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We become so accustomed to disguise ourselves to others, that at last we are disguised to ourselves.

—François Duc de la Rochefoucauld


 



 



. . . the thing I am becomes something else. . . . The shadow is cast.


—Bauhaus, “Mask”
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The pigeons had taken over St. Mark’s Square. Hundreds of them: fat, gray, squat, and silent, pecking at the pieces of sfogliatelle and pane uva bread crumbs that careless tourists had left behind. It was noon, but the sun was hidden behind clouds, and a gloomy pall had fallen over the city. The gondolas were lined up on the docks, empty, their striped-shirted gondoliers leaning on their oars, waiting for customers who had not arrived. The waters were in low tide, the dark stain of the higher levels visible on the building facades.

Schuyler Van Alen rested her elbows on the rickety café table and put her head in her hands, so that the bottom of her chin was hidden underneath her oversize turtleneck. She was a Blue Blood vampire, the last of the Van Alens—a formerly prominent New York family whose influence and largesse had been instrumental in the founding of  modern-day Manhattan. Once upon a time, the Van Alen name had been synonymous with power, privilege, and patronage. But that was a long time ago, and the family fortune had been dwindling for many years: Schuyler was more familiar with penny-pinching than shopping sprees. Her clothes—the black turtleneck that hung past her hips, cutoff leggings, an army flak jacket, and beaten-up motorcycle boots—were thrift-store castoffs.

On any other girl, the ragged ensemble might look as though it had been thrown together by a homeless vagrant, but on Schuyler it became raiment equal to royalty, and made her delicate, heart-shaped features even more striking. With her pale, ivory complexion, deep-set blue eyes, and mass of dark, blue-black hair, she was a stunning, impossibly lovely creature. Her beauty was made even more benevolent when she smiled, although there was little chance of that this morning.

“Cheer up,” Oliver Hazard-Perry said, lifting a small cup of espresso to his lips. “Whatever happens, or doesn’t happen, at least we had a bit of a break. And doesn’t the city look gorgeous? C’mon, you’ve got to admit being in Venice is so much better than being stuck in Chem lab.”

Oliver had been Schuyler’s best friend since childhood—a gangly, floppy-haired, handsome youth, with a quick grin and kind, hazel, eyes. He was her confidant and partner in crime and, as she had learned not too long ago, her human Conduit—traditionally a vampire’s assistant and left-hand  man, a position of exalted servitude. Oliver had been instrumental in getting them from New York to Venice in a short period of time. He had been able to convince his father to let them accompany him on a business trip to Europe.

Despite Oliver’s cheerful words, Schuyler was glum. It was their last day in Venice and they had found nothing. Tomorrow they would fly back to New York empty-handed, their trip a complete failure.

She began ripping apart the label on her Pellegrino bottle, tearing it carefully so it unwound into a long thin strip of green paper. She just didn’t want to give up so soon.

Almost two months before, Schuyler’s grandmother, Cordelia Van Alen, had been attacked by a Silver Blood, the mortal enemies of the Blue Blood vampires. Schuyler had learned from Cordelia that, like the Blue Bloods, Silver Bloods were fallen angels, doomed to live their eternal lives on earth. However, unlike the Blue Bloods, Silver Blood vampires had sworn allegiance to the exiled Prince of Heaven, Lucifer himself, and had refused to comply with the Code of the Vampires, a stringent rule of ethics that the Blue Bloods hoped would help bring about their eventual return to Paradise.

Cordelia had been Schuyler’s legal guardian. Schuyler had never known her parents: her father died before she was born, and her mother had fallen into a coma soon after giving birth to her. For most of Schuyler’s childhood, Cordelia had been aloof and distant, but she was the only family  Schuyler had had in the world, and for better or worse, she had loved her grandmother.

“She was sure he would be here,” Schuyler said, disconsolately tossing bread crumbs at the pigeons that had gathered underneath their table. It was something she had been saying ever since they’d arrived in Venice. The Silver Blood attack had left Cordelia weakened, but before her grandmother had succumbed to the passive state (Blue Blood vampires are continually reincarnated immortal beings), she had pressed on Schuyler the need to find her missing grandfather, Lawrence Van Alen, whom she believed held the key to defeating the Silver Bloods. With her last breath, Schuyler’s grandmother had instructed her to travel to Venice, to comb the city’s crooked streets and winding canals for any sign of him.

