I will take it to Renata’s and you will have it for the job.”
They were walking through the clearing now, the moon hanging high above their heads.
“Tarin, this assignment is a big deal. It’s the sort of thing I might spend months prepping for.”
“You are ready to do it now. It’s no different than any of the other hacks you’ve done since you came to Washington.”
“But, the plan…it seems like there are so many variables. I have to sneak away from the party. What if I can’t do it?”
“You can and you will. I will have it all under control by Sunday.”
“That sounds great and all, but I don’t know you. We’ve never worked together before.”
Tarin stopped walking. He looked right at Jill. The moon was bright enough that she could see him clearly. His eyes were intense, a deep brown with a confident strength behind them.
“You might not know me,” he said, “but I know you. I know all about you, Marsh Hawk.”
Jill felt exposed hearing him use her online handle.
“What did you say?”
“I can’t begin to tell you what an inspiration you’ve been to me for the past three years,” Tarin said. “I was in a dark time in my life when the Marsh Hawk showed up on the message boards.”
“You shouldn’t know my screen name,” Jill said. “We’ve never worked together before.”
“Every mission we were doing back in those days failed,” Tarin said. “Agents were dying faster than we could replace them. I was ready to quit. It was your words that inspired me to stay.”
“How do you know I’m Marsh Hawk? Who told you?”
“The strategists told me, Jill. They told me because it was the only way to make me do this crazy assignment. When I got a call saying I had to break into Renata’s mansion, establish myself among the slaves, and lay the ground work for some hacker to crack Renata’s phone, I told them no way. I told them it was sheer madness. But then they told me the hacker was you.”
“Tarin, I’m flattered, really. But I don’t like that you know my handle. I don’t like that you just showed up in my room tonight and --”
“The world is out of balance,” Tarin said. “The vampires are growing in strength and numbers at a pace that is sure to be the end of humanity.”
He was reciting her own words to her now. Words she had written when she was a hot-headed thirteen-year-old who hated her parents and took to an illegal message board to vent.
“You don’t have to do this,” Jill said. “I don’t want--”
“It was one thing when they hid in the shadows and picked us off one at a time to feed their hunger,” Tarin continued. “But to affix themselves at the top of human society, to make us all their slaves—it’s unconscionable.”
The words made Jill cringe. She had been so sure of herself back in those days. So confident in her angry diatribes and certain that she had the courage and the skill to back up the words she wrote on the Internet.
“By the time they kill us we are already dead,” Tarin went on.
“Please,” Jill said. “Just stop. You’re embarrassing me.”
“Everything that makes our lives worth living has been stolen away.”
“I get it, Tarin. I used to go on the message board and write these essays--”
“--to reclaim our freedom we must fight! If we run, or worse, if we acquiesce, we have accepted our fate as their slaves. I want none of this. I want to take the war to them. I want the predators to become the prey!
“Do you know what those words meant to me, Jill?”
“I’m glad you liked them,” Jill said. “But I was thirteen years old when I wrote that essay.”
“You were our voice! You gave us confidence to continue the fight when all seemed lost. Your words changed everything!”
Jill didn’t know what to say. She remembered writing those diatribes and enjoying that other people on the message boards spoke highly of them.
But she never actually thought her words were making a difference. She couldn’t imagine an operative using them to stay motivated.
“I’ve done eight assignments in the past three years,” Tarin said. “All of them were successful. The Network chooses me for the toughest, most dangerous missions with the lowest odds of success, and I always come through. I know your current mission went south, Jill, and I’m sorry to hear about that. But even though you’ve lost the battle, you can still win the war. We’re going to do this. You’re going to put our ears inside Renata’s phone, and when it’s done, you’ll go down in history as the one who turned the tide. You’ll be the agent who took down the vampires with the strength of your mind. Future generations will look back at this time in history as one of horrible oppression, and they’ll be thankful it’s over. They’ll be thankful for you.”
“Enough,” Jill said. “I get it. I’ll do it.”
A big smile came across Tarin’s face. Looking at him, thinking about all he’d just said, Jill smiled too.
 



Chapter 18
 
Renata spent the better part of her week preparing the perfect Rose Ransom. If this was to be her last Coronation event, it would be the best one she ever put on.
She decorated her house to look like a forest at night. She ordered her slaves to create new props for the performance of the Rose Ransom legend. She created perfect invitations for the kickoff party and sent them to the entire senior class. She invited the best chamber orchestras in the world to her home so they could audition for the right to play at the kickoff party. She had six chefs submit menus and samples for the banquet, and selected one from New Orleans she had never worked with before.
She commissioned a six-foot ice sculpture of herself, and had her servants construct a wishing well to go around it, thinking she could fill the well with bottles of vintage champagne. She ordered a 10-tier wedding cake, just for the hell of it, and had the best fondant artist in the world create the perfect rose to go on top of it.
And in the midst of all of this, she found time to create three perfect clues that would send the students on the most challenging, elegant, and artful scavenger hunt ever devised.
She finished the final clue while flying on her private jet. She and a team of her servants were headed to Italy to pay a visit to Falkon and his prisoners.
“They really should award me some sort of prize for the artistry in these Ransom clues,” she said. “Don’t you guys think?”
One of the slaves, a fourteen-year-old blonde girl named Daisy, was quick to nod her head. Another slave, a behemoth of a boy named Frankie, was looking out the window and didn’t hear her.
“What are you looking at there, Frankie?”
“Oh, I’m sorry Master. I was just looking at the wing of the plane.”
Frankie was an interesting boy. The strongest member of her staff by far, he was incredibly useful around the house. He was also unusually pensive for a slave from the Farm. Renata got the sense that he was quite smart underneath all the programming.
Smart and strong. Such a unique slave. So much potential. She had big plans for Frankie. 
Frankie and Daisy were on this trip to work. Neither of them was ripe yet. The rest of the slaves on the plane were in case Renata got hungry.
Slaves like Opal.
“Come here, Opal,” Renata said. “I want to tell you a story.”
Opal approached and took the seat across from Renata.
“I would enjoy listening,” Opal said. “Is this a true story, my master?” 
Opal had been a chef in Renata’s kitchen since she was thirteen. Her face was leathered beyond her years from working over a hot stove preparing meals for the many dinner parties and galas Renata held at her house.
Opal was nineteen now. She smelled delicious.
“Indeed it is,” Renata said. “It is a true story about a sweet little girl with beautiful red hair and a gorgeous smile. This little girl’s parents were two of the richest people on earth, and the girl had many things. A room full of toys. A stable full of horses with a pony to call her own. She had giant birthday parties with lots of presents and she could have candy whenever she wanted.”
“She sounds like a lucky little girl,” said Opal.
“You would think so,” said Renata, “but something bad happened to this girl when she was eight years old. Something dreadful, in fact.”
“What was it, my master?”
Renata sighed. The memory was so distant now, and she had spoken of it thousands of times. Still, this part was a challenge to think about. “Well, my darling, the girl wandered away from her family during a picnic in the mountains. A man found her roaming through the woods by herself. A bad man. A crazy man. He picked her up, covered her mouth, and carried her to a shack on the other side of the mountain.”
“That sounds bad,” said Opal.
“It was awful, and the girl was terrified. The man tied her to a post and started raving about God’s will. He took off all his clothes and went outside to roll around in the mud.”
“This sounds like a crazy person.”
“Oh yeah. Totally bonkers,” Renata said. “Can you imagine how frightened I was?”
“You, Master?”
“Yes, the story is about me. When I was a little girl, I was kidnapped.”
“I am so sorry this happened to you, Master.”
“It’s okay. The story has a happy ending. You see, the man came back into the shack with a knife in his hand. He walked up to the little girl. She was certain he was going to kill her. But he didn’t. Instead, he threw a penny in the air.”
“A penny?”
“He let it bounce on the floor. He jumped up and down with excitement while he waited for it to stop. The girl could see the coin from where she stood. When it finally stopped moving, it was tails side up.”
“Was that bad?”
“No, it was good. Very good! The crazy man screamed and yanked at his hair, then he went outside and disappeared for a long time. He had a routine, you see. He went outside, then he came into the shack and flipped a coin. If it landed tails side up, he had to go outside again. He wasn’t going to kill the girl until the coin turned up heads.”
“But eventually the coin would be heads, Master, wouldn’t it?”
“Five times in a row it was tails!” Renata said. “And before he came back to throw it a sixth time, a hunter arrived at the shack. The little girl was saved.”
“It’s an amazing story, Master. You were so very lucky that the coin always went your way.”
“Indeed I was,” said Renata. “I am the luckiest girl in the world. And I learned a very important lesson that day. You know what that lesson was?”
“Please tell me, Master.”
“You must trust in fate. It is more powerful than all of us. And it is only when we trust in fate that we may find true bliss. Do you trust in fate, Opal?"
Renata had her hand in her pocket, reaching for a coin.
“I do not know about fate, Master.”
“Well, let’s see how fate treats you, shall we? Do you like heads or tails?”
Opal looked confused. The simple choice of one side of a coin was too much for her.
“Fine, I will choose for you,” Renata said. “I choose heads.”
She was about to flip the coin when her phone rang.
“Hang on, Opal. That’s Falkon calling.” She pressed the answer button. “Hello there. I’m on my way to see you now.”
“Looking forward to it,” Falkon said. “I have set up my camera in the master bedroom, just as you requested. Is there anything else you would have done before you land?”
“You have the rose petals, right?”
“I do.”
“Then no, I think we’re set. How are things coming with the research I brought you?”
“Dr. Weiss has entered the data into the computer stack. The DNA is sequencing now. We’ll be able to run some initial tests soon, but we are constrained until you can get us more money.”
Renata looked across the plane at Frankie. “I have something in the works,” she said. “Just a few more days and I should have a nice stack of cash for us. What about our prisoners? How are they doing?”
Falkon chuckled. “Our prisoners are fine,” he said. “Mr. Jenson is sleeping soundly. Ms. Bloom…well, there are some things I should tell you about Ms. Bloom.”
“Yes? What sort of things?”
“To start, your interrogation with her was all a lie. She repelled your advances into her mind and lied to your face, just as she did to Melissa.”
“That’s impossible,” Renata said. “Why on earth would you think that?”
“I’ve looked at her mind myself,” Falkon said. “It is a locked door. A genetic aberration I have only seen once before in my life.”
Renata wanted to protest, but she knew Falkon was telling her the truth. A part of her had felt uneasy with that entire interrogation. When she spoke with Nicky, she felt like she wasn’t ever in complete control.
And it explained why Melissa had been so confused.
“So who is this girl really? Have you used other means to make her talk?”
“I have. The boy is her pressure point. She is quite fond of him. So long as he is being treated well, she is cooperative. The minute I made life difficult for him, she spilled her guts.”
“And?”
“She is a member of the resistance. She came to Thorndike to cause trouble for your family.”
“Oh my,” Renata said. “I never would have expected that. The organization it must have taken. I mean, just to get into Thorndike--”
“It is quite an accomplishment, I know,” said Falkon. “She is an impressive girl. There’s more I should tell you about her, but I think the full story should wait until you arrive. We can have a chat while Nicky and her boyfriend are present. I think it will be a lot of fun.”
“Hey, speaking of fun, can I tell you about these clues I wrote for the Rose Ransom?”
“Certainly,” Falkon said in a less than enthusiastic voice.
Twenty minutes later, Renata having exhausted all there was to say about the Rose Ransom, they hung up. Renata set down the phone and reached for her coin.
“Now, Opal,” she said “I believe you and I were talking about fate.”
 



Chapter 19
 
Nicky lost herself in the darkness of her prison cell. Her body was locked up somewhere in Falkon’s laboratory, but her mind was not.
Her mind was floating on a sea of memory.
Standing in the courtyard. Playing in the garden. Swimming in the lake. Running into the woods with her father.
At first she thought it was the solitude that allowed the memories to come forward. With so little stimulation, her mind had nowhere to go, and turned in on itself.
But as time marched forward and the memories continued to flow, that explanation didn’t feel right to Nicky. Some of these memories were bubbling to the surface on their own. Others felt like they came in from the outside.
Like her memory of a summer afternoon at the lake with her father. Or of long spring days out in the woods, exploring the side of the mountain, picking flowers as she went.  
She remembered reading books in her father’s lap. Sitting at the table with him and learning how to write her letters and numbers. Going out into the meadow and flying a kite.
She wondered where her mother was in all this. It seemed like the only memory she had of the woman was that horrible vision in the courtyard.
A flood of bright light interrupted Nicky’s thoughts. She had been in darkness so long that any light was blinding. This light came from outside the cell, shining bright through the glass door that locked her inside. Nicky covered her eyes with her hands.
The door slid open and someone came in. Unable to see, Nicky crouched against the wall.
“Oh look at her, she’s a mess, Falkon!”
It was Renata. Her voice, so intimidating the first time she came, now seemed distant and harmless to Nicky.
“You need to let her out every once in awhile,” Renata said. “I mean, look at her! She looks like a crazy person!”
She feels like one too, Nicky thought.
“We can clean her up at the house,” Falkon said. “Come along, Nicky. Renata’s going to take your picture.”
They carried Nicky to Falkon’s mansion, Renata on one arm, Falkon on the other. It took the entire walk for Nicky’s eyes to adjust. When they got to the house, Renata dragged her into a bedroom.
“Take a shower,” she commanded. “You stink. I’ll be back.”
Nicky looked around. The bedroom was small. A twin bed, a bookcase, a television, a writing desk...
Her eyes doubled back to the bed. The cover was pulled back. Someone had been sleeping here. Where had he gone?
“Where is he?” Nicky shrieked, running into the hallway. “You promised you would let him sleep in here! You promised!”
She was rushing through the doorway to the living room when she ran right into Falkon. He was like a wall, his body not giving an inch.
“You may relax,” he said. “Your boyfriend is fine. I woke him not more than ten minutes ago.”
“But where is he?”
“Somewhere safe,” said Falkon. “You’ll be seeing him in a few minutes, provided you behave.”
“I want to see him now.”
“And I want you to take a shower!” Renata yelled as she entered the room with a black dress in her arms. She walked up to Nicky and pushed the dress at her. “Put this on after you’ve showered,” she said. “I’ve brought someone to help you with your hair and makeup.”
Her hair and makeup?
“We’re going to do a little photo shoot,” Renata said. “I’m sure your friends back home are all quite curious about your date in Italy. We’re going to show them a picture of a sweet couple having a lovely time.”
Nicky looked from Renata to Falkon, hoping one of them would tell her more.
“Get moving!” Renata yelled.
Nicky did as they asked. Twenty minutes later, she was wearing the dress and sitting in a chair while one of Renata’s slaves blow dried her hair. After her hair was dry, the slave did a complete workup on Nicky’s face. Mascara, eye shadow, blush, lipstick—it was one of the strangest experiences of Nicky’s life. A prisoner in a vampire’s mansion, already told she wasn’t getting out, and she was being made up like a movie star.
When her makeup was complete, Renata led Nicky across the mansion and to another bedroom, this one set up with bright lights and a full camera rig. Ryan was sitting on the bed.
Nicky made to run for him, but didn’t get anywhere. Renata was holding onto her wrist.
“I will tell you when you may get on the bed,” she said. “We’re putting Ryan in place first. You stand here.”
Renata left Nicky at the foot of the bed and went behind the camera rig. As she walked around, Nicky and Ryan shared a glance.
There was so much she wanted to say to him. So much she wished she could tell him before it was all over.
“Okay Ryan,” said Renata. “Gently, so as not to mess up the comforter, I want you to crawl back into the bed and lie down.”
Ryan did as Renata instructed.
“Very good. Nicky, it’s your turn. You may climb on the bed and lie next to Ryan.”
Nicky crawled onto the bed and put her head on the pillow next to him. They were facing each other.
I never meant to hurt you, Nicky thought.
“Stay right there,” Renata commanded. “Just a little more scenery.”
Renata grabbed a bucket from beside the bed and dumped its contents all over Nicky and Ryan.
Rose petals. Hundreds of them. Renata laughed as they spilled all over the place.
“Oops, made a bit of a mess,” she said. “Brush each other off, will you? I want the petals on the bed, not your faces.”
With a gentle touch, Ryan pushed a rose petal off Nicky’s hair. With another touch, he removed one from her cheek. With another, her temple.
“That looks good,” Renata said. “Now, stay perfectly still.”
Renata went behind the camera rig and started adjusting the equipment. Nicky and Ryan lay in the bed, looking at each other, saying nothing.
The camera flashed three times.
“Very good. Sit up, both you,” Renata said. “Falkon and I have something we wish to discuss.”
As Falkon entered the room, Nicky wondered if this was it. They had just taken their picture. Did they have any use for them anymore?
“Renata was quite interested to hear that you lied to her,” Falkon said to Nicky.
“And I was even more interested when Falkon told me the truth about you,” Renata said. “So, the Network. Did you know about this, Ryan? Did you know your little girlfriend came to Thorndike not to become an immortal, but to kill one?”
Ryan shook his head.
“I don’t think this boy is involved, do you, Falkon?”
“Oh no. His mind is an open book. Poor guy just fell for a pretty girl. She ended up being trouble for him.”
“Isn’t that always the way?” Renata said. “But it begs the question. Who is working with you, Nicky Bloom? Is there anyone else at Thorndike who is at school under false pretenses?”
“No,” Nicky said.
“She’s lying,” said Falkon. “I will make her tell the truth. Mr. Jenson, I want you to imagine a fire.”
“No, stop!” Nicky said. “I’ll tell you.”
Ryan’s eyes were open wide in fear. Just a few words from Falkon and his mind was already in turmoil.
She had to be clever about this. She had to convince Falkon she was telling the truth without giving Jill away.
“I don’t work alone,” she said. “My parents –they’re not my parents--”
“Your parents are conveniently missing,” said Renata. “So, you are telling me they are Network agents too?”
“Yes,” said Nicky.
“Who cares about your phony parents?” said Falkon. “Ryan, the fire is at your feet. It’s burning your toes.”
Ryan hissed, pulling his feet back.
“I want to know if anyone else in the clan is in league with you,” Renata said. “Someone powerful enough to get you the only open slot in Thorndike’s senior class.”
“There’s no one!”
“Ryan, your whole body is on fire,” Falkon said.
Ryan cried out in pain. He jumped up from the bed and crashed into an end table, demolishing it on his way down. He landed on the floor and rolled side to side, as if trying to put himself out.
“Please!” Nicky said. “Please stop this!”
“The pain is growing, Ryan,” said Falkon. “The worst you’ve ever felt.”
Ryan was thrashing on the floor, waving his arms at imaginary flames. Nicky was about to open her mouth and tell them anything that might make them stop, when Ryan shouted, “Don’t…tell…them…anything!”
Falkon let out a cackling laugh. “Well, would you look at that?” he said. “Mr. Jenson wants to tough it out.”
“It’s in my mind,” Ryan growled. “It’s all in my mind.”
“It’s not in your mind,” Falkon said. “Ryan, the pain is excruciating. Every nerve in your body is exploding with it.”
“It’s in my mind!” Ryan yelled. “Don’t tell them a thing, Nicky! They’re going to kill us anyway!”
“Yes, we are,” said Renata, “but it doesn’t have to be this painful. You can go with dignity. Give me names, Nicky. How did you get into Thorndike? Who is helping you?”
“We don’t work with vampires!” Nicky yelled. “We kill them!”
Falkon raised his hand and snapped his fingers. Ryan quit yelling. He lay on the floor, breathing as if he’d just run a marathon. 
“Why did we stop?” Renata asked.
“The boy was on the verge,” Falkon said. “Much longer and we would have killed him. You need him alive for the ending of your little contest, don’t you?”
“Yes, but…the interrogation.”
“She is telling us the truth,” said Falkon. “We have nothing to fear. None of your clanmates are in league with her.”
“But how did she get into Thorndike?”
“We hacked the admissions database,” Nicky said. “We made sure the committee didn’t want anyone but me.”
“A likely story,” said Renata. “And I’m supposed to believe you broke into one of the most secure computers in the world and somehow arranged everything so we had no choice but to choose you?”
“We did it twice,” said Nicky. “Once to get me into school, and once to make Karmela the princess for the Ransom.”
Renata’s eyes opened wide.
“She said something of interest?” Falkon said.
“Just today,” said Renata. “The Regents called me today while I was on the plane! They were unanimous in their recommendation of who to choose as princess! They all wanted Karmela. They fought with me when I told them I’ve chosen someone else.”
Falkon smiled. “I think we’re done here,” he said. “Come along, Nicky. Back to your cell.”
 



Chapter 20
 
Renata returned from Italy a day later and raced to complete the final preparations for the Rose Ransom kickoff party.
The ballroom was an array of banquet tables set up in front of a stage. Renata tinkered with the centerpieces on each table, and checked that the projector was working properly.
In the foyer, she made some final adjustments to the indoor forest her servants had created. There were forty-eight potted trees in all, spaced in a way that their branches came together some seven feet above the ground. Renata had her servants string lights all throughout the branches. When the party started, the house lights would dim, leaving only the strings of white lights in the trees to illuminate the place.
It would look and feel like they were having a party under the stars.
The only décor she allowed that was not part of her forest theme was her grandfather clock, which had been in Renata’s family for a hundred years by the time her parents died and bequeathed it to her. On the night of the party, Renata stood in front of that clock for a while, thinking. She was about to change everything. They were on the cusp of a new era, one where an immortal could be created at will. They could create thousands of new immortals if they desired, all of them loyal to Renata and Falkon. All the politicking and backstabbing and general nuisance of being in the Samarin family—Renata was about to end it. She would handpick a few of her most loyal brothers and sisters who could remain in her new clan. The rest would have to go. Melissa and Dominic were just the first. 
The clock read five minutes to eight. A little over an hour and her guests would arrive.
She went through the kitchen and into the garage, where a team of servants were washing the vans. She found Frankie standing behind one of the vans, his long arms stretched out over the hood with a towel in each hand.   
“Frankie,” she said. “How are you tonight?”
“I am good, Master,” he said. “What may I do for you?”
“Put down your things and walk with me. I have a job for you.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She led him into the yard behind the garage, where they walked along a vine-covered fence.
“In an hour, we will be hosting a party at the mansion,” Renata said.
“Yes, the head of house has assigned me to the wait staff,” Frankie said.
“That’s fine, Frankie. You can be on the wait staff for the first twenty minutes or so. But before the cocktail hour is over, I’m taking you outside with me for a more important job. We will have a dozen immortals in attendance at tonight’s party, and while the students sit down for their dinner, we immortals are going to play a game. It’s a game we play using our servants. Tonight you are going to play the game for me, okay?”
“If that is your wish.”
“The game will require you to fight with other servants. Can you do that for me?”
“Yes.”
“Every immortal coming tonight is bringing their strongest, toughest servant to play the game. In our house, the strongest servant is you, Frankie. But are you the toughest?”
“I will be tough if that is my master’s desire.”
“Yes, I really think you will. I understand you weren’t born on the Farm, but were taken up after being found on the streets. Isn’t that right, Frankie?”
“I do not know, Master.”
“But you will. That’s going to be our secret weapon. Later tonight, when all the immortals set their slaves loose to fight, I’m going to allow you to access some of your memories from your youth. You’re going to recall what it feels like to be in danger, to be in a fight. It will give you a huge advantage over the other servants.”
“I will do my best to serve you, Master.”
“Here’s how it will work, Frankie. When the students head into the ballroom for the banquet, the immortals will come outside with their servants. You will all get weapons. Our master of ceremonies will shout the word, ‘Go,’ and you will fight to the death. The last servant standing wins the game. Do you understand the rules?”
“I do, Master.”
“Good. Here’s something else to understand. I really want you to win, Frankie. We immortals place a friendly wager on this game, and I could use the money. You must kill everyone else before they kill you. Can you do that for me?”
“I must kill everyone before they kill me. I will try my hardest.”
“No, Frankie. You will win. You know why?”
“I do not.”
“You will win because you will use your instincts.”
“I will use my instincts.”
“Yes. Your body is a brilliant killing machine. Did you know that, Frankie?”
“I did not.”
“Every human was born to kill. It’s an instinct buried in the most primitive parts of the mind. But your competitors tonight won’t be accessing that instinct. They’ll be programmed instead. Do you understand, Frankie?”
“I was born with the instinct to kill.”
“Right! And tonight, while the other slaves will be obeying their programming, you will be obeying your instincts.”
They had reached the woods outside of her property. Frankie was so tall he had to duck under the branches of a nearby tree.
“The master of ceremonies tonight is an immortal named Bernadette. When Bernadette says go, you are to forget all your programming. Do you understand, Frankie?”
“When Bernadette says go, I am to forget my programming.”
“Every command you learned at the Farm, everything I’ve told you before now, everything any other immortal has put into your brain--you will drop all of it from your mind when Bernadette yells go. Do you understand?”
“I understand.”
“With your mind empty of commands, you will instantly recognize the danger you are in. You will see that the other servants are trying to kill you. You must kill them before they kill you.”
“I must kill them before they kill me.”
“You’ll be full of fear, confusion, and anger. You will use all of that. You will trust your instincts. They will make you into a killing machine. You won’t even be aware of what’s happening. You’ll just be a hunter, staying quiet until it’s time to strike, killing swiftly when your prey draws close. Do you understand?”
“I understand. I must kill everyone before they kill me.”
“Good. You should have no problem winning the contest tonight. When it’s over, I will speak your name. When you hear me say your name, you will once again be my slave. All the programming you lost will immediately come back to you. Do you understand?”
“I understand.”
“Good. Let’s go inside, Frankie. The party’s about to start.”
 



Chapter 21
 
Jill stepped through Renata’s front door a minute before nine o’clock. Mattie Dupree was the first one to greet her.
“Incredible, Jill! You look incredible!” Mattie said.
Jill put an excited look on her face, and allowed Mattie to give her a gentle hug, both of them being careful not to touch the other’s hair or makeup.
Tradition required both Jill and Mattie to come to the Rose Ransom ceremony in the same color they wore to the Homecoming Masquerade. In Jill’s case, that meant dark green; in Mattie’s, royal blue.
“Can you believe we’re here?” Mattie said. “Can you believe this place? I don’t know if it’s ever looked this good!”
“It’s pretty amazing,” said Jill.
“Look at the lights! The trees!” said Mattie. “It’s like we’re in a forest. What an incredible night. And I can’t wait to see the play. I’ve heard it’s absolutely life-changing!”
Mattie was referring to a performance Renata would put on at the end of the night, a sort of one-woman show in which she acted out the legend of the Rose Ransom. Jill also was eager to see the performance—of all the events in the Coronation contest, Renata’s performance of the Rose Ransom was the most mysterious. No one in the Network had ever seen it, and the Network knew only the very basics of the plot. It seemed like students at Thorndike were reluctant to give many details about the performance, saying only that it was amazing and changed my life.
But Jill didn’t know if she would be watching the play with the rest of the class or not. She didn’t know if she would be there for the banquet, or how much longer she’d hang around at the cocktail party.
Half-way through the cocktail hour, when the vampires go outside to play one of their games, you’re going to slip away from the party.
Tarin’s instructions rang in her mind. She hoped they were real. A part of her felt like her late night meeting with Tarin was a dream. It seemed genuine enough, but it was so strange. He just showed up in her bedroom, dressed as a slave from Renata’s mansion, and told her about this crazy plan to hack into Renata’s phone.
“The decor really is something,” Jill said, forcing a smile onto her lips.
“It just makes you wonder, doesn’t it?” said Mattie. “I mean…to be immortal. To live in a house like this. To throw this kind of a party.”
Overcome with her own happiness, Mattie threw her arm around Jill and said, “It’s just a great time to be alive!”
“Okay, okay, what’s going on over here,” came a playful voice from behind them. Jill turned to see Annika approaching with a glass of wine in each hand. She gave one to Jill, then insisted she and Mattie join her in a toast.
“To good times and good friends,” Annika said.
“Here, here!” Mattie squealed.
They clinked their glasses and drank, Jill taking a tiny sip, Annika gulping down half a glass.
“Nicky’s not here yet, is she?” Annika said.
“Not that I’ve seen,” said Mattie. “Have you seen her Jill?”
Jill shook her head.
“That crafty little devil,” Annika said. “Just like the Masquerade. Waiting for the last possible moment to make her entrance.”
“She knows how to get people talking,” Mattie added.
Annika put her wine glass to her lips and downed a big gulp of it. “Mattie, would you be a dear and get me another one of these?” she said, shaking the empty glass in her hand.
“Yeah, I suppose I could do that,” Mattie said, clearly disappointed that Annika was dismissing her from the conversation.
“Jill needs one too,” Annika said.
“I’m good, actually,” said Jill.
“Nonsense,” said Annika. “The night is young, and it’s a tradition at the Rose Ransom to get sloshed before the play starts. Mattie, I saw a bottle of brandy at the bar. Get one of those for our dear friend Jill. Something sweet to take the edge off.”
“Brandy, sure. And a red wine for Annika. I’ll be right back.” Mattie was making no effort to hide her displeasure.
“The cabernet, not the merlot!” Annika called after her. “I don’t think she heard me, do you?”
“Who cares, Annika? Drink enough of those and they all taste the same,” said Jill.
Annika put her hand on Jill’s shoulder. “That’s my girl,” she said, then, in a more conspiratorial tone, “I saw our mutual friend in Brazil yesterday. I need to talk to you some time.”
“Sure thing,” said Jill. “But later, okay? Maybe we could get together tomorrow.”
“See that clock over there?” Annika said, nodding in the direction of a grandfather clock against the far wall. “Find me there in fifteen minutes.”
“Annika, I don’t know if we should talk about this tonight.”
“I’ll be quick about it,” Annika said. “I just wanna give you an update. Fifteen minutes.”
With that, Annika walked away. Mattie returned a minute later, with a glass of wine in one hand and a snifter of brandy in the other.
“Where’d she go?” Mattie said.
Jill shook her head. “Off to be fabulous, I think.”
 
*****
 
Kim Renwick stood in a doorway at the far end of the room, taking stock of the party. Thus far, she had observed that:
1) Jill looked nervous and out of place. Her hair, dress, and makeup were stunning—Kim had never seen that girl look so good—but her body language was that of someone who wished she could run away and hide.
2) Annika had said something to Jill about the grandfather clock at the far end of the room. Whatever Annika said made Jill upset.
3) Nicky and Ryan still weren’t here.
The third observation was the most troubling. What was Nicky Bloom up to?
“Maybe they bailed,” said Rosalyn. “They got in a plane and took off with no intent of ever coming back.”
“That’s impossible,” said Andrea. “Sergio dances with all the girls wearing black at the Masquerade. He tells them…er…he..”
She was stumbling with her words out of fear that she might offend Kim.
“He programs us,” Kim said. “There’s no shame in saying it. It was one of the best moments of my life. I can’t even begin to tell you how magical it was to look in Sergio’s eyes and promise him I would see this through to the end, no matter what. Andrea’s right. Nicky didn’t bail.”
“But she should be here. The longer she waits to arrive, the ruder she’s being to our host.”
“She’s already shown a total lack of respect for decorum,” Kim said. “She does what she wants. That’s why people admire her.”
“You think that’s what this is about?” 
“I don’t know what to think,” said Kim. “But I’m done underestimating her. Nicky and Ryan are up to something. Whatever it is, we need to be ready for it. Jill Wentworth is the key. We need to watch everything she does tonight. She knows something. She and Annika were whispering to each other just a minute ago.”
A servant approached with a tray of hors d'oeuvres. Bowing his head, he held out the tray. Kim grabbed a crostini with one hand. With the other, she tried placing her empty wine glass on the tray, but her eyes were on Jill and she missed the tray. The glass fell to the floor, shattering at their feet.
“What the hell?” Kim said.
“I’m so sorry, Miss,” the servant said. “I will clean this up immediately.”
He was a huge guy with dark skin and hair. The muscles in his arms and chest bulged against his polyester shirt. He had a silver nameplate on his breast pocket that said, ‘Frankie.’
“First day on the job, Frankie?” Kim said. “Good grief.”
“Sorry, ma’am,” Frankie said as he squatted down to the floor. He began picking up pieces of broken glass with his bare hands and putting them on the tray.
Kim turned her attention back to Jill, who was on the move now.
“Where’s she going?” Kim said.
She widened her view and saw that Annika was also cutting a path across the room. Annika and Jill were both headed for the grandfather clock.
“They were whispering earlier,” Kim said, “and pointing at that clock.”
“What are you talking about?” Rosalyn said.
“Hey Frankie, get up here and tell me something,” said Kim.
Frankie, who was still picking up glass, stood up. She was taken aback at how big this guy was. It was like standing next to a brick wall.
“There’s a doorway next to that grandfather clock,” Kim said to him. “What room does that go to?”
“It is a study, ma’am.”
“Excellent,” said Kim. “We need to distract them. Rosalyn. Go talk to Annika.”
“Annika Fleming? I never talk to her.”
“Just do it! Get in her face and find some way to make her stop and talk to you. I only need a minute. And you,” she pointed at Frankie. “You messed up. You dropped my glass and I’m angry about it. Now you owe me. Would you agree?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Do you see that girl in the green dress? The one headed across the room?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Go show her your tray of appetizers. Make her listen to you talk about each one. Stand right in her way so she can’t see past you until you’re done speaking. And do not tell her I sent you. Go now. Hurry!”
Kim watched as Frankie cut his way through the crowd, holding a tray of appetizers and broken glass above his head. She waited until he was right in front of Jill, then she grabbed Andrea by the arm, saying, “Walk with me. Don’t let anyone stop us until I get there.”
“Where are we going?” Andrea said.
“To do a little eavesdropping.”
 
*****
 
Annika was headed towards the clock. Jill was about to follow her when one of Renata’s servants stepped right in her path.
“Excuse me, ma’am, would you like some hors d'oeuvres?” he said, lowering a silver tray of food so Jill could see it. At the back of the tray, piled onto a cloth napkin, were the remains of a broken wine glass.
 “I’m fine, thanks,” she said. She stepped to one side, making a move to go around him. He stepped right in her path.
Jill wondered if this slave was malfunctioning. This was very strange behavior for a servant in a vampire’s mansion.
 “I have a finger sandwich with prosciutto and aged gouda,” he said, pointing at one section of his tray. “I also have crostini made with black olive tapenade and feta cheese.”
He was an absolute giant, standing head and shoulders above everyone else at the party, with a torso so broad Jill couldn’t see around it.
“I also have a vegetarian dumpling, made with soy and ginger sauce,” he said.
“Okay, fine,” she said. “I’ll take a dumpling.”
He stood still for a moment, as if her request hadn’t processed. She was about to repeat it when his eyebrows jumped and he said, “Yes, a dumpling. Here you are, Miss.”
He pushed the tray an inch closer to Jill and she took a dumpling.
“Thank you very much. That will be all,” she said.
“Yes. Very good. Have a good night.” As suddenly as he arrived, the servant was gone, lifting his tray high over his head and walking through the crowd. In the absence his wide shoulders left behind, Jill could see Annika. She was standing next to the clock.
 
*****
 
Kim pushed her back against the wall. She was in a small library built off the front room of the mansion. Immediately to her right was a doorway, and on the other side of that doorway, their backs to her, were Annika and Jill.
“Shannon’s okay,” Annika whispered. “I met up with her and got her a room at the Praia de Sol hotel.”
Shannon? Did Kim hear that right?
Kim only knew one Shannon, and it was a Shannon who was notoriously close to Annika. The two of them were thick as thieves. That is, until Shannon died.
“I’m glad to hear it,” Jill said.
“I gave her enough cash for a few weeks,” Annika said. “When do you think you can have ID’s done?”
“I don’t know,” Jill said.
“Your friends still aren’t talking to you?”
“Actually, I heard from one of them, but I don’t know if he can help me with an ID for Shannon or not.”
An ID for Shannon? Kim felt her mouth watering with possibility at this gossip. Were the two of them hiding a fugitive?
And if so, was it related somehow to Nicky Bloom?
Yes, it had to be! Nicky took Shannon’s spot to get into Thorndike.
This was it! This was the break Kim was waiting for. All she had to do was get this info in front of one of the immortals and Nicky Bloom was toast.
“I wish I could give you a timeframe on an ID,” Jill said. “But I don’t know right now how fast I can make it happen. Worst case, maybe I could give you the name of someone in Rio who could do it for you.”
Rio? Was Shannon in Rio de Janeiro? What was the name of that hotel Annika had said? Prya Desul? Playa Da Sur? Oh, she should have been recording this!
“I’d really rather get the ID from you,” Annika said. “The fewer people who know about Shannon, the better, you know?”
“Yes, I know.”
That’s right you two, Kim thought. The fewer people who know about Shannon, the better. And one more person knows about her now.
 



Chapter 22
 
It was a cool, clear night. The land outside Renata’s mansion was blissfully quiet. So much nicer than the screeching crickets and frogs at the Farm, or the howling winds of Falkon’s mountain villa.
Renata met her brothers and sisters from the clan just outside the gate that separated the house from the forest.
Bernadette and Mark were there, of course, as were Lena and Thomas. Laura Heidegger and Peter Groff were first timers at tonight’s party. Laura was the Coronation winner from the year before; Peter, her new bond.
Renata kissed Laura on the cheek, saying, “How are you, Sweetie?” in a motherly tone of voice.
“We’re so excited to be here,” Laura said. “We brought the biggest, strongest servant from my staff.”
As Laura spoke, Peter grabbed a stocky boy by the wrist and brought him around for Renata to see.
“This is Oscar,” Peter said, slapping the boy on the back. “I’ve been training him all week in the fine art of killing. Hopefully he makes me proud tonight.”
“Good evening, Oscar,” Renata said to the slave.
“Good evening, Miss,” he said back.
Unless there was a surprise behind those eyes, Oscar would be the first one to die this night. He looked fit enough to fight, but his hands were soft and his eyes, meager. It was smart of Laura to bring such a creampuff. No need to show off on your very first scrum. Better to be humble about it and let the older vampires have their fun.
Renata looked past Oscar to the dark-haired immortal standing behind her.
“Steffy, is that you?” she said.
Steffy Esparza put a big smile on her face and came to give Renata a hug.
“It’s been so long,” Renata said. “When is the last time you came to the scrum?”
“Fifteen years at least,” Steffy said. She gestured in the direction of her bond, saying, “You remember Zachias.”
“Of course I do, come give me a squeeze.”
Zachias Brown was a stunning black man with a bald head and razor sharp eyes. Renata had always had a bit of a crush on him, and admired Steffy for landing him. While she was certain that one day she would kill the rest of the vampires here tonight, Steffy and Zachias might get to live. They might be allowed to join her new clan.
“And let me see your pet,” Renata said.
Steffy called over a little blonde girl named Deirdre.
“You brought a woman to the scrum,” Renata said. “Very interesting choice.”
“She’s quite the scrappy one,” Steffy said. “Aren’t you Deirdre?”
“I do my best to please you, Master,” Deirdre said.
Despite the girl’s slight stature, Renata could tell this one was a fighter. Scars on her cheeks, a nose that had been broken once or twice, strong, sinewy hands.
“Have you been training her?” Renata asked Zachias.
“I started in June,” Zachias said with a smile.
“He’s been obsessed with the training,” Steffy said. “As soon as we heard we could come this year, Zachias got to work on this girl.”
An awkward silence passed among them. Steffy didn’t mean anything by it, but in choosing to say as soon as we heard we could come, she inadvertently reminded everyone of someone who was not present. Someone who created the guest list for this party many months before.
“Let’s not dwell on her tonight,” Renata said. “Maybe Daciana is coming back to us someday, maybe she isn’t. Whatever the case, I know that the Daciana we all knew when she was here, the Daciana we loved, would want us to enjoy ourselves tonight. It’s an honor to get tapped to attend, and my privilege to host you all.”
Some nods of agreement and nervous smiles--what pushovers they all were. They were so eager for somebody, anybody to lead them, that they took Renata’s word as gospel.
They knew it was strange that Melissa was absent. They knew Renata and Melissa had been jockeying for the top spot in the clan now that Daciana was gone. They could do the math. Every one of these vampires knew, or at least suspected, that Renata killed Melissa and Dominic. A violation of the most sacred law of the clan—she had turned on her own brother and sister--the law of the clan demanded that such a murderer be brought to justice.
But who determined the law with Daciana gone? Who carried out the sentence?
These questions made them uncomfortable, so they were never addressed. Steffy and Lena and Peter and Bernadette and the whole lot of them just wanted to get through the night so they could go back to their splendid mansions and continue their splendid lives. They didn’t want to do anything hard. They didn’t have the stomach for conflict.
And even if they did, none of them had the strength to challenge Renata. With Daciana gone, there was only one vampire in the clan who older than Renata. Only one vampire with the strength and experience to make a legitimate claim for the throne.
Surprisingly, he had decided to come tonight.
Not that he wasn’t invited—Daciana had made clear that he had an open invitation to any event that appealed to him.
But he rarely showed up for anything other than the Masquerade. He had no interest in anything other than his precious girls wearing black.
Renata saw him lurking in the shadows at the back of the group. She approached him.
“I’m surprised to see you here tonight,” she said.
“Yes, I am surprised I came too,” said Sergio. “I’m not entirely sure why I did.”
“Did you bring a servant for the scrum?”
Sergio shook his head. “I am just an observer to tonight’s festivities.”
Renata looked in his eyes, seeking out a clue to his motives. There was none to be found.
“Would you like to see who I brought?” she said. “He’s quite an impressive specimen.”
Sergio smiled. “The big one standing next to the tree, right?”
Renata turned back to look at Frankie, who was standing at attention under a nearby elm.
“Yes, that’s him,” she said.
“That big guy is yours?” said Laura. “Oh my…oh wow. I’ve got to go take a look.”
As the rest of the immortals went to admire Frankie, Renata and Sergio stood together in silence.
I’m going to kill you, Renata thought. I’ve always hated you and I’m growing an army of immortals so I can finally be done with you.
“Enjoy the scrum,” she said, and left to join the others, who were gathered around Frankie.
“I’m surprised you’re entering such a lovely piece of meat in the scrum,” Bernadette said. “He’ll be ripe in another month or two. If it were me, I would save him for a feast.”
“I’m hoping to have my cake and eat it too,” Renata said.
“Ah, so you think he’s going to win,” said Steffy. “We’ll see. Bigger doesn’t mean smarter, and our little Deirdre here is smart as the Dickens.”
“Words of bluster mean nothing,” Renata said with a smile. “Prove your confidence with your wager.”
The others laughed. Taunting and trash talking were part of what made the scrum such a joy. And gambling on the slaves they brought was a tradition as old as Coronation.
“Alright, alright, I think it’s time,” said Bernadette. “You all have seen the entrants tonight. I am the master of ceremonies. I will record your bets.”
One by one, the vampires wagered their money on the slaves who were about to go into the forest and fight to the death. Renata bet two million dollars on Frankie.
“Oh my!” Bernadette said with a laugh. “Someone thinks highly of her servant.”
“Have you ever wagered that much at the scrum?” Mark said.
“Nope,” said Renata. “Fifty years I’ve been putting up piddly amounts of money. Tonight we live a little. What do you say, friends? Put in more money! Let’s have some fun!”
Twenty minutes later, the betting pot at well over ten million, Bernadette began handing out weapons to the servants. A sword to the tall boy with long hair. A sledgehammer to the fat guy with big hands. Oscar got a spear. Deirdre got two knives. Frankie got a hatchet.
“Alright everyone,” Bernadette said. “All the slaves have weapons. As your master of ceremonies tonight, I have a few things to go over with you before we begin. Last slave standing wins the scrum. In the event of a tie or a close call, I make the final decision. You are allowed to watch from the trees, but I ask you to please stay off the field of play. Some of these kids may get jumpy if they see a vampire. The game moves pretty fast, especially at first, and you’ll be leaping all over the place. In previous years, we’ve had items fall out of people’s pockets in the forest as they’ve been jumping around. To prevent any lost items or disruptions to the game, I’d like you to please hand over everything in your pockets.”
Bernadette took out an antique wooden box and held it open.
“Bring it all over,” Bernadette said. “I’ll keep the key to the box. We’ll open it together after the scrum.”
They all approached Bernadette in turn, dropping their keys, wallets, and cell phones in the box. Bernadette closed the box, locked it, and handed it to a servant.
“Everyone find a spot where you can see,” she said. “Some years it goes pretty quick!”
Renata and the other immortals jumped into the trees to get an overhead view of the contest. Bernadette led the slaves inside the gate and locked the door behind them.
“On your mark, get set, GO!”
 
