New York Times bestselling author



L. J. Smith

The Vampire Diaries
The Return:; Shadow Souls
Vol. 2

For my wonderful agent, Elizabeth Harding

Contents

1“Dear Diary,” Elena whispered, “how frustratingtiss? | left...

2 Elena burst out of the backseat of the Jaguar and...

3 Time stopped. Elena found that she was instingtigebping for...
4*You're shaking. Let me do it alone,” Meredith sgmitting...

5 Elena got into the backseat of the Jaguar and put...

6 Elena was using all her considerable talents abtreggn to...

7 Elena woke to the sound of Damon impatiently raggmn...

8 As they hastened from the car to the secluded motel

9 Even as Elena opened her mouth to speak, she could...

10 The next morning Elena got up and dressed quietly i

11 Arizona was as hot and barren a state as Elena...

12 Elena checked the edges of the hotel room’s drepéor...

13 The Demon Gate.

14*All right,” Damon said as he and Elena reachediden.

15 Hurrying behind Damon, Elena tried not to look ertko...

16 Damon clearly decided to throw himself on the mety.

17“Her name’s Ulma,” a voice said, and Elena lookedl...

18 Elena came back to the real world slowly, fighting

19 Damon wouldn’t have thought a sadistic old fool witdpped...
20 Elena had seldom felt such relief as she did when...

21 Pandemonium. Elena whipped her head up, confusexivelsether...
22 The afternoon after Elena’s “discipline,” Damonkamt a room...
23 That “night” they moved in, choosing the hour whhe...

24 Elena put down the pen and stared at her diary...

25“0h, | just want to take a little peek,” Bonnie...

26 “We have to keep our minds on saving Stefan,” Elena

27 Elena felt confident and just a little light-headegthey...

28 They walked right by the weeping door-guards. Barnquickly,...
29 Someone was trying to make her drink out of a...

30 Matt watched Mrs. Flowers go over Sheriff Mossbetgadge, holding
it lightly...

31“I'm feeling much better,” Elena told Dr. Meggat'd like to...

32 Elena was radiantly happy. She had gone to slegpyha.

33To her surprise, Elena felt no anger, only a deteation...



341 don’t think about those things, Elena answereithe..
35“Nevertheless"—Damon’s eyes took on a steely glitiithout the
amulet my...

36 “What?” shouted Damon over the music, while addRgn—go!
telepathically...

37 Elena had been tied, like someone in a B-movie who...
38“Talon! Uh—heel!” Elena shouted and began to rexéaat...

39 Elena waded into the crowd feeling like a sold&re...

40 Matt and Mrs. Flowers were in the bunker—the addito the...
41 “Stefan!” Elena screamed and knew that she soulikked...

42 By now Matt and Mrs. Flowers couldn’t ignore théding lights...
43 Elena had a feeling she couldn’t quite describeaksn’t...

44 Elena was wakened by shouting. She’d already owe&ened to...

About the Author

Other Books by L. J. Smith
Credits

Copyright

About the Publisher



“D ear Diary,” Elena whispered, “how frustrating issthl left you in the
trunk of the Jaguar and it's two o’clock in the mioig.” She stabbed her
finger on

the leg of her nightgown as if she had a pen arelmaking a period. She
whispered even more softly, leaning her foreheaanag the window,
“And

I’'m afraid to go outside—in the dark—and get you. I'm afrai8tie made
another stab and then, feeling tears slip dowrcheeks, reluctantly turned
her

mobile on to record. It was a stupid waste of thedny, but she couldn’t
help it. Sheneededhis.

“So here | am,” she said softly, “sitting up in tha&ckseat of the car. This
has to be my diary entry for today. By the way,made a rule for this
road trip—I sleep in the Jag’s backseat and i#s@neat Outdoors for Matt
and Damon. Right now it's so dark outside thatr'teee Matt
anywhere....

But I've been going crazy—crying and feeling lostrdaso lonely for
Stefan....

“We have to get rid of the Jaguar—it’s too big, ted, too flashy, and too
memorable when we’re tryingptto be remembered as we travel to the
place where we can free Stefan. After the carld $loe lapis lazuli and
diamond pendant Stefan gave me the day beforeshemkared will be the
most precious thing | have left. The day before. feBtgot tricked into
going away, thinking he could become an ordinampi being. And
Now...

“How can | stop thinking about wh@heymight be doing to him, at this
very second—whoever ‘They’ are? Probably the kigsuine evil fox spirits
at the prison called the Shi no Shi.”

Elena paused to wipe her nose on her nightgowneslee

“How did | ever get myself into this situation®he shook her head, hit the
seatback with her clenched fist.

“Maybe if | could figure that out, | could come umth Plan A. | always
have a Plan A. And my friends always have a Plam@ C to help me.”
Elena blinked hard, thinking of Bonnie and Meredt®ut now I'm
frightened that I'll never see them again. And Bpared for the entire
town of Fell's

Church.”F

or a moment she sat with her clenched fist on heekA small voice
inside her was saying, “So stop whining, Elena, tangk. Think. Start



from the beginning.”

The beginning? What was the beginning? Stefan?

No, she had lived in Fell's Church long before &tetame.

Slowly, almost dreamily, she spoke into her mobile the first place: who
am |I? I'm Elena Gilbert, age eighteen.” Even madosvl/, she said, “I
...don'tthinkit’s vain to say that I'm beautiful. If | didn’t low | was, I'd
have to have never looked in a mirror or heardraptonent. It's not
something |

should be proud of—it’s just something that wasspdsdown from Mom
and Dad.

“What do | look like? | have blond hair that fallssort of waves past my
shoulders and blue eyes that some people havassiike lapis lazuli:
dark blue with splashes of gold.” She gave a hattked laugh. “Maybe
that's why vampires like me.”

Then her lips tightened and, staring into the uitackness around her, she
spoke seriously.

“A lot of boys have called me the most angelic girthe world. And |
played around with them. I just used them—for papty, for amusement,
for

whatever. I'm being honest, all right? | considetieein to be toys or
trophies.” She paused. “But there was somethirngy &smething that |
knew all my

life was coming—but | didn’t know what. | felt afsliwere searching for
something that | could never find with boys. Noieny scheming or
playing around

with them ever touched my...deepest heart...until arg gpecial boy
came along.” She stopped and swallowed and saghih. “Onevery
special

boy.

“His name was Stefan.

“And heturned out not to be what he looked like, a normiailt—
gorgeous—nhigh school senior with rumpled dark baot eyes as green as
emeralds.

“Stefan Salvatore turned out to be a vampire.

“A real vampire.”

Elena had to pause to take a few choked breatbsdostie could get the
next words out.

“And so did his gorgeous older brother, Damon.”

She bit her lips, and it seemed a long time lditat $he added, “Would |
have loved Stefan if I'd known he was a vampirerfiibie beginning?
Yes! Yes!Yes!lI'd have fallen in love with him no matter what! 8t
changed things—and it changed me.” Elena’s fingeaeid a pattern on her
nightgown



by touch alone. “You see, vampires show love byharging blood. The
problem was...that | was sharing blood with Damon, téot really by
choice, but

because he was after me constantly, day and night.”

She let out a sigh. “What Dameaysis that he wants to make me a
vampire and his Princess of the Night. What thatglates into is: he wants
me all to himself. But | wouldn’t trust Damon onyéimng unless he gave
his word. That’s one quirk he has, he never bréaks/ord.”

Elena could feel an odd smile curling her lips, $lue# was speaking calmly
now, fluently, the mobile almost forgotten.

“A girl involved with two vampires...well, there’s bind to be trouble,
isn’t there? So maybe | deserved what | got.

“ died.

“Not just ‘died’ like when your heart stops andylresuscitate you and
you come back talking about almost going into tight. | wentinto the
Light.

“l died

“And when | came back—what a surprise! | was a vieep

“Damon was...kind to me, | suppose, when | first wakeas a vampire.
Maybe that’s the reason | still have...feelings fonhHe didn’t take
advantage of me when he could have easily.

“But | only had time to do a few things in my vamelife. | had time to
remember Stefan and love him more than ever—sikoew, then, how
difficult everything was for him. | got to listen thy own memorial
service. Ha! Everybody should get a chance to db thearned to always,
alwayswear

lapis lazuli so | wouldn’t become a vampire Crispwtter. | got to say
good-bye to my little four-year-old sister, Margamnd visit Bonnie and
Meredith....

Tears were still sliding almost unnoticed down Blerface. But she spoke
quietly.

“And then—I died again.

“I died the way a vampire dies, when they don’tdn&pis lazuli in the
sunlight. I didn’t crumble into dust; | was onlywsateen. But the sun
poisoned me anyway. Going was almost...peaceful. Waatwhen | made
Stefan promise to take care of Damon, always. Aththk Damon swore
to

take care of Stefan, in his mind. And that was lhaoled, with Stefan
holding me and Damon beside me as | simply dridedy, like going to
sleep.

“After that, | had dreams | don’t remember, anchtsaddenly, one day
everyone was surprised because | was talking ta theough Bonnie, who



is very psychic, poor thing. | guess | had landedjbb of being Fell’s
Church’s guardian spirit. There was a danger tadta. They had to fight
it and

somehow, when they were sure that they had Igstt tumped back to the
world of the living to help. And—well, when the wamls won | was left
with

these weird powers | don’t understand. But there 8t@fan, too! We were
together again!”

Elena wrapped her arms around herself tightly aid bn as if she were
holding Stefan to her, imagining his warm arms acbher. She shut her
eyes until her breathing slowed.

“About my powers, let’'s see. There's telepathy,ahhi can do if the other
person is telepathic—which all vampires are, budifferent degrees
unless they’re actually sharing blood with youhest time. And then there
are my Wings.

“It's true—I have Wings! And the Wings have powgo wouldn’t
believe—the only problem being that | don’t have thintest idea how to
use

them. There’s one that | can feel sometimes, lifdetnow, trying to get
out of me, trying to shape my lips to name it,rigyto move my body into
the right

stance. It'sVings of Protectioandthat sounds like something we could
really use on this trip. But | can’t even remembew | made the old
Wings work

—much less figure out how to use this new oneyltba words until | feel
like an idiot—but nothing happens at all.

“So I'm a human again—as human as Bonnie. AndGa, if | could
only seeher and Meredith right now! But all the time | teliyself that I'm
getting closer to Stefan every minute. That igpth take into account
Damon’s running us up and down and everywherertatloff anybody
trying to

track us down,

“Why would anyone want to track us down? Well, y&e, when | came
back from the afterlife there was a very big exjgof Power that
everyone in the world who can see Power saw.

“Now, how do | explain Power? It's something thaés/body has, but that
humans—except genuine psychics like Bonnie—dorénaecognize.
Vampires definitely have Power, and they use ihflnence humans to
like them, or to think that things are differerdrr reality—oh, like the
way Stefan

Influenced the high school staff to think his retsowere all in order when
he ‘transferred’ to Robert E. Lee High School. eyt use Power to blast
other



vampires or creatures of darkness—or humans.

“But | was talking about the burst of Power wHeadropped down from the
heavens. It was so big that it attracted two htardbeatures from the
other side of the world. And then they decideddme see what had made
the burst, and if there was any way they couldituflee themselves.

“I'm not joking, either, about them being from tather side of the world.
They were kitsune, evil fox spirits from Japan. {hesomething like our
Western werewolves—but much more powerful. So pawérat they
usedmalach which are really plants but look like insectsttban be no
bigger than

a pinhead or big enough to swallow your arm. Arertiralach attach
themselves to your nerves and feather out along gwlire nervous system
and

finally they take you over from inside.”

Now Elena was shuddering, and her voice was hushed.

“That’'s what happened to Damon. A tiny one got imto and it took him
over from inside so that he was only a puppet afi€hi’s. | forgot to say,
the kitsune are called Shinichi and Misao. Misaihesgirl. They both have
black hair with red all around the tips, but Misa@ long. And they're
supposed to be brother and sister—but they suré¢ acirlike it.

“And once Damon was fully possessed, that's whani@h made
Damon’s body...do terrible things. He made him tertitatt and me, and
even now | know that sometimes Matt still want&itbDamon for it. But

if he’d seen what | saw—a whole thin, wet, white@®&d body that | had to
pull out

with my fingernails from Damon’s spine—with Damandlly passing out
from the pain—then Matt would understand bettean’'t blame Damon
for what

Shinichi made him do.dan’t. Damon was...you can’t imagine how
different. He was crushed. ldeed. He was...

“Anyway, | don’'t expect to ever see him like thgaa. But if | ever get
my Wings’ powers back, Shinichi is in big trouble.

“I think that that was our mistake last time, y@esWe finally were able
to fight Shinichi and Misao-and we didn’t kill themWe were too moral
or too gentle or something.

“It was a bad mistake.

“Because Damon wasn't the only one who got possdsg&hinichi’s
malach. There were girls, young girls, fourteen fiitelen and younger.
And some boys. Acting...crazy. Hurting themselves thiedr families. We
didn’t know how badly until after we’d already maaéargain with
Shinichi.

“Maybe we were toammoral making a bargain with the devil. But they
had kidnapped Stefan—and Damon, who was alreadsepssd by



then, had helped them. Once Damon was unpossedisee wanted was
for Shinichi and Misao to tell us where Stefan vwaag] then for them to
leave

Fell’'s Church forever.

“In exchange for that, Damon let Shinichi into msnd.

“If vampires are obsessed with Power, kitsune asessed with memories.
And Shinichi wanted Damon’s memories for the last lays—the

time that Damon was possessed and torturing us.thaniime when my
Wings made Damon realize that he had done it. ttdoimk Damon
himself

wanted those memories, either of what he’'d dored bow he’'d changed
when he had to face that he’d done it. So he Igti@h take them, in
exchange

for Shinichi putting Stefan’s location into his rdin

“The problem is that we were trusting Shinichi'srdidhat he would leave
then—when Shinichi’s word meant nothing at all.

“Plus, ever since then he’s been using the telepalttannel that he opened
between his mind and Damon’s to take morerandeof Damon’s
memories without Damon even knowing.

“It happened just last night, when we were pulledrdy a policeman who
wanted to know what three teenagers in an expersivevere doing

that late at night. Damon Influenced him to go aviyt just a few hours
later Damon had forgotten the policeman completely.

“It frightens Damon. And anything that frightensrban—not that he
would ever admit it—scares medeath

“And, you might ask, whaterethree teenagers doing out in the middle of
nowhere, in Union County, Tennessee, accordingedast road sign |
saw? We're heading toward some Gate to the DarleDsmon...where
Shinichi and Misao left Stefan in the prison caliee Shi no Shi. Shinichi
only

put the knowledge into Damon’s mind, and | cantt@amon to say much
about what kind of place it is. But Stefan is thanel I'll get to him
somehow,

even if it kills me.

“Even if | have to learn how to kill.

“I'm not the sweet little girl from Virginia | usetb be.”

Elena stopped and blew out her breath. But thaiglmg herself, she went
on.

“And why is Matt along with us? Well, because of@ame Forbes, my
friend since kindergarten. Last year...when Stefanecto Fell's Church,
she and | both wanted him. But Stefan didn’'t waatdline. And after that
she turned into my worst enemy.



“Caroline was also the lucky winner of Shinichiisst visit to any girl in
Fell’s Church. But more to the point: she was T@erallwood’s girlfriend
quite a while before she was his victim. | wondewHong they were
together and where Tyler is now. All | know is thatthe end, Caroline
hung on to

Shinichi because she ‘needed a husband.” That mashe put it herself.
So | assume—well, what Damon assumes. That sheig ¢w...have
puppies. A werewolf litter, you know? Since Tylsra werewolf.

“Damon says that having a werewolf baby turns yda a werewolf even
faster than if you're bitten, and that at some pwirthe pregnancy you
gain the power to be all wolf or all human, butdrefthat point you're just
a mixed-up mess.

“The sad thing is that Shinichi scarcely gave dasoh second glance
when she blurted it all out.

“But beforethat Caroline had been desperate enough to accuse fMatif o
assaulting her—on a date that went wrong. Shedadve known
something about what Shinichi was doing becauselsimeed her ‘date’
with Matt was at a time when one of the arm-swailhgymallach was
attacking

him, making marks on his arm that looked like &gfingernail scratches.
“That sent the police after Matt, all right. So icafly | justmadehim

come with us. Caroline’s father is one of the mogtortant people in
Fell’'s

Church—andhe’s friends with the district attorney in Ridgerhand the
leader of one of those men’s clubs where they kageet handshakes and
other

stuff that makes you, you know, ‘prominent in tloenenunity.’

“If I hadn’t convinced Matt to run instead of fagiCaroline’s charges, the
Forbeses would havgnchedhim. And | feel the anger like a fire inside
me—not just anger and hurt for Matt, but anger tlwiedfeeling that
Caroline has let all girls everywhere down. Becausst girls aren’t
pathological liars,

and wouldn’t say something like that about a bageiig. She’s shamed all
girls by doing what she did.”

Elena paused, looking at her hands, and then alSedhetimes when | get
angry at Caroline, cups shake or pencils roll rmfihthe table.

Damon says all this is caused by my aura, my tifed, and that ever since
| came back from the afterlife it's been differefirst of all, it makes
anyone

who drinks my blood incredibly strong.

“Stefan was strong enough that the fox demons coeNer have forced
him into their trap if Damon hadn’t tricked himtine beginning. They



could only deal with him when he was weakened amanded by iron.
Iron is bad news for any eldritch creature, plus\paies need to feed at
least

once a day or they get weak, and I'll bet—no, $urethat they used that
against him.

“That’'s why | can’t stand to think about what sh&iefan might be in
right this minute. But | can’t let myself get tofsad or angry or I'll lose
control of my aura. Damon showed me how to kee@urg mostly inside,
like a normal human girl. It’s still pale gold apcetty, but not a beacon for
creatures like vampires.

“Because there’s one other thing my blood—mayba ¢yst my aura—
can do. It can...oh, well, I can say anything | wiantere, right?
Nowadays, my aura can make vampires want me...thehwanan guys do.
Not just to bite, get it? But to kiss and all tiestt And so, naturally, they
come

after me if they sense it. It's as if the worldudl of honeybees and I'm the
only flower.

“So | have to practice keeping my aura hiddernt'dfjust barely showing,
then | can get away with seeming like a normal hymat somebody
who's died and come back. But it's hard to alwamember to hide it—
and it hurts dot pulling it in suddenly if I've forgotten!

“And then | feel—this is absolutely private, alyint? I’'m putting a curse
on you, Damon, if you replay this. But it's therath feel like | want Stefan
to

bite me. It eases up the pressure, and that's @®dg bitten by a vampire
only hurts if you fight it, or if the vampire wanitso hurt. Otherwise, it can
just

feel good—and then you touch the mind of the vaenpino’s done it,
and..oh, | just miss Stefan so muth!

Elena was shaking now. As hard as she tried ta ereimagination, she
kept thinking about the things that Stefan’s jalenght be doing to

him. Grimly, she gripped her mobile again, lettiegrs fall on it.

“I can’tlet myself think of what they might do to him besauhen Feally
start to go crazy. | become this useless shakis@nia person who just
wants to scream and scream and never stop. | bdight every second
notto think about it. Because only a cool, calm Elesth a Plan A and B
and C

IS going to help him. When | have him safe in mysy| can let myself
shake and cry—and scream, too.”

Elena stopped, half laughing, her head bent agdiagtassenger’s
seatback, her voice husky with overuse.

“I'm tired now. But | have a Plan A, at least. lagkto get more information
from Damon about the place we’re going, the Dankhénsion, and



anything he knows about the two clues Misao gavelbaeit the key that
will unlock Stefan’s cell.

“I guess...lI guess | haven’'t mentioned that at dile Key, the fox key, that
we need to get Stefan out of his cell, is brokea two pieces that are
hidden in two different places. And when Misao wamting me about
how little | knew about those places, she gavelateoiit clues about
where they

were. She never dreamed I'd actug@tyinto the Dark Dimension; she was
just showing off. But | still remember the cluesdahey went like this:
The first

half is ‘in the silver nightingale’s instrument.ndl the second half is
‘buried in Bloddeuwedd'’s ballroom.’

“I need to see if Damon has any ideas about tligEssause it sounds as if
once we get to the Dark Dimension we’re going teehia infiltrate

some people’s houses and other places. To sed&ah@m, it's best to
somehow get invited to the ball, right? That sourids‘easier said than
done,’ but whatever it takes, I'll do. It's simpds that.”

Elena lifted her head in determination and welll{ stien said in a whisper,
“Would you believe it? | looked up just now andaincsee the palest
streaks of dawn in the sky: light green and creamaypge and the faintest
aqua.... I've talked all through the darkness. l6gpsaceful now. Just now
the

sun peeked up o—

“What thehell was that? Something just weBNG on the top of the Jag.
Really, really loud.”

Elena clicked off the recorder on her mobile. Slas wcared, but a noise
like that—and now scrabbling sounds on the roof...

She had to get out of the car as fast as possible.



Elena burst out of the backseat of the Jaguar and fidtle way from the
car before turning to see what had fallen on topp. of

What had fallen was Matt. He was in the processtrofygling to get up off
his back.

“Matt—oh, my God! Are you all right? Are you hurtZlena cried at the
same time as Matt was shouting in tones of anguish:

“Elena—oh, my God! Is the Jag all right? Is it iirt

“Matt, are youcrazy? Did you hit your head?”

“Are there any scratches? Does the moonroof sk’

“No scratches. The moonroof is fine.” Elena haddea if the moonroof
worked, but she realized that Matt was raving htdfhead. He was trying
to get down without getting any mud on the Jag Hauvas handicapped
since his legs and feet were covered with mud.iGetff of the car
without

using his feet was proving difficult.

Meanwhile, Elena was looking around. She herselfdrece fallen from
the sky, yes, but she had been dead for six mdinsthend had arrived
naked, and Matt fulfilled neither requirement. $lael a more prosaic
explanation in mind.

And there it was, lounging against a yellowwooe tadd eyeing the scene
with a very slight, wicked smile.

Damon.

He was compact; not as tall as Stefan, but witindefinable aura of
menace that more than made up for it. He was asoulately dressed as
always: black Armani jeans, black shirt, black teatjacket, and black
boots, which all went with his carelessly windbloderk hair and his black
eyes.

Right now, he made Elena acutely aware that shemgasing a long white
nightgown that she had brought with the idea thateuld change

her clothes underneath it if necessary while thegeveamping. The
problem was that she usually did this just at daamal, today writing in her
diary had

distracted her. And all at once the nightgown wiatr@ correct attire for an
early-morning fight with Damon. It wasn’t sheerjrigemore akin to
flannel than

to nylon, but itwaslacy, especially around the neck. Lace around thypre
neck to a vampire—as Damon had told her—was Iawang red cloak in
front

of a raging bull.



Elena crossed her arms over her chest. She aslat¢trimake sure that her
aura was pulled in decorously.

“You look like Wendy,” Damon said, and his smileswaicked, flashing,
and definitely appreciative. He cocked his heath&oside coaxingly.
Elena refused to be coaxed. “Wendy who?” she said at just that
moment remembered the last name of the youngrgitéter Pan and
winced inwardly. Elena had always been good atrtepaf this kind. The
problem was that Damon was better.

“Why, Wendy..Darling,” Damon said, and his voice was a caress.
Elena felt an inward shiver. Damon had promisedodtfluence her—to
use his telepathic powers to cloud or manipulataried. But

sometimes it felt as if he got awfully close to time. Yes, it was definitely
Damon’s fault, Elena thought. She didn’'t have asfihgs for him that
were

—well, that were anything other than sisterly. Bamon never gave up,
no matter how many times she rejected him.

Behind Elena was a thump and squelch that undolytteshnt Matt had
finally gotten off the roof of the Jag. He jumpeadoa the fray immediately.
“Don’t call Elena, Elenaarling!” he shouted, continuing as he turned to
Elena, “Wendy’s probably the name of his lateseligirlfriend. And—and
—and do you know what réid? How he woke me up this morning?” Matt
was quivering with indignation.

“He picked you up and threw you on top of the c&&nha hazarded. She
talked over her shoulder to Matt because thereaxfast morning

breeze that tended to mold her nightgown to heyb8de didn’t want
Damon behind her just now.

“No! | mean, yes! Nandyes! But—when he did, he didn’t even bother to
use his hands! He just went like this"—Matt wavedsam—"“and first |
got dropped into a mud hole and next thing | knaget dropped on the
Jag. It could have broken the moonroof—wd And now I'm all muddy,”
Matt

added, examining himself with disgust, as if it loadly just occurred to
him.

Damon spoke up. “Andrhydid | pick you up and put you down again?
What were you actuallgoingat the time when | put some distance
between us?”

Matt flushed to the roots of his fair hair. His n@lly tranquil blue eyes
were blazing.

“I was holding a stick,” he said defiantly.

“A stick. A stick like the kind you find along theadside? That kind of
stick?”

“I did pick it up along the roadside, yes!” Stikfiant.



“But then something strange seems to have hapgenetdFrom nowhere
that Elena could see, Damon suddenly producedyaaeg, and very
sturdy-looking stake, with one end that had beeittheti to an extremely
sharp point. It had definitely been carved fromdwasod: oak from the
look of it.

While Damon was examining his “stick” from all sgdeith a look of acute
bafflement, Elena turned on a sputtering Matt.

“Matt!” she said reproachfully. This was definitedylow point in the cold
war between the two boys.

“l just thought,” Matt went on stubbornly, “thatritight be a good idea.
Since I'm sleeping outdoors at night and anothervampire might come
along.”

Elena had already turned again and was making apgeaoises at Damon
when Matt burst out afresh.

“Tell her how you actually woke me up!” he said egively. Then,
without giving Damon a chance to say anything, dr@iaued, “| was just
opening my eyes when he dropgbis on me!” Matt squelched over to
Elena, holding something up. Elena, truly at a,léssk it from him,
turning it over.

It seemed to be a pencil stub, but it was discdldiek reddish-brown.
“He dropped that on me and said ‘scratch off twi)dtt said. “He’d killed
two people—and he was bragging about it!”

Elena suddenly didn’t want to be holding the peanymore. “Damon!”
she said in a cry of real anguish, as she triedake something out of his
no-expression expression. “Damon—you didn’t—notlyea”

“Don’t beg him, Elena. The thing we’ve got to do—"

“If anybody would let me getwordin,” Damon said, now sounding truly
exasperated, “I might mention that before | coddlain about the pencil
someonattempted to stake me on the spot, even beforageiit of his
sleeping bag. And what | was going to say nextthvasthey weren't
people.

They were vampires, thugs, hired muscle—but theme wossessed by
Shinichi’'s malachAndthey were on our trail. They'd gotten as far as
Warren,

Kentucky, probably by asking questions about the\t&'re definitely
going to have to get rid of it.”

“No!” Matt shouted defensively. “This car—this aaeans something to
Stefan and Elena.”

“This car means something you” Damon corrected. “And | might point
out that | had to leave my Ferrari in a creek gostve couldakeyou on
this little expedition.”

Elena held up her hand. She didn’t want to heamaore. She did have
feelings for the car. It was big and brilliantlydrand flashy and buoyant



—and it expressed how she and Stefan had beendamiithe day that he
bought it for her, celebrating the start of theamnlife together. Just
looking at

it made her remember the day, and the weight da&tearm around her
shoulder and the way he’d looked down at her, vdierid looked up at
him

—nhis green eyes sparkling with mischief and thegbgetting her
something she really wanted.

To Elena’s embarrassment and fury, she found tietv&s shaking
slightly, and that her own eyes were full of tears.

“You see,” Matt said, glaring at Damon. “Now youlreking her cry.”

“I am? I'm not the one who mentioned my dear depadedger brother,”
Damon said urbanely.

“Just stop it! Right nowBoth of you,” Elena shouted, trying to find her
composure. “And | don’t want thigencil if you don’t mind,” she added,
holding it at arm’s length.

When Damon took it, Elena wiped her hands on hggrtgown, feeling
vaguely light-headed. She shivered, thinking ofpires on their trail.
And then, suddenly, as she swayed, there was a,vg&ong arm around
her and Damon’s voice beside her saying, “What&sgls is some

fresh air, and I’'m going to give it to her.”

Abruptly Elena was weightless and she was in Damanhs and they
were going higher.

“Damon, could you please put me down?”

“Right now, darling? It's quite a distance...”

Elena continued to remonstrate with Damon, butcsld tell that he had
tuned her out. And the cool morning aiasclearing her head a bit,
although it also made her shake.

She tried to stop the shivering, but couldn’t helpamon glanced down at
her and to her surprise, looking completely seribegan to make
motions as if to take his jacket off. Elena hastdyd, “No, no—you just
drive—fly, | mean, and I'll hang on.”

“And watch for low-going seagulls,” Damon said soldy, but with a
quirk at the side of his mouth. Elena had to tienface away because she
was in danger of laughing.

“So, just when did you learn you could pick peamgteand drop them on
cars?” she inquired.

“Oh, just recently. It was like flying: a challeng&nd you know | like
challenges.”

He was looking down at her with mischief in his ®y#ose black on black
eyes with such long lashes that they were wastelmy. Elena felt

as light as if she were dandelion fluff, but alddtke light-headed, almost

tipsy.



She was much warmer now, because—she realized—Dhatbanfolded
her in his aura, which was warm. Not just in teraparme, either, but
warm with a heady, almost drunken appreciatiomeatok her in, her
eyes and her face and her hair floating weightyassa cloud of gold
around her

shoulders. Elena couldn’t help but blush, and $mest heardis thought,
that blushing suited her very well, pale pink agalmer fair complexion.
And just as blushing was an involuntary physicapmnse to his warmth
and appreciation, Elena felt an involuntary ematlaesponse—of
thankfulness for what he had done, of gratitudeéhfsrappreciation, and of
unintentional appreciation of Damon himself. He Baded her life tonight,
if

she knew anything about vampires possessed byc&hsmalach,
vampires who were thugs to begin with. She couldwdn imagine what
such

creatures would do to her, and she didn’'t wan®tee could only be glad
that Damon had been clever enough and, yes, ratatesugh to take care
of

them before they got to her.

And she would have to be blind and just plain stupt to appreciate the
fact that Damon was gorgeous. After having died@éwthis fact did not
affect her as it would most other girls, but it veall a fact, whether
Damon was pensive or giving one of those rare gensmiles that he
seemed to

have only for Elena.

The problem with this was that Damon was a vamgek could therefore
read her mind, especially with Elena being so ¢ltesr auras
intermingling. And Damon appreciated Elena’s apiatean, and it became
a little cycle of feedback, all on its own. Befdkena could quite focus she
was melting, her weightless body feeling heaviat amlded itself to
Damon’s arms.

And the other problem was that Damon wasn’t Infieg her; he was as
caught up in the feedback as Elena was—more saubede didn’t

have any barriers against it. Elena did, but theyevblurring, dissolving.
She couldn’t think properly. Damon was gazing atvh wonder and a
look

she was all too used to seeing—but she couldn’eénglber where.

Elena had lost the power to analyze. She was sibgdking in the warm
glow of being cherished, being held and loved areéd for with an
intensity that shook her to the bone.

And when Elena gave of herself, she gave complefdhgost without
conscious effort, she arched her head back to eXdpaisthroat and closed



her eyes.Damon gently positioned her head diffgrestipported it with
one hand, and kissed her.



Time stopped. Elena found that she was instinctigedping for the mind
of the one who was kissing her so sweetly. Shenleadr really
appreciated a

kiss until she had died, become a spirit, and besn returned to earth
with an aura that revealed the hidden meaninghargieople’s thoughts,
words,

and even their minds and souls. It was as if sklegaened a beautiful new
sense. When two auras mingled as deeply as thossawis were laid bare
to

each other.

Semi-consciously, Elena let her aura expand, arichm@nd almost at
once. To her surprise, it recoiled from her. Thaswt right. She managed
to snag it before it could retreat behind a gre@atiistone, like a boulder.
The only things left outside the boulder—which reded her of a picture
of a

meteorite she had seen, with a pocked, charredcifwere rudimentary
brain functions, and a little boy, chained to thekrby both wrists and both
ankles.

Elena was shocked. Whatever she was seeing, sheikwas a metaphor
only, and that she should not judge too quickly ttha metaphor

meant. The images before her were really the sysnifdDamon’s naked
soul, but in a form that her own mind could undandtand interpret, if
only she

looked at it from the right perspective.

Instinctively, though, she knew that she was sesargething important.
She had come through the breathless delight azgidg sweetness of
joining her soul to another’s. And now, her inhélene and concern
drove her to try to communicate.

“Are you cold?” she asked the child, whose chaiesadong enough to
allow him to wrap his arms tightly about his draumiegs. He was clothed
in ragged black.

He nodded silently. His huge dark eyes seemed adiawup his face.
“Where do you belong?” Elena said doubtfully, thimkof ways to get the
child warm. “Not insidghat?” She made a gesture toward the giant
stone boulder.

The child nodded again. “It's warmer in there, batwon't let me inside
anymore.”



“He?” Elena was always on the lookout for sign$&hbinichi, that
malicious fox spirit. “Which ‘he,” darling?” She dalready knelt and
taken the

child in her arms, and he was cold, ice cold, &editon was freezing.
“Damon,” the little ragamuffin boy whispered. Fbetfirst time the boy’'s
eyes left her face, to glance fearfully around him.

“Damondid this?” Elena’s voice started loud and endeadsipoft as the
boy’s whisper, as he turned pleading eyes on hedasperately

patted at her lips, like a velvet-clawed kitten.

This is all just symbols, Elena reminded hersél.Damon’s mind—nhis
soul—that you're looking at.

But are you? an analytical part of her asked sugidévasn’t there—a time
before, when you did this with someone—and you aavorld inside
them, entire landscapes full of love and moonléuig, all of it
symbolizing the normal, healthy workings of an aatdly, extraordinary
mind. Elena couldn’t

remember the name of the person now, but she resrechthe beauty.
She knew that her own mind would use such symbagtsdsent itself to
another

person.

No, she realized abruptly and definitively: she wasseeing Damon’s
soul. Damon’s soul was somewhere inside that huggeyy ball of rock.
He lived cramped inside that hideous thing, and/aetedit that way. All
that was left outside was some ancient memory fiachildhood, a boy
who

had been banished from the rest of his soul.

“If Damon put you here, then who are you?” Eleneedsslowly, testing
her theory, while taking in the black-on-black epéshe child, and the
dark

hair and the features skeeweven if they were so young.
“I'm—Damon,” the little boy whispered, white aroutite lips.

Maybe even revealing that much was painful, El&waght. She didn't
want to hurt this symbol of Damon’s childhood. Stented him to feel the
sweetness and comfort that she was feeling. If Desnmoind had been like
a house, she would have wanted to tidy it up, dheMery room with
flowers

and starlight. If it had been a landscape she woale put a halo around
the full white moon, or rainbows amongst the clowl# instead it
presented

itself as a starving child chained to a ball thaone could breach, and she
wanted to comfort and soothe the child.

She cradled the little boy, rubbing his arms agg leard and nestling him
against her spirit body.



At first he felt tense and wary in her arms. Buegé little time, when
nothing terrible happened as a result of theiracmhe relaxed and she felt
his small body go warm and drowsy and heavy inahners. She herself felt
a crushingly sweet protectiveness about the btibature.

In just a few minutes, the child in her arms wdees and Elena thought
that there was the faintest ghost of a smile orifiss She cuddled his

little body, rocking him gently, smiling herselth&was thinking of
someone who had held her when she’d cried. Somgboavas—was not
forgotten,

never forgotten—but who made her throat ache vatiness. Someone so
important—it was desperately important that sheamimer him now,
now—and that she...she had to..fiod...

And then suddenly the peaceful night of Damon’sdmmas split open—by
sound, by light, and by energies that even Eleoang as she was in

the ways of Power, knew had been kindled by the ongmif a single
name.

Stefan.

Oh, God, she hargottenhim—she had actually, for a few minutes
allowed herself to be drawn into something thatmhéargetting him. The
anguish of all those lonely late-night hours, sgtand pouring out her grief
and fear to her diary—and then the peace and cothf@r Damon had
offered

had actually made héorget Stefan-to forget what he might be suffering
at this very moment,

“No—no!” Elena was struggling alone in darknesset'go—I have to
find—I can’t believe that | forgot—"

“Elena.” Damon'’s voice was calm and gentle—or astainemotional. “If
you keep jerking around like that you're going &i ffee—and it's a

long way to the ground.”

Elena opened her eyes, all her memories of roctditie children flying
away, scattering like white dandelion silk in evdmection. She looked

at Damon accusingly.

“You—you—"

“Yes,” Damon said composedly. “Blame it on me. Wiot? But | didnot
Influence you, and | didot bite you. | merely kissed you. Your Powers did
the rest; they may be uncontrollable, but theykteeamely compelling all
the same. Frankly,never intended to get sucked in so deeply—if you'll
forgive a

pun.”

His voice was light, but Elena had a sudden inms&onr of a weeping

child, and she wondered if he were really as ied#ht as he seemed.

But that’s his speciality, isn't it? she thoughiddenly bitter. He gives out
dreams, fancies, pleasure that stays in the mihkds 0.donors. Elena



knew that the girls and young women that Damon.. galeyn...adored
him, their only complaint being that he didn’t ¥ithem often enough.

“I understand,” Elena said to him as they driftémber to the ground. “But
this can’t happen again. There’s only one persatltban kiss, and

that's Stefan.”

Damon opened his mouth, but just then there wasdhed of a voice that
was as furious and accusing as Elena had beenytaod didn’t care
about the consequences. Elena remembered thepettsen she’d
forgotten.

“DAMON, YOU BASTARD, BRING HER DOWN!”

Matt.

Elena and Damon came to a twirling, elegant sigpf beside the Jaguar.
Matt immediately ran to Elena and snatched her a@xegmining her

as if she had been in an accident, with particafi@ntion to her neck. Once
again Elena was uncomfortably aware of being dcessa lacy white
nightgown in the presence of two boys.

“I'm fine, honestly,” she said to Matt. “I'm justldtle bit dizzy. I'll be
better in a few minutes.”

Matt let out a breath of relief. He might not shi# in love with her as he
once had been, but Elena knew he cared deeply aboand always
would. He cared about her as his friend Stefanifrignd, and also on her
own merits. She knew he would never forget the tiney had been
together.

More, he believed in her. So right now, when sleemsed that she was all
right, he believed that. He was even willing togglyamon a look that
wasn’'t completely hostile.

And then both of the boys headed for the drivads sloor of the Jag.
“Oh, no,” Matt said. “You drove yesterday—and look whappened! You
said it yourself—there are vampires trailing us!”

“You're saying it's my fault? Vampires are tracitigs fire-engine-red-
paint-job giant and it's somehow my doing?”

Matt simply looked stubborn: his jaw clenched, thisned skin flushed.
“I'm saying we should take turns. You've had yount.”

“I don’t recall anything ever being said about itakturns.” Damon
managed to give the word an inflection that madeund like some rather
wicked activity. “And if 1 go in a car, dirive the car.”

Elena cleared her throat. Neither of them evercedther.

“I'm not getting into a car if you're driving!” Matsaid furiously.

“I'm not getting into a car you're driving!” Damon said laconically.
Elena cleared her throat more loudly, and Mattligr@membered her
existence.

“Well, Elena can’t be expected to drive us all Weey to wherever we're
going,” he said, before she could even suggegtdbsibility. “Unless



we're going to get there today,” he added, loolkah@amon sharply.
Damon shook his dark head. “No. I'm taking the sceoute. And the
fewer people who know where we’re going the safeirevgoing to be.
You

can’t tell if you don’t know.”

Elena felt as if someone had just lightly toucheslltairs on the back of
her neck with an ice cube. The way Damon said thases...

“But they’ll already know where we’re going, wortftey?” she asked,
shaking herself back to practicality. “They know want to rescue Stefan,
and they know where Stefan is.”

“Oh, yes. They'll know we’re trying to get into tiiark Dimension. But
by what gate? And when? If we can lose them thg thimhg we need to
worry about is Stefan and the prison guards.”

Matt looked around. “How many gates are there?”

“Thousands. Wherever three ley lines cross, thenepotential for a gate.
But since the Europeans drove the Native American®f their

homes, most of the gates aren’t used or maintasdtey were in the old
days.” Damon shrugged.

But Elena was tingling all over with excitementtiwanxiety. “Why don’t
we just find the nearest gate and go through e

“Travel all the way to the prison underground? Logbu don’t understand
at all. First of all, you neeghewith you to get you into a gate—and even
then it isn’t going to be pleasant.”

“Not pleasant for who? Us or you?” Matt asked gyiml

Damon gave him a long, blank look. “If you tried your own it would be
briefly and terminally unpleasant for you. With niteshould be
uncomfortable but a matter of routine. And as faiawit’s like traveling
for even a few days down there—well, you'll seeyourselves,
eventually,” Damon

said, with an odd smile. “And it would take muchyeh longer than going
by a main gate.”

“Why?” Matt demanded—always ready to ask questibasElena really,
really didn’t want to know the answers to.

“Because it’s either jungle, where five-foot leesligopping from the trees
are going to be the least of your worries, or wasts where any

enemy can spot you—armyeryonds your enemy.”

There was a pause while Elena thougdnd. Damon looked serious.
Clearly, he really didn’t want to do it—and not ngathings bothered
Damon.

He liked fighting. More, if it would only waste time...

“All right,” Elena said slowly. “We’ll go on with gur plan.”

Immediately, both boys reached for the driversgdor handle again.



“Listen,” Elena said without looking at either of therhaim going to drive
myJaguar down to the next town. But first | am gaimget in it and get
changed into real clothes and maybe even catol enfeutes of sleep.
Matt will want to find a brook or something where ¢tan clean up. And
then I'm

going to whatever town is closest for some brudAdter that—"

“—the bickering can begin anew,” Damon finishedter. “You do that,
darling. I'll meet you at whatever greasy spoon’yeselected.”

Elena nodded. “You're sure you'll be able to firgl?Uamtrying to hold
my aura down, really.”

“Listen, a fire-engine-red Jaguar in whatever fspof a town you find
down this road is going to be as conspicuous as@,UDamon said.
“Why doesn’t he just come with...” Matt’s voice tradl off. Somehow,
although it was his deepest grievance against Dah@often managed to
forget that Damon was a vampire.

“So you're going to go down there first and findreyoung girl walking
to summer school,” Matt said, his blue eyes seerardarken. “And
you’re going to swoop down on her and take her amiagre no one can
hear her screaming and then you're going to pulhlead back and you're
going to sink youteethinto herthroat”

There was a fairly long pause. Then Damon saidsiigatly injured tone,
“Am not.”

“That’'s what you—people—do. You did it toe.”

Elena saw the need for really drastic interventtba:truth. “Matt, Matt, it
wasn’t Damon who did that. It was Shinichi. Ykmowthat.” She gently
took Matt by the forearms and turned him until reesviacing her.

For a long moment Matt wouldn’t look at her. Tinteetched and Elena
began to fear that he was beyond her reach. Batahlkast he lifted his
head so that she could look into his eyes.

“All right,” he said softly. “I'll go along with it But you know that he’s
going off to drink human blood.”

“From a willing donor!” Damon, who had very goodahnieg, shouted.
Matt exploded again. “Because ymakethem willing! You hypnotize
them—"

“No, | don'’t.”

“—or ‘Influence’ them, or whatever. How would yoke it—"

Behind Matt’s back, Elena was now making furiousagaay motions at
Damon, as if she were shooing a flock of chickéddirst Damon just
raised an eyebrow at her, but then he shruggedmiggnd obeyed, his
form blurring as he took the shape of a crow aipetig became a dot in
the

rising sun.



“Do you think,” Elena said quietly, “that you cougt rid of your stake?
It's just going to make Damon completely paranoid.”

Matt looked everywhere but at her and then finelynodded. “I'll dump it
when | go downhill to wash,” he said, looking at muddy legs grimly.
“Anyway,” he added, “you get in the car and tryget some sleep. You
look like you need it.”

“Wake me up in a couple hours,” Elena said—withiet first idea that in
a couple hours she was going to regret this mame she could say.



“Y ou’re shaking. Let me do it alone,” Meredith saiditing a hand on
Bonnie’s shoulder as they stood together in frér@aroline Forbes’s
house.

Bonnie started to lean into the pressure, but rhadself stop. It was
humiliating to be shaking so obviously on a Virgimnorning in late July.
It

was humiliating to be treated like a child, toot Bieredith, who was only
six months older, looked more adult than usualyo#ier dark hair was
pulled

back, so that her eyes looked very large and Ineg-skinned face with its
high cheekbones was shown to its best advantage.

She could practically be my babysitter, Bonnie tifdudejectedly.
Meredith had high heels on, too, instead of heauBats. Bonnie felt
smaller

and younger than ever in comparison. She ran athaodgh her
strawberry-blond curls, trying to fluff them up sepious half inch higher.
“I'm not scared. I'mc-cold,” Bonnie said with all the dignity she could
muster.

“I know. You feel something coming from there, dioyou?” Meredith
nodded at the house before them.

Bonnie looked sideways at it and then back at Mére8uddenly
Meredith’s adultness was more comforting than amgpyBut before she
looked at Caroline’s house again she blurted, “Vghaith the spike
heels?”

“Oh,” Meredith said, glancing down. “Just practitahking. If anything
tries to grab my ankle this time, it géitgs.” She stamped and there was a
satisfying clack from the sidewalk.

Bonnie almost smiled. “Did you bring your brass &kles, too?”

“I don’t need them; I'll knock Caroline out agaiarehanded if she tries
anything. But quit changing the subject. | cantide &lone.”

Bonnie finally let herself put her own small hantdMeredith’s slim, long-
fingered one. She squeezed. “I know you can. Batthie one who
should It was me she invited over.”

“Yes,” Meredith said, with a slight, elegant cuflheer lip. “She’s always
known where to stick in the knife. Well, whatevappens, Caroline’s
brought it on herself. First we try to help her, iie@r sake and ours. Then
we try to make hegethelp. After that—"



“After that,” Bonnie said sadly, “there’s no telyjri She looked at
Caroline’s house again. It looked...skewed...in somg,\&a if she were
seeing

it through a distorting mirror. Besides that, ilheabad aura: black slashed
across an ugly shade of gray-green. Bonnie had iseen a house with so
much energy before.

And it was cold, this energy, like the breath olua oneat locker. Bonnie
felt as if it would suck out her own life-force andn it into ice, if it got
the

chance.

She let Meredith ring the doorbell. It had a sligbho to it, and when Mrs.
Forbes answered, her voice seemed to echo sligisthiwell. The inside

of the house still had that funhouse mirror lookt t@onnie thought, but
even stranger was the feel. If she shut her eyesvehnld imagine herself
ina

much larger place, where the floor slanted shaipiyn.

“You came to see Caroline,” Mrs. Forbes said. Hgremrance shocked
Bonnie. Caroline’s mother looked like an old womaith gray hair and

a pinched white face.

“She’s up in her room. I'll show you,” Caroline’satter said.

“But Mrs. Forbes, we know where—" Meredith broké when Bonnie put
a hand on her arm. The faded, shrunken woman \adsgthe way.

She had almost no aura at all, Bonnie realized vwasistricken to the
heart. She’d known Caroline and her parents fdosg—how could their
relationships have come to this?

| won’t call Caroline names, no matter what shesg&®»nnie vowed
silently. No matter what. Even...yes, even after vdi’'s done to Matt.
Il try

to remember something good about her.

But it was difficult to think at all in this houseuch less to think of
anything good. Bonnie knew the staircase was gomghe could see each
step above her. But all her other senses toldihenas goinglown It was
a horrifying feeling that made her dizzy: this ghalant downward as she
watched her feet climb.

There was also a smell, strange and pungent, teirefygs. It was a
reeking, rotten odor that ydastedin the air.

Caroline’s door was shut, and in front of it, lyiag the floor, was a plate
of food with a fork and carving knife on it. Mrsofes hurried ahead of
Bonnie and Meredith and quickly snatched up th&eplapened the door
opposite Caroline’s, and placed it in there, shgtthe door behind her.
But just before it disappeared, Bonnie thoughtssive movement in the
heap of food on the fine bone china.



“She’ll barely speak to me,” Mrs. Forbes said ia #fame empty voice
she’d used before. “But she did say that she wpsatig you.”

She hurried past them, leaving them alone in thedm. The smell of
rotten eggs—no, adulfur, Bonnie realized, was very strong.
Sulfur—she recognized the smell from last yearasmistry class. But how
did such a horrible smell get into Mrs. Forbes&geaint house? Bonnie
turned to Meredith to ask, but Meredith was alresiagking her head.
Bonnie knew that expression.

Don’t sayanything

Bonnie gulped, wiped her watering eyes, and watéheckdith turn the
handle of Caroline’s door.

The room was dark. Enough light shone from theAeflto show that
Caroline’s curtains had been reinforced by opacagsjreads nailed over
them. No one was in or on the bed.

“Come in! And shut that door fast!”

It was Caroline’s voice, with Caroline’s typical sgashness. A flood of
relief swept over Bonnie. The voice wasn't a masdthat shook the
room, or a howl, it was Caroline-in-a-bad-mood.

She stepped into the dimness before her.



Elena got into the backseat of the Jaguar and patpgdunsh aguamarine T-
shirt and jeans underneath her nightgown, jusase@& police officer—or
even someone trying to help the owners of a caara@mply stalled by a
deserted highway—stopped by. And then she lay dowime Jag’s
backseat.

But although she was now warm and comfortablepshemuldn’t come.
What do | want? Really want right now? she askeddie And the answer
came to her immediately.

| want to see Stefan. | want to fém$ arms around me. | want to just look
at his face—at his green eyes with that specid tbhat he only ever
shows to me. | want him to forgive me and tell ima&t the knows I'll
always love him.

And | want...Elena felt herself flush as a warmth thanough her body, |
wantStefarto kiss me. | want Stefan’s kisses...warm and sweet a
comforting....

Elena was thinking this as for the second or thime she shut her eyes and
shifted position, tears once again welling up.rfyoshe could cry,

really cry, for Stefan. But something stopped e found it hard to
squeeze out a tear.

God, she was exhausted....

Elena tried. She kept her eyes shut and turned &adKorth, trying not to
think about Stefan for just a few minutes. $laelto sleep. Desperate,
she gave a mighty heave to try to find a betteitipps—when everything
suddenly changed.

Elena was comfortable. Too comfortable. She cotilidel the seat at alll.
She bolted upright and froze, sitting on air. Stas &lmost hitting her
head against the Jag’s top.

I've lost gravity again! she thought, horrified. tBno—this was different
than what had happened when she had first retdrosdthe afterlife, and
had floated around like a balloon. She couldn'tl@xpwhy, but she was
sure.

She was afraid to move in any direction. She wasmé of the cause of
her distress—but she didn’t dare move.

And then she saw it.

She savherself with her head back and her eyes closed in thkslkeat of
the car. She could make out every tiny detail, ftbeawrinkles in her
plush aquamarine shirt to the braid she’d made fienpale golden hair,
which, for the lack of a hair tie, was coming untea already. She looked
as if



she were serenely sleeping.

So this was how it all ended. This is what thesdly, that Elena Gilbert,
one summer day, died peacefully in her sleep. Nseaf death was ever
found....B

ecause they could never see heartbreak as a dadsatlo, Elena thought,
and in a gesture even more melodramatic than e us

melodramatic gestures, she tried to fling hersadd on her own body
with one arm covering her face.

It didn’t work. As soon as she reached out to bégiting herself, she
found herself outside the Jaguar.

She’d gone right through the ceiling without feglenything. | suppose
that's what happens when you’re a ghost, she thto&gh this is nothing
like the last time. Then | saw the tunnel, | wertbithe Light.

Maybe I'm not a ghost.

Suddenly Elena felt a rush of exhilaration. | kmetat this is, she thought
triumphantly. This is an out of body experience!

She looked down at her sleeping self again, seagatarefully. Yes! Yes!
There was a cord attaching her sleeping body—Iatibieedy—to her
spiritual self. She was tethered! Wherever she ygia@ could find her way
home.

There were only two possible destinations. One lveaek to Fell's Church.
She knew the general direction from the sun, aednsis sure that
someone having an O.0.B. (as Bonnie, who had ooce through a
spiritualist fad and had read lots of books abbatdubject, familiarly
called them)

would be able to recognize the crossing of all ¢ley lines.

The other destination, of course, was to Stefan.

Damon might think she didn’t know where to go, @&naas true that she
could only vaguely sense from the rising sun thefa® was in the other
direction—to the west of her. But she’d always ddaat the souls of true
lovers were connected somehow...by a silver striommfheart to heart or a
red

cord from pinky to pinky.

To her delight, she found it almost immediately.

A thin cord the color of moonlight, that seemedb¢ostretched taut
between the sleeping Elena’s heart, and...yes. Wietosiched the cord,
it

resonated so clearly to her of Stefan that she kbhewuld take her to him.
There was never a doubt in her mind as to whiobctlion she would take.
She’d been in Fell's Church. Bonnie was a psychsome impressive
powers, and so was Stefan’s old landlady, Mrs. phiéa Flowers. They
were there, along with Meredith and her brillianteilect, to protect the
town.



And they would all understand, she told herself st desperately. She
might not ever have this chance again.

Without another moment’s hesitation, Elena turreedaird Stefan and let
herself go.

Immediately she found herself rushing through ihefar too quickly to
take note of her surroundings. Everything she phgses a blur, differing
only in color and texture as Elena realized witatch in her throat that
she was goinghroughobijects.

And so, in just a few instants, she found hersalking at a heart-
wrenching scene: Stefan on a worn and broken philgting gray-faced
and

thin. Stefan in a hideous, rush-strewn, lice-irddstell with itsdamned
bars of iron from which no vampire could escape.

Elena turned away for a moment so that when shewok he wouldn’t
see her anguish and her tears. She was just camgposiself, when
Stefan’s voice jolted through her. He was awakeaaly.

“You try and try, don’t you?” he said, his voiceavy with sarcasm. “I
guess you should get points for that. But you abrggtsomethingvrong.
Last time it was the little pointed ears. This tiit'® the clothes. Elena
wouldn’t wear a wrinkled shirt like that and havay bare feet if her life
depended

on it. Go away.” Shrugging his shoulders undetrttimeadbare blanket, he
turned from her.

Elena stared. She was in too many kinds of disteeskoose her words:
they burst from her like a geyser. “Oh, Stefanlalswust trying to fall
asleep in my clothes in case a police officer stopy while | was in the
backseat of the Jag. The Jamibought me. But | didn’t think you'd care!
My

clothes are wrinkled because I'm living out of myffél bag and my feet
got dirty when Damon—well—well—never mind that.dve a real
nightgown, but |

didn’t have it on when | came out of my body amliéss when you come
out you still look like yourselin your body....”

Then she threw up her hands in alarm as Stefanganaund. But—
marvel of marvels—there was now a tinge of blootdisicheeks.
Moreover,

he was no longer looking disdainful.

He was looking deadly, his green eyes flashing wigmace.

“Your feet got dirty—when Damon didhat?” he demanded, enunciating
carefully.

“It doesn’t matter—"

“It damn welldoesmatter—" Stefan stopped short. “Elena?” he whispgere
staring at her as if she had only just appeared.



“Stefan!” She couldn’t help holding out her armshio. She couldn’t
control anything. “Stefan, | don’t know how, b here.It's me! I'm not
a

dream or a ghost. | was thinking about you andiglasleep—and here |
am” She tried to touch him with ghostlike hands. “Pou believe me?”

“I believe you...because | was thinking abgatt Somehow—somehow
that brought you here. Because of loBecause we love each otHer!
And he spoke the words as if they were a revelation

Elena shut her eyes. If only she could be hereirbbdy, she would show
Stefan how much she loved him. As it was, theytbhadse clumsy
words—clichés that just happened to be uniquely.tru

“I will always love you, Elena,” Stefan said, whesphg again. “But | don't
want you near Damon. He’'ll find a way to hurt you—"

“I can't help it,” Elena interrupted him.

“You have to help it!”

“—because he’s my only hope, Stefan! He’s not gamngurt me. He'’s
already killed to protect me. Oh, God, so muchhespened! We're on
our way to—" Elena hesitated, her eyes flickinguaua warily.

Stefan’s eyes widened for an instant. But whenpodes his face was
deadpan. “Someplace where you'll be safe.”

“Yes,” she said, just as seriously, knowing thaaqom tears were now
racing down her bodiless cheeks. “And...oh, Stefaere’'s so much you
don’t know. Caroline accused Matt of attacking Wwarle they were on a
date because she’s pregnant. But it wasn’'t Matt!”

“Of course not!” Stefan said indignantly, and wouklve said more, but
Elena was racing on.

“And | think that the—the litter is really Tyler Sallwood’s because of the
timing, and because Caroline’s changing. Damon thait—"

“A werewolf baby will always turn its mother intoveerewolf—"

“Yes! But the werewolf part is going to have tolfighe malach that's
already inside her. Bonnie and Meredith told madkiabout Caroline—
like

how she was scuttling on the floor like a lizard-attjust terrified me. But |
had to leave them to deal with that so that | ceutduld get to that safe
place.”

“Werewolves and were-foxes,” Stefan said, shakisghkad. “Of course,
the kitsune, the foxes, are much more powerful oaly, but

werewolves tend to kill before they think.” He stikuhis knee with his fist.
“I wish | couldbethere!”

Elena burst out with mixed wonder and despair, “Amslead heréam—
with you! | never knew | could do this. But | havieloeen able to bring you
anything this way, not even myself. My blood.” Shade a helpless
gesture and saw the smugness in Stefan’s eyes.



He still had the Clarion Loess Black Magic wine'dhremuggled to him!
She knew it! It was the only liquid that would—impanch—help keep a
vampire alive when no blood was available.

Black Magic “wine”—nonalcoholic and never made fumans in the first
place, was the only drink that vampires really gagbaside from blood.
Damon had told Elena that it was magically madenfspecial grapes that
were grown in the soil at the edges of glaciemss$p and that they were
always kept in complete darkness. That was what gats velvety dark
taste, he’'d said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Stefan said, undoubtedly floe tbbenefit of anyone who
might be spying. “Exactly how did it happen?” h&ebthen. “This out of
body thing? Why don’t you come down here and t@labout it?” He lay
back on his pallet, turning aching eyes on hem“orry that | don’t have a
better

bed to offer you.” For a moment the humiliation wled clearly in his face.
All this time he’d managed to hide it from her: $teame he felt in
appearing

before her in this way—in a filthy cell, with raf® clothes, and infested
with God knew what. He—Stefan Salvatore, who hackdreen—had
once been

Elena’s heart truly broke then. She knew it waskirgy, because she
could feel it inside shattering like glass, witltleameedle-like shard
skewering flesh inside her chest. She knew it waalbing, too, because
she was weeping, huge spirit tears that droppesteian’s face like blood,
translucent in the air as they fell, but turningpleed when they touched
Stefan’s face.

Blood? Of course, it wasn’t blood, she thought. &@dn’t even bring
anything so useful to him in this form. She wadlyesobbing now; her
shoulders shaking as the tears continued to f&dl Stefan, who now had
one hand held up as if to catch one...

“Elena—" There was wonder in his voice.

“Wha—what?” she keened.

“Your tears. Your tears make me feel...” He was stadp at her with
something like awe.

Elena still couldn’t stop weeping, although shewknleat she had soothed
his proud heart—and done something else.

“l d-don’t understand.”

He caught one of her tears and kissed it. Thendieed at her with a sheen
in his own eyes. “It's hard to talk about, loveiglé love....”

Then why use wordshe thought, still weeping, but coming down to his
level so she could snuffle just above his throat.



It's just...they’re not too free with the refreshngeatound herehe told
her.As you guessed. If you hadn’'t—helped me—I'd’ve dead by

now. They can’t figure out why I'm not. So they—tingly run out before
they get to me, sometimes, you-see

Elena lifted her head, and this time tears of page fell right onto his
face.Where are they? I'll kill them. Don't tell me | cabecausd’ll find a
way.l'll find a way to kill them even though I'm in ghstate—

He shook his head at hémgel, angel, don’'t you see? You don'’t have to
kill them. Because your tears, the phantom teaesmire maider—

She shook her head back at hitefan, if anyone knows I'm not a pure
maiden, it's you—

—of a pure maidergtefan continued, not even disturbed by her
interruption,can cure all ills. And | was ill tonight, Elena,evthough |
tried to

hide it. But I'm cured now! As good as new! Theyélver be able to
understand how it could happen.

Are you sure?

Look at me!

Elena looked at him. Stefan’s face, which had lggag and drawn before,
was different now. He was usually pale, but nowfimis features

looked flushed—as if he had been standing in fobrat bonfire and the
light was still reflecting off the pure lines aniégant planes of his beloved
face.

l...did that?She remembered the first tear droplets falling, lao they
had looked like blood on his face. Not like bloete realized, but like
natural color, sinking into him, refreshing him.

She couldn’t help but hide her face again in hisahas she thoughtm
glad. Oh, I'm so glad. But | wish we coutticheach other. | want to feel
your arms around me.

“At least | can look at you,” Stefan whispered, &ldna knew that even
this is like water in the wasteland to him. “Anadni€é couldtouch, I'd put
my

arm around your waist here, and kiss you here anel.h.”

They spoke to each other this way for a while—gsthanging lovers’
nonsense, each sustained by the sight and souhd other. And then,
softly but firmly, Stefan asked her to tell him about Damon—everything
since they’d started. By now Elena was cool-heatemnligh to tell him
about

the incident with Matt without making Damon sound much like a
villain.

“And Stefan, Damon really is protecting us as Iestan.” She told him
about the two possessed vampires who had beemngatiem and

what Damon had done.



Stefan merely shrugged and said wryly, “Most peepite with pencils;
Damon writes people off with them.” He added, “Aralr clothes got
dirty?”

“Because | heard a great big crash—which endeceumtMatt on top of
the car,” she said. “But, to be fair, he was tryiagtake Damon at the
time. | made him get rid of the stake.” She addethe barest of whispers:
“Stefan,pleasedon’t mind that Damon and | have to—to be togethiat
right now. It doesn’t change anything between us.”

“I know.”

And the amazing thing was that he did know. Eleasa bathed in the deep
glow of his trust for her.

After that they “held” each other, Elena snugghmgightlessly above the
curve of Stefan’s arm...and it was bliss.

And then abruptly the world—the entire universe—estered at the sound
of a gigantic slamming sound. It jerked at Elenaidn’t belong in here
with love and trust and the sweetness of shariegygvart of heselfwith
Stefan.

It began again—a monstrous booming that terrifieoh& She clutched
uselessly at Stefan, who was looking at her witliceon. He didn’t hear
the clanging that was defeaning her, she realized.

And then something even worse happened. She wasubiof Stefan’s
arms bodily, and she was rushing backward, badutir objects, back
faster and faster until with a jar she landed induozly.

For all her reluctance she landed perfectly orsthiel body that until now
had been the only one she’d known. She landedamdiimelded into it
and then she was sitting up and the sounds wesotireds of Matt rapping
at the window.

“It's been over two hours since you went to sledyg’said as she opened
the door. “But | figured you needed it. Are you raght?”

“Oh, Matt,” Elena said. For a moment it seemed isgilde that she was
going to be able to keep from crying. But then idmeembered Stefan’s
smile.

Elena blinked, forcing herself to deal with her n@tuation. She hadn't
seen Stefan for nearly long enough. But her memari¢heir short, sweet
time together were wrapped in jonquils and laveraher nothing could
ever take them away from her.

Damon was irritated. As he flew higher on his wiblack crow’s wings,
the landscape beneath him unfolded like a magmificarpet, the breaking
day

making the grasslands and rolling hills glow likeerald.

Damon ignored it. He’d seen it too many times. WHeatvas looking for
wasuna donna splendida.



But his mind kept drifting. Mutt and his stake...Damstill didn’t see why
Elena wanted to take a fugitive from justice alenth them. Elena
...Damon tried to conjure up the same irritated fegifor her as he had
for Mutt, but just couldn’t manage it.

He circled down toward the town below, keeping® tesidential district,
searching for auras. He wanted a strong aura ak asia beautiful

one. And he’d been in America long enough to knloat this early in the
morning you could find three sorts of people up aattioors. Students
were the

first, but this was summer, so there were fewgick from. Despite
Mutt’'s assumptions, Damon seldom sank to high dofjiols. Joggers were
the

second. And the third, thinking beautiful thoughtst like.. thatone down
there...were home gardeners.

The young woman with the pruning shears lookedsupamon turned the
corner and approached her house, deliberatelyingrand then

slowing his stride. His very footsteps made it ckbat he was delighted to
take in the floral extravaganza in front of therchiag Victorian house.
For a

moment the girl looked startled, almost afraid. fiwas normal. Damon
was wearing black boots, black jeans, a black Tt;sdmd black leather
jacket, in

addition to his Ray-Bans. But then he smiled ani@same moment
began the first delicate infiltration &f bella donna’amind.

One thing was clear even before that. She likeesios

“A full flush of Dreamweavers,” he said, shaking hiead in admiration as
he looked at the bushes covered with brilliant goldom. “And those
White Icebergs climbing the trellis.... Ah, but yddoonstones!” He
lightly touched an open rose, its petals moonlighiered but shading to
palest pink at

the edges.

The young woman—Krysta—couldn’t help smiling. Daniel the
information flow effortlessly from her mind to hiShe was just twenty-
two, not

married, still living at home. She had precisely Kkind of aura he was
looking for, and only a sleeping father in the haus

“You don’t look like the type to know so much abooases,” Krysta said
frankly, and then gave a self-conscious laugh. ‘$onry. I've met all sorts
at

the Creekville Rose Shows.”

“My mother is an avid gardener,” Damon lied flugrahd without a trace
of misgiving. “l guess | got my passion from heowl don’t stay in one



place long enough to grow them, but | can stilladine Would you like to
know what my ultimate dream is?”

By this time Krysta felt as if she were floating amlelicious rose-scented
cloud. Damon felt every delicate nuance with hejpyed seeing her
flush, enjoyed the slight tremor that shook henbod

“Yes,” Krysta said simply. “I'd love to know yourdam.”

Damon leaned forward, lowered his voice. “I wanbteed a true black
rose.”

Krysta looked startled and something flashed thindugy mind too quickly
for Damon to catch. But then she said in an equmlshed voice, “Then
there’s something I'd like to show you. If—if yoave time to come with
me.”

The backyard was even more splendid than the &otthere was a
hammock gently swinging, Damon noted with approéter all, he would
soon need a place to put Krysta...while she slegft.it

But at the rear of the bower was something thas@auis pace to quicken
involuntarily.

“Black Magic roses!” he exclaimed, eyeing the wadeak, almost
burgundy-colored blooms.

“Yes,” Krysta said softly. “Black Magics. The cladeanyone has ever
gotten to a black rose. | get three flushes a ¥ehg whispered
tremulously,

no longer questioning who this young man mightdwerwhelmed by her
feelings which almost took Damon with her.

“They’re magnificent,” he said. “The deepest rectlever seen. The
closest to black ever bred.”

Krysta was still trembling with joy. “You’re welcoento one, if you like.
I’'m taking them to the Creekville show next week boan give you one in
full

bloom now. Maybe you’ll be able to smell it.”

“I'd...like that,” Damon said.

“You can give it to your girlfriend.”

“No girlfriend,” Damon said, glad to get back tang. Krysta's hands
shook slightly as she cut one of the longest, gittast stems for him.
Damon reached out to take it and their fingershedc

Damon smiled at her.

When Krysta’s knees went boneless with pleasureyddacaught her
easily and went on with what he was doing.

Meredith was right behind Bonnie as she stepped@atroline’s room.

“| said, shut the damn door!” Caroline said—no, et

It was only natural to look to see where the vewes coming from. Just
before Meredith cut off the only sliver of light sjutting the door Bonnie



saw Caroline’s corner desk. The chair that usesit o front of it was
gone.

Caroline was underneath.

It might have been a good hiding space for a te-péd, but as an
eighteen-year-old Caroline had curled into an insfids position in order
to

fit there. She was sitting on a pile of what lookikd shreds of clothing.
Her bestclothes, Bonnie thought suddenly, as a twinkleadd gamé
flashed and

was gone when the door shut.

Then it was just the three of them together indhkness. No illumination
came from above or below the door to the hall.

It's because the hall is in another world, Bonhieught wildly.

“What's wrong with a little light, Caroline?” Merdl asked quietly. Her
voice was steady, comforting. “You asked us to came see you—»but we
can’t see you.”

“| said come and talk to me,” Caroline correctestamtly, exactly as she
always had in the old days. That should have beerfarting, too.
Except—except that now that Bonnie could hear berevsort of
reverberating under the desk, she could tell itdnadw quality. Not so
much husky as—

You really don’t want to be thinking this. Not hetmidnight darkness of
this room,Bonnie’s mind told her.

Not so much husky anarly, Bonnie thought helplessly. You could almost
say Caroline growled her answers.

Little sounds told Bonnie that the girl under tresklwas moving. Bonnie’s
own breathing quickened.

“But wewant to segou,” Meredith said quietly. “And you know that
Bonnie’s scared of the dark. Can | just turn onnjmedside lamp?”
Bonnie could feel herself trembling. That wasn’odolt wasn’'t smart to
show Caroline you were afraid of her. But the pittdickness was making
her tremble. She could feel that this room was grionts angles—or
maybe it was only her imagination. She could aksar lthings that made
her jJump

—Tlike that loud double clicking noise directly bediher. What had made
that?

“All rrright then! Turrn on the one by the bed.” ©éne was definitely
snarling. And she was moving toward them; Bonnigdatdear rustling and
breathing getting closer.

Don't let her get to me in the dark!

It was a panicked, irrational thought, but Bonroeldn’t help thinking it
any more than she could help stumbling blindly wialgs into...
Something tall—and warm.



Not Meredith. Never since Bonnie had known her kadedith smelled
like rancid sweat and rotten eggs. But the warmetbimg took hold of
both Bonnie’s upraised hands, and there were srhitig clicking noises
as they clenched.



Elena was using all her considerable talents attreggm to calm Matt
down, encouraging him to order a second and theldiBn waffle; smiling
at him

across the table. But it wasn’'t much good. Matt masing as if he were
driven to rush, while at the same time he coulthKe his eyes off her.
He’s still imagining Damon swooping down and teiziolg some young
girl, Elena thought helplessly.

Damon wasn't there when they stepped out of thiEeeathop. Elena saw
the frown between Matt’'s eyebrows begin and hachanstorm.

“Why don’t we take the Jag to a used-car deale®stiive’re going to give
up the Jaguar, | wagburadvice on what we get in return.”

“Yeah, my advice on beat-up, falling-apart heapsd to be the best,”
Matt said, with a wry smile that said he knew Eleras managing him,
but he didn’t mind.

The single car dealership in the town didn’t lo@kywpromising. But even
it was not as depressed-looking as the owner of th&lena and Matt
found him asleep inside a small office buildinghwdlirty windows. Matt
tapped gently on the smudged window and eventtiadiynan started,
jerked up in

his chair, and angrily waved them away.

But Matt tapped again on the window when the magahéo put his head
down once more, and this time the man sat up yewlys gave them a
look of bitter despair, and came to the door.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“A trade-in,” Matt said loudly before Elena coulaysit softly.

“You teenagers have a car to trade,” the little rsaid darkly. “In all my
twenty years owning this place—"

“Look.” Matt stepped back to reveal the brilliaetdrJag shining in the
morning sun like a giant rose on wheels. “A braee¢daguar XZR. Zero
to

sixty in 3.7 seconds! A 550-horsepower superchafge¥8 GEN Il R
engine with 6-speed ZF automatic transmission! Aga@ynamics and
Active

Differential for exceptional traction and handlirigiereis no car like the
XZR!” Matt finished nose to nose with the little mavhose mouth had
slowly

come open as his eyes flickered between the cathanoby.

“Youwant to tradehatin for something orthislot?” he said, shocked into
frank disbelief. “As if I'd have the cash to—waitamte!” he interrupted



himself. His eyes stopped flickering and becameeifes of a poker player.
His shoulders came up, but his head didn’t, giviimg the appearance of a
vulture.

“Don’t want it,” he said flatly and made as if to back into the office.
“What do you mean you don’t want it? You were dnoglover it a minute
ago!” Matt shouted, but the man had stopped windihg expression
didn’t change.

| should have done the talking, Elena thought. ild’t have gotten into a
war from word one—»but it's too late now. She trtedshut out the male
voices and looked at the dilapidated cars on theebh with its own dusty
little sign tucked into the windshield: 10 PERCERFF FOR XMAS!
EASY

CREDIT! CLEAN! GRANNY-OWNED SPECIAL! NO DOWN-
PAYMENT! CHECK IT OUT! She was afraid she was gotocpurst into
tears at any

second.

“No call for a car like that around here,” the owm&as saying
expressionlessly. “Who’d buy it?”

“You're crazy! This car will bring customers floclg in. It's—it’s
advertising! Better than that purple hippo overdie

“Not a hippo. S’an elephant.”

“Who can tell, with it half deflated like that?”

With dignity, the owner stalked over to look at thegy. “Not brand-new.
S’got too many miles on it.”

“It was bought only two weeks ago.”

“So? In a few more weeks, Jaguar will be adverisiaxt year’s cars.” The
owner waved a hand at Elena’s giant rose of a leHi©bsolete.”
“Obsolete!”

“Yeah. Big car like this, gas guzzler—"

“It's more energy efficient than a hybrid—!"

“You think people know that? They see it—"

“Look, | could take this car anywhere else—"

“Then take it. On my lot, here and now, that cdrasely worth one car in
exchange!”

“Two cars.”

The new voice came from directly behind Matt anenal, but the car
dealer’s eyes widened as if he had just seen &.ghos

Elena turned and met Damon’s unfathomable black.gde had his Ray-
Bans hooked over his T-shirt and was standing higthands behind

his back. He was looking hard at the car dealer.

A few moments passed, and then...

“The...silver Prius in the back right corner. Undemdar the awning,” the
car dealer said slowly, and with a dazed expressinranswer to no



question that had been asked aloud. “I'll...take treare,” he added in a
voice to match his expression.

“Take the keys with you. Let the boy test-drivé Ramon ordered, and the
owner fumbled to show a key ring at his belt, dnehtwalked slowly
away, staring at nothing.

Elena turned to Damon. “One guess. You asked himnhaias the best car
on his lot.”

“Substitute ‘least disgusting’ and you’'d be clos&amon said. He flashed
a brilliant smile at her for a tenth of a secontj then turned it off.

“But, Damon, why two cars? | know it's more fairdaall, but what are we
going to do with the second car?”

“Caravan,” Damon said.

“Oh, no.” But even Elena could see the benefits af-that least after they
held a summit to decide on a rotation schedule &atvihe cars for

Elena. She sighed. “Well—if Matt agrees...”

“Mutt will agree,” Damon said, looking very brieflyverybriefly—as
innocent as an angel.

“What have you got behind your back?” Elena sadtiding not to pursue
the question of what Damon intended to do to Matt.

Damon smiled again, but this time it was an oddesmust a quirk of one
side of his mouth. His eyes said it was nothing m@ut his right hand
came out and it was holding the most beautiful Ele@a had ever seen in
her life.

It was the deepest red rose she had ever seahgyetwasn’t a hint of
purple to it—it was just velvety burgundy, and op¢mexactly the moment
of full bloom. It looked as if it would be plush the touch, and its vivid
green stem, with just a few delicate leaves hedetlagre, was at least
eighteen

inches long and straight as a ruler.

Elena resolutely put her own hands behind her daakion wasn't the
sentimental type—even when he got on his “Prinoésise Night”
soapbox. The rose probably had something to dotivéin journey.

“Don’t you like it?” Damon said. Elena might be igiaing it, but it almost
sounded as if he were disappointed.

“Of course | like it. What's it for?”

Damon settled back. “It's for you, Princess,” helsbboking hurt. “Don’t
worry; | didn’t steal it.”

No—he wouldn’t have stolen it. Elena knew exactiyihe would have
gotten the rose...but it was peetty....

As she still made no move to take the rose, Daiifieadl lit and allowed the
cool, silky-feeling petals to caress her cheek.

It made her shiver. “Stop it, Damon,” she murmutad,she didn’t seem to
be able to step backward.



He didn’t stop. He used the cool, softly rustlirgggds to outline the other
side of her face. Elena took a deep breath autoailgti but what she
smelled was not flowerlike at all. It was the sneélsome dark, dark wine,
something ancient and fragrant that had once maddriink immediately.
Drunk on Black Magic and on her own heady exciteimgust to be with
Damon.

But that wasn’t the real me, a small voice in hesichprotested. | love
Stefan Damon...l want...I want to...

“Do you want to know why | got this particular ré&séamon was saying
softly, his voice blending in with her memoriesgot it because of its
name. It's a Black Magic rose.”

“Yes,” Elena said simply. She’d known that befoeedaid it. It was the
only name that fit.

Now Damon was giving her a rose kiss by swirling thossom in a circle
on her cheek and then applying pressure. The fipatls in the

middle pressed into her skin, while the outer ggtat brushed it.

Elena was feeling distinctly light-headed. The deag warm and humid
already; how could the rose feel so cool? Now tlteronost petals had
moved to trace her lips, and she wanted to saputcsomehow the word
wouldn’t come.

It was as if she had been transported back in tr@ek to the days when
Damon had first appeared to her, had first claimedfor his own.

When she had almost let him kiss her before she ke name....

He hadn’t changed his ideas since then. Vaguegnd&temembered
thinking something like that before. Damon changtkr people while
remaining unchanged himself.

But I've changed, Elena thought, and suddenly there waksand under
her feet. I've changed so much since then. Enooglee things in
Damon I'd never imagined could be there. Not justwild and angry dark
parts, but the gentle parts. The honor and decidratywvere trapped like
veins

of gold inside that stone boulder in his mind.

| have to help him, Elena thought. Somehow, | Haveelp him—and the
little boy chained outside the boulder.

