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Sweltering heat emanated
from the searing flames. Alex ignored the fact that his skin
blistered and his clothes burnt. He plunged both arms into the
blazing orange inferno without a second thought for his own
well-being. His hands flailed frantically until they found what
they had searched for. He pulled the charred remains up and hugged
them to his chest before he gave a desperate glance toward the
others. Smoke curled up into his mouth and nose and made it nearly
impossible to breath.

“Hurry, hurry. Get out
now,” a gentle voice whispered into his ears. “You must go right
now if you want to live.”

How could he leave them
behind?

“Go now,” the voice
whispered more urgently.

Sparks flew as a giant log
broke in half and fell from the ceiling. It crashed onto the floor
less than two feet from where Alex stood. Flames engulfed the log
and created yet another obstacle.

This time, the voice cried
out. “Hurry, Alex!”

Alex knew he needed to
move. But did he want to live?

The flames grew while Alex
stood motionless, undecided.

Suddenly, a great push
from behind thrust him forward toward a wall of fire.

 


***

 


Alex stirred in his
mahogany coffin, one of the best that money could buy. He felt the
soft, white velvet lining rubbing against his cheek but it did not
comfort him. He panted like a thirsty dog and writhed helplessly
inside the narrow wooden box.

His eyes snapped open.
First, he checked his hands for burns but couldn't see any. He
groaned as he realized it had been yet another
nightmare.

Are these recurring nightmares
going to last forever? He wondered as he reached up and unlatched the
locks which he’d installed for his own safety. You just never knew
when someone was going to come and chop off your head or stake you.
He pushed open the lid and sat upright. His gaze wandered around
while his mind tried to fight off the dread for the night
ahead.

Set in the center of a
large stone room that was buried deep beneath his house, his coffin
rested on a massive stone slab with Egyptian hieroglyphic carvings
around its edges. The carvings read, ‘Death is not but eternal
life.’ The slab and coffin were the only items in the room except
for his slippers and a small table that held a candelabra and a box
of wooden matches.

Out of habit, Alex lit a
match and touched it to the candle wicks. Instantly, the room was
illuminated with a soft glow as he climbed out of the coffin. When
he slammed the lid shut, the hollow sound reverberated off the
stone walls and then quickly died. He wedged his large feet into
his slippers, padded over to the wide steel door and punched a
series of numbers into the keypad. The door emitted a soft
whooshing sound as the powerful lock released.

Yawning, he stepped
through the door and into a maze of tunnels that worked their way
into deadly traps scattered throughout his underground chamber.
There was another whooshing sound as the door locked behind
him.

With the candelabra in his
right hand, Alex moved through the maze and watched the flickering
shadows as they played on the walls. Malcolm’s face shone
menacingly in the light ahead.

Alex stopped short and
blinked. He held the candles out toward the face, but it wavered in
the candlelight and disappeared.

Hmmmm, he thought, perhaps the night ahead will prove to
be eventful after all.

Except for his echoing
footsteps, the tunnels were dead silent. It seemed that the dark,
dank atmosphere should be home to mice or cockroaches, but no,
nothing lived there.

Once he got to the end of
the tunnels, he faced yet another heavy steel door which required a
combination. So again, Alex punched in the numbers and
exited.

Finally, just inches from
the steel one, there was a thick oak door which simply required a
key. Alex took the key from his pajama shirt pocket, unlocked the
door, entered his bedroom and then relocked as he always
did.

He scanned the room with
all his senses. It was more out of habit than concern. Despite the
popular belief of vampire legend, the many mirrors in the room
reflected his image off of each other.

Alex gazed at the four
poster bed that he never slept in. How inviting it looked. The
thick mattress was clothed in burgundy blankets with piles of
decorative pillows scattered across the head of the bed. Burgundy
and black dominated the color scheme; black carpet, burgundy walls,
sheer black curtains shading the windows.

He preferred the softer
light of candles so he passed the light switch and went to the
dressing table. He set down the candelabra and picked up a candle
that stood in a golden holder with biblical carvings in its base.
While he lit it, he was reminded of his time in Rome. The things
there had been so beautiful that he hadn’t been able to resist
bringing something home for himself.

Alex knew his hobby of
decorating his house bordered on an obsession; he brought things
back from his journeys all over the world to put in his house in
Reno. But his house was done; if he put anything else in it, it
would look like a little old lady’s cluttered house. His casinos
practically ran themselves and his place on the Great Council only
occupied him every now and then. It was an awful feeling not to
have a purpose.

He tried to ignore the
weakness that plagued his body with pain and indicated that it was
time to eat again. A glance at his nightstand told him that his
cell phone was blinking. He pushed back the pain of hunger and
checked his messages.

Damion’s smooth voice came
through the ear piece. “Hey Alex, I’ve set up a council meeting
tonight. I just know something is going down with Malcolm…and I really don’t
like the looks of it. I think we all need to get together to talk
about this one. Eleven, conference room.”

Alex clicked his phone
shut and threw it on the bed. Then, he went to his closet and
rummaged through his clothes. With excruciating care, he chose a
black Armani suit complemented by a dark red dress shirt. Dark red
was his power color, and he loved feeling powerful.

Next, he went into the
connecting bathroom and gave himself an approving look in the
mirror. Till the end of his existence, each time he looked into the
mirror, he would see a twenty-eight year old man. His harsh Russian
features would forever remain without wrinkles and his coal black
hair would never gray. It was his eyes, though, which told the
story of his age, and even he could see the stories in them.

Carefully, Alex applied a
dark, skin colored foundation to his face and hands to cover his
paleness. The effort was worth it because the mortals never
questioned his light skin.

Alex put on his black
leather overcoat, which was long enough to accommodate his six foot
four body and still sweep the floor around him. Then he allowed
himself one last approving glance in the mirror, grabbed his
briefcase off his dresser, and left the room.

He opened the garage door
and sighed with pride. The room glimmered from the shiny chrome
which decorated most of the cars.

If he wanted to stop at
the church before the meeting, he didn’t have much time to spare,
so he went to his orange ’69 mustang and slipped onto the soft
leather seat. He set his briefcase on the seat beside him, and
then, with the turn of the key, she came to life. After he had
backed out of the garage, he shut the doors with a remote and
roared his way out of the long driveway.

The pine tree lined
streets were deserted at this hour of the night. Alex liked that;
living outside of the city between Reno and Lake Tahoe gave him
more privacy. Although it was raining, he opened his window half
way to let in the fresh scent of the rain washed earth.

As he approached the city, he
took in the view of the lights. It’s like the first time every
time, he
thought, like beacons calling to you, and like vampires also,
deceivingly beautiful, drawing you in with great promise…and then
you get bit.

He wasn't able to help
himself; he laughed out loud a little and drove into the city. The
traffic there was crazy compared to the lonely streets near his
house. Among the many hotels and casinos which dominated the city,
he watched as Lucas Hotels and Casinos drew closer and closer, and
then stood tall and proud in front of him.

He passed the exit and
kept going for a few miles until he came to a stop in front of the
large brick church. He parked the car, ran through the rain, and
ascended the cement stairway. Alex found the church deserted and
locked as it always was at this time of night.

When he took out his lock
picking tool, he was reminded of the old days when they had never
locked the churches. They had always been open for the public
whenever they had needed to be close to God.

Guess you couldn’t do that
with all the crime nowadays.

Upon entering, he felt a
presence; not one of God, but something, or rather someone, else.
Of course he knew right away who it was. Danielle had always had
this bad habit of following him around when she was
invisible.

Although he knew it was
she, he never let on to her that he knew.

Why would anyone be upset
that an angel was following them around?

Why she was doing it was
another story. He couldn’t think of any reason why she would want
to keep herself a secret from him, since she knew that he would
tell her everything that she wanted to know, and besides that, she
could read minds.

Although the bricks
muffled the sound of the rain, its presence was evident. It
drizzled down the outside of the multicolored stained glass
windows.

It’s like they are
melting,
Alex thought as he stared at them.

An isle separated two
pews, and at the far end of the church, behind the podium and the
large choir section, was the baptismal area.

Alex went about his ritual
as usual; he knelt down in front of the podium at a short wooden
table that, without fail, held a fresh flower arrangement each
night that he came. It also held a large old style Bible that
always lay open to the same verse; John 3:16.

Alex lowered his head and
spoke aloud into the empty church; his voice echoed from the walls:
“Lord, forgive me…I have sinned…I live a life of sin. Yet still you
let me live. Again and again I ask you how that can be. How is it
that you could let something as evil and corrupt as I am live on
this earth and walk with the humans that you created?”

He felt his head drop even
lower.

“I still don’t understand
a lot of things you have presented to me throughout this long life,
Lord. I am depressed and I have never asked for anything from you
except for guidance and strength in certain situations, but it is
time that I come to you so humbly and ask that just this once you
bless me with something to give me the will to go on.”

A clap of thunder shook
the walls of the church.

“This depression has
become too great to bear; I can barely rise from sleep when the sun
goes down, and none of the hobbies that previously occupied me so
well interest me anymore."

Alex paused.

“I would never try to bargain
with you or to demand anything from you. I would never be so bold
as to assume that I was owed anything. All I am asking for is some kind of
meaning to this life, or afterlife, however you wish to put it. I
need a reason to want to persevere. After all, I no longer have a family. The
only thing I do have, besides a few friends, is the everlasting
torment of being one of the most unholy creatures to walk this
earth.

Please hear me and
consider the needs of one of your servants and thank you, thank you
so much, for everything that you have given to me. I would do
anything for you, I am yours in all ways, and I am yours in
everything.

In Jesus precious
name…Amen.”

As Alex rose from his
knees, contentment flowed through his veins and filled him up. He
felt the same way every time he prayed.

A moment later, he rushed
out of the door, stopping only to relock it as he always did out of
respect.

 


***

 


“Do you think he’s ready?”
Damion asked.

“He’s past ready,” Danielle
murmured as she slipped off her perch on the railing that separated
the choir area from the rest of the church. “Damion, his depression
has to end.”

She felt Damion following
her to the front pew of the right isle where she wanted to sit so
that she could see the altar.

“I know Alex was chosen
for this,” he said as he sat down next to her, “but how do we know
it will cure his depression? It could end this present situation,
but begin another lengthy and dangerous one. How do we know this
will not be the straw that breaks the camel’s back?”

Danielle smiled. “I have known
Alex for over a hundred years and I know that even though he thinks
he is damned to hell, he still keeps his faith in God and
that,
my dear friend, is
the strongest kind of faith there is.”

“So he’ll do
it?”

“It is still his
decision.”

“I hope it goes the way we
want it to.”

“So do I, Damion, so do
I.”

“Why do you always come
here to watch him pray; don’t you think that’s like invasion of
privacy or something?”

“I’m his
guardian.”

“You were, when he was a human. He hasn’t been
mortal for a long time. I know enough to know you aren’t required
to be with him at all times.”

“That’s true, but his
prayers are the most important time for me to be with
him.”

“Why?”

“He’s convinced that God
doesn’t hear his prayer; that’s why he comes here almost every
night. He is convinced that he is going to hell and yet he remains
a child of God, doing what the Lord would want him to. He could go
on living a sinful life, knowing that he is damned anyway, but he
doesn’t. It is vital that he has some reinforcement of his faith in
God. I know that he feels me here.”

Damion shook his head.
“Well, whatever, I’ll see ya at the meeting. I’ve gotta
go.”

“Ok.”

Damion was gone. Danielle
did not want to leave the church; she looked up at the large cross
on the wall above the baptismal. “Come on, big guy, his time to
shine is finally here so let’s show him how much you really have in
store for him.”

She reluctantly stood and
walked back down the aisle. Her transparency carried her through
the tightly locked doors.
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Alex sensed that Danielle
was gone. He sped back along the streets which gleamed wet in the
light of the street lamps. This time, he took the exit that dropped
him right in front of Lucas Hotels.

He stopped in front of the
valet and watched the young man’s face as he examined the car.
Then, he put the car in park, got out and gave the kid the keys
along with a fifty dollar bill.

“Thank you, Mr. Lucas,
Thank you.”

“Just be nice to my baby,”
Alex teased him.

The boy looked at the car
as a junkie would at his drugs. “Oh I will, Mr. Lucas, don’t you
worry.”

“Well, thank you, then.” Alex smiled at him and entered
the building through the large, darkly tinted glass
doors.

On his way to the
elevator, he looked through to the casino entrance and hesitated.
Normally, he went straight up to his office before he could even
hear the sound of the slots, but for some reason he was drawn into
the casino.

He watched the people from
the doorway; some appeared desperate, some seemed happy, and some
indifferent. Scantily clad prostitutes roamed about, hoping to get
a room with one of the high rollers. Every night, at least two or
three drunks fought with security about the machines or the card
dealers, insisting that they were cheated.

Alex saw a young, blond,
pregnant woman sitting at a slot machine with her head resting on
her hands and a drink in front of her. It appeared to be orange
juice, but he could smell the vodka in it from his position more
than ten feet away.

It’s so sad, and I’m to
blame, Alex
thought before he hurried away in disgust. I can’t watch anymore.
The elevator took
him far above the casinos and the many floors of rooms to the
conference room floor. The doors opened to the dark gray carpeted
hallway with its starch white walls and framed windows of other
offices.

He opened the door to the
conference room and Danielle immediately rose to embrace him.
“Hello Alex.”

He rushed to her and
hugged the beautiful angel, savoring her scent; she smelled like a
fresh spring day.

“Hi, Danielle.”

He held her small frame
while she planted a kiss on his cheek with her full pink lips. Her
long black hair fell down to her waist and tickled his
hands.

When she finally released
him, Danielle pulled back and looked at him. Alex could swear that
she had the longest black eye lashes that he had ever
seen.

“It’s good to see you,
Alex.”

She turned and went to her
chair. Alex admired her long, white skirt, which seemed to flow
around her legs, as well as her pale, pink peasant top; they both
covered her skin appropriately. Very angelic, he thought.

He took the chair next to
hers and realized that the others had been staring at their
interaction. Directly across from him was Victoria Jackson, their
witch. In his opinion, she sure did look like one too. She wore an
old black dress and her arthritis distorted hands clutched a frayed
wicker bag. Her gray hair was pulled up into a bun on top of her
head.

Reluctantly, he greeted
her. “Hello Victoria.”

“Alex.” She nodded at him
and then glared at everyone else with her small blue
eyes.

Sitting next to her was
her apprentice, Deanna Ventress. Deanna was one of his favorites;
she was an incredible source of information and ideas.

“Hey Deanna!”

She had been sitting with
her head down and her bright red hair spilled down around her face
so that you couldn’t see her light green eyes. But she quickly
raised her head so that Alex could see they were filled with
happiness, as they always were.

How can someone with such a
great attitude stand to be around Victoria all the time?
This thought had
occurred to him more than once.

Alex could not deny that
Victoria was an awesome witch. Even though she was a bit of a
downer, she knew pretty much everything when it came to
magic.

He looked over when the door
opened. Ah,
enter the dark angel, he thought dramatically.

Damion Snow was actually a
pretty good guy; he had just lived the wrong kind of life when he
had been alive so he had had to go to hell. It happens.

With his blond hair and
blue eyes anyone who didn’t know better would have thought that he
was the angel and Danielle was the dark angel.

“Hi.” Damion addressed
everyone as he took his chair on the other side of Alex.

“How’s it going?” Alex
asked him.

“Only hell is worse.” He
smiled wickedly.

Alex wiggled his eyebrows.
“How much worse?”

Damion shook his head.
“You never give up, do you, Alex?”

“Never.” Alex met Damions eyes and they
both burst into laughter at their running joke. Their laughter
didn’t subside when Jeremiah Duncan marched into the room and took
a seat beside Victoria; in fact, it only made them laugh
harder.

Another running joke
between the council members was that Jeremiah and Victoria were
twins separated at birth. He was gray haired and grouchy just like
her.

Victoria’s glare suddenly
cut through them like the sharp blade of a knife. Alex gasped
viciously as he tried to curb his laughter.

Damion’s reaction was
quite the same, but somehow they managed to settle into silence
just as Stewart Craven arrived, last as usual. Alex admired his
arrogant demeanor, the way he could disregard anyone or anything.
His looks matched his attitude, with his long blond hair and icy
blue eyes.

As he watched Stewart
enter and find his chair with a quick hello to everyone, Alex
couldn’t help but wonder what was going on with him; he had
recently tried his telepathy on Stewart, to no avail. Stewart knew
how to close his mind to others, just as they all did, but recently
Alex felt that something was wrong with him, and he wanted to know
what it was.

After Stewart had taken
his chair, Alex, as well as the rest of the group, focused his eyes
on Damion.

“I have some bad news,
folks.”

Tension tightened inside
of Alex. “It’s Malcolm, right?”

“Isn’t it always Malcolm?”
Victoria spat out.

“No one can find him which
means that something bad is probably going to happen soon.” Damion
lowered his eyes.

Victoria snorted, “You mean
that slaughtering whole villages in Africa is not
bad.
Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

Damions eyes shot up
sharply. “Of course not, Victoria, that’s horrible, but what could
be coming might be worse.”

Jeremiah finally decided
to put his word in too. “Let’s not argue; we have too much to
discuss.”

“I’m not arguing, just
stating fact.”

“Why do you always have to
have the last word, Victoria?” Damion bore his eyes into her and
tried to stare her down.

“Stop it, guys.”
Danielle’s voice was firm. “Damion’s right; this could be very bad
if we don’t get on it.”

Alex watched with humor as
Damion and Victoria tore their eyes away from each other and
settled them on Danielle. It was Deanna who spoke first, though.
“What are we going to do?”

“We need to inform the
warriors and get a search party going in every country. He could be
anywhere.”

Stewart put his elbows
onto the table and leaned on them. “I don’t think he wants to be
found. Therefore we probably won’t find him.”

Stewart’s comments
infuriated Alex. “Why are you always the devil’s advocate?” he
asked even though he knew that Stewart was right.

Malcolm was their worst
enemy at the moment. He was one of the oldest vampires around, and
pure evil. It seemed that his latest mission was to populate the
earth with vampires that were just as evil as he was.

Alex remembered the last time
they had discussed those same issues. Damion had stated it was
their mission to stop Malcolm from making vampires by killing him.
Several years earlier, the council had voted unanimously for the
new law that prohibited the creation of more vampires without
approval from them. The law would stay in effect until they could
control the vampire population better. But Malcolm considered
himself above their laws; in his mind, he was the law for the bad guys.

“You know it’s true,
Alex.” Alex was startled out of his reverie by Stewart’s
voice.

“Of course I know it’s true, but
we are here to find solutions, so try to help, ok?”

Stewart leaned back in his
chair and put his hands up defensively. “Ok, ok, chill
out.”

Alex looked at Danielle because
looking at her made him feel better. Then, he continued. “One thing
we have to consider is that Malcolm was a threat before, but his
elusiveness heightens the threat level considerably.
Everyone
is in danger; you
all need to keep your senses sharp and keep yourselves out of
harm’s way, if possible. Malcolm knows we are all important and
nothing would please him more than to get rid of any of
us.”

He watched everyone nod
their heads in agreement.

Jeremiah spoke up. “There’s not
much we can do except wait.”

“No!” Damions eyes
glittered with intensity. “We cannot just sit around and wait for
him to attack us.”

“We can’t do anything if
we don’t know where he is,” Jeremiah countered.

“We will find him!” Damion shouted.

“Not if he doesn’t want to
be found.”

Damion leaned forward. “Look,
Jeremiah, we are the Great Council. We are here to make sure that
the supernatural creatures abide by the laws we have created.
Everything must remain in the best interest of the human race.”

“I know perfectly well why
we are here,” Jeremiah retorted.

“Well, I don’t think
anything
Malcolm is up to is
going to be beneficial for the humans.”

“We cannot put ourselves
in danger by going blindly into something we know nothing about.
The council has to protect its own.” Jeremiah pounded the
table.

“I can’t believe you are
saying this, Jeremiah; you are a part of this council, as was your
father, and his father. Many here come from long lines of members,
so you should know as well as any of us that we do what is best for
others, not ourselves.”

Alex couldn’t take it
anymore. “Stop it! We all have sensitive enough telepathy to know
that something is wrong, terribly wrong. I agree that we need to
move in soon, but first let’s see what the search parties find
out.”

When his gaze moved to
Stewart, Alex felt he was hiding something. Although he knew he was
right, he didn’t want to confront him until he had had time to talk
to Damion and Danielle. If Stewart was planning to betray them, it
had to be taken care of.

A thick, silence filled
the room.

Deanna cleared her throat
and everyone looked her way. She remained silent,
though.

Victoria coaxed her. “Go
ahead.”

“Well…I was thinking that
we could get some, uh…well, vampire slayers to help us.”

Nobody moved a muscle, but
Alex could see that everyone was looking at her as though she were
crazy. But she wasn’t crazy; in fact, she had come up with a grand
plan.

Alex was impressed. The
last thing Malcolm would expect would be for vampire slayers to
hunt him. “Yes!” he exclaimed excitedly. “That’s it!”

More comfortable now that
she had some support, Deanna continued explaining. “I figure that
some of these slayers have been looking for Malcolm for their whole
lives and he can easily see them coming. So when we find him, we
simply tell the slayers where he is, and let them go after
him.”

“That’s your plan?” Jeremiah looked at her
incredulously.

Victoria instinctively
came to Deanna’s defense. “Maybe you should let her finish,” she
snapped.

Jeremiah kept silent
because he knew Victoria would fight him till he was deaf from the
sound of her voice.

“Go on,” she instructed
Deanna.

“Well, I figure that while
the slayers are keeping him busy, we can sneak in for the
kill.”

“Sneak in for the
kill; are
you mad?” Stewart asked her.

Before anyone could say a
thing, Danielle clasped her hands together in prayer style. “I love
the idea.” She smiled at Deanna.

“And who’s going to
volunteer to approach the vampire slayers?” Stewart
sneered.

With a smug, almost
challenging, smile, Deanna looked at him. “I’ll do it.”

“First we have to find
him,” he replied with raised eyebrows and tilted head.

“Let’s do it, then!”
Damion shouted like a football coach.

Alex figured Damion was
trying to prevent any further arguments, so he quickly asked his
question. “Hey, I was wondering what you all would think about me
bringing Chris to the meetings from now on.”

“I think it’s about time,”
Damion said immediately.

“I agree,” Danielle added.
“Is everyone in favor of that?”

Alex listened to the
murmured ayes; Deanna practically hollered hers.

“Well, I guess that’s it,
then,” Damion concluded. “Unless anyone has anything they want to
add.” He looked around and when no one said anything, he stood.
“Ok. Everyone work on what you need to and remember to be careful.
I will get hold of everyone when we need to meet again.”

They all rose and left the
room.
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Alex exited the room and
breathed in the fresh air. It had been stuffy in there.

Danielle came to his side
and hooked her arm around his. “Walk with me.”

She led him to an elevator
and they rode down together. There was a huge crowd waiting to get
on so they carefully wove their way through the people and out the
front door. The relentless rain was coming down hard and fast in
large drops.

“Do you sense it too?”
Alex asked her while they waited for the valet to bring his car
under the overhang.

“Stewart?”

“Yes.”

“Something is definitely
wrong, but patience is a virtue, my friend.”

“What?”

“Stewart is not the kind
to keep a secret for very long; it’s almost like he wants us to
know that he’s hiding something.”

Shocked, Alex realized she
was right. The thought had never occurred to him. “You’re right, it
was pretty obvious.”

“He’ll reveal it soon
enough.”

“Why don’t we just ask
him?”

“He knows we suspect
something; I think that was the whole point.”

“So we just sit around and
wait for something to happen?”

“Yes.”

Alex felt so frustrated by
Danielle’s brief answers. They were total opposites: She was
patient, but he was an action taker. He wanted to know right now if
Stewart was a traitor.

“If we pursue Stewart,
he’ll only become more defensive and clam up. But don’t worry; we
will find out sooner or later.”

“And you think it’s safe
to let it go.”

“Yes.”

When the valet arrived
with his car, Danielle embraced him. “I’ll see you soon,” she
whispered softly into his ear.

“Do you want a
ride?”

“No thanks, I want to
walk.”

“In the rain?”

“Yes.”

She lightly kissed his
cold cheek before walking off. He watched her weave her way in and
out of the crowd until she seemed to disappear.

Alex drove away with
Danielle still on his mind. Over the years, they had come to
understand one another like no one else could.

He wished that she could
talk about the future or the past, or anything that could change
the way things were supposed to happen, but he had stopped asking
her long ago when he had realized that there were probably a lot of
things that she didn’t know. It seemed like being earthbound kept
her out of the loop.

Through the darkness and rain,
he could see the trees on either side of the highway starting to
bend towards one another to form a tunnel. Despite its size, his
house wasn’t visible from the road. As it came into view, he
swelled with pride at its resemblance to Tara in
Gone with the
Wind.

When he pulled into the
circular drive, he saw Christopher’s car. After he had parked,
Chris came over to greet him.

“Let’s get inside,” Alex
motioned toward the enormous front doors.

They entered the foyer
dripping wet, shed their soggy coats and ventured into the sitting
room.

“How are you, Chris?” Alex asked
as he went to the fireplace and pushed the little button that
started the fake fire. The things they come up with these days are
amazing, he
thought.

“I’m ok; I just came by to
see how you are. It hasn’t exactly gone unnoticed that you have
been kind of down lately.”

“I am down, but things
have started picking up so it looks like I should be pretty
busy.”

“Good. You need something
to occupy that roaming mind of yours.”

“Well, you’re going to be
busy too.”

“Doing what?”

Alex turned away
nonchalantly. “Oh, just stuff for the council. No big
deal.”

He hid a smile, knowing
full well Chris had been waiting a long time to hear those
words.

Chris’s green eyes lit up.
“Are you serious?”

He ran his fingers through
his perpetually messy, dark brown hair.

“Yeah, it’s true; everyone
agreed.”

“Thank you, Alex, you know
how much it means to me that you and the rest of the council trust
me enough to be part of it.”

They stood side by side
next to the fireplace, Chris turned to face Alex. Alex put a hand
on each of his shoulders and looked into his eyes.

“Of course it would be you
who follows me; you are the closest one to a son that I will ever
have. You make me proud and always will.”

Alex released his
shoulders and they both moved to chairs. Once they were seated,
Chris remained quiet, but Alex could tell that he wanted to say
something.

“What is it?”

Chris squirmed a little in
his chair. “Well, it’s just that we have known each other for so
long, and you know all about my human past, but you have never told
me anything about yours.”

“My story is too long to
tell.”

“I’m not ignorant, Alex. I
know something terrible must have happened for you to carry such
baggage for so long. I’ve been thinking of you a lot and I really
think it’s time for you to do something about it.”

“Chris, don’t push this.
I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I think that you should.”
Chris still looked very uncomfortable. He had never brought this up
before so it seemed pretty odd for him to want to talk about it
then.

“Why?”

“Alex, this is really hard for
me to say because I don’t like to pry into people’s personal
feelings, but when you created me, you created a connection to you
as well. So I can feel when you are in pain…physically
and
mentally.”

“Feel my pain?”
Alex repeated. He
could not believe what he was hearing.

“Yes, and this,” Chris
waved his hand around, “depression or whatever it is that you are
in is growing so great that it’s started affecting me too. But I’m
only bringing it up because if it is causing me to hurt, I can only
imagine what it is doing to you.”

Alex felt his jaw hanging
open. “Huh.”

“I know.” Chris sauntered
over to the book shelves that covered the wall from floor to
ceiling. “I also know that over the years, there have been a lot of
things that have built up to what you’re going through, but in my
opinion it is time to fight it.”

Alex watched Chris
carefully while the younger one ran his fingertips over the spines
of the leather bound books. He felt guilty about Chris having to
suffer, but he was still reluctant to speak about his life to
anyone. It was in the past, and that is exactly where he wanted to
keep it.

“Burying it won’t make it
go away.”

“Maybe not, but it’s my
prerogative to pretend that it didn’t happen.” Even as he said
this, he knew that the nightmares and the memories were burned into
his mind forever. “I’m so sorry that I have given you this burden
to bear, but I have never spoken of it, and I still don’t have any
intention of doing so.”

“Don’t you think that may
be why this is so hard for you, because you keep it buried inside?
You know, that’s why people see shrinks…”

“Maybe.”

“I respect you, Alex, and
I won’t push you, but you need to know that I am here for you if
you ever…you know, need someone.”

Relieved, Alex muttered,
“Thank you.”

Chris returned to the
recliner. “I want you to know one more thing: I have a vague idea
about what happened. The connection I was talking about before
seems to have come with its own set of visions.”

“Ok.” Good thing I’m not alive or this
would probably shock the life out of me. “Are you saying that you can see my
thoughts?” The idea that Chris might actually be able to see why he
was hurting was almost too much to digest.

“Like I said before, don’t
worry about me, Alex, it’s you I worry about. I don’t know how you
can bear it.”

“Chris, I’m sorry, I’m
just not ready.”

“It’s ok.”

“Thank you.”

After a long and
uncomfortable silence, Chris began to pace the room. “Alex, I’m
bored; let’s go do something.”

“It’s only a few hours
until dawn.”

“So, we’ll make it
back.”

“I want to stay
here.”

Chris shook his head. “See,
Alex, this is half the reason you are so depressed; you stay inside
cooped up all the time. You are immortal,” Chris waved his hands in the air for
emphasis, “you have all the time in the world to do everything you
have ever even thought of doing. Mortals have time against them and
some of them die without doing anything they wanted to do. You
should live it up and take advantage of the gift that you have been
given.”

“I don’t need a lecture, Chris;
I have been given a curse, not a gift, and I hate what I am. I beg the Lord every
night to forgive me for what I am.”

“It wasn’t your choice,
Alex.”

“I know, but that doesn’t
make it any better.”

Chris slumped back into
the recliner and threw up his hands. “See, Alex, you need to
lighten up and have some fun.”

“So now you’re a shrink?”

“Oh, and you want to be a
joker.”

Alex was actually fighting
to keep a straight face. “I’m not joking.”

“Ok, fine, I’ll leave it
alone, but…”

“Stop it,
Chris.”

“No, listen, I know you’re
hungry, so let’s go eat.”

Alex lowered his head.
“You got me on that one.”

“Well, let’s
go.”

As he didn’t want to
acknowledge his hunger, he silently rose and followed Chris to get
their coats.
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Sunlight shone on him;
sunlight he hadn’t seen for over a hundred years. He squinted his
eyes into slits and looked around. He saw that he was in a large
field of tall golden grass. An enormous oak tree, with its thick
branches spread far and wide, stood in the center of the field and
soaked up the sunlight. He mimicked the tree, spread out his arms
and tilted his face towards the cloud peppered sky. He closed his
eyes and let the long forgotten warmth envelope him.

Underneath his eyelids, he
saw little black dots that floated around and then disappeared. He
could feel droplets of sweat start to form in the space between his
nose and upper lip. He let his tongue slip out and taste the
saltiness of sweat he hadn’t felt for a hundred years.

“Daddy.”

His eyes popped open. He
spun in a circle until he was again facing the massive oak.
Attached to the tree with a thick rope was a tire swing that hadn’t
been there before. A young girl sat in the swing. She looked to be
about ten years old.

A head of fiery auburn
curls surrounded her face which appeared to be as white as his. The
strangest thing were her eyes; they were beautiful black eyes that
he had seen somewhere before.

“Daddy, come push
me.”

Even though they were
alone, Alex knew she wasn’t talking to him; he didn’t have a
daughter anymore.

“Daddy, come
on.”

She slid off her swing and
ran in his direction. Her pink sundress with white flowers grazed
the grass as she ran. When she got to him, she took his hand in
both of hers.

Giggling, she pulled and
pulled until he let her pull him towards the swing.

Suddenly, she stopped and
looked up at him with wide eyes. “Daddy, don’t you want to push me?
You said you would.”

Alex didn’t know what to
say. He thought she had him mistaken for someone else, but if she
couldn’t find her daddy, then damn it, he would push
her.

 


Alex jerked up and smacked his
head on the lid of his coffin. Dreaming. Yes, he had been dreaming. He slowly
opened the lid and thought about how strange it was that he would
only get to see the sunlight when he was locked inside that
thing.

After he had dressed, he
went to his car. Rain still poured out of the darkened sky. While
he drove, visions of the young girl from his dream clouded his
mind; she had looked just like his daughter would have if she had
lived to that age.

The eyes were his
daughter’s, but it was not her. He would have known his own
daughter. Why would he dream of a girl calling him daddy that was
not his own child?

He stopped in front of the
church and ran up the stairs to the entrance. Once again, he knelt
in front of the altar and bowed his head.

“Lord, why do you bring me
such strange dreams? I have never seen the child that came to me in
my sleep.

I don’t understand and,
therefore, I feel helpless; is it your will that I feel this way? I
have been so powerful for so long that every now and then I need to
be shown my place. Is that what is happening? Because it is
working. I have seen a lot of strange and terrible things; not much
gets me worked up these days, but that dream really bothered me. It
confuses me. There will be much death and innocents will perish
along with the evil in the days to come. Malcolm is a true demon;
he and his consorts must die so that some peace can come into this
world. Please, Lord, guide me through the days that are ahead of
me.

Also, could you help free
Chris from this pain that he carries because of me? He does not
deserve to bear my burden. I would never knowingly do anything to
hurt him, and yet I have been doing it all along.

Thank you for all that you
have given to me. I am always in your debt. Amen.”

After he had finished
praying, he sat in a pew to absorb the pure tranquility of the
church…the peace.

Whenever he was in the
church, he felt like his troubles were gone; but the minute he
left, they returned. Alex sat for some time and then forced himself
to leave.

The moment he stepped
outside, the rain intensified. Still, he decided to take a walk
instead of going straight to the casino.

He trudged carelessly
through the rapidly flooding water without giving a single thought
to his expensive shoes or leather jacket.

The rain certainly didn’t
stop the night life of the city. Teenagers stood around smoking and
laughing, drunks staggered back and forth, and women in evening
gowns shared the shelter of awnings with homeless people. Men in
business suits, drug dealers, male and female prostitutes, and
runaways all roamed the streets together. Right in the middle of
them were, of course, your average, run of the mill
vampires.

Alex closed his mind after
a few minutes of being in the crowds; the voices and thoughts of so
many people echoed too loudly in his head. He paid little attention
to others so they made their way around him.

He walked and walked until
he noticed that there were hardly any people on the sidewalks
anymore. He had made his way into a residential area, though it
wasn’t a nice one.

When he finally came out
of his fog of thoughts enough to pay attention to his surroundings,
he wasn’t surprised at why the pedestrian traffic had slowed so
much. Garbage floated down the gutters like little paper sailboats
and glass from broken bottles threatened to puncture the soles of
his shoes. There were even hypodermic needles tossed carelessly
onto the ground.

He kept his fast pace,
which was a full out sprint for a human, and made his way through
the squalid neighborhood. Many of the houses looked like they
should be condemned. The streets were completely empty except for a
few stray dogs looking for scraps. The dogs whimpered and gave him
a wide berth when he passed.

He slowed to a normal
human paced walk because he heard footsteps. Far away, but coming
his way. Alex perked up his senses and heard the footsteps turn out
of an alley and start to follow him. He could smell that it was a
man. He sighed. Even without reading his mind, he knew what was
going to happen; it wasn’t the first time nor would it be the
last.

When he felt the human
close enough behind him, he came to an abrupt stop. He could smell
the humans’ blood when it suddenly began to pump faster. Swiftly,
his coat fanning out in circular motion, Alex turned to face
him.

The young man’s right hand
flew up and planted a nine millimeter Smith and Wesson in Alex’s
face. Just as quickly, the young man’s surprise turned to fear.
Alex propelled forward with lightning speed, grabbed each of the
guy’s arms in his powerful fists and pinned him against the brick
wall behind them. The gun fell to the ground with a dull
clatter.

“What do you want?” Alex
hissed.

“N…nothing,” the other guy
stammered.

“You were going to rob
me.”

“No,” the man pled, “no, I
swear I was just walking.”

“Liar.” Alex
seethed.

“No, please, I’m
not.”

Alex held him
spread-eagled against the wall, so close that he could feel the
young man’s heart beating against his own chest.

“Then why did you carry a
weapon?” For emphasis, Alex squeezed the stranger’s left hand and
slammed it into the wall. There was a crackling sound as the bones
in his hand were shattered. Bits of brick rained down onto the
sidewalk.

The man screamed in pain
and then finally managed to whimper. “P…please let me
go.”

Control became less of an
option now; Alex’s anger blazed through his body like a spreading
fire. These kinds of people, he knew their kind. They sat silently
in the shadows and preyed upon innocent people that they could rob
or rape, then kill.

He wanted to tease him,
make him think he had a chance.

“Oh, so you think I should
let you go?” he asked him although he had no intention of doing
so.

“Yes…yes. I promise, I
won’t bother you again…or anyone,” he added when Alex didn’t
release him.

Alex leaned closer so that
his mouth almost touched the guy’s ear and whispered, “I know you
won’t hurt anyone else.”

Then he pulled his head
back so that they were face to face. Alex opened his mouth and let
the man watch as what appeared to be normal teeth grew into
fangs.

“Oh my god.” The man started to struggle and scream,
writhing around like a mouse in a trap. Alex brought his mouth to
the pulsing artery in his neck and pierced the tender
skin.

When the blood started to
flow, he suctioned his mouth against the skin. The warm fluid that
was the young man’s life force became his own. When he drank, he
was not himself; he was the monster.

He drank until there was no
life left in the man; then he released him and let his body fall to
the ground with a sickening thump. He hated killing; he hated that
he needed blood, and worse, that he liked the blood.

Alex fell to his knees
next to the dead man’s bloody body and wept. It felt like he was
sitting on the cold wet cement for an eternity, waiting for the
rain to wash away any traces of blood. He didn’t want to move; he
felt no less guilty for taking the life of a man who would go to
hell anyway. He was no one’s judge. Looking up into the cloud
blackened night, the rain on his face, he whispered, “Lord, please
forgive me.”

When he had regained his
composure, he started to walk even faster than before. As he moved,
his body tingled from the revitalizing effect of fresh blood. His
sight was sharper, so sharp that he could see each rain drop fall
and separate like diamond shards. He kept his mind closed because
he didn’t want to hear anything but the drumming of the
rain.

As he walked, he tried to
console himself with the notion that his victim had been a killer
and would have killed him if he was mortal. It didn’t make him feel
better; an eye for an eye just wasn’t going to clear his
conscience. It was not the person that caused him to kill; it was
his blood lust, something he could only deny for short periods of
time. His own personal vendetta to kill only bad guys didn’t always
work; he did have accidents.

Out of the silence of the
night, a shrill scream tore through his head. Pain like he had
never felt before struck like lightning bolts through his head. He
screamed too. His head felt like it was going to explode. Both his
hands flew to his head and he fell to the ground. Water splashed
all around him as he went down face first.

“AAAAHHH, Damn it, damn
it!”

Alex rolled over onto his
back and lay there in the flooded street clutching his aching head
until it began to clear enough for him to think. He started to get
to his feet again, but before he could even ask himself what had
happened, it hit again.

The short repetitive
shriek sent jolts of pain throughout his entire body; he seized
over and over again and cried right along with it.

“Lord…God, make it
stop.”

He whimpered over and over
again.

The noise gradually
subsided but he could still hear its echo in the back of his
mind.

“What was that?” he asked out loud.

He was hearing the crying
in his head, not with his ears, which meant it was coming from out
of earshot, even for him.

Wait, Alex thought, how could I hear that if my
mind was closed? What in the world is going on?

“Oh no!”

It got louder again. Not
able to take anymore, Alex closed his eyes, took a deep breath and
embraced the noise inside his head. Then, with superhuman speed, he
flew through the streets and alleyways for several blocks until he
came to where the noise was coming from.

The rain still poured down
and the cement was flooded with inches of water. Alex focused on
the horrible shrieking and followed the echoing sound waves. He was
led into an alley, and finally, his brain connected with the
sound.

Baby!

His eyes moved quickly
around the alley. The crying continued but he could not see its
source yet. On either side of him, there were large brick apartment
buildings, and two brown city dumpsters took up some space at the
opposite entrance to the alley.

Alex focused on the
dumpsters and started into that direction. As he walked forward,
the shrieking became louder and louder. Alex had no idea what to
do; he knew what was in that dumpster…he knew it, and yet, he
continued to move forward.

While he cautiously crept
toward the dumpsters, he thought, What am I going to do when I find it? Just
leave it there? Eat it? Most vampires would like a tasty snack like that
but he didn’t do that kind of thing.

No…he didn’t know what he was
going to do but that crying was like some kind of tractor beam. He
could not tear himself away; he had to see it.

When reached the dumpster,
he paused before he viciously flipped open the lid, stepped up on
the side, and leaned over to see in. There was indeed a
baby.

Alex’s breath caught when
he laid his eyes upon the unclothed baby girl that couldn’t have
been more than a day or two old, lying among all kinds of trash.
There was no choice; he reached in, took hold of her with both
hands and lifted her out.

The moment he cradled her
in his arms, her crying seemed to diminish into short rapid
breaths. She had been screaming for so long that she could barely
breathe, and her little body was beet red from the top of her head
to the tip of her toes. He jumped down from the dumpster with the
agility of a cat and took a good look at her.

Alex could not believe
what he saw.

No, no it couldn’t be!
His mind began to
reel. That child had a full head of red hair, and even with all the
crying she had done, she managed to open her eyes…her black
eyes.

“Danielle!” Alex shouted
her name; he shouted it like he never had before. “Danielle! I need
you!”

Why doesn’t she come? She is
always around, but when I really need her, she isn’t.
Impatiently, he
shouted again, “Come on, Danielle!”

Then, from out of nowhere,
she walked into the alley. Her dark hair was plastered to her
body.

“What is this?” he demanded.
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“This is the answer to
your prayers, Alex.” Danielle gazed at the crying baby in Alex’s
arms.

“What?” She must be a crazy angel,
Alex
thought.

“Didn’t you ask for
something to live for?”

“Danielle, you know
exactly
who this baby looks
like.” He couldn’t stop his voice from trembling.

“Alex, you must calm down;
this is what the Lord wants and you claim to be one of his
servants…so you must do what he asks.”

“Has he forgotten that I am
a vampire? Danielle, how am I supposed to take care of a human
child?”

“That will come in time;
right now, we need to get this baby warm before she freezes to
death.”

“Where are we taking
her?”

“Home.”

“My home?” Alex was quite sure
that he sounded like an idiot but he was also sure he was entitled
to sound like an idiot. I can’t believe this is
happening.

“Yes, and we can talk
about it more in the car. Let’s go!”

He dangled the
hyperventilating baby in front of him with outstretched arms and
then passed her to Danielle. “Hold her.”

Danielle hugged the baby
to her chest to protect her from the persistent rain.

While Danielle held her,
Alex quickly checked the inside of his jacket to make sure it was
dry. Then, he took it off and wrapped it around the baby. Danielle
handed over the bundled up baby. Alex reluctantly took her in his
arms.

“Let’s go,” he muttered
and headed in the direction that would take them back to his
car.

Without speaking and
finally caring about the rain, they moved at a speed faster than
human. About halfway to the car, the baby started to scream
again.

Alex didn’t even bother
trying to hide the growl that escaped from his throat.

“What’s wrong with her
now?” he asked and helplessly looked at Danielle.

“She is probably
hungry.”

“So what do we
do?”

As Danielle started to
chuckle, her brown eyes glistened.

“Don’t laugh; the last
time I took care of a baby, the only thing they ate came out of
their mother.”

“Yes, yes, I know,” she
managed to say between chuckles. “Don’t worry; we’ll just have to
stop at the store.”

They picked up the pace
and arrived at the car in no time. Alex felt relief wash over him.
He handed the screeching baby to Danielle, who quickly slipped into
the passenger seat, and then got behind the wheel and started the
engine. “What store?”

“Any store,” she said
impatiently.

Alex sped to the closest
grocery store, pulled into the parking lot, and killed the
engine.

“Are you coming in?” he
asked when she didn’t look like she was going to move.

“We can’t take her in
screaming like this.”

“Well, I don’t know what to buy. You
go.”

“No, you go; get bottles and formula; it should all
be in the same section.”

Going into the store by himself
to buy things for an infant was the last thing he wanted to do. He
began to plead with her. “Please come in with me.”

She raised her voice,
which stunned Alex. “Alex! Get in there and get the stuff so that
we can feed this baby!”

“All right, all right,” he
muttered while he slowly got out of the car and shut the door with
more force than necessary. Surprisingly, the window didn’t shatter.
As he walked through the parking lot to the entrance, he could
still hear the crying baby.

Damn it.

He sloshed his way through
the aisles of the store and read the signs which hung from the
ceiling. Finally, one told him the baby stuff was in isle
six.

“Oh no,” he whispered as
he gazed around the shelves of isle six. Who knew there were so
many different kinds of formula and bottles? Carefully, he read the
labels until he found a formula that said it was most like breast
milk. The bottles were easier; he chose a couple that simply stated
0-3.

There were more diapers on the
wall of isle six than he could imagine anyone would ever
need. Which
ones, which ones. “Ah, newborn!” He grabbed the largest package he could
find and made his way to the checkout counter.

Alex put the stuff on the
counter in front of a cute brunette woman who wore a red apron. She
eyed his items and asked, “Late night emergency?”

Then she started to slowly
ring up the formula.

“Um, yeah.” Ya think.

She finished bagging his
items and handed him the bag. He snatched it from her hands,
managed a quick and unfriendly “thank you”, and left the store as
quickly as he could manage without scaring people.

Water splashed up as he
ran to the car and jumped in.

“I got it!” He held up the
bag with triumph. “So how do we do it?”

He opened the bag and took
out the can of formula, then tore off the lid. Once it was open, he
stared down in disbelief.

“It’s powder, Danielle, how is she supposed to
drink this?”

Danielle was trying to
comfort the baby and rocked her back and forth. She explained, “You
mix it with water.”

“We don’t have any
water.”

“Let’s go, then.”

He peeled out of the
parking lot, spraying water up in a wave when he turned the car
toward the freeway, and drove like a mad man all the way home. All
he could think of the entire way was what could silence the
screaming child.

Bite her.

He pulled into the
driveway, parked right in front of the doors, and without even
helping Danielle, he bolted out of the car and into the
house.

When Danielle finally made
it into the house, he handed her a bottle full of
formula.

She carried the baby into
the den and sat on the sofa. The first attempt at giving the bottle
to the baby failed. She turned her little head away while she
screamed and waved her arms around. Apparently, she was trying to
emphasize what she wanted to say.

“What’s wrong with her?”
Alex asked, as he collapsed onto the chair across from
them.

“She doesn’t know how,”
Danielle said softly. Patiently, she worked with her until the baby
figured it out. When it happened, she latched on for dear
life.

Alex leaned back in the
chair and sighed with relief; it was finally quiet. After a couple
of minutes, Alex took the small lap blanket from the chair by the
door and gently handed it to Danielle, who wrapped it around the
baby.

Alex broke the silence. “I
don’t know what’s going on here, but as you can tell, I’m not
really cut out for this.”

Danielle glared at
Alex.

“What?”

“Alexander, you were
destined to find this baby; it’s part of a larger plan; you and
this child were meant to be together.”

“But I’m a vampire, and that,” he pointed at the bundle in her arms, “is
a human baby; how can this possibly work?”

“Listen to me closely: You
will raise this child like you are meant to. This little girl is a
very important part of the fate of the human world. You are going
to be her teacher and her father. You are going to protect
her.”

“This is completely
insane.”

“No, this is what you
wanted. It seems crazy now but you will adjust.”

“I will adjust, are you kidding me?”

Danielle only shook her
head.

“Why does that baby look
just like my daughter?” Anger welled up inside of him as he thought
of how cruel this joke was.

“This is your chance to
see your daughter grow up.”

“My daughter is dead!” he roared
at her. “That is not my daughter and she will never take her place.” He got up and started to
pace the length of the room.

“Alex, calm down. Come
over here and hold her.” Danielle held out the child that was
finally sleeping peacefully.

“No,” he snapped. “I don’t
want to hold her. We need to find someone else to take care of
her!”

Danielle knew Alex would
give in. “There is no one else, Alex, it is up to you. She will
need much protection in the years to come. There are many, good and
bad, who have been waiting for the birth of this child, and some of
them are only waiting to get rid of her.”

Alex plopped down in the
chair. “Why me?”

Danielle shifted the baby
closer to her chest. “You’ve been asking for this for years; you
should be grateful the Lord has listened.”

He bent over, put his
elbows on his knees, and lowered his head into his
hands.

“Why does she need so much
protection?” he mumbled into his hands.

“This child here,” she looked
down at the baby, “is a very powerful natural witch; she has powers
she won’t be able to control. Some witches spend years trying to
perfect their powers because they don’t have enough natural blood
in them, but she will spend years trying to control too much power.”

He didn’t care how much
power the baby had. “You still haven’t answered my question; why
me? She should be left with a witch, someone who can teach her
about all that.”

“You will hire someone to
help you with that but she needs to learn to love. If she grows up
full of resentment and hate…” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “She
could annihilate us all.”

“I don’t know if I can do
this. I’m nocturnal; children need sunlight to grow, and they need
to go to school. They need parents, not blood sucking
monsters.”

“This child will see the
sunlight and, with Jeremiahs help, you may also.”

His head jerked up. “Did
he have a breakthrough?”

Just the thought that he
may someday see the sunlight almost brought tears to his
eyes.

“Not yet,” she answered.
“You know, Alex, I only know so much and we will both be left with
some unanswered questions. You must not worry, though; remember,
everything happens for a reason.”

She held the baby out to
him with both hands. Alex knew that if he took her, he would be
accepting responsibility. He looked at the sleeping baby; her
breathing was slow and regular.

How can someone so little
have so much hair?

