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				Vampire Dictionary for the
Grave-ly Uninformed by Gina Covello

				OMG, nobody told me vampdom came with a vocabulary list! Apparently, if you’re a human who wants to walk the walk, you’ve got to talk the talk … or something like that. So, if you’re still alive and kicking but want to play on the shady side of the street, you’re going to need your very own vampirism cheat sheet. Ever helpful, I’ve provided some vocab words below. And yes, you will be tested on this later.

				
						The Black Veil (which I look totally hot in, by the way): Turns out this isn’t so much a fashion statement as some kind of code. Words to live by. Kinda like a vamp version of Cosmo … only different.

						Roleplayer/lifestyler: Not the guy who still lives with his parents and pays way more attention to World of Warcraft than his own personal hygiene. Someone who likes to dress up and play vampire.

						Sanguines: People who put on their prosthetic teeth or otherwise open a vein to feed. (Really? I mean, with mochachinos and milkshakes in the world, you’re opting for blood? If I had the choice, I’d be going after a little thing I like to call taste.)

						Pranic or psychic vampires: Feng shui vamps. They feed on life force instead of blood. 

						Fledgelings: Humans new to the “vampire” court. Someday they might leave the nest and establish their own clutch, clan, or coven. Or not.

						Elder: If you’ve served the community well you may be selected to become an elder. I’m sorry, but one of the primo things about being a vampire, even if you only play one on TV, is eternal youth. “Elder” is too much like “older”—just takes all the fun out of things.

						Knighted Ronan: Kinda like black knights. Respect, yo, but no definite loyalties, no politics.

						Regent: Prom king and/or queen of the vampire court.

						Clan or House: Like a fanged fraternity or a sanguine sorority. (Note how I was actually able to use the word “sanguine” in a sentence. Points for me!)

				

				Other terms you might need:

				
						Telemetric: A person who can read the history of an object by touch.

						Telekinetic: Someone who can move objects with their mind. Great fun at parties … and séances.

						Telepath: Someone with the ability to read minds as easily as the latest issue of Vogue. Also to send mental messages.

						Truth-teller: Like a living lie detector, a guy or gal who magically knows whether you’ve been naughty or nice.
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				Okay, I’d only been on one super-secret spy mission for the Feds so far and already I knew my favorite part—the downtime afterward.

				My BFF Marcy and I were sitting on the world’s least comfortable couch in the rec room at spook central giving each other pedicures and catching up on missed episodes of Project Runway. We were both in drawstring shorts and tanks, though I filled my top out better. To compensate, she had her shorts rolled down low enough to show her tramp stamp. Not that there was anyone around to see us. Just about everyone else was super serious and busy, busy, busy. They couldn’t appreciate that sometimes you had to sit back and smell the nail polish. Ultraviolet in my case; Tantalizing Tangerine for Marcy. Cosmetic companies were big on that alliteration. Big word, huh—“alliteration.” I learned it from my boy Bobby. Did I mention that he’s a genius? Or the near clone of Zac Efron? For Twilighters—Edward who?

				“Okay, gimme your other foot,” I told her as I finished the first.

				Marcy shifted on the couch so she could swing her painted foot onto the coffee table and bring her untouched toes my way, and suddenly the channel changed from Renee’s big reveal to news.

				We both groaned, and Marcy reached beneath herself for the remote she was sitting on when I halted her.

				“Wait, turn it up.”

				Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the funny look she gave me. The rest of my attention was riveted on the television, where I thought they’d just said something about vampires. The footage they were showing was really blurry, as if the show’s producers had done their best to enlarge a distant shot. But there was definitely something man-shaped in the picture, silhouetted against an outside wall—with what looked like a giant tarantula on his head, but was probably a mousse job gone horribly wrong. He made some sort of sign at the camera and ran off into the night. A second shadow followed in his wake.

				“Witnesses say—” a newscaster blared suddenly.

				I winced at the volume. “I didn’t say turn it up full blast!”

				“Sorry!”

				Marcy got the volume back under control. I missed what it was the witnesses said, but then heard, “Police called to the home found a scene of carnage and have just now released the names of the victims—forty-nine-year-old Jonathan Swinter and forty-two-year-old mother-of-two Margo Beckett Swinter. Their youngest daughter is reported to be in critical condition. Their eldest daughter, who sources say was not living at home at the time of the attack, has not yet been located. Police have set up a tip line and are asking that anyone with information—”

				“What’s up?” Marcy asked. “You know them?”

