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Chosen


‘I thought adult vampyres weren’t supposed to have relationships with fledglings.’ We were so close that I didn’t have to speak much above a whisper for him to hear me.


‘We’re not supposed to. It’s highly improper. But sometimes there’s an attraction that happens between two people that transcends the vampyre-fledgling boundary, as well as age and propriety. Do you believe in that kind of attraction, Zoey?’



He was talking about us! We were staring into each other’s eyes, and I felt lost in him. His tattoos were a bold pattern of intricate slashing lines that gave the impression of lightning bolts, and they went perfectly with his dark hair and eyes. He was so insanely handsome and so much older that he made me feel at the same time incredibly attracted to him and scared to death that I was playing with something so far beyond what I’d ever experienced that it could easily spiral out of control. But the attraction was there - and if he was right, it definitely transcended the vampyre-fledgling boundary. So much so that Erik had even noticed how Loren looked at me.


Erik . . . Guilt washed through me. He would just die if he could see what was going on between Loren and me. A mean little thought snaked through my mind, Erik isn’t here to see me, and I drew in a deep, shaky breath and heard myself say, ‘Yes. I believe in that kind of attraction. Do you?’







BY P. C. CAST AND KRISTIN CAST



The House of Night  
 
MARKED 
BETRAYED 
CHOSEN 
UNTAMED 
HUNTED 
TEMPTED 
BURNED 
AWAKENED 
DESTINED 
HIDDEN 

 The House of Night Novellas 
 
DRAGON’S OATH 
LENOBIA’S VOW 
NEFERET’S CURSE 

THE FLEDGLING HANDBOOK







 
 
 

 
Chosen

 

 
P.C. AND KRISTIN CAST

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk






 
Published by Hachette Digital 2008


 
Copyright © 2008 by P. C. Cast and Kristin Cast Excerpt from The Last Days copyright 2006 © Scott Westerfeld


 



 
The moral right of the authors has been asserted.


 



 
All rights reserved.


 
No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any
form or by any means, without the prior
permission in writing of the publisher, nor be
otherwise circulated in any form of binding or
cover other than that in which it is published and
without a similar condition including this
condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 



 
All characters and events in this publication, other  
than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious  
and any resemblance to real persons,  
living or dead, is purely coincidental.



 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1135 0


 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE


 



 
Hachette Digital
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY


 



 




 
An Hachette UK Company






This one is for all of you who have e-mailed us wanting more  
and more and more of Zoey and the gang. We heart you!
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‘YEP, I HAVE A SERIOUSLY SUCKY BIRTHDAY,’ I TOLD MY CAT, Nala. (Okay, truthfully she’s not so much my cat as I’m her person. You know how it is with cats: They don’t really have owners, they have staff. A fact I mostly try to ignore.)

Anyway, I kept talking to the cat as if she hung on my every word, which is soooo not the case. ‘It’s been seventeen years of sucky December twenty-fourth birthdays. I’m totally used to it by now. No big deal.’ I knew I was saying the words just to convince myself. Nala ‘mee-uf-owed’ at me in her grumpy-old-lady cat voice and then settled down to lick her privates, clearly showing that she understood I was full of b.s.

‘Here’s the deal,’ I continued as I finished smudging a little liner on my eyes. (And I mean a little - the line-your-eyes-till-you-look-like-a-scary-raccoon is definitely not the look for me. Actually, it’s not the look for anyone.) ‘I’m gonna get a bunch of well-meaning presents that aren’t really birthday presents - they’re stuff that’s Christmas themed because people always try to mush my birthday with Christmas, and that seriously doesn’t work.’ I met Nala’s big green eyes in the mirror. ‘But we’re going to smile and pretend we’re fine with the dorky birthmas gifts because people do not get that they can’t mush a birthday into Christmas. At least not successfully.’

Nala sneezed.

‘Exactly how I feel about it, but we’ll be nice ’cause it’s even worse when I say something. Then I get crappy gifts and  everyone’s upset and things turn all awkward.’ Nala didn’t look convinced, so I focused my attention on my reflection. For a second I thought I might have gone too heavy on the eyeliner, but I looked closer and realized that what was making my eyes look so huge and dark wasn’t anything as ordinary as eyeliner. Even though it had been two months since I’d been Marked to become a vampyre, the sapphire-colored crescent-moon tattoo between my eyes and the elaborate filigree of interlocking lacework tattoos that framed my face still had the ability to surprise me. I traced one of the curving jewel-blue spiral lines with the tip of my finger. Then almost without conscious thought I pulled the already wide neck of my black sweater down so that it exposed my left shoulder. With a flick  of my head I tossed back my long dark hair so that the unusual pattern of tattoos that began at the base of my neck and spread over my shoulder and down either side of my spine to the small of my back was visible. As always, the sight of my tattoos gave me an electric thrill that was part wonder and part fear.