“But we’ve looked everywhere. No one has ever even heard of a Lawrence Van Alen, or a Dr. John Carver,” Oliver sighed, pointing out that they had made dozens of inquiries at the university, at Harry’s Bar at the Cipriani, and at every hotel, villa, and pensione in between. John Carver had been a name Lawrence had taken during the Plymouth settlement.

“I know. I’m beginning to think he never even existed,” Schuyler replied.

“Maybe she was wrong—too weak and disoriented and confused about where to send you,” Oliver suggested. “This could end up being just a wild-goose chase.”

Schuyler mulled the possibility. Perhaps Cordelia had been wrong, and maybe Charles Force, the leader of the Blue Bloods, was right after all. But the loss of her grandmother had affected her terribly, and Schuyler was nursing a fevered determination to carry out the old woman’s final wish.

“I can’t think like that, Ollie. If I do, then I’ve given up. I have to find him. I have to find my grandfather. It hurts too much to think about what Charles Force said. . . .”

“What did he say?” Oliver asked. Schuyler had mentioned a conversation she’d had with Charles before they had left, but had kept the details vague.

“He said . . .” Schuyler closed her eyes and remembered the tension-filled encounter.

 



 



She had gone to visit her mother in the hospital. Allegra Van Alen was as beautiful and remote as ever, a woman who lingered between life and death. She had slipped into a catatonic state shortly after Schuyler was born. Schuyler had not been surprised to find a fellow visitor at her mother’s bedside.

Charles Force was kneeling by the bed, but he stood up quickly and wiped his eyes when he saw Schuyler.

Schuyler felt a stab of pity for the man. Just a month ago, she had believed him to be the personification of evil, had even accused him of being a Silver Blood. How off the mark she had been.

Charles Force was Michael, Pure of Heart, one of the archangels who had voluntarily chosen exile from Heaven to help his brethren who had been cast out during Lucifer’s revolt and cursed to live their lives on earth as the Blue Bloods. He was a vampire only by choice, not sin. Her mother, Allegra Van Alen, was the only other vampire who shared this distinction. Allegra was Gabrielle, the Uncorrupted, the Virtuous. Michael and Gabrielle had a long and entangled history. They were vampire twins, blood-bound to each other, and had been born brother and sister in this cycle.

The bond was an immortal vow between Blue Bloods, but Gabrielle had forsaken the vow when she had taken Schuyler’s Red Blood father, her human familiar, as husband instead.

“Do you know why your mother is in a coma? Or chooses to be in a coma?” Charles had asked.

Schuyler nodded. “She swore never to take another human familiar after my father died. Cordelia said it was because she wanted to die herself.”

“But she cannot. She is a vampire. So she lives,” Charles said bitterly. “If this is what you call living.”

“It is her choice,” Schuyler said, her voice even. She did not like the judgment inherent in Charles’s words.

“Choice,” Charles cursed. “A romantic notion, but nothing more.” He turned to Schuyler. “I hear you are going to Venice.”

Schuyler nodded. “We leave tomorrow. To find my grandfather,” she declared. It is said that the daughter of Gabrielle  will bring us to the salvation we seek, her grandmother had told her. Only your grandfather knows how to defeat the Silver Bloods. He will help you.


Cordelia had explained that throughout the history of the world, Silver Bloods had preyed on Blue Bloods, consuming their blood and their memories. The last known attacks had happened in Plymouth, when the vampires had crossed to the new world. Four hundred years later, in New York City, when Schuyler had started her sophomore year at the elite Duchesne School, the attacks had started again. The first victim was a fellow student—Aggie Carondolet. Soon after Aggie’s death, the body count had increased. Most disturbing to Schuyler, all of the slain had been Blue Blood teens, taken during their most vulnerable period—between the years of fifteen and twenty-one, before they were fully in control of their powers.

“Lawrence Van Alen is an outcast, an exile,” Charles Force said. “You will find nothing but confusion and sorrow if you travel to Venice,” the steely-eyed magnate declared.

“I don’t care,” Schuyler muttered, her eyes downcast. She gripped the hem of her sweater tightly, twisting it into knots. “You still refuse to acknowledge that the Silver Bloods have returned. And already there have been too many of us who have been taken.”