These thoughts had trickled slowly through her mvide it seemed
separated from her body. She was so involved we&m{ in fact, that she
somehow lost track of her body, and only now did idalize how much
closer Damon had gotten. Her back was against bthe @ad, sagging
cars.

And Damon was speaking lightly, but with an undeetof seriousness.
“A rose for a kiss, then?” he asked. idtcalled Black Magic, anddid
come by it honestly. Her name was...it was...”



Damon stopped, and for a moment a look of inteesglderment flashed
across his face. Then he smiled, but it was theleves smile, the

brilliant one he turned on and off almost before yere sure you had seen
it. Elena sensed trouble. Sure, Damon still diderhember Matt's name
correctly, but she had never known him to forggires name when he
was really trying to remember. Especially withimoiies of when he must
have fed

from that girl.

Shinichi again? Elena wondered. Was he still takbaghnon’s memories—
only the highlights, of course? The thrills, goadad? Elena knew that
Damon himself was thinking the same thing. His bklages were
smoldering. Damon was furious—but there was a iceviainerability
about his fury.

Without thinking, Elena put her hands on Damonigéoms. She ignored
the rose, even as he traced the curve of her cbaeldith it. She tried

to speak steadily. “Damon, what are we going td' do?

That was the scene that Matt walked in on. Ramijraotually. He came
weaving through a maze of cars, and dashed arowtt@a SUV with

one flat tire, shouting, “Hey, you guys, that Prisis.”

And then he stopped dead.

Elena knew what he was seeing: Damon caressingittethe rose, while
she was practically embracing him. She let go ahba's arms, but

she couldn’t back away from him because of thebeaind her.

“Matt—" Elena began, and then her voice trailed 8fie had been about to
say“This isn’t what it looks like. We're not in the ddlle of a cuddle.

I’m not really touching him.But thiswaswhat it looked like. She cared
about Damon; she had been trying to get throudjmto...

With a small shock, that thought repeated itsefhuwhe force of a shaft of
sunlight shooting through an unprotected vampioedy.

She cared about Damon.

She really did. It was usually difficult being witihm because they were
alike in so many ways. Headstrong, each wantinig tiven way,
passionate, impatient...

She and Damon were alike.

Small shocks were going though Elena, and hereshtidy felt weak. She
found herself glad to lean against the car beherddwven though it

must be getting dust all over her clothes.

| love Stefan, she thought almost hysterically.4Hée only one | love. But
| need Damon to get to him. And Damon may be fgltmpieces in front
of me.

She was looking at Matt all the while, her eyes$dtikears that would not
fall. She blinked, but they stubbornly stayed onlashes.

“Matt...” she whispered.



He said nothing. He didn’t need to. It was all is &xpression:
astonishment turning to something Elena had neaam before, not when
he was

looking ather.

It was a sort of alienation that shut her out catedy, that severed any
bonds between them.

“Matt, no...” But it came out in a whisper.

And then, to her astonishment, Damon spoke.

“You do know it's all me, don’t you? You can hardilame a girl for
trying to defend herself.” Elena looked at her leamwahich were shaking
now.

Damon was going on, “Yoknowit’s all my fault. Elena would never—"
That was when Elena realized. Damon was Influenidag.

“No!” She took Damon off guard, grabbing him agahaking him. “Don’t
do it! Not to Matt!”

The black eyes that were turned on hers were defmot those of a
suitor. Damon had been interrupted in the useoPlower. If it had been
anyone else, they would have ended as a smalb$§gotase on the
ground.

“I’'m saving you,” Damon said coldly. “Are you refag me?”

“I’'m saving you,” Damon said coldly. “Are you refiag me?”

Elena found herself wavering. Maybe, if it was oahce, and only for
Matt’s benefit...

Something surged up inside her. It was all sheccdalnot to let her aura
escape completely.

“Never try that on me again,” Elena said. Her voi@es quiet but icy.
“Don’t you dareever try to Influence me! And leave Matt alone!”
Something like approval flickered in the endlesskdass of Damon’s
gaze. It was gone before she could be sure sheidiséBut when he
spoke, he seemed less distant.

“All right,” he said to Matt. “What's the game plamow? You name it.”
Matt answered slowly, not looking at either of thete was flushed but
deadly calm. “I was going to say, that Prius i@t at all. And the dealer
guy has another one. It's in okay condition. Welddave two cars just
alike.”

“And then we could caravan and split up if somemas following us!
They won’t know which to follow.” Normally Elena wid have thrown
her

arms around Matt at this point. But Matt was logkat his shoes, which
was probably just as well really, since Damon hiacelies shut and was
shaking

his head slightly as if he couldn’t believe someghidiotic.



That's right, Elena thought. It's my aura—or Dans#'that they're
homing in on. We can’t confuse them with identicails unless we have
identical auras, too.

Which really meant that she should drive with Ma# whole way. But
Damon would never accept that. And she needed Damnget to her
beloved, her one and only, her true mate: Stefan.

“I'll take the ratty one,” Matt was saying, arrangiit with Damon and
ignoring her. “I’'m used to ratty cars. | alreadyaarged a deal with the guy.
We should get going.” Still speaking only to Damba,said, “You'llhave
to tell me where we're really going. We might geparated.”

Damon was silent for a long moment. Then, brusquedysaid, “Sedona,
Arizona, for a start.”

Matt looked disgusted. “That place full of New Ageatics? You're
kidding.”

“| said we’ll start out from Sedona. It's completdderness—nothing but
rock—all around it. You could get lost...very easilpamon flashed the
brilliant smile and instantly turned it off.

“We’ll be at the Juniper Resort, off North Highw@9A,” he added
smoothly.

“I've got it,” Matt said. Elena could see no ematim either his face or his
expression, but his aura was seething red.

“Now, Matt,” Elena began, “we should really meeesgynight, so if you
just follow us—" She broke off with a sharply inkdlbreath.

Matt had already turned around. He didn’t turn bablen she spoke. He
just kept going, without another word.

Without a backward glance.



Elena woke to the sound of Damon impatiently rapmginghe window of
the Prius. She was fully clothed, clutching herglia her. It was the day
after

Matt had left them.

“Did you sleep all night like that?” Damon askeabking her up and down
as Elena rubbed her eyes. As usual, he was imntalgutaessed: all

in black, of course. Heat and humidity had no féechim.

“I've had my breakfast,” he said shortly, gettimgthe driver's seat. “And |
brought youhis.”

Thiswas a styrofoam cup of steaming coffee, which Eldaeched as
gratefully as if it were Black Magic wine, and atvn paper bag that
proved to contain donuts. Not exactly the mostinotis breakfast, but
Elena craved the caffeine and sugar.

“I need a rest stop,” Elena warned as Damon caaated himself behind
the wheel and started the car. “To change my céo#imel wash my face
and things.”

They headed directly west, which accorded with viflaha had found by
looking at a map on the Internet last night. Thalsimage on her

mobile phone matched the Prius’s navigation syseadout. They had
both shown that Sedona, Arizona, lay on an almedeptly straight
horizontal

line from the small rural road where Damon had pdravernight in
Arkansas. But soon Damon was turning south, takingundabout route of
his own

that might or might not confuse any pursuers. Byttime they found a rest
stop, Elena’s bladder was about to burst. She speahashamed half hour
in

the women’s room, doing her best to wash with papsels and cold
water, brushing her hair, and changing into newgesnd a fresh white top
that

laced up the front like a corset. After all, ondlafse days she just might
have another out of body experience while nappnthsee Stefan again.
What she didn’t want to think about was that witathé departure, she
was left alone with Damon, an untamed vampire girag through the
middle of the United States toward a destinati@t Was literally out of
this world.

When Elena finally emerged from the restroom, Danvas cold and
expressionless—although she noticed that he taokrte to look her over
just the



same.

Oh,damn Elena thought. I left my diary in the car.

She was as certain that he’d read it as if she2d &&m doing it, and she
was glad that there was nothing in it about leavWiagbody and finding
Stefan. Although she believed Damon wanted to $te¢an, too—she
wouldn’t be in this car with him if she didn’'t—sléso felt that it was
better that he

didn’t know she had gotten there first. Damon eeagbipeing in charge of
things as much as she did. He also enjoyed Infingreach police officer
who

pulled him over for blasting the speed limit.

But today he was short-tempered even by his owrdatals. Elena knew
from firsthand experience that Damon could makeskifremarkably
good company when he chose, telling outrageougstand jokes until the
most prejudiced and taciturn of passengers wouighan spite of
themselves.

But today he wouldn’t even reply to Elena’s quastiamuch less laugh at
her own jokes. The one time she tried to make ghysontact,

touching his arm lightly, he jerked away as if terch might ruin his black
leather jacket.

Fine, terrific, Elena thought, depressed. She l@&ee head against the
window and stared at the scenery, which all loaidde. Her mind
wandered.

Where was Matt now? Ahead of them or behind? Hagltien any rest
last night? Was he driving through Texas now? WWasdting properly?
Elena blinked away tears, which welled up whensherremembered the
way he had walked away from her without a backviao#.

Elena was a manager. She could make almost amfisiiturn out okay,
as long as the people around her were normal,lsgings. And

managing boys was her speciality. She’'d been hagtthiem—steering
them—since junior high. But now, approximately tarad a half weeks
since she

had come back from death, from some spirit worat e didn’t
remember, she didmtantto steer anyone.

That was what she loved about Stefan. Once shetdrgpast his reflexive
instinct to keep away from anything he cherishe,didn’t need to
manage him at all. He was maintenance-free, exoefite gentlest of
hints that she’d turned herself into an expert ampires. Not at hunting
them or

slaying them, but at loving them safely. Elena knawven it was right to
bite or be bitten, and when to stop, and how t@kesself human.

But apart from those gentle hints, she didn’'t ewantto manage Stefan.
She wanted simply tbewith him. After that, everything took care of



itself.

Elena could live without Stefan—ski®ought But just as being away from
Meredith and Bonnie was like living without her tWwands, living without
Stefan would be like trying to live without her Inedde was her partner in
the Great Dance; her equal and her opposite; hevdxkand her lover in
the

purest sense imaginable. He was the other halffeoSacred Mysteries of
Life to her.

And after seeing him last night, even if it hadibaadream, which she
wasn't willing to accept, Elena missed him so mtleht it was a throbbing
pain inside her. A pain so great that she couloe&r to just sit and dwell
on it. If she did she might just go insane andt staring at Damon to drive
faster

—and Elena might hurt inside, but she wasn’t saicid

They stopped at some nameless town for lunch. Eladano appetite, but
Damon spent the entire break as a bird, whichdoresreason

infuriated her.

By the time they were driving again, the tensiothie car had built until
the old cliché was impossible to avoid: you coulditwith a folded
napkin, much less a knife, Elena thought.

That was when she realized exactly what kind ofitemit was.

The one thing that was saving Damon was his pride.

He knew that Elena had things figured out. Shedgstd trying to touch
him or even speak to him. And that wgsod

He wasn’t supposed to be feeling like this. Vangpismanted girls for their
pretty white throats, and Damon’s sense of esthegmanded that

the rest of the donor be at least up to his stalsd&ut now even Elena’s
human-sized aura was advertising the unique lifeefan her blood. And
Damon’s response was involuntary. He had not eveuaght about a girl in
thisway for approximately five hundred years. Vampinesen't capable
of it.

But Damon was—very capable—now. And the closerdtégElena, the
stronger her aura was around him, and the weak&higacontrol.

Thank all the little demons in hell, his pride vaionger than the desire he
felt. Damon had neveskedfor anything from anyone in his life. He
paid for the blood he took from humans in his owartigular coin: of
pleasure and fantasy and dreams. But Elena didet fantasy; didn’t
want dreams.

Didn’t wanthim.

She wanted Stefan. And Damon’s pride would nedewahim to ask
Elena for what he alone desired, and equally itldroever allow him to
take

it without her consent...he hoped.



Just a few days ago he had been an empty shellptisa puppet of the
kitsune twins, who had made him hurt Elena in wag$ now made him
cringe insideDamonhadn’t existed then as a personality, but his doaty
been Shinichi’s to play with. And although he setycould believe it, the
takeover had been so complete that his shell hageabShinichi’s every
command: he had tormented Elena; he might well kdlsgl her.

There was n@ointin disbelieving it; or saying that it couldn’t beié. It
wastrue. It had happened. Shinichi was that much g&owhen it came
to mind control, and the kitsune had none of thepiges’ detachment
about pretty girls—below the neck. Besides whiahhppened to be a
sadist. He

liked pain—other people’s, that is.

Damon couldn’t deny the past, couldn’t wonder wieyhiadn't “awakened”
to stop Shinichi from hurting Elena. There had beething of himto
awaken. And if a solitary part of his mind still ptdoecause of the evil he
had done—well, Damon was good at blocking it ow.vibuldn’t waste
time

over regrets, but he was intent on controllingfthare. It would never
happen again—not and leave him still alive.

What Damon really couldn’t understand was why Elenaa pushing him.
Acting as if shdrustedhim. Of all the people in the world, she was the
one with the most right to hate him, to point aousing finger at him. But
she had never once done that. She had never edadiat him with anger
in

her dark blue, gold-spattered eyes. She alonedwrded to understand that
someone as completely possessed by the master ofalach, Shinichi,
as Damon had been, simply had no choice—walsaieto make a
choice—in what he or she did.

Maybe it was because she’d pulled the thing theaamahad created out of
him. The pulsating, albino, second body that hashbeside him.

Damon forced himself to repress a shudder. He lkamdyv this because
Shinichi had jovially mentioned it, while taking awall Damon’s
memories of the

time since the two of them, kitsune and vampirel, imet in the Old Wood.
Damon wagyladto have had the memories gone. From the momenadhe h
locked gazes with the fox spirit’s laughing goldses, his life had

been poisoned.

And now...right now he was alone with Elena, in thddte of the
wilderness, with towns few and far between. Theyendterly, uniquely
alone,

with Damon helplessly wanting from Elena what evanynan boy she’'d
ever encountered had wanted.



Worst of all was the fact that charming girls, deice girls, was
practically Damon’s own raison d’étre. It was cinathe only reason
he'd been

ableto keep on living for the past half millennium. Apet he knew that
he must notmust nokeven start the process with this one girl who,ibo, h
was the

jewel lying on the dungheap of humanity.

To all appearances, he was perfectly in contrglaind precise, distant and
disinterested.

The truth was that he was going out of his mind.

That night, after making sure that Elena had fowdl\water and was safely
locked into the Prius, Damon called down a dampdiod began to weave
his

darkest wards. These were announcements to apyssstbrothers of the
night who might come upon the car that the giridast was under
Damon’s

protection; and that Damon would hunt down and 8iaye anyone who
even disturbed the girl's rest...and then he’d getiad toreally punishing
the

culprit. Damon then flew a few miles south as axgrimund a dive with a
pack of werewolves drinking in it and a few charghvarmaids serving
them,

and brawled and bled the night away.

But it wasn’t enough to distract him—not nearly egb. In the morning,
returning early, he saw the wards around the ctattars. Before he could
panic, he realized that Elena had broken them fremnside. There had
been no warning to him because of her peacefuttiaied innocent heart.
And then Elena herself appeared, coming up the baakstream, looking
clean and refreshed. Damon was stricken speedhyes® very sight

of her. By her grace, by her beauty, by the unlidargoseness of her. He
could smell her freshly washed skin, and couldelpldeliberately
breathing in

more and more of her unique fragrance.

He didn’t see how he could put up with another ofthis.

And then Damon suddenly had an Idea.

“Would you like to learn something that would hgtpu to control that
aura of yours?” he asked as she passed him, hefaditige car.

Elena threw him a sidelong glance. “So you've deditb talk to me again.
Am | supposed to faint with joy?”

“Well—that would always be appreciated—"

“Would it?” she said sharply, and Damon realizeat the had
underestimated the storm he had brewed insidéahisdable girl.

“No. Now, I’'m being serious,” he said, fixing hiaidk gaze on her.



“I know. You're going to tell me to become a vangpio help control my
Power.”

“No, no,no. This has nothing to do with being a vampire.” amefused
to be drawn into an argument and that must haveassed Elena,
because finally she said, “What is it, then?”

“It's learning how to circulate your Power. Blooudlaulates, yes? And
Power can be circulated, too. Even humans have krloat for centuries,
whether they call it life-force arhiorki. As it is, you're simply dissipating
your Power into the air. That's an aura. But if yearn to circulate it, you
can

build it up for some really big release, and yon ba more inconspicuous
as well.”

Elena was clearly fascinated. “Why didn’t you tek before?”

Because I'm stupid, Damon thought. Because to viaspi's as instinctive
as breathing is to you. He lied unblushingly. dkés a certain level of
competence to accomplish.”

“And | can do it now?”

“I think so.” Damon put slight uncertainty in hisice.

Naturally, this made Elena even more determinedot&me!” she said.
“You mean right now?” He glanced around. “Someomnghtrdrive by—"
“We're off the road. Oh, please, Damon? Please@h&looked at Damon
with the huge blue eyes that altogether too mangsraad found
irresistible. She touched his arm, trying once miommake some kind of
contact, but when he automatically drew away, simtiicued, “I really do
want to

learn. You can teach me. Just show me once, drfditice.”

Damon glanced down at his arm, felt his good sanskhis will wavering.
How does she do that?

“All right.” He sighed. There were at least thredaur billion people on
this dust mote of a planet that would give anythmge with this warm
and

eager, yearning Elena Gilbert. The problem washbkdtappened to be one
of them—and that she clearly didn’t give a damnhfion.

Of course not. She had dear Stefan. Well, he weegdif his princess was
still the same when—if—she managed to free Stefianget out of

their destination alive.

Meanwhile, Damon concentrated on keeping his vdam®, and aura all
dispassionate. He'd had some practice at that. rdycenturies’

worth, but it added up.

“First | have to find the place,” he told her, hagrthe lack of warmth in
his voice, the tone that was not merely dispasssobat actually cold.
Elena’s expression didn’t flicker. She could bepdssionate, too. Even her
deep blue eyes seemed to have taken on a froety ‘@il right.



Where is it?”

“Near where the heart is, but more to the lefttéleched Elena’s sternum,
and then moved his fingers to the left.

Elena fought back both tension and a shiver—hedceeg it. Damon was
probing for the place where the flesh became sat bone, the place
most humans assumed their heart was because wheas they could feel
their heart beating. It should be right arourkere...

“Now, I'll run your Power through one or two cirations, and when you
can do it by yourself—that's when you’ll be readyréally conceal your
aura.”

“But how will I know?”

“You'll know, believe me.”

He didn’t want her to ask questions, so he simplg lup one hand in front
of her—not touching her flesh or even her clothiragze-brought her
life-force in synchronization with his. There. Noww,set the process off.
He knew what it would feel like to Elena: an elexthock, starting at the
point

where he had first touched her and quickly spreadiarmth through her
body.

Then, a rapid montage of sensations as he wenighra practice rotation
or two with her. Up toward him, to her eyes andeahere she would
suddenly find she could see and hear much bdtem,down her spine and
out to her fingertips, while her heartbeat quicldeard she felt something
like electricity in her palms. Back up her arm awivn the side of her
body, at which point a tremor would set in. Finatlye energy would
sweep down

her magnificent leg all the way to her feet, whate would feel it in her
soles, curling her toes, before coming back ardaamwdhere it had started
near

her heart.

Damon heard Elena gasp faintly when the shockHitdter, and then felt
her heartbeat race and her eyelashes flicker asdhd suddenly

became much lighter to her; her pupils dilatingf abe were in love, her
body going rigid at the tiny sound of some rodearhie grass—a sound she
would never have heard without Power directed toehes. And so, all
around her body, once, and then again, so she getild feel for the
process.

Then he let her go.

Elena was panting and exhausted; bed been the one expending energy.
“I'll never—be able—to do that alone,” she gasped.

“Yes, you will, in time and with practice. And wh&ou can do it, you'll
be able to control all your Power.”



“If you...say so.” Elena’s eyes were shut now, heh&s dark crescents on
her cheeks. It was clear that she’d been pushkdrtbmit. Damon felt

the temptation to draw her to him, but suppressdfiena had made it
clear that she didn’t want him embracing her.

| wonder just how many boys she didn’t push awagmbn thought
abruptly, bitterly. That surprised him a littleetbitterness. Why should he
care

how many boys had handled Elena? When he madasBrihcess of
Darkness, they would both go hunting for human gregmetimes
together,

sometimes alone. He wouldn’t be jealous ofthen Why should he care
how many romantic encounters she'd had now?

But he found that hevasbitter, bitter and angry enough that he answered
without warmth, “I do say you will. Just practiceidg it alone.”

In the car, Damon managed to stay annoyed withaEl€his was difficult,
as she was a perfect traveling companion. Shetditiatter, didn't try to
hum

or—thank fortune—sing along with the radio, dideltew gum or smoke,
didn’t backseat drive, didn’t need too many regpst ancheverasked

“Are we

there yet?”

As a matter of fact, it was difficult for anyoneal®a or female, to stay
annoyed at Elena Gilbert for any length of timeuYouldn’'t say she was
too

exuberant, like Bonnie, or too serene, like Metedilena was just sweet
enough to offset her bright, active, ever-schemmgd. She was just
compassionate enough to make up for her self-ceefiesgotism, and just
skewed enough to ensure that no one would eveheatlormal. She was
intensely loyal to her friends and just forgivingoeigh that she herself
considered almost no one an enemy—kitsune and @é&$ Of the vampire
kind

excepted. She was honest and frank and lovingpfioourse she had a
dark streak in her that her friends simply calleld wout that Damon
recognized

for what it really was. It compensated for the eaioft, ingenuous side of
her nature. Damon was very sure that he didn’'t m@gdf those qualities
in

her, especially right now.

Oh, yes...and Elena Gilbert was just gorgeous entmughake any of her
negative characteristics completely irrelevant.

But Damon was determined to be annoyedtaaas strong-willed
enough that he could usually choose his mood ackltstit, appropriate or



not. He ignored all of Elena’s attempts at conwereaand eventually she
gave up trying to make them. He kept his mind pihteethe dozens of
boys

and men whom the exquisite girl beside him musthzedded. He knew
that Elena, Caroline, and Meredith had been theiésemembers of the
quartet when they had all been friends, whilediBbnnie had been the
youngest and had been considered a bit too naive tolly initiated.

So why was he with Elena now? he found himselfragskburly,
wondering for just the slightest second if Shinmfais manipulating him as
well as

taking his memories.

Did Stefan ever worry about her past—especiallyait old boyfriend—
Mutt—still hanging around, willing to give his velife for her? Stefan
must

not, or he'd have put a stop—no, how could Stefargpstop tanything
Elena wanted to do? Damon had seen the clashioftiis, even when
Elena

had been a child mentally just after returning fitve afterlife. When it
came to Stefan and Elena’s relationship, Elenadeésitely in control. As
humans

said:She wore the trousers in the family.

Well, soon enough she could see how she liked ng&@arem trousers,
Damon thought, laughing silently, although his meat darker than
ever. The sky over the car darkened further inaese, and wind ripped
summer leaves from branches before their time sQetivs of rain dotted
the

windshield, and then came the flash of lightnind #re echoing sound of
thunder.

Elena jumped slightly, involuntarily, every timestthunder let loose.
Damon watched this with grim satisfaction. He krehe knew that he
could

control the weather. Neither of them said a singded about it.

She won'’t beg, he thought, feeling that quick savaigde in her again and
then feeling annoyance with himself for being sfh.so

They passed a motel, and Elena followed the blelegtric signs with her
eyes, looking over her shoulder until it was lostlarkness. Damon
didn’t want to stop driving. Didn’t dare stop, rgallThey were headed into
a really nasty storm now, and occasionally thedPnydroplaned, but
Damon

managed to keep it under control—barely. He enjarédng in these
conditions.

It was only when a sign proclaimed that the neatelof shelter was over a
hundred miles away that Damon, without consultifeng, swung into



a flooding driveway and stopped the car. The cldwatklet loose by then;
the rain was coming down in bucketfuls; and thewdzamon got was a
small

outbuilding, separated from the main motel.

The solitude suited Damon just fine.



As they hastened from the car to the secluded mudet, Elena had to put
pressure on her legs to keep them steady undeAfisoon as the door to
the room slammed shut, with the storm more ordesside and her own
stiff and aching body inside, she headed for thierbam without even
turning

on a light. Her clothes and hair and feet werelathp.

The fluorescent lights of the bathroom seemed taghbafter the darkness
of the night and the storm. Or maybe it was theariyegg of her

learning to circulate her Power.

Thathad certainly been a surprise. Damon hadn’t even bauching her,
but the shock she had felt still reverberated m&ier. And as for the
feeling of having her Power manipulated from owtdier body, well, there
just weren’t words. It had been a breathtaking erpee, all right. Even
now

just thinking about it made her knees tremble.

But it was more clear than ever that Damon wantgting to do with her.
Elena confronted her own image in the mirror andced. Yes, she
looked like a drowned rat that had been draggekvioac a mile through
the gutter. Her hair was damp, turning its silkyeinto tiny wisps of
curls all

around her head and face; she was as white avaidirand her blue eyes
were staring out of the pinched and exhausteddteechild.

For just a moment she remembered being in evenevatrape a few
days—yes, it was only days—ago, and having Danenat trer with the
utmost gentleness, as if her bedraggled appealaicmeant nothing to
him. But those memories had been taken from Damgddhinichi, and it
was

too much to hope that that might have been hisstatd of mind. It had
been...whim...like all his other whims.

Furious at Damon—and at herself for the pricklimgpind her eyes she
felt—Elena turned away from the mirror.

The past was the past. She had no idea why Dantbsutlenly decided
to start jerking away from her touch, or to lookat with the hard cold
eyes of a predator. Something had caused him &heat to barely be able
to sit in the car with her. And whatever it wasgiid had to learn to ignore
it,

because if Damon left, she would have no chan@adihg Stefan.

Stefan. At last her trembling heart could find resinking of Stefan. He
wouldn’t care what she looked like: his sole conagould be for her



well-being. Elena shut her eyes as she turnedehdhwater in the tub
and stripped off her clammy clothes, basking inigination of Stefan’s
love

and approval.

The motel had provided a small plastic bottle dflidabath, but Elena left
it alone. She’d brought her own translucent-gold bavanilla bath
crystals in her duffel bag, and this was the fiteince she’d had to use it.
Carefully, she shook about a third of the beribloblbag’s crystals into the
rapidly filling tub and was rewarded with a steabofgst of vanilla, which
she drew into her lungs gratefully.

A few minutes later, Elena was shoulder deep inNader covered with a
vanilla-scented foam. Her eyes were shut and thienthawas soaking

into her body. The softly disintegrating salts weasing away all pain.
These weren't ordinary bath salts. They had no ameali smell, but they'd
been given to her by Stefan’s landlady, Mrs. Fl@yarmho was a

genteel elderly white witch. Mrs. Flowers’s herbadipes were her
specialty, and right now Elena would swear thatshed feel all the
tension of the last

few days being actively sucked out of her body g@ctly soothed away.
Oh, this was just what she had needed. Elena haat appreciated a bath
like this before.

Now, there’s just one thing, she told herself fypds she inhaled breath
after delicious breath of vanilla steam. You asktd. Flowers for bath
salts that would relax you, but ygannotfall asleep here. You'll drown,
and you already know whdtatfeels like. Been there, done that, didn’t
even have

to buy the shroud.

But even now Elena’s thoughts were dimmer and rfragamented, as the
hot water continued to relax her muscles, and #méla scent swirled
around her head. She was losing continuity, hedrdirfting off into
daydreams.... She was giving herself to the heattatlixury of not
having to do

anything at all....

She was asleep.

In her dream, she was moving briskly. It was ordifight, but she could
tell somehow that she was skimming downward thradggp gray mist.
What worried her was that she seemed to be surealingl arguing voices,
and they were arguing abdusgr.

“A second chance? I've spoken to her about it.”

“She won’t remember anything.”

“It doesn’t matter whether she remembers. Evergtiwnl remain inside
her, if unawakened.”

“It will germinate inside her...until the time is hg”



Elena had no idea what any of it meant.

And then this mist was thinning, and clouds wer&ingway for her, and
she was drifting down, more and more slowly, usttié was deposited
gently on a ground covered with pine needles.

The voices were gone. She was lying on a forest flout she wasn't
naked. She was wearing her prettiest nightgownottgewith real
Valenciennes lace. She was listening to the tightsounds all around her
when suddenly her aura reacted in a way that kmlead before.

It told her someone was coming. Someone who broaigehse of safety in
warm earthen hues, in soft rose colors and deap,\hblets that

enfolded her even before the person arrived. These
were...someone’s...feelings about herself. And behieddve and
soothing concern she

experienced, there were deep forest greens, sifaftarm gold, and a
mysterious tinge of translucency, like a watefadlt sparkled as it fell and
foamed like diamonds around her.

Elena a voice whisperedlena

This was so familiar....

Elena. Elena.

Sheknewthis....

Elena, my angel.

It meant love.

Even as Elena was sitting up and turning in heamiteshe was holding out
her arms. This person belonged with her. He wasragic, her

solace, her best-beloved. It didn’t matter how rggtten there, or what
had happened before. He was her soul’s eternal mate

And then...

Strong arms holding her tenderly...

A warm body close to hers...

Sweet kisses...

Many, many times...

This familiar feeling as she melted into his embkrac

He was so gentle, but almost fierce in his loverter. He had vowed not to
kill, but he would kill to save her. She was hisstnprecious thing in all
the world.... Any sacrifice would be worth it if siaeere safe and free. His
life meant nothing without her, so he would glagive it, laughing and
kissing

his hand to her with his last breath.

Elena breathed in the wonderful autumn-leaves sufdmts sweater and
was comforted. Like a baby, she allowed hersebfietsoothed by simple
familiar odors, by the feeling of her cheek agamstshoulder and the
wonder of the two of them breathing together incéyonicity.

When she tried to put a name to this miracle, & atathe front of her mind.



Stefan...

Elena didn’t even need to look up at his face tovkithat Stefan’s leaf-
green eyes would be dancing like the waters ofalgpond ruffled by
wind and sparkling with a thousand different poimitéight. She buried her
head in his neck, afraid somehow to let go of fahiough she couldn’t
remember why.

| don’t know how | got hergshe told him nonverbally. In fact, she didn’t
remember anything before this, before awakenirtgdaall, only jumbled
images.

It doesn’t matter. I'm with you.

Fear seized heThis isn't...just a dream, is it?

No dream is just a dream. And I'm with you always.

But how did we get here?

Shhh. You're tired. I'll hold you up. On my lifeswear it. Just rest. Let me
hold you just once.

Justonce?But...

But now Elena felt worried and dazed, and she baetther head fall
backward, had to see Stefan'’s face.

She tilted her chin back and found herself medtanghing eyes of an
infinite darkness in a chiseled, pale, and prohdigdsome face.

She almost cried out in horror.

Hush. Hush, angel.

Damon!

The dark eyes that met hers were full of love ayd\\ho else?

How dareyou—how did you get her&ena was more and more confused.
| don’t belong anywherd)amon pointed out, suddenly sounding Séal.
know I'll always be with you.

| do not; | donot—give Stefan back to me!

But it was too late. Elena was aware of the sodmdater trickling and of
tepid liquid sloshing around her. She woke up ijustme to keep her
head from going underwater in the bathtub.

A dream...

She felt much more flexible and easy in her body,dhe couldn’t help
feeling saddened by the dream. It hadn’t been aofdoody experience,
either—it had been a simple, crazy, mixed-up, dredher own.

| don’t belong anywhere. I'll always be with you.

Now what was gibberish like that supposed to mean?

But something inside Elena trembled, even as shemibered it.

She hastily changed—not into a Valenciennes |lagletgown, but into a
gray and black sweat suit. When she emerged, skdéeghng overtired
and prickly and ready to start a fight if Damon gany sign of having
picked up on her sleeping thoughts.



But Damon didn’t. Elena saw a bed, managed to foaus, stumbled
toward it and collapsed, flopping down on pillowat sank unsatisfactorily
beneath her head. Elena liked her pillows firm.

For a few moments she lay, savoring her after-batisations, as her skin
gradually cooled—and her head cooled as well. Aasashe could

tell, Damon was standing in exactly the same pwsiis he had taken up
when they’d entered the room.

And he was still as silent as he had been sincentiraing.

Finally, to get it over with, she spoke to him. Albeing Elena, she went
straight to the heart of the problem.

“What's wrong, Damon?”

“Nothing.” Damon stared out the window, pretendiadpe engrossed in
something beyond the glass.

“What nothing?”

Damon shook his head. But somehow, his turned bladjuently conveyed
his opinion of this motel room.

Elena examined the room with the too-bright vissdsomeone who has
forced their body beyond its limits. She contengadabeige walls, beige
carpet, a beige armchair, a beige desk, and oteparbeige bedspread.
Even Damon couldn’t reject a room on the grounds ittdoesn’t match
his

basic black, she thought, and then: oh, I'm tidad bewildered. And
scared.

And...incredibly stupid. There’s only one bed in hdi lying on it.
“Damon...” With an effort, she sat up. “What do yoam? There’s a
chair. | can sleep on the chair.”

He half turned, and she saw in the movement thatdsa’'t annoyed or
playing games. He was furious. It was all therthanfaster-than-
thehuman-

eye-could-follow assassin’s spin and the complaisaular control that
stilled it almost before it had begun.

Damon with his sudden movements and his frightestiigess. He was
looking out the window again, body poised as always.something.
Right now it looked poised to jump through glasgét outside.
“WYampires don’t need sleep,” he said in a voicenend more controlled
than she’d heard since Matt had left them.

That gave her the energy to get off the bed. “Yoovk | know that's a lie.”
“Take the bed, Elena. Go to sleep.” But his voi@sthe same. She would
have expected a flat, weary command. Damon soumdee tense,

more controlled than ever.

More shaken than ever.

Her eyelids sank. “Is this about Matt?”

“No.”



“Is it about Shinichi?”

“No!”

Aha.

“Itis, isn’'tit? You're afraid that Shinichi wiljjet past all your defenses and
possess you again. Aren’t you?”

“Go to bed, Elena,” Damon said tonelessly.

He was still shutting her out as completely ahd weren’t there. Elena
got mad.

“What does it take to show you that I trust youfd traveling all alone with
you, without any idea where we’re really going. frasting you with
Stefan’dlife.” Elena was behind Damon now, on the beige cavpéth
smelled like...nothing, like boiled water. Not evételdust.

Her words were the dust. There was something aheut that sounded
hollow, wrong. They were the truth—but they weregétting through to
Damon....

Elena sighed. Touching Damon unexpectedly was awaayicky business,
with all the risks of setting off murderous instily accident, even

when he wasn't possessed. She reached out, noywaesfully, to put her
fingertips on the elbow of his leather jacket. Spheke as precisely and
unemotionally as she could.

“You also know that | have other senses now tharutual five. How
many times do | have to say it, Damorkhbwit wasn’t you torturing me
and

Matt last week.” Despite herself, Elena heard tagepleading in her own
voice. “I know that you've protected me on thiptwhen | was in danger,
even

killing for me. That means—a lot to me. You may gay don’t believe in
the human sentiment of forgiveness, but | donitkhjou’ve forgotten it.
And when

you know that there is nothing to forgive in thestfiplace—"

“This has absolutely nothing to do with last week!”

The change in his voice—the force in it—hit Eleika la whiplash. It
hurt...and it frightened her. Damon was serious. lde also under some
dreadful strain, not completely unlike that of figiy off Shinichi's
possession, but different.

‘Damon...”

“Leave me alone!”

Now, where have | heard something like that bef@eftiddled, her heart
pounding, Elena groped through memories.

Oh, yes. Stefan. Stefan when they had first bedmsinoom together, when
he was afraid to love her. When he was sure hedwause her to be
damned if he showed he cared.

Could Damon béhat much like the brother he always mocked?



“At least turn around and talk with me face-to-face

“Elena.” It was a whisper, but it sounded as if @ancouldn’t summon up
his usual silky menace. “Go to bed. Go to hell.Zagwhere, bustay
away from mg

“You're so good at that, aren’t you?” Elena’s owsioe was cold now.
Recklessly, angrily, she moved in even closer.gid¢hing people away.
But |

know that you haven't fed this evening. There’'shingg else you want
from me, and you can’t do the starving-martyr lailflas well as Stefan—"
Elena had spoken knowing that her words were gteedrio incite a
response of some kind, but Damon’s usual respantest sort of thing
was to lounge against something and pretend rdve heard.

What happened instead was completely outside tigeeraf her experience.
Damon whirled, caught her precisely, held her lddkean unbreakable
grip. Then, with a swoop of his head like a faloona mouse, he kissed
her. He was more than strong enough to hold Hewstihout hurting her.
The kiss was hard and long and for quite a whien&lresisted out of sheer
instinct. Damon’s body was cool against hers, whvels still warm

and damp from the bath. The way he was holding lfeshe put enough
pressure on those particular points, it would hertpossibly seriously.
And then

—she knew—he would release her. But did she ré&albyv what she
knew? Was she prepared to break a bone to test it?

He was stroking her hair, which was so unfair,iogrthe ends and
crushing them in his fingers...just hours after h@idght her to feel things
to the

tips of her hair. He knew her weak spots. Not @u&ry woman'’s weak
spots. He knew hers; he knew how to make her veatitytout in pleasure
and

how to soothe her.

There was nothing to do but test her theory andom#éyeak a bone. She
would not submit when she had not invited him. She wowdd

But then she remembered her curiosity about ttie bby and the great
stone boulder, and she deliberately opened her taibdmon’s. He fell
into the trap of his own making.

As soon as their minds connected there were sontelke fireworks.
Explosions. Rockets. Stars going nova. Elena satie to ignoring her
body and began looking for the boulder.

It was deep, deep inside the most locked-off pinibrain. Deep in the
eternal darkness that slept there. But Elena se¢ortealve brought a
searchlight with her. Wherever she turned, dartotess of cobwebs fell
and heavy-looking stone arches crumbled and feléayround.



“Don’t worry,” Elena found herself saying. “The kigwon't do that to/ou
You don’t have to live down here. I'll show you theauty of the light.”
What am | saying? Elena wondered even as the veiftdser lips. How
can | promise him—and maybe he likes living heréhadark!

But in the next second she had come much clogéetbttle boy, close
enough to see his pale, wondering face.

“You came again,” he said, as if it were a mirat¥ou said you would
come, and you did!”

That brought down all Elena’s barriers at once. 8iedt, and pulling the
chains to their utmost length, took him on her [#&pe you glad that |
came back?” she asked gently. She was alreadyirggrbls hair smooth.
“Oh, yes!” It was ary, and it frightened Elena almost as much as it
pleased her. “You're the nicest person I've evere-#tiost beautiful thing |
ever—"

“Hush,” Elena told him, “hush. There’s got to ber@way to warm you
up.”

“It's the iron,” the child said humbly. “Iron keepse weak and cold. But it
has to be iron; otherwise he wouldn’t be able totic me.”

“| see,” Elena said grimly. She was beginning tbaygrasp on what kind
of relationship Damon had with this little boy. Fomoment, on a hunch,
she took two lengths of iron in her hands and tieetbar them apart. Elena
had super-light here; why not superpowers? Buhall happened was that
she twisted and turned the length for nothing, farally cut the web of her
finger against an iron burr.

“Oh!” The boy’s huge dark eyes fixed on the darkdbef blood. He stared
as if he were fascinated—and afraid.

“Do you want it?” Elena held out the hand to hintertainly. What a poor
scrap of a creature to be coveting other peoplesd) she thought. He
nodded timidly as if he were sure she’d be angot.Bena just smiled and
he reverently held her finger and took the whotibglof blood at once,
closing his lips like a kiss.

As he lifted his head, he seemed to have a tinge owor in his pale face.
“You told me Damon keeps you here,” she said, Ingldiim again and
feeling heat being sucked from her into his coldyodCan you tell me
why?”

The child was still licking his lips, but he turnbi$ face toward her
immediately and said, “I'm the Warden of Secretgt’B-sadly—"the
Secrets

have gotten so big that even | don’t know what they”

Elena followed the motion of his head from his acsmmall limbs to the iron
chain to the huge, metallic ball. She felt a sigkimside herself and a
deep pity for such a small warden. And she wonde#eat on earth could
be inside that great stone sphere that Damon wasligg so intently.



But she didn’t get the chance to ask.



Even as Elena opened her mouth to speak, she clltidrself lifted as if
in a hurricane. For a moment she clung to the bloy was being torn from
her grasp, then she just had time to shout, “Elldack,” and to hear his
reply, before she was pulled into the ordinary @af baths and
manipulation and

motel rooms.

“I'll keep our secret!” That was what the little ypbad cried to her at the
last moment.

And what could that mean but that he would keep teedezvous from
the real (or “ordinairy”) Damon?

A moment later Elena was standing in a dingy matei, and Damon was
clutching her upper arms. As he released her, Eeunhl taste salt.

Tears were flowing freely down her cheeks.

It didn’t seem to make any difference to her attgicamon seemed to be
at the mercy of raw desperation. He was shakiregdikttle boy the

first time he kissed his first love. That’'s whatiisving the control away,
Elena thought fuzzily.

As for herself, she felt as if she might faint.

No! She had to stay conscious.

Elena pushed and twisted, hurting herself delileratgainst the
apparently unbreakable grip that held her.

It held.

The possessor? Shinichi again, sneaking into Dasnoimid and making
him do things—?

Elena fought harder, pushed herself until she dgtoauld have screamed
with pain. She whimpered once—

The hold broke.

Somehow Elena knew that Shinichi wasn't involvedhis. The true soul
of Damon was a little boy held in chains for Gogknhow-many
centuries, who had never known warmth and closdngéssho still had a
tearful appreciation for them. The child who waaiakd to the rock
surrounding was one of Damon’s deepest secrets.

And now Elena was trembling so hard she wasn’t sbheecould stand up,
and she was wondering about the child. Was he &a¢@a® he crying

like Elena? How could she tell?

She and Damon were left staring at each other, lret#thing hard.
Damon’s sleek hair was mussed, making him lookstakis a buccaneer.
His face, always so pale and self-composed, wabdidi with blood. His
eyes dropped to watch Elena automatically massdgngvrists. She could



feel pins and needles now: she was getting bacle smtulation. Once
he’d looked away, he couldn’t seem to look hehim ¢ye again.

Eye contact. All right. Elena recognized a weagwoping for a chair and
finding the bed unexpectedly close behind her.®te't have many
weapons right now; and she needed to use all af.the

She sat, giving in to the weakness in her bodyshatkept her eyes on
Damon'’s face. His mouth was swollen. And that wasfaw. Damon’s
pout was a part of his most basic artillery. He alehys had the most
beautiful mouth she’d ever seen on anyone, mamoanam. The mouth, the
hair,

the half-drooping lids, the heavy lashes, the delfoof his jawline...unfair,
even to someone like Elena, who'd long ago gottest mterest in a person
because of some accident of beauty.

But she’d never sedghat mouth swollen, the perfect hair disordered, the
eyelashes trembling because he was looking evergnéxeept at her

and trying not to show it.

“Was that...what you've been thinking about while you've beefusing

to talk to me?” she asked, and her voice was alsteatly.

Damon’s sudden stiliness was perfection like aldther perfections. No
breathing, of course. He stared at a spot in tigel=arpet that by

rights ought to have broken into flames.

Then, finally, he lifted those huge dark eyes tshit was so hard to tell
anything about Damon'’s eyes because the iris wasstlthe same color
as the pupil, but Elena had a feeling that atrtiesnent they were dilated
so far as to ball pupil. How could eyes as dark as midnight trap laoid
light? She seemed to see in them a universe & star

Damon said, softly, “Run.”

Elena felt her legs tense. “Shinichi?”

“No. You should run now.”

Elena felt her thigh muscles relax slightly and \gesteful not to have to
try to prove that she could run—or even crawl—at #xact instant. But
her fists clenched.

“You mean this is just you being a bastard?” she. Selave you decided
to hate me again? Did you enjoy—?"

Damon whirled again, stillness into motion fasteart her eyes could track
it. He hit the frame of the window, once, pullifgetpunch almost
completely at the last instant. There was a crasdlaen a thousand little
echoes as the glass showered like diamonds aglaengarkness outside.
“That might...bring some people to help you.” Damoaswt trying to
make the words seem more than an afterthought. tNatnhe was turned
away from her, he didn’t seem to care about keepmgppearances. Fine
tremors ran through his body.



“This late, in this storm, this far away from thiiee—I doubt it.” Elena’s
body was catching up with the adrenaline spurt hiaatallowed her to
fight her way out of Damon’s grip. She was tinglagover and she had to
work to keep it from turning into outright shaking.

And they were back to square one, with Damon gjanto the night and
her staring at his back. Or, at least, that was&he wanted them to

be.

“You could have just asked,” she said. She didndw if this was possible
for a vampire to understand. She still hadn’t taugflefan. He went
without things that he wanted because he didn'ewstdnd about asking.
In all innocence and with all good intentions, 8tefeft things untithe,
Elena,

was forced to askim.

Damon, she thought, didn’t usually have that pnoblele took whatever
he wanted as casually as if picking items off gf@cery store shelf.

And right now he was laughing silently, which metnat he was truly
stricken.

“I'll take that as an apology,” Elena said softly.

Now Damon was laughing out loud, and Elena fehil. ¢Here she was,
trying to help him, and—

“Do you think,” he broke into her thoughts, “thtaatwas all | wanted?”
Elena felt herself freeze again as she mulledaves. Damon could easily
have taken her blood while he held her immobile—Bof course—that
wasn’t all he wanted from her. Her aura...she knewtvtdid to
vampires. Damon had been protecting her all alomg bther vampires
who might see

it.

The difference, Elena’s native honesty told hers weat she didn’t give a
damn about any of the others. But Damon was diftei&hen he kissed
her she could feel the difference inside her. Shimgtshe had never felt
before...until Stefan.

Oh, God—uwas this really her, Elena Gilbert, betmgystefan by the simple
act of not running away from this situation? Damas being a better
person than she was; he was telling her to takeethptation of her aura
away from him.

So that she could start the torture anew tomorrow.

Elena had been in many circumstances where shég#guthat it was best
for her to leave before things got too hot. Thebjgm here was that
there was nowhere that she couldguwithout turning up the heat—
putting herself in greater danger. And, incidegtdfsing her chance to
find Stefan.

Should she have gone with Matt? But Damon hadthaig couldn’t get
into this Dark Dimension place, not two humanshmniselves. He'd said



they needed him with them. And Elena still had saimebts as to whether
Damon would take the trouble to even drive to Amgomuch less search
for

Stefan, if she wasn’t with him every step of theywa

Besides, how could Matt have protected her on émgerous road she and
Damon were following? Elena knew that Matt would thr her—and
that’s just what he would do, too, if they cameagpinst vampires or
werewolves. Die. Leaving Elena facing her enemiessea

Oh, yes, Elena knew what Damon did each night veienslept in the car.
He put some kind of dark spells around her, sigtiegn with his

name, sealing them with his seal, and they kemtaamncreatures of the
night away from the car until morning.

But their greatest enemies, the kitsune twins, iShirand Misao, they had
brought with them.

Elena thought about all this before raising heidiedook Damon in the
eyes. Eyes which, at that moment, reminded hdraxd of a ragged

child chained to a rock.

“You're not going to leave, are you?” he whispered.

Elena shook her head.

“You're really not afraid of me?”

“Oh, I'm afraid.” Again Elena felt that inward shax. But she was flying
somewhere now, she had set the course, and thersonaay that she
could stop. Especially not when he looked at herthat. It reminded her
of the fierce joy, the almost reluctant pride heajs showed when they
took

down an enemy together.

“I won’t become your Princess of Darkness,” shd tam. “And you know
that | could never give up Stefan.”

A ghost of his old mocking smile touched his lipghere’s plenty of time
to convince you to my way of thinking on those raest”

No need, Elena thought. She knew that Stefan wandigrstand.

But even now, when it seemed the whole world waslvwg around her,
something rose up in Elena to challenge Damon. “¥auit’s not Shinichi.
| believe you. But is all this because—of what Qlassaid?” She could
hear the sudden hardness in her own voice.

“Caroline?” Damon blinked as if thrown off his skei.

“She said that before | met Stefan | was just a-ehi found it impossible
to get the last word out. “That | was...promiscuous.”

Damon’s jaw hardened and his cheeks flushed quieklyif he'd been
struck from an unexpected direction. “That girl¢' muttered. “She’s
already fixed her destiny and if it were anyone ¢lsight be inclined to
take some pity. But she goes...beyond...she’s...beyond.paopriety...”
As he



spoke his words slowed, and a look of bewilderncémided his face. He
was gazing at Elena and she knew he could seedhestanding in her
eyes,

because he reached up to brush them away witlniisrs. As he did,
however, he stopped dead in midmotion, and, his $acldenly bemused,
he

brought one of his hands up to his lips, tastingtéars.

Whatever they tasted like to him, he didn’t seerbeabeve it. He brought
the other hand up to his lips as well. Elena wanfpstaring at him

now; he should have been put out of countenance-hédutasn’t. Instead a
kaleidoscope of expressions passed over his faae@uickly for her
human

eyes to catch them all. But she did see astonistmisibelief, bitterness,
more astonishment, and then finally a kind of jogiuock and a look
almost as

if there were tears in his own eyes.

And then Damon laughed. It was a quick, self-moghaugh, but it was
genuine, euphoric, even.

“Damon,” Elena said, still blinking back tears—édall happened that
fast—"what iswrongwith you?”

“Nothing’s wrong, everything’s right,” he said, vidiraising a scholarly
finger. “You should never try to fool a vampiregh&. Vampires have
many

senses humans don’'t—and some we don’t even knolawe until we
need them. It's taken me long enough to realizet Wkaow about you.
Because,

of course, everyone was telling me one thing, apdwn mind was telling
me something else. But I've figured it out, at ldsnow what you really
are,

Elena.”

For half a minute Elena sat in shocked silenceydli do, then | might as
well tell you right now thaho onewill believe you.”

“Maybe not,” Damon said, “especially if they’re ham But vampires are
programmed to recognize the aura of a maiden.y&cire unicornbalit,
Elena. | don’t know or care how you got your repiota | was fooled by it
myself for a long time, but I've finally found threuth.” Suddenly he was
bending over her so that she could see nothingibythis fine hair
brushing her forehead, his lips close to hersgark eyes, fathomless,
capturing her

gaze.

“Elena,” he whispered. “This is your secret. | ddamiow how you've
managed it, but...you’re a virgin.”



He leaned in toward her, his lips just brushingshsharing his deliberate
breaths with hers. They stayed like that for a Jdogg time, Damon
seeming enthralled to be able to give Elena somgtinom his own body:
the oxygen that both she and he needed, but adguidkfferent ways. For
many humans, the stiliness of their bodies, tlens#, and the sustained
eye contact, for neither of them had shut theisegeght have been too
much. It

might have felt as if they had plunged themsela&s their partner’s
personalities too far, that they were losing dé&bni and becoming an
ethereal part of

each other before one kiss had even been completed.

But Elena was floating on air: on the breath thatmdn gave her—and in
the literal sense. If Damon’s strong, long, slertsrds had not held her
shoulders, she would have escaped his grip entirely

Elena knew that there was another way that he dadg@ her down. He
could Influence her to let gravity have its waymwiter. But so far, she had
felt not the slightest touch of attempted Influente&vas as if he still
wanted to give her the honor of choice. He woultlsealuce her by any of
his many

accustomed methods, the tricks of domination lehower half a
millennium of nights.

Only the breathing, which was coming more and noaniekly, as Elena
felt her senses begin to swim and her heart begpaund. Was she truly
sure that Stefan wouldn’t mind this? But Stefan gaen her the greatest
honor possible by trusting in her love and her judgt. And she was
beginning

to feel Damon’s true self, his overwhelming needhfer; his vulnerability
because that need was becoming like an obsessiomto

Without attempting to Influence her, he was splleading great soft dark
wings all around her so that there was nowheraripmowhere to
escape. Elena felt herself begin to swoon withrtensity of the passion
they had wrought between them. As a final gestwweof repudiation, but
of

invitation, she arched her head back, exposingnohier bare throat, and
let him feel her longing.

And as if great, crystal bells were ringing in thstance, she felt his
jubilation at her voluntary surrender to the velgatkness that was
overtaking

her.

She never felt the teeth that broke her skin aaitneld her blood. Before
that happened she was seeing stars. And then Wersemwas

swallowed up in Damon’s dark eyes.
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The next morning Elena got up and dressed quietlygnmotel room,
grateful for the extra space. Damon was gone, liihad expected that.
He

usually got his breakfast early while they weretmroad, preying on
waitresses at all-night truck stops or early-mogrdimers.

She was going to discuss that with him somedaytrsheght as she put the
packet of ground coffee in the little two-cup pédator the motel

provided. It smelled good.

But more urgently, she needed to tallstoneon@bout what had happened
last night. Stefan was her first choice, of coubgg,she’d found that

out of body experiences weren't just to be hadHerasking. What she
needed to do was call Bonnie and Meredith. I&eito talk to them—it
was her

right—but now, of all times, sheouldn’t Intuitively, she felt that any
contact between her and Fell’'s Church might be bad.

And Matt had never checked in. Not once. She hade®where he was
on the road, but he had better be in Sedona on tiraewas all. He

had deliberately cut off all communication betwé&aem. Fine. As long as
he showed up when he had promised.

But...Elenastill needed to talk. To express herself.

Of course! She was an idiot! She still had hehfaitcompanion that never
said a word, and never kept her waiting. Pouringdiéa cup of

scalding black coffee on the way, Elena dug herydat of the bottom of
her duffel bag and opened it to a fresh, clean pélgere was nothing like a
fresh page and an ink pen that ran smoothly to Iséarwriting.

Fifteen minutes later there was a rattle at onelawnand a minute later
Damon was stepping through. He had several pagsrwigh him and
Elena felt unaccountably pleased and homey. Sheimaaded coffee,
which was rather good even if it came with drieglaen substitute, and
Damon

had supplied...

“Gasoline,” he said triumphantly, raising his ey@bs significantly at her
as he set the bags on the table. “Just in casdrthayuse plants

against us. No, thanks,” he added, seeing shetamadiisg with a full cup

of coffee held in his direction. “I had a garagechnic while | was buying
this.

I'll just go wash my hands.”

And he disappeared, walking right past Elena.



Walking right past her, without a glance, even tfltoshe was wearing her
only clean pair of clothes left: jeans and a subtipred top that looked
white at first glance and only in the brighteshtigevealed that it was
ethereally rainbow-shaded.

Without a single logkElena thought, feeling a strange sensation that
somehow her life had just lapped itself.

She started to throw the coffee away but then eelcsthe needed it herself
and drank it in a few scalding gulps.

Then she went and stood by her diary, reading theelast two or three
pages.

“Are you ready to go?” Damon was shouting overgbend of running
water in the bathroom.

“Yes—in just a minute.” Elena read the diary pafyjem the previous
entry, and began skimming the one before that.

“We might as well go straight west from here,” Danshouted. “We can
make it in one day. They'll think it's a feint fone particular gate and
search all the small ones. Meanwhile we’ll go oadieg for the Kimon
Gate and be days ahead of anyone tracking ugdtfect.”

“Uh-huh,” Elena said, reading.

“We ought to be able to meet Mutt tomorrow—mayberethis evening,
depending on what kind of trouble they cause.”

“Uh-huh.”

“But first | wanted to ask you: do you think it'scaincidence that our
window is broken? Because | always put wards omtaenight and I'm
sure—" He passed a hand over his forehead. “I'me st | must have
done that last night, as well. But something godulgh and broke the
window and

got away without a trace. That was why | boughttedl the gasoline. If
they try something with trees, I'll blast them ladick to Stonehenge.”
And half the innocent residents of the state, Eteoaght grimly. But she
was in a state of such shock that not much coukkraa impression on
top of it.

“What are you doing now?” Damon was clearly reamyget up and going.
“Getting rid of something | don’t need,” Elena saathd flushed the toilet,
watching the torn-up bits of her diary swirl roussad round before
disappearing.

“I wouldn’t worry about the window, though,” sheidacoming back into
the bedroom and slipping her shoes on. “And doettugp for a minute,
Damon. I've got to talk to you about something.”

“Oh, come on. It can wait until we’re on the roadn’t it?”

“No, it can’t, because we’ve got to pay for thahdow. You broke it last
night, Damon. But you don’t remember doing it, dwu9”



Damon stared at her. She could tell that his festptation was to laugh.
His second temptation, to which he gave in, wahitik that she was
nuts.

“I'm serious,” she said, once he had gotten upstaded to pace toward
the window with a distinct look of wanting to be&m®w flying out of it.
“Don’t you dare go anywhere, Damon, because thene'e.”

“More stuff | did that | don’t remember?” Damon luyed against the wall
in one of his old, arrogant poses. “Maybe | smashéslv guitars, kept
the radio on until four A.M.?”

“No. Not necessarily things from—Iast night,” Elesaid, looking away.
She couldn’t look at him. “Other things, from otluerys—"

“Like maybe I've been trying to sabotage this &lpalong,” he said, his
voice laconic. He eyed the ceiling and sighed HgatMaybe I've done it
just to be alone with you—"

“Shut up, Damon!”

Where had that come from? Well, she knew thatpafge. From her
feelings about last night. The problem was thatadbe had to get some
other things settled—seriously, if he would takenth Come to think of it,
that might be a better way to go about this.

“Do you think that your feelings about Stefan—wakhve changed at all
recently?” Elena asked.

“What?”

“Do you think"—oh, this was so difficult looking ta black eyes the color
of endless space. Especially when last night tlelyldeen full of myriads
of stars—"do you think that you've come to thinkhofn differently? To
honor his wishes more than you used to do?”

Now Damon was openly examining her, just as sheaxamining him.
“Are you serious?” he said.

“Completely,” she said, and, with a supreme effsig sent her tears back
where they were supposed to go.

“Something did happen last night,” he said. He l@a&ing intently at her
face. “Didn’t it?”

“Somethindghappened, yes,” Elena said. “It was—it was mora-ef She
had to let out her breath, and with that almostygteng went.

“Shinichi! Shinichi, che bastardo! Imbroglion&hat thief! I'm going to
kill him slowly” Suddenly Damon was everywhere. He was besideher
hands on her shoulders; the next minute he wadislgamprecations out
the window, then he was back, holding both her kand

But only one word mattered to Elena. Shinichi. Khgune with his black,
scarlet-tipped hair, who had made them give up sohnjust for the
location of Stefan’s cell.

“Mascalzone! Maleducato>Elena lost track of Damon’s cursing again.
So it was true. Last night had been completelyestédlom Damon,



taken from his mind as simply and completely asrtkerval when she had
used Wings of Redemption and Wings of Purificabarhim. The latter he
had agreed to. But last night—and what other thivagbthe fox been
taking?

To cut out an entire evening and night—and thisxeaxgeand night in
particular, implied that...

“He never shut down the connection between my ramdihis. He still can
reach inside me any time he chooses.” Damon hatlyfistopped
swearing, and stopped moving. He was sitting orctiueh opposite the
bed with his hands drooping between his kneesobleeld singularly
forlorn,

“Elena, you have to tell me. What did he take fromm last night? Please!”
Damon looked as if he might fall on his knees onfrof her, without
melodrama. “lIf—if—it was what | think—"

Elena smiled, although tears were still running ddwer face. “It wasn’'t—
whatanyonewould think, exactly, | suppose,” she said.

“But—!”

“Let’s just say that this time—was mine,” Elenadsdif he’s stolen
anything else from you, or if he tries to do ithe future, then he’s fair
game.

But this...will be my secret.” Until maybe somedayyareak into your
huge boulder of secrets, she thought.

“Until | tear it out of him, along with his tongwend his tail!” snarled
Damon, and it was truly the snarl of an animalnélevas glad it wasn't
directed at her. “Don’t worry,” Damon added in aceoso chilling that it
was almost more frightening than the animal furywill find him, no
matter where

he tries to hide. Andwill take it from him. | might just take his entire kgt
furry hide off with it. I'll make you a pair of nténs out of it, how’s that?”
Elena tried to smile and did a pretty good job. $he just coming to terms
with what had happened herself, although she dlulieve for a

minute that Damon would really leave her alonel@ndubject until he
forced the memory back out of Shinichi. She redlitet on some level
she was

punishing Damon for what Shinichi had done, and wss wrong. |
promiseno onewill know about last night, she told herself. Natiu
Damon does. |

won't even tell Bonnie and Meredith.

This made things a lot harder on her, and thergfoobably more
equitable.

As they were cleaning up the debris from Damon’stecent fit of fury,
he suddenly reached up to brush a stray tear flemats cheek.



“Thank you—" Elena began. Then she stopped. Damasmtauching his
fingers to his lips.

He looked at her, startled and a little disappainiéhen he shrugged. “Still
unicorn bait,” he said. “Did | say that last night?

Elena hesitated, then decided that his words dfdit’'within the crucial
time limits of secrecy.

“Yes, you did. But—you won’t give me away, will yushe added,
suddenly anxious. “I've promised my friends nos&y anything.”

Damon was staring at her. “Why should | say angtabout anybody?
Unless you're talking about the little redheaded®n

“I told you; I'm not sayinganything Except that obviously Caroline isn't a
virgin. Well, with all the ruckus about her beingggnant—"

“But you remember,” Damon interjected, “I came &5 Church before
Stefan did; | just lurked in the shadows longere Way you talked—"
“Oh, | know. We liked boys and boys liked us, anel already had
reputations. So we just talked any way we felt tki&ing. Some of it may
have

been true, but a lot of it you could take two waysid then of course you
know howboystalk—"

Damon knew. He nodded.

“Well and so pretty soon everyone was talking ahsuas if we'd done
everythingwith everyoneThey even wrote stuff about it in the paper and
the yearbook and on the bathroom walls. But weahkitle poem, too, and
sometimes we even wrote it with our signatures.adaw did it go?”
Elena

cast her mind back a year, two years, more. Themestited:

“Just because you heard it, doesn’t make it true.

Just because you read it, doesn’'t make it so.

The next time that you hear it, it may be abgait.

Don’t think that you can change their minds, justuse you know—you
know!”

As Elena finished, she looked at Damon, sudderdiyrig the urgent need
to get to Stefan. “We’re almost there,” she saligt's hurry.”
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Arizona was as hot and barren a state as Elenarfaayined. She and
Damon drove directly to the Juniper Resort, aneh&leas depressed, if
not

surprised, to see that Matt was not checked in.

“It can’t have taken him longer than us to get lieske said, as soon as
they’d been shown up to their rooms. “Unless—ohd G@amon! Unless
Shinichi caught him somehow.”

Damon sat down on a bed and regarded Elena grihgyess | hoped |
wouldn’t have to tell you this—that the jerk woudtlleast have the
courtesy to tell you himself. But I've been traakinis aura ever since he
left us. It's been getting steadily farther away-the direction of Fell's
Church.”

Sometimes, really bad news takes a while to sink in

“You mean,” Elena said, “that he’s not going towhap here at all?”

“I mean that, as the crow flies, it wasn’t all tiiat from where we got the
cars to Fell’'s Church. He went in that directiomdfhe didn’t come back.”
“But why?” Elena demanded, as if logic could someltonquer fact.
“Why would he go off and leave me? Especially, whould he go to Fell’s
Church, where they’re looking for him?”

“As for why he’d leave: | think he got the wrongealabout you and me—
or maybe the right idea a little early"—Damon rai$es eyebrows at
Elena and she threw a pillow at him—"and decideltas have some
privacy. As for why Fell’'s Church...” Damon shruggédook, you've
known the

guy longer than | have. But even | can tell hes @Galahad type. The
parfait gentilknight, sans peur et sans reprochel had to say I'd say he
went to

meet Caroline’s charges.”

“Oh, no,” Elena said, going to the door as a knock sountidot after |

told him and told him—"

“Oh, yes” Damon said, assuming a slight crouching positt&ven with
your sage advice ringing in his ears—"

The door opened. It was Bonnie. Bonnie, with het@&ame, her curly
strawberry hair, her wide, soulful brown eyes. Bldn a state to
disbelieve the evidence of hewneyes, and still not through with the
argument with Damon, shut the door on her.

“Matt’s going to getynched” Elena almost screamed, vaguely annoyed
that some knocking was going on somewhere.



Damon uncrouched. He passed Elena on the way tothre said, “I think
you'd better sit down,” and then sat her down bitipg her in a chair

and holding her there until she stopped tryingebup again.

Then he opened the door.

This time it was Meredith knocking. Tall and willgywith her hair falling
in dark clouds around her shoulders, Meredith tadi¢he intention to go
on knocking until the door stayed open. Somethmgplened inside Elena,
and she found that she could get her mind arournré than one subject at
once.

It was Meredith. And Bonnie. In Sedona, Arizona!

Elena leaped up from the chair where Damon had@uand flung her
arms around Meredith, saying incoherently, “You e&ivou came! You
knew | couldn’t call you, so you came!”

Bonnie edged around the embrace and said to Damam uindertone, “Is
she back to kissing everyone she meets?”

“Unfortunately,” Damon said, “no. But be preparedie squeezed to
death.”

Elena turned on him. “I heard that! Oh, Bonnieldtjcan't believe you two
are reallyhere.l wanted to talk to you so much!”

Meanwhile, she was hugging Bonnie, and Bonnie wagimg her, and
Meredith was hugging both of them. Subtle velodwagisterhood

signals were being passed from one to anotheeaame time—an arched
eyebrowherg a slight nodhere,a frown and shrug ending with a sigh.
Damon didn’t know it, but he had just been accusest], acquitted, and
restored to duty—with the conclusion that extravsillance was necessary
in

the future.

Elena snapped out of it first. “You must have mghwlatt—he had to tell
you about this place.”

“He did, and then he sold the Prius and we soptagked on the run and
got plane tickets here and we’'ve been waiting—waa'tiwant to miss
you!” Bonnie said breathlessly.

“I don’t suppose that would have been just abowt days ago that you
bought your tickets here,” Damon asked the celvegrily as he lounged
with an elbow on Elena’s chair.

“Let me see—" Bonnie began, but Meredith said yldt¥es it was. What?
It made something happen to you?”

“We were trying to keep things slightly ambiguoos the enemy,” Damon
said. “But as it turns out, it probably didn’t neatt

No, Elena thought, because Shinichi can reachengdr brain whenever
he wants and try to take away your memories angbalican do is try

to fight him off.



“But it does mean that Elena and | should startigfit away.” Damon
continued. “I have to do an errand first. Elenauttigppack. Take as little as
you can, just the absolute essentials—but inclodd for two or three
days.”

“You said...startinghow?” Bonnie breathed, and then she sat down
abruptly on the floor.

“It makes sense, if we've already lost the elenadrsurprise,” Damon
replied.

“| can’t believe you two came to say good-bye towmgle Matt watches
over the town,” Elena said. “That is saweet’ She smiled radiantly before
adding, in her own mindAnd so dumb!

“Well—"

“Well, | still have an errand,” Damon said, waviwghout turning around.
“Let’s say we'll leave here in half an hour.”

“Stingy,” Bonnie complained, when the door was sas@ut behind him.
“That might have only given us a few minutes t& ta¢fore we start.”

“I can pack in less than five minutes,” Elena ssadly, and then got
tangled up in Bonnie’s previous sentenc8eforewe start?”

“I can’t pack just essentials at all,” Meredith wWeetting quietly. “I
couldn’t store everything on my mobile, and | haeeidea when I'll be
able to

recharge the batteries. I've got a suitcase of stupapet”

Elena was looking back and forth at them nervouslyn, I'm pretty sure
I’m the one who's supposed to be packing,” she.sBidcause I'm the
only one going...right?” Another look back and forth.

“As if we would let you set off into some other veaise without us!”
Bonnie said. “Yowneedus!”

“Not another universe; only another dimension,” btéth said. “But the
same principle applies.”

“But—I can’t let you come with me!”

“Of course you can’t. I'm older than you,” Mered#hid. “You don'’t ‘let’
me do anything. But the truth is that we have asiois We want to find
Shinichi’'s or Misao’s star ball if we can. If weudd do that we think we
could stop most of the stuff going on in Fell’'s @luimmediately.”
“Star ball?” Elena said blankly, while somewhereha depths of her
mind, an uneasy image stirred.

“I'll explain later.”

Elena was shaking her head. “But—you left Mattéaldvith whatever
supernatural stuff is going on? When he’s a fugiawmd has to hide from
the police?”

“Elena, even the police are scared of Fell's Chunalv—and frankly, if
they put him in custody in Ridgemont it might be dafest place for him.



But they’re not going to do that. He’s working withrs. Flowers and
they’regoodtogether; they're a solid team.” Meredith stoppetbke a
breath, and

seemed to be considering how to say something.

Bonnie said it for her in a very small voice. “Aha@iasno good, Elena. I'd
started—well, | started to get hysterical and seklesear things that
weren't there—or at least to imagine them and magysan make them
come true. | was scaring myself out of my mind, atidnk | actually was
putting

people in danger. Matt’s too practical to do th&tie dabbed at her eyes.
“I know the Dark Dimension is pretty bad, but adel won't be able to
put

houses full of innocent people in danger.”

Meredith nodded. “It was all...going bad with Bonthere. Even if we
hadn’'t wanted to come with you | would have hadebher out. | don’t
want

to be overly dramatic, but | believe that the demthrere were after her.
And that since Stefan’s gone, Damon may be the améywho can keep
them

away. Or maybe you can help her, Elena?”

Meredith...overly dramatic? But Elena could see the fremors running
under Meredith’s skin, and the light sheen of peasion on Bonnie’s
forehead that was dampening her curls.

Meredith touched Elena’s wrist. “We haven'’t jushgcAWOL or
anything. Fell's Church is a war zone now; it'setrbut we didn’t leave
Matt

without allies. Like Dr. Alpert—she’s logical—shetlse best country
doctor there is—and she might even convince sometiad Shinichi and
the

malach are real. But besides all that, the palemts taken over. Parents
and psychiatrists and newshounds. And they madkienibst impossible to
work

openly anyway. Matt's not at any disadvantage.”

“But—in just a week—"

“Take a look at this week’s Sunday paper.”

Elena took th&kidgemont Timesom Meredith. It was the biggest paper in
the area of Fell’'s Church. A banner headline read:

POSSESSION IN THE 21ST CENTURY?

Under the headline were many lines of gray priat,viehat really caught
the eye was a photo of a three-way fight betweds, gill of whom
seemed to be undergoing seizures or contortionsggiple to the human
body. The expressions of two of the girls were $yntipose of pain and
terror,



but it was the third girl who froze the blood ireB&’s veins. Her body was
humped so that her face was upside down, and shiéoaking directly at
the

camera with her lips skinned back from her teetr. é/es—there was just
no other way to put it—were demonic. They werealted back in her
head or

malformed or anything. They weren't glowing eenggd. It was all in the
expression. Elena had never seen eyes that madeckéo her stomach
before.

Bonnie said quietly, “Do you ever sort of slip ayet that feeling like, ‘Oh,
whoops, there goes the whole universe’?”

“Constantly, since meeting Stefan,” Meredith sdib offense meant,
Elena. But the point is that all this has happéangdst a couple of days;
from the minute the adults who knew that there saamethingeally going
on got together.”

Meredith sighed and ran fingers with perfectly ncaned nails through her
hair before continuing. “Those girls are what Bencalls possessed in
the modern sense. Or maybe they're possessed apMifemale kitsune
are supposed to do that. But if we could just fimeke things called star
balls

—or even one—we could for¢kemto clean all this up.”

Elena put the newspaper down so she wouldn’t hmgeé those upside-
down eyes staring into hers. “And while all thish&ppening, what is
your boyfriend doing during the crisis?”

For the first time, Meredith looked genuinely rebe. “He may be on his
way as we speak. I've written to him about everyhthat's happening,
and he was actually the one who said to get Boouié She flashed a
glance of apology at Bonnie, who simply lifted hands and face to the
heavens.

“And as soon as he’s finished with his work on soshend called Shinmei
no Uma, he’s coming to Fell’'s Church. This kindluhg is Alaric’s
specialty,

and he doesn’t get spooked easily. So even if wggre forweeks Matt
will have a backup.”

Elena threw her own hands up in a gesture sinol&onnie’s. “There’s
just one thing you'd better know before we sthdan’t help Bonnie. If
you’re counting on me to do any of the things | diden we fought
Shinichi and Misao last time—well, | can’t. I'vadd over and over, as
hard as | could, to

do all my wings attacks. But nothing has ever cofmg”

Meredith said slowly, “Well, then, maybe Damon krsosomething—"
“Maybe he does, but, Meredith, don’t push him rigaw. Not right this
minute. What he knows for certain is that Shinidm reach in and take his



memories—and who knows, maybe even possess him-agai

“That lying kitsune!” Bonnie spat out, sounding alsh proprietory. As if,
Elena thought, Damon was her boyfriend. “Shingkorehe wouldn’'t—"
“And he swore he’d leave Fell's Church alone, tbloe only reason | have
any faith at all in the clues that Misao gave meualthe fox key, is that
she was taunting me. She never thought we'd dak dled so she wasn’t
trying to lie or be too clever—think”

“Well, that's why we’re here with you, to get Stefaut,” Bonnie said.
“And if we're lucky, to find the star balls that et us control Shinichi.
Right?”

“Right!” Elena said fervently.

“Right,” Meredith said solemnly.

Bonnie nodded. “Velociraptor sisternood forever!”

They laid their right hands over one another’s klyidorming a three-
spoked wheel. It reminded Elena of the days wheretlwvere four spokes.
“And what about Caroline?” she asked.

Bonnie and Meredith consulted each other with tegas. Then Meredith
shook her head. “You don’t want to knoReally,” she said.

“| can take it.Really” Elena said in almost a whisper. “Meredith, I'veen
dead, remember? Twice.”

Meredith was still shaking her head. “If you cdontbk at that picture, you
shouldn’t hear about Caroline. We went to see\umet—"

“Youwent to see her twice,” Bonnie interrupted. “Theasw® time | fainted
and you left me by the door.”

“And | realized | could have lost you for good, dhae apologized—"
Meredith broke off when Bonnie put a hand on her and gave her a little
push.

“Anyway, it wasn't exactly a visit,” Meredith saitl. went running into
Caroline’s room ahead of her mom and found hedebker nest—never
mind

what that is—eating something. When she saw meushegiggled and
went on eating.”

“And?” Elena said, when the tension got to be tacimfor her. “What was
it?”

“I think,” Meredith said bleakly, “that it was wosrand slugs. She would
stretch them up and up and they’d squirm beforebghtbem. But that
wasn't the worst. Look, you had to have been hewsppreciate it, but she
just smirked at me, and said in this thick voit¢éave a bite?’ and suddenly
my

mouth was filled with this wriggling mass—and it swgoing down my
throat. So | was sick, right there on her carpatoline just started
laughing, and |



ran down again and picked Bonnie up and ran ouinandever went back.
But...halfway down the path to the house, | realiBednie was
suffocating.

She had the—the worms and things—in her mamthher nose. | know
CPR; I managed to get most of them out before shleewp vomiting.
But—"

“It was an experience | would really rather notéagain.” The very lack
of expression in Bonnie’s voice said more thantamg of horror could.
Meredith said, “I've heard that Caroline’s paremése moved out of that
house, and | can't say | blame them. Caroline’s eughteen. All | can
add is that everybody’s sort of praying that somektiee werewolf blood
will win out in her, because that seems at leabettess horrible than the
malach or the—the demonic. But if it doesn’t wirt.oll

Elena rested her chin on her knees. “And Mrs. Flswan deal with this?”
“Better than Bonnie can. Mrs. Flowers is glad teeniatt around; like |
said, they're a solid team. And now that she haallif spoken to the
human race of the twenty-first century, | think $kes it. And she’s been
practicing the craft constantly.”

“The craft? Oh—"

“Yeah, that's what she calls witchcraft. | haveidea whether she’s any
good at it or not, because | don’t have anythingaimpare her to—or
with—"

“Her poultices work like magic!” Bonnie said firmjyst as Elena said,
“Her bath salts certainly work.”

Meredith smiled faintly. “Too bad she isn’'t herstead of us.”

Elena shook her head. Now that she had reconneatfe@onnie and
Meredith she knew she could never go into the Deskmwithout them.
They were more than her hands; they were so much tader...and here
they were, each prepared to risk their life fof&teand for Fell's Church.
At that moment, the door to the room opened. Damalked in, carrying a
couple of brown paper bags in one hand.

“So everybody'’s said bye-bye nicely?” he askedskkemed to have
trouble looking at either of the two visitors, se $tared particularly hard at
Elena.

“Well—not really. Not as such,” Elena said. She dered if Damon was
capable of throwing Meredith out a fifth-story wowl. Best to break it
easily to him, by degrees....

“Because we’re going with you,” Meredith said, @&whnie said, “We
forgot to pack, though.”

Elena slid quickly so that she was between Damaitlaa others. But
Damon just stared at the floor.

“It's a bad idea,” he said very softly. “A very,yevery bad idea.”



“Damon, don't Influence them! Please!” Elena wabeth hands at him in
a gesture of urgency, and Damon raised one ofamdsin a gesture

of negation—and somehow their hands brushed ehen’'st-and tangled.
Electric shockBut a nice one, Elena thought—although she didsatly
have time to think it. She and Damon were botmgyydesperately to get
their hands back to themselves, but didn’t seebretable to. Little
shockwaves were running from Elena’s palm all tigftober body.

