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"Ember."

Her voice slides over me like a filmy curtain of memories and sickness. I clutch my blankets, searching the shadowy corners of my room.

"Ember."

You failed.

She doesn't say it, but the meaning is there.

Selfish. Useless. Monster.

"Ember."

"I heard you the first time.” I search my doorway. Beyond that, the apartment living room is dark. Gray. Dead. The guards pacing below my window laugh.

And then my eyes adjust to the dark as I prop myself up on my elbows, heart racing and screaming. I can yell all I want, but this time, the terror wins.

She's there.

Silvia stands in the corner, wrapped in a black garbage bag up to her neck, arms crossed like a cheap mummy. Her skin is pale from blood loss, her neck savaged by brutal bite marks. Dirt cakes her hair and her face. Silvia's pupils have dilated and lost all life, and she trains those eyes on me. This isn't my former friend. It's a ghoul coming back to torment me. It has her voice and features but none of her soul.

"You saved your own skin," it says, using her voice. "They chose you. I can see why."

No. No. Not that.

"Shut up!"

I blink and throw my pillow. On the other side of that blink, the corner of my bedroom is bare, and the light has changed. I've left my television on in the living room, and it drones some mind-numbing reality show. The blue light from the TV falls on the wall where Silvia stood a moment before.

"Fuck." I can't even escape this hell in my sleep. I take a breath, urging my heart to slow. Apparently, I've sat up in my sleep, and now I'm throwing things while I'm supposed to be in dreamland. My mental health is undoubtedly taking a trip to the white sands of Waikiki Beach.

The real Silvia wouldn't want me to feel like this, would she?

But I can't ask anymore.

She's—

I get up and look out the window. Below, the front door guards are still laughing below my high-security apartment. Night's falling, and they'll start lighting their cigarettes soon. Not that I can blame them. Suppose I had to guard an apartment building of vulnerable activists in a city ruled by vampires. In that case, I'd take up the habit, too.

And it must be a tough job, guarding the ones the vampire families will choose as their new heirs.

I spring out of bed as I remember where I am and what's coming. Ugh, I'll never get used to sleeping during the day.

Or, if I don't escape from this city, I will.

"Great way to wake up," I tell myself, pulling my shirt down over my flat stomach. I've lost weight since I came to Washington over a month ago. I can't imagine why. Coffee's part of it, I'm sure. And despite my nerves, I'm going into the kitchen to brew myself a mug. I've been surviving on the stuff.

I stop short.

Mail.

And lots of it.

"Shit." Up for two minutes, and two swears already. Tonight's going to go great.

My apartment has a mail slot in the door, and I just noticed it now because nobody bothered to use it. My parents never wrote to my new address, let alone visited, and if my brother Mike had written any letters, whoever watches him has snatched them before they could reach me. All communication got cut off when I signed that contract to stay here.

At least eight letters lay on my floor, and all of them had fancy-looking sender addresses in blue text. My mouth goes dry. I'd rather get a letter from a lawyer. Jury duty. Or even the IRS. Any of those fun things that people dread on the other side of the eighteenth birthday mark. But I'm not even nineteen yet, and I'm already getting letters from—

Senator Joanna Reedsy.

Representative Thomas Holden.

Representative Harley Cook.

The envelopes fall out of my hands as a blur of names—of vampire names—slide around my fingers. I knew this was coming. Jeremy warned me that the vampires interested in making me their heir would send me letters asking me to intern for them. I just hadn't expected eight on the first night of open interviews. Jeremy promised me one or two per night, which is average.

Eight.

I'm a medium-rare steak sitting on a golden platter.

Worse, I can't even lay a hundred percent of the blame on Jeremy for this. Being claimed by the First Son makes me valuable, of course, but I must share the guilt. I beat the odds and punished Dream Developers. I showed the vampires that I could stoop as low as they did.

The vamps only want to claim their fellow predators. The weak die.

I want to throw up.

Though I told myself I'd breathe (one breath at a time, as Silvia used to say), I can't now. The requests for interviews are here. Do these lawmakers really want me to intern for them? I carry the mail to the kitchen counter and drop it there, heart pounding. You have time, Ember. They're supposed to take forever and squabble over the heirs they want. They're politicians, remember?

And, if many want to turn me so badly, maybe they'll start killing each other more often than normal.

I should make coffee and clear my head.

