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January 15:

 


Sometimes, when the sun goes down, I stare
out the window of our house and wonder how much of the city beyond
our community is being ravaged by vampires. How many people will
die? How many will become newborn vampires?

I know I am not strong enough to kill them
all… but that won’t stop me from trying.

The next chapter in my life has begun.

 


I received this journal as a gift from Oscar
for my birthday this year and decided it would be a good place to
chronicle the events of my life. Who knows what will happen to the
hunters after this is all over? If it ever is all over. I feel like
there should be some documentation of how things went down.

So here you have it: The life of Chloe
Kallistrate, in my own words.

 


I never thought there was anything
special about me. Actually, I still don’t, but
apparently, because I'm the distant offspring of angels and
demigods, there is something in my DNA that creates what I truly
am: a vampire hunter.

Yeah, a vampire hunter. From angels and
demigods. Un-freaking-believable.

It seems, a long time ago, there was a
warrior angel sent to rid the world of vampires. This warrior
angel, during his time on earth, found love with a warrior woman.
The warrior woman was a killer, too. She was a hunter, the daughter
of Artemis, Goddess of the Hunt.

Yes, I know. Artemis. Like… from
mythology.

It’s true; I'm a distant descendent of
Artemis, and more directly, her daughter, Sostrate. I know this
because I’ve met Sostrate. She has visited me on more than one
occasion. I can’t say I look forward to her visits all that much.
The last time she appeared, she told me a war loomed between the
hunters and the vampires, that the hunters needed to train even
harder.

Sheesh.

Oh, it gets better. Not only am I carrying
on the bloodlines of angels and demigods, but I just happen to be a
dhampir, too!

What is a dhampir? Oh, that is the best
tidbit of all. Remember when I said I was a vampire hunter? Well,
that part of me is from my mother’s side. She fell in love with one
of those we are supposed to hate the most: a vampire.

Out of that lovely relationship, I was
born.

My father’s name was Trevor. My mother
apparently loved him more than she loved killing vampires, because
they had me.

That is where the story gets really strange.
Right, like it wasn't strange enough.

My mother was born in an exclusive and
unique gated community, properly named Arcadia Falls. The community
is unlike any other of which I have ever heard. It's a
vampire-hunter community. There, vampire hunters are born, and they
train to kill, pretty much from the day they learn to walk. Only in
Arcadia Falls can one find people strolling down the street with
loaded guns and crossbows strapped to their backs.

This community is a peaceful, mountainous
place. It is our safety from the demons on the outside.

I love Arcadia Falls. I love our house,
where I live with my grandfather, my mother's father, who I didn't
meet for the first time until after my mother was killed. I love
sleeping in my mother’s childhood room, and I love that I am
surrounded by others who cannot claim to be normal.

On the inside of the protective wall that
surrounds us is our little town, just like any other town one might
come across. We have a grocery store, a video store, even a bakery
and coffee shop. Hunters’ homes cover the expanse of forested hills
that make up Arcadia Falls, and the hunters rarely need to leave
unless they are on missions.

I know my mother loved this place. She was
one of the most renowned hunters among them. Trevor claimed, even
after he met his final death, that he loved my mother, but that
love did not guarantee he would love me. I only know this story as
it passed Trevor’s lips, but I can see how it would be true. He
fell in love with my mother, who left the community to live with
him. She soon became pregnant with me. Apparently, he was ecstatic
over the announcement of my birth. My mother must have been
relieved, but she ran from him before I was born, for reasons I
didn’t know until I was fifteen.

Why would a woman leave a man with whom she
was having a child? If he was that bad, why not kill him? Who
knows? All I know is that she found out his original reason for
choosing her as his mate. Love, it seemed, ended up being a bonus
in his case.

He bred me.

It was his plan from the very beginning, for
years and years before he met her. Apparently, I was some kind of
main ingredient in his make-the-vampire-become-a-day-walker recipe.
Allegedly, if a vampire drinks the blood of a dhampir, who also
carries the bloodlines of a vampire hunter, on the day of the
dhampir’s sixteenth birthday, the vampire will forever be able to
walk in the sunlight. Typically, vampires can't be in sunlight,
because it kills them.

Okay.

I had no idea, initially. None of us
did.

My mother knew. She found out his plan and
ran from him with me in her womb. That wasn’t as simple as it
sounded. She hid me away for years and years. I never knew any
family, I never had many friends because we moved so much, and I
never knew the truth… until that horrible day.

The day Trevor had her murdered, right in
front of me.

But he wasn't trying to get to her. He was
trying to get to me.

That day is branded into my memory like a
hot iron burning into my skin. Trevor’s goons broke in and murdered
her. They tried to take me away, but I was rescued by the vampire
hunters. My grandfather sensed the pain his daughter was going
through and sent the rescue team. If it weren’t for them, I would
have been taken and would have never known who I truly was. I would
probably be dead already.

Drew had led the hunters. I remember him
lifting me into his arms and telling me he was taking me someplace
safe. They had brought me home, to Arcadia Falls. It was there I
found out about my hunter heritage. It was also there I found my
true supernatural gifts.

Yes, I have supernatural gifts, abilities,
you might say. My element is fire. I can make flames appear in my
hand whenever I want. Although, it wasn’t always as easy as it is
now to control. It took me a long time to learn to control the
flames. Though I'm much improved at wielding the power of the
flame, I am still learning to control the fire within me.

Moving on with my story, my father attacked
the hunters, and I decided I didn’t want to lose anyone else to his
vampires. I willingly went with him, ignorant to his true plans. I
lived with him for nearly a year, and shortly before my sixteenth
birthday, I found out exactly why he had wanted me so badly, why he
had killed my mother to obtain me: He had wanted to be a
day-walker.

I tried to run but ended up a prisoner.

We escaped only because of Alice, the
housekeeper who had lived with Trevor for a long time, serving him.
But while I was there, she had been my friend. She betrayed her
precious Trevor and me out. Drew was a prisoner with me, and when
we escaped, we found Oscar, who had been my tutor, and who just
happens to be a siren. Oscar had been bitten almost to the point of
death. We grabbed him and managed to escape, only to fight a
vicious battle in the end.

In the heat of the battle, we were saved by
Gavin—who was once my almost-boyfriend who happened to be Drew’s
half-brother. And Christina—Drew’s ex-girlfriend and probably one
of the meanest girls I know.

It was a nasty fight, but we are all
alive.

The question remains: What happens now?

 


What it comes down to is this:

 


On the day of my sixteenth birthday,
Sostrate came to us and told us all to prepare for war. She said we
all needed to train hard because we were on the brink of war with
the vampires, a big war.

It was in that moment I realized
this—whatever it was—was never going to be over. Just like my angel
grandfather was sent down to rid the world of vampires, I vowed to
do the same.



I am Chloe Kallistrate. I am the
vampire-killing angel of death.

~~~***~~~

 Even though
we were on the brink of war with the vampires, I still had to go to
school. Not that I minded school when it came to the learning
stuff. It was the whole being alone part I had a problem with. I
had always been kind of a loner anyway. Now that I had people I
cared about, it was strange to be apart from them.

Especially Drew.

Drew and I were together pretty much all the
time. We lived together and trained together, but to me, it wasn’t
enough time. It was the strangest feeling. I couldn’t put my finger
on it, because I really didn’t want to be that obsessed
teenaged girl. Even a moment apart from him felt like a year.

School sucked because of the dumb classes I
didn’t need that made time drag. I’d never felt that way about
school before. I’d always loved to learn anything. With
everything that had happened recently—unless it pertained to
vampire hunters, vampires, or any sort of supernatural being—I
didn’t want anything to do with it.

In my heart, I knew Drew was the reason I
felt that way. I couldn’t help it. No one else I was close to went
to school any longer. Drew had long since graduated; Alice was too
old for high school; Oscar taught high school, and even Gavin and
Christina had graduated while I was a prisoner in my father’s home,
leaving me no one.

The bell rang to signal the end of the day.
I quickly gathered my books and hurried to my locker where I threw
them in, not bothering with any homework I might have to do. I
would get it done in homeroom in the morning.

Outside, leaning on his old beat-up truck,
his blond hair glinting in the sunlight, my boyfriend, Drew, talked
to a group of seniors. He glanced up at the entrance to the school
and saw me. He smiled and waved me over.

“Come on, Chloe,” he called.

I smiled and hurried to the truck and hopped
inside.

Drew said goodbye to his friends and slipped
behind the wheel. He leaned over and gave me a peck on the cheek,
which brought another smile to my face.

“So,” he asked, “what should we do
today?”

I was smart enough to realize he wasn't
talking about something a typical teenaged couple might do, like
grabbing a slice of pizza or heading to an arcade or mall. No, he
was talking about training. I would have loved to skip out on
training and go make out up at the falls, but he never missed our
training sessions. I was currently being taught martial arts,
because I sucked at hand-to-hand fighting. We would trade off
learning martial arts, training with weapons, and learning to
control my fire power.

“I don’t feel like getting my butt kicked.
Let’s do weapons,” I muttered. I slid to the center of the bench
seat instead of the far side by the door.

He started the truck, and the old beater
sputtered before it finally rumbled to life. I was surprised it
didn’t backfire, too. “You’re just saying that because you’re good
with weapons. That’s taking the easy way out.”

“It is not.” I pouted. “I want to learn
something new, like the sword. Alice is learning sword fighting,
and that looks like it would be fun.”

“It’s not fun.” Drew frowned. “It’s hard
work, and Alice is learning it because she's fairly good at it
already. Just like you’re gifted at marksmanship, she is gifted at
handling a sword.”

“But I still want to learn it,” I told
him.

He finally smiled. “If you’re sure you want
to learn, then I guess we can work on that.”

“Yay.”

“But don’t think this gets you out of
learning to fight.”

I crossed my arms. I knew it. You would
think having extra vampire strength and speed would help my
fighting skills. Well, not so much.

While we drove to the gym, I watched the
town pass. The New Year had just passed, and the Christmas
decorations still dominated the houses, streets, and storefronts.
Bright red bows and garlands of pine wrapped around almost every
streetlamp, pictures of Santa and his elves were painted onto many
windows, but the sparkling silver and gold decorations were always
my favorite to look at. I liked shiny things.

Smoke curled from the chimneys of most of
the houses. The whole town smelled of smoke during the winter and
fall months, and I loved it. It was a smell that reminded me of
home, my home before all the craziness.

We passed The Java Bean, and I saw a group
of people outside, gathered around one of the tables, talking and
laughing. I stared, seeing a dark-haired guy with his arm tossed
casually over the shoulders of a blonde girl, Sarah, who I vaguely
knew. He turned his head and met my gaze. My heart sank.

It was Gavin, one person I would have never
wanted to hurt for anything in the world, but who I had ended up
hurting anyway.

Drew pretended not to see his brother,
Gavin, and kept his eyes on the road. The fight with Trevor, my
father, on the road had not united Drew and Gavin, just like it
hadn't united Christina and me. They were hunters. They fought
alongside each other all the time, but that didn’t make them
friends, much less make them feel like the brothers they were.
Well, half-brothers, at least.

I had once thought Gavin and I would be
together, like… more than friends. We had dated, gone to a dance
together, and even shared a first kiss together. It wasn't that I
didn't like him. It was just that… well, Drew was different. There
was something special about him. As it turned out, I chose to be
with Drew, because he was the one who had come for me. He was the
one who had risked his life, no matter the cost, to come for
me.

I tore my gaze from Gavin and his piercing,
accusing green eyes. I wanted to shrink into the seat and
disappear. He had done nothing except like me, and I liked him,
too. Unfortunately, when things came down to it, I didn’t tell him
right away that I had chosen Drew. I hadn't wanted to hurt him, but
he ended up being hurt in the long run.

By the looks of him getting cozy with
blondie over there, it appeared, at the risk of sounding conceited,
that maybe he was getting over me. I was truly glad he was busy
with someone else, but I had to admit a tiny part of me had liked
the fact he pined over me.

The moment was gone. We had passed them
completely and were nearing the gym. After parking the truck in the
small dirt lot on the side of the building, we hopped out and
entered the gym. The gym hadn’t started to fill up with the
after-work crowd yet.

“Let’s go warm up.” Drew ran his fingers
over my dark hair.

I waved him off. “You go ahead and start. I
need to put my workout clothes on.”

He shrugged and walked toward the mats where
he could stretch. I hurried to the bathroom that had a couple sets
of lockers, so it was technically a locker room. I changed into my
black yoga pants and purple tank top, and then I pulled my long
black hair into a ponytail so it would stay out of my face.

I left my bag next to the bank of lockers
and hurried back into the gym. I scanned the mats, looked for Drew,
and spotted him in the corner of the gym beside one of the weapons
walls. Alice was with him. She was dressed in workout clothes and
wore an armored breastplate over her outfit. She held a long, thin
sword with a jeweled hilt.

Seeing Alice with her sword was strangely
akin to how I felt about my gun and my bow: Those weapons had
become an extension of me. I was proud to see her learning to
fight. There were other things she still needed to learn, however.
Lately, we had been discussing how to find out about her heritage.
Sostrate had told us Alice was a Child of the Earth, a witch, but
she hadn't known this because she didn’t know her family.

We had tried to make her understand we
needed to find her family. She refused, so we were left to search
the libraries to try to find any information we could on witches,
or the Wiccan spiritual path, to learn more about witches who were
born witches and practiced earthen magic.

On that note, there was more information
than we could possible go through in a lifetime on the subject.

Drew showed Alice how to do a move. He was
behind her, holding her hand with both of his and helping direct
her sword. An unexpected wave of jealously washed over me without
warning.

Ugh! No!

I didn’t want to be jealous. I didn’t care
what they were doing.

Oh, for crying out loud, yes I did. I didn’t
want him touching other girls like that. I started forward, when a
hand stopped me from descending upon them.

“Don’t,” Oscar whispered. “It’s
nothing.”

“I know that.”

“No, you don’t, or you wouldn’t have even
tried. I saw the look on your face.”

Oscar removed his hand from my arm. I looked
at him; his blond hair had gotten longer since he’d been with us,
and he was also wearing workout clothes. Oscar really liked Alice.
He had since we’d been back at Trevor’s house together. I knew
Alice liked him, too, so I didn’t know why they didn’t just start
seeing each other. So strange. Maybe it was weird, because we all
lived together.

I moaned softly. “I hate feeling this
way.”

Oscar considered that for a moment. “You
have to trust. Think of it this way: Of all the people you know,
who is the person you trust most in this world, above all the
others?”

It was my turn to consider, but it took like
a millisecond for me to answer. “Drew.”

“Well, there you go.”

He was right, I had no reason whatsoever to
be jealous. Drew was my constant. No matter what happened, he was
there. Most of the time, it was him saving my butt.

I continued to watch Drew guide Alice
through some moves. He stepped back and motioned her to try it by
herself. She must have executed it perfectly because Drew smiled
and spread his hands as if to tell her, ‘See, you did it.’

Oscar nudged me forward. “Come on.” We
approached them.

Drew caught sight of us coming toward them.
“Oh, there you are. You still want to learn this, Chloe?”

Actually, I didn’t any more. I had more than
enough weapons to keep me occupied. “No, I’m good. I think I’m just
going to go use the weights for a bit, and then we can practice
kicks.”

“I’ll spot you.” He nodded. He was probably
happy I didn’t want to learn another new weapon any more.

“I’ll stay with Alice,” Oscar offered, “but
we are using the wooden ones.”

Alice laughed and sheathed her blade. “What,
are you afraid I might hurt you?”

“Uh, yeah,” Oscar said. He took two of the
practice swords off the rack. They had real practice swords, too.
They were swords with edges that weren’t sharp, but a bad slip and
someone could still get hurt with them. Alice liked to practice
with the live blade as much as she could, so she could get a feel
for the weight and balance of her own weapon.

We spent a few hours at the gym, while I
mostly tried to kick Drew in the chest, and he deflected by
throwing me to the ground. It sucked. I knew I needed to get better
at hand-to-hand combat, or I was certainly going to die at the
hands of a vampire.

“Tomorrow, we're going hiking,” Drew told me
on the way home.

“But tomorrow’s Saturday. I thought we were
going to spend the day at the library.”

He shook his head. “Nope. Hiking
instead.”

“Great,” I told him in a grumpy voice.

I cuddled up into his side while he drove us
home.

At home, Luke was in the kitchen preparing
dinner. It looked like he was making some kind of salad and a
chicken dish. We strolled into the kitchen, and Alice and Oscar
were right behind us.

Luke looked up and wrinkled his nose and
pointed his giant spoon at us. “You all need to go take showers.
Every single one of you. You stink! No one sits at my table who
isn’t clean. Now go!”

With mock moaning and groaning, we filed out
of the room and up the stairs to bathe. It wasn’t as easy as it
sounded. We only had two bathrooms, so two of us had to wait for
the other two to get out. We also had to be conscious of the length
of the shower to save hot water for the next person.

Apparently everyone was hungry, because
showers didn’t take long. Alice wasn’t in the room when I came out
of the bathroom, so I headed down the stairs and found everyone
waiting for me at the table. All but Luke had wet hair and clean
clothes on.

I pulled out my chair, situated between Drew
and Alice, and sat. “Sorry. You guys didn’t have to wait for
me.”

Luke waved it off. “Of course, we were going
to wait for you. Now, let’s eat.”

I dug into my chicken with fervor. I hadn’t
realized I was so hungry. It must have been all the training I’d
been doing lately and not eating much during the day.

For a few minutes, there was nothing but the
sound of scraping forks and chewing. Finally, Alice started the
conversation. “Has there been any word from the board about a plan
of action?”

We all knew she was referring to the vampire
war.

Luke finished chewing, swallowed and said,
“Not yet. They don’t appear to be very concerned about the warnings
and insist on concentrating on the current missions.”

I sat back in my chair. “That’s ridiculous!
We can’t just sit around and wait to be attacked. We need to be
ready…. to prepare!”

“They don’t believe us, do they?” Oscar
asked quietly.

Luke lowered his head and then looked away
from our penetrating eyes. “No, they don’t.”

I was shocked and threw my fork down onto my
plate. “But we all saw Sostrate. It isn’t possible that all of us
could have hallucinated that. We would never make something like
that up. What good would that do?”

I could tell Luke felt bad, but I was mad. I
didn’t understand how they could just blow us off like that.

He shook his head. “I’m sorry. There is
nothing I can do. We have brought it before the board, and they
have dismissed it.”

“But we had a warning! We need to prepare!”
I felt Drew’s hand on my leg.

“If the board says no, there's probably
nothing we can do to convince them,” Drew told me softly.

“That’s bull,” I muttered in response.

Luke finally met my eyes. “The board’s
decision does not mean that we should not prepare. We must
keep doing what we are doing so far. You all are progressing
wonderfully.”

He nodded at Alice and Oscar, and I could
see that he was, indeed, happy with their training progress.

“I fully intend to hatch a plan,” I
declared. “I am not going to wait to be attacked. We have to be
ready, or even move first.”

“If we move first, then we are starting the
war,” Drew countered.

“No.” I didn’t know what else to say. He was
right, but I didn’t want him to be.

“Yes.” He removed his hand from my knee, and
I saw his green eyes sparkle while he stabbed a piece of lettuce.
“It would be on us.”

I thought about that for a minute. Maybe it
wouldn’t be so bad if it was on us. Heck, my ancestor, the warrior
angel, was sent to rid the world of vampires. That was our job,
too. Our work as hunters would never be done as long as vampires
plagued the earth, so we needed to get rid of all of them.

I figured there was no better way to start
than by taking out the Talon Building, where the vampires regularly
met with each other, where large numbers of them congregated.

Everyone had moved on to conversation about
the new vampire practice targets we had down at the range while I
had been thinking. That was good. I needed some time to get my plan
in order, especially if I was going to get anyone on board with me.
I didn’t want to do it alone, but I would if I had to.