Finally, the disentanglement worked and then thai burned, in guilty
unison, to look at Bonnie and Meredith, who weegisg at them with
enormous eyes. Suspicious eyes. Eyes that belondgaces sayingAha!
What have we here?”

There was a long moment when no one moved or spoke.

Then Damon said seriously, “This isn’t some kingl&fasure trip. We're
going because there’s no other choice.”

“Not alone, you're not,” Meredith said in a neuttahe. “If Elena goes, we
all go.”

“We know it's a bad place,” Bonnie said, “but we definitelygoing with
you.”

“Besides, we have our own agenda,” Meredith adtfedvay to cleanse
Fell’s Church of the harm Shinichi has done—anstilsdoing.”

Damon shook his head. “You don’t understand. Youa'wike it,” he said
tightly. He nodded at her mobile. “No electric pawethere. Even owning
one of those is a crime. And the punishment fargb®ut any crime is
torture and death.” He took a step toward her.

Meredith refused to back away, her dark gaze fowthis.

“Look, you don't even realize what you have to dstjto get in,” Damon
said bleakly. “First, you need a vampire—and yollieky to have one.
Then you'll have to do all sorts of things you wioliKe—"

“If Elena can do it, we can do it,” Meredith intepted quietly.

“I don’t want either of you to get hurt. I'm going because it's for
Stefan,” Elena said hastily, speaking partly tofniends and partly to the
innermost core of her being, which the shockwawespilses of electricity
had reached at last. Such a strange, melting, himglsweetness for
something that had started out as a shock. Sueica shock for simply
touching another person’s hand....

Elena manged to tear her eyes away from Damonésdad tune back into
the argument that was going on.

“You're going in for Stefan, yes,” Meredith was sayto her, “and we're
going in with you.”

“I'm telling you, you won'tlike it. You'll live to regret it—if you live, that
is,” Damon was saying flatly, his expression dark.

Bonnie simply gazed up at Damon with her brown eyele and pleading
in her small heart-shaped face. Her hands werpeatagether at the



base of her throat. She looked like a picture étaldmark card, Elena
thought. And those eyes were worth a thousandabgiguments.
Finally, Damon looked back at Elena. “You're prolyaiaking them to
their deaths, you know. You, | could probably pobt®ut youand Stefan,
andyour two little teenage girlfriendsl.can’t.”

Hearing it put that way was a shock. Elena hadmtieqthought of it like
that. But she could see the determined set of Nt&tegaw and the way
Bonnie had gone up a little on her toes to tryotuklbigger.

“l think it's already been decided,” she said guyieaware that her voice
shook.

There was a long moment as she stared into Dandankseyes, and then
suddenly he flashed his 250-kilowatt smile at llhem, shut it off
almost before it had begun, and said, “I see. Vifethat case, | have
another errand. | may not be back for quite a wisibefeel free to use the
room—"

“Elena should come to our room,” Meredith saidhdve a lot of material
to show her. And if we can’t take much with us, Meave to go over it all
tonight—"

“Then let's say we meet back here at dawn,” Dansoa. sSWe'll set off for
the Demon Gate from here. And remember—don’t bnogpey; it isn’t
any good there. And this mta vacation—but you'll get that idea soon
enough.”

With a graceful, ironic gesture, he handed Elenébhg.

“The DemonGate?” Bonnie said as they went to the elevator vdiee
shook.

“Hush,” said Meredith. “It's only a name.”

Elena wished she didn’t know so well when Meredts lying.
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Elena checked the edges of the hotel room’s drapéosresigns of dawn.
Bonnie was curled up, drowsing in a chair by thedew. Elena and
Meredith

had been up all night, and now they were surrouthgestattered printouts,
newspapers, and pictures from the Internet.

“It's already spread beyond Fell’'s Church,” Meredixplained, pointing to
an article in one of the papers. “l don’'t knowti ifollowing ley lines, or
being controlled by Shinichi—or is just moving @s own, like any
parasite.”

“Did you try to contact Alaric?”

Meredith glanced at Bonnie’s sleeping figure. Sheke softly, “That’s the
good news. I'd been trying to get him forever, &fidally managed.

He'll be arriving in Fell's Church soon—nhe just hase more stop first.”
Elena drew her breath in. “One more stop that'semmportant than
what'’s going on in that town?”

“That’'s why I didn’t tell Bonnie about him comin@r Matt either. | knew
they wouldn’t understand. But—I’ll give you one gseas to what kind of
legends he’s following up in the Far East.” Merbdiked dark eyes on
Elena’s.

“Not...it is, isn’t it? Kitsune?

“Yes, and he’s going to a very ancient place wlieeg were supposed to
have destroyed the town—just as Fell’'s Church isghdestroyed.
Nobody lives there now. That name—Unmei no Shima-afmadhe Island
of Doom. Maybe he’ll find something important abémt spirits there.
He's

doing some kind of multicultural independent stwdth Sabrina Dell.
She’s Alaric’s age, but she’s already a famousrfsiceanthropologist.”
“And you're not jealous?” Elena said awkwardly. $aral issues were
difficult to talk about with Meredith. Asking heugstions always felt like
prying.

“Well.” Meredith tipped back her head. “It isn’t @ave have any formal
engagement.”

“But you never told anybody about all this.”

Meredith lowered her head and gave Elena a quik [ have now,” she
said.

For a moment the girls sat together in silencenTlena said quietly,
“The Shi no Shi, the kitsune, Isobel Saitou, Alam his Island of Doom
—they may not have anything to do with each otBet.if they do, I'm
going to find out what it is.”



“And I’'m going to help,” Meredith said simply. “Buthad thought that
after | graduated...”

Elena couldn’t stand it anymore. “Meredith, | premias soon as we get
Stefan back and the town calmed down, we’ll pinrgldown with Plans
A through Z,” she said. She leaned forward andekigderedith’s cheek.
“That’s a velociraptor sisterhood oath, okay?”

Meredith blinked twice, swallowed once, and whiggerOkay.” Then,
abruptly, she was her old efficient self again.dmk you,” she said. “But
cleaning up the town might not be such an easyl{aalready heading
toward mass chaos there.”

“And Matt wantedto be in the middle of it all? Alone?” Elena asked.
“Like we said, he and Mrs. Flowers are a solid téavieredith said
quietly. “And it's what he’s chosen.”

“Well,” Elena said drily, “he may turn out to hatree better deal in the
end, after all.”

They went back to the scattered papers. Meredifkepi up several
pictures of kitsune guarding shrines in Japan.

“It says they're usually depicted with a ‘jewel’ key.” She held up a
picture of a kitsune holding a key in its mouttireg main gate of the
Fushimi

Shrine.

“Aha,” Elena said. “Looks like the key’s got twongs, doesn't it?”
“Exactly what Bonnie and | thought. And the ‘jewelsvell, take a close
look.” Elena did and her stomach lurched. Yes, theye like the “snow
globe” orbs that Shinichi had used to create urkaigle traps in the Old
Wood.

“We found they’re calledhoshi no tamd Meredith said. “And that
translates to ‘star balls.” Each kitsune puts asueaof their power into
one,

along with other things, and destroying the bating of the only ways to
kill them. If you find a kitsune’s star ball, yoar control the kitsune.
That's what

Bonnie and | want to do.”

“But how do youfind it?” Elena asked, excited by the idea of contrgllin
Shinichi and Misao.

“Sa...” Meredith said, pronouncing the word “sah’di& sigh. Then she
gave one of her rare brilliant smiles. “In Japands® means: ‘| wonder;
hmm; wouldn’t want to comment; my gosh, golly, &llg couldn’t say.’
We could use a word like that in English.”

Despite herself, Elena giggled.

“But, then, other stories say that kitsune canibbedkby the Sin of Regret
or by blessed weapons. | don’t know what the SiRegret is, but—"



She rummaged in her luggage, and came up withcafashioned but
serviceable-looking revolver.

“Meredith!”

“It was my grandpa’s—one of a pair. Matt’s got titeer one. They're
loaded with bullets blessed by a priest.”

“What priest would blesbullets for God’s sake?” Elena demanded.
Meredith’s smile turned bleak. “One that's seen tighl@appening in Fell's
Church. You remember how Caroline got Isobel Sgnossessed, and
what Isobel did to herself?”

Elena nodded. “I remember,” she said tautly.

“Well, do you remember how we told you that Obaas@randma
Saitou—used to be a shrine maiden? That's a JapanestessShe
blessed the bullets for us, all right, and speailycfor killing kitsune. You
should have seen how spooky the ritual was. Boaimest fainted again.”
“Do you know how Isobel is doing now?”

Meredith shook her dark head slowly. “Better butdeh’t think she even
knows about Jim yet. That's going to be very toagher.”

Elena tried to quell a shudder. There was nothutgragedy in store for
Isobel even when she got well. Jim Bryce, her beyft, had spent only
one night with Caroline, but now had Lesch-Nye dss=—or so the doctors
said. In that same dreadful night that Isobel hadcpd herself everywhere,
and cut her tongue so that it forked, Jim, a hamgsstar basketball player,
had eaten away his fingers and his lips. In Eleapision they were both
possessed and their injuries were only more reasbgithe kitsune twins
had to be stopped.

“We’ll do it,” she said aloud, realizing for thedt time that Meredith was
holding her hand as if Elena were Bonnie. Elenaagead a faint but
determined smile for Meredith. “We’ll get Stefant@mnd we’ll stop
Shinichi and Misao. Whaveto do it.”

This time it was Meredith who nodded.

“There’s more,” she said at last. “You want to hig2ir

“I need to know everything.”

“Well, every single source | checked agrees thistkie possess girls and
then lead boys to destruction. What kind of desimaadepends on

where you look. It can be as simple as appearirsgvaii-o’-the-wisp and
leading you into a swamp or off a cliff, or as dhiffit as shapeshifting.”
“Oh, yes,” Elena said tightly. “I knew that from athhappened to you and
Bonnie. They can look exactly like someone.”

“Yes, but always with some small flaw if you hawe twits to notice it.
They can never make a perfect replicate. But tlaeyhave up to nine tails,
and the more tails they have, the better at eviexyttmey are.”

“Nine? Terrific. We've never eveseem nine-tailed one.”



“Well, we may get to yet. They're supposed to bie &b cross over freely
from one world to another. Oh, yes. And they'recsiieally in charge of
the ‘Kimon’ Gate between dimensions. Want to gwelsat that translates
to?”

Elena stared at her. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes.”

“But why would Damon take us all the way acrossdbentry, just to get
in through a Demon Gate that’s run by fox spirits?”

“Sa...But when Matt told us you were headed to soaephear Sedona,
that was really what decided Bonnie and me.”

“Great.” Elena ran her hands through her hair agltesl. “Anything else?”
she asked, feeling like a rubber band that had betthed to its

utmost.

“Only this, which ought to really bake your cookedter all we've been
through. Some of them are good. Kitsune, | mean.”

“Some of them are good—good what? Good fighters@d@ssassins?
Good liars?”

“No, really, Elena. Some of them are supposed tikkbegods and
goddesses who sort of test you, and if you pastesiiehey reward you.”
“Do you think we should count on finding one likeat?”

“Not really.”

Elena dropped her head to the coffee table whereditla’s printouts were
scattered. “Meredith, seriously, how are we gomdeal with them

when we go through that Demon Gate? My Power isith®reliable as a
low battery. And it's not just the kitsune; it'd #ghe different demons and
vampires—OId Ones, too! What are we goingld@”

She raised her head and looked deeply into theadyes friend—those
dark eyes that she had never been able to classityis color or that.

To her surprise, Meredith instead of looking sobessed back the dregs of
a Diet Coke and smiled.

“No Plan A yet?”

“Well...maybe just an idea. Nothing definite yet. Whaout you?”

“A few that might qualify for Plans B and C. So whee’re going to do is
what we always do—try our best and fall all oversslves and make
mistakes until you do something brilliant and sesaall.”
“Merry”—Meredith blinked. Elena knew why—she hadn&ed that
diminutive for Meredith for more years than sheldaemember. None of
the

three qirls liked pet names or used them. Elena wewery seriously,
holding Meredith’s eyes, “There’s nothing | wantn@ohan to save
everybody

—everybody—from these kitsune bastards. I'd givelifeyfor Stefan and
all of you. But...this time it may be somebody eldeowakes the bullet.”



“Or the stake. | know. Bonnie knows. We talked ahibwhile we were
flying here. But we're still with you, Elena. Yowave to know that. We're
all

with you.”

There was only one way to reply to that. ElenaggtMeredith’s hand in
both of hers. Then she let out her breath, and,dilobing an aching
tooth, tried to get news on a sore subject. “Doast-Mdid he—well, how
was Matt when you left?”

Meredith glanced at her sideways. Not much got besedith. “He
seemed okay, but—distracted. He would go off ihtse fits where he’'d
just

stare at nothing, and he wouldn’t hear you if ypake to him.”

“Did he tell you why he left?”

“Well...sort of. He said that Damon was hypnotizirauyand that you
weren't—weren’t doing all you could to stop him.tBwe’s a boy and boys
get

jealous—"

“No, he was right about what he saw. It’'s just that—gotten to know
Damon a little better. And Matt doesn't like that.”

“Um-hm.” Meredith was watching her from under loeereyelids, barely
breathing, as if Elena was a bird that mustn't istudoed or she’'d fly
away.

Elena laughed. “It's nothingad,” she said. “At least | don't think so. It's
just that...in some ways Damon needs help even rhare$tefan did
when he first came to Fell's Church.”

Meredith’s eyebrows shot up, but all she said Was-hm”

“And...I think that really Damon’s a lot more likee®an than he lets on.”
Meredith’s eyebrows stayed up. Elena finally lookédier. She opened her
mouth once or twice and then she just stared aediigr. “I'm in

trouble, aren’t I?” she said helplessly.

“If all this comes from less than one week ridingai car with him...then,
yes. But we have to remember that women are Danspasialty. And he
thinks he’s in love with you.”

“No, he really is—" Elena began, and then she cabghlower lip
between her teeth. “Oh, God, thihamonwe’'re talking about. &min
trouble.

“Let’s just watch and see what happens,” Merediild sensibly. “He’s
definitely changed, too. Before, he would have jakt you that your
friends

couldn’t come—and that was it. Today he stuck adoamd listened.”
“Yes. | just have to—to be on my guard from now’dflena said, a little
unsteadily. How was she going to help the chiladd@$amon without



getting closer to him? And how would she explalrsaé might need to do
to Stefan?

She sighed.

“It'll probably be all right,” Bonnie muttered slpay. Meredith and Elena
both turned to look at her and Elena felt a clollup her spine. Bonnie
was sitting propped up, but her eyes were shuhandoice was indistinct.
“The real question is: what will Stefan say abdat thight at the motel
with

Damon?”

“What?” Elena’s voice was sharp and loud enough to awahkgslaeper.
But Bonnie didn’t stir.

“Whathappenedvhatnight atwhatmotel?” Meredith demanded. When
Elena didn’t answer immediately, she caught Eleaais and swung her
so that they were face-to-face.

At last Elena looked at her friend. But her eyég, knew, gave away
nothing.

“Elena, what's she talking abowi?hat happened with Damadh?

Elena still kept her face perfectly expressionlass, used a word she’'d
learned just that night. “Sa...”

“Elena, you're impossible! You're not going timmpStefan after you
rescue him, are you?”

“No, of coursenot!” Elena was hurt. “Stefan and | belong together
forever.”

“But still you spent a night with Damon whesemethinghappened
between you.”

“Something...l guess.”

“And that something was?”

Elena smiled apologetically. “Sa...”

“I'll get it out of him! I'll put him on the defensive....”

“You can make a Plan A and Plan B and all,” Elesmd.s'But it won't
help. Shinichi took his memories away. Mereditm Borry—you don’t
know

how sorry. But | swore that nobody would ever krio8he looked up at
the taller girl, feeling tears pool in her eyesnT&ou just—once—Ilet me
leave it

that way?”

Meredith sank bank. “Elena Gilbert, the world isky there is only one of
you. You are the...” She paused, as if deciding wéretilh say the words
or not. Then she said, “It's time to get to bedwidas going to come early
and so is the Demon Gate.”

“‘Merry?”

“What now?”

“Thank you.”
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The Demon Gate.

Elena glanced over her shoulder at the backse¢hed?rius. Bonnie was
blinking sleepily. Meredith, who’d gotten much ledsep but heard

much more alarming news, was looking like a razadé. keen, sharp as
ice, and ready.

There was nothing else to see except Damon withdpsr bags on the
seat beside him, driving the Prius. Out the windomigere an arid
Arizona dawn should be blinding its way acrosshbezon, was nothing
but fog.

It was frightening and disorienting. They had takesmall road off
Highway 179 and, gradually, the fog had crept @amding tendrils of mist
around the car, and finally engulfing it wholesétemed to Elena that they
were being deliberately cut off from the old orayevorld of McDonald’s
and

Target, and were crossing a border into a placewegen’t meant to know
about, much less go.

There was no traffic in the other direction. Nohala And as hard as
Elena peered out of her window, it was like trytndook through fast-
moving

clouds.

“Aren’t we going too fast?” Bonnie asked, rubbirgy leyes.

“No,” Damon said. “It would be—a remarkable coiremte—if anyone
else were on the same route at the same time we are

“It looks a lot like Arizona,” she said, disappaadt

“It may beArizona, for all | know,” Damon replied. “But we ran’t
crossed the Gate yet. And this isn’t anywhere iiz@ra you could just
accidentally walk into. The path always has it$ditricks and traps. The
problem is that you never know what you’ll be fagin

“Now listen,” he added, looking at Elena with ampeession she had gotten
to know. It meant: I'm not joking around; I’'m tatlg to you as an equal;
I’'m serious

“You've gotten very good at showing only a humaresdi aura,” Damon
said. “But that means that if you can learn oneaertbing before we go in,
you can actuallyseyour aura, make it do you some good when you want
it to, instead of just hiding it until it pops upitoof control and lifts
threethousand-

pound cars.”

“Like what kind of good?”



“Like what I'm going to show you. First of all justlax and let me control
it. Then, little by little, I'll slacken the contl®and you'll take them up. By
the end, you should be able to send your Powegrsupneyes—and see
much better; to your ears—and hear much bettguo limbs—and move
much

more quickly and precisely. All right?”

“You couldn’t have taught me this before we stadadhis little
excursion?”

He smiled at her, a wild, reckless smile that nfaglesmile, too, even if
she didn’t know what it was about. “Until you shangow well you could
control your aura throughout the path—the way hdrdidn’t think you
were ready,” he said bluntly. “Now | do. There #rimgs in your mind just
waiting to

be unlocked. You'll understand when we unlock tiiem.

And we unlock them—with what? A kiss? Elena thougiigpiciously.

“No. No. And that’s the other reason you’ve gotdarn this. Your
telepathy is getting out of hand. If you don't led&ow to keep from
projecting your

thoughts, you’ll never make it past the checkpatrthe Gate as a human.”
Checkpoint. That sounded ominous. Elena noddedaiaid “All right;
what do we do?”

“What we did before. Like | said, relax. Try to stume.”

He put his right hand just to the left of her btbase, not touching the
cloth of her deep gold top. Elena could feel héfsething, and she
wondered what Bonnie and Meredith must think of ththey were
watching.

And then Elena felt something else.

It wasn't cold; it wasn't heat, but it was somethirke the furthest
extremities of both of them. It was pure Powewduld have knocked her
over if

Damon hadn’t been holding her by the arm with hieohand. She
thought, he’s using his own Power to prime minejdsomething—
—something thaburt—

No! Elena tried, vocally and telepathically, to tell@an that the Power
was too much, that it hurt. But Damon ignored Heap even as he
ignored the tears that spilled onto her cheeksPidiser was leading hers
now, painfully, throughout her body. It was in idoodstream, dragging
her

own Power behind it like a comet’s tail. It wasdimig her to take the
Power to different parts of her body and let ititband build there, not
letting her

exhale it, not letting her move it on.

I’m going to burst—



All this time her eyes had been fixed on Damontsaldcasting her
feelings to him: from indignant anger to shock go@zed pain—and
now...to

Her mind exploded.

The rest of her Power went on circling, withoutsiag any pain. Each new
breath she drew added more Power to it, but it lsiipculated

through her bloodstream, not increasing her awtinicreasing the Power
that was inside her. After two or three more quookaths she realized that
she was doing it effortlessly.

Now Elena’s Power wasn’t simply sliding around sthdpinside her,
looking from the outside like any other human’swés also filling several
burst swollen nodes inside her and where it ditl thehanged things.

She realized that she was looking at Damon witindoeyes. He might
have told her about how this would feel, rathentledting her go into it
blind.

You really are a total bastard, aren’t yo&EPkena thought, and, amazingly,
she could feel Damon receive the thought, and cladldhis automatic
response, which was pleased agreement, ratheotharwise.

Then Elena forgot about him in the dawning of a nexerstanding. She
was realizing that she could keep circulating renér inside her, and
even build it higher and higher, getting readyddruly explosive burst,
and shownothingof what it was doing on the surface.

And as for the nodes...

Elena looked around her at what a few minutes agiodeen barren
wilderness. It was like taking bullets of light dliigh both her eyes. She
was

dazzled; she was enthralled. Colors seemed to tmiife in a painful
glory. She felt that she could see much farthem 8te ever had, on and on
into

the desert, and at the same time, she could dissindpamon’s pupils from
his irises.

Why, they're both black, but different shades @idii, she thought. Of
course, they go together—Damon would never hasesrthat didn’t
complement his pupils. But the irises are moreetylwvhere his pupils are
more silky and shiny. And yet it's a velvet thahd®ld light inside it—
almost

like the night sky with stars—Ilike those kitsunardtalls that Meredith told
me about.

Right now those pupils were wide and set unyielgiog her face, as if
Damon didn’t want to miss a moment of her react&unddenly, the corner
of his lip quirked in a faint smile.



“You did it. You learned to channel your Power tuy eyes.” He spoke in
a bare whisper that she could never have deteetiede

“And to my ears,” she whispered back, listeninght® amazing symphony
of tiny sounds around her. High in the air, a lopptemked on a

frequency too high for any ordinary human ear toceo As for the fall of
grains of sand around her, they formed somethkegditiny concerto as
they

struck rock and bounced with a tiny ping beforérfglto the ground
below.

This is amazingshe told Damon, hearing the smugness in her own
telepathic voiceAnd | can talk to you this way any time no8i¥e would
have to watch out for that—telepathy threatene@veal more than she
might want to send to a recipient.

It's best to be carefuDamon agreed, confirming her suspicions. She'd
sent more than she’d meant to.

But Damon—can Bonnie do this, too? Should | trsttow her?

“Who knows?” Damon replied aloud, making Elena win@eaching
humans how to use Power isn’t exactly my forte.”

And what about my different Wings Powers? Will Bb&e to control them,
now?

“About those | have absolutely no idea. I've neseen anything like
them.” Damon looked thoughtful for a moment andhtekook his head. “I
think you'd need someone with more experience thave to learn to
control those.” Before Elena could say anything ghe added, “We’d
better get

back to the others. We're almost at the Gate.”

“And | suppose | shouldn’t be using telepathy then.

“Well, it is a rather obvious giveaway—"

“But you’ll teach me later, won't you? As much asuyknow about
controlling Power?”

“Maybe your boyfriend should be doing that,” Dansand almost roughly.
He’s afraid, Elena thought, trying to keep her tjtas hidden under a wall
of white noise so that Damon wouldn’t pick them He.s just as afraid
that he’ll reveal too much to me as | am afraidhiod.



14

“All right,” Damon said as he and Elena reached Boand Meredith.
“Now comes the hard part.”

Meredith looked up at himNowcomes...?”

“Yes. The really hard part.” Damon had finally ymaed his mysterious
black leather bag. “Look,” he said in a bare murfitlis is the actual Gate
that we have to get through. And while we’re datgou can have all the
hysterics you want because you're supposed toie/ea.” He pulled out
a

number of pieces of rope.

Elena, Meredith, and Bonnie had drawn togetheniawomatic show of
velociraptor sisterhood.

“What,” Meredith said slowly, as if to give Damdmetfinal benefit of
some lingering doubt, “are those ropes for?”

Damon put his head to one side in an oh-come-ctuigesThey’re for
tying your hands.”

“For what?”

Elena was amazed. She had never seen Meredithveusly angry. She
herself couldn’t even get a word in. Meredith haaked up and was
looking at Damon from a distance of about four gxh

And her eyes argray! some distant part of Elena’s mind exclaimed in
astonishment. Deep, deep, deep, clear gray grathiditime I've thought
they were brown, but they’re not.

Meanwhile Damon was looking faintly alarmed at M#Eti€s expression.
A T. rex would have looked alarmed at Meredith’pr@ssion, Elena
thought.

“And you expect us to walk around with our hanesl tup? Whileyoudo
what?”

“While | act as your master,” Damon said, suddeallying with a
glorious smile that was gone almost before it vin@sd. “The three of you
are

my slaves.”

There was a londongsilence.

Elena waved the entire pile of objects away wigesture. “We won’t do
that,” she said simply. “We won’t. There has tocsbene other way—"
“Do you want to rescue Stefan or notamon demanded suddenly. There
was a searing heat in the dark eyes he had fixdtlea.

“Of course | do!” Elena flashed back, feeling higaber cheeks. “But not
as a slave, dragged along behind you!”



“That’s the only way humans get into the Dark Disien,” Damon said
flatly. “Tied or chained, as a vampire’s or kitsismer demon’s property.”
Meredith was shaking her head. “You never told us—"

“ told you that you wouldn't like the way in!”

Even while answering Meredith, Damon’s eyes nesfiHlena.
Underneath his outward coldness, he seemed tcebdipf with her to
understand, she thought. In the old days, she titpbg’'d have just
lounged against a wall and raised his eyebrowssart “Fine; | didn’t
want to go

anyway. Who's for a picnic?”

But Damon did want them to go, Elena realized. s desperate for them
to go. He just didn’t know any honest way of conugythat. The only
way he knew was to—

“You have to make us a promise, Damon,” she saakihg him directly in
the eyes. “And it has to be before we make thest@tio go or not.”

She could see the relief in his eyes, even if éoater girls it might seem
as if his face was perfectly cold and impassive I8rew he was glad
she wasn’t saying that her previous decision waa,feand that was that.
“What promise?” Damon asked.

“You have to swear—to give your word—that no mattiat we decide
now or in the Dark Dimension, you won't try to laéince us. You won't
put

us to sleep by mind control, or nudge us to do wbatwant. You won't
useanyvampire tricks on our minds.”

Damon wouldn’t be Damon if he didn’t argue. “Buipk, suppose the time
comes when you want me to do that? There are dungstthere that

it might be better for you to sleep through—"

“Then we’ll tell you we’ve changed our minds, and’Mrelease you from
the promise. You see? There’s no downside. Youhasge to swear.”

“All right,” Damon said, still holding her gaze. Swear | won't use any
kind of Power on your minds; | won't Influence ywuany way, until you
ask

me to. | give my word.”

“Right.” At last Elena broke the stare down witle timiest of smiles and
nods. And Damon gave her an almost imperceptibdeimoeturn.

She turned away to find herself looking into Bormeearching brown
gaze.

“Elena,” Bonnie whispered, tugging on her arm. “@ohere for a sec,
okay?” Elena could hardly help it. Bonnie was sgras a small Welsh
pony. Elena went, casting a powerless look ovesheulder at Damon as
she did.

“What?” she whispered when Bonnie finally stoppeabding her.
Meredith had come along as well, figuring it migletsisterhood business.



“Well?”

“Elena,” Bonnie burst out, as if unable to hold wherds back any longer,
“the way you and Damon act—it’s different thansed to be. You didn’t
used to...| mean, whaeally happened between you two when you were
alone together?”

“This is hardly the time for that,” Elena hisse@vé’re having a big
problem here, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“But—what if—"

Meredith took up the unfinished sentence, pushidgri lock of hair out
of her eyes. “What if it's something Stefan doesk&? Like ‘what
happened with Damon when you were alone in the Itiedié night'?” she
finished, quoting Bonnie’s words.

Bonnie’s mouth fell open. “What motel? What nigkithat happened?
she almost shrieked, causing Meredith to try t@ger and get bitten for
her pains.

Elena looked at first one and then the other otWwerfriends—the two
friends who had come to die with her if necess&he could feel her
breath come short. It was so unfair, but...“Can vet gliscuss this later?”
she suggested, trying to convey with her eyes gadrewsDamon can
hear

us!

Bonnie merely whispered, “What motel? What night?af\—"

Elena gave up.Nothinghappened,” she said flatly. “Meredith is only
quotingyou, Bonnie. You said those words last night while yare
asleep.

And maybe sometime in the future you'll tell us wigau’re talking about,
becausé don’t know”

She finished by looking at Meredith, who just rdieme perfect eyebrow.
“You're right,” Meredith said, completely undecedz€The English
language could use a word like ‘sa.’ It would mé#kese conversations so
much shorter, for one thing.”

Bonnie sighed. “Well, then, I'll find out for myd¢lshe said. “You may
not think | can, but Will.”

“Okay, okay, but meanwhile does anyone have angtheipful to say
about Damon’s rope stuff?”

“Such as, do we tell him where to stuff it?” Merddsuggested under her
breath.

Bonnie was holding a length of rope. She ran alshaat-skinned hand
over it.

“I don’t think this was bought in anger,” she sdiér brown eyes
unfocusing and her voice taking on the slightlyietwne it always did
when she



was in trance. “l see a boy and a girl, over a tauat a hardware store—
and she’s laughing, and the boy says, ‘I'll bet woything that you're
going to

school next year to be an architect,” and theggtt all misty-eyed, and
says, yes, and—"

“And that'’s all the psychic spying | care to headlay.” Damon had come
right up to them without making a sound. Bonnie peah violently, and
almost dropped the rope.

“Listen,” Damon continued harshly, “just a hundredters away is the
final crossing. Either you wear these and gotlike slaves or you don'’t
get

in to help Stefan. Ever. That's”

Silently, the girls conferred with their eyes. Eddtmew that her own
expression said clearly that she wasn’t askingeeionnie or Meredith to
go

with her, but that she herself was going if it negd crawling behind
Damon on her hands and knees.

Meredith, looking directly into Elena’s eyes, slgwghut her own and
nodded, letting out her breath. Bonnie was nodtemghead already,
resigned.

In silence, Bonnie and Meredith let Elena tie thaiists in front of them.
Elena then let Damon tie her wrists and threadhg fope between the
three of them, as if they were a chain gang obpess.

Elena could feel a flush coming up from below hegst to burn in her
cheeks. She couldn’'t meet Damon’s eyes, not this luat she knew
without asking that Damon was thinking about tiheetthat Stefan had
dismissed him from his apartment like a dog, imfrof just this audience,
plus

Matt.

Vengefukad, Elena thought as hard as she could in Dandgir@stion. She
knew the last word would hurt the most. Damon mtidenself on

being a gentleman...

But “gentlemen” don’t go into the Dark Dimensiobamon’s voice in her
head said mockingly.

“All right,” Damon added aloud, and took the leage in one hand. He
started walking briskly into the darkness of thee;dhe three girls
crowding and stumbling behind him.

Elena would never forget that brief journey, and khew neither Bonnie
nor Meredith would either. They walked across th&lsw opening of the
cave and into the small opening in the back, wiigped like a mouth. It
took some maneuvering to get the three of themiinf@n the other side
the



cavern flared out again, and they were in a lagyeim. At least that was
what Elena’s enhanced senses told her. The eveddeg had returned
and

Elena had no idea which way they were going.

Only a few minutes later a building reared up duhe thick fog.

Elena didn’t know what she had been expecting fitterDemon Gate.
Possibly huge ebony doors, carved with serpenteaodisted with
jewels. Maybe a rough-hewn, weathered colossutaotéslike the
Egyptian pyramids. Perhaps even some sort of &tiamenergy field that
flickered and

flashed with blue-violet lasers.

What she saw instead looked like a ramshackle ddmmme kind, a place
for holding and shipping goods. There was an empty, heavily

fenced, topped with barbed wire. It stank, and &Mmas glad that she and
Damon had not channeled power to her nose.

Then there were people, men and women in fine efptbach with a key in
one hand, murmuring something before opening a hoomne side of

the building. The same door—but Elena would betlanyg that they
weren't all going to the same place, if the keysanike the one she had
briefly

“borrowed” from Shinichi’'s house a week or so a@oe of the ladies
looked as if she were dressed for a fancy masqgeevath fox ears that
blended

into her long auburn hair. It was only when Eleaa sinder her ankle-
length dress the swishing of a fox tail that stadized that the woman was
a kitsune

making use of the Demon Gate.

Damon hastily—and none too gently—led them to tieioside of the
building, where a broken-hinged door opened inddapidated room that,
strangely, seemed larger on the inside than oonutsde. All sorts of
things were being bartered or sold here: many ld@seif they had to do
with the

management of slaves.

Elena, Meredith, and Bonnie looked at one anotioend-eyed.
Obviously, people bringing wild slaves in from tinatside considered
torture and

terror all in a day’s work.

“Passage for four,” Damon said briefly to the slusiouldered but
heavyset man behind the counter.

“Three savages all at once?” The man, eyes dewpwirat he could see of
the three girls, turned to look at Damon suspidious

“What can | say? My job is also my hobby.” Damoarstl him straight in
the eyes.



“Yeh, but...” The man laughed. “Lately we bin gettmaybe one or two a
month.”

“They’re legally mine. No kidnappings. Kneel,” Damadded casually to
the three girls.

It was Meredith who got it first and sank to thewnd like a ballet dancer.
Her dark, dark gray eyes were focused on sometiongne but she

could see. Then Elena somehow untangled the styiéble from the
others. She focused her mind on Stefan and predestaewas kneeling to
kiss

him on his prison pallet. It seemed to work; she dawn.

But Bonnie was up. The most dependent, the softestnost innocent
member of the triumvirate found that her kneesdmutk solid.
“Redheads, eh?” the man said, eyeing Damon shavely as he smirked.
“Maybe you’d better buy a little tingler for thahe.”

“Maybe,” Damon said tightly. Bonnie just lookedhatn blankly, looked at
the girls on the ground and then threw herself anpwostrate position.
Elena could hear her sobbing softly. “But I've fouhat a firm voice and a
disapproving look actually work better.”

The man gave up and slumped again. “Passage figt feugrunted and
reached up and pulled on a dirty bell rope. By tinie Bonnie was
weeping in fear and humiliation, but no one seetoatbtice, except the
other girls.

Elena didn’t dare to try to comfort her telepathicahat wouldn’t fit in
with the aura of a “normal human girl” at all, awtlo knew what traps or
devices might be hidden here in addition to the mhaa kept undressing
them over and over with his eyes? She just wishedtsuld call up one of
her

Wings attacks, right here in this room. That wowlde the smug look off
the man'’s face.

A moment later, something else wiped it off as clatgby as she could
have desired. Damon leaned across the counter lisgeved

something to him that turned the slumped man’srigdace a sickly color
of green.

Did you hear what he saidZlena communicated this to Meredith using her
eyes and eyebrows.

Meredith, her own eyes crinkling, positioned hemdhan front of Elena’s
abdomen, then made a twisting, ripping motion.

Even Bonnie smiled.

Then Damon led them to wait outside the depot. Tragonly been
standing a few minutes when Elena’s new visiontspcd boat gliding
silently through the mist. She realized that thiégdmg must be on the very
bank of a river, but even with Power directed sotelher eyes she could
barely



make out where the nonreflective land gave wayioiisg water, and even
with Power directed solely to her ears she coutdlpdear the sound of
swift

deep water running.

The boat stopped—somehow. Elena couldn’t see aclyoairtropped or
anything to fasten it to. But the fact was thatia stop, and the slumped
man put down a plank, which stayed in place as tloeyded: first Damon,
and then his bevy of “slaves.”

On board, Elena watched Damon wordlessly offepsxes of gold to the
ferryman—two for each human who presumably woulBe'toming

back, she thought.

For a moment she was lost in the memory of beimg yeung—only three
or so, she must have been—and sitting on her fatlagr while he

read to her from a wonderfully illustrated book abthe Greek myths. It
told about the ferryman, Charon, who took spirftthe deceased over the
river

Styx to the land of the dead. And her father tgller that the Greeks put
coins on the eyes of those who died so they coaydipe ferryman....
There’s no coming back from this journsyle thought suddenly and
violently. No escape! They might as well be trugad....

Strangely, it was horror that saved her from thegams of terror. Just as
she lifted her head, perhaps to scream, the diandigf the ferryman
turned from his duties briefly as if to look backeo the passengers. Elena
heard Bonnie’s shriek. Meredith, shaking, was fcatiy and illogically
reaching for the bag in which her gun was stowegnEDamon didn’t
seem to be able to move.

The tall specter in the boat had no face.

He had deep depressions where his eyes shouldshallaw hollow for a
mouth, and a triangular hole where his nose shioaN@ protruded.

The uncanny horror of it, on top of the stink frtime depot pens, was
simply too much for Bonnie, and she slumped sideswklyp against
Meredith, in a

faint.

Elena, in the midst of her terror, had a momentwgélation. In the dim,
moist, dripping twilight, she had forgotten to stogng to use all her
senses to their fullest. She was undoubtedly baktlerto see the inhuman
face of the ferryman than, say, Meredith. She calddhearthings, like
the

sounds of long-dead miners tapping at the rock albloem, and the
scurrying of enormous bats or cockroaches or sanggtinsidethe stone
walls all

around them.



But now, Elena suddenly felt warm tears on hercitgeks as she realized
that she had completely underestimated Bonnieddorzg as she’d

known about her friend’s psychic powers. If Bonsisénses were
permanently open to the kinds of horrors Elenaevggriencing now, it
was no

wonder that Bonnie lived in fear. Elena found hEngsemising to be a hell
of a lot more tolerant the next time Bonnie faltkog started screaming. In
fact,

Bonnie deserved some kind of an award for keepigigpaon sanity this
far, Elena decided. But Elena didn’t dare do anyentban gaze at her
friend,

who was completely unconscious, and swear to Hehselfrom now on
Bonnie would find a champion in Elena Gilbert.

That promise and the warmth of it burned like adbam Elena’s mind, a
candle she pictured held by Stefan, the light daitcing in his green
eyes and playing over the planes of his face. # pat enough to keep her
from losing her own sanity on the rest of the jayn

By the time the boat docked—at a place just shgimibre traveled than the
one where they had embarked—all three of the giele in a state of
exhaustion brought on by prolonged terror and wigmncsuspense.

But they hadn’t really used the time to think otrex words “Dark
Dimension” or to imagine the number of ways itskak@ss might be
manifested.

“Our new home,” Damon said grimly. Watching himtewed of the
landscape, Elena realized from the tension in &ck mnd shoulders that
Damon was not enjoying himself. She’d thought Hedcheading into his
own particular paradise, this world of human slaaesl torture for
entertainment, whose only rule was self-preseraaticthe individual ego.
Now she realized that she had been wrong. For Damsnvas a world of
beings with Powers as great or greater than his bld@was going to have
to claw out a foothold here among them, just likg archin on the street
—except that he couldn’t afford to make any missakéney needed to find
a way not just to live, but to live in luxury andngle with high society, if
they

were to have any chance to rescue Stefan.

Stefan—no, she couldn’t alloherselfthe luxury of thinking about him at
that time. Once she started she would become untlegen to demand
ridiculous things, like that they go round to thiespn, just to stare at it,
like a junior high kid with a crush on an older b@aho just wanted to be
driven “by

his house” to worship it. And then what would that ddteir plans for a
jailbreak later? Plan A wadon't make mistakesnd Elena would stick to
that



until she found a better one.
That was how Damon and his “slaves” came to thd Damension,

through the Demon Gate. The smallest one needeel tevived with water
in the face before she could get up and walk.
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Hurrying behind Damon, Elena tried not to look eitteethe left or the
right. She could see too much of what to Meredth Bonnie must have
appeared

to be featureless darkness.

There were depots on either side, places whereshaere obviously
brought to be bought or sold or transported |&&ma could hear the
whimpers of children in the darkness and if shentidzeen so frightened
herself, she would have rushed off looking for¢hgng kids.

But | can’t do that, because I'm a slave now, $teaight, with a sense of
shock that ran up from her fingertips. I’'m not alreuman being anymore.
I’'m a piece of property.

She found herself once again staring at the bafkaaion’s head and
wondering how on earth she had talked herselftimto She understood
what being a slave meant—in fact she seemed todrav&uitive
understanding of it that surprised her—and it was &Good Thing to Be.
It meant that she could be...well, that anything ddag¢ done to her and it
was no one’s business but that of her owner. Amehwaer fowhad he
talked her into this again?) was Damon, of all peop

He could sell all three girls—Elena, Meredith, &whnie—and be out of
here in an hour with the profits.

They hurried through this area of the docks, this gith their eyes on
their feet to prevent themselves from stumbling.

And then they crested a hill. Below them, in a sdrtrater-shaped
formation, was a city.

The slums were on the edges, and crowded almadstwpere they were
standing. But there was a chicken-wire fence intfiid them, which

kept them isolated even while allowing them a [sireye view of the city.
If they had still been in the cave they had entettl@d would have been the
greatest underground cavern imaginable—but thegnieanderground
anymore.

“It happened sometime during the ferry ride,” Dansaind. “We made—
well—a twist in space, say.” He tried to explairddtiena tried to
understand. “You went in through the Demon Gatd,\@hen you came
out you were no longer in Earth’s Dimension, buamother one entirely.”
Elena

only had to look up at the sky to believe him. Thastellations were
different; there was no Little or Big Dipper, no fioStar.

Then there was the sun. It was much larger, butndiramer than Earth’s,
and it never left the horizon. At any moment admalf of it showed, day



and night—terms which, as Meredith pointed out, loatitheir rational
meaning here.

As they approached a gate made of chicken wirentbatd finally let them
out of the slave-holding area, they were stoppedliogt Elena would

later learn was a Guardian.

She would learn that in a way, the Guardians wezelers of the Dark
Dimension, although they themselves came from angtlace far away
and it was almost as if they had permanently o@fhis little slice of
Hell, trying to impose order on the slum king arddal lords who divided
the city

among themselves.

This Guardian was a tall woman with hair the calbElena’s own—true
gold—-cut square at shoulder length, and she paatteation at all to
Damon but immediately asked Elena, who was firdéinie behind him,
“Why are you here?”

Elena was glad, very glad, that Damon had taughtdheontrol her aura.
She concentrated on that while her brain hummed@grsonic speed,
wondering what the right response to this questias. The response that
would leave them free and not get them sent home.

Damon didn’t train us for this, was her first thbtigAnd her second was,
no, because he’s never been here before. He dd@snit how

everything works here, only some things.

And if it looked as if this woman was going to try to nfiéee with him, he
might just go crazy and attack her, a helpfuldiitbice added from
somewhere in Elena’s subconscious. Elena doubtedpbed of her
scheming. Creative lying had once been a sort@diafty of hers, and now
she

said the first thing that popped into her head goida thumbs-up: “I
gambled with him and lost.”

Well, it sounded good. People lost all sorts afigisiwhen they gambled:
plantations, talismans, horses, castles, bottlgewoi. And if it turned

out not to be enough of a reason, she could alaayshat that was just the
start of her sad story. Best of all, it was in aywaue. Long ago she’'d
given

her life for Damon as well as for Stefan, and Darhad not exactly turned
over a new leaf as she’d requested. Half a leaybmaA leaflet.

The Guardian was staring at her with a puzzled lodier true blue eyes.
People had stared at Elena all her life—being yamdjvery beautiful
meant that you fretted only when people didn'test&ut the puzzlement
was a bit of a worry. Was the tall woman readingrhad? Elena tried to
add

another layer of white noise at the top. What caotevas a few lines of a
Britney Spears song. She turned the psychic volyme



The tall woman put two fingers to her head like sorre with a sudden
headache. Then she looked at Meredith.

“Why...are you here?”

Usually Meredith didn't lie at all, but when sh&ldihe treated it as an
intellectual art. Fortunately, she also never tteelix something that
wasn’t

broken. “The same for me,” she said sadly.

“And you?” The woman was looking at Bonnie, who wasking as if she
were going to be sick again.

Meredith gave Bonnie a little nudge. Then she dtaténer hard. Elena
stared at her harder, knowing that all Bonnie lwadict was mumble “Me,
too.” And Bonnie was a good “me, too-er” after itk had staked out a
position.

The problem was that Bonnie was also either incganr so close to it that
it didn’t matter.

“Shadow Souls,” Bonnie said.

The woman blinked, but not the way you blink whemsone says
something totally unresponsive. She blinked inrastoment.

Oh, God, Elena thought. Bonnie’s got their passvasrsomething. She’s
making predictions or prophesying or whatever.

“Shadow...souls?” the Guardian said, watching Bowtosely.

“The city is full of them,” Bonnie said miserably.

The Guardian’s fingers danced over what lookeddilmtop computer.
“We know that. This is the place they come.”

“Then you should stop it.”

“We have only limited jurisdiction. The Dark Dimeas is ruled by a
dozen factions of overlords, who have slumlordsawy out their orders.”
Bonnie Elena thought, trying to cut through Bonnie’s ta¢haze even at
the cost of the Guardian hearing HEnese are thpolice.

At the same moment, Damon took over. “She’s theesasithe others,” he
said. “Except that she’s psychic.”

“No one asked your opinion,” the Guardian snappéddr, without even
glancing in Damon'’s direction. “I don’t care whané of bigwig you are
down there”—she jerked her head contemptuouslyeatity of lights—
“you’re on my turf behind this fence. And I'm asgithe little red-haired
girl: is what

he is saying the truth?”

Elena had a moment of panic. After all they’'d bdeough, if Bonnie blew
it now...

This time Bonnie blinked. Whatever else she wasd¢ryo communicate, it
was true that she was the same as Meredith and.EAe&a it was true



that she was psychic. Bonnie was a terrible liaeméhe had too much
time to think about things, but to this she cowdg without hesitation,
“Yes, that's

true.”

The Guardian stared at Damon.

Damon stared back as if he could do it all nigha.\wths a champion out-
starer.

And the Guardian waved them away.

“| suppose even a psychic can have a bad day,5aidethen added to
Damon, “Take care of them. You realize that allghsgs have to be
licensed?”

Damon, with his begirand seigneumanner, said, “Madam, these are not
professional psychics. They are my private asdistan

“And I'm not a ‘Madam’ I'm addressed as ‘Your Judgmi.’ By the way,
people addicted to gambling usually come to hagréaids here.”

Ha, ha, Elena thought. If she only knew wkiatd of gamble we all are
taking...well, we’'d probably be worse off than Stefamight now.
Outside the fence was a courtyard. There wereditiere, as well as
rickshaws and small goatcarts. No carriages, nedsoDamon got two
litters, one

for himself and Elena and one for Meredith and Benn

Bonnie, still looking confused, was staring at $h@. “You mean it never
finishes rising?”

“No,” Damon said patiently. “And it's setting hemot rising. Perpetual
twilight in the City of Darkness itself. You'll seaore as we move along.
Don’t touch that,” he added, as Meredith movedrteuthe rope around
Bonnie’s wrists before either of them got on tlteefi “You two can take
the ropes

off in the litter if you draw the curtains, but dblose them. You're still
slaves, and you have to wear something symboligrargour arms to
show it—even

if it's just matching bracelets. Otherwise | getiouble. Oh, and you'll
have to go veiled in the city.”

“We—what?” Elena flashed a look of disbelief at him.

Damon just flashed back a 250-kilowatt smile anidigeElena could say
another word, he was drawing gauzy sheer fabrars fris black bag

and handing them out. The veils were of a sizet@rcan entire body.
“But you only have to put it on your head or ti@it your hair or
something,” Damon said dismissively.

“What'’s it made of?” Meredith asked, feeling thghli silky material,
which was transparent and so thin that the wineatened to whip it from
her

fingers.



“How should | know?”

“It's different colors on the other side!” Bonniesdovered, letting the wind
transform her pale green veil into a shimmeringesil Meredith was
shaking out a dramatic deep violet silk into a ragisus dark blue dotted
with a myriad of stars. Elena, who had been expgdier own veil to be
blue,

found herself looking up at Damon. He was holdirionya square of cloth
in a clenched fist.

“Let’'s see how good you've gotten,” he murmuredjaiag her closer to
him. “Guess what color.”

Another girl might only have noticed the sloe blagles and the pure,
carven lines of Damon’s face, or maybe the wildked smile—somehow
wilder and sweeter than ever here, like a rainbothe middle of a
hurricane. But Elena also made note of the stifne$is neck and
shoulders

—places where tension built up. The Dark Dimenswas already taking
its toll on him, psychically, even as he mocked it.

She wondered how many soundings of Power by thelyneuarious he was
having to block each second. She was about to tffieelp by

opening herself up to the eldritch world, when hepped, “Guess!” in a
tone that didn’t make it a suggestion.

“Gold,” Elena said instantly, surprising herselfh#n she reached to take
the golden square from his hand a powerful, pledsarfeeling of

electric current shot from her palm up her arm seeimed to skewer her
straight through the heart. Damon clung to herdmdriefly as she took
the

square and Elena found she could still feel el@tgrpulsing from his
fingertips.

The underside of her veil blew out white and spagkés if set with
diamonds. God, maybe theyerediamonds, she thought. How could you
tell

with Damon?

“Your wedding veil, perhaps?” Damon murmured, lghsse to her ear.
The rope around Elena’s wrists had come very lapskeshe stroked the
diaphanous fabric helplessly, feeling the tiny jsagn the white side cool
to the touch of her fingers.

“How did you know you’d need all this stuff?” Elemaked, with bruising
practicality. “You didn’t know everything, but y@eeemed to know
enough.”

“Oh, | did research in bars and other places. héba few people who'd
been here and had managed to get out again—or adthgdtten kicked



out.” Damon’s wild grin grew even wilder. “At niglthile you were
asleep. At a little hidden store, | gbbse” He nodded at her veil, and
added, “You

don’t have to wear that over your face or anythgess it to your hair and
it will cling to it.”

Elena did so, wearing the gold side out. It felhtr heels. She fingered her
veil, already able to see the flirtatious posdiled in it, as well as the
dismissive ones. If only she could get this danmoge off her wrists...
After a moment, Damon retreated back into the persd the
imperturbable master and said, “For all our sakespught to be strict
about

these things. The slum lords and nobility who fus abominable mess
they call the Dark Dimension know that it's onlyawdays away from
revolution at

any time, and if we add anything to the balancg'teegoing to Make a
Public Example of Us.”

“All right,” Elena said. “Here, hold my string aridl get on the litter.”

But there wasn’t much point in the rope, not orey/twere both sitting in
the same litter. It was carried by four men—nottoign, but wiry ones,
and all of the same height, which made for a smadth

If Elena had been a free citizen, she would neagelallowed herself to be
carried by four people whom (she assumed) weresldua fact, she

would have made a big noisy fuss over it. But talkt she’d had with
herself at the docks had sunk 8hewas a slave, even if Damon hadn’t
paid

anyone to buy her. She didn’'t have the right to emaloig noisy fuss about
anything In this crimson, evil-smelling place she coulcdagme that her
fuss

might even make problems for the litter beareredeves—make their
owner or whoever ran the litter-bearing businessgtuthem, as if it were
their

fault.

Best Plan A for now: Keep Mouth Shut.

There was plenty to see anyway, now that they lagdgal on a bridge over
bad-smelling slums and alleys full of tumbledowmées. Shops

began to appear, at first heavily barred and mademainted stone, then
more respectable buildings, and then suddenlyweg winding their way
through a bazaar. But even here the stamp of poaad weariness
appeared on too many faces. Elena had expecimuytifing, a cold, black,
antiseptic city with emotionless vampires and éyed demons walking
the streets. Instead, everyone she saw looked huandrthey were selling
things—from medicines to food and drink—that varapididn’t need.



Well, maybe the kitsune and the demons need théanaEeasoned,
shuddering at the idea of what a demon might waett. On the street
corners were hard-faced, scantily clad girls angspand tattered, haggard
people holding pathetic signs: A MEMORY FOR A MEAL

“What do they mean?” Elena asked Damon, but he'ttaaiswer her
immediately.

“This is how the free humans of the city spend nodsheir time,” he said.
“So remember that, before you start going on ongaf crusades—"
Elena wasn't listening. She was staring at on@éefolders of such a sign.
The man was horribly thin, with a straggly beard bad teeth, but

worse was his look of vacant despair. Every sandfiewould hold out a
trembling hand on which there was a small, cledly Waich he balanced
on his

palm, muttering, “A summer’s day when | was youAgummer’s day for
a ten-geld piece.” As often as not there was nonaa when he said this.
Elena slipped off a lapis ring Stefan had givendret held it toward him.
She didn’t want to annoy Damon by getting out &f litter, and she had
to say, “Come here, please,” while holding the tingard the bearded
man.

He heard, and came to the litter quickly enougkn&lsaw something
move in his beard—lice, perhaps—and she forcectli¢gcsstare at the
ring as she said, “Take it. Quickly, please.”

The old man stared at the ring as if it were a hahdl don’'t have
change,” he moaned, bringing up his hand and wipiagnouth with his
sleeve. He seemed about to drop to the ground goimars. “| don’t have
change!”

“I don’t want change!” Elena said through the hggeslling that had
formed in her throat. “Take the ring. Hurry or top it.”

He snatched it from her fingers as the litter besaséarted forward again.
“May the Guardiansbless you, lady,” he said, trying to keep up wité t
litter bearer’s trot. “Hear me who may! Mayeybless you!”

“You really shouldn’t,” Damon said to Elena whe thoice had died away
behind them. “He’s not going to get a meal withttyau know.”

“He was hungry,” Elena said softly. She couldn’pkn that he reminded
her of Stefan, not just now. “It wasyring,” she added defensively. I
suppose you're going to say he’ll spend it on abta@in drugs.”

“No, but he won't get a meal with it, either. Hgjét a banquet.”

“Well, so much the—"

“In his imagination. He’ll get a dusty orb with serold vampire’s memory
of a Roman feast, or someone from the city’s menobiy modern one.
Then he’ll play it over and over as he slowly séstwo death.”

Elena was appalled. “Damon! Quick! | have to gokoaed find him—"



“You can't, I'm afraid.” Lazily, Damon held up a hd. He had a firm grip
on her rope. “Besides, he’s long gone.”

“How can he do that? How could anyone do that?”

“How can a lung cancer patient refuse to quit smgRiBut | agree that
those orbs can be the most addictive substancds Blame the kitsune
for bringing their star balls here and making titeemost popular form of
obsession.”

“Star balls? Hoshi no tama?” Elena gasped.

Damon stared at her, looking equally surprised.uXonowabout them?”
“All I know is what Meredith researched. She sddttkitsune were often
portrayed with either keys”—she raised her eyebratam—"or with
star balls. And that myths say they can put sonal @f their power in the
ball, so that if you find it, you can control thigsskine. She and Bonnie want
to

find Misao’s or Shinichi’'s star balls and have cohbver them.”

“Be still, my unbeating heart,” Damon said dramaitic but the next
second he was all business. “Remember what thajwldaid? A
summer’s

day for a meal? He was talking abtius.” Damon picked up the little
marble that the old man had dropped on the litterteeld it to Elena’s
temple.

The world disappeared.

Damon was gone. The sights and sounds—yes, arsnbis—of the
bazaar were gone. She was sitting on green grash wppled in a

slight breeze and she was looking at a weepin@withat bent down to a
stream that was copper and deep, deep green atldrere was some
sweet scent in the air—honeysuckle, freesia? Sangettelicious that
stirred Elena as she leaned back to gaze at piptrfect white clouds
rolling in

a cerulean sky.

She felt—she didn’t know how to say it. She felugg, but somewhere in
her mind she knew that she was actually younger tiia alien
personality that had taken hold of her. Still, s#eexcited that it was
springtime and every golden-green leaf, every gprlittle reed, every
weightless

white cloud seemed to be rejoicing with her.

Then suddenly her heart was pounding. She hadgusiht the sound of a
footfall behind her. In one, springing joyous momsime was on her

feet, arms held out in the extremity of her loves, wild devotion she felt
for this...

...this young girl? Something inside the sphere gderain seemed to fall
back in bewilderment. Most of it, though, was takenwith cataloguing



the perfections of the girl who had crept up sttligin the waving grass:
the clustering dark curls at her neck, the flasigreen eyes below arching
brows, the smooth glowing skin of her cheeks adalghed with her
lover, pretending to run away on feet as lightaself's...!

Pursued and pursuer both fell down together osdiftecarpet of long
grass...and then things quickly got so steamy thexd&Ithe distant mind
in

the background, began wondering how on earth yalerae of these
thingsstop Every time she put her hand to her temple, ggshe was
caught

and kissed breathless by...Allegra...that was the gilégra. And Allegra
was certainly beautiful, especially through thisticalar viewer’s eyes.
The

creamy soft skin of her...

And then, with a shock just as great as she’difb&n the bazaar
disappeared, it appeared again. She was Elensashading on the litter
with Damon; there was a cacophony of sounds arbend-and a thousand
different smells, too. But she was breathing hadi @art of her was still
resounding with John—that had been his name—witim'3dove for
Allegra.

“But | still don’t understand,” she almost keened.

“It's simple,” Damon said. “You put a blank starlbat the size you like to
your temple and you think back to the time you wantecord. The star
ball does the rest.” He waved off her attemptedrmiption and leaned
forward with mischief in those fathomless blacksgéhis. “Perhaps you
got an

especiallywarmsummer day?” he said, adding suggestively, “Thitsed
do have curtains you can draw closed.”

“Don’t be silly, Damon,” Elena said, but John’slfegs had sparked her
own, like flint and tinder. She didn’t want to kiBamon, she told herself
sternly. She wanted to kiss Stefan. But since aemv@go she had been
kissingAllegra, it didn’t seem as strong an argument as it cbeld

“I don’t think,” she began, still breathless, asnizan reached for her, “that
this is a very good...”

With a smooth flick of the rope, Damon untied hantls completely. He
would have pulled it off both wrists, but Elena irednately half-turned,
supporting herself with that hand. She neededuppat.

In the circumstances, though, there was nothingemwraningful—or
more...exciting...than what Damon had done.

He hadn’t drawn the curtains, but Bonnie and Méehedere behind them
on their own litter, out of sight. Certainly outBfena’s mind. She felt



warm arms around her, and instinctively nestled them. She felt a surge
of pure love and appreciation for Damon, for hidenstanding that she
could

never do this as a slave with a master.

We’'re both of us unmastereshe heard in her head, and she remembered
that when cooling down most of her psychic absitgne had

forgotten to set the volume on low for this one, @hll, it might just come
in handy....

But we both enjoy worshighe replied telepathically, and felt his laughter
on her lips as he admitted the truth of it. Theeswothing sweeter in

her life these days than Damon’s kisses. She afidike this forever,
forgetting the outside world. And that was a gdudd, because she had
the

feeling that there was much depression in the d@eitasnd not too much
happiness. But if she could always come back & this welcome, this
sweetness, this ecstasy...

Elena jerked in the litter, throwing her weight k@o fast that the men
carrying it almost fell in a heap.

“You bastard,” she whispered venomously. They vagitepsychically
entangled, and she was glad to see that througlo@arayes she was like
a vengeful Aphrodite: her golden hair lifting andipping behind her like
a thunderstorm, her eyes shining violet in her elaa fury.

And now, worst of all, this goddess turned her fasay from him. “Not
one day,” she said. “You couldn’t even keep younuise for a single
day!”

“I didn’t! | didn’t Influence you, Elena!”

“Don’t call me that. We have a professional relasioip now. | call you
‘Master.” You can call me ‘Slave’ or ‘Dog’ or whater you want.”

“If we have the professional relationship of masted slave,” Damon said,
his eyes dangerous, “then | can just order you to—"

“Try it!” Elena lifted her lips in what really wa&ra smile. “Why don’t you
do that, and see just what happens?”
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Damon clearly decided to throw himself on the matthe court, and
looked piteous and a little unbalanced, which hddceasily do whenever
he

wanted. “I really didn’t try to Influence you,” lrepeated, but then hastily
added, “Maybe | can just change the subject fohdew-tell you more
about the

star balls.”

“That,” Elena said in her most frosty voice, “midi# a rather good idea.”
“Well, the balls make recordings directly from yaeurons, you see?
Your neurons in your brain. Everything you've eegperienced is there in
your mind somewhere, and the ball just draws it"out

“So you can always remember it and watch it over @rer like a movie,
too?” Elena said, twiddling with her veil to shduk face from him, and
thinking that she would give a star ball to Alaaied Meredith before their
wedding.

“No,” Damon said, rather grimly.Notlike that. For one thing, the memory
Is gone from you—these are kitsune toys we’re tgjlabout,

remember? Once the star ball has taken it from geuronsyoudon’t
remember a thing about the event. Second, thertdleap on the star ball
gradually fades—with use, with time, with some otfaetors nobody
understands. But the ball gets cloudier, and thea®ns weaker, until
finally it's

just an empty crystal sphere.”

“But—that poor man was selling a day of his. A wonderful day! |
should think he would want to keep it.”

“You saw him.”

“Yes.” Once again Elena saw the louse-ridden, habgpray-faced old
man. She felt something like ice down her spintaathought that he had
once been the laughing, joyous, young John thahateexperienced. “Oh,
how sad,” she said, and she wasn't talking aboumhong.

But, for once, Damon hadn’t followed her though¥es,” he said. “There
are a lot of the poor and the old here. They wotkethselves free of
slavery, or had a generous owner die...and thenghvkere they end up.”
“But the star balls? Are they just made for poasgde? The rich ones can
just travel to Earth and see a real summer dagh&mselves, right?”
Damon laughed without much humor. “Oh, no, theytc&host of them
areboundhere.”

He saidboundoddly. Elena ventured, “Too busy to go on vacation?



“Too busy, too powerful to get through the wardstecting Earth from
them, too worried about what their enemies willdule they’re gone, too
physically decrepit, too notorious, too dead.”

“Dead?” The horror of the tunnel and the corpse-smelliggdeemed
ready to envelope Elena.

Damon flashed one of his evil smiles. “Forgot tyair boyfriend isde
mortius? Not to mention your honorable master? Most peaghen they
die, go to another level than this—much higher acimlower. This is the
place for the bad ones, but it's the upper levattiter down—well, nobody
wants to go there.”

“Like Hell?” Elena breathed. “We’re in Hell?”

“More like Limbo, at least where we are. Then thetke Other Side.” He
nodded toward the horizon where the lowering silirsst. “The other
city, which may have been where you went on yoacation’ to the
afterlife. Here they just call it “‘The Other Sid8ut | can tell you two
rumors | heard from

my informants. There, they call it the Celestiau@oAnd there, the sky is
crystal blue and the sun is always rising.”

“The Celestial Court...” Elena forgot that she wasapng aloud. She
knew instinctively that it was the queens-and-kisgdnd-sorceresses kind
of court, not a court of law. It would be like Cdote Just saying the words
brought up an aching nostalgia, and—not memorgsthe tip-of-the-
tongue

feeling that memories were locked right behind ardti was a door,
however, that was securely locked, and all Elenddcsee through the
keyhole were

ranks of more women like the Guardians, tall, goidaired, and blue-
eyed, and one—child-sized among the grown women—glduaced up,
and,

piercingly, from a long way off, met Elena’s gazeedtly.

The litter was moving out of the bazaar into mduens, which Elena took
in with darting quick glances on either side of,leding in her veil.

They seemed like any earthly slums, barrios, oelfav—only worse.
Children, their hair turned red by the sun, crowdszlind Elena’s litter,
their hands

held out in a gesture with universal meaning.

Elena felt a tearing at her insides that she hadimg of real value to give
them. She wanted to build houses here, make sese thildren had

food and clean water, and education, and a futuleok forward to. Since
she had no idea how to give them any of these shstge watched them
dash

off with treasures such as her Juicy Fruit gum,doenb, her minibrush,
her lip gloss, her water bottle, and her earrings.



Damon shook his head, but didn’t stop her untillsbgan fumbling with a
lapis and diamond pendant Stefan had given herw@secrying as

she tried to disengage the clasp when suddenhashéit of the rope
around her wrist came up short.

“No more,” Damon said. “You don’t understand angthiWe haven't
even entered the city proper yet. Why don’t youehavook at the
architecture

instead of worrying about useless brats who'reyike die anyway?”
“That’s cold,” Elena said, but she couldn’t thinkamy way to make him
understand, and she was too angry with him to try.

Still, she stopped fumbling with the chain and ledkeyond the slums as
Damon had suggested. There she could see a bigathsayline,

with buildings that seemed meant to last for etgymnade of stones that
looked the way the Egyptian pyramids and Mayanuigty must have
looked

when they were new. Everything, though, was coloeeldand black by a
sun now concealed by sullen crimson cloudbankst Ainge red sun—it
gave

the air a different look for different moods. Ates it seemed almost
romantic, glinting on a large river Elena and Darpassed, picking out a
thousand

tiny wavelets in the slow-moving water. At othenéds, it simply seemed
alien and ominous, showing clearly on the horizka & monstrous omen,
tingeing the buildings, no matter how magnificéhg color of blood.
When they turned away from it, as the litter bemreoved down into the
city where

the huge buildings were, Elena could see their lmwvg and menacing
black shadow thrown ahead of them.

“Well? What do you think?” Damon seemed to be myto placate her.

“I still think it looks like Hell,” Elena said sloly. “I'd hate to live here.”
“Ah, but whoever said that we should live here, Pmjncess of Darkness?
We’ll go back home, where the night is velvet blackl the moon

shines down, making everything silver.” Slowly, Damtraced one finger
from her hand, up her arm to her shoulder. It aantner shiver through
her.

She tried holding the veil up as a barrier against but it was too
transparent. He still flashed that brilliant snateher, dazzling through the
diamond-dotted white—well, shell pink, of coursechuse of the light—
that was on her side of the veil.

“Does this place have a moon?” she asked, tryirdistoact him. She was
afraid—afraid of him—afraid of herself.

“Oh, yes: three or four of them, | think. But the/very small and of
course the sun never goes down, so you can't eee &is well. Not



...romantic.” He smiled at her, again, slowly thimei, and Elena looked
away.

And in looking, she saw something in front of Heaittcaptured her entire
attention. In a side street a cart had overturspitling large rolls made
out of fur and leather. There was a thin, hungoking old woman
attached to the cart like a beast, who was lyintherground, and a tall
angry man

standing over her, raining down blows with a whiph@r unprotected
body.

The woman'’s face was turned toward Elena. It wadarted in a grimace
of anguish, as she tried ineffectually to roll iatdall, her hands over

her stomach. She was naked from the waist up,titeawhip lashed into
her flesh, her body from throat to waist was be&iagered by a coating of
blood.

Elena felt herself swelling with Wing Powers, batrehow none would
come. She willed with all her circulating life-far¢or something
—anything—to break free from her shoulders, but it was nodydlaybe it
had something to do with wearing the remains ofeslaracelets. Maybe it
was Damon, beside her, telling her in a forcefut®mot to get involved.
To Elena, his words were no more than punctuatdhe heartbeat
pounding in her ears. She jerked the rope sharglpfhis hands, and then
scrambled out of the litter. In six or seven lesgips was beside the man
with the whip.

He was a vampire, his fangs elongated at the sigiie blood before him,
but never stopping his frenzied lashing. He wasstoong for Elena to
handle, but...

With one more step Elena was straddling the woratin her arms flung
out in the universal gesture of protection andadefe. Rope dangled
from one wrist.

The slave owner was not impressed. He was alreaohching the next
whiplash, and it struck Elena across the cheeksandltaneously

opened a great gap in her thin summer top, slitinmugh her camisole
and scoring the flesh underneath. As she gaspedaittof the whip cut
through

her jeans as if denim were butter.

Tears formed involuntarily in Elena’s eyes, but gjreored them. She had
managed not to make a sound other than that igiisyh. And she still
stood exactly where she had first landed in pragecElena could feel the
wind whip at her tattered blouse, while her unteatiieil waved behind
her, as

if to protect the poor slave who had collapsedragdhe ruined cart.
Elena was still desperately trying to bring out &md of Wings. She
wanted to fight with real weapons, and she had tlershe couldn’t force



them to save either her or the poor slave behindBwen without them
Elena knew one thing. That bastard in front ofwasn’t going to touch his
slave

again, not unless he cut Elena into pieces first.

Someone stopped to stare, and someone else camikeaosiiop, running.
When the children who’d been trailing her litterrswnded her,

wailing, a crowd of sorts gathered.

Apparently it was one thing to see a merchant bgdtis worn-out drab—
the people around here must have seen that alrabgt But to see

this beautiful new girl having her clothes slashaay, this girl with hair
like golden silk under a veil of gold and whitedagyes that perhaps
reminded

some of them of a barely remembered blue sky—tlagtquite another
thing. Moreover, the new girl was obviously a frésitbarian slave who
had

clearly humiliated her master by tearing the legues from his hands and
was standing now with her sanctity veil made intaackery.

Terrific street theater.

And even given all of that, the slave owner wagarmg for another
stroke, raising his arm high and preparing to psiblack into it. A few
people in the crowd gasped; others were muttendmgnantly. Elena’s
new sense of hearing, turned up high, could cétein wwhispering. A girl
like this

wasn’'t meant for the slums at all; she must haenlaestined for the heart
of the city. Her aura alone was enough to show thdact, with that
golden

hair and those vivid blue eyes, she might even Geadian from the
Other Side. Who knew—?

The lash that was raised never descended. Befoosld, there was a flash
of black lightning—pure Power—that sent half theved scattering.

A vampire, young in appearance and dressed inldtieireg of the upper
world, Earth, had made his way to stand betweegadtaen girl and the
slave

owner—or rather to loom over the now cringing slaweer. The few in
the crowd not stirred by the girl immediately féleir hearts pulse at the
sight of

him. He was the girl’'s owner, surely, and now he wadd to the situation.
At that instant, Bonnie and Meredith arrived on ¢skhene. They were
reclining on their litter, decorously draped initheeils, Meredith in starry
midnight blue and Bonnie in soft pale green. Theyld have been an
illustration forThe Arabian Nights



But the moment they saw Damon and Elena, they mdstorously
jumped off the litter. By now the crowd was so kiibat working their

way to

the front required using elbows and knees, bunig seconds they were at
Elena’s side, hands defiantly unbound or trailioger that hung defiantly
free,

veils floating in the wind.

When they did arrive beside Elena, Meredith gasBednie’s eyes opened
wide and stayed that way. Elena understood whatwieee seeing.

Blood was flowing freely from the cut across heeekbone and her blouse
kept opening in the wind to reveal her torn andbtiocamisole. One leg of
her jeans was rapidly turning red.

But, drawn up into the protection of her shadows wdar more pitiful
figure. And as Meredith raised Elena’s diaphanaeikto help keep her
blouse closed and once more enshroud her in dece#recwoman herself
raised her head, to look at the three girls withdiies of a dumb and
hunted

animal.

Behind them, Damon said softly, “I shall quite gnfbis,” as he lifted the
heavy man into the air with one hand and then ktnigthroat like a

cobra. There was a hideous scream, which went dmoan

No one tried to interfere, and no one tried to chiee slave owner on to
make a fight.

Elena, scanning the faces of the crowd, realizegl 8he and her friends
had become used to Damon—or as used as you catddneeo his
half-tamed air of ferocity. But these people weettigg their first look at
the young man dressed all in black, of medium heagid slim build, who
made

up for his lack of bulging muscle with a supple aeeédly grace. This was
enhanced by the gift of somehow dominating allgbace around him, so
that

he effortlessly became the focal point of any pietythe way a black
panther might become the focal point if it were kirady lazily down a
crowded city

street.

Even here, where menace and an aspect of outnghtere

commonplace, this young man exuded a quality ofdathat made people
want to

stay out of his line of sight, much less his way.

Meanwhile Elena and both Meredith and Bonnie weo&ihg around for
some sort of medical assistance, or even for songethean that would
staunch wounds. After about a minute, they realthatlit wasn’t just

going to appear, so Elena appealed to the crowd.



“Does anyone know a doctor? A healer?” she shodted.audience
merely watched her. They seemed loath to get irebWith a girl who had
obviously defied the black-clad demon now wringihg slave owner’s
neck.

“So you all think it's just fine,” Elena shoutedgdring the loss of control,
the disgust and fury in her own voice, “for a bestke that to be
whipping a starving pregnant woman?”

There were a few downcast eyes, a few scatterdiésem the theme of
“He was her master, wasn’'t he?” But one youngish miao had been
leaning against a stopped wagon, straightenedRrpghant?” he repeated.
“She doesn’t look pregnant!”

“She is!”

“Well,” the young man said slowly, “if that’s trube’s only harming his
own merchandise.” He glanced nervously over to wiizsamon was now
standing above the deceased slave owner, whosevéaceast into a
ghastly death grimace of agony.

This still left Elena with no help for a woman shias afraid was about to
die. “Doesn’tanyoneknow where | can find a doctor?” There were now
mutterings in various tones from the crowd members.

“We might get further on if we could offer them semoney,” Meredith
was saying. Elena immediately reached for her pentat Meredith was
quicker, unfastening a fancy amethyst necklace fooand her neck and
holding it up. “This goes to whoever shows us adggoctor first.”

There was a pause while everyone seemed to besmgstee reward and
the risk. “Don’t you have any star balls?” a whegzvoice asked, but

a high, light voice cried, “That’s good enough fog”

A child—yes, a genuine street urchin—darted toftbet of the crowd,
grabbed Elena’s hand and pointed, saying, “Dr. NMegdght up the street.
It's only a couple of blocks; we can walk it.”

The child was wrapped in a tattered old dressthattmight only be to
keep warm, because he or she was also wearing afgeousers. Elena
couldn’t even figure out whether it was a boy girduntil the child gave
her an unexpectedly sweet smile and whispered, Lakshmi.”

“I'm Elena,” Elena said.

“Better hurry, Elena,” Lakshmi said. “Guardians|wgét here soon.”
Meredith and Bonnie had gotten the dazed slave wdmaer feet, but she
seemed to be in too much pain to understand if tegnt to help

her or kill her.

Elena remembered how the woman had huddled inhidwdosv of Elena’s
own body. She put a hand on the woman'’s bloodyaardhsaid quietly,
“You're safe now. You're going to be fine. That rragiour...your
master—is dead andplomisethat nobody will hurt you again. | swear it.”



The woman stared at her in disbelief, as if whan&lwas saying was
impossible. As if living without being beaten cansty—even with all the
blood Elena could see old scars, some of thenchkds, on the woman’s
skin—was something too far from reality to imagine.

“I swearit,” Elena said again, not smiling, but grimly. Sinederstood that
this was a burden she was taking on for life.

It's all right, she thought, and realized that for some time slogvhad been
sending her thoughts to Damadrknow what I'm doing. I'm ready to be
responsible for this.

Are you sureP®amon’s voice came to her, as uncertain as shedlezard
him. Because I'm sure as hell not going to take carsonfie old

hag when you get tired of her. I'm not even sume réady to deal with
whatever it's going to cost me for killing that kersl with the whip.

Elena turned to look at him. He was seridell, then whylid you Kill
him?she challenged.

Are you jokingDamon gave her a shock with the vehemence and venom
of his thoughtHe hurtyou. | should have killed him more slowhg,
added, ignoring one of the litter bearers who wasekng beside him,
undoubtedly asking what to do next. Damon’s eyesidver, were on
Elena’s

face, on the blood still flowing from her clitfiglio de cafone Damon
thought, his lips drawing back from his teeth asdo&ed down on the
corpse, so

that even the litter bearer scurried away on hamdsknees.

“Damon, don't let him leave! Bring them all overrbeaight now—" Elena
began, and then, as there was a sort of univeasal ground her, she
continued nonverballypon't let the litter bearers leave. Weeda litter to
carry this poor woman to the doctor. And why isrgeee staring at me?
Because you're a slave, and you've just done thmagslave should do and
now you’re givingme,your master, orderdDamon’s telepathic

voice was grim.

It's not an order. It's a—Ilook, any gentleman wobklp a lady in distress,
right? Well, there are four of us over here and @more

distressed than you want to look at. No, three htleink I'm going to need
some stitches, and Bonnie is about to collag#ena was striking
methodically at weak points, and knew that Damoevkshe was doing it.
But he ordered one of the sets of litter bearecotoe and pick up the
slave

woman and the other to take his girls.

Elena stuck with the woman and ended up in a khii#r the curtains all
closed around it. The smell of blood was a copastetin her mouth,



making her want to cry. Even she didn’'t want toklatosely at the slave
woman'’s injuries, but blood was running onto tlteeti She found herself
taking off

her blouse and camisole and putting back only bese so that she could
use the camisole to hold to a great diagonal slasbss the woman’s chest.
Every time the woman raised dark brown, frighteages to her, Elena
tried to smile at her encouragingly. They were dal&ep somewhere in
the

trenches of communication, where a look and a toneant more than
words.

Don’t die, Elena was thinking. Don’t die, just asuyhave something to
live for. Live for your freedom, and for your baby.

And maybe some of what she was thinking got thraoghe woman,
because she relaxed against the litter cushiotdinigoon to Elena’s hand.
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“H er name’s Ulma,” a voice said, and Elena lookedrdawfind Lakshmi
holding back the curtains of the litter with a haner her head.
“Everybody

knows Old Drohzne and his slaves. He beats 'enh tlnaty pass out and
then expects 'em to pick up his rickshaw and gocamying a load. He
kills five

or six a year.”

“He didn’t kill this one,” Elena murmured. “He gathat he deserved.” She
squeezed Ulma’s hand.

