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Hunted

I held my breath and heard his footsteps stop. I still didn’t look at him. I was afraid if I did that, I would turn around, run back to him, and hurl myself into his arms.

I was almost to the old metal grate when I heard the first croaking caw. The sound stopped me like I’d run into a brick wall. I whirled around. Heath was standing in the freezing rain under the tree just a few feet from his truck. I spared hardly a glance for him. My eyes darted up into the dark branches of the ice-bowed tree.

Within the shadows of the naked boughs a darkness stirred. It reminded me of something, and I blinked, staring at it and trying to remember where I’d seen something like it before. Then the image shifted . . . changed . . . I gasped as it became more visible. Neferet! She was clinging to a thick, ice-slick branch that leaned against the roof of the depot. Her eyes blazed crimson and her hair whipped around her crazily, like she had been caught in a sudden wind.

Neferet smiled at me. Her expression was so purely evil that I felt frozen in place.

Then, as I stared up in horror, her image shifted again, wavered, and where the image of the tainted High Priestess had been, there was now a huge Raven Mocker. The thing perched on the side of the depot roof wasn’t human and it wasn’t animal. It was a terrible mutated mixture of both.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

 

THE DREAM BEGAN WITH THE SOUND OF WINGS. IN retrospect I realize I should have known that was a bad sign, what with the Raven Mockers being set loose and all, but in my dream it was just background noise, kinda like a fan whirring or the TV turned on to QVC.

In my dream I was standing in the middle of a beautiful meadow. It was night, but there was an enormous full moon hovering just above the trees that framed the meadow. It cast a silver-blue light strong enough to throw shadows and made everything look like it was underwater, an impression that was strengthened by the gentle breeze blowing the soft grasses  against my bare legs in sweeps and whirls like waves lapping sweetly against a shore. That same wind was lifting my thick dark hair from my naked shoulders and it felt like silk floating against my skin.

Bare legs? Naked shoulders?

I looked down and let out a little yip of surprise. I was wearing a seriously short buckskin minidress. The top of it was cut in a wide V, front and back, so that it hung off my shoulders, leaving lots of skin visible. The dress itself was amazing. It was white and decorated with fringe, feathers, and shells and seemed to glow in the moonlight. All over it was beaded with intricate designs that were impossibly beautiful.

My imagination is so darn cool!

The dress tickled a memory, but I ignored it. I didn’t want to think too hard - I was dreaming! Instead of pondering déjà vu moments I danced gracefully through the meadow, wondering if Zac Efron or even Johnny Depp was going to suddenly appear and flirt outrageously with me.

I peeked around as I twirled and swayed with the wind and thought I saw the shadows flicker and move oddly within the massive trees. I stopped and was trying to squint so I could get a closer look at what was going on in the darkness. Knowing me and my weird dreams, I’d created bottles of brown pop hanging from the limbs like bizarre fruit, just waiting for me to pick them.

That’s when he appeared.

At the edge of the meadow, just inside the shadows of the trees, a shape materialized. I could see his body because the moonlight caught the smooth, naked lines of his skin.

Naked?

I stopped. Had my imagination lost its mind? I wasn’t really up to frolicking around a meadow with a naked guy, even if he was the amazingly mysterious Mr Johnny Depp.

‘You hesitate, my love?’

At the sound of his voice a shiver passed through my body, and terrible, mocking laughter whispered through the leaves of the trees.

‘Who are you?’ I was glad that my dream voice didn’t betray the fear I was feeling.

His laughter was as deep and beautiful as his voice, and as frightening. It echoed in the limbs of the watching trees until it drifted almost visible in the air around me.

‘Do you pretend you do not know me?’

His voice brushed against my body, making the little hairs on my arms stand up.

‘Yeah, I know you. I made you up. This is my dream. You’re a mixture of Zac and Johnny.’ I hesitated, peering at him. I spoke non-chalantly even though my heart was beating like crazy because it was already obvious this guy was not a mixture of those two actors. ‘Well, maybe you’re Superman or Prince Charming,’ I said, reaching for anything but the truth.

‘I am no figment of your imagination. You know me. Your soul knows me.’

I hadn’t moved my feet, but my body was slowly being drawn toward him, like his voice was pulling me. I reached him and looked up and up . . .

It was Kalona. I’d known him from the first words he’d spoken. I just hadn’t wanted to admit it to myself. How could I have dreamed him?

Nightmare - this had to be a nightmare and not a dream.

His body was naked, but it wasn’t completely substantial. His form wavered and shifted in time with the caressing breeze. Behind him, in the dark green shadows of the trees, I could see the ghostly shapes of his children, the Raven Mockers, as they clung to the limbs with the hands and feet of men and stared at me with men’s eyes from the mutated faces of birds.

‘Do you still claim not to know me?’

His eyes were dark - a starless sky. They seemed the most substantial thing about him. That and his liquid voice. Even though this is a nightmare, it’s still mine. I can just wake up! I want to wake up! I want to wake up!

But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I wasn’t in control. Kalona was. He’d built this dream, this dark, nightmare meadow, and somehow brought me there, closing the door to reality behind us.

‘What do you want?’ I said the words quickly so he couldn’t hear my voice shaking.

‘You know what I want, my love. I want you.’

‘I am not your love.’

‘Of course you are.’ He moved this time, stepping so close  to me that I could feel the chill that came from his insubstantial body. ‘My A-ya.’

A-ya had been the name of the maiden the Cherokee Wise Women had created to trap him centuries ago. Panic spiked through me. ‘I’m not A-ya!’

‘You command the elements,’ his voice was a caress, awful and wonderful, compelling and terrifying.

‘Gifts from my Goddess,’ I said.

‘Once before you commanded the elements. You were made from them. Fashioned to love me.’ His massive dark wings stirred and lifted. Beating forward softly, they enfolded me in a spectral embrace that was cold as frost.

‘No! You must have me mixed up with someone else. I’m not A-ya.’

‘You’re wrong, my love. I feel her within you.’

His wings pressed against my body, drawing me closer to him. Even though his physical form was only semi-substantial, I could feel him. His wings were soft. Winter cold against the warmth of my dreaming self. The outline of his body was frigid mist. It burned my skin, sending electric currents through me, heating me with a desire I didn’t want to feel but was powerless to resist.

His laugh was seductive. I wanted to drown in it. I leaned forward, closing my eyes and gasping aloud as the chill of his spirit brushed against my breasts, sending shooting sensations that were painful but deliciously erotic to places in my body that made me feel out of control.