That'll calm my nerves.

A knock on the door jars me, and I exhale. "Jeremy."

It's not quite a full night yet, but vampires can't enter this building after full dark, according to the rules. Jeremy only has a tiny window to visit me, with no one knowing each night, and most of the time, he can't make that happen. But I'll take his cocky attitude and his wicked smile. I need something right now.

I'm shaking. And I also want to be angry at someone other than myself.

But I'm also not stupid. I have enemies, and I've only killed one of them. So I boldly get on my hands and knees and check the mail flap. It squeaks as it lifts under my finger, and I peek out into the hall to find suited pant legs, perfectly tailored, along with a slick pair of black shoes. Another figure stands behind the first, and I recognize Nathan's brown boots and the ankle cuffs that probably hide Secret Service weapons designed to take out both vampires and humans in a heartbeat.

"Jeremy," I breathe.

"Ah. You know, they invented peepholes for a reason," Jeremy says. "They offer a much better view than the alternative." And he lifts his shoe and presses the sole against my mail flap.

"You ass," I say, rising and opening the door. "Get. In. Here."

Jeremy grins as my face heats, but part of me is glad for the distraction. I'm glad he's here and I don't have to face this alone. I stand in front of the pile of horror on my counter, which divides my kitchen from my shag-carpet living room, and I wait for the perfect moment to drop the bomb.

Jeremy Haywood enters the apartment, looking just as stunning as ever. When I first met him, I had no clue he was formerly Justin Loftis, the teen actor I had a crush on in high school. But now that I know Jeremy has revealed his forbidden identity to me, I can see Justin's sea-green eyes crossed with the ruby lines of vampirism. Justin's proud cheeks and forehead are still there, only enhanced, and he has his dark, shoulder-length hair swept to one side as if he doesn't care. He pulls off that look, too, while staying as professional as the President's "son" should.

And me?

Jeremy nods to my shirt. "Classy. Again."

Yeah. I'm wearing my shirt that compares politicians to diapers, and I sleep in it every night. "I'm not sorry."

Nathan, his favorite Service agent, enters the apartment behind Jeremy and locks the door behind him. Being a vampire as well, Nathan sniffs out my apartment, picking up every detail. I hope he can't smell my nightmare sweat. And ugh—I'm still in my pajama bottoms. This outfit does not flatter my body.

"Nor should you be," Jeremy says. "You know, when I knock, using the peephole will allow you to gaze upon me before you open the door. Unless you have a fetish for feet?"

"Shut up." Despite this, I want to get to business.

Nathan smiles, dropping his pro exterior for a moment. Apparently, he and Jeremy are buds, and Nathan helped Jeremy avoid making the kill that would have turned him as evil as the other vamps. After what we've been through, I trust the Secret Service agent.

"So, how was the first haul?" Jeremy asks, rocking on those perfect shoes. "Any interesting lawmakers?" As he rocks, he lets his smile drop away.

"You could say that." Then I remember that I'm supposed to be irrationally angry. That's not difficult. I let the heat rise from my chest and into my throat. Then, I step aside to show him the pile of mail. "Ta-da. Everyone wants a piece of the First Family because when I get turned, we're bound together, right?"

Jeremy's jaw drops. "Ember, that's—"

"Your fault," I say, unsure if I mean it.

He sighs and face-palms. "Fair enough. When I claimed you, I was afraid this would happen."

I had expected an argument that could have given me a way to air out the storm raging inside me. Not this. Not Jeremy admitting to this and then pacing to the other side of the room. He looks out the tiny living room window and raises his fist like he wants to put it through the glass, but he pauses there, shaking.

That wasn't the plan. "Justin."

He whirls and narrows his eyes. "Don't call me that name."

"We're not in public."

"You know, you could get used to saying my old name and then let it slip at the wrong time. It's a crime to tell a human about your old identity after you get turned, Ember. We're supposed to lose all connection to our human pasts. If I don't, they'll know I dodged my kill."

He has a point, but I take the opening. "So, is that what I have to look forward to?" I ask, balling my fists. "If they turn me, I won't be me anymore."

Jeremy glares for a moment and then softens. "It's scary. I know. But at least you have a warning. I had none. Haywood snapped me up before I could interview with anyone else."

"Jealous?" I ask. "I get to stew in this hell while the vampires fight over me, knowing I'm going to become what I hate. I got eight letters today. Eight."

