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PROLOGUE

Be careful who you trust. Even asupposedly close friend might be capable of betraying you. | found
that out the hard way.

My name's Darren Shan. I'm ahdf-vampire. | was blooded when | was very young, and for eight
years| toured the world with the Cirque Du Freak — atraveling circus of magicaly gifted performers.
Then my mentor — Larten Crepdey — said | had to be presented to the Vampire Princes.

Most of the Princes and VVampire Generals gather in the remote Vampire Mountain once every twelve
years, for the Council of Vampires. After along, tiring trek to the mountain with Mr. Crepdey, Harkat
Mulds (a Little Person who'd been brought back from the dead by a powerful man caled Mr. Tiny),
Gavner Purl (aGeneral), and four wolves (includingamael caled Stresk and acub | nicknamed Rudi),
| faced the Princes, who said | had to prove mysdf worthy of joining the ranks of the undead. They gave
me a series of harsh tests known asthe Trids of Initiation. If | passed all five tests, I'd be accepted as
oneof them. If | failed, I'd bekilled.

| passed thefirst three Trids, but the fourth ended disastrousy — | would have been gouged to desth
by awild boar if not for Harkat, who legpt into the pit and killed the boar. The problem was, his
intervention broke al the rules. While the vampires debated my fate, one sneaked into my cell and led me
away to safety. He was ablond, dender, peaceful, highly intelligent vampire called Kurda Smahlt, and he
was shortly due to become aPrince. | believed he was my friend.

While we were escaping, Gavner caught up with us and tried talking meinto going back to facethe
verdict of the Princes. Kurda persuaded him to let me go. But aswe were closing in on freedom, we ran
into abunch of vampaneze— purple-skinned enemies of the vampires, who kill humans when they drink
from them — hiding in acave.

That's when Kurda showed histrue colors. He stabbed and killed Gavner, and | redlized hewasin
league with the vampaneze. Hetried taking me aive, but | ran and fell into amountain stream. Kurda
would have saved me, but | ignored his hel ping hand and surrendered mysdlf to the vicious flow of the
stream, which swiftly swept me awvay underground, into the belly of the mountain and certain deeth. . .



CHAPTER ONE

Darkness— cold — churning water — roaring, like athousand lions— spinning around and around
— bashing into rocks— arms wrapped around my face to protect it — tucking up my legsto make
mysdf smaler, lessof atarget.

Wash up againgt aclump of roots— grab hold — dippery — the wet roots fed like dead fingers
clutching at me— a space between the water and the roof of the tunnel — | draw quick gasps of breath
— current takes hold again — try fighting it — roots break off in my hands— swept away.

Tumbling over and over — hit my head hard on arock — see stars— amost black out — struggle
to keep head up — spit water out of my mouth, but more gushesin— fedslike I'm swalowing hdf the
sream.

The current drags me againgt awall — sharp rocks cut deeply into my thighs and hips—
freezing-cold water numbs the pain — stops the flow of blood — a sudden drop — plummet into adeep
pool — down, down, down — held under by force of the faling water — panicking — can't find my
way up — drowning — if | don't break free soon, I'll...

My feet strike awall and propel me forward — drift dowly up and away from the pool — flow is
gentle here— lots of space between water and the top of the tunnel — able to bob along and breathe —
ar'scold, and it stingsmy lungs, but | gulp it down thankfully.

The stream opens out into what sounds like alarge cave. Roars from the opposite end: the water must
drop sharply again there. | let myself drift to one side before facing the drop. | need to rest and fill my
lungswith air. As| tread water near thewall in the dark, something clutches a my bald head. It fedslike
twigs. | grab at them to steady mysdlf, then redlize they're not twigs— they're bones!

Too exhausted to be scared, | grasp the bones as though they were part of alife buoy. Taking long,
deep breaths, | explore the bones with my fingers. They connect to awrist, an arm, abody, and a head:
afull skeleton. This stream was used to dispose of dead vampiresin the past. This one must have washed
up here and rotted away over the decades. | search blindly for other skeletons but find none. I wonder
who the vampire was, when he lived, how long he's been here. It must be horrible, trapped in acavelike
this, no proper burid, no fina resting place.

| shake the skeleton, hoping to freeit. The cave erupts with high-pitched screeches and flapping
sounds. Wings! Dozens or hundreds of pairs of wings! Something crashesinto my face and catcheson
my left ear. It scratches and bites. | yelp, tear it loose, and dap it away.

| can't see anything, but | sense aflurry of objectsflying over and around me. Another collideswith
me. Thistime| hold on and fed around it — a bat! The cave'sfull of bats. They must nest here, inthe
roof. The sound of me shaking the skeleton disturbed them, and they've taken flight.

| don't panic. They won't attack me. They'rejust frightened and will settle down soon. | releasethe
one I've caught and let it join the rush above me. The noise dies down after afew minutes, and the bats
return to their perches. Silence.

| wonder how they get in and out of the cave. There must be a crack in the roof. For afew seconds |
dream about finding it and climbing to safety, but my numb fingers and toes quickly put an end to
thoughtslikethat. | couldn't climb, eveniif | could find the crack and it was big enough for meto fit
through.

| start thinking about the skeleton again. | don't want to leaveit here. | tug at it, careful thistimenot to
make too much noise. It doesn't budge at first — it'swedged firmly. | get astronger grip and pull again.

It comesloose, dl at once, and falls on top of me, driving me under. Water gushes down my throat. Now
| panic! The skeleton is heavy on top of me, weighing me down. I'm going to drown! I'm going to drown!
I'mgoingto—

No! Stop panicking. Use my brain. | wrap my arms around the skeleton and dowly roll over. It
works! Now the skeleton's underneath and I'm on top. The air tastes good. My heart stops pounding. A
few of the batsare circling again, but most are ill.



Releasing the skeleton, | guide it out toward the middle of the cave, using my feet. | fed the current
takeit, thenit'sgone. | hang on to the wall, treading water, giving the skeleton time to wash ahead of me.
| begin thinking while | wait: wasit agood ideato free the skeleton? A nice gesture, but if the bones
catch on arock further aong and block my way...

Too late to worry now. Should have thought of that before.

My stuation's as desperate as ever. Crazy to think | might get out of thisdive. But | force mysdf to
think positively: I've madeit thisfar, and the stream must open up sooner or later. Who'sto say | cant
make it to the end? Believe, Darren, believe.

I'd like to hang here forever — easier to cling on and die of the cold — but | haveto try for freedom.
Intheend, | force my fingersto unclench and let go of the bank. | drift out into the middle of the stream.
The current bites at me and takes hold. Speeding up — the exit — roaring grows furioudy — flowing
fast — angling sharply downward — gone.



CHAPTER TWO

Even worse beyond the cave — makesthefirst half of the ride seem like adip in aswimming pool —
sickening drops and turns— walls studded with jagged stones— water gushes wildly, madly — tossed
about as though made of putty — impossible to exert control — no time to pause for breath — lungs
bursting — hold my armstight over my head — tuck my legs up asfar asthey’ll go — conserve oxygen
— bash my head on rocks — my back — legs— belly — back — head — shoulders — head...

L ose count of the crashes— can't fed pain any longer — eyes playing tricks on me — looking up, it's
asif therocksareinvisble— | believe | can see the sky, the gtars, the moon — thisisthe beginning of
the end — senses confused, brain shuts down — out of luck — out of hope — out of life.

| open my mouth to take onelong, last drink of water — dam into awall — air explodes out of me
— force of crash pushes me upward — | break through to a small pocket of air between water and roof
— lungsdraw it in greedily, autometically.

| float here afew seconds, pressed against thewall, gasping in air — current takes me again and
drags me under — through anarrow tunnel — incredible speed — like abullet — tunnél getting
narrower — speed increases — my back scrapes along the wall — the rock's smooth, otherwise I'd be
cut to shreds— fedslike awater dide— amost enjoying this part of the nightmarish ride.

Tunnd evens out — running low on oxygen again — try forcing head up to search for air — can't —
don't have the energy to fight.

Water cregps up my nose— | cough — water pours down my throat — I'm losing the battle— roll
over, facedown — thisisthe end — lungs arefilling with water — | can't close my mouth — waiting for
death — dl of asudden: no water — flying— (flying?) — whistling air surrounds me— looking down
at land — stream cutting through it — floating, asthough I'm abird or abat — closer to stream —
closer — aremy eyes playing tricks again?

Turn over in middle of flight — look up — sky, real sky, open and bright with stars— beautiful —

I'mout! — I'mredlly out — | madeit! — | can breathe. I'm dlivel I'm. ..

Flight ends— hit water hard — impact shakes my guts to pieces and knocks my brain out of order
— blackness again, only thistime insde my heed.



CHAPTER THREE

Consciousness returns gradudly. Sounds strike me first: the roar of the water, much softer thanin the
mountain, amost lyrica. Sowly, my eyesflutter open. I'm staring up at Sars, drifting aong on my back.
Luck or my body's natural defenses?| don't know. | don't care. I'm alive!

The current isn't strong here. | could easily swim to the bank, pull myself to safety, and begin thetrip
back to Vampire Mountain, which | seein the distance. Except | don't have the strength. | try rolling over
to swim — can't. My legsand arms are like dead blocks of wood. I've survived the ride through the
mountain, but the cost has been high. I'm completely limp and helpless.

| study the landscape while the stream sweeps me further away from Vampire Mountain. It's rugged
and unspectacular, but beautiful after the darkness. Anything would seem beautiful after the darkness. Il
never take the countryside for granted again.

Am| dying? | could be— no fedling, no control, at the mercy of the stream. Maybe I'm dead aready
and just haven't realized it. No! Not dead. Water splashes up my noseand | splutter: proof I'm ill dive,
| won't give up, not after al I've been through. | have to find strength to make it to the bank. | can't drift
aong likethisforever: thelonger it drags on, the harder it will be.

I try willing energy into my exhausted limbs. | think about dying young and what awaste it would be,
but that doesn't give me strength. | think about the vampires and the threet they face from Kurdaand the
vampaneze, but that doesn't work either. Finally, an old vampire myth succeedsin spreading aburst of
firethrough my icy bones: | recdl the myth that avampire who diesin running water is doomed to stick
around as aghost — no journey to Paradise for those who diein rivers or streams.

Strangely (as| never believed the myth), the thought spurs meinto action. | raiseaweak arm and flap
feebly for the bank. The action doesn't do much, gpart from spin me around alittle, but the fact that I'm
ableto movea dl fillsmewith hope.

Gritting my teeth, | face the bank and force my legs up behind me. They respond duggishly, but they
do respond. | try to swim freestyle— can't. | roll over onto my back, kick weskly with my feet, and
guide mysdlf with gentle hand motions. | dowly pull toward the bank. It takesalong time, and I'm swept
much further away from Vampire Mountain, but finaly I'm in shalow water, out of the current.

| half rise to my knees, then collgpse. Lying facedown, | turn my head sideways, splutter, then get
back on my knees. | crawl out of the water onto the snowy bank, where | collapse again. My eyes close.
| weep slently into the snow.

| want to lie here and freeze: Smpler than moving. But my feet are il in the water and | don't like the
fed of them drifting behind me, so | pull them out. The effort goads me into further action. Groaning, |
brace mysdlf, then rise dowly and painfully to my feet.

Standing, | stare around asif I'm on an dien planet. Everything looks different. Day is breaking, but
gars and the moon till shine lightly in the Sky. After so long insde the mountain, 1'd forgotten what
daylight lookslike. I1t'swonderful. | could stand here dl day and just Stare, except that wouldn't get me
anywhere, and soon I'd fall, into the stream or the snow, and freeze.

Sighing, obeying someingstent inner ingtinct, | drag my feet forward afew steps, pause, shake my
head, straighten up, and lurch away from the stream, which froths and hisses angrily behind me—
cheated of itsvictim.



CHAPTER FOUR

It didn't take melong to redlize| couldn't makeit very far if | continued in this state. | was soaked to
the bone. My clothes were heavy with water, and the air around me was bitterly cold. Mr. Crepdey had
told me what to do if this ever happened: get rid of the wet clothes quickly, or I'd freeze to deeth inside
them.

It took alot of effort to get out of my clothes. My fingers were numb, and | ended up having to use
my teeth to tear my way out. But | felt better after I'd undressed. A great weight had been lifted from my
body, and dthough the full force of the cold hit meimmediately, | sarted at abrisker pace.

It didn't bother me that | was wandering around as naked as the animals of the wild. Therewas
nobody to see. Even if there had been, | wouldn't have cared — being so close to death, modesty was
the last thing on my mind.

My brisk pace didn't last long. After awhile, | began to understand just how seriousamess| wasin. |
was stranded in the middle of nowhere, no clothesto protect me from the cold, beaten to apulp,
physicaly and mentaly drained, with nothing to eet. It was astruggle just to keep moving. In amatter of
minutes, | would run out of energy and collapse. The cold would set in. Frostbite and hypothermiawould
finish meoff.

| tried jogging, to warm mysalf up, but couldn't. My legs smply wouldn't work. It was amiracle they
were able to support me at al. Anything faster than adow crawl was beyond them.

| stopped and turned in afull circle, hoping to see something familiar. If | was close to one of the
resting places known as way stations, used by vampiresin thar travels to and from Council, there might
be hope. | could hole up, catch aday or two of deep, and recover my strength. A good plan, with just
one mgjor flaw — | had no clue where | was or if there were any way stations nearby.

| weighed my options. Standing still would get me nowhere. And scouting for away station was out of
the question — | didn't have the strength or time. Thefirst order of the day wasto find somewhere
sheltered to rest. Food, warmth, and working my way back to Vampire Mountain could come later — if
| survived.

Therewas aforest about half amileto my left.

That was the best place to head. | could curl up at the base of atree and cover mysdf with leaves.
Maybe find some insects or small animalsto edt. It wasn't idedl, but it made more sense than standing
here in the open, or climbing dippery rocksin search of caves.

| fell many times on my way to the forest. That wasn't surprisng — | was amazed I'd madeit thisfar.
Eachtimel lay in the snow afew minutes, gathering my strength, then hauled myself to my feet and
staggered on again.

Theforest had become amagical beacon. | was convinced that if | could makeit to the trees,
everything would befine. Degp inside, | knew that was nonsense, but the belief kept me going. Without
it, I'd have been unable to continue.

| findly ran out of seam a hundred yards or lessfrom thefirst trees of theforest. | knew in my heart,
as| lay panting in the snow, that I'd reached the end of my strength. All the same, | rested afew minutes,
as | had before, then tried to rise— no good. | made it asfar as my knees, then dropped. Another long
rest. Again| triedtorise. Again | fdl, thistime face first into the snow, where | lay, shivering, unable to
roll over.

The cold was unbearable. A human would have died from it long ago. Only the vampire blood in my
veins had kept me going. But even the powerful blood of the vampires had itslimits. I'd pushed to the
very end of mine. | had no strength left, not even thetiniest morsd.

| wasfinished.

| wept pitifully as| lay there, tearsturning to ice on my cheeks. Snowflakes drifted onto my eyelashes.
| tried lifting a hand to brush them away, but couldn't. Even that smal gesture was beyond me. "What an
awful way todie" | moaned. Another hundred yards and | would have been safe. To collapse and die



this close to the end was a shame. Maybe if 1'd rested more in the cave in the mountain, I'd have had the
energy to continue. Or if I'd—

A sharp, yapping sound jolted me out of my reverie. I'd closed my eyes and been drifting off to
deep/death. At the sound, | cracked them open. | couldn't move my head, and the flakes of snow
clouded my vision, but | was staring in the genera direction of the forest and could see a vague shape
making its way toward me, tumbling through the snow. Oh, greet, | thought. Asif things weren't bad
enough — now something's going to come adong and eat me before I'm dead! Could things get any
worse? Judging by what had happened to me recently — yed

| shut my eyes as the creature came nearer and hoped 1'd be too numb to fed itsteeth and claws asit
devoured me. Fighting back was out of the question — asquirrel could have knocked me out, in my
condition.

Hot breath clouded my face. A long tongue licked around my nose. | shivered. It licked again, this
time my cheeksand ears. Then it licked the snowflakes from my eyeashes.

| opened my eyes and blinked. What was going on? Wasit cleaning me up beforeiit killed me? That
seemed unlikely. Y et what other explanation could there be? As | adjusted my vision, the anima nudged
back abit and came into focus. My jaw dropped. My lips quivered. And in apained, shaky voice, |
mumbled increduloudy, " Rudi?"



CHAPTER FIVE

Rudi was the wolf cub who'd accompanied Mr. Crepdey, Harkat, Gavner, and me on part of the
journey to Vampire Mountain. Hed beenin asmall pack that included two she-wolves and alarge mae
whom I'd christened Streak. They'd |eft usto unite with other wolf packs close to Vampire Mountain.

Rudi legpt around me, barking with excitement. Hed grown since I'd last seen him: hisfangswere
longer and hisfur was even thicker. | managed to lift my head and smile weakly. "I'min big trouble,
Rudi,” I muttered as the cub licked my fingers. He cocked his ears and gazed a me serioudly, as though
he understood. "Big trouble,” | repeated softly, then collapsed again.

Rudi rubbed his nose against my right cheek. It was wet and warm. He licked around my eyesand
ears, then pressed his body against mine, trying to warm me up. When he saw how helpless| was, he
took afew paces back and howled. Moments later, a second wolf emerged from the forest, larger,
deeker, and every bit asfamiliar asRudi.

"Streak," | whispered as the wolf advanced cautioudy. His ears perked up when he heard my voice,
then he bounded forward. Rudi kept yapping until Streak snapped at him. The adult wolf sniffed mefrom
head to toe, then barked at Rudi. They lay out flat beside me, Streak behind, Rudi in front, covering most
of my body with theirs, tranamitting their hest.

After afew minutes, warmth seeped through me. | flexed and unflexed my fingers and toes, working
the worst of the chill out of them. | curled up into abal, so the wolves could cover more of me, and
buried my face between Rudi's hairy shoulders. We lay like that for hours, the wolves shifting position
every so often to keep warm. Findly, Streak got to hisfeet and barked.

| tried getting up. Failed. Shook my head and groaned. "It'sno use. | can't go on." Thewolf studied
me dilently, then bent and bit my butt! | yelped and rolled away ingtinctively. Stresk followed, and | legpt
to my feet. "Stay back, you no-good —," | shouted, then stopped when | saw the look on hisface.

| stared down at my body, then at Streak, and grinned sheepishly. “I'm standing,” | whispered
redundantly. Streak howled softly, then nipped my right leg lightly and faced the trees. Nodding weerily, |
set off for the forest, and the wolves padded aong beside me.

The going wasn't easy. | was cold and exhausted, and stumbled more times than | could keep track
of. Streak and Rudi kept me going. Whenever | salled, they pressed against me, or breathed warmly
over me, or snapped to make me get up. At one stage, Streak let me grab the thick, long hair around his
neck, and haf-dragged me through the snow.

I'm not sure why they bothered with me— usualy wild animalsleave wounded companions behind if
they can't keep up. Maybe they wanted to stay on the good side of the vampires, who gave them lots of
scraps during Council. Or perhaps they sensed hidden resources within me and knew my cause wasn't
hopeless.

After along, hard walk, we entered a glade, where alarge pack of wolves had gathered. There must
have been twenty or thirty of them, lying about, eating, playing, and grooming themsalves, dl different
colors, builds, and breeds. The wolves regarded me with suspicion. One, adark, bulky male, padded
over and sniffed me, then growled threateningly, raisng its hackles. Streak met its chalenge and growled
back.

The two stood snarling at each other for afew seconds before the unwel coming wolf turned its back
on us and loped away.

Rudi ran after the dark wolf, yapping, but Streak barked angrily at the cub, and he returned, tail
between hislegs. As| blinked owlishly at the wolves, Streak nudged me forward to where a she-wolf
was suckling three cubs. Shelaid a protective paw over her cubs and growled at us as we approached,
but Streak whined and dropped to his belly to show he meant no harm.

When the she-wolf had relaxed, Streak stood and |ocked gazes with the female. The she-wolf
snarled. Streak bared hisfangs and snarled back, pawed at the snow in front of her, then locked gazes
again. Thistime, she lowered her head and didn't respond. Streak struck the backs of my legswith his



snout, and | dropped to the ground. As he nudged me on, | understood what he wanted meto do. "No!"
| ressted, ingdeschurning. "I can't!"

Streak growled and pushed me forward. | was too weak to argue. Besides, it made sense— | was
cold and hungry, but too weak to eat. | needed to get something warm and nourishing into me, something
that didn't need to be chewed.

| lay down and wriggled forward, gently shoving the three cubsto one side, making space. The cubs
yapped suspicioudy at me, then crowded around, sniffed me dl over, and accepted me as one of their
own. When my face was up close to the suckling she-wolf's belly, | took a deep bresth, paused, then
found atest, closed my lipsaround it, and drank.



CHAPTER SIX

The she-wolf treated me the same as the three cubs, making sure | got enough milk, covering mewith
her pawsto keep me warm, licking behind my ears and around my face to clean me (I crept away when
| had to go to the bathroom!). | remained with her for acouple of days, dowly regaining my strength,
cuddling up to her and the cubs for warmth, surviving on her warm milk. It didn't taste good, but | wasin
no pogition to complain.

Pain racked my body as | recovered. Bruises covered me like purple leeches. My cuts weren't too
serious— the cold regtricted the flow of blood — but they stung like crazy. | wished | had some of
Seba's healing spider websto apply to them.

The more| thought about my dide down the mountain stream, the moreincredible it seemed. Had |
redly doneit, or wasthis some crazy dream? If not for the pain, | might have believed it wasthe | atter,
but dreams are painless, so it had to beredl.

Moreincredible still wasthat | hadn't broken any major bones. Three fingers on my left hand were
broken, my right thumb was sticking out a an darming angle, and my Ieft ankle had swollen up likea
balloon, but otherwise | seemed to be OK. | could move my arms and legs, my skull hadn't been
cracked open, my spine hadn't sngpped in two. All things considered, | wasin astonishingly good shape.

Asthe days passed, | stretched and tested mysdlf. | till dept beside the she-wolf and drank from her,
but | started getting up to take short walks, hobbling around the glade, exercising lightly. My left ankle
hurt terribly, but the siwdlling went down, and it eventually returned to normal.

Asmy strength returned, Streak brought me mest and berries. | couldn't est alot in the beginning, but
| sucked plenty of blood from the smal animas he brought, and my appetite increased quickly.

Rudi spent alot of timewith me. He was fascinated by my bald head — I'd had to shave my hair off
after it caught fire during one of my Tridsof Initiation — and never tired of licking it and rubbing hischin
and nose over it.

After four days (possbly five or sx — | hadn't kept close track of time) the wolvesmoved onto a
new patch. It was along march — seven or eight miles— and | lagged behind most of the way, helped
along by Streak, Rudi, and the she-wolf who'd been suckling me (she now regarded me as one of her
cubs and mothered me the same as the others).