‘You like the pain. It brings you pleasure.’ His wings got more  insistent, his body harder and colder and more passionately painful as it pressed against mine. ‘Surrender to me.’ His voice, already beautiful, was unimaginably seductive as he became aroused. ‘I spent centuries in your arms. This time our joining will be controlled by me, and you will revel in the pleasure I can bring you. Throw off the shackles of your distant goddess and come to me. Be my love, truly, in body as well as soul and I will give you the world!’

The meaning of his words penetrated through the haze of pain and pleasure like sunlight burning away dew. I found my will again, and stumbled out of the embrace of his wings. Tendrils of icy black smoke snaked around my body, clinging . . . touching . . . caressing . . .

I shook myself like a pissed cat shaking off rain and the dark wisps slid from my body. ‘No! I’m not your love. I’m not A-ya. And I’ll never turn my back on Nyx!’

When I spoke Nyx’s name, the nightmare shattered.

I sat straight up in bed, shaking and gasping. Stevie Rae was sleeping soundly beside me, but Nala was wide awake. She was growling softly. Her back was arched, her body was totally puffed up, and she was staring slit-eyed at the air above me.

‘Ah, hell!’ I shrieked and bounded off the bed, spinning around and looking up, expecting to see Kalona hovering like a giant bat bird over us.

Nothing. There was nothing there.

I grabbed Nala and sat on the bed. With trembling hands I petted her over and over. ‘It was just a bad dream . . . it was  just a bad dream . . . it was just a bad dream,’ I told her, but I knew it was a lie.

Kalona was real, and somehow he was able to reach me through my dreams.






CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

 

OKAY, SO KALONA CAN GET INTO YOUR DREAMS, BUT YOU’RE awake now, so pull yourself together! I told myself sternly as I petted Nala and let my cat’s familiar purr soothe me. Stevie Rae stirred in her sleep and murmured something I couldn’t hear. Then, still sleeping, she smiled and sighed. I looked down at her, glad that she was having better luck with her dreams.

Gently I pulled back the blanket she’d curled up under and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw no blood seeping through the bandage that covered the terrible arrow wound that had pierced her.

She stirred again. This time Stevie Rae’s eyes fluttered and opened. She looked confused for a second, then she smiled sleepily up at me.

‘How are you feeling?’ I asked.

‘I’m okay,’ she said groggily. ‘Don’t worry so much.’

‘It’s a little hard not to worry when my best friend keeps dying,’ I said, smiling back at her.

‘I didn’t die this time. I just almost died.’

‘My nerves are telling me to tell you there’s not a big difference in that “almost” to them.’

‘Tell your nerves to be quiet and go to sleep,’ Stevie Rae said, closing her eyes and pulling the blanket back up over her. ‘I’m okay,’ she repeated. ‘We’re all going to be okay.’ Then her breathing deepened and I swear in less time than it took for me to blink, she was asleep.

I stifled my big sigh and scooted back on the bed, trying to get comfortable. Nala curled up between Stevie Rae and me, and gave me a disgruntled mee-uf-ow! that I knew meant she wanted me to relax and go to sleep.

Sleep? And possibly dream again? Uh, no. Not likely.

Instead I kept an eye on Stevie Rae’s breathing and petted Nala absently. It was so darn weird how normal everything seemed here in the little bubble of peace we’d made. Looking at sleeping Stevie Rae I found it almost impossible to believe that just a few hours ago she’d had an arrow sticking through her chest and we had had to escape from the House of Night as chaos tore our world apart. Unwilling to allow myself to sleep, my exhausted thoughts circled back, replaying the events  of the night. And as I sifted through them, I was amazed anew that any of us had survived . . .

 

I remembered that Stevie Rae had, unbelievably, asked me to get a pencil and some paper ’cause she thought it would be a good time to make a list of stuff that we needed to get down in the tunnels so that we’d have the right supplies and whatnot if we had to stay hidden for a while.

She’d asked me that, in a totally calm voice, while she was sitting in front of me with an arrow stuck through her chest. I remember looking at her, getting really sick to my stomach, and then looking away and saying, ‘Stevie Rae, I’m not so sure this is a good time to be making lists.’

‘Ouch! Dang, that hurts worse than gettin’ one of those goat-head thistles stuck in your foot.’ Stevie Rae had sucked air and flinched, but still managed to smile over her shoulder at Darius, who had ripped open the back of her shirt to expose the arrow that was sticking out of the middle of her back. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean it’s your fault that it hurts. What’d you say your name was again?’

‘I am Darius, Priestess.’

‘He’s a Son of Erebus warrior,’ Aphrodite had added, giving him a surprisingly sweet smile. I describe it as surprisingly sweet because Aphrodite is usually selfish, spoiled, hateful, and kinda hard to tolerate in general, even though I’m starting to like her. In other words, she’s definitely not sweet, but it was becoming clearer and clearer that she really had a thing for Darius, hence the unusual sweetness.

‘Please. His warriorness is obvious. He’s built like a mountain, ’ Shaunee had said, giving Darius an appreciative leer.

‘A totally hot mountain,’ Erin echoed and made kiss noises at Darius.

‘He’s taken, Twin freaks, so go play with each other,’ Aphrodite automatically snapped at them, but it had seemed to me that she didn’t have her heart in the insult. Actually, now that I was thinking about it again, she’d sounded almost nice.

Oh, by the way, Erin and Shaunee are soul twins, not biological twins, being as Erin is a blonde-haired blue-eyed Oklahoma girl and Shaunee is a caramel-colored easterner of Jamaican descent. But genetics didn’t matter with them - they might as well have been separated at birth and then rejoined by twin radar.

‘Oh, yeah. Thanks for reminding us that our boyfriends aren’t here,’ Shaunee said.

‘’Cause they’re probably being eaten by man-bird freaks,’ Erin said.

‘Hey, cheer up. Zoey’s grandma didn’t say the Raven Mockers actually ate people. She said they just picked them up with their humongous beaks and threw them against a wall or whatever over and over again until every bone in their body was broken,’ Aphrodite told the Twins with a light-hearted grin.

