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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   The winter sun fought its way through the window blinds. Kim Renwick turned away from it, but still the light came for her, relentless in its demand that she wake up.
 
   It angered Kim that her body woke with the sun. How desperately she wanted the opposite, to be a creature who woke at dusk and thrived in the night. How many years had she been absolutely certain that immortality was her destiny, that her human form was merely a larval state, and that in the spring of her eighteenth year she would undergo a metamorphosis that would allow her to emerge from her human shell, reborn as a creature of the night?
 
   Even when things started going sour at the Masquerade she didn’t doubt her destiny. Even when the new girl outperformed her at the Date Auction and she learned that Jill Wentworth had been plotting for years to steal her birthright and give it to someone else—even then she believed in her heart that she would right the ship quickly and regain her place atop the Coronation rankings.
 
   Through the final months of fall semester, when Nicky Bloom was taken for the Rose Ransom, Kim regained her swagger. She became certain that it wasn’t just fate that wanted her to win, but the clan itself. Why else would Renata kidnap Kim’s strongest competitor and make the clues to her whereabouts so difficult to solve?
 
   She had been standing in Renata’s mansion, watching the clock inch towards midnight, feeling triumphant, when everything went to hell. Jill solved the clue at the final second. Jill revealed Nicky and Ryan’s hiding place in the nick of time. Jill won the hundred million dollar ransom…
 
   And gave it all to Samantha Kwan?
 
   That last part was so unexpected, so mindboggling, that it made Kim doubt everything she thought she knew. Jill wasn’t just a few steps ahead of Kim; she was running an entirely different race. The Renwick war machine had been in full swing for more than ten years, supposedly clearing a path for Kim to march to victory unopposed, but Jill found a way to sneak past it.
 
   Jill found a way to aim the war machine at the wrong target until it was too late.
 
   What a brilliant plan! What a devious, audacious, downright evil plan, and Jill had executed it perfectly! All this time the Renwicks thought that Samantha Kwan was nothing. They had allowed her in the contest because Kim needed someone to defeat, and who better than meager little Samantha, whose parents were worth a paltry twenty million dollars?
 
   Kim, Mary, and Samantha. That had been the plan for years. They all knew it was coming and they all assumed that the Kwan family was okay with their daughter crawling into a cage at prom so a newly immortal Kim could drink her dry. Kim’s father had spoken openly with the Kwan family about it, and heard Samantha’s parents talk about the prestige of wearing black to Homecoming, about the honor of a good death, about how the girl who loses Coronation achieves her own form of immortality.
 
   Jill Wentworth and Samantha Kwan had played them like fools. While the Renwicks and everyone else were distracted with Nicky Bloom, Samantha hid quietly in the background, until Jill gave her a hundred million dollar donation, a donation that gave her a commanding lead with only a few months to go.
 
   It was over. Kim knew it, the rest of school knew it, the big money donors in DC knew it, and the clan knew it. With a lead so large, Samantha would have everyone lining up on her doorstep. That was how Coronation worked. Once DC had a feel for who was going to win, it was already over. Everyone wanted the favor of the new immortal. If people thought you were going to win, they gave you money, and you did.
 
   The sun was burning at full blast now, its light pressing on the cracks between the blinds and making the curtains glow. There was no point in fighting it anymore. This was going to be Kim’s life. Wake with the sun, eat a boring assortment of plants and animals, grow old, and die.
 
   She got out of bed and went downstairs. Her father was waiting for her.
 
   “Hi Daddy,” she said.
 
   He didn’t say anything at first. Just looked at her. She wanted to snap at him to wipe that look off his face and say something godammit, but she kept her mouth shut. This too would be part of her new reality. The promise of immortality had given her power over everyone, even her parents. Now she would have to mind them like a good daughter, lest they take away her fully revocable trust fund.
 
   “What happened last night?” he said.
 
   “Why do you even ask?” said Kim. “I can tell by the way you’re looking at me that you already know.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose I do.”
 
   “How bad is it? Is everyone in town talking about it?”
 
   “Of course they are.”
 
   “God, Daddy, it’s barely eight in the morning. Do we have to do this now?”
 
   He looked at her, the way she had seen him look at many others. Galen Renwick, Washington’s most feared dirt digger, was giving his own daughter the look he gave to his enemies.
 
   “Just let me get something to eat, then I’ll tell you everything,” said Kim.
 
   Kim’s version of everything began with Jill Wentworth rushing through Renata’s front door just before midnight, and ended with the Ransom money landing in Samantha’s Coronation account. She told the story to her father. Every painful detail. When she was finished, her father said, “You know what this means, don’t you?”
 
   “It means I’m not going to win.”
 
   “It means you’re in third place. Third out of four. It means if one of the games this spring doesn’t go your way--”
 
   “Oh God, Daddy, don’t say it.”
 
   “Denying the truth doesn’t make it any less true. We are surrounded by sharks and your blood is in the water. Samantha is going to win Coronation, that much is already decided, so now your classmates will turn their attention to who is going to lose. Who do you think they would rather see in that cage on prom night? Nicky Bloom, Mary Torrance, or you?”
 
   No words passed between them for over a minute, and Kim felt like she might go insane in the silence. Her father was right. Her classmates hated her. They hated how she had lorded over them for years, how she and her daddy used innuendo and blackmail to bully them all into submission.
 
   They would love to see her go down in flames.
 
   “Get dressed,” Galen said. “I want to take you somewhere.”
 
    
 
   ‘Somewhere’ turned out to be the Thorndike campus, which, on the first Sunday of winter break, was silent. They parked in the sophomore lot and walked through the courtyard to South Campus.
 
   The oldest part of the school, South Campus was largely a relic of the old, pre-Daciana Thorndike. Small brick buildings made in the Federal architectural style, arranged in rows rather than around courtyards like on the main campus, the southern block of Thorndike Academy housed administrative buildings, a teacher’s lounge, the old gymnasium, and half a dozen small structures of widely varying purpose.
 
   One of those structures was a two-bedroom house surrounded by a white picket fence. Standing alone on the edge of South Campus, this quaint abode was a place Kim had never visited before.
 
   “Daddy, you’re not taking me to the Purgatory House, are you?”
 
   Galen said nothing, but put his hand on Kim’s back, gently pushing her forward.
 
   “Oh God,” she whispered. “I don’t think I can.”
 
   “You can and you will,” Galen said. “I’ve made arrangements with Edith to open it up early today so you can have a private visit. It’s for your own good.”
 
   “No, Daddy,” she wailed, her eyes filling with tears. She was trying to pull away, but Galen grabbed onto her wrist. “No, Daddy! No!”
 
   He yanked her close to him so her face was right up next to his.
 
   “Your arrogance has made you lazy and cost our family a spot in the clan!” he snapped at her. “The contest has gone awry because you lacked the humility of a girl whose life was on the line. I guarantee you Samantha Kwan didn’t make the same mistake. You will come with me now and face what’s in store for you if you don’t get your act together!”
 
   “You monster!” Kim cried. “It was your job to vet my opponents! This is your fault and now you’re blaming it on me!”
 
   “You don’t get to talk to me like that anymore!” Galen roared. “After last night, you are nothing, Kim Renwick! Do you understand? You are no different than every other spoiled rich brat in this town. Do you know what I do to spoiled rich brats who make me angry? I bury them! For years I put up with your insolence as a matter of respect for the clan, but you are no more a part of the clan than I am now! You are a lowly human like the rest of us and you will go into that house and face the truth of what’s coming for the loser of this contest. Maybe you’ll walk out with enough humility to stay alive come the spring!”
 
   “Daddy, please,” Kim whimpered. “You’re hurting my arm!”
 
   “Good! Be thankful for the pain! At least you’re alive to feel it! If you don’t change your approach, if you don’t accept the absolute urgency of your situation, you will end up in the Purgatory House, not as a visitor, but as a resident! I’m doing this for your own good, Kim! You will get yourself together and you will come with me now!”
 
   “Okay, I’ll come, just let go of me, please.”
 
   Galen released his grip on Kim, who took a moment to wipe the tears from her face and take control of her emotions. When it was done, she said, “I’m ready. Let’s go do this.”
 
   They approached the house and Galen opened the front gate. They walked past a small sign in the front yard that said, “Welcome to the Purgatory House.” They stepped onto the front porch and Galen used the doorknocker to announce their presence.
 
   An elderly woman in a gray suit answered the door.
 
   “Good morning,” she said quietly. “Please, come inside.”
 
   Kim took a deep breath before stepping up the single concrete step into the home, then another before crossing the threshold.
 
   “I was pleased to receive your phone call, Mr. Renwick,” the woman said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”
 
   She held out her hand in greeting. Galen shook it first, then Kim.
 
   Kim knew who this woman was but had never spoken to her. A long-time fixture at Thorndike, this woman was the curator of the school’s many museums, and served as usher at the Friday-morning chapel sessions during the school year.
 
   Edith. That was what her name badge said, and was how everyone at school referred to her. No last name. Just Edith.
 
   “I think it’s a marvelous idea for you to visit the Purgatory House at this time,” Edith said to Kim. “There is no better way to put yourself in the reverent frame of mind required of a girl wearing black.”
 
   Had Edith said those words to Kim a day before she would have gotten popped in the mouth. How dare she talk to Kim Renwick about the appropriate “frame of mind” for a girl wearing black? As if this raggedy witch had a fucking clue about the frame of mind needed to compete in a high stakes contest where life and death were on the line.
 
   But that was the old Kim, the one who thought she would be immortal someday. The new Kim was going to have to learn respect for her elders. She would have to play the game the way everyone else in town played it. Phony smiles, fake laughs, soft handshakes, oh-don’t-you-look-nice-today-I-could-just-murder-you-you-fucking-bag-of-bones-but-instead-I’ll-smile-and-laugh-ha-ha-ha-ha.
 
   “It’s nice to be here,” Kim said, quietly.
 
   “Shall we begin the tour?” said Edith.
 
   “I can hardly wait,” said Kim.
 
   Edith led them to the living room, where the walls were covered in oil paintings that showed dead bodies lying in pools of blood.
 
   “The Purgatory House had once been a residence for honored guests at Thorndike,” Edith said. “As you know, a school like this receives many visitors. Lecturers from other institutions, dignitaries from overseas, guests of Daciana and the clan…”
 
   Edith’s high-pitched voice, coming from her rail-thin body, made Kim think of a squeaky oboe. She had to walk away from Edith and get some space between her ears and that voice. While Edith talked, Kim ambled along the perimeter of the room, looking at the paintings.
 
   “Guests of the clan needed a place to stay when they came to town, and a quaint house on the Thorndike campus was just perfect,” Edith continued.
 
   Kim didn’t shy away from the violence in the paintings, much as she wanted to. She wouldn’t give her father the satisfaction of seeing her weak again. She would stare down these portraits as if the events at Renata’s house had never happened. As if she was still in charge.
 
   Every painting showed an eighteen-year-old girl in a white dress. The girls were on their backs, the top halves of their dresses soaked in blood, their necks torn open.
 
   Underneath each painting was a placard listing the girl and the vampire who killed her.
 
   Melanie Efram, killed by Lena Trang, 1984.
 
   Jacqueline Harris, killed by Melissa Mayhew, 1958.
 
   Veronica Smith, killed by Bernadette Paiz, 1970.
 
   “In fact, until 1954,” Edith went on, “if you asked a Thorndike Student to name this building where you now stand, they would have called this place, ‘The Guest House.’ It wasn’t until the strange ending of Coronation in 1953 that Daciana decided to repurpose this home and christen it with its marvelous name. Please, come this way and have a look at the painting over the fireplace.”
 
   Kim did as Edith asked, ambling to the rear wall and the painting hanging front and center. The placard under that painting said, Donna Stallworth, killed by Steffy Esparza, 1953.
 
   “Like all the ladies in these portraits,” Edith said, “Donna Stallworth was a Coronation contestant, meaning she danced…well, you understand what that means better than I.”
 
   “Yes, I do,” said Kim. Edith was about to describe how, at the Homecoming Masquerade, every girl wearing black dances with Sergio, and he persuades her to see the contest through to the very end.
 
   Never once will you have any doubts about seeing this contest through to the end, no matter the outcome, Sergio had said to Kim that night. It was such a simple conversation. He spoke the truth so clearly, with so much strength. There was no fighting it. It made Kim want immortality for herself all the more. You will now make a promise to me, Sergio had said. If you happen to lose this contest, you will do so with grace and dignity. You will abide all the traditions of Coronation, including the walk into the cage, should that walk be yours to make. Do you make this promise to me tonight?
 
   I do, Kim said to him, and she had the sense that never before or again would she speak words with such power. It was a promise that could not be broken, that would not be broken, no matter what.
 
   “Once she lost the Coronation contest, Donna Stallworth knew exactly what she had to do and accepted her fate, but, sadly, her mother did not,” Edith said.
 
   “I know the story,” said Kim.
 
   Edith let out a little chuckle. “You’ll have to forgive me. You know, I give this tour every fall to the new politicians in town, but of course you are more aware of the history of Coronation than they are.”
 
   “She has been taught,” said Galen. “And I think it would be good if she told the story to us. Go ahead, Kim. Tell us what happened the night Donna Stallworth died.”
 
   Kim bit down on her tongue. Her father was making her so angry. He was doing it on purpose. He’s trying to get a rise out of me so he can tear me down again. I won’t give him the satisfaction.
 
   Calmly, she said, “Donna’s mother tied her up, put her in the back seat of their car, and made a run for Canada. They were all the way to Niagara Falls when Donna slipped loose from the rope holding her wrists. From the back seat, Donna used the rope to strangle her mother. She left her mother’s corpse on the side of the road and drove all the way back to Potomac to go to prom. She walked into the cage and bared her neck for Steffy Esparza, who killed her.”
 
   “That was a lovely retelling of an important piece of our history,” said Edith. “If I may, I’d like to add one detail. Donna was twenty minutes late to prom that night. For a short time, it appeared there would be no victim for the new immortal. Daciana found it to be incredibly distasteful. New immortals are so very hungry after they are first made. Daciana swore that never again would the Coronation winner have to wait. And that is why we have the Purgatory House. Beginning the year after Donna Stallworth’s tardy arrival to prom, and continuing every year since, the loser of Coronation comes here as soon as the results are final. The Purgatory House is a place where the new immortal’s first meal is kept safe and secure, and is a retreat where a girl facing her final day on this earth can rest and reflect.”
 
   Edith’s words hung in the air for a minute, then she said in a chipper voice, “Shall we continue the tour?”
 
   For the next hour, Kim suffered through Edith’s nasal, squawking voice as she explained all the traditions of the Purgatory House. Like everything else about Coronation, the final hours of the loser’s life were governed by rituals that had developed over the decades, like the white dress she wore when she died, one that contrasted the black of her immortal killer, and also turned bright red with her own blood. Or the adornments on her outfit when she died—items the girl hand-picked to honor the contest, the school, and the clan.
 
   Edith was full of stories about the odd eccentricities of these girls in their final hours. Many of them demanded (and received) conjugal visits from the boys they were dating. Others made lavish requests for final meals, and Thorndike worked hard to provide them with whatever they wanted. “Turkey dinners, leg of lamb, birthday cake…” Edith had a huge menu of final meals in her memory. “Last year’s loser asked for mincemeat pie. The year before the girl wanted a salami sandwich.”
 
   “What would you ask for, Kim?” said Galen. “For your final meal.”
 
   “Nothing,” Kim said. “I’d go hungry.”
 
   “Not an unpopular choice,” said Edith. “Many girls refuse their last meal.”
 
   “Are we done here?” said Kim.
 
   “Not until we’ve looked outside and spoken about the walk,” said Galen.
 
   “Yes, of course,” said Edith. “Follow me.”
 
   She took them back across the living room and into the back bedroom of the house, showing them to a door that led outside.
 
   “The girl knows implicitly when it’s time for her to begin the walk,” Edith said. “It never ceases to amaze me. At precisely ten-fifty-nine, the girl walks through this door.”
 
   Edith pulled on the flower-covered door, which opened to a narrow garden pathway, with shrubbery on both sides and a vine-covered trellis overhead.
 
   “In May, this pathway becomes one of the most beautiful places on earth,” Edith said. “Flowers in bloom on all sides of you, the moon twinkling down through the vines above. All by herself, with no one telling her what to do or where to go, the victim walks along this path and pulls open the door on the other side.”
 
   On the other side was the back entrance to Thorndike’s old gymnasium, which remained standing for a single purpose. Thorndike no longer had a basketball or volleyball team, and there was no P.E. requirement at the school.
 
   Always and forever, an integral part of the school’s most important tradition, the old gym at Thorndike remained standing because that was where prom was held. Where prom had always been held.
 
   “Shall we make the walk?” Edith said. “It’s part of your tour package.”
 
   “No,” said Galen. “Let’s just stand here and allow Kim to imagine what it would be like to take those final steps, knowing that on the other side, she’s about to become food for one of her classmates.”
 
   Kim closed her eyes and crunched down the anger raging inside her. She felt like this morning’s events would permanently change the relationship with her father. The fact that he took her here, subjected her to this—she would never forgive him.
 
   “Think about it, Kim,” Galen said. “You walk along this path, and at the other end, you open the door and look in at the cage.”
 
   Kim was trying with all her might not to imagine it, and failing. She could see the cage. She knew the cage. Two carpet walkways leading into it. The victim walks a purple carpet into one side of the cage. The immortal walks a red carpet into the other. Her eyes closed, Kim found herself lost in this vision she wanted so desperately not to see. She was there, in the moment, looking up at Samantha Kwan, newly immortal, fangs bared, drool coming out of her mouth.
 
   “I smell smoke,” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry, what?” said Edith.
 
   “Smoke,” said Kim. She opened her eyes, which burned with irritation. “Something’s burning.”
 
   It was like a campfire, or maybe a wood-burning stove. She was glad for it, whatever it was. The smell had tickled her nostrils, irritated her eyes, and yanked her right out of the horrid vision of the cage at prom.
 
   “I smell it too,” said Galen.
 
   He stepped down onto the grass pathway and began looking around.
 
   “Over there,” he said, pointing westward, where a gray plume was rising above the tree line.
 
   “Oh my, would you look at that?” said Edith. “I hope everyone’s okay.”
 
   “Probably just a big burnout,” Galen said. “How many immortals were at the party last night?”
 
   “Just Renata,” said Kim.
 
   “Maybe more of them gathered after the rest of you went home,” said Galen. “I bet they piled all their kills into the cremation furnace at once.”
 
   “You think so?” said Edith.
 
   “Has to be,” said Galen. “That’s a lot of smoke, and Renata’s house is the only thing over there.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   After helping her kill Falkon Dillinger, Sergio Alonzo led Daciana Samarin out of the abandoned mineshaft where she had been held prisoner for months. They emerged in a moonlit mountain forest. Daciana took a tentative step onto the snow-covered ground. She was disoriented. Sergio saw it in her face. She had no idea where she was or how she arrived here.
 
   “You’re in the Italian Alps,” Sergio said. “We’re not far from Falkon’s villa.”
 
   He took her hand and started down the mountainside. He thought about the hours before daylight, the servants still in Falkon’s home, many of them ripe. Daciana could eat, regain her stamina, and tomorrow night, they could fly back to America.
 
   He hadn’t given the slightest thought to the question Daciana was bound to ask. When it came, it caught him completely by surprise.
 
   “How did you know to look for me way out here?”
 
   The answer to this question came quickly to his mind, where it froze in place, making no effort to push its way out through his lips.
 
   I didn’t know to look for you in the mountains. In fact, I wasn’t looking for you at at all. I was looking for Nicky Bloom. I knew she would be here because she shared her memory with me and I saw a vision of a mountain villa you and I visited two hundred and fifty years ago.
 
   “I became suspicious of Renata,” he said. “I followed her. She led me here.”
 
   And just like that, Sergio broke a five-centuries-long streak of total honesty with Daciana Samarin.
 
   It was thrilling, maybe even a bit gut wrenching, to lie to her. His maker, his friend, the woman who tried to bond with him once and failed, who was meant to kill him when she made him immortal and their bond didn’t take, who took pity on him instead, the woman who took him into her care, much in the way a human might take a pet, who allowed him to tag along with her for centuries, who allowed him to be “the third wheel” when she bonded with others, who took him to America and made him the centerpiece of a plan to create the largest, most powerful vampire clan on earth—this woman heard the words come out of his mouth and she believed them. With just a few sentences, Sergio had created an alternate reality for his maker, one he would almost certainly be required to nurture and maintain with more lies in the future.
 
   But it had to be this way, didn’t it? Daciana couldn’t know that it was Nicky who drew him here. She wouldn’t understand why Sergio was so interested in the girl.
 
   “Renata,” Daciana said, shaking her head in disgust. “All this time, sitting in that chamber Falkon constructed for me, I’ve been thinking about Renata. It was my trust in Renata that allowed me to get into this mess.”
 
   “Really?” Sergio said, eager to change the subject. “So Renata was a part of your capture?”
 
   “Of course she was,” Daciana said. “She invited me to vacation with her in Europe. I felt like it was an opportunity for us to come closer together. Both of us had broken our bonds. We were the only two in the clan who were...”
 
   She trailed off. She was about to say she and Renata were the only two in the clan who were single, but that would have been incorrect, because Sergio was single too. Sergio had been single his entire life.
 
   “Anyway, I thought we could spend the time together and share our misery,” she said. “We landed in Manchester. We drove into the country. We went to the Hastings Castle.”
 
   “The Hastings Castle?” Falkon said. “Now there’s a place I haven’t thought about in years.”
 
   “I know!” said Daciana. “I thought about you when we arrived. The memories of that castle—I think Renata knew I would be nostalgic, and my guard would be down. She knew I was weak. The old crypt, the same place where you and I--”
 
   “—She had you sleep in a coffin,” Sergio said.
 
   “It reminded me so much of our time with the Hastings family. How we were expected to behave in those days. All the formalities and traditions of being immortal. Yes, just before dawn, Renata and I went to the crypt and crawled into what I thought were matching coffins, side by side.”
 
   “Yours was no coffin,” Sergio said.
 
   “I made it so easy for them. I crawled into my own prison cell. I said good night to Renata and I shut the door on myself. Then I listened as Renata locked it.”
 
   “Steel lining inside the wood?”
 
   “Something like that,” Daciana said. “Whatever it was, I couldn’t break free.”
 
   “You’re free now,” said Sergio. “Free to have the revenge of your choosing.”
 
   “So you haven’t killed her yet?”
 
   Sergio shook his head. “I haven’t had the opportunity.”
 
   They crested a hill and saw Falkon’s villa in the valley below.
 
   “Would you look at that?” Daciana said. “You and I came here when…what was the name of the man who owned this place when we came?”
 
   “Giampietro,” Sergio said. “Governor of the northern province.”
 
   “But now it’s Falkon’s,” Daciana said.
 
   “Was Falkon’s,” Sergio corrected. “You killed him. The old law says it belongs to you.”
 
   “Perhaps we could give the villa to this year’s Coronation winner. We could expand the clan’s reach overseas.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Sergio said. The topic made him uncomfortable. Coronation was tied to Nicky Bloom who was tied to the lie he had told his maker. “Come on, let’s go have a look.”
 
   They descended to the valley floor and approached the mansion at the center of the villa. Sergio gave a single kick to the tall doors. The wood splintered at the lock and the doors swung open. They stepped into the foyer.
 
   “Quite a bit different than I remember it,” Daciana said, looking at the large entry room that greeted them. There was a chess board atop a stand made of marble. Daciana approached it and put her finger on the black queen.
 
   “Where is Renata now?” she said.
 
   “I don’t know. Finding you and tending to Falkon have required the full of my attention since I arrived in Italy.”
 
   “We’ll find her soon enough,” Daciana said. “I hope she has gone back to Washington. I want to see the look on her face when she sees that I am alive and well. I will make her talk before I kill her. I want to understand what madness came over her that she thought it wise to betray me.”
 
   Daciana explored the living space at the front of the house, then Sergio led her through the main hallway and down a flight of stairs. They came to a metal door that was locked shut, but had a keypad above the handle.
 
   “While I don’t claim to understand Falkon and Renata’s motives for holding you prisoner,” Sergio said, “I believe it had something to do with what was happening in here.” He punched in a code on the keypad, the same code he had used to free Daciana from her prison. The door opened and they stepped into Falkon’s laboratory.
 
   Or rather, what was left it. The floor was a mess of broken glass, papers, and wires. The prison cells where Falkon once held a dozen feral vampires were sitting open and empty. A cold wind blew into the lab through a broken window on a high wall.
 
   Daciana smiled as she looked over the remains of the lab.
 
   “What on earth do you suppose was happening in here?” she said.
 
   “Horrid, miserable creatures,” Sergio said. “That’s what I found in this room. Feral vampires. Falkon was doing something unspeakable in here.”
 
   “Really?” Daciana whispered, approaching the prison block, her eyes open in wonder. “That cagey fool was actually trying to do it.”
 
   “You knew of his ambitions?”
 
   “The last time I spoke with Falkon on friendly terms was some seventy years ago,” she said. “At that time, he was convinced humans were on the verge of achieving immortality for their entire race. He said we were entering an age of science, and it was only a matter of time before people solved all the great problems of the world, including death.”
 
   “Funny that he would be so interested in such a topic,” said Sergio, “considering that death was not a problem for him.”
 
   “Falkon was a strange soul,” said Daciana. She stepped into a prison cell on the bottom row and took a deep breath through her nose. Then another. She smelled something.
 
   Curious what it was, Sergio stepped into the cell directly next to her and inhaled deeply.
 
   He expected the odor of feral vampire, but that wasn’t what he smelled at all. In this cell, on the bottom left corner of the block, where it appeared the glass wall hadn’t been raised, but rather, broken out, Sergio smelled something lovely. The smell was charged with memory. Memory of a mysterious girl at the Homecoming Masquerade. Memory of a chance meeting underneath the Penbrook Theater where he allowed the girl to look into his mind. Memory of a strange encounter in this very room, of a beautiful girl standing above him, holding a length of steel pipe in her hands.
 
   He didn’t understand what was happening. When he arrived at Falkon’s villa looking for Nicky, he found her in a spare bedroom of the mansion. But his nose was telling him that she had spent time in this prison block.
 
   Not just his nose. His whole being. He was connecting with her now, as he had done when they danced at the Masquerade and he saw into her memory. Yes, as he stood in this prison cell, he felt Nicky’s presence. So much sorrow. Nicky Bloom had been locked in this corner for weeks, an eighteen-year-old girl trapped in the darkness, surrounded by monsters.
 
   His anger at Falkon and Renata grew. It was a shame they had killed Falkon so quickly. So painlessly. He would find Renata and make her pay for what they had done to—
 
   “Sergio?”
 
   He turned around to see Daciana standing just outside the prison cell.
 
   “Yes?” he said.
 
   “Something’s on your mind. Tell me what it is.”
 
   Sergio shrugged his shoulders. “I was just dealing with my own anger at Renata,” he said, “for betraying you.”
 
   Daciana stepped into the cell.
 
   “Hang on,” she said. “This one smells different.”
 
   Sergio took a deep breath. He saw a chain of events unfolding in the near future. Daciana returning to Washington; Daciana meeting the girls wearing black; Daciana learning about the new girl who had taken the school by storm…
 
   Daciana smelling her and recognizing the scent.
 
   “Falkon wasn’t just holding feral vampires in this place,” he said.
 
   “Yes, I can tell,” Daciana said, now placing her nose close to the stone wall. “There was a human in here. A girl. Perfectly ripe.” She inhaled deeply. “Oh, it’s making me hungry just being here.”
 
   At that moment, a vision came to Sergio’s mind with such speed and clarity he had to put his hand on the wall to stay upright. In the vision, he was charging at Daciana, biting into her throat, and tearing her apart at the neck.
 
   “So who was she?” Daciana said.
 
   Sergio’s mind envisioned his master lying dead on the floor. Dead at his own hands.
 
   “Sergio?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “The girl in this cell. Do you know who she was?”
 
   He had to tell her. Tell her or kill her, and he couldn’t bring himself to kill his own maker.
 
   “It was the princess,” he said.
 
   I have to find Nicky, he thought. I have to find her before Daciana does.
 
   “The princess?”
 
   “It’s December,” Sergio said. “The Rose Ransom contest has just come to an end.”
 
   “Oh, yes of course,” said Daciana. “So Renata kidnapped a Thorndike student for the Ransom game and…and locked her here? Why did she do that?”
 
   “I believe Renata’s intent was for the Rose Ransom to go unsolved this year,” Sergio said. “In fact, I believe Renata did all she could to make the clues as hard as possible. She didn’t follow protocol on the contest. She kidnapped a girl wearing black, who just happened to be dating a boy from the wealthiest family in school. She kidnapped him too.”
 
   “She intended to steal the Ransom money,” Daciana said.
 
   “For all we know, she already has,” said Sergio.
 
   “But which girl?” Daciana sniffed again. “I know the Renwick girl. It isn’t her.”
 
   This is for the best, Sergio thought. Soon Daciana would return to DC and learn all about the Rose Ransom. There was no way to hide Nicky Bloom from her.
 
   The best he could do for Nicky was spin a story to protect her.
 
   “It’s a girl you’ve never met,” said Sergio. “A new girl at school.”
 
   “A new girl?”
 
   Sergio nodded.
 
   “A delightful girl,” he said.
 
   “What is her name?”
 
   “Nicky.” The word tasted like candy on his tongue. “Nicky Bloom.”
 
   Daciana stepped back and looked up at the entire prison block.
 
   “Walk me through what happened,” she said. “You arrived in this laboratory to find a dozen feral vampires and one of the girls wearing black.”
 
   The lies. So many lies would be required to protect Nicky Bloom. But what kind of lies would Daciana believe?
 
   “I wanted to free the girl,” Sergio said, stepping over to the control console where he had seen Nicky release the feral vampires. “I pressed this button,” he said, pointing at a button Nicky had pushed. “Falkon arrived. We started fighting. The feral vampires helped me chase him into the woods.”
 
   “What about the girl?” said Daciana.
 
   She wielded a steel pipe over me when I was weak, as if she intended to kill me, Sergio thought.
 
   But she couldn’t do it.
 
   “I left her here,” he said.
 
   “So where did she go?”
 
   “Your guess is as good as mine.”
 
   “I can take a pretty good guess,” Daciana said. “Renata couldn’t risk leaving the girl alive. She must be dead, right?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Sergio, lying yet again. He didn’t know where Nicky was, he didn’t know how she got out of here, but he knew with absolute certainty she was alive.
 
   He felt it in his heart. Nicky Bloom is alive and well, and I need to find her.
 
   “Come on,” Daciana said. “We don’t have long before daylight, and we have an entire villa to explore.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   In his time, Sergio had visited all the great castles of Europe. He spent time in the largest palaces of the landed gentry in England, Spain, and France. He watched as Daciana built ever-larger and more opulent mansions across the United States, every new immortal getting a custom-built home that was the envy of the Western World.
 
   He had never seen a home as magnificent as Falkon Dillinger’s.
 
   The laboratory occupied just a tiny corner of the estate, which covered an entire valley between peaks of the Alps. Strolling across the villa, Sergio and Daciana counted eleven buildings in all, each of them beautiful and unique. Together, these buildings encircled a magnificent courtyard and statue garden.
 
   Daciana spoke in open admiration of the place as they explored, every feature seeming to give her a new decorating idea for her own home. She was particularly enamored with the five-story library that stood adjacent to the lab.
 
   “A space designed for someone who has all the time in the world,” was how Daciana described the library.
 
   “Or thought he did,” Sergio added.
 
   The area just east of the library was of interest to Sergio. It matched a vision that had been in his mind for the past four months. A small clearing near the forest, plate glass windows on the surrounding buildings, and a silver sphere mounted on a pedestal in the center of it all.
 
   “Oh, look at this,” Daciana said, rushing at the same sculpture that Sergio had seen in Nicky’s mind. “This was his symbol, you know. Back when we all used wax seals to identify our correspondence.” Daciana circled around the silver sphere, lightly dragging her fingertips on its surface. “Falkon thought it was so amusing that he was a creature of the night who sealed his letters with a picture of the sun. It’s funny to say, but I’m going to miss him.”
 
   “One by one, your greatest enemies have fallen,” Sergio said.
 
   “Fortunately, there are always new ones ready to take their place. Keeps it interesting. Look over there. I don’t think we’ve seen that part of the lab yet.”
 
   Daciana was pointing at a concrete wing attached to the lab’s western wall. The wing looked to be a relatively new addition.
 
   “Come on, there will be a door on the other side,” Daciana said.
 
   As they rounded the west wall of the lab, they walked past a small brick house high on the hill above them.
 
   “Guest home, no doubt,” Daciana said dismissively. “A place this size needs at least one.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Sergio said. He was relieved that Daciana showed no interest in the house. He had seen Nicky’s memory of this space enough times to know there was something significant about the little brick house on the hillside. He made a mental note to come back here later, at a time when Daciana was occupied.
 
   The concrete addition to the lab turned out to be a giant computer room. Row upon impressive row of computer servers, hundreds of them, all networked together, and attached to a single interface in the center.
 
   “Let’s see what happens if I turn this on,” Daciana said, shaking the mouse.
 
   The monitor came alive to a black screen with a blinking cursor on the top corner.
 
   “Interesting,” Daciana said. “Perhaps we’ll bring these home with us and have an expert take a look.”
 
   “That’s a lot of freight to take home,” Sergio said.
 
   “You didn’t know Falkon like I did,” said Daciana. “If there is a prize to be found in this villa, it’s here, on these computers. He was obsessed with technology and data. Whatever he and Renata were up to, the answers are locked away on these machines. Besides, I have room.”
 
   Sergio shook his head at the complexity of it all. He wondered if secrets about Nicky Bloom were hidden in the memory of these machines.
 
   They left the computer room and went back to the mansion in the center of the estate. They passed through the foyer and walked up the staircase. They found one of Falkon’s servants on the second floor, a man with silver hair and vacant eyes. He was cleaning the windows in a small bedroom.
 
   “Hello,” Daciana said. “What is your name?”
 
   “Giordano,” the man said in a monotone voice.
 
   “Look at the emptiness behind those eyes, Sergio. This servant was well programmed. He probably sensed Falkon’s end the moment it happened. I can only hope my slaves would be so utterly broken if I died.”
 
   Daciana put her hand on Giordano’s chin and tilted his head until he was staring directly at her.
 
   “My name is Daciana Samarin,” she said. “I am your new master. Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “My friend and I would like a tour of the house. We are particularly interested in the rooms where Falkon spent the bulk of his time. The night is growing short and we want to see Falkon’s most important documents and possessions. You will point those out to us first. Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   Giordano’s face brightened immediately. He bowed deeply at the waist and led them into the hallway, stopping at a chess board that hung on the wall, the pieces glued to their squares.
 
   “The master spent much of his time in study of the game of chess,” Giordano said. “In all his years, he only lost--”
 
   “--I’m not concerned with Falkon’s hobbies and amusements,” Daciana said. “I want to know what he cared about. What were his most prized possessions?”
 
   Giordano took a moment to think before saying, “This way, please.”
 
   He led them to an elevator which took them up two more floors, then he walked them though a network of long halls and finally into a large room in the back corner of the mansion.
 
   “The master often brought guests here,” Giordano said, “to show off these pieces he liked to call, ‘Spoils of war.’”
 
   They were in a gallery of sorts now, a common feature in the home of an immortal. Vampires loved to have a room where guests could come and marvel at the owner’s style and accomplishments.
 
   This particular showroom had dozens of objects on display. Artwork, weapons, relics—no doubt every piece had a story associated with it and Falkon would walk his guests around and relive the greatest memories from a millennium of life on earth.
 
   “The master seemed most proud of this statue,” Giordano said, taking them to a marble sculpture of a man holding a spear. “He told a story about another vampire who once owned this--”
 
   Daciana held up her hand to silence Giordano. She and Sergio had both seen it at once, and rushed across the room to look.
 
   Sitting on the floor, near the back of the room, was a steel safe with four dials on the door.
 
   Sergio ran his fingertip across the top of it and smiled.
 
   “Boy does this ever take me back,” he said.
 
   Daciana knelt down in front of the safe and gently touched each of the four dials that ran along the bottom of the safe’s steel door.
 
   “A diamond, a ruby, an emerald...”
 
   “And a sapphire,” Sergio finished.
 
   They were referring to the most unique feature of this safe. Each dial had a pear-shaped gemstone set into its tip. To open the safe, one had to turn the dials until the points of each gem were aimed at the correct number.
 
   “Do you remember the combination?” Sergio said.
 
   “I only ever knew the first three numbers of it,” said Daciana.
 
   “So enter them!” said Sergio.
 
   Daciana grabbed the first dial, and turned it until the sharp end of the diamond was pointed at ninety-eight. She turned the second dial, the ruby, until it pointed at nineteen. The third dial was the emerald. She turned it to seventy-seven.
 
   “No, wait, I’ve got those two out of order,” Daciana said.
 
   She changed the ruby to seventy-seven and the emerald to nineteen.
 
   “The sapphire was Anna’s dial, wasn’t it?” said Sergio.
 
   Daciana grinned. “It’s been so long since I’ve thought of any of these people.”
 
   “If you’re certain you have the first three numbers correct,” Sergio said, “opening the safe is just a matter of turning the last dial one digit at a time until you hear it unlock.”
 
   “Yes, I know. For years I’ve regretted that you and I left the castle that night without opening this safe. I was in such a mood after James failed to…oh, never mind that now. I’m so excited, Sergio! For years I’ve wondered what became of this safe, and what was inside!”
 
   She turned the sapphire to number one and pulled the handle.
 
   “That’s not it,” she said. She turned it number two and pulled again. Then she tried three.
 
   “Not that it isn’t fun to watch you do this…”
 
   “You go explore,” Daciana said, shooing Sergio away with her hand. “I’ll have the safe open when you come back.”
 
   “Good luck,” Sergio said.
 
   He left her there and went back the way he came, choosing to take the stairs rather than the elevator to the ground floor. There were two servants, both teenage boys, standing on either side of the front door, staring back into the house.
 
   “You two, come with me,” he snapped.
 
   The servants followed him out of the house. He led them towards the library, through the courtyard with the silver sphere, and up the hill to the little brick house. He had one of the servants unlock the front door. As he stepped inside, a surge of doubt came over him.
 
   What am I doing here?
 
   It made him nervous to think about the sequence of events that led him to this moment. Seeing a vision in Nicky’s memory when he was supposed to be dancing with her, dreaming about her for weeks afterward, knowing that when Nicky went missing he would find her here….
 
   And now, feeling compelled to protect the girl. So compelled that he had lied to his maker. So strangely connected to one of the girls wearing black that he was certain there was something of significance in this house because he felt the girl’s presence here!
 
   Nothing like this had ever happened to him before. Half a millennium of acquaintances and relationships and never a single one that affected him this way.
 
   What was it about Nicky Bloom?
 
   He commanded the servants to stand guard at the front door and call to him if they saw anyone outside. Then he set about searching the house.
 
   It was small and mostly empty. What little décor he found was at least ten years out of date and covered in dust. Spiderwebs filled the corners between walls. Appliances were unplugged. The floor was clear, save the shag carpeting that ran the length of the house.
 
   There were three bedrooms in the small home. The master bedroom had a neatly made double bed pressed into the corner. The second bedroom was painted yellow and blue, as if for a child. The third bedroom had a collection of office furniture stacked against the back wall.
 
   The connection that drew him into the house now pulled him towards that stack of furniture. He approached it. He found a cardboard box stuffed underneath the desk. He slid it out and looked inside.
 
   The box was crammed full of the kinds of keepsakes that had become a part of family life over the past hundred years. Sergio began to empty it out. He found a small jewelry box, a stack of letters in torn envelopes, most of them addressed to a woman named Celeste or a man named Bruce, a 3-ring binder full of paper and colorful tabs, a plastic baby doll with curly red hair, and a framed photograph of a family sitting by a lake.
 
   He stared at the photo for a moment. Two young parents with a son who was no more than eight. The boy looked emaciated and discolored. Something was definitely wrong with him. And the mother was pregnant.
 
   But it was the father who caught Sergio’s eye. The shape of the father’s face, the way his cheekbones pulled back when he smiled, the piercing green eyes…
 
   He set the photo down and looked back in the box. There was another picture frame lying face down on the bottom. He pulled it out and looked at it.
 
   He was looking at the same parents, a few years older. The boy was gone. The only child in the picture was a little girl.
 
   A young Nicky Bloom.
 
   It was unmistakable. The copper-colored hair, the depth of thought behind the eyes—the little girl in the picture was only four or five years old, but he knew it was Nicky.
 
   It was the same little girl he had seen gazing into the silver sphere outside.
 
   He put everything back in the box and carried it to the front door, where Falkon’s servants were waiting for him.
 
   “Is anyone else in the yard?” he asked them.
 
   “No, sir,” they said in unison.
 
   “Take this,” he said, giving the box to one of them. “You are to take it to the garage and place it in the trunk of one of your master’s cars. You are not to let anyone see you do it, and you are to tell no one about it. When you are done, you both will come find me in the showroom on the fifth floor of the mansion. You will give me the keys to the car where the box is hidden, and then you will forget everything about this conversation. Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand,” they both said.
 
   “On your way,” Sergio said.
 
   He watched them walk down the hill and around the back side of Falkon’s estate. Then he went back into the mansion and up to the top floor. He found Daciana in Falkon’s display room, holding a bar of gold in her hands. The safe was open.
 
   “So?” he said. “What was the great treasure inside?”
 
   She sighed. “Gold. Here, have a look.”
 
   She tossed a gold bar across the room. Sergio had to move quickly to catch it. It surprised him with its heft.
 
   “How many of these were in there?” Sergio said.
 
   “Thirty or so.”
 
   “That’s quite a haul,” Sergio said. “What do you suppose it’s worth?”
 
   “I’m the last one to ask,” Daciana said. “I’ve been locked away for months. What’s the current price of gold?”
 
   Sergio shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “Ten or twenty million,” Daciana said. “That’s my guess of what we’re looking at.”
 
   “It’s a very nice prize to stumble across,” said Sergio.
 
   “I was really hoping for something more. All this time, I think I had worked it up in my head to be something special.”
 
   “It was an inheritance. I’m sure the Hastings children would have been thrilled to share all this gold. Enough to last each of them the rest of their lives if they had only figured out how to work together.”
 
   Sergio approached the safe. He knelt down and slipped the gold bar back inside.
 
   “I want to go back to America,” Daciana said to him. “There’s nothing more for me to see here. We will find Renata and I will make her talk.”
 
   “Yes, about that,” said Sergio.
 
   The sound of two pairs of feet rushing down the hall interrupted his thought.
 
   “Ah, our lunch has arrived,” he said.
 
   “Our lunch?”
 
   “Yes, I made arrangements for us. Excuse me for one moment,” he said. Then he ran into the hallway to catch the servants before they made it into the room.
 
   Their box having been put into one of Falkon’s cars, the boys were winded and sweating from running back to the house. Sergio looked them in the eyes, going from one to the other, reminding them that they were to remain silent.
 
   One of the boys held out his hand, the palm face up, presenting the car keys to Sergio, who took them and slipped them into his pocket.
 
   He nodded in the direction of the gallery and led the servants inside.
 
   A few minutes later, Sergio and Daciana having drunk their fill of the two servants, Giordano dragged the bodies out into the hall. Sergio wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and said, “May I make a suggestion?”
 
   “Since when have you ever asked before making a suggestion?”
 
   “It’s just, the first semester of school is at an end. I’ve been trying to put myself in the mind of our enemy. By the time we return to America, there’s a good chance Renata will be on her way here.”
 
   “Here?”
 
   “She doesn’t know Falkon is dead. She doesn’t know you’re alive.”
 
   “You’re saying we should stay.”
 
   “No, not both of us. I think one of us should pay a visit to Renata’s mansion, and the other should wait here. If Renata comes here and neither of us is present to greet her--”
 
   “She’ll flee,” Daciana said. “That is the last thing we want. Good idea. We will split up. I will go to America.”
 
   “If I may,” Sergio said, holding up his hands, “I’d like to suggest a different approach. I believe if you had your choice, you would wish to deal with Renata yourself, yes?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   “Then let’s make certain you get the opportunity. I will go to America. If Renata is there, I will capture her and hold her for you.”
 
   “And I will stay here in case she is already on her way,” Daciana said, nodding her head. “This is a good plan. This is why I need you, Sergio. You know, I don’t think I’ve properly thanked you yet for what you’ve done.”
 
   “Really, it’s nothing. You can always count on my loyalty.”
 
   He wished the words were true, but to his ears, they sounded like another lie. In truth, his plan had nothing to do with loyalty to his maker, and everything to do with Nicky Bloom.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Zack felt drawn to the girl.
 
   She was leaning against the back bumper of a silver Mercedes, her curly hair glistening under the yellow light of the sodium lamp.
 
   She was entirely out of place in the dirt lot. Both the girl and her car were too lovely and sophisticated to be at the Red Rocket.
 
   It was nearly two in the morning—hat-and-mittens weather on this night—but the girl’s hands and head were exposed. Looking out on the jumble of cars that had made it impossible for her to leave, the girl breathed into her hands as she rubbed them together.
 
   She was stuck.
 
   Zack had seen this before. There was a bit of anarchy to the way people parked their cars behind The Red Rocket. If you didn’t know what to expect, you could get boxed in.
 
   As he approached, Zack felt a tickle in the back of his throat. A shiver ran up his arms, escaping through his shoulders. He was nervous.
 
   More than nervous. There was something about this girl that frightened him, in a very good way.
 
   “It’s no good,” he said to her. “This bar doesn’t empty out until two-thirty most nights.”
 
   When she looked at him, his whole being came unhinged. Everything he thought he knew about this moment, about the girl, about himself—it was all up for debate now. She was so much more than another pretty girl at another bar on another Saturday night.
 
   “Do I know you?” he said. “I feel like we’ve met somewhere before.”
 
   She looked at him. No, not at him. Through him. He felt like an open book as he stood there, this girl appraising him with her eyes and seeing the absolute truth about who he was.
 
   As sudden and complete as his connection to her was his realization of how empty his life had become. For months now, some important part of his life had gone missing. He hadn’t even realized it until now, but here, in this moment, with this girl…
 
   Even as he told himself the very idea was ridiculous, he couldn’t help but think that it was her, that she was what he needed in his life.
 
   “No,” the girl said. “I don’t think we’ve ever met.”
 
   Her voice only deepened his sense that her knew her. The tone of it rang in his ears. It was like a song, a tune you think you recognize but can’t quite place.
 
   “See, now that you’ve said something, I swear I know you,” said Zack. “Your voice…has anyone ever told you that you have a really nice voice?”
 
   She smiled at him and he knew, in a deeper way than he’d ever known anything in his life, that he wanted to be with her. It was an exhilarating experience just being near her. He could feel the energy of her presence. He knew. He and this girl were meant to be together.
 
   “My name’s Zack,” he said. “What’s yours?”
 
   She hesitated before she spoke. She was nervous. Was she feeling it too?
 
   “My name is Jill,” she said. “Jill Wentworth.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jill wasn’t thinking about the future when she introduced herself to Zack. Or the past.
 
   Risk versus reward, Zack’s safety, the danger she created for him with her presence here—that all washed clear from her mind when he began speaking.
 
   She had never meant to interact with him. She came to the Red Rocket to watch him play drums, nothing more. She wanted to see him one last time. Before she fled town, never to see him again, she wanted to know that he was okay.
 
   Now he was talking to her in the parking lot.
 
   They shook hands. They smiled at each other. They talked about the chill in the air and inconsiderate people who parked their cars on all sides of her, trapping her in the dirt lot.
 
   She lost control of the situation, and herself. Whatever thoughts she had of a quick getaway were gone as soon as he started speaking. She couldn’t help it. When Zack talked, she wanted to listen. Nothing else seemed as important.
 
   Before she knew it, they were walking down the street. And into a diner. And sitting at a table. And talking over coffee, just like they did the first time they met.
 
   He asked her what kind of music she liked.
 
   “I like jazz,” she said.
 
   Zack took a sip of his coffee. “This is so strange,” he said.
 
   “What’s strange?”
 
   “It’s just…no, I’m totally gonna weird you out.”
 
   “Tell me,” said Jill.
 
   “I knew you were going to say jazz. It was like, right before you said it, I knew that was the answer you were going to give. Isn’t that odd?”
 
   “It’s not that odd,” said Jill. “Maybe you’ve just got me figured out.”
 
   Marty’s. That was the name of the diner. Neon script hanging in the window, pancakes, eggs, and coffee at all hours of day and night, served by poorly paid waitresses wearing sneakers with thick rubber soles. In another era, Jill and Zack would have put an ashtray between them and enjoyed cigarettes with their coffee.
 
   She wanted so badly to kiss him. She wanted to go to his side of the booth, put her arms around him, apologize for putting him in harm’s way, and tell him everything.
 
   “Are you sure we’ve never met before?” Zack said.
 
   “I think I’d remember,” said Jill.
 
   She was flirting now, leading him on, telling him with her manner that he was more than welcome to look at her the way he was looking at her now.
 
   It was entirely the wrong thing to do and she felt rotten for doing it. You are a thoughtless, selfish, monster of a person, Jill Wentworth. You put Zack in danger once before and it was only a single turn of good luck that kept him from being killed.
 
   Now she was doing it again, in spite of herself. She was doing it again because of the way he looked at her. The way he saw her.
 
   “You probably think I’m using a line on you or something,” said Zack. “I swear I’m not. It was just…when you said you liked jazz…”
 
   She had never seen Zack like this. He was nervous.
 
   Even in the truly terrifying moments, like when he drove up to her house and found a vampire slave chasing her with a syringe, or when he stood face to face with a vampire in her living room, he hadn’t been this way.
 
   It was the first time she’d ever seen him scared.
 
   “Enough talk about me,” Jill said. “Let’s talk about you for a minute. Tell me something about yourself, Zack.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Tell her something about himself?
 
   Zack had so many things he could say.
 
   I’m lost. Those were the first words that came to mind.
 
   I’m so lost I don’t really know where I am or how I got here. I’ve felt this way for weeks, maybe months. I can’t even remember when it began. I know I was happy once, but I can’t remember why. I don’t know where to find the happiness again. I’ve been looking and looking for it, but it’s nowhere to be found. That is, until tonight.
 
   “Well,” he began, “I play in a band. You know that already, though.”
 
   The band. Sometimes the band made his mind go quiet. The simple rhythms of the drums, the movement of hands and feet, coordinating the sounds of snare, bass drum, and high hat.
 
   He had come to believe the band, and only the band, had the potential to bring him happiness if he could figure out how to fill the giant hole in his life.
 
   He had thrown so many things into that hole. Alcohol, pills, video games, Lana…
 
   As if summoned by the thought of her, Lana called Zack at that moment. It was only out of habit that he pulled the phone from his pocket and looked at the screen.
 
   How unwelcome her name was in his world tonight. More than unwelcome. Distasteful. Her presence, even virtually, defiled the moment. Lana was the opposite of the girl sitting in front of him. Whereas Jill made him believe there was hope for something better in life, Lana’s name on his phone reminded him how elusive happiness had been.
 
   He silenced the phone and put it back in his pocket.
 
   “What brought you out to our show tonight anyway?” he said.
 
   With a smile on her face, Jill wagged her finger through the air. “We’re talking about you, remember?”
 
   God, her smile. Jill wasn’t the conventional knockout that Zack might approach at the bar. She was much more than that. Her beauty was intimate. It spoke to Zack on a personal level.
 
   “You play in a band,” she said. “What else?”
 
   “What else?” Zack repeated, quietly.
 
   Some mornings I wake up with absolutely no idea what happened the night before. My girlfriend is someone who was in my bed on one of those mornings, and I swear, the first time I woke up next to her, I had no idea who the hell she was. I start drinking with my bandmates during practice in the afternoon and don’t stop until I’m passed out after my gig, then I have such a headache the next morning I have to kill it with these big white pills Lana buys on the street. I spend my days in a stupor.
 
   I’ve been sleepwalking through life, and it seems like I’m always struggling to remember a time when it wasn’t like this.
 
   Talking to you, I feel like I’m waking up.
 
   “I do landscaping work to help pay the bills,” he said.
 
   “Oh? What kind of landscaping work?”
 
   “Private residences, mostly. I mow lawns, prune trees, pull weeds.”
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   “I used to.”
 
   “You used to? Does that mean you don’t like it anymore?”
 
   Zack looked down at his coffee. This was so hard. He barely knew this girl and he wanted to tell her everything. He wanted so badly to just open up and pour out his soul for her to see.
 
   For her to fix.
 
   Who was she? Why was he so crazy about her?
 
   Zack had never thought of himself as a romantic. Love at first sight, head over heels, soulmates—to him, those were cotton candy daydreams for preteen girls. In Zack’s mind, love was something you nurtured over time. It was something you built, not something you ‘fell into.’
 
   “I used to like landscaping because it gave me time to think,” he said.
 
   “What changed?” said Jill.
 
   “I don’t know. Let’s be done talking about me for a bit. You’re the interesting one at this table.”
 
   “I’m not so sure about that,” said Jill.
 
   “No, I can tell.”
 
   “Can you now?”
 
   “Yes! The same way I knew you were going to say jazz when I asked you what kind of music you liked. I may not know much about you but I’m certain you’ve got an interesting story to tell. Just looking at you, I swear, I could almost tell it myself.”
 
   “Try it then, if you’re so sure. What’s my story, Zack?”
 
   Zack sat forward, putting his elbows on the table. “For one thing,” he said, “you’re not satisfied to live a normal, boring life. Am I right?”
 
   “I feel like I’m having my horoscope read to me.”
 
   “I’m serious! Tell me that I’m wrong. You’re someone who wants to do something special with your time on this earth.”
 
   Jill wrapped her hands around her coffee mug. She looked pensive. There was something on her mind. How Zack longed to know what was going on in her mind!
 
   “Of course I want to do something special with my life,” she said. “Don’t we all?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   She still loved him. That was the hard part of all this.
 
   No matter how she spun it in her mind, no matter what angle she took to approach the problem, the solution was always the same.
 
   She shouldn’t be here. The right thing to do was get up and walk away. She was putting Zack in danger, just like she had before.
 
   More than that, she was being downright cruel. Zack clearly had feelings for her. Bernadette had wiped away his conscious memories of Jill, but something remained.
 
   Some desire, some memory of the body, or the deepest depths of his mind, some piece of truth that hung around inside him, waiting to be coaxed out—Jill knew all about this. The same vampire who messed with Zack’s mind also tinkered with Jill’s. Bernadette had tricked Jill into believing all sorts of fantasy about a make-believe person named Tarin who always said exactly what Jill wanted to hear. When Gordon deprogrammed Jill, he didn’t erase Tarin so much as bring forth the truth, which had always been in Jill’s mind, but had been inaccessible to her when she was under the vampire’s spell. Now reality and fantasy coexisted in her memory. She could still see Tarin, could still hear his voice, but she knew he was fiction. She knew it because she could see Bernadette in those memories too. She could see the truth Bernadette had made her forget.
 
   The truth about us is still in there, Zack, she thought. If we wanted to, we could help you remember it.
 
   “You’re rich,” Zack said.
 
   “Excuse me?” said Jill.
 
   “You wanted to hear me guess about your story. That’s where I’m starting. You’re not from the neighborhood. You live closer to the action. Your family is plugged in.”
 
   “Plugged in?”
 
   “Yeah, you know—you guys have access. That’s what DC is all about, isn’t it? Access. You’re plugged in.”
 
   “You don’t know a thing about me,” Jill said with a smile. “What makes you so sure I’m plugged in.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” said Zack. “Maybe it’s something about the way you walk. Or your voice—you have the accent of those people in Potomac.”
 
   “The accent? I didn’t know Potomac had its own accent.”
 
   “Well it does and you’ve got it. And those boots you’re wearing--”
 
   “What’s wrong with my boots?” Jill said, lifting her leg to make one boot visible.
 
   Zack let out a laugh. “Nothing at all,” he said. “That’s just it. Those are the kind of boots you don’t buy in a strip mall. You probably didn’t even get those in DC, did you?”
 
   Jill looked down at her brown leather boots, remembering well when she bought them. The summer before, when she was courting Annika and Mattie, trying to infiltrate their group. They had gone on a road trip to New York, and shopped along the way in half a dozen boutiques in Connecticut.
 
   “Okay Smartie,” she said. “You’re right. I didn’t get these boots in DC.”
 
   “And that scarf,” said Zack. “You bought that scarf to go with those boots, didn’t you?”
 
   He was being playful with her, but there was something serious underneath the banter. Zack was showing her just how well he knew her. How thoroughly he understood who she was.
 
   The poor guy was probably working it out in his own mind. Here was this girl he had just met tonight, and something was familiar to him. It had to be driving him nuts.
 
   Jill wanted to set his mind at ease. She wanted to tell him this wasn’t crazy, that he really had seen her before, that his feelings weren’t some oddball bit of infatuation, but were rooted in something real.
 
   Something she felt too.
 
   For the second time that night, Zack’s phone began buzzing. For the second time, he looked perturbed at the interruption.
 
   “Hang on a second,” he said. “I’m just gonna turn this thing off.”
 
   “You don’t need to do that,” said Jill.
 
   He had already pulled the phone out of his pocket.
 
   “Yes, I do,” he said. “Sometimes when you’re enjoying a conversation with somebody it’s nice to shut out the interruptions.”
 
   He was moving so quickly, almost angrily, that he fumbled the phone in his fingertips, and it clattered to the table.
 
   “Easy there,” said Jill.
 
   “Sorry,” said Zack, shaking his head.
 
   Jill noticed two things before Zack managed to scoop up his phone. The first was that his hands were shaking. Badly.
 
   Why are you so shaky, Zack?
 
   The second thing she noticed was the name and picture on the phone. The picture was of a beautiful girl with straight black hair, dark red lipstick, and a sassy look in her eyes. Above the picture was a single word.
 
   Lana.
 
   No last name. That knockout in the picture, whose eyes just seemed to drip with sex, was recorded in Zack’s phone by a first name only.
 
   Zack pressed and held the power button on his phone.
 
   “There,” he said. “No more interruptions.”
 
   He was flustered. His breathing was irregular. A bead of sweat had formed on his temple. His lower lip was quivering.
 
   Who the hell is Lana?
 
   As Zack put the phone back in his pocket, Jill felt the weight of the past three months settle in on her shoulders.
 
   Zack had walked out of her house without a single memory of Jill in his mind. He had driven home and gone to bed that night, unaware that his girlfriend was in trouble with a vampire, or that he even had a girlfriend.
 
   He woke up the next morning and got on with the life he had been living before he and Jill ever met. Then he lived that life for three months.
 
   While Jill had been hacking into a vampire’s phone and frantically chasing Rose Ransom clues, Zack had been living three months of his own life without a single thought of Jill.
 
   He had a girlfriend now. Of course he had a girlfriend – it had been three months! She couldn’t just expect him to sit around and wait for her. He wouldn’t even know what he was waiting for!
 
   “Okay, where were we?” Zack said. “Your boots and scarf. You bought them together didn’t you? You bought that scarf, fully intending to wear them with those boots.”
 
   “Zack…I…”
 
   “You can’t help but be fashionable,” Zack said. “It’s the world you live in. That’s your story, Jill. I’m sorry, I mean, part of your story. You live in a world where people look like a million bucks every day and everywhere they go, and you are at ease blending into that world, even though it’s not who you really are.”
 
   She felt out of place. The phone calls from Zack’s girlfriend had dragged her back into an ugly reality. I shouldn’t have come here. I need to let him go
 
   She felt like an intruder. Zack had his own life now. Jill, by her mere presence, was threatening to rip him out of that life, and put him in danger again.
 
   The waitress refilled Zack’s mug. By Jill’s count, he was now on his fourth cup of coffee.
 
   “Who was trying to call you this late at night?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, it’s no one,” Zack said.
 
   “No one?”
 
   “It’s someone who can wait.”
 
   “But maybe it’s important,” said Jill. “I mean, I wouldn’t call someone at two in the morning unless it was important.”
 
   “It’s not important,” Zack said. “This. Sitting here with you. This is important.”
 
   He was waving his hands to emphasize his words. His fingertips were shaking. His eyes were twitching. His face was going pale. She had never seen him like this before.
 
   My Zack. My beautiful, confident, always-together Zack, she thought. I’m breaking him.
 
   Bernadette had programmed Zack to forget about Jill. But now she was sitting right in front of him. How easy is it to forget about someone who is sitting right in front of you?
 
   “We were talking about you,” Zack said. “Who you are. How you got here.”
 
   He was breathing heavily as he spoke. His shoulders were swaying back and forth. He looked like he was cold, even though he was wearing a jacket and they were sitting underneath a heating vent.
 
   He reminded Jill of her own mother, who lost herself to a temper tantrum when Jill made her go see the hypnotist.
 
   The internal conflict tears them apart. That’s how Gordon described what was happening to her mother when Jill forced her away from her work. In violation of her own programming, Jill’s mother became irritable and irrational.
 
    Was the same thing happening to Zack? Was he going through some sort of internal struggle because he was programmed to forget about Jill, but couldn’t do so because she was right here in front of him?
 
   “Zack, it’s late. I--”
 
   “Why were you at the club tonight?” he said with urgency.
 
   “I don’t know. I was just…there.”
 
   She had to get out of here. She shouldn’t have come. It was a selfish decision to drive out to Columbia Heights to see him.
 
   “But you’re so far from home,” Zack said. “There’s something about you. God, I feel like I’ve met you before. Why do I feel that?”
 
   Jill looked down at the table. I just wanted to see you one last time, she thought. I’m leaving tomorrow and I wanted to look at your face, to know you were okay.
 
   You weren’t supposed to see me. We weren’t supposed to talk.
 
   “Maybe I look like someone else you know,” Jill said, meekly.
 
   “No, I don’t think so. I’d remember if--”
 
   The sound of squealing tires in the street outside interrupted him. They both turned to look out the window and saw a yellow hatchback skidding to a stop.
 
   “What the…that guy just slammed to a stop in the middle of the street,” Zack said.
 
   I have to go, Jill thought. Find a way to make your exit, Jill.
 
   Find a way to say goodbye.
 
   “Weird,” Zack said. “Anyway, we were talking about what brought you to the Red Rocket tonight.”
 
   “It’s late, Zack.”
 
   A look of panic came over his face. It broke her heart. “You’re not leaving, are you?” he said. “We’ve barely started talking.”
 
   It will be so much better for him when you’re gone, Jill told herself. Won’t it?
 
   Yes. Of course it would be better. Since meeting Jill, Zack had already found himself on death’s door more than once. Zack never asked for any of this. He wasn’t in the Network. He had his own life to live. If you truly care for him, Jill Wentworth, you wouldn’t be anywhere near him.
 
   “I’ve really had a nice time talking with you,” she said. Tears were welling in her eyes.
 
   “What is this?” said Zack. “Did I say something wrong?”
 
   “No. You’ve done nothing wrong. Nothing at all.”
 
   “Jill, something’s upset you. Talk to me about it. I want to…I…”
 
   Something behind Jill caught Zack’s attention. “Oh no,” he whispered.
 
   “What is it?” said Jill.
 
   She turned her head to see what he was looking at. At first everything looked normal. But then she saw it. Jet black hair, deep-set eyes, a piercing on her lower lip—the girl from Zack’s phone. Lana. She was in the diner. And she looked angry.
 
   “Jill, please, can you do one thing for me?”
 
   “I don’t know that--”
 
   “Can you just stay here while I go talk to someone? Please. I’m begging you. Don’t go yet.”
 
   “Zack, I--”
 
   He was already up. As he left the table to go confront Lana, he held out his hand at Jill and said, “Stay there. I’ll be right back.”
 
   She watched him stride across the diner, meeting Lana in the aisle, using his body to prevent her from coming any closer.
 
   “Who is that?” Lana snapped. “Who is that you’re sitting with? Please tell me it’s your sister.”
 
   “Come outside with me,” Zack said, sweeping Lana out of the aisle and into the lobby.
 
   “I want to meet her,” Lana said. “She looks like some fucking princess from Potomac. What’s she doing here?”
 
   “Lana, if you want to speak with me, we will do it outside.”
 
   Those were the last words Jill heard him say. As soon as Zack and Lana were safely out of view, Jill threw a twenty-dollar bill on the table and bolted out the back door, crying as she ran to the parking lot of the Red Rocket where, mercifully, her car was no longer blocked in.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   With Renata’s home burned to the ground, with 49 of Renata’s 50 slaves loaded onto a bus and sent to Philadelphia for a massive deprogramming effort, Nicky, Phillip, and Helena hid in a safe house in Alexandria, waiting for the night to pass. Jill, who insisted she had to go take care of some personal business before the night was done, had promised to join them before dawn.
 
   In the morning they would complete their escape, taking two rescues with them. Both rescues were hiding in the safe house.
 
   ‘Rescues’ was the Network’s term for innocent people who were evacuated from their current location, given a new identity, and invited to join the Network.
 
   One of the two rescues was Ryan Jenson, who slept in a makeshift bedroom near the utility closet. He arrived at the safe house some twelve hours earlier with blood-stained clothes and a concussion. Helena acted as nurse for him all day, tweezers in-hand, pulling shards of broken glass from his back, his arms, and his hands.
 
   The other rescue was a former slave from Renata’s mansion. A slave who had a connection to Nicky going back to their childhood.
 
   Frankie.
 
   I knew him when I was a kid, Nicky told Helena and Phillip. He was like a brother to me. It’s a long story.
 
   It was a long story that Gia had known but the others in the Network did not. There would be time to tell them later. At the moment, the more pressing matter was the state of Frankie’s mind. What had driven him to betray his master? What allowed him to abandon his own programming?
 
   Frankie and Nicky sat together on an old leather couch in the back bedroom. Gordon Krause, who had deprogrammed Jill earlier in the week, sat in a chair across from Frankie, speaking to the deepest parts of Frankie’s subconscious.
 
   “I’m going to repeat the words,” Gordon said. “Find the memory of them for me. Your master’s word is law. Find that sentence in your mind.”
 
   This was the third time Gordon had taken Frankie through the routine. With each pass, Nicky saw the real Frankie, the one who had been hidden away for years, come closer to the surface.
 
   “Your master’s word is law,” Frankie whispered.
 
   “Good. Who is saying those words to you?”
 
   “The vampire. Melissa Mayhew.”
 
   “Do you believe the words, Frankie?”
 
   A pause. The first two times through, Frankie’s answer to this question was, ‘I don’t know anymore.’
 
   “The words,” Gordon repeated. “Do you believe them?”
 
   “No,” Frankie said. “I have no master.”
 
   Nicky fought the urge to hug him. She wanted so badly to throw her arms around Frankie’s neck and say she was proud to know him. But her instructions from Gordon were explicit. She could sit here only if she was perfectly quiet and still.
 
   “You do have a master, Frankie,” Gordon said. “You are your own master. Say that for me, please.”
 
   “I am my own master.”
 
   “You are in charge of your actions.”
 
   “I am in charge of my actions.”
 
   “You are in charge of your thoughts.”
 
   “I am in charge of my thoughts.”
 
   “Choose a thought, Frankie. Right now, think of something.”
 
   A pause.
 
   “What are you thinking, Frankie?”
 
   “I look out for Nicky and she looks out for me,” Frankie said.
 
   Gordon looked Nicky’s way and raised his eyebrows.
 
   “Nicky’s here right now, Frankie. She is sitting next to you.”
 
   “I know. We look out for each other. It’s how we stayed alive on the streets. You need someone looking out for you. And you must return the favor.”
 
   Gordon allowed those words to hang in the room for a few seconds. Then he said, “If it’s okay with you, Frankie, I’m going to ask Nicky to leave us for a bit. These first thoughts on your own are important ones. I fear Nicky’s presence is creeping into your mind and affecting you. Will it be okay if she leaves?”
 
   “Where will she go?” Frankie asked.
 
   “I’ll be right outside,” said Nicky.
 
   “Frankie, it’s important to me that you make the choice to let her go,” said Gordon. “What do you say? Can she leave?”
 
   “Yes,” said Frankie.
 
   Gordon turned to Nicky. “We’ll be done in thirty minutes or so.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Nicky said.
 
   She left the room, closing the door behind her, and walked down the hall to the back of the house, stopping in the open space near the utility closet, where Ryan was asleep on a cot. She knelt down next to him and put her hand on his forehead. He rolled into her touch, exhaling softly. A grimace came over his face.
 
   “Shh…” Nicky said. “It’s me. You’re okay. You’re safe.”
 
   He opened his eyes.
 
   “Nicky?” he murmured.
 
   “Hey there,” she whispered. “You can go back to sleep. I was just…looking at you.”
 
   A smile came over his lips as his eyes fell closed again. Nicky couldn’t help but smile back. His eyes still closed, Ryan said, “Is it time to go?”
 
   “Not yet,” she said. “You go back to sleep.”
 
   She stood up to leave, but Ryan caught her with his voice.
 
   “Nicky, wait.”
 
   “Yes, what is it?”
 
   His eyes were still closed. She wondered if he would remember this encounter in the morning.
 
   “I want to tell you something,” he said.
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “I want to tell you it was...”
 
   The poor guy was probably having a bad dream. She placed her palm on his head and gently petted his hair back.
 
   “It’s okay, Ryan. We can talk in the morning,” she said.
 
   “Everything we went through,” Ryan whispered.
 
   Nicky knelt down again and stretched her arm across Ryan’s chest.
 
   “Go back to sleep,” she said.
 
   “What we went through,” he repeated, his voice weaker. Not only was the poor guy swimming through a concussion, he was on a hefty dose of painkillers as well.
 
   Nicky stayed in place, waiting to see if he would find the strength to finish. What we went through was a phrase that could go in many directions.
 
   Nicky and Ryan had been through a lot.
 
   “The two of us,” he whispered. He was almost completely asleep now. When he spoke again, it was just his lips moving, with no voice at all. “The front door.”
 
   He was dreaming. Nicky had a good idea what he was dreaming about.
 
   I want for the two of us to walk out the front door, get in my car, and drive. Ryan said those words to her while they danced at the Homecoming Masquerade. He had no idea back then who she was or where things were headed for both of them.
 
   Now he knew the truth.
 
   Their legs and wrists had been cuffed together on the long plane ride across the Atlantic. The two of them in the cargo hold of Renata’s jet, a team of Renata’s slaves watching over them, guns in-hand—the flight from Italy back to DC was cold and uncomfortable. They talked to each other to get through it. Knowing that death awaited them, they spoke honestly, about everything, and by the time they landed, Ryan knew about the Network, about Nicky, Jill, and their mission, about the memories that drew Nicky to Italy, her encounters with Sergio…
 
   It was in telling Ryan about her encounters with Sergio that Nicky realized how much Sergio had complicated things, not just for the mission, but for her. She couldn’t seem to get him out of her mind. She had a chance to kill him, but she couldn’t do it.
 
   She felt strangely confident that she would see him again.
 
   The plane ride was a chance for Nicky to learn about what happened to Ryan during their captivity in Italy. Falkon had programmed him to sleep for months.
 
   “My dreams were incredible,” Ryan had said to her. “When you sleep for that long, your dreams become your reality. I dreamed about us. Whole lifetimes we spent together. We got married on a high bluff overlooking the ocean. Jill was your maid of honor. Art Tremblay was my best man.”
 
   “Art Tremblay?” Nicky said.
 
   “Beats the hell out of me where that came from,” said Ryan. “After the wedding, well, the dreams only got better. I remember dreaming about delicious dinners and amazing nights at the theater and riding horses on the countryside. We had three children in one dream, no children in another, five children and sixteen grandchildren in another…we lived in small houses, large houses, apartments in the city, cottages by the lake. We never fought. We lived day after day in perfect, wonderful bliss.”
 
   “It sounds amazing,” Nicky had said to him. “I’m sorry we won’t get to live it.”
 
   And in that moment, she was sorry. In that moment, she would have been happy to spend a lifetime in some quiet, suburban marriage with Ryan Jenson. Riding on the plane, she thought she and Ryan were going to die. She would have gladly gone off into a sunset of tract housing, flower gardens, and PTA meetings if it meant keeping Ryan alive.
 
   “We can live it right now,” Ryan told her. “We have our final hours together on this plane, before we land and Renata does whatever it is she intends to do to us. See, here’s what’s funny about my dreams. Some of them went on for years and years. Some of them lasted only a few minutes. It didn’t matter. So long as we were together, my life was complete. It’s something I learned in those dreams. It doesn’t matter if you live a thousand years or ten days. What matters is what you are doing with the time you have. Right now is all we have, Nicky. It’s all anyone ever has.”
 
   Right now was all the time they thought they would get.
 
   They couldn’t hold each other on that plane. They couldn’t kiss. They were prisoners, chained in place and unable to move. After they landed, Renata tied them together, back to back, in a dark room of her mansion, intending to reveal them to the senior class when the Ransom was over, and then, having shown that the prisoners were kept alive and well, as the Ransom rules required, dispose of them.
 
   But Jill solved the Ransom in time. Frankie killed Renata. Nicky and Ryan got out alive.
 
   It was more than they could have ever hoped for.
 
   Now it appeared that Nicky and Ryan were indeed headed off for their own happily ever after. Helena had called Network Headquarters and said the mission was too risky to continue and they were headed out in the morning. A clean getaway, with Ryan, who had no qualms about disappearing in the night, now a part of the group. What was to stop the two of them from living out Ryan’s dreams about flowery weddings, long walks on the beach, children, grandchildren?
 
   Why did Nicky feel like she didn’t want any of that at all?
 
   Ryan’s offer of escape was so appealing to her at the Homecoming Masquerade—in the moment when he offered it, Nicky seriously considered abandoning the mission to run away with him. But now that she had the chance, now that he knew the full truth about her, now that he understood what the Network was and he wanted to be a part of it, now that there was no logical reason not to hole up with this amazing guy who was crazy about her and wanted to spend the rest of his life with her, she didn’t want to.
 
   The quiet suburban life sounded horrible to her now.
 
   Ryan opened his eyes and tried to say something.
 
   “It was--”
 
   He got stuck on those two words and tried again.
 
   “It was--”
 
   “Shh…” Nicky said, putting her hand on his forehead. “Go to sleep.”
 
   She felt his body relax under her touch. He was there already. He was so in love that even in this semi-conscious state he had no trouble summoning a look of pure happiness when Nicky touched him.
 
   “I wish I was there with you, Ryan,” she whispered. “But I’m not. I was once. I really was. But I’m not anymore.”
 
   Ryan was completely out now. His breathing was slow and deep. He wouldn’t remember any of this interaction tomorrow.
 
   “Something has changed in me,” Nicky whispered. “More than something.”
 
   A lot of somethings.
 
   Weeks locked alone in a dark prison cell. Seeing her mother, or rather, the monster Falkon had made of her mother.
 
   Sharing memories with that monster, seeing the woman still inside, Celeste Amanda Allen, mother of two who sacrificed everything to protect her children. Was the encounter with her mother the reason she couldn’t summon the same feelings for Ryan she had when all of this started?
 
   Maybe. Her mother had given her a purpose. Finish what I started, Nicky. Celeste Amanda Allen had looked pure evil in the eye and stood her ground. She gave Nicky the tools needed to destroy Falkon’s lab and erase all the data he had collected in decades of research. She ended her human life and became something else so she could finish the job she started. How could Nicky bear witness to such heroic sacrifice and not be changed?
 
   How could she just walk away from this mission when it wasn’t finished?
 
   Yes, Frankie was safe. Yes, Network agents had killed Bernadette and Renata, and Network activity had led to the death of Melissa Mayhew as well.
 
   Yes, Jill had hacked into the database of Tremblay Property Management and stolen a terabyte of secret files about the vampires, their assets, and their mansions. Yes, through Jill and Nicky’s activities, they had all but assured that Kim Renwick wasn’t going to win Coronation.
 
   By any measure, the mission was an enormous success. Any measure but one.
 
   Sergio Alonzo was still alive.
 
   I could have killed him, but I didn’t. I had the perfect opportunity to finish him and I couldn’t do it.
 
   If Nicky left now, she knew she was taking a memory with her that would haunt her for the rest of her life. Sergio Alonzo, badly wounded from a fight with Falkon Dillinger, on his back, barely breathing. Nicky standing over him, a broken steel pipe in her hands.
 
   Why couldn’t I do it? The whole reason I’m here. The reason Gia, Kendall, Patrick, and Dante gave their lives. The reason the Network spent millions to bring me here.
 
   We did it all to kill Sergio Alonzo. We failed.
 
   I failed.
 
   Now they had to go. The decision was made. Renata’s mansion was in ruins and the clan would be on high alert. Samantha had a ninety million dollar lead in the Coronation contest.
 
   And Sergio knew that Nicky wanted to kill him.
 
   This mission was over.
 
   Ryan’s body twitched, then he opened his eyes and spoke a complete sentence.
 
   “It was worth it.”
 
   “Shhh…go to sleep,” Nicky said.
 
    “Nicky, this is what I want you to know.” Ryan was practically in a trance. His eyes were wide open, but he wasn’t really awake.
 
   Nicky put her hand on his shoulder. “What are you trying to say to me? See if you can get it out so you can sleep.”
 
   “Everything we went through in Italy and Renata’s mansion,” Ryan said. “I’d do it again to get to where we are now. It was worth it.”
 
   Nicky looked at him for a few seconds, then Ryan fell back on his pillow and closed his eyes. Nicky watched him sleep for a time, then she whispered, “I think so too.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Her mother. The mission. The Network. Falkon. Frankie. Ryan. Sergio. The night sagged under the weight of it all, and Nicky found herself seated alone in the dining room, surprised that it was only 3:30. Had she taken a guess before looking at the clock, she might have said a few minutes before five, or even six. To her it felt like the sun should be coming up any minute, that the world had been covered in darkness for long enough.
 
   3:31 now. A single minute closer to decision time. Only about two hundred more before the sunlight released them to go wherever it was they were supposed to be.
 
   For Frankie, it would be the Network training grounds in Richmond. A former slave who had the strength to resist his own programming, who had the decisiveness and speed it took to behead Renata Sullivan, who had no family left in the world, other than Nicky—Frankie was perfect Network material. According to Phillip, Headquarters already had someone on the road to come get him. An experienced assassin named Eve Kendrick was scheduled to arrive at the safe house before dawn, and if Frankie had even the slightest interest in continuing what he started at Renata’s mansion, she would take him away to learn more about the fine art of vampire hunting.
 
   For Phillip and Helena, it was almost certainly a return trip to whatever Rocky Mountain forest hid them between missions. Colorado, Utah, Idaho, Montana—these were the spaces where people like Phillip and Helena resided when they weren’t in action. A house on a lake somewhere, or a cabin in the woods. The region was full of Network operatives, laying low until it was time for them to rejoin the action.
 
   But even a remote parcel of mountain wilderness wouldn’t be enough for Nicky, Jill, and Ryan. Their faces were so well known to the clan, so heavily photographed—there would be no place in America that was safe for them. Tomorrow morning they would travel to another safe house, then another, bouncing along one of the Network’s escape routes and ending up in Mexico or Canada. From there, they’d take a plane and land someplace far away.
 
   Maybe they could meet up with Annika and Shannon in Brazil. Maybe they’d go to Europe, landing in a crowded city where they could disappear until it was time for another job.
 
   3:35. On the one hand, the night felt like it was stretching into eternity. On the other, it couldn’t last long enough. The darkness held them here, and here was where Nicky wanted to be.
 
   She wasn’t finished. The work wasn’t finished.
 
   At 3:36 Gordon emerged from the spare bedroom.
 
   “How did it go in there?” Nicky asked him.
 
   “Really, really well,” Gordon said. “Frankie is resting in the bedroom at the moment. He and I had a good talk. I’ve never seen a subject come out so quickly. Usually progress on the first day is slight, but with Frankie, we’re pretty much done. He is a special case.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “When we consider what he did to his own master,” Gordon said, “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
 
   “Frankie is unique,” Nicky said quietly. “He always has been.”
 
   Gordon gestured at a couch in the living room. “Let’s sit down together for a moment.”
 
   On a grungy couch in the small living room of a dilapidated house in a crumbling neighborhood, Gordon summarized the past ten years of Frankie’s life for Nicky. Total subservience was a phrase Gordon used more than once. A very specific routine for each slave, day in and day out.
 
   Nicky was tired, both physically and emotionally, and she made no effort to control the anger that built in her as she listened to Gordon describe Frankie’s life since that night he and Nicky were stolen from her father’s RV and taken to the Farm.
 
   “Every action he took was based on the programming,” Gordon said. “Every word he said was in conformance with the brainwashing routine he received at the Farm. All that he was, his entire being, was quashed and pushed to the deepest recesses of his mind to make room for the new, subservient Frankie the vampires wanted him to be.”
 
   None of this was a surprise to Nicky. She knew full well how it worked. She even sat through a programming session herself once, and remembered the barrage of endless commands Melissa Mayhew tried to plant in her mind. Had any of those commands took, she would have been an entirely different person.
 
   She had intimate knowledge of what it meant to be a vampire’s slave, so why was it so disturbing to hear Gordon describe what it meant for Frankie? Why did it make her feel so angry? So guilty?
 
   The thought of running off to be with Ryan somewhere, the two of them relaxing and enjoying life, when Frankie had spent the past ten years like this, when she had been able to walk away from the Farm and Frankie couldn’t—it was unconscionable.
 
   She owed him so much more.
 
   “You’re saying it’s going to be a long time before Frankie is going to be anything close to human,” Nicky said.
 
   “Normally, that would be the case,” said Gordon. “I was very skeptical when I heard the Network had visions of transforming Frankie into some kind of assassin. In my experience, a slave who has been programmed in childhood isn’t prepared for independent living of any sort for years.”
 
   “But Frankie is different. That’s what you’re telling me.”
 
   “Yes! He is so very different, Nicky! Working with him tonight was one of the most gratifying experiences of my life. He made tremendous progress in such a short amount of time!”
 
   “So how is he, really? Is he ready to go away with Eve and start training?”
 
   “I think so. In fact, I think it would be good for him. The thing that made this all possible, the way he defeated his own programming—from what I can tell, Frankie held on tightly to his true self for all these years.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean the real Frankie, the one the vampires tried to erase when he was only seven years old, was right there beneath the surface the entire time. He was struggling to break free, and when he heard Jill say your name the other night, he finally did it! I didn’t have much work to do to set him free. He was already fully in control.”
 
   Nicky leaned back into the couch. What Gordon was telling her should have made her happy. Frankie was going to be okay. He had a real chance at a human life. After all, he was only eighteen years old.
 
   But the thought of him trapped beneath the surface, a ten-year jail sentence inside his own body—it made her furious. How many more Frankies were out there? How many innocents were being held captive inside their minds, waiting out their days until some vampire decided to eat them?
 
   “Can I see him now?”
 
   “He’s asleep, Nicky, the most important sleep of his life. For the first time since he was seven years old, his brain is free to create new connections of his own choosing. That work happens best while we sleep, the deeper the better. I helped Frankie achieve a state of total relaxation. We need to allow him to sleep until Eve comes to take him away. You should get some sleep too.”
 
   “I can’t risk missing him when he leaves.”
 
   “It would be best for him if you did, Nicky.”
 
   “What the hell does that mean? I’m not letting Frankie go without saying goodbye.”
 
   “You loomed large in his mind,” Gordon said. “More than once, when I asked him for the first thought that came to his mind, he said, ‘I look out for Nicky and she looks out for me.’”
 
   “It’s a promise we made to each other when we were little,” Nicky said.
 
   “In his damaged mind, that childhood promise took on an enormous stature. In order for him to achieve any sort of self-determination, we had to treat that promise as another piece of programming. I spent the last hour of our session helping him put that promise in its place.”
 
   “You don’t want me to see him at all before he leaves,” Nicky said. “You’re afraid I might break him.”
 
   “I wouldn’t use those exact words, but yes, he is in a delicate state at the moment and your presence has the potential to undermine some of the progress we made.”
 
   “Will I ever get to--”
 
   “Yes, Nicky. Frankie just needs a few months of practice at being his own person. Then you and he may resume your friendship.”
 
   Yet another reason for the night to stretch on forever. Already wishing she didn’t have to go, now Nicky had to face the prospect of leaving Frankie without even saying goodbye.
 
   “For as long as I can remember, it’s been about my dad and Frankie,” Nicky said. “Before…all this, I went across the country, Gia was with me, we were looking for them. I couldn’t bring myself to stop looking for them.”
 
   “It’s time to rest, Nicky. Your work is complete.”
 
   “No, I don’t think it is,” she said quietly.
 
   Gordon patted her on the knee. “You’re a hero, Nicky Bloom,” he said. Standing up from the couch, he stretched out his arms and yawned. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been up this late. I feel like I’m a little old to be playing this game with the rest of you.”
 
   “Thank you for all you’ve done, Gordon.”
 
   “Believe me. It’s my pleasure. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a long drive tomorrow, and just a few hours before Eve gets here to take Frankie away.”
 
   “Yes, of course. I’ll speak with you later, Gordon.”
 
   “Good night, Nicky.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nicky fell asleep an hour later and dreamed about her mother.
 
   She wanted the dream to be about the human version of her mother, but it wasn’t. In the dream, her mother was gray-faced and misshapen, with long, yellow claws, and a mouth full of crooked fangs.
 
   An animal. Her mother had given up her human form and become an animal. She did it to save her children.
 
   “It wasn’t just us you saved Mom,” Nicky said. “Falkon was close to doing something terrible, but thanks to you, we stopped him.”
 
   They were in Falkon’s lab. It was empty. All the other feral vampires had escaped into the woods.
 
   “We could have done it all,” Nicky said. “We erased Falkon’s data, we sent him running into the woods, we destroyed his lab, we killed Renata, we emptied her mansion and burned it down. The only thing we didn’t do is kill Sergio.”
 
   Nicky walked over to the space in the lab where Sergio had been sprawled out on his back. His blood was still on the floor, smeared into the shape of his body.
 
   “I was right here, Mom. I had a weapon in my hands. He was weak. I guess I was too. Why couldn’t I do it?”
 
   When her mother spoke, it wasn’t with sounds, but in thoughts that rang in Nicky’s mind.
 
   “I couldn’t kill Falkon either,” her mother said. “I was weak, just like you.”
 
   “No, this is different,” Nicky said. “I had a chance to do it. My weakness was in my mind.”
 
   “Weakness is weakness,” her mother said, “and as humans, we weren’t strong enough to fight these vampires.”
 
   Behind Nicky’s mother was a bank of computers. Nicky pointed at them.
 
   “That’s where we did it, Mom,” she said. “I finished what you started.”
 
   One of the computer screens came to life. The screen went from black to bright white. Brighter still. Blinding now. The computer was glowing with blinding white light.
 
   She woke up. She was in the safe house. The light wasn’t coming from a computer screen, but from the window of the bedroom where she slept. Headlights were shining in the window. There was a car outside.
 
   Nicky crawled out of bed and went to the window. Was Frankie’s ride here?
 
   Staying to one side of the window, Nicky pulled back the blinds and looked outside. If she wasn’t allowed to say goodbye to Frankie, she’d at least watch him go.
 
   The headlights turned off and someone came out of the car. It took a second for Nicky’s eyes to adjust, but once they did, she saw that this wasn’t Eve Kendrick here to take Frankie away.
 
   It was Jill.
 
   Nicky ran to the living room and greeted Jill at the front door.
 
   “Nicky, hi, how are--”
 
   Nicky threw her arms around Jill and squeezed her tight. “I’m so glad to see you,” she said.
 
   “Me too,” said Jill, hugging her back. “Is everything okay? I thought you’d be asleep.”
 
   Nicky stepped back and allowed Jill to come inside.
 
   “I haven’t really wanted to sleep tonight,” Nicky said.
 