Ashard asthetrek was, it was beneficia, and when | awoke that night after along, dreamless deep, |
felt dmost as good as | had before my descent down the stream. The worst of the bruising had subsided,
the cuts had healed, my ankle hardly bothered me, and | was ableto eat normally.

That night, | went hunting with the pack. | couldn't move fast, but | kept up and helped bring down an
old reindeer that several of the wolves were tracking. It felt good to be contributing to the pack after
they'd done so much for me, and | gave maost of my share of the meat to the she-wolf and cubs.

There was anasty scene the next day. The dark wolf who'd objected to my presence when Streak
brought me into the pack had never accepted me. He growled and barked whenever | came close and
often snatched food from my handswhile | was feeding. | avoided him as much as| could, but that day,
when he saw me playing with the cubs and handing meet out to them, he snapped.

He charged a me, barking wildly, trying to drive me off. | backed away from him dowly, not showing
any fear, but | didn't leave the pack — if | let him chase me out once, he'd never stop hounding me. |
circled around the wolves, hoping he'd lose interest in me, but he followed, determined, snarling
menaaingly.

Asl| prepared to fight, Streak darted between us and faced the darker wolf. He bristled to make
himself look big and growled deeply. It looked as though the dark wolf would back off, but then he
lowered his head, bared hisfangs, and lunged at Streak, claws extended.

Streak met the chalenge, and the pair rolled away, biting and scratching at each other. Thewolves
around them hastily cleared out of their way. Some younger cubs yapped with excitement, but most of
the older wolvesignored the fighting or looked on with only mild interest. They were used to fightslike



this

It seemed to me as though the wolves were going to tear each other to pieces, and | ran around them,
hoping to pull them gpart. But asthefight progressed, | redlized that, for al their barking, snapping, and
clawing, they weren't doing alot of actual damage. Streak’s snout had been scratched, and the dark wolf
was bleeding from a couple of bites, but they weren't out to really hurt each other. It was morelike a
wrestling match than anything ese.

Asthefight wore on, it became obvious that Streak was begting the other wolf. He wasn't as heavily
built, but he was faster and sharper, and for every swipe to the head he took, he ddlivered two or three
of hisown.

All of asudden, the dark wolf stopped, lay down, and rolled over, baring histhroat and belly. Streak
opened his mouth and clamped his teeth around the dark wolf's throat, then et go without breaking the
skin and stood back. The dark wolf got to hisfeet and dunk away, tail between hislegs.

| thought the wolf might have to leave the pack, but he didn't. Although he dept by himself that night,
none of the wolvestried to chase him away, and he took hisregular place in the hunting pack the next
time they st out.

| thought about that alot over the next day or two, comparing the way wolves handled their losersto
how vampires handled theirs. In the world of vampires, defeat was a disgrace and more often than not
ended with the death of the defeated. Wolves were more understanding. Honor mattered to them, but
they wouldn't kill or shun amember of their pack just because it had lost face. Y oung wolf cubs had to
endure tests of maturity, just as1'd endured the Trias of Initiation, but they weren't killed if they failed.

| wasn't an expert on the subject, but it seemed to me that vampires could learn athing or two from
wolvesif they took the time to study their ways. It was possible to be both honorable and practical.
Kurda Smahit, for dl histreacherousfaults, got that much right at least.



CHAPTER SEVEN

A few more days dipped by. | was s0 glad to be dive, | was savoring every moment of it. My body
had healed dmost completely, though faint bruises lingered in certain places. My strength had returned. |
wasfull of energy, ready to go.

| barely noticed the cold. I'd grown used to the nip of the wind and the chill of the snow. The
occasiond strong blast set me shivering, but most of thetime | felt as natural wandering about naked as
thewolves.

I'd been accepted as an equa member of the pack now that | was back on my feet, and | was
congtantly out hunting— since | was ableto run faster than the wolves, my serviceswerein great
demand. | was gradualy coming to termswith the way they thought and communicated. | couldn't read
their thoughts, but most of thetime | had a good ideawhat they were thinking — | could tell by the way
they hunched their shoulders, widened or narrowed their eyes, perked or dropped their ears and talils,
growled or barked or whined. On the hunt, if Streak or another wolf wanted meto go to theleft or the
right, he only had to look at me and twitch his head. If a she-wolf wanted meto play with her cubs, she
howled in acertain soft way, and | knew shewas calling me.

Thewolves, for their part, seemed able to understand everything | said. | rarely spoke — there wasn't
much need for words— but whenever | did, they'd cock their headsintently and listen, then reply with a
yap or gesture.

We moved around alot, as wasthe wolves way. | kept an eye open for Vampire Mountain, but
didn't seeit. That puzzled me — the reason the wolves met out herein the wild was to converge on the
mountain and et the leftoversthat the vampires threw to them. | decided to ask Streak about it, athough
| didn't think he'd be able to comprehend my question or fashion areply. To my surprise, when |
mentioned Vampire Mountain, the hairs rose on the back of his neck, and he growled.

"Y ou don't want to go there?" | frowned. "Why not?" Streek's only reply was another growl. Thinking
about it, | guessed it had to be the vampaneze. The wolves must know about the purple-skinned
invaders, or e sethey'd smply sensed trouble and were steering clear of the mountain.

| had to do something about the vampaneze, but the thought of going back to Vampire Mountain
scared me. | was afraid the vampires would kill me before | had a chance to explain about the
vampaneze. Or they might think | was lying and take Kurda's word over mine. Eventudly 1'd haveto
return, but | was delaying aslong as possible, pretending to mysdlf that | was till recovering and not fit to
make thetrip.

My three broken fingers had healed. I'd set the bones as best | could — very painful! — and
wrapped the fingers together using long reeds and leaves. The thumb on my right hand still stuck out at an
angle and hurt when | moved it, but that was only aminor irritation.

When | wasn't hunting or playing with the cubs, | thought alot about Gavner. | got apainin my
stomach whenever | recalled hisdeath, but | couldn't stop thinking about him. Thelossof afriendisa
terrible, tragic thing, especiadly when it happens suddenly, without warning.

What redlly sickened me about Gavner's death was that it could have been avoided. If | hadn't run
away, or if | hadn't trusted Kurda, or if 1'd stayed and fought with Gavner — held till be dive. It wasn't
fair. Hedidn't deserveto die. HEd been abrave, loya, warmhearted vampire, afriend to dll.

Sometimes when | thought about him, | wasfilled with hatred and wished I'd grabbed hisknife and
killed Kurda, eveniif it meant my own desth at the hands of the vampaneze. Other times, a sweeping
sadness would come over me, and I'd cover my face with my hands and cry, wondering what prompted
Kurdato do such an awful thing.

The wolves were puzzled by my behavior. They didn't soend much time grieving for their deed. If they
lost apartner or cub, they howled miserably for awhile, then got on with their lives. They couldn't
understand my mood swings.

To cheer me up, Streak took me out hunting with him late one evening. Normally, we never went



hunting by ourselves, but the pack was sttling in for the night, so we went without them.

It was nice to be on our own. A drawback to running with apack isthat you have to be very
organized — if you make awrong move that ruins the hunt, you're treated with disgust. Now that it was
just Streak and me, we were free to lollop along as we pleased and make idle detours. It didn't matter
whether we caught something or not — we were in search of sport, not prey.

Wetracked a couple of young, frisky reindeer. We didn't expect to catch them, but it wasfun to
follow them. | think they sensed our harmless intentions because they kept turning back and running at us,
then tossing their heads and fleeing. We'd been tracking them for dmost fifteen minutes when the two
reindeer reached the top of a small mound and paused to sniff the air. | started after them, but Streak
growled and drew to a halt.

| stopped, wondering what was wrong. Stresk was standing stock-gtill like the reindeer. Then, asthe
reindeer turned and bolted back toward us, he nudged my legswith his snout and took off for aclump of
bushesto the side. | followed quickly, trusting his more highly devel oped senses. We found athick bush
that gave usaclear view of the mound and lay low behind it.

A minute passed. Two. Then afigure appeared over the mound. My eyes were as sharp asthey'd
ever been, and | recognized the far-off vampireimmediately — Mr. Crepdey!

| started to get to my feet, overjoyed, and opened my mouth to roar agreeting. A low growl from
Streak stopped me. Thewaolf'stail hung flat behind him, the way it did when he was anxious. | wanted to
rush forward to greet my old friend, but | knew Streak wouldn't be acting this way without good reason.

Lying down flat beside thewalf, | kept my eyes on the mound, and soon the cause for his concern
became obvious: behind Mr. Crepdey marched five other vampires, and in the front, carrying asharp,
polished sword, was the woul d-be Prince and traitor — Kurda Smahlt!



CHAPTER EIGHT

| kept close to the ground as the vampires passed, hidden behind the bushes, downwind so they
couldn't smell me. Once they were out of immediate range, | turned to Streak. "We have to follow them,”
| whispered. Streak studied mein silence with hislarge yellow eyes, then got to hisfeet. He dipped
farther back through the bushes. | trailed after him, trusting him not to lead me astray. A few minutes
later, we circled around and caught sght of the vampires. Wefell in behind them and matched their pace,
careful not to get too close.

| examined the four vampireswith Mr. Crepdey and Kurda. Three were unfamiliar, but the fourth was
ArraSals. Her right arm had been inading the last time | saw her, but it was now hanging fregly by her
sde. After awhile, | noticed that two of the unfamiliar vampires were carrying swords like Kurda's and
were lagging abit behind Arraand the other unarmed vampire.

It became clear what was happening. Mr. Crepdey had decided to come looking for me. Arraand
the other vampire had agreed to accompany him. Kurda, worried that | might have somehow survived,
must have offered to assst and brought the armed vampires with him. If they discovered medive, the
swordswould flash, and that would be the end of me, Mr. Crepdey, Arra, and the other vampire. Kurda
was making sure word of hisbetraya never made it back to the Generals and Princes.

| wasn't surprised by Kurdas devious plotting, but | was upset by the redization that he wasn't the
only traitor. The two vampires with swords must have known the truth about him and the vampaneze,
otherwise he wouldn't have been ableto rely on them. | suspected the Guardians of the Blood (weird
humans who live ingde Vampire Mountain and donate their blood in exchange for the internal organs of
dead vampires) of being part of the conspiracy, but I'd thought Kurdawas the only vampire traitor — it
looked like | waswrong.

If Mr. Crepdey and Arra hadn't been concentrating so hard on the search, they'd have realized
something was amiss— the sword-bearing vampires were edgy, al nervous glances and itchy fingers. I'd
love to have jJumped out and shocked Kurda— he was the edgiest of all — but common sense
prevailed. If | was spotted dive, he and his men would kill me and the three true vampires. Aslong as
they believed | was dead, they wouldn't do anything to give themsdves away.

| spent along time studying the faces of Kurdas companions, committing them to memory. |
wondered how many more were in on the plot to destroy the clan. Not many, | bet. The vampires with
him were very young. Kurdamost likely recruited them himsdlf and talked them into hisway of thinking
before they learned the ways of the vampires. More experienced vampires, who valued honor and
loyalty, would never dream of being in cahoots with atraitor.

After awhile, the group cameto ahdt in asmal clearing, where they sat and rested, except Mr.
Crepdey, who spent the period anxioudy pacing. | tapped Streak's shoulder, then pointed toward the
clearing — | wanted to get closer. The wolf hesitated, sniffed the air, then led the way forward. We
carefully crawled to within seven or eight yards of the clearing, where we stopped, hidden by a dead tree
trunk. With my developed sense of hearing, | could eavesdrop perfectly from there.

Nothing was said for severd minutes. The vampires were blowing into their cupped hands and tugging
their jackets closer to themsalves, shivering from the cold. | smiled as| thought how uncomfortable they'd
fed if they werein my compromising position.

After awhile, Kurdagot up and walked over to Mr. Crepdey. "Think well find him?' the traitor
asked, feigning concern.

Mr. Crepdey sighed. "Probably not. But | would like to keep searching. | wish to locate his body and
cremate himfittingly."

"Hemight ill bedive" Kurdasad.

Mr. Crepdey laughed bleakly. "We traced his path through the tunnels. We know hefell into the
stream and did not emerge. Y ou truly think he may have survived?'

Kurdashook his head, asthough deeply depressed. The dirty swine! He might not think | wasalive,



but he wasn't taking any chances either. If not for that sword of his, I'd have—

I calmed down and tuned back in to the conversation. Arrahad joined the pair and was saying, ...
saw wolf tracks farther back. They might have discovered his body and devoured him. We should
check."

"l doubt if they would have eaten him,” Mr. Crepdey said. "Wolves respect vampires, as we respect
them. Besides, hisblood would have poisoned them, and we would have heard their mad howling.”

Therewas a brief moment of silence, then Arramuittered, "I'd love to know what happened in those
tunnds. If Darren had been by himself and fdlenin, | could understand it, but Gavner has disappeared
too."

My inddesfroze at the mention of Gavner.

"Either hefell into the stream trying to save Darren,” Kurdasaid lightly, "or Darren fell intrying to save
him. That'sthe only answer | can think of."

"But how did they fdl in?" Arraasked. "The stream wasn't wide where they fell. They should have
been ableto clear it. Evenif it was too wide for them, why didn't they just jJump where it was narrower?
It makes no sense.”

Kurda shrugged and pretended to be as baffled as the others.

"At least we know that Gavner isdead,” Mr. Crepdey remarked. "Although we have not found his
body, the absence of his menta sgna means he breathes no longer. His death distresses me, but the
uncertainty regarding Darren unsettles me more. The odds are stlacked againgt hisbeing dive, but until we
have proof that heisdead, | shal not be able to accept it."

It was oddly comforting to know that even in the midst of worry, Mr. Crepdey had lost none of his
elaborate ways of talking.

"WEell go on searching,” Kurdasaid. "If he can befound, well find him."

Mr. Crepdey shook his head and sighed again.

"No," hesaid. "If we do not locate his body tonight, we must abandon the search. Thereisyour
investiture to preparefor.”

"Forget the investiture," Kurda snorted.

"No," Mr. Crepdey said. "The night after next, you become a Prince. That takes precedence above
dldse"

"But—," Kurdabegan.

"No," Mr. Crepdey growled. "Y our investiture as a Prince is more important than the loss of Gavner
and Darren. Y ou have bucked tradition aready by leaving the confines of the mountain so closeto the
ceremony. Y ou must stop thinking about Darren. AsaPrince, it isyour duty to put the will and wishes of
others before your own. Y our people expect you to spend tomorrow fasting and preparing for the
invedtiture. Y ou must not disgppoint them.”

"Very well," Kurdagroaned. "But thisisn't the end of it. I'm as upset by what's happened asyou are. |
won't rest until we know for sureif Darrenisaive or deed.”

The hypocrite! Standing there, acting innocent, pretending to be upset. If only I'd had agun or a
crosshow, I'd have shot him dead where he stood, the laws of the vampires— which forbid the use of
weapons such as guns and bows— be damned!

When the vampires moved on, | stlayed where | was, thinking hard. Talk of Kurdasinvestiture had
disturbed me. It had dipped my mind that he was due to be made aVVampire Prince. But now thét |
thought about it, things took ominous shape. I'd thought the vampaneze just meant to kill as many
vampires asthey could and take over the mountain, but the more | considered it, the less sense that
made. Why go to al that risk just to take over abunch of cavesthey couldn't have cared less about?
And even if they killed every vampire present, there were plenty more who could hurry to the mountain
andfight toreclamit.

Theremust be alogica reason for them being here, and | thought | knew what it was— the Stone of
Blood. The Stone of Blood was amagica stone with which avampire or vampaneze could locate dmost
every vampire on the face of the planet. With the Stone, the vampaneze could track down and destroy
vampiresat will.



The Stone was aso rumored to be the only object that could save the vampires from being wiped out
by the legendary Lord of the Vampaneze, who was supposed to arise one night and lead the vampaneze
into avictoriousfight with the vampires. If the dreaded Lord was coming — asMr. Tiny said — the
vampaneze would naturally be eager to get their hands on the one thing that stood between them and
totd victory.

But the Stone of Blood was magically protected in the Hal of Princes. No matter how many vampires
the vampaneze killed, or how much of the mountain they claimed, they'd never be able to enter the Hall
of Princes and get at the Stone of Blood, because only aVVampire Prince was capable of opening the
doorsto the Hall.

Only. A. Vampire. Prince.

Like Paris Skyle, MikaVer Leth, Arrow, or VanchaMarch. Or — the night after next — Kurda
Smahit.

That was the plan! Once Kurdawas invested, he'd be able to open the doorsto the Hall of Princes
whenever he wanted. When he was ready, he'd snegk the vampaneze up from the caves and tunnels—
he knew ways into the Halls that no one else knew — lead them to the Hall of Princes, kill everyone
there, and take control of the Stone of Blood. Once that was in his hands, vampires everywhere would
have to do what he said — or perish disobeying him.

In lessthan forty-eight hours Kurdawould be invested and the Hall would be hisfor the taking.
Nobody knew of histreachery, so nobody could stop him — except me. Reluctant as| wasto facethe
vampireswho'd condemned me to death, it wastimeto return to Vampire Mountain. | had to warn the
Generas and Princes before Kurda could betray them. Even if they killed mefor it.



CHAPTER NINE

Once we were back with the pack, | told Stresk | had to leave for Vampire Mountain. The wolf
growled and loosdy grabbed my right ankle with hisfangs, trying to keep me with him. "1 haveto go!" |
snapped. "'l must stop the vampaneze!™

Stresk released me when | mentioned the vampaneze, snarling softly. "They plan to attack the
vampires" | sad quietly. "They'll kill them dl unless| stop them.”

Streak stared at me, panting heavily, then pawed the snow, sniffed the marks he'd made, and yelped.
It was obvious he was trying to communicate something important to me, but | couldn't interpret his
actions. "l don't understand,” | said.

Stresk growled, again ran his nose over the tracks he'd made, then turned and padded away . |
followed. Heled meto ashabby she-wolf resting dightly away from the pack. 1'd noticed her before but
hadn't paid much attention to her — shewas old, not far from degth's door, and didn't have much to do
with the pack, surviving off scrapsthey |eft behind.

The she-wolf regarded us suspicioudy as we gpproached. Struggling to her feet, she backed away
cautioudly, but Streak dropped to hisbelly and rolled over to show he meant no harm. | did the same,
and the she-wolf relaxed. When Streak sat up, he pressed close to the she-wolf, whose eyes weren't
strong, and stared at her long and hard, growling softly, meaningfully. He made marksin the snow, smilar
to the ones he'd made for me, then barked at the old she-wolf. She peered at the marks, then up a me,
and whined. Stregk barked again, to which she replied with alouder, sharper whine.

Asl| studied the wolves, wondering what was going on, it suddenly struck me that Streak was asking
the old she-wolf — | decided on an impulseto cal her Magda (my grandmother's name) — to lead me
to Vampire Mountain. But al the wolves knew where the mountain was. Why was Streak asking this
ancient, pitiful she-wolf to lead me? It made no sense. Unless... My eyeswidened. Unless Magda knew
away not just to the mountain, but up it!

"Y ou know how to get insde!" | gasped, crouching forward with excitement. Magda stared a me
blankly, but I knew in my gut | wasright. I could find my way up the mountain by myself, usng common,
marked passages, except it would be very difficult to avoid detection that way. But if Magdaknew of
older, less-used passages, | might be able to sneak in!

| turned to Streak imploringly. "Can she take me there? Wil she?’

Streak ignored me and butted Magda softly with his head, scratching at the marks hed madein the
snow. The she-wolf whined one last time, then lowered her head obediently. | wasn't happy that Streak
had bullied her into obeying him, but my need to get safely to the Princes a the top of Vampire Mountain
was more important — if abit of bullying was required to help me sneak past the vampaneze, so beit.

"How far up the mountain can she take me?' | asked. "To thetop, the Hall of Princes?’ But thiswas
too much for the wolves to comprehend — I'd just haveto let her lead me asfar as she could, and make
my own way from there.

"Canwego now?" | asked, eager to start — | wasn't sure how long the trek would take, and time
was precious.

Magda struggled to her feet, ready to follow me, but Streak snarled a me, then jerked hishead at
Magda and led her through the pack to feast on fresh meat — he wanted to feed her before we set off,
which was awise move, given the sorry state shewasin.

While Magdafed, | hopped nervoudy from foot to foot, thinking about the journey ahead and
wondering if wed makeit intime, if Magdaredly knew the way into and up the mountain, and eveniif |
made it to the top, past the vampaneze, how exactly | could contact the Princes, before some
overanxious guard or coconspirator of Kurda's saw me and hacked me down.

When Magda had eaten her fill, we set off. Streak accompanied us, dong with two other young male
wolves— they seemed to be tagging aong for the adventure! Rudi followed us out of camp, yapping
with excitement, until Streak nipped him sharply and sent him scampering away. 1'd missthe young cub,



but there was no place for him where we were headed, so | bade him aslent farewell and left him
behind, dong with the rest of the pack.

Thetrek was good at first. Wolves can't run very fast but are strong, able to maintain a steady pace
for hours. We surged through the forest, across snow and rocks, making grest time.

Then Magdatired. The she-wolf wasn't used to matching the pace of young, tirdlessmaes. The
wolves would have run on ahead, leaving her to catch up later, but | didn't like the idea of abandoning
her. When they saw me dow down to jog beside her, they circled back to join us.

Werested for afew minutes every hour or so. Asday dawned, | began to recognize my surroundings.
By my reckoning, alowing for our pace and pauses, we would reach the tunnels a couple of hours before
UNSEL.

It actually took alittle longer than | thought. When the ground rose, Magda's pace dowed even more.
We 4till made the tunnels an hour before the sun went down, but | wasfilled with pessmism— Magda
wasin very poor shape. If the route to the tunnels had | eft her panting for bresth and shaking with
exhaugtion, how would she cope with along, hard climb up the mountain?

| said to Magda that she could stay here and leave me to make my own way, but she growled
stubbornly. I got the sense that she would continue— not for my sake, but her own. Old wolveswere
seldom given the opportunity to shine. Magdawas relishing her role and would rather die than quit. Asa
haf-vampire, | understood that, so even though | wasn't pleased about |etting the she-wolf exhaust
hersalf, | decided not to stop her.

We spent the night waiting in the tunnd near the base of the mountain. The young wolves were restless
and eager to proceed, but | knew that night was when the vampires and vampaneze would be most
active, so | held my position, and the wolves had no choice but to stay with me. Findly, asthe sun rose
on the land outside, | stood and nodded, and we climbed.

The tunnds Magdaled us through were mostly narrow and unused. Many were natura tunnels, unlike
the mainly vampire-carved tunndlsthat link the Hals. A lot of crawling and dinking dong on our bellies
was required. It was uncomfortable (and painful in places for someone without any clothes!) but | didn't
mind — since no vampires or vampaneze used these tunnels, nobody could catch me!

We stopped for regular rests. The climb was having a dreadful effect on Magda— she looked ready
to topple over and die— but she wasn't the only one who found the going tough. All of uswere sweating
and panting, groaning from aching muscles and bones.

