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ONE WORD ANSWER

CharlaineHarris

BUBBA the Vampire and | wereraking up clippings from my newly-trimmed bushes about midnight
when the long black car pulled up. I'd been enjoying the gentle scent of the cut bushes and the songs of
the crickets and frogs celebrating spring. Everything hushed with the arriva of the black limousine. Bubba
vanished immediately, because he didn't recognize the car. Since he changed over to the vampire
persuasion, Bubba's been on the shy side.

| leaned against my rake, trying to look nonchaant. In redlity, | wasfar from relaxed. | live pretty far out
in the country, and you have to want to be at my house to find the way. Theré's not asign out at the
parish road that points down my driveway reading " Stackhouse home." My homeisnot visble from the
road, because the driveway meanders through some woodsto arrive in the clearing where the core of the
house has stood for ahundred and sixty years.

Vidtorsare not red frequent, and | didn't remember ever seeing alimousine before. No one got out of
thelong black car for acouple of minutes. I began to wonder if maybe | should have hidden mysdf, like
Bubba. | had the outside lights on, of course, since | couldn't seein the dark like Bubba, but the
limousine windows were heavily smoked. | wasred tempted to whack the shiny bumper with my raketo
find out what would happen. Fortunately, the door opened while | was still thinking about it.
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A large gentleman emerged from the rear of the limousine. He was six feet tdl, and he was made up of
circles. Thelargest circle was hisbelly. The round head aboveit was dmost bald, but afringe of black
hair circled it right above his ears. Hislittle eyeswere round, too, and black asthe hair and his suit. His
shirt was gleaming white, but histie was black without a pattern. He looked like the director of afunera
homefor the crimindly insane.

"Not too many people do their yard work a midnight,”" he commented, in a surprisngly melodious voice.
Thetrue answer that | liked to rake when | had someoneto talk to, and | had company this night with
Bubba, who couldn't come out in the sunlight was better left unsaid. | just nodded. Y ou couldn't argue
with his statement.

"Would you be the woman known as Sookie Stack-house?' asked the large gentleman. He said it asiif
he often addressed creatures that weren't men or women, but something el se entirely.

"Yes, gr, | am," | said palitely. My grandmother, God rest her soul, had raised me well. But she hadn't
raised afool; | wasn't about to invite himin. | wondered why the driver didn't get ouit.

"Then | have alegacy for you."

Legacy meant someone had died. | didn't have anyone left except for my brother Jason, and he was
gtting down a Merlotte's Bar with hisgirlfriend Crystd. At least that's where held been when I'd gotten
off my barmaid'sjob acouple of hours before.

Thelittle night creatures were beginning to make their sounds again, having decided the big night
creatures weren't going to attack.

"A legacy fromwho?' | said. What makes me different from other peopleisthat I'm telepathic.
Vampires, whose minds are smply silent holesin aworld made noisy to me by the cacophony of human
brains, make restful companions for me, so I'd been enjoying Bubba's chatter. Now | needed to rev up
my gift. Thiswasn't acasua drop-in. | opened my mind to my visitor. Whilethelarge, circular gentleman
waswincing at my ungrammatical question, | was attempting to look insde his head. Instead of astream
of ideas and images (the usua human broadcast), his thoughts came to mein burgts of atic. Hewasa
supernatura creature of some sort.

"Whom," | corrected mysdlf, and he smiled a me. Histeeth were very sharp.

"Do you remember your cousn Hadley?'

Nothing could have surprised me more than this question. | leaned the rake against the mimosatree and
shook the plastic garbage bag that we'd dready filled. | put the plastic band around the top before |
gpoke. | could only hope my voice wouldn't choke when | answered him. "Yes, | do." Though | sounded



hoarse, my words were clear.

Hadley Delahoussaye, my only cousin, had vanished into the underworld of drugs and progtitution years
before. | had her high school junior picture in my photo abum. That was the last picture sheld had taken,
because that year sheld run off to New Orleansto make her living by her wits and her body. My aunt
Linda, her mother, had died of cancer during the second year after Hadley's departure.

"IsHadley il dive?' | said, hardly ableto get the words out.

"Alas, no," said the big man, absently polishing his black-framed glasses on a clean white handkerchief.
Hisblack shoes gleamed like mirrors. ™Y our cousin Hadley isdeed, I'm afraid." He seemed to relish
saying it. He was aman—or whatever who enjoyed the sound of his own voice.

Undernegath the distrust and confusion | was fedling about thiswhole weird episode, | was awvare of a
sharp pang of grief. Hadley had been fun as a child, and we'd been together alot, naturaly. Sincel'd
been aweird kid, Hadley and my brother Jason had been the only children I'd had to play with for the
mogt part. When Hadley hit puberty, the picture changed; but | had some good memories of my cousin.