"You know, I can count." Jeremy approaches, expressionless.

"That's not the point. The point is, I—"

I dug myself into this cesspit.

"I get to think about it while they're making their pick. Do you know how much I hate politics? I mean, look!" I point to my shirt, shaking.

"Ember." Jeremy approaches, and he takes my arms, holding me there with his supernatural strength. He's so close that if he wanted, he could lean me over the counter and—"We're both in shit. Together. That's why I'm working on a way for you to get out of here before someone wins and chooses you."

"Wins?" The inferno cools as a bucket of dry ice pours over me. Even with Jeremy here, I can't stop it.

Jeremy nods. "It's another game of backstabbing and lying. That's what it is here in Washington. Vampires screw the masses, and they screw each other. And not in a good way." Then he stretches out that last sentence with a grin.

Despite my terror and my anger, my body lights, and I move my hips up just slightly to touch Jeremy's thighs. He smiles wider as if enjoying this little conquest, and I pull away again. "What do you mean?" I catch my breath. Jeremy and I haven't gotten to sex yet—apparently, it's dangerous for the human—but we've had a bit of fun just outside of it. And he's always going to haunt me with how good he is.

"They'll probably take a while to fight amongst themselves. There are many people in this fight, and I see both Heart and Spade party politicians in that pile," Jeremy says. "Remember, I'm young and could always switch my party as soon as I'm out from under my father."

"Great." More partisan politics. "So, I'm a chess piece they can use to get to you."

"Yes." Self-hatred is coming back. Jeremy's eyes harden. Slowly, he lets go of my arms but remains inches from me. "I wish there had been a better way to keep you safe during the first trial."

I straighten as he backs away, as if too ashamed to touch me. "But won't that make some of them want to get first dibs?" Ugh, I hate talking about myself like I'm an object. Ever since coming here, that's how the vampires and the CEO of Dream Developers have made me feel.

Jeremy frowns. That is not encouraging. Why won't he just tell me what his Great Escape idea will be? Sure, we'll have to make sure the vampires don't kill my brother in Texas the moment I try to leave the city and that I can warn him without getting caught. No sweat, right?

"Maybe. That's why I'm working on a plan right now," he says. "I know you hate politics. Hell, I hate politics. I wish my taste in clothing was as bad as yours." He nods at my shirt.

"So, what's the plan?" I resist the urge to bat my eyebrows because that is not me.

"I might have you meet some people soon," he says slowly as I study every facial expression and every movement of his lips. "There's a lot to think about with breaking someone out of here. First, your family. We keep your brother and your parents safe before we get you out."

"I don't think the vamps care about my parents," I admit. Zara knew who to target to keep me here in Washington. Hell, the government must have spied on my family's texts to help them make that decision. Psychological warfare, and all that.

Jeremy frowns. He has no words because he gets it.

"Then your brother," he says. "After that, we get you out undetected. You won't have to become a vampire at all, Ember." His expression darkens. "I won't allow it. After what you did, you don't deserve that."

"Is that a compliment or an insult?"

"What do you think?" Jeremy grins, and that makes me feel better.

"And who are these people who can help?" I ask, glad to be hearing answers at last. I want to go out with Jeremy tonight, even if I have to hang on his arm and look like an involuntary blood bag. "The, um, new political party you're working with?"

He stands there and slowly nods. "Maybe."

He's been hinting at a new, secret party wanting to help people. "They seriously want to get me out of here?"

"I think they will." Jeremy backs towards the door, and I know from his body language that there will be no outings tonight. He has public things that can't involve me, and Jeremy, of all people, has to keep up that evil vampire image. "Let me know when you have your first interview. I'll walk you there with a smile. And I'll have answers as soon as I can."

"You're leaving already?"

He takes one more step toward the door and stops. Ugh, that hands more power to him. "Well, you yelled at me."

"I was yelling to you. There's a difference." Why do I have to lash out every time I get pissed? That's what my parents do, and I am hell-bent on not becoming an angry husk, either. I'm amazed I still have a voice. Still, I feel bad. Things aren't roses for Jeremy, either.

"Okay. So, angry kiss." He approaches, eyes sparkling.