Memories came flooding
back to him. He remembered thinking the same thing when he had held
his own daughter in his arms for the first time. Reluctantly, he
wandered toward the sofa, bent down, and took her into his arms.
Her slumber was so deep that the shift between Danielle and himself
did not rouse her. Once she was securely in his arms, he and
Danielle met each other’s eyes with understanding.

After all these years, he
would have to be a father again, but he had no idea how to be one.
Danielle stood and touched her soft hands to his cheeks. “Alex, the
Lord has given you this child. This is your second
chance.”

“I know.” He looked down.
“She just looks so much like her.”

“That is also part of the gift.
You loved your first daughter so much and now you will see
her live.” She pulled her hands away. “You must give her a name; we
can’t just keep calling her the baby, or the child.”

He would never give that
baby his daughter’s name; he just couldn’t bear for her to carry
that name. “I think I will call her Jaiden. I have always loved
that name for a girl and it seems to fit her.”

“It’s beautiful.” Danielle
clasped her hands together. “The birth of Jaiden.”
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Stewart tossed and turned.
The muted television projected a luminescent glow throughout the
room which caused shadows to crawl eerily over the walls. The
hustle and bustle of late nights in the city echoed from the
streets below.

Something isn’t right
here.

He flung back the
comforter on his narrow twin bed and put his bare feet on the cold
hardwood of his apartment floor. He stood and stretched, and then
went to the kitchen wearing only his blue boxer shorts.

He squinted his eyes
against the blinding light when he opened the fridge and cringed
when all he saw were only four day old take out boxes and a bunch
of condiments.

“Ugh!”

He slammed the door shut
with so much force it shook the whole refrigerator. When he turned
around, he was face to face with Malcolm.

“Oh. Just
great!”

Malcolm’s long black hair
was pulled into a tight ponytail secured at the base of his neck.
Stewart met Malcolm’s green eyes with his own, refusing to let
himself look away.

He marveled at Malcolm’s bright
red lips, but upon careful scrutiny, he became convinced that
Malcolm was wearing lipstick and eye makeup around his eyes to make
himself look meaner. Not to mention the black suit and cape.
Who does he think
he is, Dracula?

“Get out of my
house.”

Despite Malcolm’s costumed
appearance, Stewart was frightened of him. However, he was never
one to back down from anyone.

“You little fool.”
Malcolm’s deep voice resonated through the kitchen. “Have you
decided yet?”

Stewart held his head
high. “I will never betray the council.”

Malcolm laughed
derisively. “Oh really. I suppose you need one more day to think
about it.”

“No. I won’t change my
mind.”

Malcolm grasped his black satin
cape on both sides and fingered the soft fabric. “You have
never
known what you’ve
wanted, Stewart.”

“Your mind games won’t
work with me. I’ve played them my whole life. Besides, it’s none of
your business what I want.”

“Of course it is, Stewart,
you are my key weapon.”

“I will not betray the
council,” Stewart repeated.

“You mean the old man who
picked you up off the streets?”

“Don’t you dare speak badly of Jeremiah. Besides, the
council is the closest thing to a family that I’ve ever had. I will
never turn my back on them.”

“Just because your own
family didn’t want you doesn’t mean that a bunch of idiots who want
to run the world want you.”

“Shut up!”

“I can give you a better
life, Stewart.”

“I said shut up!”

“One way or another, I
will get my way.”

“You always underestimate
the council and their army.”

Malcolm reared his head
back and bared his fangs as he laughed. “Think about it, Stewart.
You don’t have much time left.”

“Get out!” Stewart waved
his hand at the door in dismissal.

“I will come for you
tomorrow night.”

Malcolm menacingly waved
his cape in front of his face; then a huge cloud of smoke appeared
and he was gone.

Stewart shook his
head.

“What a freak,” he said
loudly. “I don’t care if you can hear me,” he said even
louder.

He returned to bed and
pulled the blanket over his head, fully knowing he would begin the
next morning without having had any rest. He only lay there
thinking, just like Malcolm had said he would.
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Alex paced the floor with
the baby. Overwhelmed, his mind skimmed over all the things he had
to do. There were so many things he needed to buy; they still
needed to find a witch for the baby, not to mention whatever was
going on with Malcolm.

Suddenly, he felt a warm
liquid spreading onto his arm. He cleared his throat.
“Danielle.”

“Yes.”

“I think we forgot
something.”

From the sofa, Danielle
raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“A diaper!” He wondered how he was ever going to
manage this. Gently, he laid Jaiden on the sofa and spread out the
blanket which had been swaddled around her. He heard giggling and
glanced over his shoulder. “Danielle!”

Her hand flew up and
covered her lips.

“This isn’t funny,” he
snapped at her. “Will you grab those diapers?”

Danielle stood. “It’s
nearly dawn. Why don’t you go to sleep and let me take care of her
until you wake?”

Surprised at the time,
Alex nodded. “Thank you.”

Jaiden sighed and puckered
her lips in sleep. Danielle smiled and waved him off.

Once in his coffin, he lay
silently and waited for sleep. He felt resigned to his sudden
responsibility though he wasn’t sure if he was doing it for God,
the child, or himself.

Well, no matter what the
reason, it’s a done deal now, he thought.

For the first time in a
while, Alex enjoyed a peaceful and dreamless sleep. Although he
wasn’t totally confident about being able to handle raising a baby,
he awoke to the realization that it was part of believing in
God.

Sometimes, he will throw
things at you which you cannot control. Or things you won’t
necessarily like, such as letting one of his children get turned
into a vampire, but you have to stay strong and trust in
him.

Invigorated from the
potency of his thought, Alex went to greet Danielle and Jaiden in
the sitting room. Jaiden was wide awake and lay on a blanket on the
floor. Danielle sat Indian style right next to her.

“Hello.” He entered the
room and sat on the floor across from Danielle.

“Did you sleep well?” she
asked him.

“Yes, actually, I did. Did
she?” He nodded at Jaiden.

“She slept most of the
day. I think the exhaustion has already run its course.”

They both gazed at Jaiden
while they spoke. She wore only a diaper, looked freshly bathed,
her red hair shone and her soft pale skin glistened.

Alex’s body shook visibly
as a terrible thought occurred to him. How could this be the answer
to his prayers if he had to watch her grow old and die?

“Alex, you need to stop
thinking about all that.”

“I thought we agreed not to invade each other’s
minds unless it is absolutely necessary.”

Danielle ignored him and
picked Jaiden up. She held her out toward Alex.

“Here, Alex, it’s time to
start learning how to be a father.”

“Danielle,” he whispered,
“I’m afraid of her. I‘m afraid that if I learn to love again she
will only be taken from me. I feel like I am setting myself up for
failure.”

“Now is not the time to
worry about these things.”

Alex reluctantly cradled
the baby in his arms. Jaiden looked up at him with her beautiful
eyes and made a cooing noise. He touched his finger against the
palm of her thin hand; out of reflex, she clasped onto his finger.
Alex looked at Danielle and whispered, “Are you sure this is what
is right?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Victoria
will be here soon with a prospective witch for you to meet. Her
name is Isabella Preston; she is a strong natural witch who pretty
much raised her six siblings.”

“She does know I’m a vampire, right?”

“Yes. There is no need to
worry about that. Isabella is a good friend of Deanna’s; Deanna put
in a few good words for you.”

“And she understands that
she will have to live here?”

“Yes, Alex, and you can talk about all that
when she gets here.”

He grinned at her with a
sparkle in his eye. “We get to go shopping.”

Danielle laughed a loud
belly laugh. “You really are something else, Alex.”

“I know.” This might actually be kind of
fun, he
thought as he looked down at Jaiden.

The door bell rang.
Danielle jumped to her feet. “I’ll go.”

She returned a few minutes
later with Victoria and the most beautiful woman he had ever
seen.

His gaze was first drawn
to her long, straight, blond hair which hung to the middle of her
back. Then his eyes moved slowly to meet her emerald eyes which
were surrounded by long, brown lashes. Freckles dotted the bridge
of her nose and cheek bones. Tall, slender, gorgeous.

“Why don’t we all have a
seat down by Alex?” Danielle held her hand out toward
him.

Isabella immediately sat
down next to Alex without looking at him, but Victoria had to have
a fit about everything.

“Why would you make an old
woman like me sit on the floor, Danielle?”

“I’m not making you do anything. Sit wherever you
want.”

Alex was amazed that
Danielle could be so patient with someone as unpleasant as
Victoria.

“I will,” Victoria replied
petulantly as she plopped down on the sofa. “So this is the child
we have heard so much about.”

Alex couldn’t answer because he
was still staring at Isabella. They want this beautiful woman to live
with me for eighteen years.

Suddenly, Danielle’s voice
saturated his head. Stop staring at her; you’ll scare her
away.

Shifting his eyes and thoughts
over to Danielle, he thought, Sorry.

Danielle nodded
acknowledgement.

“Isn’t she sweet?” she
said aloud.

As if Jaiden knew they
were talking about her, she made more baby noises. Carefully, Alex
laid her down on the blanket.

“Alex, this is
Isabella.”

As Victoria made the
introduction, Isabella turned to Alex and extended her hand. He
took it reluctantly for fear he would not be able to let
go.

As their hands met, so did
their eyes; he could see a life of hardship and pain reflected in
them. At the same time, he could feel the love and kindness
emanating from her.

“It’s nice to meet you.”
Their hands stayed joined while she spoke; hers was soft, like her
voice.

“It’s nice to meet you as
well,” he finally uttered.

Danielle’s voice was in his
head again. What’s wrong with you?

He pulled his hand away
from Isabella’s and shot an annoyed look at Danielle. He couldn’t
stand when she did that.

“May I hold the baby?”
Isabella asked Alex.

“Of course.”

“What is her
name?”

“Jaiden.”

“That’s
pretty.”

“Thank you.” Well, at least I can hold a
conversation with her. “Danielle told me you raised your brothers and
sisters.”

She picked up Jaiden.
“Yes, my parents left as soon as I was old enough.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s ok; I have learned
to live with it. We are really much better off without them
anyway.”

“Where are your brothers
and sisters now?”

“At home. My sister is two
years younger than I am; she is old enough to look after them
now.”

“How do you support
them?”

“That’s why I’m here.” She
looked down at Jaiden and rocked her gently back and
forth.

Alex watched as Jaiden’s eyes
started to roll back and her lids slowly shut. Impressive, it’s almost as if
she has her under a spell.

“Do any of your siblings
have magic?” he asked.

“Some have it mildly, but
none of them are like me.”

Danielle leaned forward.
“Has Victoria explained to you about Jaiden, about how powerful she
is? It will be a very hard training process.”

“Yes, she has. No one
taught me how to control it. I didn’t even know what I had until I
was twelve. Then, I got so angry at a teacher in school that I
wished she would be crushed. Suddenly, the entire black board
covering the wall behind her came off and fell right on top of
her.”

“My goodness.” Danielle’s
hand went to her mouth.

“Yes, that was when I
realized I had to control my emotions.”

Suddenly, Alex began to have
visions of some of the things which could happen while raising a
baby who couldn’t control her power. What if she gets mad at us? All children
fight with their parents every now and then.

Isabella identified the
fear in his face. “Don’t worry; there are ways to avoid it. If she
loves you, her subconscious will never let her hurt
you.”

Boy, she gets more and
more interesting by the minute.

Danielle spoke again. “Why
don’t you two go shopping for the baby things and get to know each
other. I can stay here with Jaiden.”

Alex looked at Isabella
questioningly. “Do you want to?”

“Sure.”

Victoria rose from the
sofa. “I have to go.”

“Thank you for your help.”
Alex stood up so he could walk her out.

She ignored his thanks and
bid farewell to Danielle and Isabella, then walked out the door
without waiting for him.

Alex threw his hands up.
“Sometimes, that woman drives me crazy.”

Danielle and Isabella both
smiled up at him.

“What?” he
asked.

“Nothing,” they replied in
unison. Isabella lowered Jaiden back onto the blanket and
stood.

“Are you ready?” Alex
asked her as he grabbed his keys off the table.

“Yes. See you later,
Danielle.”

“See you later.” Danielle
waved at them as they headed for the door.
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The rain finally stopped
and the night air smelled fresh as they drove along the highway.
While Isabella chatted along the way, Alex became more
comfortable.

“Victoria explained
everything to me so you don’t have to worry.”

Alex chuckled. “Based on
what I’ve already seen, I’d say you’ve been gifted with a lot more
than magic.”

More than he could see her
blush, he smelt the rush of her blood rising to her
cheeks.

“You would think that
after taking care of my family for so long I’d never want to see
another baby, but I absolutely love to see children grow and learn
and to know I was a part of it.”

He nodded his head in
silent agreement and told her, “You’re going to be perfect for
Jaiden.”

“Thank you,” she said
meekly. “So where are we going?”

“Since I can’t shop during
the day, everything is closed except good ole Wal-Mart.”

They arrived at the Wal-Mart
and found the baby department. Alex felt anxiety creeping in again.
The fact that he was shopping for his baby was odd enough, but to be doing it with a
beautiful, amazing woman beside him was even more
incomprehensible.

After they had picked out
all the essentials, Alex wandered around marveling at how much
stuff a tiny baby actually needed. He added a soft, pink, blanket
to the cart. Then, he paged through some of the books about having
a baby. He felt someone’s eyes on him and looked over the racks of
infant clothes. His eyes met Isabella’s who was staring at him with
a sweet smile on her face.

“Do you have telepathy?”
he asked her.

“No, I just have a good
sense about people.”

“I am not a person.” He
closed the book and put it back.

Isabella moved closer to
him. “Yes, you are,” she whispered.

“Well, we could argue
about that all night.”

“Let’s not.” She grabbed
the book he had put back on the shelf and threw it on top of their
overloaded cart. “I know what you’re thinking, Alex, you’re an open
book.”

Alex changed the subject.
Secretly, he hoped she didn’t really know what he had been thinking
about her. “What other powers do you have?”

“Well, I can do pretty
much anything magic, but I’m best at moving things.”

“Not to sound stupid, but
how that is a witch power, a lot of people can move things with
their minds.”

She took his criticism
lightly. “I can make very large things disappear and then reappear
where I want them to.”

“Oh.”

“Most people don’t
understand it until they see it.”

When they were done
shopping, they put all the large items on a gigantic flatbed cart
and wheeled it out to the truck.

“I hope we got
everything.” He examined the full bed of the truck.

“I think we’re ok for
now.” Isabella giggled.

As he slid behind the steering
wheel, he glanced over at her and then quickly looked away.
I am so glad they
chose her, but I’m going to have to keep my distance. It would be
too easy to fall in love with her.

When they arrived back at
the house, they found Danielle in the sitting room with Jaiden and
Damion.

“Hello, Damion.” Alex
greeted him warily.

“Hi, Alex.”

“Trouble?”

“You guessed it.” He eyed
Isabella who stood behind Alex, her hands full with shopping bags.
“You must be Isabella.”

She flashed him a radiant
smile. “You guessed it,” she mimicked. “If you all need to talk
privately, I can stay in here with Jaiden.”

Danielle rose from the
sofa. “Thank you.”

Isabella set the bags down
and sat cross-legged on the floor next to Jaiden.

Alex shut the doors behind
him and led the way into the dining room. Before they were even
seated, Damion tactlessly blurted out, “Stewarts gone!”

Alex snorted. “I’m not
surprised.”

“Danielle told me you
thought something was wrong with him.”

“It’s Malcolm, for sure,”
Alex muttered while they all took seats around the massive wooden
table. “Do you think he betrayed us?”

“No, not intentionally,
anyway.”

Damion tapped his fingers
repeatedly on the table. Alex could tell he was revved up and ready
for a fight.

“I think it’s more likely
that he was kidnapped.”

“I disagree.” Alex shook his
head. “But, I do think this has something to do with Malcolm.”

“Stewart is kind of vulnerable; he’s mortal,
after all, and he is totally obnoxious. If he got sassy with
Malcolm, chances are Malcolm wouldn’t take it for long,” Danielle
said.

As he was convinced Stewart was
a traitor, Alex couldn’t help his sarcasm. “Are you
serious? It
would be so easy for him to go against us.”

“If he was not
trustworthy, he would not be part of the council. We are all
telepathic and not one of us ever got the sense he would do
anything to betray the council,” Danielle told him.

“No one except me!”
Frustrated, Alex wondered how Danielle could always stay so calm
when everyone else got worked up.

Damion leaned close to Alex.
“If he has been taken, we need to act. How would you like it if you were kidnapped and
we all sat around calling you a traitor?”

He was right. Alex knew
Stewart could have been taken for information. “Ok, but if he was
kidnapped, he better hold up his oath.”

“He swore to the council.
He will,” Danielle whispered, almost doubtfully.

“That doesn’t mean
anything if you’re a traitor. There have been traitors on the
council in the past.”

Again, Damion leaned over
toward Alex and put both hands on the table in front of him. “We
must find him, traitor or not.”

Alex knew Damion would
look for Stewart whether or not they all agreed. “All right, I’m
with you.”

Danielle cleared her
throat. “Sorry, Alex, but you have to stay here for
Jaiden.”

He swung his head in her
direction. “Huh?”

“You heard me, you need to
stay here.”

“No way, I have
my own
oath to
uphold.”

“By protecting Jaiden, you’re
honoring your oath, and that is your top priority.” She folded her hands.
“Regarding Stewart, we must think this through before taking
action. His disappearance could be a distraction.”

“So if we send troops into
a war, I will be left here to wonder what is happening?”

“Alex, you’re being
childish!” Danielle scolded.

“I need to go.”

“Alex, that’s enough!
Damion is going. He trains the warriors and it would literally take
an act of God for him to die.”

Alex refrained from
smashing something. “But I have fought wars in the
past.”

He felt Damion’s large
hand on his shoulder. “This, my friend, is not a war. It is only
the first battle of many more to come. Besides, you need to stay
here and keep the child safe; she is the key to a hidden
lock.”

They are right again and I
don’t have any choice in the matter, he thought with resignation.

Your role in all this is more
important than rescuing Stewart.

“Danielle! Stay out of my
head!” Alex shouted. “I’m tired of not having any
privacy.”

“I’m sorry, Alex.” Her voice was
softer than usual. “I just want you to understand what an important
part of everything you really are. Jaiden needs you. If something happens to you, she’s
doomed.”

“If you two know so much,
why the hell
don’t you know
where Stewart is?”

“Alex, don’t
curse.”

“I’m sorry, Danielle, but look
at all the things that are happening to me. I’m a
little
stressed
out.”

“Alex, Damion and I are here
for one thing, and other than information directly about that, we
don’t know any more than you do.”

“Then why do you know so much
about the master plan?”

No sooner than the words were
out of his mouth did he realize. Could it be? It hadn’t occurred to him while Danielle
had explained about Jaiden. How could I have missed it?

Slowly, filled with rage,
he rose from the table. These were two of his closest friends and
they had deceived him. His silence told them more than words ever
could.

Damion and Danielle
understood.

“No, Alex.” Danielle moved
to embrace him. He pushed her away. “It’s not what you
think.”

“Isn’t it!”

Damion tried to calm him.
“Alex.”

He whirled to face Damion.
“Don’t! Don’t you tell me to calm down. You both lied, and
you,” he pointed at Danielle, “are supposed to be an
angel.
You befriended me
only so I would listen to you when the time came. You’re
using
me! Jaiden and I
are the mission, right?”

Neither of them answered
him.

“Tell me!” he
roared.

“Alex, you don’t
understand.” Danielle was holding his arm and pleading. “I was sent
to watch over you and keep you safe, to be your guardian. You
weren’t even supposed to know me. Then, plans changed and I was
allowed to show myself to you. Even I didn’t know I would grow so
fond of you.”

“Well then, why didn’t you
say something before?” His voice had become flat,
emotionless.

“I wasn’t allowed to;
besides, don’t you think you’re more receptive than you would have
been if you had been told upfront?”

“I am one of Gods children
and I would have taken the responsibility anyway.”

“Alex, I wasn’t allowed to
reveal anything about it. Please, please, please forgive
me.”

Alex could not ignore the
urgency which coated her voice. Even though she wasn’t capable of
tears, he could still see them glistening in her eyes. He wanted to
stay angry, he wanted to scream and yell, to break things, but he
couldn’t.

“What about you?” He
glared at Damion.

Damion shook his blond
head. “I have never lied; my mission is completely different. I
only know what Danielle tells me. You are one of the most honorable
men I know and I consider it a privilege to know you.”

“I do as well,” Danielle
whispered.

The sincerity was clear in
their voices, but the deceit would take some time for him to
swallow.

“I can’t be around you two
right now.”

He turned and left the
room, rushing hastily out the front door. Once he was outside, he
began to feel better. Inside, it felt as if the walls were closing
in on him. He had already started to forgive them, but he needed a
time out to squelch the evil which sometimes burned inside him. He
knew he was most at risk for doing things he didn’t want to do when
he was mad, although sometimes the ability to block out his
conscious and be a real vampire was a good thing.

He sat down on the bench
outside his front door. The open air felt good and helped him
meditate on his menagerie of thoughts before returning to the
dining room.

Upon his entrance, he
stated flatly, “I’m not angry. I just don’t want to talk about it
anymore.”

Danielle came to him and
attempted, once more, to embrace him. This time, he responded by
wrapping his arms around her.

“Just think of it this
way, Alex, I found a great friend who needed me as much as I needed
him.”

Damion sighed. “I would
give you a hug too, but I’m not that kind of guy.” He smiled
wickedly.
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Alex leaned against the
door frame and watched her.

After Damion and Danielle
had left, he had returned to the sitting room where he had found
Isabella examining the contents of his large library.

What if she’s thinking about
me? He felt
incredibly tempted to tap into her thoughts. If I do and she finds out,
she’ll never trust me. Then again, how would she know?

He tore his eyes away from
Isabella and glanced down. Jaiden snoozed on her pink blanket. His
gaze moved back to Isabella who randomly plucked books off the
shelves, opened them, and then replaced them.

I’ve got to know.
He closed his eyes
and welcomed the familiar feeling of dizziness into his
mind.

How will they get along without
me? Maybe I shouldn’t’ be away from them. Oh man, what am I getting
myself into?

He watched her carefully
while she continued to leaf through the books and think about her
sisters and brothers.

But then there is Alex. He is
more amazing than this gigantic house he lives in, hardly seems
like a vampire at all. For him to just take a baby on as his
own…that’s…well, admirable.

Alex couldn’t help himself; he
was excited. She likes me. He smiled, stopped reading her mind and decided to
actually talk to her.

“So,” he said as he
entered the room, “you like books.”

“Oh.” She turned to face
him. “You startled me.”

“Sorry.”

“Yes, I do love
books.”

He joined her at the book
shelves. “They are a whole other world.”

“I agree. They never fail
to take me away from a world I can’t stand and put me into someone
else’s life.”

Alex frowned. “Why can’t you
stand this world?

“It doesn’t matter;
everyone has obstacles they have to overcome.”

He looked into her eyes.
“Yes, that’s very true.”

“Alex?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t you have any
photographs?”

He shrugged. “I never
really thought about it.”

“It makes it feel less
like a home.” She raised her eyebrows. “You don’t even have any
picture albums. Everyone has pictures.”

“Well, I don’t.” He turned
away.

“I’m sorry, did I hit a
nerve?”

Clearly she was being sincere,
not hurtful, so he let it go. She means well. “It’s ok.”

“I wasn’t trying
to…”

“It’s ok,” he
repeated.

An awkward silence filled
in around them like a thick cloud.

He didn’t want to make her
any more uncomfortable, so he jerked his head toward the door.
“Let’s go pick out a room for you.”

She smiled. “Ok, that’s a
great idea.”

“Good, let’s
go.”

Isabella gently picked
Jaiden up and cradled her in her arms. “She can sleep with me
tonight; we can set up the bassinet tomorrow.”

“If that’s what you
want.”

Alex held out his arms so
Isabella could transfer Jaiden to him.Jaiden opened her pretty eyes
and looked up at him.

“Hi,” he said softly to
her. In response, she opened her mouth and yawned.

“You can have any room you
like, but there is one I want you to see. I think you will like
it.”

He led the way up the
curved staircase to the second level, then down an art laden
hallway.

“So tell me about your
brothers and sisters. How did you come to be their only parent?” He
could see her begin to look uncomfortable.

“My parents left when my
youngest brother was two. I was all they had, and there was no way
I was going to let the government separate us into foster
homes.”

“How old were
you?”

“Fourteen.”

“Wow, that’s
young.”

Alex was surprised she had
even been able to commit to something so big at the age of
fourteen, an age when most young girls were worried about makeup
and boys.

“I’d rather not talk about
this right now; I’m worried enough about them.”

“You do know you can use
the phone whenever you want.”

Isabella lowered her head.
“We don’t have a phone.”

Alex tried to hide his
shock. He could tell that she was embarrassed about admitting they
were so poor. He paused in the hallway and stared into her
eyes.

“Tomorrow night, I can
take you to visit them. Would that help?”

“Yes, I would feel so much
better knowing they are doing alright without me.”

He watched her eyes take
on their glitter again.

“Here we are.” He flung
the door open with his free hand.

Isabella walked in and her
hand immediately went to her mouth. “Oh.” She turned in circle to
see all of it.

A queen sized bed with
champagne colored silk bedding stood against one wall, complete
with canopy. All of it was trimmed with white lace. On the other
side of the room, there was a large oak dressing table and
armoire.

“Oh, Alex, this is
beautiful.”

He watched her as she
walked across the snow white carpeting to the window, whose
curtains matched the bed, and sat down on the window seat. She sat
there for a moment and stared out the window with her hand still
raised to her mouth.

“Are you alright?” he
asked her.

“Yes, it’s just that…this
room…” A tear escaped from the corner of her eye. “This room is
something I have dreamt of for my entire life.”

She moved her hand away
from her mouth and caressed the curtains.

“So you like it,
then?”

“I love it.”

He looked down at
Jaiden.

“She likes it,” he
whispered to the baby.

Jaiden yawned again as if
she were bored with the whole ordeal. Isabella still examined the
room. The white walls were completely bare except for a large
floral painting beside the door to the adjoining
bathroom.

Alex followed her. Once
inside, he was again filled with pride as she ran her gaze over the
large walk-in shower with a glass wall in the shape of half an
octagon. Nestled at the base of the glass wall, there was a very
deep bathtub, complete with jets and a wide ledge scattered with
candles of various sizes.

Alex cleared his throat.
“There is a room straight across the hall that we can make into a
nursery; would you like to see that now too?”

“Yes,” she managed to
say.

When he opened the door to
the room across the hall, they set their eyes on a room painted a
pale green with white accents.

“We will have to take out
the bed to make enough room for the crib, but I think most
everything else can stay.”

“Yes.”

“Isabella, are you
alright?”

She snapped out of it with
some embarrassment. “I am so sorry; it’s just that I never thought
that I would be living in a place like this. It is so
beautiful.”

And now there is beauty to fill
it.

“Thank you. You know, I
decorated all of this.” He waved his free arm around.

She raised her eyebrows.
“Were these rooms designed for a particular person?”

He could hear the
curiosity dripping in her voice. “No. I only thought that one day I
may have a lady visitor and she would be happy in a feminine room.
And you, lucky lady, just so happen to be the first
one.”

“Oh, I feel extra lucky,
then,” she said teasingly.

“Well, you probably want
to get settled, and I have some things to do, so I am going to
leave you two, ok?”

“We’ll be fine.” She held
out her arms for Jaiden.

Softly, he placed Jaiden
into Isabella’s waiting arms.

“Good night,
Alex.”

He stayed in the hallway
until she had gone into the room across the hall and closed the
door behind her.
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The next night when Alex opened
his eyes, he felt something which he had not felt for years:
excitement. He actually wanted to get up and find Isabella and Jaiden. It was
terribly weird that in the middle of everything going on he felt so
good.

He dressed and went to the
kitchen where a fresh pot of coffee awaited him. He peeked into the
den, then the sitting room, and finally found them in the sun room.
Although he didn’t technically need to eat or drink human food,
coffee was a treat he favored and adored the scent of.

He began to enter the room
and stopped short in the doorway, unable to say a word. Isabella
sat on an antique iron bench with Jaiden in her arms, singing a
children’s lullaby.

Fully bloomed roses of red
and white formed a half circle around them while ivy climbed wildly
up the gray stone walls. The moon glowed brightly through the large
windows, reflecting off her blond hair as well as Jaiden’s sleeping
face, causing them to appear dreamlike.

This is it, now it’s a done
deal. Seeing them like this is almost straight out of a love
story. He
had gone and done it; he had fallen in love with her.

It won’t be long before I fall
in love with Jaiden too. If only I hadn’t lost everything I ever
loved, it would be so much easier.

The door bell rang and his
trance was broken. Isabella turned and saw him watching her. Their
eyes met and he could tell she was not nearly as embarrassed as he
was.

Alex turned quickly to
answer the bell. When he opened the door, Chris stood on the stoop.
He looked uncomfortable in the business suit he had to wear for
work.

“Hey, Alex.”

“Come in, Chris. Sorry I
haven’t been in touch; I’ve been pretty busy lately.”

“What’s wrong with
you?”

“What do you mean?” Alex
widened his eyes innocently.

“You
look…happy.”

“You must be imagining
things. Remember, I’m a boring, no fun kind of guy,” he said
teasingly with a bland voice.

“Stop it, you’re scaring
me.”

Alex chuckled lightly and
waved Chris inside. “Come on, I’ll tell you everything.”

Once they were in the
sitting room, Chris folded his long figure into a chair while Alex
stood next to the fire place.

After Alex had explained
the entire situation in excruciating detail, Chris jumped up from
the couch.

“You brought home a
human
baby?”

He spat the words out like
they tasted badly. Alex nodded.

“Are you mad? How in the
world are you supposed to take care of a human child? You’re a
vampire, Alex!”

Alex appreciated Chris’s
reaction, but he knew it would only be a matter of time until Chris
came around and would be happy for him.

“I have argued with
Danielle about this and I have argued every reason that you can
think of, but she has convinced me that this is what is right.”
Chris shook his head. Alex ignored him and continued, “Apparently,
the baby, whose name is Jaiden, is a huge part of the future. It is
now my job to protect her and also to be her father.”

“My God, Alex, I think you
have finally gone crazy.”

“Christopher, when you
really think about it, it doesn’t seem that crazy. We know angels,
dark angels, we see things that humans can only imagine, and we
know that God is a part of everything, just as the devil is. So how
hard can it really be to believe that this is meant to
be?”

“I believe you, but why
you?”

“Jaiden is a powerful
natural witch. Danielle says that she needs to love, because if she
grew up full of hate, she could be harmful.”

Chris shoved his hands up
into his messy brown hair. “This is just too much.”

Alex nodded. “I know. I felt
the same way like you do right now; I have had a while to think
things over, though, and I will do what God wants me to do.”

“What happens to the baby
in the day time? You can’t take care of her.”

Alex threw his hands up.
“Oh, I totally forgot to tell you about Isabella. She’s a friend of
Deanna’s and a strong natural witch who is going to live here to
help take care of Jaiden and also help with her
training.”

Chris shook his head. “I don’t
like this at all; it’s just way too strange. A human baby
and
a human woman
living in your house. What if she gets pissed at you and decides to
kill you in your sleep?”

He couldn’t think of
anything more ludicrous. “She wouldn’t do that, and besides, no one
knows where I sleep.”

“If you say so, Alex, but
I’ve never known you to be so trusting before. I mean…you sleep on
the other side of a maze buried beneath your house. That’s not
exactly a trusting kind of person if you ask me.”

“Don’t worry about it;
you’ll meet her in a few minutes and see for yourself.”

“Fine.”

Alex didn’t blame Chris
for being upset. If the roles were reversed, he would be skeptical
too. He motioned toward the door. “Let’s go see Isabella and
Jaiden.”

Chris nodded and
reluctantly followed Alex as he led the way into the sunroom. Alex
knocked softly against the doorjamb and peeked in.

Isabella still sat among
the indoor garden with Jaiden, who, he noticed, was finally clothed
in a little pink pajama suit.

“Isabella.” He spoke
softly so as not to wake Jaiden. “This is Christopher Cavanaugh;
you’ll see a lot of him around here.”

“It’s nice to meet you,”
Isabella whispered. “I would shake your hand but…” She glanced down
at Jaiden in explanation.

Chris held his hands up.
“Don’t worry about it. I’m pleased to meet you too.”

At least Chris knew to
mind his manners, even when he was upset.

Alex nodded down at
Jaiden. “And this is Jaiden.”

“Look at all of her hair,”
Chris exclaimed.

Alex laughed. “That’s what
I thought too. Do you want me to take her?” he asked
Isabella.

“We’re fine. I love it out
here.”

“Ok. I’ll see you later, then.”
Alex bid her goodbye, but didn’t move. Damn, Damn, Damn. This is ridiculous
for me to be acting like this. Move body!

Isabella smiled her
perfect smile for Chris, who had been watching quietly while they
conversed.

“Later,” she
whispered.

As soon as they were
safely out of ear shot, Chris cornered him. “Alex, I can see it all
over your face when you are with her.”

Alex tried his best to
look surprised. “What are you talking about?”

“You know exactly what I’m
talking about. I’m surprised she’s still here, with the way you
stare at her.”

He’s right; why hide it
now. “Fine, you’re right; just don’t hassle me about it. I know I
have to get past it.”

“Well, do it
fast.”

“Chris, how am I supposed
to control my feelings?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well then, I don’t think
you have very much room to talk.”

Looking somehow defeated, Chris
admitted, “You’re right about that. I just don’t think it would be
good for anything to come of this because…if you two fall in love,
you will have to make a decision that I know you don’t want to make.”

Alex nodded. “Don’t worry
about it; I know what I have to do.”

The doorbell rang again
and caused a premature end to their conversation.

When he opened the door
and saw Danielle and Damion on the other side, he marveled at how
weird they looked together. Danielle was so dark while Damion, the
dark angel, was so light. He motioned them inside.

“We have information about
Deanna’s progress,” Damion began as they entered the sitting
room.

“Are we still going to use
slayers?” Alex asked.

Damion grinned and flopped
down onto the sofa. “Yes, actually, Deanna is on the job as we
speak. If anyone can talk her way into something like this, she
can.”

Danielle appeared curious
too. “How does she do that?”

Alex was surprised.
“You
don’t
know?”

He and Danielle both took
seats in the recliners while Chris remained standing.

“No, Damion wanted to wait
until we got here to talk about it.”

Chris, who was totally
confused, asked, “So, are you going to tell us, or not?”

Damion still grinned from ear
to ear as he told them, “She’s telling the slayers that she is part
of a group of vampire slayers who have been hunting Malcolm for
years and she’s gathering as many slayers as she can from around
the world to take him as a united front.”

Chris actually laughed,
but Alex was impressed, really impressed. “That girl never ceases
to amaze me.”

“Then you should see what
she is wearing.”

“Damion,” Danielle exclaimed, appalled at
his remark.

“Well, it’s true. Deanna
is hot!”

“Stop it!” Danielle
ordered.

Damion did his best to
look shamed, which wasn’t very good. “Sorry, Danielle.” He looked
her over carefully. “You know, you’re kind of hot too.”

Danielle glared at
him.

Ignoring her piercing
eyes, Damion continued with his report. “Ok, ok, anyway, she is
doing a great job but the bottom line is that we don’t yet know
where Malcolm is. That leaves us with the fact that we can’t do
anything, including finding Stewart.”

Chris raised his hand like
he was asking the teacher a question. “What will the slayers do
when they find out they are the only ones there, instead of, um…a
united front?”

Damion looked absolutely proud
to inform them of Deanna’s work. “Hopefully, they
won’t
be the only ones
there. Deanna has taken this to a level which no one would have
thought her capable of. She actually is going to slayers all over the world to ask them to
take part.”

“No way!” Alex shouted, completely
shocked.

“Did you know she was
going to do that?” Danielle asked Damion, who in turn gave her a
sarcastic look.

“Of course I knew;
strategy is my job.”

Alex was still taking in
the fact that Deanna had come up with so many great ideas. She was
truly a blessing to the council.

“Is she safe?” he
asked.

Danielle folded her hands
prayer style. “Right now, I don’t think any of us are truly
safe.”

“I hope she’s ok,” Chris
said.

“We all do, Chris, we all
do.” Alex put his hand on Chris’s shoulder.
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Deanna got off the plane
in London and went in search of her luggage. It was the third
country she’d visited in the past two days. She was tired and
sweaty and couldn’t wait to get to the hotel where she could take a
hot, steamy shower and get ready for her meeting in the
morning.

The band of slayers she
had already met with had been more than willing to help. She
literally had had to calm them down again when she had mentioned
going into battle with Malcolm. The council would decide if they
could be trusted enough to use them later.

She retrieved her bags,
took a cab to the hotel, showered, and then checked her cell phone
messages. Chris had called to check in on her. His message told her
he was worried about her safety. It made her smile that he thought
enough of her to call. She dialed his number.

“Hey Dee, where are
you?”

“In London, I have a
meeting tomorrow and then I will be heading home.”

“Be careful, those slayers
can be like cave men sometimes. I just wanted to know you were
ok.”

“You’re just saying that
because you’re a vampire. Do you want to meet me at the airport
tomorrow night?”

“Ummm…Ok, if you want me
to.”

“I want you
to.”

After they had arranged
their meeting, Deanna hung up the phone. She rolled over on the bed
and fell asleep.

She slept hard through the
night but awoke when of the dim light of morning sun shone into the
small room that she occupied.

Slowly, she got up and
staggered to the bathroom where she looked into the mirror while
she put tooth paste on her tooth brush.

“Let’s do it,” she said to
her reflection and viciously shoved her toothbrush into her
mouth.

After a fifteen minute
shower, she put on black leather pants, a sexy red tank top,
slipped a huge silver chain belt over the perfectly tight pants,
and then donned a pair of black high heeled boots. She chose to
wear her long red hair down and flowing. The clothes she chose were
not normally her style and she felt very uncomfortable in them, but
she had to appear as if she was one of them. She only hoped she
looked like a vampire slayer and not a hooker.

Last, she slid on her
black leather coat which ended about mid thigh, and headed out of
the door. She hailed a cab and gave the driver her destination. She
had him let her out about a block from where she actually needed to
be and walked the rest of the way.

A man with frumpy blond
hair and a rough face loitered in front of the building where she
was supposed to be. He wore blue jeans and a parka. The building
happened to be a large two story ware house which looked
abandoned.

“You Deanna?” the man
asked her as she approached. His voice sounded older than he
looked.

“Yes.”

“Follow me, then.” He
moved toward the side entrance.

Deanna was hesitant. She
knew a man was supposed to meet her outside the address that she
had, but it still seemed as if she were walking into some kind of
trap.

The man turned to
her.

“You coming?” he asked
impatiently.

She knew it was all or
nothing on her mission and, in any case, her magic would protect
her, so Deanna followed him silently.

They passed through a
metal door and into a room with a ton of junk lying around: pieces
of wood with nails sticking out, all kinds of garbage and even a
few dead rats here and there.

Deanna tried to hide her
disgust at the smell. Once they had passed through the smelly room,
they walked through a few empty rooms, dirty but empty. Then, the
man turned up a narrow staircase which had several broken, caved in
steps.

She navigated the
staircase with extra carefully because of her high heels. When they
reached the top of the stairway and were finally facing the top
level of the warehouse, Deanna was surprised to see that it was the
complete opposite of the bottom floor.

The top level consisted of
mostly one large room. The floor was very shiny hard wood. A lot of
exercise and weight machines occupied one section and a large mat
covered the center of the floor. A variety of weapons, such as
guns, swords, bows, and stakes, were shelved and hung near the
mat.

People, mostly men, formed
a ring around the mat and watched a man and woman fight. All of
them chanted and cheered as the couple beat the snot out of each
other. On the other end of the room, three men threw stakes into
the hearts of plastic vampires.

Deanna realized it was the
training area for the slayers. The others whom she had met had not
let her see anyone but the guy in charge, so that was new to
her.

“This way.”

The man who was leading
her motioned her in the direction of the stake throwers. He led her
to a door which had no window and rapped two times on
it.

“Bring her in,” a gravelly
voice hollered.

The man opened the door
and held it open so Deanna could slip past him. It was a small
office with a desk and two metal folding chairs, one in front and
one behind. The chair behind the desk was occupied by a very large
black man who wore no shirt. His head was shaved bald and scars
covered his head as well as his chest.

“Come in,” he said and
motioned Deanna to a chair. “Would you like some
coffee?”

“Yes, that would be
great,” Deanna answered as she sat down in the folding chair. He
got up to pour the coffee and she saw that he had a pair of sweat
pants on. She wasn’t sure if she was relieved about that or not. It
wouldn’t have been bad to see him in a pair of nice fitting jeans
that showed off a toned rear end.

“You can go.” He waved to
the man at the door who immediately turned and shut the door behind
him. “Sorry about him, he doesn’t talk much.”

“It’s ok, I wasn’t
offended.”

He handed her the
coffee.

“So Deanna, I am
Michael.”

“It’s nice to meet you,
Michael.” She appraised Michael’s muscular chest and arms with her
eyes.

“Well now,” he sat back
down in his chair, “so you tell us that you want to go after
Malcolm.”

“Yes, that’s right. I
already have been to see two other bands of slayers and they have
agreed to take part.”

“What makes you think this
time will be different from the other times we have gone after
him?” Michael’s voice was not sarcastic, only honestly
curious.

Deanna explained her plan,
or at least that part of it which was supposed to be known. “The
number of slayers taking part will hopefully be large. It will be
like an army instead of small groups hunting him.”

“If I understood
correctly, Malcolm can’t even be found right now. How do you
propose that we find him?”

“We have people taking
care of that right now.”

“What people?”

“My people,” she simply
told him.

“And how, may I ask, are
they doing that?”


“That’s
confidential.”

“Oh, I see how it’s going
to be.” He nodded his head. “Don’t’ worry, Deanna; we have our
secrets as well.”

Deanna couldn’t tell if
that was some kind of threat. It didn’t sound like a threat and he
didn’t look threatening to her, yet the actual words sounded
somewhat like it.

“You are entitled to your
confidentiality, just as we are,” she responded.

He nodded again and
smiled. “Well, aside from all that, we are going to have to take
you up on your offer.”

Deanna smiled.
“Great.”

Michael put his hand up.
“But none of my people will do a thing until we know the whole plan
and are informed. I will not send them into something like this
blind.”

This time Deanna nodded.
“Completely understandable, I wouldn’t either.”

Michael rummaged around on
his desk until he found a pen.

“I’m going to give you my
cell number and you can call me when you have a plan sketched out.”
He wrote his number on what looked like the back of a bill
envelope. “Until then, we will continue with our training like we
usually do.” He passed her the envelope.

She accepted it, folded it
in half, and slipped it into the pocket of her jacket. “All right,
we will definitely be in touch soon.” She nodded and rose to
go.

“Wait.” Michael stepped in
front of her and she sat back down a little too quickly. “I just
want to know why your people would send you out as a
representative. It seems a little dangerous for a woman when there
are men who could go in your place.”

Deanna’s eyes flashed with
anger. There was nothing he could have said which could have riled
her up more than a sexist remark.

“Well, Michael, not that it’s any of your business,
but I can take care of myself.”

He raised an eyebrow.
“That so? I wouldn’t send any of our women out alone to meet other
bands of slayers.”

“Well, maybe your women
can’t take care of themselves as well as I can.” Deanna stood and
reached for the doorknob. “Next time you want to be a sexist, you
can do it to someone else because you only get one chance with me.”
She yanked the door open.

Michael looked satisfied with
Deanna’s demeanor. “Now you’re acting like a slayer. Before, you seemed a little
too feminine to be a slayer.”

“Like I said before, it’s
none of your business how feminine I am, and it sounds to me like
you need to concentrate on your own women.” A grunt of disgust
escaped from her throat as she stepped away from him.

He stopped her again. “How
‘bout having a little fun before you leave?”

She turned slowly to face
him. He appeared to hide a smile, by the way his lips were
twitching.

 


“What do you mean?” she
asked cautiously.

“How about we try some
hand to hand combat, you and me?”

She breathed a sigh of
relief. Her first thoughts had been that he tried a sexual advance.
But then, nervousness kicked in. He wanted to fight her! And there
was nothing she could do about it; she couldn’t decline.

“What, some kind of
test?”

He grinned. “You could
call it that…or you could just call it fun like we do.”

Deanna was thankful that
part of her training as a witch included knowing a combination of
martial arts and street fighting.

“Fine, I
accept.”

“Let’s go.” Michael led
her out to the mat. “Ok, everyone off the mat,” he
ordered.

The slayers that were
gathered there turned to look at them while the two slayers on the
mat got up and joined the group. Their stares made Deanna
nervous.

Michael addressed the
group. “This is Deanna; she and I are going to have a little match
here.”

One of the slayers
hollered out to Michael, “Don’t you think you should start her off
a little easier?”

Michael did not take his
eyes off Deanna as he answered, “She fights vampires every day. I
think she should be able to hold her own.”

Deanna could read it in
his eyes that he knew she was not a slayer, but she also knew she
needed to continue the ruse. She removed her coat and handed it to
Michael before she walked out onto the mat.

“I’m waiting, Michael,”
she said in a sugar saturated voice.

He gave the coat to
someone else and met her in the middle of the mat.

She couldn’t believe she
was in a vampire slayer training area about to fight a huge scar
covered black man. When Michael came toward her, Deanna drew in a
deep breath.

She was ready for him. He
moved quickly and forcefully; an arm swung toward her. Deanna
grabbed his arm and hung on. At the same time, she kicked him in
the chest with her heel.

Then she let go of his arm
and, at the same time, she threw a fierce punch at his cheekbone.
Michael wasn’t fazed. He reacted and returned her punch with one
that connected into her stomach.

Deanna, however,
was
fazed. But, the
pain only made her angry. She moved in for another kick and threw
her leg up high. The heel of her boot met with his chin and stunned
him.

She saw him waver and
snatched the opportunity; she went down toward the mat, threw her
leg out again while keeping herself steady with her arms and
forcefully swept her leg across the mat, pummeling both his
legs.

Michael went down hard but
was up again before Deanna could get into a full standing position.
He lunged at her and took her down with him.

She lay under this large
man panting heavily, and tried to catch her breath again. But
still, she would not give up. She wrapped her legs around his waist
and somehow managed to roll him over till she was on top of him.
His huge hand moved up, covered her face and pushed it painfully
backward.

The crowd around them
chanted and cheered as they had for the other previous couple on
the mat.

Deanna repeatedly threw
punches at his face with her right hand. Quick, tight jabs. Michael
rolled her the around like she had done to him and then threw a
solid punch at her face.

The left side of her face
felt like it was going to explode. She forced her eye open and saw
a blurry Michael staring at her. She knew he thought she was done.
Somehow, her long legs found their way up and around his neck. She
pulled downward and flipped him onto his back, then grabbed his
throat with her right hand and planted her knee into his
groin.

Michael growled and
grabbed himself.

“You cheat,” he said
through clenched teeth. He rolled over onto his side while Deanna
stood.

“I do what I have to do to
survive.” She blew a mass of red hair out of her face.

Michael swung his leg out
quickly and knocked her face first into the mat. He moved swiftly
and sat on top of her back. Then, he grabbed a fist full of her
hair and brought his lips to her ear.

“Who are you?”

“Does it matter?” she
whispered back. “We are both after the same thing and we need your
help.”

He released her and they
sat next to each other on the mat, catching their breath. The crowd
seemed to realize the bout was over and began parting to do other
things.

Michael looked her into
the eyes. She saw a good man behind those eyes.

“We would have helped you
anyway. You didn’t have to pretend to be a slayer. That kind of lie
just tells me not to trust you.”

“I didn’t know how else to
approach you.”

Michael stood and helped
her up. Her cheekbone felt like it had been crushed.

“Well, I admit it was dangerous
for you to come here regardless of who you are. But, these people
are on my watch and I know that you want Malcolm; I would have taken
care of you.”

Deanna was surprised with
Michael’s honesty.

“I’m sorry…Do I still have
your word that you are with us?”

“Of course you do,” he
told her as she went for her coat, which someone had laid on an
exercise machine, “you have my number; please call.”

“I will. Don’t worry,”
Deanna replied.

He examined her cheek and
then brushed it with the back of his fingers.

“Sorry,” he told her
softly.

Deanna looked away. “It’s
fine; I’ll call you when we have the info.”

She swung her coat over
her arm and headed for the door.

“I’m looking forward to
meeting again,” he called after her.

She didn’t want to dignify
him with an answer so she kept walking. Every head turned her way
as she walked by them on her way to the door.

What a crazy couple of
days, she
thought to herself while she rubbed her cheekbone and headed down
the stairs.
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After Chris, Damion and
Danielle had left, Alex searched the house for Isabella. It was
time to take her to see her brothers and sisters. He couldn’t help
being excited about the surprise he had lined up for
her.

“Are you ready?” he asked
her when he found her in the kitchen with Jaiden, who was sitting
in her infant seat carrier.

“Yup, we’re ready,” she
replied, lifted the carrier and followed him out to the garage.
They put the car seat in the Chevelle and got inside.

“What a nice car,”
Isabella told him.

“Thanks, it’s one of my
favorites.”

He pulled out of the
garage and drove into the night.

“Sorry it’s so late; I
know they’ll probably be asleep.”

“They won’t care. I just
need to check and see if they’re ok.”

Isabella’s siblings lived
about forty-five minutes from Alex. It was quite a way to go for
her if something was wrong.

“Thank you for taking me
to see them.”

“No problem. Would you
tell me some more about them…and you?”

“Why do you want to know?”
she countered.

Alex decided just to let
her know how much he knew. “For one, I am telepathic and I know you
have had a hard life. Two, I have done some checking in on the
rest.”

Isabella looked horrified.
“You spied on me?”

“Yes, if you want to call
it that,” Alex admitted. “I called Victoria and found out as much
as I could.”

“Why would you do
that?”

She hung her head. It was
hard enough for her that he was going to see their
house.

“I want to know more about
you. We are going to be a family for a long time, so obviously I’m
curious about you and yours.”