‘Uh, Aphrodite, I don’t think you’re helping,’ I said. Though she was right. Actually, as scary as it sounded, she and the Twins both might have been right. I hadn’t wanted  to think about that too long, so I’d turned my attention back to my injured best friend. She’d looked absolutely horrible - pale, sweaty, and covered with blood. ‘Stevie Rae, don’t you think we should get you to a—’

‘I got it! I got it!’ Just then Jack had burst into the little side-tunnel area that had been made into Stevie Rae’s room, followed closely by the yellow Lab that rarely let the kid out of her sight. He was flushed and brandishing a white briefcase-looking thing that had a big red cross on it. ‘It was right where you said it’d be, Stevie Rae. In that kinda kitchen-tunnel place.’

‘And as soon as I get my breath I’ll tell you how pleasantly surprised I was when I discovered the working refrigerators and microwaves,’ Damien said, following Jack into the room, breathing heavily and dramatically holding on to his side. ‘You’ll have to explain to me how you managed to get all of that down here, including the electricity to run it.’ Damien paused, caught sight of Stevie Rae’s bloody, ripped shirt and the arrow that still protruded from her back, and his pink cheeks blanched white. ‘You’ll have to explain after you’re fixed up and not en brochette anymore.’

‘En—Huh?’ Shaunee said.

‘Bro—What?’ Erin said.

‘It’s French for something being skewered, usually food, cretins. “The world going insane and evil letting slip the birds of war”’ - he raised his brows at the Twins as he deliberately misquoted Shakespeare, obviously expecting them to recognize it, which they just as obviously didn’t - ‘does not excuse  sloppy vocabulary.’ Then he turned back to Darius. ‘Oh, I did find these in a not-so-sanitary pile of tools.’ And lifted what looked like giant scissors.

‘Bring the wire cutters and the first aid kit here,’ Darius said in an all-business voice.

‘What are you going to do with the wire cutters?’ Jack asked.

‘I’m going to cut the quill end of the arrow off so that I can pull it the rest of the way through the priestess’s body. Then she can begin to heal,’ Darius said simply.

Jack gasped and fell back against Damien, who put an arm around him. Duchess, the yellow Lab who had become completely attached to Jack since her original owner, a fledgling kid named James Stark, had died and then un-died and shot an arrow through Stevie Rae as part of an evil plot to let loose Kalona, a nasty fallen angel (yes, looking back on it I see that it’s complex and even kinda confusing, but that seems to be typical for evil plots), whined and leaned against his leg.

Oh, Jack and Damien are a couple. Which means they’re gay teenagers. Hello. It happens. More often than you’d expect. Wait, scratch that. It happens more often than parents expect.

‘Damien, maybe you and Jack could, uh, go back to that kitchen you found and see if you can whip up something for us to eat,’ I said, trying to think up things for them to do that didn’t include staring at Stevie Rae. ‘I’ll bet we’d all feel better if we ate something.’

‘I’d probably puke,’ Stevie Rae said. ‘That is, unless it’s blood.’

She tried to shrug apologetically, but broke off the movement with a gasp and turned even whiter than her already totally pale complexion.

‘Yeah, not really hungry over here, either,’ Shaunee said, gawking at the arrow that was poking out of Stevie Rae’s back with the same kind of fascination that made people rubberneck at car wrecks.

‘Ditto, Twin,’ Erin said. She was looking everywhere but at Stevie Rae.

I was just opening my mouth to tell them I really didn’t care if they were hungry or not, I just wanted to keep them busy and away from Stevie Rae for a while, when Erik Night hurried into the room.

‘Got it!’ he said. He was holding a really old combo CD-CASSETTE-RADIO that was humongous. It was one of those things they used to call boom boxes way back in the day. Like the 1980s. Without looking at Stevie Rae, he set it on the table that was close to her and Darius and started fiddling with the ginormic, glaringly silver knobs, muttering that he hoped it could pick up something down here.

‘Where’s Venus?’ Stevie Rae asked Erik. It obviously hurt for her to talk, and her voice had gone all shaky.

Erik had glanced back toward the round, blanket-draped entrance to the room that served as a door, which was empty. ‘She was right behind me. I thought she’d come in here and—’ Then he did look at Stevie Rae, and his words fell away. ‘Ah, man, that must really hurt,’ he said softly. ‘You look bad, Stevie Rae.’

She tried, and failed, to smile at him. ‘Well, I’ve felt better. I’m glad Venus helped you out with the boom box. Sometimes we can actually get some of the radio stations down here.’

‘Yeah, that’s what Venus said,’ Erik said vaguely. He was staring at the arrow sticking out of Stevie Rae’s bare back.

Even through my worry about Stevie Rae I’d started to wonder about the absent Venus and tried like hell to remember what she looked like. Last time I’d gotten a really good look at the red fledglings, they hadn’t been ‘red’ yet, which means the outline of a crescent moon in the middle of their foreheads had still been sapphire-colored like all fledglings’ tattoos are when they’re first Marked. But these fledglings died. Then un-died. And they had all been blood-sucking, crazed monsters until Stevie Rae went through a type of Change. Somehow Aphrodite’s humanity (who knew she had any?) mixed with the power of the five elements - all of which I can control - and voilà! Stevie Rae got her humanity back, along with some gorgeous adult vampyre tattoos that look like vines and flowers framing her face. But instead of the tattoo being dark blue, it had turned red. As in the color of fresh blood. When that happened to Stevie Rae, all the undead-dead kids’ fledgling tattoos had turned red, too. And they got their humanity back. In theory. I really hadn’t been around them or Stevie Rae enough since her Change to know for sure that everything was one hundred percent with all of them. Oh, and Aphrodite lost her Mark - totally. So she’s supposedly human again, even though she still has visions.

All of this explains why the last time I’d spent any time with Venus she was more than kinda disgusting-looking since she was very nastily undead. But now she’d been fixed - or at least sort of - and I knew that she’d hung with Aphrodite before she died (and un-died), which means she had to have been totally gorgeous because Aphrodite didn’t believe in ugly friends.

Okay, before I sound like an über-jealous freak let me explain: Erik Night is to-die-for hot in a Superman-Clark Kent kind of way and, to carry through with the superhero analogy, he’s also talented and honestly a good guy. Er, vampyre. Recently Changed vampyre at that. He is also my boyfriend. Er, ex-boyfriend. Recently ex-boyfriend at that. Sadly, that means I’m going to be ridiculously jealous of anyone, even one of the kinda freaky red fledglings, who might be catching too much of his interest (too much = any).

Darius’s businesslike voice had, thankfully, interrupted my inner babbling.