"What happened to her?" | tried to keep my voice even, but | know it wasn't.

"Shewasinvolved in an Unfortunate Incident,” he said.

That was the euphemism for avampirekilling. When it appeared in newspaper reports, it usualy meant
that some vampire had been unable to restrain his blood lust and had attacked ahuman. " A vampire
killed her?' | was horrified.

"Ah, not exactly. Y our cousin Hadley was the vampire. She got staked.”

Thiswas so much bad and startling newsthat | couldn't takeit in. | held up ahand to indicate he
shouldn't talk for aminute, while | absorbed what held said, bit by bit.

"What isyour name, please?’ | asked.

"Mr. Catdiades," he said. | repeated that to mysalf severd times Snceit wasaname I'd never
encountered. Emphasisonthe tal, | told mysdlf. And along e.

"Wheremight you hall from?"



"For many years, my home has been New Orleans.”

New Orleans was a the other end of Louisanafrom my little town, Bon Temps. Northern Louisianais
pretty darn different from southern Louisanain severa fundamenta ways, it'sthe Bible Belt without the
pizzazz of New Orleans, it'sthe older sster who stayed home and tended the farm while the younger
sister went out partying. But it shares other things with the southern part of the tate, too; bad roads,
corrupt politics, and alot of people, both black and white, who live right on the poverty line.

"Who drove you?' | asked pointedly, looking at the front of the car.

"Waldo," caled Mr. Catdiades, "the lady wantsto see you.”

| was sorry 1'd expressed an interest after Waldo got out of the driver's seat of thelimo and I'd had a
look a him. Wado wasavampire, as|'d dready established in my own mind by identifying atypica
vampire brain sgnature, which to meislike a photographic negative, one | "see" with my brain. Most
vampires are good-looking or extremely talented in some way or another. Naturally, when avamp brings
ahuman over, the vamp'slikely to pick a human who attracted him or her by beauty or some necessary
skill. I didn't know who the heck had brought over Waldo, but | figured it was somebody crazy. Wado
had long, wispy white hair that was amost the same color as his skin. He was maybe five foot eight, but
he looked taller because he was very thin. Waldo's eyeslooked red under the light 1'd had mounted on
the electric pole. The vampire's face looked corpse-white with afaint greenish tinge, and his skin was
wrinkled. I'd never seen avampire who hadn't been taken in the prime of life.

"Waldo," | said, nodding. | felt lucky to have had such long training in keeping my face agreegble. "Can |
get you anything? | think | have some bottled blood. And you, Mr. Cataliades? A beer? Some soda?’

The big man shuddered, and tried to cover it with agraceful haf-bow. "Much too hot for coffee or
alcohol for me, but perhaps welll take refreshmentslater.” It was maybe sixty-two degrees, but Mr.
Cataliades wasindeed sweating, | noticed. "May we comein?' he asked.

"I'm sorry,” | said, without abit of gpology in my voice. "I think not.” | was hoping that Bubba had had
the sense to rash acrossthelittle valley between our propertiesto fetch my nearest neighbor, my former
lover Bill Compton, known to the resdents of Bon TempsasVampire Bill.

"Then well conduct our business out herein your yard," Mr. Cataliades said coldly. He and Waldo came
around the body of thelimousine. | felt uneasy when it wasn't between us anymore, but they kept their
distance. "Miss Stackhouse, you are your cousin's ole heir."”

| understood what he said, but | wasincredulous. "Not my brother Jason?" Jason and Hadley, both three
years older than |, had been great buddies.



"No. In this document, Hadley says she called Jason Stackhouse once for help when she was very low
on funds. Heignored her request, so she'signoring him."

"When did Hadley get staked?' | was concentrating very hard on not getting any visuas. Since shewas
older than | by three years, Hadley had been a mere twenty-nine when she'd died. She'd been my
physical oppositein most ways. | was robust and blond, she wasthin and dark. | was strong, she was
frail. Sheld had big, thickly-lashed brown eyes, mine were blue; and now, this strange man wastelling
me, she had closed those eyes for good.

"A month ago.” Mr. Cataliades had to think about it. " She died about a month ago.”

"And you'rejust now letting me know?"

"Circumgtances prevented.”

| consdered that.

"Shedied in New Orleans?"

"Y es. She was ahandmaiden to the queen,” he said, as though he were telling me sheld gotten her
partnership at abig law firm, or managed to buy her own business.

"The queen of Louisana," | said cautioudy.