Isabella stared out the
window into the clear spring night.

“All right,” she said
angrily. “You want to know about my past, about how we lived, well,
here you go. We were lucky when my parents left.”

She took a deep
breath.

“My father never worked;
his only money came from drugs or gambling. My mother spent most of
her time cheating on my dad and whoring herself out; most of my
brothers and sisters are products of those affairs.”

She looked at him out of
the corner of her eye.

“All that we had when my
parents were around was abuse and neglect. I don’t know how many
times I wondered if I was the cause of why my parents finally left.
I have made so many things happen in my life; sometimes, I wonder
if I didn’t just wish them away.”

“Isabella,” Alex said
softly. He felt bad for making her angry.

“No!” She spoke quickly,
as if her thoughts were an erupting volcano. “You wanted to know
about me and now I am telling you. There was no way I was going to
go to the welfare place and let them separate all of us. So, I
dropped out of school, stayed home, and started babysitting to make
enough money to eat and pay rent.”

Jaiden sighed
contentedly.

“I spent all my spare time
at the library studying or with Victoria, training for my powers. I
knew that I had to learn even if I couldn’t go to school. But, I
made all of them go to school and every night I had to harp on them
endlessly to do homework and make good enough grades to get a
scholarship for college. God as my witness, I will not let those
children have to struggle like I have!”

A tear slid down her
cheek.

“They all detested me for
the longest time for making them do hours and hours of homework.
They detested me for being strict about where they went and with
whom. You don’t know how familiar the phrase ‘you are not my
mother’ is to me.”

Alex slowed for a small
deer as it crossed the road.

“This job is the best
thing financially that I have ever been offered, aside from the
nasty rich men who think I’m just a dumb blond who would make a
good trophy wife. Those kids are mine! Mine! And I feel awful for
having to leave them with no phone, or transportation.” She paused
and took a breath. “Are you satisfied now?”

Alex was taken aback. It
seemed so unlike her to go off like that. Usually, she was so calm
and patient. He had struck a chord with her and felt terrible about
it.

“I’m so sorry I pried; it
won’t happen again,” he said softly.

“Well, now you know.”
Isabella continued to stare out the window. “Turn here,” she told
him.

From then on, they were
silent aside from Isabella giving directions. Soon, she directed
him into a trailer park which had no street lamps and was piled
with litter. Stray animals ran about as if they owned the place
searching the trash for scraps.

“That one.” Isabella was
pointing to a trailer on their left. “Something’s
wrong.”

She narrowed her eyes and
looked at the trailer. When Alex cut the engine, they could both
hear screaming from inside the trailer.

Immediately, Isabella was
out of the car.

“No!” In a flash, Alex
stood in front of her, blocking the way. “Let me go; you stay here
with Jaiden.”

“But…”

“Just stay!”

“They don’t know you,
Alex,” she called as he ran toward the trailer.

He had kicked in the door
before she had finished the sentence.

Inside, Alex saw five
children huddled around the oldest one who was a girl. She was
naked and curled on her side. Bruises covered most of her body,
especially her face. All of the children jumped when he blew in the
door. He could smell blood.

They screamed louder when
he started forward.

“It’s ok,” he told them,
but it did not still their screaming.

“Get away from her!” the
oldest boy yelled at him and bravely stood to confront
Alex.

“Don’t worry,” Alex told
him calmly. “Your sister is in the car. I am a friend.”

The boy looked
skeptical.

“Yes, he is a friend.”
Isabella appeared in the doorway with Jaiden. Then, she saw her
sister on the floor and all of her siblings gathered around her
like Snow White and the dwarfs.

Charlotte, the one on the
floor, was whimpering and holding her private area. Alex realized
where he smelled blood from; her hands were covered with
it.

“Oh no!” Isabella rushed
to her sister and, with Jaiden still in her arms, fell to her knees
beside her.

“Where is he?” Alex
demanded.

“We don’t know,” the boy
answered. “A car drove up and pushed her out in the driveway. We
had to carry her inside.”

The smallest one, with
tears covering his face, shouted, “She just went to the store…the
store,” and he threw himself on top of Charlotte.

“How long ago?” Alex
asked.

“Only minutes,” the boy
answered.

“Who saw the car?” Alex
asked urgently.

“I did.” The older boy
spoke up again.

“Come here,” Alex ordered
him.

The boy looked at Isabella
uncertainly and she nodded to him.

The boy moved toward Alex
and Alex took his hands in his. “I want you to think about that car
and especially if you saw anyone.”

The boy nodded and closed
his eyes. Alex closed his also. Within seconds, he saw a faded
brown Celica. He saw Charlotte’s body come tumbling out of the
passenger side door. Inside the car, he could make out three
men.

He saw the car take off
and what direction it went. Then, they were back in the trailer
living room and he let go of the boy’s hands.

“Pack everything you need.
I will be back for all of you!” Alex took off out the door and got
into his car. Hopefully, he would have enough time.

He drove recklessly, ran
red lights and scanned the road with his eyes. Moments later, he
saw a 7-Eleven on the corner, and sitting in the parking lot, was a
faded, brown Celica.

Alex had almost passed it.
He slammed on the brakes hard and turned the car. His baby squealed
as it made the turn, roared into the parking lot and came to stop
mere inches from the Celica.

Alex stepped out of his
car while the men were getting out of their car to see what his
problem was. Each of them held a forty ounce beer in their hand.
One of them let his fall to the ground when he saw how fiercely
Alex approached them.

From their standpoint,
they saw a tall dark haired man in a black leather trench coat who
fearlessly charged at them. They knew they were in trouble when
Alex’s blue eyes lit up with the evil glow of a demon. What they
didn’t know was that they were not going to live through the
night.

Alex walked straight up to
the closest one and, without a word, grabbed his neck with his
large hand and gave it a quick twist. The man fell to the ground
with a loud thump and the sound of his beer shattering cut through
the night.

The other two men began to
retreat.

“Man, you’re crazy!” one
of them screamed at Alex as he broke into a run.

Alex did not need to run. He
merely caught up with him and grabbed the back of his head while
the man ran. Again he twisted and let the body fall to the ground.
Alex needed no explanation from those men. He knew what had
happened, and they had the nerve to be out here celebrating.

The last one was already
in the street and ran for his life. With supernatural speed, Alex
appeared in front of him and stopped him in his tracks. He took the
man by his collar.

“What…what do…do you
want?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Alex
told him as he wound his fingers into the man’s hair. Then, without
thinking, he reared back and bared his fangs.

“Nooooo!” the man screamed
while he violently wrestled against Alex’s strong grip.

Alex knew all too well the
feel and smell of a human who fought with all his strength to free
himself.

While Alex drank, he saw
flashes of his victim’s life. Flashes of all the horrible things he
had done. As he finished, he saw the three men, all of them taking
their turn with Isabella’s sister.

He saw Charlotte
screaming, trying to escape them. He saw them all laughing while
they took her innocence. He saw one of them hit her with his fist
while another man took his turn. He saw the two he had already
killed holding her down, biting her breasts and shoving themselves
into her mouth while the one he drank from rammed himself brutally
between her legs.

She fought them. He saw
that too. She had tried to get away from her rapists, but they had
overpowered her with simply being man.

Disgusted, Alex quickly
released the dead body and threw it to the ground. He ran, unable
to tolerate being close to such filth. He got into his car and sped
away as fast as his car would take him.

Before he pulled into the
trailer park, he stopped outside the entrance. He went to the trunk
and pulled out some rags. Almost brutally, he used the rags to
clean the blood from his face, then tossed them back into the
trunk.

His adrenaline was pumping
from the rush of a fresh meal and the anger he felt for the scum
who dared rape a young girl. The pounding echoed into his mind. It
sounded like an ocean, like when it is ever so quiet and you can
hear the air itself as it rushes past your ears.

It was stupid of him to
make kills in such a vulnerable spot, even more stupid to leave the
bodies. But, he had to do it; he could not have let those men get
away with what they had done just so they could do it again to
another girl.

When he let himself into
the trailer, he saw one of the girls sitting on the old couch,
which was worn and full of holes. She held Jaiden while Isabella,
who had helped Charlotte into some clothes, sat in one of the two
kitchen chairs beside Charlotte. Charlotte sat with her legs
together, mouth slightly open, and her eyes glassed over. Alex
thought she looked catatonic.

Alex saw that they had
listened to him. Four suit cases sat next to the door. He could
tell Isabella sensed something different about him but said nothing
until they were outside putting suitcases into the
trunk.

“Isabella,” he said, “come
help me put this in the car.”

She nodded.

“I’ll be right back,” she
told her sister.

They hauled the suitcases
out.

“Are you ok?” Isabella
asked him

“They won’t ever hurt her
again.”

It was then that Isabella
looked down as she lifted a suitcase into the trunk. She pulled up
a bloody rag.

“I see.”

She tossed the rag back
into the trunk and turned to him after he had slammed it
shut.

Embarrassed, Alex could
not bring himself to look her in the eye and turned away from her.
Soon, he felt her move around him until she stood facing him. She
reached out, grasped his hand, and placed it to her
chest.

“It’s ok, Alex. I am proud
of what you did.” She glanced out into the night. “I would have
done the same thing if I was capable.”

“No, it’s not
ok.”

He gently pulled his hand
from hers and started toward the trailer. Isabella stood in the
dark, a bit hurt, and realized Alex cared too much about people to
be a real monster.

Alex opened the door and
hollered loudly, “Let’s go, kids!”

They put Jaiden in the car
seat and the rest of them squeezed into the car as comfortably as
they could.

“Are we taking them to
your house?” Isabella asked.

“No. As much as they are
welcome at my house, it’s too dangerous.” He glanced at her out of
the corner of his eye to see if she understood.

She did understand. Alex’s
house was far from a normal environment for the kids.

He continued, “I was going
to surprise you but now this is more of a necessity than a
surprise. I own a house within walking distance of the school the
kids go to. I usually rent it out but it’s empty now. I am giving
it to you.”

“What?” Isabella looked
shocked and he could hear the gasps of the children as well, except
Charlotte who continued her catatonic state.

“I am giving you a house.
You
will still have to
live with me but they will have a place to live which has four
bedrooms and a security system.”

“Alex.” Isabella said his
name firmly. “Now that I am working for you, I can afford to pay
rent.”

He already knew her well
enough to know she wouldn’t take a handout that easy; she had too
much pride. “Don’t even try to turn it down; it’s already in your
name.”

“I couldn’t
possibly…”

“Yes, you can. Look what
just happened to your sister. I can’t stand that happening to
anyone. But, she is your sister and that means a bit more to me
than a stranger. They need to be safe. Which reminds me.” He felt
around in his coat pocket. “Here.” He threw a cell phone into her
lap.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a cell phone for the
kids. There is a house phone, but if Charlotte had had a cell
phone, she probably wouldn’t be in this position. Here is the
number.” He handed her a piece of paper. “I had it all arranged
last night.”

“Alex, I couldn’t possibly
take so much from you.”

Alex laughed despite his
mood. “Well, you have plenty of time to repay me.”

Isabella remained silent
simply because she was unable to find a decent reply.

“This is it,” Alex
announced when they pulled up into a driveway of a house in one of
the neighborhoods Isabella had always dreamed of living
in.

Isabella quickly opened
the door and all of the children piled out. Alex helped Charlotte
out of the car. She couldn’t stand on her own so he carried her.
With Jaiden in Isabella’s arms, they headed toward the
door.

Alex glanced at Jaiden.
She was so calm. He thought it must be nice to be a baby and not
have a care in the world except eating and sleeping, to have
everyone provide for you. Jaiden seemed completely oblivious to
anything that had happened around her all night.

He gave the key to Danny,
the oldest boy. When Danny opened the door, they all stood in the
entryway and stared at the house without saying word.

Then, like bees from a
hive, they took off. They screamed and ran around
excitedly.

“Is it really
ours?”

“Look, a pool! Oh my
goodness, the refrigerator is full, look at the beds!”

“A TV! We have a
TV!“

The loudest of the shouts
came from the office/dining room. “Crap, wow, a
computer!”

While the kids explored
the house, Alex took Charlotte to the master bedroom that Charlotte
would have all to herself for the first time ever and lay her down
onto the bed.

He went back to the
kitchen where Isabella was holding Jaiden and examining the
refrigerator which he had stocked the night before.

She turned to him. “You
turned one of the worst nights of their life into a miracle. I am
not going to turn all this down, but if there is anything I can
do…”

“You don’t owe me a
thing,” he told her as he reached out for Jaiden.
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The night before, after they
had left the kids alone again, slumber had called to Alex just
before dawn, as it always did. He had reluctantly given in. What a
difference from a few nights ago when he did not even want to wake
up. Now, he felt alive.

When he entered his
bedroom, he saw his cell phone blinking. He checked it to find that
Jeremiah needed to see him immediately.

He dressed for the night
in more casual clothing of black Jeans and a fitting white tee
shirt. When he brushed out his hair, he spontaneously decided it
was time for a change and cut it. Then he used hair gel to style it
into a more punk kind of look.

As soon as he was done
dressing, he called Jeremiah.

“Hello, Jeremiah. What’s
so important?”

“Are you ready to try it?”
Jeremiah always sounded like he was growling when he
spoke.

Surprised, Alex answered.
“Yes! Yeah, I’m ready!”

“Good. Come to my house
right away. Don’t bother knocking, just come right down to the
lab.”

Alex agreed. “I have to
make a stop first and then I will be on my way.”

“I’ll be waiting.”
Jeremiah hung up the phone.

Alex clicked off his phone
and wandered the house in search of Isabella and Jaiden. He could
not find them anywhere on the ground floor so he went to explore
upstairs. The door to Isabella’s room was open.

When he looked in, he saw
her lying under a puddle of champagne silk, with only her face
showing. Her blond hair was spread across the pillows and to Alex
it appeared much silkier than the fabric which surrounded
her.

Jaiden slept soundly in
her bassinet, which Isabella had shoved as close to the bed as it
would go so that she could reach out and touch her. Alex thought it
poor manners to just walk in so he rapped lightly on the door. He
watched as Isabella opened her beautiful green eyes and focused on
him.

“Hi,” she
whispered.

“Hi, I’m sorry...the door
was open.”

“It’s all right. I left it
open so you would know where we were.” She did not move to get up.
“Are you going somewhere?” she asked.

“Yes, I just wanted to let
you know that I have some business to take care of and I don’t know
when I’ll be back.”

“Ok…you look
nice.”

Surprised at the
compliment, Alex nodded. “Thank you.”

She sighed. “Well, have a
good time, I’m going back to sleep.”

“All right, well…have nice
dreams.”

“I will.” With that, she
shut her eyes and rolled over.

She must be
exhausted,
he thought, and felt oddly guilty for being the cause of her
exhaustion.

He did not want to think
about it at that moment because he wanted to think about what might
be about to happen. Excitement hurried him to his mustang and off
to the church. He was not about to go into something like that
without praying first.

He rolled down the windows
as he traveled the busy highway. The night was clear and warm but
the stars slowly disappeared as the Reno lights took over the
sky.

Alex entered the church
slowly instead of rushing in as he usually did. He walked up the
aisle and ran his fingers along the tops of the pews until he
arrived at the altar where he knelt and bowed his head.

“Lord, I need to know if
this situation with Isabella and Jaiden is truly what you want of
me. If not, it needs to stop now, before I get attached to Jaiden.
I have already started to have feelings for Isabella and now I have
committed to her family too.

No matter what, I know I
did the right thing by helping those kids. They deserve it after so
much hardship.

Is that part of the plan
too? I will do whatever you want of me, but sometimes it is just so
hard to tell exactly what you want. Jaiden is a beautiful,
wonderful baby, but I have no idea how to raise her.

I suppose it was easier
with my own children who were bound to me by blood. Even that was
so long ago that I have forgotten how.

If this plan of Jeremiah’s
is what you want to happen, then I know it will work. But there is
the possibility that it won’t; if it doesn’t work, then I will
never be able to raise Jaiden. No matter how much time a human
spends living at night, it is her nature to be awake in the
daytime.

I would not be right to
make her sacrifice the daylight for me. I know how much I miss it
and I will never put her in that situation. Lord, please give me
strength and guidance to make the right decisions. Show me the
paths that I need to take in order to do the right
things.

Also, if Stewart is not a
traitor, then please give him strength and guidance too; if he is a
traitor, help us to do what needs to be done. Lord, my excitement
is making me at a loss for words now; I am sorry for such a brief
prayer; please forgive me and thank you so much for the blessings
that you have given me.

Amen.”

Jeremiah lived in a large
two story home on Lake Tahoe. His house had a full basement which
he used as his lab. One of his concoctions sold to some big
company, Alex couldn’t remember which one. Jeremiah made millions
from it, which was why he was able to afford such a nice place on
the Lake.

When Alex pulled into the
driveway, all the lights were off except for a single bulb burning
above the front door. As he had been instructed, he entered without
knocking and went straight down the stairs to the lab.

“Hello,” he called as he
descended the basement stairs.

“Come down,” Jeremiah
called out to him.

Once in the lab, he felt
strange. He always did when he was there. The whole place was a bit
eerie; a few lights were on above tables that held beakers and
tubes full of colorful liquids. Jeremiah sat in front of a computer
at a table in the shadows and pounded away at the keys.

When he didn’t stop
typing, Alex asked, “What are you doing?”

“Putting all of my
information into my journal,” Jeremiah answered.

“So, everything you have
ever done is in there?” Alex pointed at the computer.

“Yes.”

“Aren’t you afraid someone
will steal it?”

“No.” Jeremiahs eyes never
moved from the screen.

“O…k then. Well, I’m
here.”

Jeremiah rolled his chair
away from the computer and stood. He hobbled over to one of the
tables and picked up a syringe. He held it up. “This is
it.”

Alex nodded but remained
silent.

“Now Alex, you do understand
that this has not been tested? There is no way to test it except on
you. You are the test.”

Again, Alex nodded. “I
understand.”

“You could die when the sun rises, Alex.”

“But, if it does work.”

“Then you will be one of
the most powerful vampires ever. You will have the advantage of the
daylight when the rays of the sun would roast any
other.”

Alex was nervous about this;
there was more riding on it than ever. He knew he had to do it,
though, he had waited too long. Danielle had said that he would see
the sun again, and simply the possibility of it was more than enough motivation for Alex to
give it a go.

“I want Danielle to be
with me,” Alex told Jeremiah.

“That’s fine, but you will
stay here. I need you close in case something happens and we need
to get you inside. There will be no going up to a mountain top to
see the sunrise, ok!”

“Ok.”

The doorbell rang and they
heard the door open and shut again. Then, they heard Danielle’s
voice call out, “It’s me.”

“Come down,” Jeremiah
called with his gravelly voice. Then he turned to Alex. “I am not
going to tell you what is in this.” He waved the syringe in the
air.

“That’s ok.” Alex curled
his lip. “I don’t want to know.”

Danielle entered the lab
and came to his side. “So, the time has come.”

“Yes, and I’m glad you’re
here with me.”

“I am always with you when
you need me, Alex.”

“If something happens to
me, what will happen to Jaiden?”

Danielle looked at him in
a reprimanding way. “There will be no questions like that. Have
faith that it will work.”

“Yes, but
still…”

Jeremiah put his wrinkled
hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, Danielle and I are here to
bring you to the safety of darkness if anything goes
wrong.”

“Then I’m
ready.”

“Ok.” Jeremiah held up the
syringe. “You’ll have to take this every night at least four hours
before dawn. It needs time to take effect, which is why I called
you here so early.” Jeremiah flicked the syringe with his index
finger.

“I’ll give you a week’s
supply. When you run out, come see me and I’ll do some tests and
give you another week’s supply.”

“I understand.”

“I’m just going to inject
you now to make sure you don’t have any side effects to the formula
itself.”

Alex nodded, took off his
jacket and set it aside. Then, he rolled up his sleeve and sat in
one of the chairs by Jeremiah’s table. He felt no pain when
Jeremiah stuck the large needle into his skin.

He closed his eyes and let
it flow through his veins. Nothing out of the ordinary happened.
For some reason, he had expected it to be a bit more
eventful.

“I don’t feel anything.”
He opened his eyes to find Jeremiah staring at him
intensely.

“You’re not supposed to.”
Jeremiah sat down across from Alex. “Now, we wait until sunrise and
see if it really works.”

Alex glanced at the clock.
It was only twelve thirty. So, he had to wait around for hours to
see if he was going to die. He rolled his sleeve back down and put
his jacket on. Jeremiah went to his computer and started typing
again.

“Let’s go outside.”
Danielle took his hand and led him up the staircase and out the
door. Once on the porch, they seated themselves on the wooden swing
which hung from chains attached to an overhang.

Alex thought it was a
perfect place to sit. There was a spectacular view of the lake,
which was surrounded by lush, tree covered mountains. The
glittering stars of the night made their way around a half moon and
were mirrored in still waters of the lake.

“Are you afraid?” Danielle
asked him.

“Yes.”

“You were never afraid
before.”

“You tell me not to be afraid…to
trust you, and I do, but I’m still scared of burning to death. Now,
there is so much more at stake. I want to be alive to see all this
through.”

Danielle examined his
face. “So, you are starting to care for Jaiden already.”

He laughed lightly. “How
could I not?”

Danielle continued, “And I
know you, Alex, I know you are beginning to have feelings for
Isabella.”

Alex sighed. “I can’t help
it. She’s just so great with Jaiden…and beautiful too. I don’t know
how I’m supposed to live around her for so many years. Yet at the
same time, I don’t think I could stand being away from her
either.”

Danielle giggled. “Well,
it sounds like you have quite a problem on your hands.”

“You mean,” Alex feigned a
look of shock, “you aren’t going to give me any advice?”

“Do you need some?” she
asked teasingly.

“Nope, I’m just going to
have to get over it.”

“You know, Alex, over
time, love has driven people to do great things.”

Confused, he asked her,
“What are you trying to say?”

“I am trying to ask you if it would be
so bad
for you to fall in
love.”

“Danielle, she is mortal. Someday, I would have to decide if
I want her to die or if I want to make her immortal and there is no
guarantee that, if I did, she would be able to defeat the evil as
Chris and I have.”

“Alex, there are people
who see someone one time and that is it for them. They fall in
love, then they never get to see that person again, yet that moment
of love is what drives them for the rest of their life.”

“You don’t make sense,
Danielle. I have to live with Isabella and Jaiden until Jaiden is
grown, so how does that fit our situation?”

“It doesn’t.”

Alex hated how she could
get him so frustrated with her brief answers. “Danielle, I could
never bring myself to make another vampire.”

“Your decisions are yours to
make. But remember, sometimes, it is better to live in the moment
and have some fun than to worry about what might have been or about
what is going to happen.”

“Are you trying to tell me
that I am no fun?”

She sighed dramatically. “I’m
sorry to tell you this, Alex, but lately, you have been quite boring.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

Alex pretended to be
wounded. “I am not boring; I am a very deep, intellectual
man.”

“Yes, and that is why I am
telling you this. I am sure Isabella will want to go on a date to
the library.” Danielle’s voice was unusually sarcastic as her lips
curled into a smile.

“Why are you, of all
people, trying to encourage this? I thought you would be like Chris
and tell me to deal with it as soon as possible.”

Her smile remained while she
grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “All I am trying to say is that
everything is going to be all right and that it is ok for you to have feelings for
someone, even if she is human.”

“Thank you, Danielle.” He
looked at his watch. “It’s not even close.”

“Be patient, Alex, it will
come soon enough.”
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Stewart had not yet
cracked even though he had endured more physical pain in the last
several hours than he had in his entire life.

Malcolms’ goons had
tortured him while Malcolm had stood by and watched. Malcolm had
asked him over and over again to help him but with every strike of
the whip, Stewart had screamed that he would not.

They had underestimated
Stewart. He had even underestimated himself. Stewart had stayed
true to the council and his oath.

Because of that oath and
his love for the council members, he lay propped up against a stone
wall with his wrists cuffed and chained above his head. Blood ran
down his arms from the cuts caused by the sharp, protruding pieces
of metal on the inside of the cuffs.

With every move, his cuts
became deeper. The warm blood ran down his arms and mingled with
the blood from the many wounds covering his chest and back. It
continued to run down his body until it reached the hard stone
floor where it pooled into a large scarlet puddle in which he
sat.

Pain, once so fierce, had
now numbed him into semi-consciousness. He had tried to use his
magic but he was not able to free himself. After he had tried to
call the council many times without getting any answer, he gave
up.

He wondered if they were
trying to reach him as well. Why wasn’t his telepathy
working?

The vampire guards spoke
openly about how good his blood smelled and how they couldn’t wait
to get a little taste.

Stewart was tempted to
give them a few little zaps just to prove to them that he wasn’t
completely defenseless but he held back his temper. A temper that,
even after hours of whipping, was still hard to control.

He knew the only reason
Malcolm hadn’t killed him was because he wanted information. That
was another reason he refused to divulge anything. Stewart realized
he should have told someone what was going on, but for some reason
he had kept it to himself and had hoped that eventually Malcolm
would leave him alone. It was very bold of Malcolm to take Stewart
because if the council found out, they would try their hardest to
slay him.

Stewart would have kicked
himself if he wasn’t tied up. It seemed that everything that
happened to him involved some kind of pain. When would life deal
him a good card?

Stewart heard screams from far
away. He figured it was other prisoners. After he had listened for
a while, he decided that is it sounded like there were hundreds of
them. Why would Malcolm need hundreds of prisoners? Didn’t vampires
usually go and hunt their food, and then go on about their
business? He could see him bringing home one or two, but
hundreds?

He thought the room he was
in looked like an underground cave. The damp stone walls had
foreign carvings etched into them. There were no bars anywhere, the
only things which kept him captive were the chains attached to his
cuffs and the guards.

I have to find a way
out, he told
himself, then thought about the puddle of his own blood in which he
sat. There was no way he could move with the amount of blood he had
lost.

He knew his only chance
would be for the council to find him. He was sure he would bleed to
death if he stayed cuffed in the cold much longer.

A few moments later, he
heard a commotion in the stairwell leading to his prison. Then, a
tall woman emerged onto the landing. She had short black hair and
wore very large dangling diamond earrings. Her maroon evening gown
shimmered like it was covered in the same diamonds which hung from
her ears.

She locked gazes with
Stewart. He stared deep into her green pupils; as she breathed in,
her eyes briefly flashed red. Slowly, she turned to the guards and
told them in a thick British accent, “Malcolm wants him taken to
the doctor now.”

“Right away, Miss Levine,”
the largest of the guards replied.

“He said to come and get
him after they have him healthy enough.” She turned back to Stewart
and crouched down over him.

Stewart knew of Levine,
though he had never seen her; hardly anyone had ever seen her. She
was Malcolm’s lady. The story was that he had never taken another
lady besides her and she had remained by his side as his queen for
hundreds of years.

Her lips moved lightly
over his earlobe. “Your blood smells delicious.”

“Thank you.”

“Oh, young man, you have
no idea what I could do to you right now if I wanted
to.”

Stewart snorted. “I’ll use
my imagination.”

She caressed his face.
“It’s lucky for you that my husband wants you alive and
untouched.”

“Yeah, that’s lucky.” He
couldn’t help the sarcasm.

She removed her hands and
stood. “Just be a good little prisoner.”

With that said, she turned
quickly, exiting, via the stairs from which she had
arrived.

What she said had confused
him, though. Why would they want to cause him so much pain and
suffering, and then make him well again? It seemed awfully strange
to him. But if they were going to fix him, he wasn’t going to
argue.

The guards released his
wrists from the cuffs. When he was finally free, he slumped to the
ground with a sort of relieved weakness.

The two guards grabbed his
wrists and yanked him to his feet, which caused him to cry out in
pain. Silently, they dragged him, one on each side, up the stairs.
They let his body thump each stair as they ascended. The pain was
so excruciating in his wrists, back, and chest that he passed
out.

When he woke, he lay in
what looked like an emergency room. There were hospital beds side
by side with green curtains separating them. Little machines sat
next to each bed along with a metal stand holding an IV
bag.

He lay in one of the beds
with only his boxer shorts on and no blanket. He saw that his
wrists had been wrapped and he could feel that his wounds on his
back had been taken care of, as had the ones on his
chest.

Further observation of the
room told him that he was still in the caves; the walls and floor
were covered with plastic sheeting. He guessed that was their way
of trying to make the place more sterile.

When he realized that he
was not tied down to the bed, he sat up quickly. A little too
quickly. He waited a few seconds until his head cleared and the
room stopped spinning, then he swung his feet over the edge and
started to get off the bed.

A deep voice stopped him.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

Stewart froze.

A man with light brown
hair and a doctor’s coat appeared in front of him. “You would never
find your way out of here even if you did get out of this
room.”

Stewart was far from
surprised to see this man. He knew they wouldn’t leave him unbound
and unsupervised. Silently, he lifted his feet back up onto the bed
and laid his head back down on the pillows.

“So,” the doctor said,
“you are a quiet one, eh?”

Stewart remained silent,
and the doctor didn’t say anything else to him. Instead, he took a
radio out of his jacket, pushed the button on the side and said,
“He’s awake.”

Then put the radio back
into the pocket of his white doctors’ coat.

Stewart wondered who he
was talking to but didn’t say so. He closed his eyes and figured he
would pretend to sleep. Maybe then, they would leave him alone. He
heard the doctor sit down at a little desk he had set up in the
corner of the room.

A moment later, he heard
someone else enter the room.

“Here is the meal that
Malcolm ordered for the prisoner.”

“Set it down there,” the
doctor replied.

Stewart heard papers and
things being moved around before the tray was placed on the desk.
Then, whoever had brought the meal left. Even though he was
famished, he managed to keep his eyes shut.

“I know you want to eat
this, so you may as well open your eyes,” the doctor
said.

Stewart did. As much as he
wanted to be defiant, he was hungry. Also, the more he ate, the more strength he
would get for his attempt to escape.

He opened his eyes. The
first thing he saw was the doctor standing over him. Stewart let
the doctor help him sit up and then waited for him to bring the
tray. The doctor placed it on his lap; there was a giant
cheeseburger with the works, French fries, and cola in a plastic
cup with a straw.

Stewart wasn’t able to
restrain himself any longer; he picked up the cheeseburger and dug
into it. The doctor went back to sit down and watch Stewart devour
the cheeseburger in a matter of minutes.

When he was done, the
doctor removed the tray from his lap and told him to rest. Stewart
didn’t want to rest but his eyes were heavy with exhaustion. He
lapsed into a deep sleep. Briefly, during his unconsciousness, he
heard a male voice asking the doctor if he was ready.

“Not yet,” the doctor
answered. “He lost too much blood. It will be a while before he is
ready.”

“All right,” the other
voice answered. “I’ll tell Malcolm.”

The source of the voice
left the room and Stewart fell back to sleep, wondering what he
needed to be ready for.
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Alex and Danielle sat in
silence and stared out at the night sky. Alex realized how easy it
was for them to simply enjoy each other’s company. After a while,
he asked, “Have you ever been in love?”

“Once,” she answered
without looking at him.

“When and with
whom?”

“That, Alex, is none of your business.”

“I told you
mine.”

“No.” Danielle was
firm.

“Come on,
Danielle.”

“Stop it, Alex, I told you
I don’t want to talk about it.”

“All right, fine, I’ll stop.”

“Good.”

They fell silent again and
listened to the creatures of the night. Crickets made their cricket
noises and frogs croaked in turn. Occasionally, they heard a car
pass in the distance, and a soft breeze stroked their hair and
faces while they gently swung back and forth.

Eventually, Danielle broke
the silence.

“I was nineteen,” she
whispered.

Curiosity kept Alex quiet.
He wanted to hear her story.

“As you know, when I was alive,
I came from a wealthy and upstanding family. I lived in a lovely
home and was a proper young woman. My parents arranged for me to be married to a
man that I did not love…a man that I did not even know. I couldn’t
refuse; it was just the way things were back then. It happened all
the time and women spent their lives in service and misery with
abusive, horrible men, who did not love them either.

I married him and lived a
life of solitude. I never left the house because I was afraid that
someone would see my bruises. Each and every night when we went to
bed, I could only close my eyes and try to take myself somewhere
else. I thought for sure that one day he would kill me, but still I
stayed, for my parents and their precious money and stature I
stayed.

Then, one day while I was
sitting by my bedroom window and staring down into our beautiful
gardens, I saw a man down there.

He was wearing a hat with
a huge brim. It seemed as if the rays of sunlight we shining down
directly onto him. In an earth covered hand, he held a small spade
to help him make room for a bunch of yellow daffodils.

He seemed to care for
those flowers like they were his children. I watched him take off
his hat and pull a stained white handkerchief out of the back
pocket of his trousers. Then, he set the spade on the ground and
stood; he turned in the direction of my window and wiped the
glistening sweat from his forehead.

At that moment, he looked
up. Our eyes met and something stirred inside me, something I had
never felt before. Yet, even with the distance between us, I knew
that if I could see his green eyes from the window, he could see my
discolored face, so I turned away in shame.

Every day after that, I
would sit in my window and watch him tend to the flowers and
plants; he showed them so much care. His hands were gentle and
loving when he handled them. I could tell by watching him that he
was a good man.

Each evening after supper,
I would take a walk through the garden. On one particular evening,
I found a single red rose lying atop a stone bench, the same bench
where I always sat to read.

I looked around and saw no
one but I knew who had left it. I took one petal from the bloom,
then placed the rest of the flower on a bush. After a while, I
started to receive poetry which he had written along with roses.
They were mostly small, one-liners, but beautiful.

I could not throw them
away. Unable to bear even the thought of not keeping his beautiful
poems, I would fold them up as small as I could and shove them down
inside my corset. Then, when I had a moment alone in my room, I
would put them into a secret box that held my petals and
poems…”

When she paused, Alex
exclaimed, “Danielle, what a great love story! So, what happened?
Did you ever get to speak to him?”

“No, I never got the
chance.” She looked down into her lap.

“What happened?

“My husband…he found my
sacred box of treasures and assumed I was having an
affair.”

“What did he
do?

“We argued and he beat me,
of course. Only that time, when I drifted into unconsciousness…I
never woke up.”

“Oh, Danielle.”

Alex took her into his
arms. She had said it all so simply, like it was not uncommon for a
man to beat his wife to death. She had never spoken of how she had
died and he had never pushed her. The subject of your death was
usually something most didn’t want to talk about.

Danielle leaned her dark
head on Alex’s shoulder, but her composure remained. “Do you see
now why I didn’t want to talk about it?

“Yes, yes, I understand. I
am so sorry.” He felt terrible for asking her to tell him about
it.

“Don’t be sorry, Alex, it
was a long time ago and if I had lived, I would have had to live
with that man forever.”

“No,” he insisted. “You
could have run away. I know you would have found a way to be with
him.” Alex spoke urgently, as if she could run off and find him
that very second.

She shook her head. “No,
my husband would have found me; there was nowhere I could have
gone. Let’s not dwell on it. It’s just the way things
go.”

The door behind them
opened and Jeremiah came out onto the porch.

“It’s getting close now.”
He pulled a chair up close to the swing.

Alex realized nobody knew
of anything appropriate to talk about, so once again they sat in
silence. After some time had passed, the sky started to lighten.
Alex had to fight the urge to take flight and run into the
house.

Jeremiah stood and handed
Alex a pair of extremely dark sunglasses. “Here, you might need
these.”

Alex thanked him and put
them on.

Jeremiah looked at Alex
and said, “Here we go.”

Danielle took his hand and
rose from the swing with Alex in tow. Jeremiah went to Alex’s other
side. They stood together, watched the sky and anxiously awaited
the arrival of the sun, Alex’s enemy.

Electric tingles of
nervousness that vampires seldom feel traveled through Alex’s body.
The colossal sky slowly turned from black, to gray, and even more
slowly to blue.

They kept their thoughts
to themselves as they waited in silence. Alex squeezed Danielle’s
hand and thought of how all those years, with all of his hopes and
dreams, he had never thought he’d ever get to see another sunrise,
the thing he wanted more than anything.

Slivers of clouds mingled
together in a pastel dance of pinks, purples, and hazy oranges,
then parted again and made way for the huge ball of fire that rose
into the sky. Every emotion took its turn with Alex. Excitement
replaced the nervousness and he wondered how a dead heart could
beat so wildly. As the tip of the sun rose, his eyes slammed shut
in pain.

“Aaaahhhh!”

His free hand flew up to
his head while a million tiny knives stabbed into his
brain.

“Alex! Are you ok?”
Danielle asked.

“I’m fine.” He pried his eyes
open slowly, trying to give them time to adjust. There was no way
anyone could spend years in darkness and not feel tremendous pain with their first
glimpse of sunlight. The burning continued intensely, but he had
every intention of seeing this through.

While the sun rose ever so
slowly, he felt joy spreading within him but it also felt like
there was a molten warmth spreading there as well. Determined to
ignore any feelings of discomfort, he kept his eyes on the expanse
before him.

The sun made its final
assent when a volcano erupted inside of him and filled his veins
with scorching lava.

“Noooo!” Alex cried out
and clutched his free hand to his stomach.

“Jeremiah! His hands!”
Now, Danielle’s voice was close to hysteric. Even as Alex crumpled
to the ground, she would not let go of his hand.

His skin felt like
bubbling hot wax. He wrenched his eyes away from the sunrise to
look at his hands and saw large smoking burns on his skin. His
mouth opened to scream, yet nothing came out.

Alex quickly returned his
eyes to the sky. He didn’t care that he was burning or that he
couldn’t speak; it seemed as if every feeling and thought faded
into the background. He knew he was in some kind of trouble, yet,
to him, it was all happening in slow motion.

Alex refused to look away
from the sun.

“Alex! Close your eyes!”
Jeremiah hollered at him.

He didn’t think about
Jaiden or Isabella or even God, only about himself. Overcome by the
joy of the moment, he refused to see what was happening to
him.

“Alex, do it!”

He heard Danielle’s voice
in the distance.

“Danielle, take his
legs.”

Smoke rose into Alex’s
line of vision.

“We have to get him into
the basement. It is the safest place,” Jeremiah told
Danielle.

“Hurry, let’s get
him.”

Alex couldn’t speak. He
couldn’t tell them to stop. He wasn’t sure if it was because
he could not speak or because he was so mesmerized by the rising sun. He
could feel them dragging him across the porch.

No, no, no, he told himself. He wouldn’t
let them take from him what he had missed most all of those years.
Anger welled up inside him. How could they do that, knowing how
much it meant to him? How could they take away his
moment?

Alex had no idea how badly
he was injured. He had no idea what it could do if he stayed in the
sunlight much longer. Danielle, who was very strong, was at his
feet, but Jeremiah was mortal and old, which made him
weak.

Jeremiah held him
underneath each of his arms and attempted to drag Alex into the
house. Suddenly, to their surprise, Alex twisted violently and
landed face down on the wooden porch.

His legs had come free
from Danielle’s grip and he started to crawl back into the
sunlight.

Danielle screamed, “Get
him, Hurry!”

Jeremiah grabbed the back
of his coat and yanked back but his strength was nothing compared
to Alex’s. Jeremiah lost his grip and fell on his
backside.

Yes, yes! Alex thought.
I am going to make
it.
I am going to live
in the day!

Common sense had
completely left him and they were dealing with a crazed
vampire.

Suddenly, his head was
forced down onto the porch and the rest of his body was flattened
against it too. Danielle had tackled him like a football player.
She sat atop his body and held his hair in her fist.

“I’m sorry,
Alex.”

With that, she pulled his
head back and slammed it into the porch, face first, with her
incredible strength. It was not enough to knock him out but he was
stunned enough not to fight them momentarily, long enough for them
to get into position to try again.

Despite Alex’s vampire
strength and all of his kicking and struggling, they somehow
managed to drag him into the house and away from the deadly
penetration of the sunlight.

Once they had him in the
house, he continued to struggle, until blackness flooded his
vision. He could still hear their voices but he could not see
them.

No, no, no, he tried to tell them.
I want to stay; I
want to see the sun!

While they dragged him
down the stairs, he fought wildly, telling them with his thoughts
that he wanted to stay. Slowly, their voices began to fade until he
finally lost consciousness.
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Isabella sat on the
overstuffed, brown leather sofa in Alex’s den. She watched a movie
on the huge fifty inch flat screen and sipped a cup of coffee.
Jaiden lay beside her, sleeping soundly.

She still couldn’t get
over the size of the television; it was like being at the movies.
Having the television on gave her some comfort; her home had always
been filled with children and the noise which accompanies them.
Alex’s house was so large and lonely with only herself and Jaiden
to occupy it.

Alex had left the night
before and, to her knowledge, had not returned. She had a feeling
that something was wrong. She knew she shouldn’t worry but she
couldn’t shake the feeling.

When the door bell rang,
she was startled out of Tolkien’s battle for middle earth and
spilled coffee all over the front of her blue tank top. Groaning,
she placed her mug on the end table and hurried to the
door.

Damion and Christopher
waited on the other side of the front door.

“Hi, Isabella.” Damion
greeted her.

“Hi, guys, Alex isn’t
here.”

Damion nodded. “We know,
which is exactly why we’re here. Can we come in?”

“Sure.” Confused, she
moved aside so they could enter. Then, she led them into the den so
Jaiden wouldn’t be by herself for long.

While Damion and Chris
each sat down in a recliner, Isabella reclaimed her seat on the
couch beside Jaiden.

“Is Alex ok?” she asked as
she pointed the remote at the TV and pushed mute.

Chris leaned forward in
his chair. “There was some kind of accident. We don’t know any
details, yet, but Danielle asked us to come over here and get the
truck.”

Isabella gasped. She had
known
something was
wrong. “You don’t know what happened?”

“No.” Damion shook his
head. “We only know he is injured pretty badly and that he needs to
come home.”

“Where is he?”

Damion answered quickly,
“He’s at Jeremiah’s house. Look, I don’t want to be rude but we are
just as curious as you are and we want to get over there so we can
find out what is going on.”

“Oh. The keys are all on a
hook beside the garage door.” She pointed in the general direction
of the garage.

Christopher stood. “Thank
you, Isabella.”

She followed them to the door.
“No, thank you for letting me know. I had a feeling something was
wrong.”

Damion opened the door to
the garage. “Don’t worry, he will be home soon.”

Christopher followed him
into the garage and shut the door behind him.

Unable to return to her
movie, Isabella paced the floor. What could she do in the meantime?
She picked up Jaiden off the couch and carried her to the very last
room at the end of the hall.

For a long time, she stood
in front of the door to Alex’s room and debated if she should
enter. She wanted to get things ready for when he got home but she
didn’t want to invade his privacy, either.

She opened the door and
peeked in.

Well, what could it
hurt? she
thought and tiptoed inside.

The entire main part of
his bedroom appeared untouched. His gorgeous bed was made and
didn’t even have a wrinkle on the burgundy comforter. All of his
dressers were free of clutter, without even a hint of dust. It was
as if no one occupied the room at all.

After a few moments of staring
at the bedroom furniture, she realized there wasn’t much she
could
do. She didn’t even
know what his condition was.

She decided to explore and
opened the closet door. His closet was absolutely, for sure, the
most perfectly organized closet she had ever seen. The next door
she opened was the bathroom. It was a man’s bathroom, all black
tile and chrome fixtures. The shower stall was not even a stall,
just a lot of faucets and a big shower head dropped from the
ceiling. All you had to do to take a shower would be to walk around
the gigantic blocks of frosted glass that looked like ice
cubes.

The last door in the room
was locked.

“Hmmm.”

She tried again. At first,
she wondered why it was locked; then, the obvious reason that Alex
was a vampire and would probably have lots of things to hide
occurred to her. It made her curious as to what was behind the
door, though, although that wasn’t strange because most people
would want to know what was behind a locked door.

Isabella gave up on
finding anything to do for him. She felt like an intruder so she
and Jaiden went back to the sofa and her movie.

It was impossible for her to
concentrate on the movie. She knew it wasn’t going to get any
better, either. Obviously, she didn’t know Alex that well, but in
the short time she had known him, she had felt sort of tied to him…in a way.
Especially after what he had done for her family; no one had ever
helped her and asked nothing in return.

He had even left a credit
card on the table with instructions to call the doctor for
Charlotte and make her an appointment and call for a car to take
her to and from the doctor’s office. She was going to be forever
grateful and wished there was something she could do for
him.

The soft, electric glow of
the television was all that lit the room. Jaiden, who Isabella had
placed beside her on the sofa, was no longer sleeping soundly. She
had begun to whimper and thrash around a bit.

Isabella picked her up and
cuddled Jaiden to her chest, assuming she was only having a bad
dream. She rocked her slowly.

Jaiden wouldn’t have it;
she continued to fuss and whimper. Suddenly, her eyes sprung open
and she began to cry loudly, almost full out screaming.

“It’s ok, it’s ok.
Shhh.”

The lights began to
flicker and, with a flash, the dark room was lit with a blinding
light.

In awe, Isabella gasped.
“Jaiden!”

Every light in the room
was on and Jaiden had become quiet.

“Well, little one,
apparently, you don’t like the dark, huh?”

Jaiden answered by closing
her eyes and sticking her tongue out. Isabella smiled and kept
rocking her.

“Well...It has started
already,” Isabella mumbled quietly.
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He could hear the ocean.
He could smell the salt of the sea. When he opened his eyes, he
realized he could also see the ocean. A full moon perched high in
the clear, starlit sky. He watched the black waves crash against
the sandy shore, creating white foam, which made its way up the
beach and dampened his bare feet.

He wore loose white pants,
rolled up to mid-calf, exposing his abnormally white legs, and a
white button up shirt. The cool, crisp breeze blew the seagulls’
voices gently through the air. Then, the wind blew in another
voice.

“Alex, Alex, where are
you?”

It sounded like Isabella.
He quickly turned a circle, scanned the dark beach and called, “I’m
here.”

A white figure came into
the moonlight and strode down the sandy beach in his direction. It
was Isabella. Her golden hair fell loose and flowing down her back
like a glowing golden waterfall. He desperately wanted to run his
fingers through it. As she moved closer, he could see that she was
wearing a strapless white gown which exposed just enough. The
embroidered bodice was tight until it met the waist where it flared
out into a billowing bell of satin and lace. It was a wedding
gown.

When she saw him, she
grabbed the skirt of her dress with both hands, exposing her bare
feet and legs, and began to jog toward him.

“Where have you been? I’ve
been looking everywhere for you, but it’s so dark out here, I
couldn’t see a thing.”

She arrived in front of
him and stopped merely an inch away. So close that he could feel
the breath from between her luscious, pink lips. She surprised him
by wrapping her arms around his neck. Then, she stood on her tippy
toes and pressed her body against his.

Alex could smell the
sweetness of her skin, the sweetness of her blood. Her neck was
exposed to him, open and waiting for him to taste.

He was totally confused.
Had they gotten married? When had it happened?

But then again, he was
there with her. They were in each other’s arms and, apparently, in
love so he didn’t care what had happened.

Suddenly, she pulled away
and put one soft hand on each of his cheeks.

“Alex, I was so scared
that I had lost you,” she whispered.

“You will never lose me,
Isabella,” he whispered back to her.

She moved forward once
again and wound her arms around his neck like before, only this
time, her lips met his. Their kiss was beautiful and wanting. Alex
felt the urgency between the two of them. He could feel her heart
beating against his chest as she moved her entire body up against
his.

He felt her teeth nip his
ear and her breath as she spoke. “I want to be with you forever,
Alex.”

She moved away from him so
that she could look him in the eyes. She ran her right hand down
the length of her delicious neck and brushed her flowing locks
aside, exposing her precious, pale skin.

Stunned, he did not utter
a word. He had sworn he would never make another vampire. God would
not be pleased if he did. Yet, how could he live a life after she
was gone? He had thought he would never have to make this
decision.

“Please, Alex.”

“I can’t, I can’t do
it.”

She pulled even farther
away from him. “Why? Don’t you love me?”

He saw the confusion
written all over her face.

He sighed. “I cannot give
you this horrible thing called immortality which some so loosely
call a gift…I just can’t.”

When he reached out for
her, she turned away.

Crystal teardrops
glistened in the corner of each eye. “I thought you loved me,
Alex.”

Then, she turned and ran
into the darkness.

“Wait!” he called after
her. ”Wait, Isabella, I do love you!”

 


The first thing Alex
noticed when he woke was that his hearing had returned. He could
hear muffled voices, although nothing was clear enough to
understand. When he tried to open his eyes, they simply would not
open. He tried to shift his body but stopped immediately. Even
without being able to see, he could tell he was burnt
badly.

Alex wasn’t used to pain
and he hurt everywhere; he had only felt like that one time
before.

Disappointed, he realized that
he and Isabella were not married; it had been a dream. He still wanted to
call out to her that he did, in fact, love her. But for the time
being, he decided to be content with the fact that he was alive,
and he drifted back into unconsciousness.

“When do you think he’ll
wake up?” He could hear Danielle’s voice clearly.

“I don’t know. He is not
like a human where you can take his vital signs and measure his
heart rate. Yes, he is alive, but we won’t know how bad the damage
is until he wakes up,” Jeremiah told her.

Excited that he could
finally hear correctly and stay awake for more than a minute, he
tried to call Danielle. A disgusting gurgling noise erupted from
his throat instead of his voice, though. Alex wanted to cry; he
felt so helpless.

“Jeremiah, he’s awake!”
Alex heard Danielle rush to his side. “Alex, we’re
here.”

He tried to speak again.
That time, he let out more of a grunt than a gurgle.

Jeremiah’s gravelly voice
came from the other side of him. “Don’t try to speak, Alex. You
won’t be able to for a while. Use telepathy.”

How bad am I? Tell me
everything.

Jeremiah started to
explain. “You have been out for almost forty-eight hours. Alex, you
are very lucky your body is self-healing because burns covered you
from head to toe, but now they are fading away. Your eyes should
heal themselves as well. My guess would be that you won’t be able
to see for at least a couple more days. The reason you can’t talk
is because your voice was also affected by the burns.” Jeremiah
cleared his throat. “When a vampire is exposed to sunlight, it
burns them on the inside as well as on the outside. We hope it
heals itself too and you will be able to speak soon, but I can’t be
sure.”