   “I can understand that,” Jill said. Something about Jill’s voice, the cool confidence in the way she spoke—in that moment, Nicky sensed just how much things had changed while she was in Italy. When the mission began, Nicky was the confident one, the experienced agent who could lead this mission, and Jill was just an eager kid from Potomac who wanted to fight the vampires as a way to rebel against her parents.
 
   What a difference a few months had made. Looking in Jill’s eyes, Nicky felt like this was a completely different person than the one she left behind. This Jill solved impossible Ransom clues, hacked into a vampire’s phone, and gave the order to a crowd of volunteers to burn Renata’s mansion to the ground.
 
   “How is everyone?” Jill asked.
 
   “They’re fine. Asleep. Everyone’s…what are you doing right now?”
 
   Jill smiled. “I was hoping to take a shower and go to bed. Why?”
 
   “I need you to take me somewhere.”
 
   “Oh, okay. Right now?”
 
   “It’s just, we’re leaving tomorrow and I’m having a hard time believing the job is actually done.”
 
   “Believe me, Nicky. It’s done. It may not have gone exactly as planned, but I think anyone would tell you this has been one of the most successful missions in the history of the Network.”
 
   “That’s what Helena said. Phillip too. And I’m sure it’s all true. But I don’t feel like it’s done, and I think maybe it’s because I’ve been away and have only heard about all the things that happened. I want to see it.”
 
   “See what?”
 
   “Renata’s mansion. I left with Frankie before you took the place apart.”
 
   “Nicky, there’s no mansion left to see.”
 
   “I know. That’s why I want to go. I thought—it’s hard to explain. I thought Ryan and I were going to die there. And Frankie. That’s where he was being held.  I don’t know how this all started for you, but for me, everything began with Frankie. Gia and I went all over the country to spy on the clan and look for Frankie, and…God, Jill, it just doesn’t feel like it’s over. I’m hoping that if I see what you did to Renata’s mansion, I can let it go.”
 
   “I don’t know if it’s a good idea. We left the mansion more than twelve hours ago. There’s bound to be people there--”
 
   “I know all the places to spy on the mansion without being seen. I’ve done it dozens of times. I’ve staked out the place from every side. Please take me there.”
 
   “If I say no, you’re just going to get in the car and go by yourself, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’d rather I was with you. I want you to tell me what you did while I look at it. I want you to convince me this is really over and it’s okay to leave.”
 
   “You really need this, don’t you?”
 
   Nicky nodded.
 
   “Okay. We’ll circle behind and take a look from Trinity Hills. But we’ll be quick about it. And if it seems like anyone’s following us all bets are off.”
 
   “I know, Jill. Thank you.”
 
   They left the safe house through the back door, got in Jill’s car, and drove away. As they left the neighborhood, Nicky asked, “Where have you been tonight?”
 
   Jill breathed deeply and took her time answering the question.
 
   “Let’s just say I totally get where you’re coming from, Nicky. Like you, I had something I needed to do before I felt like I could leave.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Sergio landed in DC shortly after dusk on a frigid December night. He had a limo drive him from the airport to Renata’s mansion.
 
   Or rather, what was left of it.
 
   It was a strange, almost surreal vision to behold, and Sergio’s first response was to wonder if he had come to the wrong place. Surely this pile of smoldering rubble wasn’t Renata’s house, was it?
 
   He stepped into the mess, kicking aside beams of charred wood and tangles of electrical wire. Not a single room of the main home was left standing. Even the natural break points in the house, like the western wing, which had three walls made of brick, were charred and crushed.
 
   This fire was no accident. There were entirely too many safeguards in Renata’s home for an electrical mishap or bit of unattended cooking to bring the whole place down. Fire extinguishers built into the wall, a sprinkler system that hung over the ballroom, a team of slaves who were trained to sacrifice their own lives before letting something like this happen to their master’s house.
 
   No, something quite deliberate happened here. The broken pipes in what had once been the kitchen should have been spraying water everywhere, but there wasn’t even a dribble, like someone had shut off the main water valve to the home, ensuring the sprinkler system couldn’t activate. The steel fire doors should have closed automatically to seal off the house, but they lay on their backs with the rest of the debris, like someone pulled them out before the house burned. As he neared the utility room, Sergio found a fire hose on the ground, still curled up in its box. He found fire extinguishers in the remains of the kitchen, the pins still in their handles.
 
   He smelled gasoline.
 
   Someone had set this house ablaze and watched it burn. As he kicked around in the rubble, thinking about who could have done this, Sergio became certain that there was one, and only one culprit for this mess.
 
   Renata had decided to flee. To make certain there was no evidence left behind of her crimes against the clan, she disposed of her slaves and burned down her house.
 
   Yes, the more he thought about it, the more it made sense. It was just like Renata to do this. A dramatic exit, thumbing her nose at the clan as she left.
 
   She disappeared in a puff of smoke, he thought, remembering the shrill little redhead Renata had been as a human. President of the drama club, captain of the debate team, a young spitfire determined to make her mark on Washington—from the very beginning, Renata Sullivan was headed for a fiery end.
 
   Now she’s fled into the night, destroying anything and everything that might help us find her.
 
   He pulled a phone from his jacket pocket and called Daciana.
 
   “What did you find?” Daciana asked.
 
   “She’s gone,” said Sergio. “Renata has fled.”
 
   “Interesting. I suppose I should expect her to arrive at Falkon’s mansion soon. I will be sure to give her a proper greeting when I see her.”
 
   “It may be more complicated than we originally thought,” Sergio said. “Before she left, Renata took steps to make sure no evidence of her misdeeds could be recovered.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “She burned down her mansion. I am standing in front of it now. There is nothing left.”
 
   Silence on the other end. Sergio could sense Daciana seething.
 
   “The betrayal,” she whispered, finally. “I gave her that house! Her betrayal was so complete!”
 
   Sergio pushed aside another beam, kicking up a cloud of dust. It looked to him like there had been no response from the fire department. This house had burned down to ash, and nothing was even remotely wet. There were no sirens or flashing lights anywhere. No people within miles of the scene. Renata’s mansion was removed from town, sitting alone among acres of forest, but it was close enough to Potomac that people would have seen the smoke.
 
   The humans just let it burn.
 
   Sergio rubbed his fingers together, spreading black ash between them. Such is the life of an immortal, he thought. We humor ourselves, thinking we are part of society, but we are not. The humans do what we tell them to do. No one was ordered to put out the fire at an immortal’s mansion, so no one did.
 
   “We will learn the truth in time,” Daciana continued. “Oh, I do hope I will see her soon!”
 
   “What if she doesn’t come?” Sergio said. “Something drove her to flee. What if she knows you’re alive? How long will you wait? The others in the clan are certain to have questions.”
 
   “We will tell the others I am alive,” Daciana said.
 
   “Are you sure? For all we know, Renata might still have ears in the clan.”
 
   “Then let them listen! Let them know that I am coming for Renata and anyone else who was a part of this. Let them know they have my attention and I will show no mercy!”
 
   “You wish for me to speak with the others? You want me to tell them you are okay?”
 
   “I know you don’t have relationships with many of our brothers and sisters in the clan, Sergio, but yes, I will need you to be my voice until I return.”
 
   “What should I say? To whom should I say it?”
 
   “Start with Laura Heidegger.”
 
   “Oh, okay.”
 
   The name caught him off-guard. Laura Heidegger was the newest member of the clan, having just won Coronation the year before.
 
   “Other than you, I’m not certain who I can trust right now,” said Daciana, “but I know that Laura is innocent. Renata’s betrayal began long before Laura was even in the clan. Start with her. Tell her everything, and ask her to help you spread the word that I am alive and well, and will be coming back soon. Tell her…tell her I want to have a party at my house.”
 
   “A party?”
 
   “I’ve been away for a long time. It would be appropriate for me to make some sort of grand return, don’t you think?”
 
   “Yes, I suppose that’s how these things are done.”
 
   “I want to see everyone at once,” Daciana said. “I want to look all our brothers and sisters in the eye and judge their loyalty to me.”
 
   Sergio heard something in the surrounding woods. Footsteps.
 
   “I must say goodbye. I fear I am no longer alone.”
 
   He ended the call with Daciana, then stood in place for a second, listening. He heard breathing, and a heartbeat.
 
   “Show yourself,” he said quietly.
 
   Light footsteps sounded in the surrounding woods, far too quick to be a human.
 
   “Sergio, it’s me,” came a male voice. He had heard this voice before—another member of the clan—someone Sergio had spoken with not that long ago. The vampire, whoever he was, leapt over a pile of fallen timber and landed ten feet from Sergio, stirring up a pile of soot with his landing.
 
   Now, seeing his face, Sergio remembered. This vampire, who was slight of stature and looked fearful at the moment, was named Mark. He was bonded to Bernadette Paiz.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Sergio said.
 
   Mark had a crazed look in his eyes. Sergio knew that look well. He had seen it on Daciana six times over the centuries. It was the look of a vampire whose bond had broken.
 
   “I…I came to see…Renata and I have unfinished…where is…what is all this?”
 
   Sergio sighed and shook his head. Mark’s arrival was a new wrinkle in an already complicated situation.
 
   “Renata has betrayed the clan,” Sergio said. “It would appear she has fled.”
 
   Mark stood in place, staring into the distance. He was making Sergio nervous.
 
   “Yes, that’s right…betrayed the clan,” Mark said. “That’s why I’m here. Renata is a traitor.”
 
   “You knew of Renata’s betrayal?” Sergio asked.
 
   Mark turned to him with a look of panic in his eyes.
 
   “It wasn’t us, Sergio! We were innocent. She was trying to help.”
 
   “Who? What are you talking about?”
 
   “Bernadette,” Mark moaned. “Oh my God, Bernadette! My sweet, sweet Bernadette!” He fell to his knees, kicking up a cloud of ash. “She was only trying to help, Sergio. All this time, Bernadette swore that Renata was up to no good. And she was right!”
 
   “What are you saying to me? What’s happened to Bernadette?”
 
   “They killed her, Sergio,” Mark whimpered. His voice was shaking. He was going to cry. “I came here tonight for answers. But we’re too late, aren’t we? Renata’s gotten away, hasn’t she?”
 
   “Slow down,” Sergio said. “Who killed Bernadette?”
 
   “Renata!” Mark shrieked. “It has to be Renata! The humans couldn’t have done it on their own, could they?”
 
   “What humans?” Sergio asked.
 
   Ignoring him, Mark swept a nearby beam aside with his arm, causing a cascade of falling debris all around.
 
   “I will kill them!” he shrieked. “I will find them and kill them all!”
 
   “Who? Who are you talking about?”
 
   “It’s all coming apart!” Mark yelled. “Our enemies sense weakness in the clan. They are all attacking at once, and Renata was a part of it! She betrayed the clan! She was working with the Network!”
 
   “The Network? You mean the humans?”
 
   “Yes, the Network!” Mark shouted. “They infiltrated Thorndike. A massive conspiracy. The Network came to Thorndike to kill you, Sergio. Bernadette got one of them to talk. We were going to tell you about it, I swear. I told Bernadette you were the only one we knew we could trust. But Bernadette wanted to learn the whole story first. We never figured all of it out! Renata, the humans--”
 
   “The humans are trying to kill me?” Sergio said, suppressing a smile. The notion that a group of humans thought they could kill him was laughable.
 
   “It began the night of the Date Auction,” Mark said. “Bernadette got a phone call from Melissa, who was at a mansion in Bethesda. You know this new girl at Thorndike? Nicky Bloom?”
 
   Sergio felt his whole body go on alert at the mention of Nicky’s name.
 
   “Yes. I know who she is,” he said.
 
   “Well, that night, Melissa was at Nicky Bloom’s house.”
 
   Sergio stepped closer to Mark. “Go on,” he said.
 
   “I don’t know what happened at the Bloom house,” Mark said. “All I know is that Melissa called Bernadette and said there was a conspiracy afoot and the Bloom family was guilty.”
 
   “Interesting,” said Sergio. “You know, I haven’t seen Melissa in weeks.”
 
   “That’s because Renata killed her!” Mark shouted. “When Bernadette arrived at the Bloom house that night, she found Melissa’s body in a van and Renata’s slaves were cleaning out the place!”
 
   “You said this was the night of the Date Auction?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And then Nicky was kidnapped,” said Sergio, his mind racing with possibilities.
 
   “Yes, Renata chose the Bloom girl for the Rose Ransom,” said Mark. “It can’t be a coincidence!”
 
   “No, it most certainly can’t.”
 
   “That’s why Bernadette started investigating,” said Mark. “She interrogated Nicky’s friends. One of them—here, this one!”
 
   Mark reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of glossy paper. He flattened it out in his hands. It looked like a page torn out of a picturebook.
 
   “It’s this girl,” he said, pointing to a picture on the bottom of the page. “Jill Wentworth.”
 
   Sergio grabbed the paper. They were looking at a page from the Thorndike school yearbook. A grid of student pictures, with a table of names on the side. Mark had circled Jill Wentworth’s picture in black marker.
 
   “Bernadette went to Jill Wentworth’s house and made her talk,” he said. “And boy did she ever have a lot to say! Sergio, you won’t believe—we were going to tell you—I knew we should have told you right away! I knew this was bigger than Bernadette could do on her own!”
 
   “I am here now,” Sergio said. “Start at the beginning and tell me everything.”
 
   For twenty minutes, Sergio listened while Mark spoke of a conspiracy by the Network to infiltrate Thorndike and win the Coronation contest. It was an amazing story, and with every word, Sergio found himself growing more and more fascinated with Nicky Bloom.
 
   “She lives in a giant vampire trap,” Mark said. “The humans put Nicky here to lure you into her house so they could kill you. This Jill Wentworth—she is skilled at computers. Bernadette commanded her to hack into Renata’s phone so we could learn the truth. For months we thought that’s what Jill was trying to do. But on the night she claimed to have finally broken through, Bernadette…”
 
   Mark trailed off, squeezing tears back in his eyes.
 
   “They killed her,” Sergio said, a feeling of disappointment coming over him. He had always liked Bernadette. She had spunk. She was one of his favorites.
 
   “Bernadette went to the Wentworth house and never came back!” Mark cried. “I knew it the moment she died! The feeling was instant, like I had been ripped in half.”
 
   Mark turned away, about to lose control again. Sergio found himself taking pity on the poor fellow. To feel so connected to another and then have that taken away—never before had Sergio understood the significance of it all. To be bonded to another, to share your life with another, and have it end…
 
   Somehow, tonight, he felt like he was finally starting to get it.
 
   “It’s quite a story, Mark.”
 
   “Renata has to be involved,” Mark said. “I mean, they killed Bernadette! Humans couldn’t have done that without a vampire’s help, right?”
 
   Sergio nodded his head, thinking. At first, the notion of a group of high school kids trying to take out a member of the clan sounded ridiculous. But now that he knew Nicky Bloom was involved, he wondered.
 
   He thought about how impressive she was. He thought about her mind, how he couldn’t control it.
 
   How he didn’t even want to try.
 
   “You say the Wentworth girl, Jill, that’s her name right?” Sergio said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She was the one who was spying on Renata?”
 
   Sergio looked again at the yearbook picture. Jill Wentworth. He would have to get to know this girl.
 
   “That’s what Bernadette had her doing,” Mark said. “Bernadette said Jill was brilliant with computers, that she had already hacked into many of the clan’s most secure computer systems, including the Thorndike Admissions database. That’s how Nicky got the open space in the senior class.”
 
   “And then Jill claimed she hacked into Renata’s phone,” Sergio said.
 
   “That’s correct. That’s why Bernadette went to see her. That’s how they lured my love into their trap and killed her.”
 
   “But you think Renata was involved in Bernadette’s death?”
 
   “She has to be! There must be some double-cross. A group of humans couldn’t kill Bernadette. It just isn’t possible!”
 
   Sergio thought about when he found Nicky. She was a prisoner. So was her friend, the Jenson boy. He thought about his conversation with Falkon before they fought. There was no way Nicky was aligned with Falkon. No way she was aligned with Renata either.
 
   Then he saw himself lying on his back in Falkon’s lab, looking up at Nicky Bloom, who could have killed him then and there if she truly wanted to.
 
   “We should not underestimate these people,” Sergio said. “Come on. We will examine the remains of Renata’s house. Perhaps we will find some answers in this mess.”
 
   Sergio grabbed a charred beam of wood and threw it aside. Then another, and another. Mark began to help. Together, they began clearing a path through the rubble.
 
   Soft, blackened wood, gnarled, half-melted copper wire loosely wound on bended rebar, charred cement, fallen brick, broken glass, silverware, pots and pans, burned appliances, skeletal remains of furniture, a brick wall standing solid, a dozen chimneys of all shapes and sizes, some made of stone, others of iron. For hours they dug through it all. Sergio was close to giving up when they found her.
 
   A severed head, buried in the rubble, its body a few yards away. Both head and body were cooked down to the bone. Sergio held up the skull and examined it in the moonlight.
 
   “No,” Mark whispered. “It can’t be.”
 
   “Fangs out,” Sergio said, touching his fingertip to one of the canines that was extended and exposed. “I’m sure that’s how she would have wanted to die.”
 
   A length of spinal cord hung from the skull. Sergio ran his fingers along the bottom.
 
   “Cut smooth,” he said. “Renata was not killed by someone in the clan. A vampire would have made the kill with hands and teeth. This head was chopped off with a tool.”
 
   “A tool?”
 
   “It had to be a sizable blade,” Sergio said, feeling the sharp line on the end of the broken spinal column.
 
   They found the knife a few minutes later. It was buried in a tangle of melted wire. Certainly big enough to do the job, but not so large that one would expect it to have made such a clean cut.
 
   “My friend, these humans are the real deal,” Sergio said. “Whoever killed Renata Sullivan was freakishly strong.”
 
   Mark leaned back against a pile of brick.
 
   “What does this mean?” he said. “What are we going to do?”
 
   The Network. Until now, Sergio had never given the group of rebellious humans any mind. Delusional martyrs not worthy of anyone’s time—that’s what the Network was to the clan.
 
   Now he had a whole new respect for them. Melissa was dead. Bernadette was dead. Renata was dead and her mansion was in ruins.
 
   Nicky Bloom had infiltrated Thorndike and aimed to lure Sergio into a giant vampire trap.
 
   “I need to ask you something,” Sergio said.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “It’s about Bernadette. About you and Bernadette.”
 
   “Sergio, I can prove we are innocent. We always had the clan’s best interests in mind.”
 
   “Yes, yes, I believe you,” said Sergio. “My question is about your bond with Bernadette.”
 
   Mark’s face darkened at the reminder of what he had lost.
 
   “How did it begin?” Sergio asked.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I asked you how your bond began. What did you feel when it happened?”
 
   Mark hesitated, then said, “It was the most intense feeling of my life.”
 
   “Did it happen right away, or over time?”
 
   “Sergio, why are you--”
 
   “Just answer the question!”
 
   Mark stepped back. A sheepish look on his face, he said, “I knew Bernadette before you made her immortal. Our parents were friends. We spent a summer together at Lake Tooley. We had a…”
 
   Mark’s face was pale. His eyes were drenched in tears. “Sergio, is it hard for you?” he said. “You know, being unable to bond?”
 
   “When the bond happened,” Sergio pressed. “Between you and Bernadette. How did it come about?”
 
   “I attended a party in Bernadette’s honor after she was made immortal,” Mark said. “We kept in touch after the party. She had me over as a dinner guest many times. It became a ritual for us, and that’s really what it’s all about, isn’t it? The ritual.”
 
   Yes, Sergio thought. The ritual. Just thinking of the word made his blood flow faster. There was something so appealing to the idea of falling in love and formalizing it with a ritual.
 
   “After her mansion was built, Bernadette began holding these parties every Sunday,” Mark continued. “The same group of guests. There were ten of us. We always arrived at nine o’clock and had drinks. Then we played all these parlor games Bernadette was learning from the others in the clan.”
 
   Sergio was on edge. It was as if Mark’s simple story, told with such sadness in his voice, was the most suspenseful, compelling tale Sergio had ever heard.
 
   A bonding ritual. Bernadette invited Mark over every Sunday and turned their gatherings into a ritual. It sounded so delightful, so perfectly wonderful.
 
   “Bernadette kept count of the parties on a calendar,” Mark said. “It happened on the twenty-third party. Twenty-three is a number of significance to her.”
 
   “Bernadette won the twenty-third Coronation contest,” Sergio said.
 
   “Yes,” said Mark. His face was soaked in tears now. His breathing was labored, like he might break into the hyperventilating sobs of a child at any moment. “It happened while we danced,” he moaned. “At every party, Bernadette played music at midnight and we danced.”
 
   “It was part of the ritual,” Sergio said, barely able to contain his excitement.
 
   “And on the twenty-third party, while we danced, it came over us both like a tidal wave.”
 
   Mark broke down in a fit of hysterics. “Oh Sergio, how can I go on without her?”
 
   “So it was sudden when it happened,” Sergio said, ignoring Mark’s pain. “Sudden, but not immediate. Bernadette was an immortal for a long time before you bonded.”
 
   “It took four months to build her mansion,” Mark said. “So yes, she was an immortal for four months and, well, and twenty-three Sundays. That’s how long between when she became immortal and when we bonded.”
 
   “But she knew she wanted you long before then,” Sergio said. “She created the ritual to bring you both into the moment. She knew she wanted to bond with you so she had twenty-three parties because, yes, that’s how Bernadette is. She loved her friends. She was close to her friends and she wanted them to share the moment. But that isn’t a requirement. It’s just how she wanted the moment to come about. The requirement is the ritual.”
 
   “Sergio, I’ll be happy to tell you all about how bonding works another time if you’d like,” Mark said. “I know it must be of interest to you. I can’t imagine what it’s like not being able to…well, right now, you have to understand how hard it is for me to--”
 
   “The moment must be completely magical,” Sergio said. “That’s why you have the ritual. If the moment isn’t exactly right, the venom doesn’t flow. Or worse, it does flow, but not fully, and creates a perverse abomination of a vampire, one who can’t bond, or maybe, one who takes five-hundred years to figure out how.”
 
   “Sergio, please. Enough about this. I want to avenge my love! Tell me what we’re going to do! Give me your blessing to go find Jill Wentworth and kill her!”
 
   “The ritual leads you to the moment, and when you’re in the moment, you know it’s time, without a shadow of a doubt,” Sergio said. “Am I getting it right?”
 
   Mark sat still, confusion on his face.
 
   “Tell me if I’m right!”
 
   “Yes, Sergio, that’s right,” Mark whimpered. “I knew it without a shadow of a doubt. When it came time for the ritual to conclude, for Bernadette to make me immortal, neither of us could stop it from happening.”
 
   Sergio went to Mark and sat next to him. “Tell me about it,” he said.
 
   “It’s hard for me, Sergio.”
 
   “I want you to tell me about it. Tell me about how it felt.”
 
   Mark took a deep breath. “You’re trying to help me through it, aren’t you? You’re making me face my feelings now so I can move on.”
 
   “Tell me how it felt.”
 
   “It was rapturous,” Mark said. “Love so powerful, so pure, that the rest of the world disappears, and it’s only the two of you. The bond took control of everything, and I just rode the wave. I knew with my whole body what I had to do. I was drawn to Bernadette with every cell, and in the moment when it happened, when she bit into my neck, it was pure ecstasy. Our blood needed to connect. Until it did, nothing else mattered. When we connected, I felt a kind of release. A frenzy of joy and elation—no words can describe it, Sergio.”
 
   Sergio thought of the moment when Daciana bit into his neck. She too had constructed a ritual before their attempted bond. She had made him fight every young man in that village. She stood by and watched while he took on all comers, and only when he was the last man standing did she take him into the woods and attempt to bond with him.
 
   The ritual was what made the bond. The stronger the ritual, the stronger the bond.
 
   And it was such a personal thing. To Daciana, it was always a test of manhood. Her lover had to prove himself to her before she would bond with him.
 
   To Bernadette, it was 23 parties with her closest friends, who were all present to witness the special moment.
 
   Yes, he knew all about bonding rituals, but they had never meant anything to him before. For centuries, Sergio turned away when other vampires spoke about bonding.
 
   Even still, after so many years, he had collected more than a few stories about how other immortals had made their bonds.
 
   Like the baroness from Ukraine who washed the feet of her future lovers. She was a vampire who always bonded with boys from the lower classes, and made herself subservient to them before making them immortal.
 
   Or Renata, who tortured her one and only lover before turning him into a vampire. She hung the man by his wrists for a week, bringing him within seconds of death before granting him such a lengthy life.
 
   Or Daciana, who gave her lovers such challenging tests that some of them never got the chance to bond with her. To Daciana, that was part of the excitement. Many years after her failed attempt to bond with Sergio, she speculated to him that the reason their bond didn’t take was because his test wasn’t hard enough. Because he was too strong for the men he faced. It was so easy for you to defeat the others, she told him. I wonder what might have happened between us had you fought with a more worthy opponent.
 
   “Please,” Mark said. “No more talk of the love I lost tonight.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Sergio said. “I’ve roamed the earth for five hundred years without the slightest desire to begin a bonding ritual, but lately, I feel like that might be changing.”
 
   “Sergio, you’re not saying you might be bonding with someone, are you?”
 
   Sergio looked over the acres of wreckage that surrounded them, and saw one structure in the back yard that was still standing. Renata’s cremation furnace, where she burned the bodies of the slaves she killed. That building, designed to withstand heat far greater than a house fire, hadn’t burned at all.
 
   It was probably still functional.
 
   “I really don’t know, Mark. I have no experience in the matter.”
 
   “Believe me, Sergio. You would know. You would already be thinking about the ritual. You wouldn’t be able to do anything else until the ritual was--”
 
   Mark couldn’t finish his sentence before Sergio was on him, his teeth deep in Mark’s neck. Half a second later, Mark’s corpse fell to the ground in two separate pieces. Sergio gathered his remains and carried them to Renata’s furnace.
 
   As he expected, it still worked. Mark’s ashes mingled with those of whatever slave had last been cooked. While the fire still burned, Sergio gathered Renata’s remains and threw them inside as well.
 
   Standing outside the furnace, looking up to the chimney and the secrets disappearing in the smoke, Sergio thought about his own bonding ritual, something special that would bring him close to Nicky Bloom, and seal them together for eternity.
 
   A car turned onto the private drive leading to Renata’s house, interrupting his thoughts. Sergio ran into the woods. Taking cover from the moonlight in the shadow of an oak tree, he waited to see who was coming.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Nicky and Jill drove around the back side of Renata’s property, looking down at the estate from Trinity Hills.
 
   They saw no sirens, no flashing lights, no movement at all.
 
   “We have to go down there,” Nicky said. “I have to get closer.”
 
   Jill drove back to the front of the property and up the hill that led to the private drive. The front gate was still hanging open, just as the Network had left it.
 
   “There’s a loop around the grounds we can drive,” Jill said as she pulled into the property. “One time around and then we’re going home.”
 
   “Fine,” said Nicky.
 
   But it wasn’t fine. Five minutes later, the two of them having driven the entire loop, Nicky wanted more.
 
   “There’s no one here,” she said. “I just need two minutes out there, then I swear I’ll be done.”
 
   Jill looked at Nicky for a second, judging if she was serious.
 
   Deciding she was, Jill put the car in park and turned off the engine.
 
   “Two minutes,” she said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When it happens, there is nothing you can do to stop it.
 
   Standing silently in the forest, Sergio thought about Mark’s description of the bonding process. You will be drawn to each other in a way you cannot understand or control.
 
   Sergio had only been thinking about himself when Mark said those words, about his own attraction to Nicky.
 
   He hadn’t thought at all about how she might be drawn to him.
 
   But here she was, on a cold moonlit night, stepping out of a car onto the grounds of a ruined mansion, unaware that Sergio was fifty yards away from her, hiding in the woods.
 
   She was with the Wentworth girl. It couldn’t be coincidence they were here.
 
   Something has brought you here, Nicky Bloom. Something neither you nor I can understand or control.
 
   He watched as they walked onto the property, both of them unaware that they were moving in his direction.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “This was the front door,” Nicky said, as they walked up the concrete steps and approached the wreckage.
 
   Jill thought about her first visit to this house. She imagined herself stepping inside for the first time, wearing an emerald green dress and bejeweled mask.
 
   A brick portico still stood, hanging over a gaping hole where the wooden doors once were. They walked through, and Jill felt like there were ghosts floating among the ashes. A hundred Thorndike students holding glasses of wine and laughing nervously as they waited for the girls wearing black to show up.
 
   “We cleared out the mansion before we burned it, you know. We had a huge team of volunteers. We took out all the computers, all the documents--”
 
   “I’m not looking for anything like that,” said Nicky. She found a path in the wreckage and started walking through it. “I’m not looking for anything at all.”
 
   From where they stood, Jill could see a charred block of marble that had once been the bar at the rear of the ballroom. She imagined Annika standing at the bar, a crowd of admirers gathered round. She heard Annika’s voice.
 
   Hey Honey, have you seen Nicky?
 
   “I don’t want to leave,” Nicky said.
 
   “I only promised you two minutes, Nicky.”
 
   “No, I don’t mean this place. I mean the mission. I don’t want to leave Washington. I don’t feel like our job here is finished.
 
   Jill sighed. “I understand how you feel. But it’s not like we’re walking away with nothing. Look around you. Look what we’ve done.”
 
   “It’s what we haven’t done that bothers me,” Nicky said. “We started this mission knowing there was a good chance we’d be dead before it was over. How is it any different now? What do we gain by leaving?”
 
   “The odds of success on this operation have shrunk dramatically,” said Jill. “Everyone in Potomac is going to be questioned about what happened at this mansion.”
 
   “I can handle their questions,” Nicky said.
 
   “Yes, but the rest of us can’t,” said Jill. “Has anyone told you what happened to me while you were gone? Do you know what Bernadette did to me?”
 
   “Helena mentioned something about it,” said Nicky. “To me, that’s just more proof we can do this. You had a vampire get inside your mind and you’re still here. You still won!”
 
   “I don’t know what you want me to say, Nicky. I’m just as sad as you are to leave. I grew up here. I’ll be leaving my whole life behind. But by this time tomorrow, the clan is going to be scurrying to figure out what happened. They’re going to notice Renata is gone. They’re going to find her body somewhere in this mess. We’re counting on them finding her and getting paranoid about who killed her. Their paranoia will make them weak.”
 
   “They’ll be quick to figure out it was us if we disappear.”
 
   “Yes, but they won’t know why we were involved, and I guarantee you they won’t believe we were acting alone. They’ll assume some other clan, one of their enemies, had something to do with this. If we’re lucky, we might start a war.”
 
   “If we stayed, we might be able to do all of that, and complete our mission,” Nicky said.
 
   “I don’t see how. Even if we managed to stay under the radar, and that’s a big if at this point, there’s no way you win Coronation now. Nicky, I gave the Ransom money to Samantha.”
 
   “I wish you hadn’t done that.”
 
   “I knew the mission was over and I’ll be damned if Kim Renwick is going to become an immortal!”
 
   “We could have figured it out. We still can.”
 
   “How could you possibly win Coronation now that Samantha’s ninety million dollars ahead of you? How would I explain to everyone at school that I gave the money to Samantha after spending the first semester supporting you? What would you tell people about what happened when you and Ryan were kidnapped? What if a vampire questions Ryan? If we stay, Nicky, then Ryan has to stay too! You want to put him at risk?”
 
   Nicky seemed to drift on mention of Ryan. It was almost as if she hadn’t been thinking about him, like she was so focused on staying that she forgot about the people she would put in danger.
 
   “He could leave,” Nicky said. “He could disappear, just like Annika.”
 
   Jill shook her head. “You’re tired. You’re not thinking clearly. You’ve been through so much. I know it’s hard for you to hear this, but I don’t think you’re ready to continue the mission even if we had a good reason to. Nicky, you were held prisoner in…”
 
   Nicky didn’t seem to be paying attention to her anymore.
 
   “What is it?” Jill said.
 
   Nicky was looking to the forest beyond the house.
 
   “Did you hear something?” Jill asked.
 
   “No,” Nicky said. “I was just…thinking.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Nothing. You’re right.”
 
   Nicky waved her hands in the air. “It’s cold out here and I know I’m not making any sense and you’re totally right. I definitely don’t want to drag Ryan any farther into this. I don’t know why…”
 
   She trailed off, her eyes gazing out to the forest again.
 
   “Nicky?”
 
   “I’m confused,” Nicky said quietly. She was shaking her head. “So confused.”
 
   Jill didn’t know that she had ever seen Nicky this way. Even in the most difficult moments of the mission, Nicky had always been in control. Right now, she wasn’t.
 
   Jill had only heard an abbreviated version of what happened to Nicky and Ryan in Italy. She had been in such a rush to go see Zack that she hadn’t made time to talk to the others.
 
   To be there for Nicky.
 
   She went to Nicky and put her arm over her shoulder.
 
   “Can we leave now?” she said.
 
   “Yes, we can go.”
 
   Jill kept her arm around Nicky as they walked to the car. She opened Nicky’s door for her and helped her get into the passenger seat.
 
   “You need to rest,” Jill said. “You’ve got to be tired after all you’ve been through.”
 
   “Yeah, I suppose so,” said Nicky.
 
   Jill walked around the car and got in on the other side.
 
   “Now you’ve seen what happened to Renata’s mansion,” she said. “Now you can go home, knowing it’s over.”
 
   “Right,” Nicky said. “It’s over.”
 
   As Jill drove off the property, Nicky said the words again, quieter this time, like she was trying to convince herself they were true.
 
   “It’s over.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Sergio followed them to a run-down house with an overgrown jungle of a yard. The whole of it buried in a thick pile of fallen leaves, the house looked more suited for a meth addict than a Thorndike student. A pair of shoes were strung over a nearby power line. Deep cracks in the street and sidewalk were full of brown, frozen weeds.
 
   To an immortal, or anyone in the power elite, this entire neighborhood was as good as invisible. It was a great place for enemies of the clan to hide. As Sergio watched Nicky and Jill go around the side of the house and enter through a back door, he resolved not to underestimate these people, lest he end up like Renata and Bernadette.
 
   Moving quietly and staying in the shadows, he went to the back door and listened.
 
   Footsteps inside. Two pairs of feet. Jill and Nicky were either the only ones in the house, or the only ones awake. He considered breaking the door down and charging inside to take Nicky, but he knew that wasn’t right.
 
   That wasn’t part of the ritual.
 
   Nicky had come to him tonight. Without even knowing it, she had entered his world. Forces outside them both were conspiring to bring them together. I need to have faith that whatever brought us together tonight will continue to push us forward, he thought. I need to have patience, and allow the bond and its ritual to guide me.
 
   His ear pressed against the back door, he could hear Jill and Nicky talking. They were speaking about someone named Frankie. Someone who, apparently, had left the house while they were away.
 
   There was sadness in Nicky’s voice as she spoke of this person. A minute after the conversation ended, a window on the near side of the house slid open. Nicky poked her head out. Pressing her elbows onto the windowsill, she looked up at the moon, longingly.
 
   You are sad, Nicky, he thought. And you don’t understand why. You feel empty and incomplete. I will help you understand your feelings.
 
   Nicky closed the window and walked away. But she left the window unlocked.
 
   The forces bringing us together are larger than either of us understand, Sergio thought.
 
   Staying low and close to the house, he went to the window. He looked inside, peering into a small laundry room. Beyond that room was a galley kitchen.
 
   Quietly, he pushed the window open and crawled inside.
 
   He sensed her presence immediately. The house smelled like she was here. This is it, he thought. After all these years, finally, my moment can begin.
 
   But only begin. The ritual. It was all about the ritual now. He would open the door for Nicky tonight. She would have to choose to step through. She would initiate the music that would reach its crescendo five months later after the ritual was done and they were ready to seal their bond.
 
   The only sounds in the house were light footsteps of two people preparing themselves for bed. Sinks went on and off, dresser drawers opened and closed, lights throughout the house switched off, starting in the front room and falling like dominoes through to the back.
 
   When the house was dark and silent, Sergio moved further inside.
 
   He passed through a small living area that was empty of people. He went into a hallway and walked to the end, where he found a young man asleep on a cot.
 
   The Jenson boy. Yes, he was meant to be part of the ritual. When Sergio stood in the forest beyond Renata’s mansion, listening to Nicky and Jill talk, it was clear that Ryan Jenson was the tether holding Nicky in place. She wanted to stay in Washington—Sergio had heard it in her voice—but as soon as Jill mentioned Ryan Jenson, Nicky had gone silent.
 
   Sergio leaned down and whispered into Ryan’s ear. Nicky cannot leave. It is her destiny to stay at Thorndike and win the Coronation contest. It is her destiny to be with me.
 
   It was freeing to say the words. Never before had anything sounded so correct to him. So precisely true. And when he was done telling Ryan all that was in his heart, he asked the boy for confirmation that he understood the implications of this truth.
 
   “Do you understand?”
 
   From the depths of his slumber, the Jenson boy opened his mouth to acknowledge Sergio’s commands.
 
   “I understand.”
 
   Next, Sergio went into a bedroom, where he found a man and woman pressed together on a double bed. He didn’t know who they were or how they were involved, but his gut told him they too would be part of the ritual. He leaned over their sleeping frames and spoke to them at once.
 
   “Nicky will stay at Thorndike. Her work here isn’t complete. Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand,” came a response in unison.
 
   Just a nudge, he thought. Just a simple nudge to help keep the ritual going.
 
   He went to another bedroom, where he found the Wentworth girl in the early stages of sleep. Clearly, she was the most important of Nicky’s colleagues. What to say to her? Should she get a more specific command? Should he give her more specific guidance on what to do? If he wanted to, Sergio could put the right words in her mouth for Jill’s next conversation with Nicky.
 
   He approached her bed. He was leaning down over Jill and about to speak when Nicky arrived.
 
   “Sergio.”
 
   Her voice gave him chills. Even in a whisper, it was so perfectly beautiful when Nicky Bloom said his name.
 
   He looked up and saw her standing in the doorway.
 
   “Leave her alone,” Nicky said.
 
   There was no mistaking the tone in her voice. She was giving him an order. At some level, she understood the power she held over him.
 
   It was thrilling to obey her.
 
   He walked away from Jill and towards Nicky, their eyes locked on one another. He could take her now. He could let his fangs come out, find the soft spot on her neck, and fill her blood with his venom.
 
   But it wasn’t time yet. Stronger than his desire to connect with her was his understanding that it had to be done right. Their ritual had barely begun.
 
   As he approached, Nicky stepped back from the door, clearing a path for him to come into the hallway. Then she led him through the living room and to the front door.
 
   He was happy to follow.
 
   He joined her on the front porch of the house. Her skin glowed softly in the moonlight. She wore a black nightgown. Her hair draped over her shoulders. There was no makeup on her face.
 
   He had never seen her look so beautiful before.
 
   He went to her, put his hand on her cheek, gazed in her eyes.
 
   “Sergio,” she whispered. “What--”
 
   He put his finger to her lips and she stopped talking. He stared at her, drawing out the connection between them.
 
   Yes…there it was. The air between them grew hot. Nicky felt it just as much as he did—he was sure of it. He saw it in her eyes.
 
   He had created so many immortals, but none had meant anything, not when compared to her. Mark’s description of bonding seemed so perfectly true now. Our blood needed to connect. That’s what Sergio was feeling. The other girls he created were a want. He made them immortal because he wanted to please Daciana. Nicky was different. Nicky was a need.
 
   “You were going to leave,” Sergio said.
 
   Nicky was silent for a few seconds, then she said, “You were at Renata’s mansion, weren’t you? You followed us here. You heard us talking.”
 
   “I know all about you, Nicky Bloom. I know about the Network. I know about your mission. And I know why, even though you came here to kill me, you couldn’t do it when you had the chance.”
 
   She looked at him for a few seconds before she spoke.
 
   “I was scared, Sergio. You and Falkon were fighting. I was confused.”
 
   “There is no need for you to lie to me,” Sergio said. “I know the truth about you and I don’t care, because there is something happening between us that is larger than what brought you to Washington.”
 
   She stood in place. He could see the war raging inside her head, and as he looked on, he knew the conflict inside her wasn’t a normal response, that very few others would make any effort to resist the bonding ritual.
 
   She was so incredibly strong. It was, perhaps, his favorite thing about her.
 
   “You can’t leave, Nicky. At the Homecoming Masquerade you made a promise to me that you’d stay.”
 
   “If you know everything about me, then you know I never had any intention of keeping my promise. If you know who I am, then you know--”
 
   “—that you came here to kill me? So kill me then, Nicky. Go inside and grab a knife. I will wait here for you to come back. And if you can do it, I won’t try to stop you. That’s my promise to you. If the true desire in your heart is to kill me, then I want you to do it.”
 
   He pushed closer to her.
 
   “But I know that’s not what you want,” he said. “You feel it. I know you do. Tell me that you feel it.”
 
   “I feel it,” Nicky whispered.
 
   There was fear in her voice. He wanted to comfort her. He wanted to tell her that what was happening was the most beautiful, most natural thing in the world, and there was nothing to fear.
 
   But that wasn’t in the spirit of the ritual. Nicky had to face her feelings. She had to make the conscious decision to proceed in spite of her fear.
 
   “I want you to stay at Thorndike,” Sergio said. “And I know you want to stay as well.”
 
   “I can’t stay,” Nicky said. “It’s time…my friends.”
 
   “Tomorrow morning, you may find your friends more amenable to the idea of sticking around,” Sergio said.
 
   Nicky’s eyes opened wide. “What have you done?”
 
   “The commands were simple,” he said. “I have left your friends just as they were before, with only a simple change in their minds. Now they understand the importance of staying so you can finish what you started. And I haven’t spoken with the Wentworth girl at all. You found me before I had the chance. Shall I go speak with her now?”
 
   “No! Please, I--”
 
    “You and Jill are the two key players in this attempt to come here and kill me, are you not?”
 
   Nicky said nothing.
 
   “Yes, I think maybe it’s best that I leave the Wentworth girl alone,” Sergio said. “Perhaps that’s why you discovered me before I could say anything. Perhaps it should be your job to convince her to stay, not mine. Yes, that feels right. After all, it was her work that brought you here, correct? In a way, she is the one who set our ritual in motion.”
 
   “Sergio, you keep talking about a ritual. I don’t know what you’re saying.”
 
   He smiled at her. He couldn’t wait to be with her. Their bond would be strong. A hundred years or longer. He could sense it. How amazing it was going to be! No longer alone in the world, but joined at the heart with another.
 
   With her.
 
   “We are bonding, Nicky Bloom, and every bond is strengthened and sealed with a bonding ritual. Our ritual began at the Homecoming Masquerade. How fitting it was that we began our bonding ritual with a dance! Because at root, that’s what our ritual is. The back and forth. The dance. You thought you were coming here to kill me. I thought you were here to join the clan. We were both wrong. We have both been dancing around the truth, Nicky. The truth that brought us together and demands that we finish what we set in motion when we first met.”
 
   “You want me to win Coronation,” Nicky said. “That’s this bonding ritual you’re talking about.”
 
   “We don’t choose the ritual,” Sergio said. “It chooses us. And a good ritual prepares us for the bond. It forces us to overcome the obstacles that would keep us apart. For us, the obstacles are huge, aren’t they, Nicky? I have been loyal to my maker for centuries, but now she is an obstacle to our bond, and last night I lied to her in order to protect you.”
 
   “Sergio, I can’t win the contest anymore. Things have changed.”
 
   He leaned even closer, his eyes now centimeters away from hers. The silence outside was total. It would be dawn soon. It was time for Sergio to go.
 
   “You must choose for us to be together,” he whispered. “It’s the only way. You must choose us, and when you do, the rest will be easy. All the problems you and Jill were discussing tonight are easily resolved if you choose to stay and continue our ritual.”
 
   He felt so content looking in her eyes. He would have been happy to stay there and gaze at her forever.
 
   “Go rest now,” he said. “Tomorrow morning you will make your decision. If you choose to run away, I won’t try and follow you. But I hope that’s not your choice. I hope you choose to stay, and see our ritual through to the end.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes later, Nicky sat at the breakfast table with Helena.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about our plan,” Helena said. “Thinking about it a lot, actually. I may have even dreamed about it.”
 
   “You’re not as excited about leaving anymore, are you?” Nicky said.
 
   A surprised look came over Helena’s face. “That’s precisely what I’ve been thinking about!” she said. “You’re thinking it too? Oh, that just makes me all the more certain we need to reconsider our exit. It just seems like a mistake to get out of here so suddenly, don’t you think?”
 
   Nicky didn’t get to answer, because Phillip came into the kitchen at that moment and immediately started speaking. “I want to say something, and it might sound crazy,” was how he began. Then he launched into a painful bit of circular logic, where he argued that it was precisely because Bernadette and Renata were dead and the mission was in shambles that they needed to stay. “The vampires will be on edge, looking for the culprit,” he said. “What if we stayed here and pointed them in the wrong direction? What if we used the chaos of the past few days as an opportunity to inject a bit of paranoia into the clan?”
 
   “I think it sounds brilliant,” said Helena.
 
   The two of them started riffing off each other, making ever-wilder arguments in favor of staying in Potomac and continuing the mission. They had worked themselves into a near-frenzy by the time Jill came into the kitchen.
 
   “What’s everyone so excited about?” Jill asked.
 
   “We’re staying in town,” said Helena. “We’ve got the clan on its heels and we’re finishing the mission.”
 
   “We are?” said Jill. She looked to Nicky for help.
 
   “I’m going to go check on Ryan,” Nicky said.
 
   “Wait. Nicky, did you convince them to do this, because last night Helena--”
 
   “Last night I wasn’t thinking clearly,” Helena said. “This morning I am.”
 
   “Me too!” said Phillip. “We’ve got a chance to really do something special here. We can’t turn tail now.”
 
   Jill was still looking at Nicky. “I thought you and I were in agreement about what we had to do.”
 
   Things have changed, Nicky thought.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” she said. “I really just…I’ll be right back.”
 
   She pushed her way out of the kitchen and went straight for Ryan’s cot at the back of the house. She couldn’t talk to the others until she saw him. She had to know what Sergio had done to him. She had to know how bad it was.
 
   She made it to the utility closet and found the cot empty. There was a blanket on the floor. Ryan’s shoes, which had been under the cot, were gone.
 
   “Ryan?” she said.
 
   She went down the hall to the nearest bathroom and pushed the door open.
 
   “Ryan?”
 
   She checked the bedrooms. Then the living room. She went to the window in the laundry room and looked into the back yard.
 
   There were footprints in the snow.
 
   She ran out the back door and through the yard, following the footprints that went from behind the house and out to the sidewalk, where the snow came to an end and the footprints disappeared.
 
   She ran back to the house, where she found Jill, Phillip, and Helena still arguing in the kitchen.
 
   “I would love to stay and finish the job,” Jill was saying, “but I just don’t see it happening. Do you? Samantha’s going to win Coronation now. There’s no stopping it.”
 
   “You guys,” Nicky said.
 
   “Samantha’s lead is not insurmountable,” said Phillip. “Second semester is when the big money starts to flow. You know that. And we’ve got Ryan Jenson on our side now. Wasn’t that the game plan from the beginning?”
 
   “You guys I can’t find Ryan,” Nicky said.
 
   “No one at school is going to trust me,” Jill said, not even hearing Nicky’s words. “I got everyone to support Nicky, then I turned around and gave the Ransom money to Samantha. I can’t just flip flop and support Nicky again! How’s that gonna look?”
 
   “You guys, I think Ryan is gone!”
 
   “What?” said Jill.
 
   “I think he got out of bed, went out the back door, and left.”
 
   “Why would he do that?” said Phillip.
 
   Because Sergio messed with his mind, just like he messed with yours, Nicky thought, but didn’t say.
 
   “He’s not well,” Helena said. “He might be delirious. We should have strapped him down.”
 
   “I’m sure he didn’t go far,” said Phillip. “Come on. We’ll take two cars and canvas the neighborhood.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It happened after his second dance with Nicky at the Masquerade. In a way, he knew it even then.
 
   He knew Nicky could never be his.
 
   Four months ago, but he remembered it like it was yesterday. Ryan was dancing with Nicky. Sergio arrived. The vampire cut in, as was his right, and stole Nicky away. Ryan remembered how they looked when they danced, how Nicky and Sergio’s bodies seemed to meld together as one while they spun across the floor, how Nicky radiated an almost supernatural energy when the song was finished.
 
   He had been so jealous of whatever it was they had between them. So angry. And it wasn’t until he and Nicky were imprisoned together on Renata’s plane that he was able to let it go. It wasn’t until Nicky told him the truth about who she was and why she was here that he allowed himself to believe she was his, that Nicky Bloom’s heart belonged to him and not Sergio Alonzo.
 
   Then he and Nicky got caught up in a firefight in Renata’s mansion. Ryan crashed to the floor headfirst. When he stood up, he was in a fog, a fog he couldn’t shake. It seemed to stay with him hour after hour, through the night, into the next day, the next night—how strange it was to be trapped in the fog! Words didn’t come out right when he spoke them. Sleep took over his body in lengthy intervals, and he had nonsensical, colorful dreams.
 
   But then the fog lifted, all at once, and he saw the world more clearly than ever before.
 
   Maybe the fog had given his mind a much-needed rest, or shook loose those parts of the brain the scientists say everyone has but never uses. He didn’t know exactly what process of mind and body allowed him to finally see the world for what it was, but he was thankful for it. As hard as it was to accept the truth about Nicky Bloom, it was better to live in the real world than to chase some fantasy that was never meant to be.
 
   The truth was that Nicky’s heart did belong to Sergio, and because it did, she couldn’t leave.
 
   The truth could be summed up in two sentences that were so right, so spot-on, Ryan couldn’t deny them, no matter what the implications were. Nicky must stay at Thorndike and win Coronation. Her work here isn’t done.
 
   The words made him think of Nicky and Sergio, dancing at the Masquerade. In fact, if he thought on the words hard enough, he half-remembered a dream where he was watching Nicky and Sergio talk. He was present in the room for this dream, waiting for Nicky to walk away from the vampire, longing for her to choose me instead, and then Sergio looked at him and set him straight.
 
   Nicky must stay at Thorndike and win Coronation.
 
   Ryan loved Nicky. And because he loved her, he had to let her go. He had to help her find her true purpose. She was meant to be with Sergio. If she didn’t understand that, he would make her. He would convince her to stay. It was what she needed. She deserved happiness beyond what any human could give her.
 
   She deserved to be immortal.
 
   Sure, he knew that wasn’t her plan at the moment, but things would change. In her heart, Nicky understood that she and Sergio belonged together—Ryan knew she did. Ryan would help bring Nicky and Sergio together. There was no greater gift he could give to the woman he loved.
 
   That’s why he got up and walked out of the house. He couldn’t let them leave town. Going missing would delay their departure. There was no way they would leave without him.
 
   He knew what they thought about him and his condition. He heard them talking while he slept.
 
   Ryan has a bad concussion, they said. It may be weeks, maybe months before he is himself again, they said. He needs to rest.
 
   At the time he heard them talking, they were right. He wanted nothing more than to sleep.
 
   But then the truth came to him, and the fog cleared. The truth was so powerful it brought him back to life. His mind, which had been so dark and gloomy after the fight with Renata, was clear as snowmelt now. His body, so full of aches from smashing into a glass case and falling to the floor, was energetic and refreshed with the certainty of his purpose. With his mind clear, he began to see the obstacles to his purpose lining themselves up in front of him. One by one, he had to figure them out.
 
   His parents, who would be angry that he had disappeared after Renata’s party. They were an obstacle. He had to get home and set their minds at ease.
 
   But he was far away from home. He had to find a way to get there. That was another obstacle.
 
   And once he got there, he would have to tell his parents a story to cover himself. A story to explain why no one knew where he was after Renata’s party. A story to cover up the truth of what really happened.
 
   The truth might be the biggest obstacle of all.
 
   Ryan walked north through the unfamiliar neighborhood in the pre-dawn morning. He cut between two houses then made a diagonal across the block, emerging on Princess Street. He crossed the road and stepped into the next block, walking around an apartment building, through a parking lot, and around a set of townhomes. Oronoco was the next street, and that’s where he found a cab. It was stopped at the light. Ryan ran up to the driver’s side and knocked on the window.
 
   “Not in service,” the driver said, pointing at the unlit sign on his rooftop.
 
   “I need to go to Potomac!” Ryan yelled. “I’ll make it worth your while.”
 
   The driver rolled his window down.
 
   “Potomac’s an expensive trip for me,” he said. “I’m on the airport loop today.”
 
   “How much?” Ryan said.
 
   “I’d need to charge you at least a hundred to go that far out of my way.”
 
   “Done,” said Ryan.
 
   “Paid up front,” said the driver. “In cash. We’ll do this one off the meter.”
 
   “I don’t have it, but I’ll give you two hundred when we get there.”
 
   The driver shook his head. “Sorry man. I’m doing the airport today.”
 
   The traffic light turned green.
 
   “Wait,” said Ryan. “Three hundred! I’m good for it!”
 
   The driver looked him over. Ryan was a tattered and torn mess, walking around in the freezing cold without a jacket.
 
   “My name is Ryan Jenson,” he said. “I need a ride home. Do you know who my parents are? You ever heard of Jenson Medical Devices?”
 
   A car pulled up behind them and honked its horn.
 
   “Are you for real?” the driver said. “What the hell are you doing way out here?”
 
   “This weekend got a little crazy,” Ryan said. “It was the end of semester party at Thorndike. I need to get home.”
 
   “Five hundred,” the driver said. “And if you’re lying to me--”
 
   “Five hundred,” said Ryan as he opened the back door and stepped into the cab. “River and Chapel’s where we’re going,” he said. “Take the Parkway please.”
 
   In early morning traffic, the drive wouldn’t be long. Maybe thirty minutes.
 
   Thirty minutes to figure out how to get Nicky Bloom back in school and on track to win the Coronation contest.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They drove around the immediate neighborhood first. Helena and Phillip turned left out of the driveway. Nicky and Jill turned right.
 
   They met back at the house, neither car having spotted Ryan.
 
   They widened the search, driving up Route 1 and taking it all the way to the river. There was no sign of him there either. They came back into town via the Parkway, wondering if they’d spot him on the median.
 
   They didn’t.
 
   Helena called Network Headquarters and asked for help. By mid-morning they had a crew of volunteers, largely the same people who emptied out Renata’s house two nights prior, combing the neighborhoods between the river and the Interstate. Nobody saw him.
 
   Phillip suggested they drive the neighborhood again, this time with Helena in the front and Nicky and Jill in the back, everyone’s eyes looking down the sides of the road. As Jill sat in the back seat of Phillip’s car, gazing down side streets, her phone rang.
 
   Ryan Jenson. Home.
 
   “He’s calling me from his house!” she said.
 
   “His house?” said Helena. “It would have taken him all day to walk there.”
 
   “Hello, Ryan?” Jill answered
 
   “No, Sweetie, this is Suzette. Ryan’s taking a shower at the moment.”
 
   Suzette?
 
   Aware that everyone in the car was watching her, Jill silently mouthed the words, “It’s his mother.”
 
   “Oh, he’s in the shower?” Jill said for the benefit of her audience. “How is he?”
 
   “He’s fine, Dear. Just fine, thanks to you. Oh, Jill, our phone was ringing off the hook yesterday. You can’t imagine the confusion around this town, and we just had to tell them all we were waiting for news like everyone else. Did you really find Ryan and Nicky as the clock struck midnight?”
 
   Jill took a deep breath. She wasn’t expecting to have this conversation. She wasn’t expecting to play Jill the Thorndike student ever again.
 
   “Yes ma’am, that’s how it went.”
 
   “Oh my goodness, what an event that must have been! The excitement of it all. And I heard Renata’s mansion was decorated to be so lovely, and she even let you kids dance to your own music.” Suzette let out an uncomfortable laugh. “Oh Jill, we were getting so many calls looking for news on Ryan yesterday, and we had no idea, I mean, Ryan never called us...”
 
   Jill remembered this about Suzette. The passive-aggressive swipes in every conversation.
 
   “Miss Jenson, if you don’t mind me asking, how did Ryan get to your house?”
 
   Suzette let out another awkward laugh. “Lose track of him, did you Sweetie?”
 
   “Yes, I um…”
 
   “It’s okay. Someone at your party had the good sense to put him in a cab. Got a little rowdy at your house this weekend, didn’t it? Ryan told me he was having fun and that’s why he never called. I know it’s hard for you kids to think about your parents…I mean…I was young once, but just a simple phone call…”
 
   “I’m sorry no one called you,” Jill said, improvising. “It was really insensitive of us.”
 
   “It’s fine, Sweetie. Roger and I were talking. He had a good point. You saved Ryan’s life. We must always put things into their proper perspective. You saved our son. And Jill, I’m so, so happy it was you. I really am. I just hope, well, I know you are the responsible one. Ryan needs someone responsible in his life. I’m glad he has you.”
 
   Jill wanted to end this phone call right now. There was always something about Suzette that made her want to squirm.
 
   “I suppose what I’m asking you is, next time, could you please insist that Ryan check in with us, just so we know where he is? You can’t imagine how strange this weekend has been for Ryan’s father and me. First we saw the ransom money moved—we had made it available via bank wire months ago, but to see it actually disappear…a hundred million dollars deducted from your bank, Jill. Let me tell you, it can take your breath away! Then the phone calls started. Students were home from the party with news. You found Nicky and Ryan right as the clock struck twelve! That’s what they were buzzing about. And you gave the money to Samantha Kwan! Oh, Jill, this whole town was talking about what you did, but we just wanted to know about Ryan. We didn’t have any word from him or you or Renata or anyone official, really. We knew it was proper to be patient—the immortals do things on their own time, of course. And now that we know you kids were just having fun, I mean, a simple phone call to tell Ryan’s parents where he was after he had been gone for three months! Oh I shouldn’t scold. You’re the one who found him, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes, I sure am,” said Jill, smiling and hoping her sense of utter confusion wasn’t translating through the phone.
 
   “But we can talk about all of this later. I’m calling to invite you and your family over for dinner tonight, naturally. There’s really nothing we can do that’s adequate to thank you properly for solving the Rose Ransom, but dinner’s a start now, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, dinner would be lovely,” Jill said. “But it will just be me. My parents are traveling at the moment.”
 
   “Oh yes, I suppose, well, that makes sense that you kids would choose to party at your house then. When the cat’s away--”
 
   “I’m sorry Ryan never called,” said Jill. “I’ll try and do better about that next time.”
 
   “Oh heavens! I’m sorry I mentioned it. Have I told you I’m glad to be speaking with you? Because I am. I always thought you and Ryan—oh, Jill, it was nice when you two were together and we used to see you around. Between you and me, Sweetie, I never understood why Ryan broke it off with you.”
 
   Suzette was speaking in a conspiratorial tone now, almost whispering.
 
   “Miss Jenson, I--”
 
   “When Ryan told me about staying at your house—oh, Jill, I couldn’t be happier. And I want to work together with you this time. Will that be okay?”
 
   “I’d…be…happy to work with you, Miss--”
 
   “Call me Suzette.”
 
   “Okay, Suzette.”
 
   Jill wanted to put down the phone and scream. What was this all about? Why had everything gone haywire this morning? First she woke up to find Phillip and Helena hellbent on staying in town and completing the mission, then Ryan disappeared, and now Suzette Jenson was on the phone inviting her to dinner?
 
   “Really, I think this thing between Ryan and that new girl was a bit of the forbidden fruit, if you know what I mean,” Suzette said.
 
   “Forbidden fruit? I’m sorry, Miss Jenson, I don’t follow.”
 
   “Call me Suzette, remember? And don’t mind me. I’m just glad Ryan seems to be finished with Nicky Bloom. His true feelings were always for you. Of that I’m certain! I can’t begin to tell you how miserable he was after you two broke up. Years, Jill! For years he just moped around this house and when I told him to call you and talk it through, that he didn’t have to be this way, oh, he was so confused! Some day you might have a boy of your own and you’ll see. When they turn into teenagers there’s no making sense of them!”
 
   A long-forgotten sense of unease was coming back to Jill. She remembered all the strange encounters with Suzette Jenson back when she and Ryan were dating. Suzette was a ruthless, overbearing woman who was always on the lookout to marry off her son to a daughter from another powerful family. At times when Jill was dating Ryan, she felt like she was dating Suzette as well.
 
   “But we’ll have plenty of time to talk later. I won’t keep you,” Suzette said. “I imagine you need some rest. Shall we see you at seven for cocktails?”
 
   “Yes, seven will be fine,” Jill said.
 
   “Have a lovely day.”
 
   “Goodbye, Miss…erm….Suzette.”
 
   Jill ended the call to find the car pulled off onto the side of the road and all three occupants staring at her.
 
   “Apparently Ryan found a cab to take him home,” she said. “That was his mother. They’re having me over for dinner tonight.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Jill arrived at the gate to Ryan’s house just before seven o’clock. A familiar voice greeted her on the intercom.
 
   “Good evenin’ Miss Wentworth.”
 
   “Good evening, Shamus.”
 
   Jill looked up to the security camera and smiled. The gate started to open.
 
   “All the way up, young lady,” Shamus said. “I’ll meet you at the front door.”
 
   The drive from the gate to the house was dazzling, with the orchard on either side of the road covered in Christmas lights. Two pine trees, covered in garland and colorful ornaments, greeted her as she exited the orchard and entered the carport, where a glimmering glass star hung from the concrete ceiling.
 
   Shamus skipped down from the front door and opened the car door for Jill.
 
   “My goodness, what a beauty,” he said.
 
   “It’s limited edition,” Jill said. “My father bought it at auction last year.”
 
   “Oh, I wasn’t talking about the car. I was speaking of the driver,” Shamus said with a wink. “Come on, I’ll take you inside.”
 
   The Jenson home predated the McMansions that littered Potomac, and Suzette had made it her life’s work to restore the place to all its art deco glory. The result was a home that felt like it was right out of the roaring twenties. Thick marble columns lined the entryway, which led to an atrium with a glimmering tile floor. On this night, an enormous blue spruce made up as a Christmas tree hid the floor’s intricate sunburst design. Underneath the spruce was a sea of gifts wrapped in shiny paper.
 
   “Looks like Santa came early this year,” Jill said.
 
   “Oh, company Christmas party tomorrow,” Shamus said. “Mr. Jenson is quite generous to his employees.”
 
   “I see,” said Jill, scanning the atrium with her eyes and finding Christmas décor everywhere. Holly branches sat in vases on the mantle and every shelf. Bright red ribbons hung from the wall. Lights dangled from the high ceiling like snowflakes about to fall.
 
   What would they have done if I hadn’t solved the Rose Ransom and rescued their son, Jill wondered. Would they have gone ahead with their Christmas party anyway?
 
   Shamus took Jill’s jacket and purse, then led her to the parlor, where Ryan and his parents were standing in front of the fireplace, sipping their drinks.
 
   “There she is!” Ryan said, rushing across the room with his arms open. He gave Jill a big hug, more warm and loving than she ever would have expected. She hugged him back, surprised at how easy it was to slip into his grasp.
 
   “I was worried about you,” she whispered.
 
   “Everything’s going to be fine,” he said.
 
   Suzette was next, leaning in to kiss Jill on the cheek. Then Ryan’s father, Roger Jenson, who took Jill’s right hand in both of his and beamed at her, saying, “So very, very good to see you tonight.”
 
   “It’s nice to see you too,” said Jill.
 
   “We’re having port,” Roger said. “May I pour you a glass?”
 
   “Yes please,” Jill said, reflexively. Her mind wasn’t on the wine Mr. Jenson was offering her, but rather, her hand, which was now firmly held in Ryan’s grip. She wasn’t quite sure how it happened, but there it was. She and Ryan were holding hands. And he was taking her to the love seat, where, still holding hands, they sat side by side, their thighs touching.
 
   Suzette flashed a big smile at them both, so big it made Jill feel a bit uncomfortable.
 
   “It’s something Roger picked up in Portugal,” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry, what?” said Jill.
 
   “Sweet wine before dinner!” Roger bellowed. “It’s how they do it in Portugal. I think it’s a superb idea. Why save the most delicious part of the meal for the end when you’re stuffed?”
 
   Roger brought a small crystal goblet of red wine to Jill. “Cheers,” he said, holding up his own glass. “To the things that really matter in life.”
 
   “Here, here,” said Suzette.
 
   Ryan leaned over to clink his glass with Jill’s. The wine was smooth and tasted like candy.
 
   “Oh my,” Jill said. “That’s really good.”
 
   “It’s perfect, isn’t it?” said Roger. “We’re so hoity-toity with our dry wines in America. Sometimes, I swear, the smartest families are the ones who never came to the New World.”
 
   Jill took another drink and leaned back to find Ryan’s arm resting atop her shoulders. Her immediate response was to lean forward, but Ryan placed his hand over her shoulder and held her back.
 
   “Oh, Jill, we have so much to talk about!” Suzette squealed. “Where should we even begin? Why don’t we start with the Rose Ransom clues? They were wicked hard this year, don’t you think? But you solved all three of them.”
 
   Suzette, a Greenwich native, allowed a bit of her Connecticut accent out with the distinctly New England phrase, Wicked hard.
 
   “Yes ma’am, the clues were difficult this year.”
 
   “Why do you think that is?” Suzette asked. “I mean, Roger and I, we kept our mouths shut, but we couldn’t help but feel a little hurt by the way everything went down. Ryan’s life was on the line, and the clues were so challenging it seemed like everybody gave up!”
 
   “Except for you,” said Roger. “We couldn’t believe it when we heard about what happened at Renata’s party. When people started telling us it was you who solved the final clue, well, what can we say? We brought in experts from all over the world to work on those clues and they got nothing. But you solved all three!”
 
   “And the answer to the final clue was a room in Renata’s house?” Suzette said.
 
   “That’s right,” said Jill.
 
   “How did you know?” said Suzette. “How did you figure it out?”
 
   Jill wasn’t ready for any of this. For the past year, the lies she spread were all carefully thought out and rehearsed. Tonight she would have to make up her answers on the spot.
 
   Fortunately for her, Shamus came into the parlor at that moment and announced that dinner was served.
 
   “We’ll have to continue this conversation at the table,” said Suzette.
 
   Ryan stood quickly and held out his hand for Jill.
 
   “Thanks,” she said, allowing him to help her up. She expected Ryan to let go of her hand once she was on her feet, but he didn’t. He held her hand as they walked through the parlor, down the hall, and into the dining room, letting her go only so he could pull out her chair. As Jill sat, Suzette gave her another big smile, as if the two of them were in on some secret.
 
   If only Jill knew what the secret was.
 
   Shamus brought out the first course of the night, a creamy pea soup with carrots and ham, served in wooden bowls.
 
   “Ertwensop,” Roger said in a booming voice.
 
   “I’m sorry?” said Jill.
 
   “Our chef is from Holland,” said Roger. “We hired him for his expertise in French cooking, but it turns out his best dishes are traditional Dutch. Go figure.”
 
   “Christoffel is his name,” Ryan said, quietly.
 
   “Oh my goodness, Jill hasn’t been here since we hired Christoffel, has she?” said Suzette. “Yes, I suppose it was two years ago when he came on and…oh, you’re going to love his cooking! I’m so happy to have you back in this house.”
 
   “I believe you were about to tell us how you solved the final Ransom clue,” Roger said.
 
   “Yes, I’m dying to hear,” said Suzette.
 
   Not sure what to tell them, Jill ate a spoonful of soup and said, “This is delicious.”
 
   “Yes, it’s very good tonight,” said Suzette, then, more forcefully, “How did you solve the clue?”
 
   Jill had nothing. Dinner had just started and she was struggling on the first question Suzette asked her. How many more questions were coming after this one? How complicated were the lies about to become?
 
   She felt a sense of panic stirring inside her. She wasn’t ready for this. Telling lies on the fly like this—Jill felt like she was about to sink.
 
   How could she answer? Could she just decline to say anything? Tell them it’s her secret? Yes, maybe that should be my stance for every question I don’t want to answer, she thought. Just refuse to answer at all.
 
   Or maybe tell the truth. Tell them she solved the first two clues with the help of a vampire who was now dead because Jill’s friends had killed her. That would shut them up.
 
   As her head spun with these thoughts, Ryan placed his hand on her arm.
 
   “It was an article in the school paper,” he said.
 
   “The school paper?” said Suzette.
 
   Ryan turned to Jill. “Tell her what you told me,” he said. “At your house. The old article in the Thorndike Herald where Renata talked about that room.”
 
   Roger clapped his hands together. “How rich!” he said. “The answer to the clue was in an old article from the school paper! Bet Renata made the clue that way on purpose!”
 
   “Oh, I think she did,” Ryan said. “Tell them, Jill.”
 
   Jill was looking down at her arm, where Ryan’s hand lay comfortably just above her wrist.
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “It was simple once I found…that article.”
 
   “Renata even used some of the words from the article in the clue, didn’t she?” said Ryan.
 
   Jill looked at his face as he spoke, hoping for some answer from him about what he was doing. He gave her nothing.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Death and new life made manifest. She used those words in the clue, and those same words in the article.”
 
   “My oh my you’re a clever one!” Roger bellowed. “Who would have thought to look in the archives of the school paper? But it’s just like the immortals to leave the clue there, isn’t it? Old World technology! While everyone else was scouring the Internet, you went looking in the library. Microfilm was it? Was that how you found it?”
 
   Jill nodded her head, meekly.
 
   “A technology from Renata’s own era,” Roger went on, smiling at everyone at the table. “That’s how Renata would want it to be done. Kind of a way to pay tribute to her generation.”
 
   “Yes,” said Jill. “I think you’ve nailed it.”
 
   “Incredible,” Suzette said. “You are an incredible girl. I’m so, so pleased that you’re back in Ryan’s life.”
 
   Ryan let his hand slide down Jill’s wrist and interlaced his fingers with hers.
 
   “I’m pleased too,” he said. “And I think it’s time we told my parents the truth. Don’t you, Jill?”
 
   Jill was starting to wonder if she was in a dream.
 
   “The truth is always good,” she said, and let out a little laugh. “Maybe you should start.”
 
   His hand still wrapped around Jill’s, Ryan looked to his mother.
 
   “Mom, Dad, I’m sorry for what I’ve put you through these past three years,” he said. “I know I was difficult to be around. Truth be told, it wasn’t easy for me either. But it was necessary. It all had a purpose.”
 
   Jill found herself holding her breath. What the hell are you doing, Ryan?
 
   “When Jill and I were together, it was for real,” Ryan continued. “I know, I know, kids as young as we were think they’ve fallen in love and don’t really know, but believe me, we knew. It was different with us. We knew right away we had something special.”
 
   He turned to Jill. “Didn’t we?”
 
   She was frozen in place. All the horrors she had faced these past few months—none of them made her as frightened as she felt right now. She had no idea what was happening here tonight. Ryan was holding her hand, putting his arm around her, hugging her tight when she entered…and Suzette…Suzette still had that goofy grin on her face. All night long she’d been looking at Jill like the two of them were in on the same joke.
 
   “Yes, what we had was special,” Jill said.
 
   Ryan beamed at her. It was a look she hadn’t seen from him since freshman year.
 
   Since they were a couple.
 
   He turned back to his parents. “Everyone at school knew we were seriously, madly, head-over-heels in love,” he said.
 
   “Mmm-hmm,” said Suzette, nodding her head a little too vigorously. “Roger and I knew it too.”
 
   Roger looked like he shared Jill’s confusion at all of this.
 
   “As you might imagine, our love was threatening to some people,” Ryan said.
 
   “To one person in particular, I expect,” said Suzette.
 
   Now was the time to stop this. It sounded like Ryan was about to tell them about Kim Renwick, and the secret that was held over his head for three years. Jill absolutely did not want the Jensons knowing the truth about her mother.
 
   “Ryan, I don’t know if we--”
 
   “It’s okay, Jill. Everything’s okay now. We don’t have to lie any longer.”
 
   “Please, no more lies,” Suzette said. She looked like she was about to cry.
 
   “Kim Renwick knew that if Jill and I were together, we’d be calling the shots come senior year,” Ryan said. “A union between two of the richest families at Thorndike.”
 
   “You two made such a beautiful couple,” Suzette whispered.
 
   “Ryan, I’m not comfortable…” Jill began. She didn’t finish because Shamus entered to clear the plates. But he was barely two steps into the room before Suzette snapped her fingers at him like he was a dog. He turned around and left immediately.
 
   “You never broke up,” Suzette said. “That’s what happened, isn’t it? You just pretended.”
 
   Ryan nodded his head. Still holding Jill’s hand, he pulled her closer to him.
 
   “It was so hard, Mom,” he said. “I’m angry we had to do it. Sometimes this town can be a terrible place.”
 
   It was all Jill could do to sit quietly in her chair. She was baffled by this entire conversation.
 
   “You did what you had to do,” Suzette said. “The Renwicks would have thrown everything they had at us. Our families would have been at war. The whole thing would have been terribly expensive.”
 
   “You can say that again,” said Roger, who followed up the quip with a big swig from his wine glass.
 
   “We knew that Kim had people watching us all the time,” said Ryan. “There was no place for us to hide. Not the phone, not email, we couldn’t even pass notes in class. A total breakup. That was the only way. A complete detachment that was visible to everyone at school. That was the best way to make sure Kim wouldn’t think we were trying to play her.”
 
   Suzette was in tears now. “You poor dear,” she said to Jill. “I can’t imagine how awful it was.”
 
   “It was…pretty terrible,” Jill said.
 
   “Unspeakable,” said Ryan. “The hardest thing I’ll ever have to do in my life.”
 
   Now he was crying too, and the tears on his face set Suzette into an emotional breakdown.
 
   “I’m so proud of you both!” she cried, her hands to her face. “The maturity it took to go through with this. The strength!”
 
   Ryan was squeezing Jill’s hand so tight it hurt. She wanted him to stop, but was frightened to make a move.
 
   “When Nicky showed up, things only got harder,” Ryan said. “We needed to have some place for the Renwicks to aim their war chest.”
 
   “So you led Kim to believe that you and Nicky—oh Ryan, I’m so sorry I ever doubted you,” Suzette said, adding in a whisper, “Forgive me.”
 
   “It’s okay, Mom. You did nothing wrong.”
 
   “I didn’t understand. When I heard that you bid on Nicky Bloom at the Date Auction…”
 
   Overcome with emotion, Suzette wasn’t able to finish her sentence. Roger reached awkwardly across the table to comfort his wife, but he was too far away from her, so he grabbed the wine bottle instead.
 
   “It’s over now,” Ryan said. “The plan has worked. Kim spent all last semester coming after Nicky, ignoring the real threat to her all along.”
 
   “The real threat?” said Suzette. “What’s the real threat?”
 
   Yes, Ryan, please tell us, Jill thought.
 
   Ryan didn’t have to, for at that moment, Suzette figured it out.
 
   “Samantha!” she shouted. “Jill gave the Ransom money to Samantha!”
 
   “Precisely,” said Ryan.
 
   “Haha! It’s brilliant!” Suzette said, slapping the table with both hands. “You’ve won!” She turned to Roger. “We’ve won!”
 
   Smirking, Roger raised his wine glass. Jill wanted to tell him she knew no more than he did.
 
   “It was Jill’s idea,” said Ryan.
 
   “Of course it was!” Suzette said. “From the moment you started talking I knew that Jill was the brains behind this plan! It’s wonderful! Kim has spent all her time and resources looking for dirt on Nicky, when all this time, it was Samantha you intended to support. And now Samantha has an insurmountable lead! The two of you can share your love out in the open again, and when Samantha becomes the new immortal she will owe her crown to you. Oh my, the doors that will open to you—you’ll be amazed. There is nothing more powerful than a good connection. Tell them Roger!”
 
   “An immortal’s a good friend to have,” Roger said. “I got in good with Lena Trang, who became the immortal from my class. Let me tell you, that connection has meant everything for our business.”
 
   “This is incredible!” Suzette squealed. “I’m sorry to be so emotional. It’s just so wonderful to see your child succeed!” She turned to Jill and added, “Your children, really.”
 
   Suzette jumped up from her chair and ran to give Jill a hug.
 
   “And to think I was upset that Ryan didn’t call me when he was at your house,” she gushed, her arms wrapped tightly around Jill’s back. “After all the two of you have been through, you deserved some time to yourselves! Oh, you little lovebirds! You both make me very, very proud!”
 
   Suzette stood up and shouted towards the kitchen.
 
   “Shamus! You may serve dessert now! And open a bottle of champagne, will you? We’re celebrating in here!”
 
   Suzette gushed over Ryan and Jill for another hour, getting more and more drunk as the night went on. After dessert, and dessert wine, and champagne, and cigars with brandy served in crystal snifters, the dinner mercifully ended. But Jill wasn’t allowed to leave. Suzette insisted that, after all that alcohol, Jill had to spend the night. With a wink, she said it would be just fine with her if Jill slept in Ryan’s room.
 
   Ryan led her upstairs. Jill waited until his bedroom door was shut before saying, “What the hell just happened down there?”
 
   “I put us back in the game, that’s what happened,” said Ryan.
 
   “Back in the game? What does that even mean? Where did you come up with this story?”
 
   “I thought about it while I was out walking this morning,” Ryan said.
 
   “So you remember going out walking? You remember leaving the safe house?”
 
   “Of course I remember. Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   “Because last night you were out cold with a severe concussion and were doped up on pain killers! Ryan, you’re acting very strange and I’m not even sure who I’m talking to! You snuck out of the bedroom this morning and didn’t tell anyone you were leaving! How far did you walk in the cold without a jacket?”
 
   “Not far,” Ryan said. “I got lucky and found a cab a few blocks from the house.”
 
   “Why were you in such a hurry to get home? Why didn’t you tell anyone where you were going? Why did I hear from your mother and not from you?”
 
   “Because there was work to do and you guys weren’t willing to do it! I heard you talking yesterday. You were planning to skip town!”
 
   “Of course we were! We’re still planning to. Or, at least, I think we are. I swear, you all have lost your minds today! Ryan, tell me how you feel. Did you know you were delirious when we brought you home from Renata’s?”
 
   “I’m better now.”
 
   “Are you really?”
 
   “You tell me, Jill. You’ve just spent a whole evening with me and my family. Do I seem alright to you?”
 
   Jill took a step back. The truth was that Ryan did seem fine. He seemed like he was perfectly in control.
 
   “Ryan, what happened down there tonight, at dinner…”
 
   “What about it? We needed a story that would explain everything. Now we’ve got one.”
 
   “Ryan, a cover story isn’t just something you tell once and you’re done with it. If you’re planning on staying here--”
 
   “I am staying here, and you are too. This story will change everything. Don’t you see? We had a ton of problems to solve, and in one fell swoop, I’ve taken care of all of them. We’ll just need to be a couple for the rest of the semester. We need my parents and everyone at school to think we’re madly in love.”
 
   “You’re acting really weird. I’m worried about you.”
 
   “I’ve never felt better. My mind is so clear. I know exactly what we’re going to do. And I’m sorry I brought you in this way, but I knew you wouldn’t understand. At least, not at first. Now that you’ve seen how my mother has reacted, you get it, don’t you?”
 
   “No! I don’t get any of this!”
 
   “It’s so simple, Jill. We convince everyone we’ve been planning this from the get-go. Everyone at school will follow along. The story is so sweet. Lovers, kept apart by fate, reunited in victory over a common enemy. This whole town is going to eat this up like you wouldn’t believe, and my mom is the key to all of it. Right now, she’s calling all the best gossipers in DC. By tomorrow, we’ll be the talk of the town. We’ll go back to school as the class couple, and not just that, we’ll be the class couple who gave Samantha an insurmountable lead in the Coronation contest! As far as everyone at school is concerned, the Coronation contest is over. You won the Rose Ransom and gave Samantha a hundred million dollars.”
 
   “The Coronation contest is over, Ryan! The whole point of us being here was for Nicky to win. There’s no way she can do that now. There is no point in staying if Nicky doesn’t win.”
 
   “You’re not getting it! Nicky will win. My plan will make sure of it. Did you see how my mom reacted to us? Did you see how it was like all her dreams came true?”
 
   “Your mom totally creeped me out tonight.”
 
   “Yeah, she can be like that. But now that we’ve got her in our pocket, we’ll have access to my family’s funds, eventually.”
 
   “Eventually?”
 
   “I don’t think they’re very liquid right now, you know, after forking over a hundred million for the Rose Ransom. But that’s okay. We wouldn’t act until the end of the year anyway. Like the kissing booths at spring carnival. Whatever opportunity there is for open donation at the end of the semester, that’s when we’ll act. We’ll have the checkbooks from two of the fattest bank accounts in town in our hands, and we’ll each write a check for Nicky Bloom that’s so large no one will possibly be able to match it.”
 
   Jill leaned back against Ryan’s desk. “You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you?”
 
   “I’m telling you, Jill. My mom is so high on us right now, she’s going to trust me with a blank check when the time comes. All we have to do is be the perfect couple that she’s always wanted us to be.”
 
   Jill didn’t know what to say, so she didn’t say anything. In truth, it was a really clever plan. In its way, it was a far more certain road to victory for Nicky than anything Jill had devised for the mission.
 
   “You know this will work,” Ryan said. “You know this is what we have to do.”
 
   “No, I don’t,” said Jill. “Your story does a nice job of taking care of the politics at school, I’ll give you that, but it does nothing to protect us from the vampires who will be looking for Renata’s killer. And Bernadette’s killer. And Melissa’s. Ryan, this mission was risky when it began. To continue it now after all that’s happened would be reckless.”
 
   “You’re scared. It’s okay to be scared.”
 
   “Don’t tell me about being scared! For the past three years, while you were skulking around your house and not talking to anyone, I was risking my life for the Network! You don’t know what it’s like to stare down a vampire who intends to look in your mind and discover the truth. I do! After what Bernadette did to me, I’m lucky to be alive. We all are!”
 
   Ryan approached her. He put his hands on her arms.
 
   “I don’t blame you for feeling like this, not after what happened last semester,” he said. “And I don’t pretend to know everything that happened to you while I was locked up in Italy.”
 
   “The reason you don’t know is you ran out of the house this morning!”
 
   “What I do know, Jill, is that you’re still alive. You were one step ahead of the immortals the whole time. You solved the Ransom. You saved me and Nicky. When this is over and the clan falls apart and we’re all free again, you will be the hero.”
 
   “You don’t get to talk to me about any of this,” Jill said. “You’re not in the Network. You weren’t part of the plan.”
 
   “Really? I thought your big plan last semester was to get me on board so we could use my money to win the contest for Nicky.”
 
   “Ryan, it’s not…ugh! Why are we even having this conversation! What’s gotten into you! Into all of you!”
 
   “The others want to stay too, don’t they?”
 
   “Helena and Phillip do. Nicky did last night, but she seems…I don’t know. I think we should all get out of here tomorrow morning. We can go someplace where we know we’re safe and we can talk this through.”
 
   “If that’s what--”
 
   A knock on the door interrupted them.
 
   “Hello? I’m sorry to bother you,” came Suzette’s voice. Jill wanted to scream at her. That woman was really getting on her nerves.
 
   “What is it, Mom?” Ryan said.
 
   “I’m so very sorry,” she said. “We have a guest. You both need to come back downstairs. I’m certain it will be a short visit.”
 
   “A guest?” Jill whispered. “It’s one in the morning! What the hell is going on?”
 
   “Hang on a sec,” Ryan said. “I’ll go talk to her.”
 
   Jill hung back in the bedroom while Ryan went to the door. He only cracked it open, and spoke to his mother so quietly Jill couldn’t hear. When he came back, he said, “We need to go downstairs.”
 
   “Why? Who’s down there?”
 
   “This is going to be what we have to do for a while,” Ryan said. “For the next few weeks, my mom will want to show us off to lots of people.”
 
   “That’s what we’re doing at one in the morning? Letting your mom show us off?”
 
   “She says it’s someone really important. Come on. We’ll make it quick.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Jill followed Ryan downstairs, expecting to find some lobbyist or politician waiting in the parlor. A late-night cocktail with some power player from the Hill was a regular occurrence in her own house, and her mind was already preparing her for such a visit based on many memories of her own. Smile, give a firm handshake, laugh at their jokes, excuse yourself after one drink.
 
   Indeed, Suzette led them into the parlor, but the man they found there was no politician. Long black hair, deep-set eyes, a suave sophistication not just to his movement, but to his very presence—the man waiting for them in the parlor was someone Jill hadn’t seen since the Homecoming Masquerade. He was someone she hoped she would never see again.
 
   “Good evening,” Sergio Alonzo said, flashing a smile of brilliant white teeth.
 
   With the first words from his mouth, Jill knew all was lost. Sergio had a way about him that was hypnotic even when he wasn’t trying to be. He was like a magnet that drew all the attention in the room his way. With two words, he established that he controlled everything and everyone in this house. There would be no fighting him. There would be no running away.
 
   This wasn’t the first time Jill had entered a room and found a vampire waiting for her. When Bernadette did the same thing to her three months back, Jill managed to key in the emergency code on her phone before it was too late. That code, which broadcast a distress signal to the Network, and recorded all that happened in the room that night, was the only reason she was still alive.
 
   While Sergio reached out to shake Ryan’s hand, Jill slipped her own hand into her pocket and grabbed her phone. Her fingers danced across the screen, and even though she knew Sergio was aware of what she was doing, even though she could sense him spying her out of the corner of his eye, she keyed in the emergency code. When she was done, and her hand had let the phone loose in her pocket again, Sergio turned her way.
 
   “Silencing your cell phone, are you, Miss Wentworth?” he said.
 
   “Yes,” Jill said nervously.
 
   “How very considerate of you. I wish more people your age were aware of how distracting those infernal devices can be.”
 
   Suzette let out a nervous laugh, then said, “Jill is from solid Virginia stock. A very well-mannered girl.”
 
   “I’m sure,” said Sergio.
 
   At that moment, both of Ryan’s parents pulled phones from their pockets and shut them off. As they did so, Sergio looked right at Jill, and winked.
 
   “My purpose here tonight is to gather information,” Sergio said. “I will be brief.”
 
   “You can stay as long as you’d like,” Suzette said. “It’s such an honor to have you in this house.”
 
   “Yes, well, I assure you I can complete my business in a matter of minutes.”
 
   Sergio reached into his jacket and pulled out a small notebook and a pen.
 
   “We are visiting the family of every student who was in attendance at Renata’s year-end party,” Sergio said. “Daciana has divided the chore among several of us in the clan. I have the Jenson family on my list. Since Miss Wentworth is here also, perhaps I will assign my name to her family as well.”
 
   Jill stood in place, watching as Sergio made a mark in his notebook.
 
   “As you may have heard,” he said, “there was an accident at Renata’s mansion following the party.”
 
   “I have heard,” said Suzette with exaggerated concern. “I have friends who said they saw smoke.”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure they did. There was quite the fire at the house. In fact, the entire mansion has burned to the ground.”
 
   Suzette’s reaction was horrified enough for all of them. Jill stood in place, aware that this was the end.
 
   She felt strangely at peace about it. It wasn’t like this was the first time she had faced her own death. So long as that phone kept recording, kept broadcasting, she could be content knowing there was nothing more for her to do.
 
   “More than the burning of the mansion,” Sergio said, “what has us concerned is that Renata has disappeared, and we have evidence she betrayed the clan.”
 
   “Oh my,” said Suzette.
 
   “Because of all this, it is our duty to ask the students who were in attendance at Renata’s party if they saw anything unusual,” Sergio said. “That’s why I’m here. I’ll start with you, Ryan. Did you see anything unusual?”
 
   Ryan looked directly at Sergio and said, “No, sir.”
 
   Immediately, Jill became skeptical of her own eyes. She remembered when she stood in front of Bernadette, thinking she was resisting her advances, when in fact she was telling her everything.
 
   Was it happening again? Was Sergio already modifying her memory? It had to be. Surely Ryan wouldn’t be able to look Sergio in the eye and just lie to him, would he? Surely Sergio wouldn’t accept the word of a student without coaxing the truth out of his mind.
 
   “Thank you, Ryan,” Sergio said. He turned to Jill. “What about you, Miss Wentworth? Did you see anything…untoward during Renata’s party?”
 