"I knew you would understand,” he said, beaming a me. " 'Thisisawoman who knows her vampires,' |
sad to mysdf when | met you."

"She knowsthisvampire,” Bill said, appearing & my sdein that disconcerting way he had.

A flash of displeasure went across Mr. Cataiadess face like quick lightning across the sky.

"And you would be?" he asked with cold courtesy.

"I would be Bill Compton, resident of this parish and friend to Miss Stackhouse," Bill said ominoudly.
"I'm aso an employee of the queen, like you.”

The queen had hired Bill so the computer database about vampires he was working on would be her



property. Somehow, | thought Mr. Cataliades performed more persona services. He looked like he
knew where dl the bodies were buried, and Wa do |ooked like he had put them there.

Bubbawasright behind Bill, and when he stepped out of Bill's shadow, for thefirst timel saw the
vampire Wado show an emotion. Hewasin awe.

"Ohmy gracioud IsthisEl " Mr. Catdiades blurted.

"Yes," sad Bill. He shot the two strangers asignificant glance. "Thisis Bubba. The past upsets him very
much." Hewaited until the two had nodded in understanding. Then he looked down at me. His dark
brown eyes |ooked black in the stark shadows cast by the overhead lights. His skin had the pale gleam
that said vampire. " Sookie, what's happened?'

| gave him acondensed version of Mr. Cataliadess message. Since Bill and | had broken up when he
was unfaithful to me, weld been trying to establish some other workable relationship. He was proving to
beardiablefriend, and | was grateful for his presence.

"Did the queen order Hadley's death?’ Bill asked my vistors.

Mr. Cataliades gave agood impression of being shocked. "Oh, no!" he exclamed. "Her Highnesswould
never cause the desth of someone she held so dear.”

Okay, here came another shock. "Ah, what kind of dear how dear did the queen hold my cousin?' |
asked. | wanted to be sure | was interpreting the implication correctly.

Mr. Cataiades gave me an old-fashioned look. " She held Hadley dearly,” he said.

Okay, | got it.

Every vampireterritory had aking or queen, and with that title came power. But the queen of Louisana
had extra status, since she was seated in New Orleans, which was the most popular city in the United
Statesif you were one of the undead. Since vampire tourism now accounted for so much of the city's
revenue, even the humans of New Orleans listened to the queen's wants and wishes, in an unofficia way.
"If Hadley was such a big favorite of the queen's, who'd be fool enough to stake her?' | asked.

"The Fellowship of the Sun," said Waldo, and | jumped. The vampire had been silent so long, I'd
assumed he wasn't ever going to speak. The vampire's voice was as creaky and peculiar ashis
gppearance. "Do you know the city well?*



| shook my head. I'd only been to the Big Easy once, on aschooal fidd trip.

"You arefamiliar, perhaps, with the cemeteriesthat are caled the Cities of the Dead?"

| nodded. Bill said, "Yes," and Bubbamuttered, "Uh-huh." Several cemeteriesin New Orleans had
above-ground crypts because the water table in southern Louisianawastoo high to alow ordinary

bel ow-ground burids. The cryptslook like small white houses, and they're decorated and carved in some
cases, so these very old buria grounds are cdled the Cities of the Dead. The historic cemeteries are
fascinating and sometimes dangerous. There are living predators to be feared in the Cities of the Dead,
and tourists are cautioned to visit them in large guided parties, and to leave at the end of the day.

"Hadley and | had goneto St. Louis Number Onethat night, right after we rose, to conduct aritua.”
Waldo's face looked quite expressionless. The thought that this man had been the chosen companion of
my cousin, eveniif just for an evening's excursion, was Smply astounding. "They legped from behind the
tombs around us. The Fdllowship fanatics were armed with holy items, stakes, and garlic—the usua
paraphernaia. They were stupid enough to have gold crosses."

The Fellowship refused to believe that all vampires could not be restrained by holy items, despite dl the
evidence. Holy itemsworked on the very old vampires, the ones who had been brought up to be devout
believers. The newer vampires only suffered from crossesif they were slver. Siver would burn any
vampire. Oh, awooden cross might have an effect on avamp if it was driven through his heart.