‘You’re not like anyone else,’ I whispered to my reflection. Then I cleared my throat and continued in an overly perky voice. ‘And it’s okay not to be like anyone else.’ I rolled my eyes at myself. ‘Whatever.’ I looked up over my head, half surprised that it wasn’t visible. I mean, I could definitely feel the ginormic dark cloud that had been following me around for the past month. ‘Hell, I’m surprised it’s not raining in here. And wouldn’t that be just great for my hair?’ I sarcastically told my reflection. Then I sighed and picked up the envelope I’d laid on my desk. THE HEFFER FAMILY was embossed in gold above the sparkling return address. ‘Speaking of depressing . . . ,’ I muttered.

Nala sneezed again.

‘You’re right. Might as well get it over with.’ I reluctantly opened the envelope and pulled out the card. ‘Ah, hell. It’s worse than I thought.’ There was a huge wooden cross on the front of the card. Staked to the middle of the cross (with a bloody nail) was an old time scroll-like paper. Written (in blood, of course) were the words: He IS the reason for the season. Inside the card was printed (in red letters): MERRY CHRISTMAS. Below that, in my mom’s handwriting, it said:  I hope you’re remembering your family during this blessed time of the year. Happy Birthday, Love, Mom and Dad.

‘That’s so typical,’ I told Nala. My stomach hurt. ‘And he is not my dad.’ I ripped the card in two and threw it into the wastepaper basket, then stood staring at the torn pieces. ‘If my parents aren’t ignoring me, they’re insulting me. I like being ignored better.’

The knock on my door made me jump.

‘Zoey, everyone wants to know where you are.’ Damien’s voice carried easily through the door.

‘Hang on - I’m almost ready,’ I yelled, shook myself mentally, and gave my reflection one more look, deciding, with a definitely defensive edge, to leave my shoulder bare. ‘My Marks aren’t like anyone else’s. Might as well give the masses something to gawk at while they talk,’ I muttered.

Then I sighed. I’m usually not so grumpy. But my sucky birthday, my sucky parents . . .

No. I couldn’t keep lying to myself.

‘Wish Stevie Rae was here,’ I whispered.

And that was it, what had me withdrawing from my friends (including boyfriends - both of them) during the past month and impersonating a large, soggy, disgusting, rain cloud. I missed my best friend and ex-roommate, who everyone had watched die a month ago, but who I knew had actually been turned into an undead creature of the night. No matter how melodramatic and bad B movie that sounded. The truth was that right now, when Stevie Rae should have been downstairs puttering around with my lame birthday details, she was actually lurking about somewhere in the old tunnels under Tulsa, conspiring with other disgusting undead  creatures who were truly evil, as well as definitely bad-smelling.

‘Uh, Z? You okay in there?’ Damien’s voice called again, interrupting my mental blahs. I scooped up a complaining Nala, turned my back on the terrible birthmas card from my ’rentals, and hurried out the door, almost running over a worried-looking Damien.

‘Sorry . . . sorry . . . ,’ I mumbled. He fell in step beside me, giving me quick little sideways glances.

‘I’ve never known anyone before who was as not excited as you about their birthday,’ Damien said.

I dropped the squirming Nala and shrugged, trying for a nonchalant smile. ‘I’m just practicing for when I’m old as dirt - like thirty - and I need to lie about my age.’

Damien stopped and turned to face me. ‘Okayyyy.’ He dragged the word out. ‘We all know that thirty-year-old vamps still look roughly twenty and definitely hot. Actually one-hundred-and-thirty-year-old vamps still look roughly twenty and definitely hot. So the whole lying about your age issue is a nonissue. What’s really going on with you?’

While I hesitated, trying to figure out what I should or could say to Damien, he raised one neatly plucked brow and, in his best schoolteacher voice, said, ‘You know how sensitive my people are to emotions, so you may as well just give up and tell me the truth.’

I sighed again. ‘You gays are freakishly intuitive.’

‘That’s us: homos - the few, the proud, the hypersensitive.’

‘Isn’t homo a derogatory term?’

‘Not if it’s used by a homo. By the by, you’re stalling and it’s so not working for you.’ He actually put his hand on his hip and tapped his foot.

I smiled at him, but knew that the expression didn’t reach my eyes. With an intensity that surprised me, I suddenly, desperately wanted to tell Damien the truth.

‘I miss Stevie Rae,’ I blurted before I could stop my mouth.

He didn’t hesitate. ‘I know.’ His eyes looked suspiciously damp.

And that was it. Like a dam had broken open inside me the words came spilling out. ‘She should be here! She’d be running around like a crazy woman putting up birthday decorations and probably baking a cake all by herself.’

‘A really awful cake,’ Damien said with a little sniffle.

‘Yeah, but it’d be one of her mama’s favorite recipes.’ I gave my best exaggerated Okie twang as I mimicked Stevie Rae’s countrified voice, which made me smile through my own tears, and I thought how weird it was that now that I was letting Damien see how upset I really felt - and why I felt that way - my smile actually reached my eyes.

‘And the Twins and I would have been pissed because she would have insisted we all wear those pointed birthday hats with the elastic string that pinches your chin.’ He shuddered in not-so-pretended horror. ‘God, they’re so unattractive.’

I laughed and felt a little of the tightness in my chest begin to loosen. ‘There’s just something about Stevie Rae that makes me feel good.’ I didn’t realize that I’d used the present tense until Damien’s teary smile faltered.

