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Prologue

Hey, Baker! You give her the seven oclock meds yet?

Don swung his legs from where theyd been propped on his desk, knocking the tower of empty soda cans from the corner. Yes. I did. At seven oclock. Check the sheet.

Leave it to Sanjay to ask a stupid question. Don shook his head and watched the new guy retrieve the clipboard from the hook beside the door and frown at the words. How hed managed to live a hundred years was a mystery. Hell, Don had had close scrapes in his own twenty years as a vampire, more in his thirty years previous. How someone with double the lifespan could wander around in a state of constant confusion

Then this doesnt make any sense. Sanjay flipped the pages on the clipboard, but it was clear from the rapidity of his movements that he couldnt possibly be reading the charts. It doesnt make any sense!

What doesnt make sense? Always with the drama, these Movement scientists. I gave her the meds.

Sanjays worried brown eyes flicked up to meet Dons gaze. I know you did. I see it on the chart. But her brain activity istoo active. Its like she hasnt been sedated at all.

Chill out, chill out. Theres a reasonable explanation for this. The newly assigned guys tended to flip out over every little thing, but hed seen what had happened the last time the Oracle had shrugged her meds. Ill feed her another tranquilizer, keep her as down as I can until morning report. Dr. Jacobson will take it from there.

The meds for the Oracle were fed to her hourly, through a tube that first dissolved the sedative in warm blood, then injected the whole solution through intravenous lines. It was so simple. And Don hated it.

It wasnt as if he wanted glory, like the big guys got. Or danger, like the assassins. He just wanted a job that a trained ape couldnt pull off.

Hell, at least he could watch TV between doses. And the faster he got things under control, the faster he could get back to Will and Grace reruns.

Slipping the key to the tank room from his pocket, he slid it through the card reader. The door popped open with a hiss, and he stepped inside. It was ten degrees colder than the rest of the facilitythe monitoring equipment and various pumps and containment machinery would overheat if it wasntand the rest of the facility was damn cold. Don rubbed his hands together and blew into them. It smelled like blood in this room, but it always did.

Honey, Im home, he called to the slumped figure of the lab assistant asleep at his workstation. Couldnt handle the day shift.

The blinding white of the room was interrupted on one side by the huge, dark wall of glass. Inside, floating suspended in gallons and gallons of blood, was the Oracle. Sleeping, if the tranquillizer had worked. He popped two tablets out of the meds cabinet and strolled to the access tube, whistling while he did so, hoping to annoy the lab tech enough that hed wake up. I hope they check the security tape in the morning. Because you will be so busted.

The meds pump was attached to the wall just below where the glass ended. He knelt down and pulled the drawer open. The tablets would be inserted into a clear, glass chamber inside and dissolved. The whole process was a pain in the ass, but shed built up a resistance to nearly all the sedatives that came in liquid form. Don didnt know why it worked, but he was glad it did. The bitch could get downright nasty when she woke up.

He blinked in disbelief at what he saw in the drawer. The glass chamber, which should have been empty to receive the next dose, was still filled with blood. Hands trembling, he followed the intravenous line to where it disappeared into the wall. A chunk of a pill that hadnt dissolved was stuck in the thin plastic tube, forcing the flow of the blood to a trickle.

The Oracle had never gotten her sedative.

The rest happened too fast. He looked up, saw the face of the Oracle, pale and inquisitive, touching the glass. Her eyes were open. He staggered back, screaming, tripped over his own feet and landed at those of the sleeping lab assistant. Blood pooled around the guys sneakers. He wasnt just sleeping.

Don opened his mouth to scream, but the sound never made it out.





One: Inevitability

Carrie, I think its time you call Nathan.

I knew that statement would come, sooner or later. Id just been hoping it would be much, much later.

We were lounging in Maxs bedroom, the only room in his spacious, opulently furnished condo that had a television. For the past three weeks, all wed done was lie around during the days and prowl various blues clubs at night. It wasnt as though I hadnt had time to talk to Nathan. I just hadnt wanted to.

When I didnt answer, Max sighed heavily. He folded his arms and leaned against the carved headboard of his antique bed, the only piece of furniture in the room that wasnt modern. He seemed strange and anachronistic on it. Having been turned in the late seventies, Max was the youngest vampire I knew. Besides myself, of course. Hed adapted to the changing times much more easily than some vampires did. Max kept his sandy-blond hair cut short and spiky, and his uniform of T-shirts and jeans helped him blend so perfectly with the twenty-something population of Chicago, I forgot at times that he was really old enough to be my biological father.

Clearly, he was about to pull chronological rank. Its been almost a month now. I dont mind you crashing here. Hell, most nights youve been one mojito away from a rebound fling, and being the only male here, Im digging the odds. But Nathan is my friend. If youre splitting up permanently, he deserves to know.

I refused to argue that the only thing my sire and I had between us was the blood tie, our weird psychological link that made us privy to each others thoughts and emotions. Even that didnt connect us so much, lately. Nathan seemed to be blocking me from his mind. The few times Id tried to communicate with him, Id gotten only terse, vague answers. I supposed it was better than begging me to come back, but it stung nonetheless.

Still, Max wouldnt take simple logic for an answer. The many, many times Id tried to explain my nonrelationship with Nathan, Max had refused to see reason. He wouldnt have asked you to stay if he didnt love you, hed insisted. Just because he doesnt admit it doesnt mean its not true.

Oh, kind of like you and Bella? Id quipped, effectively ending the conversation. I should have cut Max a little more slack. After all, he had just gone through a nasty breakup himself, no matter how he denied it. Obviously, he had transferred the situation with Bella onto Nathan and me to avoid dealing with his feelings.

I dont think I can handle talking to him right now, I said, knowing full well how lame that sounded.

Itll only get worse the longer you wait. Max knew he had a perfectly valid point. I could tell from the gleam of triumph in his blue eyes. And if its horrible, so what? Were going down to Navy Pier tonight. You can drown your sorrows in cotton candy. No one can be sad with cotton candy.

I raised one eyebrow. Not even a vampire with a profoundly screwed up love life?

Cotton candy is to vampire suffering as kryptonite is to Superman. He reached for the cordless phone on the nightstand and handed it to me. Call him.

Helpless, I looked from the alarm clock to the phone. The days had gotten longer. Though the sun wasnt down yet in Chicago, it was almost nine Michigan time. Nathan would be getting ready to open the store. If I called now we wouldnt have long to talk. That was a good thing, considering I had no clue what I would say to him.

I took the phone and punched in the number, a pang of homesickness assailing me as I imagined Nathan navigating the cluttered living room to get to the phone in the kitchen. An overwhelming desire to be home again gripped me, and my heart pounded in my chest in anticipation of speaking to him. The line clicked and I wet my lips, preparing to answer his Hello?

Nathan Grants residence, a sleepy, female voice purred over the line.

As quickly as my heart had warmed to the prospect of speaking to Nathan, it froze again with the realization of who this was.

Hello? she asked, the word marked with a distinct Italian accent. Is anyone there?

Bella.

With shaking hands, I hung up the phone. I couldnt look at Max. How would I break it to him that Bella, the only woman hed ever had feelings for, no matter how he tried to deny them, had apparently extended her stay at Nathans apartment by a good three weeks?

I was having a hard enough time explaining it myself. My mind jumped from one possibilityBellas employers, the Voluntary Vampire Extinction Movement, had discovered shed helped us find a cure for Nathan, leaving her with no job or residenceto the nextshed missed her plane and had to wait for a much, much later flightbut none of them dislodged the sick feeling in my stomach.

Carrie, whats wrong? Max frowned at me as though hed be able to discern my thoughts if he stared hard enough.

I opened my mouth cautiously. I wasnt sure I wouldnt throw up. He wasnt home. I guess I dodged that bullet.

Yeah, wellyoure still calling him when we get back. He eyed the window, where rosy sunlight sneaked in around the edges of the curtains. Im gonna go take a shower. By the time were ready, the sun will be off the streets and we can head out.

I nodded and watched him start for his bathroom before I left for my own room.

Maxs penthouse condo took up three stories in a corner of an old building near the museum campus, the lake-shore park where the citys big attractions clustered. It wasnt the hip, happening part of Chicago Id imagined Max inhabiting, but he hadnt had much choice in the location, as he had inherited it.

