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One

SHE CROUCHED IN the alley near the stage door, watching them arrive for the third night in a row. The smells around her made her want to hold her breath—dark, rotting garbage, the sour smell of tomcat spray, and the earthy, musty odor of homeless men and women who often slept under newspapers or, if they were lucky, in cardboard-box bedrooms dragged from the nearest furniture store.

This third night would have been the fourth if she hadn’t been discouraged from staying away on Tuesday. That night she had finished her dance class and was ready to go watch them arrive when an ambulance had shrieked past. It stopped in front of the old Sullivan Theater, abandoned for almost a year now, then backed to the mouth of the alley. The alley had come alive with EMTs and police, all too late.

The stretcher sagged only slightly, barely burdened with the body of a street person who had given up on independent living. Drug overdoses, tuberculosis, pneumonia, lethargy, despair—the causes of death were varied and final. Perhaps in this case, death had been merciful.

Miki could have waited for the short time it took police to write the notes for yet another report, to try to identify the physical shell of the man who had died. But her mood had been spoiled. The feeling of expectancy and curiosity were gone, replaced by the reality of death’s visit. So she’d missed Tuesday night and reluctantly caught the bus home.

Tonight, though, her curiosity grew as she dared to inch closer to the door to see better in the dim light of dusk. The risk paid off, the reward a delicious feast for her eyes. They were all dressed in black, as was she, but two of the men also wore sweeping, swirling capes lined with blood-red satin.

The girl she’d seen most often—the one with ink-black hair that billowed around her shoulders and fell to her waist—was wearing black jeans and a cloudy chiffon top of charcoal and cream that floated around her as she moved. She tipped her head back and laughed, her voice low and throaty, as one of the men—a slender, almost boyish male—pulled aside the boards and the condemned sign across the door and held it open for her to enter.

Miki was later than usual tonight, since her dance teacher, Ms. Lawton, had kept her to work on a difficult leap and drop pattern for their next recital. She was afraid she had missed seeing some of the dancers arrive. Her count had reached five when an eerie stillness filled the narrow passage between the two old stone buildings. She waited, huddled in a door across the way.

After a few minutes, she looked around, sensing that she wasn’t alone. She saw no one. Nothing moved in the shadows or in the street’s light at the mouth of the alley. She heard nothing.

Maybe she shouldn’t wait any longer, but she hated for the night’s show to be over. She thought there should be more in the troupe. Had she seen more than seven different people? Other nights, at a distance, she had tried to identify each of them.

She tried to recall each individual and the way he or she dressed, the way each acted. A couple of them were older, maybe a director and a stage manager. Some carried dance bags, and all walked with the grace and the loose, confidant step of dancers. She wished she could have stopped one of them and asked who they were and what they were doing here. But something had held her back. They all seemed so close, as if they had known each other for a long time.

A crash of thunder took her by surprise. She leaped to her feet and ran, then leaned against the brick wall beside the steps to the stage door. Soft, gentle rain would have been welcome, relieving the heat and humidity that had oppressed the city all week. But the sudden downpour sent her scurrying for the first doorway available—the one she had been watching for days.

The boards across the door, attached only by one nail, swung loose. She glanced briefly at the sign stating that the structure was condemned and scheduled to be torn down. Looking both ways, she stepped inside the old building, grateful for the silent door hinges and the thick velvet darkness that hid her trespass.

“Thank you,” she whispered to the fates which had given her this opportunity, this excuse to enter and explore.

As soon as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she felt her way down the narrow hallway toward strains of music and the chatter of voices.

Brushing against soft draperies, she almost sneezed when her nostrils filled with ancient dust, ghosts of grease paint, the spicy smoke of cloves, and the musk of recent perfumes.

She guessed at the layout and hugged the wall to her left. Twice she glanced around, still having that distinct feeling that she wasn’t alone. But no one caught up with her, and no one came from the other direction.

Several curtained-off corridors tempted her, but she was afraid they’d lead onto the stage. She wanted to hide for as long as possible.

Just as she’d thought, she came into the auditorium on the far aisle of a section of theater seats. One of the older men sprawled in a seat near the stage, his legs draped over seats in front of him. A director? Producer? Backer? The dance master?

Slipping along the back, she tiptoed down one center aisle to mid-seating, then slid into a worn plush cushion and sank down to watch. Once more, however, she glanced around to make sure no one was behind her. No one had followed her in. No, she was alone in the audience.

The lights on stage were uniformly dim, casting long shadows, but soon she could make out what little decor made up the set. Across the back hung a net of large ropes, but unlike a fishing net, which would have drooped, this net was fastened tightly to the wall like a series of rope ladders or a huge spider web.

Downstage left a rather wide swing—no, a trapeze bar—rocked gently. The ropes coming from the ceiling were covered with wine-red velvet, as was the seat. Miki watched as a female dancer entered, grabbed the bar, which was about four feet from the floor, and somersaulted onto the seat. Her suspended legs pumped to start the swing swaying.

Opposite, but slightly upstage, hung another trapeze wrapped in black velvet. The seat of the black swing was higher, perhaps six feet off the floor. Several smaller trapeze-swings floated further upstage.

“Kyle, take Davin’s part for now,” the seated man called.

A tall, thin man slipped onto the stage and spun onto the second swing. Instead of remaining seated, he leaped to his feet and pumped the swing while standing. Once the ropes reached full extension, he sat, locked his knees over the bar and dangled head down, fingertips almost brushing the stage floor.

What fun, Miki thought. She watched with fascination. The velvet ropes were not like circus trapezes, since they weren’t that high, nor were they close enough to leap and twist from one to the other. They were like children’s dreams of the perfect swing, one that would fly them to the tree tops, then return them to earth with long sweeping glides.

Miki watched, and soon the sensation of flying captured her imagination. She pretended that she was the dancer who leaped onto the stage, onto the red velvet swing.

The seated dancer, Miki realized, was the slight girl with the waist-long ebony hair. As she leaned back and flew forward, her silky tresses floated behind her like thick, dark seaweed in an ocean of air. She laughed out loud, her voice deep and melodic.

Soon other dancers ran onto the stage and leaped onto the other swings, or climbed and clung to the ropes on the back wall. The music that swelled and swirled around Miki—coming from a perfect sound system in the auditorium, surely belonging to the dancers—seemed to melt her insides.

Her head and heart filled with longing. Not just to dance but to live life fuller, to yearn, to love to a level of heated passion that she had never experienced, maybe never dreamed she’d experience.

She remembered, and mourned for the street person who had died last night, all his hopes and dreams cut short.

Her longing deepened and tears slid to linger at the corner of her mouth, then pool on her lips. She ran her tongue over the swell of her bottom lip and welcomed the salt, imagining the taste as just one of the bitter disappointments of her short life.

A father. Gone. A stranger should she meet him today.

Her mother. Distant. Often disapproving. Always working too hard to be there for companionship.

A true love. So far, nonexistent, or only a romantic dream. Perhaps she would never find him.

Surely she would have started to sob had she not been startled out of all the deep feelings the music and the scene before her had wrung.

A full white spot swung from those near the stage. The light, like silver moon rays, pinned her to the seat, trapping her with the sharp pain of icy daggers.

From the dark seats on either side of her two strong hands closed over each of her arms, taking her prisoner.

“Hello,” said a voice on her left. Warm, silken breath caressed her ear.

“What an unexpected pleasure.” Another voice, a clove-smelling whisper, filled her right ear. “Who invited you to our party? Will you stay?”

She stared as the director stood and swept toward her, a frown on his face.

“Who are you?” he asked, his voice as icy as the spotlight. “What are you doing here?”


Two

MIKI FELT HER entire body shrink with fear, unreasonable fear. After all, there was no harm in her watching, was there? She wasn’t bothering anyone. She had kept very quiet, but obviously not quiet enough. Someone had seen or heard her. But unless their act was a secret, she didn’t think she was in any real trouble. Except maybe for trespassing, but something told her this troupe was also trespassing. The Sullivan Theater was condemned. No one was supposed to be in here. So they couldn’t accuse her of breaking any laws. The bottom line, though, was that the director’s face and tone of voice said he didn’t want her there.

She gripped the seat arms on either side of her tighter. No one knew where she was. She had kept it from Paige that she was coming here every night. Kept it secret for several reasons, some she wasn’t even sure of. Paige was part of a large family. She could never understand Miki’s need to belong to someone, something, not to feel so alone.

“Lovely,” the silken voice on her left said.

“So young, so beautiful.” A similar voice on her right whispered in her ear, his breath setting her neck afire.

The fire spread down her throat, seared her chest and landed in the pit of her stomach, spinning and twisting out of control. As soft and silken as the voices were, there was an obvious threat woven into the flattering words. They—they wouldn’t hurt her, would they? She hadn’t done anything wrong.

Their leader continued to stare at her now that the spotlight dissolved and house lights came up. His eyes were the greenest emeralds she had ever seen. Eyes with fire, icy fire.

His face was pale, as if he had never been in the sun. But he was handsome in a polished way. Elegant was the word that came to mind, almost beautiful, like no male she had ever seen before. He smiled, helping her relax enough to speak.

“I—I’m a dancer. It—it started to rain, to pour. I ducked into the theater so I wouldn’t get soaked. Then, when I realized you were dancers, I stayed to watch.”

“Yes, we are dancers.” The man was dressed all in black. Black tights and top, covered with a rather long silk shirt, the material dark and shiny as a crow’s wing.

“What were you doing in the alley with a storm threatening?” The man on her left released her arm. She dared look at him. He was young, perhaps her age, seventeen—surely no more than eighteen or nineteen. Black hair tumbled around his pale face. Did they have on makeup? He brushed his hair out of his eyes.

“I—”

“And this isn’t a very good part of town. You weren’t safe out there.” Were they twins? The other boy—young man—released her.

She might as well tell the truth. “I watched you enter the theater. I wondered what—who—This building has been condemned, hasn’t it? I thought—” She wondered if she should tell them about the old Lafayette Theater that had burned last year. These old buildings were dangerous.

“We’ve bought it and have had the utilities turned on. We needed a place to perform.”

“Who are you?” the man on her left asked again.

“My name is Miki—actually Michaela O’Ryan. My friends call me Miki.” Maybe if she acted normal, acted friendly. “I take dance lessons in that building on the corner. Modern dance. I hope to be a professional some day. With Nancy Spanier or—or—” Now she was babbling.

The director reached for her hand. “I’m pleased to meet you, Michaela O’Ryan. Irish, I suppose, with your red-gold hair. You’re supposed to have green eyes. Are those contacts?”

Miki started to breathe again. He was flirting. She could handle flirting. “No, my father had blue eyes. I know it’s unusual.”

The boy on the left spoke. “I like the way you look. I like you. My name is Romney.”

“Kyle.” The boy on the right introduced himself.

“Are you twins?” Miki asked.

Romney giggled. “You could say that. Are we twins, Kyle?”

“Twins,” Kyle agreed, as if that was a new idea to him. “Yes, we’re twins. And this is Barron.” Kyle gave Miki the director’s name.

“Primavera.” The small girl with long black hair had joined them. She lay her hand open to her right and pulled another young woman up to meet Miki. “Rima.”

“Why do you all—well, except for Kyle—” She smiled at him. “Why do you have such unusual names?” Miki asked, hoping that wasn’t a rude question. But she looked at Barron as if to show she was no longer afraid, and, after all, he’d asked a direct question. “Are they real? I mean, are they your birth names?”

Barron smiled. “I’m afraid so. Somewhat old fashioned, perhaps, but we like them.”

“We have two choices,” Primavera said, looking at Miki, but directing her voice at Barron, “but we need another dancer.”

Barron stared at Miki again. “Stand up.”

Miki hoped her legs would support her. She didn’t dare disobey the order. And it was an order.

She pushed against the worn plush cushion and stood, trying not to wobble. “I don’t know.” The idea of dancing with this group was both exciting and frightening. She hadn’t had time to think about it. She liked to think about things. She didn’t make decisions quickly.

“You probably wouldn’t have time for your classes.” Barron reached out and turned her around slowly. “Come up on the stage.”

“I’m still in school—a senior.” Miki followed Romney into the center aisle.

“No problem,” Kyle said from behind her. “We never start rehearsals until about five or later. We’re like most performers. We stay up late and sleep through the day.” He laughed and the others joined in. The group seemed so close—like family.

“What are you called?” Miki paused before she climbed the steps to the stage.

Primavera looked at Barron, who nodded. “We call ourselves The Theater of the Dead. We’re pretending to be vampires.”

“Oh.” Miki laughed. “I remember, Paris once had a Theater of Vampires. But shouldn’t you be called Undead, Theater of the Undead?”

Primavera laughed. “Perhaps.” The rest of the troupe joined in the laughter.

Miki was glad they all seemed to have a sense of humor about what they were doing. And being vampires explained the fact that everyone wore black; that their hair was black or dyed black; and that their faces were made up to look so pale.

“We work on the trapezes.” Rima pushed the red velvet swing so the bar came closer and closer to Miki. “Have you ever done that?” There was a challenge in Rima’s eyes. If Miki wasn’t mistaken, it was a challenge Rima hoped she either wouldn’t take or wouldn’t win. She could see that Rima didn’t want her to join the troupe.

“No, but it looks like fun. May I try?” Miki accepted the open challenge from Rima and perhaps from the whole troupe. She’d be working with a real troupe. How could she not make a decision like that in a split second? Of course, she wanted to be a part of a real dance troupe. It was what she’d worked her whole life to achieve.

“Of course.” Barron shaded his eyes and looked toward the small room in the balcony that housed the light boards. “Elah, some stage lights again,” he called.

A tall man walked onto the stage from the wings. He seemed older than the rest of the troupe. His face was long and lean, and his dark blue eyes were smudged underneath as if mascara—no more like ashes had been rubbed around them. His mouth was a thin slash of crimson.

The director stared at him. “Elah, why aren’t you on lights?”

“Davin is on lights. I was having some problems, and he’s helped me figure them out. I don’t like this idea. She won’t work out.” The man studied Miki and frowned. He had been listening to their conversation and now he had voted before he watched her dance.

Miki swallowed hard. The way the man stared at her made her shiver and doubt herself again.

“We’re short two women,” Barron said. “She can try.”

His word must have been the one they followed, since Kyle pushed her toward the swing, and Primavera held the bar out to her. This was the first time Miki had seen anyone’s hands. Primavera’s nails were long, pointed, and painted black.

All the troupe had a punk look about them, and punk was out. But maybe they hadn’t heard. Or maybe they didn’t care. This was their image—Vampire Punk. Miki smiled inside, since she didn’t dare smile at anyone around her. Suddenly they all seemed so serious, and now two of them were against her. One openly, one in secret, at least for now. She needed to concentrate on dancing, not on who liked her, who wanted her, who didn’t.

“We’ll do some improvisation to the music. Move however you like, let the music take you,” Barron instructed. “We always start a new piece with improv, then set it later.”

“Maybe she’d better watch for a minute, since she hasn’t used the swing.” Primavera moved—floated—to the other swing. She beckoned to Kyle to lift her.

“You’re right.” Barron lifted his hand, music filled the stage, and a blue spotlight hit them.

The melody was strange, eerie, haunting. But it captured Miki’s imagination immediately, and she wished she didn’t have to watch. She needed to dance.

Primavera sat on the swing, but instead of pumping it herself, Kyle leaped up behind her. He placed one foot on either side of her hips, against the rope, and pumped the swing by bending his legs slightly and pulling on the ropes.

As soon as they floated slowly back and forth, he twisted and leaned to the right, one foot on the bar beside Primavera, one pointed into the air.

Primavera tumbled off the high, black swing, keeping both hands on the bar to sway freely. Then she lifted herself, pushed up off the bar, and centered her waist across it. With arms stretched forward and legs behind, she swung, looking like a blackbird, balanced perfectly.

In one movement she stood. The switch was done so quickly and smoothly, Miki hardly knew how she had managed it. Now she leaned to the left, a mirror image to Kyle.

With an intense bass note from the music, Kyle centered on the bar and reached for Primavera. Leaning backward across his arm, she dangled her head and long hair down, exposing her slender, white throat.

Kyle’s mouth stretched into a smile and he bent to—to—Miki could think of only one word. They were pretending to be vampires. Kyle stretched to feed.

The music stopped abruptly. Kyle and Primavera leaped to the stage gracefully and stood before Miki. Primavera pointed to the red velvet trapeze. Romney moved into place to lift Miki up.

Miki knew it was silly, but her stomach twisted and churned, knowing now the troupe expected her to imitate this dark ancient ritual transformed into modern dance.


Three

ROMNEY’S HANDS, WARM on her waist, lifted her gently, as if her weight were that of a small, feathered bird.

“Your shoes.” Romney giggled.

Miki felt her face heat. She didn’t dare look at anyone. She wore rain boots she had found on sale at the London store on Chelsea Avenue. She must look like a duck on a wire.

Carefully lifting each foot in turn, while clutching the soft velvet ropes, she let Romney slip the boots off. She heard them clunk as he tossed them off the stage. Her feet were bare inside the shoes so she was ready to dance.

She was glad she hadn’t changed out of her leotard. And at least she had shrugged off her London Fog raincoat, leaving it on the theater seat, along with her umbrella. How could she have forgotten the boots? Nerves do funny things to performers, she excused herself, then concentrated on the music that floated from the speakers.

Lifting her weight, she lowered herself to sit on the bar.

Romney leaped onto the bar, and she could feel the inside of his muscled legs hug her shoulders as he pumped to set the swing in motion. She straightened her legs, leaned back, and pretended to be a child again.

How do you like to go up in a swing? Up in the sky so blue? She remembered the poem by Robert Louis Stevenson she had loved. Up in the air I go flying again—Up in the air—and down!

She’d had no swing as a child, of course. There was no room in an apartment for a swing. A memory surfaced. Going home with a girl in third grade who did live in a house. Who did have a yard. A swing. A family.

Tears sprung easily to Miki’s eyes. Her emotion came from the music, she told herself. The notes ranged low and lonely, deep and dark and full of denial.

Instead of expecting her to turn and flip—the seat was too low—Romney spun off to the side of the bar, indicating that he meant to lift her, pick her up, and set her spinning onto the stage. She let the music take her, forgetting that she had an audience, an important audience. She bent and swayed, lay on the floor, rolled, stood, then ran lightly to the trapeze and grasped the bar.

To her surprise, she was able to roll onto the bar and seat herself, cling to the side and dangle sideways. She felt her braid loosen and her own long hair dangle. The slight breeze floated it back and forth across her face. Her fingertips brushed the stage.

She righted herself, pumped with her legs, leaning back again. Romney, who was on the floor, found room to slip onto the swing with her. Like two small children, they leaned and flew. Up and up and up. Down and down and down. The motion took her breath away, but she put her head back and laughed silently, delighted with the sensation.

As the music slowed they let the swing slow of its own accord. Then to her surprise, startling her, Romney leaned toward her throat, which she had exposed by leaning back farther and farther.

She felt her whole body tense as his long hair brushed her cheeks. His kiss on her throat was warm and moist and too familiar to come from a stranger.

To her relief, Barron called. “Enough, Romney. You were brilliant as usual.”

Romney straightened, then leaped to the floor. He stopped the swing and lifted Miki. She could not look at him, but stared at her bare feet, thinking only that she was glad she had polished her nails soft seashell pink, only the night before. Would she have to paint them black now?

“Michaela—such a beautiful name—I will call you that. You were lovely. I am surprised that you’ve never worked on the bars before. You have a magic about you that can’t be taught, that can’t be learned. You have to feel it, and I can see that you feel the music and the mood of the dance.”

Miki looked up to catch the black eyes of Primavera. She saw no jealousy there, as she might have expected. Instead there was a warm acceptance in her smile.

Primavera stepped forward and hugged her, sending her sweet gardenia scent around them both. “We are sisters, Michaela. Welcome to the Theater of the Dead. You were truly lovely. Your coloring, so different from ours, will set you apart. We will feature you in your own dance.”

Scarcely able to breathe, Miki accepted the compliment, the magnetic pull toward Primavera that made her hug back. What had happened when she slipped through that door into this theater? She was a person who didn’t like to be touched, who let other dancers touch her only because she knew touching in modern dance was necessary.

“Sisters.” Rima also stepped forward and hugged her. Her long black hair brushed Miki’s face, and her musk-based perfume floated darkly around Miki. Rima hadn’t looked directly at Miki as Primavera had, so Miki couldn’t be sure her actions were sincere. She continued to sense that Rima didn’t like her, didn’t approve of her being in the troupe at all.

Miki stepped back and tried to regain her composure. But it was difficult. She felt drawn to this troupe in some strange, atavistic way. As if she had known them before, been a part of their—their—family at some time in the past and was only now remembering their love.

On one level this frightened her. On another she welcomed and craved it with all of her heart. She didn’t know if she was magic, as Barron had suggested, but she did think some kind of magic was being worked before her eyes.

She looked at each member of the troupe, who were now gathered on the stage around her, seeing, feeling, that strange magnetic pull toward them. Until she looked at Elah.

There was no love, no acceptance in Elah’s dark blue eyes. There was the jealousy she felt was more common among dancers, and something else. Something more. For some reason, she felt that Elah hated her. Why? And hate was such a strong word. He didn’t know her any better than the rest of the troupe. Why would he hate her? Was hate the emotion she was seeing? Was it her imagination?

Could she win him over? Could she change that look in his eyes? She didn’t know, but for now she chose to look away and try to ignore him. He spun on his heel and headed offstage, which made him easier to forget.

“So you will join us?” Barron smiled. “You will be a member of our family?”

He used the magic word. Not group or troupe. Not cast or club or gang. But family. How could she resist? She didn’t think she could say no even if her life depended on it.

“I would be honored.” She smiled at them all.

“There is no one from whom you need permission? Your mother or father, perhaps?”

“I have no—My mother doesn’t—No, I make my own decisions.” Miki wouldn’t even tell her mother for awhile. She never knew, asked, where Miki was anyway. As far as Miki knew, she never cared. She had her own life and Miki had hers.

And hers was looking so much better all of a sudden.

She was a professional. She was a member of a real dance troupe. It didn’t matter that she had never heard of them. Had anyone heard of them? They were new in town. What better place for her to start? She might never get into an established modern dance troupe so easily. And when she tired of this one, she’d have a credit. Something on her resume besides student.