"Wefought vdiantly, Hadley and I, but in the end, there were too many for us, and they killed Hadley. |
escaped with some severe knife wounds." His paper-white face looked more regretful than tragic.

| tried not to think about Aunt Linda and what she would have had to say about her daughter becoming a
vampire. Aunt Lindawould have been even more shocked by the circumstances of Hadley's deeth: by
nation, in afamous cemetery reeking of Gothic atmosphere, in the company of this grotesque
creature. Of course, al these exotic trappings wouldn't have devastated Aunt Linda as much asthe stark
fact of Hadley's murder.

| was more detached. I'd written Hadley off long ago. I'd never thought | would see her again, so | had a
little spare emotional room to think of other things. | till wondered, painfully, why Hadley hadn't come
home to see us. She might have been afraid, being ayoung vampire, that her blood lust would rise a an
embarrassing time and shed find hersdf yearning to suck on someone ingppropriate. She might have
been shocked by the change in her own nature; Bill had told me over and over that vampires were human
no longer, that they were emotiona about different things than humans. Their appetites and their need for
secrecy had shaped the older vampiresirrevocably.

But Hadley had never had to operate under those laws; she'd been made vampire after the Great
Revdation, when vampires had reveded their presence to the world.



And the post-puberty Hadley, the one | was lessfond of, wouldn't have been caught dead or dive with
someone like Wado. Hadley had been popular in high school, and sheld certainly been human enough
then to fal prey to dl the teenage stereotypes. She'd been mean to kids who weren't popular, or she'd
just ignored them. Her life had been completely taken up by her clothes and her makeup and her own
cute HIf.

She'd been a cheerleader, until sheld started adopting the Goth image.

"Y ou said you two were in the cemetery to perform aritua. What ritua?" | asked Waldo, just to gain
sometimeto think. "Surely Hadley wasn't awitch aswell.” I'd run across awerewolf witch before, but
never avampire spell-caster.

"There are traditions among the vampires of New Orleans,” Mr. Catdiades said carefully. "One of these
traditionsisthat the blood of the dead can raise the dead, at |east temporarily. For conversational
purposes, you understand.”

Mr. Catdiades certainly didn't have any throwaway lines. | had to think about every sentence that came
out of his mouth. "Hadley wanted to talk to adead person?’ | asked, once I'd digested his latest
bombshell.

"Yes" sad Wado, chipping in again. " She wanted to talk to Marie Laveal.”

"The voodoo queen? Why?' Y ou couldn't live in Louisanaand not know the legend of Marie Laveau, a
woman whose magical power had fascinated both black and white people, at atime when black women
had no power at all.

"Hadley thought she was related to her." Wado seemed to be sneering.

Okay, now | knew hewas making it up. "Duh! Marie Laveau was African-American, and my family is
white," | pointed out.

"Thiswould be through her father'sside,” Wado said camly.

Aunt Linda's husband, Carey Delahoussaye, had come from New Orleans, and he'd been of French
descent. Hisfamily had been there for severa generations. Held bragged about it until my whole family
had gotten sick of his pride. | wondered if Uncle Carey had realized that his Creole bloodline had been
enriched by alittle African-American DNA somewhere back in the day. | had only a child's memory of
Uncle Carey, but | figured that piece of knowledge would have been hismost closaly guarded secret.

Hadley, on the other hand, would have thought being descended from the notorious Marie Laveau was



redly cool. | found mysdlf giving Wado alittle more credence. Where Hadley would've gotten such
information, | couldn't imagine. Of course, | dso couldn't imagine her asalover of women, but evidently
that had been her choice. My cousin Hadley, the cheerleader, had become avampire leshian
voodooienne. Who knew?

| felt glutted with information | hadn't had time to absorb, but | was anxiousto hear the whole story. |
gestured to the emaciated vampire to continue.

"We put the three X's on the tomb,” Waldo said. "As people do. Voodoo devotees believe this ensures
their wish will be granted. And then Hadley cut hersdlf, and let the blood drip on the stone, and she called
out the magic words."

"Abracadabra, please and thank you," | said automatically, and Waldo glared a me.

"Y ou ought not to make fun," he said. With some notable exceptions, vampires are not known for their
senses of humor, and Waldo was definitely a serious guy. Hisred-rimmed eyes glared at me.

"Isthisredly atradition, Bill?" | asked. | nolonger cared if the two men from New Orleansknew | didn't
trust them.

"Yes" Bill sad. "l haven't ever tried it myself, because | think the dead should be left lone. But I've seen
it done."

"Doesit work?' | was startled.

"Yes. Sometimes”

"Did it work for Hadley?' | asked Waldo.

Thevampireglared a me. "No," he hissed. "Her intent was not pure enough.”

"And these fanatics, they were just hiding among the tombs, waiting to jump out at you?'

"Yes" Waldo sid. "I told you.”

"And you, with your vampire hearing and smell, you didn't know there were people in the cemetery
around you?' To my left, Bubbastirred. Even avamp as dim asthe too hagtily recruited Bubba could see
the sense of my question.