*****
 
Frankie’s nightmare began when he was ten years old. He and Nicky fell asleep on the floor of the camper, and he dreamt about a snake.
At first it was a small snake, slithering about in the dirt in front of him. But then it began to grow. Six feet long, ten, twenty…it became the largest snake in the world. And once it was fully grown, it turned to Frankie, opened its mouth, and snapped.
Its mouth was around his legs. The snake took a big gulp and its mouth was up to his waist. Another gulp. Up to his chest. Frankie’s legs were starting to burn as the snake digested him whole. He beat on the snake with his fists, tried to poke at its eyes, but nothing worked. The snake was too strong.
Gulp.
Frankie was all the way in now. Total darkness. Air running out. His clothes dissolving in digestive acid. The walls squeezing him down. His arms starting to break.
And then he was in the chair, looking at the vampire.
“Hello, Frankie,” she said. “My name is Melissa.”
This part of the nightmare was so much worse than the snake. This part of the nightmare never ended. The vampire named Melissa made him a prisoner in his own body. His mind was no longer his own. Days passed into months. Months passed into years. Frankie was lost inside himself, the commands of Melissa Mayhew dictating what he could and could not do.
It was strange and awful. A part of him knew what was happening. A part of him knew this wasn’t what he wanted. But that part was weak. It was a tiny voice inside a large machine that did what the vampires wanted him to do.
Labor on the Farm, labor in the mansions, labor for Melissa first, then Renata. Frankie scrubbed the floors, pulled the weeds, mowed the lawns, dusted the furniture, and carried the dead bodies to the furnace.
He was of two minds. The real Frankie, soft and meager, and Frankie the slave, who was in control of his body. Frankie the slave wanted only to please the vampires.
The word GO was like an alarm clock that finally woke Frankie from the nightmare. The instant Bernadette yelled the word, Frankie the slave disappeared. His body was once again his own. His mind belonged to the real Frankie. No one else was in there crowding him for space.
But there was one rule to follow.
I must kill everyone before they kill me.
It wasn’t a frightening thought, or even an ugly one. It was just…true.
He was holding something in his hand. A small ax. The kind he had used many, many times to chop wood and hack at overgrown trees.
A boy came running at him, wielding a club with metal spikes. The boy swung the club at Frankie’s head. Frankie ducked. The spikes from the club pierced the tree behind him. The club was stuck. Uncertain of what to do, the boy tried to shake the club loose.
Frankie chopped into the boy’s neck, a single swing cutting so deep the boy instantly collapsed.
He heard laughter and applause coming from up above. He looked up and saw the vampires. Renata, Lena, Mark, Steffy, and many more. He had been made to memorize their faces and names, taught to do their bidding.
Not anymore.
The realization hit him so hard he almost fell down.
They are not the boss of me. I do not have to do what they say. All I have to do is kill everyone before they kill me.
And get out of here.
There was a house. Not too far from here. He had been to the house the week before. Trapped inside his body, looking through his own eyes, he watched as Frankie the slave lifted four corpses from the floor and loaded them into a van. One of those corpses belonged to Melissa Mayhew.
Frankie the slave scrubbed the floors in that house until they were clean of blood. He found the computers in the attic and removed them all. He took every piece of paper he could find. He did all this because it was what Renata told him to do. And while he did it, the real Frankie watched, helpless, screaming at him to stop and look around.
The real Frankie wanted to look at the photographs on the wall. The photos showed a family. Two adults he didn’t recognize, and a teenage girl he did.
The girl in the photos was Nicky. He was certain of it. Celeste Nicole Allen, but everybody called her Nicky.
His best friend in the world. His only friend, really. During all those years of hard labor on the Farm, while Frankie the slave did everything he was asked, the real Frankie took comfort in his memories of Nicky. He remembered how they looked out for each other, how they had a great time doing it. They lived amazing, wondrous lives, free to do and be anything they pleased so long as they made it back to the camper before dark.
Seeing Nicky in the photos of that house made him want to scream. Stop! Stop what you’re doing and look! It’s Nicky! Right there in the picture! And there she is again! It’s her, I know it! Would you please just stop and look for a minute!
But Frankie the slave paid him no mind. He never did.
Now, free of that hideous slave version of himself, he would go back to the house where he saw the photos. He would find Nicky. They would look out for each other again.
As he thought this through it became a second bit of truth for him, and now he had two rules to live by.
1. I must kill everyone before they kill me.
2. I look out for Nicky and she looks out for me.
A boy with a giant sword was running in his direction. Frankie looked at his ax, which was tiny in comparison to the sword. He dropped the ax and reached behind him, where the spiked club was still stuck in the tree. With one tug it came out.
The boy swung the sword at Frankie. He blocked it with the club. Then, his muscles remembering a summer many years ago when he played baseball every afternoon, he struck the boy in the chest with the club, one of the spikes going deep and killing the boy instantly.
I must kill everyone before they kill me. I look out for Nicky and she looks out for me. I need to run.
What was that? A third bit of info. Run? Yes, run. It was an instinct, and Frankie trusted his instincts. He saw no one else to kill so he started to run.
But with his first step he realized the spiked club would slow him down. He tossed it aside and grabbed the ax he had started with. Then he sprinted for a break in the trees. His instincts told him this was the way to go. A break in the trees where I can see the stars.
When he got there he looked up, and remembered nights with Nicky, the two of them gazing through the moon roof of the camper.
That’s the Big Dipper, Nicky told him. Her arm was pointing at a collection of stars in the sky. You use it to find Polaris, the North Star. Do you see it?
Yes, he saw it now. Looking up through the clearing in the trees, he saw the Big Dipper, and let his eyes drift up, just like Nicky taught him, until he saw Polaris.
That star will always tell you which way is north.
But tonight he didn’t want to go north. That house with Nicky’s pictures on the wall wasn’t north. Frankie knew which way it was because he had driven the van to get there. That house was to the east.
A memory of Nicky drawing a four-pointed star in the sand. Nicky and Frankie were lost that day. Nicky used the sun to move them in the right direction. North, south, west, and east.
To the right of the North Star. That’s where he needed to go. Fast as he could, he ran east. There was movement in the trees up above him, but nothing on the ground below. No one around he needed to kill. Now it was time to run. Run to the house where he saw Nicky’s picture.
 
*****
 
Renata was sitting in her favorite perch. An old mulberry in the center of the forest. She had planted this tree from seed on the night she moved into the mansion.
It quit growing a little over a decade ago. Renata remembered when it happened. It was one of the great disappointments of her life. She could count on so little in her life, but she had always counted on the mulberry tree. It kept growing every year. Larger around the trunk. Higher into the sky. Wider across the canopy.
Then it stopped. Its branches rubbing up against the oaks and elms on either side, it quit its assault on the sky. Renata remembered feeling betrayed by the tree, and in a fit of anger, she tried to tear it down with her bare hands.
She couldn’t do it. A vampire was capable of extraordinary feats of strength, but knocking over a mature mulberry tree by hand wasn’t one of them.
The episode provided a wonderful lesson for her. Even immortals have limits.
If you looked hard enough, you could still see the scar on the trunk from Renata’s attempted murder of the tree. Sometimes she came out at night and stared at it. A divot in the wood, a discoloration in the bark, a reminder that the tree won.
They liked to believe they were kings of the universe. Daciana encouraged them to think that way. But it simply wasn’t true. None of them would live forever. They liked to call themselves immortal, but they were just vampires. Vampires who got tired of living so long, who grew sick of each other, who grew restless and acted out, seeking some kind of change, any kind of change.
“Where’s he going?” Mark Spinoza called out with a laugh.
He was referring to Frankie, who had been the star of the show tonight. Two spectacular kills, both made with ease, followed by a crazed sprint toward the eastern fence.
Renata leapt out of her tree and landed in the elm where Mark was sitting.
“I’m not sure why he’s running,” she said.  “He’s a little unpredictable.”
“You didn’t teach him to run for cover?” Mark said.
“No. I taught him to kill or be killed, but I’ve given him lots of leeway in how to do it.”
“Fascinating,” Mark said. “He’s been just marvelous tonight. Two quick kills. Steffy’s little girl has two also. I think it will come down to them.”
“Yes, I think you’re right,” Renata said.
Steffy’s blonde assassin, Deirdre, was engaged in a hunt for Oscar at present. He was leading her south.
Everyone else was dead, most having been killed in a cute little bloodbath that happened as soon as Bernadette said go.
“Deirdre will kill Oscar,” Renata said. “Then she’ll go look for Frankie. She’ll run all the way across the forest while he stands in place, waiting for her. By the time she finds him, he’ll be rested and she’ll be exhausted.”
“Yes, yes, I could see that happening. He’s a smart little booger, that Frankie.”
“He’s hardly little,” Renata said.
They laughed together.
“Come on, Deirdre’s closing in on Oscar,” Mark said. He jumped to the next tree, and the next. Renata followed close behind. They were playful as they went, the two of them soaring as high as they could above the canopy, laughing when they landed hard, enjoying the night.
Funny. She was going to miss this. As desperate as she was for a change to alleviate the boredom, now that she knew one was coming, she felt nostalgic for all the years gone by.
That’s why this will be one for the ages, she thought. That’s why this has to be the best Rose Ransom ever.
They came to a stop in a maple that hung directly above where Oscar was standing. All the other vampires were in the tree with them. Steffy, Peter, Zachias, Laura…even Sergio.
“Here she comes, Oscar,” Laura yelled. “Stay strong!”
“He doesn’t have a chance,” Mark said. “Look at Deirdre run. What a mean little devil you created.”
“Yes, we really wanted her to turn into a crazy bitch when the scrum started,” said Zachias.
Everybody laughed.
Renata did a quick head count of the vampires in the tree. Someone was missing. Was it Bernadette?
“Hey Mark, where’s your lovely lady?” Renata asked.
Mark looked up for only a second.
“I dunno,” he said. “She must be over watching Frankie, waiting for the action to come to him.”
Renata looked across the forest. She couldn’t see that far. Too many trees in the way.
“Yeah, must be,” she said.
“Oh, look out!” Mark said. “Deirdre’s grabbing the knife by the blade.”
“We’ve been working on this for months,” Zachias said. “I’m so excited she’s going to try it.”
While Oscar stood at the ready, holding out a giant spear, Deirdre cocked her arm and launched one of her knives. Flying end over end, it made a straight line through the air, coming to a stop in Oscar’s chest.
“Yes!” Zachias shouted.
Oscar fell to his knees. He dropped his spear. With both hands, he heaved the knife out of his chest, yelping in pain as he did so.
Deirdre arrived a second later, and stabbed him in the throat.
 
*****
 
Jill was trapped in an exhausting conversation with Isabel and Gabe about which teacher at Thorndike was the worst.
“Ms. Tenorio is pretty awful, but I’ll give you points on Mr. Holcomb,” Gabe said.
As much as she loathed her present company, she’d rather talk about the worst teachers at school than face a barrage of questions about Nicky and Ryan’s absence. Gabe and Isabella were so drunk they had forgotten to care that one of the girls wearing black was missing.
“At least Ms. Tenorio is cute,” said Isabel. “Dumb, but cute.”
“You’d do her, wouldn’t you?” Gabe said.
“Yeah, I totally would!”
The two of them broke into a fit of laughter, Isabel laughing so hard she grabbed her stomach and doubled over. With Isabel’s huge hairdo out of the way, Jill had a straight view across the foyer.
She saw Tarin standing behind a tree trunk. With a gentle nod of his head, he told her it was time to go.
“Excuse me friends,” Jill said. “Nature calls.”
She ambled across the party, heading in Tarin’s direction. As she moved, so did he, and she found herself going faster just to keep up. Tarin led her out of the foyer, and through a door on the north wall.
She was in the ballroom now. A sea of round tables spread before a giant stage. Slaves were bustling about, laying out trays of food on long tables that lined the walls.
Tarin stood in place, waiting for Jill to catch up to him.
“Stay close to me,” he said quietly. “No one will question you so long as we’re together.”
Jill walked right next to him, and together they crossed the ballroom, heading into the adjoining hallway and into the kitchen.
Tarin moved with speed and confidence, and it seemed like all the other slaves in the house cleared out of his way. They cut through the kitchen, coming out to a sitting room on the other side. From there, they went into an art gallery, and Jill got her first sense of just how forbidden her presence was in this side of the home. Works of Van Gogh, Renoir, and Gaugin hung on the walls, each of them covered with crisscrossing laser beams, the subjects of the paintings seeming to stare down at her as she rushed across the floor.
Security cameras propped in the corner of each room looked back and forth from above, but Tarin was always one step ahead of them. He knew when to move, when to stop, and when to duck into a corner and hide. Tarin and Jill only moved when the cameras were looking the other way.
They came to a meeting of three hallways in a small sitting area. Tarin took her down the hall to the right.
“No cameras in this hall, but plenty of servants pass through. We’ll be running the rest of the way,” he whispered. “Kick off your shoes.”
“How far do we need to go?” Jill asked.
“Just do it,” Tarin hissed.
Jill did as he asked. As soon as her shoes were in her hand they were running, Tarin moving so fast Jill could barely keep up. On and on they went, one hallway after another, then a huge flight of stairs going down.
They came to an underground living area with the strangest décor Jill had ever seen. Part living room, part parkour course, the space had high ceilings, a concrete floor, and lots of platforms and bars stretching the length of the walls. As they ran through it, Jill imagined Renata spending time here alone, jumping from platform to platform, hanging upside down on bars near the ceiling, being a vampire.
They were such strange creatures.
Tarin led her to a steel door that was locked three times over. He pulled a ring of keys from his pocket and opened each padlock, starting with the one on top. When he turned the key in the last lock, the door popped with the sound of a magnetic release.
“Wow, something special must be back here,” Jill said.
“It’s where she sleeps,” said Tarin. “They are paranoid about being killed in their sleep.”
“We’re going down to her bedroom?”
“It’s not a bedroom. It’s a crypt. And yes, you’re going down there. It’s the safest place for you to work. No servants will have any reason to go down there during the party.”
Jill looked past the door. A stone staircase in between narrow walls led into total darkness.
“Could it be any creepier?” she said.
“Take this,” Tarin said, handing Jill a flashlight. “Everything you need is down there. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”
“Fifteen minutes? You’re leaving me down there alone?”
“I have to be seen at my post.”
He gave her a gentle nudge, and she was on the first step.
“Fifteen minutes. You can do this, Jill,” he said.
Then he closed the door, leaving Jill alone in Renata’s crypt.
 
*****
 
Renata bounced among the trees until she was in a position to see Frankie running along the perimeter of the fence. He was magnificent. So fast for a human. Such a beautiful stride, with strength in every step.
Frankie came to the gate on the eastern wall and shook it. He wanted to get out. Where did he want to go?
There was enough force in his arms to make the whole fence move as he shook the gate. It was fascinating to watch. Renata had left a lot to chance with Frankie’s programming, effectively turning him into a free man the instant Bernadette yelled go. The only command in Frankie’s mind was to kill the other slaves in the scrum, something he had done with an almost elegant efficiency.
It was just him and Deirdre now. Frankie at the gate, shaking it violently; Deirdre running at him from behind. The other vampires were gathering in the nearby trees to watch this final fight. Most of them were banking on Deirdre after that impressive knife toss she used to kill Oscar.
But Renata wasn’t. She had faith in her Frankie.
He let go of the gate and kneeled down to pick up his hatchet. He must have heard her coming. This was going to be a thing of beauty. Frankie took one look behind him, gauging the distance to Deirdre, and then turned back to the gate.
“What is he doing?” Steffy said.
Frankie lifted the hatchet high over his head with both hands, then with a single, mammoth stroke, he broke through the lock on the gate.
Cheers and laughter broke out among the vampires in the trees.
“Look at your boy, Renata!” Peter shouted. “It appears he’s had enough.”
“I can’t believe he did that,” said Steffy. “One strike and he broke through a solid piece of metal. I don’t even know that I could do that in one swing.”
“The problem is he’s ruined his ax,” said Mark. “He put a big divet in the blade.”
“Here comes Deirdre!” Zachias yelled.
The little blonde killer was only fifty yards away now, and once again had her knife raised as if to throw it.
“Come on, Frankie,” Renata whispered. “Go back and kill her.”
Frankie did just the opposite. The lock broken, Frankie kicked the gate wide open and started to run.
“He’s off the grounds!” Laura shouted with glee. “Has this ever happened before?”
“Not that I can recall!” Mark said. “But I don’t think he’s getting very far. Deirdre’s winding up….and there it goes!”
Deirdre launched her knife through the air, just as she had done to Oscar. It was a great shot, making a low arc as it flew end over end, headed right for Frankie.
With reflexes that made Renata proud, Frankie swung his hatchet through the air and batted the knife out of the way.
“Oh! Did you see that?” Mark shouted. “This is so awesome!”
“She still has another knife left,” said Zachias. “And Renata’s boy is turning tail!”
It was true. Frankie was bolting out of the grounds now, running faster than any human Renata had ever seen. The trees were more widely spaced outside of the fence and she had to plan her leaps between them more carefully. She couldn’t remember the last time she had so much fun.
“There’s a hill up ahead,” Steffy announced. “Frankie loses the advantage of his long legs on the hill. Come on, Deirdre! You can do it!”
Steffy’s prediction proved correct. Not only did Deirdre’s shorter legs serve her well on the hill, but her shorter stature made it easier for her to move among the low-lying bramble. Within minutes, she was right behind Frankie, moving the second knife to her throwing hand.
As if sensing her intent, Frankie darted to the left, putting a tree behind him right as Deirdre threw the knife. The blade landed in the bark with a thunk. Deirdre rushed to retrieve it.
“No, no, Deirdre, he’s setting you up!” Zachias yelled, but it was too late. As Deirdre reached for her knife, Frankie swung around from the other side of the tree, hitting her head with the broad end of his hatchet.
The girl’s skull made a crunching sound as it fractured. She fell to the ground, dead.
“Yes!” Renata shouted. “I win!”
The other vampires broke out in applause.
“What an incredible scrum!” Mark said. “Best in years. Congratulations Renata. A well-earned victory from a most impressive specimen.”
“Oh, and there he goes!” Lena said, noting that Frankie was running up the hill again.
“Does the boy never get tired?” said Peter. “I am shocked at his stamina. What did you do to him, Renata?”
“I’ll never tell,” Renata said with a grin.
“We must come back next year,” said Steffy. “I want a rematch. This was too much fun.”
“Aren’t you going to go get him, Renata?” Lena said, pointing at Frankie, who was almost at the top of the hill. “What’s the command that brings him back to normal?”
“It’s just his name,” Renata said. “Spoken with my voice.”
“Don’t say it yet,” said Steffy. “He’s so good and this has been so much fun—let’s race to catch him.”
“Oh, that sounds fabulous,” Mark said. “Catch him and carry him back to the gate. First one to get him back into the property wins.”
“Be gentle, you guys,” Renata said. “I need Frankie in full working order to help clean up after this party.”
“We’ll be careful, we promise,” said Steffy. “Everybody ready? On your marks…get set…”
 
*****
 
Renata’s crypt was a horrifying place. Stone floors, stone walls, and a stone ceiling—it had all the ambiance of a tomb. Against one wall sat a computer desk. Against another, a coffin. In between was wire shelving that held two skulls and ten jars. Jill aimed the flashlight at one of the jars and shrieked at what she saw inside.
Easy, Jill, she told herself. No worse than what you saw in Merv Tremblay’s room of perversions. You’re here to do a job. Just do it.
There was a small desk in the corner. Renata’s phone was sitting on it, hooked up to a laptop, ready for Jill to hack. She went to the computer and sat down. Her heart was racing. Her hands were shaking.
You’ve done a hack like this dozens of times before, she told herself. This one is no different than the others.
 
*****
 
“Yes, Daddy,” Kim said. “Shannon Evans.”
“Are you certain?”
Was she certain? God, her daddy could be so dense sometimes. Kim wanted to hold the phone away from her ear and scream at the top of her lungs, YES, I’M CERTAIN YOU ASSHOLE!
Keeping her cool, Kim said, “She mentioned Shannon by name.”
“Who? Who are we talking about?”
“Annika Fleming! She and Jill were talking. Have you not listened to a word I’ve been saying? Annika talked about getting a room for Shannon at some hotel in Rio. The Praya Desol or something.”
“Praia de Sol,” her daddy said. “On Ipanema beach. Lovely hotel.”
“Gee, thanks for the review. I’ll be sure to stay there next time I go. DO YOU HAVE ANY CLUE WHAT THIS MEANS?”
“Easy there. You don’t need to yell.”
“Shannon Evans is alive, Daddy!”
“Did they mention her last name? Maybe it’s another Shannon.”
“It’s not another Shannon.”
“But you have to be certain. If we take this to the immortals, they’ll want to have a look in your mind.”
“We’re not taking this to the immortals! Are you out of your gourd you stupid old man! We’re holding this over Annika’s head.”
“Annika Fleming? What on earth could she have that we want?”
“Are you kidding? It’s was a text message from Annika that started this whole mess! It’s Annika’s  friends who are propping up Nicky Bloom. It’s the way they do whatever the fuck she tells them to do. It’s like a cult and Annika’s the one pouring all the Kool-Aid. If she decides that I’m the Coronation candidate to support, then it’s game over for Nicky Bloom.”
“And you think, with enough pressure, Annika would tell them to support you instead.”
“I think she’d do anything we asked her to if she knew her life was at stake.”
“I feel like we need more proof. Just because you overheard a conversation about a girl named Shannon--”
“I’m telling you this is Shannon Evans we’re talking about! It makes so damned much sense. We should have known this from the beginning. Annika and Shannon were tight. Best friends ever. And then Shannon disappeared and Nicky got her spot.”
“I heard from a very reliable source that Shannon disappeared because her father made Daciana angry.”
“And a more reliable source is telling you right now that Shannon is alive and is a part of the giant shitball that is the Nicky Bloom campaign. If we expose them, Daciana will have their heads and I win by default!”
“Is Daciana there tonight?”
There was a bit of desperation in her daddy’s voice. It disgusted Kim. Her old man had always been in love with Daciana. Or at least, in love with the idea of her.
“I haven’t seen her,” Kim said.
“I wish you had. I haven’t heard from Daciana in a long time. I’m worried that she isn’t returning my calls.”
Kim shook her head. Pathetic. For all his power in Washington, for all the fear he commanded in this town, in his heart, Galen Renwick was a needy, pathetic man.
“It doesn’t matter if we have Daciana in our pocket or not,” Kim said. “All that matters is that Annika thinks we do. She and Jill and Nicky and Shannon are making a mockery of the Coronation contest! They’re deceiving the immortals! They know that if someone finds them out, they’re all dead!”
“I still think we need more evidence.”
“Well go and find me some, then! Jesus Christ, it’s like I have to do everything around here.”
“We would need evidence that Shannon is still alive.”
“Send someone to Rio de Janeiro. The Praia de Sol hotel. Shannon Evans is there. I guarantee it.”
“And if we’re going to blackmail Annika, we would need evidence connecting her to Shannon.”
“Annika and Shannon have been talking. Find out what they’re saying to each other.”
“Okay. I’ll get after it. You better get back to your party.”
 
*****
 
Frankie ran down the hill, spreading his legs in long strides, allowing gravity to do the work. He heard movement in the trees, the vampires, whooping and hollering as they leapt among the branches behind him. He sensed a change in them. They weren’t observers anymore. They were coming for him. They were coming quickly.
Shadows in the moonlight. Leaves and twigs on the forest floor. Tree trunks racing by on either side. Piercing screams from the vampires behind him.
Battle cries.
He saw the shadow before she landed. She flew through the air above his head and landed with her back to him.
I must kill everyone before they kill me.
There was no hesitation. No thought about what it meant to attack a vampire. He raised his hatchet and struck the woman while she was still turning around to face him. The blade of his hatchet landed between her shoulder and her neck.
Had the blade not been so dulled already she would have lost her head on that first strike, but this hatchet had no sting left after Frankie smashed it against the lock on a steel gate.
The vampire looked at him with horror in her eyes. Frankie yanked the hatchet free and blood began flooding from the wound. The vampire was weak and disoriented, but not dead.
I must kill everyone before they kill me.
He raised the hatchet for a second swing.
“Frankie!”
The sound of his master’s voice, calling his name, pulled him under. The real Frankie, who had been so occupied with the task at hand he never got to enjoy his freedom, got sucked back into the vortex. Frankie the slave was back.
Renata landed right next to him.
“Frankie, no!” she said. “Stop!”
“Yes, Master.”
He was an observer again, trapped somewhere behind the eyes that now looked at the vampire he had nearly killed.
Lena was her name. Frankie the slave knew all their names and faces. Lena Trang.
She was kneeling on the forest floor, using her hands to hold her head in place. Her wound was healing itself. Her strength was returning.
“He’s mine!” she snarled. “I will rip him apart!”
“Cool it, Lena!” Renata snapped. “It’s your own damned fault. I can’t believe you almost got killed by a human.”
The others were laughing. It was funny to them that Lena almost died. One of them put his hand on Frankie’s shoulder, declared him to be an amazing piece of meat.
“And almost ripe,” said Renata.
“What a treat he will be,” said Mark Spinoza. “I dare say I’m jealous he’s not in my pantry.”
Renata looked at Frankie and smiled. “Yes, Frankie is a very special boy. The sort you don’t eat unless it’s a special occasion. Okay you clowns, I won the scrum. Where’s Bernadette? I want to talk about my prize money.”
 
*****
 
Jill had worked her way past the login, had disabled all the tracking software, and was creating a mirror of Renata’s phone on the laptop.
It was taking a long time.
“How big is this phone?” she whispered.
She looked at the system stats. The phone had a 16 gig hard drive—hardly anything at all. The mirror should have been written in just a few minutes. Why was it taking so long?
She looked at the processing speed on the laptop and the phone. Everything looked normal.
“Odd,” she said. Perhaps there was some security clogging things up?
She spent the next few minutes double checking everything about the hack. It all looked good. Not a thing was going wrong. It was just taking longer than she thought it should.
Blowing it off as something to do with the phone, something she didn’t understand yet but would once she had complete access, she slouched back in the chair. Nothing to do now but wait.
Her eyes drifted to a strange black and white picture hanging on the wall next to the desk. A young Renata Sullivan, twelve or thirteen years old, standing onstage, holding a skull in her hand.
It was Renata’s love of performance that drove the theatrics of the Coronation contest. A dance where everyone came in costume, a stage erected in the woods where boys beat each other to a pulp, an auction at a theater downtown where the girls wearing black were sold to the highest bidder…
And tonight, a play. The Rose Ransom performance would begin in just a few minutes. Jill could explain away her absence from the party. But come the performance, where everyone had an assigned seat at a table--if she wasn’t back upstairs by the time the play started she was in trouble.
Higher on the wall, above the picture of Renata, hung a tapestry with two sentences embroidered into the fabric.
Tis thee, myself, that for myself I praise,
Painting my age with beauty of thy days.
The door opened, startling her and making her jump up from the desk.
“Jill, it’s me,” came Tarin’s voice.
“Tarin you nearly scared me to death!”
Tarin rushed down the stairs. “Are you done?” he said. “It’s time.”
“I’m in and everything is working, but it’s going slow. I need a few more minutes.”
“We don’t have a few more minutes. I have to be back at my post.”
“If I stop the hack now we have nothing,” said Jill. “If I get a few more minutes, we’ll have full remote access to Renata’s phone.”
Tarin stood on the bottom step for a second. The crypt was illuminated only by Jill’s flashlight and the glow of the screens, but somehow the light fell on Tarin in a way that he was crystal clear.
He was an exceptionally good-looking guy.
“Here’s what we’ll do,” he said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a keyring. “Take this.”
“Renata’s keys? Oh, I don’t--”
“It’s the only way. You take the keys. You stay down here and finish the hack. When you’re done, leave everything where it is. Lock the door behind you and get back to the party. I’ll get another set of keys from the barracks and come down here later to clean up.”
“I don’t like this plan, Tarin. I don’t even know if I can find my way back through all those halls. And the security camera?”
“You can do this, Jill. I have faith in you. Have a little faith in yourself.”
“I have plenty of faith in myself! But you’re talking about leaving me alone in the crypt of Renata’s mansion!”
Tarin placed the keys on the computer desk.
“You can do this,” he said.
“Tarin, wait. Can’t you give it just a few more minutes?”
He was already running back up the stairs.
“I have to get back, Jill. Renata will notice if I’m gone.”
Before she could utter another word of protest, Tarin was at the top of the stairs, closing the door behind him.
 



Chapter 23
 
The hack finished running not more than five minutes after Tarin left.
“Crazy loon,” Jill muttered. “Couldn’t wait even a few minutes to help me get out of here.”
She grabbed the keys and went up the stairs. She stopped at the door and listened for movement on the other side. It was quiet, so she opened it. The room outside was empty. Jill closed the door behind her and locked it using the keys Tarin left for her. With no pocket on her outfit for keys, and her handbag checked at the front door of the mansion, she had no choice but to hold them as she ran. She ran with only a vague memory of which way to go, but a sense that if she had faith in herself, she could pull if off. Up the huge staircase, into the maze of long hallways, down one to the left, and to the left again. The chandeliers, the suit of armor, the glass case with treasures from antiquity—she recognized every space she passed through, and she even remembered where to look for security cameras. She was doing it. It was an incredible, exhilarating feeling. She was making all the right moves at the right times. She was about to enter the art gallery when the sound of footsteps stopped her in her tracks.
There were two pairs of feet. One with hard soles that clomped across the floor. The other a pair of high heels moving with a light touch.
Both were coming her way.
Jill backed into the nearest room off the hallway, finding herself in a museum of sorts. Pedestals rose from the floor, a dress inside a glass case on top of each one. The dresses were extravagant and varied. Some were big Victorian Era gowns with giant hoops and tight bodices. Others were more contemporary, hanging on slim mannequins inside their glass cases.
Every dress had a big blood stain on the front, as if the poor soul who was wearing it got stabbed in the stomach. And now she saw a bloody knife lying on the pedestal underneath each dress. Glass cases with bloody dresses and bloody knives--Jill felt like she had stumbled into a museum of murder evidence.
“No, I’m headed to my dressing room now,” came a voice from the hall. It was Renata. One of the people she heard in the hallway was Renata!
Frantically looking for a place to hide, Jill backed into one of the pedestals and the glass case on top began to tip.
“Yes, I’m scheduled to do the performance in just a few minutes,” Renata said. The voice was louder. She was getting closer.
Jill caught the tipping glass case before it fell over. She pressed it back into place, then she bolted for a door on the far wall. She opened it to find a small closet. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her.
Seconds later, Renata came into the room.
“I’ve spoken with several of the students,” she said. “None of them know a thing.”
A thing about what? Who was Renata talking to?
“Sergio is the only one I’m worried about,” she said. She must be on the phone, Jill thought. But who came in with her?
“Yes, he’s here tonight. I’m surprised too. He never comes. What was that? The students? Oh no. I have ways of getting the students to play nice for me. Have I ever told you about the Rose Ransom performance I put on for these kids?” Then, more quietly, Renata said, “Frankie, my shoes are in that closet over there. Go get them for me.”
The second pair of footsteps. Renata hadn’t come in here alone, and now someone was walking to the closet where Jill was hiding. She pressed her back into the corner and held her breath.
“It really has been my greatest contribution to the clan,” Renata continued. “In its way, my little play is just as important as Coronation itself. Not that Daciana ever recognized that.”
A hand on the closet door. The doorknob started to turn.
“Yes, you’ve got it,” Renata said. “It’s much more than a simple play. For these students, it’s everything. One of the great moments of their young lives.”
The door opened. Light came flooding into the room. Jill stood perfectly still in the back corner.
The big, burly servant, the same one who ran into Jill at the party and forced her to have a dumpling, stuck his head inside, and started scanning the floor. He was looking for shoes. Outside, Renata continued talking. With the closet door open, her voice was much louder in Jill’s ears.
“I’m on stage in two minutes. Call you later.”
As Renata snapped her phone shut, the servant snatched up a pair of shoes on the floor of the closet. He was standing up, about to leave, when his eyes fell on a second pair of shoes, and the feet inside them.
He was looking right at Jill now. With her eyes, she begged him not to say anything.
They were locked in place for two very long seconds, the servant staring at Jill; Jill staring back. Then he backed away and closed the closet door behind him.
“Here you are, Miss,” he said.
“Oh you found them,” said Renata. “My lucky shoes. I’ve worn these for every Rose Ransom performance since the very beginning. Can you believe that, Frankie?”
“I believe everything you tell me, Master.”
“Of course you do. Zip me up in the back. This dress is a beast.”
Jill heard the sound of a zipper, then two pairs of feet walking away from the room. She stood perfectly still, her back still pressed into the corner of the closet.
The footsteps moved down the hallway and faded into silence.
What just happened? she wondered. That slave…would he rat her out? Why didn’t he say anything when he saw her?
From elsewhere in the mansion, Jill heard a brass fanfare. The overture. The play was about to start. She had to get out of here.
Slowly, she opened the closet door and poked her head out. Confident it was clear, she ran out of the room. Back down the hall, through the foyer, and into the ballroom. She snuck in through the back door and slunk down the side of the room. People saw her but she didn’t care. The overture was still playing. She had made it. She found her table and took the empty seat next to Annika.
“Where the hell have you been?” Annika whispered.
“Oh, just…around,” Jill said.
Onstage, the curtain began to rise, rescuing Jill from answering anymore questions. She leaned back in her chair and took a deep breath.
I made it.
As the audience gasped at the beauty of the set on the stage, Jill closed her eyes and allowed herself a moment of pride. So much had gone wrong since the Date Auction ended, but tonight, one thing went right. She was still a Network agent, and she had just pulled off the most dangerous, audacious assignment ever.
As she sat in the chair, once again pretending to be a student, she realized she still had a set of keys that opened the door to Renata’s crypt in her hand.
 



Chapter 24
 
Renata took the stage and looked out over the audience. A hundred eager faces, students who had no clue of the significance of this moment. For decades she had been performing the Rose Ransom. Thousands upon thousands of students sat in the audience over the years and participated in the spectacle, the show changing them without their even knowing it.
Her dress on this night was a dusty rose color, made of silk and bejeweled with hundreds of small diamonds. Her hair was pulled back into a Roman ponytail that draped over her shoulders with tassels of golden silk. Her makeup was stark and theatrical. Sharp eye shadow, dark highlights on her cheeks, bright red lipstick.
She finished the look with a tiara that was so loaded with diamonds, rubies, and sapphires it was heavy on her head.
She could already imagine how the dress would look in her museum. For tonight’s performance, the knife was huge. This dress wouldn’t just be stained with blood, it would be soaked. It would be the most extravagant piece in her gallery. A perfect memento from the greatest of all Rose Ransom performances.
She marched to the center of the stage and began the show.
“There once was a king who was old, lazy, and fat,” she said. She scanned the audience as she spoke the words, catching many of them in the eye, locking into their minds and willing them to participate in the show.
“When his daughter, the princess, came of age,” she continued, “the king arranged for her to marry a prince from another kingdom, thus strengthening the power of both houses. But the princess had no love for this man, for he was foul and slothful.”
She had them now. Three sentences were all she needed to catch most of them. Now she and audience were one, and could get lost in the tale together.
 “The princess begged the king to free her from the arranged marriage, but he refused,” Renata said, allowing her hands to move freely, accentuating her words. It was like a dance. She led; the audience followed. Art at its most exquisite.
“Distraught, the princess shut herself in her bedroom, vowing to never come out. And there she stayed, until the night before her wedding, when the king knocked at her door and told her to open it or he would break it down.”
 
*****
 
At the end of the party, Renata steps onstage and tells the students the story of the Rose Ransom.
Jill had written those words in Nicky’s briefing book without any idea of their significance. To Jill, the Rose Ransom performance was just another ritual in the Coronation contest, no different than Brawl in the Fall or the Date Auction. A bit of theatricality from creatures with a natural flair for the dramatic.
Now, sitting at the table between Annika and Mattie, watching Renata tell her story, Jill understood that this was much more than a fun bit of theater. Renata had captured the whole room in a hypnotic spell. She wasn’t just telling a tale, she was making them believe it as truth.
It was only because Jill had a stronger bit of truth inside of her, a law she had written there herself, that she was able to step back from the moment and see what was going on.
I choose to do what’s right.
Those words had inoculated her against the charms of Bernadette. Now they were keeping her safe from Renata’s seductive performance.
Jill saw a hundred students who were absolutely enraptured. Their eyes were locked on Renata’s movements, their ears attuned to her every word.
Of course it was like this. Jill couldn’t believe she’d never realized it before. Three years of research for the Network, starting her freshman year, when she cozied up to people from the senior class and asked them for details about the Coronation rituals…during that research, she found that every senior described the Rose Ransom as the most amazing play they’d ever seen.
Renata goes onstage and tells this incredible story.
It’s such a beautiful play.
I cried at the end.
Jill had listened to the upper classmen come back from the Rose Ransom and assumed it was indeed a marvelous performance. She’d never considered the possibility that it was something more, that Renata was hypnotizing the audience.
For decades, the Network tried to get a mole into Washington’s circles of power but never succeeded. Now Jill knew why.
The sheer volume of the hypnosis was astounding. A hundred students watched this play every year. A hundred high school seniors from the wealthiest families in the world, all of them destined for lives of privilege and power. Graduates of Thorndike Academy populated the hubs of power all over the earth, and all of them had been hypnotized with the story Renata was telling tonight.
At her own table, Jill saw four bodies sitting perfectly still. Jake and Jenny, who earlier in the night couldn’t keep their hands off each other, now sat at attention in their own chairs. Mattie, who had a reputation for being so restless she could barely make it through the school day, was frozen like a statue, her mouth agape at the stage in front of her. Annika, who had downed so many glasses of wine tonight she could barely keep her eyes open before the play started, now seemed fully alert and attentive. Her back and neck were straight. Her hands were folded in her lap. Her eyes were wide open.
And words from Renata’s phone conversation, words Jill had overheard while hiding in the closet, suddenly made a lot more sense.
I have ways of getting all the seniors to play nice for me.
“Annika,” Jill whispered.
Nothing. No movement from Annika or anyone else.
“Annika, I need to tell you something.”
It was like Jill was the only one in the room.
“It’s about Shannon.”
Annika’s shoulders twitched.
“You and Shannon Evans,” Jill said, aware she was being reckless but charging ahead anyway. “Unless you turn your head and look at me, you might never see Shannon again.”
Annika’s body began to shake.
“Look at me, Annika. Forget what’s happening onstage and look at me so I can tell you about Shannon Evans, whom you love more than anything in the world.”
Exhaling sharply, and blowing a wine-flavored wind at Jill’s face in the process, Annika turned away from the stage. She had a crazed look in her eyes.
“What did you say to me?” she whispered.
Jill leaned in close, putting her face right up next to Annika’s.
“Renata is putting this room under a spell,” Jill said. “If you want to see Shannon again, you’ve got to resist.”
Onstage, Renata had grabbed a knife and was yelling out in anguish. It was as if Renata was as lost in the moment as the students. Jill felt like she could jump up and do a jig and no one in the room would care, including Renata.
“A spell?” Annika said.
“Yes, and you were under it. You have to resist. You have secrets you don’t want to tell them.”
Annika’s eyes popped with newfound alertness.
“Shannon,” she whispered. “I can’t give her away. What do we do?”
“Close your eyes, and don’t pay attention to what Renata is saying. Think about Shannon instead.”
 
*****
 
Renata was fully in the moment now, feeling the many minds of the audience connected to hers. She held the knife in her hands, and what a monstrous knife it was. Never before had she attempted this scene with a blade this large.
She raised the knife out in front of her and screamed the most dramatic line of the play.
“If I cannot marry for love, I will not marry at all!”
Renata stabbed herself hard in the stomach with the knife, spilling real blood all over her dress and the floor. Then she fell to the ground and acted out the princess’s death.
All was silent at first, then cries of anguish exploded from every corner of the room.
No!
No, she can’t die!
She wanted to marry for love!
I will kill this king! He was a horrible man!
Come back to us, princess!
Renata began to cry, and all the students whose minds were connected to hers cried with her. A banquet hall full of sadness, the entire senior class of Thorndike Academy wailing to express their pain at a young girl’s loss.
Lying on the floor, Renata led the room in a feeling of the most intense despair imaginable. She allowed the sadness to continue uninterrupted for a time. It was only a minute or two on the clock, but to these students, it would feel like a lifetime. When it was over, these students would believe it was within the power of the immortals to extinguish a lifetime of sadness.
Renata stood up. The wound in her gut had healed, but her dress was still covered in blood. The students, still sobbing, quieted down to hear what she had to say next.
“The king broke through the door to find his only daughter lying dead. In a panic, he called for the wizard of the forest. The wizard arrived and the king begged him to bring the princess back to life. ‘She is held by the great beyond,’ the wizard said. ‘And the great beyond requires a ransom for her return.’”
“Pay it!” someone shouted from the crowd.
“Yes, pay any price for the princess to come back!”
The students broke into a frenzy. Bring her back! Bring her back! Bring her back!
Renata turned her head to one side, inviting the crowd to indulge their own passions. When she turned back to face them, it was in a sudden movement, with fire in her eyes.
“But the price for her return was steep,” Renata said.
“Anything!” somebody shouted. “We will pay anything to have her back!”
“Anything in the world?” Renata said.
“Anything in the world!” the crowd yelled back in unison.
“The great beyond asks for the three reddest roses in the kingdom!” Renata screamed. “Will you find them? Will you sacrifice them for the safe return of the princess?”
“Yes! Anything!”
“And so the king demanded that every rose in the kingdom be brought to him,” Renata said. She held her hands up to the ceiling. Offstage, one of her servants pushed a button, and a thousand roses fell from the rafters. The audience cheered.
She picked up a rose from the floor and threw it to the crowd. A pile of students dove on top of each other trying to get it. She picked up another and threw it. And another. The audience was practically in a riot now, everyone wanting a rose.
“The king looked at every flower!” Renata shouted, moving faster now, throwing handfuls of roses into the audience. The students were fanatic, their hands covered in blood from grasping at the thorns. “He compared the colors, choosing only the reddest he could find and discarding the rest.” Renata ran back and forth across the stage, kicking the flowers out into the crowd. “And then, he stopped.”
The students went silent. There were three roses left on the stage. Renata picked them up. “The three reddest roses in the kingdom,” she whispered. “The king gave them to the wizard. The wizard placed the roses on the princess’s body.”
Renata lay on the floor, putting the roses on her stomach.
“Great beyond, today I pay your ransom’” Renata called. “I sacrifice the reddest roses in the kingdom, paying them to you for the safe return of our princess.”
Renata allowed herself a quick smile and then took a deep breath. Using the sharpest thorn from one of the roses, she carved into her abdomen, slowly dragging the thorn as it cut through her skin.
The pain was exquisite, and the students felt it with her, shrieking in agony as the thorn sliced through Renata’s flesh.
When she was done, she threw the rose away from her. Her skin started to heal immediately.
She waited for the room to grow silent, then she stood.
“The princess awoke,” she said. “The reddest roses from the kingdom had brought her back from death. She was the first immortal.”
People cheered in the audience. Others screamed. Girls in the front row were sobbing. Boys too. They were worshipping on the altar of eternal life.
“The king declared it a miracle, and rewarded the wizard with a sack of gold,” Renata said. “Then, as if his daughter’s death and new life had no meaning, the king announced that her wedding to the foul, loathsome prince was on again.”
“No,” the crowd buzzed. “It’s not right.”
One of Renata’s servants, a ripe young man named Terence, walked onto the stage. He wore a purple cloak and mint green tights. As he had been taught to do, Terence took Renata by the hand, and the two of them walked together to the front of the stage.
“The princess went to the altar with her husband-to-be,” Renata said. “She allowed the priest to marry them. But when they were declared man and wife, she did not kiss him. For you see, my friends, the Rose Ransom is not a one-time payment. Eternal life requires constant tribute. And since there were no roses left in the kingdom, the princess took something else.”
Renata bared her fangs and bit into Terence’s neck, drinking him in until the life force left him. Terence’s body dropped to the floor in a heap, and the students jumped to their feet and cheered for his death.
The play was done. Forever more, these students would respect the immortals who walked among them. They would remember how badly they wanted the princess to come back to life, and would forgive her need to refresh her immortality with the blood of others.
They would be loyal servants to her and her new clan.
Renata took a bow, and the cheering grew louder. She bowed again, and all the roses she had thrown into the crowd came back at her. The ultimate sign of respect for the ultimate actress. A standing ovation and a thousand roses thrown at the stage.
 
*****
 
“Stand up, Annika,” Jill said.
Deep in her own trance, Annika didn’t respond, so Jill yanked at her arm until she was on her feet.
“Clap your hands and cheer,” Jill whispered in her ear. “The play is over.”
Together, Jill and Annika joined the rest of the students in elation at Renata’s performance. Jill acted as excited as she could, but she had nothing on the people all around her who were crying as they shouted, “Bravo! Bravo! Bravissimo!”
Renata took her final bow and then raised her hands, quieting the crowd and commanding them to sit.
Like trained dogs.
Annika still had her eyes closed. Jill helped her back in her chair.
“Thank you,” Renata said. “Thank you everyone. Did you enjoy tonight’s performance?”
The students cheered and screamed.
“Then I ask you to keep it our little secret,” Renata said. “Just as those who came before you kept the power of this play a secret, so too shall you use discretion when speaking of this night.”
Nods and hums of agreement passed through the room.
“Lights!” Renata shouted.
A loud click, and the house lights came on, brightening the room. The effect was immediate. Students went quiet, sat back in their chairs, and generally looked drained. The spell was broken.
“We have a tradition here at Thorndike,” Renata said. “In honor of the Rose Ransom, every year we select our own princess, who can only be returned by those who have found the three reddest roses in the kingdom.”
Here we go, Jill thought. She scanned the room, finding Karmela with her eyes. She looked down at Karmela’s hand. The ring was on her finger.
“I will now call this year’s princess to the stage,” Renata said.
Raising her right hand, Renata snapped her fingers, and a huge picture appeared on the wall behind her. The audience, who had been subdued, immediately jumped to life again with a collective gasp.
The photograph on the wall was of Nicky and Ryan. They lay side by side on a bed covered in rose petals.
“You may have noticed that two of our most distinguished guests were missing from the party tonight,” Renata said. “They are missing because they have already been abducted.”
Whispers of confusion and excitement all around. Jill sat back in her chair, stunned at what she was seeing.
“I grow bored of doing things the same way every year,” Renata said. “Never before have we abducted a girl wearing black for the Ransom, but this year it felt like the right thing to do. It felt interesting.”
Jill felt both terrified and excited. Was it possible that Nicky and Ryan were still alive? Was it possible they could be rescued?
“If you look at this photo,” Renata said, “you’ll see two people. Nicky Bloom, our newest arrival at school and the current leader in the Coronation contest. You’ll also see Ryan Jenson, whose family has the means to offer up a nice ransom sum indeed. Tonight I will give you a clue. That clue will lead you to a rose, and at that rose, you will find another clue. There are three clues in all, and three roses. Find all three, and you’ll find our princess, as well as her very rich friend. If you find them before midnight on the last day of the semester, you may collect whatever money gets offered up for their safe return.”
Jill’s eyes went back to Karmela. She had been so certain Karmela would be the princess this year. She had hacked into the school’s computers to make sure the Regents chose her. She had put the ring on Karmela’s finger.
Oh, how she wished the GPS tracking ring were on Nicky’s finger instead.
Sitting one table away from Karmela was Kim Renwick, whose face was beaming with delight at the night’s turn of events.
“So there you have it my friends,” Renata said. “A princess wearing black, and a prince with a fat wallet. I don’t need to remind you what happens to these two if nobody finds them by semester’s end.”
“The great beyond,” somebody said.
“Precisely,” Renata said. “It has been many years since our princess went unfound, but still we must always remember the rules. The Rose Ransom was a payment to bring a soul back from the great beyond. If no one finds these two by the end of semester, the great beyond gets to collect them both. Now, prepare yourselves. Here is your first clue.”
 