His lips brush mine, then seize the contours, and he grabs the back of my head, running his fingers through my hair. Jeremy pulls me close, breathing me in as if he wants my oxygen and not just my blood. Then he slowly sniffs as his lips trail down my neck to where the scabs of his old bite remain. He pauses there, nose resting against my flesh, and I wonder if he will drink from me.

But he pulls back as if I'm on fire.

"You smell too good. Too strong," he says, biting his lip. "And you don't need a bite tonight."

I gasp, unsure whether I'm relieved or disappointed. "What do you mean?"

Jeremy holds me in his powerful stare, and it almost makes me dizzy. "Ember, you'll have to attend at least one interview tomorrow night, or someone will show up and make you. And the more politicians request you, the more you'll have to rotate through them over the next few months. But we should get you out before you have to see too many. I'll let you know when you can meet the crew."

"We need to go, sir," Nathan says. "You're due at the commercial recording in thirty minutes. We have an SUV for you at the entrance."

"Got it," Jeremy says.

Commercial? I can see Jeremy starring in a commercial to get his father re-elected in two years or to improve the Haywood image. It's no wonder the President chose a famous actor turned activist as his heir.

"Good luck. Try to choose someone who will clash with you."

And he's out the door with Nathan, leaving me with the pile of mail.

He's got a plan.

And can this mysterious new political party really help me escape? If they care about people, they'll have to.

Jeremy's lips linger on my flesh, giving me the strength to turn to the mail. Representative Holden's envelope rests on top, and he's not one we spoke to when we were still on the Housing Panel, but I'm sure he's a vampire. Three out of four lawmakers are.

I lift it and find a small piece of paper taped to the front of the next envelope. And on it is a hand-scrawled note in angry purple ink that I recognize as Beatrice's trademark color.

YOUR LIFE IS ABOUT TO BECOME HELL.

I'LL MAKE SURE OF THAT.
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The last thing I need during all of this is to have Beatrice come back. And, of course, Jeremy can't spend too much time with me, or he'll look like he cares about a human.

And that could get him killed.

Instead, he has to film political commercials for President Haywood. Oh, my father cares about the country. He doesn't take donations from companies who screw everyone over. That's the Heart Party. That is partially true, but it must suck having to do that. Jeremy is just as used and abused as the rest of us.

I hate that my biological clock has switched to a more nocturnal schedule over the past month. The vampires are getting ready to turn us, and maybe they don't want us reeling so much when we wake up as—

With nothing to do tonight, all I can do is dwell on the letters I've gotten. All eight lawmakers have asked for interviews, and I am trying to decide which one to go to first. I'm supposed to call ahead of time and set up an appointment. Jeremy has already told me I must do at least one interview tomorrow and more if I'm not chosen to intern by the first vampire I speak to.

Running into my bathroom, I gag.

Even if these people weren't vampires, I probably would. Politics. Ugh. I never wanted to be here. All I wanted was to stop Dream Developers and then go to college. Escape my parents. Live my own life.

But if I leave, my GPS will give the vamps the signal to kill my brother. 

The only person in my family I can stand.

And even if I leave my phone here, they control my credit card.

And I can't even warn him to hide because I'm ninety-nine percent sure my phone is bugged or monitored. Jeremy has never said it out loud—he probably can't—but he's implied it many times. So, I keep my phone in a drawer or near the TV whenever there's a chance he's going to knock.

Once I'm done gagging and can drink my coffee, I open the first letter in the stack from Representative Holden.

 

Ember Vonk,

 

I have heard about your persuasive talents in the Young Activists' Housing Panel. Therefore, I am very interested in having you intern for me for a few weeks. Your duties will include errands, phone calls, handling paperwork, and more. Give my office a call.

 

All the letters are like that. Call me. Shit. Even with Jeremy's help, I have to buy some time. He said the vampires would take time to choose their heirs, but I'm claimed by Jeremy, and I'll be bound to him after someone turns me. And that means the chooser's family will have new connections to the Haywoods.

I sit on the couch with the letters. I need to choose someone who will find me mediocre. Not terrible, but mediocre. I could intern for a while, not impress them too much, and then get shuffled to the next person. Rinse and repeat. That'll buy time. I collapse, lying on my back and nursing a growing tension headache. Who the hell would that be?

Sure, no one knows that I sent TNH News footage of President Haywood taking bribes from Andrew Acton. Still, everyone must know that I yelled at the Majority Leader and laid down threats that could make any vampire proud. I was the predator Jeremy told me to be. I survived the first trial. 