   He wasn’t in her mind. He was looking in her eyes, but he wasn’t forcing her to tell him the truth.
 
   It had to be fantasy. At this very moment, Jill was probably spilling her guts and remembering something entirely different.
 
   “I saw nothing that concerned me,” she said.
 
   Sergio let Jill’s words hang in the air, and for a second, there was silence in the house. Suzette broke the silence with a nervous giggle.
 
   “Well then,” Sergio said. “I suppose I will cross your names off my list.”
 
   As he wrote in his notebook, he said, “Jensons, innocent. Wentworths, innocent. Oh, while I’m here, I have something for you.”
 
   Sergio stuffed his notebook and pen away in one side of his coat. From the other side, he retrieved an envelope.
 
   “I’m afraid I only have one of these with me tonight,” he said, “but rest assured, Jill, yours will come in the mail. With Renata now out of the picture, Daciana has decided to take a more active role in the school. She will begin with a party for the senior class at her house, a week from Saturday. This is your invitation.”
 
   Sergio handed the envelope to Ryan.
 
   “Perhaps I will see you both there?” he said.
 
   “Definitely,” said Ryan.
 
   “Good night everyone,” Sergio said. “I’ll see myself out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   “Well, that was interesting,” Ryan said as he closed the door behind Jill.
 
   They were back in his bedroom, a few minutes removed from Sergio’s exit. Jill pulled out her phone and pressed the pound key followed by the number 22 to stop broadcasting the emergency signal to the Network.
 
   A second later, a text came from Helena.
 
   Are you okay?
 
   Jill called her back.
 
   “What was that all about?” Helena said.
 
   “Sergio was here,” said Jill. “At Ryan’s house. Were you able to hear the conversation?”
 
   “I heard every word,” said Helena. “What incredible luck! A party at Daciana’s house! The Network has dreamed of getting in there for years!”
 
   “Helena, were you able to hear the entire conversation? Did you hear everything Ryan and I said?”
 
   “Of course I did. You both were great! A vampire came looking for proof of your guilt, and walked out believing you were innocent! Now do you believe me that we should stay? Now do you agree that maybe it isn’t as dire as you thought?”
 
   The relief that came over Jill was almost too much to bear, and her first reaction was to doubt it was true. When she tried to speak again, she found herself fumbling with her words.
 
   “So we didn’t…I mean…the last time I sent an emergency message…I thought I wasn’t saying anything to Bernadette, but actually, I was.”
 
   “Jill, this was nothing like your encounter with Bernadette,” Helena said. “Sergio didn’t coax anything out of you or Ryan. I heard every word you said. We all did! Do you know what this—oh, hang on. Nicky wants to get on the line.”
 
   There was some shuffling on the other end, then Nicky came on.
 
   “Jill, what’s going on with Ryan?” she said. “From what we heard through your phone, he sounded alright. Is he?”
 
   “Ryan is fine.”
 
   “So why did he leave the safe house without telling anyone?”
 
   “Maybe I should let you talk to him,” Jill said. “I think I’m done talking for tonight.”
 
   She held out the phone for Ryan. “Nicky wants to talk to you,” she said.
 
   “Oh, okay.” He took the phone. “Hello, Nicky?”
 
   As Jill watched Ryan walk across the room with the phone against his ear, she realized just how tired she was. More than a week had passed since she had a full night’s sleep. Fear and excitement had kept her lively, but now, as she allowed herself to think that maybe what Helena said was true, that maybe she really did look a vampire in the eye and lie to him, that maybe she was safe, at least for now, her body couldn’t help but beg for the rest it had been denied for days.
 
   She found her way to a couch in the corner of Ryan’s room and sat down. As she listened to Ryan talk to Nicky, she began to drift.
 
   “So I had this idea,” Ryan said. “A way we could cover up for my absence since Renata’s party, and explain to everyone at school why Jill gave the Ransom money to Samantha. And, if we do it right, we get my parents and Jill’s to give us each blank checks to take…”
 
   Jill’s eyes were already closed. She was very curious how Nicky would react to Ryan’s big idea, but she was too tired to stay up and listen.
 
    
 
   The next morning she found herself stretched out on the couch. She was alone in the bedroom. The clock on Ryan’s nightstand said it was nine-thirty in the morning.
 
   Her phone buzzed. She found it atop the comforter on Ryan’s neatly made bed.
 
   63 unread messages.
 
   “What the hell?” she whispered.
 
   The phone buzzed again with a new text from Jenny Young.
 
   Mattie just told me the most incredible bit of gossip about you and Ryan. Is it true? When can we talk?
 
   Jill scrolled down the screen to the text before, from Karmela Sweet.
 
   Hi Jill. I’ve been wanting to talk to you since Renata’s party. This morning I’m hearing some pretty amazing stuff about you and Ryan. Can you call me today?
 
   Before Karmela’s text was one from Sam Featherstone.
 
   Hi Jill. I know we haven’t been that tight, but it’s clear to me you’re the one to know at school. Please accept my apologies for not recognizing that sooner.
 
   Before that, a text from Mattie.
 
   Where are you? Will you call me please?
 
   One after another, starting at six in the morning and continuing every few minutes, the text messages had come rolling in. Most were requests for her to call or get together later. Some mentioned Ryan and wanted Jill’s confirmation that she and Ryan had indeed pulled a fast one on everybody at school. Others were long-winded bits of excited nonsense that Jill could only skim.
 
   She left the bedroom and went downstairs. Ryan was waiting for her in the living room.
 
   “Let’s go to the kitchen,” he said. “Shamus can get you some breakfast.”
 
   At the breakfast table, Jill showed Ryan her phone, which was still buzzing three or four times a minute.
 
   “When my mom wants to spread some gossip, she knows exactly who to call,” Ryan said.
 
   By the time Jill was finished with the eggs, bacon, and toast Shamus had made for her, the message count on her phone was at eighty-six. She didn’t bother counting individual names on the messages (some people, like Mattie, had messaged her dozens of times), but she estimated that well over half the class had tried to get in touch with her.
 
   “The plan’s going to work,” Ryan said. “People are excited at what you’ve done.”
 
   “At what they think I’ve done,” said Jill.
 
   “And now that Sergio has cleared us all of suspicion, there’s really nothing standing in our way.”
 
   “He hasn’t cleared all of us,” Jill said. “Nicky might be able to look at a vampire and lie, but Phillip and Helena can’t.”
 
   “Sergio was at their house last night,” Ryan said. “He saw them before he saw us. The Bloom family has been checked off his list too.”
 
   “Sergio was at the Bloom mansion?”
 
   “That’s what Nicky told me.”
 
   Seeing the puzzled look on Jill’s face, Ryan added, “Last night, on the phone. You handed me the phone, remember?”
 
   “Yes I remember, but…what the hell is going on? Why was everyone at the mansion? I thought that place was a mess.” Visions of horrible security camera footage flashed in Jill’s mind, Gia, Kendall, and Dante fighting a vampire and losing.
 
   “Helena said they got it cleaned up enough that Sergio never noticed anything.”
 
   “You talked to Helena too?”
 
   “Yeah, Nicky wasn’t really in the mood for a long conversation. She liked the story though.”
 
   “What story?”
 
   “Our cover story! I told her all about it, and how my parents bought it. She thought it sounded good.”
 
   “Really? Nicky was okay with this plan where you and I pretend to be a couple all semester?”
 
   “She said it was brilliant.”
 
   Jill set her fork down on her plate. “Is everyone going crazy?” she muttered.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I just don’t believe this. I don’t believe any of it. Sergio was in the Bloom house last night?”
 
   “Apparently so,” Ryan said. “I think he came here after he finished there.”
 
   “I mean, if we had known he was coming, but the house wasn’t ready, was it? No, all the weaponry got used on Melissa and no one had gone in to prep it again. Not to mention all the hunters. We wanted to have at least half a dozen vampire hunters in the house to greet Sergio when he arrived. Everything we’ve done—we did it all to get Sergio Alonzo into that house and he just shows up and we’re not ready!”
 
   “Well, yeah, it’s not like anybody tried to kill him last night,” Ryan said. Then he let out a little laugh, as if the idea was the silliest thing he’d ever heard. As if the whole point of the mission was ridiculous.
 
   Jill had to remind herself that Ryan was new to all this, and it wasn’t fair to be angry at him.
 
   “I just wish we had known,” she said. “We could have done something.”
 
   “Right, right,” said Ryan in a dismissive tone.
 
   Jill wanted to stand up and smack him. Where did he get off acting like none of this was a big deal? Where did any of them? Nicky and Helena and Phillip, and now Ryan—they had Sergio in the house and just let him walk away! All the work, all the money, all the time, years of time, and four Network agents already dead—it was all about luring Sergio into that house.
 
   It made her sick to think about.
 
   “Whatever,” Jill said. “Just…whatever! Remind me about when Sergio was here, in your house. Before he left, did Sergio say something to us about a party at Daciana’s?”
 
   “He did.”
 
   “Maybe we could make a go for him there,” Jill said. “A last ditch effort to finish this job before we bolt.”
 
   “What? You mean like, try to kill him?”
 
   “That’s why we’re all here, Ryan!”
 
   “Are you nuts? Trying to kill Sergio in Daciana’s house, that’s absurd!”
 
   “You don’t know how hard it is to get close to him! Vampire hunters have been trying for decades just to find him! Do you know how crazy it is that we had two encounters with him last night? How totally unheard of that is?”
 
   “There’s no way anyone’s bringing weapons to Daciana’s party. That would totally screw up Nicky’s chance of winning Coronation.”
 
   “Screw up Nicky’s chance of winning? Ryan, do you even know what we’re trying to do here?”
 
   “I know we’ve got a plan, and the best way to make a plan work is to stick to it.”
 
   “The plan was to leave, in case you’ve forgotten,” said Jill. “And I know your little story seems to be working out fine, but you were never supposed to be involved like this. You were never supposed to be involved at all! People have died, Ryan! People who dedicated their lives to fighting the clan! You don’t even know who they are!”
 
   “Nicky told me about your friends,” Ryan said. “It’s sad, but it comes with the territory. Jill, I get it. You’re scared. You’ve been through a lot.”
 
   Jill stood up. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Why am I even having this conversation with you? I’m done with this!”
 
   She stormed out of the kitchen. “Shamus, where are you?” she yelled. “I need my car!”
 
   Shamus came running from down the hall. “Right here, Miss,” he said. “Is everything alright?”
 
   “Everything’s fine,” Jill said. “It’s just time for me to go.”
 
   Ryan was chasing after her.
 
   “Jill, wait,” he said. “I didn’t meant to make you angry. Did I say something wrong?”
 
   “You’ve said plenty,” said Jill. “Shamus, my keys please.”
 
   “Right here, ma’am,” Shamus said, pulling the keys from a wall cabinet.
 
   “Are you going to Bethesda?” Ryan said. “Because I think they’ll want to start planning for Daciana’s party.”
 
   “I don’t know where I’m going,” Jill said.
 
   Where she ended up going was her parents’ house, a place she thought she would never see again. No one was home when she came through the front door. Her parents had been in Seattle to meet with clients for the better part of the week. Her mother…
 
   “Ugh, my mother,” she whispered.
 
   Her mother was a complicating factor in all of this, one that nobody else understood. If they were going to stick around, they’d have to figure out what to do with Carolyn Wentworth, who knew enough to get herself in trouble if she wasn’t careful.
 
   Jill spent the next hour pacing around the home, trying to think through all that was happening. Helena, Phillip, Ryan, and Nicky were all so intent on sticking around—they were already settling in for another semester at Thorndike.
 
   And while the news that they would be invited to walk into Daciana’s mansion was indeed intriguing for the Network, trying to stay in town beyond that party just didn’t make sense to Jill. Setting aside all the dangers that awaited them now, and the difficulty of winning Coronation for Nicky, there was the simple matter of the final, most important step of the mission itself. Winning Coronation had always been a means to an end. The real goal was to get Sergio alone in a house that was full of vampire hunters.
 
   But that very house had now allowed two vampires to walk out unharmed. The first was Melissa Mayhew, who came in and killed every vampire hunter waiting for her.
 
   The second was Sergio, the vampire the house was built for. They got Sergio into the house and nothing happened.
 
   Whatever chance they had to kill Sergio was doomed now. Jill was certain of it.
 
   Not that the mission was a failure—three dead vampires and a treasure trove of stolen data made the adventure worth it—but it was time to collect their winnings and get out of here.
 
   Or maybe, get out after this party at Daciana’s. Yes, as Jill wandered the house, that was how she reconciled the divergent thoughts in her mind.
 
   Daciana has invited two Network agents to come into her house. We can’t pass that up. But after the party’s over, so is the mission.
 
   She’d find a way to convince the others. Perhaps they would be more willing to see reason after they spent time in Daciana’s mansion. After they got close to the queen of the clan.
 
   Ryan, in particular, would change his tune after an evening at Daciana’s house. Hours of nail-biting anxiety, always wondering if a vampire is right behind you, ready to look in your eyes and steal your thoughts—that’s what the Homecoming Masquerade and the Rose Ransom parties had been to Jill. That’s what Daciana’s party would be to Ryan.
 
   He’d see. Right now Ryan was high on the idea of rebelling against the clan. He was in the same mindspace now that Jill had occupied freshman year, when she was a hotheaded kid who went onto forbidden message boards and wrote long diatribes about the need for revolution.
 
   Jill went out the back door and walked into the woods behind her house, thinking about the 14-year-old version of herself who wrote those passionate rants on the Internet. The Marsh Hawk. Did she have any clue what was in store for her back in those days? Did she have even the slightest idea about the path she was about to go down?
 
   Jill stepped into a clearing and thought about her last time in these woods. She had come here with her mother. They had argued and her mother had stormed away.
 
   She and her mother had come a long way since that argument.
 
   Standing there in the clearing, thinking about her mother, the morning sun on her face, an idea came to Jill. The idea was fully formed the instant it popped into her mind, and the truth of it was undeniable.
 
   Ryan, Nicky, and the others were so hung up on the old plan, the plan to win Coronation, that they hadn’t seen the larger opportunity that just came their way. Yes, this was good. This idea was big. Bigger than Coronation. Bigger than Sergio.
 
   She pulled out her phone, which now had over 200 unread text messages. She ignored all of them and opened her contacts file. She placed a call to someone she hadn’t spoken with in a few days. Someone who would understand exactly what she was thinking.
 
   “Hello Jill,” he answered. “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Hi Alvin. I’ve got an idea. I want to run it by you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Winter break. Christmas. Family.
 
   More than half of the Thorndike community had roots in places other than DC. By Monday morning, most of them would be on their way to whatever corner of the world they came from.
 
   Even so, they would keep on calling Jill until she responded.
 
   Her phone was a mess of unread messages and unheard voicemails. Most of the messages didn’t mean much to her. Mattie was being needy. Karmela wanted to chat.
 
   Other messages were more troublesome, like one that came in from Jenny the night before.
 
    
 
   Has anyone heard from Annika? She’s not responding to any of my texts.
 
    
 
   Jill shook her head. There was entirely too much for her to deal with at the moment, and she wanted nothing more than to cast it all aside and tell all of them to leave her alone.
 
   She decided a single text message, sent to everyone at once, was the way to go.
 
    
 
   Hi Friends. I’m sorry I have been so out of touch this weekend. As you might imagine, I’ve had a lot going on. What you’re hearing through the grapevine is true. Ryan and I have been together all this time, but we’ve been keeping our relationship a secret.
 
    
 
   She set the phone down. Why was it so hard to type that line? For years Jill had been living a lie. No, not just one lie. A whole tapestry of them. The Network, the computer hacking, stolen data, a trail of dead vampires in her wake—her entire life was a complex fabric of lies and she had never felt guilty or confused about holding it all together.
 
   But this lie was different. Ryan and I are together.
 
   The words made her nervous. She felt like she was tempting fate just by thinking them, and not in a good way. There were some things you just didn’t lie about. To Jill, this felt like one of them.
 
   But she didn’t see any other choice. She and Ryan were committed to this story he’d created. It had taken Suzette less than a day to get all the power elite in Washington and around the world talking about the coup at Thorndike, and the clever little lovebirds who pulled it off. Ryan and Jill pulled one over on the Renwicks, and now Samantha Kwan has an insurmountable lead. That was the story going around town. It had all the juice and spin of the best Washington gossip. Lust, deception, power, and conflict. Nicky Bloom was just a ploy to keep the Renwicks off balance. Oh, how they loved a story like this! Red Meat. That’s what they called good gossip. A city full of sharks, and Suzette was pouring chum in the water. Kim never saw it coming and now it’s too late. Samantha will be the next immortal, and she’ll have every reason to reward Ryan and Jill.
 
   There was no stopping the feeding frenzy now. The best Jill could do was get out of the way. Shaking her head, she picked up her phone, and continued the text.
 
    
 
   After three years of keeping our love a secret, we couldn’t wait to be together for real, with no more sneaking around. That’s why I’ve been out of touch, and why I ask for your patience with me. I’ll make time to speak with each of you after the holiday. Until then, enjoy the time with your families.
 
    
 
   She clicked the send button and listened to the text fly into the ether. She imagined the text as an anchor with sharp points that would grab hold once people read it. Her plan to skip town and be done with Thorndike was now officially delayed.
 
   She opened a second text, this one just to Mattie.
 
    
 
   Hey. I wanted to tell you that, at her birthday party, Annika confessed to me that she was going to try and get away by herself. I think she’s been seeing someone from out of town and keeping it a secret. Will you spread the word that she’ll be out of touch for a bit, and people should just leave her alone? But don’t tell anyone you heard it from me, okay?
 
    
 
   So many lies to keep track of. So many people to keep at bay. She just needed everyone to be cool for a few weeks. If she could hold all of this together until after Daciana’s party…
 
   She typed one more text to Mattie.
 
    
 
   Will you get the word out that I kinda want to be left alone too, just in case my text to everyone wasn’t clear enough?
 
    
 
   She hit send. Ten seconds later, she received a response from Mattie.
 
    
 
   You got it. Turn off your phone and go enjoy yourself.
 
    
 
   “Oh don’t you worry, Mattie,” she whispered. “I intend to enjoy myself very much.”
 
   She called Alvin. “Are we ready to get started on this?” she said.
 
   “Yes. I’ve got a place where we can meet and talk about your idea,” Alvin said. “Tomorrow afternoon. I’ll send you directions now.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nicky got the text from Jill on Monday night. She was in bed while she read it.
 
    
 
   I can’t pretend to understand why the rest of you are so gung-ho about trying to complete this mission, but now that we’ve been invited to Daciana’s mansion, I’ve decided to commit myself to the cause, at least for a little bit. I’ll be wearing surveillance cameras when I enter the mansion, and may try to sneak away to get pictures of the rest of the house. Can I count on you and Ryan to cover for me when I’m away from the party?
 
    
 
   Nicky stared at the text for a minute. She was proud of Jill. At the beginning of this mission, Jill was an anxious, reserved rich girl who was only allowed in the Network because of her skills with a computer.
 
   Now she was a bona fide spy for the resistance. More than that. She was a leader. She had taken charge of the mission when Nicky was gone.
 
   Nicky started typing a response to Jill. It wasn’t a response she intended to send. She just wanted to see the words on the screen. She wanted to read the truth in black and white, to imagine what it would be like if Jill knew what was really going on.
 
    
 
   Sergio found the safe house. He programmed Ryan, Helena, and Phillip. That’s why they don’t want to leave.
 
    
 
   She looked at the words for a minute, then erased the text and started typing a new one.
 
    
 
   Sergio thinks he is bonding with me. In his mind, he’s turned the Coronation contest into some sort of ritual I have to complete to prove my love to him before he makes me immortal.
 
    
 
   She erased that text as soon as she typed it. The words made her uncomfortable to look at. She had written them as if this was all Sergio’s doing, as if he was a foolish boy with crush and Nicky was prepared to brush him off.
 
   That wasn’t the case. 
 
   She typed another text.
 
    
 
   Sergio asked me if I felt the bond growing between us, and I said yes. When I told him that, I wasn’t lying. I’ve been more truthful to Sergio Alonzo than to any of you. I haven’t told you that the mission has been compromised, that the vampire we’re meant to kill knows our true identities, that three in our group have been programmed, or that I don’t even know what I’m doing anymore. I’m putting everyone’s lives in danger because I don’t want to leave.
 
    
 
   “Because I’m bonding with Sergio,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   She erased that text as well, then set the phone down on her nightstand. She got out of bed and walked to the glass doors looking out on the balcony. She stared up at the moon and thought about a vision she and Sergio had shared once.
 
   A small village in the woods. A fighting tournament. A nobleman defeats all comers. A beautiful woman takes him into the forest, bares her fangs, and bites into his neck.
 
   When Sergio visited Nicky before the Date Auction, he had done more than share his memory. He had made it Nicky’s memory too. She felt the pain of that memory as deeply as if it were her own. Not just the physical pain of a body undergoing transformation, but the emotional pain too. The loss.
 
   Sergio’s bond with Daciana didn’t take, and he was left an empty shell, waiting to be filled. No, that wasn’t right. Not an empty shell. Half of a whole. Yes, that’s how Sergio felt in that moment and how Nicky felt right now.
 
   Half of a whole.
 
   She walked back to her nightstand and grabbed her phone. She really didn’t want Jill to try and sneak away from the party. She wanted Jill to play along with this clever story Ryan had come up with. She wanted Jill and Ryan to help her win Coronation.
 
   She wanted to complete the ritual.
 
   But she knew there was no talking Jill out of this. The best she could hope for was that Jill would be quick about whatever it was she intended to do.
 
   She typed a return text.
 
    
 
   Yes, I’ll cover for you if you sneak away from the party. Just promise me you’ll be careful.
 
    
 
   She hit send, crawled back into bed, and turned off the light.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Jill found her invitation to Daciana’s party waiting for her in the next day’s mail. Printed on black cardstock with white lettering, the invitation was decorated with gambling iconography. The four suits of a standard card deck adorned each corner of the invite. A pair of dice was pictured in the bottom center.
 
   The language of the invite made the gambling theme more clear.
 
    
 
   Daciana Samarin requests your presence at a party in her home to celebrate luck, chance, and fortune’s expensive smile. $10,000 minimum bet required.
 
    
 
   “Casino night,” Jill said to herself. The spring semester typically kicked off with an all-night Coronation event where the senior class got together and gambled. Those who ended the night ahead were obligated to give their winnings to one of the Coronation contestants. Those who lost their money took comfort in knowing it all went to the Thorndike endowment.
 
   In years past, casino night had been held on a boat that floated down the Potomac River. Jill was glad for the change of venue. A riverboat casino held no interest for her.
 
   Daciana’s mansion, on the other hand, was a place she was excited to go visit.
 
   That afternoon, on Alvin’s instruction, Jill drove to the Hillswood Mall, parked in the north lot, and walked to the movie theater. Taking care to ensure she said the words exactly as Alvin had dictated them to her, Jill approached the clerk at the box office and said, “I’m here for the 2:20 showing of Demon Spawn.”
 
   The clerk, a young man with curly blonde hair, pulled a ticket from his pocket, looked Jill right in the eye, and said, “Theater thirteen.”
 
   Jill walked through the lobby and gave her ticket to the attendant at the front of the hall.
 
   “Last door on your left,” the attendant said, ripping her ticket in half.
 
   Jill walked to the end of the hall, finding the theater with the number thirteen on the marquee, and went inside. She found a brightly lit theater that was empty of patrons, save two people sitting in the middle row. One of those people was Alvin. The other was a woman Jill didn’t recognize. The mystery woman jumped up and approached with her hand extended.
 
   “My name is Eve,” she said. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Jill Wentworth.”
 
   “Eve Kendrick?” asked Jill.
 
   The woman nodded.
 
   “I missed you and Nicky the other night at the safe house,” Eve said.
 
   “Yeah, Nicky had some business to take care of that night,” said Jill.
 
   “Well, for what it’s worth, her friend Frankie is something special. I knew right away when I picked him up that night that he had big potential, and on the first day of his training it was apparent that he has instincts and physical gifts unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “I’m not surprised,” said Jill. “What he did in Renata’s mansion…he saved all of us.”
 
   “He’ll be doing a lot more,” said Eve. “The Network is so excited about him they sent two more trainers down to work with him, which is good for me, because as soon as Alvin told me about your idea I wanted to get involved.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” Jill said, turning her gaze to Alvin. “Who else knows about this?”
 
   “Just the three us for now,” Alvin said. “I know you wanted this in the strictest confidence, and I hesitated to bring in Eve, but our timeline is so short to pull this together, and Eve has gone into a vampire’s mansion undercover before.”
 
   “I have lots of equipment that will help you pull this off,” Eve said. “Please, come sit with us.”
 
   As Eve walked Jill up the ramp and to the row where Alvin was sitting, she said, “Some of the most important missions we’ve ever done were mapped out right here in theater 13.”
 
   “I’m guessing we have some relationship with the owners of the theater,” said Jill.
 
   Eve nodded. “The same family has been in charge of this theater for forty years, and they are good friends of the Network. Truth be told, it’s a mutually beneficial relationship.”
 
   “This ratty old place would have gone out of business a long time ago if the Network wasn’t propping it up,” Alvin said.
 
   Eve stepped aside so Jill could enter the row. She went all the way down and sat next to Alvin, who was pointing a remote control at the back of the theater. He pressed a button on the remote and a light came on in the projection booth, then the movie screen lit up with a picture of Daciana’s mansion.
 
   “I’ve spent the past three months exploring the data you guys stole from Tremblay Property Management last fall,” Alvin said. “Financial records, emails, and most importantly for our purposes, blueprints.”
 
   He pressed a button on the remote control and the picture on the movie screen changed.
 
   “Behold, my friends,” Alvin said. “The original blueprint for Daciana Samarin’s house.”
 
   The picture on the screen was of a hand-drawn document, showing the layout of an enormous mansion.
 
   “Good lord,” said Eve. “You know what I would have given to have something like this on my last mission?”
 
   “Thanks to Nicky and Jill,” Alvin said, “every operative who raids a mansion gets a blueprint now. The TPM database has this info for every building the clan owns.”
 
   Jill allowed her eyes to drift from one corner of the screen to the other, creating a map of Daciana’s mansion in her head. Library, Storage, Servant Quarters, Furnace…
 
   “We should expect the party to take place in the foyer and the great room,” Eve said. She turned on a laser pointer and aimed it at two large rooms on the blueprint. “When you arrive, you’ll enter through this door. Right here is where you’ll have to check your coat. You won’t be allowed to take your purse or your phone inside the mansion. Daciana has a thing about cell phones. She hates them and will insist that everyone leave theirs at the coat check. Fortunately, you won’t need a phone to take pictures or communicate with us.”
 
   Eve rushed to a plastic bin that sat on the far aisle of the movie theater. She removed the lid from the bin and pulled out a leather satchel that she brought to Jill. After unsnapping the lid on the satchel, Jill found that it unfolded like a display case. A pair of earrings and a necklace hung inside. There was a brooch clipped to the center.
 
   “I’ve worn that jewelry to my fair share of cocktail parties,” said Eve. “Why don’t we start with the earrings? Go ahead and put them on.”
 
   The earrings were large diamond studs. Too large.
 
   “I’m guessing these are made of glass,” she said.
 
   “Right you are,” said Eve. “Everywhere you see a gemstone on your jewelry, assume it’s actually a camera lens.”
 
   Jill put the earrings on. They surprised her with their heft. Next to Jill, Alvin was fiddling with a set of earbuds. When he finally got them untangled, he slipped them on and said, “Test, test. Say something for me, Jill.”
 
   “Say something? Like what?”
 
   Alvin looked at Eve and gave her a thumbs up.
 
   “The microphones are on the earring backs,” Eve said. “While you’re at the party, Alvin will be able to hear everything you say. Put on the necklace now.”
 
   Jill unhooked the necklace from her case. It was a leather choker with a wirewrapped pendant made of smoky topaz. At the top of the stone, an array of small jewels were set inside the wire. Jill smiled as she looked at those jewels.
 
   “Am I looking at the camera?” she said.
 
   “You most certainly are,” said Eve.
 
   Alvin pushed a button on his remote control, changing the image on the movie screen. Now they were looking at video of Alvin sitting in his chair. As Jill turned to look at the screen, the viewpoint of the video shifted.
 
   “What about communication? Will you be talking to me?”
 
   “Top pocket of the center fold on your case,” said Eve. “Open it up and have a look inside.”
 
   Jill did as Eve instructed. When she got the pocket open, she found a case with two tiny plastic circles inside.
 
   “You ever worn these before?” Eve said.
 
   “No, but I know exactly what they are,” said Jill.
 
   Jill pressed her fingertip to one of the plastic circles, which immediately took hold, then she placed the circle inside her ear.
 
   “That’s right,” said Eve. “Once you get it in there, just let it slide into place.”
 
   As Jill let the tiny plastic circle grab onto the skin of her ear canal, Alvin manipulated the screen on his tablet, then whispered to it, saying, “Test, test.”
 
   Jill heard him as if he was right inside her ear.
 
   “I can hear you,” she said, “but will I be able to hear you in the mansion? What’s the signal like on these things?”
 
   “Very strong,” said Alvin. “These use low frequency magnetic induction. You could crawl to the bottom of a cave and I’d still be able to talk to you if you’re in range. Which is good, because Daciana’s crypt is quite literally in the bottom of a cave.”
 
   “I’ve got a similar case of jewelry to give to Nicky,” Eve said. “Between the two of you, we should get some great surveillance on the mansion.”
 
   “You haven’t told Nicky about what I’m doing, have you?”
 
   “Is that not part of the plan?” said Eve.
 
   “No!” said Jill. “Tell me you haven’t talked to her yet.”
 
   “Of course not,” said Alvin. “This meeting is our first discussion about it with anyone.”
 
   “What’s the harm in telling Nicky?” said Eve. “I mean, I believe in need-to-know protocol as much as anyone, but Nicky will be in the mansion with you.”
 
   “I don’t want Nicky to know what I’m doing,” Jill said forcefully.
 
   “Is there something we should know?” said Eve. “Is everything alright with Nicky?”
 
   “Everything’s fine,” said Jill. “Just strictest need-to-know on this one, okay?”
 
   “I suppose it is a very sensitive mission,” said Eve. “But it would be helpful if Nicky could cover for you when you’re away from the party, don’t you think?”
 
   “You let me handle that,” said Jill. “Just promise me the others don’t get to know what I’m doing.”
 
   “We really want to get cameras and microphones on Nicky too,” Alvin said.
 
   “That’s fine. Give her the gizmos and tell her it’s for reconnaissance. Tell her I have them too. But don’t tell her about my plan. Got it? Just us. Need to know only.”
 
   “You’re the boss,” said Alvin.
 
   Jill hated keeping info from the rest of the Network, but on this, she felt she had to. Nicky, Helena, and Phillip weren’t thinking clearly about the mission, and Jill couldn’t risk them derailing her one opportunity to get at the goods she knew were stored in Daciana’s house. The others were so eager to complete the old job, to find some miracle that would put Nicky back in a position to win Coronation, they might not see the potential for this new operation. If even one of them decided they were opposed to Jill’s idea, the whole thing could fall apart.
 
   She wouldn’t risk it. She had lost her patience with all of them—Nicky, Phillip, Helena, even Ryan—they were all looking at the mission with this myopic view about Coronation and Sergio. There was no time to argue with them so she wouldn’t even give them a chance to engage. They would understand when it was over, and they would thank Jill for doing what she had to do. Until then, they didn’t get to be involved.
 
    “Anyway, the party starts in the foyer,” Eve said. “Make your rounds a few times, make sure everyone’s seen you there, then, after an hour or so, when you’re certain everyone is too drunk to notice, come this way.”
 
   On the blueprint, Eve pointed at a hallway that connected to the foyer. On one end of the hallway was the kitchen, which was where Jill expected Eve’s laser pointer to go. But it didn’t. Instead, it drifted down to the other end of the hallway.
 
   “The bathroom?” said Jill. “No, I need to go up through the kitchen to get to the back side of the mansion. I want to go to the crypt.”
 
   “Of course you do,” said Eve, “but security in the crypt…maybe you should explain, Alvin.”
 
   “I’ve learned a lot about the security on Daciana’s crypt this week,” Alvin said. “As you might expect, it won’t be easy to get in there.”
 
   “So why are you sending me to the bathroom?”
 
   “Because of this,” Alvin said. He pressed a button on his remote and the screen changed. No longer a blueprint of the mansion, the screen now showed a diagram of overlapping electrical circuits. “Over the years, Daciana has done a tremendous amount of remodeling on her mansion, but she’s left the original wiring mostly unchanged. That’s the weakness in her security system that we’re going to exploit.”
 
   “From the bathroom?” said Jill.
 
   “From a single power outlet in the bathroom,” Alvin said. “An outlet that is part of a circuit that extends to the floor below.”
 
   On the diagram, Eve pointed her laser at a square of connecting lines starting on the left end of the screen and going down across the bottom.
 
   “Daciana’s crypt is a concrete box with walls that are more than a foot thick,” Alvin said. “The only way anybody is getting in and out of there is through the door, and the door has three security measures that make it hard for anyone other than Daciana to open it. The first and oldest bit of security is a locking mechanism on the handle. For decades, that was it, but as the years have passed, and Daciana’s crypt has become strategically more important to the clan, she’s added more security.”
 
   “An alarm?” Jill said.
 
   “That’s the second security measure, and I’ll get to that in a moment. The alarm shouldn’t be much trouble for us. The bigger problem is the electromagnet that seals the door closed. The magnet is controlled by a fingerprint reader on the wall near the door. Sadly, we don’t have any of Daciana’s fingerprints, and don’t even know which finger she uses on the reader. But there’s another way to disable the magnet.”
 
   “Shut off the electricity,” said Jill. She understood now, and was getting excited.
 
   “That’s right,” said Alvin. “Based on this diagram, I’m confident you can go into the bathroom on the first floor and, from there, overload the circuit that provides power to the crypt.”
 
   “Nice,” said Jill. “What am I gonna do? Stick a fork in the outlet?”
 
   Eve smiled. “Something like that,” she said. She went back to her plastic tote and pulled out a small, velvet-covered box, which she handed to Jill.
 
   “One last piece of jewelry for you to try on,” she said.
 
   Jill opened the box and found a bracelet inside. A charm bracelet, like the one she and all her friends wore in middle school. As she lifted it from the box, she looked at a few of the charms hanging off of it. A unicorn, a cross, a mushroom—the charms were made of pewter. Dangling loosely from the bracelet, they jingled together as Jill held it up.
 
   “Seriously?” she said. “You want me to wear this to Daciana’s party? It’s not going to match my outfit at all. People are going to ask about it.”
 
   “You’ll make it work,” said Eve. “To pull off a job this complex, you’ll need tools, and little bracelet will be your tool belt.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   In the basement-level of Daciana’s mansion, in a crypt made of reinforced concrete and steel, there was a computer. A powerful computer, with state of the art components and tremendous memory and processing speed.
 
   This computer, Daciana’s personal computer, had a unique level of access to two very important pieces of software.
 
   The first was Clean Street. Now on version 2.0, Clean Street’s purpose was to allow the clan to “listen” to every conversation in the digital world. Emails, texts, cell phone conversations, chat rooms, and the like—Clean Street sought out traitors by the words they used online, and notified the clan of anyone who might be a threat to their dominance. It was Clean Street that made people frightened to speak ill of the immortals, that made it seem inevitable that if you were engaging in rebellious activity that you would disappear in the night.
 
   Jill knew this software very well, having combed through her mother’s final draft one harried night, fixing problems her mother was too exhausted to see, and adding her own custom lines of code to the program. Those lines of code, which she named The Marsh Hawk Protocol, allowed the Network’s digital communications to remain invisible to the clan. 
 
   As powerful as Clean Street was, there was another piece of software on Daciana’s computer that interested Jill even more. 
 
   I require a program that will give me unrestricted access to hundreds of bank accounts, in financial institutions across the world, and will allow me to see and control all of them from a single interface.
 
   That was the first sentence of Daciana’s original proposal for the software, a proposal Jill read one afternoon when she was snooping around on her father’s laptop. The proposal went on to describe in detail how the interface was to be laid out and how Daciana wanted the software to work. When Jill gave a copy of that proposal to the Network, they speculated that Daciana’s intent was to solidify her control over the clan.
 
   “This is about controlling the bank accounts of all the vampires in America,” was what Gia Rossi had said about the software. “Daciana wants a simple interface where she can get a snapshot view of all the bank accounts of the clan at once.”
 
   “It’s more than a view,” Jill had replied. “Look at some of the requirements in that proposal. Daciana wants unrestricted access.”
 
   “Of course she does,” Gia said. “If you control a vampire’s money, you control the vampire.”
 
   That conversation with Gia happened three years ago, but the memory of it was fresh in Jill’s mind. 
 
   If you control a vampire’s money, you control the vampire.
 
   Jill thought you could take the logic one step further.
 
   If you control a vampire’s computer, you control the vampire’s money.
 
   This was the idea she had presented to Alvin a few days before. This was the idea that brought Jill, Eve, and Alvin to a run-down movie theater in Rockville. This was the reason Jill would stay in town for a little longer, risking her life even though the original mission seemed doomed. 
 
   It was dangerous for them to stay in Washington, and downright reckless for them to walk into Daciana’s mansion. But the potential reward was worth the risk. If Jill could sneak away from the party and find her way into the crypt, she could take control of Daciana’s personal computer.
 
   And change everything.
 
   Jill stayed at the movie theater in Rockville with Eve and Alvin all afternoon. She memorized the entire layout of Daciana’s house. She learned about the alarm system in the home, where the control panel was, who manufactured the control panel, and how it could be hacked.
 
   She became familiar with the charm bracelet Eve had made for her, which was every bit the tool belt Eve described it to be. Breaking into Daciana’s crypt was a multi-step process that would require Jill to override the alarm, trip a circuit breaker, control the security cameras, and even pick an old fashioned lock. All the tools she would need to pull off the job were hidden inside the many pewter charms on her bracelet.
 
   With Eve coaching her on how to move through a vampire’s mansion, and Alvin bringing up screen after screen of detail, they walked through the plan, starting at the moment Jill arrived and finishing when she returned to the party having completed the hack. By the time they finished talking and Jill exited the movie theater, the sun had gone down. When Jill slept that night, she dreamed about blueprints and charm bracelets.
 
   The next morning she got a phone call from Ryan’s mother, inviting her to join the Jenson family on a short trip to a ski resort in Pennsylvania. She declined, making up an excuse about a commitment with her aunt and uncle in Virginia.
 
   “Well then, I guess we’ll see you at our Christmas party when we get back,” Suzette said.
 
   “Yes, I guess you will,” said Jill.
 
   Later that week, Jill’s parents returned home from their business trip in Seattle. Jill was out walking in the woods when they arrived. By the time she got back in the house, her mother was already upstairs in her office, and her father was at the bar, making a martini.
 
   “Hey there,” he said to her. “Can I mix something up for you?”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   Walter Wentworth looked tired as he mixed vodka, vermouth, and ice in the steel shaker. His eyes were red. His hair was greasy and matted flat on his head.
 
   “How was your flight?” Jill said.
 
   “No problems,” said Walter. “Watched a movie, took a nap, you know how these things go.”
 
   Jill was a good twenty feet away from him, but still could smell the Bloody Mary mix on his breath.
 
   It was interesting to look at her father now. In the weeks before Walter and Carolyn had left for Seattle, the power dynamic in the house had shifted dramatically. Jill, having discovered the truth about her mother, had confronted Walter about the slave he had purchased from the Farm and made into his bride. Walter, in turn, had become a blubbering mess, years of guilt and regret pouring out in one awful conversation with his daughter.
 
   Walter poured his martini into a glass and found his way to an easy chair.
 
   “People are talking about you, Jill,” he said after taking his first sip. “Even on the other side of the country, I’m hearing some pretty incredible stories about you.”
 
   “I’m not surprised,” Jill said.
 
   Walter pulled the lever to recline his chair. With his feet up, he kicked off his shoes and took a long drag on his martini, then he said, “It sounds like you and Ryan have everything under control at school and the Coronation contest, and that you’ve outsmarted anyone who might stand in your way. I know it doesn’t mean much to you, but I was really pleased to hear that you got the best of the Renwicks. And I want you to know, whatever you need from me, even if it’s just to stay out of your way, you’ve got it.”
 
   It was a concession speech. After years of fighting with his daughter about every little thing, Walter Wentworth was admitting he had lost. More than once in the past few years, Jill had imagined a moment like this. She was surprised to find that she wasn’t enjoying it at all.
 
   “So you’re not angry I’ve been keeping secrets from you?” she said.
 
   Walter let out a laugh. “Lord knows I don’t have any right to be angry,” he said. He gulped down another drink. “Listen, Jill, the last time we spoke, you said some things to me, about your mother.”
 
   “Yes, and you promised me you were going to have a talk with her.”
 
   “We’ve had that talk,” said Walter. “Your mother heard the full truth about her past, about where she is from and what I did to her when we got married—you never did tell me how you broke her programming.”
 
   “And I never will.”
 
   “Right. Well, I feel good about where your mother is at. I know what I did to her—it’s a big deal to you, and it should be. But believe it or not, it’s not a big deal to Carolyn. She just wanted to get back to work.”
 
   “Of course she did,” said Jill. “She doesn’t know anything else.”
 
   “It makes her happy, Jill. Can it really be so bad if it makes her happy? I mean, think of the life she would have lived had I not…”
 
   He stopped mid-sentence to take a drink. Jill finished the thought for him.
 
   “Had you not bought her illegally from Melissa Mayhew?” she said.
 
   Walter cringed and looked around, as if to make sure no one was listening. When he spoke again, he did it in a quiet voice.
 
   “Yes, had I not bought her, she’d already be dead. But now she lives in a beautiful house, she has a daughter, and she does what makes her happy. I hope that, for her sake, for all our sakes, you can let it go now. I’m sure you’ve heard that Daciana is back in town. It won’t be long before she has more work for us to do.”
 
   “Just so long as the work she’s doing is her choice, not yours.”
 
   “She loves programming computers, Jill.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   In her mind, Jill added, I’ll make sure she has plenty of programming work in whatever new life she leads when all of this is over.
 
   “I know you’re busy,” Walter said. “Don’t let me keep you.”
 
   As Jill walked away, Walter turned on the TV to a college football game. She felt bad for him. In Walter’s mind, everything was settled and life could go back to normal.
 
   If he had even the slightest clue about what his daughter was planning, he’d be in his bedroom packing a suitcase.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The Jensons returned to Potomac two days before Christmas. Ryan wanted Jill to come to their house immediately to keep up appearances, but Jill put him off for a day. When she finally did see him, it was as a guest at his family’s Christmas Eve party.
 
   “Ah! There she is!” was how Suzette greeted her at the front door. Suzette air-kissed both of Jill’s cheeks. “How are your folks?”
 
   “They’re just fine,” said Jill.
 
   “I wish you could have come skiing with us. We had so much fun! Except Roger, of course. He took a tumble on the first day.”
 
   Suzette pointed to Ryan’s father, who was limping around near the Christmas tree. He had a brace covering the length of his right leg, and a big plastic boot on his foot.
 
   “Ouch,” Jill said.
 
   “Don’t ever get old. It’s hell,” Suzette said, then let out an awkward laugh. “If you’ll excuse me, I think Roger’s mother just pulled into the driveway. I’ll need to help her climb up the stairs. I believe you’ll find Ryan in the garage. We just gave him his Christmas present. You’ll want to see it. In a way, it’s your present as much as his!”
 
   Jill pushed her way through the crowded party, meandering out of the front room, through the living area, and to the staircase at the back. She went down one level and entered the garage through a door in the game room.
 
   She found Ryan standing alone, looking pensively at a bright orange…something.
 
   “Ryan?”
 
   “Oh, hey.”
 
   Jill stepped inside, closer to Ryan and the orange hunk of glass and metal.
 
   “What in God’s name are we looking at here?”
 
   “My new car.”
 
   “It looks more like a spaceship,” Jill said. “A bright orange rocket straight out of a comic book.”
 
   “See, I was thinking it looked more like a submarine from some old underwater adventure movie.”
 
   Jill laughed.
 
   “What in the world is this thing?” she said.
 
   “It’s a Lamborghini,” said Ryan. “My dad’s always wanted one.”
 
   “Oh, it’s your dad’s.”
 
   “Nope. All mine,” Ryan said, with a bit of resignation in his voice. “My dad ordered it for himself a year ago. All sorts of custom features, everything he’d ever dreamed about having as a teenager, but when it arrived at the dealership last week, he had second thoughts.”
 
   “Really? Second thoughts about an apricot-colored space car? Seriously, Ryan, this thing looks like it’s ready to blast off.”
 
    “I wish I could say my dad’s reservations were a matter of taste. But that wasn’t it. If my dad could drive this car, he would, but…here, let me show you.”
 
   Ryan pulled on the handle of the passenger door, which didn’t open out, but up.
 
   “It’s like a chicken wing,” said Jill.
 
   “Makes me think of a penguin flapping its arms,” said Ryan.
 
   “Who ever heard of an orange penguin?” said Jill.
 
   Ryan laughed. “Go ahead. Get in,” he said.
 
   Jill slid underneath the open door and into the passenger seat, which was tilted down at a sharp angle, thrusting her feet into the floorboard.
 
   “It’s all caddywampus in here,” she said.
 
   “That’s the problem,” said Ryan. “My dad was fifteen pounds lighter when he did a test drive last year.”
 
   Jill looked over at the driver’s seat. The space between the steering wheel and the chair bottom was really narrow.
 
   “He doesn’t fit anymore?” she said.
 
   “He won’t admit it, but yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s why I’m getting a two hundred thousand dollar custom-made Italian sports car for Christmas.”
 
   Jill leaned over and looked at the speedometer. The numbers on the dial went three times as high as on a normal car.
 
   “Looks like it goes really fast,” she said. “It’s going to get a lot of attention in the senior lot.”
 
   “Yes it is,” said Ryan. “I will officially be that guy. Oh, come look at this.”
 
   Ryan held out his hand to help Jill out of the car. He continued holding her hand as he walked her around the back of the car to show her the license plate.
 
   DREAMSICLE
 
   “Oh my God,” Jill said, unable to stymie her laugh. “It’s got a name! I love it!”
 
   “Don’t laugh too hard. You’ll be arriving at Daciana’s party in this car, just like me.”
 
   “I’ll be proud to be a passenger in the Dreamsicle,” she said.
 
   She found herself leaning into Ryan, pressing her arm against his while they still held hands.
 
   He leaned back.
 
   For a few seconds, it all slipped away from her. The Network. The plan. Daciana’s house. The stubbornness of the others and their vision of completing a mission that wasn’t meant to be finished.
 
   The double life she had led for the past three years.
 
   She leaned against Ryan and he leaned back, the two of them hand-in-hand, having a moment, living in the present.
 
   “I’ve missed you,” she said to him.
 
   There were a few seconds of silence before he responded.
 
   “I’ve missed you too,” he said.
 
   Perhaps it was the car that made it all seem so easy. The ridiculous, bright orange Dreamsicle, a car so impractical Ryan’s father couldn’t even sit in it—the car was a reminder that even in a world as stormy and frightful as the one Jill and Ryan occupied, there was still room for laughter. For friendship. Or maybe even something more.
 
   “I need to talk to you about Daciana’s party,” Ryan said.
 
   “Yeah, I need to talk to you about that too,” said Jill. “But I don’t really want to. Not right now, at least.”
 
   Ryan took a step away. He let go of Jill’s hand. She wanted to reach out and make him hold on, but she controlled herself. The moment was over.
 
   “We should talk about it now,” he said. “It’s important. A single mistake on our part might ruin Nicky’s chances of winning Coronation.”
 
   Jill’s shoulders slumped. This was the Ryan from a week ago. The boy who woke up one morning so obsessed about Coronation that he walked right out of the safe house.
 
   “When people ask us about our story,” he said, “I was thinking maybe I could do most of the talking. Just like at dinner with my parents.”
 
   “That’s fine with me,” said Jill.
 
   “And we should stay together. It will be much easier to keep our stories straight if we can hear what the other person is saying.”
 
   Jill shook her head.
 
   “An hour in, I’ll be sneaking away from the party,” she said. “I need you to cover for me.”
 
   “What are you talking about? You have somewhere you need to go?”
 
   “Network business,” Jill said. “The less you know about it, the better.”
 
   “I don’t understand. I thought winning Coronation for Nicky was the Network’s business. What are you planning to do?”
 
   “An hour into the party, I’m planning to step out for a bit, and I need you to cover for me. If people ask where I am, I need you to tell them I just went to the bathroom, or that you saw me a few minutes ago.”
 
   “No, this doesn’t sound like a good idea at all.”
 
   “Everyone is going to be drunk so they’ll be easy to fool. I’ll be away from the party for about thirty minutes, but I need for everyone to think I never left.”
 
   “What the hell are you going to do? Jill, this is an important night for us. It will be the first time everyone will see us together as a couple. We’ve got a whole semester of work ahead of us and it starts at this party.”
 
   Jill looked at Ryan. His face was so perfect. So full of memory for her. She had been so crazy, madly in love with him once.
 
   It was a different time.
 
   “I’m walking away from the party and you’re going to cover for me,” Jill said. “It’s already decided. There will come a point during the night when I will be gone, and you will have no choice but to help cover up my absence. If people start to get suspicious about where I am, it will be bad news for all of us.”
 
   “There’s nothing I can say to change your mind about this, is there?”
 
   Jill shook her head.
 
   “Fine. I’ll cover for you. But whatever it is you’re going to do, do it quickly, alright?”
 
   “Trust me. I’ll be back as fast as I can.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Daciana stepped off her plane shortly after midnight. Sergio greeted her on the tarmac and walked her to a car that was waiting. As they drove to Daciana’s mansion, Sergio pulled out his notebook and showed her the names of the families he had spoken to already.
 
   “The Jensons,” said Daciana, reading the first name on the list. “I take it Ryan didn’t have any information in his brain about his time in captivity?”
 
   “It appears he was asleep the entire time,” Sergio said.
 
   Daciana nodded. “Yes, I wouldn’t expect Falkon and Renata to allow their prisoners to see anything. I see you’ve spoken with the Wentworths as well?”
 
   “I thought they were worth a chat since it was Jill who solved the Rose Ransom,” Sergio said. “They are innocent too.”
 
   “They’ve always been loyal,” said Daciana. “What about the Bloom family? What did you learn in talking to them?”
 
   “Nicky’s memory of her time in captivity is just as vague as Ryan’s.”
 
   “But you found nothing suspicious with her parents?”
 
   “Not at all,” said Sergio. “Very loyal to you and the clan.”
 
   “I suppose that’s a good thing,” said Daciana. “Although I must admit I’m disappointed we don’t have any new leads. I am so eager to find Renata.”
 
   “I am as well.”
 
   They arrived at Daciana’s mansion and entered through the garage. Daciana’s head of house, a servant named Chester, greeted Daciana as if she had only been gone for a few hours.
 
   “Welcome back, My Lady,” he said, with a small bow.
 
   Daciana wasn’t so casual about her return.
 
   “Chester!” she said with a smile. “What a pleasure it is to see you.”
 
   She gave him a big hug, which was amusing for Sergio to watch. Chester had clearly never been hugged before. He stood in place, his arms at his sides, rather like a dog being patient with an affectionate child.
 
   “It’s so good to be back in this house!” Daciana said, throwing her arms up and spinning in a circle.
 
   “Your servants are always pleased to see you in good spirits,” Chester said. “Is there anything I may get for you?”
 
   “Deliveries,” said Daciana. “Have we received any today?”
 
   “Two trucks, each carrying six pallets,” Chester said. “The manifest said the goods were to be set up in the foyer, so that’s what we have done.”
 
   Daciana clapped her hands together in excitement.
 
   “This is going to be so much fun! Come on, Sergio! Let’s go look!”
 
   She led Sergio to the foyer, where her servants were busily transforming the front room of Daciana’s house into a casino.
 
   “Isn’t it lovely?” she said, walking up to a roulette wheel and giving it a spin.
 
   The roulette wheels and dice pits and card tables took Sergio back to another time, when he and Daciana were new arrivals in America and Daciana was just getting a toehold in the mafia.
 
   “It’s from the old hideaway spot on L street,” Daciana said. “Do you remember?”
 
   “I remember,” said Sergio.
 
   “All those nights when everyone would sneak into the club. We were all living secret lives back then. Running liquor, numbers games, gambling houses.”
 
   “It was a great time,” Sergio said.
 
   “Seventy years this stuff has been in storage!” She went to a craps table and threw the dice. “Locked away just like I was! I’ve been excited about this idea all week. Casino night. One of my favorite Coronation events! We gather everyone at my house. Everyone! The students and the clan. It will be like the early days of Coronation, when everyone was excited to see who was vying to join our ranks. We act like the family we’re supposed to be. We honor our traditions. We make Coronation special again, and root out any disloyalty.”
 
   “It sounds lovely,” Sergio said. “Although, I can’t help but think there is one thing amiss.”
 
   “Really? What’s that?”
 
   “The Kwan girl has an overwhelming lead in the Coronation contest.”
 
   Daciana furrowed her brow. “What are you saying?”
 
   “Correct me if I’m wrong,” Sergio said, “but it sounds like you want a fresh start.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose that is what I want.”
 
   “You want the clan to return to its roots.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “All of us loyal to you, our queen.”
 
   “How else would it be?”
 
   “The problem, Daciana, is that this year’s Coronation contest, as it stands now, is all Renata’s doing. She broke tradition in the Rose Ransom, ignoring the recommendation of the regents about which girl to kidnap.”
 
   “Yes, but that’s over now.”
 
   “Renata changed the rules so she could kidnap the richest boy in school, and get an enormous sum in the ransom pot, money which we both know she intended to steal.”
 
   “But she didn’t steal it.”
 
   “Precisely. When the Wentworth girl solved the Ransom, she took that enormous pot of money and gave it to one of the Coronation contestants. But the pot was artificially large. Renata tampered with the rules to make it that way.”
 
   “Are you saying Samantha Kwan’s lead is illegitimate somehow?”
 
   “I’m saying the whole contest is tarnished by Renata’s betrayal, and it isn’t right to allow Samantha Kwan to walk away with victory like this. If we do, we’ll always know she became an immortal because of Renata’s treachery.”
 
   “I guess I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Daciana said.
 
   “I agree with your vision of returning the clan and Coronation to its roots,” Sergio said. “But I think we can’t do that unless you assert control of the contest and ensure that this year’s winner is your winner, not Renata’s.”
 
   “I don’t want to just wipe out Samantha’s lead. That doesn’t seem right. Jill Wentworth solved some very difficult clues and chose to give the money to Samantha Kwan.”
 
   “Perhaps there is a way to make the contest interesting again without changing the first semester results,” Sergio said. “One that honors our shared past, while also allowing for a fresh start upon your return.”
 
   “I get the feeling you have something specific in mind.”
 
   Sergio nodded. “You and I once looked on as four humans participated in a very clever game of numbers, a game centered around a safe with four bejeweled dials.”
 
   “Are you suggesting I have the girls wearing black play the same numbers game the Hastings family played?”
 
   “There are four girls wearing black, and four dials on the safe.”
 
   Daciana took a step back. She was intrigued. Sergio wondered what he could say to close this sales pitch, and make it possible for Nicky to win the contest.
 
   “If we arranged it now, you could have the safe shipped from Falkon’s villa to arrive here in time for the party,” he said.
 
   “The safe has already shipped,” said Daciana. “I’ve arranged to bring home quite a few things from Falkon’s estate.”
 
   “Then it sounds like this game is meant to be.”
 
   Daciana stood silently, thinking. “If we do this, I want to play the game in a way that it lasts. I don’t want some clever girl like Jill figuring it out right away.”
 
   “I’m sure we can come up with something,” said Sergio.
 
   The doorbell rang.
 
   “That’s Laura,” Daciana said. “I’ve invited her to help us figure out who was working with Renata.
 
   Chester entered the room.
 
   “Shall I answer the door, Master?” he said.
 
   “Yes, and invite Laura to join Sergio and me in the moon room.”
 
    
 
   The moon room was the prize of Daciana’s mansion. An enormous landscape of her favorite plants, the room was decorated to look like a forest at night, complete with a waterfall and a small pond. Hanging high above the room was a clear, domed ceiling, which on this night gave a spectacular view of a half moon nestled among the stars.
 
   There was a sitting area on the lowest level of the room. Sergio and Daciana had spent many nights there, looking at the sky as they talked. Sergio took a seat in his favorite chair. Daciana sat across from him. A minute later, Laura arrived.
 
   “Good evening, Sergio,” Laura said, with a respectful bow of her head.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to see you,” Sergio said. 
 
   “Thank you both for your help this week,” Daciana said. Daciana sat in a high-backed chair with a floral pattern, a Victorian-era antique that was the closest thing to a throne this queen of the vampires had. 
 
   “I just came from the airport,” Laura said.
 
   “Oh really?” Daciana said. “I landed only a few hours ago.”
 
   “I know, and I’m sorry I didn’t come to greet you. I was in a hangar on the north end of the tarmac. Hanger Three to be precise.”
 
   Daciana’s eyes opened wide. “Renata’s plane,” she said.
 
   Laura nodded. “It’s still there. Wherever Renata ran off to, it wasn’t in her private jet.”
 
   “I suppose that’s smart,” said Daciana. “Had she gone in her jet, we could have tracked where she landed.”
 
   “I searched the plane top to bottom,” Laura said. “There wasn’t much in there, but I did find a small stack of mail in a seatback pouch. There was one piece of mail in that stack that was of interest.”
 
   Laura reached into her coat pocket and pulled out an envelope.
 
   “It was sent to her anonymously,” Laura said. “No return address. The postage stamp is from the main office downtown.”
 
   Laura handed the envelope to Daciana, who pulled out two documents. One was a photograph. The other was a letter. It took her only a few seconds to read it.
 
   “You’re right,” she said. “That is interesting.”
 
   Daciana handed the letter and photo to Sergio. The letter was just a few lines of typewritten text.
 
    
 
   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.
 
    
 
   The photo was of a teenage girl sitting in a chair in a hotel lobby.
 
   “Do you think the Evans girl is involved in Renata’s scheme?” Laura asked.
 
   “It certainly appears that way,” said Daciana. “The Evans family are all traitors who faked their own deaths.”
 
   “It’s curious that someone would point her out to Renata like this, don’t you think?” said Laura.
 
   “Very much so,” said Daciana. “But we can worry about that later. Right now we should focus on what we know.”
 
   “It doesn’t appear to me that we know anything at all,” said Sergio. “At least, nothing we didn’t know already. We knew the Evans family was still alive.”
 
   “But we didn’t know where they were,” said Daciana. “The Praia de Sol hotel. I know the place. It’s in Rio de Janeiro. Would either of you like to take a quick trip to Brazil?”
 
   Sergio felt torn. On the one hand, if there was any connection between Shannon Evans and Nicky, he wanted to figure it out before Daciana did so he could quickly hide it from her view. On the other, he didn’t want to leave Potomac. He didn’t want to be far from Nicky ever again.
 
   “I’d be happy to go,” Laura said, deciding the issue for him.
 
   “Wonderful,” said Daciana. “Call your pilot. Have him prepare your jet. Find me something interesting in Brazil! I can’t wait to get to the bottom of all this treachery and put it behind us for good.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Jill spent a quiet Christmas at home with her parents. She gave her mother a book on a recently invented programming language called Strike. She gave her father a bottle of gin.
 
   Declining an invite from Samantha to spend New Year’s Eve in Times Square with most everyone else from school, Jill and Ryan went to a party at the Four Seasons, where they rubbed elbows with politicians and lobbyists. As the clock neared midnight, Jill found herself standing alone with Ryan near a window overlooking downtown.
 
   “Are we going to kiss to bring in the New Year?” she asked him.
 
   “Seems like that would be the appropriate thing to do,” Ryan said. “Why? Would you prefer not to? We could step away from the party.”
 
   “No, it’s fine,” Jill said. “I was just wondering what your plan was, that’s all.”
 
   When midnight came, they kissed gently on the lips. To anyone watching, it probably looked romantic enough. To Jill, it felt every bit the act that it was.
 
   Daciana’s party was three days later.
 
   Jill spent the better part of the afternoon before the party tending to her phone, which was blowing up with texts and pictures from everyone who had just come back to town, and wanted Jill’s approval on their outfits.
 
   Photos of her classmates standing in front of a mirror, holding up their cameras to capture a full-body view of the dresses they wore, photos of girls standing together, smiles plastered on their faces as they documented this moment in their lives, quick snips and selfies of outfits in progress accompanied with captions like, Going with darker eye shadow tonight. What about you? or Are we still wearing silver jewelry, or is that all done now?
 
   Jill couldn’t answer the texts fast enough, and in the hours leading up to the party, there was an air of desperation in the messages flying in.
 
   What are you doing with your hair?
 
   We don’t even know what color you’re wearing.
 
   Just give me a quick idea of your look and I’ll spread the word.
 
   An hour before the party was slated to begin, she composed a single text to respond to all of them.
 
   You look beautiful, it said. I can’t wait to see you tonight. I’ll be away from my phone now.
 
   She hit the send button then went to her bedroom to get dressed.
 
   Ryan picked her up in the Lamborghini at 7:30. They walked through Daciana’s front door together, Ryan in a white tuxedo, Jill in a purple satin dress with her faux-diamond earrings and necklace, miniature microphones in her ears, and a bracelet full of tools hidden in pewter charms on her wrist.
 
   She had spent at least a hundred hours in the past week studying Daciana’s mansion, but when she stepped inside, she felt like she barely knew the place at all. Blueprints and sketches and pictures couldn’t do the house justice.
 
   The giant mahogany doors, doors for which Jill and Alvin had found the original purchase receipt scanned into the TPM database, were more suited for a castle than a home. The black and white tile floor that began on the front porch and continued into the foyer, looked like it was hundreds of years old, even though Jill knew it had been installed in 2007 for a cost just shy of a hundred thousand dollars.
 
   On this night, the tile floor hosted a full casino. Roulette wheels and craps tables, small half-moon kiosks where servants in white shirts were ready to deal games of black jack, baccarat, and poker. Jill couldn’t help but admire how stylish it all was. All the tables matched, and had an early twentieth-century flair to them, as if they were walking into a casino made entirely of antiques.
 
   “Good evening,” said one of Daciana’s servants. “Please, come this way to leave your coats and receive your chips.”
 
   The servant wore a black coat with long tails on the jacket. He led them towards a counter at one end of an enormous walk-in closet, behind which sat three more servants in tuxedos. They took coats, purses, and phones, and, most importantly, credit cards. When their transactions were complete, the servants checked Ryan and Jill’s names off a list, marking both as fully paid.
 
   “Your chips,” a servant said, presenting each of them with a small silver canister.
 
   Jill opened the lid and found a stack of wooden poker chips inside.
 
   “Hold these for me, will you?” she said to Ryan.
 
   Ryan took Jill’s sleeve of chips and put them in his jacket pocket. For the rest of the night, he would serve as her bank at the poker tables, and when it came time for her to sneak out, she wouldn’t have a cumbersome sleeve of poker chips weighing her down.
 
   They exited the cloak room and went back to the foyer, where Mattie Dupree was waiting to greet them.
 
   “Hi guys! Aren’t you just the most lovely couple in the world?” she said.
 
   Less than a second after Mattie’s greeting, Karmela Sweet was in their face as well.
 
   “You’re here!” Karmela said, throwing her arms open to hug Jill and Ryan together. “Finally the party can get started!”
 
   With Karmela’s hug squeezing her into an awkward position, Jill found herself looking up, where she saw four giant banners hanging from the ceiling. Each banner showed a picture of one of the girls wearing black.
 
   Samantha’s picture hung near the western wall of the foyer, with a white border running the edge of the photo. Nicky’s picture was adjacent to hers, a red border surrounding it.
 
   Karmela released them from her squeeze, but Jill kept her head tilted up, making sure the cameras in her earrings got a good view of the banners.
 
   “Aren’t those posters amazing?” Karmela said.
 
   “They’re covering up the mural,” Jill said.
 
   “What’s that?” said Karmela.
 
   “There’s a mural on Daciana’s ceiling,” said Jill. “The vampire queen standing under the moon. Daciana commissioned it in 1946. It’s kind of a big deal. ”
 
   “Oh yeah, look at that,” said Mattie. “I see it up there. It’s beautiful.”
 
   “It’s interesting that Daciana would allow these posters to take attention away from the mural,” said Jill, turning her head to let her earrings get a shot of Kim and Mary’s posters as well.
 
   “Just goes to show what a big deal it is to be one of the girls wearing black,” said Ryan.
 
   “Yeah, I guess so,” said Jill.
 
   She would have enjoyed having a moment to explore the foyer by herself, but even more people were flowing their way now. Jenny and Jake and Amber and Isabella—Jill and Ryan were like magnets in a room full of scrap metal. Jill’s instinct was to back away from these people swarming her, but Ryan put his arm around her and held her in place.
 
   More hugs. More greetings. Jill smiled and laughed as, one after another, her classmates fawned over her. They showered her with compliments about her hair, her dress, her jewelry, and they practically begged for her compliments in return. Simple things like a comment on Mattie’s shoes or the way Karmela’s ring went with her necklace—all the normal pleasantries of a gathering like this seemed much more significant tonight, as if Jill’s opinion was the only one that mattered.
 
    “Oh my, would you look at that?” Karmela squealed, eyeing Jill’s charm bracelet. “Charms! How cute! You wore charms!”
 
   Jill suppressed a laugh. The charm bracelet was a messy, ugly piece of jewelry. Had Jill worn it to a party last semester, before she was the toast of the school, it probably would have drawn ridicule.
 
   But now it was an object of praise.
 
   “It’s just an old bracelet I decided to wear at the last minute,” said Jill. “I don’t know why. Maybe I like that it reminds me I live a charmed life. But enough standing around! We’re here to gamble, right? Let’s go win some money!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sergio stood on the rooftop with Daciana, watching the students arrive.
 
   Some students came alone, pulling brightly colored sports cars into the driveway and tossing the keys at the valet. Others arrived in packs, riding in the backs of stretch limousines and stumbling out, already giggling in drunken pleasure.
 
   “Look at them,” Daciana said. “So carefree and confident. They’ve been led to believe the world will always provide them with whatever they want.”
 
   “Almost everything,” said Sergio. “Only one will win the prize they truly desire.”
 
   “And even that one will be disappointed in the end,” Daciana said. “Happiness isn’t something the world provides to us, even those of us who have everything.”
 
   “My, aren’t we philosophical tonight?”
 
   “I spent a few days at the Farm this week.”
 
   “Were you looking to get closer to your food?”
 
   “I was looking to see what was happening there. Did you know that place has been running on autopilot for months?”
 
   “I’ve never concerned myself with our property in Florida.”
 
   “Well I take great pride in the Farm, and when Laura told me that Melissa and Dominic have both gone missing, I knew I had to get down there.”
 
   “Do you think Renata killed them?”
 
   “I’m certain she did. Fortunately for the rest of us, Melissa had trained her staff well. They’ve kept operations going in her absence. But without an immortal there, we developed a backlog of arrivals waiting for programming.”
 
   “You didn’t sit in that room and program the new slaves, did you?”
 
   “I did indeed. For two days I went one by one and cleared out the entire backlog.”
 
   “How very hands on of you.”
 
   “It’s the new me, Sergio. I delegated too much before. I was too removed from the day-to-day. Lena and Thomas are going to move to Florida and take over the Farm, but I’m going to go down there regularly. I’m going to be involved in our operations there, just as I’m going to be more involved in the school.”
 
   Sergio turned to look down the other end of the roof, to the hill behind Daciana’s house. Thirty acres of woodland with a gentle downward slope on all sides. When Daciana bought this land, she still lived in a world where your enemies might try to attack where you sleep and it was best to build your house on a hill.
 
   How quaint it all seemed back then.
 
   Now Potomac was a bustling suburb, stuffed to the gills with the wealthiest people on earth, and the forest surrounding Daciana’s house was the last bit of undeveloped land before the river. On this night, that undeveloped land would be the site of a ceremonial hunt.
 
   The rest of the clan was gathering near the flower garden, as Daciana had instructed them to do. Sergio watched them emerge from the woods, and admired the symmetry Daciana had created. On one end of the house, the humans gathered to drink their wine. On the other, the immortals to drink their blood.
 
   He spotted Laura Heidegger in the crowd of immortals below.
 
   “Did Laura turn up any new leads in Brazil?”
 
   “She did indeed,” Daciana said. “The Praia de Sol was very cooperative. They shared all their records, and although the whereabouts of the Evans girl are still unknown, we learned something very interesting.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “She had an accomplice in the school.”
 
   “One of the students?” Sergio said. “Which one?”
 
   Please don’t let it be Nicky, he thought.
 
   “Annika Fleming,” Daciana said. “We found record of wire transfers to the Praia de Sol during the time Shannon was there. Whatever Shannon was doing there, Annika Fleming was helping to finance it.”
 
   “So where is the Fleming girl now?”
 
   “Gone missing,” Daciana said.
 
   “How convenient.”
 
   “Yes. The plot thickens, as they say.”
 
   “I imagine Laura will continue her investigation in Brazil?”
 
   “Indeed she will. I expect it will be easier to find two runaway high schoolers than it will be to find Renata.”
 
   “Yes, that’s probably true,” Sergio said. His eyes drifted from Laura, who was standing under a tree, speaking with her bond, to Lena Trang, who was walking around the near side of the mansion. As Daciana continued speaking, Sergio kept his gaze on Lena, who went all the way around to the front of the house.
 
   “Annika’s parents knew nothing of their daughter’s betrayal,” she said. “And it appears her closest friends were people you’ve already cleared.”
 
   “Really?” Sergio said. Lena was now lurking in the shadows in front of the mansion, watching the students arrive. What was she doing? 
 
   Sergio heard Nicky’s footsteps before he saw her. How wonderful it was to have a connection so strong he recognized the sound of her footsteps! He allowed his eyes to follow the sound, and then he was looking at her.
 
   Nicky Bloom had arrived at the party. Seeing her, he felt more alive.
 
   As Nicky walked under the portico, passing out of view, Sergio’s eyes drifted back to Lena, who was still hiding in the shadows. He didn’t like the way Lena was looking at Nicky.
 
   And now she was on the move. Was Lena following Nicky into the mansion?
 
   He would have to get down there and have a closer look.
 
   “If you’ll excuse me, I think I will head down and join the others,” he said.
 
   “I’ll go with you,” said Daciana. “It’s nearly time to begin.”
 
   Sergio bit into his lower lip. Nicky and Lena would have to wait.
 
   “That will be lovely,” he said. “We’ll greet the others together.”
 
   They walked to the edge of the roof and jumped, descending three stories and landing softly on the grass below. The collection of vampires standing a hundred yards away turned in their direction.
 
   Smiles came over their faces, glimmers in their eyes, it was as if a brightness overtook the night.
 
   They weren’t looking at Sergio. These were Daciana’s children, eager to greet their mother after her long absence.
 
   To welcome her back to life.
 
   Sergio stood aside as the clan lined up to embrace Daciana one at a time. So very, very good to see you, they said. How wonderful to have you back!
 
   Daciana practically glowed with happiness.
 
    “Welcome, my friends!” she said. “I cannot tell you how pleased I am to see you all tonight. I have so many things to tell you. I look forward to catching up with each of you individually before the night is done. But all of that can wait. This is a party, after all! Let us begin the hunt!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nicky approached the front door of Daciana’s mansion feeling oddly relaxed. There was no need to be on at this party. No need to play her role to perfection, as she had done all last semester. After all, no one at Thorndike cared about Nicky Bloom anymore.
 
   She opened the front door and stepped inside. The chatter quickly died down, but no one looked at her, at least, not directly.
 
   She found it marvelously strange. They couldn’t have been more aware of her presence, yet they were pretending not to see her.
 
   She walked into the foyer, uncertain where she was going or what she was doing. She just needed to get through the room. She needed to turn her back on all these people so they could get back to their conversations and pretend she wasn’t here.
 
   The casino setup made the foyer a bit of a maze. She worked her way to the back of the room, snaking through rows of students playing roulette, cards, and dice, finally reaching the bar, where she sat on a stool, mercifully alone.
 
   “What can I get for you, Miss?” asked the boy tending bar. He had long hair and a mustache of peach fuzz.
 
   Nicky found herself thinking about the Masquerade. At that party too, she had stepped inside and silenced the room. At that party, she went straight to the bar to get a drink served up by someone far too young to be handling liquor.
 
   “It’s no fun being ignored, is it?”
 
   The voice was familiar, but in a distant way. Only a few months had passed since Nicky’s last encounter with Kim Renwick, but it felt like a lifetime ago.
 
   “Nobody likes to be ignored,” Nicky said, turning to face her.
 
   Kim wore a black gown that draped elegantly to the floor, with a short jacket hugging her shoulders. She walked up to the bar so she was standing right next to Nicky.
 
   “You know that everyone is looking at us now,” Kim said quietly. “They’re wondering what we’re talking about.”
 
   “What are we talking about?”
 
   “We’re talking about you, Jill, and Ryan,” Kim said. “I want to hear it from your lips. Did Jill and Ryan really plan this crazy scheme to put Samantha over the top, or is this another of your games?”
 
   “I didn’t agree to any game where Jill sent a hundred million dollars to one of my competitors,” Nicky said.
 
   Kim nodded, her eyes half-closed. “Yes, that’s what gets me too. I have to tell you, when Jill gave her money to Samantha, it made me furious. I was certain this was another scheme the two of you were running and we’d figure it out sooner or later. But then these rumors started about Jill and Ryan, about them using you as a diversion to keep me from seeing the real threat…it’s true, isn’t it, Nicky?”
 
   “Does it matter what I tell you?” Nicky said. “It’s not like you have any reason to trust me.”
 
   “No, I suppose I don’t. I just want so badly to hear you say it.”
 
   “It’s true, Kim. They made me think I was going to win Coronation. They played me for a fool.”
 
   “I suppose that means we have a common enemy,” said Kim. “In fact, I’d expect that you hate Jill even more than I do.”
 
   “I don’t hate Jill,” Nicky said. “Everyone’s doing what they have to do to get by, right?”
 
   Kim laughed. “You don’t really think like that. People who think like that don’t end up at Thorndike. Not unless…oh my God, she used you from the beginning, didn’t she?”
 
   “I thought we already established that,” said Nicky.
 
   “Yes, but their plan for you goes back farther than the beginning of the year, doesn’t it?”
 
   Nicky said nothing.
 
   “This is so crazy,” Kim said. “And to think that a few weeks ago people thought you were going to win! Now you couldn’t be a bigger loser!”
 
   “I’m a couple million dollars ahead of you, Kim.”
 
   “That will change. Once everyone realizes how thoroughly Jill and Ryan used you—you don’t understand, Nicky. You’re going to be the perfect excuse for these people to assuage their consciences. You never belonged here. You were just part of Jill and Ryan’s game. The rest of school will start to understand it soon enough. Second semester is the bigger money, Nicky. I’m going to find a way to get past you. Mary will too. And then Samantha will win and you’ll be the girl in the cage.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “Sucks to be you, Nicky Bloom. See you around.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Let everyone see you. Put lots of memories of you in their minds before they’re totally drunk. Then disappear.
 
   Those were Eve’s instructions to Jill about how to treat the first hour of the party. You laugh at everyone’s jokes, you hang on Ryan’s arm and let everyone see how happy you are, and you make the rounds of the room more than once.
 
   The casino theme of the party made it easy to move from one place to another. Every time a game ended and Jill lost her chips she had a perfect excuse to move to another table. Thirty minutes in, she had played blackjack, roulette, craps, and baccarat; she had spent time not just with Mattie and Karmela, but also Sam, Lonnie, Wesley, Geordi, Danielle, and Jacqueline. She had made herself visible to Kim’s little group of loyalists, and said hello to Mary. She brought the same glass of wine with her wherever she went, allowing people to see her sipping from it, and watching as their glasses went from empty to full to empty again.
 
   Early in the party, everyone wanted to talk about her relationship with Ryan, but after a few glasses of wine, they were content to focus on the gambling games. When one of the servants rolled out a glass orb full of Ping-Pong balls and a huge group gathered to play keno, Jill knew it was time to leave. They were all having too much fun to miss her.
 
   She found Ryan at the back of a crowd, looking on as a servant pulled a plastic ball from the keno bin.
 
   “Forty-three,” the servant announced.
 
   As the crowd let out a disappointed sigh, Jill put her sleeve of poker chips in Ryan’s pocket.
 
   “It’s time,” she whispered. “Cover for me if anyone gets suspicious.”
 
   The look on Ryan’s face made Jill think he was going to try again to persuade her to call it off. But when he spoke, all he said was, “Be careful.”
 
   “I will,” she said. Then she walked out of the foyer and into the hallway.
 
   Her first stop was the restroom.
 
   An attendant, a girl maybe sixteen years old, stood in front of the sink holding a towel. She gave a small bow when Jill came inside, her head ducking low enough to expose the hand dryer on the wall behind her. The power outlet was to the immediate left of the dryer. The dryer was plugged into one socket. The other socket was open.
 
   There were three toilet stalls in the bathroom. Jill went into the middle stall and closed the door. Then she removed her bracelet and, with both hands, began flipping among the charms. She unhooked two rectangular charms and a tiny mushroom from the bracelet, and fit the three pieces together. When she was done, she had created a device she could plug into the outlet on the bathroom wall.
 
   She took a deep breath, then tapped twice on her earring.
 
   “Signal received,” came Alvin’s voice in her ear. “I’m ready when you are.”
 
   Jill listened carefully for movement in the bathroom. There wasn’t any. It was time.
 
   She flushed the toilet, then, the sound of the running water masking her voice, she whispered, “I’m going to insert the device in the socket now.”
 
   “Tap three times when it’s done,” Alvin said.
 
   The mushroom charm from her bracelet was the key to all of this. Now that she had assembled the mushroom together with the rectangles, she could plug it into the bathroom wall and allow the wires inside the mushroom to accept a charge from the outlet. Surrounding those wires inside the mushroom was a circular collet that, upon receiving a wireless signal from Alvin, would squeeze closed, pressing the wires together.
 
   And shorting out the entire electrical circuit connected to the outlet.
 
   One more charm to remove from her bracelet before she could go, this one a tiny, silver unicorn. She found it and unhooked it.
 
   Her newly assembled plug in one hand, the unicorn charm in the other, Jill stepped out of the bathroom stall.
 
   The attendant gave her another small bow and stepped aside, making room for Jill to wash her hands. Smiling at the attendant, Jill allowed the unicorn charm to slip through her fingers. It dinged like a tiny bell as it bounced on the marble floor.
 
   “Whoops! Could you get that for me?”
 
   The attendant crossed the bathroom and bent down to pick up the very flat, very hard-to-grab-onto unicorn charm. It took her a few seconds of squeezing at it with her fingers before she was able to pick it up.
 
   It was all the time Jill needed. By the time the attendant finally got the pesky charm off the floor, Jill had already plugged her device into the wall and was washing her hands.
 
   “Thank you,” Jill said as she took back the unicorn.
 
   When Jill was done washing her hands, the attendant gave her a white towel. Careful not to seem too hurried, Jill dried herself off and left the bathroom.
 
   As soon as she was out the door, she tapped her earring three times.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It took all of ten minutes for the clan to capture and kill a truck-full of humans after they’d been released into the forest outside Daciana’s house. Now, their kills stretched across their laps, the vampires sat in small groups enjoying each other’s company while they ate.
 
   Sergio, having chosen not to participate in the hunt, was lurking in the shadows, eavesdropping on all the different conversations.
 
   He listened as they speculated about Renata’s whereabouts, and what could have happened to her house. He overheard vampires voicing their long-held suspicions about Renata’s loyalty, and the discomfort they felt at the obvious conflict between Renata and Melissa.
 
   As he moved among the conversation circles, he wondered what sort of impact his actions would have on future gatherings like this. Would there still be ceremonial hunts after he bonded with Nicky and left the clan? Would there still be parties at the mansion?
 
   Would there still be a clan at all?
 
   For nearly a century he had been doing this for Daciana. The Homecoming Masquerade, the Coronation contest, the new immortal—a cycle that repeated itself every year forever without end, an always-growing clan and an inexhaustible source of money.
 
   How would they react when they learned that this year’s immortal wasn’t just another of Daciana’s lackeys, but instead, a vampire fully bonded to Sergio? How would they react when they realized he was gone, his bond with Nicky so deep that the two of them had no interest in the domesticated life of the Samarin clan?
 
   He could hardly wait to share his life with Nicky. For them, there would be no shipments from the Farm, no ceremonial hunts. No, he and Nicky would be true creatures of the night, hunting for their food in the wild, roaming the countryside, never staying in one place for long, using humans when they needed to, but mostly ignoring the larger world. They would lose themselves in each other’s presence, their love rendering all other concerns trivial in comparison.
 
   And it all started with the ritual. The Coronation contest had drawn them together. Now it would seal their love. When the ritual was done, both he and Nicky would abandon their old lives and loyalties, sacrificing everything for each other, both of them doing whatever it took to be together.
 
   He spotted Lena on the outskirts of the gathering. She and her bond, Thomas Byrne, had removed themselves from the others. This was the conversation he wanted to hear. He wanted to know why Lena was scowling at Nicky before the party.
 
   Moving in total silence, he came close enough to hear them.
 
   “Yes, I’m going to tell her tonight,” Lena said, quietly, “but not until I know what I’m talking about.”
 
   “You do know what you’re talking about,” said Thomas. “Just tell her exactly what happened. You don’t need to know anything more.”
 
   “I need to know what I’m stepping into,” Lena said. “As soon as I tell Daciana about that phone call, I’m involved in this mess.”
 
   “But you haven’t done anything wrong.”
 
   “Neither did Bernadette, but where is she tonight? Where is Mark?”
 
   “Good question,” Thomas said.
 
   “I can think of two people Melissa would have called that night. There were two of us she thought she could trust. Bernadette and me.”
 
   “It is troubling that Bernadette isn’t here.”
 
   “Bernadette and Mark,” Lena corrected. “Melissa and Dominic. Renata too. Everyone who knew something about that phone call is missing. Everyone except us.”
 
   “So what are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m going to find Nicky Bloom and make her talk to me,” Lena said. “If Nicky knows something, I want to know what it is before I speak with Daciana.”
 
   Sergio closed his eyes and breathed slowly.
 
   It was all he could do not to tear into Lena and Thomas both and spread their guts all over the forest floor. It was only the ritual that stopped him. The ritual required self-control. He would kill Lena and Thomas later, when they were alone, and he had a chance to find out why they were so suspicious of Nicky.
 
   A servant came out from the house and began ringing a bell. All around Sergio, the vampires of the clan tossed aside the corpses they were feeding on and stood up to go back to the house. They moved in a pack, walking towards the back entrance that led to the moon room. Sergio joined the group, taking a place right behind Thomas and Lena.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jill stood at the door to the kitchen, peering through the circular window. She saw the control panel on the opposite wall, right where the blueprint said it would be. A small screen, countersunk into the drywall, just inches away from the exit.
 
   “You know what you have to do,” she whispered to herself. “Don’t think about it, just do it.”
 
   She flipped through the charms on her bracelet until she found the daisy, then she unhooked it. Positioning it between her finger and thumb, just like Eve had shown her, she squeezed on the base of the charm.
 
   A tiny laser embedded in the head of the daisy turned on.
 
   Twirling the daisy in her fingers, Jill focused her eyes on the red dot the laser shone on the wall. Then she held the daisy up to the window, and pointed the red dot at the control panel screen on the other side of the kitchen.
 
   “Hey Jill, I’m getting a signal from the access panel, but it’s really weak,” came Alvin’s voice in her ear.
 
   “I’m not inside yet,” Jill whispered. “I’m shining the laser through the window in the kitchen door.”
 
   “The signal isn’t strong enough through the glass,” said Alvin. “You need to get closer.”
 
   “I know,” whispered Jill. “I’m just getting ready.”
 
   Carefully holding the daisy in her fingers, Jill pressed her face close to the glass and looked as far as she could down both sides of the kitchen. No one was in there.
 
   She turned and looked behind her. The hallway was empty.
 
   “Now or never,” she whispered.
 
   She pressed her shoulder against the swinging door and pushed her head inside. She knew from the blueprint that the kitchen bent off in an L-shape to her left, and she could hear activity around the corner.
 
   But there was no one on this side of the room. She stepped all the way into the kitchen and let the door swing shut behind her.
 
   Across the kitchen, the screen of the control panel that operated Daciana’s alarm glowed a mint green color. The bright red logo of the manufacturer ran across the top of it. Jill held up the daisy charm and tilted it in her fingers until the laser light touched the center of the screen.
 
   “I’ve got a connection,” said Alvin. “Hold it steady…steady…almost there…okay, we’re in! Mount it on the wall and get out of there.”
 
   “Mounting it now,” Jill whispered.
 
   She stepped backwards, careful to keep the laser light in place. When she was all the way to the far wall, she peeled off a foil backing, exposing a tacky adhesive on one side of the daisy charm.
 
   Maintaining her aim on the control panel, she pressed the daisy into the opposite wall, where it stayed, a tiny silver charm stuck to the wall of Daciana’s kitchen, shining an invisible laser beam at the control panel that operated the alarm and security cameras in Daciana’s house.
 
   “The daisy is on the wall,” Jill whispered.
 
   “I’ve got full control of the system,” said Alvin. “Get moving.”
 
   Right as Alvin spoke the words, the kitchen door flew open. Still pressed against the wall, Jill stayed perfectly still as a girl with blonde hair walked right past her, oblivious to her presence.
 
   As the servant girl went to the sink, where she rinsed off a silver serving tray, Jill stepped to one side, hiding herself behind a rolling cart of desserts. She couldn’t see what was happening now, but she heard the girl working just a few feet away.
 
   The girl opened and closed wooden cabinets in rapid succession. She shoved something into the sink and turned on the water.
 
   More cabinets opening and closing. The door swung open again. Now there were two of them at the sink.
 
   “Jill?” Alvin said. “Are you on the move?”
 
   A cacophony of pots and pans clanged together where the servants were working. Then one of them closed the cabinet. Two pairs of footsteps, then the servants came into view. Jill watched as they walked down the kitchen and around the corner.
 
   Jill raced across the galley. She pushed open the door on the other side and stepped into Daciana’s dining room.
 
   “I’m out,” she whispered. Her heart was pounding. She felt like she could barely breathe.
 
   “Alright, so you’re in the dining hall, correct?” said Alvin.
 
   “Yes, but, help me out here,” Jill said. “I’m not thinking clearly. I can’t--”
 
   “All the way to the other end,” Alvin said. “Look for the exit on the south wall.”
 
   South? Which way was south? Jill felt like she might pass out.
 
   “Your left,” Alvin said. “The way out is on your left.”
 
   “My left,” she whispered. She imagined the blueprint in her mind. Kitchen, dining hall, parlor, south corridor.
 
   “You’re going to be fine,” came Eve’s voice. “Now take a minute to listen before you move again, just like we talked about. Look at your exit and listen for footsteps. Do you hear any?”
 
   “No,” Jill whispered. “I think it’s clear.”
 
   “Then get moving,” said Eve.
 
   “Right.”
 
   Jill started to run, imagining herself gliding along the blueprint in her mind. She had just passed through the kitchen. Now she was running across the dining hall and headed towards the south exit.
 
   “Stop at the door to check before you go through,” Eve reminded.
 
   Jill was already doing it. Pressing herself close to the wall, she came to the entrance to the parlor, and peered around the corner.
 
   “It’s empty,” she said. “I’m going in.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   One of the servants tapped Nicky on the shoulder.
 
   “Hello, Miss,” he said. “Will you please follow me?”
 
   This servant was older than the others. Perhaps he was Daciana’s head of house.
 