Chapter 25
 
When fifty summers have thickened your skin
And left gnarled weeds where flowers once bloomed
It is here that you shall find comfort
Having found none in the mirror
 
That was the clue Renata gave them at the end of the Rose Ransom ceremony.
Kim loved it.
When fifty summers have thickened your skin
An obvious reference to the passage of time, this first line of the clue had been the most perplexing for the students trying to figure it out. A week had passed since Renata presented the clue, and during that week, Kim watched as her classmates went on wild goose chases to retirement homes, hospitals, senior centers, and other places where old folks gathered. None of them had found the rose or the second clue.
And left gnarled weeds where flowers once bloomed
Kim was certain this second line of the clue was about how old age made everyone ugly. But most students didn’t get it. Her classmates took a more literal interpretation, hitting up all the flower shops in the area, looking for another clue. Terry Reese led a group to the botanical gardens. And another group of students, led by Brian Kingsbury, had gone searching through the giant weed patches off Highway 82. One of Kim’s spies reported that Brian had come back from that adventure with ticks all over his legs. What an idiot.
It is here that you shall find comfort
If there was an answer to the clue, it was in this line. Where did one find comfort from the ravages of aging? Kim didn’t know, and didn’t care to find out. She was perfectly content for the Ransom to come and go with no winners. If no one solved the Ransom, Nicky would get killed and Kim would win the contest.
Things were looking good, but Kim had no intention of resting on her laurels. She had underestimated Nicky before and lost the Date Auction because of it. She wouldn’t make that mistake again. Now was the time to put a stake in the heart of Nicky’s Coronation campaign.
Or rather, to have Annika Fleming do it.
Kim and Galen Renwick arrived at the Fleming residence at eight-thirty on a Thursday night. Annika answered the door.
“Well holy hell, look what the mother fucking cat dragged in,” Annika said.
“Come now, Annika. There’s no reason to be rude,” Kim said. “We’re just here to have a little chat.”
 
*****
 
The week following the Rose Ransom ceremony was an absolute disaster for Jill.
First came that horrible clue. When fifty summers have thickened your skin...
Neither Jill nor anyone else had any idea what that cryptic poem was about, and after a week of trying and failing to solve it, most of the school had given up. It was like they were all waiting on somebody else to figure it out. They were tired of thinking about gnarled weeds where flowers once bloomed, and places where old people find comfort. They just wanted somebody to solve it so they all could move on to the second clue.
Jill knew that she was the somebody who needed to solve the clue, and she sent an urgent message to the Network for help.
Nicky and Ryan were abducted for this year’s Rose Ransom ceremony. The first clue is out. Can someone research it and get back to me? None of us can figure it out.
No one replied.
So she sent another message, this one about a subject that might be more interesting to the strategists at the Network.
I made contact with Tarin last week. Together we cracked Renata’s phone. I’d be happy to discuss it if someone would get in touch with me.
No response. The next day she sent another note.
Nicky and Ryan might still be alive. Is anyone working on the Rose Ransom clue I sent? We really should be trying to figure it out.
A day came and went and she got nothing from the Network. She tried again.
Could I at least have my access to the servers reinstated? There isn’t much I can do for anyone so long as you’re locking me out. Why has my password been changed?
No response.
Why is no one talking to me?
No response.
Why did Tarin come find me only to completely disappear after I completed the mission he asked me to do? Is he okay? Is there anyone out there listening?
It was like the Network was locking her out on purpose. Like she was some outcast unworthy of their attention.
Like they had abandoned her in Washington to die.
Trapped and alone—that’s how she felt when she got the all-caps text message from Annika on Saturday night.
MUST SEE YOU RIGHT AWAY. ARE YOU HOME?
I’m here, Jill wrote back.
Barely ten minutes later, Annika was standing at her front door, wide-eyed and pale.
“What’s going on?” Jill said.
“The Renwicks. They know everything.”
Ugh. The Renwicks. Jill had been so busy with more important work she had been blissfully unaware of what Kim was doing all week.
“Come inside,” she said. “Let’s go to my room and talk.”
Annika’s story was the perfect ending to a perfectly horrid week. Listening to it, Jill grew angry at herself. She had been careless at the Rose Ransom ceremony, allowing Annika to speak Shannon’s name aloud when they thought no one was listening.
“We should have known better,” Jill said.
“It’s my fault,” Annika said. “I was so proud of myself. I went to Rio all alone, found my way to Shannon, and got her someplace safe. I felt like such a badass, and I couldn’t wait to tell you I’d done it. Now Kim knows and is going to ruin everything.”
Everything’s ruined already, Jill thought, but didn’t say.
“It’s not as big a deal as Kim wants us to think it is,” Jill said. “So she overheard you saying Shannon’s name? You could have been talking about anyone.”
“That’s what I said to Kim. I told her she had nothing and needed to get the hell out of my house. But then she gave me this.”
Annika reached into her purse and pulled out a piece of paper that was folded into a square. Jill took it, opened it up, and looked at what seemed like financial data.
“What am I looking at?” she said.
“Wire transfers,” Annika said. “From my bank account to the front desk at the Praia de Sol hotel.”
“Oh, Annika, you didn’t.”
“I did. I sent two wires to Shannon in the past two weeks. Somehow Kim got her hands on them.”
Jill shook her head. “And I suppose they used this info to find Shannon,” she said.
Annika reached into her purse again, and pulled out a black and white photo. Jill looked at it, and felt a little like she was seeing a ghost.
There she was. Shannon Evans. Her hair was shorter. She had no makeup on. She had piercings in her nose and eyebrow that she never had at Thorndike, but it was undeniably Shannon. A girl everyone thought was dead was alive and well in Rio de Janeiro, and Kim Renwick had proof of it.
“The big problem here is the wire transfers,” Jill said. “They connect Shannon to you.”
“I know,” said Annika. Her voice was starting to crack. “You told me to do everything in cash. I should have listened to you. I should have asked you before I wired her any money. I couldn’t bear the thought of her out there with so little money to spend. When her friends left her, they took everything. All she had left were the clothes on her back! She’d been living that way for days. It broke my heart. I just wanted to help her get back to a normal life. She’s been through so much.”
Two four-figure wire transfers in two weeks. Jill wanted to tell Annika that this was more than most people needed to “get back to a normal life,” but she bit her tongue. It didn’t do any good to scold Annika now. The damage had already been done.
“So what do we do?” Annika asked. “Kim said I have until next Friday to renounce my support for Nicky and tell all my friends I was wrong. She wants me to write another text and run it by her. She says it has to be the exact opposite of the one I wrote after the Masquerade, something good enough to persuade all of Nicky’s backers to jump ship.”
Annika was crying now. Jill felt bad for her. Annika Fleming was a spoiled brat just like the rest of them, but she had a good heart. Her love for Shannon was the real deal, so real that it was her only true weakness. Kim had found it and was using it against her.
“The first thing you need to do is take a deep breath,” Jill said. “This might not be as bad as it looks.”
“It seems pretty bad to me. If Kim tells the immortals about Shannon, we’re all dead.”
“You’re focusing only on the cards Kim has to play against you. You need to think about the cards in your hand. What do we have to play against her?”
“Oh, Jill. I don’t like this game. People’s lives are at stake here.”
You don’t even know the half of it, Jill thought.
“Give me your phone,” Jill said.
Annika pulled out her phone, but hesitated to give it to Jill. Jill snatched it from her hands.
“Why do you need--”
“Because Kim’s more likely to take a call from you than she is from me,” Jill said.
“We’re gonna call her?”
Jill was already dialing.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Annika said.
“Don’t be scared,” said Jill. “Kim has this reputation of destroying people who mess with her, but I’ve been getting the best of her all semester.”
“What are you going to say? Maybe we should talk about this first.”
A click on the other end of the line. Kim’s voice, speaking quietly:  “Hello Annika. Do you have a draft of your message for me yet?”
“What’s up Kim? It’s Jill.”
Silence. Kim was probably thinking about hanging up. It’s what Jill would do. She needed to keep her on the line.
“What do you think of all this?” Jill said. “We go to the Rose Ransom expecting a girl to get called up from the audience, and instead Renata shows us a picture of Nicky and Ryan. Pretty crazy, huh?”
More silence.
“Have you figured out the clue yet?” Jill said. “Because I haven’t.”
She could hear Kim breathing, but she wasn’t saying anything. Jill could sense Kim’s conflict burning across the airwaves. On the one hand, Kim had to know that the best thing she could do was hang up, that Jill wouldn’t have made this call unless it was to her benefit.
On the other hand, Kim loved to gloat. Jill could only imagine how badly Kim wanted to put her in her place after all that had gone down in the past few weeks. Kim wasn’t saying anything because her mind told her not to, but she wasn’t hanging up because her cold, black heart was keeping her on the line.
“Do you think they just want to kill Nicky, and that’s why the clue is so hard?”
That got a chuckle out of Kim, ever so slight, and then a few words. “I don’t know, Jill. Is that what you think?”
“Here’s what I think, Kim. Either you’re the gutsiest girl walking the earth, or the stupidest.”
“I suppose you’re going to tell me why you think that,” Kim said.
“Only if you want to hear it.”
A second of silence passed, then Kim said, “Please, enlighten me.”
“You had the gall to threaten Annika,” Jill said. “You had the nerve to go there when you knew full well that it would anger me, and that I’m the last person you want to make angry.”
Kim let out a big, phony laugh at that line. It reminded Jill of Kim’s first encounter with Nicky at the Masquerade. A hearty, look-how-cocky-I-am laugh that actually betrayed her insecurity.
“It’s cute when you act tough, Jill. But we all know that you’re nothing but a lapdog, just like that panting, decrepit bitch you call mother.”
Jill shook her head. A week ago, Kim might have gotten a rise out of her with that one, but now, having faced off with Bernadette Paiz in her own house, Jill saw Kim as a little kid in the schoolyard spewing little kid insults.
As if to confirm what Jill was thinking, Kim kept on going, turning her insult into an angry juvenile tirade.
“You are the bastard child of the most fucked up family I’ve ever met,” Kim said, “and believe me, I’ve met some fucked up families. When your mother stood on the altar and promised to honor, cherish, and obey, she really meant it. She’s a mindless robot who obeys everything your prick of a father tells her to do, and your entire family fortune is built on that obedience. You’re a fraud, Jill Wentworth. You go to Thorndike and play the role of a girl who belongs in high society, but your family is nothing more than glorified trailer trash, and I can’t wait for the day when I get to hunt you down and drink you dry.”
“Are you finished?” Jill said.
“Oh, I could go on all night.”
“Before you do, let me remind you what the score is. You know secrets about me. I know secrets about you. We talked about this after the Date Auction.”
“I remember our little chat that night,” Kim said, “and the conversation I had with Annika is an entirely separate matter. Whatever things you think you know about my family have nothing to do with it.”
“Oh, they have everything to do with it,” Jill said. “I don’t think you fully understood me last time, so I’ll spell it out for you. You don’t get to blackmail me or my friends, ever. Your daddy bought slaves from Melissa Mayhew for years and I have a chain of emails to prove it. When we go down, we all go down together.”
“You’re bluffing, Jill. You know it, I know it, and Annika knows it.”
“Really? Annika knows it? You think you know what’s in Annika’s head? Maybe we should just ask her.”
Jill pulled the phone away from her ear and put it on speaker. “Say hi, Annika.”
“Hello, Kim,” Annika said in a flat voice.
“So Kim, Annika heard what I just said to you, but for the benefit of both of you, I’ll repeat it. Galen Renwick has filled his muckraking business with slaves who were born on the Farm and illegally sold to him. The immortals would love to know the truth about Renwick Consulting, and I have emails in my possession I could turn over to them at any time.”
“Annika, those emails implicate Jill’s parents in the same scheme,” said Kim. “She will never turn them over to the clan.”
“Maybe I would, maybe I wouldn’t,” said Jill. “Doesn’t matter. Annika’s just heard the truth from both our mouths. She can’t unhear it. If you tell the clan about Shannon, they will come to Annika and look in her mind, and when they do, they’ll learn the truth about all of us.”
“It doesn’t have to be this way, Annika,” Kim said. “Jill would see all of us go down. I’m offering you a lifeline.”
“She doesn’t need a lifeline, Kim. You’re not breathing a word about Shannon to anyone.”
“Don’t act like you know what I’m going to do. Don’t act like what’s happening at school doesn’t have you scared shitless, Jill. Renata abducted a girl wearing black for the first time in the 70-year history of the Rose Ransom, and the first clue she gave us is impossible to solve. You said it yourself, Jill. The clan wants her dead. The Rose Ransom is the most convenient way to kill her. The clues are impossible, no one finds her, and then we all watch her die at the year-end party.”
“I think we’re done here, Kim.”
“Annika! Nicky is finished! Support me now and all is forgiven! Turn your back on me and I’ll crush you. You hear me? I will crush you!”
Jill ended the call.
“Wow,” Annika said. “What the hell just happened?”
“We sprung you loose from the secret Kim was holding over your head, that’s what happened.”
“That was really something. The way you talked to Kim. I had no idea you had that in you.”
“I didn’t either, not until recently, anyway. That’s not the first time Kim and I have shared words.”
“I can tell. What were you guys saying about a chat after the Date Auction?”
“It’s nothing you need to worry about,” said Jill. “Other than what we already told you. My dad and Kim’s dad have done some rotten things. We’re holding secrets over each other’s heads. Kind of a mutually assured destruction thing. Sorry you have to be a part of it.”
“No apologies necessary. But….what do we do now?”
It was a good question. Even before Annika arrived with news that Kim was trying to blackmail her, Jill didn’t know what they did next. She had solved the problem of Kim, but hadn’t solved the many other problems that were locking her in place.
Fortunately, she had a convenient rule to tell her what to do when she didn’t know how to proceed.
I choose to do what’s right.
She didn’t know how to make the right choice regarding the Rose Ransom clue, or the silence from the Network, or her mother, who, as Kim so eloquently reminded her, was stuck in a horrible situation and needed help.
But she did know the right thing to do with the girl sitting in her bedroom. Annika Fleming was getting buried deeper and deeper in the darkness that surrounded Jill. She had to act before the darkness swallowed her up, just like it had swallowed Nicky and Ryan.
“Here’s what we do now,” Jill said, “We talk about getting a passport made for Shannon, and we start planning your escape.”
 



Chapter 26
 
“My escape? Where am I going?”
It was interesting to hear Annika speak this way. For so long, their relationship had been one where Annika was the leader and Jill just another of her followers. All of that had changed. Annika’s face and tone of voice were those of a student looking for guidance. She would do whatever Jill told her to do.
“Wherever you and Shannon want to spend the rest of your lives, that’s where,” Jill said.
“I can’t leave now. My trust fund.”
“I’m not going to tell you how to live your life, Annika. If you want to stay here and risk it so you and Shannon can get the money that’s coming to you, that’s your choice. But I want to make sure you’re ready to bolt in a moment’s notice.”
“Why would I need to bolt? I thought we just took care of my problem. Didn’t we?”
“Yes, we’ve neutralized Kim for now, but something else is bound to come up before we’re done here. If Kim knows about Shannon, that means her parents do as well. The Renwicks hired someone to go to Rio and spy on Shannon. Whoever that person was knows about her too. And what if another person developed this picture? And what if someone in Shannon’s hotel saw that she was being photographed. And what if someone other than the Renwicks saw those wire transfers you made?”
Annika sat on Jill’s bed, looking stunned. “Mercy,” she whispered. “I hadn’t thought about all that.”
Jill sat at her laptop, brought up the encryption code to anonymize her session, then hopped on the Internet.
“Grab a piece of paper from the printer,” she said. “And there’s a pen in my desk drawer.”
“What am I writing down?”
“Whatever notes you need to take on all the things I’m about to show you.”
For the next hour, Jill taught Annika how to move about on the web in a way that no spying eyes could see her. She gave her the addresses for chat rooms and message boards for the underground sections of the web. She taught Annika the code words to use when she introduced herself to these people, and the etiquette required when she was talking to them. She didn’t tell Annika that the people on these boards were subversives, who had either run afoul of the clan or were actively fighting against them. She didn’t need to. There was an unspoken understanding between them. Jill didn’t tell Annika anything more than what she absolutely needed to know, and Annika didn’t ask questions.
“Find some time this weekend when you know you’ll be alone,” Jill told her. “Go to the message board and find someone who can make you a Brazilian passport, and an American one. They’ll tell you exactly where to go and what to do, all the way down to what clothing to wear. Follow their instructions exactly. If you give them any reason not to trust you, you won’t get a thing from them.”
“So I’m going to make two passports for Shannon, one from Brazil and one from America.”
“You’re going to make two for Shannon, and two for you. You’re going to make up new names for both of you. You’re going to get out of America using an alias, and once you’re gone, you’re never going to be Annika Fleming again.”
“Got it,” Annika said, her voice quivering.
Next, Jill showed Annika how to open a bank account in Switzerland.
“You’ll need two accounts,” she said. “You’ll open one under your real name, and one under your alias. These accounts will not be the final parking place for your money. They’re just to hide your tracks.”
Annika filled her page with notes on front and back. Jill grabbed her another sheet of paper.
“Now we need to talk about your phone. I’ve already secured it so you can talk to Shannon. But we need to lock it down in a way that you can disappear entirely.”
She had Annika write down a sequence of steps, starting in the settings section of her phone, then continuing through a download of an illegal software patch on her computer.
“You need to do this on Shannon’s phone as well, then the two of you need to make a pact that you will only speak on the phone when you know the other party has a secure connection. Once you’re on the run, the clan will add the sound of your voice to its database, and its software will listen for you throughout the world.”
“God, that’s sounds awful,” Annika said.
“It doesn’t have to be,” said Jill. “There are people who can help you stay hidden. There are things you can do, tools you can use, to live a normal life. Let me show you.”
Now Jill took Annika on a tour of the most secret places on the Internet, places where the Network roamed. She taught Annika how to introduce herself, how to describe her situation.
“Once you make contact with these people, you are part of the Network,” Jill said.
“The Network,” Annika whispered.
Annika was looking right at Jill, her mouth falling open, recognition dawning in her eyes.
“Being in the Network doesn’t mean you’re actively engaged in the war against the clan,” Jill said, “but it does mean you are part of the cause. They will ask you to make your home available as a safe house for agents on assignment. They will ask if you want to do more to help. You can do as much or as little as you choose.”
“Nicky,” Annika said quietly. “You and Nicky. The Coronation contest.”
“I’ve never said anything about me and Nicky being in the Network, Annika. Do you understand?”
“I understand. But Jill, if I leave, Nicky’s Coronation bid--”
“Nicky’s Coronation bid is over, Annika. Kim Renwick may be an evil, conniving bitch, but she’s smart enough to see the writing on the wall. When she told you Nicky doesn’t have a chance, she was right. It’s no accident that this first Ransom clue is so hard. Renata wants Nicky dead.”
“And Ryan?” Annika said, shivering a bit as she spoke.
“Ryan was unlucky enough to be with Nicky when they took her,” Jill said.
They sat in silence for a minute, the truth of what Jill was saying settling in like a dark cloud over the room. Everything they had worked for since the Masquerade was lost. The miracle of Nicky Bloom’s Coronation bid was done.
Jill broke the silence, saying, “Pack a bag the minute you have the passports, even if you have no intention of using it for months.”
“Be ready at a moment’s notice,” Annika said quietly, nodding her head.
“Your bag should be the bare minimum of what you’ll need to survive until you’re settled into a new life,” Jill said. “Some clothes, your passports, all these notes you’re taking tonight, and lots of cash. You’ll be living cash only for months. Once you’ve come to the final spot where you want to stay, the Network will help you access your money in a way it can never be traced to you.”
“And then I need to hide the bag somewhere no one can find it,” Annika said.
“Precisely.”
“Do you…you know...”
“Yes, I’ve had a getaway bag packed for a long time,” Jill said. “Come here, I’ll show you.”
Jill led Annika into the closet, grabbed the step stool to access the top shelf, and pulled down her bag.
“I actually sewed a patch in the bottom of this bag,” Jill said, showing Annika how it works. “If someone opens it from the top, it looks like I’ve just got a bunch of gym clothes in here. To get at the good stuff, you have to know to open up the bottom.”
Jill pulled back the bottom panel, giving Annika a quick peek of what was inside.
“Good gravy, Jill, how many passports do you have in there?”
“Enough to get wherever I may need to go,” Jill said. She closed the bag and put it back on the top shelf. As she slid it into place, she accidently knocked down a ring she had been keeping up there. Annika bent down to pick it up.
“Is this….this looks just like Karmela’s ring,” Annika said, holding it up to the light.
“It is Karmela’s ring. It was going to be my big plan for winning the Rose Ransom.”
“Huh? Karmela’s ring was going to win the Rose Ransom?”
“After the Date Auction, I pulled a fast one on Karmela. The old switcheroo. She doesn’t know it, but the ring she’s wearing right now is a fake. I had an imitation made that had a tracking device built into it.”
Annika let out a single, sharp laugh. “You thought Karmela was going to be the princess! Oh, that would have been so rich.”
Annika turned the ring over in her fingers, admiring the engraving and the color of the stone.
“It’s a shame things didn’t work out,” she said.
“You know, I really should find a way to get the real ring back on Karmela’s finger,” Jill said. “It’s so important to her and her family. It’s kind of awful what I did to her.”
“I’ll do it,” Annika said. “Karmela and I have second period together. I’ll keep this ring with me and find a way to switch it back. She’ll never know what happened.”
“Really, Annika. It’s okay. With everything we’ve got going on--”
“I’m going to do it, end of discussion” Annika said. “And if there’s anything else I can do to repay you for all you’ve done, you let me know.”
“I think what’s most important is that you and Shannon get someplace safe.”
Annika threw her arms around Jill and pulled her close.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “For everything.”
A few minutes later, Jill opened the front door for Annika and they said good night. Jill sat on the front porch until Annika’s car turned out of the neighborhood. She came back inside and lurched up the stairs, her legs heavy with exhaustion. When she got to her room, she noticed the light was off.
She didn’t remember turning off the light.
She reached inside the door and hit the light switch. She saw him standing in the corner, silent as a shadow.
“Tarin,” she said. “Am I glad to see you.”
 



Chapter 27
 
“How did you get in here?” Jill said.
“I didn’t want your friend to see me, so I came through the back door,” said Tarin.
“But…”
Jill wanted to ask him how he got the back door open, how he got onto the grounds, how he moved through the house without anyone hearing him, how he didn’t trigger any of the alarms that she knew were set because she had to disarm them to let Annika out.
She sighed and shook her head. This was a guy who had found a way to get into Renata’s mansion and live undercover as one of her slaves. He was the guy who snuck her into Renata’s crypt, somehow having gotten his hands on Renata’s cell phone. The security at Jill’s house was trivial to someone like Tarin.
“You want your keys back?” Jill asked.
“Keys?” Tarin said.
“You left me alone in her crypt with a set of keys. I held them in my hand all during the Rose Ransom performance.”
“Where are they now?” Tarin said.
“In the top drawer of my desk.”
“Leave them there. We are more likely to get caught if I try to put them back at this point.”
Tarin reached down and lifted a brown leather bag off the floor.
“I brought the laptop you used in the hack,” he said. 
“That’s good, I guess. What do you want me to do with it?”
Tarin pulled the laptop out of the bag and opened it on Jill’s desk. “The hack worked. I have access to Renata’s phone on this machine, but something’s wrong. I need you to look at it and tell me what you see.”
“Alright. Move out of the way so I can have a look,” Jill said.
She sat in front of the laptop, brought up the hack of Renata’s phone, and started clicking around. It was perfect. They had complete access right in front of them. 
“Everything looks good,” Jill said. “Why do you think something’s wrong?”
“Because I’ve watched it for a week and nothing has happened,” said Tarin. “We’re only getting the most boring phone calls and emails. Billing from the party she just held, benign correspondence with boring people, and a few games of Internet chess.”
“Maybe she’s had a boring week,” said Jill.
“No, I know there’s more to this. There is something we’re not seeing.”
“Tarin, I’m looking at this phone—we’re seeing everything. Is it possible she has a second phone?”
“No. I’ve been watching her. One phone for everything, even the conversations where she ducks away and speaks softly.”
“Has she had one of those conversations this week?”
“She’s had several, and I can’t find any on the laptop. We’re not seeing everything. I need you to figure it out.”
Jill rolled her eyes. Another thing to add to her to-do list.
“It would be easier if I had some help,” she said.
“I can’t help you with this. I don’t know computers like you do.”
“It doesn’t have to be you. It could be anybody. Where is everybody, Tarin?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ve emailed everyone I know in the Network, and no one is emailing me back. You’re the only person who is talking to me.”
Tarin stood in place for a moment. Jill looked up at him and saw a confused look on his face.
“Jill, your old mission is over. Your contacts aren’t able to talk to you.”
“What? I don’t understand.”
“Code Orange,” said Tarin. “The mission is done. Everyone fled. You are on a new mission now. I am your only contact.”
“Are you saying nobody’s getting my emails?”
“Of course they aren’t. We can’t have you in contact with people who aren’t on your mission. You know how the Network operates.”
Jill couldn’t believe her ears.
“Are you telling me that, all week long, all those notes I sent…they’re just floating out into nothing?”
“I have no idea where they’re going—computers are your thing, Jill, not mine—but I do know they’re not being read. The Network has sealed you off for your own safety.”
“But that doesn’t make me any safer. All this time I thought I had help out there, and it turns out I’m all alone? How come nobody told me about this?”
“What is there to tell, Jill? It’s standard protocol. Everyone in the Network operates in a tightly controlled cell. Nobody knows anything they don’t need to know. It has to be that way. The more connected we are, the greater the risk that we all get exposed if a vampire catches any one of us. ”
“Yes, I understand all that, but I needed help this week and no one was giving it to me! I was completely alone out here!”
Tarin stepped close. He leaned down and put his face right in front of Jill’s.
“You’re not alone,” he said. “You and I are working together.”
There was an energy to his presence. Hearing him say the words, his face inches from her own, Jill got a sense of how this man was able to step into a vampire’s mansion and make everyone believe he was who he claimed to be. There was so much confidence in his voice, so much charisma…it was silly that a few words could make her feel so much better, but they did.
I am not alone.
“We need more, Tarin,” she said. She was calm now, her voice quiet. “We need support from the Network. A Network agent and…a friend--”
“I know all about Nicky and Ryan, and I’ll help you with the Ransom clue.”
“There isn’t any help you can give,” Jill said. “The first clue is impossible to solve.”
“It’s not impossible,” Tarin said. He spoke the words with such authority that Jill believed him. She felt a surge of optimism just hearing his voice.
“But first, before we work on that clue,” he continued. “I need you to help me with Renata’s phone. She is up to something. It’s urgent that we figure out what it is.”
“I’m glad to help, Tarin. But I’ve got a lot going on right now.”
“If I took the first Ransom clue off your plate, then would you be able to help me?”
“Well yeah, but the first Ransom clue--”
“I’ve already solved it,” said Tarin. “Come with me.”
 



Chapter 28
 
Tarin had a black sedan parked on the other side of the street. Jill wondered if he stole the car from Renata’s mansion, but said nothing. They were on assignment after all. If she didn’t need to know, she didn’t need to ask.
He took her south on Highway 270, driving out of Potomac.
“You are correct to assume the clue isn’t meant to be solved,” Tarin said. “Renata made it difficult on purpose. But it isn’t impossible. Even though Renata’s intent is for the Rose Ransom to go unpaid this year and for Nicky and Ryan to die, she has still crafted a game for everyone to play. She can’t help herself. As an immortal, it’s in her nature. She wants to treat all of you like her toys, and to her, it’s fun to give a clue that has everyone chasing their own tails and proving that they aren’t nearly as smart as she is. There is a solution to this clue, but to figure it out, you have to think like a vampire. You have to put yourself inside Renata’s mind.”
They crossed the river and Tarin veered into an exit lane.
“So what is it then?” Jill said. “Where are you taking me?”
“When fifty summers have thickened your skin,” Tarin began, speaking in a sing-song voice, as if he were a teacher about to give a lesson.
“Stop it. I am so, so tired and I don’t want to think about the clue anymore,” said Jill. “Renata’s already playing games with us. Just tell me the answer.”
“The answer is a cemetery,” Tarin said.
As he spoke the words, he exited the highway, driving them into a tree-lined suburb.
“A cemetery,” Jill said, thinking about the clues.
It is here that you shall find comfort, having found none in the mirror.
She laughed. “The clue is telling us our only comfort is death?”
“You got it,” Tarin said. “It’s a classic taunt from an immortal. You and everyone else in your class will grow old and ugly, and will become so depressed about it you’d rather be dead. That’s the message in the first Rose Ransom clue. While an immortal laughs at death, a human is so miserable that eventually, death is a welcome escape.”
“Disgusting,” said Jill, shaking her head.
“But typical,” said Tarin. “Renata is the most twisted of all the immortals. She, more than any of them, is in love with power. She crafted this first clue as a reminder of the ultimate power she has as an immortal.”
“The power to cheat death,” Jill said.
“Precisely.”
“What cemetery are we going to?”
“Meadowlark Memorial,” Tarin said. “The preferred burial ground for DC’s elite, where a rich human can pay tens of thousands of dollars to ensure their eternal resting place is among dead celebrities, politicians, and business tycoons.”
“And you think the second clue is in that cemetery.”
“I know it is, because I know Renata.”
A few minutes later, Tarin pulled through the front gates, which, strangely, were wide open even at this late hour of the night. He parked on the edge of the grass and they stepped out near a gaudy tombstone for someone named Frederick Gallagher.
There was a single rose sitting atop his plot.
“Is this it?” Jill said. “Look at the rose.”
She bent down to pick it up.
“Don’t bother with that,” Tarin said. “There’s nothing special about this grave.”
“But the rose—if you’re so sure the answer is in this cemetery, don’t you think there might be something significant about this rose?”
“Look around you, Jill. You haven’t seen the big picture yet.”
Look around me? Jill stood up and scanned the surrounding area. It was so dark she didn’t noticed anything at first. A huge plot of land. Tall trees casting shadows in the moonlight. Damp grass and fallen leaves stretching for acres in all directions. Thousands of tombstones in orderly rows.
And then she saw it. It was like her eyes needed to adjust to the darkness, needed to take it all in, before she could see what was happening here.
She walked to the next grave over, bent down, and picked up the rose sitting in front of the tombstone.
“They’re on every grave,” she said. “A single rose on every one. What’s going on here?”
“It’s just like in the story,” Tarin said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out two small flashlights. He gave one to Jill. “There are many roses in the kingdom. We have to find the reddest one.”
“No,” Jill said. “There must be a thousand graves here.”
Tarin clicked on his flashlight, and aimed a bright, concentrated beam at the rose in front of the grave.
“If there are a thousand graves, nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine have roses that look just like this one,” he said. “One has the rose we’re looking for. It will be easy to spot.”
“How will we know? Is the flower a deeper shade of red? Is it something we can see in the dark?”
“It will look nothing like these roses. Believe me, you’ll know it when you see it. You start right here at this grave and work your way across the cemetery. I’ll start at the other end. One of us will find it.”
Jill turned on her flashlight and aimed it at the rose.
“This is crazy,” she muttered. “So completely nuts.”
She looked up. Tarin was already gone.
“What the….where did he…?”
It was like he had vanished. No sound of his footsteps running away. No sign of him anywhere. Jill shone her flashlight across the graveyard, looking for him, and saw nothing but tombstones.
Tombstones and roses, she thought. A creepy old cemetery in the middle of the night, and now I’m by myself.
She walked to the next grave and aimed her light at the rose. Nothing special about it. A plain, ordinary flower sitting in front of a tombstone for Lonnie McBride, 1907 – 1988. A normal rose was sitting on the next grave too, and the next. She went down the entire row, reading the names of the deceased, inspecting the roses on their graves. The grass was damp under her feet. Piles of wet leaves collected between the graves. A mist was forming in the air as they were now in the coldest part of the night.
She found nothing special in the first row she checked, or the second. The roses all looked the same; the tombstones were nothing more than simple markers of death.
Of lives that came to an end.
By the third row, she found her mind drifting to her friends that had died. Gia, Dante, and Kendall. Three humans who gave everything to their cause, and died anonymous deaths. There would be no tombstones for them. Their ashes were mixed with those of the slaves who were cremated every night in Renata’s mansion, and tossed out with the garbage.
She made it to the fourth row, still having seen nothing unusual. She had passed hundreds of roses now, the beam from her flashlight picking them out and then abandoning them to the darkness.
She thought of Nicky and Ryan. She was here tonight for them. She was looking for the clue in hopes that there was still a chance for a miracle. Were they still alive? Were they actually being held at the end of this trail of clues, waiting for someone to rescue him? Or was it all a ruse? A clever game the immortals put together for their own amusement, like everything else in the Coronation contest.
Jill had no doubt that Renata enjoyed watching the senior class wander about in frustration, unable to solve the clues, Nicky and Ryan’s friends powerless to save them.
The roses were beginning to wilt. The petals were limp. The stems, soft. That’s part of her game, Jill thought. These roses are dead, just like the people underneath them. Decaying in front of my eyes.
She knew what she was looking for now. The one rose in the cemetery that was different—the reddest rose—would be preserved somehow. Eternally young, like a vampire. One rose that lived forever, a thousand roses surrounding it that were already dead.
The names on the tombstones were part of the game as well. Renata put the clue here so students could ponder their own imminent demise. The names on every grave had once represented a living person, a young person.
Emma Golden, 1922 – 2001.
Charles Vox, 1945 – 2013.
Estevan Atencio, 1910 – 1999
Jill imagined the lives of these people, now gone. She thought about where they might have been during their senior year of high school.
Emma Golden whose seventeenth birthday was at the height of the Great Depression. Charles Vox, who turned seventeen in 1962, right when
the Samarin clan was beginning to flex its muscles. Estevan Atencio, who was a teenager during the roaring twenties, when Daciana Samarin was a new arrival on American shores and there was no oppressive vampire clan in Washington.
First kisses, high school graduations, children, grandchildren, maybe great grandchildren, and then you’re buried in the ground. Did they ever wonder about their place in all of it? Did they worry about leaving their mark?
She was onto the next row now, still having seen nothing but plain roses at every grave. She was letting her light flash on the tombstones, but wasn’t reading the names. She couldn’t. There was more death in here than she cared to think about. More death all around her than she could bear.
She could sense the phantoms. The dead beneath the ground, their spirits floating in the mist.
You’re exhausted, Jill. You’re traumatized. You’re broken. Just get through this night. Just find the rose and be done.
She heard a rustle in the bushes at the end of the row, and aimed her flashlight in the direction of the noise. She half-expected to see Gia standing there.
There was no one.
“The wind,” she said aloud. Nothing but the wind. She aimed her flashlight down and got back to work. Another grave, another rose, another grave…
She heard Ryan’s voice, echoing in her mind.
I feel like this is all that matters, it said. It was a memory from freshman year, from a few magical weeks when she and Ryan were in love and nobody was bothering them. They were standing on the edge of the river. Ryan had kissed her. He was looking in her eyes, telling her there was no one else in the world.
She looked at another grave, another rose. Kim Renwick entered her mind.
You’re nothing but a lapdog, just like that panting, decrepit bitch you call mother.
“Fuck you, Kim Renwick,” she whispered, not hearing her own voice as she said the words, but rather, Nicky’s. The Homecoming Masquerade, the first words out of Nicky’s mouth. The look on Kim’s face as Nicky said it, like her head was about to explode.
You are the bastard child of the most fucked up family I’ve ever met.
Funny, when Kim said that line to Jill, it left a scratch. But now, as Jill wandered alone in a cemetery in the middle of the night, thinking about the brevity of life and the friends who were already gone, Kim’s words cut deep.
Your mother is a mindless robot who obeys everything your prick of a father tells her to do.
“It’s not her fault,” Jill whispered. “None of it is her fault.”
You’re a fraud, Jill Wentworth.
“I am not a fraud. I’m trying to choose what’s right.”
A fraud!
Another rustle in the bushes. Jill was so on edge she couldn’t control herself, and her arm flew up to point the flashlight in the direction of the sound.
This time she saw something. A shadow. It looked like a person, ducking into the trees ahead of her.
“Hello?” she said. “Tarin?”
For a few horrible seconds, she stood in place, hearing nothing but her own racing heart. Then she felt a hand on her shoulder and she shrieked.
“Shhh...it’s me,” Tarin whispered.
“Don’t do that!” Jill hissed. “You scared the heck out of me!”
Tarin grabbed her arm with his hand. “I’m sorry,” he said.
His grip, or was it his voice—Jill couldn’t say, but something about him took away all the anxiety of the moment. Instantly, she felt herself growing more calm.
What was it about this guy? He had a presence to him, an energy, that could just take charge of the moment. Jill understood now why the Network trusted him for an assignment as dangerous as going undercover in Renata’s mansion. He had so much command that you felt at ease when he was around.
“I heard something in the bushes,” Jill said.
“I know, I heard it too,” said Tarin. “Probably a squirrel or something.”
“I don’t know, Tarin. I aimed my flashlight over there. I thought I saw…”
“What? What did you see?
 A ghost? Could she tell him that? Because that’s what she thought was over there. The ghost of Gia, or Kendall, or Dante, or all three of them. The ghost of any one of these thousand people buried underground.
You’re being ridiculous, Jill. You’re sleep-deprived and frightened, and you’re starting to lose it.
“Nothing,” she said. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”
“I’ll go check it out,” Tarin said. “You keep looking. Start on this row and double back that way.”
“But I haven’t finished looking down this row yet.”
“I’ll get the rest of this row. I’ve already checked the rest of the cemetery.”
“Really?” Jill said, looking out at the acres of open space behind them. “You’ve checked all that?”
“The rose we’re looking for isn’t there,” Tarin said. “But we’re getting close. It has to be somewhere in this back corner.”
Jill shone her flashlight where Tarin was pointing. There were maybe a hundred graves in that section. God, she hoped he was right. She really wanted to find the clue and get out of here.
“Okay, I’ll get to work on this spot,” she said.
She turned and Tarin was gone again, running so fast towards the bushes she could hardly see him. What a strange man he was. He didn’t have his flashlight on. He was sprinting to the bushes in total darkness.
And then he was gone, what little Jill could see of him swallowed in the foliage where she saw a ghost.
There was rustling in the bushes, but Jill couldn’t see anything. Why didn’t he have his flashlight on? What was he doing back there?
She aimed her own flashlight at the bushes, and for an instant, she thought she saw the silhouettes of two people, a man and a woman, but then they were gone.
“Tarin?”
She heard the wind, blowing through the trees. She heard leaves falling to the ground. In the distance, she heard a car drive by.
“Tarin? Did you find anything?”
There was more rustling in the bushes, then a sound that frightened her so much she dropped her flashlight.
A scream.
Now she wanted to run. But she didn’t. She held her feet in place for the sake of Nicky and Ryan. I choose to do what’s right. She bent down and reached for her flashlight. As she neared the ground, she saw something shiny in the flashlight’s beam. It was wild and golden—a gleaming light from the ground. In her stupor, she almost thought she saw a rose.
A rose that was on fire.
Ignore it, Jill. Your mind is playing tricks on you.
“Tarin?” she yelled as she picked up the flashlight. “Tarin!”
She began running towards the bushes, her legs begging her to stop and go back the other way, her mind reminding her that she saw a ghost. Not one ghost, but two. A man and a woman.
It’s not true, she told herself, forcing her legs forward. There are no ghosts. You choose to do what’s right. You choose to run into those bushes and find the other agent on this mission.
“Tarin!” she yelled. “Tarin, are you back there?”
There was rustling now, movement in the bushes, and she stopped where she was. Something was coming out. Her feet were backing up. They begged for her to turn and run.
I will not run away, she thought. If Tarin is in trouble back there, no one can help him but me.
She aimed her flashlight at the bushes. She saw something coming out. Arms and legs and a head—was it him? She could swear it wasn’t him. It seemed too short. There was hair…too much hair.
And then he stepped into the beam of her flashlight and smiled at her.
“Nothing back there,” Tarin said.
Jill felt weak in the knees and plopped down in the grass.
“Jill?”
Tarin ran up to her. “Are you alright?”
“I heard something,” she said. She was panting. Her whole body was shaking. She felt like she couldn’t catch her breath. “I thought I heard somebody scream.”
“You’re frightened,” Tarin said. “This is a bit much for you tonight, isn’t it?”
“I’m kind of freaking out a little,” she said. She took a deep breath. Then another. “Are you sure nobody was back there? I could swear I heard somebody scream.”
Tarin put his hand on Jill’s chin and turned her face toward his. Even in the darkness, she could see his eyes clearly. She allowed herself to get lost in them.
“You can relax, Jill,” he said. “There was nothing back there.”
“I…but I….”
“Nothing, Jill. What you heard must have been the wind.”
Yes, the wind. She could hear it whispering in her ears now. Nothing but the wind.
“I was losing it there for a minute,” she said.
“It was just the wind,” said Tarin.
“That was so crazy,” Jill said. “I must have had a full-on hallucination. I saw silhouettes behind those bushes. I heard a scream. I…”
I saw a rose on fire.
“What is it Jill?”
“I think I know where to find the clue.”
 



Chapter 29
 
Tributes to kings
Both born and elected
Join their inspirations in dust
Despite 657 claims to the eternal
 
Kim looked at the clue that was etched on a tombstone at Meadowlark Memorial cemetery. She was so angry she could scream.
She wasn’t angry that they found Emmitt’s body in the bushes. Yes, Emmitt had been a good friend to the family for many years and she’d known him since before she could remember, but she didn’t really care. Emmitt had been assigned the most important job of all, and he’d failed. As far as Kim was concerned, he deserved to die.
And she wasn’t angry that this second clue was even more obscure than the first. Tributes to kings…born and elected…657 claims to the eternal…whatever. It wasn’t like Kim needed to solve this clue. The harder and stranger it was, the better for her. The more she read the clue, the more certain she was that Renata didn’t want anyone to win the Ransom this year. How could anybody even begin to solve this mess?
Of course, she thought the same thing about the last clue, but here they were. Kim and her father, having come to Meadowlark Memorial because Emmitt filed a report late in the night that Jill Wentworth was here.
That was why she was angry. That was why she wanted to tilt her head back to the sky, open her mouth as wide as it could go, and curse Jill’s name to the heavens above.
Jill Wentworth had solved the clue. Not only that, she had solved the clue, discovered that Emmitt was watching her, and killed him, leaving his corpse in the bushes at the far end of the cemetery.
“Come here, I want to show you something,” yelled Galen Renwick from across the graveyard.
“No!” Kim shouted. “You come over here! I’ve found the second clue!”
Her daddy was such a dunce. As far as Kim was concerned, Galen was just as useless as Emmitt and deserved the same fate at this point. So many mistakes last night. So many unforgivable screw-ups.
First was that horrible phone call with Jill, where Jill was able to use the mistakes of Kim’s daddy against her, again. How many times would Galen Renwick’s screw-ups come back to haunt Kim? How much harder could he have made it for her to win this contest?
Then came news from Emmitt that Jill Wentworth was on the move in the middle of the night, news that her daddy sat on for two mother-fucking hours! Had Galen gotten his lazy ass out of bed at the moment when Emmitt called to report that Jill was at Meadowlark Memorial, they might have been able to do something about it! Instead, Galen Renwick, power broker feared by immortal and human alike, put his head back on his squishy pillow and went to sleep. By the time he was up again at dawn, it was already too late. Jill came and went from Meadowlark Memorial, and Emmitt, paragon of incompetence that he was, got his ass killed.
A part of Kim admired Jill for that one. Who knew that Jill had all this spunk in her? First she turns the tables back on Kim with her own blackmail threats, then she kills the investigator the Renwicks had on her tail.
Killed him, and left his body in the bushes for the Renwicks to find!
That was hardcore. A bold, brilliant move that put the Renwicks on notice. Jill Wentworth played for keeps.
“Oh my, would you look at that?” said Galen, huffing and puffing after a quick jog from the bushes, where Emmitt’s body still lay in the dirt.
“That’s what I’m doing,” Kim said, really leaning into the sarcasm as she spoke.
Galen crouched down in front of the tombstone and admired the rose.
“It’s 18 karat,” he said, referencing the golden block on which the rose was mounted.
“You’re blocking the sun,” Kim said. “It looks best when it’s getting some light.”
“Oh, sorry,” Galen said, stepping back until his shadow wasn’t touching the rose.
It was brilliant in the sunlight. Kim could only imagine how it looked when Jill saw it, the soft light of the moon dancing off the gemstones and metal.
While every other grave in this cemetery had a wilted rose lying atop a patch of grass, this one plot in the northwest corner had a bejeweled rose fused onto a heavy block of solid gold. The gold lay flush with the ground, creating a shimmering yellow light underneath the rose.
And the rose itself was the most spectacular piece of art Kim had ever seen. A stem made of platinum, cast with sharp thorns and curvy leaves, holding a head of perfectly shaped petals enameled to a brilliant red. Inside the flower, peeking between two enameled petals, was a round diamond that captured the sunlight and sent it out again with a rose-colored tint.
Behind the rose was a small tombstone, where the second clue was written.
“Tributes to kings, born and elected,” Galen began.
“I can read Daddy,” said Kim. “Unless you’ve got some idea what it means, we don’t need to talk about it.”
“Off the top of my head I don’t know,” said Galen. “And that’s a good thing. We don’t want it to be easy.”
“We don’t want it to be found!” Kim said. “Now that Jill has found it, you can bet your ass she’ll tell everyone at school where it is! She doesn’t care who finds Nicky, so long as somebody does, and if a hundred kids get their eyes on this clue, one of them might solve it!”
“Six-hundred-fifty-seven,” Galen said, totally oblivious to the ranting of his daughter. “It’s strange there’s a number in the last line. Six-hundred-fifty-seven claims to the eternal. That will be the key to answering it. The rest of the clue is vague, but a number that specific is something a computer can latch onto. We’ll figure it out.”
“I don’t want to figure it out! I want it to be gone! I want to have last night back, so when Emmitt calls you, you can wake me up and the two of us can stop Jill before she ever gets here!”
“And what would we have done, Kim? We can’t blackmail the girl. She’s already shown that. We can’t beat her up. We can’t kill her. You know the rules of the contest.”
“We could have slowed her down. We could have wrecked into her car, slashed her tires, gotten her drunk, cut a deal with her, I don’t know, Daddy! But I’m pissed off that Jill got here first!”
“There is just no telling with this girl,” Galen said. “She’s been the biggest surprise of the contest. And to think that a flimsy buffoon like Walter Wentworth is her father.”
“Why can’t you get him in line? He was your best buddy in school.”
“Walter and I were never buddies, just acquaintances. And you know full well why I can’t get him in line. It’s the same reason you can’t control Jill.” Galen bit down on his lower lip, a habit that once was endearing to Kim, but now made her sick. “Never in a million years would I have seen this coming,” he said. “The daughter of Walter Wentworth is getting the best of us.”
“She killed Emmitt!” Kim screeched. “Can’t we use that somehow?”
“No, we can’t.”
“Jesus, Daddy. It seems like you’re just giving up without a fight. There’s a dead body in those bushes back there and we know who killed him.”
“No, we don’t.”
“Yes we do! Emmitt told you he followed Jill into this cemetery. And then he died. Unless he dropped dead of a heart attack--”
“He was killed by an immortal,” Galen said. “There are bite marks on the back of his leg. An immortal sucked him dry at the femoral artery, then poked a finger into his gut to make it look like he’d been stabbed or shot.”
“What? But that would mean--”
“An immortal is working with Jill, or at least, is looking out for her.”
“No, this can’t—are you sure?”
“Come have a look at the body, Kim.”
She followed Galen to the bushes, unaware that have a look at the body meant, look at an old naked dead man.
“Ah geez, you took his pants off! What the hell, Daddy! You can’t unsee that shit!”
Galen was unfazed by Kim’s complaints, and rolled the corpse over onto its side, exposing the back of Emmitt’s pale, flabby leg.
“See these puncture wounds right here?” he said.
“Yeah, I see them. Jiminy Christmas, I think I’m gonna hurl.”
“They severed the femoral artery. With one good slurp, an immortal removed enough blood to stop Emmitt’s heart.”
“No more talk of slurping, please.”
“Whoever did this knew exactly what they were doing,” Galen said. He rolled the body over onto its back, leaving Emmitt how they found him, when they assumed he was dead from a gunshot wound to the stomach.
“They left the body here as a message for us,” Galen said. “Jill wants us to think that she killed Emmitt. Or if not her, then some rough and tumble bodyguard she had with her. The immortal chose to bite Emmitt on the leg rather than the neck in order to hide the true nature of Emmitt’s death.”
“Jill doesn’t want us to know she’s working with an immortal,” said Kim. “It’s against the rules for someone in the clan to help her.”
“But she wanted to send a message to us. She’s telling us to stop spying on her.”
“It was a stupid thing to do,” said Kim. “We’ll show this body to Daciana.”
“She still hasn’t called me back.”
“Then we’ll show it to Renata! She’ll--”
“She’ll what, Kim? Look in Jill’s mind?”
Kim balled her hands into fists, squeezing so tight that her nails dug into her flesh.
“This is so uncool, Daddy. Jill finds out one thing from your past, and now we’ve lost all our advantages?”
“We’ll have to be clever about this,” Galen said. “Jill Wentworth is a worthy opponent. Come on, let’s get in the car. I’ll have someone come to take Emmitt’s body away.”
 