"Perhaps | knew there were people,” Wado said haughtily, "but those cemeteries are popular at night
with criminals and whores. | didn't distinguish which people were making the noises.”

"Waldo and Hadley were both favorites of the queen," Mr. Cataliades said admonishingly. Histone
suggested that any favorite of the queen's was above reproach. But that wasn't what hiswords were
saying. | looked at him thoughtfully. At the same moment, | felt Bill shift beside me. We hadn't been soul
mates, | guess, since our relationship hadn't worked out, but at odd moments we seemed to think aike,
and thiswas one of those moments. | wished | could read Bill's mind for once though the grest
recommendation of Bill asalover had been that | couldn't. Telepaths don't have an easy time of it when it
comesto love affairs. In fact, Mr. Cataliades was the only one on the scenewho had abrain | could
scan, and he was none too human.

| thought about asking him what he was, but that seemed kind of tacky. Instead, | asked Bubbaif hed
round up somefolding yard chairs so we could dl st down, and while that was being arranged, | went in
the house and heated up some TrueBlood for the three vampires and iced some Mountain Dew for Mr.
Cataliades, who professed himsdlf to be delighted with the offer.

While | wasin the house, standing in front of the microwave and staring at it like it was some kind of
oracle, | thought of just locking the door and letting them al do what they would. | had an ominous sense
of the way the night was going, and | was tempted to let it take its course without me. But Hadley had
been my cousin. On awhim, | took her picture down from thewall to give it acloser look.

All the pictures my grandmother had hung were still up; despite her desth, | continued to think of the
house as hers. Thefirgt picture was of Hadley at age six, with one front tooth. She was holding abig
drawing of adragon. | hung it back beside the picture of Hadley at ten, skinny and pig-tailed, her arms
around Jason and me. Next to it was the picture taken by the reporter for the parish paper, when Hadley
had been crowed Miss Teen Bon Temps. At fifteen, shed been radiantly happy in her rented white
sequined gown, glittering crown on her head, flowersin her arms. Thelast picture had been taken during
Hadley'sjunior year. By then, Hadley had begun using drugs, and shewas dl Goth: heavy eye makeup,
black hair, crimson lips. Uncle Carey had left Aunt Linda some years before thisincarnation, moved
back to his proud New Orleans family; and by the time Hadley left, too, Aunt Linda had begun feeling
bad. A few months after Hadley ran away, we'd finaly gotten my father's sister to go to adoctor, and
he'd found the cancer.

In the years since then, I'd often wondered if Hadley had ever found out her mother was sick. It made a
difference to me; if sheld known but hadn't come home, that was ahorse of one color. If sheld never
known, that was a horse of adifferent one. Now that | knew she had crossed over and become the living
dead, | had anew option. Maybe Hadley had known, but she just hadn't cared.

| wondered who had told Hadley she might be descended from Marie Laveau. It must have been
someone who'd done enough research to sound convincing, someone who'd studied Hadley enough to
know how much she'd enjoy the piquancy of being related to such anotorious woman.



| carried the drinks outsde on atray, and we dl sat in acircleon my old lawn furniture. It was abizarre
gathering: the strange Mr. Catdiades, atelepath, and three vampires—though one of those was as
addled as avampire can be and il call himself undead.

When | was seated, Mr. Cataliades passed me a sheaf of papers, and | peered at them. The outside light
was good enough for raking but not really good for reading. Bill's eyes were twenty times stronger than
mine, 0 | passed the papers over to him.

"Y our cousin left you some money and the contents of her gpartment,” Bill said. Y ou're her executor,
too."

| shrugged. "Okay," | said. | knew Hadley couldn't have had much. Vampires are pretty good at
amassing nest eggs, but Hadley could only have been avampire for avery few years.

Mr. Catdiadesraised his nearly invisible brows. ™Y ou don't seem excited.”
"I'm alittle more interested in how Hadley met her death.”

Waldo looked offended. "I've described the circumstances to you. Do you want a blow-by-blow
account of the fight? It was unpleasant, | assure you."

| looked a him for afew moments. "What happened to you?' | asked. Thiswas very rude, to ask
someone what on earth had made him so weird-looking, but common sense told me that there was more
to learn. | had an obligation to my cousin, an obligation unaffected by any legacy she'd left me. Maybe
thiswaswhy Hadley had |eft me something in her will. She knew I'd ask questions, and God love my
brother, he wouldn't.

Rage flashed across Waldo's features, and then it was like he'd wiped his face with some kind of emotion
eraser. The paper-white skin rlaxed into cam lines and his eyeswere calm. "When | was human, | was
anabino,” Waldo said gtiffly, and | felt the knee-jerk horror of someone who's been unpardonably
curious about adisability. Just as| was about to gpologize, Mr. Cataiades intervened again.