Now I've got to make it through this. 

Go for the Heart Party.

The Haywoods are Spades, and Heart Party politicians will be less likely to take me as an heir, right? That would be weird. Sure, they could think they could use me to change Jeremy, at least at first. But if I intern for someone and then disappoint them politically...

And I know what makes Hearts tick. 

"Light bulb," I say, rising and walking over to the laptop on my dining room table. I've never used it before, but looking up information on the lawmakers I'm going to call is something anyone would do. That's not suspicious. Anyone monitoring my Internet use won't bat an eyebrow.

I look up Representative Holden first, and his homepage page fills my screen. And lo-and-behold, there's an (H) right after his name.

 


[image: ]



 

That's all I need to know. Now that I have a plan, I can stay in the apartment for the night. Sure, the vampires probably won't attack me if I go out at night and dress like I'm important, but I still bear Jeremy's scent, which could cause other problems.

I should go out during the day.

Enjoy it while I still can.

Stop thinking like that.

I've got my interview with Holden tomorrow after calling his office, and Jeremy will walk me there to the House Building, which is also right next to the Capitol. Apparently, it's expected of him to sniff out politicians who want to use me to join with the Haywood family. It makes perfect sense, and I'm glad as Jeremy comes to pick me up at the start of the following night.

He knocks, and I answer. "Have you chosen your first lawmaker?" he asks, eyeing the phone I have stuck out of my pocket. If I leave it here when I'm supposed to be gone, the government will know I'm trying to dodge them. I've been lucky so far.

"Yes. Representative Holden," I say, waiting for Jeremy's faux anger. I tuck the phone deeper into my pocket to muffle the sound. I put my hand over the speaker. So far, that works, too. The government must expect everyone my age to always have their phone out, scrolling. I've never cared for phones all that much, and that's probably been my saving grace.

But the anger I get is real. Jeremy's eyes narrow, and he looks at Nathan, then me.

"Holden? He's a media mogul and a diehard Heart," Jeremy says, letting his tone drip with disgust. "Get away from him as soon as you can."

That's my plan. Get away from Holden. And then the next, and then the next politician. Repeat until Jeremy unveils his plan for getting me out of here and keeping my brother safe.

I just sigh like I'm pissed at Jeremy. I then grab my phone just to make this look good. Jeremy's working to keep me safe, and I will do the same for him. "I can intern for who I want."

"The Heart Party is a bunch of tyrants," Jeremy growls after he eyes the phone.

"And you're not? Hey, let me go. It's not like I'm leaving."

He takes my arm and pulls me out of the apartment in a flash. Nathan stands in the hallway with his arms crossed, and Colleen, who lives next to me, just turns her TV up in response. To her, I'm still just a blood bag and maybe worse, and even Ariana's absence hasn't gotten her to talk to me. I'm so bad that she's decided she's better off having no friends here.

Did Ariana survive the culling? I do not know, and a wave of guilt washes over me. I tried. 

"In the SUV," Jeremy tells Nathan as he pulls me down the hall.

I stuff my phone back into the dead zone of my pocket. I've worn my loosest dress pants for this meeting, and we board the elevator. 

And Jeremy says nothing. 

Usually, that's his time to talk to me, for real. Is he actually pissed about my choice? 

We leave the elevator and pass the new apartment receptionist, another older woman who must be in the know about the real deal around here. She nods to Jeremy and glances outside. Full darkness has almost fallen, so he's just within the rules. Or are there actual rules? Zara got in and trashed my apartment. Or she at least coordinated it. Maybe the rules don't apply when vampires want to kill panelists or snatch them for turning.

They sure didn't when the last receptionist was here.

The SUV waits outside, and I get into the back with Jeremy. Another unfamiliar agent is driving, and Jeremy keeps his shoulders hiked as Nathan gets into the back seat. I run my hand along the bulletproof glass, heart pounding. The vampires have always been in the market for new heirs, but now it's getting serious.

When will they make their picks?

I say nothing on the way to one of the House buildings, right up against a busy street. There are three of them next to the Capitol, and this one is up against the street. The giant stone structure looms over us as we get out, and Jeremy takes my arm and forces me to stand close to him. But his company is welcome, even if he has to be possessive and cruel on the outside.