She was a real dancer. Real! Inside she laughed and laughed. Outside she looked for her boots, raincoat and umbrella. She was expected home before too late—if her mother was there.

“You have to leave so soon?” Romney took one of her arms, Kyle the other. “We need to rehearse.”

For a second she wondered if she had to have permission to leave. The way Romney and Kyle held her again, it was as if—as if—she was their prisoner. A wiggle of fear pierced her stomach, almost ruining her excitement.

“Is that all right, Barron?” She directed her question to the person she felt was in charge. “I’ll be able to rehearse late any other time. But tonight I’m expected home.” She needed to leave, needed time to think about this.

Barron stared at her for the longest time. She felt the perspiration start to soak her leotard and wiggle down her arms like tiny wet snakes. It was hot, too hot in the theater. Her breathing became labored, and she hoped neither Kyle nor Romney heard the change.

“Of course. I might have thought of that. What will you tell your—your mother?” He had guessed the status of her household.

“That I have a job. You will be opening soon, won’t you? You will be performing for the public?”

“As soon as we restore the theater. We have big plans.” Barron smiled. “Will your mother be pleased?”

Miki had no idea how her mother would feel about her joining this dance troupe. Would her mother have to have the troupe’s credentials and meet the director? Or would she just shrug and say, “fine,” as was her usual style on hearing Miki’s plans? She hoped she wouldn’t have to have her mother’s permission, since she was underage, to dance with these people. She’d not mention it or ask.

“I don’t know,” Miki said with all honesty.

“We are pleased,” Kyle and Romney said together. “We will walk you to the door.”

They did so. And to her surprise, before they pushed her out the back door into the alley, they squeezed her from both sides, and each kissed her softly on the neck.

Romney giggled. Kyle waved. He pulled the door closed and Miki heard the soft metallic click of a lock being turned.

How lucky for her someone had forgotten to lock the door earlier. How lucky for her that she had seen these people move in a few days ago. And that her curiosity had won. She had become fascinated by their appearance.

Theirs was an unusual and creative idea. But one that she loved the more she thought about it. It made her shiver and laugh and wiggle and jump up and down. She did all that now as she ran for her bus.

She loved the idea that now she, too, was a pretend vampire. A bonified member of The Theater of the Dead.


Four

MIKI WAS RELIEVED to find a note from her mother when she got to the apartment. Mom had come home from work and gone back out. It seemed she had a date. This was good news, Miki thought.

Her mother had devoted her entire life, since her father disappeared, to finishing her law degree. Now, as a lawyer for the arts in their posh New York City suburb, her mother stayed so busy that Miki hardly saw her.

A lot of men called her mother—she knew that. And as young and attractive as her mother was, it followed that a lot of men probably asked her to go out. Miki wasn’t sure if her mother still had hopes that her father would come back, or if she just didn’t trust enough to date again. Saying that she was too busy was an excuse. Mom hid in her work.

And you don’t? When have you had a date, Miki? “I haven’t met anyone I like,” Miki answered the nagging voice inside her.

Well. Miki took a deep breath, sighed, and looked for something to eat. Suddenly she was starving. She found some bagels that weren’t too stale, ham, cheese, piled a sandwich together and heated the whole thing in the microwave. Taking out the plate, she noticed that the mozzarella had oozed out around the sides perfectly.

A glass of milk rounded out her meal, and she collapsed at the kitchen table to eat. Her mother being distracted just at this time would be a lucky break. Maybe she’d hardly notice that Miki was rehearsing late. Maybe she could leave Mom a note about getting the part. She found it much easier to communicate with her mother through short notes. That way she got no cross-examinations, no formal opposition. And her mother did trust her. She’d known that for a long time.

There was a part of Miki that liked this independence. This way of living was almost like being on her own. There was also another part that got terribly lonely. The part that craved a mother to talk to, to share and ask questions, that wished she had a little brother or sister to pester her.

Miki spent the night with Paige a lot. But Mrs. Anderson didn’t need another daughter, especially not one as different from her family as Miki was. It was too late to spend the night. She’d just call Paige.

She dialed Paige’s number. Busy, of course. And no call waiting so she could tell Paige to call her back. Mrs. Anderson said if they had call waiting, the line of waiters would stretch clear to New Jersey.

Miki got in bed and finished her calculus homework. She didn’t know why she’d taken so much math this year. But she liked how precise math was, how neatly numbers added up and subtracted and divided. There was an orderliness about math that her life didn’t have.

She kept her room messy, with piles of unwashed laundry around her bed. She’d better wash out a couple of leotards tonight now that she thought about it.

Modern dance fit right into the way she liked to live. Unlike ballet, modern dance allowed her to go in all directions, to float with her moods, to let the emotions inside direct her steps and the range of her movements. She had tried ballet, but it was too rigid, too programmed. Much too formal.

As Miki sloshed two black leotards, one short sleeved, one long, in the bathroom basin—sending soap bubbles floating across the small room—she let herself think about the dancers she’d met today for the first time since she got back to the apartment.

Kyle and Romney were truly strange, but loving. Maybe a little bit too familiar toward a stranger. She’d have to get used to them. Primavera—she loved saying the lovely girl’s name—seemed too accepting to be true. But Miki got no signal that she was pretending. She truly seemed to welcome Miki. Maybe Rima would follow Primavera’s lead, if it seemed a bit reluctantly, where Miki was concerned. On the other hand, Rima might be more reserved. She might be waiting to know Miki better before she accepted her or tried to like her.

Miki was used to people liking her. She’d never had any big personality clashes with anyone at school or dance. But, then, she hadn’t let herself get close to anyone except Paige and her family. She’d never had to move and make friends all over again. That might be hard. She and Paige had gone to preschool together. They had started in toddler dance at the same time. Miki thought of pictures in her scrapbook and laughed out loud. She wondered if she dare take a camera to practice with this new troupe and take some photos. Maybe she’d better go slow, get to know them first.

Back to troupe personalities, she’d reserve her opinion of Barron for later. He was in charge—that was obvious. What he said was the law. But she had always liked strong directors. Wishy-washy people sent her flying in the other direction. That was probably why she didn’t date much. That, and being too busy with dance and school.

Most of the guys who asked her out were timid about approaching her. Their body language said, you probably won’t go with me, but just in case, I’ll ask. Their attitude was probably her fault. She didn’t mean to scare guys off, but she knew her independent nature was obvious. Paige reminded her when she forgot.

She wondered what Davin was like. He had been running the light board, so she hadn’t met him, only heard his name. Was he a dancer or a tech man? Would he look more normal, even if he acted like the others?

Elah, she didn’t want to think about. She’d stay out of his way if she could.

She stretched and yawned after she rolled the leotards in this morning’s towel to soak some of the water out. Flinging them over the shower rod to dry, she headed back into the living room. Well, all the loft apartment she and her mother shared was living room except for the two small bedrooms with a bathroom in between.

The big apartment was open with lots of windows and skylights. On one side, her mother had a desk piled with papers. On the other, she had let Miki put up a practice bar and three ceiling-to-floor mirrors.

In order to relax enough to sleep, Miki put on a “Heart’s of Space” CD. When the soothing rain forest music filled the room, she moved slowly and languidly. She was the rain. Now the ferns, rising from the fertile soil, uncoiling stretching for the light. She was a large bird, floating into the tree tops to perch for the night.

When the music changed to a minor key, she became a snake, a serpent, tongue flicking, slinking and sliding about, looking for prey. Last of all, she was the leopard, moving silently through the thick growth, staying in the shadows, searching, always searching for food, always alert for danger, but at the same time curious. “Curiosity kills the cat,” she whispered as the music stopped. Then she laughed out loud, started the disc again, and ran for her bed.

Leaving her bedroom door open, she lay, breathing deeply, relaxing, listening to the piece all over again as she drifted, lulled into dreamless sleep.

Just as she hoped, her mother was still asleep when Miki left for school. Miki hadn’t heard her come in, but it was late—very late. That meant she must have enjoyed the evening.

Dear Mom,

Hope you had a great evening. I suspect you did. (She drew a smiley face.) I’ll be late tonight. I have a job! New troupe, who’ve come to town and are rehearsing a show in the old Sullivan building. They plan to renovate it. I’m sure there aren’t any phones there, so if you need to leave me a message, do so at the studio. I’ll take my class there after school as usual. I’ll tell you more when I see you.

Love,

Miki

Paige was waiting for her at their locker. “Where’d you go after class last night, Miki? I tried to call when I got home but you didn’t answer. Then I lost the phone.”

“I tried to call you. I got home late. I got a job, Paige. A job! Can you believe it?”

“A job? Where? With whom? A real troupe?” Paige clutched Miki’s arm, and her brown eyes grew even bigger than usual. “No fair. We were going to get our first job together. We’ve always done everything together.”

Miki remembered that Barron said the troupe needed a couple of dancers, but for some reason she didn’t tell Paige. Paige was terribly conservative, for one thing. And for another, Miki realized she didn’t want to share her discovery yet. Well, share it in person.

“It’s a new troupe in town. They’re rehearsing at the Sullivan building.”

“That creepy place? I thought that building was condemned.”

“I thought so, too, but they’re going to fix it up. Anyway, I was walking past the alley on the way to the bus a week ago, when I saw a van pull up and some people get out. The way they were dressed caught my attention, so I watched the next day in case they arrived at the same time.”

“So you noticed they were dancers and just went in and asked for a job?” Paige bounced up and down, impatient to hear the rest of Miki’s story.

“No, of course not. Yesterday, you know how that rain came down suddenly. Well, I ducked into the theater through the stage door. That’s when I discovered they really were dancers, but not like any dancers we’ve ever seen before.” Miki liked telling a story from beginning to end, keeping the suspense going.

“You’re making me crazy. Get to the point.”

“I got caught watching them, and I’ll have to admit, at first I was scared.”

“How come? Is it some secret group? Maybe they were afraid you’d steal their routines.”

“I don’t think so. They’re vampires, Paige.” Miki went for the shock value of the story. She wasn’t disappointed.

“Vampires! You have to be kidding, Miki.”

“Yeah, I am. They’re pretending to be vampires. The group is called the The Theater of the Dead. Paige, they work on trapezes. It’s so much fun.”

“You tried it?”

“Well, they said they needed another dancer and they let me try out. They incorporate the trapezes right into the dance routines. There’s so much room for innovation. I felt as if I was a little girl playing. Dancing has never been so much fun.”

Miki could see that Paige felt left out. She was trying to stay excited for Miki, but that look faded, making her already long face longer.

“Paige, give me a few days. Maybe they need more than one woman. As soon as I feel free to do so, I’ll ask if you can come and try out, too.”

Paige had a suspicious side to her. Now it came out. “Why didn’t they advertise for real dancers? Why would they hire a student?”

“Give me some credit, Paige. Give yourself a break, too. How long have we been studying? Forever. We’re not really students now—except for the fact that dancers are always learning, growing, I’d hope.”

“I guess we would have looked for jobs in the spring, after school is out. You got ahead of me, Miki.”

“I’m sorry, Paige. I didn’t mean to. This just happened. You aren’t mad at me, are you?” Miki reached out and squeezed Paige’s arm.

Paige hugged Miki. “Yes, but I’ll get over it. You have to get me free tickets. When will they have a show ready?”

“I have no idea. They just started working, and I’d think they’d have to get the building ready, too.”

“I wouldn’t want to be in that place at night.” Paige shivered. “Isn’t it terribly spooky?”

Miki laughed. “It could be, but it’s not like I’m there all alone.”

“No, you’re there with a bunch of vampires.” Paige made a face. “You won’t get a new best friend, will you, Miki? And you’ll keep coming to classes.”

Paige was one of the most insecure people that Miki knew. She was smart, a great dancer, had a wonderful family, but somehow she missed out on self-confidence when it was being handed out. Maybe Miki had gotten Paige’s share. Paige would have folded up and died last night instead of taking advantage of an opportunity.

Miki didn’t believe in luck. A person made her own luck. Last night she was in the wrong place at the right time and she took advantage of it. This wasn’t the first time this had happened. When the studio needed a teacher for the youngest dancers, Miki had applied with confidence. Paige said Ms. Lawton would never hire her, but she had.

Guts, hard work, opportunities taken advantage of—Miki believed in possibilities. And doors opened for her.

The door to the stage was unlocked last night. Probably by mistake. She smiled at remembering it.

“Paige, you’ll always be my very best friend. You know that. We’re practically sisters. Not that you need one. Remember when we pricked our wrists and put our blood together. That meant a lot to me. I won’t forget you.”

They walked to first-period literature class in silence. At the door, Paige said, “I just realized. If the dancers are vampires, you’re going to be a vampire, too.” She giggled at the idea and placed both hands around her neck to protect it from Miki.

“I guess so.” Miki laughed and made an awful pun. “If you can’t bite ’um, join ’um.”

Ms. Stephens didn’t ask why Miki and Paige were late to class, but she did signal for them to hush laughing and sit down.

Miki followed her orders, but she knew she wasn’t going to hear a word any teacher said today.

Tonight she started rehearsal for her first show. Tonight she was turning pro.


Five

MIKI HAD ALREADY pulled on her coat and boots, and was getting ready to leave dance class when Paige stopped her. “Miki, are you sure you want to do this? I don’t feel real good about it.”

“Oh, Paige, everything makes you nervous.” Miki spoke sharper than she meant to.

“That’s not true, Miki. I’m thinking about you. You don’t know these people. You don’t know anything about them. What did your mother say about your doing this?”

Miki pretended to adjust her boot.

“You didn’t tell her, did you?”

“I left her a note. But, Paige, my mother doesn’t care what I do. She doesn’t care where I go, or where I am at any given time. You know that.”

“I don’t either. She cares, she’s just busy.”

“So am I.” Miki started to leave but Paige took her arm.

“Miki, it sounds funny to me that they’d move into that old building and do such a weird show.”

“Wait till you see the dance, Paige. The idea may sound weird, but it’s truly beautiful—magic. There’s something—something—” The first word that came to Miki’s mind was sensual, but she sure wasn’t going to say that to Paige. That wasn’t exactly the right word to help her stop worrying about Miki. “Well, magic is all I can think of to describe it. But I love the swings. I feel like a little girl on them.”

Except when Romney put his lips to my throat, she remembered. That was no little girl–little boy gesture. The gesture was sensual. Not that she was physically attracted to either Romney or Kyle. But she had reacted the way any woman would. She had rather liked it.

Her heart pounded faster as she waved to Paige and almost ran to the next block where the old stone Sullivan building hunched over the corner. The ornately carved windows and cornices dated the place back about a hundred years. There had been talk of saving it by making it a historical structure. But no one wanted to take on the task of raising money. Look at how that dance teacher had saved the Lafayette Theater, only to have it burn—and under mysterious circumstances at that.

Where would this dance troupe get the money to renovate this place? Miki gazed up at broken boarded-up windows, and the smoke and pollution darkened stone—once pink, the original color was revealed now only by the chipping. The rock was coated with charcoal and gray dingy soot that would take sand blasting to remove. Could renovation possibly pay off?

Maybe when she had worked for the troupe for a time, she could ask about their plans. She could then inquire about their backing and the finances of the troupe. She did have some concern. She realized she’d never asked about pay. At the moment, she’d pay them to dance in their show. But unless they were really struggling, they’d pay her something, wouldn’t they?

Romney leaned against the alleyway door, waiting for her, she realized. He smiled, followed her inside, and locked the door behind them. The metallic click echoed through her brain for a few seconds, but then she put her nerves aside. Starting any new job would make her nervous. All performers were nervous before they went on. Those emotions made their senses sharp, made them give a good performance.

Everyone was stretching, bending, working kinks out of legs and backs. Primavera waved, then yawned, her jaw stretching wide. Rima grinned at Primavera, then ran for the black swing as if to claim it first.

“My turn, my turn, my turn.” The childish words skipped around in Miki’s head. She ducked her head and smiled, then started to stretch her own body without speaking to anyone. She sensed that no one wanted to talk. But the silence was comfortable.

Barron turned and called to the square box in the balcony. “Let’s test the lights as we work, Elah.”

“I thought Davin was running lights,” Miki whispered to Kyle.

“Just last night. He can repair anything electrical. But Elah usually is in the box. He doesn’t dance.”

That’s why he’s so grouchy, Miki thought.

“Barron doesn’t dance anymore, either.” Kyle stood close to Miki and filled her in on some background. “He only directs. Your partner will be Davin.”

“Oh.” Miki hadn’t realized that there would be partners, but if they had three women and three men, that would be natural. She wondered what kind of dancer Davin would be. And she felt her pulse quicken in anticipation of meeting him.

Both Kyle and Romney were tall, thin, and beautifully muscled. Their faces were too long to be truly handsome, but they really did look like twins, even though they had denied it. Brothers? Maybe she’d find out later when she got last names.

“Where’s Davin?” Barron asked, getting impatient.

Primavera shrugged. “Don’t ask me.”

“Probably still asleep.” Rima started off the stage. “You can take my place, Miki. I’ll find him.”

Romney grabbed Miki’s hand and tugged her toward the black swing. “My lucky day.” He grinned at her, his white teeth glistening like rows of pearly corn. Wherever he had started life, life before vampire, he’d had a good dentist and braces. Some parents who probably hated what he was doing now.

Not many parents said, “Yes, become a dancer.” Miki was lucky. Her father had been a dancer, yet her mother urged her to follow in his footsteps. Her mother had always supported the arts even though a broken ankle had sent her in a different direction.

“You sleep here?” Miki asked softly as Romney lifted her onto the trapeze and their faces were close for a second.

“Cheap lodging.” Romney nodded. “Want to see my room?”

“No, silly. I was just curious.”

Really curious, but she put the snippet of information aside to think about later. Maybe she would look around the building during a break. “You often arrive in a van. If you—”

“We often go out—to eat.” He smiled and leaped up behind her.

Romney pumped the swing high. It flew out and up much higher than the red swing. Miki’s heart rose and fell with the sensation of flying. She’d have to work carefully if she was expected to move around with the bar soaring.

Suddenly, with an abrupt movement from Romney, the trapeze bar bounced and bucked. She had to squeeze her hands tight on the velvet ropes to hold on.

Romney placed his feet on the floor and stopped the swing abruptly. “When I fly off to the side like that, you have to keep the swing balanced.” His face grew red with anger.

“I’m sorry. You have to tell me beforehand. I didn’t know what to do.” Miki felt foolish. Did he expect her to know all the routines without some teaching?

“Watch me.” Romney bounced back up behind her and pushed on the bar with his feet, sending it up again. “When I move, you counterbalance. It should come naturally to you.”

It should? Miki watched and tried. She couldn’t believe the ease with which Romney twisted on the side rope, spun, somersaulted, and landed on the floor, continuing to move. But this time she did try to feel the balance, make up for his twisting the trapeze and keep it straight.

“That’s better.” At least Romney was as quick to praise as he was to fuss at her. “Now when I spin away on the floor, you’re free to spin on the bar yourself.”

“With it going high?”

“As high as you’re comfortable with at first. You’ll learn it fast. Just be a part of the swing.”

Miki longed for some gymnastic background. And her arms weren’t as strong as her legs. In no time they ached from her wrists to her shoulders. But soon she could do a simple spin around the bar and light on her feet gracefully.

“I think she’s doing well for someone who’s never been a flyer.”

A deep voice behind her resonated right through her skin, sending shivers up and down her spine.

She took a deep breath before she turned around. The new voice had to belong to Davin.

When she did see him, she grabbed onto the trapeze bar for support. Not only was his voice magnetic, but his dark eyes and his ready smile made her go all fuzzy inside.

Davin, her new partner, was one of those men who are so handsome they’re almost beautiful.

How could she possibly be expected to dance with this perfect, god-like man?


Six

“YOU’RE LATE, DAVIN,” Barron grumbled without looking at Davin. It sounded to Miki as if Davin was often late and that Barron was resigned to the fact. Shouldn’t he demand that Davin come to rehearsal on time, or did Barron have less control over his troupe than Miki had originally thought?

Perhaps Davin was really conceited and spoiled. Maybe he did what he felt like doing without any concern for the rest of the dancers. Maybe he was the star and had star privileges, or took them without asking. Miki realized she was thinking up a lot of negative things about Davin to keep herself from falling madly in love with him at first sight.

“Sorry, I was up late.” Davin grinned and Romney giggled. “Had I known what a delicious creature was waiting for me here, though, I would have forced myself to get up on time.” He stared at Miki until she had to look away.

Her stomach tightened and she could feel her cheeks flame. Her eyes met those of Primavera who walked her way. The slight girl circled Miki’s waist with one arm and spoke.

“She’s not—”

“Could we get to work now.” Barron cut Primavera off. He stood up, signaling the end of standing around staring at each other. Or staring at Miki. She was glad for that. “We have to work Miki into the first three numbers, then start to choreograph the next. Davin, take Miki to the back and climb the ropes. Primavera and Rima can continue the trapeze work. The fixed ropes are easier.”

As the two other couples started the swings in motion, Davin reached for Miki’s hand. She ignored him and ran to the back of the stage. Before he could help her, she climbed halfway up the rope-covered wall. She had postponed his touching her for now. She knew though, he’d have to put his hands on her if he was her partner, but she needed to get some control of her emotions first.

The large ropes, stiff and scratchy, bit into her bare hands and feet. She almost welcomed the slight pain that kept her mind alert.

Davin’s hand stopped her ascent as he clasped her ankle. “That’s far enough. Leave some room to continue to climb during the number.”

His hand released her, but his touch remained, like a burning leg cuff, holding her prisoner. She didn’t dare look at him, but stared at the rope she clung to.

She also listened to the dark, somber music that filled the stage and her head with longing. Late nights, alone in the loft apartment, she had felt this way. Lonely, lost, yearning for someone to share her life, her thoughts, her hopes and fears.

“The piece is called Arachnid,” Davin whispered, beside her now, his breath warm on her ear. “When the music darkens, but speeds up, pretend the ropes are part of a web.”

“Are you the spider?” She hadn’t meant to speak to him, but she couldn’t resist.

“That’s right, and you’re afraid. Climb away from me.”

She climbed in rhythm to the music, which had now become a little faster. Twice she looked back to see Davin watching her, his green eyes intense, then playful, and occasionally fired with an emotion she could only call passion. A languid lustful look that said he knew he could catch her any time he pleased. She tasted the fear of an innocent victim.