Jaiden? Alex asked.

Danielle grasped Alex’s
hand. “You are in your own home now, in your bedroom. Jaiden and
Isabella are both fine, although Isabella is terribly worried about
you.”

Does she know what
happened?

“No,” Jeremiah told him.
“It is very important that no one knows what really happened until
this project is successful. We told her, and Chris, that you simply
didn’t make it inside before the sun rose. It was an
accident.”

What did
happen? Alex
asked.

Jeremiah sounded upset
with himself. “I need to add something; this batch didn’t have
enough. Thank God it was enough to keep you alive but it was not
enough to fully protect you in the daylight.” He paused. “You
wouldn’t have lasted as long as you did without it, though. Don’t
worry about that part. Just plan on getting better and trying
again.”

Again? Alex wasn’t sure if he wanted to go
through that again.

Jeremiah heard his thoughts.
“Alex, this will not happen again. I promise.”

How do you
know?

“I just do. Don’t I always
succeed in my projects?”

He did have a point there,
but still, it was hard to be ready to get back on that horse while
he was lying there burnt and in pain. Eventually, he would do it,
though, of that he was sure.

The following few days, Alex
spent going through a painful recuperation and being fed
intravenously with blood; from what, he decided he would rather not know.

Isabella sat by his side
for the majority of his recuperation. While she sat in the chair
beside his bed, she would talk about things Jaiden had done or what
she had done with her day. Jaiden would usually be in her arms or
lie in the bassinet near the bed.

Alex would nod his head to
acknowledge that he understood her. He wished he could speak to her
but it was nice to simply listen to her voice rambling on without
being obligated to answer.

Frequently, she would
check under his bandages, and if one of his wounds was healed, she
would remove the bandage.

His voice finally returned
after all of his burns had healed. He could sense that Isabella was
close. He reached out and his hand grazed her leg. She was dozing
in a chair beside his bed. He could hear her light snore, as well
as Jaiden’s, who rested her little head against Isabella’s shoulder
as she slept.

“Hi,” he
whispered.

“Hi,” she whispered back.
“How are you feeling?”

“I can speak.”

“Well, don’t exert
yourself,” she ordered, then, in a gentler voice, told him, “It
might take a while for you to heal.”

“Don’t worry,” he told
her, “it’s fine.”

“I’m really happy you can
speak again, though.”

“Me too.”

“I can’t wait for you to
be able to see again. Jaiden has changed so much in just a few
days.”

“Hopefully, it will be
soon.” Alex couldn’t hide the wistful tone of his own voice.
“Isabella, could you do me a favor?”

“Of course,” she
answered.

“Would you call Chris and
have him come and see me?”

“Sure, do you need
anything else?”

He shook his
head.

“Ok, I’ll be back in a few
minutes.”

He heard her rise and
shift Jaiden into a different position; then, he heard the door
open and shut as she left. About fifteen minutes later, she
returned and told him Chris was on his way.

“Is everything ok?” she
asked.

Alex nodded his head.
“Yeah, I think I am going to nap until he gets here. I’m sorry,
Isabella, I’m just…so tired.”

“That’s fine, Alex, you
get some rest. I need to make Jaiden a bottle, anyway.”

He heard the door open
again.

“Isabella,” he called to
stop her.

“Yes?”

“Thank you for helping
take care of me.”

“You’re welcome, now have
a good nap.”

He listened as she closed
the door and wished he could see her smile.

He slept with no dreams.
It felt as if he had just fallen asleep when he heard Christopher’s
voice next to him.

“Alex.”

“Hhmmm,” Alex
mumbled.

“Alex!”

“Oh…Chris, glad you’re
here.” Alex tried to sit up a bit, scooting backward against the
pile of pillows behind him.

“Here,” Chris
said.

Alex felt Chris help lift
his upper body so he could adjust the pillows.

“There, all
set.”

“Thank you,” Alex told him
when he was relaxed again.

“No prob, you wanted to
see me?”

“Yes. It’s time to
talk.”

“Alex, you said you
weren’t ready.”

“It doesn’t matter now.
Ironically, I can see that I need to talk about this. There is no
reason not to tell you besides my own selfishness. My own
selfishness in wanting to keep it…to keep them to
myself.”

He knew without reading
Chris’s mind that Chris was worried about his sudden change in
attitude.

“I don’t
understand.”

“Me either,” Alex replied.
“It’s just…time.”

“Ok, then.” Chris sat
back. “If you’re ready, then so am I.”
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Perhaps it was because
Alex could not see him but he didn’t feel quite as uncomfortable as
he originally thought he would. After a deep breath, he began his
story.

“Many years ago, before I
became a vampire, I had a wife and three children. My wife’s name
was Catherine. Oh, my Catherine was such a beautiful woman and a
good wife. She bore first my two sons and then my
daughter.

I loved my sons, who were
both good boys, but my daughter was different. There was
just…something about that little girl which made me want to spoil
her rotten. My sons were hard workers even at their young ages and
were a bit more independent than most young boys.

I lived in Russia, where I was
born. Religion was what many based their lives on. Well, really, it
was what pretty much everyone based their lives on. The times were really rough
for the orthodox Christians back then. Patriarch Nikon had taken
office and sought to reform our religion of orthodox
Christianity.

Those who were in favor of
the reforms assembled under Nikon, but those…who refused…were
called the old believers. My family and I were of the old
believers. We felt our religion should not be changed. Those of us
who rejected the reforms were tortured and executed, by hanging.
So, many of the old believers went into hiding in the northern
forests to avoid being found and persecuted.

Catherine and I took the
family and fled. My daughter could not even walk back then, so the
journey was very hard, but we had to leave or all of us would end
up with our necks in the noose. We went deep into the woods until
we found a small shack which I could possibly make
livable.

The shack was made of pine
logs which had already rotted quite a bit. The leaky roof looked
ready to cave in and there was no door when we found it so the
wildlife had been able to wander in and out at will.

Eventually, with a lot of
cleaning up and a few repairs to the roof as well as the log walls,
we made it very comfortable. We settled there with the hope that
God would keep us safe.

Since we had arrived with
practically nothing, I spent the rest of the chilly fall making our
furniture out of the Aspen, which had been so abundant in the area.
I surprised the children with a few toys I made from the excess
wood used for the furniture. Back then, children didn’t need as
much to keep themselves occupied as they do now.

Winter arrived soon and we
could not grow vegetables in the frozen ground. Our diet consisted
mainly of meat. I rarely went into the village because Catherine
feared I would never come back.

But, I did have to hunt for meat. My sons stayed with
my wife; never did we take a chance with the children. One very early
morning, I took my bow and went alone into the snow laden woods to
look for deer, or any other animal we could eat.

My bow was crucial to our
survival then. It was a composite bow which my father had given to
me as a young boy; I still carried it with me as an
adult.

Depressingly enough, that
morning as I trudged through the freezing cold snow, I saw nothing
but rabbits scampering about. But, meat was meat. Quickly, I lifted
the leather flap from the quiver, which sat upon my right side, and
pulled an arrow out. I knocked the arrow and drew back to make my
small kill. As always, I made the shot and went to retrieve the
rabbit and my arrow.

I remember so clearly when
I removed the arrow from the rabbit how my already numb fingers
began to feel worse. It was so cold and I wore no gloves. I had
only a hat with ear flaps and a woolen coat to keep me warm; my
boots desperately needed repair in order to keep my feet dry. It’s
funny how we were so poor and the times were so rough, yet because
we had each other, we were blissfully happy.

I killed a few more
rabbits that day and started on my way. The woods were thick with
needle leaf trees and as I walked, the falling snow settled onto
the trees. From there, the trees continuously dropped snowflakes
onto my head.

I had been hunting for
about five hours when I began to feel that something wasn’t right.
Being that I was still quite pretty far from home and couldn’t
knock the strange feeling, I quickened my pace.

It wasn’t much longer when
the smell of smoke started to filter into the air. Then, the actual
smoke filled the atmosphere around me. It was thick, strong smoke,
which was not the kind that came from a cooking fire or a
woodstove.

The feeling that something
was wrong suddenly overcame me with a brute force. With three
rabbits dangling from my closed fist, I began to run as fast as the
deep snow would permit me. Drawing closer and closer to our home,
the smoke became thicker until finally I could see the source of
it.

It was our house. I
dropped the rabbits and ran as fast as I could. Ashes mingled with
the falling snow and then marred the pure white blanket which
covered the floor of the woods.

As I rapidly approached
our small burning shack, I did not take any precaution. I ran
straight into the house without a thought of myself or what may
have been inside the shack. The welfare of my family was the only
thing which drove me.

Inside, the intense heat
almost forced me to stop, flaming orange fingers reached out to
grab my thick clothing, and it was impossible to breath. The shack
was only two rooms. I remember scouring the first room with my
eyes, only to find nothing but the flaming rubble of our
belongings.

The second room…contained
my worst nightmare. Through the smoke, I could see my wife; she sat
in a chair with a thick rope tied around her. Her beautiful red
hair had caught fire and singed off all the way to the scalp which
was burnt and blackened. Her face was so badly burnt I barley
recognized her. Catherine was dead.

Even in death, she had her
arms extended out to my sons who sat tied together at her feet. I
went wild. I screamed and screamed, refusing to believe any of it.
My sons sat hunched together, their heads tilted inward toward each
other. They were also burnt beyond recognition.

The fire grew larger,
suffocating me more with each passing second. I reached down and
wildly fumbled with the rope Catherine was tied with.

Then, without warning, a
burning log from the ceiling caved in beside me, then another. I
knew I had no time to remove their bodies. I had to get out of
there if I wanted to live. But, inside of me…I didn’t care if I
lived; my family was dead.

The fallen logs had
created an even larger inferno for me to get through. I had to find
the baby, though. I thought, maybe, somehow, whoever had done that
horrible thing had spared her. I tried to see through squinty eyes.
The smoke caused my eyes to sting so fiercely that I could not find
my way.

Quickly, I searched the
room for my daughter. I found her lying on the blazing bed of red
hot coals; her small body was black and charred. I reached into the
fire, took her tiny corpse, grabbed it and held her to my
chest.

That’s when I heard a
voice. She whispered all too calmly that I needed to get out, and
that I needed to hurry. I couldn’t help but glance back at the
remains of my wife and sons. How could I just…leave
them?

Then, the voice told me again
to get out if I wanted to live, and again I couldn’t decide if I
actually wanted to live. I couldn’t move. I stood there like a stone
statue.

Someone made the decision
for me. A great wall of fire blocked my way out. It was all around
me. But then, I felt a giant push from behind and I was thrown
through the wall of flames, out the front door into the
snow.

The snow outside was gray
with ash. I coughed harshly until I had to throw up. Smoke billowed
up in a large black cloud. Sparks and flames spewed from the
crumbling house and I held my baby’s unrecognizable body in my arms
as if she was still alive.

I fell to my knees in the
snow; I held her to my chest and screamed until I had no voice. I
wanted to die too. I wanted to go with them. I staggered to the
burning remains of the house and threw myself, with her still in my
arms, onto the snow beside the hot coals and flames of
fire.

The only pain I felt was
inside; my family was my heart and they were gone. Life simply wasn’t worth living
without them. I held my daughter’s body tightly in my arms,
determined not to let her go, determined to die with
them.

I lay there even after the
fire had died and the house was nothing but a pile of ash. I lay
there for days holding my little girl’s small corpse as close to me
as I possibly could.

I planned to stay there
till I died from hunger and pain. I eagerly awaited the arms of
death.

For the days which I lay
there, no animals came to feast on me and no one arrived to see the
cause of the fire. I was truly alone.

I don’t think one minute
passed in which I didn’t curse God for causing such suffering. We
had been good people and had always lived life for him, yet he had
taken them from me and left me with nothing to live for. Little did
I know at that time but I would feel the emptiness that started
back then for over another hundred years.

Eventually, a friend of
mine came venturing out to visit us and discovered me lying atop a
pile of rubble and ash which used to be our home.

He called out to me,
quickly coming to help. He grabbed my arms and flipped me over onto
my back. When he saw the charred remains of my daughter’s corpse,
he screamed loudly and staggered backward.

Finally, after a time of
vomiting and dry heaving, he gathered his bearings enough to try
and pry her from my arms.

‘Alexander, you must let
her go,’ he told me. ‘You need to put her down and come with
me.’

That only resulted in him
having to deal with me kicking at him and trying to fight him off.
I fought as hard as I possibly could without letting go of my
baby’s body. He covered his face to avoid the blows from my feet,
and then he stood back and listened to my screams.

Screams for him to leave
and that I wanted to die. That he could go to hell for trying to
take me from my family. He did leave but he came back soon with
more men who pried her body from my arms and then carried me
away.

Soon, I passed out. I woke
to see one of the men’s wives standing over me. She was tending to
my burns. The second my eyes popped open, more screams erupted from
within me. The rest of the household came running and when they
arrived, the wife who had tended to me had pressed herself up
against the closet door in fear.

Without any thought and
dressed in only my underclothes, I jumped up from the bed which and
ran from the house screaming about how they took me from my
family.

I had become a
madman.

I ran for many miles until
I could run no more. Then, I walked sluggishly as if I were asleep.
With no destination in mind, I found myself in a village wandering
about aimlessly.

People on the street
looked at me as if I were an apparition. I still smelled of smoke
and burnt flesh. My underclothes were torn in some places as well.
I must have appeared crazed.

A kind man came upon me
and took me off the streets before I could be arrested. He gave me
clothes and introduced me to the drink they called vodka. I
detested the taste of it but it did return the numbing sensation
which I so desired to feel again.

Before that day, I had
hardly ever drunk but I ignored any voice inside of me that told me
it was wrong.

I felt as if God had
betrayed me. He took away all that I had had in the world.
Twenty-eight years old and I had lost my entire family.”

***

Alex slumped back into his
pillows. Telling his story had exhausted him, and honestly, he
didn’t feel any better for it. It had brought back too many ugly
memories which he didn’t want to remember.

“Alex,” Chris said, “would
you like to rest for a while?”

“No, no, there is more to
tell.”

“More?”

“Yes.” Alex
nodded

“Are you sure you want to
go on?” Chris looked skeptical. “We can continue this later. You
don’t look like you feel well.”

Alex took Christopher’s
hand. “I’ll be fine, just let me finish what I started.”

Chris nodded. “If that’s
what you want.”

“It’s what I want,” Alex
assured him.
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Before Stewart even opened
his eyes, he knew that he had not been returned home. The sterile
hospital smell was stronger than it had been in the last room they
had him in.

He didn’t want to open his
eyes; in fact, he felt like he couldn’t. Weakness and exhaustion
had crept in and numbed his body.

“Please, God,” he
whispered, “let me get out of this alive.”

A raspy male voice beside
him announced, “There is no god.”

Stewart’s eyes popped open
despite the fact that they had felt glued shut. Blinding light
penetrated his eyes and he quickly shut them again. Then,
gradually, he opened them again and took in his
surroundings.

The ceiling was made of a
damp looking gray stone. He turned his head to the left, where the
voice had come from, and saw a white curtain. An identical curtain
occupied his right side.

“If there was a god, then
none of us would be here in the first place,” the voice
continued.

“What do you mean?”
Stewart asked him.

“It doesn’t matter. We
will all be dead soon anyway.”

“What are you talking
about?” Stewart tried to reach out and open the curtain but
realized he couldn’t. His arms were handcuffed to the metal rails
of the hospital type bed which he lay on.

As he scanned his arm
slowly from hand to elbow, he realized that in addition to the
severe cuts on his wrists there was a huge hole in the crook of his
arm.

“What the…”

Stewart knew something
strange was happening. Why hadn’t they killed him? The man had said
there were more people in there. What the hell was going
on?

It was time to seriously
try to get out of there. Stewart shut his eyelids to close out the
light and concentrate as hard as he could to get himself
free.

Everlasting minutes
crawled by as he chanted different spells which he knew. Nothing
worked. He fell back onto his pillow and let out a long, loud sigh.
He hadn’t realized that he had become so tense while trying to work
his magic.

“So, you actually think we
would keep you here without making sure your powers were bound.”
Malcolm’s voice boomed in the quiet of the room.

Again, Stewart’s eyes flew
open. That time, instead of a stone ceiling, he was staring at
Malcolm’s smug face.

“You got someone to put a
binding
spell on
me?”

“Of course I did, I’m not
stupid enough to let you escape after I went through all the
trouble of capturing you.”

Even strapped to a bed and
completely vulnerable, Stewart remained defiant. “I
will
find a way out of
here!”

Malcolm stared down at him
pitifully. “No, Stewart, you will never leave here. Since you have
decided not to help us, we have other temporary uses for you.” He
flicked his eyes toward the hole in Stewart’s arm.

“What is going on?” Stewart demanded.

Malcolm removed a key from
within his cape and proceeded to unlock Stewart’s cuffs. “Come, let
me show you.”

Surprised Malcolm had
unlocked him, he tried to sit up but his spinning head forced him
to lie back down.

“Yes, I know you are weak
and tired. A little movement will help you to feel better. Come
on.”

While he was speaking,
Malcolm also removed the straps which bound Stewart’s feet. Again,
Stewart tried to sit up. He swung his jeans clad legs over the side
of the bed. When his bare feet hit the stone floor, it sent chills
throughout his body. Movement was slow and painful at first but
curiosity kept him moving. He desperately wanted to know what
Malcolm was up to.

The moment they set foot
out of his curtain cubical, Stewart saw a stone isle. On each side
of the isle, the walls were lined with curtains as far as he could
see.

Malcolm began to move forward.
“You see, Stewart, my vampires grow hungrier. With each new
generation turned, their hunger becomes more insatiable. As much as
I don’t care, we simply can’t have millions of dead lying in the
streets.”

While Stewart silently
walked beside Malcolm, he stared at the various kinds of people who
lay in the beds. They ranged from young children to very old men.
Stewart kept his face stern to keep from crying.

It was horrible to see
them lying there like zombies. The worst part was the children, the
children who had most likely stopped calling out for their mothers
long ago. Each and every one of them had pale, sunken faces which
resembled the faces of children you see on commercials for starving
children.

Malcolm continued his
explanation. “So, we needed to find a way to supplement this hunger
without causing a plague. I think you know that it
is
possible for a
person to live for a long time with blood being taken periodically
from their body. As long as they are nourished correctly, we are
able to keep our own fed, with fewer dead mortals.”

Stewart could not believe what
he was hearing. “So, you have all of these people here for
food?”

“Yes, Stewart, we had to
find a way.” They paused at the end of the isle way of people and
Malcolm produced yet another key which he used to unlock the door.
“In there are only a few of the people we chose for this
project.”

They moved down a very
narrow and dark stone stairway. At the bottom of it, a gigantic
room loomed before them. Stewart looked around and saw about fifty
people.

Stewart was surprised to
see that there were couches and chairs set up all over the place,
as well as a few television sets. The room was completely silent
and all of them merely glanced up when they saw Malcolm enter the
room.

“These ones just spent a
lot of time giving blood. After they stay here for a while, they
will go into another area where they all live. It’s actually quite
comfortable for them.”

Stewart stood in a state
of shock.

“Why would you care about
their comfort?” he sneered.

“Well, we want them to
reproduce. They need to feel happy enough to want to.”

Stewart felt his jaw drop.
“You’re insane! You are running a freaking people farm!”

Smiling, Malcolm nodded
his head in acknowledgment.

Anger welled up inside
Stewart. “These people aren’t cows. You can’t do this!”

“But you see, Stewart,
they are cows to us. Humans eat cows. Vampires eat people. It is as
simple as that. And we can do this…because we have.”

Stewart kept his mouth
shut. It was bad. He knew that Malcolm intended to keep him there
until he died. He didn’t want to become a zombie like all of the
people he had seen.

“Come, Stewart, shall we
go see your new living quarters?”

Stewart knew that without
his magic there was no chance of escape, but he was still not one
to go willingly.

“Noooo!” he shouted. He turned around and
darted for the doorway through which they had come. All of the
people roaming around looked up, startled at his screams. Stewart
bolted up the stairway.

“Stewart, you know as well
as I do that you will never get out of here.” Malcolm appeared at
the top of the stairway and blocked Stewart’s attempt to escape.
“It’s truly a shame you refuse to cooperate. Now we have to
restrain you again.”

He sighed as he grabbed a
fistful of Stewart’s hair and dragged him through the door at the
top of the stairs.

“No, no, no!” Stewart
kicked his legs and flailed his arms around in a poor attempt to
free himself. Malcolm dragged him down the stone hallway and out
through another door. Soon, they were in the same room where he had
first been tortured.

Malcolm threw Stewart to
the ground and turned to one of the guards.

“Take care of him,” he
ordered with a swift wave of his hand. Then, he swung his cape over
his shoulder and stalked back to the stairs without a single glance
back at Stewart.

Stewart lay at the guard’s
feet, panting, wishing his magic would work. He was simply human
there. The vampires would always win against mere mortals such as
himself. Hopefully, the council would come for him, but he
sincerely doubted they would.
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Alex wanted to press on
with the story of his past. He figured he had told Chris that much,
why not tell him all of it. So he began exactly where he left
off.

 


***

 


“I kept drinking simply because
it was the only way I could maintain the numbness I so desired to
feel. I took on various jobs to pay for my habit but the work
I could find never lasted. I was usually let go within a week. It
went on like that for months. I didn’t care, though; as long as I
was numb, nothing mattered.

During those months, my
sleep was plagued with nightmares. I would toss and turn and wake
soaked in sweat. In those nightmares, I was stalked. I didn’t know
by whom, or what, but something was always watching me.

Mostly, my days were spent
hunting for meat to sell to the wealthy people. On one particular
evening, I was out doing just that, and I found myself still in the
woods when darkness fell.

The evening was crisp and
my breath looked like smoke each time I exhaled. No new snow had
fallen for at least a week but frozen snow still lingered, covering
most of the forest floor. Given my recent nightmares, the last
place I wanted to be was in the woods at night. So I began to make
my way back to the village.

Soon, I noticed the woods
were silent. No birds, no critters rustling in the bushes, nothing.
An eerie silence fell over the forest. Like before I found the
fire, I could feel that something wasn’t right.

As my feet crunched
through the frozen snow, the feeling grew more intense. The feeling
that someone was watching me became overpowering. I sped up my
already hurried pace and tried to get back to the village as
quickly as I could.

Then, from out of the
darkness, a figure appeared in front of me. In my drunken stupor, I
did not jump back. Also, when I think about it now, I think the
fact that I had already subconsciously known something was going to
happen made it easier to face when it actually happened.

The figure seemed to be
only a shadow in a hooded cape.

I faced it, without
fear.

The figure slowly pulled
the hood off his head, revealing blond hair and blue eyes which
were set against white skin so pale that it appeared to glow. I had
never seen this man before.

‘I don’t have any money,’
I said sternly.

‘I don’t want your money,’
the figure replied in a quiet voice, barley above a whisper. ‘I
have been watching you, Alexander, and I know how to heal your
heart.’

I had no idea what he was
talking about. And my heart was beyond healing. Still, I did not
move. That figure was literally my living nightmare; he was the one
who stalked me.

‘Alexander, you should be
thankful I have chosen you. The life you live now is quite
pathetic. I desire nothing more than to make it better for
you.’

I wanted him to leave me
alone so I told him, ‘There is nothing you can do to help me so why
don’t you let me be on my way.’

Then, he laughed softly and
took a step closer. I did not back away. When he stretched out his
ghostly hand to touch me, I did take a step back. Evil radiated around him. I
didn’t know what he wanted but if he had wanted to kill me, it
seemed he would have already done it.

He took another step and
grasped each side of my head in his hands.

“Let me go,’ I demanded. I
sounded stern, but inside, I was trying desperately to remain
calm.

‘Don’t struggle,’ he
ordered.

I didn’t understand what
he was talking about. His hands were not harsh; they held me
gently. Then, he moved forward again till our eyes were level and I
was staring into his watery blue eyes.

I tried to step backward,
away from him and his grip which tightened on my head. Any calm
left in me fled when I found I could not move. I began to writhe
around, trying to get free, but it was no use.

He stood there silently,
smiled and watched me while I fought with all my strength to get
away. He was supernaturally strong. It seemed like he wasn’t even
trying to hold me there.

He pulled my head toward
him while I screamed. His hands pressed so tightly against my head
that I feared he might crush it. But then, he tilted it to the side
so my neck was exposed to the frigid air. The next thing I remember
is how he curled back his lips and opened his mouth wide. I watched
as his eyeteeth quickly transformed into fangs. He had
fangs!

‘Demon!’ I screamed at
him. In the short time it took for me to shout at him, he had moved
down and punctured my neck. It felt…well, you know what that feels
like. When I woke, I was in his lair.

I woke up as a vampire…the
living dead. Despite my new strength and a driving hunger, I felt
as if I had been cheated out of an afterlife with my family. I
would never again see my wife or my daughter, who looked just like
her mother with her red hair and black eyes.

I would never again see my
sons, who were smaller versions of me.

How could I live with
myself knowing I was evil, that I was a demon? I didn’t want to do
the things a vampire did. But, the choice was not mine.

The figure’s name was
Jacob. He taught me how to do the things I needed to do to live as
a vampire, like how to feed and when to sleep. He took me on as his
own…and I hated him for it.

I hated the way I had to take
lives to live. For a long time I refused to do it, not believing I
needed human blood to survive. I hated him most for taking me from
a death which may have reunited me with my family.

Oh, how I hated him! But,
he loved me. He loved my attitude, the way I would fight with him,
the way I continued to be stubborn, the way I cursed him constantly
for what he had done. There was nothing I could do to make him hate me
back.

I also cursed God. I
simply couldn’t understand how he could do that to me, how he could
let it happen. I had once felt certain that, no matter how hard
life became, we’d be ok as long as we had each other and him but
then he had taken them and had left me alone.

Our nights were always
spent hunting. Jacob liked to stalk his prey. He liked to give them
the feeling they were being watched, that something would soon come
for them. It was exactly what he had done to me.

I hated killing. Jacob
ended up having to do it for me most of the time. No matter how
evil I was, I still could not bring myself to enjoy it.

Most of the time, Jacob
and I would be together, but sometimes, I needed to be alone. He
didn’t like it when I insisted he leave me but he would always let
me go. When I could finally get that precious time away, I would
take to the forest where I could walk and be alone with the trees
and animals.

One night, within the thickness
of the trees, I saw a beautiful dark woman. Her long black hair
cascaded down her back and she seemed to glow with energy. She stared directly at me
while I stared at her. Her expression was of surprise, like she
didn’t expect to see me or didn’t expect me to see her.

Was she a dream? She had
to be, to be out in the forest in the middle of the night. Perhaps
she was a nymph or some other legendary figure. Those thoughts
passed through my mind briefly but the expression of surprise more
than revealed her reality.

She turned away and seemed
to disappear into the darkness. I ran after her.

‘Miss, miss,’ I called.
‘Wait, the forest is dangerous at night!’

But then, she was nowhere
to be found. Even though I knew myself as a vampire, it still
seemed odd to think of other vampires roaming about, waiting for a
woman like her.

When I told Jacob about
it, he went crazy. He told me to stay away from her if I saw her
again. He told me not to speak to her. I asked him why and he
vaguely described to me that she was an enemy of the vampires and
she would try to destroy us.

Of course, I did not believe
him. She had seemed afraid of me. Why would she look so surprised and run away if she
wanted to destroy us? But, I did realize then that Jacob did know who she really
was.

So, one night, I went into
the woods alone, to the place where I had seen her. I stood there
and called out to her. ‘Miss! Whoever you are. I know you’re here.
Please show yourself.’

When she did not appear, I
sat down in the snow with my back against a tree. I waited there
for hours and hours. I don’t know why I waited or how I knew she
would eventually show up, but she did.

My sensitive ears heard
nothing and my powerful sense of smell didn’t detect anything,
either. But, when I looked up from the snow, she was standing there
just as I had seen her before.

‘Alexander, you must go
soon, the sun will be rising.’ She motioned toward the
sky.

‘Who are you?’ I
demanded.

‘You know who I am,
Alexander, you have always known me.’

‘No, I do not know you.
Tell me who you are.’

She stretched her hand out
toward me. ‘I am Danielle, your guardian angel.’

Appalled, I told her I did
not believe her. But…deep inside me, I knew she was truly who she
said. I hated her too. If she was supposed to be my protector, why
would she let me get turned into a monster? She acted like I didn’t
hate her, just like Jacob did, and told me to remember where I used
to find comfort.

I did remember. I used to
find comfort in the love of God. How could I do that when I was
certainly bound for hell?

She ordered me to find
that comfort again, and then she disappeared.

I decided not to tell Jacob of
my encounter with her. He would only tell me more lies, and I
didn’t want to hear them. Somehow, I knew she had not lied to me,
that she really was my guardian angel.

You can feel it, the
difference between something evil and something good, and I could
feel that about her.

Danielle continued to
appear to me. As time went by, her appearances became more frequent
until, finally, I had to tell Jacob about her. I told him that I
was going to leave him. Jacob pretended he understood, but I knew
that, inside, he was boiling with rage. I left that very night,
despite the bit of guilt I felt for abandoning him.

Being with Danielle so
often had helped me to come to grips with my relationship with God
again. I realized I had never really turned away from God; rather,
I had fallen away. She told me that’s the thing about falling, you
can always get back up again.

I could survive on my own
and I wanted to leave Russia. So, Danielle and I traveled the world
for a while before I settled down here…you know most of the
rest.”

Alex took a deep breath.
He was exhausted after such a long story.

Christopher sat in his
chair without moving once. If he had, Alex would have heard
him.

“Chris?”

“Alex, I already knew most
of the story, but…hearing you tell it, well…”

“It’s all right, Chris,
you don’t have to explain anything. I told the story, I got it out
and will not let it remain a secret any longer. That’s what I
needed to do.”

Alex tried to be brave
about having dug up the memories of his past but, inside, he was
still in turmoil. He had born the pain of losing his family for
over a hundred years and had born it alone. It would never simply
disappear. But, at the same time, he felt as if a giant weight had
been lifted from him.

Miraculously, the
simplicity of speaking the words aloud seemed to bring a sort of
closure to his past. It was time to move on.
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The next evening, when Alex
woke, he discovered his vision had returned, a bit blurry, but he
could see!

Isabella sat dozing in a
chair beside his bed with Jaiden propped on her shoulder. As he
stared at her, his vision began to clear even more. Once again, he
was extremely taken with her beauty. Her long blond hair was pulled
up into a ponytail and exposed her precious neck and shoulders.
Jaiden’s small head rested on one of them.

How could he
not
be attracted to
her? How could anyone not be attracted to her? In the short time he had known
her, he had grown very attached to her.

Damn it.

He wasn’t sure how long he
lay there contentedly watching her, but her eyes fluttered open and
she slowly realized he was staring at her.

“Alex?”

“Isabella.”

“Why are you smiling like
that?”

“Because I can see
you.”

“Oh Alex,” she breathed,
“finally!”

Alex sighed. “I really
need to get out of this bed.”

Isabella gave him a
motherly look. “Do you think it’s ok? Maybe I should call
someone?”

“No, don’t call anyone.
There isn’t anything they could do. I just want to get
up.”

Carefully, Isabella rose
from the chair with Jaiden. “If you say so. I’ll wait for you in
the den.”

Alex nodded as she
left.

He felt terribly odd after
having slept in his bed. He hadn’t slept in a bed since he had
become a vampire. Slowly, he pushed the covers off and pulled his
legs over the edge of the bed. For a while, he just sat there in
his blue and white plaid pajamas, thinking about how Chris always
laughed at him because he slept in his coffin with pajamas
on.

Guess that probably did make a
funny picture, he thought.

He staggered into the
bathroom where he took a long shower. Even for a vampire, it seemed
an eternity until the hot water began to run cold. While in the
shower, he examined his skin. It was still the hard, porcelain
smooth skin it had been before the burns. Funny, how vampires had
no scars, not even ones they had before being turned.

It felt good to finally
put on some real clothes. He chose jeans and a white cotton tee
shirt, going for comfort instead of looks. After fixing his hair,
he ventured out into the main part of the house which he hadn’t
been in for days. He found Isabella on the sofa feeding Jaiden a
bottle.

“Hey,” he said softly as
he strode into the room.

“Are you feeling better
now?” she asked.

“Yes.” He nodded. “Much
better.”

“Well, you gave us all a
big shock. Everyone was worried.”

He shrugged. “Accidents
happen.”

Ashamed of his half truth,
he turned his head away.

“Don’t do that anymore,
ok,” Isabella said.

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered
teasingly.

Jaiden finished what
remained in her bottle noisily. Isabella took a small receiving
blanket, put it over her shoulder and put Jaiden up there with her
belly against her shoulder. Then, Isabella began to thump her back
firmly.

Appalled, Alex asked,
“What are you doing to her?”

“Burping her.”

“She can’t burp on her
own?”

She shook her head.
“Nope.”

Jaiden let out what Alex
thought was a huge burp for such a small baby. Isabella took her
off of her shoulder and offered her to Alex. “Do you want to hold
her?”

Alex moved over to where
they were sitting and held his arms out for Jaiden. Even though he
had become used to her, holding her still felt awkward.

Once she lay comfortably
in his arms, he looked down at her and said, “Hey, you.”

Jaiden pursed her lips
together and stared up at him.

“Have you been a good girl
while I was sick?” He moved her into both his hands and held her up
in front of his face. “I missed you,” he told her while he wiggled
her just a little bit.

Jaiden burped again, then,
only seconds afterward, something thick and white spilled out of
her mouth and onto Alex’s shirt.

Isabella immediately burst
into laughter while Alex froze.

“What do I do,
Isabella?”

“Hold on.”

She took the receiving
blanket and stretched over to wipe Jaiden’s mouth off. Then, she
took Jaiden from Alex’s arms and gave him the receiving blanket to
clean himself off with.

“Oh man.” Alex complained
while wiping frantically at his shirt. “I’m going to go
change.”

“We’ll be right here.”
Isabella giggled.

Alex went back to his room
and exchanged his white tee for a different white tee shirt, then
returned to the den. He sat with Isabella and Jaiden for a couple
hours until it was time for Jaiden’s nap. He decided he should make
his usual visit to the church and go down to the casino for a
while.

The drive was wonderful.
It had not rained for some time and a warm breeze filtered through
the night. It felt nice to be out in the fresh air again instead of
being laid up in bed.

He arrived at the church
and went about picking the locks as usual. Once he entered, a
strong sense of peace washed over him. Even though it had only been
a short time of recovery, he felt like it had been a long time
since he had been there. He felt guilty, almost as if he had
betrayed the lord and himself.

As always, he felt
Danielle’s presence lingering in the atmosphere and chose to ignore
her. He went to the altar where a brilliant arrangement of white
lilies was displayed and lowered himself to his knees.

“Lord, I have not been able to
come here to pray for the last few nights; you know the reason why.
Of course, it doesn’t mean I haven’t prayed, only that I haven’t been able to be here,
in the sanctuary which you have provided for me.

So much has happened lately. I
am worried about Stewart; he has been gone far too long. Regardless
of if he has betrayed us or if he was taken, I truly hope he is
alive although I know that is almost too much to hope for if
Malcolm has kidnapped him. I pray we find him soon, alive and
well.

My dreams have become so vivid
and strange but I’m not sure what they’re trying to tell me. I know
from parts of these dreams as well as when I am not dreaming that I have fallen for
Isabella already but I will not let myself take our relationship
further than what it is now.

I just can’t put myself in
the position to have to choose whether or not to make her a
vampire, because I won’t do it. I have to make myself find
something about her I don’t like, even just one thing.”

Alex chuckled
softly.

“But finding even one
thing may prove difficult. She’s perfect.

I know a confrontation
with Malcolm is coming and there will most likely be many losses.
So, please be with us in these difficult times. Each and every one
of us will need your guidance and protection. Lord God, I am truly
your servant and I ask nothing more than that.

In Jesus name I pray,
amen.”

Alex opened his eyes.
Then, as he stood and stretched, he called out, “Danielle, you can
show yourself now.”

He turned a circle,
scanning the church.

She shimmered into
solidity, appearing on a pew in the back of the center row. Her
long black hair was pulled off to the side over her left shoulder
and she wore a turquoise gypsy gown.

“Hello, Alex.”

“Hi, Danielle.”

“I see you have fully
recovered.”

Alex grinned. “Like you
didn’t already know. But, yes, I am feeling well again.”

He gravitated toward her
and she stood to meet him.

“I miss you when you’re
not around,” he told her.

“Well, Isabella seems to
do more than enough when it comes to taking care of you. She was by
your side almost the whole time.”

Alex smiled at the
thought. “Yes, I know.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t with
you as much as I would have liked to be. I have had other
obligations to attend to.”

“Like what?”

“We need to have a meeting
and everything will be explained.”

“Why can’t you tell me
now?”

She sighed, her impatience
clearly visible. “Alex, mainly, we just need to have to find a way
to get Stewart home. Your injury slowed down our progress a lot. No
one has heard a thing from Malcolm but they are getting impatient
while waiting around for something to happen. Everyone feels it is
time to act.”

Alex held up his hands. “Whoa,
I’m sorry. I was just wondering; besides, I’m not allowed to go,
anyway, so how is it slowing things down?”

“You are still a part of this council and part of
being a council is making decisions together. So, that being said, we will
meet at your house tomorrow night. Ok?”

“Yes, that’s
fine.”

Danielle moved forward and
embraced him lovingly.

“I am so grateful you’re
ok,” she whispered into his ear.

“Me too,” he replied as he
released her.

“I must go, Alex, take
care until I see you tomorrow.”

“I will.”

She stepped into the isle
and headed toward the doors. Alex watched her shimmer back into
nothingness before her hand even touched the door
handle.

For a moment, he simply
stood in place and stared at the spot where she had disappeared.
Oh, how much he loved her. It wasn’t the same as how a man loved a
woman but rather how a parent would a child or a brother would love
a sister. For the first time, he wondered what his existence would
have been like had he not known her. Or worse, what it would be
like should she somehow have to leave him. He was under the
impression, though, that she would be with him for as long as he
did exist because she was his guardian angel.

Alex reluctantly left the
church and decided he would stop by the casino and see how things
were faring there. When he arrived, he left his car with a young
valet who mentioned it had been a while since he had seen
him.

He passed through the entrance
doors, then by the lobby desk and into the casino. The royal blue
carpeting and large glittering chandeliers gave the sinful place a
romantic feel. It was intentionally placed to make the patrons feel
pampered and wealthy, whether they were wealthy or not.

One of the waitresses saw
him and immediately hurried toward him. She had blond hair pulled
up into a ponytail and a cute round face, which accentuated her
bright blue eyes. He saw youth and innocence inside her eyes and
felt a twinge of guilt about her uniform.

The waitresses’ uniforms were
made of shimmering silver material which appeared to look more like
lingerie. A bustier covered her top area, which was laced up the
middle with a glittering fabric. She wore matching shorts which
were barely shorts at all and white stockings complete with the sexy
garter belts.

“Can I get ya something to
drink, Mr. Lucas?” The cute waitress held a tray of drinks on her
silver gloved right arm.

“No, thank you. I’m fine,”
Alex said sadly.

“Well, just let me know if
you need anything.” She strode away but threw a smile back at him
over her shoulder as she approached some customers playing slot
machines.

He walked the floor for a
while, still conflicted about his casinos. Would it really hurt him
so much to sell the chain? He could make enough money off of that
to give Jaiden a decent lifestyle.

“Alex. Alex!”

Hearing his name, Alex
turned to see Chris weaving through the crowd. Chris wore his suit
for work and carried a radio in his right hand.

“Hey, Alex,” Chris said
when he finally got close enough for Alex to actually hear him
without Chris having to shout.

“How are things going
here?”

Chris grinned. “Running
smoothly as always.”

Alex glanced around
awkwardly. “That’s good to know. I haven’t been here for a
while.”

“More like, you haven’t been on
the main floor for years.”

“I came here the other
night for a few minutes,” Alex confessed.

“That’s
surprising.”

“Yeah, it is…Chris, what
would you think if I told you I am considering selling?”

Chris didn’t appear to be
shocked by the question at all. In fact, he looked like he had
foreseen it. “I would tell you that you need to do what is best
for you.
I know this place makes you crazy.”

“It just…makes me feel
like I helped corrupt all these people. I don’t want to feel like
that anymore.”

Chris raised his eyebrows.
“Well, why don’t you sell it to me? I don’t care if I corrupt
people.”

Caught off guard, Alex found
himself spinning the idea over in his head. Chris could run the
place. In fact, he already did. Yeah, this could work, it’s perfect,
actually.

“It’s up to you, Alex.
But, I have enough to buy it and I can make sure the charities who
depend on your donation each year still get them. They are the only
ones who benefit from your ownership. You have been more than
generous toward them.”

“It’s dirty money,
though.”

“Who cares? It’s dirty money that gives helpless
people a chance in life. That doesn’t matter right now, anyway.
Come on,” he begged, “sell it to me!”

It was time for Alex to
raise an eyebrow. “Seriously?” he asked.

Chris nodded.
“Seriously!”

Alex paused for a moment,
and then slowly extended his hand to shake on the agreement. Chris
grasped his hand eagerly and they shook. Then, Chris grabbed Alex
and pulled him into a man hug.

“Thanks, man, you won’t
regret this!”

Alex wasn’t a guy, vampire
or human, for man hugs, so he pushed Chris off of him.

“Enough, Chris, get off
me.”
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That morning, Alex went to
sleep in his chamber, choosing the feeling of security over the
feeling of comfort. He had forgotten how comfortable a real bed
could be.

When he woke in the
evening, he made his way through his maze and into his bedroom. He
knew he had people coming over for the meeting so he dressed
quickly and hoped he would have some time with Isabella and Jaiden
before everyone showed up.

He found them in the
sunroom again. Isabella sat with Jaiden on the very same bench
where she had been the last time he had found her in the sunroom.
Again, he rapped softly on the door jamb before
entering.

“Hey,” he said
softly.

Startled, she jerked her
head in his direction. “Oh, hi. You surprised me.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to.” He sat beside her on the bench. Jaiden was awake and appeared
to be staring intently at Isabella.

“It’s ok. I’m just glad
you’re up and about.”

“Yup, I’m feeling one
hundred percent today.” He reached over and touched Jaiden’s little
hand. The mixed scent of Isabella’s peach perfume and the metallic
smell of her blood wafted into his nose. It nearly drove him
insane.



Suddenly, Alex wondered if
he could be happy simply being friends and roommates with her. He
feared it would be nearly impossible. Never, since Catherine, had
he felt such intense want for a woman.

“Alex, you’re spacing out
again.”

“Sorry.”

“It just worries me,
especially after you were so sick and all.”

Damn it, I wish I could just
tell her, he
thought. He was struck hard once again with guilt; he hated the
lies. “Yeah, I understand. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, for crying out loud. I just want to
make sure you’re staying healthy now.” She tilted her head up
toward the stars. “God,
I am such a nag!”

“No, no you’re not. You’re
motherly.”

“Like I just said,
nag.”

“Well, I don’t think
caring about people’s well-being is nagging. So, get over it,” He
said teasingly.

She stared him directly in
the eyes. “Alex, I just wanted to thank you again for the
opportunity to be here, and also what you did for my
family.”

Alex couldn’t believe she was
thanking him. “Believe me, Isabella, if it wasn’t for you, it
wouldn’t be possible for her to be here.” He nodded down at Jaiden.
“There is absolutely no way I could do it alone.” He focused only
on her eyes. “I should be thanking you.”

She sighed. “I know you
couldn’t do it alone but you could have chosen someone else and I
just wanted to say thank you for choosing me.”

“I am more than glad you
are here.”

Her lips spread into a
smile. “Really?”

“Really” he assured
her.


A moment of awkward
silence followed where they were looking into each other’s eyes but
neither of them knew quite what to say.

A perfect moment to kiss
her.

Then, the doorbell
rang.

“I’ll get it.” Alex sprang
to his feet. “It’s probably the council; we’re having a meeting
tonight.”

It didn’t pass Alex’s
attention that she looked pretty disappointed. But, she nodded her
head.

“We’ll be out here,” she
murmured.

He took his time to get to the
door; although he could have been there in a couple of seconds, he
let it be a matter of minutes. He wondered if she had felt the same
intensity of the moment as he had. He did know she liked him a lot
but he loved her.

What am I thinking? No, no, no!
I promised myself I wouldn’t do this.

He opened the door to find
Chris on the other side. As soon as he had let Chris in and closed
the door, the bell rang again. That time, it was Victoria, with
Deanna right behind her.

“Come in.” He held the
door open for them.

“Where do we sit?”
Victoria snapped, and then plowed her way past him.

Alex caught Deanna’s gaze
and rolled his eyes. It never failed that the first words out of
Victoria’s mouth were always rude.

“How are you,
Deanna?”

“I’m doing really well,
Alex. Hello, Chris.” She went to Chris and gave him a
hug.

Alex knew they went
dancing together sometimes but that seemed a tad more emotional
than the normal friend hug.

Alex couldn’t help but
give Deanna a good glance over. She looked great; vibrant was the
only word he could find to describe her. She was sporting a short
red and black plaid skirt and black tank top. The skirt looked like
a catholic school girl uniform, only she had on black combat
boots.

He waited until Deanna and
Chris released each other before he led the way into the dining
room. Victoria was already seated at the head of the table so
Deanna and Chris sat down beside each other on her left side. Alex
chose to sit all the way at the other end of the table, as far from
Victoria as he could get.

Just as he was seated, the
doorbell rang again.

“I’ll get it,” Isabella
called from the entryway. A moment later, she entered with Jaiden
sleeping in her arms and Jeremiah, Danielle and Damion in tow. As
soon as Deanna saw Isabella with Jaiden, she jumped up.

“Isabella! How are you?
Oh, look at her.” Deanna gazed down at Jaiden with sincere awe. Her
hand rose to finger Jaiden’s red locks. “Good color,” she
murmured.

Deanna’s own red hair was
twisted back into braids. Isabella and Deanna giggled for a bit.
Then, Isabella seemed to notice an entire room full of eyes settled
on her. Alex saw her tense up and hug Jaiden a little tighter to
her chest.

“Well, I should leave you
all to your business. I’ll see you later, Deanna.”

Deanna gave Isabella a
side hug and told her, “I’ll come and talk if I have time when
we’re done.”

“Ok.” Isabella nodded at
everyone and left the dining room.

Alex scooted his chair forward
so he could lean on the table. “All right, let’s get started. I
suppose we need to come up with a plan of action for Stewart and
catch up with each other. First of all, as you can see, Christopher
is here today and will be from now on. Second of all, I think you all know about
Jaiden. I have been informed that I cannot take my usual part in any attack on Malcolm
or Stewart’s rescue because of my obligations to
Jaiden.”

He threw a slight glare at
Danielle as he spoke. It didn’t surprise him that she didn’t look
one bit guilty about forcing him to stay. She stared right back at
him with nothing but innocence in her dark eyes.

He continued, “Although, I
normally would take part, unfortunately, this time, I cannot. Now,
let’s come up with a plan to get Stewart home!” He focused on
Damion. “Does anyone know if the search parties have found anything
at all?”

Damion shook his head.
“Nothing, no one has anything.”

Victoria
snorted.

“What is it now?” Damion
asked her impatiently.

“Have any of you geniuses
tried using telepathy?”

“Malcolm wouldn’t let us
into his mind even if we all tried,” Danielle said.

Victoria rolled her eyes. “Not
with Malcolm, you twit, with Stewart.”

Danielle recoiled at Victoria’s
snide comment. “Victoria, do not speak to me that way.”

“Well, what do you expect?
You’re supposed to be an angel, in league with god. One would think you could talk the
big guy into telling you.”

Alex could see Danielle
getting frustrated with Victoria’s sarcasm. Luckily, Damion came to
her defense. “Have you tried telepathy, Victoria?”

“Of course I tried. I only
asked because sometimes it takes someone who knows him
better.”

Damion nodded. “That’s true.
Who here has tried telepathy?”

All hands but Chris’s and
Alex’s rose into the air.

“Hmmm.” Damion
thoughtfully looked at the raised hands.

Jeremiah finally spoke up.
“Could that mean that he’s…”

“Dead?” Victoria asked
bluntly. “Of course it could mean that.”

“Wait! Stop it… all of
you!” Deanna hollered as she rose from her chair. “Shhhhh. I’m
getting an idea. I’ll be right back.” With that, she ran out of the
dining room.

“What in the world was
that all about?” Jeremiah grumbled.

Alex thought it totally
weird how everyone of them actually sat in silence while they
waited for her to come back. When she did return, she held Isabella
by the hand and pulled her into the room.

“Deanna,” Victoria chastised. “This is
a meeting!”

“No, it’s ok,” Deanna
explained. “Isabella, she can find him.” She waved her free hand
toward Isabella.

“What?” Isabella stared at Deanna a wide
eyed look, indicating she thought Deanna had lost her
mind.

“Why does everyone always look
at me like that? Look, Isabella can teleport large objects, she
is very good at it.”

“Find who?” Isabella
asked. “Wait. Wait a minute, do you want me to try to move a person
who I have never met?”

“Yes,” Deanna said
simply.

“I can’t do
it.”

“Yes, you can.”

“Deanna, I have no idea
what this guy looks like, I don’t know where he’s at and, most
importantly, it can be very dangerous when it comes to moving
people.”

“So what.” Deanna threw her
hands in the air. “He’s in danger now.”

Isabella sighed. “I am not
telepathic. There is simply no way I can do this.”

Jeremiah stood while
everyone else watched the conversation intently. “Yes,” he said, “I
think it can be done.”

“What?” Isabella was
shocked.

“Tell us how,” Deanna
ordered.