The last killing had happened shortly after her grandmother’s funeral. Summer Amory, last year’s Deb of the Year, had been found drained in her penthouse apartment in  Trump Tower. The worst part about the Silver Bloods was that they didn’t bring death—no—they brought a fate worse than death. The Code of the Vampires expressly forbade them from performing the Caerimonia Osculor, the Sacred Kiss, the feeding on blood—on their own kind. The  Caerimonia was a regulated ritual, with stringent rules. No humans were ever to be abused, or fully drained.

But Lucifer and his legions discovered that if they performed the Kiss on other vampires instead of humans, it made them more powerful. Red Blood held the life force of only one being, while Blue Blood was more potent, holding in it an immortal bastion of knowledge. The Silver Bloods consumed a vampire’s blood and memories, sucking them to complete dissipation, making the Blue Blood a slave to an insane consciousness. Silver Bloods were many beings trapped in one shell, forever. Abomination.

Charles Force’s frown deepened. “The Silver Bloods have been banished. It is impossible. There is another explanation for what has happened. The Committee is investigating—”

“The Committee has done nothing! The Committee will continue to do nothing!” Schuyler argued. She knew the history that Charles Force clung to—that the Blue Bloods had won the final battle in ancient Rome, when he had defeated Lucifer himself, then known as the maniacal Silver Blood emperor Caligula, and sent him deep into the fires of Hell by the point of his golden sword.

“As you wish,” Charles sighed. “I cannot stop you from going to Venice, but I must warn you that Lawrence is not half the man Cordelia wished him to be.”

He lifted up Schuyler’s chin, as she stared at him with defiance. “You should take care, Allegra’s daughter,” he said in a kinder tone.

 



 



Schuyler shuddered at the memory of his touch. The past two weeks had done nothing but prove that Charles Force might have known what he was talking about. Maybe Schuyler should just stop asking questions, go back to New York, and be a good girl, a good Blue Blood. One who didn’t question the motives or actions of The Committee. One whose only problem was what to wear to the Four Hundred Ball at the St. Regis.

She blew out her bangs and looked beseechingly across the table at her best friend. Oliver had been a faithful supporter. He had been right by her side throughout the whole ordeal, and during the chaotic days right after her grandmother’s funeral.

“I know he’s here, I can feel it,” Schuyler said. “I wish we didn’t have to leave so soon.” She put the bottle, completely stripped of its label, back on the table.

The waiter arrived with the check, and Oliver quickly slipped his credit card in the leather tablet before Schuyler could protest.

They decided to hitch a ride on a gondola for one last  tour of the ancient city. Oliver helped Schuyler into the boat, and the two of them leaned back on the plush cushion at the same time, so that their forearms pressed against each other. Schuyler inched away just a tiny little bit, feeling slightly embarrassed at their physical proximity. This was new. She had always felt comfortable with Oliver in the past. They had grown up together—skinny-dipping in the pond behind her grandmother’s house on Nantucket, spending sleepovers curled up next to each other in the same double-wide sleeping bag. They were as close as siblings, but lately she had found that she was reacting to his presence with a newfound self-consciousness she couldn’t explain. It was as if she had woken up one day and discovered her best friend was also a boy—and a very good-looking one at that.

The gondolier pushed off from the dock, and they began their slow voyage. Oliver took pictures, and Schuyler tried to enjoy the view. But as beautiful as the city was, she couldn’t help but feel a wave of distress and helplessness. If she didn’t find her grandfather, what would she do then? Aside from Oliver, she was alone in the world. Defenseless. What would happen to her? The Silver Blood—if it had been a Silver Blood—had almost taken her twice already. She pressed a hand to her neck as if to shield herself from the past attack. Who knew if or when it would come back? And would the slaughter stop, as The Committee hoped—or would it continue, as she suspected, until all of them were taken?

Schuyler shivered, even though there was no chill in the air, looked across the canal, and saw a woman walking out of a building.

A woman who looked eerily familiar.

It can’t be, Schuyler thought. It’s impossible. Her mother was in a coma, in a hospital room in New York City. There was no way she could be in Italy. Or could she? Was there something about Allegra that Schuyler did not know?

Almost as if she had heard her, the woman looked straight into Schuyler’s eyes.

It was her mother. She was sure of it. The woman had Allegra’s fine blond hair, thin aristocratic nose, the same knife-blade cheekbones, the same lissome figure, the same bright green eyes.