‘The radio can wait. Right now, Stevie Rae must be attended to. She will need a clean shirt and blood as soon as I get through with this.’ Darius spoke as he put the first aid kit on Stevie Rae’s bedside table, opened it, and busily pulled out gauze and alcohol and some scary stuff.

That had definitely shut everybody up.

‘You know I love y’all like white bread, don’t you?’ Stevie Rae said, giving us a brave smile. My friends and I had nodded woodenly. ‘Okay, so you won’t take it the wrong way if I say that all of y’all but Zoey need to go find somethin’ to keep  yourselves busy while Darius yanks this arrow outta my chest.’

‘All of them except me? No no no no no. Why do you want me to stay?’

I saw humor in Stevie Rae’s pain-filled eyes. ‘’Cause you’re our High Priestess, Z. You gotta stay and help Darius. Plus, you’ve already seen me die once; how much worse could this be than that?’ Then she paused and her eyes widened as she stared at the palms of my still dorkishly raised hands and blurted, ‘Holy crap, Z, look at your hands!’

I turned my hands over so I could see what the hell she was staring at, and felt my own eyes widen. Tattoos spread across my palms, the same beautiful intricate pattern of latticework swirls that decorated my face and neck and stretched down either side of my spine and around my waist. How could I have forgotten? I’d felt the familiar burning flash across my palms as we all escaped into the safety of the tunnels. I’d realized then what that burning meant. My goddess, Nyx, the personification of Night, had Marked me again as exclusively hers. Had set me apart, again, from all the other fledglings and vampyres in the world. No other fledgling had a filled-in, expanded Mark. That only happened after a kid went through the Change, and then the outline of the crescent moon on the forehead was filled in and expanded to a unique, one-of-a-kind tattoo that framed the face, proclaiming to the world that he or she was a vampyre.

So my face proclaimed that I was a vampyre, but my body said I was still a fledgling. And the rest of my tattoos? Well, that  was something that had never happened before - not to a fledgling and not to a vamp, and even now I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what it meant.

‘Wow, Z, they’re amazing,’ Damien’s voice came from beside me. Hesitantly, he touched my palm.

I looked up from my hands to his friendly brown eyes, searching them for any trace of a change in the way he saw me. I looked for signs of hero worship or nervousness or, even worse, fear. And what I had seen was just Damien - my friend - and the warmth of his smile.

‘I felt it happening before, when we first got down here. I—I guess I just forgot,’ I said.

‘That’s our Z,’ Jack said. ‘Only she could forget something that’s practically a miracle.’

‘More than practically,’ Shaunee said.

‘But it’s a Zoey miracle. They happen pretty much all the time,’ Erin said matter-of-factly.

‘I can’t keep a tattoo and she’s covered in them,’ Aphrodite said. ‘Figures.’ But her smile took the bite from her words.

‘They are the Mark of our Goddess’s favor, showing that you are, indeed, traveling the path she would choose for you. You are our High Priestess,’ Darius spoke solemnly. ‘The one Nyx has Chosen. And, Priestess, I need your aid with Stevie Rae.’

‘Ah, hell,’ I muttered, chewing my lip nervously and balling my hands into fists, hiding my exotic new tattoos.

‘Oh, for crap’s sake! I’ll stay and help,’ Aphrodite marched over to where Stevie Rae was sitting on the edge of her bed.

‘Blood and pain don’t bother me at all as long as they’re not mine.’

‘I should take this closer to the entrance to the tunnels. I’d probably have more luck getting reception there,’ Erik said, and without so much as a glance at me, or a word about my new tattoos, he disappeared through the blanket door.

‘You know, I think food really was a good idea,’ Damien said, taking Jack’s hand and starting to follow Erik out of the room.

‘Yeah, Damien and I are gay. That means that we are guaranteed to be good cooks,’ Jack said.

‘We’re with them,’ Shaunee said.

‘Yeah, we’re not as convinced about the genetics of gay good cooking. We’d better supervise,’ Erin said.

‘The blood. Don’t forget the blood. Laced with wine, if you have it. She’ll need it to recover,’ Darius said.

‘One of the refrigerators is full of blood. Then find Venus,’ Stevie Rae said, grimacing again as Darius took an alcohol wipe and began to clean the dried blood on her back from the skin around the protruding arrow. ‘She likes wine. Tell her what you need and she’ll get it for you.’

The Twins hesitated, passing a look between each other. Erin spoke for both of them. ‘Stevie Rae, are the red kids really okay? I mean, these are the kids who killed the Union football players and grabbed Z’s human boyfriend, aren’t they?’

‘Ex-boyfriend,’ I said, but they ignored me.

‘Venus just helped Erik,’ Stevie Rae said. ‘And Aphrodite stayed here for two days. She’s still in one piece.’

‘Yeah, but Erik is a big, healthy male vamp. He’d be hard to bite,’ Shaunee said.

‘Even though he is definitely yummy,’ Erin said.

‘True, Twin.’ Both of them had given me apologetic shrugs before Shaunee continued. ‘And Aphrodite is so damn nasty that no one would want to bite her.’

‘But we’re little bits of vanilla and chocolate. We’d tempt even the nicest bloodsucking monster,’ Erin said.

‘Your mom’s a bloodsucking monster,’ Aphrodite said, smiling sweetly.

‘If y’all don’t stop bickering, I’m gonna bite you!’ Stevie Rae yelled, then winced again and made little panting sounds as she tried to breathe through the pain.

‘Guys, you’re making her hurt herself, and you’re giving me a headache.’ I said it quickly, getting more and more worried about how bad Stevie Rae looked by the second. ‘Stevie Rae says the red fledglings are okay. We just escaped from all hell breaking loose at the House of Night with them and they didn’t try to eat any of us on the way here. So make nice, and go find Venus, like Stevie Rae said.’

‘Z, that’s not a big mark in their favor,’ Damien said. ‘We were running for our lives. No one had time to eat anyone.’

‘Stevie Rae, once and for all - are the red fledglings safe?’ I asked.

‘I really wish y’all would concentrate on being nicer and accepting them. You know it’s not their fault they died and then un-died.’

‘See, they’re fine,’ I said. It was only later that I would remember that Stevie Rae never really answered my question about whether the red fledglings were really safe.

‘All right, but we’re holding Stevie Rae responsible,’ Shaunee said.

‘Yeah, if one of them tries to chomp on us, we’re going to have words with her about it after she’s better,’ Erin said.