"And, of course," the big man said smoothly, "he's been punished by the queen.”

Thistime, Wddo didn't restrain hisglare. "Yes" he said findly. "The queen immersed mein atank for a
few years"

"A tank of what?' | wasdl a sea



"Sdinesolution,” Bill said, very quietly. "I've heard of this punishment. That'swhy he'swrinkled, asyou
%ll

Wado pretended not to hear Bill'saside, but Bubba opened his mouth. "Y ou're sure 'miff wrinkled, man,
but don't you worry. The chickslike aman who's different."

Bubbawas a kind vampire and well-intentioned.

| tried to imagine being in atank of seawater for yearsand years. Then | tried not to imagineit. | could
only wonder what Waldo had done to merit such a punishment. "And you were afavorite?' | asked.

Waldo nodded, with acertain dignity. "I have that honor."

| hoped I'd never receive such an honor. "And Hadley was, too?"

Waldo's face remained placid, though amuscle twitched in hisjaw. "For atime."

Mr. Cataliades said, "The queen was pleased with Hadley's enthusiasm and childlike ways. Hadley was
only one of aseries of favorites. Eventualy, the queen's favor would have fallen on someone dse, and
Hadley would have had to carve out another place in the queen's entourage.”

Wado looked quite pleased at that and nodded. " That's the pattern.”

| couldn't get why | was supposed to care, and Bill made asmall movement that he ingtantly tilled. |
caught it out of the corner of my eye, and | redlized Bill didn't want me to speak. Pooh on him; | hadn't
been going to, anyway.

Mr. Catdiades said, "Of course, your cousin was alittle different from her predecessors. Wouldn't you
say, Wddo?'

"No," Wado said. "Intime, it would have been just like before.” He seemed to bite hislip to stop himsdlf
from talking; not a smart move for avampire. A red drop of blood formed, duggishly. "The queen would
havetired of her. | know it. It wasthe girl's youth, it was the fact that she was one of the new vampires
who has never known the shadows. Tell our queen that, Cataliades, when you return to New Orleans. If
you hadn't kept the privacy glass up, thewholetrip, | could have discussed thiswith you as | drove. You
don't have to shun me, asthough | were aleper.”

Mr. Cataliades shrugged. "I didn't want your company,” he said. "Now, well never know how long



Hadley would have reigned asfavorite, will we, Wado?"

We were on to something here, and we were being goaded and prodded in that direction by Waldo's
companion, Mr. Cataliades. | wondered why. For the moment, 1'd follow hislead. "Hadley wasrea
pretty,” | said. "Maybe the queen would've given her a permanent position.”

"Pretty girlsglut the market,” Wado said. " Stupid humans. They don't know what our queen can do to
them.”

"If shewantsto,” Bill murmured. "If this Hadley had aknack for ddlighting the queen, if she had Sooki€'s
charm, then she might have been happy and favored for many years.”

"And | guessyou'd be out on your ass, Wado," | said prosaicaly. "So tell me, were thereredly fanatics
in the cemetery? Or just one skinny white wrinkled fanatic, jealous and desperate?’

Then, suddenly, wewere dl standing, al but Mr. Cataliades, who was reaching into the briefcase.

Before my eyes, Waldo turned into something even less human. His fangs ran out and his eyes glowed
red. He became even thinner, his body folding in onitself. Beside me, Bill and Bubba changed, too. |
didn't want to look at them when they were angry. Seeing my friends change like that was even worse
than seeing my enemiesdo it. Full fighting modeisjust scary.

"Y ou can't accuse aservant of the queen,” Wado said, and he actualy hissed.

Then Mr. Cataliades proved himself capable of some surprises of hisown, asif I'd doubted it. Moving
quickly and lightly, he rose from hislawn chair and tossed aslver lariat around the vampire's head, large
enough in circumference to circle Waldo's shoulders. With agrace that startled me, he drew it tight at the
critical moment, pinning Wado'sarmsto hissides.

| thought Wado would go berserk, but the vampire surprised me by holding till. Y oull diefor this,"
Waldo said to the big round man, and Mr. Catdiades smiled a him.

"| think not," hesaid. "Here, Miss Stackhouse."

He tossed something in my direction, and quicker than | could watch, Bill's hand shot out to intercept it.
We both stared at what Bill was holding in his hand. It was polished, sharp, and wooden; a hardwood
stake.

"What's up with this?" | asked Mr. Cataliades, moving closer to thelong black limo.



"My dear Miss Stackhouse, the queen wanted you to have the pleasure.”

