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 The Night World . love was never so scary.

  

 The Night World isn't a place. It's all around us. It's a secret society of vampires, werewolves, witches,
and other creatures of darkness that live among us. They're beautiful and deadly and irresistible to
humans. Your high school teacher could be one, and so could your boyfriend.

  

 The Night World laws say it's okay to hunt humans. It's okay to toy with their hearts, it's even okay to
kill them. There are only two things you can't do with them.

  

 1) Never let them find out the Night World exists.
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 2) Never fall in love with one of them.

 These are stories about what happens when the rules get broken.

  

  

 CHAPTER 1

  

 It was on the first day of summer vacation that Poppy found out she was going to die.

 It happened on Monday, the firstreal day of vacation (the weekend didn't count). Poppy woke up
feeling gloriously weightless and thought,No school. Sunlight was streaming in the window, turning the
sheer hangings around her bed filmy gold. Poppy pushed them aside and jumped out of bed and winced.

 Ouch. That pain in her stomach again.-Sort of a gnawing, as if something were eating its way toward her
back. It helped a little if she bent over.

 No, Poppy thought. I refuse to be sick during summer vacation.I refuse. A little power of positive
thinking is what's needed here.

 Grimly, doubled over-think positive, idiot!-she made her way down the hall to the turquoise-and
gold-tiled bathroom. At first she thought she was going to throw up, but then the pain eased as suddenly
as it had come. Poppy straightened and regarded her tousled reflection triumphantly.

 "Stick with me, kid, and you'll be fine," she whispered to it, and gave a conspiratorial wink. Then she
leaned forward, seeing her own green eyes narrow in suspicion. There on her nose were four freckles.
Four anda half, if she were completely honest, which Poppy North usually was. How childish,how-cute!
Poppy stuck her tongue out at herself and then turned away with great dignity, without bothering to comb
the wild coppery curls that clustered over her head.

 She maintained the dignity until she got to the kitchen, where Phillip, her twin brother, was eating Special
K. Then she narrowed her eyes again, this time at him. It was bad enough to be small, slight, and
curly-haired--to look, in fact, as much like an elf as anything she'd ever seen sitting on a buttercup in a
children's picture book--hut to have a twin who was tall, Viking-blond, and classically handsome .. -
well, that just showed a certain deliberate malice in the makeup of the universe, didn't it?

 "Hello, Phillip," she said in a voice heavy with menace.

 Phillip, who was used to his sister's moods, was unimpressed. He lifted his gaze from the comic section
of the L.A.Times for a moment. Poppy had to admit that he had nice eyes: questing green eyes with very
dark lashes. They were the only thing the twins had in common.

 Phillip said flatly, and went back to the comics. Not many kids Poppy knew read the newspaper, but
that was Phil all over. Like Poppy, he'd been a junior at El Camino High last year, and unlike Poppy,
he'd made straight A's while starring on the football team, the hockey team, and the baseball team. Also
serving as class president One of Poppy's greatest joys in life was teasing him. She thought he was too
straitlaced.
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 Just now she giggled and shrugged, giving up the menacing look. "Where's Cliff and Mom?" Cliff Hilgard
was their stepfather of three years and even straighter-laced than Phil.

 "Cliff's at work. Mom's getting dressed. You'd better eat something or she'll get on your case."

 "Yeah, yeah ..." Poppy went on tiptoe to rummage through a cupboard. Finding a box of Frosted
Flakes, she thrust a hand in and delicately pulled out one flake. She ate it dry.

 It wasn'tall bad being short and elfin. She did a few dance steps to the refrigerator, shaking the cereal
box in rhythm.

 "I'm a ... sex pixie!" she sang, giving it a footstomping rhythm.

 "No, you're not," Phillip said with devastating calm. "And why don't you put some clothes on?"

 Holding the refrigerator door open, Poppy looked down at herself. She was wearing the oversize T-shirt
she'd slept in. It covered ' her like a , minidress. "Thisisclothes," she said serenely, taking a Diet Coke
from the fridge.

 There was a knock at the kitchen door. Poppy saw who it was through the screen.

 "Hi, James! C'mon in."

 James Rasmussen came in, taking off his wraparound Ray-Bans. Looking at him, Poppy felt apang-as
always. It didn't matter that she had seenhim every day, practically, for the past ten years. Shestill felt a
quick sharp throb in her chest, somewherebetween sweetness and pain, when first confronted with him
every morning.

 It wasn't just his outlaw good looks, which alwaysreminded her vaguely of James Dean. He had silky
light brown hair, a subtle, intelligent face, and grayeyes that were alternately intense and cool. He wasthe
handsomest boy at El Camino High, but that wasn't it, that wasn't what Poppy responded to. Itwas
somethinginsidehim, something mysterious andcompelling and always just out of reach. It made her heart
beat fast and her skin tingle.

 Phillip felt differently. As soon as James came in, he stiffened and his face went cold. Electric dislike
flashed between the two boys.

 Then James smiled faintly, as if Phillip's reactionamused him."Hi."

 "Hi,"Phil said, not thawing in the least. Poppyhad the strong sense that he'd like to bundle herup and rush
her out of the room. Phillip alwaysoverdid the protective-brother bit when James wasaround. "So how's
Jacklyn and Michaela?" headded nastily.

 James considered. "Well, I don't really know."

 "You don'tknow?Oh, yeah, you always drop yourgirlfriends just before summer vacation. Leaves you
free to maneuver, right?"

 "Of course," James said blandly. He smiled.
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 Phillip glared at him with unabashed hatred.

 Poppy, for her part, was seized by joy. Goodbye, Jacklyn; goodbye Michaela. Goodbye to Jacklyn's
elegant long legs and Michaela's amazing pneumatic chest. This was going to be a wonderfulsummer.

 Many people thought Poppy and James's relationship platonic. This wasn't true. Poppy had known for
years that she was going to marry him. It was one of her two great ambitions, the other being to seethe
world. She just hadn't gotten around to informing James yet. Right now he still thought heliked
long-legged girls with salon fingernails and Italian pumps.

 "Is that a new CD?" she said, to distract him fromhis stare out with his future brother-in-law.

 James hefted it. "It's the new Ethnotechno release."

 Poppy cheered. "More Tuva throat singers-I can'twait.Let's go listen to it.But just then hermother
walked in. Poppy's mother was cool, blond,

 and perfect, like an Alfred Hitchcock heroine. Shenormally wore an expression of effortless efficiency.
Poppy, heading out of the kitchen, nearlyran into her.

 "Sorry-morning!"

 "Hold on a minute," Poppy's mother said, gettinghold of Poppy by the back of her T-shirt. "Good
morning, Phil; good morning, James," she added.Phil said good morning and James nodded, ironically
polite.

 "Has everybody had breakfast?" Poppy's motherasked, and when the boys said they had, she lookedat
her daughter. "And what about you?" she asked,gazing into Poppy's face.

 Poppy rattled the Frosted Flakes box and hermother winced. "Why don't you at least put milkon them?"

 "Better this way," Poppy said firmly, but when hermother gave her a little push toward the refrigerator,
she went and got a quart carton of lowfat milk.

 "What are you planning to do with your first day of freedom?" her mother said, glancing from James to
Poppy.

 "Oh, I don't know." Poppy looked at James. "Listen to some music; maybe go up to the hills? Or driveto
the beach?"

 "Whatever you want," James said. "We've got allsummer."

 The summer stretched out in front of Poppy, hotand golden and resplendent. It smelled like pool chlo
rine and sea salt; it felt like warm grass under her back. Three whole months, she thought. That's forever.
Three months is forever.

 It was strange that she was actually thinking thiswhen it happened.

 "We could check out the new shops at the Village---”was beginning, when suddenly the painstruck and
her breath caught in her throat.
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 It was bad-a deep, twisting burst of agony thatmade her double over. The milk carton flew fromher
fingers and everything went gray.

  

  

 CHAPTER 2

  

 Poppy!" Poppy could hear her mother's voice, but she couldn't see anything. The kitchen floor was
obscured by dancing black dots.

 "Poppy, are you all right?" Now Poppy felt hermother's hands grasping her upper arms, holding her
anxiously. The pain was easing and her vision was coming back.

 As she straightened up, she saw James in front ofher. His face was almost expressionless, but Poppy
knew him well enough to recognize the worry in hiseyes. He was holding the milk carton, she realized.He
must have caught it on the fly as she droppedit--amazing reflexes, Poppy thought vaguely. Really
amazing.

 Phillip was on his feet. "Are you okay? Whathappened?"

 "I-don't know." Poppy looked around, thenshrugged, embarrassed. Now that she felt better shewished
they weren't all staring at her so hard. Theway to deal with the pain was to ignore it, to notthink about it.

 "It's just this stupid pain-I think it's gastrowhatchmacallit. You know, something I ate."

 Poppy's mother gave her daughter the barest fraction of a shake. "Poppy, this is not gastroenteritis.You
were having some pain before-nearly a monthago, wasn't it? Is this the same kind of pain?"

 Poppy squirmed uncomfortably. As a matter offact, the pain had never really gone away. Somehow,in
the excitement of end-of-the-year activities, she'dmanaged to disregard it, and by now she was usedto
working around it.

 "Sort of," she temporized. "But-

 That was enough for Poppy's mother. She gavePoppy a little squeeze and headed for the kitchen
telephone. "I know you don't like doctors, but I'mcalling Dr. Franklin. I want him to take a look at you.
This isn't something we can ignore."

 "Oh, Mom, it'svacation...."

 Her mother covered the mouthpiece of the phone."Poppy, this is nonnegotiable. Go get dressed."

 Poppy groaned, but she could see it was no use.She beckoned to James, who was looking thoughtfully
into a middle distance.

 "Let's at least listen to the CD before I have to go."
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 He glanced at the CD as if he'd forgotten it, and put down the milk carton. Phillip followed them intothe
hallway.

 "Hey, buddy, you wait out here while she gets dressed."

 James barely turned. "Get a life, Phil," he said almost absently.

 "Just keep your hands off my sister, you deve."

 Poppy just shook her head as she went into her room. As if James cared about seeing her undressed.

 If only,she thought grimly, pulling a pair of shortsout of a drawer. She stepped into them, still shaking her
head. James was her best friend, her very bestfriend, and she was his. But he'd never shown even the
slightest desire to get his hands on her. Sometimes she wondered if he realized she was a girl.

 Someday I'm going tomakehim see, she thought,and shouted out the door for him.

 James came in and smiled at her. It was a smile other people rarely saw, not a taunting or ironic grin, but
a nice little smile, slightly crooked.

 "Sorry about the doctor thing," Poppy said.

 "No. You should go." James gave her a keenglance. "Your mom's right, you know. This has beengoing
on way too long. You've lost weight; it's keeping you up at night-"

 Poppy looked at him, startled. She hadn't told anybody about how the pain was worse at night, noteven
James. But sometimes James just knewthings. As if he could read her mind.

 "I just know you, that's all," he said, and then gaveher a mischievous sideways glance as she stared at
him. He unwrapped the CD.

 Poppy shrugged and flopped on her bed, staring atthe ceiling. "Anyway, I wish Mom would let me have
oneday of vacation," she said. She craned her neckto look at James speculatively. "I wish I had a mom
like yours. Mine's always worrying and trying tofixme."

 "And mine doesn't really care if I come or go. Sowhich is worse?" James said wryly.

 "Your parents let you have your ownapartment. "

 "In a building they own. Because it's cheaper thanhiring a manager." James shook his head, his eyeson
the CD he was putting in the player. "Don't knockyour parents, kid. You're luckier than you know."

 Poppy thought about that as the CD started. Sheand James both liked trance-the underground electronic
sound that had come from Europe. James likedthe techno beat. Poppy loved it because it wasrealmusic,
raw and unpasteurized, made by people who believed in it. People who had the passion, not people who
had the money.

 Besides, world music made her feel a part of otherplaces. She loved the differentness of it, the alienness.

 Come to think of it, maybe that was what she likedabout James, too. His differentness. She tilted her
head to look at him as the strange rhythms of Burundi drumming filled the air.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 She knew James better than anyone, but there wasalways something,something about him that was
closed off to her. Something about him that nobody could reach.

 Other people took it for arrogance, or coldness, oraloofness, but it wasn't really any of those things.It
was justdifferentness. He was more different thanany of the exchangestudents at school. Time aftertime,
Poppy felt she had almost put her finger on thedifference, but it always slipped away. And more than
once, especially late at night when they were listening to music or watching the ocean, she'd felthe was
about to tell her.

 And she'd always felt that if hedidtell her, itwould be something important, something as shocking and
lovely as having a stray cat speak to her.

 Just now she looked at James, at his dean, carvenprofile and at the brown waves of hair on his forehead,
and thought, He looks sad.

 "Jamie, nothing'swrong, is it? I mean, at home, oranything?" She was the only person on the planet
allowed to call him Jamie. Not even Jacklyn or Michaela had ever tried that.

 "What could be wrong at home?" he said, with asmile that didn't reach his eyes. Then he shook hishead
dismissively. "Don't worry about it, Poppy. It'snothing important-just a relative threatening to visit. An
unwanted relative." Then the smiledidreach his eyes, glinting there. "Or maybe I'm justworried about
you," he said.

 Poppy started to say, "Oh,asif,"but instead she found herself saying, oddly, "Are you really?"

 Her seriousness seemed to strike some chord. Hissmile disappeared, and Poppy found that they were
simply looking at each other without any insulating humor between them. Just gazing into each other's
eyes. James looked uncertain, almost vulnerable.

 "Poppy”

 Poppy swallowed. "Yes?"

 He opened his mouth-and then he got upabruptly and went to adjust her 170-watt Tall-boy speakers.
When he turned back, his gray eyes were dark and fathomless.

 "Sure, if you were really sick, I'd be worried," hesaid lightly. "That's what friends are for, right?"

 Poppy deflated. "Right," she said wistfully, andthen gave him a determined smile.

 "But you're not sick," he said. "It's just somethingyou need to get taken care of. The doctor'll probably
give you some antibiotics or something-with a bigneedle," he added wickedly.

 "Oh, shut up," Poppy said. He knew she was terrified of injections. Just the thought of a needle entering
her skin ...

 "Here comes your mom," James said, glancing atthe door, which was ajar. Poppy didn't see how he
could hear anybody coming-the music was loud andthe hallway was carpeted. But an instant later her
mother pushed the door open.
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 "All right, sweetheart," she said briskly. "Dr.Franklin says come right in. I'm sorry, James, but I'mgoing
to have to take Poppy away."

 "That's okay. I can come back this afternoon."

 Poppy knew when she was defeated. She allowedher mother to tow her to the garage, ignoring James's
miming of someone receiving a large injection.

 An hour later she was lying on Dr. Franklin's examining table, eyes politely averted as his gentle fingers
probed her abdomen. Dr. Franklin was tall, lean,and graying, with the air of a country doctor. Somebody
you could trust absolutely.

 "The pain is here?" he said.

 "Yeah-but it sort of goes into my back. Or maybe I just pulled a muscle back there or something           

 The gentle, probing fingers moved, then stopped. Dr. Franklin's face changed. And somehow, in that
moment, Poppy knew it wasn't a pulled muscle. Itwasn't an upset stomach; it wasn't anything simple;and
things were about to change forever.

 All Dr. Franklin said was, "You know, I'd like toarrange for a test on this."

 His voice was dry and thoughtful, but panic curled through Poppy anyway. She couldn't explain what
was happening inside her-some sort of dreadful premonition, like a black pit opening in the ground infront
of her.

 "Why?" her mother was asking the doctor.

 "Well." Dr. Franklin smiled and pushed his glassesup. He tapped two fingers on the examining table."Just
as part of a process of elimination, really. Poppysays she's been having pain in the upper abdomen, pain
that radiates to her back, pain that's worse atnight. She's lost her appetite recently, and she's lostweight.
And her gallbladder is palpable-that meansI can feel that it's enlarged. Now, those are symptomsof a lot
of things, and a sonogram will help rule out some of them."

 Poppy calmed down. She couldn't remember whata gallbladder did but she was pretty sure she didn't
need it.Anything involving an organ with such a silly name couldn't be serious. Dr. Franklin was goingon,
talking about the pancreas and pancreatitis andpalpable livers, and Poppy's mother was nodding as if she
understood. Poppy didn't understand, but thepanic was gone. It was as if a cover had been whisked
neatly over the black pit, leaving no sign that it had ever been there.

 "You can get the sonogram done at Children's Hospital across the street," Dr. Franklin wassaying.
"Come back here after it's finished."

 Poppy's mother was nodding, calm, serious, andefficient. Like Phil. Or Cliff. Okay, we'll get this taken
care of.

 Poppy felt just slightly important.Nobody sheknew had been to a hospital for tests.

 Her mother ruffled her hair as they walked out ofDr. Franklin's office. "Well, Poppet. What have you
done to yourself now?"
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 Poppy smiled impishly. She was fully recoveredfrom her earlier worry. "Maybe I'll have to have an
operation and I'll have an interesting scar," she said,to amuse her mother.

 "Let's hope not," her mother said, unamused.

 The Suzanne G. Monteforte Children's Hospitalwas a handsome gray building with sinuous curvesand
giant picture windows. Poppy looked thoughtfully into the gift shop as they passed. It was clearlyakid's
gift shop, full of rainbow Slinkys and stuffed animals that a visiting adult could buy as a last-minute
present.

 A girl came out of the shop. She was a little olderthan Poppy, maybe seventeen or eighteen. She was
pretty, with an expertly made-up face-and a cutebandanna which didn't quite conceal the fact that she
had no hair. She looked happy, round-cheeked,with earrings dangling jauntily beneath the bandanna-but
Poppy felt a stab of sympathy.

 Sympathy...and fear. That girl wasreallysick. Which was what hospitals were for, of course-forreally
sick people. Suddenly Poppy wanted to get herown tests over with and get out of here.

 The sonogram wasn't painful, but it was vaguelydisturbing. A technician smeared some kind of jellyover
Poppy's middle, then ran a cold scanner over it,shooting sound waves into her, taking pictures of her
insides. Poppy found her mind returning to the prettygirl with no hair.

 To distract herself, she thought about James. And for some reason what came to mind was the firsttime
she'd seen James, the day he came to kindergarten. He'd been a pale, slight boy with big gray eyes and
something subtlyweirdabout him that made thebigger boys start picking on him immediately. On the
playground they ganged up on him like houndsaround a fox-until Poppy saw what was happening.

 Even at five she'd had a great right hook. She'dburst into the group, slapping faces and kicking shinsuntil
the big boys went running. Then she'd turned to James.

 "Wanna be friends?"

 After a brief hesitation he'd nodded shyly. Therehad been something oddly sweet in his smile.

 But Poppy had soon found that her new friend wasstrange in small ways. When the class lizard died,he'd
picked up the corpse without revulsion andasked Poppy if she wanted to hold it. The teacher had been
horrified.

 He knew where to find dead animals, too-he'dshown her a vacant lot where several rabbit carcasseslay
in the tall brown grass. He was matter-of-factabout it.

 When he got older, the big kids stopped pickingon him. He grew up to be as tall as any of them, and
surprisingly strong and quick-and he developed areputation for being tough and dangerous. When he got
angry, something almost frightening shone in hisgray eyes.

 He never got angry with Poppy, though. They'dremained best friends all these years. When they'd
reached junior high, he'd started having girlfriends all the girls at school wanted himbut he never kept any
of them long. And he never confided in them;to them he was a mysterious, secretive bad boy. Only
Poppy saw the other side of him, the vulnerable, caring side.

 "Okay," the technician said, bringing Poppy backto the present with a jerk. "You're done; let's wipethis
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jelly off you."

 "So what did it show?" Poppy asked, glancing upat the monitor.

 "Oh, your own doctor will tell you that. The radiologist will read the results and call them over toyour
doctor's office." The technician's voice was absolutely neutral-so neutral that Poppy looked ather sharply.

 Back in Dr. Franklin's office, Poppy fidgeted whileher mother paged through out-of-date magazines.
When the nurse said "Mrs. Hilgard," they bothstood up.

 "Uh-no," the nurse said, looking flustered. "Mrs.Hilgard, the doctor just wants toseeyou for a min
ute-alone."

 Poppy and her mother looked at each other. Then,slowly, Poppy's mother put down herPeoplemagazine
and followed the nurse.

 Poppy stared after her.

 Now, what onearth. . .Dr. Franklin had neverdonethatbefore.

 Poppy realized that her heart was beating hard. Notfast, just hard. Bang...bang... bang, in the middleof
her chest, shaking her insides. Making her feelunreal and giddy.

 Don't think about it. It's probably nothing. Reada magazine.

 But her fingers didn't seem to work properly. When she finally got the magazine open, her eyesran over
the words without delivering them to herbrain.

 What are they talking about in there? What's goingon?It's been so long....

 It kept getting longer. As Poppy waited, she foundherself vacillating between two modes of thought. 1)
Nothing serious was wrong with her and her motherwas going to come out and laugh at her for even
imagining there was, and 2) Something awful waswrong with her and she was going to have to go through
some dreadful treatment to get well. The covered pit and the open pit. When the pit was covered,it
seemed laughable, and she felt embarrassed for having such melodramatic thoughts. But when it was
open, she felt as if all her life before this had been adream, and now she was hitting hard reality at last.

 I wish I could call James, she thought.

 At last the nurse said, "Poppy? Come on in."

 Dr. Franklin's office was wood-paneled, with certificates and diplomas hanging on the walls. Poppysat
down in a leather chair and tried not to be tooobvious about scanning her mother's face.

 Her mother looked...too calm. Calm with strainunderneath. She was smiling, but it was an odd,slightly
unsteady smile.

 Oh, God, Poppy thought. Somethingisgoing on.

 "Now, there's no cause for alarm," the doctor said,and immediately Poppy became more alarmed. Her
palms stuck to the leather of the chair arms.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "Something showed up in your sonogram that's alittle unusual, and I'd like to do a couple of othertests,"
Dr. Franklin said, his voice slow and measured, soothing. "One of the tests requires that youfast from
midnight the day before you take it. But your mom says you didn't eat breakfast today."

 Poppy said mechanically, "I ate one Frosted Flake."

 "OneFrosted Flake? Well, I think we can countthat as fasting. We'll do the tests today, and I thinkit's
best to admit you to the hospital for them. Now, the tests are called a CAT scan and an ERCP-that's
short for something even I can't pronounce." Hesmiled. Poppy just stared at him.

 "There's nothing frightening about either of thesetests," he said gently. "The CAT scan is like an X ray.
The ERCP involves passing a tube down the throat, through the stomach, and into the pancreas. Thenwe
inject into the tube a liquid that will show up onX rays ."

 His mouth kept moving, but Poppy had stoppedhearing the words. She was more frightened than she
could remember being in a long time.

 I was just joking about the interesting scar, shethought. I don't want arealdisease. I don't want togo to
the hospital, and I don't want any tubes down my throat.

 She looked at her mother in mute appeal. Her mother took her hand.

 "It's no big deal, sweetheart. We'll just go home andpack a few things for you; then we'll come back.""I
have to go into the hospitaltoday?"

 "I think that would be best," Dr. Franklin said.

 Poppy's hand tightened on her mother's. Her mind was a humming blank.

 When they left the office, her mother said, "Thankyou, Owen." Poppy had never heard her call Dr.
Franklin by his first name before.

 Poppy didn't ask why. She didn't say anything asthey walked out of the building and got in the car. As
they drove home, her mother began to chat aboutordinary things in a light, calm voice, and Poppy made
herself answer. Pretending that everything wasnormal, while all the time the terrible sick feeling raged
inside her.

 It was only when they were in her bedroom, packing mystery books and cotton pajamas into a small
suitcase, that she asked almost casually, "So whatexactly does he think is wrong with me?"

 Her mother didn't answer immediately. She waslooking down at the suitcase. Finally she said, "Well,he's
not sureanything iswrong."

 "But what does hethink?He must think something. And he was talking about my pancreas-Imean, it
sounds like he thinks there's somethingwrong with my pancreas. I thought he was looking at my
gallbladderor whatever. I didn't even know that my pancreas wasinvolvedin this...."

 "Sweetheart." Her mother took her by the shoulders, and Poppy realized she was getting a little over
wrought. She took a deep breath.
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 "I just want to know the truth, okay? I just wantto have some idea of what's going on. It's my body,

 and I've got a right to know what they're lookingfor-don't I?"

 It was a brave speech, and she didn't mean any of it. What she really wanted was reassurance, a prom
ise that Dr. Franklin was looking for something trivial. That the worst that could happen wouldn't be so
bad. She didn't get it.

 "Yes, you do have a right to know." Her motherlet a long breath out, then spoke slowly. "Poppy, Dr.
Franklin was concerned about your pancreas allalong. Apparently things can happen in the pancreasthat
cause changes in other organs, like the gallblad der and liver. When Dr. Franklin felt those changes,he
decided to check things out with a sonogram."

 Poppy swallowed. "And he said the sonogramwas-unusual. How unusual?"

 "Poppy, this is all preliminary...." Her mothersaw her face and sighed. She went on reluctantly."The
sonogram showed that there might be something in your pancreas. Something that shouldn't bethere.
That's why Dr. Franklin wants the other tests;they'll tell us for sure. But-"

 "Something that shouldn't be there? You mean ... like a tumor? Like ...cancer?" Strange, it was hardto
say the words.

 Her mother nodded once. "Yes. Like cancer."

  

 CHAPTER 3

  

 All Poppy could think of was the pretty bald girl inthe gift shop.

 Cancer.

 "But-but they can do something about it, can'tthey?" she said, and even to her own ears her voice
sounded very young. "I mean-if they had to, theycould take my pancreasout...."

 "Oh, sweetheart,of course."Poppy's mother took Poppy in her arms. "I promise you; if there's some
thing wrong, we'll do anything and everything to fix it. I'd go to the ends of the earth to make you well.
You knowthat. And at this point we aren't even sure that thereissomething wrong. Dr. Franklin said that
it's extremely rare for teenagers to get a tumor in the pancreas. Extremely rare. So let's not worry about
things until we have to."

 Poppy felt herself relax; the pit was covered again. But somewhere near her core she still felt cold.

 "I haveto call James."

 Her mother nodded. "Just make it quick."

 Poppy kept her fingers crossed as she dialedJames's apartment. Please be there, pleasebethere, she
thought. And for once, he was. He answered laconically, but as soon as he heard her voice, he said,
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"What's wrong?"

 "Nothing-well, everything. Maybe." Poppy heardherself give a wild sort of laugh. It wasn't exactlya
laugh.

 "What happened?" James said sharply. "Did youhave a fight with Cliff?"

 "No. Cliff's at the office. And I'm going into thehospital."

 "Why?"

 "They think I might have cancer."

 It was a tremendous relief to say it, a sort of emo

 tional release. Poppy laughed again. Silence on the other end of the line. "Hello?"

 "I'm here," James said. Then he said, "I'm coming over."

 "No, there's no point. I've got to leave in a minute." She waited for him to say that he'd come and see
her in the hospital, but he didn't.

 "James, would you do something for me? Wouldyou find out whatever you can about cancer in the
pancreas? Just in case."

 "Is that what they think you have?"

 "They don't know for sure. They're giving me some tests. I just hope they don't have to use any needles."
Another laugh, but inside she was reeling.

 She wished James would say something comforting."I'll see what I can find on the Net." His voice was
unemotional, almost expressionless.

 "And then you can tell me later-they'll probablylet you call me at the hospital."

 "Yeah."

 "Okay, I have to go. My mom's waitin""Take care of yourself."

 Poppy hung up, feeling empty. Her mother wasstanding in the doorway."Come on, Poppet. Let's go."

 James sat very still, looking at the phone withoutseeing it.

 She was scared, and he couldn't help her. He'dnever been very good at inspirational small talk. Itwasn't,
he thought grimly, in his nature.

 To give comfort you had to have a comfortableview of the world. And James had seen too much ofthe
world to have any illusions.

 He could deal with cold facts, though. Pushingaside a pile of assorted clutter, he turned on his laptop and
dialed up the Internet.
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 Within minutes he was using Gopher to search theNational Cancer Institute's CancerNet. The first filehe
found was listed as "Pancreatic cancer-Patient."He scanned it. Stuff about what the pancreas did,stagesof
thedisease, treatments.Nothingtoo gruesome.

 Thenhewentinto "PancreaticcancerPhysician--a file meant for doctors. The first lineheld him paralyzed.

 Cancer of the exocrine pancreas is rarely curable.

 His eyes skimmed down the lines.Overall survivalrate ...metastasis ...poor response to chemotherapy,
ra diation therapy and surgery ...pain ...

 Pain. Poppy was brave, but facing constant painwould crush anyone. Especially when the outlook forthe
future was so bleak.

 He looked at the top of the article again. Overallsurvival rate less than three percent. If the cancerhad
spread, less than one percent.

 There must be more information. James wentsearching again and came up with several articlesfrom
newspapers and medical journals. They wereeven worse than the NCI file.

 The overwhelming majority of patients will die, and dieswiftly, expertssay....Pancreatic cancer is usually
inoperable, rapid, and debilitatingly painful.... The averagesurvival if the cancer has spread can be three
weeks tothree months....

 Three weeks to three months.

 James stared at the laptop's screen. His chest andthroat felt tight; his vision was blurry. He tried to
control it, telling himself that nothing was certain yet. Poppy was being tested, that didn't mean shehad
cancer.

 But the words rang hollow in his mind. He had known for some time that something was wrongwith
Poppy. Something was-disturbed-inside her.He'd sensed that the rhythms of her body wereslightly off; he
could tell she was losing sleep. Andthe pain-he always knew when the pain was there.He just hadn't
realized how serious it was.

 Poppy knows, too, he thought. Deep down, she knows that something very bad is going on, or she
wouldn't have asked me to find this out. But whatdoes she expect me to do, walk in and tell her she's
going to die in a few months?

 And am I supposed to stand around and watch it?

 His lips pulled back from his teeth slightly. Not anice smile, more of a savage grimace. He'd seen a lotof
death in seventeen years. He knew the stages ofdying, knew the difference between the momentbreathing
stopped and the moment the brain turnedoff; knew the unmistakable ghostlike pallor of a freshcorpse.
The way the eyeballs flattened out about five minutes after expiration. Now, that was a detail most
people weren't familiar with. Five minutes after you die, your eyes go flat and filmy gray. And then your
body starts to shrink. You actually get smaller.

 Poppy was so small already.
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 He'd always been afraid of hurting her. She lookedso fragile, and he could hurt somebody muchstronger
if he wasn't careful. That was one reason hekept a certain distance between them.

 One reason. Not the main one.

 The other was something he couldn't put intowords, not even to himself. It brought him right upto the
edge of the forbidden. To face rules that had been ingrained in him since birth.

 None of the Night People could fall in love with ahuman. The sentence for breaking the law was death.

 It didn't matter. He knew what he hadto do now.Where he had to go.

 Cold and precise, James loggedoff the Net. Hestood, picked up his sunglasses, slid them into place.
Went out into the merciless June sunlight, slamminghis apartment door behind him.

 Poppy looked around the hospital room unhappily.There was nothing so awful about it, except that itwas
too cold, but ...it was a hospital. That was thetruth behind thepretty pink-and-blue curtains andthe
dosed-circuit TV and the dinner menu decoratedwith cartoon characters. It was a place you didn'tcome
unless you were Pretty Darn Sick.

 Oh, come on, she told herself. Cheerup alittle.What happened to the power of Poppytive thinking?
Where's Poppyanna when you need her? Where'sMary Poppy-ins?

 God, I'm even makingmyselfgag, she thought.

 But she found herselfsmilingfaintly, with selfdeprecating humor if nothing else. And the nurseswerenice
here, and the bed wasextremely cool.Ithad a remote control on theside that bent it intoevery imaginable
position.

 Her mother came in while shewas playing with it.

 "I got hold of Cliff; he'll be herelater. Meanwhile,I think you'd better change so you're ready for the
tests."

 Poppy looked at the blue-and-white striped seersucker hospital robe and felt a painful spasm that
seemed to reach from her stomach to her back. And something in the deepest part of her saidPlease,
notyet. I'll never be ready.