Chapter 30
 
Weeks of solitude and darkness. Maybe months. Nicky had no idea how long she had been in that prison cell. Time stretched into an abyss on all sides of her.
She wondered if she was going crazy. Maybe her constant visions of past lives in this compound weren’t memories coming back to her. Maybe they were the hallucinations of someone who had lost it. Maybe they were her brain’s way of coping with her situation.
Did it matter either way? Sane or insane, she was headed for death regardless. So long as Ryan was comfortable, she didn’t care. She would sit quietly in her cell, eating the meals that got pushed through the door, causing no trouble for anyone.
It wasn’t like she was even that lonely. Memories that had been long forgotten but now were coming back kept her company. Coming to this place, seeing the courtyard, the sphere, stepping into her childhood home—it had pushed open the door to years of remembrance she had locked away. With no distractions and nothing better to do, Nicky spent her days exploring those memories.
Thinking about that cottage up on the hill reminded her of an oval table where they sat to eat dinner, and thinking about dinner reminded her that she and her father played games after dinner was done. Cards and charades and a board game with multi-colored pieces that moved on the roll of the dice. Laughing and talking and enjoying each other’s company. They were happy times for her. They were memories she was meant to have, and once she remembered them, they filled her mind, as if they had always been there.
Her mother appeared only in a few memories. She came in and kissed Nicky goodnight. She went for a walk in the woods with Nicky. She sat quietly at the dinner table, lost in her own thoughts.
Her father was the much more present player. It seemed like he and Nicky did everything together. Fishing and swimming at the lake, sledding down the side of the mountain, reading books, talking.
And tied to all of these, the most dominant memory of all, was that night in the courtyard. She was certain now that everything about the vision was real. Her mother yelling at her to run. The sick people descending upon her. Her father taking her into the forest…
“Come on out, Nicky.”
It was Falkon’s voice.
“We’re going to walk you around a bit. Gotta make sure you don’t lose your marbles in there. We want you looking happy and healthy when your classmates see you.”
Nicky stumbled forward, the light piercing her eyes.
She wasn’t the only one in pain. All around her, the other prisoners screamed in anger at the light. They banged on the glass as Nicky walked past them. They snarled and roared at her in a perfect imitation of the sound they made in the vision that had been haunting her.
She kept her head down and let Falkon lead her through the hallway and out of the prison. They were walking up a flight of stairs when Nicky’s mind finally registered the words Falkon had said.
Her classmates?
“When are my classmates going to see me?” she said.
“At the end of the year,” said Falkon. “You know, that game you kids play at your school. The Ransom of the Rose or whatever it’s called.”
It was disorienting to even think about school. Nicky had been lost in her own thoughts for so long, living in her own past, that it was hard to even place herself in the present.
“You are confused,” Falkon said. “You’ve been down there alone for too long. You are losing track of reality, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Nicky said. “I guess I am.”
“Perhaps we can take you out more frequently. Renata is adamant that you are to be the model of beauty when she kills you in front of your peers.”
Nicky was trying to make sense of what Falkon was telling her, but it was hard.
“In front of my peers?” she said.
Falkon laughed. “Oh dear. We really have made a mess of you, haven’t we? Come with me. I know just the activity to bring order back to your mind.”
A minute later, they were sitting at a table in Falkon’s house, looking down on a chess board.
“You move a pawn, you move a knight, you move a bishop, and before you know it, your mind begins falling in line,” said Falkon. “There is no better brain exercise on earth than a good game of chess. I will go first.”
Falkon grabbed a white pawn and pushed it out on the board. Nicky looked at him and shook her head.
“Come on, Nicky. Be a sport,” Falkon said. “I know you’re tired and confused. Really, this will help.”
Nicky grabbed one of the pawns and quickly moved it up a space.
“No, no, no—there is no benefit to your mind if you simply humor me,” said Falkon. He pushed Nicky’s pawn back to its starting position. “Tell you what. We will make it interesting. If you win, I let you and your friend go.”
Nicky looked at Falkon to gauge if he was joking or not.
“I am entirely serious,” said Falkon. “And I am a man of my word. I love a good challenge, and, like most men who have lived a thousand years, find that there are few challenges left in the world. So please, sit up straight, get your head into the game, and play chess. If you win, you and Ryan are free to go.”
“And if I lose?”
“If you lose, nothing changes. You remain my prisoner, and in a few weeks, Renata takes you back to Washington and kills you in front of your classmates.”
For the first time since their conversation began, Nicky understood what Falkon was saying to her. The Rose Ransom. She was the princess. Renata would kill her after no one found her.
“I can sense the gears spinning up there,” Falkon said. “You believe me now? Your mind is already healing and you haven’t even made your first move.”
“That’s how she’s explaining our absence at school,” Nicky said. “That’s why we took that photograph on the bed.”
“Yes, yes, something like that,” said Falkon. “Your rituals at that school are absurd, but Renata, like me, is bored, and she is playing a game with your classmates. She has constructed some sort of treasure hunt with nearly impossible clues. When the year ends and nobody solves them, she must drag you out in front of the students and kill you.”
“But what about Ryan?” Nicky said. “He’s still alive, isn’t he? He’s still safe.”
“Your friend is asleep in my guest room having wonderfully pleasant dreams. You know, that could have been your fate as well if you hadn’t locked me out of your mind.”
Nicky looked down at the chess board. She was playing the black pieces. Falkon had made a single move. A pawn in the center, up two spaces.
“You will let us go if I win,” she said.
“I will fly you back to Washington myself,” said Falkon. “Now take your turn.”
Nicky gave it everything she had. Falkon was right. The game did organize her mind. By her second turn, she was fully alert and back in the moment. The flurry of visions she had seen in the prison cell were stowed away in her mind with the rest of her memories. Her total focus was on the chess board, planning many moves ahead.
But Falkon was too good. No matter how far ahead she mapped out the game, he was always a step ahead of her, and after an initial dance where they both put their pieces in place, Falkon decimated her side of the board, taking two bishops and a knight on the next three turns. He trapped her queen, then he trapped her king.
“Checkmate,” he said calmly. “A nice effort on your part, but sadly, you were nowhere close. Would you like to know where you went wrong?”
“Not really,” said Nicky.
“I will show you anyway,” said Falkon. And then he walked through the entire game, move for move, explaining exactly what Nicky was thinking at every step along the way. When he finished, he said, “Don’t feel bad. In the past four hundred years, I’ve only lost once. You know who beat me?”
Nicky shook her head.
“Your mother,” said Falkon.
“Really?” said Nicky. “Was she playing for her freedom too?”
“Heavens no,” said Falkon. “She and I were colleagues. We played every week. She seemed to be getting worse and worse as we went along. Little did I know she was hustling me. She was learning my techniques. My weaknesses. And then, one night, she came at me with all she had. I was completely unprepared. Here, I’ll show you.”
Falkon began rearranging the pieces on the board.
“This is how the board looked during the pivotal moment of our game,” he said. “Now, you might be looking at this board and thinking you should move your rook down the third file, like this.”
Falkon grabbed the black rook and slid it across the board. “You would do this because, you are thinking five moves ahead and imagining check mate.
He began moving quickly, announcing as he went. “Bishop captures pawn. Queen comes out. Knight captures bishop. There! And now you think the white king is trapped in two more moves. But you failed to see something, you know what it is?”
Nicky shook her head.
“This pawn, of course!”
He moved a white pawn up a single space.
“There is no stopping it now,” he said. “My rook can’t get there. My bishop can’t get there. Not even my queen. And on the next turn…” he slid the pawn to the top row of the board.  “And there you have it. This pawn is at the top of the board and gets promoted.”
He removed the pawn and replaced it with a queen.
“White has two queens on the board now,” Falkon said. “Outrageous! But it is in the rules! All the official societies of chess allow for this nonsense. Move your pawn to the top of the board and it turns into a queen, even if there is already a queen on the board! It wasn’t always this way. I’ve been playing chess for a thousand years. For nine hundred of them, you could only promote your pawn to a piece that had already been captured.”
Falkon shook his head in disgust.
“I was such a fool! My mind was so trapped in the past I didn’t even see what she was doing! But there it is, Nicky Bloom. Two queens on the board! And three moves later…”
Falkon slid the pieces in order, again announcing them as he went. “Queen takes knight. Other queen takes bishop. Rook moves to the first file. Checkmate! I lose! The first time I lost a game since I was a child in the remains of the Eastern Roman Empire!”
“That’s all very interesting,” said Nicky. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Say I deserved it! Say that your mother discovered a weakness in my mind and exploited it! Oh, Nicky. Your mother was an amazing woman. Unlike anyone else I’ve ever met. Do you ever miss her?”
“I didn’t know her,” Nicky said.
“No, I guess you didn’t. Ah well. I think you’ve had enough recreation for one night. I will take you back to your cell.”
“Please don’t,” Nicky said. “I’m enjoying this.”
Falkon smiled. “I am too, now that you mention it.”
“Show me more,” said Nicky. “I came here to learn about my past. Show me. Tell me about my mother.”
Falkon sat in place for a moment, looking at the chessboard.
“No, it’s not a good idea. You are too much like her. I made a mistake allowing myself to enjoy her company. I should have locked her up the minute she beat me at chess. I should have known what she was capable of.”
“What did she do?” Nicky said.
“Oh no. We’ve talked enough. It isn’t safe.”
“You mean you’re frightened of me.”
Falkon leaned back and let out a hearty laugh. “You are something special, Nicky. I know of no other human who would dare--”
“You say you’re bored with life, like there’s no adventure left in this world at all for you, but then when I give you the chance to have some, you turn me down. It’s no wonder you’re so miserable. Admit it, Falkon. You’re scared of me. I mean, what difference does it make what you show me if I’m going to die anyway? What difference does it make unless there’s a chance I could be a danger to you?”
Falkon smirked as he watched Nicky talk. “I can see why he likes you,” he said.
“Who?”
“Sergio.”
Nicky decided to leave that one alone. “Do whatever you’re going to do,” she said. “Lock me up, keep me out—I’m bored waiting for you to decide.”
“Okay, okay,” Falkon said, laughing. “You know, you are the most entertaining company I’ve had in years. Ten more minutes. I will take you on a brief tour before I lock you up again.”
 



Chapter 31
 
Falkon took Nicky down a flight of stairs and into a laboratory of some sort.
“Your mother was a scientist,” he said. “Best in her field.”
Against one wall was a desk with three microscopes. On another were shelves of glassware, a book case, and a computer. A long refrigerator with glass doors ran the length of the back. Inside that refrigerator were hundreds of vials full of blood.
The opposite wall was empty. It was made of glass, looking out into darkness on the other side.
“She and I had similar interests,” Falkon said. “We both wanted to use science to cheat death.”
He flipped a switch in the corner of the room and lights came on outside the glass, showing a huge room on the other side.
“Have a look, Nicky,” he said. “This is where we did our work.”
Nicky approached the glass. She felt like a spectator at some nightmarish zoo.
A hundred yards or more of open space lay in front of her, leading to a high wall on the other side. That wall was made of glass, just like this one, but there was no laboratory behind that glass. There were prisoners. Four rows, each with four cells. It was a prison that stretched from floor to ceiling. And every person inside had the same gray skin and yellow eyes that had haunted Nicky’s dreams for months. They shrieked in anger at the light, some of them covering their eyes, others kicking and banging on the glass.
“Who are they?” Nicky said.
“College students, mostly,” said Falkon. “Also a few people from the village at the base of the mountain, and some other people I’ve met during the course of my work.”
“What are you doing with them? Why are they so sick?”
“One moment, Nicky. I can’t bear the sound of their squealing.”
Falkon flipped the switch and the room became dark again. The screaming stopped.
“Ah, that’s better,” he said. “You don’t know how long I’ve had to listen to them screech like that. Anyway, these creatures might look sick to you, but in fact they are quite healthy. They would live for many, many years if they didn’t have such a nasty habit of killing each other.”
“They’re like vampires,” Nicky said.
“They are vampires,” Falkon corrected. “Artificially created in the laboratory, using a genetic sequence your mother created.”
Nicky took a step back. “I don’t understand,” she said.
“Well, they’re not the vampires you know. The recipe isn’t correct yet. As you saw, they are still quite….feral.”
“Why would you do this?”
“There it is again,” Falkon said with a smile. “The girl who asks why. You know, I have brought many scientists into this lab over the years, and their first question is always how? They want to know the mechanics of it all. They want to understand the implications for human medicine. But they never ask why.”
He walked across the room and opened the door to the refrigerator. He pulled out a vial of blood.
“Two queens,” he said. “That’s how your mother beat me.”
“Two queens? Why are we talking about chess again?”
“We are talking about the big question, Nicky. Why? I was the stronger player. But I was arrogant. I was complacent. Never once did I think that, during all those games when I beat your mother, she was studying me. Never once did I consider she was planning an attack of her own.”
He walked up to Nicky and held out the vial of blood. “What do you see?” he said.
“It looks like blood.”
“And to your eyes, that’s all it is,” said Falkon. “But when I look at this vial of blood, I see life. I see power. I was much slower to see it than Daciana, but I see it now. Do you know the story of how Daciana created Sergio?”
Know it? I’ve seen it, Nicky thought. But she said nothing, and gently shook her head.
“When Daciana bit into Sergio Alonzo,” Falkon said, “she changed his blood. She created a genetic freak. A mutant who could create new vampires at will! When the rest of us heard of this, we assumed she had killed him, as was our custom. We had rules, Nicky! Rules to prevent abominations such as the Samarin clan! But she didn’t kill him. She hid Sergio away in violation of all our laws, and none of us realized it was happening. We were arrogant and complacent while Daciana planned her attack. For hundreds of years the two of them hid in the shadows. We all came to forget about Daciana and her freak.  But then she took him to the New World, and together, they created a clan so large that none of us could match her.”
Nicky shook her head. In a strange way, she and Falkon were allies. Both of them wanted to get rid of the Saramin clan. Both of them recognized Sergio as the key to the clan’s power.
“That’s why my mother joined you, isn’t it?” Nicky said. “She wanted to help you defeat Daciana.”
Falkon smiled. “Your mother’s motivations were complicated,” he said.
“Tell me about them. I want to know.”
Falkon walked back to the refrigerator and put the vial away. Nicky followed him.
“Tell me!” she said. “I deserve to know!”
He closed his eyes and leaned against the refrigerator door. He let out a deep sigh and shook his head.
“I’ve upset you,” Nicky said. “Something I said has angered you.”
Falkon lifted his head and stared into the refrigerator. Nicky saw his reflection in the glass. He looked sad.
“You do not have the power to anger me,” he said.
Falkon walked past her, headed towards the door. “It’s time to put you back,” he said. “That’s enough chitchat for one night.”
“What? No! You can’t just put me back. We’re having a conversation.”
“We are having a fruitless conversation. There is no point in speaking to you when your death is so near,” Falkon said. He went to the hallway.
“Wait, please,” Nicky said, chasing after him. “What happened in there? What did I say that made you angry?”
Falkon turned and rushed back in her face. “You don’t deserve anything, Nicky Bloom, and neither did your mother! Your time on this earth is nothing but a blip compared to mine. Your purpose is to feed my desires!”
He had a frightening presence when he was angry. Everything about him, from the look on his face to the smell of his breath, told Nicky that he could kill her where she stood before her heart had a chance for even one more beat.
“I’m sorry,” Nicky said. “I’ll go back to my cage.”
 



Chapter 32
 
On the Monday following Jill’s late night at the cemetery, she told Mattie and Annika about the second clue, and asked them to spread the word.
“Spread the word?” Mattie said. “But that takes away our advantage.”
“There is no advantage,” said Jill. “This isn’t a race to see who finds Nicky and Ryan first. This is a contest between people who want Nicky found and people who want Nicky dead. Anyone and everyone who wants Kim to lose needs to be aware of that second clue. The more minds at work on it, the sooner it gets solved.”
By the end of that day, word was out, and a crowd of high school seniors descended on Meadowlark Memorial to find a bejeweled rose, fused to a block of gold, and the clue that sat behind it.
 
Tributes to kings
Both born and elected
Join their inspirations in dust
Despite 657 claims to the eternal
 
Jill had written the clue on a whiteboard in her bedroom in huge letters. But she wasn’t thinking about it now. She had other work to do.
Despite Tarin’s insistence that they weren’t seeing the full story on Renata’s phone, Jill could find nothing wrong with the hack, and was convinced that if they continued to listen, eventually they would hear something of consequence.
So she spied on Renata. She listened to a phone call between Renata and one of her slaves as she described the color of paint she wanted in the north hallway, and another call where she discussed the food to serve at a dinner party next week.
She overheard a conversation between Renata and the other Regents, discussing the most boring details of school business. Finances, recruitment, public relations, new hires. One evening, Jill caught herself listening in on a conversation about Ms. Benchley, who had just announced an impending maternity leave. The conversation went on for forty minutes, the Regents going on and on about her replacement, her classes, other teachers in the history department, and the schedules of fifty kids in the junior class.
Was this what it was like to be immortal? The minutia of daily life stretched out in an endless line, day after day after day? Jill could hardly believe this boring person she was spying on was the same vampire who had shown up at Nicky’s house and ripped Melissa Mayhew’s heart out of her chest. Renata had always seemed so intense to her. So dramatic. That Rose Ransom performance alone was enough to suggest that she was a woman whose life was filled with passion and romance.
What if that wasn’t the real story? What if this dry and dreary woman who showed up in the phone calls, text messages, and emails, was the real Renata?
God, who wants to live forever if it’s like that, Jill thought.
At school, the discovery of the second clue provided a jolt of energy to the Rose Ransom contest. Suddenly it was interesting again. Maybe it could be solved after all.
Tributes to kings, both born and elected…
Those first lines immediately sent the class on a race to the classic sites.
“Our presidents are like kings,” went the argument. “They weren’t born kings. They were elected.”
The Washington Monument, the Lincoln and Jefferson Memorials, presidential libraries—the Thorndike senior class hit all the great tributes to American royalty in and around DC, and when they came up empty, they broadened their search.
Parker Blake got a group excited about presidential tombs. “They join their inspirations in dust,” he said. “It’s clearly a reference to death. The answer is a tomb. Probably the tomb of a famous president.”
They hit Lincoln’s Tomb, Grant’s Tomb, Monticello, and Arlington National. To encourage sharing and collaboration, Jill created a web page where people could track who visited which tomb, and in a matter of weeks, every presidential burial site had been touched, without any sign of another clue.
The first lines of the clue exhausted, students turned to the last line. 657 claims to the eternal.
Every house and building in the greater DC area with 657 in the address was examined. When all the addresses were exhausted, students turned to history, and everyone became experts on the events of the year 657. The Jenson family even hired a medieval scholar to come to Thorndike and consult with students about emperors, kings, and popes of that age.
They came up empty. And then someone had the idea that it might have something to do with phone numbers and everyone went down that rabbit hole.
“We’re all going to L.A. tomorrow, have you got your ticket yet?” Mattie said.
“L.A.? Why are you going there?”
“The 657 area code! It’s Los Angeles! Can you believe it?”
“I….well, it isn’t typical for a Rose Ransom clue to be so far away, but--”
“There’s nothing in the rules that says it can’t be!” Mattie squealed, “and Jenny’s family has a house in Beverly Hills! It’s gonna be awesome!”
Jill politely declined the invite, giving an excuse that she would continue her own research into the clue at home. In truth, she didn’t want to leave town out of fear that she might miss Tarin if he ever decided to show his face again.
That night, her father, who had been in Seattle on business, returned home for the first time in weeks. Twenty minutes after he was in the door, Jill was regretting that she hadn’t gone to L.A. with her friends.
“You know what’s happening here, don’t you Jill?” he muttered. “It’s clear as crystal to me what’s going on. I’ve been on the phone with plenty of other parents. None of us can remember a Rose Ransom with clues that were this hard.”
He had the smell of airplane travel still on him, peanuts and stale air and Bloody Mary mix.
“I don’t want to talk about this, Dad.”
“You need to sit your ass down and listen to me,” Walter snapped. “I had my reservations about this Nicky Bloom thing, but I trusted that you knew what you were doing. Now I think I’ve let it go too far. If the immortals are angry at Nicky Bloom, you know who they’re coming for next, don’t you?”
“The immortals aren’t angry at Nicky Bloom,” Jill said, feeling depressed as she said the words. Her father was right, of course. But what could she say to him? Yes, Dad, Nicky was mixed up in an attempt to kill Melissa Mayhew and Renata found out. Yes, Dad, they kidnapped her so they could kill her, and they already came looking for me. Bernadette Paiz was here, in this house, but you don’t remember it because you’re a weak minded fool who had his memory erased. Lucky for all of us I was able to fend her off.
Yes, Dad, I know everything about Mom, about what you did, and some day soon I’m getting her out of here and leaving you to deal with the aftermath.
She felt her blood pressure rising. Her father had been absent so long Jill had almost forgotten how much she hated him. Looking at his face, at the sour milk color of his skin, at the nasty patches of stubble growing in because he hadn’t shaved today, smelling the vodka and tomato juice on his breath, hearing his whiny, impotent voice—
“I can’t do this right now,” Jill said. “I’ll be in my room.”
She was headed for the stairs when he cut her off.
“Jill Wentworth, I am done with this defiance! I don’t know what’s gotten into you this year but I have had enough! You hear me!”
He looked like he might hit her. Go on Dad, try it, she thought. You drunk, flimsy, squishy excuse for a man. One swipe at me so I have a reason to take you out. One swipe.
Perhaps taken aback by the venom in his daughter’s gaze, Walter stepped away.
“I’m only going to ask you one more time,” he said, quietly. “Go sit on the couch. You and I need to talk about who you are supporting for Coronation.”
“Is that an order, Dad?”
“You bet your ass it’s an order.”
A flurry of responses spun in her mind.
You don’t get to order me around. I’ve been guiding you like a puppet for three years now. I am not my mother. I am not your slave!
She said nothing. The moment was too hot.
Calm down, Jill. He isn’t worth the effort. You need to hold it together for just a little bit longer.
Long enough for Tarin to show up again so they could talk about the second clue. Long enough to overhear Renata say something worth hearing.
Long enough to figure out the command that is holding your mother hostage.
And then, a thought occurred to her that was so late in coming she was embarrassed at her own stupidity.
Does he know the command?
Jill had looked for the command that enslaved her mother in giant databases, on paper records, on voicemails and faxes and emails. Her mind had been so focused on the idea of an official record of the command that she had never considered that Walter might have an unofficial record in his mind.
He might know the words that could set his wife free.
“Fine,” she said. “I’ll go sit on the couch. We can talk about Coronation. But for the love of God, if we’re gonna do this, let’s do it over drinks.”
It was as if she said the magic word. Walter’s whole face brightened. His body relaxed.
“I wouldn’t do it any other way,” he said.
 



Chapter 33
 
Walter ambled to the bar with a practiced motion, but Jill beat him to it.
“Let me make the drinks,” she said.
“Oh, I don’t know about--”
“I’ve been living with you long enough to know exactly what you like,” Jill said, already grabbing the martini shaker and dropping ice cubes inside. “Vodka martini, dry vermouth, twist of lime.”
“Yes, but there’s an art to it, you see. You’ve got to get just the right--”
Jill was already pouring vodka into the shaker.
“Okay, but, yes well, I suppose that looks good,” Walter said. “Now make sure you don’t go too heavy on the--”
Jill splashed some vermouth into the mix and closed the lid.
“Yes, that’ll be a bit dry, but...”
Jill handed him the shaker, saying, “Mix it how you like it.”
A big smile came over Walter’s face. “Well, I’m glad to see they’re still teaching the important skills at Thorndike. You’ll never get anywhere in life if you can’t make a good martini.”
Walter shook his drink and poured it into a glass.
“And what about you?” he said. “The same?”
“No, Dad. I prefer gin.”
Walter clapped his hands together once. “Then I have a treat for you!” he said. “I’ll be right back.”
As Jill expected he would, Walter went into the parlor to open the case where he kept his best gin locked up. As soon as he was gone, Jill grabbed a water bottle and emptied it into the martini shaker.
“Here it is! You’re gonna love this!” Walter said as he bumbled back to the bar. He was holding a half-empty bottle of gin with a picture of a Viking on the label. “Got this in Norway,” he said. “It’s surprisingly sweet. This is gin for a sophisticated woman, such as yourself.”
He handed the bottle to Jill as if he were giving her a trophy.
“Thanks Dad,” she said, and poured some into the shaker.
“Now, now, don’t be shy,” Walter said. “You’re a Wentworth, after all.”
Jill tilted the bottle, filling the rest of the shaker with gin.
“Vermouth?” Walter said.
Jill shook her head and closed the top.
“That’s my girl!” said Walter, patting her on the back.
A quick shake, and Jill poured herself an exceptionally watered-down gin martini.
“I know it’s hard for you. A girl with your smarts. And I remember what it was like to be young,” Walter said.
They were in the parlor, Jill on the couch, Walter in his chair. It only took a few minutes for Walter to down half his martini. How many martinis would it take before he was ready to have an honest talk about his wife?
“It’s a cruel trick that nature plays on us,” Walter continued. “When you’re seventeen you’re as strong and as vibrant as you’ll ever be. Your mind is sharp. So much sharper than it is when you’re my age.”
Walter spoke slowly. His eyes were glazing over.
“But you’re not so smart that you can just go out on your own, buck tradition, and back whoever the hell you want in the Coronation contest! Coronation is serious business. People dedicate their whole lives to it. Galen Renwick has been planning on this for his daughter for as long as I can remember.”
“Nicky Bloom is winning, Dad. She’s ahead by more than five million dollars.”
“But where is she now? Five million dollars ahead and hidden at the end of the hardest Rose Ransom anyone can remember!”
Jill took a sip of her water and gin concoction. Seeing his daughter drink gin from his private stash immediately calmed Walter down. “How is it?” he asked.
“It’s really good,” Jill said. “I appreciate you sharing it with me.”
“Here, a toast,” Walter said, raising his martini glass. “To recognizing when we’ve fucked up and owning our mistakes.”
Jill looked at her father. He was right on the line. Part of him was here, still lucid and aware of what was going on. But after a couple Bloody Mary’s on the plane and half a glass of vodka, another part of him was starting to slip away.
“I can drink to that,” Jill said.
They clinked their glasses together. Jill raised hers slowly to her lips. There was so little gin and so much water she figured she could chug it down and not feel anything. But she took a small sip, careful to act how she would if the glass was full of hard liquor.
Walter, on the other hand, tossed the rest of his martini back in two big gulps.
“Can I get you another?” Jill said.
“Yes, please!”
Jill kept Walter talking and the martinis flowing. By nine o’clock, he had downed four of them. Jill led him on a circular tour of all things Coronation. They talked about Kim. They talked about Nicky. They talked about the first two clues. They talked about Kim again.
And in between, at every moment when their chat might have become contentious, Jill moved the conversation back to the liquor.
Oh wow, Dad, this gin is the best I’ve ever had.
Would you like a different vodka this time?
Seriously Dad, it’s a sin to enjoy a drink this much.
That was all it took. Walter couldn’t keep up. When the clock struck ten, he was too drunk to remember what they were talking about. All he knew was that he was happy.
“It’s so good to talk like this,” he said. “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted this. You and me, Jill. We don’t have to be enemies.”
“So we’re good now, right?” Jill said.
“You tell me,” said Walter, his speech slurring together.
“I feel good. This was a nice talk.”
Walter smiled. “Come here, Babyface,” he said, using a pet name Jill hadn’t heard since she was in second grade.
In a moment that made her equal parts sad and repulsed, Jill went over to her father and let him give her a hug.
“We should be like this every night,” Walter said. “When you and me are on the same…I mean, you and I. You and me? Us?”
“I understand what you’re saying, Dad.”
“It’s magical,” he said, sounding like he was choking up a little. “Magical.”
Now or never, Jill.
“Dad, I need to ask you something.”
“Yes, anything,” Walter whispered. There was no mistaking it. Jill’s father was so moved by the moment he was beginning to cry.
“It’s about Mom,” Jill said. “Do you think she’s happy?”
Walter wiped tears from his cheeks, then he sat still for a minute.
“Dad?”
Walter reached for his empty glass and held it up for Jill. “One more,” he slurred.
Jill took the glass. “Let’s talk about Mom first. Don’t you worry that all she ever does is sit in her room and work? Don’t you want more for your wife?”
“Your mother,” Walter said, his head tipping sideways, “is living the life she’s meant to live.”
He closed his eyes.
“Dad?”
His chin fell to his chest.
“Dammit,” Jill whispered. She touched him on the shoulder. “Dad, wake up.”
Walter’s head circled up and his eyes popped open. “Your mother doesn’t want to be happy,” he blurted out.
“What? What does that mean?”
Walter leaned forward, held out his hand, and then stabbed himself in the chest with his thumb.
“It’s me,” he hissed. “Meeeeee…..”
“What are you talking about Dad?”
“It’s about my happiness,” he said. His body was slouching in his chair. A horrible look of sadness came over his face. “It’s always been about my happiness.”
He was in another world now. He’d have no memory of this part tomorrow, and even if he did, he’d assume he’d dreamt it.
“You bought Mom from Melissa Mayhew, didn’t you?” Jill said.
Walter looked up at Jill with eyes so far gone she wondered if he could even see her.
But then he nodded his head.
“Tell me the command she used,” Jill said. “What were the words Melissa used to enslave Mom?”
Walter put his hands to his face and began to sob so violently his whole body shook.
“Dad?”
“I always knew you’d find out,” he whispered. “You’re going to kill her aren’t you? Kill her and take her place in the company.”
“What? No! Dad, I want you to tell me the command Melissa used to enslave Mom. It’s very important.”
“Oh God! My own daughter a murderer, and it’s all my fault!”
“Dad, I’m not going to kill anyone. I’m trying to help Mom. You can help too. Tell me the command. You know it, don’t you?”
“Of course I know the command!” he shrieked. He tried to lean forward in his chair, but it was too much for him and he nearly fell over the armrest. Jill wrapped her arms around him and pulled him upright.
“Stay with me, Dad,” she said. “You wrote down the command. Where did you put it?”
Walter shook his head. “No, no, no, no, no,” he muttered.
“Dad, a vampire enslaved my mother and I want you to tell me the words she used!”
“A vampire did not enslave your mother!” Walter shouted. He was staring at Jill, breathing hard and shaking violently. “I did.”
“What do you mean?”
“Melissa programmed your mother so she would be a slave to her wedding vows. I wrote the vows, and on the day we got married, your mother looked in my eyes, and said the words that made her belong to me. When we kissed, the promise was sealed forever.”
 



Chapter 34
 
The basement was just as Jill had left it. Shards of broken DVD’s were everywhere, remains of a stomping fit Jill allowed herself when she found her father’s old porn collection.
Jill snatched up the DVD she wanted from the bottom step.
Holy Matrimony of Mr. and Mrs. Walter Wentworth.
A minute later, her father snoring loudly in his chair, Jill was in her bedroom with the door closed, watching a video recording of her parents’ wedding.
An outdoor garden at night. A glimmering pool with a waterfall coming down behind it. Tropical foliage all around, ferns and orchids and bright flowers hanging on a trellis that surrounded them both.
They were so pretty. Jill never knew. Her parents were good-looking people when they were young.
Carolyn, in a long wedding gown of satin and silk, very traditional, with a veil and long gloves. Jill could imagine Walter’s sisters putting together this look—everything about it was proper Virginia attire.
And Walter, in a tightly-fitted tux. The man in this video was a younger, prettier version of the one Jill left sleeping in his chair downstairs, but he was undeniably Walter. His body was slender beneath his tux, but the softness that was to come was already visible somehow. The way he carried himself, arms and legs swinging about without any semblance of grace. A small chamber orchestra played the wedding march, and Walter’s movements were entirely out of rhythm with the music. He had a stunned look on his face. The moment was too big for him.
He looked guilty.
Oh Dad, did you have any idea how monstrous this was? Have you ever had a conscience?
The wedding party was small. Walter’s two sisters on the bride’s side; two familiar faces on the groom’s.
“Would you look at that?” Jill whispered, wishing desperately that Nicky was here to see this. Walter’s groomsmen were Merv Tremblay and Galen Renwick.
It was Galen who lined up right next to Walter under the trellis. Galen Renwick, whom Jill had made into a sworn enemy of the family, was the best man at her father’s wedding.
“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today…”
Jill didn’t recognize the minister. She didn’t recognize the flower girl, the ring bearer, or most of the people in attendance. She didn’t know whose garden this was. Watching the recording charge forward, she became aware for the first time in her life that there were no wedding pictures hung in her house. How strange was that? A married couple with a teenage daughter and not a single wedding picture in the house?
Did Walter fear that any reminder of the day might jeopardize Carolyn’s programming? Or was he so racked with guilt he didn’t want to think about it.
Watching him recite his vows, Jill suspected the latter.
“Carolyn, I promise to be worthy of your love. I promise to be the man you saw when you fell in love with me, and always strive to do what’s right for our marriage,” Walter said.
His voice was quiet and shaky. He was looking Carolyn in the eye, but it was making him uncomfortable.
“I promise a commitment to us, to be your partner in life, and to give fully of myself.”
His face was flush as he spoke, and he was drenched in sweat.
Did you know, Walter? Was there some part of you that knew what you were doing was unforgivable?
“I will be patient and forgiving,” Walter went on, and Jill shook her head. How hard is it to be patient with someone who does whatever you ask?
“I will be kind and understanding.”
What you did to Mom was the exact opposite of kind.
“Strong enough for both of us when necessary but secure enough to lean on your strength when I need it most.”
The hatred Jill felt for this man had dissipated. Her conversation with him tonight, followed by this despicable look down memory lane, made her realize her father wasn’t worthy of her hatred. Pity, maybe, but not hatred.
Hatred was an emotion she needed to reserve for people like Kim, people who were a genuine threat to her.
Walter was no threat at all. He was a pathetic loser who had made a horrible choice in life and he knew it. This young version of Walter on the screen knew it as it was happening. Jill could see it in his eyes. He was so full of shame at what he was doing he might have stopped it then and there if he could. He looked like he wanted to run away screaming.
But it was too late. Walter Wentworth’s future had already been written by the time he got to the altar. Galen Renwick was to his right; his sisters to his left. The wedding was a rite of passage, required before Walter could become a member of the power elite, and the fact that it was happening at night suggested that at least one immortal was in attendance. Probably Melissa.
So Walter went through with it. He squashed whatever reservations were running through his mind and kept his cold feet locked in place.
“Til death do us part,” he said.
Now it was Carolyn’s turn. Jill leaned closer to the screen, terrified at what she was about to hear.
“Walter, you are my light, my love, my teacher, and my one true friend,” she began.
The words made Jill cry. They were spoken in a different voice than the one she knew. This wasn’t the Carolyn Wentworth who spent day and night in front of a computer. Not yet. This was a little girl who had no idea what was happening to her.
“I promise to honor and cherish you always,” Carolyn said. She was smiling. Smiling as she spoke the words that imprisoned her mind! “I promise to see past your faults, and focus on your virtues.”
She was so beautiful. A girl from nowhere, born on the Farm, raised to be food but set aside because she was special. She had a freakish mind capable of the most extraordinary creativity and logic, a gift that was meant for all of humanity. At this moment, that wondrous mind was being locked in a cage.
“I will respect you,” Carolyn said. “I will stand by you. From this moment on, your happiness is my aim in life. Serving you is my purpose.”
Jill was sobbing so hard she could hardly see. It was tragic what was happening on the screen. The loss of something so precious…so innocent.
“I promise to listen carefully when you speak, to submit fully to our marriage, and to be yours for the rest of my life. ‘Til death do us part.”
And then they kissed, and the promise was sealed.
Jill was so lost in emotion she didn’t realize the door had opened behind her. She turned around not because she heard someone coming in, but because she sensed it. A chill came over the room, deadening the intense emotion she was feeling at the moment.
She jumped up, a part of her expecting to see a vampire in the room with her.
It was Tarin.
“What are you doing here?” she cried. “And why the hell can’t you ring the doorbell like a normal person?”
“You’re crying,” Tarin said. “Why?”
Jill reached for the TV, her fingers fumbling to find the power switch.
“No, no,” Tarin said, taking her hand. “I want to see this.”
“It’s none of your business,” Jill said. “You should have had the decency to knock before you came in my room.”
Tarin was holding both of her wrists now. She didn’t even try to struggle. He was so strong, and she didn’t care. A part of her was thankful to be restrained.
“Your father is asleep downstairs,” Tarin said. “The garage door was unlocked. You understand why I need to sneak in like this.”
It wasn’t a question, but a statement of fact. You understand. And she did.
“It’s not that I don’t want you here,” Jill said, sniffling. “I’m just, having a moment.”
“Yes, I can see that,” Tarin said. What he did next was a complete surprise, but entirely welcome. He pulled her to his chest and put both arms around her back.
She couldn’t help herself. His arms were so strong, so comforting, and she buried her face in his chest and began to bawl.
Onscreen, the orchestra was playing. Walter and Carolyn were walking down the aisle together.
“These are your parents,” Tarin said. “You are watching a video of their wedding?”
“It’s personal,” Jill said. “I’m working through some stuff. That’s all.”
“Tell me,” Tarin said.
“I don’t want to talk about it right now,” she murmured, her face pressed against him, her voice muted. Tarin put his hands on both sides of her face. They were so warm. She could practically feel the energy flowing through them, going from one hand to the other, passing through her mind on the way.
It was the most soothing, comforting experience she had ever felt.
Looking right in her eyes, Tarin spoke softly. “Tell me.”
And she did. The whole truth about her parents, about the emails and documents and paper trail she found in the TPM database, about Melissa Mayhew’s backdoor business of selling slaves to wealthy humans, about the way her mom behaved, the failed attempt to deprogram her at Gordon’s, the need to find the exact wording of the command that enslaved her.
“It’s here,” she said. She was speaking so quickly she could hardly catch her breath, but it felt good. It was freeing, like a huge burden left her body with every word she spoke. “The commands that hold my mother hostage are on this DVD. It’s her wedding vows. If I get these vows to Gordon, he can deprogram her, and we can leave. I should have been writing them down. I got so emotional I forgot to write them down. I have to watch it again.”
She was pulling away, making for the DVD player, but Tarin held her tight.
“Sit,” he said.
She sat on the bed. Why was it such a relief at this moment to have someone telling her what to do? Every time Tarin spoke, it was like the world became simpler. His words pushed aside everything that was blurry and chaotic about life. She was so glad to have him here, to seek his guidance.
It’s guidance I need, she thought. I’ve been so lost.
Or had she? It seemed to Jill that she had a guidepost at one time. Yes, not long ago she was confused about how to proceed after everything blew up in her life and she had a rule to help her. It was like a single sentence. Something powerful. Funny that she couldn’t remember what it was.
Tarin walked over to the DVD player, opened it up, and took out the wedding video.
“Your mother is here tonight?” he said.
Jill nodded. “She’s working in her room,” Jill said. Her eyes darted to the clock behind Tarin’s head. Eleven-twenty. “Yes, she’s still up. Why?”
“Jill, I’m going to help you and your mother,” Tarin said.
The words were like candy to her ears.
“You…you mean?”
“I’m sure this Gordon fellow is a fine hypnotist,” Tarin said. “But I’ve trained with the best in the world.”
Of course! Suddenly all the many mysteries about Tarin—the way he just dropped himself into a vampire’s mansion and immediately earned the trust of the entire staff, the presence he had about him, the strength and reassurance she felt every time he spoke--Jill had heard about people like him. Operatives so fluent in the art of hypnosis they could move among the vampires. He was an expert.
“You know how to speak to her,” Jill whispered. “You can deprogram my mother.”
Tarin smiled. It was a confident smile that told Jill all she needed to know.
“Take me to her,” he said.
Jill led Tarin up to her mother’s study and reached at the door with her fist, about to give the same gentle knock she had used to enter the study so many times over the years.
But Tarin pushed the door open before Jill could knock.
“Oh, Tarin. That’s gonna make her--”
Too late. Carolyn had spun around in her chair to face them, her eyes wide, her face angry at the interruption to her thoughts.
“What is this?” she said in an angry voice. “Who is this?”
Tarin spoke immediately, charging into the room with speed and purpose.
“Hello Carolyn,” he said. “I am a friend.”
In that instant, two things struck Jill as strange. The first was that Tarin called Jill’s mother by her first name. Jill didn’t remember ever telling Tarin her mother’s name.
The second was that the anger in Carolyn’s voice subsided immediately.
“You are a friend?” she said.
“I am a friend,” said Tarin. He held out his hand. Carolyn shook it. He introduced himself, said he was a friend of the family, and was here on her husband’s request.
It all moved so fast Jill barely knew what was happening. Seventeen years of interactions with her mother had conditioned her not to expect anything like this. Tarin was breaking all the most sacred rules of the Wentworth family: do not interrupt Carolyn while she works; do not enter her study without knocking; do not approach her desk without being invited.
Do not take up her precious time.
He had such command over the room. The sheer force of his presence—it was astounding. Jill never would have believed it if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes.
Tarin was speaking to Jill’s mother, and she was listening.
“Will that computer play a DVD?” Tarin asked, pointing at Carolyn’s desktop.
Okay, now he was going too far. He was going to show her the movie, mere minutes after barging into her study? Jill needed to slow this down. She remembered how long it took Gordon to bring about a hypnotic state. Layers upon layers of relaxation were required before Carolyn was ready to talk. If Tarin showed her the movie now, she was sure to freak out on him.
“Tarin, maybe we should all sit down and talk for a bit,” Jill said. “You know, before you show the movie.”
Tarin turned to Jill and gave her a huge, knee-weakening smile.
“Why don’t you go sit on the couch downstairs?” he said. “Keep an eye on your father. Make sure he doesn’t bother us.”
For one long second, Jill was confused. On the one hand, there was her skepticism about the way Tarin had charged into her mother’s room and already had the movie out. On the other hand, well, checking on her father did sound like a good idea.
Better than a good idea. It was a brilliant idea. Walter was down there on the couch asleep. Somebody needed to check on him. Who better to do it than Jill?
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll be downstairs.”
“Close the door behind you, will you?” Tarin said.
Jill was already closing it. The suggestion to check on her father sounded so perfect to her, so spot-on, she could hardly wait to do it, and she sprinted down all three flights of stairs, leaping across half the final staircase like an acrobat. She bounded into the parlor to find her father still sitting in his chair, his head cocked back, his mouth wide open as he snored like a buzzsaw.
Jill took a seat next to him on the couch. I’m checking on you, Dad, she thought. And I’ll keep checking on you until Tarin’s finished.
 