				“No, but—”

				“Meeting.” Leaning in the doorway was a square-faced young stud with dark, military-short hair and no lips—not to speak of, anyway. In keeping with my “S” nicknaming scheme for our government handlers, I’d dubbed him Agent Straight-laced. But apparently his real name was Brent.

				“But our toes,” Marcy protested. “Can’t it wait until they’re dry?”

				“Let me think. Death, destruction, national security … 
um, no.”

				“Yeah, well, my very cover could depend on the even application of polish. The slightest imperfection could give me away. I don’t want to call that kind of attention to myself,” Marcy said.

				“Then maybe you should roll up your shorts,” he suggested.

				“Okay, you two,” I cut in, “get a room.” I swung my feet down to the floor and rose, but pedicure sandals were so not meant for graceful exits.

				“What—never!” Marcy sputtered.

				“Maybe if it were the end of the world,” Brent said, about the same time.

				“In your dreams!” Marcy fired back.

				His eyes flared. “Oh, you’ve no idea.”

				Yup, I’d called it. No one could be that straight-laced and sane. One or the other had to give. Since the Feds probably did psych evals on their employees, I was guessing Marcy made him nuts in the me Tarzan, you Jane way rather than the American Psycho way. They were fun to poke at.

				“After you,” Brent said, indicating the door. He might have wanted to make sure we didn’t dawdle, but I thought it was to get a better look at Marcy’s tramp stamp. It was a good thing Marcy had used a fake ID to get the tat on her sixteenth birthday, because now that we’d been vamped, body alterations wouldn’t take—not tattoos, piercings, or Botox. Anything alien or perforating got pushed out and healed up. If it weren’t for the whole eternal-youth thing, the rest would probably have sent me screaming into the night. Luckily, though, my lips had never needed collagen injections, and our all-liquid diet was very slimming. 

				Marcy followed me out of the room, both of our feet flapping like ducks’. Pedicure sandals were a little like flip-flops, but with partitions between each toe, not just the first and second. Difficult to manage sashaying down hallways, but as I looked back, Marcy was doing her best. I wondered if she was quite as indifferent to Agent Straight-laced as she pretended. With Marcy it was hard to tell; the swing in her step was as unconscious as breathing … even more so now that breath was no longer a factor.

				“Briefing room four,” Brent called from behind us.

				I pushed through the door on the right into a room that would send high school AV squads to geek heaven. There were screens, projectors, gadgets, doodads … I didn’t even know what half the stuff did, but I immediately recognized the image on the central screen. Marcy and I had just seen it on TV—the blurry figure from the newscast. How random was that?

				Bobby was already there, seated front and center like the teacher’s pet that he was. He’d been one of the brains back at our old school, and while that hadn’t changed, the loss of his Coke-bottle lenses had let me see him in a whole new light. Especially his unbelievable blue eyes. The wicked vamp powers didn’t hurt either. He had mojo out the wazoo … okay, that sounded so, so wrong. Mojo to spare … there, that sounded better. Anyway, he was smokin’ hot, plenty powerful, and mine. 

				He took my hand as I sat and gave it a squeeze. It sent a kind of electric shock through me, straight to my heart, which did a little stutter like it might restart.

				On either side of the screen stood Agent Stuffed Shirt—aka Sid, and Agent Stick-up-her-butt—aka Maya, who rolled her eyes at the sight of our hand-holding. Probably she thought it was unprofessional. Whatever. Neither of us had volunteered to work for the Feds. They’d made us an offer we couldn’t refuse. Literally. So making her crazy was sort of one of the perks of the job.

				I was surprised when, instead of going off on his merry way, Brent closed the door behind him and joined us at the table. Marcy, Bobby, and I were all part of the juju brigade—a group of vamps who’d been recruited to handle supernatural spy stuff—but Brent was a breather, just like all the handlers I’d seen so far. I wondered if that was significant, like there was some kind of bias against vamps being in positions of power.

				Before I could pursue this thought, Maya tossed folders down in front of each of us. “Already?” I grumbled. “We’ve only had a week to recover from our last mission.”

				“You’re super-speedy healers. How much time do you need? Besides, after you’ve given yourselves manicures, pedicures, facials, bikini waxes, and all the rest of that crap, what else is left?”

				“You know, a massage would be really soothing.”