Marcus, the former owner of the place and Maxs late sire, stared accusingly from an oil painting on the landing. Max had always described his sire with glowing words, but it was hard to imagine the grim-faced man in the powdered wig as being loving and fatherly.

Though it had happened twenty years prior, Marcuss death still haunted Max. I saw no need to heap another broken heart on him by revealing his werewolf almost-girlfriend was boning Nathan, the man he considered a close, loyal friend.

How could he? I fumed silently as I took the stairs to the guest rooms on the lower level. I flopped onto the ornately carved bed in my neoclassical guestroom and pulled the duvet over my head.

Cold tears escaped the corners of my eyes. Nathan had made it clear from the beginning that there would never be anything between us except the blood tie, but each new reminder stung more than the last, because Id never really believed him.

I thought it had been settled the night Bellas spell let Nathan relive losing his wife. Hed as much as said there would never be anything between us. I thought it was because he hadnt yet gotten over killing his wife. Now, less than a month later, he appeared to have moved on. So either hed needed seventy years and a month to get over his guilt, or it hadnt been the memory of Marianne at all. He just wasnt interested in me.

My parents had raised me to be a logical thinker. Logic insisted that the most plausible assumption was the correct one. Nathan was probably still screwed up, he just wasnt going to be screwing me.

Because I didnt want to break the news to Max yet he was still in deep denial over BellaI acted as if nothing was wrong as we gorged ourselves on cotton candy and elephant ears on the pier.

Unfortunately, Max picked up on my vibes. Carrie, whats going on? Youre not acting right.

Im acting fine, I snapped, then instantly regretted it. It wasnt his fault I had nonstop images of Bella and Nathan engaged in myriad sexual positions. Im sorry, Im just

Homesick?

Worried the man I love is at this very moment fucking the woman you refuse to admit you love.

Yeah, I guess. I tried to sound more cheerful when I said, You know whats a good cure for homesickness? Alcohol.

Max grinned. Now youre speaking my language. Lets take a turn on the Ferris wheel, then well find some.

Ive never been a fan of heights, so I should have been grateful to be preoccupied on the halting trip to the top. Somehow, I couldnt be grateful for the torrid images of Nathan and Bella that swamped my mind.

It occurred to me that hed never be able to hang on to Bella, who had Call of the Wild stamped all over her. Knowing they were probably doomed to failure cheered me up a little.

Still, I couldnt shake the torturous scenes, or the self-deprecating commentary that went with them. Of course hes attracted to her. She probably doesnt wear pajama pants in public or go a day without washing her hair. Shes also a size four around her hips and the size of a small solar system around her chest.

Feeling fat, ugly and petrified of falling to my doom, I closed my eyes and sighed.

Max apparently took it for an expression of contentment, because he looped an arm companionably around my shoulders and sighed in turn. I know, this is awesome, isnt it?

Im not really into being off the ground. But the view is nice.

The view is gorgeous. He looked at me as though I was insane for not appreciating the experience. But thats not what I was talking about.

It was my turn to give him the are-you-insane? look.

This. He gestured broadly, as though he could encompass the entire city with his arms. Hanging out, screwing around, just being normal people.

Normal people who drink blood and burst into flame in sunlight? I snorted. But far be it from me to interrupt your little delusion.

He settled against the seat and replaced his arm around my shoulder. You know what I mean. For the past three weeks there hasnt been any occult shit going on. Not a peep from the Soul Eater. No faxes from the Movement. No drama.

Except for in our love lives. But you dont know that part yet.

Well, there was that whole thing where I broke up with my sire and you got dumped by Bella. Id sworn to myself I wouldnt bring her up again, but I was desperate to get him off his life-is-great kick. The way he talked with his hands when he was happy seemed bound to tip us out of our car.

Not that I begrudged him his Im-on-top-of-the-world attitudeokay, maybe a littlebut when he found out about Bella and Nathan he would come crashing down from his high as quickly as if hed fallen from the Ferris wheel.

Instead of arguing with me, he chuckled. Youre trying to pick a fight.

Guilty as charged.

He inhaled deeply. The air smelled of the cityhot cement and traffic exhaustand carnival food, the scents of humanity only a vampire could truly appreciate. Try all you want, I aint gonna bite. Nothing can ruin tonight for me. Nothing.

With a parody of his contented sigh, I leaned my head on his shoulder. If I dont get a drink soon, Im going to stake you.



As promised, when we escaped the Ferris wheel of doom, we headed for our nightly circuit of bars and blues clubs. At a few we were becoming regulars. At the rest, Max had already established himself as one.

Wed thrown back enough alcohol to kill a small rhino by the time our final stop on the booze tour announced last call.

Squinting at his watch through heavy-lidded, redrimmed eyes, Max frowned in drunken confusion. What? It cant be last call yet.

It is, I insisted with the knowing, superior tone of a complete inebriate. And it sucks.

It does. He looked around the bar, his mouth set in a grim line. The band is going to leave.

Yeah. I rested my forearms on the table and dropped my head onto them. I heard the scrape of his chair, and when I looked up he was swerving across the empty dance floor toward the musicians on the tiny stage. He spoke to them a minute, pointed at me, then returned with a confident, drunken swagger. The band started a slow blues ballad and he gestured for me to join him.

If Id learned anything since coming to Chicago with Max, it was that he enjoyed any activity that required putting his hands on a woman. I stumbled toward him. It wouldnt be the first time wed danced drunkenly in a bar at closing time. And that struck me as just a tad pathetic.

Not so pathetic I wouldnt do it again. I liked being close to Max, in a totally platonic way. He was the guy friend Id never had. Actually, until Id become a vampire, Id never had any friends. It was nice being with someone who didnt expect anything from me short of just hanging around.

Unlike Nathan. I was supposed to stay at his side, waiting for him like a faithful dog, should he ever need me. The unfortunate comparison put me in mind of Werewolves, and I had to blink back cold tears.

Maxs arms tightened around my waist and he leaned his head against mine as we shuffled clumsily to the music. Can we just keep doing this forever?

Dancing? I mumbled, toying with a lock of hair at the back of his neck.

I felt his chuckle deep in his chest. No, stupid. Just doing this. Going out and having fun and not worrying about falling in love or being alone. Nothing ever has to change, wed never have to worry about getting hurt. Wouldnt that be great?

If I hadnt been drunk, it would have sounded as messed up as it really was. Instead, I looked up at Max as though hed cured cancer and world hunger simultaneously. Thats so smart.

I know. He frowned. I always get my best ideas when Im drunk.

The bartender called us a cabrather ungraciously and Im sure Max overpaid the driver when we got out at his building.

This place I interrupted myself with a dainty belch. This place looks like Draculas castle.

I know. Its depressing. A fleeting look of sadness crossed his face. That was Marcus for you.

When we got into the elevator, Max stood a little closer than usual. When we got out, he took my hand for the short walk to the door. Instead of opening it, he pulled me flush against his body and kissed me, the scent of Bells Two-Hearted ale lingering on his mouth.

I had consumed a lot of alcohol myself, but not so much to silence the alarm bells going off in my head. I jerked back so fast our teeth clinked.

Max, what the hell are you doing?

Dazed, he squinted at me for a few seconds before he focused his eyes, then grinned. Oh, come on, Carrie. You know youre curious, too.

I was. Max was like the star quarterback every girl wants to date. Still, he was an emotional wreck and not thinking clearly. I know youre upset about Bella

This isnt about Bella. He laughed a little too loudly. Jeez, youre always talking about her. Are you sure you dont want to fuck her?

No, but if we went to bed now, you wouldnt be fucking me. I jabbed my finger into his chest, not merely to make a point but because touching him just seemed good.

He grinned again. Believe me, this isnt about Bella.

It is. I slid my hands across the front of his T-shirt Max has great pecsand gave him a shove.

Rolling his eyes, he held up his hands. Okay, its about Bella. Periperiyou know, when you see out the corner of your eye?

Peripherally. I nodded. How so?

He linked his arms around my waist and pulled me forward so I stepped on his toes and our feet tangled dangerously. I like women. Everyone knows it. I dont fall in love with women, though. So, how come I havent had casual sex since Bella?

Because that wasnt casual sex. You really liked her. I leaned against him, purely to regain my balance, Im sure.

Youre insane. You women all are. You think men have to be in love to stick their cock in somebody. He inclined his head for another kiss, but halted. You know thats not true, right?