‘Yeah, she was great,’ he said, with an extra emphasis on the was while he looked at me like he was worried about my sanity.

If only he knew the whole truth. If only I could tell him.

But I couldn’t. If I did it would get either Stevie Rae or me, or both of us, killed. For good this time.

So instead I grabbed my obviously worried friend’s arm and started pulling him toward the stairs that would lead us down to the public rooms of the girls’ dorm and my waiting friends (and their dorky presents).

‘Let’s go. I’m feeling the need to open presents,’ I lied enthusiastically.

‘Ohmygod! I cannot wait for you to open mine!’ Damien gushed. ‘I shopped for it forevah!’

I smiled and nodded appropriately as Damien went on and on about his Quest for the Perfect Present. Usually he isn’t so overtly gay. Not that the fabulous Damien Maslin isn’t actually gay. He totally is. But he’s also a tall, brown-haired, big-eyed cutie who looks like he’d be excellent boyfriend material (which he is - if you’re a boy). He’s not a fluttery-acting gay kid, but get the boy talking about shopping and he definitely shows some girlish tendencies. Not that I don’t like that about him. I think he looks cute when he gushes about the importance of buying really good shoes, and right then his babbling was soothing. It was helping me to get ready to face the bad presents that (sadly) waited for me.

Too bad it couldn’t help me face what was really bothering me.

Still talking about his Shopping Quest, Damien led me though the main room of the dorm. I waved at the various clumps of girls clustered around the pods of flat-screen TVs as we headed to the little side room that served as a computer lab and library. Damien opened the door and my friends broke into a totally off-key chorus of ‘Happy Birthday to You.’ I heard Nala hiss and from the edge of my vision watched her back from the doorway and trot away down the hall. Coward, I thought, even though I wished I could escape with her.

Song over (thankfully), my gang swarmed me.

‘Happy-happy!’ said the Twins together. Okay - they’re not genetically twins. Erin Bates is a very white girl from Tulsa and Shaunee Cole is a lovely caramel-colored girl of Jamaican-American descent who grew up in Connecticut, but the two are so freakishly alike that skin tone and region make absolutely no difference. They’re soul twins, which is way closer than mere biology.

‘Happy birthday, Z,’ said a deep, sexy voice I knew very, very well. I stepped out of the twin sandwich and walked into the arms of my boyfriend, Erik. Well, technically, Erik is one of my two boyfriends, but the other is Heath, a human teenager I dated before I was Marked and I’m not supposed to be dating him now, but I kinda sorta accidentally sucked his blood and now we’re Imprinted and so he’s my boyfriend by default. Yes, it’s confusing. Yes, it makes Erik mad. Yes, I expect him to dump me any day because of it.

‘Thanks,’ I murmured looking up at him and getting trapped all over again in his incredible eyes. Erik is tall and  hot, with Superman dark hair and incredibly blue eyes. I relaxed in his arms, a treat I hadn’t allowed myself much of during the past month, and temporarily basked in his yummy smell and the sense of security I felt when I was close to him. He met my gaze and, just like in the movies, for a second everyone else went away and it was just us. When I didn’t move out of his arms his smile was slow and a little surprised, which made my heart hurt. I’d been putting the kid through way too much - and he didn’t even really understand why. Impulsively, I tiptoed and kissed him, much to the general merriment of my friends.

‘Hey, Erik, why don’t you spread some of that birthday sugar around?’ Shaunee wagged her eyebrows at my grinning boyfriend.

‘Yeah, sweet thang,’ Erin said, and in typical twin fashion mirrored Shaunee’s eye waggle. ‘How about a little b-day kiss over here.’

I rolled my eyes at the Twins. ‘Uh, it’s not his birthday. You only get to kiss the birthday boy or girl.’

‘Damn,’ Shaunee said. ‘I lurve ya, Z, but I don’t want to kiss ya.’

‘Just please with the same-sex kissing,’ Erin said, then she grinned at Damien (who was gazing adoringly at Erik). ‘I’ll leave that to Damien.’

‘Huh?’ Damien said, clearly paying more attention to Erik’s cuteness than the Twins.

‘Again, we say—’ Shaunee started.

‘Wrong team!’ and Erin finished.

Erik laughed good-naturedly, gave Damien a very guy-like punch on the arm, and said, ‘Hey, if I ever decide to change teams, you’ll be the first to know.’ (Yet another reason why I adore him. He’s mega-cool and popular, but he accepts people how they are and never gets an I’m-all-that attitude.)

‘Uh, I hope I’ll be the first to know if you change teams,’ I said.

Erik laughed and hugged me, whispering, ‘Not something you ever need to worry about,’ in my ear.

While I was seriously considering sneaking another Erik kiss, a mini-whirlwind in the form of Damien’s boyfriend, Jack Twist, burst into the room.

‘Yea! She hasn’t opened her presents yet. Happy birthday, Zoey!’ Jack threw his arms around us (yes, Damien and me) and gave us a big hug.

‘I told you that you needed to hurry up,’ Damien said, as we untangled.