				She growled.

				“Jeez, lighten up. I was thinking for you. Hot stone massage, maybe. And a paraffin dip for your hands, because damn, woman—”

				“Enough!” Sid said from the front of the room. “We have a case. While you vamps may live forever, these people … ” He threw a set of eight-by-ten color glossies down on the table. As if he’d practiced, they fanned out perfectly. “These people didn’t. And we don’t think the folks who did this are anywhere near done.”

				Bobby picked up the nearest photo, which looked like a still from some horror flick. I glanced away, but not before I saw a woman with her throat slashed, her shirt torn open, and enough spilled blood to paint the walls, which someone had done, forming the word VICTIM all in caps. Okay, so the baddies had mastered the obvious and for some reason felt the need to share with the class.

				“This is awful, but it looks like a normal killing, if there is such a thing. Isn’t this a job for local police or maybe the FBI? Why get us involved?” Bobby asked.

				“A witness reported that the perpetrators were vampires.” Sid held up a hand to stop Bobby’s oncoming protest. “Of course, we know they’re not. For one thing, they were caught on camera skulking around the house. For another—”

				“Vampires would never have wasted all that blood,” Bobby cut in, unable to resist.

				“Right.” Sid picked up a clicker from a nearby TV stand and the image onscreen changed to a closer-in shot of that central figure. It was sharper, too, like it had been enhanced. “However, we’ve identified one of the suspects as Nelson Ricci, a seventeen-year-old high school senior. He actually is part of the Tampa vampire community—the human vampire community—where he goes by the name of Dion. We assume that the others with him come from the same group.” Sid clicked over to a screen shot of the second shadow Marcy and I had noticed in the news footage. No amount of enhancement could turn a shadow into a mug shot, but it was clear that the shade had a few too many limbs, meaning it probably showed at least two people running side by side.

				“Dion?” I mused. As vamp names went, it was hardly as awe-inspiring as Grigori or even Edward. It sounded more diva than devil.

				“There’s a vampire community in Tampa?” Bobby asked at the same time. “As in Tampa, Florida? The Sunshine State? And this community lets in humans? I think my head might just explode.”

				“If you would all stop interrupting,” Sid said stiffly, living up to his Stuffed Shirt label, “I’ll get to all that.” He took a breath, as if he were planning to get the info out in one shot before anyone had another chance to cut in. “Yes, there’s a vampire clutch in Tampa, Florida, made up of people who behave like vampires—both energy vampires and bloodsuckers with prosthetic fangs. The thing is that the people who run the clubs and parties for these humans are the real thing. Hiding in plain sight, making money and feeding from willing donors who have no idea of the truth and would only be intrigued by it if they did.”

				“Brilliant!” Bobby said.

				“I’m so glad you approve,” Sid answered wryly. “Anyway, our plan is twofold. We want to find these killer kids and, if we can, infiltrate the true vampire community. We’re going in hard and soft. Gina, all of vampiredom knows about you because of the council’s Kill or Capture order. We’re going to use that to our advantage. You’re going to go in, ask questions, snoop. Don’t be too obvious, but don’t be a wallflower either.”

				I snorted. Like that was even a possibility.

				“We want the vampires to notice you,” he continued, “and to bring you into the fold.”

				“But—” Bobby started to protest.

				Sid just talked over him. “Don’t worry. They won’t kill her. She’s going to offer them something they want very badly.” We all looked at him expectantly. “You.” 

				My jaw dropped and an objection formed on my lips, but Sid was already moving on. “Gina, you’re going to pose as a double agent. Tell them you’re finished working for the Feds. Too many rules and regulations, the pay is lousy … improvise. Convince them you can turn Bobby to their side as well, bring him in as a show of good faith. Once you’re both on the inside, gather all the intelligence you can. We have reason to believe that the vampire council has hatched a new plan. We need to know what they’re up to and locate their base of operations so we can stop them.”

				“And you think the council is sharing their secrets with the club-running vamps of Tampa Bay?” I asked.

				“I think that once you get Bobby to them, you and he will be passed quickly up the chain of command to those in the know.”

				“Um … yay?”

				“Marcy and Brent,” Sid continued without pause, “will be soft surveillance. While Gina’s getting in good with the vamps, we want you two out there mingling with the patrons. Find out who associates or is associated with the killer kids. Talk to them. You’re on the human element, but you’re also to back up Bobby and Gina as your investigation allows. Their primary concern will be the vampire power players. However, it seems likely the two are connected. We need to find out how.”