~~~***~~~

I opened my eyes the next morning and could
tell I hadn’t gotten enough sleep. My eyes were dry and itchy, and
my legs felt like they were filled with lead. I rolled over and
looked at the clock. It was 6:35. I knew I needed to get moving or
else Drew would pound on my door and holler for me to hurry. I
threw back the covers and headed for the shower to wash away the
cobwebs in my brain.

Once the bathroom was sufficiently steamy
and the hot water was running over me, I didn’t want to get out,
but eventually our pathetic water heater forced me to shut it off
or freeze. Knowing we were going hiking, I wore my boot-style
tennis shoes with the heavy treads rather than my normal workout
shoes and decided on jeans instead of yoga pants.

Trying to hurry, I ran a brush through my
dark hair without really caring what it looked like, and then I
twisted it into two braids so my beanie would fit onto my head. No
sooner had I slipped the pink beanie on than I heard a knock at my
bedroom door. Quietly, so as not to wake Alice who still slept in
my bed, I crept to the door and cracked it open.

Drew had also chosen to wear jeans and a
sweatshirt instead of workout clothes. A few strands of hair peeked
out from under his beanie hat. It was amazing how that hat changed
his whole look. Even the green in his eyes looked more intense.

“I’m ready,” I whispered. “Just let me grab
a jacket.”

“I’ll wait for you downstairs,” he
whispered, and he took off down the hallway.

I hastily strapped on my shoulder holster
and secured my gun in its place. Knowing it was extremely cold out,
I grabbed my hoodie with the furry lining inside and zipped it up
over my holster.

I met Drew downstairs in the living room
where the early morning news flashed brightly against the darkness.
I paused for a moment and watched him without him realizing it. He
stood in front of the television, blocking most of my view of the
newscasters and their reports.

I hoped that whatever was between us lasted.
It seemed I didn’t have much luck when it came to people I loved
staying in my life. Before my mother died, I didn’t have many
friends. The few friends I had made over the years, I'd had to
leave when we would move… and we had moved a lot.

Drew turned and saw me staring at him. I
felt the heat rise up to my cheeks and, surprisingly, he actually
blushed too. It was pretty strange for him not to know I had been
standing there.

“Hey,” he said, grabbing the remote and
clicking the television off.

“Hey,” I whispered.

“Here.” He bent over, retrieved a to-go mug
off the coffee table, and extended it to me.

I accepted it and sniffed the opening.
“Coffee?”

“Yeah, I know how much you like that
crap.”

“It’s not crap! It helps give me my super
powers.”

“Sure, it does,” he swung his backpack over
his shoulder, “at the same time it’s eating your stomach away.
Let’s go.”

I didn’t care if he liked coffee or not. I
took a big swig of the warm liquid and grabbed my own backpack
before I followed him out the door.

The sun was rising, bathing the earth in
warmth against the brisk, cold air. Drew reached into his jacket
and took out his sunglasses. He put them on, covering his pretty
green eyes, but protecting them against the brightness of the sun
that reflected off the snow.

We started off through town at a rather slow
pace so I could drink my coffee. While we walked, I thought about
the Talon Building. If the board was going to refuse to acknowledge
our warnings to prepare for attack, we had to take it upon
ourselves to protect the community and our families. We could not
just sit back and let the vampires win when we had a proper
warning.

“What are you thinking about?”

I glanced at Drew’s sudden question, and he
raised his eyebrows above his sunglasses.

“You’re looking very serious.”

I laughed a little bit. “What? You’re the
only one who is allowed to sport a look of intensity?”

He shrugged. “Fine, don’t tell me.”

I tipped my cup, finishing off the last drop
of coffee. I really wasn’t sure I wanted to talk to him about the
whole idea until I had an actual plan. On the other hand, it didn’t
matter. Drew would have to be in on it to execute any plan we came
up with.

After making sure my cup was empty, I
stopped and took my backpack off.

“I don’t know. I just don’t think we should
sit back and wait, just because the board doesn’t want to believe
us.”

I shoved the mug into my bag and swung the
bag back onto my back. I looked over to see his expression. I had
fully expected to see his face full of criticism or even
disappointment. Drew was normally a guy who played by the rules,
especially when it had anything to do with the board.

Well, except for that time he ignored all
the rules and came to save me from my psycho father.

This time, instead of the criticism or
disappointment I'd expected, I saw confirmation.

“I agree,” he said. We picked up the pace
again. “Actually, I’m a little shocked they didn’t believe Luke.
Us, yeah. But, Luke? I just don’t get it.”

“I know!” I threw my hands up. “He’s been
with them forever. I wonder if they think he’s getting old, or
maybe they think he's too close because of all that happened with
Trevor before.”

Drew shook his head. “We all vouched for
what we saw.”

“I know, but maybe they think he’s losing
it, and that’s why he believes us.”

Again, he shook his head. “I just don’t
understand why they would ignore such a blatant warning.”

I adjusted my beanie on my head. “So you
think we need a plan?”

“Yes, I do, but it’s not going to be easy
without the other hunters backing us.”

I sighed out of pure exhaustion at the
thought of trying to convince the other hunters to help us.

“I know, but we will find a way.”

I tried to be optimistic—not for him—mostly
for myself.

We had crossed town on the streets and
finally hit the edge of the woods where we found the trail we
wanted and headed up. For a while, it was quiet. That’s how Drew
worked. He wasn’t talkative most of the time and did that whole
I’m-a-broody-man thing. It was perfectly fine with me, because I
liked to do my own share of brooding.

Carefully, we crunched over the icy trails.
Not many used the trail up to the falls, so it had not worn down to
the ground like the well-used trails would have. It was covered in
a thick layer of snow, with ice underneath it. Drew led the way,
letting me know where the more dangerous spots were located.

Eventually, I heard the first evidence of
the waterfall. The roaring slowly grew from a whisper to a loud
churning. I was relieved we were almost there. I loved being near
the falls, no matter what the weather happened to be. The trail
ended, opening up to a small area of land that surrounded the
waterfall. I stopped and took off my bag, because I thought we
would stop.

“What are you doing?” Drew stood next to me,
looking amused.

“Aren’t we stopping?”

“Nope, we’re going up farther.”

I could have slapped him for the stupid grin
he had on his face. Apparently, my willingness to stop and hang out
by the pretty waterfall was funny to him.

“Fine, let’s go.” Reluctantly I slid my
backpack on again. We had gone a little way past the falls before,
but not too far due to the snow, so this would be new.

The terrain was considerably rougher beyond
the waterfall. The trail veered up steeper as we moved on. Rocks
jutted out of the ice, and the snow was much deeper than it was on
the other trail. Our feet sank all the way down, soaking our jeans
to mid-calf and making me even colder.

Eventually, the trail opened into a wide
field, or what would have been a field if it hadn’t been covered in
snow.

“Here we are.” Drew shed his backpack and
withdrew two bottles of water. He threw one of them to me, and I
caught it easily.

“Where’s here?”

Drew tilted his head. “Check it out.”

He stood back up and started toward the tree
line. I followed, wondering what the heck he had in mind. I wasn’t
dumb enough to think this hiking trip was for enjoyment. I knew
something was up and, as it turned out, I could hear it before I
could see it. It was water, not the roaring waterfall sound, but
more like babbling brook.

Drew pushed some of the tree branches aside,
then took my hand and pulled me through. I expected to see more
trees, a never ending forest of trees, but what I saw took my
breath away.

“Oh, my. It’s beautiful,” I managed to
whisper softly.

There was the water I’d heard, a beautiful
creek, not a tiny little creek one could hop across, but not quite
big enough to be called a river. Trees hung over the top of the
water like their branches were trying to reach out and touch it.
The current rushed quickly over the rocks that jutted up out of the
water, creating a decent amount of rapids on its way to where I
assumed it would meet the waterfall.

Along the river, there were several large
rocks that sat high out of the water. These huge boulders had
relatively flat tops. They seemed almost out of place in the
scene.

“Why are we here?” I asked.

Drew squeezed my hand.

“We are going to work on your superpowers
today.” He grinned.

“Don’t you think it would make more sense to
work on fighting? I’m getting really good with my fire power.”

“It’s not your fire power we are going to
concentrate on.”

I scrunched up my nose. “Huh?”

He led me to a rock by the water that was
big enough for us both to sit on. “You already know that you have
other gifts aside from the fire— like your fast healing—so we need
to tap into the other powers.”

I shook my head. “I wouldn’t even know where
to begin to do that.”

“I do.” Drew told me and spread his hands.
“Do you remember when we were training last week and you tried to
do the jump kick?”

I nodded.

“Well, your jump was incredibly high, I
mean… you made it look simple to jump that high without even
trying. So imagine what you could do if you practiced jumping long
distances?”

“I thought I was just in excellent physical
condition.” I stuck my lower lip out, pretending to pout. "Why are
we doing it here? Why not just back at the gym? It seems like I
should be able to practice jumping anywhere, but you picked way up
in the snow and ice-covered mountains.”

“Think about it, Chloe. Even though everyone
knows about your fire power, we don’t want to flaunt your other
gifts. They can be quite effective when the element of surprise is
added. At the gym, everyone can see you. Who knows who that can get
back to?”

He was right, like he freaking always was.
Ugh

“Okay, so what do you want me to do?”

“You see those rocks over there?”

Oh, man. I didn’t have a good feeling
about this at all.

“Uh huh?”

“You think you can jump them?”

“Oh, no!” I waved my hands out in front of
me. “There is no way I’m jumping those, no way!”

He had to be crazy if he thought I was going
to do that.

“If we start on the snow, when you feel
confident enough, we can move to the rocks.”

“I don’t think I will ever be confident
enough to do that.”

“Chloe, I feel like you need to be pushed to
accomplish things like this.”

I raised my eyebrows, not really
understanding.

“You see, every time you have ever done
anything you thought wouldn’t be possible, it was in a time of
need. So, it’s either this, or I can go trap a vampire and let him
loose on you. Now that would be motivating!”

“You wouldn’t do that.” I shoved his
shoulder.

“Oh, yes, I would! Don’t doubt me!”

“Fine, I’ll do the jumping, but without the
rocks for now.”

The next thing I knew, I was sprinting
across the snow in a full-out run, mentally preparing myself to
jump from the twig Drew had placed as a starting point to the twig
he placed where he wanted me to land. As soon as my foot hit the
mark, I pushed off with my feet and did a sort of flying-ballerina
jump. My landing was about two feet short of where I was supposed
to land, and I felt my leg give a bit, so I fell into a roll.

“Damn.” I sat up and brushed the snow out of
my hair and off my clothes.

“Again.” Drew motioned his hand upward.

Man, he had become mean-ole-trainer guy
again. I didn’t really like mean-trainer guy. I didn’t say
anything. I was strong, and I would get this. I jogged far back
from the starting point and sprinted toward it again. This time,
when I pushed off, I did another flying-ballerina jump, but before
the landing, I brought my feet together, bent at the knee and
tucked them up underneath. I still missed the mark, but this time I
stuck it and landed on my feet.