   “Alright,” Nicky said.
 
   The servant walked slowly across the floor, leading Nicky on a path between games of craps and roulette. She sensed the din of the room dying down. People were noticing that she was on the move.
 
   And not just her. Scanning the room, Nicky saw the other girls wearing black walking across the floor, each following one of Daciana’s servants.
 
   Nicky allowed herself to relax. Wherever this servant was taking her, she wasn’t going alone. This wasn’t about her; it was about Coronation.
 
   They gathered at a round table near the center of the room. Each servant pulled back a chair for the girl he was leading. Nicky sat between Samantha and Mary. Kim sat directly across from her.
 
   The room was nearly silent now, with everyone aware that the girls wearing black were all sitting at the same table.
 
   The servant who led Nicky to the table went to the dealer’s space and picked up a deck of cards.
 
   “The master wishes for the four of you to play a game of poker,” he said. “Your chips for this game are provided courtesy of the house.”
 
   A servant reached over Nicky’s shoulder and placed a sleeve of wooden poker chips in front of her, then did the same for Samantha, Kim, and Mary. 
 
   “Blue chips are worth one thousand,” said the servant. “Red chips are ten thousand. White chips are a hundred thousand.”
 
   Nicky did a quick count of the chips in front of her. One million dollars in her stack. They were about to play poker for a four million dollar pot.
 
   “The game is Texas Holdem,” the servant said. “We begin with a hundred-thousand dollar ante.”
 
   Kim tossed a white chip to the center of the table. Mary and Samantha did the same. Nicky was last to throw one of her chips into the pile.
 
   The servant shuffled the deck and began dealing cards.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The stone tiles on the floor of Daciana’s parlor were cold on Jill’s bare feet. Holding her shoes as she ran, Jill wished she had chosen a different dress. This one might be a nice match for her jewelry, but the skirt didn’t give her legs enough room to run at full speed, and she found herself moving in a ridiculous kind of prance.
 
   The house was so much larger than she had imagined it to be when she studied the blueprint. She couldn’t get through it fast enough. She felt exposed.
 
   She reached the other end of the room and pressed her back against the wall.
 
   “I’m at the south corridor,” she whispered.
 
   “Okay, hang tight where you are,” came Alvin’s voice in her ear. “I’m adjusting the cameras in the corridor now.”
 
   Jill could hear the faint buzzing sound of the cameras moving on their turrets.
 
   “Okay, get in the hallway and stay close to the wall,” Alvin said.
 
   Running on the balls of her feet, Jill pushed halfway down the corridor, coming to a stop underneath the first camera.
 
   She tapped twice on her earring.
 
   “Got it,” Alvin said. “I’m bringing the first camera around.”
 
   Above her head, the security camera made a slow arc, its eye aiming away from the corridor ahead and towards the section Jill had just run.
 
   “Coming up on the ninety degree mark,” Alvin said. “Go!”
 
   Jill ran to the next camera, stopped, and tapped her earring.
 
   “Bringing it around,” Alvin said. “You’re doing great.”
 
   Jill waited for the camera to face forward, then she took off down the hall. She came to the end of the corridor and veered to the left, heading towards Daciana’s moon room.
 
   She could hear the waterfall as she approached.
 
   “You’re clear to enter,” Alvin said. “No servants in sight.”
 
   Jill tiptoed into the moon room, staying on the brick path that ran through the foliage. Ponds with huge, colorful fish, a waterfall stretching all the way up the high walls, fully grown elm and mulberry trees casting shadows in the moonlight—it was all Jill could do not to stop and gape at the scenery.
 
   “You guys, we’ve got movement on the outside door,” came Eve’s voice.
 
   “Outside door?” said Alvin. “Shit! Jill, find a place to hide!”
 
   Jill jumped off the pathway and into the foliage. Right as she ducked under a bush, a door to the outside opened and people started coming inside. They were laughing and talking as they entered. There was a crowd of them. Jill heard at least a dozen distinct voices.
 
   “Jill, hang low and be perfectly still,” said Alvin. “I can see them on the camera. They don’t look like servants.”
 
   “They’re vampires,” said Eve. “There’s Ansel Gregory, Thomas Byrne, Lena Trang. Laura Heidegger just walked in. Zachias Brown is with her. Good Lord is the whole clan at this party?”
 
   “Be still and you’ll be fine,” Alvin said. “They’re all going to the upper deck. Just hang right where you are.”
 
   Jill nodded her head, as if there was someone to see her do it, then she realized even that movement was too much. Pulling her knees close to her chest, she closed her eyes and tried to control her breathing.
 
   The vampires kept coming in. It sounded like a parade out there. They were jovial as they came inside. Was this some sort of family reunion? Jill had never heard of so many of them gathering together at once. She recalled Gia telling her one time that Daciana didn’t like to have lots of the clan in the same place. She thought it was a security risk.
 
   Yet here they were. A giant crowd of them, talking and laughing, and…
 
   The noise ceased. It was such a sudden change it made her ears ring with the contrast. Had they left? Maybe they were gone. God, she hoped they were gone.
 
   “Welcome back my friends,” came a woman’s voice. “I trust you enjoyed yourselves during the hunt.”
 
   The voice was unmistakable. Jill had never met Daciana in person, but she knew that voice. Everyone in the Network did.
 
   “In a few minutes, we’ll join the students, who are having a splendid time at their party. But before we do, I must tell you about a game we’ll be playing with them,” Daciana said. “A numbers game, actually, not that different from the numbers rackets I used to run on 53rd street nearly a hundred years ago.”
 
   Daciana had an air of absolute authority to her. Jill got the feeling that, if Daciana announced that anyone hiding in the bushes needed to stand up, she wouldn’t be able to resist.
 
   “The game is simple,” Daciana continued. “Our role is to provide the numbers. From there, the fun comes in watching how the students respond.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sergio stood right behind Lena, both of them listening as Daciana explained the game.
 
   Someone in the room was wearing a strawberry-scented perfume. He didn’t know why, but he was drawn to the scent. Moving slowly among the crowd, he tried to follow the smell.
 
   “Does anyone like to play bingo?” Daciana said.
 
   Rachel McIntyre eagerly raised her hand. The others laughed.
 
   “Years ago, we used to have bingo nights at the school to raise money,” Daciana said. “It seems so quaint now, but in the fifties, all the alumni loved it. The tool we’ll be using for tonight’s game has its roots in those bingo games from years ago.”
 
   One of Daciana’s servants came into the room, pushing a cart holding a clear plastic globe. Inside the globe were a hundred Ping-Pong balls. The servant placed the cart next to Daciana and began unwinding an electrical cord attached to the globe.
 
   “Are we going to play keno?” Zachias said with a giggle.
 
   “Not quite,” Daciana said.
 
   Sergio was now on the far end of the crowd. There were so many people crammed into this room it was hard for him to find the source of the scent. As he moved from person to person, seeking out the smell of strawberry perfume, Daciana’s servant plugged the globe into an outlet and the Ping-Pong balls began dancing around inside.
 
   “It’s like the lottery games the humans play,” said Laura.
 
   “Similar, but not exactly the same,” said Daciana. “The lottery is a game of chance. The game we’re going to watch our students play is one of strategy.”
 
   Daciana reached inside the container and pulled out a plastic ball. She held it up for the others to see. A number was printed on the side of the ball in big, black letters.
 
   “Here’s how the game works,” Daciana said. “One at a time, you will select a ball and look at the number.”
 
   Daciana turned the ball in her hands and announced, “I have selected number forty-seven. Now, I will come over here to where Levi is standing.”
 
   Daciana walked across the deck to stand next to her servant.
 
   “Say hello to everyone, Levi,” she said.
 
   “Hello,” the servant said.
 
   “Levi has learned a neat trick for tonight’s game,” Daciana said. “He has memorized the names of all one hundred students in the senior class. Tell me a name, Levi.”
 
   “Joseph Aaron,” Levi announced.
 
   “And just like that, I have my marching orders,” said Daciana. “I am going to go join the party now and find the student named Joseph Aaron. Without any of the other students seeing me, and without my subject ever knowing how it happened, I am going to make the number on this Ping-Pong ball, number forty-seven, into Joseph Aaron’s very favorite number.”
 
   Some giggles passed among the group. Laura clapped her hands together, saying, “How fun! How fun!”
 
   “And we’re each to do this?” asked Peter Groff. “Take a number, get a name, and…”
 
   He looked to Daciana to finish the instructions for him.
 
   “That’s correct,” she said. “But there are rules. The students will not see any of us until all the numbers are delivered. At this very moment, they are out there playing roulette, craps, keno and many other games where a lucky number might come in handy.”
 
   There were murmurs of approval as the group began to understand the game. Laura in particular seemed thrilled to get out and play.
 
   “But what if we can’t find the student we selected?” asked Marcus Finn. “I don’t know anyone in this year’s class.”
 
   “That’s the fun part!” Daciana said. “It’s a party game, Marcus! You have to figure it out! I’m off to the party to find Mr. Aaron. I look forward to seeing the rest of you out there.”
 
   As Daciana left, Sergio moved towards the back of the group. He would select his Ping-Pong ball last, giving him more time to seek out whoever was wearing that intriguing perfume.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   There were three cards face-up in the center of the table. King of Hearts, Eight of Clubs, and Jack of Clubs. Each player had two cards that were known only to them.
 
   Nicky’s cards were the Eight of Spades and the Jack of Diamonds.
 
   She could combine her two cards with the three cards on the table to make a poker hand of five, and already, she had a good hand going. Two pair.
 
   But this game wasn’t about the cards. It had taken Nicky twenty minutes to realize that, but now that she’d figured it out, she was confident she could turn her luck around.
 
   She needed to. After six hands, she was half a million dollars in the hole.
 
   Winning at poker was all about figuring out the other players. Reading their eyes, their gestures, their body language—gauging their confidence and understanding their bets—the winner wasn’t the person who got luckiest with the cards, but rather the person who was best at guessing what kinds of hands her opponents were hiding.
 
   Samantha started the current round of betting with ten thousand dollars, an aggressive bet for her. Mary raised her an additional three thousand. Kim threw her cards down, saying, “Fold.”
 
   Nicky put in thirty-five hundred dollars, saying, “Call.”
 
   The dealer put another card face-up on the table.
 
   “King of Clubs,” he said.
 
   Nicky wasn’t looking at the card. Her eyes were on Mary and Samantha.
 
   Samantha bit her bottom lip, something she had done two turns back, in a hand she lost.
 
   When it came Nicky’s turn to bet, she raised the pot an additional ten thousand dollars. Then she locked her eyes on Mary, waiting to see her reaction when the next card came down.
 
   Something strange happened as the dealer placed the final card on the table. Right as he put it down, a short woman with black hair pulled into a tight bun stepped over the rope surrounding the table. The woman went right up to Mary and whispered something in her ear.
 
   Nicky turned to the dealer to see what he was going to do about this obvious infraction of the rules, but the dealer didn’t seem to notice it.
 
   In fact, nobody noticed it. Neither Kim nor Samantha said a thing. No one at or around the poker table cared that a woman just came up and whispered something in Mary’s ear. Even Mary seemed unmoved by the interaction.
 
   And then Nicky realized what was happening. The woman, who was walking away now, was an immortal. And she wasn’t the only one in the room. Looking at the crowd that was gathered round the table, Nicky saw three more immortals weaving in and out. Steffy Esparza and Zachias Brown and Thomas Byrne—each was going up to a single student and whispering something in their ear. Now she spotted last year’s Coronation winner, Laura Heidegger, who went up to Tory Lancet and whispered something to him. Behind Laura was Lena Trang, who was whispering to Mattie Dupree.
 
   None of the other students saw what was happening. The immortals were hiding in plain sight, visible only to Nicky, who was immune to their charms.
 
   Nicky widened her gaze still further and concluded that everyone in the clan must be here. The ballroom was crawling with immortals, moving through the crowd invisibly, each choosing one student, whispering something, and then going away.
 
   What were they doing?
 
   Nicky realized she needed to quit watching them. The immortals were playing some game where they kept themselves hidden, and if they suspected Nicky could see them…
 
   Nicky was just bringing her attention back to the poker table when three things happened simultaneously. The first was that Mary announced her bet for the current hand.
 
   The second was that Sergio entered the room from a rear door. Nicky felt his presence at once. He seemed to bring a blanket of warm air inside with him, and Nicky felt light-headed just looking at him.
 
   The third was that a vampire whispered something in her ear.
 
   Seventy-seven is your number.
 
   What in the world?
 
   Nicky wanted to turn around and see who was talking to her. But she controlled herself. Whatever game was happening in the ballroom, she had just been invited to play. The immortals were whispering numbers in people’s ears.
 
   “Ms. Bloom, your bet please,” the dealer said.
 
   “Oh, yes,” Nicky said, looking at the pile of chips Mary had just pressed to the center of the table.
 
   “Call,” Nicky said, pushing in her own pile.
 
   The dealer gestured at Samantha, who was first to reveal her cards in this round.
 
   “Eight high,” the dealer said. Samantha’s hand was worthless.
 
   Nicky’s turn was next. She flipped over her cards. When combined with the cards face-up in the middle of the table, Nicky had a full house.
 
   “Jacks over eights,” the dealer said.
 
   The crowd around them got excited. This was the largest pot in the game so far, and Nicky had a good hand.
 
   Mary was next to reveal. She had two kings. With the other two kings already face-up on the table, Mary had four of a kind.
 
   “Yes!” she said.
 
   Nicky sighed. Mary’s hand beat hers, and she was almost three quarters of a million in the hole now.
 
   “Sucks to be you,” Kim said.
 
   “I don’t mind,” said Nicky. “With every chip Mary wins, you inch closer to last place.”
 
   “You can talk all you want, Nicky. You don’t have any supporters left to listen to you.”
 
   The dealer swept up the table and began dealing another hand.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jill hid silently in the foliage while one vampire after another selected a Ping-Pong ball and headed to the ballroom to find a student. Daciana’s servant was calling out student names in alphabetical order. Jill’s name was the last one given out.
 
   She couldn’t see clearly which vampire was the last to leave the moon room, but whoever it was would be looking for her. She’d have to be quick about her business so she could get back to the party.
 
   After the last vampire exited the moon room, Jill hopped out of her hiding place and ran back to the brick path. She crossed a bridge over the pond, then found her way to the staircase leading to the upper deck, which she followed underneath the waterfall.
 
   “I’m exiting the moon room,” she whispered.
 
   “You’re clear all the way to the crypt,” Alvin said.
 
   The hallway leading away from the moon room ended with a set of stone stairs descending into darkness.
 
   “I’ll need some light now, Alvin,” she said.
 
   “Here it comes,” Alvin said.
 
   As he spoke the words, a sodium lamp clicked on at the base of the stairs. A colorless, dim light, the lamp’s only purpose was to aid any servants traveling this deep into Daciana’s lair. It gave Jill enough light to make sure she didn’t trip on her way down.
 
   She descended the stairs into an underground cavern.
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “Third door on your right,” said Alvin.
 
   “Her own private bubble,” Jill whispered, remembering Daciana’s handwritten note on the blueprint. She ran along the wall, stopping at the third door and gently touching the doorknob.
 
   It was made of brass, and looked like it was a hundred years old. Such a quaint appearance on the outside, masking the sophisticated security system that kept this door shut.
 
   “I’m at the door,” Jill said.
 
   “Alright. First I’ll disable the alarm, then I’ll hit the power. Get ready.”
 
   Jill removed the magic wand charm from her bracelet. She pressed the button on one end of it, activating a single LED on the other end, and turning the magic wand into a tiny flashlight.
 
   “Alarm is off,” Alvin said. “Power’s next.”
 
   Tucking the bright light of the magic wand charm into her palm, Jill flipped through the charms on her bracelet until she found the key. She pulled it off.
 
    “Here’s hoping our contraption in the bathroom works,” Alvin said. “I’m activating it in five…four…three…two….”
 
   Jill slipped the key into the lock and put her hand on the doorknob.
 
   “…one,” Alvin said.
 
   With a pop, the lights went out and the cavern was bathed in darkness. Jill turned the key.
 
   “Hang on,” Alvin said. “The control unit is giving a power alert on the crypt. I’m disabling it now.”
 
   Jill stood in total darkness for what might have been a few seconds, or a few hours for how it felt.
 
   “Okay, we’re good,” Alvin said. “Get inside.”
 
   Jill opened the door and aimed her magic wand charm inside. The single LED cast a powerful white light, illuminating a small set of stairs leading down to a lavish bedroom.
 
   Jill closed the door behind her as she descended into Daciana’s crypt.
 
   The computer stack sat on three shelves of an antique bookcase, with the terminal on a small table immediately next to it. Jill used her flashlight to get a close look at the setup.
 
   Three towers, networked together. A shared computing stack, with the master machine sitting alone on the bottom shelf.
 
   Jill pulled three puzzle-piece charms off her bracelet and snapped them together, creating a small thumb drive. She squatted down in front of the bottom shelf and slipped the drive into the USB port on the front of the computer.
 
   “I’m ready for you to bring the power back on,” she said.
 
   “Excellent,” said Alvin. “Flipping the breaker in three, two, one.”
 
   There was a quick flash on the computer screen, but nothing more.
 
   “Alvin? Was that you?” said Jill.
 
   “That’s strange,” Alvin muttered. “Can you tell me what’s happening in there?”
 
   “It was like we got a single surge or something,” said Jill. “I still don’t have power down here.”
 
   “Yeah, and the security system is showing another power alert on the crypt,” Alvin said. “Hang on while I turn that off. Okay, trying again to get you power. Three, two, one…”
 
   The computer screen flashed again then went to black.
 
   “Dammit!”
 
   “Alvin? What the hell is going on?”
 
   “I think there’s a problem with the device you left in the bathroom,” Alvin said.
 
   “You mean the mushroom charm? What kind of problem? I’m in the crypt. I need the computer to come on right now!”
 
   “Maybe there’s an additional layer of surge protection we didn’t see,” Alvin said. “Or maybe the problem is the device, I don’t know! All I know is something is tripping the breaker every time I try to bring the power back up. I bet it’s that damned mushroom charm! We compressed those wires into too small a space.”
 
   “Alvin, I’m relying on data remanence to do this hack. If the power’s out too long--”
 
   “I know how a cold boot works,” Alvin snapped. “I’m just trying to see if…”
 
   “If what? Do I need to abort? Please don’t tell me I need to abort!”
 
   “Let’s not panic you two,” said Eve. “I’m looking at the camera feed in the rest of the mansion and everything seems fine.”
 
   “Yep. I knew it,” Alvin said. “I knew it alright!”
 
   “Knew what?” Jill said.
 
   “I used the power test feature in the control box,” Alvin said, “and the whole circuit connected to the bathroom is red hot. My remote isn’t separating the wires in that mushroom charm because they’ve melted together. We’ve got to remove it from the wall.”
 
   “Do you have a way to get in touch with Nicky?” Jill asked. “Can you ask her to go in there and take it out?”
 
   “That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” said Alvin. “Hang tight, Jill. We’ll get you up in running in a minute.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nicky was pretending to stare at the cards on the table. Two of Spades; Jack of Spades.
 
   In reality, she was watching her opponents.
 
   She only had two blue chips left, but there was a multi-colored pile in the center of the table worth just under a million dollars, and Nicky knew she could win it.
 
   Samantha was biting her lower lip again. Mary had been betting conservatively this round. And Kim, well, Kim had poured in half her chips on this hand, pushing the pot to the largest sum it had been all night.
 
   She was bluffing. Nicky knew it. While Kim was better at hiding her tells than the others, she still had them. Kim thought she had a solid poker face, but didn’t realize how forceful her body language became when she had a decent set of cards. Whether giving a hard stare to her opponents, leaning forward at her waist, or both, whenever Kim was confident she was going to win, her body gave the classic signals of aggression.
 
   But on this hand, even as Kim raised the pot higher and higher, her body language told Nicky that her cards were weak. Her shoulders were slightly raised. Her lower back was arched.
 
   There was a submissive smile on her face.
 
   Nicky recognized all of this. This was the same Kim Renwick who had rushed to the center of the floor to confront Nicky during the Masquerade. That version of Kim had announced, “You’re dead, New Girl,” even as her body language spoke the language of fear.
 
   The dealer placed another card face-up on the table. Ten of Spades. When it came time for Nicky to turn over her cards, she would have a flush.
 
   The betting started with Nicky, who pushed in a single blue chip.
 
   “Fold,” Samantha said, pushing her cards away.
 
   “Call,” said Mary, tossing a blue chip into the pile.
 
   Kim pushed a blue chip into the pile, then, without a word, pushed in another.
 
   The crowd that had formed around the table gave a collective gasp. They knew what it meant that Kim had raised the bet. If Nicky wanted to stay in the game, she would have to push her last chip into the pile.
 
   She was really beginning to like poker.
 
   Her finger was on the chip when a voice rang from inside her ear canal.
 
   “Nicky, we’ve got a problem.”
 
   It was Alvin Green. Not now, Nicky thought.
 
   “Nicky, I need you to get to the bathroom right away,” Alvin said. “Give me a tap on your earring to tell me you can do it.”
 
   She was regretting she had agreed to put the little microphones in her ears. It seemed innocent enough when Eve came to Bethesda and asked her to do it—the Network wants surveillance, she had said. Eyes and ears in the mansion, she had said.
 
   Those eyes and ears were a giant distraction now, pulling her away from the work at hand. From the giant pile of chips on the table she needed to win if she was going to stay in this game.
 
   “She’s not answering,” said Alvin. “You did give her the earpieces?”
 
   “Yes!” came a new voice. This one was Eve. She spoke again. “Nicky, we can see from your cameras that you’re in the middle of something, but you’ll need to trust us when we say what we need from you in the bathroom right now is more important. Find a way to leave the table. Tap your earring to tell us you copy”
 
   Nicky sat in place. The hand would be over in just a minute. She could go then. Yes, she’d finish out the hand and relish the look on Kim’s face that Nicky had called her bluff. Then she’d ask for a break and go do whatever it was that Eve and Alvin wanted from her.
 
   Of course, a break might mean that a lot of people would go to the bathroom. Most of the party was now gathered round the poker table to watch the Coronation candidates play. What did Alvin need her to do in there? Did she need to be alone?
 
   “She’s still not answering,” said Eve.
 
   “Jill is asking to be patched through,” said Alvin. “I’ll bring her on.”
 
   There was a crackle of static, and then a third voice was speaking in Nicky’s ear, this one belonging to Jill.
 
   “Hi Nicky, it’s me. I’m in Daciana’s crypt right now.”
 
   Daciana’s crypt? Now Nicky was completely distracted. She looked up from the table to the rest of the room. She made eye contact with Ryan, who nodded in the direction of the poker table, as if encouraging her to focus on the game.
 
   “It’s a long story, Nicky, and I don’t have time to tell you now,” Jill continued, “but I need you to understand that no matter what you’re in the middle of right now, it’s imperative that you stop what you’re doing and get to the bathroom. Nothing you’ve got going on, Nicky, and I mean nothing, is as important as this.”
 
   “Dammit,” Nicky muttered.
 
   “Please, Nicky, tap on your earring if you copy,” said Alvin.
 
   Nicky pulled her hand away from her last poker chip.
 
   “Fold,” she said, turning over her cards.
 
   The crowd reacted just as Nicky would expect them to. After all, she was completely out of the game now, and in a minute, they’d be applauding for Kim when she revealed she had bluffed Nicky out of a nine-hundred thousand dollar pot.
 
   “For you,” Nicky said, tossing her last chip to the dealer. “It’s been fun, ladies. Enjoy the rest of the game.”
 
   She pushed her chair away from the table and stood up. A wide part opened in the crowd to let her through. As she walked away, she tapped twice on her earring.
 
   “Excellent,” Alvin said. “When you get to the bathroom, you’ll find something strange plugged into the outlet by the hand dryer. Your job is to pull it out.”
 
   Pull a plug out of the wall? She was walking away from the poker game to pull a plug from the wall? Jill had some explaining to do.
 
   “Got it,” she said quietly.
 
   She passed under the arch and entered the hallway leading to the bathroom. She heard a set of feet walking quickly behind her, almost like they were trying to catch up to her.
 
   Thinking she’d better deal with this now rather than inside the bathroom, Nicky turned around to see who it was, and was surprised to find herself face to face with a vampire.
 
   “That’s right, Nicky Bloom. Look in my eyes. I want to talk to you for a moment, and I want your full attention.”
 
   Her black hair pulled back in a ponytail, her slender figure inside a white silk shirt, Nicky was looking at Lena Trang, who apparently was trying to hypnotize her.
 
   “That’s it, Nicky,” Lena said. “Step a little closer to me.”
 
   Nicky did as Lena asked. By now she was well versed in how to fool the immortals into thinking they had control of her mind.
 
   “Good, Nicky. Yes, that’s very good. Now, I’m going to ask you some questions, and you’re going to tell me the truth,” Lena said. “Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “What’s going on out there?” came Jill’s voice in Nicky’s ear.
 
   “We’ve got a new problem,” said Eve. “Sit tight, Jill. Nicky, find a way out of this.”
 
   With what seemed like an entirely separate party of people talking to her from inside her ears, Nicky looked Lena Trang in the eye and waited for her to speak.
 
   “You’re not going to leave anything out that I might want to hear,” Lena said, “even if you don’t want me to hear it. Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “The night of the Date Auction, I received a call from Melissa Mayhew,” said Lena.
 
   Fortunately for Nicky, she was still in the headspace of a long poker game, having spent the past hour making sure her eyes gave nothing away. As sad as she was to hear Lena mention Melissa’s name, Nicky was a statue who betrayed nothing to the vampire in front of her.
 
   “Melissa was calling me from your house,” Lena continued. “She said she had uncovered betrayal and that your family was guilty. I was going to go to your house that night, but I told Renata about the call and she decided to go in my place. I never saw or heard from Melissa again. And truthfully, I never expected to see or hear from you again either after Renata made you the princess for the Rose Ransom.”
 
   Nicky held eye contact with Lena and maintained her breathing. She needed a story. She wished she had come up with a cover story before walking into this house tonight.
 
   She should have known something like this would happen.
 
   “I have so many questions for you, Nicky,” Lena said. “Let’s start with the betrayal Melissa mentioned. What betrayal was she talking about?”
 
   This one was easy. The simplest lie is always the best one.
 
   “I don’t know,” Nicky said.
 
   Lena furrowed her brow, clearly unhappy with this answer.
 
   “So take a guess, then,” she said. “Why did Melissa think your family had betrayed the clan?”
 
   Nicky stood in place for a few seconds, imagining herself under Lena’s spell. I’m searching through my memories, Lena, just like you want. I’m being a good girl who’s doing exactly what you tell her to do.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said.
 
   Lena’s jaw dropped open.
 
   “So whatever it is, they’ve kept you in the dark,” she said. “How very clever. Well then what do you know, Nicky Bloom? Think of something you’d be afraid to tell me under normal circumstances. Think of something you’d be frightened to say to a vampire, and then say it to me.”
 
   Nicky went with the first thing that came to mind.
 
   “There’s a tear in your shirt,” she said. She pointed at a small hole at the seam on Lena’s shoulder.
 
   Lena tilted her head to one side, confused, and then looked where Nicky was pointing.
 
   “So there is,” she said. “We were playing in the woods earlier. And it’s cute you’d be frightened to tell me about a hole in my shirt. But that’s not what I’m looking for, Nicky. I want to know your secrets. I want to know why Melissa called me from your house. Think. There must be something in your head. Something you overheard. Some mysterious behavior you witnessed. Some shady friends of your parents. Anything.”
 
   Lena was right in Nicky’s face now. How long was she going to have to keep this up?
 
   “Lena!” came a voice from down the hall.
 
   Both Lena and Nicky turned to see Sergio rushing towards them.
 
   “Daciana wants to speak with you,” he said.
 
   “Right now?” Lena said. “About what?”
 
   “Yes, right now, and it isn’t my business to ask what it’s about. Yours either. Come on.”
 
   Lena turned back to Nicky.
 
   “We’re not done,” she said. “We’ll finish this conversation when I get back. You will wait for me to come talk to you again. Do you understand?”
 
   It was all Nicky could do not to smile.
 
    “Yes,” she said.
 
   As Sergio led Lena away, he glanced back in Nicky’s direction. A fraction of a second—that was all the time it took for them to make eye contact, all the time it took for Sergio to tell Nicky that Lena wasn’t going to be a problem for her anymore.
 
   “Holy shit, Nicky,” came Alvin’s voice inside her ear. “What the hell was that all about?”
 
   “Relax,” Nicky whispered. “I’ve got it under control. Tell Jill I’m on the way to the bathroom now.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jill was frantically searching Daciana’s bedroom. The single LED on her wand charm was a lifesaver. Without it, the room would be pitch black, and she wouldn’t stand a chance.
 
   She found the first thing she was looking for in a pencil shelf underneath the computer desk. A tiny screwdriver with a familiar logo embossed on the handle.
 
   Black Dart Enterprises.
 
   Many years ago, before Jill was even born, some slick-talking sales rep had convinced her father to order six cases of these tiny screwdrivers and give them out to clients. When Jill was little, her house was swimming in screwdrivers. Even today, some twenty years after Walter had ordered the stupid things, you could still find them in pencil dishes and desk drawers all throughout the Wentworth home.
 
   How happy she was to see one now.
 
   She kept searching the computer desk, eventually finding something else she needed. It was in the bottom drawer of a filing cabinet, sitting on top of a stack of out-of-date computer cables. A can of compressed air, the plastic straw still hanging from its spout. It looked like it had been years since anyone had touched this can. Daciana’s servants probably kept the keyboard so clean that a can of compressed air wasn’t needed.
 
   Jill picked it up and shook it. Music to her ears—there was still a little bit left inside!
 
   With her two implements in-hand, she knelt down in front of the server rack and slid the bottom tower out, carefully placing it on the marble floor. She put the flashlight charm between her teeth, aimed the light at the screw on the top corner of the computer tower, and got to work.
 
   If only her father could see her now. Would he ever have guessed one of his beloved Black Dart screwdrivers would be used to do this?
 
   Jill had removed hundreds of computer casings, and this one took her only a few seconds to disassemble. She shook the can of compressed air and aimed the straw at the memory modules inside the now-open computer. She pulled the trigger and listened as the air squirted out.
 
   She felt the can grow colder in her hand. This just might work, she told herself. Come on Nicky, get that charm out of the outlet so I can have some power.
 
   The hack she came here to do tonight was her favorite kind: the cold boot attack. Because the hack relied on a weakness in the hardware rather than the software, it was very reliable, so long as you moved quickly enough.
 
   Whenever a computer is shut down, traces of information get left behind in the random access memory. Jill loved to find those traces and use them to her advantage. It was a hack she had practiced at home many times, and performed more than once when she was modifying Thorndike’s admissions database to get Nicky Bloom into the school. Cut the power to the computer, turn it on again quickly, load an operating system using a boot sector on a thumb drive, and then steal the remnants of the memory still floating around in there from when the computer was on before. All the encryption keys she needed to take control of the computer were in those remnants, and all the security that was meant to shut out someone like her was useless once she had those keys.
 
   But the hack only worked if you loaded the boot sector within seconds after cutting the power. The data remnants faded quickly after the power was cut. So much amazing, powerful information, so rapidly decaying into a random assortment of electrons—Jill imagined all that beautiful data disappearing like steam off a coffeepot.
 
   Fortunately, you could slow down the data decay by cooling the memory sticks.
 
   The compressed air can was cold in Jill’s hand now. The air coming out was near freezing. The memory sticks had to be like little ice cubes.
 
   But the flow of air was slowing. The can was running out.
 
   Slower…slower…slower…
 
   Gone. The can was empty. The sticks were as cold as they were going to get. Jill leaned back, afraid that even her body temperature might be the difference between finding something in this computer and coming up empty.
 
   And then the lights inside the stack came on. The fan started whirring. The hard drive started clicking.
 
   “Give me an update,” Alvin’s voice whispered in her ear.
 
   “I have power,” she said. She looked up at the screen, which was black with a single phrase in white letters.
 
   Booting from disk.
 
   “I think we’ve got it, Alvin,” she said. “Hot damn tell Nicky I think we’ve got it!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Did Daciana tell you why she wanted to see me?” Lena asked.
 
   “No,” Sergio said quietly.
 
   “But she said it was important.”
 
   “Every time Daciana asks to see you it is important.”
 
   “It’s just…that girl I was talking to, do you know her? The new girl?”
 
   “I have danced with all the girls wearing black.”
 
   “Yes, of course you have,” Lena said.
 
   Sergio led her through the dining hall and towards the back half of the house. As he entered the south corridor, the scent caught his nose. The same scent of strawberry perfume that had flummoxed him in the moon room.
 
   “Daciana didn’t seem angry to you,” Lena said, “you know, when she asked to see me?”
 
   “There is no point in asking me these questions,” Sergio said. “I have no information to offer to you. Daciana wanted to speak with you right away.”
 
   “Where is she?” Lena asked. “Are we going back outside? What’s going on?”
 
   The truth was, Sergio did intend to take Lena outside. He was leading her to Daciana’s cremation furnace where, at this very moment, the bodies of all the slaves who died in the hunt were being cooked.
 
   He wanted to find out why she was so interested in Nicky, then kill her and dispose of her body.
 
   But that scent—why did that scent seem so significant to him?
 
   “This way, Lena,” he said, moving towards the stairs. The cremation furnace could wait. He felt compelled to follow the strawberry scent before the trail went cold.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Bootup from the software on Jill’s USB took three minutes. The cold memory sticks in Daciana’s computer held their data remnants. When it was time for the system to reveal its secrets, the encryption keys floated neatly to the surface.
 
   With full control over the computer, Jill created a data stream that flowed out of Daciana’s house, bounced around a series of Network servers, and landed in the basement of Alvin’s home in Colorado. 
 
   A clean hack. The Network had control of Daciana’s computer.
 
   Now, onto the banking software.
 
   She clicked on the icon labeled “Account Aggregator.” The software opened up and, with help from Jill’s boot disk, bypassed the user name and password. Jill sat quietly, watching it load, knowing that in seconds she would be in a position to empty every financial account belonging to the clan. All the vampires in America, the entire endowment of Thorndike Academy, the Coronation pot, all of them, bankrupt. In one swoop, the clan would be crippled and the Network would have nearly unlimited financial resources.
 
   It was taking a long time to load. That’s okay, Jill thought. I’ve got nowhere else to be. My whole life has been leading me to this moment.
 
   A pop-up window and a system chime happened simultaneously, startling Jill. The words running across the top of the pop-up window made her heart sink. She tried to be cool about it, but when she read the words a second time, she panicked.
 
   Verification Code Required was written on the pop-up. Underneath the words was a text box with a blinking cursor inside.
 
   “What verification code?” she whispered.
 
   “Is everything okay down there Jill?” came Alvin’s voice.
 
   “Yeah, it’s just asking me for a verification code that I don’t have.”
 
   “Doesn’t your software bypass that for you?”
 
   “I think this code must not be on the local machine,” said Jill. “Dammit.”
 
   “I don’t understand. Can you access the bank accounts or not?”
 
   Jill shook her head. She should have known this would happen. After all, her mother wrote this software. Bulletproof. In the requirements document, that was the word Daciana had used to describe how she wanted the security for this system. And a lesser programmer would have designed a system that could be beaten with a cold boot. But if you told Carolyn Wentworth to make it bulletproof, she made it bulletproof.
 
   “Yeah, this is a second layer of security after the local login,” Jill said. “It’s written into the software on the server side. I’m not going to be able to bypass it.”
 
   “Then get out of there,” said Eve. “Two vampires have left the party and are headed in your direction.”
 
   “I hate to leave now,” Jill said. “I just need a minute to think.”
 
   “You’ve given us complete access to Daciana’s computer from my servers in Colorado, right?” said Alvin.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you can have all the time you need to figure this one out later. Right now, you’ve got to get out of there.”
 
   Jill sighed. Alvin was right. This was a puzzle she’d have to solve at another time.
 
   But she was so looking forward to completing the whole hack tonight and declaring victory.
 
   “Okay, I’ll get moving,” she said.
 
   A few minutes later, her right hand holding her shoes by their straps, her left pressed against her side to prevent the charm bracelet from jingling, Jill was running back the way she came. She was nearly to the moon room when Eve made her stop.
 
   “It’s Sergio and Lena,” Eve said. “They’re coming straight for you. Turn around and go back the other way.”
 
   Jill tapped twice on her earring to acknowledge Eve, and then backtracked as quietly as she could. She was nearing the crypt when Eve chimed in again.
 
   “And now we’ve got a servant coming at you from the other side,” she said.
 
   “So which way do I go?” Jill whispered.
 
   “End of the hall, door on your left. Hurry.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Letting his nose guide him, Sergio took Lena under the waterfall and down the corridor to the rear wing of the house.
 
   “I’ve never been back here,” Lena whispered. “Are you sure this is where we’re supposed to go?”
 
   “Actually, no,” Sergio said. “I’m just following a hunch.”
 
   “A hunch? Isn’t this the way to her crypt? I’m not comfortable with this, Sergio. I want to go back.”
 
   Sergio grabbed onto her wrist.
 
   “Just a little bit farther,” he said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Eve and Alvin led Jill into the library at the back of the house. A maze of wooden bookshelves, the library was a great place to hide. The stacks climbed so high there was a balcony level required to access the books near the top. Quietly as she could, Jill ran down a path of leather-bound volumes, stopping to hide underneath a winding staircase in the center of the room.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The smell of strawberry perfume led Sergio into the space beneath Daciana’s house.
 
   “Would you please tell me what we’re doing?” Lena said. “If Daciana asks me, I’m telling her you forced me to come down here.”
 
   “Someone’s been here,” he said. “One of the students.”
 
   Lena’s eyes opened wide. “A student? How could a student possibly have been her?”
 
   “Come on,” Sergio said, yanking Lena’s wrist. “She’s not here anymore.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Jill, I need you to stay right where you are,” Eve whispered. “Make your breathing as quiet as you can, and don’t move a muscle. Sergio and Lena are headed to the library now. I’ll let you know when they leave. For now, total silence, okay?”
 
   Jill tapped on her earring, then huddled tight in the shadow beneath the stairs.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sergio figured out who he was chasing. He remembered the scent.
 
   The night he stood in the forest, just beyond the remains of Renata’s mansion—that was when he smelled this one before.
 
   The Wentworth girl. Nicky’s friend.
 
   He had been so consumed with thoughts of Nicky this week that he hadn’t given much consideration to Jill Wentworth. He had intended to program her, but circumstance kept him away.
 
   No, not circumstance. Fate. Nicky found him before he could get to the Wentworth girl, and now, free of Sergio’s programming, this strawberry-scented member of the senior class was roaming around in the back half of Daciana’s mansion.
 
   It was meant to be. Jill Wentworth had a role to play in Nicky and Sergio’s bonding ritual.
 
   But what?
 
   Smiling, Sergio reached into his pocket, and placed his fingers on the Ping-Pong ball he had been carrying around with him. Fate was a funny thing.
 
   The strawberry scent led Sergio to the library, and now it was mixed with sweat. The girl had been running. She was scared. Perhaps she knew Sergio was close.
 
   He came to the door just outside Daciana’s library, but decided not to go through.
 
   “The girl we’re looking for is in there,” Sergio said. “She’ll be hiding somewhere in the stacks. Let’s enter on the top level so we can see her better.”
 
   Lena didn’t argue. She was much more amenable to Sergio’s tour of the rear wing of the house now that they were chasing a rogue student.
 
   They took the stairway at the end of the hall and stepped into the library via the mezzanine. Sergio stopped to listen.
 
   There was another heartbeat in the room with them.
 
   Sergio looked at Lena, whose entire face was lost in a giant grin. She heard the girl too. Shallow breathing, a racing heart—the library was too quiet a place for a frightened human to hide from a vampire.
 
   What did he do now? What did fate want from him?
 
   Lena pressed close and whispered in his ear.
 
   “May I go get her?” she whispered. “I promise I’ll be gentle. I know Daciana will want to be the first to look in her mind.”
 
   Sergio shook his head. He wasn’t certain what he was meant to do with Jill Wentworth tonight, but he knew that Lena couldn’t be a part of it. After all, this little game of hide and seek was merely a diversion before Sergio took Lena out back to kill her.
 
   He looked across the library. Jill was hiding at the bottom of the stairs. The nearest exit to her led to the storage room.
 
   Where Jill would have a clear line of sight all the way to the cremation furnace.
 
   Yes, that’s why fate had brought him and Jill together tonight. Her role was to tell Nicky what lengths Sergio would go to in order to protect her.
 
   “We will leave the girl be and tell Daciana what we saw,” he whispered, pointing at the security camera in the nearest corner. “Daciana may wish to watch and see where this girl decides to go.”
 
   Lena’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. Sergio led her out the way they came in, but when he closed the door behind him, he did it just loud enough for Jill to hear.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “They’re gone,” Eve said. “You did great, Jill. But there’s more activity near the moon room. Do you remember that storage and utility area from the blueprint?”
 
   Jill imagined the sketch of the entire mansion filling a movie screen. In her mind, she saw the library in the rear corner, and next to it, an open room marked “Storage and Furnace.”
 
   She tapped twice on her earring.
 
   “Good,” said Eve. “The servants have no reason to go into that room tonight. Get in there and hang tight until all this activity clears out of your area. I don’t want you moving again until Sergio and Lena are back at the party with everyone else.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sergio took Lena outside, as if they might find Daciana in the forest behind her mansion.
 
   “Who was that girl?” Lena asked. “One of the students, right? I can’t believe it! A student at Thorndike Academy. Our enemies have a spy right under our noses!”
 
   Sergio led her around the southeast corner of the house, away from the forest.
 
   “What’s back here?” she said. “We sure are going on quite the--”
 
   He had his hand on her throat before she could finish the sentence. Leaning in with the full weight of his body, Sergio threw Lena to the ground and landed on top of her, using his legs to restrain both her arms.
 
   “I’m going to let go of your throat and we’re going to have a talk,” he said. “A quiet talk. Do you understand?”
 
   As much as she could, Lena tried to nod her head. Sergio took his hand off her throat.
 
   “You were speaking to Nicky Bloom when I found you,” he said. “You were looking deep in her mind, or trying to at least.”
 
   “You know, don’t you, Sergio?” she said. “You know Nicky Bloom is wrapped up in some kind of deceit. I swear I’m not a part of it. I was trying to learn the truth about her.”
 
   “Tell me what you know about Nicky Bloom and how you know it.”
 
   “The night of the Date Auction I got a phone call,” Lena said. “From Melissa. She said she had uncovered betrayal of the highest order, and the Bloom family was guilty.”
 
   “Who did you tell about this phone call?”
 
   “Renata, and she told me to stay put so she could go deal with it herself. I promise you, Sergio, I didn’t know Renata was up to anything. I didn’t know anything! I still don’t!”
 
   “Renata and who else?” Sergio said.
 
   “Just Thomas,” Lena said. “I tell Thomas everything.”
 
   Everything. The thought made Sergio smile. When you have a bond you tell everything to that person. You are no longer one mind, but two.
 
   “It was good of you to tell Thomas,” Sergio said. “Your bond comes before everything.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The room that was marked “Storage and Furnace” on the blueprint of Daciana’s mansion might better have been named “Warehouse” for how big it was. A vast space with a high ceiling and a freezing cold concrete floor, the walls of the area were lined with huge wooden crates. On one end of the room was an industrial-sized air conditioner unit. A few feet down from it was a furnace.
 
   Jill approached one of the crates and aimed the flashlight from her wand charm at the address label taped to the front. The crate had been shipped from some company named Safari Freight & Storage. The address label had a date on the bottom right corner.
 
   “This just got here,” she whispered.
 
   “What’s that, Jill?” said Eve. “Everything alright in there?”
 
   Jill went to another crate. It too had been shipped from Safari Freight & Storage just a few days ago.
 
   “Are you guys able to see these address labels?” she whispered.
 
   “It’s pretty dark in there,” said Alvin. “If you want us to see something, get close with your necklace.”
 
   Jill leaned in so her necklace was right in front of the address label, and then she shone her light on it.
 
   “Okay, I can see it now,” said Alvin. “You think it’s important?”
 
   “Whatever this stuff is, it just got here,” Jill said.
 
   “Probably the casino equipment,” said Eve. “Don’t worry about it now. Just find a place to hide and turn off that flashlight.”
 
   A shadow danced along the back wall, startling her, and Jill immediately turned off her light. She stood in place, listening. She could hear voices outside.
 
   There was a window on the back wall, facing outside, giving a clear view of Daciana’s cremation furnace. Staying against the wall, Jill approached the window. As she got closer, she could make out what the voices outside were saying.
 
   “No one else knows about the phone call. Just you, Renata, and Thomas.”
 
   It was a man’s voice. Calm, even a bit chilling to listen to.
 
   “That’s right,” said a woman. She sounded scared.
 
   “And you’re certain Thomas didn’t tell anyone,” said the man.
 
   The woman’s response was a bit panicked.
 
    “We kept it to ourselves because Renata told us to. We didn’t know Renata was up to no good. I swear. The only reason I-”
 
   And then there was a horrible sound, like drumsticks being yanked off a chicken. Jill covered her mouth with her hand and ducked low behind a crate.
 
   She didn’t have to hear any more to know what was happening out there. The man was a vampire, and he just killed the woman he had been speaking to.
 
   Jill wished she had looked away at this point, but she was scared so much she couldn’t move. Crouched against the wall, her eyes gazing at the window, she saw Sergio Alonzo stand up, his mouth covered in blood. He took a few steps away from the window. Jill heard him open the iron door to the cremation furnace.
 
   He came back into view, leaned down, and picked up a severed head from the ground. Bloody entrails hanging from the neck, the eyes still open, Jill swore there was still life in that head.
 
   The head looked at her through the window. Sergio was holding a woman’s head in his hands and the woman saw Jill through the window, and even made a slight expression of surprise.
 
   Then Sergio threw the head into the furnace, like it was a bowling ball he was tossing down the lane.
 
   She didn’t wait for word from Eve or Alvin. She had to get out of here. She had to go right now. Hardly even aware of what she was doing, Jill started to run. Out of the storage area, back through the library, into the south corridor, up the stairs, under the waterfall and into the moon room. She ran without thought of where she was or who might see her, her body entirely on autopilot now.
 
   She was still in bare feet when she charged through the kitchen, pushing open the swinging door from the dining hall and running all the way through. Nobody saw her, but it wouldn’t have mattered if they did. She couldn’t have stopped running if she tried.
 
   It wasn’t until she was in the hallway outside the foyer, looking at the door to the bathroom where her adventure had started, that her mind began to clear. It was as if, having made it back to the party, her body could finally relax and let her mind take control.
 
   She stood still, waiting for her heart to quit racing. Thankfully, no one else was in the hallway, and she had some time alone to process what she had just seen.
 
   Vampires are killers, she told herself. You know that. It’s who they are. You joined the Network to stop them. Why are you so shocked that you saw it happen?
 
   Because it was another vampire whose head was in Sergio’s hands.
 
   Yes, her mind clearer now, she was sure of it. The severed head that gazed through the window and looked right at Jill didn’t belong to some servant that Sergio was having for a snack. No, those eyes were familiar. Jill had seen them in the first briefing book the Network ever gave to her.
 
   “Jill, what the hell is going on?” came Alvin’s voice in her ear.
 
   “You’re lucky you didn’t get seen,” said Eve. “Sprinting through the mansion like that wasn’t part of the plan. What happened?”
 
   Ahead of her, Marshall and Brian stepped into the hallway and towards the bathroom.
 
   “I’ll tell you later, when it’s safe to talk,” Jill whispered.
 
   “Ah, there you are,” came a voice from behind her. “I’ve been looking for you, Miss Wentworth.”
 
   She turned around to see Sergio Alonzo approaching her from behind. It took a few seconds before she realized he was waiting for her to speak.
 
   “I’m sorry. You’ve been looking for me?”
 
   “Yes, we’re…is there something the matter with your shoes?”
 
   She had been holding her shoes by their straps for so long she’d forgotten they were in her hand.
 
   “Oh, um, it’s…”
 
   Sergio raised his hands. “No need to explain to me. I can only imagine how difficult it must be to wear heels all night long.”
 
   Jill looked at her shoes, feeling immensely grateful that they were both still with her. All she had been through in the back half of the mansion, and her shoes had dangled along for the entire ride.
 
   “We’re playing a little game tonight with the students,” Sergio said. “Actually, I wasn’t supposed to tell you that, but it’s taken me so long to find you—oh, I don’t really think it matters.”
 
   He was so relaxed when he spoke. He has no idea, she thought. I’m going to be okay.
 
    “I selected your name for this game we’re playing, therefore, it is my job to tell you something,” he said. “A number. That’s the game. Everyone gets a number, and you don’t have yours yet.”
 
   “Oh, okay. What’s my number?” Jill said.
 
   Sergio opened his mouth to say it, then stopped. He lifted his finger to his chin and seemed to examine Jill more closely.
 
   “You know, I wasn’t supposed to let you see me,” he said.
 
   Jill felt like the room was growing smaller.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I was supposed to whisper the number in your ear in such a way you’d have no idea I was doing it. The other students all had a number placed in their mind by an immortal, but they didn’t even realize it happened. I hope I’m not ruining the game doing it this way.”
 
   “I won’t tell if you won’t,” Jill said.
 
   Sergio smiled at her. “That’s the spirit. Your number is fifty-two.”
 
   “Fifty-two,” Jill repeated. “Is that all?”
 
   “That’s all, Miss Wentworth. Enjoy the rest of the party.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
   “There you are!”
 
   It was Karmela, who looked significantly more drunk than the last time Jill saw her. Karmela rushed over to Jill, inasmuch as a totally wasted person can rush, and threw her arm over Jill’s shoulder. “Nobody knew where to find you,” she said. “I kept asking people, ‘Where’s Jill? Where’s Jill?’ And they were all, ‘I dunno.’”
 
   She giggled, filling the air near Jill’s face with the pungent odor of Pinot Noir.
 
   They would all be like this. Drunk and happy. Jill would have no difficulty explaining her absence.
 
   “I’ve been around,” Jill said. She saw Ryan standing at a roulette table. He lifted his arm, inviting her to come stand next to him, the way any good boyfriend would.
 
   “I’m gonna go play roulette with Ryan. Wanna come?”
 
   “Sure!” said Karmela.
 
   When she got to the roulette table, Jill went to Ryan and pulled her sleeve of poker chips from his jacket pocket. She set them down on the roulette table, ready to place a bet like everyone else.
 
   “Everything okay?” Ryan whispered.
 
   “Fine,” said Jill.
 
   And it was fine, really. As horrifying as it was to witness Sergio make a kill, and as frustrating as it was that Jill couldn’t access the bank accounts and finish the hack tonight, everything was fine. They had successfully broken into Daciana’s crypt. Jill had taken control of her computer and set up a permanent link so she could control it remotely. She’d had a terrifying encounter with Sergio Alonzo, but she’d come out of it unscathed.
 
   “Just fine,” she repeated.
 
   Mattie, Jenny, and Jake pushed out big piles of chips, every one of them betting heavy on a single number.
 
   “What’s your lucky number?” Ryan said.
 
   “I think I’ll bet on a color instead,” said Jill. “Better odds.”
 
   She removed a poker chip from the sleeve and slid it onto a patch of red in the center of the table.
 
   “Suit yourself,” said Ryan. “Everyone else is feeling lucky with numbers tonight. Isn’t that right people?”
 
   Ryan sounded a little tipsy, but Jill suspected he was acting drunker than he actually was.
 
   “You bet it is,” said Jake. “Twenty-eight’s gonna pay out big tonight if I stick with it. I just know it!”
 
   “Maybe for you,” said Jenny, “but for me, it’s all about number nine.”
 
   Even though she had placed two good-sized stacks of chips on nine, Jenny had an enormous pile in front of her.
 
   “Someone’s doing well,” Jill said.
 
   “Love potion number nine, baby!” said Jenny. “She’s already paid out big for me once, and she’s counting on me to trust her. If I believe, Lady Nine will pay out again.”
 
   “No, no, the place to be is lucky number thirteen!” said Mattie.
 
   “Since when is thirteen a lucky number?” said Jill.
 
   “Since I said it was. I feel it in my bones, Jill. My bones! Thirteen is going to be good to me tonight!”
 
   “Everyone at the table is feeling good about a number,” said Jake. “Except for Jill. You’re the odd man out.”
 
   “I’ll stick with my color, thanks.”
 
   The dealer spun the wheel. The ball came to a stop at twelve, a red number. The dealer added to Jill’s pile of chips. Everyone else’s he swept away.
 
   Almost immediately, the others pushed more chips onto the same numbers they bet the last time.
 
   Everyone gets a number. That’s the game.
 
   Sergio’s words still fresh in her ears, she knew she was watching the others play along in some game the immortals had initiated. Unaware of why they felt so strongly about it, they were all betting on the number that suddenly seemed lucky to them.
 
   Perhaps it was a way to coax more money out of them. It seemed to be working on the people at this table, who were all too glad to push piles of expensive chips on the table.
 
   But the number Sergio gave to Jill was fifty-two, which wasn’t even on the roulette wheel. Why did he give her a number she couldn’t play? Was she meant to be at a different table?
 
   “What’s your lucky number, Ryan?”
 
   “Sixty,” he said, without the slightest hesitation. “Too big for the roulette wheel, I’m afraid. You wanna play something else?”
 
   Jill looked across the room, and spotted Nicky sitting at a card table. She wondered if there was a way to go talk to her without getting seen.
 
   Karmela stepped into her line of sight, holding two glasses of wine.
 
   “One for you, my friend,” she said, pushing a glass at Jill. “What are you playing here?”
 
   “We were actually thinking of moving to another table,” said Ryan.
 
   “Oh, you all want to play craps? Come this way. Samantha’s playing at a table over there. I’m sure she’ll make room.”
 
   As Karmela stepped aside, Jill saw that Nicky was no longer alone.
 
   “Are you coming?” Karmela said.
 
   Jill took a sip from her wine glass.
 
   “Yeah, sounds fun,” she said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Nicky found the mushroom charm in the bathroom socket, it was white hot. She yanked it out anyway, burning her fingertips as she did so.
 
   On Alvin’s instruction, she took the mushroom charm back into the foyer and tossed it in a trashcan near the bar, where it would find its way to a dumpster out back and then disappear forever in a mess of empty bottles and used cocktail napkins.
 
   After disposing of the charm, she went to a blackjack table and sat down. She stayed there the rest of the time that Jill was in the back of the mansion. She received updates from Alvin every few minutes. When they told her Jill was hiding because Sergio and Lena were roaming nearby, she wanted to tell them to let her go.
 
   That Sergio wasn’t a threat to them tonight.
 
   “Ballsy move, going all in like that,” came a voice from behind her. It was a voice she hadn’t heard in months, someone who loomed large in her world at the beginning of the semester, but was out of place in it now.
 
   She turned around to face him. “Hi Art,” she said.
 
   “I don’t know if I was happy or sad that Kim called your bluff,” Art said. “You ask me, you both deserve to lose.”
 
   Nicky sighed. She supposed she had this coming. She hadn’t exactly been nice to Art Tremblay last semester.
 
   “Whatever,” she said. “The game’s over and I don’t really care.”
 
   Art was silent for a second, then he reached into his pocket, pulled out a red poker chip, and tossed it to Nicky.
 
   “On me,” he said. “Start a game. See what you can make of it.”
 
   Nicky looked at the chip. Art was trying to embarrass her. She had gotten the best of him in the fall and now he was reminding her how far she’d fallen.
 
   She thought about refusing the chip, but decided it didn’t really matter at this point. She was bored. Now she had a chip she could use to play a game.
 
   “Thanks,” she said to Art, then she pushed the chip to the dealer and said, “I’m in.”
 
   Fifteen minutes later, she had won five hands and was up four thousand dollars. She was still alone at the table, but could sense a crowd of onlookers gathering behind her.
 
   She was prepping her ante for hand number six when the dealer gathered all the cards and walked away. Nicky was about to call after him and ask where he was going, but at that moment, the entire room went dark, save a single spotlight pointed at the stairs.
 
   An orchestra began playing majestic music. A door opened in the darkness at the top of the stairs.
 
   Daciana Samarin came through the door and into the light. She smiled at the gathering below, her perfect teeth gleaming with inhuman elegance.
 
   “Good evening, my friends,” she said. “Welcome to my home.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jill found herself entranced by Daciana’s beauty. Watching the vampire queen descend into the spotlight, Jill felt like she was gaining an entirely new understanding of the clan and its power.
 
   She was perfect. The glimmer of her dark brown hair, the symmetry of her face, the strength of her movement—everything that everyone in this room wanted to be, the aspirations of every power player in this town, from the most popular people at school to the wealthiest lobbyists on the Hill—Daciana was the embodiment of all of it. She was their highest value. A walking work of art.
 
   And I just hacked her computer.
 
   How brazen she had been. How wildly bold!
 
   But I’m still here, she thought. And even though I didn’t get all of it tonight, your computer is mine, Daciana Samarin, and before this is over, I will deliver a strike from which your clan will never recover.
 
   From behind her, Ryan wrapped his arms around her waist. It was the sort of gesture that had been infuriating to her earlier in the week, but at this moment she welcomed it, and leaned back into his grasp.
 
   Her wine glass half empty, her mind dancing with excitement that she had actually done it—she had actually snuck into the back of the mansion, beaten an array of security measures, and broken into the crypt—that she was hardly even present when it happened.
 
   When she did it.
 
   Craning her head back to face him, she and Ryan made eye contact, and she kissed him. It wasn’t the kiss of two actors engaged in a game of pretend. It was a visit to their mutual past, to a time when they were so crazy about each other nothing else mattered. Her hand grabbed a fistful of hair on the back of his head. His grip on her body tightened. Tongues were touching. The rest of the party disappeared and she felt an incredible release, three years of denying themselves what they wanted, three years of—
 
   “Good evening, my friends. Welcome to my home.”
 
   Daciana spoke, and her voice was so strong it pierced Jill and Ryan’s bubble. Ryan pulled away and stared at her with a stunned look in his eyes, a look that simultaneously asked what are we doing? and why did we wait so long to do it?
 
   Daciana’s words dragged them both back to reality.
 
   “I’m so pleased to see you tonight,” Daciana said. “Truly. It’s been far too long since I’ve hosted a Thorndike event at my house.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   From the back of the crowd, Nicky listened as Daciana continued her greeting.
 
   “Years ago, we had many school functions at my house,” she said. “Regretfully, I turned over those duties to someone else. Only a few weeks have passed since this class got together for the winter party at Renata’s house. As many of you already know, that gathering was the final event in the seventy-year history of Renata’s mansion. Some time after the party ended, the house caught fire and burned to the ground. I know there is quite a bit of speculation in our community regarding the burning of Renata’s mansion…”
 
   Nicky saw the other vampires flowing into the crowd from the edges of the foyer. After whispering numbers in everybody’s ears, the vampires had largely disappeared from the party, but now it seemed they had all come back.
 
   They were still hiding, still using their abilities of deception to mask their presence from the other students. Whatever game they had been playing with those numbers wasn’t over.
 
   Up on the stairs, Daciana was becoming more animated as she spoke.
 
   “Allow me to set the record straight tonight regarding Renata Sullivan. She is no longer a member of our clan. She is no longer someone we will speak of. She was a traitor who attempted to steal the Coronation pot and have me killed.”
 
   A gasp from the crowd, students and vampires both shocked at this revelation. Aware that her own expression didn’t match everyone else’s, Nicky looked down at the floor.
 
   “There are two things I want everyone to know before we close the book on Renata Sullivan forever,” Daciana said. “The first is that she was an enemy to all of us, and we all defeated her together.”
 
   Whispers of confusion passed through the crowd. We defeated Renata? We didn’t even know about Renata.
 
   “The very strange turn your Rose Ransom game took last semester,” Daciana went on, “with two students being kidnapped rather than one, and clues that were so difficult to solve the contest went down to the very last second, it was all part of Renata’s treachery. Were it not for you clever, clever students, solving the clues you weren’t meant to solve, the Ransom money would have landed in the general fund, where Renata, as chair of the board, could have stolen it. From what I hear, one student in particular played a very large role in figuring out the contest. Let’s give a round of applause to Jill Wentworth, shall we?”
 
   The spotlight shifted from Daciana to Jill, and because Ryan’s arms were wrapped around her, the light caught him too.
 
   The applause that broke out in the crowd seemed to be for both of them. More than applause. Thundering, ecstatic ovation was a better description of what happened in the room. Jill handled it like a champ. A big smile on her face, offset by a humble downward nod, Jill was appropriately overwhelmed at the kindness of her peers.
 
   Daciana let the cheers go on for well over a minute. And with the whole room looking at her, Jill turned to Ryan, who raised her arm in the air like she had just won some world championship.
 
   While the room was still cheering, Nicky felt a hand on the small of her back, and knew immediately whose it was.
 
   “Act like you can’t see or hear me,” Sergio said.
 
   He was right behind her, his breath tickling her ear as he spoke. Nicky clapped her hands with everyone else and kept her eyes on Jill and Ryan.
 
   “I want you to know that Lena Trang won’t be a problem for you anymore,” Sergio said. “I will leave it to you to explain to Ms. Wentworth the meaning of what she saw tonight.”
 
   What she saw? What had Jill seen?
 
   “I want you to have something,” Sergio said. “Hold out your hand.”
 
   Nicky did as he asked, and felt Sergio’s fingers gently slide across hers. The sensation was extraordinary. She was a violin, and Sergio had just played a single, glorious note.
 
   His touch ended, leaving her body to echo with the feel of it. He was gone. But he had left something in her hand. Smooth to the touch, warm with his presence—whatever Sergio had placed in Nicky’s palm carried a piece of him with it, and she felt closer to him.
 
   Like she trusted him.
 
   Was there any denying what was happening between them now? Sergio had come into the safe house, programmed two Network agents and one of Nicky’s friends, and Nicky had just allowed it to happen. She had said nothing to anyone, even though she knew the mission was compromised.
 
   The mission. The words sounded like a joke now. There was no mission anymore. Just a crew of people hanging around for their own reasons. Helena, Phillip, and Ryan were still here because suddenly they had an insatiable desire to stay. Jill was still here because she had her own secret mission that, for some reason, had required Nicky to remove a pewter mushroom from the power outlet in the bathroom. Nicky was here because…
 
   She closed her fingers tightly around whatever object Sergio had placed in her hand. I’m still here for a lot of reasons, she thought.
 
   The object in her hand was hard and smooth. A rectangular shape with round edges. A stone of some kind. A highly polished stone.
 
   Daciana held up her hands to quiet the room. The applause ceased and Daciana continued talking.
 
   “Thank you Jill for leading us in the right direction. You showed us all what it means to be a student at Thorndike Academy. Loyal, clever, and persistent. You have made me very proud.”
 
   Daciana looked away from Jill and to the larger group. “Yes, my friends, there are two things I must say about this unpleasant incident with Renata Sullivan. The first is that we defeated her together. The second is that she was only a steward of this school, never its master. You may have thought of her as your headmistress but that was a job she was only allowed to hold because my attention was elsewhere. My attention is now back with you, my beautiful students, my friends, my fellow participants in the sacrament of Coronation.”
 
   Nicky sensed the crowd draw forward at the mention of Coronation. The vampires had trained these students that the very word was sacred. Hearing Daciana say it, the other students seemed to lose a bit of themselves, ceding even more control to the woman who spoke to them.
 
   “Just because our former headmistress ran the contest a certain way for many years doesn’t mean that is how the contest must be run,” Daciana continued. “Many of you may feel that, with one candidate so far ahead of the others, the contest is already over. Allow me to dispel you of that notion right now. There will be some changes this year. It was Renata’s rules that determined our leader after one semester, but it will be my rules that decide who becomes the next immortal.”
 
   With these words, Daciana walked down the stairs and into the crowd. The students gave her a wide berth. There was total silence in the room now. Daciana was like a shimmering star that left them mesmerized as she moved across the foyer, towards the stage where the orchestra had been playing earlier.
 
   There was a small staircase leading to the stage, no more than ten steps. Daciana ascended it slowly, and during those long seconds when Daciana’s back was turned and the crowd gazed at her in wonder, Nicky opened her hand and looked at the gift Sergio had left for her.
 
   A gemstone. Blood red. Exquisitely cut. Sergio had given her a ruby.
 
   She stared at it for a second, baffled by what it meant, then she turned her attention to the stage, where Daciana was pulling back the purple curtain
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Daciana pulled back the curtain to reveal a shiny steel safe, its door slightly ajar. Kim Renwick was thrilled to see it.
 
   The safe was in the center of the stage, sitting atop a wooden cart. Through the slightly open door, Kim saw hints of what might be inside. Was that the familiar yellow gleam of gold in the safe, or was it just a trick from the spotlight?
 
   She could hardly wait to see what Daciana had in store for them.
 
   The sides of the safe were polished to a mirror finish, but it was an old piece of equipment. There was an elegance to this safe, an air of sophistication that only came from an antique. It reminded Kim of something she would see at the auction house. Looking at the safe, she could practically hear the auction barker introducing it. Next on the block we have a perfectly preserved 19th century steel lockbox from the mansion of Daciana Samarin.
 
   There were four number dials on the door of the safe, a different gemstone affixed to each one. A diamond, a ruby, an emerald, and a sapphire. Giant stones, bezel set right into the tips of the dials. The diamond alone had to be worth a hundred grand or more. What kind of safe had such valuable pieces adorning the outside? It was practically a taunt to potential thieves. Go ahead and steal these gemstones on the dials of the safe. They weren’t valuable enough to get locked inside.
 
   Daciana approached the safe and pulled the door all the way open.
 
   “Oooooo…”
 
   Everyone in the room was cooing at what they saw inside. Everyone except Kim. To her, the contents of this safe were too beautiful to say anything. Gleaming bars of gold, stacked neatly inside the safe, their edges shimmering in the lights.
 
   What was the current price of gold? Kim would have to ask her father. And how much did a bar weigh? Kim had no idea, but she got the sense that whatever was going on with this safe had the potential to turn the tide of the whole Coronation contest.
 
   “I found this safe in Italy,” Daciana said. “It belonged to one of my enemies, an immortal who, unfortunately, I had to kill.”
 
   Whispers passed through the crowd. Kim let her own voice join the murmuring this time, with a simple word she spoke quietly to no one in particular.
 
   “Wow.”
 
   There was only one immortal Daciana could be talking about. Western Europe didn’t have a dominant clan like America did, but there was an extremely powerful immortal who had been known to reside there since the height of the Roman Empire.
 
   Had Daciana killed Falkon Dillinger?
 
   Kim felt her chest swell with admiration for the immortal onstage. Was there anyone on earth who was cooler than Daciana Samarin?
 
   “At today’s market, the precious metal in this safe is worth thirty million dollars,” Daciana said. “A nice sum, to be sure, but not enough to change the outcome of a Coronation contest where one girl is ninety million dollars ahead.”
 
   Kim looked away from the stage and to the other students, who were giddy with energy at what Daciana was saying. She spotted Samantha near the front of the room, close to the stage.
 
   She looked frightened. Pathetic.
 
   And what about Nicky Bloom? Kim spotted her about twenty feet away, standing alone. She had the beginnings of a smile on her lips.
 
   Daciana reached into the safe and removed an envelope from atop the stack of gold.
 
   “When I heard that one girl was so far ahead of the rest,” she said, “I knew that, in your minds, Coronation was already over. And I don’t want it to be over. I want spring semester to be just as fun and competitive as the fall.”
 
   She stepped to the front of the stage, the envelope hanging casually in her fingertips.
 
   “In fact, I wouldn’t mind if the Coronation games we play this semester are the most talked about in the history of the contest,” she said. “I want to play a game that will open this contest up again, and get everyone involved. But I also want to be fair to the girls wearing black and their supporters who worked hard to achieve the current standings. We must honor the contest as it has been played so far, while also celebrating the renewal of our school now that we have purged it of Renata’s treachery.”
 
   Daciana held up the envelope and tore it open.
 
   “I have created a new game that will allow any of the girls to take the lead if they win, but leaves the current standings intact if there is no winner at all,” she said.
 
   Kim’s eyes were on the envelope. She had already done the math. She knew what had to be inside. It was all she could do not to drool as she gazed upon it.
 
   “To play such a game, we need a lot of money, don’t we?” Daciana said. “More even than was at stake in the Rose Ransom.”
 
   Daciana reached into the envelope.
 
   “So this week, I went looking for donors,” she said. She pulled a single check out from the envelope. “I found three people willing to make sizable contributions to our contest.”
 
   The check in Daciana’s hands was small and gray. Just a little piece of paper someone had scribbled on with a ballpoint pen. It was amazing to Kim how these things worked. A little paper rectangle with a few handwritten numbers and words had the power to change the world.
 
   “Our first donation comes from the Fleming family of Oklahoma,” Daciana said. “Their daughter, Annika, is a member of your class, but many of you may have noticed that she isn’t with us tonight.”
 
   Kim stayed silent, even though she wanted to jump for joy. She knew what Daciana was about to say. Last semester, Kim had unearthed a paper trail leading Annika Fleming to the traitor Shannon Evans and had even presented proof to Renata that Shannon was still alive.
 
   Now she knew why Renata hadn’t done anything with the evidence Kim had sent her. Renata was a traitor too.
 
   “Annika Fleming is in exile, having betrayed the clan,” Daciana said, bringing a gasp from the crowd. “Yes, yes, I know it is hard to believe, but it is true. The betrayal was all around us last semester. Like Renata, Annika Fleming has fled, but it’s only a matter of time before I find them both. I had a lovely visit with Annika’s father this week. He had no knowledge of his daughter’s betrayal, but feels terrible that it happened, and has written a check to us to help make amends.”
 
   Kim imagined how that meeting between Daciana and Annika’s father must have gone. The life savings of Annika’s parents were on that check in Daciana’s hand, the purchase price for their own lives after their daughter’s betrayal.
 
   “Fifty million dollars,” Daciana said, reading the amount on the check. “I am putting it in the safe.”
 
   She placed the check from the Fleming family on top of the stack of gold, then went back to the front of the stage, held up the envelope, and pulled out another check.
 
   “Our next donation comes from the Minister of Economy in Rome, who is eager to forge a relationship with the clan,” Daciana said. “In years past, the Italian government has been no friend of ours, but they are ready for a fresh start.”
 
   They are begging for forgiveness after being beholden to Falkon all these years, Kim thought.
 
   “Twenty million dollars,” Daciana said. “A lovely donation from the government of Italy. May their gesture of goodwill be the start of a long-lasting friendship and more international opportunities for the students of Thorndike Academy.  I’m putting this check in the safe.”
 
   This time, as Daciana slid the paper on top of the gold, the students applauded. Thirty million in precious metal and seventy million in cash by Kim’s count. There was already enough money in that safe to overcome Samantha’s lead.
 
   Daciana reached into the envelope and pulled out another check.
 
   “Our third and final donation comes from the Ventigen Corporation,” she said, holding up the check for everyone to see. This one was on a large piece of mint-colored paper with a blue watermark. “The board at Ventigen was unaware of it, but a faction in that once prestigious company had developed a relationship with my enemies. They have assured me they will take necessary action to clean house so we may once again consider them our friends. To show their commitment to a new start, Ventigen has donated one hundred million dollars to Thorndike, a donation I am now putting into the safe.”
 
   Kim joined the other students in cheering and applause which, for her, was entirely genuine. Never before had Kim felt so much admiration for anyone. Daciana’s enemies were dead or on the run, and the people they left behind had paid a fortune to Daciana out of fear for their own lives. Her strength was unmatched, not only in America, but throughout the world.
 
   Kim wanted nothing more than to be like her.
 
   Could that be what this was all about? Could it be that Daciana understood that the wrong girl was on track to win Coronation, and was taking steps to remedy it?
 
   Daciana closed the door of the safe and spun the wheel.
 
   “Here is the game,” she said. “Tonight I will call eight of you up to this stage. I won’t call you by name, but you will know when it is your turn. When you come to the stage, you will try and guess the combination to this safe. If you guess correctly, the money is yours to donate to one of the girls wearing black.”
 
   Guess the combination? Kim looked at the four number dials on the safe. Each went from one to ninety-nine. How on earth was someone supposed to guess the combination?
 
   “If none of the eight students called tonight are able to open the safe, we will put it away for a week,” Daciana said, “and the game will continue throughout the school year. Once a week, eight students will get a chance to guess the combination. If no one gets the safe open by the end of the semester, I will keep the money.”
 
   Kim nodded her head. Okay, she thought. This isn’t a guessing game. We’re going to have all semester to do this. Daciana wants us to figure out the combination.
 
   But how?
 
   Kim scanned the room, her eyes coming to a stop on Jill Wentworth.
 
   There’s my competition, she thought. If I’m going to become immortal, I have to figure out the secret to this game before Jill.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   To Nicky, Daciana’s safe was only the second most interesting prop on the stage. While the students gazed at the enormous sum of money now locked inside the steel box, Nicky looked to the back of the stage, where a large plastic globe stood on a wooden cabinet. Inside the globe, a collection of what looked like Ping-Pong balls danced around like leaves in the wind.
 
   To the rest of the students, the globe was just another part of casino night. They had seen one just like it at the keno table. A random number generator. White balls dancing around inside, each with a number on its surface, easy for the dealer to remove at random.
 
   A hundred numbers that could be randomly assigned to a hundred students. The rest of them didn’t know what Nicky knew. They hadn’t seen the vampires roaming the floor, whispering numbers in everyone’s ears. When Daciana walked to the back of the stage and pulled open the hatch atop the globe, where a single plastic ball was waiting, Nicky knew how this game was going to work.
 
   Daciana had promised to call eight students up to the stage to guess the combination of the safe. How fitting on casino night that she was going to do it by random number.
 
   “Seventeen!” Daciana announced, reading the number on the ball she had just removed. “One of you, and only one of you, feels a special affinity for number seventeen. If that number speaks to you in a way that no other number does, if you feel like seventeen is your number, come join me on the stage.”
 
   A few seconds of silence passed, then Brian Kingsbury left the crowd and approached the stairs.
 
   When he reached the stage, Daciana gave Brian the plastic ball. He took it from her as if it were a magical artifact, holding it carefully in his fingertips as he inspected the black number printed on its face.
 
   “That ball is yours to keep now,” Daciana said. “May it always be a reminder to you of your lucky number. Now, Mr. Seventeen, walk up to the safe and turn the dials.”
 
   Brian, who at some point during the night had removed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, looked lost on the stage next to Daciana.
 
   “I don’t know the combination,” he said, meekly.
 
   “You must take a guess,” Daciana said.
 
   Brian approached the safe and began spinning the first number dial, the one with the diamond set into the tip. When he stopped, Daciana announced the number he had selected.
 
   “One!”
 
   He went to the next dial, with the ruby.
 
   “Seven!” Daciana announced after he turned it.
 
   He chose seventeen on the third dial, and twenty-seven on the fourth. Then he stepped away from the safe.
 
   “Go ahead,” Daciana said. “Grab the handle and try to open it.”
 
   Brian grabbed the handle on the door and pulled. The door made a thunking sound in response, and remained shut.
 
   “Too bad for you, Seventeen,” Daciana said.
 
   As Brian left the stage, Daciana went back to the globe to grab another Ping-Pong ball.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jill was just as puzzled as everyone else. How were they supposed to guess the combination to a safe?
 
   With four dials, each one going from one to ninety-nine, the odds against a correct guess were astronomical. There had to be some game to it. Some trick for them to figure out.
 
   But what was it?
 
   After Brian failed to guess the combination, Daciana selected number ten from her hopper, which brought Isabel to the stage. Like Brian, she tried to use some mash-up of her lucky number to get the safe open. Like Brian, she failed.
 
   Fourteen was the next number, and Wesley Johnson went onstage. He tried using his lucky number for all four dials. He failed.
 
   Jill tapped twice on her left earring.
 
   “We’re here,” Alvin said.
 
   “I need to speak to Nicky,” Jill whispered. “Can you ask her if she has any ideas about how this game works? Tell me what she says.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nicky had already figured it out by the time Alvin’s voice rang in her ear. She walked to the edge of the foyer and faced the wall when she relayed the message to Alvin.
 
   “Tell Jill to look at the posters hanging from the ceiling,” she said. “The colors match the gemstones on the safe.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Torrie Dunwald had just failed on her guess when Alvin delivered the message to Jill.
 
   The instant he mentioned the posters of the girls wearing black Jill understood. The posters were the one piece of décor that was out of place in the spectacular foyer. They were the one and only clue to solving this game.
 
   She resisted the urge to look up. Everyone else had their eyes glued to the stage. If someone saw Jill gazing at the ceiling, they might figure out the game just as she had.
 
   Everyone at the party had been given a number. There were four girls wearing black and four dials on the safe. This wasn’t a guessing game. This game was about getting the girls wearing black to talk.
 
   And the best time to make that happen was right now, before any of them understood how the game worked.
 
   “Excuse me,” Jill whispered to Ryan, then stepped away from him, moving diagonally through the crowd until she reached Samantha.
 
   “What’s your number?” she whispered.
 
   Samantha turned to her. “I’m sorry. What’s that?”
 
   “Your lucky number. The one that would call you to the stage.”
 
   Samantha looked uncomfortable to be whispering at a time when the rest of the hall was so quiet. Jill leaned in closer.
 
   “I might be able to win this game for you if you tell me your number,” she whispered into Samantha’s ear.
 
   Samantha nodded her head once, then hunched close to Jill.
 
   “Ninety-eight,” she whispered.
 
   “Thanks,” said Jill.
 
   Samantha’s poster had a white border around it. She was the diamond. The first dial on the safe. Ninety-eight.
 
   Nicky’s poster had a red border. She was the ruby. Jill tapped her earring twice to call Alvin again. He would tell her Nicky’s number and they’d have the first two dials on the safe figured out.
 
   “Fifty-two,” Daciana called out.
 
   Jill was listening for Alvin to speak, and barely heard Daciana call the number. She kept walking towards Ryan.
 
   “Fifty-two?” Daciana said. “Are you out there?”
 
   Jill stopped walking. She remembered the way Sergio looked at her when he caught her in the hallway. She could see his lips saying the number, the number she had promised him she would commit to memory.
 
   She turned around. “I’m fifty-two,” she said. Then she approached the stage.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Now that Nicky understood the game, she understood that it was terrible luck that Jill got called up so early.
 
   Jill was on Nicky’s team, and at root, that’s what this game was about. Who is on your team? How many people in the class will give the money to you if they get the safe open? The more people who want you to win, the better the odds that the person who does get the safe open gives the money to you.
 
   That was the strategic part of the game. But there was also a heavy element of luck. Daciana was choosing numbers at random. Eight students would get a guess tonight.  Eight more next week and every week thereafter until the safe was open, or everyone had guessed and all had failed.
 
   Nicky was thinking through the semester ahead. There were twelve weeks between tonight and prom. Twelve times eight…ninety-six guesses, but there were more than ninety-six students. Were some people not going to guess?
 
   The girls wearing black. Yes, that had to be part of the game too. The math made sense when you removed the four girls wearing black from the equation. Our numbers open the safe, everyone else’s numbers give them a guess at opening it.
 
   And with every student called to the stage, there was one fewer number from the available pool. They needed to keep track. Whose numbers had been called already tonight? Brian was first. His number was 17. Then Isabel. She was 10. Wesley. What was his number again? She didn’t remember, but it didn’t matter. The microphones in her earrings were recording everything that was happening here tonight. They would make a list. They would use process of elimination to narrow down the numbers in the combination. Every time Daciana called someone to the stage, they would know another number that wasn’t part of the combination.
 
   We can’t just wait for the numbers to be called, she realized. We need to ask the others what their numbers are. Jill had probably figured that out already. Yes, Nicky had seen her moving about, whispering to people.
 
   People like Samantha.
 
   What horrible luck that Jill got called to the stage before she had time to figure out more numbers in the room! Now it would be up to Ryan.
 
   Ryan and anyone else they could recruit to give the money to Nicky.
 
   She watched as Jill went onto the stage. There was nothing Jill could do but guess.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jill knew the first dial on the safe should be turned to Samantha’s number. Ninety-eight. She also knew she had no chance of guessing the other three numbers.
 
   Not wanting to provide any clues to the other students, she turned the first dial to fifty-two, and picked three random numbers for the others. She failed to open the safe.
 
   Michaela Bynes, Gene Dotson, and Louis Garcia were called up after Jill. They too failed to open the safe. Daciana announced that they would gather again in a week and eight more students would be given a chance.
 
   The party ended just before dawn. Jill and Ryan walked out together. The valet drove Ryan’s Lamborghini to the front entrance and they crawled into the awkward front seats. When the doors were shut, Jill said, “Should we talk about what happened in there tonight?”
 
   She meant the kiss. She wanted to know if Ryan felt the same way she did when they kissed, like the two of them weren’t putting on an act anymore, at least not in that moment.
 
   “Of course we’re talking about what happened in there!” Ryan said. “Our whole plan is up in the air now! We had everything in place and now Daciana has screwed it all up. The whole contest is about this safe now.”
 
   “Ryan, can we worry about the contest some other time?”
 
   “Some other time? There’s no time to worry about anything else! In order for Nicky to win, we’ll have to figure out how to get that safe open. There must be a trick to it, some game we aren’t seeing.”
 
   His hands weren’t anywhere near hers. He didn’t seem remotely interested in continuing what they started at the party that night.
 
   She slouched back in her chair.
 
   “Nicky and I have already figured out the game,” she said.
 
   “You have?”
 
   Jill explained to Ryan how she knew that each dial on the safe corresponded to one of the girls wearing black, how the colors on the posters matched the gemstones on the safe. She told him how she’d already made Samantha spill her number, and that the game now was to figure out Kim and Mary’s numbers before the rest of the class understood how the game worked.
 
   “But what if they don’t talk?” Ryan said. “What if we make it to the end of the semester and they haven’t told anyone?”
 
   “They will tell their number to people who are loyal to them once they’ve figured out how the game works,” she said.
 
   A look of understanding came over Ryan’s face. “Yes, because everyone’s getting called up to guess one at a time and…but what if they haven’t figured out the game yet?”
 
   “Samantha hasn’t,” said Jill. “That’s how I got her to give me her number.”
 
   “So this is an important time,” Ryan said. “These first few days at school. People might be willing to talk. We need to get everyone to spill their numbers for us before they understand what they’re doing.”
 
   “Yes, that would be the way to go about it,” Jill said, shaking her head. She felt so foolish, having allowed herself to think that her kiss with Ryan meant anything. For a short time tonight, a very short time, she had indulged in a fantasy that she and Ryan were…
 
   They arrived at her house.
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow so we can talk strategy,” Ryan said.
 
   Jill turned to him. If she wasn’t so tired, she might have started yelling at him. She might have ripped into him with everything she’d ever wanted to say since the day he dumped her in the back seat of a car during freshman year.
 
   But she didn’t have any energy for that.
 
   “Good night, Ryan,” she said.
 
   He looked at her like a lost puppy, like he couldn’t begin to comprehend why she didn’t share his passion for opening the safe and winning the contest.
 
    She pulled down on the door of the Lamborghini to close it, then she walked up the driveway to her house, alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Before she went to bed that night, Jill read a text from Alvin.
 
    
 
   Now that we have access to Daciana’s machine, we’re running a full scan. Give us until tomorrow morning before you log in and have a look. Great work tonight. You should be proud.
 
    
 
   At least some people in the Network understood the value of her work. There was no doubt in Jill’s mind that controlling Daciana’s computer was far more important than winning Coronation. Why couldn’t Ryan see that?
 
   Perhaps she was expecting too much of him. He was new to all of this and in over his head. It wasn’t fair to expect him to behave like a seasoned agent, or to even understand all the emotions he was going through now that he was actively rebelling against the clan. I won’t be mad at him about the kiss. I won’t be angry that one minute he acted like I was everything in the world to him, and the next he didn’t even know I was there.
 
   A moment of release, that’s all it was, for both of them. Two people with chemistry and a history who lost control of themselves in a moment of raw emotion. Don’t try to make it into something that it wasn’t, Jill Wentworth.
 
   She put her head on the pillow and closed her eyes, aware that she was a mixed-up jumble of emotions who couldn’t think straight.
 
   I miss him.
 
   I am an agent of the Network.
 
   I’ve missed him a lot for the past three years.
 
   I want to kiss him again.
 
   In the last three months I’ve become one of the most important agents in the entire resistance.
 
   I want to kiss him again right now.
 
   I hacked Daciana’s computer and will figure out how to empty all of the clan’s bank accounts.
 
   I wish Ryan was in bed beside me.
 
   Now that I’ve hacked Daciana’s computer I have the potential to hurt the clan in a way no one has ever hurt them before.
 
   The kiss meant nothing to him. All he wanted to talk about afterwards was Coronation.
 
   That night she dreamed she was on a cruise ship. She was walking along an upper deck by herself. It was nighttime but the sun would be up soon. She heard the sounds of passionate love-making coming from a nearby cabin. She peered into a circular window and saw Zack and that girl from the café, writhing around naked in bed. Jill started banging on the window with her fists, screaming, Stop it! This isn’t you, Zack! This isn’t who you are! The girl, Lana, yes, that was her name—Lana heard Jill, and with her legs still wrapped around Zack’s back, she looked up and grinned. Jill ran away from the window, up to the starboard side, and into the captain’s quarters, where she found Ryan steering the ship. She hugged him and started crying. I’m so confused, she said. I’m not, he told her. You’re not? Ryan shook his head, and for a second, Jill thought he meant he wasn’t confused about his feelings for her, and she felt relieved. She leaned in to kiss him, but before her lips got there he said, We just need to get Kim and Mary’s numbers and we can win this for Nicky. No, I’m not confused at all. Then he turned the steering wheel hard to the left. The engine roared with anger at the move. The boat moaned as it turned. More than moaned. Rattled. Something was terribly wrong and Jill knew it was only a matter of time before the boat sunk. We can’t go this way, she said. We have to go east. The sun is coming up soon. She pushed Ryan out of the way and turned the boat back on course. In the distance, the sun was beginning to rise. I don’t want to go this way, Ryan said. It isn’t your choice, said Jill. I’m in charge of this mission now. The boat rattled again. Even though Jill had righted their course, Ryan’s diversion had caused irreparable damage, and the engine was sputtering in angry bursts. It was a race now. Get to the sun before the rattling engine tears the boat apart. I’ve been working for the Network since freshman year and I know what I’m doing, she said to Ryan. He wasn’t paying her any mind. Samantha’s number is 98, he said. We need Kim and Mary’s numbers. Jill shook her head. You don’t get it, she snapped. This boat is coming apart! Why do you have to be so stubborn? Do you want to get us all killed? Still muttering about Kim and Mary’s numbers, Ryan walked away, leaving Jill alone to steer the ship where it needed to go. She closed her eyes and felt the warmth of the sunlight on her eyelids. We’ll get there, she told herself. I don’t care if I have to do it myself. I will get Ryan and Zack and Nicky and everyone else on this boat to safety.
 
   She awoke with the sun shining brightly in her bedroom, and her phone rattling around on the nightstand. She picked it up to find that she had received eighty texts in the past hour. Karmela, Samantha, Mattie, and Jenny wanted to talk about what happened at the party last night. In a roundabout text conversation, they had decided everyone was going to meet at Café Europa this afternoon. Ryan had been texting too. He sent a message to Jill and Nicky that said, I’ve created a list of everyone’s names and numbers based on what we know so far. I’m emailing it to you guys now.
 
   There were messages from Alvin, from Eve, from Helena—there was even a message from an unknown number. Jill took a second to read that one.
 
   Ms. Wentworth. We at HQ are very impressed with your recent work and would like to arrange a meeting with you in person. Eve has volunteered to facilitate a face to face. When can you make time to come to Richmond?
 
   Headquarters. This message had come from one of the strategists. Only the most respected agents in the world received face-to-face meetings with the strategists.
 