				“And catch the killers, of course,” Bobby cut in.

				“Of course,” Sid said smoothly, in a way that made it sound like whatever. “Solve the murders, bring down the vamps. Simple and straightforward.”

				Yeah, and if we believed that, he probably had a bridge we could buy, somewhere in Brooklyn … 

				“What am I supposed to be doing while Gina baits me on a hook and dangles me in front of the vamps?” Bobby asked. “Why can’t we both go to them?”

				“If you both go, they’ve got you. No reason to trust when they can lock you away as prisoners. But if Gina convinces them that you and she are on their side by bringing you in, you’ll have the freedom you need to get to the truth. In the meantime, you’re with us. We’ll keep you close so that the vamps can’t get to you directly. You’ll help us with background checks, looking into Nelson Ricci’s known associates. Both his parents are dead. He lives with an eccentric uncle, who the police so far have been unable to contact. We need to track him down, along with the missing Swinter girl—there’s a chance she’s involved. We’ve arranged things with local law enforcement. Our official story is that we’re part of a task force to identify and stop burgeoning serial killers.”

				Marcy raised her hand like we were back in school.

				“Yes, Marcy?” Maya said with a half-roll of her eyes.

				“One question. How’s Mr. Military here going to fit into the vampire scene?” Marcy tipped her head toward Brent. “He totally screams government.”

				Maya gave a grin worthy of a shark, an animal with hundreds, maybe thousands, more pointy teeth than a vamp. “Oh, you won’t even recognize him when we’re through. The next vampire ball is two nights away. You’ve got that long to learn all you can about the vampire subculture.”

				Which sounded so weird, because, of course, we were the vampire subculture, such as it was.
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				Marcy and Brent (now going by their vampire names of Raven and Mal) were already inside the club. The Feds had faked a message from a human vamp—which Bobby said was an oxymoron, but I never knew there were different types—from a New York clan to a lifestyler on the Tampa scene. The message vouched for Raven and Mal, gaining them a native guide and instant entrée. And Maya had been right. If Brent hadn’t been standing next to Marcy, who looked like a goth French maid—in a white off-the-shoulder blouse, shiny black waist-cincher, and a crinolined skirt that belled out like a tutu—I’d never have recognized him. The Feds’ twisted stylists had shaved Brent’s head and tattooed it with a web design over his entire cranium, bringing it to a point like a widow’s peak on his forehead. A spider hung from an inked thread down the back of his neck. It freaked me out, but I couldn’t imagine the tat was permanent.

				Me? I’d sink or swim on my own. If—when—I was discovered, no one was going down with me. Marcy and Brent were supposed to focus more on the breathers than the biters, me included. So, for one of the first times in my life, I actually had to wait in line behind the velvet ropes, hoping for the nod that would get me into the club. On the upside, I was smokin’ hot … and I say that in all honesty. A vivid purple corset pushed and smooshed my cleavage into a shelf just below my shoulders with a tiny lavender rosebud tucked in the center, maybe for modesty. My skirt hit the top of my spiked heels, but when I walked, the side slits exposed me all the way to the hip, which, given the contrast between the dark skirt and my lily-white skin, was pretty obvious. And—brace yourselves—I’d made sure there were no VPL (visible panty lines, for those playing at home). My hair was crimped and teased to epic proportions, with two kicky pigtails on either side draped in black tulle and violet ribbons. To fit in and give myself a little anonymity, I had pale pancake makeup on my face, dark smoky eyes, blood-red lips, and a fake nose ring.

				Turns out I was overdressed. A police cruiser was parked on the street, watching for trouble, maybe because of Dion the Destroyer. I was surprised the policemen weren’t arresting people for indecent exposure. There were a few outfits that looked like they were held together by nothing more than duct tape and dental floss. Whoever’d said that “less is more” had no idea how sexy it is to leave something up to the imagination. At least any butt cracks were obscured by faux raccoon tails, and the lack of clothing generally made it easier to detect pulse points.

				Maybe I could find my “in” as a stylist for the damned. Or the darned, anyway, ’cause these kids were definitely still alive and kicking.

				The club itself was pretty industrial looking from the outside, like it had once been a warehouse. The only indications that it was now a goth club, besides the loitering, were the blacked-out windows and the blood-red awning with square cut-outs at the bottom, like castle ramparts. There was a black silhouette of a tower painted dead center, with a raven circling its heights.

