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This one’s for you, dear reader. You’ve been such enthusiastic residents of Morganville that I can’t imagine dedicating this book to anyone else.





Thanks for taking this long, strange journey with me … and I hope you never want to leave our little town. Here, have a Resident Card. Lines for the Blood Bank form to the right …
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INTRODUCTION





Morganville, Texas, isn’t like any other dusty small town. It’s got secrets. It’s a company town … and the company is vampires. If you stay, you work for them, signing special agreements for Protection and paying a tax in earnings or blood for the privilege of not being, y’know, eaten.


It’s worked for a couple of centuries under the iron-in-velvet touch of the Founder, Amelie … but the last few years have been turmoil, trouble, and rebellion. Claire Danvers left to get away from it all, embarking on a special study program at MIT. But even if you can take the girl out of Morganville, you can’t take Morganville out of the girl – and she ran headlong into a menacing new enemy who knew way too much about vampires. The Daylight Foundation.


Now, Claire’s returning home with her housemates (Eve, Michael, and Shane) and her allies (her bipolar mad scientist boss, Myrnin; Amelie’s ex-second-in-command, Oliver; Claire’s new vampire friend, Jesse; and Dr Anderson, a captive scientist who was once a Morganville native, now turned traitor).


But home sure isn’t the way they left it …



















CHAPTER ONE





Claire stared at the creaking billboard that marked the town limits of Morganville, Texas, and thought, I ought to be crying. Her best friend, Eve, already was, in helpless, furious sobs. Claire held onto her and did all the sympathetic things right – murmured that it would be okay, patted her on the back, hugged her.


But although she said all the right things, she felt … empty. Dry as the sand that blew through the desert outside the police cruiser’s windows. They were sitting in the back seat, behind steel mesh, and the doors wouldn’t open from the inside. It was made like a taxi, but it most definitely wasn’t, since it took you only where you didn’t want to go. Namely, to jail.


And across from where their cruiser was parked, four limp vampire bodies were being loaded into two of the town’s ambulances – strapped tightly to gurneys, in case the wood still buried in their hearts to keep them temporarily dead didn’t work. Claire identified the slack faces as they were rolled by: Oliver, once town Founder Amelie’s second-in-command, now disgraced and in exile. Jesse, the vamp that Claire knew the least well, a beautiful woman who looked ridiculously young and fragile now, robbed (temporarily, hopefully) of her vampire life. Then Myrnin, Claire’s bipolar vampire boss and friend, his dark hair an untamed mess around his still, white face.


Finally, and most horribly, Michael Glass, Claire’s friend and the love of Eve’s life. His skin had turned the colour of pure white marble, and his blue eyes were open and dull. He looked deadest of them all.


‘It’s fine,’ Claire whispered, making sure to keep Eve’s face turned away as Michael’s body was rolled past. ‘Vampires can shake this off. It’s no problem for them as long as the arrows come out soon; they’re not leaving them in the sun or anything. Just breathe, okay? Breathe.’ It wasn’t so much what she was saying as the fact that her voice was steady and calm, a lifeline in a tossing ocean of chaos.


Eve took a deep breath, and her sobbing slowed and hitched to a stop. She sat back as the ambulance doors slammed shut and one after the other the big vehicles pulled away, onto the two-lane blacktop heading toward downtown Morganville – if Morganville had anything that could be described as a downtown. She wiped her eyes on the back of her hand, smearing what little eye make-up she had left. The glitter of her ruby wedding ring caught the light, and for a moment Claire’s wall of numbness shuddered and threatened to collapse to reveal the pain and fear she’d hidden behind it. ‘Did you see Michael?’ Eve asked. She caught her breath on another sob, and her reddened eyes held Claire’s. ‘Did he look okay?’


Claire couldn’t say that, because the sight of his icy skin and blank eyes had thoroughly unnerved her. ‘He’ll be fine. You know he’s tougher than this,’ she said. Which was a totally true thing, and beyond any argument.


‘I know – God, why did this happen? What do they want from us?’


Eve said it as a rhetorical wail, but it was the question that churned in Claire’s mind, over and over. Why? They’d been heading back to Morganville to warn Amelie about several things, not the least of which was the deadly growth of an anti-vampire organisation called the Daylight Foundation – and the fact that one of Amelie’s most trusted agents, Dr Irene Anderson (once of Morganville), had joined the other side.


But they’d been met by the local police instead of Amelie’s people, and things had gone downhill from there. The cops had first separated out the humans – Claire, Eve, and Claire’s boyfriend, Shane, plus the prisoner, Dr Anderson. Then, without any warning, they’d taken down their vampire friends, who had just been wheeled into the ambulances and driven off to fates unknown.


Claire twisted in the seat to look into the car behind them. The cops hadn’t had an easy time getting Shane into the other cruiser; they’d ended up handcuffing him and threatening a tasering. He sat stiffly in the back seat, staring holes into the distance as if it was in for a beating. Next to him, Dr Anderson slumped against the window as if she didn’t care whose prisoner she was any more.


Claire knew why they’d separated her from Shane, and she knew that Eve needed her right now, but she wanted desperately to be with him and to ask all the questions burning in her mind. Why would Hannah Moses do this? After all, Police Chief Moses was their ally, their good and trusted friend. But she’d shown no hesitation, no remorse. The only way to interpret what had just happened was that Hannah had freely and willingly joined the Daylight Foundation.


Nothing was making any sense, and Claire needed it to make sense so badly. Humans have taken control of Morganville, Hannah had told her, as their friends – their mutual friends – lay still on the ground. Vampires are being quarantined for their own protection.


It couldn’t be true. It just … couldn’t. And yet it so obviously was.


‘Where are they taking him?’ Eve was staring after the flashing lights of the departing ambulances. ‘She said something about quarantine. What does that mean? Do you think they’re taking them to the hospital? Do they think they have some kind of disease?’


‘I don’t know,’ Claire said. She felt helpless, and she knew if she let herself feel anything, she’d be just as angry as Shane looked, sitting in that other cruiser. He seemed ready to chew through the steel mesh. But if she got angry, she would also have to let in everything else, all the other emotions that bubbled and threatened inside her. And if she did that, she would collapse, like Eve was doing.


Better not to feel anything right now. Better to stay strong.


The driver’s-side door opened, and Hannah Moses got behind the wheel of the police car. She settled in and buckled her safety belt in one smooth motion. A deputy got in on the other side – new, Claire thought. Someone she didn’t know.


But she did recognise the pin he wore on the collar of his uniform – a rising sun, in gold.


Symbol of the Daylight Foundation.


Eve lunged forward and grabbed the mesh, threading her fingertips into it as Hannah started the engine of the cruiser. ‘What the hell are you doing, Hannah?’ she demanded, and rattled the mesh, hard. ‘Where are you taking Michael?’


‘He’s safe,’ Hannah said. ‘Nothing will happen to him. Trust me, Eve.’


‘Yeah, you know what? Bite me. I don’t trust you. You just stabbed us all in the back, you horrible bi—’


Claire grabbed Eve and dragged her away, changing the word to a protesting yelp. ‘Stop,’ she whispered fiercely in her best friend’s ear. ‘You’re not going to accomplish anything by making her angry at us. Just wait. Be quiet and wait.’


‘Easy for you to say,’ Eve hissed. ‘Shane’s coming with us at least. Michael – we don’t even know where they’re taking him!’