I quirked an eyebrow. Gee, were drunk, we both just got dumped

You got dumped.

Whatever. I rolled my eyes. Do I think you love me? No. I think youre trying to get laid to prove to yourself you dont care about Bella.

Is that so evil and wrong? His lips were a millimeter from mine.

I shrugged. I guess not.

He kissed me again. Max is an insanely good kisser. But there was desperation in it, and sadness. I didnt need a blood tie between us to feel it.

Lets do this, Carrie, he whispered, sinking his fingers into my hair. Lets just have fun.

It made an insane sort of sense. As we tumbled through the door to land on the Persian rug in the foyer, I convinced myself that this wasnt terrible. People did this every day.

Maxs mouth never left mine as he rolled us both over so that I straddled him, still fully clothed. With a chuckle, Max sat up. I felt him, hard and eager, through his jeans, but he didnt appear uncomfortable. In fact, he seemed more at ease and himself in this intimate situation than he ever did while doing mundane things. I wondered if I was with the real Max now, or just another character. Maybe that was part of his practiced magic. I pitied the women who didnt see it for what it was, because they could fall in love with a man like Max, who made them feel they were the most important woman hed ever touched.

Luckily for me, I couldnt fall in love with him. I was already in love with a man who didnt find me very important at all.

As if on cue, the phone rang.

Max glanced at me, half imploring. Then guilt crept into his expression, and I couldnt look at him anymore.

I groaned and climbed to my feet, more wobbly than I had been when Id been plastered. The realization that I had been about to have sex with Max forced the rest of the alcoholic haze from my system, leaving awkwardness it its wake.

Hey, while youre up, can you get that? Max asked sheepishly.

Fine. But if its one of your girlfriends, Im not going to be very good cover.

I was surprised anyone would hang on the line for as long as it took me to reach the telephone in the kitchen. Every ring seemed sure to be the last, until I picked up the phone and said tiredly, Hello?

Carrie?

Nathan.







Two: Reconnected

Carrie? Nathan repeated over the crackling of the line, his soft Scottish accent curling around my heart like a possessive hand.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and tried not to focus on the fact I was standing in Maxs kitchen wiping his kisses off my neck. Yeah, its me.

There was a long, heavy pause. Its good to hear your voice.

My throat went dry. I will not cry, I will not cry.

But my emotions were too raw. The alcohol left me with nothing to buffer them. I wiped at my eyes and prayed my voice wouldnt fail me when I spoke. Its good to hear from you, too.

I tried to get ahold of you earlier. You must have been out. He probed gently at the edge of the blood tie, and I shut him out firmly. He laughed softly. Got something you dont want me to know?

Im a little tipsy, is all. We just got in.

Ah. Nathan didnt sound as though he believed me.

He hadnt yet offered any information about Bella. The suspense had me twisting the phone cord around my arm. It would be better to do it like a Band-Aid, I decidedas quickly as possible so the pain wouldnt last. I tried to call you earlier.

He cleared his throat. Yeah, thats what Bella said.

I rolled my lips over my teeth, pressing them until they were numb.

She said you hung up.

I managed a tight laugh. Yeah, I thought I had the wrong number. I didnt expect her to be there. Do I still have a room?

My chuckle sounded so lame, if it had been a horse, some farmer would have shot it.

Of course you do, Nathan said, his voice so soft I had to strain to hear it over the static. Listen, has Max heard anything from the Movement?

I tried to stay out of Maxs personal business, but I did remember the comment hed made on the Ferris wheel. No, he said he hasnt heard anything lately.

Bella has. His casual use of her name sent spears of agony through my heart. Theres too much to explain on the phone. Were headed down there right now.

I imagined her in the seat next to his, looking gorgeous and out of place in the rusty old van. Ill tell Max. I dont think hell be happy about her coming here.

Why not? Apparently, Nathan had gone brain dead.

Then I remembered hed been possessed by the Soul Eaters evil spell the whole time, and probably missed the weird dynamic going on between Bella and Max. Still, she should have had the common decency to clue Nathan in. No reason. Forget I said anything.

Okay He cleared his throat again. Listen, were about an hour out of the city. Were hoping to get to Maxs before sunrise, but if we cant, is there a parking garage or something nearby I can shelter in?

Yeah, theres parking under the building. If you buzz up from there you can get straight in. I winced as I said those words. I should have told him hed be better to stop in Gary, Indiana for the day. Better yet, he should have turned around and headed back to Grand Rapids.

The kitchen door swung open behind me, nearly flattening me to the wall. Max strolled in and stretched his arms over his head. His shoulders popped and he groaned loudly. You know whats just as good as sex? Ice cream. Nah, thats a lie. Id rather have had sex.

I covered the mouthpiece, but it was too late.

Is Max having trouble getting reacquainted with the city? Nathan asked, amused.

I think Im cramping his style.

On the other end of the line I heard muffled talking. Youre on the phone to me, your fledgling, your blood, and you cant wait a few seconds before you talk to her?

Without being able to stop it, my annoyance filtered over the blood tie. Nathan got it, and I felt his relief at our renewed connection. Youre right, thats rude of me. Listen, Im going to let you go. I can explain everything when we get there.

We. It was like he used the word as a weapon against me. Fine. We will be here.

He hesitated. Okaywell, goodbye, sweetheart.

Sweetheart. It was all I could take. I hung up the phone and crumpled to the floor.

Max knelt at my side before I could draw two sobbing breaths. Carrie? Are you okay?

I couldnt speak. I could only cry against his shoulder.

Whats the matter? Is something wrong? He sounded as alarmed as any man faced with a womans tears. It must have been doubly distressing, considering what wed almost done in his foyer. Is it me? Was it something I did?

Shaking my head, I wiped my nose on the back of my hand, but I couldnt control my sobbing enough to make an intelligent sound.

Max pulled me tighter to his side, as if trying to absorb my suffering through his skin. Youre really freaking me out. Whats the matter? Is it Nathan?

It most definitely was Nathan. Anger roared to life in me, drying my tears. Nathan and Bella were coming here. Id come here to get away from Nathan and clear my head, and he was bringing more pain my way? He was like the opposite of an ambulance; he brought portable disaster.

That was him, I muttered. Hes coming down here with Bella.

Bella? Max frowned. I thought she was going back to Spain, like, a month ago.

I gave him a minute. Max was a smart guy. I was confident he would figure it out.

He wasnt as quick to believe as I had been, but the comprehension slowly crept over his face. No. No way.

I nodded vehemently. When I called the apartment this evening she answered the phone.

Well, that doesnt mean anything. He was assuring himself as much as me. Maybe something came up, she got reassigned. It happens all the time.

She hasnt been using my room. I was half-glad. I couldnt imagine going back there if shed usurped my boyfriendno, my sire; Id have to get used to the differenceand my bed.

Max nodded. Well, Im sorry he hurt you.

Fresh tears filled my eyes at the ragged pain in his voice. Im sorry she hurt you.

For the last time, she didnt hurt me! I dont give a shit about her! He stood and stormed angrily through the door.

Numb and cold on the kitchen floor, I stared at the container of ice cream Max had left on the counter.

I dont know how long I stayed there, watching condensation form on the cardboard. It was leaving trails and pooling around the softening bottom when I finally moved.

I had to pull myself together. It was bad enough I would have to face Nathan knowing hed chosen Bella over me. I didnt have to let him know how destroyed I was.

I headed downstairs to my bedroom. In the bathroom, I flipped the shower on, as scalding as I could make it, and stood under it until the water turned frigid and the steam dissipated. Outside, the sun would no doubt be coming up. They would be here any minute.

No sooner had I thought it than there was a soft knock at the door. Carrie?

Max peeked around it, eyes modestly shielded, and threw me a towel. Theyre here.

Thanks, Ill be right up.

Okay. He stepped out, then came back. He looks like hell, Carrie.

Good.

I meant it. Nathan had played me the entire time Id known him, refusing to get into any kind of relationship with me, but oh, he could have sex with me. That was okay. I could live in the same house with him. He could beg me not to leave him, and tell me constantly how destroyed he would be if I did. But he wouldnt give up the memory of his dead wife for me.

But he would for Bella. She possessed some magic key, some ingredient I didnt have, that changed his mind and made him want to be in a relationship with someone.

In a relationship with her.

I dressed, not bothering to try and look good. It would be transparent if I spent another half hour blow drying my hair and putting on makeup.