Chapter 35
 
As Jill sat in the parlor, watching her father snore, she thought about all the things that had been weighing on her these past two months.
Three of her friends were dead, having been murdered by a vampire on the night of the Date Auction.
Two more of her friends had been kidnapped, and were now the prize at the end of a brutally difficult treasure hunt. Her boyfriend was gone, brainwashed right out of her life. Her old contacts in the Network were out of touch, so far away now she might as well have never met them.
Let it go, Jill. Let it slip out of your mind and float away on the breeze.
It was amazing how powerful it was to have someone to talk to. After she watched that tragic video of her mother and father’s wedding she felt so alone in the world she didn’t know if she could continue. But then Tarin showed up. He listened. He understood.
He was helping her. Right now, all Jill had to do was sit on the couch and make sure her dad stayed put. Tarin was doing the rest.
Time passed slowly for her, but she wasn’t bored. She was at peace. She felt like the horrible, frightening world she had lived in for months would stay away from her so long as she sat on this couch, doing what Tarin told her to do.
And then he came into the parlor.
“We are finished,” Tarin said.
“Finished? Do you mean--”
Tarin held his hand up to his lips. “Let’s not wake your father,” he said. “Carolyn is waiting for you in your bedroom.”
“My bedroom?” Jill said.
“Come find me outside when you’re done talking to her,” Tarin said.
Jill nodded her head once, then ran for the stairs. She entered her room to find a very familiar sight. Her mother, sitting at a computer, her back to the door.
“One second please,” she said. “I’m onto something here.”
Was this the new Carolyn Wentworth? It seemed just like the old one. The only difference was that Carolyn was typing on a laptop on Jill’s desk, rather than the computer in her study.
“Mom? What are you doing?”
Carolyn held up one finger. It was the gesture she had always used when Jill wanted to talk to her and she wanted to work.
Jill got a sinking feeling in her stomach. It looked like the deprogramming hadn’t worked at all.
“Okay, that will do it,” Carolyn said. She took her hands off the computer and stood from the chair. What she did next was so unexpected and beautiful it took Jill’s breath away.
Carolyn Wentworth walked across the bedroom with open arms, and embraced her daughter.
It took Jill a second to hug her back. When she did, she let out a laugh. “Mom?” she said. “Mom, are you okay?”
Carolyn took a step back and put her arms on Jill’s shoulders. “I’m okay,” she said. “And I need to get back to work. I think I’ve figured it out.”
“Back to work? Mom, that laptop you’re working on--”
“I know all about the laptop,” she said. “Your friend told me.”
“My friend? You mean Tarin?”
“Mmm-hmm,” Carolyn said, returning to the desk and putting her hands back on the keyboard. “Through this laptop you have full access to Renata Sullivan’s phone,” Carolyn said. “But Tarin tells me you haven’t seen anything you can use yet.”
“No, we haven’t,” Jill said. “But Mom. Did Tarin tell you why we have access to the phone? Do you understand what you’re doing?”
“You are part of the Network,” Carolyn said, her fingers clattering across the keys as she spoke. “I know all about the Network. I’ve written lots of software over the years to seek out members of the Network. I’ve always wondered why Daciana was unhappy with the software and wanted me to write more. Now I know. There was an equally talented programmer working for the Network all this time. You and I were playing cat and mouse all over the Internet.”
It was startling to hear her mother speak of the Network, so much so that Jill had to sit down. A part of her wondered if this was really happening. For months, she had imagined what her mother would be like when she was free of the commands that held her hostage.
She had never expected her to be like this.
“I really don’t know if this is the best use of your time right now,” Jill said.
“Nonsense. Renata is masking her important work somehow. When you hacked into her phone, you only got past the first layer of security. I think I know how to get past the second.”
“Mom, please. Could you stop typing for a second and talk to me? I want to know how you feel. You’ve had these commands in your mind your whole life.”
“And now they’re gone,” Carolyn said. “Believe me, Jill. It’s not something I can begin to describe. But for the first time in my life, I am doing what I truly want to do.”
Carolyn was smacking away at the laptop with the same focus and vigor she brought to all her other computing.
“This?” Jill said. “What you’re doing now is what you truly want to do?”
“I am helping you, Jill. I am helping you and Tarin complete your mission. And when I’m done, I’m looking forward to helping you complete another task, whatever it may be.”
“I appreciate the help,” Jill said. “I’m sure Tarin does too. Did he put you up to this? What did you guys talk about up there?”
“Tarin helped me see the truth about my situation,” Carolyn said, absently. She typed for a time without speaking, then added, “I am glad to know the truth.”
“Mom, could you please quit typing and look at me?”
“Not now. I’m too close to figuring this out.”
She was hunched over the computer, her fingertips flying across the keys. It was the same view of her mother that she’d always had.
“How about when you’re done? Could we talk then?”
“Mmm-hmm,” Carolyn said. Jill shook her head. The classic, Carolyn Wentworth mmmhmm. It was a sound she’d heard thousands of times. It meant I’m done listening to you now.
“I’ll be outside with Tarin,” Jill said. “I’m excited to talk to you later.”
Carolyn said nothing as Jill left the bedroom and closed the door behind her.
Jill found Tarin downstairs.
“I don’t understand,” she said.
Tarin held his finger to his lips. “Not here,” he whispered, pointing at Walter. “Let’s go outside.”
Tarin led her to the back porch. As soon as the door closed behind her, Jill said, “She seems a little different, but--”
“I can see that you’re confused, Jill. Let me tell you how this works” Tarin said. “I found the commands in your mother’s mind. We watched the DVD together. I helped her recognize the commands that were holding her hostage. I taught her to reject them.”
“But it’s like she’s still not in control,” Jill said. “She couldn’t bring herself to stop working.”
“You must lower your expectations,” Tarin said. “You desire that this poor woman transforms herself into the mother you’ve always wanted. But that’s not who she is. She has spent her life working as a computer programmer all day, every day. That is her identity.”
“Her identity?” Jill said. “I thought the point of deprogramming her--”
“Deprogramming is exactly that. Nothing more, nothing less. I removed the programming from her subconscious mind. She is no longer a slave to her wedding vows. And, over time, with those commands gone, she will rebuild her mind in whatever way she sees fit. But right now, she has decades of neural pathways built that tell her she likes to work. She has created the mind of someone who wants to program computers all day, every day.”
“And that’s what I wanted to free her of.”
“No, Jill. You wanted to free her of the commands to make your father happy. And that is done. There is a big difference between the woman working in her bedroom and the woman we found in her study.”
“I didn’t see it.”
“It was there. Right now, she is doing something she chose to do. She is doing what she wants, not what Walter wants.”
Jill looked up at the sky. The glow from DC was so strong that the stars were mostly invisible. For weeks, she had imagined that someday soon, she and her mother would drive far away from here. They would get in a car and leave Washington in the rearview mirror, setting up a new life for them both in a place where they could see the stars at night.
“I’m disappointed,” Jill said. “I thought that, given the choice to do what she wanted to do, she might choose to get out of here with me. Instead she’s chosen to work on the hack I started.”
“I guided her in that direction,” Tarin said. “As soon as the commands were gone from her mind, it was clear that your mother was lost. She is a woman who must have a computing project to work on, and she’s never once chosen the project herself. She was desperate for someone to give her something to do. For a few seconds there, I thought she might have a nervous breakdown. So I told her about the Network. I told her it was important to you and she could join us if she wants. I told her she has a skillset that we value and she could get started right away, if that was what she wanted to do. There is the big difference Jill. Your mother knows the truth now and had the choice to do anything she wanted. She immediately chose to get to work.”
“It’s a frustrating project to start on,” said Jill. “I don’t think there’s anything there for her to do. The hack is complete. We have access to Renata’s phone. It’s not our fault she’s so boring.”
“No, Jill. On this one, you’re wrong. Renata is hiding something. I’m sure of it. Let’s give your mother a chance. A challenging problem like this is good for her.”
“If you say so.”
“You know, I didn’t come here tonight to reprogram your mother. I came here to talk about the second clue.”
“What’s is there to talk about? It’s impossible, isn’t it?”
Tarin had a grin on his face.
“No. Don’t tell me you….no way! There’s no way you solved it.”
“What have I told you? The key to these clues is thinking like Renata Sullivan, and it just so happens that I know exactly how she thinks.”
“What is it? What’s the answer?”
“I’ll take you to it. Go get a jacket. And your most comfortable shoes.”
 



Chapter 36
 
Tributes to kings
Both born and elected
Join their inspirations in dust
Despite 657 claims to the eternal
 
Jill pondered the clue as they drove into DC. They crossed the river and approached the National Mall. When they were near the Washington Monument, Tarin parked the car and they got out.
“The Monument?” Jill said. “No. We’ve already checked here.”
“You have already come to the Monument?” Tarin said.
“No, not me, but many others from school.”
“How come you didn’t come?”
“It’s too obvious,” Jill said.
“Is it? Has anyone solved it yet?”
“Well, no, but people have checked here.”
“How thorough were they?”
“Very thorough! Winthrop brought all his friends and spent the whole day scouring this place. Mary Torrance brought a group here too. She even took a helicopter ride to have a look at the top.”
“And they found nothing,” said Tarin.
“That’s right. They found nothing.”
A guard in a Park Service uniform approached them.
“Good evening, folks,” the guard said. He was a chubby man with a crew cut and a sidearm hanging from his belt.
“We would like to go inside the Monument,” Tarin said.
“Monument’s closed,” the guard said. “The doors open again tomorrow morning at nine.”
“You don’t understand,” Tarin said. “This is Jill Wentworth from Thorndike Academy. She would like to go inside now.”
The security guard stood in place for a moment, as if registering the words Tarin had just said to him, then a big smile came over his face and he extended his hand to Jill. “Pleasure to meet you,” he said.
Jill shook his hand.
“We would like for you to open the doors and turn on the lights for us,” Tarin said. “We need full access, including the stairs.”
Another short delay while the guard seemed to think about Tarin’s request.
“Yes, of course,” he said eventually. “It will be one moment while I get someone down here to open it up.”
“Use your radio to call for the Ranger. Tell him Tarin is here. He is expecting me.”
A minute later, they were standing in the lobby of the Washington Monument, waiting while the Park Ranger fumbled with a key ring, trying to open the door to the stairwell.
“This doesn’t seem right to me,” Jill said. “There couldn’t be a more obvious place for a clue than the Washington Monument. Hasn’t it been used in the Rose Ransom before?”
“Twenty-eight Rose Ransom clues have been hidden in the Monument over the years,” Tarin said. “One year, the rose was in the front entrance. Another year it was on the elevator. The rose has been at the museum atop the Monument, and it’s also been in a window frame on the observation deck.”
Jill ran through the clue in her head. Tributes to kings, born and elected...
“Sorry for the delay,” the Ranger said, still flipping through his key ring. “The stairs have been closed to the public for years. It’s been a long time since I’ve had need to open them. Let me try this key.”
“Tributes to kings…” Jill whispered.
The Washington Monument was an easy answer to the clue, so easy that Jill had immediately dismissed it. After all, the tower was itself a gigantic tribute to the closest thing American ever had to royalty, at least, before Daciana showed up.
“Join their inspirations in dust,” Jill said. “I don’t get how that line fits. George Washington is dust now, but he isn’t buried here.”
“With that line, Renata is speaking one of her own truths,” said Tarin. “Humans built this tower intending it to stand forever. Even though Washington himself is now dust, the tower still stands. But stretch out the timeline long enough, and at some point this tower will fall. For an immortal who lives forever, even a tower such as this will eventually join its inspiration in dust.”
“So she’s just preaching to us,” Jill said. “That line is meaningless.”
“Not at all,” Tarin said. “I think you’ll find, when we get to the clue, that the third line is quite helpful.”
“There it is,” said the guard, turning a key in the lock. The door swung open, exposing a winding staircase on the other side.
“Despite 657 claims to the eternal,” Jill said. “How many stairs is it to the top?”
“Eight-hundred and ninety-seven,” said the Ranger.
“Come on,” said Tarin. “Let’s start counting.”
Counting in unison with every step, Jill and Tarin wound their way towards the top. The staircase was narrow. The climb was hard and slow. Having been out of use for so long, it smelled of stale air and dirt. They stopped at stair number 656.
Stair 657 was right in front of them.
“It looks the same as all the other stairs,” Jill said.
“Does it now?” said Tarin. “Perhaps you should have a look back behind you and be sure.”
Jill turned and looked at the stairs they had just climbed. The sharp, winding angle only allowed her to view a few of them before they rounded a bend and disappeared.
“They all look the same,” said Jill.
“Look again,” said Tarin. “There is a difference.”
Jill turned her head back and forth between the stair in front of them and the stairs behind them.
“The only difference is that we haven’t stepped on this one yet,” Jill said. “Our footprints are all over the stairs behind us. This one in front of us…”
She stopped, realizing the significance of the words she was about to speak.
The stairs had been closed to the public for years. She and Tarin were the first to climb them in who knew how long. During the time the stairs had fallen out of use, they became covered in dust.
“The third line of the clue,” she said. “Join their inspirations in dust!”
“Now you get it,” said Tarin. He gestured at the dust-covered stair. “You should do the honors.”
Jill bent down and swept her hand across the step, brushing away a thick layer of dust.
And exposing a square-shaped crevice in the stair.
The other steps were made of solid stone, but this one had a square-shaped tile cut into its face. Carefully, Jill pressed her fingers against the lip of the tile, and lifted it up.
She set the tile face-down on stair number 658, and looked at the hollow compartment she had exposed underneath. There was a golden, bejeweled rose inside.
“Oh wow,” she said, poking her head into the hole. “Do you have a flashlight? I can’t see the clue.”
“Lift your head up, Jill. The clue is right in front of you.”
“What?” She pulled her head away from the stair and found the clue right in front of her, just as Tarin said. It was engraved on the underside of the tile she had just removed.
 
An expression of mortal frailty 
Death and new life made manifest
In the throes of agony eternal 
Within and without the square
 
“Okay, so what does that mean?” Jill said.
Tarin shook his head. “I don’t know.”
 



Chapter 37
 
Nicky felt much more confined in her prison cell after her conversation with Falkon.
Your mother was a scientist. Best in her field.
Falkon’s voice echoed in her mind, disrupting the flow of memories. She couldn’t live in the happy memories with her father anymore. Every time she tried to revisit those days at the lake or in the woods, Falkon’s voice tore through the memory and brought her back into the darkness.
She and I had similar interests. We both wanted to cheat death.
Without the memories to hide in, the darkness became a frightening place. She was acutely aware that she was the only human in a prison full of vampires.
They are vampires. Artificially created in the laboratory, using a genetic sequence your mother created.
Why would her mother do this? Why would she help someone so obviously evil as Falkon Dillinger?
What are you doing with them? Why are they so sick?
She had asked those questions of Falkon. Now she was asking them of her mother. She was looking at the woman in the memory, the woman in the courtyard with all the gray-faced creatures gathering around. She saw her father reaching for her arm, begging for her to run away with him. But she stood in place. She looked at her mother. She asked, What are you doing with them? Why are they so sick?
And her mother answered, “I wanted to use science to cheat death.”
For days or weeks or months or maybe years Nicky swam about in the darkness, eager for the day when Falkon would open the door and tell her it was time to die. Her only comfort was the possibility that Ryan’s solitude was as blissful as hers was painful. That Ryan truly was having the most pleasant dreams his mind could imagine.
As her agony grew, the memories faded. She could barely see the fun times at the lake anymore. The games at the table after dinner, once vibrant experiences that felt like they were happening to her in real-time, were just old memories now, distant, quiet, and vague. She forgot the smells from the kitchen. She could hardly see the Christmas tree.
Only two scenes remained vivid in her mind. Both involved a little girl in the courtyard, gazing at the silver sphere.
In one scene, her mother yelled at her to run, and the gray-faced monsters swallowed her up.
In the other scene, an older scene, her mother was the gray-faced monster. It was the original nightmare, come back around again to haunt Nicky’s final days.
She saw her mother standing behind the glass. Her skin was the color of death. Her eyes and teeth were yellow. She was sick.
Her mother banged on the glass so hard it began to crack. How many times had Nicky gone through this nightmare? How many more times would she have to face it? The whole point of coming to Italy was to learn the truth about this place, to reconcile herself with her past so this dream could go away.
But now it was happening in the darkness. A waking dream. Her mother banged on the glass again and it cracked. Nicky took a deep breath and reminded herself this was just in her mind. When the dream charged ahead with the scenes that always came next, her mother breaking through the glass and chasing her down, Nicky would be ready.
It’s just fantasy, she told herself. It’s just a trick of your mind.
In that fantasy, her mother banged again, and it sounded so real, so present, that Nicky had a tough time convincing herself it was in her mind. She banged again, and this time the sound dragged her right out of the vision. She was in the darkness of her prison cell, and the banging was happening in the cell above her.
More banging. One of the vampires was hitting the glass hard, just like her mother did in the dream. What was happening up there?
The banging continued, and this time it was followed by the sound of cracking glass.
“It isn’t real, Nicky,” she said to herself. “None of this is real.”
But she didn’t believe her own words. The sound was real. She was in a prison, surrounded by gray-faced monsters who were each trapped behind a pane of glass, just as her mother was in the dream, and one of them was breaking through.
Another bang, followed by more cracking. The sound was like ice cracking in a water glass. The cracks and pops were intense. The sounds of destruction. Nicky could swear that one of the vampires above her was about to break out.
A final, crushing blow in the cell above Nicky and she heard the glass shatter. She saw broken glass come raining down in front of her cage. This was not a dream. One of the feral vampires in a cell above her had broken the glass door of its cage.
And then it came down. A shadow in the darkness, landing softly in front of Nicky’s cell. Hunched over, its hands gnarled into claws, its eyes glowing in the darkness, the feral vampire turned around and looked right at Nicky.
Her dream had come to life. The monster standing on the other side of the glass was her mother. Gray-faced and sick, an identical image to the one Nicky had been dreaming about for months, her mother was a feral vampire and only a pane of glass separated her from Nicky.
“Mom,” she whispered.
The creature approached. It put its hands on the glass as it looked inside. Nicky felt drawn to it. She walked to the front of her cell, standing inches away from the creature, who was now pressing both hands against the glass.
Nicky raised her own hands, and placed her palms directly across from the vampire.
The effect was immediate. A charge of energy passing between them, connecting them, she was in her mother’s mind.
Mom? she asked. What happened to you? What happened in this place?
The voice came back as if it had been floating across time since Nicky was five years old.
I was trying to cheat death, her mother said. I failed.
The transfer was instant. Memories that Nicky’s mother had been holding in a deep corner of her mind came flowing forth. Nicky received them directly. They became her memories, as real and as vivid as if she had lived them.
Her name was Celeste. Not Celeste Nicole Allen, who would become Nicky Bloom. She was Celeste Amanda Allen. Nicky’s mother.
And she had a son. Born six years before Nicky.
I never knew I had a brother, Nicky thought.
But of course she didn’t know. The memory told her why. She never knew her brother. Her mother never said a word about him.
His name was Robin. He was four years old when the symptoms began. That was always puzzling to Celeste. How could it be that this illness just sat there, unknown, for the first four years of Robin’s life? How come, for four magical years he was healthy, and then one day, he wasn’t?  
As a geneticist, it was a question that fascinated Celeste. Fascinated her, and haunted her. What was wrong with her son?
It began with the bruises. He came into the bedroom in the morning, a look of concern on his face.
“Mommy, something happened to my leg.”
One year and countless tests later, Robin was diagnosed with Idiopathic Aplasia.
Idiopathic. It was a word Celeste had used in her own doctoral thesis. Unknown. From the Greek words Idios, meaning “one’s own,” and Pathos, meaning “suffering,” Idiopathic was the perfect word to describe Robin’s illness. One’s own suffering.
No one knew what was wrong with Robin. The illness was uniquely his.  
An unknown illness meant an unknown cure, and the doctors were content to leave Robin untreated. But Celeste was not. She used all the resources available to her as a senior scientist at the Ventigen Corporation to run her own tests on her son. She hired her own doctors and she oversaw treatments of her own devising.
Nothing worked. But Celeste was undeterred. This was her son, and just because she couldn’t solve the problem didn’t mean it was unsolvable. She published her research on her son’s condition and attempted treatment in the hopes that somewhere, a scientist would read about Robin’s illness, think of it a different way than she did, and present her with a solution.
And while no one in the scientific community came up with an answer, her research didn’t go unnoticed. Higher-ups in her own company were excited at the work she was doing. Her boss called her into his office one afternoon and told her the company wanted to move her to Italy where she could have a state of the art laboratory and all the funding she needed.
“Why Italy?” she asked.
The evasive answer she got from her boss should have warned Celeste that she was treading into dangerous water. He spoke of sensitive work, remote locations, and keeping the research secure. He also mentioned a wealthy investor who had taken a personal interest in her work. The warnings for Celeste were all there in that initial conversation, but she was blinded by her drive to cure her son.
Her boss gestured at Celeste’s pregnant belly. “If you need to take a few months before making a move like this--”
“Oh no,” she said. “There is no time to wait.”
Five months pregnant with the girl who would become Nicky Bloom, Celeste moved her family to Northern Italy, where she met an immortal named Falkon Dillinger.
Their partnership was uneasy at first. Falkon wanted to know everything about what she was doing, and Celeste wanted to be left alone. Falkon wanted frequent reports about her progress, and looked horribly displeased when Celeste told him only what she thought he needed to hear.
Falkon wanted their relationship to be closer than that of boss and employee. He wanted to dine with the family. He wanted to converse with Celeste while she worked. He wanted to socialize and play games—he was particularly fond of chess.
Celeste wanted none of that. She only wanted to work.
She was nine months pregnant, due any day, when Robin took a turn for the worse. Celeste showed up in the lab one night in tears, certain her son was at death’s door. Falkon came up to her, put his arm over her shoulder, and said, “I can help your son. But before I do, we need to talk.”
That night, Falkon put Celeste in a wheelchair and rolled her into a wing of the lab she had never seen before.
“Our purposes are aligned, Celeste,” he said. “We both understand that it is the blood in our veins that gives us life, and that some of us are blessed with stronger blood than others. I have spent many years thinking about this problem.”
He pushed her into a laboratory with a long storage refrigerator on one side, and floor-to-ceiling windows on the other.
“You know what troubles me, Celeste? It is a single word. Why?”
He rolled her up to the windows. There was nothing on the other side but total darkness.
“I want to know why it is that some people are blessed with eternal life, while others are cursed with life-threatening illness as children. I want to know why, with all our powers to manipulate the world around us, we can’t ensure the things we want most in life.”
He touched Celeste’s very pregnant belly.
“I want new life to come into a world where sickness and disease are a thing of the past.”
He flipped a switch on the wall, and an immense research space lit up on the other side of the glass. At the end of that research space was an array of test subjects.
“What is this?” Celeste said. “Are you testing on apes?”
But she knew the answer even as she asked the question. Those weren’t apes on the other side. They were people. They were very strange, very sick people.
“I don’t like this,” Celeste said. “I don’t want to be here.”
“This is the result of your research,” Falkon said. “Your attempts to fix your son—to create a perfect, self-sustaining circulatory system.”
“I attempted no such thing,” Celeste snapped.
“Ah, but you did. All your research has been aimed at modifying a body that is weak and sick, and moving it towards a body that is perfectly self-sustaining.”
“I never tested on humans. I don’t know how my research could ever result in…this! What is this? What are we looking at?”
“You are looking at our combined efforts,” Falkon said. “While you have been trying to create a healthy human, I have been trying to create a vampire. Your research filled the gaps in mine. As you can see, I now have a batch of living, breathing specimens. They’re not perfect, but they are so much closer than I’ve ever come before.”
“No,” Celeste whispered. “This isn’t right. This isn’t right at all.”
She felt a sharp surge of pain in her abdomen. She breathed through it. Not tonight, little girl, she thought. I need you to stay in there for a little bit longer. Your brother needs me. He needs a miracle.
Falkon waited for the contraction to pass, then he knelt down beside her wheelchair and put his hand on her face.
“Your son is dying,” he said. “I gave you all the help I could provide, but we are out of time. I visited him today. I can smell the death consuming him.”
“Don’t say that! What a horrid thing to say about somebody’s child.”
“He will die before the sun comes up unless we help him.”
Celeste looked across the room at the people in cages. Their skin was gray and thick. Their bodies were hunched over. They were hardly people at all.
“No,” she said. “Whatever you are thinking, the answer is no.”
“I only wish to treat your son,” Falkon said. “I want to see him get better.”
“Don’t connect these abominations to my son. I reject everything you’re doing here!”
Falkon turned her face with his hand so she was looking right at him. “You know, I am not accustomed to asking for what I want. Usually, I look people in the eye and I tell them.”
“You know that doesn’t work on me,” she said.
“Yes, you are quite difficult to control. You do what you want to do. You listen to nothing I say.”
“Because that’s our deal, Falkon! I am here to save my son!”
“And I have been quite patient while you have tried. But it’s over now. Robin will die tonight unless I choose to save him. Your project is finished. But if you continue working for me, we can save your son. I can keep him alive while you figure out how to move my research to the next step. Our purposes will remain aligned. We will hold death at bay while we figure out how to give your son a long and happy life.”
“I’ve had enough of this,” she said. She tried to stand, but a monstrous contraction threw her back into the wheelchair. She waited for it to pass, then, speaking quietly, she said, “I’m having a baby tonight. We can talk more tomorrow.”
“Indeed we can,” Falkon said. He held his hand up and snapped his fingers. A few seconds later, one of his servants appeared.
“Take my friend to the hospital,” Falkon commanded.
“No, not yet,” Celeste said. “I want to see Robin first.”
Falkon ignored her. As the servant pushed her one way down the hall, he walked the other.
Celeste was in labor for four hours. During that time, Falkon went into her home and stole her son. Robin was minutes away from death when Falkon injected him with a serum that transformed him into a monster. By the time Nicky was born, her older brother had a gray face, yellow eyes, and a thirst for blood.
The memory was too intense for Nicky to look at. She pulled herself away from the glass. She was back in the darkness of her prison cell, a creature that had once been her mother standing on the other side.
“It’s too much,” Nicky whispered. “I can’t see any more. It’s too painful.”
Looking right at Nicky’s eyes, her mother raised her hands up, and balled them into fists. She brought both hands down on the glass at once. Nicky jumped back and shrieked. A crack formed in the glass.
“No, no, no,” Nicky said. “Please don’t do this.”
The fists came down again. An alarm was sounding outside her prison cell. Flashing lights and a buzzing noise. The other ferals were going crazy. And the crack widened.
In the dream, Nicky was outside when her mother broke the glass. In the dream, she would already be running. But here, she had nowhere to go. Trapped in a concrete prison, with a feral vampire about to come in.
Her mother punched the glass again and the crack spiderwebbed in all directions.
“No,” Nicky sobbed. “Mom, please. Not like this!”
The feral vampire punched the glass again, and this time it shattered. Shards flew in all directions and the entire sheet cascaded to the ground like a water fall. Nicky screamed. She was back against the corner. Her mother was coming inside.
There was no avoiding it now. She had lived this scene so many times she knew how it worked. No matter what she tried, her mother would catch her, bite into her neck, and spread her sickness.
It happened quickly. The feral vampire that had once been Celeste Allen leaped to the back of the cell, landing inches away from Nicky, who crouched in the corner and awaited her fate.  
Her mother’s teeth never bit into her neck. The icy cold sickness never spilled into her blood. Instead, a hand touched her cheek. Nicky opened her eyes. She saw her mother standing over her. Her mother was looking at her with love in those yellow eyes, and was caressing her cheek.
Nicky reached out and embraced the creature. She squeezed it tight, and in that moment, she let go of all the pain she had buried in her five-year-old mind. She opened her mind to all of who she was, allowing the memories of a deeply troubled and scarred little girl to join the rest of her, making her whole.
And she heard her mother’s voice.
You have to finish, Nicky. You have to finish what I started.
The vision flashed through her mind so quickly she could hardly see it. A room full of computers. A code that needed to be changed. A job that needed to be finished to set things right.
I will do it, Mom. But I don’t know how.
Now more memory came pouring in. A user name. A password. A code to open the door. A set of commands. They were flowing into Nicky’s mind from her mother. Everything her mother had once been, the human who was still buried deep inside this feral vampire, it was all being transferred to Nicky.  She felt like her mother had been holding onto these memories for just this moment. She wasn’t sharing the memories with Nicky, she was giving them away. Letting them go.
Like a record scratching to a stop, the memory ended and Nicky was back in the cell, listening to the deafening sounds of an alarm and dozens of screaming vampires. She looked to her mom, whose face had changed. Celeste Allen was no longer in the body of this creature. Nicky was looking at a feral vampire.
Her mother roared like a lion and the stench of death engulfed Nicky’s face. Then the creature was gone, jumping out of the prison cell and into the hallway, where she roared again.
“Mom?”
A horrible sound followed the roar. It was as if the gates of hell had opened and a hundred demons came screaming out. Nicky leaned down and picked up a shard of broken glass from the floor. Holding the glass up like a dagger, she headed for the door.
Her mother was fighting with someone. Someone fast. Her equal. They were tussling with such speed Nicky couldn’t keep track of it. They were on the ground. Then they were high on the wall. They bounded about on the ceiling. Bodies were thrown and torn and teeth were snarling and the entire hall was filled with rage.
“No stop!” Nicky yelled. “Please! Don’t hurt her!”
And then it was silent. She looked across the darkness to see two bodies on the ground, one leaning over the other.
“It’s too late,” said one of them. It was Falkon. He was crouched on the ground.
“No,” Nicky whispered.
“It’s too late! She attacked me! She intended to kill me!”
He sounded desperate as he yelled the words, like he was sad.
Nicky stepped closer. She saw the body of a feral vampire on the ground. Falkon was cradling its head in his hands.
“I wanted to bring her back,” he said. “I wanted to complete my research and bring her back. And now…”
It was her mother. The vampire that had once been Celeste Amanda Allen was lying dead in Falkon’s arms.
 



Chapter 38
 
On Monday morning, Jill gathered Annika, Mattie, and Jenny in the senior parking lot.
“I’ve solved the second Ransom clue,” she said.
“No way!” said Mattie. “What is it?”
“It’s the Washington Monument,” Jill said, “and don’t look at me like that. The reason everyone else who went to the Monument found nothing is because they didn’t know where to look. The clue was in the stairs.”
“There are stairs in the Washington Monument?” said Jenny.
“Here, have a look,” said Jill, handing over her phone. A picture of the six-hundred-and-fifty-seventh stair was on the screen, with the tile removed and the last clue exposed.
“An expression of mortal frailty,” Jenny read aloud. “Oh God, this sounds hard already.”
“Jill will figure it out,” said Annika. “She always does.”
“Death and new life made manifest, in the throes of agony eternal,” Jenny continued. “Geez, why are the clues so hard this year?”
“Same drill as last time?” said Annika.
“Yes,” said Jill. “Now you guys know where to find the second rose. By the end of the day, we need for the whole school to know it.”
“You know, there really isn’t much time left if you think about it,” said Mattie. “Thanksgiving is only a couple weeks away. If we don’t have the clue solved by then--”
“We’ll solve it,” said Jill. “You guys have work to do. Hop to it.”
When she went home that afternoon, she heard a sound that was entirely unfamiliar to her. Her parents were fighting.
“What do you mean you don’t want to do it?” Walter was yelling. “Since when do we care about what you want?”
“I’m busy with my own work!” Carolyn screamed. “Leave me alone! I’m onto something here but I need time to figure it out!”
It sounded like they were upstairs, but not all the way in Carolyn’s study. Jill rolled her eyes, realizing they were probably in her bedroom.
“What do you mean your own work?” Walter said. “What the hell are you working on?”
“I said leave me alone!”
Jill stepped into the bedroom.
“Is everything alright up here?” she said.
“Jill, I’m glad you’re here,” said Walter. “Something’s wrong with your mother.” There was a hint of panic in his voice. “Do you know what she’s doing? Why is she working on your laptop?”
Jill turned to look at her mother, who was crouched over Jill’s desk. At any time, Carolyn could have moved the laptop to her own study. It was interesting to Jill that she had chosen to leave it here.
“Let me talk to her, Dad,” Jill said. “Why don’t you go downstairs for a bit?”
“Okay, but tell her we need her on the Gansfeld software. It took me more than a month in Seattle to close that deal, and now she doesn’t want to write the code!”
“I’ll talk to her,” Jill said. “Please, get out of here.”
Walter left the room in a huff. Jill closed the door behind him and locked it.
“Mom?” she said.
“Just a minute, please. I want to finish this algorithm.”
Jill walked up to her mother, slowly. The woman was a mess. Her hair was greasy and in tangles. Her eyes were red. Her clothes were wrinkled.
“How long have you been working on this, Mom?” Jill said.
Carolyn ignored her and continued typing. Jill sat on the edge of the bed and waited.
When Carolyn finally turned to her, Jill saw bags under her eyes and cracks on her lips.
“I had an idea last night,” Carolyn said. “It woke me up. I went for a walk as I thought it through. Can you imagine? I was out for a walk in the middle of the night, thinking.”
“Yes, I can imagine,” Jill said. She had done the same thing many times herself.
“I wonder why I never thought to go walking before,” Carolyn said. “It’s such a good way to clear the mind and focus on a problem.”
“What problem, Mom? What are you doing?”
“I’ve found the answer we’ve been looking for,” Carolyn said. “A hidden operating system using dual-key encryption.”
There was a crazed look in Carolyn’s eyes. In all her years of living with this woman she had never seen anything like this. Carolyn Wentworth, whose normal disposition was somewhere between bored and robot, looked like a warrior about to go into battle.
“You’re talking about Renata’s phone, right?” Jill said.
“What else would I be talking about?” said Carolyn. “The hard drive has been partitioned in a way that we could only see a fraction of it. The part we can see is what you hacked into. The other part, the much larger part, masks a second operating system.”
Jill leaned back on the bed.
“That’s interesting,” Jill said. She felt like she’d just been stumped on a trivia question and now someone was telling her the answer. “How big is this hidden partition?”
“500 gigabytes,” said Carolyn.
“Are you serious? On a phone? No wonder why it took so long.”
“So long to what?”
“To hack,” said Jill. “When I did the hack in Renata’s crypt, it took forever. It didn’t make any sense to me at the time, but if there’s a hidden 500 gig hard drive on the phone…you said there’s another operating system?”
“Yes!” Carolyn said. “That operating system you cracked open was just a decoy. The real one sits underneath, encrypted with a dual-key scheme.”
Jill detected a hint of judgment in Carolyn’s voice, as if Jill should have figured this out already.
Carolyn brought up a picture on the computer screen. A pie chart showing disk drive space. Used and available, colored red and blue respectively. Carolyn explained to Jill what they were looking at, and why there had to be more computer memory that was hidden to them.
It was strange, maybe even surreal, to have her mother speaking to her like this. It was like her mother was giving her a lecture on the basics of computer hacking. An angry lecture. As Carolyn went through a full deconstruction of the software on Renata’s phone, she pointed out all of Jill’s mistakes, all the things Jill should have seen, all the sloppiness of her hack.
It was hard for Jill to listen to, and she found herself on the defensive.
“We had so little time to do the hack,” she said. “Tarin had to get back to his post. I had to return to the party.”
“It would have been faster if you had done it right from the beginning,” Carolyn said.
“It’s easy for you to say. We’re sitting in the safety of my bedroom right now, but I cracked this phone when I was inside Renata’s mansion.”
“You have to keep a cool head when you’re doing computer work,” said Carolyn. “If you can’t, you shouldn’t be doing it.”
“I don’t appreciate you speaking to me this way,” said Jill.
“I’m your mother and I’ll speak to you how I please,” said Carolyn.
“My mother! You’ve never…I can’t believe you—ah!”
Jill paced across the room. “I can’t do this right now!” she said. “I can’t talk to you because I don’t even know who you are! What happened up there with Tarin the other night? What did you talk about?”
“Tarin helped me see the truth of things,” said Carolyn. “I know who I am. I know what your father has done. And I know what I must do. Now, can we please get back to work? I haven’t even shown you the interesting part yet.”
“But that’s it! Somebody tells you that your husband enslaved you to your own wedding vows, and you’re just ready to get to work! Mom, aren’t you the least bit sad? Don’t you feel confused? Or angry? Aren’t you angry? Because I sure am!”
Carolyn turned her chair to face Jill and leaned forward.
“Listen to me, carefully,” she said. “Sadness and anger are a waste of everybody’s time.” She had that look in her eyes again. The crazed soldier about to go off and fight. “You only get so many hours on this earth and it is your responsibility to make the best use of them. We have the opportunity to do something useful right now. Figuring out how to get into Renata’s phone is important. Tarin told me so.”
“It’s important to him!” Jill said. “It’s important to the Network! But I’m more concerned about you, Mom. I want to know that you’re okay.”
“I’ve never been better in all my life! Now please quit talking so I can show you what I’ve found!”
Carolyn shrieked out that last line in a voice that gave Jill goosebumps. This wasn’t at all how she had imagined things would be when her mother was free of her programming. Carolyn Wentworth might have been free of the command to live as her husband’s slave, but she wasn’t free of herself. She was so focused on work that even trying to talk to her about something else made her shriek like a crazy person.
I need to be patient, Jill told herself. She is the victim, not me.
“Okay, Mom. Show me what you want me to see. I won’t interrupt again.”
The transformation in Carolyn was instant. Back to her normal voice, she continued her presentation about the hard drive in Renata’s phone.
“As I was saying, there is a second, hidden operating system that lurks below the surface. That is why we aren’t seeing anything of substance when we spy on Renata. There are two versions of this phone inside the same machine!”
“One that we can see,” Jill said.
“Yes, we have full access to the one you hacked. That is the decoy.”
“And the real phone, the one she uses for all the conversations we really want access to, is hidden away.”
“Not just hidden,” said Carolyn. “Encrypted. If we are going to crack open this phone so Tarin can see and hear everything Renata is doing with it, we have to crack the encryption code. It’s dual key. Do you know about dual key encryption?”
Jill gave a gentle nod of her head, trying not to laugh. Asking a hacker in the Network if she knew about dual key encryption was like asking a spider if it knew about silk.
“The data gets encoded with a string of numbers and letters, and can only be unlocked with a matching string,” Carolyn went on. “I’ve written many programs over the years that seek out and try to break dual encryption strings. Last night I ran all of them on Renata’s phone. I found the encryption string.”
“You found it already? Then all we have to do is crack it.”
“It’s not that easy,” said Carolyn. “Let me show you.”
Carolyn grabbed a piece of paper off the desk and handed it to Jill. A single page that had come out of Jill’s printer, showing a long string of numbers and letters.
e4c5Nf3d6Bb5+Bd7…
“Yeah, that definitely looks like an encryption string,” said Jill. “But you could crack this. There’s enough computing power on the servers in the basement--”
“No amount of computing power in the world can crack this code,” said Carolyn. “That’s what is so clever about it. It is constantly changing.”
“What? How can that be?”
“I don’t know, but it is. Several times a day, the string changes. They are short changes, just a couple letters and numbers, but it’s enough to throw off my attempts to crack it. Look at this.” Carolyn grabbed another sheet of paper from the desk. This one had only a few letters and numbers on it, handwritten in pencil.
Qb8 Na5
“Somewhere on Renata’s phone, there is software that is rewriting the encryption string every few hours,” said Carolyn.
“That’s wild,” said Jill.
“It’s unprecedented!” said Carolyn. “It’s amazing! Whoever wrote this software for her has done something I’ve never seen before!”
A banging on the bedroom door interrupted them.
“What’s happening in there?” Walter yelled. “Carolyn, I need you! I told them I’d have sample code by tomorrow!”
“Ugh! Your father is driving me crazy!”
“Ignore him,” Jill said. “I’ll talk to him later.”
Walter’s banging got faster and more violent. He was like a spoiled brat having a temper tantrum out there.
“I am working!” Carolyn shouted. “Go away!”
Walter banged on the door even more. “This is not acceptable! What’s happened to you?”
Carolyn put her hands over her ears and leaned in close to the computer screen. Outside the door, the banging turned to deep, loud thumps, one after another.
“Is he kicking my door?” Jill said. “Dad! Whatever you’re doing, stop it!”
A final thump and the door burst open, with splinters flying out of the doorframe. Walter apparently wasn’t expecting the door to give. He fell into the bedroom, crashing into Jill’s end table and sending papers everywhere.
“What’s the matter with you?” Jill said.
Walter pushed himself up on his hands and knees. “Jill, get out of here! You’ve tried talking to her. Now it’s my turn!”
“I’m not going anywhere,” said Jill. “You need to settle yourself down.”
Walter was up on his feet now. His face was bright red. His whole body was moving up and down with each hurried breath.
“Jill this is not your business,” he wheezed. He tried pushing Jill out of the way but she slapped his hand back.
“You watch yourself young lady,” he said.
“Or what, Dad? Are you gonna hit me?”
“Don’t test me. I was raised in a house where children were taught to respect their elders.”
“You don’t deserve my respect! You wanna know why Mom’s not following your orders anymore?”
“What did you say to me?”
“I know the truth, Dad. Mom does too. The other night, when you got drunk off your ass, you told me that Melissa Mayhew programmed mom to be a slave to her own wedding vows.”
“I…what? No, that’s--”
“They were your own words, Dad. Right before you passed out cold. And while you were asleep, I watched the wedding DVD. I arranged for a hypnotist to work with mom. That’s why she’s not obeying your every word anymore.”
Walter took a step back. He was looking at Jill like she had a gun in her hands and was about to shoot.
“You insolent little brat,” he whispered.
“I have emails,” Jill snapped. “Between you, Merv, and Galen—I could turn all three of you in for treason right now if I wanted.”
“You petulant, spoiled, arrogant--”
“Call me all the names you want, Dad. It doesn’t change the simple fact that Mom isn’t your slave anymore.”
“I will call Melissa,” he whispered, speaking more to himself now than to Jill. “I will get your mother fixed.”
“Melissa Mayhew is dead!”
Walter’s eyes opened wide. He took another step back.
“You and I are going to go downstairs,” Jill said. “Mom has work she wants to do. Her own work. What say you and me go pour ourselves a couple more martinis and figure out where things go from here?”
Walter was thinking about lashing out one more time. Jill could see it in his eyes.
But he controlled himself, and turned to go downstairs. A few minutes later, he and Jill were seated in the parlor again, a martini in Walter’s hand.
Jill never told her him about the Network. Or about the Marsh Hawk Protocol.
But as Walter gulped down one martini after another, Jill told him plenty.
She recounted an entire chain of emails for him. “You, Merv, and Galen,” she said. “Thick as thieves while you bought slaves from Melissa. Galen bought employees, Merv bought people to hunt, and you bought a wife.”
She told him all the code words and secret numbers they used, proving that she had seen it all.
“Whenever you talked to Melissa, Galen was number 2, Merv was number 3, you were number 11,” she said.
Walter looked at her with disbelief.
“It would be easy for me and Mom to disappear,” Jill said. “We could leave the country, and from a safe distance, I could send the clan all sorts of interesting info about you, Merv, and Galen.”
“You wouldn’t dare,” Walter whispered.
“Try me, Dad.”
He took a big gulp of his drink.
“Fortunately for you,” Jill said, “I really want to solve the final Rose Ransom clue and win Coronation for Nicky. So as long as you behave, I’m content to stay here and live like a big happy family.”
“What do you want?” Walter said.
“I want you to leave Mom alone. I want you to recognize she’s no longer your slave.”
“But Jill…I’ve spent months in Seattle sealing up an arrangement with a new client. It isn’t even one of the immortals. It’s work your mother might enjoy doing.”
“Then you can present it to her respectfully as something she might like to do and she can decide when and if she’s going to work on it.”
“We have a schedule we must meet. The first deliverable is tomorrow.”
“Then change the schedule! Right now, Mom is doing what she wants to do. You will let her do it, because if I hear you two fighting like that again, I’m putting her on the first plane out of here and you’ll never see her again!”
“What is it that your mother is working on?”
“That’s the next thing I want,” Jill said. “You will not ask me or Mom what we’re up to, ever. You won’t ask because you don’t want to know. Do you understand?”
Walter closed his eyes and poured the remains of his glass down his throat.
“Yes,” he muttered. “Anything else?”
“Sometime, when she seems ready, I want you to talk to Mom about what you did,” Jill said.
“What the hell does that mean?”
“She’s not right, Dad! She’s been your slave since the day you got married. Can you imagine how that might mess her up?”
“But what am I supposed to say?”
“Saying you’re sorry would be a good start.”
 