 James pulled his Integra into a parking space on Ferry Street near Stoneham. It wasn't a nice part of
town. Tourists visiting Los Angeles avoided this area.

 The building was sagging and decrepit. Severalstores were vacant, with cardboard taped over broken
windows. Graffiti covered the peeling paint on thecinder-block walls.

 Even the smog seemed to hang thicker here. Theair itself seemed yellow and cloying. Like a poisonous
miasma, it darkened the brightest day and made everything look unreal and ominous.

 James walked around to the back of the building.There, among the freight entrances of the stores infront,
was one door unmarked by graffiti. The signabove it had no words. Just a picture of a blackflower.

 A black iris.
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 James knocked. The door opened two inches, anda skinny kid in a wrinkled T-shirt peered out with
beady eyes.

 "It's me, Ulf," James said, resisting the temptationto kick the door in. Werewolves, he thought. Whydo
they have to be so territorial?

 World. I don't want to break any laws. I just wanther well."

 The slanted blue eyes were searching his face. "Areyou sure you haven't broken the laws already?" And
when James looked determined not to understand this, she added in a lowered voice, "Are you sure
you're not in love with her?"

 James made himself meet the probing gaze directly. He spoke softly and dangerously. "Don't saythat
unless you want a fight."

 Gisele looked away. She played with her ring. Thecandle flame dwindled and died.

 "James, I've known you for a long time," she saidwithout looking up. "I don't want to get you in trouble. I
believe you when you say you haven't brokenany laws--but I think we'd both better forget this
conversation. Just walk out now and I'll pretend itnever happened."

 "And the spell?"

 "There's no such thing. And if there was, Iwouldn't help you. Just go."

 James went.There was one other possibility that he couldthink of. He drove to Brentwood, to an area
thatwas as different from the last as a diamond is fromcoal. He parked in a covered carport by a quaint
adobe building with a fountain. Red and purplebougainvillaea climbed up the walls to the Spanishtile on
the roof.

 Walking through an archway into a courtyard, hecame to an office with gold letters on the door.JasperR.
Rasmussen, Ph.D. Hisfather was a psychologist.

 Before he could reach for the handle, the dooropened and a woman came out. She was like mostof his
father's clients, forty-something, obviously rich, wearing a designer jogging suit and high-heeled sandals.

 She looked a little dazed and dreamy, and therewere two small, rapidly healing puncture wounds on her
neck.

 James went into the office. There was a waitingroom, but no receptionist. Strains of Mozart camefrom
the inner office. James knocked on the door.

 "Dad?"

 The door opened to reveal a handsome man withdark hair. He was wearing a perfectly tailored gray suit
and a shirt with French cuffs. He had an aura of power and purpose.

 But not of warmth. He said, "What is it, James?" in the same voice he used for his clients: thoughtful,
deliberate, confident.
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 "Do you have a minute?"

 His father glanced at his Rolex. "As a matter offact, my next patient won't be here for half an hour."

 "There's something I need to talk about."

 His father looked at him keenly, then gestured to an overstuffed chair. James eased into it, but found
himself pulling forward to sit on the edge.

 "What's on your mind?"

 James searched for the right words. Everything depended on whether he could make his father under
stand. But what were the right words? At last hesettled for bluntness.

 "It's Poppy. She's been sick for a while, and nowthey think she has cancer."

 Dr. Rasmussen looked surprised. "I'm sorry to hearthat." But there was no sorrow in his voice.

 "And it's a bad cancer. It's incredibly painful andjust about one hundred percent incurable."

 "That's a pity." Again there was nothing but mildsurprise in his father's voice. And suddenly Jamesknew
wherethat came from. It wasn't surprise thatPoppy was sick; it was surprise that James had made a trip
just to tell him this.

 "Dad, if she's got this cancer, she'sdying.Doesn'tthat mean anything to you?"

 Dr. Rasmussen steepled his fingers and stared intothe ruddy gloss of his mahoganydesk. He spokeslowly
and steadily. "James, we've been through this before. You know that your mother and I are worriedabout
you getting too dose to Poppy. Too . . . attached ...to her."

 James felt a surge of cold rage. "Like I got tooattached to Miss Emma?"

 His father didn't blink. "Something like that."

 James fought the pictures that wanted to form inhis mind. He couldn't think about Miss Emma now; he
needed to be detached. That was the only way to convince his father.

 "Dad, what I'm trying to say is that I've knownPoppy just about all my life. She's useful to me."

 "How? Not in the obvious way. You've never fedon her, have you?"

 James swallowed, feeling nauseated. Feed onPoppy? Use her like that? Even the thought of itmade him
sick.

 "Dad, she's my friend," he said, abandoning anypretense of objectivity. "I can't just watch her suffer.I
can't. I have to do something about it."

 His father's face cleared. "I see."

 James felt dizzy with astonished relief. "Youunderstand?"
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 "James, at times one can't help a certain feeling of . . .compassion for humans. In general, Iwouldn't
encourage it-but youhaveknown Poppya long while. You feel pity for her suffering. If youwant to make
that suffering shorter, then, yes, Iunderstand."

 The relief crashed down around James. He stared at his father for a few seconds, then said softly,
"Mercy killing? I thought the Elders had put a banon deaths in this area."

 "Just be reasonably discreet about it. As long as itseems to be natural, we'll all look the other way.There
won't be any reason to call in the Elders."

 There was a metallic taste in James's mouth. Hestood and laughed shortly. "Thanks, Dad. You'vereally
helped a lot."

 His father didn't seem to hear the sarcasm. "Gladto do it, James. By the way, how are things at the
apartments?"

 "Fine," James said emptily.

 "And at school?"

 "School's over, Dad," James said, and let himselfout.

 In the courtyard he leaned against an adobe walland stared at the splashing water of the fountain.

 He was out of options. Out of hope. The laws ofthe Night World said so.

 If Poppy had the disease, she would die from it.

  

 CHAPTER 4

  

 Poppy was staring without appetite at a dinner tray of chicken nuggets and french fries when Dr.
Franklin came in the room.

 The tests were over. The CAT scan had been allright, if claustrophobic, but the ERCP had beenawful.
Poppy could still feel the ghost of the tube inher throat every time she swallowed.

 "You're leaving all this great hospital food," Dr. Franklin said with gentle humor. Poppy managed a smile
for him.

 He went on talking about innocuous things. He didn't say anything about the test results, and Poppyhad
no idea when they were supposed to come in.She was suspicious of Dr. Franklin, though. Something
about him, the gentle way he patted her foot under the blanket or the shadows around his eyes ...

 When he casually suggested that Poppy's mothermight want to "come for a little walk down the hall,"
Poppy's suspicioncrystallized.

 He's going to tell her. He's got the results, but hedoesn't want me to know.
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 Her plan was made in the same instant. She yawned and said, "Go on, Mom; I'm a little bitsleepy." Then
she lay back and shut her eyes.

 As soon as they were gone, she got off the bed. Shewatched their retreating backs as they went down
the hall into another doorway. Then, in her stocking feet,she quietly followed them.

 She was delayed for several minutes at the nursing station. "Just stretching my legs," she said to a nurse
who looked inquiringly at her, and she pretended tobe walking at random. When the nurse picked up a
clipboard and went into one of the patient's rooms, Poppy hurried on down the corridor.

 The room at the end was the waiting room--she'dseen it earlier. It had a TV and a complete kitchen
setup so relatives could hang out in comfort. Thedoor was ajar and Poppy approached it stealthily. She
could hear the low rumble of Dr. Franklin's voice,but she couldn't hear what he was saying.

 Very cautiously Poppy edged loser. She chancedone look around the door.

 She saw at once that there was no need for caution. Everyone in that room was completelyoccupied.

 Dr. Franklin was sitting on one of the couches.Beside him was an African-American woman withglasses
on a chain around her neck. She was wearingthe white coat of a doctor.

 On the other couch was Poppy's stepfather, Cliff.His normally perfect dark hair was slightly mussed,his
rock-steady jaw was working. He had his armaround her mother. Dr. Franklin was talking to bothof
them, his hand on her mother's shoulder.

 And Poppy's mother was sobbing.

 Poppy pulled back from the doorway.

 Oh, my God. I've got it.

 She'd never seen her mother cry before. Not whenPoppy's grandmother had died, not during the di
vorce from Poppy's father. Her mother's specialty wascoping with things; she was the best coper Poppy
had ever known.

 But now ...

 I've got it. I've definitely got it.

 Still, maybe it wasn't so bad. Her mom wasshocked, okay, that was natural. But it didn't meanthat
Poppy was going todie or anything. Poppy hadall of modem medicine on her side.

 She kept telling herself this as she edged awayfrom the waiting room.

 She didn't edge fast enough, though. Before shegot out of earshot, she heard her mother's voice,raised in
something like anguish.

 "My baby. Oh, my little girl."

 Poppy froze.
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 And then Cliff, loud and angry: "You're trying totell me there'snothing?"

 Poppy couldn't feel her own breathing. Against her will, she moved back to the door.

 "Dr. Loftus is an oncologist; an expert on this sortof cancer. She can explain better than I can," Dr.
Franklinwas saying.

 Then a new voice came-the other doctor. At firstPoppy could only catch scattered phrases that didn't
seem tomeananything: adenocarcinoma, splenic venous occlusion, Stage Three. Medical jargon. ThenDr.
Loftus said, "To put it simply, the problem is thatthe tumor has spread. It's spread to the liver and the
lymph nodes around the pancreas. That means it'sunresectable-we can't operate."

 Cliff said, "But chemotherapy ..."

 "We might try a combination of radiation and chemotherapy with something called 5-fluorouracil.We've
had some results with that. But I won't mislead you. At best it may improve her survival time bya few
weeks. At this point, we're looking at palliativemeasures-ways to reduce her pain and improve thequality
of the time she has left. Do you understand?"

 Poppy could hear choking sobs from her mother, but she couldn't seem to move. She felt as if shewere
listening to some play on the radio. As if it hadnothing to do with her.

 Dr. Franklin said, "There are some research protocols right here in southern California. They're experi
menting with immunotherapy and cryogenic surgery.Again, we're talking about palliation rather than a
cure-"

 "Damn it!" Cliff's voice was explosive. "You're

 talking about alittle girl! Howdid this get to-to StageThree-without anybody noticing? This kid was
dancing all night two days ago."

 "Mr. Hilgard, I'm sorry," Dr. Loftus said so softlythat Poppy could barely pick up the words. "Thiskind
of cancer is called a silent disease, because thereare very few symptoms until it's very far advanced.
That's why the survival rate is so low. And I have totell you that Poppy is only the second teenager I've
seen with this kind of tumor. Dr. Franklin made an extremely acute diagnosis when he decided to send
her in for testing."

 "I should have known," Poppy's mother said in athick voice. "I should have made her come in sooner.I
should have-I should have-"

 There was a banging sound. Poppy looked aroundthe door, forgetting to be inconspicuous. Her mother
was hitting the Formica table over and over. Cliff was trying to stop her.

 Poppy reeled back.

 Oh, God, I've got to get out of here. I can't seethis. I can't look at this.

 She turned and walked back down the hall. Herlegs moved. Just like always. Amazing that theystill
worked.
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 And everything around her was just like always.The nursing station was still decorated for the Fourthof
July. Her suitcase was still on the padded windowseat in her room. The hardwood floor was still solid
underneath her.

 Everything was the same-but how could it be?

 How could the walls be still standing? How could theTV be blaring in the next room?

 I'm going to die, Poppy thought.

 Strangely enough, she didn't feel frightened. Whatshe felt was vastly surprised. And the surprise kept
coming, over and over, with every thought being interrupted by those four words.

 It's my fault because (I'm going to die) I didn't goto the doctor's sooner.

 Cliff said "damn" for me(I'm going to die). I didn'tknow he liked me enough to swear.

 Her mind was racing wildly.

 Somethinginme, she thought. I'm going to diebecause of something that'sinside me, like that alienin the
movie. It's in me right now. Right now.

 She put both hands to her stomach, thenpulledup her T-shirt to stare at her abdomen. The skin was
smooth, unblemished. She didn't feel any pain.

 But it's in there and I'm going to die because of it.Die soon. I wonder how soon? I didn't hear them talk
about that.

 I need James.

 Poppy reached for the phone with a feeling thather hand was detached from her body. Shedialed,
thinkingPlease be there.

 But this time it didn't work. The phone rang and rang. When the answering machine came on, Poppy
said, "Call me at the hospital." Then she hung upand stared at the plastic pitcher of ice water by her
bedside.

 He'll get in later, she thought. And then he'll callme. I just have to hang on until then.

 Poppy wasn't sure why she thought this, but suddenly it was her goal. To hang on until she could talk to
James. She didn't need to think about anything until then; she just had to survive. Once shetalked to
James, she could figure out what she wassupposed to be feeling, what she was supposed todonow.

 There was a light knock at the door. Startled,Poppy looked up to see her mother and Cliff. For a
moment all she could focus on was their faces, whichgave her the strange illusion that the faces were
floating in midair.

 Her mother had red and swollen eyes. Cliff was pale, like a piece of crumpled white paper, and hisjaw
looked stubbly and dark in contrast.

 Oh, my God, are they going totellme? Theycan't;they can't make me listen to it.
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 Poppy had the wild impulse to run. She was onthe verge of panic.

 But her mother said, "Sweetie, some of yourfriends are here to see you. Phil called them this afternoon
to let them know you were in the hospital, and they just arrived."

 James,Poppy thought, something springing free in her chest. But James wasn't part of the group that
came crowding through the doorway. It was mostly girls from school.

 It doesn't matter. He'll call later. I don't have to think now.

 As a matter of fact, it was impossible to think withso many visitors in the room. And that was good. It
was incredible that Poppy could sit there and talk to them when part of her was farther away than Nep
tune, but shedidtalk and that kept her brainturned off.

 None of them had any idea that something seriouswas wrong with her. Not even Phil, who was at his
brotherly best, very kind and considerate.Theytalked about ordinary things, about parties and Roll
erblading and music and books. Things from Poppy'sold life, which suddenly seemed to have been a
hundred years ago.

 Cliff talked, too, nicer than he had been since thedays when he was courting Poppy's mother.

 But finally the visitors left, and Poppy's motherstayed. She touched Poppy every so often with handsthat
shook slightly. If I didn't know, I'd know, Poppythought. She isn't acting like Mom at all.

 "I think I'll stay here tonight," her mother said.Not quite managing to sound offhand. "The nurse said I
can sleep on the window seat; it's really a couch for parents. I'm just trying to decide whetherI should run
back to the house and get some things."

 "Yes, go," Poppy said. There was nothing else shecould say and still pretend that she didn't know. Be
sides, her mom undoubtedly needed some time byherself, away from this.

 Just as her mother left, a nurse in a floweredblouse and green scrub pants came in to take Poppy's
temperature and blood pressure. And then Poppy was alone.

 It was late. She could still hear a TV, but it was faraway. The door was ajar, but the hallway outside
wasdim. A hush seemed to have fallen over the ward.

 She feltveryalone, and the pain was gnawing deep inside her. Beneath the smooth skin of her abdomen,
the tumor was making itself known.

 Worst of all, James hadn't called. How could henot call? Didn't he know she needed him?

 She wasn't sure how long she could go on not thinking about It.

 Maybe the best thing would be to try to sleep. Get unconscious. Then shecouldn't think.

 But as soon as she turned out the light and closedher eyes, phantoms swirled around her. Not imagesof
pretty bald girls; skeletons. Coffins. And worst ofall, an endless darkness.

 If I die, I won'tbehere. Will I be anywhere? Orwill I just Not Be at all?
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 It was the scariest thing she'd ever imagined, NotBeing. And she was definitely thinking now,shecouldn't
help it. She'd lost control. A galloping fearconsumed her, made her shiver under the rough sheet and thin
blankets.I'm going to die, I'm going to

 die, I'm going to

 "Poppy"

 Her eyes flew open. For a second she couldn'tidentify the black silhouette in the darkened room.She
had a wild idea that it was Death itself comingto get her.

 Then she said,"James?"

 "I wasn't sure if you were asleep."

 Poppy reached for the bedside button that turnedon the light, but James said, "No, leave it off. I hadto
sneak past the nurses, and I don't want them tothrow me out."

 Poppy swallowed, her hands clenched on a fold ofblanket. "I'm glad you came," she said. "I thought you
weren't going to come." What she really wantedwas to throw herself into his arms and sob andscream.

 But she didn't. It wasn't just that she'd never doneanything like that with him before; it was something
abouthimthat stopped her. Something she couldn't put her finger on, but that made her feel almost ...
frightened.

 The way he was standing? The fact that she couldn't see his face? All she knew was that Jamessuddenly
seemed like a stranger.

 He turned around and very slowly closed the heavy door.

 Darkness. Now the only light came in through thewindow. Poppy felt curiously isolated from the restof
the hospital, from the rest of the world.

 And that should have been good, to be alone withJames, protected from everything else. If only she
weren't having this weird feeling of not recognizinghim.

 "You know the test results," he said quietly. Itwasn't a question.

 "My mom doesn't know I 'know," Poppy said. Howcould she be talking coherently when all she wanted
to do was scream? "I overheard the doctors telling her....James, I've got it. And ... it's bad; it's abad kind
of cancer. They said it's already spread. They said I'm going to . . ." She couldn't get the last word out,
even though it was shrieking through her mind.

 "You're going to die," James said. He still seemed quiet and centered. Detached.

 "I read up on it," James went on, walking over tothe window and looking out. "I know how bad it is.The
articles said there was a lot of pain. Seriouspain„

 "James," Poppy gasped.
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 "Sometimes they have to do surgery just to try tostop the pain. But whatever they do, it won't save you.
They can fill you full of chemicals and irradiateyou, and you'll still. die. Probably before the end of
summer."

 "James-"

 "It will be your last summer-"

 "James, for God'ssake!"It was almost a scream.

 Poppy was breathing in great shaking gulps, clingingto the blankets. "Why are you doing this to me?"

 He turned and in one movement seized her wrist,his fingers closing over the plastic hospital bracelet."I
want you to understand that they can't help you,"he said, ragged and intense. "Do you understandthat?"

 "Yes,I understand," Poppy said. She could hearthe mounting hysteria in her own voice. "But is thatwhat
you came here to say? Do you want tokillme?"

 His fingers tightened painfully. "No! I want to saveyou." Then he let out a breath and repeated it more
quietly, but with no less intensity. "I want to save you, Poppy."

 Poppy spent a few moments just getting air in andout of her lungs. It was hard to do it without dissolving
into sobs. "Well, you can't," she said at last. "Nobody can."

 "That's where you're wrong." Slowly he releasedher wrist and gripped the bed rail instead. "Poppy,
there's something I've got to tell you. Somethingabout me."

 "James. . ." Poppy could breathe now, but she didn't know what to say. As far as she could tell,James
had gone crazy. In a way, if everything else hadn't been so awful, she might have been flattered.James
had lost his consummate cool-over her. He was upset enough about her situation to go com pletely
nonlinear.

 "You really do care," she said softly, with a laughthat was half a sob. She put a hand on his where it
rested on the bed rail.

 He laughed shortly in turn. His hand flipped over to grasp hers roughly; then he pulled away. "Youhave
no idea," he said in a terse, strained voice.

 Looking out the window, he added, "You thinkyou know everything about me, but you don't. There's
somethingveryimportant that you don'tknow."

 By now Poppy just felt numb. She couldn't understand why James kept harping on himself, whenshewas
the one about to die. But she tried to conjure up some sort of gentleness for him as she said, "Youcan tell
me anything. You know that."

 "But this is something you won't believe. Not tomention that it's breaking the laws."

 "The law?"

 "The laws. I go by different laws than you. Humanlaws don't mean much to us, but our own are sup
posed to be unbreakable."
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 "James," Poppy said, with blank terror. He reallywaslosing his mind.

 "I don't know the right way to say it. I feel like somebody in a bad horror movie." He shrugged, andsaid
without turning, "I know how this sounds,but... Poppy, I'm a vampire."

 Poppy sat still on the bed for a moment. Then shegroped out wildly toward the bedside table. Her fin
gers closed on a stack of little crescent-shaped plasticbasins and she threw the whole stack at him.

 "Youbastard!"she screamed, and reached forsomething else to throw.

  

 CHAPTER 5

  

 James dodged as Poppy lobbed a paperback book athim. "Poppy”

 "You jerk! You snake! How can youdothis to me? You spoiled, selfish, immature-"

 "Shhh! They're going to hear you-

 "Let them! Here I am, and I've just found out that I'mgoing todie,and all you can think of is playing a
joke on me. A stupid, sickjoke. I can'tbelievethis. Do youthink that'sfunny?"She ran out of breath to rave
with.,James, who had been making quieting motions withhis hands, now gave up and looked toward the
door.

 "Here comes the nurse," he said.

 "Good, and I'm going to ask her to throw youout, "Poppy said. Her anger had collapsed, leaving her
neartears. She had never felt so utterly betrayed andabandoned. "I hate you, you know," she said.

 The door opened. It was the nurse with the flowered blouse and green scrub pants. "Is anything the
matter here?" she said, turning on the light. Thenshe saw James. "Now, let'ssee; you don't look like
family," she said. She was smiling, but her voice hadthe ring of authority about to be enforced.

 "He's not, and I want him out of here," Poppy said.

 The nurse fluffed up Poppy's pillows, put a gentle hand on her forehead. "Only family members are
allowed to stay overnight," she said to James.

 Poppy stared at the TV and waited for James to go.He didn't. He walked around the bed to stand by
the nurse, who looked up at him while she continuedstraightening Poppy's blankets. Then her hands
slowed and stopped moving.

 Poppy glanced at her sideways in surprise.

 The nurse was just staring at James. Hands limpon the blankets, she gazed at him as if she were
mesmerized.
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 And James was just staring back. With the lighton, Poppy couldseeJames's face-and again she hadthat
odd feeling of not recognizing him. He was verypale and almost stern looking, as if he were doing
something that required an effort. His jaw was tight and his eyes-his eyes were the color of silver. Real
silver, shining in the light.

 For some reason, Poppy thought of a starvingpanther.

 "So you see there's nothing wrong here," Jamessaid to the nurse, as if continuing a conversationthey'd
been having.

 The nurse blinked once, then looked around theroom as if she'd just awakened from a doze. "No,no;
everything's fine," she said."Callme if..."She looked briefly distracted again, then murmured, "If, um, you
need anything."

 She walked out. Poppy watched her, forgetting to breathe. Then, slowly, moving only her eyes, she
looked at James.

 "I know it's a cliche," James said. "An overuseddemonstration of power. But it gets the job done."

 "You set this up with her," Poppy said in a bare whisper.

 "No."

 "Or else it's some kind of psychic trick. The Amazing Whatshisname."

 "No,"James said, and sat down on an orange plastic chair.

 "Then I'm goingcrazy. " For the first time that evening Poppy wasn't thinking about her illness. She
couldn't think properly about anything; her mindwas a whirling, crashing jumble of confusion. Shefelt like
Dorothy's house after it had been picked up by the tornado.

 "You're not crazy. I probably did this the wrongway; I said I didn't know how to explain it. Look, I
know how hard it is for you to believe. My peoplearrangeit that way; they do everything they can to
keep humans not believing. Their lives depend on it."

 "James, I'm sorry; I just---" Poppy found that herhands were trembling. She shut her eyes. "Maybeyou'd
better just-"

 "Poppy, look at me.I'm telling you the truth. I swear it." He stared at her face a moment, then letout a
breath. "Okay. I didn't want to have to do this, but ..."

 He stood, leaning close to Poppy. She refused toflinch, but she could feel her eyes widening.

 "Now, look," he said, and his lips skinned backfrom his teeth.

 A simple action-but the effect was astonishing.Transforming. In that instant he changed from thepale but
fairly ordinary James of a moment ago-intosomething Poppy had never seen before. A differentspecies of
human being.

 His eyes flared silver and his entire face took on a predatory look. But Poppy scarcely noticed that; she
was staring at his teeth.
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 Not teeth. Fangs. He had canines like a cat's. Elongated and curving, ending in delicate, piercing points.

 They were nothing like the fake vampire fangs soldat novelty stores. They looked very strong and very
sharp and very real.

 Poppy screamed.

 James clapped a hand over her mouth. "We don'twant that nurse back in here."

 When he lifted the hand, Poppy said, "Oh, myGod; oh, my God...."     ,

 "All those times whenyousaid I could read yourmind," James said. "Remember? And the times when I
heard things you didn't hear, or moved faster than you could move?"

 "Oh. my God."

 "It's true, Poppy." He picked up the orange chairand twisted one of the metal legs out of shape. Hedid it
easily, gracefully. "We're stronger than humans," he said. He twisted the leg back and put thechair down.
"We see better in the dark. We're builtfor hunting."

 Poppy finally managed tocapture an entirethought. "I don't carewhat youcan do," she saidshrilly. "You
can't be a vampire. I've known yousince you were five yearsold.And you've gottenolder every year, just
like me. Explainthat."

 "Everything you know is wrong." When she juststared at him, he sighed again and said, "Everythingyou
think you know about vampires, you've picked up from books or TV. And it's all written by humans, I'll
guarantee that. Nobody in the Night World wouldbreak the code of secrecy."

 "The Night World. Where's the Night World?"

 "It's not a place. It's like a secret society-for vampires and witches and werewolves. All the best people.
And I'll explain about it later," Jamessaidgrimly. "For now-look, it's simple. I'm a vampirebecause my
parents are vampires. I wasbornthatway. We're the lamia."

 All Poppy could think of was Mr. and Mrs. Rasmussen with their luxury ranch-style house and theirgold
Mercedes. "Yourparents?"

 "Lamia isjust an old word for vampires, but for usit means the ones who're born that way," James said,
ignoring her. "We're born and we age like humans-except that we can stop aging whenever we want.

 We breathe. We walk around in the daylight. We can even eat regular food."

 "Your parents," Poppy said again faintly.

 He looked at her. "Yeah. My parents. Look, why doyou think my mom does interior decorating? Not
because they need the money. She meets a lot of peoplethat way, and so does my dad, the society
shrink. It only takes a few minutes alone with somebody, andthe human never remembers it afterward."

 Poppy shifted uncomfortably. "So you, um, drinkpeople's blood, huh?" Even after everything she'dseen,
she couldn't say it without half-laughing.
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 James looked at the laces of his Adidas. "Yes. Yes,I sure do," he said softly. Then he looked up andmet
her gaze directly.

 His eyes were pure silver.

 Poppy leaned back against the pile of pillows onher bed. Maybe it was easier to believe him because the
unbelievable had already happened to her earliertoday. Reality had already been turned upsidedown-so,
honestly, what did one more impossibility matter?

 I'm going to die and my best friend is a bloodsucking monster, she thought.

 The argument was over, and she was out of energy. She and James looked at each other in silence.

 "Okay," she said finally, and it meant everythingshe'd just realized.

 "I didn't tell you this just to get it off my chest,"James said, his voice still muted. "I said I could save you,
remember?"

 "Vaguely." Poppy blinked slowly, then said moresharply, "Save me how?"

 His gaze shifted to empty air. "The way you'rethinking."

 "Jamie,Ican'tthink anymore."

 Gently, without looking at her, he put a hand on her shin under the blanket. He shook her leg slightly,a
gesture of affection. "I'm gonna turn you into a vampire, kid."

 Poppy put both fists to her face and began to cry.

 "Hey." He let go of her shin and put an awkwardarm around her, pulling her to sit up. "Don't do that.It's
okay. It's better than the alternative."

 "You're . . .freaking . . .crazy," Poppy sobbed.Once the tears had started, they flowed too easilyshe
couldn't stop them. There was comfort in crying, and -in being held by James. He felt strong and reliable
and he smelled good.

 "You said you had to be born one," she addedblurrily, between sobs.

 "No, I didn't. I said I was born one. There areplenty of the other kind around. Made vampires.There
would be more, but there's a law against justmaking any jerk off the street into one."

 "ButIcan't.I'm just what I am; I'mme. Ican'tbe-like that."

 He put her gently away so he could look into herface. "Then you're going to die. You don't have any
other choice. I checked around-even asked a witch.There's nothing elseinthe Night World to help you.

 What it comes down to is: Do you want to live ornot?"

 Poppy's mind, which had been swamped in confusion again, suddenly fixed on this question. It waslike a
flashlight beam in a pitch-black room.
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 Did she want to live?

 Oh, God, ofcourseshe did.

 Until today she'd assumed it was her unconditionalright to live. She hadn't even been grateful for the
privilege. But now she knew it wasn't something totake for granted-and she also knew it was some thing
she'd fight for.

 Wake up, Poppy! This is the voice of reason calling.He says he can save your life.

 "Wait a minute. I've got to think," Poppy saidtightly to James. Her tears had stopped. She pushed him
away completely and stared fiercely at the white hospital blanket.

 Okay. Okay. Now get your head straight, girl.

 You knew James had a secret. So you never imagined it was anything like this, so what? He's stillJames.
He may be some godawful undead fiend, buthe still cares about you.Andthere'snobodyelse tohelp you.

 She found herself clutching at James's hand without looking at him. "What's it like?" she said through
clenched teeth.

 Steady and matter-of-fact, he said, "It'sdifferent. It's not something I'd recommend if there was another
choice, but ...it's okay. You'll be sick while your body's changing, but afterward you'll never getanykind
ofdiseaseagain.You'llbestrongandquick-and immortal."

 "I'd live forever? But would I be able to stop aging?"She had visions of herself as an immortal crone.

 He grimaced. "Poppy-you'd stop agingnow.That'swhat happens to made vampires. Essentially, you're
dyingas a mortal. You'll look dead and be unconscious for a while. And then...you'll wake up."

 "Isee." Sort of like Juliet in the tomb, Poppythought. And then she thought, Oh, God...Momand Phil.

 "There's another thing you should know," Jameswas saying. "A certain percentage of people don'tmake
it."

 "Don't make it?"

 "Through the change. People over twenty almost never do. They don'teverwake up. Their bodies can't
adjust to the new form and they burn out. Teenagersusually live through it, but not always."

 Oddly enough, this was comforting to Poppy. Aqualified hope seemed more believable than an absolute
one. To live, she would have to take a chance.

 She looked at James. "How do you do it?"

 "The traditional way," he said with the ghost of asmile. Then, gravely: "We exchange blood."

 Oh, great, Poppy thought. And I was afraid of asimple shot. Now I'm going to have my blood drawnby
fangs. She swallowed and blinked,staring atnothing.
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 "It's your choice, Poppy. It's up to you."

 There was a long pause, and then she said, "I want to live, Jamie."

 He nodded. "It'll mean going away from here.Leaving your parents. They can't know."

 "Yeah, I was just realizing that. Sort of like gettinga new identity from the FBI, huh?"

 "More than that. You'll be living in a new world,the Night World. And it's a lonely world, full of secrets.
But you'll be walking around in it, instead oflying in the ground." He squeezed her hand. Thenhe said very
quietly and seriously, "Do you want tostart now?"

 All Poppy could think of to do was shut her eyesand brace herself the way she did for an injection."I'm
ready," she said through stiff lips.

 James laughed again-this time as if he couldn'thelp it. Then he folded the bed rail down and settledbeside
her. "I'm used to people being hypnotized when I do this. It's weird to have you awake."

 "Yeah, well, if I scream you can hypnotize me,"Poppy said, not opening her eyes.

 Relax, she told herself firmly. No matter how muchit hurts, no matter how awful it is, you can deal withit.
Youhaveto. Your life depends on it.

 Her heart was thumping hard enough to shake her body.

 "Right here," James said, touching her throat with cool fingers as if feeling for a pulse.

 Just do it, Poppy thought. Get it over with.

 She could feel warmth as James leaned close toher, taking her carefully by the shoulders. Everynerve
ending in her skin was aware of him. Then she felt cool breath on her throat, and quickly, before she
could recoil, a double sting.

 Those fangs, burying themselves in her flesh. Making two little wounds so he could drink her blood...

 Now it'sreallygoing to hurt, Poppy thought. Shecouldn't brace herself anymore. Her life was in the hands
of a hunter. She was a rabbit trapped in thecoils of a snake, a mouse under the claws of a cat.She didn't
feel like James's best friend, she felt likelunch....