Barron signaled for the music to stop after a few minutes. Miki was glad. She was running out of rope—web. Glancing around, she watched as Barron talked softly to Primavera and Romney. She couldn’t hear what he was saying to them.

She sensed Davin beside her, paused in the dim light. She clung to the ropes without looking at him. Her heart pounded and her arms and legs turned to jelly.

“You’re shaking. You’re really afraid, aren’t you?”

She might as well be truthful—almost truthful.

“Sure. But not of you—the spider. Don’t you remember joining the troupe, your first rehearsal? Or have you belonged to this company for a long time?”

“Yes. A long time. I can hardly remember when we started with the first rehearsal.”

“It can’t be that long. You aren’t that old.” She wanted to ask his age, but that seemed forward.

“I’m older than you think.” His voice sounded hollow, wistful. He volunteered no other information.

“Yes,” she turned to him then. “I think I see a few gray hairs around your face.” She meant to tease and was surprised when one hand moved quickly to his temple as if he could feel a gray hair. He was much too handsome and probably vain.

“Now, Miki.” Barron stood below them. “You turn and start back after Davin. He’ll flee as soon as he realizes his mistake. Center stage, you’ll fling open your cape and pose so the audience can see the red hourglass that will be on your costume.”

So she was really the bad guy here. She smiled at the idea. And loved it. And loved the idea of wearing a cape. She wondered when she’d get one.

“Then you strike, biting him as the music swells. Understand?” He didn’t expect a reply, but she nodded. “Okay, we’ll start at the beginning and dance it all the way through. Start center stage on the floor, Miki, then run from him at first. You are tempting him to follow. Pretend to be afraid when he does. He nearly catches you, then you turn on him and he sees his mistake.” Barron moved like a molten shadow downstage and leaped off to sit in the front row and watch. He must have been a beautiful dancer when he was young.

They played out the piece again as the music swelled around them darkly, filling Miki with an easy fluidity that surprised her. She could always feel the music, but this piece came from within as well as from without.

At first she wondered if the dancers on the trapeze bars played out a similar scenario, but she never dared to look and soon she forgot them.

As she started back after Davin, and he moved slowly away, a spotlight hit them and kept them in its pale glow, like moonlight on a deadly insect ritual. In her peripheral vision she glimpsed the immense shadows they threw against the ropes. She felt spider-like. She felt deadly.

Davin stopped and flattened himself against the ropes, his eyes full of fear. Only his pale, slender neck lay exposed as he arched his back and stretched his head back. He appeared trapped on the sticky web. She hesitated only a second.

One leg reached across his waist pinning him. Her knee felt the muscles in his flat stomach. She leaned across and trapped one of his arms with her hand. Then she pressed her lips onto his white neck flesh. His skin was cool, but she felt the throb of his pulse under her warm mouth.

Suddenly she was aware of what she was doing. She tensed. How long did she have to hold this pose? Pale cobwebs of light pinned them to the web. Surely there would be a blackout after this moment.

There was, but it seemed minutes coming. As soon as the darkness engulfed them, she swung back and away from Davin.

But to her surprise, he spun toward her and now captured her. His mouth came down gently and warmly on her lips. Then his kiss asked a question and she answered without hesitation. She couldn’t help herself.

She was the one truly captured.


Seven

ROMNEY’S GIGGLE BROUGHT Miki back to the real world. She pulled away from Davin, embarrassed that the whole troupe had seen what happened.

Barron didn’t seem to care. “Good work, Miki. I think you are going to fit into our little family quite well. I take it you agree, Davin.” He smiled at Davin, then glanced back at the notes he was making.

“Of course, Barron. Miki will have no trouble with the routines.” Davin smiled at her.

She couldn’t keep her eyes off him, and it both frustrated and puzzled her. She hardly knew this man, yet she was magically drawn to him. If he had said, “Come, run away with me,” she would have willingly gone.

But when her eyes came to rest on Rima, she understood that the woman was jealous after all. Her green eyes were hard and brilliant with hatred. Arms crossed over her chest showing her purple fingernails, like claws poised to attack. Miki shuddered at recognizing the intensity of her feelings.

Had Rima been Davin’s dance partner in the past? Had there ever been a sixth dancer? What had happened to her? Miki didn’t feel she could ask right now, but maybe later. Both Romney and Kyle seemed willing to gossip, to tell her their secrets. They would be more likely to give Miki the history of this group of dancers.

“In this next number, Miki,” Barron interrupted her musings about the relationships in the troupe. “You are an innocent victim. You are frolicking in the park at night, enjoying the moonlight, when the vampires find you.”

A shiver flitted up and down Miki’s body at the idea.

“You are afraid, of course, especially at first, but you are hypnotically drawn in. At last you give yourself willingly to nourish your newfound friends.”

“What should I do to show I have given in to them?” Miki dared ask.

“If you will relax and look lovely, the troupe will do the rest.” Barron stepped away and signaled for the music.

Miki found herself alone, center stage, with a soft spotlight creating a pool of golden moonlight for her “frolicking.” She smiled at Barron’s old-fashioned word.

Giving herself over to the perfect music, she moved in happy spins and circles, skips, and even a cartwheel.

Then, suddenly, the music darkened, became threatening, as in a movie where the main character is going into an empty house, a dark hall, or a cave, and the viewer knows something evil waits for her. Miki had no problem letting the fear build inside her, reflecting the somber, trembling notes.

She found her fear real when she was surrounded by the troupe. All wore capes and used them like bat wings. They swooped and circled around her, getting closer and closer.

Soon she was confined to a tight circle where she turned slowly, staring at them. When had they painted their faces ghoulish white? Their lips were black, with the exception of Primavera and Rima who wore crimson and purple slashes across their mouths. Red dripped over their chins as if they had already fed but still hungered.

Pretending was unnecessary. Miki felt her stomach turn to liquid fire and her legs buckle under her. Someone—one of the troupe caught her as her body became limp.

In the next sequence the music flowed through her, haunting minor notes, held and drawn out to periods of silence, as if the musician was holding his breath.

She was aware of the other dancers, but she felt hypnotized or numb to any need to initiate movement. She lay draped over open hands, passed from dancer to dancer.

She felt the sway as four hands passed her to a dancer on the swing. She felt the spot on her back that made contact with his arm. Perfectly balanced, Davin placed his other hand to support her neck, exposing it to his teeth.

His mouth on the hollow of her throat seemed familiar. She found she wanted him to feed, to use her blood to nourish his body. There was a willing compliance to his need that went beyond the sensual, beyond any male-female exchange. She felt a need to give her very life to him.

When the music stopped and she felt herself set upright on the stage, it took several minutes for her to break out of the spell of the dance number. No one spoke to her, no one hurried her, or seemed to want to break the mood they had achieved for themselves.

Her eyes met those of Davin first. He smiled, then stepped toward her and hugged her. Romney and Kyle followed suit and she knew they had accepted her. With the possible exception of Rima and Elah, she was a welcome part of their troupe now, a part of this theater family.

A warm thrill filled her chest and spread to her stomach, then her arms and legs. She had never experienced this closeness. Her mother seldom touched her. She had few memories of her father. She had touched other dancers in her classes and recitals, but the experience, the sensation, never held this—this—what? Love? Maybe love was the right word. This was all new to her and a bit overwhelming.

She wanted to sit, alone, and think—or not think. Remember. Bottle up these feelings so she could keep them always.

“Let’s take a break,” Barron suggested, as if he knew that Miki needed some time. “Half hour. Bathrooms are in the front hall, Miki.” Barron pointed to the back of the auditorium.

Miki hurried away, willing no one to speak to her. She stayed in the bathroom, alone, as long as she dared. Washing her face with cold water, she sprinkled drops on her warm wrists, and toweled them dry. The ceramic tile beneath her bare feet was cold, and she let the chill steady her legs.

Slightly recovered, thinking she could work again, Miki started back down the theater’s center aisle. She stopped at the cushioned seat where she had placed her things and took a peach from a brown bag in her dance case. The sweet juice ran over her chin as she bit into it, and she mopped it up with her sleeve. She didn’t eat much when she was rehearsing, but suddenly she felt starved. Did the troupe stop for dinner?

Where was everyone?

Davin stepped out of the wings and walked toward her. “We decided to call it a night, Miki. Everyone is hungry and tired.”

“Are you going someplace together?” She hungered to be even more accepted and hinted to be included in their dinner plans.

“Not really. Would you like for me to take you home?”

“Oh, no. I’m not afraid to go home alone. I do it all the time. I’ll catch the bus.”

He seemed to think this over. “All right, but I’ll worry about you.”

“Thanks, Davin, but I’ll be fine.” She wanted him to take her home. She wanted to say yes. But she didn’t want to appear too eager. There was a look on his face that she couldn’t read. Had he gotten carried away and now felt embarrassed or had second thoughts? “I like a lot of time alone. I want to think about the routines, go over them in my head so I remember them.”

“That’s a good idea. You did well. I’m glad you’ve joined the show.” He turned and disappeared into the shadows.

She swallowed her disappointment and hurried to gather her bag. She’d worn her rubber boots again since it had been raining outside earlier in the evening. And they were easy. It took only a few seconds to tug them on over her bare feet, to slip into a yellow plastic poncho, loop her bag and umbrella over her arm, and head for the stage door.

The door was open, and it puzzled her that she saw no one on the way out. Where had they disappeared to in such a hurry?

A steady drizzle greeted her at the alley. She raised her huge black umbrella and hurried through the wet darkness toward the slick, milky reflections of the corner street light. Her bus pulled into a slot near the curb almost a block away. She ran.

Her boots clumped, echoing into the rainy night. She collapsed the umbrella and swung onto the bus just before the doors swooshed closed. “Thanks.”

She didn’t know if the smiling driver had seen her and waited or if her timing had been lucky. But she was glad not to have to wait on the corner for half an hour.

She shook water onto the floor and sunk into a seat, more exhausted than she realized. She willed herself not to think as the bus wound its way through the dark glistening streets and into her neighborhood. She willed her mother not to be home. She craved time alone to think the rehearsal through over and over. To try to figure out what had happened to her.

The apartment loft was two blocks from the bus stop. The streets were strangely empty. What time was it anyway? It couldn’t be later than seven or seven-thirty. She’d gone to rehearsal right after her classes at five. She dug in her small purse for her watch, pulling it into the palm of her hand. Midnight? That couldn’t be right. She shook the watch, held it, watching the minute hand flit from number to number. It was running.

Hearing a soft rustle behind her, she glanced around quickly. She never came home alone this late. She quickened her pace, pulling out her key from the open purse.

Did a shadow across the street move parallel to her? She watched the row of small shops as she practically ran, but she saw no one.

She heard footsteps behind her again. Matching hers. She glanced behind her. No one.

She was breathless when she got to her doorway. She fumbled with the key. Feeling the lock click open and the doorknob turn in her cold hand, she gathered some courage.

“Who’s there?” For some reason she said, “Davin?”

There was no answer, of course. And Davin hadn’t followed her home. She was being a silly goose. A scared, silly goose, she added. She spun into the apartment and closed the door behind her firmly, clicking the lock, then the dead bolt. She leaned against the door for a second or two to breathe.

The room before her was terribly dark. Her mother wasn’t there. She’d gotten her wish to be alone tonight. And now she’d like to change her mind.


Eight

MIKI HAD JUST slipped into her bed and realized how tired and emotionally drained she was when she heard her mother come in. Immediately her mother’s soft footsteps stopped, the door creaked, and she peeked into Miki’s room. Even though she was curious, Miki didn’t want to talk. She pretended to be asleep. Mom must have had a good time, she thought. She’s keeping late enough hours. But Miki was glad to know she was home, to have someone else in the apartment with her tonight.

Miki hoped her mother had met someone wonderful. She deserved some happiness. She pushed her own evening out of her mind and, thinking of her mother, went to sleep with a smile on her face.

To her surprise, when Miki got up and staggered to the stove to heat water for tea, she was greeted by a smell from the Mr. Coffee and the rattle of the newspaper. Her mother sat reading the New York Times, sipping from her favorite coffee cup.

“Did you stay up late?” Her mother was too perceptive. And as usual she used good lawyer tactics of cross-examination.

“Sort of. But where were you?” Miki countered with her own attack. “I never even heard you come in.” Miki had no problem with a little white lie in order to hear about her mother’s evening. “Hot date?”

“None of your business.” Her mother’s face turned pink and she ducked her head back into the front page of the newspaper. It was the sports section, which gave away the pretense that she was actually reading it.

Miki took her mother’s embarrassment to mean she felt vulnerable on this subject. She softened her voice. “That means you did. I’m glad, Mom. Share when you feel like it. Meanwhile I’ll be forever curious, but patient.” Miki decided she needed the instant jolt coffee would give her versus the time-release caffeine of hot tea. She poured a cup and stirred in milk and sugar so the drink wouldn’t be so bitter, all the while giving her mother some time.

She would like to be friends with her mother, and she had made approaches before, but her mother always responded in a businesslike manner, stiff and cool. It hadn’t always been like this. Miki remembered their family as being close once, laughing and playing together, sometimes like three children. She had been ten when her father left, so there were some good memories that Miki could play back. Did Mom ever play them back, or were they too painful? How long did she have to live with the pain? Forever? Not knowing what had happened to him made the loss more difficult. Was he dead? Hiding, or living another life that he liked better?

On impulse, Miki stepped over and rested her hand on her mother’s shoulder. At first she felt stiff resistance all through her mother’s body. Then her mother relaxed a little and spoke quickly.

“Let’s trade. You tell me about your new job, then I’ll tell you about Chuck.” Her mother lay aside the newspaper with a shaking hand. Quickly she clutched her coffee mug to hide it.

“Chuck? Is he a cowboy?” Miki giggled and thought of Romney. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard a man giggle. She liked the funny habit.

“No silly, some New Yorkers are named Chuck. Charles is his real name, but he likes to be called Chuck.” Her mother folded and unfolded the paper, then finally gave Miki her full attention. “You first, remember?”

“Okay, I like the troupe. I—I’m almost afraid to tell you about the show, because it’s kind of a weird concept. So you have to promise you won’t have a heart attack when I tell you.”

“I’m going to have a stroke if you don’t, Miki. How weird?” Her mother’s voice tightened again and she seemed eager to disapprove. Miki should have chosen a better word to describe her new friends.

“Well, the dancing is combined with trapeze work, and everyone—well almost everyone—we—they pretend to be vampires.”

“Vampires? What is this bunch called?” Her mother looked skeptical, and Miki was afraid she was sharing her new friends too soon. She was so full of the joy and the fun and the newness of it that she wanted to share.

“They call themselves The Theater of the Dead. You know, vampires are called the living dead because they never die and—”

“I know all that folklore, Miki. Your father loved it. If there was a scary movie within fifty miles we had to go see it.” Her mother reached for a piece of toast and smeared too much butter on it. Then she turned it round and round and round as if she didn’t plan to eat it, just play with it.

Miki realized her mother hadn’t mentioned her dad for a long time. Maybe she could squirm the conversation around to finding out more about her father.

“I didn’t know that.” She didn’t want to say too much. “I know you went on lots of dates and didn’t tell me where you were going, what you were doing. Why didn’t you or he share that?”

“I told him I didn’t want you following in his footsteps. Dancing like him was one thing. This was another.”

“The horror stuff?” Miki smiled thinking about this.

“After a time it wasn’t funny. He was fascinated—no, more like obsessed—by the occult. Witches, vampires, ghosts, voodoo, you name it. He read every book, fiction or non-fiction, he could find about that stuff. I hoped he’d grow out of it.” Mom’s voice trailed off. Then she got up abruptly and poured herself another cup of coffee. “But we were talking about your job. You like this group? I never heard of them. I hope you won’t be disappointed when they fold after a couple of shows. Are they young?”

“Some are. The director isn’t, and there’s a light man, probably tech director who’s, well, sort of middle-aged, I guess.” And he doesn’t like me. Maybe she’d try to talk to Elah tonight. Maybe he was slow to warm up to new people.

“All dancers have big ideas, Miki. They live on hope—and cigarettes—and—” Her mother stared off into space for a few seconds. “I hoped … I hoped that by next year, Miki, you’d decide to go to college. Give up this idea of dancing as a career. Even trying can break your heart—and those around you—those who care about you.”

Miki knew the conversation had taken a different turn. It was now or never. “Mom, what happened to Dad? You know, don’t you? He didn’t just disappear.”

“Miki, I guess I haven’t been fair about this, but—” Her mother sat down, sipped her coffee, and looked as if she was trying to collect her thoughts. “He left one night and never came back. I looked and looked for him. Waited and waited. He had been out of work for a long time. Then—then he said he’d found something hopeful. He wouldn’t say what. He said he didn’t want to say too much until he was sure.”

“He didn’t even give you a hint?”

“No. He was really superstitious, Miki. A lot of performers are. He said if he told me too much, it wouldn’t happen.” Her mother’s hands shook as she poured cream into her coffee. Miki guessed that she wanted one of the cigarettes she’d given up three years ago. She said she’d never stopped wanting to smoke, needing to smoke. Only self-discipline—of which her mother had plenty—kept her from starting again.

“Why didn’t you follow him when he left? Find out where he was going?”

“Miki, you have a lot to learn about trust. Wives don’t do that to husbands they want to keep, want to trust. But believe me, I was tempted. Especially since he started to act really strange just before he disappeared.”

“How strange?”

“Distant. Moody. Behavior like that wasn’t too strange for him, so I figured he was worried about the show. Or working too hard. He started being gone a lot.”

“Was he drinking?” Miki felt she had to know as much as her mother would tell her.

“No, he never drank. And he watched his diet. He stayed really thin—too thin to my way of thinking. Like you. Look at you. Did you have any dinner last night?”

“Mom, don’t change the subject now. I need to talk about Dad, don’t you realize that? I’m hurting, too. He disappeared out of my life, too.”

Her mother turned and ducked her head, obviously trying to stay in control of her emotions.

“I have a right to know as much as you know. Don’t shut me out!” Miki fought back her own tears.

After a few uncomfortable minutes, her mother sighed. “Miki, your father was weak. I wasn’t too surprised when he left. I was disappointed, heartbroken, since I really loved him, and I still do. But I wasn’t surprised. And he had a lot of pride.” Her mother stopped any protest Miki might put up. “If that group he’d found failed before they opened, maybe it was the last straw. He couldn’t come back and tell us, face us.”

“I know he loved us, Mom.” Miki sat down at the table and let tears fill her eyes. She wiped them and tried to swallow a mouthful of coffee.

“I know he did, too. He thought you were some kind of miracle. He sat with you in his arms for hours. Let you sleep on his chest while he lay on the floor watching you, as if you’d disappear if he put you down. I told him he was going to spoil you.”

“And what did he say?”

“That you can’t spoil a baby. That you have to love babies to pieces, make them know you love them. That love is what makes babies into strong people. And look at you. You’re ten times stronger than your father.”

“I don’t think so, Mom.”

“I know so, Miki. But the bottom line is that I don’t like the idea of your dancing with a troupe I’ve never heard of. I’m going to see what I can find out. Everyone knows everyone else in the dance and theater business. I’m going to ask around. And I’d like to come and meet the director as soon as possible.”

“Oh, Mom. Not tonight. Not for a few days. Promise? I don’t want them thinking I’m a baby.”

“But you are.”

“I’m almost eighteen.”

“That’s not old enough to make all your own decisions. I have to go to work.” She pushed away from the table and stood up. “I’ll tell you tonight what I find out.”

Miki watched her mother leave, feeling as if she’d just lost a court battle. Her only hope was that her mother would get busy and forget to check on the vampire troupe. Or that she’d find out nothing and stop worrying. She’d remember that she didn’t care what Miki was doing.

Miki didn’t have much appetite now, but she had to eat. She remembered that she didn’t have any dinner last night. She was too tired. She looked for ingredients to make a small omelette.

Searching the refrigerator, she realized her mother had forgotten to get groceries again. There was hope that she’d forget their conversation as soon as she got to the office and that would be the end of her worry or investigations.

Breaking eggs with one hand and gathering things to chop with the other, Miki stirred up a super herb-and-cheese omelette—no onions, no mushrooms, just because there weren’t any. The smell made her realize she was starved after all.

She dumped the finished product onto her plate. Toast popped from the toaster, and Miki smeared two pieces with butter. She ate quickly, then got up and carried her empty plate and cup to the dishwasher.

While she showered and dressed for school, she made up her mind about one thing. She didn’t think her dad had left because he didn’t love her or her mother. There must have been a good reason. He just didn’t have time to tell them. Or didn’t want to tell them.

She loved the idea of her father sitting and watching her sleep, letting her sleep on his chest while he stood guard. Silently she thanked her mother for giving her that image. She’d hold on to it for a long time. And maybe she could ask for more bits and pieces of information about her father. She felt she had so little. She wished she remembered more. It wasn’t fair for her to know so little about this man who had loved her so much.

But then what was fair? No one ever promised that life would be fair.

She’d had a break. A big break early on. At nearly eighteen she was part of a real dance troupe. “Think about that, Miki,” she whispered into the warm water splashing her face. “Think about tonight.”

When she did, she shivered. Last night was so—so—What words to use? Scary. Exciting. Romantic—certainly romantic. Could Davin like her, really like her? More than just for a dance partner? He’d kissed her. But that happened under the spell of the dance. Surely he wouldn’t have done that otherwise. He was caught up in the emotion of the music the same as she was. A kiss was a natural end to the piece they’d danced.

Sure. He chases you. You turn and chase him. Then you kill him, since that’s what black widows do. And after you kill him, he kisses you. That is really, super scary natural, Miki. Really normal.

Her mind skipped again. Her dad loved witches and ghosts and demons and vampires. He would have loved this troupe she had joined. He would have loved to see her dance.

Her dad loved her.

The glow from knowing that lasted all day.


Nine

“MAYBE I SHOULD go with you to rehearsal,” Paige said as Miki was getting ready to leave dance class. “I can’t stand listening to what you’re doing for much longer without seeing for myself. You’re being selfish not to share them.” Paige pretended to pout, but Miki knew it was only half-real. And Paige was right. She was being a bit selfish, keeping this new experience all for herself.