While we rested in a cave that wasfaintly lit by glowing moss, | started wondering how Magda knew
about these tunnels. | guessed she must have wandered in here when she was younger — perhaps|og,
starving, separated from her pack — and found her way up, through trial and error, to safety, warmth,
and food. If that was the case, she had atruly incredible memory. | was marveling at this— and at the
memories of animalsin general — when Streak’'s nose lifted sharply. He sniffed the air, then got to his
paws and padded to the mouth of the tunnel leading out of the cave. The younger wolvesjoined him, and
all three bared their fangs and growled.

| wasingtantly aert. Picking up asharp stone, | roseto investigate the cause of their concern. But as|
was crossing the cave, focusing on the wolves, adim figure emerged suddenly and silently from the
shadows overhead, knocked me to the ground, and roughly jammed alarge bone between my lips,
choking me and cutting short my panicked cry.



CHAPTER TEN

Asl raised my handsto fight, the three male wolves began to bark — but not at me or my assailant.
They were focused on some other danger, farther up the tunnel, and took no notice of the trouble | was
in. Nor did Magda, who lay peacefully where she was and gazed at me with a curious but unalarmed
expression.

Before| could strike, the person holding me said something that sounded like " Gurlabashtal” | tried to
shout in response but could manage only amuffled grunt because of the bone jammed between my teeth.
"Gurlabashtal" my attacker snapped again, then eased the bone out and pressed a couple of dry fingers
tomy lips.

Redlizing my lifewasn't under threet, | relaxed and suspicioudy studied the person who'd knocked me
to the floor. With agtart, | saw that it was one of the pale-skinned, white-eyed Guardians of the Blood.
He was athin, anxious-looking man. Putting afinger to hisown lips, he pointed at the wolves — barking
louder than ever — then up at the roof of the cave, where held dropped from. Pushing me over to the
wall, he pointed out fingerholdsin the rocks, then scrambled up into the darkness. | lingered doubtfully a
moment, then glanced at the agitated wolves and followed him up.

Therewasacrevice a thetop of the wal, which the Guardian guided meinto. He did into asmall
hole close by. | waited in sllence, my heart beating loudly. Then | heard a voice addressing the angry
wolves. "Quiet!" someone hissed. " Shut up, you mongreld™

Thewolves quit howling, but they continued growling menacingly. They backed away from the tunnd
mouth, and moments later | saw a purple-skinned face poke out of the shadows— avampaneze!

"Wolves," the vampaneze snarled, spitting on the ground. "Curse their eyed!™

"Leavethem be," a second vampaneze said behind him. "They won't interfere with usif we keep out
of their way. They're just scavenging for food."

"If they keep yapping, they could bring the vampires down on us," the first vampaneze murmured
ominoudy, and | saw the blade of asharp knifeglint by hisside.

"They're only barking because of us" his companion said, dragging him away. "They'll slop oncewe...

Their voicesfaded and | didn't hear them after that.

When | was sure the way was clear, | looked over to where the Guardian of the Blood was hiding, to
thank him for his unexpected help — but he wasn't there. He must have dipped away while | wasn't
looking. I shook my head with confusion. 1'd thought the Guardians were in league with the vampaneze,
since one of them had ignored my criesfor help when | was fleeing from Kurdaand hisdlies, and left me
to them. Why help me now when they'd abandoned me then?

Thinking it over, | climbed down and rg oined the wolves. They were gill sniffing the air guardedly but
had stopped growling. After awhile, we followed Magda out of the cave as she resumed her way and
led usfarther up the mountain. She dinked ahead even dower than before, though | didn't know if this
was because of exhaustion or the threat of the vampaneze.

* % %

A few hours later, we reached the lower Halls at the top of the mountain and skirted around them.
We passed disturbingly close to the storerooms at one point. | could hear vampires a work behind the
walls, getting ready for thelarge feast that would follow Kurdasinvestiture. | held my breath and listened
for afew minutes, but their words were muffled, and | soon moved on, afraid one of them would
discover us.

| kept expecting Magdato stop, but sheled us higher and higher, farther up the mountain than |
thought possible. I was beginning to think we must be amost at the very top when we cameto atunnel
that cut upward sharply. Magda studied the tunnel, then turned and gazed at me— | could tdll by the



look in her eyesthat she'd brought me as far as she could. As| dashed forward, eager to check where
the tunnel led, Magdaturned and limped away.

"Where are you going?' | caled. The she-wolf paused and glanced back, tired resgnation in her Sare
— she couldn't manage the climb. "Wait here and well collect you later,” | told her. Magda snarled,
pawed the ground, and ruffled her fur — and | got the sense that she was going away to die. "No," | sad
softly. "If you just lie down and re<t, I'm sure—"

Magda interrupted with a short shake of her head. Staring into her sad eyes, | began to comprehend
that this was what she wanted. She'd known when she started that the journey would prove too much for
her. Sheld chosen to makeit al the same and die usefully, rather than struggle along after the pack for
another season or two, dying dowly and miserably. She was prepared for death and welcomed it.

Crouching, | ran my hands over thetired she-wolf's head and gently rubbed the thin hairs on her ears.
"Thank you," | said smply. Magda licked me, rubbed her nose againgt my left cheek, then hobbled away
into darkness, to find a private spot where she could lie down and quietly leave thisworld behind.

| remained where | was awhile, thinking about desth and how the wolf had accepted it so calmly,
remembering how 1'd run when it had been my timeto faceit. Then, shrugging off such dark thoughts, |
entered the tunnel and climbed.

Thewolves had a harder time on thefina stretch than | did. Even though they were greet climbers, the
rock was steep, unsuited to sharp claws, and they kept dipping to the bottom. Findly, tired of hanging
about, | did down and et the wolves go ahead of me, using my head and shoulders to brace them when
they logt their footing.

Severd minuteslater, we found oursalves on level ground, inasmall, dark cave. Theair herewas
musty, made worse by the strong stench of the hairy wolves. ™Y ou three wait here)” | told themina
whisper, afraid their smell would carry to any nearby vampires. Shuffling forward, | cameto awall of
thin, fragile rock. Dim light shone through severa tiny holes and cracks. | pressed my eyesto the holes,
but they weretoo small to see through. Inserting the nail of my right little finger into one of the larger
cracks, | worked gently at the stone, which crumbled, widening the hole. Leaning forward, | was ableto
see through to the other side— and was astonished to find mysdlf at the rear of the Hall of Princes!

Once I'd recovered from the shock — there was only supposed to be one way up to the Hall of
Princes! — | began considering my next course of action. This had worked out far more negtly than I'd
ever dared to dream, and it was now up to me to make the most of my incredible good fortune. My first
ingtinct was to burgt through the wal and scream for the Princes, but the guards of the Hall or one of the
traitorsmight cut medown if | did, killing my message with me.

Retreating from the wall, | returned to the wolves and led them back down the steep tunnel, where
there was more space and air. Once comfortable, | lay down, closed my eyes, and began thinking about
how to make contact with the Princes— while at the same time avoiding the spears and swords of the
vicioustraitors and well-meaning guardd



CHAPTER ELEVEN

| wanted to speak to the Princes directly — but | couldn't just march up to the doors of the Hall and
ask the guardsto let mein! | could wait for one of the Princesto emerge and hail him, but they didn't
leave the throne room very often. What if Kurdamade hismove before | could act? | thought about
sneaking down to the doors and dipping in the next time they were open, but it was unlikely that | could
avoid the attention of the guards. Besides, if Kurdawas insde and saw me, he might kill me before| had
achance to speak.

That was my greatest fear — that 1'd be killed before | warned the Princes of the peril they faced.
With thisinmind, | decided | had to contact somebody before approaching the Princes, so that if | died,
my message wouldn't diewith me.

But who to trust? Mr. Crepdey or Harkat were theided choices, but there was no way | could make
it to their cells undetected. Arra Sails and Vanez Blane a so dwelt too deegp within the mountain to be
easly reached.

That left SebaNile, the ancient quartermaster of Vampire Mountain. His cell was closeto the
storerooms. It would berisky, but | thought | could get to him without being seen. But could | trust him?
He and Kurdawere close friends. Hed helped the traitor make maps of infrequently used tunnels, maps
that the vampaneze might be using a this very minute to advance on the Hall of Princes. Wasit possible
that he was one of Kurdas allies?

Almost as soon as| raised the question, | knew it was ridiculous. Sebawas an old-fashioned vampire,
who believed in loyalty and the ways of the vampires above al else. And held been Mr. Crepdey's
mentor. If | couldn't trust Seba, | couldn't trust anybody.

| roseto go in search of Seba, and the wolves rose with me. Crouching, | told them to stay. Streak
shook his head, growling, but | wasfirm with him. "Stay!" | commanded. "Wait for me. If | don't come
back, return to the pack. Thisisn't your fight. There's nothing you can do.”

| wasn't sure if Streak understood al that, but he squatted on his haunches and remained with the
other wolves, panting heavily as he watched meleave, hisdark eyesfixed on me until | vanished around a
bend.

Retracing the path by which we'd come, | climbed back down the mountain. It didn't take long to
reach the sorerooms. They were quiet when | arrived, but | entered cautioudly, taking no chances,
through the hole that Kurda had reveded to me during my escape.

Finding nobody within, | started for the door leading to the tunnels, then stopped and glanced down at
myself. I'd grown so used to being naked, 1'd forgotten how strange I'd ook to nonanimal eyes. If |
turned up in Seba's quarterslikethis, dirty and wild, he might think | was a ghost!

There were no spare clothesin thisroom, so | ripped apart an old sack and tied astrip of it around
my waig. It wasn't much of an improvement, but it would haveto do. | tied another few strips around my
feet, so that | could pad more stedlthily, then opened a sack of flour and rubbed afew handfuls of the
white powder over my body, hopefully to mask the worst of my wolfish smell. When | wasready, |
opened the door and crept into the tunnd.

Though it would normally have taken no more than two or three minutesto get to Sebasrooms, |
spent nearly four times as long, checking each stretch of tunndl severd times before venturing downit,
making sure| had somewhereto hideif vampires emerged unexpectedly.

When | finally reached the old quartermaster's door, | was shaking with anxiety and stood in silence a
few seconds, collecting mysdf. When I'd recovered, | knocked lightly. "Comein," Sebacalled. | entered.
The quartermaster was standing by a chest with his back to me. "Over here, Thomas," he muttered,
examining theinsde of the chest. "I told you not to bother knocking. The investitureis amere two hours
away. We do not have time for —"

Turning, he saw me, and hisjaw literally dropped.

"Helo, Seba" | smiled nervoudy.



Seba blinked, shook his head, blinked again. "Darren?" he gasped.

"Theoneand only." | grinned.

Sebalowered thelid of the chest and sat upon it heavily. "Areyou avison?' he wheezed.

"Do look like one?!

"Yes'" hesad.

| laughed and advanced. "I'm no vision, Seba. It'sme. I'mred.” | sopped in front of him. "Fed meif
you don't believe me."

Sebareached out atrembling finger and touched my left arm. When heredized | was solid, he
beamed and rose. Then hisfacefdll, and he sat again. ™Y ou were sentenced to degth,” he said dolefully.

"| figured asmuch," | said, nodding.

"Youfled."

"It wasamistake. I'm sorry.”

"We thought you drowned. Y our trail led to the stream and ended abruptly. How did you get out?’

"l swvam," | said lightly.

"Swam where?' he asked.

"Down the stream.”

"Y ou mean... dl theway... through the mountain? That isimpossible!™

"Improbable," | corrected him. "Not impossible. | wouldn't be hereif it was."

"And Gavner?' he asked hopefully. "Ishe divetoo?'

| shook my head sadly. "Gavner's dead. He was murdered.”

"| thought s0," Seba sghed. "But when | saw you, | —" He stopped and frowned. "Murdered?" he
rumbled.

"You'd better stay ditting," | said, then proceeded to tell him the bare bones of my encounter with the
vampaneze, Kurdas treachery, and what happened after.

Sebawas shaking with rage when | finished. "Never did | think avampire would turn againg his
brothers,”" he growled. "And one so highly respected! It Sckens and shames me. To think | have drunk
blood to that sham of avampire's good health and prayed to the gods to grant him luck! Charna's guts!”

"You believe me?' | asked, relieved.

"1 might not recognize treachery when it is skillfully concedled,” he said, "but | know the truth when it
isreveded. | believe you. The Princeswill too." Rising, he strode for the door. "We must hurry to warn
them. The sooner we—" He paused. "No. The Princeswill see no one until the time of investiture. They
reside within their Hall and will not open the doors until twilight, when Kurda presents himsdlf. That isthe
way it has aways been. | would be turned away if | went there now.”

"But you'll be ableto get to them intime?' | asked anxioudy.

He nodded. "Thereisalengthy ceremony before the investiture. | will have plenty of timeto interrupt
and level these grievous charges againgt our supposed aly, Kurda Smahit.” The vampire was seething
withrage. "Cometo think of it," he said, eyes narrowing, "heisaonein hischambersnow. | could go
and dit thevillain's throat before—"

"No," | said quickly. "The Princes will want to question him. We don't know who eseisworking with
them, or why hedidit."

"Youareright," he Sghed, shoulders dumping.

"Besdes, killing him would be amercy. He deservesto suffer for what he did to Gavner.”

"That's not the only reason why | don't want you to kill him," | said hesitantly. Seba stared at me and
waited for meto continue. "1 want to blow the whistle on him. | was with Gavner when he died. He was
down in the tunnels because of me. | want to look into Kurdas eyes when | expose him."

"To show him how much you hate him?" Seba asked.

"No," | said. "To show him how much pain he's caused." There weretearsin my eyes. "'l hate him,
Seba, but | till think of him asafriend. He saved my life. I'd be dead now if he hadn't intervened. | want
him to know how much he's hurt me. Maybe it doesn't make sense, but | want him to seethat | don't get
any pleasure out of exposing him asatraitor.”

Sebanodded dowly. "It makes sense,” he said, stroking his chin and considering the proposdl. "But it



isdangerous. | do not think the guards will kill you, but one of Kurda's dlies might.”

"I'll takethat chance," | said. "What do | haveto lose? I'll be killed afterward anyway, because | failed
the Trids. I'd rather die on my feet, stopping Kurda, than in the Hall of Desth.”

Seba amiled warmly. ™Y ou are atrue, courageous vampire, Darren Shan," he said.

"No," | replied softly. "I'm just trying to do the right thing, to make up for running away earlier.”

"Larten will be proud of you," Seba remarked.

| couldn't think of anything to say to that, so | just blushed and shrugged. Then we sat down together
and discussed various plansfor the night ahead.



CHAPTER TWELVE

| didn't really want to involve the wolves any further — in case they were killed — but they remained
seeted, panting patiently, when | tried chasing them off. "Go!" | said, dapping their flanks. "Home!" But
they weren't dogs, and they didn't obey. | saw they planned to stick by me— the younger wolves even
looked like they were relishing the thought of afight — so | gave up trying to drive them to safety and
instead settled back to wait for nightfal, judging the time by my interna body clock.

Asthe day was drawing to aclose, thewolvesand | crawled back up the steep tunnel and made our
way to thewadll at the rear of the Hall of Princes. | set to work on the soft layer of rock and carefully
carved out agap big enough for usto squeeze through. | was surprised nobody had ever found thisweak
point before, but it was very high up, and from the other side the wall must have looked solid.

| paused briefly to consder the extraordinary run of luck | was enjoying. Surviving the gushing
madness of the mountain stream, Rudi and Streak finding mewhen | was at my weakest, Magda leading
usthrough the tunnelsto the Hall of Princes. Evenfailing the Trids had been in one respect fortunate —
I'd never have found out about the vampaneze if | hadn't lost againgt the Blooded Boars.

Wasit redly just the luck of the vampires, or wasit something more— like destiny? 1'd never
believed in fate, but | was beginning to have my doubts!

Sounds of the approaching process on distracted me from my heavy thoughts. The hour of Kurdas
investiture had come. It wastime to act. Wriggling through the hole, | dropped to the floor, turned, and
caught the wolves as they dithered down. When we were al ready, we flattened close to thewall of the
Hall and edged forward.

Aswe dipped around the curve of the dome, | saw the Generalswho'd lined up to welcome Kurda
Smahlt. They'd formed aguard of honor, stretching from the tunnel to the doors of the Hall. Almost dll
were armed, as were the rest of the vampires— the ceremony of investiture was the one time vampires
could carry wespons into the chamber. Any one of the armed vampires could be atraitor, with ordersto
kill meongght. | tried not to dwell on that horrible thought, for fear it might stop me.

The three Princes stood by the open doors of the dome, dressed regally, waiting to blood Kurdaand
make him one of their own. | spotted Mr. Crepdey and Seba close to the Princes. Mr. Crepdey was
garing in the direction of the tunnel — aong with everybody e se— but Seba had an eye out for me.
When he caught sight of me, he nodded dightly. That meant hed had words with afew of his staff and
had positioned them nearby, with ordersto stop any vampire who raised awegpon during the ceremony.
Seba hadn't told his assi stants about me — we'd agreed it was best to keep my presence a secret — and
| hoped they wouldn't hesitate when | made my move, thus giving one of Kurda's men the chanceto kill
me.

The head of the procession entered the cave. Six vampires preceded Kurda, walking dowly in pairs,
carrying the clothes that Kurda would put on once he'd been invested. Next came two deep-voiced
vampires, loudly chanting poems and stories, praising the Princes and Kurda. There were more of the
chanting vampires behind, and their hymnlike tones carried up the tunnel and echoed around the cave.

Behind the first eight vampires came the vampire of the moment, Kurda Smahlt, carried on asmal
platform by four Generdss, wearing aloose white robe, blond head bowed, eyes closed. | waited until he
was hafway between the tunnel and the Princes, then stepped out from the wall, strode forward — the
wolves close on my heds— and shouted asloud as| could, " STOP!"

All headsturned, and the chanting ceased immediately. Hardly any of the vampires recognized me at
first — all they saw was adirty, half-naked boy, covered in flour — but as| got closer, they gasped and
exclaimed. "Darren!" Mr. Crepdey roared with delight as he started toward me, arms outstretched. |
ignored my mentor and stayed focused on the rest of the vampires, dert to signs of retaliation.

Thetraitorsdidn't dday. Two vampiresin green uniformsraised their spears when they saw me, while
another pulled out apair of knives and moved forward to intercept me. Seba's men reacted splendidly,
ignoring the confusion, and darted forward to gpprehend the spear-wielding vampires. They dragged



them to the ground before they could launch their weapons, disarmed them, and held them down.

But nobody could get to the vampire with the knives— he wastoo far ahead of Seba's assstants. He
broke through the ranks of guards, pushed Mr. Crepdey out of the way, and raced toward me. He threw
one of the knives, but | ducked out of its way with ease. Before he could throw the other or get close
enough to stick it into me, the two young wolves launched themsdaves a him and knocked him to the
floor. They bit and clawed a him, howling with excitement and fury. He shrieked and tried fighting them
off, but they were too powerful.

One of thewolves sank itsteeth into the vampire's throat and made abrutal end of him. | didn't mind
— | was only concerned about not harming innocent vampires, and by the speed with which this one had
reacted, and the determination he'd shown to kill me, he was without a doubt one of Kurdals
accomplices.

The other vampiresin the cave had frozen with shock. Even Mr. Crepd ey stopped where he was,
eyeswide, panting uncertainly. "Darren?"' he asked shakily. "What is going on? How did —"

"Not now!" | snapped, looking for traitors. There didn't appear to be any more, but | wasn't taking
thingsfor granted, not until I'd said my piece. "I'll tell you about it later,” | promised Mr. Crepdey, then
camly walked past him to face Kurdaand the Princes. Streak padded along by my side, watching out
for me, growling warningly.

Kurda had opened his eyes and raised his head at the start of the commotion, but had made no
attempt to flee the platform or the cave. He stared a me with hard-to-read eyes as | advanced, more
wistful than panicky, then rubbed the three small scars on hisleft cheek (made by the vampaneze when
he was discussing peace terms with them some years before) and sighed.

"What's going on?' Mika Ver Leth roared, his expression as black asthe clothes he wore. "Why are
those vampires fighting? Bresk them apart immediately!"

"Sirel" Seba said quickly, before the order could be obeyed. " Those who raised weapons against
Darren are not our alies. Those who hold them down do so a my command. | would strongly advise
agang releasing them until you have heard Darren speek.”

Mika stared hard at the calm old quartermaster. Y ou're part of this chaos, Seba?' he asked.

"l am, Sre," Sebasaid, "and proud to be."

"That boy fled from the judgment of the Princes," Arrow growled, the veinsin hisbad head throbbing.
"Heisnot welcome here”

"Hewill be, sre, when you learn why he has come," Sebaingsted.

"Thisismost objectionable,” Paris Skyle said. "Never before has anyone interrupted the investiture of
aPrince. | do not know why you are siding with the boy, but | think the two of you should be removed
from the Hdll until later, when we can—"

"No!" | shouted, pushing through the ranks of guardsto stand directly before the Princes. Locking
gazes with them, | growled so that al could hear. ™Y ou say nobody has ever interrupted the investiture of
aPrince, and thismight betrue. But | say no one has ever sought to invest atraitor before, soit'stime
that —"

The cave erupted with furious roars. The vampires were incensed that 1'd called Kurda atraitor (even
those who hadn't voted for hisinvestiture), and before | could make any movesto protect mysdf, a
horde surged around me and started kicking, punching, and tearing a me. The three wolvestried dashing
to my rescue but were easily pushed away by the crowd of vampires.

"Stop this!" the Princesroared. " Stop! Stop! Stop!”

Finally, the commands of the Princes seeped through, and those who'd surrounded me released me
and shuffled backward, eyes aflame with anger, muttering darkly. They hadn't hurt me— the press had
been too tight for any of them to get in a decent blow.

"Thisisagrimnight,” MikaVer Leth grumbled. "It's bad enough that a boy violates our laws and
customs, but when fully blooded vampires who should know better behave like apack of barbariansin
the presence of their Princes... " He shook his head, disgusted.

"But he called Kurdaatraitor!" someone ydled out, and tempersflared again, as vampires hurled
cursesat me.



"Enough!™ Mika bellowed. When silence had falen, he fixed his gaze on me. He looked only dightly
less enraged than those who'd attacked me. "Wereit up to me," he snarled, "1'd have you bound and
gagged before you could say another word. Then I'd see you hauled off to the Hall of Death, where
you'd suffer the fate you deserve.”

He paused and glared around at the vampires, who were nodding and murmuring approvingly. Then
his eyes alighted on Sebaand he frowned. "But onewe al know, trust, and admire has spoken up on
your behalf. | have no respect for half-vampireswho flee instead of standing to face their punishment, but
Seba Nile says we should pay attention to what you haveto say, and | for one am loath to disregard
hm."

"| agreewith that," Paris Skyle grunted.

Arrow looked troubled. "1 also respect Seba," he said, "but such a breach of decorum isdeplorable. |
think... " Looking hard at Seba, he changed his mind and nodded gruffly. "Very well. I'll Sdewith Paris
and Mika. But only for Seba's sake."