She had a point. Claire really hated to admit it, but there was absolutely nothing they could accomplish, locked in a police cruiser. And antagonising the lady who held the keys to their handcuffs probably wasn’t the best strategy.


‘We’re not giving up,’ she told Eve. ‘We’re just … biding our time.’


‘And what do you think they’re going to do to him while we’re biding, exactly?’ Eve asked, yanking at the mesh again. ‘Yo, Hannah! How does it feel to stab your friends in the back? Hope you didn’t get blood all over your neatly pressed uniform!’


The deputy turned around and gave her a cold, hard stare. ‘Sit quietly,’ he said. ‘If you don’t, I’ll shock you until you do.’


‘With what, your breath? Ever heard of flossing, Deputy Dimwit?’


‘Eve,’ Hannah said. It was a warning, a flat and naked one, and it was reinforced by the deputy – whose breath, in all fairness, did kind of reek – taking out a taser.


Although Eve was still simmering with rage, she let go and sat back, folding her arms over her chest. Then she kicked his seat. Didn’t do any good, because the seat was reinforced with a steel plate, but she probably felt better for doing it.


‘Hey,’ Claire said, and reached her hand out toward Eve. Eve hesitated, then took it and gripped hard. ‘It’ll be okay. He’ll be okay.’


Eve didn’t say anything. She was probably thinking, You don’t know that, and she would have been right. Claire didn’t know that. She felt cold and helpless and vulnerable, and she didn’t know how any of this could really be okay … but for now, in the moments between opportunities, all she could do was pretend.





She expected they’d be taken straight to the jail, or at least to the courthouse, but instead the two police cruisers turned off and headed for the outskirts of Morganville. Claire recognised the area, and she didn’t like it at all. Nothing good happened out here on the fringes of town; it was full of abandoned buildings and abandoned people.


‘Hey,’ she said, leaning forward but careful not to touch the mesh. ‘Excuse me, but where exactly are you taking us?’


‘Don’t worry. You’re not in any danger,’ Hannah said. ‘I have someone who wants to meet you. We’re almost there.’


When Claire had left Morganville, a lot of rebuilding had been under way around town, but not in this area. Nobody had thought it much worth saving, she suspected. It had been home mostly to tumbledown old shacks, rotting warehouses, and long-dead factories.


Now, gangs of men moved with purpose, most in orange vests, and bulldozers noisily levelled uneven ground and piled up the shattered remains of brick, wood, and rusted steel. Other teams were putting up the frames of buildings in areas that had already been cleared. Beyond, it was obvious that a lot more construction was under way, some of it already painted and finished. She could imagine what Shane was muttering in the other car: Great, I leave town and suddenly there are good jobs. He liked construction, and there were a lot of men and women out there, dressed in work shirts and jeans, hammering, hauling, bulldozing, and creating.


It was a whole new Morganville. It looked … cheerful. Hopeful.


‘What brought this on?’ Claire asked. ‘All these new houses?’


‘They’re for the new members,’ Hannah said. Her voice was calm and level, and it didn’t give away anything at all. Her deputy, the one wearing the Daylight Foundation’s rising sun pin on his collar, glanced back at Claire. ‘By joining the Daylight Foundation, they can receive free new housing if they want it. It’s attracted a lot of enthusiasm and support. Half of these people working out here are volunteers.’ She slowed the cruiser and made a left turn. ‘There’s something to be said for leaving the past behind and building a new future, don’t you think? Especially in a town whose history is as dark as Morganville’s.’


Claire didn’t want to agree, because she still felt there was a lot she didn’t know and didn’t fully understand, but what Hannah had just said made sense – or it would, if she trusted the Daylight Foundation even a little bit.


Speaking of the Daylighters … they’d renovated one of the old warehouses and built themselves a brand-new headquarters.


It was a large building just ahead, fresh and gleaming with paint and shining metal, with a big rotating sign on top of the roof. It shone soft gold in the sunlight as it turned – the same symbol that was on the Daylight Foundation pin the deputy wore. A simple image, something that should have looked hopeful. Sunrise, a new day, all that.


Claire didn’t believe it. What she did believe was that the building, for all the cheerful way it had been painted, looked like it would be easy to defend if it came to a fight. The windows were all high, narrow, and didn’t look like they opened at all. Thick walls, too. In fact, if you ignored everything but the construction, it could just as easily have been a prison.


Hannah pulled up in the generous parking lot – a newly paved one, still fresh and black with bright white stripes marking off spaces. There were about fifty cars already present, but they filled less than a third of the available slots. You could put half the cars in Morganville in here, Claire thought, and have room left over for massive bus parking. Two police cruisers were already in place, plus Hannah’s and the one pulling up in the next slot that carried Shane and Dr Anderson. She thought she might have recognised a few other vehicles, but nothing jumped out at her with any certainty.


There were, she realised, no vampire-dark-tinted cars in the lot at all. Not a single one.


Hannah turned the engine off, but neither she nor the deputy got out immediately; instead, Hannah twisted to look at Claire and Eve through the mesh. ‘Here’s how this is going to go,’ she said. ‘You’re going to behave yourselves, get out, and walk with us into the building, and you’re going to act like civilised young ladies while we introduce you to the man in charge.’


‘Or what? You’ll put a note in my permanent record?’ Eve scoffed.


‘Or you’ll end up handcuffed, maybe tasered, and the end result will be exactly the same, only with a lot less smiling,’ Hannah said. ‘So I’d really rather skip all the unpleasantness and make this as painless as possible for you.’


‘Oh, sure, you’re only thinking about us,’ Claire said. ‘I understand completely.’


Hannah gave her a long, troubled look, as if she understood that Claire’s apparent surrender was more worrisome than Eve’s open aggression. ‘I’m trying to help you kids,’ she said. ‘Don’t make me regret it.’


‘I’m not a kid, and you ambushed my husband,’ Eve said. ‘I’m going to go out on a limb here and say that there are plenty of things you’re going to regret. Probably very briefly, though, if that makes you feel better.’


Hannah exchanged a shrug with her deputy. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I tried. If you want to make it difficult for yourselves, that’s certainly your right, I suppose.’


The two of them got out, and Hannah opened Claire’s door, grabbed her by the arm, and shoved her against the cruiser with firm strength.


Then she zip-tied her hands behind her. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘But I can read the tea leaves. The two of you aren’t going to go quietly.’


Shane was making trouble, too, trouble enough that Claire heard the deputy in charge of him at the other car cursing as he tried to manhandle her boyfriend into submission. Hannah let out an impatient, frustrated growl and spun Claire around to face her. ‘Calm him down,’ she said. ‘Do it now.’


Claire lifted her chin. ‘Why?’


‘Because if you don’t, he’s going to get hurt.’


Claire looked past her. Shane must have thrown an elbow before they’d gotten him under control, because the deputy had a bloody nose. Now Shane was dodging and kicking, trying to get past the man’s defences again. Probably just to get to her, because there was no way he’d be getting out of the handcuffs he was wearing.


‘Shane,’ she said. ‘Don’t.’


Hannah, moving slowly and calmly, unsnapped the strap on her holster and drew her gun, which she held at her side. She stared straight at Shane. ‘She’s right,’ she said. ‘Don’t make me raise this weapon, Shane.’