‘Blood and wine. Now. Less talking. More doing,’ Darius said bluntly.

They all scurried out of the room, leaving me with Darius, Aphrodite, and my best friend, currently en brochette.

Hell.






CHAPTER THREE

 

 

 

 

‘SERIOUSLY, DARIUS. CAN’T WE DO THIS ANOTHER WAY? SOME other more hospital-like way. In a hospital. With doctors and waiting rooms for friends to wait in while the . . . the . . .’ I’d made a semi-panicky gesture at the arrow sticking through Stevie Rae’s body. ‘While the stuff is fixed.’

‘There may be a better way, but not under these conditions. I have limited supplies down here, and if you took a moment to think about it, Priestess, I do not believe you would want any of us to go aboveground to one of the city hospitals tonight,’ Darius said.

I chewed my lip silently, thinking that he was right but still trying to come up with a less horrifying alternative.

‘No. I’m not going back up there. Not only is Kalona free, along with his totally gross bird babies, but I can’t get caught aboveground when the sun rises, and I can feel that sunrise isn’t that far away. I don’t think I could survive it already hurting like this. Z, you’re just gonna have to do it,’ said Stevie Rae.

‘You want me to push on the arrow while you hold her still?’ Aphrodite asked.

‘No, watching it will probably be worse than helping with it,’ I said.

‘I’ll do my best not to scream too loud,’ Stevie Rae said.

She’d been serious, which made my heart squeeze then, just like it did now as I thought back. ‘Oh, honey! Scream all you want. Hell, I’ll scream along with you.’ I looked at Darius. ‘I’m ready whenever you are.’

‘I will cut off the feathered end of the arrow that is still protruding from the front of her chest. When I do that, you take this,’ he handed me a wad of gauze that was wet with alcohol, ‘and press it over the cut-off end. When I have a good grip on the front of the arrow I’ll tell you to push. Push hard while I pull. It should come out fairly easily.’

‘But it might hurt just a little?’ Stevie Rae said, sounding faint.

‘Priestess,’ Darius rested his big hand on her shoulder. ‘This will hurt quite a bit more than a little.’

‘That’s why I’m here,’ Aphrodite said. ‘I’ll be holding on to you so you don’t flail about as you writhe in pain and mess up Darius’s plan.’ She hesitated, and then added, ‘But you need to know if you go all crazy from agony and bite me  again, I’m going to knock the shit right out of you.’

‘Aphrodite. I’m not gonna bite you. Again,’ Stevie Rae said.

‘Let’s just get this over with,’ I said.

Before Darius ripped off what remained of Stevie Rae’s shirt he said, ‘Priestess, I must bare your breasts.’

‘Well, I’ve been thinkin’ about that while you’ve been workin’ on my back. You’re kinda like a doctor, aren’t you?’

‘All of the Sons of Erebus are trained in the medicine field so that we can care for our wounded brothers.’ He relaxed his stern expression for a moment and smiled at Stevie Rae. ‘So, yes, you may think of me as a physician.’

‘Then I’m fine with you seeing my boobies. Doctors are trained not to care about that kind of stuff.’

‘Let’s hope his training hasn’t been that thorough,’ Aphrodite muttered.

Darius gave her a quick wink. I made a gagging sound, which made Stevie Rae giggle and then gasp when the movement caused her pain. She tried to smile reassuringly at me, but she was way too pale and shaky to pull it off.

It was about then that I really started to worry. Back at the House of Night the undead-dead Stark followed Neferet’s pain-in-the-butt orders and shot Stevie Rae. Blood had spilled out of her body at an alarming rate, so much so that it had made the ground around her look like it was bleeding, which fulfilled  the stupid prophecy to free the stupid fallen angel, Kalona, from his gazillion-year imprisonment in the earth. Stevie Rae looked like all of the blood in her body had been left on the ground and even though she’d done pretty well up until then, and been walking and talking and mostly conscious, she was quickly fading into a ghostly white nothing before our eyes.

‘Ready, Zoey?’ Darius asked, making me jump.

Fear had made my teeth chatter so hard that I barely managed to stutter, ‘Y-yeah.’

‘Stevie Rae?’ he said gently. ‘Are you prepared?’

‘As I’ll ever be, I guess. But I can tell you I really wish stuff like this would quit happenin’ to me.’

‘Aphrodite?’ He’d looked to her next.

Aphrodite moved so that she was kneeling on the floor in front of the bed and took both of Stevie Rae’s forearms in a strong handhold. ‘Try not to flail too much,’ she told Stevie Rae.

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘On three,’ Darius said, with the shears poised to close on the feather end of the arrow. ‘One . . . two . . . three!’

Then everything happened fast. He’d clipped off the end of the arrow like he’d just cut through a tiny twig.

‘Cover it!’ He barked the command at me, and I’d pressed the gauze against the inch or so of arrow that still stuck out of the front of Stevie Rae’s chest squarely between her boobies while he moved around behind her. Stevie Rae’s eyes had been squeezed closed. She was breathing in short little panting gasps again, and sweat was beading on her face. ‘Again on three, only this time you push against the end of the arrow,’ Darius said.

I’d wanted to stop everything and scream No, let’s just wrap her up and take our chances getting her to a hospital, but Darius had already begun counting. ‘One . . . two . . . three!’

I shoved against the hard, newly sliced end of the arrow as Darius, bracing himself with one hand against Stevie Rae’s shoulder, pulled the arrow from her body with one swift, awful-sounding jerk.

Stevie Rae did scream. So did I. So did Aphrodite. And then Stevie Rae slumped forward into my arms.

‘Keep the gauze pressed against the wound.’ Darius quickly and efficiently cleaned the newly exposed hole in Stevie Rae’s back.

I remembered repeating over and over, ‘It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s out now. It’s all over now . . .’

Looking back, I remember that Aphrodite and I had both been sobbing. Stevie Rae’s head had been pressed against my shoulder, so I couldn’t see her face, but I could feel wetness leaking down my shirt. When Darius lifted her gently and laid her back on the bed so that he could dress the entry wound I felt a jolt of pure fear stab through me.

I’d never seen anyone look as pale as Stevie Rae - anyone who was still alive, that is. Her eyes were squeezed tight shut, but red-tinged tears made horrible tracks down her cheeks, the slight pink in stark contrast to her almost transparent colorless skin.

‘Stevie Rae? Are you okay?’ I could see her chest rising and falling, but she hadn’t opened her eyes and she wasn’t making any noise.