She was vastly relieved when the litter stoppedachon himself
appeared, just as she was about to start bargaamingone of the litter
bearers to carry Ulma in their arms to the doatdthout regard for his
clothing, Damon still somehow managed to conveyntisest even as he
picked

up the woman—UIma—and nodded to Elena to follow.Hiakshmi
skipped around him and took the lead into an iately patterned stone
courtyard

and then down a crooked hallway with some solisieetable-looking
doors. Finally, she knocked on one and a wizenedwith a huge head
and the

faintest remnant of a wispy beard opened the daati@usly.

“I don't keep anyketterrishere! Nohexen nozemeral And | don't do love
spells!” Then, peering short-sightedly, he seemeddus on the little
group.

“Lakshmi?” he said.

“We’ve brought a woman who needs help,” Elena shiattly. “She’s
pregnant, too. You're a doctor, aren’t you? A hedle

“A healer of some limited ability. Come in, come”in

The doctor was hurrying into a back room. Theyalbwed him, Damon
still carrying Ulma. Once she arrived, Elena saat the healer was in the
corner of what looked like a crowded wizard’s saacy, with quite a bit of
voodoo and witch doctor thrown in.

Elena, Meredith, and Bonnie glanced at one anatérmously, but then
Elena heard water splashing and realized thatab®dwas in the corner
because there was a basin of water there, andcetllertwas washing his
hands thoroughly, rolling his sleeves up to hi®el and making a lot of
frothy

bubbles. He might call himself a “healer,” yet hé dnderstand basic
hygiene, she thought.



Damon had put Ulma onto what looked like a cleantevbheeted
examining table. The doctor nodded to him. Thestching, he pulled out
a

tray of instruments and set Lakshmi about fetclulioghs to clean the cuts
and staunch the profuse bleeding. He also opemasligadrawers to pull
out

strong-smelling bags and stood on a ladder todmvlin clumps of herbs
that were strung from the ceiling. Finally he opgaesmall box and took a
pinch

of snuff, himself,

“Please hurry,” Elena said. “She’s lost a lot ajda.”

“And you've lost not a little,” the man said. “Myame is Kephar
Meggar—and this would be Master Drohzne’s slave?yéle peered at
them,

looking somehow as if he were wearing glasses, whewasn’t. “And
you would be slaves, too?” He stared at the sirgpe Elena was still
wearing,

and then at Bonnie and Meredith, each wearingdhees

“Yes, but—" Elena stopped. Some infiltrator she wiise’'d very nearly
said “But not really; it's just to satisfy convemti. She settled for saying,
“But our master is very different from hers.” They were véif§erent, she
thought. Damon didn’t have a broken neck, for dnegt. And for another,
no

matter how vicious and deadly he might be, he woeler strike a
woman, much less do something like this to onesétamed to have some
kind of

internal block against it—except when he was pagseby Shinichi, and
couldn’t control his own muscles.

“And yet Drohzne allowed you to bring this womaratbealer?” The little
man looked doubtful.

“No, he wouldn’t have let us, I'm sure,” Elena s#atly. “But please—
she’s bleeding and she’s going to have a baby....”

Dr. Meggar’s eyebrows went up and down. But withegking anyone to
leave while he treated her, he pulled out an osttaned stethoscope
and listened carefully to Ulma’s heart and lungs.grhelled her breath,
and then gently palpated her abdomen below Eldnatxly camisole, all
with a

professional air, before tipping to her lips a bndvottle, from which she
drank a few sips, then sank back, her eyes flageziosed.

“Now,” the little man said, “she’s resting comfdstg. She’ll need quite a
bit of stitching of course, and you could use a &tches yourself, but



that’s as your master says, | suppose.” Dr. Meggal the wordnaster
with a definite implication of dislike. “But | caalmost promise you that
she won't

die. About her babe | don’t know. It may come ouatrked as a result of
this business—striped birthmarks, perhaps—or it b@perfectly all right.
But

with foodandrest—Dr. Meggar’'s eyebrows went up and down again, as
if the doctor would have liked to say this to Maddeohzne’s face—"she
should

recover.”

“Take care of Elena first, then,” Damon said.

“No, no!” Elena said, pushing the doctor away. He seenkeda nice man,
but obviously around here, masters were masters-Bantbn was

more masterful and intimidating than most.

But not, at this moment, to Elena. She didn’t aeut herself right now.
She’'d made a promise—the doctor’'s words meantstiamight be

able to keep it. That was what she cared about.

Up and down, up and down. Dr. Meggar’'s eyebrowkdaddike two
caterpillars on one elastic string. One laggedtla lbehind the other.
Clearly,

the behavior he was seeing was abnormal, evere ltallde punished by
serious means. But Elena only noticed him perighgthe way she was
noticing Damon.

“Help her,” she said vehemently—and watched the doctor’s eyebro
shoot up as if they were aimed for the ceiling.

She’d let her aura escape. Not completely, tharnd Got a blast had
definitely discharged, like a flash of sheet lighthin the room.

And the doctor, who wasn’t a vampire, but just agireary citizen, had
noticed it. Lakshmi had noticed it; even Ulma siifion the examining
table

uneasily.

I’m going to have to be a whole lot more carefugrta thought. She cast a
quick look at Damon, who was about to explode, kifrsshe could

tell. Too many emotions, too much blood in the roand the adrenaline of
killing still pulsing in his bloodstream.

How did she know all that?

Because Damon wasn't perfectly in control, eitsbe realized. She was
sensing things directly from his mind. Best to lgied out of here quickly.
“We’ll wait outside,” she said, catching his arm,@r. Meggar’s obvious
shock. Slaves, even beautiful ones, didn’t actwreat.

“Go and wait in the courtyard then,” the doctodsaiarefully controlling
his face and speaking to the air in between DamdrEdena. “Lakshmi,



give them some bandages so they can staunch ting girlis bleeding.
Then come back; you can help me.”

“Just one question,” he added as Elena and thesotvexe walking out of
the room. “How did you know that this woman is pragt? What sort of
spell can tell you that?”

“No spell,” Elena said simply. “Any woman watchihgr should have
known.” She saw Bonnie flash her an injured loak, Meredith remained
inscrutable.

“That horrible slaver—Drogsie—or whatever—was whingpher from the
front,” Elena said. “And look at those gashes.” S8ieced, looking over
two stripes that crossed Ulma’s sternum. “In tleste; any woman would
be trying to protect her breasts, but this one tmasg to cover her belly.
That

meant she was pregnant, and far along enoughgareeabout it, too.”

Dr. Meggar’s eyebrows drew down and together—amd tie looked up at
Elena as if peering over glasses. Then he noddedysl“You take

some bandages and stop your own bleeding,” he daittlena, not to
Damon. Apparently, slave or not, she had won some & respect from
him.

On the other hand, Elena seemed to have lost staithr Damon—or at
least, he'd cut his mind off from hers quite defddely, leaving her with a
blank

wall to stare at. In the doctor’s waiting room,vis@ved an imperious hand
at Bonnie and Meredith.

“Wait here in this room,” he said—no, he orderddofi’'t leave it until the
doctor comes oubDon’t let anyone in the front door—Ilock it now, and
keep it locked. Good. Elena is coming with me ith® kitchen—that's the
back door. | do not want to be disturbeddmyoneunless an angry mob is
threatening the house with arson, do you under8t&ath of you?”

Elena could see Bonnie about to blurt out, “Butls still bleeding!” and
Meredith was with her eyes and brows calling cdumtiwhether or not
they needed to hold an immediate velociraptor gistad rebellion. They
all knew Plan A for this: Bonnie would throw heffsekto Damon’s arms,
passionately weeping or passionately kissing him¢kever best fit the
situation, while Elena and Meredith came at hinmfithe sides and did—
well,

whatever had to be done.

Elena, with one flash of her own eyes, had categthyinixed this. Damon
was angry, yes, but she could sense that it was mibih Drohzne than
with her. The blood had agitated him, yes, but Be wsed to controlling
himself in bloody situations. And she needed hath Wwer wounds, which
had



begun to hurt seriously, ever since she’d hearttileawoman she had
rescued would live, and might even have her bahyifBbamon had
something

on his mind, she wanted to know what it was—now.

With one last comforting glance at Bonnie, Elen&ieed Damon through
the kitchen door. It had a lock on it. Damon loolk¢d and opened his
mouth; Elena locked it. Then she looked up at haaster.”

He was standing by the kitchen sink, methodicallgnping water, with
one hand clenched against his forehead. His haig buer his eyes,
getting splashed, getting wet. He didn’t seem te.ca

“Damon?” Elena said uncertainly. “Are you...all right

He didn’t answer.

Damon?she tried telepathically.

| let you get hurt. I'm fast enough. | could haviéel that bastard Drohzne
with one blast of Power. But | never imagined yaged hurt.His
telepathic voice was at once filled with the dathkeisd of menace
imaginable and a strange, almost gentle, calmf As were trying to keep
all the

ferocity and anger locked away from her.

| couldn’t even tell him—I couldn’t even send wat@$im to tell him what
he was. | couldn’t think. He was a telepath; he Mddwave heard me.

But | didn’t have any words. | could only scream-y mind.

Elena felt a bit light-headed—a little more liglgdded than she’d already
been feeling. Damon was feeling this anguish—fo? liée wasn't

angry about her flagrantly breaking rules in frohtrowds, maybe
breaking their cover? He didn’t mind lookibgdraggle@

“Damon,” she said. He'd surprised her into speakiagloud. “It—it—
doesn’t matter. It's not your fault. You would newven have let me do
it—"

“But | should have known you wouldn’t askhought you were going to
attack him, to jump on his shoulders and throtite, land | was ready to
help you do that, to take him down like two wolvaking down a big
buck. But you're not a sword, Elena. Whatever yook, you're a shield. |
should

have known that you would take the next blow yolfirgend because of
me, you got—" His eye drifted to her cheekbone la@dvinced.

Then he seemed to get a grip on himself. “The wateold, but it's pure.
We need to clean those slashes and stop that igedw.”

“I don’t suppose there’s any Black Magic aroundéra said, half
jokingly. This was going to hurt.

Damon, however, immediately began opening cupboétise,” he said
after checking only three, triumphantly coming ughva half-full bottle of



Black Magic. “Lots of doctors keep this as a meaukcand anesthetic.
Don’t worry; I'll pay him well.”

“Then | think you should have some, too,” Elenaldaoldly. “Come on,
it'll do us both good. And it won't be the firste.”

She knew that the last sentence would clinch it ®iamon. It would be a
way of getting back something that Shinichi hacetakom him.

I'll get the whole of his memories back from Shimisomehow, Elena
decided, doing her best to screen her thoughts BBamon with white
noise. | don’t know how to do it, and | don’t knavhen I'll get the chance,
butl swear | will. | sweat

Damon had filled two goblets with the rich, headyedling wine and was
handing one to Elena. “Just sip at first,” he sha&lpless but to fall into
the role of instructor. “This is a good year.”

Elena sipped, then simply gulped. She was thinstiy@arion Loess Black
Magic wine didn’'t have any alcohol—as such—intitcértainly didn’t
taste like regular wine. It tasted like remarkatafreshing effervescent
spring water that was flavored with sweet, deepyetg grapes.

Damon, she noticed, had forgotten to sip as wed,\ahen he offered her a
second glass to match his, she accepted willingly.

His aura sure had calmed down a lot, she thougltgeaicked up a wet
cloth and began, gently, to clean the cut that atregactly followed the
line of her cheekbone. It had been the one tolsiegding first, but now he
needed to get the blood flowing again, to cleah3#ith two glasses of
Black Magic on top of no food since breakfast, Blésund herself
relaxing against the back of the chair, letting Inesid drop back a little,
and shutting

her eyes. She lost track of time, as he strokeduhemoothly. And she
lost strict control of her aura.

When she opened her eyes it was in response toumal sno visual
stimulus. It was a blaze in Damon’s aura, one dfisa determination.
“‘Damon?”

He was standing over her. His darkness had flanetdehind him like a
shadow, tall and wide and almost mesmerizing. Dtefynalmost
frightening.

“Damon?” she said again, uncertainly.

“We’re not doing this right,” he said, and her tgbts flashed at once to
her disobedience as a slave, and Bonnie and Mii®tBss serious
infractions. But his voice was like dark velvetddrer body responded to it
more accurately than her mind. It shivered.

“How...do we do it right?” she asked, and then shderthe mistake of
opening her eyes. She found that he was stoopiegher as she sat on
the chair, stroking—no, just touching—nher hair efilg that she hadn’t
even felt it.



“VYampires know how to take care of wounds,” he saidfidently, and his
great eyes that seemed to hold their own univdrstacs caught and

held her. “We can clean them. We can start themedunig again—or stop
them.”

I've felt like this before, Elena thought. He’skadl to me like this before,
too, even if he doesn’t remember. And I—I was toghtened. But that
was before...

Before the motel. The night when he’d told heruo,rand she hadn’t. The
night that Shinichi had taken, just as he’d takenfirst time they’d

shared Black Magic together.

“Show me,” whispered Elena. And she knew that sbimgtelse in her
mind was whispering too, whispering different wordéords that she
would never have said if she had for a moment thbafherself as a
slave.

Whispering,I'm yours...

That was when she felt his mouth lightly brusheuth.

And then she just thougl®h! andOh, Damon..until he moved to gently
touch her cheek with his silky soft tongue, maragpinly chemicals first to
make cleansing blood flow, and finally when the impes had all been so
softly swept away, to stop the blood and to heaWibund. She could feel
his

Power now, the dark Power that he had used inustral fights, to inflict
hundreds of mortal wounds, being held tightly iedkto concentrate on
this

simple, homely task, to heal the mark of a whiplasta girl's cheek. Elena
thought it was like being stroked with the petdl¢hat Black Magic rose,
its

cool smooth petals gently sweeping away the paatil, she shivered in
delight.

And then it stopped. Elena knew that she’d oncéndgad too much wine.
But this time she didn’t feel sick. The deceptivisiht drink had gone

to her head, making her tipsy. Everything had takean unreal,
dreamlike quality.

“It will finish healing well now,” Damon said, agatouching her hair so
softly that she could barely feel it. But this tisige did feel it, because she
sent out fingers of Power to meet the sensatioreaja/ every moment of
it. And once again he kissed her—so lightly—his lgarely brushing hers.
When her head fell back, though, he didn’t foll@ven when,
disappointed, she tried to put pressure on the bbbls neck. He simply
waited until Elena

thought things out...slowly.

We shouldn’t be kissing. Meredith and Bonnie aghtrnext door. How do
| get myself in situations like this? But Damon’isven trying to kiss



...and we're supposed to be—oh!

Her other wounds.

They really hurt now. What cruel person had thougha whip like that,
Elena thought, with a razor-thin lash that cut semly it didn’t even hurt at
first—or not that much...but got worse and worse diwee? And kept
bleeding...we’re supposed to be stopping the bleegltidjthe doctor can
see

me....

But her next wound, the one that burned like foernwas diagonally
across her collarbone. And the third was near heek..

Damon started to get up, to get another cloth frlmensink and cleanse the
cut with water,

Elena held him back. “No.”

“No? Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“All | want to do is cleanse it....”

“I know.” She did know. His mind was open to heak jts turbulent power
running clear and tranquilly. She didn’t know whyad opened to her like
this, but it had.

“But let me advise you, don’t go donating your lddo some dying
vampire; don't let anyone sample it. It's worsertlidack Magic—"
“Worse?” She knew he was complimenting her, butdtie’'t understand.
“The more you drink, the more you want to drink &fdon answered, and
for a moment Elena saw the turbulence she had danmtkbose calm
waters. “And the more you drink, the more Power gan absorb,” he
added seriously. Elena realized that she had reasar thought of this as a
problem, but it was. She remembered the agonydible&n to try to absorb
her own aura before she had learned how to kemaputng with her
bloodstream.

“Don’t worry,” he added, still serious. “I know wh@u're thinking about.”
He made a move again to get a cloth. But withootkng it, he had said
too much, presumed too far.

“Youknow who I'm thinking about?” Elena said softly,dashe was
surprised at how dangerous her own voice could&dike the soft
padding

of heavy tigress feet. “Without asking me?”

Damon tried to finesse his way out. “Well, | assdme”

“No oneknows what I'm thinking about,” Elena said. “Unitilell them.”
She moved and made him kneel to look at her, quesgly. Hungrily.
Then, just as it was she who had made him knesghstshe who drew him
to her wound.
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Elena came back to the real world slowly, fightihgll the way. She sank
her nails into the leather of Damon’s jacket, fotnedself wondering
briefly if

removing it would help, and then her mood was shedt again by that
sound—a sharp, imperative knock.

Damon raised his head and snarled.

We are a pair of wolves, aren’t we? Elena thought. Figptiail and tooth.
But, another part of her mind supplied, that istdpping the knocking. He
warned those girls....

Those girls! Bonnie and Meredith! And he’'d said teinterrupt unless the
house was on fire!

But, the doctor—oh, God, something’s happeneddbpbor, wretched
woman! She’s dying!

Damon was still snarling, a trace of blood on ps.llt was only a trace,
because her second wound had really been heateakjtisoroughly as
the first, the one across her cheekbone. Elenabadea how long it had
been since she had pulled Damon to her to kissthiBut now, with her
blood in his veins and his pleasure interruptedyas like an untamed
black panther in her arms.

She didn’t know whether she could stop him or eslew him down
without using raw Power on him.

“Damon!” she said aloud. “Out there—those are oentls. Remember?
Bonnie and Meredith and the healer.”

“Meredith,” Damon said, and again his lips peeladk) exposing
terrifyingly long canines. He still wasn’t in reli If he saw Meredith now,
he

wouldn’t be frightened, Elena thought—and, oh wb® knew how her
logical, thoughtful friend made Damon uneasy. Teay the world
through such

different eyes. She irked him like a pebble indfise. But right now he
might deal with that unease in a way that wouldéelsleredith a savaged
corpse.

“Let me go see,” she said, as the knock came ageaHen’t theystop
that? Didn’t she have enough to deal with?

Damon’s arms merely tightened around her. Shefi#sh of heat,
because she knew that, even as he restrainedewgdholding back so
much of his strength. He didn’t want to crush lasrhe could if he used a
tenth of the power in his hard muscles alone.



The wave of feeling that washed over her made Iingriger eyes briefly,
helplessly, but she knew she had to be the voisamty here.

“Damon! They could be warning us—or Ulma may haiezld

Deathgot through to him. His eyes were slits, the bleodrght from the
kitchen shutters throwing bars of scarlet and bkakss his face,
making him look more handsome—and more demonic—¢ivan.

“You'll stay here.” Damon said it flatly, with nalea of being a “master”
or a “gentleman.” He was a wild beast protectirgrhate, the only
creature

in the world that wasn’t competition or food.

There was no arguing with him, not in this staten& would stay here.
Damon would go to do whatever needed to be dond.E@na would stay
for as long as he thought necessary.

Elena truly didn’t know whose thoughts these lastevShe and Damon
were still trying to untangle their emotions. Sleeided to watch him and
only if he really got out of control...

You don’t want to see me out of control.

Feeling him snap from raw animal instinct to icgrfiect mental
dominance was even scarier than the animal aldreed®in’t know
whether

Damon was the sanest person she had ever met tngusne best able to
cover up his wildness. She held her torn blousettesy and watched as he
moved with effortless grace to the door and theddsnly, violently,
wrenched it almost off its hinges.

No one fell; no one had been listening in on tpelate conversation. But
Meredith stood, restraining Bonnie with one hamd] with the other
hand raised, ready to knock again.

“Yes?” Damon said in glacial tones. “l thought ldgou—"

“You did, and there is,” Meredith said, interrugtithis Damon in an
unusual attempt to commit suicide.

“There is what?”Damon snarled.

“There’s a mob outside threatening to burn the whmlilding down. |
don’t know if they're upset about Drohzne, or abesitaking Ulma, but
they're enraged about something, and they’'ve gohts. | didn't want to
interrupt Elena’s—treatment—but Dr. Meggar sayy thven’t listen to
him. He's

a human.”

“He used to be a slave,” Bonnie added, wresting &fethe chokehold that
Meredith had on her. She looked up at Damon wrmasting brown
eyes, hands outstretched. “Only you can save hbs,%aid, translating the
message of her gaze aloud—which meant that thirege veally serious.
“All right, all right. I'll go take care of them. &u take care of Elena.”

“Of course, but—"



“No.” Damon had either gone reckless with the ble@ihd the memories
that were still keeping Elena from forming a colm:ientence—or he
had somehow overcome all his fear of Meredith. Hegohand on each of
her shoulders. He was only one and a half or twbas taller than she was,
SO

he had no trouble holding her eyes. “You, persgntdke care of Elena.
Tragedies happen here every minute of the dayreséeable, horrible,
deadly

tragedies. | dmotwant one happening to Elena.”

Meredith looked at him for a long moment, and foc® didn’t consult
Elena with her eyes before answering a questioolvimg her. She simply
said, “I'll protect her,” in a low voice that nevtbeless carried. From her
stance, from her tone, one could almost hear tspaken addition, “with
my life”

—and it didn’t even seem melodramatic.

Damon let go of her, strode out the door, and witlzobackward glance
disappeared from Elena’s sight. But his mental@evwas crystalline in
her mind:You'll be safe if there is any way to save yowear it.

If there was any way to save her. Wonderful. Eleed tio kickstart her
brain.

Meredith and Bonnie were both staring at her. Eten& a deep breath,
automatically sucked for a moment back into thedalgs, when a girl
fresh from a hot date could expect a long and gsrizbriefing.

But all Bonnie said was, “Your face—it looks mucttter now!”

“Yes,” Elena said, using the two ends of her blaiosge a makeshift top
around her. “My leg’s the problem. We didn’'t—didfilish it yet.”
Bonnie opened her mouth, but closed it determinedhych from Bonnie
was a display of heroics similar to Meredith’s preento Damon. When
she opened it again it was to say, “Take my saadftee it around your leg.
We can fold it sideways and then tie a bow oversitie that got hurt.
That'll

keep pressure on it.”

Meredith said, “I think Dr. Meggar has finished witima. Maybe he can
see you.”

In the other room, the doctor was once again wagshis hands, using a
large pump to get more water into the basin. Tixenee deeply redstained
cloths in a pile and a smell that Elena was gratekidoctor had
camouflaged with herbs. Also in a large, comforeablbking chair there
sat a

woman whom Elena did not recognize.

Suffering and terror could change a person, Elemak but she could
never have realized how much—nor how much relieffamedom from



pain could change a face. She had brought witlaeyman who huddled
until she was almost child-size in Elena’s mind] arhose thin, ravaged
face,

twisted with agony and unrelenting dread, had sélesmaost a sort of
abstract drawing of a goblin hag. Her skin had sekly gray in color,

her thin

hair had scarcely seemed enough to cover her haddjet it had hung
down in strands like seaweed. Everything abousheramed out that she
was

a slave, from the iron bands around her wristeetonakedness and
scarred, bloody body, to her bare and rusty fdehdcould not even have
told you

the color of the woman'’s eyes, for they had seeasegray as the rest of
her.

Now Elena was confronted by a woman who was perimelpsr early-to
mid-thirties. She had a lean, attractive, somehastagratic face, with a
strong, patrician nose, dark, keen-looking eyed,k@autiful eyebrows like
the wings of a flying bird. She was relaxing in #renchair, with her feet
up on

an ottoman, slowly brushing her hair, which waskdegith occasional
streaks of gray that lent an air of dignity to fi@ple deep blue housecoat
she was

wearing. Her face had wrinkles that lent it chaggdbut overall one sensed
a sort of yearning tenderness about her, perhagaibe of the slight bulge
in her abdomen, which she now gently laid a hand/men she did this
her face bloomed with color and her whole aspentigtl.

For an instant Elena thought this must be the dsctafe or housekeeper
and she had a temptation to ask whether Ulma,dbewreck of a

slave, had died.

Then she saw what one cuff of the deep blue hoasecwld not quite
conceal: a glimpse of an iron bracelet.

This lean dark aristocratic woman was Ulma. Theadtad worked a
miracle.

A healer, he had called himself. It was obvioug,tilee Damon, he could
heal wounds. No one who had been whipped as Ulnladad have
come round to this state without some powerful mabiying to simply
stitch up the bloody mess that Elena had broughadobviously been
impossible, and so Dr. Meggar had healed her.

Elena had never experienced a situation like ushe fell back upon the
good manners that had been bred into her as anlérgi

“It's nice to meet you, ma’am. I'm Elena,” she saaad held out her hand.
The brush fell onto the chair. The woman reacheadvith both hands to
take Elena’s into hers. Those keen dark eyes setsl/our Elena’s



face.

“You're the one,” she said, and then, swinging $igapered feet off the
ottoman, she went down on her knees.

“Oh, no, ma’am! Please! I'm sure the doctor toldiyo rest. It's best to sit
quietly now.”

“But you arethe one.” For some reason, the woman seemed to need
confirmation. And Elena was willing to do anythitmpacify her.

“I'm the one,” Elena said. “And now I think you dlid sit down again.”
Obedience was immediate, and yet there was a fsprgfal light about
everything Ulma did. Elena understood it after amfigw hours of slavery.
Obeying when one had a choice was entirely diffiefrem obeying
because disobedience could mean death.

But even as Ulma sat, she held out her arms. “ladoke! Dear seraph,
goddess, Guardian—whatever you are: look at medrAfiree years of
living as a beast | have become human again—becdys®i! You came
like an angel of lightning and stood between metaedash.” Uima began
to

weep, but they seemed to be tears of joy. Her syasched Elena’s face,
lingering on the scarred cheekbone. “But you'réu@rdian; they have
magicks that protect them and they never interféoe three years, they
never interfered. | saw all my friends, my fellolaes, fall tohis whip and
his

rage.” She shook her head, as if physically unebtay Drohzne’s name.
“I'm so sorry—so sorry....” Elena was fumbling. SHargced back and
saw that Bonnie and Meredith were similarly stritke

“It doesn’t matter. | heard your mate killed him thve street.”

“I told her that,” Lakshmi said proudly. She haderad the room without
anyone noticing her.

“My mate?” Elena faltered. “Well, he’s not my—I mede and |—we—"
“He’s our master,” Meredith said bluntly, from betiElena.

Ulma was still looking at Elena with her heart erleyes. “Every day, |
will pray for your soul to ascend from here.”

Elena was startled. “Souls can ascend from here?”

“Of course. Repentance and good deeds may accdmiplaad the prayers
of others are always taken into considerationinkthi

You sure don't talk like a slave, Elena mused. ®iee to think of a way to
put it delicately, but she was confused and hehleggand her

emotions were in turmoil. “You don’t sound like—Wdike what I'd
expect from a slave,” she said. “Or am | just beangdiot?”

She could see the tears form in Ulma’s eyes.

“Oh, God! Please, forget | asked. Please—"

“No! There is no one | would rather tell. If youshkito hear how | came to
this degraded state.” Ulma waited, watching Elertaasais clear that



Elena’s least wish was to Ulma, a command.

Elena looked at Meredith and Bonnie. She couldadrrany more noises of
yelling outside on the street and the buildingaiaty didn’t seem to

be on fire.

Fortunately, at that moment, Dr. Meggar wandereagiain. “Everybody
getting acquainted?” he asked, his eyebrows worikirapposition now;
one up, one down. He had the remnants of a bdtBéack Magic in his
hand.

“Yes,” Elena said, “but | was just wondering if wieould be trying to
evacuate or anything. Apparently there was a mob—"

“Elena’s mate is going to give them something toktabout,” Lakshmi
said with relish. “They’ve all gone to the MeetiRtace to resolve the stuff
about Drohzne’s property. | bke’ll bash a few heads in and be back in no
time,” she added cheerfully, leaving no doubt dsawas. “Wish | was a
boy

so | could see it.”

“You were braver than the boys; you were the one gl us here,” Elena
told her. Then she consulted Meredith and Bonntk her eyes. It
sounded as if the commotion had moved on elsewhackDamon was a
master at getting himself out of commotions. Hehhagso..needto fight,
to

rid himself of excess energy from Elena’s blooccadfmotion might
actually be good for him, Elena thought.

She looked at Dr. Meggar. “Will my—will our mastee all right, do you
think?”

Dr. Meggar’s eyebrows went up and down. “He’ll pably have to pay
Old Drohzne’s relatives a blood price, but it slaocd be too high. Then he
can do what he likes with the old bastard’s propéhe said. “I'd say the
safest place for you right now is here, away framMeeting Place.” He
went on

to enforce that opinion by pouring them all glasségueur glasses, Elena
noted—of Black Magic wine. “Good for the nervesg $aid and took a
sip.

Ulma smiled her beautiful, heartwarming smile ahas he took the tray
around. “Thank you—and thank you—and thank you¢’ said. “I won't
bore you with my story—"

“No, tell us; tell us, please!” Now that there wasimmediate danger to
her friends or to Damon, Elena was eager to heatalle. Everyone else
was nodding.

Ulma flushed a little, but began sedately, “I wasrin the reign of
Kelemen II,” she said. “I'm sure that means nothimgur visitors but
much to



those who knew him and his—indulgences. | studredku my mother,
who became a very popular designer of fashionabnids. My father was a
designer of jewelry almost as famous as she wasy fiad an estate on the
outskirts of the city and could afford a houseias &s many of their
wealthiest customers—though they were carefulmshbw the true extent
of their wealth. | was the young Lady Ulma thent, dbna the hag. My
parents

did their best to keep me out of sight, for my csafety. But...”
Ulma—Lady Ulma, Elena thought, stopped and tookepdsip of her
wine. Her eyes had changed; she was seeing theapdsirying not to
upset her listeners. But just as Elena was abcagkder to stop, at least
until she felt better, she continued.

“But despite all their care...someone...saw me anywaydemanded my
hand in marriage. Not Drohzne, he was just a fufra@an the Outlands,
and | never saw him until three years ago. Thisavlsd, a General, a
demon with a terrible reputation—and my father sefilihis demand. They
came

on us in the night. | was fourteen when it happeded that is how |
became a slave.”

Elena found that she was feeling emotional paieatly from Lady Ulma’s
mind. Oh, my God, I've done it again, she thoudltriedly trying to

tune down her psychic senses. “Please, you doad teetell us this.
Maybe another time...”

“I would like to tell you—you—so you will know what you have done.
And | would prefer to say it only once. But if ydo not wish to hear it—"
Politeness was warring with politeness here. “Nn,ihyou want—go
ahead. I—I just want you to know how sorry | amléia glanced at the
doctor, who was patiently waiting by the table lier with the brown bottle
in his hands. “And if you don’t mind, I'd like toeg my leg...healed?” She
was

aware that she’d said the last word doubtfully, denmg how any one
being could have the power to heal Ulma like tBise was not surprised
when he

shook his head. “Or stitched up, rather, while tail, if you don’t mind,”
she said.

It took several minutes to overcome Lady Ulma’'scéhand distress that
she had left her savior waiting, but at last Eleaa on the table and the
doctor was encouraging her to drink from the bpttleich smelled like
cherry cough syrup.

Oh, well, she might as well try the Dark Dimenswatsion of anesthetic—
especially since the stitching was bound to hugn& thought. She took

a sip from the bottle and felt the room reel arobad She waved away the
offer of a second sip.



Dr. Meggar undid Bonnie’s ruined scarf, and thegdweto cut off her
blood-soaked jeans leg above the knee.

“Well—you are so good to listen,” Lady Ulma sai@ut | knew you were
good already. | will spare us both the painful detaf my slavery.
Perhaps it's enough to say that | was passed fremmaster to another
over the years, always a slave, always going déwfast, as a joke,
someone

said, ‘Give her to Old Drohzne. He’'ll squeeze @ ise out of her if
anyone can.”

“God!” Elena said, and hoped that everyone wouldbaite it to the story
and not to the bite of the cleansing solution tbetor was swabbing

over her swollen flesh. Damon was so much bettdrigitshe thought. |
didn’t even realize how lucky | was before. Elened not to wince as the
doctor

began to use his needle, but her grip on Mereditarsl tightened until
Elena was afraid she was breaking bones. Shettriedse the grip, but
Meredith squeezed back hard. Her long, smooth heasdalmost like a
boy’s, but softer. Elena was glad to be able tesga as hard as she liked.
“My strength has been giving out on me lately,” ddlma said softly. “I
thought it was that"—here she used a particulanlgle expression for her
owner—“‘that was leading me to death. Then | redlipe truth.” All at
once radiance changed her face, so much that Etend see what she
must have

looked like when she was in her teens and so dabiitat a demon would
demand her as a wife. “I| knew that new life stirvgthin me—and | knew
that

Drohzne would kill it if he had the chance—"

She didn’t seem to recognize the expressions ohastment and horror on
the three girl's faces. Elena, however, had thiefge¢hat she was
groping through a nightmare, on the edge of a btaekkasse, and that she
would have to keep groping in the dark, aroundctiesous, unseen
fissures

in the ice in the Dark Dimension until she reacB#efan and got him free
of this place. This casual reference to abominatiasn’t the first of her
steps

around a crevasse, but it was the first she hamjreped and counted.
“You young women are very new here,” Lady Ulma saglthe silence
stretched and stretched. “I did not mean to sayhamy out of place....”
“We’'re slaves here,” Meredith replied, picking upeagth of rope. “I think
the more we learn the better.”

“Your master—I've never seen anyone so quick tatfigld Drohzne
before. Many people clucked their tongues, butwes all most dared to
do.



But your master—"

“Wecall him Damon,” Bonnie put in pointedly.

It went right over Lady Ulma’s head. “Master Damode-you think he
might keep me? After he pays the blood price to-B#tohzne’s relatives,
he

will get first pick of all Drohzne’s property. | aone of the few slaves he
has not killed.” The hope in the woman'’s face wiasoat too painful for
Elenato

look at.

It was only then that she consciously realized lawg it had been since
she’d seen Damon. How long should Damon’s busibegaking? She
looked at Meredith anxiously.

Meredith understood exactly what the look meané §took her head
helplessly. Even if they had Lakshmi take themhtMeeting Place, what
could they do?

Elena bit back a wince of pain and smiled at Ladipd)

“Why don’t you tell us about when you were a girghie said.
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Damon wouldn’t have thought a sadistic old fool witapped a woman to
pieces for not being able to pull a cart meanafboorse would have any
friends. And Old Drohzne, indeed, may not have drag But that wasn'’t
the issue.

Neither, strangely, was murder the issue. Murdes avaeveryday affair
around the slums and the fact that Damon had tediand won a fight
was of no surprise to the inhabitants of these elangg alleyways.

The issue lay in making off with a slave. Or pehapvent deeper. The
issue lay in how Damon treated his own slaves.

A crowd of men—all men, no women, Damon noticed—ima&ed
gathered in front of the doctor’s building, andytluigd in fact have torches.
“Mad vampire! Mad vampire on the loose!”

“Drive him out here for justice to be done!”

“Burn the place down if they won'’t turn him out!”

“The elders say to bring him to them!”

This seemed to have the effect the crowd desitedring the streets of the
more decent people and leaving only the bloody-eiinsbrt who'd

been hanging about at a loose end, and were onlgléal of a fight. Most
of them, of course, were vampires themselves. bgtem werdit
vampires.

But none of them, Damon thought, flashing a diambnght smile around
the circle that was closing in on him, had the maiton of knowing that
the

lives of three young human girls depended on hime-that one of them
was the jewel in the crown of humanity, Elena Gilbe

If he, Damon, was torn to pieces in this fight,gbdhree girls would lead
lives of hell and degradation.

However, even this logic didn’t seem to help hirayail as Damon was
kicked, bitten, head-butted, punched, and stabbégowooden daggers
—the kind that slice vampire flesh. At first he tight he had a chance.
Several of the youngest and fittest vampires fiedl/go his cobra-quick
strikes and

his sudden strafes of Power. But the truth wasttieat were simply too
many of them, Damon thought, as he snapped theafexklemon whose
two

long tusks had already scored his arm almost thrdlg muscle. And here
came a huge vampire, clearly in training, with araghat made Damon
feel



bile at the back of his throat. That one went dovith a foot in the face,
but he didn’t stay down; he came up, clinging tarida’s leg and allowing
several

smaller vampires with wooden daggers to dart infaardstring him.
Damon felt black dismay as his legs went out frarder him.

“Sunlight damn you,” he grated through a mouthfublood as another
tusked, red-skinned demon punched him in the méDigamn you all to
the

lowest hells....”

It was no good. Dully, still fighting, still usingreat swaths of Power to
maim and kill as many as he could, Damon realihed And then
everything

became dreamlike and dazed—not like his dreamerid&lwhom he
seemed to see constantly in his side-eye, weeButgdreamlike in a
feverish,

nightmare sense. He could no longer use his mustfiegently. His body
was battered and even as he healed his legs, anvatneire scored a great
cut across his back. He was feeling more and n®rehe were in a
nightmare where he could not move except in slowanoAt the same
time,

something in his brain was whispering for him tstrdust rest...and it
would all be over.

Eventually, the greater numbers bore him down,samdebody appeared
with a stake.

“Good riddance to new rubbish,” the stake bringad shis breath reeking
of stale blood, his leering face grotesque, assee leprous-looking
fingers to open Damon'’s shirt so as not to makela im the fine black
silk.

Damon spat on him and had his face stamped onimagdurn.

He blacked out for a moment and then, slowly, chaek to pain.

And noise. The gleeful crowd of vampires and demdnsk on cruelty,
were all doing a stomping, rhythmic, improvised claaround Damon,
roaring with laughter as they thrust imaginary sgkvorking themselves
into a frenzy.

That was when Damon realized that he was actuallyggio die.

It was a shocking realization, even though he’dvkmtiow much more
dangerous this world was than the one he’'d recéaitlyand even in the
human world he had only escaped death by a haadttrenore than once.
But now he had no powerful friends, no weaknesséisa crowd to
exploit.

He felt as if seconds were suddenly stretching mmtautes, each one of
incalculable worth. What was important? Tellingride.

“Blind him first! Get that stick blazing!”



“I'll take his ears! Someone help me hold his héad!

Telling Elena...something. Something...sorry...

He gave up. Another thought was trying to brea& ms consciousness.
“Don’t forget to knock out his teeth! | promised mlfriend a new
necklace!”

| thought | was prepared for this, Damon thougbtv$}, each word
coming separately. But...not so soon.

| thought I'd made my peace...but not with the onespe who
mattered...yes, who mattered the most.

He didn’t give himself time to think about that getdi further.

Stefan he sent out on the most powerful but clandegttison of Power
he could manage in his foggy sta&efan, hear me! Elena’s come for
you—she’ll save you! She has Powers that my deditteidoose. And |
am...l am...s—

At that moment there was a stumbling in the damcarad him. Silence
descended on the drunken revelers. A few of thestillhdoowed their
heads or looked away.

Damon went still, wondering what could possibly @atopped the
frenzied crowd in the very midst of their revelry.

Someone was walking toward him. The newcomer hag bvonze hair
that hung in separate unruly tangles down to histwde was naked to
the waist, too, exposing a body that the strongeston might envy. A
chest that looked as if it had been carved outedrging bronze stone.
Exquisitely sculpted biceps. Abs—a perfect six pddiere was not a spare
ounce of fat on his entire tall leonine frame. Ha@vunadorned black
trousers with muscles rippling under them at estep.

All along one bare arm he had a vivid tattoo ofack dragon eating a
heart.

Nor was he alone. He held no leash, but by hiswaiea handsome and
uncannily intelligent-looking black dog that stoaidalert attention every
time he paused. It must have weighed close to twlited pounds, but
there was not an ounce of fat on it, either.

And on one shoulder he carried a large falcon.

It wasn’t hooded as most hunting birds were ony®i@ut of their mews. It
also wasn't standing on anything padded. It grippedbare shoulder

of the bronze young man, digging its three frofdrta into the flesh and
sending small streams of blood down his chest. iHie'tdseem to notice.
There

were similar, dried streams beside the fresh amesyubtedly from
previous journeys. In the back, a single talon nately red trail.

An absolute hush had fallen on the crowd and tbieféav demons between
the tall man and the bloody, supine figure on tteeigd scrambled out
of his way.



For a moment, the leonine man was still. He sattiing, did nothing,
emitted no trace of Power. Then he nodded at tgewlbich padded
forward heavily and sniffed at Damon'’s bleeding suiand face. After that
it sniffed at his mouth and Damon could see theshgo up on its body.
“Good dog,” said Damon dreamily as the moist, camde tickled his
cheek.

Damon knew this particular animal and he knew #Hisp it did not fit the
popular stereotype of a “good dog.” Rather, it wdeellhound who was
used to taking vampires by the throat and shakiegtuntil their arteries
spouted blood six feet high into the air.

That kind of thing could keep you so occupied thating a stake slipped
into your heart might seem an afterthought, Damased, holding
perfectly still.

“Arrétez-le!” said the bronze-haired youth.

The dog obediently backed off, never taking itsstyg black eyes off
Damon’s, who never took his own eyes off it uritivas some feet away.
The bronze-haired youth glanced over the crowdlipri€hen he said with
no particular vehemenc#,aissez-le seul.”Clearly, to the vampires no
translation was necessary, and they began to edaeienmediately. The
unlucky ones were those who didn’t edge fast en@mghwere still around
when the bronze young man took another leisuralig Blbout him,
Everywhere he looked, he met downcast eyes andiegrbodies, frozen
in the act of

edging but apparently turned to stone now in amgit not to attract
attention.

Damon found himself relaxing. His Power was retogniallowing him to
make repairs. He realized that the dog was gommg fndividual to
individual and sniffing at each one with interest.

When Damon was able to lift his head again, heeshfaintly at the
newcomer. “Sage. Think of the devil.”

The bronze man’s brief smile was grim. “You comgmhme ,mon cher
You see? I'm blushing.”

“I ought to have known you might be here.”

“There is infinite space to wandenon petit tyranEven if | must do it
alone.”

“Ah, the pity. Tiny violins are playing—" Suddenlyamon couldn’t do it
anymore. He just couldn’t. Maybe it was becauslesiig with Elena
before. Maybe it was because this hideous worldetsed him
unutterably. But when he spoke again, his voice evdisely different. “I
never knew |

could feel so grateful. You've saved five livespulgh you don’t know it.
Though how you stumbled on us...”



Sage crouched down, looked at him with concern. &W#it that has
happened?” he said in a serious voice. “Is it yloat hit your head? You
know: news travels fast here. | heard you arrivét & harem—"

“That’s true! He did!” Damon’s ears caught a bare whisper of sound at the
edge of the street where he’d been ambusfifede take the girls
hostage—torture them—"

Sage’s eyes met Damon'’s briefly. Clearly, he haatdhéhe whisper as
well. “Saber,” he said to the dog. “Just the spealkée jerked his head,
once, in the direction of the whisper.

Instantly, the black dog jumped forward, and fa#iten it took for Damon
to describe it in his own mind, had sunk his teetb the throat of the
whisperer, flipped him over once, causing a disitheccrack, and was
bounding back, dragging the body between his legs.

The words:Je vous ai informé au sujet de cdaésted by on a surge of
Power that made Damon wince. And Damon thought, hyeslid tell

them before—but not what the consequences would be.

Laissez lui et ses amis dans la paeéanwhile, Damon was slowly getting
up, only too glad to accept Sage’s protection fordelf and his

friends.

“Well that certainly should have done it,” he sdM/hy not come back and
have a friendly drink with me?”

Sage peered at him as if he’d gone mad. “You krenanswer to that is
no.”

“Why not?”

“l told you: no.”

“That’s not a reason.”

“The reason | will not come back for a friendlyrdki..mon ange.is that
we are not friends.”

“We pulled some pretty scams together.”

“Il'y a longtemps.Abruptly, Sage took one of Damon’s hands. Theas w
a deep and bloody scratch on it, which Damon hagit'around to
healing. Under Sage’s gaze it closed, the flesietipink, and it healed.
Damon let Sage continue to hold the hand for a nmbna@ad then, not
ungently, retrieved it.

“Not such averylong time ago,” he said.

“Away from you?” A sarcastic smile formed on Saggs. “We count
time very differently, you and mon petit tyrari

Damon was full of befuddled cheer. “What’s one K#h

“Along with your harem?”

Damon tried to picture Meredith and Sage togetHer mind balked. “But
you’'ve made yourself responsible for them anywéag, said flatly. “And
the truth is that none of them are mine. | givewayd on that.” He felt a
twinge when he thought about Elena, but his word tuae.



“Responsible for them?” Sage seemed to be reasdrong “You pledged
to save them, then. But | only inherit your pledgeu die. But if you
die...” The tall man made a helpless gesture.

“You have to live, to save Stefan and Elena andthers.”

“I'd say no, but that would make you unhappy. Sbsky yes—"

“And if you don’t perform, | swear I'll come back haunt you.”

Sage regarded him for a moment. “I don’t think laser been accused of
being unable to perform before,” he said. “But ofise that was before

| becamaun vampire’

Yes, Damon thought, the meeting of the “harem” &ade was bound to be
interesting. At least it would be if the girls disered who Sage really
was.

But maybe no one would tell them.
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Elena had seldom felt such relief as she did wherhgard Damon’s
knock at Dr. Meggar’s door.

“What happened at the Meeting Place?” she asked.

“I never made it there.” Damon explained aboutahdush, while the
others covertly studied Sage with varying degrdegproval, gratitude, or
sheer lust. Elena realized that she’d had too nBlabk Magic when she
felt ready to pass out at several points—althoumggwvgas sure that the wine
had helped Damon to survive a mob attack which tregerwise have
killed him.

They, in turn, explained Lady Ulma'’s story as bdyiefs possible. The
woman was looking white and shaken by the end.

“I do hope,” she said timidly to Damon, “that whgou inherit Old
Drohzne’s property’—she paused to swallow—"that’{alecide to keep
me. |

know the slaves you brought with you are beautid young...but | can
make myself very useful as a needlewoman and $tefust my back
that’s lost

its strength, not my mind....”

Damon was perfectly still for a moment. Then hekedlover to Elena,
who happened to be closest to him. He reachedngtasped the last

loop of rope that had been trailing from Elena’sstyrand threw it hard
across the room. It whipped and wiggled like a sndknyone else
wearing one

can do the same thing, as far as I’'m concernedsaick

“Except the throwing,” Meredith said quickly, segithe doctor’'s eyebrow
clashing as he looked at the many breakable gkedsebs stacked

along the walls. But she and Bonnie lost no timeang any final vestige
of rope that was still trailing.

“I'm afraid mine are...permanent,” Lady Ulma said]limg the fabric
away from her wrists to expose the welded-on in@atélets. She looked
ashamed at being unable to obey her new mastestcémmand.

“Do you mind a moment of cold? | have enough Pawdreeze them so
they’ll shatter,” Damon said.

There was a soft sound from Lady Ulma. Elena thbagh had never
heard such desperation in any one human noiseutticstand in snow to
my neck for a year to get these awful things dffi¢ Lady said.

Damon put his hands on either side of one braeelétlena could feel the
rush of Power that emanated from him. There wadsagoscracking



sound. Damon moved his hands and came up witheéparate pieces of
metal.

Then he did it again, on the other side.

The look in Lady Ulma’s eyes made Elena feel mamalble than proud.
She had saved one woman from terrible degradaionhow many

more remained? She would never know, or be aldave them all if she
found out. Not with her Power in the state it was/n

“I think Lady Ulma really ought to get some re#3nnie said, rubbing her
own forehead under tumbled strawberry curls. “AhehB&, too. You
should have seen how many stitches her leg tookddaBut what do we
do, go look for a hotel?”

“Use my house,” said Dr. Meggar, one eyebrow up@meldown.
Obviously, he had become enmeshed in this storgpsalong by its sheer
power and beauty—and brutality. “All | ask is tlyau don’t destroy
anything, and that if you see a frog, don'’t kisaitd don't kill it. There are
plenty of

blankets and chairs and couches.”

He wouldn’t take a single link from the heavy golthin Damon had
brought to use as income in exchange.

“l...by rights | should help you all get ready fordgeLady Ulma
murmured faintly to Meredith.

“You're the worst hurt of all; you should get thesb bed,” Meredith
replied tranquilly. “Andwewill help youget into it.”

“The most comfortable bed...that would be in my ddagh old room.”
Dr. Meggar fumbled with a ring of keys. “She madiree porter—how |
hated to see her go. And this young lady, Miss &lean have the old
bridal chamber.”

For an instant Elena’s heart was torn by conflggimotions. She was
afraid—yes, she was very sure it was fear she filat-Damon might
sweep her up in his arms and make for the brided suth her. And on the
other hand...

Just then Lakshmi looked up at her uncertainly. $yida want me to
leave?” she asked.

“Do you have anywhere to go?” Elena asked in turn.

“The street, | guess. | usually sleep in a barrel.”

“Stay here. Come with me; a bridal bed sounds baugh for two people.
You're one of us, now.”

The look Lakshmi gave her was one of sheer thutrdeksgratitude. Not
at being given a place to stay, Elena understoodtHe statement,
“You're one of us, now.Elena could feel that Lakshmi had never been
“one of” any group before.

Things were quiet until almost “dawn” the next “dags the city’s
inhabitants called it, although the light hadn’tied all night.



This time a different sort of crowd had gatheretsime the doctor’s
complex. It was mostly made up of elderly men wegathreadbare but
clean

robes—but there were a few old women, too. Theyeet by a silver-
haired man who had a strange air of dignity.

Damon, with Sage as backup, went outside the deatomplex and spoke
to them.

Elena was dressed but still upstairs in the quieibsuite.

Dear Diary,

Oh, God, | need help! Oh, Stefan—I need you. | geado forgive me. |
need you to keep me sane. Too much time around ibantbl’'m
completely emotional, ready to kill him or to...obdon’t know. | don’t
know!!! We're like flint and tinder together—GodeWe like gasoline and
a

flamethrower! Please hear me and help me and s&vefmom myself.
Every time he even says my name...

“Elena.”

The voice behind Elena made her jump. She slamheediary shut and
turned around.

“Yes, Damon?”

“How are you feeling?”

“Oh, great. Fine. Even my leg is b—I mean, I'm faleover. How are you
feeling?”

“I'm...well enough,” he said, and he smiled—and itsnzreal smile, not a
snarl twisted into something else at the last sgconan attempt to
manipulate. It was just a smile, if a rather wadréand sad one.

Elena somehow didn’t notice the sadness until sheembered it later. She
simply suddenly felt that she weighed nothing; thahe lost grip on
herself she could be miles high before anyone cstad her—miles away,
maybe even as far as this insane place’s moons.

She managed a shaky smile of her own at him. “Shgaod.”

“I came to talk to you,” he said, “but...first—"

In another moment, somehow, Elena was in his arms.

“Damon—we can’'t keep on...” She tried to pull awayntye “We really
can’t keep doing this, you know.”

But Damon didn’t let go of her. There was somethinthe way he held
her that half terrified her, and half made her wardry with joy. She
forced

back the tears.

“It's all right,” Damon said softly. “Go ahead acdy. We've got a
situation on our hands.”

Something in his voice frightened Elena. Not in hiadf-joyful way she’d
been fearful a minute ago, but entirely frightened.



It's becausde’safraid, she thought suddenly in wonderment. Sheskad
Damon angry, wistful, cold, mocking, seductive—egebdued,
ashamed—but she had never seen him afraaahygthing She could hardly
get her mind around the concept. Damon...frighteneat.hér.

“It's because of what | did yesterday, isn't ittesasked. “Are they going
to kill me?” She was surprised at how calmly shd gaShe felt nothing
except a vague distress and the desire to make Daotafraid anymore.
“No!” He held her at arm’s length, staring. “At Eanot without killing me
and Sage—and all the people in this house, tdknbw them.” He
stopped, seeming out of breath—which was imposdifiena reminded
herself. He’s playing for time, she thought.

“But that’s what they want to do,” she said. Shentiknow why she was
so certain. Maybe she was picking up something&ttecally.

“They have...made threats,” Damon said slowly. “ftt# the case of Old
Drohzne really; | guess there are murders arounel dethe time and
winner takes all. But apparently overnight wordwbfat you did has been
spreading. Slaves in nearby estates are refusioeyp their masters. This
entire quarter of the slums is in turmoil—and thme\afraid of what will
happen if other sectors hear about it. Somethisgdde done as soon as
possible or the whole Dark Dimension may just edploke a bomb.”
Even as Damon spoke, Elena could hear the echagisadfhe’d been told
by the assembly who had come to Dr. Meggar’'s dboeyhad been
afraid, too.

Maybe this could be the start of something impdrt&fena thought, her
mind soaring away from her own small problems. Edeath wouldn’t be
too high a price to pay to free these wretched legflopm their demonic
masters.

“But that’s not what will happen!” Damon said, alitkna realized that she
must be projecting her thoughts. There was geramgeaish in

Damon’s voice. “If we had planned things, if therere leaders who could
stay here and oversee a revolution—if we could éwveheaders strong
enough to do it—then there might be a chance. ddséd the slaves are
being punished, everywhere that the word has spfié¢e)’'re being
tortured

and killed on mere suspicion of sympathy with ybleir masters are
making examples all over the city. And it's onlyiggto get worse.”
Elena’s heart, which had been soaring on a dreaawatohlly making a
difference, came crashing down to the ground aeds#dred, horrified,
into Damon’s black eyes. “But we’'ve got to stoptitaven if | have to
die—"

Damon pulled her back in close to him. “You—and Bierand Meredith.”
His voice sounded hoarse. “Plenty of people sawvittree of you

together. Plenty of people now see all three ofg®the troublemakers.”



Elena’s heart went cold. Maybe the worst thing W@ she could see from
a slave economy’s point of view that if one incitlehsuch insolence
went unpunished and word of it spread...the tale dgubw in the
telling....

“We became famous overnight. We'll be legends toowy” she
murmured, watching, in her mind, a domino topplmg another which hit
another until a long string had fallen down spellihe word “Heroine.”
But she didn’t want to be a heroine. She had jostechere to get Stefan
back. And while she could have faced giving her id stop slaves from
being tortured and killed, she would herself killyane who tried to lay a
hand on Bonnie or Meredith.

“They feel the same way,” Damon said. “They heahdtthe congregation
had to say.” He held her arms hard as if tryingrece her. “A young

girl named Helena was beaten and hung this motmicguse she had a
similar name to yours. She was fifteen.”

Elena’s legs gave out, as so often they had doBamon’s arms...but
never for this reason. He went with her. This wasmversation you had
sitting on bare floorboards. “It wasn’'t your fauliena! You are what you
are! People love you for what you are!”

Elena’s pulse was hammering frantically. It wassalbad...but she had
made it worse. By not thinking. By imagining thatr tife was the only one
at stake. By acting before evaluating the consetpgen

But in the same situation she would do it again..@ith shame, she
thought, | would do something like it. If | knewathl would put everyone |
loved in danger | would have begged Damon to bargith that slave-
owner worm. Buy her for some outrageous price...ifhad the money. If
he would

have listened...If another stroke of the whip haéifed Lady Ulma...
Suddenly her brain went hard and cold.

That is the past.

This is the present.

Deal with it.

“What can we do?” She tried to pull free and shiakenon; she was that
frantic. “There must be something we can do nowgyltan't kill Bonnie
and Meredith—and Stefan will die if we don’t findrit”

Damon just held her more tightly. He was keepirggrhind shielded from
hers, Elena realized. This could either be goduiaol: It might be that
there was a solution he was reluctant to put to@eit could mean that the
death of all three of the “rebel slaves” was thiy dming the city leaders
would

accept.



“Damon.” He was holding her much too tightly to frete, so Elena
couldn’t look him in the face. But she could visgealit, and she could also
try to

address him squarely, mind to mind.

Damon, if there’anything—even any way we can save Bonnie and
Meredith—you have to tell me. You have tardieryou to!

Neither of them were in a mood to find that amusingven to notice the
“slave” giving orders to the “master.” But at |&€ena heard Damon'’s
telepathic voice.

They say that if | take you back to Young Drohzwe and you apologize,
that you can be let off with just six strokeshid. From somewhere
Damon produced a pliant cane made of some pale.wksig probably,
Elena thought, surprised at how calm she wastH&sone substance
equally

effective on everyone: even on vampires—even on@lds, which they
undoubtedly have around here.

But it has to be in public so that they can getrtiraors started the other
way. They think then that the turmoil will stopyaiu—the one who
started the disobedience—will admit your slaveustat

Damon’s thoughts were heavy, and so was Elenais. id@aw many of her
principles would she be betraying if she did thi&®v many slaves

would she be condemning to lives of servitude?

Suddenly Damon’s mental voice was anie didn’t come here to reform
the Dark Dimensiome reminded her, in tones that made Elena

wince away. Damon shook her slightiy/e came to get Stefan, remember?
Needless to say, we’'ll never have a chance to aaftiwve try to play
Spartacus. If we start a war that weowwe can’t win. Even the
Guardians can’t win it.

A light went on in Elena’s mind.

“Of course,” she said. “Why didn’t | think of it bere?”

“Think of what before?” Damon said desperately.

“We don’t fight the war—now. | haven’t even mastéray basic Powers,
much less my Wings Powers. And this way they wexa&n wonder about
them.”

“Elena?”

“We come back,” Elena explained to him excitediHen | can control
all my Powers. And we bring allies with us—stromigea we’ll find in the
human world. It may take years and years but soynedacome back and
finish what we started.”

Damon was staring at her as if she’d gone madinatitdidn’t matter.
Elena could feel Power coursing through her. Tras wne promise, she
thought, that she would keep if it killed her.

Damon swallowed. “Can we talk about—about the presew?” he asked.



It was as if he had hit a bull's-eye.

The present. Now.

“Yes. Yes, of course.” Elena looked at the ash caimeemptuously. “Of
course, I'll do it, Damon. | don’t want anyone elset because of me
before I'm ready to fight. Dr. Meggar is a good leealf they allow me to
come back to him.”

“I honestly don’t know,” Damon said, holding herzga“But | do know
one thing. You won't feel a single blow, | promigau that,” he said
quickly

and earnestly, his dark eyes very big. “I'll taleecof that; it'll all be
channeled away. And you won't even see a tracentdirk by morning.
But,” he

finished much more slowly, “you’ll have to kneelapologize to me, your
owner, and to that filthy, scrofulous, abominadig-e” Damon’s
imprecations

carried him away for a moment so that he lapsexitatian.

“To who?”

“To the leader of the slums, and possibly to Oldl2ne’s brother, Young
Drohzne, as well.”

“Okay. Tell them I'll apologize to as many Drohzressthey want. Tell
them quick, in case we lose our chance.”

Elena could see the look he gave her, but her maslturned inward.
Would she let Meredith or Bonnie do this? No. Wosie allow it to
happen to Caroline if by any means she could $®Agdain, no. No, no,
no. Elena’s feelings about brutality toward ginglavomen had always
been

exceedingly strong. Her feelings about the worléseécond-class
citizenship of females had become remarkably dawe her return from
the afterlife.

If she had been returned to the world for any psepshe had decided,
helping to free girls and women from the slavet tmany of them could
not even

see, was part of it.

But this wasn't just about a vicious slaveholded éaceless oppressed
women and men. It was about Lady Ulma, and kedpangand her baby
safe...and it was about Stefan. If she gave in, shddbe just an
impudent slave who caused a small ruckus in the, toat was firmly put
back into her

place by authorities.

Otherwise, if their party was scrutinized...if someaggalized that they
were here to release Stefan...if Elena was the omecatised the order
to come: “Move him into stricter security—qget rifitbat silly kitsune-key
thing....”



Her mind was ablaze with images of ways that Stefarnd be punished,
could be taken away, could lostif this incident in the slums took on
undue proportions.

No. She would not abandon Stefan now to fight ativar could not be
won. But she wouldn't forget, either.

I'll come back for all of you, she promised. Anciththe story will have a
different ending.

She realized that Damon still hadn’t left. He wagahing her with eyes as
keen as a falcon’s. “They sent me to bring you,saie quietly. “They
never thought of a no for an answer.” Elena couiefly feel the fierce
rage of his fury at them and she took his handsagueezed it.

“I'm coming back with you in the future, for theasks,” he said. “You
know that, don’t you?”

“Of course,” said Elena, and her quick kiss becartenger kiss. She
hadn’t really absorbed what Damon had said abcantirméling away the
pain. She felt she was due just one kiss for whatgas about to endure,
and then Damon stroked her hair and time meantngtintil Meredith
knocked at the door.

The bloody-red dawn had taken on a bizarre, alhestmlike quality by
the time Elena was led to an open-air structurergvtiee slumlords in
charge of

this area were seated on piles of once fine, nogattbare cushions. They
were passing back and forth bottles and jewelatéedlasks filled with
Black Magic, the only wine vampires could reallyan smoking hookahs
and occasionally spitting into the darker shaddhviss was regardless of
the

huge audience of street people dizzily attractedbnd of a beautiful
young human'’s public punishment.

Elena had been rehearsed in her lines. She wasethrgagged, hands
manacled, before the hawking and spitting autlesityoung Drohzne
was sitting in somewhat uncomfortable glory on Elgo couch, and
Damon was standing between him and the authoritieking tense. Elena
had

never been so tempted to improvise a part sincguhar play, when she
had thrown a flowerpot at Petruchio and broughtmdwve house in the last
scene offhe Taming of the Shrew.

But this was deadly serious business. Stefan’sifnee Bonnie’s and
Meredith’s lives might depend upon it. Elena moted tongue around
inside her mouth, which was bone dry.

And, oddly, she found Damon'’s eyes, the man wighstick, uplifting her.
He seemed to be telling hesurage and indifferenasithout using
telepathy at all. Elena wondered if he himself badr been in a similar
situation.



She was kicked by one of her escorts and remembpérece she was.
She’d been loaned an “appropriate” costume frondtbearded

wardrobe of Dr. Meggar’s married daughter. It waarnpcolored indoors,
which meant it was mauve in the everlasting crimsamlight. Most
important,

worn without its silken undershirt, its back pludge below Elena’s
waistline, leaving Elena’s own back completely b&tew, in accordance
with

custom, she knelt in front of the elders, and boweiti her forehead rested
on an ornate and very dirty carpet at the feehefdiders, but several steps
lower. One of them spat on her.

There was excited, appreciative chattering, araldry, and thrown
missiles, mostly in the form of garbage. Fruit was precious here to think
of

wasting. Dried excrement, however, was not, andd&feund the first tears
coming to her eyes as she realized what she wag peited with.
Courage and indifference, she told herself, nohe&laging to sneak a look
up at Damon.

Presently, when the crowd was felt to have hadutsplaytime, one of the
hookah-smoking civic elders stood up. He read w&idsa couldn’t
understand from a creased scroll. It seemed tandorever. Elena, on her
knees, with her forehead against the dusty calglegs if she were
smothering.

At last the scroll was put away and Young Drohzaped up and
described in a high, almost hysterical voice, dachboyant language, the
story

of a slave who attacked her own master (Damon,sEheted mentally) to
tear herself free of his supervision, and therckéd the head of his family
(Old Drohzne, Elena thought) and his poor mearwiofy, his cart, and
his hopeless, impudent, slothful slave, and howhadlhad resulted in the
death of

his brother. To Elena’s ears, at first, he seerodzbtblaming Lady Ulma
for the entire incident because she had fallen uheeload.

“You all know the kind of slave | mean—she wouldndther to wave
away a fly walking across her eye,” he shrieke@eatng to the crowd,
which

responded with fresh insults and a renewed peltpan Elena, since Lady
Ulma wasn'’t there to punish.

At last, Young Drohzne finished recounting how thadd-faced hussy
(Elena) who, wearing trousers like a man, had cauglhis brother’'s own
ne’er-do-well slave (UIma) and had carried away traluable property
bodily away (all by myself? Elena wondered ironigehnd had taken her
to the



home of a highly suspicious healer (Dr. Meggar)owbw refused to give
her, the original slave, back.

“I knew when | heard this that | would never seelmgther or his slave
again,” he cried, in the shrieking wail that he lsadhehow been able to
maintain throughout the entire narrative.

“If the slave was so lazy, you should have beed,jkjoker in the crowd
called out.

“Nevertheless,” said a very fat man whose voiceimeed Elena
irresistibly of Alfred Hitchcock’s: the lugubriowdelivery and the same
pauses

before important words, which served to make thednmore grim and
entire business even more serious than anyonedratbfore thought. This
was

a man with power, Elena realized. The ribaldry,{db#ing, even the
hawking and spitting had fallen silent. The largenmvas undoubtedly the
local

equivalent of a “godfather” to these painfully poesidents of the slums.
His word would be that which determined Elena’s fat

“And since then,” he was saying slowly, crunchinighvevery few words
some irregularly shaped, golden-colored sweetnmeat & bowl reserved
for himself, “the young vampire Damien has maderapon—and most
generously, too—for all the property damage.” Hae¥e was a long pause
as

he stared at Young Drohzne. “Therefore, his sl&aliana, who started all
this mischief will not be seized and put up for fpeiauction, but will make
her

humble obeisance and surrender, here, and of hemaly receive the
punishment she knows is her due.”

Elena found herself dazed. She didn’t know wheitheas from all the
smoke that had floated down to her level beforéraaway, but the
words

“put up for public auction” had sent a shock thriodngr that almost led her
to black out. She had had no idea that could happen—and the pictures
it

brought to mind were extremely unpleasant. Sheradiced her new alias,
and Damon’s. It was actually quite fortunate, $toaight since it would be
nice if Shinichi and Misao never heard about titikeladventure.
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Pandemonium. Elena whipped her head up, confusaalalsether she was
supposed to be the repentant slave any longercdmenunity leaders
were all babbling at one another, pointing fingérspwing up their hands.
Damon had physically restrained the Godfather, sd@med to regard his
part

in the ceremony as concluded.

The crowd was hooting and cheering. It looked #&lsdafe would be another
fight; this time between Damon and the Godfatherés, especially

the one called Clewd.

Elena’s head was whirling. She could catch onlyoditsed phrases.
“—only six strokes and promised me thabuld administer—" Damon
was shouting.

“—really think that these little flunkies tell theuth?” someone else—
probably Clewd—was shouting back.

But isn’t that exactly what the Godfather was, tda8t a bigger, more
frightening, and, undoubtedly, more efficient flynkho reported to
someone higher up, and didn’t cloud his mind witp&lsmoke? Elena
thought; and then ducked her head hastily as thada glanced toward
her.

She could hear Damon again, this time clearly ablo@dwubbub. He was
standing by the Godfather. “I had believed thatevere there was

some honor once a bargain was struck.” His voiceenitaobvious that he
no longer thought negotiations were possible aatik was about to go
on

the attack. Elena tensed, horrified. She had nesard such open menace
in his speaking voice.

“Wait.” It was in the Godfather’s lackadaisical &= but it caused an
instant of silence in the babble. The fat man, igvemoved Damon'’s
hand

from his arm, turned his head back toward Elena.

“I will waive, for my part, the participation of myephew Clewd.
Diarmund, or whoever you were, you are free to glugour own slave
with your

own tools.”

Suddenly, surprisingly, the old man was brushing of gold out of his
beard and speaking directly to Elena. His eyes weogent, tired, and
surprisingly discerning. “Clewd is a master at vy, you know. He has
his own little invention. He calls it the cat’s vgkers and one blow can flay
the



skin from neck to hip. Most men die from ten lash&ag I'm afraid he’ll
be disappointed today.” Then exposing surprisingtjte and even teeth,
the

Godfather smiled. He extended to her the bow! ¢ddgyo sweetmeats he’'d
been eating. “You might as well taste one befonar y@iscipline. Go on.”
Afraid to try one, afraid not to, Elena took onetlod irregular pieces and
popped it in her mouth. Her teeth crunched plehsahtwalnut half!
That's what the mysterious sweets were. A delicloal§ walnut dipped in
some kind of sweet lemon syrup, with bits of hgbger or something like
that

clinging to it, all gilded with that edible goldust. Ambrosia!

The Godfather was saying to Damon, “Do your owscgiline,” boy. But
don’t neglect to teach the girl how to cover heughts. She has too
much wit to be wasted here in a slum-brothel. Banhtwhy do | not think
she wishes to become a famous courtesan at all?”

Before Damon could answer or Elena look up fromgesuflection, he
was gone, carried by palanquin bearers to the lomige-drawn carriage
Elena had seen in the slums.

By now the arguing, gesticulating civic leaderggedjon by Young
Drohzne, had come to a sullen agreement. “Ten $asimel she need not
strip,

and you may give them,” they said. “But our finang is ten. The man
who negotiated with you has no more power to afgue.

Almost casually, one lifted by a tuft of hair a ldeds head. Absurdly, it
was crowned with dusty leaves in anticipation &f blanquet after the
ceremony.

Damon’s eyes flared with true rage that set objactsnd him vibrating.
Elena could feel his Power like a panther reariagkbagainst a leash.
She felt as if she were speaking against a hueigdnch cast every word
back into her throat.

“| agree to it.”

“What?”

“It's over, Da—Master Damon. No more yelling. | agr”

Now, as she prostrated herself on the carpetsd€&mhzne, there was a
sudden keening of women and children and a fugiitzfcgpellets
aimed—sometimes badly—at the smirking slave owner.

The train of her dress was spread behind her likede’s, the pearl
overskirt making the underskirt a shimmering budyuim the eternal red
light. Her hair had fallen free of its high knotakmg a cloud around her
shoulders that Damon had to part with his handswékeshaking. From
fury.



Elena didn’t dare look at him, knowing that theinds would rush
together. She was the one who remembered to sdgrneal speech before
him and

Young Drohzne so this entire farce would not haved reenacted.

Say it with feeling, her drama teacher, Ms. Couadlehad always
excoriated the class. If there was no feeling ia teere could be none in
the

audience.

“Master!” Elena shouted in a voice that was loudwagh to be heard above
the women'’s lamentations. “Master, | am but a slaee fit to address
you. But | have trespassed and | accept my punishesgerly—yea,
eagerly, if it will restore to you but one hairshdéh of the respectability
you enjoyed

before my unwonted evildoing. | beg you to puntsis tlisgraced slave
who lies like discarded offal in your gracious path

The speech, which she had shouted in the unvaglassgy tones of
someone who had been taught each word by rote;tfeadnally needed to
be more than four words, “Master, | beg forgiverieBst no one seemed
to have recognized the irony that Meredith hadimptotit, or to find it
amusing.

The Godfather had accepted it; Young Drohzne haddy heard it once,
and now it was Damon’s turn.

But Young Drohzne wasn't finished yet. Smirkinged¢na, he said,
“Here’s where you find out, Missy. But | want tcesthat ash rod before
you use

it""—stumbling to Damon. A few practice swishes dslidws to the
cushions surrounding them (which filled the airhaitiby-colored dust)
satisfied him

that the rod was all that even he could want.

Mouth visibly watering, he settled on the gold douaking in Elena from
head to toe.

And finally the time had come. Damon couldn’t puaff any longer.
Slowly, as if every step was part of a play thahhdn’t rehearsed
properly, he

sidled alongside Elena to get an angle. Finallfhagyathered crowd
became restless, and the women showed signs n§ltgmselves in
drink,

rather than in keening, he picked his spot.

“| ask forgiveness, my master,” Elena said in helerpression voice. If
left to himself, she thought, he wouldn’t even hesfmembered the
necessities.

Now, indeed, was the time. Elena knew what Damahgdramised her.
She also knew that a lot of promises had been hrtfla day. For one



thing, ten was almost twice six.

She wasn't looking forward to this.

But when the first blow came, she knew that Damasnit one of the
promise-breakers. She felt a dull thud, and a n@ssrand then, curiously,
a wetness which had her glancing up through thiedéstork of boards
above them for clouds. It was disconcerting toizeahat the wetness was
her

own blood, spilled without pain, running down hietes

“Make her count them,” Young Drohzne slurred imar$ and Elena said
“One” automatically, before Damon could put upghtfi

Elena went on counting in the same clear, unaffieetéce. In her mind she
wasn’t here, in this foul-smelling horrible guttdrall. She was lying

with her elbows propped up to support her face,laoking down into
Stefan’s eyes—those spring-green eyes that wowdrree old, no matter
how

many centuries he accumulated. She was dreamilytiogufor him, and
tenwould be their signal to jump up and begin the réceas raining
gently, but

Stefan was giving her a handicap, and soon, so®mwshld scramble off
him and run away through lush green grass. Shedvuoake this a fair race
and really put her muscle into it, but Stefan, aiirse, would catch her.
Then they would go down on the grass together Hiaggand laughing as
if they

were having hysterics.

As for the vague, far-off sounds of wolflike le@rsd drunken snarls, even
they were gradually changing. It all had to do vatime silly dream

about Damon and an ash rod. In the dream, Damorswiaging hard
enough to satisfy the most exacting of onlookarnd, the blows, which
Elena

could hear in the increasing silence, sounded itiane hard enough, and
made her feel a bit nauseated when she reflectéédhiy were the sound
of

her own skin splitting, but she felt no more thafl duffs up and down her
back. And Stefan was drawing up her hand to kiss!

“I'll always be yours,” Stefan said. “We belong &iger every time you
dream.”

I'll always be yours, Elena told him silently, knmg he would get the
message. | may not be able to dream of you alitie, but | am always
with

you.

Always, my angel. I'm waiting for you, Stefan said.

Elena heard her own voice say “Ten,” and Stefasekider hand again and
was gone. Blinking, bewildered, and confused bystidden inrush



of noises, she sat cautiously up, looking around.

Young Drohzne was hunched into himself, blind viitty, disappointment,
and more liquor than even he could stand up urider wailing women
had long ago gone silent, awed. The children wezehly ones who still
made any noise, climbing up and down on the boavdspering to one
another and running if Elena should happen to gdheir way.

And then, with an entire lack of ceremony, it wagm

When Elena first stood up the world made a completéle circle around
her and her legs folded. Damon caught her, andctadl the few

young men still conscious and inclined to look iat,H'Give me a cape.” It
wasn'’t a request, and the best-dressed of the wienseemed to have
been

slumming, tossed him a heavy cape, black, linet giieenish blue, and
said, “Keep it. The performance—marvelous. Ishiypnotist’s act?”

“No performance,” Damon snharled, in a voice thapped the other
slummers in the act of holding out business cards.

“Take them,” Elena whispered.

Damon snatched up the cards in one hand, ungrdgidig Elena forced
herself to toss the hair off her face and smilevsipheavy-lidded, at

the young men. They smiled somewhat timidly back.

“When you—ah—perform again...”

“You'll hear,” Elena called to them. Damon was ahllg carrying her back
to Dr. Meggar, surrounded by the inevitable entgaraf children

plucking at their cloaks. It was only then thatdturred to Elena to
wonder why Damon had asked for a cloak from somangers, when he,
in fact, was

already wearing one.

“They will be having ceremonies somewhere, now thate are this many
of them,” Mrs. Flowers said in genteel distresslas and Matt sat and
sipped

herbal tea in the boardinghouse parlour. It waselitime, but still quite
light outside.

“Ceremonies to davhat?” Matt asked. He had never made it to his parents’
house since he’d left Damon and Elena more thaaekwago to

come back to Fell’'s Church. He'd stopped by Meteésdihouse, which was
on the edge of town, and she’d convinced him toebynMrs. Flowers’s
first.

After the conversation the three of them had hat ®onnie, Matt had
decided it was best to be “invisible.” His familyuld be safer if no one
knew that

he was still in Fell's Church. He would live at theardinghouse, but none
of the children who were making all the trouble \aborealize that. Then,
with



Bonnie and Meredith safely gone to meet Damon dedsi: Matt could be
a sort of secret operative.

Now he almost wished he’d gone with the girls. figyto be a secret
operative in a place where all the enemies seembd able to hear and
see better than you could, as well as to move rfastkr, hadn’t turned out
to be nearly as helpful as it had sounded. He gpauting most of the time
the Internet blogs that Meredith had marked, logKor clues that might
do them some good.

But he hadn’t read of the need for any kind of oeries. He turned to
Mrs. Flowers as she thoughtfully sipped her tea.

“Ceremonies for what?” he repeated.

With her soft white hair and her gentle face anguea amiable blue eyes,
Mrs. Flowers looked like the most harmless littleé kady in the world.

She wasn't. A witch by birth, and a gardener byatmmn, she knew as
much about black magic herbal toxins as about whagic healing
poultices.

“Oh, doing generally unpleasant things,” she repsiadly, staring into the
tea leaves in her cup. “They’re partly like pepieal you know, to get
everyone all worked up. They probably also do semall black magic
there. Some of it is by way of blackmail and bramstvng—they can tell
any new

converts that they are guilty now by reason ofraliteg the meetings. They
might as well give in and become fully initiated.atlsort of thing. Very
unpleasant.”

“But what kind of unpleasant?” Matt persisted.

“| really don’t know, dear. | never went to onetbém.”

Matt considered. It was almost 7:00, which wasewrfor children under
eighteen. Eighteen seemed to be the oldest thatchoould be and
become possessed.

Of course, it wasn’t an official curfew. The shésifdepartment seemed to
have no idea of how to deal with the curious disghat was working

its way through the young girls of Fell's Churcltag them straight? It
was the police that were frightened. One youngihed come tearing
out of the

Ryan house to be sick after seeing how Karen Rgarbiiten off the heads
of her pet mice and what she had done with theofasiem.

Lock them away? The parents wouldn’t hear of itywadter how bad their
child’s behavior was, how obvious it was that thed needed help.
Children who were towed off to the next town forappointment with a
psychiatrist sat demurely and spoke calmly ancchibyi...for the entire
fifty



minutes of their appointment. Then, on their wagiathey took revenge,
repeating everything their parents said in penfi@aticry, making
startlingly realsounding

animal noises, holding conversations with themseineAsian-sounding
languages, or even resorting to the cliché butddtilling backwardtalking
routine.

Neither ordinary discipline nor ordinary medicalesice seemed to have an
answer to the childrens’ problem.

But what frightened parents the most was when swis and daughters
would disappear. Early on, it was assumed thathiidren went to the
cemetery, but when adults tried to follow them te @f their secret
meetings, they found the cemetery empty—even dowionoria Fell’s
secret crypt.