‘Screw you,’ he said in a ragged pant and gave Hannah a defiant grin.


She raised the gun, all right.


She pointed it at Claire.


Shane froze in place, his grin fading fast. ‘You’re bluffing.’


‘Probably seems that way,’ Hannah said. ‘But you know me well enough to know I don’t point a weapon unless I’m ready to shoot to kill. I like you, Shane. I like your girl here. But you’re testing me, and I really don’t think that’s a good idea.’


He stayed still. The deputy got hold of him and wrenched his bound hands up high enough to make Shane stand on tiptoe, his face twisted in pain. He put a hand on Shane’s shoulder. ‘Walk, punk,’ the man growled.


Shane walked.


Claire did, too. Eve had subsided into a watchful silence, but even so Hannah had her zip-tied as well. That was almost certainly a wise move. People underestimated Eve a lot, because of her funny sarcasm and cute-as-a-button face, but they did it at their peril.


They left Dr Anderson handcuffed and silent in the car behind them, and Claire wondered about that.


Someone had put in a fresh sidewalk to the door of the warehouse, and there were newly planted bushes and sprigs of trees around it. Even so, walking up to it felt like walking up the steps to one of those old-time gallows; she didn’t know what was going to happen to them once they were inside. The thick glass doors had the rising sun symbol on them, and the words THE DAYLIGHT FOUNDATION beneath it.


And, in gold lettering, ALL ARE WELCOME IN THE LIGHT. That sounded nice … unless you’d met their followers under less well-lit circumstances. Say, in a lab where they were ripping vampires apart.


Hannah opened one of the double doors, and a breath of chilled air raised goose bumps on Claire’s bare arms. She had expected cave-like darkness, but as her eyes adjusted from the bright outdoor sun, she realised that it was nearly as bright inside, thanks to a giant skylight over the central atrium in which they stood. Bathed in the glow was a wooden desk with the Daylighters symbol on the front of it, and a well-dressed older woman who smiled kindly at them.


‘Mrs Hodgson?’ Claire blurted. She knew the woman; she was a neighbour on Lot Street, where their old Victorian house was located. A nice lady, always puttering in her garden with her flowers and waving to them pleasantly. She’d brought over cookies for Christmas a couple of times. Snickerdoodles.


‘Claire? Eve? And oh, my, Shane, too.’ Mrs Hodgson looked politely distressed at the sight of their restraints. ‘Now, don’t you worry at all. There’s absolutely nothing to be afraid of here. You’re in the light now. You’re safe.’ She got up from the desk, revealing that she was wearing a fitted suit that was straight out of the 1960s, complete with a strand of shiny pearls, and came around to clip badges on their shirts. ‘I’ll just take care of putting your IDs on. Can’t let you in here without identification, can we? There, now. That wasn’t so bad, was it?’


‘Thanks, Doreen,’ Hannah said. ‘Let him know we’re here, won’t you?’


‘Absolutely. Can I get y’all anything? Some water, maybe?’


‘Beer,’ Shane said. ‘Shiner Bock if you’ve got it.’


‘Oh, now, you stop that,’ Mrs Hodgson said. ‘You’re far too young to drink, you scamp.’


This wasn’t a situation where any of them were inclined to be smiling, but Shane did, a little, and shook his head. He mouthed the word scamp to Claire, with his eyebrows raised.


She raised hers back.


‘Just some water might be nice,’ Hannah said. ‘Thank you kindly.’


She led Claire over to a padded chair nearby and pressed her into it; Eve got seated next to her. The deputy kept Shane standing.


The anteroom was pretty plain, dominated mostly by the desk manned by Mrs Hodgson, but there were some photos on the walls – Claire squinted against the glare from the skylight and made out the shapes of several people in one of the pictures, standing in front of this very building – but in the early stages of renovation, it looked like. She could make out that one was Hannah, and one was the new Morganville mayor, Flora Ramos. Apart from that, the others were a mystery – except that she noticed a pattern, and a recurring face. A short man, slight build, nothing really remarkable about his features.


Doreen Hodgson came back bearing water bottles, and following behind her was the same man, in the flesh.


He wasn’t very imposing in real life, either – shorter than Shane by at least four inches. He wore a plain black suit and a white shirt; the only spots of colour on him were his very blue eyes – almost the same startling shade as Michael’s – and a red silk tie and pocket square. His face had a vaguely Eastern European shape to it, but that was really all that Claire could tell about him.


That, and the fact that his Daylight Foundation pin gleamed like real gold.


He nodded to Hannah and said, ‘You can let them go now. I’m sure that we’re all going to be civilised. Besides, they can hardly drink their water if their hands are tied. It’s important to start this conversation with trust.’


Hannah nodded to her deputy, and as he unfastened Shane’s handcuffs, she pulled out a utility knife and sliced through the zip-tie cuffs on Claire’s wrists, and then Eve’s. Doreen hurried to put bottles of water into their newly freed hands – cold, sweating bottles that reminded Claire how long it had been since she’d had anything to drink.


‘Thanks,’ she said, and put the bottle down on the chair where she’d been sitting. ‘Not thirsty.’ It was a lie, but she didn’t know enough yet to trust anything about this situation – not even a sealed water bottle.


The man’s pale eyebrows raised just a touch. ‘It’s a name brand,’ he said. ‘I can promise you that it hasn’t been tampered with.’ He extended his hand toward her. ‘I’m Rhys Fallon. And you must be Claire Danvers.’


‘Are you in charge here?’ Claire asked him, without shaking the hand he was holding out. He lowered it to his side, not visibly offended.


‘I suppose you could say that,’ he said. ‘Although I like to think that it’s more of a collaboration, not a dictatorship.’


‘If you’re in charge, you can take us to our friends, right now,’ she said.


‘Your friends …?’


‘Michael,’ Eve said. ‘Oliver, Myrnin, Jesse. You know. The ones you had shot and carried off.’


‘Ah.’ Rhys clasped his hands behind his back and, for the first time, studied Eve. He spent a strangely long time at it, and there was something about his body language that altered, just a little. ‘Eve Rosser, is it not?’


‘Eve Glass,’ she said, and raised her chin to make the point more forcefully. He didn’t seem to notice.


‘I’m delighted to meet someone who is so … legendary in Morganville. The descriptions I’ve heard don’t do you justice.’ He smiled at her, and that was a little too much wattage to direct at a married woman – an angry married woman at that. ‘Well, I am very sorry, and I wish I could grant your request, but it isn’t possible just now. Michael and your other friends are being well looked after, and after they’re completely recovered, they’ll be placed into protective custody. You’ll be able to visit later, perhaps.’


‘I want to see my husband, and there’s no later and there’s no perhaps. I want to see him right the hell now. I don’t care who you think you are, you can’t—’


‘Yes, I can,’ he said, and Claire was struck by the fact that he stated it without emphasis. It wasn’t a bluff; it wasn’t a boast. It was just … fact. It even had a tinge of regret to it. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Rosser—’


‘Mrs Glass!’ Eve’s face was flushed now, and her fists clenched.


‘—but you must accept that things are different here than when you left town. I believe for the better, but you may not agree quite yet. I hope you will, in the end. I sincerely do.’ He cleared his throat and glanced away for the first time, at Hannah Moses. ‘We’ll have to discuss the … legitimacy of your marriage at a later time.’