   “Took them long enough to notice me,” she said quietly.
 
   How fast could she get to Richmond? She went to her computer desk and mapped it out on the web. The trip was a little under three hours by car. If she left now she could be there by lunchtime.
 
   She went downstairs and grabbed her car keys from a hook on the living room wall. Her head was down when she opened the front door. She almost ran right into the person standing on the stoop.
 
   “Jill? Oh my God, I was just about to…”
 
   The girl standing on Jill’s doorstep was like a ghost, so completely unexpected Jill jumped back in surprise when she saw her.
 
   “I was just about to ring your doorbell,” the girl said.
 
   The person on her doorstep was a blonde bombshell with a deep tan and a southern lilt to her speech. She was someone who shouldn’t have been there. Someone who was supposed to be thousands of miles away.
 
   “Annika, what the hell are you doing here?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
   “I think I’ve made a terrible mistake,” Annika said.
 
   Jill didn’t know what surprised her more. The fact that Annika Fleming was on her doorstep, or that she was such a mess. Never once in all the time she knew her had Jill seen Annika look less than 100% put together. But this girl on the porch was a wreck. Her clothes were dirty and wrinkled. Her hair was in tangles. She didn’t have any makeup on. She smelled like she had gone the better part of a week since her last shower.
 
   “Can I come in?” Annika asked, nervously.
 
   The question was a wake-up call to Jill. She had been so shocked to see Annika standing here she hadn’t thought about how dangerous it was for her to be out in the open.
 
   Or anywhere near DC at all.
 
   Jill looked over Annika’s shoulders.
 
   “How did you get here?” she snapped.
 
   “By cab,” Annika said quietly.
 
   Jill scanned the street in front of her house.
 
   “Where is it? Where is the cab? Cabs can be tracked, Annika. It wasn’t safe!”
 
   “Relax. I had the cab drop me on the other side of your neighborhood, and I walked through the woods. I haven’t forgotten everything you taught me. Can I please come in now?”
 
   “Yes, come in,” Jill said. “We’ll go to my room. We have to hurry. My parents are home.”
 
   They moved quickly up the stairs and into Jill’s bedroom. Jill shut the door behind them.
 
   “Annika, you can’t be here.”
 
   Annika sat down on the edge of the bed. “I was hoping, maybe, I could,” she said.
 
   “You left. We got everything together for you to leave. We got you a new ID, a passport, I programmed your phone, you took your trust fund.”
 
   “My trust fund’s gone,” she said.
 
   “Gone? No, I set up the routing on it myself. I went through Switzerland and then you had access to it under your new identity.” Jill had to search through her memory to dig up all the work she had done to get Annika out of town. “Geary,” she said. “That was the ID we gave you that was attached to the bank account. JoBeth Geary.”
 
   “I didn’t have any trouble accessing the funds,” Annika said. “Everything you said you would do, you did it, and I thank you for that. I can’t…I mean, Renata was coming for Shannon and we worked together to save her life. We were pretty amazing, what we did to outsmart Renata, weren’t we, Jill?”
 
   “We did the right thing,” Jill said.
 
   “That’s what I keep telling myself. We did the right thing. We acted honorably. I should feel good about that. Even if that bitch didn’t appreciate any of it.”
 
   “Uh oh. Did you and Shannon get in a fight?”
 
   Annika hunched over. “You could say that.”
 
   “Tell me what happened.”
 
   “I don’t even know where to begin. Shannon’s lies started long before I even left town. You remember that night we were on the phone with her and we discovered Melissa killed her parents?”
 
   “Yes, I remember.”
 
   “Do you know why she wasn’t at her house that night?”
 
   Jill shook her head.
 
   “She was seeing someone. She was cheating on me.”
 
   “Annika, I’m sorry, but you can’t--”
 
   “You’d think she would have learned her lesson too, because this girl she was seeing robbed her and left her on the streets. Who was the one who sent the money to rescue her? My money pulled her off the streets and put her in one of the nicest hotels in Rio!”
 
   “Yes, I remember,” Jill said. “This sounds awful, and I wish I had better news for you, but there are things going on here in DC…”
 
   “When you add up the money I sent her last semester to the money she stole from me, God, I could kill her!”
 
   “Money she stole from you? What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Jill. You worked so hard to help me, and I’ve screwed everything up.”
 
   She started crying. Jill sat next to her on the bed and put her arm over her shoulder.
 
   “We were in Buzios,” Annika said. “For two days it was magical. We stayed in a hotel, we were shopping for houses in the day and going to the clubs at night. We weren’t worried about anything at all. But whenever she would drink, I’d learn a little more of the truth, and last Wednesday I got her to tell me everything. She acted like it wasn’t a big deal. She said we were miles apart and she was lonely, but I never thought of us as being apart! We were just waiting until we could be together again. We fought about it and I got angry with her, but even then I figured we would make up. I couldn’t just let her tell me she’d cheated on me without at least getting angry, right? It’s not like we broke up. We just got in an argument at the club and I went back to the room without her. I even told her we’d talk about it more in the morning when we were sober. And I kissed her goodnight! I don’t think I could have been more clear! I wasn’t breaking up with her! I was just angry because she’d cheated on me. I had a right to be angry.”
 
   “Of course you did,” said Jill.
 
   “But then the next morning I wake up and Shannon’s gone and she’s left this in the hotel room.”
 
   Annika pulled a tattered piece of paper from her pocket and gave it to Jill. Folded into a square, the paper was worn to the point of being soft. Jill unfolded it carefully. It was a piece of hotel stationary, the logo for some place named ‘Grande de Buzios’ on top.
 
    
 
   Dearest Annika,
 
    
 
   I’ve been up all night thinking, and I’ve decided it’s best for us to part ways. What we had back at school was fun, but it was a different time. Since then, I’ve had my family sneak me out of the country in the middle of the night, I’ve found my parents murdered in our own house, I’ve had two vampires come after me, and I’ve had people I thought were my friends betray me and leave me for dead. What can I say? These things change a person. We’re in different places in our lives. You don’t belong down here. You belong back in DC. There’s no reason for you to throw away everything you have. Spring semester hasn’t started yet. There’s still time for you to go back to Washington. You can make up a story about taking a trip by yourself, and you can get on with the life you were meant to lead, without me. I’ve taken some money from the bank account to get me to my next stop, and left plenty for you to get back to town and get on with your life. I’m sorry to do this to you, but it’s for the best for both of us. Know that I will always treasure what we had once, and even if you don’t think fondly of me, I will always thing fondly of you.
 
    
 
   Shannon
 
    
 
   “Oh dear,” said Jill.
 
   “Oh dear is right,” said Annika. “Dumped like a rock in the ocean. But that’s not the worst part. When she says she took some money she makes it sound like she pulled pocket change out of the bank account.”
 
   “She took a lot of money, didn’t she?”
 
   “She transferred two million dollars to an account in the Caymans, and left me with barely enough money for a plane ticket!”
 
   “You had her name on the bank account?”
 
   “The day the funds came available to me we went to the bank and added her. We spent that afternoon talking about our wedding. We even stopped in a bakery and tasted some wedding cakes.”
 
   “Annika, I’m so sorry.”
 
   “I am too. But better now than later, right? That’s what I’ve been telling myself. I mean, we really cut it close but we’re under the wire. School starts tomorrow. I know I have an issue with the Renwicks, but you took care of that, right?”
 
   “I don’t think you understand,” said Jill. “You can’t just…come back.”
 
   “No, I’ve been thinking it through all the way back here and it will be fine. Kim is the only person who knows anything and you made a deal with her. She knows my secret, but you know hers so she’ll stay quiet.”
 
   “Things have changed, Annika.”
 
   “I didn’t tell anyone a thing! As far as Mattie and Jenny and everyone else knows, I just took a trip after my birthday party.”
 
   “Daciana is back and she’s looking for you,” said Jill.
 
   Annika furrowed her eyebrows. “What do you mean she’s looking for me?”
 
   “While you were gone, someone from the clan questioned your parents.”
 
   “My parents didn’t know about me and Shannon.”
 
   “And that’s the only reason they’re still alive. Last night there was a party at Daciana’s house and she stood up in front of the whole school and called you a traitor.”
 
   “Oh my God. How did she find out?”
 
   “It was inevitable,” Jill said. “Kim Renwick knew Shannon was alive and she caught you sending money to her. And the Renwicks don’t have half the resources Daciana has to snoop on people.”
 
   “Oh shit oh shit oh shit! What am I gonna do, Jill? I’ve got no money, no place to go. Maybe I could throw myself at their feet. It’s not like I really did anything wrong. I was just in love! I never did anything to hurt the clan. I just wanted to be with Shannon! God, what a disaster! I’m so screwed!”
 
   “You most certainly are not throwing yourself at anyone’s feet. Daciana would love nothing more than to make an example of you. If she got her hands on you, she’d make you into one of her servants so everyone at school could see what happens to people who cross her, then she’d kill you some night when she was hungry.”
 
   Annika was bawling now. “I had it all, Jill! I had everything anyone could ever want and I just threw it away! Now I don’t have any money, any family, any friends.”
 
   “You still have one friend, Annika, and I can help you out.”
 
   “Really? What can you do? Do you think you can get my money back?”
 
   Jill tried not to laugh. “No. I’m sad to say if it went to a bank in the Caymans, your money is completely out of my reach. But you can always make more money. Right now, our concern is keeping you alive, and in order to do that, we’ve got to get you far away from Potomac.”
 
   “I still have my passport,” Annika said. “I can still be JoBeth Geary.”
 
   “Even that ID may be compromised,” Jill said. “But that’s alright. The Network will have no trouble making another ID for you. We live in a world where vampires remove hundreds of people from the streets everyday. Every one of those people has a name and Social Security number that are no longer being used.”
 
   “So what’s our first step?”
 
   “The first step is to get you in the shower, my friend. You’re ripe. Once you’re cleaned up, you’re coming with me. I was actually on my way out the door for a little road trip to Virginia. There are some people there I need to see. I think they can help you.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   An hour later, Annika having used Jill’s closet and makeup desk to return to her more natural state, the two of them were on the road. They arrived in Richmond at one in the afternoon and drove to a farmhouse outside of town.
 
   The house stood atop a small hill overlooking many acres of land. Eve met them in the driveway.
 
   “You brought a guest?” Eve said.
 
   “A rescue,” Jill said. “Her name’s Annika, for now. She’ll need a new one.”
 
   “Annika Fleming?” said Eve. “I thought she was in South America.”
 
   “She was,” said Jill. “Now she’s not. It’s a long story, but the short of it is she needs to start over again.”
 
   “Well, she’s come to the right place then, hasn’t she? It’s nice to meet you Annika. You’ll come inside with me and we’ll talk. Jill, you should head down to the barn.”
 
   Eve pointed at a run-down building at the base of the hill.
 
   “What’s down there?” Jill said.
 
   “Someone who is eager to meet you.”
 
   Jill gave Annika a hug and assured her everything was going to be okay, then she walked down the hill by herself.
 
   The barn stood on a flat parcel of land. A gravel pathway started at the bottom of the hill and led to the barn’s front door. The barn was red, but the peeled and splintered wood suggested the last paint job happened before Jill was born. An antique tractor, rusted, cracked, and thoroughly broken, was parked on one side of the barn. A concrete silo stood on the other.
 
   As she neared the barn, she heard activity inside. At first it sounded like someone was ringing a brass bell, but as she moved closer, she realized that wasn’t right. The clanging, ringing tones had a more industrial sound to them. Hammer on steel. Yes, as she neared the door, she half-expected to find a blacksmith at work inside, hammering out a horseshoe on a giant anvil.
 
   What she found when she opened the door was nothing of the sort.
 
   A woman in a black trench coat with long, silver hair stood just beyond the door. Without even looking at Jill, she held her hand up, telling Jill to stop where she was.
 
   Beyond the woman, two people were fighting with swords. One of them was small and slim, a balding man with white stubble on his cheeks and incredible speed as he danced around, swinging an iron blade that seemed as large as he was.
 
   The other was much, much bigger, a giant whose sword looked like a dagger in his monstrous hands. Brown skin, jet-black hair, muscles that threatened to tear right through his white T-shirt, the other swordsman was Nicky’s friend, the slave who killed Renata.
 
   “Frankie,” Jill whispered.
 
   The silver-haired woman, still holding out her hand, stepped to one side and beckoned Jill to follow her. She was keeping Jill clear of the swordfight. As the woman led Jill along the back wall, the bald man made a wide semi-circle around Frankie, dancing on his heels like a boxer.
 
   “Come on!” the bald man shouted. “Choose your angle and strike!”
 
   Frankie rushed at the man with such speed Jill turned away, certain the bald man was about to be cut in half. But a loud clang of steel told her Frankie’s thrust had been parried. When she allowed herself to look again, Jill saw Frankie on his back, the bald man standing over him, his blade pointed at Frankie’s throat.
 
   “Why did you fail?” the man said.
 
   “Too slow,” said Frankie.
 
   “Too slow to move?”
 
   “Too slow to act.”
 
   The bald man tossed his sword aside and helped Frankie to his feet.
 
   “Three laps,” he said. “Then we try again.”
 
   Without a word, Frankie and the man ran to the open door and out of the barn. Neither of them even looked at Jill.
 
   “What was that all about?” Jill asked the woman.
 
   “We’re training Frankie to be a hunter,” the woman said. “He is very special. Already one of the best we’ve ever had. A few more months of training and he’ll be ready for the big prize.”
 
   “The big prize?”
 
   “Sergio,” the woman said. “Frankie came to us at the perfect time. We’ll have several vampire hunters in the house when Sergio arrives, but I strongly suspect Frankie will be the one to kill him.”
 
   Jill contained her disappointment at hearing this, but she felt it nonetheless. Even the strategists at the Network were still hung up on the old plan.
 
   The woman walked to the open door, her eyes on Frankie, who was now sprinting up the hill to the farmhouse, carrying a huge log on his shoulders. Despite her silver hair, the woman had a youthful air to her. The skin on her face was smooth. The look in her eyes suggested an exceedingly sharp mind.
 
   Jill followed the woman’s gaze, looking out at Frankie, who moved with incredible speed even with the weight on his back. Jill was certain she wouldn’t even be able to lift that log, much less carry it on her shoulders, but Frankie was running as if it wasn’t even there.
 
   “Someone from Headquarters sent me a text this morning. Was it you?”
 
   “Indeed it was,” said the woman. “I thought it was time for a meeting. You’ve had quite a string of successes lately. The TPM database, the Rose Ransom clues, Renata’s house, and now, Daciana’s personal computer. The past four months have been the most productive in the Network’s history, and we owe most of it to you.”
 
   “I’m happy to do my part.”
 
   The woman turned to Jill and extended her hand. “Winnie,” she said.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Jill said. “Winnie’s not your real name, is it?”
 
   “Of course not. I’ve always liked it, though. I had a friend in childhood we called Winnie. It’s the name I use when I need to interact with agents in the field, like I’m doing now.”
 
   “About the mission,” Jill said. “Are you aware of…all our difficulties?”
 
   “Helena reports to me directly,” said Winnie. “I think I’m up to speed on things at Thorndike. Unless there’s something you wish to tell me.”
 
   “So you know that Samantha has a ninety-million dollar lead on Nicky.”
 
   “Yes. I also know that Daciana has unveiled a new game with a prize that dwarfs Samantha’s lead.”
 
   “It won’t be easy for us to win this game. A lot of things would have to go our way.”
 
   “That has been the nature of this mission since day one. But here you are, still alive and well.”
 
   “I wish I was as confident as you. But I’m not. Bernadette knew the truth about me.”
 
   “And we killed her.”
 
   “She could have told someone.”
 
   “The clan is investigating everyone at school right now, and you and Nicky have both been cleared.”
 
   “Cleared by Sergio. One vampire. There are a hundred others Bernadette could have talked to.”
 
   “Daciana trusts Sergio more than anyone. Whatever the clan knows, he knows.”
 
   “Sergio is up to something,” Jill said. “Last night, when I was caught in the back of Daciana’s mansion, I saw him. He did something.”
 
   She paused, the memory of what she had seen sending a shiver down her back.
 
   “What is it, Jill?”
 
   “Sergio killed Lena Trang.”
 
   Winnie waited just a beat, then said, “How interesting. What do you think it means?”
 
   “I think it means there’s a lot going on in the clan that we don’t understand.”
 
   “Well, that’s always been true.”
 
   “But we shouldn’t assume we’re safe just because Sergio cleared our names in his little booklet.”
 
   “We never assume our agents are safe. Not on this mission, or any other.”
 
   “But surely most missions don’t get as complicated as this one,” said Jill. “If you ask me, the Coronation contest is a dead end at this point. Now that we have control of Daciana’s computer, we should focus on breaking into her banking software and then get the hell out of here.”
 
   “Yes, Eve tells me you’re very excited about stealing Daciana’s money.”
 
   “It’s not just her money,” said Jill. “The way the software’s written, we can access every penny bank account owned by a member of the clan. That is, once I figure out how to get past one more layer of security.”
 
   “And you think that would suffice?” said Winnie. “If you had all of Daciana’s money, you would be willing to walk away from the mission, leaving Sergio still alive?”
 
   “Yes,” Jill said without hesitation.
 
   “It’s an intriguing point of view,” said Winnie.
 
   They watched as Frankie rounded the farmhouse for lap number two. He was still going strong. Sweat was dripping down his face and he was breathing hard, but he hadn’t slowed a step. If anything, he was running faster.
 
   Jill and Winnie stood at the open door in silence for a time, then Winnie said, “Has anyone ever taught you how to kill a vampire?”
 
   Jill shook her head.
 
   “Come with me,” said Winnie.
 
   She led Jill to the other end of the barn, where a row of dummies made out of straw were lined against the wall.
 
   “Vampires have incredible powers of healing and regeneration, so long as they have blood flowing to the brain,” Winnie said.
 
   With stunning speed, Winnie lunged at one of the dummies, thrusting at it with a knife Jill didn’t even know she had. She pushed the knife into the chest of the dummy. It made a surprising sound, like there was more than straw in the dummy’s chest.
 
   “I’ve made two kills in my life,” Winnie said, stepping away from the dummy and leaving the knife inserted in its chest. “Both of them to the heart. If you hit it dead-center, the vampire loses its strength immediately. Then it’s just a matter of holding the blade in place so the creature’s heart can’t heal. A six-count is what we recommend. At that point, the creature’s brain is starved for blood and all its miraculous powers of healing begin to fail.”
 
   She yanked the knife from the dummy and turned to Jill.
 
   “Would you care to try?”
 
   “I’m no hunter,” Jill said. “My role in all this is at a keyboard.”
 
   “I know. I’d like you to try it anyway. In the end, this is our purpose in the Network. We are here to kill vampires. Even if we aren’t the ones doing the hunting, every mission has, as its ultimate aim, the death of one of this horrid creatures.”
 
   Jill stood in place, looking at the knife Winnie was holding.
 
   “When you’re done here in Washington I want you to come work with me at Headquarters, Jill. But not unless you truly understand what the Network is about. Take the knife. Imagine that these dummies are members of the clan.”
 
   Jill grabbed the hilt of the blade. It felt heavy in her hand. She had never held a knife like this before, one not meant for cutting, but for killing.
 
   “Go for the heart,” said Winnie. “Kill one of the vampires.”
 
   Jill lunged at the dummy and thrust the knife into the straw. It clanged into something, made a horrible scraping sound, and fell from her hands, clattering to the floor and sending straw everywhere.
 
   “You hit a rib,” said Winnie. “Have a look.”
 
   Winnie brushed at the dummy where Jill had stabbed it, exposing a cast iron grill under the straw.
 
   “Had this been a human, you would have severed a few arteries and this still would be a killing blow,” Winnie said, “but on a vampire, you missed. All the tissues you cut through will heal themselves before the creature dies, and with its heart still beating, it is strong enough to strike back at you.”
 
   “Oh well,” Jill said. “I guess I’m not a killer.”
 
   “Most of us aren’t,” said Winnie. “For every hundred young women and men I see who wants to hunt vampires, I allow one to begin training. And for every ten who begin training, I only allow one into the field with a weapon. People who can kill these creatures are special. It takes an extraordinary combination of strength, speed, accuracy, and self-control. I won’t send someone out to hunt a vampire unless I think they can get the job done, and all told, at any moment, the total number of people the Network has out in the world that we trust to take a killing strike on a vampire is less than twenty. Four of those people have already died on this mission.”
 
   “I know,” said Jill. “I watched three of them die on a surveillance tape, and I was in the room when Renata killed the fourth.”
 
   “Jill, I think you’re giving up on our mission too easily. Never again in our lifetimes will the Network have another chance to get this close to Sergio Alonzo. If this mission fails, he will eventually find out what we’ve been trying to do, and he will become more cautious than ever.”
 
   “I don’t appreciate you using the word ‘fail’ when you’re talking about our mission,” said Jill. “You said it yourself. The past four months have been the most successful in the history of the Network.”
 
   “All your amazing work will mean very little if Sergio survives,” said Winnie.
 
   “Not if we steal the clan’s money. I’m one security code away from doing it.”
 
   “Wealth can be rebuilt. We’re talking about the most powerful people in the world here. The clan’s money is insignificant when compared to the clan’s ability to create a new vampire every year. Killing Sergio is everything.”
 
   “I don’t think we can do it. We couldn’t even kill Melissa.”
 
   “That was a horrible night and we were all unprepared for what happened,” said Winnie. “Things are different now.”
 
   “In a worse way,” said Jill. “We’ve lost four of our best vampire hunters.”
 
   “And gained a new one,” said Winnie. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”
 
   Before Jill could answer, Winnie was headed to the open door in the barn. Jill followed her outside and around to the back, where she found more straw dummies.
 
   Every one of them had a knife stuck in its chest. Every one of them had been beheaded.
 
   “This is what Frankie did this morning,” said Winnie. “I stood right over here and watched him strike. Not a single miss. Every blow was lightening fast and perfectly placed. But I don’t need to tell you what he’s capable of. You were in the room with him when he killed Renata. Tell me what you saw.”
 
   Jill shuddered to think back on that time. Renata’s gallery. Broken glass everywhere. Renata’s fangs out, her face and dress covered in the blood of a Network agent named Patrick Hall.
 
   “Renata was down on the ground, and Frankie grabbed a knife off the floor,” Jill said.
 
   “Back up a bit. Before that. Why was Renata down on the ground?”
 
   “Frankie punched her in the face.”
 
   “Listen to those words, Jill. Do you hear how crazy they sound? A human, never trained in the art of killing, and he took down a vampire with a punch to her face. I have to admit, I didn’t believe it the first time I heard it. I didn’t believe any of the story I was hearing about Renata’s death. The notion of a vampire’s slave breaking his own programming and using his fists as a weapon against a powerful vampire like Renata…frankly, it sounded absurd to me. And my thinking wasn’t that different than yours back then. When Helena told me that the mission was too compromised and everyone had to get out, I didn’t try to stop her. I feel so thankful that you all didn’t skip town right away. Had you been on the road when I got here and met Frankie, you know what I would have done?”
 
   Jill shook her head.
 
   “I would have made you turn around and go back to Washington,” Winnie said. “Within ten minutes of beginning Frankie’s training, I knew we were looking at a once in a generation opportunity. He’s ready now, Jill. If you and Nicky can find a way to get Sergio into the house we’ve built in Bethesda, Frankie will kill him.”
 
   Jill looked out at the open farmland, where Frankie was on lap number three, the log still bouncing on his shoulders. He was hunched over a little as he ran, but still going strong.
 
   “I had a long talk with Frankie before you got here,” Winnie said. “I asked him what he wants to do with his life, now that it’s his choice. You know what he told me?”
 
   Jill shook her head.
 
   “He said he wants to help other slaves escape, just like you helped him.”
 
   “Me? I didn’t have much to do with Frankie’s escape.”
 
   “Not according to Frankie. The way he tells the story, you were the key player.”
 
   “He’s being too kind. When we were in that room with Renata, I was just trying not to get killed. Frankie’s the one who cut her head off.”
 
   “He doesn’t view Renata’s death as the moment of his escape. To Frankie, escape happened before the fight even began. Do you remember what you said when you found the room in the mansion where Nicky and Ryan were being held?”
 
   “What I said? I told Renata this room was it, that it was the answer to the Ransom clue and she needed to let me inside.”
 
   “Your specific words were, ‘Nicky Bloom is behind this door,’” said Winnie. “That sentence was very important to Frankie. Those words set his mind free.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Frankie and Nicky have a connection. I’ve worked with other jackals before.”
 
   “Jackals?”
 
   “Children stolen off the street and put into the vampire slave system. The vampires take runaways, sex workers, children lost in the ugly world of human trafficking. The children who grow up in that world learn survival skills of the like you and I can’t even imagine. In Frankie’s case, he learned very quickly that his connection to Nicky was keeping them both alive.”
 
   “It’s really sad what happened to them,” said Jill. “I’m glad Frankie is free.”
 
   “He would be dead if not for you. Frankie, Nicky, and Ryan. They’re all alive today because you threw the ultimate Hail Mary pass that night at Renata’s.”
 
   “Really, Frankie is the reason we’re alive. I mean, look at him.”
 
   “Look at him indeed,” said Winnie. Out in the field, Frankie was running faster than ever, as if he had been holding back during the rest of the run. “Look at what we almost lost. Jill, your humility is admirable, but misplaced. You were the one who chose to walk into that mansion without any idea what you were going to find there. You were the one who solved the final Ransom clue, even though it was specifically written so that a human couldn’t know the answer. You stood before Renata and challenged her that night, and you won. It was a long shot, more outrageous than anything I have ever tried in my career, and you won.”
 
   Frankie finished his final lap and threw the log over his shoulders. It flew a good twenty feet in the air before crashing onto the ground.
 
   “Jill, there comes a time in the life of every agent in the Network when she must decide what she is willing to die for.”
 
   “I know the stakes,” Jill said. “And I was glad to risk my life when I thought we really had a chance to get Sergio. I’m not so sure about that anymore.”
 
   Winnie turned to Jill and looked her in the eyes. “If I thought the mission would fail, I’d call it off right now,” she said. “But I’m not just confident it will succeed. I’m one hundred per cent positive. Not only are we training a special vampire hunter to finish the job, but we also have our best agent working on this one, someone who has never let me down, and has a talent for making miracles happen.”
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “You, of course.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Jill left Richmond in the late afternoon, leaving Annika behind to begin her new life with whatever new identity the Network gave her. For the next two hours, Jill drove north on I-95, alone with her thoughts. She spent a lot of that time ruminating on her conversation with Winnie.
 
   The clan’s money is insignificant when compared to the clan’s ability to create a new vampire every year.
 
   Could it be that the others were seeing things clearly all this time, and it was Jill who was confused? She had been so certain the mission was doomed she had allowed herself to forget what was at stake. Now, on the open road, the sun descending to her left, the woodlands on both sides of the freeway bathing her in shadow, Winnie’s words echoed in her mind.
 
   Killing Sergio is everything.
 
   Killing Sergio. Ending Coronation. Taking away the Samarin clan’s ability to make a new vampire every year. If there was even the slightest chance they could still pull it off, did Jill have any business even thinking about skipping town?
 
   She arrived in Maryland shortly after sunset, and drove to the Bloom mansion in Bethesda, where she was wanted for a debriefing session. For the next two hours, she spoke with Nicky, Phillip, and Helena about all that happened at Daciana’s party, including the successful hack of Daciana’s computer.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us you were going to do this?” Helena asked her.
 
   “I worked with Eve and Alvin, and we kept it need-to-know only,” Jill said.
 
   “But clearly Nicky needed to know,” said Helena. “Had she not been available to go into the bathroom and pull out that broken plug thing, your whole operation would have sunk.”
 
   “I’m not saying I did everything right,” said Jill. “But the hack is done, and now we’re a six digit code away from stealing all the clan’s money.”
 
   “You understand we can’t go stealing their money before the mission is over, don’t you?” said Phillip.
 
   “I don’t know that she does,” said Helena. “She hasn’t been fully bought into the mission since we decided to stay. This computer hack is the only reason you’re still around, isn’t it?”
 
   It was, Jill thought.
 
   “This is a problem,” Helena continued. “We need to be on the same page if we’re working together.”
 
   “We are on the same page,” said Jill.
 
   “Are we? You just went off and organized your own assignment at Daciana’s party and didn’t tell any of us about it!”
 
   “That won’t happen again.”
 
   “And what about this bank account thing? Are you going to be able to sit on this until the actual mission is over? We can’t have you jeopardizing what we’re trying to do with your own agenda!”
 
   “Relax, Helena. I just got back from Richmond. I had a long talk with one of the strategists. I’m seeing things more clearly now.”
 
   Helena leaned back in her chair. “That’s good,” she said quietly.
 
   “I feel better about our chances of getting Sergio than I did before,” Jill said.
 
   “Of course you do,” said Helena. “This new Coronation game has blown the contest wide open.”
 
   “Yes, I recognize that,” said Jill.
 
   “And you’re committed to helping Nicky win it?” said Helena.
 
   “Yes,” said Jill. “I am.”
 
   They continued their debriefing with conversation about the safe, the numbers, the list Jill would make of every student in school, and every student’s number, and what Jill saw when she was in the back of the mansion.
 
   “He just killed her?” said Helena.
 
   “That’s right,” said Jill. “Sergio killed Lena Trang.”
 
   “I wonder why.”
 
   Jill looked to Nicky, who had been sitting quietly for the whole session. Nicky shrugged her shoulders.
 
   After the debriefing, Jill went to Dillywig’s Coffee and Cakes in North Potomac, where she met up with Karmela, Samantha, Mattie, and Jenny.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about this safe Daciana rolled out last night, and I’m certain it’s more than a guessing game,” Samantha said, acting like this was some brilliant revelation. The others at the table did too. They were already in the habit of treating Samantha like royalty.
 
   “I mean, really, if you think about the odds, there must be a thousand different possible combinations,” Samantha said.
 
   “One hundred to the fourth power,” Jill said.
 
   “What did you say?” Samantha asked.
 
   “The odds of guessing the combination on that safe,” said Jill. “They’re one in a hundred million.”
 
   “See? That’s what I’m talking about!” said Samantha. “We’re not meant to guess the combination.”
 
   “So it’s like the Rose Ransom,” said Mattie. “A game no one is supposed to win.”
 
   “No, I don’t think Daciana would make it impossible,” said Samantha. “Just hard enough for it to be interesting. The combination to the safe is a puzzle for us to figure out. There must be clues for us to find or something.”
 
   Jill sat quietly, even though she knew the rest of the table was already looking to her for input. Should she tell them how the game worked?
 
   She decided to sit quietly for a bit longer and listen.
 
   “It seems to me we’d be better off if no one figured out the combination,” said Mattie. “Then Samantha wins, right?”
 
   The others nodded in agreement.
 
   “You know what I was thinking,” said Jenny. “Isn’t it strange that every time Daciana pulled a number, there was always a single student who knew that number belonged to them?” She turned to Jill. “Can you tell us what are the odds of that?”
 
   “Are you asking if the clan had something to do with the numbers we all have in our heads?” Jill said. “Isn’t it obvious?”
 
   Apparently not. The rest of the table acted like Jill just told them a marvelous secret.
 
   “The clan!” Samantha squealed. “There were more vampires there last night than just Daciana.”
 
   You think? Jill wanted to say.
 
   “They can hide in a crowd,” said Karmela. “They have a way of masking themselves.”
 
   Reminding herself that the rest of them hadn’t spent their high school years studying vampires with the intent to kill them, Jill tried to put herself in a place of forgiveness. It wasn’t their fault they were so slow to figure out Daciana’s game. Not only did they view the world with different eyes than Jill did, but they also were drunk out of their minds by the time Daciana rolled out the safe at the party.
 
   “I bet you there were lots of immortals at the party last night,” Jenny said.
 
   “Yes, and they put the numbers in our minds,” said Samantha. “It was all part of the game.”
 
   “Oh, it gives me goosebumps to think about it!” said Mattie. “Isn’t it amazing that we get to be so close to them? Are we the luckiest or what? Here I was, thinking thirteen had always been my lucky number, but right now, as we’re speaking, it occurs to me that I’ve never had a lucky number before. I’ve been to Vegas lots of times and I’ve never--”
 
   “—focused on just one number,” said Samantha. “We’re onto something here. Something good.”
 
   “I lost my shirt last night betting on number nine,” said Jenny with a nervous laugh. “They really got me, didn’t they? I was so sure I’d have luck. I maxed out my credit card. I went shopping today and had to pay in cash!”
 
   “I did the same thing,” said Karmela, “only I bet on sixty-one.”
 
   Jill smiled. Without her even asking, the others at the table had told her everything she wanted to hear. She committed the numbers they had just confessed to memory, and imagined herself a few steps closer to figuring out the numbers that would open the safe.
 
   “What about you, Jill?” said Jenny. “What was your number?”
 
   “She was fifty-two, remember?” said Samantha.
 
   “Oh yeah, you got called to the stage last night,” Jenny said. “I suppose that means the game is done for you, doesn’t it?”
 
   Jill opened her mouth to answer Jenny, but before she could answer, Samantha was already speaking again.
 
   “Yes, Jill and seven other people took their one and only turn last night,” Samantha said.
 
   And everyone at the party heard what my number was when Daciana called me to the stage, Jill thought.
 
   She would tell them. Yes, everyone at school was bound to figure it out eventually. If Jill started with this group, she might be able to control how everything went down.
 
   “I know how the game works,” she said, bringing silence to the table.
 
   “What do you mean?” asked Samantha.
 
   “There were posters of the girls wearing black hanging in Daciana’s mansion last night,” Jill said. “Did you see them?”
 
   Nods of agreement across the table.
 
   “Samantha’s poster had a white border,” Jill said, “and the first dial on the safe had a diamond set into the tip. Did you see the way the diamond gleamed white in the spotlight?”
 
   “I did!” Mattie said. The rest of the table remained silent.
 
   “The second dial on the safe had a ruby in the tip,” Jill said, “and the poster of Nicky had a red border. The third dial had an emerald.”
 
   “And the poster of Kim was green!” Karmela said.
 
   “That’s why I asked you for your number last night,” Jill said to Samantha.
 
   “What the hell is your number, Samantha?” said Jenny.
 
   “No, no,” said Jill, raising her hand. “There’s a reason I didn’t turn the diamond dial to Samantha’s number, even though I knew what it was. Samantha’s number is the key to this whole game. She is the only one who has an incentive to keep it entirely secret.”
 
   “Because if nobody opens the safe, I win Coronation!” Samantha said. “Good grief, Jill Wentworth. Where do you put all those brains? So I’ve won, right? I just don’t tell anyone my number, and the game is mine!”
 
   “Not exactly,” said Jill. “When the game started last night, there were ninety-nine numbers to choose from on every dial. But now, there are only ninety-one.”
 
   Sensing they weren’t getting it, Jill added, “There were eight people called to the stage, by their number. The numbers that will open that safe belong to the girls wearing black. Every time Daciana called a number last night, we learned a number that didn’t belong to one of the Coronation candidates.”
 
   “What?” said Mattie. “I don’t think I get it.”
 
   “Don’t worry. You will,” said Samantha. “Keep going, Jill.”
 
   “Eight people got called to the stage last night,” Jill said. “Eight more are getting called up to guess every week until the safe gets opened.”
 
   “Every week,” said Samantha, nodding her head slowly. “How many weeks are in the semester?”
 
   “There are twelve weeks before prom,” said Jill.
 
   “But eight people a week for twelve weeks…what’s eight times twelve?” said Jenny.
 
   “It’s ninety-six,” said Jill. “The whole class, minus the four girls wearing black.”
 
   “Will someone please tell me what all these numbers mean?” said Mattie.
 
   “It means that, if we keep track of the numbers that Daciana calls each week, eventually we’ll only be left with the numbers belonging to the girls wearing black,” said Jill.
 
   A look of understanding came over Samantha’s face.
 
   “That’s right,” said Jill. “You’re getting it now, aren’t you? Even if Samantha keeps her number a secret, the others can still figure it out by process of elimination. All they have to do is keep track of the numbers Daciana calls out each week. By the end of the semester, there will only be four numbers left.”
 
   “We need to figure out Kim, Mary, and Nicky’s numbers,” said Samantha.
 
   “Right. But you can bet they’ll be keeping those numbers a secret,” said Jill.
 
   “So what do we do?” said Mattie.
 
   “We make a list of everybody’s number we can get and figure out the missing ones by process of elimination,” said Jill. “Fast as we can, before the others figure out the game, we get our friends in school to start talking.”
 
   “This is brilliant,” said Samantha. “Just brilliant!”
 
   “I’ll keep the master list,” said Jill. “Every time you figure out somebody’s number, text it to me.”
 
   The others nodded their heads in eager agreement, unaware that they were now enlisted to help Jill win the Coronation contest not for Samantha, but for Nicky Bloom.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Daciana threw another log on the fire then took a seat on the sofa. She looked at the clock. Nearly four in the morning.
 
   Lena was late.
 
   “Chester come in here!” she called out.
 
   Her head of house, who had been waiting patiently at the entryway to the Great Room, approached.
 
   “What may I do for you, Master?” he said.
 
   “Grab my phone and see if I have any messages from Lena Trang.”
 
   “Right away,” Chester said. He gave a small bow and then hurried out of the room. When he returned a minute later, phone in-hand, he said, “No messages from Ms. Trang, Master.”
 
   “What about from her bond? Thomas.”
 
   “The only message on your phone is from an unknown number,” said Chester. “Shall I read it to you?”
 
   “Sure, go ahead.”
 
   “Message received on Saturday at 1:42 am,” Chester said, reading the message. “From unknown number. Your verification code is six, four, nine, six, five, seven.”
 
   Chester looked up from the phone. “Shall I read it again?” he said.
 
   “That was it?” said Daciana. “Who did you say that was from?”
 
   “Unknown number,” said Chester.
 
   “Weird. Everything about the world today is weird, Chester, don’t you think? I mean, people spend all their time looking at these little screens and what do they tell you? What did that screen just tell us?”
 
   “I’m not entirely certain of the meaning of this message, Master.”
 
   “There is no meaning. It’s gobbledy-gook! Absolute nonsense! Of course, there’s so much nonsense like that floating around these days—they have a name for it. What’s that name people use for all the nonsense messages?”
 
   “Spam, Master?”
 
   “Right, spam! For the life of me, Chester, I’ll never understand why the kids insist on carrying those horrid devices around with them everywhere. Delete the message. Then call Lena Trang and tell her she’s late!”
 
   “Right away, Master.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nicky returned to school on Monday morning, taking her first steps onto the Thorndike campus since the day before the Date Auction.
 
   It was an easy, quiet day for her. Nobody cared about Nicky Bloom anymore.
 
   She drifted from class to class, speaking to no one. She eavesdropped on conversations in the hall, and read people’s lips from across the courtyard.
 
   Everyone at school was obsessed with numbers.
 
   What’s your lucky number? Wanna hear mine?
 
   How is it that we all have a lucky number now? When did that happen?
 
   How much money was in that safe again?
 
   A quiet first day of school for Nicky became a quiet first week. She grew accustomed to staying silent from the time she left the house in the morning to the time she returned in the afternoon. Her phone never rang. The only texts she received were from Ryan and Jill, and even those were rare. As far as the Network was concerned, Jill was running this operation now. Nicky was just a prop.
 
   Not wanting the other students to see her eating alone, Nicky began spending the lunch hour shopping the boutiques on Staley Street. She saw a necklace that caught her eye at a shop called Mandy’s Treasures. The necklace had a heavy topaz pendant that was bezel set in a silver casing. She didn’t understand why she was drawn to it until she brought it home, and saw that the topaz was a near perfect match in size and shape to the ruby Sergio gave her at the party.
 
   That ruby, which had been hiding in the drawer of her vanity, came with her to school the next day. She took the ruby and pendant to a bench jeweler during the lunch hour and asked to have the stones switched out.
 
   The jeweler was more than a little impressed with the ruby.
 
   “Where did you get this?” he asked.
 
   “Someone gave it to me,” Nicky said.
 
   “It’s gotta be at least fifty carats. And the quality is outstanding. You ever have it appraised?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The jeweler held the ruby under a magnifier lamp and turned it slowly in his fingertips.
 
   “It’s just spectacular. I’ll get it appraised for you. You definitely want a stone like this appraised and insured.”
 
   “Just mount it in the pendant please.”
 
   “We’re going to need to sign a liability agreement before I start working with a stone like this.”
 
   “Whatever you need. I just want to wear it.”
 
   When she went to school on Thursday morning, she was wearing the ruby Sergio gave her around her neck.
 
   Also on Thursday morning, word spread around the school that Daciana’s safe had been moved to the chapel, where it was surrounded by armed guards. The students got their first look at the safe’s new location during Friday morning service. As all the Thorndike students lined the pews and sang the school song, they looked at the safe, standing front and center on the altar, the four posters of the girls wearing black hanging directly above it.
 
   In Daciana’s mansion, the posters had been arranged in a circle, but in the chapel, they hung in a straight line, starting with Samantha and continuing in order through Mary. Nicky and Jill shared a glance when they saw the new arrangement of the posters, their borders more visible now.
 
   When Friday evening came, and the class gathered in the chapel again, many of them had figured out the connection between the posters and the gemstones on the safe. By the time Daciana took the stage, a teenage slave rolling her clear globe of Ping-Pong balls alongside her, everyone understood that the girls wearing black each had their own number, and together, those numbers made up the combination to this safe.
 
   Eight times Daciana went to that globe, pulled out a plastic ball, and called a number. Eight people guessed at the combination of the safe. Josh Manson, Terri Weingarten, Amy Thayer, Jake Castillo, Terry Reese, Parker Blake, Tatiana Klebb, and Esperanza Vigil—one by one they went up to the altar of the Albert and Melba Anderson Memorial Chapel, turned the four knobs on the safe, and failed to open it.
 
   “Thank you everyone,” Daciana said after the eighth and final attempt. “I will see you again next week. You are dismissed.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Daciana exited through the back door of the chapel and towards the car she had waiting on the street. As she walked down the sidewalk, another car, parked by itself, just a few lengths away from hers, caught her eye.
 
   A black 1966 Vicenza Roadster. Daciana hadn’t seen one of those in decades. She approached it.
 
   It was an exquisite piece of machinery. Well cared-for, the tires and paint gleaming in the moonlight, the car made Daciana wistful for a simpler time in her life. Back in the time of cars like these, the clan was small and tight. No one would have thought for a second to betray the clan in those days.
 
   No one would dare.
 
   In many ways, Daciana felt like the world was getting away from her. The cars, the kids, the other vampires, the technology…
 
   It hadn’t been a great week. Lena and Thomas were officially missing. Her new choices to run the Farm, already gone. The last time anyone had seen either of them was at her party. There was no sign of either of them now. 
 
   Had her enemies already struck again? Were Lena and Thomas part of the same conspiracy that ensnared Renata, or were they victims, killed precisely because Daciana had chosen them to take on a more important role in the clan? She didn’t know, and she didn’t know how to find out.
 
   That part was particularly frustrating. Renata had been enormously clever in her getaway. Before burning down her mansion, she had emptied it of everything important to the clan. Everything that Daciana would have wanted to look at for clues to Renata’s whereabouts. Computers, file cabinets, important documents—there were fire safes in the house but they had been emptied before it was set ablaze. There was a sprinkler system and other defenses against such destruction, but someone had disabled all of them before lighting the match!
 
   No, it hadn’t been a great week so far, and to top it off, Daciana’s phone kept getting hit with spam. These little ‘verification code’ text messages. Seemed like she got at least one a day. Your verification code is and then it gave her a 6-digit number, a new one every time! What the hell was that? Why was spam such nonsense? What purpose did it serve to fill people’s email and text messages with this crap?
 
   Standing on the curb, Daciana ran her fingers along the curves of the car, and wished for a time when machines were simple, like this one. No microchips. No encryption codes. No smart phones and computer networks and Ethernet cables and Wi-Fi and everything else that had invaded the world all of a sudden. Back when Vicenzas ruled the road, people did important transactions on paper. They sat down at desks and wrote each other letters. They talked, in person, in actual sentences rather than 140-character ‘Tweets.’
 
   And back then, the world you lived in today was the same one you would live in tomorrow. There wasn’t new disruptive technology showing up at California conventions every six months. You learned a few basic things, like how to drive a car, and then you functioned in the world day in and day out.
 
   It was funny. People thought the clan was this infinitely powerful boogeyman, but sometimes Daciana felt just as helpless as anyone else. If she truly was as powerful as everyone thought, she’d get rid of computers altogether and go back to a time when the most sophisticated machines in the world were black roadsters like the Vicenza.
 
   When people didn’t carry around miniature thinking machines that got clogged with Spam about ‘verification codes.’
 
   “You like it?” came a voice from behind her.
 
   Daciana looked up to see Nicky Bloom standing a few feet away, a smile on her face.
 
   “Is this yours?” Daciana said.
 
   Nicky nodded. There was a confidence to this girl, a lack of fear in her eyes and in her movements—it was refreshing.
 
   “I’m glad to be speaking with you, Nicky Bloom,” she said. “You and I have some things we need to talk about.”
 
   “Okay. Would you care to go back into the chapel?” Nicky said. “It’s a little cold out here for me.”
 
   “Nah. Why would we go back into that stuffy old place when we could speak in your car?”
 
   “You want to go for a ride?”
 
   “Only if you let me drive,” Daciana said. “I used to own one of these, you know. I always regretted letting it go when I did. Who knew they would become such collector’s items?”
 
   Nicky had a clutch hanging from her shoulder. She reached inside and pulled out a set of car keys, which she threw over the roof to Daciana.
 
   As soon as she caught the keys in her hands she was back in a memory of a different time. A clan just being built, a school that was still new, and the promise of good times ahead stretching into infinity—that’s what Daciana felt when she held the undersized rectangular key for the Vicenza in her hand.
 
   “Now we’re talking,” she said.
 
   A minute later, with Nicky in the passenger seat, Daciana hit the parkway going 88 miles per hour. By the time she’d worked her way over to the far left lane, she was going over a hundred.
 
   “Oh isn’t that a marvelous sound!” Daciana said as the engine roared. “They don’t make cars like this anymore! Come on, Baby, let’s see what you can do!”
 
   Slamming on the gas pedal, Daciana took the car to 110…115…120. They picked up a cop as they crossed the river doing a hundred-and-thirty-three miles an hour.
 
   “Now things really get fun!” Daciana said. “Let’s see if our new friend can keep up!”
 
   With lights flashing and sirens blaring, one cop car became two, driving in a straight line along the breakdown lane. As they crossed highway 122, a helicopter started flying above them.
 
   “Are you having fun, Nicky?”
 
   “Not as much fun as you are,” Nicky said.
 
   “This is so awesome! Let’s see if we can lose them in the city!”
 
   Daciana carried their pursuers off the highway and across the surface streets of DC, running red lights, allowing the tires to skid out as she took hard turns, and screaming in elation as they moved.
 
   Sadly, on a Friday night, the streets of DC were too congested for them to get far. A few blocks into town they were surrounded.
 
   “Come out with your hands up!” came a man’s voice from a bullhorn.
 
   There were flashing lights on all sides of them.
 
   “Isn’t it beautiful?” Daciana said. “When I first came to America, I couldn’t get enough of it. Eventually, the police learned to leave me be. They decided I wasn’t worth their time since all I ever wanted to do was play.”
 
   “We have you surrounded! Come out!” the bullhorn repeated.
 
   “This will just take a second,” Daciana said.
 
   She got out of the car and had a chat with the police officers, who were happy to let her go. As they drove away, she invited Nicky to step out, and the two of them leaned against the side of the car, looking up at the moon.
 
   “You and I need to have a talk, Nicky Bloom,” she said.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Lots of things. Don’t worry. Sergio has already cleared you and your family of wrong-doing. I just want to know who you are, and where you came from.”
 
   “I’m from Chicago,” Nicky said.
 
   “Oh yeah, what part?”
 
   And then they were off, spending the next hour talking about Nicky’s past. Daciana learned that Nicky’s father was a commodities speculator, and that Nicky applied to Thorndike as a long shot, but felt good about her chances after the student interview. She learned all about the first semester from Nicky’s point of view, the contest, starting with the Masquerade, and going through the Date Auction.
 
   “We were supposed to spend a week together in Italy,” Nicky said. “But we were abducted at the airport.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” Daciana said.  
 
   “Three black vans drove out on the runway. When they opened the door, I saw a metal cannister fly into the airplane. There was white gas hissing out of it.”
 
   “I bet you had some pretty trippy dreams, didn’t you?”
 
   “The worst,” said Nicky. “It seemed like they would never end. But they did. Eventually, I woke up on an airplane with Ryan. The two of us were bound for America.”
 
   Daciana quizzed her about the details, and was satisfied with Nicky’s answers. There was nothing to learn about Renata from this girl. She and the Jenson boy had both been in an Addonox-induced slumber during their entire captivity.
 
   “You seem like a strong girl, Nicky Bloom,” she said. “For some people, the dreams you get on that knockout gas are too much, and it sounds like you were knocked out for a long time. A weaker woman might never recover.”
 
   Nicky shrugged her shoulders. Daciana liked this girl.
 
   There was a buzz inside Daciana’s jacket.
 
   “Ugh, these infernal things,” she said. “I usually don’t carry mine around, but…excuse me for a second.” Daciana reached into her coat pocket. She pulled out her phone, struggled with it for a second, then shook her head in disgust.
 
   Another text message from an unknown number about a verification code.
 
   “Take a look at this for me, will you?” she said, thrusting the phone at Nicky. “I keep getting these messages. What are they? Have you ever seen something like this before?”
 
   Nicky took the phone and looked at the screen. She stared at it carefully for a few seconds, then she handed the phone back to Daciana and said, “I don’t know. It kind of looks like spam.”
 
   “Yes, I fear that’s what it is. How do I make it stop?”
 
   “With these things, I find it’s best to just let them run their course,” Nicky said. “A lot of them are phishing operations.”
 
   “Fishing?”
 
   “They want you to respond. Once you do, they get to work on you, trying to steal something from you, or get to do a survey, or just generally be annoying.”
 
   “Asinine,” Daciana said. “These so-called smart phones aren’t smart in the slightest, and I have half a mind to get rid of mine altogether.”
 
   “I bet you the messages stop,” Nicky said. “Just ignore them.”
 
   “I intend to. When I get back home, I intend to set this telephone in a closet and ignore everything about it! Speaking of which, I suppose we should get back to the school. My driver is still waiting for me outside the chapel and I’ve got a long list of things to do tonight. Mind if I drive again?”
 
   “Please, be my guest.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25
 
    
 
   “It came from an unknown number, and said your verification code is three-three-eight-four-eight-one.”
 
   Jill was sitting in her bedroom when she heard Nicky say the words. It was Sunday morning. Nicky had called her after what sounded like a crazy adventure with Daciana the night before.
 
   “Repeat that code for me again,” Jill said.
 
   Nicky repeated the numbers. This time, Jill wrote them down as Nicky said them.
 
   3 3 8 4 8 1.
 
   “Six digits,” Jill said quietly. “I’ll be damned.”
 
   “I told her it was spam and she believed me,” Nicky said. “Daciana’s a little slow on the uptake when it comes to technology. I think smart phones confuse her.”
 
   “It’s not spam,” Jill said. She fired up her computer and logged into the Network server.
 
   “Then what is it?” said Nicky.
 
   “It’s a two-step verification,” Jill said. “God! I can’t believe I didn’t see this coming! And you’re sure Daciana doesn’t know what the message means?”
 
   “She handed me the phone and asked me what I thought of it,” said Nicky. “She’s been getting those messages all week and wanted to make sure someone wasn’t putting malware on her phone or something.”
 
   “Well, no, not her phone,” Jill said. “But she’s right to be suspicious. I’m so mad at myself about this. We’re really lucky that Daciana is so clueless about her phone.”
 
   “So you’re the reason she’s getting these messages?” Nicky said.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Jill was navigating through the Network server to get back to the open session she had on Daciana’s computer. When she got there, she found the same screen she had left the night before. Daciana’s banking software; Jill’s attempt to get it open thwarted by a pop-up window asking for a six-digit verification code.
 
   “About what time was it when Daciana showed you the message?”
 
   “It was getting close to two in the morning when that happened,” said Nicky.
 
   Jill looked at the time stamp on her pop-up window. 1:54.
 
   “I can’t believe this,” said Jill. She let out a little laugh. “I’ve been sending her text messages all week!”
 
   “Is it when you’re trying to log in on her system?”
 
   “Yes,” said Jill. “My mom pushed out an update on this software last year when Daciana was gone. I found emails about it on my dad’s computer. My dad told Daciana they had improved security on the banking software and needed to train her how to use it. That must be when Mom added two-step verification.”
 
   “So this verification sends a code to her phone when you try to log in?”
 
   “That’s right. God bless my mother. Daciana wanted this software to be bulletproof, and my mom did just that. I couldn’t log in because I needed Daciana’s phone.”
 
   “But you have the code now, right?” said Nicky.
 
   “We’ll see,” said Jill. “Here I go.”
 
   She looked at the numbers she had written down and began entering them in the pop-up window.
 
   3-3-8-4-8-1.
 
   “Here we go,” she said, clicking the submit button.
 
    
 
   Session has timed out and verification code has expired. Please enter new verification code.
 
    
 
   “Dammit!” Jill said.
 
   “What happened?” said Nicky.
 
   “Too much time has passed since this code was generated, and now I’ve just sent a new code to Daciana’s phone.”
 
   “It might be good if you quit sending her texts,” Nicky said.
 
   “I don’t know if it’s going to matter,” said Jill. “At some point, Daciana’s going to want to use this banking software. When she does, she’s going to realize how it works. That, or she’ll finally do the training on the latest software update that my dad asked her to do eight months ago!”
 
   “And when that happens?” said Nicky.
 
   “When that happens, she’ll realize she’s been hacked,” said Jill.
 
   “Is there anything on the computer that can trace the hack back to you?”
 
   “Of course not,” said Jill. “But I guarantee you, once she realizes it’s happened, she’s calling my mom and making her fix it.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means the Network will lose access to Daciana’s computer any day now. I need to tell Alvin.”
 
   She got off the phone with Nicky, called Alvin, and explained the situation.
 
   “We’ve already done a full scan of the machine,” Alvin said to her. “Since then, we’ve just been watching Clean Street to see what we learn. Really, the big thing we’re going to lose when this hack gets cut is the potential to steal the money.”
 
   “So basically we’ve got nothing,” said Jill. “All that planning and work to spring me loose from the party, and we’ve got nothing.”
 
   “Not much that we didn’t already have from the TPM database,” Alvin said. “Daciana had a few documents stored on her local machine, but yeah, the big prize here was those bank accounts.”
 
   “Those bank accounts were a bust,” said Jill.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Her computer hack having failed to accomplish anything meaningful, over the next few days, Jill turned her attention to the Coronation contest. She had a master list of names and numbers saved in an encrypted spreadsheet on her computer. The list began with the four girls wearing black.
 
    
 
   Samantha Kwan – 98
 
   Nicky Bloom – 77
 
   Kim Renwick - ?
 
   Mary Torrance - ?
 
    
 
   Now that everyone understood how the game worked, Jill didn’t expect Kim or Mary to give up their numbers, but she intended to figure out what they were by process of elimination. Hence, the rest of the list.
 
    
 
   Jill Wentworth – 52
 
   Ryan Jenson – 60
 
   Mattie Dupree – 13
 
   Jake Castillo – 28
 
    
 
   And on and on…so many numbers to collect, so many people to talk to.
 
   Samantha’s core group had confessed their numbers to Jill, and there were sixteen people Daciana had called to the stage, but beyond that, Jill was looking at a long list of blanks.
 
   There was so much work to do.
 
   She started with an email to Alvin, asking for all the video footage from Daciana’s party. I need to see and hear everything you captured in the cameras and microphones Nicky and I were wearing that night, the email said. Within the hour, Alvin sent her a link and she was reliving the party from Nicky’s point of view.
 
   By the end of the night, she had added twenty numbers to her list. People betting big on the roulette wheel; people screaming out their numbers at keno; people announcing their lucky numbers before throwing the dice.
 
   Sadly, Kim and Mary weren’t among those people. Their numbers remained blank on her spreadsheet.
 
   The next morning Ryan arrived at Jill’s house and took her to school in the Lamborghini.
 
   “I need you to drop me off on the south end of campus this morning,” Jill said.
 
   “But the bell’s going to ring in like five minutes,” said Ryan.
 
   “So I’ll be a little late to first period. Big deal.”
 
   “What do you want to do on the south end of campus?”
 
   “I want to go into the chapel and look at the safe.”
 
   Ryan dropped her off at the front door of the chapel. Jill went inside. The safe was still in its spot, on display with armed guards standing on all sides of it.
 
   But the globe full of Ping-Pong balls was nowhere to be found.
 
   Jill left through the front door of the chapel and started walking towards north campus for her first period class. As she walked, she sent a text to Nicky.
 
    
 
   Last night when you found Daciana admiring your car outside the chapel, did she have the Ping-Pong balls with her?
 
    
 
   Nicky’s return text arrived a few seconds later.
 
    
 
   No. I watched her exit the chapel through the back door with the Ping-Pong balls under her arm, but when she came outside, she didn’t have them anymore.
 
    
 
   “Interesting,” Jill said quietly. She sent a quick thank you to Nicky, then opened a new text to Alvin.
 
    
 
   I need you to get into the TPM database and look up the layout of the chapel. There is a door behind the altar. Students aren’t allowed back there. I need to know where it leads.
 
    
 
   Got it. Will get back to you when I know something, Alvin replied.
 
    
 
   Jill’s morning classes came and went. She paid little mind to what her teachers were saying. Freed from obsessing about Daciana’s computer, Jill allowed her thoughts to dance around the problem of Coronation and the numbers game that would open the safe. By the time lunch rolled around, she had a plan.
 
   She and Ryan met up with Samantha’s group in a private dining room at the Tumbler. After a bit of small talk, Jill turned the conversation towards strategy, and how to open the safe.
 
   “Since we have one of the girls wearing black here with us,” Jill said to them, “we know one number of the combination.”
 
   “Actually, we don’t,” said Jenny. “You’ve insisted that Samantha keep her number a secret, even from us.”
 
   “Samantha’s number is thirteen,” Jill said.
 
   There was a pause at the table while the rest of the group took in this information.
 
   “That’s not her number!” said Mattie. “Thirteen is my number!”
 
   Jill smiled. “I know,” she said. “But does anyone outside of this group know that thirteen is your number?”
 
   Mattie looked around the table. “I don’t think so,” she said.
 
   “Precisely,” Jill said. “And we’re going to keep it that way. We will know the truth, but we’ll make the rest of the school believe a lie. Quietly, in a way that doesn’t make anyone suspicious, we need to spread the word all over school that Samantha’s number is thirteen. If any of us get called up to the safe on Friday night, we will turn the diamond knob to number thirteen to reinforce the illusion. Everyone who tries to open the safe will start the combination with an incorrect number.”
 
   “And the safe will remain closed no matter what other numbers they’ve figured out, because they’ll all get my number wrong,” said Samantha. “I love it! But what happens if Daciana pulls number thirteen and Mattie has to go up? Everyone will know that we were trying to fool them.”
 
   “Then we choose another phony number to spread. The one thing we never do is let anyone know what Samantha’s real number is.”
 
   Jill looked at Samantha to emphasize the point. “Ever.”
 
   Samantha didn’t hesitate to agree. “I’m keeping my number a secret from everyone,” she said, “even my parents.”
 
   Everyone except the one person you told at Daciana’s party, Jill thought.
 
   “That’s good,” said Jill. “So long as that safe stays closed, you win the Coronation contest.”
 
   “And as long as everyone is confused about my real number, the safe can’t be opened,” Samantha said.
 
   Jill got a text from Alvin that afternoon.
 
    
 
   I’ve got the blueprint for the chapel open in front of me. I’ll send it to you. There isn’t much on the other side of that back door. A little hallway and what looks like a storage closet.
 
    
 
   That’s where the Ping-Pong balls are, Jill thought.
 
    
 
   Sounds good, she wrote back to Alvin. Send me the blueprint, and tell Eve we need another agent up here. Someone who is capable of breaking into the chapel through the back door without making a sound.
 
    
 
   Are we stealing something? Alvin wrote back.
 
    
 
   More like borrowing, Jill responded.
 
    
 
   After school, Ryan drove Jill back to her house. Once they were safely removed from campus, he said, “I like this idea of making sure there’s confusion about Samantha’s real number. But none of this does any good for us if I get called to the stage before we’ve cracked the combination. We need Mary and Kim’s numbers soon. You’ve already had your chance to guess at the safe. If I get called up before we’re ready, we don’t have anyone else who will give the money to Nicky.”
 
   “I’m already working on that,” Jill said. “And I think I’ve got a solution.”
 
   “Are you going to tell me what the solution is?”
 
   “There are two numbers in that vat of Ping-Pong balls that we don’t want Daciana to call anytime soon. One of them is your number. The other is Mattie’s, since we’re using her number now to keep the rest of school confused.”
 
   “The odds of our numbers being called are the same as everyone else’s,” said Ryan.
 
   “Not if we break into the chapel and remove the Ping-Pong balls that would call you to the stage.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26
 
    
 
   The dirt lot outside the Red Rocket. A chance encounter with a girl named Jill. Coffee and conversation at Marty’s diner. For a short time in the wee hours of a Sunday morning, Zack was sure the emptiness was gone. When he sat across from Jill at Marty’s diner, his feelings were a confusing blend of curiosity, nostalgia, and happiness. Yes, happiness. Being with the girl brought him back to a time when he wasn’t perpetually sinking.
 
   It was no surprise to him that the girl disappeared. She was a visitor from a foreign land and the natives chased her out.
 
   Lana chased her out.
 
   Lana arrived at the diner that night, blitzed on the pills and booze that occupied a typical Saturday. Zack went to shoo her away. When he came back to the booth, Jill was gone. Zack’s first response was a desire to fall to his knees and shout to heaven about the injustice of it all, but he was able to shut down that impulse, and in doing so, he understood that Jill had changed him. Less than an hour with the mystery girl and Zack was a different man, one who could control the darkness inside him.
 
   He knew what he had to do.
 
   “We’re breaking up, Lana,” he said.
 
   “What? Fuck you. We’re not breaking up. Come home. I’ll make you forget about that skank you were sitting with.”
 
   He pushed her aside and walked to the front door of the diner, getting out to the front step in time to see Jill’s car drive away. He watched her turn on Preston Avenue. She was headed west.
 
   She was from Potomac.
 
   That night he locked the front door to his apartment, turned off his phone, and put on his noise canceling headphones. The headphones didn’t silence the world, but they muted the sounds of Lana banging on the windows and screaming at him to let her inside. He slept soundly that night, without pills. When he woke up the next morning, Lana was gone.
 
   He drove to Potomac that day and roamed through the subdivisions. One giant mansion after another, all with perfectly manicured landscapes, even in the dead of winter. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in Potomac, but strangely, he felt like he knew the place. The street names were more than a little familiar to him. Sorel, River, Doster—sometimes he knew which street he was on even before he saw the sign. He recognized Burbank Drive by the submarine-shaped mansion on the corner. And as he drove down the street, he knew he was coming up on Rosary Lane, where he’d want to turn right.
 
   Why do I want to turn right? Where am I going?
 
   After the right turn, Zack followed Rosary Lane beyond the cul-de-sacs and gated communities, all of which felt familiar. Maybe he’d done a gig here once. Strange that he couldn’t remember it. But he definitely knew which way to go. Yes, there was a destination pulling on him. The woods. The big houses were on the edge of town, butted up against the woods, each home surrounded by acres of land. That’s where he wanted to go.
 
   A few minutes of driving and he was there. Sprawling castles hidden far from the road—that was the neighborhood, and he felt like he was coming up on something. On someplace he wanted to be. Getting closer now. It’s just…it’s right…is it up here? With each estate he drove past, he felt like he was nearing something important, until…he wasn’t. I’ve passed it. How could that be? I don’t even know what it is. But yes, now I’ve gone too far.
 
   He turned around and doubled back, and again got the sensation that he was almost there, yes, nearly there, but then, too far.
 
   It was as if the place he wanted to go wasn’t there anymore. As if he was drawn to empty space that used to mean something, but no longer did.
 
   Back and forth for more than an hour he drove, each time missing the mark. It made him think of the calculus class he took at community college, the limit as x approached y, a line getting infinitely closer to another line, never to actually touch. That’s what this place was he was trying to find. He’d get closer and closer and closer to it, and then he’d cross over to the other side, the mystery place somewhere behind him. When he tried to identify where it was, he’d come up empty. Just more gigantic mansions pressed up against the woods. All of them familiar in a distant sort of way. All except one.
 
   There was one mansion that brought him no feelings at all. A towering Victorian with white walls and a huge driveway, maybe the largest mansion in the neighborhood. Was it new? Must be a new place, because this mansion, and this one alone, did nothing for him. It was new to his eyes. And after what had to be his tenth pass at least, he decided this mansion was the reason he felt so confused.
 
   The sensation of lost memory pulled him towards this mansion, but when he arrived, he found nothing at all. Whatever he was looking for must have been torn down and this mansion was erected in its place.
 
   He left Potomac feeling disappointed but determined. The idea of searching for Jill woke him from what felt like a months-long slumber. It was meant to be this way. I’m meant to work for it. It would have been too easy for a girl to just show up in his life and fill all his empty spaces. It was better that he had to go out and find her.
 
   And even though he had no idea where to go next, he felt alive with purpose. I will find you, Jill, and this time, I won’t let you get away.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
   Two hours before the class was scheduled to gather again at chapel and witness eight more attempts to open the safe, Jill met with Eve in a park on Henderson Avenue. Eve gave her two Ping-Pong balls.
 
   “Number sixty and number thirteen,” Eve said, announcing the printed numbers on each stolen plastic ball.
 
   “Were there any difficulties with the break-in?” Jill said.
 
   Eve shook her head. “Daciana is going to great lengths to protect the treasure in the safe, but hasn’t given the same consideration to her bucket of balls. The alarm on the chapel isn’t armed during the school day. Getting these for you was as simple as picking a couple of locks.”
 
   Jill rolled the balls around in her hand. Number thirteen: Mattie’s number, but soon to be known to the rest of the school as Samantha’s. Number sixty: Ryan’s number.
 
   Neither would get called up to the stage tonight, or any subsequent night until Jill had figured out the safe.
 
   “I’ll be asking you to do the break-in a second time when I’m ready to return these,” Jill said.
 
   “I’ll be ready,” said Eve. “This was one of the easiest jobs I’ve ever done.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The invitations were propped on a music stand just inside the front door of the chapel. There was a sign on the music stand inviting each student to take one.
 
   Jill, having arrived at the chapel just moments before Daciana took the stage, was in such a hurry she walked right past the stand without grabbing a paper. Her mind was still on the Ping-Pong balls, which at present were locked away in the glove box of her car.
 
   It wasn’t until she got to the pews and saw that everyone was holding a piece of paper that she turned back and checked the music stand. There were only a few invitations left. She grabbed one.
 
   A celebration of love and immortality was the headline on the paper. Underneath was a paragraph of neatly centered text.
 
    
 
   We will have a lantern festival on the 15th lunar day of this, the first lunar month of the new year. Participants will arrive with two lanterns: one for their loves, and one for their masters. Gather on the north lawn at dusk.
 
    
 
   Like everyone else at Thorndike, Jill had learned to master the lunar calendar, which was Daciana’s preferred means of tracking the days. On this year, the lunar new year was January 31st, meaning the 15th lunar day was February 14th.
 
   But it would have been too simple for Daciana to call the gathering a Valentine’s Day party.
 
   Holding her invitation in her hand, Jill went back to the pews and took a spot next to Ryan.
 
   “Did everything turn out how you wanted it to?” he whispered.
 
   Jill nodded her head, and Ryan visibly relaxed. He had been nervous all week about this business of breaking into the chapel to remove two Ping-Pong balls from the mix, but hadn’t argued with the idea. He knew as well as Jill that the best way to control the uncertainty of this game was to cheat.
 
   Daciana entered a minute after Jill took her place. She greeted the students, acknowledged the invitations on the music stand in the back, and invited everyone to take a seat while their game continued. Then she reached into the globe and removed a Ping-Pong ball.
 
   “Number forty-eight,” she said.
 
   Heads turned, people whispered nervously, and ultimately, Vince Weir stood up and walked to the altar. He spun the first dial, the diamond dial, to number thirteen.
 
   From the pew in front of her, Samantha turned back to Jill and smiled.
 
   Vince failed to open the safe. As did Beatrice Small, who was called up next. Karmela was the third student called to the stage. Confidently, she turned the diamond dial to number thirteen, then took random guesses on the other three.
 
   The safe didn’t open for her either.
 
   Hannah Drummond, Patrick Randall, and Claudia Gallegos were the next three called. None of them were in Samantha’s core group, but all of them tried thirteen on the first dial.
 
   “Nicely done,” Ryan whispered to Jill after Claudia failed to open the safe. With his words, he gave a quick squeeze on her hand.
 
   The next person called up was Michael Exeter. He spun the dials randomly, seemingly without looking. But the final person called up that night, Devon Monk, went back to number thirteen for the first dial on the safe.
 
   Even though no one got the safe open, it was clear that, in the minds of the Thorndike senior class, the first number of the combination was settled.
 
   Daciana dismissed the students, assuring them they would return again at the same time next week. Jill accepted an invitation from Samantha to go party at a rental house Samantha’s parents owned, a house that was presently unoccupied. Three hours into the party, she found herself dancing with Ryan, the two of them still pretending, but Jill feeling more comfortable in the arrangement. The plan was working. All the plans were working. Ryan’s cover story, Jill’s idea to dole out a phony number for Samantha, Winnie’s confidence that Jill could find a way to pull it all together so Frankie could have a shot at Sergio.
 
   She was unaware that, while she and Ryan danced, their bodies getting closer and closer together, the bliss of the moment blurring the lines between reality and pretend, the landline at her parents’ house was ringing.
 
   While she was in an empty rental house, allowing her hands to grasp Ryan around the waist, the two of them acting out the role of couple they had been playing for weeks now, across town, in a different neighborhood, her father was rolling out of bed to answer the phone that had woken him late in the night.
 
   While Jill and Ryan put their faces close together, allowing their foreheads to touch, Jill’s father began speaking on the phone with Daciana, who had called him late in the night because it was an emergency, because she needed Walter and Carolyn to come to her mansion right away.
 
   While Jill and Ryan kissed again, just like they had at Daciana’s party, and Jill didn’t know if this was part of the act or something more, and didn’t care, Walter and Carolyn Wentworth got in their car and drove to Daciana’s mansion.
 
   While Jill allowed herself a few minutes of fun, a time when the mission wasn’t dominating her life and she was just being herself, her lips pressed against those of her ex-boyfriend, her fingers swirling around on the back of Ryan’s head, exploring the thick, soft hair, just like she did on so many dreamy afternoons freshman year, Daciana was inviting Walter and Carolyn into her house, and leading them to the kitchen, where a tiny daisy made of pewter was stuck on the wall.
 
   A daisy that seemed to be shining a laser at the control panel that operated the alarm system for Daciana’s house.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “What does it mean?” Daciana said. “I’m not crazy, right?”
 
   “Of course you’re not crazy,” said Walter. “I’m sure there’s an explanation. Isn’t there, Carolyn?”
 
   Carolyn Wentworth was waving her hand back and forth in front of the daisy, allowing the red light coming from it to shine on her palm. Such a strange bird, this one—Daciana’s feelings towards Carolyn had always been a mix of fascination and disgust—but on this night, she needed the woman’s brilliant mind to tell her that she wasn’t crazy.
 
   That this tiny silver daisy wasn’t supposed to be here.
 
   Carolyn walked across the kitchen and inspected the control panel on the wall.
 
   “Does it have an optical microprocessor?” Carolyn asked.
 
   “What is she saying to me?” Daciana asked Walter.
 
   Walter cleared his throat with a disgusting, phlegmy sound. “Carolyn, darling, Daciana doesn’t know what kind of processor is in the control panel.”
 
   “Am I supposed to know this? Who the hell knows what kind of processor is in something? Or what a processor is?”
 
   “I can find out, if you bring me a screwdriver,” Carolyn said.
 
   “Would someone get the woman a screwdriver?” Daciana shouted.
 
   Chester ran from the room and returned twenty seconds later with a toolbox. Carolyn started digging through it. She picked up one screwdriver after another, and put them down again.
 
   “What’s the problem?” said Daciana. “Do we not have the right screwdriver?”
 
   “I need one that is very small,” Carolyn said, still rummaging through the toolbox. “Like this one.”
 
   She retrieved a tool that looked more like a pen than a screwdriver. A little sliver of metal coming out of a plastic cylinder. The logo of Walter’s company was printed on the handle.
 
   “Ha! I knew those blasted screwdrivers would come in handy for something!” Walter said with a smile. He looked around the room for someone to laugh at his joke, but got nothing.
 
   Carolyn used the tiny screwdriver to remove the face of the control panel on the wall, exposing some mess of wires and metal inside. She stepped back and looked at the ugly monstrosity she had just exposed on the wall of Daciana’s kitchen, then she said, “Yes, an optical processor. The laser in this tiny silver daisy is speaking with the control panel on your wall.”
 
   Carolyn used her finger to point a line from the head of the daisy all the way to a glass circle inside the control panel.
 
   “So you’re saying it’s part of the system?” said Daciana. “Will I break it if I take down that daisy? I swear, that little daisy wasn’t there before. I don’t remember it and neither do my servants.”
 
   “It’s not part of the system,” said Carolyn. “It would be a terrible design to put a controller so far away from the processor.”
 
   Carolyn went up to the daisy on the wall, and flicked at it with her fingernail. It came off the wall and she caught it in her hand.
 
   “You’ve been hacked,” she said.
 
   Daciana felt violated just hearing the words.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   Carolyn was using the small screwdriver to pick at the tiny daisy now in her hand. With a little grunt, she managed to pop open the head of the charm. Then she shook it over her hand and several tiny components fell out of the daisy and into her palm. Using the screwdriver as a pointer, she told Daciana the name of each component.
 
   “This is the laser,” she said, pointing at a tiny metal canister. “And this little thing here is a wireless transmitter.”
 
   “A wireless what?”
 
   “This little daisy that was on your wall was in fact a tiny computer, and the laser coming out of its head was sending information to the optical processor in your control panel. What systems does this control panel operate?”
 
   “It’s…everything,” Daciana said. “That’s why I bought it! The manufacturer said it was the latest in home innovation! We control the heater, the lights, the alarm, even the circuit breakers—he said I could even control it over my phone, not that I’ve ever…Jesus Mary and Joseph my phone! Chester, grab my phone!”
 
   “Is there something wrong with your phone?” Walter said.
 
   “I’ve been getting these messages!” Daciana said. “I thought it was more of that computer garble…what do you call it? Spam! But maybe it’s related. Do you think it could be related?”
 
   “I would need to learn more about how your phone and this control panel interact,” Carolyn said.
 
   At that moment, Chester returned to the kitchen with Daciana’s phone.
 
   “Right here,” Daciana said, going to her messages. “I haven’t gotten one in a few days, but for awhile there, they were coming in every night.”
 
   She pulled up the last text message she received about the verification code.
 
   “This one!” she said, pushing the phone at Carolyn. “What do you think? I thought it was spam. It is spam, right?”
 
   Carolyn looked at the phone. “This is different,” she said. “It’s not spam.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It’s the two-step verification security on your computer.”
 
   “My computer? How is my computer involved?”
 
   “Were you not trying to access your computer when these text messages arrived?”
 
   “I don’t think so. No. I’m sure I wasn’t. The messages have arrived at strange times. This one came in when I was out in the city. I was nowhere near my computer!”
 
   “Then it has been hacked as well.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 28
 
    
 
   Paper lantern festivals had a long history at Thorndike. Daciana, who had spent the better part of two centuries in China, insisted on at least one night a year when the sky was filled with colorful, lighter-than-air creations. To her, lantern celebrations were not only beautiful, they also brought good luck. They were a symbol of the relationship between humans and immortals. Hundreds of glowing specks in the sky, all of them fleeting and quick to burn out—the lanterns were the humans, and the bright, eternal moon was the immortal, sitting above them all, shining down on them before they died.
 
   With the next paper lantern festival falling on Valentine’s Day, Daciana had modified the traditional event to make it a celebration of love as well as immortality.
 
   Every student would arrive at the event with two lanterns: one lantern for a girl wearing black; the other for the person they cared about most. Immortality and love. That’s how Daciana described it for the students.
 
   To Ryan, it was a comforting idea. Honor a future immortal with one lantern, and the person you love with another.
 
   Nicky was the next immortal; Jill was the person he loved.
 
   Not that he didn’t love Nicky too. He loved her so much he would help her achieve her destiny. Ryan was doing everything he could to help Nicky win the Coronation contest so she and Sergio could be together.
 
   With Nicky’s destiny already determined, Ryan was able to open up his heart and give all his love, much of which had been aimed at Nicky these past few months, to another. 
 
   His love for Jill was different. He had never stopped loving Jill. It crushed him when he had to break up with her during freshman year, but he did it anyway. He did it because he loved her. And now, after weeks of pretending to be her boyfriend, he wanted her to know that his love was more than an act. He wanted to let a lantern go for Jill, one that would find its way to her and let her know in no uncertain terms that he had always loved her, and always would.
 
   The week before the contest, Ryan set to work making two lanterns. Hot air balloons, really—that’s what the paper lanterns were. A cylinder or cube made of paper, with two thin metal crossbars at the bottom. In the center of those cross bars was an aluminum tray that held a slow-burning, flammable powder. When the powder was lit, hot air filled the paper, and the whole structure became lighter than the surrounding air. It floated in the night sky until the flame burned out.
 
   Per the instruction sheet that was handed out to every senior at Thorndike, Ryan decorated his paper lanterns in a distinctive way, and included a name on the lantern as part of the decoration. At the end of the festival, as the lanterns came back to the ground, students would scramble to find the lanterns marked with their names. Those lucky enough to get a lantern from someone, as Jill was going to get from Ryan, would find a present attached.
 
   For the girls wearing black, the presents were simple and predictable. A check for a large amount of money, written out for the girl’s Coronation account. For everyone else, the gift could be anything that worked, so long as it wasn’t too heavy for the lantern.
 
   Love letters were a popular present to attach to lanterns for the people you cared about. Small pieces of jewelry also worked. Ryan overheard Wesley saying he was attaching the title to a new car he was giving to his girlfriend. And much of the school was abuzz with speculation that at least one boy would use the paper lantern as a device to deliver an engagement ring.
 
   Ryan too intended to attach a ring to one of his lanterns, but the ring he had for Jill wasn’t a diamond. It was much more special than that. The ring Ryan had was one that had been stowed away in his desk drawer for three years. It was a ring Jill had worn when she and Ryan were together.
 
   They were only three days into their relationship in freshman year when Ryan convinced Jill to skip school and spend the day with him. They hatched the plan while walking across the north lawn. They were both running late that morning. Neither of them had their driver’s licenses yet. Their relationship was too new for them to be riding to school together, and by lucky coincidence, or fate, they both arrived at campus a few minutes later than normal, and were alone as they walked the path towards Sullivan Hall.
 
   “What do you say we turn around right now and leave?” Ryan had said to her. The words were crazy to him, but he said them anyway. Never once in his life had he done something like this—just walk away from school before the bell rang and ditch class. Even now, three years removed from that day, the feeling of saying those words was still trapped in his mind. The damp, autumnal scent of the air, the sound of his shoes on the pavement, his whole world saturated in the blue and white hues of morning sun.
 
   And Jill. There was a light citrus scent to the hair product she used back then. Everything about her that morning, her red cotton shirt that hugged so tightly around her shoulders, her silver earrings that dangled playfully beneath her hair, her smile—God, she was so much happier, so completely unburdened back then. They both were. It was an amazing time to be alive.
 
   “Where would we go?” was Jill’s response. It wasn’t a literal question, but a playful one. Her eyes told Ryan she was all in favor of this idea. It wasn’t a question of if they would do it, but how daring they would be.
 
   “Come on, before the bell rings!” Ryan said. He grabbed her hand and they were off. They ran back down the path to the edge of campus, then across Academy Road and into the treeline that separated Thorndike from the rest of the city. They emerged in the Pineswood Grove neighborhood and could hear the bell ring faintly in the distance. First period had started and they weren’t at school. Standing on a bit of lawn between two mansions, having entered the neighborhood through somebody’s back yard, they kissed, and happiness came over Ryan with such force his knees buckled. He pulled her down with him, the two of them laughing as they fell to the grass.
 
   They might have stayed there all day had a gardener not come around the side of the house and chased them off. They walked through Potomac that morning, hand-in-hand. They had coffee and pastries at Dillywig’s, two fourteen-year-olds seated among the lawyers and lobbyists. Ryan was so happy he couldn’t believe this was his life.
 
   Later that morning they got on the bus with no idea where they were going, deciding eventually to get off at the Shady Grove Metro station. The rest of the day they used the Metro to explore the city, which was still quite novel to them. Funny what a difference a few years makes. As a senior at Thorndike, the idea of roaming all over greater DC on the Metro sounded mundane, even a bit nasty. But as a new freshman, ditching school with his girlfriend—it was pure magic. They roamed the Washington Mall with the tourists. They sat for twenty minutes and watched a street performer do an absurd juggling act, then they gave him twenty bucks. They went shopping downtown, and Ryan bought Jill a ring made of blown glass. Brightly colored and cheap, it was a garish, ugly thing that didn’t match anything else she had on that day and was hardly her style, but Ryan was fourteen and didn’t know any better, and Jill didn’t care. She put it on the ring finger of her right hand and said she loved it.
 
   They rode the Orange Line all the way to Landover. They found a secluded park not far from the station where they sat in the grass, Ryan’s arms around her waist. He pulled her hair aside and put his lips on the back of her neck. The afternoon drifted into pure bliss.
 
   Three weeks later, Kim Renwick came to Ryan’s house to present an explosive secret about Jill’s family, and the terms of Ryan’s surrender. The morning after that, in the back seat of his father’s town car, Ryan told Jill it was over. Knowing it had to be convincing, knowing he needed to make Jill believe he was done with her even though that was the last thing in the world he wanted, he left the car while she was still crying.
 
   It was the worst moment of Ryan’s life, made doubly so when Shamus picked him up in the same town car after school and Ryan found Jill’s glass ring on the back seat.
 
   When he got home from school that day, he put the glass ring in the top drawer of his bedroom desk. For the next three and a half years, he left that drawer shut.
 
   Now, with two completed paper lanterns sitting on the windowsill, one of them meant for Jill, Ryan opened the drawer and pulled out the ring.
 
   He held it tight in his hand, imagining himself letting go of years of sorrow. He and Jill were going to be together again, for real. There was no reason to pretend anymore. They had weathered a storm that lasted for three years and there was nothing keeping them apart.
 
   He lifted the lantern and found the canvas pouch he had attached to the underside of the aluminum tray. Slipping the ring into that pouch, he whispered words that had been true for years, even as circumstance had forced him to stay silent.
 
   “I love you, Jill.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Like Ryan, Jill was at home working on her paper lanterns for the festival. She set them aside when her mom came into her bedroom.
 
   “Mom? Is there something I can do for you?”
 
   Carolyn closed the door behind her and sat on Jill’s bed. Was her mother going to talk to her? When was the last time Jill’s mother left her own work to come into Jill’s bedroom and talk to her?
 
   “I believe these are yours,” Carolyn said. She held out her hand and dropped an assortment of tiny items on Jill’s bed. A laser diode, a wireless transmitter, and a pewter daisy charm.
 
   Jill picked up the daisy. It took her a second to realize what she was looking at. When it came to her, it came all at once. She saw herself hiding in the back of Daciana’s mansion. She saw Sergio kill Lena Trang. She panicked and started running. She charged all the way through the kitchen and back to the party.
 
   She forgot to pick up the daisy charm she had left on the wall.
 
   “Where did you get this?” she said.
 
   “Daciana found it last night,” said Carolyn. “She asked me to come over and look at it for her.”
 
   Jill looked over her mother’s shoulder, half-expecting a vampire to enter her bedroom.
 
   “I came to realize that the laser in this charm was a tool for hacking into the control panel in her house,” Carolyn said. “Our conversation about computer security led Daciana to confess to me that she had been getting some unexpected messages on her phone. She thought they were spam.”
 
   “Oh God,” said Jill.
 
   “When I told her the messages weren’t spam at all, but were in fact part of the two-step security I had pushed out on her banking software a few months ago, well, naturally, she became quite suspicious.”
 
   “Mom, please tell me Daciana doesn’t know what I did.”
 
   “She doesn’t know what you did.”
 
   “Then how do you know?”
 
   “She had me look at her computer, of course. I saw your fingerprints all over the operating system. You’ve got a distinctive style, Jill. You should work on that. There might come a time when it will give you away.”
 
   “Did you change anything? Do we still have control of her computer?”
 
   “Oh I changed things. Daciana was terribly spooked last night. She made me pull out the old computer, replace it with a brand new machine, and rebuild it with all our software. It took most of the night.”
 
   “What happened to the old machine?”
 
   “She threw it into the furnace,” said Carolyn. “She’s not entirely rational about technology.”
 
   “But you didn’t tell her I did it.”
 
   “No, and I must say, it was quite invigorating to lie to her like that.”
 
   Jill closed her eyes and exhaled deeply.
 
   “Why did you do this?” Carolyn asked. “Was it that boy we worked for last month? Tarin? Did he ask you to spy on Daciana?”
 
   “No, Mom. Tarin is gone. We won’t be hearing from him again.”
 
   “Such a shame. I enjoyed working for him.”
 
   “You realize it’s dangerous for you to be so close to Daciana like this, right Mom? If she wanted to, she could look inside your mind. After what we went through last month, you know things about me, about what I do.”
 
   “Our circumstances are shared,” Carolyn said. “You and I both did work for Tarin.”
 
   “You understand that we can never tell anyone about Renata’s phone, right Mom?”
 
   “Of course I do. It was dangerous work. I think we should resolve not to do work like that again. You should not be hacking into a vampire’s computer without good reason.”
 
   “I know, Mom.”
 
   “And these…things,” Carolyn said, pointing at the disassembled daisy charm on Jill’s bed. “Gizmos like these are notoriously unreliable, Jill. It was only a matter of time before you were found out.”
 
   “It was a mistake to leave the charm at her house.”
 
   “Why on earth would you try to control the alarm system with a laser rather than simply disabling it?” Carolyn asked.
 
   Jill shrugged her shoulders. “It was the best idea we had.”
 
   “Daciana’s house is old, and it’s as far removed from the neighborhood as it was the day she built it. All the electrical and fiber optic wiring to that home comes in from the telephone poles outside. Just a few snips on the wires out there and the alarm would have been totally disabled.”
 
   Jill nearly started arguing the point with her mom. She wanted to tell her it was more complicated than that, that there was a party going on when she was doing this hack, that she had to worry about the security cameras as well as the alarm, not to mention the electromagnet on the door.
 
   She wanted her mother to recognize the skill it took to pull of a hack like that.
 
   But she knew she was being childish. At some point in her life, she needed to find a way to quit arguing with her mother.
 
   “I won’t make any more mistakes,” she said.
 
   “Good, because I didn’t enjoy spending my night manually loading software I’ve already installed once. Please be careful when choosing your activities to ensure it doesn’t interfere with my work.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Carolyn stood up from the bed. Apparently the conversation was finished. Before she made it to the door, Jill said, “Mom, I need to ask you something.”
 
   Carolyn stopped in place but didn’t turn around.
 
   “What if Daciana did learn the truth about me?” Jill said. “And I had to leave town. Would you come with me?”
 
   “What kind of work would I do if I left town?”
 
   “I don’t know. More work for the Network, I suppose.”
 
   “I enjoyed the work we did for Tarin. I would consider doing work like that again. Good night, Jill.”
 