Turning to me, looking as kindly as he could given the circumstances, Paris said, " Say your piece,
Darren — but make it quick."

"OK," | agreed, glancing up a Kurda, who was staring at me wordlesdy. "L et's seeif thisisquick
enough for you — Kurda Smahlt killed Gavner Purl." The vampires gasped, and looks of hatred were
replaced with frowns of uncertainty. "At this very moment, dozens of vampaneze lurk in the tunnels
beneath us, waiting to attack,” | continued. Stunned silence greeted my words. "They wereinvited here
by him!" | pointed a Kurda, and thistime no voiceswereraised in anger. "He's atraitor,” | whispered,
and as dl eyeslocked on Kurda, mine dropped, and a couple of confused tears rolled down my cheeks
and fdl to the dusty cavern floor.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

A lengthy silence followed my accusations. Nobody knew what to say or think. If Kurdahad
vehemently denied the claims made againgt him, perhaps the Generalswould haveralied to hisside. But
hejust stood there, downcast, suffering their questioning stares without reply.

Finally, Paris Skyle cleared histhroat. "These are grave chargesto bring againgt any vampire," he said.
"To leve them at a Prince-to-be while he stands on the point of invedtiture... " He shook hishead. Y ou
understand what the consequences will beif you arelying?'

"Why would | lie?" | retorted. Turning, | faced the ranks of vampires. "Everyone knows | failed my
Tridsof Initiation and fled before | could bekilled. By returning, 1've condemned mysdlf to execution. Do
you think I'd do that for no good reason?' Nobody answered. "Kurda betrayed you! He'sin league with
the vampaneze. | think he plans on letting them into the Hall of Princes once he's been invested, to seize
control of the Stone of Blood."

There were cries of astonishment &t that.

"How do you know this?" Arrow yelled over the noise. The bad prince hated the vampaneze more
than mogt, because one of them had killed hiswife many years ago.

"I'm only guessing about the Stone of Blood," | replied, "but I've seen the vampaneze. Gavner saw
them too. That's why Kurda murdered him. He'd have spared my life, but | threw mysdlf into the stream
inthe Hall of Fina Voyage. | wassurel'd die, but | survived. Once I'd recovered, | came back hereto
wanyou."

"How many vampaneze are down there?' Arrow asked, eyes blazing.

"At least thirty — possibly more.™

The three Princes glanced at each other uneasily.

"Thismakesno sense" Mikamuttered.

"l agree," Arrow said. "But alie this outlandish would be smpleto disprove. If hewished to fool us,
he would have chosen alessfantastic story."

"Besdes," Parissighed, "look in the boy's eyes— there is nothing but truth in them.”

A roar disrupted the conversation. One of Kurda's accomplices had broken free and grabbed aknife
from a Generd. Before he could get away, the guards closed ranks and encircled him. He prepared to
fight to the death.

"No, Cyrus!" Kurdabellowed, hisfirst words since I'd disrupted the procession. The vampire's hand
dropped, and he looked to Kurdafor guidance. "It's over,” Kurdasaid softly. "Don't spill blood
unnecessarily. That was never our am.”

The vampire named Cyrus nodded obediently. Then, before the circle of guards could closein on him,
he put the tip of the knife to his heart and made a swift, fatal stab. Asthe dead traitor fel to thefloor, al
eyesturned once again to Kurda, and this time the faces of the vampires were grim.

"What have you to say in rebuttal of Darren's clams?' Mikaasked, his voice thick with emation.

"At thismoment — nothing,” Kurdaresponded coally.

"Y ou don't deny the charge?' Arrow shouted.

"l do not," Kurda said.

A horrified moan swept through the cave a Kurda's admission of guilt.

"Let'skill him now!" Arrow growled, to a huge cheer of approval.

"With respect, Sres," Sebainterceded, "would it not make more sense to focus on the vampaneze
before we execute our own? Kurda can wait — we should dedl with theintrudersfirst.”

"Sebaisright,” Paris said. "The vampaneze must be put to the sword. There will betimefor traitors
leter.”

Turning to ahandful of guards, hetold them to take Kurda and the other traitor away and hold them
captive. "And under no circumstances let them take their own lives," hewarned. "That would be the easy
way out. Keep them dive until we have timeto interrogete them.”



Beckoning me forward, he addressed the massed vampires. "We will retire to the Hall of Princeswith
Darren. | ask therest of you to remain here while we discuss the ramifications of this horrific turn of
events. When we have decided on an immediate course of action, we shdl inform you. Therewill be
open talks later, when the present danger has been dedlt with."

"And see that no one leaves the cave," Mika barked. "We don't know how deep this conspiracy runs.
| don't want word of this reaching the ears of those who stand opposed to the welfare of our clan.”

With that, the four of us entered the Hall of Princes, followed by severd of the more senior Generals,
aswell as Seba, Arra Sails, and Mr. Crepdey.

Some of the tension seeped out of the air when the doors closed behind us. Paris hurried off to check
on the Stone of Blood, while Mikaand Arrow trudged disconsolately to their thrones. Sebathrust some
clothesinto my hands and told meto dip them on. | did so quickly, then | et the quartermaster lead me
forward to speak with the Princes. | till hadn't had a chance to have aword with Mr. Crepdey, though |
gmiled a him to show that | was thinking about him.

| started by telling the Princes about my flight through the tunnelswith Kurda, Gavner coming after us,
changing direction, running into the vampaneze, Gavner making his stand, and Kurda's betraya. When |
got to the part about the stream, Paris clapped his hands loudly and grinned.

"1 never would have believed it," the one-eared Prince chuckled admiringly. ™Y oung vampires
overeager to prove themsalves used to go down it in barrels hundreds of years ago, but none ever tried

"Please, Paris" Mikacomplained. "Let'sleave the reminiscencestill later.”

"Of course." Paris coughed meekly. "Do continue."

| told them about washing up on abank far away from VVampire Mountain, being found by the wolves
and nursed back to hedlth.

"That isnot so extraordinary,” Mr. Crepdey interrupted. "Wolves have often taken care of abandoned
children.”

| described how 1'd seen Mr. Crepdey and Arrasearching for me, but had kept my head down
because of Kurda and the sword-wielding vampires.

"Thesetwo traitors,” Mikasaid darkly. "Did you spot them in the cave?"

"Yes" | sad. "They were two of the three who tried to kill me. The vampire stopped by the wolves
was one. The other was captured and taken away with Kurda."

"1 wonder how many more were part of this" Mikamused.

"In my estimation — none," Parissaid.

"Y ou think there were only four of them?* Mika asked.

Paris nodded. "Vampires are not easly turned againgt their own. The three with Kurda were young,
and if | remember correctly, al were blooded by him — the only three he ever blooded. Also, it islogical
to assume that anyone conspiring with him would have been in the cave to witness hisinvetiture. They
would surely have acted along with the others to silence Darren before he could speak.

"l do not suggest we dismiss the possibility that there are one or two more we should be wary of "
Paris concluded, "but it would be unhel pful to believe the rot iswidespread. Thisisatimeto pull together
asone, not st in motion a series of unsettling witch hunts.™

"| agreewith Paris," Arrow said. "The suspicion must be stamped out before it has a chance to teke
hold. If wefail to reestablish trust quickly, no vampirewill be ableto place faith in another, and anarchy
will be rampant.”

| hurried through the rest of my story, bringing them up to date, telling them about Magda, my climb
through the tunnels, how | contacted Seba to make sureword of Kurda's treachery wouldn't die with me
if I waskilled. | also mentioned the Guardians of the Blood, how one had failed to help when | cried out
to himinthe Hal of Fina VVoyage, but how another had come to my rescue during my climb up the
mountain.

"The Guardians of the Blood keep their own counsdl,” Seba said — he knew more about the
Guardiansthan mogt. "They areloath to interfere directly in our affairs, which iswhy they would not have
reported to us when they learned about the vampaneze. But indirect interference — such as hiding you



when danger loomed — is permitted. Their neutrality is exasperating but in keeping with their ways and
customs. We should not hold it againgt them.”

Therewas along, thoughtful silence when | finished, broken eventudly by MikaVer Leth, who smiled
wryly and said, "Y ou put the clan'sinterests before your own. We cannot overlook your Trias of
Initition failure, or the fact that you ran from sentencing — but any dishonor you incurred has been
canceled out by this act of selflessdedication. Y ou are atrue vampire, Darren Shan, as worthy to walk
the night asany | know."

| bowed my head to hide my shy smile.

"Enough of the praise,” Arrow grunted. "There are vampanezeto kill. | won't rest until every last one
has been hung over the stakes in the Hall of Death and dropped a dozen times. Let's ssorm down there
and—"

"Easy, my friend," Parissaid, laying acaming hand on the Princeés arm. "We must not rush into this.
Our best trackersfollowed Darren'strail through the tunnels, passing close to the caves where the
vampaneze were camped. Kurdawould have thought of this and rel ocated them, so they would not be
discovered. Our firgt priority must beto find them. Even after that, we must tread carefully, for fear they
hear us coming and get away."

"Very wel," Arrow groaned. "But I'm leading the first wave againgt them!™

"l have no objection to that," Parissaid. "Mika?'

"Arrow may lead thefirst wave," Mikaagreed, "aslong as| can lead the second, and he leaves
enough for me to whet my blade on.”

"It'saded." Arrow laughed, the glint of battle lust in hiseyes.

" S0 young and bloodthirsty,” Parissighed. "I suppose that means | have to stay behind and guard the
Hdl."

"One of uswill relieve you before the end,” Mika promised. "Well let you mop up the stragglers.”

"You aretoo kind." Paris grinned, then grew serious. "But that comeslater. Firgt, let us summon our
best trackers. Darren will go with them to show them the inhabited caves. Once we —"

"Sires," Sebainterrupted. "Darren has not eaten since leaving the pack of wolves and has not
partaken of human blood since departing Vampire Mountain. May | feed him before you send him off on
so important amisson?”

"Of course,” Parissaid. "Take him to the Hall of Khledon Lurt and give him whatever he wants. We
will send for him presently.”

Though I'd have rather stayed and discussed the situation with the Princes, | was starving, and offered
no protest as Sebaled me away, through the cave of vampires, down to the Hall of Khledon Lurt. Inthe
Hdll, | tucked into one of the mogt satisfying meals of my life, not forgetting to offer up aprayer of slent
thanks to the gods of the vampires for hel ping me through my greet ordeal — while asking them to guide
al of us safely through the hardships il to come.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Mr. crepdey brought harkat to see me while | was egting. The Little Person hadn't been alowed to
attend the investiture — only vampires were permitted at the prestigious event — and knew nothing
about my return until he walked into the Hall and spotted me shoveing food down my throat. "Darren!”
he gasped, hurrying forward.

"'Lo, Harkat," | mumbled around amouthful of fried rat.

"What are... you doing... here? Did they... catch you?'

"Not exactly. | gave mysdf up.”

"Don't ask meto explain it now," | pleaded. "I'vejust finished telling the Princes. Y ou'll pick the story
up soon enough. Tell me what's been happening while | was away."

"Nothing much," Harkat said. "The vampireswere... furious when they... found out you'd fled. | told
them... | knew... nothing about it. They didn'... believe me, but I... stuck to my... story, so therewas...
nothing they could... do."

"Hewould not even tdl me thetruth,” Mr. Crepdey said.

| looked at the vampire, ashamed of mysdf. "I'm sorry | ran away,” | muttered.

"So you should be," he grunted. "It was not like you, Darren.”

"l know." | moped. "I could blame Kurda— I wouldn't have run if he hadn't talked meinto it — but
thetruth is| was scared and seized the opportunity to get away when it presented itself. It wasn't just
dying that | wasworried about — there was also the walk to that horrible Hall of Death, then being hung
abovethe stakesand... " | shivered at the thought.

"Do not chagtise yourself too much,” Mr. Crepdey said softly. "I am more to blame for letting them
subject you to the Tridsin thefirst place. | should have inssted upon asuitable period of timeto prepare
for the Trias and the consequences of failure. The fault isours, not yours. Y ou reacted as anyone who
had not been fully versed in the ways of the vampireswould have."

"l say it wasfate," Sebamurmured. "Had he not fled, we would never have been alerted to Kurda's
treacherous nature or the presence of the vampaneze.”

"The hands of ... fate keep time... on aheart-shaped... watch," Harkat said, and we dl turned to stare
ahim.

"What doesthat mean?' | asked.

He shrugged. "I'm not sure. It just... popped into my... head. It's something Mr.... Tiny used to say."

Welooked at each other uneasily, thinking about Mr. Tiny and the heart-shaped watch he was so
fond of playing with.

"Y ou think Desmond Tiny could have had something to do with this?" Seba asked.

"l do not see how," Mr. Crepdey said. "I believe Darren had the natura luck of the vampires on his
gde. On the other hand, where that dark horse Tiny is concerned — who knows?”

Whilewe sat puzzling it over — the meddling fingers of fate, or sheer good fortune? — a messenger
from the Princes arrived, and | was escorted through the lower Halls and tunnelsto join the trackers and
st off in search of the vampaneze.

Vanez Blane— who'd trained me for my Tria's— was among the five chosen trackers. The
one-eyed games master took my handsin his and squeezed hard by way of greeting. "1 knew you would
not desert us,” he said. "Others cursed you, but | was sure you'd return once you had time to think things
through. | told them it was a poor decison made in haste, which you'd soon correct.”

"l bet you didn't bet on mereturning.” | grinned.

"Now that you mention it — no, | didn't,”" he laughed. Vanez examined my feet to make sure my



padding was adequate. All the trackers were wearing soft shoes. He offered to find apair for me, but |
said I'd stick with the pieces of sack.

"We must proceed with utmost caution,” he warned. "No sudden movements, no lights, and no
talking. Communicate by hand signas. And tekethis" He gave me along, sharp knife. "If you haveto
useit, don't hestate.”

"l won't," | swore, thinking about the knife that had savagely cut short thelife of my friend Gavner
Purl.

Down we went, as sllently aswe could. I'm not sure | could have found the way back to the cave on
my own — | hadn't been paying attention to the route that night — but the trackers had followed the trail
I'd left when they came looking for me and knew which way to go.

We crawled through the tunnel under the stream. It wasn't as frightening thistime, not after dl 1'd been
through since | last passed thisway. Aswe stood, | pointed wordlesdy to the tunnel that connected the
smdl caveto the larger one. Two of the trackers advanced and checked on the cave beyond. | listened
intently for sounds of astruggle, but there weren't any. Moments later, one of the trackers returned and
shook his head. Therest of ustrailed after him into the bigger cave.

My ingdestightened when | saw that the cave was deserted. It looked asif it had been empty since
the beginning of time. | had abad feding that we'd be unable to find the vampaneze and I'd be called a
liar. Vanez, senaing this, nudged me gently and winked. "It'll be OK," he mouthed, then joined the others,
who were exploring the cave cautioudy.

"It didn't take the trackers long to uncover evidence of the vampaneze and calm my fears. Onefound
ascrap of cloth, another afragment from a broken bowl, another asmall pool of spit where avampaneze
had cleared histhroat. When they'd gathered enough evidence, we returned to the smaller cave, where
we held aquiet conversation, safe in the knowledge that the roar of the stream would cover our voices.

"It was vampaneze dl right," one of thetrackerssaid. "A couple of dozen at least.”

"They covered their tracks admirably,” another grunted. "We only unearthed them because we knew
what to look for. We'd never have noticed if we'd been giving the cave aquick once-over.”

"Where do you think they are now?" | asked.

"Hard to say," Vanez mused, scratching thelid of hisblind eye. "There aren't alot of caves nearby
where that many vampaneze could hide comfortably. But they may have split into smaller groupsand
scattered.”

"l doubt it," one of the othersremarked. "If | wasin charge of them, I'd want everyoneto stick close
together, in case we were discovered. | think well find them bunched up, possibly close to an exit point,
reedy to fight or flee en masse.”

"Let'shope so," Vanez said. "It could take agesto locate them dl if they've split up. Can you find your
way back to the Halls?' he asked me.

"Yes" | sad, "but | want to come with you."

He shook his head. "We brought you down to show us the cave. Now that you've done that, there's
no place for you here. We can move more quickly without you. Return to the Halls and tell the others
what we found. Well be back when we find the vampaneze.”

Sebamet me at the gate of entry and escorted me up to the Hall of Princes. Many Generas had filed
in to discuss the emergency, but gpart from those with special permission to run errands, none had been
alowed to |leave the cave around the Hall, so alot stood or sat outside, waiting for newsto trickle
through.

Mr. Crepdey and Harkat were insgde. The vampire was talking with the Princes. Harkat was standing
to one side with Madam Octa's cage. He presented it to mewhen | joined him. "I thought... you'd be
glad... to see her," he said.

| wasn't redlly, but | pretended | was. "Great, Harkat." | smiled. "Thanksfor thinking of it. | missed
her."

"Harkat has been taking good care of your spider,” Seba said. "He offered to give her to mewhen
you disappeared, but | told him to hang on to her. | said one never knew what lay around the corner — |
had afeding you might be back.”



"Y ou may wind up with her yet," | said gloomily. "I seem to have won back my honor, but there's il
my falureinthe Tridsto ded with."

"Surely they wont... punish you for... that now?" Harkat said.

| glanced at Seba'sface — it was stern, and he said nothing.

Vanez Blane returned a couple of hourslater with good news— they'd discovered the location of the
vampaneze. "They'rein along, narrow cave, closeto the exterior of the mountain,” Vanez explained to
the Princes, wasting no time on rituas or pleasantries. "Theres one way in and one way out. The exit
tunnd runs straight to the outside, so they can make aquick getaway if they haveto.”

"WEll position men outside to caich them if they do,” Mikasaid.

"That will be difficult,” Vanez sghed. "The ground is steep where the tunndl opensout, and I'm sure
they'll have sentries posted. | doubt that we'll be able to sneak men up there. It will be better to take
theminsgdeif wecan."

"Y ou think we cannot?' Paris asked sharply, derted by Vanez's worried tone.

"It won't be easy, however we go about it,” Vanez said. "No matter how delicately we mask our
approach, we won't be able to surprise them. Once they become aware of us closing in, they'll throw up
arear phaanx to delay uswhile the mgority escape.”

"What if we block the tunnel from the outside?* Arrow asked. "Create an avalanche or something.
Then they'd have to stand and fight."

"That'sapossibility,” Vanez agreed, "but blocking the tunnel may prove awkward. Besides, that
would aert them to our presence and intentions, and they'd have time to prepare for us. 1'd rather spring
atrap."

"Y ou think they might best usin afair fight?" Arrow snorted.

Vanez shook his head. "No. We couldn't get close enough to make afull count, but | don't think
theré's more than forty vampaneze down there, probably less. I've no doubt that well beet them.” The
vampires cheered Vanez's clam. "It's not the winning that bothers me," he shouted over their excited
clamors. "It'sthelosseswell incur.”

"Damn the losses!" Arrow growled. "We've spilled blood before, dispatching vampaneze — who here
will hesitate to spill it again?' By theroarsit was plain that nobody would.

"That's easy to say," Vanez sghed when the cheers had died down. "But if we chargein and take
them on without some sort of adistraction, were looking at the possibleloss of thirty or forty vampires,
maybe more. The vampaneze have nothing to lose and will fight to the bitter, bloody end. Do you want to
take responghility for those casudties, Arrow?"

Much of the vampires joy abated at Vanez's words. Even the eager, vampaneze-hating Arrow
looked hesitant. "Y ou think wélll lose that many?* he asked quietly.

"Wed be lucky tojust losethirty or forty,” Vanez replied bluntly. "They've picked their position
expertly. Wewon't be able to rush or overwhelm them. Well have to advance ahandful at atime, taking
them on one-to-one. Our superior numberswill lead to eventual victory, but it won't be quick or easy.
They'll hurt us— badly."

The Vampire Princes shared an uncomfortable look. "Those sorts of figures are unacceptable,” Paris
dtated bleskly.

"They are ahit onthe high sde," Mikarductantly agreed.

"Isit possbleto create adiverson?' Mr. Crepdey asked, joining in the discussion. " Could we flood
or smoke them out?'

"I've thought of that,” Vanez said. "I don't see any way of pumping enough water down thereto
trouble them. Firewould beided, but the caveswell ventilated. The celling's high and full of tiny cracks
and holes. We'd have to get insde the cave and light a huge bonfire to create enough smoke to bother
them.”

"Thenit will haveto be afull-frontal attack,” Paris declared. "Wewill send in our best spearistsfirt,
who should eiminate many of them before we go hand-to-hand. Our losses should not be as gresat that
way.
"They'll fill be substantiad,” Vanez objected. " Spearists won't have much room to operate. They might



take out the guards by the entrance, but after tht..."

"What option do we have?" Arrow snapped. "Would you rather we went down with awhite flag and
discussed peace terms?’

"Don't bellow a mein that tone!" Vanez shouted.

"I'm as anxiousto get at them asany vampire here. But it will be aPyrrhic victory if wefight
one-to-one.”

Parissighed. "If that isthe only victory we can hope for, we must accept it.”

In the short silence that followed, | asked Sebawhat a Pyrrhic victory was. " That iswhen the price of
winning istoo high," he whispered. "If we defeat the vampaneze, but lose sixty or seventy of our own
troops doing o, it will be aworthlessvictory. Thefirgt rule of warfare is never to weaken yourself
irreparably while destroying your enemies.”

"Thereis one dternative,” Paris said hesitantly. "We could run them off. If we made alot of noise
approaching, | am sure they would scatter rather than face us. The vampaneze are not cowards, but they
aren't fools either. They will not stand and fight a battle they are sureto lose.™

Angry mutters greeted this suggestion. Most vampires believed that would be dishonorable. They
agreed that they'd rather confront the vampaneze,

"It isnot the most honorable of tactics," Paris shouted over the heated whispers, "but we could pursue
and fight them on the outside. Many would escape, but we would capture and kill enough of them to
teach them aharsh lesson.”

"Paris hasapoint,” Mikasaid, and the muttering stopped. "I don't likeit, but if it's a choice between
letting most go or sacrificing forty or fifty of our own..."

Heads began nodding, dowly, unhappily. Paris asked Arrow what he thought of the suggestion. "'l
think it ginks," he snarled. "The vampaneze aren't bound by our laws— they can flit once outside. Wed
catch virtualy none of them." Hitting was the superquick speed vampires and vampaneze could run &t.
By tradition, vampires were not dlowed to flit on the way to and from Vampire Mountain.

"Werel aGenerd," Arrow went on, "1'd object most vehemently to letting them go. I'd rather fight
and die than concede ground to the enemy in such ameek fashion." He Sighed miserably. "But, asa
Prince, | must put the welfare of our people before the stirrings of my heart. Unless somebody can think
of aplan to distract the vampaneze and clear the way for an attack, | will agree to running them off."

When nobody spoke up, the Princes called their leading Generals forward and discussed the best way
to drive off the vampaneze and where they should place their men on the outside. An air of
disappointment hung heavily over the Hal, and most vampires stood or sat with their heads bowed,
disgusted.

"They don't likethis," | whispered to Seba.