‘What?’ Eve almost went for his throat, right there, but Hannah restrained her with a cautionary hand on her shoulder. ‘What are you talking about? We were married! In the church!’


‘As I said, a conversation for a later time, perhaps. I am sorry to upset you.’


He might have been sorry, but he had definitely upset her, big time. Eve’s cheeks had gone from flushed to pale now, and she looked shaky. She hadn’t expected that, at all … not that.


Claire said, ‘I want to see Amelie.’


That got his immediate, undivided attention. His eyes were very blue, and in fact not at all warm. Not cold, either. Just … expressionless. ‘I’m sorry, perhaps you didn’t understand,’ he said. ‘It simply isn’t possible. And it will not be anywhere in the near future. If you want to talk to the person in charge of Morganville, it is no longer a vampire. It is Mayor Flora Ramos, the duly elected representative, which is as it should be. Or don’t you agree that humans should govern themselves? Your reputation was … somewhat different. I thought that you had stood up for the free will and rights of humans in this town.’


‘Depends on the human,’ Claire said. ‘As far as I know, Hitler had a heartbeat, and I wouldn’t vote him to be in charge.’


That earned her a slow, warm smile. ‘You think Mayor Ramos is Adolf Hitler?’


‘You’re drawing false connections, and I don’t know who you are. But I’m betting that Mayor Ramos answers to you.’


‘That’s an interesting inference, and I think you might be surprised about how much free will the mayor has. Shane? You’re unaccountably silent.’ He suddenly turned and looked at her boyfriend, who stared back without any shift in his guarded expression and said nothing. ‘Are you going to let your girlfriend do all the work?’


‘Yeah,’ Shane said. ‘Why? Is it bugging you, Rhys? What kind of name is that, anyway?’


‘Irish. I meant no disrespect, I simply thought you’d be more—’ Rhys just shrugged. ‘Well. Forceful.’


Shane just smiled his sweetest, nicest smile, but his eyes were hard. And dangerous.


‘He is,’ Claire said. ‘So am I. So’s Eve. You’d better start answering our questions, right now.’


‘You know, I appreciate your passion, but you betray your very young age when you speak that way to me, because I am not your prisoner, Claire. You would do well to note that fact very carefully.’


There was a menace in his tone now, something subtle but all the more serious for it. Fallon held Claire’s stare for a long moment, and then, without looking away, said, ‘Ah, Irene. How fare you, my friend?’


Claire turned just as the glass door closed behind Dr Irene Anderson, who stood there blocking their way out. Once, Dr Anderson had been Claire’s professor at MIT; once, Claire had trusted her, even liked her. Now she just loathed the sight of her – especially free, armed, and with a pale gleam of hatred in her slightly deranged eyes.


Dr Anderson racked the shotgun she held, just for emphasis. ‘I’m fine, Rhys, thank you,’ she said. ‘Which is more than I can say for all our compatriots back in Cambridge. They killed them. They killed them all.’


‘Even Dr Davis?’


‘He’s dead. They’re all dead.’ She aimed the shotgun at Claire, Shane, and Eve. ‘Hannah, step aside. We can’t leave these collaborators alive.’


‘Irene!’ Fallon’s voice was an unmistakable whipcrack of command, and she flinched and looked at him, startled. ‘No one is doing anything so reckless here. Put that down, now.’


‘But—’


‘Did you hear what I said? What is wrong with you, woman? You’d take a shotgun to three people hardly older than children?’


‘Trust me, they’re adults,’ she said. ‘And they didn’t hesitate to kill us when they had the chance. You’re making a mistake, Rhys, a big one. You can’t deal mercifully with these … vampire lovers. I’ve told you before, the world is better off if you just end all this once and for all. No half measures. Do not underestimate them.’


That was kind of a compliment, Claire supposed, but it was also terrifying when combined with the loaded shotgun and the half-crazy look on her face. Dr Anderson would very much like to kill them. And apparently, the only thing that was really standing in her way was Fallon, and as far as Claire could tell, he was thinking about his options.


Hannah had quietly removed her handgun from its holster and was holding it at her side. Now she said, ‘Irene, please put the shotgun down.’


That startled Dr Anderson, and her eyes widened when she took in the fact that Hannah had her own weapon ready. ‘You’d shoot me?’


‘I’m here to keep the peace,’ Hannah said. ‘You seem to be threatening it. So I’m asking you nicely, please put that down and let’s all be civil.’


Fallon seemed to make his decision. He took three steps forward and put himself squarely in the line of fire – a position where Irene couldn’t miss him if she happened to shoot. ‘This isn’t like you, my dear,’ he said. ‘Now let me have that thing before someone gets hurt.’


Irene hesitated, but she lowered the shotgun from firing position and handed it over to him. Fallon took it and held it comfortably in the crook of his arm, as if he was long acquainted with proper gun safety procedures. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Mrs Hodgson, could you please show Dr Anderson to her quarters? I believe she could use a comfortable rest and a meal, and perhaps some calming medication. Thank you so much.’


It was all very warm and kindly, but Claire still felt chilled as she watched their nice old neighbour lady take Dr Anderson by the arm and lead her off through the far door, patting her and murmuring in a calm, grandmotherly sort of way. If the last scorching glance Dr Anderson sent back toward them was any indication, it wasn’t working.


‘I’d apologise for that, but it appears to me that there might be some justification for how much she dislikes the three of you,’ Fallon said. ‘Would you like to tell me your side of it? Or shall I just take her at her word? If I do that, you may very well be on your way to jail, charged with murder.’


‘We didn’t murder anyone,’ Claire said quickly, as Eve took in a hot breath, ready to start yelling. ‘We were abducted. We were held prisoner, at gunpoint. We fought our way free, and yes, people died, but we didn’t have a choice.’


‘They tortured Michael,’ Eve said. ‘They were going to kill us all when they were done with us. They were using Myrnin, Oliver, and Jesse as lab rats, too.’


‘But you did kill them,’ Fallon said.


‘Ever heard of self-defence?’ Shane asked. He sounded as calm and measured as Eve was angry. ‘It was a bad scene, and trust me, whether they were friends of yours or not, they were not good people. They kidnapped Claire’s roommate, who didn’t have diddly to do with anything, and nearly got her killed in the process. They did kill another guy who was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. A human guy.’


Fallon considered that for a moment, then looked at Hannah, who shrugged. ‘We’ve only got their word versus Anderson’s,’ she said. ‘Irene may be a friend of yours, but I know these kids, and they generally try to do the right thing. I’m inclined to believe them.’


‘Sweet. Does that mean I get to hold the shotgun?’ Shane asked.


‘Perhaps some other time,’ Fallon said. ‘In any case, whatever crimes were committed, they were not committed here, and thus would be outside of Chief Moses’ jurisdiction. But please don’t misunderstand: I take the deaths of my people seriously, and it counts against you. Your earnest cooperation is required to avoid any further unpleasantness. Because if there happens to be any trouble here in Morganville, it will not be so easily overlooked, do you understand? These are not the old rules, the Founder’s rules. These are rules of law, and justice, and they will be enforced regardless of who you are or who you know.’


Fine words, Claire thought. She wondered if that was what had gotten Hannah on board his train. ‘I see that your rule of law and justice doesn’t extend to vampires,’ she said. ‘Seeing as how you’re willing to have them shot on sight.’