‘I’m . . . still . . . here.’ She whispered the words with long pauses between them. ‘But . . . kinda . . . floating . . . above . . . y’all.’

‘She’s not bleeding,’ Aphrodite said in a low voice.

‘She has nothing left to bleed,’ Darius said as he taped the gauze to her chest.

‘The arrow missed her heart,’ I said. ‘Its purpose wasn’t to kill her. It was to bleed her.’

‘We are lucky, indeed, that the fledgling missed his mark,’ Darius said.

His words still went round and round inside my head because I knew what none of the rest of them did, that it was impossible for Stark to miss his mark. His gift from Nyx had been that his aim was always true, that he always hit whatever it was he aimed at, even if that sometimes had horrible consequences. Our Goddess had told me herself that once she gave a gift, she never took it back, so even though Stark had died and then come back as a twisted version of himself, he still would have hit her heart and killed Stevie Rae if that had been his intention. So did that mean there was more of Stark’s humanity left than there had seemed to be? He’d called my name; he’d recognized me. I’d shivered, reliving the chemistry that had sparked between us right before he died.

‘Priestess? Did you not hear me?’ Darius and Aphrodite had been staring at me.

‘Oh, sorry. Sorry. I was distracted by . . .’ I hadn’t wanted to explain that I was thinking about the guy who had almost killed my best friend. I still didn’t want to explain that.

‘Priestess, I was saying, if Stevie Rae doesn’t get blood, this wound, though it missed her heart, could very well be the death of her.’ The warrior shook his head while he examined Stevie Rae. ‘Though I cannot tell you for sure that she will heal. She is a new kind of vampyre and I do not know how her body will react, but were she one of my brother warriors, I would be very concerned.’

I had drawn a deep breath and readied myself before saying to Stevie Rae, ‘Okay. Well. Forget waiting for the Twins and their bloodmobile. Bite me.’

Her eyes fluttered open and she somehow managed the hint of a smile. ‘Human blood, Z,’ she said before closing her eyes again.

‘She’s probably right. Human blood always has a more powerful effect on us than fledgling or even vampyre blood,’ Darius said.

‘Well, then, I’ll run and get the Twins,’ I said, even though I hadn’t had any real idea where I would be running to.

‘Fresh blood would work better than that bland, refrigerated stuff,’ Darius said.

He hadn’t so much as glanced at Aphrodite, but she definitely got the message. ‘Oh, for crap’s sake! I’m supposed to let her bite me? Again!’

I blinked, not sure what to say. Thankfully, Darius came to the rescue.

‘Ask yourself what your Goddess would have you do,’ he said.

‘Well, shit! This being one of the good guys really, really  sucks. Literally.’ She sighed, stood up, and pushed back a sleeve of her black velvet dress. Holding her wrist in front of Stevie Rae’s face, she said, ‘Fine. Go ahead. Bite me. But you owe me big-time. Again. And I do not know why I’m the one who keeps saving your life. I mean, I don’t even—’ Her words were choked off with a little yip of yikes!

It’s still kinda disconcerting to think about what happened next. When Stevie Rae grabbed Aphrodite’s arm I saw her entire expression change. She instantly went from my sweet BFF to a feral stranger. Her eyes glowed a nasty dark red, and with a scary hiss she bit the crap out of Aphrodite’s wrist.

Then Aphrodite’s yikes turned into a disturbingly sensual moan and her eyes closed as Stevie Rae’s mouth latched on to her, breaking the skin easily and causing the hot, pulsing blood to flow as my best friend greedily sucked and swallowed like a predator.

Okay, yes. It was disturbing and nasty, but it was also weirdly erotic. I know it felt good - it had to. That’s how vampyres are made. Even being bit by a fledgling will cause the bitee (a human) and the biter (a fledgling) both to experience a very real jolt of intense sexual pleasure. It’s how we survive. The old myths about vamps ripping open throats and taking victims by force is pretty much bull poop - well, unless someone pisses off a vamp pretty badly. And then, even though his or her throat is being ripped out, the bitee would probably like it.

Anyway, we are what we are. And from observing what was going on with Stevie Rae and Aphrodite, it was clear that red vampyres definitely had the whole bring-your-human-pleasure  phenomenon going. I mean, Aphrodite had even leaned suggestively into Darius, who wrapped an arm around her and bent to kiss her as Stevie Rae continued sucking on her wrist.

The kiss between the warrior and Aphrodite had so much sizzle to it I swear I could almost see sparks flying. Darius held her carefully so that he didn’t cause Stevie Rae to wrench her wrist. Aphrodite wrapped her free arm around him and gave herself to him with an openness that showed exactly how much she trusted him. I felt guilty watching, even though there was an undeniably sexy beauty to what was happening between them.

‘Okay. Awkward.’

‘Seriously. Could have gone my whole life without seeing that.’

I’d looked away from Stevie Rae and company to see the Twins standing just inside the blanketed door. Erin was holding several packets of what were obviously bags of blood. Shaunee was holding a bottle of some kind of red wine and a glass, as in the typical kitchen variety that Mom pours the iced tea into.

Duchess pushed past them and came wagging doggily into the room with Jack close behind her.

‘Ohmigod, girl-on-girl action while the guy gets the benefits, ’ Jack said.

‘Interesting . . . to think some guys would really find that a turn-on.’ Damien had come into the room behind Jack and was holding a paper bag and peering at Stevie Rae, Aphrodite, and Darius like he was watching a science experiment.

Darius managed to break the kiss, pulling Aphrodite close to him and holding her tight against his chest. ‘Priestess, this will humiliate her,’ he told me in a low, urgent voice. I didn’t bother to take time to wonder which her he was referring to, Aphrodite or Stevie Rae. Before he finished the sentence, I was already moving toward the Twins.

‘I’ll take that,’ I said, grabbing a bag o’ blood from Erin. Totally diverting their attention from the scene on the bed, I used my teeth to tear open the packet like it was a bag of skittles, being sure I got a nice amount of blood on my mouth. ‘Hold the glass for me,’ I told Shaunee. She did as I commanded, even though she was giving me an eew look. Paying her no attention, I poured most of the blood into the glass, making a point of licking my lips and catching the spattering of red that hung on them. Deliberately I upended the baggie and slurped out the remaining blood before I tossed the flattened pouch aside. Then I took the glass of blood from her. ‘Now the wine,’ I said. The bottle had already been opened, so all Shaunee had to do was pull out the cork. I held up the glass. I’d filled it about three-fourths full with blood, so it took no time to add the wine and fill the cup. ‘Thanks,’ I said briskly and turned, marching back to the bed.