Waldo, who had been glaring with considerable defiance at everyonein the clearing, seemed to deflate
when he heard what Mr. Cataliades had to say.

"Sheknows," the albino vampire said, and the only way | can describe hisvoiceis heartbroken. |
shivered. He loved his queen, redly loved her.

"Yes," thebig man said, dmost gently. " She sent VVaentine and Charity to the cemetery immediately,
when you rushed in with your news. They found no traces of human attack on what was |eft of Hadley.

Only your smell, Wado."
"She sent me here with you," Waldo said, dmost whispering.
"Our queen wanted Hadley's kin to have the right of execution,” Mr. Catdiades said.

| came closer to Waldo, until | wasas close as| could get. The silver had weakened the vampire, though
| had afeding that he wouldn't have struggled even if the chain hadn't been made of the metd that
vampires can't tolerate. Some of thefire had gone out of Waldo, though his upper lip drew back from his
fangsas| put thetip of the stake over his heart. | thought of Hadley, and | wondered, if she werein my

shoes, could she do this?

"Can you drive the limo, Mr. Catdiades?' | asked.

"Yes, maam, | can."

"Could you drive yourself back to New Orleans?'

"That wasadwaysmy plan.”

| pressed down on the wood, until I could tell it was hurting him. His eyes were closed. | had staked a
vampire before, but it had been to save my life and Bill's. Wado was a pitiful thing. There was nothing
romantic or dramatic about this vampire. He was smply vicious. | was sure he could do extreme damage
when the situation caled for it; and | was sure he had killed my cousin Hadley.

Bill said, "I'll do it for you, Sookie." Hisvoice was smooth and cold, as aways, and hishand on my arm
was cool.



"l can help," Bubba offered. "You'd do it for me, Miss Sookie."

"Y our cousin was a bitch and awhore,” Waldo said, unexpectedly. | met hisred eyes.

"l expect shewas," | said. "l guess| just can't kill you." My hand, the one holding the stake, dropped to
my Sde.

"You haveto kill me" Wado said, with the arrogance of surety. "The queen has sent me hereto be
killed."

"I'm just gonna have to ship you right back to the queen,” | said. "l can't doit.”

"Get your whoremonger to do it, he's more than willing."

Bill waslooking more vampiric by the second, and he tugged the stake from my fingers.

"He'strying to commit suicide by cop, Bill," | said.

Bill looked puzzled, and so did Bubba. Mr. Catdiadess round face was unreadable.

"He'strying to make us mad enough, or scared enough, to kill him, because he can't kill himsdlf," | said.
"He's sure the queen will do something much, much worseto him than | would. And he'sright.”

"The queen wastrying to give you the gift of vengeance,” Mr. Cataliades said. "Won' you take it? She
may not be happy with you if you send him back."

"That'sredly her problem,” | said. "Isntit?’

" think it might be very much your problem,” Bill said quietly.

"Well, that just bites," | said. "You " | paused, and told mysdlf not to be afool. ™Y ou were very kind to
bring Waldo down here, Mr. Cataliades, and you were very clever in steering me around to the truth.” |
took adeep breath and considered. "'l appreciate your bringing down the legal papers, which I'll look
over at acamer moment.” | thought I'd covered everything. "Now, if you'd be so good asto pop the
trunk open, I'll ask Bill and Bubbato put himinthere." | jerked my head toward the silver-bound
vampire, standing in sllence not ayard away.



At that moment, when we were dl thinking of something else, Wado threw himsdlf a me, jaws open
wide like asnake's, fangs fully extended. | threw mysdlf backward, but | knew it wouldn't be enough.
Those fangswould rip open my throat and | would bleed out here in my own yard. But Bubba and Bill
were not bound with silver, and with a speed that wasterrifying initself, they gripped the old vampire and
knocked him to the ground. Quicker than any human could wink, Bill'sarm rose and fell, and Waldo's
red eyeslooked down at the stake in his chest with profound satisfaction. In the next second, those eyes
caved in and hislong thin body began the ingtant process of disintegration. Y ou never haveto bury a
redly dead vampire.

For afew long moments, we stayed frozen in the tableau; Mr. Catdiades was standing, | was on the
ground on my butt, and Bubbaand Bill were on their knees beside the thing that had been Waldo.

Then the limo door opened, and before Mr. Cataliades could scramble to help her out, the queen of
L ouisana stepped out of the vehicle.

She was beautiful, of course, but not in afairy-tae princess sort of way. | don't know what | expected,
but shewasn't it. While Bill and Bubba scrambled to their feet and then bowed deeply, | gave her agood
once-over. Shewaswearing avery expensive midnight-blue suit and high hedls. Her hair wasarich
reddish brown. Of course she was pale as milk, but her eyeswerelarge, tilted, and dmost the same
brown as her hair. Her fingernails were polished red, and somehow that seemed very weird. Shewore
no jewdry.