‘Non-fatally, you might have noticed.’ Fallon’s voice was mild, but firm. ‘Everyone will get a fair chance in Morganville. That is why the mayor has joined us, and the police chief’’ – said with a polite nod toward Hannah – ‘and most of the other prominent citizens and families. You see, once Amelie’s threat to those in Morganville was removed, no one hesitated to speak their minds about how radically the situation needed to change.’


There was only one part of that Claire paid attention to … once Amelie’s threat was removed? Well, she should have already guessed that; if Amelie was still in charge, she’d have wasted no time in shutting all this Daylight Foundation stuff down – no matter what the cost in lives. What worried Claire was that Amelie was old and clever and ruthless, but somehow she hadn’t seen this coming.


What had happened to her? Where was she now?


‘Where are you keeping her?’ That was Shane asking, as if he’d read Claire’s mind; it was also unusual for him to be concerned about the fate of vampires, but then, Amelie had been mostly on their side lately. ‘Or did you just cut to the chase and kill her already?’


‘Of course not,’ Fallon said. ‘I’m not here to kill. I’m here to protect the human population of Morganville, and to make sure that they gain the control over their lives that they deserve – that is my first priority. But the vampires are residents of this town as well, and we are working for their long-term good, too.’


‘So Amelie’s not dead, then,’ Shane said. ‘You know that as long as she’s still alive, you’re never going to have control of this town, right? It’s hers; she built it. She sees herself as a queen, and she’s not the type to just walk away.’


Claire felt as if the temperature in this warm, sunlit room had dipped by twenty degrees. Was Shane really somehow warning Fallon to kill the Founder of Morganville? Shane’s father had been radically anti-vampire; he’d convinced Shane to hate them, too, at least for a while. But she thought he was over that. Mostly.


Fallon, however, watched Shane with steady eyes, and shook his head. ‘Like Amelie herself, you overestimate how fond people in this town are of her and her kind. Now that they are free of the fear, of the threats and reprisals, they’ve simply turned their backs on her and forgotten she ever existed. No one will listen to her, or rally to her cause, even if she should decide to make this some sort of a fight. They don’t fear her enough.’


‘Why are we even talking about Amelie?’ Eve asked in a low, harsh voice. ‘They’ve got Michael. And he’s who we ought to be worried about!’


Shane didn’t answer her. His gaze had fixed on Fallon’s, and Claire felt a deep surge of unease. Something was off about him. This wasn’t the usual, challenging way Shane confronted someone who had – at the very least – done his friends harm. She couldn’t exactly pinpoint how it was different, but … it was. Definitely. ‘Shane,’ she said, and put her hand on his arm. ‘Shane.’ That got to him, and the blankness in him faded away. When he looked at her, he was normal again. Well, normal for Shane, anyway.


He cleared his throat and said, ‘Yeah, about that, we’re going to need our friend Michael back. Intact.’


‘Or?’ Fallon asked. It wasn’t confrontational, really, just an interested question.


‘Look, you clearly do not know who you’re screwing with,’ Eve said, and she was definitely confrontational, a whole lot. ‘I want my husband back, Osama bin Crazy, right the hell now! And don’t give me any shit about how you don’t want to call him my husband, because he is, and he always will be!’ She was so angry now that tears welled up in her eyes, but with a huge effort of will, she refused to give in to the sobs.


Fallon took the red silk handkerchief from his breast pocket and pressed it into Eve’s hand. He even patted her fingers gently as they closed around the fabric. ‘I’m so very sorry to upset you,’ he said. ‘Believe me, that isn’t my intention. I came to Morganville to bring a peace that has never existed here, and not just a fear-enforced peace on the streets, but real peace in the hearts of those who live here. I’m certain that Michael would not want you to feel such distress on his behalf.’


‘Don’t you dare talk about what Michael would want! You don’t even know him!’


And Fallon, without a flicker of resentment, suddenly smiled at Eve – a sweet, disarming sort of smile. ‘Of course you’re right,’ he said. ‘I don’t know him, but I have a very real kinship to him. You see, as I understand it, Michael was attacked by a vampire and, well, killed. Isn’t that true?’


Eve, taken aback, couldn’t quite get her words together, so Claire said, ‘He wasn’t killed, exactly.’


‘Oh, no, I assure you he was. Yet that extraordinary house of yours saved him, didn’t it? Gave him a pale half-life of an existence as some kind of ghost? He had very little choice in becoming a vampire at all, and I do understand that. I had very little choice in what happened to me, either, and that is why I established the Daylight Foundation – not to destroy vampires, but to rehabilitate them. To save them. You’ve seen the motto on the door: ALL ARE WELCOME IN THE LIGHT. And I most sincerely mean that. I think that if you asked him, really asked, he would tell you that he has no real desire to be a vampire. Only the monsters enjoy that existence.’


Eve sucked in a steadying breath and said, ‘Michael’s still Michael, no matter what his diet is, and I want to be with him. Don’t tell me it isn’t safe. He won’t hurt me!’


‘I see. I think you honestly believe that. Well, I really must let Michael tell you himself, mustn’t I? Perhaps it is best if you see him, then. Hannah will take you for a short visit, and we’ll hear no more about it after.’


He had a certain draw to him, Claire thought. She could see how he could convince people to follow him … even Hannah, who definitely was not born gullible. He had a fire in him, and strength, and courage. It was right there, for anyone who looked hard enough.


God, she thought, suddenly and coldly alarmed. Even I’m falling for it a little. That wasn’t normal. Not for her. Maybe when she’d first arrived in Morganville she might have bought into that kind of charisma, but she’d grown since then. She’d learnt how to distrust a nice face and a winning smile.


It was odd, but something about him reminded her of vampires, and the charm they could deploy in the cause of gaining what they wanted. What unsettled her was that Fallon quite clearly wasn’t a vampire – she could see the pulse beating in his throat, his colour was good, and there was none of that strange sense of other that she almost always got from the fanged gang.


She was so caught up in her own reactions that she almost missed what Fallon said, and it took a few seconds to penetrate that he had, in fact, just agreed.


He was going to let them see Michael, which should have been, by any measure, a victory.


Why did it feel so much like a trap?



















CHAPTER TWO





Once upon a time – well before Claire had come to Morganville, and probably before she entered puberty – there had been a mall in town. It hadn’t been a huge one, not like the sprawling temples of shopping that you could find in the bigger cities like Dallas or Houston, or even Midland. It also had never had any of the major chain stores in it, mainly because (as Eve had speculated, probably correctly) Amelie didn’t want to have regular traffic in and out of town or to encourage visitors. And as humble as a Sears store might be, it would have still been better than anything else within a hundred miles, and it would have made people – people who weren’t in the know – come to Morganville.


So the mall had housed only local stores, and it had struggled along for a few years in the mid-1980s until the last business had failed and bailed, leaving behind one of the largest empty structures in Morganville – which said a lot, considering how many empty structures there were around town. The old tyre factory, and the even older hospital, for example, were fairly gigantic. But the biggest difference, to Claire, was that she had never been forced to run for her life in the old mall. It had always seemed more of a sad place than an actively evil one.


As the police cruiser pulled up to one of the parking spaces in the cracked, deserted lot, she thought that was about to change.