				Tired of waiting, I was about to skirt the line and offer the bouncer at the door a sniff of my rosebud when there came a stir from the street. The others in line with me turned, craning their necks for a view. 

				I gasped and fell back a step before shaking it off and regaining my rightful place against the velvet rope, cleavage up front and center.

				There they were. The beautiful people. I didn’t care if they were biters or bleeders. At that moment, I wanted to be them.

				Leading the way was a man in a top hat, tails, and cravat, the chain of a pocket watch stretched from one side of his jacket to the other. And the buttons on the jacket … clockwork-looking gears. In one gloved hand he carried a cane, the bulb of which glinted gold in the outside lighting. He should have looked silly, affected, out of place, but something about the way he carried it off almost seemed to transform the world around him to mesh with his reality. He’d make a helluva vampire if he wasn’t one already. Given his layers of clothing, I couldn’t tell if he still breathed, and, contrary to so much fiction, we didn’t get any kind of mystical zing at the sight of each other. 

				A step behind him walked a woman in a clockwork bustier. There was no other way to describe it. A clock face covered her chest, moving gears exposed to sight with nary a connecting cloth to be seen. It couldn’t have been comfortable. Her skirt, to make up for it, had enough flounces and fabric for three, including a bustle, kind of like a Bump-it for the butt. There were others behind her: a woman in an iridescent dress adorned with peacock plumes, who was wearing a veiled hat and carrying a lacy parasol over her shoulder, was followed by another woman dressed something like a tarted-up Amelia Earhart, a man who looked like an old-time explorer, and another man dressed as a maharajah. 

				“The Burgess Brigade,” a voice said from behind me, far too close to my ear. “Steampunk vampires.”

				Darn vamp senses didn’t do me a bit of good if I was totally distracted. I turned and almost bumped noses with a startlingly attractive guy. He hadn’t been there moments before; I’d swear it. Even with my enhanced vision, I could just barely tell that his eyes weren’t completely black, but the glowering gray of storm clouds. His hair was long, wavy, and free-flowing, blacker even than his eyes. His chin was pointed, his face was narrow, almost foxlike, and he had the kind of cheekbones models starved for. In fact, he looked more the tortured poet than the guys I usually went for—guys more focused on me than melancholy. But he did have the older-guy caché going for him. I figured him for twenty-one—twenty-two at the outside.

				“Yeah?” I asked, refusing to give ground. It might have been a mistake. I’d fed before coming, but my new friend’s open-necked shirt, which tucked down into lace-up leather pants, left no doubt that he was a breather. I could see the pulse point on his neck, and it called to me like the window display at Macy’s. 

				“Yeah. One of our premier clans. You want an introduction?”

				I didn’t want to seem too anxious for the help. “Are you one of them?”

				“I, my lady,” he said, taking my hand and bringing it to his lips, “am Ballard.” He breathed across my knuckles, but aside from where his hand held mine, he didn’t so much as touch me. I tried to keep a straight face at the old-fashionedness of it. If Ballard held doors, paid for dates, and bought extravagant gifts, Bobby might have a run for his money.

				“And I’m what’s known in Greek parlance as a GDI,” 
he  added.

				“GDI?”

				“God-damned independent. In vampire terms, a knighted ronan.”

				“Oh, right,” I answered, thinking quickly back to my vampire vocab. “Knighted ronan” equaled free agent. No clan connection. “And Ballard?”

				“As in J. G. Ballard. The writer.”

				“Oh,” I said again, hoping he wasn’t after me for my mind, because it didn’t seem like it planned to make a showing tonight. I had totally no idea who this J. G. guy was—or even if it was a guy. You never could tell with initials.

				“Shall we?” he asked, tucking my hand through his arm without waiting for my response. Shades of Ulric, the goth guy from my last mission, rose up, and my lips twitched. I still thought about him every once in a while, wondering what he was up to. No good was almost a certainty.

				“I’ve done something right?” Ballard asked, at the sight of my smile.

				“You’ve rescued me from this line, haven’t you?”

				He smiled back at me, and I caught a glimpse of his fake fangs. I wondered how cool I’d be if I showed off the real thing. 

				I’m in, I sent mentally to Bobby. The whole telepathy thing was his mojo, not mine, so he had to be tuned in to my wavelength to hear me. Apparently he had more important things to focus on, because I didn’t get an answer. 