“Give me a couple more days, Paige,” Miki begged. She didn’t know what Paige would think of the troupe, of last night’s rehearsal, but she suspected that she would disapprove. There, that was what was holding her back, making her not want to share. She couldn’t stand Paige or her mother putting down what she was doing. Or worrying about it. “Remember that everyone is pretending to be a vampire. Can you handle that?”

“You, too?” Paige’s eyes were huge. “You’re pretending that you’re a vampire?”

“Sometimes. Sometimes I pretend I’m a victim. You’d have to see it to appreciate it. Just saying what we’re doing sounds strange, I know. But it’s really beautiful.”

“I stayed up late and watched The Lost Boys last night. Those vampires were really sexy until they tried to turn Michael into a vampire, too. Then they turned really ugly.” Paige shuddered. “I almost had to turn the TV off. Now I wish I had. Living that way is awful to think about. Not just living forever, not ever dying, but taking someone else’s life to keep yours going.”

Miki pulled on her rubber boots. Now that it had started raining, she didn’t think it was ever going to stop. “I guess so, but those vampire movies aren’t real. And pretending is fun. I’ve never danced so well. Dancing with a troupe is different from being in class or even in recitals.”

Paige nodded. “You were lucky. Promise you won’t forget me.” She took Miki’s hand and squeezed it.

“I won’t. The minute there’s an opening, I’ll mention your name. I’ll insist you come over and try out. You’re every bit as good a dancer as I am.” Paige was even smaller than Miki. That would be an advantage with as much lifting as the troupe did, although the men in this troupe were incredibly strong. They lifted Miki as if she were a kitten.

Miki hurried away from the studio and down the street. Paige would keep her talking for an hour. They hadn’t had much time together this last week, but Miki felt what she was doing was important enough to let Paige go a little. She hoped Paige would understand that, even if she didn’t like it. She missed her visits with Paige’s family, too, but she’d catch up later. Mrs. Anderson was probably glad to have one less mouth to feed, not to have to share her family with Miki all the time. It never occurred to Miki until now that she might have been hanging out at the Anderson’s too much, making a pest of herself.

Clouds hung low and oppressive, heavy with water. The streets were already dark because of the charcoal gray sky. A woman, pushing a grocery cart filled with old clothes, bottles, and aluminum cans, grinned at Miki. She had three teeth missing, but she didn’t look really old.

The woman blocked the entrance to the alley beside the theater. “This is my territory,” she said.

“Excuse me. I’m on my way to work here. I don’t want anything from you.”

“Be careful, dearie. There’s a strange bunch in that old building. Strange.” The old woman moved her cart a little and let Miki past.

Miki stopped. It only took a minute to be friendly, and she felt like hugging everyone right now. Not that she was going to hug this old lady who smelled dirty and sweaty, but she could talk to her. “Thanks for worrying about me. My name is Miki. I’m a dancer and those people you’re seeing are all dancers, too. We’re practicing for a show.”

The old woman stared at Miki as if she was surprised that anyone would talk to her, treat her like a human being. She smiled. “My name’s Cora. Pleased to meet ’cha.”

“I’m not making any money yet, or I’d give you some. Do you live out here full time?”

Now the old woman looked suspicious again. “Did the welfare send you out here to talk to me?”

Miki laughed. “No. You don’t have to worry. I was just curious.”

“Me too, me too, dearie. Stop again and tell me about those strange people in there.”

Miki smiled. If the woman had seen the troupe go in, their capes fluttering behind them, she could certainly decide they looked strange. Miki wanted a cape. Wearing a rain poncho wasn’t all that romantic. A black cape with a red satin lining would really make her one of the troupe. She’d ask where she could get one. She had a little money saved. A costume shop might let her pay one on time. If she got some salary soon …

To her surprise it was Elah who waited for her at the alley doorway. Her heart skipped when she saw him huddled in the shadows. “Oh, you frightened me,” she said. “But thanks for waiting to let me in.”

“Get out of this troupe while you can, Miss O’Ryan,” Elah said in a deep voice. “You don’t belong here.”

“What if I want to be here?” Miki made her voice stronger than her quivering insides would suggest she could. She had never been around a lot of men. Talking to anyone male made her nervous. Talking to someone who disapproved of her was doubly hard. She took a deep breath. “What if I want to belong?”

Elah stared at Miki with his hard blue eyes. There wasn’t much light in the doorway, but his eyes seemed to glow in his shadowy, gray face. Miki sensed his hatred—disapproval—or maybe he only had a desire to keep the troupe the way it was. Not welcome somone new. Maybe he didn’t hate her.

“Why don’t you like me?” She gathered enough strength to attack. To ask.

He stared at her for what seemed like a full minute. “What if I don’t dislike you? What if I have your best interests at heart?” His voice softened just a little, and there was a familiar ring to it that Miki couldn’t identify.

“Then my best interests are served by my being part of a dance troupe. Getting my start on being professional. You can’t make me go away. If Barron tells me to leave I will.” She guessed that Barron had the last say in who danced and who didn’t. “Let him fire me and I’ll go. But not you.”

Elah shrugged. Then he stepped back from the door and let her enter. “They would still let you walk away.”

“Of course they would. They could get another dancer. One more experienced. Let them.” She threw out the open challenge to Elah. She would never say that to Barron.

Slipping past the man, she hurried into the auditorium where the dancers stretched and prepared on the stage. She tossed her coat and boots into a seat, banged her umbrella onto the floor, ran lightly up the center stairs and onto the stage herself. No one spoke to her. She kept her eyes neutral and began to stretch, even though she had just come from class. She found she had too much nervous energy and needed to do something besides stand around and wait.

Finally Barron clapped his hands and called rehearsal. Because of what Elah had said to her, she worked twice as hard as usual. She listened twice as closely. She gave herself to the music and the routines. She felt doubly determined to succeed.

“You have a professional attitude, Miki,” Barron said at the first break. “I like that in a performer. Do you have any questions?”

His smile of approval made her brave. She gathered her courage. “Do you—do I get paid for being in the troupe?”

Everyone laughed, and she felt her face flame. She wished she hadn’t said anything about money. She sounded like a beginner again, after she’d worked so hard to show she wasn’t.

“I understand you are still living at home. Perhaps you, like us, can wait until after the first performance for some income. We are pouring our funds into the show.”

“I—I just wondered.” She sure wasn’t going to say in front of everyone that she wanted a cape. “It’s okay.”

“We’re taking tomorrow off.” Davin took her arm as they left the circle of dancers and got ready for the next routine, a new one for Miki. Davin’s touch blew her concentration. She looked up at him and he smiled his beautiful smile. How could a man be so good-looking? He was almost unreal. “I’ll take you to dinner if that will help your budget.”

“I was just asking, really. I don’t need to get paid right now.” She smiled at Davin, hoping he wouldn’t tease her more.

“I do,” Romney said. Kyle echoed the need for a paycheck.

“I’d like to go with you, Davin.” Miki didn’t want him to forget his invitation. “There’s a wonderful street of shops and places to eat in Bellponte. There are art galleries, a celebrity used clothing shop where you can find some wonderful things, and—well, I like going there.”

“Then that’s exactly where we’ll go.” Davin took her hand.

“I want to go, too.” Romney pretended to pout since he hadn’t been invited.

“Me too,” Kyle added.

“What are you guys planning?” Primavera walked up. “Something to do tomorrow night. Someplace to go?”

Davin nodded, looked at Miki, and shrugged. “We’ll all go. We’ll meet in the alley at the same time and leave from here. I’ll borrow Barron’s car. He won’t want to go.”

Miki was a little disappointed not to be able to go out with Davin alone, but going with the whole troupe would be fun, too.

“Since we’re all going, can I invite my best friend? She’s jealous because I don’t have time for her since I joined the troupe.”

Eveyone looked to Davin to make the decision. Miki thought it was strange that they couldn’t include one more person without thinking it over, but she let the thought go when Davin said, “Sure, bring her along.”

Primavera took Miki’s arm, filling her nostrils with gardenia perfume. “Have you told her what we’re like?”

Miki grinned. “Yes. But you’re hard to explain. It would be best for her to meet you herself.”

Primavera laughed. She realized they weren’t the run-of-the-mill dance troupe. Maybe they were careful of including strangers because a lot of people disapproved of them or wrote them off as too weird. Miki might have done the same thing if she hadn’t seen them dance, and then danced with them.

Now she felt a part of them. She was a part of this small family. She loved being a part of something. Fitting in. Being accepted. She took that warm feeling into learning the next routine.


Ten
 
“THE MAKEUP IS here!” Romney came running onto the stage with a box in his hands. “Let’s try it out.”

“Okay, you can have a long break.” Barron must have known better than to try to keep rehearsing with Romney and Kyle already opening a medium-sized box set between them.

“Base, several shades.” Romney called out what he was taking from the box and setting onto the floor. Kyle grabbed it, then passed it on to Primavera and Rima, now sitting on the stage with them. They looked like a bunch of kids at a birthday party, watching Romney open his presents.

Miki realized that much of the troupe’s behavior was child-like, but somehow it endeared them to her even more. They hadn’t lost that fun and wonder that children have.

“Did we get liquid eyeliner?” Primavera asked. “This pencil I have is no good at all. It smudges after an hour.”

“Three shades,” said Kyle. “Black, dark blue, and purple.” He handed the tubes to Primavera.

“I want purple.” Rima took one tube and searched the box for a brush.

“Just wait.” Romney slapped her hand. “It was my turn to open the box.” Now Romney sounded like a little kid trained to take turns, but wanting to make sure everyone knew it was his turn today. Miki giggled behind both hands. Her eyes met those of Davin and he grinned, his eyes teased her, but also showed he agreed with what she was thinking.

So far Davin had continued to stand. He looked on from a distance. Then he came to her, took her arm, and moved them both closer.

“Want some makeup?” he asked Miki. “I’ll do your face if you’ll do mine.”

“I—I guess so. It’ll be fun to try it out.”

“Did you order powder?” Davin asked, reaching down and searching through the supplies.

“Three boxes. That should be enough.” Romney handed Davin one box of face powder.

Davin indicated that Miki should sit on the stage floor opposite him. When she did, he took her face in one of his hands. “Let’s see, probably number one ivory, when you aren’t blushing.” He smiled and looked back over his shoulder for a bottle of liquid base.

Miki knew she was blushing. She’d never had anyone look at her so closely, and when Davin did so, she was thrilled by his touch. At the same time she was embarrassed by his close study of her. While he got what he needed, she tried to calm down.

“Okay, sit still.” Davin poured some liquid ivory onto his hand. “Instead of white, we go a couple of shades lighter than skin tone. Using white would look inferior and unprofessional.” He smeared the base over Miki’s face, then used two fingers to make sure it was even. When he was finished he reached for the powder and a puff. “Now, close your eyes. I’ll put white powder over this. You’ll have a grayish ethereal glow.”

“Sounds beautiful.” Miki had trouble imagining what she would look like by Davin’s description.

“You are. Just wait and see.”

“Hummm, with your reddish hair, black would be wrong. I’m going to try the dark blue eyeliner. You have to hold really still now.” He took her chin in his hand again, steadied her face, then put his hand at the back of her head. “Look up.” Carefully, slowly, he lined Miki’s eyes with the deep blue color.

“What do you think?” he asked Kyle who had stopped to watch.

“Perfect. Matches her eyes, makes them stand out.” He winked at Miki. “Davin’s the artist. What will you put on her cheek?” Kyle asked.

“Choose, Miki,” Davin looked at her very seriously. “Do you want a spider web, bat wings, or let’s see, a small skull with tears of blood?”

“Goodness, I have to choose?” Miki tried not to laugh. Everyone was so serious about looking Gothic punk, but running around with a skull on her cheek seemed a bit much. “I guess a cobweb. Yes, definitely a web since we’re doing Arachnid.”

“Good.” Davin tipped her face up again and started to draw on her cheek with the same brush he had used for the eyeliner. The hairs tickled, but Miki kept very still.

“Oh, Davin, you have to do my cheeks,” Rima stopped and sat beside him. “Primavera can’t draw worth a damn.”

Miki stared at Rima. She looked ghostly pale and her eyes were huge in her small face. Her mouth glowed with a pout of purple. Drops of red dripped over her chin and neck.

“Don’t you love this color?” Primavera’s lips were the same red. “It’s called congealed-blood red. It’s perfect.” She tipped her head back and laughed.

“Be sure to do your neck,” Kyle called to them. “Nothing worse than having the makeup stop at your chin.”

When Davin finished Miki, he painted Rima’s cheeks. Everyone came to admire them. He had taken advantage of Rima’s high cheekbones to do a grinning skull with blood dripping from the teeth. He was an artist, Miki saw. But so was Kyle. He had painted a spider on Primavera’s cheek and another version of a cobweb on Romney’s face.

“I’ll put on the base, and you powder.” Davin poured a bit of liquid in his hand, smeared it on both palms and creamed his face. Miki bumped the puff lightly on his cheeks, chin, and forehead, then evened it out carefully. Her hand shook almost too much to line his eyes with the black, but she managed by gritting her teeth together and holding her breath.

“I want nothing else,” Davin said. “I’d look silly.”

We don’t? Miki thought, but didn’t dare say that aloud. She could hardly wait to see what she did look like.

“How do I look?” Miki asked, when Primavera had powdered her hair lightly with a silver color. “Don’t you have any mirrors around here? There should be some backstage.” Miki got up to run and find the makeup room. Surely it was in the wings to the right or left of the stage. She realized she hadn’t had time to explore the theater at all.

“Let’s get back to work,” Barron ordered, signaling the fun was over and stopping Miki’s search for a mirror.

“A camera.” Without thinking Miki ignored him. “I’ll bring my mom’s Polaroid tomorrow.”

“I said, we need to get back to work.” Barron’s voice was no-nonsense, “I’m serious.” Miki heard it this time.

“I’m sorry. I just thought—”

“Wear it home,” Davin whispered. “Look at yourself once you get home.”

Miki nodded and ran for the black swing. This routine was to be her first on the trapeze, and she was eager to try it. She put how she looked behind her and concentrated on how she danced.

A couple of people, including the bus driver, looked at her with curiosity when she started home. Heady with success, she ignored them. The whole area was full of theaters, and dance and acting studios. Surely people who took this bus were used to seeing strangely dressed and made-up people. But then most people took off their makeup before they left the theater. She couldn’t bear to do so.

Suddenly she had a great idea. Her mother would die if she saw her. She swung off the bus at Paige’s house.

Fortunately Paige opened the door when Miki rang the bell. “Miki, is that you? Glory, I knew you were mixed up with a bunch of punk dancers. Look at yourself.”

Miki laughed. “That’s why I wore it home—here—I didn’t dare go home, but I didn’t get to see it at the theater. We were playing with it and then we had to get right back to work. Quick, get your mother’s camera.”

Miki ran to the hall bathroom near Paige’s room. She gasped as she stared in the mirror. She hardly recognized herself. She did look great, in a strange way. Ghostly. Ethereal. Bleak. She thought of words to describe her makeup. Darkly romantic? Well, depends on who is looking. To some, she’d look silly or weird.

“That is truly weird makeup,” Paige said, standing in the bathroom doorway, “but obviously put on by a pro. Who’s your makeup man?”

“We did each other. But, Paige, Davin—he’s my partner, did this. I think he’s probably their best artist. Everyone looked great. I know you have your doubts, but the makeup matches the dance.” Miki spun around the bathroom and looked at herself again. She laughed out loud.

“If you say so. I can’t even imagine this show, Miki. You have me dying to see it. Do you know when you’ll open?”

“No. No one seems to be in a hurry.” Miki realized that was true, but she didn’t mind. Rehearsing was as much fun as having an audience, especially one that wouldn’t like them.

“Did you ask about me, if I can try out? But don’t let my mother see you. She’d never let me go over there. I can see why you didn’t go home. I’ll find some cold cream. You’d better get that off.”

“Not until you get a picture of me, Paige. Is that a Polaroid? Take several.” Miki posed as Paige snapped four photos. Then, reluctantly, Miki rubbed her face with the cold cream.

“I guess I’m looking forward to seeing this show. You never know. Sometimes the weirder the better. You might get sellout crowds and play for years.” There was a wistful note in Paige’s voice now, as if she thought Miki would never ask if she could try out and be in the show, too.

“Listen, Paige, tomorrow we’re taking a day off. Davin said I could ask you to go to Bellponte with us, shopping and for dinner. Think your mother will let you go?”

“If you’re going she will. Let’s ask tomorrow, Miki. I’ll get to know them, then we’ll ask if I can try out. Okay?”

“It’s a plan.” Miki slapped Paige a high-five, grabbed her gear, and started for home.

It was all she could do to concentrate on the routines in her dance class. Everything seemed tame, almost boring, after the trapeze work. Several times she let her mind drift to the thrill of swinging in space, spinning and flipping off the bar, landing and being caught and lifted by Davin.

She was so excited and hyper she was almost sick to her stomach by the time they finished class and changed clothes. For once Davin would see her in street clothes.

She had chosen carefully, not wanting to seem dressed up. A rust, brown and black broomstick skirt brushed her ankles, the chiffon overskirt flowing nicely when she walked. A black tank top matched it and was casual. Then because the night had turned cool after all the rain, she slipped on an oversized, cream-colored blouse of sheer crinkle cotton.

“You’re going to wear that chiffon skirt from India after all the publicity about it catching on fire easily, Miki? Mom made me take mine back.”

Miki spread the sheer skirt, and the colors, all her favorites, blended like falling autumn leaves. “Sure. That’s silly, how often does your skirt catch on fire? I love this skirt. I could wear it every day.”

“You like one of the dancers, don’t you, Miki?” Paige knew Miki well enough to see her excitement and her careful detail of dressing and putting on street makeup.

Miki had showered after class, then brushed and brushed her long hair and let it float loosely over her shoulders. The colors she wore set off the red-gold color. Her cheeks were flushed, her whole face glowed. Miki could see her emotions mirrored all over her face. She wished she could appear less eager, but right now she didn’t even know how to breathe.

“I guess I do,” she admitted to Paige. “And I’m eager for you to meet him.”

“I’m a little scared I’m losing you.” Paige never hesitated to say what was in her heart.

“Oh, Paige, never. Never. We’re blood sisters, remember?”

“Weren’t we silly? We were so young.”

“Young, maybe, but not silly. You’ll never lose my friendship, Paige. But you may have to share me.”

Paige sighed. “I’m resigned to that. I hope his friends are nice. I’m afraid I’ve gotten bored with Sean. I told him I wouldn’t go out with him any more.”

Paige never dated a guy for long, but she wouldn’t be bored with Romney and Kyle. Miki didn’t know if she’d like them. Suddenly her excitement gave way to nerves. Paige might not like Davin either, or any of these dancers Miki had grown accustomed to being around.

Miki could never choose between them and Paige. She hoped with all her heart she wouldn’t have to.


Eleven

THEY PLANNED TO meet the Theater of the Dead troupe at the stage door in the alley of the old building.

Miki, unable to stand still, paced back and forth. Dank smells and gathering shadows added to her growing anxiety.

“Maybe we should have had them meet us at the studio.” Paige looked up and down the alley as if some bogeyman would jump out at them at any time.

A few feet away, the old woman pushing her grocery cart stopped and stared at Miki and Paige, but she said nothing this time, spoke no warning. Only hurried away when Miki waved at her.

“Who is that?” Paige asked staring at the woman.

“A street person,” Miki explained. “I’ve talked to her several times.”

“You’ll talk to anyone, Miki. That’s not safe.”

Miki grinned. She knew Paige wasn’t feeling safe right now. Her eyes were huge and she was practically shaking.

Finally, Miki heard the click of the lock on the stage door. Slowly the door opened and Davin stepped out.

Miki let out the breath she was holding. She realized she had been afraid that Elah might step out and say Davin couldn’t go. Or that he would tell them to go away. “Thank goodness. I was getting worried.” Miki smiled at Davin to let him know she wasn’t angry, just eager.

“I would never forget.” Davin smiled back. “And is this your friend?”

“Yes. This is Paige Anderson. Paige, Davin—Davin—I don’t know your last name.” She realized she’d never bothered to ask any of the dancers about last names.

“Doesn’t matter.” Davin took Paige’s hand, lifted it to his lips, and kissed it.

Paige giggled. “I’m glad to meet you, Davin. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Good things?” Davin looked at Miki, and she felt her heart skip and hammer on her ribs.

“So many incredible things that I expected some superman.” Paige relaxed enough to tease Miki more than Davin.

“And you are disappointed?” Davin took Miki’s arm with one hand, Paige’s with the other.

“Not at all. That’s a beautiful cape.”

Davin was dressed in black tights, a long black silk overshirt, and the black cape with red satin lining. Miki wasn’t surprised, but she couldn’t help but wonder if he ever wore jeans and a sweatshirt.

“Isn’t the rest of the troupe coming?” Miki asked, a bit disappointed. She looked back down the alley.

“Yes, they’re slow. We’ll wait for them in the car.”

Davin led them to a long, black Lincoln Continental that was parked around the corner at the curb of a side street.

“Is this Barren’s car?” Miki asked, looking at the expensive, sleek car, surely out of the thirties or forties. All the trim, including wire wheels, was a gleaming silver, as if the metal had recently been polished. The body shone like ebony and the finish didn’t have a scratch anywhere. It had been freshly washed.

“Wow, it looks old, but he’s taken care of it.” Paige was clearly impressed.

Within five minutes, before the silence became awkward, the rest of the troupe rounded the corner. Dressed all in black, they chattered and laughed like a flock of crows gathering for a feast. Miki was a little surprised to see that they had on their Gothic makeup. She had thought it would only be for the show.

Miki introduced Paige. Immediately Romney and Kyle put her between them in the back seat of the luxury car. Rima squeezed in beside Kyle. Primavera sat in the front next to Miki, who was wonderfully close to Davin, the driver. She had never ridden in a car that didn’t have bucket seats. She loved this closeness, even the smell of Primavera’s heavy, sweet scent beside her.

“Let’s have an adventure,” Davin said, pulling away from the curb, the engine purring, the car riding smooth as cream along the uneven and cracked city streets.

Miki couldn’t resist running her hand over the supple black leather seat, then across the padded dashboard. Barron must have money, even if the troupe didn’t.

She looked at Davin, feeling his eyes on her. He smiled as if he understood her awe.