 Poppy, what are you doing? Don't fight it. It hurts whenyou resist.

 James was speaking to her-but the warm mouthon her throat hadn't moved. The voice was in herhead.

 I'm not resisting, Poppy thought. I'm just ready forit to hurt, that's all.

 There was a burning where his teeth pierced her.She waited for it to get worse-but it didn't.Itchanged.

 Oh, Poppy thought.

 The feeling of heat was actually pleasant. A sensation of release, of giving.
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 And closeness. She and James were getting closerand loser, like two drops of water moving together
until they merged.

 She could sense James's mind. His thoughts-andhis feelings. His emotions flowed into her, throughher.

 Tenderness...concern... caring. A cold black

 rage at the disease that was threatening her. Despair that there was no other way to help her. And long
ing-longing to share with her, to make her happy.

 Yes, Poppy thought.

 A wave of sweetness made her dizzy. She foundherself groping for James'shand, their fingers
intertwining.

 James,she thought with wonder and joy. Her communication to him a tentative caress.

 Poppy.She could feel his own surprise and delight.

 And all the time the dreamy pleasure was building.Making Poppy shiver with its intensity.

 How could I have been sostupid? Poppythought. To be afraid of this. It isn't terrible. It's.. . . right.

 She had never been so close to anybody. It was as if they were one being, together, not predator and
prey, but partners in a dance. Poppy-and-James.

 She could touch his soul.

 Strangely enough,he was afraid of that. She couldsense it.Poppy,don't-so many dark things-I don'twant
you to see...

 Dark, yes, Poppy thought. But not dark and terrible. Dark and lonely. Such utter loneliness. A feelingof
not belonging in either of the two worlds he knew.Not belonging anywhere. Except ...

 Suddenly Poppy was seeing an image of herself. Inhis mind she was fragile and graceful, an emeraldeyed
spirit of the air. A sylph-with a core of puresteel.

 I'm not really like that, she thought. I'm not talland beautiful like Jacklyn or Michaela....

 The words she heard in answer didn't seem directed toward her-she had the feeling they weresomething
James was thinking to himself, or remembering from some long-forgotten book.

 You don't love a girl because of beauty. You love herbecause she sings a song only you can
understand....

 With the thought came a strong feeling of protectiveness. So this was how James felt about her-sheknew
at last. As if she were something precious,something to be protected at all costs....

 At all costs. No matter what happened to him.Poppy tried to follow the thought deeper into hismind, to
find out what it meant. She got an impression of rules-no,laws ...
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 Poppy, it's bad manners to search somebody's mindwhen you're not invited.The words were tinged
withdesperation.

 Poppy pulled back mentally. She hadn't meant topry. She just wanted to help....

 I know,James's thought came to her, and with ita rush of warmth and gratitude. Poppy relaxed and
simply enjoyed the feeling of oneness with him.

 I wish it could last forever, she thought-and justthen it stopped. The warmth at her neck disappeared,
and James pulled away, straightening.

 Poppy made a sound of protest and tried to draghim back. He wouldn't let her.

 "No-there's something else we have to do," hewhispered. But he didn't do anything else. He justheld her,
his lips against her forehead. Poppy feltpeaceful and languid.

 "You didn't tell me it would be like that," she said.

 "I didn't know," James said simply. "It never hasbeen before."

 They sat together quietly, with James gently stroking her hair.

 So strange, Poppy thought. Everything is thesame-but everything's different. It was as if she'dpulled
herself up on dry land after almost drowningin the ocean. The terror that had been pounding inside her all
day was gone, and for the first time inher life she felt completely safe.

 After another minute or so James shook his head,rousing himself.

 "What else do we have to do?" Poppy asked.

 For an answer, James lifted his own wrist to hismouth. He made a quick jerking motion with hishead, as
if tearing a strip of cloth held in his teeth.

 When he lowered the wrist, Poppy saw blood.

 It was running in a little stream down his arm. So red it almost didn't look real.

 Poppy gulped and shook her head.

 "It's not that bad," James said softly. "And you have to do it. Without my blood in you, you won't
become a vampire when you die, you'll justdie.Likeany other human victim."

 And I want to live, Poppy thought. All right, then.Shutting her eyes, she allowed James to guide her head
to his wrist.

 It didn't taste like blood, or at least not like theblood she'd tasted when she bit her tongue or puta cut
finger in her mouth. It tasted--strange. Richand potent.

 Like some magic elixir, Poppy thoughtdizzily.Andonce again she felt the touch of James's mind. Intoxi
cated with the closeness, she kept drinking.
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 That's right. You've got to take a lot,James told her.But his mental voice was weaker than it had been.
Instantly Poppy felt a surge of alarm.

 But what will it do to you?

 "I'll be all right," James said aloud. "It's you I'mworried about. If you don't get enough, you'll bein
danger."

 Well, he was the expert. And Poppy was happy tolet the strange, heady potion keep flowing into her.
She basked in the glow that seemed to be lighting herfrom the inside out. She felt so tranquil, so calm....

 And then, without warning, the calm was shattered. A voice broke into it, a voice full of harshsurprise.

 "What are youdoing?"the voice said, and Poppylooked up to see Phillip in the doorway.

  

 CHAPTER 6

  

 James moved fast. He picked up the plastic tumbleron the bedside table and handed it to Poppy. She
understood. Feeling giddy and uncoordinated, she took a healthy swig of water and licked her lips to
wash any traces of blood away.

 "What areyou doing?"Phillip repeated, stridinginto the room. His eyes were fixed on James, whichwas
good, because Poppy was trying to position herself to hide the side of her neck that James hadbitten.

 "None of your business," she said, and in the sameinstant she knew it was a mistake. Phillip, whose
middle name was Stability, was looking distinctly unstable tonight.

 Mom told him, Poppy thought.

 "I mean, we aren't doinganything, "she amended.

 It didn't help. Phil was clearly in a mood to see everything in the world as a threat to his sister. And
Poppy couldn't really blame him-he'd walked in on the two of them in a strange embrace on a rumpled
hospital bed.

 "James was comforting me because I was scared,"she said. She didn't even try to explain why Jameshad
been cradling her head to his arm. But sheglanced at James's arm surreptitiously and saw thatthe wound
there was already closed, the mark fading.

 "Everything's all right, you know," James said,standing to fix a mesmerizing silver gaze on Phillip. But Phil
hardly gave him a glance. He was staringat Poppy.

 It's not working, Poppy thought. Maybe Phil's toomad to be hypnotized. Or toostubborn.

 She looked a question at James, which he answered with a barely discernable shake of his head.He
didn't know what the problem was, either.
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 But they both knew what it meant. James wasgoing to have to leave. Poppy felt cheated and frustrated.
All she wanted was to talk with James, torevel in their new discovery of each other-and shecouldn't. Not
with Phil here.

 "How come you're here, anyway?" she asked him irritably.

 "I drove Mom here. You know she doesn't like driving at night. And I brought this." He swung herboom
box up onto the bedside table. "And these."He put a black CD case beside it. "All your favorite music."

 Poppy felt her anger draining away. "That wassweet," she said. She was touched, especially sincePhil
hadn't said "All your favoriteweirdmusic,"which was usually how he referred to it. "Thankyou."

 Phil shrugged, shooting a glare at James.

 Poor Phil, Poppy thought. Her brother actuallylooked disheveled. And his eyes were swollen.

 "Where's Mom?" she was starting to say, when her mother walked in.

 "I'm back, sweetie," her mother said, with a verycreditable cheery smile. Then she looked surprised.
"James-it was nice of you to come."

 "Yeah, but he was just leaving," Phil said significantly. "I'll show him the way out."

 James didn't waste energy on a fight he couldn'twin. He turned to Poppy and said, "I'll see you
tomorrow."

 There was a look in his gray eyes-gray, not silvernow-that was just for her. A look that had neverbeen
there before in all the years she'd known him.

 "Goodbye, James," she said softly. "And-thankyou." She knew he understood what she meant.

 It wasn't until he was out the door, with Phillipon his heels like a bouncer after a rowdy customer,that a
thought occurred to her.

 James had said that she would be in danger if shedidn't get enough of his blood. But they'd gotten
interrupted almost immediately after that. Had Poppygotten enough? And what would happen if she

 hadn't?

 She herself had no idea, and there was no way toask James.

 Phil stayed right behind James all the way out ofthe hospital.

 Not tonight, James thought. He just couldn't dealwith Phillip North tonight. His patience was gone,and
his mind was occupied in calculating whetherPoppy had taken enough of his blood to be safe. He
thoughtshe had-but the sooner she got more, thebetter.

 "You'll 'see her tomorrow'-well, you'renotgoingto see her tomorrow," Phil said abruptly as theywalked
into the garage.

 "Phil, give meabreak."
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 Instead, Phillip stepped in front of him and stopped dead, forcing James to stop, too. Phillip was
breathingquickly, his green eyes burning.

 "Okay,bud,"he said. "I don't know what youthink you're doing with Poppy-but it's all over now.From
now on you stay away from her.Understand?"

 Visions of breaking Phillip's neck likea new pencildanced in James's head. But Phil was Poppy's brother,
andhis green eyes were surprisingly like hers.

 "I would never hurt Poppy," he said wearily.

 "Givemeabreak. Are you going to stand thereand tell me you don't want to move in on her?"

 James couldn't come up with an answer immediately. Yesterday he could have truthfully said no, hedidn't
want to move in on Poppy. Because it wouldhave meant a death sentence for him and Poppyboth. It was
only when Poppy had received a deathsentence of her own that he'd allowed himself to look at his
feelings.

 And now... now he'd been close to Poppy. He'dtouched her mind, and had found that she was even
braver and more gallant than he'd thought; evenmore compassionate-and more vulnerable.

 He wanted to be that close to Poppy again. Hecared about her in a way that made his throat ache.He
belongedwith Poppy.

 He also realized that that might not be enough.

 Sharing blood forged a powerful bond between twopeople. It would be wrong of him to take advantage
of that bond-or of Poppy's gratitude to him. Untilhe was sure that Poppy's mind was clear and her
decisions were her own, he should keep a little distance. It was the only honorable thing to do.

 "The last thing I want to do is hurt her," he repeated. "Why can't you believe that?" He made a
half-hearted attempt to capture Phil's gaze as he saidit. It failed, just as it had in the hospital. Phillip
seemed to be one of those rare humans who couldn'tbe influenced by mind control.

 "Why can't I believe it? BecauseIknow you. Youand your-girlfriends." Phil managed to make the word
sound like a curse. "You go through six orseven a year-and when you're through with them,you dump
them like trash."

 James was distracted briefly by amusement, because Phil was dead on. Heneeded sixgirlfriends ayear.
After two months the bond between them became dangerously strong.

 "Poppy's not my girlfriend and I'm not going todump her," he said, pleased at his own cleverness.He'd
avoided an outright lie-Poppywasn'this girl friend in any normal sense. They'd merged theirsouls, that was
all-they hadn't talked about datingor anything.

 "So you aretelling me you're not gonna try to putthe moves on her. Is that it? Because you'd better be
sure."As he spoke, Phil did what was probably the most dangerous thing he'd ever done in his life. He
grabbed James by the front of the shirt.

 You stupidhuman,James thought.Hebriefly con sidered breaking every bone in Phil's hand. Or picking
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Phil up and throwing him across the garage intosomebody's windshield. Or...

 "You're Poppy's brother," he said through histeeth. "So I'm going to give you a chance to let go."

 Phil stared into his face a moment, then let go,looking slightly shaken. But not shaken enough to keep
quiet.

 "You have to leave her alone," he said. "You don'tunderstand. This disease she's got it's serious. She
doesn't need anything messing up her life right now.She just needs . . ." He stopped and swallowed.

 Suddenly James felt very tired. He couldn't blamePhil for being upset-Phil's mind was full of crystalclear
pictures of Poppy dying. Usually James got only general images about what humans were thinking,but
Phillip was broadcasting so loud it nearly deafened him.

 Half-truths and evasions hadn't worked. It wastime for Outright Lies. Anything to satisfy Phil and get
James away from this.

 "I know that what Poppy has is serious," he said. "I found an article about it on the Net. That's why Iwas
here,okay? I feel sorry for her. I'm not interestedin Poppy except as a friend, but it makes her feel better
if I pretend that I like her."

 Phillip hesitated, looking at him hard and suspiciously. Then he shook his head slowly. "Beingfriends is
one thing, but it's wrong to mix her up. Inthe end, pretending isn't going to do her any good.I don't even
think it makes her feel better now-shelooked pretty bad in there."

 "Bad?"

 "Pale and shaky. You know Poppy; you know howshe gets overexcited about things. You shouldn't be
fooling around with her emotions." He narrowed his eyes and said, "So maybe you'd better stay away
from her for a while. Just to make sure she hasn't got the wrong idea."

 "Whatever," James said. He wasn't really listening.

 "Okay," Phillip said. "We have a deal. But I'm warning you, if you break it, you're in trouble."

 James wasn't listening to that, either. Which wasa mistake.

 In the darkened hospital room Poppy lay and listened to her mother's breathing.

 You're not asleep, she thought, and I'm not asleep.And you know I'm not, and I know you'renot....

 But they couldn't talk. Poppy wanted desperately to let her mother know that everything was going tobe
all right-buthow? She couldn't betray James'ssecret. And even if she could, her mother wouldn't believe
her.

 I have to find a way, Poppy thought.Ihave to.And then a great wave of drowsiness overtook her. It had
been the longest day in her life, and she was full of alien blood already working its strange magic in her.
She couldn't ... she just couldn't... keep her eyesopen.

 Several times during the night a nurse came in to takeher vital signs, but Poppy never really woke up.
For thefirst time in weeks, no pain interrupted her dreams.
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 She opened her eyes the next morning feeling confused and weak. Black dots swarmed through her
vision when she sat up.

 "Hungry?" her mother asked."They left this breakfast tray for you."

 The smell of hospital eggs made Poppy feel nauseated. But because her mother was watching her anx
iously, she played with the food on the tray beforeshe went to wash up. In the bathroom mirror she
examined the side of her neck. Amazing-there wasno trace of a mark.

 When she came out of the bathroom, her motherwas crying.

 Not floods of tears, not sobbing. Just dabbing hereyes on a Kleenex. But Poppy couldn't stand it.

 "Mom, if you're worried about telling me ... Iknow."

 The whole sentence was out before Poppy couldeven think about it.

 Her mother's head jerked up in horror. She staredat Poppy with more tears spilling. "Sweetheart-you
know... ?"

 "I know what I've got and I know how bad it is,"Poppy said. If this was the wrong strategy, it was too
late now. "I listened when you and Cliff were talking to the doctors."

 "Oh, myLord."

 What can I say? Poppy wondered. It's okay, Mom, because I'm not going to die; I'm going to become a
vampire. I hope. I can't be sure, because sometimes you don't make it through the transformation. But
with any luck, I should be sucking blood in a few weeks.

 Come to think of it, she hadn't asked James exactlyhow long it would take to change her.

 Her mother was taking deep, calming breaths."Poppy, I want you to know how much I love you.Cliff
and I will do anything-anything-we can tohelpyou. Right now he's looking into some clinical
protocols-those are experimental studies where theytest new ways of treating people. If we can just.. .
buy time ...until a cure. ' .."

 Poppy couldn't stand it. She couldfeelher mother'spain. Literally. It carne in palpable waves that seemed
to echo through her bloodstream, making her dizzy.

 It's that blood, she thought. It's doing somethingto me-changing me.

 Even as she thought it, she went to her mother.She wanted to hug her, and she needed help standing up.

 "Mom, I'm not scared," she said, muffled againsther mother's shoulder. "I can't explain, but I'm not
scared. And I don't want you to be unhappy overme."

 Her mother just held on fiercely, as if Death might try to snatch Poppy out of her arms that minute. She
was crying.

 Poppy cried, too. Real tears, because even if shewasn't going to die truly, she was going to lose somuch.
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Her old life, her family, everything familiar. Itfelt good to cry over it; it was something she neededto do.

 But when it was done, she tried again.

 "Theonething I don't want is for you to be unhappy or worry," she said, and looked up at hermother. "So
could you just try not to? For my sake?"

 Oh, God,I'mcoming off like Beth inLittle Women,she thought. Saint Poppy. And the truth is, if I were
really dying, I'd go kicking and screaming all the way.

 Still, she'd managed to comfort her mother, whodrew back looking tearstained but quietly proud.
"You're really something, Poppet," was all she said, but her lips trembled.

 Saint Poppy looked away, horribly embarrasseduntil another wave of dizziness saved her. She allowed
her mother to help her back into bed.

 And it was then that she finally found a way topose the question she needed to ask.

 "Mom," she said slowly, "what if there was a curefor me somewhere-like in some other country or
something-and I could go there and get better, but they wouldn't ever let me come back? I mean, you'd
know I was okay, but you wouldn't ever be able to see me again." She looked at her mother intently.
"Would you want me to do it?"

 Her mother answered instantly. "Sweetheart, I'dwant you cured if you had to go to the moon. Aslong as
you were happy." She had to pause a mo ment, then resumed steadily. "But, honey, there isn'tsuch a
place. I wish there were."

 "I know." Poppy patted her arm gently. "I was justasking. I love you, Mom."

 Later that morning Dr. Franklin and Dr. Loftuscame by. Facing them wasn't as horrible as Poppy
expected, but she felt like a hypocrite when theymarveled over her "wonderful attitude." They talked
about quality time, and the fact that no two cases ofcancer were the same, and about people they'd
known who'd beaten the percentages. Saint Poppysquirmed inside, but she listened and nodded-untilthey
began to talk about more tests.

 "We'd like to do an angiogram and a laparotomy,"Dr. Loftus said. "Now an angiogram is-"

 "Tubes stuck in myveins?" Poppy said before shecould help herself.

 Everyone looked startled. Then Dr. Loftus gave arueful smile. "Sounds like you've been reading upon it."

 "No, I just-I guess I remember it from somewhere," Poppy said. She knew where she was gettingthe
images-from Dr. Loftus's head. And she probably should cover her tracks instead of talking anymore,but
shewastoodistressed."And a laparotomy's an operation, right?"

 Dr. Loftus and Dr. Franklin exchanged glances."An exploratory operation, yes," Dr. Franklin said.

 "But I don'tneedthose tests, do I? I mean, youalready know what I've got. And the testshurt."

 "Poppy," her mother said gently. But Dr. Loftuswas answering slowly.
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 "Well, sometimes we need the tests to confirm adiagnosis. But in your case ... no, Poppy. We don'treally
need them. We're already sure."

 "Then I don't see why I have to have them,"Poppy said simply. "I'd rather go home."

 The doctors looked at each. other, then at Poppy'smother. Then, without even trying to be subtle about
it, the three adults went out into the corridor todeliberate.

 When they came back, Poppy knew she'd won.

 "You can go home, Poppy," Dr. Franklin said quietly. "At least until you develop any further symptoms.
The nurse will tell your mother what to lookout for."

 The first thing Poppy did was call James. He answered on the first ring and said, "How do you feel?"
"Dizzy. But pretty good," Poppy said, whisperingbecause her mother was outside talking to a nurse."I'm
coming home."

 "I'll come over this afternoon," James said. "Callme when you think you'll have an hour or so alone.And,
Poppy ... don't tell Phil I'm coming."

 "Why not?"

 "I'll explain later."

  

 When she actually got home, it was strange. Cliffand Phil were there. Everybody was unusually niceto
her, while still trying to pretend that nothing unusual was going on. (Poppy had heard the nurse tell her
mother that it was good to try and maintain a normal routine.) It's like my birthday, Poppy thought
dazedly. Like some terribly important birthday and graduationrolled into one. Every few minutes the
doorbell would ring as another flower arrangement arrived.Poppy's bedroom looked like a garden.

 She felt badly for Phil. He looked so stricken-andso brave. She wanted to comfort him the way she'd
comforted her mother-buthow?

 "Come here," she ordered, opting for direct action.And when he obeyed, she hugged him tightly.

 "You'll beat this thing," he whispered. "I knowyou will. Nobody's ever had as much will to live asyou do.
And nobody's ever,ever been as stubborn."

 It was then that Poppy realized just how terriblyshe was going to miss him.

 When she let go, she felt light-headed.

 "Maybe you'd better lie down," Cliff said gently.And Poppy's mother helped her to the bedroom.

 "Does Dad know?" she asked as her mothermoved around the bedroom, straightening things.

 "I tried to get hold of him yesterday, but the people at the station said he'd moved to somewhere in
Vermont. They don't know where."
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 Poppy nodded. It sounded like her dadalways on the move. He was a DJ-when he wasn't being anartist
or a stage magician. He'd split up with her mombecause he wasn't very good at being any of those
things-or at least not good enough to get paid much.

 Cliff was everything Poppy's father wasn't: responsible, disciplined, hardworking. He fit in perfectly with
Poppy's mom and Phil. So perfectly that sometimes Poppy felt like the odd one out in her own family.

 "I miss Dad," Poppy said softly.

 "I know. Sometimes I do, too," her mother said,surprising her. Then she said firmly, "We'll find him,
Poppy. As soon as he hears, he'll want to come."

 Poppy hoped so. She didn't suppose she'd get achance to see him-after.

 It wasn't until an hour or so before dinnertime, when Phil and Cliff were out doing errands, and her
mother was taking a nap, that Poppy got the chance to call James.

 "I'll come right over," he said. "I'll let myself in."Ten minutes later he walked into Poppy's bedroom.

 Poppy felt strangely shy. Things had changed between her and James. They weren't simply bestfriends
anymore.

 They didn't even say "Hi" to each other. As soonas he came in, their eyes caught and met. And then,for
an endless moment, they just looked at eachother.

 This time, when Poppy felt the quick pang in herchest that always came when she saw James, it wasa
throb of pure sweetness. He cared about her. Shecould see it in his eyes.

 Wait a minute, hang on, her mind whispered. Don't jump the gun here. Hecaresabout you, yes,but he
didn't say he wasin lovewith you. There's a difference.

 Shut up, Poppy told her brain soberly. Aloud, shesaid, "How come you didn't want Phil to know you
were here?"

 James threw his light windbreaker over a chair andsat down on Poppy's bed. "Well-I just' didn't wantto
be interrupted," he said with a gesture of dismissal. "How's the pain?"

 "It'sgone,"Poppysaid. "Isn't that weird? It didn't wake me up at all last night. And there's somethingelse. I
think I'm starting to-well,read people'sthoughts."

 James smiled slightly, just one corner of his mouthup. "That's good. 1 was worried-" He broke off and
went to turn Poppy's CD player on. Plaintive Bantuwailing's emerged.

 "I was worried you didn't get enough blood lastnight," James said quietly, resuming his seat. "You'llhave
to take more this time-and so will I."

 Poppy felt something tremble inside her. Her revul-

 sion was gone. She was still afraid, but that was onlybecause of the consequences of what they were
goingto do. It wasn't just a way to get closer or to feedJames. They were doing it tochange Poppy.
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 "The only thing I don't understand is why younever bit me before." Her tone was light, but as shespoke
the words, she realized that there was a seriousquestion behind them.

 "I mean," she said slowly, "you did it with Michaelaand Jacklyn, didn't you? And with other girls?"

 He looked away but answered steadily. "I didn'texchange blood with them. But I fed on them, yes."

 "But not me."

 "No. How can I explain?" He looked up at her."Poppy, taking blood can be a lot of differentthings-and
the Elders don't want it to be anythingbut feeding. They say all you should feel is the joyof the hunt. And
that's all I ever have felt before."

 Poppy nodded, trying to feel satisfied with this. Shedidn't ask who the Elders were.

 "Besides, it can bedangerous, "James said. "It can be done with hatred, and it can kill. Kill permanently,
I mean."

 Poppy was almost amused by this."Youwouldn'tkill."

 James stared at her. Outside, it was cloudy and thelight in Poppy's bedroom was pale. It made James's
face look pale, too, and his eyes silver.

 "But I have," James said. His voice was flat andbleak. "I've killed without exchanging enough blood,so
the person didn't come back as a vampire."

  

 CHAPTER 7

  

 Then you must have had a reason," Poppy saidflatly. When he looked at her, she shrugged. "I know
you." She knew him in a way she'd never known anyone.

 James looked away. "I didn't have a reason, but there were some ...extenuating circumstances. You
could say I was set up. But I still have nightmares."

 He sounded so tired-so sad.It's a lonely world, fullof secrets, poppythought. And he'd had to keep the
biggest secret of all from everyone, including her.

 "It must have been awful for you," she said, hardlyaware that she was speaking out loud. "I mean, all
your life-holding this in. Not telling anybody. Pretending..."

 "Poppy." He gave a shiver of repressed emotion."Don't."

 "Don't sympathize with you?"

 He shook his head. "Nobody's's ever understood before." After a pause he said, "How can you worry
aboutme?With what you're facing?"
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 "I guess because -I care about you."

 "And I guess that's why I didn't treat you like Michaela or Jacklyn," he said.

 Poppy looked at the sculpted planes of his face, atthe wave of brown hair falling over his forehead like
silk ...and held her breath. Say "I love you," she ordered mentally.Say it, you thickheaded male.

 But they weren't connected, and James didn't givethe slightest sign of having heard. Instead he turned
brisk and businesslike. "We'd better get started." Hegot up and drew the window curtains shut. "Sunlight
inhibits all vampire powers," he said in a guest lecturer voice. .

 Poppy took advantage of the pause to go to the CDplayer. The music had changed to a Dutch club
song,which was fine for doing the Netherlands skippydance to, but not very romantic. She punched a but
ton and a velvety Portuguese lament began.

 Then she twitched the sheer hangings around the bed dosed. When she sat down again, she and James
were in their own little world, dim and secluded, enclosed in misty eggshell white.

 "I'm ready," she said softly, and James leaned inclose to her. Even in the semidarkness Poppy felt
mesmerized by his eyes. They were like windows tosome other place, someplace distant and magical.

 The Night World, she thought, and tilted her chinback as James took her in his arms.

 This time the double sting at her neck hurt good.

 But best was when James's mind touched hers.The feeling of oneness, of suddenly being whole-it spread
through her like starshine.

 Once again she had the sense that they were melting together, dissolving and merging everywherethey
touched. She could feel her own pulse echoingthrough him.

 Closer, loser... and then she felt a pulling-back.

 James? What's wrong?

 Nothing,he told her, but Poppy could sense that itwasn't quite true. He was trying to weaken the
growing bond between them ... but why?

 Poppy, I just don't want to force you into anything.What we're feeling is-artificial....

 Artificial? It was the realest thing that she'd everexperienced. Realer than real. In the midst of joy,Poppy
felt a surge of hurt anger at James.

 I don't mean it like that,he said, and there was desperation in the thought.It's just that you can't resistthe
blood-bond. You couldn't resist it if you hated me. Itisn't fair....

 Poppy didn't care about fair.Ifyou can't resist it,why are you trying?she asked him triumphantly.

 She heard something like mental laughter, andthen they were both clinging together as a wave of pure
emotion swept them.
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 The blood-bond, Poppy thought when James raisedhis head at last. It doesn't matter if he won't say he
loves me-we're bonded now. Nothing can changethat.

 And in a moment or so she would seal that bondby taking his blood. Try and resistthat,she thought, and
was startled when James laughed softly. "Reading my mind again?"

 "Not exactly. You're projecting-and you're verygood at it. You're going to be a strong telepath."
Interesting. . . but right now Poppy didn't feelstrong. She suddenly felt kitten-weak. Limp as a wilting
flower. She needed ...

 "I know," James whispered. Still supporting her, he started to lift one wrist to his mouth.

 Poppy stopped him with a restraining hand.

 "James? How many times do we have to do thisbefore I-change?"

 "Once more, I think," James said quietly. "I tooka lot this time, and I want you to do the same. Andthe
next time we do it ..."

 I'll die, Poppy thought. Well, at least I know howlong I have left as a human.

 James's lips slid back to reveal long, delicate fangs,and he struck at his own wrist. There was something
snakelike in the motion. Blood welled up, the colorof syrup in a can of cherry preserves.

 Just as Poppy was leaning forward, lips parted,there was a knock at the door.

 Poppy and James froze guiltily.

 The knock came again. In her muddled and weakened state, Poppy couldn't seem to make herselfmove.
The only thought that resounded in her brainwasOh,please. Please don't let it be...

 The door opened.

 Phil.

 Phillip was already speaking as he poked his headin. "Poppy, are you awake? Mom says-"

 He broke off abruptly, then lunged forthelightswitch on the wall. Suddenly the room was illuminated.

 Oh,terrific,Poppy thought in frustration. Phil waspeering through the filmy draperies around the bed.
Poppy peered back at him.

 "Whatis going-on?" he said in a voice that would have gotten him the lead role inTheTen Com
mandments.And then, before Poppy could gather enough wits to answer, he leaned in and grabbed
James by the arm.

 "Phil,don't," Poppysaid. "Phil, you idiot..."

 "We had a deal," Phil snarled at James. "And you broke it."

 James was gripping Phil's arms now, as ungentlyas Phil was grasping him. Poppy had the dismayed
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feeling that they were going to start head-buttingeach other.

 Oh, Lord, if she could onlythinkstraight. She feltso brainless.

 "You've got the wrong idea," James said to Philthrough clenched teeth.

 "The wrongidea? Icome in here and find the two of you in bed, with all the curtains drawn, and you're
telling me I've got the wrongidea?"

 "Onthe bed, Poppy interjected. Phil ignored her.

 James shook Phil. He did it quite easily and withan economy of movement, but Phil's head snapped
back and forth. Poppy realized that James was not athis most rational right now. She remembered the
metal chair leg and decided it was time to intervene.

 Letgo,"she said, reaching in between the two boys to grab for hands. Anybody's hands. "Come on,you
guys!" And then, desperately, "Phil, I know youdon't understand, but James is trying tohelp me-"

 "Help you? I don't think so." And then to James:"Look at her. Can't you see that this stupid pretending is
making hersicker? Every time I find her with you, she's white as a sheet. You're just making things
worse."

 "You don't know anything about it," Jamessnarled in Phil's face. But Poppy was still processing
something several sentences back.

 "Stupid? Pretending?" she said. Her voice wasn't very loud but everything stopped.

 Both boys looked at her.

 Everyone made mistakes then. Later, Poppy wouldrealize that if any of them had kept their heads, what
happened next could have been avoided. But noneof them did.

 "I'm sorry,"Philsaid to Poppy. "I didn't want totell you-"

 "Shut up,"James said savagely.

 "But I have to.This-jerk-isjust playing with you.He admitted it to me. He said he felt sorry for you,and he
thinks that pretending he likes you makesyou feel better. He's got an ego that would fill Dodger Stadium."

 "Pretending?" Poppy said again, sitting back. Therewas a buzzing in her head and an eruption gathering
in her chest.

 "Poppy, he's crazy," James said. "Listen-"

 But Poppy wasn't listening. The problem was thatshe couldfeelhow sorry Phil was. It was much more
convincing than anger. And Phillip, honest, straightforward, trustworthy Phillip, almost never lied.

 He wasn't lying now. Which meant... that James must be.

 Eruption time.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "You. . ."she whispered to James.,"You . . ."She couldn't think of a swear word bad enough. Somehow
she felt more hurt, more betrayed than she hadever felt before. She had thought sheknewJames;she had
trusted him absolutely. Which made the betrayal all the worse. "So it was all pretending? Isthat it?"

 Some inner voice was telling her to hold on andthink. That she was in no state to make crucial decisions.
But she was also in no state to listen to innervoices. Her own anger kept her from deciding if shehad any
good reason to be angry.

 "You just feltsorryfor me?" she whispered, and suddenly all the fury and grief that she'd been suppressing
for the last day and a half flooded out. Shewas blind with pain, and nothing mattered exceptmaking
James hurt as much as she hurt.

 Jameswas breathing hard,speaking rapidly."Poppy-this is why I didn't want Phil to know-"

 "And nowonder," Poppyraged. "And no wonderyou wouldn't say you loved me," she went on, not even
caring that Phillip was listening. "And no wonder you would do all that other stuff, but you never even
kissed me. Well, I don't want yourpity-"

 "Whatotherstuff?.Allwhatotherstuff?"Philshouted."I'mgonna kill you, Rasmussen!"