With a business-like movement I’d taken Aphrodite’s upper arm and pulled, disengaging her from Stevie Rae’s surprisingly gentle hold. I discreetly stepped in front of her, blocking the view of my best friend’s mostly naked body from the gawking masses, a.k.a., the Twins, Damien, and Jack.

Stevie Rae glared up at me, her eyes glowing and her lips  curled back to expose sharp, blood-reddened teeth. Even though I was shocked by how monsterlike she looked, I kept my voice calm and even added a touch of annoyance to it. ‘Okay, that’s enough. Try this now.’

Stevie Rae snarled at me.

Weirdly enough, Aphrodite had made a sound that echoed Stevie Rae’s snarl. WTF? I’d wanted to turn to Aphrodite to see what was going on with her, but I’d known it was best to stay focused on my best friend - who was growling at me.

‘I said enough!’ I’d snapped in a voice low enough that I hoped my words couldn’t be overheard by everyone else. ‘Get it together, Stevie Rae. You’ve had enough from Aphrodite. Drink. This. Now.’ I distinctly separated the words, and then I shoved the blood and wine mixture into her hands.

A change came over her face and she blinked and looked unfocused. I guided the glass to her lips, and as soon as the scent of it hit her, she started gulping it down. She was drinking greedily, so I’d allowed myself a second to glance over at Aphrodite. Still in Darius’s arms, she looked okay, though more than a little dazed, and she was staring wide-eyed at Stevie Rae.

I’d felt a prickle of unease skitter down my spine at the shocked expression on Aphrodite’s face, which turned out to be an accurate premonition of weirdness to come. But then I turned my attention to my gawking friends. ‘Damien,’ I made my voice sharp. ‘Stevie Rae needs a shirt. Can you find her one?’

‘The laundry basket. There’re clean shirts in it,’ Stevie Rae said between gulps. She sounded and looked more like herself  again. With a shaky hand she gestured to a pile of stuff. Damien nodded and hurried across the room.

‘Let me see your wrist,’ Darius said to Aphrodite.

Without speaking she’d turned her back to the staring Twins and Jack and gave her arm to Darius, so I had been the only one who really saw what he did. The warrior lifted her wrist to his mouth. Without taking his eyes from hers, his tongue snaked out and ran over the ridge of bite marks that were still dripping scarlet. Her breath caught, and I saw that she was trembling, but the moment his tongue touched the wound the bleeding began to clot. I had been watching closely, so I didn’t miss the way Darius’s eyes had widened suddenly in surprise.

‘Well, shit,’ I heard Aphrodite say softly to him. ‘It’s true, isn’t it?’

‘It is true,’ he answered her in a low voice meant for her alone.

‘Shit!’ Aphrodite repeated, looking upset.

Darius smiled, and I saw a definite glint of amusement in his eyes. Then he kissed her wrist gently and said, ‘No matter; it will not affect us.’

‘Promise?’ she whispered.

‘I give you my word. You did well, my beauty. Your blood saved her life.’

For a moment I saw Aphrodite’s unguarded expression. She shook her head slightly and her smile was tinged with honest wonder and more than a little sarcasm. ‘And why the hell I have to keep saving Stevie Rae’s country-bumpkin ass I do not know. All I can say is that I used to be really, really  bad, so I have an unbelievable amount of shit I have to make up for.’ She cleared her throat and ran the back of her hand shakily across her forehead.

‘Do you need something to drink?’ I asked, wondering what the hell the two of them were talking about, but not wanting to ask just then because they obviously didn’t want the whole room to know.

‘Yes.’ Stevie Rae surprised me by answering for her.

‘Here’s a shirt,’ Damien said. He’d approached the bed, saw that Stevie Rae, who had gone from gulping to sipping from the glass, was partially naked, and averted his eyes.

‘Thanks.’ I gave him a quick smile, took the shirt from him, and tossed it to Stevie Rae. Then I looked back at the Twins. The swallows of blood had begun to work in my body, and the exhaustion that had pressed down on me since I’d had to call all five of the elements and control them while we escaped from the House of Night finally had lessened enough for me to think again. ‘Okay, guys, bring the blood and wine over here. Do you have another glass for Aphrodite?’

Before they could answer Aphrodite spoke up. ‘Uh, no blood for me. I have one word for that: disgusting. But I will take the booze.’

‘We didn’t bring another glass,’ Erin said. ‘She’ll have to drink out of the bottle like a peasant.’

‘Sorry, kinda,’ Shaunee said insincerely, handing Aphrodite the bottle. ‘So, as a human, can you explain to us what it’s like to get your blood sucked by a vamp?’

‘Yeah, inquiring minds want to know ’cause you looked  like you were liking it, and we didn’t know you swung that way,’ Erin said.

‘Did you brain-sharers not pay any attention in Vamp Soc class?’ Aphrodite said before she tipped up the bottle and drank from it.

‘Well, I’ve read the physiology section of The Fledgling Handbook,’ Damien said. ‘Vampyre saliva has coagulants, anticoagulants, and endorphins that act on the pleasure zones of the brain, human and vamp. You know, Aphrodite is right. You two really should pay better attention in class. School’s supposed to be more than a social event.’ He finished primly while Jack nodded enthusiastically.

‘You know, Twin, what with all the drama going on above - the release of an evil fallen angel and his goons - and the House of Night pretty much in panic mode, there might not be school for a while,’ Shaunee said.

‘Excellent point, Twin,’ Erin said. ‘Which means we won’t need Queen Damien and his tutorness for a while.’

‘So we could, I dunno, hold him down and pull out his hair? What do you think?’ Shaunee said.

‘Sounds fun,’ Erin said.

‘Great. I’m drinking cheap red wine out of a bottle. Miss Teen Country Vamp just bit me - again. And now I’m going to be witness to a nerd herd rumble.’ Sounding much more like her bitchy self, Aphrodite sighed dramatically and plopped down on the end of the bed next to Darius. ‘Well, at least being human means I can probably get drunk. Maybe I can stay that way for the next ten years or so.’

‘I don’t have enough wine for that.’ We all looked up as a red fledgling entered the room, followed by several others who clustered behind her in the shadows. ‘And that isn’t cheap  red wine. I don’t do cheap anything.’