At the top of the stairs I found Nathan and Bella sitting at opposite ends of the couch. Though I registered their distance, it wasnt enough to stop my knees from going all watery.

Once were turned, vampires never age. Nathan had remained frozen in time at thirty-two years old. A very fit, very attractive thirty-two. Once, Id jokingly mentioned he must have had a pretty tough exercise regimen in life to get such great arms. Hed chuckled and said, No, it was from carrying Marianne. She couldnt walk, toward the end. His gray eyes had shone with sadness for a moment, then just as quickly changed back.

Now, his gaze snapped to me and he lifted his dark head as I ascended the last few steps.

Max turned as I came fully into the room, and he winked at me encouragingly.

Nathan rose as if expecting, I dont knowa hug? For me to leap into his arms?

Whatever it was, it wasnt something I wanted to give him. I waved him aside and flopped into the armchair near the kitchen door. No need to get up on my account.

His fingers clenched and worried against each other before he sat down again.

Bella looked from him to me, her eyes slightly narrowed and her mouth quirked in an amused smile, but she said nothing.

Now that youre both here, I guess I can break the bad news. Nathan leaned forward and rubbed his hands on the knees of his jeans. It was a nervous habit, and the denim on his thighs was nearly white with wear. Im just going to say it.

Get it over with, Bella practically snarled.

Trouble in paradise? I shot Max a look, but his gaze was fixed on Bella.

I was trying to. Nathan slid her a sideways glare. Something happened at Movement headquarters. Thats why you havent had word from them. The Oracle got loose.

No. Maxs exclamation came as a whisper. Not much scared Max, but I knew the Oracle did. An ancient vampire with powerful telekinesis, she had been held under strict supervision by the Movement. Max had actually been on a team assigned with moving her to the high-tech facilities shed been kept in of late. Not all the team members had survived.

Nathan didnt respond, but Id seen that expression on his face many times. He was just as scared as Max. She killed her handlers, most of the staff. Miguel is gone. So is Breton. She was located in the hospital wing, so most of the destruction is centered there.

Anne is dead, Bella said dispassionately, never looking at Max. The Oracle set fire to everyone in the hospital wing.

Like, with mind powers? I asked quietly.

Bella frowned at me as though trying to comprehend my stupidity. No. With the rubbing alcohol from the supply room and someones lighter.

Max moved to the window, his jaw clenching as Nathan droned on about procedures during cessation of communication, and whether or not it was safe for me or himself to be involved.

I went to Max and laid my hand on his shoulder. Are you okay?

He nodded. Yeah. Im just You know, I knew it. All those years ago, when we moved her to the new facility, its like I could feel that she was planning something.

Bella snorted. How could you know the mind of the Oracle?

I dont believe the mind of the Oracle concerns you, Max growled at her. How many werewolves died at her hand?

Her exotic face went pale, but Bellas golden eyes narrowed. I am sorry she could not be of better service to you in your campaign of hatred against my people.

Everyone just calm down. Nathan stood, entirely too reasonable for the emotional climate of the room.

When Id first seen him, Id just been relieved to be in the same room with my sire. I hadnt noticed how tired he appeared, hadnt taken in the dark circles beneath his eyes or the grim set of his mouth.

His gaze flickered over me a moment, and his exhaustion seemed to intensify. The Oracle didnt break out on a whim. Like Max said, she must have been planning it. Lets all turn it in for the day and discuss this like reasonable adults after sundown.

Great, Ill show you guys to your rooms. Max emphasized the plurality. It comforted me to know that though they would probably end up together Max was letting them know he disapproved of it.

Nathan seemed surprised. He looked at me, then back to Max with a shrug. Sounds good.

Okay. Night, all. I gave a noncommittal wave and turned to the stairs.

Look back.

The suggestion over the blood tie was so strong, I had to give in. When I glanced over my shoulder, Nathans gaze locked with mine. I couldnt discern the emotion there, whether it was guilt or apology or a silent plea for me to come to him.

I shook my head, refusing them all.

Though I was tired, sleep did not come immediately. My brain swam with imagined horrors. Id experienced firsthand just a taste of the Oracles power. Id seen what shed done to Anne, the cheerful, eternally teenaged receptionist of the Movement. The Oracle had tormented her with a vision of her spine being shattered, then, years later, shed made it come true. What had she made those poor vampires in the hospital wing see? It must have been agony for them.

Despite the fact their agenda and my continued existence were mutually exclusive, the vampires Id met at Movement headquarters had been nice to me, especially Anne, whod taken me to see the Oracle despite the restrictions against it. That had ended with a skirmish in which the Oracle had tossed Anne around like a rag doll, and tried to rip my head off my shoulders. Wed been relieved, afterward, to learn that Anne had survived her injuries. But in hindsight it seemed shed been doomed from the start. Because of the Movements strict policy against medical treatment for life-threatening injuries, Anne would have been slowly recuperating, with no help but her bodys own healing ability. She would have been completely defenseless when the Oracle torched the place. I think Nathan was right. The Oracle didnt seem to do things willy-nilly.

I rolled onto my side. The bed seemed bigger and oddly empty, now that my sire had arrived. I ached to lie at his side, listening to his gentle snores and occasional nonsensical sleep babble. Now, that was for someone else.

It made me feel a bit better to review their icy behavior toward each other in the foyer. Maybe Maxs idea of deliberately putting them in separate rooms wasnt so crazy, as neither seemed inclined to crawl into bed together today.

How could Nathan have kept this from me? Despite the distance that always remained between us, Id been honest with him, hadnt I? And Id put my soul on the line in order to save him from the Soul Eaters torturous spell. In my mind, he owed it to me to be honest, even if it inconvenienced him a little.

I wish he had used that same, compassionate line of reasoning.

Nathan had Bella. She was exotic and passionate and dangerous. She was so different from plain, white-bread me. With all the sex and romance, Nathan probably just didnt have time to think about me and how much I might be hurt.

Not for the first time, cold tears streamed down my cheeks over my sire.

Id nearly cried myself to sleep when there was a soft knock at my door. Probably Max coming to commiserate. I wiped my eyes hastily. If he could pretend not to be bothered, I certainly could do the same. I might even start to believe it.

Come in, I said, hoping my voice sounded thick with sleep and not tears.

The door eased open a crack and Nathan, not Max, slipped inside.

I sat up, clutching the covers defensively to my chest as though he would be able to see through my T-shirt to my broken hearthad it been there. My actual heart was in my suitcase, removed from my chest by Cyrus, my first sire. What are you doing here?

He held up his hands like someone anticipating an attack. Please, just hear me out.

Do you really think we have anything to say? After the way things went when I left? I scoffed. Or especially now?

I know. And Im sorry. I should have been honest with you. His words further confirmed my fear.

I drew in a shaking breath, forcing myself not to break down in sobs. That would have been nice.

I cant apologize enough. I know that. And I know Ive put you through hell. He looked down at his hands. But Ive missed you so much.

It would appear otherwise. I would not let his wounded-little-boy demeanor soften my righteous anger.

For a second, he appeared taken aback. I dont want to be separated from you like this again. You belong with me.

A sick feeling wound through my stomach, something like hope with reservation.

Though I didnt speak, he came to the bed and sat down. Ive been selfish. I wanted to hang on to a past that I cant change. But I had no right to string you along the way I did. I swear, Carrie, if you come home, that will all change.

I blinked back tears. Here were the words Id longed to hear from him, and yet

What about Bella?

Nathan frowned. What about her?

I dont know if shed be too keen on having me around. Maybe, if she were another vampire, she could understand, but shes a werewolf. They dont have any concept of the relationship between a sire and a fledgling. Or how frustrating they can be.

A horrible scene played through my mind where Nathan replied, You know, that makes sense. Good night, and returned to her.

Instead, he stared at me as though Id lost my mind. Carrie, Bella and I I think theres been some miscom-munication. Were not involved with each other.

She was staying at the house, I stated stubbornly. Why has she been there for a month then? Why didnt she go back to Spain?

She did, Nathan insisted. She followed the Soul Eater to San Francisco, did recon, then went to Spain. She had to take commercial airlines because she couldnt contact the Movement. When she got to headquarters, she found it destroyed, and came back to Grand Rapids, because it was the only way she knew how to contact Max.