“Oliver—it’s—oh my God!” Schuyler exclaimed, pulling on her friend’s coat. She pointed frantically across the canal.

Oliver turned. “Huh?”

“That woman . . . I think it’s my . . . my mother! There!” Schuyler said, pointing toward a figure running swiftly, disappearing into a crowd of people leaving the Ducal Palace.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Oliver asked, scanning the sidewalk where Schuyler was pointing. “That woman? Are you serious? Sky, are you out of your mind? Your mother’s in a hospital in New York. And she’s catatonic,” Oliver said angrily.

“I know, I know, but . . .” Schuyler said. “Look, there she is again—it’s her, I swear to God, it’s her.”

“Where do you think you’re going?” Oliver demanded, as Schuyler scrambled to her feet. “What’s gotten into you? Hold on! Sky, sit down!” Underneath his breath he muttered, “This is a huge waste of time.”

She turned around and glared at him. “You didn’t have to come with me, you know.”

Oliver sighed. “Right. As if you would have gone all the way to Venice on your own? You’ve never even been to Brooklyn.”

She exhaled loudly, keeping her eyes focused on the blond woman, itching to be out of the slow-moving boat. He was right: she owed him big-time for accompanying her to Venice, and it annoyed her that she was so dependent on him. She told him so.

“You’re supposed to be dependent on me,” Oliver explained patiently. “I’m your human Conduit. I’m supposed to help you navigate the human world. I didn’t realize that would mean being your travel agent, but hey.”

“Then help me,” Schuyler snapped. “I need to go. . . .” she said frantically. She made up her mind and jumped from the gondola to the sidewalk in one graceful leap—a leap no human would have been able to execute, since they were a good thirty feet away from the nearest marciapiede.

“Wait! Schuyler!” Oliver yelled, scrambling to keep up.  “Andiamo! Segua quella ragazza!” he said, urging the gondolier to follow Schuyler, but not quite sure that the man-powered boat would be the best way to chase a fast-moving vampire.

Schuyler felt her vision focus and her senses heighten. She knew she was moving fast—so quickly that it felt as though everyone else around her were standing still. Yet the woman was moving just as fast, if not faster, soaring across the narrow channels that wormed through the city, dodging speedboats and flying toward the other side of the river. But Schuyler was right at her heels, the two of them a blur of motion across the cityscape. Schuyler found herself unexpectedly exhilarated by the pursuit, as if she were stretching muscles she didn’t know she had.

“Mother!” She finally felt desperate enough to call out as she watched the woman leap gracefully from a balcony to a hidden entryway.

But the woman didn’t turn back, and quickly disappeared inside the door of a nearby palazzo.

Schuyler jumped to the same landing, caught her breath, and followed the woman inside, more intent than ever to discover the mysterious stranger’s true identity.
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Mimi Force surveyed the industrious scene inside the Jefferson Room at the Duchesne School and sighed happily. It was late on a Monday afternoon, the school day was over, and the weekly Committee meeting was well underway. Diligent Blue Bloods were gathered in small groups at the round table, discussing last-minute details for the party of the year: the annual Four Hundred Ball.

Blond, green-eyed Mimi and her twin brother, Jack, were among the young vampires who were going to be presented at the ball this year. It was a tradition that reached back centuries. Induction into The Committee, a secret and vastly powerful group of vampires that ran New York, had been only the first step. The public presentation of young Committee members to the entire Blue Blood society was a bigger one. It was an acknowledgment of one’s past history and future responsibilities. Because Blue Bloods returned in  different physical shells, under new names in every cycle—what vampires called the length of a human lifetime—their presentation or “coming-out” was highly important in the recognition process.

Mimi Force didn’t need a herald with a trumpet to tell her who she was, or whom she had been. She was Mimi Force—the most beautiful girl in the history of New York City and the only daughter of Charles Force, the Regis, a.k.a. head of the coven and superior badass, known to the world as a merciless media magnate whose Force News Network spanned the globe from Singapore to Addis Ababa. Mimi Force—the girl with hair the color of woven flax, skin like fresh buttercream, full pouty lips that rivaled Angelina Jolie’s. She was the underage sexpot with a reputation for cutting a reckless swath through the city’s most eligible young heirs: hot red-blooded boyfriends otherwise known as her human familiars.