The children seemed to have simply...vanished.

Matt thought he knew the answer to this conundiTimat thicket of the
Old Wood still standing near the cemetery. Eithien&’'s powers of
purification had not reached this far, or the plaees so malevolent that it
had been able to resist her cleansing.

And, as Matt knew well, the Old Woods were compjetmder the
domination of the kitsune by now. You could take tsteps into the thicket
and

spend the rest of your life trying to get out.

“But maybe I'm young enough to follow them in,” Baid now to Mrs.
Flowers. “| know Tom Pierler goes with them andshely age. And then
o)

were the ones who started it: Caroline gave ittoBryce, who gave it to
Isobel Saitou.”

Mrs. Flowers looked abstracted. “We should askégslgrandmother for
more of those Shinto wards against evil she blgsskd said. “Do

you think you could do that sometime, Matt? Soorilwave to ready
ourselves for a barricade, I'm afraid.”

“Is that what the tea leaves say?”

“Yes, dear, and they agree with what my poor oladhgays, too. You
might want to pass the word on to Dr. Alpert aslwselshe can get her
daughter and grandchildren out of town beforetdtslate.”

“I'll give her the message, but | think it's goihg be pretty hard tearing
Tyrone away from Deborah Koll. He's really stucklmer—hey, maybe
Dr.

Alpert can get the Kolls to leave, t0o.”

“Maybe she can. That would mean a few less chiltivemorry about,”
Mrs. Flowers said, taking Matt’s cup to peer irtto |

“I'll do it.” It was weird, Matt thought. He had tie allies now in Fell’'s
Church and they were all women over sixty. One Mes Flowers, still



vigorous enough to be up every morning taking &waald doing her
gardening; one was Obaasan—confined to bed, tidydah-like, with her
black hair

held up in a bun—who was always ready with advioenfthe years she
had spent as a shrine maiden; and the last waalatt, Fell's Church’s
local

doctor, who had iron gray hair, burnished dark brekin, and an
absolutely pragmatic attitude about everythingluding magic. Unlike the
police, she

refused to deny what was happening in front of &ed, did her best to help
alleviate the fears of the children as well asdaise the terrified parents.
A witch, a priestess, and a doctor. Matt figureat tie had all his bases
covered, especially since he also knew Carolireeptiginal patient in

this case—whether it was possession by foxes orasar both, plus
something else.

“I'll go to the meeting tonight,” he said firmlyThe kids have been
whispering and contacting each other all dayhiitle in the afternoon
someplace

where | can see them going into the thicket. THefollow—as long as
Caroline or—God help us, Shinichi or Misao—isn’thvihem.”

Mrs. Flowers poured him another cup of tea. “I'mmyveorried about you,
Matt, dear. It seems to me to be a day of bad onidwtsthe sort of day

to take chances.”

“Does your mom have anything to say about it?” Maked, genuinely
interested. Mrs. Flowers’s mother had died sometiroeind the
beginning of the 1900s, but that hadn’t stoppeditoen communicating
with her daughter.

“Well, that’s just the thing. | haven’'t heard a wwidrom her all day. I'll just
try one more time.” Mrs. Flowers shut her eyes, lsadt could see her
crepe-textured eyelids move around as she presyraaied for her
mother or tried to go into a trance or somethingttMrank his tea and
finally

began to play a game on his mobile.

At last Mrs. Flowers opened her eyes again ancesigibear Mana(she
always said it that way, with the accent on th@sdcasyllable) is being
fractious today. | just can’t get her to give meear answer. She does say
that the meeting will be very noisy, and then v&@hgnt. And it's clear that
she

feels it will be very dangerous as well. | think better go with you, my
dear.”

“No, no! If your mother thinks it's that dangerouson’t even try it,” Matt
said. The girls would skin him alive if anythingdpened to Mrs. Flowers,
he thought. Better to play it safe.



Mrs. Flowers sat back in her chair, seeming retiev/ell,” she said at
last, “I suppose I'd better get to my weeding. véaugwort to cut and
dry, too. And blueberries should be ripe by nowywali. How time flies.”
“Well, you're cooking for me and all,” Matt saidl. Wish you’d let me pay
you bed and board.”

“I could never forgive myself! You are my guest, tl@s well as my
friend, | do so hope.”

“Absolutely. Without you, I'd be lost. And I'll justake a walk around the
edge of town. | need to burn off some energy. hwi§ He broke off
suddenly. He'd started to say he wished he coudtsh few hoops with
Jim Bryce. But Jim wouldn’t be shooting hoops aga@ver. Not with his
mutilated hands.

“I'll just go out and take a walk,” he said.

“Yes,” said Mrs. Flowers. “Please, Matt dear, beetil. Remember to take
a jacket or Windbreaker.”

“Yes, ma’am.” It was early August, hot and humiaegh to walk around
in swimming briefs. But Matt had been raised tatiétle old ladies in a
certain way—even if they were witches and in mbstgs sharp as the X-
acto knife he slipped into his pocket as he ledtlibardinghouse.

He went outside, then, by a side route, down tacémeetery.

Now, if he just went ovethere where the ground dipped down below the
thicket, he’'d have a good view of anyone going thilast remnant of
the Old Wood while no one on the path below coelellsim from any
angle.

He hurried toward his chosen hide noiselessly, mgckehind tombstones,
keeping alert for any change in birdsong, which Mondicate that

the children were coming. But the only birdsong wesraucous shriek of
crows in the thicket and he saw no one at all—

—until he slipped into his hideout.

Then he found himself face-to-face with a drawn,@nd, behind that, the
face of Sheriff Rich Mossberg.

The first words out of the officer's mouth seemeaddme entirely by rote,
as if someone had pulled a string on a twentiethueg talking doll.
“Matthew Jeffrey Honeycutt, | hereby arrest youdssault and battery
upon Caroline Beula Forbes. You have the righetoain silent—"

“And so do you,” Matt hissed. “But not for long! Biethose crows all
taking off at once? The kids are coming to the Wibd! And they're
close!”

Sheriff Mossberg was one of those people who n&egr speaking until
they are finished, so by this time he was sayibg {ou understand
these rights?”

“No, sir! Mi ne komprena®umbtalk!”



A wrinkle appeared between the sheriff's eyebrdvesthat Italian lingo
you're trying on me?”

“It's Esperanto—we don’t have time! There they am@ad, oh, God,
Shinichi’'swith them!” The last sentence was spoken in thediaof
whispers

as Matt lowered his head, peeking through thentae#ds at the edge of the
cemetery without stirring them.

Yes, it was Shinichi, hand in hand with a littlel @f maybe twelve. Matt
recognized her vaguely: she lived up near Ridgenimoiy, what was her
name? Betsy, Becca...?

There was a faint anguished sound from Sheriff Mess “My niece,” he
breathed, surprising Matt that he could speak fitystrhat, in fact, is
my niece Rebecca!”

“Okay, just stay still and hang on,” Matt whisperé&tiere was a line of
children following behind Shinichi just as if he l@esome sort of Satanic
Pied Piper, with his red-tipped black hair shinamgl his golden eyes
laughing in the late-afternoon sunlight. The chaldwere giggling and
singing,

some of them in sweet nursery school voices, anabdy twisted version
of “Seven Little Rabbits.” Matt felt his mouth goydIt was agony to
watch

them march into the forest thicket, like watchiagbs riding up a ramp
into an abattoir.

He had to commend the sheriff for not trying toah®hinichi. That would
really have caused all hell to break loose. But thest as Matt's head
was sagging in relief as the last of the childreterd the thicket, he
jerked it back up again.

Sheriff Mossberg was preparing to get up.

“No!” Matt grabbed his wrist.

The sheriff pulled away. “I have to go in there!'#igot my niece!”

“He won't kill her. They don’t kill the children.don’t know why, but they
don’t.”

“You heard what sort of filth he was teaching théte!ll sing a different
tune when he sees a semiautomatic Glock pistolcaah&is head.”
“Listen,” Matt said, “you’ve got to arrest me, righl demand that you
arrest meBut don’t go into that Woodl!

“I don’t see any proper Wood,” the sheriff saidiwitisdain. “There’s
barely room in that stand of oak trees for all ¢hkils to sit down. If you
want

to be of some use in your life, you can grab onevorof the little ones as
they come running out.”

“Running out?”



“When they see me, they're going to scatter. Priydairst out in all
directions, but some of 'em will take the path thesgd to go in. Now are
you

going to help or not?”

“Not, sir,” Matt said slowly and firmly. “And—and, loeklook, I'm
beggingyou not to go in there! Believe me, | know what Katking
about!”

“I don’t know what kind of dope you're on, kid, but fact | don’t have
time to talk any more right now. And if you try $top me again”—he
swung

the Glock to cover Matt—"I'll cite you for anotheaccount of trying to
obstruct justice. Get it?”

“Yeah, | get it,” Matt said, feeling tired. He slped back into the hide as
the officer, making surprisingly little noise, gdigd out and made his way
down to the thicket. Then Sheriff Rich Mossbergdér in between the
trees and was lost to Matt’s field of vision.

Matt sat in the hide and sweated for an hour. He leéaving trouble staying
awake when there was a disturbance in the thicteShinichi came

out, leading the laughing, singing children.

Sheriff Mossberg didn’t come out with them.



22

The afternoon after Elena’s “discipline,” Damon tamk a room in the
same complex where Dr. Meggar lived. Lady Ulmaestiawy the doctor’s
office

until between them, Sage, Damon, and Dr. Meggahleated her
completely.

She never talked about sad things now. She told #emany stories
about her childhood estate that they felt they d@evdlk around it and
recognize every room, vast though it was.

“| suppose it's home to rats and mice now,” shd sastfully at the
conclusion of one story. “And spiders and moths.”

“But why?” Bonnie said, failing to see the signtédat both Meredith and
Elena were giving her not to ask.

Lady Ulma tipped her head back to look at the giliBecause...of
General Verantz. The middle-aged demon who saw hewwas only
fourteen. When he had the army attack my home, staghtered every
living thing they found inside—except me and myaign My parents, my
grandparents, my aunts and uncles...my younger bso#mel sisters. Even
my cat sleeping on the window seat. General Veraatzme brought in
front

of him, just as | was, in my nightgown and bard,fegh my hair
unbrushed and coming out of its braid, and besigledas my canary with
the nighttime

cloth off its cage. It was still alive and hoppialgout as cheerful as ever.
And that made everything else that happened seesevgomehow—and
yet

more like a dream, too. It's difficult to explain.

“Two of the general’'s men were holding me when theyught me before
him. They were really propping me up more than kegme from
running, though. | was so young, you see, and éviay kept fading in
and out. But | remember exactly what the geneidltsame. He said, ‘|
told this

bird to sing and it sang. | told your parents | teato give you the honor
of being my wife and they refused. Now look ovesrth Will you be like
the

canary or your parents, | wonder?’ And he pointed tlim corner of the
room—of course it was all torchlight then, and thvehes had been put out
for



the night. But there was enough light for me totbe¢ there was a heap of
round objects, with thatch or grass at one sidberh. At least that is what
I

first thought—truly. | was that innocent, and libee shock had done
something to my mind.”

“Please,” Elena said, stroking Lady Ulma’s handtlyefiYou don't have
to keep on with this. We understand—"

But Lady Ulma didn’t seem to hear the words. She, SAnd then one of
the general’s men held up a sort of coconut witly \@ng thatch at the
top, braided. He swung it casually—and all of ad®udl saw it for what it
really was. It was my mother’s head.”

Elena choked involuntarily. Lady Ulma looked arowtdhe three girls
with steady, dry eyes. “I suppose you think me \eafjous for being able
to

talk about such things without breaking down.”

“No, no—" Elena began hastily. She herself was sltgleven after tuning
down her psychic senses to their least extenthSped Bonnie

wouldn’t faint.

Lady Ulma was speaking again. “War, casual violeaoel tyranny are all
| have known since my childhood innocence was @dsh that

moment. It is kindness now that astounds me, tladdesimy eyes sting
with tears.”

“Oh, don’t cry,” begged Bonnie, throwing her armeuand the woman
impulsively. “Please don'WWe’rehere for you.”

Meanwhile Elena and Meredith were regarding eabbrowith knitted
eyebrows and quick shrugs.

“Yes, please don't cry,” Elena put in, feeling féynguilty, but determined
to try Plan A. “But tell us, why did your family ts¢e end up in such bad
condition?”

“It was the fault of the general. He was sent taviay lands to fight
foolish, meaningless wars. When he left he wouke taost of his retinue
with

him—including slaves who were in favor at the mom&vhen he left
once, three years after he had attacked our howes hot in favor, and |
was not

chosen to be with him. | was lucky. His entire &lidih was wiped out; the
household members who went with him were takenaapt slaughtered.
He

had no heir and his property here reverted to tlosv@, which had no use
for it. It has lain unoccupied for all these mamags—Ilooted many times,
no

doubt, but with its true secret, the secret ofj¢heels, undiscovered...as far
as | know.”



“The Secret of the Jewels,” Bonnie whispered, ¢ygaumtting it all in
capital letters, as if it were a mystery novel. Stkéhad an arm around
Lady

Ulma.

“What secret of the jewels?” Meredith said morexdgl Elena couldn’t
speak for the delicious shivers that were runnimgugh her. This was like
being part of some magical play.

“In my parents’ day, it was common to hide your itlegomewhere on
your estate—and to keep the knowledge of its higiiage strictly to the
owners. Of course, my father, as a designer adeértia jewels, had more
to hide than most people knew of. He had a wontlevim that seemed to
me something like Aladdin’s cave. It was his woiishwhere he kept his
raw gems as well as finished pieces that had beemissioned or that he
designed for my mother or out of his imagination.”

“And no one ever found that?” Meredith said. Theses just the slightest
tinge of skepticism in her voice.

“If anyone did, | never heard about it. Of courtbey could have gotten the
knowledge out of my father or mother, in time—lhe general was not

a meticulous and patient vampire or kitsune, matugsh and impatient
demon. He killed my parents as he stormed throglhbuse. It never
occurred to

him that I, a child of fourteen, might share thewifedge.”

“But you did...” Bonnie whispered, fascinated, takihg story where it
had to go.

“But | did. And | do now.”

Elena gulped. She was still trying to stay calntyeéanore like Meredith, to
maintain a cool head. But just as she opened hatmto be

coolheaded, Meredith said, “What are we waitin@fa@nd jumped to her
feet.

Lady Ulma seemed to be the most tranquil persareilghe also seemed
slightly bewildered and almost timid. “You meanttie should ask our
master for an audience?”

“I mean that we should go out there and get thesels!” Elena
exclaimed. “Although, yes, Damon would be a bigeagsthere’s anything
that

takes strength to lift. Sage, too.” She couldnderstand why Lady Ulma
wasn’t more excited.

“Don’t you see?” Elena said, her mind racing. “Yaan have your
household back again! We can do our best to fip ithe way it was when
you

were a child. | mean, if that’'s what you want towdth the money. But I'd
love, at least, tgeethe Aladdin’s cave!”



“But—well,” Lady Ulma seemed suddenly distressddhdd meant to ask
Master Damon for another favor—although the momesnfthe jewels
might help with that.”

“What is it that you want?” Elena said as gentlyshs could. “And you
don’t need to call him Master Damon. He freed yaysdago, remember?”
“But surely that was just a—a celebration of thenmeat?” Lady Ulma still
looked puzzled. “He didn’t make it official at tiservile Offices or
anything, did he?”

“If he didn't it's because he didn’'t know!” Bonnaxied out at the same
time as Meredith said, “We don’t really understémel protocol. Is that
what

you need to do?”

Lady Ulma seemed able only to nod her head. Elelbddmble. She
guessed that this woman, a slave for more thantyatero years, must find
true freedom difficult to believe in.

“Damon meant it when he said we were all free,” sdid, kneeling by
Lady Ulma’s chair. “He just didn’t know all the tigs he had to do. If you
tell

us, we can tell him, and then we can all go to ywdrestate.”

She was about to get up again, when Bonnie saaimé&shing’s wrong.
She isn’t as happy as she was before. We havadmfit what it is.”

By opening her psychic perceptions a bit, Elenddcctell that Bonnie was
right. She stayed where she was, kneeling by Lddald chair.

“What is it?” she said, because the woman seembdr®her soul most
when she, Elena, asked the questions.

“I had hoped,” Lady Ulma said slowly, “that Mast2amon might buy...”
She flushed, but struggled on. “Might find it irsliieart to buy one more
slave. The...the father of my child.”

There was a moment of perfect silence, and thethraé girls were
talking, all three, Elena guessed, trying franticed do what she herself
was

working at, which was not mentioning that she hesblaned Old Drohzne
was the father.

But of course he couldn’t be, Elena scolded her§#ié’shappyabout this
pregnancy—and who could be happy to have a child dhiggusting
monster like Old Drohzne? Besides, he didn’'t hackia that she might be
pregnant—and didn’t care.

“It might be easier said than done,” Lady Ulma saillen the babble of
reassurances and questions had died down a‘liitleen is a jeweler, a
renowned man who creates pieces that...that reminof mgy father’'s. He
will be expensive.”



“But we've got Aladdin’s cave to explore!” Bonniaid gleefully. “I mean,
you’ll have enough if you sell off the jewelry, htY Or do you need
more?”

“But that is Master Damon'’s jewelry,” Lady Ulma daseeming horrified.
“Even if he did not realize it when he inheritetlad| Old Drohzne’s
property, he became my owner, and the owner ehwlproperty....”

“Let’s go get you freed and then we’ll take thiragse step at a time,”
Meredith said in her firmest and most rational @oic

Dear Diary,

Well, | am writing to you still as a slave. Todag freed Lady Ulma, but
decided that Meredith and Bonnie and | should renipersonal
assistants.” This is because Lady Ulma said Damounlevseem odd and
unfashionable if he didn’t have several beautifdsgas courtesans.
There is actually an upside to this, which is thgaftcourtesans we need to
have beautiful clothes and jewelry all the timec8il've been

wearing the same pair of jeans ever since that*bdsdld Drohzne sliced
up the pair | wore into this place, you can imagihat I'm excited.

But, truly, it's not just because of pretty clothi@s excited. Everything that
happened since we freed Lady Ulma and then wdmrtold

estate has been a wonderful dream. The house wasown, and
obviously the home of wild animals who used it &ssatory as well as a
bedroom. We even found the tracks of wolves aret atiimals upstairs,
which led to the question of whether werewolvesihwvhis world.
Apparently they do, and some in very high positiomder various feudal
lords. Maybe Caroline would like to try a vacatibare to learn about

the real werewolves though—they’re said to hatedngso much that they
won’t even have human or vampire (once human) slave

But back to Lady Ulma’s house. Its foundation istohe and it's paneled
inside with hardwood, so the basic structure ig fifihe curtains

and tapestries are all hanging in shreds, of cousseit’s sort of spooky to
go inside with torches and see them dangling alameearound you.

Not to mention the giant spiderwebs. | hate spidesse than anything.
But we went inside, with our torches seeming likalker versions of that
giant crimson sun that always sits on the horiztaining

everything outside the color of blood, and we shetdoors and lit a fire in
a giant fireplace in what Lady Ulma calls the Greé#dll. (I think it's
where you eat or have parties—it has an enormadbig tan a dais at one
side, and a room for minstrels above what mushbadance floor. Lady
Ulma said that this is where the servants all slaepight, too (the Great
Hall, not the minstrel gallery).

Then we went upstairs, where we saw—I swear—sedezah bedrooms
with very large four-poster beds that are goingheeed new



mattresses and sheets and coverlets and hangingsjebdidn’t stay to
look around. There were bats hanging from the rgili

We headed for Lady Ulma’s mother’s workroom. It wasery large room
where at least forty people could sit and sew tbthes that Lady

Ulma’s mother designed. But here’s the exciting!par

Lady Ulma went to one of the wardrobes in the r@mth moved away all
the tattered, moth-eaten clothes that were innid Bhe pressed

some different places at the back of the cupboaditae whole back of the
cupboard slid out! Inside it was a very narrow stay going straight
down!

| kept thinking about Honoria Fell’s crypt and warihg if some homeless
vampire might have taken up residence in the roowndtairs,

but I knew that was silly because there were spidbs just inside the
door. Damon still insisted that he go down firstese he has the best
eyesight in the dark, but | think the truth is thatwas just curious to see
what was down there.

We each followed him one at a time, trying to hefta with the torches,
and...well, I can’t find the right words for what wescovered. For

just a few minutes | was disappointed because #iagyon the big table
down there was dusty rather than sparkly, but thady Ulma began to
gently brush jewels off with a special cloth andhBie found sacks and
packages and she poured them out—and it was likengpout a rainbow!
Damon found a cabinet where there were drawerscaaders of
necklaces, bracelets, rings, armlets, anklets,iegs; nose rings, and
hairpins

and ornaments, too!

| couldn’t believe what | was seeing. | poured aytouch and found that |
had a huge handful of glorious white diamonds dngghrough

my fingers, some of them as big as my thumbnrsalwl white pearls and
black pearls, both smaller and perfectly matchet huge and in
marvelous shapes: almost as big as apricots witk pr golden or gray
sheens to them. | saw sapphires the size of qsamath stars you could
see almost from across the room. | held handfussvadralds and peridots
and opals and rubies and tourmalines and amethyaitsla lot of

lapis lazuli, for the discriminating vampire, ofurse.

And the jewelry that was already made up was satifeait made my
throat ache. | know Lady Ulma had a quiet littley cout | think it was
partly from happiness as we all kept complimenkiagon her jewels. In
days she has gone from being a slave who ownethgdthan incredibly
rich woman who owns a house and all the means sh&lvever need to
keep it up in style. We decided that even thoughssoing to marry

her lover, it was best at first for Damon to bugniguietly and free him
quietly, but to play “Head of the Household” for EB1g as we are here.



During that time we will treat Lady Ulma as famignd will put the
jeweler Lucen back to work until we leave, whemamg Lady Ulma can
quietly

take Damon’s place. The feudal lords around heesrast demons
anymore, but vampires, and they have less objettitmmans owning
property.

Have | told you about Lucen? He’s a wonderful anvith jewels! He has a
burning need to create—in his early days as a steve/ould

create with mud and weeds, imagining that he wadgmggewelry. Then he
got lucky and was apprenticed to a jeweler. Hellssferry for Lady

Ulma for so long, and loved her for so long, that like a little miracle
that they are truly able to get together—and mogtartantly, as free
citizens.We were afraid that Lucen might not Itke idea of us buying him
as a slave and not freeing him until we leave,Haubever thought he'd

be free—because of his talent. He’s a slow, gekithel, man, with a neat
little beard and gray eyes that remind me of Metfeédi And he’s so
amazed at being treated decently and not workedratdhe clock that he
would have accepted anything, just to be allowdgetoear Lady Ulma.

| guess he was an apprentice when her father waweler, and he fell in
love with her all those years ago, but he thoughtould never, never
ever be able to be with her, because she was agylady of quality and he
was a slave. They're so happy together!

Every day Lady Ulma looks more beautiful, and yaun§he asked
permission from Damon to dye her hair all blackddme told her she
could dye it pink if she liked, and now she juskbincredibly beautiful. |
can’t believe | ever thought of her as an old Hagf, that's what agony
and fear and hopelessness do to you. Every ormsé tgray hairs was
from being a slave, with no property, no say in fugure, no safety, no
ability even to keep her children, if she had them.

| forgot to tell you the other upside of Meredi#lannie, and | being
“personal assistants” for a while. It's that we camploy a lot of poor
women who make their living by sewing, and Ladydéetually wants to
design and show them how to make our finest clo¥Wegold her that

she could just relax, but she says all her lifesfentasized about being a
designer like her mother and now she’s dying ta-davith three
completely different types of girl to dress. I'mndyto see what she’ll come
up with: she’s already started sketching and toraarthe man who

sells fabric will come and she’ll pick the matesial

Meanwhile Damon has hired about two hundred pe(elly!) to clean
out Lady Ulma’s estate, put up new wall hangingd emrtains,

refurbish the plumbing system, polish up the funeithat has kept nicely,
and to get new furniture where things have fallpara Oh, and to plant



ready-grown flowers and trees in the gardens andmpitountains and all
kinds of stuff. With that many people working, welt to be able to
move in in just a matter of days.

All this has just one purpose, aside from makindyLdlma happy. It's so
that Damon and his “personal assistants” will becapted by

high society as the season of parties begins tas. Because I've kept the
best for last. Both Lady Ulma and Sage could imatet)i identify

the people in the riddles that Misao gave to us!

It just goes to prove what | thought before, thasdé never imagined that
we’d actually make it here, or that we could gdramce to the

places where they’'ve hidden the two halves ofdhédédy.

But there’s a very easy way to get invited intoltbases we need to get
into. If we're the newest, splashiest nouveau rig@p®) around,

and if we circulate the story that Lady Ulma hasibeestored to her
rightful place, and if everyone wants to know akdwert—we’ll get invited
to

parties! And that's how we get into the two estatesneed to visit to look
for the halves of the key that we need to freaBité&ind we're incredibly
lucky, because this is the time of year when eweryegins to give parties,
and both households we want to visit are havindyeaglebrations:

one is a gala, and one is a spring soiree to celtbthe first flowers.

| know my writing is shaky now. I'm shaky mysethatthought that we
are actually going to look for the two halves of thx key that will let

us break Stefan out of his prison.

Oh, diary, it's late—and | can’t—I can’t write abb8tefan. To be here in
the same city with him, to know the direction ®rison...and yet to

not be able to get to see him. My eyes are sodalurcan’t see what I'm
writing. | wanted to get some sleep to be readyafwther day of running
around, supervising, and watching Lady Ulma’s estadbssom like a
rose—but now I'm afraid I'll just have nightmaresaut Stefan’s hand
slowly

slipping out of mine.
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That “night” they moved in, choosing the hour wtihe other estates they
passed were darkened and quiet. Elena, MeredithBannie each picked
a

room on the upper floor as a bedroom, all closettogy. Nearby was a
luxurious bathing room, with a pale blue and wini@rble floor and a
unique pool

shaped like a giant rose, fully large enough tarvsw, heated by charcoal,
with a cheerful-looking servant to tend it.

Elena was delighted with what happened next. Dabomght a number of
slaves quietly, in a private sale from a respeetdehler, and then
promptly freed them all and offered them wagestand off. AImost all
the former slaves were only too happy to agre¢ayp sind only a few
chose to

leave or ran away, mostly women in search of taenilies. The others
would remain and become Lady Ulma'’s staff once Daribena, Bonnie,
and

Meredith left after freeing Stefan.

Lady Ulma, was given a “senior” room downstairshaligh Damon
almost had to use brute force to install her iké&.himself chose a room
that

was an office by day, since he wasn't likely torgpenuch of the night in
the house anyway.

There was a slight embarrassment over that. Masteo$taff knew of the
ways of vampire masters, and the young girls aneh@owho came to
sew or who lived on the estate and cooked and etkaeemed to expect
some sort of rota to be worked out, with each efritiaking turns at being
donors.

Damon explained this to Elena, who quashed thebeéare it could be
implemented. She could tell that Damon was hopimgfsteady stream
of girls, ranging from flowerlike to red-cheekeddamuxom, who would be
glad to be “tapped” like beer kegs for the pretiypdles and baubles that
were

traditionally given.

Elena similarly disposed of the idea of huntingtioe. Sage had
mentioned that there were even rumors of a posSibteide connection: a
very

advanced training course for Navy SEALS.

“And they can come out the world’s only vampirelsgé&lena had said
sardonically, in front of a group of male slaveis time. “They can go out



and bite sharks. Certainly you guys can go outramd some humans like
a pair of owls hunting mice—just don’t bother tar@e@home afterward,
because the doors will be locked...permanently.” I8¥ld Sage’s gaze
until her expression became a steely glare andiastened off to do
something else around the estate.

Elena didn’t mind Sage’s informal moving in witheth. And after hearing
how Sage had saved Damon from the mob that ambuimmeon the

way to the Meeting Place, she had determined imWwarmind that if Sage
ever wantedher blood, she would give it to him unhesitatingly. &fta few
days, when he had stayed around the house nelitdggar’s and then
moved with them into Lady Ulma’s compound, she waddered if her
diminished aura and Damon'’s reticence weren’t depgihim of
something he should know about. So she’d throwad@oand broader
hints at him,

until once when he had doubled over, and then, w&dls of laughter (but
had it only been laughter?) in his eyes, had covee @ her and said that
the

Americans had a saying, n¥@u can lead a horse to water, but you cannot
make it drink In his case, he said, you could lead a snarliagklpanther
—her normal mental iconic image of Damon—to waifgrou had electric
cattle prods and elephaamkushabut that afterward you’'d be a fool to
turn

your back on it. Elena had laughed until she, ¢toed, but had still
pledged that if he wanted her blood, a reasondiae=svas his.

Now she simply felt glad to have him around. Hearhevas too full
already, with Stefan, Damon—and even Matt, dedpg@pparent
desertion

—for her to be in danger of falling for another y@are, no matter how
terminally fit they were. She appreciated Sage faead and protector.
Elena was surprised at how much she came to relyakshmi as each day
passed. Lakshmi had begun as a sort of gopherg dognrunning

around that no one else wanted to, but more and,msbe had become
Lady Ulma’s maid-in-waiting and Elena’s sourcembrmation about this
world.

Lady Ulma was still officially bedridden, and hagihakshmi ready at any
time of the day or night, to send messages, waslartuily convenient.
Too,

she was someone that Elena could ask questiohatodtherwise would
get her eyed as if she were crazy. Did they ned&dyplates or was food
served on a large hunk of dried bread, which aasea napkin for greasy
fingers as well? (Plates had been recently intredualong with forks,
which



were all the rage now.) How much were the men aowhan of the
household entitled to in wages (which had to beutated from scratch,
since no other

household paid its slaves a geld, merely clothegrt from a community
uniform cache, and allowing them one or two “fedesfs” a year)? Young
as she

was, Lakshmi was both honest and bold and Elenayveesning her to
become Lady Ulma’s right hand, after Lady Ulma badome well enough
to be

the lady of the house.
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Dear Diary,

It's the night before the night of our first partprrather gala. But | don’t
feel very gala. | miss Stefan too much.

I've been brooding about Matt, too. How he walkedg, so angry at me,
not even looking back. He didn’t understand howudld...care for
...Damon, and yet still love Stefan so much thaftitels if my heart was
breaking.

Elena put down the pen and stared at her diary.dlitle heartbreak
manifested itself in actual physical pains in heest that would have
frightened her if she hadn’t been sure of whatatly was. She missed
Stefan so desperately that she could hardly eald darely sleep. He was
like a

part of her mind that was constantly on fire, l&kphantom limb that would
never go away.

Not even writing in her diary would help tonightll 8he could write about
were painfully tantalizing memories of the gooddsrshe and Stefan had
shared together. How good it had been when shel gost turn her head
and know that she woukkeehim—what a privilege that had been! And
now it

was gone, and in its place was racking confusiaiit, @nd anxiety. What
was happening to him, right now, when she no lohgerthe privilege of
turning

her head and seeing him? Were they...hurting him?

Oh, God, if only...

If only | had made him lock all the windows to nem at the
boardinghouse...

If only | had been more suspicious of Damon...

If only | had guessed he had something on his rhatlast night...

If only...if only...

It became a pounding refrain in time to her hesine found herself
breathing in sobs, her eyes tightly shut, clutchimgrhythm to her and
clenching her fists.

If | keep feeling this way—if I let it crush me eimgh—I'll become an
infinitesimal point in space. I'll be crushed imothingness—and even that
will

be better than needing him so much.

Elena lifted up her head...and stared down at het,lreating on her diary.
She gasped.



Once more her first reaction was to imagine deatil. then, slowly,
because she was stupefied by so many tears, dlzedghat she’'d done it
again.

She was out of her body.

This time she wasn’t even aware of a conscioussggcabout where to go.
She was flying, so fast that she couldn’t tell vihveay she was

going. It was as if she were being pulled, as & wiere the tail of a comet
that was rapidly shooting downward.

At one point she realized with familiar horror tishie was passing through
things, and then she was veering as if she wererttief the whip in a
game of Crack the Whip and then she was catapuitecstefan’s cell.
She was still sobbing as she landed in the cedenof whether she had
solid form or gravity, and uncaring for the momeéltie only thing she
had time to see was Stefan, very thin but smilmpgis sleep and then she
was dumped onto him, into him, and still cryingsas bounced, as lightly
as a

feather, and Stefan woke.

“Oh, can’t you let me sleep for a few minutes ia@e?” Stefan snapped,
and added a couple of Italian words that Elenantea@r had reason to
hear before.

Elena had an immediate fit of the Bonnies, sobkmgard that she
couldn’t listen to—couldn’t evehear—any comfort that was on offer.
They

were doing horrible things to him, and they wermg&erimage, Elena’s,
to do them. It was all too awful. They were corahtng Stefan tdateher.
She

hated herselfEveryondan the wholeworld hated her—

“Elena! Elena, don't cry, love!”

Dully, Elena lifted herself up, getting a brief &aical view of Stefan’s
chest before she was sobbing again, trying to Wegsenose on Stefan’s
prison uniform, which looked as if it could only meproved by anything
she might do to it.

She couldn’t, of course; just as she couldn’t feelarm that was trying to
encircle her gently. She hadn’t brought her body \uer.

But she had, somehow, brought her tears, and a calbe-wire-tough
voice inside herself saifon’t waste them, idiotUsethose tears. If
you’re going to sob, sob over his face or his hadsl, by the way,
everyone hates you.

Even Matt hates you, and Matt likegerybody, the tiny cruel, productive
voice went on and Elena gave way to a fresh gasmblbing, absently
noting the effect of each teardrop. Each drop withe white skin under it
pink and the color spread in ripples outward, &tefan were a pool, and
she



was resting on him, water on water.

Except that her tears were falling so fast thktaked like a rainstorm on
Wickery Pond. And that only made her think aboettilme that Matt had
fallen into the pond, trying to rescue a littlel guho had fallen through the
ice, and how Matt hated her now.

“Don’t, oh don't; don't, lovely love,” Stefan begdeso sincerely that
anyone would have believed he meant it. But howdcba? Elena knew
what

she must look like, face swollen and blotched laygeno “lovely love”
here! And he’'d have to be mad to want her to stgmg: the teardrops
were giving

him new life wherever they touched his skin—andhpges the storm inside
him had done best, because his telepathic voicestk@sg and sure.
Elena, forgive me—oh, God, just give me one momié&mher! Just a
single moment! | can bear anything then, evenrine death. Just one
moment to touch her!

And perhaps God did look down for a moment in gglena’s lips were
hovering over, quivering over, Stefan’s, as if sbhald somehow steal a
kiss like this as she used to when he was stilegs|But for just an instant
it seemed to Elena that she felt warm flesh belevs land the flick of
Stefan’s

lashes against her eyelids as his eyes flew opsuarprise.

Instantly they both froze, eyes wide open, neitdfeghem foolish enough to
move in the slightest. But Elena couldn’t help kéfrsas the flush of
warmth from Stefan’s lips sent a flush of warmttotigh her entire body.
She melted into the kiss, and, while keeping helylmarefully in the same
position, felt her gaze go unfocused and her eyelidse.

As her lashes swept against something with substdine moment swept
quietly to an end. Elena had two choices: she csititk and rail
telepathically atl Signorefor only giving them what Stefan had asked for,
or she could gather her courage and smile and n@yiéort Stefan.

Her better nature won out and when Stefan opérsgyes, she was
leaning over him, pretending to be resting on Mewwes and his chest, and
smiling at him as she tried to straighten out tser.h

Relieved, Stefan smiled back at her. It was ag €duld bear anything, as
long as she was unhurt.

“Now, Damon would have been practical,” she tedsed “He would

have kept me crying, because in the end, his healthd be the most
important thing. And he’d have prayed for...” She gdiand finally
began laughing, which made Stefan smile. “I havelea,” Elena said
finally. “I don’t

think Damon prays.”



“Probably not,” Stefan said. “When we were young-d-anman—the
town priest walked with a cane that he seemed jyarsing on young
delinquent boys more than as a source of support.”

Elena thought of the delicate child chained tolthge and heavy boulder
of secrets. Was religion one of the things lockedyg put behind doors
closed one after another in secret there, likesantiered nautilus until
almost everything he cared about was inside?

She didn’t ask that of Stefan. Instead, she sawkling her “voice” to the
tiniest telepathic whisper, the barest disturbasfageurons in Stefan’s
receptive brainWhat other practical things can you think of thatrbon
might have thought of? Things relating to a jailiké@

“Well...for a jailbreak? The first thing | can third is for you to know
your way around the city. | was brought here biohdiéd but since they
don'’t

have thepowerto take the curse off vampires and make them huirgtit,
had all my senses. I'd say it's a city about tlze sif New York and Los
Angeles combined.”

“Big city,” Elena noted, taking notes in her head.

“But fortunately the only bits that would interest are in the southwestern
section. The city’s supposed to be ruled by ther@aas—but they're
from the Other Side and the demons and vampireslbeg ago realized
that people were more afraid tbemthan the Guardians. It's set up now
with

about twelve to fifteen feudal castles or estadgd, each of those estates
has control of a considerable amount of land oattie city. They grow
their

own unique products and sell them in deals made. r@r instance, it's the
vampires who cultivate Clarion Loess Black Magic.”

“| see,” said Elena, who had no idea what he wiaetaabout, except the
Black Magic wine. “But all we really need to knosvhow to get to the
Shi no Shi—your prison.”

“That’s true. Well, the easiest way would be talfthe kitsune sector. The
Shi no Shi is a cluster of buildings, with the kesgone—the one without
a top, although it’s curved, and you may not be abitell from the
ground—"

“The one that looks like a coliseum?” Elena intpted eagerly. “l get a
sort of bird’s-eye view of the city whenever | cohmere.”

“Well, the thing that looks like a coliseum is diseum.” Stefan smiled.
He really smiled; he’s feeling well enough to smilew, Elena rejoiced,
but silently.

“So to get you in and out, we just head from belbe/coliseum to the gate
back to our world,” Elena said. “But to get youdrinere are—some



things we need to collect—and those are probahblyggo be in different
parts of the city.” She tried to remember if shd baer described the twin
fox

key to Stefan or not. It was probably better nadaat if she hadn’t already
done it.

“Then I'd hire a native guide,” Stefan said immadig. “I don’t really
know anything about the city, except what the gsaetl me—and I'm not
sure

if | would trust them. But the little people—thedarary ones—will
probably know the things you want to know.”

“That’'s a good idea,” Elena said. She drew invesiidésigns with a
transparent finger on his chest. “I think Damorllygalans to do
everything he

can to help us.”

“I honor him for coming,” Stefan said, as if he wehinking things out.
“He’s keeping his promise, isn’'t he?”

Elena nodded. Deep, deep in her consciousnessditia thoughtdiis
word to me that he would take care of you. His wtorglou that he

would take care of me. Damon always keeps his word.

“Stefan,” she said, again in the innermost recesths mind, where she
could share information—she hoped—in secret, “yoautd have seen
him, really. When I did Wings of Redemption andmuMead thing that had
hardened him or made him cruel came undone. AnchwHdel Wings of
Purification and all the stone covering his souheaaway in chunks.... |
don’t think you could imagine how he was. He wapsdect—and so
new. And

later when he cried...”

Elena could feel inside Stefan three layers of @natucceed one another
almost instantaneously. Disbelief that Damon camd despite all

that Elena had been telling him. Then, belief astdr@ashment as he
absorbed her pictures and her memories. And fintddl/ need to console
her as she

stared at a Damon forever trapped in penitencead@n that would never
exist again.

“He saved you,” whispered Elena, “but he woulda¥e himself. He
wouldn’t even bargain with Shinichi and Misao. ldstjlet them take all
his

memories of that time.”

“Maybe it hurt too much.”

“Yes,” said Elena, deliberately lowering her bamgieo that Stefan could
feel the hurt that the new and perfect creatur&sireated had felt upon



learning that he had committed acts of cruelty tagachery that—well,
that would make the strongest soul flinch. “Stefatiink he must feel
very lonely.”

“Yes, angel. | think you're right.”

This time Elena thought a good deal longer befergwing, “Stefan? I'm
not sure he understands what it’s like to be Idvadd while he thought
out his response, she was on tenterhooks.

Then he said very softly, very slowly again, “Yaagel. | think you're
right.”

Oh, shddid love him. He always understood. And he was alwagstm
brave and gallant and trusting just when she nebuhedo be.

“Stefan? Can | stay again tonight?”

“Is it nighttime, lovely love? You can stay—unleHsey come to take me
somewhere.” All at once Stefan was very solemrgihglher gaze. “But if
They come—you’ll promise me to leave then, won't 9o

Elena looked straight into his green eyes and Skithat's what you want,
I'll promise.”

“Elena? Do you...do you keep your promises or notidenly, he
sounded very sleepy, but the right kind of slee¢,worn out, but
someone

who has been refreshed and is being lulled interfept slumber.

“I keep them close to me,” Elena whispered. Butéfk you closer, she
thought. If someone came to hurt him, they would fout what a bodiless
opponent could do. For instance, what if she jeatihed insidéeir

bodies and managed to make contact for an instamg enough to
squeeze a

heart between her pretty white fingers? That wa@domething.

“I love you, Elena. I'm so glad...we kissed...”

“It's not the last time! You'll see! | swear it!"t% dropped new healing
tears down on him.

Stefan just smiled gently. And then he was asleep.

In the morning Elena woke up in her grand bedrooinady Ulma’s
house, alone. But she had another memory, likesspd rose, to put away
in its

own special place inside her.

And somewhere, deep in her heart, she knew tha¢ ttremories might be
all she had of Stefan someday. She could imagmteliese sweetscented,
fragile mementoes would be something to hold canith cherish—if Stefan
never came home.
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“Oh, I just want to take a little peek,” Bonnie modn®oking at the
forbidden sketchbook, the one in which Lady Ulmd Heawn their high
couture

outfits for the first party, the one that wouldhped tonight. Beside it, just
within reach, were some sample squares from bbfeboic in shimmering
satin, rippling silk, transparent muslin, and softh velvet.

“You'll get to try it on for the last fitting in ahour—this time with your
eyes open!” Elena laughed. “But we can’t forget thaight isn’t playtime.
We’'ll have to dance some dances, of course—"

“Of course!” Bonnie repeated ecstatically.

“But our purpose there is to find the key. Thetfivalf of the double fox
key. | just wish there was a star ball that shothedinside of tonight’'s
house.”

“Well, we all know pretty much about it; we canktalbout it and try to
imagine it,” Meredith said.

Elena, who had been fiddling with the star balhfrthe other house, now
put the slightly cloudy orb down and said, “All lnig Let’s brainstorm.”
“May | storm, too?” a low, modulated voice askeahfrthe doorway. The
girls all turned, rising at the same time to gresmiling Lady Ulma.
Before taking a chair, she gave Elena a particulahrtfelt hug and kiss
on the cheek and Elena couldn’t help herself fromgaring the woman
as they had seen her at Dr. Meggar’s to the eldgdpntshe was now.
Then, she had been hardly more than skin over bantsthe eyes of a
timid wild

creature under great strain, wearing a common ltoasewith men’s
bedroom slippers. Now, she reminded Elena of a Ramtron, with her
face

tranquil and beginning to fill out under a crowngbbssy dark braids held
back by jeweled combs. Her body was filling oug,tespecially her belly,
although she retained her natural grace as sheatsekt on a velvet couch.
She was wearing a saffron-colored gown of raw siiky an underskirt of
fringed and shimmering apricot.

“We’'re so excited about the fitting tonight,” Elesaid, with a nod toward
the sketchbook.

“I am as excited as a child, myself,” Lady Ulma aitked. “I only wish |
could do for you a tenth of what you have donenfer”

“You have already,” Elena said. “And if we can fitigk fox keys—it will
only be because you helped us so much. And thagrt tell you how
much



that means to me,” she finished almost in a whisper

“But you never thought I could help you when yotietéthe law for a
ravaged slave. You simply wanted to save me—andhgwe suffered
much

for it,” Ulma responded quietly.

Elena shifted uncomfortably. The cut running doven face had left only a
thin white scar along the cheekbone. Once—whernatdirst returned

to Earth from the afterlife—she would have beere ablwave the scar
away with a simple wash of Power. But now, althosgé could channel
her Power

through her body, and use it to enhance her sesisegouldn’t make it
obey her will in any other way.

And once, she thought, imagining the Elena whodtadd in Robert E.
Lee High School’s parking lot and drooled over asebe, she would
have considered the marring of her face the greeddamity of her life.
But with all the accolades she had received, waimbn calling it her
“white

wound of honor,” and her certainty that it wouldaneas little to Stefan as
a scar on his cheekbone would mean to her, shéohad she just couldn’t
take it very seriously.

| am not the same person | once was, she thougidt!'’A glad.

“Never mind,” she said, ignoring the pain down kegy that still throbbed
at times. “Let’s talk about the Silver Nightingaled her gala.”

“Right,” Meredith said. “What do we know about hét@w did the clue go
again, Elena?”

“Misao said, ‘If | said that one of the halves waside the silver
nightingale’s instrument, would that even give youidea?'—or
something like

that,” Elena repeated obediently. They all knewtloeds by heart but it
was part of the ritual, every time they discussed i

“And the ‘Silver Nightingale’ is the nickname foaldy Fazina Darley and
everyone in the Dark Dimension knows it!” cried Baa clapping her
small hands in sheer delight.

“Indeed, that has long been her sobriquet, givdretovhen she first came
here and began to sing and play on her harps swithgilver,” Lady
Ulma put in gravely.

“And harp strings need to be tuned, and they’reduvith keys,” Bonnie
continued excitedly.

“Yes.” Meredith, in contrast, spoke slowly and tgatfully. “But it's not a
harp-tuning key we’re looking for. They look likiei$.” She put down on a
table beside her an object made of smooth paleenthpt looked like a
very short T or, if held on its side, like a gradBf waving tree with one
short



horizontal branch. “I got that from one of the ntiets Damon hired.”
Bonnie eyed the tuning key loftily. “hightbe a harp-tuning key we’re
looking for,” she insisted. “It might be used fastb things, somehow.”

“I don’t see how,” Meredith said doggedly. “Unlessmehow they change
shape when the two halves come together.”

“Oh, my, yes,” Lady Ulma said, as if Meredith hadtjmade an obvious
proposition. “If they are magical halves of a sengey they will almost
certainly change when the two halves come togéther.

“You see?” Bonnie said.

“But if they can be any sort of shape, then howttak will we even know
when we’ve found them?” Elena asked impatiently.shke cared about
was finding what it took to save Stefan.

Lady Ulma fell silent, and Elena felt badly. Sheduato use harsh language
or even appear distressed in front of the woman hatblived a life of
such subjection and horror since her early teelesiadBvanted Lady Ulma
to feel safe, to be happy.

“Anyway,” she said quickly, “we know one thing.dih the Silver
Nightingale’s instrument. So whatever is inside Y. &azina’'s harp, that
has to be

it.”

“Oh, but—" Lady Ulma began, and then she stoppeddiealmost before
the words were out.

“What is it?” Elena asked gently.

“Oh, nothing at all,” Lady Ulma said hastily. “I rae, would you like to
see your dresses now? This last fitting is realf fo make sure every
stitch

Is perfect.”

“Oh, we'd love to!” Bonnie cried, at the same timaking a dive for the
sketchbook, while Meredith rung a bell pull thavlght a servant hurrying
in and hurrying away again to the sewing room.

“I only wish Master Damon and Lord Sage had agteddt me create
something for them to wear,” Lady Ulma said mouligfto Elena.

“Oh, Sage is not going. And I'm sure Damon wouldréive minded—as
long as you designed him a black leather jackblaek shirt, black
jeans, and black boots all exactly like the onew/ears every day. He'd
have been happy to wear it then.”

Lady Ulma laughed. “I see. Well, there will be egbdantastical styles
worn tonight that he may change his mind for ttarleL Now let’'s draw
the

curtains on the windows all around. This gala ieéandoors, with gaslight
only, so colors will show true.”

“I wondered why it said ‘indoors’ on the invitatigyi Bonnie said. “I
thought maybe it was because of rain.”



“It's because of the sun,” Lady Ulma said sobéfTyhat hateful crimson
light, changing every blue to purple, every yellmAbrown. You see, no
one

would wear aqua or green to an outdoor soiree—aoitogven you, with that
strawberry hair that cries out for it.”

“| get it. | can see how having that sun hangirgyehevery day would
really get you down after a while.”

“I wonder if you can,” murmured Lady Ulma, and thedre added hastily,
“While we wait shall | show you what | have creafedyour tall friend
who

doubts me?”

“Oh, please, yes!” Bonnie held out the sketchbook.

Lady Ulma thumbed through it until she came to gepthat seemed to
please her. She took up pens and coloring periasalchild eager to
play with beloved toys again. “Here it is,” shedsaising the colored
pencils to add a line here and a curve there, tldirtg the book so that the
three

girls could see the design.

“Oh, my God!” cried Bonnie in genuine astonishmemgl even Elena felt
her eyes widening.

The girl in the sketch was definitely Meredith, lwiter hair half up and
half down, but wearing a dress—such a dress! Bdgoébony, strapless, it
clung to the long slim figure perfectly sketchedhe picture, emphasizing
the curves, enhancing them on top by what Elenmadelwas called a
“sweetheart” neckline: one that made Meredith’sifdook like a
Valentine’s Day heart. It kept close to the bodytted way to the knees
where it suddenly

flared out again, dramatically wide. “A ‘mermaidess,” Lady Uima
explained, satisfied with her sketch at last. “Amde it is,” she added as
several

sewing women entered, reverently holding the miaigown between
them. Now the girls could see that the material efgdush black velvet
dotted

with tiny rectangular metallic golden flecks. Ibked like midnight back
home, Elena thought, with a thousand falling statbe sky.

“And with it, you will wear these very large blaockyx and gold earrings,
these black onyx and gold combs to hold your hajramd some lovely
matching bracelets and rings Lucen has made jushifoutfit,” Lady
Ulma continued. Elena realized that sometime indeeminutes Lucen
must have

entered the room. She smiled at him, and thenyes @ropped to the
three-tiered tray he held. On the top tray, agansvory background,
were two



black onyx and diamond bracelets, as well as awtiga diamond in it
that almost made her swoon.

Meredith was looking around the room as if she $tachbled into a private
discussion and didn’t know how to get out. Thenlslo&ed from the

dress to the jewels to Lady Ulma again. Meredits wat one to lose her
composure easily. But after a moment she simplytweehady Ulma and
hugged her fiercely, then went to Lucen and ventlggut her hand on his
forearm. It was clear that she couldn’t speak.

Bonnie was studying the sketch with the eyes araoisseur now. “Those
matching bracelets were made just for this dressemit they?” she

said with a conspiratorial air.

To Elena’s surprise Lady Ulma seemed uncomfortdlilen she spoke
slowly. “The truth is...well, that Miss Meredith is..séave. All slaves are
required to wear some sort of symbolic braceletemthey travel outside
their households.” She turned her eyes down tpdhished wooden
floorboards. Her cheeks were flushed.

“Lady Ulma—oh, please, you can't think it mattesus?”

Lady Ulma’s eyes flashed as she looked up. “Notenat

“Well,” Elena said hautily, “it doesn’t really matt...er, yet, because
there’s nothing to do about it, not now.” Of coye servants weren't in
on

the secrets of the Damon-Elena-Meredith-Bonnidioglahip. Even Lady
Ulma didn’t see why Damon didn’t free the thredggjust in case
“something

should happen, may the Celestial Guardians fotlii@ut the girls had
formed a solid phalanx against it; it would be ljkeing their whole
enterprise.

“Well, anyway,” Bonnie was blathering, “I think tleacelets are beautiful.
| mean she could hardly find anything more perfecthe dress, could
she?"—striking at the professional sensibilitieshef designer.

Lucen smiled modestly and Lady Ulma gave him arlg\glance.
Meredith’s face was still glowing. “Lady Ulma, | di know how to thank
you. | will wear this gown—and for tonight | willlbsomeone | have never
been before. Of course, you've drawn my hair ugpaotly up. | don’t
usually wear it that way,” Meredith finished weakly

“You will tonight—up and high over that lovely wideow of yours. This
dress is to show off the charming curves of youelshoulders and arms.
It's a crime to cover them, day or night. And ttarstyle is to lay bare
your exotic face instead of hiding it!” Lady Ulmaig firmly.

Good, Elena thought. They've gotten her off thgectonf symbolic
slavery.

“You'll wear a touch of makeup as well—pale goldyur lids, and kohl
to enhance and lengthen your lashes. A touch afegolipstick, but no



rouge; | don’t believe in that for young girls. Yraalive skin will complete
the picture of a sultry maiden perfectly.”

Meredith looked helplessly at Elena. “I don’t usyavear makeup either,”
she said, but they both knew that she was beasaty Ulma’s vision
would come to life.

“Don’t call it a mermaid dress; she’ll be a sireBgnnie said
enthusiastically. “But we’d better put a spell btoikeep all the vampire
sailors away.

To Elena’s surprise, Lady Ulma nodded solemnly. “8&amstress friend
has sent a priestess today to bless all the gasraedtto keep you

from being victimized by vampires, of course. latimeets with your
approval?” She looked at Elena, who nodded.

“As long as they don’t keep Damon out of the wash& added jokingly,
and felt time freeze as Meredith and Bonnie imntetiiaurned their eyes
on her, hoping to catch something in Elena’s exqpoesthat would give
her away.

But Elena kept her expression neutral, as Lady Waomdinued, “Naturally,
the restrictions would not apply to your—to Madbamon.”

“Naturally,” Elena said soberly.

“And now for the smallest beauty to go to the gdlady Ulma was saying
to Bonnie, who bit her lip, blushing. “| have sommeaty very special for
you. | don’t know how long I've been yearning tonkavith this material.
I've trudged by it in a shop window year after ygast aching to buy it
and create

with it. You see?” And the next set of sewing wonseme forward,
holding a smaller, lighter frock between them, whibdy Ulma held up a
sketch. Elena

was already staring in amazement. The materialglaamus—
incredible—but especially clever was how it hadrbpet together. The
fabric was vivid

peacock green-blue, with the most amazing hanchsii to represent a
pattern of peacock eyes flaring up from the waist.

Bonnie’s brown eyes had widened again. “This ishef?” she breathed,
almost afraid to touch the material.

“Yes, and we're going to slick that hair of yourack until you look as
sophisticated as your friend. Go ahead and trg.it ¢think you'll like the
way

this dress has come out.” Lucen had retired andcetiter was already being
carefully encased in the mermaid dress.

Bonnie happily began to strip.



Lady Ulma turned out to have been right. Bonnieetbthe way she looked
that evening. Right now she was being given thisling touches, such as
a

delicate spray of citrus and rosewater; a fragranade just for her. She
stood before a giant silvered-glass mirror, jusiutes before they were
due to

start off for the gala given by Fazina, the SilMgghtingale herself.
Bonnie turned a little, looking at the straplesdi-$kirted dress in awe. Its
bodice was made—or seemed to be made—entirelyeafybs of
peacock feathers, arranged in a spray that wasmggtihogether at her
waist, showing off how tiny it was. There was amotbpray of larger
feathers that

pointed downward from the waist, front and backe Black actually had a
small train of peacock feathers against emerald Isilfront, below the
larger,

downward pointing spray, a design worked in silwed gold, of stylized
undulating plumes, all upside down, made its wath&bottom of the
gown,

which was edged with thin gold brocade.

As if this were not enough, Lady Ulma had had anfexde with real
peacock eyes set in an emerald jade handle, wabsal of softly clinking
jade, citrine, and emerald charms at the bottom.

Around Bonnie’s throat was a matching necklaceadéj inlaid with
emerald, sapphire, and lapis lazuli. And aroundhedter wrists were
several emerald jade bracelets that clicked tog&thenever she moved,
the symbol of her slavery.

But Bonnie’s eyes could hardly linger on them, ahd couldn’t summon
up a proper hatred of the bracelets. She was tignéd how a special
hairdresser had come to “slick back” Bonnie’s stramy-colored curls
until, darkened into true red, they were plastdladagainst her skull and
held in

place with jade and emerald clips. Her heart-shégesl had never looked
S0 mature, so sophisticated. To emerald eyelidkahddarkened eyes,
Lady Ulma had added a vivid red lipstick and haddiace broken her rule
and cleverly, wielding the brush herself, had adoedhes here and there
of

blusher so that Bonnie’s translucent skin looked slse were constantly
coloring at some compliment. Delicately carved jadeaings with golden
bells

inside completed the ensemble, and Bonnie felt sisai were some
Princess of the Ancient Orient.

“It's really some kind of miracle. Usually, | lodike a pixie trying to dress
up as a cheerleader or a flower girl,” she confjdesking Lady Ulma



again and again, delighted to find that the ligsstayed on her lips instead
of transferring to her benefactress’s cheeks. tBuoight | look like a
young

woman’S

he would have kept on babbling, helpless to stopdhieeven though Lady
Ulma already was trying to discreetly dab tearsyafn@am her eyes,
except that at that moment Elena came in and stpeda

Elena’s dress had already been finished by thenaib® and so all Bonnie
had seen of it was the sketch. But somehow thatdiksdl to convey

just what this dress would do for Elena.

Bonnie had secretly wondered if Lady Ulma were ilegtoo much to
Elena’s own natural beauty, and was hoping thatd&leould be as excited
about her own dress as everyone seemed to be Bbonie’s and
Meredith’s.

Now Bonnie understood.

“It is a called a goddess dress,” Lady Ulma exg@dito the stunned silence
in the room, as Elena walked in, and Bonnie dizthityught that if
goddessebadever lived up on Mount Olympus, they would certaimhve
wanted to dress this way.

The trick of the dress lay in its very simplicitywas made of milk-white
silk, with a delicately pleated waist (Lady Ulmadled the irregular tight
pleating “ruching”) which held two simple bodicenads that formed a V-
neckline, showing off Elena’s peach-blossom skitwken them and
behind

them. These panels in turn were held at the shoulmetwo carved
clasps—aqgold inlaid with mother-of-pearl and diamsn@rom the waist,
the skirt fell

straight in graceful, silken folds all the way tleEa’s delicate sandals—
again designed in gold, mother-of-pearl and diarsohdthe back, the two
panels that clasped at the shoulder became stnaps@ssed over to once
again meet at the pleated waist.

Such a simple dress, but so magnificent on the ggh

At Elena’s throat, an exquisitely designed golded mother-of-pearl
necklace in the stylized shape of a butterfly weet with so many
diamonds that it seemed to blaze with multicoldnexleach time she
moved and they caught the light. She wore this twefapis and diamond
pendant

Stefan had given her, since she had flatly refts¢dke the pendant off. It
didn’t matter. The butterfly covered the pendamhptetely.

On each wrist Elena wore a wide bracelet of goltl mother-of-pearl inset
with diamonds, creations that they had found insteret jewel room,
obviously made to go with the necklace.



And that was all. Elena’s hair had been brushedoanshed an@drushed
until it formed a silky golden tumble of waves tihaing below her
shoulders in back, and she was wearing a toucbsefcolored lipstick.
But her face, with its thick black eyelashes agtiter arched brows—and
just

now its look of excitement that parted her rosescd lips and brought
brilliant color to her cheeks—had been left enyir@one. Earrings that
were just

cascades of diamonds peeped through her gold $resse

She’s going to drive them crazy tonight, Bonnieuijiot, eyeing the daring
dress with envy, but not with jealousy, insteatieateveling in the
thought of the sensation Elena would make. She&iwg the simplest
gown of any of us, but she still completely putsr&tbgth and me in the
shade.

Yet Bonnie had never seen Meredith look better—orenexotic. She'd
also never known what a stunning figure Mereditti, lteespite her
friend’s wide assortment of designer clothes.

Meredith shrugged when Bonnie told her this. Sheedn&an, too, black
lacquer, that folded. Now she opened it and foltdetut again, tapping
her chin thoughtfully.

“We're in the hands of a genius,” she said sim{But we can’t forget
what we're really here for.”
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“W e have to keep our minds on saving Stefan,” Elesssaying in the
room Damon had taken over for his own, the oldalibin Lady Ulma’s
mansion.

“Where else would my mind be?” Damon said, nevkintahis eyes off
her neck with its ornaments of mother-of-pearl drainonds. Somehow
the milk-white dress served to emphasize the stfihc®lumn of Elena’s
throat, and Elena knew it.

She sighed.

“If we thought you really meant it, then we coultjast relax.”

“You mean be as relaxed as you are?”

Elena gave herself an inner shake. Damon might sedm® completely
absorbed with one thing and one thing only, busbkisse of
selfpreservation

made sure that he was constantly on guard, andgseet just what he
wanted to see but everything that was around him.

And it was true that Elena was almost unbearabtytec. Let the others
think it was about her marvelous dress—amwdasa marvelous dress,
and Elena was profoundly grateful to Lady Ulma aedhelpers for
getting it done in time. What Elena was really edtiabout, though, was
the chance

—no, the certainty, she told herself firmly—thatigght she was going to
find half of the key that would allow them to fr&&efan. The thought of
his face, of

seeing him in the flesh was...

Was terrifying. Thinking about what Bonnie had satien she was asleep,
Elena reached out for comfort and understandingjsamehow found
that instead of holding Damon’s hand, she was im@ds arms.

The real question is: what will Stefan say aboat thight at the motel with
Damon?

What would Stefan say? What was there to say?

“I'm frightened,” she heard, and a minute too lagzognized her own
voice.

“Well, don’t think about it,” Damon said. “It'll oly make things worse.”
But I've lied, Elena thought. You don’t even rememii, or you'd be
lying, too.

“Whatever happened, | promise I'll still be around you,” Damon said
softly. “You've got my word orthat, anyway.”

Elena could feel his breath against her hair. “Anckeeping your mind on
the key?”



Yes, yes, but | haven't fed properly todalena started, then clasped
Damon closer. For just an instant she'd felt, netety a ravaging hunger,
but a sharp pain that puzzled her. But now, besbeecould quite locate it
in space, it was gone, and her connection to Damadrnbeen abruptly cut
off.

Damon

“What?”

Don’t shut me out

“I'm not. I've just said all there is to say, thatll. You know I'll be
looking for the key.”

Thank youElena tried agairBut you can't just starve—

Who said | was starving®ow Damon’s telepathic connection was back,
but something was missing. He was deliberatelglingsomething

back, and concentrating on assaulting her sengbswainething else—
hunger. Elena could feel it rampaging in him, asafwere a tiger or wolf
that had

gone for days—for weeks—without making a Kkill.

The room did a slow spin around her.

“It's...all right,” she whispered, amazed that Danveas able to stand and
hold her at all, with his insides tearing at hiratttvay. “Whatever...you
need...take...”

And then she felt the most gentle probing at heyatof razor-sharp teeth.
She gave herself up to it, surrendering to theatenss.

In preparation for the Silver Nightingale’s gal&heve they would be
searching for the first half of the double fox keyrelease Stefan, Meredith
had been

reading some of the hard copy she’d stuffed intdolag, from the huge
amount of information she had downloaded from ttterhet. She had
done her

best to describe everything that she’'d learnede¢adand the others. But
how could she be sure that she hadn’'t missed saalehie, some vastly
important thread of information that would maketh# difference tonight
between success and failure? Between finding atavagve Stefan and
coming

home defeated, while he languished in prison.

No, she thought, standing by a silvered mirror,catvafraid to look at the
exotic beauty she had become. No, we can’t evek tfithe word

failure. For the sake of Stefan’s life, imaveto succeed. And we have to
do it without getting caught.
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Elena felt confident and just a little light-headesdthey set out for the
Silver Nightingale’s gala. However, when the folitheem arrived on
litters—Damon

with Elena, Meredith with Bonnie (Lady Ulma beirgtfidden by her
doctor to go to any festivities while she was pesgir—at the Honorable
Lady

Fazina’'s palatial home, she was struck with somgthke terror.

The house was truly a palace, in the best of s&liyg tradition, she
thought. Minarets and towers soared above thenbabty painted in blue
and lavish gilt, but turned lavender by the surtligind looking almost
lighter than air. To complement the sunlight, t@<lhad been lit on either
side of the

path of the litters up the hill and some chemi@a been added—or some
magic used—to make their lights shine in varyinpiso that they
changed

from golden, to red, to purple, to blue, to grdersilver, and these colors
shone true. They took Elena’s breath away, asnhetbings that were not
tinged with red in the whole world that she cowde.sDamon had brought a
bottle of Black Magic with him and was almost taghispirited—no pun
intended, Elena thought.

As their litter stopped at the top of the hill, Damand Elena were helped
out and down a hallway that cut out much of thdighth Above them
hung delicate, lighted paper lanterns—some latgan the litter they'd
been in a moment ago—~brightly lighted and fangfsthaped which gave
a

festive, playful air to a palace otherwise so magemt that it was a little
intimidating.

They passed by lighted fountains, some of whichdwagrises—Ilike the
line of magical frogs that constantly leaped fraignpad to lily pad:plop,
plop, plop like the sound of rain on a rooftop, or a hugdegl serpent that
coiled among trees and over the heads of visitarg]ing from there to the
ground and then back up to the trees again.

Then again, it was the ground that would turn gpansnt with all manner
of magical schools of fish, sharks, eels, and dokhbavorting, while in
the dim blue depths far below loomed the figura gigantic whale. Elena
and Bonnie hurried quickly over this portion of {egh.

It was clear that the owner of this estate couldrdfany kind of
extravaganza her heart desired, and that abot@radls what she enjoyed
the



chiefest was music, for in each area, splendidlymetones bizarrely—
dressed orchestra were playing, or there mighinbeane famous soloist,
singing from a high gilded cage perhaps twenty-feat above the ground.
Music...music and lights everywhere...

Elena herself, although thrilled by the sights,rets) and glorious scents
coming from huge banks of flowers as well as frbe guests, both male
and female, felt a slight fear like a small rocker stomach. She had
thought her dress and diamonds so elaborate wieehaghleft Lady
Ulma's

estate. But now that she was here at Lady Fazinawll, there were too
manyrooms too manypeople as fancifully and finely clad as herself and
her

sister “personal assistants.” She was afraid thatH-that that woman
over there, dripping jewels from her delicate thtiee diamond and
emerald tiara

to her delicate diamond-circled toes, made her omadorned hair look
dowdy or laughable, at such a grand affair.

Do you know how old she i€ena almost jumped to hear Damon’s voice
in her head.

Who?Elena replied, trying at least to keep her envy—emy—out of

her telepathic voicéAnd am | projecting that loudlyshe added in alarm.
Not all that loudly, but it never hurts to tuneldwn. And you know
perfectly well “who”: that giraffe you were eyeindamon repliedfor
your

information, she’s about two hundred years oldamntham, and she’s
trying to look around thirty, which is ten yearsupger than when she
became a

vampire.

Elena blinkedWhat are you trying to say?

Send some Power to your edd®mon suggestednd stop worrying!
Elena obediently increased slightly the Power tatwghe still thought of as
her burst ear nodes, and conversations suddendyrieeaudible all

around her.

...0h, the goddess in white. She’s just a child, thatva figure...

...yes, the one with the golden hair. Magnificentitishe?...0Oh, by Hades,
look at that girl...... Did you see the prince and pess over

there? | wonder if they’d swap...or—or—do a quadeqr?

This was more like what Elena was used to heatipguies. It gave her
more confidence. It also, as she allowed her eysseep more boldly
across the opulently costumed crowed, caused Heeka sudden surge of
love and respect for Lady Ulma, who had designetiewerseen the
construction of three glorious dresses in only akve



She’s a geniugklena informed Damon solemnly, knowing that through
their mindlink he would see who she meadmok, Meredith already has a
crowd around her. And...and...

And she’s not acting much like Meredith at BIgmon finished, sounding
slightly uneasy.

Meredith didn’t seem uneasy in the least. She leaddte turned
deliberately to show off a classical profile to laemirers, but it wasn'’t the
profile of level-headed, serene Meredith Sulezlattavas a sultry, exotic
girl, who looked as if she might very well be afesing the Habanera
from

Carmen She had her fan open and was gracefully, langistydanning
herself. The soft but warm indoor lighting made bare shoulders and
arms

gleam like pearl above the black velvet dress, wsmemed even more
mysterious and striking than it had back at homdactt, it seemed to have
stricken one devotee to the heart already; he wasling before her with a
red rose in his hand, so hastily picked from onthefarrangements that a
thorn had pricked him and blood welled from hisntitu Meredith didn’t
seem to have noticed. Both Elena and Damon feth®young man, who
was

blond and extremely handsome. Elena felt sorry..[Bawchon felt hungry.
She certainly seems to have come out of her sieellured Damon.

Oh, Meredithdoesn’t ever really come ou|ena repliedit’s all

playacting. But tonight | think it's the dresseatthare doing it. Meredith is
dressed like a siren, and so she’s acting all guBonnie’s dressed like a
peacock and...look.

She nodded down the long hallway that led to a lmagm in front of
them. Bonnie, dressed in what looked like real pelad¢eathers, had a
crowd of her own followers—and that was just winetyt were doing:
following. Bonnie’s every movement was light anddbke and her jade
bracelets

clinked together on her small rounded arms, hemegg chimed with each
toss of her head, and her feet seemed to twinkdelaen sandals in front
of

her peacock train.

“You know, it's strange,” Elena murmured, as thegahed the large room
and at last sound was muted so she could hear Dauploysical voice.

“I didn’t realize it, but Lady Ulma designed ouredses at different levels
of the animal world.”

“Hm?” Damon was looking at her throat again. Butdoately at that
moment a handsome man dressed in formal Eartheslethuxedo,



cummerbund, and so on—came by with Black Magiargée silver
goblets. Damon drained his in one gulp and tookrerdrom the
gracefully bowing

waiter. Then he and Elena took seats—on the outdithee back row, even
if this was a rudeness to their hostess. They rkdee free to maneuver.
“Well, Meredith is a mermaid, which is the highestler, and she’s acting
like a siren. Bonnie is a bird, so that’'s the naghest order, and she
acting like a bird: watching all the boys displagmselves while she keeps
laughing. And I'm a butterfly—so | suppose I'll laesocial butterfly
tonight.

With you beside me, | hope.”

“How...cute,” Damon said heavily. “But what exactlyakes you think
you're supposed to be a butterfly?”

“Well, the designs, silly,” Elena said, and she&elif her mother-of-pearl and
gold and diamond fan and gave him a tiny butted}y on the forehead
with it. Then she opened it to show him a masteklgtch of the same
design as her necklace on its front, decorated tmyhdots of diamond,
gold, and

mother-of-pearl where they would not be harmedheyfolds.

“You see? A butterfly,” she said, not displeasethue image.

Damon traced the outline with one long, taperimgéir that reminded her
so much of Stefan’s that it hurt her throat, amgbged at six stylized

lines above the head. “Since when do butterflie® Heir?” His finger
moved to two horizontal lines between the wings. adns?”

“Those are legs,” Elena told him, amused. “Whatlkofi thing with arms
and legs and a head has six hairs and wings?”

“A tipsy vampire,” suggested a voice above them Blsha looked up,
surprised to see Sage. “May | sit with you?” heealsKl couldn’t manage
a shirt, but my fairy godmother did conjure up atve

Elena, laughing, scooted over a seat so that hed take the aisle seat by
Damon. He was much cleaner than when she hadgastrsm

working around the house, although his hair wdlsiistiong wild unruly
curls. She noted however, that his fairy godmottaer scented him with
cedar and

sandalwood, and provided him with Dolce & Gabbassa$ and vest. He
looked.. magnifique There was no sign of his animals.

“I thought you weren’t coming,” Elena said to him.

“You can say that? Garbed as you are in celestigevand gold? You
mentioned the gala; | took your wish as a command.”

Elena giggled. Of course, everyone was treatingltitarently tonight. It
was the dress. Sage, murmuring something aboldtleist



heterosexuality, swore that the image on her neekdad fan was a
phoenix. The very polite demon on her right, whd Haep mauve skin and
small,

curling white horns, deferentially submitted thidbbked to him like the
goddess Ishtar, who had apparently sent him t®@#rk Dimension a few
millennia ago for tempting people to sloth. Elerade a mental note to ask
Meredith whether this meant tempting them to eathsl which she knew
were some kind of wild animal that didn’t move andumuch, or
something else.

Then Elena thought that Lady Ulma had called tlessla “goddess dress,”
hadn’t she? It was certainly a dress you could am@gr if your body

was very young and very close to perfection, bez#lusre was no way to
fit corsetry into it or even to drape it to miniraian unflattering feature.
The only

things under the dress were Elena’s own firm yogpimgsique and a pair of
scant, soft flesh-colored lace underwear. Oh, asray of jasmine
perfume.

So it's a goddess | feel like, she thought, thagkive demon (who stood
and bowed). People were taking their seats fo6tlver Nightingale’s

first performance. Elena had to admit to a longmgee Lady Fazina, and
besides, it was too early to try for a restrooiptrElena had already
noticed

that guards were posted at all the doors.

There were two harps on a dais in the middle akatgeircle of chairs.
And then suddenly everyone was on their feet aaplpthg, and Elena
would have seen nothing, if the Lady Fazina hadchosen to walk down
the same aisle Elena and Damon had taken. As jtskiaspaused right
beside Sage to acknowledge the roar of acclamatimhElena had a
perfect view of her.

She was a lovely young woman, who to Elena’s ssedonoked hardly
older than twenty, and was nearly as small as Borirhis diminutive
creature obviously took her sobriquet very serygusthe was dressed
entirely in a gown of silver mesh. Her hair was allet silver, too, swept
high in

front and very short in back. Her train was baedtached to her, by two
simple clasps at the shoulders. It floated horialbnbehind her, constantly
in

motion, more like a moonbeam or a cloud than léa material until she
got to the central dais and ascended it, then wladtkee around the tall
uncovered harp, at which point the suspended péneacape fell softly
and gracefully to the floor in a semicircle arouret.

And then came the magic of the Silver Nightingalege. She began by
playing the tall harp, which seemed even tallesamparison to her



small body. She could make the harp sing undefimgers, coax it to cry
like the wind or make music that seemed to des@@md heaven in
glissandos. Elena wept throughout her first somgnehough it was sung
in some foreign language. It was so piercingly swleat it reminded Elena
of

Stefan, of the times they had been together, conuating by only the
softest words and touches...

But Lady Fazina’s most impressive instrument wasvioee. Her tiny
body could generate an extraordinary volume whervamted it to. And
as

she sang one poignant, minor-tuned song after anditena could feel her
skin break out into gooseflesh, and a tremblinganlegs. She felt that at
any moment she might fall to her knees as the nedddled her heart.
When someone touched her from behind, Elena staidézhtly, brought
back too quickly from the fantasy world the musadiwoven around her.
But it was only Meredith, who despite her own |[d@emusic had a very
practical suggestion for their group.

“I was going to say, why not start now, while evarg else is listening?”
she whispered. “Even the guards are out of it. Yfeed on two by two,
yes?”

Elena nodded. “We’re just having a look arounditbase. We may even
find something while everyone is stiére listening, for nearly another
hour. Sage, maybe you could sort of liaise betwieerwo groups,
telepathically.”

“It would be my privilegeMadame”

The five of them set out into the Silver Nightinglalmansion.
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They walked right by the weeping door-guards. Buyegiickly, they
discovered that whilalmosteveryone was listening to Lady Fazina, in
each room of

the palace that was open to the public, a blaot;eihite-gloved steward
awaited, ready to give out information, and to kaepatchful eye on his
lady’s

possessions.

The first room that gave them any kind of hope hady Fazina's Hall of
Harpery, a room devoted entirely to the displaharps, from ancient,
bowlike, single-stringed instruments, undoubtedéypd by individuals
who were similar to cavedwellers, to tall, gilded;hestral harps like the
one

Fazina was now playing, the music audible througtioei palace. Magic,
Elena thought again. They seem to use it hereadsiétechnology.
“Each kind of harp has a unique key to tune thagst” Meredith
whispered, looking down the length of the hall. €xch side the line of
harps

marched into the distance. “One of those keys nbglthekey.”

“But how will we even know?” Bonnie was fanning &eif lightly with her
peacock feather fan. “What'’s the difference betwedarp key and the
fox key?”

“I don’t know. And I've never heard of a key beikgptin a harp, either. It
would rattle around the sound box every time thg kaifted slightly,”
Meredith admitted.

Elena bit her lip. It was such a simple, reasonghkestion. She should feel
dismayed, should be wondering how they could ewerdne small

half of a key in this place. Especially considerihgt the clue they had—
that it wasn the Silver Nightingale’s instrument, suddenly seeérabsurd.
“I don’t suppose,” Bonnie said a little giddily Hfat the instrument is her
voice, and that if we reach down her throat...”

Elena turned to look at Meredith, who was lookiegVenward—or at
whatever was above this hideous dimension. “I kihdtgredith said. “No
more drinks for birdbrain here. Although | suppd&epossible that they
give out little silver whistles or instruments asdrs—all big parties used
to do

that, you know—give you a gift.”

“How,” Damon said in a carefully expressionlessetofwould they
possibly get the key into a favor for a party begingen at least weeks
away,



and how could they ever hope to retrieve it? Misaght as well have told
Elena, ‘We threw the key away.”

“Well,” began Meredith, “I'm not at all sure thdtey did mean for the keys
to be retrievable, even by them. And Misao couldehmeant ‘You'd

have to search all the garbage from the nightiefghla’—or some other
party Fazina performed at. | imagine she gets askethy at a lot of other
people’s parties, t00.”

Elena hated bickering, even though she was a cloemnipckerer herself.
But she was a goddess tonight. Nothing was implesdiionly she
couldremember...

Something like white lightning struck her brain.