But you said she wasnt using my roomand you were shielding your thoughts the whole time. I was beginning to feel like a total ass, and I didnt like it. It would almost have been worth it to hear he had been sleeping with Bella, just to keep from realizing how crazy Id been acting.

A slow smile spread across Nathans gorgeous mouth. You really thought I was cheating on you?

It wouldnt have been cheating, since we dont have a relationship.  I looked down at my hands and found them twisting the bedspread. Nathan, I dont want to be your fledgling. I want to be the woman you love. Its never going to happen as long as you cant let go of Marianne.

I thought he would flinch or turn away at her name, the way he used to, but he held my gaze, drawing me into his steel-gray eyes. Marianne is gone. It makes me sick to say it, but in a way, everything turned out better for us the way it did. She wasnt the woman I married. Shed given up. I know I painted her as a saint, and I dont mean to. But something about the illness twisted her. She was often depressed, sometimes openly hateful. She blamed me, once, near the end.

Oh, Nathan. I couldnt help interrupting.

It was as if he hadnt heard me. Even if she had lived that is, if I hadnt done what I did to hershe would have died later. If Id made her a vampirewell, she was too scarred. She still wouldnt have wanted to live.

I could have given Marianne new life, could have protected her and cherished her for the rest of our time on earth, but I couldnt have given her her soul back. Shed lost that long before I killed her. The spell Bella didthat you didit made me realize that. It sounds melodramatic, but really, you saved me.

Tentatively, I reached for his hand. I seriously expected to wake up when I touched him, but his fingers closed over mine, almost crushing, until he realized what he was doing and relaxed his grip.

Youre my fledgling. No matter what else happens between us, its my blood in your veins. Youre the only family I have. Its you I want to be with. He lifted my hand to his lips and pressed a soft kiss there.

My pulse pounded. But not the way I want it to be. Thats the part you keep glossing over.

A sad look came over his face, and his gaze dropped to our clasped hands. If I told you now that Im ready toto love you, I would just be setting us up for disaster. The spell showed me the truth, but there are still parts I cant accept, even though I know them to be true. When the time comes that I can completely let it goand it will comeits not going to be some werewolf I choose. Its going to be you.

Instantly, guilt crashed over me. Nathan had been soul-searching, and Id beenwhoring it up. I have to tell you something.

A wary look crossed over his face, followed by an obviously forced smile. Trepidation vibrated down the blood tie. He thought I was going to reject him. He let go of my hand. Okay.

Well, I thought you wereinvolvedwith Bella. I closed my eyes and resisted the urge to slap my forehead with my palm. Obviously, I jumped to a conclusion. A stupid, stupid conclusion.

He nodded, the oppressive fear of rejection letting up a bit. And?

And? I bit my lip, deciding the best way to do this was quickly. I almost slept with Max.

I mentally counted to three, waiting for Nathan to explode. He did, but not as I expected. With a howl of laughter, he fell sideways off the bed.

Nathan! Its not funny! I pounded the mattress. I almost slept with Max!

Peering over the edge of the bed, I saw Nathan wipe tears of laughter from his eyes. Oh, I heard you. I bet it was dead romantic, too.

Oh, shut up, I admonished with an involuntary laugh. I cant believe I thought you slept with Bella.

I cant believe you did, either. I can barely stand her. Do you know she chews her toenails? I mean, she doesnt clip them off like normal people, she puts her foot in her mouth and chews them! He shuddered in disgust. I thought youd give me a little more credit.

Our laughter subsided into charged silence. Nathan sat up, resting his forearm on the bed as he studied me. Carrie, I dont want you to do anything you dont want to. If you dont want to come home, tell me.

Home. Our home. My chest squeezed as though it would suddenly collapse. My mind raced for some proof that this was an elaborate trick to break my heart again. I do want to come home. But I cant promise Ill wait for you. Its too unfair to ask that of me. So

So? he asked, a reluctant smile quirking the corner of his mouth.

I hated to kill the happy expression that might grow there. So, Ill think about it.

His smile held the promise of happiness. Realistic happiness, but still, more happiness than wed had. Carrie?

The way he said my name, the way it sounded heavy and meaningful on his lips, gave me chills up my spine. What?

Ive been dying to kiss you.

At those words, the chills ran straight from my spine to my stomach, raced down my arms and pulled a soft, Oh, from my throat. I swallowed thickly and nodded, wetting my lips, which had become suddenly parched in anticipation.

Wordlessly, he climbed into bed beside me and we kissed as though wed never done it before. Not because it was clumsy and awkward, but because there was more to it on both ends than there ever had been. There was a fierceness in him Id never experienced before, not born of desperation, or fear of losing me, as when Id first become his fledgling. It was something between determination determination to let go and make this rightand confidence I would be there when all was said and done.

I wished I could be as sure as he was.

But my body was certain of what it wanted. No matter what had transpired between us, I needed him on a primal, visceral level. His blood was in me, making me a part of him. I couldnt seem to touch him enough, even as his mouth covered mine again and again, even as his hands found their way to my back, pulling me tight against him.

I rose on my knees before him, and he mimicked my action, pulling his shirt off in the process. I actually moaned at just the sight of him, his pale skin pulled taut over hard muscle. The scars from the Soul Eaters spell still marred his chest and arms, and I wondered briefly at the power of a magic that could leave permanent marks on a vampire. But rational thought fled when he reached for me. Like always, Nathan could make the complications of the world disappear for me when I was in his arms. Not because I was an affected flower prone to swooning, but because everything about himhis body, his mind, his scent, his touch, his problemseverything was larger than life.

And you always get caught up in it, and you always fall, and hes never there to catch you.

I ignored that warning voice, ignored every thought in my self-righteous brain, because Nathan was touching me, so everything was all right.

He slipped my T-shirt over my head and bent his face to my neck. It was nearly impossible to stay upright with his skin rubbing on mine, his mouth burning a trail across my collarbones. It was too much sensation after being apart too long, and when I moaned, felt an echoing shudder in his body.

Ive missed this, he rasped, lifting my breasts in his hands to kiss the tops of them. God, Ive missed this. Ive missed you.

I clutched his hair in my fingers and held his face close. He smelled wonderful, like the sandalwood of his soap and the heavy opiate smell of the incense he burned in the shop. I almost screamed in need when his hands slid to my back and curved over my buttocks, pulling my vulnerable, naked flesh forward to make contact with the rough denim of his jeans. I reached between us and fumbled with the button at his waistband, and he pushed my hands away. Wait, wait. Slow down. Weve got all day.

I dont want to take all day, I panted, punctuating my statement with a firm tug at his jeans.

His eyes darkened and he stared down at me for a long, silent moment. Im so glad you said that.

In a few frantic seconds, hed shucked his pants and pulled me to straddle him as he lay back on the bed. I gripped the base of his cock and squeezed, gliding my fingers up, over all the hard, straining length of him. He hissed and clutched at my thighs, and the desire I felt through the blood tie magnified my own. I rose above him and positioned him at my entrance. My flesh throbbed at the first touch of him; my body shuddered when he flexed his hips and slid inside.

God, Carrie, he managed through clenched teeth. You feel so good.

I wanted to answer him, to say something witty and self-assured, but he pressed his thumb to the hot, tingling bit of flesh at my center and all I could do was let out a hoarse cry.

It had been far, far too long since Id been with him like this. It was more than a physical connection. With the blood tie between us, I could read his thoughts, feel his desire and experience the pleasure he felt as if it were my own. My skin burned where his hands touched me, my body tensed and spasmed around his cock as I rode him. I lost track of the times I cried out in release, lost to the feeling of his thickness stretching and spreading me, the hard, ridged length of him pounding into me. When he grabbed my hips and jerked me down, so hard against him it was almost painful, I felt him throb inside me and fell forward onto his chest, my arms too weak to support myself.

The tears that came to my eyes were unexpected. I swiped them away and carefully moved off of him, blocking him from the blood tie with what little mental strength I had left. Hed felt my sudden overload of emotion, though. The relief at being reunited with him. The uncertainty whether I could trust him to heal the wounds inflicted on him by his sire. But most of all the fear that I would be hurt again.

His hands shook as they smoothed my tangled hair from my face. You can trust me now, Carrie. You can trust me, because I can trust myself not to hurt you.

I leaned against his cold skin, buried my face in his neck. The scent of my sires blood, primal and familiar, filled my senses.