‘Right,’ Hannah said, and turned around in the front seat to look at them. The three of them had been crammed together in the back seat this time, which actually was comforting; Claire loved the warmth and solidity of Shane sitting in the middle, even if it pushed her uncomfortably into the hard plastic of the door. ‘Rules, people. We’ve got them, and you’ll obey them. First rule is, you do exactly what my officers tell you, without hesitation or question. If they tell you to get down on the floor, you eat dirt. If they tell you to stop, you become a statue. Are we understood?’


‘What the hell happened to you?’ Shane asked her. ‘Because I’m pretty sure you used to be cool, Captain Obvious.’


‘So did you,’ Hannah shot back. ‘So be cool now, or end up back in handcuffs. Fallon said you’d get to see Michael, and I’m going to make that happen, but you be cool.’


No one had a comeback for that. Eve looked tense, her dark eyes huge, as if she was afraid to do anything to screw up the chance to see the man she loved – but also, Claire thought, as if she was ready to gnaw through steel bars to get to him, if necessary. At moments like these, Eve looked exactly like what she was: strong and determined.


Fallon would almost certainly see that as a threat, that kind of devotion.


‘Watch her back,’ Claire whispered to Shane, and got a nod as Hannah exited the police cruiser and opened Eve’s door.


‘I’m watching yours first,’ Shane whispered back, then scooted over toward the exit. Claire followed, blinking at the harsh desert daylight again; the tint on the cruiser’s windows wasn’t vampire-dark, but it had lulled her into a false sense of being in a kinder, gentler place until the dry, dusty reality hit her full on.


The mall was on two floors, and it was built of bricks the colour of dried mud. No windows. It was shaped like a rectangle – no fancy architectural touches here. The rusted steel letters still clung to the side of the building, or at least most of them did: BITTER CREEK MALL. Only a few letters had fallen away, or been ripped off, so the sign actually read BITER EEK MAL. Which seemed weirdly appropriate somehow.


Two uniformed police officers stood at parade rest outside the double doors that led into the mall, and Claire recognised one of them. He’d arrested Shane once – though that wasn’t exactly a small club of people.


Hannah gave them both brisk nods, and like the most intimidating doormen ever, the cops opened the entrance and stood aside to let them go in.


It smelt abandoned.


That was the first thing Claire noticed – the musty reek of old carpet, dust, mould – the aroma of a place that humans had long ago rejected. A faint undertone of rot, too.


And quiet. So very, very quiet. The sound of their footsteps echoed around an open atrium floored with cracked, dirty ceramic tiles in a brightly coloured style that must have been hot back in the dark ages when the place was built, but just looked dated and clumsy now. A dry three-tiered fountain sat lifeless in the corner. The light coming in was dim at best; the skylights, Claire found as she looked up, were filthy, and the plastic had aged to a dull, opaque yellow. It gave all of them a sickly pallor.


‘Cosy,’ Shane said. ‘Going for the homeless heroin addict market with this place, are you?’


‘We worked with what we had,’ Hannah said. She sounded just a touch defensive. ‘We’re getting it cleaned and made more livable, but they don’t seem to care all that much about the decor.’


They being the vampires, Claire realised, because despite the hush, they were most definitely not alone. Silent figures loomed in the shadows like abandoned mannequins. Even when the figures moved, it was more like ghosts walking – silent and eerie. So many vampires. But none of them came out into the open tiled square of the atrium.


Eve took in a sudden sharp breath. ‘Jesus!’ she gasped, and Claire knew she’d spotted them, too. There was something deeply unsettling about the way they were being watched. Like prey.


Like enemies.


‘Stay where you are,’ Hannah said, as Eve took a step out toward them. ‘They know the rules; they stay out of the atrium unless we specifically call their names.’


‘Or what?’ Shane asked tightly. He didn’t like this any more than Claire did. ‘What kind of punishments have you been dishing out?’


Hannah didn’t answer that – didn’t want to, Claire thought. But she had her hand on what Claire had originally thought was some kind of radio on her belt – a black box with buttons along the top and a flickering green light.


Maybe it wasn’t a radio after all.


‘Michael Glass,’ Hannah said. She didn’t raise her voice, but then, in a mall full of vampires, she really didn’t need to do that. ‘We’re here for Michael Glass. Michael, step forward, please.’


It was as if somehow the shadows parted around her, but Claire knew that wasn’t the case; Amelie had simply moved forward without seeming to move at all, and suddenly she was standing at the edge of the tiles, her pointed-toe pumps lined up very precisely with the boundary. The Founder of Morganville was dressed in impeccable white, impossibly clean and pure in the dirty, yellowed glow. Her pale silvery eyes seemed almost colorless, and from experience Claire knew that meant Amelie was at her most dangerous.


‘What do you want with Michael?’ she asked. Her hands were folded in front of her, a calm, resting position, and her body language was watchful.


‘Eve wants to see him, to be sure he’s all right.’


That made Amelie smile, just a little. It was a shivery kind of expression, and she lowered her chin just enough to make it seem terrifying. ‘Yes, I’m sure all of you are simply brimming with concern for our well-being.’


‘He’s my husband!’ Eve said sharply. ‘Look, I just had to fight to get this far. Don’t be a jerkface, Amelie.’


That broke Amelie’s concentration, and she looked a little puzzled as she worked out the word. ‘Jerkface?’ she said slowly, as if testing the syllables. ‘Ah. You think I am the one at fault? You have quite a lot to learn, Eve. But if you wish to see Michael, I will send him out – as soon as Chief Moses assures me that he will remain unharmed and will be returned in the same state.’


‘Returned to you? What about to me?’


‘It’s clear you don’t understand the slightest thing about what is happening in Morganville,’ Amelie said. ‘So I will forgive you for not comprehending how much danger you put Michael in by separating him from my protection.’ She nodded slightly, and on the other side of the atrium, Oliver stepped up. He was holding Michael by the arm. Michael broke free, and for just a heartbeat Claire saw him clearly in the dim light: a shock of golden hair wild around his face, clear blue eyes fixed on Eve. Of all of them, he looked the least like a vampire, except for the pallor of his skin. He looked like a Renaissance angel come to life, if angels wore jeans and witty T-shirts.


He was wearing something black around his throat, and for a second Claire thought it was one of Eve’s chokers, the dog collar type, though that would be a strange thing for him to put on. She could barely see it, and then he was a blur, heading at vamp speed across the tiles.


Hannah pressed a button on the box on her belt, and Michael stopped. No, not just stopped – he broke stride, stumbled, and fell to his knees, shaking. ‘Slowly,’ Hannah said. ‘Don’t make me take it up to the next level, Michael. Move slowly.’


‘Yes,’ Amelie said from the shadows. ‘Pray do as she says, Michael.’


Eve, after a white-hot glare at Hannah, threw herself out into the open space and down next to Michael. ‘What did you do to him?’ she demanded. ‘He’s hurt! Michael, baby, are you okay? Michael!’


‘He’s fine,’ Hannah said, and took her finger off the button. ‘No permanent damage, I promise. But I have to make sure everybody obeys the rules. It’s the only way this works.’


The vampires hadn’t moved, but there was a new feeling in the air, Claire thought. A kind of tension that was reinforced by what sounded almost like a low whisper of sound.


A growl.


‘I’m fine,’ Michael said. He sounded shaky, but he wrapped his arms around Eve and held on tight. ‘God, there you are. All in one piece. I was so worried.’