For just an instant—one instant—she was back, glingywith Misao.
Misao was in her fox form, biting and scratching-gd-anarling out a reply
to Elena’s question about where the two halveb®fdx key were'As if
you would understand the answers | could givetdfd you that one was
inside the silver nightingale’s instrument, woubat give you any kind of
idea?”

Yes.Thosehad been the exact words, tleal words that Misao had
spoken. Elena heard her own voice, repeating thrdsaaistinctly now.
And then she felt something like an arc of lightnieave her mind—only
to meet another’s not far away. The next thinglsteav her eyes were
flying open in surprise because Bonnie was speadkitigat blank toneless
way she always did when making a prophecy:

“Each half of the fox key is shaped like a singlg, fwith two ears, two
eyes, and a snout. The two fox key halves are goddcovered with gems
—and their eyes are green. The key you seek imyhe Silver
Nightingale’s instrument.”

“Bonnie!” Elena said. She could see that Bonnigisds were trembling,
her eyes unfocused. Then they opened and Elena&dss confusion
surged in to fill the blankness.

“What's going on?” Bonnie said, looking around &z sveryone looking at
her. “What—what happened?”

“You told us what the fox keys look like!” Elenawddn’t help this
exclamation—almost a shout of joy. Now that thegwrwhat they were
looking for

they could free Stefan; theyouldfree Stefan. Nothing would stop Elena
now. Bonnie had just helped move this quest tordinety different level.
But while she was quaking inside with joy at thegirecy, Meredith, in her
own level-headed way, was taking care of the properedith said
quietly, “She’s probably going to faint. Would yplease...”

Meredith didn’t have to ask further, for the vanagirDamon and Sage,
were each quick enough to catch and support Bam@pposite sides.
Damon was staring down at the diminutive girl inpsise.



“Thanks, Meredith,” Bonnie said, and let out a ltinealinking. “I don’t
think I'll faint,” she added, and then with a glangp at Damon through her
lashes, “But it's probably just as well to makeesur

Damon nodded and got a better grip, looking seriSage turned half
away, seeming to have something stuck in his throat

“What did | say? | don’t remember!”

And after Elena had solemnly repeated Bonnie’s ward/iasjustlike
Meredith to say, “You're sure now, Bonnie? Doeg 8@und right?”

“I'm sure. I'm positive,” Elena cut in. Skeaspositive. The Goddess Ishtar
and Bonnie had unlocked the past for her and sh@rthe key.

“All right. What if Bonnie and Sage and | take thimm, and two of us can
be distracting the steward, while the third loakshe harps for keys?”
Meredith suggested.

“Right. Let’s do it!” Elena said.

Meredith’s plan proved to be more difficult in ptiae than it sounded.
Even with two glorious young girls in the room amme terminally fit guy,
the

steward kept spinning in little circles and catchame or another of them
handling and peering into a harp.

Naturally, the handling was strictly forbiddenplit the harps further out of
tune and it could easily damage them, especiallgesihe only way to
makeabsolutelysure that a small golden key was not in a harpsmddoox
was to actually shake the harp and listen forinatl

Worse, each of the harps was displayed in its atéa hook, complete
with dramatic lighting, a flamboyant painted scréehind it (most of them
portraits of Fazina playing the harp in questi@mg a plush red rope
across the front of the nook that said “Keep Ostpkinly as a sign.

In the end Bonnie, Meredith, and Sage resorte@tinly Sage Influence
the steward to be entirely passive—something heonbsable to do for

a few minutes of time, or the steward would notieegaps in Lady
Fazina’s program. They would then each franticedlgrch harps while the
steward

stood like a wax figure.

Meanwhile Damon and Elena were wandering the palacking through
the rest of the mansion that was off-limits totass. If they found nothing,
they

intended to search the more available rooms agataecontinued.

It was dangerous work, this stealing in and outarkened, cordoned-off—
often locked—empty rooms: dangerous and strangeljing to Elena.
Somehow, it seemed that fear and passion were clagely related than
she had fully realized. Or at least, it seemedweat with her and Damon.



Elena couldn’t help noticing and admiring littlertgs about him. He
seemed to be able to pick any lock with a singlke limplement he
produced

from inside his black jacket, the way other pegpladuce fountain pens,
and he had such a swift, graceful way of takingpic& out and putting it
back

in. Economy of motion, she knew, earned by liviagdround five
centuries.

Also, no one could argue it: Damon seemed to keepdad in any
situation, which made them a good pair right novewkhe was striding
around like a goddess who could not be bound byules of mortals. This
was even enhanced by the scares she got: shapésotted like guards or
sentries looming up at her turned out to be aatlifiear, a slim cupboard,
and something Damon didn’t allow her more thanimgge of, but what
looked like a mummified human. Damon wasn’t fazgaby of them.

If I could just channel some more Power to my efgsna thought, and
things immediately brightened up. Her Power was/wigeher!

God! I'll have to wear this dress for the rest of lifie: it makes me feel
so...powerful. So...unashamed. I'll have to wear itatlege, if | ever get
to

college, to impress my professors; and to Stefantsmy wedding—just
so people understand I'm not a slut; and—to thelbgast to give the
guys

something to ogle...

She stifled a giggle and was surprised to see Dagtante with mock
reproach at her. Of course, he was as closely éacas her as she was
on him. But it was a slightly different case, oticge, because, to his eyes,
she wore a big label with STRAWBERRY JAM written ibntied around
her

neck. And he was getting hungry again. Very hungry.

Next time I'm going to see that you eat properlioleyou go outshe
thought at him.

Let’s worry about succeeding this time before \aet glanning for next
time, he returned, with just the faintest firefly hintlag 250-kilowatt
smile.

But it was all mixed in, of course, with a littlé the sardonic triumph that
Damon always carried with him. Elena swore to Hétkat laugh at her
as he might, beg her as he might, threaten orecapphe might, she
wouldn’t give Damon the satisfaction of even ong tenight. He could
just pop the

top off another jam pot, she thought.



Eventually, the sweet music of the concert wakedtiind Elena and
Damon dashed back to meet with Bonnie, Meredittd,2ege in the
Harpery

Hall. Elena could have guessed the news by Bonasiaisce, even if she
hadn’t already known from Sage’s silence. But taesiwas worse than
Elena

could have imagined: not only had the three fountthing in the Harpery
Hall, but they had finally resorted to quizzing steward, who could
speak, if not

move, under Sage’s Influence.

“And guess what he told us,” Bonnie said, and adzfdre anyone could
venture a word, “Those harps are each cleanedumedi¢very single

day. Fazina has, like, a whole army of servants fenthAnd anything,
anythingthat didn’t belong to a harp would be reportedrateo And
nothing has

been! It just isn’t there!”

Elena felt herself shrink from omniscient goddesbdffled human. “I was
worried it would be like this,” she admitted, sigbi “It would have been
just too easy the other way. All right, Plan B. Yioungle with the gala
guests, trying to get a look at each room thateng the public. Try to
dazzle

Fazina’'s consort and pump him for information. $é#isao and Shinichi
have been here recently. Damon and | will keepitggpkn the rooms that
are

supposed to be closed off.”

“That’s so dangerous,” Meredith said, frowningMlafraid of what the
penalty might be if you're caught.”

“I'm afraid of what the penalty might be to Stefémwe don't find this key
tonight,” Elena retorted shortly, and turned on lnegl, leaving.

Damon followed her. They searched endless darkeymeds, now not even
knowing whether they were looking for a harp or stimng else.

First Damon would check if there were a breathiadybinside the room
(there might be a vampire guard, of course, buethesn’'t much to do
about

that), then he picked the lock. Things were worlsegmlessly until they
reached a room at the end of a long hall facing-w&$ena had long since
gotten lost in the palace, but she could unerritgllywest, because it was
where the bloated sun hung.

Damon had picked the lock of this room and Elerchdraginally started
forward eagerly. She searched the room, which cwedafrustratingly, a
silver-framed picture of a harp, but with nothirglailky as the half of the
fox key inside it, even when she had carefully usadon’s lock pick to
unscrew the backing.



It was while she was placing this picture backl@wall that they both
heard the thump. Elena winced, praying that nortbeblack-suited
“security servants” who roamed the palace had hisrdoise.

Damon quickly put a hand over her mouth and didtedyaslight knob into
darkness.

But they both could hear it now...footsteps appraagHiom outside in the
hallway. Someone had heard the thump. The footstepped

outside the door and there was the distinct sofilath apper servant’s
discreet cough.

Elena whirled, feeling in that moment as if Wind&Redemption were
within her reach. It would only require the sligstteise in adrenaline and
she would have the security worker on his or heekn sobbing in the
penitence of a lifetime’s work at evil. Elena andnibn would be gone
before—

But Damon had another idea, and Elena was stantiedjoing along with
it.

When the door opened silently a moment later, tévward found a couple
locked in such a tight embrace that they seemeeévet to notice the
intrusion. Elena could practically feel his indiga. The desire of a
couple of guests to discreetly embrace in the pyivad Lady Fazina’'s
many public

rooms was understandable, but this was part gbtikate household. As
he turned the lights up, Elena peeked at him othh@torner of her eye.
Her

psychic senses were open enough to catch his tteudd was going over
the valuables in the room with an experienced butd gaze. The
exquisite

miniature vase with the trailing roses picked outubies and emerald-
encrusted vines; the magically preserved 5,000-gkawooden Sumerian
lyre;

the twin pair of solid gold candlesticks in the gh@f rearing dragons; the
Egyptian funerary mask with its dark, elongatedheyes seeming to watch
out of its brilliantly painted features...all wererbelt wasn't even as if her
ladyship kept anything of great value here, bt $tihis room is not part
of the

public display,” he told Damon, who merely clasjigena closer.

Yes, Damon seemed very determined to put on a good for the
steward...or something like that. But hadn’t theatty...done so?
Elena’s

thoughts were losing coherency. The last thing. v last thing that
they could afford...was to...lose the chance of...findimg fox key. Elena
started to

pull away, and then realized that she mustn't.



Mustn’t. Not couldn’t. She was property, expengveperty to be sure,
decked out the way she was tonight, but Damontsgpose of as he
chose. While someone else was looking on, she noisteem to disobey
her master’s wishes.

Still, Damon was taking this too far...farther thanhmad ever taken
liberties with her, although, she thought wryly,chén’t know that. He was
caressing the skin left unprotected by the ivorgidgss dress, her arms, her
back, even her hair. He knew how she liked that; Slee could somehow
feel it when her hair was held and the ends cadessi#ly or gently
crushed in a fist.

Damon!She was down to the last resort now: pleaddegmon, if they
detain us, or do anything to us that keeps us finding the key
tonight—when will we have another chanceShe let him feel her
desperation, her guilt, even the treacherous dsk&dad to forget
everything and let

each minute carry her further on this wave of atbat he had created.
Damon, I'll...say it if you want. I'm...begging ydtlena could feel her
eyes

prickling as tears flooded them.

No tears Elena heard Damon’s telepathic voice gratefdilyere was
something strange about it, though. It couldn’stagvation—he’d had her
blood not much more than two hours ago. And it iigsassion, for she
could hear—and sense—that, all too clearly. Yet Dasitelepathic voice
was so

taut with control that it almost frightened her. Mpshe knew he could feel
that it frightened her and that he chose to doingthbout it. No
explanation.

No exploration, either, she realized as she fohatlehind the control, his
mind was entirely shut to her.

The only thing she could liken the feeling that g&from his steely
control wagpain. Pain that was just on the edge of the endurabile.

But from what? Elena wondered helplessly.

What could cause him pain like that?

Elena couldn’t waste their time on wondering whaswrong with
Damon. She turned up the Power of her own heandgoagan to listen at
the doors

before they entered.

It was while she was listening that suddenly a rd=a solidified in
Elena’s mind, and she stopped Damon in a pitch-dalikvay and tried to
explain to him what kind of room she was looking #/hat, in modern
days, would be called a “home office.”

Damon, familiar with the architecture of great mans, took her, after
only a few false starts, into what was clearlydyla writing room. Elena’s



eyes were by now as keen as his in the dimnesegséarched by the
light of a single candle.

While Elena was being frustrated after searchingnaarkable desk with
pigeonholes for secret drawers, and not finding &amon was

checking the hallway.

“I hear someone outside,” he said. “I think it's)& to leave now.”

But Elena was still looking. And—as her eyes raaeiss the room—she
saw a small writing desk with an old-fashioned chaid an

assortment of various pens, from ancient to modiEmmnting themselves
from elaborate holders.

“Let’s go while it's still clear,” Damon murmuredpatiently.

“Yes,” Elena said distractedly. “All right...”

And then she saw.

Without an instant’s hesitation she strode acrosgsd@om to the desk and
picked up a pen with a brilliant silver plume. lasn’t a genuine quill

pen, of course; it was a fountain pen made to &egant and old-
fashioned—with a plume. The pen itself was cuneefitther hand, and the
wood felt

warm.

“Elena, | don't feel very.”.

“Damon, shhh,” Elena said, ignoring him, too absarin what she was
doing to really hear. First: try to write. No garBething was blocking the
cartridge. Second: unscrew the fountain-parefully, as if to refill its
cartridge, while all the time her heart was clamgin her ears and her
hands were

shaking. Keep moving slowly...don’t miss anything...@od’s sake don’t
let anything fall away and bounce in this dimnd3s two parts of the pen
parted in her hand...

...and onto the dark green desk pad fell a smal\yheaurved piece of
metal. It had just fit inside the widest part o fpen. She had it in her hand
and was reassembling the pen before she couldggidalook at it. But
then...shéhadto open her hand and see.

The small crescent-shaped object dazzled her aytéeg ilight, but it was
just like the description Bonnie had given Elend &feredith. A tiny
representation of a fox with a nominal body andvegl-encrusted head
that sported two flat ears. The eyes were two $ipgrgreen stones.
Emeralds?

“Alexandrite,” Damon said in a bedroom whisper. lifore has it that they
change color in candlelight or firelight. They et the flame.”

Elena, who had been leaning back against him,lestalith a chill the way
Damon’s eyes had reflected flame when he had bessepsed: the
bloodred flame of the malach—of Shinichi’'s cruelty.

“So,” Damon demanded, “how did you do it?”



“This is really one of the two pieces of the foyReé

“Well, it's hardly something that belongs in a féaim pen. Maybe it's a
Crackerjack prize. But you went right to it the nerhwe entered the
room. Even vampires need time to think, my precjrscess.”

Elena shrugged. “It's too easy, actually. Whenaswlear that all those
harp keys were no goes, | asked myself what elseawanstrument that
you'd find in someone’s house. A pen is a writingtrument. Then | just
had to find out whether Lady Fazina had a studyriting room.”
Damon let out a breath. “Hell’'s demons, you littaocent. You know
what I've been looking for? Trap doors. Secretieatto dungeons. The
only

other instrumenk could think of was an ‘instrument of torture’ anoluyd
be surprised at how many of them you’ll find instiféir city.”

“But not inherhouse—!" Elena’s voice rose dangerously, and thesew
both silent a moment to make up for it, listeniog,tenterhooks, for any
sound from the hallway.

There was none.

Elena let out her breath. “Quick! Where, where wibe safe?” She was
realizing that the one fault of the goddess dress that there was
absolutely no place to hide anything. She’d havapteak to Lady Ulma
about that for next time.

“Down, down in the pocket of my jeans,” Damon saeeming to be as
urgent and shaking as badly as she was. When hjaimaced it deep
into the recesses of his black Armani jeans heludugr by both hands.
“Elena! Do you realize? We've done it. We've aclyaone it!”

“I know!” Tears were leaking out of Elena’s eyeslatl of Lady Fazina's
music seemed to be swelling in one great, perteamtd: “We did it
together!”

And then somehow—Ilike all the other “somehows” tlate getting to be
a habit with them, Elena was in Damon’s arms, stjdier own arms
under his jacket to feel his warmth, his solidiBjre wasn't surprised,
either, to feel a double piercing at her throat nvhlee dropped her head
back: her

lovely panther was really only a little tamed, ar@ded to learn a few
basics of dating etiquette; such as you kiss bafouvebite.

He had said he was hungry earlier, she remembaneldshe had ignored
him, too enthralled by the silver pen to put thedeatogether. But she
put them together now, and understood—except wigebened to be so
exceptionally hungry tonight.

Maybe even...excessively hungry.

Damon she thought gentlyou're taking a lot.

She could feel no response but the raw hungeregbdmther.



Damon, this could be dangerous...for mieis time Elena put as much
Power as she could into the words she sent.

Still no response from Damon, but she was floatiogy, down into
darkness. And that gave her the vague thread ofean

Where are you? Are you hersfle called, picturing the little boy.

And then she saw him, chained to his boulder, durfein a ball, with his
fists covering his eyes.

What's wrong“Elena asked immediately, floating near to him, evned.
He’s hurting! He’s hurting!

Are you hurt? Show mgJena said instantly.

No! He’s hurting you. He could kill you!

Husshh. Husshhl&he tried to cradle him.

We have to make him hear us!

All right, Elena said. She really was feeling odd and weaksBe turned,
along with the child, and cried voicelesdBamon! Please! Elena says
stop!

And a miracle happened.

Both she and the child could feel it. The littlengtof fangs being
withdrawn. The stop of energy flow from Elena tonizan.

And then, ironically, the miracle began to take &e&ny from the child,
with whom she really wanted to speak.

No! Wait! she tried to tell Damon, clinging to the child’snda as hard as
she could, but she was being catapulted back teceausness as if by

a hurricane. The darkness faded. In its place wasra, too bright, its one
candle blazing like a police searchlight aimedatlyeat her. She shut her
eyes and felt the warmth and heaviness of the ceap®amon in her
arms.

“I'm sorry! Elena, can you speak? | didn’t reallzew much—" There was
something wrong with Damon’s voice. Then she unides Damon’s
fangs were unretracted.

Wha—? Everything was wrong. They’'d been so happis+Hbut now her
right arm felt wet.

Elena pulled away from Damon entirely, staringextdrms, which were
red and with something that wasn't paint.

She was still too worked up to ask questions pitgp8he slipped behind
Damon and pulled his black leather jacket off Himthe brilliant light
she could see his black silk shirt marred by lifterdine of dried, partially
dried, or just plain wet blood.

“Damon!” Her first reaction was horror without autth of guilt or
understanding. “What happened? Did you get inl@fidpamontell me”
And then something in her mind presented her withiraber. Since she
had been a child, she had been able to countctndiae’d learned to



count to ten before her first birthday. Therefat®e’'d had seventeen full
years of learning to count the number of irregull@ep, still-bleeding cuts
in

Damon’s back.

Ten.

Elena looked down at her own bloody arms and agtiteless dress, which
was now the horror dress because its pure milkyanbss was

marred with brilliant red.

Red that should have bebkarblood. Red that must have felt like sword
slashes into Damon’s back as he channeled theapdithe marks of

the Night of her Discipline from her to him.

And he carried me all the way home. The thoughtecamimming in from
nowhere. Without a word about it. | would never &&nown....
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Someone was trying to make her drink out of a glBtsna’s sense of
smell was so acute that she could taste what wi iglass already—
Black

Magic wine. And she didn’t want that! No! She spatut. They couldn’t
makeher drink.

“Mon enfantjt is for your own good. Now, drink it.” Elena tued her head
away. She felt the darkness and the hurricanemngslip to take her.

Yes. That was better. Why wouldn’t they leave Hena?

In the very deepest trenches of communicatiortfla boy was with her in
the dark. She remembered him, but not his nameh&ldeout her arms
and he came into them and it seemed that his chaareslighter than they
had been...when? Before. That was all she could rdreem

Are you all right?she whispered to the child. Down here, deep irhdaat
of communion, a whisper was a shout.

Don’t cry. No tearshe begged her, but the words reminded her of
something she couldn’t bear to think of, and shehpu fingers to his lips,
gently

silencing him.

Too loud, a voice from Outside came rumbling ino,“@on enfantyou
have decided to becomi@ vampire encore une fois.”

Is that what is happeningshe whispered to the childm | dying again?
To become a vampire?

| don’t know!the child criedl don’t know anything. He’s angry. I'm
afraid.

Sage won't hurt yowshe promisedde’s already a vampire, and your
friend.

Not Sage...

Then who are you afraid of?

If you die again, I'll be wrapped in chains all av&he child showed her a
pitiable picture of himself covered by colil aft&ileof heavy chains. In
his mouth, gagging him. Pinning his arms to higsidnd his legs to the
ball. Moreover, the chains were spiked so thatyavieere they dug into the
child’s soft flesh, blood flowed.

Who would do such a thing®ena cried!’ll make him wish he’d never
been born. Tell me who'’s going to do this!

The child’s face was sad and perpleXadill, he said sadlyHe will. He/l.
Damon. Because we’ll have killed you.

But if it's not his fault...



We have to. We have to. But maybe I'll die, theatmays.. There was a
definite lilt of hope in the last sentence.

It decided Elena. If Damon was not thinking cleathen maybe she
wasn’t thinking clearly, she reasoned out slowlaylde...maybe she
should

do what Sage wanted.

And Dr. Meggar. She could discern his voice abrbugh a thick fog. “—
sake, you've been working all night. Give someoise a chance.”
Yes...all night. Elena had not wanted to wake upragaid she had a
powerful will.

“Maybe switch sides?” someone—a girl—a young girlasveuggesting.
Little in voice, but strong-willed, too. Bonnie.

“Elena...It's Meredith. Can you feel me holding ydwand?” A pause, then
very much louder, excitedlyHey, she squeezed my hand! Did you
see?Sage, tell Damon to get in here quick.”

Drifting...

“...drink a little more, Elena? | know, | know, yoa’'sick of it. But drink
un peufor my sake, will you?”

Drifting...

“Trés bon, mon enfant! Maintenamthat about a little milk? Damon
believes you can stay human if you drink some rhilk.

Elena had two thoughts about this. One was trsdtafdrankany more of
anything she might explode. Another was that she wasnrigytm

make any foolish promises.

She tried to speak but it came out in a threadwalfiigper. “Tell Damon—I
won’'t come up unless he lets the little boy free.”

“Who? What little boy?”

“Elena, sweetie, all the little boys on this estate free.”

Meredith: “Why not let hetell him?”

Dr. Meggar: “Elena, Damon is right here on the ¢ouou’ve both been
very sick, but you're going to be fine. Here, Elewa can move the
examination table so you can talk to him. Thete done.”

Elena tried to open her eyes, but everything wacfeusly bright. She
took a breath and tried again. Still much too brigimd she didn’t know
how to dim her vision anymore. She spoke with lyeseshut to the
presence she felt in front of héican’t leave him alone again. Especially if
you're

going to load him with chains and gag him.

Eleng Damon said shakily,haven’t led a good life. But | haven't kept
slaves before, | swear. Ask anyone. And | wouldimtthat to a child.

You have, and | know his name. And | know thatei made of is
gentleness, and kindness, and good nature...and fear.



The low rumble of Sage’s voice, “...agitating her. hétslightly louder
murmur of Damon’s: “knowshe’s off her head, but I'd still like to know
the

name of this little boy I'm supposed to have ddms to. How does that
agitate her?”

More rumbling, then: “But can’t | just ask her?laast | can clear my
name of these charges.” Then, out loud: “Elena?y®@artell me what
child I'm

supposed to have tortured like this?”

She was so tired. But she answered aloud, whigpétitis name is
Damon, of course.”

And Meredith’s own exhausted whisper, “Oh, my G8de was willing to
die for a metaphor.”
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Matt watched Mrs. Flowers go over Sheriff Mossbebgidge, holding it
lightly in one hand and running her fingers ovewith the other.

The badge came from Rebecca, Sheriff Mossbergtenlehad seemed
entirely a coincidence when Matt had almost rua hr earlier that

day. Then he’d noticed that she was wearing a nsmitsas a dress. The
shirt had been familiar—a Ridgemont sheriff's shirt

Thenhe had seen the badge still attached to it. Yoldcsay a lot of things
about Sheriff Mossberg, but you couldn’t imaginmhosing his

badge. Matt had forgotten all sense of gallanty smatched at the little
metal shield before Rebecca could stop him. Hetldnaick feeling in his
stomach then, and it had only gotten worse sinas. Mlowers’s
expression was doing nothing to comfort him.

“It wasn't in direct contact with his skin,” sheidaoftly, “so the images |
get are hazy. But oh, my dear Matt’—she lifted siveed eyes to his—*I
am afraid.” She shivered, sitting at her kitchdsig¢achair, where two mugs
of hot spiced milk sat untouched.

Matt had to clear his throat and touch the scalduilg to his lips. “You
think we need to go out to look.”

“We must” said Mrs. Flowers. She shook her head, witlsaifs, wispy
white curls, sadly. “Dear Maais most insistent, and | can feel it too; a
great disturbance in this artifact.”

Matt felt the faintest shade of pride tingeing fieiar for having secured the
“artifact”"—and then he thought, yeah, robbing badfyem the shirts of
twelve-year-old girls is really something to be ymtaof.

Mrs. Flowers’s voice came from the kitchen. “Youdst put on several
shirts and sweaters as well as a pair of these"eaterged sideways
through the kitchen door, holding several long spapparently from the
closet in front of the kitchen door, and severatgaf gardening gloves.
Matt jumped up to help her with the armfuls of soamd then went into a
coughing fit as the smell of mothballs and of—sdrreg else, something
spicy—surrounded him.

“Why do—I feel—like Christmas?” he said, forceddmugh between each
few words.

“Oh, now that would be Great-Aunt Morwen’s clovegervation recipe,”
Mrs. Flowers replied. “Some of these coats are fikbother’s time.”

Matt believed her. “But it’s still warm out. Why shild we wear coats at
all?”



“For protection, dear Matt, for protection! Thesetlses have spells woven
into the material to safeguard us from evil.”

“Even the gardening gloves?” Matt asked doubtfully.

“Even the gloves,” Mrs. Flowers said firmly. Sheupad and then said in a
quiet voice, “And we’d better gather some flashiggiMatt dear,

because this is something we’re going to have tm dioe darkness.”
“You're kidding!”

“No, sadly, | am not. And we should get some rapee ourselves
together. Under no circumstances must we entehtbleet of the Old
Wood

tonight.”

An hour later, Matt was still thinking. He hadnadhany appetite for Mrs.
Flowers’s hearty Braised Eggplaau Fromageadinner, and the wheels in
his brain just wouldn’t stop turning.

| wonder if this is how Elena feels, he thoughtewlshe’s putting together
Plans A, B, and C. | wonder if she ever feels stigiddoing it.

He felt a tightening around his heart, and forttiree-hundred-thousandth
time since he'd left her and Damon, he wonderdeifl done the right
thing.

It had to be right, he told himself. It hurt thensty and that’s the proof of
it. Things that really, really hurt are the righirtg to do.

But | just wanted to say good-bye to her....

But if you'd said good-bye, you’d never have I&face it, moron, as far as
Elena goes you're the world’s biggest loser. Evecesshe found a
boyfriend she liked better than you, you've beemkim like you were
Meredith and Bonnie to help her keep him and keegyal he Bad Guy.
Maybe

you should get you all little matching T-shirts ey | am a dog. | serve
the Princess Ele—

SMACK!

Matt leaped up, and landed crouching, which waserpainful than it
looked in movies.

Rattle-Smick!

It was the loose shutter on the other side of tloen: That first bang had
really been a slam, though. The exterior of thedioghouse was in

pretty bad shape, and the wooden shutters theretsnes suddenly came
free of their wintertime nails.

But was it really just a coincidence? Matt thougistsoon as his heart had
stopped galloping. In this boardinghouse wherea®tebd spent so

much time? Maybe somehow there were still remnaiités spirit around,
tuned to what people thought within these hallsolfMatt had just been
given

a solid whack to the solar plexus, from the waydite



Sorry, bud, he thought, almost saying it out Idutidn’t mean to trash
your girl. She’s under a lot of pressure.

Trash his girl?

Trash Elena?

Hell, he’'d be the first person to knock out anybadho trashed Elena.
Provided Stefan didn’t use vampire tricks to geframt of him!

And what was it Elena always said? You can’t beg@pared. You can’t
have too many subplans because, just as sure as\&i&la pesky

shell around a peanut, your major plan was goirftatee some flaws.
That was why Elena also worked with as many peaglpossible. So what
if C and D workers never needed to get involveceyliwere there if

they were needed.

Thinking this, and with his head feeling a lot eckvathan it had since he
had sold the Prius and given Stefan’s money to Boand Meredith for
plane fare plus, Matt went to work.

“And then we took a walk around the estate, andtb@apple orchard,
and the orange orchard, and the cherry orchardyhiatold Elena, who
was

lying down, looking small and defenseless, in loerfposter bed, which
had been hung with dusty-gold sheer panels, rigit Imeld back by heavy
tassels in various shades of gold.

Bonnie was sitting comfortably in a gold upholstechair that had been
drawn to the bed. She had her small bare feet upeosheets.

Elena was not being a good patient. She wantedttag she insisted. She
wanted to be able to walk around. That would donmh@re good than

all the oatmeal and steak and milk and five-timek visits from Dr.
Meggar, who had come to live at the estate.

She knew what they were all really afraid of, thiougonnie had blurted it
all out in one long sobbing, keening wail one nighhien the little

redhead had been on duty beside her.

“Y-you screamed and all the v-vampires heard itl 3age just picked up
Meredith and me like two kittens, one under each, @and he ran to
where the screaming was. But b-by then so manyledwa gotten to you
first! You were unconscious but so was Damon, and sodyesmd,
‘Theythey've

been attacked and | th-think theyttead’ And every-b-body was s-saying,
‘Call the G-Guardians!” And | fainted, a little.”

“Shhh,” Elena had said kindly—and cannily. “HaversoBlack Magic to
make it feel better.”

Bonnie had had some. And some more. And then gjugid on with the
story. “But Sage must've known something becaussaisk ‘Here, I'm a
doctor, and I'm going to examine them.” And you \breally believe
him, the way he said it!”



“And then he looked at both of you, and | gues&ra@wv right away what
happened, because he said, ‘Fetch a carriagetitndake them t-to

Dr. Meggar, my colleague.’ And the Lady Fazina bérsame and said
that they could have one of her carriages, andsgrsdl it back wh-
whenever.

She’s sooooo white like snow, called Snow Womerd #en, then, we
were just in the carriage and, oh my God! Elenahg| youwlied You
stopped breathing twice!

And Sage and Meredith just kept doing CPR on youd A—I prayed so h-
h-hard.”

Elena, fully into the story by now, had cuddled, et Bonnie’s tears kept
coming back.

“And we knocked at Dr. Meggar’s as if we were gotadpurst the door
in—and—and someone told him—and he examined hesaiag ‘She
needs a transfusion.” And | said, ‘Take my blod&®ktause remember in
school when we both gave blood to Jody Wright aedwere practically
the only

ones who could do it because we were the same Kind2hen Dr.
Meggar got two tables ready like that"—Bonnie hadped her fingers—
“and | was

so scared | could hardly hold still for the neetheat, | did. | did, somehow!
And they gave you some of my blood. And, meanwlyibe, know what
Meredith

did? She let Damon bite her. She really did. And\Deggar sent the
carriage back to the house to ask for servants‘wanted a bonus’
because ththat’s

what it's called here—and the carriage came baltkAnd | don’t know
how many Damon bit, but it was a lot! Dr. Meggadsawas the best
medicine. And Meredith and Damon and all of usedllnd we convinced
Dr. Meggar to come here, | mean to live, and LatipdJis going to turn
that

whole building he was living in into a hospital fitve poor people. And
ever after that we've just been trying to get yaliwDamon was fine the
next

morning. And Lady Ulma and Lucen and he—I meanaswheir idea but
he did it, sent this pearl to Lady Fazina—it was tmat her father had
never

found a client rich enough to buy, because it'digo like a good handful
in size but irregular, that means with twists amths, and a sheen like
silver.

They put it on a thick chain and sent it to her.”

Bonnie’s eyes had filled again. “Because saeedboth you and Damon.
Her carriagesavedyour lives.” Bonnie had leaned forward to whisper,



“And Meredith told me—it’'s a secret, but not frommuy—that being bitten
isn’t that bad. There!” And Bonnie, like the kittshe was, had yawned and
stretched. “I would have been bitten next,” sheidl almost wistfully, and
quickly added, “but you needed my blood. Human 8)dmut mine
especially. |

guess they know all about blood types here bedhesecan taste and
smell the differences.” Then she gave a little juang said, “Do you want
to look

at the fox key half? We were so sure it was alkr@rel we’'d never ever
find it, but when Meredith went in the bedroom &t gitten—and |
promise that

was all they did—Damon gave it to her and askeddk&eep it. So she did
and she took good care of it and it's in a littheest Lucen made out of
something that looks like plastic but it's not.”

Elena had admired the little crescent, but othan tihat there was nothing
to do in bed but talk and read classical bookswayeopedias from

Earth. They wouldn’t even let her and Damon reshensame room.
Elena knew why. They were afraid she wouldn’t pagk to Damon. They
were afraid that she would get near to him and Idnekexotic familiar
smell, made up of Italian bergamot, mandarin, axdamom, and that she
would look up into his black eyes that could hohiverses inside the
pupils,

and that her knees would go weak and she’d waleugmpire.

They didn’t know anything! She and Damon had bedalg exchanging
blood for weeks before the crisis. If there washimg to drive him out of
sanity again, the way the pain had before, he woaoidiuct himself like a
perfect gentleman.

“Hm,” Bonnie said, upon hearing this protest, pagha tiny throw pillow
around with toenails that had been painted sif¥enaybe wouldn't tell
them that you've been exchanging blood so manystiftam the
beginning. It might make them go ‘Aha!” or sometiiryou know, read
something into it.”

“There’s nothing to read into. I'm here to colleey beloved Damon and
Stefan is just helping me.”

Bonnie looked at her with her brows knitted andreuth pursed, but
didn’t venture a word.

“Bonnie?”

“Um-hm?”

“Did | just say what | thought | said?”

“Um-hm”

Elena, with one motion, gathered an armful of pibocand deposited them
on her face. “Could you please tell chef that | neamother steak and a



big glass of milk?” she requested in a muffled ediom under the
pillows. “I'm not well.”

Matt had a new junk car. He was always able tdgelhands on one when
he really needed it. And now he was driving, is &ihd starts, to Obaasan’s
house.

Mrs. Saitou’s house, he corrected himself hastly didn’t want to tread
on unfamiliar cultural customs, not when he wasragkor a favor.

The door at the Saitous’ was opened by a woman hdaktinever seen
before. She was an attractive woman, dressed vargatically in a wide
scarlet skirt—or maybe in very wide scarlet pantee-stood with her feet
so far apart that it was hard to tell. She worehd@enblouse. Her face was
striking: two swaths of straight black hair andweafler, neater swath of
bangs that came to her eyebrows.

But the most striking thing of all about her waattehe was holding a long
curved sword, pointed directly at Matt.

“H-hi,” Matt said, when the door swung open to r@vhis apparition.
“This is a good house,” the woman replied. “Thisat a house of evil
spirits.”

“I never thought it was,” Matt said, retreatingthe woman advanced.
“Honest.”

The woman shut her eyes, seemed to be searchisgrfething in her
own mind. Then, abruptly, she lowered the sword$peak the truth.
You mean no harm. Please come in.”

“Thank you,” Matt said. He'd never been so happidwe an older woman
accept him.

“Orime,” came a thin, feeble voice from upstairs. that one of the
children?”

“Yes, Hahawe,” called the woman that Matt couldw@tp thinking of as
“the woman with the sword.”

“Send him up, why don’'t you?”

“Of course, Hahawe.”

“Ha ha—I mean ‘Hahawe’'?” Matt said, turning a narsdaugh into a
desperate sentence as the sword swung by his fiadain. “Not Obaasan?
The sword-woman smiled for the first tim®Baasarmeangyrandmother
Hahaweis one of the ways to sayother But mother won’t mind at

all if you call her Obaasan; it's a friendly grestifor a woman of her age.”
“Okay,” Matt said, trying his best to seem likealharound friendly guy.
Mrs. Saitou gestured him up the stairs and he pkiepe several rooms
before he found one with a large futon in the exaicdle of a

completely bare floor, and in it a woman who seesetiny and doll-like
as not to be real.



Her hair was just as soft and black as the swomhavds downstairs. It
was put up or arranged somehow so that it lay aftwen like a halo as
she lay on the bed. But the dark lashes on thegbaeks were shut and
Matt wondered if she had fallen into one of thedgrdslumbers of the
elderly.

But then quite abruptly, the doll-like lady opertest eyes and smiled.
“Why, it's Masato-chan!” she said, looking at Matt.

Bad beginning. If she didn’t even recognize thataamd guy wasn't her
Japanese friend from about sixty years ago...

But then she was laughing, with her small handsont of her mouth. “|
know, | know,” she said. “You're not Masato. He Ae® a banker, very
rich. Very thick. Especially in the head and thensach.”

She smiled at him again. “Sit down, please. Youaahme Obaasan if
you want, or Orime. My daughter was named for md.lie has been
hard for her, as it was for me. Being a shrine eratdanda samurai...it
takes discipline and much work. And my Orime didasl...until we
came here.

We were looking for a town that would be peacehd guiet. Instead,
Isobel found...Jim. And Jim was...untrue.”

Matt's throat swelled with the desire to defendfhisnd, but what defense
could there be? Jim had spent one night with Qagehat Caroline’s
pressing invitation. And he had become possessgtach brought that
possession to his girlfriend Isobel, who had piércer body grotesquely
—among other things.

“We’ve got to get them,” Matt found himself sayiagrnestly. “The
kitsune who started it all—who started it with Qare. Shinichi and his
sister

Misao.”

“Kitsune.” Obaasan was nodding her head. “Yesid #&re would be one
involved from the very beginning. Let me see; Iskked some charms
and amulets for your friends....”

“And some bullets. | just sort of filled my pockgtMatt said,
embarrassed, as he spilled out a jumble of diftezalibers on the edge of
her futon

cover. “I even found some prayers on the Web agetiing rid of them.”
“Yes, you've been very thorough. Good.” Obaasakéaoloat the hard
copies he’d printed of the prayers. Matt squirmedhwing that he had
only

been running down Meredith’s To-Do list, and thneg tredit really
belonged to her.

“I'll bless the bullets first and then I'll writeud more amulets,” she said.
“Put the amulets wherever you need protection nfosd, well, | suppose
you know what to do with the bullets.”



“Yes, ma’am!” Matt fumbled in his pockets for thest few, put them into
Obaasan’s outstretched hands. Then she chanted aelaborate prayer
holding her tiny hands out over the bullets. Madind find the incantation
frightening, but he knew that as a psychic he waisch and that Bonnie
had

probably seen and heard things he couldn't.

“Should | aim for any particular part of them?” Masked, watching the
old woman and trying to follow along on his own gay the prayers.
“No, any part of the body or head will do. If yaake out a tail, you'll
make it weaker, but you'll enrage it, as well.” @ban paused and
coughed, a

small dry old-lady cough. Before Matt could offerrin downstairs and
get her a drink, Mrs. Saitou entered the room withay and three cups of
teain

little bowls.

“Thank you for waiting,” she said politely as sheek fluidly to serve
them. Matt found with the first sip that the steaggreen tea was much
better

than he’d expected from his few experiences aauveants.

And then there was silence. Mrs. Saitou sat lookitnidpe teacup, Obaasan
lay looking white and shrunken under the futon cpaad Matt felt a
storm of words building up in his own throat.

Finally, even though good sense was counselingniointo speak, he burst
out, “God, I'm so sorry about Isobel, Mrs. Sait@He doesn’t deserve
any of this! | just wanted you to know that I—I'mst so sorry, and I'm
going to get the kitsune who'’s at the bottom of gromise you, I'll get
him!”

“Kitsune?” Mrs. Saitou said sharply, staring at famif he’d gone mad.
Obaasan looked on in pity from her pillow. Thentheut waiting to gather
up the tea things, Mrs. Saitou jumped up and rarobine room.

Matt was left speechless. “l—I—"

Obaasan spoke from her pillow. “Don’t be too dissed, young man. My
daughter, although a priestess, is very moderrirobtlook. She would
probably tell you that kitsune don’t even exist.”

“Even after—I mean how does she think Isobel—?"

“She thinks that there are evil influences in tin, but of the ‘ordinary,
human’ kind. She thinks Isobel did what she didduse of the stress
she was under, trying to be a good student, a gaedtess, a good
samurai.”

“You mean, like, Mrs. Saitou feels guilty?”

“She blames Isobel’s father for much of it. He tsalaryman’ back in
Japan.” Obaasan paused. “l don’t know why | halgyou all this.”

“I'm sorry,” Matt said hastily. “I wasn't trying t@noop.”



“No, but you care about other people. | wish Isdizl had a boy like you
instead of her daughter.”

Matt thought of the pitiful figure he’d seen at thespital. Most of Isobel’s
scars would end up invisible under her clothes—presg she learned

to speak again. Bravely, he said, “Well, I'm stip for grabs.”

Obaasan smiled faintly at him, then put her heai blawn on the
pillow—no, it was a wooden headrest, Matt realizedidn’t look very
comfortable. “It's a great pity when there has ¢oskrife between a human
family and the kitsune,” she said. “Because theeer@amors that one of our
ancestors took a kitsune wife.”

“Saywhat?”

Obaasan laughed, again behind concealing fistakashi-mukashipr as
you say, long ago in the times of legend, a gréaggBn became

angy at all the kitsune on his estate for the nie$chey made. For many
long years they were up to all sorts of pranksviwgn he suspected them
of

ruining the crops in the fields, that was it. Hased every man and woman
in his household, and told them to take sticksamows and rocks and
hoes

and brooms and flush out all the foxes that had @enhis estate, even the
ones between the attic and the roof. He was goitgite every single fox
killed without mercy. But the night before he dmilst he had a dream in
which a beautiful woman came and said she was negigde for all the
foxes on

the estate. ‘And,’ she said, ‘while it is true tinsg make mischief, we repay
you by eating the rats and mice and insects tladlyrepoil the crops.
Won't

you agree to take your anger out just on me andueéxene alone instead
of all the foxes? | will come at dawn to hear yanswer.’

“And she kept her word, this most beautiful of kite, arriving at dawn
with twelve beautiful maidens as attendants, bataktshone all of them
just as the moon outshines a star. The Shogun cmtldring himself to

kill her, and in fact asked for her hand in mareiagnd married her twelve
attendants to his twelve most loyal retainers dk Wad it is said that she
was always a faithful wife, and bore him many claldas fierce as
Amaterasu

the sun goddess, and as beautiful as the moorhanthis continued until
one day the Shogun was on a journey and he happemedidentally kill a
fox. He hurried home to explain to his wife thahadn’t been intentional,
but when he arrived he found his household in maoggrfor his wife had
already

left him, with all his sons and daughters.”



“Oh, too bad,” Matt muttered, trying to be politghen his brain elbowed
him in the ribs. “Wait. But if thewll left...”

“| see you're an attentive young man,” the delic@tewoman laughed.
“All his sons and daughters were gone...except thungest, a girl of
peerless beauty, although she was just a childs&lde‘l love you too
much to leave you, dear father, even if | must veeluman shape all my
life.” And

that is how we are said to be descended from ariets

“Well, these kitsune aren’t just causing mischiefuining crops,” Matt
said. “They’re out to kill. And we have to fightda”

“Of course, of course. | didn’t mean to upset yathuny little story,”
Obaasan said. “I'll write out those amulets for ymw.”

It was as Matt was leaving that Mrs. Saitou appatehe door. She put
something into his hand. He glanced down at itsawl the same
calligraphy that Obaasan had given him. Exceptithvads much smaller
and written on...

“A Post-it note?” Matt asked, bewildered.

Mrs. Saitou nodded. “Very useful for slapping oa thces of demons or
the limbs of trees or such.” And, as he stareceatrhcomplete
amazement, “My mother doesn’t kn@hl there is to know about
everything.”

She also handed him a sturdy dagger, smaller tlteasword she was still
carrying, but very serviceable—Matt immediately burhself on it.

“Put your faith in friends and your instincts,” seaid.

Slightly dazed, but feeling encouraged, Matt driw/Br. Alpert’'s house.
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“I 'm feeling much better,” Elena told Dr. Meggar.dliike to take a walk
around the estate.” She tried not to bounce uplamah on the bed. “I've
been

eating steak and drinking milk and | even took thiet cod liver oil you
sent. Also | have a very firm grasp of reality: lhmre to rescue Stefan and
the little

boy inside Damon is a metaphor for his unconscisis;h the blood we
shared allowed me to ‘see.” She bounced oncecdwuered it by reaching
for

a glass of water. “I feel like a happy puppy puylat the leash.” She
exhibited her newly designed slave bracelets: silth lapis lazuli inserts
in fluid

designs. “If | die suddenly, | am prepared.”

Dr. Meggar’s eyebrows worked up and down. “Wedlah't find anything
wrong with your pulse or your breathing. | don'edeow a nice afternoon
walk can hurt you. Damon'’s certainly up and walkiBgt don’t you go
giving Lady Ulma any ideas. She still needs mowthised rest.”

“She has a nice little desk made from a breakfagttBonnie explained,
gesturing to show size and width. “She designdelbn that.” Bonnie
leaned forward, wide-eyed. “And you know what? Hexsses armagic”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less,” grunted Dr. Megg

But the next moment Elena remembered somethingeasaht. “Even
when we get the keys,” she said, “we have to pletactual jailbreak.”
“What's a jailbreak?” Lakshmi asked excitedly.

“It's like this—we’ve got the keys to Stefan’s ¢gddut we still need to
figure out how we’re going to get into the prisand how we’re going to
smuggle him out.”

Lakshmi frowned. “Why not just go in with the liaad take him out the
gate?”

“Because,” Elena said, trying for patience, “theywt let us just walk in
and get him.” She narrowed her eyes as Lakshnmh@utead in her
hands. “What’re you thinking, Lakshmi?”

“Well, first you say that you're going to have tkey in your hand when
you go to the prison, then you act like they’re going to let him out of
the

prison.”

Meredith shook her head, bewildered. Bonnie puradio her forehead as
if it ached. But Elena slowly leaned forward.



“Lakshmi,” she said, very quietly, “are you sayigt if we have a key to
Stefan’s cell it's basically a pass in and out e$gn?”

Lakshmi brightened up. “Of course!” she said. “Othise, what would a
key be good for? They could just lock himanothercell.”

Elena could hardly believe the wonder of what she jnst heard, so she
immediately began trying to poke holes in it. “Thatuld mean we could
go straight from Bloddeuwedd’s party to the prismal just take Stefan
out,” she said with as much sarcasm as she cojaict imto her voice. “We
could

just show our key and they’d let us take him away.”

Lakshmi nodded eagerly. “Yes!” she said joyfullyg tsarcasm having
gone right over her head. “And, don’'t be mad, okBy?| wondered why
you

never went to visit him.”

“We can visit him?”

“Sure, if you make an appointment.”

By now Meredith and Bonnie had come to life andensipporting Elena
on either side. “How soon can we send someone ke ma
appointment?” Elena said through her teeth, becawsss taking all her
effort to speak—her entire weight was resting antiwe friends. YWhocan
we

send to make an appointment?” she whispered.

“I'll go,” Damon said from the crimson darkness lmehthem. “I'll go
tonight—give me five minutes.”

Matt could feel that he had on his most cross amgb®rn expression.
“C’'mon,” Tyrone said, looking amused. They werelbgéaring up for a
trip into the thicket. This meant putting on twotbé mothball-clove-recipe
coats each and then using duct tape to fasteridkieggto the coats. Matt
was sweating already.

But Tyrone was a good guy, he thought. Here Mattdwme out of
nowhere and said, “Hey, you know that bizarre thiog saw with poor
Jim

Bryce last week? Well, it's all connected to sonmegleven more bizarre—
all about fox spirits and the Old Wood, and Mravi#rs says that if we
don'’t

figure out what’'s going on, we’re going to ber@al trouble. And Mrs.
Flowers isn't just a batty old lady at the boardiagse, even though
everybody says

s0.”

“Of course she isn't,” Dr. Alpert’s brusque voicadhsaid from the
doorway. She put down her black bag—still a coudbgtor, even when
the



town was in crisis—and addressed her son. “ThepRibwers and | have
known each other a long time—and Mrs. Saitou, Tdeey were both
always

helping people. That's their nature.”

“Well—" Matt had seen an opportunity and jumpedtatMrs. Flowers is
the one who needs help now. Really, really neetfs"he

“Then what're you sitting there for, Tyrone? Huuy and go help Mrs.
Flowers.” Dr. Alpert had ruffled her own iron-gragir with her fingers,
then

ruffled her son’s black hair fondly.

“I was Mom. We were just leaving when you came in.”

Tyrone, seeing Matt’'s grim horror-story of a cadlpolitely offered to
drive them to Mrs. Flowers’s house in his Camry tiViafraid of a terminal
blowout at some crucial moment, was only too happgccept.

He was glad that Tyrone would be the lynchpin efRobert E. Lee High
football team in the coming year. Ty was the kifduay you could count
on—as witness his immediate offer of help todaywsas a good sport, and
absolutely straight and clean. Matt couldn’t halp #ee how drugs and
drinking had ruined not only the actual games,tbeatsportsmanship of the
other teams on campus.

Tyrone was also a guy who could keep his mouth. sterhadn’t even
peppered Matt with questions as they drove batkeédoardinghouse, but
he did give a wolf whistle, not at Mrs. Flowerst latithe bright yellow
Model T she was driving into the old stables.

“Whoa!” he said, jumping out to help her with a geoy bag, while his
eyes drank in the Model T from fender to fendehdis a Model T Fordor
Sedan! This could be one beautiful car i—" He giegh abruptly and his
brown skin burned with a sunset glow.

“Oh, my, don’'t be embarrassed about the Yellow @ga!” Mrs. Flowers
said, allowing Matt to take another bag of grocehback through the
kitchen garden and into the kitchen of the houSée®s served this family
for nearly a hundred years, and she’s accumulatee sust and damage.
But

she goes almost thirty miles an hour on paved toddls. Flowers added,
speaking not only proudly, but with the somewha¢dwespect owed to
highspeed

travel.

Matt's eyes met Tyrone’s and Matt knew there wdg one shared
thought hanging in the air between them.

To restore to perfection the dilapidated, worn, giilt beautiful car that
spent most of its time in a converted stable.

“We could do it,” Matt said, feeling that, as MFRowers’s representative,
he should make the offer first.



“We sure could,” Tyrone said dreamily. “She’s athgan a double
garage—no problems about room.”

“We wouldn’t have to strip her down to the frame.esbally rides like a
dream.”

“You're kidding! We could clean the engine, thouglave a look at the
plugs and belts and hoses and stuff. And"—dark glemsming
suddenly—*my dad has a power sander. We could stegaint and
repaint it the exact same yellow!”

Mrs. Flowers suddenly beamed. “That was what deamdivas waiting
for you to say, young man,” she said, and Matt mabered his manners
long enough to introduce Tyrone.

“Now, if you had said, ‘We’ll paint her burgundyr tblue’ or any other
color, I'm sure she would have objected,” Mrs. Fbosvsaid as she began
to

make ham sandwiches, potato salad, and a larde kétiaked beans. Matt
watched Tyrone’s reaction to the mention of ‘W& and was pleased:
there was an instant of surprise, followed by goression like calm water.
His mother had said Mrs. Flowers wasn’t a battylatty: therefore she
wasn’t

a batty old lady. A huge weight seemed to rolIMé#tt's shoulders. He
wasn't alone with a fragile elderly woman to pratéte had a friend who
was

actually a little bigger than he was to rely on.

“Now both of you, have a ham sandwich, and I'll make potato salad
while you're eating. | know that young men"—Mrsofilers always spoke
of

men as if they were a special kind of flower—“néetd of good hearty
meat before going into battle, but there’s no rededoe formal. Let’s just
dig

right in as things are done.”

They had happily obeyed. Now they were preparimdpédtle, feeling
ready to fight tigers, since Mrs. Flowers’s idealegsert was a pecan pie
split between the boys, along with huge cups desofhat cleared the
brain like a power sander.

Tyrone and Matt drove Matt’s junker to the cemetéoiiowed by Mrs.
Flowers in the Model T. Matt had seen what thestieild do to cars and
he wasn’'t going to subject Tyrone’s whistle-cleaan€y to the prospect.
They walked down the hill to Matt and Sergeant Nbesg's hide, each of
the

boys giving a hand to help the frail Mrs. Floweveworough bits. Once, she
tripped and would have fallen, but Tyrone dug thestof his DC shoes into
the

hill and stood like a mountain as she tumbled agjdimm.



“Oh, my—thank you, Tyrone dear,” she murmured arattMnew that
“Tyrone dear” had been accepted into the fold.

The sky was dark except for one streak of scasl¢ha@y reached the hide.
Mrs. Flowers took out the sheriff's badge, ratHantsily, due to the
gardening gloves she was wearing. First she hétdher forehead, then
she slowly drew it away, still holding it in froof her at eye-level. “He
stood here

and then he bent down and squatted here,” shegsithg down in what
was—in fact—the correct side of the hide. Matt redichardly knowing
what

he was doing, and Mrs. Flowers said without opehieigeyes, “No
coaching, Matt dear. He heard someone behind hinthwdairled, drawing
his gun.

But it was only Matt, and they spoke in whispensdavhile.

“Then he suddenly stood up.” Mrs. Flowers stooddemdly and Matt heard
all sorts of alarming little pops and crackles @r Helicate old body.

“He went walking—striding—down into that thickethat evil thicket.”
She set off for the thicket as Sheriff Rich Mosglead when Matt had
watched him. Matt and Tyrone went hurrying after, heady to stop her if
she showed any signs of entering the remnant of/@dd that still lived.
Instead, she walked around it, with the badge tee&le height. Tyrone
and Matt nodded at each other and without speakic)) took one of

her arms. This way they skirted the edge of thek#tj all the way around,
with Matt going first, Mrs. Flowers next, and Tymlast. At some point
Matt

realized that tears were making their way down Mhswers’s withered
cheeks.

At last, the fragile old woman stopped, took olaey handkerchief—after
one or two tries—and wiped her eyes with a gasp.

“Did you find him?” Matt asked, unable to hold irs lturiosity any longer.
“Well—we’ll have to see. Kitsune seem to be vemrywgood at illusions.
Everything | saw could have been an illusion. Bushe heaved a
sigh—"one of us is going to have to step into thedd/”

Matt gulped. “That’ll be me, then—"

He was interrupted. “Hey, no way, man. You knowrtbes, whatever
they are. You've got to get Mrs. Flowers out osthi”

“No, | can’t risk just asking you to come over hared get hurt—"

“Well, what am | doing out here, then?” Tyrone dehed.

“Wait, my dears,” Mrs. Flowers said, sounding ashé were about to cry.
The boys shut up immediately, and Matt felt ashaofddmself.

“I know a way that you both can help me, but itsywdangerous.
Dangerous for the two of you. But perhaps if weydrdve to do it once,
we can



cut the risk of danger and increase our chancediing something.”
“What is it?” Tyrone and Matt said almost simultaasly.

A few minutes later, they were prepped for it. Tinare lying side by side,
facing the wall formed by the tall trees and tadglederbrush of the
thicket. They were not only roped together, buythad Mrs. Saitou’s
Post-it notes placed all over their arms.

“Now when | say ‘three’ | want you both to reachaind grab at the ground
with your hands. If you feel something, keep hdidt and pull your arm
out. If you don't feel anything, move your handtdd and then pull it out
as fast as you can. And by the way,” she addedlgalihyou feel

anything trying to

pull you in or immobilize your arm, yell and figahd kick and scream, and
we’ll help you to get out.”

There was a long, long minute of silence.

“So basically, you think there are things all ardam the ground in the
thicket, and that we might get hold of them justr&sching in blindly,”
Matt

said.

“Yes,” Mrs. Flowers said.

“All right,” said Tyrone, and once again Matt glaacat him approvingly.
He hadn’t even aské®Vhat kind of things could pull us into the Wood?”
Now they were in position and Mrs. Flowers was ¢mgn“One, two,
three,” and then Matt had thrust his right armsrar as it would go and
was

sweeping his arm while groping.

He heard a shout from beside him. “Got it!” Andrthestantly:
“Something’s pulling me in!”

Matt pulled his own arm out of the thicket befangrig to help Tyrone.
Something dropped down on it, but it hit a Posteite and it felt as if he’d
been whacked by a piece of a Styrofoam.

Tyrone was thrashing wildly and had already beaggled in to his
shoulders. Matt grabbed him by the waist and uiddsastrength to haul
backward. There was a moment of resistance—andTtyx@me came
popping out as if suddenly released like a corler&€lwere scratches on his
face

and neck, but none where the overcoats had cowaredr where the Post-
it notes were.

Matt felt a desire to say “Thank you,” but the twomen who had made
him amulets were far away, and he felt stupid gaitito Tyrone’s coat. In
any case, Mrs. Flowers was fluttering and thankiegple enough for
three.

“Oh, my, Matt, when that big branch came down luidat your arm would
be broken—at least. Thank the dear Lord that thi®®Saomen make



such excellent amulets. And, Tyrone dear, pledsedaswig out of this
canteen—"

“Uh, I don't really drink much—"

“It's just hot lemonade, my own recipe, dear. lvitren’t for both you
boys, we wouldn’t have succeeded. Tyrone, you faordething, yes?
And

then you were caught and would never have beeasateif Matt hadn’t
been here to save you.”

“Oh, I'm sure he’d’ve got out,” Matt said hurriedlgecause it must be
embarrassing for anybody like The Tyreminator tmédhey needed help.
Tyrone, however, just said soberly, “I know. Thanstt.”

Matt felt himself blush.

“But | didn’t get anything after all,” Tyrone sadisgustedly. “It felt like a
piece of old pipe or something—"

“Well, let’'s have a look,” Mrs. Flowers said vergrusly.

She turned the strongest flashlight on the objgobiie had risked so much
to bring out of the thicket.

At first Matt thought it was a gigantic rawhide diogne. But then an all-
too-familiar shape made him look closer.

It was a femur, a human femur. The biggest borikarbody, the one from
the leg. And it was still white. Fresh.

“It doesn’t seem to be plastic,” Mrs. Flowers saic voice that seemed
very far away.

It wasn’t plastic. Matt could see where little tings had curled up and
away from the exterior. It wasn’t rawhide, eithiémvas...well, real. A real
human leg bone.

But that wasn’t the most horrifying thing; the thithat sent Matt spiraling
out into darkness.

The bone was polished clean and marked with theimspof dozens of
tiny little teeth.



32

Elena was radiantly happy. She had gone to slegpyhaply to wake up
again happy, serene in the knowledge that soon—slo®rvould visit
Stefan,

and that after that—surely very soon—she wouldle & take Stefan
away.

Bonnie and Meredith weren't surprised when she it see Damon
about two things: one being who should go and teinogpwhat she was
going to wear. What did surprise them were heradwi

“If it’s all right,” she said slowly at the begirmm, tracing a finger round
and round on the large table in one of the padsreveryone gathered the
next morning, “I would like for just a few people go with me. Stefan’s
been badly treated,” she went on, “and he hat&stobad in front of other
people. | don’t want to humiliate him.”

There was sort of a group blush at this. Or mayb&s a group flush of
resentment—and then a group blush of culpabilitithwWhe western
windows slightly open, so that an early-morning ligdt fell over
everything, it was hard to tell. Only one thing veastain: everyone wanted
to go.

“So | hope,” Elena said, turning to look MereditidaBonnie in the eye,
“that none of you are hurt if I don’t choose yowctime with me.”

That tells both of them they’re out, Elena thoughthe saw understanding
blossom in both faces. Most of her plans dependdabav her two

best friends reacted to this.

Meredith gallantly stepped up to bat first. “Elepay’ve been through
hell—literally—and almost died doing it—to get ttefan. You take with
you

the people who will do the most good.”

“We realize it isn’t a popularity contest,” Bonradded, swallowing,
because she was trying not to cry. &ly wants to go, Elena thought,
but

she understands. “Stefan may feel more embarrasd$exht of a girl than
a boy,” Bonnie said. And she didn’t even &dden though we would never
do

anything to embarrass hiirEzlena thought, going around for a hug and
feeling Bonnie’s soft little birdlike body in herras. Then she turned and
felt

Meredith’s warm and slim hard arms, and as alwalissbme of her
tension drain away.



“Thank you,” she said, wiping tears from her eyisravard. “And you're
right, I think it would be harder to face girls thboys in the situation he’s
in. Also it will be harder to face friends he alig&nows and loves. So |
would like to ask these people to go with me: S&gemnon, and Dr.
Meggar.”

Lakshmi leaped up as interested as if she had ddexsen. “Where’s he in
jail?” she asked, quite cheerfully.

Damon spoke up. “The Shi no Shi.”

Lakshmi’s eyes became round. She stared at Dam@rfmment, and
then she was bounding out the door, her shakem Vlmiating behind

her: “I've got chores to do, master!”

Elena turned to look directly at Damon. “And whatsthat little
reaction?” she asked in a voice that would haveeindava at thirty meters.
“I don’t know. Truly, I don’t. Shinichi showed meakji characters and said
that they were pronounced ‘Shi no Shi’ and theymh&he Death of
Death’—as in lifting the curse of death from a vamp

Sage coughed. “Oh, my trusting little oion cher idiot To not get a
second opinion...”

“l did, actually. | asked a middle-aged Japanedg & a library if the
romaji—that’s the Japanese words written out inletiers, meant the
Death of Death. And she said yes.”

“And you turned on your heel and walked out,” Sagl.

“How do you know?” Damon was getting angry.

“Becausemon cheythose words mean many things. It all depends upon
the Japanese characters first used—which youaatishow her.”

“I didn’t have them! Shinichi wrote it in the aiof me, in red smoke.”
Then in a kind of angry anguishhat other things do they mean?”
“Well, they can mean what you said. They also condzhn ‘the new
death.’ Or ‘the true death.” Or even—'The Gods eflih.” And given the
way

Stefan has been treated...”

If stares had been stakes, Damon would have bgenex by now.
Everyone was looking at him with hard, accusingsey#e turned like a
wolf

at bay and bared his teeth at them in a 250-kilosvaile. “In any case, |
didn’t imagine it was anything remarkably pleasang said. I just
thought it

would help him to get rid of the curse of beingaanpire.”

“In any case,” Elena repeated. Then she said, “Sageu would go and
make sure that they’ll let us in when we arriveiduld be enormously
grateful.”

“As good as dondyladame”



“And—Ilet me see—I want everyone to wear somethifigle different to
go visit him. If it's all right I'll go talk to Lag Ulma.”

She could feel Bonnie’s and Meredith’s bewilder@akls on her back as
she left.

Lady Ulma was pale, but bright of eye when Elena escorted into her
room. Her sketchbook was open, a good sign.

It took only a few words and a heartfelt look befbady Ulma said firmly,
“We can have everything done in an hour or twe. jli'st a matter of
calling the right people. | promise.”

Elena squeezed her wrist very, very gently. “Thaol. Thank you—
miracle worker!”

“And so | am to go as a penitent,” Damon said. Hes wght outside Lady
Ulma’s door when Elena came out and Elena suspéatedf some
eavesdropping.

“No, that never even occurred to me,” she saigust think that slave’s
clothing on you and the other guys will make Stdéms self-conscious.
But

why should you think | wanted to punish you?”

“‘Don’t you?”

“You're here to help me save Stefan. You've goreugh—" Elena had to
stop and look in her sleeves for a clean handkef,ctintil Damon

offered her a black silk one.

“All right,” he said, “we won’t get into that. I'nsorry. | think of things to
say and then | just say them, no matter how unlikétink they are,
considering the person I'm speaking to.”

“And don’t you ever hear another little voice? Aa@that says that people
can be good, and may not be trying to hurt you?hk&lasked wistfully,
“And don’t you ever hear another little voice? Aic@that says that people
can be good, and may not be trying to hurt you2hk&lasked wistfully,
wondering how loaded with chains the child was now.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Sometimes. But, as that vagkgenerally wrong in
this wicked world, why should | pay it any attem®

“I wish sometimes you would just try,” Elena whispé. “I might be in a
better position to argue with you, then.”

| like this position just findDamon told her telepathically and Elena
realized—how did thi®appenover and over?—that they had melted into
an

embrace. Worse, she was wearing her morning atarenrg silky gown
and a peignoir of the same material, both in tHegp@f pearly blues,
which

turned violet in the rays of the ever-setting sun.

|—like it too,Elena admitted, and felt shockwaves go through Dafram
his surface, through his body, and deep, deephattounfathomable



hole that one could see by looking into his eyes.

I’'m just trying to be honesshe added, almost frightened by his reaction.
can’t expect anyone else to be honest if I'm not

Don’t be honest, don't be honest. Hate me. Despséamon begged her,
at the same time caressing her arms and the twoslay silk that

were all that stood between his hands and her skin.

“But why?”

Because | can’t be trusted. I'm a wicked wolf, god’re a pure soul, a
snow-white newborn lamlyou mustn’t let me hurt you.

Why should you hurt me?

Because | might—no, | don’t want to bite you—I amént to kiss you, just
a little, like this.There was revelation in Damon’s mind-voice. And he
did kiss so sweetly, and he always knew when Etekiaées were going to
give out and picked her up before she could falihenfloor.

Damon, Damonshe was thinking, feeling very sweet herself beeashe
knew she was giving him pleasure, when she suddealized.

Oh! Damon pleasdet me go—I have to go have a fittinght now!

Deeply flushed, he slowly, reluctantly put her dowrabbed her before
she could fall, and put her down again.

| think | shall have to go have a fit right now\asll, he told her earnestly
as he stumbled out of the room, missing the dofitht time.

Not a fit—a fitting!Elena called after him, but she never knew if he ha
heard. She was pleased, though, that he had |Igbhe&rnthout really
understanding anything except that she was sayingmat was quite a bit
of improvement.

Then she hurried in to Lady Ulma’s room, which viikled with all sorts of
people, including two male models, who had jusnbgerbed in

trousers and long shirts.

“Sage’s clothes,” said Lady Ulma, nodding at thgdaone, “and
Damon’s.” She nodded at the smaller man.

“Oh, they're perfect!”

Lady Ulma looked at her with just the slightest oo her eyes. “These
are made of genuine sacking,” she said. “The megoggest cloth in the
slave hierarchy. Are you sure they will wear them?”

“They’re wearing them or they aren’t going at aktfena said flatly and
winked.

Lady Ulma laughed. “Good plan.”

“Yes—but what do you think of my other plan?” Eleasked, genuinely
interested in Lady Ulma’s opinion, even while sheshed.

“My dear benefactress,” Lady Ulma said. “l| useavistch my mother put
together such outfits...after | had turned thirtesfrgourse—and she told



me that they always made her happy, for she wagibg joy to two at
once, and that the purpose was nothing but joyoinpse you, Lucen and |
will be

done in no time. Now, should you not be gettingly@a

“Oh, yes—oh, | do love you, Lady Ulma! It's so funthat the more
people you love, the more you want to love!” Andhthat Elena went
running

back to her own rooms.

Her maids-in-waiting were all there and all redgdena took the quickest,
briskest bath of her life—she was keyed up—and dicherself on a
couch in the middle of a smiling, keen-eyed bumeath neatly doing her
job without interfering with the others.

There was a depilatory, of course—in fact one &mheleg, one for her
armpits, and one for her eyebrows. While these woame the women
with soft creams and unguents were at work, crgationique fragrance
for Elena, another one thoughtfully consideredfaee and body as a
whole.

This woman touched up Elena’s eyebrows to darkemland gilded
Elena’s eyelids with metallic cosmetic paint befaseng something that
added at least a quarter-inch to Elena’s eyela3ies she extended
Elena’s eyes with exotic horizontal lines of kdfhally, she carefully
made

Elena’s lips a rich glossy red that somehow gaedrtipression that they
were continually puckered for a kiss. After this thkoman sprinkled the
faintest

of iridescence all over Elena’s body. Finally, apkarge canary diamond
that had been sent up from Lucen’s jewelry bencé fivenly cemented
into her

navel.

It was while the hairdressers were seeing to tstediathe little curls on her
forehead that the two boxes and a scarlet cape ramd_ady

Ulma’s women. Elena thanked all her ladies-in-wgjtand beauticians
sincerely, paid them all a bonus that had thentdwiitg, and then asked
them to

leave her alone. When they dithered, she asked digam, just as politely,
but in louder tones. They went.

Elena’s hands were trembling as she took out tfg dady Ulma had
created. It was quite as decent as a bathinglsuitt lookedlike jewelry
strategically placed on wisps of golden tulle.lltaordinated with the
canary diamond: from the necklace to the armleteg¢ayolden bracelets
that

denoted that, however expensively Elena was dreskedvas still a slave.



And that was it. She was going clad in tulle andgley, perfume and paint,
to see her Stefan. Elena put the scarlet cloakeon very carefully to
avoid rumpling or smearing anything below, andpsig her feet into
delicate golden sandals with very high heels.

She hurried downstairs and was exactly on timee Sagl Damon were
wearing cloaks tightly closed—which meant that theye dressed in

the sacking outfits underneath. Sage had had Laaha'd coach made
ready. Elena settled her matching golden bracetetser wrists, hating
them

because shieadto wear them, pretty as they were against the varte
trim on her scarlet cloak. Damon held out a hanelp her into the coach.
“| get to ride inside? Does that mean | don’t havevear—" But looking at
Sage, her hopes were crushed.

“Unless we want to curtain all the windows,” hedsdyou're legally
traveling outside without slave bracelets.”

Elena sighed and gave her hand to Damon. Standeigs the sun, he
was a dark silhouette. But then, as Elena blinketie light, he stared in
astonishment. Elena knew he’d seen her gildedds:aHis eyes dropped to
her pursed-to-be-kissed lips. Elena blushed.

“| forbid you to order me to show you what’s undlee cloak,” she said
hastily. Damon looked thwarted.

“Hair in tiny curls all over your forehead, clodkat covers everything from
neck to toes, lipstick like...” He stared again. Hisuth twitched as if he
were being compelled to fit it to hers.

“And it's time to go!” Elena caroled, hastily gettj into the carriage. She
felt very happy, although she understood why freades would never
wear anything like a bracelet again.

She was still happy when they reached the Shi me-Biat large building
that seemed to combine a prison with a trainingifiaéor gladiators.

And she was still happy as the guards at the I&8hg@o Shi checkpoint let
them into the building without showing any signsliofeeling. But then,

it was hard to say if the cloak had any effectlmm. They were demons:
sullen, mauve-skinned, bullock-steady.

She noticed something that was at first a shockiae a river of hope
inside her. The front lobby of the building hadadin one side that was
like the door in the side of the depot/slaveshbpags kept shut; strange
symbols above; people walking up to it in differeastumes and
announcing a

destination before turning the key and openingithar.

In other words: a dimensional door. Right heretefé&h’s prison. God
alone knew how many guards would be after theimay tried to use it, but
it was something to keep in mind.



The guards on the lower floors of the Shi no Sliliding, in what was most
definitely a dungeon, had clear and obnoxious re@a€to Elena and

her party. They were some smaller species of demimps; maybe, Elena
thought—and they gave the visitors a hard time everything Damon

had

to bribe them to be allowed in to the area wheeda®ts cell was, to go in
alone, without one guard per visitor, and to allélena, a slave, to go in to
see

a free vampire.

And even when Damon had given them a small fortarget past these
obstacles, they sniggered and made harsh gutturglimgs in their

throats. Elena didn’t trust them.

She was correct.

At a corridor where Elena knew from her out of baedperiences they
should have turned left, instead they went straigtttugh. They passed
another set of guards, who almost collapsed fraggsning.
Oh—God—are they taking us to see Stefan’s deadb&thna wondered
suddenly. Then it was Sage who really helped hemptt out a large

arm and bodily held her up, until she found heslagain.

They went on walking, deeper into what was a fildimgl stinking stone-
floored dungeon now. Then abruptly they turnedtrigh

Elena’s heart raced on before them. It was saymmng, wrong, wrong,
even before they got to the last cell in the liflee cell was completely
different from Stefan’s old cell. It was surroungadt by bars, but by a
sort of curlicued chicken wire that was lined wstiarp spikes. No way to
hand in a

bottle of Black Magic. No way to get the bottle togoosition to pour into
a waiting mouth on the other side. No room, evemet a finger or the
mouth of

a canteen through for the cellmate to suck. Ancclleitself wasn't filthy,
but it was bare of everything except a supine &téf food, no water, no
bed

to hide anything in, no straw. Just Stefan.

Elena screamed and had no idea if she screamed wojasst a formless
sound of anguish. She threw herself into the cetltr#ed to. Her

hands grabbed onto curls of steel as sharp as ttastoraused blood to well
up instantly wherever they touched, and then Dambio, had the fastest
reactions, was pulling her back.

And then he just pushed past her and stared. Hedst@en-mouthed at his
younger brother—a gray-faced, skeletal, barelythreg young

man, who looked like a child lost in his rumplethised, threadbare prison
uniform. Damon raised a hand, as if he’'d forgottenbarrier already—and



Stefan flinched. Stefan seemed not to know or neizegany of them. He
peered more closely at the drops of blood lefth@nrazor-sharp fencing
where

Elena had grasped it, sniffed, and then, as if somg had penetrated the
fog of his bafflement, looked around dully. Stefaoked up at Damon,
whose

cloak had fallen, and then, like a baby’s, Stefgaize wandered on.
Damon made a choking sound and turned and, knoekiggne in his way
aside, ran the other way down the corner. If he wogng that enough
guards would follow him that his allies could gé¢fan out, he was wrong.
A few followed, like monkeys, calling out insultBhe rest stayed put,
behind

Sage.

Meanwhile, Elena’s mind was churning and churningpmans. Finally she
turned to Sage. “Use all the money we have pliss"tbhe said, and

she reached under her cloak for her canary diamenklace—over two
dozen thumb-sized gems—*“and call to me if we neetkmGet me half an
hour

with him. Twenty minutes, then!"—as Sage begartaks his head. “Stall
them, somehow; get na leasttwenty minutes. I'll think of something if it
kills

me.”

After a moment Sage looked her in the eyes andechdtiwill.”

Then Elena looked at Dr. Meggar pleadingly. Dichage something—did
something exist—that would help?

Dr. Meggar’s eyebrows went down, then their inndes went up. It was a
look of grief, of despair. But then he frowned aviiispered, “There’s
something new—an injection that’s said to helpine dases. | could try
it.”

Elena did her best not to fall at his feet. “Pléddease try itPlease?

“It won’t help beyond a couple of days—"

“It won’t need to! We'll get him out by then!”

“All right.” Sage had by now herded all the guaadgay, saying, “I'm a
dealer in gems and there’s something you all sheedd”

Dr. Meggar opened his bag and took out of it angygi “Wooden needle,”
he said with a wan smile as he filled it with aaclead liquid from a vial.
Elena had taken another syringe and she examimead@rly as Dr. Meggar
coaxed Stefan by imitation to put his arm up tolibes. At last Stefan did
as

Dr. Meggar wished—only to jump away with a cry @irpas a syringe was
plunged into his arm and stinging liquid injected.

Elena looked at the doctor desperately. “How mudhe get?”



“Only about half. It's all right—I filled it with wice the dose and pushed as
hard as | could to get the"—some medical word Eldida’t
recognize—‘into him. | knew it would hurt him moiejecting that fast,
but | accomplished what | wanted.”

“Good,” Elena said rapturously. “Now | want youftibthis syringe with
my blood.”

“Blood?” Dr. Meggar looked dismayed.

“Yes! The syringe is long enough to go throughlihes. The blood will
drip out the other side. He can drink it as it ceroat. It might save him!”
Elena said every word carefully, as if speaking tthild. She desperately
wanted to convey her meaning.

“Oh, Elena.” The doctor sat down, with a clink, @odk a hidden bottle of
Black Magic out of his tunic. “I’'m so sorry. Butgthard enough for me to
get blood out of a vial. My eyes, child—they'remad.”

“But glasses—spectacles—?”"

“They’re no good to me anymore. It's a complicateddition. But you
have to be very good to actually tap a vein in @ase. Most doctors are
pretty hopeless; I'm impossible. I'm sorry, chiBlt it's been twenty years
since | was successful.”

“Then I'll find Damon and have him open my aortaoin’t care if it kills
me.”

“But | do.”

This new voice coming from the brilliantly lighteell in front of them
made both the doctor and Elena jerk their heads up.

“Stefan! Stefan! Stefan!” Uncaring of what the rafence would do to her
flesh, Elena leaned over to try to hold his hands.

“No,” Stefan whispered, as if sharing a preciougae “Put your fingers
hereandhere—on top of mine. This fence is only specially tezhsteel
—it numbs my Power but it can’t break my skin.”

Elena put her fingerthereandthere.And then she was touching Stefan.
Really touching him. After so long.

Neither of them spoke. Elena heard Dr. Meggar geind quietly creep
away—to Sage, she supposed. But her mind wasff@ledan. She and
he simply looked at each other, trembling, withrdeguivering on their
lashes, feeling very young.

And very close to death.

“You say | always make you say it first, so I'lldound you. | love you,
Elena.”

Teardrops fell from Elena’s eyes.

“Just this morning | was thinking how many peoplere are to love. But
really it's only because there’s one in the firsige,” she whispered back
to him. “One forever. | love you, Stefan! | loveud



Elena drew back for a moment and wiped her eyew#yeall clever girls
know how to do without ruining their makeup: by g her thumbs
beneath her lower lashes and leaning backwardpsoptears and kohl
into infinitesimal droplets in the air.

For the first time she coulthink

“Stefan,” she whispered, “I'm so sorry. | wasteuéithis morning getting
dressed up—well, dressed down—to show you whatisngaor you
when we get you out. But now...| feel...like...”