“Well, those of us who
know Stewart can think of him, anything about him. Then, we would
channel it to Isabella through touch and when she gets it into her
own mind, she can try to teleport him.”

“Look.” Isabella looked really
worried. “Depending on how far he has to go, even if this does
work, it could kill him.”

“Malcolm could kill him,”
Damion stated flatly.

Deanna nodded in
agreement. “It’s worth a shot.”

Reluctantly, Isabella
finally agreed. “All right, I’ll try, but remember, I don’t have a
clue if this will work.”

“Everything will be ok,”
Deanna assured her.

“I need to get Jaiden; we can’t
leave her out there too long.” Isabella left the room and returned
a moment later, rolling the basinet in front of her. Jaiden
was still asleep. Once Isabella had parked the bassinet in a corner
of the room and took the chair Deanna had ready for her, Alex
stood.

“Ok then, let’s give this
a try.” He moved to the chair beside Isabella. “The first thing we
need to do is figure out who is going to channel
Stewart.”

“I’ll do it,” Jeremiah
volunteered.

“Ok. Then let’s get
started.” Deanna rubbed her hands together.

Isabella’s worried
expression remained frozen on her face as Jeremiah traded places
with Deanna and took Isabella’s soft hand into his callused one. He
closed his wrinkled eyes and began to concentrate. She closed her
eyes as well.

All were silent while they
waited for something to happen, anything, but nothing did. Minutes passed in
sluggish silence. Finally, Jeremiah opened his eyes. “I want to try
it with all of us together.”

“Let’s all stand over
here.” Danielle had moved to an empty part of the room which was
large enough for them all to stand. “Everyone join hands.” She
extended her arms, hands palm up.

The group rearranged
themselves until they had formed a circle.

“Now,” Jeremiah
instructed. “Everyone close your eyes and think of
Stewart.”

“What do I think of?”
Isabella asked.

“You will receive pictures
of him mentally through us. When we locate him, you will know it.
You will see everything we see.”

She nodded.
“Ok.”

Alex shut everyone else
out, closed his eyes and thought of Stewart. Of his face, his cold
blue eyes and the arrogance which lay inside of them. He thought of
the sarcasm in his voice and how he fought when there was no need
for a fight.

Other pictures began to
filter into Alex’s own. Memories that were not his, but those of
the others. He saw Stewart protecting a young girl who had been
assaulted on the streets, Stewart helping Jeremiah in his lab,
Stewart struggling with his magical self, and Stewart’s big smile
flashing brightly against darkness.

Alex suddenly felt like he was
the only one who thought of Stewart as a little punk. He had
completely missed the part of him of which others had memories. How
could he have not seen that part of him, the childlike man who
couldn’t control his magic? How had he missed the bravery displayed
for no reward but, simply, to be good?

Guilt found its way into
Alex, slithering in and almost blocking the slide show of memories
which flowed through so many minds at once. He kept trying to think
of only Stewart and not himself. It was more challenging to do so
than he had originally anticipated. He clung to his own memories of
Stewart. The little punk was the only Stewart he knew, and
therefore, they were the strongest ones which surfaced.

Suddenly, a very different
picture formed within the minds of the council. It was Stewart,
clothed only in jeans, chains hanging off his wrists and ankles
while he lay slumped against a stone wall.

Jeremiahs harsh voice rose
above the swirling wind of magic as a soft whisper.
“Now!”

Foreign words spilled from
Isabella’s lips and her voice seemed to resound through the room
like thunder. Then, real thunder roared in their ears and Isabella
whipped her hands out of Alex’s and Jeremiah’s.

Alex’s eyes popped open at
the disturbance, as did everyone else’s. Isabella threw her hands
into the air, palms facing upward, and then flung them sideways
toward the dining room table. Her fingers balled into her fists and
then opened again.

The entire room flashed
like the blink of the earth’s eye and Jaiden’s tiny screams pierced
through the magical atmosphere. Then, the long table broke in half
as something came crashing through it, sending splinters of wood
flying in every direction.

There, lying amidst the
rubble of what used to be Alex’s table, was Stewart.
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Although Stewart was
unconscious, he was a living image of what they had seen in their
minds. A glance at the ceiling told Alex that it was still intact
but his table was totally demolished.

Damion and Jeremiah rushed
to Stewart’s side and Alex immediately turned to Isabella. She had
fallen to her knees, arms hanging loosely by her sides, and
hyperventilated.

“Are you ok?” Deanna asked
Isabella softly while she squatted down in front of Isabella. She
reached out to touch her and recoiled as if she had been
shocked.

“Isabella?” Alex said to
her.

“Leave her be!” Victoria
ordered. “She has exerted herself. We should be lucky that it even
worked. She shouldn’t have been able to do that, yet; I didn’t
think her magic was strong enough.”

“Well, apparently, it is
strong enough,” Stewart called out from among the remains of his
shattered table.

“Don’t be snotty,
Stewart,” Danielle said firmly to him. “We need to talk to
you.”

Danielle had gone to
Jaiden’s bassinet and picked her up. She strode back and forth and
bounced Jaiden up and down in order to sooth her.

“I figured you would,”
Stewart said as he picked himself up out of the rubble and dusted
himself off.

“Alex,” Isabella
whispered. Her eyes were glazed, not focused on anything. She still
panted and tried to catch her breath. “Help me up.”

He reached down, grabbed
her underneath her arms and lifted her up. She sagged against him
because her legs wouldn’t hold her.

“I did it?” she
asked?”

“Yes, there he is.” Alex
pointed at Stewart.

“Oh. Is he ok?”

“Uh huh, he’s
fine.”

“Could someone get me some
water?” she asked softly.

Deanna ran out of the room
and into the kitchen while Chris picked up one of the chairs out of
the pile of what was left of the table.

“Here.” He put the chair
down next to Isabella.

“Thanks.”

Alex helped her into the
chair just as Deanna returned with a huge glass of
water.

Stewart still had the
chains attached to his ankles and wrists, only they weren’t
attached to a stone wall. It was as if Isabella’s thoughts had
actually ripped them right out of the wall.

While Alex held the glass
to Isabella’s lips, he eyeballed Stewart from the corner of his
eye. His tanned body was covered in dirt and dried, black blood and
his skin could barley be seen through the scab which covered his
bare feet. His jeans were torn in several places and he had tons of
bruises but his eyes were still filled with the defiance of their
Stewart.

Stewart scanned the room,
taking a survey of who was present.

“Well, let’s talk then.”
He flicked his eyes toward Isabella.

Isabella was recovering
quickly. “I’ll go.”

She stood up and went to
take Jaiden from Danielle.

“Isabella…”

“It’s ok, Alex. I understand.”

“Are you sure?” he asked,
not entirely satisfied with her leaving the room.

“Yes.” She nodded. “I’m
fine.”

She made a shhh sound and
bounced Jaiden a bit. Jaiden immediately softened her screams down
to a dull cry.

Alex nodded and watched
her leave with Jaiden. He knew she was still exhausted. A person
didn’t look like she did afterward and then just be ok all of a
sudden.

Stewart spoke first. “I
don’t know what has been going on but we don’t have time to go into
it. Malcolm is up to something very bad.”

“What?” Damion
asked.

“He’s running a
people
farm.”

“What?” Damion asked again
while everyone else only stared at him with confused
expressions.

“Look!” He thrust out his arms, revealing
the track marks where they had taken his blood. “They are fattening
all those people up like cattle.”

“How many people?”
Danielle whispered.

“Too many to count, and I doubt
I even saw a portion of them. They keep some of them for their own
personal blood banks, and the others, they are feasting on when
they are all plump and juicy. And that’s not all! He is breeding them.”

A deep silence fell over
the entire group.

“This is bad,” Deanna
stated flatly.

Alex stepped forward so he
was in front of Stewart. “Stewart, why did Malcolm take
you?”

Stewart nodded and raised
an eyebrow. “Let’s get it all out in the open, huh.”

Alex mimicked his sarcasm.
“Yeah, let’s.”

“It’s not at all what you
think.”

“What do I think?”

“You think I was going to
betray the council.”

“Yes.”

“Malcolm’s goons came and
took me one night…they took me to him and he asked me if I would…I
told him no. Then, when I wouldn’t give them information, they beat
the hell out of me and chained me to a wall with razor cuffs!” He
held up his wrists to emphasize his point.

Damion, who was all
business at the moment, asked, “Do you know where he
is?”

“No, but I’m pretty sure
it isn’t too far. It’s definitely not out of the country. They put
me on a plane, a private plane, not an airline, and it didn’t take
more than a couple hours by my guess. I was blindfolded at the
time, though.”

Alex still wasn’t
satisfied with Stewart’s explanations. “How did you make yourself
so vulnerable to him?”

“I didn’t! They took me
right off the street in front of a whole lot of people. Obviously,
I couldn’t use magic right there in the street. It’s like…we put
ourselves at risk simply by being around people at all.”

“A people farm,” Chris mumbled under his breath. He
still seemed to be recovering from the shock of the news. Alex
didn’t blame him one bit; it was yet another mission they had to
fulfill.

“We have to take care of
this,” Damion stated, his teeth clenched in anger.

“How will we find him?”
Deanna, who usually had the good ideas, was all out.

Damion began to pace.
“We’ll figure it out soon. Maybe Stewart will remember
something.”

Alex watched Chris
closely. Chris was one of those where you could tell when something
was on his mind. He might as well have had a light bulb above his
head.

“What is it,
Chris?”

“I was just
thinking.”

“Thinking what?”

“No, don’t worry. It’s too
dangerous, probably not a good idea.”

Damion rushed over to
Chris and smiled wickedly in his face. “I laugh in the face of
danger!”

Although a poor attempt at
humor, Alex, along with a few of the others, couldn’t help but
chuckle.

Chris leaned forward. “What if
we lure Malcolm to us?”

Danielle, who had been
staring off into space, focused on Chris. “That would work, but how
will we get him to come to us?”

“Bait.”

“Bait?” Danielle
repeated.

“What…bait?” Jeremiah asked cautiously.

Chris looked at Alex and
then at Danielle. “Jaiden.”

“No! Absolutely not!” Alex rose
from his chair. “I will not use Jaiden as bait!”

Chris stared directly into
Alex’s eyes. “If she is truly as important as Danielle says, than
Malcolm will come for her sooner or later. We will just make it
sooner and be ready for him.”

“I said no!” He could not
let them do this.

“Alex.” Danielle took his
hand. “Chris is right. It could work.”

“What if it doesn’t, what
then? You are the one who keeps telling me I need to protect her,
to keep her safe. Now you are telling me to throw her to the
lions!”

“Malcolm knows of Jaiden’s
power. He wants her.”

Christ continued to
elaborate on his plan. “When Malcolm realizes we rescued Stewart
right out from under his nose, he is not going to be the happiest
vampire in the world. In other words, he’ll be determined to get
his revenge. What if we spread word to the right people? Somehow,
it will get to Malcolm that we are going to drive cross-country
with the baby. It would give them the perfect opportunity to strike
against us.”

“That’s crazy,” Victoria
said to him. “Why on earth would we be driving across the
country?”

Chris curled his lip
impatiently. “I don’t know; it’s just an idea.”

Damion shot Victoria a
dark look and, for once, Victoria held her tongue.

Alex could see Damion’s
mental wheels turning. He nodded. “I think this is going to
work.”

“No!” Alex shouted again. “She is
a baby.” He felt as if they had all ganged up on him.

Damion went on with the
idea. “What if we take Jaiden to see Corrine?”

Corrine was the mother of
witches. Any natural witch who was branded with her mark was bound
to be exceptional. She lived deep in the back woods of northern
Idaho. Some said she had found the fountain of youth because she
didn’t appear to age. Of course, she would never reveal her secret,
either, although Alex had his suspicions.

Alex knew Jaiden would
have to eventually make the trip for her dedication anyway but he
didn’t want it to be under those circumstances.

He watched Deanna as she
rubbed her left wrist at the mention of Corrine’s name. She wore
the mark of her dedication there; red, raised skin in the shape of
a circle with a small eye within it.

Damion had seen Alex staring at
Deanna’s mark and persisted, “See, it could work.”

“But we don’t know when he
would attack,” Deanna countered. “Also, we can’t jeopardize
Corrine’s safety, either.”

Damion’s wheels were still
turning. “We can travel in large groups with the
slayers.”

“I don’t think so,” Alex
interjected. There was absolutely no way he was going to ride
around with a bunch of vampire slayers with wooden stakes and
flaming bolts.

“I agree.” Chris raised
his hand.

Deanna shook her head.
“They won’t hurt you; they know all about you and Chris. They know
you have a human heart and how you try so hard to evade the evil
which plagues the vampire species.”

“Like I said before, no
way!” He tried to remain calm but he felt increasingly
agitated.

Danielle crossed to him
and laid her soft hand on his shoulder. “Alex, we all need to be
part of this for it to work. We are much stronger together than
apart. Besides, the slayers would have no chance against the amount
of magic we possess together.”

He knew he was
outnumbered, defeated. The group acted as if his silence was an
agreement because they immediately began discussing the plan while
they cleaned up the mess of what was left of his table. It was
decided they would leave in two nights.

Alex and Chris were simply
going to have to suck it up about the slayers and just go. Isabella
had to go as well. She had to take care of Jaiden. Alex knew
Corrine would want to see her too. Well, at least he got to go on
the mission like he originally wanted.

He thought of Jaiden. In
the few weeks she had been alive, she had already been through so
much and the rest of her life was going to be like that. It
appeared she might be more cursed than he.
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Once the members had left,
Alex joined Isabella and Jaiden in the den. Isabella was lying on
the sofa with Jaiden rocking back and forth in the swing beside
her.

She turned her head when
she heard Alex enter. Normally, she smiled widely when she saw him,
but this time, her face stayed flat when she said hello. She looked
totally wiped out.

“How are you doing?” he
asked her.

“Oh.” She sighed. “I’m
really, really tired.”

“Well, you were amazing in
there.”

“I didn’t think it would
work.”

He smiled. “But it did,
and we couldn’t have done it without you. Now I understand what you
meant when you said I would have to see it to really understand
it.”

“Yes, but I have
never
moved someone I
haven’t even seen before, and it wears me out when I do it.” She
yawned.

“Well, I hate to tell you
this but we are going on a road trip.”

“What?” Isabella’s eyes widened,
frightened at the prospect of going anywhere right at the moment.

Alex waved his hand
loosely in the air. “No, no, don’t worry. We aren’t leaving until
night after next.”

“Whew.” Isabella sighed
with relief. “I thought you meant right now.”

Alex examined her face.
“Don’t you want to know where we’re going?”

She returned his gaze.
“Honestly, I don’t think I do.”

He didn’t blame her. She
had been through quite a bit in the other room and she had also
witnessed the secrecy the council required so she probably
suspected it would be dangerous. But, he wanted to talk to her
about it. Out of all of them, she would be the one person who would
be on his side, the one other person who would say no.

Unable to keep it to
himself, he selfishly blurted out, “They want to lure Malcolm to
us, using bait.”

She lifted her head a bit.
“Huh?”

“They all say it will be
fine, but…they want to use Jaiden to draw Malcolm to us. We can’t
find him so they think this is the best way.”

The exhaustion which covered
her face turned to worry. “What? No! That sounds way too dangerous.”

“It is, but it’s
necessary. Besides, I have fought with Malcolm before; we can
predict his moves and the tricks he may try.” He paused. “And there
will be vampire slayers along for the ride.”

She simply shook her head.
He saw anger twisting and turning inside her green eyes, trying to
make its way to the surface.

“And you agreed to
this?”

Alex was simply shocked she
thought he would have. “No! I was the only one who didn’t want to do it. I lost by
majority.”

She sat up slowly. “Alex,
I would really like to get to bed now.”

He felt terribly guilty
for saying anything about it. Eventually, he would have had to tell
her, but he could have picked a better time. He had taken advantage
of her because he knew she would side with him.

“I’m sorry,” he told her.
“Do you want me to carry Jaiden up for you?”

“No, I can take her. I’ll
be fine.” She rose and lifted the sleeping Jaiden out of the swing.
Jaiden was wrapped in her little pink blanket and her lips were
pursed like she was waiting for a kiss.

Alex decided to let
Isabella cool off before they spoke of it anymore. He said his
goodbye as she slowly maneuvered the staircase with Jaiden. She
called a soft goodbye over her shoulder and disappeared.

He needed to pray, to let
things out.

He let himself into the
church and then rushed up the isle to the altar. The flower
arrangement of the day was white roses with tiny red carnations
placed amidst the pure white petals. He lowered himself to his
knees in front of the open bible.

“Lord, I know it is your
way to reveal what is supposed to be, over time. I have relented
and accepted to be a protector of this child. How is it that I can
agree to do this, yet be outnumbered when others want to put her in
danger? I cannot defy the council; the decision has been made by
majority. I can’t possibly go against the decision because they all
believe they are doing your will.

I have so much faith in
you and what you want. Have I gone too far to be so trusting of
Danielle, simply because she is an angel, as well as my friend? She
is earth bound so I have no idea what really goes on with her and
any communication with you. Is it wrong for me to doubt an angel?
These kinds of thoughts would never make me love her less; I just
don’t know if it’s right.

She tells me it is all
right that we are going to use Jaiden to get to Malcolm but it
doesn’t feel right to me. Not one bit. It seems just wrong to use a
baby as a trap.

But, then again, I thought
Stewart was a traitor and it turns out he is not. I saw parts of
him today I never saw before and I feel guilty for not having tried
to know him better. I couldn’t get past his attitude and lack of
manners.

Lord, I have a feeling what’s
coming is huge and I am humbly asking for strength and guidance to
make the right decisions when the time comes. Please keep us safe
on our journey to see Corrine. If something happens to Jaiden or
Isabella, I don’t think I could bear it. The thought of losing my
new family tears me apart. Please, Lord, keep your angels around them.

In your precious
name,

amen.”

On the steps outside of
the locked church, Alex scanned the sky. Dawn would be coming soon.
He had to get home quickly.

He sped through the clear,
crisp night with his windows open and the music pumping.

The house was dark and
quiet with only a single porch light burning for him. He entered
the house quietly and made his way to his room. Instead of dressing
in his bedroom, he grabbed his pajamas on his way through the room
to his chamber.

Troubling thoughts of the
nights to come flashed through his mind in that watery state
between sleep and consciousness. He kept asking himself how he
could consent to it, but on the other hand, she would be at risk
for the rest of her life.

“I am her protector, her
teacher and her father,” Alex said aloud and repeated over and over
until he fell asleep, comforted by the sound of his own
voice.

The next evening, when
Alex woke and went in search of Isabella, he discovered she was
still in bed. He peeked in and heard Jaiden fussing in her
bassinet, but not loud enough to wake Isabella.

Alex went to the side of
Isabella’s bed.

“Hey,
Isabella.”

She didn’t
answer.

“Isabella.” He raised his
voice above a whisper.

“Whaaa.” She rolled over
toward him.

“I’m sorry to just come
in. Jaiden was fussing.”

When she heard that,
Isabella quickly sat up. “Oh, she was? I’m so sorry. I didn’t hear
her.”

“Don’t worry,” Alex
assured her. “She wasn’t even that loud. I was just trying to find
you two when I heard her.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll take her downstairs
with me so you can sleep some more.”

Isabella’s lips spread
into a grin. “That would be nice. That thing yesterday wiped me out
and I was up with her for a while too.”

Alex nodded as Isabella
lay back down onto the pillows. He couldn’t help but notice she
slept in a tee shirt instead of a nightgown. That was part of what
he liked so much about her; she was practical and normal. Not like
some women he knew who wanted everything handed to them on a silver
platter. Isabella was tough, and he liked that.

“I’ll take her but you
will have to get up after a while because we have to start getting
ready to go. We have a lot to do.”

“Ok. Wake me when you need
me.”

Alex picked up Jaiden.
Picking her up seemed to be getting less awkward each
time.

“Sweet dreams,” he told
Isabella as he walked out with Jaiden.

He took her into the
sitting room and he sat on one of the recliners with Jaiden in his
lap. “Well, Jaiden, it’s just you and me for a while.”

She gurgled
something.

“What?” he asked
her.

She gurgled
again.

“Is that so?” Speaking to
her like she was grown, he continued the conversation. “Tomorrow
night, we are going on a really long trip. It is going to be kind
of dangerous but I’m going to make sure nothing happens to
you.”

She stared up at him
intently, her black eyes wide with the wonder of
innocence.

“I promise I won’t let anyone
hurt you. Ever.”

Suddenly, Alex realized
he liked sitting with Jaiden. Time passed all too quickly while he
and Jaiden bonded. He didn’t realize they had been sitting there
for an hour and a half until the door bell rang.

He stood with Jaiden, who
hadn’t yet fallen asleep, and went to answer the door. On the other
side, Deanna and Chris were waiting to be let in.

“Hi, Alex,” Deanna said.
“So, I had an idea last night and I wanted to come by and try it
out.”

“Come in.” Alex moved
aside with Jaiden in his arms and Chris raised his eyebrows as he
passed by. Apparently, Chris didn’t know what it was about, either.
They followed Deanna into the sitting room, anxious to know what
was on her mind.

“Ok,” Deanna began. “I
know you two are really nervous about being around slayers. So, I
thought maybe I could come up with some kind of protection spell
that will keep you safe if something does happen.”

“So, you’re not sure it
will work?” Chris asked.

“That’s the thing. I have
never done a protection spell on a vampire before.”

Chris looked a little
skeptical. “So, how will we know if it does work?”

“We will have to test
it.”

“How?”

Deanna sighed. “Relax,
Chris, we can figure that part out later. But, you two will have to
try to stay out of danger. Even though we are doing this, it’s not
an excuse for you to provoke any of the slayers.”

Alex knew it was a good
idea but he did have reservations. He had been around plenty of
magic but someone putting a spell on him of any kind wasn’t
something he wanted. On the other hand, something was better than
nothing.

“Ok. Let’s do it.” He lay
out a blanket on the other side of the room for Jaiden and lay her
down on it.

Then, he and Chris stood
side by side with Deanna in front of them. She took two small
crystals out of her pocket and palmed them. Careful not to drop the
crystals, she placed one hand on each of their chests and began to
speak.

“Those I touch are good of
heart. A perilous mission we shall start. When danger threatens,
keep them safe. Take them to a safer place.” She removed her hands
from them but Alex noticed that she lingered a moment longer on
Chris than on him.

“Is that it?” Alex
asked.

She nodded. “That’s
it.”

“I don’t feel any
different.”

“You’re not supposed to,
silly.” She stepped back a bit farther. “Unless, of course, someone
decided to throw a wooden…stake at you.”

In the pause between
wooden and stake, she had put out her hand and a stake had appeared
in it.

She ruthlessly and
perfectly hurled the stake toward Alex’s chest.

Time seemed to suspend
into slow motion as Alex watched it come toward him. End over end,
until it was maybe two inches from his chest. Alex closed his eyes
in fear.

Nothing
happened.

He opened his eyes and
discovered, much to his relief, that he was behind Deanna. The
stake had lodged into the wall behind where he had previously been
standing.

“Oh,” he
muttered.

Chris stood in the same
spot with his mouth hanging open. The whole thing had happened
within a matter of a few seconds. Even with vampire speed, he
probably wouldn’t have had time to react.

“See,” Deanna said while
she turned around, “it works; now, you are in a place to protect
yourself.”

“Oh, I get it. Take them
to a safer place.”

“That’s right. Chris,
close your mouth.” She bounced over and lifted his chin to shut it
for him.

“Sorry…but, you threw a
stake at him.”

Impatiently, she
responded, “Oh, for crying out loud, Chris. I could have made it
disappear before it hit him. Don’t be such a baby.”

Chris didn’t
reply.

Deanna went over to Jaiden and
picked her up. “She is absolutely the best baby in the world, hardly ever cries.”
She lifted Jaiden higher up, onto her shoulder, and wrapped the
pink blanket around her. “I’m going to see Isabella; I’ll take her
with me.”

Alex called out to her
before she got too far. “Tell Isabella to start packing. There are
suit cases and duffel bags in the hallway closet next to her
room.”

“Ok,” Deanna said from the
hallway outside the sitting room door.

“So…” Alex turned to
Chris. “What’s going on with her?”

No embarrassment
whatsoever appeared on his face. “It’s nothing.”

Alex sat in the recliner.
“That,” he pointed toward the door, “didn’t look like nothing to
me.”

“Ok, fine. We have a thing.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Look at her. Can you honestly tell me you
wouldn’t do it if you had the chance?”

Alex shook his head. “I’d
rather not answer that. So, what’s the problem, then?”

“It’s just…she acts like
we are together, like in a relationship together. You and I both
know I can’t have any kind of a relationship with her.”

“Why did you sleep with
her, then?”

Chris sighed. “It just
happened, ok.”

He plopped down on the
sofa.

Alex leaned forward.
“Maybe you should just talk to her about it.”

“Oh yeah, and piss her
off. That’s a really good idea. You’ve seen what she can do to
people.”

Alex grinned. “You’re
afraid of her.”

“No.”

“Then talk to
her.”

“I’ll think about it but I think
I’ll wait until after the little trip we’re going to take with her
buddies, the slayers.” He emphasized the last word, mockingly.

“Chris, would it be so
hard for you to maybe just date her? There is no law that says you
have to be in love and have a long-lasting
relationship.”

“She is also a
mortal.”

“There is also no law
against dating a mortal, only that you can’t make them into
vampires.”

“Do you really think I
should lead her on like that?”

“I think you should tell
her that you like spending time with her and dating is fine but
you’re not ready for a serious relationship. And if you tell her
why, I think she is grown up enough to understand.”

Chris kept
quiet.

“I know you like her,
Chris, everyone can see that. She likes you too, that much is
obvious. You are the one who is always telling me to take chances
and have fun. Take your own advice.”

“Maybe I will.” He paused for a
moment. “You know, Alex. She did look really hot when she threw that stake at you.”
He grinned.

Alex gave him a mock
disgusted look. “You’re sick.”
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Malcolm sat in what he
liked to think of as his throne room. He lounged in his jeweled
throne, high upon a massive stone platform with four carved in
steps. His lovely queen sat beside him, the diamonds, rubies and
sapphires from her own throne accentuating her dark beauty. They
watched silently as the two guards cautiously made their way into
the room to face Malcolm.

The guards who had seen
Stewart disappear into thin air feared for their lives. Malcolm had
killed for much less than witnessing an escape.

“What are you two doing
here?” Malcolm demanded. “Aren’t you supposed to be guarding the
council member?”

The tall, thin one lowered
his head. “Yes, we are, which is why we have come to
you.”

Malcolm’s eyes narrowed. “Well,
if you are here, then where is the prisoner?”

The guard’s head sunk even
lower. “He…got away.”

Malcolm stood; his silk
cape wavered around him as he marched down the stairs toward the
guards.

“What do you mean, he got
away?” His voice remained calm but his eyes glittered with rage.
The guards began to quiver with fear as Malcolm circled
them.

Again, it was the tall,
thin one who answered. “We both saw it; he disappeared.”

“Disappeared?” Malcolm hissed. “His powers
were bound. That bunch of witches must have found a way to get to
him.”

“We did what we could,
master.”

Malcolm had stopped
circling but his anger continued to grow.

“Damn it!” He grabbed the tall guard by the
throat and raised him off the ground. “That prisoner was
valuable.”

The shorter guard quivered
with fear while Malcolm held his partner in the air. He wanted to
run away, as far away as he could get.

The tall one began to
stutter. “P…please, master. There wa…was nothing we could
do.”

“I. Don’t. Care!”

One quick movement and the
guard’s head hung lifelessly off to the side. Malcolm dropped the
body to the floor.

“Get this out of my
sight.” He directed the swarms of vampires who surrounded his
thrones.

There was a bustling of
activity as they all hurried to accommodate Malcolm’s orders. The
guard’s head needed to be severed in order to finish the
kill.

Malcolm faced the shorter
guard, reached out and wound his hand through his hair. Then, he
yanked him forward. All of a sudden, he felt a hand on his
shoulder.

“No, love,” Levine
whispered into his ear. “Let me have this one.”

The guard fell to the ground
with a thump when Malcolm released his hair. “You can have
whatever
you want, my
darling.”

She focused on the guard. “I
want him.”

Her green eyes glazed over
with hunger.

Levine dropped to her
knees and caressed the guard’s chest with her smooth hand. Slowly,
her fingers found their way into his hair while her lips found
their way to his.

She kissed him tenderly,
forcing him to open his mouth and let her tongue graze over his.
When she pulled away, his lower lip was covered with blood. Levine
licked her lips and reached for his inner thigh while she kissed
him again.

“Mmm, I love the taste of vampire blood,” she whispered to the
guard, who had no choice but to return her kisses. She continued to
stroke his inner thigh until she felt the time had come.

She bit into his neck and
gracefully moved her scarlet lips while she suckled his blood from
his taunt throat.

Malcolm watched silently,
with lust for his queen as she aroused the vampire who knew he was
going to die. He reached out for her. “That is enough.”

She panted softly as she
turned to him. Blood dripped slowly from the corners of her lips
and down her chin. Malcolm took her hand and helped her to her
feet, then kissed the blood off her chin.

With a nod of his head,
the flock of vampires swarmed again and dragged the guard’s body
away so they could finish killing him.

Once they were both seated in
their thrones again, Malcolm continued to fume. “What the
hell
are we going to do
now? Damn them all!”

Levine reached over and
touched his hand. “Don’t worry, love. We shall have our victory
regardless of whether or not you have that boy.” She leaned her
head in toward him and whispered, “We need to move in on them
soon.”

Then, he ripped his hand
from her grasp, jumped to his feet and waved his cape
around.

“Find them!” he roared at his court,
“Find them now!”

The entire court
scattered, none of them wanting to be his next victim. Malcolm
paced back and forth and muttered to himself, “I know we must take
them soon, my love. I know. You will soon be able to live in this
kingdom in safety, as you have always wanted.”

Levine smiled and kissed
Malcolm’s cheek. “The only thing I have always wanted is
you.”

Malcolm leaned back in his
chair. “Darling, you always know the right words at the right
time.”

She stood. “I’m tired;
take me to bed now.”

“With pleasure.” He took
her hand and helped her down the step. Just as they were departing
from the throne room, a burly blond vampire came running through
the hall way, nearly knocking Levine to the ground.

“You fool!” Malcolm roared at him.

“Oh…master, I am so glad
you are still here.”

“Did you find the council
member? If not, you need to remove yourself from my sight
immediately.”

“No. No, sir, but we do
have word of movement of the council.”

“All of them?”

The guard nodded. “All of
them…and the baby.”

“Where are they?”
Malcolm’s rage was quickly diminishing.

“They will be going to see
Corrine, the witch who stays young.”

Malcolm glanced at Levine.
She put her index finger to her cheek.

“It’s perfect,” she
whispered. “You have done well, Lance. Please let us know
immediately if more information arises.”

Lance nodded his huge
head. “Yes, of course.”

He backed away with his
head slightly bowed.

Then, Malcolm led Levine
off to their bed chambers where they could celebrate their
anticipated victory.
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When Alex woke the
following evening, his entire body tingled with anxiety. With the
challenges ahead on his mind, he sluggishly rose from his coffin
and maneuvered the tunnels in the same fashion.

In his room, a large
duffel bag sat next to the door and the clothes he had chosen lay
on the bed. He heard commotion from within the house but he ignored
the voices that carried into his bedroom and went into the bathroom
to shower.

After his shower, he felt
ten times better. He dressed in blue jeans and a black casual
button up shirt. Then, he ventured toward the voices.

He found Isabella
struggling to carry a large suitcase and a huge duffel bag down the
curving staircase and Deanna at the bottom with Jaiden in her arms.
Alex glanced at the main doors and saw a big pile of more
luggage.

“What the heck are you
bringing?” he asked as he rushed to help Isabella with the
bags.

“Jaiden needs a lot more
things than we do.” She handed him the suitcase.

“Oh, well, I guess it’s a
good thing the rest of us packed light, then,” he said
teasingly.

Isabella laughed and threw
the duffel onto the pile by the door.

Damion and Danielle came
out of the kitchen, both with sullen expressions on their
faces.

“What’s the matter?” he
asked just as Stewart appeared behind them.

Stewart hung his head. “I
still don’t have any powers.”

Alex didn’t know what to
say. How could Stewart not have any magic? But, he didn’t have to
say anything because Stewart answered his unspoken
question.

“That bastard had my powers bound and now no one
can undo it except the person who did it.”

“What? Is that why we
couldn’t contact you with telepathy?”

“Yes.” Stewart nodded.
“Damn
it!”

Danielle comforted
Stewart. “Don’t worry. We will find out who did it.”

She rubbed Stewart’s
shoulder with her tiny hand.

“But, now I am no use.
Maybe I shouldn’t even go.”

Damion shook his head
vigorously. “You have to come. You’re the only one who has seen the
inside of his lair. If we make it that far, we’ll need you more than anyone.”

Suddenly, a loud, blaring
horn assaulted their ears.

“What is that?” Alex exclaimed as everyone moved
toward the door. Damion flung the doors open and thus allowed them
to view two sets of head lights making their way to the house. They
all watched silently as two white hummers came to a stop next to
Alex’s black one, which was parked in front of the
house.

“Cool.” Deanna
grinned.

Chris jumped out of the
first one and trotted up to the house. “I thought we could use
these for the trip.”

“Good idea.” Damion nodded
his approval.

They could hear voices
spilling out of the other hummer. Then, the passenger door opened
and Victoria emerged from it with such an irritated look on her
face that everyone laughed. Jeremiah lowered himself from the
driver’s seat and rushed over as fast as his old legs would take
him to help her.

“You people really expect
me to climb in and out of that thing for the whole trip?” She
proceeded to make a big deal out of swiping imaginary dirt from her
gray dress.

Everyone laughed even
louder.

“Gee, thanks a lot,” she
mumbled as she turned and yanked her bag from the seat.

Damion jokingly tried to
reassure her. “Don’t worry, Victoria, We’ll bring a step ladder for
you.”

Alex watched with humor as
Victoria glared at Damion with her little mean eyes. Then, she
pushed her way through the group and right up to Damion. She lifted
her hand and poked Damion in the chest with her finger.

“Damion, you may think old age
is something to joke about because you can’t get old. It’s not a funny thing and I don’t
want to hear anymore about it. Do you think I like being like this?” She waved her arms
down the length of her body.

Put in his place, Damion
mumbled, “I’m sorry.”

“Humph.” Victoria stuck
her nose in the air and continued into the house. The rest of them
followed her but no one was laughing anymore.

Everyone gathered in the
dining room for a final briefing before it was time to leave. He
could smell the nervousness radiating off of Isabella. She sat in
the chair next to Alex, fidgeting, unable to sit still. Alex leaned
in close and whispered in her ear, “It’ll be ok.”

“I know,” she whispered
back.

Deanna stood next to the
doorway holding Jaiden while the rest of them took seats at the new
dining room table.

Damion took charge. “Ok,
everyone, we don’t really have any idea how this is going to play
out. It is pretty much going to be sink or swim. Our plan is to
meet up with the slayers at the border where they will join our
convoy.”

Alex, as well as the rest
of the group, remained silent. Damion glanced around at them. “Does
anyone want to add anything?”

No one said a word. Alex
was silently praying they would be the ones to prosper in this
mission. Danielle had told him to have faith, and he did, but going
into something with a blind eye and using his baby as bait for a
monster was definitely something to worry about.

My baby.

Damion pushed his chair
back and lifted his massive body from the table. “Let’s go,
then.”

With tension thick in the
air, each of them rose and reluctantly exited the room.

Alex tackled the pile of
luggage by the door, grabbing as much as he could to put into the
hummer. Isabella silently helped him while Deanna put Jaiden into
her car seat.

An hour later, two white
hummers and one black one headed through the clear night toward the
state line. Alex drove silently, anticipating their first encounter
with the slayers.

Isabella rode in the front
seat with Alex. She rode in silence as well, but every few minutes,
she would turn and look into the back seat where Jaiden lay in her
car seat, lulled to sleep by the moving vehicle. Alex suddenly
wished he were a baby, without a care in the world besides eating
and sleeping. If what Danielle told him was true, though, Jaiden
had a dangerous life ahead of her. Not the life of your average
child, that was for sure.

As they neared the
Nevada-Idaho state line, Alex could feel Isabella’s tension without
even looking at her. He could smell her blood, and hear it pumping
faster than before.

The two white hummers
turned off of the freeway and headed towards one of the largest
truck stops Alex had ever seen. He followed closely while he
scanned the truck stop for slayers.

He saw nothing. The first
hummer which carried Deanna pulled in next to a semi which had no
logo on it. When the hummer stopped, Deanna jumped out and walked
up to the window of the truck.

Alex watched intently as a
large black man opened the door and stepped down from the
truck.

“Oh great,” he mumbled.

“That is exactly what I
was thinking,” Isabella told him. “Where do you think all the
slayers are? In the back of the truck?”

“They have to be. I don’t
see any other vehicles.”

“Look at all of his
scars.”

Alex observed his bald
head. His chest was also exposed due to the lack of fabric on his
shirt. Some people referred to that particular type of shirt as a
“wife beater.” As he watched them more closely, Alex could swear he
sensed an attraction between them. When Deanna finished talking to
the slayer, she turned in their direction and beckoned them over
with a little wave.

“I don’t like this,” Alex
said more to himself than Isabella. But she replied
anyway.

“I am going to stay with
Jaiden; we can’t leave her alone.”

He nodded. “You’re right.
I’ll go.”

Alex couldn’t believe
himself. Some vampire I am, all scared and stuff. He knew he could take a few
vampire slayers but from what he already knew, there would be a lot
of them there, more than he could manage. And that did scare him.

Slowly, he opened the door
and got out, watching the others open their doors and get out as
well. He found Chris and met his eyes; they exchanged a look of
shared anxiety.

Don’t worry, he told Chris

You’re feeling the same way,
old man,
Chris answered back.

Alex knew he was right
managed a little smile for Chris’s sake.

Alex, Damion, Danielle,
Chris, Jeremiah, Stewart, and Victoria all marched with
determination and fearlessness on their faces and in their
walk.

Deanna smiled radiantly
and stretched her arm out toward the group. “Members of the Great
Council, this is Michael. Michael, meet the group.”

She named them all in turn
and each smiled courteously and said hello.

Alex noticed that when she
introduced him to Chris, Michael narrowed his eyes. Alex in turn
defiantly reached out to shake Michael’s hand. “It’s nice to meet
you, Michael.”

Without hesitancy, Michael
took hold of Alex’s cold, hard hand.

“You too, Alex,” he
replied, and then withdrew his hand. Although Alex appeared to be
brave, Michael seemed to sense his anxiety. “Don’t worry, none of
my slayers here will hurt you. We know what side you are
on.”

Alex laughed. “And how do
you know that?”

“You’re here, aren’t
you?”

Alex nodded. Michael’s
simple answer was a logical one. Still, he was far from convinced.
Alex could feel it without even reading his mind.

Damion spoke up. “So, you
will follow us?”

“Yes.”

With an awkward glance at the
trucks, Damion asked, “You are aware that where we are going, it is a massive
wooded area, so you and your people will need to be prepared to
camp.”

Michael nodded. “We have
been informed of the situation.” He nodded toward Deanna. “We are
prepared.”

Damion continued.
“Basically, we are waiting for Malcolm to strike, to lead us to
them.”

“How do we know he will?”
Michael wanted to know.

Danielle turned her head
toward Alex’s black hummer and told him in a soft voice, “We have
something he wants very badly.”

Again, Michael nodded with
understanding. “Shall we go, then?”

As they all began to
return to their vehicles, Damion shouted, “We still have a good
nine to ten hours ETA. When dawn approaches, we need to
stop.”

“All right,” Michael
shouted back.

Alex saw him pull out a
radio and speak into it before he nodded at Damion and jumped into
his truck.

Alex slid back into the
hummer and found Isabella was staring out the window at the trucks.
He heard Michael start his truck and flip on his head lights. Then,
to his amazement, not one, not two, but three other semis
simultaneously started theirs as well.

“Oh my,” Isabella mumbled
as she stared with wide eyes.

“Yeah,” Alex said
unenthusiastically and pulled into formation behind the second
hummer. The four semi-trucks followed suit. Again, they were flying
down the freeway with their headlights leading the way.
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Every so often, Alex
glanced at the glowing green numbers on the dashboard clock. When
two am passed, he finally began to relax. Dawn would be approaching
soon and he could get some sleep. Maybe resting would take the edge
off.

Isabella dozed lightly in
the passenger seat next to him. Her head rested against the window
and her blond hair had fallen forward, covering her face. She
didn’t snore but her breathing was soft and even. He briefly
wondered what it would be like to sleep beside her, to pull her
body against his and run his cold hand against her warm, silky
skin.

The hummers in front of
him sped up.

The calm faded quickly.
Something was happening; he could feel it. The clear, star filled
sky was lit by an almost full moon and the air coming through the
window was brisk. It’s almost too peaceful.

Due to the hour, their
vehicles were the only ones on the road. The hummers ahead kept
their pace and the trucks followed close behind. Then, without any
warning, the lead hummer carrying Chris, Danielle and Victoria
swerved severely to the left.

“Son of a…” Alex
uncharacteristically cursed, then clutched the wheel and watched
the second hummer spin out to the right as the first one regained
composure. Alex swerved to the left around the now stalled second
hummer.

Chris was suddenly in his
head. Someone was in the road. He just appeared out of nowhere.
This is bad, I feel it, Alex.

The trucks behind him were
shifting gears and screeching their brakes in attempt to slow down
enough to maneuver around the stopped vehicle without tipping
over.

“What’s happening,
Alex?”

He looked over at
Isabella. She had woken and was sitting straight up in her seat,
looking out the windshield with wide eyes.

“I don’t know.”

He thought of Damion, Jeremiah,
Stewart and Deanna. Hey, are you guys back on the road, yet?

Damion answered,
Yeah, don’t know
what happened.

Chris says someone was in the
road.

The trucks had stopped
screeching their brakes and were again in formation with the
hummers.

Alex heard several loud
thumps on the top of his hummer. Isabella screamed and looked up as
if she could see through the roof.

Oh man, here we
go.

He pumped himself up for a
fight and focused on the hummer ahead of him where he saw six
vampires land on the roof of the vehicle, baring their fangs and
rocking the vehicle back and forth.

Beside him, Isabella
screamed so loud she woke Jaiden, who began to scream as well.
Their hummer was being rocked from side to side like the one ahead
of them.

“Damn!” Alex forced himself to
keep his calm and keep going. He carried what they wanted and he’d
be damned if he was just going to let them have her.

“Isabella, stop!” She shut
her mouth quickly. “You’re not helping,” he told her in a calmer
voice.

“Oh my God, Alex, oh my
God.”

They could hear the
vampires on top of the car, screeching with glee as they jerked the
car back and forth.

“Don’t worry.” Alex tried
to reassure her but just as he was telling her, the truck behind
them, which was also covered in vampires, swerved out into the left
lane and passed them, pulling swiftly in front of the first hummer.
The second truck did the same and pulled in front of
them.

Alex watched as the back
of the truck rolled up and revealed the vampire slayers.

Isabella stopped her
rambling and stared. “Wow.”

This is classic,
he thought. The
slayers stood at the opening of the truck, held crossbows and wore
bandoliers with stakes inserted into them. Weapons were strapped
all over their bodies. The one in the center raised his weapon and
fired.

A loud, painful screech
could be heard from overhead, accompanied by a body falling over
the side and startling Alex when he smacked the window on his way
down. The rest of the slayers followed suit and fired their
weapons. Maintaining speed, Alex kept driving while the slayers did
what they do.

More stakes were released
from their bows as the first body fell to the ground. More
screeching and thumps on the vehicle followed. It was one shot, one
kill.

These guys really know what
they are doing, Alex thought. Each time a vampire hit the ground, a burst
of flame turned them to ash.

“It looks like the fourth
of July,” he told Isabella.

She gave him a disgusted
look.

“Well, I thought it was funny.”
He glanced into the back. Jaiden was still wailing and waving her
tiny fists. You’re just going to have to wait, little
one.

To Alex, it looked like
for each vampire killed, another one appeared. They just didn’t
seem to be lowering in number.

“Aaaahhhh!” Isabella began
screaming again. “Alex. Alex!”

Alex looked over. A pale
face with sunken eyes and an open mouth was staring at them through
Isabella’s window. He stood on the running board, clutching the top
of the hummer.

“Damn! Isabella, get in the back
with Jaiden!” he hollered at her as he struggled with the
wheel. One
wrong move and we’re goners.

“Ok!” she hollered
back.

While she climbed over the
seats, Alex saw the vamp flailing his arm out toward the back
door.

“They’re after Jaiden!” he
called back to Isabella, and then he moved his attention to the
slayers. It was like watching a choreographed musical. They moved
beautifully in sync with each other and even though they were
without telepathy, they appeared to read each others’
minds.

Alex heard a loud roar
outside the hummer and the back door on the passenger side swung
open. Isabella began to scream again.

“Isabella!” Alex yelled,
“Get on top of her.”

Isabella threw her body
face down over Jaiden’s car seat.

The vampire who had opened
the door hung onto the outer edge of the door and tried to climb
around and get inside. Suddenly, the force of the wind slammed the
door shut.

A loud screeching
penetrated their ears. The vamp’s arm and leg were inside the
vehicle while the rest of him was outside of it. Looking back, Alex
saw that the vamp had grabbed a huge handful of Isabella’s
beautiful blond hair. Before he could rip it out of her head, a
woman slayer shot a grappling hook out of a large weapon.
Immediately, the vampire’s hand opened wide, releasing Isabella’s
hair, and his body was brutally torn from the vehicle.

Alex risked taking his
eyes off the road and glanced back at them. “Are you
ok?”

“I guess.” Isabella was
holding her head but she looked more angry than hurt.

Eyes back on the road,
Alex could see the vampire’s body in front of his hummer. It was
still attached and bounced grotesquely behind the speeding semi.
The body continued bouncing until a stake was shot directly into
the vampire’s heart.

His vision was momentarily
obstructed as the body burst into flames and its ashes, very much
resembling a snow storm, were blown forcefully into the windshield,
and then continued over the top of the vehicle.

But, there was no break in
the attack. Still, more vampires appeared. The top of his hummer
sounded like it was pelted by very large hail.

“Alex, what are we going
to do?” Isabella still held herself over Jaiden’s tiny
body.

“Don’t’ worry; we expected
something like this.”

“But, what are we going to
do?”

“I don’t know but I do
know what we aren’t going to do.”

“What’s that?”

“Let them get
Jaiden.”

Isabella nodded and
continued to hold her position. “I hope you’re right.”
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Levine restlessly paced
the halls of their underground lair. Her husband was beside himself
to have that child.

She rubbed her forehead
impatiently and pulled her full length fur coat closer around her
body. How
could they have let that council member get away? I bound his damn
powers. Two steps ahead, they always think they are two steps ahead
of us. Well, not this time.

She paced back and forth
for hours, desperately seeking a solution. Anyone who came upon her
quickly turned and went the other way.

That’s it. When the answer came to her,
she immediately ceased her pacing and whirled in the direction of
the throne room. Upon entering, the startled guards cowered back.
She marched up to her throne and flung herself into it.

“Get out!” she screamed at the guards, who
knew she had been upset about something before and didn’t want to
chance making her any angrier. Levine could be far more dangerous
than her husband and they all knew it.

They hurried out as
quickly as they could.

Levine sat back in her
throne and tried to relax. She closed her eyes, grasped the arms of
the throne and meditated. She thought of the young council member
they had taken, of when she had touched him, connected to
him.

Her entire body began to
tingle, like a limb when it falls asleep. When the cold numbness
began to replace the tingling, she knew she was ready.

A deafening ‘crack’
rippled throughout the throne room and Levine saw only black behind
her closed eyes.

When she was finally able
to open her eyes, she didn’t see the throne room in which she had
sat but found herself in the middle of a moving battle.

She turned her head to the left
and saw a handsome blond man driving. Outside of the vehicle, she
saw her soldiers fighting what appeared to be vampire slayers. She
gasped involuntarily. They have slayers!

“Stewart, you ok?” a
female voice asked her from behind.

It was the little
red-headed witch. “Uh...yeah, I’m ok.”

Levine was shocked by her
manly voice; she hadn’t thought to be prepared for something as
minor as a voice change. When she looked down, she saw her hands
were manly too; they were huge! And her…

“Damion, we have to do
something,” the little red-headed witch told the driver.

Oh, so this is what our dark
angel gone good looks like.

Levine knew she must take the
child from them and get back to the lair. She wanted to grin but
refrained. Then, we will have both the child and the council
member. She
wished she was in the car carrying the child; it would make her
plan so much easier.

Then, with a visible jolt,
another idea struck her. These are my soldiers.

“Are you sure you’re ok,
man?” Damion was trying to drive while he looked over at
her.

“I told you, I’m
fine.”

“Sorry, you just look so
pale, and…weird.”

The old man leaned toward
her. “Do you need to throw up? I know I get the motion sickness
sometimes.”

Why won’t they shut up?
“No, I don’t need
to throw up; just leave me alone about it.”

“Stewart, they are just
trying to help. Don’t be so rude!” The little redhead just had to
have her say.

She decided it was
probably best not to say anything. A series of thumps shook their
vehicle harshly and it began to rock back and forth dangerously.
She closed her eyes again and concentrated on searching the minds
of her army, which surrounded them.

Vincent, Vincent, its
Levine.

Miss Levine?

Yes, it’s me. Tell the
soldiers to back off.

But, Miss Levine, Malcolm
told us to fight until they were dead and we had the
child.

Call them off,
Vincent.

But, Miss Levine, Malcolm
told us...

She could feel her anger
beginning to surface. I will get the child. Now you and your men get the
hell out of here! I don’t want to hear it! Vincent, you know who is
giving you orders. Now do it!

Yes, Miss
Levine.

She pictured Vincent
telling the soldiers to retreat. She could see their confusion and
disappointment that they would not be able to take the famous and
well known Great Council who tried to rule the entire
earth.