‘Me? I’m not the one who got an arrow to the chest, bucko.’


‘I didn’t know what happened to you.’ He raised his hands to cup her face, and brushed her black hair back. It was growing longer again, and she hadn’t braided it, so it fell in a sleek curtain. ‘I was so scared they’d – they’d done something to you. Not hurt?’


‘Just my feelings,’ Eve said. ‘Seeing as how our old friend there stuck a knife between our collective shoulder blades.’ She followed her statement up with a rude gesture, to which Hannah didn’t bother to react. ‘Honey—’ She reached out toward the collar around his neck. He captured her hands in his and held on when she tried to pull away. ‘Honey, what is that thing around your neck?’


‘Shock collar,’ Shane said. ‘Isn’t it, Hannah? Like you’d put on a dog. You’ve got them on all of them.’


‘We have to maintain order,’ Hannah replied. ‘It’s the least violent way we could come up with to do it. They need to stay inside this building for their own protection, and we need to have order for the safety of my officers.’


Amelie had the same collar on, Claire realised. So did Oliver, standing with his greying hair loose and wild around his shoulders.


And where was Myrnin? Her heart skipped a beat and then sped up. She didn’t see him anywhere. Surely he’d be here if he was able to, which meant that he wasn’t able to make an appearance. That something had gone wrong with him.


Michael had steadied by now, and he kissed Eve’s hands and then leant forward to press his lips to hers – a soft, gentle sort of kiss that made her let out a cry when it was over, and bury her face in the crook of his neck. He held onto her, but his blue eyes remained fixed on Hannah. Hard to read his expression. Claire had never seen him look quite that closed off. ‘Eve can’t stay here,’ he said. ‘You can’t let her stay here with me, you know that. Not even if she wants to.’


‘I wouldn’t,’ Hannah said. ‘I know how dangerous it would be, even if she refuses to admit it.’


‘Are you crazy?’ Eve said. Her voice was muffled against his shoulder, but Claire still heard it clearly. ‘No, I’m not going anywhere, and I’m not letting you stay trapped in here without me. They don’t get to put you in some kind of – vampire petting zoo. You’re coming home where you belong. With us. With me.’


‘He can’t,’ Amelie said. ‘If he leaves this place, he will be killed. Not by us, of course. By those who are our … protectors.’ The irony of that wasn’t lost on her, Claire thought, noticing the twist of her lips. The taste of it must have been bitter.


‘Is that true?’ Shane turned to look at Hannah, but she continued to do a middle-distance stare. ‘Hey. Talking to you, lady!’


‘I heard you,’ she said. ‘He’s right that it isn’t safe for vampires outside of this enclave.’


‘Enclave?’ Claire heard the outrage in her own voice, even though she tried to hold it back. ‘I don’t care what kind of cool name you want to give it to make yourself feel better. It’s a prison camp.’


‘They’re here for their own protection.’


‘Bullshit!’ she spat back, and Shane put his hand on her shoulder. It surprised her enough to stop her from uttering the rest of what she’d been about to say, which probably wouldn’t have been quite so nice.


‘Claire,’ he said, ‘let’s take a breath. Maybe – maybe this isn’t a bad thing.’


‘What?’


‘Maybe we need to just think a little more,’ he said. ‘I mean, having vampires obeying the rules … what’s so wrong with that? They damn sure don’t obey any unless they’re scared of something. Not even the rules they make themselves. Right, Amelie?’


‘You’re being foolish,’ Amelie said. ‘And disloyal to your friend.’


‘Hey, lady, I’ve been bending over backward for years around here not to judge you bloodsuckers, no matter what kind of horrible things you did. Give me a break. And you know what? For a change, give me a little respect, too. Because I deserve that. We all do. All us poor, stupid humans.’ Shane wasn’t entirely wrong, Claire had to admit, though he also wasn’t usually this blunt about it. But then, the vampires usually wouldn’t have let him say these things without reprisal. ‘Maybe we should all show a little good judgement and agree that vamps aren’t the safest thing in the world to have lurking around in your neighbourhood—’


‘Thanks for being on my side, bro,’ Michael said.


‘I’m not saying this is the right way to do it. But maybe it’s the right idea, keeping vamps and humans apart.’ Shane shivered a little, as if he were cold, but Claire realised that his face was flushed and he was sweating. It wasn’t too hot in here – probably air-conditioned for the comfort of the guards. He really didn’t look good, Claire thought, and she took his hand. It felt hot – feverish. Was he sick? She could feel the tremors going through him, over and over.


‘Shane? What’s wrong? You’re burning up!’ Claire put the back of her hand against his forehead – or tried to. He knocked her arm away. It shocked her, and it surprised him, too. She saw the instant regret in his eyes, but when he tried to talk, he gagged. ‘Shane?’


‘I need to get out,’ he said. ‘Can’t stay here—’ He couldn’t get the rest out, just kept gagging. His face looked grey and damp.


‘Take him outside and let him have some fresh air,’ Hannah said. ‘I’ll stay here with Eve. Nothing will harm her.’


Claire didn’t want to go; she didn’t want Eve to feel alone and abandoned. But something was clearly very wrong with Shane, and getting worse with every breath he took. She didn’t debate it any further. She just grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the light streaming in through the thick glass doors. When she tried the metal handle, it didn’t move. Locked. She knocked urgently on the glass, and the policeman outside finally opened it – but blocked her way. ‘Just a minute,’ he said. ‘Where’s Chief Moses?’


‘It’s okay, Bud,’ Hannah called from behind him. ‘Let them out.’


He didn’t seem inclined, but he did step back, and Claire pulled Shane over the threshold and down the sidewalk, out into the bright, harsh sunlight and the dry desert air. He practically folded up once they reached the curb, and sat down hard there, his head in his hands. The tremors, though, were lessening, and as she stroked his hair she thought he was getting better. ‘Shane?’ she asked. ‘Shane, what the hell was that?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said, and gulped air. ‘God. I don’t know. It felt like I was burning up from the inside out. Maybe – maybe you’d better go back in, for Eve. I can’t, Claire. I just can’t.’


‘Why not?’


He was definitely, inexplicably better out here, away from the mall and the vamps. And as he looked up, she saw the strange light in his eyes. It looked almost like fear.


‘Because I want to kill them,’ he said. ‘The vampires. I want to kill them all. It’s like what I’ve felt my whole life, but turned up to eleven. And if I go back in there, I don’t think I can control it.’


She stared at him, shocked, and he lifted his shoulders in a very small shrug. He still looked unnaturally flushed, and sweat pasted thin strings of hair to his forehead.


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why. Please, don’t ask me to explain it, okay? Because I just can’t.’


But somehow she thought he could. She’d seen the bite on his arm, seen how he’d acted from time to time around Michael and the other vampires on the trip back. There was something wrong with him. Really wrong, in ways that scared them both, but Shane was tying to conceal and ignore it all.


It wasn’t the time to dig into it, though, and she shoved down her desire to interrogate him until this made some kind of sense, however twisted; he was right – she needed to go back. For Eve. For Michael.


For Myrnin, because if anyone knew where he was, Michael would.