“Better!” Drew called out, nodding at me. I
returned the nod with a wide grin and made my way back to the
starting point again.

Over and over we did the drill. It seemed
endless. Even when I finally hit the landing mark, he moved it back
and made me try to hit that one. I jumped and jumped until I
thought my legs were going to fall off.

After hours of running, jumping and
conquering distances I never thought possible, Drew called break
time.

“Come on, let’s sit down over here.” He
patted a large rock next to the bank of the river that would
accommodate both of us.

I plopped down onto the rock and lay back a
little bit. He reached into his bag and came out with a couple of
sandwiches. “Sorry, it’s peanut butter and jelly. Anything else
would have gone bad.”

I sat up and accepted the sandwich he
offered. “No worries, I love PB&J.”

I took it out of its little baggie and
devoured it in mere seconds. Drew had barely had time to chew his
first bite. When I looked up at him, I saw that distinct look of
shock.

“Don’t judge,” I told him, “I’m hungry. What
else you got in there.”

He reached into his bag again, and this time
he pulled out a red apple and handed it to me, as well as another
bottle of water.

“Thanks.” I leaned over and gave him a kiss
on the cheek and then took a huge bite of my apple.

We ate in silence until Drew finished his
sandwich. “So you want to try the rocks today?”

I scanned the boulders in question and doubt
filtered through me. I shook my head. “Honestly, I probably
would try if those boulders weren’t covered in ice and snow.
It’s too dangerous.”

I heard him sigh a little. “All right, I get
that.”

I knew what he was thinking. I was a fast
healer. My bullet wound had healed completely in just a few short
days, so any injury I might sustain doing this should be no
problem. I’d heal up fast if I broke a bone or two, but I knew he
would never say that to me. He cared about my safety, but that
didn’t mean he wasn’t hard core when it came to the training part
of him.

“Drew?”

“Hmmm?”

“I think that we should take out the Talon
Building.”

“We’ve talked about that already, Chloe. It
can’t be done.”

“Yes, it can!” I insisted. “If we take that
place out, we take out half the vampire resources for the city. We
have to.”

“But the board…”

I cut him off. “I don’t give a crap what the
board has to say about it.”

“I know, but how would that one be
explained? We can’t just take out a building in the middle of the
city. Innocent people could get hurt, even killed.”

“If we bomb it, it could be passed off as
some kind of attack. Bombings happen all the time. For all anyone
knows, it could be some disgruntled employee.”

He appeared to contemplate my idea, finally,
but I still didn’t have him.

“And the possibility of innocent people
getting hurt is slim if we do it at like two or three in the
morning. Not many who aren’t vampires are out at that time of
night.”

“True.” He slid off the rock. “Do you want
to head home?”

“Yes! I’m freezing.” All that sweat and
rolling in the snow made my clothes sopping wet, so the cold was
even worse than it would have normally been. I followed his lead
and slid off the rock, too.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were cold?” He
grabbed both my hands and pulled me forward so that he could wrap
his arms around me.

“Because I didn’t want to look like a
pansy,” I mumbled into his chest.

“I don’t think you’re a pansy at all.” He
pulled back and grinned.

“Stop lying.” I tried to pull away, but he
tightened his grip around me. “Let me go!” I laughed, trying to
wiggle out of his embrace.

He laughed, too. “No way.”

I struggled a bit more, but decided to
change my tactic. I fell still and then stared up into his awesome
green eyes. Our gazes locked, and he leaned down, as I was rising
onto my tip toes. When our lips met, I felt my whole body warm all
the way down to my toes. It was like that every time we kissed. It
was perfect.

But as soon as I felt his grip loosen, I
pushed him back and ran. “Sucker!” I called out over my shoulder as
I bounded through the bushes and back onto the trail. I didn’t stop
to see if he was behind me. I knew he was because I could hear his
footsteps crunching over the snow when he caught up with me.

I sped over the trails at a dangerously fast
pace, but then slowed when I remembered Drew did not have super
healing powers like I did. If he broke a bone, or worse, he would
not be fine in the next couple of days.

“Nice try,” he said when he caught up with
me.

I batted my eyelashes at him dramatically.
“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yeah right.” He approached me and pulled me
forward by the sleeves of my sweat shirt. “Now give me my kiss so
we can get moving.”

I wanted to make some smarty-pants remark to
taunt him some more, but I couldn’t. He took my chin, tilted my
head up so I could look into his eyes, and brought his lips to
mine.

Kissing Drew was one of those things that I
could do all day long. It was like everything disappeared. All the
bad stuff, the war with vampires, all the training, all the loss,
it was gone for those brief moments.

It was the strangest thing. My body reacted
to Drew’s touch and kiss like he was fanning the fire that burned
inside me. I still had to focus my energy when the heat got too
intense. The last thing I wanted to do was set him on fire.

“Let’s get back,” I whispered against his
cheek.

He pulled out of my embrace and turned his
head away so I wasn’t able to look him in the eye.

“Yeah, let’s go,” his voice was different,
sort of low and growly.

“Come on.” I started off down the trail,
letting him follow me down.

~~~***~~~

Back at the house, after showering and
putting on some fresh and dry clothes, I gathered my notebooks and
research materials into my backpack. I needed to go to the library
and continue research about witches. Finding out whatever we could
about Alice’s heritage or anything on how she could harness the
magic within her was paramount. If we were going to go to war, it
would be a huge asset to our side if she had some sort of power to
add to our arsenal.

After I had everything packed, I hurried
down the stairs and found Alice in the kitchen baking some sort of
goodie for us. That was one thing I totally liked about Alice being
around, there was always some kind of fresh bread or pastry for us
to munch on.

“Hey, Alice.”

“Hey.” She reached over and pulled two pot
holders off the counter, opened the oven and extracted
yummy-looking muffins.

“Those look so good!”

Alice grinned. “It’s the least I can do,
since Luke won’t let me cook the meals.”

I laughed, remembering the bickering that
had taken place between Alice and Luke for dominion over the
kitchen. She set the muffins on a cooling rack and wiped her hands
on her apron. “Where are you going?” she asked.

I reached over and snatched one of the
steaming hot muffins to take with me. “I’m going to the
library.”

“You want me to come with?”

“You should.” I tossed the muffin from hand
to hand because it was still so hot. “I’m looking up witch stuff
today. We need to find out more. We know next to nothing about this
stuff.”

Alice nodded. “Okay, give me a minute.” She
took off her apron, made sure the oven was off and hurried out of
the kitchen.

I wandered into the living room, tossing my
muffin from hand to hand.

Our living room was small, but it was cozy,
and that’s what really mattered. It always felt homey and lived-in.
The muffin finally cooled enough for me to take a test bite. While
I chewed, I noticed someone had left the newspaper spread all over
the coffee table. I took another big bite and sat down to scan.

The newspapers were all from different days,
and some of the reports had been circled with a red marker. Each
circled article was a report of an animal attack where the victim
had been saved by a dark-haired man.

All the victims were women, and each woman
claimed she remembered nothing about her rescuer, except the dark
hair, and only minimal information about the attack itself. One
woman stated she had been walking home from work. She couldn’t
remember seeing an attacker, just felt an animal bite into her
neck, and the next thing she knew, she was waking up to see the
dark-haired man telling her everything would be all right, while he
dialed for the ambulance on her phone and handed it to her. Then he
was gone.

Another report was a young woman trying to
unlock her car at her home to leave to attend a night class for her
college courses. The bites on her were reported to cover her neck,
arms, and thighs. Medical personnel reported that most of her bites
probably occurred while she fought off the animal. This woman’s
memory was also vague. She remembered being attacked from behind
and seeing a dark-haired man rushing toward her and the animal. She
admitted to closing her eyes at that point, thinking she was
probably going to die. She felt the animal being ripped away and
thrown. Only then did she open her eyes. The man, who wouldn't look
at her, snatched up her purse and took out the phone. He dialed 911
quickly, reported a severe animal attack and left the scene with
the woman lying on her blood-covered driveway.

“Interesting, huh?” Drew stood in the
doorway.

He surprised me so much I almost dropped my
muffin.

“Who is this guy?” I asked.

“I don’t know. But the attacks are vampires,
so he’s fighting them and saving innocent people.” He shrugged. “We
can’t decide if we want to let him be, or if we should try to find
out who he is.”

I stood, excited.” “We have to find out! He
could help with our plans.”

Drew shifted and leaned against the door
frame. “We don’t actually have any plans, yet, in case you
forgot.”

“Plans for what?” Alice hurried into the
room.

“World domination.” I ate the last bite of
my muffin and crumpled the wrapper, and then I wandered into the
kitchen to throw it away.

I could hear Drew explaining the whole thing
to her. I took my time in the kitchen, got a glass of orange juice,
drank it, rinsed the glass and set it in the sink. I finally heard
Alice’s quiet voice reply, “I think we should find out who he is,
too. Whether we have plans to attack or not, we should know
who he is.”

I wandered back into the room. “Does he even
know about the hunters? That is another thing to consider.”

I picked up my backpack and slipped it on my
back.

Drew narrowed his eyebrows. “That’s a good
point. Most importantly is that he's drawing attention to himself
and exposing us without even knowing it. Where are you going?”

“Library. You ready, Alice?”

Drew spread his hands out “What? I’m not
invited?”

I went to him and gave him a quick peck on
the lips. “Oh, don’t pout. Of course you’re invited.”

Alice laughed out loud. I turned away and
opened the front door.

~~~***~~~

“Nothing!” Alice closed yet another book and
shoved it toward the stack of books sitting in the center of the
large table we had taken over.

I couldn’t help but let out a long sigh. “We
are never going to figure this out.”

Alice frowned. “Maybe we should just face
it, you guys. It’s a possibility that I’m never going to find
magic.” She shrugged. “Maybe Sostrate was wrong.”

Drew and I shared a concerned look at the
same time Oscar showed up with his motorcycle helmet in hand.

“She isn’t wrong,” he declared, setting his
helmet on the table.

“We don’t know that.” Alice looked up at
him. “We can’t find anything about how to do this sort of thing in
any of these books.” She motioned to the stack on the table. “I
don’t even know any of my family, and none of us know any witches.
We can’t ask the board members, because they already think we are
all crazy.”

Oscar stepped behind her and rubbed her
shoulders. “Let’s not stress out too much right now. You’re doing
so great with your sword training; you have that to concentrate
on.”

He stopped rubbing her shoulders and sat in
the chair beside her.

My mind hadn’t exactly been on the
conversation while I listened to them talk. I had been thinking,
and I didn't know why I hadn’t thought of it before.

“Alice,” I leaned forward, “I have powers,
and I’m not a witch, but all these books go back to witchcraft
being part of nature and elemental. They all talk about dealing
with the person’s energy, the individual witch in question, like,
her inner energy.

I saw Drew’s mouth open a little bit as
understanding set in.

I continued, “I pretty much taught myself
how to control the fire. I still am, but I could probably help you
figure out how to help you focus your energy.”

Drew pointed at his book. “And we have
enough in here about candles, crystals and junk to know what we'll
need for help.”

Oscar traced his finger over the back of
Alice’s hand. “She’s right. This might work.”

With a shrug, Alice nodded. “Well, it’s
worth a shot, I guess.”

Even though she agreed, I could hear the
skepticism in her voice.

“Good!” I shut my book, too. “I’ll help you
work on that tomorrow.” Quickly, I shot an ‘I’m sorry’ look at Drew
before going on. “Since we are all here, I think we need to talk
about what we are going to do about the vampires.”

No one said anything in response, which was
kind of embarrassing.

“Chloe wants to take the Talon
Building.”

“What?” Alice gasped. “No! There isn’t a
way.”

I leaned forward to whisper since we were in
a library. “Alice, we were warned. Sostrate told us they were
coming for us. We cannot sit around and wait for them to
attack our families, our homes. We just can’t.”

“But…” Alice tried to respond, but Drew cut
her off.

“She’s right about not wanting to risk our
families because someone told us not to do something, but I’m still
on the fence about the Talon Building. There are too many of them
and too few of us.”

Oh, he could be so frustrating. I threw my
hands up. “I’m not suggesting that we go in there and fight them
all hand-to-hand. I think we should bomb it.”

“Well, well, isn’t this a nice.”

Each of us swiveled our heads in surprise
when Christina appeared from within the bookshelves.

I rolled my eyes. “Great.”

“What’s the matter, Chloe, not happy to see
me?”

“What are you even doing in a library? Don’t
you have other, skankier places to be?”

She smiled and adjusted her little jean
skirt. It was beyond me how she could walk around in skirts and
heels during the winter. I would probably kill myself in heels on
the snow and ice.

“I’m here,” she examined a fingernail,
“because I saw Oscar's motorcycle outside and decided to stop in
and say hello.” She waggled her fingers at Oscar. “So just what are
we bombing?”

Drew shook his head “We aren’t
bombing anything.”

“Oh, Drew, you can be such a party pooper.
If you guys are planning something fun, I want in.”

She pulled out the chair on the other side
of Oscar and sat down to him closer than was necessary.

Was she trying to make Drew jealous now? Or
was she trying to show Alice up? Either way, the sluttiness
continued. Ugh. At least to Ocsar’s credit he scooted away
from her and closer to Alice. Oscar didn’t see it, but Alice smiled
when he did.

Dang it, I really, really didn’t want
Christina to have anything to do with this, but fact of the matter
was that she kicked butt when it came to vampire hunting.

Drew beat me to the punch. Before I could
actually get a word out about letting Christina in on it, Drew
opened his big mouth and ruined it all.

“Christina, we aren’t actually going to bomb
anything. Chloe wants to take out the Talon Building, and I just
don’t think it’s a good idea. We could be causing more damage, make
them even more pissed off at us than they already are. That would
not be a good thing.”

“Drew!” I threw up my hands. “Come on.”

“I just don’t think we should chance
it.”

“Well, you aren’t the only one who gets to
make decisions, you know.”

Drew shook his head. “I’m the most
experienced out of all of us, except for Christina.” He nodded at
her and she gave us a smug grin. God, she was getting on my nerves.
As if I didn’t have enough problems.

“So, we are all supposed to just follow you
and whatever you say like we are your little minions?” I shot back
at him. “I have an idea and I think that everyone should get a
vote, not just you.”

“Chloe.” He said softly.

“No, I’m sick of this. I think my opinion
should be considered.”

I looked at Alice and Oscar for support, and
both of them lowered their eyes toward the table.

“Oh, come on, you guys.”

Alice looked up at me. “I’m sorry, Chloe.
I’ll go along with whatever you decide, but I’m not getting in the
middle of this.”

Oscar nodded, “To be honest, I’m all for
taking that place out. But, like Alice said, I’m not getting in the
middle of it. You guys are going to have to figure this out for
yourselves.”

“Fine.” I shoved my chair back and grabbed
my bag. “Have it your way, Drew. Everyone always does what you want
anyway, so I know that my idea is a lost cause.”

“Chloe.” He stood up to follow me.

“No! Don’t even bother.” I tried not to run
through the library and didn’t even stop for Linda when she called
my name. I hurried out the door, letting it slam shut behind
me.

I just ran, not even really knowing which
direction I was going. I just wanted away from them. Everyone
always did what Drew said. Most of the time he was right, but it
really burned me that he wasn’t in agreement with me on this. How
come he was always the one who had the final say on everything?

Out of breath and panting, I found myself at
the pond where Gavin had brought me last year.

I stared at the pond. It’s flat surface
completely calm, mirroring the pristine snow and the leafless trees
surrounding it. Snowflakes drifted down and melted into the water
without marring the perfection of the glassy surface.