"Nor do I," hereplied, "but pride must be checked in the face of such aggressive odds. We could not
alow our men to perish in horrifying numbers, al for the sake of honor. Reason must be obeyed, no
maiter how gdling it might be."

| was as upset astherest of the vampires. | wanted revenge for Gavner Purl. There was no
satisfaction inletting the vampaneze wriggle off the hook. 1'd spoiled their plansto invade the Hall of
Princes, but that wasn't enough | could imagine the smirk on Kurdas face when he learned of our
diplomatic decison.

As| stood, pouting, atiny insect flew into Madam Octa's cage and got trapped in asmall web she'd
spunin acorner. The spider reacted quickly and advanced on the struggling captive, disposing of it. |
watched, mildly interested, then stiffened as a crazy thought struck me.

Gazing at the feeding spider, | let my brain whirl wildly, and the plan formed within amatter of
seconds. It was smple yet effective— the very best sort.

Standing on my tiptoes, | cleared my throat three times before | managed to attract Mr. Crepdey's
attention. "Y es, Darren?" he asked wearily.

"Excuseme,” | caled, "but | think I know how to distract the vampaneze.”

All conversation ceased, and every pair of eyes settled on me. | stepped forward unbidden and spoke
nervoudy. As| outlined my proposals, the vampires started to smile. By thetime | finished, most were



laughing outright at the wicked, cunning scheme.

Voting was brief and unanimous. My plan was put to the vampires, and, as one, they roared their
gpprova. Without any further ado, the Princes and Generdsfell to organizing their attack forces, while
Seba, Mr. Crepdey, and | dipped away to gather together our own army of troops and prepare for the
first stage of what, in awar film, would probably have been called Operation Arachnid!



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Our first stop was the cave of BaHalen's spiders, where Seba had taken me when | was suffering
after my Tria on the Path of Needles. The quartermaster went in by himself, carrying Madam Octain the
palm of hisleft hand. He was grim-looking and empty-handed when he emerged, eyes half-closed. "Did
itwork?' | asked. "Were you able—" He shushed me with a quick wave of ahand. Closing hiseyes
completely, he concentrated fiercely. Moments later, Madam Octa crept out of the cave, followed by a
spider with light grey spots on its back. | recognized that spider — 1'd seen it mooning after Madam
Octabefore.

Behind the grey-spotted spider came several more of the mildly poisonous mountain spiders. Others
followed, and soon athick stream of spiders was flowing out of the cave and gathering around us. Seba
was directing them, communicating mentaly with the wild eight-legged predators.

"l am going to transfer control now," hetold Mr. Crepdey and mewhen all the spiderswerein place.
"Larten, take the spidersto my right. Darren, thoseto my left.”

We nodded and faced the spiders. Mr. Crepdey was able to communicate without the use of aids, as
Sebawas, but | needed my familiar flute to focus my thoughts and transmit them. Raising it to my lips, |
blew afew practice notes. It was awkward, because of my bent right thumb — which till hadn't
straightened out — but | quickly learned to compensate for the damaged digit. Then | stood awaiting
Sebasword.

"Now," he said softly.

Gently, | played and sent arepeated mental message to the spiders. "Stay whereyou are,” | told
them. "Hold, my beauties, hold.”

The body of spiders swayed uncertainly when Seba stopped transmitting his thoughts, before fixing on
mine and Mr. Crepdey's. After afew confused seconds they clicked into sync with our brainwaves.

"Excellent." Sebabeamed, stepping forward, careful not to squash any of the spiders. 1 will leave you
with them and go find others. Escort these to the meeting point and wait for me. If any start to drift away,
send Madam Octato rally them — they will obey her."

We let Seba exit, then turned toward each other. ™Y ou need not play the flute continuoudly,” Mr.
Crepdey advised. "A few whistles and commands once we get moving should be enough. They will fall
into place behind us and advance naturaly. Savethe flute for stragglers or rebels.”

"Should we lead or take the rear?" | asked, lowering my flute to wet my lips.

"Lead,” Mr. Crepdey said. "But keep an eye on them and be prepared to drop back if need be,
idedly without interrupting the march of the others."

"I'll try," | said, then faced forward and played.

Off | went, Mr. Crepdey beside me, the spiders scuttling a ong behind. When we reached the larger
tunndls, we moved farther apart to form two separate lines.

It wasn't as difficult to command the spiders as1'd feared. A few gave me problems — they fought
with othersor tried to edge awvay — but a quick intervention on the part of Madam Octa was enough to
knock them back into shape. She was enjoying her role and even started patrolling the ranks of her own
accord, without prompting. She'd have made a great Generd if sheld been avampire!

Findly, we pulled into the large cave we'd established as our base. We arranged the spiders around
usinadcircle, then sat in the middle of them and waited for Seba.

He was leading an army of spidersamost half again aslarge as ours when he arrived. "Wheredd you
get them all?' | asked asthey encircled those dready in the cave.

"Themountainisfull of spiders” he said. "One smply needsto know whereto look.” He sat beside us
and smiled. "Having said thet, | have never in my life seen such a concentration in one place a onetime.
It isenough to unnerve even ahardened handler such as mysdf!”

"| fed that way too," Mr. Crepdey agreed, then laughed. "I they have such an effect on us, what sort
of terror will they provoke in the unsuspecting vampaneze?*



"That iswhat we shall shortly discover,” Seba chuckled.

While we waited to be contacted by the Princes, Mr. Crepdey took my flute from me and fiddled
with it. When he handed it back, it no longer worked and thus couldn't dert the vampaneze. The fact that
it had been muted didn't matter — the music itsef made no difference to the spiders. | only used the flute
out of habit, after years of performing with Madam Octa at the Cirque Du Freak.

After along, uncomfortable wait, we spotted a platoon of vampires dipping by. Arrow soon
appeared and advanced to the edge of the eight-legged sea. He gazed uneasily around at the spiders and
came no closer. He was gripping two heavy, sharp-tipped boomerangs and had three more strapped to
hiswaist. The boomerang was hisweapon of choice. "Wereready," he whispered. "The vampaneze
haven't |ft their cave. Our troops arein pogition. The sun shinesbrightly outside. Itistime.”

We nodded obediently and got to our feet.

"Y ou know what to do?" Mr. Crepdey asked me.

"| take my spidersout,” | responded. "I get close to the mouth of the tunndl, taking care not to be
seen. Y ou and Sebawill guide your spidersforward, using the tiny cracks and holesin the wals and roof
of the cave. Y oull hold them there until | make the first move. I'll send my spiders againgt the guardsin
the tunnel opening. When you hear the commotion, you'll order yoursin — then the fun beging”

"Allow us adecent amount of timeto pogition our spiders,” Sebaingtructed me. "They will be difficult
to maneuver, Since we cannot see where they are going. It will be adow, painstaking process.”

"I'minno hurry," | said. "Will three hours be enough?"

"That should be plenty," Seba said, and Mr. Crepdey agreed.

We wished each other luck and shook hands, then | summoned my troops — the smallest of the three
clusters of piders, sincethey'd have the least to do — and set off for the outside.

The sun shone weakly in amostly cloudless sky, which was helpful — the vampaneze guards would
keep far away from the mouth of the tunndl to avoid the deadly rays of light.

| emerged about forty yards up from thetunnd. | held my position until al my spiderswere out in the
open around me, then urged them forward, dowly and carefully. We crept down the mountain until we
wereten yards shy of the tunnel, sheltered by alarge rock that jutted out of the mountain face, providing
perfect cover. Thiswas as closeto thetunnel as| dared to get.

Oncein place, | lay down and watched the sun cross the sky. 1'd been chosen for the external leg of
the operation partly because it provided fewer problems than the pair working within the mountain would
have to deal with, but also because | wasimmuneto the sun. It was vita that we attack by day — the
vampaneze would be reluctant to leave their sanctuary and face the sun— but the vampireswould have
been restrained by the solar giant as much astheir foes. Only | could move about outside as fregly as|
pleased.

When dightly more than three hours had passed, | blew mutely on my flute and ordered the spidersto
spread out wide, before advancing. Only the spiders moved forward — | stayed where | was, hidden by
the rock. The spidersformed aring around the mouth of the tunnel. From the outside they looked
harmless, but when they entered the cave, they'd assume a different dimension — they'd look more
numerous and alot more threatening. Cramped spaces have away of magnifying onesfears. The
vampaneze would hopefully fed they were under sege and panic accordingly.

A couple of minutes later the ranks were orderly. Then | gavethe signd to enter. They dippedin
slently, covering not just the floor of the tunndl, but so thewalls and the roof. If everything went as
planned, the vampaneze would think the tunndl was coming aive with spiders.

| was supposed to stay where | was, out of the way, but the temptation to sneak forward and observe
the unfolding of my plan proved too greet to resist. Lying flat on the rough face of the mountain, | did
down to the top of the tunnel and listened for the sounds of chaoswithin.

| could hear the heavy breathing of vampaneze, farther back from the entrance than 1'd expected. For
awhile, that wasdl | could hear, cam and regular. | was starting to wonder if maybe the spiders had
dipped through cracks and deserted back to their natural habitat. Then one of the vampaneze grunted,
"Hey! Isit my imagination, or are thewals moving?'

His colleagues laughed. "Don't be stu—," one began, then stopped. "What in the name of the gods...



?' | heard him gasp.

"What's happening?' somebody shouted, darmed. "What arethey?'

"They look like spiders," one of hisless-agitated comrades answered.

"Therésmillions of them!" avampaneze whimpered.

"Arethey poisonous?' another asked.

"Of course not,” the unafraid vampaneze snorted. "They're just ordinary mountain spiders. They can't
doany —"

Blowing hard on my flute, | sent the order to the spiders. "Now!"

Inside the tunnel, screams erupted.

"They're dropping!" someone howled.

"They'redl over me! Get them off! Get them off! Get them —"

"Cam down!" the levelheaded vampaneze ydled. " Just brush them off and — ahhhhh!™ he screamed
asthe spiders seized hold and sank their fangsin.

Individudly, the piders were harmless— their biteswere only mildly irritating. But the Smultaneous
bites of hundreds of them... that was a different matter entirely!

Asthe vampaneze thrashed around the tunnel, dapping and stamping at the spiders, screaming with
pain and fear, | heard others advance from within the cave to see what was wrong. Darting into the
tunnel, | crouched down low and ordered the spiders to surge ahead. Asthey obeyed, panicking the
newcomers and forcing them backward, the cave behind echoed with the screams and writhing of the
vampaneze, as Mr. Crepdey and Seba's spiders dipped from the walls and roof and worked their
fearsome charms.

The battle had truly begun.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

| wasn't supposed to join in the fighting, but the uproar of the terrified vampaneze excited me, and
before | knew what | was doing, |'d sneaked forward to observe what was happening within the cave.

It was incredible to watch. Spiders covered the floor and walls and — most vitally — therioting
vampaneze. The purple-faced wretches were legping around like cartoon figures, yelling and screeching,
desperately trying to repel the attack. Some used swords and spears, which were no use against the tiny
invaders, who easily ducked the wild blows and darted forward to sink their fangs into exposed patches
of flesh. The vampaneze with the swords and spears were doing dmost as much damage asthe spiders.
Lashing out blindly, they connected with their colleagues, wounding severd, even killing afew.

Some of the wiser vampaneze were struggling to establish control, roaring at the othersto form ranks
againg the spiders. But the pandemonium dwarfed their efforts. They were ignored, sometimes knocked
out of the way when they tried to intervene.

In the midgt of the panic, Streak and the two younger wolves bounded into the cave from the far
entrance, yapping, howling, and snarling asloudly as possible. | don't think anybody had invited the
wolves along — they smply came of their own accord, eager to be part of the victory!

When the vampaneze saw the wolves coming, severa turned and bolted for the exit. They'd had
enough — even the lethd sunlight seemed welcome in comparison to thisl | thought about stlanding aside
and letting them pass, but the battle lust was strong in me, and adrenaline was pumping through every cell
of my body. | wanted to keep them hereif | could so they would suffer dong with the rest of their
despicabletribe. At thetime, revengewasall | could focuson. It was all that seemed to matter.

Looking around, | spotted a spear that one of the tunnel guards had dropped during the course of
their hasty retreat. Picking it up, | wedged the end against acrack in the floor, then pointed thetip at the
charging vampaneze. The lead vampaneze saw me and tried to veer out of the way of the spear, but
those behind pushed him on unwittingly. Running right into the spear, he impa ed himsdlf without any help
fromme.

Standing, | roughly shoved the vampaneze off the spear, then bellowed at those behind him. They
must have thought the way was blocked by ahorde of savage vampires, because they immediately turned
and retreated. | laughed triumphantly and started after them, meaning to add afew more scalpsto my
collection. Then | happened to glance at the vampaneze who'd run onto my spear, and | cameto a
Sickened halt.

He was young, hisface only alight shade of purple. He was crying and making soft whimpering
noises. Unableto stop mysdlf, | crouched beside him. "It... hurts!™ he gasped, clutching at the deep, wide
holein hisbdly. Hishands werered, and | knew his cause was hopeless.

"It'sOK," I lied. "It'sonly aflesh wound. Y ou'll be up on your —" Before | could say more, he
coughed. Blood pumped out of his mouth, a huge torrent of it. His eyes widened, then closed. He
groaned softly, fell back, shuddered, then died.

I'd killed him.

The thought shook meto my very core. I'd never killed before. Even though I'd been looking forward
to punishing the vampaneze for what they did to Gavner, it was only now that | considered the
consequences of my actions. This vampaneze — this person — was dead. | had taken hislife and could
never restore it.

Maybe he deserved death. He might have been rotten to the core and in need of killing. Then again,
maybe he'd been an ordinary guy, like me or any of the vampires, only here because held been following
orders. Either way, deserving or not, who was| to decide? | didn't have the right to pass judgment on
othersand kill them. Y et I'd doneit. Excited by the fear of the vampaneze, intent on revenge, letting my
heart rule my head, 1'd raised awegpon against this man and killed him.

| hated mysalf for what 1'd done. | wanted to turn and run, get far away and pretend this never
happened. | felt cheap, dirty, nasty. | tried consoling mysalf with the thought that I'd done the right thing,



but how did one separate right from wrong where killing was concerned? I'm sure Kurda thought he was
doing right when he stabbed Gavner. The vampaneze thought they were doing right when they drained
people they fed upon. However | looked at it, | had the awful fedling that | was now no better than any
other killer, one of avicious, terrible, inhuman breed.

Only my sense of duty held mein place. | knew that vampires would be attacking at any moment. It
was my job to keep the spiders active until they did, so that the vampaneze couldn't regroup and meet
the assault head-on. If | deserted my post, vampires would perish in great numbers aong with the
vampaneze. | had to concentrate on the bigger picture, regardless of how | felt inside.

Sticking my flute back between my lips, | played and urged the spidersto swarm over the vampaneze.
The scenelooked so different in light of thelifeI'd taken. | no longer enjoyed watching the vampaneze
ghriek and lash out blindly, or saw them as evil villains on the receiving end of their just deserts. Insteed |
saw warriors, terrified and humiliated, stranded far from their homes and dlies, about to be ruthlesdy
daughtered.

At the height of the hysteria, the vampires attacked, led by abellowing Arrow, who tossed his
sharp-edged boomerangs at the vampaneze, one after the other, drawing blood with each. Spearists
were beside and behind him, and their hurled weapons caused much damage and claimed many lives.

Asvampires poured into the cave, the spiders withdrew, urged to retreat by the unseen Mr. Crepdey
and Seba. | held my spidersin place awhile longer, keeping the panic dive at thisend of the cave.

In lessthan aminute, the vampires had stormed the whole cave, those with swords and knives
replacing the first wave of spearists. They hadn't comein great numbers— if too many had poured into
the narrow chamber, they'd have been in each other's way — but the thirty who'd entered seemed to be
far morein comparison with the stricken vampaneze. 1t seemed as though there were five vampiresto
every one of their foes.

Arrow wasin the thick of the action, leading by example, as mercilesdy efficient with hisswords as
he'd been with his boomerangs. Vanez Blane stood close by the Prince, knives flashing, backing him up.
Alarmed asthey were by the spiders and wolves, the vampaneze quickly redized where the redl threat
was, and they hurriedly backed away from the coldly murderous pair.

ArraSailswas dso part of the first assault. She wasin her element, attacking the vampaneze with a
short sword in one hand, aspiked chain in the other, laughing brutally asthey fell benesth her. I'd have
cheered her display afew minutes earlier, but now | felt only dismay at the joy she and the other
vampires were taking in the destruction.

"Thisisn't right,” | muttered to mysdlf. Killing the vampaneze was one thing — it had to be done—
but relishing their downfal waswrong. There was something deeply unsettling about seeing the vampires
find so much ghoulish satisfaction in the massacre.

Confused as| was, | decided I'd better wade in and help. The sooner we finished off the vampaneze,
the sooner | could turn my back on the horror. Taking asharp dagger from the man I'd killed, | called off
my spiders, then threw my flute away and stepped forward to join the press of battling vampiresand
vampaneze.

| kept to the edges of thefighting, jabbing at the feet or legs of vampaneze, distracting them, making it
eader for the vampires they were facing to disarm and kill them. | took no pleasure from my success,
only continued, determined to help bring thingsto aquick conclusion.

| saw Mr. Crepdey and Seba Nile entering the cave, their red robes billowing behind them, eager to
be part of the bloodshed. | didn't hold their eagernessto kill against them. | didn't hold it against any of
the vampires. | just thought it was misplaced and unseemly.

Thefighting intensified shortly after Mr. Crepdey and Sebajoined the fray. Only the toughest and
most composed of the vampaneze had survived the first period of madness, and now they battled grimly
to thefinish, making their gands, some adone, somein pairs, taking as many vampiresto the grave with
them asthey could.

| saw thefirst vampire casualties dump to the ground, bellies diced open or heads bashed in, bleeding
and sobbing, crying out loud with pain. On the floor, dying, covered in blood, they looked no different
from the vampaneze.



Asthefront-runners of the second vampire wave trickled into the cave, Vanez dapped Arrow's back
andtold himtoleave. "Leave?" the Prince snorted. "It'sjust getting interesting!™

"You'vegot to go," Vanez roared, dragging Arrow away from thefighting. "It's Mikas turn to bloody
his blade. Go back to the Hall of Princes and relieve Paris, as you promised. Y ou've had your fair share
of thekilling. Don't be greedy."

Arrow left reluctantly. On hisway, he passed Mika, and the two clapped each other on the back, as
though one was a subgtitute replacing the other in agame of football.

"Not pleasant, isit?' Vanez grunted, pulling up beside me. He was swesting fredly and paused to dry
his hands on histunic asthe fighting raged around us.

"It'shorrible,”" | muttered, gripping my knife before melike across.

"Y ou shouldn't be here,” Vanez said. "Larten wouldn't approveif he knew."

“I'm not doing it for fun,” | told him.

Looking deep into my eyes, Vanez dghed. "So | see. You learn quickly, Darren.”

"What do you mean?" | asked.

He gestured at the warring, whooping vampires. "They think thisisagreat sport.”" He laughed bleakly.
"They forget that the vampaneze were once our brothers, that by destroying them, we destroy a part of
oursalves. Most vampires never realize how pointless and savage war truly is. Y ou were smart enough to
seethetruth. Don't ever forget it."

A dying vampaneze stumbled toward us. His eyes had been cut out, and he was moaning pitifully.
Vanez caught him, lowered him to the floor, and finished him off quickly and mercifully. When he stood,
hisface was grim. "But, painful aswar is" he said, "sometimesit can't be avoided. We didn't seek this
confrontation. Remember that later, and don't hold our aggression against us. We were forced into this.”

"I know," | Sighed. "l just wish thered been some other way to punish the vampaneze, short of tearing
them to pieces”

"You should leave," Vanez suggested. "Thisiswhere thetruly dirty work begins. Return to the Halls
and drink yoursdf sensdess.”

"1 might do that," | agreed and turned away, leaving Vanez and the othersto round up thefina
stubborn vampaneze. As| was departing, | spotted afamiliar face among the crowd — avampaneze
with adark red birthmark on hisleft cheek. It took me amoment to recall hisname — Glalda, the one
who'd spoken with Kurdain the tunnel when Gavner waskilled. Hed wanted to kill me aswell as
Gavner. Hatred flared in my chest, and | had to resist the urge to dart back into the action.

Edging clear of the fighting, | would have dipped away, but a crowd of vampires was blocking my
path. They'd surrounded awounded vampaneze and were taunting him before they closed in for the kill.
Disgusted by their antics, | looked for another way out. As| was doing that, Arra Sails stepped forward
to meet the challenge of the vampaneze named Glalda Two vampireslay dead a hisfeet, but Arra
pushed on regardless.

"Prepareto die, worm!" sheyelled, flicking a him with her chain.

Gladabrushed aside the length of chain and laughed. " So the vampires send women to do their
fighting now!" he sneered.

"Women are dl the vampaneze arefit to face," Arraretorted. "Y ou are not worthy of facing men and
dying with honor. Imagine the disgrace when word spreads that you perished at the hands of awoman!”

"That would beadisgrace" Glddaagreed, lunging with his sword. "But it won't happen!”

The two ceased trading words and started trading blows. | was surprised they'd exchanged as much
banter as they had — most of the combatants were too concerned with the business of trying to stay
aliveto stand around like movie stars and trade verbal insults. Arraand the vampaneze circled each other
warily, lashing out with their wegpons, probing for wesk points. Glalda might have been surprised to
come face-to-face with awoman, but he treated her with wary respect. Arra, for her part, was more
reckless. Shed mown down severd of the panic-stricken vampaneze early in the encounter and had
cometo believethat al would fal aseadly as her initid victims had. Sheleft clumsy defensive gapsand
took perilous, needlessrisks.

| wanted to escape the confines of the cave and put the fighting behind me, but | couldn't bring myself



to leave until 1'd seen Arras encounter through to the end. Sheld been agood friend and had come
looking for mewhen | disappeared. | didn't want to dip away until | knew she was safe.

Mr. Crepdey also stopped to observe Arrds battle. He was quite a distance away, separated from
her by apack of scuffling vampires and vampaneze. "Arral" heyelled. "Do you need help?’

"Not I!" shelaughed, driving her chain at the face of the vampaneze. "I'll finish thisfool off before you
cansay —"

Whatever boast she was about to make was cut short. Ducking out of the way of her chain, Glalda
brushed her defensive stroke aside, drove thetip of his sword deep into her belly, and twisted crudly.
Arracried out with anguish and fell.

"Now, woman" the vampaneze sneered, straddling her and raisaing his sword. "Watch closdy — Il
show you how we dispose of your kind!" Aiming thetip of hissword at her eyes, he brought it down
dowly. Arracould do nothing but stare up a him hatefully and wait to die.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

| couldn't stand by and let Glaldakill Arra. Darting forward, | threw mysdlf againgt the vampaneze and
knocked him off-balance. He swore, fell heavily, and turned to dedl with me. But | was quicker with my
light dagger than he was with his heavy sword. Diving on top of him, | stuck it into his chest and by luck
pierced his heart.