They reached Bellponte, the neighboring city, in no time, making Miki wish they were driving farther. To New York City, maybe, or over to the ocean to spend the day. Maybe they could do that another day.

Davin found a space on Main Street for the car. “I called ahead and had it reserved,” he said to Miki, smiling at her before they got out. “I don’t like parking lots.”

They spilled onto the street, and Miki sneaked a look at Paige to see how she had fared in the back between Romney and Kyle. Paige’s eyes were wide, and she was saying nothing. That meant she was either scared or ill at ease.

“Paige, you decide where to go first,” Miki said, trying to get her to relax.

“Oh, I—I—” She shook her head as if to clear it. “Let’s go look in the pawn shop. Sometimes they get really great jewelry.” She looked at Romney. “Unless you hate looking at jewelry.”

Romney giggled. “I like jewelry fine. I can get a new earring.” Romney had one ear pierced and usually wore one narrow silver band through it. Kyle, like a mirror image, wore an identical ring in the other ear. “Me, too. I’d like a diamond stud.”

They rounded the corner of Eighteenth and Main, passing the burned-out hulk of the old Lafayette Theater.

“This theater burned down last Christmas,” Miki said, pointing. She wasn’t sure where Davin and his friends had lived before coming to Waterford. “Or maybe you knew that.” She fished for information, hating to keep asking them questions. Most people would have supplied all that background the first time you met them. She realized this dance group seemed to have appeared from no place to take over the old building they were in.

“We know everything and nothing,” Davin teased. “Speak to us with your lovely, soft voice.”

“Oh, Davin.” Miki felt her face heating up and didn’t dare look at Paige. She cleared her throat and talked to get over her embarrassment. “There was an incredible fire. This whole building burned and several people died. I heard some strange story, though, about the ballet teacher and part of her ballet troupe disappearing into thin air during the fire. There was some mystery about it that never was cleared up.”

“Some say the place is haunted by their ghosts,” Paige contributed to the story. “Just walking by it gives me the creeps. Don’t you feel bad vibes?” She looked at Kyle.

“We’ll protect you from any ghosts.” He put his arm around Paige, and it was her turn to blush. Miki should have warned her that these people liked touching each other.

Then Davin put his arm around Miki and she stopped worrying about Paige. Paige could take care of herself. Miki was her friend, not her mother. And besides, Miki had much better things to think about.

Davin loved her. She could sense it. This lovely man was falling in love with her.


Twelve

EVERYONE BUT ROMNEY and Kyle were content to browse in the pawnshop, which had everything from musical instruments to TV sets, all styles of rings, pendants, and expensive watches. Romney and Kyle zeroed in on a pair of diamond studs, just like they’d ordered, and quickly negotiated a price with the owner. The old man didn’t blink an eye on seeing his unusual customers. Miki figured they were in another theater district here, so he had seen most everything.

“Like them?” Romney said, turning his head so Miki could see. There must have been another pierce in his ear that she hadn’t seen, since he’d placed the diamond stud to the right of the silver ring. Kyle had done the same, the two sharing the pair of earrings.

“Let’s go into the Celebrity Used Clothing store,” Miki suggested. “I brought all the money I could find. I want a cape like yours, Davin.”

“You shall have it.” He put his arm around her as they headed up the sidewalk. “Or similar.” He turned and smiled at Primavera. “Maybe not so old.”

She laughed, and stopped to look in the window of an art deco shop. All kinds of strange black and white sculptures hung or sat on display.

Rima walked behind them, hanging back, sulking, it seemed to Miki. She had a frown on her face and her purple lips were drawn up into a pout. She had sprayed deep purple tint on her ebony hair, a style which, although strange, was flattering. The tint matched the silk chiffon scarf tied around her neck. Long dangling earrings of antique purple glass set in silver swung from her earlobes. She was the very picture of Victorian Gothic. Miki felt plain beside her.

When Primavera took her arm, Rima pushed her away, preferring to walk alone, not wanting it seemed, for anyone to change her mood.

Paige looked at Miki, a question in her eyes. Miki shrugged as if to say, I have no idea what’s wrong. She did, though. She knew Rima was jealous because Davin looked only at her, talked only to her, gave her all of his attention. How could she protest just to make Rima feel better?

The used clothing store had a faint odor of aging fabric, clothing with ghost scents from heavily perfumed Broadway stars. If the dresses could talk they’d tell of balls where they danced all night, of garden parties, of performances of classic musicals and dramas.

Miki combed through the racks, letting her hands linger over satins, velvets, and crisp taffetas. She set tassels swinging and straightened lace collars and bodices. Dim light sparkled off sequins and beads.

She didn’t know when Davin disappeared, but when he returned from the back of the shop he held a long black cape in both his hands. Then, like a magician, he unfolded the circular garment before her with a flourish. Inside, a deep red satin lining shone like fresh blood spilling across the carpet.

“Who was that who spread his cloak for the queen to cross the puddle?” he asked Romney.

“I remember. Sir Walter Raleigh, wasn’t it? Queen Miki.” He offered his arm to Miki.

“Oh, I couldn’t step on this. It’s perfect. Let me try it on.” Please, please, don’t let it be too expensive, she said to herself as Davin scooped up the cloak and let it settle around her shoulders.

She expected it to be heavy, but it was feather light, caressing her bare arms with its cool satin folds. She spun around, letting the cloak float out. Then she looked for a full-length mirror.

“Here, over here,” called Kyle. “Here’s a mirror.” He stepped away from the three-way mirror quickly, letting Miki have all the room in front of it.

She preened, turned, and admired the flow of the cape as she twirled slowly. “How—how much do you think it costs?” she asked Davin, who stood admiring her from a short distance. “Come over here. Let’s look at ourselves together. The cape is like yours but, well, more feminine.”

Davin shook his head and stayed put, making her walk toward him. “It’s yours. I’ve already paid for it. I knew it was what you wanted.” Davin waited for her to get close. “It’s perfect for you.”

“Oh, I can’t, Davin. You can’t.”

“I already have.”

“No, I can’t let you buy this for me. I know it was too expensive. I’m sure I can put it on layaway. I’ll give them what I have and come back for it later.”

“Too late. Giving you something you like is my pleasure.”

Miki sneaked a look at Paige. She had stood watching, her eyes big again. Miki couldn’t tell if she approved or disapproved of her accepting such an expensive gift from Davin. But what did it matter if Paige disapproved? Paige would never accept it, but Miki wasn’t Paige.

“I can never thank you enough.” She turned back to Davin.

“You have already done so. Watching you enjoy it gives me pleasure. You are lovely.”

Miki wished she hadn’t looked at Rima at that moment. Her anger and jealousy was frightening. Her cold green eyes glared at Miki, sending an icy chill across the distance between them.

Miki shivered and pulled the cape close. She had to use all her concentration to pull her eyes away from Rima’s, to look back at Davin and not be afraid of someone who could hate so intensely.

Romney interrupted the silent exchange between Rima and Miki. He hurried from the front of the store. “Come and see what I’ve found,” he said. “A witch’s store. It’s full of great stuff.”

They followed him, Miki hanging back, waiting for Rima to go ahead of her. Paige took her arm and whispered, “That girl Rima hates you. Is it because of Davin?”

“I think so. I’m glad you saw it. Now I know it’s not my imagination.”

“How could you imagine her feelings? She makes her jealousy very obvious. She scares me, Miki. All these people are strange. I’m sorry, but they are.”

“I know.” Miki hugged Paige. “I think they’re wonderful, though. Relax and enjoy them.”

Away from the shop lights, the sky was black with evening. Miki was glad to look in the witch store, but she was starved. She hoped they’d go eat soon. The smell of freshly baked bread and pastries came from the bakery on the corner. Smells of pizza and Italian pasta sauces floated from three doors down.

As they stepped inside the witch shop, though, incense burned, filling the air with mystery and the sweet, spicy odor of cloves. On every table, in the window, and on the counter near the register, candles flickered. They provided most of the light for the store.

“Have you ever been in here?” Paige whispered, taking Miki’s arm and hanging on tight.

“No, isn’t the atmosphere terrific? I think the store is new. I wonder if someone tells fortunes?”

Paige clung to Miki as they moved slowly, staring at crystal balls, tiny pewter figures of wizards and unicorns, and jars of flakes, petals, or dried herbs. Who knew what some of the strange dried shapes were.

They stopped at a display of tarot cards—so many different kinds. “Do—” Miki was about to ask if either of the women in the shop gave readings. But when she looked at the young woman behind the counter, she caught her breath.

The woman stared at the troupe of dancers that had filled her small shop. And the look on her face was unmistakable. She was frightened. Miki looked back around at Davin sorting through a stack of old books, Kyle and Romney sniffing each box of incense in turn, Primavera and Rima whispering in a corner. Why was this woman afraid of any of them? Admitted, they looked like punks or Gothics. But Miki saw nothing threatening about them. Maybe it was because she was used to them.

“Paige, come here.” Romney motioned to Paige. “Smell all these scents. Help us choose.”

Paige looked at Miki. Miki pushed her. “Go on, help them. They’re really harmless, Paige. Honest.” She laughed at Paige, terribly conservative Paige. Could she eventually relax and enjoy the evening?

Primavera stepped up to Miki, interrupting her worry about Paige. “Let me try on your new cape, Miki. It’s wonderful. I wish I had seen it first. Davin always finds the best things.”

Miki hated to part with her new cape, but she slipped it off her shoulders and handed it to Primavera. Primavera swirled it around her own shoulders and went in search of a mirror, Miki supposed.

Miki felt cold without the wrap that had caressed her body so gently. She shivered. But before she could follow Primavera and get the cape back, an acrid smell reached her nose.

Glancing down, she could not believe what she saw.

Somehow her skirt, the floating chiffon overlay, had come in contact with a candle flame. The material ignited immediately, shooting flames upward.

Miki was trapped in a sheath of flames!


Thirteen

MIKI SCREAMED, BUT before she could react, Davin was beside her. He yanked the elastic top of the skirt down, pushed Miki to the floor, and smothered the flames with his body.

“Miki!” Paige knelt beside her. “Are you all right? What happened?”

“I—I don’t know. Suddenly my skirt burst into flames.”

“You must have gotten near a candle.” Paige squeezed Miki’s hand. “You could have been badly burned.”

“Davin.” Miki sat up, remembering who had saved her. “Davin, you’re hurt. You must be.”

As Miki got to her feet, a searing pain shot through her ankle. She looked down. A long patch of skin on one leg was red.

“Oh, I’m burned. I just realized it.” Shock from the accident started to wear off. Miki stared at the raw red wound and realized she could have been burned like that all over. Davin had reacted so quickly and without fear for himself.

“Here, let me.” The young woman from behind the counter knelt beside Miki with a towel filled with ice. “Sit back down. Good thing we have ice in the back for drinks.”

“Yes, we use ice for burns at home. That will feel good.” Miki was glad the woman had acted quickly.

“I was admiring your skirt when you came in, and then I realized that was the style that was recalled because they catch on fire easily. A friend of mine took two back, reluctantly though, since they’re so beautiful.”

Taking Miki’s foot and cradling it to her stomach, the woman chattered as she held the icy towel to the burn. Immediately the pain receded and Miki felt relief, unless the burn was just numb. But still …

“Davin.” She called his name, looking all around. “Davin’s hurt too. He must be.”

He returned from the front and knelt beside her. “I threw your skirt onto the curb, Miki. Are you all right?”

“I will be.” Miki saw Davin’s hands. “Your hands, Davin. No, oh, no. You’re the one who’s badly burned. Here, you need help more than I do.”

Miki took the towel from her leg and held the ice to Davin’s long slender fingers. Both his hands were red and puckery, already blistering. She felt like crying looking at them. This was all her fault. Why hadn’t she listened to Paige? Been sensible, instead of stubborn and vain?

“We need to get you to the hospital, Davin.” Miki turned to the shop woman who had helped her. “Call for help.”

“No!” Davin’s voice was sharp. “No, that’s not necessary. Some minor burns is all it is. I have no need for medical attention.”

He spoke in a formal manner, his tone forceful and adamant. “I do not need a doctor.”

“But—”

“I do not want a doctor, Miki.” Davin stared at her. Miki felt a bit frightened by the look in his eyes. All protests, all words shriveled on her tongue and she looked away. She went back to holding the ice to his hands, his beautiful hands.

“I know what happened, Miki.” Primavera stood nearby watching. But apparently she hadn’t heard the shop person. “You were wearing one of those imported skirts from India that are being recalled. They passed no tests for safety in this country. I read a newspaper article that said they would go up in flames easily. It would seem you have proved they are right. How did you catch your skirt on fire?”

People kept asking Miki how this could have happened. She had no idea. She wasn’t close to any candles. And a candle would have to be burning on a low table to reach her skirt. Glancing around, there was no evidence of that happening. The only candles on low tables were near the wall of the store, and she hadn’t been over there.

Suddenly she felt nauseous, cold, and frightened. “I think I’d better go home.” She put one hand to her face and felt her knees wobble. Romney and Kyle suported her on either side. Someone removed the ice and towel from her hands.

“You are ill,” Romney said.

“We will take you home.” Kyle pulled at her arm.

The store manager stood watching them. “I’d feel better if we called someone, reported this accident.”

“No, it’s not necessary.” Davin led the way from the store. “I promise you, we’ll cause no trouble over this. And Miki’s burn is insignificant.”

If being sued for having dangerous candles burning so that Miki could catch fire was the manager’s worry, she’d have to settle for Davin’s statement. They were all on the sidewalk outside the store in a few seconds.

“Wait here,” Davin ordered. “I’ll get the car and bring it around to get you.” He started away down the sidewalk.

“But Davin—your hands.” Miki couldn’t imagine that Davin could drive. He must be in incredible pain. Just the slight burn on her leg ached.

“He’ll be all right.” Rima’s voice suggested that this whole affair was a nuisance, interrupting their evening out. She stood, watching Davin leave, her body posture unconcerned and pouting. How could she be so uncaring?

The fresh air cleared Miki’s head. She walked to the curb, ready to get into the car when Davin came around. An acrid smell directed her attention to the charred heap in the street.

Her lovely brown and rust skirt was now mostly black, only a smattering of purple showed from under the burned mess. It had been the only thing she’d bought to wear in a long time. She had been so vain, had loved the way the chiffon overskirt swirled and billowed around her ankles.

A shiver riffled along her spine at the image of her whole body being charred, lying alongside the burned fabric. Immediately she closed her mind and shut down her imagination to all the possibilities. Davin had saved her.

Primavera stepped up behind her and placed the lovely new cape around Miki’s shoulders. “You’re shivering. That’s a reaction to the accident. Drink something hot when you get home and go right to bed.” She squeezed Miki’s shoulders. Her heavy gardenia smell mixed with the odor of charred cloth making Miki feel sick to her stomach again. She hugged the cape tightly.

Davin pulled the long, black car to the curb. Romney opened the front passenger door and helped Miki slip inside.

“Paige, sit here beside me,” Miki said. “Please. I’m cold.” Miki was no longer shivering, but she wanted only Paige beside her. Even Davin felt remote on her other side.

The car reeked with the smell of burned cloth. For the first time Miki noticed that the front of Davin’s silk shirt was charred and tattered. Was his chest covered with burns the same as his hands?

All the way home she caught glimpses of his hands on the steering wheel. His pale white skin was reddened. Watery blisters pocked the backs of his hands, and small blemishes shown between incredibly blue veins. Davin seemed not to notice. He drove with precision and skill, straight to Miki’s door.

How did he know where she lived? She hadn’t directed him. Paige had said nothing the whole drive home. Miki was sure now that Davin had been the one following her the other night. He had accompanied her home even though she had told him she would prefer to go home alone. Had he been concerned with her safety, or curious about where she lived? This was something to think about or ask him about later.

He stopped at the curb, saying nothing. Paige unlatched her door and pulled Miki across the seat, helping her step onto the sidewalk and stand.

“Davin—” Miki wanted to insist that he get some medical attention.

“Please. Do not worry about me. Take care of yourself. Take care of Miki, Paige. She must dance tomorrow.”

Tomorrow? No way could Davin dance by the next day. But Miki said nothing, didn’t argue.

The car sped away the minute Paige closed the door, leaving her and Miki watching them leave.

“Come on, Miki. You can’t worry about Davin.” Paige read her mind, sensing that she was more concerned about Davin than she was about herself.

Miki was grateful that her mother wasn’t home. Paige helped Miki get into a nightgown, and then rubbed her ankle with burn ointment she found in the bathroom cabinet.

“Please don’t tell my mother, Paige. It doesn’t hurt so much. And she would only worry needlessly.” Miki looked at the red streak. “I think putting that ice on it helped a lot.”

“I’m going to heat you some milk, Miki,” Paige said. “And put some honey in it. Maybe something stronger if I can find anything. You stay right here and try to relax.”

For a few minutes after Paige left Miki did relax. She sent her mind into a limbo that allowed no thinking, no replaying of the accident. Nothing but a soft, cottony warmth.

Just as Paige returned carrying a saucer and cup, however, something clicked into place.

“My skirt wasn’t purple, Paige.”

“Your skirt? Of course it wasn’t purple, Miki. You never wear purple. What made you say that?”

“At the curb where the burned skirt lay there was purple … something purple underneath it.” Miki stared at Paige, both thinking, remembering at the same time.

“Rima wore a purple scarf around her neck.” Paige sat on the bed and set the cup and saucer on the bedside table. “A chiffon scarf.”

“If my chiffon skirt would burn, so would a scarf.”

“Do you think Rima lit her scarf and held it to your skirt without your seeing her?”

“I—I—” Miki shook her head. “I don’t know what to think.”

“She hates you. That’s obvious.”

“Enough—enough to—”

“To hurt you? Miki, you went up in flames instantly. I was looking right at you. I was too terrified to move. If Davin—if Davin hadn’t acted so fast …”

Miki leaned back on her pillows, completely drained of all strength. Did Rima hate her enough to kill her?


Fourteen

DESPITE WHAT DAVIN had said about rehearsal, Miki pleaded a sick stomach and stayed in bed all the next day. No way could she go to the theater and dance as if nothing had happened. Especially now that she had the idea in her head that Rima may have tried to kill her or hurt her badly.

That night Davin called her. “You are missing rehearsal, Miki. Are you ill?”

Ill? Most people would say sick. This wasn’t the first time Davin’s language had turned formal on her, and she didn’t know what it meant. Maybe that he was angry? Did he talk like this when he was angry with her?

“I—I need a couple of days off, Davin. I’ll be there Monday, Davin. I promise. I didn’t feel well today. But your—your hands—”

“I am fine, Miki. You should never worry about me.”

“I care about you, Davin. People worry about people they care for.” She could say this to him. He must know she liked him. She had certainly shown it. Maybe she’d be embarrassed if he knew how much.

“And I care about you. You must dance with us.” His voice ordered her to be there with them. Ordered her to dance.

“Monday. I promise.” She hung up slowly and was surprised to find that she was frightened by his call. Frightened, not by what he’d said, but by his tone of voice. If she was really honest, she would admit that she was afraid to go back to the theater.

Afraid? Afraid of Davin? Of course not. How could she be afraid of Davin? Afraid of the rest of the troupe? Afraid of Rima? Her fear was sensible, but was she going to let Rima intimidate her? Going to say, oh, you like Davin that much? Oh, well, you can have him back. That wasn’t like her at all. She considered herself tough, a fighter. You have to be tough to survive in the arts. Dance is terribly competitive. Wimps don’t last. She had said that a million times. She and Paige said it to each other.

You can watch Rima, she advised herself. Now that you know how much she dislikes you, you can be more careful.

Maybe the real problem was that some of the magic was gone.

But that was silly. She’d get the magic back. The minute she stepped on that stage the magic would come back. She’d be able to forget all the problems and dance. Wouldn’t she?

The phone rang again. She listened to the shrill bell and stared at it for three rings, four. Silly. She grabbed it up and then felt relieved to hear Paige’s voice.

“Are you all right, Miki? You weren’t at dance class. You didn’t call Ms. Lawton, and she asked where you were. I didn’t know what to tell her. Were you hurt worse than you thought?” Paige’s voice was full of worry.

“No, I’m fine, Paige. I just had that slight burn on my leg and a little one on my arm. I’m fine.” She hesitated. What to tell Paige? The truth? “I guess—I think I needed a day off. A day to let the world spin without me.” She tried to laugh.

“What happened to you is enough to make me want to stay in bed for a week. Maybe longer. Your mother find out?”

“No. She accepted stomach flu as an excuse. Even said several people at work had it. But Davin called. He said I must be back at rehearsal. I begged off till Monday, but I think he was angry.”

“Angry? At you? Surely not. Maybe something else was going on for him. Or maybe he was in pain, but he thought if he was rehearsing with burned hands, you could dance with only a small burn. He’s probably worried about you, too. Hey, maybe he missed you.” Paige seemed to have all the answers. Miki wished she had a few she could be sure of.

“Paige, will you go to rehearsal with me Monday? We can ask if you can try out for the troupe. If they say no, that will be an excuse for you to be there, and you can stay and watch the rehearsal. I don’t think that will be a problem for them.”

“I don’t know, Miki. I’d like to do that for you, but I’m not sure I like those people. Romney and Kyle are okay, a little strange, but okay. Primavera is even weirder, but I think she likes you. Rima. Well, keep your eye on Rima.”

“I’ve already decided to do that. We might have been imagining things yesterday. Maybe—” Miki couldn’t think of any good reason why Rima’s scarf should have been in the gutter under her burned skirt, but maybe there was one. “She’s probably just jealous. I think she likes Davin.”

“I like Davin.”

“Please, please go with me, Paige. I’ve spooked myself out, thinking too much. I know once I get there and start to dance, I’ll be fine, but getting there seems to be a problem.”

“Okay, Miki. I’ll go, but reluctantly. And only because you’re my best friend in the whole world and my blood sister, and I’m really curious to see the show before it opens.”

“Thanks, Paige. You’ve saved my life.”

“And promise me one more thing.”

“What?”

“You’ll come over for lunch tomorrow. Mom pointed out that you haven’t been here for a long time, and how could I say you were busy being a vampire. She misses you. My whole family misses you. I don’t know why.” Paige paused to let her teasing sink in. “But if you say no, I’ll have to tell them the truth. That you’re undead.”