				Together with a few “excuse me’s,” some more pointed than others, we made our way to the front of the line. Some people gave us dirty looks, but others didn’t dare, waiting to see if we were members of the in-crowd before alienating us. When we got to the bleached-blond vampiress checking IDs and taking cover charges at the front, she took one look at Ballard through her cat’s-eye contact lenses and launched into a full body hug, all of her parts completely flush with his. If he and I were an actual item, I’d have had to take her down.

				“She with you?” cat-woman asked, belatedly giving me a once-over.

				“She is.”

				She sighed. “ID?” 

				I slid it out of my cleavage, which widened Ballard’s smile to wolfish. Cat-woman didn’t react as she slid the ID beneath a reader and passed it back to me. She stamped our hands with a bat symbol. Very vamp. Ballard hustled me off before I could pay my cover charge. Apparently, he had privileges.

				“I never got your name,” he said, steering me away from the front door and up a spiral staircase directly before us. There were rooms off to the left and right that I’d have to explore later, but for now … 

				Well, the name on my ID would be Gail Kuttner, but in the vampire culture I’d go as—“Cosette.” 

				“Ah, from Les Misérables.” 

				I nodded. I’d been prepped about the origin of my name, but all I really remembered was that she was tragic and French. I hoped that would be enough.

				“Well, Cosette, for the privilege of escaping the queue and the cover charge and for my aid in your introductions, you get to buy our first round,” Ballard said, eyes sparkling as he guided me toward the second floor bar. I just knew there’d be a catch. Clearly, it wasn’t my mind but my money that appealed to him. Although, given the glances he snuck at my cleavage, maybe that wasn’t it entirely.

				To his credit, at least he didn’t order a really expensive drink, just an amber ale. Amateur.

				“Nothing for you?” Ballard asked as I paid the bartender and handed him his beer.

				“I prefer live donors,” I said in complete seriousness.

				“Whoa, slow down. We’ve only just met.”

				“I never said I’d chosen you,” I answered, showing a smile with just a hint of true fang to make it seem like a challenge rather than a diss.

				He bowed to me, careful to keep his beer upright, and straightened with a smile. “Well then, m’lady, I suppose I must prove my worth.”

				I so wanted to launch right into asking him about the killer kids or the club’s illuminati, but it would seem too abrupt and I wasn’t ready to draw suspicion just yet. There was still a lot of recon to consider. The sheer size of the Tower was daunting. I’d seen another staircase leading up, so there were at least three floors of nearly wall-to-wall people. The floor we were now on had mock stone walls and heavy wooden beams, giving the place a dungeonlike look. Here and there were red pennants or banners for a splash of color, which was good, because the predominant palette for the clientele was black—leather, pleather, vinyl, latex, silk, lace … Occasionally, there was midnight blue, maybe even red or hot pink. 

				I pointed to a group dancing in bulk out on the dance floor. They wore club clothes, more or less (but mostly less), and sparkled under the sparse lights like fictional vamps 
in sunshine. 

				“Who are they?” I asked.

				“Glitter goths,” he answered with a smirk.

				“And them?” I nodded toward a threesome that went by, headed toward the bar. The girls were in spiky boots, black bikini tops, and short skirts, the boy bare-chested in jeans with a silver-studded belt and matching studs on his biker boots.

				“Tourists.”

				“Ah.” I wished I did have a drink to sip. People-watching was thirsty work, especially with so many veins exposed. 

				I was just about to ask another question when a girl slunk up to us in what looked like an emerald negligee and glass slippers. She slid a hand over Ballard’s chest and circled around behind him, the hand sliding from his chest down to his stomach as she rested her chin on his shoulder to stare at me.

				“Another newbie?” she asked.

				Thanks to my vamp-o-vision, I could see even in the club’s low lighting that her eyes were the same shade as her gown … nearly the same color as my own, although my eyes were a touch brighter. Hers were the deep green of, yes, emeralds, or shiny new leaves. Mine were the paler, totally more luminescent green of jade or aventurine. She blinked at me—surprised, I thought. Truly green eyes were rare.

				“As you were once,” Ballard answered her. He sighed when she didn’t move along. “Mina, meet Cosette. Cosette, Mina.”

				She held out the hand that had been stroking Ballard’s stomach for me to shake.