   “Good night, Mom.”
 
   Carolyn left the room and closed the door. Jill grabbed her phone and sent a text to Alvin.
 
    
 
   Daciana has discovered our hack and ended it. She replaced the whole computer. Sorry for wasting everybody’s time.
 
    
 
   She went back to her desk, and affixed two metal crossbars to the bottom of the lantern she was making for Ryan. She had just locked them in place when Alvin sent a return text.
 
    
 
   No apology necessary. Being a part of that hack was one of the coolest things I’ve ever done.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Ryan arrived at Jill’s house at seven o’clock. He pulled the Lamborghini into her carport and rang the doorbell. Jill’s father answered the door, and came outside to admire the car.
 
   “I always wanted one of these,” said Walter Wentworth. “How does it drive?”
 
   “It’s like putting a cheetah on a leash and taking it for a walk around your neighborhood,” said Ryan.
 
   Walter laughed. “I bet,” he said. “Between the short streets out here in the suburbs, and the heavy traffic in the city, I bet you rarely get to see what this car can do. What can it do, anyway?”
 
   “The speedometer goes up to two-fifty,” said Ryan. “I’ve never brought it even close to that, though.”
 
   “Incredible,” Walter said. “Can you imagine going two-hundred-and-fifty miles an hour?”
 
   “My dad took it into the one-seventies on the test drive,” Ryan said. “According to him the car ran smoother at the high speeds than the low ones.”
 
   “Should I come back some other time so you boys can keep talking about this toy?” Jill said.
 
   She was standing at the doorway, a paper lantern in each hand. She wore a white jacket and tall boots over her skinny jeans.
 
   Ryan went up to her. “Hey there,” he said. He leaned in to kiss her on the lips. She gave him her cheek instead.
 
   They said good night to Jill’s father and climbed into the Lamborghini. Since there was no trunk space, or even a back seat, they had to place the lanterns between their chairs, right behind the gearshift.
 
   They didn’t speak much as they drove to Thorndike. Ryan’s mind was on the gift Jill would find attached to her lantern, and how she might react. Why had she turned her cheek at him when he tried to kiss her?
 
   Had he misread how she felt about him? The kiss at Daciana’s party, the dancing at Samantha’s—it felt so real to Ryan, but maybe it wasn’t.
 
   Maybe Jill was just good at putting on an act.
 
   They arrived at Thorndike and parked on the east side of campus. The rest of their class was gathering near the old cypress tree, admiring each other’s lanterns and waiting for the festivities to start.
 
   Ryan was a few steps behind Jill as they approached the others. Watching her move, he imagined their future together, away from all this. He wanted a future with her so badly.
 
   He wanted what they had during freshman year.
 
   How would she react when she saw the glass ring? Would she understand what he was trying to tell her? Or would it just bring back painful memories for her? Memories of a time when she gave her heart to Ryan and he crushed it?
 
   He found himself overcome with anxiety when the lighters started getting passed around. There was no turning back now. Small, contained fires, one in the tray of each lantern, were appearing throughout the crowd. The night air was glowing all around Ryan.
 
   And then Mattie passed a lighter to him.
 
   “Isn’t it beautiful?” she said. “It’s going to be so amazing when they’re aloft. What a great idea to do this on Valentine’s Day, don’t you think?”
 
   Ryan took the lighter from her. “Yes,” he said. “It’s going to be a special night.”
 
   Setting his lanterns on the ground, he pressed the flame from the lighter into the powder in each tray.
 
   A minute later, the lanterns were ready to fly. They took to the air gently, like leaves floating across the stream. Ryan let his lanterns go, and watched as they began their slow ascent.
 
   “Yours is the purple one, in case you didn’t know,” Jill said to him, pointing at one of the lanterns she’d just released.
 
   “And the one I brought for you is pink,” said Ryan.
 
   “I know,” said Jill, looking up at the lantern as it rose into the sky. “What did you get me?”
 
   “You know that’s not how the game works,” Ryan said. “You have to follow the lantern, and be there when it comes down so you can find out.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As the crowd raced to follow the lanterns, Nicky stayed a few steps behind.
 
   None of the lanterns would be for her anyway.
 
   Even though Daciana’s safe had made it possible for any of the girls wearing black to win Coronation, the students were still marching in lockstep with Samantha. At least half the lanterns in the sky on this night were for her, and when they all came down again, Samantha would have a pile of checks to deposit in her Coronation account.
 
   Kim might have a few checks too. As far as Nicky could tell, Kim had managed to keep her stranglehold on a few of her classmates, despite Samantha’s commanding lead. Rosalyn and Andrea, Kim’s reliable sidekicks, had stayed close to her at school, and tonight, were running alongside her. Vince and Marshall had also remained in Kim’s sphere of influence, both of them tied to Kim because of secrets she held over their families.
 
   What about Dan Stearns? He too was beholden to the Renwicks. Where was he tonight?
 
   Nicky spotted Dan running just a few paces behind Marshall, very much in Kim’s crowd.
 
   And Art Tremblay? What of him, the boy who found himself the pawn in more than one game of chess last semester? Where was he?
 
   Nicky was far enough behind the others that she had all of them in her field of view, but she hadn’t spotted Art yet. In the darkness, with all this movement…
 
   Over there. Far to Nicky’s left. Hanging back almost as much as she was. Not very close to Kim at all. Not really close to anyone. Art had to bring two lanterns tonight like everyone else. Was one of his lanterns for Kim, or someone else?
 
   Nicky allowed herself to slow down even more, putting space between herself and Art. The wind was carrying the lanterns towards the middle of campus. The students were jogging to keep up.
 
   Nicky slowed further, and then stopped altogether. She felt so disconnected from the rest of them, almost repelled by the larger crowd. She didn’t want to be a part of the game tonight, not even as an actor playing the role the Network had laid out for her. Really, what act was there left for her to play? Nicky Bloom, the exciting new girl who took the school by storm? That story was dead. At school, Nicky felt like a ghost of that girl from last semester, floating through the days, sometimes seen by other students who thought back wistfully to when she meant something.
 
   Until Jill and Ryan figured out how to crack the code on that safe and bring Nicky back into the contest, there was no reason for her to pretend she cared. With the others now a good fifty yards ahead of her, Nicky turned around and started walking the other way.
 
   She saw a single lantern floating close to the ground out ahead of her. Whose lantern was that? How had it become so separated from the others?
 
   Whoever’s lantern it was, it was bottom-heavy. While the other lanterns were still flying high, this one was already on its way down. As Nicky moved towards it, the lantern hung in place, just a few feet off the ground.
 
   As she came closer still, she saw a name written on the paper walls of the lantern. Dark letters, backlit in an orange glow. Letters that were so unexpected she almost didn’t believe them, but there they were, calling to her. She started to run to the lantern, and with each step the name on the lantern’s side became more clear.
 
   Nicky. This lonely lantern, already nearing the ground, had her name on it.
 
   The lantern touched down softly in the grass just before she reached it. She bent down to look at it. It was a small, simple thing. Two thin crossbars made an x at the bottom of a short cylinder. Attached to the crossbars was an aluminum tray, its flammable powder nearly spent.
 
   And underneath the tray was a small package, wrapped in brown paper. Nicky lifted the lamp and removed the package.
 
   She peeled away the paper, revealing a photograph inside. Small, old, and worn, the faded colors and soft backing suggested the photograph was printed at least ten years ago—Nicky held the photo above the lantern, angling it so it caught what was left of the lantern’s light.
 
   It was a photo of her family. Her mother, young and happy, sitting on a bench in front of a tree. Her brother, the boy known only to her through the memories her mother shared with her—he was on the bench too. He was thin with a pale complexion. He was already sick with the illness that brought my family to Italy, Nicky thought.
 
   Her father was on the other side of the bench, smiling into the camera. This was a different man than the one Nicky knew when she was young. When Nicky thought of her father, she saw a somber man who drove her and Frankie from one remote location to another. Always serious. Always on the lookout.
 
   The man in this picture wasn’t burdened like the father Nicky knew. Whatever was happening on the afternoon this picture was taken, it made her father happy.
 
   It made Nicky happy too. Seeing her father like this, knowing that he had experienced joy like this once…
 
   “I found it in the guest house of Falkon’s estate,” came a voice from behind her. That voice, so familiar to her now, was soothing to her soul. Simply hearing it reminded her how much she had missed him since their last encounter.
 
   Before turning to look at him, she touched the ruby that hung from her neck.
 
   “A lantern for the person I care for most. Those are the rules, correct? A lantern with a gift attached. Of course, the photo is just a prelude. The gift I brought for you tonight cannot be attached to a paper lantern.”
 
   Nicky turned to face him. She had been in his presence so many times now it should have been routine, but it wasn’t. It felt more fresh than ever. He looked more beautiful than ever.
 
   She gazed in his eyes and lost track of where she was, as had happened with Sergio many times before. At the Homecoming Masquerade, when a dance with him opened a memory she had sealed shut since childhood. Underneath the Penbrook Theater, when she looked in his eyes and saw the moment Daciana made him immortal. In Falkon’s lab, where she stood over him with a broken steel pipe, intending to kill him, and unable to do so.
 
   He was here with her now, and they communicated without speaking.
 
   You understand why you couldn’t kill me, he said.
 
   Yes, I do.
 
   You understand that what is happening between us is greater than the trifling concerns of your human life.
 
   Yes, I do.
 
   You feel the pull of immortality on your heart, and want to complete the ritual and seal our bond.
 
   Yes, I do.
 
   And then they were transported somewhere else entirely. Inside Sergio’s mind—Nicky was there with him—they were looking at a memory.
 
   “Where is this?” Nicky said. “Where have you taken me?”
 
   They were standing side by side in the main hall of a stone castle. In the center of the hall, sitting on a wooden stand, was the same safe that now resided in the chapel. A shiny metal lockbox with four dials on the door, each dial bejeweled with a different gem.
 
   “Tonight we are supposed to give a gift to the one we care for most,” Sergio said. “This memory is my gift to you.”
 
   There were four people standing in front of the safe, two men, a teenage boy, and a young girl. They were dressed in clothes from a different era. Long coats and tight pants on the men, a large, unwieldy dress on the girl.
 
   “Where are we?” Nicky said.
 
   “Nineteenth century England,” said Sergio. “You are in Hastings Castle, home to one of the richest families in Europe. The Hastings family made their fortune in banking, and as such, they had close relationships with the master locksmiths in England. The matriarch of the family commissioned the construction of that safe for the very scene you are about to witness. Take note of the people here.”
 
   He pointed at one of the men, the oldest of the group. The man wore a long purple coat, and had an overlarge diamond ring on his left hand.
 
   “That is the eldest of the Hastings children,” Sergio said. “When the matriarch of the family died, she left him that diamond ring in her will. She also left him a number.”
 
   The man in the purple coat walked up to the safe and began spinning the knob with the diamond on it. He stopped at number ninety-eight.
 
   “Ninety-eight is Samantha’s number,” Nicky said. “Is the combination the same?”
 
   “Indeed it is,” Sergio said. “This safe is not designed to have its combination modified. The numbers that would have opened it two hundred years ago are the same numbers that will open it today.”
 
   The man in the purple coat stepped back, and looked to a younger man, who wore a gold medallion around his neck.
 
   A gold medallion housing an enormous ruby. Nicky touched the ruby on her own neck.
 
   “Is it the same?” she whispered. “Am I wearing his ruby?”
 
   Sergio nodded. “He didn’t need it after today,” he said.
 
   The man with the ruby around his neck approached the safe and began turning the second dial. He stopped at number fourteen.
 
   “That’s not correct,” Nicky said. “The second dial is my number. Seventy-seven.”
 
   “Fascinating, isn’t it?” Sergio said. “Madam Hastings feared just such an outcome. That man, who has purposely entered the wrong number on the safe, is James Hastings, second eldest in the family. He intends to deceive his siblings today. Turning the dial to the wrong number is just one of his lies. All the children of Madam Hastings were supposed to come here alone, but if you look carefully, you may see a companion of James who is hiding elsewhere in the room.”
 
   Nicky looked beyond the four people standing round the safe. Widening her gaze, she saw a vampire standing in the corner, hiding in a shadow.
 
   “Daciana. What’s she doing here?”
 
   “Daciana and I both were here mostly for our own amusement,” Sergio said. “You see, we were friends with the Hastings family. We knew all about this fascinating game their mother was making them play.”
 
   “What game?” said Nicky. “What’s going on here?”
 
   “Madam Hastings feared her children would fight over their inheritance after she died, so in her will, she devised a game to force them to work together. She put the lion’s share of her fortune in that safe, and gave each child a single number of the combination. That way, the wealth was inaccessible to all of them until they agreed to the terms of its distribution.”
 
   “But James is cheating,” said Nicky. “He entered the wrong number. What’s he planning to do?”
 
   “James is playing at a larger game,” Sergio said. “In a twist of fate that ultimately served him poorly, James became an object of interest for Daciana.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “She felt a bond growing between them. She created a ritual for James to follow. I was there when she explained the rules for him. Do whatever must be done to take all the wealth in that safe for us. That’s what she told him. Once the entire contents of the safe belonged to James, Daciana would bond with him. She is waiting there in hopes that he will make it happen. If he does, she will make him immortal.”
 
   The third brother approached the safe. This one, only a teen, was wearing a blue coat with white ruffles running down the center. As he reached for the safe, Nicky saw a pair of emerald cufflinks on his wrists.
 
   “This is the important part,” Sergio said. “This is my gift to you.”
 
   The boy reached for the third dial and began turning it. He stopped at number nineteen.
 
   “Is that the correct number?” Nicky said.
 
   Sergio nodded his head. “Young Richard had no reason to lie. He was dirt poor at this point and desperately wanted his share of the wealth.”
 
   Nicky looked at the emerald dial on the safe, which was pointed at number nineteen as Richard walked away. She now knew three of the four numbers of the combination.
 
   As Richard stepped back, the girl approached the safe.
 
   “Sweet little Anna,” Sergio said. “She was eleven years old when this happened. Such a shame.”
 
   Anna, whose long dress swooshed along the floor as she walked, wore a silver tiara with a sapphire set in the center. She reached for the fourth dial on the safe, and turned it to number eighty-four.
 
   “Is that it?” said Nicky. “Do I know the combination to the safe?”
 
   “Sadly, no,” said Sergio. “Little Anna is more clever than she looks.”
 
   As Anna stepped back into place, the eldest son approached the safe again.
 
   “And now, the moment of truth,” he said, reaching for the handle on the door.
 
   What happened to him was no surprise to Nicky. She had seen it happen thirty-two times already, in groups of eight, first at Daciana’s house, then three times at the chapel at school.
 
   When you tried to open the safe without the correct combination, the door made a dull clicking sound and held firmly shut.
 
   The family groaned.
 
   “What does it mean?” said Richard.
 
   “It means that someone has lied!” shouted the oldest brother.
 
   “Thank you everyone for sharing your numbers,” said James, then, in a swift movement, he pulled two pistols from his jacket. Aiming one at each of his brothers, he shot them both at once. Little Anna screamed as two of her three brothers fell to the floor.
 
   “Don’t be upset, Anna,” James said. “I have done a kindness to our brothers. They weren’t long for this world. Neither are you. None of us would have lived long enough to spend all the treasure mother accumulated in that safe. In giving their lives today, our brothers have ensured that our family name will live on forever. That’s why I did it, Anna. I’m going to live forever.”
 
   James went to the safe and adjusted the second dial, the one with the ruby on it. He stopped at number seventy-seven.
 
   Ninety-eight, seventy-seven, nineteen. Those were the first three numbers of the combination.
 
   The fourth dial was still sitting at number eighty-four, where Anna had placed it.
 
   James pulled on the handle. He too got nothing but a dull clang as the safe held itself closed.
 
   “You lying little bitch!” he yelled at Anna. His pistols both spent of their single shots, he had nothing to attack Anna with except his hands, which he placed around her neck.
 
   “What’s your number?” he shouted. “What is the fourth number of the combination?”
 
   Anna began coughing. Her face turned red. Nicky wanted to rush over and help her.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Sergio said. “Anna came to this meeting fully prepared for what happened.”
 
   A second after Sergio spoke the words, Nicky saw Anna’s left hand emerge from her pocket. She was holding a small piece of metal. It looked like a nail.
 
   With the metal, she scratched James across the arm, drawing a long, red line from his wrist to his elbow.
 
   Even though the scratch was bad, Nicky was surprised at the way James responded. Shrieking as he recoiled, grabbing tightly onto his forearm, which was darkening rapidly near the scratch, his reaction seemed a bit much for a scratch on his arm.
 
   “What is this?” he gasped. “What have you done?”
 
   Anna fell to the ground. As she landed, the nail clattered onto the wooden floor.
 
   “Poison,” she hissed. “I knew we couldn’t trust you. Mamma knew it too. We all could have been rich. Instead, we get nothing.”
 
   Anna’s voice was weak. Her skin was going pale as quickly as her brother’s. Both of them were fading fast.
 
   “She’s about to open up her left hand,” Sergio said. “Watch for it.”
 
   The hand opened after Anna’s head fell to the floor. There was a large, bloody scratch on her palm. Like the wound on James, Anna’s was turning black at the edges.
 
   “She cut herself,” Nicky said.
 
   “It happened when she retrieved the nail from her pocket,” said Sergio. “The poison on that nail found her blood before it found his. But still she summoned the strength to kill him. She was a good little girl.”
 
   James was the first to go. A minute later, Anna followed her brother in death. It was hard for Nicky to look at, so she didn’t. She turned her eyes towards the vampire hiding in the corner.
 
   “Why didn’t Daciana intervene?” she said. “I mean, if she loved James-”
 
   “--it was because she loved James that she trusted the ritual,” Sergio said. “Immortality is a dangerous, volatile gift. We need the rituals to guide us. The rituals tell us if the bond is meant to be.”
 
   “What if I don’t complete our ritual? What if we aren’t meant to be?”
 
   The question hung in the air for a moment, until Sergio put his hand on Nicky’s cheek and turned her head towards him.
 
   “Love is a matter of the heart, Nicky Bloom. Listen to what your heart tells you. You have only one number of the combination left to discover. Let the ritual guide you. Find it, so we can be together.”
 
   His face was close to hers now. She felt like he was going to kiss her. She wanted him to. She closed her eyes and waited.
 
   It didn’t happen. While her eyes were closed, the world around her changed. She sensed it first in her ears, then on her skin. When she opened her eyes again, she was back on the Thorndike campus, standing under the moon, holding onto a paper lantern.
 
   Sergio was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 30
 
    
 
   The wind carried the lanterns in a hundred different directions, and the class splintered apart to chase them. Jill and Ryan were mostly alone as they entered the courtyard, and entirely alone when they passed behind Sullivan Hall and onto the north lawn.
 
   If they had truly followed the spirit of the game, they wouldn’t have stayed together, chasing after a single lantern. They were each supposed to chase their own lantern, but the lantern Jill made for Ryan was somewhere far away at this point. Ryan had let it go. He wanted to be with Jill when the lantern he made for her came down.
 
   He wanted to be there when she saw the glass ring he had kept safe for three years.
 
   The lantern led them across the lawn, through the senior parking lot, and towards the street. As it passed over the asphalt, they had to stop. A car was coming. A set of headlights attached to a very noisy engine—it had rounded the corner and was rolling up the hill, slowing down as it approached.
 
   “I think this guy’s going to let us cross,” Ryan said. “Come on.”
 
   He tugged on Jill’s hand, but she didn’t move. She was looking at the car, which was pulling close to the curb.
 
   “He’s stopping,” Ryan said. “Let’s go before the lantern gets away.”
 
   “Just a second,” Jill said, removing her hand from Ryan’s. She moved in the direction of the car, which was fully parked now. Its headlights were shining in Ryan’s eyes and he couldn’t see much, but he heard movement. The driver was opening his door. He was getting out.
 
   “Jill?”
 
   It was a male voice. The driver of this car knew Jill, and she was moving more quickly in his direction. Ryan took a few quick steps down the sidewalk to get out of the glare of the headlights. His eyes needed a second to adjust to the darkness, and the scene came together for him slowly.
 
   A big, red car. A guy with black hair, tattoos, and piercings in his eyebrow and lower lip.
 
   Jill spoke, not to Ryan, but to the guy getting out of the car. “Zack?” she said. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “You know this guy?” said Ryan. No one answered him.
 
   “I’ve been looking for you,” the guy said.
 
   “Jill, who is this?”
 
   Again, no answer. It was like Ryan wasn’t even there.
 
   “Zack, you can’t be here,” said Jill. “You need to leave.”
 
   “I have to talk to you,” the guy said. “Ever since that night…”
 
   “Jill, is this guy bothering you?”
 
   “It’s okay, Ryan. He’s a friend.” She looked at the other guy and added, “A friend who shouldn’t be here.”
 
   “Please, I’ve been looking for you for weeks,” the guy said. “I’ve got to talk to you. A few minutes. That’s all I need.”
 
   Behind the guy, on the other side of the street, the lantern was beginning its descent. It was going to land in the flower garden on the north lot. What a perfect place for Jill to see the ring, and for Ryan to tell her how he felt.
 
   “I’m sorry, Zack,” she said. Was she crying? “I can’t talk to you. I need for you to go.”
 
   “We knew each other before that night at Marty’s, didn’t we?” the guy said. “I haven’t been able to get it out of my mind. Ever since I saw you, I-”
 
   “Hey buddy, she’s asked you to leave,” Ryan said. “She doesn’t want to talk to you.”
 
   The guy, Zack, looked at Ryan, but only for a second. It was as if Ryan was just a piece of scenery. An inconsequential object that happened to be nearby while Jill and Zack had their moment together.
 
   “My life was better when I knew you, wasn’t it?” Zack said, and with these words, Jill hunched over and brought her hands to her face. She was sobbing now.
 
   “We can’t,” she whispered. “I can’t do it to you again.”
 
   Ryan had seen enough. He ran around the front of the car. “Get back in your car and start driving,” he commanded. “She’s asked you to leave.” He was rushing at Zack, fists clenched. “Can’t you see that you’re upsetting her?”
 
   As Ryan ran round the front of the car, Zack moved quickly around the back, going to Jill. Ryan quickly switched directions and ran at a full sprint to protect her.
 
   “Don’t leave me again, Jill,” Zack said. “Not without telling me about us. There’s something I’ve forgotten, isn’t there?”
 
   “Hey!” Ryan yelled, charging at Zack. “That’s enough!”
 
   Ryan pushed on Zack with both hands, and he stumbled back, away from Jill. Feeling emboldened, Ryan pressed ahead. “Get out of here!” he said. “I won’t ask you again.”
 
   Zack looked at Ryan, as if seeing him for the first time. “Are you her boyfriend?” he asked.
 
   “What’s it look like?” said Ryan. “Now get in your car and leave!”
 
   Zack stepped to one side and tried to talk around Ryan.
 
   “I won’t leave until you talk to me, Jill,” he said.
 
   “Okay, I’ve heard enough,” said Ryan, and he swung with a hard right hook at Zack’s face.
 
   Zack was quick to duck, and Ryan’s punch missed entirely. Before he knew what was going on, Zack’s hands were on his stomach, pushing him, and he crashed back-first against the car. It wasn’t a hard landing. Ryan wanted to bounce right off the car and rush back at this asshole.
 
   But his body didn’t cooperate. As soon as he hit the car, it was as if Ryan’s nerves were taken back to a different incident, a different time when he crashed his back into glass and steel. The pain was overwhelming, entirely disproportionate to the blow he had received.
 
   His body didn’t know he had backed into a parked car. It thought he was in Renata’s mansion, crashing into a glass case after being thrown through the air.
 
   He fell to his knees, moaning in pain.
 
   “Ryan?” said Jill. “Ryan, are you okay?”
 
   “Fine,” he said, waving her away. “Just fine.”
 
   He ignored the pain and pushed himself to his feet. Jill was standing to his right. Zack was a few feet away, on the edge of the lawn.
 
   Without thinking, Ryan charged at him, throwing his shoulder at Zack’s chest and tackling him to the grass. They rolled on the ground, Ryan struggling to get a handle on the guy. He threw a punch, but it glanced off Zack’s arm. And they rolled some more. Ryan wasn’t in control. A tangle of arms and legs—it all happened in less than a second. Zack had rolled Ryan onto his back and was straddled on top of him, ready to punch Ryan in the face.
 
   “Stop!” Jill shouted.
 
   “I have to talk to Jill!” Zack yelled. He was looking at Ryan when he said it, still holding his fist up in the air. “I don’t want to hurt you! I just need to talk to her!”
 
   “Okay!” Jill said. She was in Ryan’s line of sight now, her hands on Zack’s shoulder. “I’ll talk to you. Just no more of this!”
 
   Zack stood up and stepped away. Ryan raced to his feet but Jill held her hand up, ordering him to stay where he was.
 
   He obeyed.
 
   Jill and Zack took a few steps away from him and spoke in whispers. Ryan could only hear bits of their conversation. Zack was saying something about a Ferris Wheel, and a house. Jill was walking backwards as they talked, pulling them farther away from Ryan. She didn’t want him to hear what they were talking about.
 
   He looked down the street, to the flower garden across the way. The lantern was on the ground now, glowing softly, the flame about to flicker out. He thought about the ring. Maybe tonight wasn’t the right time.
 
   The lantern became even dimmer, and then faded out completely. Ryan was staring it at, trying to hold onto its location now that it wasn’t visible, when Jill came over to him. Putting her hand on his arm she said, “I need to go someplace with Zack.”
 
   “What? Go where?”
 
   “I’ll explain later,” she said. “I promise. This is important. I need to do this now.”
 
   “But where are you going? I’ll come with you.”
 
   “Not this time,” said Jill. “I need you to get back to the others and cover for me. Find the lantern I made for you and show off the present. I don’t want people to know I’ve left.”
 
   “Left where? Can’t this wait? Jill, you can’t leave. There are immortals here tonight. This is an official Coronation event.”
 
   She was already walking away from him, approaching the passenger door of Zack’s car.
 
   “Jill?”
 
   “I’ll be fine, Ryan. Cover for me. I’m sorry.”
 
   She reached for the door handle. The way she jiggled on it to get it open—it was a practiced motion, as if she had opened the passenger door to this junky old car many times before.
 
   And then she was in the car, closing the door behind her. Ryan looked on, helpless, as Jill and Zack drove away.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 31
 
    
 
   “We met before that night at the diner, didn’t we?” Zack said. “I swear I knew you before then.”
 
   They were driving away from campus. Jill couldn’t stop fidgeting in her chair. It was disarming to have Zack appear in her life like this.
 
   Disarming, and wonderful. As easy as it was to tell herself this was a terrible idea, she didn’t care. She liked sitting in his car. She liked being with him.
 
   “Yes, Zack. We met before that night.”
 
   “I knew it! Oh God, it’s so good to hear you say that. I’m not going crazy. At least, not completely crazy. Tell me more. What’s our story, and why can’t I remember it?”
 
   He turned onto River Road. He seemed to know exactly where he was going.
 
   “Zack, you and I, we had an encounter with an immortal,” Jill said.
 
   “An immortal? Why? What were we doing?”
 
   “It’s not what we were doing. It’s what I was doing. I’m the one who put us in danger. The immortal came for me. You were just with me when it happened.”
 
   “And the immortal did something to us. That’s why I can’t remember everything, right?”
 
   “She commanded you to forget part of your life,” Jill said.
 
   “Yes, that’s what happened,” Zack said, excitement growing in his voice. “The hole. Jill, there’s been this hole in my life. I haven’t been able to make any sense of it! I haven’t been able to fill it!”
 
   “You and I met a few months ago,” Jill said.
 
   “At the carnival!” said Zack. “I was just there yesterday. The rides were torn down, but I remembered them. You and I rode the Ferris Wheel!”
 
   Jill felt more tears welling in her eyes, but not because she was sad. It had been a mistake to push Zack away. He was in pain. She had left him all alone to deal with the fallout by himself.
 
   “Yes, we went to a carnival together,” Jill said. “And we rode the Ferris Wheel. But that isn’t where we met. We met at the Riverwinds coffee shop.”
 
   Zack’s eyes opened wide and he slapped his hands on the steering wheel.
 
   “It was raining!” he said. “Your car…something was wrong with your car! I remember it! It’s like it was a dream or something.”
 
   “It wasn’t a dream,” said Jill. “It’s just been pushed deep into your subconscious. And yes, I had a problem with my car that day. You were a gentleman and helped me.”
 
   “Tell me more!” said Zack. “I have to know more!”
 
   “Zack, the reason the immortal programmed you to forget about me is because of who I am, because of what I’ve done. I’ve committed treason. It’s dangerous for you to be near me.”
 
   “I don’t care,” Zack said. “I’ve never cared about the danger, have I?”
 
   “No, I don’t think you have.”
 
    “You’re fighting them,” said Zack. “I remember that. I remember admiring you for that.”
 
   “I nearly got you killed, Zack.”
 
   “I’ve been dead for months! That night at the diner, seeing you, Jill, it changed everything. You gave me something to live for. I’ve spent every day since then looking for you.”
 
   Zack took another turn and they entered Jill’s neighborhood.
 
   “Where are we going?” Jill asked.
 
   “There’s this house,” said Zack. “It isn’t supposed to be there. I’m hoping you can explain it to me.”
 
   Another turn. Now they were headed directly to the Wentworth estate.
 
   “What do you mean a house isn’t supposed to be there?”
 
   “I’ve driven up and down this road a hundred times,” said Zack. “Every time, I feel like I’m coming up on something important, and then I lose it.”
 
   He stopped the car.
 
   “Right here. This is where I lose it,” he said.
 
   “Lose what?”
 
   “You. I’ve been looking for you.”
 
   Jill looked out the window of the car. They were parked right in front of her house.
 
   “It’s like, driving up the street, I’m getting closer,” Zack said, “but right about here, I’m lost again.”
 
   Jill looked up the driveway to her house. The lights were off. Her parents were already asleep.
 
   It was time to make a decision. Either she was telling Zack the whole truth or she was sending him home.
 
   “Pull ahead and park under that tree,” she said. “Then turn off the car and come with me.”
 
   A minute later, they were standing at the gate in front of Jill’s house. Jill keyed in the access code and the gate opened.
 
   “You live here?” Zack said.
 
   “Yes,” said Jill, leading him through the gate and up the driveway. “The reason you get lost right at this house is because that’s exactly what Bernadette programmed you to do.”
 
   “Bernadette?”
 
   “The vampire who meddled with your mind was named Bernadette Paiz. You were here when it happened. She came to the house looking for me.”
 
   They were nearing the top of the driveway.
 
   “She commanded you to forget all about me,” Jill continued. “That’s why this house is like a black hole in your memory.”
 
   “It’s not just the house,” Zack said. “My whole life, for months, I’ve felt like there’s been this huge chunk missing. It’s a lot more than this house.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Zack. I never meant to hurt you.”
 
   They came to the front porch. Jill had Zack stop at the stoop and look back at the lawn.
 
   “You rescued me once,” she said. “On that patch of grass. I was in trouble. Someone was chasing me. Do you remember?”
 
   Zack nodded his head. “I remember I felt something for you,” he said. “We were…”
 
   “Yes, we were a couple. I felt something for you too.”
 
   “I want to start over,” Zack said. “I want to fill in the gaps completely. I know that it’s like…it’s like we’ve barely met.”
 
   “It isn’t like that to me at all.”
 
   “My life without you wasn’t right. I knew something big was missing.”
 
   “Zack, it’s even more dangerous than it was before. Any day, at any moment, everyone close to me might find themselves standing in front of a vampire having their memories examined.”
 
   “I want to help you. We were getting close to something, weren’t we? We were holding on for something—can you tell me what it was? I’ve got to hear. Start at the beginning and tell me everything. Please.”
 
   “Okay,” Jill said. “We’ll go inside and talk. We have to be quiet though. My parents are sleeping. It will only complicate things more if they see you.”
 
   Jill slipped her key in the lock and opened the front door. Quietly, she and Zack went upstairs.
 
   They sat in her bedroom, with the door closed, and she recounted their entire relationship for him. More than recounted. They relived it together. And while Zack didn’t remember the details, he seemed to know the truth of it. He changed as he sat there listening. The twitchy, anxious guy who sat across from Jill at Marty’s diner faded away as Jill continued her story, replaced by the Zack she knew. As she neared the end of her tale, Zack was himself again. She could see it in the way he carried himself. Confident, content, and cool.
 
   “And so I just walked away?” Zack said.
 
   Jill nodded. “Bernadette asked you to walk out the front door and drive back to your apartment.”
 
   “I can’t believe I listened to her,” said Zack.
 
   “There’s no shame in obeying a vampire’s command,” said Jill. “They toy with your mind. They turn you against yourself.”
 
   The memory of her own programming, of the fantasy Bernadette made her accept as reality, weighed on her, and suddenly she felt like it was all too much.
 
   “What you went through, Zack, I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy. To have that happen to the person I care about most in the world was an absolute nightmare.”
 
   And then she lost control of her emotions. Years of putting everyone around her in danger, the guilt she felt not only for what happened to Zack, but for what happened to Gia also, and to Dante, to Kendall, to Patrick, to Annika! Could it possibly be worth it? In what world was it okay for her to endanger so many people?
 
   She began to cry.
 
   “Hey, it’s alright,” Zack said. Jill tried to turn away from him but he grabbed onto her arms and pulled her back.
 
   “It’s not fair to you,” she said. “Your life was fine before you met me, and now it’s not.”
 
   “My life was boring and going nowhere before I met you, and it was a disaster after I lost you,” Zack said.
 
   “It’s just—this is so much bigger than I ever imagined it would be,” said Jill. “I was a kid when I went looking for the Network. I was an angry fourteen-year-old. And then it all happened so quickly. I’m caught up in this mission that I don’t know we can complete, people have died, my life…God, my life is a giant lie!”
 
   “That’s not how I see it,” said Zack. “From what I see, you’re one of the very few people in the world willing to face the truth.”
 
   “No, it’s not like that. At school, I’m pretending to be someone I’m not. That guy I was with tonight, Ryan. He and I are pretending to be a couple, and the lies are so big and complicated I can hardly remember them all, and if any of us makes even one mistake it could all come shattering down and I can’t see how we’re going to pull this off. We’re trying to do something impossible!”
 
   “You’re trying to save the world. And it’s a good thing, because the rest of us are too chicken-shit to do it.”
 
   Jill let out a little laugh amidst her sobs. “The rest of you aren’t delusional like I am,” she said.
 
   “I want you to listen to me,” Zack said, leaning in closer to her, “and I want you to believe the words I’m telling you. We are meant to be free. Human beings are meant to be free. But at some point before you and I were even born, powerful monsters settled into the positions of power in Washington and enslaved us all. They take our money, they restrict our movement, they listen to our conversations, and we just let it happen because we’re terrified of what they’ll do to us if we anger them. It’s not right, and as far as I’m concerned, this entire country should be in a full-scale revolt. What you’re doing, Jill Wentworth, might seem impossible, but you’re doing it anyway, and I can’t even describe how much I respect you for that. You’re the only person I’ve ever met who sees this world for what it is and is trying to do something about it.”
 
   “It’s nice that you see it that way, but--”
 
   Zack kissed her before she could finish the sentence. It wasn’t a gentle kiss, like the time they were on the Ferris Wheel together, or a slow kiss, like the ones they shared on those mornings when they slept in late at his apartment, but a powerful, urgent kiss. He wrapped his hands around her back. He pushed her down on the bed. He kissed her harder, first on the lips, then the neck. His hands grabbed onto her shirt, yanked it apart, and he kissed her chest. He didn’t come up for air until her shirt was off and her bra was unsnapped, and when he did, it was only to say, “I’ve missed you, Jill.”
 
   “I missed you too, Zack.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 32
 
    
 
   Jill and Zack snuck out of her house just before six in the morning. She walked him to his car, still parked on the street, intending to say goodbye.
 
   And failing. Zack talked her into having breakfast with him at a nearby pancake house. After breakfast, he convinced her they should take a short walk along the river. The short walk stretched into a morning-long excursion, up and down the harbor, the two of them holding hands as they moved among the Saturday morning crowd.
 
   Jill felt an incredible release just being with him. All the fear and stress of her life meant so little when she walked beside him. He didn’t make her forget the danger that was all around her, but he helped her put it in perspective.
 
   They were fighting for the right of people to enjoy moments like these. Jill and Nicky and Helena and Phillip and even Ryan—they were risking their lives because everyone deserved a chance at happiness. For people born on the Farm or taken off the streets there were no moments like this one. And there never would be unless someone did something about it.
 
   As they walked along a bridge overlooking the loading docks, Jill thought about what Winnie had said to her back in Richmond.
 
   The clan’s money is insignificant when compared to their ability to create a new vampire every year. Killing Sergio is everything.
 
   She understood that now. The mission, the original mission that Jill nearly abandoned, was the Network’s best chance to do something important. The next few months, however they played out, would be the most significant of Jill’s life.
 
   Killing Sergio is everything.
 
   “Look at all that stuff,” Zack said, nodding his head in the direction of the shipping port below. A freighter was docked and a huge crane was pulling off the shipping containers, one by one.
 
   “What stuff?” Jill said. “You mean the containers?”
 
   “I mean the stuff inside the containers,” said Zack. “There’s hundreds of containers on that boat, and each one has tons of stuff inside of it. Thousands of pounds of junk from China.”
 
   Jill watched as the crane dropped a container on the back of a truck. The workers locked the container into place and the truck drove away, only to be replaced by another one, which received another container.
 
   “The boats bring it over,” said Zack, “and the trucks take it away. Where does it all go?”
 
   “From here? It probably goes to a warehouse,” said Jill.
 
   “I’m sure it does,” said Zack. “But then where? Just imagine all the steps. You and I order things off the Internet, and this is how it gets to us. Boats load containers onto semi-trucks that take it to warehouses where pallets go onto airplanes and then boxes get unloaded on smaller trucks—it’s kind of incredible, don’t you think? I mean, all over the roads of America right now, people are just carting stuff all over the place.”
 
   “I suppose most people don’t appreciate all the work that goes into the things we all take for granted,” Jill said. “Like the stuff we order that…”
 
   “That what?” said Zack.
 
   “That just arrives at our door,” Jill whispered.
 
   “Are you okay? You seem like your mind has gone somewhere else.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Jill said.
 
   But her mind had gone somewhere else. She was thinking about a room in the back of Daciana’s house, and dozens of empty shipping crates inside that room.
 
   Every crate had a label from the same shipping company. Safari Freight & Storage.
 
   “Can we go back now?” said Jill “I should check in with my friends.”
 
   “They miss you when you’re gone?”
 
   “One of them is going to be angry I never returned,” said Jill.
 
   “That guy you were with last night.”
 
   Jill nodded. She meant for her time with Zack to be a quick escape that had her back at the festival in a few minutes. Now, nearly twelve hours later, she had some explaining to do.
 
   Zack drove her back to her house and they said goodbye with a promise from Jill that she would see him again soon.
 
   “Soon as in a few days, not a few months,” said Zack.
 
   “As soon as I can,” said Jill.
 
   She kissed him and got out of his car. As she watched him drive away, she pulled her phone from her pocket and sent a text to Ryan.
 
    
 
   Sorry about last night. Hope everything is okay.
 
    
 
   Ryan’s response came back almost immediately.
 
    
 
   Everything’s fine. When can you come to my house? We have a lot we need to talk about.
 
    
 
   Coming over right now, she wrote back.
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, she rang the doorbell at Ryan’s house. Shamus opened the door and led her inside.
 
   “Ryan is upstairs,” he said. “Shall I call him down?”
 
   “If it’s alright with you I’ll just go up and find him,” Jill said.
 
   “I’m sure he will be thrilled to see you.”
 
   Jill found Ryan in his bedroom, seated at his desk and looking out the window.
 
   “Hey,” she said.
 
   It took him a few seconds to answer.
 
   “Hello, Jill.”
 
   Two words were all it took for Jill to understand where he was coming from. Ryan was angry at her.
 
   “I’m so sorry for what happened last night,” she said.
 
   Still staring out the window, his back to Jill, Ryan said, “It’s fine.”
 
   “It’s not fine. I owe you an apology. I meant for my visit with Zack to be short and then I’d come back to the festival.”
 
   Ryan pushed his chair away from his desk and stood up. He turned and looked at Jill. His eyes were puffy and red.
 
   “Did you sleep okay?” Jill asked.
 
   “I slept fine. I’m totally fine. And it’s no big deal that you didn’t come back. Everyone was scattered all over campus. I don’t think anyone realized you were gone.”
 
   “Oh, alright. Good.”
 
   “Did everything go okay with that guy? What was his name?”
 
   “Zack.”
 
   “Right, did he get what he needed from you?”
 
   “Yes, I took care of that.”
 
   “Is he going to be a problem for you anymore?”
 
   “A problem? No, he’s not a problem.”
 
   “He seemed like a problem last night.”
 
   “He won’t bother us again.”
 
   “What we’re doing is important. Winning Coronation for Nicky-”
 
   “Please don’t lecture me about my own operation, Ryan.”
 
   “I just want to make sure your head is in the right place.”
 
   “My head is fine and I’m ready to be done talking about Zack. What happened at the festival after I left?”
 
   Ryan stared at her for a few seconds before answering. He seemed so angry. Jill might have predicted him to be a little put out about the way the night ended, but not like this. He was holding himself together, but Jill could sense that inside, he was fuming.
 
   “After you left the girls wearing black counted all the money people gave them,” Ryan said.
 
   “How’d that go?”
 
   “Nicky’s in third place now. Six people gave money to Kim. One of them gave her a lot of money. Between the poker game at Daciana’s house, and the checks Kim got last night, she’s overtaken Nicky in the contest.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” said Jill. “Maybe it’s even a good thing. There’s enough money in that safe that none of the other games mean that much.”
 
   “Something happened with the safe too.”
 
   “Really? Something bad?”
 
   “No. Something very good, actually. While you were off with that guy, Nicky was keeping her ears open.”
 
   There was an accusatory tone in his voice, as if reminding Jill that she should have been at the festival keeping her ears open too.
 
   “So she heard something,” Jill said. “Something we can use?”
 
   “She overheard Kim’s number.”
 
   “Kim’s number on the safe? Is she sure? Kim wouldn’t let that slip. Maybe it’s a fake.”
 
   “Nicky thinks it’s legitimate. She told me she was standing around the corner while Kim and Rosalyn were talking. They didn’t know she was there. They spoke about Kim’s number. It’s nineteen.”
 
   Jill pulled her phone from her pocket and flipped through the screens until she was able to access her spreadsheet of names and numbers. She went to Kim’s row, and changed the question mark to “19.”
 
   “This is great!” she said. “There’s only one number left to find!”
 
   “That’s right,” said Ryan. “One number. Hopefully we can all stay focused on the task at hand and figure it out.”
 
   Another accusation. Stay focused on the task at hand—clearly meant to remind her that she had strayed from the task she was doing last night. What was with him? Where did he get off talking to her like this? Maybe she needed to remind him that while he spent three years sulking in his bedroom, she had been laying the groundwork for this whole mission to happen.
 
   “Do you have something you want to say to me?” she asked him.
 
   He thought about it before answering. “Yes,” he said.
 
   “I’m listening,” Jill said.
 
   He walked to the other end of his bedroom and opened the door to his closet. He pulled out a paper lantern.
 
   It had Jill’s name on it.
 
   “You need to open your present,” he said. “At school, people might ask what I gave to you.”
 
   “Oh, yes I can do that.”
 
   Ryan handed the lantern to Jill. She reached underneath it and pulled off the canvas pouch attached to the underside. She set the lantern down on the bed, opened the pouch, and poured the contents into her hand.
 
   A pair of diamond earrings came out.
 
   “This is good,” Jill said. “It’s probably exactly what people would expect you to give me.”
 
   “I thought so,” said Ryan.
 
   “I’ll wear them to school on Monday.”
 
   “Sounds good. Hey, I’ve got some homework to catch up on, so if you don’t mind-”
 
   “Of course,” said Jill. “I’ll see myself out.”
 
   She couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Out of his bedroom, down the hall, down the stairs, through the living room—Shamus was about to open the front door for her when Ryan called out, “Jill, wait!”
 
   She turned around. “Yes?”
 
   “Before you go, I want to give you something.”
 
   A minute later, she was back in Ryan’s bedroom, and he was pulling a glass ring out of the top drawer of his desk.
 
   Seeing the ring took her back in time.
 
   “Oh my God,” she said. “I can’t believe you kept this.”
 
   He handed it to her, and she slid it onto her finger. The feel of it on her skin made her heart race, and transformed everything around her. Ryan’s bedroom, of late a place to talk Network business and strategize about the contest, became an exciting, romantic place when she put on the ring. The smell of his house, the look in his eyes, the way she felt when she was near him—the ring reminded her of how all of that had been.
 
   Once. 
 
   “Ryan, I--”
 
   “This ring is what you were supposed to find in the lantern last night. Not a generic pair of diamond earrings.”
 
   “But this ring. It wouldn’t mean anything to the other people at school.”
 
   “No, but it means something to us.”
 
   And now she understood. The kiss at Daciana’s house. The way they danced at Samantha’s party. Her sense that those moments were more than an act.
 
   “A few months ago you came to my house and told me something about Kim Renwick, and the meaning of a secret she was holding over my head,” Ryan said. “I should have given you this ring right when you told me. I’m sorry it took so long.”
 
   “Ryan, this ring…”
 
   She didn’t know what to say. The ring was so charged with emotion for her. It was so special.
 
   “My feelings for you have never changed, Jill. When we broke up, it wasn’t because I wanted to.”
 
   “I know. And I’ll always be grateful to you for what you did for my family. Holding onto that secret—you know how I feel about what you did.”
 
   “The day you released me from that secret, I knew,” Ryan said. “We didn’t have to be broken up anymore. I didn’t have to pretend I didn’t want to be with you.”
 
   “Ryan--”
 
   “Just let me say my peace, Jill. Lord knows I’ve been keeping this bottled up for long enough. I should have given you this ring on the day you told me the truth about your mother and Kim Renwick. I should have told you that, in my heart, you and I never broke up, that for those three years when I separated myself from everyone else at school, my heart was still with you. But I didn’t tell you that day because I was confused. I thought I had feelings for someone else, and I didn’t know what it meant.”
 
   “It’s okay to have feelings for someone else, Ryan. I’ve known from the very beginning how you feel about Nicky.”
 
   “My love for Nicky is different than my love for you,” Ryan said. “I didn’t get that last fall. But I do now. You can love two people, but you can only give your heart to one. It’s you, Jill. It’s always been you.”
 
   She twirled the ring around on her finger.
 
   “You were so angry at me when I got here today,” she said quietly.
 
   “Forgive me for that,” he said. “It’s the pressure of doing all this—sometimes it makes me a total train wreck. I’m getting so obsessed about winning the Coronation contest for Nicky and sometimes I lose sight of what’s really important. What’s right in front of me.”
 
   Still twirling the ring, Jill thought of a few marvelous days from freshman year, when she wore this ring to school and twirled it around on her finger, waiting eagerly for lunch or the final bell so she could be with Ryan again.
 
   “It’s true, Ryan,” she said. “You can love two people, but you can only give your heart to one.”
 
   She took the ring off her finger. Ryan’s eyes opened wide.
 
   “That guy from last night?” he said.
 
   “His name is Zack,” Jill said.
 
   Ryan stepped away. He looked like he could hardly breathe. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Ryan. What you and I had was special. It always will be. But I’ve moved on. I’m with Zack now.”
 
   She held out the ring for Ryan. He shook his head.
 
   “It’s yours,” he said. He was beginning to cry. “It’s always been yours.”
 
   Feeling tears welling up in her own eyes, Jill spoke quickly, before she was too emotional to get the words out.
 
   “We don’t need to play this game at school anymore,” she said. “This thing where we’re pretending to be a couple—we don’t have to do it now. Coronation has changed since Daciana rolled out that safe. The cover story, about us, we don’t have to do it.”
 
   “Like hell we don’t!” Ryan snapped. “There are still blank numbers on your spreadsheet, right?”
 
   “Ryan, please don’t be angry. This is hard for me too.”
 
   “If people at school think we’ve broken up they won’t talk to me,” Ryan said. “And I’ll be damned if I’m going to get frozen out when we’ve only got a few numbers left on the spreadsheet. We’re only a few numbers away from opening that safe!”
 
   “You don’t have to do this,” Jill said. “You’re not a part of this. I can handle the mission.”
 
   “You will not push me out! I will make sure Nicky wins the Coronation contest!”
 
   Jill sat still for a moment while Ryan’s voice echoed in the bedroom. She didn’t know that she had ever seen him like this.
 
   “Okay, if that’s what you want,” she said quietly. “I think I should go.”
 
   “I’ll pick you up on Monday morning,” Ryan said. “We arrive at school as a couple. We focus on filling in the blanks on that spreadsheet. We will open that safe and Nicky Bloom will win the Coronation contest.” 
 
   “Right,” Jill said. “See you Monday, Ryan.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 33
 
    
 
   The final weeks of February are a time of conflict in Washington, DC. Virginia is ready to be warm. Maryland still wants to be cold. Washington, trapped in the middle, becomes a mixing pot of stagnant air and low pressure systems. The political gridlock on the Hill gets mirrored in the air surrounding it, with cold and warm fighting for space. Rapid winds begin to swirl, grabbing trash from the gutters and spreading it across the streets and sidewalks, where it inevitably gets soaked in wet, slushy snow.
 
   And sometimes ice.
 
   On the Monday following the paper lantern festival, the eclectic DC weather struck, drenching the Washington-Baltimore corridor in slush during the day, which turned to ice overnight. The nation’s capital became a skating rink. School was cancelled for the first half of the week, and when it resumed, it was in spirit only. Most of the Thorndike student body skipped class, choosing to return to campus on Friday night, when Daciana called eight more people to the front of the chapel to try the safe.
 
   Petra, Anthony, Emma French, Emma Langner, Ben, Riley, Jordan, and Matt went to the altar that night. All of them spun the first dial to number thirteen, unaware that they were falling for a ruse about Samantha’s number.
 
   None of them got the safe open.
 
   The week following saw more sunshine, more students at school, and eight more people fail to open the safe. For Nicky, it was comforting to watch. The entire school was mixed up about the first number of the combination, and no one seemed close on the second or third numbers either.
 
   Ninety-eight, seventy-seven, nineteen. Nicky had the numbers in her head, and Jill had them written on her spreadsheet. All they needed was Mary’s number and the safe was theirs to open. Sadly, Mary had done a superb job of keeping her number a secret. No one at school had a clue what it was.
 
   The same went for the most loyal members of Kim’s crew. As winter gave way to spring, there were only eight names left on Jill’s master list that didn’t have numbers attached. Jill, Ryan, and Nicky focused in on those names, dividing them up between the three of them and trying anything and everything to get them to talk. Ryan offered bribes. Jill hacked into their email accounts. Nicky followed them around at school.
 
   None of them had any success.
 
   It was only at the chapel gatherings on Friday nights that they were able to shrink the unknowns on Jill’s spreadsheet. On the first Friday in March, Daciana pulled number sixty-four from the bin and Alex McCombs came to the altar. Jill filled in his number on the spreadsheet, and eight question marks became seven. On the next Friday, Pauline Wabash was called up, and the seven question marks became six.
 
   Helena and Phillip were growing impatient with the whole process.
 
   “You kids have got to do something more than wait for Daciana to announce the numbers,” Helena said to Nicky. “You’re finding out the numbers at the same time as everyone else.”
 
   “I know,” Nicky said. “But we’ve got a few people who can’t be persuaded to speak, and until they talk to us, we don’t have any other options.”
 
   “Who isn’t talking to you?”
 
   “Kim’s people.”
 
   “But you already have Kim’s number!”
 
   “You know that, and I know that, but Kim doesn’t know that. She and her father are using the good old Renwick powers of persuasion to make Rosalyn, Art, and Andrea keep their mouths shut about their own numbers. Kim has a master list of everyone’s numbers just like we do, and she wants to make it as hard as possible for us to fill in our list.”
 
   “I don’t understand why people like Art Tremblay aren’t talking to you,” Helena said. “Kim had him under her thumb before, and you worked around it.”
 
   “That was when I was new and interesting,” Nicky said. “I’m not new and interesting anymore. I’m the girl who got used in a scheme to put Samantha over the top.”
 
   “Then Jill and Ryan need to be doing more.”
 
   “They’re doing all they can. This game is a tricky one for us to play. Kim and her father are good at making people keep secrets.”
 
   “Are you sure it’s Kim who is keeping these people quiet?”
 
   Nicky showed Helena the list of names that still had question marks next to them. Mary, Andrea, Rosalyn, Marshall, Dan, and Art.
 
   “Other than Mary, we’re looking at people whose families have been beholden to the Renwicks for years,” Nicky said. “These people have no reason to talk to me. I’ve got nothing to offer them.”
 
   “It seems to me you’d have plenty to offer them. You only need one more number and you win Coronation.”
 
   “They don’t know that, and they wouldn’t believe me if I told them. I’m the odd man out at Thorndike right now.”
 
   “Your position is no different now than it was at the Homecoming Masquerade,” Helena said. “And somehow you came out of that night okay.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose I did.”
 
   “The only difference between now and then is that you went into the Homecoming Masquerade with an attitude that you would succeed no matter what. Now get your game face on and fill in those missing numbers!”
 
   So it was that Nicky arrived at school one Monday morning determined to get Art Tremblay to talk to her. She changed her route between second and third period so she could pass him in the hall, and smile at him.
 
   He smiled back.
 
   At lunch, she found him eating alone in the courtyard. She sat down next to him.
 
   The way he greeted her suggested it wouldn’t be a productive conversation.
 
   “I can’t give you my number, Nicky.”
 
   “What makes you think I was going to ask you to?”
 
   “For weeks now, people have been extra nice to me,” Art said. “They all want the same thing.”
 
   “Well, I don’t.”
 
   “Are you sure? It’s not like you and I normally eat lunch together.”
 
   “Maybe that could change.”
 
   Art laughed.
 
   “I’m not falling for your hogwash again,” he said. “Look, Nicky, I may not be the sharpest tool in the shed, but I’m not stupid either. You were nice to me last semester because you wanted my money at the Date Auction.”
 
   “It’s not like you gave me any.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you can thank Kim for that. Her dad worked with mine to freeze all my assets until school gets out.”
 
   “What a shitty thing to do.”
 
   “She knew I was going to bid on you at the Date Auction.”
 
   “You did bid on me,” Nicky said. “If I recall, you offered one penny.”
 
   Nicky smiled as she said the words.
 
   “I’m sorry about that,” Art said.
 
   “Coronation makes all of us do things we regret,” said Nicky.
 
   “Well I’m sorry anyway.”
 
   Art was strangely relaxed and sure of himself—a far cry from the Art Tremblay Nicky knew last semester.
 
   “I quit drinking, you know,” he said.
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   “Yeah, over the holiday I did a little soul searching, and decided I was spending a little too much time with a beer bottle in my hand, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “I do know what you mean.”
 
   “It’s funny. I was so angry at Kim when she got my father to freeze my funds, but in a way, it’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”
 
   “Really? How so?”
 
   “All that money made me a target in the Coronation contest. You and Kim and everybody—man, I felt like everyone wanted a piece of me last semester. It wasn’t good for me.”
 
   “I can imagine,” Nicky said.
 
   “You can imagine! I bet you can do more than imagine! You acted like you cared about me, but you never did.”
 
   “That’s not true, Art.”
 
   “I thought I was in love with you. Did you know that? Did you care? I was such a fool! You came to my house. You kissed me. You made me think you liked me. But it was all a game. You just wanted my money.”
 
   “I got played too, Art. It’s how things work in this town.”
 
   “Cry me a river, Nicky Bloom. This whole thing with Jill and Samantha, the way they used you, if you ask me you had it coming. All of you people are the same. Jill, Ryan, Kim, you.”
 
   “I’m sorry you feel that way. I’ll leave you alone now.”
 
   “Yes, you will. If you want to know my number, you can find out at the same time as everyone else. When Daciana calls me up to try the safe.”
 
   Nicky stood up.
 
   “See you around, Art,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, whatever.”
 
   A few days later, Nicky, Art, and all their classmates gathered again in the Albert and Melba Anderson Memorial chapel, looking on as Daciana called up eight more students to try the safe. Of this group of eight, only two of them (Dan and Marshall) were from the unknown number category on Jill’s spreadsheet. Six question marks became four.
 
   Four unknown numbers on a dial from one to ninety-nine. If they never discovered another number, and Ryan had to guess at the combination, he’d have a one in four chance of getting it right.
 
   After exiting the chapel, Nicky walked alone to her car, which was parked half a block down the road.
 
   She found one of Daciana’s servants waiting there for her.
 
   “My master has asked me to hold you,” the servant said.
 
   “Hold me?”
 
   “You are not to leave until Daciana has had the opportunity to speak with you.”
 
   Daciana arrived a few minutes later.
 
   “You wanted to see me?” Nicky said.
 
   “Let’s go for a drive, Nicky.”
 
   “Am I driving or are you?”
 
   Daciana smiled. “You can drive this time,” she said. “We aren’t going very far.”
 
   With Daciana guiding her at each intersection, Nicky drove to the northwest end of town. With each turn, Nicky grew a little more nervous about where they were going.
 
   “How well did you know Annika Fleming?” Daciana asked.
 
   Nicky spoke her mantra silently to herself. Breathe in me. It was crucial that she kept her cool. Not only was Daciana having her drive towards Jill’s neighborhood, but she was asking about Annika.
 
   Nicky feared things were about to get ugly.
 
   “I only met her a few months ago,” Nicky said.
 
   “But she was one of your supporters, was she not?”
 
   “By the end of last semester, most of the students at school thought they were supporting me. Now they aren’t.”
 
   “Ah yes, well, Coronation can be like that,” said Daciana. “The reason I’m asking about Annika is because, as you know, she betrayed the clan.”
 
   “I was sorry to hear about that. What a terrible choice.”
 
   “Sadly, kids your age can be vulnerable,” Daciana said. “Adolescent rebellion can transform into something much worse without proper guidance. Ms. Fleming fell in with the wrong crowd. We know that she was close to another traitor, one who left the school before you arrived. Turn right up here.”
 
   Nicky turned to drive up the hill. She did it without hesitation, even though this was the last place she wanted to go. At the end of this hill, the road forked at the woods. One side of that fork went directly to Jill’s house.
 
   “You’re talking about Shannon Evans,” Nicky said.
 
   “That’s right. Shannon and her parents were the first traitors to leave Thorndike, and we have connected them directly to Falkon Dillinger. That’s why I’m very interested in Annika. She is a direct connection to my enemies. Let me ask you something. Does the name JoBeth Geary mean anything to you?”
 
   “No,” Nicky said.
 
   “It has taken us a few months of digging, but we’re pretty certain now that Annika Fleming left the country using a passport issued to JoBeth Geary.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “It’s funny, Nicky. When someone like Annika attaches themselves to one of my enemies, they get showered with money and resources. Fake passports, Swiss bank accounts—someone gave Annika the tools to sneak out in a way I couldn’t track her, but in the end, Annika made a mistake.”
 
   “What did she do?”
 
   “Before she left town, she sent money to a hotel in Brazil. A hotel where we knew Shannon Evans was staying.”
 
   “And you used that money to track her?”
 
   “We used that money to uncover the phony name Shannon Evans was using in Brazil. Shannon and Annika thought their fake names were secure, and once we discovered one, it was easy to learn the other. They shared hotel rooms and a bank account, using both names on the paperwork.”
 
   “And that’s how you found JoBeth Geary.”
 
   “Correct. JoBeth Geary is Annika Fleming. Stay to the right up here.”
 
   Nicky started to breathe a sigh of relief, but realized even that might give something away, so she kept her breathing steady. They were at the fork in the road, and Daciana was having her turn away from Jill’s house.
 
   “So you’re following the movements of JoBeth Geary,” Nicky said.
 
   “Indeed I am. You are too.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Right now, Nicky. You and I are driving a path that Annika Fleming took a few weeks ago.”
 
   “What? This road? I thought you said Annika was in Brazil with Shannon.”
 
   “She was! But we got a hit on JoBeth Geary’s passport! Annika flew back to Washington!”
 
   “Why would she do that?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it was a huge mistake on her part. I can see things, Nicky. Things like the seat number on the plane assigned to JoBeth Geary, and the names of the people who sat next to her. I found the people who sat next to Annika on the plane, and questioned them myself. One of them, a dirty old man who loved sitting next to a pretty girl for a long flight, kept his eyes on Annika’s ass from the moment she stood up to leave the plane. He watched her at the baggage claim after they landed. He saw her get into a taxi. He was a treasure trove of information. When I searched the recesses of his mind, I found the company name and the license plate on the taxi that picked Annika up at the airport. With that information in my hands, it was relatively easy for me to find out where Annika went after she left the airport.”
 
   “That’s where we’re going?” Nicky said. “We’re following the route Annika took in a taxi?”
 
   “Correct. Pull over on the left side of the road. I want you to stop just before that fence post.”
 
   They were on the north end of the wealthiest subdivision in Potomac. On one side of the road were enormous, well-lit mansions, spread far apart. On the other end, the end where Nicky parked, there were several acres of undeveloped woods.
 
   “Right here, where we’ve parked your car—this is where the taxi dropped Annika off,” Daciana said. “I’ve seen the GPS records, and I’ve mimicked them exactly. Have a look across the road, at the house over there.”
 
   Daciana was pointing out her window, to the mansion directly across from them.
 
   “Do you know who lives there?” she said.
 
   “I don’t,” said Nicky.
 
   “Do you know any reason why Annika would go there?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I have no idea.”
 
   “I don’t either,” said Daciana. “I came here last night and paid a visit to the family who lives in that house. I had a look in their minds. They don’t know Annika either, and have no memory of her coming to see them. Strange, isn’t it? If Annika didn’t go to that house, why would she have the taxi stop here?”
 
   “What about the neighbors?” Nicky said.
 
   “I visited them too—houses on either side. I learned nothing. I’m missing something, Nicky. What is it? Why did Annika have a cab bring her here?”
 
   Because she was smart enough not to go direct to her destination, Nicky thought.
 
   Nicky leaned forward, still looking at the houses on the other side of the street, knowing that Annika went the other way. Annika had the taxi drop her off outside the woods that backed up to Jill’s house on the other end of the neighborhood. She took a fifteen-minute walk through the forest. A walk that, right now, was making all the difference in the world.
 
   “I wish I could help you,” Nicky said. “But I don’t know this neighborhood. I’ve never been here before.”
 
   “Yes, I pulled the records on the whole street,” Daciana said. “None of these houses belong to Thorndike families. None of them are even home to teenagers. I’m going to ask you to do something for me Nicky, but I want you to know it’s not because I don’t trust you. I simply need to be certain I have left no stone unturned. If you have ever been to this neighborhood before, or even heard someone talking about it, that information still exists in your mind, even though you may not remember it.”
 
   Daciana turned quickly and looked right in Nicky’s eyes. Nicky held Daciana’s gaze.
 
   “Good,” Daciana said. “I’m going to look in your mind, Nicky Bloom. It will be fast and painless, I promise. That’s right. Just look at me and relax.”
 
   Nicky was so practiced now at fooling the vampires who wanted in her mind she didn’t even have to work at it. Melissa, Renata, Lena—she had fooled all of them with a simple trick she discovered in the back of a limo after the Homecoming Masquerade.
 
   To make Daciana think she had control of Nicky’s mind, Nicky needed to relax, and there was a single thought that soothed Nicky’s mind and body. It was a thought that brought her so much comfort Daciana would see it in her eyes, and assume she was in control.
 
   Just as she had done when Melissa Mayhew stared her down and tried to get inside her brain, Nicky thought of Sergio.
 
   “There it is,” Daciana said. “Now I’ve got you. I’m going to ask you some questions, Nicky, and you’re going to search your entire mind for the answers. Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “We are in the Granwood Oaks neighborhood in north Potomac,” Daciana said. “Do you know anyone who lives here?”
 
   Nicky waited a minute, as if she was seeking out the answer in the depths of her mind.
 
   “No,” she said finally.
 
   “Can you think of any reason that Annika Fleming might come here?”
 
   Again, Nicky waited, and then she said, “No.”
 
   “We are on Sycamore Drive,” Daciana said. “Have you ever heard anyone mention this street by name?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Take your best guess for me, Nicky. Synthesize everything you know about Annika Fleming and come up with an answer to this question. Why did she have a taxi bring her here?”
 
   “She knew there was a chance you would find her,” Nicky said. “So she was cautious. She had the taxi bring her to a place that wasn’t her final destination. She waited here for someone to pick her up and take her wherever she was going.”
 
   Daciana leaned away from Nicky, nodding her head.
 
   “I think you’re right,” she said. “We’re done. Your mind is your own.”
 
   Nicky sat up in her chair, moving about as she imagined someone might when they exited a vampire’s spell.
 
   “Thank you for your help, Nicky.”
 
   “I feel like I wasn’t very helpful at all.”
 
   “Believe me, you were. I might have spent weeks chasing dead ends in this neighborhood. Anyway, I require a favor of you now.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Switch places with me so I can drive this sweet little ride again before I call it a night.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 34
 
    
 
   Art, Rosalyn, Andrea, and Mary.
 
   Four names left on the spreadsheet that didn’t have numbers attached.
 
   Jill was desperate for a lead on one of those names, and of late, she and Nicky had taken to wearing cameras and microphones to school. The same jewelry that gave the Network eyes and ears in Daciana’s house became a regular part of Jill and Nicky’s outfits. Walking through the hallway, having lunch in a crowded restaurant, sitting in the back of a quiet classroom—all of it was captured on film for Jill to watch and rewatch later.
 
   Usually with Zack.
 
   She didn’t mean for Zack to become her watching buddy as she went over the footage, but it was the only way she could spend any time with him. And she had to spend time with him.
 
   She didn’t realize how much she missed having him in her life until she got him back. Now that he had returned, Zack was a calming presence who made it possible for Jill to continue with the mission, despite all the frustrations.
 
   Frustrations like Ryan, who played the warm, loving boyfriend at school, but was cold and standoffish when no one was looking.
 
   Like Helena and Phillip, who were impatient for Jill to figure out the missing numbers on her spreadsheet, and were starting to pester her.
 
   She was frustrated by the other students at school, who had settled into a severe case of senioritis. Outside of Ryan and Jill, no one in Samantha’s group was giving any effort to the Coronation contest. When Jill asked for people to follow Andrea, Rosalyn, and Art around and see what might be learned, no one volunteered. Mattie, Jenny, Jake, and the rest had all checked out. They came to class but were hardly present. They were counting the days until graduation, all of them certain that their golden ticket was punched, since a victory for Samantha seemed inevitable.
 
   Jill was frustrated that Annika’s rash decision to return had nearly cost them everything. When Nicky told Jill about a frightening car ride with Daciana after chapel, she nearly lost it. Fortunately, between Annika’s decision to take the back way to Jill’s house, and Nicky’s ability to resist Daciana’s charms, it sounded like they dodged the bullet.
 
   For now. How many other little mistakes were out there waiting to lead Daciana straight to Jill? It was frustrating to think about.
 
   But more than all of this, Jill was frustrated that her hack on Daciana’s machine was dead. It was maddening to her to come so close only to have it all fall apart. They would never have an opportunity like the one they lost when Daciana discovered a pewter charm Jill left behind. Every penny of every bank account of every vampire in the clan—they were a six-digit code away and they couldn’t do it!
 
   She needed lots of Zack to work through the frustration. Long, heavy doses of him. It was the only way to quiet her mind about the mistakes already made, and opportunities already lost.
 
   And if Zack happened to learn a little more about the mission than she intended him to, well, that seemed a small price to pay.
 
   “I’ve gotta tell you,” Zack said one afternoon, “this is the most boring show I’ve ever watched.”
 
   They were on the couch in his apartment, looking at footage from the previous afternoon at Thorndike. Jill had connected her tablet to Zack’s TV and they were watching a scene from the courtyard, as viewed through the cameras in Jill’s earrings.
 
   “So that girl’s the one who is winning in your game,” Zack said, pointing at the screen.
 
   “Yes, that’s Samantha Kwan. She thinks she’s going to be the next immortal.”
 
   “But she’s not, because you’re going to figure out this missing number and change everything.”
 
   “Just be quiet and watch, will you?”
 
   “But I have so many questions! Like this girl. The bubbly one. What’s her deal?”
 
   “Jenny? What about her?”
 
   “She’s with this Jake guy, right?”
 
   “Yes, they’re together.”
 
   “But she’s not really that into him.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Watch,” Zack said, taking the tablet from Jill and swiping his finger across the screen. He scrolled the video back a few frames. “Right here,” he said. “She’s gonna look across the yard when her boyfriend’s talking to her.”
 
   Jill hadn’t paid any attention to Jenny the last time through. Watching again, she saw that Zack was right. Even as Jake was trying to talk to her, her attention was on something else entirely.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” said Jill. “Jenny doesn’t know anything. We’re watching this section because Art and Rosalyn are about to walk by.”
 
   “Who are they?”
 
   “Two people from my list. Right here. Watch and listen.”
 
   On the top of the screen, Art and Rosalyn appeared, entering the frame as they walked the diagonal path through the courtyard.
 
   “The microphone wasn’t able to pick up much of what they’re saying over all the noise,” said Jill. “Watch their lips. See if you can glean anything.”
 
   They watched as Art and Rosalyn moved from the top to the bottom of the screen. Rosalyn was talking the entire time they moved. Jill couldn’t make out a word of it.
 
   “Grape jelly tastes great on roasted pinto beans,” said Zack.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m trying to read her lips. That’s what I get. Watch, play it again.”
 
   Jill rewound the footage and started playback where Art and Rosalyn appeared. This time, as Rosalyn spoke, Zack said the words that might be coming from her lips.
 
   “Grape jelly tastes great on roasted pinto beans.”
 
   It was a perfect match.
 
   They started laughing. “This is a total waste of time, isn’t it?” said Jill.
 
   “Seems that way,” said Zack.
 
   “How the hell am I supposed to get the numbers from these people? None of them are willing to talk.”
 
   “Have you tried bribing them?”
 
   “Yes. No takers. Nicky even tried flirting with Art, which worked last semester, but not so much now.”
 
   “You mean that guy we were just watching?”
 
   “Yes. Last semester Nicky had him in her pocket, but this semester he doesn’t want anything to do with her.”
 
   “That’s because he’s getting laid,” said Zack.
 
   “Art Tremblay? Hardly.”
 
   “No, seriously. Play the scene again. I want to show you something.”
 
   Jill shook her head. “Fine, but after this we’re done watching this garbage. It’s giving me a headache.”
 
   She rewound the scene, bringing Art and Rosalyn back to the top of the screen. She let it play and they watched as Art and Rosalyn moved across the courtyard. When Rosalyn started talking, Jill said, “Grape jelly tastes great--”
 
   “No, no, look at him this time,” Zack said.
 
   Jill shifted her focus from Rosalyn to Art, who stared straight ahead as he was walking, saying nothing as Rosalyn talked.
 
   “They’re not a couple, are they? Or really old friends?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then he’s totally getting laid. Did you see how oblivious he was to her?”
 
   “I suppose he did seem kind of oblivious.”
 
   “A pretty girl like that, talking about grape jelly on pinto beans or whatever the hell she was saying—I’ve been there, Jill. When a good-looking girl is talking to you, you at least make it appear like you’re trying to listen.”
 
   “Art and Rosalyn don’t have any reason to-”
 
   “It doesn’t matter! It’s not something conscious. If you’re a guy who isn’t getting any, and a pretty girl is talking to you, you automatically act like she’s the most interesting person in the world. You can’t help it.”
 
   “But what if she’s really talking about grape jelly on pinto beans.”
 
   “Then that dude should be all, ‘Oh my God, yeah, I love grape jelly on roasted pinto beans!’ Unless, and this is the big caveat here, his needs are already being taken care of.”
 
   “His needs? You’re creeping me out here. I don’t know if I want to talk about Art’s needs.”
 
   “You should. You’re looking to get numbers from three ladies and a dude. Of that crew, the dude is the easiest to figure out and manipulate. You want something from a guy like Art, you get a pretty girl to ask him for it. The fact that Nicky asked him and he told her nothing speaks volumes.”
 
   “Art and Nicky have a history, though. It’s complicated.”
 
   “I’m telling you that none of that matters. When a pretty girl offers a guy what he wants, he doesn’t give a shit about history. The only explanation is that the guy doesn’t need what you’re selling. That’s what I see in this video. Look how loose he is as he walks. He’s on cloud nine, Jill. Your friend Art Tremblay is getting laid.”
 
   “Great. A brilliant but worthless insight. I need to know Art’s number, not his sex life.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re going to get his number by watching this video. Are you hungry? I’m hungry.”
 
   “I could eat,” said Jill.
 
   Zack grabbed the television remote and powered down the TV.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” he said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Hours later, Jill was asleep on Zack’s couch.
 
   She was dreaming about fingerprints.
 
   More specifically, she was dreaming about something her mother said to her.
 
   I saw your fingerprints all over the operating system.
 
   It was meant to be a criticism of Jill’s distinctive programming style, but in the dream, Jill saw actual fingerprints left behind in the computer code, and wanted desperately to change them.
 
   “They’re going to find me with these fingerprints,” Jill said to her mom. “Help me change them.”
 
   “What? And leave my fingerprints? No thank you. You should have thought about this when you wrote the code. A good hack isn’t just about what you take. It’s also about what you leave behind.”
 
   A kiss on Jill’s cheek woke her up. She opened her eyes to see Zack hovering above her. 
 
   “What time is it?” she said.
 
   “Eleven-thirty,” he said. “I’ve got to go to my gig now. You should stay here tonight. The bed’s waiting for you. I’ll be home around three.”
 
   Jill rubbed her eyes. There was a flickering light in the room. Half-awake, she couldn’t figure out what it was.
 
   “I should go home,” she said. “I’ve got school tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s cool,” said Zack. “Can I walk you to your car?”
 
   As she continued to wake up, she realized the flickering light was coming from her tablet, which was on Zack’s coffee table, still playing video footage.
 
   She grabbed it, intending to turn it off, until she saw what was on the screen.
 
   “Oh my God,” she said.
 
   “Everything okay?” said Zack.
 
   She blinked her eyes rapidly, trying to clear her vision, then she looked again.
 
   Daciana was on the screen.
 
   Jill pressed the pause button and took a closer look. No doubt about it. The video footage had looped ahead several hours, and was now showing scenes captured with Nicky’s jewelry. The current scene had Nicky looking directly at Daciana Samarin.
 
   “You go on to your gig,” Jill said. “I’m going to stay here for a little bit before I leave.”
 
   “Whatever you want to do,” said Zack. “And seriously, the bed’s waiting for you. If I can’t walk you to your car, I’d feel better if you stayed here tonight.”
 
   “Okay, maybe I will.”
 
   Zack kissed her goodbye and left, locking the front door behind him. Jill pressed play on the tablet and started watching.
 
   It was a scene from Nicky’s car. Daciana was in the driver’s seat. It looked like they were driving through a forest. They came to a gate and Daciana stopped the car.
 
   “This is where I say goodnight,” she said. “Thanks for the ride, Nicky.”
 
   Watching the scene from the cameras in Nicky’s earrings, Jill looked on as Nicky stepped out of the passenger seat and walked around the front of the car. She had a clear line of sight to the numeric keypad on Daciana’s back gate. Daciana punched in a few numbers and the gate opened.
 
   “Is this for real?” Jill whispered.
 
   She reached for her phone and dialed Alvin.
 
   “What’s going on, Jill?”
 
   “Remember when I called you all excited about trying to hack into Daciana’s computer?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “Well, I’m excited again. I want to hack Daciana’s computer one more time. And this time, I want to get it right.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 35
 
    
 
   The next morning Jill got in her car and drove to Richmond. She arrived at the farmhouse shortly after noon. Before she got out of her car, she opened the glove box and pulled out the two Ping-Pong balls Eve had stolen from the chapel more than a month before.
 
   Eve greeted Jill at the front door and brought her inside, where she found Winnie seated on the couch.
 
   “Welcome back,” Winnie said. “What brings you to Richmond?”
 
   “A couple things,” Jill said. “First, I should give you these.”
 
   Jill handed both Ping-Pong balls to Eve.
 
   “Is it time for me to break into the chapel and return these to the bin?” Eve said.
 
   “Not yet,” said Jill. “But soon. We have three of the four numbers of the combination figured out, and we’re getting close on the fourth one.”
 
   “How close?” said Winnie.
 
   “Mary’s number is either 4, 20, 49, or 71,” said Jill. “Those are the only four numbers that aren’t assigned to specific names on my spreadsheet.”
 
   “So I’m taking it, that, in addition to Mary, you have three other names on your spreadsheet with no numbers attached,” said Winnie.
 
   “That’s right. Art, Rosalyn, and Andrea.”
 
   “What are you doing to attach numbers to their names?” Winnie asked.
 
   “Everything we can,” Jill said. “But that’s not why I’m here. I want to talk to you about something else.”
 
   A puzzled look came over Winnie’s face, as if to say, what else could we possibly have to talk about?
 
   “I want to try the hack again,” Jill said. “I know a way we can get into Daciana’s computer when she isn’t home.”
 
   Her words were met with silence, so Jill said more. “And I know a way to get past the problem that ruined the hack last time. It will be so much easier now that I know exactly what we’re looking at.”
 
   Winnie and Eve looked at each other, then Winnie said, “I thought you and I were in agreement about our priorities on this mission, Jill.”
 
   “We are,” said Jill. “We can do the hack in a way that it doesn’t interfere with our goal of getting Sergio into the Bloom mansion and killing him.”
 
   “Okay. I’m listening,” Winnie said.
 
   “We do it on prom night,” said Jill. “Daciana won’t be home, and a few hours into prom, when the new immortal doesn’t arrive, everything at school’s going to be chaos anyway. It’s the perfect time to strike. It’s also our very last chance. After prom night, Daciana’s going to know who we are and what we’ve been doing.”
 
   “You’re talking about sending a team to break into Daciana’s house at the same time we’ll have another team waiting in Bethesda to kill Sergio?” Winnie asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I think you overestimate our resources.”
 
   “We don’t have to take away anyone from the primary mission to do this,” said Jill. “All the assassins you want to put in the Bloom mansion get to stay there. I just need two experienced operatives and the same group of volunteers and friends who helped us clear out Renata’s house. I was thinking maybe you could help me with the break-in, Winnie.”
 
   “I’ll be in the Bloom mansion, waiting to take my shot at Sergio with the rest of the hunters.”
 
   “Then what about Eve?”
 
   “I’ll also be in the Bloom mansion,” Eve said.
 
   “Well Alvin’s already on board,” said Jill. “I just need one more person who’s experienced at doing a break-in like this.”
 
   “A break-in like what, Jill? What are you planning to do?”
 
   Jill leaned forward. When she spoke, it was in a quieter voice. “Something Daciana would never expect. We sneak someone into the house as part of a regular delivery.”
 
   “A delivery?”
 
   “Daciana’s got a whole room full of crates from this place called Safari Freight and Storage,” said Jill. “I looked them up in the TPM database. You know who they are?”
 
   “No,” said Winnie.
 
   “It’s Daciana’s own shipping company!” said Jill. “For months now, she’s been using her own company to bring in all sorts of stuff from Italy. New manifests almost every day.”
 
   “She’s emptying out Falkon’s mansion,” Winnie said.
 
   “Right, and if a crate arrives on prom night,” Jill said, “her slaves won’t think a thing of it. They’ll just take it to the utility room with the rest of them.”
 
   “Your plan is to sneak someone into the house in one of these crates,” said Winnie.
 
   “It would be so easy,” said Jill. “We know what the label looks like. We could make a perfect replica of it, right down to the bar code.”
 
   “And then what? You’re sending someone into a house full of servants who are trained to repel invaders.”
 
   “The crate will go straight to the storage room,” said Jill. “Once we’re certain Daciana has left to go to prom, our operative gets out of the crate, walks over to the air conditioning unit, which is in the same room, and opens up a canister of Addonox, spreading it into every room of the mansion.”
 
   Eve smiled. She liked the plan, Jill could tell. Winnie, however, still wasn’t sold.
 
   “Okay, so you put everyone in the house to sleep,” Winnie said. “Then what?”
 
   “Then a second operative cuts the wire to the alarm system at the telephone pole behind the house. With the alarm disabled, and the servants asleep, breaking into the crypt is just a matter of shutting down the power for a few seconds.”
 
   “What about the verification code that tripped you up last time?” said Winnie.
 
   “I’ve figured that out too,” said Jill. “Daciana hates cell phones, and has a strict rule that they all must be checked at the door. At prom, her phone will be at the coat check station, like everyone else’s.”
 
   “Guarded by one of her servants,” said Winnie. “Let me guess. You think you’ve found a way to steal it.”
 
   “I’ve already looked at the blueprints for the whole building complex in the TPM database,” said Jill. “Prom is held in the old gymnasium. The coat check room is the old concession stand attached to the lobby. There’s a back entrance to that room. You get there through the same door the Coronation loser uses when she enters the gym.”
 
   Winnie held her hand up.
 
   “I’m going to stop you right there,” she said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We’re not going through with this plan,” said Winnie. “There are too many opportunities for it to go wrong.”
 
   “I disagree. I think we can do it in a way where we minimize the risk.”
 
   “What if Daciana’s servants open your shipment before stowing it away?” Winnie said. “What if they put it in a different room and our operative has to go through the house to reach the air conditioner unit. What if Daciana doesn’t check her phone in the lobby like you’re expecting?”
 
   “These are the kinds of things that can go wrong on any mission!” Jill said. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t try.”
 
   “We’re not talking about any mission, Jill. We’re talking about a mission you want to run on the same night we are trying to kill Sergio. Look, I appreciate your excitement about hacking into these bank accounts, but if even one thing goes wrong with your plan, it puts our larger mission in jeopardy. If this was happening after the mission to kill Sergio was already completed, it would be a different story.”
 
   “It has to happen at the same time,” Jill said. “It’s the perfect opportunity. Daciana will be at prom with everyone else.”
 
   “I recognize that, and as much as you hate to hear it, I need for you to accept that we cannot do this hack.”
 
   Jill shook her head. She was shocked that Winnie was taking this stance.
 
   “It’s all the money in the entire clan,” she said. “I can empty the bank accounts of every vampire in America if you’d just help me do it! Imagine what a blow that would be to our enemies! All their money gone, every single penny, and not just that! I’ve been thinking about what gets left behind when you do a hack. The fingerprints. And I’ve got an idea for some software-”
 
   “We’ve already had this conversation,” said Winnie. “As big of a prize as their money is, it’s trivial compared to Sergio. You’ve done great work for the Network for four years now, and it has all been in service of getting Sergio into a house where we can kill him. You can’t lose sight of the prize as we near the end.”
 
   “We don’t even know if we’ll have Sergio,” said Jill. “At this point, we’re counting on a lot to go right with Daciana’s safe in order for Nicky to win Coronation.”
 
   “Which is precisely why you don’t need to be distracted with thoughts of another operation. You only have a few weeks left, Jill. Make them count. You’ve been working on this mission since you were fourteen years old. Finish it strong, without distractions.”
 
   “I just…” she leaned back into the couch. “I just hate to let all the money go. We can do it. We were so close last time.”
 
   “Do we need to go out and watch Frankie’s training again?” said Winnie. “He’s substantially improved since the last time you saw him.”
 
   “No, I don’t need to go look at Frankie stab dummies made of hay.”
 
   “I think maybe you do. I think you don’t appreciate how long the Network has waited for a shot at Sergio Alonzo, and what perfect timing it is to have an exceptional hunter like Frankie available to us.”
 
   “I do appreciate it. I understood everything you told me last time.”
 
   “Then you know why I am not willing to jeopardize this mission for anything. Jill, we are talking about a mission that some of us in the Network have been working towards for our entire lives.”
 
   “I don’t see why it’s an either or,” said Jill. “We could put the assassins in the Bloom house to kill Sergio, and I could organize a crew to steal the clan’s money.”
 
   “Can we really do both, Jill? Or has this idea of yours already taken valuable time away from the real task at hand? You’ve wasted your whole morning driving out here to pitch this idea to me. You could have been working on those blank names on your spreadsheet.”
 
   Now Jill was getting angry. As if Winnie had any clue of all they’d tried already to get the missing numbers in the combination.
 
   “There’s no work left to do,” Jill said. “We’ve bribed them, spied on them, recorded them—it isn’t working! Art, Rosalyn, and Andrea are keeping their mouths shut.”
 
   “Have you tried asking?”
 
   “Not directly, no, but I’ve got people in our group at school who have spoken to them.”
 
   “I’m sure they’re not as persuasive as you are.”
 
   Jill shook her head. “You don’t understand. I don’t have a good relationship with those people.”
 
   “You’re not asking them to be your friends, Jill. We’re talking about a simple transaction. They have something you want. You need to bring them into a room and find out what they want.”
 
   Jill shrugged her shoulders. She regretted coming down here, and wondered if there was a way she could do the hack without help from anyone else in the Network.
 
   But the truth was she couldn’t do this job without Winnie’s help. A break-in at Daciana’s, even one as simple as Jill was planning, required time and resources that she needed the Network to provide.
 
   She let out a heavy sigh, resigning herself to the reality that the hack she wanted to do was never going to happen.
 
   “How’s Annika?” Jill asked.
 
   “She’s doing well,” said Eve. “We sent her off to safe house a few days after you left. By now, she’ll be a good distance from here, on her way out of the country.”
 
   “We’ll be sure to put you in touch with her once your work is done and you’re out of the country too,” said Winnie.
 
   “Yeah, that will be nice,” Jill said. She sat quietly for a minute, thinking about what life would be like after the mission was over. Would she care that she left town without trying the hack on Daciana’s computer one more time?
 
   The sad truth was, she probably would. She would probably regret it for the rest of her life.
 
   “I suppose we could try flat-out asking Art and the others for their numbers,” she muttered. “What do we have to lose at this point?”
 
   “These children of rich parents are quite predictable,” said Winnie, perhaps forgetting that Jill herself was a child of rich parents. “They want funds for their playtime, and acceptance among their peers. I’m sure if you keep trying, you can get these kids to talk.”
 
   Easy for you to say, Jill thought. You haven’t been working on these clowns for three years. I have, and I’m ready to call Art, Andrea, and Rosalyn a lost cause.
 
   “I guess I’ll go home and try again.”
 
   “Please do,” said Winnie. “The whole world is counting on you, Jill.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 36
 
    
 
   As disappointed as she felt to let go of the idea of hacking into Daciana’s computer, on the car ride back to Potomac, Jill was able to adjust her focus back to the Coronation contest, and to the assignment Winnie had given her.
 
    They have something you want. You need to bring them into a room and find out what they want.
 
   It was such a simple idea. Get Art, Rosalyn, and Andrea into a room and talk to them. Jill was embarrassed it took a lecture from Winnie to get her to try it. For so long now, Jill had spied, lied, and manipulated her way through Thorndike, and it was hard for her to get out of that mode.
 
   But maybe now was the time. All her covert attempts to fill in the final question marks on her spreadsheet had failed. Perhaps the better approach was to put her desires out in the open, and see what kind of response she got.
 
   When she got home that night, she composed a text message.
 
    
 
   Samantha and I would like to speak with you. Meet us at Samantha’s house on Thursday night at nine-thirty. We want to know your numbers, and are prepared to offer you something in return for sharing them with us.
 
    
 
   Jill didn’t know what she had to offer them, but figured all that could be sorted out at the meeting. She sent the message to Art, Rosalyn, and Andrea. She didn’t hear back from any of them, but decided that wasn’t a problem. They all needed to keep their digital footprints clear, and text messages were hardly a secure form of communication.
 
   On Monday morning, Jill cornered Samantha before second period and told her what was coming.
 
   “We’re having a secret meeting at your house on Thursday night.”
 