I remembered that day I came here with
Gavin. He had shown me his beautiful gift. Controlling the water
and making it rise up out of the pond, swirling around in a sort of
reverse whirlpool. That day was the day he and I connected.

Why was I here?

I felt a few hot tears slide down my cold
cheeks. Damn it, I missed him. I wanted my friend back, and now we
didn’t even talk. I was fire, and he was water. We were
incompatible, but I didn’t want to be compatible, I just wanted to
be his friend.

Slowly, I walked toward the water.

He was Drew’s brother, and it seemed that
they were never going to get along. I felt so bad for Drew. He’d
had to spend every day running into his mother, who had left him;
and his brother, who was the reason she’d left him.

I knelt down into the snow. It soaked into
the calves of my jeans, but I didn’t care. Being careful not to
fall in, I slowly reached out and touched my fingertips to the icy
water. Immediately, rings spread out around my hand, rippling
across the water, ruining its perfection.

Suddenly, the ripples in the water began to…
vibrate. My fingertips in the water tingled like my foot did when
it fell asleep. I yanked my hand back out of the water and fell
backward onto my butt, not taking my eyes off the water.

The ripples rose out of the water, forming
droplets, like rain going the wrong way. The droplets mingled with
the snowflakes in a beautiful dance.

I felt my heartbeat slow and turned my head
to look behind me. “Gavin?”

I heard splashing as the droplets fell back
down into the water. He grinned, his green eyes glowing. “Who
else?”

“What are you doing here?” I asked him,
still not moving from my spot in the snow.

He shrugged and moved forward. “This is my
spot. The question is: What are you doing here?”

He plopped down into the snow beside me, not
seeming to care if he got his own jeans wet.

He looked rather good in those jeans. I knew
I shouldn’t be thinking things like that since I had a boyfriend,
but still, a girl could notice. I would have to have been blind not
to notice.

“I just came out here to do some thinking.”
I shrugged like it was no big deal.

“I thought you were doing most of your
thinking up at the falls, with Drew.”

I flipped my hair back over my shoulder.
“How would you know that? And what do you care anyway?”

I know because it’s not a secret. You guys
are up there all the time. And I do care, because I care about…” he
trailed off.

“What?” I demanded. “You care about what?
Enough to know where Drew and I spend all our time?”

“Don’t be stupid, Chloe. You know why.”

I forced myself to abandon my defense and
tore my eyes away from his to stare out at the water again.

“Yeah, I know why.” We were both silent
after that, just sitting there.

Then, suddenly, Gavin reached out and took
my hand. I tried to yank it back. I didn’t want to hold his hand.
That was like cheating.

“No,” I told him, and he released me as
suddenly as he had reached out.

“Okay, okay,” he held up his hands. “Listen,
I think you need to know that I have to leave for a while.”

“Are you going on mission?” I asked.

“No, not really,” he looked away.

“Well, why are you leaving then?”

“I just need to get away from here. I
thought that I could handle being around you and Drew, but I can’t.
I hate seeing you with him.”

I bought into the guilt trip. Casting aside
all worries about cheating, I reached out and put my hand over his.
“Look, I don’t want you to leave because of me… because of us.
Please stay.”

He shook his head. “I can’t. I need to get
away from here for a while.” He flipped his hand so that our hands
were palm to palm and laced his fingers with mine. “But you need to
know, I don’t intend on letting him have you forever. I am going to
come back, eventually, and when I do, I have every intention of
fighting for you.”

For a moment, I was speechless. He was
sitting here telling me that he planned on trying to win me over,
away from Drew.

“Gavin… I...” I didn’t get any more of the
sentence out, because before I knew it, he had pulled me forward
and crushed his lips into mine.

Every single nerve in my body danced, and
the warmth of my fire heated my body.

Heaven, help me, I kissed him back. I didn’t
fight him. I didn’t resist. I just kissed him until he pulled his
lips away from mine and jumped to his feet. “Remember that, Chloe.
Remember me, because I’m coming back, and we are going to be
together.”

Holy Moly. What in the world just
happened?

I sat there in the snow feeling horrible. I
kissed the one guy Drew hated, and that very same guy was
apparently in love with me and declared that he was going to fight
for me if he had to.

“Oh, no,” I muttered to myself and picked
myself up off the snow. As I stood, I felt eyes on me. Suddenly
nervous, I scanned the edge of the woods. The feeling was right.
Drew stood there, among the trees, watching me.

Our eyes locked, and I wanted to sink into
the ground. Damn, damn, damn!

Simply by the hurt in his eyes, I knew he
had seen us kiss. He said nothing, pulled his beanie down over his
ears and turned away, leaving me to drown myself in my own
guilt.

~~~***~~~

One of the things that bothered me the most
about having to share my room with Alice was that when I wanted to
be alone, I couldn’t. That evening, everyone pretty much steered
clear and left me alone when they realized things weren’t right
with Drew and me.

Monday droned on at school, and I skipped
dinner because I knew Drew would be there. Shortly after they
finished eating, Alice crept into the bedroom. I lay on the purple
comforter and stared at the ceiling and thought about how I was
going to fix the problem.

“Chloe?”

“Leave me alone.” I rolled over onto my
side.

She crawled onto the bed beside me. “Maybe
you should talk to Drew. He seems pretty upset, too. I don’t know
what happened, but it can’t be so bad you can’t fix things.”

“It is that bad, Alice. He saw Gavin kiss
me.”

“Hmmm.” She thought for a bit. “That is bad,
but if he kissed you, I’m sure it was obvious that you didn’t
instigate it.”

“I kissed him back. This wasn’t a peck on
the cheek.”

“Oh.”

I wanted to start crying all over again. I
knew how I would feel if I had seen that happen between him and
Christina. I would have been furious, and there would have been
more to deal with than Drew’s method of silent treatment.

“I know I have to talk to him,” I told
her.

We were both quiet for a while, and then
Alice stood. “You said you were going to try and help me with the
magic stuff. Did you want to work on some of that now? It might
take your mind off of stuff.”

I sighed. I wanted to procrastinate, but I
told her I would help her. It needed to be done. She was right,
too. It might take my mind off of stuff.

“All right. I suppose it’s time to stop
wallowing and get on with my life. I know things will be okay.”

I went into the bathroom to get both of the
candles that were sitting on the counter and brought them into the
bedroom. Setting them both down on the cool hardwood floor of my
bedroom, I sat down cross-legged and gestured for Alice to sit
opposite of me. Once she was settled I held out my finger and let
the fire come. When a little flame appeared at the tip of my
finger, I smiled and held it to the wick of one of the candles. I
didn’t light the other one. I left that one for Alice.

“In all those books,”—I extinguished my
flame—“it says fire is one of the more basic elements a witch will
learn in the beginning. I am pretty sure I can help you with that.
I receive my power from angels and gods, but you will get yours
from nature, from everything around you, and the pure energy in the
air.”

I felt strange, like I knew exactly what I
was doing and was supposed to be doing it. Like the words were
being fed to me to say just the right thing to Alice.

“Now, to start, close your eyes and think
about bringing all the energy into your body. Try to mentally fill
yourself with it.”

Alice closed her eyes and held her hands out
palm up.

She opened her eyes after a few minutes of
sitting there and nothing happening. “Nothing,” she sighed,
exasperated.

“You have to concentrate. For me, it happens
when I imagine that I’m literally pulling from the energy around
me.” I thought for a minute. “Maybe if you concentrate on pulling
from the earth, like the trees and plants and things like that. I
don’t know, but I’m pretty sure you’re not going to make fire from
your palms like I do. So maybe you should focus that energy on the
candle. Try to light the other candle.”

She nodded. “All right.”

Again, she closed her eyes. This time she
left her hands down on her legs. She seemed more relaxed this time.
While I watched, she breathed in deeply through her nose and out
her mouth in a meditational way. I said nothing, keeping my own
energy at bay so she didn’t accidentally pull from me. I wasn’t
sure that could happen, but I had read a bit on channeling, and I
didn’t want her to accidentally channel me. She needed to learn her
own focus first.

The wick sparked.

I gasped unintentionally, and Alice’s eyes
flew open. “What?”

I shook my head. “Try again! The wick on the
candle sparked!”

Her eyes lit up and her cheeks flushed with
warmth. “It did?”

“Yes.” I nodded vigorously “Try again!”

I think the spark gave her confidence.
Confidence meant a lot when trying to focus energy. She closed her
eyes again. That time, it took far less time for the candle to
spark. I smiled while she breathed and focused because I knew it
was going to work. We had done it.

“Keep going,” I urged

The flame jumped to life as a gigantic lick
of orange, and then settled to normal size candle flame.

“Open your eyes, Alice.” I knew my cheesy
grin had to be from ear to ear. She opened her eyes and saw the
flame of the candle burning bright.

“I did it,” she whispered.

“You did it!” I whispered back,
excitedly.

She shook her head. “You didn’t do this, did
you?”

My smile disappeared. “Why would I do
that?”

“To make me think I can, for confidence or
something.”

“Actually, that thought never occurred to
me. This one is all you.”

She finally let herself smile. “Let’s do it
again!”

And we did, over and over and over again for
hours, until Alice merely had to close her eyes and the flame would
appear.

~~~***~~~

It was time to talk to Drew. Whether he
wanted to talk about it or not, it had to be done. A week had
passed, and things were weird in the house because of us. After
school the next Monday, I found him at the gym, beating the crap
out of a hanging punching bag.

I wore my workout clothes. Even though we
were fighting, I had still kept up with my after-school training
the previous week. I just hadn’t been doing it at the gym. He was
doing a great job of ignoring me at home, too. Not that I tried
very hard to be around him.

I stood back and watched him. He was
shirtless with only his workout shorts on. His muscles rippled each
time he slammed his fists into the bag.

“Drew,” I approached him slowly, “we have to
talk.”

“There is nothing to talk about,” he told me
and kicked the bag with a round house.

“Yes, there is.”

“No, you made it clear what you want. There
is no reason to talk about it.”

I sighed. “I understand why you’re angry. I
would feel the same way.”

Kick, punch, kick.

I tried to ignore the fact that he was doing
his best to ignore me.

“I didn’t do anything,” I told him.

He spun around toward me so fast I took a
couple of steps backward.

“You didn’t do anything? You kissed
him!”

I shook my head. I really didn’t want to
blame Gavin, but I had to. “He kissed me. I didn’t kiss him.”

“I saw you.” He spun and hit the bag again,
causing it to swing backward.

“You saw him kissing me. I didn’t instigate
it or ask him to do it. I went there to be alone, and he showed
up.”

“I know what I saw.” Right, left, right,
left, he let loose several quick punches and then stopped, lowering
his taped hands.

I reached out to touch him, and he jerked
away.

“Seriously?” I cried out. “Fine!”

I don’t know what happened to me but I lost
all sense of trying to be civil and punched him in the stomach,
hard.

“What the….” He crouched a little bit
because he hadn't expected it.

“Oh, my god! I’m sorry!” I stepped forward
out of instinct to make sure he was okay. His surprised eyes were
wide, but I couldn’t read what was in them.

Then he lowered himself and with one quick
sweep of his leg, he knocked me to the ground. I landed on my back
as the air gushed out of my lungs.

“Drew!”

I tried to get up, but he was on top of me
holding my arms down.

“Knock it off,” I grunted at him.

“No. You want to play it this way, we
can play it this way.”

“I didn’t kiss him. I just responded to
him.” I flung my legs up and wrapped them around his neck. “I’m
sorry.”

I yanked down with my legs and Drew fell
back. I kept my legs around his neck and squeezed.

“Chloe,” he wheezed out as my thighs
tightened around his neck. He grabbed my legs and tried to pry them
away from him, but I squeezed harder.

“Damn it, Drew. I picked you. I’m not a
cheater.”

“Sure looked like you were.” He finally
pried my legs away and escaped. I turned over and tried to crawl
away, but didn’t get far. He grabbed my legs and yanked me back
toward him, then tried to straddle me again.

Furious, I slammed my fist into his cheek
bone.

He didn’t say anything, but he grabbed my
hands again and held them above me while I lay flat on the mat. I
tried with my legs again, but he had already been taken that way so
he was onto me. I wiggled and squirmed beneath him.

“Let me go. I’ll leave you alone if that’s
what you want.”

He lowered his head until our lips were
almost touching and stared me in the eye. “I don’t want you to
leave me alone. I want to be yours, alone. I don’t like
sharing, especially with him.”

“Drew,” I sighed and relaxed my body. His
lips came just a little bit closer.

“You know, Chloe. This sort of thing really
doesn’t help my trust issues.”

“I’m sorry,” I told him. “I don’t know what
else to say. I love you.” The last came out as a whisper.

Suddenly he was crushing his lips against
mine and tingles shot through my body. At the same time, there was
a huge burst of applause. Startled, Drew and I both turned our
heads and every single person in the gym was clapping and even a
few ‘woohoos’ came from our unexpected audience.

“Oh, my god,” I whispered as I hid my face
in Drew’s neck.

He laughed and rolled off of me. “Well, it’s
not like it’s been a secret that we’ve been fighting. This is a
small town, and everyone knows everything about everyone here."

“Wonderful,” I moaned.

Our audience was disbanding and going back
to their workouts.

Drew held his hand out and helped me to my
feet.

“Don’t ever do that again,” he told me,
bringing me close to him for another super-awesome kiss.

“I won’t,” I mumbled against his lips.

I couldn’t help but think of Gavin’s
lingering words about fighting for me. At least he would be gone
for a while, and we wouldn’t have to worry about it.