We march inside and into an entry lobby of limestone and fancy lights. The whole place is done to the nines, of course, and Jeremy asks a receptionist for Holden's office. She looks at him as if he's got vines growing out of his ears. The receptionist is an older human woman with a perm, but she has hard, gray eyes.

"What is your business with Representative Holden?" she asks Jeremy as if I'm not standing there. There's an obvious undertone. Why would you want to even be in the same room with him?

I've got to play the part of a sore loser. "I have an interview with Holden in just fifteen minutes." I then try pulling away from Jeremy again.

"And it's a poor choice," he adds as Nathan draws close behind us, studying the woman.

Oh. So, Holden is not a fan of the Haywoods. Of course, he isn't. The Heart Party all hate the Haywoods by default. Why come after me, then? Maybe he wants to get under their skin and doesn't want me as an heir. I can hope. Or he wants to stop everyone in the Spade Party from turning me.

"Oh. Hello," the woman says, adjusting her spectacles like she's seen me for the first time. "And you are?"

"Ember Vonk," I say.

"Ah. Jeremy's claimed. I've heard," she says, confusion filling the spaces between her words. "You want to go down this hall and make two rights, and his office is near a maintenance closet. There will be an orange heart on his door."

I thank her and try to pull away from Jeremy again, but he won't have it. Then I swat him with my binder, but he holds up his hand and shakes his head at me with a smile. The woman just frowns at me as Jeremy leads me away.

"You will not get along with Holden," Jeremy warns me in a low voice. And this time, the warning is real.

"It beats the alternative," I say. Personality clashes are what I want. And that's what Jeremy told me to go for.

He leads me through the wide hallways of the House building and around two corners until we reach the door the woman told us about. Finally, Jeremy releases my arm as Nathan takes his position behind him. There's an orange heart on the door, all right, but not the paper one I expected. It looks suspiciously like the multi-layered logo for TNH News, the one with a spotlight inside. 

I gulp. Sure, The National Heart News helped me punish Dream Developers and Senator Goodman, along with Benjamin Haywood. Still, they did it for their own gain.

They can never make up for stoking my parents' rage repeatedly and making them so intolerable that my brother Mike had to leave. Apparently, Holden is a fan. 

Gulping, I knock on the door.

"Enter," a peppy young man says.

I open the door, and Jeremy waits just outside with Nathan as I walk into a messy office where papers sit in stacks on tables and piles of binders ready to fall over. Two staffers, one human, and one vampire, type away on laptops, and a dark-skinned vampire man sits on the far end of the room, motioning me over to sit. Then he looks over my shoulder and narrows his eyes at Jeremy.

"Ember. Have a seat."

He's the peppy young guy, then. Neither staffer looks at me as they must try to wade through the mess of Holden's paperwork. Well, at least I'll have no problem looking mediocre.

"Hello, Thomas Holden," Jeremy says with a growl.

I balk. Sure, all the vampires stop aging at twenty-five and look that way forever, but Thomas Holden, even in his cream suit and short, trimmed hair, just seems younger than that. "Hello, Mr. Haywood," he says, not dropping that enthusiasm. "I would like to speak to Ember alone. This is an interview for an internship."

Reluctantly, Jeremy closes the door behind me. And Holden smiles, showing his fangs.

"Don't worry. You're safe here," Holden says. "Come on. Have a seat. I'm glad that you thought of me first."

I assess the situation. If Holden actually wanted to turn me and pass me off as his daughter, he's an idiot. We look nothing alike. Sure, when people get turned, their appearance gets enhanced. Still, the vampires seem to choose heirs who look enough like them so that the masses keep thinking they're biological children. Zara did. 

So, I march over and sit. "Thank you for having me." My heart rate calms down. Holden's no idiot, or the vampires wouldn't have chosen him. Maybe he was a programmer or a filmmaker during his human life. He's got an intelligent but hungry gleam in his eye.

"So, you are Jeremy's claimed," he says. "And I heard that you also stood up to Majority Leader Goodman. Tell me, how do those two things go together?"

It's an odd way to start an interview. "They don't," I say through grit teeth because a Heart Party guy will expect that. "I didn't want him to claim me." I hope the scabs of Jeremy's last bite are still visible over my collar. Still, I can't advertise them, or I'll be too obvious.