   “We are?”
 
   “I’m really close to figuring out all the numbers of the combination.”
 
   “Seriously? You’re still working on that? I thought the plan was to make sure no one opened the safe and I won by default.”
 
   “Kim is hard at work on the combination, and I have reason to believe she’s getting close. She’s got three people loyal to her who haven’t been called up to try the safe yet. We need to get the combination before she does.”
 
   “What makes you think Kim is so close?”
 
   Jill leaned in and spoke in a whisper. “I have ways of hearing things. That’s all I can tell you.”
 
   Samantha nodded her head. “Okay, I get that,” she said. “It’s like the Rose Ransom, isn’t it? You’ve got your sources.”
 
   “I can’t talk about it,” Jill whispered. “Just know that your lead in the contest may not be secure. The only way we can be absolutely certain you win is if we open that safe and give you the money.”
 
   “It’s not like Kim’s that big of a threat,” said Samantha. “I mean, she may have three people who are loyal to her, but all the rest would give the money to me if they got the safe open.”
 
   With a stern look on her face, Jill shook her head.
 
   “What? Who’s left to be called up to the altar anyway?” said Samantha. “Garret and Allistair and Lisa and Mattie…they’re all loyal to me.”
 
   “Of the people who haven’t been called up to try the safe yet, Ryan is the only one we can fully trust,” Jill said.
 
   “Not the only one,” Samantha said. “Mattie’s still…”
 
   Jill shook her head again.
 
   “What are you saying? Of course I can trust Mattie. Can’t I?”
 
   “I need you to be smart about this,” Jill said. “You know how Coronation works. You know what’s at stake. Loyalty means nothing at this school, and this game with the safe benefits someone like Kim, someone who likes to play dirty.”
 
   “Mattie’s with Kim? No, that can’t be. She was at my house this weekend!”
 
   “Keep your voice down,” Jill commanded. “Mattie hasn’t betrayed you. Yet. But you’ve got to realize that people who are easy to manipulate, people like Mattie, are going to be targets for Kim. And even though you’re sitting pretty right now, everything changes if someone opens the safe. Someone like Mattie has every reason to keep her options open, and give the money to whichever girl is offering her the most in return.”
 
   “In return? What is Kim offering in return?”
 
   “You know Kim. You know how she frightens people. Her offer goes like this. Give me the money and I won’t kill you when I’m immortal.”
 
   Samantha brought her hands up to her face in a look of panic.
 
   “There are other people who might know my number,” she said. “I didn’t start keeping it a secret until you told me to. At Daciana’s party, I was playing keno, and betting on my number every time.”
 
   “That’s why we’re having a meeting at your house on Thursday,” said Jill. “This contest isn’t over yet, much as we’d like it to be.”
 
   “Okay. So we’re bringing Rosalyn, Andrea, and Art to my house?”
 
   “That’s right,” said Jill.
 
   “And what are we going to tell them?”
 
   “That it’s in their best interest to give us their numbers.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Three days later, Jill went to Samantha’s house for the meeting. She greeted Samantha’s parents and spoke about the meeting that was soon to happen in the house.
 
   “Use the dining room,” Samantha’s father offered. “We’ll go upstairs and stay out of your way.”
 
   Andrea was the first to arrive. She rang the doorbell rang at 9:29. Rosalyn was next, showing up at 9:31. Samantha led them both to the dining room, invited them to sit at the table, and gave them each a glass of water.
 
   Art arrived five minutes later. Jill greeted him at the door and took him to the dining room with the others.
 
   “We’ll be brief about this,” Jill said. “You know why you’re here. As soon as you tell us your numbers, we can all be on our way.”
 
   Art, Rosalyn, and Andrea sat on one side of the table, Jill and Samantha on the other. While Art seemed relaxed, maybe even a bit amused, Rosalyn and Andrea looked around nervously, never making eye-contact with Jill.
 
   “I have been keeping a list with the names of every person in our class, and the numbers they received at Daciana’s party,” Jill said. “I have only four names left that don’t have numbers attached to them. The three of you, and one of the girls wearing black.”
 
   Jill always imagined Rosalyn to be a little slow on the uptake, so she paused for a second to give her time to think about what she had just said. When she continued, she spoke slowly and deliberately.
 
   “We’re not asking you to abandon Kim for Samantha. I know how Kim works, and the fact that the three of you are still loyal to her even now, when the rest of the school is supporting Samantha, tells me all I need to know. Kim has secrets about you or your families, and she’s holding them over your heads. You know she’s not going to win, but still you support her, because you’re terrified of what she might do to you if you abandon her.”
 
   “What makes you so sure Kim’s ship is sinking?” Art said. “If one of us opens the safe and gives the money to her, it won’t matter that the rest of the school supported Samantha. Just the opposite, in fact. With nearly everyone at school supporting Samantha, if one of the other girls wins, she’ll have a much smaller group of supporters deserving of her gratitude.”
 
   “Whatever Kim has told you, I promise you she’s not anywhere close to opening the safe,” Jill said. “We, on the other hand, are one number away. The three of you can help us figure out that one missing number. Once I know the numbers Daciana gave to each of you, I’ll have only one name on my spreadsheet with a question mark next to it, and only one number between 1 and 99 that isn’t already assigned to a name.”
 
   “How do we know you aren’t lying?” Andrea said.
 
   “How do you know Kim isn’t lying?” said Jill.
 
   “Kim and her father have a reputation,” said Rosalyn.
 
   “And Jill doesn’t?” said Samantha. “You’re looking at the girl who figured out the Rose Ransom after everyone else gave up. Jill masterminded a plan to make sure Kim didn’t win Coronation, even though everyone thought she was invincible. Do you remember what it was like last year? Do you remember how certain all of us were that Kim’s victory was a foregone conclusion? Look what’s happened since. I’m sorry to tell you guys, but you’re late to the party. The rest of the school has already sorted out the winners and losers, and you’re on the wrong side.”
 
   “Then why are we here?” Art said. “You want us to believe we’re losers who chose the wrong side, but you can’t win without us.”
 
   “We most certainly can win without you,” Jill said. “But I’m getting tired of waiting. I’m ready for this to be over. As soon as we have your numbers, we can wrap this up and be done with all the maneuvering and blackmail and everything else that comes with Coronation. But if you’re not willing to help, suit yourself. Just don’t expect Samantha to be in a forgiving mood when she’s made into the new immortal.”
 
   Rosalyn and Andrea seemed to shrink in their chairs.
 
   “That’s right,” said Jill. “You try and act all coy about it, but in the end, you’re terrified of what’s coming, aren’t you? You’re in a no-win situation. If you don’t do what Kim tells you to do, she’ll spill some horrible family secret or whatever it is she’s threatened you with. But if you don’t help Samantha, you’ll be the only three in the class who have made an enemy of the new immortal.”
 
   Jill turned to Samantha. “What do you think you’ll do to your enemies after you’ve won?”
 
   “Ruin them,” Samantha said in a casual voice.
 
   Rosalyn was shivering now. Pretty soon, she’d start to cry.
 
   “Tell us more,” Jill said. “Let these three know what’s in store for them if they make the wrong choice.”
 
   “I’d go to their house at night,” Samantha said. “I’d visit them while they slept. And look them in the eye, and put a spell in their mind.”
 
   She turned and looked at Rosalyn directly. “Whatever it is I think you would hate the most, that’s what I’d make you do.”
 
   Tears began streaming down Rosalyn’s face. Andrea closed her eyes and began rocking back and forth in her chair. Art, to his credit, seemed unaffected by Samantha’s threat.
 
   “Maybe I’d make you lose your mind so you land in an insane asylum for the rest of your life,” Samantha said.
 
   “Please, don’t do this,” Rosalyn whispered.
 
   “Or maybe I’d do something more subtle, like program you to live a normal life until you’re married with children, at which point you’d go out and do something terrible that lands you in jail.”
 
   “I’ll talk,” Rosalyn whispered.
 
   “It doesn’t do us any good unless all three of you talk,” said Jill. “And I don’t know that Art and Andrea are ready yet.”
 
   “I could make you walk out your own front door and go wandering in the streets,” Samantha said. “I could turn Andrea into a prostitute, and Art into a crack addict. I could make you guys disappear, and wait until the world has forgotten about you, then have you arrive at my mansion so I could look you in the eyes, tell you everything I’ve done to you, and then bite into your neck.”
 
   “I’ll talk too,” said Andrea.
 
   “That leaves you, Art,” said Jill. “Where do you stand?”
 
   Art said nothing.
 
   “Please, Art. Let’s just do this and go home,” said Rosalyn. “Kim doesn’t know we’re here.”
 
   “And she never will,” Jill said. “Even though it will be your help that seals Coronation for Samantha, Kim will never even know you talked to us. That’s the beauty of what we’re doing here tonight. You guys get to play both sides. That is, if Art decides he wants to.”
 
   “Maybe you could leave us alone for a bit,” said Andrea. “The three of us could talk about it with each other, you know, before we talk to you.”
 
   “Fair enough,” said Jill. “You have five minutes.”
 
   Jill and Samantha left the dining room and went to the kitchen.
 
   “I think they’re going to tell us their numbers,” Samantha said.
 
   “I do too,” said Jill. “Your little brainstorm about all the things you might do to them when you’re immortal had them shaking in their boots.”
 
   “That was fun, wasn’t it?” Samantha said with a giggle. “I love that we’re using Kim’s own methods to make her supporters double-cross her! And they’re the last ones who weren’t supporting me. Can you believe it? The whole class—has anyone ever won Coronation with the support of the entire class?”
 
   Jill smiled at her. Poor, naive Samantha was out of her element. Having been thrust into the lead without any effort on her part, she was entirely too trusting of the people around her. The notion that Jill might be using her, that there was still one double-cross left, wasn’t even on Samantha’s mind.
 
   “Your victory will be historic, that’s for sure,” said Jill. “You’re already way ahead of everyone, and when we open the safe for you, it will be the biggest blowout in the history of the contest.”
 
   “I like the sound of that,” Samantha said. She nodded her head as she grinned, lost in the joy of whatever glorious future she was imagining.
 
   Jill let Samantha relish her pending victory for a moment, then she led her back to the dining room, where Art, Rosalyn, and Andrea were still seated at the table. They each had a small scrap of torn paper in front of them.
 
   “I had a napkin in my pocket,” Art said. “We used it to write down our numbers. Go ahead and take them. They’re yours. But please remember we’re doing this in good faith. If Kim ever hears about what’s happened tonight, we’ll deny it.”
 
   “We hope you’ll remember this gesture when you become immortal,” Rosalyn said to Samantha.
 
   “We also hope you can recognize the difficult spot we’ve been in all year,” said Andrea. “I can’t speak for the others, but in my case, Kim has used a mistake of my parents to blackmail me into supporting her. I never had a chance. It wasn’t my fault.”
 
   “I will keep it in mind,” Samantha said.
 
   “She’ll keep it in mind provided you all were truthful with these numbers,” said Jill. “Now that we have these, I will be able to figure out the final number we need to open the safe. But if any one of you is lying, the safe won’t open for us.”
 
   “And you all will be punished,” Samantha said.
 
   “Do you need more time to make sure that all of you are telling the truth?” said Jill.
 
   “I don’t,” said Art. “I put my number on that scrap of napkin, and I trust Rosalyn and Andrea did the same. You two have made our options crystal clear tonight. It’s not in anybody’s interest to lie.”
 
   “I didn’t lie either,” said Rosalyn.
 
   Jill looked to Andrea. “And you?”
 
   Andrea nodded her head. “I know I’ve told the truth,” she said.
 
   Jill reached across the table and grabbed Andrea’s scrap of napkin first. Two digits were on the underside, written in smudgy black ink.
 
   49.
 
   Jill put the scrap in her pocket. Next she grabbed the scrap in front of Rosalyn and looked where she had written.
 
   20.
 
   Jill put that napkin in her pocket as well, and reached for Art’s.
 
   4.
 
   “I have good news,” said Jill. “All three of these numbers were unassigned on my spreadsheet.”
 
   “Does that mean they’re telling the truth?” said Samantha.
 
   Jill thought of the final numbers that were floating loose on her list, unattached to any names. 4, 20, 49, 71.
 
   “Yes, I think they told the truth,” said Jill.
 
   She closed her eyes. Was it done? She couldn’t believe it was done. Everything she had worked towards for the past four years had led her to this. With these three numbers, she could fill in the final question marks on her spreadsheet.
 
   Andrea – 49.
 
   Rosalyn – 20.
 
   Art – 4.
 
   That left only a single number between 1 and 99 that wasn’t already attached to a name. A single number that would tell her the last piece of the combination.
 
   Mary Torrance – 71.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 37
 
    
 
   The next night at chapel, Daciana pulled a Ping-Pong ball from the plastic globe, and called out a number.
 
   “Forty-nine!” she announced, in a big, booming voice. The number resonated in Jill’s ears. As one of the four numbers that had been missing from her list for so long, her mind latched onto it, the way it might latch onto her own name.
 
   Andrea stepped into the aisle and walked up to the altar. Jill looked across the pew, to where Samantha was sitting, and gave a single nod of her head.
 
   Andrea had told the truth. If there were any doubts left about the accuracy of Jill’s spreadsheet, they disappeared when Andrea walked up to the altar.
 
   Jill hoped Daciana would call Art and Rosalyn’s numbers too, but she didn’t. After Andrea, Daciana called forward seven people whose numbers Jill had known for months.
 
   None of them opened the safe. None of them even got a single number of the combination correct.
 
   Daciana dismissed the students and Jill left the chapel holding Ryan’s hand. She crawled into the Lamborghini, pulled down the door to close it, and said, “It’s time. I’m going to have Eve break into the chapel this week and return the missing Ping-Pong balls to the bin. You might get called up to the altar next week.”
 
   “Tell me the combination again,” said Ryan.
 
   “Ninety-eight on the first dial,” Jill said. “Seventy-seven on the second. Nineteen on the third, and seventy-one on the fourth.”
 
   “Got it,” Ryan said. “I’ll practice it all week. Ninety-eight, seventy-seven, nineteen, seventy-one.”
 
   “It’s four numbers, Ryan. I’m sure you don’t need to practice all week.
 
   “Oh no, I’m going to burn those numbers into my brain,” he said, then he repeated the combination.
 
   And repeated it again.
 
   All the way home from the chapel, over and over again, long after it made sense for him to obsess over the numbers, Ryan practiced saying the combination.
 
   “I think you’ve got it,” Jill said.
 
   “I do,” said Ryan. “But winning Coronation for Nicky is so much more important than anything else, I’ve got to make sure those numbers stay in my mind. Ninety-eight, seventy-seven…”
 
   By the time they got to Jill’s house, he wasn’t saying the numbers out loud, but Jill could tell he was still repeating them in his mind.
 
   “Good night, Ryan.”
 
   Ryan could barely be bothered to nod his head and wave goodbye.
 
   It was curious to Jill that the discovery of the final missing number made Ryan so obsessive. For her, it did just the opposite. The entire combination now in-hand, there wasn’t any more snooping or manipulating or gaming to do, and after years of effort to get Nicky into Thorndike and win the Coronation contest for her, Jill could finally relax.
 
   Before going to sleep that night, Jill sent a text to Eve, telling her it was time to break into the chapel and put the stolen Ping-Pong balls back into the globe. Then she put the mission entirely out of her mind, and spent the remainder of the weekend with Zack.
 
   It was a peaceful, lazy weekend of sleeping late, eating at odd hours, snuggling on the sofa, and enjoying life. When she returned to her house on Sunday night, she felt a little like she was waking from a dream, like her time with Zack was an entirely separate reality from her life in Potomac.
 
   No, not a separate reality, she thought. The only reality.
 
   As fanciful as a lazy weekend with Zack might seem, in truth, it was more real than the life she had constructed for herself in Potomac. Everything about that life was a lie, from the person she pretended to be at school to the relationship she pretended to have with her family. It was a fantasy that was about to come to an end.
 
   Late on Sunday night, Jill opened an encrypted folder hidden away in the depths of her computer. Inside that folder was a document, a letter she had written to her mother.
 
   The letter was Jill’s plea to her mother to get out of town. It opened with a reminder to Carolyn that she had helped Jill hack into Renata’s phone, and was therefore just as guilty of treason as Jill.
 
   They’ll want to look in your mind, the letter said. They’ll discover the truth about you.
 
   The letter went on to invite Carolyn to meet up with Jill at a Network safe house, and to begin a new life where there would still be plenty of programming work to do.
 
   When Jill wrote that letter, her intention was only to rescue her mother. Her father could rot as far as she was concerned.
 
   At least, that’s the way she used to feel. Things were different now. As horrible as Walter had been, he didn’t deserve to be left behind. He deserved his own letter, one that would arrive in his Inbox at the same time Carolyn got hers.
 
   She began to type.
 
    
 
   Dear Dad,
 
    
 
   As I’m sure you’ve already guessed, I’ve been up to no good. For a long time now, since freshman year actually, I’ve been engaged in treason.
 
    
 
   I am an agent of the Network. We are at war with the Samarin clan, and I have been active in that fight for years. You don’t need to know all the details, but suffice it to say, I am an enemy of the state who would quickly be put to death if the clan had any idea what I’ve done.
 
    
 
   If you’re reading this letter, it means I’m on the run, and you should be too. You might be tempted to stick it out, thinking you’ll be spared because you didn’t know about me, and if that’s your choice, I wish you luck. But I strongly recommend you leave. I can help you get out of town and start a new life somewhere else. If you want that, you have to call me right away.
 
    
 
   Who knows, Dad? Maybe a new start is exactly what you need.
 
    
 
   Jill closed the document and filed it away in the same folder as the letter to her mom.
 
   “Two weeks,” she whispered. Two more weeks of school, then the spring carnival, then the prom, then her parents got their letters, and Jill was on the run.
 
   Four years of work, building on generations of effort by Network agents from around the world, and only two weeks were left.
 
   Once Ryan got the safe open, and Nicky won Coronation, Jill’s work on this mission was finished. From there, it was up to the assassins who were preparing to head into the Bloom mansion on prom night and wait for Sergio.
 
   Jill went to bed that night thinking about her legacy, and how history would judge the work she had done.
 
   Two weeks. It will all be over in two weeks.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 38
 
    
 
   Nicky took her usual spot in the back row of the chapel and waited for the other students to finish piling in. As she sat, one of Daciana’s servants emerged from the door in the back of the chapel, with the clear plastic globe of Ping-Pong balls in his hands. That globe, once full to the rim with white, plastic balls, was now mostly empty space.
 
   Eighty students had been called up to try the safe. Eighty times Daciana had reached into that globe, removed a Ping-Pong ball, called a number, and invited a student to guess the combination.
 
   Tonight she would call eight more.
 
   The servant placed the globe on top of the safe. In the pews, the final stragglers were sitting down. Daciana emerged onto the altar through the back door and walked up to the safe.
 
   “Welcome back, my friends,” she said. “I trust you all had a good week. Before I allow eight more of you to try your luck, we have a few announcements. The first is a reminder for the girls wearing black that your presence is required at Purgatory House tomorrow at eleven for brunch.”
 
   Nicky kept her gaze straight ahead, knowing that everyone in her row was looking at her. The brunch at Purgatory House was a particularly sadistic tradition. After spending a year in brutal competition, the girls wearing black were required to sit together at a small table and chitchat, knowing that in just a matter of days, one of them would be immortal and another would be dead.
 
   “Also, there are committee meetings for both the spring carnival and for prom this weekend,” Daciana continued. She smiled. “Putting on these fabulous events requires lots of work, doesn’t it?”
 
   Nicky didn’t know if Daciana was joking or not. While it was true there were student committees who oversaw prom and the spring carnival, it was absurd to say there was a lot of work to do. Paid contractors and brainwashed servants did all the heavy lifting for both events. The student committee meetings were social gatherings, nothing more.
 
   “Okay, enough housekeeping,” Daciana said. “Let’s get started.”
 
   She reached into the plastic globe and pulled out a Ping-Pong ball. Looking at the number on it, a grin came over her face.
 
   “Thirteen,” she announced.
 
   The students immediately began shuffling around in their seats, some of them whispering frantically to the people next to them.
 
   Jill warned Nicky this would happen. Thirteen was one of two numbers Eve had removed from the globe two months back, and returned earlier in the week.
 
   Mattie Dupree stepped into the aisle.
 
   “Thirteen is my number,” she said.
 
   The whispers grew into angry and excited chatter.
 
   Mattie’s number?
 
   How could thirteen be Mattie’s number?
 
   They tricked us.
 
   Who? Who tricked us?
 
   As Mattie approached the altar, people started to figure it out, and the chatter went from angry to complimentary.
 
   I bet it was Jill’s idea.
 
   Jill and Ryan. They’ve struck again.
 
   All this time, they had us believing Samantha’s number was thirteen.
 
   Kim never stood a chance.
 
   “Welcome to the altar, Miss Dupree,” said Daciana. “It seems there was some confusion among your classmates about your number.”
 
   Mattie smiled and nodded.
 
   “Good girl,” Daciana said. “You have to be clever to survive in this town, and it seems you have been very clever.”
 
   Mattie was beaming now. One day, she would remember this as the greatest moment in her life.
 
   “For weeks and weeks, your peers have chosen number thirteen on the first dial of the safe,” said Daciana. “I believe they thought number thirteen belonged to someone else.”
 
   “Yes, they did,” Mattie said quietly.
 
   “Well now it’s your turn, Mattie. Have a go at the safe.”
 
   Mattie leaned down and began spinning the dial with the diamond on it, then the ruby, the emerald, and finally, the sapphire. The crowd was noisy as they watched. Everyone was looking carefully at the numbers Mattie chose, wondering if this was it, if Mattie had one more surprise up her sleeve.
 
   Mattie grabbed onto the handle of the safe and pulled.
 
   A dull thunk, the same sound the safe had made eighty times before, filled the chapel. It was followed by a moan of disappointment from the audience.
 
   “Sorry,” Mattie said with a smile. As she returned to her seat, Mattie looked in Samantha’s direction, and winked.
 
   The next ball Daciana pulled from the globe was three. It brought Lisa Andrews up to the altar. She barely even tried, choosing instead to spin the four dials randomly and quickly tug at the handle, which thunked as it held closed. As Lisa went back to her seat, she passed in front of Samantha and whispered, “Congratulations.”
 
   It was the start of a trend. The revelation that thirteen was Mattie’s number all this time was the final push that sent the Thorndike senior class off the edge. It was springtime in Washington. School was nearly out. Prom and graduation loomed. The seniors of Thorndike Academy were ready for the school year, and the Coronation contest, to be over.
 
   And they were happy to see Kim Renwick lose.
 
   Perry Johnson, Warner Silverstein, Chloe Kerrigan, Barbara King, and Evelyn Molina were the next five to be called to the altar. Every one of them had the same approach. They spun the dials at random, pulled on the handle, listened to the thunk as the door stayed shut, and congratulated Samantha as they went back to their seats.
 
   With each number that was called, Nicky grew more anxious. At some point, either on this night or next Friday, Daciana would grab the Ping-Pong ball with Ryan’s number.
 
   When she did, all these students who thought Coronation was already decided would have their worlds rocked.
 
   The final student called up that night was Douglas Glade. He didn’t even bother to touch the dials. Leaving the combination as it was, he went straight to the handle. As he grabbed onto it, he said, “You’re going to make a wonderful immortal, Samantha.”
 
   This time, when the door made the familiar not-going-to-open thunk, some in the audience cheered.
 
   Douglas returned to his seat.
 
   “Well, what an interesting turn of events this evening,” Daciana said. “It seems you all are united in your opinion of who will win Coronation. Perhaps you are right, but I will remind you that the contest isn’t complete.”
 
   Daciana picked up the globe and shook it, allowing the few Ping-Pong balls still inside to rattle around.
 
   “We gather here again next Friday,” she said. “Maybe every one of these people yet to be called will fail to open the safe. Or maybe they won’t. See you then, everyone. You are dismissed.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next morning, Nicky returned to Thorndike, parking the Vicenza on the street and walking to the south side of campus.
 
   She passed the Regents’ office, the physical plant, and the old gym, which on this morning was bustling with activity as the prom committee and their contractors prepared for the dance. After passing the gym, Nicky walked across a small courtyard and flower garden, staying to one side of the vine-covered trellis that backed up to the Purgatory House.
 
   Nicky went around to the front door, where she found Kim, Mary, and Samantha waiting on the porch.
 
   “Enjoy your little walk?” Kim said in a snarky voice. “You know, there’s parking right over there.”
 
   She pointed at a vacant lot across the street.
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind for next time,” Nicky said.
 
   “Next time. You hear this?” Kim said to the other girls. “Someone’s already given up.”
 
   “Would you shut up already?” Mary said. “I am so sick of listening to you. I’m going inside.”
 
   “Me too,” said Samantha, who followed Mary through the front door.
 
   Kim waited on the porch for Nicky to climb the stairs.
 
   “You ever been here before?” Kim said.
 
   “Can’t say that I ever have.”
 
   “It’s a trip. My daddy brought me here in January, and it rocked my world.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “It made me realize that, as much as I wanted to win, it was even more important that I didn’t lose.”
 
   From inside, an elderly woman called to them.
 
   “Ladies, will you please join us in the house?”
 
   “That’s Edith,” said Kim. “Owner of the most grating voice in the history of the world. Get ready. We’re gonna have to listen to that voice for the next hour and a half.”
 
   Nicky and Kim went inside.
 
   There was a buffet table in the front room. Eggs, fruit, hash browns, steamed vegetables, bacon, and half a dozen other brunch items in silver serving pots lined the table.
 
   “Make a plate and sit down,” Edith said.
 
   A minute later, the four girls wearing black, who had spent the past year as mortal enemies, were seated together at a tiny dining table, close enough that they had to take care not to bump elbows as they ate.
 
   “Most years, when we gather for brunch, the girls pretty much know who is going to win the contest, and who is going to lose,” Edith said. “How wonderful that this year it’s different.”
 
   “Hardly,” said Kim. “Unless one of these gals has a miracle up her sleeve, Samantha’s got this thing wrapped up, and this lovely lady right here is going to be Samantha’s first meal as an immortal.”
 
   Kim was pointing at Mary, who made an ugly face in response. “You’re such a twat, Kim,” she muttered.
 
   “Manners, Miss Torrance,” Kim said in a sing-song voice. “The Purgatory House isn’t a place for foul language.”
 
   “On the contrary,” said Edith, “over the years, these walls have heard some of the most colorful words you can imagine, usually at this very brunch.”
 
   “That’s because there’s always at least one bitch at the table,” said Mary.
 
   “Don’t look at me,” said Kim, pointing at Samantha. “She’s the one who’s gonna kill you.”
 
   Keeping her head down, Samantha shoveled a forkful of eggs into her mouth.
 
   “So the current standings have Samantha in the lead, and Mary in the rear,” Edith said. Nicky got the feeling that the old lady was trying to stir the pot.
 
   “That’s right,” said Kim.
 
   “And you’re in second place,” Edith said.
 
   Kim nodded. Gesturing at Nicky, she said, “This one started the semester with a big lead on me, but it turns out she’s terrible at poker.”
 
   Edith looked at Nicky. “The way I understand it, at one time, you weren’t just in second place, you were in first.”
 
   Nicky nodded.
 
   “It truly has been an interesting contest this year,” Edith said. “I expect that people will be talking about the four of you for generations to come.”
 
   “Aw, isn’t that lovely girls?” Kim said. “If we can’t live forever in our own bodies, at least we’ll live on in the stories they tell about us.”
 
   “That is what Coronation is all about,” said Edith. “Immortality, history, and tradition.”
 
   Kim pointed at a bare spot on the wall behind the table.
 
   “What do you think, Mary?” she said. “You want your portrait right there, or would you rather Edith find a place for it in the living room?”
 
   “If you don’t shut your trap I’m going to shut it for you,” Mary said.
 
   “Feisty today, aren’t we?” said Kim.
 
   Mary pushed her chair away from the table and was about to stand up, but Edith put her hand on Mary’s shoulder, holding her in place.
 
   “It’s time for us to speak about the ritual,” she said. “You all have a part to play, regardless of which girl ultimately ends up in this house.”
 
   Still scowling at Kim, Mary took a deep breath and pulled her chair back towards the table.
 
   “At the spring carnival, shortly after dusk, the four of you will be called to stand before your classmates and present your gifts,” Edith said. “I hope all of you have your gift for Daciana already prepared. If not, I suggest you immediately get to work on that. Tradition demands that you give Daciana something special. Something that is meaningful to you, and that will be pleasing to her. I needn’t remind any of you what can happen if Daciana is displeased with your gift.”
 
   “I think we all understand what’s at stake,” Kim said.
 
   The gift for Daciana was a tradition as old as Coronation. The night before prom, each of the girls wearing black honored the queen of the Samarin clan with an extravagant present. In years past, Daciana had received famous works of art, titles to family vacation homes, and large transfers of company stock. The better the gift, the more likely that the girl and her family would receive the favor of the clan in the future.
 
   And God help the girl who gave an underwhelming gift. It was not unheard of for Daciana to change the final results of Coronation after being disappointed with one of her presents.
 
   Fortunately for Nicky, the Network had planned out her gift long before she ever arrived at Thorndike, and it was a good one. There was no doubt in Nicky’s mind that Daciana would love it.
 
   “In addition to your gift to Daciana,” Edith said, “you are each required to gather special items that must be on your person during prom. Three items are required. One item that honors the clan, another that honors the school, a third that honors the Coronation contest. When we do our tour of the house, I’ll give you some examples of what other girls have worn. It can be anything, from your dress to your jewelry, even your underwear.”
 
   “You gals are going to love the tour,” Kim said. “My daddy made me do it a few months ago. It’s truly inspiring. Mary, you in particular-”
 
   “Fuck you, Kim.”
 
   “Hey, that’s your line, isn’t it, Nicky?” Kim said.
 
   “There are a lot of people who’d like to say that to you,” Nicky said.
 
   “You got that right,” said Kim.
 
   “Is it time for the tour?” said Samantha.
 
   “Almost,” said Edith. “First we must do a photograph. If you all would care to line up in front of the fireplace, I’ll take your picture beneath the portrait of Donna Stallworth.”
 
   They stepped away from the table and made their way to the parlor. They lined up in front of the fireplace, Samantha on one end, Mary on the other.
 
   Like four best friends taking a selfie at a party, the girls wearing black placed their arms on each other’s backs and smiled for the camera.
 
   “Beautiful,” Edith said as she snapped the picture. “I expect your photo will become a very popular piece in our collection. The four candidates in what has turned out to be one of the most interesting of all Coronation contests.”
 
   “And it isn’t even over yet,” said Kim.
 
   “Too true,” said Edith. “Shall we begin the tour?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 39
 
    
 
   The Thorndike spring carnival was a tradition dating back to the 19th century. At one time it was a May Day celebration, but after Daciana and the clan took over the school, the spring carnival morphed into the final Coronation event, where students enjoyed food and fun, and then opened their checkbooks one last time.
 
   Pizza, hot dogs, cotton candy, carnival rides and games, even a dunk tank for the teachers—all of this was merely window dressing for the main event of spring carnival: the kissing booths.
 
   One for each girl wearing black, all of them set up in a row on the north lawn, traditionally, the kissing booths were the final opportunity to give money to one of the Coronation candidates. The idea was simple. Line up in front of the girl of your choice, get out your money, and pay for a kiss. The larger the payment, the better the kiss.
 
   In theory, the kissing booths were meant to keep the contest interesting and competitive right up to the end. In practice, they were usually a school-wide celebration of the eventual winner, with the majority of students lining up for the girl who was already in the lead.
 
   This year was no different. Samantha’s lead was enormous, and the Thorndike senior class was nearly unanimous in its opinion that Coronation was hers. When the kissing booths opened at dusk, a long line formed in front of Samantha’s booth.
 
   Nicky watched as guys and girls alike, one at a time, went up to Samantha, gave her their money, and got a kiss in return. No longer another student among her peers, Samantha Kwan had passed over into the realm of celebrity. People wanted to be near her, and seemed genuinely moved at the chance to kiss her.
 
   The only other booth with any activity was Kim’s, where Marshall, Rosalyn, Andrea, and Vince lined up for a kiss. Kim flashed a plastic smile at each of them, accepted their cash, and gave a quick, eyes-still-open kiss.
 
   Nicky and Mary’s booths were silent, save a single student who decided to wander from one booth to another. Art Tremblay, once a part of Nicky’s grand plan to win, ambled between the booths of all four girls, seemingly unconcerned with the politics of Coronation that occupied his classmates. He started at Samantha’s booth, paying her a pittance that earned him a peck on the cheek. Then he went to Kim, where they had a conversation that began with Kim saying, “Are you kidding me?” and ended with Art saying, “I’d have more money to give you if you hadn’t tied it all up.” Kim kissed Art quickly then sent him on his way. With a grin on his face, he went to Mary’s booth, where, even though he only had a few dollars to give her, he received a passionate kiss in return.
 
   Good for Mary, Nicky thought. If you only get to give out one kiss, might as well make it a good one.
 
   Art seemed a little weak in the knees as he left Mary’s booth, but still he moved on, forging ahead to Nicky.
 
   “May I?” he said, as he neared the front of her booth.
 
   “Does it look like I’ve got anything else to do?” said Nicky.
 
   Art stepped forward, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a one-dollar bill.
 
   “This is all I’ve got left,” he said.
 
   “I suppose I should be insulted,” said Nicky, “but at least that’s more than you offered for me at the Date Auction.”
 
   Art laughed. “For real, this dollar is all I’ve got left. My entire supply of liquid assets is right here in my hand. My company accounts have been frozen since October thanks to Kim and my father. I’ve been living off the balance I had in my bank account the day my dad cut me off, and this one dollar bill is all I’ve got left.”
 
   “Am I supposed to be moved by this little speech?”
 
   “Look, Nicky, I know I was rude to you the other day.”
 
   “It’s fine. You have a right to be angry.”
 
   “Yes, I do. But that doesn’t mean…”
 
   Art shook his head and gave an exaggerated sigh. He seemed convinced that he was about to say something profound.
 
   “Last semester, I had feelings for you,” he said.
 
   “I shouldn’t have led you on.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. My feelings were real. And even though you hurt me, a part of me still has those feelings. I want you to know that.”
 
   “I’m sorry I hurt you, Art.”
 
   He held out the dollar.
 
   “Will you kiss me?”
 
   “Sure,” Nicky said. “And you can keep your dollar. This one’s on the house.”
 
   She reached out for Art, put her hand on the back of his head, and kissed him. It wasn’t a passionate kiss, but it was enough, and when it was over, Art said, “Wow.”
 
   “Go spend your dollar on a hot dog or something,” Nicky said.
 
   “Will do,” said Art.
 
   As he walked away, Nicky turned back to look at the other booths. Mary and Kim were both watching her. Mary had an angry look on her face. Kim was lightly tapping her palms together, like someone clapping at a golf course.
 
   The kissing booths closed at nine o’clock and the students migrated to the courtyard, where the carnival committee had set up a stage for the girls wearing black. Nicky and the others climbed a small staircase to the stage, where they were each given a folding chair to sit on. Once all the girls were seated, a student named Terri Weingarten came onstage and approached the microphone.
 
   “Is everyone enjoying the carnival?” Terri said.
 
   Her voice echoed throughout the courtyard, and the students cheered.
 
   “I’m so glad to hear it,” Terri said. “We on the carnival committee have worked hard to make this event a success, and I’d like to take a minute now to thank a few people.”
 
   As Terri ran through a list of names of people on the committee, four of Daciana’s servants emerged from Sullivan Hall. Each servant carried a wicker basket. Moving quietly, the servants went behind the stage and set down the wicker baskets, one next to each chair.
 
   “Last but not least, I need to thank Amy Thayer for keeping me sane these past three weeks,” Terri said, finishing her introductory remarks.
 
   “And now,” she continued, “we move on to my favorite part of the evening, the presentation of gifts! Would Daciana please come join us on the stage?”
 
   Daciana emerged from the audience and approached the stage. As she made her way up, Terri spoke nervously into the microphone.
 
   “Daciana, on behalf of the carnival committee, and all the students of the Thorndike senior class, I would like to thank you for everything you’ve done for us. Coming to a school like Thorndike is one of the rarest of opportunities, and we, your students, will be forever grateful to you and the clan. As a sign of the undying loyalty of all your students, each of the girls wearing black has a gift for you. I will now turn the microphone over to them, and they will present in order of the current standings, starting with Samantha Kwan.”
 
   Terri stepped aside, and Samantha came to the microphone, carrying the wicker basket that had been placed next to her chair.
 
   “Daciana, you know I love you,” Samantha said. “With all my heart, I will always love you.”
 
   Samantha gave a slow, saccharine speech about the gift of knowledge and the power of education. Then she reached into her wicker basket and removed a single sheet of paper.
 
   “That’s why I would like to give you full ownership of my father’s most valuable patent,” she said.
 
   The students applauded. It was a good gift. Samantha’s father, a scientist, held many industrial patents. Giving one of them to Daciana not only enriched the clan, but it also was a sign of subservience. The Kwan family had selected one of its most valuable possessions, and given it away.
 
   Daciana walked across the stage, accepted the gift, and hugged Samantha, who returned to her seat crying tears of joy.
 
   Kim was next. From her wicker basket, she retrieved a knife that belonged to a 16th century Spanish explorer.
 
   “Fifteen years ago, my father paid three hundred thousand dollars for this knife at auction,” Kim said. “The explorer who owned this knife came to America looking for the fountain of youth. He died, never having found it. He died because the fountain of youth wasn’t here. Not until you arrived, Daciana.”
 
   More applause from the students. As much as they hated Kim Renwick, there was no denying this was a clever gift. Not only was it valuable, but it was the sort of showpiece every vampire loved. An artifact they could proudly display while telling a story to their guests—Nicky could easily envision it hanging on the wall in Daciana’s house
 
   “Thank you, Kim,” Daciana said, accepting the knife and giving Kim a hug.
 
   Like Samantha, Kim returned to her seat with tears in her eyes, but hers weren’t tears of joy. Nicky didn’t know that she’d ever seen Kim cry before. Strange as it was, Nicky felt bad for her. How many years had Kim dreamed of this moment, only to get here and have it be nothing like she expected?
 
   Kim looked at her, her eyes swollen and red. “What are you staring at?” she said. “It’s your turn. Get up there.”
 
   “Right,” Nicky said.
 
   She grabbed her wicker basket and went to the microphone.
 
   “Daciana, I’ll keep this short,” she said. “You’ve been in love with my car from the moment you saw it. It’s yours now. You’ll find it parked in the senior lot.”
 
   She reached into the basket and pulled out the keys to the Vicenza.
 
   “Rock on,” Daciana said, rushing across the stage with a big smile on her face. Taking the keys from Nicky, she whispered, “Very well done. This is one of the best presents I’ve ever received.”
 
   She gave Nicky a hug, and for a second Nicky’s heart was pressed close to Daciana’s, and she felt something.
 
   Family. When she hugged Daciana, she felt like she was part of the family.
 
   Part of Sergio’s family.
 
   Still hugging Daciana, Nicky looked up at the moon, which hung low in the night sky. In twenty-four hours, Sergio would be approaching the house of the winner, preparing to make a new immortal.
 
   Nicky returned to her seat and Mary took the stage. She gave Daciana the title to a vacation cottage in the barrier islands. As Daciana hugged her, she whispered, “There’s no shame in losing the Coronation contest.”
 
   “I know,” Mary responded.
 
   After Mary sat down, Daciana approached the microphone and spoke to the crowd.
 
   “My friends, let us please have one more round of applause for our girls wearing black!”
 
   The students cheered.
 
   “Stand up, ladies,” Daciana said. Nicky and the others rose to their feet, and the applause grew louder. Looking to her left and right, Nicky found herself feeling connected to these girls. She had come to Thorndike to destroy Coronation, but now, as the contest neared its end, she felt like she was very much a part of it.
 
   Daciana waited for the applause to die down, then she returned to the microphone.
 
   “As you all know, the spring carnival ends when I announce the final standings in the Coronation contest. Normally, I would do that right now. But this year is hardly normal, is it? Before we know who will be the next immortal, we must gather in the chapel one final time, and see if anyone has been clever enough to figure out the combination to my safe. My friends, I will see all of you there, and announce the winner when we are done!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 40
 
    
 
   Ryan had been repeating the numbers of the combination all week long.
 
   In his bedroom at night he said them out loud. In the shower he traced the numbers on the wall using his finger.
 
   In the evenings he sat at his computer, typing the numbers on a document, then erasing them, then typing them again. When he went to sleep, he dreamed about the numbers. When he woke up, he immediately said them aloud to make sure he still remembered them.
 
   Ninety-eight, seventy-seven, nineteen, seventy-one.
 
   A part of him knew he was being ridiculous. It was four numbers. How hard was it to remember four numbers?
 
   He wanted to let it go. He wanted to quit repeating the numbers to himself over and over.
 
   But he couldn’t stop. And the fact that he couldn’t stop was disturbing to him. Why had he become so obsessed? From the very beginning of the semester, when he was beaten up and broken down on a cot in a ratty old house in Alexandria, he had been obsessed with winning Coronation for Nicky. Everything else in his life had become secondary to that obsession.
 
   It wasn’t healthy. But there was nothing he could do. The obsession consumed him.
 
   Nicky must win Coronation. She belongs with Sergio. It is her destiny.
 
   Listening to his own thoughts, he realized those words had been ringing in his mind for months now, playing on repeat, not unlike the numbers that would open the safe.
 
   Ninety-eight, seventy-seven, nineteen, seventy-one. Ninety-eight, seventy-seven…
 
   The numbers blared in Ryan’s mind as he walked into the chapel. This was it. Tonight Daciana would call him up to the altar. He would turn the dials to the correct numbers. He would open the safe and win the enormous prize inside. He would give the prize to Nicky and she would win Coronation.
 
   It couldn’t happen fast enough. Ryan wanted to be done with all of it. The obsessing, the lies, the school, Coronation. He wanted to complete the task that had consumed him for months and get on with his life.
 
   He sat in the front row, looking up at the safe. Jill sat next to him. Daciana entered the chapel through the back. She gave a quick greeting to the students before walking up to the safe, where she reached into the plastic globe and removed a ball.
 
   “Number ninety,” she said.
 
   Jackie O’Hanna stepped forward. Continuing the tradition started the week before, Jackie made no effort to turn the dials to the right number, but instead went straight to the handle and pulled on it, smiling at Samantha as she did so.
 
   Jackie returned to her seat and Daciana pulled another ball from the globe.
 
   “Eleven,” she said.
 
   Garrett Smith stood up from his spot and went to the front of the chapel. Like Jackie, he bypassed the dials and went straight to the handle.
 
   “This thunk’s for you,” he said to Samantha as he pulled on the door, which gave its familiar sound and remained shut.
 
   Garrett returned to his seat.
 
   “Eighty-four!” Daciana called out.
 
   Jacob Haltham approached the safe and failed to open it.
 
   “Twenty!”
 
   Ryan and Jill shared a glance. Twenty was the number Rosalyn had given to Jill. Sure enough, Rosalyn approached the safe from the back of the chapel. Unlike the other students, Rosalyn made a good-faith effort to open the safe. She turned the first dial to seventy-seven, the second dial to seventy-one, the third to nineteen, and the fourth to ninety-eight.
 
   It was clear Rosalyn had been keeping close track of the numbers Daciana had been calling all semester. Every number she entered on the safe was an actual number from the combination, but only the third number was in the correct place.
 
   There was a mild sense of anticipation as Rosalyn approached the handle, but like everyone else, she got the familiar thunk of a door refusing to open. As Rosalyn went back to her seat, Ryan looked up to the globe of plastic balls. Three were left. Alistair Stephens, Art Tremblay, and Ryan.
 
   Daciana reached into the globe again and pulled out a ball.
 
   “Number sixty,” she said.
 
   And there it was. Twelve weeks of waiting, more than ninety students before him, a semester of spying and negotiating and number crunching, and it all came down to this. Ryan stood up from his seat.
 
   “I’m number sixty,” he said.
 
   “Come forward, Mr. Jenson,” said Daciana. “Let’s see what you can do.”
 
   Moving slowly, deliberately, Ryan walked to the end of the pew and into the aisle. There were two stairs leading up to the altar. Bringing his left foot onto the first step, Ryan heard the numbers of the combination start churning in his mind.
 
   Ninety-eight, seventy-seven…
 
   He couldn’t finish the thought because another rushed in to take its place.
 
   Why are you doing this?
 
   He lifted his right foot up, putting his whole body on the first step, where he stood for a second, trying to clear his mind.
 
   Ninety-eight, seventy-seven…
 
   Nicky doesn’t belong with Sergio. She belongs with me!
 
   Where were these thoughts coming from? Why were they coming to him now? He lifted his left foot again, climbing to the second step.
 
   Ninety-eight, seventy—
 
   I love Nicky Bloom. In my dreams, we lived multiple lifetimes together. Marriage, children, growing old…it was incredible. Why was I so willing to let all of that go?
 
   He lifted his right foot, and now was all the way on the altar.
 
   “Are you moving slowly for dramatic effect?” Daciana said. “If so, it’s working.”
 
   A few chuckles passed through the crowd, followed by someone yelling from the rear of the chapel. “Come on, Ryan! Let’s do this!”
 
   He took a deep breath and reached for the first dial. He turned it to ninety-eight.
 
   They think they’re going to kill Sergio when he comes for her, but that’s not what’s going to happen. Sergio and Nicky are meant to be together. Sergio will be too much for them. All the vampire hunters will die and Sergio will make Nicky an immortal.
 
   He reached for the second dial, and slowly began spinning it towards seventy-seven.
 
   It’s okay though, because that’s what’s meant to be. It’s Nicky’s destiny. She and Sergio are meant to be together.
 
   His fingers were shaking now, but he got the dial all the way where he wanted it, with the tip of the ruby pointed at seventy-seven.
 
   Why does Nicky’s destiny have to be with Sergio? Why can’t it be with me?
 
   He reached for the third dial. He spun it to number nineteen.
 
   This is a mistake. She could be with me. We could be together! Jill’s friends, the deluded vampire hunters who think they can kill Sergio, they’re all going to die and they don’t have to!
 
   I don’t have to do this. None of us have to do this!
 
   His fingers were on the fourth dial now, spinning it towards seventy-one.
 
   Don’t do this, Ryan. This has been all wrong from the beginning. I’ve messed it all up. Nicky belongs with me, not with Sergio. Don’t do this!
 
   Even as he told himself to stop, Ryan’s fingers kept moving. It was like he had lost control of his body.
 
   Stop it! he thought. Get ahold of yourself! You’re obsessed. You’ve gone mad! This is madness! Choose the wrong number, let Nicky lose the contest, and then get her the hell out of here before it’s too late!
 
   The sapphire was still spinning, his fingers guiding it towards number seventy-one.
 
   Why can’t I stop? Why are my fingers still moving? Stop! Please, for the love of God, stop!
 
   His fingers guided the sapphire all the way to number seventy-one and he removed his hand from the dial.
 
   I’m not in control, he thought. I’m a slave, just like the servants guarding this safe.
 
   Against his will, his feet carried him away from the dial, and towards the handle. With the combination entered, the combination he had been rehearsing to himself all week, he grabbed onto the handle and pulled.
 
   Thunk.
 
   There was a single gasp from the audience. One person, in the front row, who was audibly surprised at what happened. Ryan turned to look at Jill, who had panic in her eyes.
 
   The safe hadn’t opened. Ryan entered the correct combination and the safe hadn’t opened.
 
   “Well, you certainly kept us all in suspense, Mr. Jenson,” Daciana said. “You may return to your seat.”
 
   His heart racing, Ryan went back to his seat.
 
   The combination he had been repeating to himself all week long was incorrect. At least one of their numbers was wrong. But which one?
 
   As he sat down, he looked at Jill, whose eyes seemed to anticipate his question. I don’t know they said.
 
   Daciana reached into the globe again and they both got their answer.
 
   “Number seventy-one!” she announced.
 
   From the back of the chapel, Art Tremblay stepped into the aisle.
 
   “He lied to me,” Jill whispered.
 
   Art walked briskly to the front of the chapel and stepped onto the altar. Leaving the first three dials of the safe exactly where Ryan had put them, he went straight to the fourth.
 
   The sapphire. Mary’s dial.
 
   He changed the number, replacing seventy-one with the very number he had given to Jill.
 
   Number four.
 
   “He knew,” Jill whispered. “He knew her number and he convinced me it was his.”
 
   With a big smile on his face, Art grabbed onto the handle of the safe, and pulled. There was no thunk. This time, the door clicked, and swung open.
 
   A huge gasp from the audience, followed by expressions of disbelief. The door to the safe was open and the stacks of gold inside gleamed in the light.
 
   “Well, well, well,” said Daciana, “look what we have here!”
 
   The audience was frantic now. What numbers did he enter? How did he know? Who’s getting the money?
 
   Ryan turned to Jill, whose eyes were looking straight ahead.
 
   “Zack was right,” she said quietly.
 
   “What? Zack?”
 
   “About Art,” she said. “I should have listened to him. I should have known.”
 
   From the altar, Daciana raised her voice to speak over the din.
 
   “Mr. Art Tremblay,” she said. “You find yourself in quite the enviable position. Have a look out at the audience. Find the four girls wearing black.”
 
   Art moved his head back and forth, slowly, his eyes making contact first with Samantha, then with Kim, then Nicky, and finally, Mary.
 
   The chapel was still noisy with anxious and confused students. Ryan leaned in closer to Jill.
 
   “What are you saying about Art?” he whispered.
 
   “Art is getting laid,” Jill said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Quiet please,” Daciana said, holding up her hands. “We need it quiet in here.”
 
   The noise quickly faded to silence.
 
   “Thank you,” Daciana said. “Now, Mr. Tremblay, you have a decision to make. One of these girls will become the immortal from your class, and you get to choose which one. Are you ready?”
 
   “I am,” Art said.
 
   “Then tell us. Who is the winner of this year’s Coronation contest?”
 
   “The winner is the beautiful girl sitting in the back. A girl I am proud to say is the love of my life. The new immortal is Mary Torrance.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 41
 
    
 
   Jill was helpless to stop what happened next.
 
   “Will Mary Torrance and Nicky Bloom please join me on the altar?” Daciana said.
 
   Like everyone else in the chapel, Jill turned to watch as Coronation’s winner and loser left their places in the audience and walked to the front. Mary was glowing, and had people reaching out to hug her and shake her hand. Nicky was stoic, playing the role that was required of her.
 
   They were in uncharted territory now. In no iteration of the plan had they prepared for a moment like this. After Daciana announced the final standings, she would take Nicky away, and lead her to the Purgatory House.
 
   The girls lined up on either side of Daciana.
 
   “And then there were two,” Daciana said. “A winner and a loser. Tomorrow night, when Mary arrives at prom, she will be a member of the Samarin clan, and Nicky will sacrifice her life to honor our new immortal. In keeping with our traditions, Nicky will spend the final twenty-four hours of her life in solemn reflection at the Purgatory House. Nicky, I speak for all your classmates when I say, we thank you for your sacrifice.”
 
   Daciana led the students in another round of applause, which turned into a standing ovation. Jill and Ryan, in the front row of the chapel, had no choice but to join in, standing with the others to cheer for Nicky’s impending death.
 
   “This isn’t right,” Ryan muttered.
 
   “Of course it isn’t right,” said Jill. “Be cool. We’ll figure out what to do.”
 
   Jill’s mind was already racing with ideas. They’d look at the Purgatory House in the TPM database. They’d figure out what sort of security would be holding Nicky in place. They’d break her out of there and be on their way.
 
   Having left Sergio untouched.
 
   Standing in the front row of the chapel, listening to the other students cheer, the reality of it all began to sink in for Jill. The mission had failed. Nicky hadn’t won Coronation. Sergio wasn’t coming to the mansion.
 
   “Something’s totally wrong,” Ryan said.
 
   “Can we talk about this later?” said Jill. “I promise you, we’ll get through this. Plans don’t work out sometimes, and you have to adapt.”
 
   “It’s not the plan, it’s me,” Ryan said. “Something’s wrong with me.”
 
   His voice was shaky and weak. Turning to look at him, Jill saw that his face was pale and drenched in sweat.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’ve been programmed, Jill.”
 
   The applause was beginning to die down. Daciana was about to speak again.
 
   “What?”
 
   “It explains everything. From the moment I woke up that morning in the safe house, I…”
 
   Daciana began speaking, silencing Ryan and the rest of the crowd with her words.
 
   “My friends, I will see all of you tomorrow night at prom. For those who wish to say their goodbyes, visiting hours at the Purgatory House begin tomorrow afternoon at two. Nicky, I will now escort you to your new home. The rest of you, please take some time to get to know the next immortal. You are dismissed everyone! Good night!”
 
   As Mary stepped down from the altar to a sea of adoring fans, Daciana took Nicky by the hand and led her out the back door of the chapel.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “It’s over. We lost,” Jill said.
 
   She was riding in Ryan’s Lamborghini. They were going east on the beltway. As Ryan drove, Jill spoke on the phone with Eve.
 
   “The combination we had was wrong,” she said. “Art Tremblay lied to me. Mary Torrance won Coronation.”
 
   “Mary Torrance? Wasn’t she in last place?”
 
   “Nicky’s in last place now, and she’s locked up in the Purgatory House until tomorrow night. We’re going to have to figure out a way to break her loose.”
 
   “Doesn’t seem like that should be terribly difficult,” said Eve. “But then what?”
 
   “Then we all get out of town,” said Jill. “Do me a favor, will you? Find Winnie, and tell her it’s over.”
 
   “Winnie’s on her way to Bethesda with the other assassins,” said Eve. “Is that where you’re headed now?”
 
   “No,” said Jill. “Ryan and I have something we have to do. We won’t be in Bethesda for at least an hour.”
 
   “Expect Winnie to call you then.”
 
   “I will,” Jill said, then thought, I’ll have a lot to tell her.
 
   She ended the call with Eve just as Ryan was coming up on the exit to Highway 187.
 
   “Keep left,” Jill said. “We’re not going to Bethesda yet.”
 
   “We’re not? Where are we going?”
 
   “If you’ve been programmed we need to deal with that right away. Stay on the beltway. We’re going to Landover.”
 
   “What’s in Landover?”
 
   “Someone who can help us.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Frankie arrived at the Bloom mansion in the passenger seat of Winnie’s car. They entered through the garage. Helena Fischer greeted them in the kitchen.
 
   He recognized the house right away.
 
   The last time he was here, it was as Renata’s slave. Ten hours he spent in this house, mopping up blood and removing dead bodies. It was during that time that he saw a photo of Nicky on the wall. A photo that made all the difference in the world for him.
 
   “Have we heard from any of our agents yet?” Winnie asked.
 
   “Not yet,” said Helena. “But I expect to receive a phone call from one them within the hour.”
 
   They didn’t have to wait that long. The phone call came a few minutes later. Frankie stood in the living room while Winnie and Helena processed the bad news.
 
   “It’s unacceptable,” Winnie said. “This was our only shot at him and it’s lost!”
 
   “It can’t end this way,” said Helena. “It wasn’t meant to end this way. Nicky was supposed to win Coronation!”
 
   “We’ll never get another shot,” said Winnie. “The entire Network has leveraged all its resources for this mission. We can’t leave it unfinished.”
 
   “There’s been a mistake,” Helena said. “Nicky was meant to win Coronation. That’s why we stayed in town, so Nicky could win!”
 
   “Would you shut up about Coronation already!” Winnie snapped. “It’s over! Nicky lost! Sergio won’t be coming to this house tomorrow.”
 
   “Where will he be going?” asked Frankie.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Winnie. “Where does Mary Torrance live?”
 
   “Northwest Potomac,” said Helena. “Not that far from Jill. What are you thinking?”
 
   “We can’t quit now,” said Winnie. “We only get one chance at this. If Sergio is going to Mary Torrance’s house tomorrow night, so are we.”
 
   “But that’s not the right house,” said Helena. “The whole point of this was to get him into this house! It would be suicide to try it somewhere else!”
 
   “We all have to die sometime,” Winnie said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It all made sense now.
 
   Sitting in the den of Gordon’s apartment in Landover, watching as Gordon led Ryan deep into his own mind, Jill finally understood why everyone had been so eager to stay in Potomac.
 
   “Say the words again, Ryan,” said Gordon. “Say them aloud and listen to where they came from.”
 
   “Nicky cannot leave,” Ryan said. “It is her destiny to stay at Thorndike and win the Coronation contest.”
 
   “Good. You are in the past, Ryan, listening to someone say those words to you. Where are you?”
 
   “I’m in an old house. Jill and Nicky and others are there with me. I’m in a hallway. I’m on a cot.”
 
   Jill felt like she was sinking, like everything she thought she knew was questionable now. How did Sergio find the safe house?
 
   Then she remembered a trip she and Nicky took to see the ruins of Renata’s mansion.
 
   Sergio must have been there. He must have followed them back.
 
   “Who is saying the words, Ryan?”
 
   “Sergio Alonzo.”
 
   “They are just words, aren’t they?”
 
   “Just words,” Ryan repeated.
 
   “Listen to me,” said Gordon, “and allow these words to become true in your mind. Allow them to overtake the words that Sergio said to you. Nicky can leave whenever she wants.”
 
   “Nicky can leave whenever she wants.”
 
   “Nicky gets to choose her own destiny. So do you.”
 
   “Yes,” Ryan said. “We all get to choose our own destiny.”
 
   “Sergio has no power over you.”
 
   Ryan nodded his head, slowly.
 
   “You are in control of your own thoughts and emotions, aren’t you Ryan?”
 
   “I am now. I wasn’t before.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Winnie parked on the street half a block down from the Torrance estate. She, Frankie, and Helena found a hiding place in the woods across from the house.
 
   “Mary’s bedroom is on the south side,” Winnie said. “Second floor.”
 
   Frankie saw it. A four-poster bed, a collection of porcelain dolls on the shelves, photos of wild animals on the walls—the bedroom was easily visible from the road through huge windows on the south corner of the house.
 
   “Those windows are a problem,” said Helena.
 
   “I know,” said Winnie. “We’ll have to work quickly. Look at the wall facing the back yard. There’s a deck out there, with a door leading to Mary’s bedroom. That’s where Sergio will enter. Mary will leave that door unlocked for him.”
 
   “This is madness,” Helena said. “Maybe there’s still time to find another way. A petition. I’ve heard of petitions holding up the Coronation results before. We petition the school, saying Mary broke the rules.”
 
   “Please stop talking about Coronation,” Winnie said. “That ship has sailed.”
 
   “But Nicky was supposed to win! We stayed in town so she could win the Coronation contest.”
 
   Frankie was surprised at the desperation in Helena’s voice. Winnie had told him that Helena was one of the best hunters in the Network. Tonight she seemed weak and unstable.
 
   “Two agents go in through the bedroom,” Winnie said, ignoring Helena. “We hit Mary with a dart and knock her out. Then we clear the house. Anyone inside gets put to sleep. We leave Mary in the bed, make it look like she’s resting while she waits. Sergio will want to see her before he comes inside. If only we didn’t have to deal with those blasted windows. There are a hundred ways for Sergio to get out of there before we’ve even taken a shot.”
 
   “It’s got to be in Bethesda,” said Helena. “We had it all worked out.”
 
   “Yes, we did,” said Winnie. “Doing it in this house will be a long shot at best. But a long shot is better than no shot at all. Somehow, Frankie, we’ve got to get you behind Sergio after he enters the bedroom.”
 
   Winnie’s phone buzzed. She looked at the screen.
 
   “It’s Jill,” she said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jill and Ryan were back on the highway, driving to Bethesda. Gordon was in the car behind them. Jill had her phone to her ear and her tablet up and running in her lap.
 
   “Sergio found the safe house,” Jill said. “Ryan, Helena, and Phillip have all been compromised.”
 
   “What?” said Winnie. “I’m standing here with Helena right now.”
 
   “Where are you?” said Jill.
 
   “We’re in your neighborhood. We’re scoping out Mary Torrance’s house.”
 
   “You need to get everyone back to Bethesda,” Jill said. “Gordon’s on his way. He’s just deprogrammed Ryan. Don’t tell Helena another word until we’re certain her head is clear.”
 
   “What happened? What has she been programmed to do?”
 
   “Sergio found us at the safe house. He commanded Ryan to stay in Potomac and help Nicky win the Coronation contest. I expect Phillip and Helena’s programming is similar.”
 
   “But why would he do that?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jill said. “It’s about Nicky. Sergio didn’t want her to leave.”
 
   “Well this complicates things,” said Winnie. “Helena was going to be on the team that hunted Sergio. We’re coming to Mary’s house tomorrow night.”
 
   “I don’t think Sergio should be our primary focus anymore,” said Jill. “Nicky is trapped in the Purgatory House. We’ve got to get her out.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose we do,” said Winnie.
 
   “And there’s still time to salvage this operation,” Jill said. She was flipping through the screens on her tablet, looking at blueprints of Daciana’s mansion. “Maybe we can revisit my idea of breaking into Daciana’s house during prom.”
 
   Helena laughed. “I admire your spunk, Jill. Yes, now that the original mission is in shambles, I will admit, your idea sounds more appealing. We’ll talk about it when you get to the house.”
 
   “See you there.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 42
 
    
 
   After escorting Nicky to the Purgatory House, Daciana went to the senior parking lot and retrieved her new car.
 
   A ’66 Vicenza. Boy, did this car ever take her back. For Daciana, the 1960’s were the time when the clan went from a regional entity to a national one. It was in those years that Daciana got her first look at the Western United States, after decades on the eastern seaboard. She put new immortals in Chicago, St. Louis, New Orleans, Seattle, and San Francisco, and drove the new interstate highway system to visit them all.
 
   Long nights on the open road with stops in small towns where she fed on unsuspecting locals who had never seen an immortal before, and she did it all in her ’66 Vicenza. What a great car that had been for her.
 
   How truly wonderful it was to have it back in her life.
 
   She revved the engine a few times, allowing the sound to fill her with nostalgia, then she tore out of the parking lot, quickly taking the speedometer over a hundred. She cruised to the Huntington Heights neighborhood in Northwest Potomac, where she visited the family of Mary Torrance.
 
   Congratulations to you, yes this changes everything, Mary will be young and beautiful forever more, make sure she is in her bedroom by ten o’clock tomorrow night, she has to be in her prom outfit which I’m sure you know requires three articles of clothing that honor the clan…it was a speech Daciana used to give every year before she farmed it out to Renata. It felt good to be back in the saddle. It had been a good semester. This year’s contest had been one for the ages, and Daciana had a feeling she’d always have a special place for Mary Torrance in her heart.
 
   She left the Torrance house just after midnight, spinning the keys to her new car around her finger as she went down the walkway. She had parked the Vicenza across the street.
 
   Right in front of the woods.
 
   She felt an extraordinary sense of déjà vu. The black Vicenza parked in front of the woods, opposite a beautiful white mansion—even though she had never come to this house, somehow she had seen it all before.
 
   In a different neighborhood. Yes, Granwood Oaks—she and Nicky had come to Granwood Oaks together, and parked the Vicenza in front of the woods, in the exact spot where a taxi had once dropped off Annika Fleming.
 
   How curious it was that Mary’s neighborhood had the exact same design. Houses on one side of the street, undeveloped woodland on the other.
 
   And then she saw it in her mind. Both neighborhoods connecting together as one. A circle of houses surrounding a large plot of forest.
 
   Granwood Oaks and Huntington Heights were two sides of the same development.
 
   Immediately, she sprinted into the woods. It took her less than a minute to cover them from one side to the other. The foliage was thick, and from either side, it appeared that the forest went on for a good distance.
 
   But it didn’t. Someone who knew where she was going, someone like Annika, could easily cut through these woods on foot.
 
   Daciana emerged in Granwood Oaks, not far from where she knew the taxi had dropped off Annika Fleming.
 
   “Oh, you little devil,” she whispered. “You clever, clever girl.”
 
   She ran back through the forest, back to the Huntington Heights neighborhood, back to the Torrance house. When Mary’s father answered the door, she looked in his eyes and latched onto his brain.
 
   “Has Annika Fleming ever been here?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Mary’s father said.
 
   “Why am I wasting my time with you?” Daciana muttered. “Step aside.”
 
   Mary’s father got out of the way and Daciana raced upstairs. She burst into Mary’s bedroom. It was empty. But the shower was running. She ran to the bathroom and pulled back the curtain. Mary shrieked in surprise.
 
   “Annika Fleming,” Daciana said, quickly grabbing hold of Mary’s mind. “Tell me about Annika Fleming. Did she come here?”
 
   Mary gazed back at Daciana, completely under the vampire’s spell.
 
   “Annika has never been to my house.”
 
   “Then why would she come here? Who would she come see in this neighborhood?”
 
   “There are many Thorndike students who live in this subdivision,” Mary said. “It’s the nicest neighborhood in town.”
 
   “Tell me who they are.”
 
   “Jake Castillo’s family lives two houses down. Lisa Andrews is on the block behind us. Sam Featherstone lives in the brick house on the corner of Mulberry and Honeycomb.”
 
   “Which of those students would Annika want to see?”
 
   “Any one of them,” said Mary. “Annika was very popular.”
 
   “Jake Castillo, Lisa Andrews, and Sam Featherstone,” Daciana said. “Can you think of anyone else Annika might come to see?”
 
   “Yes,” Mary said. “At the top of the hill, in the big house that backs up to the woods on the other side. Jill Wentworth lives there.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was a long, emotional night at the Bloom mansion.
 
   Helena and Phillip were more difficult to deprogram than Ryan. Gordon had to work until the early hours of the morning to clear their minds. When he was finally done, his subjects were both overcome with guilt and remorse for their behavior over the past four months.
 
   “We should have left,” Helena said to Jill. “You wanted to leave and I wouldn’t let you go. We would all be safe if we had left.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Jill said. “We’re going to get Nicky out.”
 
   “And we’re not giving up on our primary objective,” Winnie added. “We’re still taking a shot at Sergio.”
 
    By morning, they had worked out a plan to run three separate operations in the next eighteen hours, all of them happening in different parts of town.
 
   At Thorndike, they would perform a jailbreak, springing Nicky from the Purgatory House before she got ushered into prom as the new immortal’s first victim.
 
   In Northwest Potomac, a team of vampire hunters would break into Mary Torrance’s house, neutralize the family, and wait for Sergio to arrive.
 
   And at Daciana’s mansion, a team of agents and volunteers would give Jill a second shot at Daciana’s computer, with the aim of emptying every bank account in the clan.
 
   Jill was awestruck as she watched Winnie get the personnel and materials organized. With only a few phone calls, Winnie got them a getaway car for Nicky, new weaponry to deal with the specific challenges the hunters would face at Mary’s house, a laundry list of items Jill required to pull of the hack, and all the people they would need to do it.
 
   “The hunters are coming with me,” Winnie said. “Everyone else is at your command, Jill. Get them organized.”
 
   Getting everyone organized required a venue where Jill could gather a large group together and speak to them all at once. She chose the same movie theater at the Hillsdale Mall where they planned the last break-in. Alvin helped Jill hook her tablet up to the projector so she could put blueprints from the TPM database on the big screen. In the early afternoon, a crowd of familiar faces, all having purchased tickets to a movie that wasn’t actually playing, came pouring into theater thirteen.
 
   They were the same people who answered the Network’s call for help at Renata’s mansion. People from the DC area who gave money and resources to the Network, who offered their houses as safe havens for Network agents, who were dedicated to fighting the clan, even if they weren’t full-time operatives like Jill and Nicky. They were people who had looked to Jill for leadership when the Network rescued all the slaves in Renata’s mansion, and emptied the house of all its valuables.
 
   They were ready for her to lead them again.
 
   And there was one new face in the crowd. One volunteer who hadn’t participated in the liberation of Renata’s mansion the winter before. He arrived a few minutes later than everyone else, and looked more than a little confused when he stepped into the movie theater.
 
   “Him?” said Ryan. “You invited him?”
 
   “Yes,” said Jill. “He’s one of us.”
 
   She jogged up the aisle to greet Zack.
 
   “Welcome to our meeting,” she said.
 
   Zack smiled. “Meeting?” he said. “I told the guy at the ticket counter I wanted to see the 2:15 showing of Gatorland Blues.”
 
   “This is it,” said Jill. “Take a seat.”
 
   With a blueprint of Daciana’s mansion on the screen, and an audience who was eager to join in the fight, Jill walked the group through a plan where a Network agent broke into the mansion and used Addonox to knock out the slaves.
 
   “Phillip will be the first one inside,” she said. “He’ll use the air conditioner to spread the knockout gas throughout the house. When the rest of you enter, you’ll be in gas masks. As you move through the house, I’ll need you to open every window and door. I’ll need the place aired out by the time I get there.”
 
   “What? You can’t do a delicate computer hack where every keystroke counts with a giant rubber mask on your face?” said Alvin.
 
   “Pretty much,” said Jill. “You all will find forty to fifty slaves in the mansion, and you’re going to rescue every one of them. Alvin and Phillip will take lead on this part of the operation. Ryan and I need to make a showing at prom. I’ll arrive at the mansion to do the hack after you’ve cleared the house.”
 
   She told them where to go, how they would get in, what wires they would cut to disable the alarm, where to find the main power switch, and how to get out again.
 
   “This will be just like Renata’s,” she said. “First we get the people out, then we take the files, the valuables, and anything else you can carry. The only place you cannot go is the crypt. You leave that space alone for me.”
 
   After all the details were covered, Jill sent most of the crowd on its way, telling them they would meet up again at their assigned places at dusk. Only Alvin, Ryan, and Zack stayed behind.
 
   “That’s quite a plan, Jill,” Alvin said. “But it doesn’t get us any farther than we got last time. What about the two-step verification on Daciana’s phone?”
 
   “Forget your computer hack for a minute, please,” said Ryan. “Nicky is trapped at the Purgatory House and prom is tonight. What are we doing to get her out?”
 
   Jill swiped at the screen on her tablet, bringing up a new blueprint from the TPM database. This blueprint showed the Purgatory House, the gymnasium, and the courtyard that connected the two.
 
   “Oddly enough, rescuing Nicky and getting past the verification code on Daciana’s phone are part of the same operation,” she said. “The trick is this corridor on the north end of the gym.”
 
   On the blueprint, she pointed at the gymnasium, which was divided into three sections: the gym, the lobby, and a long corridor labeled ‘Equipment Storage.’
 
   “Did you take a close look at your prom invitation, Ryan?” Jill asked.
 
   “Not really,” Ryan said. “It looked just like any other invite to a Thorndike event.”
 
   “That’s what I saw too,” said Jill. “Like every single invitation Daciana has sent out this semester, the prom invite had a line at the bottom saying that all cell phones had to be checked at the door.”
 
    “Let me guess. The coat check station is that little room at the back of the lobby,” said Alvin.
 
   “That’s right,” said Jill. On the diagram, she pointed at the back door of the gym. “At different times tonight, Nicky and I both will go through this door, and then enter this hallway. Nicky will use it to get out at this exit, where a car will be waiting for her.”
 
   “And you’ll use it to sneak into the coat check station,” said Alvin.
 
   “If all goes well,” said Jill. “Daciana’s phone will be there waiting for me.”
 
   “That’s a big if,” said Ryan. “The back door to the gym is reserved for the loser of the Coronation contest. It’s part of the walk she takes from the Purgatory House to the cage. What if somebody sees you using it?”
 
   “That’s why Zack is here,” said Jill. “While the rest of the crew is at Daciana’s, he will be at Thorndike with us. Zack, I need you to show up at nine o’clock, and park your car on the east side of Jefferson Road.”
 
   “Sounds easy enough. Then what do I do?”
 
   “Then you wait for my text, count to twenty, and make sure anyone who might be out in the neighborhood that night is looking at you, so I can sneak into the gym unnoticed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 43
 
    
 
   Nicky had a quiet night at the Purgatory House. She was offered a sponge bath, a massage, a facial, and a pedicure. She declined them all, asking instead to be left alone with her thoughts.
 
   As alone as was allowed. There were armed guards standing outside every door and underneath every window. They faced away from the house, not at all concerned that Nicky might try to leave, but present to fend off anyone who might try to steal her away.
 
   Parents, a distressed boyfriend, the Network—these were the only people the clan considered a threat to remove the loser of the Coronation contest. The notion that the girl might leave of her own volition wasn’t even considered.
 
   Looking out the window at one of the guards, Nicky hoped Jill and the others weren’t going to try and storm their way in here. It would be so much easier for Nicky to break out on her own.
 
   And, truthfully, she was in no hurry to leave.
 
   The bed was the most comfortable she had ever slept in, and the house was perfectly dark and silent all through the night. When she woke in the morning, she felt as rested as she’d ever been.
 
   At eight o’clock, Edith rolled in a breakfast tray with eggs, bacon, fruit, and an obscenely delicious cup of coffee. As Nicky ate, Edith walked her through the rest of the day.
 
   “Visiting hours begin after lunch,” she said. “Is someone bringing you the three items you need to add to your prom outfit? If not, I can arrange to have them fetched for you. Daciana will see you at dusk, and will ask you to explain the items you have worn to honor the clan.”
 
   It was amusing to Nicky that she was supposed to care. What was Daciana going to do if Nicky wasn’t wearing the proper items on her prom outfit. Kill her?
 
   “I’ll arrange with one of my visitors to get my items here,” Nicky said.
 
   “Very good. Your dress will be provided for you. You need to change into it before visiting hours start.”
 
   After Edith left, Nicky took a bubble bath in the luxurious Jacuzzi tub. When she got out, she found a white dress with a plunging neckline laid out on the bed. On the floor next to the bed was a pair of silver heels with rubies glued into the straps. There was a jewelry case open on the dresser—it hadn’t been there before. Nicky went up to it and found it full of choices, most of them silver and adorned with rubies.
 
   Whoever was responsible for her outfit had been paying attention. Silver jewelry had been her trademark all year, and the rubies not only matched her dial on the safe, but the pendant she had worn to Daciana’s party.
 
   After lunch, a hair and makeup artist arrived to help Nicky finish her look. Nicky allowed him to do her makeup, but told him she would take care of her own hair.
 
   “I’ll be honoring the clan with an item in my hair,” she said. “It isn’t here yet.”
 
   Decked out in a white dress, with silver shoes, silver jewelry, and dramatic makeup, Nicky was ready for visiting hours. In the final moments before visiting hours began, she wrote down a listing of the three items she would wear to honor the clan, and where to find the items in her bedroom.
 
   She gave that list to Jill, who was the very first guest to show up.
 
   “Look at you,” Jill said. “All decked out in white like these girls in the portraits.”
 
   “The portraits are really something, aren’t they?” said Nicky. “Come have a look at this one over here.”
 
   Nicky walked Jill to a portrait marked Sandra Rennselar, killed by Nora Jamison, 1961.
 
   There was nothing special about the portrait itself—it showed a corpse whose white dress was drenched in blood, just like the others. Nicky wanted Jill to see what was next to the portrait. On a thin section of wall between this picture and the one next to it, there was a small black circle, countersunk into the drywall.
 
   A camera.
 
   Be careful what you say, we’re not alone—that was the message Nicky was trying to convey to Jill as they looked at the portrait of Sandra Rennselar.
 
   Jill seemed to understand.
 
   “I feel bad for everything that’s happened between us this year,” she said. “More than I can easily put into words. But I gave it my best shot.”
 
   Jill pulled an envelope from her back pocket and handed it to Nicky. “A letter for you,” she said. “With everything I want to say to you, but can’t.”
 
   “Oddly enough, I have a letter for you too,” Nicky said. “Well, not a letter so much as a message.” She gave Jill the paper with the list of items she needed for her outfit. “Do you think you could arrange for someone to gather these things for me? I need them before visiting hours end.”
 
   Jill read over the list. “I’m sure someone can get these to you today,” she said.
 
   In the front room, the door opened, and Edith welcomed in another guest.
 
   “I wonder who that is,” said Nicky. “I really wasn’t expecting a lot of people to drop by today.”
 
   She leaned her head around to look past Jill, wondering if maybe it was Ryan who had come through the door. Or Phillip and Helena, here to play the role of the grieving parents.
 
   Or Art, having come to explain himself.
 
   It was none of them. The person who walked through the door was Samantha Kwan.
 
   “I should go,” Jill said.
 
   “Okay,” said Nicky. She almost followed it up with See you later, but realized that would have been a poor choice.
 
   As Jill walked out of the room, Samantha walked in.
 
   “Hi,” Nicky said. “I’m surprised to see you.”
 
   “I came to pay my respects,” Samantha said. “You know, for a long time, I thought it was going to be me staying in this house the night before prom.”
 
   “Well, good for you that it isn’t,” Nicky said.
 
   “You know, I don’t really think of it that way. I hope I don’t sound callous, but a part of me is jealous of you.”
 
   Oh boy, Nicky thought. Here we go.
 
   “You’re going to get your own form of immortality,” Samantha said. “Nobody remembers the girls who finished in the middle, but the loser, she gets her portrait on the wall, and the knowledge that her blood launched the new immortal into life.”
 
   “They’re not rockets, Samantha.”
 
   “I know, I’m just…I’m sorry. It’s probably offensive what I’m saying.”
 
   “No. It’s not offensive. Just stupid.”
 
   Samantha was taken aback at Nicky’s words.
 
   “All these girls in these bloody portraits are dead,” Nicky said. “Killed in the prime of their lives, a few days before their high school graduations.”
 
   “But that’s just it,” Samantha said. “They are young forever.”
 
   “No they’re not. They were young when they were killed. Now they’re dead forever.”
 
   “I understand how this could upset you. I’ll shut up now. I just want you to know, there are people in the school, people like me, who don’t think you’re a loser. In my mind, Mary finished in first place, and you finished in second.”
 
   “You can always go home and kill yourself if that’s what floats your boat,” Nicky said.
 
   Samantha’s jaw dropped. “I think I’ll leave now,” she said.
 
   “Have a good afternoon. Say hi to the other girls for me tonight, will you?”
 
   “Sure, Nicky.”
 
   Samantha was acting pouty. Nicky wanted to slap her across the face and remind her that, were it not for Jill’s generous gift at the Rose Ransom, Samantha would soon be dead.
 
   “Samantha, wait,” Nicky said. “Forgive me for being rude. You can imagine why I might be feeling a bit snarky today, can’t you?”
 
   Samantha nodded. “Of course,” she said. She looked like she was about to cry.
 
   “I need to ask a favor of you. It’s a message I want you to deliver for me. You know, for after I’m dead.”
 
   “Sure, Nicky. I’d be glad to. Who is the message for?”
 
   “I want you to deliver it to Kim Renwick, but it’s not just for her. It’s for anyone you want to tell it to. It can even be for you, if you like.”
 
   “What’s the message?”
 
   “You don’t have to be an asshole. Life is better when you’re not.”
 
   Samantha smiled. “Seriously?” she said.
 
   “My dying words,” Nicky said. “I think it would be good for Kim to hear them.”
 
   “I’ll do that, Nicky.”
 
   “Excellent. Now give me a hug and get the hell out of here.”
 
   The rest of the afternoon was quiet. Visitors were few and far between. After Samantha left, Nicky opened Jill’s letter, careful to stand in a place where no surveillance camera could see it.
 
    
 
   In the small bedroom, there’s a window facing the courtyard.
 
    
 
   That was the letter’s first sentence. Nicky smiled when she read it. Good old Jill. A plan for everything.
 
    
 
   When it’s safe, walk over to that window and look outside.
 
    
 
   Nicky went into the smaller bedroom and approached the window.
 
    
 
   You’ll see a black Corolla parked on the street next to the gym.
 
    
 
   Nicky spotted it. A black sedan with tinted windows, parked immediately in front of an exit door on the north side of the gym.
 
    
 
   That car will be parked there until you drive it away. The driver’s side door is unlocked. The keys are in the glove box.
 
    
 
   Nicky looked at the guard standing watch underneath the window. She liked this plan. No crazy schemes with agents storming into the house with guns blazing. Just Nicky and a getaway car, waiting for her whenever she was ready to take it.
 
    
 
   At eleven o’clock, you are supposed to walk out of the Purgatory House and take a leisurely stroll in the moonlight, with thoughts of the beauty of life and death in your mind. The guards are expecting you to walk under the trellis and then enter the gym through the back door. You’re going to do just that.
 
   When you get inside, there will be a stairwell in front of you. You’re supposed to climb it to the top and then go through the door to enter the gym. Don’t. The minute you go through the back door, you’ll see another door to your immediate right. I will make sure that door is unlocked for you. Go through it. You’ll find a hallway on the other side. Take the hallway to the first door on your right. That door is the exit on the north side of the gym. You’ll go through it and the Corolla will be right there waiting for you.
 
    
 
   Nicky looked again at the Corolla. This was a good plan. She was proud of Jill for coming up with it.
 
   She put the letter back in the envelope, took it to the bedroom, and placed it in the top drawer of the nightstand. By the time Daciana found this letter, Nicky and Jill would already be long gone.
 
   It made Nicky smile to imagine Daciana reading the letter and realizing just how thoroughly she’d been played.
 
   Winthrop Drummond came to visit a little after four o’clock, wanting to reminisce about Brawl in the Fall, and a toast he watched Nicky give in a crowded trailer.
 
   “That was so awesome when you did that thing with the fire and your drink,” he said. “And, you know, I guess there’s no harm in telling you now, I was totally hot for you that night, and I’ve sorta had a crush on you ever since.”
 
   “That’s sweet, Winthrop,” she said. “You can go now.”
 
   Thirty minutes later, Mattie Dupree showed up, and gave a tearful apology for abandoning Nicky after the Rose Ransom.
 
   “I always liked you best,” she said between sobs. “I wish I wasn’t such a pushover, but the pressure at school—it’s so intense!”
 
   “Relax, Mattie. All is forgiven,” Nicky said. “You were part of a scheme to ensure Kim Renwick didn’t win. And she didn’t. Take comfort in that.”
 
   “Wow, how can you be so strong at a moment like this?” Mattie said.
 
   “It’s the pills,” Nicky said. “Lots and lots of pills. On your way now. You’ve got to go home and start getting ready for prom.”
 
   Two more hours passed in silence. Nicky used that time to locate every camera and microphone in the house. She figured there were dead spots, where no cameras could see her, near the front door and in the bedroom.
 
   She also could make a dead spot in the parlor if she re-arranged a few of the portraits on the wall.
 
   At six o’clock, Ryan arrived. He brought the items from Jill’s list with him.
 
   “A necklace, a bracelet, and…two ugly metal rods,” he said, placing the items down on a table. Nicky put on the jewelry first, then picked up the metal rods and used them to pull up her hair.
 
   “So what’s the significance of all these things?” Ryan said.
 
   “I have to wear something to honor the school, the clan, and the contest,” Nicky said.
 
   “I’m taking it you’ve got a little story for each of them?” Ryan asked.
 
   “I’m sure I can come up with something to tell Daciana when it’s time.”
 
   “Look, Nicky, things have changed since the last time we talked. I’ve learned something, something about myself.”
 
   “Don’t get too mushy on me now,” Nicky said. Then, leaning in a bit closer, “There are people listening to everything we say in here.”
 
   “Okay,” said Ryan. “Well, I guess I wouldn’t want to say anything embarrassing then. I’ll just tell you that, I wasn’t myself these past few months. I know that now. And I wish there was time for you and me to talk about it. I wish there was time for you and me to talk about everything.”
 
   “Me too, Ryan.”
 
   “Right. Well, I guess I’d better go. The sun’s starting to set.”
 
   “Have a good time tonight,” Nicky said. “Thanks for coming to see me.”
 
   She gave him a big hug, and used the opportunity to whisper in his ear.
 
   “We’ll talk tomorrow, okay?”
 
   Ryan leaned his head back, and looked in Nicky’s eyes, his arms still around her back.
 
   “Yes,” he said. “I can’t wait.”
 
   Ryan left. Another hour passed. It grew dark outside. Students began arriving at the gym, and parking on the street. Nicky went back to the window in the small bedroom and looked out at the Corolla. Ryan’s orange Lamborghini was parked behind it now.
 
   And the ’66 Vicenza was parked just across the street.
 
   The front door opened, and Daciana came inside.
 
   “Good evening, Nicky,” she said. “Do you feel ready?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   In her mind, Nicky saw herself wearing a white dress and saying I do, and nearly let out a giggle.
 
   Control yourself, she thought. This is the last time you’ll ever have to see this woman. Play the part. Somber, about to die, programmed to accept your fate.
 
   “You know, I’m really going to enjoy driving around that Vicenza,” Daciana said. “For years, it will remind me of you.”
 
   “I’m glad,” Nicky said. “I’ve always thought it was the coolest car ever made.”
 
   “Oh, it is, without question. That car is the greatest achievement of an era when people took pride in their work and understood the value of aesthetics. I was so impressed when I learned you owned one, and am even more impressed that you knew to give it to me. I can’t think of a Coronation gift I’ve liked more.”
 
   “I’ll think about that tonight,” Nicky said. “When it’s time.”
 
   “That’s an excellent idea. Focus on the good you’ve done during your time, not on the good you might have done in the future.”
 
   “Yes, that sounds right to me. The good I’ve done. The time I’ve had.”
 
   “Sometimes people ask me if I’m sad for the girls who lose Coronation, and the honest answer is no. In truth, I’m happy for them. I’m happy for you, Nicky. In the grand scheme of things, a life that lasts twenty years is hardly different from a life that lasts ninety. All that matters is what you do with the time you have, and you, just like all the other girls who’ve slept in this house, did something special. You put yourself out there, risking your life to try and win the ultimate prize. In the past year, you’ve lived more than most people who make it to old age.”
 
   “That’s a comforting thought. Thank you for taking the time to share it with me.”
 
   “It’s my pleasure, Nicky. Now, we have some business to attend to. After you enter the cage, but before you die, I will make a presentation to the other students about the items on your outfit that honor the clan, the school, and the contest. Tell me about them, please.”
 
   Nicky extended her left arm, showing off her bracelet.
 
   “I wore this silver cuff to the Homecoming Masquerade,” she said. “I’m wearing it again tonight to honor the Coronation contest. The bracelet was on my arm when I entered the contest, and will be on my arm again when I exit.”
 
   “Very nice. What else?”
 
   Nicky grabbed the pendant that hung from her neck. “I’m wearing this ruby necklace to honor the clan,” she said. “The ruby dial on the safe was turned to my number when it opened. You chose to associate me with a ruby, so to honor you, and all the immortals in your clan, I wore a ruby pendant.”
 
   “It’s a beautiful pendant,” Daciana said, leaning in close to look at it. “It’s been many years since I’ve seen a ruby that large. May I ask where you got it?”
 
   “Someone gave it to me,” Nicky said. “Someone I care about.”
 
   “It’s exquisite, and will look marvelous on you after you die. Now, tell me what you’re wearing to honor the school.”
 
   Nicky turned her back to Daciana, and lightly touched the back of her hair with her hand.
 
   “I’m holding up my hair tonight with two metal rods formed into a cross. I received only one lantern at the festival, but it was very special to me. These rods were the crossbars of that lantern. Finding that lantern is one of my favorite memories of my time at Thorndike, so to honor the school, I wore the crossbars in my hair.”
 
   “Oh Nicky, you have a flair about you that I rarely get to see. If I got to choose the new immortal from this year’s class, things might have turned out differently for you. Sadly, even I must respect the traditions that guide us here at Thorndike.”
 
   “It’s about the ritual,” Nicky said. “The ritual is everything.”
 
   “Indeed it is.”
 
   Daciana let the words hang for a minute. Her eyes drifted away from Nicky. She was thinking about something, perhaps one of her own rituals, maybe even the ritual that failed.
 
   The ritual that created Sergio.
 