Thisvampaneze didn't die quietly like thefirst one I'd killed. He shook and babbled madly, then rolled
over, dragging me with him. Hetried clambering to hisfeet. It was hopeless— it must have been clear to
him that he was going to die— but he made the effort anyway.

When hislegs gave out, he collgpsed on top of me, almost spearing me with the handle of my own
dagger. | gasped for breath beneath him as he convul sed and moaned, then managed to heave him off
and dide out.

Asl| got to my knees, | saw hisface relax and the lifeleave hisbody. | paused and studied him. His
expression was much like Gavner's had been — surprised... annoyed... afraid.

Gently, | closed the dead warrior's eydids, then made the death's touch sign by pressing my middle
fingersto my forehead and eyes, and spreading my thumb and little finger wide. "Even in desth, may you
be triumphant,” 1 whispered.

Then | went to check on Arra. Shewasin abad way. Shetried getting up, but | held her down and
made her press her hands over thewound in her belly to stop the flow of blood.

"Will ... die?" Arragasped, her lipsthin with pain.

"Of coursenot,” | said, only for her to grab my handsand glare a me.

"Will | die?" she barked.

"l don't know," | answered honestly thistime. "Maybe."

She sighed and lay back. "At least | will not die unavenged. Y ou fight well, Darren Shan. You area
true vampire."

"Thanks," | said hollowly.

Mr. Crepdey reached us and examined Arraworriedly. He rubbed spit around the edges of the cut to
stop the bleeding, but his efforts didn't make much of adifference. "Doesit hurt?' he asked.

"Tdk about asking... stupid questions!" she gurgled.

"You adwayssad | had atalent for putting my foot in my mouth." He smiled, tenderly wiping blood
away from the corners of her lips.

"I'd ask you to kissme," she said, "only I'm not... in any shape... for it."

"Ther€ll be plenty of timefor kissng later,” he vowed.

"Maybe," Arrasighed. "Maybe."

While Mr. Crepdey tended to Arra, | sat back and watched numbly as the battle drew to its bloody
conclusion. No more than six or seven vampaneze were |eft on their feet, and each was encircled by
severd vampires. They should have surrendered, but | knew they wouldn't. Vampires and vampaneze
only knew how to win and how to die. For the proud legions of the undead, there was no in-between.

As| watched, two vampaneze who'd been fighting back-to-back made abreak for the exit tunnel. A
pack of vampires moved to intercept them, Vanez Blane among them. They prevented the escape, but
one of the vampaneze threw his dagger in spiteful desperation before the vampires captured and killed
him. It flew through the air like aguided missile at its helplesstarget — Vanez!

The games master whipped his head backward and dmost avoided the dagger, but it was too swift,
and thetip of the blade caught his one good eye. Blood spurted, Vanez screamed and covered hisface
with hishands, and Seba Nile hurried forward to lead him away to safety.

By theway held screamed, | knew inmy gut that if Vanez survived, hewould never again seethe light
of the moon or the twinkle of the stars. The vampaneze had finished the job that alion had sarted. Vanez
was now completely blind.

Glancing around miserably, | saw Strek chewing on the head of a till-living vampaneze. One of the



younger wolves was helping him. | searched for the other hot-blooded wolf and found it lying dead by a
wall, belly ripped open, fangs bared in avicious death snarl.

Paris Skyle arrived and took Mikal's place. The ancient Prince wielded athick staff, both ends of
which had been sharpened to stakelike points. He showed lesstaste for the fight than his younger
brethren, but still fell inwith the bloodshed and latched on to one of the last vampaneze. He made no
cdlsfor peace, nor did hetell hismen to take these find hardy fighters alive. Perhapsit was best that he
didn't. Those vampaneze who'd been taken intact — there were severad — had only the Hall of Death to
look forward to, where they'd be impaled on stakesin front of acrowd of jeering vampires. Given the
choice, | was sure they'd rather die on their feet, with honor.

Findly, painfully, thefighting drew to aclose. The last vampaneze waskilled — heroared ashe died,
"May the demonstake you al!" — and the clearing away of the bodies began. The vampires acted with
mechanica efficiency. Generalswho'd been swinging axes and swords moments before now picked up
wounded vampires and led them away to be nursed, chuckling as they did so, discussing the battle and
making light of theinjured party's wounds. Others collected the dead, first the fallen vampires, then the
vampaneze. They made mounds of the bodies, which were collected by the ghoulish Guardians of the
Blood (they must have been waiting outside the cave during the battle), who carried them away to be
readied for cremation.

It was dl donein good spirits. It didn't bother the Generds that we'd lost nine or ten of our own (the
actual deeth toll, by the time those with fata injuries succumbed, was twelve). The battle had been won,
the vampaneze had been destroyed, and the mountain was secure. They thought they'd come out of "the
scrap” rather well.

A dretcher had to be brought for Arra— there was no way she could walk. She'd grown quieter
whilewaiting and stared at the roof of the cave as though studying a painting. "Darren,” she whispered.

"y e

"Do you remember... when | beat you... on the bars?’

"Of course™ | smiled.

"You put up... agood fight."

"Not good enough,” | chuckled weakly.

Coughing, shefaced Mr. Crepdey. "Dont et them kill him, Larten!" she said. "'l was one of those...
who inssted on his... death when hefailed... the Trids. But tell them | said he should... be spared. He's
a... worthy vampire. He's earned a... reprieve. Tdl them!”

"Y ou can tell them yoursdf,” Mr. Crepdey sad, tearsdripping down his cheeks, adisplay of emotion
| never thought 1'd see. "Y ou will recover. | will take you to the Hall of Princes. You can speak up for
him"

"Maybe," Arrasighed. "But if | don'... you'll do it for me?Youll tell them... what | said? Y oulll
protect him?"*

Mr. Crepsey nodded wordlessly.

The stretcher arrived, and Arrawas loaded onto it by two vampires. Mr. Crepsey waked dong
beside her, holding her hand, trying to comfort her. She made a death's touch sign at me with her free
hand as shel&ft, then laughed — blood sprayed from her lips— and winked.

Later that day, shortly before the sun sank in the wintry sky, despite the best efforts of the medics,
ArraSails closed her eyes, made her peace with the gods of the vampires, breathed her last... and died.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Hours later, when word reached me of Arras degth, | returned to the cave to try to make sense of it
al insde my head. The vampires had departed. The dead bodies had been cleared away by the morbid
Guardians of the Blood. Even the many trampled spiders had been removed. Only the blood remained,
great ugly pools of it, seeping through the cracksin the floor, drying on thewalls, dripping from the roof.

| scratched my cheeks — caked in dugt, dried blood, and tears — and studied the random patterns
of blood on the floor and walls, thinking back over the fighting and the livesI'd taken. As| listened to the
echoes of the dripping blood, | found mysdf reliving the screams of the vampaneze and vampires, the
moans of the dying, Sebaleading the blind Vanez away, the rdish with which the battle had been fought,
Gladas expresson when | killed him, Arraand the way sheld winked at me.

"Mindif | join you?' someone asked.

Glancing up, | saw it was the aged quartermaster of Vampire Mountain, SebaNile, limping badly
from awound hed sustained during the fighting. "Be my guet,” | said hollowly, and he sat down beside
me.

For afew minutes we stared around the crimson-splashed cavein silence. Finaly, | asked Sebaif
he'd heard about Arra's desth.

"Yes," hesad softly. Helaid ahand on my knee. "Y ou must not mourn too grievoudy for her, Darren.
She died proudly, as she would have wished.”

"She died stupidly!" | snapped.

"Y ou should not say that," Seba scolded me gently.

"Why not?' | shouted. "It'sthe truth! Thiswas a stupid fight, fought by stupid people.”

"Arradid not think so," Seba said. "She gave her lifefor this'supid fight.' Others gave theirstoo.”

"That'swhat makesit stupid,” | groaned. "We could have driven them off. We didn't have to come
down here and cut them to pieces.”

"If | remember correctly,” Sebasaid, "it was your nove idearegarding the spiders which paved the
way for our attack."

"Thanksfor reminding me" | said bitterly, lgpsing back into silence.

"Y ou must not take it to heart,” Sebasaid. "Fighting isour way. It ishow we judge ourselves. To the
uninitiated this might look like a barbaric bloodbath, but our cause was just. The vampaneze were
plotting our downfall. It was us or them. Y ou know that better than anybody — you were there when
they killed Gavner Purl."

"l know," | Sighed. "I'm not saying they didn't deserveit. But why were they here? Why did they
invade?'

Seba shrugged. "Doubtless we will unearth the truth once we have had a chance to interrogate the
survivors™

"You mean torture,” | snorted.

"If that iswhat you want to call it," hereplied blegkly.

"OK," | sad. "WEéll torture them and maybe learn that they attacked just for the hell of it, to knock us
out of shape and take over the mountain. Everything will be fine then. We can wak around proudly and
dap ourselves on the back.

"But what if that wasn't why they attacked?" | pressed. "What if there was a different reason?”'

"Such as?" Seba asked.

"l don't know. I've no idea how the vampaneze think or why they do what they do. The point is,
neither do you or the other vampires. This attack came as a surprise to everyone, didn't it?"

"It was unexpected,” Sebaagreed. "The vampaneze have never attacked us this aggressively before.
Even when they split from us, they cared only about establishing their own society, not undermining ours.”

"Sowhy did they do it?" | asked again. "Do you know?"

"No," Sebasad.



"Therel” | exclaimed. "Y ou don't know, | don't know, the Princes don't know." | got to my knees and
locked eyeswith him. "Don't you think somebody should have asked? We stormed down here and tore
them gpart, and not once did any of us Stop to question their motives. We reacted like wild animals.”

"Therewas no timefor questions," Sebainssted, but | could tell he was troubled by my words.

"Maybetherewasnt," | said. "Not now. But what about Sx months ago? A year? Ten years? A
hundred? Kurda was the only one who contacted the vampaneze and tried to understand them. Why
didn't others help him? Why weren't attempts made to befriend them, to prevent something like thisfrom
ever happening?’

"Y ou are commending Kurda Smahlt?' Seba asked distastefully.

"No. Kurda betrayed us. There's no defending what he did. What I'm saying is— if we'd madethe
effort to get to know the vampaneze, perhaps there would have been no need for him to betray us.
Maybe we somehow forced hishand.”

"Y our way of thinking puzzlesme," Sebasaid. "Y ou are more human than vampire, | suppose. Intime
you will learn to see things our way and —"

"No!" | shouted, jumping up. "l don't want to see things your way. Your way isthe wrong way. |
admire the strength, honesty, and loydty of the vampires and want to fit in asone. But not if it means
abandoning mysdf to supidity, not if it meansturning ablind eye to wisdom and common sense, not if it
means enduring bloody messeslike this just because my leaders are too proud to St down with the
vampaneze and work out their differences.”

"It might have been impossible to work out their differences,” Seba noted.

"But the effort should have been made. The Princes should have tried."

Seba shook his head wesrily. "Perhaps you areright. | am old and stuck in the past. | remember when
vampires had no choices, when it waskill or be killed, fight or perish. From where | stand, today's bettle
was savage, but no worse than a hundred others | have witnessed over the course of my centuries.

"Having said that, | must admit that the world has changed. Perhapsit istimefor usto change too.”
He smiled. "But who will lead us out of the darkness of the past? Kurda was the face of our future. He,
perhaps, could have dtered our ways of thinking and living. Now that he has shamed himsdlf, who will
dare speak up for the new world and its ways?*

"l don't know," | said. "But somebody should. If they don't, nothing will change, and today's disaster
will be repested, over and over, until the vampires wipe the vampaneze out, or vice versa."

"Heavy thoughts," Sebasighed, then stood and massaged hisinjured Ieft thigh. "However, | did not
cometo discussthe future. We have amore immediate and less troubling decision to make.”

"What do you mean?" | asked.

He pointed to the floor, and | redlized that Madam Octa and the spider with light grey spotson his
back were squatting behind us. "Many of our eight-legged friends were crushed in the fighting,” Seba
sad. "These were among the survivors. They could have dipped away with the rest, but they remained,
asthough awaiting further orders.

"Do you think that guy's sweet on her?" | asked, pointing to the grey-spotted spider, momentarily
forgetting my darker concerns.

"Most certainly.” Sebagrinned. "1 do not think spiders know love aswe do. But he remained by her
sde throughout the fighting and did not leave when she decided to stay. | think they wish to couple.”

| smiled at the absurd notion of Madam Octawalking down an aidein atiny white dress, Mr.
Crepdey waiting at the end to give her away. "Y ou think | should put him in her cage?’ | asked.

"Actudly, | wasthinking along the lines of freeing her, so that she could make her homewith him. | am
opposed to the captivity of wild creatures, except where strictly necessary.”

"Youwant meto let her go?' | chewed my lower lip and thought it over. "What if she bites someone?

"1 do not think shewill," he said. "With dl the mountain tunnelsto pick from, it isunlikely that she will
choose to set up home where people might intrude.”

"What about offspring? If she breeds, she could giverise to an army of poisonous spiders.”

"l doubt it." Sebasmiled. "Even if she could breed with BaHaen's spiders, her offspring would
probably be no more poisonous than their fathers.”



| consdered it awhile longer. Seba had suggested | etting Madam Octa go before, and | had
disagreed. But after al sheld been through, it seemed fitting to release her now. "OK," | said. "You've
convinced me"

"Y ou do not want to check with Larten?" Seba asked.

"l think he's got bigger thingsto worry about,” | said, referring to Arra

"Very well," Sebaagreed. "Do you want to tell her the good news, or shall 1?7

"Il doit," | sad. "Wait aminute— I'll fetch my flute."

Finding the flute where I'd dropped it, | hurried back, pressed it between my lips, blew soundlessly,
and sent the thought to Madam Octa: "Go. Y ou're free. Leave."

The spider hesitated, then crawled away, the grey-spotted mountain spider in close attendance. Seba
and | watched them until they dipped from sight through acrack inthewal. I'd never havefdleninwith
Mr. Crepdey if not for Madam Octa. Sheld played akey part in deciding my ultimate destiny. Though I'd
never liked the spider since she bit my best friend, Steve Leopard, now that shed did out of my life
forever, | fdt strangely londly, asthough I'd lost a dear companion.

Shrugging off my peculiar mood, | laid my flute down — | wouldn't be needing it any longer — and
told Sebal'd liketo return to the Halls. Side by side, silent asapair of ghosts, we turned our backs on
the scene of the battle and departed, leaving the pools of blood to settle and thicken as they may.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Upon reaching my cell | fell into my hammock, fully clothed, still stained with the blood of the cave.
After deeping rough for so long, it felt heavenly, and | drifted off to deep dmost immediately. | dept right
through the night, and it was early morning when | awoke. The tunnels were quiet outsde. Harkat was
awake and waiting for me to get up.

"l heard... you killed... two vampaneze," he said, handing me abucket of cold water, atowd, and a
batch of fresh clothes. | grunted in reply, undressed, and washed off the dried, flaky blood.

"The vampires... would not let me... joinin. | wasglad... inaway. | do not... enjoy the thought... of
killing."

"Thereslittle about it to enjoy,” | agreed.

"Wasit... awful ?* he asked.

"l don't want to talk about it," | said.

"Very well. | will not... ask again.”

| smiled gratefully, dunked my bald head in the bucket, shook off the water when | came up,
scrubbed behind my ears, then asked about Mr. Crepdey. The green light in Harkat's round eyes
dimmed dightly. "Heisdill... with Arra. Heisrefusing... to leave her sde. Sebaiswith... him, trying to...
comfort him."

"Do you think | should go and have aword?'

Harkat shook his head. "Not at the... moment. Later, hewill... need you. For now, let him... grieve
done”

Drying mysdlf off, | asked about Vanez and the other vampires, but Harkat wasn't ableto tell me
much. He knew at least ten vampires had died and more were serioudy injured, but word of who they
were hadn't reached him.

Once dressed, | accompanied Harkat to the Hall of Khledon Lurt for aquick meal, then we
wandered back to our cell and stayed there for the rest of the day. We could have mixed with the
vampiresin the Hall — they'd cheered loudly when they saw me coming in— but | didn't want to Sit
listening to them spinning wild tales about the battle and how we'd wiped out the vampaneze.

Finally, toward dusk, Mr. Crepdey staggered into our cell. Hisface was paler than usud as he
dumped into my hammock, lowered his head into his hands, and groaned. "Y ou heard the news?' he
whispered.

"Yes" | said. Then, after abrief pause, | added weakly, "Sorry."

"] thought she was going to makeiit," he sghed. "I knew the wound wasfatal, but she lasted such a
long time, defying the odds, | began to believe shewould live."

"Has she' — | cleared my throat — "has she been cremated yet?'

He shook his head. "Nobody has. The Guardians of the Blood are holding the bodies aside for at
least two days and nights, asis our custom. The vampaneze, on the other hand... " He lowered his hands
and his expresson was genuindy frightening. " They are being fed to the flames a this very moment. We
took them from the Guardians and cut them up into tiny pieces, so their souls cannot escape the pull of
the Earth — they will never makeit to Paradise. | hope they rot herefor dl eternity.”

| sensed thiswasn't the right time to speak of the disgust I'd felt in the cave, or my belief that vampires
needed to learn compassion, so | held my tongue and nodded quickly.

"What about... Kurdaand the... other survivors?' Harkat asked.

"They will be dedt with later,” Mr. Crepdey said, eyes narrowing. "They will be questioned firgt, then
executed. | will be there when they are. Do either of you wish to attend?”

"The questioning, yes," | said. "I'm not so sure about the executions.”

"I will skip... both," Harkat said. "I don't fed... it'smy place... to watch. Thisisa... matter for
vampires”

"Asyou wish," Mr. Crepdey said. "What about the funeras? Do you want to bid farewell to Arra?”



"Of course,” | answered quietly.

"l would like... that," Harkat agreed.

Mr. Crepdey's expression had softened as he mentioned Arras name. " She did not say much once
sheleft the cave" he whigpered, more to himsdlf than to Harkat or me. " Speaking was painful. She
conserved her energy. Fought hard. She clung to life aslong as she could.

"The medics expected her to die. Every time her breath caught in her throat, they rushed forward,
eager to clear the way for other wounded vampires. But she hung on. They got so accustomed to the
fdse darmsthat when she did eventudly die, they did not redizeit, and she lay there twenty minutes,
serenein my embrace, smiling blankly a me."

His eyes had filled with tears. | handed him a scrap of cloth as they began to drip, but he didn't useit.
"I couldn't hear her last words," he croaked. " She spoke too softly. | think she was making some kind of
reference to her defeat on the bars.”

"Have you had any degp?’ | asked, beginning to cry too.

"How can | deep?’ he Sghed. "There are theinquisitionsto prepare for. | will not miss Kurdas
sentencing, not if | haveto forsake deep forever.”

"Dont besilly," | gently chided him. "When doesthe questioning Sart?'

"Midnight," he said with asniff.

"Then you've plenty of time. Get some deep. I'll wake you before it starts, and well go together.”

"Promise?" he asked.

"1 wouldn' lie to you about something thisimportant,” | replied.

He nodded, rose, and started for his cell. In the doorway, he paused and looked back. "Y ou did well
inthe cave, Darren. Y ou fought bravely. | was proud of you.”

"Thanks," | said, choking on my tears, which were flowing fregly now.

"Proud," he muttered again, then faced the corridor and shuffled off to hiscell, carrying himsdlf likean
old, tired, broken man.

Later that night, Kurda Smahlit'stria began.

The Hall of Princes was packed with furious, bitter vampires, as was the cave outsde. Virtualy every
vampire in the mountain wanted to be there to jeer at thetraitor, pit at him, and cheer his sentence when
it was announced. I'd come with Mr. Crepdey and Seba Nile. We were seated in the front row. We
hadn't thought we'd get so close— we arrived late— but | soon discovered that | wasthe flavor of the
moment. The vampires attributed much of their victory over the vampanezeto my efforts. They
roared with rough delight when they saw me, then ushered me forward, pushing Mr. Crepdey and Seba
aong with me, indsting | take pride of place. I'd have rather hung back and viewed the proceedings from
afar, but Mr. Crepdey was anxious to get as close to the platform as possible, and | didn't have the heart
to disgppoint him, not after what he'd been through with Arra.

The conspirators were going to be brought forward one by one, for separate questioning and
sentencing. If they spoke openly, and the Princes were satisfied with their answers, they'd be taken
straight to the Hall of Death and executed. If they refused to cooperate, they'd be led away and tortured
in the hope that they'd spill their secrets (but vampaneze, like vampires, could ded with enormous
amounts of pain and were amost impossible to breek).

Thefirst to face tria was Kurda. The disgraced Genera was dragged forward in chains, past the
ranks of hissing and screaming vampires. Some brushed his guards aside and struck or kicked him. A
few pulled at hisblond hair and yanked fistfuls of it out by the roots. By the time he reached the platform,
he wasin asorry state, his white robes ripped, his body bruised and bleeding. Y et ill he held his head
high, reacting to none of the abuse.

The Princes were waiting for him on the platform, flanked by four guards with long, sharp spears. He
was placed before the trio, each of whom spat contemptuously on him. Then hewasled to one sde and
turned around to face the assembled vampires. At first | couldn't bring myself to look him in the eye, but



when | finaly worked up the courage, | found he was staring down at me, smiling sadly.

"Order!" MikaVer Leth shouted, silencing the booing vampires. "We have along night ahead of us.
We want to settle each case as quickly and effortlesdy as possible. | know fedlings are running high, but
anyone who interrupts our interrogation of Kurda Smahlt — or the others— will be thrown out
immediady. Havel made mysdf clear?’

The vampires muttered sullenly and settled back in their seats. When peace had been restored, Peris
Skyle rose and addressed the congregation. "We know why we are here," he spoke softly. "We have
been betrayed and besieged. | am as eager as any to see the vile mongrels suffer for their crimes, but first
we must learn why they attacked and if we can expect further assaults.” Turning to Kurda, hisfeatures
hardened. "Were you in league with the vampaneze we killed yesterday?' he asked.

Therewas along pause. Then Kurdanodded and said, "1 was."

Severd vampires screamed bloody murder and were swiftly escorted out of the Hall. The others sat
white-faced and trembling, glaring hatefully at Kurda.

"Upon whose orders were you acting?' Paris asked.

"My own," Kurdasaid.

"Liar!" Arrow barked. "Tdl uswho put you up to this, or so hep me, I'll —"

"l know what you'll do," Kurdainterrupted. "Don't worry — | have no wish to be subjected to the
rougher questioning of your professond torturers. | will spesk the truth here."

"You'd better,” Arrow grumbled, sinking back on histhrone.

"Upon whose orders were you acting?' Paris asked again.

"My own," Kurdarepeated. "The plan was mine. The vampaneze were here a my bidding. Torture
meal you wish— my answer won't change because it can't change. It'sthetruth.”

" You dreamt up this outrage?' Mika asked increduloudly.