Holden just smiles wider to the tune of frantic typing. The red lines crossing his brown irises deepen in color. Yes, he's hungry, but for what? I shudder. There must be something Holden wants out of me, even if it's not an heir and connection to the Haywood family.

"So, you'd be happy to spend some time away from him, I take it?"

I shift in my seat. "What's that supposed to mean?"

Holden folds his hands. He's wearing lots of rings. Lots of gold rings encrusted with jewels. This is a vampire of wealth, just like the rest of them. "Oh, an internship, of course. My office can be intense, so any extra hands we can get are good. Plus, you'll get experience for your next internships."

I breathe out. Holden doesn't intend to turn me.

So, what is Holden's game?

I've got to be careful. Even buying myself some extra time could be dangerous.

He describes some pretty typical job duties for an intern. Run paperwork. Deliver mail. Fill in the schedule. Maybe even answer a few emails if I'm good enough. There must be something more to this, something that Holden wants to find out, and by the end of the interview, I'm pretty sure it's any dirt he can get on Jeremy. There's no other explanation. 

I'll have to be careful, then.

"So, Ember, would you like to intern for me starting tomorrow night?" Holden smiles. "I don't know how long I'll be able to keep you, of course, since you're in demand."

I swallow, knowing that even if it means diving into more politics and being around more vampires, I have to gain as much time as possible. "Yes. I agree. We can start tomorrow night." 
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"You know, Holden wants you so he can find fresh ways to smear me," Jeremy says once he collects me after the interview. We then exit the House building through the front entrance. Thankfully, it must be too early in the night for most vampires to start work because the place is mostly empty. Only a few human janitors—the janitors are always human—and a few staffers remain. 

But I can't be too careful about how I act around him in public. "Well, there's plenty of material to work with." Shit, I hate myself for this.

Jeremy tightens his grasp and pulls me past two janitors who are clearly taking a break. "You are not staying with Holden for long. And by the way, you owe me a drink for this. I need to calm my nerves."

We're walking past the receptionist lady now, who keeps staring at Jeremy. We can't trust anyone to report on Jeremy, not even the human staff members of this place. The government probably has a reward system for reporting vampires who dodged their kills.

But Jeremy has a point, and I sense some of that anger is real. 

What have I done?

For all I know, Holden could help Senator Warrington out Jeremy and destroy him. Or maybe even get him killed. I could have researched him better. 

But Jeremy says nothing about that as we get into the back of the SUV again. Nathan stays silent, ever vigilant, as he gets in behind us.

He's already planned a restaurant for us to go to tonight. Most of them have private dining rooms in this city because the vampires often like to sip from donors and claimed humans away from others. In this atmosphere of backstabbing and stalking, I can't blame them.

It's good for me and Jeremy, at least.

"So, to Marion's Steak and Grill," Nathan says as he enters the SUV.

I say nothing.

"Holden is going to watch my every move," Jeremy growls.

"The Service will monitor him closely," Nathan says. "However, there is only so much we can do about certain things."

Yep. He's pissed and not just fake pissed. But I can't apologize to him now with the mysterious Secret Service agent driving the SUV. I don't know the guy, and if Jeremy trusted him, he'd just say what he means right now. Carl betrayed us before, and there's no reason to think that some other agent wouldn't do the same.

Jeremy is a quiet, dark angel as our driver takes us through the city and away from Capitol Hill. We find ourselves downtown again, close to my apartment building, and then we pull down an alley to the back of a restaurant. Jeremy gets out and opens the door for me, but there's tension in each of the First Son's moves.

I get out next. "I know. That wasn't good." How dangerous is Representative Holden, anyway? Obviously, I'm there for a purpose other than joining his family.

I want him to say something. Anything. But Jeremy pulls open the back door to the restaurant, and Nathan comes in behind us, silent as a mountain lion, as we meet a server standing in the hall, obviously waiting for us. She waves us forward with a nervous handshake and leads us to an unmarked door. And behind it is a small, private dining room with four round tables and plenty of sports decorations. Seriously, it's always sports.

Jeremy doesn't snatch my arm as Nathan enters the private room and closes the door.

"Did you know Holden is a good friend of Senator Warrington?"

He just starts like that. I whirl and face Jeremy.

"Well, since I haven't been here nearly as long as you have, no, I didn't." I should be angry, but an ice bucket slides down my spine as he confirms my fears. I might have delayed getting turned, but at what cost? Jeremy? "Maybe someone should draw me a map of all the relationships in the government so my simple mind can comprehend it."