‘I know, but I had to make sure it was wrapped just right,’ Jack said. With a flourish that only a gay boy can pull off, he reached into the man purse looped over his arm and lifted out a box wrapped in red foil with a green sparkly bow on it that was so big it practically swallowed the package. ‘I made the bow myself.’

‘Jack’s really good at crafts,’ Erik said. ‘He’s just not good at cleaning up the crafts.’

‘Sorry,’ Jack said sweetly. ‘I promise I’ll clean up right after the party.’

Erik and Jack are roommates, further proving Erik’s  coolness. He’s a fifth former (in normal language that’s a junior) and he’s also easily the most popular guy at school. Jack is a third former (a freshman), a new kid, cute but kinda dorky, and definitely gay. Erik could have made a big deal about being stuck with a queer and could have gotten out of rooming with him, and made Jack’s life hell at the House of Night. Instead he totally took him under his wing and treats him like a little brother, a treatment he extends to Damien, who has been officially going out with Jack for two point five weeks as of today. (We all know because Damien is ridiculously romantic and he celebrates the half-week anniversaries as well as the weekly ones. Yes, it makes the rest of us gag. In a nice way.)

‘Hello! Speaking of presents!’ Shaunee said.

‘Yeah, bring that overbowed box over here to the present table and let Zoey get to opening,’ Erin said.

I heard Jack whisper to Damien, ‘Overbowed?’ and caught Damien’s help look, as he assured Jack, ‘No, it’s perfect!’

‘I’ll carry it over to the table and open it first.’ I snatched the package from him, hurried to the table, and started to carefully extract the ginormous green sparkly bow from the red foil saying, ‘I think I’m going to save this bow because it’s so cool.’ Damien gave me a thank-you wink. I heard Erik and Shaunee snickering and managed to kick one of them, which shut both of them up. Putting the bow aside I unwrapped and opened the little box and pulled out . . .

Oh, jeesh.

‘A snow globe,’ I said, trying to sound happy. ‘With a  snowman inside it.’ Okay, a snowman snow globe is not a birthday present. It’s a Christmas decoration. A cheesy Christmas decoration at that.

‘Yeah! Yeah! And listen to what it plays!’ Jack said, practically hopping up and down in excitement as he took the globe from me and wound a knob in its base so that ‘Frosty the Snowman’ started tinkling out around us in painfully cheap and off-key notes.

‘Thank you, Jack. It’s really pretty,’ I lied.

‘Glad you like it,’ Jack said. ‘It’s kinda a theme for your birthday.’ Then he shot his eyes over to Erik and Damien. The three of them grinned at each other like bad little boys.

I planted a smile on my face. ‘Oh, well, good. Then I’d better open the next present.’

‘Mine’s next!’ Damien handed me a long, soft box.

Smile wedged in place, I started to open the box, though I couldn’t help wishing I could turn into a cat and hiss and run from the room.
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‘OOOH, IT’S BEAUTIFUL!’ I STROKED MY HAND OVER THE folded material of the scarf, thoroughly shocked that I’d actually gotten a cool gift.

‘It’s cashmere,’ Damien said smugly.

I lifted it from the box, thrilled that it was a chic, shimmery cream color instead of the red or green birthmas presents I usually get. Then I froze, realizing I’d been thrilled too soon.

‘See the snowmen embroidered on the ends?’ Damien said. ‘Aren’t they adorable?’

‘Yep, adorable,’ I said. Sure - for Christmas they’re adorable. For a birthday present, uh, not so much.

‘Okay, we’re next,’ Shaunee said, passing me a big box haphazardly wrapped in green Christmas-tree foil.

‘And we didn’t follow the snowman theme,’ Erin said, frowning at Damien.

‘Yeah, no one told us,’ Shaunee frowned at Damien, too.

‘That’s okay!’ I said a little too quickly and enthusiastically, and then tore into their package. Inside was a pair of black leather stiletto boots that would have been utterly cool and chic and fabulous . . . had it not been for the Christmas trees, complete with red and gold ornaments, that were stitched in full color on the side of each boot. This. Can. Only. Be. Worn. At. Christmas. Which makes it definitely a lame birthmas present.

‘Oh, thanks.’ I tried to gush. ‘They’re really cute.’

‘Took us forever to find them,’ Erin said.

‘Yeah, plain boots would not do for Ms Born-on-the-Twenty-Fourth, ’ Shaunee said.

‘No indeedy. Plain old black leather stiletto boots would never do,’ I said, feeling like crying.

‘Hey, there’s another present left.’

Erik’s voice pulled me out of the black hole of my birthmas-present depression. ‘Oh, something else?’ I hoped it was only to my ears that my tone said, ‘Oh, yet another tragic non-present present?’

‘Yeah, one more something else.’ Almost shyly, he handed me a very small rectangular shaped box. ‘I really hope you like it.’

I glanced down at the box before I took it and almost  squealed in happy surprise. Erik was holding a silver and gold wrapped present with a Moody’s Fine Jewelry sticker plastered classily in the middle of it. (I swear I heard the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’ crescendo somewhere in the background.)