"l did." Kurdanodded. "I arranged for the vampaneze to come. | provided them with copies of my
maps, so they could dip in undetected. | —"

"Traitor!" avampire howled, trying to rush the platform. He was caught by a couple of guardsand
hauled away, kicking and screaming for al hisworth.

"1 could reach him," Mr. Crepdey whispered in the midst of the commotion, his eyes pinned on
Kurda. "I could legp forward now and make an end of him before anyone could stop me."

"Peace, Larten," Sebawhispered, laying a soothing hand on the vampire's trembling shoulders.
"Kurdais going nowhere. His death will come soon enough. Let us hear him out.”

As soon asthe screams of the irate protestor had subsided, Paris resumed the questioning. "Isit true
that you planned to dip the vampaneze into the Hall of Princes once you had been invested, to seize
control of the Stone of Blood?"

"Itis" Kurdaanswered directly. "We would have waited for the Ceremony of Conclusion. Then,
while you were drinking yoursel ves stupid, reminiscing about this Council and looking forward to the
next, I'd have sneaked them up through secret tunnels, eliminated those who stood on guard, and taken
over theHdl."

"But you could not have held it," Paris objected. " Surely you knew that Mika, Arrow, and | would
force open the doors and overwhelm you."

"That would not have happened,” Kurda disagreed. "Y ou wouldn't have been diveto force open the
doors. | was going to poison the three of you. | had six bottles of avery rare wine set asde especialy for
the occasion, each spiked with aparticularly lethal concoction. | would have presented them to the three
of you in advance of the Ceremony. Y ou'd have toasted my good hedlth, died an hour or two later, and
the Hall would have been mine."

"And then you would have set about getting rid of the rest of our kind," Arrow growled.

"No," Kurdasaid. "l would have set about saving them.”

"What do you mean?' Paris asked, surprised.

"Has nobody wondered why | chose such an inopportune moment to ingtigate an attack?' Kurda
asked, addressing the question to the entire Hall. "Doesn't it seem strange that | opted to sneak ina
horde of vampaneze during Council, while these Halls and tunnel s were packed with vampires, when the



chance of their being discovered wasfar greater than if they'd come in afew months time?"

Paris looked confused. "'l assumed you wanted to strike while we were dl gathered together,” he
muttered.

"Why?" Kurda challenged him. "The plan was to sneak into the Hall and seize the Stone of Blood, not
to engage the vampire forces. The more vampiresin the mountain, the more difficult our task."

"You wanted to rub it in," Arrow snorted. ™Y ou wanted to show off and be able to say you took the
Hdlsinthemiddle of Council."

"You think I'm that vain?' Kurdalaughed. "Y ou think I'd have risked my lifejust to look stylish?'Y ou
forget — I'm not like most vampires. | act for the sake of results, not gppearances. I'm acold
conspirator, not a hotheaded braggart. | was only interested in success, not showmanship.”

"Sowhy did you attack now?' Mika asked, exasperated.

"Because wed run out of time," Kurdasighed. "It was now or never. Asl said, | meant to save our
race, not vanquish it. Our only hope lay in an immediate, preemptive strike. Now that it hasfailed, | fear
we are doomed.”

"What's this nonsense about preemptive strikes?" Arrow snapped. "We had no intention of attacking
the vampaneze."

"It was not an attack by the vampires on the vampaneze | sought to hat,” Kurdaexplained. "It was an
attack by the vampaneze on the vampires.”

"Hetdksinriddles" Arrow exploded angrily. "He attacked with the vampaneze to prevent an attack
by the vampaneze?'

"Perhgps hes mad,” Mikamurmured serioudy. "Ludicrous," Kurdachuckled darkly. "Thisis getting
us nowhere,” Arrow growled. "1 say we take him below and drain the truth out of him, drop by bloody
drop. He's playing usfor fools. We should —"

"Mr. Tiny has visted the vampaneze," Kurdasaid, and though he didn't raise hisvoice, it was as
though he'd roared. Arrow and the rest of the vampires lapsed into a sudden, nervous silence and waited
for him to continue. "He camethree years ago," Kurda said in that same quiet but foreboding tone. "He
told them that the Vampaneze L ord walked the lands and that they should search for him. When word
reached me, | dedicated mysdlf to the task of reuniting the vampires with the vampaneze. | hoped that if
we bonded before they discovered their mythicd leader, we could avoid the terrible consequences of
Mr. Tiny's prophecy.”

"] thought you did not believe the myth of the Vampaneze Lord," Paris noted.

"l didn't," Kurdaagreed, "until | saw how serioudy the vampaneze were taking it. They'd never been
interested in war with us, but snce Mr. Tiny'svisit, they've been strengthening their arsenas and recruiting
vigoroudy, preparing for their fabled leader's coming.

"And now he has come." A physica shock ran through the Hall. The vampiresrecoiled in their seats
asthough struck, and their faces became ashen. " Six months ago, the Vampaneze L ord was discovered,”
Kurda said, dropping his gaze. "He hasn't been blooded, but he's taken his place among them and is
learning their ways. My act of treachery wasthe last desperate roll of thedice. If 1'd gained control of the
Stone of Blood, | might have been able to win the vampaneze over — not al of our blood-cousinsare
eager to engage in awar with us. Now that I'vefailed, the way is open for him. Hell be blooded, take
control of the vampaneze, and lead them againgt us. And hell win."

Lowering hisvoice, Kurdamuttered bitterly, " Congratul ations, gentlemen. After today's great
victory, nothing stands between your good salves and afutile war with the vampaneze. Y ou've cleared
theway for Mr. Tiny's prophecy to cometo pass.

"Enjoy your celebrations. Thismay be the last chance you get to bang your drums and brag about
your valor. As of tonight, the clock isticking. When it stops, our timeisfinished. Every vampireinthis
Hal — inthisworld — is damned."

Smiling bitterly, Kurda snapped loose the chains around hisright hand, brought hisfingersto his
forehead and eyes, and made the death's touch sign at the Princes. Then he looked at me and repeated
the gesture. "Even in death, may you be triumphant,” he croaked sarcagtically as angry, desolate tears
glittered in the corners of his sad blue eyes.



CHAPTER TWENTY

The awful hush that followed Kurdas proclamation seemed to last an eternity. Finally, SebaNilerose
dowly, pointed atrembling finger at Kurda, and spat, "You liel"

Kurda shook his head stubbornly. "I don't.”

"Y ou have seen this Vampaneze Lord?" Seba asked.

"No," Kurdasad. "l would havekilled himif | had."

"Then how do you know he exigts?'

Kurda shrugged in response.

"Answer him!" Paristhundered.

"The vampaneze have aunique coffin,” Kurdasaid. "They cal it the Coffin of Fire. Mr. Tiny bestowed
it upon them many centuries ago, around the same time that he gave usthis magica domein which we
stand. Ever since, it has been guarded by atroop of vampaneze who cal themsalves the Carriers of
Dedtiny.

"The coffinislike any other — until someone liesdown init and thelid isput in place. Then the coffin
fillswith aterriblefire. If the person is destined to lead the vampaneze, he will emerge unscathed.
Otherwise, he perishesin the flames.

"Over the decades, many vampaneze have braved the Coffin of Fire— and died. But Sx months ago
ahuman lay downiniit, faced the flames, and came out whole. Heisthe Lord of the Vampaneze, and
once he has been blooded, every member of the clan will obey and follow him — to the death, if
required.”

The Princes stared at Kurda uncertainly, fearfully, until Paris asked in awhisper, "Were you there
when this human was tested?'

"No," Kurdareplied. "Only the Carriers of Destiny were present.”

"Then thismight beonly arumor," Parissaid hopefully. "A tal tae"

"Vampaneze never lie" Kurdareminded him. "Perhaps they've changed," Mikamused. "The Stone of
Blood would be worth afew lies. They could have tricked you, Kurda."

Again Kurda shook his head. "Many vampaneze are as troubled by the coming of their Lord aswe
are. They don't seek awar. They fear the losses such a struggle would incur. That's why thirty-eight
agreed to accompany me on this mission. They hoped to prevent total, al-out conflict, sparing their
colleagues and friends."

"Y ou keep talking about preventing awar and saving us," Parisnoted. "1 do not see how you
thought betraying our cause could be of any help.”

"| intended to force aunion,” Kurda explained. "When | heard that the Vampaneze Lord had been
unearthed, | knew it wastoo late to put in place afair peace agreement. Weighing my options— which
were few — | decided to chance a coup. Had | succeeded, vampires everywhere would have been at
the mercy of the vampaneze. Thosein the Hal of Princes could have communicated with their kin and,
viathe Stone of Blood, fed them the exact location of most living vampires. Our people would have had
no choice but to agreeto my terms.”

"And what would they have been?' Paris asked contemptuoudly.

"That we join the ranks of the vampaneze," Kurdaanswered. "1'd hoped for an equa union, where
vampires and vampaneze each made concessions. Given the change of circumstances, that was
impossible. We'd have had to adopt the vampaneze ways and customs. But that would have been
preferableto annihilaion.”

"Not for me," Arrow growled. "I'd have rather died.”

"I'm sure otherswould too," Kurdaagreed. "But | believe most would have seen sense. Evenif they
hadn't, and you al choseto fight to the deeth, at least I'd have tried.”

"What wasinit for you, Kurda?' Mikaasked. "Did the vampaneze promise you atitle? Are thereto
be Princesin the new regime?"



"The vampaneze made no offers," Kurdareplied shortly. "Many wish to avoid awar, so afew dozen
volunteers— brave men, who you killed like vermin — agreed to risk their lives and assst me. We had
no ulterior motives. We did it for your sakes, not our own."

"Very noble of you, Kurda," Mika sneered.

"Nobler than you imagine!" Kurda snapped, losng his coal. "Have you no brains? Don't you see the
sacrifice| made?

"What sacrifice?' Mika asked, taken aback.

"Win or lose," Kurdasaid, "my reward would have been degth. The vampaneze despise traitors even
more than we do. Had everything worked out, I'd have remained within the Hall of Princesto oversee
the merging of the clans. Then, when our peoplée's future was assured, I'd have offered mysdlf for
sentencing and suffered the very same fate which awaits me now.”

"Y ou expect usto believe the vampaneze would have killed the man who presented their archenemies
to them?' Mikalaughed.

"Youll believeit becauseit'strue,” Kurdasaid. "Neither the vampires nor vampaneze will suffer a
traitor to live. That law iswritten in the hearts of each and every member of the clans. The vampaneze
who came with me would have been heroes — they'd broken none of their own laws, except trespassing
on vampire turf — but me, aman who'd betrayed his own?' Kurda shook his head. " There was nothing
init for me, Mika, and you're afool if you believe any different.”

Kurdaswords disturbed the vampires. | saw them gazing around at one another, ominous questions
intheir eyes and on their tongues. " Perhaps he wants us to reward him instead of dropping him on the
stakes," someone cackled, but no one laughed.

"| expect and ask for no mercy," Kurdaresponded. "My only wish isthat you remember what | tried
to do in the difficult yearsto come. | had only the best interests of the clan a heart. | hope one night you
see that and acknowledgeit.”

"If al you have said istrue," Paris Skyle commented, "why did you not cometo us? If we had known
about the Vampaneze L ord, we could have taken steps to stamp him out.”

"By killing every living vampaneze?' Kurdaasked bitterly.

"If we had to." Paris nodded.

"That was not my wish," Kurdasighed. "l sought to save lives, not take them. Fighting won't save the
vampires, not if Mr. Tiny's prophecy isvaid. But a union — before the threat could come to pass—
might have saved us.

"l can't say | wasright," Kurdacontinued. "For dl | know, my actionswill provide the spark which
leadsto war and destruction. But | had totry. | believed it wasin my handsto divert the course of fate.
Right or wrong, | couldn't willingly surrender my peopleto Mr. Tiny'sgrim prophecy.”

Kurdatrained hisgaze on me. "I havefew regrets,” he said. "l took achance, and it didn't pan out —
that'slife. My onereal source of sorrow isthat | had to kill Gavner Purl. It was not my wish to shed
blood. But the plan camefirst. The future of our people as awhole outweighed that of any individud. I'd
have killed a dozen more like Gavner if | had to— even ahundred, if it meant safeguarding the lives of
therest."

With that, Kurda drew his case to a close and refused to say any more about hisbetraya. The
Princes asked him if he knew where the Vampaneze Lord was, or what the vampaneze were planning,
but in answer he just shook his head.

The Princes opened the questioning to the floor, but none of the vampires accepted the invitation to
addressthefalen General. They looked downcast and ashamed of themsalves now. None of them liked
Kurdaor approved of what he'd done, but they had come to respect him and regretted the way they'd
treated him eaxrlier.

When a suitable period of silence had elapsed, Paris nodded at the guards on the platform to position
Kurda before the Princes. When he was standing in front of them, Parisreflected inwardly for afew
minutes, gathering his thoughts. When ready, he spoke. "I am troubled by what you have said. | would
rather you had been anefarioustraitor, out for profit and persona gain. That way | could sentence you to
desth with aclear conscience and no hesitation.



"| believe you acted in good faith. It may even be as you say, that by thwarting your plans, we have
condemned oursalves to defedt at the hands of the vampaneze. Maybe it would have been for the best if
Darren had not chanced upon your colleaguesin the cave, or survived to carry news of them back.

"But you were discovered, you were reveded, and the vampaneze were dispatched by al bloody
means possible. Thereisno way to change these things, even if we wished to. The future may be blesk,
but we shall face it on our feet, as vampires, with firm hearts and wills, asisour way.

"1 have sympathy for you, Kurda," he continued. "Y ou acted as you thought you must, without
congderation for yourself, and for that you are to be commended. However, you aso acted without
consideration for our laws and ways, and for that you must be punished. Thereis only onefitting
punishment for the crime you have committed, and it is absolute — execution.”

A heavy collective sigh swept through the Hall. "Had | achoice," Pariswent on, "l would grant you
the right to die on your feet, asavampire, with pride. Y ou do not deserve to die ignominioudy, bound
and blindfolded, impaed on stakes from behind. | would let you embark on aseries of harsh tests, one
after the other, until you perished honorably. And | would drink atoast to your name as you were being
cremated whole.

"But, asaPrince, | have no choice. Whatever your reasons, you betrayed us, and that harsh fact of
life overrules my own wishes." Rising, Paris pointed at Kurdaand said, "I vote that he be taken to the
Hall of Death and summarily executed. After that, he should be dismembered before cremation, so that
his soul may never know Paradise.”

After abrief pause, MikaVer Leth stood and pointed as Paris was pointing. "I don't know if it'sjust
or not," he sghed, "but we must obey the customs that guide and maintain us. | too vote for the Hall of
Desth and shameful cremation.”

Arrow stood and pointed. "The Hall of Death," he said smply.

"Does anyone care to spesk on behalf of thetraitor?' Paris asked. There was complete slence. "We
may be persuaded to reconsider our judgment if thereis opposition,” he said. Still no one spoke.

| stared a the pitiful figurein front of me and thought of how held made me fed a homewhen |
arrived at Vampire Mountain, how held treated me like afriend, joked with me, and shared his
knowledge and years of experience. | remembered when he knocked Arra Sails off the bars, and how
he'd offered his hand to her, thelook of hurt on hisface when sherefused to takeit. | recalled how he'd
saved my life and gone out on alimb for my sake, risking even the success of hismisson to help me out
of ajam. | wouldn't be here now, dive, if not for Kurda Smahlt.

| started to rise, to spesk up for him and request aless horrible form of retribution. Then Gavner's
face flashed through my mind, and Arras, and | stopped to think what he'd have doneif Mr. Crepdey,
Seba, or any others had gotten in hisway. Hewould have killed dl of them if hed had to. He wouldn't
have taken pleasurein it, but he wouldn't have stopped either. HE'd have done what he felt needed to be
done, the same as any true-hearted vampire.

Sinking back, | shook my head miserably and held my tongue. Thiswastoo big. It wasn't for meto
decide. Kurda had fashioned his own downfal. He must stand adoneto faceit. | felt lousy, not sticking up
for him, but I'd have felt just aslousy if | had.

When it became apparent that the judgment of the Princes was not going to be caled into question,
Paris signaed the guards on the platform, who surrounded Kurda and stripped him bare. Kurda said
nothing as they robbed him of his clothes and pride, just gazed up at the roof of the Hall.

When Kurdawas naked, Paris held hisfingers together tight, dipped them in abowl of snake's blood
that had been hidden behind histhrone, and ran his hand over Kurda's chest. Mikaand Arrow followed
auit, leaving three ugly red marks — the sign among the vampiresfor atraitor or one of bad standing.

Once Kurda had been marked, his guards led him away. Nobody spoke or made a sound. He kept
his head bowed low as he exited, but | saw tears dripping down his cheeks as he passed. He was lonely
and scared. | wanted to comfort him, but it wastoo late for that. Better to et him pass without delay.

Thistime, as he was guided past the assembled vampires, nobody jeered or tried to harm him. There
was abrief pause when he reached the open doors, to clear the way through the vampires packed
beyond, then he was escorted out of the Hall and down through the tunnelsto the Hall of Degth, where



he was caged, blindfolded, raised above the pit of stakes, then brutally and painfully executed. And that
wasthe end of thetraitor... my friend... Kurda Smahlt.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

| didn't go to watch Kurda being killed. Nor did | stick around for the trias of the vampaneze.
Instead, | returned to my cell, where | remained until it wastime, late the next night, for the funeras of
ArraSails, Gavner Purl, and the otherswho'd died fighting to protect Vampire Mountain. Gavner's body
had been recovered after the battle. Kurdatold his guards where to find it, and a search party soon
located it, stuffed into a deep crack far down the mountain.

Stresk and hisfelow wolf had returned to the pack. They dipped away without afuss, not long after
the fighting had finished, leaving their dead companion behind. | never had a chance to say good-bye or
thank them.

| wondered if I'd ever run with the pack again. It seemed unlikely, even if my life was spared by the
Princes. Now that Council was coming to an end, the wolves would be dispersing, to return to their usua
hunting grounds. 1'd probably seen thelast of Streak, Rudi, and the rest.

| spent the time between the trids and the funeralsworking on my diary. | hadn't touched it since
coming to Vampire Mountain. | read back over my earlier entries, then described dl that had happened
to mesince left the Cirque Du Freak and set out for the mountain with Mr. Crepdey. | managed to lose
mysdf inthediary, so timeflew by. | normally didn't enjoy writing — too much like homework — but
once | started telling the story, the words tumbled out with hardly any effort. My pen only paused a
couple of times, when | dipped away to eat and caught an hour or two of deep.

| hoped the writing would help me get things straight in my head, especidly with regardsto Kurda, but
| was just as confused by the end as I'd been at the beginning. No matter how | looked at it, | couldn't
help feding that Kurda had been both ahero and avillain. Thingswould be smpler if hewas one or the
other, but | couldn't pigeonhole him. It was just too complicated.

Kurda had wanted to prevent the destruction of the vampires. To that end, he'd betrayed them. Was
he evil for doing s0? Or would it have been worse to act nobly and let his people perish? Should you stay
true to your friends, whatever the consequences? | found it impossble to decide. Part of me hated Kurda
and believed he deserved to be killed; another part remembered his good intentions and amiable manner
and wished thered been some other way of punishing him, short of execution.

Mr. Crepdey cameto fetch Harkat and me before | finished writing. 1'd gotten most of the story
down, but there was a bit left, so | stuck my pen between a couple of pagesto mark my place, set it
asde, and accompanied the sorrowful vampire to the Hall of Cremation to bid farewell to our dear
departed friendsand dlies.

Gavner Purl wasthefirst to be cremated, since he wasthe first who'd fallen. He'd been dressed ina
smple white robe and placed on athin stretcher in the cremation pit. He looked peaceful lying there, eyes
closed, short brown hair carefully combed, lipsworked into a smile by the Guardians of the Blood who'd
prepared hisbody. Though | knew the Guardians had removed al of Gavner's blood, along with most of
hisinternal organs and brain, there were no visble sgns of their handiwork.

| started to tell Mr. Crepdey what Gavner'sfina words had been, but as 1 did, | burst into tears. Mr.
Crepdey wrapped hisarms around me and let me sob into his chest, patting me comfortingly. "Do you
want to leave?' he asked.

"No," | moaned. "l want to stay. It'sjust... hard, you know?"

"l know," Mr. Crepdey said, and by thetearsin hisown eyes, | knew he meant it.

A large crowd had gathered to see Gavner off. Usualy, only someone's closest friends or colleagues
attended afunerd. Vampires were different from humans— they didn't believein showing up inlarge
numbersto pay their condolences. But Gavner had been popular and had died to save others, so the
cave wasfull. Even Paris Skyle and Arrow were present. Mikawould have been there too, except
someone had to stay behind to guard the Hall of Princes.

Therewas no such thing asavampire priest. Though vampires had their own gods and beliefs, they
had no organized religion. Paris, asthe oldest vampirein the chamber, led the brief, smple ceremonies.



"His name was Gavner Purl," he chanted, and everyone repeated the Princé's words. "He died with
honor." Again we followed. "May his spirit find Paradise," he finished, and once we'd echoed his
sentiments, the twigs and leaves beneath Gavner were lit by two Guardians, who made peculiar Sgns
over hisbody, then moved back out of the way.

It didn't take the flames long to consume the General. The Guardians knew their business and had
arranged things so the fire grew quickly and made short work of Gavner. I'd never been to a cremation
before. To my surprise, | found it wasn't as upsetting as 1'd thought it would be. There was something
grangely comforting in watching the flames engulf Gavner, the smoke rising and dipping through the
cracksin the celling, dmost asif it were Gavner's Spirit departing.

| was glad that I'd come, though | was grateful that we were ushered out of the Hall when it wastime
to extract Gavner's bones from the ashes and grind them to dust in the bowls that surrounded the pit. |
don't think | could have stood by and watched the Guardians doing that.

Three more vampires were going to be cremated before it was Arra Sailssturn. While Mr. Crepdey,
Harkat, and | waited outside during the ceremonies, Seba Nile and VVanez Blane appeared, the limping
guartermaster leading the blind games master. The pair greeted us and stopped to chat. They apologized
for missng Gavner's cremation, but Vanez had been undergoing trestment and couldn't leave until the
dressing on his bad eye had been changed.

"How isthe eye?' Mr. Crepdey asked.

"Ruined," Vanez said chearfully, asthough it was no big thing. "I'm blind as a bat now."

"] thought, Snce you were having it treated... "

"Thetrestment will stop infection from setting in and spreading to my brain," Vanez explained.

"Y ou don't sound too upset,” | noted, staring at the large patch over hisright eye, thinking how awful it
must beto lose oneg'ssight.

Vanez shrugged. "I'd rather have kept it, but it's not the end of theworld. I can still hear, smell, and
fed my way around. It will take awhileto get used to, but | learned to adapt when | lost thefirst eye. I'm
sure I'll be able to cope without the second.”

"Will you leave Vampire Mountain?' Mr. Crepdey asked.