I just wished they could get along so we
could be friends.

~~~***~~~

“The whole gym was watching you guys!” Alice
exclaimed.

She was placing about fifteen candles around
the bedroom.

I lay on the bed watching her. “Yeah, it was
super embarrassing, but I’m glad it happened.”

 

“I wish I could have been there to see
it.”

“I imagine it was probably a good show. I’m
sure people are going to be talking about that one for a
while.”

Alice finished setting up her last candle
and rubbed her hands together. “Okay, are you ready?”

I nodded and she stood in the center of the
room and closed her eyes. I felt a rush of air sweep through the
room and then all the candles flamed to life. I smiled.

“Open your eyes, Alice.”

Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked at
all the burning candles in amazement.

“I don’t understand how this is possible,”
she whispered.

“I don’t either,” I told her softly, “but
fact is, this world is full of stuff we don’t understand. There are
vampires, mythological demigods and angels. I have fire power.
What’s wrong with throwing in a little magic to even things out?” I
smiled. “Imagine the great things you’ll be able to do, Alice.”

She blew out all the candles, one by
one.

“Well, I don’t know about all that, but at
least I know that I’m capable of something.” She looked over at me.
“I wish I’d had this when you fought Trevor. I could have
helped.”

“That is behind us,” I told her stiffly.
Mostly, I just didn’t want to talk about it.

My bedroom door flung open, and I expected
Drew or Oscar. Luke always knocked. But it wasn’t any of them.

It was Christina. “All right, you Boring
Betties, we are going out!”

“What the hell?” I exclaimed, jumping off my
bed. “Why would we want to go anywhere with you? How did you get up
here to my room? And why are you even asking us?”

She placed her hand on her hip and flipped
her long black hair with the other hand. Today her little skirt was
plaid, and her button-up top was red.

“Look, Chloe, I’m not about to pretend we're
friends, but I need Drew to come with me for something. I know he
won’t go unless you tag along.” She flicked her eyes up toward
Alice. “You and that hot siren may as well come along, too. I
wouldn’t mind seeing him shake his ass on the dance floor.”

Alice turned beet red and clenched her
fists. I had no idea why Christina was harassing Alice. The only
logical explanation was that she was threatened by Alice.

I shook my head in Alice’s direction, trying
to tell her silently to ignore Christina, because she was
harmless.

“First of all, Christina, I’m not going
anywhere with you unless you tell me where it is that you want to
go and why we are going there. Most of all, why do you need Drew
for it?”

“Oh, relax! It’s nothing, really.” She
grinned wickedly. “We are going to find out who this mysterious
vampire slayer is.”

I should have known. Most of Arcadia Falls
read the papers, and probably all of them were onto this story.
“How do you even know where he is going to be?”

“I’ve got a tip from a friend in the
city.”

“Where are we going?” I asked again.

“We are going to a club downtown.”

“Uh, Christina, I don’t know if you have
been thinking this over very well. None of us are old enough to get
into a club.”

She flipped her hair again and shifted the
large bag she carried on her shoulder. “For god's sake, Chloe. I am
not an idiot! It’s a club for ages sixteen and up. You know, those
clubs meant to keep the kids off the streets and all that.” She
waved her hand in the air like people trying to help kids avoid
drugs and trouble was unimportant to her.

“Well, let me see if Drew even wants to
go.”

“No need. I saw him on the way up. He’s fine
with it as long as you come. I’m here to help you get ready.”

How annoying. “I’m perfectly capable
of getting myself ready.”

She set her bag on my bed. “Uh, no, you are
absolutely not. This isn’t yoga class. We are going out dancing,
and your idea of outing wear is stretch pants and a tank top. You
need my help.”

Caught off guard by her blatant dislike of
my attire, I reached up and smoothed down my hair. “I’m still
capable of doing it myself.”

I stalked off to my closet to see what I had
to wear.

Alice went to the door. “I’ll go call Oscar.
I’ll be back to get ready in a few.”

“See ya’.” Christina waved her off.

I didn’t even know what a person wore to go
out dancing. I’d never been before. I flipped through the hangers,
and I became more annoyed by the second. I was beginning to think
Christina didn’t actually have any friends. Why else would she be
bothering us with this?

“Don’t worry,” she called from behind me, “I
have the perfect thing for you to wear.”

Oh, no.

“It better not make me look like a
hooker.”

I turned to find she was holding up a
sophisticated-looking, bright red shirt dress type of thing. If
anything it was the opposite of hooker. The top was tight fitting
with short sleeves that ended just after the shoulders, and instead
of an impossibly low neckline it had a turtle neck. Below the
breast area of the dress it began to loosen and hang
comfortably.

“I knew you’d like it,” Christina smiled.
“You need to wear this with black stretch pants and those leather
boots I saw you wear once.”

The next thing I knew, Alice was back, and
we were all squeezed into my bathroom to do our hair and makeup.
Well, they got to do their own. I was subjected to the application
of ten tons of eyeliner and mascara. Christina, having taken over
doing my makeup, applied a very dark brown eye shadow along with
all the black. At least she let me use a pale lip gloss instead of
a slutty red one.

Next, she tackled my hair. She left it down,
but tied up the top half of it, pulling out a few strands of bangs
around my eyes.

“There!”

Christina turned me around so I could look
in the mirror.

“You look like you’re five years older now,
at the very least.”

She packed all her things into her bag. She
had changed, too, and now her outfit consisted of a tight black
dress with short sleeves and lots of zippers. Surprisingly, it did
not look as slutty as I thought it might: One zipper for the whole
dress and two pocket zippers on the hips, along with two pocket
zippers on the breasts. She had on a pair of insanely tall
high-heeled black boots. Her normally straight dark hair was done
in full, bouncing curls.

Alice, who had picked out a blue-jean skirt
and a shimmery white tank top that hung loose down over her hips,
eyed Christina curiously. “How can you wear heels all the time?
Isn’t it hard to fight with them on?”

Christina zipped her bag shut. “Nope.”

“Well, where do you keep your weapons?”

With a slightly annoyed tilt of her head,
Christina turned to face Alice and lifted her skirt to show us her
thighs. “First of all, I have these.” She had a knife, sheathed and
strapped to each thigh. “Then there are the guns, knives and pepper
spray in my bag, and this,” she reached into her boot and extracted
another large knife. “There is always a place to keep a weapon.
Hunter Girl 101.”

I opted to keep my gun in my purse instead
of trying to find a place to hide it on my body. Alice didn’t even
carry a gun. We had given her lessons, so she did know how to use
one. She didn’t like carrying it though

“All right, you guys,” I put my lip gloss
and my cell phone into my purse beside my gun and an extra magazine
of UV bullets “we'd better go downstairs and get a few extra
weapons. Alice needs a gun.”

Downstairs, the guys waited for us. Of
course, being guys, they were already done getting ready. They had
beaten us to the punch and were huddled together in front of the
secret weapons closet, discussing the effectiveness of the UV
bullets.

“Well, don’t you two look nice!” Drew and
Oscar both looked up when Christina announced our entrance.

She was right. They both wore nice pairs of
jeans and their combat boots, but Oscar had on a white
short-sleeved, button-down shirt and Drew had on a black one. He
had his blond hair styled in a sort of punk look. It wasn’t very
long, so he normally just let it lay down.

Both of them looked up when we had entered
the room. It was an awkward moment, because both guys took an
excruciatingly long time examining us. I didn’t dress up that
often. I liked to look cute, but I didn’t normally take a lot of
time with all that primping some 'normal' girls did.

“Let us in there, you guys.” I squeezed in
between them. “We need a few things.”

“What do you need?” Drew slammed a loaded
magazine into his gun and lifted his shirt so he could holster it.
He had a double holster, a gun on each side. His holster also had
special-made pockets on the straps for his throwing stars.

“Alice needs a gun. She doesn’t have her own
yet.”

Alice frowned. “I wish I could take a sword,
but I don’t think that would fly.”

I smiled, picturing Alice waltzing into a
club with a sword strapped to her hip. It seemed more like a way to
land herself a night in jail than to keep herself safe.

Drew handed me a .380, a small silver
handgun that was extremely lightweight.

“Here take this one.”

“Oh, this is perfect for her.” I checked the
magazine, replaced it and handed it to Alice. “Here. This should
fit in your purse.”

“Thanks.” She accepted the gun, holding it
like it was a grenade, and tucked it into her purse. Drew loaded an
extra magazine for her and gave her that, too.

“Just in case,” he told her.

She nodded, knowing she had to be
prepared.

“Can we go now?” Christina stood by the
staircase with her bag over her shoulder and one hand on her hip,
looking bored.

“Calm down,” Drew told her. “We'll leave
soon enough.”

Luke came around the corner just then and
narrowed his eyes when he saw us all crowded over the arsenal in
the closet. “What are you guys doing?”

I didn’t like lying to Luke, and I wasn’t
about to start.

“We’re going to find that guy from the news,
the vigilante vampire killer.”

Luke narrowed his eyebrows. “And you know
where to find him?”

“Christina has a source.” Drew folded the
closet doors shut. “Do I look like I’m packing?” He smoothed down
his shirt. “Or should I wear a jacket?”

“You look great!” I told him with a
grin.

Christina rolled her eyes. “Oh,
please. Seriously, can we go now?” She jingled her keys.
“I’m driving.”

Luke examined us carefully, a group who
claimed to be going out on a mission but looked like we were headed
to a party. I gave him a quick peck on the cheek.

“Don’t worry. We will be fine,” I told
him.

He nodded. “I know. Call if you need
anything.”

Oscar slid his leather jacket on and held
Alice’s jacket for her. We might have looked great, but it was
still freezing out there and we needed coats. Christina had already
gone out to start her car.

“I don’t know why we have to ride with her,”
I mumbled. I put on the thigh length leather jacket I had found in
my mother’s things.

Drew held the door open for me, shooing me
out. “Because she is the only one with a car we can all fit in. We
can’t go in my truck or on Oscar’s bike."

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, but still, hanging
out with Christina isn’t my idea of the ideal evening.”

“Ignore her,” Drew told me and shut the door
behind us.

~~~***~~~

It was clear and cold out. The night sky was
bright with stars and a huge almost-full moon. For me, there was no
such thing as a perfect night any more. The darkness brought
vampires, and as long as they were around, the night would be my
enemy, too.

Alice sat in the front next to Christina,
while I sat in the back in between Oscar and Drew. The city was
always crowded, day or night, so the traffic was thick. It seemed
to take forever, but we finally arrived downtown. We found a place
to park about a block from the club. I guess that wasn’t too bad,
considering the busy street. There was no line outside the club
like I'd on television. The club was just a hole in the wall.

“Christina, are you sure we can go in
there?”

She led the way, about five steps in front
of us.

She sighed. “Yes, Chloe, I’m sure. Why would
I have brought you here if you couldn’t go in?”

I frowned. “It’s just that it looks, well…
trashy and adult.”

“It is trashy. We aren’t exactly in the most
upscale part of town. There is a guy just inside the door who will
check your ID, so get it out so he doesn’t see your gun. He will
stamp your hand so it says you’re underage so the bartender won’t
serve you booze.”

The deep bass of the techno music met us
long before we arrived at the entrance. I opened my purse and took
out my ID before we got to the door. It was a little creepy. The
door didn’t even have a sign on it telling us the name of the club.
I wondered what people called the place if it didn’t have a
name.

With my ID in one hand, I took Drew’s hand
in my other and took a deep breath when he pulled open the heavy
door to let us in. The air was heavy with the salty scent of sweat.
A gargantuan man with his head shaved bald stood just inside the
door. He wore a black tee shirt that stated he was security.

“Hey, Mike.” Christina waved.

“Christina!” Mike lifted his massive arm and
gave her a side hug. “Where’ve you been girl?”

She returned his hug.

“Just been busy.” She gestured to us. “I
brought my friends this time.”

I could not believe she actually hung out
here. I glanced at Drew and raised my eyebrows in question. He just
shrugged in response. I guess he didn’t know anything about it
either.

“Okay, crew, I’m going to need to see your
IDs.” Mike held out his hand, and without asking for her ID, he
stamped the back of Christina’s hand. It was a fluorescent pink
stamp with large black letters that said ‘Minor’.

I lifted my arm, ID in hand and let Mike
look at it and give me a stamp, too. We all got one except for
Alice and Oscar.

“There you go. You’re all set,” Mike told
us.

“Thanks, Mike. This way, you guys.”

We moved on, into the belly of the club. I’d
never been any place like it before. It was both fascinating and
frightening at the same time. The place was mostly dark, except for
flashing colored lights and some dim hanging lamps above the bar
and the tables.

Somehow, we managed to squeeze through the
hot sweaty bodies and follow Christina to the far wall, where there
were several sets of couches and coffee tables. Anxious to get away
from the crowd, I lunged for the couch and sat on the black,
velvety cushions. Everyone else, except for Drew, followed. We
crammed ourselves into the small area. Drew preferred to stand
where he could see everything going on.

“So what now?” I yelled over the music at
Christina.

She leaned over the coffee table from her
spot on the couch across from me.

“Just keep your eyes peeled for anything
that looks suspicious,” she yelled.

Great, guess I better get out my big
magnifying glass and search for clues.

“I’m going to get something to drink,” I
hollered at Drew. He held his hand out, indicating he would go with
me.

After another round of pushing and shoving
through the crowd, we finally made it to the bar.

“What’ll it be?” the bartender asked after
he finally made his way over to us.

“Two sodas,” Drew told him, reaching for his
wallet.

“Make that four.”

Oscar appeared behind us, holding up a
twenty dollar bill.

The bartender nodded and quickly poured the
fizzy beverages.

“Here you are,” he hollered.

“Thanks!” I yelled back, trying to make sure
he heard me.

I reached for the drinks, which happened to
be in classy plastic cups, and turned to face the crowd.

“So what are we looking for, exactly?” I
asked, handing Drew his drink.

He shrugged. “Hard to say.”

He plucked the straw out of his drink and
flipped it onto the bar. “Just keep your eyes peeled for suspicious
behavior.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “You know, someone who acts the
way a vigilante vampire hunter might act.”

“This is so weird.” I sighed, leaning back
against the bar.

Oscar leaned back next to me. “Christina
sure is vague about her tip.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, tell me about
it.”

Drew shook his head. “Christina might not
tell us everything, but she is usually right. She has friends all
over the place.”

Oscar swished his soda with the straw, but
then he opted to toss it on the bar like Drew had. “How? Don’t you
guys usually stick to yourselves? I mean, to your own
community?”

Alice approached while Drew rolled his eyes.
“Oscar, we can go outside the community when we aren’t on a
mission. We aren’t locked in.”

“I know that,” Oscar fired back with slanted
eyes. “I just mean, most of you don’t want to go out into the
city.”

He handed Alice her soda.

Drew shook his head. “No, we don’t, but that
doesn’t mean we don’t know anyone else. As for Christina, she is
one who actually likes to frequent the cities. We shouldn’t
complain. Her contacts have helped us with a lot of missions.”

Man, he was always defending her. I guess
that’s was just how it was for the folks in Arcadia Falls who have
known each other their entire lives. Still, it bugged me, mostly
because I knew Christina and Drew had dated. But, hey, what could I
do?

Oscar decided to let the topic of Christina
drop and stayed silent.

“Come on, you guys,” Alice beckoned with a
wave of her hand. “Let’s go sit down.”

We squeezed through the crowd and tried not
to spill our drinks. Suddenly, I felt the back of my neck tingle.
It’s hard to explain, but it wasn’t the normal vampire tingle,
although it was similar. I stopped in the crowd and looked around.
All I could see were bouncing bodies and flashing lights. I looked
to Drew for confirmation of the vampire tingle, but he didn’t
appear to notice.

“Wait!” I grabbed the back of Drew’s shirt
and stopped. “Something isn’t right.”

“What is it?” he scanned the crowd to look
for evidence of my claim.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I just feel
something—” My voice dwindled off mid-word when my gaze settled on
a guy with dark hair and a leather jacket. He danced with a drink
held high in his hand, and there were hot slutty-looking girls
pretty much rubbing themselves all over him.

“Ugh.”

“What?” Oscar had been checking out the
crowd, too.

Again, I shook my head.

“I don’t know.” I didn’t know what the heck
the tingle meant, but for some reason, I just knew he was the guy
we were looking for.

I pointed at him. “That guy, we need to keep
an eye on him.”

“Screw that, I’m going to talk to him.”
Christina had pretty much materialized beside me. “He’s hot anyway,
so what’s it going hurt either way?”

She smiled and flipped her hair before she
pushed back into the crowd of dancing bodies.

Oscar quickly followed with Alice’s hand
grasped firmly in his.

“I’m not going to miss this,” he declared.
They disappeared into the crowd.

Drew shrugged and followed Oscar. I had no
choice but to grab onto Drew so I didn’t lose them. I let him pull
me along while we wrangled our way to where Christina was about to
interrogate the dark-haired stranger.

Finally, Christina came into view. She had
managed to acquire a spot beside him. She danced close to him, and
in true Christina style, she was completely inappropriate. She
reached out and grabbed the front of his shirt in her fist and
yanked him toward her.

Now that I was able to get a better look at
him, I could tell already he was a typical bad boy. Dark brown eyes
twinkled with sarcasm, and his black hair was cut into a trendy
sort of spiked-up style. His leather jacket was open to reveal the
white tee shirt Christina still held in her fist.