 He tore free of James and swung at him. Jamesducked so that the fist just grazed his hair. Philswung
again and James twisted sideways andgrabbed him from behind in a headlock.

 Poppy heard running footsteps in the hall. "What's happening?" her mother gasped in dismay, regarding
the scene in Poppy's bedroom.

 At almost the same instant Cliff appeared behindPoppy's mother. "What's all the shouting?" he asked,his
jaw particularly square.

 "You'rethe one who's putting her in danger,"James was snarling in Phillip's ear. "Right now." Helooked
feral. Savage.

 Inhuman.

 "Let go of my brother!" Poppyyelled. All at onceher eyes were swimming with tears.

 "Oh, my God-darling," her mother said. In two steps she was beside the bed and holding Poppy."You
boys getoutof here."

 The savagery drained out of James's expression,and he loosened his hold on Phillip. "Look, I'm sorry.I
have to stay. Poppy..."

 Phillip slammed an elbow into his stomach.

 It might not have hurt James as much as it woulda human, but Poppy saw the fury sweep over hisface as
he straightened from doubling up. He lifted Phil off his feet and threw him headfirst in the gen eral
direction of Poppy's dresser.

 Poppy's mother let out a cry. Cliff jumped in between Phil and James.

 "That's enough!" he roared. Then, to Phil: "Are you all right?" And to James: "What's this allabout?"

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 Phil was rubbing his head dazedly. James saidnothing. Poppy couldn't speak.

 "All right, it doesn't matter," Cliff said. "I guesseverybody's a little jumpy right now. But you'd better go
on home, James."

 James looked at Poppy.

 Poppy, throbbing all over like an aching tooth,turned her back on him. She burrowed into her mother's
embrace.

 "I'll be back," James said quietly. It might have been meant as a promise, but it sounded like a threat.

 "Not for a while, you won't," Cliff said in a military command voice. Gazing over her mother's arm,
Poppy could see that there was blood on Phillip'sblond hair. "I think everybody needs a cooling-off
period. Now, come on, move."

 He led James out. Poppy sniffled and shivered, trying to ignore both the waves of giddiness that swept
over her and the agitated murmuring of all the voices

 in her head. The stereo went on blasting out madcorestomping music from England.

  

 In the next two days James called eight times.

  

 Poppy actually picked up the phone the first time.It was after midnight when her private line rang, and
she responded automatically, still half-asleep.

 "Poppy, don't hang up," James said.

 Poppy hung up. A moment later the phone rangagain.

 "Poppy, if you don't want to die, you've got tolisten to me."

 "That's blackmail. You'resick,"Poppy said, clutching the handset. Her tongue felt thick and her head
ached.

 "It's just the truth. Poppy, listen. You didn't takeany blood today. I weakened you, and you didn't get
anything in exchange. And that could kill you."

 Poppy heard the words, but they didn't seem real.She found herself ignoring them, retreating into afoggy
state where thought was impossible. "I don'tcare."

 "You do-care, and if you could think, you'd knowthat. It's the change that's doing this. You're
completely messed up mentally. You're too paranoid andillogical and crazy toknowyou're paranoid and
illogical and crazy."

 It was suspiciously like what Poppy hadrea!izedearlier. She was aware, dimly, that she was actingthe
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way Marissa Schaffer had after drinking a sixpack of beer at Jan Nedjar's New Year's party. Making a
ranting fool of herself. But she couldn't seemto stop.

 "I just want to know one thing," she said. "Is ittrue that you said that stuff to Phillip?"

 She heard James let his breath out. "It's true thatI said it. But whatI said wasn't true. It was just toget him
off my back."

 By now Poppy was too upset to even want tocalm down.

 "Why should I believe somebody whose whole lifeis a lie?" she said, and hung up again as the firsttears
spilled.

 All the next day she stayed in her state of foggy denial. Nothing seemed real, not the fight withJames, not
James's warning, and not her illness. Especially not her illness. Her mind found a way toaccept the special
treatment she was getting from everyone without dwelling on the reason forthetreatment.

 She even managed to disregard her mother's whispered comments to Phil about how she was going
downhill so fast. How poor Poppy was getting pale, getting weak, getting worse. And only Poppy knew
that she could now hear conversations held in thehallway as clearly as if they were in her own room.

 All her senses were sharpened, even as her mindwas dulled. When she looked at herself in the mirror,
she was startled by how white she was, her skintranslucent as candle wax. Her eyesso green and fierce
that they burned.

 The other six times James called, Poppy's mothertold him Poppy was resting.

 Cliff fixed the broken trim on Poppy's dresser."Who would have thought the kid was that strong?"he
said.

 James flipped his cellular phone shut and banged a fist on the Integra's dashboard. It was Thursday
afternoon.

 I low you.That's what he should have said toPoppy. And now it was too late-,she wouldn't even talk to
him.

 Whyhadn'the said it? His reasons seemed stupid now. So he hadn't taken advantage of Poppy's
innocence and gratitude ...well, bravo. All he'd donewas tap her veins and break her heart.

 All he'd done was hasten her death.

 But there wasn't time to think about it now. Rightnow he had a masquerade to attend.

 He got out of the car and gave his windbreaker a twitch as he walked toward the sprawling ranchstyle
house.

 He unlocked and opened the door without callingto announce his presence. He didn't need to announce
it; his mother would sense him.

 Inside, it was all cathedral ceilings and fashionablybare walls. The one oddity was that every one ofthe
many skylights was covered with elegant custom made drapes. This made the interior seem spaciousbut
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dim. Almost cavernous.

 "James," his mother said, coming from the back

 wing. She had jet-black hair with a sheen like lacquerand a perfect figure that was emphasized rather
thandisguised by her silver-and-gold embroidered wrap.Her eyes were cool gray and heavily lashed, like
James's. She kissed the air beside his cheek.

 "I got your message," James said. "What do youwant?"

 "I'd really rather wait until your father gets home...."

 "Mom, I'm sorry, but I'm in a hurry. I've got thingsto do-I haven't even fed today."

 "It shows," his mother said. She regarded him fora moment without blinking. Then she sighed, turning
toward the living room. "At least, let's sit down....You've been a little agitated, haven't you, these last few
days?"

 James sat on the crimson-dyed suede couch. Nowwas the test of his acting ability. If he could get
through the next minute without his mother sensingthe truth, he'd be home free.

 "I'm sure Dad told you why," he said evenly.

 "Yes. Little Poppy. It's very sad, isn't it?" The shadeof the single treelike floor lamp was deep red, and
ruby light fell across half his mother's face.

 "I was upset at first, but I'm pretty much over itnow," James said. He kept his voice dull and concen
trated on sending nothing-nothing-through hisaura. He could feel his mother lightly probing theedges of his
mind. Like an insect gently caressing with an antenna, or a snake tasting the air with its black forked
tongue.

 :"I'm surprised" his mother said. "1 thought youliked her."

 "I did. But, after all, they're not reallypeople,are they?" He considered a moment, then said, "It's sortof
like losing a pet. I guess I'll just have to find another one."

 It was a bold move, quoting the party line. Jameswilled every muscle to stay relaxed as he felt the
thought-tendrils tighten suddenly, coiling aroundhim, looking for a chink in his armor. He thought very
hard-about Michaela Vasquez. Trying to project just the right amount of negligent fondness.

 It worked. The probing tendrils slipped away fromhis mind, and his mother settled back gracefully and
smiled.

 "I'm glad you're taking it so well. But if you everfeel that you'd like to talk to someone ... your father
knows some very good therapists."

 Vampire therapists, she meant. To screw his headon straight about how humans were just for feeding
on.

 "I know you want to avoid trouble as much as Ido," she added. "It reflects on the family, you see."
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 "Sure," James said, and shrugged. "I've got to gonow. Tell Dad I said hi, okay?"

 He kissed the air beside her cheek.

 "Oh, by the way," she said as he turned towardthe door. "Your cousin Ashwillbe coming nextweek. I
think he'd like to stay with you at the apartment-and I'm sure you'd like some companythere."

 Over my unbreathing body, James thought. He'dforgotten all about Ash's threat to visit. But nowwasn't
the time to argue. He walked out feeling likea juggler with too many balls in the air.

 Back in his car he picked up the cellular phone,hesitated, then snapped it shut without turning it on.
Calling wasn't any good. It was time to change hisstrategy.

 All right, then. No more half measures. A seriousoffensive-aimed where it would do the most good.

 He thought for a few minutes, then drove toMcDonnell Drive, parking just a few houses awayfrom
where Poppy lived.

 And then he waited.

 He was prepared to sit there all night if necessary,but he didn't have to. Just around sunset the garage
door opened and a white Volkswagen Jetta backedout. James saw a blond head in the driver's seat

 Hi, Phil. Nice to see you.When the Jetta pulled away, he followed it.

  

 CHAPTER 8

  

 When the Jetta turned into the parking lot of a7-Eleven, James smiled. There was a nice isolatedarea
behind the store, and it was getting dark.

 He drove his own car around back, then got out to watch the store entrance. When Phil came outwith a
bag, he sprang on him from behind.

 Phil yelled and fought, dropping the bag. It didn'tmatter. The sun had gone down and James's powerwas
at full strength.

 He dragged Phil to the back of the store and put him facing the wall beside a Dumpster. The classic
police frisking position.

 "I'm going to let go now," he said. "Don't try torun away. That would be a mistake."

 Phil went tense and motionless at the sound of hisvoice. "I don'twantto run away. I want to smash your
face in, Rasmussen."

 "Go ahead and try." James was going to add,Makemy night, but he reconsidered. He let go of Phil, who
turned around and regarded him with utter loathing.
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 "What's the matter? Run out of girls to jump?" hesaid, breathing hard.

 James gritted his teeth. Trading insults wasn't going to do any good, but he could already tell it was going
to be hard to keep his temper. Phil had that effect on him. "I didn't bring you out here to fight.I brought
you to ask you something. Do you care about Poppy?"

 Phil said, "I'll take stupid questions for five hundred, Alex," and loosened his shoulder as if gettingready
for a punch.

 "Because if you do, you'll get her to talk to me.You were the one who convinced her not to see me,and
now you've got to convince her that shehastosee me."

 Phil looked around the parking lot, as if calling for somebody to witness this insanity.

 James spoke slowly and dearly, enunciating eachword. "There is something I can do to help her."

 "Because you're Don Juan, right? You're gonna heal her with your love." The words were flippant,but
Phil's voice was shaky with sheer hatred. Not just hatred for James, but for a universe that would give
Poppy cancer.

 "No. You've got it completely wrong. Look, youthink I was making out with her, or trifling with her
affections or whatever. That's not what was going onat all. I let you think that because I was tired of
getting the third degree from you-and because Ididn't want you to know what we weredoing."

 "Sure, sure," Phil said in a voice filled with equal measures of sarcasm and contempt. "So whatwereyou
doing? Drugs?"

  

 James had learned something from his first encounter with Poppy in the hospital. Show and tellshould be
done in that order. This time he didn't sayanything; he just grabbed Phil by the hair and jerked his head
back.

 There was only a single light behind the store, butit was enough togive Phil a good view of the bared
fangs looming over him. And it was more thanenough for James, with his night vision, to see Phillip's
green eyesdilate as he stared.

 Phillip yelled, then went limp.

 Not with fear, James knew. He wasn't a coward.With the shock of disbelief turning to belief.

 Phillip swore. "You'rea ..."

 "Right." James let him go.

 Phil almost lost his balance. He grabbed at theDumpster for support. "I don't believe it."

 "Yes, you do," James said. He hadn't retracted hisfangs, and he knew that hiseyes were shining silver.
Philhadto believe it with James standing right infront of him.

 Phil apparently had the same idea. He was staringat James as if he wanted to look away, but couldn't.
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The color had drained out of his face, and he keptswallowing as if he were going to be sick.

 "God," he said finally. "I knew there was something wrong with you. Weird wrong. I could neverfigure
out why you gave me the creeps. So this is it."

 I disgust him, James realized. It's not just hatred anymore. He thinks I'm less than human.

 It didn't augur well for the rest of James's plan.

 "Now do you understand how I can help Poppy?"

 Phil shook his head slowly. He was leaning againstthe wall, one hand still on the Dumpster.

 James felt impatience rise in his chest. "Poppy hasa disease. Vampires don't get diseases. Do you needa
road map?"

 Phillip's expression said he did.

 "If,"James said through his teeth, "I exchangeenough blood with Poppy to turn her into a vampire,she
won't have cancer anymore. Every cell in herbody will change and she'll end up a perfect specimen:
flawless, disease-free. She'll have powers thathumans don't even dream of. And, incidentally,she'll be
immortal."

 There was a long, long silence as James watchedthis sink in with Phillip. Phil's thoughts were toojumbled
and kaleidoscopic for James to make anything of them, but Phil's eyes got wider and his facemore ashen.

 At last Phil said, "You can't do that to her."

 It was thewayhe said it. Not as if he were protesting an idea because it was too radical, too new.Not the
knee-jerk overreaction that Poppy had had.

 He said it with absolute conviction and utmost horror. As if James were threatening to steal Poppy'ssoul.

 "It's the only way to save herlife,"James said.

 Phil shook his head slowly again, eyes huge andtrancelike. "No. No. She wouldn't want it. Not atthat
cost."

 "What cost?" James was more than impatientnow, he was defensive and exasperated. If he'd realized
that this was going to turn into a philosophical debate, he would have picked somewhere less public.As it
was, he had to keep all his senses on the alertfor possible intruders.

 Phil let go of the Dumpster and stood on his owntwo feet. There was fear mixed with the horror in his
eyes, but he faced James squarely.

 "It's just-there are some things that humansthink are more important than just staying alive," hesaid.
"You'll find that out."

 I don't believe this, James thought. He sounds likea junior space captain talking to the alien invadersin a
B movie.You won'tfind Earth peoplequitethe easymark you imagine.
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 Aloud, he said, "Are you nuts? Look, Phil, I wasborn in San Francisco. I'm not some bug-eyed monster
from Alpha Centauri. I eat Wheaties forbreakfast."

 "And what do you eat for a midnight snack?" Phil

 asked, his green eyes somber and almost childlike.

 "Or are the fangs just for decoration?"

 Walked right into that one, James's brain told him.He looked away. "Okay. Touché. There are some
differences. I never said I was a human. But I'm notsome kind of-"

 "If you're not a monster, then I don't knowwhat is."

 Don't kill him, James counseled himself frantically.You have toconvincehim. "Phil, we're not like what
you see at the movies. We're not all-powerful. We can't dematerialize through walls or travel through
time, and we don't need to kill to feed. We're not evil, at least not all of us. We're not damned."

 "You're unnatural," Phillip said softly, and James could feel that he meant it from his heart. "You'rewrong.
Youshouldn't exist."

 "Because we're higher up on the food chain thanyou?"

 "Because people weren't meant to ...feed ... on other people."

 James didn't say that his people didn't think ofPhillip's people as people. He said, "We only do whatwe
have to do to survive. And Poppy's already agreed."

 Phillip froze. "No. She wouldn't want to becomelike you."

 "She wants to stay a!ive---or at least, she did, before she got mad at me. Now she's just irrational
because she hasn't got enough of my blood in her tofinish changing her. Thanks to you." He paused, then
said deliberately, "Have you ever seen a three-weekold corpse, Phil? Because that'swhat she's going to
become if I don't get to her."

 Phil's face twisted. He whirled around and slammed a fist into the metal side of the Dumpster."Don't you
think I know that?I've been living withthat since Monday night."

 James stood still, heart pounding. Feeling the anguish Phil was giving off and the pain of Phil's injured
hand. It was several seconds before he was ableto saycalmly,"And you think that's better than whatI can
give her?"

 "It's lousy. It stinks. But, yes, it's better than turning into something that hunts people. Thatusespeo ple.
That's why all the girlfriends, isn't it?"

 Once again, James couldn't answer right away.Phil's problem, he was realizing, was that Phil wasfar too
smart for his own good. He thought too much."Yeah. That's why all the girlfriends," he said at last,tiredly.
Trying not to see this from Phil's point of view.

 "Just tell me one thing, Rasmussen."Phillip straightened and looked him dead in the eye. "Didyou"-he
stopped and swallowed-"feed on Poppybefore she got sick?"
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 "No."

 Phil let out his breath. "That's good. Because if youhad,I'd have killed you."

 James believed him. He was much stronger than Phil, much faster, and he'd never been afraid of ahuman
before. But just at that moment he had nodoubt that Phil would somehow have found a way to do it.

 "Look, there's something you don't understand,"he said. "Poppy did want this, and it's something we've
already started. She's only just beginning tochange; if she dies now, she won't become a vampire.But she
might not die all thee way, either. She couldend up a walking corpse. A zombie, you know?Mindless.
Body rotting, but immortal."

 Phil's mouth quivered with revulsion. "You're justsaying that to scare me."

 James looked away. "I've seen it happen."

 "I don't believe you."

 "I've seen itfirsthand!"Dimly James realized hewas yelling and that he'd grabbed Phil by the shirtfront.
He was out of control-and he didn't care."I've seen it happen to somebodyIcared about, allright?"

 And then, because Phil was still shaking his head:"I was only four years old and I had a nanny. Allthe
rich kids in San Francisco have nannies. Shewas human."

 "Let go," Phil muttered, pulling at James's wrist.He was breathing hard-he didn't want to hear this.

 "I was crazy about her. She gave me everythingmy mom didn't. Love, attention-she was never too busy.
I called her Miss Emma."

 “Let go.”

 "But my parents thought I was too attached to her.So they took me on a little vacation-and they didn'tlet
me feed. Not for three days. By the time they brought me back, I was starving. Then they sent Miss
Emma up to put me to bed."

 Phil had stopped fighting now. He stood with hishead bowed and turned to one side so he wouldn'thave
to look at James. James threw his words at theaverted face.

 "I was only four. I couldn't stop myself. And the thing is, I wanted to. If you'd asked me who I'd rather
have die, me or Miss Emma, I'd've said me. But when you're starving, you lose control. So I fed on her,
and all the time I was crying and trying to stop. And when I finally could stop, I knew it wastoo late."

 There was a pause. James suddenly realized that his fingers were locked in anagonizingcramp. He letgo
of Phil's shirt slowly. Phil said nothing.

 "She was just lying there on the floor. I thought,wait, if I give her my own blood she'll be a vampire, and
everything will be okay." He wasn't yelling anymore. He wasn't even really speaking to Phillip, butstaring
out into the dark parking lot. "So I cut myselfand let the blood run into her mouth. She swallowedsome of
it before my parents came up and stoppedme. But not enough."
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 A longer pause-and James remembered why hewas telling the story. He looked at Phillip.

 "She died that night but not all the way. The twodifferent kinds of blood were fighting inside her. Soby
morning she was walking around again-but shewasn't Miss Emma anymore. She drooled and her skin
was gray and her eyes were flat like a corpse's.And when she started to-rot-my dad took her out to
Inverness and buried her. He killed her first." Bilerose in James's throat and he added almost in a whis
per, "I hope he killed her first."

 Phil slowly turned around to look at him. For thefirst time that evening, there was something otherthan
horror and fear in his face. Something like pity, James thought.

 James took a deep breath. After thirteen years of silence he'd finally told the storyto Phillip North,of all
people. But it was no good wondering aboutthe absurdity. He had a point to drive home.

 "So take my advice. If you don't convince Poppyto see me, make sure they don't do an autopsy onher.
You don't want her walking around without herinternal organs. And have a wooden stake ready forthe
time when you can't stand to look at heranymore."

 The pity was gone from Phil's eyes. His mouth wasa hard, trembling line.

 "We won't let her turn into... some kind of halfalive abomination," he said. "Or a vampire, either. I'm
sorry about what happened to your Miss Emma,but it doesn't change anything."

 "Poppyshould be the one to decide-"

 But Phillip had reached his limit, and now he was simply shaking his head. "Just keep away from my
sister," he said. "That's all I want. If you do, I'll leaveyou alone. And if you don't-"

 "What?"

 "I'm going to tell everybody in El Camino what you are. I'm going to call the police and the mayorand
I'm going to stand in the middle of the streetand yell it."

 James felt his hands go icy cold. What Phil didn't

 realize was that he'd just made it James's duty to killhim. It wasn't just that any human who stumbled on
Night World secrets had to die, but that one activelythreatening to tellabout the Night World had to die
immediately, no questions asked, no mercy given.

 Suddenly James was so tired he couldn't seestraight.

 "Get out of here, Phil," he said in a voice drainedof emotion and vitality both. "Now. And if you really
want to protect Poppy, you won't tell anybody anything. Because they'll trace it back and find out that
Poppy knows the secrets, too. And then they'll killher-after bringing her in for questioning. It won'tbe
fun."

 "Who're 'they'? Your parents?"

 "The Night People. We're all around you, Phil.Anybody you know could be one-including themayor. So
keep your mouth shut."
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 Phillip looked at him through narrowed eyes. Thenhe turned and walked to the front of the store.

 James couldn't remember when he'd felt so empty. Everything he'd done had turned out wrong. Poppy
was now in more kinds of danger than he couldcount.

 And Phillip North thought he was unnatural andevil. What Phil didn't know was that most of thetime
James thought the same thing.

 Phillip got halfway home before he rememberedthat he'd dropped the bag with Poppy's cranberryjuice
and wild cherry Popsicles. Poppy had hardly

 eaten in the last two days, and when she did get hungry, it was for something weird.

 No-somethingred,he realized as he paid for a second time at the 7-Eleven. He felt a sick lurch in his
stomach. Everything she wanted lately was redand at least semiliquid.

 Did Poppy realize that herself?

 He studied her when he went into her bedroom togive her a Popsicle. Poppy spent most of the time in
bed now.

 And she was so pale and still.. Her green eyes werethe only alive thing about her. They dominated her
face, glittering with an almost savage awareness.

 Cliff and Phil's mother were talking about gettinground-the-clock nurses to be with her.

 "Don't like the Popsicle?" Phil asked, dragging achair to sit beside her bed.

 Poppy was eyeing the thing with distaste. She tooka tiny lick and grimaced.

 Phillip watched her.

 Another lick. Then she put the Popsicle into anempty plastic cup on her nightstand. "I don't know ... I
just don't feel hungry," she said, leaning backagainst the pillows. "Sorry you had to go out fornothing."

 "No problem." God, she looks sick, Phil thought."Is there anything else I can do for you?"

 Eyes shut, Poppy shook her head. A very smallmotion. "You're a good brother," she said distantly.

 She used to be so alive, Phil thought. Dad calledher Kilowatt or Eveready. She used to radiateenergy.

 Without in the least meaning to, he found himself saying, "I saw James Rasmussen today."

 Poppy stiffened. Her hands on the bedspreadformed not fists, but claws. "He'd better keep awayfrom
here!"

 There was something subtly wrong about her reaction. Something not-Poppy. Poppy could get fierce,
sure, but Phil had never heard that animal tone inher voice before.

 A picture flashed through Phil's mind. A creaturefromNight of the Living Dead,walking even though its
intestines were spilling out. A living corpse likeJames's Miss Emma.
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 Was that really what would happen if Poppy diedright now? Was she that much changed already?

 "I'll scratch his eyes out if he comes around here,"Poppy said, her fingers working on the spread like a
cat kneading.

 "Poppy-he told me the truth about what hereally is."

 Strangely, Poppy had no reaction. "He's scum,"she said. "He's a reptile."

 Something about her voice made Phillip's fleshcreep. "And I told him you would never want to become
something like that."

 "I wouldn't," Poppy said shortly. "Not if it meanthanging around withhimfor eternity. I don't want to see
him ever again."

 Phil stared at her for a long moment. Then heleaned back and shut his eyes, one thumb jammedagainst
his temple where the ache was worst.

 Not just subtly wrong. He didn't want to believe it, but Poppy wasstrange.Irrational. And now thathe
thought about it, she'd been getting stranger everyhour since James had been thrown out.

 So maybe she was in some eerie in-between state. Not a human and not a vampire. And not able to
think dearly. Just as James had said.

 Poppy should be the one to decide.

 There was something he had to ask her.

 "Poppy?" He waited until she looked at him, her green eyes large and unblinking. "When we talked,
James said that you'd agreed to let him-change you.Before you got mad at him. Is that right?"

 Poppy's eyebrows lifted. "I'm mad at him," sheconfirmed, as if this was the only part of the questionshe'd
processed. "And you know why I like you?Because you've always hated him. Now we bothhate him."

 Phil thought for a moment, then spoke carefully. "Okay. But when youweren'tmad at him, back then,did
you want to turn into-what he is?"

 Suddenly a gleam of rationality showed in Poppy's eyes. "I just didn't want to die, "she said. "I was so
scared-and I wanted to live. If the doctors could doanything for me, I'd try that. But they can't." Shewas
sitting up now, staring into space as if she saw something terrible there. "You don't know what itfeels like
to know you're going to die," shewhispered.

 Waves of chills washed over Phillip. No, he didn'tknow that, but he did know-he could suddenly picture
vividly-what it was going to be like forhimafter Poppy died. How empty the world was going tobe
without her.

 For a long time they both sat in silence.

 Then Poppy fell back onto the pillows again. Phillipcould see pastel blue smudges under her eyes, as if
the conversation had exhausted her. "I don'tthinkitmatters," she said in a faint but frighteningly cheerful
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voice. "I'm not going to die anyway. Doctors don't know everything."

 So that's how she's dealing with it,Phillipthought.Total denial.

 He had all the information he needed, though. He had a clear view of the situation. And he knew whathe
had to do now.

 "I'll leave so you can get some rest," he said to Poppy, and patted her hand. It felt very cool andfragile,
full of tiny bones like a bird's wing. "Seeyou later."

 He slipped out of the house without telling anyone where he was going. Once on the road, he drovevery
fast. It only took ten minutes to reach the apart ment building.

 He'd never been to James's apartment before.

 James answered the door with a cold, "What areyou doing here?"

 "Can I come in? I've got something to say."

 James stood back expressionlessly to let him in.

 The "place was roomy and bare. There was a singlechairbeside a very cluttered table, an equally clut
tered desk, and a square unbeautiful couch. Cardboard boxes full of books and CDs were stacked inthe
corners. A door led to a spartan bedroom.

 "What do you want?"

 "First of all, I have to explain something. I knowyou can't help being what you are-but I can't helphow I
feel about it, either. You can't change, andneither can I. I need you to understand that from the
beginning."

 James crossed his arms over his chest, wary anddefiant. "You can skip the lecture."

 "I just need to make sure you understand, okay?""What do youwant,Phil?"

 Phil swallowed. It took two or three tries before he could get the words out past the blockage of his
pride.

 "I want you to help my sister."

  

 CHAPTER 9

  

 Poppyshifted on her bed.

 She was unhappy. It was a hot, restless unhappiness that seemed to swarm underneath her skin.Coming
from her body instead of from her mind. Ifshe hadn't been so weak, she would have gotten upand tried to
run the feeling off. But she had spaghetti for muscles now and she wasn't running anywhere.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 Her mind was simply cloudy. She didn't try tothink much anymore. She was happiest when shewas
asleep.

 But tonight she couldn't sleep. She could still taste the wild cherry Popsicle in the corners of her mouth.
She would have tried to wash the taste away, but the thought of water made her feel vaguely nauseated.

 Water's no good. Not what I need.

 Poppy turned over and pressed her face into the pillow. She didn't know what she needed, but sheknew
she wasn't getting it.

 A soft sound came from the hallway. Footsteps. The footsteps of at least two people. It didn't soundlike
her mother and Cliff, and anyway they'd goneto bed.

 There was the lightest of knocks at her door, thena fan of light opened on the floor as the door cracked.
Phil whispered, "Poppy, you asleep? Can I come in?"

 To Poppy's slowly rising indignation, he was coming in, without waiting for an answer. And someone
was with him.

 Not just someone.Theone. The one who had hurtPoppy worst of all. The betrayer. James.

 Anger gave Poppy the strength to sit up. "Go away!I'll hurt you!" The most primitive and basic of
warning-off messages. An animal reaction.

 "Poppy, please let me talk to you," James said. Andthen something amazing happened. Even Poppy, in
herbefuddled state, recognized that it was amazing.

 Phil said, "Please do it, Poppy. Just listen to him."

 Phil siding with James?

 Poppy was too confused to protest as James cameand knelt by her bedside.

 "Poppy, I know you're upset. And it's my fault; I made a mistake. I didn't want Phil to know whatwas
really going on, and I told him I was just pretending to care for you. But it wasn't true."

 Poppy frowned.

 "If you search your feelings, you'llknowit's nottrue. You're turning into a telepath, and I think youalready
have enough power to read me."

 Behind James, Phil stirred as if uneasy at the mention of telepathy. "I can tell you it's not true," he said,
causing both Poppy and James to look at him in surprise."That's one thing I found out from talking to
you," headded, speaking to James without looking at him. "Youmay be some kind of monster, but you
really do care about Poppy. You're not trying to hurt her."

 "Nowyou finally get it? After causing all this-?"James broke off and shook his head, turning back to
Poppy. "Poppy, concentrate. Feel what I'm feeling. Find the truth for yourself."
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 I won't and you can't make me, Poppy thought.But the part of her that wanted to find out the truthwas
stronger than the irrational, angry part. Tentatively shereachedfor James-not with her hand, but with her
mind. She couldn't have described to anyone how she did it. She just did it.

 And she found James's mind, diamond-bright andburning with intensity. It wasn't the same as beingone
with him, the way she had been when theyshared blood. It was like looking at him from theoutside,
sensing his emotions from a distance. But it was enough. The warmth and longing and protectiveness he
had for her were all dear. So was theanguish: the pain he felt to know that she was hurting-,and that she
hated him.

 Poppy's eyes filled. "You really do care," she whispered.

 James's gray eyes met hers, and there was a lookin them Poppy couldn't remember seeing before."There
are two cardinal rules in the Night World," he said steadily. "One is not to tell humans that it exists. The
other is not to fall in love with a human. I've broken both of them."

 Poppy was aware, vaguely, that Phillip was walkingout of the room. The fan of light contracted as he
half-shut the door behind him. James's face waspartly in shadow.

 "I could never tell you how I felt about you,"James said. "I couldn't even admit it to myself. Because it
puts you in terrible danger. You can't imagine what kind of danger."

 "And you, too," Poppy said. It was the first time she'd really thought about this. Now the ideaemerged
from her muddled consciousness like a bubble in a pot of stew. "I mean," she said slowly, puzzling it out,
"if it'sagainstthe rules to tell a human or love a human, and you break the rules, then theremust be some
punishment foryou... ."Even as shesaid it, she sensed what the punishment was.

 More of James's face went into shadow. "Don't you worry about that," he said in his old voice, his
cool-guy voice.

 Poppy never took advice, not even from James. Asurge of irritation and anger swept through her-an
animal surge, like the feverish restlessness. She could feel her eyes narrow and her fingers claw.

 "Don't you tell me what to worry about!"

 He frowned. "Don't you tell me not to tell you-"he began, and then broke off. "What am I doing?

 You're still sick with the change and I'm just sittinghere." He rolled up a sleeve of his windbreaker and
drew a fingernail along his wrist. Where the nail cut,blood welled up.

 It looked black in the darkness. But Poppy found her eyes fixing on its liquid beading in fascination.Her
lips parted and her breath came faster.

 "Come on," James said, and held his wrist in frontof her. The next second Poppy had pounced and fixed
her mouth on it as if she were trying to savehim from a snakebite.

 It was so natural, so easy.Thisis what she'd neededwhen she was dispatching Phil to get Popsicles and
cranberry juice. This sweet, heady stuff was the realthing and nothing else was like it. Poppy sucked
avidly.

 It was all good: the closeness, therich,dark-red taste; the strength and vitality that flooded through her,
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warming her to her fingertips. But best, better than any mere sensation, was the touch of James'smind. It
made her giddy with pleasure.

 How could she ever have mistrusted him?Itseemed ridiculous now that she couldfeel, directly, how he
felt about her. She would never know anyone the way she knew James.

 I'm sorry, she thought to him, and felt her thoughtaccepted, forgiven, cherished. Held gently by the cra
dling of James's mind.

 It wasn't your fault,he told her.