Now there were no tears in Stefan’s eyes, eitt&row me,” he whispered
back eagerly.

Elena stood, and without theatrics, shrugged tbakobff. Shut her eyes,
her hair in hundreds of kiss curls, little wispyrafs that were plastered
around her face. Her gilded eyelids, waterprodf,gitded. Her only
clothing the wisps of golden tulle with jewels attad to make it decent.
Her entire

body iridescent, perfection in the first bloom aiugh that could never be
matched or re-created.

There was a sound like a long sigh...and then silesno# Elena opened
her eyes, terrified that Stefan might have died.&uwas standing up,
clutching at the iron gate as if he might wrencbfftto get to her.

“I get all this?” he whispered.

“All this for you. Everything for you,” Elena said.

At that moment there was a soft sound behind heishe whirled to see
two eyes shining in the dimness of the cell opgoSiefan’s.
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To her surprise, Elena felt no anger, only a deteation to protect Stefan
if she could.

And then she saw that in the cell she’d assumedewgny, there was a
kitsune.

The kitsune looked nothing like Shinichi or Mis&te had long, long hair
as white as snow—nbut his face was young. He wasingeall white,

too, tunic and breeches out of some flowing, sitigterial and his tail
practically filled the small cell, it was so fluff{He also had fox ears which
twitched

this way and that. His eyes were the gold of firdeso

He was gorgeous.

The kitsune coughed again. Then he produced—frarnohg hair, Elena
thought, a very, very small and thin-skinned leatiagy.

Like, Elena thought, the perfect bag for one peieeel.

Now the kitsune took a pretend bottle of Black Ma@fi was heavy and a
pretend drink was delicious), and filled the littliag with it. Then he took
a pretend syringe (he held it as Dr. Meggar hadtapped it to get the
bubbles out) and filled it from the little bag. Blly, he stuck the pretend
syringe

through his own bars and depressed his thumb, emgpity

“I can feed you Black Magic wine,” Elena translatédith his little pouch

| can hold it and fill the syringe. Dr. Meggar cadill the syringe, too. But
there’s no time, so I'm going to do it.”

“I—" began Stefan.

“Youare going to drink as fast as you can.” Elena Idstdan, wanted to
hear his voice, wanted to fill her eyes with himt there was a life to be
saved, and the life was his. She took the littlegowith a bow of thanks
to the kitsune and left her cloak on the floor. Slas too intent on Stefan
to even

remember how she was dressed.

Her hands wanted to shake but she wouldn’t let tigme had three bottles
of Black Magic here: her own, in her cloak, Dr. Megs, and
somewhere, iis cloak, Damon’s.

So with the delicate efficiency of a machine, siygeated what the kitsune
had shown her over and over. Dip, pull up leveshpthrough bars,

squirt. Over and over and over.

After about a dozen of these Elena developed ateelwique, the catapult.
Filling the tiny bag with wine and holding it byahop until Stefan got



his mouth positioned, and then, all in one motsgmashing the bag with
her palm and squirting a fair amount straight @&tefan’s mouth. It got the
bars

sticky, it got Stefan sticky; it would never havenked if the steel had been
razor-sharp fohim, but it actually forced a surprising amount dovis h
throat.

The other bottle of Black Magic wine she put in Kitsune’s cell, which
had regular bars. She didn’t quite know how to khlaim, but when she
could spare a second, she turned to him and snilleevas chugging the
Black Magic straight from the bottle, and his fae#s set in an expression
of

cool, appreciative pleasure.

The end came too quickly. Elena heard Sage’s ymoening, “It is no
fair! Elenawill not be readyElenahas not had enough time with him!”
Elena didn’t need an anvil dropped on her head.sBbeed the last bottle
of Black Magic wine into the kitsune’s cell, shen®mal for the last time
and gave him back his tiny pouch—nbut with the camdamond from her
navel in it. It was the largest piece of jewelrg ¢tad left and she saw him
turn it

over precisely in long-nailed fingers and then tsais feet and make a
tiny bow to her. There was a moment for a mutualesamnd then Elena
was

cleaning up Dr. Meggar’s bag, and pulling on hereak. Then she was
turning to Stefan, jelly inside once more, gaspiiign so sorry. | didn’t
mean to

make it a medical visit.”

“But you saw the chance to save my life and jusidt pass it up.”
Sometimes the brothers were very much alike.

“Stefan, don’t! Oh, loveyou!”

“Elena.” He kissed her fingers, pressed to the bars. Thahgetguards:
“No, pleaseplease don't take her away! For pity’s sake, give us one
more minute! Just one!”

But Elena had to let go of his fingers to hold tleak together. The last
she saw of Stefan, he was pounding on the barshigtfists and calling,
“Elena, I love you! Elena!”

Then Elena was dragged out of the hallway and a stoat between them.
She sagged.

Arms went around her, helped her to walk. Elenaagaty! If Stefan was
being put back in his old lice-ridden cell—as shpmsed he was, right
about now—he was being made to walk. And these derdaml nothing
gently, she knew that. He was probably being dritkenan animal with
sharp

instruments of wood.



Elena could walk, too.

As they reached the front of the Shi no Shi loblsng looked around.
“Where’s Damon?”

“In the coach,” Sage answered in his gentlest vdlde needed some
time.”

Part of Elena said/'ll give him time! Time to scream once beforep his
throat out!” But the rest of her was just sad.

“l didn’t get to say anything | wanted to say. Inted to tell him how sorry
Damon is; and how Damon’s changed. He didn’t eeemember that
Damon had been there—"

“He talkedto you?” Sage seemed astonished.

The two of them, Sage and Elena, walked out ofitta¢ marble doors of
the building of the Gods of Death. That was the e&tena had chosen
for it in her own mind.

The carriage was at the curb in front of them,rimubne got in. Instead,
Sage gently steered Elena a little distance frarothers. There he put
his large hands on her shoulders and spoke,rstitiat very soft voice,
“Mon Dieuy my child, but | do not want to say this to yauislthat | must. |
fear that even if we get your Stefan out of jailtbg day of Lady
Bloddeuwedd’s party that—that it will be too labe three days he will
already be...”

“Is that your medical opinion?” Elena said sharpbgking up at him. She
knew her face was pinched and white and that Inedghiier greatly, but
what she wanted was an answer.

“I am not a medical man,” he said slowly. “I amtjasother vampire.”
“Just another Old One?”

Sage’s eyebrows went up. “Now, what gave you fttk Idea?”
“Nothing. I'm sorry if I'm wrong. But will you plese get Dr. Meggar?”
Sage looked at her for a long minute more, theradeg to get the doctor.
Both men came back.

Elena was ready for them. “Dr. Meggar, Sage only Stefan at the
beginning, before you gave him that injection. #sa5age’s opinion that
Stefan would be dead in three days. Given the tsfigficthe injection, do
you agree?”

Dr. Meggar peered at her and she could see the shtears in his short-
sighted eyes. “It is—possible—just possible thdtafthas enough
willpower, he could still be alive by then. But nhdkely...”

“Would it make any difference to your opinion i§&id that he drank
maybe a third of a bottle of Black Magic wine tantig’

Both men stared at her. “Are you saying—"

“Is this just a plan you have now?”

“Please?! Forgetting about her cape, forgetting everythilgna grasped
Dr. Meggar’s hands. “l found a way to get him to@rabout that much.



Does it make a difference?” She squeezed the gldarids until she could
feel bone.

“It certainly should.” Dr. Meggar looked bewilderadd afraid to hope. “If
you really got that much into his system, he wdaddalmost certain to
live until the night of Bloddeuwedd'’s party. Thati$hat you want, isn’t
it?”

Elena sank back, unable to resist giving his handte kiss as she let go.
“And now let’s go tell Damon the good news,” sh&lsa

In the carriage, Damon was sitting bolt uprighs, jpiofile outlined against
a blood-red sky. Elena got in and shut the dooirakeher.

With no expression at all, he said, “Is it over?”

“Over?” Elena wasn’t really this dense, but sherfegl it was important
that Damon be clear in his own mind as to what he asking.

“Is he—dead?” Damon said weatrily, pinching the geaf his nose with
his fingers.

Elena allowed the silence to go on for a few bkatger. Damon must
know Stefan was not likely to actually die in trexhhalf hour. Now that
he

wasn’t getting instant confirmation of this his desmapped up.

“Elena, tell me! What happened?” he demanded, usgemhis voice:ls
my brother dead?”

“No,” Elena said quietly. “But he’s likely to dia ia few days. He was
coherent this time, Damon. Why didn’t you speakita?”

There was an almost palpable drawing-in on Dampait “What do |
have to say to him that matters?” he asked harsti, I'm sorry | almost
killed you'? ‘Oh, | hope you make it another fewyd&”

“Things like that, maybe, if you lose the sarcasm.”

“When| die,” Damon said cuttingly, “I'm going to be standion my own
two feet and fighting.”

Elena slapped him across the mouth. There wasorh ito get much
leverage here, but she put as much Power behinnahen as she dared
without risking breaking the carriage.

Afterward, there was a long silence. Damon waslhimggchis bleeding lip,
accelerating the healing, swallowing his own blood.

Finally he said, “It never even occurred to you t@u are my slave, did
it? That I'm your master?”

“If you're going to retreat into fantasy, that'swoaffair,” Elena said.
“Myself, | have to deal with the real world. Andy the way, soon after you
ran

away, Stefan was not only standing but laughing.”

“Elena”™—on a quick rising note. “You found a waydive him blood?” He
grasped her arm so hard it hurt.



“Not blood. A little Black Magic. With two of us #re, it would have gone
twice as fast.”

“There were three of you there.”

“Sage and Dr. Meggar had to distract the guards.”

Damon took his hand away. “l see,” he said, exjpoagsssly. “So | failed
him yet again.”

Elena looked at him with sympathy. “You're complgteside the stone
ball now, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know what you're talking about.”

“The stone ball you stick anything that might hyoti inside. You even
draw yourself inside it, although it must be vergraped in there.
Katherine

must be in there, | suppose, walled off in her d¢itthe chamber.” She
remembered the night at the hotel. “And your mqgtbécourse. | should
say,

Stefan’s motherShewas the mother you knew.”

“Don’t...my mother...” Damon couldn’t even form a cokat sentence.
Elena knew what he wanted. He wanted to be heldsaathed and told it
was all right—just the two of them, under her cleath her warm arms
holding him. But he wasn’t going to get it. Thisi& she was saying no.
She had promised Stefan that this was for him,alénd, she thought, she
would keep to the spirit of that promise, if sheiivakept to the letter,
forever.

As the week progressed, Elena was able to recomerthe pain of seeing
Stefan. Although none of them could speak aboaaept in choked, brief
exclamations, they listened when Elena said theaktivas still a job to be
done, and that if they managed to complete it thely would be able to go
home soon—while if they did not complete it, Eleh@dn’'t care whether
she went home or stayed here in the Dark Dimension.

Home! It had the sound of a haven, even though Bosamd Meredith
knew firsthand what kind of hell was lurking in FeIChurch for them. But
somehow anything would be preferable to this lahol@ody light.

With hope kindling interest in their surroundingsy were once again
able to feel pleasure at the dresses Lady Ulmahaasig made for them.
Designing was the one pursuit that the lady cotilldesjoy during her
official bed rest, and Lady Ulma had been hard@kwith her
sketchbook. Since

Bloddeuwedd’s party would be an indoor/outdooriaftl three dresses
had to be carefully designed to be attractive lboither candlelight and
under

the giant red sun’s crimson rays.

Meredith’s gown was deep metallic blue, violethe sunlight, and it
showed an entirely different side of the girl frtime siren in the skin-tight



mermaid dress who had attended Fazina’'s galanihded Elena
somehow of something an Egyptian princess would w@ace again, it
left

Meredith’'s arms and shoulders bare, but the matasbw skirt that fell in
straight lines to her sandals, and the delicadh®&apphire beads that
adorned the shoulder straps served to give Meraditlnassuming look.
That look was emphasized by Meredith’s hair, whiady Ulma dictated
be

worn down, and her face, which was bare of makeop@ kohl around
the eyes. At her throat, a necklace made of the laegest oval-cut
sapphires

formed an elaborate collar. She also had matcHurgdeems on her wrists
and slender fingers.

Bonnie’s dress was a little clever invention: itsvaade of a silvery
material which took on a pastel tinge of the calbthe ambient lighting.
Moonlight-colored indoors, it shone a soft shimmgrpink, almost exactly
the color of Bonnie’s strawberry hair, when she watside. It sported a
belt,

necklace, bracelets, earrings, and rings all otmagy cabochon-cut white
opals. Bonnie’s curls were to be carefully pinnpdand away from her
face,

in a daringly mussed-up mass, leaving her tranatusian to shine softly
rose in the sunlight, and ethereally pale inside.

Once again, Elena’s dress was the simplest anchdisé striking. Her gown
was scarlet, the same color under blood-red sumdoor gas lamp.

It was rather low cut, giving her creamy skin argdeato shine golden in
the sunlight. Clinging close to her figure, it wedashed up one side to give
her

room to walk or dance. On the afternoon of theyplaady Ulma had
Elena’s hair carefully brushed into a tangled cltuat shimmered Titian
outdoors,

golden indoors. Her jewelry ranged from an insadiafnonds at the
bottom of the neckline, to diamonds on her fingenssts and one upper
arm, plus a

diamond choker that fit over Stefan’s necklace.tAdise would blaze as
red as rubies in the sunlight, but would occasigrgdint another startling
color,

like a burst of mini-fireworks. Onlookers, Lady Uanpromised, would be
dazzled.

“But | can’'t wear these,” Elena had protested tdy.bllma. “I might not
get to see you again before we get Stefan—and tihatmoment we'’re
on the run!”



“It's the same for all of us,” Meredith had addeadetly, looking at each of
the girls in their “indoor” colors of silvery-bluscarlet, and opal. “We’re
all wearing the most jewelry we've ever worn indoor out—but you
might lose it all!”

“And you might need it all,” Lucen had said quiethjll the more reason
for you each to have jewelry that you can tradectoriages, safety, food,
whatever. It's simply designed, too—you can wreagha stone and use it
as payment, and the jewels are not in an elabeedti®g that might not be
to

some collector’s taste.”

“In addition to which, they are all of the highestality,” Lady Ulma had
added. “They are the most flawless examples of kned we could get on
such short notice.”

At that point, all three girls had reached themitj and rushed the couple—
Lady Ulma on her enormous bed, sketchbook alwagglbder, and
Lucen standing nearby—and cried and kissed andrainandid the
beautiful jobs that had been done on their faces.

“You're like angels to us, do you know that?” Elesabbed. “Just like fairy
godparents or angels! | don’'t know how | can sagdzbye!”

“Like angels,” Lady Ulma had said then, wiping artécom Elena’s cheek.
Then she grasped Elena, saying “Look!” and gesttodurself
comfortably in bed, with a couple of blooming, deeyed young women
ready to attend to her wishes. Lady Ulma had tleelded at the window,
out of

which a small mill stream could be seen, and solon@ frees, with ripe
fruit blazing like jewels on the branches, and thath a sweep of her hand
indicated the gardens, orchards, fields, and fer@sthe estate.

Then she had taken Elena’s hand and smoothedrihevewn softly
curving abdomen. “You see?” she had spoken almastwvhisper. “Do
you

see all of this—and can you remember how you faue@ Which of us is
an angel now?”

At the words “how you found me” Elena’s hands hagvh up to cover her
face—as if she’d been unable to bear what memawst her at that
moment. Then she was hugging and kissing Lady Wgsan, and a whole
new round of cosmetic-destroying embraces had begun

“Master Damon was even kind enough to buy LuceadyUlma had
said, “and you may not be able to picture it, buliere she had looked at
the quiet, bearded jeweler with eyes full of teafkfeel for him as you
feel for your Stefan.” And then she had blushedladden her face in her
hands.

“He’s freeing Lucen today,” Elena had said, drogpio her knees to rest
her head against Lady Ulma’s pillow. “And givingethstate to you



irrevocably. He’s had a lawyer—an advocate, yoay-sworking on the
papers all week with a Guardian. They're done rexvd even if that
hideous

general should come back, he couldn’t touch yow Nave your home
forever.”

More crying. More kissing. Sage, who had been iendg walking down
the hallway, whistling, after a romp with his d&gber, had passed Lady
Ulma’s room and had been drawn in. “We’ll all mygau, too!” Elena had
wept. “Oh, thank you!”

Later that day, Damon had made good on all of Esgm@amises, besides
giving a large bonus to each member of the st&fé dir had been full

of metallic confetti, rose petals, music, and caéfarewell as Damon,
Elena, Bonnie, and Meredith had been carried tad@owedd’s party—
and

away forever.

“Come to think of it, why didn’t Damon fregs?” Bonnie asked Meredith
as they rode in litters toward Bloddeuwedd’s mamsibcan understand
that we

needed to be slaves to get into this world, butevei now. Why not make
honest girls of us?”

“Bonnie, we're honest girls already,” Meredith rexaed her. “And | think
the point is that we were neueal slaves at all.”

“Well, | meant: Why doesn’t he free us so that ggeeknowswe’re
honest girls, Meredith, and you know it.”

“Because you can't free somebody who's free alrgduit’'s why.”

“But he could have gone through the ceremony,” Bempersisted. “Or is it
really hard to free a slave here?”

“I don’t know,” Meredith said, breaking at last werdhis tireless
inquisition. “But I'll tell you why Ithink he doesn’t do it. thinkthat it's
because this

way he’s responsible for us. | mean, it's not glaves can’'t be punished—
we saw that with Elena.” Meredith paused while theth shuddered at the
memory. “But, ultimately, it's the slav@vnerthat can lose their life over
it. Remember, they wanted to stake Damon for wiext&did.”

“So he’s doing it for us? To protect us?”

“I don’t know. I...suppose so,” Meredith said slowly.

“Then—I guess we’ve been wrong about him in theaZyaBonnie
generously said “we’ve” instead of “you’ve.” Mer#duhad always been
the one

of Elena’s group most resistant to Damon’s charm.

“l...suppose so,” Meredith said again. “Althougheems that everyone is
forgetting that until recently Damdrelpedthe kitsune twins to put
Stefan here! And Stefan definitely hadn’t done hmg to deserve it.”



“Well, of coursethat’'strue,” Bonnie said, sounding relieved not to have
been too wrong, and at the same time strangelyulist

“All Stefan ever wanted from Damon was peace andtgMeredith
continued, as if on more steady ground there.

“And Elena,” Bonnie added automatically.

“Yes, yes—andElena. But all Elena wanted was Stefan! | mean-Elgha
wants..” Meredith’s voice trailed off. The sentence didséem to work
properly in the present tense anymore. She triathatAll Elena wants
now is...”

Bonnie just watched her speechlessly.

“Well, whatever she wants,” Meredith concludedheatshaken, “she
wants Stefan to be a part of it. And she doesnittaay of us to have to
stay

here—in this...this hellhole.”

In another litter just beside them things were \agnet. Bonnie and
Meredith were so used by now to traveling in closéers that they hadn’t
even realized that another palanquin had drawraabaé them and that
their voices carried clearly in the hot, still afteon air.

In the second litter, Damon and Elena both lookey aard at the silken
curtains fluttering open.

Now, Elena, with an almost mad air of needing stimgtto do, hurriedly
unwound a cord and the curtains dropped into place.

It was a mistake. It closed Elena and Damon irgareeal glowing red
oblong, in which only the words that they had jusard seemed to have
validity.

Elena felt her breath coming too quickly. Her awees slippingEverything
was slipping sideways.

They don't believe that | only want to be with &téf

“Steady on,” Damon said. “This is the last nighy.tBmorrow—"

Elena held up a hand to keep him from saying it.

“By tomorrow we’ll have found the key and gotterefan and we’ll be out
of here,” Damon said anyway.

Jinx, thought Elena. And sent up a prayer after it.

They rode in silence up toward Bloddeuwedd’s gnasaghsion. For a
surprisingly long time Elena didn’t realize thatrBan was trembling. It
was

a quick, involuntary shaken breath that alerted her

“Damon! Dear—dear heaven!” Elena was stricken, lasg, not for words,
but for the right words. “Damon, look at mé&ihy?

Why?Damon replied in the only voice he could trust tacremble or
crack or breakBecause—do you ever think of what’'s happeningdfafst



while you’re going to a party wearing splendid tles, being carried
along, to drink the finest wine and to dance—whéde—while he—Fhe
thought

remained unfinished.

This is just what | needed right before being segmublic, Elena thought,
as they reached the long driveway to Bloddeuweldise. She tried

to call on all of her resources before the curtaiese drawn and they were
free to step out at the location of the second dfatfie key.



34

| don’t think about those thingElena answered in the same way Damon
had spoken and for the same reasaon’t think because if | do I'll go
insane. But if | go insane, what good will | beStefan? | couldn’t help
him. Instead | block it all out with walls of irand | keep it away at any
cost

“And you can manage that?” Damon asked, his vdie&iag slightly.

“I| can—because | have to. Remember in the beginwimgn we were
arguing about the ropes around our wrists? MeredithBonnie had
doubts. But they knew that | would wear handcuffd arawl after you if
that was what it took.” Elena turned to look at @enmn the crimson
darkness and

added, “And you've given yourself away, time atiere, you know.” She
slipped arms around him to touch his healed back)at he would have no
doubt about what she meant.

“That was for you,” Damon said harshly.

“Not really,” Elena replied. “Think about it. If yphadn't agreed to the
Discipline, we might have run out of town, but waitd never have helped
Stefan after that. When you get down to it, evenghall you've done,
you've done for Stefan.”

“When you get down to it, | was the one who puf&tenere in the first
place,” Damon said tiredly. “I figure we’re just@ld even now.”

“How many times, Damon? You were possessed wheneg@&hinichi talk
you into it,” Elena said, feeling exhausted hersélfaybe you need to

be possessed again—just a little—so you remembeirthfeels.”

Every cell in Damon’s body seemed to flinch awaynirthis idea. But
aloud he just said, “There’s something that eveeyloais missed, you
know.

About the archetypal story of how two brothersddllieach other
simultaneously, and became vampires because tdallidd with the same
girl.”

“What?” Elena said sharply, shocked out of hedtiess. “Damon, what
do you mean?”

“What | said. There’s something you've all misseld. Maybe even Stefan
has missed it. The story gets told and retold nobibdy catches it.”
Damon had turned his face away. Elena moved ctodam, just a bit, so
he could smell her perfume, which was attar ofsdkat night.

“Damon, tell me. Tell mepleasée’

Damon started to turn toward her—



And it was at that moment that the liftmen stopg&ldna had only a
second to wipe her face, and the curtains wereglgiamn.

Meredith had told them all the myth about Bloddedejevhich she’d got
from a story-telling globe. All about how Bloddeuteehad been made out
of

flowers and brought to life by the gods, and hoe sad betrayed her
husband to his death, and how, in punishment, atldoben doomed to
spend

each night from midnight to dawn as an owl.

And, apparently, there was something the myths'didention. The fact
that she had been doomed to live here, banishadtfre Celestial Court
into the deep red twilight of the Dark Dimension.

All things considered, it was logical that her pegtstarted at six in the
evening.

Elena found that her mind was jumping from subjecubject. She
accepted a goblet of Black Magic from a slave asles wandered.
Every woman and most of the men at the party we@ g clever attire
that changed color in the sun. Elena felt quite esbd-after all,
everything out of doors seemed to be pink or starlavine-colored.
Downing her goblet of Magic, Elena was slightlymised to find herself
going into

automatic party-mode behavior, greeting peoplesshest earlier in the
week with cheek kisses and hugs as if she’d kninemtfor years.
Meanwhile

she and Damon worked their way toward the mansiometimes with,
sometimes against the tide of constantly movingfeeo

They made it up one steep set of white (pink) neaskdirs, which sported
on either side banks of glorious blue (violet) dtpums and pink
(scarlet) wild roses. Elena stopped here, for asons. One was to get a
new goblet of Black Magic. The first had alreadyag her a pleasant glow
—although of course everything was constantly ghghhere. She was
hoping that the second cup would help her forgetygiiing that Damon
had

brought up in the litter except the key—and helpreenember what she’d
been fretting over originally, before her thoughdsl been hijacked by
Bonnie

and Meredith’s talk.

“I expect the best way is just &sksomeone,” she told Damon, who was
suddenly and silently at her elbow.

“Ask what?”

Elena leaned a little toward the slave who'd jusiied her with a fresh
goblet. “May | ask—where is Lady Bloddeuwedd’s mhaallroom?”



The liveried slave looked surprised. Then, withiead, he made a gesture
all around. “This plaza—below the canopy—has gaihedhame the
Great Ballroom,” he said, bowing over his tray.

Elena stared at him. Then she stared around her.

Under a giant canopy—it looked semipermanent taahdrwas hung all
around with pretty lanterns in shades that weraeoéd by the sun—the
smooth grass lawn stretched away for hundredsrokyen all sides.

It is bigger than a football field.

“What I'd like to know,” Bonnie was asking a felloguest, a woman who
had clearly been to many of Bloddeuwedd’s affand knew her way
around the

mansion, “is this: which room is the main ballrodm?

“Oh, my deah, it depends on what you mean,” thesgieplied cheerfully.
“Theah’s the Great Ballroom out of doors—ymuisthave seen it while
climbing—the big pavilion? And then theah'’s the YéhBallroom inside.
That'’s lit with candelabras and has the curtaiswdrall round. Sometimes
it's

called the Waltz Room, since all that is playethiere is waltzes.”

But Bonnie was still caught in horror a few sentanback. “There’s a
ballroomoutsid®” she said shakily, hoping that somehow she hdustd
right.

“That’s it, deah, you can see through that walath& The woman was
telling the truth. Yowouldsee through the wall, because the walls were all
of

glass, one beyond another, allowing Bonnie to dest weemed to be an
illusion done with mirrors: lighted room after liggdl room, all filled with
people.

Only the last room on the bottom floor seemed tonlaee out of
something solid. That must be the White Ballroom.

But through the opposite wall, where the guest paasting—oh, yes.
There was a canopy top. She remembered vaguelyngatsslhe other
thing she remembered was...

“They dance on the grass? That—enormous field adsit”

“Of course. It's all especially cut and rolled srtimoYou won't trip over a
weed or hummock of ground. Are you sure you'reifegguite well? You
look rathah pale. Well"—the guest laughed—"as @al@nyone can look
in this light.”

“I'm fine,” Bonnie said dazedly. “I'm just...fine.”

The two parties met later and told each other eftbrrors that they had
unearthed. Damon and Elena had discovered thgrthumd of the outdoor
ballroom was almost as hard as rock—anything tadtbdeen buried there
before the ground was rolled smooth by heavy lesuld now be
packed



down in something like cement. The only place #ratone could dig there
was around the perimeter.

“We should have brought a diviner,” Damon said. tMoow, someone
who uses a forked stick or a pendulum or a bit wigsing person’s
clothing to home in on the correct area.”

“You're right,” Meredith said, her tone clearly add for once."Why

didn’t we bring a diviner?”

“Because | don't know of any,” Damon said, with bigeetest, most
ferocious barracuda smile.

Bonnie and Meredith had found that the inside balin’s flooring was
rock—very beautiful white marble. There were dozeh#oral
arrangements in the room, but all that Bonnie ltacksher small hand into
(as unobtrusively as possible) were simply cut 8osvin a vase of water.
No

soil, nothing that could justify using the term fkad in.”

“And besides, why would Shinichi and Misao put kieg in water they
knew would be thrown out in a few days?” BonnieeakKrowning, while
Meredith added,

“And how do you find a loose floorboard in marb&@ we can’'t see how it
could be buried there. By the way, | checked—amdinite Ballroom

has been here for years, so there’s no chancéhthatlumped it under the
building stones, either.”

Elena, by now drinking her third goblet of Black §i@ said, “All right.
The way we look at this is: one room scratchedhwdflist. Now, we've
already got half of the key—Ilook how easy that was—

“Maybe that was just to tease us,” Damon saidimgian eyebrow. “To get
our hopes up, before dashing them completely...here.”

“That can’t be,” Elena said desperately, glaringiat. “We’ve come so
far—farther than Misao ever imagined we would. Ve @nd it. Wewill
find it.”

“All right,” Damon said, suddenly deadly seriou.We have to pretend to
be staff and use pickaxes on that soil outdoordl eeit. But first, let's

go through the entire house inside. That seemaatk well last time.”

“All right,” Meredith said, for once looking strang at him and without
disapproval. “Bonnie and | will take the upstaisofrs and you can take
the

downstairs ones—maybe you can make something b¥¥hie Waltz
Ballroom.”

“All right.”

They set to work. Elena wished that she could cimn. Despite most of
three goblets of Black Magic oscillating inside-khear perhaps

because of them—she was seeing certain thingsariglets. But she must
keep her mind on the quest—and only on the questw®uld do anything



—anything—she told herself, to get the key. Anything forf&te

The White Ballroom smelled of flowers and was gadied with large,
opulent blooms in the midst of abundant greenelgn@ng arrangements
were placed to shield an area around a fountamantintimate nook where
couples could sit. And, although there was no lesilschestra, music
poured

into the ballroom, demanding a response from Etesasceptible body.

“I don’t suppose you know how to waltz,” Damon saididenly, and Elena
realized that she had been swaying in time to #a¢, leyes closed.

“Of course | do,” Elena answered, a little offend@&tfe all of us went to
Ms. Hopewell's classes. That was the equivalerhafm school in Fell's
Church,” she added, seeing the funny side of itlanghing at herself.
“But Ms. Hopewell did love to dance, and she taughevery dance and
movement she thought was graceful. That was wheslabout eleven.”
“I suppose it would be absurd for me to ask yoddnce withme” Damon
said.

Elena looked at him with what she knew were lanmgy @uzzled eyes.
Despite the low-cut scarlet dress, she diteellike an irresistible siren
tonight. She was too wrought up to feel the magween in the cloth,
magic which she now realized was telling her she avdancing flame, a
fire

elemental. She supposed that Meredith must feediguiet stream,
flowing swiftly and steadily to her destination,tsparkling and glinting
all the way.

And Bonnie—Bonnie, of course was a sprite of tlmgraeant to dance as
lightly as a feather in that opalescent dress,Ipatédject to gravity.

But abruptly Elena remembered certain glances wiiradion she had seen
directed toward herself. And now suddenly Damon wadserable?

Yet he didn’'t imagine she would dance with him?

“Of course | would love to dance,” she said, reafiawith a slight shock
that shehadn’tnoticed before, that Damon was in flawless whie ©f
course, it was on the one night when it might hirtdem, but it made him
look like a prince of the blood.

Her lips quirked slightly at the title. Of the bidbo.oh, yes.

“Are you sureyouknow how to waltz?” she asked him.

“A good question. | took it up in 1885 because d@svknown to be riotous
and indecent. But it depends on whether you arakspg of the

peasant waltz, the Viennese Waltz, the Hesitati@itx\/or—"

“Oh, come on, or we’ll miss another dance.” Elerabiped his hand,
feeling tiny sparks as if she’d stroked a cat’'sthe wrong way, and pulled
him into the swaying crowd.

Another waltz began. Music flooded into the roord &fted Elena almost
off her feet as the small hairs on the back ofrfesk stood up. Her



body tingled all over as if she had drunk some sbcelestial elixir.

It was her favorite waltz since childhood: the she’d been brought up
on. Tchaichovsky'Sleeping Beautwaltz. But some child part of her
mind could never help but pairing the sweet swegpites that came after
the thundering, electrifying beginning togetherhatite words from the
Disney

movie version:

| know you; | danced with you once upon a dream....

As always, they brought tears to her eyes; theyenhed heart sing and her
feet want to fly rather than dance.

Her dress was backless. Damon’s warm hand wasrdomahe skin there.

| know, something whispered to her, why they catted dance riotous and
indecent.

And now, certainly, Elena felt like a flam@/e were meant to be this way.
She couldn’t remember if it was an old quote of Dars or something
new he was just barely whispering to her mind nloke two flames that
join and merge into one.

You're good Damon told her, and this time she knew that & Wian
speaking and that it was in the present.

You don’t need to patronize me. I’'m too happy alsgdflena laughed
back. Damon was an expert, and not just at thegioacof the steps. He
danced the waltz as if it were still riotous andaoent. He had a firm lead,
which of course Elena’s human strength could neakrBut he could
interpret

little signals of her own, about what she wantedl la@ obliged her, as if
they were ice dancing, as if at any moment theyhirtigirl and leap.
Elena’s stomach was slowly melting and taking lkeeointernal organs
with it.

And it never once occurred to her to think whatlngh school friends and
rivals and enemies would have thought of her mglbwer classical

music. She was free of petty spite, petty shame differences. She was
through with labeling. She wished that she couldgck to show everyone
that she’d never meant it in the first place.

The waltz was over all too soon and Elena wantguugh the Replay
button and do it from the beginning again. There wanoment just when
the music stopped where she and Damon were lo@kiegch other, with
equal exaltation and yearning and—

And then Damon bowed over her hand. “There is nwthe waltz than
just moving your feet,” he said, not looking uphat. “There is a swaying
grace that can be put into the movements, a ledfang of joy and
oneness—with the music, with a partner. Those arenatters of
expertise. Thank

you very much for giving me the pleasure.”



Elena laughed because she wanted to cry. She wawed to stop
dancing. She wanted to tango with Damon—a realdatig kind you
were

supposed to have to get married after. But theseamather mission...a
necessary mission that had to be completed.

And, as she turned, there were a whole crowatiodrthings in front of
her. Men, demons, vampires, beastlike creaturéafAhem wanted a
dance. Damon’s tuxedoed back was walking away fiem

Damon!

He paused but did not turn bades?

Help me! We need to find the other half of the key!

It seemed to take him a moment to assess theisityatt then he
understood. He came back to her, and taking héndiand said in a clear,
ringing voice, “This girl is my...personal assistanto not desire that she
dance with anyone other than myself.”

There was a restless murmuring at this. The kirglaofes that got taken to
balls of this sort were not usually the kind tharevforbidden to

interact with strangers. But just then there wasraof flurry at the side of
the room, eventually pressing toward the opposike where Damon and
Elena were.

“What is it?” Elena asked, the dance and the kely bargotten.

“Who is it, I'd ask, rather,” Damon replied. “Anttllanswer: our hostess,
Lady Bloddeuwedd herself.”

Elena found herself crowding behind other peoplgeioa glimpse of this
most extraordinary creature. But when she actally the girl standing
alone in the doorway to the ballroom, she gasped.

She was made out of flower€lena remembered. What would a girl made
out of flowers look like?

She would have skin like the faintest blush of pomkan apple blossom,
Elena thought, staring unashamedly. Her cheeksdnmeiklightly deeper
pink, like a dawn-colored rose. Her eyes, enormouner delicate, perfect
face, would be the color of larkspur, with heavatfeery black lashes that
would make them droop half-shut, as if she walkecgs half in a dream.
And she would have yellow hair as pale as primrasdisng down almost
to

the floor, wound in braids that were themselvesiporated into thicker
braids until the whole mass was brought togethgrgbove her delicate
ankles.

Her lips would be as red as poppies, half-openimviting. And she would
give off a scent that was like a bouquet of allfiret blossoms of

spring. She would walk as if swaying in the breeze.

Elena could only remember standing, gazing afientision like the
dozens of other guests around her. Just one mooad¢o drink in such



loveliness, her mind begged.

“But what was she wearing?” Elena heard herseliadayd. She could not
remember either a stunning dress or a glimpsestrfdus appleblossom
skin through the many braids.

“Some sort of gown. It was made out of what eldeWeérs,” Damon put in
wryly. “She was wearing a dress made of every kinffiower I've ever
seen. | don’t understand how they stayed put—méyewere silk and
sewn together.” He was the only one who didn’t seemzrled by this
vision.

“I wonder if she would talk to us—just a few wortEl]ena said. She was
longing to hear the delicate, magical girl’s voice.

“I doubt it,” a man in the crowd answered her. “Sloesn’t talk much—at
least until midnight. Say! It's you! How're you fiasy?”

“Very well, thank you,” Elena replied politely, atiden quickly stepped
back. She recognized the speaker as one of theggyoan who had forced
their cards on Damon at the end of the Godfatlertemony, the night of
her Discipline.

Now she just wanted to get away unobtrusively.Bate were too many
of the men, and it was clear that they were notiatmlet her and Damon
go.

“This is the girl | told you about. She goes intbance and no matter how
she’s marked; she doesn’t feel a thing—"

“—blood running down her sides like water and seeen flinched—"
“They’re a professional act. They go on the road....”

Elena was just about to say, coolly, that Bloddeddvead strictly
forbidden this kind of barbarism at her party, wisee heard one of the
young

vampires saying, “Don’t you know, | was the one vgeosuaded Lady
Bloddeuwedd to ask you to this get-together. | tedd about your act and
she was

most interested to see it.”

Well, scratch one excuse, Elena thought. But &t le@ nice to these young
men. They might be helpful somehow later.

“I'm afraid | can’t do it tonight,” she said, quigt so that they would be
quiet themselves. “I'll apologize to Lady Bloddewddedirectly, of course.
But it just isn’t possible.”

“Yes, itis.” Damon’s voice, just behind her, astded her. “It's quite
possible—given that someone finds my amulet.”

Damon! What are you saying?

Hush! What | have to.

“Unfortunately, about three and a half weeks alpst a very important
amulet. It looks like this.” He brought out the fhafl the fox key and let
them



all take a good look at it.

“Is that what you used to do the trick?” someonedsbut Damon was far
too clever for that.

“No, many people saw me do the act just a weelo @g® without it. This
Is a personal amulet, but with part of it missihgimply don’t feel like
doing magic.”

“It looks like a little fox. You're not a kitsuneZomeone—too clever for
their own good, Elena thought—asked next.

“It may look like that to you. It's actually an aw. An arrow with two
green stones at the arrowhead. It's a—masculinarcha

A female voice somewhere in the crowd said: “I $tioi think you need
any more masculine charm than you have right n@antf there was
laughter.
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“N evertheless"—Damon’s eyes took on a steely glint#Howut the
amulet my assistant and | will not perform.”

“But—with it you will? | say, are you saying thabty lost your amulet
here?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. Just around the timepduty arrangements were
being set up.” Damon flashed a beautiful, haunsimge at the young
vampires and then turned it off suddenly. “I hadaea | would have your
help, and | was trying to find a way to get an tatton. So | took a look
around to

see how the place would be laid out.”

“Don’t tell me it was before the grass was rolleshimeone said
apprehensively.

“Unfortunately, yes. And | was given a psychic naggs which told me
that the k—the amulet lsuriedsomewhere here.”

There was a chorus of groans from the crowd.

Then there were individual voices raised, pointd the difficulties: the
rock-hardness of the rolled grass, the many batiowith their many
floral arrangements in soil, the kitchen garden ffmder gardens (which
we haven’t even seen yet, Elena thought.)

“I realize the virtual impossibility of finding tej” Damon said, taking the
half of the fox key back into his hand and makindisappear neatly by
passing it near Elena’s hand, which was readydeive it. She now had a
special place for it—Lady Ulma had seen to that.

Damon was saying, “That is why | simply said noha&t beginning. But you
pressed me, and now I've given you the full answer.

There was some more grumbling, but then peoplerbegéiking out in
ones and twos and threes, talking about the baségplto start looking.
Damon, they’re going to destroy Bloddeuwedd’s gosklena protested
silently.

Good. We'll offer all the jewels you three girlsvieaon you, as well as all
the gold | have on me, as a recompense. But whapfople can't

do, maybe a thousand can.

Elena sighed. still wish we’d had the chance to talk to Bloddewld. Not
just to hear her speak, but to ask her some guestianean what

reason would a beautiful blossom like her havertaget Shinichi and
Misao?

Damon’s telepathic answer was briéfell, let’s try the top rooms, then.
That was where she was headed, anyway.



They found a case of crystal stairs—quite diffi¢altocate when all the
walls were transparent, and frightening to asc@mte on the second
floor they looked for another one. Eventually Eléoand it, by stumbling
over the first step.

“Oh,” she said, looking from the step, which novewsfed itself through a
line of red across its front edge, to her shin,cnlghowed the same
damage. “Welljt may be invisible, but we aren't.”

“It's not quite invisible.” Damon was channelingwer to his eyes, she
knew. She’d been doing the same—Dbut these dayswahe@ered which of
them had more of her blood in them: him or her?

“Don’t strain yourself, | can see the steps,” hi saust shut your eyes.”
“My eyes—" Before she could ask why skieewwhy and before she could
scream he had picked her up, his body warm and aati the only

solid thing anywhere around. He headed up thesstailding her so that
her dress was out of the way of the blood droplesfell freely into
space.

For someone afraid of heights, it was a wild, fgimg ride: even though
she knew Damon was in top condition and would mopdher and even
though she was certain he could see where he wag. gtill, left to
herself and her own volition, she would never haaele it farther than the
first stair.

As it was, she didn’t even dare wiggle much in cdsethrew Damon off
balance. She could only whimper and try to endure.

When, an eternity later, they reached the top, &leondered who would
carry her down, or if she would be left here th&t of her life.

They were confronted by Bloddeuwedd, the most emaigly inhuman
creature Elena had yet seen. Enchanting...but odd.tiiéme not a slight
primrose pattern to her hair in back and on thes*dVasn’t her face
actually theshapeof an apple-blossom petal as well as having thal’pet
faint

bloom?

“You are in my private library,” she said.

And, as if a mirror had cracked, Elena came frethefast of
Bloddeuwedd’s glamour.

The gods had made her out of flowers...but flowerstdspeak.
Bloddeuwedd’s voice was toneless and flat. It rditiee image of the
flowermade

girl completely.

“We’'re sorry,” Damon said—naturally not at all aftbreath. “But we’d
like to ask you some questions.”

“If you think I will help you, | will not,” the flaver-petal girl said in the
same nasal tone. “I hate humans.”



“But | am a vampire, as you have surely alreadgetised,” Damon was
beginning, laying the charm on thick, when Bloddedd interrupted him.
“Once a human, always a human.”

“| beg your pardon?”

Damon’s loss of control might have been the besgtthat could have
happened, Elena thought, trying to keep behind Hienwas so clearly
sincere about his scorn for humans that Bloddeuweétdned a little.
“What did you come to ask?”

“Only if you had seen one of two kitsune latelyeyhe brother and sister
and call themselves Shinichi and Misao.”

“Yes.”

“Or they might—I'm sorry?¥es?

“The thieves came to my house at night. | wasprgy. | flew back from
the party and almost caught them. Kitsune are twacatch, though.”
“Where...” Damon swallowed. “Where were they?”

“Running down the front stairs.”

“And do you remember the date that they were here?”

“It was the night that the grounds were made rdadthis party. Stone
rollers went over the grass. The canopy was ergcted

Weird things to do at night, Elena thought, buhtsbe remembered—
again. The light was always the same.

But her heart was beating fast. Shinichi and Msaad only have been
here for one reason: to drop off half of the foy.ke

And maybe drop it in the Great Ballroom, Elena gjittu She watched
dully as the entire outside of the library rotatainost like a giant
planetarium, so that Bloddeuwedd could pick outobhe and place it in
some contraption that must make the music playamous rooms.
“Excuse me,” Damon said.

“This is my private library,” Bloddeuwedd said ciicdhgainst the swelling
of the glorious ending to tHérebird Suite

“Meaning now we must leave?”

“Meaning now | am going to kill you.”
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“W hat?” shouted Damon over the music, while addigr—go!
telepathically to Elena.

If it had merely been Elena’s life, she would haeen glad enough to die
here with the thunderous beautyFofebird all around her, rathr than
facing those steep, invisible steps alone.

But it wasn’t just her life. It was Stefan’s lifo. Still, the flower maiden
didn’t look particularly menacing, and Elena cotldsummon up enough
adrenaline to try making it down that hidous staiyw

Damon, let’s both go. We have to search the Gra#dtddm outside. Only
you’re strong enough....

A hesitation. Damon would rather fight than facattBnormous,
impossible green field outside, Elena thought.

But Bloddeuwedd, despite her words, was now spmttie room around
them again, so that she, at the edge of some lterigialkway, could

find the exact orb she wanted.

Damon lifted Elena in his arms and s&dhut your eyes

Elena not only shut her eyes, but put her handstbeen as well. If
Damon was going to drop her, she wasn’t going tp hmtters by shouting
“Look out!” as he did it.

The sensations themselves were sickening enoughoDé&aped from
step to step like an ibex. He seemed barely tdittle steps in going
down and Elena wondered—quite suddenly—if anythwege after them.
If so, it was information she needed to know. Skgan to lift her hands
and heard Damon whisper-snarl “Keep them shut woice that few
people liked to argue with.

Elena peeked out between her hands, met Damorsperaed eyes, and
saw nothing following them. She clamped her haratk bogether

and prayed.

If you were really a slave, you wouldn’t last a dagre, you knowDamon
informed her, taking a final leap into space arehtietting her down

on invisible—but at least level—ground.

| wouldn’t want to Elena sent coldlyl. swear, I'd rather die.

Be careful what you promisBamon flashed his splendid smile down at
her suddenlyYou may end up in other dimensions trying to fuléur
word.

Elena didn’t even try to one-up him. They were fngte, and racing
through the glass house down to the stairs toathver floor—a little tricky
in



her state of mind, but bearable—and finally outdber. On the grass of
the Great Ballroom they found Meredith and Bonnied.&age.

He was actually in white tie as well, although jaisket strained at his
shoulders. In addition, Talon was sitting on one-thsoproblem might be
taken care of fairly soon, as she was ripping théenmal and drawing
blood. Sage didn’'t seem aware of it. Saber wassahhster’s side, looking
at

Elena with eyes too thoughtful to be mere animakeput without malice.
“Thank God you came back!” Bonnie cried, runnindghtem. “Sage came
and he has a marvelous idea.”

Even Meredith was excited. “You remember how Damsaid we should
have brought a diviner? Well, we have two now.” 8lreed to Sage.
“Please tell them.”

“As a rule, | don't take these two to parties.” 8agached down to scratch
under Saber’s throat. “But a little bird told matlyou might be in
trouble.” His hand moved up to stroke Talon, ruafflithe falcon’s feathers
slightly. “So,dites-moj please: Just how much have you two been handling
the

half-key youdo possess?”

“| touched it tonight and in the beginning, thehtigve found it,” said
Elena. “But Lady Ulma handled it and Lucen madéest for it and we’ve
all

handled that.”

“But outside the box?”

“I've held it and looked at it once or twice,” sdxamon.

“Eh bien!The kitsune smells should be much stronger onnt Kitsune
have very distinctive smells.”

“So you mean that Saber—" Elena’s voice gave ouptwe faintness.
“Can sniff out anything with the smell of kitsune . Meanwhile, Talon
has very good eyesight. She can fly overhead avidftr the glint of gold
in case it's in plain sight somewhere. Now showrtlvehat they will be
searching for.”

Elena obligingly held out the crescent shaped keyffor Saber to sniff.
“Voila! And Talon, now you take a good look.” Sage backedy to what
was, Elena supposed, Talon’s optimal seeing distaftten when he
came back, he saidCobmmenconsland the black dog exploded away,
nose to ground, while the falcon took off in grahigdih, sweeping circles.
“So you think the kitsune were on this grass?” Blasked Sage, as Saber
began racing back and forth, nose still just alitbesgrass—and then
suddenly veered out onto the middle of the martapss

“But assuredly, they were here. You see how Sabes, like a black
panther, with his head low, and his tail straigh&€’has business in hand,
him! He is hot on the scent.”



| know someone else who gives off the same feekifgna thought as she
glanced back at Damon, who stood with his armsefilanotionless,
coiled like a spring, waiting for whatever news #memals would bring.
She happened to glance at Sage at the same m@ndrdhe saw an
expression on his face that—well, it was probabg/dame expression
she’d been wearing a minute ago. He glanced arebshe blushed.
“Pardonnez-moi, Monsietirshe said, looking away quickly.
“Parlez-vous francais, Madame?

“Un pey” Elena said humbly—an unusual condition for tiecan'’t really
keep up a serious conversation. But | loved gomigrance.” She was
about to say something else, when Saber barked sinamply, to attract
attention and then sat bolt upright at the curb.

“They came or left in a carriage or litter,” Sagantslated.

“But what did they do in the house? | need a tyaihg the other way,”
Damon said, looking up at Sage with something ilde desperation.

“All right, all right. Saber!Contremarche’

The black dog instantly turned around, put its rtostae ground as if it
afforded him the greatest delight, and began runhack and forth across
the stairs and the lawn that formed the “GreatrBath"—now becoming
pitted with holes as people took shovels, pickaaad,even large spoons to
it.

“Kitsune are hard to catch,’Elena murmured into Damon’s ear.

He nodded, glancing at his watch. “I hope we are,’the murmured back.
There was a sharp bark from Saber. Elena’s hesgpetein her chest.
“What?” she cried. “What is it?” Damon passed lgeapbbed her hand, and
dragged her in his wake.

“What has he found?” Elena gasped as they all ezhtiie same point
simultaneously.

“I don’t know. It's not part of the Great Ballrootneplied Meredith. Saber
was sitting up proudly in front of a bed of tallystering pale lavender
(deep violet) hydrangeas.

“They don’t look like they're doing too well,” sai@onnie.

“And it's not below any of the upper ballrooms heit,” Meredith said,
stooping to get at Saber’s height and then looKTipere’s just the
library.”

“Well, | know one thing without a question,” Dameaid. “We’re going to
have to dig up this flower patch and | don’t fasking Ms.
Larkspureyes-

Now-I-have-to-kill-you for her permission.”

“Oh, did you think they were larkspur, her eyesedese | thought of
bluebells, rahthah,” said a guest behind Bonnie.

“Did she really say she had to kill you? But whg?iother guest, nearer to
Elena asked nervously.



Elena ignored them. “Well, let’s put it this wayess certainly not going to
like it. But it's the only clue we’ve gotExcept, | suppose, if the kitsune
meant to leave it here, but then took off in a tpabhe added voicelessly to
Damon.

“So that means the show can commence,” cried ottgeofoung vampire
fans, stepping toward Elena.

“But | don’t have my amulet back,” Damon said f§athnoving in front of
Elena like an impenetrable wall.

“But you will in minutes, surely. Look, couldn’t se fellows backtrack
with the dog to wherever the bad guys came from—ecemthe estate
from,

if you get me? And meanwhile we can be getting @h the show?”

“Can Saber do that?” Damon asked. “Follow a cae®dg

“With a fox in it? But of course. Actually, | coulgb with them,” Sage said
quietly. “I could make sure that these two enemarescaught if they are
on the other end of the trail. Show them to me.”

“These are the only shapes | know.” Damon reachedwo fingers and
touched Sage’s temple. “But, of course, they’llénavore forms, possibly
infinite ones.”

“Well, they are not our priority, | assume. The, amulet is.”

“Yes,” Damon said. “Even if you don’t land a blow them, get the key
half and race back.”

“So? Even more important than revenge,” Sage sdity sshaking his
head in wonder. Then he added quickly. “Well, llwish us good luck.
Any

adventurous types who want to go with me? Ah, gtma.—very well,
five, Madame—is enough.”

And he was gone.

Elena looked at Damon, who was looking back witmk| black eyes.
“You really expect me to do—that—again?”

“All you need to do is stand there. I'll make sy lose as little blood as
possible. And if you ever want to stop we can hageggnal.”

“Yes, but now | understand. And | can’t handle it.”

His face went cold suddenly. Shutting her out.

“You're not required to handle anything. Besideg/tiit enough if | say
it's a fair bargain for Stefan?”

Stefan! Elena’s entire body went through some alelemental change.
“Let me share it,” she begged, and knew that shebegging and

knew what Damon was going to say.

“Stefan is going to need you when we get out. thakte sure you can
handlethat”

Stop. Think. Don’t bash his head in, Elena’s btaid her. He’s pushing
your buttons. He knows how to do it. Don’t let homsh your buttons.



“I can handle both,” she said. “Please, Damon. bwaat me as if |
were—one of your one-nighters, or even your PriscdédParkness. Talk to
me as if | were Sage.”

“Sage? Sage is the most frustrating, cunning—"

“I know. But you talk to him. And you used to tatkme, and now you're
not. Listen to mel can’t bear to go through this scenario agdihsdéream.
“Now you're threatening—"

“No! I'm telling you what will happen. Unless yoag me, I'll scream.
And scream. As | would scream for Stefan. | caeipht. Maybe I'm
breaking

down....”

“But don’t you see?” Suddenly he had whirled aroand taken hold of
her hands. “We’re almost at the end. You, who'verbtne strongest all
along—youcan’t break down now.”

“The strongest...” Elena was shaking her head. “Ugit we were right
there, on the verge of understanding each other.”

“All right.” His words came as hard chips of marblew. “What if we do
five?”

“Five?”

“Five strokes instead of ten. We’'ll promise to te pther five when the
‘amulet’ is found, but we’ll run when we do find"it

“You would have to break your word.”

“If it takes that—"

“No,” she said flatly. “You say nothing/ll tell them. I'm a liar and a cheat
and I've always played with men. We'll see if | ¢dmally put my talents
to

good use. And there’s no point in trying any of titlkeer girls,” she added,
glancing up. “Bonnie and Meredith are wearing gotirag would fall right
off if

you slashed them. Only | have a bare back.” Stauptted in place to
show off how her dress met only very high at thekna a halter and very
low in the

back inaV.

“Then we’re agreed.” Damon had a slave refill loblgt and Elena
thought: we’re going to be the tipsiest act indmgt if nothing else.

She couldn’t help but shiver. The last time shefettdan inner trembling
was from Damon’s warm hand on her bare back asdhrged. Now,
she felt something much icier, just a draft of caldperhaps. But it drew
her mind to the feeling of her own blood runningwidher sides.
Suddenly Bonnie and Meredith were there besidefbemning a barricade
between her and the increasingly curious and ekcitewd.



“Elena, what's happened? They said a barbarian hiugimawas to be
whipped—" began Meredith.

“And you just knew it had to be me,” completed EefWell, it's true. |
don’t see how | can get out of it.”

“But what have yowloné?” Bonnie asked frantically.

“Been an idiot. Let some fraternity-type vampirg/bthink that it was a
sort of magic act,” Damon put in. His face wad gtim.

“That’s a little unfair, isn’t it?” Meredith asketEElena told us about the
first time. It sounded as if they jumped to thedasion that it was an act
all

by themselves.”

“We should have denied it then. Now, we’re stuctwit,” Damon said
flatly. Then, as if he were making an effort, “Q¥ell, maybe we’ll get
what

we came for, anyway.”

we came for, anyway.”

“That was how we found out—some idiot came runmown the steps
yelling about an amulet with two green stones.”

“It was all we could think of,” Elena explained wia “It's worth it for
Damon and | to do this if only we can find the athalf of the key.”

“You don’t have to do it,” Meredith said. “We causf leave.”

Bonnie stared at her. “Without the fox key?”

Elena shook her head. “We’ve already been throllgha. The
unanimous decision was to do it this way. She ldak®und. “Now where
are

the guys that wanted to see it so much?”

“Looking in the field—that used to be a ballroorB8nnie replied. “Or
getting shovels—Iots of 'em—from Bloddeuwedd’s garthg compound.
Ow! Why’d you pinch me, Meredith?”

“Oh, my, didthatpinch? | meant to dthis—"

But Elena was already striding away, as eager rolaamon was to get it
over with. Half over with. | just hope he remembirghange into his
leather jacket and black jeans, she thought. Ineatte—the blood—

| won't let there be any blood.

The thought was sudden and Elena didn’'t know whex@me from. But in
the deepest reaches of her being, she thobgl#:been punished
enough He was trembling in the litter. He thought abanbther person’s
well-being from minute to minute. It's enough ndBtefan wouldn’t want
him to

be hurt any more.

She glanced up to see one of the Dark Dimensiaon&lsmisshapen
moons moving visibly above her. This time the sutex she made to it



was bright red, a feather shining in sullen crimbght. But she gave
herself up to it unreservedly, body and soul, amdsted on the hallowed
spring of

eternal blood that was her womanhood. And therkekes what she had to
do.

“Bonnie, Meredith, look: we’re a triumvirate. Weuato try to share this
with Damon.”

No one looked enthusiastic.

Elena, whose pride had been entirely broken fraamtbment she first saw
Stefan in his cell, knelt down in front of them e hard marble step.
“I'm begging you—"

“Elena! Stop that!” Meredith gasped.

“Please get up! Oh, Elena—" Bonnie was a breathydvean tears.

And so, it was small, softhearted Bonnie who turthedtide. “I'll try to
teach Meredith how. But anyway, we’ll at least ghadbetween the three
of

us.”

Hug. Kiss. A murmur into strawberry hair, “I knowhat you see in the
dark. You're the bravest person | know.”

And then, leaving a stunned Bonnie behind, Elenat weecollect
spectators for her own whipping.
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Elena had been tied, like someone in a B-movie witicsoon be released,
standing upright against a pillar. Digging on theddf was still going on in a
dilatory way as the vampires who had put her upitofetched an ash stick
they had brought, and allowed Damon to inspe@atnon himself was
moving in slow motion. Trying to find points to kib about. Waiting for
the rattling of coach wheels that would tell hire tarriage was back.
Acting brisk,

but inside feeling as sluggish as half-cooled lead.

I've never been a sadist, he thought. I've alwagslitto give pleasure—
except in fights. But it should be me in that pnigell. Can’t Elena see
that? It's my turn beneath the lash now.

He had changed into his “magician clothes,” takasdong as he dared
without looking as if he wanted to put this off. Anow there were
somewhere between six and eight hundred createdt#ng to see Elena’s
blood spill, to watch Elena’s back cut and miracsly heal again.

All right. I'm as ready as I'll ever be to do this.

He came into his body, into the now of what waspeang.

Elena swallowed. “Share the pain” she’'d said—withauhe least
knowing how to do it. But here she was, like aifi@ertied to a pillar,
staring at

Bloddeuwedd’s house and waiting for the blows tmeo

Damon was giving the crowd an introductory speéaking gibberish and
doing it very well. Elena found a particular windaivthe house to stare
at. And then she realized that Damon was no losgeaking.

A touch of the rod against her back. A telepathiisper.

Are you ready?

Yes,sshe said immediately, knowing that she wasn’t. Areh hearing,
against dead silence, a swish through the air.

Bonnie’s mind floating into hers. Meredith’s mindwing like a stream.
The blow was a mere cuff, although Elena felt blepi.

She could feel Damon’s bewilderment. What shoulkhzeen a sword
slash was a mere slap. Painful, but definitely &lela:

And once again. The triumvirate portioned out taaefore Damon’s
mind could receive it.

Keep the triangle moving. And a third.

Two more to go. Elena allowed her gaze to wander the house. Up to
the third floor where Bloddeuwedd had to be enragedhat had

become of her party.



One more to go. The voice of a guest coming batietdThat library.

She has more orbs than most public libraries, araith his voice
dropping for a moment=they say she has all sorts of spheres up there.
Forbidden ones. You know.”

Elena hadn’t known and still could still hardly igiae what might be
forbiddenhere

In her library, Bloddeuwedd, a single, lonely figumoved in the
brilliantly lighted great sphere to find a new ohtiside the house music
would be

playing, different music in each different room.t€lde, Elena could hear
nothing.

The last blow. The triumvirate managed to handlalibtting agonizing
pain amongst four people. At least, Elena thougitdress was already
as red as it could be.

And then it was over, and Bonnie and Meredith wprarrelling with some
of the vampire ladies who wanted to help bathebtbed from Elena’s
back, showing it once again unblemished and pergoiving golden in
the sunlight.

Better keep them awgakflena thought rather drowsily to Dam@ome of
them may be compulsive nail-biters or finger-lickae can’t afford

for anyone to taste my blood and feel the lifedarcit; not when I've gone
through so much to conceal my aura

Although there was clapping and cheering everywhesene had thought
to untie Elena’s wrists. So she stood leaning againe pillar, gazing

at the library.

And then the world froze.

All around her was music and motion. She was tiigpsint in a turning
universe. But she had to get moving, and fast.yahked hard at her
bonds, lacerating herself.

“Meredith! Untie me! Cut these ropes, quick!”

Meredith obeyed hastily.

When Elena turned, she knew what she would seefalee—Damon’s
face, bewildered, half-resentful, half-humble. Bsagood enough for her,
right then.

Damon, we need to get to the

But then they were engulfed by a riot. Well-wishéasis, skeptics,
vampires begging for “a tiny taste,” gogglers whanmted to make sure that
Elena’s back was real and warm and unmarked. E&hgo many hands
on her body.

“Get away from her, damn youllt was the primal savage roar of a beast
defending its mate. People backed away from Elenlg,to close in

...very slowly and timidly...on Damon.

All right, Elena thought. I'll do it alone. | carodt alone. For Stefan, | can.



She shouldered her way through the crowd, acceptinghes of hastily
dug-up flowers from admirers—and feeling more hamuéer body.
“Hey, she really isn’t marked'At last, Meredith and Bonnie helped her to
get out—without them she would never have made it.

And then she was running, running into the housepothering to use the
door that was near to Saber’s barking place. Shegtit she knew

what was there anyway.

On the second floor she spent a minute being bevattibefore seeing a
thin red line in nothingness. Her blood! See howmyrihings it was

good for? Right now it highlighted the first of thkass steps for her, the
one she had stumbled into before.

And at that time, cradled in Damon’s strong arrhg, Isadn’t been able to
imagine even crawling up these steps. Now she @ladmll the

Power she had into her eye nodes—and the stairg.lit was still
terrifying. There were no handholds on either s she was woozy
from

excitement, fear, and loss of blood. But she fotwadelf up, and up, and
up.

“Elena! | love you! Elena!”

She could hear the cry as if Stefan were besidadwsr

Up, up, up...

Her legs ached.

Keep going. No excuses. If you can’'t walk, hobHlgou can’t hobble,
crawl.

She was crawling as she finally reached the tapetige of the nest of the
owl Bloddeuwedd.

At least it was still a pretty, if insipid-lookingpaiden who greeted her.
Elena realized at last what was wrong with Bloddedss looks. She had
no animal vitality. She was, at heart, a vegetable.

“I am going to kill you, you know.”

No, she was a vegetable with no heart.

Elena glanced around her. She could see outsidetfere, although in
between was the dome that was made of shelveshahaes upon
shelves of orbs, so everything was weirdly disthrte

There were no hanging creepers here, no flagraptagis of exotic,
tropical blooms. But she was already in the ceotéine room, in
Bloddeuwedd’s owl nest. Bloddeuwedd was nowhere itteshe was on
the contraption that let her reach her star balls.

The key could only be buried in that nest.

“I don’t want to steal from you,” Elena promisedebthing hard. Even as
she spoke, she plunged two arms into the nest.sgkiisune played a
trick on both of us. They stole something of mind aut the key to it in
your nest. I'm just taking back what they put in.”



“Ha! You—human slave! Barbarian! You dared to vtelany private
library! People outside are digging up my beautifallroom, my precious
flowers. You think you're going to get away agairsttime, but you're
not! This time you’re going to DIE!

It was an entirely different voice than the fladsal, but still maidenlike
tones that had greeted Elena before. This was anfawoice, a heavy
voice...

...a voice to go with the size of the nest.

Elena looked up. She couldn’t make anything of vaiet saw. An
enormous fur coat in a very exotic pattern? Songesuffed animal’s
back?

The creature in the library turned toward her. &her, its head swiveled
toward her, while its back remained perfectly stilrotated its head
sideways and Elena knew that what she was seeis@ace. The head
was even more hideous and more indescribable ttmoaild have
imagined. It had a sort of single eyebrow whichpeiph from the edge of
one side of its forehead down toward the nose {wre/the nose should
have

been) and then went up again. The feature wasldigantic V-shaped
brow and below it were two huge round yellow eyesd bften blinked.
There was

no nose or mouth like a human’s, but instead thexea large, cruel,
hooked black beak. The rest of the face was covaréghthers, mostly
white,

turning mottled gray at the bottom, where the nesmed to be. It was
also gray and white in two hornlike projectionsttsiaot up from the top of
the

head—Ilike a demon’s horns, Elena thought wildly.

Then, with the head still staring at her, the btadped toward Elena.

It was the body of a sturdy woman, covered in wartd grizzled feathers,
Elena saw. Talons peeked out from under the lofeashers.

“Hello,” the creature said in a grating voice,btsak opening and closing to
bite off the words. “I'm Bloddeuwedd, and | nevet &nyone touch my
library. | am your death.”

The wordsCan’t we at least talk about it first®ere on Elena’s lips. She
didn’t want to be a hero. She certainly didn’'t wamtake on
Bloddeuwedd while searching for the key thatstbe here—somewhere.
Elena kept on trying to explain while franticalgefing inside the nest,
when Bloddeuwedd extended wings that spanned thra emd came at
her.

And then, like a streak of lightning, somethingpag between them,
giving out a raucous cry.

It was Talon. Sage must have given the hawk ondtbe he left her.



The owl seemed to shrink a little—the better tackt thought Elena.
“Please let me explain. | haven’t found it yet, thére is something in your
nest that doesn’t belong to you. It's mine—and—38tefan’s. And the
kitsune hid it the night you had to chase thenyotir estate. Do you
remember that?”

Bloddeuwedd didn’t answer for a moment. Then slosveld that she had a
simple, one-size-fits-all-situations philosophy.

“You set foot into my private quarters. You dieliessaid and this time
when she swooped by Elena, Elena could hear tiok ofeher beak
coming

together.A

gain something small and bright dove at Bloddeuwadding for her eyes.
The great owl had to take her attention off Elenarder to deal

with it.

Elena gave up. Sometimes you just needed helpofiTashe cried, unsure
of how much human speech Talon understood. “Tket&p her
occupied—ijust for a minute!”

As the two birds darted and wheeled and shriekednal her, Elena tried
to search with her arms, while ducking when sheleée¢o. But that

great black beak was always too close. Once gdhoto her arm, but
Elena was on an adrenaline high, and she hardlthielpain. She kept
searching

without a pause.

Finally, she realized what she should have dona tlee beginning. She
snatched up an orb from its transparent rack.

“Talon!” she called. “Here!”

The falcon dove down toward her and there was p. $hat afterward
Elena still had all her fingers and theshi no tamavas gone.

Now, now, Elena truly heard a shriek of rage from Bloddeuwd&dd giant
owl went after the hawk, but it was like a humaymnty to slap a fly—an
intelligent fly.

“Give that orb back! It's priceless! Priceless!”

“You'll get it back as soon as | find what I'm lookgy for.” Elena, mad with
terror and soaked in hormones, climbed all the waigle the nest and
began searching the marble bottom with her fingers.

Twice Talon saved her by dropping orbs with a ctasine ground as the
huge owl Bloddeuwedd was headed toward Elena. taeh the noise

of the crash caused the owl to forget about El@waktiy to attack the
hawk. Then Talon snatched another orb and sweptat speed right
under the

owl’s nose.

Elena was beginning to have a nightmare feelingatwarything she had
known just a half hour before was wrong.



She had been leaning against the canopy pole, stdthistaring up into
the library and the maiden who inhabited it andwioeds had simply
flowed into her mind.

Bloddeuwedd’s orb room...

Bloddeuwedd’s globe room...

Bloddeuwedd’s...star ball room...... Bloddeuwedd’s baliroo

Two ways to take the same words. Two very diffekamds of rooms.

It was just as she was remembering this that hgefs touched metal.
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“T alon! Uh—nheel!” Elena shouted and began to radasisas she could to
get out of the room. This was strategy. Would tivelmecome even smaller
S0 as to get through the door or would it destt®ganctuary in order to
stay on top of Elena?

It was a good strategy, but it didn’t amount to mutthe end. The owl
shrank to dart through the door, and then resungahtic size to attack
Elena as she ran down the stairs.

Yes, ran. With all of her Power channeled to hese¥lena leaped from
step to step as Damon had before. Now there wésiedor fear, no

time for thinking. There was only time to turn owether fingers a small,
hard, crescent-shaped object.

Shinichi and Misao—they did make it into her nest.

There must be a ladder or something made of ghateven Damon
couldn’t see, in the flowerbed where Saber hadpgd@nd barked. No
—Damonwouldhave seen it, so they must have brought their aaddr.
That's why their trail ended there. They climbeghigtht up into the library.
And they ruined the flowers in the bed, which ispthe new flowers
weren’t doing so well.

Elena knew from Aunt Judith, from her childhoodttiransplanted
flowers took awhile to revive and perk up again.

Leap...jump...leap...I am a spirit of fire. | cannot mésstep. | am a fire
elemental. Leap...leap...leap.

And then Elena was looking at level ground, trymag to leap into it, but a
prisoner to her body which was already leaping. f8hhdnard enough to
numb one side, but she kept hold of the precioaescent clenched in a
deathgrip in her hand.

A gigantic beak smashed into glass where she haex ®enoment before
she slid. Talons raked her back.

Bloddeuwedd was still after her.

Sage and his group of sturdy young male and fewai®gires traveled at
the pace of a running dog. Saber could lead thebtptly as fast as he
himself could go. Fortunately few people seemeddat to instigate a
fight with a dog that weighed as much as they didat-tveighed more than
many

of the beggars and children they encountered gs&aehed the bazaar.
The children crowded around the carriage, slowiagrt further. Sage took
the time to exchange an expensive jewel for a plutkef small

change and he scattered the coins behind the gammthey went,
allowing Saber free reign.



They passed dozens of stalls and crossing sttmétSaber was no
ordinary bloodhound. He had enough Power to cordfonast vampires.
With perhaps only one or two of the key molecuteslsto his nasal
membrane he could hunt down his goal. Where analibgmight be
fooled by one

of the hundreds of similar kitsune trails they weeeling through, Saber
examined and rejected each of them as beinguntgthe right shape, size,
or

sculpture.

There came a time, though, when even Saber seesfeateld. He stood in
the center of a six-way crossroads, regardlesaffict, imping

slightly, and going in circles. He couldn’t seenttmose a path.

And nor could I, my friend, Sage thought. We've eoso far, but it's clear
they went on farther. No way to go up or dig dowrag& hesitated,
looking around the crimson-colored wheel of roads.

And then he saw something.

Directly across from him, but to his left was afperery. It must sell
hundreds of fragrances, and billions of scent mdéscwere deliberately
being released into the air.

Saber was blind. Not blind in his keen liquid dagles. But where it
mattered he was numbed and blinded by the billadriscents that were
being

blown up his nose.

The vampires in the carriage were calling to gmogo back. They had no
sense of real adventure, them. They just wantedeashow. And
undoubtedly many had slaves who were recordingvthipping for them
so they could enjoy it at leisure at home.

At that moment a flash of blue and gold decidedeSagGuardianEh,
bien...

“Heel, Saber!”

Saber’s head and tail drooped as Sage randomlggicke of the
directions and had him race alongside the runnargpire to get out of the
thoroughfare and onto another street.

But then, miraculously, the tail went up again. &agtimated that there
could not be even one molecule of the kitsune’stsieft in Saber’s
nostrils now...

...but the memory of the scent...that was still there.

Saber was once again in hunting mode, with headdtan straight, all his
Power and intelligence concentrated on one goabaedyoal only:

to find another molecule that matched the threeedsional memory of the
one in his mind. Now that he was not blinded bygbaring smell of all
those



different concentrated odors, he was able to thioke clearly. And
thinking alerted him to slip in between streetsistiag a commotion behind
him.

“What about the carriage?”

“Forget about the carriage! Don’t lose sight oftthay with the dog!”
Sage, trying to keep up with Saber himself, knevenva chase was about
to end.Tranquillité! he thought to Saber. He also barely whispered the
word. He had never been certain if his animal fieewere telepathic or
not, but he liked to believe that they were, whigdhaving as if they were
not.

Tranquillité! he told himself.

And so, when the huge black dog with the shinings @ges and the man
ran up the steps to one particular ramshackle ingildhey did it silently.
Then, as if he’d had a pleasant stroll in the cguri@aber sat and looked at
Sage in the face, laughing-panting. He opened mséd his mouth in a
silent parody of a bark.

Sage waited for the young vampires to catch up hirtnbefore be opened
the door. And, as he wanted the element of surgreseidn’t knock.
Instead he smashed a fist with the Power of a sleglgmer through the
door and groped for locks and chains and boltscdigd feel none. He did
feel

a knob.

Before opening the door, and going into who knevatygeril, he said to
those behind him, “Any loot we take is the propatyaster Damon. |
am his foreman and it was only through my dog’'dsskhat we have made
it so far.”

There was agreement, ranging from grumbling tofiedént.

“By the same token,” Sage said, “whatever danggr tisere, | face first.
Saber! NOW!”

They burst into the room, nearly taking the dodritsfhinges.

Elena cried out involuntarily. Bloddeuwedd had jgshe what Damon
would not, and lined her back with bloody furrowsnh her talons.

But even as Elena managed to find the glass dabetoutside, she could
feel other minds surging to help sustain her,ftahd share some of

the pain.Bonnie and Meredith were picking their waypugh huge shards
of glass to get to her. They were screaming abtrie And Talon,
heroically, was

attacking from above.

Elena couldn’t stand it any longer. She had to Ske.had to know that
this metallic-feeling thing that she’d picked ofitBdoddeuwedd’s nest
wasn’'t some bit of filthy rubbish. She had to knoaw.

Rubbing the tiny scrap of metal against the ilethscarlet dress, she took a
moment to glance downward, to see crimson sunéigatkle against



gold and diamonds and two folded-back little eaus tavo bright green
alexandrite eyes.

The duplicate of the first fox key half, but facitige other way.

Elena’s legs almost gave way underneath her.

She was holding the second half of the fox key.

Hurriedly, then, Elena brought up her free hand@ndged her fingers
down into the carefully made little pocket behihd tliamond insert. It
concealed a tiny pouch, specially sewn there byldidha herself. In it
was the first half of the fox key, replaced thesesaon as Saber and Talon
had

finished with it. Now, as she shoved the secontik&} into the pocket
with the first, she was disconcerted to feel movwatmethe pouch. The two
pieces

of the fox key were—what, becoming one?

A black beak slammed into the wall beside her.

Without even thinking, Elena ducked and rolledtoape it. When her
fingers flew back to make sure that the pouch vemkup and secure, she
was astonished to feel a familiar shape restingéns

Nota key?

Not a key!

The world was spinning wildly around Elena. Nothmgttered; not the
object; not her own life. The kitsune twins hadkad them, had made
fools

of the idiot humans and the vampire who had davddde up to them.
Therewasno double fox key.

Still, hope refused to die. What was it Stefan useshyMai dire mai—
never say never. Knowing what a chance she wasgaknowing she
was a fool for taking it, Elena thrust her finggam into the pouch.
Something cool slipped onto one finger and stakiedet

She glanced down and for a moment was arresteldesight. There, on
her ring finger, gleamed a gold, diamond-encrustagl It represented
two abstract foxes curled together, one facing @ah Each fox had two
ears, two green alexandrite eyes, and a pointegl nos

And that was all. Of what use was a trinket likis o Stefan? It bore no
resemblance to the double-winged keys shown ipittares of kitsune
shrines.

As treasure, it was surely worth a million timessi¢han what they had
already spent to get it.

And then Elena noticed something.

A light shone from the eyes of one of the foxeshié hadn’t been staring
at it so closely, or if she hadn’t been by nowha White Waltz Ballroom,
where colors showed true, she might not have rbitc®ut the light was
shining straight ahead of her as she turned hat bigeways. Now it was



shining from four eyes.

It was shining in exactly the direction of Stefaptsson cell.

Hope rose up like a phoenix in Elena’s heart, ao# ter soaring on a
mental journey out of this labyrinth of glass roofike music playing was
the waltz fromFaust Away from the sun, deep into the heart of the, cit
that was where Stefan was. And that was wheredleegreen light from
the fox’s

eyes was shining.

Riding high on hope, she turned the ring. The ligimked out of both
fox’s eyes, but when she turned the ring so thas#tond fox was in line
with Stefan’s cell, it winked on.

Secret signals. How long could she have ownedgalike that and done
nothing if she hadn’t alreadgnhownwhere Stefan’s prison was?

Longer than Stefan had left to live, probably.

Now she only had to survive long enough to reaah hi
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Elena waded into the crowd feeling like a soldidre §lidn’t know why.
Maybe because she had thought of a quest and hzaewto complete it
and

stay alive and bring back loot. Maybe because she lhonorable wounds.
Maybe because above her there was an enemy whstivasit for her
blood.

Come to think of it, she thought, I'd better gdtthése noncombatants out
of here. We can keep them in a safe house—wed\wadbzen safe
houses and—

Whatwasshe thinkingSafe houswas a phrase from a book. She wasn't
responsible for these people—idiots, mostly, wha $taod,

slavering, and watched her being whipped. But—degpat, maybe she
should get them out of here.

“Bloddeuwedd!” she cried dramatically and pointecaitwheeling
silhouette above. “Bloddeuwedd is free! She gavehase!”—pointing to
the

three lacerations on her back. “She’ll go after,ytoo!”

At first most of the angry exclamation seemed t@beut the fact that
Elena now had a marked back. Elena was in no nmadgue. There was
only one person here she wanted to talk to nowpkegeBonnie and
Meredith close behind her, she called.

Damon! Damon it's me! Where are you?

There was so much telepathic traffic that she dedibe would hear her.
But finally, she caught a fainElena?...Yes...

Elena, hold on to me. Think of holding me physjycahd I'll take us to a
different frequency.

Hold on to a voice? But Elena imagined holding@®amon tightly,
tightly, while she physically held Bonnie’s and Médith’s hands.

Now can you hear meThis time the voice was much clearer, much louder.
Yes. But | can’t see you.

But | see you. I'm coming to—WATCH OUT!

Too late, Elena’s senses warned her of a huge shpldonmeting from
above. She couldn’t move quickly enough to getaddhe way of a
snapping, alligator-sized beak.