Miki smiled. Leave it to Paige to make her feel better. “Okay, I will. You don’t have to threaten me. I need some of your mother’s home cooking. Tell her I’ll come if she makes sweet rolls.”

“Hey, great idea. She’ll make them for you, and we’ll all benefit from that.”

Miki stopped thinking about anything except homemade sweet rolls and drifted off to sleep. The apartment was so quiet when she woke up, she even resorted to studying. She had three term papers due next week, and only one was close to finished. She’d been too distracted to care. She still had to graduate, she reminded herself. But school was so boring when put alongside dancing with her new friends.

Going to Paige’s house was anything but boring. Late Sunday morning, Miki walked the mile instead of taking the bus. She needed the exercise and she wanted to make sure her leg wasn’t going to hurt when she danced. She hardly noticed the burn, though. It really had been slight.

Paige’s little brother, Joey, answered the doorbell when Miki pressed the button. “Hi, Miki. Where’ve you been? I missed you.”

Miki leaned down and hugged Joey, who was only six. An afterthought, Mrs. Anderson said when he wasn’t listening. “And now our whole life revolves around him.” She would laugh when she said that. But Joey was pretty spoiled.

“Look at my new comic, Miki. You can read it to me.” Joey held out a fan of colored sheets. When Miki took it and looked at the cover, she shivered. The comic was about vampires. She looked at Paige, who was in the hall by then. Had she put Joey up to this?

Paige shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. This was a coincidence, but predictible, since last week Joey was obsessed with mummies.

“Do you believe in vampires, Miki? I love vampires.” Joey took the comic back and started reading it to himself. He didn’t really need Miki’s help. “I had a comic about Count Chocula, but this one is about real vampires.”

“He traded for it,” Mrs. Anderson said as they gathered in the kitchen as usual. The place smelled of the yeasty sweet rolls that Miki had ordered. Miki inhaled and her mouth watered. Mrs. Anderson, knowing what time Miki was to arrive, handed her a napkin holding two warm rolls she had just drizzled powdered sugar icing over. “They’re best when they’re hot. I never would have bought him that.”

Miki had to sort out the conversation. The subject was off sweet rolls and back to vampire comics.

“Vampires are pretty scary, Joey,” Miki said. “Won’t reading that comic scare you?”

“Nah. You know what the politically correct name for vampires is?” Sometimes Joey surprised them all with his vocabulary.

“Geeze,” Mrs. Anderson said. “Where did he hear about being politically correct?”

“Right here.” Paige smiled.

“No, Joey, what is the politically correct name for vampires?” Miki played straight man.

“The life impaired.” Joey grinned, his smile short two teeth.

Miki looked at Paige again and they both laughed. Maybe this was just what Miki needed. A less than serious look at the idea of vampirism. Much less.

Now that he had everyone’s attention, there was no shutting Joey up. “Did you hear about the vampire on a diet?”

“Nope.” Miki bit again.

“He was drinking I Can’t Believe It’s Not Blood. He bought it at his local Vampires ’R Us store.”

They couldn’t not laugh, even though no one really wanted to encourage Joey. “You’re going to replace Jay Leno on The Tonight Show’ in a few years, Joey. Right?” Miki took his comic and flipped through it. It was standard fare. The vampires slept in coffins in an old castle and came out at night. They flew through the air on bat wings that were really their capes spread out wide. She handed the book back without following the story to the end. She knew how the vampires had to be killed so they couldn’t return.

“Can I help with lunch, Mrs. Anderson?” Miki offered.

“It’s under control. Why don’t you and Paige set the table, though, and get your dad away from the television, Paige.”

Mr. Anderson was a sports-on-television freak. He had played football once, but was now slightly overweight and settled for being an armchair quarterback.

Lunch was really dinner as far as Miki was concerned. Pot roast with brown potatoes around it, buttered green beans with toasted almond slices, and a jelled salad with cherries and walnuts. Miki couldn’t believe she was so hungry and she was embarrassed at how much she ate.

“Good, Miki,” Mrs. Anderson said. “You and Paige are both too thin.”

“Our partners will drop both of us tomorrow in the lifts.” Paige looked at Miki and giggled.

Partners. Davin. Miki’s respite from thinking about her dance troupe hadn’t lasted long.

Paige giggled again, a sound Miki loved to hear. Paige and Romney with their giggles. They’d make a pair. Miki leaned back and groaned. “Thanks, Mrs. Anderson, I needed that.”

I needed a very normal day, since I don’t know what to expect tomorrow. “I’ll help wash dishes.” She needed to keep busy, too, so she didn’t have time to think.

That wasn’t possible. Mrs. Anderson got up and put her arm around Miki as she scraped food from plates into the garbage disposal.

“We really have missed you, Miki. I know you’re busy with this new project, but you’re so much a part of our family now. I even find myself worrying about you. I’m sure your mother worries about you, too, she just doesn’t tell you so. So I won’t either. But don’t be so scarce around here. Promise?”

“I promise. I love coming here. You know that. You can’t get rid of me.”

I just have another family now, too, Miki added to herself. Maybe not a politically correct family with a father, a mother, and two point five children. But one she had felt close to. She just needed to get back over there and recapture that closeness. Maybe it wouldn’t be as hard as she imagined.


Fifteen

THIS TIME IT was Davin who waited for them at the stage door. When he locked the door behind them, Paige looked at Miki. She was already nervous and Miki saw she was really freaked out by someone locking the door behind them. Miki, used to being locked in, shrugged and led the way to the theater. With all the vagrants in the neighborhood, locking the door was probably a good idea. Some of the street people would probably be glad to hide in the old building, move in and sleep there.

“Why have you brought Paige?” Davin asked. He disapproved. Miki could both see and hear that.

“She really wants to see the show in progress, Davin. Remember she’s a dancer, too. We started classes together when we were kids. And, Davin, let her try out. You said when I came in that you needed several new dancers. You haven’t hired any.”

“We don’t have any money.”

“I don’t need money,” Paige said quickly. “I’d be glad to dance for the experience. Later if you make a ton, I can get a salary.” Paige finished speaking just as they reached the theater. Suddenly she reached out and gripped Miki’s arm.

Miki looked at Paige in the dim light, then followed Paige’s wide eyes, staring at Davin’s hands.

They were perfectly healed. Not a red spot, not a blister, no scarring. There was no indication that he’d ever been burned.

“Your—” Miki swallowed hard. “Your hands are healed, Davin. That’s wonderful. What did you put on them? I thought your burns were a lot worse.”

Davin looked at his hands as if he too was surprised they were healed. Then he shook his head. “I heal fast. And the burns weren’t bad. I’m glad you’re all right.”

For the first time, Davin looked at Miki in a normal way. The way he’d been looking at her for days, as if he really cared for her.

“Barron,” Davin called up to Barron where he stood watching Primavera and Romney try a new sequence. “Miki has brought her friend who’s also a dancer. Maybe we should look her over. We could use her for backup or as an extra victim.”

“Victim?” Paige whispered to Miki.

Miki grinned. “Sometimes one or more of the dancers pretends to be the vampire’s victim. I told you that, remember?”

“Wow, I didn’t remember. I’m glad you straightened that out.” Paige’s hands shook. Miki knew exactly how she felt. She squeezed Paige’s arm.

“You’ll be great. Relax if you can.” Miki reminded herself to relax. She was a lot more nervous than she realized. She had taken a chance, bringing Paige here. Now she felt responsible for Paige’s performance, for her behavior as well. If she was afraid of the company, Miki would feel silly.

“All right.” Barron motioned to Paige to come onto the stage. “Miki, you sit this one out and watch. Paige—that’s your name? All you have to do is relax and be carried from dancer to dancer. Look graceful. If they set you down, turn slowly or collapse gracefully onto the floor. Someone will pick you up again.”

Miki pulled her feet up under her, curling into a front seat in the old theater. The plush felt velvety under her. She tried to relax for Paige, but realized her heart was thumping double time and her hands were shaking. She wedged them under her.

The swings were set in motion, and the dancers flew. Sometimes they leaped to the floor and spun away to the back ropes, climbing halfway or all the way to the top. Sometimes they swung, then flipped off the smaller trapezes about mid-stage. The music was languid, seductive. Miki knew it would be hard for her not to relax if she was dancing. She wished she had whispered to Paige to listen to the music, to let it fill her.

Paige, the victim, was passed from Davin to Romney, back to Davin, then to Kyle while he was on the black trapeze. Then she was handed down to Primavera and Rima who carried her gracefully back and forth as if they were presenting their vampire friends with a meal. Each in turn bent their lips to Paige’s slender neck and pretended to drink her blood.

Paige did a great job of being a limp, rag-doll body. The scenario was totally believable. At the end of the music, they lay her under a pretend tree in a small cemetery-painted backdrop of graves and gravestones upstage right.

Miki jumped up, skipped up the stairs onto the stage, and ran to Paige. “You were great, Paige. You looked just like a victim.” Miki knelt beside Paige to pull her to her feet.

Paige acted almost drugged. She had gotten too far into her role. It took her a few minutes to sit up and get to her feet. Then she leaned on Miki to walk back to an audience seat.

“Are you all right, Paige?” Miki started to feel some concern.

“Whoa, I guess so. I’m dizzy. Was I good? Was I all right?” Paige blinked her eyes rapidly and put one hand to her head. “I feel as if I’ve been in a trance, and it’s hard to get out, to come back to real life.”

“You were terrific.” Miki knew how Paige felt. She searched in her dance bag. “Here, eat this. I always carry a peeled orange for quick energy.” She laughed. “Don’t keep pretending to be drained of blood, though, Paige. You scared me, since the scene looked so real.”

Romney and Kyle stood beside them. “You made a great victim, Paige,” Romney said, giggling. “Kyle said so, too. We were impressed.”

“Thanks.” Paige took the orange and sectioned off a piece. When Miki saw her eating, she ran back onto the stage herself, ready to dance.

“Okay, you’ll do more trapeze work today, Miki,” Barron ordered. “You’re picking it up fast. I want you to start on the red—you’re a victim in this number, too—then swing off as if you’re being chased, flip up onto the black swing. Davin will jump up with you, and you’ll give in to him.”

Davin grinned at Miki. “I like that scenario.”

Miki shivered. She liked the idea, too, but she would never say so to Davin.

She did as directed, loving the height to which she took the swings. She spun and whirled, chased first by Primavera and Rima, then by Romney and Kyle. She climbed the back ropes, jumped off, gave them a good chase.

She headed for the black swing, jumped and caught the bar. But just as she clung to it and reached the height she needed to spin and sit on the bar, she felt the right hand rope give way.

Before she could grab it with her other hand, and before she could regain her balance and jump off gracefully, she fell onto the stage floor with a loud thud. Pain shot along her right hip and down her leg.


Sixteen

DAVIN WAS BESIDE Miki in seconds. She could feel his anger even more than the pain in her leg. Deep, dark anger, not directed at her, but frightening to her nonetheless.

“You didn’t fall.” It was not a question. “Are you all right, Miki? Tell me you’re all right.”

He helped her sit up and even though her leg hurt, she could tell it wasn’t broken. For a few moments, though, she leaned on him, snuggled close to his chest, listened to his heart thump, felt his warmth. Heat from his body stilled her cold fear.

“I—help me stand. I think I’m all right. Maybe I need to walk around some—if I can.” Miki groaned and got to her feet with Davin’s help. She limped a little, walking a couple of steps.

Davin supported her, but they both stopped beside the velvet swing. Miki could see that the dangling trapeze before them had broken. Davin, after being sure she could stand, stepped closer to examine it. He took the trapeze in his hand and stared at it, rubbing his finger over the broken end.

“This did not break by itself. The rope was cut enough so that the weight of the next person on it would cause it to snap.” Davin’s eyes circled the dancers, all standing in a semicircle around them. “The rope was cut after we danced with Paige. Who meant for Miki to get hurt?”

Davin held the frayed end of the velvet-covered rope in one hand. Miki could see for herself that it had been partially cut, then raveled and broken easily with her weight. All the dancers could see the same thing.

Rima was the only troupe member who wasn’t looking directly at Davin as he questioned them. When she did look at him, Miki could see that Rima was afraid of Davin. His question was probably answered when Rima turned and left the stage, walking into the wings and out of sight. Primavera turned and followed her. Had she helped Rima?

Did Miki have two enemies? She had felt that Primavera liked her, wanted her to dance with the troupe. Was she wrong? Had she just wanted all the dancers to accept her, to like her?

“Call us when you’re ready to rehearse again, Barron,” Primavera said as she left.

“Outsiders have always caused trouble.” Elah spoke before Miki realized he had joined them. “Send them home while there’s time. We don’t need them.”

Davin stared at Miki as if trying to decide whether or not to follow Elah’s wishes. Miki had limped around until she knew her leg would be all right. She would have a bruise and sore muscles, but no real or lasting damage.

“I’m all right, Davin,” she said. “I don’t want to leave. I want to dance with you.”

“This is a nuisance.” Barron’s booming voice contributed to the conversation, making a decision. “Get rid of them both.”

Suddenly Miki felt afraid. Barron’s “get rid of” didn’t sound like “fire them, let them leave the troupe,” but “get rid of” like “kill them.” She couldn’t think of why he had spoken with that tone of voice, but she didn’t feel good about his attitude.

Miki walked toward Paige, wanting to have her close. “We’ll leave for tonight. That way you can talk among yourselves. You can decide together if you need two more dancers. If you really don’t want us in the troupe, that’s okay. I love dancing with you, but I realize you’re short of money, and need time now to put the show together before you open.”

There had never been any mention of an opening date. Miki hadn’t seen anyone working on the old building to bring it up to code. Repairs would have to be made before they could have an audience inside. Opening night was a long way off.

Davin’s eyes on Miki were sad. She knew that when she left tonight she might never see him again. She was filled with a sadness, a pain in her heart way beyond that in her hip.

“Let them go, Barron,” Davin said. “I’ll see that they get home all right. We can talk later.” Davin didn’t wait for an answer from Barron, he just started steering Miki and Paige toward the stage door ahead of him.

“We can get home all right, Davin,” Miki said. “You don’t need to—”

“I’ll go with you.” Davin’s voice said not to argue with him, so Miki didn’t. Her leg ached now. Maybe she was hurt worse than she realized.

Outside, dark clouds swirled and seemed to glow against the navy blue sky. Fog lowered like a sinister scrim across a stage. The air was filled with a miasma that felt oppressive and sinister.

Miki wished that Davin had asked to borrow Barron’s car. She realized that he was going to ride the bus with them. She had never seen a darker night. Nor one that felt so strange. The air was heavy and threatened rain. The city seemed to be suffocating under high humidity and stagnant air.

While they waited at the bus stop, the old woman who lived on the streets in this neighborhood passed them. At first she hugged her threadbare coat tightly and stared at her basket. Something caused her to look at Miki, then Davin, standing between Paige and Miki. She frowned, crossed herself, and hurried away.

Davin had seen the gesture. He laughed. “Crazy old woman.”

But Miki had seen the fear in the old woman’s eyes. She didn’t feel like laughing. Suddenly she was tired, hurting, and feeling discouraged about ever getting to dance with Davin again.

Paige looked as if she would fall asleep on her feet. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Miki. I’m exhausted.”

Fortunately the bus came. Davin helped both Miki and Paige on, then seated Paige alone and himself alongside Miki. Even though it was fairly early in the evening, the bus was empty.

Davin put his arm around Miki’s shoulders and pulled her close to him. She leaned against his chest and could have slept herself. Instead she whispered, “I know Rima hates me, Davin. I’m sure it’s because she likes you and thinks I’m a threat. I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do about it.”

“There’s nothing you can do.” Davin didn’t tell Miki she was wrong. “Rima has always been spoiled. She likes to have things go her way all the time. I’ll speak to her.”

Would that help? Miki didn’t think so, but Davin knew Rima better than Miki did. All Miki wanted right now was to snuggle close to Davin and forget everything else—her aching body, the dance troupe, the fact that she might be out of a job as easily as she had gotten one.

She didn’t think she could forget Davin. Was he going to say good-bye and expect her to never think of him again? If he wanted to, he could call her, he could go out with her even though she wasn’t dancing with the troupe. She didn’t know if she should tell him that or not. He was older, more sophisticated. He could figure that out for himself.

At Miki’s stop, the bus driver had to wait for them to wake Paige and help her stumble off the bus. Miki wasn’t going to let her go home by herself, even though she lived only two more stops away. The driver was polite about their being slow, but he pulled away the minute they were all on the sidewalk, sending a blast of exhaust fumes around them.

Paige coughed and shook her head. “Can I stay the night with you, Miki? I don’t think I can get home.”

“Sure.” That was my plan. Miki wondered if she could push Paige into the apartment and still have a few minutes alone with Davin.

“Why is it so dark?” Paige asked after they walked a few steps away from the main street.

“I think someone has broken all the streetlights.” Miki looked up at the poles that should have been lit. “I’m glad you came with us, Davin. I might have been afraid.”

Davin turned his head and seemed to search up and down the street. His actions made Miki think he was afraid himself. He was certainly nervous. That didn’t help her a bit. If Davin was scared, maybe there was something to be frightened about. She glanced behind them, then across the street, but saw nothing and no one.

A block from the apartment a fluttering sound came from behind them. Then from both sides of the street and the alley they’d passed. She heard the same sound ahead of them. The noise was a combination of whispering and bird wings, or bats beating the air with their wings.

“What is that sound?” she finally asked.

“Let’s hurry.” Davin placed himself between Paige and Miki, taking both arms, practically making them run with him.

“Do you know what it is?” Miki asked, her heart starting to pound against her rib cage.

“I don’t like it.” He didn’t answer the question she asked, but Miki felt he recognized the sound.

They had reached the apartment door when a flock of bats flew right at them. Paige screamed as they tangled into her long hair. Miki waved her arms and tried to place her key in the door lock. Davin sheltered them both with his body and his cape spread wide.

“Hurry, get inside.” He spun and flailed his arms, took off his cape and swung it at the whirring black bodies.

As Miki unlatched the door, Davin pushed her and Paige inside, then slammed the door. Miki and Paige were inside the apartment. Davin stayed outside to fight off the attack.

“Davin!” Miki screamed. She tried to twist the knob again, open the door, and pull Davin inside with them. The cold, brass knob would not turn. The door would not open.

Objects seemed to thud and batter at the door as if they were trying to break it down. She could hear Davin’s angry voice shouting. But she couldn’t help him.


Seventeen

MIKI HEARD SCRATCHING, Scritching, scraping sounds at the door, like thousands of tiny bat claws. The noise seeped through the thick wood and into the apartment as if the door were paper or screen wire. How many bats were there? How long would it take them to break right through the door and fill the apartment with their leathery black bodies.

What did they want? Had the heavy, humid night, the thick, vaporous fog driven them wild, making them want to swarm and attack anything they came across? The movie, The Birds flashed through Miki’s mind frame by frame. Those birds had organized and attacked at will, with some motive in mind. To take over the world or some such crazed idea. But that was a movie. This was real. Birds and bats don’t decide to attack someone. Maybe killer bees swarm and attack, but—

Miki soon realized she wasn’t going to make sense of what was happening on the other side of the thin door. She tried to stop thinking.

She and Paige clung to each other and sank to the floor, leaning on the door, protecting their heads with one arm as if the bats could seep into the room and tangle in their hair.

Paige began to sob, but Miki, even though she was afraid, was more worried about Davin than she was about herself. He was out there. He was fighting off the bats that seemed to have gone mad in the thick, black night.

Were the bats really attacking or was there just a big bunch of them and they happened to fly toward Miki, Paige, and Davin? Davin hadn’t thought so. He’d acted scared himself, then protected Miki and Paige, shoved them inside the apartment as if he understood the danger. He had, Miki knew. He had known why the bats were attacking them.

When all was quiet outside the front door, Miki stood, wishing there was a glass in the door. She wished she could look outside without opening it.

Finally, fearing the worst, she eased the door open and whispered, “Davin? Davin, are you there?”

No answer.

Paige stopped whimpering. “Be careful, Miki. Please don’t open the door.”

“I have to. I have to find out about Davin. He may be out there. He may be hurt. He helped us. Now we need to help him.”

Paige finally got up and moved. Slowly Miki swung the door all the way open. The night air rushed in, smelling stale and fetid like rotting fruit or spoiled wine. Fog tumbled inside the apartment without a sound, muffling Paige’s sniffling.

“He’s gone,” Miki whispered, stepping outside and looking up and down the sidewalk. She could see nothing, but she knew. She could feel that he wasn’t there. “Davin’s gone.”

The night was too quiet, holding its breath until it was safe to exhale. No cars crept along the street. No footsteps echoed along the sidewalk. They lived in the city where one heard emergency vehicles every few minutes. No siren wailed, no truck rumbled toward an emergency.

“Close the door. There’s nothing we can do.” Paige pushed against the front door. “I don’t like the way it feels out there. Something’s wrong. It’s too quiet, and it’s too early for the streets to be so deserted. I feel as if you and I are all alone in the city, maybe all alone on the planet.”

“You’re letting your imagination run away with you, Paige,” Miki scolded. As if she hadn’t done the same thing for the last half hour. But it was easier to fuss at Paige then to fault herself for being panicked.

“He probably just walked away after those bats flew by.”

Miki resisted giving in. “Maybe we should go back to the theater. Make sure he got back, that he’s all right. He lives there, sleeps there. But I don’t have any phone number, so I can’t call him. I can’t just worry about him all night.”

“No, we can’t go back. Not tonight, Miki. I’m too tired, and you can’t go alone. I won’t let you.”

Miki knew Paige was right. Going back to the theater would be foolish. Davin, if he was all right, would be mad at them. He had seen them safely home. She’d have to wait until tomorrow to see if he was also safe.

She stepped back inside the apartment, closed the door, and threw both the dead bolt and the safety chain. She’d have to let her mother in when she came. Assuming her mother wasn’t sound asleep in her bed right now. Surely she would have heard them.

Moving like a robot into the kitchen, blanking out her mind, Miki made cocoa, insisting that Paige have something warm to drink before she went to sleep. She acted more than tired. She seemed drugged or sick.

Paige leaned on the table, watching Miki heat milk. “Miki, I was afraid tonight, even before you fell. I mean, I felt really strange pretending to be a vampire victim, but I almost liked it. Do you know what I mean? Did you experience that when you started to dance with those people?”