Chapter 39
 
“Now she’s found the second rose! I can’t believe this!”
Kim was in her daddy’s office, pacing the floor while he sat calmly behind the desk.
“Why are you so calm?” Kim snapped. “Why does it seem like you don’t care one way or the other?”
“I’m reading this clue,” Galen said. “I think the game ends now. This clue is the most obtuse of all of them.”
“You’ve been saying that since the beginning,” said Kim. “You’ve been so sure that no one is solving the Ransom this year, but now Jill has solved two out of three clues!”
“She doesn’t have any time left to solve this last one.”
“Does she need time? She has an immortal helping her! But we don’t know who it is or why she’s getting help because you’re too chicken to say anything.”
“Our hands are tied, Kim. We’ve discussed this.”
“We haven’t discussed anything. You’ve given me excuses, and I’ve listened! Maybe I shouldn’t listen anymore!”
Galen turned his gaze back to the paper on his desk.
“An expression of mortal frailty,” he said, reading the newest clue. “Death and new life made manifest. You know, this really sounds like it was written to be unsolvable. I can’t even make sense of the lines.”
“You’re so passive about all this,” Kim said. “We should be doing something!”
“In the throes of agony eternal,” Galen read, “within and without the square. What a strange little poem.”
“I want to send our evidence to Renata.”
“Our evidence?” Galen said. “What are you talking about?”
“We have a picture of Shannon Evans sitting at the front desk of the Praia de Sol hotel in Rio de Janeiro. We have financial records proving that Annika Fleming is in touch with her. We know that Nicky Bloom couldn’t have gotten into Thorndike unless Shannon disappeared first! We have all the proof we need to end this!”
“And end ourselves in the process,” said Galen. “I don’t think you understand how serious our situation is. I bought slaves from Melissa for twenty years. I have more than fifty of them working for me right now.”
“We can do it anonymously.”
“There is no anonymous, Kim. Not anymore. Everyone knows our agenda. If you send your evidence to Renata, the first thing she’ll do is go and quiz Annika Fleming. And thanks to Jill Wentworth, Annika knows the truth about us.”
“Then let’s leave Annika out of it! Let’s send Renata the picture of Shannon in an unmarked envelope. Let her go find Shannon Evans, get inside her brain, and learn about the conspiracy to put Nicky Bloom in Thorndike.”
“We can talk about a strategy like that after the year-end party,” Galen said. “For now, it is much safer to be patient.”
“I’m tired of playing it safe. You always make me play it safe! The immortals never play it safe!”
“And you’re not immortal yet. Your best chance to become an immortal doesn’t involve any anonymous letters to Renata. If you can just calm yourself down for a few more weeks, we can see if anyone solves the final clue. I don’t think they will. I think the most likely outcome is that we reach the year-end party with the final clue unsolved and Nicky gets killed in front of the entire class. When that happens, all your problems with Nicky, Jill, and anyone else go away.”
Kim left her daddy’s office that night in a foul mood. He was so soft. So timid. Sure, he could weave together a few sentences that justified his desire to play it safe, but in the end, it was just his own cowardice.
And all of this was his fault. If he hadn’t been illegally buying slaves, none of this would have happened. It made Kim furious to think about. She was paying for her daddy’s mistakes. It wasn’t fair. 
I’ve done nothing wrong, she told herself. We’re sitting on valuable gossip in order to protect Daddy, not to protect me. 
As the week went on, and Kim overheard everyone at school working on the third clue, she became convinced that her Daddy’s strategy was wrong. He had been wrong on just about everything up until now. Why should she listen to him on this?
Early on a Saturday morning, while her parents were still asleep, Kim took matters into her own hands. She sat down at her computer and typed out an anonymous letter to Renata Sullivan.
 
Dear Ms. Sullivan,
 
Enclosed you will find proof positive that Shannon Evans, who was pronounced dead last summer following a boating accident, is still alive. This photo was taken at the Praia de Sol hotel.
 
She didn’t sign the letter. After she printed it, she handled the paper and the photograph with cotton gloves. She left the gloves on when she went to the post office in downtown DC, where the letter would be stamped with a zip code far removed from her own.
You’ve been looking out for yourself first since this all began, Daddy. It’s time that somebody looked out for me.
She dropped the envelope, addressed to the Regents Office, attention Renata Sullivan, into the mail slot and watched it disappear.
 



Chapter 40
 
Jill knew the invitation was coming. Still, she panicked when she saw it in her mailbox.
This invitation serves notice that Jillian Wentworth will be deemed front door access to the mansion of Renata Sullivan on the night of December 15
for a celebration of the semester’s end. Doors open at 9:00. Guests will not be allowed inside without an invitation. Formal dress required.
And there it was. A formal reminder for Jill and everyone else that the ending loomed. If the third clue wasn’t solved by the fifteenth of December, Nicky and Ryan were dead.
The year-end party wasn’t the only social event in the near future. The day after Renata’s invite arrived in the mail, Jill got an invitation to Annika’s eighteenth birthday party. That invite was a lot more fun to read.
Handwritten in calligraphy on expensive card stock, on first look, Annika’s party invitation gave the impression of an extremely formal and uptight affair. But upon closer inspection, Jill detected a wonderfully bold bit of sarcasm in the language of the invite. Written as a four-line poem, the invitation was a not-so-subtle spoof of the Rose Ransom clues that had occupied the class all semester.
 
Your presence is requested
At the residence of Miss Annika Fleming,
Who on the occasion of the eighteenth anniversary of her birth,
Wishes for her friends to gather and get shit-faced.
 
On the back of the invite was a picture of the National Mall with a giant rose looming over the city in place of the Washington Monument. The rose had two wide leaves at the bottom, a thick green shaft, and the flower on top was shaped like a rectangle with rounded corners. Clearly, it was meant to evoke a giant penis.
Nice one, Annika.
While the rest of the class would view this invite as a bold, even reckless bit of fun directed at the immortals, Jill saw a different message. Annika was getting ready to bolt. The arrival of her eighteenth birthday also meant the transfer of her trust fund.
Looking at the invite, Jill couldn’t help but feel envious. Just a few more days and Annika was free.
And just a few more hours until you can crawl under the checkered quilt and tune it all out for a while, Jill thought.
With her father back in Seattle and her mother camped out day and night in Jill’s bedroom, Jill had taken to sleeping in her parents’ bed. An obscenely large mattress made of some high-tech foam with a black and white checkered quilt that was the softest fabric Jill had ever felt, crawling into that bed had become Jill’s favorite part of each day. It was the one place where she didn’t have to think about Ransom clues, computer hacks, the Network, or the rest of her miserable life.
It also was a place where, if she was lucky, she got to see Zack.
He came to her in dreams sometimes. It was usually in the early hours of the morning when she dreamed about him, when her body was nearly awake and some part of her remembered the joy of sleeping next to him. The dreams could be that simple. Zack is in the bed, lying next to me. Sometimes that was all there was to the dream and it was more than enough. On nights that she dreamed about Zack, she woke up energized and ready to work. It was as if his presence, even his imaginary presence, was a reminder that there were things in life worth living for. There were reasons to get out of bed.
At school, everyone was working on the third Ransom clue, with results no different than they got on their attempts to solve the first two. This third clue, with its line about “death and new life made manifest,” had everyone talking about places where both birth and death happened. Thorndike students scoured every hospital in town without any luck. As the afternoons grew shorter and colder, the students grew less enthused about solving the third clue, probably thinking that it would be Jill who figured it out anyway.
But Jill wasn’t working on the clue. She knew no more about death and new life made manifest than anyone else. Besides, Tarin had come through on the first two clues. He’d come through again. The more pressing work for her was Renata’s phone, and the encryption code that was hiding most of the phone’s real functions.
“I’ve noticed that only a limited subset of the alphabet appears in the code,” Carolyn said one afternoon.
Carolyn handed Jill a piece of paper. It was covered in a random assortment of numbers and letters.
“I’ve already seen this, Mom.”
“But have you seen it? Have you looked carefully for the patterns that might live in the characters?”
“Why don’t you just tell me what you’ve figured out?”
Carolyn snatched the paper back from Jill.
“Q, N, K, R, and B are the only letters that appear in upper case,” Carolyn said, clearly excited at this discovery. “Letters A through H appear in lower case. Where are the rest of the letters? Why write a secret code that doesn’t take advantage of the whole alphabet?”
“I don’t know, Mom.”
“And only numbers one through eight show up. Where’s nine?”
“Perhaps seven ate him,” Jill said.
Carolyn looked at her like she had just said something offensive.
“It’s a joke. Seven, eight…don’t worry about it.”
“And why don’t two digits ever appear together?” Carolyn went on. “And why don’t two uppercase letters ever appear together? The pattern is so clear. Upper case letter, lower case letter, number. What does it mean?”
“I don’t know, Mom.”
Carolyn threw her head back and grunted. “Why is this so hard?” she snapped. “What are we missing?”
“Maybe we’re not missing anything,” said Jill. “Maybe it can’t be solved.”
“Anything can be solved. Somewhere, at some point, somebody thought up the routines that created this encryption code. We need to think like that somebody. If I wanted to hide an entire partition of my phone, what would I do?”
Carolyn started rocking back and forth in her chair. “What would I do? What would I do?” she said.
Jill’s phone buzzed with an incoming text. It was from Mattie, reminding her it was time to go shop for Annika’s birthday present.
“I have to go,” Jill said.
“What would I do? What would I do?” With a sudden movement, Carolyn stopped muttering and looked up at Jill. “What would you do?”
“Me? Mom, I--”
“Before you leave you must answer that question,” Carolyn said. “Pretend your phone is divided in two. On one partition of the hard drive, you’ve created a decoy operating system where you live out the most boring parts of your life. On another partition, you’ve hidden the rest of your phone, where you have your most secret, secure correspondence. You need to create an encryption routine to hide that secret partition. How would you do it?”
“I’d do exactly what Renata’s done, Mom. I would create an encryption routine so strong that nobody could hack it.”
“But how? The encryption code changes every day in no discernible pattern. None of my codebreaking software can figure it out. How do they do it?”
“Some random number--”
“No! My software can beat any random number generator! What they are doing with the code is so unpredictable my computers can’t figure it out.”
“Then it must be manual,” Jill said. “Somehow, Renata must be doing something to that phone every day to manually change the encryption code.”
“Yes, yes, I think you’re right. I wonder what it is, though. What is she doing?”
“Chew on it for a while, Mom. I’m going shopping.”
 



Chapter 41
 
The glass on her prison cell destroyed, Falkon moved Nicky into one of the guest rooms of his house.
“I trust we won’t have any more incidents,” Falkon said. “Mr. Jenson is still sleeping soundly, but I would be happy to change his circumstances should I have any more trouble from you.”
“I had nothing to do with what happened,” said Nicky. “You know that, don’t you?”
“I do,” said Falkon. “Your mother…well, I can see now that putting you in a cell directly underneath hers was a mistake. I was curious to see if you two made a connection. I never would have foreseen that she could break out of her cell.”
With a double bed, a bathroom, a window, and a bookcase full of classics, the guest room was quite an upgrade from Nicky’s prison cell. Not that she would be awake during her stay. As they entered the room, Nicky saw a member of Falkon’s staff standing in the back, a syringe in his hand.
“We will do a small dose,” Falkon said. “You will wake up in a few days. We’ll talk then.”
Nicky lay down in the bed and stretched her hair back over the pillow.
“Sweet dreams, Nicky,” Falkon said, then the servant injected her with Addonox and she went straight to sleep.
The nightmare began immediately.
Nicky, wake up. We’re going for a car ride.
It was her dad. He looked down on her with a sweet smile on his face.
“What time is it?” she asked.
“It’s very early,” he said. “So we have to be extra quiet.”
“Is Mom home?”
“Your mother is still working, Sweetie. She’ll meet us on the way out.”
“Where are we going?”
“It’s a surprise.”
Her father drove them to the bottom of the road and turned off the car.
“We’re going to sit here and wait for your mother. If you want, you could lay down back there and go to sleep.”
“That’s okay, Dad. I’m not tired anymore.”
“Alright. Well, your mother should be here in a few minutes.”
They waited. And waited. A few minutes stretched into an hour. “You just sit tight, Baby,” her dad said. “I’ll go up the road and see if she’s coming. I’ll be back soon.”
She watched him hike up the road and disappear into the woods. A few minutes passed. Then a few minutes more.
Nicky decided to get out of the car and follow him.
At the top of the road, Nicky found her dad standing in the middle of the courtyard. He was next to the sculpture of the silver sphere.
“Nicky, what are you doing here?” he whispered. “You were supposed to stay in the car.”
“I was bored!” Nicky said. “When are we leaving?”
“Shhh! You have to be quiet. Go back to the car.”
“I don’t want to go back.”
“Alright then, stay here, but be absolutely silent!”
Nicky sighed. She walked up to the sculpture. With snow on the ground and a bright moon in the sky, there was enough light in the air to see her reflection. She liked how it warped in the round surface of the sphere.
Nicky’s mother emerged from the bottom floor of the brick building where she worked.
“There she is,” her father said. “Okay, Nicky. Let’s get ready to go.”
Something was wrong. Her mother was running. She looked winded. When she saw Nicky, a look of panic came over her face.
“Run, Nicky! Fast as you can! Run!”
And now the creatures came out. A dozen of them, gray-faced and snarling and hard to look at.
There was one who was smaller than the rest. He was the size of a kid. His body was slim. His face was round.
He looked at Nicky. Just half a second in time, caught forever in her memory. Nicky was looking at Robin Allen, her big brother.
Falkon Dillinger leaped up from the shadows below. “Celeste!” he yelled. “What have you done?”
Nicky’s father reached for her hand. It was time for them to run into the forest. Time for the memory to come to an end. Nicky grabbed onto her father and disappeared into the woods.
The scene started over again, but now Nicky saw it through a new set of eyes. She was Celeste Amanda Allen, going over the escape plan with her husband. 
“Wake Nicky up at midnight,” she said. “Have the car packed and ready to go. Meet me at the bottom of the hill at twelve-thirty.”
“Do you think Falkon will notice that we’re leaving?”
“Falkon will have his hands full.”
Celeste left the house and headed to the lab.
Five years after Falkon transformed her son into a feral vampire, Celeste had given up hope of somehow turning him back. She was certain now that there was no path from vampire back to human. The evolution only moved in one direction. Robin had ceased being human. He could either die as a feral vampire, or move up the chain, becoming an immortal like Falkon.
Celeste and Robin were in agreement about which path was best for him.
She entered a 6-digit code on a keypad to open a door to the specimen room. Robin sat quietly in the back of his cell. When he saw his mother, he approached and put his hands on the glass.
She did the same.
Falkon didn’t know that Celeste could still communicate with her son. To Falkon, Robin and the others were just rabid animals. He never considered that a human might still be buried inside. He never made an effort to look.
It had become a nightly ritual for Celeste to put her hands on the glass and share her mind with her son. On this night, she told him he was getting out.
I’m leaving tonight, Robin. You know what you have to do.
They looked at each other, both of them understanding what happened next. They had planned for this night together.
Another door and another 6-digit code took her to the computer room. More than a hundred machines networked together, their combined computing power all focused on a single task. The experiments controlled and recorded by these machines were vast and complicated, but the sabotage Celeste had planned was simple.
One letter. That’s all she needed to change. One letter out of a hundred billion.
Over the past five years, while Celeste had continued her research under Falkon’s watchful eye, she had also written a back door into the software that ran these computers. She had given herself access to break deep into the software and do the unthinkable.
She stood at the terminal and entered a series of commands that gave her access to the genetic sequence stored on these machines. She waited for the entire sequence to appear on her screen. Letters pouring out, faster than the eye could make sense of them. Base pairs of the most complex DNA sequence on earth. The genetic code of a vampire recorded as letters of the alphabet.
When the entire sequence was there, she moved the cursor over the last letter on the screen, and changed it from a T to an S.
Alarms began to sound in the lab. Experiments that had been running for years were no longer working. In a matter of seconds, the entire operation ground to a halt.
Celeste left the computer room and went back to the prison. She stood at the control station in front of the prisoners, looking through the glass cages. One more six digit code, this one typed onto a numeric keypad built into the desk. As she pressed the final digit, the glass doors of every prison cell began to open.
Now she ran. She ran through the hall on the lower deck, exiting the building at the bottom of the hill.
“Celeste!”
The alarms had drawn Falkon out of his home. He came bounding down the side of the mountain. He would be on her in seconds.
“Celeste! What have you done?”
And then Celeste saw her, standing at the silver sphere, gazing at her own reflection.
Living her mother’s memory, Nicky was looking at herself through her mother’s eyes.
“Run, Nicky! Fast as you can! Run!”
Celeste barely got the words out before Falkon was on top of her, his face overcome with rage.
“What have you done?” he shouted. “What have you done?”
“I’ve ended it,” she said. “Your project is finished.”
His fangs bared, the anger in his eyes out of control, Falkon looked like he might kill her at that moment. But he didn’t have the chance. With Robin in the lead, a horde of angry monsters descended on Falkon Dillinger. Celeste got caught in the melee. Fangs and claws cut into her skin. She fell to the ground. The final vision Nicky saw through her mother’s eyes was a pack of feral vampires chasing Falkon into the woods.
The vision ended and started over again at the beginning. Nicky was back at the sphere, looking at her own reflection.
Nicky resigned herself to going through all of it again. It will be on an endless loop until I wake up, she told herself. I have to be patient. Eventually, it will end.
In the vision, she turned to see her mother coming out of the building. She waited for her father to arrive.
“Is this it?” came a familiar voice from behind her. “Is this the truth you came here to seek?”
She turned away from the sphere and saw Sergio Alonzo standing in the snow.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
“I’ve come to take you home,” he said. “That is, if you’d like to go.”
“I would love to go home,” Nicky said. “How do we do it? How do I get out of here?”
“The first step is simple,” Sergio said. “You have to wake up.”
Nicky opened her eyes. She was back in Falkon’s guest room, her head on a pillow, her body drenched in sweat.
“Well, that certainly was an interesting dream.”
She rolled her head toward the voice, and found Sergio Alonzo standing next to the bed, looking down at her.
“Are you ready to go?” he asked.
 



Chapter 42
 
The dizziness. The weakness. The desire to inhale deeply and take in his scent. This was her third encounter with Sergio Alonzo, but the first where she was glad to see him.
She sat up in bed. Her body ached with exhaustion.
“Have you found what you were looking for?” Sergio said.
The question took her back to the Date Auction, to the moment when Sergio entered her dressing room. She heard his voice telling her about what he’d seen in her mind.
The scene of your memory is in the Italian Alps. You are standing in front of a building I know quite well.
Nicky lifted her legs. They were numb and moved slowly. Gently, Sergio grabbed onto her ankles and helped her move to the edge of the bed.
“Why…”
That was all she could get out. Her throat was dry. Her mind was slow. Her own voice sounded foreign to her ears.
“Why am I here?” Sergio asked. “Curiosity, mostly. I was surprised to see a memory of this place in your mind. How did you ever come to be connected to this dreadful house?”
Nicky edged forward on the bed, letting her feet touch the floor.
“It’s a long story,” she said.
“I look forward to hearing it someday. Come. We must move.”
Sergio extended his hand. As Nicky grabbed onto it, she felt a surge of energy from his touch, giving her strength to stand.
“We’ll go out the back door,” Sergio whispered. “This way.”
“Wait,” Nicky said, holding him in place. “I can’t leave. I made a promise.”
“A promise?”
“To my mother.”
Sergio smiled. “You are such a mystery,” he said.
“It’s--”
“A long story, I know,” Sergio said.
“I have to go to the lab.”
Sergio looked at her for a second, and she felt naked in his gaze.
“Alright then,” he said. “Far be it from me to make you break your promise. I will come with you.”
“This doesn’t concern you,” Nicky said. “But you could help Ryan. He needs someone like you. He’s been commanded to sleep. You could wake him up. We could get--”
“I am not here to help Mr. Jenson,” Sergio said. “But I am interested to see what Falkon is doing in his laboratory. If you know how to get in there--”
“I do,” Nicky said. “At least, I think I do.”
“I enjoy your company, Nicky Bloom. You are full of surprises. Please, lead the way.”
Nicky closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her mother’s voice echoed softly in her mind.
You have to finish, Nicky. You have to finish what I started.
Nicky looked around her. She didn’t know the way to the lab, but Celeste did. Celeste had many memories of walking down this hall.
Nicky moved her own thoughts out of the way and let the memory take control. She led Sergio down the hall, to the stairs, down a long corridor, and to a glass door with a numeric keypad on the wall.
She typed in a 6-digit code and the door opened.
“You have just made yourself at home here, haven’t you?” Sergio said.
Nicky ignored him, allowing the memory to carry her further.
She put her feet on a path her mother had walked many times. Across this corridor, down these stairs, the second door on the left.
Nicky entered another six-digit code and opened a door to the prison where Falkon had held her for so long. Or, using the name her mother had for the place, the specimen room.
Even in total darkness, the ferals sensed their presence and began screaming from inside their cages.
“What a unique and unusual place,” Sergio said. He approached the wall of cages. Nicky tried to tune out the noise and listen to the memory.
Which way do I go Mom? How do I get to the computer room from here?
She was searching through the memories when the lights came on. The ferals were furious at the change and began banging against the walls of their cells. Thinking Sergio had done it, Nicky turned back to tell him to turn them off again.
But Sergio was standing in front of the prison cells, nowhere near a light switch.
“What a marvelous surprise!” came Falkon’s voice. He was standing at the back wall, a big smile on his face. “Sergio Alonzo, how many years has it been?”
Sergio cast his eyes in Nicky’s direction. They shared a quick glance, and in that glance he told her to find a place to hide.
“Quite a few years,” Sergio said quietly. “Looks like you’ve been busy.”
Falkon cupped his hands together and held them in front of his chest. “Indeed I have, my friend. Indeed I have. And I see you have Nicky with you. I’d like to say I’m surprised, but in truth, nothing this girl does surprises me anymore. She’s like her mother that way.”
“You knew her mother?” Sergio said.
“It’s a long story,” said Falkon.
“Funny, those were the same words Nicky used.”
Nicky was backing away from both of them. She sensed where this was going. There was mounting aggression in every word they spoke.
“You know, Sergio, my partner and I were speaking about you the other day. We wondered if you had a role to play in this particular drama.”
“You mean Renata,” said Sergio. “No need to hide her name from me.”
“So you’ve figured her out?” said Falkon. “We feared that might happen. You knew where I was, you knew Nicky had an interest in this place, you saw that Nicky and Ryan were abducted for the Rose Ransom. Well, it’s pretty obvious what’s going on when you have all the information. Renata was adamant that we had to find a way to kill you. But I told her to relax. I’ve known Sergio for years, I said, and one thing I know about that vampire is that he doesn’t talk. Did you know that, Nicky? Did you know that Daciana was the only vampire Sergio ever spoke with?”
Nicky said nothing. Her back pressed firmly against the control station, she was trying to keep her mother’s memories from slipping deep in her mind. When these two came to blows, she needed to run to the computer room, and at the moment, she wasn’t entirely certain where it was.
“Even when he knew that Renata was consorting with the enemy, he said nothing, because he had no one to talk to,” said Falkon. “With Daciana gone, Sergio was all alone in the world. All alone, except for you.”
Falkon was approaching her with slow, even footsteps. “What do you think it means, Nicky?” he said. “Sergio doesn’t speak to anyone in his clan, but he talks to you.”
Nicky shook her head. If you’re going to do something, Sergio, she thought, now would be a good time to do it.
“What do you think it means that your mind is a locked door to me, as it is to Renata and was to Melissa, but when you get close to Sergio, the door starts to open?”
“I don’t know what it means,” Nicky said.
“Here’s another question for you,” said Falkon. “What do you think it means when a vampire takes such a keen interest in you that he travels across the world to find you, aware that he is risking his life in the process? There are only a handful of vampires in the world who are strong enough to kill Sergio Alonzo, and you’re looking at one of them now.”
She knew Sergio was going to move before it happened. It was almost as if he told her, and by the time Sergio flew across the room and collided with Falkon, Nicky was already on the floor, having dropped to her stomach half a second before the mayhem started.
They were a tumbling ball of fury as they fought, moving far too quickly for Nicky to see or understand anything. They were in the air. They were crashing into the walls. They were leaping back and forth across the giant room, smashing lights and concrete and support beams as they moved. They were like two living, breathing, explosions of rage, and it was all Nicky could do to roll under the control desk and cover her head with her hands.
Metal bars from the ceiling clanged to the floor. Glass shattered and rained down. Lights exploded, making the room go dark, only to light up again in the flashing tones of the alarm. Through it all, the ferals went wild in their cages, bouncing and screaming as the vampires fought.
The mayhem ended with a loud crash and the sound of flesh being torn apart. Nicky lifted her head to see Falkon and Sergio not more than ten feet away from her.
Falkon was crouched over Sergio’s body, a huge hunk of Sergio’s flesh in his claws.
“It’s over,” Falkon hissed. “Five hundred years I’ve been waiting to kill you! Do you see this, Nicky? Do you see what I am about to do to this abomination of a vampire!”
Without thinking of what she was doing or why, Nicky scrambled out from underneath the control desk and jumped to her feet.
“Have a look at that Sergio,” Falkon said. “I think she intends to help you. Come on over, Nicky. Come have a look at him before he dies!”
She reached out to the control desk, seeing her mother’s fingers in her own hand. She was living the memory now—twelve years ago her mother reached down to the keypad on this same control desk and typed in a six digit code that saved her daughter’s life. Nicky reached for the keypad and typed in the same code. 1-1-0-7-0-8.
The feral vampires rushed to the front of their cages as the glass doors slid open. Falkon jumped to his feet, a look of panic in his eyes. He turned to Nicky, his fangs dripping in blood, and then he was overcome. All the ferals came at him at once, the entire pack rushing at Falkon and Falkon alone.
He fought the first few off of him, but then it was too much. They leapt on him at once, a ball of fangs and claws, plowing across the room. Falkon broke free long enough to leap for the ceiling and crash through a window. The ferals chased after him. Nicky was left alone in the room with Sergio.
She looked over at where he lay. He was still breathing. His body, bleeding profusely, was already beginning to heal.
“What have I done?” she whispered.
The whole mission. Four years, millions of dollars, dozens of lives at stake, including her own—it was all aimed at killing Sergio Alonzo, and in the moment when Sergio lay on the floor, about to die, Nicky had saved him.
She grabbed a long metal rod off the ground and ran over to him. He was still weak. His body was still pulling itself back together. One hard thrust from this rod, a heavy bar of steel that had fallen from the ceiling, straight through his heart, and he would die. It wouldn’t matter that she couldn’t finish the mission. It wouldn’t matter if she never made it out of Italy. She could end it now. Sergio was weak and on the floor and she had a weapon in her hand she could use to kill him.
He looked at her. There was nothing. No openings in her mind, no visions inside his, no weakness in her knees or urge to take in his incredible presence—in that moment, he was too weak to have any effect on her. All he could do was look at her with fear in his eyes.
She raised the rod, grabbing tight with both hands and aiming it over his heart.
Come on, Nicky. Kill him now. The entire mission is about this moment.
She hesitated, and in that hesitation, Sergio regained enough strength to throw her off of him. She landed hard and skidded across the floor, the metal bar clanging on the tile as it bounced out of her hands. She rushed to get back to her feet, and found Sergio standing as well. His body had completely healed. Her moment of opportunity was over.
He looked in her eyes for a second. There was no message in his gaze. They weren’t sharing any thoughts. He just looked at her. And then he left. With a single leap he cleared the high wall and jumped through the broken window, following Falkon and the ferals into the night.
Nicky stood in place, breathing hard. Her mother’s voice broke her from her stupor.
You have to finish what I started.
She knew which way to go. Her feet carried her out of the room and into a dark hallway. She was hardly present as she ran. She belonged to the memory now.
Another door, another six-digit code. The glass slid open and she stepped into a room full of computers. They were stacked on shelves, a gigantic library of computing equipment, similar but not identical to what she had seen in the memory.
In her memory, the computers sat on open-faced shelves. Now they were locked behind an iron cage. In the memory, the computers were older than what she saw here. In the memory, the room was half as big as the one she stood in now.
Nicky went to the screen, which stood on a wide shelf, sharing space with a keyboard and a telephone. She touched the keyboard. A prompt came up asking for her user name.
C.Allen
It asked for her password.
TwoQueens
Text scrolled down the screen giving the name of the software, the maker, the date, the copyright information. She entered the first command.
Genetic Sequencer
This command put her inside the program Falkon used to crunch the data. Celeste’s research had given this program all the data it needed to create the genetic code of a feral vampire. Nicky’s job was to delete it.
Sequence Alpha
This command called up a string of numbers the massive computer had created based on the data Celeste had put inside. It took a minute for the sequence to load. When it was done, the screen said READY.
Access Text User C.Allen Code 110708Alpha.
That was the command Celeste had slipped into the system. That was the back door that would bring up the massive string of letters Falkon had been working to rebuild ever since Nicky’s mother destroyed it.
Invalid Command.
“What?” Nicky said. “No, it’s not invalid.”
She entered the command again. She could hear her mother’s voice spelling it out as she typed it. She knew she had it right.
Invalid Command.
Falkon had fixed the software.
Twelve years ago, her mother had written a back door into this program that allowed her to stop Falkon from creating a new master race of vampires. Falkon had rebuilt and was ready to try again. Nicky’s mother had shared her memories so Nicky could stop him, just as Celeste had done.
But she couldn’t do it. Falkon was ready for her. The commands from her mother’s memory no longer worked.
She looked at the stacks of computers all around and wondered if there was another way. She grabbed at the iron grate separating her from the machines and shook it. It was locked shut and barely budged.
“What do I do, Mom?” she whispered. “The code doesn’t work anymore.”
If only Jill were here, she thought.
And then a solution came to her that was so simple, so straight-forward, she was embarrassed she hadn’t thought of it right away.
There was a phone next to the keyboard.
Nicky grabbed the receiver. A heavy piece of beige plastic, to Nicky, this phone was a relic from another era. But it worked. When she lifted the receiver to her ear, she heard a dial tone. She reached for the buttons on the base of the phone and began dialing.
 



Chapter 43
 
Annika’s eighteenth birthday party was everything Jill had come to expect from the girl.
The house was full of roses. Roses in vases, rose bushes in the yard, rose petals all over the floor, and giant, foam roses hanging from the ceiling.
But the trick was, most of these roses were white, orange, or pink. There were only a few red roses in the house, and for the first party game, Annika challenged everyone to find them.
“When you find a red rose,” she announced, “you must yell Ollie Ollie Oxen Free at the top of your lungs! Every time someone yells that out, the rest of us must stop what we’re doing and have a drink!”
Of course, a few minutes into the game, people figured out that it was fun to cry out like you’d found a red rose, even if you hadn’t, and within the hour, everyone was blitzed.
“Gotta take people’s minds off what troubles them,” Annika said to Jill. “Everyone’s getting worried that you haven’t solved the third clue yet. But if you down enough liquor you find there’s nothing to worry about!”
“Why is it my responsibility to solve the third clue?” said Jill. “Everyone should be working on it.”
“Everyone did work on it,” said Annika. “Until they decided it was too hard and gave up. They know you’ll get this one eventually.”
Annika slapped Jill on the back and moved on to mingle with her other guests. Jill shook her head. She didn’t share Annika’s confidence. She had no more idea how to solve the clue than anyone else, and she didn’t know when or if Tarin was showing up to help her.
After the red rose drinking game ran its course, the staff set up an inflatable jump house in the back yard. Shaped like a giant princess castle, the jumphouse lasted for all of fifteen minutes before someone too drunk to know better poked a hole in it.
“That’s alright!” Annika announced. “On to the hula hooping contest!”
 The hula hooping contest was another drinking game. In this one, you had to down a shot every time the hula hoop fell from your waist, which of course made you too drunk to continue hula hooping which in turn made you drink more shots.
By ten-thirty, the party was absolute pandemonium, and a surprisingly sober Annika grabbed Jill by the arm and said, “Now that everyone’s having fun, let’s sneak away so we can talk.”
Annika led Jill to her bedroom and closed the door behind them.
“I have two things to show you,” she said. “The first is something small.”
Annika reached into her pocket and pulled out a gold ring with a red garnet. “Last Saturday I had drinks with Karmela,” Annika said, handing Jill the ring. “It took some doing, but I finally convinced her to take off her ring so I could look at it. You should have heard her pitch a fit while I was looking at the ring. She is still livid at you for dropping her ring after the Date Auction.”
“It was the only way I could think of switching it out without her noticing,” Jill said.
“I used a similar tactic to switch it back,” said Annika. “While I was holding the ring, I stretched my elbow a bit too far and accidentally spilled my drink to distract her. It was so much fun! Anyway, you may rest assured that the genuine ring is now safely on Karmela’s finger. This is the imitation.”
Jill held the ring up to the light. It had been weeks since she’d thought about this thing.
“It was a good plan,” Annika said. “Wouldn’t it be awesome if that ring were on Nicky’s finger right now?”
“It would make everything a lot easier,” said Jill. She turned the ring over in her hands, looking at the engraving on the underside.
“It’s a really nice-looking ring,” said Annika.
“You want it?” said Jill. “It’s worthless to me now.”
Jill handed the ring back to Annika, who tried putting it on her finger.
“It’s a little small for me,” she said. “But you know, it might be a good fit on Shannon.”
“You’re going to see her soon, aren’t you?” said Jill.
Annika nodded. “My plane leaves tomorrow morning.”
“Nice,” said Jill. “Party all night, sleep on the long flight.”
“Exactly. We’re not actually celebrating my eighteenth birthday tonight, even though that’s what everyone thinks.  We’re really celebrating my escape. Can I show you how I made my bag? I’m really proud of it.”
Jill was about to answer no, that she’d rather not see the bag, she’d rather not know the names on Annika’s phony passports, and she wished she didn’t even know where Annika was going, but her cell phone rang, interrupting her thoughts.
“Hang on,” she said. “My mom has become really high maintenance lately. This will be quick.”
She pulled the phone from her pocket and saw that it wasn’t her mom’s name on the screen.
“Caller unknown,” Jill murmured.
“Ooo…a late night mystery caller,” Annika said with a grin. “I wonder who it could be.”
“Me too,” Jill said. Tarin had never once tried to reach her by phone, but if he needed her tonight, phone was the best way. It wasn’t like he could just sneak into Annika’s party.
“Hang on a sec. I’m gonna see who this is,” Jill said. She pressed answer and held the phone to her ear.
“Hello?”
“Jill, are you someplace safe? I need your help right away. I don’t have much time.”
Jill recognized the voice at once but refused to believe her ears.
“Who is this?” Jill said.
“It’s me, Jill. It’s Nicky.”
 
*****
 
Nicky was staring at the computer screen, which was black, save a few letters of text and a blinking cursor.
“Nicky! Where are you?” cried Jill from the other end of the phone. “Are you alright?”
“I’m fine,” Nicky said. “I’ll tell you everything later, okay? Right now, I need your help with something urgent.”
“Okay, I’m listening,” said Jill.
“I need to erase a hard drive on this computer in a way that it can never, ever be recovered.”
“A computer? You’re on a computer?”
Not just one computer, Nicky thought, her eyes glancing at the stacks of interconnected computers all around her.
“It’s Falkon Dillinger’s computer,” said Nicky. “He and Renata are up to something terrible. But all their work is stored on this computer. We need to erase everything on it.”
“Falkon Dillinger? Where the hell are you, Nicky?”
She heard movement outside the computer room. “There’s no time!” she said. “Just tell me how to do this. Is there a simple command to erase everything?”
“Nicky, I don’t know. What kind of computer is it?”
Nicky looked at the command prompt blinking on the screen.
User Session Ended
“I think it kicked me out,” Nicky said.
“What do you mean?”
“I was doing something I wasn’t supposed to. I think the machine kicked me out. I should log back in, right?”
“Do you know how to log in?”
“Yes.”
“Then yeah, sure, log in. Tell me what you see.”
Nicky typed C Allen in the user name field, and Two Queens in the password field.
“Invalid password,” she said, reading the message that came back on her screen.
“Nicky, talk to me. What are you trying to do?”
“Hang on. I put a space in the password. There’s no space. Let me try again.” Speaking the password aloud as she typed it, Nicky entered TwoQueens.
“Two queens?” said Jill. “Is that a password?”
Text start floating up and down Nicky’s screen. “Yes, that was it,” she said. “I’m back in.”
“Back in what? What kind of computer is this?”
“A really, really big one. Lots of computers connected together. A room as big as a house.”
“That doesn’t help me Nicky. What does it say on your screen?”
Nicky began reading from the top. “Ventigen 1100 MCP Operating System Level 286P. Does that mean anything to you?”
“It sounds like custom written software,” Jill said. “MCP stands for Master Control Program. I think this system is really old. We can figure this out. What we’ll have to do is bypass the operating system and talk to the compiler. How much time do you have?”
Nicky looked through the glass. She thought she saw a shadow move out there.
“Not much time at all,” she said. “I managed to get Falkon out of here, but he might come back. He might come back really soon.”
“That’s no good, Nicky. We need time to pull this off. Could you give me an IP address? Since we know the password maybe I could break in from here and you could get out of there.”
“I don’t think it’s even connected to the Internet.”
“Nicky, is it really important that you do this? I mean, it sounds like you’re in trouble. Don’t you think you should get out of there?”
“It’s very important! It’s everything, Jill! More important than anything we’ve ever done. If I have to die here, it will be worth it if we can wipe out this machine!”
“If I just had time, I could do it, Nicky!”
“We don’t have time! Falkon’s coming back any minute now!”
“But I don’t know anything about that operating system. I suppose we could start messing around with things and seeing what…”
Jill trailed off and Nicky heard nothing but silence.
“Jill?” Nicky said. “Jill, are you there?”
“I’m here. Hang on for just a second. I’m going to conference somebody in on this.”
“Good idea. Maybe Alvin knows something.”
“No, not Alvin. Just a minute, Nicky.”
A few clicks on Jill’s end, then the sound of a phone ringing as they waited for a third party to pick up.
“Nicky, we’re bringing my mother onto the line,” said Jill.
“Your mother? But she won’t--”
“There is a lot you don’t know, okay? A lot has happened while you’ve been gone. You’re just going to have to trust me on this. My mother will help us. You let me do all the talking.”
A click on the other end, then Carolyn Wentworth came on the line. “Jill, where are you? I’ve been working on this partition algorithm by myself all day!”
“Hi Mom. I’ve got Nicky Bloom on the other line. You remember Nicky, right?”
“Well, yes, but isn’t Nicky--”
“Nicky is in the Network, Mom. Just like us.”
Nicky nearly dropped the phone. Jill’s mom knew she was in the Network? When did that happen?
“Is Nicky helping us with our task?” Carolyn said. “Because our task is urgent.”
“Nicky’s task is even more urgent, and the Network wants you to help her with it.”
“They do? Did Tarin tell you this?”
“Yes, Mom. He wants you to help Nicky with a computer running the Ventigen 1100 MCP. Do you know that operating system?”
“Well I should say so,” said Carolyn. “I wrote it.”
“Then you know the command to wipe out a hard disk, don’t you Mom?”
“There are many ways to wipe out a hard disk in the 1100 MCP.”
“But we want to do it in a way that no data can ever be recovered,” said Jill.
“Which hard disk do you wish to erase?” Carolyn said.
“All of them,” said Nicky. “When we’re done, I need this entire computer to be a blank slate that can never come back.”
“Okay,” said Carolyn. “Nicky, are you ready to start typing?”
“I’m ready Mrs. Wentworth.”
What followed was a minute of absolute gobbledy-gook. Letters, semi-colons, backslashes and question marks—it was the sort of absurdity that absolutely no one should have stored away in their mind. Hearing Carolyn spit off the command, one letter after another, without ever taking a pause to think, was one of the strangest experiences of Nicky’s life.
“That will do it,” Carolyn said. “Hit enter and that computer will zero out all its memory.”
Right as Nicky’s finger touched the Enter key, she heard his voice.
“What are you doing in here?”
She turned to see Falkon Dillinger breaking through the glass door. He soared across the room, landed next to her, and threw her out of the way. She flew across the room, her back crashing hard into the wall.
“No, no, no,  what have you done!” Falkon yelled.
Nicky couldn’t speak. The air had been knocked out of her lungs.
“You’ve…oh my God Nicky Bloom the processes have all stopped! You’re erasing everything!”
Nicky gasped for breath. She closed her eyes, feeling content. She would die soon. But she would die knowing she’d done the best she could.
“This command you’ve typed in,” Falkon said. “Where on earth…how do I stop it?”
“You can’t stop it,” Nicky said.
“But where would a girl like you learn a command like--”
And then he looked at the phone, the receiver dangling by its cord off the edge of its desk. He grabbed it and held it to his ear.
“Who is this!” he shouted. “Who were you talking to?”
Nicky could tell by the look on his face that Jill had already hung up. That, or she muted their end of the call. Nicky closed her eyes and smiled. Thank you, Jill she thought. I’ll never get to tell you in person, but thank you. You have no idea what you’ve accomplished.
Gently, Falkon put the telephone receiver back on its cradle. He looked at the computer screen, which had gone to black.
“You’re just like your mother, you know,” he said.
“Yes,” Nicky said. “I am.”
 



Chapter 44
 
“What just happened?” said Annika.
Jill shook her head. She didn’t know the answer.
One minute she was talking to Nicky, the next, there was a man on the phone demanding to know who was on the other end. Jill’s mother, God bless her, started to answer him, but Jill muted the call before she could get her name out.
“You were actually talking to Nicky?”
“Yes.”
“So do you know where she is?”
“No.”
“But you know the answer to the clue.”
“No, Nicky didn’t say a thing about it.”
Jill’s phone began to ring. It was her mom.
“Annika, I have to go.”
“The immortals are onto you guys, aren’t they?” Annika said.
Jill was already headed for the door. Before she opened it, she turned back to Annika and said, “It’s good you’re getting out now.”
She answered her mom’s call as she walked out of the party.
“My call dropped,” said Carolyn. “That man didn’t seem to hear what I was saying, and then it just came to an end.”
“You didn’t lose the phone call,” said Jill. “I muted us out. We didn’t want to be speaking to that guy.”
“Who was he?”
“He’s the enemy, Mom. He’s working with Renata.”
“Oh, yes, then I suppose he would be the enemy. After all, Tarin told me that hacking into Renata’s phone is my most important task.”
“Yes, Mom. Now it’s more important than ever.”
After Jill got home, she and her mom stayed up all night. They looked over weeks of notes that Carolyn made as she tried to figure out the ever-evolving encryption code. They both tried in vain to write a routine that would spot the patterns they had been unable to see.
At five in the morning, feeling too spent to continue, Jill went into the master bedroom for a quick nap. She was standing at the edge of the bed, holding onto the checkerboard quilt, when it came to her.
Two queens.
“The password Nicky used to get onto Falkon’s computer was Two Queens,” she whispered. 
Her eyes went back to the quilt. A grid of black and white squares. Looking at it, Jill saw more than a quilt. She saw a chessboard. A scattering of game pieces on a grid. Knights, rooks, kings, queens…
She threw the quilt back on the bed and ran down the hall yelling, “Mom! Mom, I’ve got it!”
Her mom met her in the foyer, a childlike look of excitement in her eyes.
“You’ve figured out the code?” she said. “You’ve got the algorithim?”
“There is no algorithm. We’ve been going about this all wrong. We’ve been so focused on the code we haven’t been thinking about the users.”
The excitement began to fade from Carolyn’s eyes.
“So, do you have it or not?” she said.
“Renata is working with Falkon Dillinger!” Jill said. “Nicky said his name on the phone!”
“So what?”
“That is the secret Renata is protecting. That’s why she’s encrypted her phone and put a decoy operating system on top! She needs to hide her conversations with Falkon.”
“Of course she does, Jill. Really, these are elementary conjectures. And honestly, Tarin didn’t tell us to figure out why Renata encrypted her phone. He told us to figure out how, so we can decrypt it.”
“But that’s it, Mom! That’s the piece we’re missing! We keep telling each other this is the strangest encryption we’ve ever seen, but we haven’t stopped to think about why it is so strange. We should have realized that it makes absolutely no sense to have a constantly changing encryption code on a device like a phone whose very purpose is to share data with others.”
“I’m not terribly interested in Renata’s motivations, Jill.”
“But we should be! Don’t you get it, Mom? We are talking about a phone, a device of communication! If the encryption string is always changing, you can’t communicate with anyone! Every voicemail you send, every text, every email—it would all be encrypted with a string the other party wouldn’t have. They wouldn’t be able to decode it. No one would ever hear what you’re trying to say to them!”
“Well, yes, I suppose that’s the case. Unless somehow they were sharing the software that creates the encryption. But I’ve looked for that already. Renata’s phone isn’t sending those kinds of strings to anyone.”
“She doesn’t have to send them. She and Falkon are meeting online and creating the encryption codes together.”
“Meeting? What are you talking about Jill? Where are they meeting?”
“The activity log for Renata’s phone,” Jill said. “Not the encrypted part, but the decoy. What kind of stuff is she doing on the decoy phone she set up to fool us?”
“She’s doing all the normal things you do with your phone,” said Carolyn. “I’ve looked through all of this, Jill. There is nothing suspicious. She sends texts and emails. She has phone conversations. She plays games.”
“What kind of games, Mom?”
“She seems to prefer chess.”
“The other night you told me that only a few capital letters were ever appearing in the encryption. What were they again?”
“B, R, N, Q, and K,” Carolyn rattled off.
“Bishop, rook, knight, queen, and king,” Jill said.
“What? But the other letters. The numbers?”
“Come with me, Mom.”
Jill grabbed her mom by the hand and dragged her down the hall.
“Where are you taking me?” Carolyn shrieked.
“To your bedroom. I want you to have a look at your quilt.”
“At my quilt?”
“Yes, Mom,” Jill said as they arrived in the bedroom. Jill left her mom at the foot of the bed and walked around the side. “Imagine this is a chessboard,” she said. “If you wanted to record the moves of a game, say, if you were a computer program that needed to keep track of who moved which pieces where, how would you do it?”
“Well, I’d turn the board into a grid, I suppose,” said Carolyn. “You could assign a unique identity to each square based on its row and column…”
And then it clicked. Jill saw it in her eyes.
“A through H, one through eight,” Carolyn whispered.
Jill ran her fingers along the top of the quilt. “If you moved your queen to the square in row E, column eight--”
“The computer would record Q-e-8,” Carolyn said.
“And if you needed to share a constantly evolving encryption string with someone else--”
“You would meet them online and play chess,” said Carolyn. “Let’s get to work.”
For all the weeks of constant annoyance she provided Jill, for all the nagging, the strange hours, the rude, exhausting diatribes about focus and discipline, for all the utterly strange behavior that was the hallmark of Carolyn Wentworth not only since Tarin freed her mind, but for as long as Jill had known her, it was still an absolute joy for Jill to watch her mother work.
Once Carolyn knew exactly what it was she had to do, there was no one better. Carolyn’s fingers soared across the keyboard so fast Jill could hardly read the code as she composed it onscreen. Layers of complex algorithms, nested one atop another, and never once did Carolyn make a mistake, or even a typo.
In less than an hour, she had written a program that followed Renata’s chess game online, wrote down the moves of the pieces in a constantly evolving log of letters and numbers, and used that log to decode the hidden partition in Renata’s phone.
Carolyn loaded her program onto the laptop, ran it, and they were in. The sound of Renata’s voice came streaming through the speakers on the laptop. On the screen were the words Phone Call With Falkon Dillinger. 
So you’re telling me the girl erased everything? came Renata’s voice.
“Everything,” said Falkon. “Sergio let her out, she broke into the computer stack--”
“How the hell did she break into the computer stack?”
“She knew the code. I don’t know how she could possibly know the code, but then again, I don’t know how she knew to do any of what she did. She was completely ready for us.”
“Almost like they planned it,” Renata said. “Do you think she and Sergio planned it?”
“If they did, it would be the boldest, strangest plan I’ve ever heard of.”
“So what now? How do we get the data back?”
“We don’t,” said Falkon. “The way she erased it cut to the core of our operation. She didn’t just erase our data, she wiped out the entire computer system.”
“She needs to bring it back,” Renata said. “Make her talk and get her to bring it back!”
“I’ve tried! She cannot do it! The routine she ran is irreversible.”
“So what are you telling me? We’re just screwed? We have to start over at square one?”
“We have the research file you found on the Farm,” Falkon said. “It was the data from that research, compiled on top of the genetic sequence we had already mapped, that would have built us an immortal. Dr. Weiss had the computers at work on that very project when Nicky destroyed them!”
“So you still have the file?”
“Yes, what we need is the genetic sequence. Nicky destroyed the copy we made here. But there should be another copy at the Evans home in Rio de Janeiro.”
“The other thumb drive!” Renata said. “The necklace!”
“It will be stored in their safe,” Falkon said. “I’m certain it’s still there. Melissa wouldn’t have known to look for it.”
“You’re telling me I’m going to Rio.”
“I would do it myself, but Sergio is still lurking out in the woods,” said Falkon. “I can sense him out there. I need to go take care of him before he causes me more trouble.”
Jill’s hands were shaking with excitement as she listened. “Sergio?” she whispered. “I need to be writing this down.” She reached for a pad of paper and a pencil.
“I still can’t believe he had the gall to show up,” said Renata.
“He is a very sensitive creature,” Falkon said. “He was drawn here because he cares about Nicky.”
“And where is Nicky? You didn’t kill her, did you? In order to get the money--”
“I understand how your precious Rose Ransom game works,” Falkon said. “Believe me, it is only the promise of that money that is keeping Nicky alive after what she’s done. I’ve put her to sleep and locked her up. I cannot wait for the moment when I can put her on a plane and get her out of my house!”
“I’ll get the plane ready and leave for Rio tonight,” Renata said. “Call me when you’ve killed Sergio. I can’t wait to hear that he’s dead.”
“Expect to hear from me soon,” Falkon said.
The call ended and the phone went silent. Jill and her mother looked at each other, hardly able to believe what had just happened.
“That was good, wasn’t it?” Carolyn said. “That was the sort of conversation she was trying to hide, right?”
“Yes,” said Jill. “That was big. That told us a lot.”
“What do we do now?”
“First I need to get in touch with Annika. She needs to know that Renata’s coming to Rio.”
“And what about Tarin? When do we get to show him what we’ve done?”
Exhausted and emotionally drained, Jill found enough energy to smile at her mother. It was cute that she wanted Tarin’s approval.
“There’s no telling when we’ll see Tarin next, Mom. For now, we’re on our own.”
 