				I accepted it, appreciating how well the green polish with black accents matched her dress, much like my ultraviolet went with my corset. A girl after my own unbeating heart. Mina shook, but when I tried to pull back, she refused to let me go. Instead, she slid out from behind Ballard to tuck my hand through her arm, as he himself had done earlier.

				“What are your plans with this one?” she asked.

				“She wants an introduction to the Burgess Brigade.”

				“Ah.” Mina looked me over, disconcertingly close. “Are you an aviatrix? An inventor? A doxy?”

				My mouth might have fallen open. “Uh, I don’t think so.”

				“Then they won’t have you. Come, I know who will. He’s a collector, of sorts, and you are just his type.”

				“Mina,” Ballard growled, like a warning. “Back off.”

				“But darling, surely you meant to present her to the Regent.” There was a warning to her voice as well. If I hadn’t been used to dealing with actual vamps, who could put some mesmeric mojo behind their words, the whole thing might have seemed a lot more ominous. 

				Ballard didn’t look too happy about it, but he followed along beside Mina as she dragged me off through the throngs of people.

				The hard-hitting beat of the music seemed to die down as we ascended the staircase to the third floor. We could almost talk without shouting or getting up-close-and-personal with each other’s earwax.

				“What’s upstairs?” I asked.

				Mina swiveled her head to share an amused look with Ballard. “She really is a newbie, isn’t she?”

				“Asked and answered,” he said, more like a lawyer than the writer he was named for.

				“The court, darling,” she answered then, stroking my arm so lingeringly that I wondered if she was entirely straight. “I want you to meet Vlad … or, more specifically, I want him to meet you.”

				I looked back at Ballard as if he were my touchstone, since I’d known him a whole quarter-hour longer. I knew about the human vampire court, of course. It had been part of the Feds’ crash course in Vamp Culture 101, but Vlad ? As in Vlad Drakul? Since the clubbers weren’t supposed to know about the true vamps, surely not. Vlad had to be just another pseudonym, like Mina, Ballard, or Cosette, and not the real thing … although that would be wicked cool. 

				“So, the court—that’s where you bring up issues, settle disputes and all that, right?” I asked. “Figure out how to deal with public relations disasters?”

				Mina’s steps slowed and stopped, to the frustration of the people behind us on the staircase, who clucked disapprovingly and went around, shooting us meaningful glares.

				“Public relations disasters?” she said through clenched teeth. “Like—”

				I pulled my hand from her arm, not about to play this all meek and backpedaly. “Oh, come on, the story’s been all over the news. The cult, or whatever, of kids that killed that family. Witnesses are saying they’re vampires.”

				Ballard snorted. Mina’s eyes narrowed as she watched me like a hawk who’d spotted movement and hadn’t yet decided if it was worth the effort to swoop in. “You’re not press, are you?”

				I looked down at myself—cleavage, rosebud, skirt slit to my nonexistent skivvies. “Do I look like a reporter?”

				“She’s got you there,” Ballard said with a laugh.

				Mina’s face relaxed. “PR nightmare, yes, but those kids aren’t with us. In fact, the one whose face is all over the news—Dion—he was banished. Definitely not one of us.”

				“Okay,” I answered. “Sorry if I offended. I just figured that’s why the cops were parked out front and all, because of some connection. I didn’t know the topic was taboo.”

				“More like closed,” Ballard said, stepping up between Mina and me and offering his arm to get us on the move again. “We’ve told the police everything we know.”

				“So why are they staking the place out?” I asked, pushing it, but, you know—no guts, no glory.

				“Since we banished Dion, they think he might target us in revenge. They’re here for our protection … or so they say.”

				“You don’t believe it?”

				Ballard’s storm-gray eyes were whipped up to hurricane-level ominous. “I think we were as bad a fit for Dion as he was for us. He had some very peculiar ideas. Seems he found others who didn’t find those ideas quite so bizarre.”

				I totally wanted to hear more about those “peculiar ideas,” but we were at the top of the stairs now and moving through a curtain of gauzy black streamers into the turret part of the Tower. There sat a man on what looked like an actual throne, all gnarled wood with the burls and knots seeming to form faces that peered out at us. I was so taken with the chair that I hardly noticed the man at first. Ulric and the gang from Maureen Benson High would practically have killed for that chair. I almost wouldn’t blame them. Truly, it was fit for a scream queen … or king.