Id missed him so muchthe feel of him under my hands, the weight of him, solid and sure, at my side. As much as I hated the codependent notion of needing another person to make you whole, the blood tie did make us two halves that were only completed by each other.

It would be so much easier if I didnt love him.







Three: Possessed

Max couldnt believe her nerve.

There Bella sat at the kitchen island, her head bent over a book, occasionally turning to take a bite from the sandwich she held in her left hand. She perched on a stool, her right foot on a higher rung than her left, so she could rest her elbow on her knee and still turn pages.

How could she look so relaxed after all that had happened? When people hed known for yearshe assumed shed known them, toowere dead. Tortured to death by the Oracle, who now roamed around unchecked. Oh yeah. Perfect time for a sandwich.

If I kick that stool right now, theres no way shed be able to get her balance before her ass hit the floor. The thought brought a bitter smile to his face.

Making yourself at home, huh? He strolled to the refrigerator and opened it, noting with annoyance shed used all but the dregs of the mayonnaise and replaced the jar, anyway.

He pulled out a bag of blood and popped it in the microwave. So, get a good days sleep?

She didnt look up. You know I do not sleep more than a few hours at a time.

Oh, right. He snapped his fingers. Its a dog thing. So, do you have to circle around three times before you can lie down?

This time, she gave him a warning glance before word-lessly returning her attention to her book.

Sorry, didnt mean to interrupt story time. He set the timer and then turned, leaning back against the counter. Heres a funny story. Tell me if youve heard it. A building full of vampires gets roasted from the inside out and everyone dies.

She didnt look up. You think I do not care about what has happened to the Movement?

Youre right. That is what I think. See, you havent shown much love for vampires. None of your kind have. And maybe what I thought was you being brave and stoic was just younot giving a shit.

The microwave dinged and he pulled out the pleasantly warm bag. Eschewing a cup, he bit through the plastic and purposely let some blood dribble down his chin, for good measure.

Her nose twitched at the coppery smell. With a noise of disgust, she tossed her sandwich down and slammed her book shut. You are a pig.

And youre a bitch. Yet here we are. He drained the bag, though he really hadnt been hungry to begin with, and tossed it aside. It landed with a wet smack on the floor beside the trash can.

Bella looked as though she might throw up. Nothing would have pleased Max more.

But it wasnt in the cards. Instead, she stood, tucked her book beneath her arm and headed toward the door. Her hand was on the smooth, painted wood when she whirled to face him. Her stony, cool facade had cracked, her high cheekbones coloring deep red.

I am sorry you cannot accept my rejection of you for what it is. That is, that you cannot see beyond your pride, to the many reasons we could not be together. Her voice quivered slightly on the last word. And I am sorry it taints your view of the situation we are in.

He chose to ignore that final part. Oh, please. If you think Im nursing a broken heart, dont waste your time feeling sorry for me. Its Carrie Im smarting for.

Bella snorted derisively, than sobered. What are you talking about?

I think you know. He folded his arms across his chest. I knew you were going to make a move on him. I had a sick feeling about it when I left you at his place. How could you do it? When you saw how torn up Carrie was, how could you do that?

How could I do what? Bella raised her hands in the classic pose of innocence. I think you have finally lost your mind, vampire.

Stop trying to play dumb! You know exactly what you did. Youve been fucking Nathan! Max rounded the island and stepped so near to her he had to ball his hands into fists to keep from touching her. This kind of closeness was dangerous. He could lose his temper and grab her, or lose his willpower and

No. You went down that road before and it sucked.

You think I am sleeping with your vampire friend? She had the nerve to laugh at him, as though the idea was ridiculous. Placing her palms flat on Maxs chest, she gave him a shove. You dare to accuse me of this when last night I could smell her all over you?

Ouch. But what he had been doing didnt matter, Max reminded himself. It was Bellas immorality they were talking about. Listen, what Carrie and I do is our business. But you knew how messed up she was when she left Nathan, and you still moved in for the kill. For your information, she was really hurt when she found out about the two of you. She could have slept with me to get her mind off it. But she didnt.

When she found out about us? Bella snorted again. Max wanted to hit her. How, exactly, did she find out?

The uneasy feeling that maybe something was amiss, maybe some critical piece of information had slipped through their keen investigative fingers, crept into the back of his mind. I dont know. When she called, I guess.

Bella only nodded.

In the eerie quiet of the kitchen, even the buzzing of the fluorescent lights could be heard, layered with the drumming of water dribbling into the sink and the ticking of the sleek steel clock on the wall. From the rest of the house, not a sound.

So, where are Nathan and Carrie, genius?

Almost the exact moment he thought it, a smug smile began to grow on Bellas face. I am sorry the only outlet for her troubled mind was in clumsy foreplay with an in-adequate partner.

He threw the rest of her sandwich at the swinging door as she passed through it.



When I opened my eyes to find myself in an empty bed, my fuzzy brain snapped to alert. Okay, it snapped to panic.

You made it all up. It was a dream.

There was no way the day before hadnt been real. No way I hadnt spent the last few hours sleeping comfortably in Nathans arms.

Id tossed back the blankets and was about to swing my legs over the side of the bed to begin a frantic search for him when he stepped out of the bathroom, a toothbrush in his mouth and a towel wrapped around his waist. He paused in his brushing long enough to give me a look implying I had lost my mind, then retreated to the bathroom again.

Flopping back on the pillows, I smiled. The curtains were open, the sky had faded to twilight and Nathan had turned on the bedside lamp. The soft, golden light shone through my eyelids when I closed them, and it felt almost like turning my face to the sun. I wondered if Id ever woken up so happy.

The faucet turned on, as briefly as possible because, as Id heard many, many times, water conservation is everyones responsibility. I slipped out of bed and padded across the thick carpet to the bathroom. Nathan leaned over the sink, spitting toothpaste into the basin.

Its demented that you find that sexy, I told myself. I yawned and leaned against the door frame. You know why vampires have to brush their teeth?

He raised an eyebrow as he wiped his mouth with a hand towel.

So they dont get bat breath.

Drying his hands, he considered me silently for moment. Im rescinding my offer of letting you come home.

I slapped his shoulder. Listen, dont be too hard on Max today, okay?

Nathan looked as crestfallen as a child whos had his favorite toy taken away. Why not?

Because I have a feeling hes going to feel pretty foolish about all this. You know, when he finds out. I shuffled my feet on the carpet.

Why, because you feel foolish? He shook his head. Dont you have any faith in me? Any trust?

I raised an eyebrow in answer.

He rolled his eyes. Fine. I wont give him a hard time. You women are so picky about these things. And by you women, I mean you and Max.

Get out, I ordered. Im going to take a nice, long, water-wasting shower.

With a grin, he asked, Will you require assistance with that?

Youve already taken a shower, I pointed out, gesturing to the towel.

Im dirty enough to take two. He winked.

Wed found that although the blood tie didnt come with built-in sexual attraction, it did ramp up whatever attraction already existed. Now that we were on familiar footing again, it didnt surprise me that he was suddenly in a randy mood.

I dont doubt that. But weve got bigger things to worry about than your libido. I pushed him toward the door.

He went, grudgingly. Fine. But you are in such trouble in the morning.

I dont doubt that, I thought, grim reality intruding unpleasantly. Im sure by morning, well all have jumped feetfirst into trouble.



We found Bella upstairs, stretched out on the leather sofa in the foyer with a book in her hands. Though I now knew the truth of what had transpired between her and Nathan, her treatment of Max still kept me from warming to her.

She sat up, her eyes moving from me to Nathan and back again. Max is in the kitchen.

Nathan seemed to sense the reason for her trepidation, and, because its the kind of person he is, he snarled, Im going to kill him, before tearing toward the kitchen.

Bella didnt look nearly as alarmed as Nathan had probably expected. She lifted one elegant eyebrow and glanced back to her book. Is he really going to kill him?

No. I banned him from teasing Max. I never thought to forbid him from teasing you. I slid my hands into the pockets of my jeans. Listen, Im sorry.

She looked up, mild surprise registering on her face. For what?

I thought for sure she knew, the way shed been hesitant to tell Nathan where to find Max. I jerked my thumb toward the kitchen door. Be-because I almost slept with Max.

Ah, I understand. You would be more sorry if you had completed the act. Her attention once again drifted to her book.