‘It’s from Moody’s!’ I sounded breathless, but I couldn’t help myself.

‘I hope you like it,’ Erik repeated, lifting his hand and offering the little silver and gold box like a shining treasure.

I ripped through the lovely wrapping to expose a black velvet box. Velvet. I swear. Real velvet. I bit my lip to keep from giggling, held my breath, and opened it.

The first thing I saw was the gleaming platinum chain. Speechless with happiness my eyes followed the chain down to the beautiful pearls that were nestled into the plush velvet. Velvet! Platinum! Pearls! I sucked in air so that I could begin my gushing ohmygodthankyouErikyou’rethebestboyfriendever  when I realized that the pearls were oddly shaped. Were they defective? Had the fabulously exclusive and amazingly expensive Moody’s Fine Jewelry Store ripped off my boyfriend? And then I realized what I was seeing.

The pearls were shaped into a snowman.

‘Do you like it?’ Erik asked. ‘When I saw it, it just screamed Zoey’s birthday at me, and I had to get it for you.’

‘Yeah. I like it. It’s, uh, unique.’ I managed.

‘It’s Erik who came up with the snowman theme!’ Jack cried happily.

‘Well, it wasn’t really a theme,’ Erik said, his cheeks getting  a little pink. ‘I just thought it was different, not like those typical hearts and such that everyone gets.’

‘Yep, hearts and such would be so ordinarily birthday-fied. Who would want that?’ I said.

‘Let me put it on you,’ Erik said.

There was nothing else to do but pull my hair out of the way and let Erik step back to clasp the delicate chain around my throat. I could feel the snowman hanging heavy and disgustingly festive just above my cleavage.

‘It’s cute,’ Shaunee said.

‘And very expensive,’ Erin said. Both Twins gave mirrored nods of approval.

‘It matches my scarf perfectly,’ Damien said.

‘And my snow globe!’ Jack added.

‘It’s definitely a Christmas birthday theme,’ Erik said, giving the Twins a sheepish look, which they responded to with forgiving grins.

‘Yes, yes, it certainly is a Christmas birthday theme,’ I said, fingering the pearl snowman. Then I beamed to everyone a very bright, very painted-on smile. ‘Thanks, you guys. I really appreciate all the time and effort it took y’all to find such-special gifts. I mean it.’ And I did mean it. I may loathe the gifts, but the thoughts behind them were a totally different thing.

My absolutely clueless friends came together and we all did a kinda awkward group hug that left us laughing. Just then the door swung open and the light from the hall glistened on very blond, very big hair.

‘Here.’

Thankfully, my turning-into-vampyre reflexes were pretty good, and I caught the box she tossed at me.

‘Mail call came for you while you were back here with your nerd herd,’ she sneered.

‘Go away, Aphrodite, ya hag,’ Shaunee said.

‘Before we throw some water on you and you melt,’ Erin added.

‘Whatever,’ Aphrodite said. She started to turn away, but paused and gave me a wide, innocent smile before saying, ‘Nice snowman necklace.’ Our eyes met and I swear she winked at me before tossing her hair and flitting away, her laughter floating in the air after her like mist.

‘She’s such a total bitch,’ Damien said.

‘You’d think she would have learned her lesson when you took the Dark Daughters from her, and Neferet proclaimed that the Goddess has withdrawn her gifts from Aphrodite,’ Erik said. ‘But that girl will never change.’

I looked sharply at him. So says Erik Night, her ex-boyfriend. I didn’t need to say the words aloud. I knew by the way Erik looked hastily away from me that they were easy enough to read in my eyes.

‘Don’t let her mess up your birthday, Z,’ Shaunee said.

‘Ignore the hateful hag. Everyone else does,’ Erin said.

Erin was right. Since Aphrodite’s selfishness had caused her to be publicly kicked out of leadership of the Dark Daughters, the school’s most prestigious student group, and the position of Lead Dark Daughter as well as priestess in  training had been given to me, she had lost her standing as most popular and powerful fledgling. Our High Priestess, Neferet, who was also my mentor, had made it clear that our goddess, Nyx, has withdrawn her favor from Aphrodite. Basically, Aphrodite was shunned where she was once put on a big ol’ popularity pedestal and worshipped.

Unfortunately, I knew there was more to the story than what everyone else believed. Aphrodite had used her visions, which had clearly not been taken away from her, to save my grandma as well as Heath, my human boyfriend. Sure, she’d been bitchy and selfish during the saving, but still. Heath and Grandma were alive, and a good part of the credit for that goes to Aphrodite.

Plus, recently I’d found out that Neferet, our High Priestess - my mentor, the vamp most looked up to at the school - was also not what she appeared to be. Actually, I was coming to believe that Neferet was probably as evil as she was powerful.


Darkness does not always equate to evil, just as light does not always bring good. The words that Nyx had said to me the day I was Marked flitted through my mind, summarizing the problem with Neferet. She wasn’t what she appeared to be.