 Poppy's mind seemed to be clearing with every second that went by. It was like waking up out of a
deep and uncomfortable sleep.Idon't ever want thisto end,she thought, not really directing it at James, just
thinking it.

 But she felt a reaction in him-and then felt himbury the reaction quickly. Not quickly enough. Poppyhad
sensed it.

 Vampires don't do this to each other.

 Poppy was shocked. They would never have thisglory again after she changed? She wouldn't believe
that; she refused. There must be away....

 Again, she felt the beginning of a reaction inJames, but just as she was chasing it, he gently pulledhis wrist
back. "You'd better not take any more tonight," he said, and his real-world voice soundedstrange to
Poppy's ears. It wasn't as muchJames ashis mental voice, and now she couldn't really feelhim properly.
They were two separate beings. The isolation was awful.

 How could she survive if she could never touch hismind again? If she had to use words,which suddenly
seemed as clumsy as smoke signals for communication? If she could never feel him fully, his whole being
open to her?

 It was cruel and unfair and all vampires must beidiots if they settled for anything less.

 Before she could open her mouth to begin theclumsy process of verbally explaining this to James, the
door moved. Phillip looked around it.

 "Come on in," James said. "We've got a lot totalk about."

 Phil was staring at Poppy. "Are you. . ."Hestopped and swallowed before finishing in a husky whisper.
"Better?"

 It didn't take telepathy to sense his disgust. Heglanced at her mouth, and then quickly away. Poppy
realized what he must be seeing. A stain as if she'dbeen eating berries. She rubbed at her lips with the
back of her hand.

 What she wanted to say was, it isn't disgusting. It'spart of Nature. It's a way of giving life, pure life. It's
secret and beautiful. It's all right.

 What she said was, "Don't knock it till you'vetried it."
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 Phillip's face convulsed in horror. And the weirdthing was that on this subject James was in perfect
agreement with him. Poppy could sense it-Jamesthought sharing blood was dark and evil, too. He was
filled with guilt. Poppy heaved a long, exasperated sigh, and added,"Boys. "

 "You're better," Phil said, cracking a faint smile.

 "I guess I was pretty bizarre before," Poppy said."Sorry."

 "Prettyis not the word.,,

 'qt wasn't her fault," James said shortly to Phil."She was dying-and hallucinating, sort of. Notenough
blood to the brain."

 Poppy shook her head. "I don't get it. You didn'ttake that much blood from me the last time. Howcould
I not have enough blood to the brain?"

 "It's not that," James said. "The two kinds of bloodreact against each other-they fight each other. Look,if
you want a scientific explanation, it's somethinglike this. Vampire blood destroys the hemoglobinthe red
cells-in human blood. Once it destroys enough of the red cells, you stop getting the oxygenyou need to
think straight. And when it destroysmore, you don't have the oxygen you need to live."

 "So vampire blood is like poison," Phil said, in thetones of someone who knew it all along.

 James shrugged. He wasn't looking at either Poppyor Phil. "In some ways. But in other ways it's like a
universal cure. It makes wounds heal fast, makesflesh regenerate. Vampires can live on very little oxygen
because their cells are so resilient. Vampire blooddoes everything-except carry oxygen."

 A light went on in Poppy's brain. Dawning revelation-the mystery of Count Dracula explained. "Waita
minute," she said. "Is that why you need human blood?"

 "That's one of the reasons," James said. "There aresome...some more mystical things human blooddoes
for us, but keeping us alive is the most basicone. We take a little and that carries oxygen throughour
system until our own blood destroys it. Then wetake a little more."

 Poppy settled back. "So that's it. And it isnatural...."

 "Nothing about this is natural," Phil said, his disgust surfacing again.

 "Yes, it is; it's like whatdoyouca!lit, from biologylass. Symbiosis-"

 "It doesn'tmatterwhat it's like," James said. "Wecan't sit here and talk about it. We've got to makeplans."

 There was an abrupt silence as Poppy realized whatkind of plans he was talking about. She could tellPhil
was realizing it, too.

 "You're not out of danger yet," James said softly,his eyes holding Poppy's. "It's going to take one more
exchangeof blood, and you should have it as soon as possible. Otherwise, you might relapse again. But
we're going to have to plan the next exchangecarefully-"

 "Why?" Phil said, at his most deliberatelyobstructive.
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 "Because it's going to kill me," Poppy said flatly before James could answer. And when Phil flinched she
went on ruthlessly, "That's what this is allabout,Phil. It's not some little game James and I are playing. We
have to deal with the reality, and the reality isthat one way or another I'm going to die soon. And I'd
rather die and wake up a vampire- than die andnot wake up at all."

 There was another silence, during which James puthis hand on hers. It was only then that Poppy realized
she was shaking.

 Phil looked up. Poppy could see that his face wasdrawn, his eyes dark. "We're twins. So how'd youget
so much older than me?" he said in a mutedvoice.

 A little hush, and then James said, "I think tomorrow night would be a good time to do it. It's Friday-do
you think you can get your mom and Cliff out ofthe house for the night?"

 Phil blinked. "I guess-if Poppy seems better, theymight go out for a little while. If I said I'd staywith her."

 "Convince them they need a break. I don't want them around."

 "Can't you just make them not notice anything? Like you did with that nurse at the hospital?"Poppy
asked.

 "Not if I'm going to be concentrating onyou,"James said. "And there are certain people who can'tbe
influenced by mind control at all-your brother,here, is one of them. Your mom could be another."

 "All right; I'll get them to go out," Phillip said. Hegulped, obviously uncomfortable and trying to hideit.
"And once they're gone...then what?"

 James looked at him inscrutably. "Then Poppy andI do what we have to do. And then you and Iwatch
TV."

 "Watch TV," Phil repeated, sounding numb.

 "I've got to be here when the doctor comes-andthe people from the funeral home."

 Phil looked utterly horrified at the mention of thefuneral home. For that matter, Poppy didn't feel too
cheerful about it herself. If it weren't for the rich,strange blood coursing inside her, calming her ...

 "Why?"Phillip was demanding of James.

 James shook his head, very slightly. His face wasexpressionless. "I just do," he said. "You'll understand
later. For now, just trust me."

 Poppy derided not to pursue it.

 "So you guys are going to have to make up tomorrow," she said. "In front of Mom and Cliff. Otherwise
it'll be too weird for you to hang out together."

 "It'll be too weird no matter what," Phil said underhis breath. "All right. Come over tomorrow afternoon
and we'll make up. And I'll get them to leave us with Poppy."

 James nodded. "I'd better go now." He stood. Philstepped back to let him out the door, but James hesi
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tated by Poppy.

 "You gonna be all right?" he asked in a low voice.

 Poppy nodded staunchly.

 "Tomorrow, then." He touched her cheek with hisfingertips. The briefest contact, but it made Poppy's
heart leap and it turned her words into the truth.Shewouldbe all right.

 They looked at each other a moment, then Jamesturned away.

 Tomorrow, Poppy thought, watching the doorclose behind him. Tomorrow is the day I die.

  

 One thing about it, Poppy thought-not many people were privileged toknow exactly when they were
going to die. So not many people had the chance tosay goodbye the way she planned to.

 It didn't matter that she wasn't reallydying. Whena caterpillar changes into a butterfly it loses its cater
pillar life. No more shinnying up twigs, no moreeating leaves.

 No more El Camino High School, Poppy thought.No more sleeping in this bed.

 She was going to have to leave it all behind. Herfamily,her hometown. Her entire human life. Shewas
starting out into a strange new future with noidea of what was ahead. All she could do was trust
James-and trust her own ability to adapt.

 It was like looking at a pale and curving roadstretching in front of her, and not being able to seewhere it
went as it disappeared into the darkness.

 No more Rollerblading down the boardwalk atVenice Beach, Poppy thought. No more slap of wetfeet
on concrete at the Tamashaw public pool. Nomore shopping at the Village.

 To say goodbye, she looked at every corner of herroom. Goodbye white-painted dresser. Goodbye
deskwhere she had sat writing hundreds of letters-asproven by the stains where she'd dropped sealing
wax on the wood. Goodbye bed, goodbye misty white bed curtains that had made her feel like an
Arabian princess in a fairy tale. Goodbye stereo.

 ouch,she thought. My stereo. And my CDs.I can'tleave them; I can't....

 But of course she could. She would have to.

 It was probably just as well that she had to dealwith the stereo before she walked out of her room.It
built her up to start dealing with the loss ofpeople.

 "Hi, Mom," she said shakily, in the kitchen.

 "Poppy! I didn't know you were up."

 She hugged her mother hard, in that one momentaware of so many little sensations: the kitchen tileunder
her bare feet, the faint coconut smell thatdung to her mother's hair from her shampoo. Hermother's arms
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around her, and the warmth of hermother's body.

 "Are you hungry, sweetie? You look so much better."

 Poppy couldn't stand to look into her mother'sanxiously hopeful face, and the thought of food madeher
nauseated. She burrowed back into her mother's shoulder.

 "Just hold me a minute," she said.

 It came to her, then, that she wasn't going to beable to say goodbye to everything after all. She couldn't
tie up all the loose ends of her life in one afternoon. She might be privileged to know that this was her last
day here, but she was going out just likeeveryone else-unprepared.

 "Just remember I love you," she muttered into hermother's shoulder, blinking back tears.

 She let her mother put her back to bed, then. Shespent the rest of the day making phone calls. Trying to
learna little bit about the life she was about toexit, the people she was supposed to know. Trying to
appreciate it all, fast,before she had to leave it.

 "So, Elaine, I miss you," she said into the mouthpiece, her eyes fixed on the sunlight coming in her
window.

 "So, Brady, how's it going?"

 "So, Laura,thanks for the flowers."

 "Poppy, are youokay?"they all said. "When arewe going tosee you again?"

 Poppy couldn't answer. She wished she could callher dad, but nobody knew where he was.

 She also wished she had actuallyreadthe play OurTownwhen she'd been assigned it last year, instead of
using Cliff Notes and quick thinking to fake it. All shecould remember now was that it was about a dead
girlwho got the chance to look at one ordinary day in herlife and really appreciate it. It might have helped
hersort out her own feelings now-but it was too late.

 I wasted a lot of high school, Poppy realized. I usedmy brains to outsmart the teachers-and that really
wasn't very smart at all.

 She discovered in herself a new respect for Phil,who actually used his brain to learn things. Maybeher
brother wasn't just a pitiful straitlaced grind afterall. Maybe-oh,God-he'dbeen right all along.

 I'm changing so much, Poppy thought, and sheshivered.

 Whether it was the strange alien blood in her orthe cancer itself or just part of growing up, she didn't
know. But she was changing.

 The doorbell rang. Poppy knew who it was withoutleaving the room. She could sense James.

 He's here to start the play, Poppy thought, and looked at her dock. Incredible. It was almost four
o'clock already.
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 Time literally seemed to be flying by.

 Don't panic. You have hours yet, she told herself,and picked up the phone again. But it seemed only
minutes later that her mother came knocking on thebedroom door.

 "Sweetie,Phil thinks we shouldgoout--andJames has come over-but I told him I don't thinkyou want to
see him-and I don't really want to leave you at night...." Her mother was uncharacteristically flustered.

 "No, I'm happy to see James. Really. And I thinkyoushould take a break. Really.

 "Well--I'm glad you and James have made up. ButI still don't know...."

 It took time to convince her, to persuade her that Poppy was so much better, that Poppy had weeks or
months ahead of her to live. That there was no reason to stick around on this particular Friday night.

 But at last Poppy's mother kissed her and agreed. And then there was nothing to do but say goodbyeto
Cliff. Poppy got a hug from him and finally forgavehim for not being her dad.

 You did your best, she thought as she disengagedfrom his crisp dark suit and looked at his boyishly
square jaw. And you're going to be the one to take care of Mom-afterward. So I forgive you. You're all
right, really.

 And then Cliff and her mom were walking out,and it was the last time, the very last time to saygoodbye.
Poppy called it after them and they both turned and smiled.

 When they were gone, James and Phil came into Poppy's room. Poppy looked at James. His gray eyes
were opaque, revealing nothing of his feelings.

 "Now?" she said, and her voice trembled slightly.

 "Now."

  

 CHAPTER 10

  

 Things have to be right," Poppy said. "Things have to be just right for this. Get some candles, Phil."

 Phil was looking ashen and haggard. "Candles?"

 "As many as you can find. And some pillows. I need lots of pillows." She knelt by the stereo to examine
a haphazard pile of CDs. Phil stared at herbriefly, then went out.

 "Structures from Silence . . .no. Too repetitious,"Poppy said, rummaging through the pile."DeepForest
-no.Too hyper. I need somethingambient."

 "How about this?" James picked a CD up. Poppylooked at the label.

 Music to Disappear In.
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 Of course. It was perfect. Poppy took the CD andmet James's gaze. Usually he referred to the haunting
soft strains of ambient music as 'New Age mush.'

 "You understand," she said quietly.

 "Yes. But you're not dying, Poppy. This isn't adeath scene you're setting up."

 "But I'm going away. I'm changing." Poppy couldn't explain exactly, but something in her saidshe was
doing the right thing. She was dying to her old life. It was a solemn occasion, a Passage.

 And of course, although neither of them mentioned it, they both knew shemightdie for good.James had
been very frank about that-some peopledidn't make it through the transition.

 Phil came back with candles, Christmas candles,emergency candles, scented votive candles. Poppy di
rected him to place them around the room and lightthem. She herself went to the bathroom to change into
her best nightgown. It was flannel, with a pattern of little strawberries.

 Just imagine, she thought as she left the bathroom.This is the last time I'll ever walk down this hall, thelast
time I'll push open my bedroom door.

 The bedroom was beautiful. The soft glow of candlelight gave it an aura of sanctity, of mystery. The
music was unearthly and sweet, and Poppy felt shecould fall into it forever, the way she fe!l in herdreams.

 Poppy opened the closet and used a hanger to bata tawny stuffed lion and a floppy gray Eeyore down
from the top shelf. She took them to her bed and put them beside the mounded pillows. Maybe it was
stupid, maybe it was childish, but she wanted themwith her.

 She sat on the bed and looked at James and Phillip.

 They were both looking at her. Phil was dearly upset,touching his mouth to stop its trembling. James was
upset, too, although only someone who knew him aswell as Poppy did would have been able to tell.

 "It's all right," Poppy told them. "Don't you see?I'mall right, so there's no excuse for you not to be."

 And the strange thing was, it was the truth. Shewas all right. She felt calm and clear now, as if everything
had become very simple. She saw the road ahead of her, and all she had to do was follow it, step by
step.

 Phil came over to squeeze her hand. "How does this how does this work?" he asked James huskily.

 "First we'll exchange blood," James said-speaking to Poppy. Looking only at her. "It doesn't haveto be a
lot; you're right on the border ofchangingalready. Then the two kinds of blood fight it outsort of the last
battle, if you see what I mean." He

 smiled faintly and painfully, and Poppy nodded.

 "While that's happening you'll feel weaker andweaker. And then you'll just go to sleep. Thechange
happens while you're asleep."

 "And when do I wake up?" Poppy asked.
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 "I'll give you a kind of posthypnotic suggestion

 about that. Tell you to wake up whenI come to getyou. Don't worry about it; I've got all the details
figured out. All you need to do is rest."

 Phil was running nervous hands through his hair,as if he was just now thinking about what kind ofdetails
he and James were going to have to deal with.

 "Wait a minute," he said in almost a croak. "When------whenyou say 'sleep'-she's going to look..."

 "Dead," Poppy supplied, when his voice ran out.

 James gave Phil a cold look. "Yes. We've beenover this."

 "And then-we're really going to-what's going tohappento her?"

 James glared.

 "It's okay," Poppy said softly. "Tell him."

 "You know what's going to happen," James saidthrough clenched teeth to Phillip. "She can't just dis
appear. We'd have the policeandthe Night peo pleafter us, looking for her. No, it's got to seem that she
died from the cancer, and that means everything's got to happen exactly the way it would if she haddied.

 Phil's sick expression said he wasn't at his mostrational. "You're sure there isn't any other way?"

 "No,"James said.

 Phil wet his lips. "Oh, God."

 Poppy herself didn't want to dwell on it too much.She said fiercely,"Dealwith it, Phil. You've got to. And
remember, if it doesn't happen now it's goingto happen in a few weeks-for real."

 Phil was holding on to one of the brass bedpostsso hard that his knuckles were pale. But he'd gottenthe
point, and there was no one better than Phil atbracing himself. "You're right," he saidthinly, with the ghost
of his old efficient manner. "Okay, I'm dealing with it.”

 'Then let's get started," Poppy said, making hervoice calm and steady. As if she were dealing with
everything effortlessly herself.

 James said to Phil, "You don't want to see thispart. Go out and watch TV for a few minutes."

 Phil hesitated, then nodded and left.

 "One thing," Poppy said to James as she scootedto the middle_ of the bed. She was still trying desper
ately to sound casual. "After the funeral-well, I'll be asleep, won't I? I won't wake up ... you know.In my
nice little coffin." She looked up at him. "It's just that I'm claustrophobic, a little."

 "You won't wake up there," James said. "Poppy,I wouldn't let that happen to you. Trust me; I've thought
of everything."
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 Poppy nodded. I do trust you, she thought.

 Then she held her arms out to him.

 He touched her neck, so she tilted her chin back.As the blood was drawn from her, she felt her mind
drawn into his.

 Don't worry, Poppy. Don't be afraid. Allhis thoughtswere ferociously protective. And even though it only
confirmed that there was something to be afraidof,that this could go wrong, Poppy felt peaceful. The
direct sense of his love made her calm, flooded her with light.

 She suddenly felt distance and height and depthspaciousness. As if her horizons had expanded almostto
infinity in an instant. As if she'd discovered a new dimension.Asif there were no limits or obstacles to
what she and James could do together.

 She felt ... free.

 I'm getting light-headed, she realized. She couldfeel herself going limp in James's arms. Swooninglike a
wilting flower.

 I'vetaken enough,James said in her mind.Thewarmanimalmouth on her throat pulled back."Now it's your
turn."

 This time, though, he didn't make the cut at hiswrist. He took off his T-shirt and, with a quick, impulsive
gesture, ran a fingernail along the base of his throat.

 Oh, Poppy thought. Slowly, almost reverently, she leaned forward. James's hand supported the back of
her head. Poppy put her arms around him, feelinghis bare skin under the flannel of her nightgown.

 It was better this way. But if James was right, itwas another last time. She and James could never
exchange blood again.

 I can't accept that, Poppythought, but she couldn'tconcentrate on anything for very long. This time, in
stead of clearing her brain, the wild, intoxicatingvampire blood was making her more confused. More
heavy and sleepy.

 James?

 It's all right. It's the beginning of the change.

 Heavy...sleepy...warm. Lapped in salty oceanwaves. She could almost picture the vampire blood
trickling through her veins, conquering everything inits path. It was ancient blood, primeval. It was chang
ing her into something old, something that had been around since the dawn of time. Something primitive
and basic.

 Every molecule in her body, changing...

 Poppy, can you hear me?James was shaking herslightly. Poppy had been so engrossed in the sensations
that she hadn't even realized she wasn't drinking any longer. James was cradling her.
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 “Poppy.”

 It was an effort to open her eyes. "I'm all right. Just... sleepy."

 His arms tightened around her, then he laid hergently on the mounded pillows. "You can rest now. I'll get
Phil."

 But before he went, he kissed her on the forehead.

 My first kiss, Poppy thought, her eyes drifting shutagain. And I'm comatose. Great.

 She felt the bed give under weight and looked upto see Phil. Phil looked very nervous, sitting gingerly,
staring at Poppy. "So what's happening now?" heasked.

 "The vampire blood's taking over," James said.

 Poppy said, "I'm really sleepy."

 There was no pain. Just a feeling of wanting toglide away. Her body now felt warm and numb, asif she
were insulated by a soft, thick aura.

 "Phil? I forgot to say-thank you. For helping out.And everything. You're a good brother, Phil."

 "You don't have to say that now," Phil said tersely. "You can say it later. I'm still going to be here later,
you know."

 But I might not be, Poppy thought. This is all a gamble. And I'd never take it, except that the only alterna
tive was to give up without even trying to fight.

 I fought, didn't I? At least I fought.

 "Yes, you did," Phil said, his voice trembling.Poppy hadn't been aware she was speaking aloud."You've
always been a fighter," Phil said. "I'velearned so much from you."

 Which was funny, because she'd learned so muchfrom him,even if most of it was in the last twenty four
hours. She wanted to tell him that, but therewas so much to say, and she was so tired. Her tongue felt
thick; her whole body weak and languorous.

 "Just...hold my hand," she said, and she couldhear that her voice was no louder than a breath.Phillip took
one of her hands and James the other.

 That was good. This was the way to do it, withEeyore and her lion on the pillows beside her andPhil and
James holding her hands, keeping her safe and anchored.

 One of the candles was scented with vanilla, awarm and homey smell. A smell that reminded herof being
a kid. Nilla wafers and naptime. That waswhat this was like. Just a nap in Miss Spurgeon's kindergarten,
with the sun slanting across the floorand James on a mat beside her.

 So safe, so serene...

 "Oh, Poppy," Phil whispered.
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 James said, "You're doing great, kiddo. Everything's just right."

 That was what Poppy needed to hear. She let herself fall backward into the music, and it waslike falling
in a dream, without fear. It was like being a raindrop falling into the ocean that had started you.

 At the last moment she thought, I'm not ready. But she already knew the answer to that. Nobodywas
ever ready.

 But she'd been stupid-she'd forgotten the mostimportant thing. She'd never told James she lovedhim.
Not even when he'd said he loved her.

 She tried to get enough air, enough strength to sayit. But it was too late. The outside world was goneand
she couldn't feel her body any longer. She was floating in the darkness and the music, and all she could
do now was sleep.

  

 "Sleep," James said, leaning dose to Poppy. "Don'twake up until I call you. Just sleep."

 Every muscle in Phil's body was rigid. Poppylooked so peaceful-pale, with her hair spread out in
coppery curls on the pillow, and her eyelashes blackon her cheeks and her lips parted as she breathed
gently. She looked like a porcelain baby doll. But the more peaceful she got, the more terrified Phil felt.

 I can deal with this, he told himself.I haveto.

 Poppy gave a soft exhalation, and then suddenlyshe was moving. Her chest heaved once, twice. Her
hand tightened on Phil's and her eyes flew openbut she didn't seem to be seeing anything. She simply
looked astonished.

 "Poppyl" Phil grabbed at her, getting a handful offlannel nightgown. She was so small and fragile in side
it. "Poppyl"

 The heaving gasps stopped. For one moment Poppywas suspended in air, then her eyes closed and she
fell back on the pillows. Her hand was limp in Phil's.

 Phil lost all rationality.

 "Poppy," he said, hearing the dangerous, unbalanced tone in his own voice. "Poppy, come on.Poppy,
wake up!"-on a rising note. His hands were shaking violently, scrabbling at Poppy's shoulders.

 Other hands pushed his away. "What the hell areyou doing?" James said quietly.

 "Poppy? Poppy?" Phil kept staring at her. Herchest wasn't moving. Her face had a look of-innocent
release. The kind of newness you only see inbabies.

 And it was-changing. Taking on a white, transparent look. It was uncanny, ghostlike, and even though
Phil had never seen a corpse, he knew instinctively that this was the death pallor.

 Poppy's essence had left her. Her body was flat andtoneless, no longer inflated by the vital spirit. Her
hand in Phil's was slack, not like the hand of a sleeping person. Her skin had lost its shine, as if
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somebodyhad breathed on it softly.

 Phil threw back his head and let out an animalsound. It wasn't human. It was a howl.

 "You killed her!" He tumbled off the bed andlurched toward James. "You said she was just goingto
sleep, but you killed herl She's dead!"

 James didn't back away from the attack. Instead,he grabbed Phil and dragged him out intothe hallway.

 "Hearing is the last sense to go," he snarled inPhillip's ear. "She may be able tohear you."

 Phil wrenched free and ran toward the living room. He didn't know what he was doing, he only knew
that he needed to destroy things. Poppy wasdead. She was gone. He grabbed the couch andflipped it
over, then kicked the coffee table over, too. He snatched up a lamp, yanked its cord out of thesocket,
and threw it toward the fireplace.

 "Stop it!" James shouted over the crash. Phil sawhim and ran at him. The sheer force of his charge
knocked James backward into the wall. They fell tothe floor together in a heap.

 "You-killed her!" Phil gasped, trying to get hishands around James's throat.

 Silver.James's eyes blazed like the molten metal.He grabbed Phil's wrists in a painful grip.

 "Stop itnow,Phillip," he hissed.

 Something about the way he said it made Phil stop.Almost sobbing, he struggled to get air into his lungs.

 "I'll killyouif I have to, to keep Poppy safe," James said, his voice still savage and menacing. "And she's
only safe if you stop this and do exactly what I tell youto.Exactlywhat I tell you. Understand?" He shook
Philhard, nearly banging Phil's head into the wall.

 Strangely enough, it was the right thing to say.James was saying he cared about Poppy. And weird as it
might sound, Phil had come to trust James to

 tell the truth.

 The raging red insanity in Phil's brain died away.

 He took a long breath.

 "Okay. I understand," he said hoarsely. He was used to being in charge-both of himself and of other
people. He didn't like James giving him orders. Butin this case there was no help for it. "But-she isdead,
isn't she?"

 "It depends on your definition," James said, lettinggo and slowly pushing himself off the floor. Hescanned
the living room, his mouth grim. "Nothingwent wrong, Phil. Everything went just the way itwas supposed
to-except for this. I was going to letyour parents come back and find her, but we don'thave that option
now. There isn't any way to explain this mess, except the.truth."

 "The truth being?"
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 "That you went in there and found her dead andwent berserk. And then I called your parents-you know
what restaurant they're at, don't you?"

 "It's Valentino's. My mom said they were lucky toget in."

 "Okay. That'll work. But first we have to clean upthe bedroom. Get all the candles and stuff out. It'sgot
to look as if she just went to sleep, like anyother night."

 Phil glanced at the sliding glass door. It was justgetting dark. But then Poppy had been sleeping a lot
these last few days. "We'll say she got tired and toldus to go watch TV," he said slowly, trying to conquer
his dazed feeling and be clearheaded. "And then Iwent in after a while and checked on her."

 "Right," James said, with a faint smile that didn'treach his eyes.

 It didn't take long to clear out the bedroom. Thehardest thing was that Phil had to keep looking at
Poppy, and every time he looked, his heart lurched.She looked so tiny, so delicate-limbed. A Christmas
angel in June.

 He hated to take the stuffed animals away fromher.

 "She is going to wake up, isn't she?" he said, without looking at James.

 "God, I hope so," James said, and his voice wasvery tired. It sounded more like a prayer than a wish."If
she doesn't you won't have to come after me witha stake, Phil. I'll take care of it myself."

 Phil was shocked-and angry. "Don't be stupid,"he said brutally. "If Poppy stood for anything-if she
standsfor anything-it's for life. Throwing your life away would be like a slap in her face. Besides, evenif it
goes wrong now, you did your best. Blaming yourself is just stupid."

 James looked at him blankly, and Phil realizedthey'd managed to surprise each other. Then James
nodded slowly. "Thanks."

 It was a milestone, the first time they'd ever beenon precisely the same wavelength. Phillip felt an odd
connection between them.

 He looked away and said briskly, "Is it time to callthe restaurant?"

 James glanced at his watch. "In just a fewminutes."

 "If we wait too long they're going to have left bythe time we call."

 "That doesn'tmatter.What matters is that we don't have any paramedics trying to resuscitate her, or
taking her to the hospital. Which means she's gotto be cold by the time anybody gets here."

 Phil felt a wave of dizzy horror. "You're a coldblooded snake after all."

 "I'm just practical," James said wearily, as if speaking to a child. He touched one of Poppy's marblewhite
hands where it lay on the bedspread. "Allright. It's time. I'm going to call. You can go berserkagain if you
want to."

 Phil shook his head. He didn't have the energyanymore. But he did feel like crying, which was al most as
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good. Crying and crying like a kid who was lost and hurt.

 "Get my mom," he said thickly.

 He knelt on the floor beside Poppy's bed andwaited. Poppy's music was off and he could hear theTV in
the family room. He had no sense of time passing until he also heard a car in the driveway.

 Then he leaned his forehead against Poppy's mattress. His tears were absolutely genuine. At that mo
ment he was sure he'd lost her forever.

 "Brace yourself," James said from behind him."They're here."

  

 CHAPTER 11

  

 The next few hours were the worst of Phil's life.

 First and foremost was his mother. As soon as shewalked in, Phil's priorities changed from wanting herto
comfort him to wanting to comfort her. And ofcourse there wasn't any comfort. All he could do was hold
on to her.

 It's too cruel, he thought dimly. There ought to be a way to tell her. But she would never believe it, andif
she did, she'd be in danger,too....

 Eventually the paramedics did come, but only afterDr. Franklin had arrived.

 "I called him," James said to Phil during one ofthe interludes when Phil's mom was crying on Cliff.

 "Why?"

 "To keep things simple. In this state, doctors can issue a death certificate if they've seen you withinthe
last twenty days and they know the cause ofdeath. We don't want any hospitals or coroners."

 Phil shook his head. "Why? What's your problemwith hospitals?"

 "My problem," James said in a clipped, distinctvoice. "is that in hospitals they do autopsies."

 Phil froze. He opened his mouth but no sound came out.

 "And in funeral homes they do embalming. Whichis why I need to be around when they come to pick up
the body. I need to influence their minds not toembalm her, or sew her lips shut, or-"

 Phil bolted for the bathroom and was sick. Hehated James again.

 But nobody took Poppy to the hospital; and Dr.Franklin didn't mention an autopsy. He just heldPhil's
mother's hand and spoke quietly about how these things could happen suddenly, and how at leastPoppy
had been spared any pain.
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 "But she was so much better today," Phil's motherwhispered through tears. "Oh, my baby, my baby.
She'd been getting worse, but today she was better. "

 "It happens like that sometimes," Dr. Franklinsaid. "It's almost as if they rally for a last burst of life."

 "But I wasn'ttherefor her," Phil's mom said, andnow there weren't any tears, just the terrible gratingsound
of guilt. "She was alone when she died."

 Phil said, "She was asleep. She just went to sleepand never woke up. If you look at her, you can see
how peaceful it was."

 He kept saying things like that, and so did Cliff andso did the doctor, and eventually the paramedicswent
away. And sometime after that, while hismother was sitting on Poppy's bed and stroking herhair, the
people from the mortuary came.

 "Just give me a few minutes," Phil's mother said, dry-eyed and pale. "I need a few minutes alonewith
her."

 The mortuary men sat awkwardly in the family room, and James stared at them. Phil knew what was
going on. James was fixing in their minds the factthat there was to be no embalming.

 "Religious reasons, is that it?" one of the men saidto Cliff, breaking a long silence.

 Cliff stared at him, eyebrows coming together."What are you talking about?"

 The man nodded. "I understand. It's no problem."

 Phil understood, too. Whatever the man was hearing, it wasn't what Cliff was saying.

 "The only thing is, you'll want to have the viewingright away," the other man said to Cliff. "Or else a
closed casket."

 "Yes, it was unexpected," Cliff said, his facestraightening out. "It's been a very short illness."

 So nowhewasn't hearing what the men were saying. Phil looked at James and saw sweat trickling down
his face. Clearly it was a struggle to controlthree minds at once.

 At last Cliff went in and got Phil's mother. He ledher to the master bedroom to keep her from seeing
what happened next.

 What happened was that the two men went into- Poppy's room with a body bag and a gurney. When
they came out, there was a small, delicate hump in the bag.

 Phil felt himself losing rationality again. He wantedto knock things down. He wanted to run a marathonto
get away.

 Instead, his knees started to buckle and his visiongrayed out.

 Hard arms held him up, led him to a chair. "Hangon," James said. "Just a few more minutes. It's al most
over."
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 Right then Phil could almost forgive him for being a bloodsucking monster.

 It was very late that night when everyone finallywent to bed. To bed, not to sleep. Phil was one solid
ache of misery from his throat down to his feet, andhe lay awake with the light on until the sun came up.