She kissed Shane, and then she scrambled up and went back to the doors. The deputy – Bud? – didn’t harass her about it this time; he just silently unlocked them and let her back in, and she walked over to stand beside the spot where Eve and Michael were still kneeling near the fountain. They didn’t seem inclined to let go of each other, but Eve looked up and raised her eyebrows, silently asking the question.


‘I don’t know,’ Claire said. ‘But he feels better out there. It was almost like claustrophobia or something.’


‘Weird,’ Eve said. ‘Because that boy never hesitated to crawl into small spaces, and this isn’t exactly restrictive. It’s a mall.’


‘Maybe it’s the high ratio of vampires,’ Michael said, and managed a smile, though it was thin. ‘I mean, if I wasn’t already on Team Fang, I might be a little intimidated.’


‘Shane? Intimidated? Better be glad he’s out there and not in here making you eat those words,’ Eve said. She shook her head. ‘No, something’s not right with him. It’s just wrong, the way he reacted. Wrong and weird and wrong, also. Claire, keep an eye on him, okay?’


‘I will,’ she said, and hesitated for a long few seconds before she glanced at Michael. ‘Um – I have to ask, because I don’t see them, but about Myrnin, and Jesse –?’


‘They’re fine,’ Michael said. ‘Well, you know. It’s Myrnin, so fine probably isn’t so accurate, but she’s keeping him calm in one of the rooms that way.’ He nodded toward the darkness, the northeast corner where some dark, shuttered spaces lurked. ‘He’s having a hard time accepting … the situation.’ He tapped the collar with one fingertip and gave Hannah a quick glance. ‘You know how he gets when he feels trapped.’


Oh, she knew, and she felt heartsick at the idea of how Myrnin, of all people, would have reacted to wearing a shock collar. Hannah would probably have had to replace the batteries in her control unit several times over, because one thing about Myrnin, he was stubborn, and he just did not give up. Jesse was probably holding him back with all of her strength to keep him from charging out here – and no doubt not for the first, or the last, time.


She refrained from asking anything more, mainly because she was acutely aware of Hannah standing there, and she really didn’t trust Hannah at all now. She was loyal to Fallon, obviously, or she wouldn’t be holding the button for the shock collars. It wouldn’t be wise to say too much in Hannah’s hearing, since everything would end up reported back to the Daylight Foundation.


But she did turn to Hannah and ask her a question that seemed perfectly obvious. ‘You can’t keep a bunch of vampires in here like this for ever,’ she said. ‘No matter what kind of little training devices you put on them. What are you planning to do with them?’


Hannah never once looked at her directly. She was watching Amelie, Claire realised – watching for any sign of trouble from the vampire queen. But Amelie didn’t seem to be inclined, yet, to give any orders to her people. ‘We plan to help them,’ she said. ‘That’s all. We plan to help them get better.’


‘Yeah,’ Eve said. ‘You’re helping, all right. What is this, Vampire Re-education Camp? Are you planning on helping them learn to live without blood? Vegan vampires?’


The silence that greeted this was so deep that it made Claire’s already tense muscles ache and tighten. There was something in Hannah’s carefully controlled expression that made her feel sick and scared. ‘It’s probably time to go now before this gets any messier,’ Hannah said. ‘Wrap it up, kids.’


Eve raised her head from Michael’s shoulder. There were tears in her eyes, but she wasn’t crying. She was too angry to cry. ‘I’m not leaving him.’


‘Eve, she’s right. You can’t stay,’ he said in a gentle voice. He brushed his hand across her sleek black hair, let it drift through his fingers, and touched her lips just as softly. ‘You have to go, Eve. You wouldn’t be safe here.’


‘Why not? Aren’t they feeding you?’


‘They’re feeding us. I’ll be fine,’ he said, and kissed her. ‘Eve, I’ll be fine. Just go, okay? Claire, take her. Please.’


Claire didn’t want to, but she could see that he was serious; when she hesitated, he fixed her with a calm, steady stare until she moved forward and put her hand under Eve’s arm to get her to her feet.


‘No,’ Eve said. ‘No, I’m not going, Claire. I can’t – we can’t just leave him here …’


‘Maybe not, but we also can’t get him out,’ Claire said. The words tasted horrible in her mouth, like ashes and iron, and she had to swallow hard to continue. ‘Not yet. But we will, Eve. I swear to you, this isn’t over.’


Hannah said, ‘It is for now. Michael, you move back to the line. Go on.’


He got up and walked back to where Oliver was waiting at the edge of the tiles – exactly opposite from where Amelie was standing in her glowing white suit. Oliver put a hand on Michael’s shoulder. Maybe he meant just to hold him back, but it looked to Claire like … comfort? Odd, if so. Oliver wasn’t much on empathy. Then again, the look on Michael’s face – that lost, hollow, helpless look – would have moved anybody.


Except Hannah, apparently, who marched them straight to the door. As she opened it, though, Amelie said, without moving from where she stood, ‘Thank you for allowing Eve to see him, Chief Moses. I will not forget your kindness.’ It sounded unmistakably chilling, and Hannah’s shoulders stiffened for a second, then deliberately relaxed.


‘I’m sure you won’t,’ Hannah said. ‘Anybody moves, everybody gets shocked down to the ground. Clear?’


‘Yes,’ Amelie said. ‘You have made yourself very clear indeed.’


None of the vamps moved. It was like looking at a room full of pale, silent statues, but the hate in their eyes was like nothing Claire had ever seen before. No wonder Michael hadn’t wanted Eve to stay. That kind of trapped fury didn’t bother with fine distinctions, and there would be some in that mall who didn’t care whom they killed … as long as they got to vent that rage on a human.


Just as the door closed, Claire heard Amelie say, soft as a whisper, ‘Don’t worry. We will see you very soon.’


The sunlight felt cold as winter.


Shane was pacing near the cruiser, looking pale and agitated, and he was rubbing his arm as if it hurt him. He stopped and looked at them as Claire walked toward him. ‘What the hell happened?’ He didn’t wait for an answer, though; he grabbed Eve’s other arm and helped to hold her up. ‘Dammit, Eve—’


‘I want to go back,’ Eve said. She sounded odd and shaky. ‘They’re going to kill all of them, I know they are, they’re going to do something terrible to Michael. I have to go back.’ She tried to pull away, but Shane and Claire held onto her. Hannah opened the back door of the cruiser. She still wasn’t looking at them – looking anywhere but at them, in fact. Her face could have been carved from stone. ‘Please, don’t do this, Shane, please let me go—’


‘You can’t even come close to getting in there again and you know it,’ Shane said. ‘Eve. You can’t, and Michael doesn’t want you pulling something crazy like that. Come on.’


He put her into the car and walked around to block her from sliding out the other door; Claire took the space on one side of Eve as he crowded in on the other. She wasn’t fighting them, but she wasn’t helping, either. At least she’s not angry, Claire thought, but she wasn’t sure that was an improvement. No tears, no yelling. Just this … silence. And then there was Shane, still acting twitchy on Eve’s left, frowning and rubbing his forearm and snapping, as Hannah took the driver’s seat, ‘Can we just get the hell out of here already?’


That made Hannah give him a long glance in the mirror, but she started the engine. Shane’s tense body language seemed to ease up a little as the car pulled away from the blank, brooding exterior of the mall. Bitter Creek was a good name for it, Claire thought. Definitely not a happy kind of place.


It worried her that she hadn’t seen Myrnin at all.
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