And I couldn’t tell anyone - or at least not anyone who was alive (which left me with my undead best friend who I hadn’t managed to talk to during the entire past month). Thankfully, I also hadn’t talked to Neferet for the past month. She’d left for a winter retreat in Europe and wasn’t scheduled to be back until the New Year. I figured I’d come up with a plan about how to deal with her when she returned.  So far my plan consisted of just that: coming up with a plan. Which was no plan at all. Crap.

‘Hey, what’s in the package?’ Jack said, pulling me out of my mental nightmare back to my birthmas party nightmare.

We all looked at the brown paper package I was still holding.

‘I dunno,’ I said.

‘I’ll bet it’s another birthday present!’ Jack cried. ‘Open it!’

‘Oh, boy . . ,’ I said. But when my friends gave me confused looks I got real busy unwrapping the box. Inside the generic brown wrapper was another box, this one wrapped in beautiful lavender paper.

‘It is another birthday present!’ Jack squealed.

‘Wonder who it’s from?’ Damien asked.

I was just wondering the same thing, and thinking that the paper reminded me of my grandma, who lived on an awesome lavender farm. But why would she send my present through the mail when I was meeting her later tonight?

I uncovered a smooth, white box, which I opened. Inside was another, much smaller white box fitted snuggly inside a bunch of lavender tissue paper. Curiosity completely killing me, I lifted the little box from its lavender tissue nest. Several pieces of the paper clung all static-electricified to the bottom of the newly freed box, and I brushed them off before opening it. As they floated to the table I peeked inside the box and sucked in a shocked breath. Lying on a bed of white cotton was the most beautiful sliver bracelet I’d ever seen. I picked it up, oohing and ahing at the twinkling charms. There were  starfish and seashells and seahorses, and each of them was separated by adorable little silver hearts.

‘It’s absolutely perfect!’ I said, fastening it to my wrist. ‘I wonder who could have sent it to me?’ Laughing, I turned my wrist this way and that, letting the gaslights that were so easy on our sensitive fledgling eyes catch the polished silver and make it glisten like faceted jewels. ‘It must be my grandma, but that’s weird because we’re meeting in just . . . ,’ and I realized everyone was totally, absolutely, uncomfortably silent.

I looked from my wrist to my friends. Their expressions ranged from shock (Damien) to annoyance (the Twins) to anger (Erik).

‘What?’

‘Here,’ Erik said, handing me a card that must have slipped out of the box with the clinging tissue paper.

‘Oh,’ I said, instantly recognizing the scrawling handwriting.  Oh, hell! It was from Heath. Better known as boyfriend no. 2. As I read the short note I felt my face getting hot and knew I was turning a totally unattractive shade of bright red.

Zo - HAPPY BIRTHDAY!! I know how much you hate those lame birthmas presents that try to mush your b-day with Christmas, so I sent you something I know you’ll like. Hey! It doesn’t have anything to do with Christmas! Duh! I’m hating the stupid Cayman Islands and this boring vacation with my parents and I’m counting the days till I can be with you again. See you on the 26th! I heart you! Heath


‘Oh,’ I repeated like a total moron. ‘It’s, uh, from Heath.’ I wished I could make myself disappear.

‘Please. Just please. Why didn’t you tell anyone that you don’t like birthday presents that have anything to do with Christmas?’ Shaunee asked in her usual no-nonsense way.

‘Yeah, all you had to do was say something,’ Erin said.

‘Uh,’ I said succinctly.

‘We thought the snowman theme was a cute idea, but it’s not if you hate Christmas stuff,’ Damien said.

‘I don’t hate Christmas stuff,’ I managed to say.

‘I like snow globes,’ Jack said softly, looking like he was about to cry. ‘The snowy part makes me happy.’

‘Looks like Heath knows more about what you like than we do.’ Erik’s voice was flat and emotionless, but his eyes were dark with hurt, which made my stomach clench.

‘No, Erik, it’s not like that,’ I said quickly, taking a step toward him.

He moved back like I had some kind of awful disease he might catch, and suddenly it really pissed me off. It wasn’t my fault that Heath had known me since I was in third grade and had figured out the mushed birthmas present issue years ago. Okay, yes, he knew stuff about me that the rest of them didn’t. There was nothing weird about that! The kid had been in my life for seven years. Erik and Damien, the Twins and Jack had been in my life for two months - or less. How was that my fault?

Purposefully, I made a show of looking at my watch. ‘I’m supposed to meet my grandma at Starbucks in fifteen minutes.  I better not be late.’ I walked over to the door, but paused before I left the room. I turned around and looked at my group of friends. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt anyone’s feelings. I’m sorry if Heath’s note made you guys feel bad - but that’s not my fault. And I did tell someone that I don’t like it when people try to mush my birthday together with Christmas - I told Stevie Rae.’
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THE STARBUCKS AT UTICA SQUARE, THE COOL OUTDOORS shopping center that was right down the street from the House of Night, was a lot busier than I’d thought it would be. I mean, sure, it was an unusually warm winter night, but it was also December 24, and almost nine o’clock. You’d think people would be home getting ready for visions of sugarplums and whatnot, and not out looking for a caffeine buzz.