  

 The funeral home was like a Victorian mansion,and the room Poppy was in was filled with flowersand
people. Poppy herself was in a white casket with gold fittings, and from far away she looked as if she
were sleeping.

 Phil didn't like to look at her. He looked insteadat the visitors who kept coming in and filling theviewing
room and the dozens of wooden pews. He'd never realized how many people loved Poppy.

 "She was so full of life," her English teacher said.

 "I can't believe she's gone," a guy from Phil's football team said.

 "I'll never forget her," one of her friends said,crying.

 Phil wore a dark suit and stood with his motherand Cliff. It was like a receiving line for a wedding.His
mother kept saying, "Thank you for coming,"and hugging people. The people went over and touched the
casket gently and cried.

 And in the process of greeting so many mourners,something strange happened. Phil got drawn in. The
reality of Poppy's death was so real that all the vampire stuff began to seem like a dream. Bit by bit, he
started to believe the story he was acting out.

 After all, everybody else was so sure. Poppy hadgotten cancer, and now she was dead. Vampires were
just superstition.

 James didn't come to the viewing.-

  

 Poppy was dreaming.

 She was walking by the ocean with James. It waswarm and she could smell salt and her feet were wet
and sandy. She was wearing a new bathing suit, thekind that changes color when it gets wet. She hoped
James would notice the suit, but he didn't say anything about it.

 Then she realized he was wearing a mask. That was strange, because he was going to get avery weird
tan with most of his face covered up.

 "Shouldn't you take that off?" she said, thinkinghe might need help.

 "I wear it for my health," James said-only itwasn't James's voice.

 Poppy was shocked. She reached out and pulledthe mask away.

 It wasn't James. It was a boy with ash blond hair,even lighter than Phil's. Why hadn't she noticed hishair
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earlier? His eyes were green-and then they were blue.

 "Who are you?" Poppy demanded. She was afraid.

 "That would be telling." He smiled. His eyes wereviolet. Then he lifted his hand, and she saw that hewas
holding a poppy. At least, it was shaped like apoppy, but it was black. He caressed hercheek withthe
flower.

 "Just remember," hesaid, still smiling whimsically."Bad magic happens."

 "What?"

 "Bad magic happens," he said and turned andwalked away. She found herself holding the poppy.He
didn't 'leave any footprints in the sand.

 Poppy was alone and the ocean was roaring. Clouds were gathering overhead. She wanted towake up
now, but she couldn't, and she was aloneand scared. She dropped the flower as anguish surged through
her.

 "James!"

 Phil sat up in bed, heart pounding.

 God, what had that been? Something like ashout in Poppy's voice.

 I'm hallucinating.

 Which wasn't surprising. It was Monday, the dayof Poppy's funeral. In-Phil glanced at the clockabout
four hours he had to be at the church. Nowonder he was dreaming about her.

 But she had sounded so scared....

 Phil put the thought out of his mind. It wasn'teven hard. He'd convinced himself that Poppy wasdead,
and dead people didn't shout.

 At the funeral, though, Phil got a shock. His fatherwas there. He was even wearing something resembling
a suit, although the jacket didn't match thetrousers and his tie was askew.

 "I came as soon as I heard...."

 "Well, wherewere you?" Phil's mother said, thefine lines of strain showing around her eyes, the way they
always did when she had to deal with Phil's father.

 "Backpacking in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Nexttime, I swear, I'll leave an address. I'll check my mes
sages....He began to cry. Phil's mom didn't sayanything else. She just reached for him, and Phil'sheart
twisted at the way they clung to each other.

 He knew his dad was irresponsible and hopelesslybehind in child support and flaky and a failure. But
nobody had ever loved Poppy more. Right then, Philcouldn't disapprove of him, not even with Cliff stand
ing there for comparison.
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 The shock came when his dad turned to Phil beforethe service. "You know, she came to me last night,"

 he said in a low voice. "Her spirit, I mean. She visited me."

 Phil looked at him. This was the kind of weird statement that had brought on the divorce. His fatherhad
always talked about peculiar dreams and seeingthings that weren't there. Not to mention collecting
articles about astrology, numerology, and UFOs.

 "I didn't see her, but I heard her calling. I just wishshe hadn't sounded so frightened. Don't tell your
mother, but I got the feeling she's not at rest." Heput his hands over his face.

 Phil felt every hair on the back of his neck standup.

 But the spooky feeling was drowned almost immediately in the sheer grief of the funeral. In hearingthings
like "Poppy will live on forever in our heartsand memories." A silver hearse led the way to ForestPark
cemetery, and everyone stood in the June sunshine as the minister said some last words overPoppy's
casket. By the time Phil had to put a rose on the casket, he was shaking.

 It was a terrible time. Two of Poppy's girlfriendscollapsed in near-hysterical sobs. Phillip's mother
doubled over and had to be led away from the casket.There was no time to think-then or at the potluckat
Phil's house afterward.

 But it was at the house that Phil's two worlds collided. In the middle of all the milling confusion, hesaw
James.

 He didn't know what to do. James didn't fit intowhat was going on here. Phil had half a mind togo over
and tell him to get out, that the sick jokewas over.

 Before he could do anything, James walked up and said under his breath, "Be ready at eleven o'clock
tonight."

 Phil was jolted. "For what?"

 "Just be ready, okay? And have some of Poppy'sclothes with you. Whatever won't be missed." Phil
didn't say anything, and James gave him an exasperated sideways look.

 "We have to get her out,stupid. Or did you wantto leave her there?"

 Crash. That was the sound of worlds colliding. For a moment Phil was spinning in space with his feeton
neither one.

 Then with the normal world in shards around him, he leaned against a wall and whispered, "I can't. Ican't
do it. You're crazy."

 "You're the one who's crazy. You're acting like itnever happened. And you have to help, because I can't
do it alone. She's going to be disoriented at first, like a sleepwalker. She'llneed you."

 That galvanized Phil. He jerked to stand up straightand whispered, "Did you hear her last night?"

 James looked away. "She wasn't awake. She was just dreaming."
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 "How could we hear her from so far away? Evenmy dadheard it. Listen." He grabbed James by thelapel
of his jacket. "Are you sure she's okay?"

 "A minute ago you were convinced she was dead and gone. Now you want guarantees that she's fine.

 Well, I can't give you any." He stared Phil down with eyes as cold as gray ice. "I've never done this
before, all right? I'm just going by the book. And there are

 always things that can go wrong.But,"he said terselywhen Phil opened his mouth, "the one thing I do
know is that if we leave her where she is, she's goingto have a very unpleasant awakening. Get it?"

 Phil's hand unclenched slowly and he let go of thejacket. "Yeah. I'm sorry. I just can't believe any ofthis."
He looked up to see that James's expressionhad softened slightly. "But if she was yelling last night, then
she was alive then, right?"

 "And strong," James said. "I've never known a stronger telepath. She's really going to be something."

 Phil tried not to picture what. Of course, Jameswas a vampire, and he looked perfectly normalmost of
the time. But Phil's mind kept throwing outpictures of Poppy as a Hollywood monster. Red eyes,chalky
skin, and dripping teeth.

 If she came out like that, he'd try to love her. Butpart of him might want to get a stake.

 Forest Park cemetery was completely.different at night. The darkness seemed very thick. There was a
sign on the iron gate that said, "No visitors after sunset," but the gate itself was open.

 I don't want to be here, Phil thought.

 James drove down the single lane road that curvedaround the cemetery and parked underneath a huge
and ancient gingko tree.

 "What if somebody sees us? Don't they have aguard or something?"

 "They have a night watchman. He's asleep. I tookcare of it before I picked you up." James got out and
began unloading an amazing amount of equipmentfrom the backseat of the Integra.

 Two heavy duty flashlights. A crowbar. Some old boards. A couple of tarps. And two brand-new
shovels.

 "Help me carry this stuff."

 "What's it allfor?"But Phil helped. Gravelcrunched under his feet as he followed James on oneof the little
winding paths. They went up some weathered wooden stairs and down the other sideand then they were
in Toyland.

 That was what somebody at the funeral had calledit. Phil had overheard two business friends of Cliff's
talking about it. It was a section of the cemetery where mostly kids were buried. You could tell without
even looking at the headstones because therewere teddy bears and things on the graves.

 Poppy's grave was right on the edge of Toyland. Itdidn't have a headstone yet, of course. There was
only a green plastic marker.
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 James dumped his armload on the grass and thenknelt to examine the ground with a flashlight.

 Phil stood silently, looking around the cemetery.He was still scared, partly with the normal fear that
they'd get caught before they got finished, and partlywith the supernatural fear that they wouldn't.Theonly
sounds were crickets and distant traffic. Treebranches and bushes moved gently in the wind.

 "Okay," James said. "First we've got to peel this sod off."

 "Huh?" Phil hadn't even thought about why therewas already grass on the new grave. But of course itwas
sod. James had found the edge of one strip and was rolling it up like a carpet.

 Phil found another edge. The strips were about sixfeet long by one and a half feet wide. They were
heavy, but it wasn't too hard to roll them up and off the foot of the grave.

 "Leave 'em there. We've got to put them on againafterward," James grunted. "We don't want it to lookas
if this place has been disturbed."

 A light went on for Phil."That'swhy the tarpsand stuff."

 "Yeah. A little mess won't be suspicious. But if weleave dirt scattered everywhere, somebody's going to
wonder." James laid the boards around the perimeterof the grave, then spread the tarps on either side.
Phil helped him straighten them.

 What was left where the sod had been was fresh,loamy soil. Phil positioned aflashlight and picked upa
shovel.

 I don't believe I'm doing this, he thought.

 But he was doing it. And as long as all he thoughtabout was the physical work, the job of digging a hole
in the ground, he was okay. He concentrated on that and stepped on the shovel.

 It went straight into the dirt, with no resistance. It was easy to spade up one shovelful of dirt and drop it
onto the tarp. But by about the thirtieth shovelful,he was getting tired.

 "This is insane. We need a backhoe," he said, wiping his forehead.

 "You can rest if you want," James said coolly.

 Phil understood. James was the backhoe. He wasstronger than anyone Phil had ever seen. He pitchedup
shovelful after shovelful of dirt without even straining. He made it look like fun.

 "Whydon't we have you on any. of the teams atschool?" Phil said, leaning heavily on his shovel.

 "I prefer individual sports. Like wrestling," Jamessaid and grinned, just for a moment, up at Phil. It was
the kind of locker-room remark that couldn't be misunderstood from one guy to another. He meant
wrestling with, for instance, Jacklyn and Michaela.

 And, just at that particular moment, Phil couldn't help grinning back. He couldn't summon up any
righteous disapproval.
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 Even with James, it took a long time to dig thehole. It was wider than Phil would have thought necessary.
When his shovel finallychunkedon somethingsolid, he found out why.

 "It's the vault," James said.

 "Whatvault?"

 "The burial vault. They put the coffin inside it so it doesn't get crushed if the ground collapses. Get out
and hand me the crowbar."

 Phil climbed out of the hole and gave him thecrowbar. He could see the vault now. It was made of
unfinished concrete and he guessed that it was just a rectangular box with a lid. James was prying thelid
off with the crowbar.

 "There," James said, with an explosive grunt as he lifted the lid and slid it, by degrees, behind the
concrete box. That was why the hole was so wide, toaccommodate the lid on one side and James on the
other.

 And now, looking straight down into the hole, Philcould see the casket. A huge spray of slightly crushed
yellow roses was on top.

 James was breathing hard, but Phil didn't think itwas with exertion. His own lungs felt as if they were
being squeezed flat, and his heart was thudding hardenough to shake his body.

 "Oh, God," he said quietly and with no particular emphasis.

 James looked up. "Yeah. This is it." He pushed theroses down toward the foot of the casket. Then, in
what seemed like slow motion to Phillip, he began unfastening latches on the casket's side.

 When they were unfastened, he paused for just aninstant, both hands flat on the smooth surface of the
casket. Then he lifted the upper panel, and Phillip could see what was inside.

  

 CHAPTER 12

  

 Poppy was lying there on the white velvet lining, eyes shut. She looked very pale and strangely beauti
ful-but was she dead?

 "Wake up," James said. He put his hand on hers.Phillip had the feeling that he was calling with hismind as
well as his voice.

 There was an agonizingly long minute while nothing happened. James put his other hand under Poppy's
neck, lifting her just slightly. "Poppy, it's time.

 Wake up. Wake up."

 Poppy's eyelashes fluttered.
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 Something jarred violently in Phillip. He wanted togive a yell of victory and pound the grass. He also
wanted to run way. Finally he just collapsed by thegraveside, his knees giving out altogether.

 "Come on, Poppy. Get up. We have to go." James

 was speaking in a gentle, insistent voice, as if he weretalking to someone coming out of anesthesia.

 Which was exactly how Poppy looked. As Philwatched with fascination and awe and dread, sheblinked
and rolled her head a little, then opened her eyes. She shut them again almost immediately, butJames
went on talking to her, and the next time she opened them they stayed open.

 Then, with James urging her gently, she sat up. "Poppy, "Phil said. An involuntary outburst. His chest
was swelling, burning.

 Poppy looked up, then squinted and turned immediately from the beam of the flashlight. She looked
annoyed.

 "Come on," James said, helping her out of theopen half of the casket. It wasn't hard; Poppy was small.
With James holding her arm, she stood on theclosed half of the casket, and Phil reached into the hole and
pulled her up.

 Then, with somethinglike a convulsion,hehugged her.

 When he pulled back, she blinked at him. A slightfrown puckered her forehead. She licked her index
finger and drew the wet finger across his cheek.

 "You're filthy," she said.

 She could talk. She didn't have red eyes and achalky face. She was really alive.

 Weak with relief, Phil hugged her again. "Oh, God,Poppy, you're okay. You're okay."

 He barely noticed that she wasn't hugging himback.

 James scrambled out of the hole. "How do you feel, Poppy?" he said. Not a politeness. A quiet, probing
question.

 Poppy looked at him, and then at Phillip. "I feel...fine."

 "That's good," James said, still watching her as ifshe were a six-hundred-pound schizophrenic gorilla.

 "I feel...hungry," Poppy said, in the same pleasant, musical voice she'd used before.

 Phil blinked.

 "Why don't you come over here, Phil?" James said, making a gesture behind him.

 Phil was beginning to feel very uneasy. Poppy was... could she besmellinghim? Not loud, wet sniffs, but
the delicate little sniffs of a cat. She was nosingaround his shoulder.

 "Phil, I think you should come around over here," James said, with more emphasis. But what happened
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next happened too quickly for Phil even to startmoving.

 Delicate hands clenched like steel around his biceps. Poppy smiled at him with very sharp teeth, then
darted like a striking cobra for his throat.

 I'm going to die, Phil thought with a curious calm.

 He couldn't fight her. But her first strike missed. Thesharp teeth grazed his throat like two burning
pokers.

 "No, you don't," James said. He looped an arm around Poppy's waist, lifting her off Phil.

 Poppy gave a disappointed wail. As Phil struggled to his feet, she watched him the way a cat watchesan
interesting insect. Never taking her eyes off him,not even when James spoke to her.

 "That's your brother, Phil. Your twin brother. Remember?"

 Poppy just stared at Phil with hugely dilated pupils.Phil realized that she looked not only pale and beau
tiful but dazed and starving.

 "My brother? One of our kind?" Poppy said,soundingpuzzled. Her nostrils quivered and her lipsparted.
"He doesn't smell like it."

 "No, he's,not one of our kind, but he's not forbiting, either. You're going to have to wait just a littlewhile
to feed." To Phillip, he said, "Let's get this hole filled in, fast."

 Phillip couldn't move at first. Poppywas stillwatching him in that dreamy but intense way. Shestood there
in the darkness in her best white dress, supple as a lily, with her hair fallingaround her face.And she
looked at him with the eyes of a jaguar.

 She wasn't human anymore. She was somethingother.She'd said it herself, she and James were ofone
kind and Phil was something different. She belonged to the Night World now.

 Oh, God, maybe we should just have let her die,Phil thought, and picked up a shovel with loose and
trembling hands. James had already gotten the lid back on the vault. Phil shoveled dirt on it without
looking at where it landed. His head wobbled as ifhis neck were a pipe cleaner.

 "Don't be anidiot," avoice said, and hard fingersclosed on Phil's wrist briefly. Through a blur, Philsaw
James.

 "She's not better off dead. She's just confused rightnow. This istemporary,all right?"

 The words were brusque, but Phil felt a tiny surgeof comfort. Maybe James was right. Life was good,in
whatever form. And Poppy had chosen this.

 Still, she'd changed, and only time would tellhow much.

 One thing-Phil had made the mistake of thinkingthat vampires were like humans. He'd gotten so
comfortable with James that he'd almost forgotten theirdifferences.

 He wouldn't make that mistake again.
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 Poppy felt wonderful-in almost every way.

 She felt secret and strong. She felt poetic and full of possibility. She felt as if she'd sloughed off her old
body like a snake shedding its skin, to reveal a fresh new body underneath.

 And she knew, without being quite sure how sheknew, that she didn't have cancer.

 It was gone, the terrible thing that had been running wild inside her. Her new body had killed it and
absorbed it somehow. Or maybe it was just that every cell that made up Poppy North, every molecule,
had changed.

 However It was, she felt vibrant and healthy. Notjust better than she had before she'd gotten the cancer,
but better than she could remember feeling inher life. She was strangely aware of her own body,and her
muscles and joints all seemed to be workingin a way that was sweet and almost magical.

 The only problem was that she was hungry. It wastaking all her willpower not to pounce on the blondguy
in the hole.Phillip.Her brother.

 Sheknewhe was her brother, but he was alsohuman and she could sense therichstuff, lush with life, that
was coursing through his veins. The electrifying fluid she needed to survive.

 So jump him, part of her mind whispered. Poppyfrowned and tried to wiggle away from the thought.She
felt something in her mouth nudging her lowerlip, and she poked her thumb at it instinctively.

 It was a tooth. A delicate curving tooth. Both hercanine teeth were long and pointed and verysensitive.

 How weird. She rubbed at the new teeth gently,then cautiously explored them with her tongue. She
pressed them against her lip.

 After a moment they shrank to normal size. If shethought about humans full of blood like berries, they
grew again.

 Hey, look what I can dot

 But she didn't bother the two grimy boys whowere filling in the hole. She glanced around and triedto
distract herself instead.

 Strange-it didn't really seem to be either day ornight.-Maybe there was an eclipse. It was too dim tobe
daytime, but far too bright for nighttime. Shecould see the leaves on the maple trees and the graySpanish
moss hanging from the oak trees. Tiny moths

 were fluttering around the moss, and she could seetheir pale wings.

 When she looked at the sky, she got a shock. There was something floating there, a giant round thing
thatblazed with silvery light. Poppy thought of spaceships,of alien worlds, before she realized the truth.

 It was themoon.Just an ordinary full moon. Andthe reason it looked so big and throbbing with lightwas
that she had night vision. That was why shecould see the moths, too.
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 All her senses were keen. Delicious smells waftedby her, the smells of small burrowing animals and
fluttering dainty birds. On the wind came a tantalizing hint of rabbit.

 And she couldhearthings. Once she whipped herhead around as a dog barked right beside her. Then she
realized that it was far away, outside the cemetery. It only sounded close.

 I'll bet I can run fast, too, she thought. Her legsfelt tingly. She wanted to go running out into thelovely,
gloriously-scented night, to be one with it.She waspartof it now.

 James,she said. And the strange thing was that shesaid it without saying it out loud. It was somethingshe
knew how to do without thinking.

 James looked up from his shoveling.Hang on,hesaid the same way.We're almost done, kiddo.

 Then you'll teach me to hunt?

 He nodded, just slightly. His hair was falling overhis forehead and he looked adorably grubby. Poppyfelt
as if she'd never really seen him before-because

 now she was seeing him with new senses. Jameswasn't just silky brown hair and enigmatic gray eyesand
a lithe-muscled body. He was the smell of winterrain and the sound of his predator's heartbeat andthe
silvery aura of power she could feel around him. She could sense his mind, lean and tiger-tough but
somehow gentle and almost wistful at the same time.

 We're hunting partners now,she told him eagerly,and he smiled an acknowledgment. But underneath she
felt that he was worried. He was either sad or anxious about something, something he was keeping from
her.

 She couldn't think about it. She didn't feel hungryanymore ...she felt strange. As if she was having trouble
getting enough air.

 James and Phillip were shaking out the tarps, unrolling strips of fresh sod to cover the grave. Hergrave.
Funny she hadn't really thought about thatbefore. She'd been lying in a grave-she ought tofeel repulsed or
scared.

 She didn't. She didn't remember being in there atall-didn't remember anything from the time she'dfallen
asleep in her bedroom until she'd woken upwith James calling her.

 Except a dream ...

 "Okay," James said. He was folding up a tarp. "We can go. How're you feeling?"

 "Ummm. . a little weird. I can't get a deepbreath."

 "Neither can I," Phil said. He was breathing hardand wiping his forehead. "I didn't know grave digging
was such hard work."

 James gave Poppy a searching look. "Do you thinkyou can make it back to my apartment?"

 "Hmm? I guess." Poppy didn't actually know whathe was talking about. Make it how? And why should
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going to his apartment help her to breathe?

 "I've got a couple of safe donors there in the building," James said. "I don't really want you out on the
streets, and I think you'll make it there okay."

 Poppy didn't ask what he meant. She was having trouble thinking clearly.

 James wanted her to hide in the backseat of hiscar. Poppy refused. She needed to sit up front and tofeel
the night air on her face.

 "Okay," James said at last. "But at least sort ofcover your face with your arm. I'll drive on backroads.
Youcan'tbe seen, Poppy."

 There didn't seem to be anyone on the streets tosee her. The air whipping her cheeks was cool and
good, but it didn't help her breathing. No matter howshe tried, she couldn't seem to get a proper breath.

 I'm hyperventilating, she thought. Her heart wasracing, her lips and tongue felt parchment-dry. And still
she had the feeling of being air-starved.

 What'shappening to me?

 Then the pain started.

 Agonizing seizures in her muscles-like the crampsshe used to get when she went out for track in junior
high. Vaguely, through the pain, she rememberedsomething the P.E. teacher had said."Thecrampscome

 when your muscles don't get enough blood. A charley horseis a clump of muscles starving to death."

 Oh, ithurt.It hurt.She couldn't even call to James for help, now; all she could do was hang on to thecar
door and try to breathe. She was whooping andwheezing, but it wasn't any good.

 Cramps everywhere-and now she was so dizzythat she saw the world through sparkling lights.

 She. was dying. Something hadgone terriblywrong. She felt as if she were underwater, tryingdesperately
to claw her way to oxygen-only therewas nooxygen.

 And then she saw the way.

 Or smelled it, actually. Thecar was stopped at a redlight. Poppy's head and shoulders were out the
windowby now-and suddenly she caught a whiff of life.

 Life.What she needed. She didn't think, she simplyacted. With one motion she threw the car door open
and plunged out.

 She heard Phil's shout behind her and James'sshout in her head. She ignored both of them. Nothing
mattered except stopping the pain.

 She grabbed for the man on the sidewalk the waya drowning swimmer grabs at a rescuer. Instinctively.
He was tall and strong for a human. He was wearinga dark sweatsuit and a bomber jacket. His face was
stubbly and his skin wasn't exactly clean, but thatwasn't important. She wasn't interested in the con tainer,
only in the lovely sticky red stuff inside.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 This time her strike was perfectly accurate. Herwonderful teeth extended like claws and stabbed intothe
man's throat. Puncturing him like one of thoseold-fashioned bottle openers. He struggled a little and then
went limp.

 And then she was drinking, her throat drenched in copper-sweetness. Sheer animal hunger took over as
she tapped his veins. The liquid filling her mouthwas wild and raw and primal and every swallow gaveher
new life.

 She drank and drank, and felt the pain disappear.In its place was a euphoric lightness.When she paused
to breathe, she could feel her lungs swell withcool, blessed air.

 She bent to drink again, to suck, lap, tipple. Theman had a clear bubbling stream inside him, and she
wanted it all.

 That was when James pulled her head back.

 He spoke both aloud and in her mind and his voicewas collected but intense. "Poppy, I'm sorry. I'm
sorry.It was my fault. I shouldn't have made you wait solong. But you've had enough now. You can
stop."

 Oh...confusion. Poppy was peripherally aware of Phillip, her brother Phillip, looking on in horror. James
said shecouldstop, but that didn't mean she had to. She didn'twantto. The man wasn't fightingat all now.
He seemed to be unconscious.

 She bent down again. James pulled her back upalmost roughly.

 "Listen," he said. His eyes were level, but his voicewas hard. "This is the time you can choose, Poppy.
Do youreallywant to kill?"

 The words shocked her back to awareness. To kill...that was the way to get power, she knew. Blood
was power and life and energy and food and drink.If she drained this man like squeezing an orange, she
would have the power of his very essence. Whoknew what she might be able to do then?

 But...he was a man, not an orange. A humanbeing. She'd been one of those once.

 Slowly, reluctantly, she lifted herself off the man.James let out a long breath. He patted her shoulderand
sat down on the sidewalk as if too tired to stand up right then.

 Phil was slumped against the wall of the nearestbuilding.

 He was appalled, and Poppy could feel it. She couldeven pick up words he was thinking-words like
ghastly andamoral.A whole sentence that went something like"Is it worth it to save her life if she's lost her
soul?"

 James jerked around to look at him, and Poppy couldfeel the silver flare of his anger. "You just don't get
it,do you?" he said savagely. "She could have attackedyou anytime, but she didn't, even though she was
dying. You don't know what the bloodlust feels like.It's not like being thirsty-it's like suffocating. Your
cells start to die from oxygen starvation, because your own blood can't carry oxygen to them. It's the
worst painthere is, but she didn't go after you to make it stop."
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 Phillip looked staggered. He stared at Poppy, thenheld out a hand uncertainly.

 "I'm sorry...........

 "Forget it," James said shortly. He turned his backon Phil and examined the man. Poppy could feel him
extend his mind. "I'm telling him to forget this," hesaid to Poppy. "All he needs is some rest, and he might
as well do that right here. See, the woundsare already healing."

 Poppy saw, but she couldn't feel happy. She knewPhil still disapproved of her. Not just for something
she'd done, but for what shewas.

 What's happened to me?she asked James, throwingherself into his arms. Have I turned into something
awful?

 He held her fiercely.You're just different. Not awful. Phil's a jerk.

 She wanted to laugh at that. But she could feel atremor of sadness behind his protective love. It wasthe
same anxious sadness she'd sensed in him earlier.James didn't like being a predator, and now he'dmade
Poppy one, too. Their plan had succeeded brilliantly-and Poppy would never be the old PoppyNorth
again.

 And although she could hear his thoughts, itwasn't exactly like the total immersion when they'dexchanged
blood. They might not ever have that togetherness again.

 "There wasn't any other choice," Poppy. saidstoutly, and she said it aloud. "We did what we hadto do.
Now we have to make the best of it."

 You're a bravegirl.Did I ever tell you that?

 No. And if you did, I don't mind hearing it again.

 But they drove to James's apartment building in silence, with Phil's depression weighing heavily inthe
backseat.

 "Look, you can take the car back to your house,"

 James said as he unloaded the equipment and Poppy's clothes into his carport. "I don't want to bring
Poppy anywhere near there, and I don't want toleave her alone."

 Phil glanced up at the dark two-story building asif something had just struck him. Then he cleared his
throat. Poppy knew why-James's apartment was anotorious place, and she'd never been allowed to visit
it at night. Apparently Phil still had some brotherlyconcern for his vampire sister. "You, uh, can't justtake
her to your parents' house?"

 "How many times do I have to explain? No, I can'ttake her to my parents, because my parents don't
knowshe's a vampire. Right at the moment she's an illegalvampire, a renegade, which means she's got to
be kept a secret until I can straighten things out--somehow.':

 "How-" Phil stopped and shook his head. "Okay.Not tonight. We'll talk about it later."

 "No, 'we' won't," James said harshly. "You're nota part of this anymore. It's up to Poppy and me. All
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you need to do is go back and live your normal lifeand keep your mouth shut."

 Phil started to say something else, then caughthimself. He took the keys from James. Then he looked at
Poppy.

 "I'm glad you're alive. I love you," he said.

 Poppy knew that he wanted to-hug her, but something kept both of them back. There was an emptiness
in Poppy's chest.

 "Bye, Phil," she said, and he got in the car and left.

  

 CHAPTER 13

  

 He doesn't understand," Poppy said softly as Jamesunlocked the door to his apartment. "He just hasn't
grasped that you're risking your life, too."

 The apartment was very bare and utilitarian. Highceilings and spacious rooms announced that it was
expensive, but there wasn't much furniture. In theliving room there was a low, square couch, a desk with
a computer, and a couple of Oriental-lookingpictures on the wall. And books. Cardboard boxes of
books stacked in the corners.

 Poppy turned to face James directly. "Jamie ... Iunderstand."

 James smiled at her. He was sweaty and dirty andtired-looking. But his expression said Poppy made it
all worthwhile.

 "Don't blamePhil,"he said, with a gesture of dismissal. "He's actually handling things pretty well. I've
never broken cover to a human before, but I think most of them would run screaming and never come
back. He's trying to cope, at least."

 Poppy nodded and dropped the subject. James wastired, which meant they should go to sleep. She
picked up the duffel bag that Phil had packed withher clothes and headed for the bathroom.

 She didn't change right away, though. She was toofascinated by her own reflection in the mirror. So this
was what a vampire Poppy looked like.

 She was prettier, she noted with absent satisfaction. The four freckles on her nose were gone. Herskin
was creamy-pale, like an advertisement for facecream. Her eyes were green as jewels. Her hair was
wind-blown into riotous curls, metallic-copper.

 I don'tlooklike something that sits on a buttercupanymore, she thought. I look wild and dangerous and
exotic. Like a model. Like a rock star. Like James.

 She leaned forward to examine her teeth, pokingat the canines to make them grow. Then she jerked
back, gasping.
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 Her eyes. She hadn't realized. Oh, God, no wonderPhil had been scared. When she did that, when her
teeth extended, her eyes went silvery-green, uncanny. Like the eyes of a hunting cat.

 All at once she was overcome by terror. She hadto cling to the sink to stay on her feet.

 I don't want it, I don't wantit....

 Oh,dealwith it, girl. Stop whining. So what did you expect to look like, Shirley Temple? You're a hunter
now. And your eyes go silver and blood tastes like cherry preserves. And that's all there is to it, andthe
other choice was resting in peace. Sodeal.

 Gradually her breathing slowed. In the next few minutes something happened inside her;shediddeal.She
found ... acceptance. It felt like something giving way in her throat and her stomach. She wasn'tweird and
dreamy now, as she'd been when she hadfirst awakened in the cemetery; she could thinkdearly about her
situation. And she could accept it.

 And I did it without running to James, she thought suddenly, startled. I don't need him to comfort meor
tell me it's okay. I canmake it okay, myself.

 Maybe that was what happened when you faced the very worst thing in the world. She'd lost herfamily
and her old life and maybe even her childhood, but she'd found herself. And that would have to do.

 She pulled the white dress over her head andchanged into a T-shirt and sweatpants. Then shewalked out
to James, head high.

 He was in the bedroom, lying on a full-sized bedmade up with light brown sheets. He was still wearing
his dirty clothes, and he had one arm crooked over his eyes. When Poppy came in, he stirred.

 "I'll go sleep on the couch," he said.

 "No, you won't," Poppy said firmly. She flopped on the bed beside him. "You're dead tired. And Iknow
I'm safe with you."

 James grinned without moving his arm. "Because I'm dead tired?"

 "Because I've always been safe with you." Sheknew that. Even when she'd been a human and herblood
must have tempted him, she'd been safe.

 She looked at him as he lay there, brown hair ruffled, body lax, Adidas unlaced and caked with soil.She
found his elbows endearing.

 "Iforgot to mention something before," she said."I onlyrealizedI forgot when I was . . .going tosleep. I
forgot to mention that I love you."

 James sat up. "You only forgot to say it withwords."