But her heart had always been, and always would be, much, much closer to home, Mimi thought as she looked across the room at her brother, Jack.

So far, Mimi was satisfied. Everything was shaping up to be picture-perfect for the night at the St. Regis Hotel. This was the biggest party of the year. Unlike that tacky little circus they called the Oscars, with its sniveling actresses and corporate shilling, the Four Hundred Ball was a strictly old-fashioned affair—about class, status, beauty, power, money, and blood. Bloodlines, that is, and more specifically, Blue  Bloodlines. It was a vampire-only ball: the most exclusive event in New York, if not the world.

Absolutely no Red Bloods allowed.

All the flowers had been ordered. White American Beauty roses. Twenty thousand of them, specially flown in from South America for the occasion. There would be ten thousand roses in the garland entrance alone, the rest scattered among the centerpieces. The most expensive event planner in the city, who had turned The Metropolitan Museum into a Russian wonderland straight out of Dr. Zhivago for the Costume Institute’s Russian exhibit, was also planning to hand-make ten thousand silk roses for the napkin rings. And to top it all off, the entire ballroom would be scented by gallons of rosewater perfume pumped into the air vents.

Around Mimi, The Committee conferred on last-minute issues. While the junior members, high school kids like herself, were occupied with busywork—filing RSVP cards, checking off guest lists, confirming logistics for the two fifty-piece orchestras’ stage requirements and lighting—the senior coven, led by Priscilla Dupont, a well-known Manhattan socialite whose regal visage graced the weekly social columns, was involved with more delicate matters. Mrs. Dupont was surrounded by a group of similarly thin, polished, and well-coifed women, whose tireless work on behalf of The Committee had led to the preservation of some of New York’s most important landmarks and funded the  existence of the city’s most prestigious cultural institutions.

Mimi’s extra-sensitive hearing picked up on the conversation.

“Now we come to the question of Sloane and Cushing Carondolet,” Priscilla said gravely, picking up one of the ivory linen place cards scattered in front of her. The cards were embossed with the name of each guest, and would be placed at the front reception with a designated table number.

There was a murmur of disapproval among the well-heeled crowd. The Carondolets’ growing insubordination was hard to ignore. After they had lost their daughter Aggie a few months ago, the family had shown signs of being distinctly anti-Committee. Rumor had it they were even threatening to call for an impeachment of Mimi’s father.

“Sloane can’t be with us today,” Priscilla continued, “but she has sent in their yearly donation. It’s not as big as it has been in the past, but it is still substantial—unlike some other families I won’t mention.”

Donations to the Four Hundred Ball benefited the New York Blood Bank Committee, The Committee’s public name, which was organized ostensibly to raise money for blood research. The money it brought in was also used in part to fight AIDS and hemophilia.

Every family was expected to make a magnanimous donation to its coffers. The combined offerings fueled The Committee’s multimillion-dollar budget for the entire year. Some, like the Forces, gave above and beyond the call of  duty, while others, like the Van Alens, a pitiful branch of a once-powerful clan, had struggled for years to come up with the requisite amount for their tithe. Now that Cordelia was gone, Mimi wasn’t even sure if Schuyler knew what was expected of her.

“The question is,” Trinity Burden Force, Mimi’s mother, said in her lilting voice, “is it appropriate for them to sit at the head table as they usually do, knowing what they have said about Charles?” Trinity posed the question in a way that let the rest of The Committee know that she and Charles would rather dine on ashes than dine with the Carondolets.

“I say shaft them at the back table with all the other fringe families!” BobiAnne Llewellyn declared with her forceful Texan bray. She made a joking slash across her neck, if only to display the thirty-carat diamond on her ring finger. BobiAnne Llewellyn was the second and much younger wife of Forsyth Llewellyn, who currently served as junior senator for New York.

Several ladies seated around Priscilla Dupont shuddered ever so slightly at the suggestion, even if they privately agreed with it. BobiAnne’s crass way of putting it was distinctly not the Blue Blood way of doing things.

Mimi noticed her friend Bliss Llewellyn look up at the sound of her stepmother’s grating voice. Bliss was one of The Committee’s newest members, and her face had turned as red as her curls when she’d heard BobiAnne’s guttural laugh boom across the room.