“Yes, I felt I was in another world as soon as I heard the music and started to move with it. Almost as if Davin had hypnotized me.”

“That’s it. I felt as if I was in a trance, that I had to do what they told me to do, or what the music told me to do. I had to let them touch me, pass my body among them. Their lips were warm on my neck, like a kiss.”

Miki understood everything Paige said. She had experienced the same thing that Miki had felt. The dancers had a power over them that was hard to explain, hard to understand.

Miki poured Paige a cup of cocoa and one for herself. Gripping the warm cup in both hands, she leaned over it and inhaled the chocolate smell, savoring the “normal” odor compared to the smells in the theater, the fragrance of Primavera’s perfume, the frightening scent of the night as they walked home.

She associated the hot chocolate smell with her mother, with being comforted, with cozy winter nights. Where nothing bad could happen. “What were you afraid of?” Miki remembered Paige saying she was afraid even before she fell.

Paige stared at her drink. “I know you think I’m a coward, and that I’m afraid to try new things, and I admit I would never do some of the things you do. Like I would never have gone into that theater in the first place. Then asked if I could dance with that troupe.”

Miki didn’t contradict Paige. What she said was true.

“But I like to think I have good intuition. About what to do and what not to do. Maybe about what is safe and what is not safe. I think you have to have that to live in a city. To grow up with strangers all around you. Don’t you?” Paige looked at Miki, expecting an answer.

“I guess so. But what are you really trying to say, Paige?”

“Miki, Davin’s hands could never have healed that fast. There would have been scabs, or worse, from burns as bad as he had.”

“I thought that same thing when I saw him tonight, Paige, but maybe he wasn’t as badly burned as we thought. Look at my leg.” Miki held out her foot and pulled her tights up to expose the burn she’d gotten from the skirt fire. “There’s just a small red smudge left.”

“I saw his hands, the blisters, the red raw flesh. Those were first-degree burns. And there was nothing, not even a red smudge on his fingers. There was no sign at all that he’d been hurt, that he’d been burned.”

“So. What are you saying?” Miki’s voice was sharp because she didn’t want to hear this.

“I saw Primavera step back when you tried on that cape in the store, when you looked at yourself in the three-way mirror. Remember?”

“I remember how great it looked. I didn’t see her behind me. No, I didn’t see her move.” Miki was following what Paige was saying now, but she refused to agree.

“You didn’t see her because there was no reflection from her in the mirror. And none of Romney and Kyle, sitting beside me in the backseat of that big car. I looked in the rearview mirror and the only person I saw was me.”

Miki started to shake her head. “No, no, what you’re suggesting is crazy, Paige. It’s impossible.”

“It’s not impossible. I thought so, too, at first. But now I know, Miki. I know. I read Joey’s comic book. I made a list of clues. I’ve checked all of them out.”

“You used a comic book to—to—”

Paige had saved her best argument for last. She took Miki’s hand and placed her fingers against her neck. Miki felt two tiny, almost imperceptible bumps, like pinpricks on the skin of Paige’s neck.

Immediately she stood up, moved closer to Paige, pulled her long hair aside, and stared at her long slender neck. The scabs were hard to see. The tiny holes had sealed over quickly. But they were there. On Paige’s pale neck there stood out side by side puncture marks. Her fingers flew to her own neck. Nothing. Smooth as cream.

“They—”

“The troupe—the Theater of the Dead. The dancers pretending to be vampires, Miki. They—”

“They really are vampires.” Miki couldn’t believe it, but she said it for her.


Eighteen

“BATS. THEY CAN change into bats. Bats followed us home, tried to hurt us.” Miki gasped and knocked over her cup of cocoa. A brown stain, like dried blood, spread over the white tablecloth her mother had put on the night before. Bats gone mad had followed them, attacked them. Davin had protected her and Paige. “Davin! Davin is in danger.” She felt a sharp pain pierce her chest and she held her breath.

“Miki,” Paige said quietly, touching Miki’s arm. “Davin is one of them. You know that.”

She did know that. Had she known it all along? Had she refused to believe it? Or had she wanted to be a part of the troupe so badly that she didn’t care?

The unwanted realization that Davin was a vampire, a creature who lived on blood and death, who preyed on the innocent to achieve a horrid immortality, churned in her stomach, became thick syrup in her veins. Her body rested heavily on the kitchen chair—muscles, bones, skin a dead weight. She had trusted Davin, invited him into her arms, felt and welcomed the feather touch of his lips on her neck, knowing, knowing all that time that he was more than a dancer pretending.

She had never felt so lost, so bereft. And as if her mind and her body were already infected, as if Davin had some hypnotic hold on her will, she still wanted to be with him. She wanted to dance with him. To feel his arms holding her as the trapeze floated up and back, as the velvet swing cradled them and kept them safe, separate from the rest—apart, different.

He would never hurt her. He wasn’t the one who—who hurt Paige. It was the others, Rima, or—It was hard to think that any of the troupe except Rima would hurt either her or Paige. It was impossible to believe that they really were vampires.

No such thing existed outside of books and comics and movies.

Did it?

She made a decision. “I’m going back tomorrow, Paige. You won’t go. I’ll go in and pretend that I know nothing. I just want to see if they’ll let me dance with them. They won’t know that I suspect that—that they hurt you. That they are—vampires.” Miki kept saying the word so she could think about the possibility. But what was there to think about?

They had already tried to kill her and Paige. The rest of the troupe had followed Miki and Paige and Davin home, turned into bats, tried to attack. Davin wouldn’t let them, or at least he had protected them. This time.

Paige looked aghast. “You can’t go back in that theater, Miki. You can’t put yourself in danger like that. I won’t let you!”

“You can’t stop me, Paige. I won’t be in danger. And if I am, then it’s my decision. If these people are dangerous, someone needs to know that. To do something about it.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Who does? I found them. In a way, I’ve exposed them. I have to do something to stop them.”

“You can report them to the police.” Paige looked as if she wanted to cry or scream or run and hide, maybe all of those.

“Sure. Call up the police right now and say, oh by the way, there’s a pack—a troupe—whatever you call them—of vampires living in the old Sullivan Theater downtown. Please go arrest them.”

Paige knew Miki was right. “They won’t believe you.”

“Of course they won’t believe me. I can hear them laughing now. They’ll hear in my voice that I’m young and they’ll think it’s a prank call. They get prank calls every day.”

The apartment door opened and caught on the chain, interrupting Miki’s and Paige’s discussion. Miki’s mother closed the door and banged until Miki let her in. Once inside, she immediately bolted and replaced the safety lock. “Girls, thank God you’re home. The world is crazy out there.” Her mother looked as stressed as Miki had ever seen her.

“Why? What’s going on?” Miki’s heart leaped again. Had her mother come across—had her mother been in danger?

“Sirens were screaming as I came in. I was so afraid for you. I’m glad you locked up good.” Her mother took off her jacket and threw it on the couch. “What is that you’re drinking? If it’s hot, I don’t care. Pour me some.”

“Why were police—”

“An ambulance was parked at the corner. A young woman was dead. Her date was hysterical. He said—I can’t believe this—he said they were attacked by bats. He tried to fend them off and then a couple of punks beat him up. When he got back to his friend—she—she was dead.”

Miki’s mother’s eyes were wild. She was practically hysterical herself. “Mom, calm down. You’re home. We’re home.”

“That’s not all. I talked to one of the policemen who’d come to the scene. I know him. He said a bus driver was killed tonight—a driver for our line. He’d driven his bus into a street lamp, but that wasn’t what killed him.”

“What did?”

“Bill doesn’t know yet. He was really pale, and looked as if he just fell over and died.”

“Maybe he had a heart attack.” Paige looked at Miki and Miki had to look away.

Her mom continued. “An old woman was killed downtown. Close to that building where you’ve been rehearsing. That scared me most of all. To think you might still be down there. The woman killed was one of those shopping-cart ladies. A homeless person who lived in that area, as nearly as they could find out.”

“I know her.” Miki thought of the old woman she had spoken to so often, given money to when she had it to spare. She remembered how the old woman had seemed afraid of Davin and had crossed herself when they left the theater earlier that night.

“Paige, I want you to spend the night here. No way am I letting you go out there. After that killer in Bellponte this spring … What is happing? It’s just not safe anywhere anymore.”

“I’d already decided that, Mrs. O’Ryan. If it’s all right with you. I need to call my mother. She’s probably worried sick by now, especially if she’s listening to the news.” Paige got up and reached for the kitchen phone.

“I don’t know when I’ve been so scared, Miki.” Her mother took hold of Miki’s hand. “I realized I’d been letting you run around all times of the day and night by yourself, and how I’ve never been home lately. Just as if you were always safe. Always able to take care of yourself.”

“That was fine, Mom. I’m used to taking care of myself. I’ve been doing it for a long time.”

“I know that. I’m sorry.”

“Mom, there’s nothing to apologize about. You just had a bad scare. We’ll find out more about what happened tomorrow. This may have been a string of coincidences. You make it sound as if there’s some awful killer loose out there.”

“Bill made it sound that way. He seemed scared, Miki. And he’s a policeman.”

“That doesn’t make him fear proof.” Anyone would be scared of a flock of bats attacking, Miki added to herself.

Anyone with any sense would be afraid to go back to a place where she might be in danger. A place where—where vampires—where something evil lives.

They didn’t have to be vampires. Miki started to reason with herself again. Granted they were pretending to be vampires, but maybe they—some of them were street punks—sort of a gang. Gangs thrive on danger and dares and sometimes killing for sport.

Maybe Davin tries to keep them in line. Certainly Barron is older and Elah—What is an old—well not old—older man doing hanging out with a gang of punks? Maybe he doesn’t even know what they do in their spare time.

None of this made sense. Had she accepted the idea that Romney the giggler and his buddy Kyle, both incredible dancers, and that Primavera with her exotic perfumes and makeup were killers? If Rima had killed before, it would be easy for her to kill Miki if she was jealous or hated her.

Deep inside, Miki knew she really would be in danger if she went back to the theater. Even if she pretended to know nothing, to suspect nothing.

But somehow, as if she had to know for sure, or because of her feelings for Davin, somehow she knew she had to go back one last time.

One last time, the little voice inside her whispered again. One last time.


Nineteen

NEITHER OF THEM wanted to go to school the next day. Getting through classes was miserable. Miki swung from being incredibly excited to being terrified. During math class she broke out in a cold sweat. A pop quiz, which she was sure she flunked, added to her misery.

Paige should have stayed in bed. Weepy and pale, she begged Miki over and over not to go to the old theater. Miki didn’t want to argue. She didn’t want to think about not going, since the idea felt tempting.

“I have to go, Paige. They’ll kick me out of the troupe.”

“I can’t believe you still want to be in it.” They argued all day.

“If you go, I’m going with you,” Paige declared later at dance class. Paige sat out most of the exercises, watching Miki.

“If you didn’t feel like dancing, Paige,” Ms. Lawton said, “maybe you should have stayed home.”

“I didn’t want to miss anything, Ms. Lawton,” Paige told her with a big sigh.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” Miki accused in the dressing room. “You want to go with me because you’re afraid you’ll miss something. You’re hooked on dancing with them, too. And you want to see if Davin is all right.” Miki pulled on a big sweatshirt. She felt cold, so cold. As if she’d never be warm again.

Paige shook her head. “Honest, Miki, I am curious, but I’m afraid for you. I think going back will be a big mistake.”

Miki thought so, too, but she was incredibly torn. She didn’t think Davin would hurt her, and she had to see him one more time. She had to.

At five o’clock, Miki won her argument, she was going, but so was Paige. If Miki was honest, she’d have to admit she was glad to have Paige with her. Walking back to the Sullivan building, looking up at the old, gray hulk, seeing the broken windows like eyes watching them approach, sent shivers over her entire body. She hugged her raincoat and sweatshirt closer, rubbing her arms to keep the circulation going.

Her blood felt as if it had stopped flowing or slowed to thick syrup. She felt heavy and her brain was nearly numb. She walked, moved, solely by instinct, like some programmed robot—programmed by Davin? Or by his friends who were waiting, hoping Miki and Paige would be foolish enough to return?

She tangled her fingers into the folds of her umbrella, took a deep breath, and hurried to the stage door.

Miki was aware of missing a familiar face. She had so often seen the shopping-cart lady on her way over here. They had started to wave at each other if they weren’t close enough to speak. Who would want to kill an old lady on the streets, unless they thought she had some money saved up and carried it on her. Who would need to kill an old woman?

She knew. In her heart she knew.

Clouds billowed overhead signaling a growing storm. A bad one from the looks of the sky, alternate shades of charcoal and gray tinged with a hint of green.

When the back door opened in Miki’s fist, she looked at Paige. Paige shrugged and followed Miki inside. The hall that led to the auditorium and stage was pitch black. Complete silence made them tiptoe toward the dim light at the end of the corridor. Every step said they weren’t wanted here, that they were intruding.

Maybe no one was waiting after all. Maybe the whole troupe had left town last night.

“Maybe no one is here,” Paige whispered, reading Miki’s mind. She clutched Miki’s arm, stopping her at a point where they could see the shadows and folds of the stage curtains, could see the fear on each other’s faces.

Miki took deep breaths and tried to still the hammering of her heart on her rib cage. “I know they’re here. Maybe they’re still asleep.”

The minute Miki said that, an image popped into her mind. An image set by old movies, stereotypical vampire scenes. Davin was sleeping peacefully in an old coffin in the basement of the building. Beside him, each in a separate coffin were the other troupe members. The scene should have been funny. She should have been able to laugh. Last week she would have laughed. Today she wanted to flee. To turn, grab Paige, and run as fast as possible back onto the street. To get home, lock the doors and windows, and huddle in bed like a child after a nightmare.

“Why are you back?” A hand reached from the darkness and grasped Miki’s arm, stopping her from heading for the auditorium.

Miki gasped, sucked in air and held it until her chest felt it would brust. She stared into the dark blue eyes of Elah, who blocked her path. His body smelled musty, his breath rotten. She drew back, loosening her arm from his firm grip.

“You might have gotten away. They might have been willing to let you go. Now they won’t. You are trapped like me. They’ll never let you go.”

“What do you mean?” Miki stuttered.

“You understand what we are, don’t you?” Elah’s face softened a little. He seemed old and weak. Miki lost some of her fear.

“Yes.”

“Then why didn’t you stay away? Why are you being so foolish?”

“I don’t know,” Miki admitted. Her chin came up of its own accord. “I love Davin.”

Elah looked even sadder. “Please go.” He tried one more time, but seemed resigned to Miki’s disobeying. His voice no longer demanded, but in a sense, begged. Miki felt curious about his concern.

“Why do you care? You hate me. You didn’t want me here from the first.” Miki felt the warmth of Paige’s body right beside her, practically hugging her.

“I have a reason to care, Michaela. Maybe if I explain—” Elah looked deep into Miki’s eyes, and even in the dim light, Miki could see an emotion that went way beyond simple caring.

“Why do you call me Michaela? How did you know my real name? She waited for him to continue. He seemed to struggle with what words to use.

“You told Barron your name that first day, Michaela. Remember?” His eyes were sad, and a frown creased his forehead.

“Yes, yes I did.” And Elah remembered? There was something familiar about the man. Miki wished she could tell what it was.

“Michaela.” He used her full name again. “I swore I’d never tell you, never see you again, but if it will help save your life …” His voice trailed off.

“Tell me? Tell me what? And what do you mean, see me again? You hoped I wouldn’t come back? I know you’re right. I’m being foolish, but I have to see Davin one more time. Can you arrange that for me? Can you understand and help me? You seem to want to help me.” She pleaded with this man, since he no longer seemed threatening to her. In fact, he seemed like a vulnerable old man, broken and miserable. Maybe he wished he could leave. That he wasn’t—wasn’t what he was.

The silence gave Miki time to get over the rest of her fear. Elah had become rather pathetic. Maybe if she faced off with the others …

“I found this troupe in much the same way you did, Michaela, by accident. The idea of—of vampires, of actually being a vampire, appealed to me. It seemed perfectly romantic. Eternal life, belonging at last, really belonging. I was such a failure in my life out there, in real life. I knew I was such a disappointment to my—my family …”

Miki wasn’t particularly interested in Elah’s past, his life before he became a vampire. But when he admitted to them that he had a romantic idea of being what he was, Miki had hope there was some of that romance left inside him.

“So you know how I feel, don’t you? You’ll go get Davin? Let me see him one more time, Elah?” Miki took his arm and squeezed it. A part of her had empathy for this man, a part of her was impatient with him, with his stopping them, with his need to talk.

She did realize, however, that this man, who seemed ancient with his lined face, his bloodshot eyes, his stooped walk and feebleness was as homeless as the old woman on the street, as any of the people on the street. He had joined the troupe as she wanted to, but he wasn’t happy, and maybe he wasn’t really accepted by them. Perhaps he had needed a family as Miki did, but he hadn’t found one in this life he’d taken on.

To her surprise, Elah took her arm again, demanding that she be patient, that she listen to his story. “I was happy at first. You should know that. I felt all powerful. I felt wanted and needed by the troupe. I was always good at the technical side of theater. But it was hard for me to give up dancing. For a time I danced as Davin and Kyle and Romney dance. I was a good dancer again.” His eyes lost focus as he looked back over the years. “Then life—how I was living—became disgusting to me. I lost the taste for—for—”

“Blood?” Paige whispered, finally speaking. “They are vampires? Really, truly vampires?”

“We are of the living dead. Call us what you wish. Our souls are lost. Our bodies will live forever.”

“Miki, let’s leave,” Paige begged. “Elah has given us this chance. Please, let’s get out of here.”

Miki suddenly felt so confused. But, then, she couldn’t have moved if she had wanted to, couldn’t have turned and left.

Even though Elah, this perfect stranger to her, was taking the time to tell her that the life she’d thought she wanted was a living hell. Even though he was giving them a chance to leave.

“Why are you telling me all of this now, Elah?” Miki asked. “Why are you trying to help us?”

“You remind me of someone, Michaela. Someone in another time, another life. You dance like you were born to it. I want you to have a chance to do that—to dance.”

“I can dance with the troupe, with Davin.”

“No, this will not be enough. Please leave. I can’t fight them all. You and your friend are in terrible danger. I can’t explain this to you. I can only say that living the way I do is hell, pure and total hell.” Elah’s voice was strong again, demanding that she obey.

Miki’s fear returned. Along with her good sense. Yes, she would leave. She and Paige would turn and walk away and never look back. Whoever this man was, whatever his motive for talking to them, she’d take his advice.

But she had waited too long. Out of the shadows stepped Rima and Primavera. Each took a strong grip on Miki’s arms.

“You have returned, Miki,” Primavera said, her voice soft, like a purr. “I am so glad. You are a lovely dancer.” Her perfume surrounded Miki in the narrow, airless hall. The scent was cloying, choking Miki, making it hard for her to breathe.

Romney giggled. He and Kyle trapped Paige between them. “Welcome Back, Miki and Paige. Please, you must come and dance. We need you.”

Miki shuddered at the word need. It had taken on a new meaning, a terrible meaning, a deadly meaning.

But she and Paige had no choice but to continue on down the dim hall with the four dancers.

As they reached the auditorium and approached the stage where Davin and Barron, backs to them, talked in low tones, Davin turned.

He stared at Miki, and there was no doubt about his feelings for her. His dark eyes held some of the same emotion as Elah’s.

Davin was filled with love, but also with resignation and a terrible grief, a terrible sadness for Miki.


Twenty

“SO, YOU HAVE come back.” Barron turned and stared at Miki. His dark eyes seemed to look right into her heart, her soul. What did he see that she didn’t understand? Did he know why she had to come? “So, now you are here, take off your coat. Stay with us, and dance.”

The last thing Miki wanted to do was dance. But the music started, low, seductive, inviting. She slipped off her raincoat and dropped her things. Davin reached out for her hand. His eyes invited her to join him. She placed her hand in his, cool and soft, his long fingers closing over hers. Her feet moved of their own accord, following where he led. One last thought came to her before she was totally in his spell. Paige. Where was Paige, and what was happening to her?

She tore her eyes from Davin’s, glancing around. Romney and Kyle held Paige between them. She was all right. She was going to dance, too.

Davin lifted Miki to the black velvet swing, which was now whole and strong. Up they flew, together, Davin standing behind her, pumping; she sitting, bending, unbending her knees, her feet moving back and forth with a strong push through the air.

They soared to the length of the swing’s ropes, sailing back and forth. Miki leaned back and let the wind take all doubt from her mind. This was what she wanted. This was where she belonged. Here with Davin, with this troupe of dancers. She could dance with them forever. If they would accept her, take her into their family, she would stay.

With one motion, Davin lifted her to her feet, bent her out to the side, still gliding back and forth. His lips touched her throat, burning their image into her skin. Her heart raced. Liquid fire pumped through her blood stream, melting her will, bonding her with Davin. They were more than dancers, pretending. This was real. His touch was real, his love for her strong.

When he turned her loose, swung her from the bar, spun her toward the back of the stage, she felt bereft. She left him with sorrow and longing.

Alone, cast adrift, she let the music guide her. Her body doubled up with the pain of losing him, she melted onto the floor in a pool of tears. The melody lightened, demanded that she stand, go on. She did so, running to the back of the stage, climbing the ropes, quickly, as if she had escaped his spell, if only for a few seconds.

And she had. She became aware that Paige climbed beside her, like two spiders racing across a web. Close now, Miki felt Paige’s fear. The emotion leaped from her mind and body to encompass Miki, to send chills over her entire body.

“Miki,” Paige whispered, putting her lips close to Miki’s ear, as if in a caress. Her breath was warm but her words were cold. “We have to get away. Now, while we can.”

The thought of leaving Davin tore at Miki’s heart, sent pain racing across her chest, tightening, tightening, as if strands from the web on which they climbed had loosened, then wrapped around her.

“I—I can’t,” Miki whispered back.

“This is a huge building. We can hide. I’m going, Miki. This is our last chance.” Paige crawled away from Miki.

Suddenly, before Paige could leave, before Miki could gain her senses, all the other dancers were on the ropes. Miki watched Romney and Kyle tear Paige from the web. She pretended to faint—Miki thought she was pretending—and lay over Kyle’s extended arm. A willing victim. Kyle rolled her into Romney’s waiting arms, and he lifted her, a victorious look on his face.