"No," Vanez said. "Any other time, I'd have gone out into the world and stumbled around until | met
with anoble end, asisablind vampiresway. But the coming of the Vampaneze L ord has changed Al
that. Paris asked meto stay. | can make mysdlf useful, evenif it'sonly helping out in the stores or
kitchens. Right now, every vampire's needed. My remaining will alow some younger, fitter vampire to
focus his energies e sewhere and carry the fight to the vampaneze.”

"] too shdl be staying," Sebaannounced. "My retirement has been put on hold. Theworld and its
adventures will haveto wait. The old and infirm must play their part now, sdflesdy. Thisisno timefor
putting one's own best interests before those of the clan.”

That phrase gave me ajolt. Kurda had expressed smilar sentiments earlier during my stay. He thought
it was wrong that crippled or old vampires were discarded by their colleagues. It was horribly ironic that
his betrayd and death should serve as the spur to win over other vampiresto hisway of thinking.

"Does that mean the offer of ajob no longer stands?' Mr. Crepdey asked Seba— hel'd been
earmarked to take over as quartermaster when Sebaretired.

"It does," Sebasaid, "but | am sure the Princes will find some usefor you." He smiled briefly. "A
sweeper of floors, perhaps?’

"Perhaps.” Mr. Crepdey adso managed afleeting smile. "Mika has dready asked me about staying
and perhaps resuming my officid General duties, but | told him | did not wish to consider such things at
the moment. | will decide later, when | have had timeto mull the Situation over.”

"What about Darren?’ Vanez asked. "Have the Princes declared hisfate yet?

"No," Mr. Crepdey said. "Mika promised to reopen the debate first thing after the funera ceremonies.
| am sure he will be pardoned.”

"l hope s0," Vanez said, but he sounded unsure. ™Y ou do know that a desth pendty has never been
revoked? The Princes would have to dter the lawsin order to spare Darren'slife”

"Then dter them they shdl!" Mr. Crepdey growled, taking astep forward in anger.



"Peace, Larten,” Sebainterceded. "Vanez meansno harm. Thisisan unusud case, and it will require
much thought before afina decision can be made, one way or the other."

"Thereisno ‘one way or the other,” Mr. Crepdey inssted. "I promised Arral would not let Darren
bekilled. She said he had earned the right to life, and anyone who would argue with her dying wish will
have me to deal with. We have endured enough degth. | will not stand for any more.”

"Hopefully, therewill be none" Sebasighed. "1 believe the Princeswill be sympathetic. They may not
wish to bend thelaws, but in this case | think they will."

"They had better,” Mr. Crepdey said, and he would have said more, except at that moment Arrawas
brought forward on a stretcher and carried into the Hall of Cremation. Mr. Crepdey stiffened and stared
after her longingly. | put an arm around him and so did Seba.

"Be brave, Larten,” Seba said. " She would not have wanted emotional outbursts.”

"1 will conduct mysdf with al due decorum,” Mr. Crepdey said pompoudy, then added beneeth his
breath, "but | missher. With dl my heart and soul, | miss her.”

Once Arras body had been placed, the doors were opened and we entered, Mr. Crepdey in front,
Seba, Vanez, Harkat, and | just behind, to say our farewells. Mr. Crepdey was every bit as composed
as he'd sworn he would be. He didn't even shed atear when the funerd litter was set dight. It was only
later, when hewas aonein hiscell, that he wept loudly, and his cries echoed through the corridors and
tunnels of Vampire Mountain, far into the cold, londy dawn.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Thelong wait between the cremations and my trial was awful. Though Mr. Crepdey kept saying |
would be pardoned for failing my Trids of Initiation and forgiven for running away, | wasn't so sure.
Working on my diary kept my mind off the upcoming tria, but once I'd brought it up-to-dete and
checked to make sure | hadn't Ieft anything out, there was nothing to do but it back and twiddle my
thumbs

Finally, two guards appeared and told me the Princes were ready to receive me. | asked for afew
minutes to compose mysdlf. They stood outside the door of my cell whilel faced Harkat. "Here," | said,
handing him abag (which used to belong to afriend of mine— Sam Grest) with my diary and some
persond items. "If they decide to execute me, | want you to have these."

Harkat nodded solemnly, then followed as | exited the cell and let the guards guide me to the Hall of
Princes. Mr. Crepdey dso fell in behind, having been notified by athird mountain guard.

We paused outside the doors of the Hall. My belly was rumbling with fear, and | wastrembling all
over. "Bebrave" Mr. Crepdey whispered. "The Princeswill treat you fairly. In the event that they do
not, | shall cometo your aid.”

"Metoo," Harkat said. "I won't Iet... them do anything... crazy to you.”

"Thanks," | sad with asmile, "but | don't want either of you to get involved. Things are bad enough as
they are. No point al three of uswinding up in the Hall of Desth!"

The doors opened and we entered.

The vampireswithin looked solemn and their heavy gazes did nothing to ease my discomfort. Nobody
spoke as we marched to the platform where the Princes sat waiting, stern, arms crossed. The air seemed
thin, and | had to gasp deeply for breath.

Mr. Crepdey and Harkat sat at the base of the platform, next to SebaNile and Vanez Blane. | was
led up onto it, where | stood facing the Vampire Princes. After ashort period of silence, Paris Skyle
spoke. "These are strange times," he sighed. "'For centuries, we vampires have stuck by our old ways and
traditions and looked on, amused, as humanity changed and evolved, growing ever more fractured. While
the humans of this planet have lost their sense of direction and purpose, our belief in ourselves has never
wavered — until recently.

"Itisadgn of thetimesthat one vampire would raise his hand againgt his brothers, regardiess of his
good intentions. Treachery isnothing new to mankind, but thisisour first red taste of it, and it hasleft a
sour taste in our mouths. It would be easy to turn ablind eye to the traitors and dismiss them from our
thoughts. But that would be to ignore the root of our problem and leave the way open for further acts of
treason. The truth isthat the changing world has made its mark upon us at |ast, and we must change if we
areto survivewithinit.

"While we have no plans to abandon our ways outright, we must face the future and adapt as
required. We have been living in aworld of absolutes, but thisis no longer the case. We must open our
eyes, ears, and heartsto new ways of thinking and living.

"That iswhy we have gathered here tonight. In the normal course of things, there would have been no
cal for ameeting to decide Darren Shan'sfate. Hefailed the Trids of Initiation — the pendty for whichis
death. He then fled from sentencing, a crime punishablein only one way — death. In the past, he would
have been put to the stakes, and none would have intervened on his behalf.

"But times have changed, and Darren has played an instrumental part in opening our eyesto the need
for change. He has endured great pain and sacrificed hisfreedom for the good of the clan. He has fought
bravely and proven hisworth. Previoudly, his reward would have been anoble death. Now, however,
pleas have been submitted, arguing for hisright to live."

Paris cleared histhroat and sipped from aglass of blood. The air in the Hall was alive with tension. |
couldn't see the faces of the vampires behind me, but | could fed their eyes boring into my back.

"We have argued your case at great length,” Paris continued. "In the world of humans, | imagineit



would have been easy to reach aconclusion, and you would have been openly pardoned. But we view
justice differently. To clear your name and free you would mean dtering the very fabric of our laws.

"Some have clamed that it istimeto fine-tune the laws. They put forward a convincing case on your
behalf. They said laws were made to be broken, a sentiment | do not agree with, but which | am
beginning to understand. Others wanted the laws pertaining to the Trids of Initiation temporarily waived.
In that case, you would have been cleared, then the laws would have been reinstated. A few called for
permanent, outright changes. They fdt the laws were unfair and — keeping in mind the threat posed by
the coming of the Vampaneze Lord — sensdless, in that they might work to rob us of new recruitsand
wesken our hand.”

Paris hesitated and ran hisfingersthrough hislong grey beard. "After lengthy debate, much of it
heated, we decided againgt atering our laws. There may come atime when we will haveto, but —"

"Charnasguts” Mr. Crepdey roared, and the next thing | knew, he'd jumped onto the platform and
was standing in front of me, fistsraised. Moments later, Harkat had joined him, and the two faced the
Princesand glared. "I will not stand for thisl" Mr. Crepdey shouted. "Darren risked hislifefor you, and
now you would sentence him to death? Never! | will not tolerate such bloody-minded ingratitude.
Anyone wishing to lay hands on my assstant will first haveto lay handson me, and | swear by dl that is
sacred, | will fight them to my last savage breath!”

"The same goes... for me," Harkat growled, tearing |oose the mask from around his mouth, his scarred
grey face even more fearsome-looking than usud.

"| expected more self-control, Larten,” Paristutted, not in the least disturbed. "Thisismost unlike
you."
"Degperate times cal for desperate measures,” Mr. Crepdey retorted. "Thereisatimefor tradition,
and thereisatimeto exercise common sense. | will not let you —"

"Larten," Sebacalled from the crowd. Mr. Crepdey haf-turned a the sound of his mentor's voice.
"Y ou should hear Parisout,” Seba suggested.

"Y ou agree with them?' Mr. Crepdey howled.

"Actudly," Sebareplied, "I argued for change. But when the motion was defeated, | accepted it, as
any loyd vampirewould."

"The hdl with loydty!" Mr. Crepdey barked. "If thisisthe price of loyaty, perhaps Kurdawas right.
Maybe it would have been for the best to turn this place over to the vampaneze!”

"Y ou do not mean that." Seba smiled. " Step down, take your seat, and let Parisfinish. You are
making afool of yoursdf."

"But—" Mr. Crepdey began.

"Larten," Seba snapped impatiently. "Down!"

Mr. Crepdey's head dropped. "Very wdl," he sighed. "I shall bow to your will and hear Paris out. But
| am not leaving Darren's Side, and anyone who triesto force me from this platform shal liveto regret it."

"Itisdl right, Seba," Paris said asthe quartermaster opened his mouth to argue. "Larten and the Little
Person may remain." Once that had been settled, Paris continued with his speech. "As| said, we opted
not to ater our laws. There may come atime when we have to, but we would rather not rush headlong
into such acourse of action. Change should be gradual. We must avoid panic and anarchy.

"Having agreed upon the need to be true to our laws, we searched for aloophole that Darren could
take advantage of. Nobody in this Hall wished for his death. Even those most strenuoudly opposed to
changesin the laws racked their brainsin the hope that an escape clause would present itself.

"We considered the possibility of letting Darren 'escape’ a second time, of relaxing the guard and
alowing himto dip away with our unofficia blessing. But there would have been no honor insuch a
strategy. Darren would have been shamed; you, Larten, would have been shamed; and we who agreed
to the compromise would aso have been shamed.

"We decided againgt it."

Mr. Crepdey bristled, then addressed the Princes in awhisper. "Arramade me promise, on her
deathbed, that | would not let Darren die. | beg you — do not force me to choose between loyalty to
you and my vow to her."



"Therewill be no need to choose," Parissaid. "Thereisno conflict of interests, aswill become
gpparent as soon asyou shut up and let mefinish.” He smiled as he said this. Then, raising hisvoice, he
again addressed the Hall. " As those who were present during the debate know, Arrow was thefirst to
suggest an honorable way out of our dilemma.”

"l don't know how | thought of it," Arrow grunted, running ahand over hisbad head, grimacing. "I've
never been known as agreat thinker. Normally, | act first and think later — if at dl! — but athought was
swimming like afish, deep within the ocean of my brain, and eventudly it surfaced.”

"The solution,” Parissaid, "issmplicity itself. We do not need to bend or change the laws to suit
Darren's purposes. Instead, we need only place him above them.”

"l do not understand.” Mr. Crepdey frowned.

"Think, Larten,” Paris urged. "Who among us areimmune to punishment? Who could fail the Trias of
Initiation a dozen times and walk away untouched?"

Mr. Crepdey's eyeswidened. "Y ou cannot mean... ?* he gasped.

"Wedo," Parissmirked.

"But... it isincomprehensible! Heistoo young! Heisnot aGenerd! Heisnot even afull-vampire!”

"Who cares?' MikaVer Leth chipped in, making awry face. "We're not interested in the fine print.
He's earned the right to bear thetitle. More than any of us here, perhaps, heisworthy."

"Thisisinsane," Mr. Crepdey sad, but he was beginning to amile.

"Possibly,” Paris agreed. "But it was put to avote, and dl voted in favor of it."

"All?" Mr. Crepdey blinked.

"Every angle vampireinthe Hall." Mikanodded.

"Excuseme,” | whispered to Mr. Crepdey, "but what's going on? What are you talking about?'

"Bequiet," he hushed me. "I will explain presently.” He thought over the Princes proposition —
whatever it was— and his smile grew wider. "It makes sense, in amad sort of way," he muttered. "But
surely thetitle would be honorary? He knows so little of our ways, and heis so young and
inexperienced.”

"We would not expect him to engagein regular duties,” Paris said. "He has much to learn, and we will
not rush his development. We will not even make afull-vampire of him — though we must share our
blood, we will limit the amount, so he remains a half-vampire. But the gppointment will bevaid. Hewill
not be afigurehead. Hewill hold al the responsibilities and powers of the pogt.”

"Look," | grumbled, "tell me what's going on, or —" Mr. Crepdey bent and whispered something in
my ear. "What?" | snapped, and he whispered some more. "Y ou can't be serious!” | yelped, fedling the
blood rush from my face. ™Y ou're pulling my leg!"

"Itisthe only honorableway," he said.

"But... | couldn'... I'm not... | never..." | shook my head and stared around at the vampires packing
the Hall of Princes. They were dl smiling now and nodding at me. Sebalooked especialy pleased. "That
group agreed to it?" | asked weskly.

"Every one of them," Parissaid. "They respect you, Darren. They aso admire you. What you have
donefor us shdl never be forgotten aslong as vampires walk the Earth. We wish to show our
appreciation, and thisisthe only way we know."

"I'm amazed,” | mumbled. "I don't know what to say."

"Say yes," Arrow laughed, "or well have to take you down to the Hall of Degath and punch afew
holesinyou!"

Looking up a Mr. Crepdey, | squinted, then smiled. "Y ou'd have to obey meif | went dong with this,
wouldn't you?' | asked.

"Of course.” Hegrinned. "1 and dl others.”

"You'd have to do whatever | said?'

"Yes." Helowered hisvoice. "But do not think you could push me around. | will respect your
gtanding, but | will not let your head swell unchecked. Y ou will still be my assstant, and | will keepyouin
your rightful placel™

"1 bet you will," I chuckled, then faced Paris and drew mysdlf up straight. | stood on the verge of a



monumental decision that would change my life forever. I'd have liked afew nightsto think about it, but
therewas no time. It wasthis or the Hall of Death — and anything was preferable to being dropped on
the vicious stakes! "What do | have to do?' | asked.

"Thereisalengthy, involved ceremony,” Paris said, "but that can be postponed until later. Right now
all you need to do is accept our blood and offer some of your own to the Stone of Blood. Once you
have been recognized by the Stone, the deed is done, and it can never be reversed.”

"OK," | sad nervoudly.

"Step forward then,”" Paris said, "and let the pact be sealed.”

As| advanced, Mr. Crepdey told Harkat what was going on, and | heard him exclaim, "No way!" |
found it impaossible to hide my grin during the ceremony, even though everybody esein the Hall remained
solemn-faced.

Fird, | removed my shirt. Then Arrow, Mika, and | gathered around the Stone of Blood (only two
Princes were required for the ceremony). Using my sharp nails, | cut into the fleshy tips of my ten fingers,
drawing blood. Arrow and Mikadid the same. When we were ready, Arrow pressed the bloody
fingertips of one of hishandsto mine, and Mikadid the same on the other side. Then the pair laid their
free hands on the Stone of Blood, which glowed red and emitted alow thrumming noise.

| could feel the blood of the Princes flowing into me and mineinto them. It was an unpleasant
sensation, but it wasn't as painful asit had been when Mr. Crepdey first blooded me dl those years ago.

The Stone of Blood glowed brighter the longer we remained joined to it, and the outer rim became
trangparent, so that | was able to seeinside it and watch as my blood was added to that of thousands of
other cregtures of the night.

Stray thoughts zipped frenziedly through my mind. | remembered the night when Mr. Crepdey
blooded me. My first real drink of blood, when Sam Grest lay dying in my arms. The vampaneze I'd
killed in the cave. The mad vampaneze — Murlough. Steve Leopard — my best friend when | wasa
human, who'd sworn to track me down and kill me when he grew up. Debbie Hemlock and the softness
of her lipswhen we kissed. Gavner — laughing. Mr. Tdl directing his performers at the Cirque Du
Freak. Harkat telling me his name after we'd killed the rabid bear. Truska (the bearded lady) dressing me
up in apirate costume. Arra— winking. Mr. Tiny with his heart-shaped watch and loveless eyes. Kurda
facing the hal of vampires. Annie and how she used to tease me. Sticking stampsinto dbumswith Mom.
Pulling weedsin the garden with Dad. Gavner, Arra, Sam Grest — dying.

I grew faint and would have fallen, but Paris darted behind me and propped me up. The blood was
flowing rapidly now, and so were the images. Faces from the past, friends and enemies, moving asfast as
the frames of amovie, then faster. Just when | thought | couldn't stand it anymore, Arrow and Mika
removed their hands from the Stone of Blood, then broke contact with me, signaling the end of the
ceremony. As | dumped backward, Paris quickly rubbed spit onto the tips of my fingersto stop the
bleeding. "How do you fed ?* he asked, checking my eyes.

"Weak," | muttered.

"Giveit afew hours" he said. "Once the blood kicksin, you will fed like a panther!"

The sound of cheering reached my ears, and | redized dl the vampiresin the hall were hollering their
heads off. "What are they shouting about?' | asked.

"They want to seeyou,” Parissaid, smiling. "They wish to grant their approva..”

"Can't they wait?' | asked. "I'm exhausted."

"We shdll carry you," Parissaid. "It would not do to keep your subjectswaiting... sire.”

"'Sire" | repeated and grinned, liking the sound of it.

The three Princes lifted me up and placed me on their shoulders. | laughed and stared at the celling as
they carried meforward, marveling at this bizarre twist of fate, wondering what the future would hold and
if anything could ever compare with this.

Asthey put me down so that | could take the applause of the vampires on my feet, | gazed around
and noted the beaming faces of Mr. Crepdey, Harkat, Seba Nile, Vanez Blane, and the others. At the
back of the hall, | thought | spotted the ghostly shades of Gavner and Arraand — just behind them —
Kurda, applauding silently. But that must have been an effect of the dizziness caused by the addition of



the Princes blood.

Then thefaces blurred, and | was staring out at a sea of yelling vampires, one the same as the next.
Letting my eyesclose, | stood there, shaky on my feet, rocking from the vibrations of their roars, proud
as apeacock, listening numbly as they chanted my name and cheered for me— me... Darren Shan... the
Vampire Prince!

TOBE CONTINUED. ..



the sagacontinues. . .

HUNTERS OF THE DUSK

By dawn we knew we had afight on our hands. We were being followed, not just by one person, but
three or four. They'd picked up our trail afew miles outside the town and had been tracking us ever
since. They moved with admirable sedth, and if we hadn't been anticipating trouble, we might not have
known anything was wrong. But when avampire senses danger, not even the fastest human can snesk up
onhim.

"What's the plan?' Harkat asked as we were making camp in the middle of asmall foret, sheltered
from the sun under the intertwining branches and leaves.

"They will wait for full daylight to attack,” Mr. Crepdey said, keeping hiseyeslow and hisvoice
lower. "Wewill act asthough dl isnormal and pretend to degp. When they come, we ded with them.”

"Will you be OK in the sun?" | asked. Though we were sheltered where we were, a battle might draw
usout of the shade.

"Therayswill not harm me during the short timeit will take to deal with these sakers™ Mr. Crepdey
replied.

Making beds for oursalvesin the moss and leaves on the ground, we wrapped ourselvesin our cloaks
and settled down. "Of course, they... might just be curious,” Harkat muttered. "They could smply want to
see... what ared-life vampire looks like."

"They move too keenly to be mere spectators,” Mr. Crepdey disagreed. "They are here on business.”

"] just remembered,” | whispered. "The guy in the shop was buying guns!”

"Most vampire hunters come properly armed,” Mr. Crepdey grunted. "Gone are the nights when the
foolstoted only ahammer and wooden stake."

There was no moretalk after that. We lay ill, eyes closed (except for Harkat, who covered his
lidless eyeswith his cloak), breathing evenly, feigning deep.

Seconds passed dowly, taking along time to become minutes and an eternity to become hours. It had
been sx years since my last taste of vicious combat. My limbs felt unnaturally cold, and stiff icy snakes of
fear coiled and uncoiled insde the wdls of my sscomach. | kept flexing my fingers benegth the folds of my
cloak, never far from my sword, ready to draw.

Shortly after midday, the hunters moved in for the kill. There were three of them, spread outina
semicircle, coming at us from the north, southwest, and southesst. At first | could only hear the rustling of
leaves as they approached, and the occasional snap of atwig. But asthey closed in on us, | became
aware of their heavy breathing, the cresks of their tense bones, the panicked pounding of their hearts.

The hunters came to a standstill ten or twelve yards away, tucked behind trees, preparing themsalves
to attack. There was along, nervous pause — then the sound of agun being dowly cocked.

"Now!" Mr. Crepdey roared, springing to hisfeet, launching himsdlf at the human closest to him.

While Mr. Crepdey closed in on hisassailant at incredible speed, Harkat and | targeted the other two
humans. The onel'd set my sights on cursed loudly, stepped out from behind histree, brought hisrifle up,
and fired. A bullet whizzed past me, missing by severa inches. Before he could fire again, | was upon
him.

| wrenched therifle from the human's hands and tossed it away. A gun went off behind me, but it was
fired dmost straight into the air, and | guessed Harkat must have been grappling with hisfoe. Therewas
no time to check on my friend — the man in front of me had aready drawn along hunting knife— so |
did my sword out, ready for action.

The man's eyes widened when he saw the sword — he'd painted the area around his eyes with red
circles of what |ooked like blood — then narrowed. "Y ou're just akid," he snarled, dashing a me with
hisknife.

"No," | disagreed, stepping out of range of hisknife, jabbing a him with my sword. "I'm much more.”



Asthe human dashed a me again, | brought my sword up and out in asmooth arcing dice, through
the flesh, muscles, and bones of hisright hand, severing three of hisfingers, dissrming himin aningtant.

The human cried out in agony and fell away from me. | took advantage of the moment to see how Mr.
Crepdey and Harkat were faring. Mr. Crepdey had aready killed his human and was striding toward
Harkat, who was wrestling with his opponent. Harkat appeared to have the advantage of hisfoe, but Mr.
Crepdey was moving into place to back him up if the battle took aturn for the worse.

Satisfied that all was going in our favor, | switched my attention back to the man on the ground,
psyching mysdlf up for the unpleasant task of making an end of him. To my surprise, | found him grinning
horribly a me.

"Y ou should have taken my other hand too!" he growled.

My eyesfixed on the man'sleft hand and my bresth caught in my throat — he was clutching ahand
grenade closeto his chest!

"Don't move!" he shouted as| lurched toward him. He haf-pressed down on the detonator with his
thumb. "If this goes off, it takes you with me!™
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