				I only tore my gaze away when I became aware of all the other eyes on me. I looked around the gathering. The Burgess Brigade was there, bright and beautiful, but there were other groups, like the all-female gang that looked like semi-classic gangstas—fedoras, blood-red lips, pinstriped shirts opened all the way down to the top button of their tight vests. Some wore painted-on pants, others short skirts. All were in stiletto-heeled boots. My loyalties immediately swung their way. If I ended up among the vampire lifestylers for any period of time, I wanted to be a gangst-her.

				The assembly didn’t stay focused on me for long before all eyes turned back to the figure on that gnarly chair, the throne. My gaze was drawn right along with them, up into the electric-blue gaze of the stunning man seated there. He was staring back at me, and the contact gave me a little “hello, hottie” zing of awareness. Clearly, I was a sucker for blue eyes … his, Bobby’s … though these were set off with some serious guyliner that really made them pop. Also, where Bobby’s hair was shaggy brown, all boy-band badass, the royal vamp’s was sleek and blond, pulled back into a ponytail at the base of his neck. He was dressed in all black, from the open-necked shirt to the leather duster he had to be roasting in to the ebony pants tucked into fold-over boots. Now, to the fashion-challenged, black is black is black, but anyone who truly cares knows just how wrong that is. Getting your blacks to match, even to the point where vamp-o-vision could barely tell them apart, is a feat worthy of a master. It was a talent I could respect. The Tampa human-vampire community seriously needed to put him on recruiting posters. Based on the capacity crowd, maybe they already had.

				“Bingo,” Mina said, a laugh in her voice. “Vlad, Ballard and I are pleased to present to you Cosette.” She glanced over at Ballard, who now looked totally resigned. “Cosette, may I introduce you to our Regent, Vlad Drakul.” Bingo! Half an hour in and already I’d gone straight to the top … of the human community, anyway.

				I was sort of on my own from here on out. The Feds had only known so much about how the court ran. Apparently, the first rule of Bite Club was that you don’t talk about Bite Club. There wasn’t a whole lot of info just floating out there for the taking. But it seemed natural, when faced with a figure on a throne, to drop into a curtsey. If nothing else, it gave all the gathered guys a sneak peek straight down the front of my 
corset, except for the part covered by my demur little rose. If the curtsey wasn’t right, at least it would be memorable.

				When I looked up, Vlad was staring at the rosebud like he could laser it gone. Yup, I still had it.

				“Come,” he said, holding out a hand for me to take, “stand beside us as we complete our business.” The royal “we,” I wondered?

				I rose from the curtsey and glided forward to take his hand, which he used to guide me over to his left, to where the Burgess Brigade held court. The peacock lady and the explorer—who looked like Indiana Jones, his sandy-brown hair a shade lighter than his outfit—made room for me. He gave me the once-over with interest, but she snapped open her fan to half hide her face, eyes glittering like diamond-studded daggers above the black lace. The others present studied me as well, with varying reactions ranging from speculation to hostility. I got the sense that Vlad had just shown me some sort of approval and that the others were trying to figure out how it might affect their standing. I supposed I should be all aflutter. Since I’d been vamped, the only way I could see myself was through the appreciation in others’ eyes; I was as vain as the next vamp who’d tried to turn her own stylist and start an entourage.

				Things got really boring after that. This person or that would propose another person I didn’t know for knighting or eldering or whatever. The latter seemed particularly unappealing. All I could picture was someone withering on contact—coquette to crone in zero to sixty.

				I couldn’t have been the only one bored. People shifted behind me, as if restless or—

				A hand descended onto my shoulder. Firm, just shy of painful in its pressure, and a few degrees colder than human. 

				—or as if making room for someone sneaking in.

				Crap on a crispy, crumbly cracker.

				“If you wouldn’t mind coming with me,” the owner of the hand said, voice deep and low.

				“Actually, Vlad asked me to stay,” I answered, trying to make eye contact with him, pleading silently.

				He looked at my captor first, awe in his eyes, and I knew I was sunk. When he lowered his gaze to me, he seemed impressed. He wasn’t the only one. His court had already started clearing a path. Indy and Peacock Girl both looked at me with new respect, maybe even twinged with fear. 

				“We can always talk later,” Vlad said quickly, his failure to defend me taking him instantly from hot to not.

				Based on the painful pressure settled on my shoulder, I wasn’t so sure there’d be a later for me.
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