“Look. Look! They’re
leaving.” The redhead pointed out of the window.

“Whoa,” Jeremiah breathed.
“They are.”

Their hummer had stopped
rocking and swerving.

“What’s going on?” Deanna
wondered aloud.

“I don’t know,” Damion
said. “But, it doesn’t seem right.”

“They’re gone now,” Levine
stated with Stewart’s voice. Then, silence suddenly fogged the air
inside the vehicle.

None of them have a
clue, Levine
smugly thought to herself. This just might work.

They all watched the truck
in front of them. The slayers waited until they were sure it was
safe and then shut the backs of the trucks. The caravan drove for a
while longer before they exited off into a small town with a truck
stop and a hotel.

Oh yes, you better get your
precious vampires inside before they are threatened by the
sunlight.

Once all the vehicles were
parked by the hotel, Levine grinned to herself when she saw how
many of the occupants jumped out and practically kissed the
cement.

The slayers stayed hidden
inside of their trucks. She stayed in the car and watched the
council members talking. Then, finally, she saw the baby.
There she is, my
little princess. A young blond woman who she had never seen before was
lifting the baby carrier out of the black hummer.

One more night of driving with
those idiots and she would be there, yet after the short time in
confined conditions with them, she wasn’t sure if she could take a
whole night. Maybe they will just leave me alone next
time.

“Come on, Stewart.” Damion
had opened the back and was lifting bags out of the car. “It’s time
to go to our room.”

Smiling, Levine got out of the
hummer. Malcolm will be so happy with me when I bring the baby to
him. I just need to wait, have patience and wait until the right
moment.

She joined Damion by the
back of the hummer and grabbed some luggage. A quick glance at the
trucks told her the slayers intended to sleep in them, if they
slept at all. Quickly, she followed everyone as they all separated
into various rooms until dusk the next evening.
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“It was so weird. They
just flew away,” Damion told Alex and Danielle, who were sitting at
a small table in the hotel lounge with him.

After a day of sleep, Alex
felt much better, but knowing there was another night of driving
ahead made him weary.

“I wonder why they left
like that, so suddenly,” Danielle said.

Damion nodded. “And
then
Stewart started
freaking out on us too.”

“What do you mean by
freaking out?” Alex’s curiosity was sparked.

Damion told them about the
gasping and shaking in the hummer. “And then, when everyone was
sleeping, he lay there with his eyes closed, but after about twenty
minutes they shot open really wide. I went over and looked at him,
to see if he was ok, and there was no iris in his eyes, only white.
It was really gross.”

Alex decided to give
Stewart the benefit of the doubt that time; he owed him that much.
“Maybe the trauma of the attack was too much for him.”

“Maybe,” Danielle
answered. “But, I still think we need to keep a close eye on
him.”

Damion shut his eyes and
dramatically placed his fingertips to his forehead. “Ugh, I just
can’t get those nasty looking eyeballs out of my mind.”

Alex threw an amused look
at Danielle.

“I saw that, Alex, don’t
knock it because you would be grossed out if you saw it
too.”

“I probably would but
maybe that’s just how he sleeps.”

“I highly doubt that,”
Damion said.

Alex couldn’t help but laugh
out loud at how Damion, a dark angel from hell, could be so disgusted by a pair of eyes.
“Well, we’re going to be there by morning so you won’t have to deal
with it anymore.”

“Yes, I will; we still
have to stay at Corrine’s and get home again.”

Alex chuckled. “That’s
true. And we should go; we’re wasting the night.”

They met again out at the
hummers. The slayers’ trucks were still parked and Alex could see
Deanna leaning against one, talking to Michael.

He could also see Chris
standing beside his hummer staring at them.

Oh great, more
drama, he
thought.

Isabella was already in
the hummer with Jaiden.

“Hey, are you two ready?”
he asked as he jumped into his seat.

“I guess,” Isabella
answered flatly.

“Are you ok?”

“Yeah, just stressed, I think. I
knew this was going to be dangerous but I have never,
ever
been through
something like that.”

Alex sighed. He hated
having to be the bad guy, especially with Isabella. “I’m sorry it
has to be like this but if you’re going to stay, you’re going to
have to get used to it; Jaiden is always going to be in
danger.”

“Yeah, I know that. Just give me
a little time to get used to this, all right.” The defensiveness he had heard when
she had spoken about her family resurfaced.

The caravan pressed on.
They needed two pit stops to change and feed Jaiden, which made the
night feel quite long, but eventually, a few hours before the
sunrise, they reached their destination.

“How on earth are the
trucks going to get up this road?” Isabella asked. She was looking
out of the window at the tiny dirt road full of humps and
holes.

“I don’t know but I’m sure
they can.”

Alex slowly followed the
other hummers up the winding little road and the trucks, with the
tress scraping the tops and sides of them, carefully
followed.

“It’s beautiful here,”
Isabella commented.

Alex nodded. “Yes, it is,
and I’m sure it is even more so in the daylight.”

“Oh, Alex, I guess you
really do miss out on a lot.”

He shrugged. “It’s ok.
After this long, I have learned to live with it.”

He watched her turn away.
“Oh look, that must be her house.”

Alex sighed. It had been
years since he had been to see Corrine and the place had not
changed at all. The large, two story home was made of logs and sat
practically hidden in the pine trees, up against a hillside. The
immense lawn and landscaped yard always came as a surprise,
considering her house was in the middle of a forest.

“Yes.” He parked the
hummer in the circular drive along with the other vehicles and then
quickly got out and stretched. “I’m so glad the driving is over for
now.”

“Me too,” she said, also
stretching.

Alex watched everyone else
get out of their vehicles and look around them. The slayers stayed
hidden in their trucks, as they had done at the hotel, except for
Michael who jumped down from his passenger seat and jogged over to
where Deanna stood by her hummer.

Suddenly, Corrine, with
two huge golden retrievers at her feet, came rushing out of her
front door. “I’ve been waiting for you guys!” She threw her arms
up. “Welcome, everyone!”

Alex could not believe how
lovely she looked. Her hair, which was almost the same color as her
dogs, flowed down past her behind and her large green eyes sparkled
with happiness. She wore jeans and an old sweatshirt. It was hard
to believe he was looking at a lady over a hundred years
old.

At the sound of Corrine’s
voice, Deanna immediately stopped conversing with Michael and ran
toward her.

“How’s my girl?” Corrine
demanded, catching Deanna up into a hug.

“I’m great, now,” Deanna
replied enthusiastically.

The dogs wagged their
tails and, so it seemed to Alex, were trying hard not to jump up
and demand attention from all the new people.

Corrine released
Deanna.

“Come in, everyone, let’s
eat,” she called out.

Alex turned to see
Isabella getting the carrier out of the back seat.

“Here, let me get that.”
He rushed over and took the handle of the carrier from her. Jaiden
was awake and quiet. He watched her big black eyes focus on him
intently.

“Thanks.”

“No problem.” He looked at
the sky. “Let’s get inside.”

As everyone entered the
house, the dogs sniffed and rubbed up against their legs. Alex bent
down to pet their heads with his free hand.

“Good doggies,” he told
them. Behind him, the dogs rushed toward Stewart, who was standing
beside Isabella and Jaiden.

“Whoa, what’s the matter?”
Stewart took a few steps backward. The dogs placed themselves
between Stewart and his path to the doorway. “Stop it,” he told the
dogs. “Look, it’s ok.” He held out his hand to them, and then
quickly pulled it back when the larger one snapped at
it.

Alex, along with everyone
else, watched the interaction with interest.

“What’s going on here?”
Corrine had come back out of the house. “Oh my goodness.” She
rushed toward her dogs. “Stop it, you two,” she chided. She grabbed
their collars and pulled them away from Stewart.

To Alex’s surprise, they
didn’t try to resist her. She led them out to a large penned in
area at the side of the house.

“Alright.” She wiped her
hands on her jeans. “Now, we can eat.”

She gave Stewart a
thoughtful glance and went into the house.

“Stupid dogs,” Stewart
muttered and followed them in.

Corrine was busy directing
everyone to the dining room.

“Come on, there is room for
everyone.” She waved her arms in the right direction. “Alex, it’s
been too long. Oh, and this must be Jaiden.” She leaned over the carrier so
she could look at Jaiden and took Jaiden’s tiny hand in her
fingers. “I can feel her power already.” She looked up at
Alex.

He smiled. “It’s good to
see you too, Corrine.”

Corrine straightened. “And
I take it this is Isabella?”

“Yes.” Isabella offered
her hand. Corrine took and shook it. “Your power is very strong as
well, my dear.”

Isabella smiled. “Thank
you.”

“Seriously, I have a
feeling you underestimate yourself.”

Isabella kept her smile.
“Thank you again.”

“Go on now, you two, sit
down. You must be starving.” She stood on tip toe and whispered in
Alex’s ear, “There is something else for you and Chris
downstairs.”

Alex nodded and whispered
back, “Thanks.”

When he entered the dining
room shortly after Isabella, he saw Corrine had prepared a great
feast in expectation of their arrival. The long table held huge
platters full of sausage, bacon, pancakes, eggs and toast. Crystal
goblets filled with orange juice were beside each plate and a
massive bowl of fresh fruit dominated the center of the
table.

Amazed, Alex thought,
This is probably
the best breakfast I have ever seen.

He found his way to
Isabella through all the people who were milling about trying to
find chairs. He set Jaiden’s carrier down beside her. “I’m going to
take Chris downstairs for a few. Will you be all right?”

“Of course I will.” She
began unbuckling the straps which confined Jaiden into the
carrier.

“Ok then, I’ll be back
soon.” He strode over to Chris and told him where they were going.
As they were leaving, Alex could swear he saw Stewart staring at
Jaiden.

“What is it?” Chris
asked.

Alex told him as they
entered the hallway and walked. “Stewart was staring at Jaiden in a
strange way.”

“Well, Stewart can be a
strange guy sometimes.”

“No, it was different than
I am used to seeing from Stewart. For a minute, it almost seemed as
if it wasn’t even him. And how bizarre was that what happened
outside?”

“You think something is
up?”

Alex shrugged. “I don’t
know.”

They took a doorway at the
back of the house downstairs and found themselves in a level of the
house which was below ground, not visible from the
outside.

And there, in a large room
filled with boxes and tons of miscellaneous things, was a small
table set with six crystal goblets filled with blood. The table had
five candles burning in the center and was actually complete with a
table cloth and two chairs.

Alex frowned. “I don’t know why
she had to make this awful thing look so…fancy.”

“Live and let live, Alex.”
Chris lifted a goblet and began swigging down the dark
liquid.

Sighing, Alex reluctantly
did the same. After he had emptied the first goblet, his hunger
ignited and he started guzzling the rest down ravenously. They
polished off every drop, but then, disgust with himself replaced
the hunger he had sated.

Chris rose from his chair
and put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “It’s ok.”

Alex also rose. “It will
never be ok.”

He blew out the candles
and they returned to the dining room.

He seated himself next to
Isabella and Chris found his seat on the other side of the
table.

“Feel better?” Isabella
asked him.

He was amazed.
She looks truly
concerned, not sarcastic or appalled.

“Yes.” He reached down and
ran his index finger over Jaiden’s soft red hair. She had fallen
asleep with her pink blanket tucked snugly around her.

All of the food platters
were close to empty and most everyone had finished their meals.
Corrine stood from her seat at the head of the table and cleared
her throat.

“I’m sure all of you are
very tired and need some sleep. On the second floor, there are more
than enough beds for all of you. Most of you will have to share
rooms but there is plenty of room. Tomorrow evening, we will be
having our ceremony for Jaiden and I expect all of you to be
there.”

She directed her attention
toward Michael. “Do your friends out there need
anything?”

Michael shook his head.
“No, ma’am, our trucks are equipped with bunks in the trailers and
they have plenty of food to last. Thank you very much,
though.”

Corrine shook her head.
“No, that’s just not right. I still think they deserve a good
meal.”

She held her hands palms
facing outward, toward the table, but still close to her body.
Within seconds, the platters and bowls were replenished with
exactly what they had been filled with before.

“Take this out to them and
tell them they are more than welcome to come into the house if they
wish.”

Michael nodded and began
picking up trays. Deanna jumped up and grabbed a tray
too.

“I’ll help,” she told
him.

Damion also volunteered to
help while Victoria went over to speak with Corrine.

Alex turned to Isabella.
“Let’s go get you two situated in a room.”

He picked up the carrier
with Jaiden in it.

Isabella nodded. “I’ll go
out and get the play pen and the diaper bag.”

He watched her as she left
the dining room. Then, he found his way upstairs. After Isabella
had returned and he had made sure she and Jaiden were settled, he
went in search of Corrine.

He passed Damion in the
stairway as he was going down.

“Alex, good, I’m glad I
found you. I’m rooming with you. Stewart can room with
Jeremiah.”

Alex shrugged. “All
right.”

Damion paused to think,
and then continued, “I know you can feel that something isn’t right
here. You know how talkative Stewart normally is, well...he barely
said two words the whole way here.”

Alex shook his head and
responded, “What can we do about it, really?”

“Alex, I am telling you that he is not being
normal.”

Alex felt compelled to
defend Stewart after the last incident. “He has been through an
awful ordeal; don’t you think it might take him some time to act
like himself again?”

Damion rolled his eyes and
started up the stairs. “Fine, whatever.”

Alex continued his search
for Corrine. He found her in the kitchen where she had been
cleaning up the mess her company had left.

He rapped on the doorjamb.
“Do you need any help?”

She turned to face him. “I
know you have questions. Go to bed and we will talk about it
tomorrow.”

“But…”

“No, Alex, it is very close to
dawn. I know inside that doesn’t matter but you need
rest.”

“Thank you for having us
here.”

Her lips curled into a
smile. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Now get to
bed.”

Alex loved how she was
like a mother to everyone she came into contact with. He found it
odd how some were born with that quality and never lose it, and
then some just didn’t have it at all.

He followed her orders and
went up to his room with Chris and Damion. Chris was already asleep
and Damion was reading by the small lamp on the corner table.
Damion didn’t speak to him. Alex lay down on his bed and closed his
eyes. Sleep came fast and hard so he didn’t have time to dwell on
their situation.
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Levine lay quietly on the
twin bed and pretended to sleep. Absolutely nothing would stop her
from taking that baby.

Slowly, she peeled off her
blankets and swung her feet over the side of the bed till they
touched the soft, blue carpet.

Her roommate was the old man,
who snored so loudly that she had no idea how anyone in the house
could sleep. Sunlight filtered through the sheer curtains and added
to the tranquil feeling of the morning. They should all be asleep by
now, she
thought as she slipped Stewart’s body back into the jeans and shirt
she had left neatly folded on the dresser.

Then, she tiptoed out into
the hall and moved slowly toward Jaiden’s room.

The night before, when she
had finally gotten a moment to herself, she had tested Stewart’s
powers. Since she was the one who had bound them, she was the only
one who could unbind them. He wasn’t as powerful as she had hoped
but it would suffice.

Don’t worry, husband. I am
coming home soon. She knew Malcolm must be beside himself with her body
sitting there in a trance. He had no idea what she was doing for
him.

Outside of Isabella’s and
Jaiden’s door, she took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
Here we
go. With
excruciating slowness, she twisted the knob until the latch of the
door clicked open.

There they were. Isabella
slept soundly in her bed while Jaiden, lay wide awake in the
portable play pen.

Almost there.

She crept toward the play
pen and then quickly wrapped both hands around the baby and picked
her up. Jaiden immediately began to scream at the top of her
lungs.

Just great, shut
up. Levine
pushed the baby’s head firmly into her chest to muffle the scream
till it was barely audible.

“Mmm.” Isabella had rolled
over in the bed but didn’t wake.

Levine was practically at
the door when she heard Isabella’s voice. “What are you doing in
here?”

Levine turned, in Stewarts
body, and without a word, she lifted one hand away from the baby,
turning it so her palm faced Isabella.

“What the hell…what are
you doing with her?” Isabella threw off the covers, intending to
jump out of bed, but before she could move, Levine sent a lightning
bolt right out of her palm and into Isabella’s chest.

Isabella’s body jolted
violently before falling sideways onto the bed.

Hope you have a good
heart,
Levine said mockingly to herself and let Jaiden’s head flop away
from her chest. Screaming loudly, Jaiden kicked and waved her
little fists with all her might.

And you, my princess, must
sleep. Levine touched her index and middle fingers to Jaiden’s
forehead. Immediately, Jaiden was asleep. Ok, I’ve got to get out of
here. With
the baby gripped firmly against Stewart’s chest, she slipped out as
quickly and quietly as possible.

Once in the hallway,
Levine picked up her pace and hurried toward the stairway where she
encountered her next and probably the strongest
obstacle.

Corrine stood at the bottom of
the stairs in a white terry cloth bathrobe. “Don’t you even
think
about going
anywhere with that child.”

Levine tried not to laugh
but instead told her with Stewart’s voice, “Isabella asked me to
watch her.”

Corrine stood her ground.
“I’m not blind. I know you are not who you appear to
be.”

“I don’t know what you’re
talking about.” Levine descended down two stairs.

“Yes, you do. Now give me
the child.”

“All right, all right.” Levine
feigned compliance. You should know better, Corrine, she thought as she went down a few
more stairs. Then, when she was six steps from the bottom, she
lifted her palm outward and let the electricity fly.

Corrine had anticipated it
and effortlessly dodged it, letting the bolt pass extremely close
to her head. With a loud crack, it blew up the antique grandfather
clock behind her.

“Come on, Corrine,” Levine
said sarcastically. “Let’s do this just like we used
to.”

Corrine’s eyes
widened.

“Levine,” she gasped.

“Oh, my dear sister,
you’re the same as you always were. Stupid!” Levine moved quickly,
taking advantage of Corrine’s surprise by zapping her two more
times.

The bolts hit her in the
stomach, one right after the other, and sent her body flying
backward into the rubble of the broken clock.

Levine hurried down the last of
the stairs and made for the door. Damn, I wish I wasn’t limited to this
mortal’s speed. Ugh.

“Stop!”

“What now?” Levine stopped
and turned to see Corrine picking herself up.

“Did you actually think that
would stop me? Come on, Levine, you know me better than that.”

Levine felt her anger
spread like wildfire. “How dare you challenge me!”

Corrine smirked. “You know
as well as I do I would never strike you while you are holding a
baby.”

“This child is
mine
now.” She looked
down at Jaiden. “She is going to ensure the survival of our
vampires and I will kill you for her if I have to.”

Corrine nodded. “I know you
will but don’t forget that killing your kind is the key to our survival.”

Levine watched as Corrine
advanced a few feet with her hand raised in preparation but she did
not step back.

“Don’t even think about
it!”

Levine swiveled Stewart’s
head toward the voice. Corrine also turned her head to the top of
the stairway where Isabella stood clad in only a tee shirt and
socks, hair blowing every which way from a wind that didn’t
exist.

Oh great, Levine thought, then laughed
with Stewart’s deep chuckle. “Missy, I don’t know exactly who you
are but you have no idea what you’re doing.”

“Shut up!” Isabella roared as she swung her
arms out in front of her to grasp the sleeping Jaiden who appeared
in them. Only a second later, they both disappeared into thin air.

Levine’s shock showed on
Stewart’s face. “What?”

She looked over at
Corrine, who smiled slyly and held up her closed fist.

Levine snorted. “What are you
going to do now, hit me?”

“No,” Corrine answered calmly,
then raised her voice as she continued, “I’m going to
kick your
ass!”

She opened her fist to
reveal a flowing blue ball of sizzling energy sitting on her
palm.

Damn it, Levine thought, but without her
vampire speed, she was too slow. Corrine cocked back her arm and
threw it at her.

Levine cursed as the ball
struck Stewart’s chest and knocked her to her knees.

“You Bitch!” Levine screeched.

Immediately, Corrine threw
another ball of energy, which connected with Stewart’s body in the
same spot as the last.

Levine struggled to get
up. “All you’re doing is killing your friend.”

“He would gladly die if it
meant taking you down with him.” She threw another.

Suddenly, they heard a loud
thumping on the stairs. Levine stayed on her knees, knowing the
rest of the council members were coming. I am far from
defeated,
she told herself.

“Corrine, what’s going on?” Alex anxiously
asked.

Levine watched as the
entire council rushed down the stairs and formed a semi-circle
around them. Still, she didn’t move. They all wore confused
expressions because they did not know it was she inside of
Stewart’s body.

Corrine answered Alex.
“That,” she pointed at Levine, “is not Stewart.”

Levine felt a wicked
pleasure in hearing their gasps of surprise. She raised her hands
up into the air and closed her eyes to focus and blend her own
magic with all of the energy inside the body she
possessed.

“Put your hands down!”
Damion shouted.

“Never!” Levine
screamed.

The crystals on the
chandelier above Deanna jingled. Surprised, Deanna looked up. Then,
without any further warning, the chandelier came loose from the
ceiling and crashed down onto her. Electricity sparked and popped
out of the wires which had been connected to the
chandelier.

“Deanna!” Victoria moved as quickly as she
could to Deanna’s body which lay unconscious beneath the broken
glass.

Levine swung her arms
around in circles above her head. Her eyes still closed, she could
hear the continued popping and breaking of glass combined with the
screams of the frightened council members.

“Everybody move!” someone
yelled.

“The whole house is like
this,” someone else hollered.

When Levine opened her
eyes again, she saw with great pleasure what she had created. Every
light within sight had burst and sparks dripped out of the wires.
The council members were running every which way, trying to dodge
the electric rain.

She stood, intending to
make her escape, but was stopped by Corrine who rushed forward and
grabbed Stewart’s body by the arms.

“You will stop this!”
Corrine yelled at the top of her lungs.

“No! I will not; you will
be the one to stop it when you give me the child back! Now let me
go!”

Corrine was inhumanly
strong but Levine managed to get both palms flat against Corrine’s
chest. She pushed. Corrine’s body lit up the entire room as she
flew backward.

Levine smiled when Corrine
landed unconscious about ten feet away from her.
Sister, you will
never win against me, she said to herself and couldn’t help but laugh out loud
as she watched her own sister convulsing on the floor.

Several of the council
members advanced on her. Victoria was still crouched over Deanna
and Danielle rushed to attend to Corrine.

Jeremiah stepped forward
and started a spell with words she couldn’t hear. But, he was
interrupted when the door behind her burst open and Michael charged
into the house with about ten of his slayers in tow.

“Get him!” Alex yelled at
them.

“Noooo!” Levine screamed
and energy radiated off of her as her anger grew more
intense.

Screaming filled the room
as more sparks erupted from the loose wires and sockets everywhere
in the house. All of the windows suddenly imploded. Shattered glass
blew inward on a magical wind and everything running on electricity
exploded.

My god, this young man has more
power than I expected, she thought as she bolted for the doorway and
left most of the council cowering in the electric storm.

Once outside, she almost
stopped as the sunlight beat down on the mortal body she had
possessed. It was hot! She wanted to look around and see what was
around her in the daylight. When she saw the slayers emerging from
their trucks, however, she continued to run.

The slayers did not attack
her. They
don’t know who I am. She laughed out loud as she yanked open the driver’s door
of one of the hummers and praised herself for noting that Damion
had left the keys in the ignition when they had arrived.

Danielle and Michael ran
toward her, yelling at the slayers and pointing at her. The slayers
behind Michael shot several rounds from some weird type of guns
which spattered the hummer with holes. Victoria stood on the porch
with Jeremiah with her hands lifted, gathering energy for a spell.
And Alex, along with Chris, stood helplessly inside the doorway
away from the sunlight.

She turned the key and
peeled out of the driveway just as Victoria launched her missile of
magic and missed the hummer by mere inches. When she glanced back,
she saw them rushing to their respective vehicles; she also saw a
tiny movement from inside the rear of the hummer, under a bunch of
blankets. Stewart’s body had just enough power left to throw a
little zap back there, just to be safe.

Then, she sped forward
over the dirt road and drove straight over any humps and holes the
road offered up. She knew they were right behind her and they would
catch her if she didn’t do something quickly.

Completely out of clever
ideas, Levine turned sharply and plowed into the woods. She scanned
the forest ahead of her and saw it was covered with tiny thin trees
and stumps everywhere. There were broken branches and piles of
brush scattered all over as well. So she slowly maneuvered over the
trees and around the brush piles and stumps and hoped they had not
seen the spot where she had turned.

“Mmmm,” she heard a voice
in the back.

What! She slammed on the brakes and
brought the hummer to a premature stop. Whoever was hidden back
there smashed against the back of her seat and then rolled backward
against the rear door of the hummer.

Who the hell is
that? Levine
wondered as she opened her door. She stomped through the brush to
the rear of the hummer, yanked open the door and snatched the
blanket off of the stowaway.

“Well, well, if it isn’t
the very one I was looking for. What luck!” Levine shrieked with
joy.

Isabella stared up at her
with fear in her eyes. She was still holding Jaiden, who was sound
asleep due to the sleeping spell, firmly against her. She trembled,
and with a shaky voice asked Levine, “You’re not Stewart, are
you?”

Levine grabbed her by the
hair and zapped her.

“No, I’m not,” she said as
Isabella’s body thumped down again.

I wonder how much of that her
body can take, Levine thought as she reached down, took the spellbound
baby out of Isabella’s arms and carried her to the front
seat.

Damn it, I’m going to have to
take both of them. She knew Isabella could take the baby without actually
touching her so she either had to keep her imprisoned, or kill
her.

When I get home, I will drink
you dry, she
silently told Isabella as she drove the hummer as far into the
woods as she could.
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“Nothing,” Damion told
Alex when the people who had searched for Levine showed
up.

“We need to find them,” Alex replied.

“I know that but we don’t even
know if she has Isabella and Jaiden.”

Alex paced the glass laden
floors. “There is no other explanation. Isabella would have shown
up by now, or at least contacted us.”

He knew that he owed
Damion an apology; he had been right about Stewart not being
himself.

“Don’t even worry about
it,” Damion told Alex.

Alex sighed. It was
useless to try to keep everyone out of his head.

Corrine showed up in the
doorway, holding her arm across her bandaged chest. Alex was
totally impressed that someone could survive an electric shock like
she had.

“I need everyone to come
and sit down in the living room, please,” she told them, and then
turned away.

Alex looked at Damion and
they both shrugged before they followed her into the living room.
Everyone, except the slayers, who were outside, had found a seat
somewhere.

Deanna lounged on the love
seat with her feet up on the sides. She had bandages everywhere
from the chandelier. Alex had personally watched Jeremiah remove
several large shards of glass from Deanna’s upper body. She was
pretty lucky to have so few injuries.

When the windows had
imploded, they had all gotten injured, but Deanna and Corrine were
by far the worst off. The slayers were all kicking themselves for
not having noticed what had happened but Damion and Corrine had
assured them that it was ok.

Corrine cleared her throat.
“Ok. So by now you all must realize Stewart’s body has been taken
over by Levine.” She hung her head. “What you don’t know is that Levine is my
sister.”

Alex gasped.
Her
sister.

Corrine continued, “Many,
many years ago, she was a good and powerful witch like me but then
she was bitten by Malcolm and became one of our greatest
enemies.”

Alex listened
closely.

“Levine is extremely
powerful and when she was bitten, it created a new kind of vampire.
Even more powerful than any witch, more powerful than Malcolm and
more powerful than maybe even she knows. She is one of the only
beings I know of who is able to possess a human being, aside from
spirits, that is.”

Corrine and Levine were
sisters. Alex couldn’t believe it.

“I am afraid we need to be
more concerned about Levine having Isabella and Jaiden than
Malcolm; Malcolm is a fool and a control freak but Levine is pure
evil. She will kill Isabella in an instant.”

Alex spoke up. “What about
Jaiden?”

“I don’t think we need to
worry about Jaiden; they need her,” she answered.

“They need her? I thought they wanted to kill her,”
he said.

“Ok then, on to the next
piece of this puzzle.” She went to the massive bookshelf which held
huge, old, almost decaying books. “This,” she pulled a large book
with a stone cover off the shelf, “is the lock.”

“Excuse me.” Alex didn’t
know what she was talking about.

“How many times have you
heard someone tell you that this child is the key? Well, she truly
is the key. And this book,” she held it up, “is the
lock.”

“It couldn’t be,” Danielle
breathed, bringing her hands to her mouth.

Alex watched Damion creep
toward the coffee table where Corrine set the book down. He reached
out and moved his hands across the gray stone.

He looked up at Corrine.
“Liber Daemonorum?”

Corrine nodded.

Confused, Alex asked,
“What does that mean?”

“It’s Latin for ‘The Book
of Demons’.”

“Where did you get this?”
Damion asked her.

“Oh,” she waved her hand
in the air and then cringed from the pain in her chest, “I’ve had
it forever; the council members long before you gave it to
me.”

Alex and a few others
gathered around the book. The cover bore a sunken hand print in the
center and what looked to Alex like a tribal design covered the
entire area around the hand.

“What is this?” Alex
asked.

Corrine answered softly,
“This book holds demons captive. Many centuries ago, when the worst
of the Devil’s dark angels attacked, the elders of the very first
great council fought them and they won. However, they could not
destroy the demons; but, they did find a way to keep them confined
for eternity.” She looked at Alex. “Or until someone lets them
out.”

Alex was confused. “How is
this,” he motioned toward the book, “a piece of the
puzzle?”

“The legend says that only
one hand shall fit; a child will be born who will possess the power
to reveal the secrets that are hidden within the book. A child who
will have to choose from the sides of good and evil, for she will
be born more powerful than any creature that roams this earth. If
she chooses evil, and follows the path that this book will take
her,” Corrine paused and took a deep breath, “then she will have
control of the devil’s army, the demons that have been kept captive
for so long. They will be hers to rule.”

Danielle turned to Alex.
“Now do you understand why I told you she must grow up surrounded
by love?”

Astounded, Alex could not
speak. He could feel the anger of his vampire within begin to
flare. Who
would create such an evil thing? Why would they make a way for the
demons to get out? Why?

Without a second thought,
he grabbed the book and threw it into the fireplace.

“What are you doing?”
Danielle asked him. “It cannot be destroyed.”

Alex ignored her.
“Jeremiah, I want you to burn it.”

Jeremiah shook his head.
“It’s true, Alex, it can’t be destroyed.”

“Burn it!” Alex screamed
at him.

Jeremiah went to the
fireplace and, with his eyes wide with concentration, he lifted his
shaky wrinkled hands. Each hand produced what looked like a string
of fire, then the two strings joined together to create a half
circle.

He turned his hands palm
out toward the fireplace and sent it straight at the book. Alex
watched in awe as the flames he threw actually bounced off of the
book and flew back at Jeremiah.

Anticipating this,
Jeremiah had formed a cup with both hands, held them out and let
the flames absorb back into his palms. “See, something or someone
has protected it.”

“I don’t care!” Alex
stormed forward, grabbed the poker beside the fireplace and slammed
it into the book. Nothing happened; it only made him angrier and
each strike of the poker only made it worse.

He felt a hand on his
shoulder and whirled around to see Danielle beside him.

“Alex, calm down,” she
whispered to him.

“No. No! I will
not
calm down.” He
pushed her away, reared back and struck the book again. “There has
to be a way to get rid of this thing.”

“Alex, stop it.” She moved
herself around till she stood in front of him. “Stop it,” she told
him calmly.

As angry as he was, he
would never hit Danielle. With raging frustration, he threw the
poker into the fireplace on top of the book.

Danielle wrapped her arms
around him. “All we can do is keep that book safe from others, find
Jaiden and Isabella, and kill Malcolm and Levine.”

He returned her embrace with
urgency. Already, he thought. Already, they have been taken away.

Alex released Danielle and
threw himself into a chair. While Danielle had been embracing him,
Chris had retrieved the book.

“Well,” he said, “it looks
like we have some time before they actually need this.” Alex
watched Chris run his fingers over the hand print. “It looks like
she will be grown when her hand fits this.”

Victoria nodded. “Enough
time for them to teach her their evil ways if we don’t get her
back.”

“What’s this?” Chris asked
as he looked intensely at the hand print.

Alex got up and went to
look at it too. He saw that Chris was examining a slot in the
center of the palm about an inch long and a quarter of an inch
wide.

Corrine shook her head.
“We are not really sure; the legend doesn’t say, but after many,
many years, we have come to the conclusion that you need to insert
something in there, as well as fitting the hands to actually
release the demons.”

Cautiously, Alex opened
the book. The pages were thick parchment, yellowed from age. The
first page was blank but as he flipped through the rest of the
pages, he discovered that each of them showed a picture of a demon,
a description, and their name at the top. And the worst part was
that the book had hundreds of pages.

Lord help us, Alex thought.

“What do you put in it?”
Chris asked.

“That is another thing that we
aren’t sure of,” Corrine told him. “That is why it is still a puzzle. The only thing we
know for sure is that we cannot let Malcolm or Levine get their
hands on this book. Even more so, we can’t let them have Jaiden and
the book together.”

“But, they would still
need whatever goes in this hole to complete it?” Alex
asked.

“That’s what we think,”
Corrine replied.

“How in the world would we
find that? We don’t even know what it is,” Chris asked
her.

Corrine grazed her eyes
over the entire group. “We think Malcolm has it.”

Just great, Alex thought.

Damion slammed his fist
into the coffee table. “We need to move; we have to find them. We
have three people to save now.”

“Damion, we don’t know
where they are,” Alex responded.

Deanna cleared her throat.
“Yes, we do.”

Alex had never seen so
many heads swivel at once. “What?”

“I put a tracking spell on
Jaiden.”

Alex ran to her and,
without regard to her injuries, yanked her up and hugged her. “You
should have told us before.”

“It wouldn’t have
mattered. We need to know where they’re located so they need the
time to get there.”

“Deanna, you are the
best.” He let her go roughly. “How do we find her?”

“I will need maps, one of
the world and one of the U.S. We will see if we need another one
after that.”

Alex glanced at Corrine as
she rushed off to get the maps.

When she returned with
them, Alex moved the book so that Deanna could use the coffee table
for a flat surface.

She unfolded the map of
the world and laid it out across the table. Then, she reached into
her pocket, fumbled around for a second and withdrew what looked
like a purple marble.

The entire council formed
a circle around Deanna so they could watch her perform her magic.
She set the marble in the center of the map and held it steady
until it stopped threatening to roll away.

When she let go, she said
softly, but firmly, “Find Jaiden.”

The marble started
rolling, at first hesitantly from side to side and then in a more
distinct direction toward the United States, and stopped in the
upper left hand corner of the nation.

“Get me the other map,
please.”

Corrine gave her the other
map. Deanna removed the marble and then unfolded the new map while
Alex removed the world map.

She laid out the new map
and repeated the procedure. That time, the marble rolled right up
into the corner of Idaho. “They’re here,” she whispered. “They have
been living right on top of you all this time.”

Corrine’s eyes were wide
and, for the first time since Alex had known her, he saw fear in
her eyes. “Did they know you were here?”

“I don’t know.”

Deanna looked at her. “We
are going to need a map of Idaho.”

Corrine slowly left the
room and soon returned with yet another map. Again, they all
watched curiously as Deanna let the marble roll.

“It’s a mountain.” She
pointed to where the marble had stopped, close to the border of
Canada.

She looked up at Damion.
“Stewart told us that it was caves. Could they be
inside
a mountain instead
of underground?”

“If all this is right,
then, yeah,” he told her.

“Damion, that hurts my
feelings. Just trust me; I know what I’m doing. My spells always
work.”

Alex watched him rub the
top of her head like a father would a child. “Let’s go get’em,
then.”
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Levine sat in her throne
and filed her fingernails.

After having been in a
man’s body for so long, she felt like she needed to embrace her
femininity.

“How could you
do
that?” Malcolm
screamed at her. “I sat here for days watching you in that chair
looking like you were dead, only every so often you had a
seizure
to let me know you
were still alive.”

He ran up to her throne and
pounded the arms of it with his fists. “Listen to me!”

Bored with the whole thing, she
looked up at him and threw her nail file in his face. “Shut up! I
did this for you.
I brought you two council members and the baby and all you can do is yell at me. Well, screw you,
then.”

“Levine, I was beside myself. I
had no idea what was wrong with you, and then, you just show up
here, only not as you.
How am I supposed to act?”

“Grateful!” she screamed
at him and stormed out of the throne room with her clicking heels
echoing in the dank caves.

Levine slowly navigated
the narrow passageways. She knew that Malcolm would get over his
anger soon but nevertheless she didn’t want to be around
him.

How could we not have known
that Corrine was right under our noses this whole
time? she
thought as she followed the stairway down to where they kept
Stewart and Isabella. We could have done away with her a long time
ago.

“Well, hello, my tasty
prisoners,” she called cheerfully as she entered the room. The
guards stepped back to let her get to where Isabella and Stewart
sat chained to the wall. She had bound their powers, of
course.

Isabella sat with her
knees pulled up close to her chest. She was still wearing her tee
shirt and socks which were thoroughly soaked with her own blood.
The cold stone floor combined with the horror of the trauma caused
her to shiver violently.

Levine kneeled down next to
her. “You’re pathetic.” She spat out. “How dare you try to take that child from
me. I should have killed you but I have a feeling we might need you
later on.”

Isabella sucked in a
muffled sob.

Levine reached out and ran
her index finger through the blood that covered Isabella’s arm.
“What’s the matter, sweetie? Are you scared?” she asked in a mock
baby voice. Then, she brought her finger to her lips to let
Isabella watch her lick the blood.

“Stop it,” Stewart said in
a weak voice. “Leave her alone.”

Levine looked over at him. “I
will do anything I want to either of you because now
I
am your
God.”

Stewart smiled at her. “You can
torture me, you can kill me, you can do whatever you want but you
will never be any kind of god to me. I will never,
ever
do anything you
want me to.”

She could not believe that
guy; after everything he had been through, he still had the gall to
be a cocky little bastard.

“We may need her,” Levine tilted her head toward
Isabella, “but we certainly don’t need you anymore.”

The lack of blood and
exhaustion seemed to make him delirious because he laughed at her,
he actually laughed at her.

“How dare you laugh at me. Stop
it!” She started to crawl toward him. Anger erupted inside her but
he kept laughing. “Shut up! Stop it, now!”

Still on her hands and
knees, about a foot from him, she hissed loudly and opened her
mouth wide so that both Stewart and Isabella could see her fangs
grow right out of her teeth.

“No, no, no, no, no,”
Isabella screamed so loud it echoed throughout the caves. “Stop,
Stewart, stop laughing!”

He managed to speak
between chuckles. “What’s the matter, Levine, you don’t want me to
be one of the cows for your farm?”

“Stewart, don’t make it worse,”
Isabella begged. “Please stop.”

Levine raised her dress
and straddled Stewart’s lap with a leg on either side of him. While
he continued laughing, she slapped him hard with her diamond laden
right hand.

“You are a fool,” she told
him.

His laughing tapered to a
stop and he looked into her eyes.

“They will win,” he whispered to her.

She grabbed his hair in
her left hand and yanked, snapping his neck.

Isabella screamed long and
loud.

Levine ignored her and
brought her lips to the exposed side of Stewart’s neck. She
immediately pierced his skin with her razor sharp fangs and covered
the punctures with her entire mouth.

While she drank, she
moaned with ecstasy and moved her hips back and forth. The taste of
blood, the revitalization it gave her, the intimacy of the bite.
All of it was her love; it was her greatest pleasure.

Finally, after she had
gotten her fill, Levine reluctantly pulled away from Stewart’s dead
body. She touched her chin and discovered that she had gotten blood
on herself. With one hand, she removed a white cloth napkin from
the neckline of her dress and dabbed at the droplets of blood that
still lingered on her chin.

A soft whimpering reminded
her that Isabella was still there. She looked over and saw that
Isabella had scooted as far away from her as she possibly could
without the cuffs slicing her hands to ribbons.

“Please,” Isabella begged,
“please don’t hurt me.”

For some reason, her
begging angered Levine.


“Don’t hurt you. Don’t hurt you,” Levine repeated.
“I am
going to hurt you.
I am going to make you wish that you were never born. And even
though I want to do it now, I need to wait.”

Levine rose and towered
above her. “But now,” she tilted her head toward Stewart’s corpse,
“you know what to expect.”

She watched how Isabella
started to cry again and sighed.

“Pathetic,” she said
mostly to herself and turned to leave the room. “Don’t move his
body,” she told the guards. “Leave him there to remind her to be
good.”

They nodded at her and
said, “Yes, Miss Levine” in unison.

Back at the throne room,
Levine discovered that her husband was not there.

“Where is he?” she asked
one of the guards.

“I believe he went to
check on the baby, Miss Levine.” The guard stood at attention while
he spoke to her.

Levine didn’t bother to
thank him; she spun around and went in search of
Malcolm.

Indeed, she found him in
the room they had prepared for the baby long ago. The room actually
disgusted her. The entire thing was pink; pink rugs, pink blankets,
pink canopy over the crib.

Levine could hear Jaiden
screaming before she even got close to the doorway. She stood in
the doorway and watched for a moment before she entered. Malcolm
leaned over the crib and appeared to be trying to calm the
baby.

“Hush, hush,” he told her
softly.

Surprised at his patience,
Levine wondered why he was even trying to visit with the baby at
all.

“What are you doing?” she
asked as she strode into the room.

He looked up. “I’m trying
to make friends with her.”

“She’s not a dog,
Malcolm.”

“Well, I want her to love me so
that when the time comes, she is prepared to do whatever we ask. I
need her to want to do it,” he responded.

“She will do it regardless
of how we treat her,” Levine told him.

Malcolm stood up straight and
took both of Levine’s hands loosely in his. “My love, imagine the
possibilities. If she grows up loving us as her parents, she
will want to rule.”

Levine yanked her hands
away. “We still need the book for her to do that,
anyway.”

“We will have it, in
time.”

Levine spun toward Jaiden.
“Shut up!” she shouted, but instead of quieting her, it only made
her scream louder. “Damn, what’s wrong with her?”

Malcolm moved closer to
Levine and put his arms around her. “We’ll figure it out. We have a
lot to learn.”

“I don’t want to learn anything
about raising a child. I want that book.”

“The book is the easy
part, my love. We already have the other things we
need.”

Levine rolled her
eyes.

“They will be coming for
their friends and for her very soon.” She waved her hand at
Jaiden.

“Yes, they will be
coming…if they can find us.”

Levine feared that Stewart
was right; Malcolm did seem to underestimate the council every
time.

“You know they will find
us eventually. You and Alexander have been battling it out for
years. I would think you would know by now that nothing stops them
when they want something.”

Malcolm finally appeared to get
frustrated with her negativity. “So, what if they
do
find us? They come,
we fight, we kill them, and then we don’t have to deal with them
anymore.”

Fool, Levine thought. “It’s not going to
be that simple and you know it. Corrine is with them and they
have slayers too.”

Malcolm threw his arms in the
air. “We, my love, have an army with a lust for blood.”

At his words, Levine found
herself anxious for more blood. She went to Malcolm and reached up
both hands to caress his pale cheeks. “When can I have the
girl?”

“We need to save her,
Levine. Why don’t you take the other one?”

Levine smiled seductively.
“I already did.”

Malcolm shook his head. “I
should have known.”

“Well, he was taunting
me.”

“He does have quite the
mouth on him, doesn’t he?”

“Let’s leave the child
alone and let’s go see if the girl knows anything about the book.
Even if she doesn’t, I want to see her scream out in
pain.”

“Darling, what is it with
your infatuation with torture?”

“We’ve been together for how
long, and you still don’t know the answer to that? Don’t make me
want to see you scream out in pain too.”

She watched humorously as
Malcolm used his right hand to sweep the side of his cape around.
“Whatever you wish, my love.”

“Come on.” Levine held her
hand out to him, and together, they went down to the lower
chambers.
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Alex paced across the kitchen.
He literally steamed with anger. How could this happen?

“Damn it!” he cursed and
gave Corrine’s melted toaster a swift kick which sent it flying
across the linoleum.

“Alex, calm down,” Corrine
said from the kitchen door. She had appeared just in time to bend
over and pick up the toaster. “We will find them,” she said
softly.

He threw his hands in the air.
“How? How will we find them? We can’t just waltz in there and say
‘Hey, I’m here for my friends.’ That would be suicide.”

“I think you need to have
more confidence in your fellow council members.” She nodded toward
the living room. “Come with me.”

He followed her and was
surprised to see Michael and three of the slayers sitting among the
group. Tension showed on everyone’s faces. Alex knew they were
stressing out about what they were going to do but all were staring
at Michael questioningly.

“What’s going on?” he
asked and sat down next to Chris.

Michael spoke. “I think we
might have a plan for when we actually find and are able to get
into the mountain.

“Oh.”

Michael saw sheer
disbelief on Alex’s face. “What?”

Alex shrugged. “Well, tell
us.”

Michael lifted his right
hand toward his friends. “First things first, this here is Jeff; he
is our designated computer geek.”

He pointed to the next
one, who was a woman with short blond hair and a sleek body which
fit excellently into her jeans. “And this lovely lady is Tessa;
she’s our weapons expert.”

Victoria cleared her throat and
said, “Since when does sharpening a few stakes and arrows make
someone a weapons expert?”

The room filled with sighs and
moans from the group. Alex couldn’t help thinking, Victoria, just shut it for
once.

Tessa refused to be
offended. She brushed her bangs away from her green eyes and said,
“Ma’am, we are living in the times of technology; we have weapons
that will outdo most of your magic.”

Before Victoria could
respond, Michael continued, “And this is Cameron; basically, he
just likes to kick some vampire ass.”

Alex watched Michael’s
face fall as he remembered Alex and Chris were vampires.

“Sorry, guys.” He looked
over at them and apologized. “Anyway, Cameron is the one who came
up with this idea. So, I’ll let him tell it.”

Alex ran his gaze over
Cameron. He was big, not fat big but burly big, with an innocent
looking baby face.

Boy, the girls must love
him.

Cameron began, “Here’s the
deal. First, we have to find out where they are. We can do that
with the co-ordinates from the map and the snazzy GPS system we
have in the truck. Then, someone will have to go in and scope out
the inside of the mountain, which means we need someone who can get
in there and move around without being seen.”

Alex watched Cameron look
around the group and let his eyes settle on Victoria. He had
obviously been told about her.

“Oh, no.” She shook her
head. “No way!”

“Come on,” Damion told
her. “You’ll be fine.”

“Do you realize what I
have to do to appear completely invisible?” Victoria continued to
shake her head.

“No one is going to see
you. You will have your clothes on before you reappear.”

“No! I’m not doing
it.”

Alex smiled and laughed to
himself at the image of Victoria running around naked in Malcolm’s
caves.

Chris, on the other hand,
could not contain himself; he laughed out loud.

“Christopher!” Victoria
chastised him. “Get those thoughts out of your head right this
second.”

“Sorry.” Chris sucked in
his breath and did his best to stay quiet.

Michael continued to persuade
her. “Victoria, this could be our only opportunity to save Jaiden,
Isabella and Stewart. You were given the power of invisibility for
a reason and I think this may be the reason. You are the only one who can do
it.”

“That’s not true, Danielle
can do it.”

Danielle shook her head,
“no, Victoria, I can’t. I am an angel and I am earthbound,
therefore I can only use my powers to help you in time of dire
need.”

Victoria rolled her eyes.
“Oh please, like this isn’t a time of dire need.”

“Dire need means it must
be a matter of life or death, Victoria.”

“Why can’t we just storm
the place?” she asked.

It was Damion’s turn to
shake his head. “Because that would mean certain death. We have to
know exactly what we are getting into here. We have to have a
plan.”

“So, what exactly would I have to do?” She
appeared to be on her way to consenting.

Michael answered, “We need
you to remember exactly what the place looks like. You have to look
at the walls of the caves and tell us if there are holes or
crevices in them. Explore the place and remember it. Then, your
friends can tap into your memory and recall exactly what it looks
like so we can go on with the next part of the plan.”

“Which is?” Alex
asked.

Michael glanced at Cameron
and nodded for him to continue.

“The next stage will be
these babies.”

He reached down into a bag
Alex hadn’t noticed before and pulled out what looked like a weird
flashlight.

“These are hand-held
ultraviolet lights.” He glanced at Alex and Chris. “For certain
reasons, I won’t demonstrate. One of these couldn’t kill a vampire
but two probably would.” He paused to let the information sink in.
“We need to spread these throughout the entire lair and hope no one
finds any of them. They will all be on timers and most will have
bombs inside them as well. Between the time we set these out and
the time they are supposed to go off, you need to have found your
friends and the baby.”

Deanna finally cut in.
“What about the people in there, the ones they are using for
blood?”

Danielle shook her head. “We
can’t let them into the world. Others would put them into a mental
hospital, that is, if they don’t kill themselves.”

Alex was appalled. “You
mean we have to murder those people?”

Danielle
nodded.

“How can you be so all right
with that? You’re an angel!”

“My being an angel has nothing
to do with the balance of humans on earth. Do you honestly think it
would be ok for all those people to run around telling everyone how
they were kidnapped by vampires who fed off their blood?”

“But do we really have to
kill
them?”

Damion took over for
Danielle. “There is no other choice. If we kept them contained and
locked up, we would be no better than Malcolm is, and it wouldn’t
do them any good, either.”

Deanna looked upset and
struggled into an upright position. “There has to be another
way.”

Damion shook his head and
stayed firm. “Nope, we have priorities.”

Once again Alex could feel his
anger rising. “Our priority is to the human race.”

“Alex,” Danielle interrupted,
“we are the great council; we are here to make the laws and create
a balance of supernatural which will make it possible for humans to
stay dominant. That is our mission. Jaiden is the only one we need to make sure
to get out of there.”

“What about Isabella and
Stewart?”

“If one of them or one of
us dies in the process, then so be it. We knew this job was
dangerous when we agreed to take it. Isabella knew she would be in
danger and Stewart took an oath to the council; they both knew the
possibilities.”