I watched closely while his hand, the hand
that wasn’t holding his drink, slithered down to Christina's hip.
He grinned down at her.

Discreetly, Christina grasped his hand
before it reached her thigh, where her knives were strapped. She
lifted his hand up and placed it on her shoulder. She smiled up at
him in return.

Sometimes, not often, but sometimes, I
wished I could be as confident around guys as she was.

Drew circled behind me, bringing his arms
around my waist. I sucked in my breath. Even though Drew and I had
been together for a while, I still felt butterflies in my stomach
when he touched me like that.

“Why don’t we dance?” he whispered. I could
feel his breath on my neck.

“Seriously?” I was shocked he would suggest
such a thing. Drew wasn’t really the dancing kind of guy.

I had gone to a dance with Drew once shortly
after we'd first started to date, and we had mostly stood around
and drank punch all night. I hated to admit, and I never would to
him, that I had had a better time when I had gone with Gavin to the
New Year's Bash the year before. Gavin and I had only been at the
dance for a short time, but it had been wonderful. I could still
see the glitter and sparkly stuff that looked like it had exploded
in the gym.

Dammit! I can’t think about Gavin while
dancing with Drew, I reminded myself.

“Yeah, seriously.” Drew moved with the music
behind me and then circled around so he stood in front of me. He
leaned in close until his lips touched my ear. “We need to look
busy, instead of just staring at them.”

I nodded and bounced to the beat along with
Drew and the rest of the crowd.

Oscar and Alice appeared to be doing the
same thing. I watched Alice, her shiny shirt flashing in the lights
like a disco ball, smiling up at Oscar. I was never happier that we
had gotten her away from Trevor.

I tried to ignore that I was totally having
a blast dancing with Drew and to focus on the mission. We needed to
find out more about that guy. If there were one thing I had learned
as a hunter, it was not to ignore gut feelings.

Suddenly, the dark-haired stranger shuffled
his gaze away from Christina and reached into his pocket to extract
a cell phone. I looked at Drew and raised my eyebrows. Christina
continued to dance while he appeared to check his phone, and then
he bent to whisper something in her ear. She said something back to
him while he guzzled the rest of his drink. He smiled and turned to
leave.

“We have to follow him.” Drew grabbed my
hand and gave it a squeeze. “C’mon.”

I took his hand but glanced back at Oscar
and Alice, tilting my head to signal the plan. Christina had
already begun to follow in the direction he had headed, so we took
off after her. He went to a parking garage, which was in the
opposite direction from where our car was parked.

“Crap!” Drew muttered.

“I’ll go,” Oscar offered, leaving Alice with
us and running off in the other direction. “I’ll be right out here
with the car.”

Christina was quite a distance ahead of us.
She followed him into the garage while we waited on the street for
her to return. After a few agonizing minutes of waiting, she came
running out of the garage at almost the exact moment Oscar pulled
the car up onto the curb beside us.

“Big truck!” she called out, headed for her
car. The rest of us hurried over and piled in, just when a huge
black truck slowly exited the garage. She jumped into the front
seat and slapped the dashboard, excitement clear in her eyes.
“Let’s go!”

Oscar peeled away from the curb into the
traffic behind the truck. Our newfound stranger didn’t appear to be
in too much of a hurry. He rolled slowly through, keeping pace with
the rest of the city traffic. Alice leaned forward, trying to get a
better view.

“I wonder where he's headed”

“We’re going to find out,” Drew mumbled,
never taking his eyes off the truck.

I reached over and felt for his hand,
wanting to feel him close to me. My blond vampire hunter responded
by giving my hand a squeeze of reassurance.

After about ten minutes, we rolled into a
community of older-looking houses. Most would describe them as
Victorian. Almost every single one of the houses had a pointed
rooftop and a really nice covered porch.

“Where are we?” I looked to Drew, but it was
Christina who answered.

“This is the college community.” She
gestured toward the houses. "Almost all of these homes are occupied
by college kids.”

Drew nodded. “That makes most of them party
houses. The perfect place for a vampire to find himself a little
snack,” he finished.

“Oh.”

Oscar followed as closely as he could
without being seen, but the traffic had dissipated considerably. I
could tell that every moment that passed, we were more at risk of
being spotted following the truck.

The truck continued to roll aimlessly down
the shiny streets that were wet from the snow.

“What is he doing?” I wondered aloud.

Christina, impatiently tapping her foot on
the floorboard of the front seat, said, “I think he’s waiting.”

I leaned forward, trying to get a better
view of the truck. “For what?”

“For something to happen,” she
responded.

It seemed like we drove around the
neighborhood in pursuit of our stranger forever. I took the
opportunity to gaze around the neighborhood. Some sections of the
housing areas were far busier than others. Lights lit up almost
every window of most houses, and music could be heard emanating
from the majority of them. Through the fogged up windows, I could
see cars full of people either coming or going. One yard even had a
rather large looking fire going in a pit dug right in the
snow-covered front yard. Guys and girls stood close to the flames,
talking and holding beer bottles.

I sighed and realized they had no clue what
could be watching them, but we did. That was what we were put on
this earth to do: to protect those innocent people.

“Look!” Alice pointed. “He’s parking.”

Sure enough, the brake lights from the black
truck glared at us when he pulled over to the curb next to a snow
bank. Quickly, I scanned the area. There wasn’t much there. It
looked like there was a small park area across from his truck.
There were several buildings that appeared to be empty. One had a
large sign explaining it was the library. Other than that, not much
was around.

Drew leaned forward and tried to get a
better view.

“Let’s move past him so that we can park and
come back on foot,” Drew said.

Oscar nodded his acknowledgement and drove
on.

We finally found a place to park about a
block up. Oscar parked as quickly as he could.

“Come on.” Drew grabbed my hand and
practically yanked me out of the car. “Let’s move.”

We stayed off the sidewalks until we got a
little closer and then stealthily maneuvered off into the trees
that lined our side of the street. Finally, we found a spot to
hunker down where we could see the truck and a wide view of the
surrounding area.

“I think the school is that way,” Christina
whispered, nodding to indicate the direction.

No one said anything, maintaining silence
and watching.

Damn, it was cold! I wished I had more
clothing on.

While we waited, I silently hoped the little
voyage we'd taken to get there would be worth it, because if we had
all come out there for nothing except my ‘little feeling,’ I knew I
would get a lot of flak from the others when we got back home.

“Look.” Drew nudged me.

I followed his gaze and saw a girl who
didn’t look much older than I am carefully making her way along the
sidewalk. She wore jeans and a heavy jacket with a backpack
strapped over the top. Her curly blonde hair shone in the lamplight
underneath her winter stocking cap. After focusing for a moment, I
realized she also wore ear buds. Wonderful, she wouldn’t be able to
hear anything coming at her.

Our stranger didn’t get out of his truck,
and we didn’t move either. She was just crossing in front of the
library when the vampire tingle happened. For me, it was always a
shock to feel it, but the others, aside from Oscar and Alice, were
so used to it they didn’t appear to feel it at all. I looked to
Drew, but he was desperately searching for the vampire we knew was
around somewhere.

“Is he just going to wait for her to be
attacked?” I whispered. I extracted my gun and popped the
slide.

Christina already held her gun in her hand.
“That’s what it looks like.”

“He doesn’t have the warning signal we do,”
Drew said in defense of the strange.

“I don’t care.” I whispered loudly. The girl
had stopped and was looking at her music player, probably changing
songs. “He shouldn’t wait.”

Then it happened: A male with blond hair and
a black jacket appeared, just casually strolling down the street as
if he weren’t a vampire about to rip that woman’s throat out.

“Shhh.” I felt Drew gently place his hand on
my leg, indicating I should be quiet and hold still.

“But…”

“Shhh.”

Dang it. We needed to move. The
vampire approached the young lady. Seeming to sense him coming, she
lifted her eyes away from her music player. As soon as she spotted
him, she immediately took a couple of steps backward and then
looked around, probably searching to see if there were someone to
witness if she were mugged or raped.

“I’m going,” Christina declared. With that,
she was off and running, knowing we would follow.

“Damn it!” Drew slammed his fist into the
snow and took off after her. Oscar, Alice and I were right behind
them with our weapons drawn. Christina, had a gun in each hand,
both pointed at the vampire. The woman on the sidewalk caught sight
of Christina and screamed.

The vampire also caught sight of her and,
within a second, had the woman in his arms, neck tilted to the side
so far it seemed dangerously close to snapping. Then he bit
her.

Christina fired her weapon two times, once
in the back and once in the head. He spun around to face her, and
she nailed him in the chest. The vampire grasped his heart, blood
oozing between his fingers as he crumpled to the icy pavement with
rays of UV filtering through his disintegrating body.

Still running, Christina holstered her gun
and the woman turned to run, slipping on the icy sidewalk in her
haste. Drew was the first to reach her.

“Stop! It’s all right.” He reached out and
took hold of her jacket.

“No!” She screamed at him, eyes wide with
fear.

“We aren’t going to hurt you.”

“Leave me alone.” She whimpered. “Let me
go.”

Drew encircled his arms around her from
behind, pinning her arms to her sides to prevent her from attacking
him. “Let me go.” Her last words were a whisper and her body fell
limp in Drew’s arms.

Blood spilled from the wound on her neck,
drenching her jacket as well as Drew’s.

“Let me talk to her,” Oscar offered. “She
will listen to me.”

He had taken off his button-up shirt and
held it to the woman’s neck while Drew handed her over.

“I’ve got this guy.” Christina, pulled one
of her knives from her boot. Before she could drive it through what
remained of the body of the dead vampire, through his heart, a loud
roar echoed through the air as the stranger’s truck roared to life.
We had completely forgotten about him in the rush to save the
vampire’s victim.

“Shit!” Drew began to run after him, and I
followed. It suddenly occurred to me that I might be the only one
who would be able to catch him as he pulled away from the curb. I
dug in, channeling all my power into my run. I got close enough I
thought I could probably make the jump and launched myself into the
air, tucking my feet and hoping to make it because it was sure
going to hurt if I didn’t.

I stuck it.

I landed in a crouch in the bed of the
truck. He swerved and tried to knock me over, but I crawled quickly
to the back window, hoping it was unlocked, because I sure as hell
didn’t want to climb over the side and try to get in the door.

I wedged my fingers into the crack and
pulled. Yes! It was open. He glanced back over his shoulder
and saw me trying to slip through the tiny window. Then, suddenly,
my face was wet and scalding. “Ow! Son of a bi—”

“Get out!” he yelled at me. “What do you
want?”

That bastard had thrown his coffee in my
face. I fell down inside, plopping into the back seat head first. I
felt the truck swerve back and forth while he tried to keep an eye
on me in the back. After I quickly righted myself, I lunged for his
neck and wrapped my arm around him in a head lock.

“Pull over,” I growled.

“Who are you?” he managed to ask again.

“It doesn’t matter who I am. Pull over!”

I squeezed my arm even more tightly around
his neck until he did as I asked. Safely off to the side of the
street, I felt relief wash over me. At least we weren’t going to
die in a car accident.

“Now, who are you?” I asked, not even close
to letting him go.

Drew arrived at the driver’s side door and
flung it open, his gun held out in front of him.

He demanded what I had been asking the guy
already. “We know it was no accident you were waiting there. Now
tell us,” Drew pushed his gun up against the dude’s thigh. At least
he didn’t have it pointed at his head or anything.

“My name is Zander. Now let go of my neck!”
He yanked himself forward just as I let him go and so he bashed his
head on the wheel. “Wonderful, just wonderful,” he muttered,
rubbing his forehead.

Drew dug the barrel of his gun into Zander’s
thigh even more. “It was no accident that you were here.
Explain.”

I kept my hands behind his head, ready to
fry him if he so much as made a move at Drew.

“I don’t have to explain jack to you. Now
get the hell away from me.”

Drew smiled slyly. “Actually you do have to
explain yourself. Are you the man from the newspapers, the one
saving women from animals?”

“Like I said, man, leave me alone. From what
I saw out there with that woman, you know as well as I do what kind
of animals those are.”

After catching my eye and seeing my nod,
Drew raised his gun up and away from Zander in a sort of
conciliatory move.

“Can we just talk, man? We have to get back
there and take care of that girl.”

Zander shook his head and looked from Drew
to the street. “I don’t know about that. I should probably just
go.”

“Don’t you want to help that girl? Isn’t
that what you’ve been doing is saving people?” Drew raised his
eyebrows. “Well, now we have to go save her and figure out what the
hell we are going to tell her about what just happened."

I think Zander finally realized he wasn’t
going to get out of this one. “Fine. Get in, and let’s go check it
out.” He gestured to the passenger seat.

Drew hurried around and hopped up into the
truck while I stayed in the back.

He turned the truck around and headed back
toward the others.

“So who are you guys?” he finally asked. “I
saw what you did, and I know this isn’t something that surprised
you.”

I watched Drew contemplate his answer before
he responded. He flexed his hand on the grip of his gun. “We are
vampire hunters.”

Zander nodded. “I figured.”

“We can talk more about this later,” Drew
said when we approached the scene.

Oscar, Alice and Christina had pulled the
woman into the shadows to reduce the risk of being seen. I looked
around and saw that even though from a distance nothing appeared to
be happening, splatters of blood remained on the sidewalk as
evidence of the incident.

I spotted Oscar sitting on the icy-cold
pavement in an alley with the woman pulled tightly up against him.
He gently rocked her back and forth, in a comforting motion. Alice
and Christina stood beside him, waiting for us.

“What happened to the vampire?” Drew asked
when we approached. He still carried his gun in his hand, probably
refusing to holster it until he knew Zander was safe.

Christina eyed Zander cautiously before she
responded. She twirled her gigantic knife like it was a baton. “No
worries. He's gone.”

Oscar propped the woman up against the wall.
“We have to call an ambulance. She is losing too much blood.”

I knelt down and looked into the young
woman’s eyes, which were still wide with fear. She appeared to be
conscious but unspeaking. A sharp pang of guilt hit me in the gut.
It was our fault she was suffering. If we had only gotten to him
sooner, she would be fine. “Oscar, can you help her? Is that
possible?

He nodded. “Yes. I can make her think
something else happened to her. Then she won’t remember anything,
but I have to wait until just before we leave her so that she has
absolutely no memory of us after I speak to her.”

Zander approached the woman with every
single one of our skeptical eyes on him. “We should use her phone.”
He dug through her jacket pockets until he found a phone in one of
the inside pockets. “That way our phones can’t be tracked.”

We all knew he was right, so we let him call
911 and explain about a woman with some kind of bite. He gave the
address of where we were, clicked off the phone and replaced it in
her jacket.

Christina gave her knife one last twirl then
sheathed it. “It’s time to go.”

Oscar turned and knelt before the woman.

“Look at me,” he demanded softly and lifted
her chin.

I could see her trying hard to focus on
him.

I had asked about his ability before, and he
had explained that it wasn’t about making eye contact, like
compulsion; it was about the actual sound of his voice, but making
eye contact helped a person listen better.

“You will remember nothing of anyone you
have seen tonight. A large animal attacked you as you walked back
home from studying late at school. You fought it and then it ran
away.”

She blinked her eyes as her only
response.

“You aren’t afraid any more. Help is coming.
Do you understand?” he asked.

She nodded and managed to whisper, “Yes, I
understand.”

Oscar stood. “All right, it’s done. Let’s
get out of here.”