Now | knew why Mr. Cataliades had kept the privacy glass up during thetrip north. And | was sure that
the queen had ways of masking her presence from Waldo's senses, aswel ashissight.

"Hdlo," | sad uncertainly. "I'm"

"I know who you are," she said. She had afaint accent; | thought it might be French. "Bill. Bubba."

Oooh-kay. So much for palite chitchat. | huffed out a breath and shut my mouth. No point in talking until
she explained her presence. Bill and Bubba stood upright. Bubbawas smiling. Bill wasnt.

The queen examined me head to toe, in away | thought was downright rude. Since she was a queen, she
was an old vampire, and the oldest ones, the ones who sought power in the vampire infrastructure, were
among the scariest. It had been so long since sheld been human that there might not be much
remembrance of humanity leftin her.

"l don't seewhat dl the fussisabout,” she said, shrugging.



My lipstwitched. | just couldn't help it. My grin spread across my face, and | tried to hide it with my
hand. The queen eyed me quizzicdly.

"She amileswhen she'snervous,” Bill sad.

| did, but that's not why | was smiling now.

"Y ou were going to send Waldo back to me, for meto torture and kill," the queen said to me. Her face
was quite blank. 1 couldn't tell if she approved or disapproved, thought | was clever or thought | wasa
foal.

"Yes" | sad. The shortest answer was definitely the best.

"He forced your hand.”

"Uh-huh."

"He was too frightened of meto risk returning to New Orleanswith my friend Mr. Catdiades."

"Yes" | was getting good at one-word answers.

"I wonder if you engineered thiswhole thing."

"Yes' would not be the right answer, here. | maintained silence.

"I'll find out," she said, with absolute certainty. "Well meet again, Sookie Stackhouse. | was fond of your
cousin, but even she was foolish enough to go to a cemetery aone with her bitterest enemy. She counted
too much on the power of my name aoneto protect her.”

"Did Wddo ever tell you if Marie Laveau actualy rose?' | asked, too overwhelmed with curiosity to let
the question go unanswered.

She was getting back in the car as| spoke, and she paused with one foot inside the limo and one foot in
the yard. Anyone else would have looked awkward, but not the queen of Louisiana.

"Interesting,” she said. "No, actudly, he didn't. When you come to New Orleans, you and Bill can repest
the experiment.”



| started to point out that unlike Hadley, | wasn't dead, but | had the sense to shut my mouth. She might
have ordered me to become avampire, and | was afraid, very afraid that then Bill and Bubbawould have
held me down and made me so. That was too awful to think about, so | smiled at her.

After the queen was all settled in the limo, Mr. Cataliades bowed to me. "It's been a pleasure, Miss
Stackhouse. If you have any questions about your cousin's estate, cal me at the number on my business
card. It's clipped to the papers.”

"Thanks," | said, not trusting myself to say more. Besides, one-word answers never hurt. Waldo was
amos disintegrated. Bits of him would bein my yard for awhile. Yuck. "WherésWado? All over my
yard," | could say to anyone who asked.

The night had clearly been too much for me. The limo purred out of my yard. Bill put hishand to my
cheek, but | didn't lean into it. | was grateful to him for coming, and | told him so.

"Y ou shouldn't bein danger,” he said. Bill had a habit of usng aword that changed the meaning of his
satements, made them something ambiguous and unsettling. His dark eyes were fathomless pools. |
didn't think | would ever understand him.

"Did | do good, Miss Sookie?' Bubba asked.

"Youdid grest, Bubba," | said. "Y ou did the right thing without me even having to tdl you."

"You knew dl dong shewasin thelimo,” Bubbasaid. "Didn't you, Miss Sookie?"

Bill looked at me, startled. | didn't meet hiseyes. "Yes, Bubba," | said gently. "I knew. Before Waldo got
out, | listened with my other sense, and | found two blank spotsin thelimo." That could only mean two
vampires. So I'd known Cataliades had had a companion in the back of the limousine.

"But you played it dl out like she wasn't there.” Bill couldn't seem to grasp this. Maybe he didn't think I'd
learned anything since I'd met him. "Did you know ahead of time that Wado would make atry for you?"

"I suspected he might. He didn't want to go back to her mercies.”

"S0." Bill caught my arms and looked down at me. "Were you trying to make sure he died al aong, or
were you trying to send him back to the queen?’



"Yes" | sad.

One-word answers never hurt.