Chapter 45
 
“Frankie, I need you!”
Her voice, once so pleasant to his ears, now had overtones that grated on Frankie. He came to her not because he wanted to, but only because he had to.
“Yes, Master. What may I do for you?” he said.
“I have urgent business to tend to overseas,” said Renata. “Please make arrangements for my immediate departure to Rio de Janeiro. I want my jet in the air before sunup.”
“Yes, Master.”
Frankie rushed off to speak to the scheduler, who in turn made arrangements at the airport. Frankie packed a suitcase for Renata with all her usual amenities, and he chose four ripe slaves to go on the trip so she would have plenty to eat.
It pained Frankie, the real Frankie, to do all this. It pained him because he wasn’t in control. It was Frankie the slave who did everything Renata asked. The real Frankie, the one who tasted freedom that night in the forest, was trapped inside his own body once again.
I must kill everyone before they kill me—that had been the rallying cry of the Frankie who nearly got out that night. That, and the new command he placed there himself: I look out for Nicky and she looks out for me.
Something marvelous happened that night in the woods, something Frankie wished would happen again. For a very short time, just long enough to know it was real, Frankie was free. As he ran through the forest, hatchet in hand and half a dozen people trying to kill him, he was making his own decisions. He was choosing where to go, what to do, and how to do it.
Then Renata said his name and Frankie the slave came back. But when Frankie the slave returned, he found himself more crowded for space. For years, the real Frankie had been pushed down so deep he had no choice but to observe while Frankie the slave ran the show. After that night in the woods, the real Frankie was closer to the surface.
One time he even broke out.
They were in Renata’s gallery on the night of the party. Renata asked him to go to the closet and fetch her shoes. One of the party guests was hiding in that closet. A girl. She looked nice. She had her back pressed against the wall and was begging Frankie with her eyes not to give her away.
Frankie the slave knew that girl wasn’t supposed to be there. Frankie the slave wanted to tell Renata immediately about what he found.
But the real Frankie saw the look in that girl’s eyes and felt for her. The real Frankie took pity on her. Even as Frankie the slave screamed that Renata must know about this, the real Frankie seized control and he stepped away from the closet saying nothing.  
Unfortunately, he hadn’t been able to win control ever since. Frankie the slave was too powerful.  
“There’s a stack of paperwork on my desk,” Renata told him. “Get that too, will you Frankie? I want to look at it while I’m on the plane.”
“Yes, Master.”
“And the mail! Grab all the mail so I can go through it. There’s a pile I brought home from Thorndike on the mantle. Don’t forget it!”
An hour later, Frankie parked the car on the runway and loaded Renata’s luggage on the plane. He saw her off, then drove the car out of the airport. At the airport exit, he had a choice to make. A left turn took him back to Renata’s mansion. That’s where Frankie the slave wanted to go. A right turn took him to the house in Bethesda where he saw pictures of Nicky on the wall. The real Frankie wondered if he could seize control of his body and make the car go that way.
I look out for Nicky and she looks out for me.
He turned left. Frankie the slave won this battle. Today wasn’t the day he was meant to break free. He’d try again another time.
 
*****
 
“I’m in the air,” Renata said. “Thirteen hours and I’ll be in Rio.”
“Wow, that was fast,” said Falkon.
“I want to get this done so I can get back to work. I’ve got a party to plan. Speaking of, can we talk about the transfer of our two little prisoners? I’d like for Nicky and Ryan to arrive at my mansion the night before my party so I have some time to make them ready for their big reveal.”
“That will be fine,” Falkon said. “I want nothing more than to get them out of here. What are you going to do with them when you have them? You need to be careful. Nicky is a crafty one.”
“I’m putting them where the Ransom clue says they’ll be, of course,” said Renata.
“You’re not putting them someplace where a student could find them, are you?”
“Don’t be silly. The third clue leads to a place where no humans have ever been allowed. The clue is impossible for them to solve.”
“All these hoops to jump through to get our hands on a little money,” Falkon said. 
“Don’t speak of it like it’s some chore you don’t wish to do! This year’s Ransom has been a thing of beauty! The party, my performance, the clues—with this Ransom, I am creating a piece of art that will be admired and remembered for generations. You should see the dress I have for Nicky to wear!”
“I’m sure it’s lovely, Renata.”
“It’s the same style of dress I wore for the very first Rose Ransom performance! I am bringing the entire event full circle! And I will kill Nicky with the same knife I used in the first play.”
“It all sounds very symmetrical.”
“It’s brilliant is what it is! Falkon, I need you to appreciate the beauty of what I’m doing. When we have our new clan, I want them to understand and admire the masterpiece I am creating here.”
“I apologize if I’m not properly enthused. Right now, my mind is otherwise occupied. Sergio is somewhere in these mountains.”
“Hiding always was his great skill,” Renata said.
“I feel like he’s been hiding from me for centuries,” said Falkon.
“I’ll let you go so you can continue your search. I’ve got work I should be doing anyway.”
Renata ended the call and looked at the paperwork in front of her. She sighed. With all her focus on the Rose Ransom and the goings on in Italy, she had allowed a pile of mundane chores to grow. She couldn’t wait to break free from her life in the Samarin clan, not least because she was tired of running the school. Over the years, Thorndike Academy, the keystone of the Samarin empire, had turned into a monstrous generator of paperwork.
She went through a stack of invoices first, then she read a proposal for a new teacher contract and made comments in the margins. She looked at minutes from the last three meetings of the Board, including an amusing section where they all agreed that, “Karmela Sweet is the ideal candidate to play the princess in this year’s Rose Ransom and, pending Renata’s approval, the board will initiate contact with her parents.”
What a bunch of buffoons. How much better had the Ransom been this year because Renata had shucked all of them to the side and done it herself? How much smoother and more beautiful was everything at school now that Daciana was gone and Renata was fully in charge?
She was ready to be done with all of them. The Regents, the teachers, the students, the Samarin clan. A mob of humans and vampires that was always up in her business—that’s what Daciana had created. That was the life Renata needed to blow up so she could start over again.
She pushed the meeting minutes aside and dove into the mail. Bills, thank you letters, requests for recommendations, more bills….one after another she opened the envelopes and tossed them aside, coming eventually to a large manila envelope with a DC post office stamp and no return address. She opened it and poured the contents out on the table in front of her.
 
Dear Ms. Sullivan,
 
Enclosed you will find proof positive that Shannon Evans, who was pronounced dead last summer following a boating accident, is still alive. This photo was taken at the Praia de Sol hotel.
 
She turned the letter over, looking for a signature or some other evidence of who sent it.
There was nothing. The mailing was entirely anonymous.
She laughed. Some enemy of Shannon’s had been playing spy. Probably a classmate who had her boyfriend stolen or something equally petty.
She looked at the photograph. Yep. Clearly it was Shannon. But when was it taken?
She found a time stamp in the bottom left corner. This photo was only three weeks old.
She dialed Falkon. He didn’t answer so she had to leave a voicemail.
“Hey, it’s me,” she said. “I got a very interesting package in the mail. It seems that when Melissa paid a visit to the Evans family, she left one of them alive.”
 
*****
 
Shannon Evans gazed out the window of her eleventh floor room at the Praia de Sol hotel.
The last few months had been long and miserable, but life was about to change. Annika was coming.
Shannon wanted to meet Annika at the airport, but Annika refused. We’ve worked so hard to keep you hidden, Annika told her. We can’t risk it! That moment when we are together again will be just as special in our hotel room as it would have been at the airport.
Annika didn’t understand how maddening it was to be locked in a room all day. 
Still, Shannon agreed to stay in her room, and now she was counting the hours until Annika’s plane landed. While she waited, she stared at the open air nightclub on the beach.
The Avalon.
The people at the Avalon were young, wealthy, and beautiful. When she lived in DC, Shannon was one of those people. Now she was a hermit, frightened to leave her hotel room, entirely dependent on the money Annika sent her, interacting only with the waiter who brought her room service and the housekeepers who changed her sheets.
Soon it will be over, she thought. Look out world, because Shannon Evans is coming back. And when she does, she’s headed to a nightclub just like The Avalon, and is going to party until the sun comes up.
Bored, she started picking out the women who were dancing, one at a time, and imaging herself in their place.
She saw a blonde holding her hands up while men danced on either side of her. Kind of fun, but not really Shannon’s style.
She saw an older woman leaning on the railing, talking to a guy who was at least ten years younger than she was. You go, girl, Shannon thought.
She saw a girl with black hair….
“No way,” Shannon whispered.
She leaned closer to the window, pressing her forehead against the glass.
“No way in hell…oh, you little whore! You think you can come here! You think you can dance at the nightclub right underneath my window?”
Shannon put on her shoes. Annika wouldn’t be here for another hour or so. There was plenty of time for her to go down to The Avalon and take care of some unfinished business.
 
*****
 
Jill sat at her desk, listening to the conversations between Renata and Falkon, furiously taking notes, trying to make sense of what she was hearing. 
It sounded like they were sending Nicky and Ryan back to Washington. It sounded like the third Ransom clue would lead Jill right to them!
But it also appeared that Renata had designed the third clue so it couldn’t be solved. Reading her notes, Jill underlined two sentences she had copied down, word for word.
The third clue leads to a place where no humans have ever been allowed. The clue is impossible for them to solve.
Jill reached for her phone. Hours had passed since she sent the first text to Annika with no response. Where was she?
Jill sent her another message.
Call me as soon as you get this. Renata knows that Shannon is alive!
She put her phone down and began tapping her fingers on the desk. She didn’t know what to do next. She had all this incredible information and no one to tell it to!
“Mom!” she yelled out. “Mom, can you come in here?”
Her mother, who had finally left Jill’s bedroom after days camping out in there, didn’t respond. Jill got up from her desk and went to the hallway. “Mom! I want to talk to you!”
Nothing. Where was she?
Jill went up to the third floor study. No one was in there. She went downstairs. “Mom? Mom, are you in here?”
Could she be asleep? Could she be asleep in her own bed? Jill went to the master bedroom and found that it too was empty. 
She decided to dial her mom’s phone.
“Hello?”
“Mom, where are you?”
“I’m at the airport.”
“The airport? What in the world are you doing there?”
“We finished our task, Jill. I have nothing else to do until Tarin comes back.”
“So you went to the airport?”
“I called your father. He thought--”
“Wait a minute. When did you call Dad? It’s like three in the morning where he is.”
“He was happy to take my call,” Carolyn said. “I told him I was available if he had work for me. He asked me to catch the first flight to Seattle so I could meet his clients and discuss the job in person.”
“No, you can’t go to Seattle! Mom, why would you do that? You don’t have to do a thing for dad anymore, remember?”
“But I have nothing to do, Jill.”
“There’s plenty to do! You’ve left me all alone in here when everything’s blowing up! I just overheard another phone call from Renata to Falkon. They’re bringing Nicky and Ryan back to Washington. We need to solve the third Ransom clue.”
“Those little riddles are not my strong suit,” Carolyn said. “You know that.”
“But it’s important! I’m just….God, Mom, it’s so…”
Lonely. She didn’t finish the sentence because she knew her mother wouldn’t understand. Carolyn Wentworth didn’t know what it was like to be lonely. Maybe she never would.
“If Tarin comes back, have him call me,” Carolyn said.
“He doesn’t really call people,” said Jill. She almost added, and I don’t know if he’s ever coming back.
“Well he is welcome to call me,” said Carolyn. “But I won’t wait around and do nothing. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m next in line at the ticket counter.”
Jill ended the call with her mom and plopped down on the living room couch. Within minutes, she was asleep.
She dreamed about the night she and Zack went to the carnival in Marlboro. In the dream, they walked into The House of A Thousand Frights together, holding hands, but in the darkness, they got separated. Jill called out for him, but he didn’t answer, and she was alone.
I don’t want to be alone anymore! she screamed.
And then she saw a small light ahead of her. It was shaped like a rectangle. The screen from Zack’s phone! She followed it. It was moving fast, but she was able to keep up. She followed it down rickety stairs, through a hallway of mirrors, and onto a twisty slide.
At the bottom of the slide, Zack was waiting for her with a big smile on his face.
“That was fun, wasn’t it?” he said.
Jill punched him in the chest, playfully. “It was awful!” she said. “You left me all alone.”
“But you used my phone to track me,” he said. “That was really smart.”
He looked at her with love in his eyes, and kissed her.
Jill woke up with a start.
“The phone,” she whispered. “I could use the phone to track her.”
She ran upstairs and got in front of the laptop, which was still showing a live stream from Renata’s phone. Jill brought up the system log to see what processes were running.
No apps were open. No user inputs were happening. The phone was sitting idle, occasionally sending and receiving packets of data to keep itself updated.
Sending and receiving packets of data to satellites, all of those packets stamped with her current GPS location.
“Oh, you bastard, I’ve got you,” Jill said. “I’ve got you!”
Jill pulled her own phone from her pocket and flipped through the screens until she saw a thumbnail picture of Karmela Sweet, with the words Karmela? Where Are You? written underneath.
She pressed on Karmela’s picture, and Alvin’s tracking app opened up. A map of the world, with a blinking red dot flying down the eastern seaboard, Alvin’s app was tracking the replica of Karmela’s ring, which Annika was taking to Rio to give to Shannon.
Annika’s plane was in the air and already an hour out of Washington. With this app, Jill would be able to track Annika everywhere she went.
Adding Renata’s location to the same map would be simple, since Renata’s phone gave away its GPS coordinates every time it sent or received a packet of data.
It took Jill less than an hour to modify the tracking app so that it followed both Karmela’s ring and Renata’s phone. Jill connected the app to her widescreen monitor and brought up the map. Now she had two blinking dots on the screen. The red dot was Annika, just off the Virginia coast, heading out into the Atlantic. The blue dot was Renata.
The blue dot was already over the Gulf of Mexico.
Jill opened up a new text to Annika.
Did you get my messages? Call Shannon immediately and tell her to get out of that hotel and find someplace to hide!
 
*****
 
“I’m standing in the empty villa where the Evans family once lived,” said Renata. “Can you hear how my voice is echoing in here?”
“Not really,” said Falkon.
“Well it is! My voice is bouncing all over the place because there is no art on the walls, no furniture on the floor—there aren’t even any carpets!”
“Huh?”
“The place has been cleaned out, Falkon! Someone’s been here and took everything! All that’s left are some old magazines, a few stacks of paper, and lots of trash.”
“What? Who would have done something like that?”
“Burglars you old fool!”
“But the necklace we need would have been in the safe,” said Falkon.
“The safe has been pulled down and cracked open.”
“Can’t be. That would mean--”
“That we’re screwed? Yes, that’s exactly what it means. Our necklace might be for sale on some street market in the slums for all we know.”
“Are you sure it’s not there? You’ve checked the entire house? We’re looking for a silver pendant with a black onyx in the center.”
“I remember what it looks like, and yes, I’ve checked everywhere. It’s not in this house.”
“Oh my. I don’t know what to do with this news. I don’t know that I can even hear it right now.”
Renata shook her head. Sometimes, her partnership with Falkon felt like she had taken a job with her grandfather. Strong, smart, and worthy of her respect, but also old and tired. Falkon was even more weary of life than she was.” 
“Did you get my voicemail earlier?” she asked.
“No.”
“Well, it just so happens that on the plane ride over I opened a piece of mail from an anonymous source who wished to report that Shannon Evans faked her own death and is alive and well in Rio.”
“Well, that was true for a time, but Melissa found them--”
“Melissa found them and killed Shannon’s parents. As I think back on that final conversation I had with Melissa, I don’t recall that she ever said a thing about killing Shannon.”
“So you think it’s possible Shannon is still out there somewhere?”
“I know she is. The photo has a time stamp of just a few weeks ago. It was taken at the Praia de Sol hotel.”
“Maybe she knows something!” Falkon said. “Maybe she’s the one who took everything!”
“That’s what I’m thinking too. If nothing else, at least it’s a place to start.”
 
*****
 
Raquel was showing off her necklace to a man at The Avalon nightclub.
“It’s beautiful,” he said. “It looks like the sun.”
“Yes it does,” said Raquel. She twisted the pendant from said to side, allowing the onyx to glisten in the light. “I like to surf. The sun and I are good friends.”
“What’s your name?” said the man. He had dark curly hair and a perfectly manicured beard. He wore a tight-fitting suit and a Rolex watch.
“Teresa,” said Raquel. “Teresa Silva.”
She danced a few songs with the man, then moved on to somebody else. She didn’t want to stay too long with any one person tonight. At least, not yet. She would find some sucker to latch onto later, after the booze really loosened them up. For now, she just wanted to enjoy the moment. She wanted to feel what it was like to be a girl at The Avalon.
When her name was Raquel, she slept on dirt floors and didn’t have running water. She drank cheap beer, smoked cheap pot, and was frequently in trouble with the law.
But her name wasn’t Raquel anymore. Now she was Teresa Silva. Her passport said so. As did all three of her credit cards.
Of the many treasures Raquel stole from Shannon, none had proven more valuable than her alias. Raquel would never know why a girl named Shannon Evans had a second identity as Teresa Silva, but she was thankful for it. It turned out that Teresa Silva was a valuable name to have. Once Raquel adopted the identity for herself, everything changed. 
Raquel had a criminal record. She had terrible credit. She couldn’t get a loan, couldn’t open a bank account, and she couldn’t rent an apartment. But Teresa Silva could do all those things. And she did. Living as Teresa, Raquel became one of the fabulous people who wore pretty dresses, expensive necklaces, and danced the night away at The Avalon.
And while she danced, she trusted that, at some point before the night was over, she would find her next conquest. There was another Shannon here in this club. Another rich victim to fleece.
One song bled into another. Raquel danced under the moon, taking in the night air and the cool ocean breeze. She didn’t find a new victim on this night. But she did come face to face with an old one. When she finally decided to step away from the dance floor and approach the bar, she ran into the girl who used to be Teresa Silva.
“Hello Raquel,” Shannon said. “I bet you weren’t expecting to see me tonight.”
 
*****
 
Some twelve hours after Jill sent her a text message, Annika called her back.
“Hello, Annika? Have you landed?”
“I’m still on the plane,” Annika said. “I just turned on my phone. What are these texts all about?”
“Listen Annika, there isn’t time to explain everything. You just have to trust me. Renata is in Rio. She landed before you and went to Shannon’s old house. She’s headed to the Praia de Sol hotel right now. Call Shannon and get her out of there. Figure out a place to meet. Tell her that no one can know where she’s going.”
“Alright,” Annika said. “I’ll call her now.”
“And call me back after you talk to her!”
For ten minutes, Jill sat in silence, watching on her map as Annika’s red dot sat in place at the airport, and Renata’s blue dot drove down the coast.
“Shannon’s not picking up!” Annika yelled when she finally called back. “My call went to voicemail and she sent me a text saying she had to settle an old score and she would call me in a few minutes.”
“Settle an old score? What is she doing?”
“I don’t know! The text is the last bit of info I got from her! I think she turned her phone off.”
“Is she in the hotel?”
“I don’t know! I called the room and nobody answered there either. I think I should go to the hotel to look for her. Do you think it’s safe?”
“Hang on,” Jill said. She looked at the tracking program. Annika was a few miles closer to the Praia de Sol than Renata was.
“You can go to the hotel, but hurry. Renata’s on her way.”
 
*****
 
“You left me for dead,” Shannon said.
They were standing in the middle of the dance floor, the party going on all around them.
“But you survived,” said Raquel. “Good for you.”
“Don’t act like you didn’t try to murder me. You took everything I had and left me in the slums.”
People were looking at them now. Raquel knew she should leave. There was nothing in this argument for her.
But she couldn’t walk away. She found herself with entirely too much to say to this spoiled American brat.
“Who are you to have so much when others have so little?” Raquel said.
“It looks to me like you’ve got plenty, Raquel.” 
It made her angry when Shannon said her name. It reminded her that, not that long ago, Shannon thought she was worthy of Raquel’s love. It reminded her how low she had been, how dirty she’d been forced to play.
“Is that my mother’s necklace?” Shannon said.
Raquel immediately put her hand over the silver pendant.
“This is mine,” she said, her tone of voice daring Shannon to try and take it.
Shannon shook her head in disgust, and Raquel felt herself growing more and more angry. Who was this little bitch to judge her? This soft, spoiled loser, daring to condemn Raquel, as if she had even the faintest idea how many years Raquel had waited to get into this night club.
“You know how I found you, Raquel?”
“How?”
Shannon pointed at the hotel that loomed above them. “I just looked out the window from my room,” she said. “You stuck out like a sore thumb. This hotel, this nightclub, that necklace—they are meant for people like me! You left me in the slums to rot, but here I am, not two months later, back in the fanciest hotel in Rio. And you may have a little bit of pocket change right now after robbing my house, but one day you’ll have spent it all. One day, you’ll be back in the slums wondering what the hell happened, and I will still be staying at the fanciest hotels and dancing at the most exclusive nightclubs.”
Raquel had heard enough. With speed and strength she had developed over many years on the waves, she punched Shannon in the face. Shannon fell back into the crowd of dancers, who raced to get out of her way.
What happened next surprised Raquel. She fully expected Shannon to run out with her tail between her legs. But she didn’t. She crawled back to her feet, shouting, “It’s on!” and then she charged, throwing her shoulder into Raquel’s stomach and tackling her to the ground.
 
*****
 
“I’m at the hotel,” Annika said. “She’s not in the room.”
“Did you check the lobby?” said Jill.
“Yes, and the bar,” said Annika.
“Do you have a picture of her with you?” said Jill.
“A picture? Yeah, I guess on my phone--”
“Bring up her picture and start asking around,” said Jill. “Someone might have seen where she went.”
“Really? Just start asking these people? Oh Jill, I don’t know. Maybe I should just go look around outside.”
Jill looked at the tracking app on her phone.
“Whatever you’re gonna do, you need to do it fast. Renata will be there in a few minutes.”
 
*****
 
Renata arrived at the Praia de Sol shortly before eleven o’clock. There was a long line of people waiting to check in at the front desk. Renata cut to the front and handed a photograph to the clerk.
“Have you seen this girl?” she asked.
The clerk was a young man with dark skin and unfortunate teeth. According to the badge on his jacket, his name was Victor.
Victor glanced at the photo. He pushed it back at Renata. He was about to tell her to get in line, but she caught him with her eyes.
Have you seen this girl? she asked with her mind.
Victor’s pupils dilated. He had seen her. He just didn’t have it stored in his conscious mind. Renata made him remember.
“She is here,” Victor said. “She is in room 1108.”
“Thank you,” said Renata.
But Shannon wasn’t in the room. Renata took a moment to inspect the place, looking carefully for a necklace with a silver pendant. She found nothing. So she went downstairs and checked at the bar. She showed the photograph to the bartender.
“Yes,” he said. “I recognize her. But she hasn’t been to the bar tonight.”
Renata went to the concierge. He too knew who Shannon was, but not where she was. Same with the bellhop, a woman from the housekeeping staff, and even a waiter at the restaurant. They all had seen Shannon before, but didn’t know where she was.
She’s close, Renata thought. But where?
She stood in the center of the lobby, imagining she was a seventeen-year-old girl. Where would I be at this moment?
She heard music. Not the soft piano music of the hotel lobby. Something more distant. A thumping sound. The teenage jungle beats that kids loved to dance to these days.
That’s where you are, isn’t it Shannon? The night is young and you’re out dancing.
 
*****
 
Jill was hunched over her computer screen, watching Renata’s blue dot and Annika’s red dot floating ever closer together.
“I’m out on the beach,” Annika said. Jill had her on speaker phone. Behind Annika were the sounds of nightlife in the city. Dance music, people laughing, the chatter of the crowd.
“Annika, I don’t want you to panic,” said Jill, “but I need you to be aware that Renata is getting close.”
“How close? You don’t think she can see me, do you?”
“Just be cool and keep moving. You want to head north to stay ahead of her.”
“Good Lord, which way is north? It’s the middle of the night and I’m in Rio de Janeiro!”
“The opposite direction of the way you’re going now,” Jill said. “Put the ocean on your right-hand side.”
“Oh, okay, that makes sense.”
“The best way to hide from a vampire is inside a crowd,” said Jill. “Is there a crowd of people you can join?”
“There’s a nightclub,” said Annika. “It looks pretty packed.”
“See if you can get in there,” said Jill. “Renata’s getting too close to where you are. You need to hide until she’s passed.”
“Okay, I see the entrance. I’m headed in there now.”
 
*****
 
Who knew a rich white girl had so much fury inside her? Raquel was shocked to find that Shannon could hold her own in a fight. She was like a crazy weasel, thrashing and kicking and clawing as the two of them rolled through the crowd.
Raquel threw her knee in Shannon’s face. It was a good shot, and Shannon went tumbling across the dance floor.
Raquel stood up and looked around her. The bouncers were pushing their way through the crowd. This fight was almost over.
One more good shot before it’s done, Raquel thought. One more punch to put this brat in her place.
Raquel was about to charge across the floor when she got distracted by a sound from the crowd.
“Shannon?”
“Who said that?” Raquel demanded. 
Shannon and Raquel both turned to see a blonde in street clothes working her way through the crowd.
“Shannon!” the girl said. She had an American accent. “It’s me! It’s Annika!”
Taking advantage of Shannon’s distraction, Raquel landed a quick sucker punch to Shannon’s face. It sent her reeling to the floor, where she landed hard, right at the blonde girl’s feet.
The blonde put an arm around Shannon and lifted her up. The bouncers arrived and offered to help. The blonde waved them off and pointed at Raquel.
The bouncers came at Raquel and grabbed her by both arms.
“It’s time for you to leave,” one of them said.
“What about her?” said Raquel, nodding her head in Shannon’s direction. “What are you doing to her?”
Dragging Raquel across the dance floor, they said nothing.
“What about her?” Raquel screamed. “What about her! Throw her out too!”
It was maddening. The bouncers were going to let Shannon and the blonde girl stay in the club, but had firm grips on both of her arms and were carrying her down the stairs. 
“Do you know who I am?” Raquel screamed. “Do you know how long I’ve waited to be here?”
 
*****
 
Renata stepped through the front door of The Avalon nightclub to find two beastly men dragging a young woman across the floor against her will.
She was putting on quite the show as they dragged her out. Flailing and kicking and screaming, Do you know who I am? Do you?
And then she saw it.
Dancing around the girl’s neck, the pendant sliding every which way as the girl thrashed like an animal.
The girl looked nothing like Shannon Evans.
Renata approached the men. “Be still,” she commanded. Everyone within earshot of her voice stopped moving, including the girl.
Renata squatted down and put her hands on the necklace.
A silver pendant with a black onyx stone and eight lines coming out on all sides. Renata pressed on the onyx with her thumb and a USB port shot out of the bottom.
“Well, hello there,” Renata said.
She tugged on the pendant until the chain broke, then, holding the necklace in front of the girl, asked, “Where did you get this?”
The girl, speaking with as much conviction as Renata had ever seen in a human, said, “It’s mine.”
“Really?” said Renata. “But where did you get it?”
Again, this time with an air of defiance in her voice. It’s MINE.
The poor girl was nuts. Renata leaned in closer to her face, looking directly in her eyes, and said, “This necklace isn’t yours any longer. It’s mine now. And you will forget you ever had it.”
The girl was breathing heavy. There were scratch marks running down her cheek and her neck. Her lip was bleeding.
“It’s….mine,” she hissed.
Renata clicked her tongue. “Such a shame,” she said. “I was content to let you go. But if you’re not going to listen to me.”
“It’s mine! That necklace is mine! Give it back to me!”
Renata grabbed onto the girl’s head with both hands and gave it a quick twist. The girl fell dead on the ground.
Renata stood up and looked at the bouncers, who were still held motionless by her command to be still.
“Have a good night,” she said.
 



Chapter 46
 
We are on a bus headed south. We’ll find a hotel and hide out until sunrise. Then we’re getting the hell out of this town.
The text from Annika came at a few minutes past one in the morning. It was over. The map on Jill’s screen had Renata and Annika’s dots traveling in opposite directions.
Jill composed a return text.
Take care. Keep that ring with you for awhile. I’ll get in touch with you if I hear anything you should know.
A few seconds passed, then one more message from Annika arrived.
Thank you, Jill. My girl would be dead three times over if it weren’t for you. I’ll never forget what you’ve done.
Jill closed the tracking program and crawled into bed. She slept for the next ten hours. She woke up to find Tarin seated at her desk, looking at the laptop.
“You’ve done it,” he said. “You’ve finished the hack.”
Jill sat up.
“Yes,” she said. “We figured it out.”
“What was it? What were we missing before?”
Jill told Tarin everything she knew, starting with a phone call from Nicky, going through the encryption scheme, and ending with everything that happened after she cracked open the phone.
“This is very good work,” Tarin said. “You should be proud.”
Tarin unplugged the laptop, folded it closed, and put it under his arm.
“What are you doing?” Jill said.
“Your assignment is finished,” said Tarin. “I’ll take it from here.”
“But what about Nicky and Ryan?” said Jill. “The third Ransom clue. I was hoping you came here because you figured it out.”
Tarin smiled and shook his head. “You heard what Renata said. The third clue is impossible.”
“Only because it leads someplace where humans aren’t allowed to go,” Jill said. “But maybe one of her slaves is allowed.”
“I don’t know the answer, Jill.”
“Well then you can’t take the laptop. It’s our only chance of finding them. Renata and Falkon might say something that tells us where they are.”
Tarin took a deep breath, then he leaned over so he was staring right at Jill.
“Your work is done,” he said. “I will take it from here.”
Jill was frozen in place for a second, then she said, “You’ll take it from here.”
That makes sense, Jill thought. Tarin solved the first two Ransom clues. He’ll take it from here.
“You can forget all about this laptop and everything to do with Renata’s phone,” Tarin said.
“Yeah,” Jill said. “I’d like that. You take the laptop. I’m tired of working on it.”
Now that she thought about it, it was a great idea for Tarin to take it! What a relief it would be to have it out of her sight. She had been so stressed about it. But she could just forget it. Wouldn’t that be so wonderful?
Her work was done. Annika and Shannon were safe. Her hacking assignment was complete. Tarin was going to take care of the final Ransom clue.
Jill could just go to school, live her life, and relax. For once in her life she could relax!
“You will wait to hear from me,” Tarin said. “Until then, you will be quiet and well-behaved.”
“Nothing would make me happier,” Jill said.
She watched Tarin walk out of her bedroom, the laptop under his arm. He was all the way out the door when it hit her.
Something didn’t seem right.
I will be quiet and well-behaved? No, that’s not what I do. I do something else. I choose something. Choose to do….
“I choose to do what’s right,” she said. The words sputtered from her mouth before she could stop them, but once she heard them, she remembered. I choose to do what’s right!
“Tarin, wait!” she yelled. She ran out of the bedroom. Tarin was already at the front door. How did he get there so fast? He was pulling the door open, about to leave.
“Tarin, this isn’t right!” she said. “I need you to come back so we can---”
An explosion, a bright light, and the sound of machine gun fire, all at once. It sent Jill diving to the floor.
She saw Tarin, driven back by gunfire, his chest bursting with small, bloody explosions.
“Tarin!” she yelled. “The back door! Use--”
But the back door was no good. Men wearing black ski masks were coming up behind him with more weapons. They were in her house! How did these people get in her house?
Three of them, each with a rifle in-hand—they were spraying Jill’s house with bullets. Shots were blasting Tarin’s chest and going right through him, the bullets smashing into the walls after they exited his body. Broken glass, gypsum, splintered wood, and smoke filled the air. Her body flat against the second-floor landing, Jill could only make out bits and pieces of what was happening. There were bright lights shining through the smoke now, lights that were bouncing everywhere, as if her house had been filled with mirrors. The lights were hot and dangerous, at least, that’s how they seemed. Tarin screamed in pain as he went through them. His clothes burned. His skin singed and turned black.
And then a woman came running through the front door, charging at Tarin, screaming a battle cry as she wielded a giant sword. Jill could hardly believe it, but she was pretty certain she recognized this woman. The woman was Helena Fischer, the Network agent who had played Nicky’s mother until Code Orange was called.
Helena raised her sword above her head, leaped through the air, and swung the sword as she came down. The sword swiped all the way across Tarin’s body, chopping off his head as Helena landed on the ground.
And then, in a moment that made Jill certain she was in the middle of a massive hallucination—Tarin’s head rolled to the stairs, coming to a stop against the bottom step, face up.
It was no longer Tarin’s head at all. Somewhere along the way, as the head rolled across the floor, it transformed itself, leaving Tarin behind, and turning into the head of another vampire, one who had come to visit Jill some two months before.
“It’s okay, Jill,” said one of the men downstairs. He laid down his gun and pulled off his mask.
“Phillip,” she whispered.
The others removed their masks as well. Patrick Hall, Eve Belmont, Alvin Green…
And one woman who didn’t wear a mask at all. Helena Fischer.
“What are you guys doing here?” said Jill. “What’s happening?”
Phillip was the first to approach.
“No, stay back,” Jill said. “Something’s not right here.”
“Look at the vampire, Jill,” Phillip said as he stepped towards the severed head at the bottom of the stairs. “Do you know her?”
Jill glanced at the head, then looked away. It was too disturbing to look at. Too strange.
“It looks like… Bernadette, but--”
“It is Bernadette,” Phillip said. “It’s always been Bernadette.”
“But Tarin--”
“There is no Tarin. You’ve been compromised, Jill.”
Compromised?
“No,” Jill said. “That’s impossible. I’m immune, just like Nicky. I’m immune because…”
Because I choose to do what’s right? Jill couldn’t even say the words. They sounded like such a lie to her now.
Gingerly, Phillip stepped over the head and onto the bottom step. “Come down and talk to me,” he said softly, extending his hand.
He was speaking to her like she had lost her mind.
“I don’t believe any of this,” she said. “I’m just tired. I’ve been working myself too hard and I’m starting to crack. It happened at the cemetery.”
“What happened at the cemetery?” Phillip said, taking another step.
Jill shuddered as she remembered that horrifying night. Tarin going off into the bushes, a man screaming, two silhouettes in the darkness.
“You’re talking about Meadlowlark Memorial, aren’t you Jill?” said Phillip. “The night you found the first clue. Bernadette was with you then.”
“No she wasn’t. I was with Tarin.”
She looked down at the head on the floor. The head that, until recently, she thought belonged to Tarin.
“We were with you that night,” said Phillip. “Helena and I were parked a block away, watching through binoculars. We watched as Bernadette killed a man in the bushes.”
Phillip took another step up the stairs. “She was with you when you went to the Monument as well,” he said. “How do you think you got in there in the middle of the night, Jill? The park ranger just opened the door for you both. Would he have done that if you weren’t with a vampire?”
A vampire? This was impossible.
“Tarin wasn’t a vampire,” Jill said. “He worked for the Network. He was my only contact. The rest of you abandoned me. None of my emails went through. None of my texts.”
Phillip was only a few steps away from her. He stopped and squatted down. He was treating her like she was crazy.
Maybe she was.
“We got all your emails,” Phillip said. “Every message you sent. We didn’t respond because you were telling her everything. We didn’t want her to know about us.”
Her. The head on the floor. Bernadette. Phillip was telling her that all this time, Tarin had been Bernadette.
“It’s impossible,” Jill said. “Tarin knew things. He knew about the Network, about the mission. He knew about me.”
“Bernadette knew things because you told her,” said Phillip. “You told all of us, too. The night after Helena and I left town, Bernadette came to your house. Do you remember that night?”
“Of course I do,” said Jill. “It’s burned into my brain. I remember being frightened that this was the end. I remember watching her brainwash Zack into forgetting about me. I remember when she tried to talk to me—see, and this is where you’re wrong. Bernadette tried to get in my mind and she failed. I was too strong for her.”
Phillip pulled a phone out from his pocket. “You hit triple zero on your phone that night,” he said. “You broadcast the entire exchange between you and Bernadette for the Network to hear. It was good thinking, Jill. Had you not done that, we wouldn’t have known what happened to you. And we’d probably all be dead.”
Phillip pressed a button on his screen. A voice began playing out of the speakers on his phone. It sent a shiver down Jill’s spine.
Jill, let’s make this easy. Tell me why I’m here.
It was Bernadette. Hearing the voice, Jill felt the fear all over again. She saw Bernadette staring her in the face. She remembered trying all the tricks she knew to hold onto her own mind.
Now she heard her own voice responding.
I have no idea why you’re here, Ms. Paiz. I swear I’ve done nothing wrong.
Jill felt vulnerable and exposed as she listened to that recording. She felt like the severed head of Bernadette Paiz was saying the words.
She sensed the presence of the other Network agents, standing patiently on the ground floor, listening.
There is something I’d really like to know about Nicky Bloom and you’re choosing to leave it out, came Berandette’s voice. Jill remembered this part. This was when her mind tried to answer Bernadette’s questions, but her mouth stayed shut. Tell it to me, Jill.
She’s in the Network, Jill said to her. I am too.
“No! It can’t be. I didn’t say that!”
Phillip held up his hand, gently encouraging her to listen.
I hacked the admissions database to put her here, Jill went on. We want to win the Coronation contest. We built a mansion so when Sergio comes to change Nicky into a vampire we can kill him.
This wasn’t happening. How did that voice get on the recording?
Jill remembered those words, remembered them clearly, in fact. They had been in her mind. When Bernadette was talking to her, she heard a voice yammering away in her brain. That voice was saying these exact words. But Jill had contained it!
“I contained it,” she whispered.
Everything went wrong, the recording continued. Melissa Mayhew found us out. She came to the mansion. She killed everyone there. I saw the footage from the security cameras.
And on it went. Every word that Jill had heard in her mind that evening was captured on this recording, spoken in her own voice.
Bernadette came back on, saying, This is all very interesting. Tell me more, please.
Phillip paused the recording. “You broadcast that conversation to the entire Network,” he said. “It was how we knew you had been programmed.”
“But I wasn’t programmed,” Jill said. “Even if what you played for me is true, I wasn’t programmed. I just gave away some secrets.”
Phillip came all the way up to the landing now. He took Jill by the hand.
“Let’s go to your bedroom,” he said. “You’ll want to be sitting down when you hear the rest of this.”
 



Chapter 47
 
You are mine, Jill Wentworth. From this moment on, you are mine. Do you understand?
Bernadette’s voice was low and intense in the recording. It was painful to hear.
Painful because it was real. Even though she had no conscious memory of the conversation she was hearing, somehow, Jill knew it had happened. It was like strange, vivid déjà vu. Listening to it, Jill felt like she was reliving a painful memory from her past.
I understand, said the Jill in the recording.
That Jill was already lost. Her voice was in a monotone. Her mind was putty in Bernadette’s hands.
From this moment on, you will listen to the commands I tell you. Should another vampire try to program you or see in your mind, you will resist them. You will hide what I have told you so deep that it cannot be found. Do you understand?
I understand.
This includes Renata’s group hypnosis during the Rose Ransom. When her performance begins, you will recognize it for what it is, and you will repel her attempts to control your mind. Do you understand?
I understand.
Jill felt like she was going to be sick. All this time, she thought she was strong enough to resist Bernadette, to resist the Rose Ransom performance. Now she was learning it was all a lie.
I’m glad to have a spy on my side, and from what you’ve told me, it sounds like you are very good with computers. Am I correct?
You are correct.
Are you so good that you could hack into the computer of an immortal?
If you give me enough time, there is no computer I can’t crack open.
She had been a pawn in some scheme. Bernadette had been using her, just as Walter had used her mother.
Renata is up to something, Bernadette said. She has betrayed the clan, but I don’t know why. I suspect she is working with one of our enemies. If you hacked into her computer, do you think you could find out what she’s doing?
These days, you’re more likely to find the truth about someone if you hack into their phone, said Jill.
Her voice was so dull and lifeless in the recording. She couldn’t believe this happened to her. Not only did she do a vampire’s work, but she helped the vampire figure out the right work to do.
The phone? said Bernadette. You can hack into a phone?
It is just a miniature computer, said Jill.
Yes, then we could hear her conversations.
And read her text messages. And her email, said Jill.
It’s perfect, said Bernadette. But how would I access the phone once you’ve hacked into it?
A powerful laptop is what you need, said Jill. I can sync the phone and laptop together so that everything that happens on the phone shows up on the laptop.
I would be able to see and hear what’s happening?
You would know everything.
And there would be no way for Renata to know I was spying on her?
I can do the hack in a way that it’s impossible for Renata to find out.
Lovely, Jill Wentwoth. Just lovely. It sounds like you and I will be working together for a little while. Are you excited?
I am.
Here is how it will go. From this moment on, when you look at me, you do not see a vampire. You see a human, a human you trust.
I see a human I trust.
The human you see looks nothing like me.
I see a human who looks nothing like you at all, said Jill.
And now the fun part, said Bernadette. You get to make me up in your mind. Imagine a human you would trust with your life. That’s who I am. Imagine a face, a body, a disposition, and a name you can believe in.
Jill was shaking violently as she listened. The recording was almost too much to bear.
It all made sense now. Everything that was strange about Tarin, his charisma, his charm, his ability to do almost anything…
In her mind, Jill had made Bernadette into a sort of superhuman who could do no wrong.
I’m sure we will have need to meet several times over the next few months, said Bernadette. When we do, it’s up to you to make our relationship work. If ever I say anything that rubs you wrong, if ever you start to doubt me, you are to make up a story in your mind that makes you trust me again.
“I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” Jill said. “Did this really happen?”
“It’s okay,” said Phillip, rubbing her back with his hand. “It’s over now.”
She remembered that first meeting with Tarin, when she didn’t want to do the hack. At that meeting, Tarin told her one of the most personal, intimate details about her life. He recounted for her, word for word, her passionate Internet diatribes as the Marsh Hawk.
He had regained her trust by telling her he admired her work.
God, she was so shallow! A vampire tells her to create a person she can trust, and she makes a handsome young man with big muscles, a glowing smile, and a long-held admiration for her work!
We’ll get Renata’s phone at the Ransom ceremony, Bernadette said. You’ll need to create a story about me that puts both of us in Renata’s mansion at the same time. Ooo…I know…maybe I can be a spy, just like you.
You are a spy, just like me.
And maybe I’m on a mission in Renata’s mansion. Can you make yourself believe that?
I can.
Have fun with it, Jill. Make me into someone you’re glad to see. When all of this is over, I’ll probably have to kill you. It’s much more pleasant to be killed by somebody you like. Do you understand?
I understand.
I want you to go back to your normal life now. I want you to forget we had this conversation. Come up with a story to reconcile it all in your mind. Your boyfriend is gone, you don’t want to run away anymore, you want to stick around and be a student at Thorndike, at least until you and I are finished.
I will make up a story.
Jill leaned into Phillip, too weak to even sit up and listen. The story Jill had made up to reconcile everything in her mind was that Bernadette failed to hypnotize her. She had been so proud of herself. So certain that her little mantra about choosing to do what’s right had made her immune to the vampires.
What was worse was that she had handed over her own mother to a vampire. Now Jill doubted that Carolyn really had been deprogrammed. Clearly, Bernadette had added at least one new layer of hypnosis in Carolyn’s mind—after all, when Carolyn looked at Bernadette she saw Tarin, just like Jill! Was Carolyn seeing the same Tarin that Jill saw, or was she creating her own version?
Was Carolyn really a work addict who had to fly to Seattle when she had nothing to do, or had Bernadette programmed her to work her tail off day and night?
I think we’re done here, Jill. I’ll come back to speak with you when I’m ready. This is going to be so much fun!
Phillip pressed a button on his screen to end the recording. As soon as he did, Jill began to cry.
“It’s alright,” Phillip whispered, his arm tight around her shoulders. “It’s over. Bernadette is dead. You’re one of us again.”
 