No, I told myself sternly, I am not going to be in a bad mood for Grandma. I hardly ever get to see her, and I’m not going to spoil the little time we have together. Plus, Grandma was totally  hip to the fact that birthmas presents were lame. She always got me something as unique and wonderful as she is.

‘Zoey! I’m over here!’

At the far edge of the Starbucks sidewalk area I could see Grandma’s arms waving at me. This time I didn’t have to plant a fake smile on my face. The rush of happiness that seeing her always brought me was authentic and had me dodging through the crowd as I hurried to her.

‘Oh, Zoeybird! I’ve missed you so, u-we-tsi-a-ge-ya!’ The Cherokee word for daughter wrapped around me, along with my grandma’s warm, familiar arms that held the sweet, soothing scent of lavender and home. I clung to her, absorbing love and security and acceptance.

‘I’ve missed you, too, Grandma.’

She squeezed me one more time and then held me back at arm’s length. ‘Let me look at you. Yes, I can tell that you’re seventeen. You look so much more mature, and I think a little taller than you did when you were merely sixteen.’

I grinned. ‘Oh, Grandma, you know I don’t look any different.’

‘Of course you do. Years always add beauty and strength to a certain type of woman - and you’re that type.’

‘So are you, Grandma. You look great!’ I wasn’t just saying that. Grandma was a zillion years old - at least somewhere in her fifties - but she looked ageless to me. Okay, not ageless like vamp women who looked twenty-something at fifty-something (or one-hundred-and-fifty-something). Grandma  was an adorable human ageless with her thick silver hair and her kind brown eyes.

‘I do wish you didn’t have to cover your lovely tattoos to meet me here.’ Grandma’s fingers rested briefly on my cheek where I’d hastily patted the thick concealing makeup fledglings were required to wear when they left the House of Night campus. Yes, humans knew vampyres existed - adult vamps didn’t conceal themselves. But the rules for fledglings were different. I guess it made sense - teenagers didn’t always handle conflict well - and the human world did tend to conflict with vampyres.

‘That’s just the way it is. Rules are rules, Grandma,’ I shrugged it off.

‘You didn’t cover the beautiful Marks on your neck and shoulder, did you?’

‘No, that’s why I’m wearing this jacket.’ I glanced around to make sure no one was watching us, then I brushed back my hair and flipped down the shoulder of the jacket so that the sapphire lacework on the back of my neck and shoulder was visible.

‘Oh, Zoeybird, it’s just so magical,’ Grandma said softly. ‘I’m so proud that the goddess has Chosen you as special and Marked you so uniquely.’

She hugged me again, and I clung to her, incredibly glad that I had her in my life. She accepted me for me. It didn’t matter to her that I was turning into a vampyre. It didn’t matter to her that I was already experiencing bloodlust and that I had the power to manifest all five of the  elements: air, fire, water, earth, and spirit. To Grandma I was her true u-we-tsi-a-ge-ya, the daughter of her heart, and everything else that came along with me was just secondary stuff. It was weird and wonderful that she and I could be so close and so much alike when her real daughter, my mom, was so completely different.

‘There you are. The traffic was just awful. I hate leaving Broken Arrow and fighting my way to Tulsa during the holiday rush.’

As if my thoughts had somehow tragically conjured her, my mother’s voice threw cold water on my happiness. Grandma and I let go of each other to see my mom standing beside our table, holding a rectangular bakery box and a wrapped present.

‘Mom?’

‘Linda?’

Grandma and I spoke together. It was no surprise that Grandma looked as shocked as me by my mother’s sudden appearance. Grandma would never have invited my mother without letting me know. Both of us saw totally eye to eye about my mother. One, she made us sad. Two, we wished she would change. Three, we knew she probably wouldn’t.

‘Don’t look so surprised. Like I wouldn’t show up at my own daughter’s birthday celebration?’

‘But, Linda, when I talked with you last week you said you were going to send Zoey’s birthday present to her through the mail,’ Grandma said, looking as annoyed as I felt.

‘That was before you said you were meeting her here.’  Mom told Grandma, then she frowned at me. ‘It’s not like Zoey invited me to come herself, but then I’m used to having an inconsiderate daughter.’

‘Mom, you haven’t talked to me in a month. How was I supposed to invite you anywhere?’ I tried to keep my tone neutral. I really didn’t want Grandma’s visit to deteriorate into a big drama scene, but my mom hadn’t said ten sentences and she was already totally pissing me off. Except for the stupid Christmas-birthday card she’d sent me, the only communication I’d had with my mom had been when she and her awful husband, the step-loser, had come to parent visitation at the House of Night a month ago. It had been a complete nightmare. The step-loser, who was an Elder for the People of Faith Church, had been his usual narrow-minded, judgmental, bigoted self and had ended up basically being thrown out and told never to come back. As usual, my mom had scampered along after him like a good little submissive wife.

‘Didn’t you get my card?’ Mom’s brittle tone started to crumble under my steady look.

‘Yes, Mom. I did.’

‘See, I’ve been thinking about you.’

‘Okay, Mom.’

‘You know, you could call your mother once in a while,’ she said a little tearfully.

I sighed. ‘Sorry, Mom. School’s just been crazy with semester finals and all.’