Jeremy softens. "Shit, Ember. I shouldn't get pissed and should have gone over those letters with you, but I had to get to that fucking commercial filming and sing my father's praises." Resentment stretches each word to the point of nearly exploding.

He's blaming himself.

"It's not your fault. You have an image to keep for both of us." I pull out a chair and motion for Jeremy to sit before a server arrives. He shakes his head and then follows my lead so that we're sitting beside each other. If Jeremy said he needed a drink in public, I would have to oblige. The other vampires will watch our every move, especially now, and if I don't have fresh bite marks by tomorrow night, more suspicion will go up.

We sit beside each other, and Jeremy waits to bite me. He probably wants me to eat first. Fair enough. At least then, I won't pass out.

Jeremy says nothing again, and that unnerves me. I face him just inches away, and the red crossing his eyes is dull and dark. Even his bright green irises—eyes that belong to Justin Loftis, who should star as the hero in a summer action flick—have dulled.

Something needs to be fixed, and he needs to give me the full story.

A server comes into our private dining room, and it turns out my dinner has been ordered ahead of time and probably checked by the Secret Service because Nathan nods with approval at the plate. It's a fancy casserole with lots of cheese and eggplant on the bottom. I take a few bites, bracing myself for the pain that's to come. Well, I deserve a bit of it this time. Once again, I've thought of self-preservation and my own needs over those of others.

Not good.

"Ember? Talk," Jeremy says once the server leaves. Worry washes over his face. "Or are you having a blank human moment again?"

His attitude does what it always does and yanks me out of my thoughts. I let my face fall to my open palms and then blurt it. "I don't want to become a vampire or a politician! Most of all, number two. That's why I'm doing this. It's not to throw you under the bus."

"Shit." Jeremy wraps his suited arm around me and pulls me close so I'm leaning into his form. He's powerful. Strong. I sense his body under his suit, every muscle moving perfectly under the expensive fabric. He has a body that is too dangerous for me to touch, a body that could kill me if we ever tried to go all the way with intimacy. "I don't want that for you, either. It's a dangerous game, and I'm afraid that before you can get out of here, it has to get worse."

It has to get worse. I don't like the sounds of that, but I'm so desperate that I'll do just about anything to escape and keep my brother safe.

I have to tell him the rest. "And did I mention Beatrice is out?"

Jeremy's eyes widen at me, and some color returns.

"Did you see her?"

"She left me a note." I frown and pull it from my pocket.

Jeremy pulls away from me just enough to read it. "The bitch. She has no proof you framed her or made her mother go missing."

"But she has nothing left to lose?" I force down another bite. Jeremy's right. I have lost weight, and I have little to spare.

"The one who sired her is missing," Jeremy says. "That leaves her orphaned. Lower class among the vampires, but free of Zara." He looks right at me as his eyes glint with suppressed rage. Even though Jeremy has never made a human kill, he still has murderous instincts. "That makes her dangerous."

"That's what scares me." Take another bite. Silvia would tell me to do that. So, I do.

"Ember, I will get you out of here before it's too late. Things are complicated, but I will." Jeremy's words are so strong that I can hear a political speech there already. He will be great behind the podium, and I will be, well, what?

"You think so?" It's not an expression of doubt but crazy hope.

Jeremy holds me in that stony expression and nods. "You will get out of here, Ember. Nathan can help us. And then there's the Diamond Party."

I freeze, fork in hand, and let a glob of casserole fall back to my plate.

"The what?"

I turn my chair to face Jeremy.

He has answers.

It's not just empty promises. I haven't realized I fear that until now.

"The Diamond Party. You know. We've got Spades. Hearts. Clubs to represent independents. So, we have to have a complete set." Jeremy grins, and I know he's back. He dangles answers before me, daring me to run on the hamster wheel. 

"And this party wants to fix things," I say, meaning it as a question.

"What do you think?"

Ugh, I'm running on the wheel, but I need all the help I can get so I don't screw everything up royally. "You're in this party."

"Maybe." He crosses his arms. "Or maybe not. It's a terrifying rumor flying around Washington, and the Spades and Hearts both shake in their underwear at the name."

"Vampires wear underwear?" I don't know which thought makes me quiver more. The idea of a feared political party, or the idea of—

Now is not the time.
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