“I won’t leave either of them,”
Alex told her firmly. “I will ignore the fact that hundreds of innocent people
will be killed in this process but I will not leave our own behind.”

“Neither will I,” Damion
stated.

Deanna looked up from
inspecting the bandages on her arm.

“Me neither,” she told
them.

Victoria and Jeremiah
looked at each other, shrugged and both mumbled, “Me
too.”

Alex glanced at Michael
and regretted how he had felt at first about having to hang out
with vampire slayers. He decided to invade the privacy of Michael’s
mind and discovered that Michael was actually impressed with the
amount of loyalty the council held for each other and for innocent
people.

He snapped out of it
quickly and directed his attention back to Cameron.

“People, I cannot impress
upon you how important the timeline is going to be. You need to
find your friends and get out of there, no messing
around.”

Victoria had more
questions to ask. “Who is going to go in and plant those things?
And also, I never actually agreed to do this.”

“Well, will you?” Michael asked her.

“I’m old. It will take me
an entire night to do that.”

“Don’t put more pressure
on yourself than you need to. We know they won’t hurt the baby so
we just need to hope Stewart and Isabella are alive. If it takes
you all night, then it takes you all night,” Michael
said.

“And we, the slayers, will
be planting the bombs.”

“Well, if I do this, I
don’t want to hear anyone complaining about how slow I
am.”

Michael raised his
eyebrows. “So, you will?”

“Yes, but only because
it’s my duty to do it.”

Alex smiled. As hard as
she tried to fool everyone, they all knew she was a good person.
She couldn’t be part of the council if she wasn’t.

Michael rubbed his hands
together. “Well, then, the first thing we need to do is to find
this mountain. We can work on the details of the plan on the
way.”

“Wait.” Corrine stood.
“Before we go, there are some very important things in this house
that need to be moved. We can’t leave them here now that Levine
knows where I am.”

Alex was confused. “You’re
coming with us?”

She nodded. “Do you really
think I am going to stay here? That would be a terrible
decision.”

“I’m glad you’re coming,”
he told her.

Deanna’s eyes met
Corrine’s. “Well, I’m not; you should go somewhere
safe.”

“Sweetheart, there is
nowhere safe in this world anymore. I have a gift and I need to use
that gift to help Jaiden, just like I helped you.”

Alex knew Deanna had been
abandoned as a child and that she had somehow ended up with
Corrine. Maybe it had just been chance but maybe God had given them
each other, just like he had given Stewart to Jeremiah and Jaiden
to him.

Alex rose from his seat
and helped Corrine who began raiding her book shelves. She picked
them out quickly, without even looking at the titles, and carefully
set them into boxes. She seemed to have put the boxes there earlier
when Michael had been talking because he hadn’t seen them
before.

She looked at the rest of
the group. They stood around looking like they wanted to help but
didn’t know what to do.

“Deanna, down in the
basement, there are several shelves full of charms and talismans.
Can a couple of you put all of them into boxes and bring them
up?”

“What can we do?” Damion
asked her.

“In the kitchen, in the
glass cupboards, I have a lot of ingredients for potions. Would you
run them down the garbage disposal?”

“Sure.” He started toward
the kitchen.

“Damion,” Corrine called
out and he turned to see what she wanted. “Be careful not to mix
them together when you dump them out.”

“How will I know which
jars are the potion ones?”

“Oh, you’ll know.” She
smiled.

Michael gathered his
slayers. “We are going to start prepping some of the
lights.”

After they had left, Chris
carefully lifted the book. “Where do you want me to put
this?”

Corrine looked up at
Chris. “One of us must have the book at all times. We should never
let it out of our sight. So just hold onto it for now.”

Victoria sat on the couch
and watched everyone work. “Corrine, what about all of your
documents from the previous council members, and the records of
births and deaths?”

Amazed, Alex thought,
Is Corrine our
librarian? How come all of the council’s records come to
her?

“They are in the special
vault I have which protects very old documents. I will show you
where it is in a bit.”

They worked quickly.
Clearing out Corrine’s home was of utmost importance. If the bad
guys got their hands on any of that, it wouldn’t be a good time for
any of them.

A loud explosion shook the
walls and a cloud of smoke rolled out of the kitchen.

“Oops.” Damion rushed to
the doorway. “Don’t worry, everything’s ok.”

They all laughed, even
Alex.
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Once again, the caravan
traveled down the open and mostly empty highways. The moonlight
radiating down from the clear sky helped to light the way for
them.

Alex tapped his fingers
impatiently on the wheel as he drove. That time, instead of
Isabella and Jaiden, he carried Corrine, Danielle and Chris with
him. As they were one hummer short, all of them had to ride in the
only two which were left.

Alex wondered how in the world
they were going to pull this off. Please let them be ok, please,
God.

Because the semis had the
GPS system, they led the way. Damion’s hummer followed directly
behind them and Alex brought up the rear. The estimated time of
arrival was early morning which left Alex wondering what he and
Chris were going to do when the sun rose.

They will probably make us sit
in the trucks with all those vampire slayers. He shuttered at the
thought.

The silence in the vehicle
seemed appropriate for the time being. Each and every one of them
faced their own demons with the battle; all had their own reasons
for wanting to conquer Malcolm.

Alex suddenly realized
that his own reasons had recently fluctuated. Being long time
enemies, he and Malcolm had fought many times while he had served
on the council and Malcolm had seemed to make Alex his arch enemy
for no apparent reason except that Alex was the only vampire on the
council.

Alex could vividly
remember one particular encounter where Malcolm had tried to tear
out his heart with his bare hands.

The memory caused a
vicious jolt of pain to sear through his chest.

He took his hand off the
wheel and gently rubbed the spot. Because of that moment, Alex
would kill him. His growing love for Jaiden and Isabella only
reinforced his urge. Never in his life, save when his family had
died, had he wanted to kill someone so much.

For the others, it was
also personal. They each had some reason to want Malcolm out of the
picture and it was those grudges which drove them hardest when
facing the enemy.

Chris was the only one of
them who didn’t have a particular reason except for his loyalty to
Alex and the council.

Though it pleased him
immensely that Chris would always be there to back him up in any
given situation, he didn’t like it one bit that Chris, another of
his loved ones, would be facing dangers that might bring him more
loss.

He knew that that type of
reasoning was true for the slayers as well. To be a vampire slayer,
you needed to be born with some driving need to defeat the forces
of evil, an ache to do something for the good side. Or, you simply
wanted revenge.

Alex moved his head from
side to side as if trying to shake out the thoughts.

He glanced over at
Corrine, who sat in the passenger seat.

“Are you ok?” he asked her
when he saw concern embedded on her face.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I just don’t
think any of us really understands just how powerful Levine
actually is.” She shook her head. “I don’t even know if
she
knows
it.”

“Well,” he responded,
“maybe she underestimates us too.”

“I hope so, but did you see what
happened back there? It was all of us against only her,
and
she got
away.”

“Oh Corrine, don’t tell me that
you are starting to lose faith. You just got through telling me to
trust my fellow council members more.”

From the back seat, Danielle
spoke up. “Maybe we should all try having some faith in
God
right
now.”

Alex took his eyes off the
road and looked back at her. “True.” He faced forward again. “But,
you know how hard it is to remember your faith when danger is
knocking on your door. It’s like you know it’s there but for a
moment, just for a moment, you forget and you feel as if you’re
facing it alone.”

They contemplated that in
silence while the dark outline of the mountains grew larger and
larger as they drove on.

The thick forest of
tamarack and pine trees spread all the way down the mountains right
up to the side of the road. For a while, they drove alongside a
river. Calm and still with the moonlight reflecting off of it, Alex
couldn’t help but feel a wave of peace wash over him.

“It’s beautiful up here,”
he said to no one in particular.

“That’s why I love this
place so much,” Corrine told him. “There’s just something about it
that gives life to my soul.”

Glancing over at her, he
calmly told her, “Nothing can give life to my soul.”

“You would be surprised,”
she answered him just as calmly.

Eventually, the caravan
started to slow to about ten miles per hour.

“I think we are almost
there,” Chris said. “It looks like they are looking for a
turn.”

“Yeah, I think so too,”
Alex said while he tried to keep a good pace with them.

Soon, they turned off onto
a road worse than Corrine’s. Alex watched in awe as the trucks
maneuvered slowly over the gigantic bumps and ruts, tipping
drastically from one side to the other.

“It looks like they are
going to tip over,” he heard Danielle say from behind
him.

“Amazing,” Chris
added.

Finally, the line of
vehicles came to a complete stop right in the middle of the road
because there was nowhere else to pull over. Alex cut the engine
and jumped out of his hummer.

He joined everyone as they
gathered near the second semi and stared at the mountains before
them.

“There it is.” Michael
pointed.

I guess it really isn’t quite a
mountain,
Alex thought. Compared to the others around them, those were just
small hills, but still large enough to accommodate a massive army
of vampires.

Michael had pointed toward
their left; there stood a medium sized mountain that was completely
round on the top. Alex knew his vision was better than most of them
and it looked to him like the tip was void of any trees.

A perfect way for them to
identify their home from a distance, he thought.

Damion had turned to
Victoria.

“Are you ready?” he asked
her.

“Of course I’m
not.”

“Well, it’s
time.”

Alex knew she was angry
about having to do this, but at the same time, she was so mean to
everyone all the time that it was hard to feel sorry for
her.

“Fine, fine, I’m ready,
then.”

Immediately, Damion started
instructing her. “You know that you can’t use any telepathy; you
have to close your mind to everything. If you don’t, they will pick
up your thoughts. When you get out, then use it to find us. We can’t stay here.”

“I’m not stupid,
Damion.”

Michael took her wrinkled
hand into his callused one. “We can’t even take you to find the
entrance; they might have surveillance.”

“I know that.” She spat
out. “Just let me go get this done.”

She yanked her hand away
from him. With those as her last words, she stalked off into the
forest.

“Well,” Damion said. “We
probably have a long wait ahead of us. Most likely all day so we
should find a place to hide our vehicles.”

“Yeah,” Michael said. “I
have a bad feeling about this area; I think they will be watching
it if it’s the only way in.”

Damion nodded. “You’re
right; we need to get out of here. We’re going to have to drive all
the way up this road until we find a place to turn
around.”

Michael raised his
eyebrows. “I think I’m just going to back them into the trees to
turn around. I doubt there is a space big enough to turn these
things around, anyway.”

“Let’s just go back out to
the main road and park them there. That’s probably far
enough.”

“Let’s do it,
then.”

After quite a difficult
time of turning the semis around, they drove them and the hummers
back out near the main road.

When they had parked and
stood next to their vehicles once more, Alex felt Danielle’s hand
on his shoulder.

“You and Chris are going
to have to wait in the trucks, just to make sure that no sunlight
will get to you.”

Alex shrugged like he
didn’t care even though he did. “I figured.”

That was the last thing he
wanted to do, sit around and talk with the vampire slayers all day;
and he certainly wasn’t going to sleep.

“It’s just safer that
way,” she told him.

Again, he shrugged. “I
know that.”

Suddenly, Chris was beside him.
“Wait a minute, what?” He pointed at the trucks. “We have to wait
in there all day?”

Alex nodded.

“No, I’m not doing it; I
don’t care what all of you say. I don’t know those people and they
don’t know me.”

“There is nowhere else for
you to go,” Danielle told him.

“Damn it.” Chris cursed.

Alex rolled his eyes at
Chris. “Let’s just do it.”

Surprised, Chris snapped
toward Alex. “Alex, since when did you become such a socialite? I
don’t want to.”

Alex sighed. “Chris, it’s
true. We don’t have any other choice and we should be happy that we
have a place to go at all.”

“Damn it.” Chris swore again. “Fine, but
don’t think for a second that I’m happy about this.”

“Don’t worry,” Danielle
told him.

“Yeah, ok.” Chris blew her off as he marched toward
the semi.

Alex shrugged his
shoulders and followed.

Once in the back of the
semi, he stood next to Chris as they both stared in awe at what
they saw.

There were several bunks,
some of which were nicely made and some that weren’t. There were
two desks that were cluttered with all kinds of unrecognizable
gadgets. Computers with glowing monitors also took up some of the
space.

Alex began to feel
uncomfortable as he realized that six vampire slayers who were
lounging in various spots were staring at them.

“Hi,” Chris said
loudly.

A blond woman with a very
butch haircut and a sleeveless tee shirt stood with her hand
extended. “Hi, I’m Jackie.”

Alex watched as Chris took
her hand and shook it.

“Chris,” he told
her.

She turned to Alex and
shook his hand too.

“I’m Alex. They told us to
come in here,” he blurted out nervously.

“We know.” She smiled at
him. “Don’t worry, come on.” She waved her hand

“You can use any of the
beds that you want to.”

Boy, what a sweet voice for
such a butch looking lady, he thought.

“Thank you,” he said as he
ignored the stares of the others and went to a bottom bunk to sit.
Chris followed closely behind and sat on the one directly across
from him.

Jackie took her seat at
one of the desks, and then, they all sat in silence. It seemed that
the other slayers had no interest in trying to make conversation
with them. As a matter of fact, it looked to Alex like they were
just as happy about them being there as they were.

“So,” Chris said. “Do you
come here often?”

He pulled his legs up
Indian style on the bed and rested his chin on his
hands.

Alex sighed and lowered his
head. Oh
Christopher, always a comedian. Why?

One of the larger men held a
book about ancient legends and lowered it when he said to Chris,
“You don’t have to make conversation, man. We are all here for the
same thing so go to sleep and get rested so that we can get our
guy. Ok.”

Without waiting for an
answer, he returned to his reading.

Alex watched graciously as
Christopher only raised his eyebrows and stretched out on his
bunk.

Alex did the same and
rested his head on top of the pillow. It was true; they needed
their rest for the night ahead of them. It would be pretty bold of
them to try anything while the rest of the council was outside. So,
it was probably safe to sleep.

He glanced over at Chris,
who lay there with his eyes wide open, staring at the bunk above
him. Then, he turned onto his side away from the eyes of the
slayers and prayed silently.

Lord, please give us the
strength to do this. Protect Victoria from the evil within the
mountain and, when our time comes as well, help us to do your
bidding to do whatever it is that you need us to do. Keep Jaiden,
Isabella and Stewart safe in the arms of the enemy. I will fight
for them and I will fight for you.

Alex didn’t end his prayer
properly but just let his eyes close. Slumber enveloped him
peacefully.
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Victoria shed her clothes
as soon as she felt sure she had put enough distance between the
rest of them and herself. Then, as quickly as her aged and weakened
legs would take her, she searched for the entrance.

As much as she wanted to,
she could not stop the raging flood of thoughts that spun round
endlessly in her head. She was doing something she hadn’t done for
many years. Long ago, when she had had curves and perky breasts, it
had been no problem. But she was old and taking off your clothes
wasn’t something you looked forward to. Even invisibility couldn’t
stop self-consciousness.

Still, she could feel the
slight lust of excitement.

She knew that no one would
be able to see her so she directed her worries to the imbeciles
outside. Most likely they were moving about, screaming and
shouting, making themselves perfect targets.

Quietly, making her steps
light so as to keep the twigs and such from snapping loudly, she
followed the circumference of the mountain. It wasn’t long before
she heard low voices. The entrance was heavily guarded by several
human men.

The entrance was not well
hidden; in fact, it was downright visible. A massive set of stone
doors, with strange markings etched into them, along with the
guards were her only obstacles.

The guards she knew she
could fool; it was getting through those gigantic doors that
concerned her. There was absolutely no way she was able to pass
through without having to open them, which in turn would alert the
guards.

It looked as if she had to
wait for someone to open them.

Damn, that could take
forever.

With no other choice, she
waited. Softly, she moved toward where the guards stood chatting
and stood right between them, in front of the doors.

She felt utterly
uncomfortable as she stood there naked in front of several human
men, listening to their talk about insignificant things.

Hours passed. Victoria’s legs
began to ache from lack of movement. They are never going to open the damn
doors, she
thought. And
these guards, they can just talk of nothingness all
day.

The anticipated sunlight
finally made its appearance and filtered beautifully through the
trees. Victoria felt goosebumps rising up the length of her bare
skin and couldn’t decide if it was from the chill in the air or
something else.

Finally, she heard echos
coming from within the doors.

Thank God.

The doors were heaved open
by more humans, who were also armed like the ones she stood
with.

Ah, shift
change, she
thought while she quickly slipped inside.

Once inside, she was not
surprised to find that the passages were a labyrinth of
caves. Man-made, she thought as she ran her hands over the damp walls,
searching for pockets and crevices just as she had been
instructed.

There were many turns and
stairways that she inspected while she slowly crept through the
passages. Every now and then, a passing guard wandered by as they
patrolled the caves and caused her to stop and hold her breath
until they were far out of sight.

Somewhere far below her,
she could hear screaming. Too many screams, small ones, deep ones,
long ones. She wanted to cover her ears and block them out.
Instinct did bring her palms to her ears but that still didn’t
quiet the awful screams.

She found a spiraling
stone stairway that led down. Step by step, the howling got louder
and louder. Each step closer, she wished with all her heart that
she could do something for those trapped people. It was almost more
than she could bear knowing that they were going to leave those
people to die.

Finally, at the bottom,
she looked around her and found that she was only faced with more
doors and caves.

Victoria cursed inwardly
and chose to go left, the cave with the least doors. Once she stood
in front of the first wooden doorway, she knew she was forced to
use her magic. She had wanted to avoid it at all costs but there
was no way she was going to see inside all of those rooms if she
had to wait for each door to be opened.

In a whisper, Victoria
performed a spell to shield her magic from the enemy. “A touch of
magic I shall use, in turn we face too much to lose, blind our
enemy’s ears and eyes from what magic I shall rise, I call my
powers within, the powers around, I will our secret not to be
found.”

Victoria had closed her
eyes and felt the whirl of magic that could almost be compared to
ecstasy. When she opened them, there was no evidence of a spell.
Everything was exactly the same. It would prove itself
later.

She turned to the door and
faced it completely; then, she raised her hands slightly and put
her palms flat against it. There was no spell, no chants for her to
say that time, only the melding of her mind with magic.

Again, she felt her body
fill with warmth, felt the tingling in her belly that made her toes
want to curl. The door glimmered with light for a moment and took
the shape of a substance much like water, with an aura of white
diamonds.

Victoria smiled with
triumph and looked through the watery waves of doorway into the
room. There was nothing. It was bare. The next room proved the
same. But the third time is always a charm.

The third was all the way
at the end of the cave, the last door. Behind it was yet another
stairway leading down. Cautiously, after she had looked around to
make sure no one was watching the door, she quietly opened it and
went down.

She felt the presence of
the guards before she could see them. They were human, less able to
sense her. A glance around the corner showed her that they stood
silently guarding an open archway without a door. Luckily, though,
it was a large archway and she would be able to simply slip right
through.

Then, she heard a precious
sound, a baby’s cry.

Jaiden.

She was in there, Jaiden
was in there and there would be nothing she could do. As much as
she wanted to, it was an intelligence reconnaissance
only.

Oh, please God, keep her
safe,
Victoria prayed.

She also prayed silently
for the lightness of her feet as she crept toward the guards. Both
of them were leaning back on the wall of each side of the archway.
One had his arms crossed. The other, a rather small man for a human
guard, was tapping his foot and whispering words to a
song.

“Be quiet,” the larger one
said just as Victoria was directly in front of him.

She froze.

The little guy continued
to tap his feet and sing quietly.

“Damn it, you idiot, I
said be quiet.”

“What.” The little guy
spread his hands out. “Just passing time.”

“If you keep that up,
Levine or Malcolm will have you for lunch. You know how she hates
messing around while on duty; she likes it quiet.”

Victoria let out the
breath she had been involuntarily holding at the same time the
little guy responded.

“Dang, dude. I was just
trying to keep busy, this is bo-ring.” He rolled his eyes up for
emphasis.

Victoria left them to
their bickering and crept on.

The archway had led her
into a scene she could have done without seeing.

Malcolm sat on a jeweled
chair on a raised stone platform, his cape wrapped around him, legs
crossed and Jaiden in his arms.

Victoria could see her red
hair and pale face peeking out of her pink blanket. An
old-fashioned bassinet stood somewhat royally beside Malcolm’s
self-proclaimed throne. Victoria fought the urge to run and grab
Jaiden from him.

When she could finally
tear her eyes off of them, she continued to look around the
room.

Victoria’s gut lurched
when she spotted the pool of blood. It was sunken into the ground
like an in-ground pool, only not as big. It was only about the size
of a large hot tub, but nevertheless. It was a damn pool of
blood.

Oh, good god.

The pool bubbled and moved
as if it was alive. It splashed up and Levine appeared. She flung
her black hair back as she rose out of the pool like a mermaid from
the sea.

Blood dripped off of her
from everywhere. Her bare white skin was tinted pink, darker
droplets fell from her porcelain face and onto her breasts where
more dripped from her large dark nipples.

Gracefully, her hands rose
from the pool and caressed her own breasts.

“Malcolm,” she said as she
circled her fingers around her nipples, “put that baby down and get
in with me.”

Malcolm looked up from
Jaiden. “My dearest, I am content watching you being
pleasured.”

“But it’s not the same; I
want you.” She formed her lips into a pout.

Malcolm was never able to
turn down anything that Levine asked of him so he rose while Jaiden
still cried. “Very well, then, I couldn’t live with myself if you
weren’t happy, my love.”

Carefully, he placed
Jaiden into the bassinet and descended the platform.

Levine reached down into
the pool and yanked up hard. Another vampire had been under the
blood pool. She held him by the hair.

“Get out,” she told him
and flung him toward the edge.

While the blood-covered
vampire scurried off, she swam to the edge to wait for Malcolm, who
was at that moment disrobing his clothes. He left his cape on the
floor along with everything else that he had been
wearing.

Levine watched him
intently, lowered her head and took some of the blood from the pool
into her mouth. Once Malcolm finally stood naked in front of her,
she stood to offer her body to him.

Malcolm slipped into the
blood and wrapped his arms around his woman, pulling her tight
against him. Levine held onto his neck and entwined her legs around
his waist. Slowly, they began a rhythmic motion that sloshed blood
everywhere.

Victoria couldn’t take it
anymore; she covered her ears in a desperate attempt to silence
Jaiden’s screams.

That’s it. Unable to keep herself from
doing it, Victoria went to her. She looked down at Jaiden and
touched her fingers to Jaiden’s cheek.

Immediately, Jaiden
stopped crying and stared up.

That child can see
me, she
thought. I
know she can. What a powerful witch she will be, she already is. You will
do great things, little one.

Reluctantly, she pulled her
hand away from Jaiden. It came as a surprise to her that she cared
so much for that baby. A baby that she knew nothing of, only that
she would eventually ensure the survival of mankind.
How could one child
be so powerful, so special?

The loud moans from
Malcolm and Levine tore her from her thoughts. She knew that her
gut couldn’t take anymore so she rushed out doing her best to avert
her gaze from the two naked bodies thrashing about in a blood
bath.

But as she approached the
archway, Jaiden started to cry again. She turned and looked up to
the ceiling to pray. Instead, she had to swallow down a mouthful of
vomit.

Several bodies hung from
ropes by their feet. Dead, their throats slit to let the blood flow
into the pool below them.

Oh God, no!

She fled the room as
quickly and quietly as she could.
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While Victoria faced the
horrors within the mountain, Alex woke to facing his own. Hunger, a
deep ravenous hunger woke him.

Sure it was a sign that
the night was bound to be a failure, he rolled over in his bunk and
saw Chris spread-eagled on his bunk, covers thrown off, announcing
to anyone around that he had slept in only his boxers.

The slayers all did pretty
much the same thing that they had done when they had entered the
truck. Jackie noticed the movement from his bunk and motioned a cup
of coffee at him.

“Evening. You want
some?”

“No.” He rubbed his eyes
with his palms. “No, thank you.”

“Suit yourself; it’s safe
enough for you to go outside now.”

“Thanks.”

God. She smelled good. He
could almost taste her sweet blood, pumping freshly through her
veins.

I have to get out of
here!

Alex clutched his stomach
with both hands and launched himself off of the bunk, then rolled
onto his hands and knees.

Unaware that Jackie had
slid her hand discreetly from her coffee cup to her cross bow, Alex
crawled across the floor toward the doors.

“Alex, Alex!” He could
hear Chris calling his name; only it sounded hollow, as if called
from a long hallway.

“I have to get out of
here!” He harshly shoved away Christopher’s hands when he tried to
help. “Just stay away,” he growled.

Alex grabbed the door
handle and rammed it upward, flinging the rolling door up with so
much force that everything in the semi shook like it was an
earthquake. Jackie and the other slayers ran about and tried to
recover their fallen belongings. Alex jumped out of the truck and
ran into the trees.

Nothing, absolutely
nothing could compare to that kind of hunger. Alex knew what could
happen; he knew it and he knew that soon he would be unable to stop
it from happening.

“Alex!” It was Chris,
behind him.

“Go away, get away from
me.”

“Alex, you need
me.”

“No! I don’t need anyone.
Get the hell away from me!”

“Alex, you won’t hurt me.”
Chris slowly came to him and held out his bare arm. “You don’t need
to hurt me. I want to help you, take my blood.”

Alex snapped his head
toward Chris, brutally grabbed him and dragged him forward. No
discussion, no words, only a hiss of pain when Alex lifted
Christopher’s arm to his lips and pierced his wrist. Just like the
first time, the only other time he had drunk from Chris, he did not
fight him. Chris gave himself willingly.

With a moan of
satisfaction, before he could stop, Alex found himself drowning in
Chris’s memories. He saw Chris as a child, running fast through the
streets of the small town in which he had grown up. There was Chris
in high school, in a suit and tie, bearing the crown of the
homecoming king. Then Chris with Marissa, his first and only love
of his life; they sat basking in the sunshine, side by side on a
large rock along a slowly moving river. Marissa giggling and
adjusting her bikini as Chris tugged at the straps.

Then, with a flash, he saw
Chris staring down at Marissa’s coffin, watching her in death, with
tears in his eyes. He saw himself with Chris, Chris begging him to
make him immortal.

“Let go, Alex.
Alex!”

Reality slapped at him
and, with a large gasp, he released Chris’s arm.

Chris pushed Alex so that he
fell down onto his butt. “Damn, Alex, I know you were hungry but
did you have to try to kill me.”

Ashamed, Alex scooted away
from Chris. “Sorry I…”

“Don’t worry.”

He extended his arm and
let Alex grasp it. Chris yanked him up to a standing
position.

“Well, if you’re all good,
then.” He glanced back at the semi. “I’m going to go get dressed.”
And he was gone.

Alex turned the opposite
way. He hadn’t gotten very far when he heard voices. After only a
few seconds of listening, he realized that he was overhearing a not
so hushed argument between Damion and Danielle.

“She isn’t back yet. I am
going after her.”

“No, Damion, we go as a
unit. We would know if Victoria wasn’t ok.”

“I don’t care; you know as
well as I do that she wouldn’t risk using her telepathy so I don’t
give a damn.”

“Damion!” The shock
saturating Danielle’s voice was crystal clear.

Alex inched closer until
he could see them. Danielle stood facing Damion, her body straight
and her long black hair floating around her face.

“How dare you, Damion
Snow! You truly are a demon; I can’t believe you would put all of
our troops at risk for one, even if it is Victoria. You are
supposed to be the one that strives to lead us all in battle, not
the one that makes rash decisions.”

Alex watched Damion take
two steps forward until he stood almost nose to nose with her.
Danielle did not retreat; she stood her ground.

“Danielle, I may be a demon, I
may also be a leader for the good guys, but I did not choose this as my afterlife.
Victoria is one of the few mortals left who sit upon our great
council. I won’t let her perish within this mountain.” He gestured
wildly with his arms.

This time, it was Danielle who
stepped forward till they were nose to nose. “Well then, nor shall I, but
we will
not move
until she returns, for she is key to our victory.”

Then, to his amazement, he
watched Damion lift his hand and move Danielle’s wind-blown hair
out of her eyes, letting his fingers lightly caress her pale
cheek.

Astonished, he kept his
eyes glued to Danielle who responded as a woman would, not how he
would have expected an angel to react. She tilted her head to the
left so that their noses broke contact and their lips
met.

He continued to watch as
he quietly backed away. Danielle’s arms moved around Damion’s
shoulders.

When Alex finally found
the will to turn around, he realized that the hunger pangs that had
hurt him so badly were still there, or it was some other kind of
hurt. To help him think, he bent and picked up a couple of twigs
off the ground to play with.

Could an angel and a dark
angel be together? Were they truly bound to the earth so
permanently that God would find this all right?

There were so many
questions he was just dying to ask but Damion was still, after all,
a demon, as Danielle had said. How long had this been a
secret?

What do I care, anyway, it
is Danielle, out of all of us, who deserves love. Why shouldn’t she
have it?

“She’s here!” someone
shouted. Alex threw down the twigs and sped toward the gathering
crowd. However, he quickly skidded to a stop when he saw Victoria
lying naked and shivering on the forest floor. She had obviously
been too preoccupied to remember her clothes.

“What happened to her?”
Alex heard someone ask while one of the slayers threw a blanket
over her.

Alex felt like his mind
was spinning out of control. It was one thing after another that
evening; was it a sign?

Corrine pushed her way
through the crowd toward Victoria. Everyone watched intently as
Corrine knelt beside her and proceeded to perform what looked like
taking her vitals. After a few moments, Corrine lifter her head
up.

“She’s going to be ok,”
she announced loudly. “She’s overworked is all; it looks like she
has used an enormous amount of power throughout the
night.”

Alex ignored the murmuring
crowd and moved to kneel down beside Corrine.

“Is she really going to be
ok?” he asked her.

Corrine turned her head
toward him. “Yes, she really is; I just don’t know how long it’s
going to take her to be ok enough to help us.” She looked deep into
his eyes. “We can’t do this without her.”

Alex put his arm on
Corrine’s shoulder. “I know, but right now, we need to worry about
getting her onto a bed and getting her some food or
something.”

Corrine shook her head to
clear it. “Yes, yes, of course.”

Michael and another one of
the slayers showed up behind them.

“We can move her to one of
the trucks. This here is Josh; he’s our Doc.”

Corrine moved her large mane of
hair over her shoulder and nodded to them. “Thank you, just what we
need. But, please, please, tell us as soon as she is strong enough to work with
us.”

Alex helped Josh and
Michael lift Victoria’s limp body onto a stretcher.

“Don’t worry, Corrine,”
Michael told her. “We will do our best to get her conscious and
healthy as soon as possible.”

“Thank you,
again.”

Michael nodded at Alex.
“Walk with us.”

Alex nodded back at him.
“All right.”

As they walked through the
trees, Michael and Josh carried the stretcher while Alex walked
beside them, keeping Victoria stable. After a few moments of
complete silence, Michael finally spoke.

“So, Alex, are you all
right now? I heard you had a bit of an episode a little while
ago.”

Damn it, Alex thought.
Why did this have
to happen today? These guys need to trust me and now it’s going
downhill.

“Whatever happened with me back
there,” Alex told him, “you should never fear me; I have no
intention of hurting any of you.”

Michael nodded. “Yeah,
that may be true, but sometimes it’s not up to you.” He moved his
gaze over to Alex. “You and I both know that.”

Alex felt that he could be
honest with Michael. “Yes, yes, that is true. But, none of my
council would ever let me hurt anyone. They know of my hunger, I
know of my hunger and I loathe each time I need to sate
it.”

“Alex, I believe you; I
have no reason not to believe you.” That time when Alex met
Michael’s gaze, he saw loyalty and ice. “However, if you hurt any
of mine, I will see your blood on my blade without a second
thought.”

Alex nodded, for he felt
the same way. “Agreed.”

They had arrived at the
semi and were in the process of hefting Victoria up into it when
she woke.

“What in god’s name is
going on? Why am I still naked?”

Alex leaned in over her.
“Hi there.”

“Shut up, idiot. Why
couldn’t any of you fools get me something to wear besides this
blanket? It’s not as if I haven’t made a big enough spectacle as it
is.”

Alex grinned. “There’s the
Victoria that we know and love.”

Victoria grunted. “Didn’t
I tell you to shut up?”

Michael came to Alex’s
rescue. “Don’t worry, Victoria, we got you some clothes in here,
and we are going to get you all taken care of and good as
new.”

Victoria rolled her eyes
upward and moaned. “Oh, now I feel soooo much better.”

Then, she passed out
again.

Alex laughed and looked over at
Michael. “Leave it up to her to wake up just long enough to
complain.”

Michael and Josh both
burst into laughter.

Through the entire
conversation, Josh had been getting out an IV bag and preparing to
insert it into her arm.

“I don’t know how you guys
put up with that all the time,” he told Alex.

“You just have to have a
good sense of humor and let it slide off.”

Josh nodded. “I
bet.”

Alex took his time to look
around the semi. It wasn’t the same one that he had been in before.
That one had a little corner set up for Josh’s medical stuff and
there were, like in the other, several bunks for them to sleep in.
That semi, though, had an entire wall covered in
weapons.

“Wow,” Alex said as his
gaze slid over the large variety of guns, crossbows, and
swords.

Michael acknowledged it
with appreciation. “Yup, we like to spice it up.”

Alex went to the wall and
removed a long sword. The silver gleamed brightly against the light
inside the truck; the emerald jeweled hilt gave it beauty to match
the silver that spun around the handle.

Alex felt power when he
lifted it. “Where did you get this?”

“From Malcolm”

“What?”

“From Malcolm.” Michael
held out his hand for the sword and Alex gave it to him. “Six years
ago, we finally found Malcolm and it was a terrific battle. I
pinned him to the ground with several bolts, all of which had
missed his heart, and then, I took this sword from him. I took the
sword and his lady sliced me almost clean through with
hers.”

Michael lifted his plain
white tee shirt to show off his scar by his stomach.

Since the sword had left
Alex’s hand, he wanted it back; he wanted to hold it again. “It
feels so powerful.”

“I know.”

“Do you know
why?”

“That, I don’t know. I
wish I did, though.” When he turned to put the sword back on the
wall, the door rolled open again and Deanna appeared with
Danielle.

Earlier, he had failed to
notice that Danielle wasn’t wearing her usual pretty clothes. That
night, she was wearing black jeans covered to the knee by black
cowboy boots. Her top half sported a burgundy vest, buttoned up the
front all the way over her breasts so that one had only a glimpse
of her cleavage. Why is she wearing that? He felt like so much had changed with
her that night, like he didn’t even know her at all.

“What’s going on?” he
asked

“Danielle is going to help
Victoria,” Deanna explained as Danielle sat next to
Victoria.

“Danielle,” Alex asked.
“What’s wrong?”

She took Victoria’s
wrinkled hands into her own and shook her head. “I’m not supposed
to do this; I don’t even know if I will be able to.” She sighed and
bowed her head into Victoria’s hand. “But, I must try; we need to
move tonight and she is our only chance.”

“You don’t have to. She
woke up earlier so we know that she’s going to be ok.”

Obviously frustrated,
Danielle’s brown eyes met Alex’s blue ones. “Alex, we don’t have
the time to wait. I need to give her the strength now.”

“Ok.” He would agree with
almost anything Danielle wanted, eventually. “If that’s what you
really want.”

“It is.”

Danielle stood over
Victoria. Her eyes fluttered closed in concentration and she held
both of her hands palms down over Victoria. She moved them slowly
about an inch above making contact. It was a deep and silent moment
before a light began to come from within Danielle. She was glowing,
a white light, just how you would assume an angel would
glow.

The light filled her body
and seeped out; it created the most beautiful aura that Alex had
ever seen. Moving her hands which were now almost transparent, she
made contact with Victoria.

Victoria convulsed and her
chest lurched upward. Alex watched as her eyes popped open and she
inhaled with a deep gasp. Her body relaxed but her eyes stayed
open.

Danielle’s light began to
fade. Unlike a witch, such as Victoria, her body did not become
weak when she used her power. Alex went to Danielle and put his arm
over her shoulder. She was an angel healer and his best friend, and
he loved her for that.

Danielle grasped
Victoria’s hand. “Are you ready?”

Victoria nodded. Her voice
was only a gravely whisper when she spoke. “Do we still have
time?”

“Yes.” Danielle released
her wrinkled hand. “We do, but we must move quickly.”

They all moved quickly and
gathered the members of the council and the slayers which they
needed and met in a clearing in the woods.

They were all there. Alex
watched them all joining hands. The injured, the weak, the strong,
the powerful, they formed a large circle of bravery.

Alex took Danielle’s hand
in one of his and Christopher’s in the other. The circle was
relaxed. Victoria, now fully charged and fully clothed, knew what
she had to do. Her hands were joined with Deanna and
Jeremiah.

Alex closed his eyes, as
did the entire circle. The power flowed through them. Victoria
remembered with video camera imagery what she had seen the day
before, what she had felt within the mountain. Her memories passed
from one hand to another, from one mind to another.

It was terrible. Alex
could barely handle seeing Jaiden being cared for the way that
Victoria had seen her. He wanted her out of there with a fierce
passion that bordered on being equal to his anger when his family
had been slaughtered.

Their circle closed when
Victoria lost control of her thoughts; it was the same moment that
she had run from the sight of the bodies hanging from the
ceiling.

It was all
gone.

“Was it enough?” she
asked

“Yes,” Michael told her
and he marched away, followed by his slayers. Alex knew they were
going to immediately prepare for the infiltration of the mountain.
Sunrise was upon them shortly.

Damion spoke before the
rest of them could part. “Since it’s only the council here now, I
want us to have one last meeting of the minds before we do
this.”

They all
nodded.

“First, this may be the last we
see of any one of us. We need to be as one together inside. Levine
can sense us, so can Malcolm, but Levine is more in tune to things
out of the ordinary. She is powerful and we have all seen
it. Do
not let her
sense you.”

Danielle focused her eyes
on the starlit sky. “Do not for one minute forget the life at stake
inside there. We go in and plant the bombs, we save Jaiden, Stewart
and Isabella if we can, then get out. Got it?”

She lowered her eyes to
meet every one of theirs.

There was a variety of
nods and agreements.

“Well then,” Alex said.
“Let’s go see what the valiant slayers would like us to
do.”

They found the slayers
back at their semis. Again, Alex was stuck with a romantic view of
the brutal fighters. Everything they wore was either black or dark
grey. The women all wore sexy black tops and snug pants but not the
disgusting painted type that women in the movies wore. The men were
either shirtless or in tank tops as well. They all had weapons
strapped in every possible place of their bodies. Guns, crossbows,
those UV flashlights, bandoliers on some, backpacks for others, it
was endless.

Alex watched intently.
They were focused on the mission, they were bred for battle, they
trained every day, they had only mortal powers yet they were better
than an army of powerful beings.

He heard footsteps behind
him. It was Deanna. He waited for her to approach and quietly asked
her, “Will you make it through this?”

She actually snorted at him.
“Of course I’m going to make it through this.” She paused. “You
know, Alex, its hard sometimes…being a good person, because I get
angry and I am human. You, now, you know what it feels like to spill blood,
to want to spill blood, and you hate yourself for it.”

Alex nodded. It was all
true.

She continued, “Well,
sometimes, even a human being wonders what it would be like to
kill. Human nature is to be angry and to want to hurt. And I feel
that way a lot. I train myself to hurt, to kill if I have to, and I
never have. And tonight, even though these are not humans, I
am
going to
kill.”

“Yes.”

“And I am excited about
it.”

Alex finally turned his
head to look at her. She looked radiant; her hair was pulled back
into two French braids in the back of her head, with a black beanie
cap covering her bright red hair. She wore slightly baggy black
jeans and a dark brown turtleneck sweater.

He thought briefly about
changing his outfit. Then, he changed gears back to her. “You will
be great.”

He took her head in his
palms; she looked up at him and he kissed her forehead.

Alex knew he did not have
time to talk to every member of the council before they went in;
time was running short. He did go change his outfit, though, and he
had to have his coat, his vampire coat. Before he donned it, he
strapped on his shoulder holster and two forty-five pistols. Like
guns would do any good with vampires. He adjusted his own sword
close at his hips till it was a snug fit and hidden beneath his
coat. He took a final moment to himself, closed his eyes and
prepared for the killing he would have to do throughout the
night.

Then, they were there,
gathered in the forest together and ready to go. Michael stood on a
fallen tree and gave a speech while Damion supported his
talk.

Michael announced, “We are
moving in pairs and threes. If you don’t have buddy who is a
slayer, then pick one. This is important because we are the ones
planting the bombs.”

To emphasize, he waved the
little light thing around in front of them.

Alex could feel the sun
pushing itself up. The sky was becoming light and that meant that
Malcolm and Levine would be going to sleep soon. He thought of
Jaiden and Isabella and said a prayer for them.

Damion explained who would
be doing what mission. Alex, Danielle, and Jackie would save
Jaiden. Deanna, Chris and Michael were to find Isabella. Those were
the two main missions. Damion and the rest of the slayers were
going to place bombs and fight until the missions were completed.
Victoria and Jeremiah remained back at the semis to protect
them.

Michael raised his voice. “This
is the most important part, you guys.” He had the crowd’s
attention. “In one hour, there are going to be massive explosions. You will
most likely survive these because most of the explosion is going to
be from the lights. But, by sunrise, you will want to be as far
away from this place as you can get. We are blowing the entire
thing.”

Alex and Chris caught each
other’s gazes.

“What about us?” Chris
asked.

Michael smiled. “You, sir, are
with a powerful witch, she will protect you. And you,” his eyes
moved to Alex, “you are with your guardian angel, are you
not?”“You do want me to die.”

Michael only
laughed.

The next thing he knew,
Jeremiah was at his side and thrust a syringe into his hands. “Take
this.”

“But it didn’t work last
time.”

Jeremiah snorted. “Didn’t
I tell you I was going to fix it?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then, deal with it;
if it doesn’t work, then you are no worse off, right?”

Alex shrugged. “I guess
so.”

“You’re welcome.” Jeremiah
stalked off. “Oh,” he called over his shoulder, “I gave some to
Chris too.”

Alex twisted the capped
syringe around between his fingers for a moment before he uncapped
it with his teeth, took his jacket off of one arm, and emptied the
contents of the syringe into his body. Again, like before, he felt
nothing.

It was time to rock and
roll.

***

“They are going to come here.” Levine, dressed in a
red silk robe and matching high heels, whipped back the covers on
their bed.

Malcolm sighed. “Darling,
I know they are going to come here. I don’t know what you are
afraid of.”

He climbed under the
mountains of blankets. She blew her breath out and climbed in after
him.

“I am not afraid of them. They fear
me,
I know they do, I just don’t want them to destroy my home.” She
pouted.

“It will be all right,
darling.”

Levine watched as her
husband closed his eyes and immediately fell asleep; he didn’t know
the things she knew. They were on their way and she would not rest
knowing they might attack at any moment.

She rose from the bed and
went to talk to her guards.
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In the cover of darkness,
Alex flew out of the trees with Chris, Michael and Jackie right
beside him. In an instant, he had toppled his chosen guard and
snapped his neck. Chris, Michael, and Jackie had done the same.
None of the four guards had uttered a sound.

The shift change was to
happen any second. They waited silently, two on each side of the
door. When they heard the movement and voices on the other side of
the door, Michael sent a hand signal to everyone who was waiting
between the trees.

It had to be simultaneous
when they went for the guards coming out. If it didn’t happen at
exactly the same time, then it wouldn’t work. They couldn’t take
the chance that any of them would have time to scream to alert
those inside.

The doors opened and the
four replacement guards gasped in shock at the sight of their
fallen comrades who lay broken on the forest floor in front of
them. When the first of them glanced up to find the source of the
murdered guards, it was their cue to attack.

Alex sprinted for his
target, covered the guard’s mouth and sunk his fangs into the
tender flesh of his neck. Immediately, he felt rejuvenated by the
blood of his victim. He needed the fresh blood; the more he had,
the better he would perform in battle.

Chris, Michael, and Jackie
chose snapping necks for their method. The guards’ bodies dropped
to the ground. Alex and his team drug them out of sight, into the
trees.

A swift signal from
Michael to the tree line brought forth a multitude of people who
rushed the doors. Alex watched as they disappeared one by one into
the mountain lair with only their minds as a map to guide
them.

Deanna passed Alex on her
way through the door and held up her hand for a high five. He
slapped her raised hand and she continued silently on her way.
Grinning, he followed her through the doors and waited while
Damion, the last through the doors, shut and bolted the door the
way it had been.

Alex glared at him as he
passed. He had a vision of Damion’s lips all over his precious
angel. Alex actually gagged slightly and felt disgusted. Damion
shot him back a confused look but kept moving through the
tunnel.

Alex shook off his
frustration with Damion and hurried to find his team. He knew he
had to keep the mission as a priority. He had to concentrate on
finding Jaiden and Isabella.

Without telepathy, he had
to find Danielle and Jackie the hard way. Luckily, they were
waiting for him at the corner of the first bend. He motioned a hand
signal to them in the direction that he wanted them to
go.

Alex finally felt his
adrenaline pumping. The slayers moved quickly through the tunnels,
tucking their little bombs into unseen crevices in the cold, damp
walls. Danielle was at his side and Jackie right behind
them.

This is just too smooth to be
working, he
thought, something seems just too easy about this.

He made the turn into the next
tunnel and down the spiraling stone stairway. Where are
they? If he
knew Malcolm and Levine at all, he knew they would not
simply let their lair be invaded.

As they descended the
stairway, he heard the muffled screams of the people held prisoner
and he was unsure of how he was going to feel about them later. He
could feel Danielle at his back. He could smell Jackie there too;
she was bringing up the rear of their group. None of the slayers
were in sight but he could smell them close as well. If he could
smell them, he knew damn well that the evil vamps in that lair
could smell them too.

Danielle brushed her hand
against his back. She sensed something; he could tell by the simple
touch. He braced himself for a kill and sniffed the air. It wasn’t
human, had to be vampires. But, his only concern was how many of
them they had to fight. They cautiously descended each stone step
knowing something waited for them below.

They know we’re
here.

On the fourth step from
the bottom, Alex decided the best plan of action would be to jump
out into the line of fire and surprise the enemy. He risked taking
his eyes off the landing to signal to Danielle and Jackie what he
intended to do. They nodded in agreement; even Jackie, who, as a
mortal, risked the most, bore no fear in her eyes.

Alex softly placed his
left foot on the third stair and prepared for the jump. He held up
his hand with three fingers extended, and then two. The second his
index finger folded, the three jumped the last four steps to the
landing.

On each side of them,
three vampire guards stood wielding one sword each. It took only
half a second till Alex had his own in his hands.

“Freeze!” one of the
guards called out.

Alex had absolutely no
intention of freezing. Instead, he bounded high into the air and
forced his sword down into the guard closest to him.

Danielle ran the opposite
way and landed a swift kick to the hand of the vamp. His weapon
clattered to the stone floor which allowed her a fair fight of hand
to hand.

Jackie shot a bolt from
her crossbow into the second guard on Alex’s side, killing him in
mid-attack on Alex. She turned swiftly and shot another bolt at the
other guard on Danielle’s side, right in the heart.

Damn, she is
good.

Alex’s last vampire guard
snarled, then turned and ran.

Jackie moved to
follow.

“Stop!” Alex commanded and
threw his arm out. “You’ll never catch him. Besides, they know
we’re here, anyway.”

Danielle’s fight ended
with her vamp being a pulp of vampire mess on the floor. Jackie
aimed her UV flashlight and flicked it on. They watched, well, Alex
turned his eyes away, as what was left of the vampire turned into a
pile of dust.

She did the same to the
others lying on the ground. Then, they took the swords and carried
them for extra weapons.

“Let’s go.” He led the way
down the tunnel to the left. Torches lined the shiny, damp walls.
Their shadows crept along the walls with them while Alex
concentrated on remembering what Victoria had shown them. It was
the cave of closed doors; they were almost to the room with the
archway.

“Psst,” Alex motioned to
Danielle and Jackie, “this way.”

Suddenly, the musty scent
of another vampire wafted through the air around him. He stopped
instantly. The scent wasn’t Chris so it had to be
another.

“Through that door,” he
whispered and pointed toward the door at the end of the cave.
Danielle and Jackie nodded their silent acknowledgement and moved
to the front so he could stay behind them in case someone was
following them.

Danielle stopped in front
of the closed wooden door and gently tested the knob to see if it
was locked. She held up her fingers like Alex had before, three
fingers up. Three, two, one. Then slowly, she turned the knob and
eased open the door.

Another narrow staircase
twisted down into the depths of the mountain. The scent of vampire
began to grow stronger, as did the screams of trapped
humans.

Danielle led the way down
the stairs with Alex still in the rear. Once they reached the
bottom landing, Danielle motioned for them to stop and cautiously
peeked around the corner.

“It’s the room with the
archway,” she whispered.

Alex nodded. He knew they
needed to go in there.

“There aren’t any guards
here. I doubt they are in there.”

Alex nodded again. It made
sense but they still needed to go in and let Jackie plant some of
her light bombs. Another countdown and they stormed the archway.
Alex took the center, Danielle the left and Jackie the right. They
entered the throne room with their weapons drawn. Several armed
vampires awaited them on the steps in front of Malcolm’s jeweled
thrones. Alex counted seven of them. Seven against
three.

Well, we just took six. This
should be easy.

The vampires who awaited
them were large, unarmed soldiers. They wore tight black tee shirts
and jeans. Their eyes glowed red against their pale skin, and they
drooled visibly over the coppery scent of Jackie’s
blood.

Jackie, however, was the
first one to advance against them. Her crossbow ready, she took a
single step forward.

The one simple move was
all the reason the vampires needed to charge them. Like lightning,
within a split second, the vampires had them circled. Trapped! They
had fallen into the trap perfectly. He did not take his eyes off of
the vampires within his sight.

Danielle held her sword
out in front of her, raised high enough to slash the throat of one
of the vampires. She knew it would only take one wrong move and
they would attack. She decided to speak instead. “Leave us be and
we will let you live.”

None of the guards spoke
but kept their formation. Alex suddenly realized that they were
waiting for something.