Thats not what I meant. Hes kind of yourterritory. I winced at the dog terminology. That didnt come out quite right.

Max does not belong to me, and I do not wish him to. Bella closed the volume with a frustrated sigh. I do not wish to continue this conversation, either. There is much we need to do. Tell the men we will all meet in the dining room in fifteen minutes.

She left without another word.

I knew Max was in full-blown denial about his feelings for Bella, but I hadnt realized the reverse was true. According to Max, shed ended their fling, but in typical Max fashion, he was sure she still wanted a relationship with him, while he, on the other hand, couldnt care less about her.

Maybe he was right. A definite angry vibe had radiated from Bella, the same type Id projected to her when I thought she was competition for Nathan.

In the kitchen, Nathan leaned against the counter, sipping blood from a mug, while Max wielded a mop angrily across a vicious blood spill on the floor beside the trash can.

Did we kill someone this morning? I crossed my arms and eyed the mop, which was soaked pink and seemed to be doing nothing but spreading watery blood over the bright white tile.

Nathan made a snort of disagreement into his cup. He swallowed with a grimace and licked a bit of blood from his upper lip. Max threw a tantrum.

Youre a guest in this house, Max snapped, jabbing the mop at Nathans feet. Remember that.

And I appreciate your hospitality. Speaking of which, when do I get to nearly have sex with you? Nathan took another sip from his cup, ignoring Maxs murderous scowl.

I smiled, covering it with my hand when Maxs glare fixed on me. Well, Bella wants us to meet her in the dining room.

I guess it was too much of an inconvenience to stop in and tell us herself? Max tossed the mop aside in disgust. Maybe I had plans or an agenda or something. She cant just move in and start ordering us around!

I didnt think youd mind so much if she moved in. Nathan barely dodged the saltshaker, the object nearest Max when the comment enraged him.

Methinks you hit a nerve. I went to the refrigerator and pulled out a bag of blood.

Nathan took it and handed me his nearly full mug. Ive already had two cups. You finish this off.

I stood, sipping my blood in silence, while Nathan studied me covertly, pretending to be interested in his bare feet, the floor tiles and the pots and pans suspended over the island. He knew I hated being watched while I fed, but his surreptitious looks made my stomach fill with butterflies.

Max cursed fluently as he scrubbed the stained tiles with a roll of paper towels and an absurd quantity of glass cleaner. As the minutes ticked by, it became painfully apparent none of us wanted to be the first to appear at Bellas meeting.

What do you think were going to talk about? I ventured finally.

My voice ruptured the quiet so suddenly, Max hit his head on the counter as he straightened in surprise.

Blind to his distress, Nathan shrugged calmly. A battle plan, I assume. With the Movement gone, we have no centralized form of communication. We wont be able to get information from other operatives, and we dont have the means to track the Oracle without Movement connections.

Not to mention the Soul Eater, I added softly. A flicker of pain crossed Nathans face at the mention of his sire. Hes still out there.

I hate to say it, but that might have something to do with the Oracles disappearance, Max commented, still holding a hand to the top of his head.

As though the air had been sucked from the room, I gasped, and Nathan took a great, hissing breath at the realization the two vampires were likely connected.

What could the Oracle want with the Soul Eater? I asked quietly.

What wouldnt she want with him? Nathan replied grimly. She has power, but shes been isolated for centuries. Think of what that would do to you.

Max nodded in agreement. Youd definitely lose touch with a lot of your connections.

And it would be easier picking up an evil coup in progress than starting your own from the ground up. My throat clenched. My God You dont think

Max looked from me to Nathan and back again, his jaw tight. It would be handy to have a god in your pocket, and totally possible if you got in on the ground floor.

The door from the dining room swung open and Bella stuck her head in with a disgusted look. I did say fifteen minutes, did I not?

Max shot us a withering glance and mimed choking the life out of what I assumed was an imaginary werewolf.

Like the rest of the condo, the dining room was oversize and ostentatious. I had seen it only a few timesonce on the tour, another when Id become disoriented and taken the wrong door from the foyer. Max rarely used the room at all. He preferred to drink his meals in the stark, antiseptic kitchen, rather than mahogany-paneled, windowless grandeur.

Bella had set up at one end of the massive table, in the clean, golden light of one of the dual chandeliers. She seated herself at the head of the table, behind a miscellany of archaic-looking objects, some of which I recognized as items Nathan sold in the bookstore. The othersa piece of black, concave glass resting atop a wire stand, and a large collection of what appeared to be desiccated chicken boneswere totally foreign.

Max took the chair to her left and scoffed at the heap of bones. Dinner?

Nathan pulled out a chair for me on her right and sat between Bella and me.

Though shed clearly heard his comment, Bella didnt give Max the pleasure of a response. I tried diligently all day to make some kind of contact with my fellow assassins. Unfortunately, the werewolf contingency has all but fled Spain to return to our ancestral forests, and I know very few vampires.

Surprise, surprise, Max muttered under his breath.

I do not want to alarm you. Bella turned in her chair so she faced Nathan and me. But I feel we are at a marked disadvantage against the Oracle. And I fear

That she might be looking for the Soul Eater? The question slipped automatically from my mouth.

She nodded, her expression hard, and continued. I have pored over the meager library Max keeps

I glanced his way, sure his head would blow off his neck at that. The meager library had belonged to Marcus, and Max took all slights against him, intentional or not, very seriously. His face remained impassive, and he leaned back in his chair, arms folded over his chest.

Bella, ignorant of her affront, continued speaking. It appears there was a breakdown in Movement communication in France during the Nazi occupation. A handful of assassins found themselves unable to contact headquarters or track their quarry. They turned to divination to reestablish communication and monitor the whereabouts of their mark.

Though in this case it would be unrealistic to try and open a line of communication with the Movement, we could certainly use those same means to glean information about the Oracle and what she intends to do now that she is free.

Or Nathan could do it. Maxs voice seemed overloud, and we all turned to stare at him in varying degrees of horror as he continued. He has a blood tie with the Soul Eater. If hes working with the Oracle, Nathan would know it.

At the thought of Nathan making contact with his terrifying sire, the one whod possessed and tormented him, the blood in my veins turned to ice. No!

My denial was echoed by Bella. He was possessed once by the power of his sire. My spell freed him, but I cannot guarantee I could do so again.

Shes right, I agreed vehemently. Nathan, you cant even consider doing something like that. He would find you in a minute.

Beside me, Nathan drummed his fingertips on the table. I think youre right. We try Bellas way, first.

Max snorted. Listen, Im not trying to shoot down the one solution anyone has come up with, but Im not sure this is exactly the most efficient way to go about finding the Oracle and figuring out what her plans are.

What would be more efficient? Bella demanded. Traveling the world door-to-door, knocking and asking if the Oracle is inside?

Rolling his eyes, Max turned to Nathan and me. Listen, you guys cant really believe this is our best bet? Random patterns of cards and gazing into a crystal ball?

Though I felt as though I was betraying him, we didnt have much else to go on. I spread my hands helplessly. Well, it couldnt hurt to try. If the Movement has fallen apart, its just a matter of time until every non-Movement vampire figures it out and we end up with a crisis on our hands.

So, were going to prevent this from happening with our super New Age mind rays? He shook his head. Im sorry, I just think were barking up the wrong tree.

Nathan grimaced as though he hated being cast in the peacekeeper role. Listen, Bella hasnt been able to contact anyone. Ive been out of the Movement for two years, so I dont know anyones number or location anymore. You might be able to track somebody down, but even if you do, how are we going to find the Oracle? Weve got documented evidence that this approach works. Why not try it before we declare ourselves royally screwed?

Max, you were still in the Movement. You have to have the company directory or something, right? I hoped he did. I didnt like the looks of those chicken bones any more than he did.

Max shook his head. It was Movement policy never to reveal the identities of their assassins, even to other assassins.

Any assassins who knew each other, like Max and me, chose to contact one another outside of the Movement. Nathan glanced briefly at Max. Sometimes I wonder why I chose to contact him.

It was a policy that applied only to vampires, Bella added. The werewolves involved in the Movement were all from the same pack. You would consider that family, or extended family. We have a code of honor, and our own consequences if we should break it. But the vampires  imagine if one vampire knew how to find all of the assassins? And then they found themselves in the company of a creature like the Soul Eater?

So, they kept your locations, and to some extent, your identities, secret so the information couldnt be tortured out of you? I looked to Nathan for confirmation.