“Perhaps we can reach a compromise,” Priscilla noted in her gracious manner. “We will explain to Sloane that they shall not sit at the head table this year, seeing as they are still in mourning and we respect their grief. We will place the Van Alen girl at their table as well. They cannot argue with that, seeing as they were great friends of Cordelia’s, and, as her granddaughter, she too has suffered a loss.”

Speaking of Schuyler—where was that little wretch? Not that it was Mimi’s problem, but it annoyed her that Schuyler hadn’t even bothered to show up for today’s Committee meeting. She’d heard someone say that Schuyler and her human sidekick, Oliver, had gone to Venice, of all places. Venice? What the hell were they doing in Venice? Mimi wrinkled her nose. If one had to abscond to Italy, wasn’t the shopping in Rome and Milan better? Venice was just wet and stinky, in Mimi’s opinion. And how were they able to get permission from the school to do so?

Duschene did not look kindly upon self-scheduled school vacations—even the Forces had been reprimanded when they had taken the twins out of school last February for a ski vacation. The school had already allocated an official “ski week” in March on the calendar that all families were supposed to follow. But tell that to the Forces, who maintained that the powder on Aspen Mountain in March was deeply inferior to February’s snowfall.

Mimi threw a silk rose across the table at her brother, Jack, who was involved in a lively discussion with his  subcommittee over security issues, blueprints of the St. Regis ballroom spread out in front of them.

The rose fell into his lap, and he looked up, startled.

Mimi grinned.

Jack colored a bit, but returned her smile with a dazzling one of his own. The sun shone through the stained-glass windows, framing his handsome face with a golden glow.

Mimi thought she would never get tired of looking at him: it was almost as gratifying as looking at her own reflection. She was glad that after the truth of Schuyler’s heritage—a half blood! Practically Abomination!—had been revealed, things between the two of them had gone back to normal. What passed for normal around the Force twins, anyway.


Hey handsome, Mimi sent.


What’s up? Jack replied, without speaking.

Just thinking of you.

Jack’s smile deepened, and he threw the rose back at his sister so that it landed in her lap. Mimi tucked it behind her ear and fluttered her eyelashes appreciatively.

She checked over the RSVP cards once again. Since the ball was a community affair, it would be a party dominated by the Elders and the Wardens—an older crowd. Mimi pressed her lips tightly together. Sure, it would be a fun party—the most glamorous event ever—but suddenly she had an idea.

What about an after-party?

For Blue Blood teens only? Where they could really let loose without worrying about what their parents, Wardens, and Committee leaders thought?

Something more edgy and adventurous . . . something only the crème de la crème could attend. A cold, glittering smile played on her lips as she imagined all her silly little peers at Duchesne begging for an invitation to the party. All in vain, Mimi thought. Because there would be no invitations. Only a text-message sent to the right people on the night of the Four Hundred Ball would reveal the location of the after-party. The Alterna-vampire Ball.

Mimi glanced over at Jack, who was holding a sheet of paper in front of his face, covering his handsome visage. And she suddenly remembered a scene from a past life of theirs: the two of them, bowing to the Court at Versailles, their faces concealed behind ornately beaded and feathered masks.

Of course!

A masquerade ball.

The after-party would require elaborate masks.

No one would be sure who was who—who had been invited and who had not—creating the most exquisite social anxiety.

She liked this idea very much. Any time she could exclude other people from having fun, Mimi was always ready.




THREE

 



 



 




It’s not like she hasn’t had this dream before. Of being cold and wet, and of not being able to breathe. All the other dreams had been like this, except this one felt real. She was freezing, shivering, and as she opened her eyes to the murky darkness, she sensed another presence in the shadow. A hand, grasping her arm, lifting her up, up, up toward the light, and breaking the surface.

Splash!

Bliss took a ragged, coughing breath, and looked around wildly. It was no dream. This was real. She was submerged in the middle of a lake.

“Hold still, you’re too weak. I’ll swim us to shore.” The low voice in her ear was soothing and calm. She tried to turn around to look at his face, but the voice interrupted. “Don’t move, don’t look back, just concentrate on the shore.”

She nodded, rivulets of water dripping from her hair into  her eyes. She was still coughing, and felt an enormous need to retch. Her arms and legs were weak, although there was no current. The lake was placid and still. It was hardly even a lake. When Bliss’s eyes adjusted to the dark, she saw that she was in Central Park, in the middle of the man-made lake where, last summer, before she’d enrolled at Duchesne, her parents had taken her and her sister to the boathouse restaurant for dinner.