Chapter 48
 
That night, Patrick dumped Bernadette’s body and head in the Potomac. The next morning, Phillip, Helena, and Alvin undid as much of the damage to Jill’s house as they could. While they worked downstairs, cleaning the floors, hanging new drywall, and repainting the walls, Jill spent the day in her mother’s study, talking to Gordon Krause.
“Well, a lot certainly has happened since you and your mother came to visit me in Landover,” Gordon said.
“It was so strange, Gordon. You know, I convinced myself that my hypnosis session with you made me strong enough to resist a vampire.”
“In the end, you may find that it did.”
“What do you mean?”
“I have found, over the years, that the stronger a person’s sense of self, the easier it is to perform the deprogramming.”
“I don’t know about my sense of self,” said Jill. “I feel like I don’t know who I am at all right now.”
“That will change,” said Gordon. “Shall we begin?”
Gordon took her into a state of relaxation, just as he had done in his house. When Jill was deep in hypnosis, he began reciting the commands Bernadette put in her mind, commands he had transcribed directly from the recording on Phillip’s phone. It was a tiring experience, rather like pulling weeds. With every command they found, Gordon taught her to recognize it as foreign and remove it from her mind. As they went command by command, the landscape of Jill’s memory began to change. She could feel her mind growing, memories from deep in her subconscious coming to the surface.
It was liberating to have her mind opened up like this. She felt like she was stepping out of a long, vivid dream, and was more than ready to go back to reality.
“When I snap my fingers, you will open your eyes and come back to the present, feeling awake and alert.”
Gordon snapped his fingers. Jill opened her eyes on a brand new world.
“It was all fiction,” she said. “Every memory with Tarin.”
“You are not the first to describe it that way,” said Gordon. “Please, sit still and take a moment to acclimate to your new reality. Search your mind. Separate fact from fantasy.”
All the scenes from her memory with Tarin, scenes that had once seemed real, were more distant now. She recognized that they weren’t reality. They were like scenes she had put there herself, like she had read them in a book.
And in place of those fictional scenes was a new reality, one where Jill was in constant contact with Bernadette.
“I had her phone number,” Jill said. “I called her every night to tell her about things that were happening at school, to talk about the Rose Ransom clues, to update her on the hack. That’s how she always knew to come at the right moment.”
“At the right moment?”
“Yes! It was like, whenenver I needed Tarin, that’s when he showed up. But Bernadette only came to my house when….”
She saw herself tossing and turning in bed, thinking about the Rose Ransom clues.
“Take your time, Jill. Your mind needs a few moments to process all this new information.”
She saw herself researching on the Internet for hours, writing software that scoured the web for relevant info about the 4-line poems she had to solve. She saw herself dreaming about connections, about cemeteries and monuments and stairs and dust.
She realized that, until now, she had no recollection of any of this. She had changed the story in her mind to give all the credit to Tarin.
“It was me,” she said. “It was me all along.”
“Pardon?”
“I figured out the first two clues,” Jill said. “I tricked myself into believing Tarin told me the answers, but it was me the whole time. As soon as I figured them out, I called Bernadette and she came with me when I solved them.”
“It’s incredible what the mind can do, isn’t it?” said Gordon.
“Put me under again!” Jill snapped.
“I’m sorry?”
“The answers are in there,” Jill said, pointing at her head. “They were in there the whole time. For the first two clues, it took me months to find the answers and pull them out, and we don’t have months. The year-end party is tomorrow!”
“You want me to hypnotize you again?” Gordon said.
“Yes, and when you do, ask me this!”
Jill raced to the computer desk, snatched a sheet of paper from the printer, and scribbled down a four-line poem.
“It’s the third clue,” she said. “We have one day to solve it. If we don’t, Nicky and Ryan are dead.”
 



Chapter 49
 
“Alright, Jill. You know how this works. In through the nose, out through the mouth.”
It was like Jill was getting better with practice. On this, her third hypnosis session with Gordon, she took only a minute to reach the relaxed state where he could speak to her subconscious.
 “You have asked me to read a poem to you,” Gordon said. “Here it is. An expression of mortal frailty, death and new life made manifest, in the throes of agony eternal, within and without the square.”
They sat in silence as the words sunk into Jill’s mind. After a minute, Gordon asked, “What are your thoughts?”
“Mortal frailty is the theme of the entire Ransom,” Jill said. She spoke slowly, her voice as soothing and distant as Gordon’s. “Things that separate humans from immortals like old age and death have been central to every clue.”
Her mind was moving slowly, but with great purpose. In her relaxed state, she was able to see so much more. It was like her mind was an immense library so full of books that it was hard to navigate at full speed. Her normal pace of thinking was so fast she never got a chance to step back and look at the entire library. The best she could do was grab books off the shelf at random and hope to find something of interest.
But with her eyes closed, and her body and mind supremely relaxed, she could stand back and look at the whole thing. She could dismiss all the shelves full of irrelevant ideas and go straight for the book she needed.
“She is naming the game in the first line of this clue. The Rose Ransom itself is an expression of mortal frailty.”
Gordon let a moment pass before he spoke again. It was an easy silence, and it allowed Jill to step back and once again look over the entirety of her mind.
“The second line says, ‘Death and new life made manifest,’” Gordon said.
“It is like a logic puzzle,” said Jill. “The poem is an exercise in reduction. The first line names the game we’re playing. The second line names the performance that kicks off the game.”
“Death and new life made manifest,” Gordon repeated.
“Renata’s Rose Ransom play is a performance of death and new life,” said Jill. “The princess dies and is reborn as an immortal. It is death and new life made manifest.”
Another moment of silence, then Gordon said, “In the throes of agony eternal.”
“Within and without the square,” Jill finished.
She saw it in her mind, a memory from these past months that wasn’t any part of Bernadette’s fiction.
“I’ve been there,” Jill whispered. “I’ve been there!”
She opened her eyes. “Bring everyone upstairs.”
“You’ve come out,” Gordon said. “Is our session over?”
“Yes,” said Jill. “I know the answer to the final clue. If we hustle, we still might be able to save Ryan and Nicky.”
 



Chapter 50
 
Looking through her mother’s eyes, Nicky saw death approaching.
Celeste lay on the ground in the courtyard, confident that her daughter had gotten away. Her son and the other ferals had driven Falkon into the woods long enough to give her daughter and her husband cover.
She had ruined years of research on Falkon’s computers.
She had shared her thoughts with her son, and they were both of one mind that tonight, he would keep Falkon occupied as long as possible, knowing full well that before the night was out, Falkon would kill him.
Her body beaten and gashed after getting caught in a melee of feral vampires, Celeste would die soon. She would die here on the mountainside, knowing there was nothing left for her to do.
Death came slowly. There was no instant where the lights went out, but rather, a long, slow, fade into darkness. She was well on her way when Falkon came back and picked her up. A few more minutes and she would have made it.
“Oh Celeste. This was not how I wanted it to be,” Falkon told her. “I will bring you back. I will finish the work you began so we can be together again.”
Unlike the other times when Falkon knocked her out, this nightmare wasn’t on endless loop. This nightmare played out slowly, with Nicky spending ages in some limbo between life and death.
The dream ended with her glass door sliding open. Falkon was standing on the other side.
“Good morning, Nicky,” he said. “It’s time to go. I’m sending you and Ryan to Washington.”
“You loved her, didn’t you?” Nicky said. “That’s why you were keeping her alive. When you finished your project, you intended to make my mother into an immortal.”
Falkon sighed. “Come along, Nicky,” he said. “I’m not here to answer questions. I’m here to put you on a plane.”
Nicky followed Falkon out of the prison. They walked out the front door and through the courtyard a final time. As they passed the sculpture, he said, “You are partly right. I did wish to bring your mother back. But not because I loved her. At least, I didn’t love her in the way you are thinking. I never wanted to bond with Celeste. I haven’t felt the urge to bond in two hundred years and your mother was no different. But I did enjoy her company. And I thought she would come to appreciate what I did for her eventually. Eternity is such a long time—a few miserable years here and there are easily forgotten.”
He led her to a dirt lot at the low end of the yard. A black van was parked there. The back door was open. Ryan was sitting in the back, bound and gagged.
“Oh come on!” Nicky said. “You can’t send us off like this! Let us die with dignity, Falkon.”
Falkon stood still for a moment with a smirk on his face.
“Put your hands out,” he said.
“Please, Ryan is innocent, and he’s been through so much already. Can’t you at least take the gag off?”
“I asked you to put out your hands,” said Falkon. “I am already angry at you Nicky Bloom. Don’t make me take out that anger on your friend.”
Nicky grunted in frustration, and put out her hands. Falkon thew a pair of handcuffs on them. He pushed her into the van and cuffed her ankles together as well.
“I cannot accompany you on the trip to Washington,” Falkon said. “Your would-be hero is still roaming about the countryside somewhere.”
“Sergio?” Nicky said.
“I can sense his presence,” said Falkon. “Should you two happen to have some sort of long distance mind meld, tell him I’m coming for him.”
Falkon used a chain to attach Nicky’s handcuffs to the side of the van. Now she was just as restrained as Ryan, minus the gag.
“Falkon, if my mother ever meant anything to you,” Nicky said, “please, take off his gag. Let us talk to each other before you kill us.”
Falkon stood still for a moment, then he ripped the gag off Ryan’s face.
“Nicky!” Ryan said. “What’s happening?”
“This boy’s been asleep for a long time,” Falkon said. “Perhaps you should catch him up on all that’s transpired.”
Falkon closed the doors of the van and locked them.
“Ryan, there’s nothing I can say or do to make this better,” said Nicky. “You don’t deserve this. I’m so sorry.”
Ryan was staring at her with a puzzled look on his face.
“What?” said Nicky. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“I’ve been asleep for so long,” Ryan said. “And I had the most vivid dreams you can imagine.”
“Good dreams, I hope,” Nicky said.
“They were amazing dreams,” said Ryan. “I didn’t ever want to wake up.”
“Tell me about one,” said Nicky.
“I can tell you about all of them,” said Ryan. “They were all about the same thing.”
“What thing was that?”
“You. I dreamed about you and me the whole time I was asleep. We spent entire lifetimes together. It was incredible.”
 



Chapter 51
 
Two things surprised Renata about the opening hour of her year-end party.
The first surprise was that she was the only immortal in attendance. An event such as this typically brought out at least a few schmoozers from the clan, but tonight, not a one of them came. She was particularly surprised that Bernadette was absent, as she had spoken with her about the party just a few days ago and it seemed like she was going to come.
The second surprise was how cheery and sociable she felt. Over the years, these gatherings had come to bore her, and she approached them with a just-get-through-it mentality. But not tonight. Tonight she knew she was going to enjoy herself.
Perhaps it was her attire, chosen to signify new beginnings in her mind, that put her in such a good mood. Renata wore a black dress tonight. It was an unusual color for her—typically she allowed the Coronation girls to have black all to themselves—but tonight, in the spirit of new beginnings, she intended to buck tradition, and the dress was a good start.
The silver pendant also helped. Nicky Bloom had set the research project back a few years with her computing stunt, but against all odds, Renata had found the pendant, and with the data stored on that pendant, she and Falkon would jumpstart a new project. Already she was excited about starting anew and getting everything right this time.
New beginnings – that’s what the pendant meant. As such, it belonged on her person tonight, and she wore it as the only accessory to her black dress.
Knowing full well that she looked amazing, Renata pushed her way into the party, mingling with the students, laughing at their jokes, allowing them to see her and gawk at her beauty. She joined a group of students in laughter as Sam Featherstone told an amusing story about a mattress flying out the back of a moving car. She engaged in small talk with Samantha Kwan and Karmela Sweet, who seemed in particularly fine spirits tonight. She listened to the waves of gossip flowing about the party, and smiled at how quaint it all seemed.
Most of the chatter on this night was about the Ransom, of course. No one had solved the third clue, or was even close. As the night wore on, it didn’t go without notice that Jill Wentworth, who had solved the first two clues all on her own, wasn’t in attendance. Everyone took this as a bad omen for Nicky and Ryan.
And bad omens for Nicky and Ryan led to plenty more gossip. These cute little teenagers were so convinced they had it all figured out. Nicky is finished, they said. This is Kim’s contest to lose, they said. It always has been, they proclaimed, and I’ve always supported her.
Listening to the prattle, Renata found herself rolling the silver pendant around in her fingertips. You sweet, innocent children, she thought. You have no idea what the future holds for you. You’re so comfortable, so certain that money and power are yours to have because your families are in tight with the Samarin clan.
You don’t know that the Samarin clan’s days are numbered.
Renata looked around for one of her servants. Naturally, Frankie, who towered over this party, was the first one she saw. She called him close.
“Yes, Master,” he said.
“This party is too tranquil,” she said. “We are having a celebration tonight.”
“What shall I do to make things better?” Frankie said.
“Have the bartenders put away their wine and switch to champagne,” said Renata. “And get us some different music.”
“What kind of music would you like?”
“I don’t know—the sort of monstrous noise the kids listen to these days. Ask one of the students to help you. They all have music on their phones.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Renata smiled as she watched Frankie rush away. These kids weren’t going to know what to do with themselves when they realized that, just this once, Renata was going to let them party in her house.
 
*****
 
A mile away from Renata’s mansion, Jill and Alvin sat on the open tailgate of a pickup truck. Jill was gazing down the hill through night vision binoculars, watching her classmates arrive at the house.
“Here comes Lonnie,” she said. “When he goes inside, that will be ninety-six. The whole class is there, minus Nicky, Ryan, Annika, and me.”
“Do you think they miss you?” Alvin asked.
“I don’t know that they miss me, but I’m sure they’re talking about me.”
“I missed you, Jill. I thought you were gone.”
She pulled the binoculars down and looked at Alvin. An overweight twenty-something with big glasses and bad acne, Alvin was the sort who got into computers because it was hard for him to function in the real world. At times, his relationship with Jill had been contentious, as it became more and more clear that she had usurped his title of Best Hacker in the Network.
But somewhere along the way they became friends.
“You know,” she said. “That tracking app you wrote was phenomenal. I used it to follow Renata and Annika at the same time.”
“You did?”
“It saved Annika’s life. Shannon’s too.”
“Wow. I’m glad you found such a good use for it. I figured it became worthless as soon as we learned it was Nicky, rather than Karmela, we were looking for.”
“Nicky and Ryan,” Jill corrected.
“Yes, of course.”
Jill raised the binoculars again, this time aiming them at the back gate to Renata’s mansion. She found what she was looking for—a figure in a black trench coat moving around the back of the property towards the eastern gate.
“Patrick is in position,” Jill said. She scanned the forest leading up to the gate. It was empty. “Tell him he’s clear to go in.”
Alvin gave the okay over the radio, and Patrick moved to the gate. Using the keys that had been sitting in Jill’s desk drawer since the kickoff party, keys she had once used to lock the door of Renata’s crypt behind her, Patrick opened the gate and went inside. Once onto the property, he ditched his trench coat. Underneath, he was wearing the white coat and black pants that marked him as one of Renata’s slaves.
“He’s in,” said Jill.
 
*****
 
The champagne was flowing, the music was rocking, the students were dancing—it was a perfect end to the perfect Rose Ransom. For more than sixty years, since the very advent of rock and roll, Renata had never allowed contemporary music or dance in her presence. But tonight, with no other immortals here to share in her joyous mood, she was pleased to let the kids have their fun.
And boy, did they ever have fun. Dancing and hooting and hollering—there were drinking contests, and a strange ritual Renata had never seen before called ‘body shots.’ There was singing and boisterousness and explosive sexual energy all around her. These students were having the time of their lives.
The mood in the house was completely out of character with the meaning of tonight’s gathering. At midnight, Renata would bring the class to Nicky and Ryan’s hiding space, perform a little ceremony about sending them to the Great Beyond, and then allow the students to watch as she killed them both.
They all knew this was coming, yet none of them seemed bothered by it. Such was the power of the spell they were under. These students had witnessed her Rose Ransom performance. They belonged to Renata now. It didn’t matter that half of them had tied their fates to Nicky Bloom or that some might be friends with Ryan Jenson. Renata had asked these students to have fun. So they did.
And when the time came for the students to choose if they wanted to side with Renata or the rest of the Samarin clan, they would side with her, as would their parents. One day, when she and Falkon were able to transform the data now hanging around her neck into a new kind of vampire, and she declared war on her own clan, all the power players in Washington would side with her.
At ten minutes to midnight, she shut down the music and stepped onto the stage.
“My children,” she announced. “We have only ten minutes left before the Ransom is over. Does anyone have a solution to the final clue?”
 
*****
 
“We have a problem.”
It was Patrick. He was whispering at them over the radio.
Jill and Alvin were still at their lookout post. Nothing had happened for more than two hours. She had assumed all was going well in there.
She didn’t want to be hearing about a problem at ten minutes to midnight.
“What is it?” Alvin said.
“Nicky and Ryan are locked in the room,” Patrick said. “And none of these keys will open the door.”
Jill grabbed the radio from Alvin.
“Are you sure?” she said. “You’ve tried every key?”
“Every single one. And I’ve tried picking the lock. I’ve tried breaking down the door. It’s rock solid. I can’t get to them.”
“Are you certain you’re at the right room? The east wing, second door on the right?”
“It’s the only locked door in the house,” Patrick said. “I know they’re back there.”
“He needs to shoot the lock,” Alvin said.
“No, that’s a terrible idea,” said Jill. “He’ll bring a hundred slaves down on him.”
“But time’s running out,” said Alvin.
Jill took a deep breath. She looked down at her legs, dangling from underneath her formal dress.
She spoke into the radio. “Patrick, we’re going to Plan B.”
Two minutes later, Alvin dropped Jill off at the front door of the mansion. She presented her invitation to the doorman, and stepped inside.
Everyone was in the ballroom, standing in rapt attention as Renata spoke from onstage.
“And then you figured out the second clue,” Renata said. “I was most impressed. Tributes to kings, both born and elected...”
Renata looked right at Jill.
“Ms. Wentworth,” she said. “I wasn’t aware you were here.”
Jill felt the entire room turn to look at her. She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself.
“You were so clever to figure out the first two clues,” Renata said. “Please, won’t you tell us how you did it?”
Jill looked across the room at the grandfather clock. 11:56.
She was so nervous she could hardly speak. She knew that the minute she opened her mouth, she was inviting Renata to come down and kill her.
“I’d rather tell you how I answered the third clue,” Jill said.
A collective gasp from the students all around. Renata’s eyes went wide, but then a smile came across her lips.
“Okay,” she said. “Let’s hear it.”
Jill pointed at the hallway leading to the east wing. “Nicky and Ryan are in the--”
“Hang on!” Renata shouted. Her voice thundered through the room, forcing Jill and everyone else to be silent. A few precious seconds passed with nobody speaking at all, then Renata walked to the front of the stage and said, “It’s no fun if you skip straight to the answer. Walk us through it, Jill. Show us how you solved the clue.”
Jill’s eyes darted back to the clock. 11:57. She’d have to go quickly.
“An expression of mortal frailty,” she said, her voice quivering. “That is the first line. It is a reference to the Rose Ransom, and the three clues you prepared. Each clue is a reminder to us mortals that we are fragile and destined to die one day.”
Jill’s mouth was so dry she had to stop and lick her lips. She forced a gulp of saliva down her throat. When she opened her mouth to continue, her voice was weak.
“Death and new life made manifest,” she said. “That is the second line. It is a reference to the Rose Ransom play, in which Renata’s performance makes manifest both death and new life.”
 A tickle in Jill’s throat overtook her and she had to cough.
“Somebody give the girl a drink,” Renata said. Mattie came rushing across the room with a glass of clear liquid and ice. Jill took a swig and grimaced at whatever was in that glass. It burned as it went down her throat, but at least it cured the cough.
Her eyes darted over to the clock. 11:58.
“In the throes of agony eternal, within and without the square,” Jill went on. “Those are the last two lines of the clue, and they tell us where Nicky and Ryan are hidden. The poem has already told us to think of the Rose Ransom game, and the play within it. Now, in the final lines, you are telling us about a place where the throes of agony eternal are stored, within and without the square.”
“You’re losing us, Jill. And time is running out. I want a more adequate explanation before you tell us the answer.”
“The square is a dual reference,” Jill said. “On the one hand, it means four walls. Without the square is a phrase telling us about something happening outside the four walls, or, in theater terms, a time when you broke the fourth wall.”
“The fourth wall? Go on.”
“You are an actress, and in theater, the fourth wall is a term describing an imaginary barrier between performer and audience. You broke that wall when you stabbed yourself with the knife. The play was no longer a fantasy. You bled for real.”
“Very nice. But what about within the square, Jill? That too is part of the clue.”
“Within the square is a reference to the dresses you wore onstage, and the place you keep them. Those dresses show us the throes of agony eternal, and there is a room in your house where you’ve stored every one of them, each inside a glass case in the shape of a square.”
“Interesting,” Renata said. “Do tell, Jill. Where might one find this room?”
“In the east wing of your mansion,” Jill said. “Nicky and Ryan are there. I have solved your clue and it’s only 11:59.”
Renata smiled.
“That is a most interesting theory,” she said. “But remember, the Great Beyond demands the three reddest roses in the kingdom. Just because you know where the third rose might be doesn’t mean you have saved the princess. The rules require you to find the third rose before the clock strikes twelve.”
As soon as Renata finished speaking, the grandfather clock sputtered, clicked, and let out a resounding DONG.
“It’s this way!” Jill shouted. Pushing through the crowd, she charged into the hallway.
DONG.
“Follow me!” she yelled.
As soon as she cleared the crowd she broke into a mad sprint, with a stampede of seniors running behind her. She pushed past the servants standing watch at the edge of the ballroom, leading the whole class down the hallway.
DONG.
She led them through the art gallery, into the wide corridor, and towards the room where she had sought shelter from Renata the last time she was here. Two enormous wooden doors stood closed in front of that room. She grabbed on the doorknob and pushed, demonstrating for everyone that the doors were locked shut.
DONG.
“They are in here!” Jill shouted. “Open the door! They are on the other side!”
Renata approached slowly, the crowd of students stepping aside to make way. As she walked, the clock chimed two more times.
“What are you going to do, Ms. Wentworth?” Renata said in a sing-song voice. “The door is locked.”
DONG.
“Open it!” Jill shrieked. “I’ve solved your clue! The game is over!”
“The game is over when you find the third rose,” Renata said.
DONG.
“Was I there to open the gates to Meadowlark Memorial for you? No. To find the rose, you had to get in there yourself.”
DONG.
“Did I leave the stairwell open at the Washington Monument? Of course not. The Great Beyond doesn’t make things easy for you. You had to find a way to get the stairs open yourself. You must be resourceful to find the reddest roses in the kingdom.”
DONG.
“So here you are, Ms. Wentworth. A final puzzle for you to solve. The door is locked. How will you ever get it open?”
Jill looked at the door. She saw scrapes and scratches all around the lock where Patrick had tried to break it. There were no screws she could take out. There were no tools at her disposal. There was no way for her to get this door open.
“Please!” she begged. “For the sake of the game! Out of respect for tradition…there is a girl wearing black behind this door. Nicky Bloom is behind this door!”
DONG.
By Jill’s count, that was chime number eleven.
She looked around the hall and spotted Patrick standing behind the crowd, dressed like any another slave. She and Patrick shared a look between them. And an understanding. Onto Plan C.
Patrick had a gun in his pocket. He began moving forward through the crowd, approaching Renata from behind.
As Jill watched him move, a hand pushed her on the small of the back, and she stumbled away from the door. She looked back to see one of Renata’s slaves yanking a key ring from his pocket.
“Frankie, what are you doing?” Renata yelled. “Frankie, stop!”
But Frankie didn’t stop. He inserted a key into the lock, twisted it, and pushed the door open.
Nicky and Ryan were on the other side. They were back to back, their hands and legs tied to their chairs, duct tape over their mouths.
A single rose lay on Nicky’s lap.
Jill sprinted into the room, grabbed the rose, and lifted it for everyone to see.
DONG.
 



Chapter 52
 
Jill stood in front of Nicky and Ryan. The slave who had opened the door for them rushed inside and pulled the tape off Nicky’s mouth.
“My goodness, Frankie,” Renata said. “What’s come over you tonight?”
Frankie said nothing, but instead started working on the ropes that bound Nicky’s hands and feet. When he couldn’t untie the knots, he lifted one of the glass cases that stood all around and pulled out one of the bloody knives on display.
Renata, standing in the doorway, looked on in fascination. The rest of the senior class jockeyed for position behind her to see what was going on.
“It seems that my servant likes you, Nicky Bloom,” Renata said. “I wonder why that is.”
Jill watched, uncertain of what was happening or why, as Frankie used the knife to cut Nicky loose. Then he pulled her up from the chair and pushed her behind him, as if to shield her from Renata.
“Well what about Ryan?” Renata asked Frankie. She had a bemused smile on her face, as if she couldn’t decide if she was angry or pleased at her servant’s surprising actions. “Aren’t you going to cut Ryan loose from his bonds?”
Frankie stood still, his body between Renata and Nicky, a bloody knife in his hand.
“Well, Nicky Bloom. Your legend grows even more,” said Renata. “Not only have you survived the Rose Ransom, but you’ve broken my servant! I think he’s in love with you!”
Chuckles of laughter came from the crowd behind her, who seemed just as confused as Renata at all that was happening. The majority of the students were crowded near the edges of the doorframe, poking their heads over the sides. It was as if all of them wanted to see what was happening, but were scared to stand too close to Renata.
All of them but one. Kim Renwick stood by Renata’s side, not at all intimidated to be close to a vampire. Kim was throwing a look at Jill that was much more than angry. It was murderous. Jill was certain that, were they not at an immortal’s mansion, Kim might have charged into the room and tried to kill her.
“You there!” Renata said, turning back into the hall. “Come here.”
A man in slave’s garb pushed through the crowd. “Get in there, take the knife from Frankie, and cut Mr. Jenson loose.”
The man came into the room, careful to keep his head down. Any eye contact with Jill or Nicky might give him away. The ‘slave’ that Renata had just sent into the room was Patrick Hall. As he walked past, Jill saw the outline of the gun under his jacket.
Patrick went up to Frankie and reached for the knife. Frankie pulled the knife away and shook his head.
“Oh my word, Frankie!” Renata said. “This is just sad. You know I’m going to have to put you down tonight, don’t you?” She yelled at Patrick, “Just grab another knife! There are plenty in there.”
Patrick opened a nearby glass case, took out the knife, and used it to free Ryan from his bonds. When he was done, he yanked the duct tape off Ryan’s lips. Ryan winced in response.
“Alright, Jill. You have rescued Nicky and Ryan. The Ransom money is yours,” said Renata. “How are you going to spend it?”
Jill hadn’t prepared an answer to this question. She hadn’t prepared at all for this moment. If things had gone according to plan, she would still be in the pickup truck with Alvin, and Patrick would be sneaking Nicky and Ryan out the back door.
“I will put it into the Coronation pot, of course,” she said.
“Yes, but on behalf of which girl?”
On behalf of which girl? Wasn’t it obvious? Jill was Nicky Bloom’s very first supporter. She had solved all three Ransom clues. She had begged Renata to open the door because she was certain Nicky was on the other side.
Everyone at school knew where Jill’s loyalties lie, and when she opened her mouth to answer, Nicky’s name almost came out automatically.
But before she said the words, she realized something. The mission was over.
No matter what happened in this room tonight, the mission was over. Jill and Nicky might never get out of here. Renata might decide to kill them both, and if she did, the mission was over.
But even if, by some miracle, they got away, they would immediately hit the road. Renata had been inside the Bloom mansion. Their covers were blown. Code Orange.
The mission was over.
“We’re all waiting,” said Renata. “Which girl gets the Ransom money?”
“Samantha Kwan,” Jill said.
Renata’s eyes opened wide. Murmurs of confusion sounded behind her.
“Samantha Kwan?” Renata said. “And here, all this time, I thought you were a friend of Nicky Bloom.”
Fearing that now might be the time that Renata decided to have a look in Jill’s mind, she turned her gaze away, and found herself looking at Kim, whose face went from horrified to shocked, and from shocked to furious. Somewhere behind them all, in the crowd of people gathered in the hallway, Samantha screamed for joy.
Renata snapped her fingers at a servant girl with short brown hair. “Go notify the bank that the Ransom money is to be transferred to the pot on behalf of Samantha Kwan.” she commanded.
The girl nodded her head and raced away.
Renata took a step forward. “As you might imagine,” she said, “there are some formalities to work out. Papers to sign. Handshakes to make. You know how this works.”
Renata was making no effort to mask her intent. She spoke of papers and handshakes, but in the tone of her voice, it was clear she meant something else. She was letting them all know she was about to kill them.
“Party’s over, everyone!” she yelled. “Thank you for coming! You may see yourselves out!”
Like obedient lemmings, the students in the hall turned to leave. Renata stood in the doorway, listening to their footsteps as they made their way out.
“We’ll just wait until we’re sure everyone’s gone,” Renata said, stepping even closer. “Then we can finalize this year’s Rose Ransom.” She looked at Patrick. “You may go,” she said. “Lock the door behind you on your way out.”
Doing his best imitation of a vampire slave, Patrick bowed his head and said, “Yes, ma’am.” He walked past Renata, making for the doors. He closed the left door, then came back into the room, making like he would close the right one as he left. He pulled up the doorstop, and followed the arc of the door as it closed, waiting until the last second before jumping back in the room, his gun raised. Before Renata had any idea what was happening, Patrick had unloaded half a cartridge in her back.
Jill ran to Ryan, shouting, “Get down!”
Ryan didn’t listen. Rather than crouch down, he grabbed Jill by the hand and pulled her behind one of the glass cases, telling her, “Stay here.” He left Jill behind the case and rushed to the front, pulling open a case and grabbing a bloody knife.
“Ryan, what are you doing? Stop!”
Gunshots were flying now in rapid succession. Patrick had two revolvers out, one in each hand, and was filling Renata’s back side with bullets. All around them, glass cases were exploding on impact as bloody bullets came out of Renata’s chest and demolished the room. Half her torso gone, Renata fell to the floor right as Patrick’s guns clicked to empty. As he ejected his spent cartridges, Ryan leapt at Renata, wielding his knife.
“No, Ryan!” Jill cried. “You don’t know what you’re--”
Even as she lay on the floor, Renata was still fast enough to raise her hands and catch Ryan’s arms. He screamed in pain as she squeezed his wrist. The knife fell harmlessly out of his hands, and she threw him across the room, his body crashing into a glass case and falling to the ground.
“Ryan!”
Crouching low, Jill scurried across the room. Ryan was down on his side. His eyes were closed.
“Ryan?”
She touched his face. “Ryan, are you with me?”
Opening his eyes slowly, he moaned. His hand reached for his back, and Jill saw that his shirt was covered in broken glass and blood.
“Can you move your legs?” Jill said.
Ryan looked at her, confused, then he nodded his head.
“We’re going for the door while she’s still down,” Jill said. “We’re getting you out of here.”
“Yeah, okay,” said Ryan. His words were slurred. His eyes were glazed over.
As she pulled Ryan to his feet, Patrick finished reloading his guns, and started firing on Renata again. At this point, things were moving too fast for Jill to see what was happening. Somehow, Renata was up. She leaped back and forth across the room, her motions too fast for Jill to make any sense of them. She was knocking over glass cases with each jump, and cackling like a witch.
“This is so much fun!” Renata screamed.
“Everyone get down!” Patrick yelled as he sent bullets spraying across the room.
Jill pushed Ryan back to the ground and lay on top of him. Gunfire and glass exploded all around them in a deafening roar, but somehow, the sound of Renata’s manic laugh pierced the noise. Her eyes closed, Jill had no idea what was going on, but she knew it wasn’t good when Patrick’s guns started clicking again. He didn’t have a third round of ammo.
“Uh oh,” Renata said. “Are your bullets all gone? I suppose that means it’s my turn!”
What happened next took less than a second. By the time Jill had pushed herself to her knees, it was already over. Renata leaped from somewhere in the back of the room and landed on top of Patrick. She ripped his throat out with her teeth and Patrick fell dead to the floor.
Renata turned and looked right at Jill.
“Well,” she said. “What do we do now?”
Her fangs out, blood all over her face, her dress blown to pieces, Renata was a terrifying sight.
“Look at you,” she said. “Using your body to protect the boy. You’re really something, Jill Wentworth. I wish I knew you better.”
Jill’s eyes scanned the ground. Glass, bullets, dresses, and knives were everywhere.
“Go ahead,” Renata said. “You’re thinking of picking up one of the knives. Do it.”
Jill stood in place.
“I want you to pick up a knife,” said Renata. “It will be more sporting that way.”
Jill remained frozen.
“Pick up a knife!” Renata commanded, and Jill found herself crouching to the floor against her will. As her hand reached for a knife, she saw Nicky crouched behind one of the pedestals, knife in hand, about to make a move.
The vision came to Jill as she stood up. She would charge Renata from the front, distracting her enough so that Nicky had a chance to get her from behind. While Renata took care of Jill, Nicky would have a clear shot to stab her in the heart.
There was no further thought to it than that. By the time Jill was back on her feet, the knife was raised and she was charging at Renata. She knew this was the end for her and she did it anyway. She knew Renata would kill her in less than a second, but she also knew it was the only chance they had to end this.
Either Jill died right now, or they all died a few minutes later. It was an easy choice to make. It was the right thing to do.
Renata smiled as Jill charged, opening her arms and baring her chest, as if showing Jill right where to stab her. Jill took the bait. With everything she had, she thrust the knife at Renata’s heart.
She never made contact. Renata moved so quickly Jill couldn’t make any sense of it, but one second she was stabbing at her chest, and the next she was sliding across the floor, having been flung so hard she crashed into the wall. She had to close her eyes for a second—the impact of her back against the wall was immense. When she opened them, she saw Renata standing in the middle of the room, lifting Nicky off the floor by her neck.
There was a knife sticking out of Renata’s back. Nicky had made contact, but she missed the heart. Now Renata had Nicky by the throat.
“You, my darling, were interesting to me once,” Renata said. “But you’ve tested my patience too many times. I’m going to enjoy watching you die.”
Nicky’s face was bright red. Her eyes were bulging. Renata was choking her to death.
“I want you to see something before you go,” Renata said. “You think you were so clever with your little computer trick back in Italy. Your little stunt accomplished nothing. Everything important you erased from Falkon’s computer is hanging safely around my neck.”
Her right hand still holding Nicky aloft, with her left hand, Renata reached for the silver pendant around her neck. As her fingers touched the pendant, a look of panic came over her eyes.
“No,” she said, lifting the pendant in front of her face. “No, this isn’t happening.”
Whatever shape the pendant on Renata’s neck was supposed to be, Jill was certain this wasn’t it. The pendant Renata was holding in front of her face looked like a broken tooth.
“The bullets!” she said. “My necklace!”
She was so distraught over her broken pendant she dropped Nicky to the ground so she could inspect it with two hands. And while Renata gazed at the pendant’s remains, the slave who had opened the door to this room, the slave who was oddly interested in Nicky, so much so that he had grabbed a knife and stood in front of her before the conflict began, appeared from behind one of the pedestals.
Frankie. That was what Renata called him. Frankie, the towering beast of a boy, moved with so much speed Renata didn’t have time to react. With three monstrous steps, Frankie crossed the room, and decked Renata in the face with a punch so forceful it sent her flying off her feet.
Jill had never seen anything like it. It was as if, in that brief instant, human and vampire switched roles. Frankie was the fast one, the strong one, and Renata was the helpless victim. Frankie’s punch landed so hard Jill heard the bones shatter, saw the face cave in, and when Renata landed on the floor, Jill knew she was out.
If Renata were human, that punch would have killed her. Maybe, for a second or two, it did. Maybe her brain was so traumatized from the blow she was dead when she landed.
Maybe that’s why she was slow to open her eyes.
Renata out cold, Frankie had time to grab a knife from the floor. The knife he grabbed was the one Renata had used in this year’s performance. It was much bigger than the others, more machete than knife. Holding it in his hands, Frankie muttered something under his breath, something like I look out for Nicky and she looks out for me.
Giant knife in hand, he ran to Renata, who was just beginning to open her eyes.
Her last words were, “Frankie, why?”
With one powerful swing, Frankie cut off Renata’s head.
 



Chapter 53
 
Elisa was her name. A nineteen-year-old with long brown hair and a light complexion, Falkon found the girl stranded on the side of the road at the base of the mountain and knew right away what he wanted to do with her. 
Falkon led her all the way up the mountain and into the mine shaft. They walked along the broken tracks, arriving at the hole, and he said, “Are you afraid of heights, Elisa?”
“Yes, Master,” she said.
“What about the darkness?” Falkon said. “Does the darkness bother you?”
“I do not like the dark, Master” she said. 
“Very nice,” Falkon said. “You’ll do quite well.”
He snapped his fingers and the spell was broken. The fear that came over her face was so intense that, for a few seconds, it washed away all the pain and disappointment of the past few days.
Yes, Nicky Bloom had destroyed years of research.
Yes, Celeste Allen was dead. 
Yes, Sergio had gotten away. After three nights of looking, he was certain of it. The cowardly vampire who had hidden himself for half a millennium had disappeared once again.
But he forgot all of that when he saw the fear in Elisa’s eyes.
“Scream for me,” he whispered. “As loud as you can.”
He gave her a gentle push and she fell down the mine shaft. Her scream was the best he had ever heard. A mezzo-soprano with rich overtones and incredible passion, this girl was truly terrified and it came through in the sound she made as she plummeted to the bottom.
She landed with such a loud thud that Falkon feared she had been killed on impact, but then she let out a little moan, ever so quiet.
He jumped to the bottom.
“Congratulations, Elisa,” he said. “I have given purpose to your meaningless life. Before tonight you were on a slow, agonizing march into old age. I have spared you from that. Tonight you have the great privilege of becoming food for an immortal.”
“Which immortal?” came a voice from the darkness. “There are several of us down here.”
Falkon’s blood ran cold at the sound of that voice. Light and airy, it was a voice he never expected to hear again.
He turned to see a pair of eyes looking at him from deep in the darkness. Bright green, piercing, the eyes practically glowed as they stared at him.
“Daciana,” he said. “You got out of your cage.”
Another voice, also familiar, also unexpected, sounded from a different part of the cave.
“November seventh in the year one thousand and eight,” the voice said. It was Sergio. He jumped down from a rock on the far wall, landing a few feet away from Falkon. “That was the date of your creation.”
Falkon smiled. “Indeed it was,” he said. “I’m so honored you took the time to learn my birthday.”
“A thousand years and some change,” Sergio said, taking a step closer. “That’s a long time. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to grow so old.”
“I can tell you a little about it,” Daciana said. She too was making a slow approach. Falkon’s fangs and claws were at the ready. It was clear these two meant to take him together.
“When you start counting the time in centuries,” Daciana continued, “You find it hard to keep the memories sorted. It’s a part of immortality no one warns you about. When you get as old as Falkon and me, you start to lose track of your many lifetimes’ worth of memories. Space in your brain is at such a premium that only the most notable and interesting ideas are allowed to reside there.”
“Now I understand,” Sergio said, “With so little memory in your mind, you couldn’t help but make the mistake, could you Falkon?”
“You two are cute,” Falkon said. “Speaking to me about my mistakes when I am your elder! Acting like you can turn back the clock and regain the power I have already stolen from you!”
“1-1-0-7-0-8,” Sergio said. “The date of your creation. Four times I watched Nicky punch in that code at the laboratory. It was quite amusing, actually. You spent so much money securing all your precious research, but you used the same six-digit code to open every door.”
“He had no other choice,” said Daciana. “I know how it is. There isn’t room in your mind to hang onto all the codes and passwords the modern world demands of us.”
“But he couldn’t even be bothered to use a separate code on your cage?” Sergio said. “I mean, come on Falkon. As soon as I found Daciana down here, I knew exactly which numbers to enter to open the door.”
“Enough talk!” Falkon yelled. “If we are to do this, let us do it now!”
It took only a minute. One on one, Falkon could have killed either of these vampires. But together, they were too much for him. The last image Falkon saw before he died was the smile on Daciana’s face as she bit into his throat.
 



Chapter 54
 
For the second time, Jill dialed triple zero on her cell phone to broadcast an emergency message to the entire Network.
This time, she wasn’t ignored.
Alvin was the first to arrive, showing up at the front door right away. Eve was only a few minutes behind him.
Within the hour, dozens of agents and supporters of the Network were in Renata’s mansion asking what they could do to help. Phillip instructed everyone that their first task was to get the servants out of here so they could be deprogrammed and set free. Renata’s servants, who roamed the halls like lost children after their master was killed, went without any fuss.  More than fifty innocent people, some born on the Farm, some stolen off the streets, were driven away in vans, cars, and pickup trucks. It had to be one of the largest rescues in the history of the Network.
Gordon’s going to be very busy, Jill thought.
Nicky left in a car with Frankie. Phillip and Helena took Ryan to the safe house in Arlington. Alvin took Patrick’s body to a coroner in Bethesda. By sunup, Jill was the only one from the core group who was still at the mansion. Jill and fifty people she didn’t know, all of whom were looking to her to find out what they should do next.
“Find every set of keys in the house,” she said. “There are enough limos, cars, and vans on this property that we can haul everything out of that mansion that the Network would ever want.”
They found all the keys, and drove Renata’s entire fleet of automobiles to the back door.
“Take out all the computers and load them up,” she said. “Intel, more than anything else, is what we need from this place.”
Eager to do as she asked, everyone went searching for computer equipment, and filled an entire van with it.
“Files and paperwork,” she said. “There’s a lot of history in this mansion. This is a rare opportunity for the Network to learn everything the vampires have been keeping from us.”
They filled a van and two limos with papers dating all the way back to the 1940’s.
She had them take all the priceless artwork down from the gallery. They found a vault full of video and audio footage, and took it all. There was an excitement in the air, a feeling that they were doing something of huge historical significance.
I want to take the war to them. I want the predators to become the prey.
Jill had written those words on an anonymous Internet message board when she was thirteen. Now, she stood in front of Renata’s mansion with a crowd of Network supporters eager to do as she asked because she had made those words come true. She had taken the war to the vampires, and today, even if only for a short time, the predators had become the prey.
Jill was an angry teen with Mommy issues when she wrote her Internet diatribes. But today, as she looked upon the spoils of her first victory in that war, she knew she wasn’t in this because of some adolescent desire to rebel. Not anymore. She was in the Network because she chose to do what was right.
They found a tub of kerosene in Renata’s garage and three cans of gasoline in her shed. The last order Jill gave the group was to burn the entire mansion to the ground.
 
*****
 
Twelve hours later, Jill sat alone at the back of the Red Rocket Club in Alexandria, sipping on water while she watched Zack’s band play for an enthusiastic crowd.
He looked happy up there, banging on the drums, smiling at his friends in the band, interacting with the audience. There was no doubt in her mind that his life was better now that she was out of it.
She stayed for the entire concert, singing along and cheering with the crowd after every number. When it was over, she walked out to the dirt parking lot, where she found her car had been boxed in.
She leaned against the back bumper and pulled out her phone, thinking she’d kill time on the Internet until the lot cleared enough for her to leave.
“It’s no good. This bar doesn’t empty out until two-thirty most nights.”
Her heart jumped. No, this isn’t happening, she thought. This isn’t why I came here.
She looked up. He was standing just a few feet away, backlit by the glare of the lone light in the parking light.
God, he was beautiful.
“Do I know you?” Zack said. “I feel like we’ve met somewhere before.”
Jill waited a second before answering. There were, after all, so many truthful answers to this question.
But she opted for the lie. “No,” she said. “I don’t think we’ve ever met.”
“See, now that you’ve said something, I swear I know you. Your voice…has anyone ever told you that you have a really nice voice?”
You have, she thought.
He stepped closer and held out his hand. “My name’s Zack,” he said. “What’s yours?”
She thought about running away. Or punching him in the face. Or screaming for him to get away from her. Anything to stop this from happening. To prevent him from falling into the ravine that was her life for a second time.
But she couldn’t. She was looking at his eyes now, and she realized that, in his way, Zack was as powerful as any vampire. When you looked in a vampire’s eyes, as Jill had now done more than once, you saw eternity. It was an incredibly seductive thing to see, and you wanted to go to it. You wanted to let them take you inside so you might know what it’s like to live without end.
In Zack’s eyes, she saw something equally powerful, but different. In that electric blue of his eyes, a color that seemed to shine even in the dim light of the parking light, Jill didn’t see eternity. She saw happiness.
And she couldn’t help herself. She held out her hand.
“My name is Jill,” she said. “Jill Wentworth.”
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Thank you for reading! If you’ve reached this screen, you’ve been with me for three books! I am honored you’re here.
 
I need to acknowledge Chris Stenger, who did the cover for this book as he has for all of them. I also need to thank my wife, Julie, who has become much more than a reader and editor on this series. Her comments throughout the process have guided the entire story. 
 
When I started Girls Wearing Black, I imagined six or seven novels. Now I think it can be done in four or five. As the next book comes together, I’ll let you know on the web site if we’re coming to an end or not.
 
Writers thrive on honest reviews, especially indies like me. If you have made it this far in the series, you probably have some good feedback to help other readers. Please, take a moment to leave a review on your favorite books site. 
 
And I love getting your emails! spencerbaum75@gmail.com
 
Visit me on www.spencerbaum.net for updates. Thanks again!
 
Spencer Baum
July 10, 2013
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