   “Well, it’s been a lovely visit with you,” Daciana said. “Is there anything you want to ask me before I go?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Then I will leave you alone with your thoughts. Prom is about to begin. When it’s time for you to leave the house and join us at prom, you’ll know. For most girls, it’s a beautiful experience. You will feel complete acceptance of your own death. There will be no fear, no anger, and no sorrow. You’ll take your time walking under the moonlight, and when you enter the cage, you’ll find there’s no place you’d rather be. Goodbye, Nicky Bloom. It’s been a pleasure to know you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 44
 
    
 
   The delivery truck arrived at Daciana’s mansion late on Saturday afternoon. The driver, a man whose face wasn’t familiar to the servant manning the gate, presented his badge from Safari Freight & Storage and explained he was new at the company.
 
   The bar code on his badge checked out. The delivery was accepted. The servant opened the gate and instructed the driver to take his cargo to the loading dock on the back side of the house.
 
   Two more servants met the truck out back. The driver told them to be careful with the single crate he had for delivery. “See that fragile sticker on the side?” the driver said. “We’re going to put this one down carefully.”
 
   The crate came off the truck and the servants rolled it into the storage room of Daciana’s house. The driver took his truck off the property, waiting until he was out of view to grab his phone and send a text message.
 
   The message was only two words long. Two words that were transformed into a stream of encrypted data that flew through the airwaves, traveling thirty miles to a cell tower in Arlington, then again to Potomac, arriving on Jill Wentworth’s phone where the matching encryption key transformed the digital bits back into letters and words.
 
   Jill’s phone buzzed with the incoming text message as she parked her car on the south side of the Thorndike campus. She pulled to a stop directly behind Ryan’s Lamborghini, then grabbed her phone to read the text.
 
   It was from Alvin.
 
    
 
   We’re in.
 
    
 
   She typed a response.
 
    
 
   I will let you know when I’ve got the phone and you can proceed.
 
    
 
   As Jill stepped out of her car, Ryan stepped out of his. The plan required them to arrive in separate vehicles, but to walk into prom together.
 
   “How is she?” Jill asked.
 
   “She seems calm about the whole thing,” Ryan said. “And confident.”
 
   Jill looked down the street, towards the Purgatory House.
 
   “Good,” she said. “Shall we?”
 
   She held out her arm for Ryan, who escorted her to the front door of the gym. They entered together.
 
   A servant greeted them in the lobby and asked them to please check their cell phones, hand bags, and coats.
 
   They each gave the servant a cell phone. An old cell phone. Earlier in the afternoon, they had pondered telling the servant they had no phones to check, but realized that would be suspicious. Quite literally no one in their class went anywhere without a phone.
 
   Fortunately, Jill had a collection of old phones in the parts drawer of her computer desk at home. The phones she and Ryan now presented were from that collection. Their actual, current phones were hidden away in their outfits to be used later.
 
   Purple and gold prom decorations covered the lobby. Arabian Nights was the theme this year, and the decorations were meant to evoke a trip to Persia, with carpets hanging on the walls and tapestries from the ceiling.
 
   They mingled in the lobby for a few moments, speaking with their classmates about the decorations, the dinners they had before they came, and the parties they would attend when they left. They migrated from the lobby into the gym, still making small talk with their friends. Jill pretended to listen to the blather that came out of Jenny, Mattie, and Karmela’s mouths, but her focus was on the party all around them. She couldn’t make her move until all her classmates had arrived.
 
   Until every coat, purse, and phone was checked.
 
   She kept a rolling headcount as the night went on, and found it surprisingly easy to keep track of her classmates. After spending an entire semester immersed in a spreadsheet with the names of everyone in her class, she had no trouble discerning who was already here, and who was yet to arrive.
 
   Pauline Wabash and Jacob Haltham were the last students to arrive, entering through the lobby at nine-fifteen. Jill used a lull in her conversation with Karmela to excuse herself. Then she went back to the lobby and out the front door, as if she had forgotten something in her car.
 
   She walked around the north side of the gym, back to where she had parked the black Corolla earlier in the day. As she walked, she retrieved her phone from a pouch sewn into the side of her dress. She typed a text message to her helper who was down the street, about to come around the corner.
 
    
 
   Approaching the back door now. Count to twenty, then run interference.
 
    
 
   Jill began counting as she walked. 1…2…3…
 
   She was nonchalant as she moved. Hello guards at Purgatory House, she thought. I’m just a girl who stepped outside to use her phone.
 
   9…10…11…
 
   She stayed on the sidewalk, slowing her pace just a little to properly time her arrival.
 
   12…13…14…
 
   A block down, Zack rounded the corner and entered her line of sight. He wore a black T-shirt that hugged his chest and showed off the beautiful V-shape of his back. Jill couldn’t see the red Corvair, but she could hear the engine. He had left it running where he parked it, just as Jill suggested.
 
   He moved in a deliberate motion towards the Purgatory House, carrying a tire iron in his right hand, and allowing it to drag on the sidewalk. It made a horrible, nails-on-a-chalkboard kind of sound. If any of the guards at the house had been looking at Jill, they weren’t looking at her anymore.
 
   15…16…17…
 
   Of the many cars parked on the street, the one closest to Zack was a shiny black Audi. Art’s car.
 
   What perfect luck, Jill thought. If anyone deserves this, it’s Art.
 
   18…19…20.
 
   Zack lifted the tire iron over his head with both hands like it was a sledgehammer, and with impressive force, he slammed it down into the windshield of Art’s car.
 
   Here we go, Jill thought.
 
   While Zack screamed like a crazy person, demolishing Art’s car with blow after blow from the tire iron, Jill pulled open the back door of the gym and snuck inside, confident that not a single guard was looking at her as she entered.
 
   A stairwell in front of her, and a door to her right, just like she told Nicky to expect. Jill jiggled the handle on the door. It was locked. No surprise there. She lifted her skirt and removed a small leather pouch that was tied around her thigh. Inside the pouch was a professional locksmith’s set of picks. The locksmith, a sweet little man named Ebin, had given Jill a lesson on their use earlier in the day. One at a time, just as Ebin showed her, Jill pressed the picks into the lock until one of them found its way all the way to the back and the door clicked open.
 
   Jill was in the corridor now, the same one she had seen on the blueprint. She walked halfway down the corridor, stopping at the first door on her right. She picked the lock and pushed open the door just enough to peek outside.
 
   She saw the black Corolla, waiting there for Nicky to take it away later in the night.
 
   She pulled the door closed and tested it, making sure it was still unlocked. Then she continued down the corridor, finding another door at the end. When she picked the lock on this door, she was careful to be quiet about it. She didn’t know who might be listening on the other side.
 
   She opened the door slowly, peering through the crack to make sure the room was clear. She saw a rack of coats, a shelf of purses, a table covered with phones and car keys, but no people.
 
   The slave working the coat check room was standing guard outside the front door, leaving Jill easy access from the back.
 
   Everything in the room was tagged with a number. The phones were inside individually numbered plastic bags.
 
   Before stepping all the way inside, Jill dialed a number on her phone, a number she had stolen from her father’s records.
 
   One of the phones on the table began to buzz. Jill snatched it, plastic bag and all, then disappeared back into the corridor. As she moved, she removed the phone from the plastic bag and slipped it into the pouch on her dress. She tossed the plastic bag aside and left it on the floor.
 
   She emerged through the north exit, right in front of the black Corolla. Then she typed a new text on her phone, and sent it to Alvin.
 
   He was sitting in a delivery van that was parked on the edge of Daciana’s neighborhood when he read the message.
 
    
 
   Got the phone. Get started.
 
    
 
   Alvin, in turn, sent a text to Phillip Fischer, who was hiding inside a wooden shipping crate in the storage room of Daciana’s house.
 
    
 
   We’re all set. Come out when you’re ready.
 
    
 
   Phillip pulled on a latch built inside the crate, and a panel swung open for him. He emerged in the storage room of Daciana’s mansion. Reaching back into the crate, he grabbed a gas mask and a steel canister. He slipped the gas mask over his head, then took the canister to the center of the room.
 
   Daciana’s air conditioning unit was right where the blueprint said it would be. Phillip removed a side panel from the unit, exposing the motor, the fan, and the vent. He popped the latch on the steel canister and white gas began hissing out. He dropped the canister into the vent and listened to it roll underneath the house. Then he flipped a switch on the motor, manually turning the air conditioner on full blast.
 
   Addonox began pouring out of the air conditioner vents in every room of Daciana’s house.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 45
 
    
 
   Nicky watched from behind the window of the Purgatory House as the tall guy with tattoos demolished Art’s car, providing cover for Jill to sneak into the gym. The guards made no effort to stop the guy, but they couldn’t help but look on at the spectacle as he screamed like a banshee while he took swing after swing at the black Audi.
 
   Once Jill was inside the gym, the assault on Art’s Audi ended. The guy ran down the street and drove away in a red Corvair.
 
   A minute later, Jill emerged from the gym through the door on the north side. She had a harried look in her eyes, like she’d just done something dangerous. Whatever it was, Nicky was glad to see Jill get into her silver Mercedes and drive away. Hopefully Ryan wasn’t far behind her.
 
   Nicky went on a little tour of the house and closed the doors to every room, reducing the line of sight for each hidden camera, and limiting what the microphones would hear.
 
   It was almost time.
 
   She walked into the parlor, where there was a single camera built into the wall, but no microphones of any kind. This was the room where it would happen.
 
   This was the room where Sergio would find her.
 
   He was coming. She didn’t know how she knew it, but she knew it. He was coming for her tonight, and would be here soon.
 
   She went to one end of the room, and stood before the portrait of Sandra Rennselar. Grabbing the portrait by the frame, she slid it to the right, until it was touching the portrait next to it, completely covering the camera built into the wall.
 
   Then she went to the middle of the room, sat down in a high-backed chair, and waited.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The music blared, the disco lights spun, and the students danced.
 
   Daciana loved prom.
 
   It was a distinctly American tradition, a rite of passage for children on the cusp of adulthood. When Daciana first arrived in America, she was surprised at the stature the prom ritual held among the middle class. For many young women in those days, prom was their first date without a formal chaperone. For many young men, prom was the first time they were allowed to drive the family car.
 
   Corsages for the women, boutonnières for the men, formal dress, a fancy dinner beforehand, a wild party afterwards—over the decades, the prom ritual evolved, but it never strayed from its rite-of-passage roots. That’s what she loved most about it. In a world so disrespectful of ritual and tradition, prom held strong onto the American imagination, allowing teens brimming with sexual energy a chance to express themselves in a ritual passed down through the generations.
 
   As Daciana watched the kids dance, she saw their parents dancing in the same gym thirty years back, and their children dancing thirty years hence. That was the power of tradition. Time marched ahead, relentlessly. The world changed. Technology and culture and language evolved, dragging society headlong into an uncertain future.
 
   Tradition was the only way to make sense of it all. Ritual was the only piece of the past that could be carried forward.
 
   Tonight, Thorndike would complete its most sacred ritual. The immortal was chosen. The cage was ready. Sergio was on his way to Mary’s house.
 
   And Nicky Bloom was in place, ready to take a walk in the moonlight. She would start her walk at the Purgatory House and end it in the steel cage at the back of the dance floor.
 
   “You were looking for me, Daciana?”
 
   She turned to see a short boy with broad shoulders and thick black hair. Jake Castillo. One of the names she got from Mary Torrance the night before.
 
   “Mr. Castillo. Yes, I need to ask you some questions.”
 
   “Okay. What about?”
 
   “You live in the Huntington Heights neighborhood, correct?”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”
 
   “Has Annika Fleming ever been to your house?”
 
   He hesitated. Daciana grabbed the back of his head and stared into his eyes.
 
   “Has Annika Fleming ever been to your house?”
 
   His mind blubbered around back there like jello—this kid wasn’t the brightest boy at school—but the truth was easy enough to find.
 
   “I had a party last fall,” he said. “She came for a few hours.”
 
   “I don’t care about last fall,” said Daciana. “What about last month? Annika Fleming returned to Washington a few weeks ago. She visited someone in Huntington Heights. Was it you?”
 
   “No ma’am.”
 
   “Who was it then? Who did she go see?”
 
   “Probably Jill.”
 
   “Jill Wentworth?”
 
   “Yes ma’am. She and Annika were tight, that is, after Shannon died.”
 
   “Find her for me,” Daciana said. “Tell her to come see me at once.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   For the second time that night, Alvin took the delivery truck to the front gate of Daciana’s mansion. The same servant came out of the booth to greet him.
 
   Alvin shot the servant with a tranquilizer dart. He collapsed to the ground.
 
   Through the front gate, around the house, then all the way to the back, where a line of cars, vans, and trucks was waiting for him. Alvin went to the keypad and punched in a six-digit code.
 
   A code the Network got thanks to a set of cameras that were in Nicky’s earrings one night.
 
   The whole convoy entered the estate—everyone the Network could scrounge together for a last-second operation like this. Alvin led them across the back side of the grounds, stopping in front of the loading dock where, earlier in the day, he had dropped off a wooden crate.
 
   The bay doors were wide open. Phillip Fischer was standing there to meet him.
 
   “We’re all clear inside,” he said. “I count forty-two sleeping beauties in the house. The gas is mostly dissipated, but let’s have everyone wear masks just in case.”
 
   Alvin went around to the back of the truck and opened the doors. He pulled out three cardboard boxes full of gas masks.
 
   “Alright everyone,” he said. “You know what to do.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   There was a boy waiting on the porch with a gun in his arms and a vacant stare in his eyes.
 
   Sergio commanded him to stand aside.
 
   The boy stepped out of the way, and Sergio opened the door. He found her in the parlor, sitting in one of the chairs.
 
   “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said.
 
   Her back was to him, but he saw her face reflected in the glass in front of the fireplace.
 
   “I’m supposed to be gone already,” she said.
 
   “Gone where?”
 
   She stood up and turned to face him. Never before had he seen her look so beautiful.
 
   Had he seen anything look so beautiful.
 
   “My friends are leaving tonight,” Nicky said. “I’m supposed to go with them.”
 
   Sergio went into the parlor, stopping when he was right in front of her.
 
   “But you didn’t,” he said.
 
   “I knew you would come.”
 
   He reached out and grabbed onto the ruby pendant hanging from her neck.
 
   “I had to wear an item to honor the clan,” Nicky said. “But really, I wore it to honor you. I never thanked you for giving it to me.”
 
   “It looks good when you wear it,” Sergio said. “You make it beautiful.”
 
   He let the ruby slip through his fingers, and his hand slide onto her waist. Gently, she raised her hand and put it on his shoulder.
 
   “I recognize that bracelet,” he said.
 
   “I wore it the first time we met,” said Nicky. “When we danced at the Masquerade.”
 
   Outside, music from the prom radiated away from the gym, gently vibrating the walls and the floor of the Purgatory House. It was a slow song, with a deep, hypnotic beat. Lightly, Nicky shuffled her feet back and forth, and then they were dancing. In small, swaying movements, they danced, just like they did the first time they met.
 
   “You didn’t win the contest,” he said. “Our bonding ritual isn’t complete.”
 
   “Then why are you here, Sergio?”
 
   He danced with her for a moment before answering, their bodies inching closer as they moved.
 
   “I felt drawn to you,” he said. “I’ve always felt drawn to you.”
 
   “What about Mary? Aren’t you supposed to be at her house right now?”
 
   “I can’t do it, Nicky. I’m different than I was. You’ve changed me. For centuries, I’ve been able to draw forth my venom at will. It’s what made me unique. But I can’t do it anymore. I’m the same as all the others. I can only make a new immortal when I bond, as I have with you.”
 
   “You said we have to complete the ritual. You said the ritual makes the bond.”
 
   “It does,” Sergio said. “And tonight I feel more strongly bonded with you than ever.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “That you weren’t meant to win Coronation after all. Our ritual was different than I thought it was. You were meant to disappoint me, Nicky. Only then could I realize how deep my love is for you. You failed to complete the ritual I laid out for you, and still I’m here. Still I’m ready to make you immortal, to join with you as one.”
 
   He pulled her closer. Their chests made contact. He felt her heart beating. He closed his eyes and they danced. Just as they did at the Masquerade, they became one with the music, their bodies intertwined, losing themselves to the rhythm.
 
   And then she kissed him, and his body sang in ecstasy. The touch of her lips on his, it was everything he had ever wanted in the world. For five hundred years he had waited for this moment. It was better than he imagined it could be. It was joy, beauty, harmony, life itself—Sergio felt like he hadn’t truly lived until now! The feel of her lips, of her hand on the back of his head, of her body pressed against his.
 
   His fangs came out. The venom coursed through his veins. He would burst if he didn’t release it soon. An explosion of ecstasy. Every nerve in his body screaming in anticipation. He was going to bond! Finally, after so, so long, he had found the one, and he was going to bond with her!
 
   He pulled away from the kiss, ready to make for her neck, to insert his fangs deep into her flesh. He opened his eyes for only half a second. To look at her. To stare into her eyes and share this moment with her before it finally happened. And when he saw her, she looked even more beautiful. Her hair was down. She was an angel with flowing brown hair that had fallen to her shoulders and…
 
   She moved too quickly for him to respond. At first there was nothing, then there was pain.
 
   Terrible pain.
 
   “Nicky?”
 
   Her right hand was extended. She had thrust it into his chest.
 
   Into his heart.
 
   He looked down, expecting to see her entire hand in his chest cavity, wrapped around his still-beating heart. It wasn’t her hand he saw. A weapon. A slim piece of steel. She had stabbed him and his blood was gushing forth from his chest, spilling all over her hand, which was wrapped tight around the weapon. She leaned in, twisting the steel farther into his heart.
 
   “Nicky?”
 
   “You never asked about the third item I wore to honor the clan tonight,” she said. “The crossbars from the paper lantern you made for me. I tempered the steel and sharpened the edges.”
 
   Sergio fell to his knees. Nicky bent down with him, holding her arm around his back. His heart had stopped beating. The world was fading away from him.
 
   “I meant what I said to you that night in the safe house. I felt the connection, Sergio. I’ve always felt it. From the very first time we danced together, I felt it.”
 
   “Nicky.”
 
   The word came out in barely a whisper. There was no air in his lungs to say it.
 
   “But I didn’t come to Thorndike to fall in love with you, Sergio. I came here to kill you.”
 
   Her arm still around his back, Nicky laid Sergio’s head on the floor, gently.
 
   “Goodbye, Sergio.”
 
   His world fading to black, Sergio looked up at Nicky Bloom. Her white dress was covered in blood, just like the girls in the portraits behind her.
 
   She was so beautiful.
 
   After five hundred years of life, Sergio died on the floor of the Purgatory House, in the arms of the only woman he had ever loved.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 46
 
    
 
   Ryan was hiding in a bathroom stall when he read the text from Jill.
 
    
 
   Got what I needed and am on my way to the next job. See you at the rendezvous.
 
    
 
   Jill’s “next job” was hacking the computer at Daciana’s mansion, and “the rendezvous” was a farmhouse in Richmond, Virginia, where everyone was supposed to gather after their jobs were completed tonight.
 
   Ryan’s job, his only job, was to walk into prom with Jill and cover for her while she stole Daciana’s phone.
 
   His work was done. It was time for him to go.
 
   He lingered in the stall for a moment. It surprised him how scared he was to leave. He wasn’t just leaving the prom. He was leaving behind his entire life.
 
   He sent a return text to Jill.
 
    
 
   Good luck with your next job. See you after you’re done. On my way out now.
 
    
 
   He slipped his phone into his jacket pocket and left the stall. Jake Castillo stopped him right outside the door.
 
   “Dude. I’ve been looking for you,” Jake said. “Where’s your girlfriend?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Ryan said. “I was in the bathroom.”
 
   “I can’t find her anywhere. Daciana’s looking for her.”
 
   “Oh. Daciana? Do you know why?”
 
   “Not a clue. She’s just got me looking for Jill. Hey, if you see her, will you send her Daciana’s way?”
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   Jake slapped Ryan on the back, saying, “Good man,” and then walked away. Ryan stood in place for a second, pondering what this meant.
 
   Did Daciana know something? Why would she be looking for Jill?
 
   Whatever the reason, Ryan needed to be careful to avoid Daciana on his way out.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   She wasn’t on the dance floor. Or in the lobby. Or the bathroom.
 
   Daciana was beginning to think that something suspicious was going on with Jill Wentworth.
 
   She looked at the clock in the lobby. Nicky would make her entrance in fifteen minutes. Then Mary would arrive. Pomp and circumstance and ceremony—she really wanted to find Jill before all of it got started.
 
   She saw Jake Castillo walking through the lobby.
 
   “Any luck?” she said.
 
   Jake shook his head. “I just talked to Ryan. He didn’t know where she was either.”
 
   “Ryan is her boyfriend, right?”
 
   Jake nodded.
 
   “Bring him to me, please.”
 
   Jake turned to run back the way he came and immediately collided with Mattie Dupree. The two of them fell to the floor in a clumsy heap.
 
   “Sorry,” Jake said. He pushed himself up and started running again, leaving Mattie on the floor in her formal dress.
 
   Daciana shook her head. Kids these days. No chivalry. No tact.
 
   She went to Mattie and offered her hand.
 
   “Thank you so much,” Mattie said, reaching out and taking Daciana’s hand.
 
   Something on Mattie’s wrist caught Daciana’s eye. A bracelet.
 
   Daciana helped Mattie to her feet but didn’t let go of her hand. Instead, she lifted it up so she could inspect the bracelet more closely.
 
   Tiny charms made of pewter, ten of them, dangled from Mattie’s wrist.
 
   “Where did you get this?” Daciana said.
 
   “At Roberson’s in the mall,” said Mattie. “You like it?”
 
   “Why did you wear it tonight?”
 
   Befuddled, Mattie didn’t answer right away.
 
   “There has to be a reason why you chose to wear a charm bracelet with your formal outfit,” Daciana said. “It’s a very unusual fashion choice.”
 
   “I don’t know. Jill wore one like this to your party. I thought it was cute.”
 
   “Jill Wentworth? She wore a charm bracelet when she came to my house?”
 
   “Yes. Is there a problem? I’ll take it off if you don’t like it. I totally trust your judgment.”
 
   Daciana let go of Mattie’s hand and rushed across the lobby, to her servant who was standing watch in front of the coat check room.
 
   “There are eight people from the crew guarding the Purgatory House,” she said to him. “I want you to go get them right now and bring them here. One of our students has gone missing and I need her found right away.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   From a hiding place just outside the bathrooms, Ryan watched the whole scene play out.
 
   He saw the angry look on Daciana’s eyes when Jake told her he couldn’t find Jill. Had Jake not collided with Mattie, he would have spotted Ryan, who began hurrying back the other way as soon as Daciana said she wanted him found. Ryan came back around on the other side of the lobby just in time to see Daciana freak out about Mattie’s bracelet. When she rushed to the other end to talk to the servant at the coat check station, Ryan bolted for the door. Once outside, he sprinted to his car.
 
   He had his keys in his hand and was nearing the driver’s side door when he saw something unexpected. Something he didn’t want to see.
 
   The black Corolla was still parked in front of his car. Nicky was still here.
 
   Behind him, a servant came running out of the gym. Ryan stood still, right next to his car, and watched the servant run all the way down the sidewalk and to the Purgatory House.
 
   The servant gathered all eight guards and they followed him back up the sidewalk to the gym.
 
   “Where are you, Nicky?” he whispered. “It’s time to go.”
 
   With the guards all running to the gym, no one was watching the Purgatory House. Was she still in there? Why hadn’t she left yet?
 
   The answer came to him in a memory. Gordon had taught him to recognize Sergio’s programming not as truth, but as memory. That’s how he saw Sergio now. Standing above him at the safe house, whispering commands to control Ryan’s brain.
 
   It is her destiny to be with me.
 
   Ryan put his car keys back in his pocket and ran down the sidewalk to the Purgatory House.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Nowhere. Jill Wentworth was nowhere to be found. Her boyfriend was missing too.
 
   Put them out of your mind, Daciana told herself. Don’t let them spoil the best moment of the year.
 
   Jill would turn up eventually. And when she did, Daciana would learn the truth.
 
   For now, there were more pressing matters. The ceremonial entrance music began to play. In just a minute, Nicky Bloom would enter the gym.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Ryan pushed open the front door and poked his head inside.
 
   “Nicky?” he said.
 
   No answer.
 
   He stepped into the front room.
 
   “Nicky are you in here?”
 
   The bedroom door was closed. He opened it. No one was there. He went down the hall, to the other bedroom. That door was closed too. He opened it and peered inside.
 
   He saw her.
 
   She wasn’t in the room. She was outside. He could see her through the window. She had come out on the north side of the gym and was opening the door to the Corolla.
 
   She was okay. She was getting out.
 
   Time for him to get out too.
 
   He ran back to the door. His hand was on the doorknob when he saw the reflection in the glass of the front window.
 
   Blood. The floor of the parlor was covered in blood.
 
   He took his hand off the door and went to go look.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   If memory served Daciana right, 1953 was the last year the Coronation candidate was late to prom.
 
   Donna Stallworth was late that year because her parents tried to kidnap her and run for the border.
 
   What was Nicky’s excuse?
 
   It was five minutes after eleven, and Nicky still wasn’t here. The entrance music had played through to the end and the cage was empty.
 
   What the hell was going on?
 
   “I can’t imagine what’s causing the delay,” Edith said in a panic. “Perhaps one of the clocks in the Purgatory House is off.”
 
   “Go find her,” Daciana commanded.
 
   As Edith scurried away, Daciana snapped her fingers at one of her servants.
 
   “Yes, Master, what can I do for you?”
 
   “There is a good chance we won’t be ready for our new immortal when she arrives. Will you…”
 
   She was about to ask him to call the limousine driver who was bringing Mary to the dance, but felt like she had delegated enough already. From Jake Castillo to the servants who couldn’t find Jill to Edith and her broken clocks, everyone was disappointing Daciana tonight. She’d had enough.
 
   “You know what? Just get my phone for me. It’s in the coat check room.”
 
   “Right away, Master.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Oh Nicky, what have you done?”
 
   Ryan eased his way into the parlor, being careful not to step in the blood. The body lay diagonally across the floor, its feet near the entryway, its head close to the wall.
 
   He had to take a wide angle around the room to get a better view without stepping in blood. It wasn’t until he was in the corner that he saw the head.
 
   And confirmed what he suspected, but could hardly believe.
 
   Nicky had killed Sergio Alonzo. A metal stake of some sort, one of those bars Nicky had asked Ryan to bring—it was dangling from Sergio’s chest. His face was ghostly pale. His eyes were lifeless.
 
   “She did it.”
 
   The front door to the house swung open and someone came inside, yelling, “Nicky! Nicky Bloom where are you?”
 
   Ryan froze in place. Fortunately, the woman who came into the house took the same path Ryan did when he arrived, starting with the bedrooms. Stepping quietly, he worked his way back across the parlor and towards the front door.
 
   The woman finished searching the bedrooms before Ryan could make it out. She was headed back to the parlor. She would see him if he went for the door. So he ran the other way, making it to the kitchen right as she emerged from the hallway.
 
   Had the woman turned around and looked, she would have seen him. But she didn’t. She was too occupied with the spectacle in the parlor.
 
   “Oh my gracious,” she whispered, then, in a high pitched wail, “Oh my gracious!”
 
   She went running out of the parlor with her hands over her eyes, yelling as she ran up the sidewalk.
 
   “Daciana! Daciana! Oh my gracious!”
 
   Ryan waited for her to get a few steps ahead, then he followed her out the front door, and made for his car.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “What do you mean my phone isn’t in there?”
 
   “Gilbert says he put it on the corner of the table, with all the other phones. It isn’t there now.”
 
   “Then where is it?”
 
   “I do not know, Master.”
 
   “Was Gilbert minding his post at the coat check room? Did someone break in and…”
 
   And steal it.
 
   Daciana remembered a week full of strange messages coming through on her phone. She thought they were spam, until Carolyn told her otherwise.
 
   “That little bitch is trying to steal my money,” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry Master, what?”
 
   “My car keys. Please go back to the coat check room and fetch my car keys.”
 
   “Right away, Master.”
 
   As her servant dashed away, Edith came storming into the gym, breathing heavy and drenched in sweat.
 
   “Dead,” she heaved.
 
   “What? Edith, what’s the matter with you?”
 
   Edith gasped in huge, wheezing breaths. “Dead.”
 
   “Edith if you don’t pull yourself together I’m going to make you wish you had! What are you trying to say?”
 
   “Sergio Alonzo. He’s in the house. And he’s dead.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 47
 
    
 
   Jill drove through the back entrance to Daciana’s estate and arrived at the loading dock to find Alvin closing the doors on his truck.
 
   “Perfect timing,” Alvin said as she got out of her car. “The house is clear and ready for you to get to work.”
 
   “How did everything go?” Jill asked.
 
   “No problems, other than being a little short-handed. By the time we loaded up the slaves, we didn’t have enough room to take everything we wanted.”
 
   “That’s okay,” said Jill. “As long as you got all the people out.”
 
   “Forty-two of them,” said Alvin. “Asleep and on their way.”
 
   “So everyone else is gone?”
 
   Alvin nodded. “We hustled everybody out of here to make sure our rescues don’t wake up before we’re ready for them.”
 
   “Sounds good. Are you ready to help me?”
 
   “You’ve got what you need?”
 
   Jill reached into the pouch on her dress and pulled out Daciana’s phone.
 
   “This is gonna be so awesome,” Alvin said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Ryan had just put the keys in the ignition when he saw a crowd of people come flying down the sidewalk. He crouched down in his seat and waited for them to pass.
 
   The forward tilt on the Lamborghini’s seats didn’t allow him to duck all the way beneath the windows, and he saw her out the driver’s side.
 
   Daciana, across the street, opening the door to the Vicenza and jumping in. She tore out of the neighborhood with the engine blaring.
 
   “That’s not good,” he said.
 
   He grabbed his phone and called Jill. It went straight to voicemail.
 
   “Jill, if you get this message and you’re still at Daciana’s house, get the hell out of there, will you? I think she knows something. She just left the prom and the way she’s driving, I think she might be coming to find you.”
 
   He ended the call and immediately followed it up with a text.
 
    
 
   If you are still at Daciana’s, get out! I think she is on her way home, going very fast!
 
    
 
   He looked in his rearview mirror. Students were pouring out of the gym and looking down the street. He had to get out of here.
 
   He started his car and drove away.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   With the house empty, there was no need for bathroom-circuit subterfuge. Alvin cut the power using the breaker box in the utility room. Jill listened to the electromagnet click and release. She stuffed a pick into the ancient, mostly decorative lock, and opened the door.
 
   Down the stairs and to the computer—she slipped the thumb drive into place and waited for Alvin to bring the power back up. He had agreed to give her a ten-count before he flipped the switch.
 
   When the power returned, Jill found plenty of data remnants waiting for her in the computer’s memory, and easily took control of the machine. Within minutes, she had Daciana’s banking software open on the screen, and a pop-up window asking for a verification code.
 
   “What’s that?” Jill said. “You want a verification code? Well guess what? I’ve got your verification code right here.”
 
   She grabbed Daciana’s cell phone.
 
   But the screen was blank. No new text messages.
 
   “No, no, no!” she said. “Where is it?”
 
   Alvin appeared at the top of the staircase.
 
   “Everything okay down here?”
 
   “I’ve opened the banking software. The verification code should be on her phone but…”
 
   Jill saw two words on the top left corner of the screen that explained what was happening. She began to laugh.
 
   “What’s so funny?” said Alvin.
 
   Jill held up the phone for Alvin to see, pointing at the words in the corner of the screen.
 
   “No service,” Jill said. “My mom…”
 
   She had to take a breath she was laughing so hard.
 
   “What about your mom?”
 
   “It’s just this weird relationship she has with Daciana. My mom is so anal about security, and Daciana is so clueless about technology. Put them together, and you get this. A security system for Daciana that she has to step out of the room to use.”
 
   Alvin grinned, then reached up and put his fingers on the reinforced concrete walls of Daciana’s crypt.
 
   “You’d think she would have modified the design down here,” he said. “Or at least added a signal booster. I mean…she can’t use her cell phone in her own bedroom.”
 
   “Can I toss it to you and have you go get me a signal?” Jill said.
 
   “Sure thing,” said Alvin, holding out his hands.
 
   Jill threw the phone up to Alvin, who caught it and ran out of the room. When he returned half a minute later, the phone had a text on the screen.
 
   Your verification code is 547782.
 
   “Thanks,” said Jill. She entered the code on the computer and the popup window disappeared. A new window took its place, showing the account numbers and balances of every bank account in the clan.
 
   “Holy smokes,” Alvin said.
 
   “Are you ready to do this?” said Jill.
 
   “Am I ever.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Ryan was approaching the entrance to the highway, about to go south and begin the two-hour trek to Richmond.
 
   But he hadn’t heard back from Jill.
 
   “Come on, Jill,” he whispered. “Where are you? Let me know you’re okay.”
 
   He was a hundred feet from the highway entrance, looking at his phone, willing it to ring.
 
   “Come on, Jill. Come on!”
 
   She’s probably on her way to Richmond. She didn’t answer her phone because she was driving. That’s all. You’re panicking over nothing.
 
   He was closing in on the entrance. The dotted lines on either side of him were about to change to solid. In a few seconds, the concrete barriers would force him onto the highway.
 
   “God dammit!” he yelled, yanking the steering wheel to the left. He rolled off the entrance ramp to a chorus of honking horns behind him.
 
   He couldn’t start driving to Richmond until he knew. He had to know she was okay.
 
   I’ll drive to Daciana’s house. I’ll go up the hill to where I can see her driveway…
 
   And then what? That plan didn’t make any sense. If Jill was still at Daciana’s house, by the time Ryan got there it would be too late.
 
   His phone rang.
 
   Yes! Finally!
 
   But the number on the screen wasn’t Jill’s. He didn’t know who it was.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Ryan, this is Phillip Fischer.”
 
   “Where are you? Is Jill with you?”
 
   “She’s probably still at the mansion. I saw her driving in as I was leaving.”
 
   “No! She’s got to get out of there! Where are you? Are you close? She’s not answering her phone.”
 
   “I’m on 495 headed south to Richmond. I could turn around. I’m a good fifteen minutes away.”
 
   “She’s in trouble! We have to get in touch with her! Why isn’t she answering her phone?”
 
   “I don’t know, I...”
 
   “Daciana is going to be there in minutes! We’ve got to get her out of there!”
 
   “Daciana?”
 
   “She left the school in a rush! She’s driving home now!”
 
   “To her house? Why would she go to her house?”
 
   “She knows something! She was looking for Jill at prom. She was angry. I’m a minute behind her and I tell you, she’s going to her house!”
 
   “We’ve got a group of hunters at the Torrance house,” Phillip said. “They’re closer than I am.”
 
   “Get them to Daciana’s! We have to beat her there! Tell them to hurry!”
 
   “I’m on it.”
 
   Ryan put down the phone with his hands shaking. He thought about where Mary Torrance lived. Northwest part of town, Huntington Heights. Jill’s neighborhood.
 
   Not nearly close enough.
 
   He shifted gears and stepped on the gas. The Lamborghini seemed happy to respond. Within seconds, he was going over a hundred.
 
   He didn’t have a plan, or even an idea of what he might do. He just knew that someone had to get to the house before Daciana, and he was the only one in a car that was fast enough to do it.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   After a few minutes, Jill and Alvin were in a rhythm. Jill on the computer, Alvin on the calculator, they worked together, going through the bank accounts one at a time, and emptying them out.
 
   For Jill, the process was five clicks and a couple keystrokes.
 
   Access account.
 
   Transfer funds.
 
   Confirm source account.
 
   Enter destination account.
 
   It was at this point in the transfer that Alvin read off bank details of where the funds should go. The funds would start their journey in a transfer to the Cayman Islands. After the funds landed, they would be transferred again to Switzerland, where they would disappear from Daciana’s view.
 
   One more click to confirm, and the funds went on their way. Then they started again with the next account. Over and over, for every account owned by every immortal in America, Jill and Alvin used Daciana’s access to break in, and steal every penny.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The speedometer was at 115 miles per hour when Ryan got onto the highway. It was at 130 when the black Vicenza came into view.
 
   In and out of traffic, snaking through the lanes, Daciana was easy to spot on the highway ahead, and hard to catch. At 130 miles per hour he felt like he was barely inching closer. So he went faster. 135. 140. Left and right, curving just behind the bumpers and brake lights of the other cars on the highway. He had to grip tight on the wheel to control his trembling hands.
 
   At some point, she became aware of him and started driving faster. 140 wasn’t enough anymore. To make up ground on her, he had to go 150, then 160. He was flying past traffic so quickly he could hardly even see what he was doing. The cars ahead seemed to know a drag race was barreling at them from behind, and moved out of the way, allowing Daciana to go even faster.
 
   The Lamborghini hugged the road and moved back and forth with ease. It seemed happy to be driving this fast, practically begging Ryan to give it more.
 
   So he did. 165. 170. The engine hummed like it could handle twice the load without any problem. 175. 180. The car was ready for whatever Ryan could give it. The limit was with him. How fast was he willing to go?
 
   He pressed harder on the gas.
 
   “I’m going to pass you, Daciana,” he said. “I’m getting there first.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The final bank account Jill entered belonged to Laura Heidegger and Peter Groff, the newest vampires in the clan.
 
   Access account.
 
   Transfer funds.
 
   Confirm source account.
 
   Enter destination account.
 
   “1-3-4-7-8-6-5-3,” Alvin said, reading off numbers for Jill to enter. “Cayman Trust. West Bay. Cayman Islands.”
 
   Jill typed in the bank details and then hit Confirm. They waited a second, and then the confirmation screen appeared.
 
   “That’s it,” said Alvin. “We’re done!”
 
   “We’re done with the first part of the hack,” said Jill.
 
   “There’s a second part?”
 
   Jill navigated to the thumb drive she had used to cold boot the computer, which was still hanging from the USB port. She found a small executable file and opened it.
 
   “My mother said something to me after my last attempt to hack this machine,” Jill said. “She told me I’d be a better hacker if I didn’t leave my fingerprints all over my work.”
 
   On screen, a small window opened with the word “Fingerprints” in the title bar. It was a black screen with a single command prompt.
 
   “Fingerprints?” said Alvin.
 
   “It’s a simple program I’ve been tinkering with,” Jill said. “It started as an attempt to automate all the work you and I just did, but as I was writing it, I realized there were too many variables and we’d have to empty the accounts manually.”
 
   “We just did it manually, Jill. We’re done. We stole eight hundred million dollars.”
 
   “We barely made a dent in the total net worth of the clan. They have real estate holdings, brokerage accounts, private equity, and God knows what else.”
 
   “It may be small potatoes to them, but it’s a lot for us. The Network is going to have more cash than they know how to spend.”
 
   “This isn’t about the cash,” said Jill. “This is about striking a decisive blow in the war.”
 
   Onscreen, Jill typed in a pathway that would lead the Fingerprints program into Daciana’s banking software, where it could work its magic.
 
   “Please tell me what you’re doing isn’t going to take long,” Alvin said. “At some point, they’re going to find out Nicky escaped from the Purgatory House and then the clock starts ticking for us.”
 
   “This will be fast,” said Jill.
 
   She hit enter, and a blue progress bar appeared on the bottom of the screen.
 
   “What’s happening now?” Alvin said.
 
   “We’re leaving fingerprints,” said Jill.
 
   “Care to elaborate?”
 
   “One at a time, the software will open one of the bank accounts, and from inside that account, access another one.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means that later tonight, when Laura Heidegger sees that her account has been emptied, she’ll also see that Steffy Esparza had her hands in it.”
 
   “Steffy Esparza?” said Alvin.
 
   “And when Nora Jamison sees that her account has been emptied, she’ll see that Kate Kensington accessed it. When Beatrice Vail looks at her empty account, she’ll see a record of activity from Darcy Mackintosh. Every immortal will find evidence that another member of the clan was messing around in their now empty bank account.”
 
   “But they won’t know where their money went,” Alvin said.
 
   “Doesn’t matter. They’ll be furious and panicked, and they’ll have a name of someone else from the clan who broke into their bank account.”
 
   “They’ll blame each other,” Alvin said.
 
   “One thing I’ve learned these past four years,” Jill said. “Vampires are paranoid, suspicious, conniving creatures. It’s their greatest weakness, and we’re going to use that weakness to tear the whole clan apart.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Ryan was right on her bumper as they neared the exit to Daciana’s house.
 
   She wasn’t letting him pass.
 
   Back and forth, like a slithering snake, Daciana swerved to stay in front of Ryan and keep him from charging ahead. He wasn’t going to make it. Daciana’s exit was next. From there, it was barely a minute to her house. Even if he got in front of her somehow, he would only beat her to the house by a few seconds.
 
   It wasn’t enough time to get Jill out of there.
 
   He glanced at the clock on the dashboard. Whoever was coming from the Torrance estate needed more time.
 
   “Just a few more minutes,” he said. “I need to buy her a few more minutes!”
 
   From behind Daciana, Ryan began swerving to the right, making like he was going to swing around at a wide angle. Daciana swerved too, and as soon as she did, Ryan yanked the wheel hard left. The Vicenza’s tires screeched on the pavement, but the Lamborghini held tight, doing exactly what Ryan asked it to do. He pounded the gas and his car launched forward, passing Daciana on the left.
 
   He could swear she was smiling at him as he passed.
 
   Now he was in front, with maybe two hundred yards of open road before the exit.
 
   “Get out of there, Jill,” he said. “Finish what you’re doing and get out of there.”
 
   With Daciana right on his bumper, Ryan lifted his foot from the gas, and slammed on the brake.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 48
 
    
 
   As Jill watched the blue progress bar push from left to right across the screen, she felt like she was watching more than a computer program updating its status.
 
   She was watching the curtain close on her life in Potomac.
 
   Nicky, Ryan, and Zack were already on their way to Richmond. The emails to her parents, inviting them to leave, were sent. By this time tomorrow, word would be spreading through town about what she did.
 
   About what they all did.
 
   The progress bar reached the far right side of the screen and disappeared. In its place, a message appeared.
 
   Cycle complete.
 
   “That’s it,” she said.
 
   “We’re done?” said Alvin.
 
   “We’re done.”
 
   She grabbed the thumb drive from the USB port and the phone from the computer desk.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” she said.
 
   They went up the stairs, out of the crypt, and back into the mansion, which was completely trashed. In the group’s rush to empty it out, they had thrown over file cabinets and bookcases, emptied boxes onto the floor, and left trash everywhere.
 
   “You weren’t kidding when you said you had to leave a lot behind,” said Jill.
 
   “You should see what we took,” said Alvin. “My truck is stuffed to the gills.”
 
   They worked their way to the loading dock and found their cars parked outside. Before Alvin got into his truck, he glanced at his phone.
 
   “Geez,” he said. “Phillip called me eight times when we were down there. Did he call you?”
 
   Jill grabbed the phone from the pouch in her dress. Before she even looked at it, she realized her mistake.
 
   In her rush to get out of the crypt, she had grabbed Daciana’s phone instead of her own.
 
   She briefly considered leaving her phone behind, but thought better of it. There was too much confidential information on that phone to hand over to Daciana.
 
   “I need to go back,” she said. “I grabbed the wrong phone.”
 
   Alvin scowled. “Be quick about it,” he said. He pressed a few buttons on his screen and held the phone up to his ear to listen to his voicemail. “I’ll wait for you.”
 
   Jill ran back the way they came, going all the way to the crypt, where she dropped Daciana’s phone on the desk and grabbed hers instead. Back up the stairs, through the moon room, down a hallway, dodging trash along the way…she was nearly at the loading dock when she heard it.
 
   A clicking sound. Like someone opening a door.
 
   And then her phone buzzed with an incoming text, startling her so much she yelped and dropped it on the floor.
 
   “Shit,” she muttered, bending down to pick it up again.
 
   The text was from Ryan. The time stamp said he had sent it more than fifteen minutes ago.
 
    
 
   If you are still at Daciana’s, get out! I think she is on her way home, going very fast!
 
    
 
   “Oh no.”
 
   Before she even started to run, she knew. That clicking sound wasn’t her imagination. It was the front door of the mansion. And no matter how fast she ran…
 
   A blinding force hit her from behind and she crashed to the floor, skidding across a continuous pile of loose papers and junk. She raced to get back on her feet, but a hand grabbed onto her shoulder and threw her down again.
 
   She grunted in pain as she hit the floor.
 
   “Hello, Jill.”
 
   Daciana was on top of her, pressing her head to the ground with one hand.
 
   “You’ve made a big mess of my house. I hope you weren’t intending to leave before you cleaned up.”
 
   Daciana pressed harder on Jill’s head, squeezing it against the tile. Jill felt like her skull was about to crack. Her instinct was to try to push back, to fight with her arms and legs and neck, but there was nothing she could do. Daciana had her legs wrapped around Jill’s body.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m not going to kill you,” Daciana said. “Not until we’ve spoken first. Are you ready to have a chat?”
 
   Jill moaned in agony as Daciana ground her temple into the floor.
 
   “I’ll take that as a yes.”
 
   Daciana grabbed Jill by the hair and lifted her head up, forcing Jill to turn and face her. The instant Jill made eye contact, she knew it was over. Daciana had control of her mind before she could even blink.
 
   “Are you with me, Jill?”
 
   Jill didn’t want to say the words but they came out anyway.
 
   “I’m with you.”
 
   “Good. I’m going to ask you some questions and you’re going to answer with every piece of information you think I’d like to hear. Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Why are you here tonight?”
 
   “I hacked into your computer so I could use your banking software to get at every bank account in the clan.”
 
   “Why do you want our bank accounts?”
 
   “I emptied them,” Jill said. “I stole all your money and sent it to the Cayman Islands. From there, it’s going to a dozen Swiss bank accounts where you won’t be able to track it.”
 
   “Will you be able to track it? If I ask you to, can you recover all the money for me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Staring into Daciana’s eyes, Jill felt like she was of two minds. There was the part of her that had no choice but to obey. That part was in full control of her body, and would do anything Daciana asked her to.
 
   But the other part of her, the part that wasn’t enslaved, was still there. That part was furious that she had spent so much time in the crypt, that she had left behind her phone and had to run back to get it.
 
   That part of her was aware of her surroundings. The trash that lined the floor, the pain in her ribs as Daciana squeezed on her torso, the smell of gasoline.
 
   Why did it smell like gasoline?
 
   “I’m glad to hear you can undo at least some of the damage you have done,” Daciana said. “We’ll get to that in a minute. First I want to know who you’re working for. You’re obviously not in this alone. Not after all that’s happened of late.”
 
   “I work for the Network.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “The Network. The resistance.”
 
   “The humans?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   A puzzled look came over Daciana’s face.
 
   “But what about Renata?”
 
   “She’s dead. We killed her. Then I gave the order to burn down her mansion.”
 
   Daciana’s eyes opened wide. She loosened her grip on Jill’s hair.
 
   “Renata is dead,” Daciana said. “You’re certain of this.”
 
   “We cut her head off. You probably couldn’t find her body because we left it in the mansion when it burned.”
 
   Daciana let go of Jill and stood up.
 
   “To your feet,” she commanded
 
   Even as Jill resisted the command with her mind, her body obeyed. She stood up and turned to face Daciana, seeing for the first time what a mess she was.
 
   Daciana’s clothes were bloodstained and torn. Her skin was covered in dried blood and dirt. Her hair had fallen down and was caked in mud and gunk.
 
   What happened to you? Jill wanted to ask, but couldn’t.
 
   “Who killed Sergio?” Daciana said.
 
   The question brought Jill tremendous relief, even if her body wasn’t capable of expressing it.
 
   Sergio was dead? Had they done it? Had Winnie and her team really done it? It was exhilarating even to consider the idea. If Sergio was dead, then it all was worth it. No matter what Daciana did to Jill now, even if she forced her to put back all the money she stole, even if she made Jill tell her every detail of the operation from the very beginning, even if she murdered Jill before the night was over, it was worth it.
 
   The mission was a success. Coronation was over.
 
   “We had a team of vampire hunters waiting for Sergio at Mary Torrance’s house,” Jill said.
 
   “But Sergio didn’t die at Mary’s house.”
 
   “He didn’t?”
 
   “You don’t know? How curious. Perhaps all didn’t go according to your plan. I need to speak with the others in your group. Who is helping you?”
 
   This was a question she really didn’t want to answer. Not that it mattered much—everyone was on the road, already beyond Daciana’s reach.
 
   But she still hated to be a rat.
 
   “Nicky Bloom,” she said. “Ryan Jenson. Phillip and Helena Fischer. Alvin Green, Eve-”
 
   A gunshot from the other end of the hall interrupted Jill’s confession.
 
   “Get down, Jill!” someone shouted. “Down, now!”
 
   Jill dropped to the floor right as the fireworks began. Explosions and yelling and gunfire, lots of gunfire. Within seconds, the room was full of smoke. Jill heard screams and bodies crashing into walls and bullet casings clattering to the ground.
 
   Jill crawled on her stomach away from the noise, covering the length of the hall on elbows and knees while chaos reigned behind her. When she reached the end of the hall she pushed herself to her feet and ran into the great room.
 
   The battle followed her in there.
 
   Daciana came first, leaping into the room from the hallway and soaring all the way to the opposite wall, which she used as a springboard for her next jump.
 
   “Stay down, Jill!” came a voice. It was Helena. Helena was here. Who else? How did they know to come?
 
   Jill ducked towards the near wall as Daciana’s pursuers entered the room. Helena and Winnie were in the lead, with machine guns in their arms. Eve was right behind them, holding a barrel-shaped tube emitting an ultraviolet laser. Behind Eve was Frankie, who had a sword in his hands, and a calm, inquisitive look on his face.
 
   Daciana bounced around the room like a pinball, always one jump ahead of the gunfire, which pulverized the walls and filled the air with dust.
 
   “Run, Jill!” Helena screamed.
 
   Jill rushed out of the great room and into the foyer. She made a mad dash across the open floor, headed for the hallway that led to the kitchen. She was almost there when Daciana came flying in, landing right in front of her.
 
   “Don’t go away just yet, Jill,” Daciana said. “We need to finish our conversation about my bank accounts.”
 
   With the back of her hand, Daciana slapped her across the face. The force of the blow lifted Jill off the ground and sent her crashing into a nearby cabinet. Jill was still conscious when she landed, but barely. She opened her eyes and could hardly see. She tried to stand and immediately fell down again.
 
   “Stay on the ground!” Helena yelled.
 
   Jill felt so dizzy she hardly knew where she was. The room was spinning, end over end—she felt like she was inside a clothes dryer looking out. Breathing deeply, she tried to control herself, but she couldn’t pull it together. The sounds around her were a jumble. Gunfire and shouting blended together into a muddled mess of noise.
 
   That faded.
 
   The fight was leaving the great room. Her vision still spinning, Jill couldn’t see them leave, but she could hear them. Daciana led the others into the hallway, towards the kitchen, and into the rest of the house.
 
   She was alone.
 
   She tried to stand again but only got as far as her hands and knees before the wooziness took over.
 
   Focus on something, she thought. Focus on something and get yourself together.
 
   She was looking at the floor, which was a blur of images. Trash, papers, bullets, a knife…
 
   A knife?
 
   A shiny silver blade attached to a golden hilt. She stared at the knife for a second, willing her scattered vision to come into focus.
 
   She had seen this knife before. Spring carnival. The presentation of gifts. This was Kim Renwick’s gift to Daciana.
 
   She reached out for the knife, missing it on the first try, but grabbing it on the second. With the knife in-hand, she willed herself to her feet. She stood in place, testing her balance. It was coming back. The room was still spinning, but more slowly now. She just needed to give it a second.
 
   “Jill!”
 
   She turned her head towards the sound, finding its source at the entryway. It was Alvin.
 
   “Come on!” he said. “The front door is this way. Let’s get out of here!”
 
   Yes. The front door. She was in the foyer. She could just walk through the front door!
 
   She took a step. Her balance held. She took another. And another.
 
   And then the room went dark.
 
   “What’s happened?” Jill said. Her head still foggy, she wondered if something had gone wrong with her vision.
 
   “The power’s out,” Alvin said. “It’s just the lights going off. Come on, Jill. This way!”
 
   More machine gun fire sounded from elsewhere in the house. Listening to it, Jill imagined where the others might be now. She saw the blueprints from the TPM database in her mind. The kitchen, the dining hall, the path she took all the way to the back of the mansion, through the moon room…
 
   Into the crypt.
 
   “She’s spreading them out.”
 
   “Forget about that. Come on, Jill!”
 
   “That’s what she’s doing, Alvin. She’s leading them through the mansion and splitting them apart. And now she’s turned off the lights. She’s split them up to make it easier to kill them.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re thinking but you’ve got to come with me right now. We’re computer hackers, Jill, not vampire hunters.”
 
   The problem was too much space. With a huge mansion for her to roam, Daciana always had somewhere to run and leap to get away from their bullets.
 
   “She won’t kill me,” Jill said “She needs me alive so I can get her money back for her.”
 
   “Jill, I’m leaving. Are you coming with me or not?”
 
   “No. You get out of here, Alvin. Go to Richmond. Sergio is dead. The mission is over.”
 
   “Sergio is dead?”
 
   Jill had already turned around and was walking back into the mansion.
 
   “Good luck, Alvin,” she said, as she headed into the darkness.
 
   She put her hand on the wall and followed the perimeter of the room until it led her to the hallway. It was pitch black, but Jill knew where she needed to go. She could see the blueprints in her mind. She imagined herself as a tiny set of feet scurrying across the diagram of Daciana’s house. A diagram she had completely memorized.
 
   With a knife in her right hand, and her left hand dragging on the wall, she moved slowly towards the kitchen, following the same path she had taken when she snuck away from Daciana’s party.
 
   Kitchen, dining hall, parlor, south corridor…
 
   She came to the kitchen and pushed open the swinging door. She was two steps in when she accidentally kicked something on the floor, causing a noisy collision of pots and pans.
 
   “Dammit,” she whispered.
 
   She took a deep breath and kept on going.
 
   In the dining hall, a big bay window on one end allowed in some moonlight, and she could actually see where she was going. She moved quietly, staying close to the wall, and was nearly to the end when someone whispered her name.
 
   She turned to see Helena, huddled in the corner. Her leg was at an awkward angle.
 
   “Helena, oh my God!”
 
   Jill rushed over to her, and in the moonlight, she could see that Helena was badly injured. Her leg was broken. She was bleeding from her side.
 
   “You need to get out of here, Jill,” she said.
 
   “I’ll get you to the foyer,” said Jill. “We’ll get you-”
 
   “No! She’s coming back any minute now. My leg—it’s no good. She’s toying with us, Jill. She could have killed me but she left me here. You need to get out of here. We’re outmatched.”
 
   “Where are the others?”
 
   “All over the house. She’s forcing us to separate. She’s going to take her time. You can still get out of here. Just, before you do, give me my gun, will you? It’s right over there.”
 
   Helena pointed at a machine gun that had slid under the table. Jill rushed to grab it and brought it to Helena.
 
   “I’m coming back for you,” Jill said. “I have a plan.”
 
   “There’s no plan that will work. She’s too strong. You need to get out of here.”
 
   Jill stood up and made for the exit.
 
   “Sit tight. We’ll get through this,” she whispered.
 
   She didn’t believe her own words. Her plan to somehow lure Daciana into the crypt seemed ill conceived now. Yes, Daciana would be confined down there, but it wouldn’t do Jill any good if the other hunters were scattered throughout the house, unable to fight.
 
   Or even see. The parlor didn’t have a big window like in the dining room, and once again Jill found herself in total darkness. This is what the crypt would be like if she got there. A room where the vampire could see but the humans couldn’t.
 
   Keeping her hand on the wall, Jill took small steps, mindful that the floor was cluttered with all manner of things that could make her trip. She spent a long time navigating the tiny parlor.
 
   It wasn’t until she reached the south corridor that she could see at all. A gleam of moonlight at the end of the hallway allowed her to see and step around the debris, and also to see the body lying dead on the floor.
 
   Jill knelt down in front of the body. It was Winnie. Her neck was torn open and she was covered in blood.
 
   I’m so sorry, Winnie.
 
   Jill didn’t know the full circumstances that brought these people here, but she suspected it had something to do with Ryan’s text. He had seen Daciana driving away from the school. He notified the others. They sent help.
 
   It was her fault.
 
   Winnie’s gun was on the floor next to her body. Jill picked it up, but quickly decided it was too cumbersome, and she didn’t know how to use it anyway. As she put the gun down again, she realized she had nothing even remotely resembling a plan.
 
   All she knew was that she couldn’t leave. She couldn’t run away when the others had risked their lives to save her. Kneeling in front of Winnie’s body, she heard the woman’s words echoing in her mind.
 
   There comes a time in the life of every agent in the Network when she must decide what she is willing to die for.
 
   Jill got up, stepped over Winnie, and kept going.
 
   The glow at the end of the hall came from the moon room, where the glass ceiling allowed the full light of the moon to shine down. As Jill stepped inside, she remembered her last visit to this room, when she hid in the foliage while a crowd of vampires gathered on the upper level.
 
   She made her way across the path on the lower level and towards the stairs. To get to the crypt, she needed to go to the upper deck and then underneath the waterfall.
 
   When she got to the waterfall, she found Frankie standing there. His back was pressed against the rocks, a sword in his hand. He looked right at Jill and put his finger over his lips.
 
   Then he stepped away from the wall and swung his sword in a massive arc. At first, Jill didn’t understand. She couldn’t see what he was swinging at.
 
   Then Daciana burst through the waterfall from the other side, and Frankie’s sword sliced across her midsection. When Daciana landed, blood was gushing from underneath her dress. Frankie doubled back on her, swinging at the ground where she lay, but she rolled aside just in time, and his sword crashed into the rock. Her blood pooling all around, Daciana still had enough strength to jump to her feet. Frankie came after her with the sword again but she was too fast, and he missed. As Frankie’s arms swung past his body, Daciana hit him in the face with an open palm and he went flying backwards, his sword coming loose from his hands and clattering on the floor.
 
   Daciana chased after him, roaring like a lion as she ran.
 
   Frankie was scrambling to his feet but he wasn’t fast enough. Daciana would be on him before he was up. Jill cringed, knowing there was nothing she could do.
 
   Five gunshots rang out in rapid succession. They hit Daciana dead on, stopping her in her tracks. She hunched over, and Jill saw Eve standing on the other end of the ledge, a smoking pistol in her hands.
 
   And now Frankie was up again, charging at Daciana with his right arm cocked. He threw a vicious punch that caught Daciana in the face and sent her reeling backwards.
 
   Right at Jill.
 
   Jill’s mind wasn’t in the moment when it happened. As Daciana tumbled towards her, Jill was no longer in the moon room. She was in the barn, thrusting her knife at a dummy made of straw.
 
   The blade plunged into Daciana’s heart.
 
   Surprised at her own success, and not knowing what to do next, Jill let go of the knife. As Daciana fell to the floor, she reached for the blade still stuck in her chest. She had her hands on the hilt when Frankie arrived with his sword, and cut off her head.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 49
 
    
 
   One dead, two wounded. That’s what Jill would write on the official report of this raid.
 
   One dead, two wounded, vampire terminated.
 
   Frankie carried out Winnie’s body, placing her in the back of an SUV and covering her with a blanket. Helena, who had torn up her shirt to make tourniquets for her own injuries, was able to hobble out of the mansion with Jill and Frankie’s help. Eve, who was strong enough to carry a pistol when it counted, wasn’t strong enough to carry the rest of her weaponry. At some point during the fight, a stray bullet caught her in the shoulder. By the time she crawled into the SUV, Eve’s face was pale and her clothes were drenched in blood.
 
   “Frankie’s going to take us to a safe house in Arlington,” Eve said in a weak, tired voice. “I know someone who can help with Winnie’s body, and get the rest of us fixed up.”
 
   “I’ll go with you,” said Jill.
 
   “No. You need to get out of town.”
 
   “I don’t want to leave without you guys.”
 
   “The others are at the rendezvous. You should be there too.”
 
   “They can wait,” said Jill. “I want to help.”
 
   Eve leaned to one side, tilting her head up at Jill. She had a distant look in her eyes. When she spoke, she did so quietly, biting back the pain.
 
   “We’re anonymous, Jill. You aren’t. Somehow, Daciana knew you were here. Others in the clan may know as well. Odds are good you’ll have people looking for you before the night is over. You have got to get out of town before it’s too late.”
 
   From the other end of the car, Helena chimed in as well.
 
   “Go to Richmond, Jill. That’s an order.”
 
   Jill sighed. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll go to Richmond. Hey, before I go…how did you guys know I was in trouble?”
 
   “It was Ryan,” said Eve. “He saw Daciana driving away from the school and knew she was coming here. He called Phillip, who got word to us. When you see Ryan, give him a big hug. If it weren’t for him, you’d be dead, and Daciana would be alive.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jill said, thinking about Ryan’s text. “Were you guys still at Mary’s house when you heard?”
 
   Eve groaned, then said, “Jill, let’s sort this out later, okay?”
 
   “Please, just tell me.”
 
   “Yes, we were at Mary’s house. Sergio never showed. But according to Phillip…”
 
   Eve waved her hand and shook her head. “We’ll talk about this later. It’s time for all of us to go.”
 
   “Right,” Jill said.
 
   “See you in Richmond,” said Eve
 
   “Yes, I’ll see you there.”
 
   Jill helped Eve close the door to the SUV. As she walked to her own car, she held up her phone, and dialed Ryan’s number.
 
   She got his voicemail.
 
   “Hey, it’s me. I wanted to let you know I’m okay, and I’ll see you soon.”
 
   She ended the call, hopeful he would call her back soon. She had to talk to him and figure out what happened tonight. She had so many questions. About Sergio, and Nicky, and what happened at prom after she left.
 
   But most of all she wanted to ask Ryan about the timeline, which didn’t make any sense to her. She received his text as soon as her cell phone was out of the crypt and could get a signal. But more than fifteen minutes had passed since he sent it.
 
   The drive from school to Daciana’s house was ten minutes at most.
 
   How did Frankie and the others get to the house at the same time as Daciana? If Ryan saw Daciana driving away from school, and the others were all the way up in Huntington Heights…it just didn’t add up.
 
   Jill started her car. She considered following Frankie out the back way, but figured if she was going straight to Richmond, it would be better to leave through the front.
 
   A minute later she was on the highway headed south. The road ahead of her was clear sailing, which was lucky, because the traffic going the other way was backed up for miles.
 
   The flashing lights of police cars and an ambulance had the northbound highway fully blocked at the exit. It looked like there had been one heck of an accident. Not normally one to gawk at a wreck on the other side of the road, especially not tonight, Jill kept her eyes straight ahead.
 
   But still she saw the color.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw one of the cars in the accident, and immediately recognized its color. Bright orange. The color of a popsicle.
 
   “Oh my God,” she whispered.
 
   She tore across three lanes of traffic to make the nearest exit, and immediately pulled a U-turn to enter the highway going the other way. She made it as far as the entrance ramp before encountering a row of police cruisers blocking her path. She pulled off to the side of the road and ran out of her car.
 
   “Ma’am? Excuse me, ma’am?”
 
   One of the officers was calling after her as she sprinted onto the scene. She ignored him, racing through the caution tape and towards the accident.
 
   It covered a long stretch of road. Glass and skid marks and pieces of two Italian sports cars stretched across the length of the exit, ending at a pile of broken, twisted metal.
 
   The Lamborghini and the Vicenza, both of them trashed, like they had tumbled and barrel-rolled together at tremendous speed. Looking at the carnage, Jill remembered how torn up Daciana was when she arrived, with dried blood and dirt all over her, reeking of gasoline.
 
   And suddenly the timeline made sense.
 
   Daciana would have arrived at the mansion long before Frankie and the others, but she got held up. She got in an accident.
 
   “Ma’am, I need to ask you to step behind the yellow line.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Ma’am? Do you know the owner of one of these vehicles?”
 
   Jill turned to look at the police officer.
 
   “Ryan Jenson! Where is he?”
 
   A sullen look came over the officer’s face.
 
   “Are you related to Mr. Jenson?”
 
   “Yes! I’m family! I’m more than family! Where is he? Let me see him!”
 
   The officer put his hand on Jill’s shoulder.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Come with me.”
 
   At that moment, an ambulance pulled forward, and Jill saw a team of paramedics zipping up a body bag on the ground.
 
   “No,” she said. “No! Who’s in that body bag? Who is that?”
 
   “Ma’am, I really need you to come with me. You can identify the victim for us after you’ve made a statement.”
 
   Jill collapsed to the ground, sobbing. “Please God, no. This can’t be happening! Ryan! Oh God, Ryan!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 50
 
    
 
   Mary Torrance had no idea how she came to fall asleep that night.
 
   She nearly had it all. Having won Coronation, she was waiting in her bedroom for Sergio to arrive.
 
   And then it all went to hell.
 
   First she fell asleep, and had the most hideous nightmare imaginable. In the nightmare she looked in the mirror and saw an ancient woman with ragged skin that hung loosely from her bones, white hair that barely covered her balding scalp, and a mouth full of rotten teeth. When she woke up, she rushed to the bathroom to make sure she was indeed still youthful and pretty. It took her a second to realize she wasn’t supposed to be in her room anymore.
 
   She wasn’t supposed to be human anymore.
 
   Her first thought was that Sergio had come to her window and changed his mind because she was asleep. It was the most terrifying moment of her life. Had she fouled it up somehow? After all that work, all that angst, had she made a mistake that ruined everything?
 
   Slowly, the bigger picture began to come together, and by the end of that day, Mary realized she had been a victim of a conspiracy against the clan. Enemies of the clan had broken into her house and put her to sleep. That was step one in their attack. Step two happened at the Purgatory House, where, somehow, Sergio ended up dead on the floor.
 
   The early rumors that Nicky Bloom had killed Sergio were quickly dismissed. She’s just an accomplice, people said. She’s working with Renata. Renata is the true enemy.
 
   Or is she?
 
   As the week went on, and even more strange news began to surface, people began to debate Renata’s role in all this. Was she really an enemy? Or was she the new queen? Perhaps all the chaos was some sort of uprising, a revolt from within the clan with Renata and her allies working to overthrow Daciana.
 
   The new thinking was that humans needed to sit tight, wait for things to calm down, and respect whoever was queen of the clan when it was over. So that’s what Mary and her family did. They stayed in their house, they spoke with others in town via phone and email, and they took in day after day of increasingly sensational news.
 
   Like the news that Daciana was dead.
 
   Or that every vampire in the clan had gone broke.
 
   Midway through the week, word started to spread that someone had broken into the breeding grounds in Florida where the immortals grew their slaves, and freed all of them.
 
   Then people started whispering about infighting in the clan, saying the immortals in America were splitting off into warring factions that were rapidly killing each other off. Those rumors led to speculation about who was going to come out on top when all was said and done, and the consensus in town was that it was only a matter of time before Renata finally showed her face and assumed her mantle as queen.
 
   With that rumor taking hold, people’s attitudes towards the whole conspiracy began to change. Suddenly, the human accomplices who had been persona non grata might not actually be so bad after all. Someone like Annika Fleming was a wanted criminal when Daciana was in charge, but what about when this revolution was over? Was Annika going to be welcomed back as a hero by the new regime?
 
   And what about the three mystery students, whose role in all of this wasn’t clear? Like Nicky Bloom, who disappeared on prom night, but almost certainly played some part in Sergio’s death. Or Jill Wentworth—people remembered that Daciana was looking for Jill on prom night and couldn’t find her. Now it seemed like Jill’s whole family was missing.
 
   Or Ryan Jenson, who died in a fiery car crash, a crash that, depending on who you believed, might have involved Daciana as well.
 
   Ryan’s case was the most peculiar. On prom night, students watched Daciana drive away from the school in a rush, and Ryan drive away seconds later. What was he doing? Was he going after her? Why?
 
   How were they supposed to handle his death?
 
   In the past, whenever someone died running afoul of the immortals, the protocol was clear: small family ceremony or no funeral at all, unmarked grave, forget that person ever existed.
 
   Was that what they were supposed to do for Ryan? Nobody seemed to know.
 
   Until the funeral announcement appeared.
 
   Ceremony to Honor the Heroic Life of Ryan Jenson. That was the opening line of a full page announcement in the paper. The ceremony would be held at St. Luke’s Cathedral downtown, and anyone who wished to attend was welcome.
 
   To Mary, and to many others in DC, Ryan’s funeral announcement was a clear message from Renata, or whoever was in charge, that the fighting was over and it was time for a gathering. When people learned that Ryan’s parents had nothing to do with the announcement, or the funeral planning, that sealed it. The clan, the new clan, was calling the power players in DC to come together and mourn one of their fallen heroes. It had to be! Why else would they put the word ‘heroic’ in the announcement?
 
   It was strange that they had chosen to do it during daylight hours, though.
 
   On the day of the funeral, Mary put on a black outfit suitable for mourning and made her way to St. Luke’s. Her parents came with her, as did her grandmother. They stepped inside to find the cathedral packed wall to wall. Thorndike students and alumni. Power players from Capitol Hill. Extended families of DC’s ruling class. Mary was so relieved to see everyone coming together. She was hopeful that this funeral meant the chaos was over and life was about to return to normal.
 
   And maybe, just maybe, the new leader of the clan would choose to finish the Coronation ceremony that had been so rudely interrupted.
 
   They received programs at the door. Ceremony to Honor the Life of Ryan Jenson they said at the top. Underneath the header was a poem.
 
    
 
   Because I could not stop for Death –
 
   He kindly stopped for me –
 
   The Carriage held but just Ourselves –
 
   And Immortality.
 
    
 
   “Emily Dickinson,” said Mary’s grandmother. “Definitely a new regime atop the clan.”
 
   “Why do you say that?” Mary asked.
 
   “Renata was my classmate at Thorndike. She loved Emily Dickinson.”
 
   The organist began to play Amazing Grace, the back doors to the cathedral opened, and six pallbearers carried the coffin inside. The first three pallbearers were women who had black veils over their faces. The final three were men. One of the men was enormous and looked like he could carry the coffin by himself if he wanted to. Mary felt like she had seen him before. Such a big guy—where had she seen him before?
 
   And then it hit her. Renata’s house. That guy was one of Renata’s slaves. Any doubts she had left about the meaning of this ceremony faded. Renata had to be behind all this. Her slave was one of the pallbearers!
 
   The pallbearers led the coffin to the front of the cathedral. Watching them move, Mary realized there was no one on the altar, and no one in the procession other than the pallbearers.
 
   Wasn’t there supposed to be a priest or something?
 
   When the coffin reached the altar, five of the pallbearers took a seat in the front row. The sixth, one of the men, walked up to the lectern.
 
   “We are here today to honor a young man whose life was taken too soon, but was nonetheless well lived,” the man said.
 
   Mary looked up to the front row, where Ryan’s parents sat. Ryan’s father had his arm around his wife, who was sobbing. Looking at them, Mary thought about parents who outlive their children. Then she thought about prom, and the near miss for Nicky’s parents, whose daughter was supposed to become Mary’s first victim.
 
   She didn’t like thinking about that, so she stopped.
 
   The man at the lectern spoke about Ryan’s strength, his character, and his courage. Then he said, “At this time, we’d like to invite anyone who has something they wish to say about Ryan to come up here and say it. You can have as much time as you need. Ryan died a hero. Today we will give him a hero’s sendoff.”
 
   As the man spoke, Mary felt like she had seen him somewhere before. It was that feeling of distant familiarity—just like she felt when she saw Renata’s slave. Who was that guy?
 
   From the front row, a young woman stood up and approached the lectern.
 
   “My name is Cassandra Jenson,” she said. “I’m Ryan’s cousin.”
 
   Cassandra spoke lovingly about a great kid who had been considerate of others from a very young age. Her voice was shaky as she spoke, and when she tried to tell a story about some family gathering from her past, she lost control of her emotions.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t go on.”
 
   She left the altar and another of Ryan’s family members, his aunt, came up. She spoke about Ryan’s ability to light up a room, and the joy he brought to his family from the day he was born. Then another aunt, who told about a time that little Ryan and his cousins broke a neighbor’s window with a pellet gun, and Ryan insisted that they fess up.
 
   It was moving to watch and listen, and soon Mary, and many others in the cathedral, were crying. By the time Ryan’s dad went up to the lectern and spoke about how proud he was of his son, Mary was sobbing.
 
   After Ryan’s father was done speaking, the man who had been hosting the ceremony returned to the lectern.
 
   “We’ve heard from many in Ryan’s family. Would any of his friends care to speak?”
 
   As his voice echoed in the cathedral, Mary realized where she had seen the man before. It was at a cocktail party in September, right before the Homecoming Masquerade. Mary’s father had cornered the man and was quizzing him because he was the new guy in town.
 
   He was Nicky Bloom’s father.
 
   Why was Nicky’s father at the lectern for Ryan’s funeral? Why wasn’t there a priest? Who organized this ceremony?
 
   “Any of his classmates? Would you care to speak about Ryan Jenson?” the man repeated.
 
   There was silence in the cathedral, then one of the pallbearers raised her veil and said, “I would like to speak.”
 
   Whispers passed through the crowd as the girl approached the podium. The audience recognized her.
 
   “For those of you who don’t know me,” the girl said into the microphone, “my name is Jill Wentworth. Ryan and I were very close for a long time.”
 
   Jill paused for a second, clearly striving to maintain her composure. Mary couldn’t imagine what it was like for her. How long had Jill and Ryan been dating? Since freshman year, wasn’t it?
 
   “I’m so pleased that Ryan’s family had a chance to speak the truth about him, and what he meant to them,” Jill said. “Too often in this town, people die and their loved ones never get a proper chance to say goodbye. I’m here today to say goodbye to Ryan too, and to speak the truth about him.
 
   “Many of you came today because you thought the clan, whatever is left of it, wants you to be here. You looked at the advertisement in the paper, listened to the rumors going all over town, and did what you thought the vampires wanted you to do.”
 
   There was a murmur of disapproval in the audience at Jill’s use of the word ‘vampire’ instead of ‘immortal.’
 
   “It’s time for all of you to quit seeking their approval,” Jill said. “I bought the ad in the newspaper. My friends and I organized this ceremony. We started the rumors that made you think it was acceptable to come here and honor Ryan, even though he died under mysterious circumstances.”
 
   More shuffling and murmuring passed through the audience.
 
   “The night Ryan died,” Jill began, then paused for just a second, breathing through the emotions that were clearly welling up inside her, “he crashed into Daciana’s car. He did it because she was coming to kill me, and he knew if he could slow her down, I’d have a chance to live.”
 
   The crowd was buzzing with discontent now, but nobody knew what to do. What was Jill Wentworth saying to them?
 
   “You people have convinced yourselves that Renata or some other immortal is responsible for the recent chaos in the clan,” Jill said. “You’re wrong. Renata Sullivan hasn’t returned to lead the clan in some sort of glorious revolt. Renata Sullivan is dead.”
 
   Gasps and confusion met this remark. It’s not true. Why is she saying this? If Renata is dead, then who is leading the clan?
 
   Jill continued to speak, and with the help of the microphone, her words carried over the noise.
 
   “Renata is dead just like Daciana is dead, and Sergio is dead, and Ryan helped kill them!”
 
   Now they were really riled up, and Mary sensed her chance. She had figured out something important. She had to let the others know. She had to challenge this nonsense that Jill was spewing.
 
   “If Renata is dead, then why is one of her servants a pallbearer?” Mary shouted.
 
   Her question silenced the crowd. From across the cathedral, Jill looked right at Mary.
 
   “You mean Frankie?” she said.
 
   Mary felt the whole cathedral looking at her, waiting for her to answer.
 
   “The tall one,” she yelled. “He was a servant at Renata’s mansion! I’ve seen him before!”
 
   Others in the crowd voiced their assent. Yes, I remember him. I saw him there too!
 
   Jill leaned forward and spoke in the microphone.
 
   “Frankie, could you stand up so they can see you?”
 
   The huge pallbearer stood from his seat.
 
   “It’s true that Frankie was a servant at Renata’s mansion once,” Jill said. “But he’s not anymore. His mind has been set free. He’s been rescued and deprogrammed, just like all of Renata’s slaves, and all of Daciana’s. He is one of nearly a hundred innocent lives that Ryan helped save. I’m glad you pointed Frankie out, Mary. It’s good for all of you to look at someone like him. To see that he’s a human being, with just as much right to his own life as you have to yours. Look at Frankie. Think about all the slaves you’ve seen in the mansions of the vampires around town. Think of how many innocent people were stolen off the street and killed!”
 
   The crowd was noisy now. People were wondering aloud if they should say something, or do something. A travesty! they said. Blasphemous and wrong! Somebody get her off the altar!
 
    “Ryan was a part of the Network, and it is because of Ryan that Daciana is dead!”
 
   It was madness out in the crowd now, but Jill’s amplified voice was louder than all of them.
 
   “I will not see him buried without his contribution recognized! I will not let the rest of you go on wondering and speculating if he was working for Renata or some other immortal. That couldn’t be further from the truth! It’s because of Ryan, and everything he stood for on the night he died, that we have a real chance to be free of the vampires who have lorded over us for so long. It was humans, not immortals, who stole the clan’s money and set them against each other, and it was Ryan who made it possible! It was humans, not immortals, who killed Daciana, Renata, Sergio, and Bernadette. Humans emptied the Farm earlier this week. Humans have the clan confused and on the run. Humans, like Ryan, who have shown us we do not have to live in fear of the vampires because, if we wanted to, if enough of us wanted to, we could throw off the shackles the clan has put on us! But it’s up to you. The people in this cathedral today—have a look around at the people who are here with you! You are the ones who put the clan in power! You are the ones who allowed a group of bloodsuckers to infiltrate our institutions. You gave them the right to take our money, to tell us what to do, to spy on us, to deny us the very freedom and dignity that is our birthright! Why did you do it? Ask yourselves—why did you do it?”
 
   The crowd was silent now. Listening to Jill, Mary couldn’t help but wonder: Why did we do it?
 
   “Daciana needed all of you in order for her scheme to work,” Jill said. “She needed powerful people who were willing to look the other way, and you were happy to do so because she made you rich. You knew the clan was doing hideous, horrible things to people like Frankie, but you said nothing because Daciana bought your silence.
 
   “Well, now she has no more money to pay you with. Now that the gravy train has stopped, I ask you, what are you going to do? Will you honor Ryan Jenson, who was brave enough to stand up for what’s right, or will you latch onto the next bloodsucker who comes to town?”
 
   Jill looked away from the audience, turning her gaze to the coffin in front of the altar.
 
   “Ryan, you were a good person who consistently chose to do the right thing, even when it wasn’t easy for you. Even when it put you in danger.”
 
   Jill’s face was soaked in tears. Confused by her own feelings, Mary was crying as well.
 
   “I’ll always be grateful for you Ryan,” Jill said, “and I’ll always love you.”
 
   With those words, Jill stepped down from the lectern. As she neared the coffin, she raised two fingers on her right hand, kissed them, and then touched that kiss to the coffin.
 
   Watching Jill make the gesture, Mary saw that she had a green ring made of glass on her finger, and vaguely remembered Jill wearing that same ring during freshman year.
 
   The other pallbearers got up and gathered around Ryan’s coffin. Together, they picked it up and began walking to the back of the cathedral.
 
   As they walked past, Mary got a good look at the girl walking closest to Jill, and saw the face behind the veil.
 
   “Nicky Bloom,” she whispered.
 
   Her grandmother, standing next to her, leaned in and said, “What’s that, Dearie?”
 
   “Just…one of the pallbearers,” Mary said. “She was part of the contest. She’s one of the girls wearing black.”
 
   Her grandmother smiled. “Honey, all the girls are wearing black today.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 51
 
    
 
   Nicky crouched low, using a rock to provide cover, and peered at the mansion through her binoculars.
 
   “Right back where you started,” he said to her. “You hid behind the same rock the last time you staked out this mansion.”
 
   He appeared in moments like these, when it was quiet, and they had time to talk.
 
   “I may be hiding behind the same rock, but I’m hardly where I started,” she said.
 
   “Yes, I suppose that’s true. Last time you came here, you were looking for Frankie. What is it you’re doing this time?”
 
   Nicky pulled her eyes away from the binoculars and turned to smile at him. He was on the ground next to her, sitting with his back against a tree trunk.
 
   “Looking for Frankie,” she said.
 
   “Like I said, right back where you started.”
 
   “It’s different now. You know that. Yes, technically I’m sitting out here looking for Frankie.”
 
   She placed her eyes back on the binoculars and aimed them at the window on the side of the mansion, waiting for her partner to appear.
 
   “But last time I sat out here with a pair of binoculars—how long ago was that?”
 
   “Seven years,” Sergio said. “You were eleven years old.”
 
   “Wow,” Nicky said, shaking her head. “What on earth was I doing out here when I was eleven years old?”
 
   “Looking for Frankie.”
 
   “Searching for Frankie,” Nicky corrected. “There’s a difference. Last time I had a lot of ground to cover to find him. This time, I just need to keep my binoculars aimed at the window, and I’ll see him eventually. I was searching then. I’m looking now.”
 
   “Fair enough,” said Sergio. “So if you’re only looking for Frankie, then what are you searching for?”
 
   Nicky held her gaze on the window.
 
   “Who says I’m searching for anything?”
 
   “You’re always searching for something, Nicky Bloom.”
 
   Nicky Bloom. It wasn’t her name anymore. The mission was over. Her friends knew her real name now. Her family name. Celeste Nicole Allen.
 
   But to Sergio, or rather, this ghost of Sergio that lived on in her mind, she would always be Nicky Bloom.
 
   “Yes, I suppose I am,” she said.
 
   “So what is it? What are you searching for?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said.
 
   Frankie appeared in the window. He looked out at Nicky and held up one finger.
 
   “We’re all-clear,” she said. “Time for me to go.”
 
   She pulled down her binoculars and glanced over at Sergio.
 
   “See you later, Nicky,” he said, then he faded away, disappearing into the darkness.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The doorbell rang. Jill barely heard it.
 
   She had been staring at the screen for hours. There was a pattern here; she knew it. It just hadn’t revealed itself to her yet.
 
   “Honey! The package is here!” Zack called out from downstairs.
 
   She heard the words, but they took a few seconds to filter into her brain. She was looking at blocks of encrypted data on a hard drive. She didn’t have the encryption key to open them, but had three other hard drives on her desk where the data was stored in the exact same pattern. It was only a matter of time before she figured it out.
 
   “Can you get it for me?” she called back at Zack. “I’m kind of in the middle of something!”
 
   The packages were arriving daily now. Nicky and Frankie were on a roll.
 
   Jill and Zack lived in a small house outside Montreal. They arrived a few days after Ryan’s funeral. The idea was that they would stay in Canada for a week and then board a plane for Europe.
 
   But after Frankie killed Nora Jamison, and they found messages from Fu Xi on Nora’s computer, messages that ensnared two other immortals, Jill decided she needed to stay close. In Canada, she could receive next-day shipments from Nicky. She was getting a shipment almost every day.
 
   The Network was on the march back in the States. Many of the vampires down there, convinced that a powerful new enemy of the clan was coming after them, had already fled. Those that stayed behind became targets for the increasingly effective team of hunters led by Frankie and Nicky.
 
   With every mansion Frankie and Nicky cleared, more treasures flowed out of the clan’s possession and back into the world. And more secrets, stowed away on computers the vampires left behind, got shipped up to Canada, where Jill and another agent worked to decode them.
 
   The other agent was named Carolyn Wentworth. She lived in the house next door, where she happily spent her days working on the steady stream of projects Jill brought to her.
 
   Carolyn lived alone. Jill’s father, who always kept a stash of fake passports and emergency cash, chose to disappear on his own, rather than with the Network’s help.
 
   Jill thought it was probably for the best that Walter didn’t come. If anyone needed a fresh start, it was Walter Wentworth. Hopefully in his new life, wherever it was, he was looking for honest work, rather than an opportunity to ride someone else’s coattails.
 
   Zack opened the bedroom door and poked his head inside.
 
   “I was wrong,” he said. “It wasn’t a package. You’ve got company downstairs.”
 
   “Oh, okay. Thanks, Hon. I’ll be right down.”
 
   Jill closed up what she was working on and went downstairs, where she found three guests in her living room. She rushed to hug the only one she recognized.
 
   “Hello, Jill,” Eve said. “I’m so glad to see you. Your house is cute!”
 
   “It’s a mess!” Jill said. “If I’d known you were coming, with guests…”
 
   Jill looked at the other two guests, two young men she didn’t recognize. Teenage boys, neither of them older than fourteen.
 
   “Are these…?” Jill gestured at the boys, wanting Eve to finish the question for her.
 
   “Yes,” said Eve. She pointed at the taller of the two boys, a slim young man with chestnut-colored hair. “This is Eddie.”
 
   Jill shook his hand.
 
   “And this is Patrick,” Eve said, introducing Jill to the other boy, who had sandy blonde locks and wide, curious eyes.
 
   “That was fast,” Jill said, trying to think about when she’d asked Eve to find people for her. It was only a few weeks ago.
 
   “I’ve known these young men for years,” Eve said. “And when I read your email, I knew they were our guys. They’re ready.”
 
   Looking at them, at how young they were, Jill wasn’t so sure she agreed with Eve’s assessment. But then again, she wasn’t ready either when she started.
 
   Jill led the group to the dining room, where they gathered around the table. Zack fetched coffee and water for everyone, and Jill placed an envelope at the center of the table.
 
   “How much do you guys know?” she said. “Should I start at the beginning?”
 
   “They know their history,” said Eve. “Start with the mission.”
 
   Jill touched her fingers to the envelope on the table, and for a moment she traveled back in time. She thought about when she was no older than these boys, and she stood outside the Washington Monument, waiting for a mystery car to come pick her up.
 
   She met Gia Rossi that day, and learned what she would be doing for the Network.
 
   “Alright,” she said. “We’ll start at the mission.”
 
   She dumped the contents of the envelope out on the table.
 
   “If you’ve been briefed, then you know there is a huge power vacuum in DC right now,” Jill said. “The Samarin clan is on the run at present, but we know that a few of them are working to organize the vampires who are left. Over the past few weeks, our agents in the field have stolen data from the mansions of three vampires who have been in communication with Fu Xi.”
 
   “I haven’t told them anything about Fu Xi yet,” said Eve.
 
   Jill pulled one of the photographs from the pile. It showed a handsome young man walking into a skyscraper in downtown Shanghai.
 
   “Now that Falkon Dillinger and Daciana Samarin are dead,” said Jill. “Fu Xi is the most powerful vampire in the world. And several members of what was once the Samarin clan have contacted him for help.”
 
   Jill pushed Fu Xi’s photograph out of the way, and pulled a printed email from the pile.
 
   “This is an email Fu Xi sent to Nora Jamison,” said Jill. “In the email, he outlines a strategy where a new clan of vampires takes control of Washington DC. As you can see in the email, the centerpiece of his strategy is Thorndike Academy. That’s where you guys come in. The Network needs eyes and ears at the school, and as of this morning, there are still a few slots available in next year’s freshman class.”
 
   She looked up at the boys. Eddie and Patrick. Two young men, both of them eager to make their mark on the world. Excitable, brimming with confidence, certain that they had what it took to walk into enemy territory and bring the fight to the vampires.
 
   Just like I was.
 
   “Before you agree to do this,” Jill said. “You both need to be aware that you’ll be risking your lives. The Network will provide you all the support we can give, but if you find yourselves in a situation where your cover is blown, we might not be able to help you.”
 
   “We’re aware of the risks,” said Eddie.
 
   “This is a chance for us to fight for something we believe in,” said Patrick. “How many times in life do you get an opportunity like that? Besides, we’ve all got to die eventually, right?”
 
   Jill looked at Patrick, and felt like she was staring at a mirror. A mirror showing a younger, more naive version of herself. These boys had so many things to learn, things that could only be learned out in the field. Like how you’ll react when a vampire steps into the room. And who your real friends are.
 
   And what you’re willing to die for.
 
   “Right you are, Patrick,” Jill said. “Nobody gets to live forever.”
 
    
 
   THE END
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