But Damon could. Leaping from somewhere, he gathkes and Bonnie
and Meredith all in one great armful and leapedmdnuiting grass and
rolling.

Oh, God! Damon!

“Is anybody hurt?” he asked aloud.



“I'm fine,” Meredith said quietly, calmly. “But lgspect | owe you my life.
Thank you.”

“Bonnie?” Elena asked.

I’'m okay. | mean’I’'m okay. But Elena, your back—"

For the first time, Damon was able to turn Elend see the wounds on her
back. “I...did that? But...I thought...”

“Bloddeuwedd did that,” Elena said sharply, lookumwvard for a circling
shape in the deep red sky. “She just barely touo®dShe has talons
like knives, like steel. We have to go, now!”

Damon put both hands on her shoulders. “And conok béen things
have calmed down, you mean.”

“And never come back! Oh, God, here she comes!”

Something out of the corner of her eye became lafis@bed in an instant,
volleyball-sized in a second, human-sized in a maménd then they
were all scattering, leaping, rolling, trying tot gevay, except Damon, who
seized Elena and shouted, “This is my slave! If gaue any argument
with her,

you first argue with me!”

“And | am Bloddeuwedd, created by the gods, condshia be a murderer
every night. I'll kill you first, then eat her, thbief!” Bloddeuwedd

called back in her raucous new voice. “Two bitealligt will take.”

Damon, | need to tell you something!

“I'll fight you, but my slave is out of it!”

“First bite; here | come!”

Damon, we have to go!

A scream of primal pain and fury.

Damon was standing slightly crouched with a hugeeiof glass held in
his hand like a sword and great black drops ofdlere dripping from
where he had—oh, God! Elena thought—he’d put oetan
Bloddeuwedd’s eyes!

“YOU WILL ALL DIE! ALL!”

Bloddeuwedd made a charge at a random vampiretlgiteglow her and
Elena screamed as the vampire screamed. The agkhad caught

him by one leg and was lifting him.

But Damon was running forward, jumping, slashingthvé scream of fury,
Bloddeuwedd took to the sky again.

Now everyone understood the danger. Two other vaspushed to take
their comrade from Damon, and Elena was glad tbafrlends were

not responsible for another life. She had too nuther hands already.
Damon, I'm leaving now. You can come with me or v got the key.
Elena sent the words on the frequency that they were or less alone on,
and she sent it without dramatics. She had no rfoomirama left.

She’'d been stripped of everything except the neggkt to Stefan.



This time, she knew Damon heard her.

At first, she thought Damon was dying. That Bloddedd had somehow
come back and pierced him through his entire badyyith a spear
made of light. Then she realized that the feeliag wapture, and two tiny
child hands reached out of the light and clungets hallowing her to pull a
thin,

ragged, but laughing child away free.

No chains, she thought dizzily. He’s not even wagslave bracelets.
“My brother!” he told her. “My little brother’s goig tolive!”

“Well, that’s a fine thing,” Elena said shakily.

“He’s going to live!” A tiny frown line appearedif‘you hurry! And take
good care of him! And—"

Elena put two fingers over his lips, very gentlyoti don’t need to worry
about anything like that. You just be happy.”

The little boy laughed. “I will! lam”

“Elenal”

Elena came out of—well, she supposed it was a @ddtbeugh it had been
more real than many other things she’d experieneeently.

“Elena!” Damon was trying desperately to restramgdelf. “Show me the
key!”

Slowly, majestically, Elena lifted her hand.

Damon’s shoulders tensed, for—something—went down.

“It's a ring,” he said dully. The slow and majedbit hadn’'t worked on him
at all.

“That’'s what | thought at first. It's a key. I'm hasking you, or seeing if
you agree with me; I'm telling you. It's a key. Thght from its eyes
points to

Stefan.”

“What light?”

“I'll show you later. Bonnie! Meredith! We're leawy.”

“YOU'RE NOT IF | SAY YOU'RE NOTY!”

“Watch out!” screamed Bonnie.

The owl was diving again. And again, at the lasbgsd, Damon gathered
the three girls and leaped. The owl’s beak struatkgnass nor shards

of glass but the marble steps. They cracked. Tlwasea scream of pain
and another, as Damon, nimble as a dancer, slasltled giant bird’s one
good eye. He got in a cut right above it. Blooddretp fill the eye.

Elena couldn’t stand any more. Ever since stauungon this journey with
Damon and Matt, she had been a vial filling witilgem Drop by drop,
with each new outrage, that anger had filled alhetifthe vial. Now her
rage was about to fill it to overflowing.

But then...what would happen?

She didn’t want to know. She was afraid she woulduatvive it.



What she did know was that she couldn’t watch anyenpain and blood
and anguish right now. Damon genuinely enjoyedtiingh Good. Let

him. She was going to Stefan if she had to walluthele way.

Meredith and Bonnie were silent. They knew Elentnis mood. She
wasn’t fooling around. And neither of them wantedée left behind.

It was exactly at that moment that the carriageeceumbling up to the
base of the marble stairs.

Sage, who obviously knew something about human@atiemonic nature,
vampiric nature, and various kinds of bestial natyumped out of the
carriage with two swords drawn. He also whistledalmoment a
shadow—a small one—came streaking to him out ofklye

Last, slowly, stretching each leg like a tiger, eafaber, who immediately
pulled back his lips to show an amazing numbeeeft.

Elena leaped toward the carriage, her eyes megagg’'sHelp me she
thought desperately. And his eyes said just aslgldtiave no fear.

Blindly, she reached behind her with both hands €mall, fine-boned,
lightly trembling hand was thrust into hers. Onenskcool hand, hard as a
boy’s but with long tapering fingers grabbed hérentone.

There was no one here to trust. No one to say ¢§gede, or leave
messages of good-bye with. Elena scrambled intedah@&ge. She got into
the backseat, the farthest from the front, to aconodate incoming humans
and animals.

And in they did come, like an avalanche. She hadg®d Bonnie with her,
and Meredith had followed, so that when Saber leamp®e his

accustomed place he landed on three soft laps.

Sage hadn’t wasted a moment. With Talon clampehi®teft wrist, he left
just enough room for Damon'’s final spring—and argpit was.

Cracked and broken, oozing black fluid, Bloddeuwsd@ak hit the end of
the marble stairs where Damon had been standing.

“Directions!” shouted Sage, but only after the lesravere heading at a
gallop—somewhere, anywhemayay.

“Oh, please don't let her hurt the horses,” Borgasped.

“Oh, please don't let her split this roof like caoérd,” said Meredith,
somehow able to be wry even when her life was ngda

“Directions,s’il vous plait” roared Sage.

“The prison, of course,” panted Elena. She felt thiaad been a long time
since she had been able to get enough air.

“The prison?” Damon seemed distracted. “Yes! Thegm” But then, he
added, pulling up something like a pillowcase iligith billiard balls,
“Sage, what are these?”

“Loot. Booty. Spoils!Plunder!” As the horses swung in a new direction,
Sage’s voice seemed to get more and more che®&hd. look around

your feet!”



“More pillowcases...?”

“I wasn't prepared for a big haul tonight. But thgnworked out well
anyway!”

By now, Elena was feeling one of the pillowcasesrself. The case
was, indeed, full of clear, sparkling hoshi no tatr balls. Memories.
Worth...

Worthless?

“Priceless...although of course we don’t know whatisthem.” Sage’s
voice changed subtly. Elena remembered the waabogt “forbidden
spheres.” What, in the name of the yellow sun, ¢ty possibly forbid
down here?

Bonnie was the first to pick up a disk and pubiher temple. She did it so
quickly, with such flashing, birdlike movementsatitlena couldn’t stop
her.

“What is it?” Elena gasped, trying to pull the dtatl away.

“It's...poetry. Poetry | can’'t understand,” said Boagrossly.

Meredith had also picked up a sparkling orb. Eleahed for her but
once again she was too late.

Meredith sat as if in a trance for a moment, themaced and put the
sphere down.

“What?” demanded Elena.

Meredith shook her head. She wore a delicate esioresf distaste.
“What?” Elena almost yelled. Then as Meredith put thelstliroy her
feet, Elena lunged at it. She clapped it to her temmple and immediately
was dressed in black leather from head to toe.€lwere two broad,
square men in front of her, without a lot of muddiee. And she could see
all of

their musculature because they were stark nakespéekar rags such as
beggars wore. But they weren’t beggars—they lookelttfed and oily
and it

was clearly an act when one of them groveled, “\AAeetirespassed. We
beg your forgiveness, O master!”

Elena was reaching to take the sphere off her eifipéy stuck gently, if
you put a little pressure there) and saying, “Whg'tithey use the space
for something else?”

Something else was immediately all around her.rA igi poor clothing,
but not sacking. She looked terrified. Elena woedef she were being
controlled.

And Elena was the girl.
Pleasedon’tletitgetmepleasedon’tletitgetme—

Let what get youElena asked, but it was like watching a movie arkoo
character while they were going into a lonely houasa howling storm



and the music had turned eerie. The Elena who vadldng in fear could
not hear the Elena who was asking practical questio

| don’t think | want to see how this one comes gbk decided. She put the
star ball back at Meredith’s feet.

“Do we have three sacks?”

“Yes, ma’am, yes, ma’am; three sacks full.”

Oh. That didn’'t work out very well. Elena was openher mouth again,
when Damon added quietly: “And one sack empty.”

“Really? We do? Then let’s all try to divide thesaything—forbidden—
goes in one sack. Weird stuff like Bonnie’s poeggading goes into
another. Any news of Stefan—or of us—goes in tlrel tiAnd nice things,
like summer days, go in the fourth,” Elena said.

“I think you are being optimistic, me,” Sage sédifo expect to find an orb
with Stefan on it so quickly—"

“Everybody, hush!” Bonnie said frantically. “This Bhinichi and Damon
talking him into it.”

Sage stiffened, as if taking a lightning bolt frtme stormy sky, then he
smiled. “Speak of the devil,” he murmured. Elenalsthat him and
squeezed his hand before taking another ball.

“This one seems to be some kind of legal stufbri’tlunderstand it. A
slave must be taking it because | can see allevhthElena felt her facial
muscles tighten with hatred at the sight—evensora of dream—of
Shinichi, the kitsune who had done so much harm.hdir was black,
except for an

irregular fringe around the edges, which madedklas if it had been
dipped in red-hot lava.

And then, of course, Misao. Shinichi’s sister—adldly. This star ball
must have been made by a slave, because she eeubdth of the twins
and a lawyerly-looking man.

Misao, Elena thought. Delicate, deferential, demudemonic. Her hair
was the same as Shinichi’s, but it was held uphkeadt in a ponytail. You
could see the demonic part if she raised her dyesy were effervescent,
golden, laughing eyes, just like her brother’s;sy@t had never had a
regret

—except perhaps for not exacting enough revengey Tdok no
responsibility. They found anguish funny.

And then something odd happened. All three of idparés in the room
suddenly turned around and looked straight at3teaight at whoever had
made the sphere, Elena corrected herself, bull ivaes disconcerting.

It was even more disconcerting when they contirtoeztlvance. Who am
I? Elena thought, feeling half-frantic with anxiefyhen she tried



something she had never done before, or seen af bEbeing done. She
carefully extended her Power into the Self arodnaddrb. She was Werty,
a

sort of lawyer’s secretary. She/he took notes whygortant deals were
done.

And Werty definitely didn’t like the way things weegoing right now. The
two clients and his boss closing in on him likesthin a way they never had
before.

Elena pulled herself out of the clerk and put thk dlown to one side. She
shivered, feeling as if she’d been plunged intecalel water.

And then the roof crashed in.

Bloddeuwedd.

Even with her crippled beak, the huge owl torequiite a bit of the roof of
the carriage.

Everyone was screaming and no one was giving maotd gdvice. Saber
and Damon had both damaged her: Saber by raighgaff the

three soft laps he was sitting on and lunging gliaip for Bloddeuwedd'’s
feet. He had torn and shaken one before letting dall back into the
carriage, where he almost slid off the back. El&wanie, and Meredith
grabbed at whatever portions of canine anatomy ¢bejd reach, and
hauled

the huge animal into the backseat again.

“Scoot over! Give him his own seat,” wailed Bonrdagking at the shreds
of her pearl-colored dress where Saber had takeandfripped right
through the gauzy material. He'd left red welt$is path.

“Well,” Meredith said, “next time we’ll request stiepetticoats. But | really
hope there isn’t going to be a next time, anyway!”

Elena prayed fervently that she was right. Bloddedawvas skimming in
from a lower angle now, undoubtedly hoping to sofia few heads.
“Everybody grab wood. And spheres! Throw the spheateéher as she
comes close to us.” Elena was hoping that the sijstiar globes
—Bloddeuwedd’s obsession—might slow her down.

At the same time Sage shouted, “Don’t waste thebstils! Throw
anything else! Besides, we’re almost there. Halfitgtleen straightaway!”
The words gave Elena new hope. | have the keythehght. The ring is
the key. All I have to do now is get Stefan—andajkeof us to the door
with the keyhole. All in one building. I'm practitahome.

The next sweep came in even lower. Bloddeuweddd ot one eye, with
blood filling the other one, and her olfactory sssblocked by her own
dried blood, was trying to ram the carriage andcknoover.

If she manages it, we’ll be dead, Elena thought Any who're still
writhing like worms on the ground, she can pick off

“DUCK!” She screamed the word both vocally and telepathical



And then something like an airplane flew so clasbdr that she felt tufts
of hair being pulled out, caught in its claws.

Elena heard a cry of pain from the front seat ld’tiraise her head to see
what it was. And that was good, for while the Gege suddenly

slammed to a halt, the next instant a whirlingeaaning, bird of death
came searing out on the same course. Now Elenadedidof her
attention, all

her faculties, to avoid this monster that was bugzhem even lower.
“The carriage, she is finished! Get out! Run!” Sagmice came rumbling
to her.

“The horses,” screamed Elena.

“Finished! Get out, damn you!”

Elena had never heard Sage swear before. She drtppsubject.

Elena never knew how she and Meredith did gettaatbling over each
other, trying to help and only getting in each othevay. Bonnie was
already out, by virtue of the coach having hit e@nd sending her flying.
Fortunately, it had sent her into a square of bgityspringy red clover, and
she

wasn’t seriously injured.

“Ahhh, my bracelet—no, there it is,” she cried,lgyving something
glittering out of the clover. She cast a cautimeklupward into the
crimson

night. “Now what do we do?”

“We run!” came Damon’s voice. He came around theckage of the
corner where they had fallen in a heap. There Wwasdlon his mouth, on
the previously immaculate white at his throatelninded Elena of those
people who drank cow’s blood as well as milk fotrition. But Damon
only drank

from humans. He would never stoop to equine blood...

The horses will still be here and so will Bloddeddiea harsh voice
explained in her hea&he would play with them; there would be pain. This
way was quick. It was...a whim.

Elena reached for his hands, gasping. “Damon!siamy!”

“GET OUT OF HERE,” Sage was roaring.

“We have to get to Stefan,” Elena said, and gralibmthie with her other
hand. “Help guide me, please. | can’t see the verg well.” Meredith,
she trusted, would get to the Shi no Shi buildindher own resources.
And then there was a nightmare of running and liing and false alarms
by a shaken Bonnie. Twice the horror from aboveecakimming

straight toward them only to crash just in frontledm, or a little to the
side, breaking wood and tile road alike, throwimpgclouds of dust. Elena
didn’t



know about all owls, but Bloddeuwedd swooped dotwemnaangle on her
prey, then opened her wings and dropped at thenlastent. Part of the
worst

thing about the giant owl was her silence. Thers marustling to warn
them of where she might be. Something in her owathers muffled the
sound, so

that they never knew when she was going to drop nex

In the end they had to crawl through all sortsuthiish, going as fast as
they could, holding wood, glass, anything sharp ¢lveir heads, as
Bloddeuwedd made another pass.

And all the time Elena was trying to use her Powewras not a Power she
had used before, but she could feel its name sdq@nlips. What

she could not feel, could not force, was a conoadietween the words
and the Power.

I’'m useless as a heroine, she thought. I'm path&hey should have given
these Powers to someone who already knew how tioat@oich

things. Or, no, they should have given them to ssraeand then given the
someone a course on how to use them. Or—no—

“Elena!” Rubbish was flying in front of her, buteh she was cutting left
and somehow getting around it. And then she wat@®ground and
looking up at Damon, who had protected her withbaidy.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Come on!”

“I'm sorry,” she whispered and held out her righnhid, with the ring on it,
for him to take.

And then she doubled up, heaving with sobs. Shkldwar the flapping of
Bloddeuwedd right above her.
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Matt and Mrs. Flowers were in the bunker—the additmthe house that
Mrs. Flowers’s uncle had put onto the back for weork and other
hobbies. It

had fallen into even more neglect than the regt@house, being used as a
storage space for things Mrs. Flowers didn’t knolnere else to put—such
as Cousin Joe’s folding cot and that old saggingbhdhat didn’t match a
stick of furniture inside anymore.

Now, at night, it was their haven. No child or adubm Fell’s Church had
ever been invited inside. In fact, except for Miwwers, Stefan—who'd
helped move large furniture into it—and now Mati,one had even been
in for as long as Mrs. Flowers could remember.

Matt clung to this. He had been, slowly but suredgding through the
material Meredith had researched and one precxues@ had meant a lot
to him and Mrs. Flowers. It was the reason theyevedale to sleep at night,
when the voices came.

The kitsune is often thought to be a sort of cotesM/estern vampires,
seducing chosen men (as most fox spirits takefemale form) and
feeding directly on their chi, or life spirit, withit the intermediary of
blood. Thus one may make a case that they are boysanilar rules to
the

vampire. For example, they cannot enter human avgsliwithout
invitation...

And oh, the voices...

He was profoundly glad now that he’'d taken Mereditkd Bonnie’s advice
and gone to Mrs. Flowers’s first before going hoiftee girls had
convinced him he’d only be putting his parentsamgler by facing up to
the lynch mob that awaited him, ready to kill hion &llegedly assaulting
Caroline.

Caroline seemed to have found him at the boarduggh@anmediately,
anyway, but she never brought any kind of mob Ww&h Matt thought that
perhaps

it was because that would have been useless.

He had no idea what might have happened if theegdiad belonged to ex-
friends long ago invited to his house while he atlkome.

Tonight...

“Come on, Matt,” Caroline’s voice, lazy, slow, aseductive purred. It
sounded as if she were lying down, speaking intoctlack under the door.
“Don’t be such a spoilsport. You know you have éone out sometime.”
“Let me talk to my mom.”



“l can’t, Matt. | told you before, she’s undergoitrgining.”

“To be like you?”

“It takes a lot of work to get to be like me, Matuddenly Caroline’s tone
was not flirtatious any longer.

“I bet,” Matt muttered, and added, “You hurt my fynand you’re going
to be sorrier than you can imagine.”

“Oh, Matt! Come on, get real. Nobody is going tatranybody.”

Matt slowly opened his hands to look at what he ¢ladched between
them. Meredith’s old revolver, filled with the bets blessed by Obaasan.
“What is Elena’s middle name?” he asked—not loudlyen though there
were the sounds of music and dancing in Mrs. Flelsdrackyard.

“Matt, what are you talking about? What are youndadn there, making a
family tree?”

“| asked you a simple question, Care. You and Efdaged since you were
practically babies, right? So what is her middlena@”

A flurry of activity. When Caroline finally answetédne could clearly hear
the whispered coaching, as Stefan had heard saalgmgust a beat
before her words.

“If all you're interested in is playing games, Matv Honeycutt, I'll go
find someone else to talk to.”

He could practically hear her flounce away.

But he felt like celebrating. He allowed himselivhole graham cracker
and half a cup of Mrs. Flowers’s homemade applejulhey never knew
when they might be locked in here for good, witlhydhe supplies they
had, so whenever Matt went out of the bunker haditbback as many
things as

he could find that might be useful. A barbequetkgland hairspray
equaled a flame thrower. Jar after jar of Mrs. Fsis delicious preserves.
Lapis

rings in case the worst happened and they endadthypointy teeth.

Mrs. Flowers turned in her sleep on the couch. “Wilas that, Matt dear?”
she asked.

“Nobody at all, Mrs. Flowers. You just go back teep.”

“I see” Mrs. Flowers said in her sweet-old-lady voic&/éll, if nobody at
all comes back you might ask her her own mothéss hiame.”

“| see” Matt said in his best imitation of her voice athen they both
laughed. But underneath his laughter there wama ia his throat. He had
known Mrs. Forbes a long time, too. And he wasextascared of the time
that it would be Shinichi’s voice calling.

Then they were going to be in trouble for good.

“There it is,” shouted Sage.

“Elenal!” screamed Meredith.

“Oh, God!” screamed Bonnie.



The next instant, Elena was thrown, and sometlanddd on top of her.
Dully, she heard a cry. But it was different frone tothers. It was a
choking

sound of pure pain as Bloddeuwedd’s beak thunkiedsiomething made
of flesh. Me, Elena thought. But there was no pain.

Not...me?

There was a coughing sound above her.

“Elena—go—my shields—won’t hold—"

“Damon! We’ll go together!”

Hurts...

It was just the shadow of a telepathic whisper Bletha knew Damon
didn’t think she’d heard it. But she was circlingriPower faster and faster,
done with deception, caring only about getting éhsise loved out of
danger.

I'll find a way, she told Damonll carryyou. Fireman’s lift.

He laughed at that, giving Elena some hope thatdsn’t dying. Now
Elena wished she’d taken Dr. Meggar in the carriage them so he could
use his healing powers on the injured—

—and then what? Leave him to the mercies of Blodaeld? He wants to
build a hospital here, in this world. He wants &bdthe children, who
surely don’t deserve all the evils that I've se&sited on them—

She shunted the thoughts aside. This was no time hilosophical debate
about doctors and their obligations.

It was time to run.

Reaching behind her, she found two hands. One he&sngth blood so
she reached farther, thanking her late motherlfthe@ballet lessons, all
the children’s yoga, and she grabbed the sleevesahoAnd then she put
her back into it and pulled.

To her surprise she hauled Damon up with her. e to heft him farther
up on her back, but that didn’t work. And then sliren managed a
wobbly step forward, and another—

And then Sage was there picking both of them uptheg were going into
the lobby of the building of the Shi no Shi.

“Everyone, get out! Get out! Bloddeuwedd'’s afteransl she’ll kill
anything in her way!” Elena shouted. It was tharsfgjest thing. She hadn’t
meant to shout. Hadn't formulated the words, expephaps in the deepest
parts of her subconscious. But she did shout tmonthe already frenzied
lobby and she heard the cry taken up by others.

What she didn’'t expect was that they would run,mdtinto the street, but
down toward the cells. She ought to have, of cqurstshe hadn’'t. And
then she felt herself and Sage and Damon going daewan the way they
had last night...



But was it really the right way? Elena clamped baed over the other and
saw, judging by foxlight, that they needed to he#ido the right.

“WHAT ARE THOSE CELLS TO THE RIGHT OF US? HOW DO WE
GET THERE?” she shouted to the young vampire gematfenext to her.
“That’s Isolation and Mentally Disturbed,” the vamggentleman shouted
back. “Don’t go that way.”

“I have to! Do | need a key?”

“Yes, but—"

“Do you have a key?”

“Yes, but—"

“Give it to me now!”

“| can’t do that,” he wailed in a way that remindaeer of Bonnie at her
most difficult.

“All right. Sage!”

“Madame?”

“Send Talon back to peck this man’s eyes out. He'ingve me the key to
Stefan’s ward!”

“As good as dondyladame”’

“W-wait! | cha-changed my mind. Here’s the key!"&@fampire fished
through a ring of keys and handed one to her.

It looked like the other keys on his ring. Too matike, Elena’s
suspicious mind said.

“Sage!”

“Madame!”

“Can you wait till | pass with Saber? | want himtéar the you-know-what
off this guy if he’s lied to me.”

“Of course,Madame”’

“W-w-w-wait,” gasped the vampire. It was clear thatwas completely
terrified. “I may—may have given you the wrong keyr+this—this
light—"

“Give me the right key and tell me anything | néed&now or I'll have the
dog backtrack you and kill you,” Elena said, anthat moment, she
meant it.

“H-here.” This time the key didn’t look like a kely.was round, slightly
convex, with a hole in the middle. Like a donuttth&éeen sat on by a
police

officer, part of Elena’s mind said, and began langlhysterically.

Shut up, she told her mind sharply.

“Sage!”

“Madame?

“Can Talon see the man I'm holding by the hair?& $lad to go on tiptoe
to grasp him.

“But of course Madamé’



“Can she remember him? If | can’t find Stefan | waer to show him to
Saber so he can track him.”

“Uh...ah...got it, Madamé”

A hand, dripping blood from the wrist, lifted adah high, at the same time
as there was a serendipitous crash from the ttpedbuilding.

The vampire was almost sobbing. “Turn r-right & thnext right. Use the
k-key in the slot at h-head height to g-get inte ¢torridor. There m-may
be guards there. But...if—if you don’t have a keyhe individual cell you
want—I'm sorry, but—"

“I do! | have the cell key and | know what to déeafthat! Thank you,
you've been very kind and helpful.”

Elena let go of the vampire’s hair.

“Sage! Damon! Bonnie! Look for a corridor, lockeghing right. Then
don’t get swept away. Sage, hold Bonnie and haber3zark like crazy.
Bonnie, hold on to Meredith in front of the guyBeTorridor leads to
Stefan!”

Elena never knew how much any one of her allieschefthis message,
sent by voice and telepathy. But ahead she hesodrad that to her

was like choirs of angels singing.

Saber was barking madly.

Elena would never have been able to stop by heSleHf was in a raging
river of people and the raging river was taking gt around the

barrier made by four people, a falcon, and a madasey dog.

But eight hands reached out to her as she was $wepand a snarling,
shapping muzzle leaped ahead of her to dividerivd Somehow

she was being run into, bruised, cradled, shovadl, grasped and
grasping, forced all the way to the right wall.

But Sage was looking at that same wall in despi&ladame he tricked
you! There is no keyhole here!”

Elena’s throat went raw. She prepared to shouthéfaneel,” and go after
the vampire.

But then, just below her, Bonnie’s voice said, ‘@frse there is. It's
shaped like a circle.”

And Elena remembered.

Smaller guards. Like imps or monkeys. Bonnie’s size

“Bonnie, take this! Shove it into the hole. Be ¢alidt’s the only one
we've got.”

Sage immediately directed Saber to stand and prshhead of Bonnie in
the tunnel, to keep the stream of panicked demodyampires

from jostling her.

Carefully, solemnly, Bonnie took the large key, mxaed it, cocked her
head, turned it in her hands—and placed it in th#. w

“Nothing’s happening!”



“Try turning or pushing—"

Click.

The door slid open.

Elena and her group more or less fell into theidorr while Saber stood
between them and the herd pounding by, barkingsaagping and
leaping.

Elena, lying on the ground, legs entwined with vkmew-who-else’s,
cupped a hand around her ring.

The fox eyes shone straight ahead and a bit taghe

They were shining into a cell ahead.
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“Stefan!” Elena screamed and knew that she sounded like wonaah
when she screamed it.

There was no answer.

She was running. Following the light. “Stefan! &tef

An empty cell.

A yellowed mummy.

A pyramid of dust.

Somehow, subconsciously, she suspected one ofttiags. And any one
would have caused her to run out to fight Bloddeddweith her bare
hands.

Instead, when she reached the right cell, she saeaay young man,
whose face showed that he had given up all hopdiftel@ a stick-thin
arm,

rejecting her utterly.

“They told me the truth. You were exported for agla prisoner. I'm not
susceptible to dreams anymore.”

“Stefan!” She fell to her knees. “Do we have totlgough this every single
time?”

“Do you know how often they re-create ydutch?”

Elena was shocked. More than shocked. But themertent the hatred
had faded from his face.

“At least | get to look at you. | had...I had a pi@uBut they took that, of
course. They cut it up, very slowly, making me watsometimes they
made me cut it. If | didn’t cut it, they would—"

“Oh, darling! Stefan, darlingLook at meListen to the prison.
Bloddeuwedd is destroying it. Because I've stolendther half of your
key from

her nest, Stefan, and | am not a dream. Do yoths&2 Did theyevershow
you this?” She held out the hand with the doubjeriiog on it. “Now—
now

—where do | put it?”

“You are warm. The bars are cold,” Stefan saidictlimg her hand and
speaking as if reciting out of a children’s book.

“Here!” Elena cried triumphantly. She didn’t needtiéke the ring off.
Stefan was holding her other hand, and this lockeablike a seal ring.
She

placed it straight into a circular depression & wall. Then, when nothing
happened, she turned it right. Nothing. Left.

The cell bars slowly began to lift into the ceiling



Elena couldn’t believe it and for an instant thougjie was hallucinating.
Then when she turned sharply to look at the gralmedsaw that the bars
were already at least a foot above it.

Then she looked at Stefan, who was standing again.

Both of them fell back to their knees. They wouévé both gotten down
and wriggled like snakes if necessary, the nedduoch was so great.

The horizontal struts on the bars made it imposdi them to hold hands
as the bars lifted.

Then the bars were over the top of Elena’s heacgshadvas holding
Stefan—she was holding Stefan in her armsdppalled to feel bones
under her hands, buabldinghim, and no one could tell her he was a
hallucination or a dream, and if she and Stefantbatie together, then
they would

die together. Nothing mattered but that they noddggarated again.

She covered the unfamiliar, bony face with kis§¢sange, no half-grown,
gone-to-the-wild beard, but vampires didn’t groveuuks unless they

had them when they became vampires.

And then there were other people in the cell. Goeable. People laughing
and crying and helping her create a makeshift ldte of stinking

blankets and Stefan’s pallet and no one screamed Wwte jumped on
them because everyone knew that Elena would hanedwand ripped their
throat out like Saber. Or rather, like Saber, lsuMs. Courtland had
always saidwith feeling.To Saber it was just a job.

Then somehow—things had begun to become discorthed&tna was
watching Stefan’s beloved face and gripping htedjtand running—he
didn’t weigh anything—up a different corridor thére one she’d fought
and shouldered and pushed and floundered in owdnem. Apparently all
the Shi

no Shi’'s salmon had chosen the other corridor tonswp. Undoubtedly
there was a safe place for them at the end orsithat

And even as Elena wondered how a face could besy and handsome,
and perfect, even when it looked almost like alskhle was thinking,

| can run and stoop. And she bent over Stefan antidir made a shield
around them, so that it was just the two of thesidi@ it. The entire outside
world was shut out, and they were alone, and slddrsais ear: “Please,
we need you to be strong. Please—for me. PleaseBéionie. Please—for
Damon. Plea—"

She would have gone on naming all of them, andablybbsome over and
over, but it was too much already. After his lorgpdvation, Stefan was

in no mood to be contrary. His head darted up dad&felt more than the
usual pain because he was at the wrong angle, land agylad because
Stefan had struck a vein down its length and blead flowing into his
mouth in a steady stream.



They had to go a little more slowly now, or Elenaud have tripped and
colored Stefan’s face maroon like a demon’s, bey there still jogging.
Someone else was guiding them.

Then, very suddenly they stopped. Elena, eyes shot locked on to
Stefan’s, would not have looked up for the worldt By a moment they
were moving again, and there was a feeling of sp&ciess all around
Elena and she realized that they were in the lalslgyshe had to make sure
everyone knew.

It's on the left side of us ngwhe sent to Damott's close to the front. It's
a door with all sorts of symbols above.

| believe I'm familiar with the specieBamon sent back dryly, but even he
couldn’t hide two things from her. One was thatas glad, actually

glad to feel Elena’s elation, and to know thatasme, in the main part,
that had brought it about.

The other was simple. That if there was a choit¢erden the life of himself
and the life of his brother, he would give his ovfe. For Elena’s sake,

for his own pride.

For Stefan.

Elena didn’t dwell on these secret things she lwadght to know. She
simply embraced them, let Stefan feel them inhedirtraw vibrancy, and
made sure there was no feedback to tell DamorStiedan knew. Angels
were singing in heaven for her. Black Magic roselsewere scattering
around

her body. There was a release of doves and shéaltwings. She was
happy.

But she was not safe.

She only learned it as she entered the lobby Haytwere very lucky that
the Dimensional Door was on the side it was. Blodekrld had
methodically destroyed the other side until it lsallapsed into a mound
that was nothing but splintered wood. Elena andié&wwedd's feud
might have

started out as a quarrel between a hostess whghhbar guest had broken
the house rules and a guest who just wanted tawaty, but it had become
a war to the death. And given the way vampiresgweives, demons, and
other folk down here in the Dark Dimension reacteldad created a
sensation. The Guardians had their hands full kggpeople out of the
building. Dead bodies lay strewn on the street.

Oh, God, the people! The poor people! Elena thquaghthis at last came
into her field of view. As for the Guardians, whene keeping this place
clear and fighting Bloddeuwedd on her behalf—Gaasblyou for that,
Elena thought, envisioning a standing-room-onhblphs they tried to race
with

Stefan across the floor. As it was, they were alone



“Now we need your key again, Elena,” Damon’s vojast above her,
said.

Elena gently pried Stefan off her throat. “Justdonoment, my darling.
Just for a moment.”

Looking at the door, Elena was confounded for sdveoments. There
was a hole, but nothing happened when she putrtherrit and pushed,
jammed, or twisted left or right. Out of the coreéher eye she saw some
dark shadow above her, dismissed it as irreleand then had it come
screaming at her like a dive-bomber, steel taleashiing for her.

There was no roof. Bloddeuwedd'’s talons had metadigi ripped it away.
Elena knew it

Because somehow Elena suddenly saw the whole aittraion, not just
her part in it, but as if she were someone outsetébody, who
understood many more things than puny little Elérlbert did.

The Guardians were here to prevent collateral damag

They could or would not stop Bloddeuwedd.

Elena knew that, too.

All the people running down the other corridor legn doing what an
owl’s prey normally does. They had been dashingHerbottom of their
burrow. There was an enormous safe room there.

Somehow, Elena knew it.

But now, blurrily but definitely, Bloddeuwedd salhetones she had been
after in the first place, the nest robbers, thesamieo had forever put out
one of her huge round orange far-seeing eyes, @niec so deeply that the
other eye was filling with blood.

Elena could feel it.

Bloddeuwedd could see they were the ones who hakdaher to smash
her beak. The criminals, the savages, the onewstlel tear to

pieces slowly, slowly, a limb at a time, switchiingm one to another as
she clutched five or six in one set of claws, oslas watched them, unable
to run

from lack of limbs, writhing beneath her.

Elena could sense it.

Beneath her.

Right now...they were directly beneath Bloddeuwedd.

Bloddeuwedd dove.

“Saber! Talon!” shouted Sage, but Elena knew thate would be no
distraction now. There would be nothing but killiagd tearing, slowly,
and

screams echoing off the single lobby wall.

Elena could picture it

“It won't open, damn it,” shouted Damon. He was ipatating Elena’s
wrist to move the key in the hole. But no mattewhee pulled or pushed,



nothing happened.

Bloddeuwedd was almost upon them.

She accelerated, throwing telepathic images bdfere

Sinew stretching, joints cracking, bone splintering

Elena knew—

NOOOOOQO!

Elena’s cup of rage ran over.

Suddenly she saw everything she needed to knowargceat sweeping
epiphany. But it was too late to get Stefan insiseedoor, so the first
thing she shouted wdgvings of Protection!”

Bloddeuwedd, barely six feet away, slammed intaraiér that a nuclear
missile could not have harmed. She slammed irgbthe speed of a
racing car and with the mass of a medium-sizedaaig

Horror exploded beak first against Elena’s wingseyrwere clear green at
the top, dotted with flashing emeralds, and shagita@ga dawn pink
covered with crystals at the bottom. The wings empped all six humans
and two animals—and they did not move by one médten when
Bloddeuwedd

smashed into them.

Bloddeuwedd had made herself roadkill.

Shutting her eyes, and trying not to think of th&icen who had been made
of flowers (and who had killed her husband! Elevid herself
desperately) with dry lips, and wetness tricklirmywth her cheeks, Elena
turned back to the door. Put the ring in. Made gunas flush.

And said, “Fell's Church, Virginia, USA, Earth. Nehe boardinghouse,
please.”

It was well after midnight. Matt was sleeping oe thunker’s cot, while
Mrs. Flowers slept on the couch, when they werelenly wakened by a
thump.

“What on earth?” Mrs. Flowers got up and staredtbetwindow, which
should have been dark.

“Be careful, ma’am,” Matt said automatically, bututdn’t help adding,
“What is it?"—as always, expecting the worst ankim@ sure the revolver
with the blessed bullets was ready.

“It's...light,” Mrs. Flowers said helplessly. “I dohknow what else to say
about it. It's light.”

Matt could see the light, throwing shadows on tbhemker floor. There
was no sound of thunder, and hadn’t been sincedke wp. Hastily he ran
to join Mrs. Flowers at the window.

“Did you ever...?" exclaimed Mrs. Flowers, lifting hieands and dropping
them again. “Whatever could it mean?”

“I don’t know, but | remember everybody talking aibdey lines. Lines of
Power in the ground.”



“Yes, but those run along the surface of the editiey don't point upward,
like—like a fountain!” Mrs. Flowers said.

“But | heard that wherever three ley lines comestbgr—I think Damon
said—they can form a Gate. A Gate to where thegweing.”

“Dear me,” said Mrs. Flowers. “You mean you thinkeoof those Gateway
things is outhere? Maybe it's them, coming back.”

“It couldn’t be.” The time Matt had spent with tiparticular old woman
had made him not only respect her, but love heut 1Rlon’t think we
should

go outside, anyway.”

“Dear Matt. You are such a comfort to me,” Mrs.Wwé&ys murmured.

Matt didn’t really see how. It was all her storedd and water they were
using. Even the fold-up cot was hers.

If he had been on his own he might have investthttes...extraordinary
thing. Three spotlights shining out of the groubhdraangle so that they
met just about at the height of a human being.Hilights. And getting
brighter every minute.

Matt sucked in his breath. Three ley lines, huh@d,@avas probably an
invasion of monsters.

He didn’t even dare to hope.

Elena didn’t know if she had needed to say USAantls or even if the
doorcouldtake her to Fell's Church, or if Damon would haweive her
the name

of some gate that was close to it. But...surely...\sitlthose ley lines...
The door opened, revealing a small room like anatte.

Sage said quietly, “Can you four carry him if ycavk to fight, too?”
And—after a second to unravel what this meant—tBhereks of protest,
in

three different feminine tones, came.

“No! Oh, please, no! Oh donl¢aveus!'"—Bonnie, begging.

“You're not coming home with us?"—Meredith, straighom-the-
shoulder.

“I orderyou to get in—and make it quick!"—Elena.

“Such a dominant woman,” murmured Sage. “Ah, weBeems the Great
Pendulum has swung again. | am only a man. | obey.”

“What? Does that mean you’re coming?” Bonnie cried.

“It means | am coming, yes.” Gently, Sage took &t&f wasted body in
his arms and stepped into the little cubicle insieedoor. Unlike the first
keys Elena had used today, this one seemed tomork like a voice-
activated elevator...she hoped. After all, Shinicid Misao had each only
needed one key for themselves. Here, a numberopi@enight want to go
to the same place at once.

She hoped.



Sage back-kicked Stefan’s old bedding away. Somgtfattled on the
ground. “Oh—" Stefan reached helplessly for it's‘iiny Elena diamond. |
found it on the floor after...”

“Plenty more where that came from,” Meredith said.

“It's important to him,” Damon, who was already inhs, said. Instead of
crowding farther into the elevator, the little rodmat might disappear at
any second, that might be gone for Fell's Churdoreehe could turn back,
he walked out into the lobby, looked closely atflber, and knelt. Then,
quickly, he reached down and then got up and rdimi® the little room
again.

“Do you want to hold it or shall I?”

“You hold it...for me. Take care of it.”

Anyone who knew of Damon'’s track record, especiaily regards to
Elena or even an old diamond that had belongedetoai-would have said
Stefan had to be a madman. But Stefan wasn’t mad.

He clasped his hand over his brother’s that hedddibmond.

“And I'll hold on to you,” he said with a faint, wrsmile.

“I don’t know if anyone is interested,” Meredithida‘but there is a single
button on the inside of this contraption.”

“Push it!” cried Sage and Bonnie, but Elena criemterioudly, “No—
wait!”

She’'d spotted something. Across the lobby, the aas had been unable
to stop a single, apparently unarmed citizen frotemng the room

and crossing the floor at a high-paced gracefdieglHe must have been
over six feet tall, wearing an entirely white tuaied breeches, which
matched

his long white hair, alert foxlike ears, and theddlowing silky tail that
waved behind him.

“Shut the door!” bellowed Sage.

“Oh, my!” breathed Bonnie.

“Can someone tell me what the hell is going on&rked Damon.

“Don’t worry. It's only a fellow prisoner. A silerfellow. Hey, you got out,
too!” Stefan was smiling and that was enough f@niél And the intruder
was holding out something to him that—well, it ainit be what it looked
like—but it was getting quite close now andbibkedlike a bouquet of
flowers.

“Thatis a kitsune, is it not?” Meredith asked, as if thelddhad gone mad
around her.

“A prisoner—" said Stefan.

“A THIEF!” shouted Sage.

“Hush!” said Elena. “He can probably hear evenefdan’'t speak.”

By then the kitsune was upon them. He met Stekyes glanced at the
others and held out the bouquet, which was heaeifyyed in plastic wrap



and some kind of long stickers with magical-lookingcriptions on them.
“This is for Stefan,” he said.

Everyone, including Stefan, gasped.

“Now | must deal with some tiresome Guardians.”dtghed. “And you
must press the button to make the room go, Beahgysaid to Elena.
Elena, who had momentarily been fascinated by theking of a fluffy
tail around silken breeches suddenly blushed dc&tee was
remembering certain things. Certain things thatdesmed very
different...in a lonely dungeon...in the dark of adiélly formed night....
Oh, well. Best to put a brave face on it.

“Thank you,” she said, and pushed the button. Tdwslbegan to close.
“Thank you again!” she added, bowing slightly te #itsune. “I'm Elena.”
“Yoroshiku | am—"

The door shut between them.

“Is it that you have gone crazy?” Sage cried. “figka bouquet from a
fox!”

“You're the one who seems to know hiMpnsieurSage,” Meredith said.
“What's his name?”

“I do notknow his name! o know he stole three-fifths of the Seine
Cloister Treasure from me! | know that he is expaut expert at cheating
at

the cards! Ahh!”

The last was not a cry of rage but an exclamatfalasm, for the little
room was moving sideways, plunging downward, alnstsgpping, before
it

resumed its former steady motion.

“Will it really take us to Fell’'s Church?” Bonnieslked timidly, and Damon
put an arm around her.

“It'll take us somewhere,” he promised. “And ther’lvsee. We're a
pretty able set of survivalists.”

“Which reminds me,” Meredith said. “| think Stefoks better.” Elena,
who had been helping to buffer him from the dimenal elevator’s
motion, glanced up at her quickly.

“Do you really? Or is it just the light? | think IsBould be feeding,” she
said anxiously.

Stefan flushed, and Elena pressed fingers to petdi stop them trembling.
Don't, darling, she said voicelesslfvery one of these people have
been willing to give their life for you—or for mesrtis. I'm healthy. I'm
still bleeding. Please don’t waste it.

Stefan murmured, “I'll stop the bleeding.” But whgime bent to him, as she
had known he would, he drank.



42

By now Matt and Mrs. Flowers couldn’t ignore thenbling lights
anymore. They had to go outside.

But just as Matt opened the door there was—wellt Mian’'t know what it
was. Something blasted straight out of the grounttliato the sky,
where it got smaller and smaller, became a stardesappeared.

A meteor that had gone through the Earth? But woutdat mean
tsunamis and earthquakes and shockwaves and fioessatnd maybe even
the Earth ripping apart? If one meteor that hitgshgace could kill off all
the dinosaurs...

The light that had been shining upward had fadigtty.

“Well, bless my soul,” said Mrs. Flowers in a smatiaken voice. “Matt,
dear, are you all right?”

“Yes, ma’am. But...” Matt's vocabulary couldn’t statite strain. “What
thehell was it?”

And to his slight surprise, Mrs. Flowers said, “Bgntiments exactly!”
“Wait—there’s something moving. Get back!”

“Dear Matt, be careful with that gun...”

“It's people! Oh, my GodIt’s Elena” Matt abruptly sat down on the
ground. He could only whisper novElena She’s aliveShe’s alive!
From what Matt could see, there were a group oplgedimbing and
helping others climb out of a perfectly rectangiilale, perhaps five feet
deep, in Mrs. Flowers’s angelica patch.

They could hear voices. “All right,” Elena was sayj as she bent down.
“Now grab my hands.”

But the way she was dressed! A scrap of scarlésti@ved all sorts of
scratches and cuts on her legs. On top—well, tmaires of the gown
covered about what a bikini would. And she was vnggthe largest, most
sparkly costume jewelry that Matt had ever seen.

More voices, going on through Matt's shock.

“Be careful, yes? | will lift him to you—"

“I can climb out my own.”—surely that w&tefarn

“You see?” Elena rejoiced. “He says he can climbhosiown!”

“QOui, but perhaps one small lift—"

“This is hardly the time for machismo, little bretti’ Andthat, Matt
thought, fingering the revolver, was Damon. Bledsekets...

“No, | want—to do it myself—okay—got it. There.”

“There! You see! He’s better every second!” Eleasoted.

“Where’s the diamond? Damon?” Stefan sounded asxiou

“I have it safe. Relax.”



“l want to hold it. Please.”

“More than you want to hold me?” Elena asked. Thegis a blur and then
Stefan was lying back in her arms, while she s&dsy, easy.”

Matt stared. Damon was right behind them, almodt las belonged there.
“I'll watch the diamond,” he said flatly. “You watcyour girl.”

“Excuse me—I'm sorry, but...could someboplgasdift me out?” And
that was Bonnie! Bonnie, sounding plaintive but aioaid or unhappy.
Bonnie giggling! “Have we got all the sacks of dtatls?”

“We’ve got all the ones from that house we fouriid that was Meredith.
Thank God. They'd all made it out. But despitethsughts, his eyes
were drawn again to one figure—the one who seeméeé supervising
things—the one with golden hair.

“We needthe star balls because any one of them might bexe-ingas
beginning, when Bonnie cried out “Oh, look! LooksIMrs. Flowers and
Matt!”

“Now, Bonnie, they'd hardly be waiting for us,” Matith put in.

“Where? Bonnie, where?” Elena demanded.

“If it's Shinichi and Misao in disguise I'm going+-hey, Matt!”

“Will someone please tethewhere?”

“Right there, Meredith!”

“Oh! Mrs. Flowers! Um...I hope we didn’t wake you.”

“I have never had a happier awakening,” Mrs. Fl@nsaid solemnly. “|
can see what you have been through in the Darle PYamur—er—Ilack of
sufficient clothing...”

A sudden silence. Meredith glanced at Bonnie. Beghanced at Meredith.
“I know these clothes and gems may seem a litdetach...”

Matt found his voice. “Those jewels? Theyteal?”

“Oh, they’re nothing. And we're all dirty...."

“Forgive me. We stink—which is my fault—" Stefandas, only to have
Elena cut in.

“Mrs. Flowers, Matt: Stefan’s been a prisoner! thils time! Starved and
tortured—oh, God!”

“Elena. Shhh. You got me back.”

“We got you back. Now, I'll never let you go. Evexer.”

“Easy, love. | really need a bath and—" Stefan gempsuddenly. “There’re
no iron bars! Nothing to shut off my Powers! | cahHe stepped away
from Elena, who clung with one hand. There wasfta sivery flash of
light, like a full moon appearing and disappeaitimgheir midst.

“Over here!” he said. “Anyone who doesn’t wantiéitbeastly parasites, |
can take care of you.”

“I'm your girl,” said Meredith. “I have a phobia abt fleas, and Damon
never even got me any flea powder. What a master!”



There was laughter at this, laughter Matt didnderstand. Meredith was
wearing—well, it had to be costume jewelry—butl stilookedlike about
a few million dollars’ worth of sapphires.

Stefan took Meredith’s hand. There was the santeflash of light. And
then Meredith stepped back saying, “Thanks.”

Stefan’s low response was, “Thaydu, Meredith.” Meredith’s blue dress
was at least in one piece, Matt observed.

Bonnie—whose dress had been slashed into stadabted ribbons—was
raising a hand. “Me, too, please!”

Stefan took her hand, and it happened all ovemag@hank you, Stefan!
Oooh! | feel so much better! | hated itching!”

“Thankyou, Bonnie. | hated to think | was dying alone.”

“Other vampires, take care of yourselves!” Elend,sas if she had a
clipboard and were checking items off. “And, Stefalease—" She held
out her hands to him.

He knelt in front of her, kissed both her handsntenshrouded them in the
soft white light.

“But I'd still like a bath...” said Bonnie pleadinglas the new vampire—
the tall fit one—and Damon had each sparked a nglarglow around
themselves.

Mrs. Flowers spoke up. “There are four working latls in that house: in
Stefan’s room, in my room, in the rooms on eithde ®f Stefan’s. Be

my guest. I'll put some bath salts in each rightvricAnd then she added,
holding her arms out to the whole ragged, bleediinty bunch of them:
“My

house is yours, my dears.”

There was a chorus of passionate “thank yous.”

“I'll arrange a rota. For feeding Stefan, | medndu girls are willing,”
Elena added quickly, looking at Bonnie and Mereditte doesn’t need
much, just a little every hour until morning.”

Elena still seemed very shy of Matt. Matt was v&ny of her. But he
stepped forward, empty hands held up to show thatds harmless. “Is it
a

rule that it's only girls? Because I've got blodop, and I'm healthy as a
horse.”

Stefan quickly looked at him. “No rule about oniylgy But you don’t have
to—"

“I want to help you.”

“Okay, then. Thank you, Matt.”

The proper response seemed to be “Thank you, StéfanMatt couldn’t
think of anything until, “Thanks for taking care Blena.”

Stefan smiled. “Thank Damon for that. He and thers all helped me—
and each other.”



“We Also Walk Dogs—at least Sage does,” Damon shbily.

“Oh—that reminds me. | should use that de-paragitick on my two
friends. Saber! Talon! Heel!” He added a whistlatthatt could never
have

imitated.

In any case, Matt was operating in a dream. A ldage almost as big as a
pony, seemingly, and a falcon came out of the des&n

“Now,” the fit vampire said, and once again thet ight shone.

And then: “There. If you don’t mind; | prefer tceglp out-of-doors with my
friends. | am grateful for all your kindnessktadame and my name is
Sage. The hawk is Talon; the dog, Saber.”

Elena said, “Dibs on Stefan’s bath for Stefan amd amd Mrs. Flowers’s
bath for the girls. You boys can work things outyonir own.”

“I,” Mrs. Flowers said gravely, “will be in the kihen, making
sandwiches.” She turned to go.

That was when Shinichi arose from the earth ablosmt

Or rather when his face arose. It was clearly lasidn, but a terrifying and
marvelous one. Shinichi actually seemed to be tlzeggant, perhaps
supporting the world on his shoulders. The bladk pihis hair blended in
with the night, but the scarlet tips made a flanadp around his face.
Having

come from a land that was dominated by a giansued night and day, it
was an odd sight.

Shinichi’s eyes were red as well, like two smallams in the sky, and they
focused on the group by Mrs. Flowers’s house.

“Hello,” he said. “What, you look so surprised? Yshouldn't be. | really
couldn’t let you come back without popping up tg Seello.” After all, it's
been a long time—for some of you,” the giant faaie sgrinning. “Also, of
course, to share in the festivities—we’ve savdttIbtefan, and, my, we
even

fought an oversized chicken to do it.”

“I'd like to see you take Bloddeuwedd on, one oe,and get a secret key
out of her nest, at the same time,” Bonnie begdigmantly, but

stopped when Meredith squeezed her arm.

Sage, meanwhile was murmuring something about hikadwn

“oversized chicken,” Talon, would do if Shinichi meebrave enough to
show up in

person.

Shinichi ignored all this. “Oh, yes, and the memtlisthenics you had to
go through. Truly formidable. Well, never againlwike mistake you for
blunder-headed idiots who never really askéy my sister would give
you any clues in the first place, much less clhes ©utsiders could
understand. |



mean"—he leered—*“why not just go and swallow thg kethe first place,
hmm?”

“You're bluffing,” Meredith said flatly. “You undestimated us, plain and
simple.”

“Maybe,” said Shinichi. “Or maybe it was somethilge entirely.”

“You lost,” said Damon. “I realize that may be artieely new concept for
you, but it’s true. Elena has gained much morercbover her Powers.”
“But will they work here?” Shinichi smiled eerilyOr will they suddenly
disappear in the light of a pale yellow sun? Cthie depths of true
darkness?”

“Don’t let him bait youMadameg” Sage shouted. “Your Powers come
from a place he cannot enter!”

“Oh, yes, and the renegade. The Rebel’s rebellsmonder...what are you
calling yourself this time? Cage? Rage? | wondeaitvithese children

will think when they learn who yoreally are?”

“It won’'t matter who he is,” Bonnie cried. “We knawat. We know that
he’s a vampire, but that he can be gentle and &nabhe’s saved us over
and over again.” She shut her eyes, but held lwemgkagainst the gale of
Shinichi’s laughter.

“So ‘Madame,” Shinichi mocked, “you think you have gained ‘Sadgut

| wonder if you know what in chess we call a ‘gathisi?? No? Well, I'm
sure your intellectual friend will be glad to inforyou.”

There was a pause. Then Meredith said, with noessgorn at all, “A
gambit is when a chess player sacrifices something+astance, a pawn
—deliberately—just to get something else. A positom the chessboard
that they want, for instance.”

“I knew you'd be able to tell them. What do yourtkiof our first gambit?”
Another silence, then Meredith said: “| presume yman you've given us
back Stefan to achieve something better.”

“Oh, if you only had golden hair—as your friend Edehas so generously
displayed.”

There were various exclamations on the theme oh"&+-most of them
directed at Shinichi, but some at Elena.

Who promptly exploded. “You took Stefan’s memoriezd—

“Now, now, nothing so drastic, my dear. But a §hmeld-a-session
beautician—now, she was most cooperative.”

Elena turned her gaze up at the giant face witdok of utter contempt.
“You...cad”

“Oh, I'm stricken to the heart.” But the thing w&Hhinichi’'s giant face did
look stricken—angry and dangerous. “Between ydwsiaih close

friends: do you know how many secrets there areGoOfse, Meredith is a
mistress of secrecy, keeping her secrets fromrlegrds all these years.
You



think you've already pumped her dry, but the bestet to come. And then,
of course, there is Damon’s secret.”

“Which if spoken of here and now will mean instarar,” Damon said.
“And you know, it's strange, but | got the feelititat you came here
tonight

to negotiate.”

This time Shinichi’s laughter really was a galed &@amon had to leap
behind Meredith to prevent her being knocked ihthole the elevator
had made.

“Very gallant,” Shinichi boomed again, shatteririgsg somewhere on
Mrs. Flowers’s house. “But | really must be goifdall | leave a synopsis
of the prizes you still have to search for befasanfittle company can
look each other in the eye?”

“I think we already have them. And you are no langelcome around this
home,” Mrs. Flowers said coolly.

But Elena’s mind was still working. Even standirgydy knowing that
Stefan needed her, she was searching for the ihstimd this: Shinichi’s
second gambit. Because she was sure that thisveas o

“Where are the pillowcases?” she said in a shagewhat frightened and
bewildered half the group, and simply frighteneel tést.

“I was holding one, but then | decided to hold orstaber instead.”—Sage.
“I had one, at the bottom of the hole, but | drappgevhen somebody lifted
me out."—Bonnie.

“I've still got one, although | don’t understand atlgood—" Damon
began.

“Damon!” Elena whirled to him. “Trust me! We’'ve ggburs and Sage’s
safe—what’s happening to Bonnie’s in the hle

The moment she had sdtdust me” Damon had dumped his pillowcase
on top of Sage’s, and by the time she was finishedthad leaped into

the hole, which was still so bright with leylighd 8o hurt any vampire’s
eyes.

But Damon made no complaint. He said, “I have fik smw—no, wait! A
root! A damned root is curled around one of the Istdls! Someone toss
me a knife, quick!”

While everyone else was slapping their pocket&ifores, Matt did
something that Elena couldn’t believe. First hangéd down into the six-
footdeep

hole while pointing—a revolver, was it? Yes—sheogguzed it as the twin
of Meredith’s. Then without trying to let himselbwn easily, he simply
jumped as Damon had, into the hole.

“DON'T YOU WANT TO KNOW—"roared Shinichi, but nore was
paying any attention to him.



Matt’s jump didn’t end lightly as Damon’s had. iideed with a gasp and a
stifled curse. But Matt didn’t waste time; still brs knees, he handed

the gun up to Damon.

“Blessed bullets—shoot it!”

Damon moved very fast. He didn’t even seem to &uat.he must have
clicked the safety off and aimed immediately, fog toot was now
streaking for the soft wall of the hole, its encapped tightly around
something round.

Elena heard two shattering revolver shots; thréenTDamon stooped and
picked up a vine-wrapped ball, medium-sized andtahclear where

its true surface could be seen.

“PUT THAT DOWN!” Shinichi’s rage was beyond all measure. The two
burning red spots of his eyes were like flames—iil@ons of fire. He
seemed to be trying to get them to comply by skielerme. “| SAID,
DON'T TOUCH THAT WITH YOUR FILTHY HUMAN HANDS!”

“Oh, my God!” gasped Bonnie.

Meredith said simply, “It's Misao’s—it has to beeld gamble with his
own; but not with hers. Damon, hand it up to menglwith the revolver. |
bet it's not bulletproof.” She knelt, reaching irtkee hole.

Damon, with a raised eyebrow, did as she said.

“Oh, God,” Bonnie cried, from the edge of the hdMatt’s sprained his
ankle—at least.”

“| TOLD YOU,” roared Shinichi. “YOU’LL BE SORRY—"

“Here,” Damon said to Bonnie, taking not the slegitnotice of Shinichi.
Without any more ado, he picked up Matt and floateaut of the hole.
He deposited the fair-haired boy beside Bonnie, lebked at him with the
wide brown eyes of utter confusion.

Matt, though, was a Virginian through and througjfier swallowing only
once, he got out a “Thank you, Damon.”

“No problem, Matt,” Damon said, and then “What?"sasneone gasped.
“You remembered,” Bonnie cried, “You remembered-HMeredith!” she
broke off, looking at the tall girl. “The grass!”

Meredith, who had been examining the star ball widtrange expression,
now tossed the revolver to Damon and tried withfresx hand to tear
away the grass that had twined around her feetipriter ankles already.
But even as she did so, the grass seemed to |eggrdipnd grab her hand,
binding it to her feet. And now it was sproutingpwing, racing up her
body toward the ball which she held high in the air

At the same time, it was tightening around her gHegcing air out of her
lungs.

It all happened so fast that it was only when sispgd, “Somebody take
th’ ball,” that the others leaped to her aid. Bawvas the first to get



there, tearing with her fingernails at the greerlbag was squeezing
Meredith’s chest. But each blade was like steal,sire couldn’t rip away
even one

of them. Neither could Matt or Elena. Meanwhileg&avas trying to lift
Meredith bodily—to pluck her from the earth—and ingvno more
success than

the rest.

Meredith’s face, clearly visible in the light stihining from the hole, was
going white.

Damon snatched the star ball from her fingershe$bre the tangled
greenery running up her arm could reach it. He tresyan moving literally
faster than the human eye could track, never sbgppi any one place long
enough for any plant to grasp him.

But still, the grass around Meredith was tighteniNgw her face was
turning blue. Her eyes were wide, her mouth opermforeath that would
not

come.

“Stop it!” Elena screamed at Shinichi. “We’ll giyeu the star ball! Just let
go of her!”

“LET GO OFHER?” Shinichi bellowed laughter. “MAYBE YOU'D
BETTER LOOK TO YOUR OWN INTERESTS FIRST BEFORE
ASKING ME A

FAVOR."Wildly, Elena looked around—and saw thatggd&ad almost
completely enveloped a kneeling Stefan, who haad be®weak to move
as quickly

as the others had.

And he had never made a sound to call attentidnmbself.

“No!” Elena’s desperate scream almost drowned out Shisilabhghter.
“Stefan! No!” Even knowing it was futile, she thréwrself at him and
tried to rip the grass away from his thin chest.

Stefan simply gave her the faintest of smiles drbk his head sadly.
That was when Damon came to a stop. He held théaliaup toward
Shinichi’s lowering visage. “Take it!” he shoutédlake the ball, damn
you,

but let the two of thergo!”

This time the gale of Shinichi’'s laughter went od @n. A spiral of grass
grew from a point beside Damon and an instant ledrformed a
hideous, shaggy green fist, which almost reachedtdr ball.

But—

“Not yet, my dears,” gasped Mrs. Flowers. She aradtMad come
breathlessly from the boardinghouse storage room#t-Maping badly—
and

they both held what looked like Post-it notes iaitihands.



The next thing Elena knew, Damon was moving atdiexs speed again,
away from the fist, and Matt was slapping a bipaper on the grass
covering Stefan, while Mrs. Flowers did the samthtogreenery on
Meredith.

As Elena watched in disbelief, the grass seemeakty dying away into
hay-colored blades that fell to the ground.

The next moment she was holding Stefan.

“Let’'s get inside, my dears,” Mrs. Flowers said's‘lsafe in the storage
room—the able help the wounded, of course.”

Meredith and Stefan were taking great gasping bseat

But Shinichi had the last word.

“Don’t you worry,” he said, strangely calm as if tealized he'd lost—for
now. “I'll get that sphere back soon enough. Yon’'tlknow how to use
that kind of Power anyway! And besides all thaty joing to tell you what
you've been hiding from your so-called friends.tlugew secrets, yes?”
“The hell with your secrets,” shouted Bonnie.

“Language, language! How about this: One of youkegs a secret all
their life, and is doing so even now. One of yoa murderer—and | am
not speaking of a vampire, or a mercy killing, oything like that. And
then there is the question of the true identitsafe—good luck on your
research

there! One of you has already had their memoryegkrasand | don’t mean
Damon or Stefan. And what about the secret, skiks? And then there is
the

question of what happened the night of the madtel, t seems that nobody
but Elena can recall. You might ask her sometinaugher theories about
Camelot. And then—"

That was when the sound as loud as Shinichi’s giaetd gales of laughter
interrupted him. It tore through the face in thg,dkaving it drooping
ridiculously. Then the face disappeared.

“What was that—"

“Who has the gun—?"

“What kind of gun could do that t@m?”

“One with blessed bullets,” Damon said coolly, simapthem the revolver,
pointed down.

“You meanyoudid that?”

“Good for Damon!”

“Forget Shinichi!”

“He is a liar when it suits him, that | can tellu®

“I think,” Mrs. Flowers said, “that we can retire the boardinghouse
now.”

“Yeah, and let’s go get our baths.”



“Just one last thing.” Shinichi’s voice, giant-sizeeemed to come from
everywhere around them; from the sky, from theheart

“You're really going to love what | have in mindxidor you. If | were
you, I'd start negotiating for that star ball righ©W.” But his laughter
was off

and the muffled feminine sound behind him was atrhiks crying, as if
Misao couldn’t help herself.

“YOU'RE GOING TOLOVEIT! Shinichi insisted in a roar.



43

Elena had a feeling she couldn’t quite describeal$n’t letdown. It
was...leup. For what seemed like most of her life she hadhlsearching
for Stefan.

But now she had him back again, quite safe andhgleeid had a long bath
while she insisted on scrubbing him gently withsalits of brushes

and pumice stones, and then a shower, and theéhex iamped shower
with her). His hair was drying into the silky satirk shock—a little longer
than

he usually kept it—that she knew. He hadn’t hadgnéor frivolities like
keeping his hair short and clean before. Elena nstoled that.

And now...there were no guards or kitsune arounghyoos them. There
was nothing to keep them from each other. Theydsah playful in the
shower, splashing each other, Elena always makirgyte keep her feet on
the no-slip guard and ready to try to support $teflanky weight. But
they

could not be playful now.

The shower’s spray had been very helpful, too—atealing the teardrops
that kept flowing down Elena’s cheeks. She could--e&ar heaven
—count and feel each one of his ribs. He was jaseb and skin, her
beautiful Stefan, but his green eyes were alivatrkdimg and dancing in his
pale

face.

After they were dressed in nightclothes they singatiyon the bed for a
little while. Sitting together, both breathing—S&tefhad got into the habit
from being around humans so much and, recently frging to eke out
the small amount of nutrition he received—in syweicity, and both
feelingthe

other’'s warm body beside them...it was almost toohmii@en, almost
tentatively, Stefan groped for Elena’s hand, artdiaag it, held it in both
of his,

turning it over wonderingly.

Elena was swallowing and swallowing, trying to makstart in a
conversation, felt herself practically radiatingsbl Oh, | never want
anything

more, she thought, although she knew that soonginsioe would want to
talk, and to hold, and to kiss, and to feed SteBan.if someone had asked
her

if she would have accepted just this, sitting tbgetcommunicating by
touch and love alone, she would have accepted it.



Before she knew it, she was talking, words thatecbke bubbles out of
molasses, only these were bubbles from her sothotight that
somehow | might lose this time. That I'd won so mémes, and that this
time something would teach me a lesson and you.. dnduinake it.”
Stefan was still wondering over her hand, bendnaystriously to kiss
each separate finger. “You call ‘winning’ dyingpain and sunlight to save
my worthless life—and my even more worthless bnigt?é

“| call this a better kind of winning,” Elena admeait. “Any time we get to
be together is winning. Any moment—even in thatgkon...”

Stefan winced, but Elena had to finish her thoutihten there, to look in
your eyes, to touch your hand, to know that youeWeoking at me and
touching me—and that you were happy—well, that'smng, in my
book.”

Stefan lifted his eyes to hers. In the dim light green looked suddenly
dark and mysterious. “And one more thing,” he whrggl. “Because | am
what | am...and because your crowning glory isn’t tilarious golden
cloud of hair, but an aura that is...ineffable. Irctdsable. Beyond any
words...”

Elena had thought they would sit and simply gaz=aah other, drowning
in each other’s eyes, but that wasn’t happeningfaBts expression

had slipped and Elena realized how close to bil@tdhand to death—he
still really was.

Hurriedly, Elena pulled her damp hair to one sitleey neck, and then she
leaned back, knowing Stefan would catch her.

He did this, but although Elena tilted her chinlhdee tilted it down in his
two hands to look at her.

“Do you know how much | love you?” he asked.

His entire face was masked now, enigmatic and gélgrthrilling. “I don’t
think you do,” he whispered. “I've watched and vegd how you were
willing to do anythinganythingto save me...but | don’t think you know
how much that love has been building up, Elena....”

Delicious shivers were going down Elena’s spine.

“Then you’d better show me,” she whispered. “Ori¢jimh not believe that
you mean it—"

“I'll show you what | mean,” Stefan whispered baBkit when he bent
down it was to kiss her softly. The feelings insitlena—that this starving
creature wanted to kiss her instead of going a¢ doicher throat, reached a
peak that she could not explain in thoughts or wolpdit only by drawing
Stefan’s head so that his mouth rested on her neck.

“Please,” she said. “Oh, Stefgrlease”

Then she felt the quick sacrificial pains, and tBégfan was drinking her
blood, and her mind, which had been fluttering amblike a bird in a



lighted room, now saw its nest and its mate andogwd up and up and up
to at last reach unity with its best-beloved.

After that there was no need for clumsy things Wads. They
communicated in thoughts as pure and clear as shimghgems, and
Elena

rejoiced because all of Stefan’s mind was operetpdnd none of it was
walled off or dark and there were no boulders eofets or chained and
weeping children...

What!she heard Stefan exclaim voicelesglychild in chains? A
mountain-sized boulder? Who could have that irr thend—?

Stefan broke off, knowing the answer, even befdea&s lightning-swift
thought could tell him. Elena felt the clear greave of his pity, spiced
by the natural anger of a young man who has gaoedih the depths of
hell, but untainted by the terrible black poisorhafred of brother for
brother.

When Elena had finished explaining all she knewualbamon’s mental
processes, she safhd | don’t know what to do! I've done everything |
could, Stefan, I've—I've even loved him. | gave &uerything that wasn’t
yours alone. But | don’t know if it's made even shghtest difference.

He called Matt “Matt” instead of MuttStefan interrupted.

Yes. I...noticed that. I'd kept asking him to, buteiver seemed to matter.
It mattered this way: you managed to change hint.nvany people can.
Elena wrapped him in a tight embrace, stopped,i@esthat it was too
tight, and glanced at him. He smiled and shoolhbaad. He was already
looking like a person rather than a death campisoiy

You should keep using 8fefan said voicelessly.our influence over him
IS strongest.

| will—without any artificial WingskElena promised. Then she worried that
Stefan would think her too presumptuous—or toocchttd.

But one look at Stefan was enough to assure hesligawas doing the
right thing.

They clung to each other.

It wasn't as hard as Elena had imagined it would-banding Stefan over
to other humans to be bled. Stefan had a clearoppajamas on, and the
first thing he said to all three donors was, “luyget frightened or change
your mind, just say so. | can hear perfectly waatigd I'm not in bloodlust.
And

anyway, I'll probably sense it if you're not enjag it before you do, and
I'll stop. And finally—thank you—thank you all. l&rdecided to break my
oath

tonight because there’s still some little chana thl slept | wouldn’t
wake up tomorrow without you.”



Bonnie was horrified and indignant and furious. tvoean you couldn’t
sleepall that timebecause you were afraid to—to...?”

“I did fall asleep from time to time, but thank fone—thankGod—I
always woke up again. There were times when | didia’e move to
conserve

energy, but somehow Elena kept finding ways to ctomae, and every
single time she came, she brought me some kindstésance.” He gave
Elena

a look that sent her heart spinning out of her tchied high into the
stratosphere.

And then she set up a schedule, with Stefan bexag¥ery hour on the
hour, and then she and the others left the firktnteer, Bonnie, alone, so
as to be more comfortable.

It was the next morning. Damon had already beenoowusit Leigh, the
antiques-seller’'s niece, who had seemed very glaeg¢ him. And now he
was

back, to look with scorn at the slug-a-beds whoewdbstributed all around
the boardinghouse.

That was when he saw the bouquet.

It was heavily sealed down with wards—amulets ip lget it through the
dimensional gap. There was something powerful éneth

Damon cocked his head to one side.

Hmm...l wonder what?

Dear Diary,

| don’t know what to say. We're home.

Last night we each had a long bath...and | was hiabygpointed, because
my favorite long-handled back-scrubbing brush wasrére, and

there was no star ball to make dreamy music foilaBte-and the water was
LUKEWARM! And Stefan went to see if the water hmeeds turned on

all the way and met Damon going to do the sameytiimly, they couldn’t
because we’'re home again.

But | woke up a couple of hours ago for a few naaub see the most
beautiful sight in the world...a sunrise. Pale pimkiaerie green in

the east, with nighttime still full dark in the weBhen deeper rose in the
sky, and the trees all wreathed in dew clouds. E&nehiny glory from the
edge of the horizon and dark rose, cream, and avgieen melon color in
the sky, Finally, a line of fire and in an instailtthe colors change.

The line becomes an arc, the western sky is dedpepest blue, and then
up comes the sun bringing warmth and light and ictdhe green

trees and the sky begins to become celestial blekest@l just means
heavenly, although somehow, | have a deliciouseshifeeling when |

say it. The sky becomes a gemlike, celestial, eanublue and the golden
sun begins to pour energy, love, light, and eveydgthing onto the



world.

Who could not be happy to watch this while Stetd her?

We who are so lucky as to be born into the light-e-ade it every day and
never think about it, we're blessed. We could Haeen born

shadow souls who live and die in crimson darknesger even knowing
that somewhere there is something better.
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Elena was wakened by shouting. She’d already one&eawed to
unbelievable bliss. Now she was awake again—ba\stinat was
Damon'’s voice.

ShoutingZDamon didn’t shout!

Throwing on a robe, she went dashing out the dodrd@wnstairs.
Raised voices—confusion. Damon was kneeling orfltloe. His face was
blue-white. There wasn't a plant in the room thaild be strangling

him.

Poisoned, was the next thing Elena thought and oimately her eyes
darted around the room to see a spilled drinkppd plate, any sign
that poison had done this. There was nothing.

Sage was clapping Damon on the back. Oh, God, ¢wmilthve choked?
But that was idiocy. Vampires didn’t breathe, exdeptalking and
building Power.

But then what was happening?

“You have to breathe,” Sage was shouting in Dameats “Take a breath,
as if you were going to speak, but then hold o, @s if for raising your
Power. Think about your insides. Get those lungeking!”

The words only confused Elena.

“There!” cried Sage. “You see?”

“But it only lasts an instant. Then | need to dagain.”

“But, yes, that is the point!”

“I tell you I'm dying and you laugh at me?” a disfeéed Damon shouted.
“I'm blind, deaf, my senses are haywire—and yougldu

Disheveled, thought Elena, bothered by something.

“Well.” Sage seemed to be at least trying not tmta “Perhapsnon petit
choy you should not have opened something that waaduressed

to you?”

“l put wards all around me before | did it. The Bewvas safe.”

“But you were not—breathe Breathe Damon!”

“It looked completely harmless—and admit it—we wallegoing—to
open it last night—when we got too tired—!”

“But to do it alone, to open a present from a ktsu.that was foolish,
yes?”

A choking Damon snapped, “Don’t lecture me. Help vy am |
muffled in cotton wool? Why can’t | see? Or hears@®ell—anything?
I'm

telling you I can’t smell a thing!”



“You are fit and sharp as any human could be. Yaudtprobably defeat
most vampires if you fought with one right now. Buiman senses are
very few and very dull.”

Words were swimming in Elena’s head...opening thimgisaddressed to
you...bouquet from a kitsune...human...

Oh, my God!

Apparently, the same words were going through thmelrof someone else,
because suddenly a figure dashed in from the kitelnea. Stefan.

“You stole my bouquet? From the kitsune?”

“l was very careful—"

“Do you realize what you’'ve done?” Stefan shook Dam

“Ow. That hurts! Do you want to break my neck?”

“Thathurts? Damon, you're in forworld of hurt! Do you understand? |
talked to that kitsune. Told him the whole storyof life. Elena came to
visit and he saw her practically...well, never minde-daw her crying over
me! Do...you...realize...what...you...havedon&”

It was as if Stefan had started climbing a serfestaps, and that each one
lifted him to a higher level of fury than the la&nd here, at the top...

“I'll KILL YOU!” Stefan shouted. “Youtookit—my humanity! He gave it
to me—and you took It

“You'll kill me? I'll kill you, you—youbastard There was one flower in
the middle. A black rose, bigger than | have eeens And it smelled
...heavenly...”

“It's gone!” Matt reported, producing the bouqude displayed it. There
was a gaping hole in the center of the mixed floareangement.

Despite the hole, Stefan ran to it, and stuck dxe finto the bouquet,
sucking in great heaving breaths of air. He keptiog up and snapping
his

fingers and each time lightning flared betweenfinigertips.

“Sorry, bud,” Matt said. “I think it's gone.”

Elena could see it all now. That kitsune...he wasafrtbe good ones, like
the stories Meredith had told them about. Or adtlgaod enough to
sympathize with Stefan’s plight. And so, when hd patten free, he had
made up a bouquet—kitsune could do anything wiimgsl, although surely
this

was a great feat, something like finding the seafeternal youth...to turn
vampires into humans. And after Stefan had endanedendured and
endured and should have finally gotten his rewaidhtmow...

“I’'m going back,” Stefan shouted. “I'm going to @rhim!”

Meredith said quietly, “With or without Elena?”

Stefan stopped. He looked up at the stairway, adyes met Elena’s.
Elena...

We’'ll go together.



“No,” Stefan shouted. “| would never put you thraugat. I'm not going
after all. I'm just going to murdegrou” He swung back on his brother.
“Been there, done that. Besides, I'm the one thgdiag to kill you, you
bastard! You took my world away from me! | am a yam®@! I'm not a”
—some creative cursing—‘human!”

“Well you are now,” Matt said. He was just barebt raughing out loud.
“So I'd say you'd better get used to it.”

Damon leaped at Stefan. Stefan didn’t step asmdanlinstant there was a
ball of thrashing, kicking, and punching, and cogsin Italian that

made it sound as if there were at least four vagsgfighting five or six
humans.

Elena sat down helplessly.

Damon...a human?

How were they going to deal with this?

Elena looked up to see that Bonnie had carefullgang a tray of all sorts
of things that tasted good to humans, and thatisledoubtedly done

it for Damon before he had worked his way into Byjist

“Bonnie,” Elena said quietly, “don’t give it to higet. He'll just throw it at
you. But perhaps later...”

“Later hewon't throw it?”

Elena winced.

“How is Damon going to deal with being human?” sisked herself aloud.
Bonnie looked at the cursing, spitting ball of varafhuman fury.

“I'd say...kicking and screaming the whole way.”

Just then Mrs. Flowers came out of the kitchen.&tka huge mound of
fluffy waffles stacked on several plates on a t&lye saw the rolling,
swearing, snarling ball that was Stefan and Damon.

“Oh, my,” she said. “Did something go wrong?”

Elena looked at Bonnie. Bonnie looked at Meredvaredith looked at
Elena.

“You...could say so,” gasped Elena.

And then the three of them gave way to it. Galesgales of helpless
laughter.

You've lost a powerful ally, said a voice in Elesaind. Do you know
that? Can you foresee the consequences? Today,ywehdrave just come
back from a world of Shinichis?

We'll win, Elena thought. We have to.
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