 Poppy felt a smile tugging at her lips. That was theamazing thing, the only purely good thing about what
had happened to her. She and James had cometogether. Their relationship had changed-but it still had
everything she'd valued in their old relationship.The understanding, the camaraderie. Now on top ofthat
was the new excitement of discovering each other as more than best friends.
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 And she'd found the part of him that she hadnever been able to reach before. She knew his secrets,
knew him inside out. Humans could never know each other that way. They could never really get into
another person's head. All the talking in theworld couldn't even prove that you and the otherperson both
saw the same color red.

 And if she and James never merged like two dropsof water again, she would always be able to touchhis
mind.

 A little shy, she leaned against him, resting on hisshoulder. In all the times they'd been dose, they'dnever
kissed or been romantic. For now, just sitting here like this was enough, just feeling James breathe and
hearing his heart and absorbing his warmth. Andhis arm around her shoulders was almosttoo much,
almost too intense to bear, but at the same time it was safe and peaceful.

 It was like a song, one of those sweet, wrenchingsongs that makes the hair on your arms stand up.That
makes you want to throw yourself on the floorand just bawl. Or fall backward and surrender to the music
utterly. One ofthosesongs.

 James cupped her hand, brought it to his lips, andkissed the palm.

 I told you. You don't love somebody because of their looks or their clothes or their car. You love them
becausethey sing a song that nobody but you can understand.

 Poppy's heart swelled until it hurt.

 Aloud she said, "We always understood the samesong, even when we were little."

 "In the Night World there's this idea called thesoulmate principle. It says that every person has one
soulmate out there, just one. And that person is perfect for you and is your destiny. The problem being
that almost nobody everfindstheir soulmate, just because of, distance. So most people go through their
whole lives feeling not complete."

 "I think it's the truth. Ialwaysknew you wereperfect for me."

 "Notalways."

 "Oh, yes. Since I was five. I knew."

 "I'd have known you were perfect for me-exceptthat everything I'd been taught said it was hopeless." He
cleared his throat and added, "Thatiswhy I wentout With Michaela and those other girls, you know.I
didn't care about them. I could get dose to themwithout breaking the law."

 "I know," Poppy said. "I mean-I think I alwaysknew it was something like that, underneath." Sheadded,
"James? What am I now?" Some things shecould tell instinctively; she could feel them in herblood. But
she wanted to know more, and she knewJames understood why. This was her life now. She had to learn
the rules.

 "Well." He settled against the headboard, head tilted back as she rested under his chin. "You're pretty
much like me. Except for not being able to ageor havefamilies,made vampires are basically like thelamia."
He shifted. "Let's see. You already knowabout being able to see and hear better than humans.And you're
a whiz at reading minds."
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 "Not everybody's mind."

 "No vampire can read everybody's mind. Lots oftimes all I get is a sort of general feeling for whatpeople
arethinking.The only certain way to make aconnection is to-" James opened his mouth andclicked his
teeth. Poppy giggled as the sound traveled through her skull.

 "And how often do I haveto-?" She clicked herown teeth.

 "Feed." She felt James getting serious. "Aboutonce a day on average. Otherwise you'll go into the
bloodlust. You can eat human food if you want, but there's no nutrition in it. Blood is everything for us."

 "And the more blood, the more power."

 "Basically, yes."

 "Tell me about power. Can we-well, what canwe do?"

 "We have more control over our bodies than humans. We can heal from almost any kind of injuryexcept
from wood. Wood can hurt us, even kill us." He snorted. "So there's one thing the movies haveright-a
wooden stake through the heart will, in fact, kill a vampire. So will burning."

 "Can we change into animals?"

 "I've never met any vampire that powerful. Buttheoretically it's possible for us, and shapeshifters and
werewolves do it all the time."

 "Change into mist?"

 "I've never even met a shapeshifter who coulddo that."

 Poppy thumped the bed with her heel. "And obviously we don't have to sleep in coffins."

 "No, and we don't need native earth, either. Myself, I prefer a Sealy Posturepedic, but if you'd likesome
dirt ..."

 Poppy elbowed him. "Urn, can we cross runningwater?"

 "Sure. And we can walk into people's homes with out being invited, and roll in garlic if we don't mind
losing friends. Anything else?"

 "Yes. Tell me about the Night World." It was herhome now.

 "Did I tell you about the dubs? We have clubs inevery big city. In a lot of small ones, too.""What kind of
dubs?"

 "Well, some are just dives, and some are like cafes,and some are like nightclubs, and some are like
lodges-those are mostly for adults. I know one for kids that's just a big old warehouse with skate ramps
built in. You can hang out and skateboard. And there are poetry slams every week at the Black Iris."

 Blackiris,Poppy thought. That reminded her of something. Something unpleasant ...
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 What she said was, "That's a funny name."

 "All the dubs are named for flowers. Black flowersare the symbols of the Night People." He rotated his
wrist to show her his watch. An analog watch, witha black iris in the center of the face. "See?"

 "Yeah. You know, I noticed that black thing, but Inever really looked at it before. I think I assumed it
was Mickey Mouse."

 He rapped her lightly on the nose in reproof. "Thisis serious business, kid. One of these will identify you
to other Night People-even if they're as stupid as a werewolf.'I

 :You don't like werewolves?"

 "They're great if you like double-digit IQs."

 "But you let them in the dubs."

 "Some dubs. Night People may not marry out oftheir own kind, but they all mix:lamia,made vam pires,
werewolves, both kinds of witches ..."Poppy, who had been playing at intertwining theirfingers in different
ways, shifted curiously. "What'sboth kinds of witches?"

 "Oh. . .there's the kind that know about theirheritage and have been trained, and the kind that don't. That
second kind are what humans call psychics. Sometimes they just have latent powers, andsome of them
aren't even psychic enough tofindtheNight World, so they don't get in."

 Poppy nodded. "Okay. Got it. But what if a human walks into one of those dubs?"

 "Nobody would let them. The dubs aren't whatyou'dcallconspicuous, and they're always guarded."

 "But if theydid..."

 James shrugged. His voice was suddenly bleak. "They'd be killed. Unless somebody wanted to pick
them up as a toy or pawn. That means a humanwho's basically brainwashed-who lives with vampires but
doesn't know it because of the mind control.Sort of like a sleepwalker. I had a nanny once..."His voice
trailed off, and Poppy could feel his distress.

 "You can tell me about it later." She didn't wanthim ever to be hurt again.

 "M'm."He sounded sleepy. Poppy settled herselfmore comfortably against him.

 It was amazing, considering her last experiencegoing to sleep, that she could even shut her eyes.

 But she could. She was with her soulmate, so whatcould go wrong? Nothing could hurt her here.

  

 Phil was having trouble shutting his eyes.

 Every time he did, he saw Poppy. Poppy asleep inthe casket, Poppy watching him with a hungry cat's
gaze. Poppy lifting her head from that guy's throat toshow a mouth stained as if she'd been eating berries.
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 She wasn't human anymore.

 And just because he'd known all along that shewouldn't be didn't make it any easier to accept.

 He couldn't-hecouldn't--condonejumping on people and tearing up their throats for dinner. Andhe
wasn't sure that it was any better to charm people and bite them and then hypnotize them to forget it. The
whole system was scary on some deeplevel.

 Maybe James had been righthumans justcouldn't deal with the idea that there was somebodyhigher on
the food chain. They'd lost touch with their caveman ancestors, who knew what it was liketo be hunted.
They thought all that primal stuff wasbehind them.

 Could Phillip tell them a thing or two.

 The bottom line was that he couldn't accept, andPoppy couldn't change. And the only thing that madeit
bearable was that somehow he loved her anyway.

  

 Poppy woke in thedim, curtained bedroom the next day to find the other half of the bed empty. She
wasn't alarmed, though. Instinctively she reached out with her mind, and . . . there. James was in the
kitchenette.

 She felt... energetic. Like a puppy straining to belet loose in a field. But as soon as she walked intothe
living room, she felt that her powers were weaker. And her eyes hurt. She squinted toward the painful
brightness of a window.

 "It's the sun," James said. "Inhibits all vampirepowers, remember?" He went over to the windowand
dosed the curtains-they were the blackout type, like the ones in the bedroom. The midafternoon sunshine
was cut off. "That should help a little-butyou'd better stay inside today until it gets dark. Newvampires
are more sensitive."

 Poppy caught something behind his words. "You'regoing out?"

 "I have to." He grimaced. "There's something I forgot my cousin Ash is supposed to show up thisweek.
I've got to get my parents to head him off."

 "I didn't know you had a cousin."

 He winced again. "I've got lots, actually. They'reback East in a safe town-a whole town that's controlled
by the Night World. Most of them are okay, but not Ash."

 "What's wrong with him?"

 "He's crazy. Also cold-blooded, ruthless-"

 "You sound like Phil describing you."

 "No, Ash is the real thing. The ultimate vampire.He doesn't care about anybody but himself, and heloves
to make trouble."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 Poppy was prepared to love all James's cousins forhis sake, but shad to agree that Ash sounded
dangerous.

 "I wouldn't trust anyone to know about you justnow," James said, "and Ash is out of the question.

 I'm going to tell my parents he can't come here,that's all."

 And then what do we do? Poppy thought. She couldn't stay hidden forever. She belonged to theNight
World-but the Night World wouldn't accepther.

 There had to be some solution-and she could onlyhope that she and James would find it.

 "Don't be gone too long," she said, and he kissedher on the forehead, which was nice. As if it wasgetting
to be a habit.

 When he was gone, she took a shower and puton dean clothes. Good old Phil-he'd slipped in her
favorite jeans. Then she made herself putter aroundthe apartment, because she didn't want to sit and
think.Nobody should have to think on the day after their own funeral.

 The phone sat beside the square couch and mockedher. She found herself resisting the impulse to pickit
up so often that her arm ached.

 But who could she call? Nobody. Not even Phil,because what if somebody overheard him? What ifher
mother answered?

 No, no, don't think about Mom, you idiot.

 But it was too late. She was overwhelmed suddenly, by a desperateneed to hear her mother's voice.Just
to hear a "hello." She knew she couldn't sayanything herself. She just needed to establish that her mom
still existed.

 She punched the phone number in without givingherself time to think. She counted rings. One, two,three
...

 "Hello?"

 It was her mother's voice. And it was already over,and it wasn't enough. Poppy sat trying to breathe,
with tears running down her face. She hung there,wringing the phone cord, listening to the faint buzz on
the other end. Like a prisoner in court waiting to hear her sentence.

 "Hello? Hello." Her mother's voice was flat andtired. Not acerbic. Prank phone calls were no big deal
when you'd just lost your daughter.

 Then a click signaled disconnection.

 Poppy clutched the earpiece to her chest and cried, rocking slightly. At last she put it back on the cradle.

 Well, she wouldn't dothat again. It was worse thannot being able to hear her mother at all. And it didn't
help her with reality, either. It gave her a dizzy Twilight Zone feeling to think that her mom was athome,
and everybody was at home, andPoppywasn'tthere.Life was going on in that house, but she wasn'tpart of
it anymore. She couldn't just walk in, any more than she could walk into some strange family's house.
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 You're really a glutton for punishment, aren't you? Why don't you stop thinking about this anddosome
thing distracting?

 She was snooping through James's file cabinetwhen the apartment door opened.

 Because she heard the metallic jingle of a key, sheassumed it was James. But then, even before she
turned, she knew itwasn't James. It wasn't James's mind.

 She turned and saw a boy with ash blond hair.

 He was very good looking, built about like James,but a little taller, and maybe a year older. His hairwas
longish. His face had a nice shape, clean-cut fea tures, and wicked slightly tilted eyes.

 But that wasn't why she was staring at him.

 He gave her a flashing smile.

 "I'm Ash," he said."Hi."

 Poppy was still staring. "You were in my dream," she said.. "You said, 'Bad magic happens."' "So you're
a psychic?"

 "What?"

 "Your dreams come true?"

 "Not usually." Poppy suddenly got hold of herself."Listen, um, I don't know how you got in-"

 He jingled a key ring at her. "Aunt Maddy gaveme these. James told you to keep me out, I bet."

 Poppy decided that the best defense was a goodoffense. "Now, why would he tell me that?" she said,
and folded her arms over her chest.

 He gave her a wicked, laughing glance. His eyeslooked hazel inthislight, almost golden. "I'm bad,"he said
simply.

 Poppy tried to plaster a look of righteous disapproval-like Phil's-on her face. It didn't work verywell.
"Does James know you're here? Where is he?"

 "I have no idea. Aunt Maddy gave me the keysat lunch, and then she went out on some interior
decorating job. What did you dream about?"

 poppy just shook her head. She was trying tothink.presumably, James was wandering around in search
ofhis mother right now. Once he found her he'd findout that Ash was over here, and then he'd come back
fast.Which meant ...well,Poppy supposed it meantshe should keep Ash occupied until James arrived.

 But how? She'd never really practiced being winsome and adorable with guys. And she was worried
about talking too much. She might give herself awayas a new vampire.

 Oh, well. When in doubt, shut your eyes and jump right in.
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 "Know any good werewolf jokes?" she said.

 He laughed. He had a nice laugh, and his eyes weren't hazel after all. They were gray, like James's.

 "You haven't told me your name yet, little dreamer," he said.

 "Poppy," Poppy said and immediately wished shehadn't. What if Mrs. Rasmussen had mentioned that
one of James's little friends called Poppy had justdied? To conceal her nervousness, she got up to dose
the door.

 "Good lamianame," he said. "I don't like thisyuppy thing of taking on human names, do you?

 I've got three sisters, and they all have regular oldfashioned names. Rowan, Kestrel, Jade. My dad
would burst a blood vessel if one of them suddenlywanted to call herself 'Susan.' "

 "Or 'Maddy?' "Poppy asked, intrigued despiteherself.

 "Huh? It's short for Madder."

 Poppy wasn't sure what madder was. A plant,she thought.

 "Of course I'm not saying anything against James,"Ash said, and it was perfectly dear from his voicethat
hewassaying something against James. "Things are different for you guys in California. You have to mix
more with humans; you have to be more careful.So ifnamingyourself after vermin makes it easier ... "He
shrugged.

 "Oh, yeah, they're vermin all right," Poppy said atrandom. She was thinking, he's playing with me. Isn't
he playing with me?

 She had the sinking feeling that he knew everything. Agitation made her need to move. She headedfor
James's stereo center.

 "So you like any vermin music?" she said."Techno? Acid jazz? Trip-hop? Jungle?" She waveda vinyl
record at him. "This is some serious jump-up jungle." He blinked. "Oh, and this is great industrialnoise.
And this is a real good acid house stomperwith a sort of madcore edge to it...."

 She had him on the defensive now. Nobody couldstop Poppy when she got going like this. She widened
her eyes at him and blathered on, looking as fey asshe knew how.

 "And I say freestyle's comingback.Completely underground, so far, but on therise.Now, Euro-dance,on
the other hand ..."

 Ash was sitting on the square couch, long legsstretched out in front of him. His eyes were deepblue and
slightly glazed.

 "Sweetheart," he said finally, "I hate to interrupt.But you and I need to talk."

 Poppy was too clever to ask him what about."...these sort of eternal void keys and troll groaningsounds
that make you want to ask, 'Is anybody outthere?' "shefinishedand then she had to breathe.Ash jumped
in.
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 "Wereallyhave to talk," he said. "Before Jamesgets back."

 There was no way to evade him now. Poppy'smouth was dry. He leaned forward, his eyes a dear
blue-green like tropical waters. And, yes, they reallydochange color, Poppy thought.

 "It's not your fault," he said.

 "What?"

 It's not yourfault.That you can't shield your mind. You'll

 learn how to do it,he said, andPoppy only realized halfway through that he wasn't saying it out loud.

 Oh. . .spit. She should have thought of that.Should have been concentrating on veiling her thoughts.She
tried to do it now.

 "Listen, don't bother. I know that you're notlamia. You're made, and you're illegal. James hasbeen a bad
boy."

 Since there was no point in denying it, Poppy liftedher chin and narrowed her eyes at him. "So youknow.
So what are you going to do about it?"

 "That depends."

 "On what?"

 He smiled. "On you."

  

 CHAPTER 14

  

 YOUsee,I like James," Ash said. "I think he'sa little soft on vermin, but I don't want to seehim in trouble.
I certainly don't want to see himdead."

 Poppy felt the way she had last night when herbody was starving for air. She was frozen, too stillto
breathe.

 "I mean, doyouwant him dead?" Ash asked, as ifit were the most reasonable question in the world.
Poppy shook her head.

 "Well, then," Ash said.

 Poppy got a breath at last. "What are yousaying?"Then, without waiting for him to answer, she said,
"You're saying that they're going to kill him if theyfind out about me. But they don'thaveto find out about
me. Unless you tell them."

 Ash glanced at his fingernails thoughtfully.. Hemade a face to show that this was as painful for himas it
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was for her.

 "Let's go over the facts," he said. "You are, in fact,a former human."

 "Oh, yeah, I was a vermin, all right."

 He gave her a droll look. "Don't take that so seriously. It's what you are now that counts. But Jamesdid,
in fact, change you without clearing it withanybody.Right? And he did, in fact, break cover and tellyou
about the Night World before you werechanged. Right?"

 "How do you know? Maybe he just changed mewithout telling me a thing."

 He shook a finger. "Ah, but James wouldn't dothat. He's got these radical permissive ideas abouthumans
having free will."

 "If you know all about it, why ask me?" Poppysaid tensely. "And if you've got a point-"

 "The point is that he's committed at least two capital offenses. Three, I bet." He flashed the wild, hand
some smile again. "He must have been in love withyou to have done the rest."

 Something swelled in Poppy like a bird trapped inher rib cage and trying to get out. She blurted, "I don't
see how you people can make laws about not falling in love! It's insane."

 "But don't you see why? You're the perfect example. Because of love, James told you and then he
changed you. If he'd had the sense to squash hisfeelings for you in the beginning, the whole thingwould
have been nipped in the bud."

 "But what if youcan'tsquash it? You can'tforcepeople to stop feeling."

 "Of course not," Ash said, and Poppy stoppeddead. She stared at him.

 His lips curved and he beckoned to her. "I'll tellyou a secret. The Elders know they can't really legis late
how you feel. What they can do is terrorize youso that you don't dare show your feelings-ideally, so you
can't even admit them to yourself."

 Poppy settled back. She'd seldom felt so at a loss.Talking to Ash made her head whirl, made her feel as
if she were too young and stupid to. be sure ofanything.

 She made a forlorn and helpless gesture. "Butwhat do I do now? I can't change thepast...."

 "No, but you can act in the present." He jumpedto his feet in a lovely, graceful motion and beganpacing.
"Now. We have to think fast. Presumably everyone here thinks you're dead."

 "Yes, but-"

 "So the answer is simple. You have to get out of jthe area and stay out. Go someplace where youwon't
be recognized, where nobody will care ifyou're new or illegal. Witches. That's it! I've got some
cross-cousins in Las Vegas that will put you up. Themain thing is to leavenow."

 Poppy's head wasn't just whirling, it wasreeling.She felt dizzy and physically sick, as if she'd juststepped
off Space Mountain at Disneyland. "What? Idon't even understand what you're talking about,"she said
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feebly.

 "'I'll explain on the way. Come on, hurry! Do youhave some clothes you want to take?"

 poppy planted her feet solidly on the floor. Sheshook her head to try and dear it. "Look, I don'tknow
what you're saying, but I can't goanywhereright now. I have to wait for James."

 "But don't you see?" Ash stopped his whirlwindpacing and rounded on her. His eyes were green and
hypnotically brilliant. "That's just what youcan't do. James can't even know where you're going."

 ,what?"

 "Don't yousee?"Ash said again. He spread hishands and spoke almost pityingly."You'rethe only thing
putting James in danger. As long as you're here, anybody can look at you and put the piecestogether.
You're circumstantial evidence that he's

 committed a crime."

 Poppy understood that. "But I can just wait and James can go away with me. He wouldwantthat."

 "But it wouldn't work," Ash said softly. "It doesn'tmatter where you go; whenever you're together,you're
a danger to him. One look at you and anydecent vampire can sense the truth."

 Poppy's knees felt weak.

 Ash spoke soberly. "I'm not saying that you'll bemuch safer yourself if you leave. You bring your own
danger with you, because of what you are. But aslong as you're away from James, nobody can connect
you withhim. It's the only way to keep him safe. Do you see?"

 "Yes. Yes, I see that now." The ground seemed tohave disappeared beneath Poppy. She wasfalling,not
into music, but into an icy dark void. There wasnothing to hold on to.

 "But, of course, it's a lot to expect, to ask you togive him up. You may not want to make that kindof
sacrifice-"

 Poppy's chin came up. She was blind and empty and giddy, but she spoke to Ash with utter contempt,
spitting out the words. "After everything he sacrificedfor me? What do you think I am?"

 Ash bowed his head. "You're a brave one, littledreamer. I can't believe you were ever human." Then he
looked up and spoke briskly. "So do youwant to pack?"

 "I don't have much," Poppy said, slowly, becausemoving and speaking hurt her. She walked towardthe
bedroom as if the floor was covered with broken glass. "Hardly anything. But I have to write a notefor
James."

 "No, no," Ash said. "That's the last thing you wantto do. Well, after all," he added as she swiveledslowly
to look at him, "James being so noble andlovestruck and everything-if you let him knowwhere you're
going, he'll come right after you. Andthen where will you be?"

 Poppy shook her head. "I... okay." Still shakingher head, she stumbled into the bedroom.She wasn't
going to argue with him anymore, but she wasn't going to take his advice, either. She shut the bedroom
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door and tried as hard as she could toshield her mind. She visualized a stone wall around her thoughts.

 Stuffing her sweat pants and T-shirt and whitedress into the duffel bag took thirty seconds. Thenshe
found a book under the nightstand and a felt-tippen in the drawer. She tore the flyleaf out of thebook and
scribbled rapidly.

  

 Dear James,

 I'm so sorry, but if I stay to explain this to you, I know you'll try to stop me. Ash has made me under
stand the truth-that as long as I stick around I'mputting your life in danger. And I just can't do that.If
something happened to you because of me, I woulddie. I really would.

 I'm going away now. Ash is taking me somewherefar away where you won'tfindme. Where they won't
care what I am. I'll be safe there. You'll be safe here.And even if we're not together, we'll never really
beapart.

 I love you. I'll love you forever. But I have to dothis.

 Please tell Phil goodbye.

 Your soulmate, Poppy.

  

 She was dripping tears onto the paper as shesigned it.She put the flyleaf on the pillow and went outto
Ash.

 "Oh, there, there," he said. "Don't cry. You'redoing the right thing." He put an arm around hershoulders.
Poppy was too miserable to shrug it off.

 She looked at him. "One thing. Won't I be puttingyouin danger if I go with you? I mean, somebodymight
thinkyouwere the one who made me an ille gal vampire."

 He looked at her with wide, earnest eyes. They happened to be blue-violet at the moment.

 "I'm willing to take that risk," he said. "I have alot of respect for you."

  

 James took the stairs two at a time, sending probing thoughts ahead of him and then refusing to believe
what his own senses told him.

 She had to be there. Shehadto be....

 He pounded on the door at the same time as hewas thrusting the key into' the lock. At the same timeas
he was shouting mentally.

 Poppy! Poppy, answer me! Poppy!
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 And then, even with the door flung open and hisown thoughts ricocheting off the emptiness in the
apartment, hestilldidn't want to believe. He ran around, looking in every room, his heart thudding louder
and louder in his chest. Her duffel bag was gone. Her clothes were gone. She was gone.

 He ended up leaning against the glass of the livingroom window. He could see the street below, andthere
was no sign of Poppy.

 No sign of Ash, either.

 It was James's fault. He'd been following his mother's trail all afternoon, from decorating job to deco
rating job, trying to catch up with her. Only to find,once he did catch up, that Ash was already in El
camino, and had, in fact, been sent over to James'sapartment hours ago. With a key.

 putting him alone with Poppy.

 James had called the apartment immediately. Noanswer. He'd broken all speed limits getting backhere.
But he was too late.

 Ash, you snake, he thought. If you hurt her, if youput one finger on her ...

 He found himself roving over the apartment again,looking for clues as to what had happened. Then, in
the bedroom, he noticed something pale against the light brown of the pillowcase.

 A note. He snatched it up and read it. And gotcolder and colder with every line. By the time he reached
the end, he was made of ice and ready tokill.

 There were little round splashes where the felt-tippen had run. Tears. He was going to break one of
Ash's bones for each one.

 He folded the note carefully and put it in hispocket. Then he took a few things from his closetand made a
call on his cellular phone as he was walking down the stairs of the apartment building.

 "Mom, it's me," he said at the beep of an answering machine. "I'm going to be gone for a few days.

 Something's come up. If you see Ash, leave me amessage. I want to talk with him."

 He didn't say please. He knew his voice was clippedand sharp. And he didn't care. He hoped his tone
would scare her.

 Just at the moment he felt ready to take on hismother and father and all the vampire Elders in theNight
World. One stake for all of them.

 He wasn't a child anymore. In the last week he'dbeen through the crucible. He'd faced death andfound
love. He was an adult.

 And filled with a quiet fury that would destroyeverything in its path. Everything necessary to getto
Poppy.

 He made other phone calls as he guided the Integraswiftly and expertly through the streets of El Camino.
He called the Black Iris and made sure that Ashhadn't turned up there. He called several other black
flower dubs, even though he didn't expect to find anything. Poppy had said Ash was going to take her far
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away.

 But where?

 Damn you, Ash, he thought.Where?

  

 Phil was staring at the TV without really seeing it.How could he be interested in talk shows or infomer
cialswhen all he couldthinkabout was his sister?His sister who was maybe watching the same showsand
maybe out biting people?

 He heard the car screech to a stop outside and wason his feet before he knew it. Weird how he was
absolutely certain of who it was. He must have cometo recognize the Integra's engine.

 He opened the door as James reached the porch."What's up?"

 "Come on." James was already heading for the car.There wasa deadly energy in his movements, abarely
controlled power, that Phil had never seen before. White-hot fury, leashed but straining.

 "What'swrong?"

 James turned at the driver's side door. "Poppy'smissing!"

 Phil threw a wild glance around. There was nobodyon the street, but the door to the house was open.
And James was shouting as if he didn't care whoheard.

 Then the words sank in. "What do you mean,she's-" Phil broke off and jerked the door to thehouse shut.
Then he went to the Integra. James already had the passenger door open.

 "What do you mean, she's missing?" Phil said assoon as he was in the car.

 James gunned the engine. "My cousin Ash has taken her someplace."

 "Who's Ash?"

 "He's dead," James said, and somehow Phillip knew he didn't mean Ash was one of the walkingdead.
He meant Ash was going tobedead, completelydead, at some point very soon.

 "Well, where's he taken her?"

 "I don't know," James said through his teeth. "Ihave no idea."

 Phil stared a moment, then said, "Okay. Okay."

 He didn't understand what was going on, but hecould see one thing. James was too angry and toointent
on revenge to think logically. He mightseem rational, but it was stupid to drive around at fifty five miles an
hour through a residential zone with no idea of where to go.

 It was strange that Phil felt comparatively calmit seemed as if he'd spent the last week being wacko while
James played the cool part. But having someone else be hysterical always made Phil golevelheaded.
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 "Okay, look," he said. "Let's take this one step ata time. Slow down, okay? We might be going in
exactly the wrong direction." At that, James eased up on the gas pedal slightly.

 "Okay, now tell me about Ash. Why's he taking Poppy somewhere? Did he kidnap her?"

 "No. He talked her into it. He convinced her thatit was dangerous for me if she stuck around here. Itwas
the one thing guaranteed to make her go withhim." One hand on the wheel, James fished in his pocket
and handed a folded piece of paper to Phil.

 It was a page torn out of a book. Phillip read thenote and swallowed. He glanced at James, who was
staring straight ahead at the road.

 Phil shifted, embarrassed at having intruded on private territory, embarrassed at the sting in his eyes.
Your soulmate, Poppy?Well. Well.

 "She loves you a lot," he said finally, awkwardly."And I'm glad she said goodbye to me." He folded the
note carefully and tucked it under the emergency brake handle. James picked it up and put it in hispocket
again.

 "Ash used her feelings to get her away. Nobodycan push buttons and pull strings like he can."

 "But why would he want to?"

 "First because he likes girls. He's arealDon Juan."James glanced at Phil caustically. "And now he's gother
alone. And second because he likes to play withthings. Like a cat with a mouse. He'll fool around with
her for a while, and then when he gets tired ofher, he'll hand her over."

 Phillip went still. "Whoto?"

 "The Elders. Somebody in charge somewherewho'll realize she's a renegade vampire."

 "And then what?"

 "And then they kill her."

 Phil grabbed the dashboard. "Wait a minute.You're telling me that a cousin of yours is going tohand
Poppy over to be killed?"

 "It's the law. Any good vampire would do thesame. My own mother would do it, without a second
thought." His voice was bitter.

 "And he's a vampire. Ash," Phil said stupidly.

 James gave him a look."Allmy cousins are vampires," he said with a short laugh. Then his expression
changed, and he took his foot off the gas.

 "What's the-hey, that was a stop sign!" Philyelped.

 James slammed on the brakes and swung into aU-turn in the middle of the street. He ran over some
body's lawn.
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 "What is it?" Phil said tightly, still braced againstthe dashboard.

 James was looking almost dreamy. "I've just realized where they've gone. Where he'd take her. Hetold
her someplace safe, where people wouldn't carewhat she was. But vampireswouldcare."

 "So they're with humans?"

 "No. Ash hates humans. He'd want to take hersomeplace in the Night World, someplace where he'sa
big man. And the nearest city that's controlled bythe Night World is Las Vegas."

 Phil felt his jaw drop.Las Vegas? Controlled by theNight World? He had the sudden impulse to laugh.
Sure, of course it would be. "And I always thoughtit was the Mafia," he said.

 "It is," James said seriously, swerving onto a freeway on-ramp. "Just a different mafia."

 "But, look, wait. Las Vegas is a big city."

 "It's not, actually. But it doesn't matter anyway. Iknow where they are. Because all my cousinsaren't
vampires. Some of them are witches."

 Phil's forehead puckered. "Oh, yeah? And how didyou arrange that?"

 "I didn't. My great-grandparents did, about fourhundred years ago. They did a blood-tie ceremonywith
a witchfamily. The witches aren't myrealcous ins; they're not related. They're cross-cousins.Adopted
family. It probably won't even occur tothem that Poppy might not be legal. And that'swhere Ash would
go."

  

 "They're cross-kin," Ash told Poppy. They weredriving in the Rasmussen's gold Mercedes, which Ash
insisted his aunt Maddy would want him to take."They won't be suspicious of you. And witches don't
know the signs of being a new vampire the way vampires do."

 Poppy just stared at the far horizon. It was evening now, and a lowering red sun was setting behind
them. All around them was a weird alien landscape: not as brown as Poppy would have expected a
desertto be. More gray-green, with clumps of green-gray. The Joshua trees were strangely beautiful, but
alsothe closest thing to a plant made up of tentacles as she'd ever seen.

 Most everything growing had spikes.

 It was oddly fitting as a place to go into exile. Poppy felt as if she were leaving behind not only herold
life, but everything she'd ever foundfamiliarabout the earth.

 "I'll take care of you," Ash said caressingly.

 Poppy didn't even blink.

  

 Phillip first saw Nevada as a line of lights in thedarkness ahead. As they got closer to the state line,the
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lights resolved into signs with blinking, swarming, flashing neon messages. Whiskey Pete's, they an
nounced. Buffalo Bill's. The Prima Donna.

 Some guy with a reputation for being a Don Juanwas taking Poppy inthisdirection?

 "Go faster," he told James as they left the lightsbehind and entered a dark and featureless desert."Come
on. This car can do ninety."

  

 "Here we are. Las Vegas," Ash said as if makingPoppy a present of the whole city. But Poppy didn'tsee
a city, only a light in the clouds ahead like the rising moon. Then, as the freeway curved, she sawthat it
wasn't the moon, it was the reflection of city lights. Las Vegas was a glittering pool in a flat basinbetween
the mountains.

 Something stirred in Poppy despite herself. She'dalways wanted to see the world. Faraway places. Ex
otic lands. And this would have been perfect-if onlyJames had been with her.