Everyone else turned their attention to the red fledgling as she spoke, but I’d been watching Aphrodite gripe at the Twins (and was getting ready to step in and tell everyone to shut up), so I saw the brief flash of what looked like a mixture of embarrassment and discomfort cross Aphrodite’s face before she got a handle on her expression and said coolly, ‘Nerd herd, this is Venus. Dorkamese Twins and Damien, you should remember my ex-roommate who died about six months or so ago.’

‘Actually, it seems reports of my death were premature,’ the pretty blonde said smoothly. Then something totally bizarre happened. Venus paused and sniffed the air. I mean she literally lifted her chin and took several short, sharp sniffs in Aphrodite’s general direction. The red fledglings that still clustered together behind her followed her lead, and I watched them sniff, too. Then Venus’s blue eyes widened and in a very amused voice she said, ‘Well . . . well . . . well . . . how interesting.’

‘Venus, do not—’ Stevie Rae began, but Aphrodite cut her off.

‘No. It doesn’t matter. Everyone might as well know.’

With a mean smile the blonde continued. ‘I was just going to say how interesting it is that Stevie Rae and Aphrodite have Imprinted.’






CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

 

 

I HAD TO CLAMP MY JAWS SHUT TO KEEP FROM GASPING along with the Twins.

‘Ohmigod! Imprinted! Really?’ Jack blurted.

Aphrodite shrugged. ‘Apparently.’ I thought she looked way too nonchalant, and she was totally avoiding even glancing in Stevie Rae’s direction, but I think almost everyone else in the room was fooled by her ‘whatever’ attitude.

‘Well, spank me and call me your baby!’ Shaunee said.

‘Make that a double spanking, Twin,’ Erin chimed in. And then the two of them burst into semi-hysterical giggles.

‘I think it’s interesting.’ Damien spoke up so he could be heard over the cackling Twins.

‘Me, too,’ Jack said. ‘In a freaky, ohmigod way.’

‘Sounds like Karma has finally caught up with Aphrodite,’ Venus said with a sneer that made her beauty turn reptilian.

‘Venus, Aphrodite just saved my life. Again. And it’s really not right that you’re being ugly to her,’ Stevie Rae said.

Aphrodite finally looked at Stevie Rae. ‘Do not start doing that.’

‘Doin’ what?’ Stevie Rae asked.

‘Standing up for me! We may have somefucking how Imprinted, and that’s bad enough. But Do. Not. Go. All. BFF. On. Me!’ she said slowly and distinctly.

‘Your bein’ hateful will not change this,’ Stevie Rae said.

‘Look, I’m just going to play like this never happened.’ A wave of giggles from the Twins had Aphrodite glaring their way. ‘Dorkamese Twins, I will figure out a way to smother both of you while you sleep if you do not stop laughing at me.’

Naturally, the Twins erupted into louder guffaws.

Turning her back on them, Aphrodite faced me. ‘So, like I was saying before I was rudely interrupted times ten: pain-in-the-ass Venus, this is Zoey, the super-fledgling I’m sure you’ve heard so much about, and Darius, the Son of Erebus warrior who you will not be sneaking around with, and Jack. He won’t be sneaking around with you, either, but mostly because he’s gay as a French pastry. His other half is Damien, the guy who is staring at me like a fucking science project.

You already know that the Twins are the laughing heads over there.’

I could feel Venus’s eyes on me, so I managed to tear my gaze from Aphrodite (Imprinted! To Stevie Rae!) to look at her. Sure enough, she was staring at me with an intense expression that made me instantly defensive. I was still trying to decide whether my negative reaction to Venus was because she was (obviously) a bitch, because she had been skulking around the tunnels with Erik, or because I had a bad feeling about the red fledglings in general, when she spoke up.

‘Zoey and I have already met, but it was unofficial. Seems last time I saw her she was trying to kill us.’

I put a hand on my hip and met her cold, blue-eyed stare. ‘While we’re taking this trip down Memory Lane, you might want to get a clue. I wasn’t trying to kill anyone. I was trying to save a human kid you guys were trying to eat. Unlike you, I would have much rather been at IHOP munching on chocolate-chip pancakes than football players.’

‘That doesn’t make the girl you killed any less dead,’ Venus said as the red fledglings behind her stirred restlessly.

‘Z? You killed someone?’ Jack asked.

I opened my mouth to answer, but Venus beat me to it. ‘She did. Elizabeth No Last Name.’

‘I had to,’ I said simply, speaking to Jack and ignoring Venus and the red fledglings, even though something about them had the little hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. ‘They weren’t letting Heath and me out of here alive.’ Then I turned my attention back to Venus. She had an icy beauty.

Venus was sleek and sexy in a pair of tight designer jeans and a simple cropped black tank that had a rhinestone skull’s head on it. Her hair was long and thick and the kind of blonde that looked golden. In other words, she was definitely attractive enough to hang with Aphrodite, which was saying something, because Aphrodite is totally gorgeous. And, like Aphrodite used to be, Venus was obviously a hateful bitch, and probably had been one before she died and un-died. I narrowed my eyes at her. ‘Look, I told you guys to back off and let us out of here. You didn’t. I did what I had to then to protect someone I cared about - and you all should know I’d do it again.’ My eyes shifted from Venus to the fledglings behind her while I stifled the urge to reach for a couple of the elements and have wind and fire put a little added punch to my threat.

Venus glared back at me.

‘Okay, y’all have got to learn to get along. Are you remembering that the entire outside world might be against us, or at least filled with scary booger monsters?’ Stevie Rae sounded tired but herself. She sat up, gingerly straightening her Dixie Chicks T-shirt and slowly leaning back against the pillows Darius had propped behind her. ‘So, like Tim Gunn on Project Runway would say, let’s make it work.’

‘Ooooh, I love that show,’ Jack gushed.

I heard a couple of the red fledglings mumble agreement and decided Stevie Rae might have had a point during one of our many trash TV arguments: Reality shows could make the world a better place and bring peace to all mankind.

‘Making it work sounds good to me.’ Even though my internal alarm was still warning me that all was not sweetness and light with the red fledglings, I smiled at Stevie Rae, who dimpled back at me. Okay, she obviously believed we could figure out a way to get along. So maybe my alarm system was misfiring simply because Venus was a hateful bitch, and not because she and the rest of them were evil incarnate.

‘Good.
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