Zander looked to Drew. “Get in my truck.
I’ll take you guys to your car.”

Drew nodded. We all piled into the bed of
his truck, except for Drew, who sat in the passenger seat so he
could watch and show him where the car was, I assumed.

At the car, Drew stayed in the truck and
told us to meet them at café on Pine Street. As soon as we had
unloaded out of the back of the truck, they sped off into the
night. Moving as fast as we could, we hurried into the car and took
off after them.

“Go as quick as you can, Christina. I don’t
want Drew alone with him any longer than he has to be.”

I could see her roll her eyes even from my
position in the backseat.

Alice sat in the back with me.

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

She sighed and leaned back against the seat
of the car. “It’s so strange. All that time I’ve spent around
vampires, and this was probably the most intense thing to ever
happen to me, aside from what happened with you at Trevor’s,” she
added.

I lay back on the seat, too. I was just glad
that the hardest part of the night was over.

We pulled into the lot of the café and
parked beside Zander’s truck.

“I am so hungry!” I stretched after slipping
out of the car and then slammed the door shut. “Let’s get some
food!”

We found Drew and Zander looking at menus in
a huge booth way in the back of the café. There weren’t many people
taking up space, because it was so late after dinnertime. I scooted
into the booth next to Drew while Zander got up and let Alice,
Oscar and Christina into the booth.

“Hey,” Christina said, and smiled at him
when he sat next to her.

Oh, my god! The girl couldn’t stop flirting
if her life depended on it.

We all ordered coffee except for Christina
and Drew who preferred to have juice. I proceeded to order a rare
burger with everything, fries, and a chocolate shake. After
everyone had ordered, it was time to get down to business.

“So,” Christina sipped her juice and smiled
sweetly, “just who are you, exactly?”

Zander shrugged off his leather jacket and
set it aside. “I am here, in this town, because I’m searching for
my father. I’ve been killing vampires and saving people since I was
about fifteen.”

“How old are you now?” Christina swirled her
straw.

“Twenty-two.”

“Hmmm.”

I shook my head, trying to ignore Christina.
“Why are you looking for your father?”

“Oh, no.” He wagged his finger a bit. “It’s
question for question, and that makes it my turn to ask you. Who
are you guys?” He turned to look Christina in the eye. “He already
told me you are vampire hunters, so tell me about your group.”

For a moment, there was an awkward silence
while we deliberated what exactly we should tell him. He already
knew we killed vampires, but it was a whole other story to put the
community at risk. Drew seemed to be the senior hunter at the
table, so we pretty much left it to him to explain.

“There are more of us, a lot more. The
vampire hunter is a race of beings. We are human, yet born from the
blood of angels and demigods. Killing vampires is in our blood, not
something we have chosen to do.”

Zander, despite all his bad-boy cool
mannerisms, appeared shocked. “Angels and demigods?”

We all nodded. I looked to Alice and shook
my head gently. He knew about us, but there was no reason he needed
to know anything about her or Oscar. Drew pointed at him. “Now you.
Why are you searching for your father?”

He shrugged. “It’s a long story. Basically,
I have never known him. My mother never wanted to talk about him,
because he ditched us before I was born.”

Alice’s eyes misted a little bit. “I’m
sorry,” she whispered. She was always the motherly one. “Maybe, we
could help you find him. Do you know his name?”

Zander removed a note from his pocket.

“My mother passed away last year. She left
this in a journal that she kept.” He unfolded the aged paper. “It
is a letter to me, describing my father and where she had last seen
him. His name is Trevor Krasimir.”

I felt a wave of nausea wash over me, and my
vision clouded with dizziness. I heard the collective gasps at the
table. Zander examined our reactions. “Do you know him?”

I forced the sick feeling and the dizzy
spell away and slammed my fist on the table.

“Is this some kind of sick joke?” I demanded
in a low whisper, feeling Drew’s hand on my thigh.

For the first time since we’d met Zander,
the bad-boy hardness erased from his expression, and he appeared
genuinely confused.

“What?” He examined each of our faces. “What
is it? I wouldn’t joke about something like this?” He waved the
letter.

Even Christina looked disgusted at the
inappropriate mention of Trevor’s name.

Drew leaned over the table and whispered to
Zander. “If you are one of Trevor’s minions he left behind, and
they sent you here to mess with us, I will hurt you. Do you
understand that?”

Zander held up his hands in surrender.
“Look, man, I just came here looking for him. I don’t know what the
hell you’re talking about. I can tell that you know who he is. So
now you can start talking. I need to know.”

Drew glanced at me to see if I wanted to
tell him. I nodded. If he was truly Trevor’s son, that meant I had
some kind of weird-ass long-lost brother. God, did he even know
Trevor was a vampire? I cleared my throat and took a sip of my
coffee to clear the way for the words. “Trevor is dead.”

Zander had not expected to hear that. His
expectant eyes lowered with dismay at the news.

“I’m sorry, Zander, but he has been gone for
several months.” I did not know how to appropriately tell him the
next part, so I just blurted it out. “He was my father, too.”

Once again, his eyes changed. Only this time
from dismay back to excited. “Your father, as well?”

We stared at each other, examining
everything. His hair was dark, like mine. His eyes were dark, like
mine. We did look alike, that was for sure, and I got my dark
features from both sides of my heritage.

“You’re my sister?” he questioned, still
unable to take his eyes off of me. I nodded gently, still not
really believing it myself. This could be some wonky plan that
Dahlia set up, or Vanessa.

“That’s so crazy.” He looked like he maybe
wanted to reach out and touch me.

“Um…” I coughed again. It felt like I had
something in my throat. “You… you do know that Trevor was a
vampire, right?”

He nodded. “Yes, yes, I never knew though
until I found this letter.” He tapped it with his index finger.
“She told me everything in here. Thank god, I knew about vampires
already or it would have been even harder to digest. Finding out
that I am half vampire actually made my life make more sense than
it ever had.”

Wow, lucky for him. It basically made my
life a living hell when I found out.

Christina had been listening intently. “Why?
Why did it make more sense than before and how did you know even
know about vampires?”

He leaned forward, placing his elbows on the
table and lacing his fingers together.“When I was fourteen, my
friends and I snuck out into the city for no reason at all except
to wander around and try to be what we thought at the time was
cool. I had told my mother I was staying at one of the guys and
they told their parent’s the same thing. We rode the bus in and
walked up and down the streets smoking cigarettes and messing
around.

As we passed one of the alleys, I felt this
incredibly strong urge to turn into the darkness and see what was
down there. I slowed, peering into the alley to see what would make
me want to go in there so badly. I saw nothing, but just as I was
turning away I heard a whimper. My friends had already gone ahead
of me so I figured I’d just go in and take a quick look.

That was probably the worst decision I’ve
ever made. The whimper had come from a woman who was being held up
against the stone wall of a building by a man. Even though I was
only fourteen, I knew I could not walk away from what was
happening. I shouted ‘Hey!’ to let this guy know that someone was
watching him. He turned his head my way and his red, glowing eyes
bore into me. He lifted his lips to show his fangs and sort of…I
don’t know, hissed at me.”

Zander unfolded his hands and leaned back
against the booth again. “That was the first time I’d ever seen a
vampire. I didn’t know or believe in stuff like witches or vampires
but, that day I left the woman to the vampire and ran out of the
alley. My friends had all realized I was gone and turned around to
come back and look for me. They were nearby when I came barreling
out of the alley freaking out and yelling gibberish about
demons.

After that day, I took to the books. I read
everything I could about demons, vampires, witches…anything I could
find. When I was almost sixteen and began realizing I had a few
special abilities…I decided for that one woman that I left to die,
that I needed to kill as many of the vampires as I could.”

Christina tilted her head to the side. “And
this helped you when you found out that Trevor was your father,
how?”

“Because I was basically some kind of freak.
I was stronger than all the other kids in school. This might sound
like a good thing, but it was not when you don’t want a damn thing
to do with high school football. I like to eat meat that is almost
raw. People see this and practically run.”

I found myself nodding in agreement over the
part about the raw meat. The bloodier the better, I always
said.

“I heal fast. I see at night just as well as
I do in the day light. I can run—”

“And jump faster and higher than most
humans,” I finished for him.

He sighed loudly, as if glad someone
understood. “Yes, exactly.”

The awkward silence engulfed us once again.
I glanced at Alice and saw she was staring at Zander with a renewed
interest, like she was looking for traces of Trevor in him. I
pointed to Alice.

“If you want to know more about him, Alice
can probably tell you more than any of us. I only knew him for
about a year. Alice lived with him for a long time.”

Alice appeared shocked I would out her like
that. We didn’t talk about Trevor any more. All of us were trying
to put him behind us. But Zander met her eyes and muttered a thank
you to her.

Oscar, who had been pretty quiet most of the
conversation, finally spoke up. “Would you mind if we read your
letter?”

To Zander’s credit, he didn’t look surprised
or reluctant. “Sure.” He held out the folded piece of paper.
Hesitantly, I took it from him and began unfolding it carefully so
it wouldn’t tear. This was something sentimental that he got from
his mom. I knew how that felt.

“My Dearest Zander,

If you are reading this, then the
unthinkable finally happened to me and you have found my journals.
I am so very sorry I cannot be here for you as you read this, but I
could never bring myself to explain them to your face.

Over the last few years I have noticed your
interested in the supernatural has become more of an obsession.
Yes, you have tried to hide this from me, but you are not the only
one with secrets, my son.

Before you were born, when I was a young
girl, something horrible happened to me. I was attacked by several
men… yes, just regular guys. I had to close up the café that night,
so it was after midnight. I worked nights because my college
classes took up most of my day and I had to pay the bills somehow.
These three men, they attacked me, took my purse from me, beat me
with their fists, and tried to do more… I can’t bring myself to
describe that to you, but you understand what I am telling you, I
hope.”

My voice cracked as I read the last part. We
worry so much about the evil of the supernatural, that we forget
the sins of man.

“Go on.” Zander, examined his fingernails,
unable to look any of us in the eye.

“These men, they were not allowed to
continue their attempts. I was saved.

I lay there, on the cold cement of the
sidewalk with my eyes closed, expecting the worst to happen and
hoping that it would be over soon. The moment never came. I heard
sudden screaming and struggling. Taking a chance, I opened my eyes
and saw this other man, all in black and extremely pale skin. He
snapped one attackers neck with one twist of his hands, then turned
and slammed the other into the sidewalk where he either died or lay
passed out until we left. He snatched up the last attacker and held
him to his chest like they were embracing. The attacker begged for
release and the dark man told him ‘You will have your release; I am
releasing you from this world. But the hell you will find after
this shall be far worse than the life you have endured and the
crimes that you commit.’ Then his yanked him by the hair, tilting
his head to the side so far I was sure it would snap and then he
bared his fangs and sank them into the attacker’s neck.

I remember screaming and crawling backwards
in effort to get away from this monster…this, vampire. When the
vampire had finished with the attacker he threw him aside and came
to me. I begged him not to hurt me, that I would do anything.

‘I am not going to hurt you’ he told me
softly ‘Tell me where your home is.’ He lifted me gently off the
sidewalk retrieving my purse from the ground with a simple swoop of
one hand and carried me home.

That was my first encounter with a
vampire.

He took me back to my small apartment,
placed me on my couch and covered me with a blanket. Then moved
into the kitchen where he came back with a steaming mug of tea,
which he offered me.

Most of this took place in silence, for I
did not know what to say. He was this monster, yet he had saved me
from those horrible men.”

I stopped reading for a moment to take a sip
from the water glass on the table. Trevor, I was beginning to see,
had a soft spot for women, which made it hard to see his evil side
sometimes.

I read on. “He asked me my name and he told
me his. I could see him examining my meager living arrangements
with a critical eye and chose to ignore it. I owed him my life and
he had the right to be critical if he wanted to be. Then, he told
me he had to leave.

I found myself not wanting him to go, I felt
protected and safe with him near me. I chose not to voice this, but
nodded and whispered a pathetic thank you that could never come
close to how much I actually appreciated what he did.

Long story short, he came back. Every time I
left work to walk home, he was there. I never saw him, but I knew
he was out there. One day, I stopped on the empty street and called
out. ‘Trevor, I know you are out there. You don’t have to hide from
me.’ And then he emerged from the darkness, showing himself to
me.

I asked him why he hid from me and he
responded with a simple answer. ‘Because I am dangerous for you.’ I
shook my head and told him he was the best thing to ever happen to
me, that he need not hide any longer.

After that, we were together, and you were
created from that union. Trevor never knew about you because once I
found out I was pregnant I knew that life with a vampire father
would not be the best for my child. I told Trevor I was leaving
town, and that as much as I wanted to be with him, I could not. He
seemed to understand, and nodded his approval. Somehow, I wanted
him to fight harder for me, even though it would have made leaving
harder. Emotionally, I wanted him to fight for me to stay.

So I moved, with you inside me I moved all
the way across the country and found a big city to call home. The
bigger, the better, the easier to be hidden.

You, my son, are half vampire. They call
this breed a dhampir. If you haven’t discovered it already, it is
why you have the ‘special’ abilities that have caused you trouble
in life.

I am so sorry, but at the same time I am not
sorry because you are my perfect son, my perfect boy, and Trevor
gave you to me. For that, I am not sorry one bit.

Since I am not here to help you, if you
would like to find him for yourself, to find out more about who you
are, his name is Trevor Krasimir. I have no pictures or other
information aside from the address of my old apartment, which is
enclosed with this letter.

I love you, Zander. Please do great things
with your life and always keep me in your heart.

Love always and forever,

Mom.

I finished the letter and actually had to
wipe away tears. “I’m sorry about your mother, Zander.”

He nodded and reached across the table for
his letter. Everyone was pretty quiet, it was one of those awkward
silences where nothing you say is an appropriate thing to say. He
was actually the first to speak. “Chloe, I don’t know if you want
to, but we have to stay in touch. If we are family, I have no one
else.”

I wrote down my cell phone number on a piece
of napkin. “Before I give this to you, I’m going to tell you that I
don’t trust you. But I believe in giving people chances, and you
better not be lying to me.” I handed him the napkin. “If I do find
out you’re in on some kind of trickery, you will find out just how
dangerous I really am.”

He shrugged. “Believe me, I have my own
trust issues. And I don’t normally have these mushy conversations
with people. So, same goes for you, if this is some kind of trick,
it will be you who sees how dangerous that I really am.” He wrote
his own number down and then gave it to me in return and I snatched
it away from him

“I really should get going.” He stood to put
his jacket back on. The bad boy persona had returned quickly.
Zander leaned over and gave Christina, who had been surprisingly
quiet this whole time, her own napkin with his number on it. Then,
he just left.