 Up close, though, the city wasn't quite the gem itlooked from a distance. Ash got off the freeway, and
Poppy was thrown into a world of color and lightand movement-and of tawdry cheapness.

 "The Strip," Ash announced. "You know, whereall the casinos are. There's no place like it."

 "I bet," Poppy said, staring. On one side of her wasa towering black pyramid hotel with a huge sphinxin
front. Lasers were flashing out of the sphinx'seyes. On the other side was a sleazy motor inn with a sign
saying "Rooms $18."

 "So this is the Night World," she said, with a twingeof cynical amusement that made her feel very adult.

 "Nah, this is for the tourists," Ash said. "But it'sgood business and you can do some fairly serious
partying. I'll show you the real Night World, though.First, I want to check in with my cousins."

 Poppy considered telling him that she didn't reallycare to havehimshow her the Night World.Something
about Ash's manner was beginning to bother her. He was acting more as if they were out on adate than
as if he were escorting her into exile.

 But he's the only person I know here, she realizedwith a dismayed sinking in her stomach. And it's notas
if I have any money or anything--not even eighteen dollars for that crummy motel.

 There was something worse. She'd been hungry for some time now, and now she was starting to feel
breathless. But she wasn't the dazed, unthinking animal she'd been last night. She didn'twant to attack
some human on the street.

 "This is the place," Ash said. It was a side street,dark and not crowded like the Strip. He pulled intoan
alley. "Okay, just let me see if they're in."

 On either side of them were high buildings withcinder-block walls. Above, tiers of power lines obscured
the sky. Ash knocked at a door set in the cinder blocka door with no knob on the outside. There was no
signon the door, either, just some crudely spray-paintedgraffiti. It was a picture of a black dahlia.

 Poppy stared at a Dumpster and tried to controlher breathing. In, out. Slow and deep. It's okay,there's
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air. It may not feel like it, but there's air.

 The door opened and Ash beckoned to her.

 "This is Poppy," Ash said, putting an arm aroundher as Poppy stumbled inside. The place looked likea
shop--a shop with herbs and candles and crystals.

 And lots of other weird things that Poppy didn't recognize. Witchy-looking supplies.

 "And these are my cousins. That's Blaise, andthat's Thea." Blaise was a striking girl with masses ofdark
hair and lots of curves. Thea was slimmer and blond. They both kept going out of focus as Poppy's vision
blurred.

 "Hi,"she said, the longest greeting she couldmanage.

 "Ash, what's wrong with you? She's sick. What have you been doing to her?" Thea was looking at
Poppy with sympathetic brown eyes.

 "Huh? Nothing," Ash said, looking surprised, as ifnoticing Poppy's state for the first time. Poppyguessed
he wasn't the type to worry about other peo ple's discomfort. "She's hungry, I guess. We'll haveto run out
and feed-"

 "Oh, no, you don't. Not around here. Besides,she's not going to make it," Thea said. "Come on,Poppy,
I'll be a donor this once."

 She took Poppy by the arm and led her through abead curtain into another room. Poppy let herself be
towed. She couldn't think anymore-and her wholeupper jaw was aching. Even the wordfeedsharpened
her teeth.

 I need...I have to ...

 But she didn't know how. She had. a vision of her own face in the mirror, silvery eyes and savage
canines. She didn'twantto be an animal again ,and jump on Thea andripher throat. And she couldn'task
how-that would give her away as a new vampire for sure. She stood, trembling, unable to move.

  

 CHAPTER 15

  

 Come on, it's okay," Thea said. She seemed to be aboutPoppy's age, but she had a gentle, sensible air
that gaveher authority. "Sit down. Here." She set Poppy on ashabby couch and extended her wrist.
Poppy stared atthe wrist for an instant and then remembered.

 James, giving her blood from his arm.Thatwashow to do it. Friendly andcivilized.

 She could see pale blue veins under the skin. And that sight blasted away the last of her hesitation. In
stinct took over and she grabbed Thea's arm. Thenext thing she knew she was drinking.

 Warm salty-sweetness. -Life. Relief from pain. It was so good that Poppy could almost cry. No wonder
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vampires hated humans, she thought dimly. Humansdidn't have to hunt for this marvelous stuff; theywere
full of it already.

 But, another part of her mind pointed out, Theawasn't a human. She was a witch. Strange, becauseher
blood tasted exactly the same. Poppy's every sense confirmed it.

 So witches are just humans, but humans with special powers, Poppy thought. Interesting.

 It took an effort to control herself, to know whento stop. But she did stop. She let go of Thea's wrist
and sat back, a little embarrassed, licking her lips andteeth. She didn't want to meet Thea's brown eyes.

 It was only then that she realized she'd been keeping her thoughts shielded during the entire process.
There had been no mental connection as there had been when she shared blood with James. So she'd
mastered one vampire power already. Faster than James or Ash had expected.

 And she felt good now. Energetic enough to do theNetherlands skippy dance. Confident enough to smile
at Thea.

 "Thank you," she said.

 Thea smiled back, as if she found Poppy odd orquaint, but nice. She didn't seem suspicious. "It'sokay,"
she said, flexing her wrist and grimacinggently.

 For the first time Poppy was able to look aroundher. This room was more like a living room than partof
a shop. Besides the couch there was a TV andseveral chairs. At the far end was a large table withcandles
and incense burning.

 "This is the teaching room," Thea said. "Grandmadoes spells here and lets the students hang out."

 "And the other part is a store," Poppy said, cautiously because she didn't know what she was supposed
to know.

 Thea didn't look surprised. "Yes. I know you wouldn't thinkthere'd be enough witches around here to
keep us in business, but actually they come from all over the country. Grandma's famous. Andher
students buy a lot."

 Poppy nodded, looking properly impressed. Shedidn't dare ask more questions, but her chilly hearthad
warmed just a tiny bit. All Night People weren'tharsh and evil. She had the feeling she could be friends
with this girl if given the chance. Maybe she could make it in the Night World after all.

 "Well,thanksagain," she murmured softly.

 "Don't mention it. But don't let Ash get you rundown like that, either. He's soirresponsible."

 "You wound me, Thea. You really do," Ash said.He was standing in the doorway, holding the bead
curtain open with one hand. "But come to think ofit, I'm feeling a little run down myself...." He raisedhis
eyebrows insinuatingly.

 "Go jump in Lake Mead, Ash," Thea said sweetly.

 Ash looked innocent and yearning. "Just a littlebite. A nibble. A nip," he said. "You have such apretty
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white throat...."

 "Who does?" Blaise said, pushing her way throughthe other half of the bead curtain. Poppy had the
feeling she was only speaking to focus attention onherself. She stood in the center of the room andshook
back her long black hair with the air of a girlused to attention.

 "You both do," Ash said gallantly. Then he seemed to remember Poppy. "And, of course, this little
dreamer has a pretty white everything."

 Blaise, who had been smiling, now looked sour.She stared at Poppy long and hard. With dislikeand
something else.

 Suspicion. Dawning suspicion.

 Poppy couldfeelit. Blaise's thoughts were brightand sharp andmalicious,like jagged glass.

 Then suddenly Blaise smiled again. She looked atAsh. "I suppose you've come for the party," she said.
"No. What party?"

 Blaise sighed in a way that emphasized her lowcut blouse. "The Solstice party, of course. Thierry'sgiving
a big one.Everybody willbe there."

 Ash looked tempted. In the dim light of the teaching room his eyes gleamed dark. Then he shook his
head.

 "No, can't make it. Sorry. I'm going to show Poppythe town."

 "Well, you can do that and still come to the partylater. It won't really get going until after midnight."Blaise
was staring at Ash with an odd insistence. Ashbit his lip, then shook his head again, smiling.

 "Well, maybe," he said. "I'll see how things go."

 Poppy knew he was saying more than that. Someunspoken message seemed to be passing betweenhim
and Blaise. But it wasn't telepathic, and Poppy couldn't pick it up.

 "Well, have a good time," Thea said, and gavePoppy a quick smile as Ash piloted her away.

  

 Ash peered ahead at the Strip. "If we hurry wecan watch the volcano erupting," he said. Poppy gavehim
a look, but didn't ask.

 Instead, she said, "What's a Solstice party?"

 "Summer solstice. The longest day of the year. It'sa holiday for the Night People. Like Groundhog Day
for humans."

 „Why?"

 "Oh, it always has been. It's very magical, youknow. I'd take you to the party, but it would be too
dangerous. Thierry's a vampire Elder." Then he said, "Here's the volcano."
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 It was a volcano. In front of a hotel. Waterfallscrashed down its sides, and red lights shone from the
cone. Ash double-parked across the street.

 "You see, we've got a great view right here," hesaid. "All the comforts of home."

 The volcano was emitting rumbling sounds. AsPoppy watched in disbelief, a pillar of fire shot outof the
top. Real fire. Then the waterfalls caught fire.Red and gold flames spread down the sides of the black
rock until the entire lake around the' volcanowas ablaze.

 "Inspiring, isn't it?" Ash asked, very close to herear.

 "Well-it's..."

 "Thrilling?" Ash inquired. "Stimulating? Rousing?" His arm was creeping around her, and his voicewas
sweetly hypnotic.

 Poppy didn't say anything.

 "You know," Ash murmured, "you can see a lotbetter if you get over here. I don't mind crowding." His
arm was urging her gently but inevitably closer. His breath ruffled her hair.

 Poppy slammed an elbow into his stomach."Hey!"Ash yelped-in genuine pain, Poppy thought. Good.

 He'd dropped his arm and now he was looking ather with aggrieved brown eyes. "What did you do that
for?"

 "BecauseI feltlike it," Poppy said smartly. She was tingling with new blood and ready for a fight. "Look,
Ash, I don't know what gave you the idea that I'm your date here. But I'm telling you right now thatI'm
not. "

 Ash tilted his head and smiledpainfully."You justdon't know me well enough," he offered. "When weget
to know each other-"

 "No.Never. I'm not interested in other guys. If Ican't have James ..."Poppy had to stop and steady her
voice. "There's nobody else I want," she saidfinally,flatly. "Nobody."

 "Well, not now, maybe, but-"

 "Never."She didn't know how to explain. Thenshe had an idea. "You know the soulmate principle?"

 Ash opened his mouth and then shut it. Openedit again. "Oh, no. Notthatgarbage."

 "Yes. James is my soulmate. I'm sorry if it soundsstupid, but it's true."

 Ash put a hand to his forehead. Then he started to laugh. "You're serious."

 "Yes."

 "And that's your final word."
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 "Yes."

 Ash laughed again, sighed, and cast his eyes upward. "Okay. Okay. I should have known." He chuckled
in what seemed like self-derision.

 Poppy was relieved. She'd been afraid he'd be disgruntled and huffy-ormean.Despite his charm, she
could always feel something cold running below thesurface in Ash, like an icy river.

 But now he seemed perfectly good-humored."Okay," he said. "So if romance isn't on the menu, let's go
to the party."

 "I thought you said it was too dangerous."

 He waved a hand. "That was a little fib. To get youalone, you know." He glanced sideways at her.
"Sorry."

 Poppy hesitated. She didn't care about a party. Butshe didn't want to be alone with Ash, either.

 "Maybe you should just take me back to your cousins' place."

 "They won'tbethere," Ash said. "I'm sure they've gone to the party by now. Oh, come on, it'll be fun.

 Give me a chance to make things up to you."

 Thin curls of uneasiness were roiling inside Poppy.

 But Ash looked so penitent and persuasive ...andwhat other choice did she have?

 "Okay," she said finally. "For just a little while."Ash gave a dazzling smile. "Just a very littlewhile," he
said.

 "So they could be anywhere on the Strip,"James said.

 Thea sighed. "I'm sorry. I should have known Ashwas up to something. But hijacking your girlfriend..."
She lifted her hands in a what-next gesture. "Forwhat it's worth, she didn't seem very interested inhim. If
he's planning to put the moves on her, he'sgoing to get a surprise."

 Yes, James thought, and so is she. Poppy was onlyuseful to Ash as long as Ash thought he could play
with her. Once he realized he couldn't...

 He didn't want to think about what would happenthen. A quick visit to the nearest Elder, he supposed.

 His heart was pounding, and there was a ringingin his ears.

 "Did Blaise go with them?" he asked.

 "No, she went to the Solstice party. She tried to get Ash to go, but he said he wanted to show Poppythe
town." Thea paused, raising a finger. "Waityou might check at the party. Ash said he might stopin later."

 James spent a moment forcing himself to breathe.Then he said,verygently, "And just who is giving this
party?"
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 "Thierry Descouedres. He always has a big one.""And he's an Elder."

 "What?"

 "Nothing. Never mind." James backed out of theshop. "Thanks for the help. I'll be in touch.""James..."
She looked at him helplessly. "Do youwant to come in and sit down? You don't lookvery well...."

 "I'm fine," James said, already out the door.In the car he said, "You can get up now."

 Phillip emerged from the floor of the backseatwhere he'd been hiding. "What's happening? Youwere
gone a long time."

 "I think I know where Poppy is.""You justthink?"

 "Shut up, Phil." He didn't have energy for exchanging insults. He was entirely focused on Poppy."Okay,
so where is she?"

 James spoke precisely. "She is either now, or shewilll be later, at a party. A very large party, filled with
vampires. And at least one Elder. The perfect placeto expose her."

 Phil gulped. "And you think that's what Ash is going to do?"

 "I know that's what Ash is going to do."

 "Then we've got to stop him."

 "We may be too late."

  

 The party was strange. Poppy was amazed at howyoung most of the people were. There were a few
scattered adults, but far more teenagers.

 "Made vampires," Ash explained obligingly. Poppyremembered what James had said-made vampires
remained forever the age of their death, but lamiacould stop aging anytime. She supposed that meantthat
James could get as old as he wanted, while she would be stuck at sixteen eternally. Not that it mattered.
If she and James were going to be together,they could both stay young-but apart, maybe he'd want to
age.

 But itwas odd to see a guy who looked about nineteen talking earnestly with a little kid wholooked
about four. The kid was cute, with shiny black hair and tilted eyes, but there was something at once
innocent and cruel in his expression.

 "Let's see, now that's Circe. A witch of renown.And that's Sekhmet, a shapeshifter. You don't want to
gethermad," Ash said genially.He and Poppy were standing in a little anteroom, looking down a level into
the main room of the house. Of the mansion, rather. It was the most opulent private residence Poppy had
ever seen--and she'd seen Bel Airand BeverlyHills.

 "Okay," Poppy said, looking in the general•direc tion he was pointing. She saw two tall and lovelygirls,
but she had no idea which was which.
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 "And that's Thierry, our host. He's an Elder."

 An Elder? The guy Ash was indicating didn't seemolder than nineteen. He was beautiful, like all the
vampires, tall and blond and pensive. Almost sadlooking.

 "How oldishe?"

 "Oh, I forget. He got bitten by an ancestress ofmine a long time ago. Back when people lived incaves."

 Poppy thought he was joking. But maybe not.

 "What do the Elders do, exactly?"

 "They just make rules. And see that people keepthem." An odd smile was playing around Ash's lips.

 He turned to look directly at Poppy.

 With the black eyes of a snake.That was when Poppy knew.

 She backed away rapidly. But Ash came after her,just as rapidly. She saw a door on the other side of
the anteroom and headed for it. Got through it. Onlyto find herself on a balcony.

 With her eyes, she measured the distance to the ground. But before she could make another move, Ash
had her arm.

 Don't fight yet, her mind counseled desperately.

 He's strong. Wait for an opportunity.

 She made herself relax a fraction and met Ash's

 dark gaze. "You brought me here."

 "Yes."

 "To hand me over."He smiled."Butwhy?"

 Ash threw back his head and laughed. It waslovely, melodious laughter, and it made Poppy sick.
"You're ahuman," he said. "Or you should be.

 James should never have done what he did."Poppy's heart was racing, but her mind was oddlyclear.
Maybe she'd known all along that this was what he was going to do. Maybe it was even therightthing to
do. If she couldn't be with James and she

 couldn't be with her family, did the rest really matter? Did shewantto live in the Night World if it wasfull
of people like Blaise and Ash?

 "So you don't care about James, either," she said."You're willing to put him in danger to get rid of me."

 Ash considered, then grinned. "James can takecare of himself," he said.
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 Which was obviously Ash's entire philosophy. Everybody took care of themselves, and nobody helped
anybody else.

 "And Blaise knew, too," Poppy said. "She knew what you were going to do and she didn't care."

 "Not much gets past Blaise," Ash said. He startedto say something else-and Poppy saw her chance.

 She kicked-hard. And twisted at the same time.Trying to get over the balcony rail.

  

 "Stay here," James said to Phil before the car had evenstopped. They were in front of a huge white
mansionfringed with palm trees. James threw the door open,but took the time to say again, "Stayhere.No
matter what happens, don't go in that house. And if somebodybesides me comes up to the car, drive
away."

 "But-"

 "Just do it, Phil! Unless you want to find out aboutdeath firsthand-tonight."

 James set out at a dead run for the mansion. Hewas too intent to really notice the sound of a cardoor
opening behind him.

  

 "And you looked like such a nice girl," Ash gasped.He had both of Poppy's arms behind her back and
was trying to get out of the range of her feet."No-no, quit that, now."

 He was too strong. There was nothing Poppy coulddo. Inch by inch he was dragging her back into the
anteroom.

 You might as well give up, Poppy's mind told her.It's useless. You're done.

 She could picture the whole thing: herself being dragged out in front of all of those sleek and handsome
Night People and revealed. She could picturetheir pitiless eyes. That pensive-looking guy wouldwalk up
to her and his face would change and hewouldn't look pensive anymore. He'd look savage.His teeth
would grow. His eyes would go silvery.Then he'd snarl--and strike.

 And that would be the end of Poppy.

 Maybe that wasn't the way they did it, maybe theyexecuted criminals some other way in the Night
World. But it wouldn't be pleasant, whatever it was.

 And I won't makeiteasyfor you!Poppy thought. Shethought it directly at Ash, throwing all of her anger
and grief and betrayal at him. Instinctively. Like akid shouting in a temper tantrum.

 Except it had an effect shouting usually didn't.

 Ash flinched. He almost lost his grip on her arms.
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 It was only a momentary weakening, but it wasenough for Poppy's eyes to widen.

 I hurt him.Ihurthim!

 She stopped struggling physically in that same instant. She put all her concentration, all her energy,into a
mental explosion. A thought-bomb.

 LET GO OF ME YOU ROTTEN VAMPIRE CREEP!

 Ash staggered. Poppy did it again, this time makingher thought a fire hose, a high-power jetstream
bombardment.

 LET G000000000000!

 Ash let go. Then, as Poppy ran out of steam, hetried in afumblingway to reach her again.

 "I don't think so," a voice as cold as steel said.Poppy looked into the anteroom and saw James.

 Her heart lurched violently. And then, withoutconsciously being aware of moving, she was in hisarms.

 Oh, James, how did youfindme?

 All he kept saying wasAre you all right?

 "Yes," Poppy said finally, aloud. It was indescribably good to be with him again, to be held by him.Like
waking up from a nightmare to see your mothersmiling. She buried her face in his neck.

 "You're sure you're all right?"

 "Yes. Yes."

 "Good. Then just hang on a moment while I kill this guy and we'll go."

 He was absolutely serious. Poppy could feel it in his thoughts, in every muscle and sinew of his body.He
wanted to murder Ash.

 She lifted her head at the sound of Ash's laugh."Well, it ought to be a good fight, anyway," Ashsaid.

 No, Poppy thought. Ash was looking silky and dangerous and in a very bad mood. And even if James
could beat him, James was going to get hurt. Evenif she and James fought him together, there was going
to be some damage.

 "Let's just go," she said to James. "Quick." Sheadded silently,Ithink he wants to keep us around until
somebody from the party gets here.

 "No, no," Ash said, in gloatingly enthusiastic tones."Let's settle this like vampires."

 "Let's not," said a breathless familiar voice. Poppy'shead jerked around. Climbing over the railing of the
balcony, dusty but triumphant, was Phil.

 "Don't youeverlisten?" James said to him.
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 "Well, well," Ash said. "A human in an Elder'shouse. Whatarewe going to do about that?"

 "Look, buddy," Phil said, still breathless, brushingoff his hands. "I don't know who you are or whathorse
you rode in on. But that's mysisterthere you're messing with, and I figure I've got the first right to knock
your head off."

 There was a pause while Poppy, James, and Ash all looked at him. The pause stretched. Poppy was
aware of a sudden, completely inappropriate impulse to laugh. Then she realized that James was fighting
desperately not to crack a smile.

 Ash just looked Phil up and down, then looked atJames sideways.

 "Does thisguyunderstandabout vampires?" hesaid.

 "Oh, yeah," James said blandly.

 "And he's going to knock my head in?"

 "Yeah," Phil said, and cracked his knuckles.

 "What's so surprising about that?"

 There was another pause.Poppycould feel minute

 tremors going through James. Choked-back laughter.At last James said, admirably sober,"Philreally feels
strongly about his sister."

 Ash looked atPhilonce more, then at James, andfinally at Poppy. "Well ... there are three of you," he
said.

 "Yes, there are," James said, genuinely sober now. Grim.

 "So I guess you do have me at a disadvantage. Allright,I giveup." He lifted his hands and thendropped
them. "Go on, scram. I won't fight."

 "And you won't tell on us, either," James said. Itwasn't a request.

 "I wasn't going to anyway," Ash said. He had onhis most innocent and guileless expression. "I knowyou
think I brought Poppy here to expose her, but I really wasn't going to go through with it. I was justhaving
fun. The whole thing was just a joke."

 "Oh, sure," Phil said.

 "Don't even bother lying," James said.

 But Poppy, oddly, wasn't as certain as they were.She looked at Ash's wide eyes-his wide violet
eyes-and felt doubt slosh back and forth inside her.

 It was hard to read him, as it had been hard allalong. Maybe because he always meant everythinghe said
at the time he said it--or maybe because henevermeant anything he said. No matter which,, he was the
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most irritating, frustrating, impossible personshe'd ever met.

 "Okay, we're going now," James said. "We're goingto walk very quietly and calmly right through that
littleroom and down the hall, and we're not going to stopforanything-Phillip.Unless you'd rather go back
downthe way you came up," he added.

 Phil shook his head. James gathered Poppy in hisarm again, but he paused and looked back at Ash.

 "You know, you've never really cared about anyone," he said. "But someday you will, and it's goingto
hurt. It's going to hurt-a lot."

 Ash looked back at him, and Poppy could readnothing in his ever-changing eyes. But just as James
turned again, he said, "I think you're a lousyprophet. But your girlfriend's a good one. You mightwant to
ask her about her dreams sometime."

 James stopped. He frowned. "What?"

 "And you, little dreamer, you might want to check out your family tree. You have a very loud yell." He
smiled at Poppy engagingly. "Bye now."

 James stayed for another minute or so, just staringat his cousin. Ash gazed serenely back. Poppycounted
heartbeats while the two of them stoodmotionless.

 Then James shook himself slightly and turnedPoppy toward the anteroom. Phil followed right on their
heels.

 They walked out of the house very quietly andvery calmly. No one tried to stop them.

 But Poppy didn't feel safe until they were on theroad.

 "What did he mean with that crack about the family tree?" Phil asked from the backseat.

 James gave him an odd look, but answered with aquestion. "Phil, how did you know where to find
Poppy in that house? Did you see her on the balcony?"

 "No, I just followed the shouting."

 Poppy turned around to look at him.James said, "What shouting?"

 "Theshouting. Poppy shouting. 'Let go of me yourotten vampire creep."'

 Poppy turned to James. "Shouldhehave been ableto hear it? I thought I was just yelling at Ash. Did
everybody at the party hear?"

 "No."

 "But, then--"

 James cut her off. "What dream was Ash talkingabout?"

 "Just a dream I had," Poppy said, bewildered. "Idreamed about him before I actually met him."
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 James's expression was nowverypeculiar. "Oh,did you?"

 "Yes. James, what's this all about? What did hemean, I should check my family tree?"

 "He meant that you-and Philaren't human after all. Somewhere among your ancestors there'sa witch."

  

 CHAPTER 16

  

 You havegot to be kidding," Poppy said.

 Phil just gaped.

 "No. I'm perfectly serious. You're witches of thesecond kind. Remember what I told you?"

 "There are the kind of witches that know theirheritage and get trained-and the kind that don't.Who just
have powers. And humans call that kind-"

 "Psychics!" James chorused with her. "Telepaths.Clairvoyants," he went on alone. There was something
in his voice between laughing and crying."Poppy, that's whatyouare. That's why you picked up on
telepathy so quickly. That's why you had clair voyant dreams."

 "And that's why Phil heard me," Poppy said.

 "Oh, no," Phil said. "Not me. Come on."

 "Phil, you're twins," James said. "You have the same ancestors. Pace it, you're a witch. That's why I
couldn't control your mind.""Oh,no,"Phil said. "No."He flopped back in his seat. "No,"he said again, but
more weakly.

 "But whose side do we get it from?" Poppy wondered.

 "Dad's. Of course." The voice from the backseatwas very faint.

 "Well, that wouldseemlogical, but-"

 "It's the truth. Don't you remember how Dad wasalways talking about seeing weird things? Having
dreams about things before they happened? And,Poppy, he heard you yell inyourdream. When you were
calling for James. James heard it, and I heardit, and Dad heard it, too."

 "Then that settles it. Oh, and it explains otherthings about all of us-all those times we've hadfeelingsabout
things-hunches, whatever. Even youhave hunches, Phil."

 "I had one that James was creepy, and I wasright."

 "Phill---"
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 "And maybe a few others," Phil said fatalistically."I knew it was James driving up this afternoon. Ithought
I just had a fine ear for car engines."

 Poppy was shivering with delight and astonishment, but she couldn't quite understand James.James was
absolutely beaming. Filled with unbelieving elation that she could feel like streamers andfireworks in the
air. "What, James?"

 "Poppy, don't you see?" James actually pounded

 the steering wheel in joy. "It means that even before

 you became a vampire,youwere a Night Person.Asecret witch. You have every right to know about the
Night World. You belong there."

 The world turned upside down and Poppy couldn't breathe. At last she whispered. "Oh . . ."

 "Andwebelong together. Nobody can separate us.We don't have to hide."

 "Oh..."Poppy whispered again. Then she said,"James, pull the car over. I want to kiss you."

  

 When they were in motion once more, Phil said, "But where are you two going to go now? Poppycan't
come home."

 "I know," Poppy said softly. She had accepted that.There was no going back for her; the old life was
over. Nothing to do but build a new one.

 "And you can't just wander around from place toplace," Phil said, doggedly persistent.

 "We won't," Poppy said calmly. "We'll go to Dad."

 It was perfect. Poppy could feel James think,Ofcourse.

 They would go to her father, the always-late, always-impractical, always-affectionate parent. Herfather
the witch who didn't know he was a witch.Who probably thought he was crazy when his powersacted
up.

 He'd give them a place to stay, and that was all they needed, really. That and each other. The whole
Night World would be open to them, whenever theywanted to explore it. Maybe they could come back

 and visit Thea sometime. Maybe they could dance atone of Thierry's parties.

 "If we canfindDad, that is," Poppy said, struck by sudden alarm.

 "You can," Phil said. "He flew out last night, buthe left an address. For the first time."

 "Maybe somehow he knew," James said.

 They rode for a while, and then Phil cleared his throat and said, "You know, I just had a thought. I don't
want any part of the Night World, you understand-I don'tcarewhat my heritage is. I just wantto live like a
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human-and I want everybody to bedear on that...."

 "We're dear, Phil," James interrupted. "Believeme. Nobody in the Night World is going to force youin.
You can live like a human all you want as long as you avoid Night People and keep your mouth shut."

 "Okay. Good. But here's my thought. I still don'tapprove of vampires, but it occurs to me that maybe
they're not as completely bad as they seem. I mean,vampires don't treat their food any worse than hu
mans do. When you think of what we do to cows ...at least they don't breed humans in pens."

 "I wouldn't bet on it," James said, suddenly grim."I've heard rumors about the olddays...."

 "You always have to argue, don't you? But my other thought was that you're part of Nature, and Nature
just is what it is. It's not always pretty, but ... well, it's Nature, and there it is." He wound upglumly,
"Maybe that doesn't make any sense."

 "It makes sense to me," James said, entirely serious. "And-thanks." He paused to look back at Philin
acknowledgment. Poppy felt a sting behind hereyes. If he admits we're part of Nature, she thought,then
he doesn't believe we're unnatural anymore.

 It meant a lot.

 She said, "Well, you know,I'vebeen thinking, too.And it occurs to me that maybe there are otherchoices
for feeding besides just jumping on humans when they don't expect it. Like ' animals. I mean, isthere any
reason their blood won't work?"

 "It's not the same as human blood," James said."But it's a possibility. I've fed on animals. Deer aregood.
Rabbits are okay. Possums stink."

 "And then there must besomepeople who'd bewilling donors. Thea was a donor for me. We could ask
other witches."

 "Maybe," James said. He grinned suddenly. "Iknew a witch back home who wasverywilling. Nameof
Gisele. But you couldn't ask them to do it everyday, you know. You'd have to give them time to
recover."

 "I know, but maybe we could alternate. Animals one day and witches the next. Hey, maybe even
werewolves on weekends!"

 "I'd rather bite a possum," James said.

 Poppy socked him in the arm. "The point is, maybewe don't have to be horrible bloodsucking monsters.
Maybe we can bedecentbloodsucking monsters."

 "Maybe," James said quietly, almost wistfully.

 "Hear, hear," Phil said very seriously from theback.

 "And we can do it together," Poppy said to James.

 He took his eyes off the road to smile at her. Andthere was nothing wistful about his gaze. Nothingcool
or mysterious or secretive, either.
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 "Together," he said out loud. And mentally headded,Ican't wait. With that telepathy of yoursyourealize
what we can do, don't you?

 Poppy stared, then felt an effervescent rush that almost shot her out of the car.Oh, James-do youthink?

 I'm certain. The only thing that makes exchanging blood so special is that it enhances telepathy. But you
don't needany enhancementyou little dreamer.

 Poppy sat back to try and still her heart.

 They would be able to join their minds again. Anytime they wanted. She could imagine it, being swept
into James's mind, feeling him surrender histhoughts to hers.

 Merging like two drops of water. Together in a waythat humans could never know.

 I can't wait, either,she told him.Ithink I'm going tolike being a witch.

 Phil cleared his throat. "If you guys want someprivacy.. ."

 "We can't have any," James said. "Not with youaround. Obviously."

 "I can't help it," Phil said through his teeth."You're the ones who're yelling."

 "We're not yelling. You're snooping."

 "Both of you give it a rest," Poppy said. But she felt warm and glowing all over. She couldn't resistadding
to Phil, "So, if you're willing to give us someprivacy, that means you trust James alone withyour sister...."

 "I didn'tsaythat."

 "You didn't have to," Poppy said.

 She was happy.

  

 It was very late the next day. Almost midnight, infact. The witching hour. Poppy was standing in a place
she'd thought she'd never see again, her mother's bedroom.

 James was waiting outside with a carload of stuff,including one large suitcase of Poppy's CDs, smuggled
for them by Phil. In a few minutes James and Poppywould be heading for the East Coast and Poppy's
father.

 But first, there was something Poppy had to do.

 She glided quietly toward the king-size bed, making no more noise than a shadow, not disturbing either
of the sleepers. She stopped by her mother'sstill form.

 She stood looking down, and then she spoke withher mind.
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 I know you think this is a dream, Mom. I know youdon't believe in spirits. But I had to tell you that I'm
allright. I'm all right, and I'm happy, and even if you don'tunderstand, please try to believe. Just this once,
be!ieve in what you can't see.

 She paused, then added,Ilove you, Mom. I alwayswill.

 When she left the room, her mother was stillasleep---andsmiling.

 Outside, Phil was standing by the Integra. Poppyhugged him and he hugged back, hard.

 "Goodbye," she whispered. She got into the car.James stuck his hand out the window toward Phil.

 Phil took it without hesitation.

 "Thank you," James said. "For everything."

 "No, thankyou."Phil said. His smile and his voicewere both shaky. "Take care of her. . . and of yourself."
He stepped back, blinking.

 Poppy blew him a kiss. Then she and James droveoff together into the night.
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