Or sold to the highest bidder. He gestured to Max. Max and I became acquainted when we were given an assignment together. But if we hadnt both agreed that it would be handy to know another assassin nearbyor relatively nearbywe might not have exchanged contact information and stayed in touch.

But what about the meeting? You had a dozen Movement assassins in your bookshop. I shuddered at the thought of some of them coming after us as wed been living peacefully in the apartment upstairs.

That was a strike team Rachel personally assembled. They already knew who I was and where I could be found. And I trusted them all for a reason. Nathan put a reassuring hand on my knee.

Nathan was never quite as secretive as some of us. The way Max spoke the words implied he thought Nathan was an idiot for trusting anyone. I do have a blood donor whos pretty active in the city. I might be able to get some contacts out of him.

We may still be, in Nathans words, royally screwed, Bella pointed out. Of the four of us, I have the most experience with the occult, but divination has always escaped me. I may be able to pick up a few clues, but I will not know if they apply to our situation or not. Have any of you ever done anything like this?

I own an occult book and supply store, Nathan reminded her, not a little sarcastically. Ive used tarot cards before.

Ah, good. Bellas face lit up. She reached for a box of cards and slid them across the table to him. That can be your job. Since he has expressed disinterest in helping us, Max can try to reach other assassins through his donor.

What about me? I eyed the pile of bones. I wanted to be included, but maybe not that included. Im a quick study. Give me something to do.

She considered the array of objects before her and pushed a jewelry box toward me. I opened it to find a slender crystal dangling from a delicate chain.

A pendulum, Bella informed me. Nathan, can you instruct her? I thought perhaps it could be used to try and pinpoint the Oracles location on an atlas.

Im sure shell get the hang of it. He winked at me.

Good. We should all keep track of our results. She sounded like one of my old professors explaining the etiquette of laboratory experiments. Until we know specifics about our situation, everything is important.

She reached for a bottle of what looked like ink and poured it into the glass bowl, which she lifted from its stand to swirl it a few times. Then, taking a lighter from her pocket, she lit the charcoal in the small, tabletop cauldron at her left.

So, are we dismissed then? Max asked, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

Caught up in sprinkling foul-smelling powder onto the burning block, Bella didnt look at him. Yes, of course. We need to get to work immediately.

Max waited until we were in the foyer, at least, before he exploded. Youve got to be kidding me! She comes into my house, assigns us jobs, declares herself Dwight fucking Eisenhower of the occult, and stinks up my dining room withwhatever that was?

Honeysuckle and camphor, Nathan supplied. Theyre powerful divination aids, but they smell better fresh than burning.

No shit. Maxs face had turned a queer shade of red. Listen, shes got to go. I dont care where, shes just got to get out of my house.

A terminally stupid person could see his problem wasnt with incense and tarot cards. Still, I had to proceed cautiously. Any mention of his feelings for Bella caused a total shutdown, in which Max would storm off and nothing would be resolved. I know youre having a hard time with her here, but look at us. Three of us against the Oracle? Possibly against the Soul Eater, as well?

He didnt respond, but the muscle at the corner of his jaw ticked. He didnt like what I was saying, but he knew I was right.

Bella has an advantage over us, Nathan added. She can go out in the daytime. We need her for that, at the very least.

It was clear from the way Max shifted his gaze silently between Nathan and me that he didnt want to admit we were right. He groaned and tossed his hands up. Fine. But you guys are paying for the air fresheners when shes done in there.

Nathan laughed. Its a deal. Now, where can we go to work?

In the library. Or the parlor. Or one of the fine guest accommodations, either upstairs or down. Max shrugged. Do it in the hot tub, I dont care.

A warm flush crept up my neck as I caught sight of Nathans lascivious grin. Thats not a good idea. But thanks, I said. Well be in the library.

Do me a favor and keep her out of it. If its so meager, shell have read everything already, Max said petulantly. Ill be upstairs, trying to get answers out of Bill.

We could have done it in the hot tub, Nathan groused as I led the way to Marcuss library. It would have been more fun than this divination business.

The look I gave him made it clear this divination business was all we were going to be up to.

The library, situated at the front of the building, was by far the most impressive room in the condo. The ceiling reached to the second floor of the apartment. Books lined the walls. Iron spiral staircases led to the balcony that wrapped three sides of the room, holding the second tier of literature. I wondered how many personal libraries Bella had seen, and what they must have been like to make this collection seem unimpressive.

Nathan whistled in awe. He set the cards down on one of the leather armchairs near the enormous fireplace and scratched his head as he glanced around. Not too shabby.

Id offer to leave you two alone for a minute, but I fear what you would do. I motioned him to the far wall. The huge windows overlooked Grant Park and the shore of Lake Michigan beyond. I pointed out the aquarium at the edge of the view. Max has connections. He got us in after hours.

Werent all the fish sleeping? Nathan chided. He stood silently, taking in the lights of the city for a minute, then turned to me. You dontlike him, do you?

No, of course not. I suppressed the urge to tack on You idiot. Not the way youre thinking.

He smiled, probably mentally adding the you idiot part himself. Im sorry. I know its stupid to think that. But you know, here he is, nice house in a big city, young guy

Youre a young guy, I reminded him. Young looking, anyway.

A faint flush colored his usually pale face. I know that. But Ive been alive a hundred years, and Im starting to act my age.

Starting to? In all fairness, Max is technically in his fifties.

Max is a teenager, no matter how old he gets. Nathans cool gray eyes scanned the street below us. I understand why you came here. You wanted to be around someone you can identify with.

What I want is someone who can love me. I studied him carefully to gauge his reaction. Someone who can love me as much as I love him. But I wasnt looking for that in Max.

Nathan lifted a hand as though he would touch me. I brushed it aside and pointed toward the fireplace. We have things to do.

He taught me how to use the pendulum. First, he showed me how to hold the cord so the crystal hung perfectly still over a book. I asked two questions. The first, Is this a book? caused the pendulum to swing in tight, clockwise circles. The second question, Is this a dead fish? resulted in wide, counterclockwise swoops.

Thats all there is to it, Nathan explained. Clockwise for yes, counter for no. At least, for you. It varies from person to person.

It was much easier than Bella made it sound. She either had a gift for overcomplicating things, or she had greatly underestimated my intelligence. Probably the latter, as werewolves didnt put much stock in the intellectual equality of other species.

I dangled the crystal point over a map of the world, moving it from area to area and asking, Is the Oracle here? while Nathan laid out one complicated spread of cards after another. As soon as I made inroads to the continent North America, I flipped to a new page in the atlas and started working on the states and provinces. Occasionally, the pendulum would swing erratically, and Id have to go through the process of recalibrating it. Then Id start over from my last reasonable answer, sometimes to find it had changed. Every yes I got, I wrote down. Though the Oracle couldnt really be in all those places at once, Bella had said to write everything down. I would let her sort out the details.

Wed sat in silence for an hour before Nathan looked up and frowned. Do you hear that?

Now that he mentioned it, I did. Every few minutes, a rhythmic bang came from the upper level of the library.

I rose slowly, staring at the walls. The sound grew louder and more violent, actually shaking the crystal chandelier suspended high above us. It sounds like its coming from

The dining room, Nathan said, breaking into a run toward the doors.

We were coming up the stairs to the foyer just as Max ran down from the third floor. What the hell is that?

Nathan didnt answer, but rushed to the doors leading to the dining room.

Before he could touch them, they flew open, as if with a gust of wind, but as there were no windows in the dining room, the force must have come from an unnatural source. Nathan toppled back and I rushed to help him up.

Holy shit, Max whispered, his eyes wide.

I followed his gaze through the open doors. Bella hung lifeless, suspended in the air as though nailed to an invisible crucifix. A supernatural wind howled in a cyclone around her, the various objects shed carefully spread on the table caught up in the maelstrom. They whirled around her like ornaments on a mobile, almost merry as they weaved and bobbed, the occasional chicken bone or rune stone flying free to smash into a wall.

Bellas head, limp and heavy on her neck, snapped up. Her eyes, usually preternatural gold, were opaque with blood, her olive skin pale and her lips the blue of a corpse.

As the three of us stared, horrified or dumbstruck or maybe both, Bellas lips began to move.

But the voice that issued forth wasnt Bellas.

It was the Oracles.
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