“Oh, my god.” I slumped back in my seat. “I
did not see that coming at all.”

~~~***~~~

Christina dropped us off, and we filed into
the house. It was around three in the morning, and we were all
exhausted. Alice and I went straight to our room and practically
fell into bed. She passed out immediately, but even as tired as I
was, I tossed and turned in bed. Finally, realizing I wasn’t going
to be able to get to sleep, I did something I had never done
before.

I crept out of bed as quietly as I could.
The hardwood of the floor was cold against my feet, causing me to
shiver. I had on only my shorts and tank top, but I didn’t let
myself stop to get my robe. Sneaking out the door, I hurried down
the hall to Drew’s room and entered without knocking.

I stopped right inside the doorway and
quietly eased it shut. Drew lay in bed on his side, snoring softly.
The window shades were drawn so the moonlight shined through and
bathed him in glowing light. Slowly, I approached him, peeled the
covers back and slid in next to him.

He startled, and I realized that climbing in
bed with him while he was asleep was akin to a car backfiring
around a soldier with PTSD; probably wasn’t the best idea that I’d
ever had.

He didn’t reach for his gun or hit me, after
the initial confusion he realized it was me. “Chloe?”

“It’s me.”

“What are you doing in here?” I snuggled as
close to him as I could get and still remain facing him, His arms
found my waist and rested there.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

He smiled. “I don’t have that problem.”

“I’m sorry,” I told him. “I can leave.”

I shifted, intending to let him sleep. I
should have known it was a bad idea.

“No, no. It’s all right.” He tightened his
arm around me and pulled me against him. I pulled my leg up and
rested it on top of his legs because it was more comfortable that
way. Strange how we could probably cuddle this same way on the
couch downstairs and it would seem far less intimate and more
playful.

I looked into his eyes, searching for
something, although I didn’t know what. “Is it okay if I just lie
here with you?”

“Of course,” he whispered back to me and
then kissed my lips softly. “Are you all right after meeting
Zander?”

“I don’t know. I hope that he’s telling the
truth, but fact is, we don’t really know if he is.”

“So if he is telling the truth, how do you
feel?”

“I have to think about it some more. I guess
if it’s true, we will probably have to spend some more time
together. He is a vampire killer, too, so it makes sense. It just
feels weird to have us, as this whole community, as a family, and
then to have my… brother,” I choked on the word, “out there
fighting them all by himself.”

He nodded, understanding my dilemma.

I thought for a few minutes before I
continued to speak. “I also wanted to make sure that you knew Gavin
left.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean, he
left?”

“He left. He’s gone. I don’t know where, but
he told me that he was going somewhere, but that he would be
back.”

Drew rolled his eyes. “Good. I’m glad he
isn’t around. It’s one less thing for me to worry about.”

I let out a huge sigh. I should have known
better than to say anything. I just kept hoping that one day he and
Gavin would let go of their animosity and just be brothers. So what
if Drew’s mom is a bitch? I had seen Drew and Gavin fight together.
They were a great team. They could be a great team, if only
they could bring that into other aspects of their lives.

“Do you want him to come back?” Drew asked
softly.

I so knew better than to answer that. “I
don’t want to talk about it. I just wanted you to know he isn’t
around.”

“Are you sleepy yet?” Drew yawned while he
spoke.

“I can try. Will you let me stay with
you?”

“Sure.” He reached up and moved some of my
hair away from my eyes. I turned around so my back was to him and
his chest was pressed against my back. He placed his arms around my
waist and entwined his fingers with mine. I could feel his breath
on my neck, his heart beat against my back, and the heat of his
body keeping us warm. I hadn’t felt so utterly peaceful in a long
time.

“Oh, and Chloe?”

“Hmmm?”

“We’re gonna take the Talon Building.”
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A person does not choose their destiny.

We are given free will and the ability to
choose which direction to take on the map of our lives. However,
fate will always lead us back to where we belong, no matter which
road we take to get there.

My destiny is to be a Hunter. Fate put the
choice in my hands and gave me gifts to succeed at my destiny. I
have finally accepted … no, chosen to embrace the life placed
before me. The blood of the Hunters runs through my veins, mingling
with the demon vampire blood of my father. It took a long time to
realize that this was not a curse, but a gift, a road sign on the
map leading the way to where I need to be in life.

As I chronicle our adventures in this
journal, I write it down, recalling what we’ve done and what has
happened to us. As these events sink in, it really occurs to me
just how crazy it all sounds. Someday, this journal will be found
and recorded for the history books of the Hunters. Through these
pages, we will continue to protect the human race from the ever
present evil of vampires.

I have found my place, but the life of a
teenager continues.

We are amidst plans for taking out the Talon
Building. Drew has finally agreed to go along with my idea about
bombing vampire central … aka, the Talon Building. Now, it is
merely a matter of getting other Hunters in on our plan.

Alice, Oscar, and Christina are with us, of
course. So is Luke, but the board doesn’t think we should move on
the vampires. We, however, saw Sostrate—my demi-goddess ancient
grandmother—appear to us with a warning about the coming war
between the Hunters and the vampires, so none of us are willing to
risk the community, where our homes and families are.

Zander is my long lost brother whom I never
knew I had, which is another story. We are debating on bringing him
into the group, into our community and our plans, but we can’t let
just anyone through the gates into Arcadia Falls, even if they are
my family. He is my family on Trevor’s side, not my mother’s. I am
not sure I completely trust him enough to bring him here yet.
However, we have been spending some time together, to talk about
Trevor.

I loathe talking about Trevor, that man was
one of the worst things to ever happen to me, but I do it because
Zander deserves to know where he comes from. I admit, even though I
hated Trevor, it was nice to have learned my heritage during the
time I spent with him.

Alice is becoming a powerful weapon. I
despise talking about her that way, but each day her magic grows a
little bit more. She practices all the time, and studies ancient
books in hopes that she will find more on what she can do. She is
most likely more powerful than any of us are.

My mother would be proud of us, I think. My
mother, whose destiny to save the world from vampires changed when
she discovered me inside of her womb. She passed that destiny on to
me and took another for herself. Her fate was to die protecting the
one who stole her destiny.

Her death wasn’t an accident, everything
that happens is guided by the gods or fate, or something …

~~~***~~~

Large, fat snowflakes fell gently from the
moody, grey sky.

I tilted my head and let the flakes fall
onto my face, tempted to stick out my tongue and catch them like I
did when I was a little girl.

“You ready?” Drew called out.

“I am!” Alice’s voice rang across the snow
covered field.

Shaking off the memories and the wet snow, I
snapped back to attention. “Me, too. I’m ready.” I spread my arms
wide, focusing my energy and imagining what I wanted it to do. The
heat flowed and expanded in my body, making its way outward until
two flaming spheres appeared in my palms. The fire danced and
swirled, just waiting to be released.

I moved my gaze back to Alice, who looked
like a snow princess in her white coat with fur trim and matching
boots. Her whole outfit was white, even her jeans. She wore her
blonde hair down to cover her ears, instead of her usual ponytail,
and she had twin short swords crossed at her back, replacing her
customary hip sword. Her hands were up and at the ready.

Still hesitant, even though we had done this
before, I pulled back and launched my flaming spheres at her.

Between her extended hands a wavering glow
appeared. The gentle glow moved like the ripples when you touched
still water. My fire balls hit the glowing shield and absorbed
right into it. Thank God. Those fireballs could cause some serious
damage if they had actually hit her.

As soon as the shield had completely
absorbed the fire, I charged her.

She saw me coming and expanded her shield
wider. I knew I wouldn’t be able to penetrate it, so I dug my boots
into the snow and pushed off, sailing right over the top of her
head. While I was over her, she spun, letting down her shield and
drawing her swords simultaneously.

My gun was out of its holster before I even
landed. I stuck the landing and had the weapon aimed between her
swords, directly at her heart.
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Sweltering heat emanated from the searing
flames. Alex ignored his blistered skin and burnt clothes. He
plunged both arms into the blazing orange inferno without a second
thought for his own well-being. His hands frantically flailed until
he found what he 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 into his mouth and nose and
made it nearly impossible to breathe.

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

However, he couldn’t leave them behind.

“Go now,” the voice whispered more
urgently.

Sparks flew when 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 fallen wood and
created yet another obstacle.

The voice tried again, crying out, “Hurry,
Alex!”

Alex knew he needed to move if he wanted to
live, but he paused for a moment to question whether he even wanted
to bother. 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 money could buy. He felt the soft, white velvet lining rub
against his cheek, but it didn't 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 he found none. He groaned while he became more
aware, and realized he'd had another nightmare.

He sighed, wondering if the recurring dreams
were going to last forever. He reached up and unlatched the locks
he’d installed for his own safety, or at least his peace of mind.
He pushed open the lid and sat upright. His gaze wandered across
the room while his mind tried to fight off the feeling of dread he
had about the night ahead.

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 focus of the room, with the only other items being his
slippers and a small table that held a candelabra and a box of
wooden matches.

Alex lit a match and touched it to the
candle wicks. A soft glow lit the room and let him safely climb out
of his coffin. When he slammed the lid shut, the hollow sound
reverberated off the stone walls and quickly died. He wedged his
large feet into his slippers, padded to the wide steel door and
punched a series of numbers into an electronic keypad. The door
emitted a soft whooshing sound when the 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. Another whoosh
signaled the door locking behind him. With the candelabra in his
right hand, Alex moved through the maze and watched the flickering
shadows play on the walls.

Alex stopped short and blinked. He saw what
he thought was Malcolm's face, shining menacingly in the light
ahead. He held the candles out toward the face, but the image
wavered in the candlelight and disappeared.

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

Except for his echoing footsteps, the
tunnels were deadly silent. Once he reached the end of the tunnels,
he faced yet another heavy steel door with an electronic lock.
Again, Alex entered a code on a keypad and exited the tunnels into
a small closet.

Finally, he came to a thick oak door that
simply needed a key. He removed the key from the pocket of his
pajama shirt. Alex unlocked the door, entered the actual bedroom of
his house, and relocked the entryway to the tunnels like he always
did.

More out of habit than concern, Alex scanned
the room with all his senses. Despite popular legend, the many
mirrors in the room reflected his image off each other.

Alex gazed longingly at the four poster bed
in which he never slept. 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, and sheer black curtains shading the
windows.

Preferring the softer light of candles, he
bypassed the light switch and went to the dressing table. He placed
the candelabra on the table and picked up a candle that stood in a
golden holder with biblical carvings on its base. Each time he lit
the candle he was reminded of his time in Rome. The things there
were so beautiful he couldn’t resist bringing something home for
himself.

Alex knew his hobby of decorating bordered
on obsessive. He brought back things from his journeys all over the
world to put in his main house in Reno. But his house was
finished.

On top of that, his casinos practically ran
themselves. His place on the Higher Collective only occupied him
every now and then.

He found it an awful feeling, having no
purpose.

He tried to ignore the weakness that plagued
his body with pain, indicating it was time to feed again. Glancing
at his nightstand, he noticed the blinking red message light on his
cellphone. Pushing back the pangs of hunger, he checked the
messages.

Damion’s smooth voice came through the
earpiece. “Hey Alex, I’ve set a Collective meeting for tonight.
Something is going down with Malcolm ... I really don’t like the
feel of it. I think we all need to get together to talk about this
one. Eleven, conference room.”

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

In the connecting bathroom he stripped out
of his pajamas. The reflection staring back at him was one that
would never change. Until the end of his existence, each time he
looked in 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. His eyes, though, told the
story of his age, and even he could see the stories in them.

His bare arms and chest still held the large
muscles of the hardworking man he had been as a mortal. Although,
his chest now bore the one mark he had allowed himself to get. He
ran his fingers over the red longevity symbol. He had chosen
longevity as a marker for being immortal. Like it was yesterday he
remembered China and the tattoo shop where he had received the
tattoo. As a last minute decision he asked the artist to add the
three koi fish in a circle around the longevity symbol because the
koi fish were associated with life-long good luck. And he felt like
he sure need some of that.

Alex continued to think about China and its
rare beauty while he carefully applied a dark, skin-colored
foundation to his face and hands to cover his paleness. It was
worth the effort to prevent mortals from questioning his light
skin. After checking himself in the mirror again, Alex donned his
black leather overcoat, a long flowing garment that swept the
floor.

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 with glossy paint and shiny chrome from
the many vehicles. He chose his orange ’69 Mustang, because he
wanted to stop at the church before the meeting, but he didn’t have
much time to spare. He slipped into the driver’s seat, set his
briefcase on the seat beside him, and then, with the turn of the
key, the car came to life. After he backed out of the garage, he
shut the doors with a remote and roared his way out of the long
driveway.

At that hour of night, the pine-tree-lined
streets were deserted. Alex liked that. Living outside the city,
between Reno and Lake Tahoe, gave him more privacy. Although it was
raining, he opened his window halfway to let in the fresh scent of
the rain-washed earth.

When he approached the city, he took in the
view of the lights. For Alex, each time was like the first time.
The lights were like beacons, calling to him, enticing him. For
that matter, he thought the lights were like vampires, deceivingly
beautiful, alluring, and full of promise.

Until you’re bitten, he thought.

Unable to help himself, he chuckled and
continued the drive into the city. Traffic there was crazy compared
to the lonely streets near his home. Among the multitude of hotels
and casinos dominating the city, he kept his focus on the Lucas
Hotels and Casinos—the massive towers stood tall and proud—while he
drew closer to them.

He passed the exit and kept going for a few
miles until he came to a stop in front of a 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 that time of night.

Taking out his set of lock picks, he thought
about the old days when churches were never locked. They were
always open for the public whenever someone needed to be close to
God.

Upon entering, he felt a presence; not God,
but something else.

Danielle.

She had always had a habit of following him
when she was invisible. Although he knew she was there, he rarely
let on. He couldn’t think of any reason why she would want to keep
herself secret from him, since she knew he would tell her anything
she wanted to know. Besides, 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 aisle separated two sets of pews, and at
the far end of the church, behind the podium and the large choir
section, was the baptismal area.

Following his usual ritual, Alex knelt in
front of the podium at a short wooden table that, without fail,
held a fresh flower arrangement. It also held a large leather-bound
Bible, always opened to the same verse: John 3:16.

Alex lowered his head and spoke aloud to the
empty church, his voice echoing in the darkness. “Lord, forgive me.
I have sinned. I live a life of sin. Yet, you let me live. Again
and again, I ask how that can be. How is it that you could let
something as evil and corrupt as I live on this earth and walk with
the humans you created?"

He dropped his head lower.

“I still don’t understand a lot of things
you have shown me, Lord. I'm depressed. I've never asked for
anything from except guidance and strength, but it's time I humbly
ask, just this once, for you to 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. I can
barely rise from sleep when the sun sets. None of the hobbies that
previously occupied me so well interest me anymore.”

Alex paused and took in a deep, shuddering
breath.

“I would never try to bargain with or demand
anything from you. I would never be so bold as to assume I'm owed
anything. All I ask is for some kind of meaning to this life, or
after-life; whatever you wish to call it.

“I need a reason to persevere. After all, I
no longer have a family. The only thing I 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. Thank you. Thank you so much for everything
you have given me. I would do anything for you. I am yours in all
ways, and I am yours in everything.

“In Jesus’s precious name, Amen.”

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

A moment later, he rushed out the door,
stopping only to relock it like he always respectfully did.

***

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

“He’s past ready,” Danielle murmured while
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 follow her to the front pew,
on the right side of the aisle. She wanted to sit so she could see
the altar.

He sat next to her. “I know Alex was chosen
for this, 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
almost four hundred years. Even though he thinks he is dammed, he
keeps his faith in God, and that, my dear friend, is the
strongest kind of faith there is.”

“So he’ll do it?”

“He has yet to decide.”

“I hope it goes the way we've planned.”

“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 am 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 a most
important time for me to be with him.”

“Why?”

“He’s convinced God doesn’t hear his
prayers. That’s why he comes here almost every night. He could go
on living a sinful life, believing he is dammed anyway, but he
doesn’t. It's vital he has some reinforcement of his faith in God.
I know he feels me here.”

Damion shook his head. “We'd better get to
the meeting. I'll see you there."

Damion left. Danielle didn't 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, walked back down the
aisle, and moved transparently through the tightly locked
doors.
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