‘I hope you’re getting good grades at that school.’

‘I am, Mom.’ She made me feel sad and lonely and angry at the same time.

‘Well, good.’ Mom wiped her eyes and started bustling around with the packages she’d brought. In an obviously forced cheerful voice she added, ‘Come on, let’s all sit down. Zoey, you can go into Starbucks and get us something to drink in a minute. It’s a good thing your grandma invited me. As usual, no one else thought to bring a cake.’

We sat down and Mom wrestled with the tape on the bakery box. While she was busy, Grandma and I shared a look of complete understanding. I knew she hadn’t invited Mom, and she knew I absolutely hated birthday cake. Especially the cheap, overly sweet cake my mom always ordered from the bakery.

With the kind of horrible fascination usually reserved for gawking at car wrecks I watched Mom open the bakery box and reveal a small square one-layer white cake. The generic  Happy Birthday was written in red, which matched the red poinsettias blobbed at each corner. Green icing trimmed the whole thing.

‘Doesn’t it look good? Nice and Christmassy,’ Mom said as she tried to pick off the half-price sticker from the lid of the box. Then she froze and looked at me with overly wide eyes. ‘But you don’t celebrate Christmas anymore, do you?’

I found the fake smile I’d been using earlier and replanted it on my face. ‘We celebrate Yule, or Winter Solstice, which was two days ago.’

‘I’ll bet the campus is beautiful right now.’ Grandma smiled at me and patted my hand.

‘Why would the campus be beautiful?’ Mom’s brittle tone was back. ‘If they don’t celebrate Christmas, why should they decorate Christmas trees?’

Grandma beat me to the explanation. ‘Linda, Yule was celebrated a long time before Christmas. Ancient peoples have been decorating Christmas trees,’ she said the words with a slightly sarcastic intonation, ‘for thousands of years. It was Christians who adopted that tradition from Pagans, not the other way around. Actually, the church chose December twenty-fifth as the date of Jesus’ birth to coincide with Yule celebrations. If you’ll remember, the whole time you were growing up we rolled pinecones in peanut butter, strung apples and popcorn and cranberries together, and decorated an outside tree that I always called our Yule tree, along with our inside Christmas tree.’ Grandma smiled a kinda sad, kinda confused smile at her daughter before turning back to me. ‘So did you decorate the trees on campus?’

I nodded. ‘Yeah, they look amazing, and the birds and squirrels are going totally nuts, too.’

‘Well, why don’t you open your presents, then we can have cake and coffee?’ My mom said, acting like Grandma and I had never spoken.

Grandma brightened. ‘Yes, I’ve been looking forward to giving you these for a month now.’ She bent and withdrew two presents from under her side of the table. One was big and tented with brightly colored (and definitely not Christmas) wrapping paper. The other was book-sized and covered in cream-colored tissue paper like you’d get from a chic boutique.  ‘Open this one first.’ Grandma pushed the tented present to me and I eagerly unwrapped it to find the magic of my childhood underneath.

‘Oh, Grandma! Thank you so much!’ I pressed my face into the brightly blooming lavender plant she’d potted in a purple clay pot and inhaled. The aroma of the wonderful herb brought visions of lazy summer days and picnics with Grandma. ‘It’s perfect,’ I said.

‘I had to rush grow it in the hothouse so that it would be blooming for you. Oh, and you’ll need this.’ Grandma handed me a paper bag. ‘There’s a grow light inside there and a mounting for it so that you can be sure it gets enough light without having to open your bedroom curtains and hurt your eyes.’

I grinned at her. ‘You think of everything.’ I glanced at my mom, and saw that she had the blank look on her face that I knew meant she wished she was someplace else. I wanted to ask her why she had bothered to come at all, but pain closed my throat, which surprised me. I had thought that I had grown up beyond her ability to hurt me. Seems the actual truth of being seventeen wasn’t as old as I’d imagined.

‘Here, Zoeybird, I got you one other thing,’ Grandma said, handing me the tissue-paper-wrapped present. I could tell that she’d noticed Mom’s stony silence and, as usual, she was trying to make up for her daughter’s crappy parenting.

I swallowed down the clog in my throat and unwrapped the present to reveal a leather-bound book that was obviously  old as dirt. Then I noticed the title and I gasped. ‘Dracula!  You got me an old copy of Dracula!’

‘Look at the copyright page, honey,’ Grandma said, eyes shining with delight.

I turned to the publisher’s page and could not believe what I saw. ‘Ohmygod! It’s a first edition!’

Grandma was laughing happily. ‘Turn a couple of pages.’ I did, and found Stoker’s signature scrawled across the bottom of the title page and dated January, 1899.

‘It’s a signed first edition! It must have cost a zillion dollars!’ I threw my arms around Grandma and hugged her.

‘Actually, I found it in a very junky used book store that was going out of business. It was a steal. After all, it’s only a first edition of Stoker’s American release.’

‘It’s cool beyond belief, Grandma! Thank you so much.’

‘Well, I know how much you love that spooky old story, and in light of recent events I thought it would be ironically funny for you to have a signed edition,’ Grandma said.
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