Alex heard a sharp click.
He tore his eyes away from the vampires in front of him and turned
in time to see a bolt escape from Jackie’s crossbow.
“Jackie!”

Then, everything happened
within a matter of seconds.

The vampire it was
directed at quickly reached out and caught the bolt, then flicked
his wrist to fire the bolt back at them.

Danielle gasped and
dropped her sword. It hit the floor with an earsplitting clang. The
vampires did not hurry into an attack. Alex figured they had orders
to capture them alive. Alex, however, did rush to Danielle, only to
stop short in front of her.

“Danielle?”

The bolt the vampire had
thrown was lodged into Danielle’s stomach. She had her eyes closed
and stood silent as a statue.

Slowly, her hands crept
around her middle and grasped the bolt. When she pulled it out, her
eyes snapped open and Alex staggered backward. Her eyes were a
bright, blinding blue and a shaft of light escaped from the hole
where the bolt had been.

The other vampires
scattered backward too, away from the light.

Another look at her eyes and
Alex knew she was not hurt, she was angry.

Then, a loud crackling
sound spewed forth from her body and the light began to spread
across her entire body like connecting pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.
The vampires continued to step back. They probably had never seen
anything like that before.

Glowing fiercely, so
bright even Alex didn’t know if he wanted to chance getting near
her, she finally let loose an ear piercing scream and began to
march forward toward the vamps. They ran. Humans and vampires they
knew they could kill but they had never witnessed an entity quite
like Danielle.

She continued forward and
a loud snap echoed throughout the throne room and from Danielle’s
body emerged the largest, most beautiful set of white feathery
wings he had ever seen.

Jackie, quite literally
unimpressed with Danielle’s show, had been waiting for her moment
the entire time. “Alex!” She kicked one of the large flashlights
toward him and carried two in her own hand. “Kill them before she
does.”

He snatched up the UV
light and understood. They couldn’t let the angel kill anyone, even
those guys. Jackie had her lights on and the vampires finally
realized what was happening. They had been so distracted by
Danielle that they hadn’t paid any attention to Jackie or Alex.
Jackie waved her flashlight across the entire group of vampires and
they all began moaning and screaming as their black tee shirts
burned away from their bubbling skin.

Alex flicked on the light
and waved it across them. They just kept waving the lights and
burning them. Then, one of them finally had enough and charged
forward. Alex was ready with his sword raised. He jumped high into
the air and, with little force, sliced the vamp’s head clean off.
The dark vampire blood stained the floor and ran under Alex’s feet.
He washed the light over the remains one last time to be
sure.

Across the room, Danielle
floated two feet in the air, held a guard by the throat in each
hand and squeezed their throats. Being vampires, that didn’t
actually deter them much physically. But when she squeezed a little
bit harder, their heads literally blew off their necks. Bloody
pieces of vampire pulp landed everywhere.

“Gross!” Alex heard Jackie
mumble loudly.

Danielle threw the bodies
to the ground and lunged for the nearest vampire. Jackie flashed
her light over the decapitated bodies and they quickly turned to
smoldering ashes. In the meantime, Alex had sprung for the vampire
in closest proximity to him.

His target stretched out
his arm in mid-air and grabbed his leg, sending him tumbling to the
ground. He was up in an instant with his sword still in his hand. A
ray of UV slashed across the vampire’s fiery eyes and blinded him.
The screeching that came from within the depths of the undead body
rang uncomfortably into Alex’s ears.

Good going,
Jackie!

He turned, performed a
rough pirouette and swung his sword. It slid easily through the
vampire’s neck like through butter. The head tilted and fell to the
ground with a dull thud. He could hear Jackie call his name and
turned to find the other two vampires dead as well. The two
Danielle had killed were little more than piles of
limbs.

Jackie stood bent over,
panting heavily and staring at Danielle who still radiated the
bright light. Her wings stood out, extended, like she wanted to fly
away.

“What. Was. That?” Alex
demanded of the glowing angel.

Slowly, little by little,
her light faded. She did not speak, nor did she make eye contact
with either of them.

While he waited for
Danielle to calm down and quit glowing, he bent down to pick up the
vampire head with the intention to throw it in the pile with the
pieces of Danielle’s kill. At the same time as he grasped the head
by its hair, a ray of UV light ran over his hand.

He sucked in his breath
and yanked his hand back. Quickly, he examined it but didn’t see
the expected burn.

“I’m so sorry, Alex!” Jackie
hurried to him. “I didn’t see you reaching out…you’re so
fast.”

He continued to hold his
hand up at eye level. Nothing, not one single mark to prove he had
just been touched by artificial sunlight.

“Nothing,” he
whispered.

“What?” Jackie grabbed his
hand and pulled it toward her. She examined it, and then looked up
at him with surprise and suspicion. “How is this
possible?”

“I...” He remembered
Jeremiah’s warning of secrecy. “I don’t know,” he whispered, for
lack of a better explanation.

Jackie still had a hold of
his hand. With her other hand, she flipped on the flashlight again
and pointed it directly at the back of his white hand. Again,
nothing happened.

It’s happened. Jeremiah
did it!

Jackie dropped his hand.
“We’re running out of time.”

She turned to Danielle,
who had finally recovered to her previous self, without the wings
or light. Now, she stood motionless and stared at the mess before
her, a horrified expression on her face.

Alex understood her horror. It
was one thing for her to fight, to hurt, but to kill was another story. He wanted to know
what happened to her, why she had become so ruthless. Maybe, being
an angel didn’t always mean you were good.

He shrugged it off. There
was no time to think about that; he would have to ask her
later.

“Let’s move,” Jackie
demanded.

“Come on, Danielle.” He
grasped Danielle by the hand. “Snap out of it.”

She didn’t snap out of
it.

“Ugh.” He pulled on her
hand. “Let’s go.”

She stayed frozen,
unmoving. Alex did not want to have to pick her up and carry her.
That was a sure way to die. He lifted his palm to give her a gentle
pat on the cheek, which would feel like a slap to her.

“Alex, maybe you shouldn’t
do that,” Jackie said.

“Do you want to do it?” he asked.

She shook her head. “You
go ahead.”

He closed his eyes and
mentally prepared himself to deal with the angel of death as soon
as his palm connected. But, before he could truly commit to the
act, he heard the sound of fast paced footsteps quickly approaching
and then, a door opened and Malcolm’s voice filled the
room.

“Well, well, look what we have
here. Are you looking for someone, Alexander?”
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Deanna moved quickly and
crouched low behind Chris, who followed the map in his head. It
wasn’t easy, though, because the directions dissipated rather
quickly. Their mission was to find Isabella and Stewart then get
them out of there but Victoria hadn’t seen where Malcolm was
keeping Isabella and Stewart. So, there was basically no plan on
how to find them, and the tunnels inside the mountain were very
confusing.

She knew Michael was
behind her tucking his little bombs into the dark crevices of the
cave walls as he followed.

Chris stopped. “Where the
hell should we go?”

The tunnels forked off
into two different directions.

“Just pick one, Chris,”
Deanna hissed, “we’re running out of time.”

“Fine.” Chris shrugged and
strode forward into the tunnel which veered to the left.

Like in the rest of the
caves, torches lined the walls and lit the way for them. Deanna
silently thanked God they weren’t completely in the dark. It was
fine for Chris to be in the dark but neither Deanna nor Michael
could fight without being able to see.

After about three minutes
of walking and seeing nothing, Chris halted in front of Deanna so
suddenly that she slammed into his hard back.

“What?” she
whispered.

“Shhh.”

She heard a few clicks
from behind her, most likely Michael engaging his
crossbow.

Chris turned and shoved
Deanna up against the shadows of the damp walls. Beside her,
Michael followed suit and crouched low into the
darkness.

“He will smell you,” Chris
whispered, his stone lips pressed up against her ear.

She sucked in her breath
and tried to shake the tickle of longing for his lips on her. She
was in the middle of a vampire lair for crying out loud.

Just then, a woman with
curly blond hair emerged from within a dark corner of the tunnel.
She stopped, lifted her nose into the air and sniffed. Slowly, she
cocked her head one way, then the other, until she focused on the
three of them. The curly blond ran her eyes over Michael and back
to Deanna. It was like she tried to decide who would taste
better.

Finally, her gaze dropped
down onto Deanna’s throat. Deanna watched as her tongue slid out,
moistening her scarlet lips. She lifted her hands and fluffed her
curly hair.

Then, she
lunged.

It happened quicker than
Deanna could see. Chris was in front of her and shielded her. A
bolt from Michael’s crossbow pierced skin and lodged into Curly’s
heart just as her fangs sank into the right side of Chris’s
abdomen.

Chris moaned and then
fisted her blond locks in his hands like a man in the throes of
passion. With lightning fast movement, he yanked her head till the
snap echoed in the tunnels of the cave. He shoved her body down and
angrily kicked it hard.

Michael brushed his hand
over Deanna’s lower back before he stood over Curly’s body. “Turn
around,” he ordered Chris.

Chris, who was occupied
with examining his bite, did as he was told.

Michael flicked the switch
on his biggest UV light and aimed it at the dead vampire on the
cave floor. Instantly, she disintegrated into a pile of
dust.

Michael nodded
appreciatively at the ashes. “Let’s move.”

They moved at a faster
pace than before with Michael in the lead and Deanna sandwiched in
between him and Chris.

Time was really beginning
to be an issue. Deanna feared that if time ran too short, they
wouldn’t be able to rescue Isabella and Stewart.

“Stop.” Chris grasped
Deanna by the wrist. “Do you hear that?”

Deanna shook her head and
looked questioningly at Michael. “You?”

He shook his
head.

She knew Chris could hear
far better than either of them so it didn’t surprise her that he
could hear something they couldn’t.

“Keep going.” He waved
them on.

Nearly a minute later, the
tunnel curved into a wider hallway with two doors on their left
side and another doorway directly in front of them.

Deanna could hear what
Chris had been talking about. On the other side of the wall, she
heard a sort of weeping and praying all in one.

“Please, God, please bring
your angels to help me! I believe, I swear I believe! Please,
God.”

When the male voice
stopped, the weeping grew louder.

Chris nodded to Michael
and Deanna. They raised their weapons, and then with an ear
splitting crack, he kicked in the door. Deanna flew into the room
with Michael at her side and they split one to the left and one to
the right. Chris appeared between them, covering the center with
sword drawn.

Deanna scanned the room
quickly. It appeared to be a makeshift hospital room. Green
curtains separated hospital beds, and lots of portable machines and
sliver trays were scattered all over the place.

Deanna saw no one. She
made eye contact with Michael. He shook his head so she kept her
stakes ready. Chris cautiously moved into the center of the room,
walking in front of the curtains and beds.

The only thing they could
hear was the man’s weeping. Chris glanced back and pinched his
nose, indicating he could smell a vamp.

“Who’s there?” the weeping
man called. “I heard the door break. I know someone’s
here.”

Chris crossed in front of
the man’s bed and made a “shhhing noise.”

“Ah. Thank you, Lord! An angel
has come. Thank you, thank you, and thank you.”

Chris shook his head
vigorously and tried to get the man to keep quiet.

Suddenly, Deanna felt the
hairs on the back of her neck raise. Slowly, she turned around to
check behind her.

There, like a statue, a
male vampire stood with his mouth posed into a smirk.

Shocked, Deanna knew he
could have already bitten her if he had wanted to; she knew that
one was a fighter. He wanted to toy with them.

He grabbed her by the
throat and swung her around so her back was pressed up against his
hard chest. With a loud scream, she swung her stake backward, in
hopes of grazing him enough to let her go.

“It’s gotta be the heart,
baby,” he whispered to her while Michael and Chris aimed their
weapons at him.

Michael had his crossbow
and Chris a sword but neither of them would be able to get to the
vampire with her in the way and they both knew it. The UV light
would burn the vampire but he might hurt Deanna if he saw it
coming.

The man who had been
weeping now hollered at the top of his lungs, “Release me and I
will fight. Please. Angel!”

Chris ignored him and
focused on Deanna.

Michael did the same. They
both tried their hardest to figure out how to get around
Deanna.

Deanna forced herself not
to be afraid. Those vampires, much like dogs, could sense
fear.

“Come and get her.” The
vampire teased them in a low voice. “Come on, play with
me.”

He roughly tilted her head
to the side and ran his tongue all the way from her jaw line to her
cheekbone. His strong fingers found their way from around her waist
up to her breasts, grabbed one and dug his fingers in.

Deanna felt like her boob was
going to explode from the weight of the vampire’s fingers. She
wanted to cry on the surface, but deep down, she was
pissed.
With her teeth
clenched and her breath ragged, she tried again to at least
puncture the vamp enough for him to let her go.

“Angel, I know you have been sent to free
me. Please, release me now.”

“Struggle all you want,”
the vampire whispered, “you are still going to die.”

She felt his hand move
from her breast and crawl down her midsection until he reached her
upper thighs. He rubbed her thighs hard and licked her
earlobe.

Deanna couldn’t help it;
tears escaped and fell from her eyes down her cheeks.

“Aw, honey, don’t cry.”
His hand ran across her thigh and upward. He slipped his hand
inside the waistline of her pants. “You’ll have a reason to cry
later, but not now.”

She sucked back a
sob.

The whole time he was
feeling her up he kept an eye on Michael and Chris. More than
playing with her, he was playing with them.

Michael held his stance
with his crossbow raised. Deanna caught his eye and silently begged
for help. It was one of those times when she really wished she had
telepathy.

Suddenly, with a loud
screech, the vampire holding Deanna released her by tossing her
forward, into the air.

Simultaneously, Michael
fired into the vamp’s heart while Chris sped forward to catch
Deanna. She landed hard, safe but hard, in Chris’s arms.

Meanwhile, the vamp lay
face down on the stone floor. Blood oozed from a large wound on his
back. Behind him, Damion waltzed into the room swinging his sword
with Corrine close by his side.

Deanna wanted to press her
face into Chris and let all the sobs out.

The man began to weep
again.

“You aren’t an angel, are
you?” he said in a weeping voice into the air.

Chris set Deanna on her
feet and lifted the curtain aside.

“No,” he whispered sadly.
“I’m not an angel.”

Damion stepped forward with his
sword still in his hand. He leaned in over the man’s face so he
could look him in the eye. “But, I am. I have been sent to set you free, and you, sir,
have a job to do. You are to show us where they are keeping the
prisoners locked up.”

Damion raised his sword
and slid the tip of the blade over the chains. No other sword could
have ever cut those chains. They fell away, freeing the man of his
shackles.

“Yes, yes.” The man nodded
excitedly. “I will take you there.”

Damion nodded and stepped
back. “Thank you, but we must hurry. Can you walk?”

Deanna glanced at Corrine
who stood motionless in the doorway with her crossbow in one hand
and a flashlight in the other. She flicked it on and destroyed the
vampire’s bloody body.

The man, now out of his
bed and clad in only a hospital gown, ran through the room. “Come,
this way! Hurry!”

“Wait!” Chris grabbed the
man’s arm. “What is your name?”

The man looked up at
Chris. “My name is David. Now let’s go!”

He ran in front of them
with no concern for himself or oncoming vampires. Damion, by far
the fastest and most durable of them all, stayed right behind
David. Chris stayed in the back to help Michael place the
bombs.

David passed through a
door, then down a stone spiral staircase. Soon, they crept down a
long hallway.

Deanna could hear
screaming and moaning and also what sounded like the weather report
echoing though the caves. Why in the world would those people want
to know what the weather was like? That was just plain mean to rub
in the outside world like that!

Finally, the man passed
through another door, and just as Deanna was beginning to believe
they were lucky there weren’t that many vampires in the caves,
another heavily guarded door appeared before them.

Three vampires. Deanna
knew they could take three of them.

The vampires were not
surprised to see them; as a matter of fact, they looked as if they
were expecting them. They raised their own weapons.

“Seriously?” Damion
demanded. “You have guns?” He looked back at his group. “I thought
we were old school here. You know, swords and crossbows, that sort
of thing.”

Then, one of the vamps
fired.

The bullet hit Damion in
the chest. He covered the wound with his hand and closed his eyes.
Then, he pulled his hand away from his chest and opened it, showing
the vampires their bullet.

“What the…” one of the
vampires muttered.

Damion flicked the bullet
at them and let his hand linger by his waist.

“Back up,” Corrine ordered
sternly.

Then, Deanna’s eyes went
wide as Damion pulled the biggest sword she had ever seen from an
invisible sheath at his hip. It was like pulling a sword out of
thin air, appearing a little at a time.

One of the vampires
screeched as loud as he could before he was decapitated along with
the other two from one swift swing of Damion’s demon
sword.

David jumped up and down like a
little boy hyped up on candy. “Yes!” He stabbed an invisible sword and straightened
up. “Let’s go.”

They opened the unlocked
door. Inside, about forty men and women stood milled around like
zombies. The screaming seemed to come from farther down the hallway
where they had just come from.

Deanna, and everyone else,
could only stare in shock for a moment. Those were the people they
were going to have to leave for dead. And there were more, a lot
more.

David raised his voice.
“Friends. We are free, come look. These angels have been sent to
free us.”

People turned their heads
and shook them. It appeared it wasn’t the first time they had heard
David screaming about angels.

“Look, friends!” He ran up to a
woman and yanked on her arm. “Please, look, they are angels and we can leave here. We
must fight!”

The woman yanked her arm
back and gave David a dirty look. Deanna watched closely as the
woman scanned her eyes over Damion and Michael, as well as everyone
else in their odd little group. Then, her eyes went to the door
which still stood wide open.

The group stood
motionless, silently watching a disaster unfold in a sort of slow
motion which was hard to put a stop to.

“The door is open!” she
yelled at the top of her lungs.

Like zombies to the smell
of human flesh, the people trapped in the room for what they
thought was eternity slowly turned their heads and saw the open
door waiting for them.

“Fight the evil ones,
fight them!” David yelled. “Use the fire in the halls.”

“Oh no!” Corrine
whispered.

The prisoners rushed the
door, filing through and grabbing any kind of weapon they could on
the way out. Chairs, torches, lamps, it didn’t matter.

Damion caught David on his
way through the door. “David, we are looking for the other
prisoners, the ones who the demons would be threatened by. Do you
know where they would keep such people?”

David raised a torch into
the air. “I do,” he whispered, eyes darting back and forth. “Follow
me.”

It felt as if they were
following him for a long time behind the running humans who killed
any vampires who stood in their way. They followed down several
long hallways, then another spiral staircase.

Deanna felt Chris touch
her back. “There is human blood close by.”

He slowed and walked
closely to each doorway they passed. The group, following David,
had entirely passed them by when Chris finally stopped in front of
a door.

“In here.” He pointed at
the door. “Someone is in there.”

“You want to go in?” she
asked him.

“You bet I do.”

“All right.” She pulled
out a couple of stakes from her bag while Chris kicked open the
door.

When the door shattered,
they found themselves face to face with three very large vampires
who guarded a crib. Inside the crib lay a very contentedly sleeping
Jaiden.

Deanna let both stakes fly
at the same time and hit both guards on either side of the one in
the middle.

“Damn it.”

She cursed when she
realized as the guards only grunted and pulled out the stakes that
the wounds weren’t fatal ones. Chris took up her slack while she
snagged a few more stakes from her bag. She wished she had dipped
them in holy water; she didn’t care if that was supposed to be a
myth or not. It certainly would have made her feel
better.

Jaiden sensed the
commotion in the room and began to make little whining noises,
which would soon lead to a full out crying jag; Deanna was sure of
that.

Chris charged the one in
the middle, and was charged in return. He dropped down low,
stretched out his sword and tripped the guard. When the guard fell,
he whipped his sword over the top of his body and right through his
neck, decapitating him. That happened just as Deanna let loose her
new stakes and lodged one into the heart of the guard on the
left.

The guard she had hit fell
solidly to the ground while the other one threw himself atop Chris,
trying his hardest to stake Chris with one of the stakes Deanna had
thrown.

Deanna knew how hard it
was going to be to get a stake to pierce the skin of a vampire and
continue the plunge through his back. To gather her momentum, she
gave herself some space to charge forward. Then, she jumped as high
as she could force her legs and brought her stake down into the
vampire’s back while he wrestled with Chris.

Immediately, the vampire
fell down dead on top of Chris. Deanna ran to the crib. Chris flung
the body off of him and jumped up, running to the crib as well. He
lifted Jaiden and one of her blankets out of the crib. “Let’s get
the hell out of here.”

Deanna stepped over the
doorway rubble. “I couldn’t have said it better.”

They ran in the direction
of where they heard the shouting of humans killing vampires come
from. It led them to a chamber practically drowning in blood and
among all the blood were the bodies of dead vampires and one human
still chained to the wall.

Damion, Corrine and
Michael stood in a silent group and stared sadly at Stewart’s body.
Deanna choked back a mouthful of vomit. Stewart lay up against the
wall, his stiff body left in a sitting position with his head
twisted in an inhumane position. Even in death, he wore a defiant
grin.

“He was laughing at his
end,” Corrine whispered to no one particular.

Jaiden protested against
her newfound cradle in Chris’s arms with a loud wail. The other
three finally drew their attention away from Stewart’s
body.

“You have her!” Damion
exclaimed. “Well, Isabella isn’t here. I thought this would be
where we found her.”

Deanna examined the wall.
Loose chains still hung from the wall with flesh hanging from the
razor sharp prongs. “I think she was here at some point. They must
have moved her.” She eyed Chris. “But, we need to get Jaiden out of
here. We have to let Alex know we have her so he can get out
too.”

“Telepathy?” Chris
asked.

“You have to; Malcolm and
Levine already know we’re here. I can’t believe they left her
alone, knowing that. Even guarded.”

“Besides that, we don’t
have much time before the bombs light this place up,” Michael
agreed.

“All right.” Chris closed
his eyes and secured Jaiden in his arms again. “I’ll send him the
message.”
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Alex swallowed back the
fear that threatened to surface as Malcolm and his minions circled
them. Intentionally, Alex ignored the guards, keeping his eyes on
Malcolm only. It was clear to him that escape was not an option;
they were in the lair solely to save Jaiden, and killing Malcolm
would simply be a bonus in Alex’s book.

He felt Jackie’s heart begin to
pump harder and he, along with every other vampire in the room,
picked up on her scent as the fresh blood surged through her body.
Little did they know that it wasn’t fear which caused her heart to
beat faster, it was lust for the kill. Skillfully, she aimed the tip of her bolt at
Malcolm’s heart and stood frozen as a statue to ensure the
shot.

Alex felt Danielle at his
back and silently hoped she had gotten her senses back because they
were going to need her. He desperately wanted Malcolm for himself
but he knew Jackie didn’t want to lose the moment and would fire
soon.

Just then, the clicking of
high heels echoed through the caves. Levine was coming to join her
husband. It was now or never.

Jackie pulled the trigger of
her crossbow. The bolt was released and the guards took her
down.

Malcolm staggered
backward, choking and clutching his chest where the bolt had
pierced his flesh but missed the heart. Alex shot forward and
pushed aside any guards who tried to stop him but getting to
Malcolm was like going the wrong way on a crowded sidewalk in New
York City. He wanted Malcolm, wanted him so badly that he would not
let himself be killed before he killed Malcolm.

Almost distantly, he heard
the echo of Jackie screaming. He risked a glance her way and wished
that he hadn’t looked at all. Jackie knelt on her hands and knees,
her head thrown back in the way of a wolf when it howls at the
moon. She was totally defenseless against the bloodthirsty guards
as they tore the soft flesh from her body bite by bite.

He turned away quickly.
While the vampires ripped away her life, he continued to shove his
way through the guards. Jackie had seriously injured him but Alex
was going to take him to his death. It felt like he had never in
his long existence wanted something so badly.

The guards parted and he
finally had a view of Malcolm, but ironically, Levine entered the
room at the exact same moment. It felt like time froze when he
turned and saw Levine, her emerald gown shining brightly in the
torch light, standing in front of two guards who each held the arm
of a sagging and unconscious Isabella.

“Let her go!” he
demanded.

Levine lifted her chin
sharply toward her guards and they promptly released her arms. She
dropped to the ground and her skull cracked dangerously against the
hard floor. Alex felt his eyes bulge when he saw the puddle of
Isabella’s blond hair turning crimson.

But, she still had life within
her. He could practically feel her heart beating. Actually, it
beat too hard for a human being who was supposed to be
unconscious.

“You will pay for this by
watching him die,” he growled. With his eyes on Levine, he jerked
his head toward Malcolm.

“I doubt that.” She threw
him a cold stare.

Levine stood on one side
of him and Malcolm stood on the other. He was trapped and wondered
where his angel was at that moment.

“Danielle?” he
whispered.

“I’m here.” Her voice was
saturated with defeat and he couldn’t take the chance to look at
her and see what was wrong but he sensed from her that she couldn’t
or wouldn’t help him. Without Danielle, he was totally on his own
with Malcolm and Levine since Jackie was gone.

He turned away from Levine
and raised his sword high into the air, preparing to leap toward
Malcolm, when Malcolm, still clutching bleeding chest, crumpled to
the floor without so much as a word, straight to the ground, and
landed in a heap of black silk cape.

“What the…” Alex first
thought it was some kind of trick, Malcolm playing dead.

“No!” Levine jolted
forward and crouched down protectively beside her
husband.

Alex felt his adrenaline
going and decided to cut his head off anyway. Better safe than
sorry.

“Stop!” Isabella’s shaky
voice called out.

He turned. All the guards
wore shocked expressions and faced Isabella who stood tall, still
in only her white, blood spattered tee shirt, and a throbbing heart
dripping with dark blood raised high in her hand. Malcolm’s
heart.

“Bitch!”

In a shimmering emerald
blur, Levine appeared before Isabella. She reached out and grabbed
her by the throat, digging her long nails into Isabella’s warm
flesh.

“Give him his heart back!”
she hissed.

“I will not!” Isabella choked out. “Give us the baby
first.”

“Never.” Levine squeezed.
Alex knew Levine was keeping her alive on purpose; even a gentle
squeeze by her hand could kill a mortal.

Isabella threatened her
back by doing her own squeezing on Malcolm’s heart.

“The baby!” she
demanded.

Alex fought the urge to try and
help her somehow. He never thought she would have tried to bargain
for Jaiden but he had underestimated her. He should have known that
she would do anything for a child, any child. If he tried to help
her, that might only hurt her in the long run. He glanced back over
his shoulder and saw Danielle pressed against the wall of the
cave. What
is wrong with her? He wondered. The guards watched Levine intensely, waiting
for orders.

“We have Jaiden!” Alex
heard Christopher’s shout in his head. “Let’s get out of
here!”

Thank God, it was safe to
use telepathy again. “Isabella,” he called out, moved his arms in a
cradling motion behind Levine’s back and mouthed “let’s
go”.

Levine whipped around to
see what Alex had done. As soon as her back was turned, Isabella
crushed Malcolm’s heart between her fingers until it oozed down her
arm. Tears streamed from the corners of her red, puffy eyes and
down her cheeks as she mashed the now dead heart to a
pulp.

Luckily, Levine turning
gave Alex the chance to get her off of Isabella. He bounded forward
and swung his sword backward in a sweeping motion, then over his
head. Levine followed suit and charged him back. His sword met her
raised hand and bounced off it as if it was made of rubber. Some
sort of protective shield she had conjured or perhaps the power to
deflect attacks. Either way, Alex knew he wasn’t able to take her
with his sword.

“I’ll kill you!” she
screamed, completely losing the composure she normally portrayed.
“I’ll rip you to pieces and feed you to the wolves.” She grabbed
Alex one hand on each arm and sent electricity jolting through him.
“You aren’t even worthy enough for another immortal to
taste.”

Alex felt the fire flowing
through him. It was similar to what he had felt when he had stood
under the blazing heat of a sunrise. Maybe she would kill him, who
knew; after all, it hadn’t been a sure thing that he would live
through that from the beginning. He couldn’t move, he couldn’t
think any coherent thought except that maybe, that was really it,
that maybe, he wouldn’t make it. He could feel his body stiff and
jolting. Distantly, he could hear Isabella screaming, and in his
mind, he saw the tears which had escaped and had started to run
down her cheeks when she had crushed Malcolm’s heart. He was so
proud of her.

Then, he felt his body
fall to the ground and the world spun around him. He heard Chris
and, though it seemed a bit perverse, he was more than thrilled
when he heard Jaiden’s terrified cries. He heard Corrine shouting
to Deanna to help her. He couldn’t move. They had to get out and it
had to be soon.

Danielle’s dark form
appeared over him. “Get up, Alex.”

“Where the hell have you
been?” he demanded.

“I couldn’t help you; this
was something you had to do yourself. Now get up so we can get out
of here.”

“What’s the use? You will
get out whether or not I make it; remember, you’re an
angel.”

“Alex!” She scolded him and
grabbed him by the front of his shirt. “On your feet, let’s
move.”

She forced him to stand
and to regain his wits. He wasn’t going to die; his body healed too
quickly for that.

“Go, go, go. It’s time to
go,” Michael shouted to everyone in his path as he ran in from the
same door where Levine had entered. Then came the biggest surprise:
Through the doorway ran countless numbers of humans, their arms
blazing with torches and various weapons they had apparently
acquired from the dead vampire bodies.

While Alex stood
flabbergasted, the humans shouted their revenge and went after all
the remaining guards in the room.

“Let’s go, this place is
gonna blow!” Michael shouted.

Bent over Malcolm’s still
body, Levine had apparently forgotten her mission to acquire
Jaiden. But, her head snapped toward them when she heard Michael’s
shouts and Alex saw understanding dawning on her pale, tear
streaked face.

Alex took a few steps
toward her but she rose and simply disappeared into the throng of
humans who had surrounded her.

“Damn it! Let’s get out of
here!” he yelled to Danielle over the chaos in the room.

“These people?” Deanna
questioned when he saw her.

“We have to go. If they
follow, then they follow, and we’ll deal with it later. If they
don’t make it, there is nothing we can do. They have been freed and
that should be enough for now,” he told her. “But, we need to go
now.”

He ran to Isabella’s side
and lifted her from her knees. “Come on, sweetheart, it’s time to
get out of here.”

He lifted her into his
arms because she didn’t seem to be able to move.

Chris cradled Jaiden in
his arms, protectively covering her. Then, as fast as they could,
with vampire speed, they ran for the exits leaving Jaiden’s screams
echoing through the caves while they ran.

Chaos followed. Damion and
Danielle were right behind them but Michael, Deanna and the other
vampire slayers were much slower so they were stuck back with all
the people who had been prisoners in the caves.

Alex felt relief when he
saw the doors looming ahead of them. He knew sunlight, the enemy of
his afterlife, lit the world beyond the doors and he didn’t care.
Hopefully, he would live through it; after all, the serum had
worked on him with artificial light.

“Isabella, you have to
stand,” he whispered to her when they reached the doors.

She mumbled a sentence
full of gibberish and sagged against Alex when he set her on her
feet.

“I’ve got them, take her.”
Chris held Jaiden out to Alex. She wore a little pink sleeper and
pounded her fists against her sides while she screamed her protest
at all the noise and commotion.

Chris placed both his
hands on the handles so he could fling the doors wide open for
everyone to get through. But, before he could turn the handles, he
was thrown to the ground by an emerald green streak of lighting
which landed on his back.

Levine held him in a choke
hold. “I’ll kill you, you murderers, kill you!”

If it was possible, she
had gone even more insane than she had been before. Alex felt
sudden pain rip through his chest. White, hot, pain. He couldn’t
let go of Jaiden. He couldn’t give Levine the chance to snag her
again.

“Knife…” Isabella
rasped.

Damion showed up just
then, ripping Levine off of Chris. Danielle positioned herself as a
shield in front of Alex, Jaiden and Isabella. Alex couldn’t help
but think that as she hadn’t helped before, what good would she
possibly be. The pain in his chest was gone. Alex knew that was not
a good sign.

Chris lay still while
Damion wrestled with Levine. Alex held Jaiden in one arm and
supported Isabella with the other. He wanted to help, to lift Chris
off the ground. Someone needed to move him or he would be trampled.
The pounding of human footsteps was seconds away.

They were
coming.

“Move him!” Alex called
out and Danielle shot forward, took Chris into her arms and held
him up.

Alex was horrified when he
saw the golden hilt of a dagger protruding from Chris’s chest. From
his heart. Blood bubbled up from the wound and stained his
shirt.

Danielle resumed her
protective post but she still held Chris.

Damion held Levine at bay
with his giant demon sword and reared back for the momentum to
drive it through her just when the human group arrived. Deanna saw
Chris and ran toward him.

“No!” she cried and threw
herself around Chris.

The doors were thrown open
and light penetrated the entire opening.

“Alex, go!” Danielle shouted to
him. “Get them out of here, now!”

Levine screeched at the
sudden invasion of vampires’ worst enemy and backed away. Danielle
peeled Deanna off of Chris, joined the pack of humans and
disappeared out the door with Chris.

Sickened by the fact that
he would leave this lair without killing Levine, Alex slipped into
the crowd. As soon as he had passed through the doors, he secured
Jaiden in his arms and threw Isabella onto his back, then leapt the
rest of the way over the humans who stood in his way.

His eyes stung and his
skin was hot. He dropped Isabella to the soft grass which covered
the ground and fell to his knees just as the world exploded around
them.

Humans scattered and flew
through the air. Chunks of stone and clumps of dirt rained down
around them. The people already outside threw themselves face down
onto the ground.

One man stood in the
center of the entire battle with his hands raised to the sky.
“Thank you, Lord! Thank you! The angels have saved us. We have been
set free!”

The mountain had crumbled.
Literally, a mountain had become nothing, and he knew it would take
days before the dust totally cleared. For the time being, he knew
the rest of the world would put it off as an earthquake until it
was reported by those that an entire mountain had fallen into the
earth. Thankfully it hadn’t been a really big mountain but more of
a hill.

He hugged Jaiden tightly
to him. She seemed to have sensed her safety with him and was
finally quiet and sleeping. He stepped over people and chunks of
rubble and made his way to where the doors had been.

He sensed that something
was happening; something drew him back to that spot instead of
leading him straight home where he should be headed.

He stared at the collapsed
stone and earth until his stinging eyes blurred. He thought he saw
a subtle movement when the area he was staring at burst open and a
pale figure swathed in glittering emerald and blood
emerged.

Levine actually looked
more surprised than he felt. Her eyes darted around as if she had
never seen the surrounding area before. She squinted her eyes and
looked to the sky.

It was then that Alex
finally realized that she had had no idea she could survive in the
sunlight.

Behind Levine, Corrine
stood with her hands on her hips, shaking her head. Alex pressed
his lips to Jaiden’s curly red hair just as Levine tilted her head
enough for their eyes to meet through the dust.

“This isn’t over,” she
whispered for him alone to hear. “Be watching for me.”

Then, she leapt in a
flying back flip right over her sister and ran with vampire speed
into the hundreds of miles of woods.
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Deanna lay curled on the
warm earth beside her dead first love. Chris was gone. She snuggled
into his cold side and her hand found his cheek. She ran her
fingertips from his hairline down along his jaw and then over his
lips.

No one would ever know
what he had helped her to become. She was a fighter, a lover, a
woman. He had helped her to grow from the awkward girl she had been
before into something great. No, they would never know. Only Alex,
maybe, could possibly know how much he had meant to her.

She could feel tears
running down her cheeks, along the side of her nose, and she could
taste the salty sadness, making it even more real. Danielle and
some others had come and tried to take him away but she had ordered
them to leave her alone with him.

She believed in ghosts and
such but she didn’t really believe that he would stick around as a
spirit for any reason. He had accomplished what he had come into
the world to do. He had helped to save it. The first battle of many
was won because he had saved the child who would be the fate of
humanity. Nothing could compare to that.

“I love you,” she
whispered into an unhearing ear. “I love you so much,
Christopher.”

She moved up and over him
so that she could kiss his frozen, pale lips. They had always been
cold when she had kissed them and she had never craved the warmth
most girls wanted. His heart had been warm enough to heat her body
ten times over.

She reached up around her
neck and took off her necklace. It was a small sun and moon. The
silver sun sat on the lap of a crescent moon, somehow symbolizing
them together, night and day, dark and light, vampire and human.
She lifted his brown hair away from his neck and secured the
necklace, centering it just right over his chest.

“Now, I will be with you
forever, baby. I won’t forget you,” she whispered.

More tears spilled from
the corners of her eyes and splashed down onto Chris’s stone face.
She wiped them away with her fingertips. She knew that he hadn’t
loved her as she had loved him. He never would have loved anyone as
much as Marissa and she would never be so naive as to think that
she had been able to take her place, nor had she wanted to. But,
she had been happy simply being with him, even knowing he hadn’t
intended to have a future with her. He never had ignored her or had
given her reason to feel unimportant; he had treated her good and
that had been enough for her.

Alex crouched down on the
other side of Chris and took her hand in his, clasping it tightly
and bringing it to his lips so he could graze a kiss across her
warm skin.

“I love him too,” he told
her. “He was the only family I had.”

She sniffed back a sob and
shook her head. “No, that’s not true. We are your family too. Now,
you have Jaiden and Isabella also. Your family is everywhere.” She
flicked her gaze to where Danielle stood with Jaiden behind him.
“Don’t underestimate us, Alex. It’s actually a little hurtful that
you think so little of us that you wouldn’t already consider us
your family.”

With her knees still
planted in the dirt, she turned away from him and Chris and saw
Michael watching her from within the trees. He nodded to her when
their eyes met and she knew he was leaving her alone on purpose, so
that she could have her time with Chris.

“I want a real funeral for
him,” she told Alex, turning to face him. “I want people to come
and pay their respects and to remember how good he was. There are
tons of people he worked with whose lives he touched. I don’t want
it to feel like he just disappeared off the face of the earth
without cause.”

“Of course.” Alex nodded,
his own wall of emotion dangerously close to breaking
down.

“We have to get out of
here now.” She grazed one final kiss over Christopher’s lips and
then wiped the tears away. It was time to be strong; there would be
lots of time for grieving, later.

Alex agreed with a nod and
stood. He held out his hand to help her up and then picked up Chris
whose body appeared light as a feather in Alex’s arms. She walked
beside them through the sunlight scattered woods. Michael joined
them first; he grieved for his fallen soldiers too, for he had lost
far more than the Great Council. Soon, they were joined by Danielle
and Jaiden, and then, Corrine fell into step beside the group,
followed by Damion who carried an exhausted but conscious
Isabella.

Deanna separated from the
group when they reached the trucks. She noted Victoria and Jeremiah
were at their stations by the hummers and the many people who had
managed to escape were sedated once again and loaded up into the
trucks. There was a lot of commotion happening all around her but
it felt trance-like and foggy to her. It should have been a
celebration with Jaiden being saved and Malcolm’s death but the
sadness for the lost hung heavily in the air.

They hadn’t recovered
Stewart’s body like they had wanted to; there hadn’t been time. She
hated that. But, she had fought like a warrior. Her physical
training had won out over her magic and that was definitely
something. She knew Chris would have been proud of her.

Victoria appeared at her
side. Deanna received the uncharacteristic embrace Victoria offered
her. Suddenly, something crazy occurred to her. It was daytime, the
freaking sun shone down and Chris’s body hadn’t blown into ashes,
neither had Alex’s.

She spun around to assure
herself she wasn’t dreaming. Nope, Alex was there by the trucks
with Jeremiah, talking with their heads close together. It was a
miracle but she wasn’t stupid, either; she was sure Jeremiah had
something to do with it. Nevertheless, she was happy they would
have a body to bury and view at the funeral. But, it didn’t explain
how Levine had managed to run off into the bright, shiny
forest.

David, the crazy prisoner,
appeared before her in the clouds of dust.

“Hello, David.” Exhausted,
she pointed toward the trucks. “They can help you over there. They
are helping the others.”

David nodded. “I know. I
wanted to introduce myself properly and thank you
again.”

Deanna marveled at how David
didn’t seem so crazy anymore. “Well, I’m Deanna, and it is
you
we should be
thanking. You probably saved all of us.”

He shook his head. “Nah,
all that matters is we are free now.” He extended his hand to
shake. “My full name is David Fuller. I’m a professor of paranormal
psychology and wanted you to know my name, just in case you ever
need anything. I don’t teach anymore but I still
practice.”

Deanna almost laughed.
“Good grief, did Malcolm and Levine hand-pick you, or
what.”

He smiled. “No, they took
me off the street randomly. It was pure bad luck.”

“Well, David, same goes
for you. If you need anything, look us up. That guy right there,”
she pointed at Alex, “is Alexander Lucas; he should be the easiest
of us to find.”

He took Deanna’s hand and
kissed it.

“Thank you, brave lady.”
He turned to go but glanced back briefly. “By the way, I’ve always
been a little crazy. It’s not just the trauma.” And then, he was
gone.

Shaking her head, she also
turned away.

The fog didn’t appear to
lift from inside her head. All she could handle was not to fall
down and take a nap right there. She found her way to a hummer,
opened the door and reclined the seat all the way back. Hopefully,
they would be on the road soon because emergency vehicles were
coming. They had to be. Smoke and dust would cover them on their
way out of there so the helicopters that were on their way wouldn’t
see them.

Damion slid into the seat
next to her. “Looks like everything is secure. You want to go
home?”

She almost laughed. “Are
you kidding?”

She closed her eyes and
found the love and laughter of the past in her dreams.
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Alex found the funeral for
Chris emotionally exhausting. The next day, there would be a
funeral for Stewart. His would obviously be a memorial service and
filled with far fewer people but that part didn’t matter. Stewart
was as much a hero as Chris or any of them for that
matter.

And the day after that,
they would attend the funeral for Jackie and the other slayers who
had died that day. Alex didn’t favor being around so many slayers
but he owed Jackie his presence since she had probably saved his
life more than once in Malcolm’s lair.

He had chosen to have
Chris buried on his own grounds in the small cemetery which already
contained the graves and memorial stones for the fallen members of
previous councils. He had no family to lay to rest inside what
should have been a family cemetery so it seemed fitting to give
each and every member of the Great Council a special place for
their bodies to spend eternity.

His only regret was that
they hadn’t been able to bring home Stewart’s body. Even if they
had been able to get him out, his body wouldn’t have preserved like
Chris’s vampire body. Chris would remain a perfect porcelain shell
forever.

Sunlight filtered through
the few clouds littering the watery blue sky above. The service was
over, the prayers had been said and they were giving Chris back to
the earth and God. As Chris was lowered into the ground, ‘Amazing
Grace’ was played on a little CD player and Deanna, who had chosen
to wear white in celebration of his life and thereafter, threw a
red rose down onto his casket. She did not cry, nor did
he.

Michael attended the
funeral with a few of his slayers at his side. Alex noticed Michael
hadn’t simply come to pay his respects to Chris but seemed to be
grieving more for Deanna’s loss than his own.

Isabella stood elegantly
by his side with Jaiden asleep in her pretty pink stroller. Her
wrists were wrapped with white bandages which stood out against her
simple black dress. Without the two of them, he most certainly
would have crumpled under the weight of losing Chris but Isabella
had stood the test of all she had been through and had come out
stronger than ever. She stayed strong for him too.

Everyone gathered at
Alex’s house for the wake part of the funeral. He felt the sadness
which still hung thick in the air while everyone ate snack cakes
and crock pot chili. Suddenly, it occurred to him that if Chris was
attending the party, it would be far from sad.

He found the little box of
Chris’s belongings which he had put on a shelf in the den and found
Chris’s MP3 player. He hooked it up to the stereo system he had
wired throughout the house and pushed play. With a bang, Guns N’
Roses filled the house, demanding to be taken to the Paradise City.
Alex laughed out loud. It was totally appropriate.

He stood back and watched
everyone’s reactions. Most who knew Chris only from work wore
shocked expressions but those who knew him well were smiling
appreciatively. He hoped Chris was smiling too.

Deanna found Alex and
pulled him out into the middle of the floor.

“Dance with me,” she
ordered him.

“I can never turn down a
pretty redhead.”

Deanna smiled slyly.
“Sure, but what about pretty blonds?”

She eyed Isabella while
they danced.

“Yeah, I think you spent
too much time with Chris; now, you know all my secrets.”

“Oh please, Alex.” She rolled
her eyes. “It’s hardly a secret. You love her and everyone can see
it, except her, maybe.”

They were no longer alone
on the makeshift dance floor. Many others had joined them as the
song progressed.

“Well, if you must know…I
don’t really have a plan on where to go with that. It would only
leave me with two difficult decisions.”

Deanna nodded with
understanding and then changed the subject. “I’m going to study
healing,” she told him. “I’m not sure why but the protection spell
I put on you and Chris didn’t work. I am seeing it as a sign that I
need to study more and focus on something important. If the spell
had worked, Chris would still be here.”

He knew seeing people she
loved die had brought on this sudden urge to study healing. But,
regardless of the reasons, it was a good thing to
pursue.

“Good.” He spun her around
as the song came to an end. “I think you will be good at whatever
you do.”

She smiled.
“Really?”

“Yeah, really.” He smiled
back at her and then kissed the top of her head when the song came
to an end.

Michael strode over,
looking terribly uncomfortable in the suit he was wearing for the
occasion, and held his hand out for Deanna’s as the next song
began. She rolled her eyes at Alex and skipped off with
Michael.

Alex watched the gathering
of people who had come to remember Chris and was finally happy with
the goodbye. But, that goodbye seemed more than just goodbye, it
felt like the beginning of something. Isabella had killed Malcolm,
Levine had killed Chris and had threatened her return so it was
most certainly the beginning of more to come.

One of the first things he
had done when they had returned home was go to the church and pray.
He gave his thanks for everyone who was saved and had asked God to
look after Chris. He wanted to believe that Chris’s good soul would
go to heaven. He had no way, of course, to be sure, or perhaps he
would feel differently about the future of his own soul. Funny how
one could consider themselves damned but at the same time find
another of the same cloth not damned.

He wandered off to the
sunroom to be alone. He hadn’t had much time to be alone in the
four days since they had been home. He sat on the same bench where
he had first seen Isabella the day he had fallen in love with
her.

Danielle soon joined him.
As if she had heard him calling her, she suddenly appeared beside
an arbor of white roses. Their vines twined and mingled, growing
around each other so closely they appeared to be one, but still
remained their own entity.

“Are you OK?” She floated
softly across the gap between them.

He crossed his legs. “I’m
happy,” he told her

“But?” She sat down beside
him as she questioned.

“But, I want to know what
happened to you. Why you left me alone in the chamber with
Malcolm.”

She lowered her head, her
dark lashes fluttering down as she closed her eyes. “The reason why
I left you alone was simple, but not easy.”

“Danielle.” He sighed; he
didn’t want to hear a bunch of her confusing angel talk.

“Let me finish.” She sighed too.
“You always assume before anyone can finish what they are saying. I
left you alone because I was told to; right then and there, God
spoke to me and told me you must fight it alone. The not easy part
was actually standing back and watching you do it. I
wanted
to help you, Alex.
For heaven’s sake, I killed demons in there; I became a monster
myself and I am not proud of that at all.”

Alex lowered his head.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound as if I ever doubted you; it was
hard, though, knowing you were there and not helping. I felt
betrayed.”

“Alex, I am your guardian.
I would never betray you.”

“What about
Damion?”

She sighed once more. “Oh, how
I do love that guy. He is a temptation and a rock. He is probably
more worthy of heaven than any of us for all that he does on the
side of good. But, he is my temptation here on earth. Alex, you
need to understand that I am stuck here. Sure, I love what I do and I hope to someday
accomplish my mission but it is not easy being an angel and actually being trapped
somewhere. It’s like caging an animal, in a way.”

Alex understood
completely. She needed love, real love, as much as anyone did. He
took her hand to show her his understanding and they sat there in
the quiet of the plants and flowers, soaking up the sunshine he had
so often craved for himself.

The sun didn’t bother him
at all that time. Unlike the first time at Jeremiah’s when he had
stepped into the sunrise, there were no side effects. His skin
showed no signs of burns and his eyes had adjusted adequately that
first day when they had escaped being squashed like pancakes inside
Malcolm’s lair. And he could no longer feel the sunrise when it
approached. It was wonderful.

Later, at sunset, only the
council members remained behind. There was one last thing they
needed to do to keep themselves, and Jaiden, safe.

They all gathered with
Alex in his bedroom. Isabella was excluded; even though she had
been through so much with them, she was still not part of the Great
Council. Corrine, however, did join them. She stood silently, her
long red hair flaming down her back and her pale arms wrapped
around the evil book which housed demons of the past.

Alex removed his key from
his pocket and unlocked the door leading to his secret underground
chamber. It was a solemn walk for they were hiding away the most
dangerous thing to Jaiden in the very home in which she was
living.

He led them through the
dark maze and into the large chamber where his coffin sat alone on
its huge slab. No one had ever seen the inside of his secret place
before, not even Danielle. Well, to his knowledge, she
hadn’t.

“Help me.” He gripped one
end of his casket with both hands.

Damion took hold of the
other side, and together, they moved the casket aside, setting it
carefully on the stone floor. Underneath the casket, on the raised
portion of the slab formed in a square, were four triangular pieces
of stone which were a bit darker grey than the rest. On each corner
of the square, a circle with a cross was carved into the
stone.

Alex crouched over that
oddity underneath his casket, sifted through his key ring and found
the little silver cross hanging amongst the keys. He fitted the
cross into the first circle on the top left and twisted. The entire
circle turned one quarter turn to the left. He did the same with
each circle, working his way clockwise until each one had been
turned.

When the last one clicked
into place, the dark grey triangles began to slide backward into
the stone slab and left an opening big enough to crawl
into.

Corrine stepped up onto
the slab and handed Alex the book. He carefully set the book into
the hole and then covered it with one of Jaiden’s small pink
blankets.

“There.”

He turned the crosses back
to their original positions and they watched the stone slide back
over the opening, hiding the book from the world, from those who
wanted it for its evil, and for Jaiden.

“It is done,” Danielle
whispered and gripped Alex’s hand. “For now.”
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