The boats were nowhere to be found this time. It was almost the end of November, and the lake was deserted. There was frost on the ground, and for the first time that evening, Bliss felt a cold seeping into her veins. She started to shake.

“It’ll pass. Your blood will heat up, don’t worry. Vampires don’t get frostbite.” That voice again.

 



 



Bliss Llewellyn was from Texas. That was the first thing Bliss said to new acquaintances. “I’m from Texas,” as if identifying her home state went a long way to explaining everything about herself: the accent, the big curly hair, the five-carat diamond rocks on each ear. It was also a way for Bliss to hold on to her beloved hometown, and a life that seemed more and more remote from her current reality as just another pretty girl in New York.

In Texas, Bliss had stood out. She was five foot ten (with the hair height, she was easily six feet tall), fierce, and fearless—the only cheerleader who could execute a tumbling  leap off the top of a fifty-person pyramid and safely land feet first on the soft grass of the football field. Before she discovered she was a vampire and capable of such physical dexterity, Bliss had chalked up her coordination to luck and practice.

She had lived with her family in a sprawling, gated mansion in an exclusive Houston suburb, and had driven to school in her grandfather’s vintage Cadillac convertible—the one with real buffalo horns on the hood. But her father had grown up in Manhattan, and after a fruitful run as Houston’s leading politician, had abruptly uprooted the family when he ran—and won—New York’s empty senate seat.

Adjusting to the frenzy of the Big Apple after life in Houston was difficult for Bliss. She felt uneasy in all the glamorous nightclubs and exclusive parties Mimi Force, her self-appointed new best friend, dragged her to. Give Bliss a jug of Boone’s, a few girlfriends, and a DVD of The Notebook, and she was happy. She didn’t like hanging out at clubs, feeling like a wallflower while watching Mimi have all the fun.

But her life had suddenly picked up when she’d met Dylan Ward, the sad-faced, black-eyed boy with the sexy smolder who had walked, cigarette-first, into Bliss’s life in a back alley on the Lower East Side just a few months ago. Dylan had been a misfit at Duchesne, too—a sullen, alienated rebel with a bunch of loser friends, including Oliver Hazard-Perry and Schuyler Van Alen, the two most  unpopular kids in their year. Dylan had been more than a friend; he was an ally, not to mention a possible boyfriend. She blushed to remember his deep, penetrating kisses—oh, if only they had not been interrupted the night of the party. If only . . .

If only Dylan were still alive. But he had been taken by a Silver Blood, turned into one of them and then killed when he had come back to visit her—to warn her. . . . Bliss blinked back tears, remembering how she had found his jacket crumpled on her bathroom floor and covered in blood.

 



 



Bliss had thought that that was the last time she would ever see Dylan again, and yet . . . this boy who had rescued her . . . his low voice in her ear—it had been so familiar. She didn’t dare to hope; she didn’t want to believe in something that couldn’t be true, that couldn’t possibly be real. She had clung to him as he pulled her steadily to the shore.

This wasn’t the first time Bliss had woken up in an unexpected place, only to find herself inches from danger. Just last week she had opened her eyes to find herself perched on the topmost ledge of the Cloisters Museum, high up in Fort Tryon Park. Her left foot had been dangling off the edge, and she had caught herself just in time to pull back and save herself from a dangerous fall. Bliss realized she probably would have survived the fall anyway, with only a few scratches, and wondered idly that if she did want to commit suicide, what options would be available to an immortal anyway?

And then today she had found herself in the middle of the lake.

The blackouts—the nightmares of someone stalking her, and of being here but not here—were getting worse. They had begun the year before: excruciating, head-pounding migraines accompanied by terrifying visions of crimson eyes with silver pupils, and sharp, glittering teeth . . . and of running down endless corridors while the beast chased her, its foul breath sickening in its intensity . . . catching up to her, bringing her down to the ground, where it would devour her soul.

Stop it, she told herself. Why think of that now? The nightmare vision was gone. The beast—whatever it was—resided in her imagination only. Wasn’t that what her father had said? That the nightmares were simply part of the transformation? Bliss was fifteen, the age at which the vampire memories resurfaced, the age in which the Blue Bloods began to realize their true identities as immortal beings.
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