Miki stopped watching then as Davin loomed beside her. He wore his cloak, which billowed around them both. He spun away, flattening himself on the web of ropes, exposing the red lining like a crimson stain spreading beneath his body. The idea of Davin lying in a pool of blood captured Miki’s imagination.

“No,” she whispered and reached for him.

From rope to rope they swung, Davin swinging her back, then her catching Davin’s hand and spinning him to the next rope.

When they reached the floor, Davin caught her and lifted her high over his head. She relaxed and draped herself across both his strong hands. After a couple of spins, he set her down gently, but her legs wouldn’t hold her.

Gracefully, she crumpled onto the floor, but to her surprise, he had been quick enough to spread his cape beneath her. She lay on the cool, crimson satin, now seeing herself in that same pool of blood. His blood, her blood, mingled for all of eternity.

She felt drained of all life, of all needs and wants and desires. She felt content to lie there forever.

This was not his plan. This was not the plan of the music. A crash of symbols and drums coincided with Davin pulling her to her feet, wrapping her into his arms. Then he spun her out, catching her hand, wrapped her back to him, spun her out again.

Both the music and her mind tugged her back and forth, back and forth with the motion of her body. She wanted to stay with Davin, she wanted to leave. She wanted to stay. She wanted to leave. He wasn’t going to let her leave. She had to leave.

He was in charge of the dance. He was in control of her life. He lifted her and placed her on the blood-red swing. She grasped the ropes, concentrating on the contrast of her pale hands against the scarlet ropes. The ropes were smooth and soft in her hands. Velvet caressed her skin. She leaned over and ran her cheek back and forth on the rope that ran through her right hand like a vein of throbbing blood.

The rope’s touch on her flaming cheek comforted her, like holding a kitten, rubbing its silky fur across her face. So soft, so smooth, so warm.

She pumped up and up, until she flew in the wind. She became a child, flying to Never Never Land. She would stay there, never come down. She was safe flying through the air. No one could catch her. No one could stop her. She leaned back, then flew even higher, soaring, her mind in a place of no worry, no fear.

This time, when Davin caught the trapeze bar, spun and somersaulted up to stand behind her, she wanted to shout “No.” She wanted to be alone on the swing.

He sat beside her, gently pushing her over, squeezing her against the other rope. He encircled her shoulders with his arm, holding her tight until the swing, slowly glided to a stop.

He loosened her hand on the rope and leaped, taking her with him. Both landed gracefully in center stage.

The music stopped. A crimson spotlight held the two dancers prisoner for seconds. This was when the audience would stand and cheer. Stomp and call out, “Bravo! Good show!”

The auditorium, the place where the audience should be sitting was empty, hollow, cold and dank. This was a show, only a show. This was a dance. Only a dance. The music and the movements had made it seem real, seem like life held up to a mirror, images more real than those human flesh could imagine.

But, for as long as the spotlight held them, she felt secure, powerful, successful. She felt warm in Davin’s arms. When the spot faded and stage lights came up, she chilled in the cold, white light. Reality returned. She had to face the now. The present.

Blinking her eyes to focus, she took several deep breaths, crossed both arms and clutched them to her chest. She curled her bare feet to clutch the stage. Only then could she look around and know she had to decide what to do next.

For a few seconds, she had trouble thinking, taking in what she saw. Or didn’t see.

Paige was gone. She didn’t stand beside them, taking her bow. And neither did the rest of the troupe. Miki and Davin were alone on the huge stage.

Had Paige run like she’d whispered to Miki on the back ropes? Had she tried to escape? It would appear that way. But she had not left the stage alone. The rest of the troupe had gone after her.

A terrible fear returned Miki to real life. She knew, without a doubt, that Paige was in danger.

She knew she must try to help her.


Twenty-One

“YOU CAN’T HELP her, Miki.” Davin read Miki’s thoughts.

“I must help her, Davin. I have to try.”

“You are with us now. You are of us. Paige was never meant to be with us. She never wanted to be a part of the troupe.” Davin reached out to touch Miki’s throat. She stepped back. “She only came with you. Because she was your friend.”

Was. Davin used the past tense. Miki wouldn’t accept that. “Then it’s my fault she’s here.”

Miki ran. Davin stood watching her go. Stopping at where she’d left her coat and boots, Miki grabbed her big black umbrella. It was her mother’s expensive umbrella. An umbrella. Come on, Miki. What good is an umbrella going to do you against vampires? She didn’t know, but it was the only weapon she could find. It was something solid to carry in her hand.

Paige was right. The old Sullivan building was huge. There would be a lot of places to hide. Please, please, be hiding, Paige. When Miki reached the back of the auditorium, she didn’t know where to start. First, she took the steps that led to the balcony. That was wasted effort. In the back stood the light box, and Miki didn’t want to talk to Elah again. Would Elah help her? No, no that wasn’t possible. He didn’t really care if they escaped, no matter what he had said. He had tried to warn them. They hadn’t listened. Now he would have washed his hands of them both.

She dashed back to the main floor and hunted for a door that might take her downstairs. Davin had said they slept downstairs. Lived downstairs. There must be some apartments or—

Her bare feet padded softly on the wooden stairs, leaving dust prints behind. The stairwell was dark with shadows that hovered around her, pressing in, stealing her breath. No sunlight penetrated here to evaporate past fear, so the emotion had gathered there, waiting for her.

She stopped, pressing her back to the wall, breathing the musty odors. She listened. A frivolous thought popped into her mind. She thought of all the movies she had seen, scary movies, where the heroine crept into an old house alone, sneaked into an Egyptian tomb at midnight, wandered into the woods alone after someone had left her a note to meet at a clearing and to come alone. She had always said to herself, how silly. How stupid. Don’t go there. You know you’ll get into serious trouble. Here she was, doing the same thing, knowing she didn’t really want to find Romney or Kyle, Primavera, or Rima, especially Rima, who hated her.

She pushed those thoughts aside. Paige. She had reason to be here. She must find Paige. Miki was sure she hadn’t left the theater, hadn’t escaped. Neither of you will escape. Sucking in her lower lip and biting it hard, she pushed that idea aside, too.

She gripped the soft folds of the umbrella tighter, and liked the feel of something that resembled a club.

Somewhere below, a door creaked. She listened, trying to decide from which direction the sound came. She tiptoed to the bottom of the steps and stood quietly, scarcely breathing.

A rustling noise turned her to the left, then a fluttering, whirring, like the bats. She tightened her hold on the umbrella, preparing to fight off bats flying at her.

Feeling for the wall, her fingers brushed sticky cobwebs that coated her hand. Shuddering, she wiped her hand on her leotard and crept forward. Her bare feet chilled on the cold, concrete floor. She didn’t dare think what might be there to step on. Rats? Spiders? Worse things?

Her hand dived into space, black nothingness. A room, an open room. To control her breathing, her heart that pounded out of control, she stopped, bit her lower lip again, hooked her fingers around the door frame. This was a room. She had found a room. Just inside the door of a room there would be a light switch.

She patted the cold concrete wall, her fingers searching. The concrete was rough and crumbled slightly under her touch. She found the raised nub of a switch, took another breath, and flicked it up. She turned away as the bright light blinded her momentarily.

Inside the room, clothing hung along all the walls. Costumes of all types—velvet jackets covered with mold, taffeta skirts blossoming with water stains, pink net nibbled full of holes by nesting mice. The room was filled with the smell of times past, of decaying successful but abandoned theater productions.

In a bin, large props leaned against the wall: spears, swords, umbrellas with long poles like a slave would hold over a king or queen. Several flags on poles and a tall royal septre. There was even a croquet mallet, a rake, a broom.

Why had no one cleared out the costumes and props when they closed the building? Why had no one sold them to other companies or to one of the secondhand clothing stores?

The light from the room helped Miki find the next. She moved faster and flicked on the light there without as much fear, needing to hurry now.

A makeup room, grease paint filling her nose with leftover dreams. All the mirrors were covered with black curtains, for good reason, Miki now knew. The images were of burned-out eyes, staring at her. Quickly, she snapped off the light and moved to the next dark cubicle.

At the entrance of this room, she stopped abruptly. Smells assaulted her, choking odors of musty earth, body fluids, and the unmistakable scent of Primavera’s perfume.

She clutched her umbrella, getting ready to defend herself, and flooded the room with light.

The light was dim, as if the bulbs had been replaced with the lowest wattage available. Mattresses lay spread around the room, bare, stained mattresses.

What did you expect? Coffins? You bought into the myth that vampires must sleep in coffins at night?

A tight smile came across her lips, unbidden, humorless.

They all slept in the same room—this same close, airless room. On those dirty beds. And you want to join them? To live here with Davin?

She blinked tears from her eyes and she started to shake, out of control. She gave in and hunkered down close to the wall nearest the doorway, whimpering, pressing her fist against her mouth hard to keep from blubbering like a baby.

Elah found this group and gave up his life for this? She had planned to do the same thing. The idea of living forever in a similar setting wherever they went started to erode any romance Miki might have left.

She must escape before it was too late. She must take Paige with her. Pulling herself together, she left the “bedroom” light on and spun into the hall again.

There seemed to be another stairwell opposite the one she had come down. Did it go down or up? The idea of going deeper into the bowels of this old theater building made her pause and try to think. She’d see where it went, and make a decision then. It might lead right back to the auditorium. Where was the rest of the troupe? Where was Paige? Why hadn’t she come across them?

The stairway did lead up, and a dim light had been left burning in the stairwell. Miki’s mouth filled with the coppery taste of fear as she climbed the stairs, one soft footstep at a time, glancing up, then back, expecting at any minute to see them hovering above, below … Where were they? She was ready, as ready as she could be.

She knew they stood behind her before she turned around, before they spoke. And no one spoke.

First she heard Romney’s giggle. Then they all started to laugh. The air reeked with harsh, shrill laughter that circled her and spiraled up the stairwell like acrid smoke.


Twenty-Two

SHE WAS GLAD that Rima attacked first. Miki had only one weapon. It served her well. She had the satisfaction of seeing the point on the end of the umbrella shaft pierce Rima’s chest Rima’s scream echoed from wall to wall of the basement rooms.

Primavera stepped back. “No! No!” She knelt beside Rima and cradled her in her arms.

Rima’s body shrank and melted like wax from a burning candle. The odor of rotting flesh twisted and swirled around them all. Soon all that was left was a grinning skeleton with long black hair, hair dried and kinked like raveled rope. Primavera screamed and stepped back, dropping the bones, which rattled and clicked together. Rima’s skull rolled across the floor and stopped at Miki’s feet, her eyes burning dark holes, her grin forever set.

The horror the vampire troupe experienced at seeing one of their family actually die gave Miki time to run. She still didn’t think she had a chance of escaping, but her will to live her own life had returned. She was going to try.

Gone was her desire to be a part of this group of people.

Gone was her idea that living forever might be wonderful.

She was even losing her attraction for Davin. Her love for him was a big part of what had been bringing her back day after day. Now she saw his beautiful body and face turn to ash and bone, his skull smile at her forever.

There had also been something special, something hypnotic about the dance, but that was not enough to hold Miki now that she saw what the troupes’ lives were really like. Sleeping all in that one dirty room together, killing to stay alive. There wasn’t a shred of romance connected with a life-style that thrived on blood, someone else’s blood.

She sobbed and shuddered, thinking as she ran. Her bare feet made no sound on the stairs, and as she entered the auditorium again, she walked carefully, quietly, practically holding her breath.

She saw no one. Heard no one. Could she make it to the stage door and outside? And if she got outside, how could she stop their following her? How could she hide forever from these people? Had Paige been able to hide? Where was she?

“Paige!” The word bounced from wall to wall across the empty auditorium.

Miki was in the hall near the stage door when the curtains to her left parted. Romney leaped in front of her and hissed. His mouth opened wide, revealing a mouth full of pointed teeth. Red lips framed an evil smile. Kyle appeared beside him, reaching for Miki, long fingernails like tiny scythes slashing out at her.

She backed away. “Let me go.” Miki didn’t know if she could reason with them, but she’d try. “You can still let me go. You can leave here. You don’t have to kill again.”

Primavera leaped from the heavy curtained wall and landed between the two young men. “You think we will let you escape? After you’ve killed one of us? Our sister?” Her face was twisted into a mask of evil and determination.

Miki stepped back once more, right into the waiting arms of Davin. “Oh!” She ducked her head and cringed.

Had he gone from her side to theirs? Earlier, he would have let her go. She knew that. But could he stand alone now against his friends?

“Yes, Davin,” Primavera said. “It is fitting that you hold her for us. You kept her here. You let her kill Rima.”

“Rima is dead?” Davin both held Miki prisoner and sheltered her. “How could this happen?”

“A lucky stab.” Romney tipped his head back and laughed a full-blown laugh. No giggles this time.

“I had to kill her, Davin,” Miki explained. “I had to defend myself. And I know they killed Paige.”

Was it Miki’s imagination or had Davin’s voice held a sense of wonder, even a note of envy? She wished she could talk to him about what it was like to live forever. On one hand it seemed desirable, on the other some kind of living hell. Never to come to the end of anything, never to follow a natural rhythm that had been designed for people from the day they came into existence.

“Then we are short a dancer.” Davin finally spoke. “We cannot perform without Rima. You wanted to be with us, Miki. Now you can stay. Now we have to have you in our family.” His voice was low, seductive, compelling Miki to say yes, she would become one of them. Yet she heard a slight question, a small chance to say no, to decide against their life-style. Could she be wrong? Could she want to hear Davin offering her a choice?

“I can’t stay, Davin. At first I wanted to. Now I know I can’t. You’re killers. You’re all killers.”

It was Davin’s turn to laugh. His voice started low, then swelled, filling her heart and soul with a terrible fear.

She stepped away from him. The stage door was blocked. Where could she go? Shadows embraced her as she moved back. Primavera’s eyes, red rubies in the dark velvet night, followed her, keeping her pinned to the wall on her right.

Miki spun away, dashing toward the stage. She leaped onto the black velvet swing, somersaulted to stand, then bent her legs and pumped to sail into the air.

The four other dancers followed her, circling the swing, hissing and laughing and reaching for her, swaying in some ritual dance. Davin’s handsome face was contorted into a hideous mask. His eyes glowed redder and redder. He tipped his head back and hissed, his long incisors curving over his full, red bottom lip like yellow ivory daggers.

She could feel the sharp points sinking into her neck. She wondered if it would hurt? She felt doomed to know.

“Leave her alone!” Elah shouted as he dashed onto the stage, followed by Barron.

Barron spoke slowly, coaxing his dancers to obey. “We are found out. We must leave here again. It will serve no purpose to take her along.”

Miki took advantage of the moment. Romney and Kyle stared at Barron. Primavera moved to stand beside Davin.

She sat, turned loose of the velvet ropes at the top of the swing’s arc, and flew to land lightly on the far end of the stage. Immediately she dashed back to the stage door.

She heard them follow. They didn’t have to obey Barron. Their capes fluttered behind them. If she got out, they would change and fly after her.

Grasping the door, she tried to yank it open. It was locked!

Elah reached her first. He stepped in front of her and sheltered her with his body. At the same time he handed her a long spear he had taken from the room of costumes.

“You must kill me first,” he said to the dancers who had reached them.

“Elah—” She could not believe that this old man was going to protect her, was offering his own life to save her.

“I will die willingly for you, my dear Michaela. I chose this life as you almost did. I was a fool. I have no fear of death. I do fear this life of a living hell.”

“Move over, old man.” Davin stopped and ordered Elah to give Miki up to them.

Miki grasped the spear so tightly her hand began to ache. Please, Davin, please let me go.

She spoke her thoughts out loud. “Please, please, Davin. Let me go. You can escape. I won’t tell. No one would believe me anyway. You have your life. Take it and leave me here. I can’t go with you.”

“I love you, Miki. I want you with me forever.” His voice became hypnotic again, his words seductive.

Miki tried not to let Davin’s words reach her heart. His kind of love thought only of himself. In order to keep her, he would have to betray her, to kill her in a way so that she became like him. His love was selfish. His need for her love could be fulfilled only if he infected her and sentenced her to a living death.

Selfish and betrayal were not words that belonged alongside love.

“I’m sorry, Davin. I can’t stay, I can’t. I don’t love you.”

Her words angered Davin. He grabbed Elah and tossed him aside like a feather into the wind. He reached for Miki, determined to have his way.

She had no choice. Bringing the spear back as far as she could lift it, she plunged it into Davin’s chest.

“Davin!” Primavera screamed.

From Davin’s lips came a scream that caused Miki to shrink back until she pressed flat onto the cold brick wall.

She watched as his body wrinkled, shriveled into a dry husk, like sheaths of yellow paper, rustling as he hit the ground. His hands, clutching the shaft of the spear that pierced his heart, turned into skeletal bones, which broke apart and rattled onto the floor bouncing onto the scarlet pool of his cape.

Skin from his face melted, dried, flaked off, leaving only another grinning skull. But just before all life left him, she heard him whisper four last words.

“Thank you. My love.”

Elah returned to her, shook her from her frozen stance, unlocked the door, and pushed her out, all in one motion, three seconds total.

He slammed the door in her face. She heard the lock click into place, and then heard his scream.

“Elah—” For one moment she paused at the door, concerned for him, but he was one of them. He had chosen to be with them. And he had chosen to save her life.

Alone, swathed in cool, damp night air and shock, her sense of survival took over, pushing back any remorse or worry, silencing any thoughts of what she had done. Or what was happening inside the theater now.

Tapping into that primal part of her brain where only basic signals originated, her legs followed the instinct to run. To flee danger. To escape from any threat.

She wasn’t sure how far she ran, how many minutes passed while she tore along the empty sidewalks. Only when she stopped to catch her breath did she feel the pain of bruised and cut feet. She felt her heart threatening to burst in her chest.

She collpased on a bench beside some bus stop, under the streetlights, placed her head in her hands, and sobbed hysterically.

“Miki? Miki!” Her mother’s voice reached her as if from a long, hollow passageway. Fog swirled around her, then drifted aside to let her see her mother running toward her.

“Mom?” Miki stammered, trying to gain control. “What are you doing here?” She stood and fell into her mother’s arms.

“A man called me. At first—at first I thought it was—Never mind what I thought. He said you were in danger. He said I should get help and come for you. I tried to get in the theater but the door was locked. I ran all the way around the building, looking for a way in—When I didn’t see you, I got back in the car and drove around the block until—”

“A man called you? Elah, it must have been Elah.” Miki shuddered to think what might have happened if her mother had gotten into the theater.

“I called Bill. Half the police in town are down here looking for you.” Her mother sank down onto the bench beside her and pulled her close.

“Oh, Miki, are you all right? I thought I had lost you, too. What kind of danger were you in? Where have you been? Look at you. What happened?”

How could she possibly tell her mother what had happened? Miki had trouble believing it herself. She snuggled close, letting her mother hug her tightly.

“I—I don’t know where to start.”

“Start at the beginning. Paige? Where is Paige? Her family is worried. Her mother called me earlier in the evening.”

“Page is dead, Mom. It’s my fault. Paige is dead.” Miki sobbed, pain filling her as she remembered her best friend running, desperately trying to escape.

“Paige? Dead?”

“Is this your daughter, Mrs. O’Ryan?” A man’s voice spoke beside them. “We got inside the building, but no one is there. Looks as if street people had moved in, but no one’s inside now.”

“Go back and search again. My daughter’s friend—is she in there, Miki, inside the building?”

“Yes, someplace—maybe in the basement. I couldn’t find her.” Had they taken Paige with them? She wouldn’t be—no, that would be worse than dead. Paige was dead. Miki was sure she was dead. She started to sob. She couldn’t stop herself.

“Maybe you’re mistaken about Paige, Miki. They’ll find her. She’ll be all right.” Her mother hugged her even tighter.

Miki shook her head. She had been mistaken about so many things, but now her mind was clear. She had killed Paige. Her foolishness and curiosity, her ambition, her need to belong to someone had killed Paige. How could she live with that? And Paige, beautiful gentle Paige, gone, or worse. If they had let her live, they would make her one of them, the living dead, her soul lost forever.

“Look at your feet, Miki,” her mother said, pushing Miki away enough to look her over. “They’re bleeding. Your leotard is torn, and you’re shivering. I’m taking you home. You can talk to the police later.”

Miki listened to her mother worrying about a few scratches, her clothing—things that meant nothing. But she needed a mother right now. A mother who warned her that bad things happen. One who tried to protect her, but couldn’t. Miki had invited the evil in. It had come and almost stayed. Her guilt would stay.

“Sheila?” A man called her mother’s first name.

“Bill, here I am. I found her. I found Miki.” Her mother grabbed Miki’s shoulders and spun her around. “Oh, Miki, look.”

Miki stared at the policeman with blurry eyes. And the small figure beside him. “Paige? Paige, is that you?” She leaped away from her mother and grabbed Paige in a huge hug. “Are you all right? Oh, Paige, please tell me you’re okay.”

“Well, I’ve been better, Miki, but I—I guess I’ll be all right. I got away from them. You came along just as I was sure they were going to find me. They went after you, Miki. On the stairs. If you hadn’t come when you did—” Paige started to cry, too. “Oh, Miki, I was so scared.”

“I know, Paige, I know. I was scared, too. For you and for me. I killed Rima.”

“I heard that. I was under the stairs, Miki.”

“And I—I killed Davin. Elah helped me get out after that.” Miki turned to Bill, still holding Paige. “You didn’t find anyone else inside the theater?”

“Not a sign of anyone. What were you doing in there, anyway? The place is condemned.”

“My daughter will talk to you tomorrow.” Her mother used her lawyer voice. “Right now, she’s hurt and in shock. She’ll tell you the whole story tomorrow.”

Bill and the other policeman seemed to realize it would do no good to argue. They turned to leave.

“Let’s go home, Miki. I’ve neglected you. Let’s go home and try to be a family again.” Her mother pulled both Miki and Paige into her arms, then pushed them toward where she’d left the car, the door wide open. Miki closed off a part of her mind and became a child, a needy child who did as her mother told her.

A family. What was that? A group of people living together? One person who loved you? She hugged her mother one more time before she and Paige tumbled into the back seat of her mom’s comfortable old car. “Yes, I’ll try. I’m glad for another chance.”
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